
        
            
                
            
        


Alif
By Umera Ahmed
Translated by Irum Sarfaraz Episode 1 

Today, it has been 423 days since you left. In reality, it seems like 423 years. You have transformed into years, the days of my life that passed like moments with you. Many times, I feel like an hourglass full of sand, falling and filling the past 423 days like minutes and hours in a silent anticipation of your return. Do you remember the first time we met? This is what you told me on our second meeting; of time passing like minutes, of counting hours, of their passing, and the sluggishness of moments and their feeling like years. Yet then, only a day had passed between our first and second meeting.

Today, I sit having conquered 423 mountains. You have turned me into wax that burns continuously but never dies or turns to ash. The judgment you have awarded me is too lengthy but I will endure it because it has been awarded by you. Today, the first flower bloomed on the vine on the roof. A purple flower on the vine that you planted with your hands. There are also three buds that will have bloomed by the time I wake up in the morning. Spring is coming. You used to inform me about the first flower on this vine. You were the first that spring informed of its arrival and you would bring me white roses. Spring never seemed like spring without those white roses.

Every plant and every tree that you planted talks to me about you and enquires of you. As they asked about you last year, they were engulfed in autumn. This year they are turning green as they talk of you. It is only I upon whom there is only one season; the season of leaves falling, breaking, and dispersing. All those birds have started to come back again whose chirps and trills you interpreted for me. Only you knew what they were saying, what they wanted, who was happy or sad, who was celebrating meeting their mate, who was mourning the loss of one, or who was singing or lamenting. I did not know all this and I felt like I never could. But dearest, in the 423 days without you, I have started to guess this language too; each one of them only enquires about you that where is the one who used to dance and rollick in white attire in the skirts of the mountain, in the midst of the flowers of this house, in moonlit nights, and chill mornings. The subliminal twirling of his feet resembled the dance of Rumi’s enraptured Persian. Where is he now the movement of whose arms would create pathways in winds? Why has he himself forgotten the way to this house?

I have nothing but silence. What should I talk to them about? What should I tell them? No one would be able to comprehend any of my reasonings, vulnerabilities, excuses, or grief. But you would have been able to understand. You were my companion. You had brought me with the promise of a lifelong companionship. How could you leave like this? It is the moisture from my eyes, not my tears, that is dimming the ink of these words. I do not shed tears without you. This is water that falls to flow away my regret, my remorse, and my error. Time continues to go by and life continues to pass. But nothing lessens; neither my repentance, nor the sorrow and anger of your parting. I committed only one error in life. But you did not forgive me even that. Being Rumi’s whirling mystic, you were forgiveness and pardon for the entire world. Then why not for me? What will be the use of your return if I’m no more?

So many letters, so much imploration…when have I done this for anyone? But I’ve done it for you, and I have no regrets. But then I had also gravely mistreated you. All the letters that I have written to you are testimonies of my regret. It is only this paper upon which I could open my heart and that could bear the weight of my grief. Whom else could I tell what I have done? Who has the time to first listen to the tales of our love and then the story of our parting? People call every love story fictitious or foolish. It is only I who believes in it soundly.

I don’t know whether it is right or wrong, or whether it is ignorance or absurdity. But whatever it is, I know it will take my life.
Your malefactor
Jehan

********************* 

Riding his bicycle, he looked towards the sky when the first drop of water hit his head. The clouds, in the semblance of dark jins and monsters, were looming up faster than the wheels of his ride. The second drop fell right upon the tip of his nose. From there it journeyed to his lips, and down to his chin and throat in a matter of seconds. He bent his head and started pedaling with all his might. It seemed as if he wanted to beat the clouds and the sea of droplets within them. Just like Hercules…faster and faster...faster than the wind, more forceful than the clouds.

His bicycle went bumping up and down the narrow path that went through the green farms to reach the heavy cluster of trees spread over a wide expanse; his destination. He felt as if the clouds and the rain were doggedly pursuing him, or at least that is what he sensed. As soon as he entered the jungle of lofty trees, he felt as if he had defeated the clouds. He passed in front of this jungle every day to go to school. His other school mates also passed there daily. Sometimes, they would enter the jungle in search of wild Chinese dates. Even then, none of them dared to venture very deep. But today, he was in there alone. The towering, dense trees had cast a roof over the entire jungle that only allowed sunlight and air to filter in as if through a sieve. At that time, when the sun was hidden behind the clouds, the entire jungle was sunk in inky blackness even though it was the middle of the day.

The eight or nine-year-old boy intended to go farther into the jungle, but the darkness suddenly withered his courage. He stopped his bike and tried to strengthen his heart trembling with the sounds of the leaves swooshing and the branches breaking in the fast wind. He got off the bicycle, laid it on the ground, and started to walk. Suddenly, the wind stopped for a few moments. It was as if the jungle had sensed the fear in his heart and had stopped its breath to comfort him. He now found himself standing in the midst of an odd silence. The only sounds around him were the soft rustling of leaves and the crisp trilling of birds. He could hear no third noise. He took a few steps forward and the dry leaves crackled under his shoes. He halted, startled, as if even those sounds were frightening him. He turned around to see where he had laid his bicycle on the ground and then towards the distant farms beyond the giant trees. It seemed as if he wanted to reassure himself that he could run from there whenever he wished. He turned around and moved a few feet forward. Suddenly, he saw the fallen trunk of a dried tree. He was irrepressibly delighted. Swiftly removing the bag hanging on his back, he darted to the fallen trunk, which was as large as himself in height and width. He placed his bag on one of the branches sprawled on the ground, unzipped it, and removed a small letter box constructed with uneven scraps of wood.

He placed the letter box on the ground next to the tree trunk. Had he a nail or a hammer with him, he would have nailed it on the trunk. But in the absence of these tools, he figured it sufficient to lay the letter box against the trunk. The wind had suddenly picked up speed again. He quickly took an envelope from his school bag and pushed it inside the craggy letter box. As soon as he pushed the letter inside, an unusual calmness fell upon his face. The wind had started to blow the dried leaves on the ground. With lightning speed, the boy zipped close his school bag and throwing it on his back, he ran in the direction of his bicycle. That was when he felt the third drop of water on his head.

One, two, three…a never-ending series of drops had started. The entire jungle was now enveloped in them. Like a warrior, and with his school bag balanced upon his back, the child ran towards his bicycle, jumping over the fallen branches on the ground and evading those falling from the trees above. But this time the rain and the clouds succeeded in defeating him. He was soaked when he finally got on his bicycle. As he raced out of the jungle and towards the village, he was trembling from the stormy rain. Many village children, with and without bicycles, were playing and running in the rain on the narrow pathways between the farms. The eighth-year-old boy joined them. He was ecstatic, his heart thudding forcefully and his breathing disheveled. He had accomplished a tremendous task for his mother that day and it was impossible for him to restrain his rapture. Riding very fast, getting drenched in the rain, hollering and shrieking, and racing the dark clouds flying above his head, Hercules had cleared all hurdles to win the gold coin that had only been for the most valiant.

*******************
The verse on the canvas was shrouded in an enigmatic luminosity. It was as if the words were alight and the letters were pearls, with the tildes casting a shadow above them like clouds.
ضرﻷْاو تاوﺎﻤﺴﻟا رﻮﻧ \ 

The elderly hand was engrossed in the calligraphy of the verse. The same light that was creating a halo around the verse, was also encircling the incessantly moving hand. The blue veins visible upon the wrinkled skin appeared as if through an x-ray. The movement of the hand remained constant as of an expert who had forte in his craft. Suddenly the captivating sound of someone reciting the verse filled the air; an enrapturing, sweet, male voice that went straight from the eardrum to strum the strings of the heart like the strings of a lute. The voice was not only reciting the line of the verse upon the canvas but the entire verse:

‘Allah is the Light of the heavens and the earth. The example of His light is like a niche within which is a lamp, the lamp is within glass, the glass as if it were a pearly [white] star lit from [the oil of] a blessed olive tree, neither of the east nor of the west, whose oil would almost glow even if untouched by fire. Light upon light. Allah guides to His light whom He wills. And Allah presents examples for the people, and Allah is Knowing of all things.’ (Nur 35)

The reciting voice stopped abruptly but the sound of the verse still reverberated in the air. The hand continued to groom the words and letters upon the canvas. Suddenly there was the sound of distant music. The halo of light that had been focused upon the hand and the canvas detached itself and started to edge upwards towards the sky. Down below, in an open ground of milky white light in front of the canvas, a man attired as an ascetic was whirling, his arms outstretched. Gradually, as if someone had placed him upon the movement of the wind, the sound of the music got louder and his figure started spinning more rapidly. With his white garb fluttering and flapping in the wind and the tall hat covering some part of his face, his spinning gathered momentum. The loud, enchanting sound of the flute dominated the entire scene.

The size of the canvas had shrunk so much that it could not be viewed from above. The hand had also disappeared. Down on the ground, within the halo of light, there was only the figure of the dancing ascetic, whirling faster and faster. So fast that the white of his dress and the red of his hat appeared like a white flower with a red center. The dance then gained such speed that it was impossible for the human eye to remain focused upon the image or even distinguish its presence. Suddenly, the figure burst into roaring flames and within the blink of an eye, was reduced to ashes, taking with it all the light and plunging everything into pitch black darkness.

******************* 

Startled from a deep sleep, the nine-year-old boy sat up. His breathing was erratic and he inhaled and exhaled heavily, as if having awakened from a nightmare. The room was sunk in semidarkness. He could see his mother asleep on his bed with her back to him. He moved the sheet from above him and as nimbly as a cat, he lowered his feet to the ground. Noiselessly, he went straight to the corner of the room with the study table and the lamp. He knew that if he turned on the lamp, it would awaken his mother.

He turned to look at his mother. Her back was towards the study table. It was as if he was trying to ascertain whether or not the light of the lamp would reach her if he turned it on. He figured it out. Picking up the scarf that his mother had placed on the back of the study table chair, he draped it over the lampshade. Cautiously, he pressed the lamp button ever so lightly so that even its sound would not reach her ears. As soon as the lamp lit, he spun around to look at her again. The light did not reach her. His ‘tactic’ had worked. His mother’s figure remained motionless. He smiled, triumphant and content, and then sat on the chair. The light from the lamp filtered through the scarf and upon the surface of the desk. He pulled out a notebook from the books and notebooks neatly stacked at a corner of the desk. Then, he selected a dark blue marker from a bunch of colored markers in a pen holder.

“What are you doing?” his mother’s voice suddenly echoed in the room. With lightning speed, the boy not only switched off the lamp but seemed to even stop breathing.
“I know you’re seated at the study table. What are you doing?” his mother asked again, her voice groggy with sleep.
“Homework…only a little bit left...only two pages,” the boy blurted out abruptly. He turned on the lamp again. It was no use hiding. He couldn’t figure out how his mother could see in the dark too.
“Alright,” she replied. “Finish it quickly and come back and sleep.”
“Ok,” he was delighted. He turned to look at his mother, took a deep, relaxed breath, and his hand started moving faster upon the paper.
After finishing the letter, he signed it, brushed off the paper, folded it, and stuffed it into an envelope from the drawer. He filled the lines on top the envelope with the address, then licked the flap to seal it. As soon as he pressed the flap shut, a victorious smile spread across his face. His task was completed. He turned to look at his mother again. She was asleep on her side with her back towards him.

******************** 

Standing on the veranda of his cottage, he spotted the village postman from afar, entering his bike in the lane of houses in which his was almost the last. His heart fluttered like the wings of a butterfly. The postman started placing the mail in every mailbox on the street, moving towards him gradually. This was the boy’s daily ritual and he was well aware of the postman’ schedule. Every day after returning from school, he would stand on the veranda of his cottage. The postman came every day but always passed by his house without stopping. Each day, the boy’s heart first fluttered like a butterfly and then gradually slowed to a snail’s pace. But at his age, neither dreams nor anticipation ceased easily.

And that day, finally, his fluttering heart did not have to slow to a snail’s pace. When the postman started to approach the letter box outside his house, he raced towards him from the veranda.

“Is there a letter for us?” he asked breathlessly as he neared the postman. The postman smiled and nodded. Shuffling through the envelopes in his hand, he took one out, handed it to the boy in front of him, and moved on. But before he could even set his eyes upon the envelope, his mother deftly took it out of his hand.
“I’ve been calling you for lunch forever, and you’re standing here,” she said. “Mummy, this is my letter,” he protested, trying to take the envelope from her hand. She

looked at him in amazement.
“Where would you get a letter from?” she questioned. “This is mine. Look, it has come
from Pakistan.” She held up the envelope and showed him the stamps. For an instant, his heart
sank and his breath stopped. He lowered his head.
“You want the stamps from it, right?” he heard her behind him as he walked inside. He
was a philatelist and he considered his right upon the stamps of every envelope that came into their 
house. But this time, he felt no interest in that envelope or those stamps.
Even his 30th letter had not been answered.

****************** 

He was passing in front of the same jungle on that same narrow path as he bicycled home from school. But not once did he turn his head to look in the direction of the thick trees. It was a peculiar grievance that he was nurturing in his heart.

‘How is it that you write so many letters and yet there is no answer?’ he thought as he passed in front of the tall trees, pedaling briskly. ‘Everyone gets replies to their letters...but mine? Even when my letter was the most attractive of all. I had drawn flowers and stars on it with colored markers. I had made sure to put a full stop after every sentence and I had used really clean paper. The marker was good too and did not leave any ink stains.’ He counted the merits and strengths of his letter in his heart that made it fitting of an equally worthy response. But a response letter...

For the past several days, in severe protest, he passed the jungle without even looking towards it on his way to and from school. This was an expression of his displeasure; it was the most he could do for not receiving even a single reply. He had even stopped standing on the veranda of his house in wait of the postman, who never came to his house and even when he came, brought only his mother’s mail.

He stood his bicycle outside the house and pushed open the door, entering in a state of severe dejection. His mother was definitely in the back yard and had left the door open for him because neither the sound of knocking nor doorbell reached there. He went into his room, put his bag down, and looked at the clothes laid out on his bed. He knew his mother had put them there. He started changing his uniform a little indignantly. He wasn’t in a mood to change but he did not want to upset his mother either.

In the middle of struggling with removing his shirt, he did not hear the sound of the outside door opening or closing. He had just straightened his back after removing his uniform shirt when he heard his mother’s voice from outside.

“There is a letter for you.” 

Standing there holding the uniform shirt in his hand, his heart suddenly fluttered like a butterfly.
“Whose?” he yelled, not believing his ears.
“Yours,” his mother tried to end his dubiety.
“Who has sent it?” he asked again, his heart thudding.
“Allah (swt).”
He forgot to take the next breath and his eyes turned round with disbelief.

****************
The greatest attraction in the glass penthouse was the huge sized calligraphy of 

ﻢ ﯿَﻘِﺘﺴﻤﻟْا طاﺮﺼﻟا ﻧَﺎﺪھا
‘Ihdinas’s-sirat al-mustaqim’ (Guide us on the straight path), hanging in its sitting area. It was painted in shades of aqua blue and in the Iranian Mohaqiq calligraphic style. Besides the calligraphy, the other paintings in the sitting area were abstract nudes. Several small and large sized nude and semi-nude, stone sculptures of mythical Greek goddesses were also scattered throughout the room.

The glass penthouse gave the impression of pre-Islamic Kaaba where there were 53 idols under and around the calligraphy of ﻢﯿَﻘِﺘﺴﻤﻟْا طاﺮﺼﻟا ﻧَﺎﺪھا ‘Ihdinas siratal mustaqim’. At first glance, no eye could resist applauding the exoticism of the penthouse, which was undoubtedly an expression of the interior designer’s excellent aesthetics and taste. It had absolute capacity to entrance the observer for some time. There was an open terrace and a roof garden right outside the sitting area. The tempestuous waves of the open sea and the boats on it could be seen in the far distance. A glass wall dividing the sitting area from the breath-taking terrace made it easy to view the terrace and the scene beyond it.

In addition to the calligraphy, sculptures, and paintings in the penthouse’s sitting room, another arresting feature of the area was the plethora of awards, trophies, and shields on a shelf against the wall. The wall area above the shelf was crowded with photo frames in which a man could be seen mingling with well-known celebrities at formal occasions and events. There were a number of framed magazine covers upon which the same man was featured under various laudatory captions. The wall with the awards and the frames was right across the wall with the calligraphy. Exquisite furniture of varying styles and forms was artistically arranged for seating in the room.

The glass pent house was Qalb-e-Momin’s soul which kept him, and his friends who attended the parties held there, wholly besotted. He was a famed movie director and CEO of an ad agency. Before he started producing commercial movies, he had worked as art director for a number of Pakistan’s outstanding ad agencies. Now, at a relatively young age, he was recognized as among Pakistan’s handful of illustrious art and commercial film directors. The impressive number of shields, awards, and trophies on the shelf in the sitting area were enough to reinforce his status. As awestruck with the room as any first-time visitor, Rushna Qidwai and her crew were present in Qalb-e-Momin’s penthouse to interview him for their TV show. Though she had heard a lot about Qalb-e-Momin, she had heard even more about the penthouse’s night parties. That day, it was after months of striving that she had finally succeeded in getting an appointment for an interview with him. At the moment, her crew was busy setting up lights and adjusting cameras in the area of the sitting room they had selected for the interview. Rushna Qidwai was busy chatting with Qalb-e-Momin’s assistant who had received her and with whom she had been coordinating for the interview.

“When are you guys starting your auditions for your next film?” Rushna Qidwai asked 

Momin’s assistant Dawud. This was nothing but routine chitchat.
“We’ll be starting next week,” Dawud replied. He was glancing at his watch. Momin was
usually on time but that day he was uncustomarily ten minutes late.
“So, are you going to select a completely new cast?” Rushna delved a little deeper. “Yes, that’s obvious,” Dawud replied, preoccupied with texting Momin. “Momin has not
repeated any of his cast in his three films.” Suddenly he looked up excitedly.
“He’s here!” he told Rushna and turned to greet someone.
Rushna Qidwai instinctively swerved around and was immediately awed. Qalb-e-Momin 
was as picture perfect as she had expected the owner of that penthouse to be. He was dressed in a
white and blue lined, slim fit, half sleeved, cotton shirt, Dockers Khakis, and stylish Tom Ford 
shoes. Despite being dressed very informally, there was an extremely regal air about him. Though 
she had never met him in person, Qalb-e-Momin’s face was not new to her. She had seen him in
dozens of parties and award shows. But it was the first time that she was seeing him at his house
in a direct meeting. Qalb-e-Momin was charismatic. She had heard this from many people but
standing there, meeting him in person, she felt the pull of his ‘magnetism’ for the first time. “I hope I’m not late,” he asked in a pleasant tone, extending his hand towards her. “Not too much,” she smiled. He was making her nervous and this had happened rarely in
her journalistic career.
“The lighting is not right,” he suddenly commented and leaving Rushna standing in her
spot, he walked to the area where her crew had set up the lights and cameras. Without waiting for
Rushna’s reaction, he started looking at the frame on the DOP monitor. Before Rushna or any
member of her crew could respond, he started giving directions to the light man. After five to seven 
minutes, she saw Momin bending over the monitor again. A moment later he straightened. “Now it is right,” he told Rushna satisfactorily. 
He was Mister Perfection. She had heard this from countless people who had worked with 
him on ads and films. She had just seen a practical demonstration of it on her very first meeting 
with Qalb-e-Momin. Slightly embarrassed, Rushna went to the monitor. Anyone in her place
would have felt similarly. She never expected the person whom she was to interview to catch her 
crew’s error and put it in her face. As she glanced at the monitor, Rushna could not keep 
commending Momin. The frame in front of her was not what she had just seen moments ago. A
slight switch of camera angle, barely perceptible adjustment of lens, and replacement of one or 
two lights had changed the entire frame. Momin was a master of his trade and she had no problem
accepting the fact. She wanted to stand up and thank him. But when she turned around, she found 
him talking to Dawud. It was as if he was positive that there would be no error in the frame and had no need of her grateful remarks. He was enviably self-confident. Rushna did not feel like referring to the questions that she had prepared for the interview. She did not want him to object
to any of those too.
“Qalb-e-Momin, your career in the film industry is considered the perfect example of ‘he
came, he saw, he conquered’. Was everything really as simple as that for you?” They were finally seated for the interview and this was Rushna Qidwai’s first serious
question after the initial chitchat. When she met his gaze directly during the question, Rushna
Qidwai realized that Qalb-e- Momin’s eyes were extremely intense and blazing. It would be
challenging for anyone to converse with him eye to eye. If she had to choose one word to describe
Qalb-e-Momin later, it would be ‘confidence’. It was in very few people in the industry that she
had encountered such a level of confidence that it would start to confuse the other person. Sitting 
crossed-legged on the chair with his arms firmly on the armrests, he smiled in response to Rushna’s
question.
“My journey has been even easier than that,” he replied calmly. “I admit that I’ve been
lucky, and I also did not face opposition in the field.”
Rushna had heard a lot of things about him, including him being a flirt. However, talking 
to Momin up till then, she had gotten no vibes of him being flirtatious. He was conversing with 
her in an extremely gentlemanly manner. While he answered, Rushna Qidwai’s mind was
preoccupied elsewhere. She watched him quietly for a few moments, expecting him to continue
talking. Then she realized that he was done with his answer and was waiting for her next question. “Is anyone else from your family also in the same field?” she did not have to look at her
notes to ask that question.
“No one.” His spontaneous answer opened the doors for Rushna Qidwai for the most
engaging part of the interview.
“Tell me about your family background. Where were you born? Who else do you have in
your family?” Rushna asked the questions very keenly, but the answers came just as impassively. “I was born in Turkey. My father was Turkish and my mother was Pakistani. Both are
deceased and I have no siblings.” Rushna was startled at his response.
“Oh, that’s why your features are not Pakistani,” she concluded. “I don’t think many people
are aware of your Turkish descent. How long did you live in Turkey?”
“All of my childhood and some years of my youth…” he replied grimly, “then I went to
the US after my high school. I was there for six or seven years. Seven or eight years later, I was in
Pakistan.” Rushna was unable to comprehend his dour tone.
“Was either one of your parents associated with the media or the fine arts?” she asked. This
time he was quiet for a few moments before replying.
“My father was a calligrapher…”
“Very interesting,” Rushna couldn’t help responding.
“…but he was very young when he died,” he concluded his answer.
“And your mother?” she asked abruptly. Momin was startled but he responded just as
fluidly.
“She was a housewife.”
“I find it very captivating that your father was Turkish and your mother was Pakistani,”
again, she couldn’t help asking. “Was this a love marriage?” For the first time, she saw his forehead 
crease.
“This is my interview, right?” he asked.
“Yes…yes… it is yours,” she was confused.
“Then talk about me,” his response was tart. Rushna had heard about his forthrightness but
had not expected to experience it so early in the interview.
“Isn’t your journey, or whatever you may call it, from calligraphy to commercial film
making kind of unusual?” again, her curiosity couldn’t keep her from asking. Momin’s forehead
creased again.
“I have nothing to do with calligraphy. My father did that. I studied film-making in the US 
and have been a film-maker from the start,” he explained in detail. “The only difference is that
they were ad-films in the beginning and now they are commercial.”
“I asked this question because if your father was a calligrapher then there must be some 
religious influence upon your family….,” Rushna started. But for the first time in the interview,
he interrupted her.
“I told you before that if the interview is about me, then keep the focus of your questions
on me,” he sounded vexed. “The interview is not about what my parents did or did not do.” Rushna could not fathom the reason behind his irritation. Her questions regarding his
parents were not objectionable. However, she couldn’t argue with him then; she had limited time
and unlimited questions.
“Your films are filled with glamour in which women are presented as objects,” she started
her next question. “Most critics say that your films are visual masterpieces and that no other 
director in the industry exposes a heroine as bewitchingly a diva on screen as you do. But by doing 
this, you turn your heroine into an object of fantasy.”
“Ask your question,” he interrupted her again. “I already know what the critics say.” Rushna blushed. She had not expected him to interrupt her like that.
“My question is that though your films are nothing but cheap entertainment in the eyes of
the critics, what are they to you?” Rushna couldn’t keep from being rude.
“And these are the critics who wish to become famous for five minutes by writing flop
reviews on hit films,” his response was equally blunt. “My films are an object of fantasy in my
eyes. I make what entertains me; the box office decides whether they are good or bad, not the two 
or three stars given by critics.”
“Whatever you say, the fact remains that you present women as objects in your films. They 
are nothing more than Barbie dolls,” Rushna insisted. “Glamor, glamor, glamor….” It seemed as
if Qalb-e-Momin’s forthrightness had suddenly made her point-blank too.
“Qalb-e-Momin doesn’t do this; the entire film industry of the world does this,” he spat.
“Eighty percent of all films revolve around women’s bodies, their beauty, and their glamor. I do not wish to make art films which even the critics do not go to the cinema to watch but deem world 
classic just by viewing the trailers.”
“You are very blunt,” Rushna couldn’t help commenting.
“Is it a fault?” he asked instantly.
“No,” she shook her head. “I know that it is a blessing of your success. Every successful
man is blunt.”
“I will be even more blunt as a failure. Don’t worry,” he said, smiling this time. “Now that we are on the topic, tell me what you consider success?” Rushna asked. “Success thunders its presence from the rooftops,” he replied calmly. “You should not be
the one to talk about it, but the world. People should be jealous of you and strive to be like you.
Here I’m not talking about envy, but jealousy. You should be the one on the stage and everyone
else below, your adversary.”
For a moment, Rushna suspected that he was joking but the composure on his face denied 
her suspicions.
“Success has a duration, and it ultimately passes,” Rushna attempted to remind him. “Then 
what will you do of your foes and the envious?”
“Then they will not be with me,” he smiled just as calmly. “They will be behind the next
successful man.” Rushna applauded his wit.
“The award ceremony is today and both you and your film have been nominated. What do 
you expect?” Rushna asked her final question.
“I will win them all,” Qalb-e-Momin replied with the same unruffled tone and deep smile
that appeared to Rushna as his distinct identity.
“And if you don’t win?” she was curious.
“I will boycott the awards,” the reply came just as smoothly and spontaneously. “But that wouldn’t be fair play?” she was startled.
“I don’t believe in fair play,” Qalb-e-Momin smiled, removing the mike from his collar.

****************
“And the best director award goes to Qalb-e-Momin for Meri Jaan….” 

The huge, cavernous hall exploded into thunderous applause. The superbly fit spot lights on the ceiling focused upon the fair colored, sharp featured, and over six feet tall Qalb-e-Momin. Getting to his feet and closing the buttons of his black dinner jacket, he shook hands, high-fived, and hugged the members of his cast. In a few moments he was making his way to the stage, his face in a broad smile. His form dragged behind it like a magnet the gaze of every actress of every age present in the hall.

It was impossible for Qalb-e-Momin to not be the center of their attraction. Every actress in the hall who had worked with him clapped and cheered for the most successful, young, film director in the industry to assure him of her support. Similarly, every young actress who desired to work with him, applauded enthusiastically, eager to catch his attention. He was now onstage, standing behind the rostrum after receiving the award and waiting for an end to the applause that roared on and on. He stood with a mischievous smile, seemingly busy in placing the award at a perfect angle upon the rostrum.

It was Qalb-e-Momin’s night. For the previous three years, Pakistan’s most prestigious film award show’s night had been dedicated to Qalb-e-Momin. Therefore, his win that night was no surprise to anyone in the hall. The reverberation of applause finally receded and Qalb-e-Momin started to speak. He thanked the audience in American accented English. He also thanked those who had given the popular vote to him, his film, and his cast. And then, unbelievingly, he struck the award show’s organizers with lightning. In tart words, he disparaged the awards’ jury because it was the first years that his film had not won all the nominations. The award for the best title tract had been given to Qalb-e-Momin’s long time contender Ahsan Malik’s film. Not only this, but the award or best cinematography had also gone to Malik’s film. Qalb-e-Momin could not digest this. For him, the two awards that he had lost were more valuable than the six he had won Standing on stage, he not only reprimanded the poor judgement exhibited by the award show’s organizers and the jury but also mentioned their partiality.

There was absolute silence in the hall. The award show was not live otherwise the organizers of the show, who were associated with a multi-national company, would have been horrified. Now they could easily edit the recorded show and remove Qalb-e-Momin’s criticism. However, such stark reproval from Qalb-e-Momin, and that too in front of the entire industry, from which not a single person could dare to utter a word in front of the organizers, could not be digested by the organizers present back stage and in the front row. But not a single challenger arose to silence the industry’s most powerful and successful director.

After ending his speech, Qalb-e-Momin picked up his award and walked towards the stairs. Once again, the hall was filled with a resounding applause. The organizers took a deep sigh of relief. The ceiling spot lights covered his passage from the stage to his seat and stayed on him until he was seated. The hall continued to ring with applause until the announcement for the next category was made onstage. Whatever Qalb-e-Momin had said onstage, only Qalb-e-Momin could have dared to say, and the organizers could only have tolerated from Qalb-e-Momin.

As soon as Qalb-e-Momin was seated, many actors and actresses rose from their seats and made their way closer to congratulate him. He sat there like a king and it is impossible not to curtsy one.

“Momin…! Momin…! Is there a problem?” a lady on a prestigious post in the multinational company came nearly running to him, breathless. Her attitude was extremely apologetic and defensive. She presented excuse upon excuse for the two awards that had gone to the other film. An announcement was being made onstage for a performance before the next category. In the front row of the audience, people associated with that brand were getting frazzled, presenting justifications and explanations to Qalb-e-Momin. The last award was for film set and if that award had gone to any other film but Qalb-e- Momin’s, he would have literally hung the organizers right there and then. He was supremely egotistical. In fact, egotistical was a small word to describe him; he was an avenger and he considered it his right. He was capricious and he considered it necessary. He considered his art unrivalled and his talent matchless. He behaved with the people of the industry as the industry behaved with the less successful people.

The film industry idolizes name and Qalb-e-Momin’s name was sufficient. The film industry considers no coin worthier than the coin of success and Qalb-e-Momin’s name and face were engraved upon that coin at that time. If the film industry was a star worshipper then the star of no other director except Qalb-e-Momin had shone upon the sky for the past three years. Then if Qalb-e-Momin had conceit, why wouldn’t he? Even if he snatched away every award, why wouldn’t he? If he displayed coquettishness, why wouldn’t he? When each one of his films was creating new records of business at the box office, every producer was raving to finance his film with him, and every actor and actress was circumambulating his office for a chance to work with him, why wouldn’t he be conceited? If eminence was a lucky bird then that lucky bird was perched upon Qalb-e-Momin’s head.

******************* 

She had learnt her lines and was seated on stage with the other members of the team, waiting for the heroine. This was an almost daily routine on the set. The people playing the secondary characters would be present on the set even before time. But someone or the other playing the main character would be exasperating the director or the producer with his or her late arrival or absence. She was seated at one corner of the set along with some other girls also playing secondary roles. Tea was being served on the set and they were all chatting with each other with their cups in their hands. Their chats revolved around their career plans, their upcoming projects, their recent experiences on the set, and with presenting overheard gossip as eye witness reports. The last were the spicy news items the transmission of which gave them the satisfaction that all the people around them were ‘human’ who not only dug holes for themselves and for others, but also fell into them.

A similar gossip session was in progress at that time too. Momina sipped her tea, quietly listening to all the news which was registering no farther than her ears. Her mind was filled with its own disarray and its own problems. Sitting there, seemingly drinking tea and listening to the babble, she would actually be planning the entire month’s budget and figuring out Jehangir’s expenses. Suddenly, she heard the director, standing a little distance away from her, talking on the phone to the heroine of the serial, who was late as usual and whose next scene was with Momina. Momina Sultan had been waiting since morning for that single scene but the heroine was missing.

“Nisha, if you are late for another hour, our entire day will be wasted,” Momina heard the director plead in a state of near helplessness. “Please come now… the producer is driving me crazy…please.” He shut the phone and turned to his assistant. “Nisha is coming…start the rehearsals,” he said.

“How many rehearsals do you want to do?” Momina saw the assistant getting irritated. She handed her empty cup to the spot boy. 

“They just make us sit here for several hours,” she heard an extra sitting next to her grumble.
“This is called fate,” she heard another extra answer.
Momina was a silent observer. It was especially at times like this that all her words were lost. Momina Sultan’s presence was probably the most harmless one on any given set. She had no opinion about anything and even if she did, it was never uttered. She had never had the habit to complain, and under her present circumstances, she could not afford to do so either. But she had a lot of time. Today was one of the days when she didn’t have to run from getting from one set to the other. This was her first serial. In fact, calling it a serial would be verbosity. She was playing the role of one of the heroine’s friends and only had twelve scenes in the serial of twenty-four episodes.
Suddenly, there was commotion on the set. The long-awaited heroine had finally arrived. Momina sighed in relief. Now she could do her scene and finally go home.
“Momina, come for your rehearsal,” the assistant called out. “The first scene will be yours.” Momina got up swiftly and went to the area of the set where Nisha was getting her hair done. Her makeup was already done and the director was happy about the time this was going to save him.
“Hi,” Nisha responded with a slight artificial smile to Momina’s salam. She then turned to the assistant.
“Can you send for some tea?” she yawned, “So that I could at least open my eyes…” With the speed of light, the assistant had the spot boy run for it.
“Yes, my hair is alright now…put it on my left shoulder,” Nisha was instructing the makeup artist, examining her face and lipstick in the mirror.
“Do you remember your dialogues?” the assistant asked Nisha. Seeing Momina standing there, he suddenly remembered why she had been summoned.
“Should I have memorized the dialogues before leaving home?” Nisha yawned, replying in the same bored and sharp tone. “I haven’t even seen the script yet. I only know what my role is.” She had just returned home the previous night after spending her holidays in a foreign country. Now coming to the set the very next morning for her shoot, she felt fully justified in feeling irked and annoyed.
“Momina, could you repeat your lines? I’ll review the lines with Madam,” the assistant told Momina. Nisha glared at him.
“Will you at least let me drink my tea?” she fumed. “I’m an artist…the main lead of the serial. Don’t treat me like a laborer!” For a few moments, Momina and the assistant stared at each other in stupefaction. Then he instantly started to apologize to Nisha. Being in that field, he was as used to apologizing without fault as a girl from a poor background in the midst of quarrelsome in laws, and whose first words after salam to everyone are ‘forgive me’. A little later, Nisha’s anger was somewhat cooled off. She was now sipping her tea. Momina still stood there, script in hand.
“Ok, read me my lines,” she finally emptied her cup and handed it to the spot boy. She had the make-up artist brush and puff her hair once more. The assistant immediately started repeating her lines like a parrot. He helped her memorize her lines for fifteen minutes. Momina stood there watching him. She had been standing there without any reason for the past half an hour. But unlike Nisha, she couldn’t tell anyone why she had been kept standing there without any reason when her scene wasn’t even ready. She was a secondary character and she knew her place very well. She did not want the director and the assistant to take Nisha’s entire frustration out on her.
Finally, Nisha had her dialogues memorized and was ready for the scene. As soon as she got the action cue, Momina started stating her lines.
“I’m your friend,” she looked into Nisha’s eyes as she spoke her dialogues. “You cannot accuse me like this without even giving me a chance to explain.” They both stood facing each other.
“If it had been in my power, I would kill you,” Nisha responded angrily. Momina grabbed both her hands and placed them on her neck.
“Kill me then!” she said dramatically. “If my dying can save the friendship, then I accept even this.” Nisha tried to free her hands.
“Why didn’t you tell me this before?” she said. “Such a big secret…..cut it.” Nisha forgot her dialogues at the last minute and she had the scene cut. The director and DOP were involuntarily aggravated. The scene was spoiled just as it was about to be concluded.
“Repeat Madam’s dialogues for her,” the director told the assistant. But before the assistant could say anything, Nisha spoke up in extreme annoyance.
“My dialogues are utterly rubbish,” she fumed. “You’ve given all the lines to her and sat me down with ‘such a big secret’. Reduce her dialogues, Mr. Director. She’s eating my scene…can you not see that?”
Momina stood there in amazement and the crew and the director felt no different. Momina thought Nisha was saying everything out of embarrassment of forgetting her dialogues. She never realized that Nisha was made very nervous by Momina’s performance and expressions. This was star power. Momina still stood within the scene frame in a state of helplessness. A little distance away, the DOP was showing the footage of that frame to the director.
“If I was in your shoes, I would cast Momina,” he was telling him. “Nisha was right…she is eating her scene. She eats everyone’s scenes, whether you have her stand as a sister or a maid. No one can stand in front of Momina’s expressions.” The DOP was all praise for her, and very whole heartedly too.
“I know she’s a performer,” the director was flustered, “but Nisha is a brand. Serials are sold by brand names, not by performance. I’ll calm down Nisha and bring her back. Tahir, you look at the script and reduce Momina’s lines. In fact, bring the script to Nisha Madam. She’ll reduce them herself.”
Even from her distance, Momina had easily overheard the loud conversation between the assistant and the director. No effort was made to keep the conversation from her ears anyway. In the industry, only the main lead was allowed to have pride, self-respect, and ego. The rest were supposed to leave all these things at home before coming to the set. Momina recalled a senior extra once telling her this.
****************

The narrow alley to her house was rather long, broken down, and very filthy. No one came to collect the trash or clean the drains. These two tasks were only performed when the residents had fights, arguments, swearing, and cursing with the municipality sweepers. The residents then collectively filed complaints against the sweepers. That was the day when the municipality sent someone for cleaning. This had remained the process for many years during which there had neither been any change in the sweepers’ mulish obstinacy, nor in the residents’ obliviousness to the rotten state of their neighborhood.

After been able to do only two scenes in her eight-hour shift and changing three buses, Momina entered the alley, exhausted, just a little before evening. Her eyes were heavy with sleep and for a moment she felt like lying down right there on the ground and shutting her eyes. Such was the state of her mind that day, that had the ground not been so strewn with litter, she would probably have done it too. Watching her approach, Jhoomer clapped to express her delight.

“Our heroine is here!” she said in glee. Momina couldn’t even smile in response. So far, no one else but her from that neighborhood had succeeded in landing a role on television. That was why Jhoomer considered her to be the pride of their dilapidated community.

“Assalam Alaikum Momina baji, how do I look?” Jhoomer immediately wanted acclaim for her ensemble.
“You always look good, Jhoomer,” Momina replied without paying attention. She did not want to stay and talk further, something Jhoomer always desired.
“Momina baji, you are definitely a star. Hence you have a star’s eye,” Jhoomer started to rant. “There’s no one else like you in this entire neighborhood. That’s why Jhoomer trusts you so much.” As she raved, fixing her scarf around her neck and running her fingers through her hair, Jhoomer didn’t think to see if Momina was even standing there or not. And when she finally noticed, Momina was gone.
“Momina…Momina….” She was still some distance away from the door of her house, when she heard someone calling her name. She turned instinctively to see an out of breath, short and stout, middle-aged woman approaching her. It was the land lady and she had been trying to catch up with Momina for a while. One look at her reminded Momina that she had yet to pay that month’s rent. Trying to think of a reasonable excuse, she greeted her.
“Assalam Alaikum Azra Baji,” she tried to smile.
“Walaikum Assalam, you gave me quite a run,” Azra replied pleasantly, but nevertheless complained for being ignored. “I’d been calling you for a while but you didn’t turn around even once.”
“I’m so sorry, but I didn’t hear you,” Momina apologized.
“Well of course…you are a star. Why would you hear people like us?” Azra did not even wait to catch her breath before eulogizing her. “I was telling Surraya how well her daughter acts…” Hearing her, Momina relaxed a little. Azra’s mood indicated that she would be willing to allow a few extra days for the payment of rent.
“Thank you for your love,” Momina replied modestly.
“Just leave this soap now and do a serial…some bigger role,” Azra suggested.
“Yes, nowadays I’m working on a serial too,” Momina pronounced, making a revelation in a way. There was no harm in impressing Azra and gaining a few extra days until paying rent.
“Wow…this is big news,” Azra was amazed. “Who’s in it? Is Nisha in it? And what’s your 
role?”
“It’s a small role, Azra Baji…” she smiled wearily.
“Never mind. You’ll get a big one too,” Azra consoled her. “Do mention to Nisha that I’m a big fan of hers.”
“Yes of course,” Momina agreed instantly.
“Oh…the reason why I stopped you completely slipped my mind,” Azra smacked her forehead. “I went to your house…very sorry to see Jehangir. But because he was present, I didn’t have the heart to ask Surraya.” Azra’s face was laced with sympathy. Momina lowered her eyes apologetically.
“I know the rent is late this time too but I will pay it within a week,” Momina assured her. “I will get the check for the serial this week.”
“No…no…it’s not about the rent. You can pay that later. Actually, I need you to vacate the house,” this time it was Azra whose tone was somewhat embarrassed. Momina’s breath caught in her throat.
“You need the house vacated?” she asked in disbelief.
“Yes dear…actually my son is getting his own house constructed and he’s short on money,” Azra explained. “So, we have to sell this house.”
“But Azra Baji…so suddenly?” Momina was alarmed.
“Oh no…we will give you a couple of months’ notice,” Azra tried to relax her. “You can easily find another house during that time. After all, I am your fan. Ok, I’ll see you later then. I have to go to the tailor. Do let me know when your serial starts.” Azra spoke hastily and walked off, leaving Momina standing in bewilderment. She had neither been able to say yes nor no. It was indeed a cursed day. But her life was so full of such days that she had even forgotten how to discern them anymore.
Searching for another house was her new dilemma now. She resumed her walk home. Pushing aside the curtain hanging on the open entrance door, she felt like dropping right there, so like the marathon runner whose yearning to collapse overcomes his desire to win by the time he nears the finishing line. Flinging her bag on the charpoy in the front yard, she went to the wornout basin in the far corner. She turned open the tap, wanting to do nothing but throw water on her face. But nothing emerged from it but a low, throaty growl. Her heart sank in a strange manner. She was soaked with perspiration and she had wanted to take a bath after washing her face. But there was no water.
She glanced towards the little cemented area set aside for laundry, a few feet away from the sink. The water pail under that tap was full of water. She briskly walked there, sat on her haunches, and started to splash water on her hot, sweaty face.
“The water line burst on the street…the whole neighborhood is collected there,” she suddenly heard Surraya’s voice from behind her. “Everyone has been bringing water from there since morning. Let’s see when the municipal committee fixes it.” Before Momina could respond, she heard her younger brother Jehangir.
“Appa…? You’re here?” these were his exact words every day when she came home. He would come out of his room the moment he heard the sound of her steps inside the house, eager to hear the account of her entire day. What everyone said during incidents on the set, who fought with whom, who was having an affair with whom, who was flirting, how many were impressed by her performance, and how many applauded her. Although Jehangir’s questionnaire remained unchanged, Momina had to prepare the responses anew every day. She was Jehangir’s sole source of interaction with the outside and the entertainment world and she wanted to keep him entertained.
“How are you feeling?” she asked. Just like her responses to Jehangir’s questions, she was convinced that Jehangir also knew the answer to her question verbatim. She always answered his question with this question. She never searched for the answer to her question in Jehangir’s words but on his face and through his body language. She knew his words were never truthful.
“I’m fine,” he smiled. Momina started to probe his face; there was nothing different about him. The same dark circles, sallow complexion, darkened lips, swelling around the wilted eyes, and the same infirm struggle to stay on his feet. He was undergoing dialysis for his kidney disease. Momina Sultan was engrossed in collecting money for his kidney transplant. She was simultaneously fighting several wars on several fronts…and losing every one of them.
“Appa, how did your first day go on the serial set?” Jehangir attempted to distract her scrutinizing eyes from himself.
“Let me take a nap, then I’ll tell you,” she moved towards the inner room.
“Eat your dinner first…” Surraya said.
“That too after the nap,” she answered without turning around or asking what she had cooked. She was well aware of the possible items and their order on the menu; lentils, potatoes, pumpkin, cauliflower, and rice. She also knew that until the rent was paid, no meat could appear on it. But she wasn’t too keen about meat anyway. She got everything on the drama sets. But who thought about good food for the secondary characters, or food better than what she got at home, or even eating at all. What she thought most was about ‘eating’; not about ‘what’ she was eating.
As soon as she pulled her sheet over her face, she sunk into a tranquil valley of peace. It was her habit. She slept flat on her back with her sheet pulled taut from feet to head. The tent-like sheet was like a safety barrier that granted her oblivion from everything for a while. Inside the sheet, she could see nothing but her own self. She saw neither the cement cracking off the walls, water dripping from the roof during rains, the furniture begging for repair, Jehangir’s ailing face, Surraya’s defenseless expressions, nor Sultan’s sad eyes. Inside her white tent, Momina Sultan saw only the Momina Sultan who only stayed with her. Before dozing off into the lap of slumber, she opened her eyes and stared fixedly at the ceiling created by the sheet. She found serenity in that emptiness, as if someone had erased clean the scribbling upon a slate to render it completely bare.
The whirring of the fan busily used the air to stroke and caress her sheet. Jehangir and Surraya were talking to each other in the yard. Lying with her eyes closed, she could hear their voices inside her sheet.
“I know for sure that the director and all the actors must have been impressed with Appa after the very first scene,” she heard Jehangir. “Maybe they even clapped. They could even be considering giving her the next serial.” Jehangir was a dreamer who used knitting needles and the unraveled threads from one dream to knit a completely new one. Momina was thinking about Jehangir.
“Yes, if she gets a longer serial then we will immediately get your liver transplanted,” she heard Surraya. “The hero and heroine of serials get paid a lot.”
Each one of Momina’s success was counted as a step towards saving Jehangir’s life. ‘If Momina does this, Jehangir will get that. If Momina does this, this can happen to Jehangir. Momina can cross the entire Snakes and Ladder game board with her brother without falling prey to the venom of any snakebite.’ She could think no farther than this; sleep was gracious, and life was very unkind.

****************** 

He opened his eyes. The first sensation he experienced was the throbbing inside his head; after party effects. He lay motionless upon his bed for a long while, flat upon his back, opening and closing his eyes. The DJ’s musical selection from the previous night and the loud drum beats still thudded in his ears. He instinctively shook his head as if he wanted to shake all the noise out of it. Then he sat up. The light was streaming through the walls and windows of his glass penthouse. The time was ten o’clock on the wall clock. It was his routine waking up time. Even if he attended a party for an entire night, his body clock still awakened him at ten o’clock like an alarm.

He sat up in bed and watched the view from the glass walls. It was his routine to spend a long while upon his bed when he awoke in the penthouse on the topmost floor of the thirty-floor building. These were the few moments in Qalb-e-Momin’s life to involuntarily experience the meaninglessness of existence. After partying the entire night and waking up with a hangover in the morning, he watched the sea and the birds flying over it from the glass walls of his room. The view was quite far from his penthouse and he couldn’t hear the sea. However, as he watched the apparently silent sea, he could not only feel the agitation of the waves within him but also their roaring noise.

He swung out of bed to stand up and faltered. This faltering of his feet was routine too. He always steadied himself after two or three steps, and he did that day too. Bending his head over the washroom basin, he kept splashing water on his eyes and face. It was as if he wanted the throbbing in his head to cease, or like he wanted to wash it away entirely. Then he straightened and looked at himself in the mirror. His eyes were red and puffy, shave was grown, hair was disheveled, and face was wet, with tiny lines of water trickling down his neck and chest. But even the weariness of the night failed to blur the arresting handsomeness of the man in the mirror. His sharp and chiseled features hinted at an Arab or Turk descent. Or at least openly proclaimed the presence of those genes in his ancestry.

Watching himself in the mirror, he seemed to be reading upon his face the schedule for the coming day and night. He had a long list of engagements and he did not wish to get entangled with them mentally at that moment. Putting on his nightshirt, he came out into the lounge where the large sized ﻢﯿَﻘِﺘﺴﻤﻟْا طاﺮﺼﻟا ﻧَﺎﺪھا ‘ihdinas siratal mustaqeem’ calligraphy graced the wall. It was the same wall behind the sofa upon which he sat channel surfing mechanically on his TV, from the BBC fashion channels, to sports, and then to CNN, or others. His daily surfing routine was similar too.

During his emerging from the room and sitting down, the servant had left a mug of coffee for him. Suddenly, a news channel started showing clips from the previous night’s awards show. He increased the volume. The newscaster was talking about the awards won by his film. With a slight smile, he watched the footage of himself receiving the award. His cellphone started to ring. He glanced to see Shelly’s name gleaming on the screen. Reducing the volume on the LCD, he received the call. She was the heroine of his first film.

“Hello love,” she addressed him in the same sweet and familiar style in which she addressed every hero and director in the industry.
“Hello Shelly,” he responded in the same casual tone he always used for her.
“My goodness! What can I say about you?! You created absolute havoc at the awards last night…” she had started her mission of adulating him. “Sitting in the audience, we were first stunned and then when we started clapping, we couldn’t stop. I even stood up to applaud and cheer you. Did you see?” She asked Momin who had busily resumed his channel surfing and sipping coffee as he listened to her. He was well aware of how long she was going to talk.
“No…when?” he tried to recall.
“Oh God! You missed it,” Shelly was severely disappointed. “If those people do not edit it, look for my footage cheering you when the awards run on TV. You showed amazing nerve calling them cheaters to their face! Look at the newspapers today…they’ve given more coverage to your speech than the awards.” Shelly was praising Qalb-e-Momin as much as she could because unfortunately, much as she wanted, she had not been able do it at the after awards party the previous night. It was because the awards show and the brand that was sponsoring it was continually stuck to Qalb-e-Momin giving all sorts of justifications to mollify him. And Shelly was not so foolish as to stand in front of the brand’s representatives and salute Qalb-e-Momin on his ‘valor’.
“I haven’t seen the newspapers yet, but I will,” he replied shortly.
“Have you seen the cover of Dusk?” Shelly suddenly remembered. Momin ran his eyes on the magazine Dusk lying on the coffee table.
“Yes, I have,” he replied.
“Look at the size of my picture…they’ve made me smaller than the other two,” Shelly wasted not a moment to complain. Without thinking, Momin picked up the magazine and inspected the cover. He was on the cover with scantily dressed heroines from his last three films under the heading ‘The Queen Maker’. Momin threw the magazine back on the table.
“Yeah… it’s only half an inch smaller, if at all,” he commented carelessly. But Shelly was incensed at his comment.
“Why was my picture even half an inch smaller?” she ranted. “Whose film was a hit this year? Mine! And whose picture did they make smaller? Mine?!
“Don’t worry about it…” Momin tried to placate her.
“Why should I not worry?” she was aghast. “Am I not aware of the intentions of the Dusk editor and how he is promoting Lina?” Shelly named a heroine on the magazine cover. Momin was finding the entire conversation tiresome. He was in no mood to squander his morning over picture sizes.
“Shelly, I have a severe headache right now and half of your conversation is going over my head,” he told her point-blank. Not minding his candidness, Shelley changed her tone without a moment’s hesitation.
“Why didn’t you tell me, Love?” all the complaining and whining was suddenly gone. “And I just kept talking about myself…so sorry Love. I’ll be there right away.”
“No…no,” Momin replied instantly. “I’m leaving for auditions now.”
“You’ve been so mean to me,” Shelley replied, offended. “I gave you such a big hit and yet you’re auditioning for your next film.”
“You know I don’t repeat heroines,” Momin’s response was instinctive. “This is the reason for my success.”
“I feel like cursing you for that,” Shelley replied.
“Text it to me,” Momin teased her in turn. “Right now, I have to leave.”
“You deserve to be cursed,” Shelley replied resentfully and hung up.

****************** 

The furniture in the small room conveyed itself to be ‘lineal’ despite being in dire need of repair. Regardless of the decrepit state of the home and its inhabitants, there were many pieces of furniture in that room, which if repaired, could easily be considered antique. The floor length mirror, once part of a dressing table, was one of these pieces. It was now hung on the wall and Momina Sultan stood in front of it with a cigarette between her fingers. Inhaling and exhaling the smoke, watching herself, she seemed to be conversing with the mirror.

“The mirror loves me, I love you, and you love someone else. All three of us are mad. All three will remain empty handed,” she laughed insanely at the last sentence then coughed. Her watery eyes were bloodshot. She glanced at herself in the mirror and then at the cigarette pressed between her fingers.

“Look, your lips have touched this cigarette…it is still burning. I smolder in a similar fire,” she spoke eye to the eye with the mirror. “I can extinguish this. The mirror and I can burn, but we cannot be doused. We can be fire; not ash.” She extinguished the burning cigarette on her palm. Tears began to drip from the reflection in the mirror. Before she could say anything else, her cell phone started to ring. Throwing the cigarette stump into the dustbin, she received the call. Dawud’s name was glimmering on the screen.

“Momina, the audition is at twelve thirty,” he said. “You are coming, right? Don’t be late.” 

“Yeah, yeah, I’m coming. I’m leaving in a little while,” she replied. But Dawud had hung up the phone without listening to her. He was in a hurry. He always remained in a hurry. 
“Momina, at least sit down and have breakfast,” she was putting her phone in her bag when Surraya came in with a cup of tea and two pieces of toast placed on a small tray. Momina sat down quietly to have her breakfast. Surraya stood there for a few moments.
“You did your rehearsal?” she asked.
“Yes,” Momina replied, taking a sip of tea.
“Could you read it to me once?” Surraya asked expectantly.
“No Amma,” Momina shook her head. “I will only speak the lines at the audition now.” She chewed another bite of toast and swallowed it with tea.
“I’ll iron your clothes,” Surraya hurried towards the door but Momina’s voice put a chain around her feet.
“This is not something I wish to do.”
Surraya turned to look at Momina. Momina looked at the helplessness in her eyes.
“Why do you say this sentence every time, Momina?” her voice was barely discernible. “When you know full well that you cannot leave this work either.”
“I just remind myself…nothing else,” Momina said and swallowed the last piece of toast as if in a hurry. “Let me see Jehangir then I have to get my makeup done from Abba.” She passed by Surraya who stood in the doorway silently with the clothes in her hand.

***************** 

Clasping her watch upon her wrist, she entered the other room where Jehangir was lying on his bed. He opened his eyes at the sound of her steps and smiled. Momina smiled in response.
“How are you feeling?” she asked. He laughed impulsively at her question and sat up in bed.
“The same question again, Appa?...I’m fine.”
“I know, and one day you will be completely alright,” Momina commented.
“I know that too,” Jehangir retorted.
“I’m going for the audition…pray for me,” she told Jehangir.
“You’re going to audition for Qalb-e-Momin’s film, right?” Jehangir asked eagerly.
“Yes,” she replied, her mind engrossed elsewhere.
“I watched the news last night. His film received the award again,” Jehangir started telling her excitedly. “Do you know he has done a hat trick of best film and director? He produced three films and all three won the award. He’s the first director in the industry to accomplish this feat.” Jehangir informed her steadily. Momina just stared at his face. Even then, he was as well informed about the industry as if he was still a part of it. Since his illness and after getting imprisoned at home, watching showbiz news and films was his only activity. Sometimes when she got old showbiz magazines for him from the news stalls, his delight was a sight.
“Pray for me Jehangir,” she told him. It was habitual of her; asking Jehangir to pray before an audition or the shoot of a project. She didn’t know why she had such confidence in his prayer. Perhaps it was because of the tolerance and fortitude with which he was bearing his illness.
“Don’t worry…you will get the film…you will become a star…. a very big film star,” he tried to please her. He was well aware of his sister’s struggles, of her dislike for showbiz, and also of the sacrifice she was making just for him.
‘I don’t want to become a star…stars break,’ she thought to herself as she looked at his face. ‘I just want to get you treated and save your shattering star.’
“Should I come outside to see you off?” Jehangir offered.
“Absolutely not,” she refused him sternly. “I’m going to Abba now to get my makeup done. You’ll have to sit in the veranda for no reason. It’s hot there. You stay here.” She went to his side table to check his medicines.
“Which of your medicines are finished? I’ll bring them today.” Jehangir told her of two medicines. She didn’t have to ask him their potency; she knew the potency of every family member’s medicines. She could hear Sultan’s voice from outside. He was calling her. She went back to her room from Jehangir’s room and changed into her ironed clothes. Then she came out to sit on the chair in the veranda upon which Sultan seated everyone who wished to get their makeup done.
Fidgeting with the items in an old-style vanity box, he was waiting for Momina. As soon as she sat down, he fit a piece of cloth expertly around her neck. Then he took out a foundation from the vanity box, deftly put some on his palm, and started to dot it on her face with a damp sponge. This was the old way of applying makeup but Sultan refused to budge from his old ways. Seated in the chair getting her makeup done, Momina looked at Husn-e-Jehan’s lovely, smiling face on the vanity box top. Whoever saw that picture could easily believe that she was smiling at them. At that moment, she was smiling at Momina. With her eyes set upon the picture, Momina counted the minutes of the clock in her heart.
“Abba, hurry up…I have to catch the bus,” she finally told Sultan. His hands started working more deftly.
“Yes… yes…everything will be done in five minutes,” he said busily. “I readied Husn-eJehan in five minutes too. She was always in a hurry for everything. Such buttery, creamy, skin she had…even powder would slip off it. She let no one else touch her skin but me. She trusted no other hand but mine.” In addition to Momina, every member of the household, and each one of Sultan’s friends and acquaintances, was used to listening to accounts of Husn-e-Jehan. Sultan had been Husn-e-Jehan’s make-up artist. There was hardly a moment in a day that Sultan did not remember her in some capacity.
As she looked at Husn-e-Jehan’s smiling picture on the vanity box cover, Momina heard her father rave over her. In fact, she had heard everything so many times that she could correctly guess her father’s next sentence about the woman.
“There you go…everything is done…only the lipstick remains,” Sultan straightened and announced with a deep breath.
“Abba, I’ll put the lipstick myself,” Momina tried to stop her father. But Sultan ignored her and shuffled in the vanity box for a lipstick.
“Applying the lipstick is the real art. Crude and clumsily applied lipsticks can make even the loveliest of faces appear ugly in front of the camera,” he spoke as he applied her lipstick with a brush. Momina was shaking her foot now. She was really in a hurry.
“There you go…look….is it alright?” Sultan finally stepped back. Momina just threw one look at herself in the mirror and got up in an instant.
“It’s perfectly fine, Abba,” she replied hastily. Sultan was an old school makeup artist but Momina trusted his hand. Whenever she had her makeup done by Sultan, her face appeared very good on the screen. He was indeed a master of his trade. During his time, he had had no rivals in the film industry.

***************** 

“It is Jehangir’s dialysis tomorrow,” Surraya came out of the room into the veranda and reminded Momina. “When will you get the payment for your serial?”
“I’ll go for the payment check after the audition,” she mumbled. “I’m a junior artist…the payment won’t come by itself.” Then picking up her purse, she addressed Surraya and Sultan, “All of you pray that I get this film somehow.”
“I’ve done her makeup,” she heard Sultan say with conviction as she left the house. “Just you watch…she’ll look like Husn-e-Jehan in front of the camera…she’ll raze them down like this.” He snapped his finger to express his point. She couldn’t tell her father that no one knew or recognized Husn-e-Jehan anymore. And if makeup had the power to raze people…
The same thought crossed her mind again at the bus stop as she sat in the bus. ‘Abba thinks his vanity box will turn me into Husn-e-Jehan. He’s not even aware that everything in his vanity box has either expired or is of inferior quality. Even Husn-e-Jehan’s favorite brand is no longer produced,’ Momina thought bitterly as she watched the running traffic from the bus window. But she could only think all these things; she could not say them.
‘Abba always sends me into the world as Husn-e-Jehan,’ she thought. ‘But I always end up becoming Momina Sultan.’

******************** 

There were about twenty-five girls in the office reception area. Momina recognized some of the faces right away. Some of them were rising models, and some were extras who had recently played the main lead in a serial or two. Sitting in the reception area, they all looked glamorous and stylish even without saying or doing anything. A few of them were busy on their cell phones, ignoring the girls around them. Those who knew each other were chit chatting. One or two were busy running their eyes on the scripts in their hands. Some were scrutinizing and evaluating the other girls.

All the girls were dressed in an assortment of attire; from plain jeans and kurtas, to formal pants and tunics. Some were also in long and short skirts. Only a few were in shalwar kameez, among whom, Momina was the only one who also had a dupatta around her neck. If anyone else was in a shalwar kameez, it was sleeveless, a little below the knees in length with capris that were high above the ankles.

The crowd in the room was not new to Momina. She was neither the prey of discomfort there, nor of diffidence. These were the kind of people she worked with in the media and she was well aware of all their insecurities and attitudes. She was never sure if she would be able to carve out a place for herself within them. At that time, however, her mind was gripped with the thought of Jehangir’s dialysis. Surraya had handed his medical file to her when she was leaving the house. During his last appointment, at which Momina had not been able to go because of her shoot, the doctor had changed some of his medicines. Momina had not been able to get these because they were expensive and she did not have the money. Jehangir’s medical expenses continued to soar and these sudden hikes levelled all of Momina’s budgeting estimates and calculations for that month, forcing her to take loans from one person or the other.

At that time too, she had his medical file open and was absorbed in calculating the expenses which were forcing her to extend a beseeching hand towards someone again because she had not received her royalty check. She had her head stuck inside the open file in such a manner as not to allow the girls on either side of her to see the prescriptions inside it. Finally, she took a deep breath after all the mental math, closed the file, and straightened her head.

“You are so focused,” a friendly girl next to her addressed her admiringly. “Ever since you arrived, you’ve had your head inside the script. I don’t even remember my lines properly.”
Momina smiled back at her. She suddenly remembered the audition and the script. It was the first time that the other girl had come for an audition for an acting assignment and she was very nervous. She chatted with Momina briefly. When she turned her attention back to her script, Momina left the reception area. It was a while before her turn and she had to make an important call.
Pacing in front of the studio entrance, she called one of her directors.
“Momina, I was just about to call you,” Saleem Bhai said as soon as he heard her voice.
“There is a role. I’ve taken this work out for you especially in a soap.” Momina was delighted.
“Thank you so much Saleem Bhai…how many days work is it?”
“Ten days.” His next sentence disappointed her.
“You could have given me a bigger role this time, Saleem Bhai…”
“Yes…yes…I will give a bigger role next time,” he replied. “How many times have I told you to chat with the producers. Go to their parties…make friends. When the socializing starts, then you’ll get the role too. And the role will start to get bigger.” Saleem Bhai instantly gave her the same advice that he always gave her. He was truly appreciative of Momina’s talent but he wasn’t able to get more work for her. He always gave the reasons for this very frankly to Momina, and she absorbed them without reproval because she was already well aware of them.
“Will I get my check today, Saleem Bhai?” she responded hastily to Saleem Bhai’s counsel.
“Today will be difficult,” he sounded doubtful.
“Could you get it done somehow Saleem Bhai?” she pleaded. “It is Jehangir’s dialysis tomorrow. At least get me a little bit of amount.” She was seriously perturbed to hear his negation.
“Ok…Ok…I’ll do something…are you coming?” Saleem knew about Jehangir’s illness and felt compassion for Momina’s circumstances.
“Yes, in two, three hours…” before she could say anything more, she heard Dawud’s voice from behind her. He sounded upset.
“This is the limit Momina! I’ve been looking for you forever. Your phone is also busy.” Dawud had come outside now. He was Momin’s assistant.
“Ok, Saleem Bhai, Khuda Hafiz,” Momina quickly hung up the phone and turned to Dawud. “It was an important call…it’s done. Has my turn come?” Her tone was apologetic.
“I especially arranged for your turn and you had disappeared…hurry up now…you know the dialogues, right?” Dawud had started to walk back inside without waiting for her reply. She followed him briskly.

**************** 

Dawud opened the studio door for her and she entered. She didn’t see Qalb-e-Momin immediately upon entering. He was focused on a laptop on his desk, viewing the footage of the ongoing auditions.

“Go there,” Dawud directed her to an area of the studio that had spotlights. It was then that Momina saw Momin seated at the table with his laptop. He was unaware of her presence. In fact, his entire attention was riveted upon his laptop screen. A few people from the crew were also present in the studio; a man at the monitor and one behind the camera.

Without stopping for an instant, Momina went straight to the spot which was the focus of the spotlights. There was also a stool lying there. The moment she stood there, Qalb-e-Momin raised his glance for the first time to look at her. He turned his attention from the laptop to the monitor screen lying on the same table.

“This is Momina Sultan,” Dawud introduced her to Qalb-e-Momin. He was also seated now at Momin’s table. “I shared her show reel with you.” He reminded Momin. Seated on the other side of the table, Momin was having a hard time seeing her clearly in the spotlights from his semi-dark corner. As she stood in the brilliant light, Momina could not even see Dawud properly.

“Tell me something about yourself,” this was the first sentence Qalb-e-Momin uttered to address her directly.
“I am Momina Sultan. I have done my graduation. I have been acting for the past three or four years,” Momina started speaking in a mechanical tone.
“I’ve never seen you in any movie…” Momin interrupted her.
“I work on TV,” Momina was finding it easier to see him now.
“In which serial have you played the lead?” Momin asked his next question.
“I’ve never played the lead…I’ve done several soaps…I’m working on a serial now,” Momina replied. She saw Qalb-e-Momin turn deftly towards Dawud.
“She works in soaps and you’ve called her for my movie!” his loud voice was scathing. Momina turned red but he was speaking to Dawud, not her.
“She’s a good actress,” Dawud tried to defend her weakly. “That’s why I thought…you’ll see.” At Dawud’s remark, Momin turned towards Momina.
“Do you have the script?” he asked.
“Yes,” she nodded.
“Perform the first scene,” he instructed.
Without a moment’s hesitation Momina placed the script on top of the medical file and opened it. She took one look at the page, then placed both the script and the file on the stool and was ready for the audition. Facing the camera in front of her, she raised her lowered head. Then looking the camera straight in the eye, she started speaking.
“I know you hate me…our relationship is more profound, eternal, and older than love. I wouldn’t change our relationship even if someone gave me a choice to do so.” She fixed her dupatta as she delivered the first dialogue. But before she could continue with the second dialogue, she heard Qalb-e-Momin.
“Remove your dupatta.”
Momina froze for a few moments.
“What?” she thought she had misheard him.
“It’s spoiling the scene,” Qalb-e-Momin responded impatiently as he watched her in the monitor. She was photogenic and he had already noticed that.
“I’ll tie it.” He heard Momina reply. Offended, he took his eyes off the monitor and looked at her directly.
“What is your problem in removing it?”
“I won’t be comfortable doing the scene,” Momina replied. Qalb-e-Momin laughed impulsively.
“No one wears a dupatta in my film and you won’t be able to record a scene without it? Have you told her about the role?” His first sentence was directed at Momina and the second at Dawud.
“Oh…I hadn’t discussed it in too much detail. I had only given her the audition scenes. There was a brief in it too,” Dawud was bewildered at the direct question. Before he could say anything else, Momina responded to Momin.
“The role is of the heroine’s best friend who wishes to steal her friend’s fiancé.”
Qalb-e-Momin turned his head and looked at her directly.
“The role is of a vamp who can do anything to get a man. She goes to parties, dances, sings, and roams around with boyfriends. She also does item numbers. Can you do all those things without removing your dupatta?” He was addressing her informally now. His tone was caustic and his manner, challenging. For a long moment, the two of them stood looking each other in the eye. Then Momina quietly removed her dupatta and placed it on the stool atop the medical file and the script. She then walked back to where she had been standing. Again, the two of them looked straight at each other for a few moments before Momina started her next dialogue.
“You, Ahmer Ziyad, however could you steal my dignity? Dignity is at the tip of my shoe and nothing else has agreed more with me than humiliation.”
For a second, Qalb-e-Momin felt like she was speaking to him directly. But before her next dialogue, she heard him address Dawud sharply.
“She can act…but my issue is glamor. I’m not sure if she’ll look as glamorous and seductive as is the demand of the role.”
“I think she can carry it,” Dawud replied. “She’s in a shalwar kameez now and maybe that’s why it seems like she won’t look glamorous.”
“I think she’ll look the same in hot pants or a bikini,” Qalb-e-Momin mocked. Momina heard his remark.
“I cannot wear those clothes, but I can assure you that I can give a very good performance…” But Momin interrupted her sentence.
“Madam, I’m not making an art movie,” he replied scornfully. “I’m making a commercial film and my actors do not tell me what they will or will not wear; I tell them. You simply don’t have what it takes to be film star.” Qalb-e-Momin had exhibited his famed bluntness. For a few moments, Momina was motionless.
“Next artist,” Momin was telling Dawud. This was Momina’s cue to leave. With a flaming red face and without a single glance at anyone, she hung her dupatta around her neck, picked up her bag, and strode out of the studio. The girls in the reception area probed her facial expressions to figure out what had happened and they didn’t have to toil very hard.
As Momina walked on the street outside the studio, Qalb-e-Momin’s sentences rang in her ears.
‘You should drown yourself in a palmful of water, Momina Sultan,’ she reprimanded herself. ‘Or maybe even a palmful of water would be too much for dying in shame. Why did you even go to him?’ Someone was speaking inside her.
‘My need had forced me,’ she defended herself. ‘Need is a blatantly shameless thing.’ The voice inside her was suddenly silenced. It was as if it had accepted her reasoning. That was when Momina remembered that she had left the script, along with Jehangir’s medical file, inside the studio on the stool in the audition room. She stood there, shocked. She had already walked half a kilometer from the place and was about to reach the main road. Now she would have to march all the way back. And that too, towards Qalb-e-Momin’s studio.
The girls in the reception area stared in surprise to find her back again. Momina called Dawud but he didn’t answer. The receptionist was not present at the reception desk and Momina could not wait for her. Hesitating for a moment, she opened the studio door and entered. A beautiful, strikingly modern, and extremely stylish girl in very bold attire was standing under the spotlights. Momin stood facing her, giving her directions and adjusting her long-layered hair from one shoulder to the other.
“Should I bounce my hair off my shoulder like this and then say the dialogue?” the girl asked.
“Yes,” Momin replied.
“I’m getting nervous seeing you so close to me…I love you,” the girl did not waste the chance to throw him a line. 
“I love you too honey,” Momin wasted no time in flirting with her either. 
It was at that very moment that Momina Sultan opened the door to enter. Without stopping anywhere, she went straight to the stool placed at a little distance from where Momin and the girl stood.
“Excuse me, I left a file here,” she said. Momin yanked around incredulously.
“Do you have any manners?” he demanded. In the blink of an eyes, his rage touched the sky. “Who allowed you to come inside?”
“Sorry, I forgot my file here. I just came to get it,” by now Momina had reached the stool and had picked up her medical file and script.
“Leaving your things behind is a deplorable tactic for getting attention,” Qalb-e-Momin spoke even more contemptuously than before. Momina was stilled for some seconds. She was a very cool minded person who rarely got angry. But at that moment, she was so enraged at Qalbe-Momin that if she had anything in her hand, she would have hit him with it.
“At least, it is far less deplorable than whatever is going on here,” she flung her verbal retaliation back on his face in a similar disparaging manner. Momin could not believe his ears, neither could the girl under the spotlights.
“Excuse me!!!” he hollered.
“There is no need to scream. I came to get this file and I am leaving with it,” she walked past him as she spoke. Suddenly, he grabbed her arm.
“If this is all so cheap, then why were you here to do it?” he sneered. “If you are such a virtuous maiden, then you should have sat at home, not come here begging for a role.” He kept talking and Momina, unable to free her arm from his iron grip, grew increasingly infuriated. This time she pushed Momin with all her strength and he stumbled back.
“I had come to get work, not sell my honor. I have no desire to become part of the service you are rendering to art by exhibiting women’s bodies in bikinis and mini-skirts. If I had known earlier, I would not even have looked at your face. You work is cheap and you are cheaper than it.” Finishing her sentence, Momina stormed out of the studio.

********************* Episode 2 Dear Baba, 

I know you must have been surprised to see my name on the envelope of this letter and that you wouldn’t have opened it for a long time. You must have looked at my name and remembered everything; all the things I had told you and for which I am sorry. You must have thought about tearing the envelope and throwing it away without opening it. But you must not have been able to do it because I’m your only son, Taha Abdul Aala, whom you raised alone like a fledging after my mother had left and for whom you devoted your life. Even if you had torn and thrown away the letter, you would have picked up the pieces from the trash and put them back together. It is not like the letter was a heart that couldn’t be fixed after breaking.

What should I write to you in this letter? My remorse, my shame, or my helplessness? Baba, I had left you, but I cannot live cut away from you. I keep remembering you. Not too much; just with every breath I take. I have hurt you deeply but I had no other choice but that. What could I have done? At least I am able to live after having left you. But I would not have been able to do even this if I had left Husn-e-Jahan. As you read this letter, I know your forehead must have creased at Husn-e-Jahan’s name. I know you still must not have been able to make place in your heart for her. It is the first time in my life that I have seen you hate someone and even that, someone whom I loved. I had no idea Baba that you were even familiar with anything such as hate.

You love Allah and Allah loves the universe. There is also one called Husn-e-Jehan in this universe whom Allah created in this world and placed inside my heart. She possesses a ‘soul’ just like you and I, and a heart like you and I. Then, Baba, why can you not forgive me for loving Husn-e-Jahan? If it had been in my power to not love her, I would not have loved her. If it had been in my power to sever ties with her I would have done it long ago. But nothing is in my control. I cannot get her out of my heart, and you out of my mind. Nowadays I have turned into a useless being in the midst of this war between my mind and my heart. Your maledictions are affecting me. I know that you must have become restless while reading this because you cannot possibly curse me. But I have grieved you. So how is it possible for Allah to not be displeased with me?

I am not able to write Allah’s name any longer. Even if I do write, it is written only with my hands and not my soul. People no longer even look at the calligraphies of my hand, let alone be amazed by them or even buy them. I know you will say that this is what will happen if I try to write the name of Allah with Husn-e-Jehan in my heart. Perhaps I have committed polytheism but I am unable to gain instruction to repent. Taha Abdul Aala is in great pain nowadays. I call to Allah but He does not listen. I am calling you because Allah always listens to you. Tell Him to forgive Taha, to erase Husn-e-Jahan from Taha’s heart, and to make His home there. Let Taha’s hands and soul remain capable of melting people’s hearts with the fear of Allah and to glimmer them with the light of Allah’s love when he writes Allah’s names. 
Your disobedient son,
Taha Abdul Aala

*********************** 

Qalb-e-Momin had taken the letter disbelievingly from his mother’s hands. It had his name written upon it in extremely beautiful penmanship.
‘What lovely handwriting Allah has,” he thought for a moment as he glanced at the envelope. Then he raised his head to look at his mother, the quiver of whose hands he had felt when taking the envelope from her. She was trembling all over. Trying to hide her smile within her lips and her tears in her eyes, her face was red or bright red, or pink. He didn’t know what color it was. Despite being verbally familiar with all the colors on the color palette, Momin could not guess. But at least it wasn’t a yellow color. The same yellow color that he had gotten used to seeing on his mother’s face after his father had left. She had blossomed like a red rose or perhaps she had come to life. He watched his mother in fascination.
“Will you not read the letter?” his mother reminded him.
“Yes, but who opened it?” he suddenly flipped the envelope over and saw its raised flap.
“I did,” his mother replied in a slightly guilty manner. Now his mother was also aware of the secret that had been between him and Allah and Momin had not liked this at the time. He quietly brought the letter inside.

My dear Qalb-e-Momin, 

All your letters have reached Allah and He has also read them. He wanted to send you the replies to all of them Himself but then He thought He should send the answers through me. I am coming on the 15th with the answers to all your questions.
Your Grandfather Abdul Aala

He finished the letter with the same restlessness and anxiety with which he had started to read it.
‘So Allah (swt) has not written and sent this letter,’ he thought with a deep despair. ‘But why is Grandfather coming here?’ This was the next question to rise in his mind. But an even greater question was how Grandfather had found out that he had sent a letter to Allah (swt). And why had Allah (swt) chosen Grandfather to reply to the letters? Did he also live with Allah (swt)? There was a pile of questions surrounding his mind.
“Momin,” he instinctively turned at his mother’s voice. He didn’t know when she had followed him inside the room.

“Why didn’t Allah (swt) write to me Himself?” he blurted out as soon as he saw his mother. “He does not write Himself. He has many people to do the work. He must have told someone to do this work too,” his mother took the letter from his hand and carefully folding it, she put it back in the envelope.

“He told Grandfather to do it,” it seemed to Momin as if his mother had not read the letter carefully.
“Yes, I know.” He heard the soft voice. His mother was now putting the letter on his desk and placing a paper weight on it. For a moment, Momin thought about telling his mother that he had asked in his letter for his father to be sent back. He only hesitated for an instant then he told his mother. 
“But I had called Baba. I had not called Grandfather.”
His mother responded to his complaint with a mysterious smile. But with that smile, her eyes lit with countless electric lights.
“He is also coming.” He was first stunned then filled with an uncontrollable delight.
“How did you find out?” he exclaimed with joy. There was another smile in response. And then a laugh. This was the first time since his father had left that he had seen his mother laugh openly, with a red, gleaming face. Momin now believed that Allah (swt) was truly sending his father and that too, with his Grandfather whom he had never met before. But an even more unbelievable thing was that Allah (swt) had received all his letters and had read them too. His mother had gone from the room and Momin still stood there, counting his heartbeats. He could tell everyone in school the next day that Allah (swt) had received all the letters he had written to Him and that very soon he was going to get their replies. But before this, he had to do something.

************************ 

He was running, with panting breath, on the narrow path that went between the green crops swaying in the farms and turned towards the jungle. The tire of the bicycle was punctured but Momin could not wait until the next day. He had forgotten all the djinns, witches, monsters, and evil creatures that lived here and there in the entire jungle and that the entire village used for scaring the children. The only thing he remembered was the letter box in which the letters he had put had reached Allah and now he wanted confirmation that all of it was not a lie or his mother’s false consolation.

The letter box was still there where he had put it upon the fallen trunk of the dried tree, as moist with the continually falling rain as the trunk upon which it was placed. Momin walked closer to the trunk, hastily lay the letter box upon the tree trunk, and opened its lower portion to retrieve the letters from inside. The letter box was completely empty. All of his thirty letters had reached Allah. Momin felt like jumping, screaming, and yelling with excitement. Or perhaps dance a little. So, the reply that had come to him was indeed from Allah. He covered his mouth with his hand as if to cover his open lips and bubbling smile simultaneously. He shut the lower flap of the letter box and lay it straight upon the trunk. He smiled again, turned around, and started running back with lightning speed. This time the dry and green leaves under his shoes did not crackle because they were all wet with the rain. However, wherever Momin’s running feet fell, they created sumps upon the wet ground. The mud also splattered upon his trousers. But Qalb-e-Momin had no care about anything at that time about the mud, the isolation of the jungle, or the fact that he had to run a long distance in order to reach home to his mother…to Husn-e-Jahan.

********************** 

There was nothing inside the open box of jewelry. Whatever had been there lay scattered around the box upon the dressing table and Husn-e-Jahan sat in front of the dressing table watching her image in the mirror. She pulled the hairpins to unravel her hair wrapped in a chignon on her head. Falling from her head to her shoulders, it then wrapped around her waist as it cascaded downwards. Lying on the bed on his side, Qalb-e-Momin watched Husn-e-Jehan with open eyes. His mother was extremely beautiful. He had heard this from many people and his father was among them. Now, once again, he was watching his mother sit in the front of the mirror to get ready like she used to before his father had left—to adorn herself, wear jewelry, and become ‘Husn-e-Jahan. She no longer remained his mother because then no eye could withstand her. But this only happened rarely, on some festival or on a special day, or when he or his father were very happy about something.

Momin had never seen her adorn herself after his father had left. Let alone wear jewelry, he had not even seen his mother sit in front of that mirror where she was seated at that hour of the night. At that time of the night she would sit at his study table crying and sobbing as she wrote the letter that she put in a box inside the closet. Momin did not know what she wrote in those letters but he did know to whom she wrote; his father Taha Abdul Aala.

“Mummy, how much jewelry you have!” he could not lie quietly on the bed any longer. He had gotten up and walked to Husn-e-Jahan. As he spoke, he had picked up a necklace from the jewelry scattered on the dressing table. Husn-e-Jahan was putting on dangling earrings. For a moment she seemed startled at his comment, then she smiled.

“They are all fake,” she told him. But he did not pay attention to her response. He was busy playing with the beautiful imitation jewelry.
“You should stay like this forever,” he suddenly requested her, hanging a studded hair ornament in her hair above the forehead.
“How?” she laughed.
“Like this…beautiful and happy,” Momin explained to her in as simple words as he was able to. His mother looked at him strangely as if she was surprised at how he knew that she wasn’t happy. Mothers have the misconception that only they can read their children’s face. They don’t realize that even their children can read their face in the same manner. 
“Your Baba is coming. Now I will always stay happy and beautiful,” she said, running her fingers through Momin’s hair.
“He’s coming because I called him,” Momin couldn’t help reminding her.
“Yes, I know he is coming only because you called him. He would never have come at my calling.” He was a child, yet he could not help feeling the sadness that spilled from his mother’s voice.
“Why did Baba leave?” It was not the first time that Qalb-e-Momin had asked the question. In fact, he asked it everday. 
“I had made a mistake.” The answer that came was the same as had come for the past year and a half.
“Then you should have asked forgiveness,” Momin had also been presenting her with the same solution for the past year and a half without realizing that asking for forgiveness was one thing and being granted forgiveness was another.
“I did,” her voice grew thick with tears and she looked away from his eyes. Momin could read his mother tone of voice like ‘braille’.
“I will ask Baba to forgive you.” The promise was old, as was the balm. He was now wrapping Husn-e-Jahan’s hair around his fingers in an entranced, spellbound manner as if he was performing witchcraft.
“You will wear a white rose when Baba comes?” it was as if he was reminding his mother.
“It was your father who brought me the white roses. I will put it on if he brings it,” Husne-Jahan had remembered something. 
“I will bring it for you,” in an extremely excited tone, he presented his services to his mother.
“Where will you get it from?” she laughed.
“I will pick it from anywhere,” he said thoughtfully.
“It is not the season for roses,” Husn-e-Jahan reminded him.
“I will bring it for you from anywhere.”
She started to laugh and kept on laughing. Even Taha had never made her a promise like this. Her laughter brought with it her tears—like an old friend. Momin saw his mother’s lovely eyes fill with water like always.
“Mummy, I don’t like you crying,” he told his mother restlessly. Taha also said this. He always reminded her of Taha in everything. Husn-e-Jahan wiped her tears with her left hand. Trying to dry her eyes, she looked at him and smiled, as if she was trying to cheer him up.
“Do you love me more or do you love Baba?” Qalb-e-Momin questioned her. He used to ask her this in front of Taha too. It was the first time he was asking her that after he had gone.
“Baba more than you, and you more than Baba,” she laughed impulsively. Momin was not happy. 
“Who do you mean you love more?” he wasn’t satisfied.
“The one who loves me more,” Husn-e-Jahan replied instantly.
“That I do.” 
Husn-e-Jahan looked at Qalb-e-Momin’s eyes. What eyes they were, what innocence. What truth it was, and what admission. A woman writes her lover’s declaration of love upon her heart and the declaration of her child’s love upon her soul. The first goes till her grave. The second she carries to the heavens with her.
“Mummy, I’m sleepy,” unwrapping her hair from around his fingers, he suddenly yawned. She only looked at him. What would there be in her life if he hadn’t been there? Nothing. She was watching Qalb-e-Momin lay down on his bed. Amidst all the fake jewelry that she had spread around herself, there was only one real piece; Qalb-e-Momin.

******************** “What will you do when your father comes?” his closest friend in school asked him during the lunch break. The news of Qalb-e-Momin’s father’s return was circulating throughout his entire class along with the news that Qalb-e-Momin had summoned him by writing a letter to Allah. It was as if he had become a star within days.

“Then we’ll go from here, Mummy says,” he told his friend calmly.
“And where will you people go?” his friend enquired.
“Mummy hasn’t told me this,” Qalb-e-Momin replied, scratching his head. “What else have you asked from Allah, Qalb-e-Momin?” eating his lunch sandwich, his

friend finally asked the question about which he was curious. Qalb-e-Momin pursed his lips. He had told them one thing, he could not tell them everything else too. 

He was very happy as he came home that day because a lot was being prepared at home; his Baba’s favorite cake and favorite dish, and Momin’s favorite donor kabab. His mother had not gone to work that day at the store where she was a storekeeper. Since morning, she had been busy preparing for his Baba’s welcome. Momin had thought that when he got home, his father would be there. But it wasn’t so. Baba still had not come and his mother was wearing a splendid dress.

“Mummy…” Qalb-e-Momin saw her open the door and forgot his question. Husn-e-Jahan had an idea of what he wanted to ask.
“He is about to come any moment Momin. Change your clothes quickly. I’m making food,” she didn’t stop after saying this and went inside briskly. Momin followed her inside at the same pace. He thought of something while changing his clothes and he followed his mother to the kitchen.
“Mummy, what was the name of the man who came to our house?” Busy in her work, Husn-e-Jahan did not listen very attentively to his question.
“Which man?” she asked without looking at Momin.
“The one because of whom Baba got upset and left.”
Husn-e-Jahan was stilled. Or perhaps stilled was a minor word; she turned to ice. She turned and looked at Qalb-e-Momin. Even after a year and a half he remembered the man because of whom Taha…she could not think. Momin was looking at her like a judge looks at a culprit standing before him in court.
“You remember everything…” she did not want to ask him the question that she was asking. Momin nodded his head. She sat before him on her knees, held him by the shoulders, and said, “There is no man. You have to forget everything. She spoke to him in a strange, pleading manner. Momin nodded his head in agreement.
“He won’t come again, will he?” there was a unnatural fear in his tone as if he wanted to stop everything from coming there that was likely to displease his father.
“Never,” Husn-e-Jahan exclaimed instinctively, and before he could reply, the bell rang at the outer door. Momin immediately freed himself from his mother.
“Baba is here!” he ran towards the outer door and Husn-e-Jahan dashed after him. It was after a year and a half that she was going to meet, and see, the one who was her lover and who was upset with her and had now returned. She was in an odd state of giddy exhilaration and entrancement. 
Momin opened the door and was motionless to see the man standing at the door. A similar stillness struck Husn-e-Jahan behind him.

********************** 

She had continually splashed water on her face. There was nothing on her face that she wanted to clean but still she liked to close her eyes, fill the cups of her hands with water, and splash it upon her face. Perhaps water could wash away the mortification that she had felt that day. And also the degradation that was pinching her forehead at that moment.

“You should have had some sense Momina…you just flatly refused and came back.” She heard Surraya’s voice from behind her. She had come to hand her the towel.
“What else could I have done? Wear a mini-skirt to show him?” she hadn’t intended to become bitter but she was. Rubbing her face with the towel, it was like she had also concealed her failure.
“So, you should have acted out two or three scenes for them. Had they seen your acting, they would have given you the role themselves.” She moved the towel to look at her mother. She felt like laughing at her simplicity, though in reality, she wanted to weep.
“Amma, no one wants to see acting, expressions, and performance. Everyone here wants to see and show the actress’s body,” she said going inside. Surraya felt an instinctive hesitation from her. Momina never used to talk like that.
“I’m sure it’s not that much of a ruination,” Surraya instantly tried to defend the industry of which she too was once a part. 
“It is ruination Amma…it is no longer your era. Now, all the respectable and familyoriented people go to the cinemas with their families. But even they go to see only the item number,” she turned and tried to bring her mother back to the 21st century.
“But there is such a thing as performance. There is acting too,” Surraya made a final attempt to stay stuck to her times.
“That must have been in your time and it also must have been valued only in your time. In the times where I am, Amma, only glamor sells. There is a price for everything, not ‘value’,” she was now speaking to her mother in a hushed tone. Whatever had happened with her that day was not her mother’s fault.
“My time was not that far back,” it was like someone had put a hand on her heart. “It was only about fifteen or twenty years ago,” she muttered. 
“Fifteen-twenty years is two decades Amma.” They both looked silently at each other. It seemed like Surraya had surrendered. She had decided not to defend the industry for which she was old and out-dated.
“If you had been able to get the film, Jehangir’s kidney could have been transplanted. Every one of Momin’s film is a hit. If this film had been a hit too, you would have become a star. You would have no lack of work. Even if you were not able to get any film after it, you could have got work on TV…Jehangir’s treatment…” Surraya seemed to be talking to herself as if it was painful for her to break down the imaginary castles she had erected the previous day just from the mere hope that Momina would get work in Momin’s film. She had glanced at Momina’s face as she reached the last part of her sentence, and the shame on her face stole her voice for a few moments. Momina was now looking at her mother like a criminal whose guilt had been proven and who now awaited the sentence. 
“Food…I did not even ask about food,” Surraya suddenly remembered. She still had something by mentioning which she could save Momina and herself from the present situation.
“No, I’m not hungry, Amma,” Momina had turned to go inside to her room.
“You ate something at the shoot?” Surraya followed her as if wanting to lessen her sense of guilt.
“Yes…I ate.” She hadn’t eaten anything all day but still she wasn’t hungry. Some days are good and some are bad. But Momina Sultan’s days were categorized into the less bad or worse days. Inside the room, it was semi dark and cool. But Jehangir was also there…waiting for her. Their eyes met and Jehangir did not ask her any questions. She had pulled up a chair and sat down to answer his questions. But perhaps he had overheard the entire conversation from the veranda. He had no questions for his sister, but he had compassion in his eyes. The river that she crossed every day to get home had come into Momina’s life because of him and Jehangir was regretful and sorry for it but he was helpless. Just like the other three members of that house. He could not tell them to leave him to die. Even if he did tell them, they would never leave him. They had all once seen very good times. First when Sultan was working in the film industry and then when Jehangir started getting work as a child artist. But now all those times were in the form of memories and reality. Life in reality was what lay before them.
“One day you will be a very big star…,” after a prolonged silence, the sentence that Jehangir finally found for her was interrupted midway by Momina. 
“I don’t dream Jehangir. Nor do I daydream. Don’t give me consolation. I don’t need it, I’m fine,” she had told him. Looking at his face and reaching the end of her sentence, she fell strangely weak. Those black circles, lusterless eyes, and wasting body turned Momina Sultan’s every strength to dust, her every thought to trash, and her every desire to water. She had not even been able to say in front of him that if there was anything in the world that slid like sand from beneath her feet, it was the thought of Jehangir’s illness. Nothing else was worth her consideration. 
“I know you wished to become a calligrapher and study art. But I came in your way,” Jehangir said with his head lowered. He was reminding her of all this at the wrong time.
“I still do calligraphy and art I can study art some other time,” she could not utter the next sentence she wished to say, ‘but I cannot put your life in a time machine so it can move forward.’
She stood up without saying anything else. She felt a rage against Qalb-e-Momin at that moment. All of his sentences were still ringing in her ears. Lying on her bed and trying to pull her sheet over herself, she once again tried to go into her world but failed. Qalb-e-Momin’s face could be seen on the ceiling of the sheet stretched above her. Just like on a projector screen. Her eyes could see the ridicule spilling from his eyes for her, the disdain with which he had clenched her arm, and those sentences…she could see them all like a film running from a projector. She yanked the sheet from above herself and tried to breath.
Then she sat up. Qalb-e-Momin’s arrogance sat with her thoughts in its clenches as though an octopus. In the industry where she worked, insult and degradation were not untasted fruits for her. Nor were pride and vanity birds that she had never seen before. But it was the first time that someone had humiliated her like that upon asking for work. Otherwise, nobody said anything unpleasant to anyone’s face. If they needed to say something, it was always behind the back. This was the first time someone had said all this to her only upon asking for work.
She tried to shake Qalb-e-Momin from her mind. She never wanted to face him again in her life. And life? A lot of such things happen in life. It was as if she attempted to console herself. Life also has a Faisal that cannot be gotten. And this was only a film. She smiled at her own commiseration and consolation. From where had her mind retrieved Faisal? Or was it her heart that had brought him there at the moment when she needed a soothing balm? Eyes closed, she touched her forehead helplessly. First, she was struggling to get Qalb-e-Momin out of her mind. Now she also had to get Faisal out. Sleep was not in her fate that day.

********************* 

Some color black, some yellow Some red or pink do
Bhullay Shah, the color of a pastor Covers only a few

The entire crowd seated in the room was listening to the verses of the philosophical poetry and accolading it zealously with raised arms. Neha was also among the audience and seated next to him in the very first row on the floor seating. The singer was renounced and was singing in perfect tune. He kept repeating the verses on which he was getting the most applause. The audience of forty to fifty people were as if they were entranced. Some were holding drinks in their hands while others were munching mixtures of fennel and betel nut and the waiter was continually making rounds with the trays of these. Some in the audience were almost sprawled rather than sat on the floor with their eyes closed, in a whole different world of rapture. The singer had undoubtedly created a profoundly mystical setting and there were only a few people in the crowd who were listening to him without openly lauding him or expressing loud proclamations of praise. Qalb-e-Momin was one of them. He eyes were fixed intently upon the singer but he was not swaying entranced at his words, nor was he enthralled at the coaxing of others. He wasn’t shaking his legs, arms, or head at the singer’s notes and music either. He was simply listening. If he enjoyed a certain line, a smile would appear on his lips he offered praise with a slight motion of his head. But this had perhaps happened only twice or thrice during the hour and a half long event. He had only gone there at Neha’s insistence otherwise he had no interest in attending or spending time in renditions of Sufi literature. This type of music was not of his taste but he could not refuse Neha.

“Ohh…so spiritual,” Neha, who was sitting next to him, exclaimed at a line by the singer and whispered excitedly into Qalb-e-Momin’s ear. He only smiled. Momin could not figure out what was spiritual in the song or the text. The voice was superb and the drum and harmonium players masterful. Otherwise there was nothing there that was causing the audience to get so ‘spiritual’.

Many people were robbed being awake Some gained while they slept 

The singer started the next rendition and Qalb-e-Momin whispered in Neha’s ear, “Shall we go?” She looked at him in surprise.
“Where?”
“I have a surprise for you,” he smiled and whispered again in her ear. In response, she looked at him in with extreme curiosity. He had a strange smile on his face. Without another word, Neha did come outside with him and she was still under an odd effect of the music and the verses. Their car was at the end of the long line of cars parked on the street outside the house where they had come to attend the musical event. 
“How superb! I feel like I too have become a Sufi,” Neha said as she walked with him and raised her bare arms above her head in state of rapture, waving them from side to side. She was dressed in a sleeveless blouse and long skirt. The brief blouse was revealing parts of her waist and stomach. She was wearing a bunch of long and short chains and stone necklaces around her neck over her white silk blouse and black skirt, covering her bosom almost entirely. The wind outside kept lifting her trimmed hair and her skirt and Neha was oblivious to both. She was neither stopping her hair from flying over her face and forehead nor her skirt from lifting up from her lovely, long legs. She took a last puff from the cigarette between her fingers, hummed the last lines of the singer, and threw the stub away.
“Momin, I have become a Sufi.” Walking alongside her, Momin had not commented on her first sentence. In an attempt to catch his attention, Neha repeated her sentence again.
“That you become for a few hours every time after you attend any such event. So, don’t worry about it. You’ll be alright after a few hours,” walking with her, Momin took the car keys from his trouser pocket and seemed to reassure her.
“No, today I’m experiencing a completely different feeling,” Neha tried to convince him. He wasn’t impressed.
“Really? Good for you,” he replied in the same tone.
“You should put this qawwali in your film,” Neha said, suddenly reciting the words from the singer’s first rendition. He laughed out instinctively.
“What place does a qawwali have in my film?”
“Yaar, it will bring spirituality,” Neha offered justification.
“You mean soon after my film, the audience will start looking for a mosque inside the cinema,” he had replied to Neha mockingly. 
“I cannot win from you in conversation. I was just giving a suggestion. Haven’t you seen in Bollywood films? Salman Khan has a qawwali in every film…and each film is a superhit,” Neha tried to convince him. She was still trying to sing those lines and spreading and waving her arms in rhythm as she walked on the street. She was unaware of the drivers of the other cars with their eyes focused on her and following her every move.
“My film is a superhit even without a qawwali,” Momin did not like her reference to Salman Khan at that moment. 
“His film makes 100 crores,” Neha was certainly in other state of mind otherwise she would never have argued with him about Salman Khan, who was Momin most disliked actor.
“He doesn’t make 100 crores from spirituality or qawwali; he makes it from the item number,” he said to Neha, unlocking his car from a distance. His car blinked its lights at him as if in welcome.
“Whatever. But don’t you see my state right now? Have you ever seen me in such a state? If this isn’t spirituality, then what is it?” Neha disapproved of his reply.
“It is the effect of the hashish filled cigarettes that you were smoking on the terrace so frequently. This is not spirituality,” he had opened the car door and sat inside.
“You talk as if you know so much about spirituality…and by the way, I only smoked two cigarettes. Nothing happens to me with two,” Neha replied as she sat in the car. Then she remembered something.
“Did you see Sofi’s attitude?” she said. Momin laughed out loud as he started the car.
“You have come from Sufi to Sofi. So quickly?”
“Shut up. Whatever was she wearing? And pretending like she was a designer from god knows which planet,” Neha’s mind really had travelled in seconds from the Sufi rendition to her rival designer.
“I loved her clothes. Her sense of style is amazing,” he replied. That’s how he was. Neha was his girlfriend but if Momin liked something, he praised it with an open heart.
“You dare not. She was looking ridiculous in those clothes. She was barely wearing any clothes at all so that all the men could look at her. Cheap tactic,” a strange type of middle-class jealousy rang in Neha’s tone.
“If this was her strategy then it was the right strategy because all the men really were looking at her, including myself. She looked hot,” Momin teased her further as he started the car. He knew Neha disliked Sofi.
“Momin…” Neha seemed to warn him. 
“She was talking to me about designing the wardrobe for my next film,” Momin said in response to her warning. It was like Neha was set ablaze. 
“She has so much nerve….!”
“Yaar, she’s a professional…looking for an opportunity to work with me,” Momin tried to cool down her temper.
“You will not work with her. I will do the wardrobe for your next film. You hear me?” He laughed.
“Yes, I heard you. You can do it. Now end this anger. You were talking about becoming a Sufi and about spirituality. Tell me about that.”
“Don’t make fun of me,” Neha knew him very well. “What was the surprise you wanted to give me?” she suddenly remembered. Instead of replying to her, Momin brought his car from the dirt side road onto the main road. 
“Come to my apartment. Then I will tell you.” Neha looked at him with interest. She had been keenly anticipating this ‘surprise’ and was also expecting it. But she wanted to confirm without any expression of joy that she was not under any credulity. Opening the door of his pent house with his keycard, he led Neha inside. The first thing he saw was a white envelope on the console set against the wall. Shakoor had definitely received it from the courier and put it there like he put all of his mail. Neha was still talking about Sofi but he was momentarily detached from reality as he set his eyes on the envelope. Entering inside with him, Neha did not stop but went into the lounge and Momin came straight towards the console. He picked up the envelope and looked at it. 
His name was written on the envelope in pearl like writing…in the same style in which it was always written. He used his fingers to search for the writer’s touch by running it over his name and felt it. Then he opened the drawer of the console and placed the unopened envelope inside. The drawer was full of similar unopened envelopes. They all had one name on them…Qalb-eMomin
Neha was seated on a chair in front of the table on the terrace when he went there. The lights of the buildings in the entire city were visible from the terrace at that time of night and also those of some bobbing boats and ships far into the ocean. Neha had a champagne glass in her hand that she had filled with water from the fridge and was now seated on the terrace on the chair in front of the table sipping the water slowly with her neck turned towards the ocean. The wind would blow her hair upward and then bring it down again…just like the waves of the sea and she sat awaiting Momin like a solitary girl in a beautiful painting in the glow of the lovely terrace lights. She turned her neck to look at Momin when he came. Then she smiled and placed her glass back on the table.
Momin sat facing her on the other chair. Then he placed an unframed painting in front of her. Neha was instinctively disappointed. This was not the surprise that she had come there to see. Momin painted once in a while and he often painted her. That painting was also of her, sitting at the very same table on the terrace with her hair blowing in the breeze and drinking water from a champagne glass.
“Your favorite pose and my favorite painting,” Momin said in an announcement like style. Neha felt like he wished for her praise. 
“It’s beautiful,” she said looking closely at the painting. She always sat there, drinking water in the same manner, and Momin had painted her just like that without having her sit for a modeling. Neha took one look at the painting and picked up her glass again. It was then that she saw a ring gleaming on a finger of her hand in the painting. For an instant she suspected that it too was painted. But looking closely at it, she saw that it was not painted. It was real. A current ran through her whole being. She lifted her eyes to look at Momin. He was smiling.
“You are…” she started to speak excitedly but left the sentence unfinished as she attempted to pull out the ring from around her finger in the painting where it was embedded. 
“Momin…” her voice grew thick with emotion. She was now holding the diamond ring between the tips of her finger and thumb and looking at it emotionally. Momin took the ring from her and holding her hand, he slipped it on her ring finger.
“This is beautiful,” Neha said, looking at the ring on her finger with elation and exuberance.
“Not more than your hand,” Momin slowly touched her hand with his lips and then released it. 
“I love you,” Neha responded to him.
“I love you too,” Momin replied. Neha was now looking at her hand with shiny eyes.
“You taste about everything is matchless,” looking at her ring she could not help commending Momin.
“So, you are appreciating yourself indirectly?” Momin replied wittily. Neha laughed out loud at his comment and placed her hand on top of his on the table.
“You are enough for appreciating me. I can’t believe it. Qalb-e-Momin you are proposing to me,” Neha could barely control herself. “What did you like in me?” she asked with an odd attitude as if she wanted to hear herself praised. Momin put both his hands on his chest at the place of his heart. 
“We liked you here,” he said. She laughed at his sentence. Then she put her finger on her temple.
“Did the heart like me or the mind?”
“I don’t think with my mind. I am Qalb-e-Momin. My heart decides everything,” Momin told her in a strange, independent manner. Neha made the motion of wrapping something around her fingers.
“When you talk like this, you wrap girls’ hearts around your fingers, Qalb-e-Momin,” she said. He smiled at her comment. 
“I know. But Qalb-e-Momin is in your hand.” Neha smiled proudly at his confession. Her smile was superb, her laughter alluring. The pearls hanging from her ears bobbed slowly and her hair was blowing in the air. With her jet black eyes and long lashes, she plunged into Qalb-eMomin’s eyes and heart at the same moment, reminding him of someone.
“You are like Husn-e-Jahan,” with his eyes fixed upon her face, he said in a trancelike state.
“Why like Husn-e-Jahan?” she laughed. “Why not Husn-e-Jahan?” In her pride, she replied without understanding the reference that had emerged from deep within Qalb-e-Momin.
‘There was only one Husn-e-Jahan,’ Qalb-e-Momin thought as he looked at the marks of Neha’s lips left by her lipstick on the edges of her glass.
************************

“What a big opportunity it was, Momina Sultan, that you wasted.” Momina listend to her admonition and reprimands obstinately. She was watching Aqsa as she sat on her seat putting her makeup on for the soap. She was moving her hands swiftly because her scene was about to start and Momina sat watching her quietly.

“Now speak…why are you sitting with no words in your mouth?” she scolded Momina in the middle of applying her blush. 
“I could not fulfill the demands of the character nor of the director,” she finally said. Aqsa almost slammed down the brush she was holding in her hand. 
“This is why you will do the roles of sisters and friends for your entire life or those of aunts. You have to do ‘everything’ in order to make a name, Momina Sultan, and ‘everyone’ is doing it. You hear me?’
“I heard,” she tried to end the argument.
“You heard, but don’t understand, don’t learn. How much I had to plead for Dawood to get you your audition and you fought there and returned. Even that with Qalb-e-Momin. Not even a dunce would have done that, and you were disadvantaged and needy, Momina.” It was like she was trying to remind her of something. Momina took a deep breath. These sentences now hung upon her forehead like a label. Even if nobody reminded her, they still showed. 
“He’s the one who was insolent with me. What did I do?” it was like she tried to defend herself. 
“He can do that. He’s the director. His coin runs in the industry right now. Heroines circumambulate around him to get cast in his films. Even if he curses on the set, no one utters a word. And you called him cheap?” Aqsa said the last word as if it was a sin that had been committed by Momina. 
“I had gone insane,” Momina did not regret it but she murmured. This was the only way she could quieten Aqsa but even this strategy proved to be wrong. 
“What is the use of regret now?” she replied immediately. 
“I am not regretting it. I should never have gone to him. I am sorry,” she had killed off her pride and ego a long time ago but it was self-respect that was still alive, for whatever reason. 
“He humiliated Dawood so much because of you, saying that he brings in girls from unknown places for audition who have no family, class, or grooming,” Aqsa could not forget the distress of Dawood’s disgrace. 
“What is he doing who has family and class?” Momina fumed at her sentence. Aqsa looked at her with disapproving eyes. 
“I’ve been toiling my head for an hour but still the same thing. You were right that you should not have gone to him at all. Dawood had already told you that this was a film…a film. Don’t come to work in it thinking it to be a soap or a serial,” Aqsa’s makeup was now done and she was ready. 
“My problem right now is only money. I wanted to do Momin’s film only for money too. Otherwise, I am not impressed by him,” she could not help saying. 
“Money was needed for Jehangir that is why Dawood and I tried for you to get this film, but you…you will regret this tomorrow that you got the chance and you wasted it.” Momina sat like froth at her sentence. 
“What should I do? Should I apologize?” she instinctively got confused and Aqsa watched her face disbelievingly. 
“He is ‘Momin’, he keeps rancor. He avenges, he does not forgive…and even now when…”
“I have to go Aqsa, Abba is waiting at the hospital…it is Jehangir’s dialysis today. I need some money from you,” she interrupted Aqsa’s sentence and told her delima; the last sentence without meeting her eyes, like always. How does the debtor raise his eyes, or meet the eyes of the creditor. 
“You heard my gibberish for an hour…could you not have said this clearly at the beginning?” Aqsa scolded her as she opened her purse. She could listen to any of her scolding or reprimand. In the whole wide world, she was her family outside out of her family to whom she could say anything, from whom she could ask for anything, and in front of whom she ‘cried’. It is an unknown account of loan that runs in the business of friendship. No give and take is maintained in numerals and everything is recorded in the language of compassion and received in the language of appreciation. Aqsa was Momina Sultan comforter, sympathizer, and a friend who adored her and Momina Sultan was amazed as to the expectation of what kind of reward kept her with her. The problems of her life were unlike Momina Sultan’s. They were less and there was also a Dawood in her life, who was not in Momina Sultan’s life. They were both engaged and they were both trying to save money for their marriage. Dawood was Qalb-e-Momin’s assistant and the third corner of their square in college. 
Aqsa had been acting since her school days because she had to educate her three younger brothers after her father’s death and support her mother. Dawood lived in his sister’s and brother in law’s house after his parent’s death since he was a child. The third with them was Momina Sultan who had no difficulties at the start of this friendship. She had come to study arts in intermediate. Jehangir was earning well as a child star and Sultan and Surraya also kept getting some work. Life was good for Momina Sultan and it was even better because of the fourth corner of the square whose name was Faisal. 
But then everything had changed and whatever had changed had only changed for Momima Sultan. The problems in Aqsa and Dawood’s life were the same from the start. They neither increased, nor reduced. In Momina’s life, Jehangir’s illness had come like destruction and Faisal was the oasis of her life upon which Momina had dreamed of living. Oasis had remained an oasis but had become a mirage in the desert.

*********************** She had seen from afar Sultan standing in the porch. Sultan also saw her at the same time. 

He appeared agitated to Momina. He limped towards her. 
“Momina, I had been waiting for you for a while. The doctor has also left,” he said as soon 
as he neared her. 
“He has left? But you had to talk about taking the kidney,” Momina said. “Yes, I have talked. He said to bring the money and the kidney can be found…the matching 
can also be done but not to talk repeatedly about getting the kidney without the money.” Momina
knew what annoyance must have been in the doctor’s attitude. Every time they came for Jehangir’s
dialysis, this was the conversation that occurred between them. 
“How much money will it take for a kidney transplant?” (as if it was the gold rate that
changed every week). 
“Five, six lacs,” the doctor would reply in a rote manner. 
“It will match, right?” Sultan would ask (as if he was examining a bolt of cloth for which 
he could not gather the courage to buy). 
“If there is the money, then everything matches. What is the use of empty talk here?” the
doctor would say to him in response. 
“Will there be any harm to Jehangir with the new kidney?” Sultan would be anxious (as if 
Jehangir was living in heaven with the old kidney).
“His fate,” the doctor would give the answer that would end all of Sultan’s questions and 
during this entire conversation Momina would stand like a quiet bystander. The doctor would show
some familiarity with her and become a little flirtatious. He knew she was an actress and he
concluded the same meaning of this as everyone else in society—that she was easily ‘available’ 
and also had a question mark upon her character. 
And Momina Sultan was forced to ignore that harassment, as was Sultan. It was because
of that doctor in that hospital that Jehangir was able get the drizzle of life drop by drop. What
drums of demureness and nobility could Momina Sultan beat in front of him? He was her brother’s
messiah. Even if he had taken her life, she would have given it. This was a minor disgrace that she
suffered even at the hands of any loafer or rogue standing at any bus stop. This is was still a
‘qualified’ doctor treating her brother. 
“Is Jehangir’s dialysis done?” she tried to search for good news on Sultan’s face. “It is still going on. The doctor has written more tests,” Sultan said, extending some pieces
of papers towards her. Momina took the papers quietly. Sultan went inside. Momina sat next to an 
elderly women who sat reading some prayer beads on a bench in that corridor. “Is it someone’s dialysis?” she asked as soon as Momina sat down.
“Yes…” Momina said in a low voice. The tests written on those papers meant additional
loan, and Momina had to think about who else she could take an immediate loan from. “Whose?” the woman asked her, disregarding entirely her lack of interest in the
conversation. 
“Brother’s…” she replied briefly again. 
“Is he young?” the woman asked, flipping her prayer beads. 
“Yes.” This time there was silence for some moments. Momina peacefully took a breath at 
the ceasing of the questions. 
“My son is also on dialysis. First, the elder one’s kidney failed last year. Now the younger 
one’s.” Momina raised her head to look at the woman. The place where they were, they all had the
same stories. But still she was saddened for the woman. 
“Then the elder one?” Momina couldn’t figure out what question to ask about her elder son 
but the woman seemed to have guessed her question. 
“I am reading my prayer beads for him. Today is his death anniversary. Just pray that that
the younger one will now be safe. There is only one left now.” It was like someone had rammed 
something into Momina’s ribs. She couldn’t breathe. She also had only one brother and she did 
not want to read the prayer beads for him. like that woman. The words of all the tests written upon 
the papers started to scramble together. She once again remembered what Aqsa had said that day. “What a chance you lost Momina…you will be regretful all your life.” She felt like getting 
up from there and breaking into a run. She wanted to run, and run, until all of it could be left
somewhere very far behind. 
“What are you going?” the old woman suddenly asked. She pointed with her hand towards
Sultan standing in the distance. 
“Abba is coming. Maybe my brother’s dialysis is done.” The limp in Sultan’s gait always
increased upon coming to that hospital. Never in his life had he given any importance to the defect
of his foot. Now at this stage in his age, it was needlessly giving him the label of being lame when 
in reality it was the not the defect of his leg but the weight of his son’s illness that was not allowing 
him to walk balanced on his two feet. But even with that defect, at his age, he was running in 
hospitals with Jehangir. 
Momina stood watching her father who wanted to wipe all his tears before he got close to 
her…like always. And Momina did not wish to cry at all. She had to fight for Jehangir’s life.

********************** An aged hand was writing a verse upon a very large canvas in the same milky light. 

ﺎﯿﻧﺪﻟا ةﺎﯿﺤﻟا ﻢﻜﻧﺮﻐﺗ ﻼﻓۖ

(Surah Fatir-5) 

There was sound in the air of someone reciting the verse with great eloquence. When the aged hand completes the verse, the eloquent male voice reciting the verse also stops suddenly. The light falling from the sky now falls across the canvass upon the woman clad in white attire whirling circularly, dancing like a Darvesh and appearing to be the size of a dot. A fast whirling dot. And then the size of the dot starts increasing, gradually assuming the form of a woman. She is whirling so rapidly now that it is hard to keep the eye fixed upon her and then the dancing figure changes into a flame, as if it was set ablaze and then suddenly darkness falls.

Momin jolted awake on his bed. The room was semi dark and his body was dripping with perspiration. With irregular breathing and trembling hands, he turned on the bedside table lamp. He had seen that dream after a long time and like every other time, this time too he had awakened trembling in a strange state of terror. He was neither able to recognize that elderly hand, that place, the light, the ayahs and their meaning, nor the woman dancing in the Darvesh garb. But despite that, that dream had seemed to have been in his pursuit since childhood. Each time, the ayahs upon the canvas changed but that elderly hand remained the same. Each time, the dancer in the dream changed. Sometimes it was a man, sometimes it was a woman and struggling to recognize the faces of both, Qalb-e-Momin kept watching them turn into flames and disappear. But each time, despite not recognizing anything, he seemed to understand whom he had seen in that dream. Like he had realized that night.

His head was splitting with a severe headache. With straggling footsteps, he had gone to the washroom. Splashing his face with water, he tried to fight with the pain, and failed. Returning to the room, he poured water into a glass and ate two pills for his headache. Until his pain subsided, he would not be able to sleep. It was the last hour of the night and the lights of Karachi could be seen through the glass walls of his room even at that time. He stood in front of the glass walls for a while, watching the city submerged in darkness. Then he turned and took out an old album from a closet of his room. Taking the album, he sat on the sofa.

As soon as the first page was turned, an extremely lovely girl was there holding a six month old child. Even in that black and white picture, the girl’s sharp features and beautiful eyes were enough to arrest anyone’s view. Qalb-e-Momin’s eyes moistened. He turned the next page and then the next. In every picture, the girl was with the same child but then the child was not six months old. He was gradually getting older. And then after many pages, the first picture appeared of a very handsome man. If anyone had seen Qalb-e-Momin and then that picture, he would not have hesitated in affixing a relationship between them.

Qalb-e-Momin had turned the next page. That was the last page of the album with a picture of the same girl, man, and child. It was the last picture taken of the three of them together in which that seven year old child was standing between them. Holding both of their hands as if chained, he did not know that the end to Talha Abdul Aala, and Husn-e-Jahan’s enchanting tale was brought about by this link who stood holding their hand. It was Qalb-e-Momin. Talha Abdul Aala, and Husn-e-Jahan’s only child.

**************************** 

“Nadeem Sahib had said as soon as he saw Jehangir that he sees another Waheed Murad in him. This child will grow up to become another chocolate hero. He refused to believe that he was my son. He joked that where have we kidnapped this nawab’s son,” Sultan laughed at his own comment and Surraya and Jehangir joined him.

Momina had come inside with a tray of food for herself and heard the same sentence again that she had heard thousands of times before. That conversation occurred every night when it was Jehangir’s dialysis. Maybe Surraya and Sultan wanted to revive Jehangir’s courage, or perhaps their own. Overhearing their conversation, she came and sat in the room with her food. Upon the walls of the room, there were shelves made of low-grade wood brimming with Jehangir’s awards, shields, and trophies, and somewhere among them were also the gilded crowns periodically awarded to him as a child artist during his crowning ceremonies held by different press clubs and literary organizations, which Surraya, Sultan, and Jehangir too, attended eagerly during his childhood. She took great delight in clapping for Jehangir, and whistling too, which she had learnt from Sultan. After every event, there would be a group picture of all the awardees and then a family picture of Amma and Abba with Jehangir, which although the photographers took upon Sultan and Surraya’s great insistence, but which looked only like Jehangir’s picture later in the newspaper. All three of them would be edited out of it. He had been Pakistan’s most expensive child artist. Expensive and talented.

Sitting and eating in his room, Momina always looked at the pictures on the walls in which Jehangir was with all the super stars of whom the world craved to catch just a glimpse. 
“Amma, when I am well I will act again.” She heard Jehangir says, and she forgot to take the next bite. 
“Yes…Allah willing…and this time my son has to win the best actor award,” it was like Surraya pushed his dream higher. Jehangir and Momina’s eyes met. She smiled. 
“Since the day Appa did not get her film, her mood has been off,” he teased Momina. She knew that he wished for her to say something. 
“There is no competition between you and myself. Look, there is not a single award for me on that wall. All the awards, all the shields are yours,” it was like Momina had started to play her role in the drama that they all staged together for Jehangir. 
“Yes, that is so but if you had also become a child artist like myself then even if not so many as me, but you would have won at least some awards,” in response, he had to play his role in the drama too. 
“If it was in her hands, she wouldn’t act even today. How could she know the value of acting or of an artist,” Surraya intervened. Momina kept eating quietly. Sultan remembered Husne-Jahan. 
“Husn-e-Jahan valued artists.” Momima suddenly picked up her tray and left the room. 
‘Don’t know why Abba remembers Husn-e-Jahan in every conversation,’ she thought in irritation. ‘Now he will give her examples for hours. Sometimes I feel that Abba was in love with Husn-e-Jahan—he didn’t just work with her. And Amma is in love with Jehangir. And myself? I’m in love with all of them. We are all walking in circles. No circle meets the other.’ Sitting on the wooden bench in the veranda and eating her food, she looked at the triangle of Jehangir, Surraya, and Sultan through the open window of the room. It was like there was no room for her in there. But Momina Sultan had no complaints for this either. He was the ‘hero’ of their house and the film industry only idolized heroes. It was her mother and father’s dream that one of the ‘heroes’ in that film industry should be from their family too. They had never dreamt anything like that for Momina Sultan. It was need and necessity that had brought her into the field where the thorns wounded only a woman’s feet. 
************************

“The mirror loves me, I you, and you someone else. All three are mad and all three will remain empty handed.” Qalb-e-Momin was in his studio at that hour of the night busy watching the footage of the auditions, and Momina Sultan’s footage of the incomplete audition was running on the screen at the moment. She was a dynamic actress. Her eye contact was amazing with the camera and through the camera with the audience sitting on the other side. Her expressions were extremely lively and her voice and dialogue delivery were killer. Despite not wanting to do so, he kept coming back again and again to the footage of that audition—the footage of the audition which even her slipping dupatta had failed to spoil. Her foot work was impeccable. She was in the frame and she had remained in the frame. Acting was like her aunt’s house for her.

Watching her audition, the entire meeting with her had played in Qalb-e-Momin’s mind. If he had not accidentally seen that footage, then maybe after that meeting, he would not even have remembered Momina Sultan. But now every ten or fifteen minutes after watching the audition of a new actress, he would return again to her audition. Among all the dozens of stylish girls meeting all the standards of beauty and glamour, he had been unable to spot a single ‘actress’. After watching the footage the very first time, he had deleted it. He had given the responsibility of the job to Dawood. But perhaps Dawood had deliberately wished for him to see this competition and comparison that he was now making with a cool mind and heart. But despite this, there was no possibility for Momina in his film.

************************ 

In deep slumber, Momina felt her sleep break from a sudden sound. In a state of grogginess, she opened her eyes and looked around the room. Surraya was asleep in the bed next to hers. Pushing away her sheet, she stood up from the bed. She had heard some noise from Jehangir’s room. Coming out of her room, she saw Sultan fast asleep on his charpoy in the veranda. Then she walked into Jehangir’s room. He was awake and sitting up on his bed and his bed was filled with his awards. He raised his head to look at Momina. She watched him too. Then she went closer.

“Why are you awake Jehangir? Do you need something?” she sat on a chair close to him. “Appa, don’t let me die,” he took Momina’s hand in a strange state of helplessness. There was an odd fear in his eyes. “You have to save me,” he was saying as he clasped her hands. She watched him for some moments, then she hugged Jehangir.

“I won’t let you die,” she said, trying to stop her tears. He was sobbing with his head hidden in her bosom and his ‘zenith’ lay scattered all over his bed. 
************************
“I don’t understand you, Momina,” Aqsa looked at her with baffled eyes. She was at her house early in the morning and after hearing her request, Aqsa thought she had gone insane. 

“I don’t understand my own self,” with a cup of tea in her lap, she sat on her bed and muttered. 
“What exactly do you imagine Momin to be? You will go to him and he will accept your apology and give you the role…all good?” Aqsa told her in exasperation. 
“There is no harm in trying once,” Momina was set upon her request. 
“He will not give you the role. I don’t wish to repeat in front of you all the things that he had said about you to Dawood. Why do you wish to be insulted?”
“I need fame and money right now, Aqsa…respect is no longer my priority. Please tell Dawood once to arrange my meeting with Momin. Just one time…” she was saying in a beseeching voice and Aqsa could not stay firm in the face of that tone. 
“If you wish Dawood to be unemployed and our wedding to be shelved, then ok. Then this too, in the name of friendship,” she fumed as she picked up the phone and started to dial Dawood’s number. Momina was watching her silently.

********************* 

Qalb-e-Momin’s penthouse blared with loud music and glimmered with the colorful brilliance from the dancing spotlights from the dance floor built on the terrace. It was a usual party for which that penthouse was famous. The waiters serving the hard and soft drinks kept going to and from the bar built on the terrace, which was also used as a bar-b-cue area when needed. A DJ playing assorted music was keeping the atmosphere warmed and upon the beat of every new selection, couples were dancing on the floor. There was continual hustle bustle of the guests and there was not a single individual present there who was not known to the other. They were among the best names connected to Pakistan’s TV, modeling, and film industry and they were all there to celebrate the success of Qalb-e-Momin’s film and his award.

There was not a single big star from the field of showbusiness who was not present there. No one dared to reject Qalb-e-Momin’s invitation and to remain in his good books was the requirement of every actor and actress despite knowing that he never cast the main lead again in any of his films. He also shot the commercial films for many big brands and Qalb-e-Momin only took those in his commercials whom he wished. He was in the habit of often ignoring the demands of the brands and his every commercial had a history of creating an uproar on the television and digital screens. So, the brands had no option but to tolerate Qalb-e-Momin’s attitudes, and the actors had no option but to stay at his beck and call.

At that moment, Qalb-e-Momin was standing with Neha at the entrance door to welcome the guests and Neha was playing the role of a hostess. As Qalb-e-Momin’s girlfriend, she was well introduced into the showbiz circles and she had used the label of Qalb-e-Momin’s girlfriend with supreme tact to spread her business as a designer and increase her clientele. Every big actress and model of the industry were now among those who came to her, desiring to seek access to Qalb-eMomin through her, and with great intelligence and cunningness, Neha manipulated their desires for her own interest. There is no business like show business.

In the middle of all the commotion, the calligraphy posted in the lounge hung like an eyewitness upon the wall under which on the large sofas the dishabille models and actors sat drunk with glasses of green wine in their hands, or were walking around.

“Momin, this is Zufi. I had invited him to meet you,” it was an average looking, tall, young man with a muscular body whom Neha had introduced to Qalb-e-Momin. Without any reaction, Qalb-e-Momin welcomed him good naturedly and shook his hand.

“I am meeting you for the first time,” he said. 
“Yes, but I am a huge fan,” the young man shook Qalb-e-Momin’s hand warmly. The short sleeves and the V-neck of the skin tight t-shirt he was wearing were displaying his biceps and the muscles of his chest like a showpiece. 
“Thank you,” Momin had smiled but he had not taken much interest in Zufi. He was about to turn to someone else when Neha again pulled his attention towards Zufi. 
“Zufi has just started modeling and acting and he is very keen to work in a film,” Momin had still not heard Neha too closely. His attention was fixed at the entrance door of the apartment from where a guest was appearing after an interval of every few minutes. Neha and Zufi noticed his lack of attention simultaneously and looked at each other. Then Neha, as if refusing to give up, started the conversation with him again. 
“I was thinking, Momin, that if you could in your film…”
“Excuse me dear…” before she could complete her sentence, Momin saw a guest coming, patted her arm, and walked away without listening to what she had to say. Zufi and Neha were both somewhat embarrassed. Zufi turned to Neha. 
“I had told you to talk to him first,” his tone was accusing. 
“I will talk to him, yaar. Why are taking the tension?” Neha patted his shoulder in response. “I’ll talk to him again shortly. Let him receive the guests first,” she walked with him to the terrace. Standing with a journalist at a distance, Shelly watched Neha and Zufi. Ever since she had arrived, Neha and Momin had remained the focus of her view. 
“You were like a goddess in his movies,” the feature writer of Dusk standing in front of her was complimenting her. Patting her hair and smiling, Shelly turned her attention to the journalist again but her eyes were still on Neha, who had left Zufi on the terrace and was again standing with Momin and receiving the guests. 
“Do they have something going on?” following Shelly’s eyes, the journalist asked curiously. Shelly was suddenly flustered and then smiled. 
“No, no. Momin is very much single and available,” Shelly said. 
“But she is playing the host,” the journalist insisted. 
“She’s the girlfriend, yaar…and Momin has many of those,” Shelly said again. 
“I had put the news that you and Momin were dating,” the journalist teased Shelly this time. Shelly laughed out loud and smiled good naturedly. 
“Really? I didn’t read it.”
“Is there any such scene?” the journalist probed. 
“Keep your fingers crossed,” Shelly encouraged her in a meaningful manner. In order to become a star in the news, it was necessary to be connected to a heart throb in the industry in any capacity and Shelly was among those who believed in the ‘benefit’ of such relationships. 
Naz looked with yearning at Qalb-e-Momin standing at a distance. She was a rising model and she had won the award for best model at a big award show. At the moment, she had come with a famous fashion designer to Qalb-e-Momin’s party and all she wanted to do was dump that fashion designer and go and stand with Qalb-e-Momin, who had hardly paid any attention to the assets brimming from her scanty attire. Naz knew that all the women present there had come for the same ‘display’. Qalb-e-Momin presented nothing but glamour in his films and they had all come there fully armed with the swords and arrows of ‘glamour’. 
“Is there something going on between Shelly and Momin?” Naz asked the fashion designer with whom she had come as an escort. 
“Shelly! …..Ha ha…,” the fashion designer laughed mockingly. “Shelly is not Momin’s type. He watched from afar Shelly holding Momin’s arm and told Naz in a comforting manner. 
“And that other girl?” Naz probed, looking at Neha. 
“She’s Momin’s girlfriend. Let’s see when he dumps her. Are you getting interested?” it suddenly occurred to the designer. 
“Only in the film,” Naz got confused and answered quickly. The designer had a big hand in bringing her career to where it was and Naz suddenly realized that she should not have been getting all that information from that designer. 
“Momin has no loyalty,” the designer seemed to warn Naz despite her denial. 
“Everyone here dumps after their work is done but Momin…” the designer very suggestively left the sentence unfinished and with a pointed smile, took a sip from his glass. 
“I cannot think of anyone but you,” Naz felt the necessity to express her love for the fashion designer. Their relationship was very ‘pure’. 
And Naz was not alone in that party asking these questions about Qalb-e-Momin. It was like every girl present there was walking around ready to immolate herself for Qalb-e-Momin. This was not love, it was business—show business. Qalb-e-Momin’s companionship could have taken any one of them to the skies just like the three heroines whose lives were changed by Qalbe-Momin’s films. Who doesn’t like the sky? And Qalb-e-Momin was well aware of all this—of his importance, his requirement, his stardom—everything. He was not one to get ensnared in traps. Neither was he the hunter who walked into traps. Nor could he be controlled through nets. 
“Darling, I was introducing you to Zufi,” Neha had brought Zufi to Momin for the third time and this was the first time that Momin finally paid attention to Zufi. Why was she repeatedly bringing Zufi to him like that? Minor references were common but never before had Neha tried to get him to meet anyone with such desperation, it occurred to Momin for the first time. 
“Zufi wishes to work with you,” she was now saying to him. 
“It is not a wish, it is a dream Sir…you are my ideal. I envy your success. There is no bigger fan of your work in Pakistan besides me,” Zufi was now drawing the longbow in his praise and Momin interrupted him short. Placing his hand on Zufi’s shoulder and gesturing the glass he held in his other hand towards the people present in the lounge and terrace Momin asked him, “Do you know who all of them are?” Zufi got confused. He looked at Neha. Neha felt like Momin was somewhat intoxicated. 
“They are all stars,” Zufi replied a little hesitantly. Momin smiled. 
“No. They are all my fans, and there are no greater complimenters of mine in Pakistan than them. They all want to work with me. This is a dream for them all,” he was now repeating Zufi’s sentences and Zufi felt an odd humiliation. 
“So, yaar, give him a chance in your film,” Neha made an attempt to save the situation. 
“What kind of chance?” Momin responded to her in an extremely bland tone. 
“Do his audition for your film. You will be impressed by Zufi’s screen presence and talent,” Neha told him in a silky voice. 
“I don’t think so,” Momin looked at Zufi from head to toe and replied just as calmly, transferring the glass from one hand to the other, and walked away from there. Zufi and Neha just stood there. Extremely upset, Zufi looked at Neha with complaining eyes. Once again, she patted his shoulder and consoled him. 
“He’s intoxicated right now, that’s why he’s talking like that. Let him sober up.”
“What a beautiful piece of art,” the designer had stopped Momin and had pointed towards the calligraphy. It was perhaps the first time that he had come to one of Momin’s parties and was seeing the calligraphy for the very first time. 
Momin smiled at his appreciation and said, “Thank you.”
“Who’s the artist?” the designer enquired further. Some other people holding their drinks had now come to stand in front of the calligraphy. 
“Abdul Aala,” Momin paused for a moment then finally replied. 
“Amazing,” the designer praised further. “Look at the strokes…the curves…the colors….brilliant,” he was engrossed in eulogizing the calligraphy. 
“What does it say?” a model asked Momin in her American accent. 
“It is a verse from the Quran,” Momin replied. The model laughed instinctively. 
“Of course, that I know. But what does it mean?” the three or four people standing there looked at Momin simultaneously. 
Momin ran his eyes on the calligraphy presented in the Muhaqqaq style and then said in a low voice, “I don’t know.”
He turned after replying and before he could move away from there, his servant brought a guest to him and upon setting his eyes on the arriving guest, Qalb-e-Momin froze. The wine glass nearly fell from his hand.

********************** Episode 3 
My dear Allah! 
How are you? 

My name is Qalb-e-Momin. I am eight years old and I live with my Mummy. You know me because you created me, but I am still sending you one of my pictures so that you may recall me. You have created so many people. It is possible that you have forgotten me, even though Mummy says that we are likely to forget Allah (swt), but Allah (swt) never forgets us.

Many people must write letters to you…I wonder how you can read so many letters…but Mummy says you read all of your letters…and by yourself too. 
I don’t know where you live but Mummy says you live where no one else lives…on the skies…I cannot go to the sky but I am sending you my letter here because you take your mail from everywhere…Mummy told me this too. 
Read my letter quickly then send me an answer to the letter. I need you to do a task for me…and no one else can perform this task. When you send an answer to my letter, then in the next letter I shall tell you that task. 
I have also written urgent upon this letter so that you may read it quickly. But Mummy says to do everything with patience because being patient is a virtue. I shall also wait for your letter with patience so that I can perform a virtue too because Mummy told me that you like virtues. I like them too. 
I have a diary in which I write all of my virtues every day…and I write my sins in that diary too. Mummy says that by doing this I can remember if I do more good deeds every day or bad deeds. I check my diary every night and if I have done more bad deeds, I get worried. 
Mummy says that if I repent, then my bad deeds and sins will disappear. I do this every day. I repent before I go to sleep and my diary is empty the next morning. Mummy says that she erases all my sins with an eraser upon your instructions. 
Thank you for that. 
You are very kind. Now you must be tired. I am tired too. You rest now. I am going to sleep too.
Your Qalb-e-Momin 
*****************

Momin had never seen the man who was standing outside the door, and even if he had seen him then perhaps it was in a picture his father had shown him. His face and the hair on his head and beard were equally white. A very light beard, very thick hair on the head, and hazel eyes that glittered like diamonds even in old age, and fixed upon Qalb-e-Momin like a magnet.

“Qalb-e-Momin?” Qalb-e-Momin heard the tall, elderly man say his name with curiosity. Instead of answering him, he tried to search for the presence of his father behind the elderly man…there was no one there. Only the elderly man was there with his single bag. Momin instantly turned to his mother and saw the same disappointment on her face and in her eyes that were in his own face and eyes.

“Momin, your Dada…” he finally heard his mother say something. She was now holding his hand and extending it towards the man. Momin raised his head to look at his mother and then at the man standing in front, who was now sitting in front of him on his haunches with both of his hands in his own and looking at him.

“Where is my Baba?” he asked looking directly into the man’s eyes. 
“I don’t have him,” he had not given Momin’s answer to Momin. He gave it to Husn-e

Jahan standing behind him. 
“He never came to me…” this time he said the sentence looking into Qalb-e-Momin’s eyes. Qalb-e-Momin felt like Husn-e-Jahan standing behind him had moved. He instinctively

turned his neck to look at his mother. She was really not behind him now. She was standing with her back against the door frame as if she was providing support to herself. Momin turned to see in surprise the moisture that filled the elderly man’s eyes. Why was he crying and why while hugging him…?

Hugged closed to his chest and feeling the wetness of the tears falling from his eyes upon his face, the single thought that made Momin anxious was that of his mother. He had not even ‘felt’ the first touch he had received from Abdul Aala.

“It is almost a year and a half since he has left Momin and me…you say he did not go to you…then where did he go?” After coming inside the room with Abdul Aala, this was the first sentence that he heard from Husn-e-Jahan’s mouth. She had said this sentence to Abdul Aala then suddenly she thought of Momin and she told him to go from there.

“Momin you go in your room,” he heard his mother’s commanding voice and without saying a single word, he came inside his room but without closing the door fully, he peered from the door crack into the room where Abdul Aala and Husn-e-Jahan stood. They both seemed like a mystery now…jigsaw puzzle…that he wished to solve to get to his father but they both stood in front of each other silently.

“You may sit,” he heard Husn-e-Jahan say and saw Abdul Aala sit on a chair. He was looking at the calligraphy done by Taha that hung upon the walls. 
“You say he did not go to you. Then where did he go?” He finally saw Husn-e-Jahan break. She had come forward and sitting on the floor close to Abdul Aala and touching his feet, she asked crying. “It is enough now…whatever punishment it is…I have endured...tell him to forgive me…” Watching from the door crack from inside his room, Qalb-e-Momin’s body started quivering like a leaf. He had not liked his mother bending in front of anyone…anyone at all. 
Abdul Aala had immediately risen from his seat and he had placed his hand upon Husn-eJahan’s head. And then he had taken the crying Husn-e-Jahan from her arms and pulled her to her feet. 
“Believe me beta, he did not come to me…had he stayed with me for a year and a half, would I have let him stay without the two of you…? I am not hard hearted….not so hard hearted….” He heard Abdul Aala say in a strange state of helplessness. 
“Then where has he gone…he is not with me...not with you then where has he gone….” Husn-e-Jahan was now saying in an odd, frantic manner. Qalb-e-Momin closed the door. He could not bear to see his mother in that state. She had not cried for so many days and today she was crying…the last sentence he heard Abdul Aala saying was only one.
“I will look for him…perhaps he has gone to Konya…to his darvesh friends.” This was the last sentence that Momin had heard from their conversation. He was extremely dejected right then. Very upset, very sad…he was unable to understand any of those feelings…he just felt like crying, just like he had seen Husn-e-Jahan cry…with hiccups. Sitting on his bed, he remembered that food for which his mother had been prepping since yesterday to cook...that lovely cake that she had baked for the whole family to cut together. 
Crying with hiccups, he had thought that this was not right. Allah Taala should have sent his Baba. Why did He send Dada? He had not called for Dada. Upset and offended, he kept thinking as he cried. 
“Momin…” suddenly the door opened, and his mother stopped while saying something, then she came to him restlessly. 
“Why are you crying?” sitting close to Momin, she hugged him to herself. 
“Why didn’t Baba come…he should have come…” he hugged his mother as he cried. 
“He will come…” he instantly raised his head at his mother’s consolation. She was no longer crying. Even with a red nose and red eyes, she was trying to smile. 
“Has he told you?” Momin forgot to cry for a moment. 
“Yes…you come now. Eat food. Your Dada is waiting for you,” he heard his mother say without meeting his eyes. She had stood up. 
“Why should I meet Dada…? I don’t want to eat food with him….” At that moment, he disliked no one else but Dada. 
Husn-e-Jahan was startled. Then she said, “But Dada was sent by Allah… even then you will remain upset with him?” He turned to wax in an instant. His mother was a black mailer. Whatever he would not do at anyone else’s direction, she would get him to do by taking Allah’s name. 
“I will only eat food…I will not talk,” rubbing his eyes, he said in an announcement like style. 
“And when your Baba comes and he finds out that you did not talk to your Dada, he will be displeased with you…you want to displease him?” his mother now tried another tactic. Momin was instantly flattened. 
“When will Baba come” he asked his mother restlessly. 
“Soon.” He looked at his mother’s back. She was now going towards the outer door but before she left, Momin saw her remove all the jewelry that she had worn for his father, and put it on the dressing table…everything…necklace, earrings, rings, bangles, the shiny, flowery, golden pins in her hair…Momin watched with moist eyes as she took everything off. The scene seemed to be engraved upon his mind. 
“Mummy,” he called to his mother painfully. Husn-e-Jahan turned her neck to look at him with strange, empty eyes. 
“I like you even like this.” Husn-e-Jahan’s eyes quivered with water and her lips with a smile. He was trying to apply balm upon her bleeding wound…Qalb-e-Momin saw his mother bend her head…even then he realized that she was trying to conceal her tears. She always bent her head like that to hide her tears whenever she cried. 
“Tomorrow, we are going to find your Baba. Make dua that he may be found,” in a tearful voice, she seemed to lay open her heart in front of Qalb-e-Momin. Without wasting a single moment, Qalb-e-Momin joined both his hands together in dua and closed his eyes. 
“May he be found…may he be found…May Mummy find Baba quickly.” Anyone could have read the movement of his lips. Husn-e-Jahan felt strangely guilty. What was she making him do at what age…a helpless helplessness…a powerless powerlessness. 
“He will be found…,” Momin now opened his eyes and informed his mother with a smile. Husn-e-Jahan also smiled and spread her arms. He came and embraced her. Qalb-e-Momin’s every dua was accepted. Every word was fulfilled. Husn-e-Jahan did not believe it, she had faith in it. In his mother’s embrace, Momin remembered that he had not told his mother about the dream that he had seen the previous night.

******************** 

For the next many days, Qalb-e-Momin went visiting many places with Abdul Aala and Husn-e-Jahan…from one city to the second and the from the second to the third…no sign of his father could be found anywhere…it was like he had disappeared somewhere. Holding Husn-eJahan’s finger, Momin was getting acquainted with a new face of life…with hope…with hopelessness…with expectation…with the breaking of expectation…and with heresy that flew somewhere in between these borders.

********************* 

The letter box in the jungle lay just like it used to…alone…just like Momin...sad…that too like Momin…he lay the bicycle on the ground…he had brought a letter once again. Even after putting the letter inside the letter box, he stood in front of it in a strange state of sadness. He could not figure out what to do after putting the letter there. That day, he thought for the very first time how long it took for Allah Taala to get a letter…and how long He took to read it and how much time He needed to respond…standing there, he alerted all his capability of doing math in addition and subtraction…no solution came out…it was Allah’s will to take the letter when He wished, to read it whenever He wished, and to reply or not reply, someone seemed to tell him this in the form of a delusion…Qalb-e-Momin stood there looking at the jungle. He was no longer fearful there…he had come there so many times that he could easily recognize every tree…even the rustle of the trees…and the chirping of the birds too.

“Reply late to the rest of the letters…to all the letters that I may write to you later…but reply quickly to this letter…please…please Allah,” he suddenly called out in a loud voice. His voice echoed like a recurrence between the tall trees and went very far. Qalb-e-Momin suddenly felt that his dua was again accepted. Extremely satisfied, he picked up his bike and ran out of the jungle before getting on it.

******************* 

He saw a crowd outside his house and an ambulance, and he was still very far from the house, but he felt like it was his house where all those people were standing…silent…he did not understand…had Baba come? He started to pedal the bike faster…feeling uncontrollable joy…the reply to his letter had come…and so soon….so soon….

“I love you Allah…,” racing his bike, he said out loud and then he noticed the people looking at him….simultaneously…and he felt the silence that lay upon his house, and he saw the stretcher that was bringing someone out of the house and Momin’s bike slipped.

******************* 

The last thing that Qalb-e-Momin expected was to be seen in that state in the midst of the crowd in front of his Dada. But many things in life were those which he had never expected. Placing the glass in his hand very slowly onto the tray of a waiter coming up to him, Qalb-e-Momin went to the stunned, silent, frozen old man who stood there like a child who had lost his way into a jungle.

“You never told me of your arrival,” embracing him, Qalb-e-Momin said loudly in his ear. 

There was so much noise of the music that he was forced to make noise. 
“I had written you a letter…maybe you never got it,” to the contrary, his Dada had only 
whispered and Qalb-e-Momin had heard his whisper too. Separating himself from him and without
meeting his gaze, he looked at Shakoor holding his luggage and addressed him. “Take Dada into the guest room. I am coming.” Shakoor realized just then his dilemma and 
the sensitivity of the situation. 
“Yes, yes…I will take him…come Dada Jee,” Shakoor took him to another corridor and 
Qalb-e- Momin watched Abdul Aala follow Shakoor without any objection or hesitation, as if he
too wanted to help Momin get out of his predicament. 
Standing there, Qalb-e-Momin watched with a strange humiliation and mortification as
Abdul Aala passed between the people dancing to the beat of the music, and for what reason he
felt that humiliation and mortification, he could not guess. Before he went inside through the open 
door of the guest room, Momin saw Dada turn as if he knew that he was watching him and was still standing there. Their eyes met. Momin lowered his gaze and then when he looked up again at
the guest room door, it had closed. Dada had gone inside. 
“Who was that?” Neha had rushed towards him. 
“My Dada,” Qalb-e-Momin said instinctively. 
“Dada?” Neha seemed to be shocked. “You never told me that you had a family member.”
She said to him, astounded. 
“Yes, he is the only one,” Momin calmed himself. 
“Introduce me to him,” Neha immediately insisted. 
“No, not today. I’ll introduce you some other day…he has been traveling today…he must
be tired,” Qalb-e-Momin said. 
“You must have told him something about me?” Neha couldn’t help probing. “A lot,” Qalb-e-Momin smiled as he looked into her eyes and took her arm, lying with 
utmost confidence. He now had to do something about the party…but what was to be done, he was
unable to figure out.

******************** 

Everything in the guest room was just as he always found it except the nude painting on the wall that had not been there before. Abdul Aala’s glance fell upon the painting as soon as he entered the room and he had halted. Shukoor had closed the door of the room and was putting his luggage down. He had not seen Dada pay attention to the painting. As soon as the door closed, the noise blaring outside was suddenly reduced.

“This time you have come after a long time, Dada Jan,” Shukoor said, putting down his bag and that frame which had been packed with utmost care. 
“Yes, there was a delay this time,” Abdul Aala took a deep breath and moved his eyes away from the painting. 
“You want to perform ablution?” Shukoor remembered as soon as he put his luggage away. 
“Yes, I still have to do my prayers,” Dada unbuttoned the cuffs of his sleeves and said in a low voice. He then pointed towards the painting. 
“My calligraphy used to hang here before.” Shakoor’s answer left Abdul Aala unable to say anything for a few moments. 
“Yes, Momin Bhai always has that put up before you come…from the storeroom…this time we did not know you were coming. Let me see if your slippers are there or not,” Shakoor did not even try to look at the expressions on his face. In a state of agitation, he hurriedly went into the dressing room outside the bathroom, then he came out mumbling. “Let me look for the prayer rug first…I don’t know if it is there or not,” he was now consumed with a new worry. 
“I have a prayer rug. You don’t have to worry. Go, look after the guests, they might need you,” Abdul Aala interrupted him softly and went into the bathroom. With the same care, Shakoor opened and closed the door of the room as he left. 
********************

After seeing off his last guests, Momin came straight to Dada’s room. He thought he would be asleep by then. Opening the door very quietly and peering inside, he searched for Dada. He caught sight of him in a corner of the room with his prayer rug spread. Closing the door with the same care, he came inside and stood watching Dada for a while. His back was towards him. Maybe he was unaware of his entry, and that was when Qalb-e-Momin’s eye fell upon the paintings on the wall and he instinctively pursed his lips. He had wished that Abdul Aala’s glance had not fallen upon the paintings, but he knew that this wish could not have been anything but credulity. He was an artist. How was it possible for him not to run his eyes over the walls of the room after entering?

Without saying anything, Qalb-e-Momin quietly removed the paintings from the walls one by one and placed them face down against the wall. 
“You should have let them stay.” He was suddenly startled at Abdul Aala’s voice. He had finished his namaz. Qalb-e-Momin discreetly left the paintings, stood up, and turned around. Dada had gotten up from the prayer rug and was looking at him in the same tender, compassionate, and considerate manner that he had seen him display since his childhood. 
“I am very regretful,” he told Qalb-e-Momin. 
“For what?” he was instinctively startled. He had wanted to say that sentence to Dada, but he was the one saying it. 
“I came at the wrong time. I ruined your party,” there was a real remorse in his tone. Momin could not meet his gaze. That was how he had always been…he had always put him through a strange sense of guilt. 
“No, the party would have ended anyway. Your coming, or not coming did not make a difference,” he said as he sat on the sofa.
“I had written a letter to you. I thought you had received it but perhaps you did not get it,” he replied, looking at Qalb-e-Momin closely. 
“You know the postal system. That’s why I tell you to call. I rarely get your letters,” he lied with extreme stubbornness. “And where I live, the phone signals come at their own will.” Dada laughed softly. “That’s why the contact between us was broken,” Qalb-e-Momin said abruptly.”
“Nothing has broken…This is a relationship of blood Qalb-e-Momin…only distance has come and lack of time.”
“And both distance and lack of time break associations,” he said, standing up. “You rest now…you must be tired. We will talk in the morning.”
Abdul Aala stood up and walking forward, he embraced him and kissed his forehead. Something got lodged in Qalb-e-Momin’s throat as always…whatever that emotionalism was, he did not want to fall prey to it and Dada was the only person in the whole world who evoked such feelings in Qalb-e-Momin’s heart that caused him to walk around like a thief until their next meeting. 
“Khuda Hafiz,” this was all he could say in response to the display of sentiments, and that was what he said. He came out of the room and closed the door and his eye fell upon the console in the lounge the drawers of which contained no other letters other than Dada’s, and that was where the last received letter was, about which he had just lied. But he had no choice except to do that. His and Abdul Aala’s relationship was a very unusual one. He knew that he loved him very much and he loved him just as much. But neither him nor Qalb-e-Momin was able to express it…perhaps Dada would have been able to do so had Qalb-e-Momin’s lack of emotions had not stood in the way like a wall. 
“I want to study in the boarding.” He still remembered the first big request he made to Dada…he had thought Dada would try to make him understand, stop him, mollify him, tell him that he could not stay without him alone, he should change his decision, but this had not happened. He had fulfilled his request…maybe he wanted to fill the wound that Qalb-e-Momin had suffered, or he was trying to erase the guilt, for he was partner in the crime. 
Qalb-e-Momin was sent to study in a noted boarding school in Istanbul. At that time, he had not asked Dada if he was able to afford it or not, for that boarding school was private. Distancing himself from him, Momin had gotten an odd relief. His next request was to be sent to study film making in America and Abdul Aala had quietly fulfilled that request too. It was a coincidence that a company founded in partnership with a Pakistani friend brought Qalb-e-Momin to Pakistan instead of taking him back to Turkey from America, and even then, Abdul Aala had not made any objection or any remonstration.
If there was anyone in life whose qualities Qalb-e-Momin admired, it was Abdul Aala but he had never been able to admit this in front of him. Now that he had been living in Pakistan for so long, Abdul Aala had started to visit him there. Qalb-e-Momin had never lied to Dada to hide his lifestyle from him. He lived just like he wanted to live and did what he wished to do. From a very young age, he had not remained financially dependent on Abdul Aala, and this independence and financial freedom had liberated him in every sense. Whatever was left to be done in that regard was completed by the success he had attained in an enviably short period of time in his field. As compared to the simple life he had lived with Dada, he was living an equally ‘fast paced’ life after leaving him…the mania to accomplish everything in just one day….the race to achieve immediately…the dream of being better than everyone else…Qalb-e-Momin’s life had remained nothing but that hustle bustle. But even within all this, every meeting he had with Abdul Aala was like a speed breaker in his momentum. Abdul Aala had some idea about his lifestyle. Qalb-eMomin had never tried to gauge it, but some things that could have disturbed him, Qalb-e-Momin at least tried to keep a curtain upon those, and that day, unfortunately, that curtain had not remained.

******************** 

He got up startled from a state of sleep and lying on the bed he was unable to comprehend the reason for his awakening like that but then his mind pulled his attention towards a sound that was coming in a very low tone but was resonating. It was the sound of azaan…Abdul Aala’s azaan…it was his habit. At fajr time, he gave the azaan and then he offered his prayers, and this was customary in his life. And now, even in his apartment, he was giving the azaan for fajr prayers like always. Lying on his bed in the semi-dark bedroom with his eyes open, he listened to the words of the azaan that he had never pondered upon.

The outside noises could not enter that pent house. The sound of the azaans from the speakers of the surrounding mosques could never scale the glass walls of his house to enter inside. His glass house was almost sound proof. But every time Abdul Aala came there, the pent house reverberated every day at fajr time with the name of Allah, and Qalb-e-Momin awoke mechanically every morning at the sound of his voice. In the same mechanical manner, while lying on his bed, he would listen to the azaan until ‘assalatu khairum minan naum’ and then he would fall asleep…and this is what happened that day too. Dada was calling out ‘assalatu khairum minan naum’ and Qalb-e-Momin had turned to his other side and closed his eyes.

******************* 

“Is Dada awake?” he had gotten up very early the next morning and as soon as he was up, he had gone straight to Shakoor in the kitchen. 
“Salam Momin bhai. Yes, he said to let him know when you awakened and then he would have breakfast with you,” Shakoor informed him in response. 
“Ok…was he asking about anything?” Qalb-e-Momin turned while leaving the kitchen as a thought struck his mind, “At night…”
“About what?” in response Shakoor asked in surprise while breaking the eggs for omelet. 
“About me, that who comes and goes? Or about last night’s party…that what was happening?” Qalb-e-Momin guessed from Shakoor’s expressions how erratic and idiotic his questions must have seemed. 
“No, but why would Dada Jaan ask? Whoever comes and goes, he has seen himself, and also what was going on,” Shakoor had not been sarcastic. He had given a straight answer as all the answers he always gave. But for a moment, he left Qalb-e-Momin speechless and upset. 
“Talk back less whilst he is here,” he reprimanded Shakoor in a slightly strict tone. 
“Okay,” Shakooor replied without taking much notice. ‘If a man was to start listening to Momin Bhai, he would go dumb’, he thought as he beat the eggs. 
“How long will he stay here?” Qalb-e-Momin asked the question and immediately regretted it. 
“I don’t know…should I go and ask?” Shakoor replied, beating the eggs. He was overly efficient in attempting to resolve Qalb-e-Momin’s every problem. 
“I’ll ask him. You make breakfast,” he left the kitchen, regretting his error. He knew it wasn’t possible for Shakoor to ask Dada the answer to the question without the reference that it was Momin Bhai who was asking. 
*******************

“May I come inside?” he knocked on the door and entered inside saying salam. Abdul Aaala had placed a frame upon a table and was removing its packing. He was startled to see him and smiled immediately.

“Walaikum Assalam, I was just thinking about you…” Momin smiled and stood on the other side of the table on which Abdul Aala had placed the painting to remove the cover. 
“Did you sleep well?” he said to Dada and looked at his face closely. Like every other time, there was an addition of wrinkles upon it. 
“Yes, I slept well…I was even able to wake up at fajr,” he told Momin somewhat happily and Momin did not say that he already knew this. 
“Look at this,” he had now unpacked the frame and placing it upon the table, he called Momin’s attention towards the arresting calligraphy. Qalb-e-Momin smiled instinctively. 
“A gift for my birthday?”
Dada responded to his smile with a smile. For the past seven years, he had gifted him his own calligraphy every year on his birthday. It had been a routine for the past seven years and now Qalb-e-Momin was so aware of the nature of that gift that he would guess even without being told. There were still some days left for his birthday and that was why Dada was there. 
“Yes,” smiling, he ran his fingers over the ayat written in the Muhaqqaq calligraphic script.


ﻦﯿﻨﻣﺆﻤﻟا ﻊﻣ : نأو(Surah Anfaal, 19)

He read as he ran his fingers over the ayat. 
“It is very beautiful,” Momin commented without lifting the frame or touching it. “Won’t you ask its meaning?” Dada asked him. 
“What is the use of asking…? You tell me the meanings for so many ayats every time,

and I always forget them,” Qalb-e-Momin replied. It was like he deliberately did not want him to tell him. 
“You should remember,” Dada responded. 
“I can’t remember,” Qalb-e-Momin immediately gave an excuse. 
“Allah (swt) is with the momineen,” this time Dada said without arguing with him. Qalb-e-Momin viewed the frame silently for some time. “And I am not a momin,” he said. “Come, let’s have breakfast.” He did not stop after saying this and Abdul Aala watched him go, entangled in the words that his tongue had emitted.

******************
“Yaar, why have you come?” Dawud groaned to see her in his office. “You know why,” Momina said, taking her bag off her shoulder and placing it on the

floor near her chair
“Yes, and I have already given you the answer for this,” Dawud said feebly. He had not 
expected such idiocy from Momina. 
“Dawud, you have not spoken to him, I know,” Momina told him bluntly. “Yes…and you don’t know Qalb-e-Momin, that is why you are saying this…” Dawud 
responded to her in the same tone. 
“I want to meet with him once…once,” Momina interrupted him and before Dawud 
could say anything to her, Qalb-e-Momin opened the door and entered the room, holding some 
papers in his hand. 
“Dawud look at these papers one more time. Then dispatch them and….” he had come 
forward hurriedly to hand him the papers and that was when Momina had stood up from her 
chair and turned around. She and Qalb-e-Momin were face to face and Qalb-e-Momin took 
less than a second in recognizing her. He pulled back his hand with which he was handing the 
papers to Dawud and he was looking at Dawud, whose face had gone pale. The demon he had 
been trying to evade could not be evaded. 
“Why have you come here?” Putting all civility aside, Qalb-e-Momin asked Momina 
directly in an extremely sharp voice. 
“To apologize to you…whatever happened that day, should not have happened,” 
Momina ignored the bitterness of his tone and told him the reason in a low voice. “To apologize…? To apologize for what…? Madam…you see this door…open it and get
lost. This is my office, not your father’s office.” Momina was sure her face had gotten red at the
response Qalb-e-Momin had given her. He wanted to leave no stone unturned in degrading her. “I am truly sorry, and I wish to apologize to you,” she was not stubborn, nor was she
shameless, but it was life, and it was also her need that had tied her hands and feet together with a 
single rope. This time Qalb-e-Momin bellowed at her. 
“Do you not hear what I am saying to you…? Get lost and do not show me your face
again…and you…this is the last time that she is seen in my office. Whoever she is to you, she
should not be seen in this office again. The next time she comes into the office, she won’t be the
only one leaving. You will also leave,” Momin’s had said the last few sentences to Dawud in a
very tart tone. Then throwing the papers on his desk, he left the room. 
Momina could not meet Dawud’s eyes….nor was Dawud able to meet hers. A strange
silence had descended into the office and upon Momina Sultan. Humiliation had become such a
minor thing in front of her then that she had no care for it…if there was concern for anything, it
was Jehangir. 
“I told you…” Dawud attempted to handle the situation. 
“Yes…and I am sorry that you had to listen to all this because of me,” she said, picking up 
her bag and avoiding Dawud’s eyes. There was water in her eyes, and it was this water that she
did not want to shed in front of anyone. 
“I don’t care about myself Momina but…” Dawud left his sentence unfinished. Momina
nodded her head. 
“I had come for Jehangir,” she said the sentence in an oddly detached manner. “Don’t worry about Jehangir. I will do whatever I can…I have spoken to some people for 
you…something will come up.” Even if she hadn’t said it, Dawud was well aware of the need that
was compelling her to ask for work in that film and belittle herself in front of a man like Qalb-eMomin. 
Momina said nothing more. She left quietly from that extremely different, well decorated 
studio and office whose owner was the single most detestable man in Momina Sultan’s life. *****************

The mansion with pigeons was as serene and quiet as always…just like a psycho analyst’s couch upon which a person sits to probe his inner self and discard his burdens, and then becomes light and unencumbered.

Momina pushed open the door and entered, without asking for anyone’s permission. The mansion’s door was always open for every person who came and went…and most of the people who came there were art school students who spent a few hours of their free time as they wished by becoming Master Ibrahim’s helper and aid in the work that Master Ibrahim had committed to do.

As soon as the mansion’s door opened, there was a fountain in the small porch that was always filled with pigeons. Their odd characteristic was that they were never flew away frightened by the ones who came there. They remained glued to their positions or would walk a few steps ahead as if they were making way for the ones who wanted to pass.

In the small pond around the fountain, built in the center of the porch, there was water then too, and attempts had been made to keep it very clean…despite that the water would get dirty by the droppings of the pigeons everyday who sat on the four, five inch wide edge to drink water from the pond. Master Ibrahim cleaned it daily so that the pigeons would have clean and clear water to drink.

Passing through the pigeons sitting scattered all over the porch, pecking at their grain, Momina Sultan felt strangely peaceful, and she always felt this. Every time she ran from the chaos of her life to come there, everything was stilled for some time. The silence which was spread throughout the place seemed to absorb all the noise within her like a sponge.

In the open veranda of the mansion, Master Ibrahim was busy in his work, seated on his usual spot upon the cotton rug on the floor. He had neither raised his head at the opening of the mansion door to look at the person entering, nor had the sound of Momina’s feet walking through the pigeons caught his attention. With his head bent, he was deeply engrossed in binding the Quran that lay in front of him.

“Asslaam Alaikum, Master Sahib,” Momina said salam to him softly as she climbed the two stairs leading up to the veranda. Then she placed her bag at one corner of the rug at her usual spot where a small floor desk was also placed on which she worked.

“Walaikum Assalam…oh…Momina, you have come after many days this time,” Master Ibrahim finally raised his head and greeted her most pleasantly. By that time, Momina was mechanically taking out a Quran from one of the numerous open shelved bookcases lying at various spots along the walls.

“I got work in a serial, Master Sahib,” taking the Quran out very carefully from the shelf, Momina walked back to her spot on the floor and answered Master Ibrahim as she placed the Quran on the low floor desk. Without looking at him or meeting his eyes. She wanted no one to discern the mental state in which she had come there.

“Oh! Masha Allah! You found work in a serial,” Master Ibrahim exclaimed, and she was instantly saddened at his words. 
“Don’t say Masha Allah, Master Sahib,” Master Ibrahim looked at her in surprise. He had finished his work on the copy of the Quan. 
“It was your desire to work in a serial and you had asked for dua for it,” he looked closely at Momina Sultan’s face. She was sitting with her head bent with the Quran placed upon her desk. 
“Yes, I had asked for dua but don’t say Masha Allah. I am embarrassed.”
“From whom?” Master Ibrahim looked at him in amazement. 
“From who else than Allah, Master Sahib?” without looking at him and with her head bent, she had now opened the paper on which she was going to work. Her pen and her inkpot lay near her desk. Master Ibrahim suddenly understood what she was hinting at.
“This work provides sustenance…I have said Masha Allah for sustenance,” he said in a low voice to Momina. She had been coming to him for so many years. He was well aware of all the trials and tests of her life. 
“You are pious, you can say whatever you wish,” she instantly said at his comment, and he laughed. 
“You are also pious, beta.” At his response, Momina raised her head with a deep breath to look at him for the first time, holding the pen in her hand. 
“If I had been as pious as you, I would have been here doing ‘this’…cut away and hidden from the entire world,” she had pointed to the paper lying on her desk on which she was about to start work. He smiled at her. 
“You are doing ‘this’ too,” he said in a forceful manner. 
“But this is not the ‘only’ thing I am doing…and if I am doing anything else, I am doing it for my peace and my greed,” she was now copying the introductory pages of the worn Quran upon her sheet of paper. 
She had come there for the first time with an art school student who knew about Master Ibrahim’s mansion where people left their worn or in need of repair copies of the Quran. And there, Master Ibrahim, along with the voluntary help of the students of art school, would have the faded and torn out pages of the Qurans rewritten in calligraphy and mend them. He had been doing that work there for many years. First, he used to do it alone and later many young people did that work with passion and dedication, especially those students who were associated with calligraphy. This was how Momina Sultan got introduced to the place and now she was among the people who visited the place regularly in their convenient time to help Master Ibrahim. 
This was also a way for Momina Sultan to remain attached to her broken dream that she had once seen in the form of an art degree from art school. She had wished to become a calligrapher…she wanted to do calligraphy and since childhood, if she had any hobby, it was this. Despite being associated with a film family, where the father was a film makeup artist and the mother, Surraya, was a singer affiliated with radio and a VO artist, Momina had no interest in acting, singing, or anything else related to film….she was interested in calligraphy and both Sultan and Surraya had a hand in fanning her interest. This also used to be their interest during their good days when they wished to make Momina a calligrapher by first sending her to art school and then abroad to get a higher education….they had never imagined for Momina to come into the field of film like Jehangir….become a heroine….and whether the reason for this was Sultan or Husn-eJahan, it became difficult for Momina Sultan to decide sometimes. 
But life is not in accordance with one’s decisions, dreams, or desires…and neither was Momina Sultan’s life. After learning about Jehangir’s kidney disease, she had left her studies and had become an actress in her obsession to get his treatment, and along with the dream of art school, she had left a lot more in her life. Because she had suddenly found out that there was nothing ahead…whatever good days they had ever spent, had been left behind, and if she was ever able to do anything major in her life, it would be getting Jehangir’s treatment done. 
“How is Jehangir?” Master Ibrahim suddenly changed the topic of conversation. 
“His other kidney is also failing,” after a long period of silence, she replied as she continued to work. “I have not been able to collect the money for the first one yet…Master Sahib, I feel like I have gone half mad. The remaining I will become,” the lava inside of her seemed to burst out, with a torrent of tears. 
“The sustenance I am earning, I do not wish to earn…whatever I am earning is unable to solve any problem…whatever I desire, I cannot get. What I get, does not become my desire,” she had bent her head. Then she rubbed her eyes and face with her sleeve. 
“I will do something for you,” Master Ibrahim was immediately worried for her. He had never seen Momina so disturbed. 
“Just make dua that I come out of this test…that this ends,” she said in response. 
“Ameen,” Master Ibrahim instinctively. 
“If my kidney could be used, I would give both my kidneys to him. He wants to live, I do not wish to live,” there was something in her tone that day that was worrying Master Ibrahim deeply.
“It is not good to be so disappointed from Allah (swt), Momina,” he tried to make an attempt to console her. 
“I am not disappointed from Allah (swt)…I am with the world…I am with the people,” she replied. 
“This is Allah’s (swt) world, beta…they are Allah’s (swt) people,” Master Ibrahim again tried to make her understand. 
“Yes, everyone is Allah’s (swt), it is only Momina who is not Allah’s (swt),” she had wiped her tears and started work again.
Master Ibrahim was not able to say anything to her this time. He quietly watched her bent head. She was now busy in her work despite being aware that he was watching her. But she had wanted to lighten her heart and that had been done…these tears she could have shed neither in front of Surraya nor Jehangir…and Aqsa was unable to understand her point at all when she talked about those things related to acting that she was discussing with Master Ibrahim, and he understood. 
“I have never seen you complain like this, Momina,” after a long silence, Master Ibrahim spoke very gravely to her this time. 
“Today, I was degraded by someone for the sake of the sustenance for which you were saying Masha Allah,” Momina wanted to say this sentence to him but she could not. She raised her head to look at Master Ibrahim and then smiled with an odd helplessness, “I told you…I am going insane.”
Before Master Ibrahim could say anything, the mansion’s door opened, and another girl entered the veranda, and Momina’s and Master Ibrahim’s attention was instinctively drawn towards her. She too was among those who worked there. In a light t-shirt and jeans, in an extremely modern attire but with a hijab wrapped around her head…all types of students came to Master Ibrahim in all sorts of attire…but they all had similar sentiments for that cause, or perhaps it was the effect of the place. Removing her shoes, the girl was now saying salam to Master Ibrahim and knotting her hijab, handling it with much difficulty, something which perhaps she only wore in her life for that one task. 
Master Ibrahim had changed the topic of conversation right there, and Momina bent her lowered head even more and hid her red eyes from the girl.

******************* 

Qalb-e-Momin does not make films, he chisels statues with his hands that he then places in the hearts and minds of the cinema going audience. He presents his heroines like objects, and as a feminist, it is my single grievance against him as a film director. His diva in his film holds no more importance and status in front of the hero than of a toy, despite all its glamour and enchantment to enchant the cinema goers and being the greatest commercial hit of the year.

Tina was reading the last paragraph of an article in a magazine in Qalb-e-Momin’s office when Qalb-e-Momin, swinging on his office chair, interrupted her. 
“Who is the reviewer?” his tone was very caustic. 
“Sadaf Sehar,” Tina named the famous blogger and film reviewer who was considered the social media’s Review Queen. 
“Except for the last few sentences, she has given a very good review to us and our film.” Tina tried to read his expressions, which did not look very good. 
“Why were the last few sentences written in the article and website...when we are paying for a five-star review, how can she make comments like these about me and my film,” Qalb-eMomin was really upset. 
“I spoke to Sadaf. She said that the last few lines were added to create some balance. If it is all praise, then the readers get suspicious that the review was paid to get written,” Tina clarified. For the last hour, she had been reading various reviews in different magazines and websites about Qalb-e-Momin’s film out loud to him, and these included both the paid and unpaid reviews and now it was only Sadaf Sehar’s review that had proved most disagreeable to Qalb-e-Momin. 
“This is their problem, not ours. Our problem is that if we are paying a website to get a review written, then how can they write even a line against us,” Qalb-e-Momin said bluntly as always. 
“I’ll talk to Sadaf again and see what solution can be reached for this,” Tina said in a conciliatory manner. Before Qalb-e-Momin could say anything to her, the door suddenly opened, and Neha entered the room. 
“Hello,” standing at the door, she pulled Momin’s attention towards herself. 
“Oh, hello,” Momin saw her and smiled in response. Leaving the room, Tina said hello, hi to the entering Neha, and Qalb-e-Momin started to close his laptop lying on the table. 
“I’ll be free in just two minutes, and then we’ll go,” Momin quickly started to shut down the different windows open on his screen. 
“I actually need to talk to you today about something very important,” in response, Neha came straight to her point without preamble. As he was closing his laptop, Momin looked at her in surprise. 
“Yes, go ahead.”
“I have to talk to you about Zufi.”
“Zufi who?” Qalb-e-Momin was instinctively baffled. 
“Yaar, the friend I had brought with me to your party and introduced to you, the smart, handsome, good looking model,” Neha gave him the details in an attempt to jostle his memory. Qalb-e-Momin suddenly remembered him.
“Oh ok…that boy…what do you want to say about him?” this time Momin said with some surprise. 
“He wishes to audition for your film too,” Neha told him. 
“I’ve finalized the male lead,” Momin said. 
“Then consider him for some other role,” Neha replied instantly. “He is so keen to work with you, and I have also promised him.”
“He had not impressed me too much,” Qalb-e-Momin said, looking closely at Neha. 
“What are you saying. He is getting so many offers,” Neha replied, somewhat offended. 
“Then what is the problem. He should accept those offers,” Momin said in response. 
“He is your fan and he wants to work with you…and I don’t know anything Momin...I have promised him…you have to do something for him now,” Neha said to him arrogantly with an air of conceit. By that time, Momin had closed his bag and stood up. 
“At the moment, let’s go home. I have to introduce you to Dada. I’ll see later if anything can be done or not. But I do not like men who make women their staircase to move forward,” he said to Neha. Perhaps he did not like Neha’s advocating for Zufi. 
“What do you mean? He’s my best friend,” Neha seemed to protest but by that time, Momin had left the office with his bag. In a state of irritation, she followed him, despite feeling confident that Qalb-e-Momin could not refuse her and that he would find some place or the other for Zufi in that film. 
*******************

“You have changed the interior,” as soon as she entered the apartment, Neha said to him in surprise. The nude paintings and bare statues that were present a few days earlier on the walls of his lounge, and which were an expression of Qalb-e-Momin’s aesthetics, were no longer there.

“I have removed them for a few days,” replying to her, Qalb-e-Momin placed his bag in the lounge. 
“Why?” Neha was surprised.
“Everything was too nude,” Momin smiled in response and said in an oddly sheepish manner. 
“So what? It was art,” Neha was surprised. 
“Dada is here right now. So, for as long as he is here, I cannot place all that in front of him,” Momin finally told her the real reason. 
“Is he conservative? He minds? He chastises it…” Neha asked him instinctively. 
“No,” Momin replied shortly. She was surprised. “He is a calligrapher of Quranic ayats so I thought maybe he would not like it,” Momin offered an explanation, which he did not wish to give, and just then he saw Dada come into the lounge. Shakoor had gone to get him. 
“Assalam Alaikum,” before he could say anything to him, Dada said his salam good naturedly. In response Neha said Walaikum Assalam and looked at Momin as if she wanted to find out what to say next. 
“Dada, this is Neha, my close friend, and Neha this is my Dada,” Momin introduced both of them. Abdul Aala looked closely at the girl that Momin was introducing to him. It was the first girl that Momin had introduced to him. 
“Momin was telling me that you do calligraphy? He was praising you greatly,” after having replied to his salam, Neha told him instinctively. At her sentence, Abdul Aala and Qalb-e-Momin looked instantly at each other and then both of them glanced away at the same time. 
Then Abdul Aala told Neha, “Momin also does calligraphy.” Neha seemed to be shocked. 
“Seriously?” she looked at Momin like he had committed a sin by sharing that secret. 
“There is a big difference between knowing how to do calligraphy and doing calligraphy, and I don’t have the time to do calligraphy,” Momin responded immediately with some contriteness, as if he was disturbed at that revelation. 
“Even if you don’t do it, at least you have learnt it,” Neha was still impressed.
“Yes, and he is a born calligrapher, beta…Allah (swt) has blessed him with the talent,” Abdul Aala told Neha with extreme pride, and exacerbated Momin’s embarrassment. 
“It was a childhood hobby, Dada…it went away in childhood,” he tried to change the topic of conversation. 
“The hands that write Allah’s (swt) name may stop writing Allah’s name but they can never forget how to. Whenever you do calligraphy, you will do it very well,” Abdul Aala responded to him. During this entire conversation, Neha had stood like a silent spectator. 
“Let me change my clothes, then we’ll go,” after a moment of awkward silence, Momin suddenly addressed Neha instead of Dada and was about to leave the room when he heard Neha say, “Dada, he is a star director. Calligraphy will never give him stardom. Have you seen his films?” Momin instinctively turned and regretted it. The topic of conversation that he had intended to change by going from there had come to a very dangerous curve. 
“No, I have not seen them.” He heard Abdul Aala say in a soft voice. 
“Oh, you must watch them,” Neha gushed excitedly. “The way Momin presents women on the screen!! That’s awesome…he turns his heroine into a dream woman...diva…star,” Neha kept on talking and Abdul Aala listened silently. And then he turned his neck to look at the door upon which Momin had his hand as he stood there, as if he knew that he was still there. There was a flash of something in his eyes that did not allow him to stand there any longer. He turned and opened the door and left the room.

******************** 

“I have memorized the entire script,” Jehangir announced to Momina victoriously. He was reading the script of the drama that Momina was doing. She had brought the tea made some time earlier, and biscuits and came to sit with him on the chorpoy in the veranda upon which he was reclining.

“Ok, then read it to me,” Momina smiled in response, took the script from his hand, and sat crossed legged on the chorpoy. 
“Scene number?” Jehangir got instantly ready too. 
“Scene number 13…no, 18, hero Nile and Abgeenay’s scene,” Momina challenged him, flipping the pages of the script back and forth. 
Before a second had passed, Jehangir immediately repeated hero Nile’s dialogue, “Oh, why are you getting so angry?” he stopped and asked Momina, “Should I repeat the heroine’s too?”
“I’ll say the heroine’s, you just say the hero’s,” Momina told him as she dipped the biscuit in her tea and ate it. She also repeated the next dialogue, “It is something to get angry about.”
“You are looking beautiful.”
“Don’t talk rubbish.”
“Angry when I praise you, angry when I don’t praise you…now even I am starting to get angry at you.”
“Ok then…end all this.”
“I have no association with Aiza.”
“You don’t have it, she does.”
“Even that is not there.”
“Are you his brother then?”
“That I am yours, in this script,” speedily repeating the hero’s dialogues like a parrot, Jehangir suddenly forgot a dialogue and made up the next sentence on his own, and Momina instantly smacked his shoulder with the script she was holding in her hand and said, “So, you forgot?” In response, Jehangir laughed victoriously. 
It was an old game of theirs, playing script, script, that they were playing once more, and now, upon forgetting the dialogues, they were rolling with laughter…just like children. 
“What is the matter with the two of you…? Why are you laughing?” Surraya came out of the room at the very moment and was amazed to see the two of them laughing like that. Before Momina could say anything, her phone started to ring. Making an attempt to control her laughter, Momina looked at the phone. It was Aqsa’s call. 
“It seems like Dawud has already told you,” Aqsa said as soon as she heard her voice. 
“What?” Momina was surprised. 
“About your audition.”
“What audition?” Momina was even more surprised. 
“You were laughing so I thought you had talked to him…I have great news for you…you are going to Lahore,” Aqsa was now telling her very excitedly. “Dawud had sent your showreel and the footage of the audition you did for Qalb-e-Momin’s film to someone…there is casting being done here for a Hollywood film, and part of its shooting will be done in Pakistan…these people have called you for an audition after looking at your showreel. So now, just get ready for Lahore.” For a few moments, Momina did not seem to comprehend what she was saying. 
“Are you joking with me?” she said. 
“Yaar, would I joke with you. I am sitting on my set and calling you, unable to control my joy,” Aqsa reprimanded her. 
“Are you talking about auditioning for a Hollywood film?” Momina thought she had misheard her. 
“Yes yaar, the shooting is in America and Pakistan, and the shooting is very soon. First, they had taken some Indian actors, but they are having visa problems, so they are casting here right away,” Aqsa was saying on the other end but Momina was looking at Jehangir’s expressions. He had become extremely animated on hearing the words Hollywood and audition from her mouth. 
“So now what?” Momina still couldn’t figure out how to react. 
“So just get ready…Dawud will also call you…those people will make arrangements for the ticket and lodging…ok, my scene is here….we’ll talk later and I’ll tell you the details,” Aqsa said in a sudden hurry and closed the phone. 
“What happened Appi…? An audition is happening for the Hollywood film?” Jehangir asked her as soon as she closed the phone, and Surraya, who had been hanging the washed clothes on a wire in the veranda, also came closer. For a moment, Momina wished she could tell a lie. She did not want to tie them in a string of hope and hopelessness again. Film was not her passion, but it was Jehangir’s and her family’s, and she did not want to face the same situation again as after the failure of Qalb-e-Momin’s audition. But in the time that she could have concocted a lie, Jehnagir deduced an answer from her silence himself. In a very excited manner, he was telling Surraya about the conversation on the phone. 
“Appa has been selected for an audition for a Hollywood film and Appa is going to Lahore.”
“Allah (swt) thank you,” Momina saw Surraya instinctively join her hands together in supplication and raise them. 
“Only the selection for an audition has been done Amma, they have not cast me yet,” Momina instinctively tried to place a constraint upon her expectations. 
“You will get that too, Insha Allah…let me tell your Abba...where is he standing,” Surraya said with the same enthusiasm as she opened the outside door leading into the street and left to find Sultan. 
“Appa you are going to become a very big star…I am telling you…you will work in Hollywood…then you will go to ger the Oscar…then do a speech and thank me that if it hadn’t been for Jehangir, then…” Momina interrupted his sentence while dipping her remaining biscuit into tea. 
“Then you will awaken, and when you are awake, wake me up too,” she said, getting up from the chorpoy. 
“Appa, just you see…” Jehangir’s voice came from behind her, but Momina did not turn to look.

***************** 

He yawned as he opened his apartment door with the key and entered. Shakoor was asleep at that time and he did not awaken him. Passing through the lounge, he saw Dada walking on the terrace. Qalb-e-Momin instinctively looked at the watch tied on his wrist. It was almost three. Abdul Aala had also seen him through the glass wall of the lounge, and he had come inside.

“You are still awake?” Momin asked him as soon as he came inside. 
“Yes, I had gotten up for tahajjud and then I started waiting for you. You come home very late at night…ever since I have come, I have not found the time to sit with you,” he sat down on the lounge sofa, rolling his prayer beads. Momin had also sat down on the other sofa. 
“Yes, I am making preparations for the next film…this is what my life is like nowadays,” Momin took a deep breath, rubbed his eyes, and leaned his back against the sofa. 
“It should not be like that,” Abdul Aala said in response.
“How do you like Neha?” Momin instantly changed the subject. 
“Neha?” Abdul Aala could not remember her right away. 
“I had introduced a girl to you that day, I am talking about her,” Momin was surprised. How had Dada forgotten Neha so easily? She was not so ‘common’ that she wouldn’t be able to become a part of his memory. 
“Oh yes…she’s a nice girl,” Abdul Aala suddenly remembered. 
“I want to marry her,” Momin said without any preamble. This was how his decisions were, sudden and done by himself. 
“I had guessed that,” Abdul Aala replied softly. Momin laughed in a low tone. “How do you guess everything yourself?”
Abdul Aala also smiled, then he said lovingly, “This only happens regarding you.”
“No, I think you know about everything already. Do you have a djinn with you?” he smiled as he said good naturedly, and Abdul Aala watched him intently and kept smiling. Then suddenly he said, “Are you happy Qalb-e-Momin?” the voice was low, the tone was soft, but the question was strange. Momin was startled in an odd way. 
“What did you ask me?” it was like he wanted to confirm the question again. 
“Are you happy?” keeping his eyes fixed upon his face, Abdul Aala repeated his question again in the same words. Momin instinctively laughed and kept on laughing, but he did not try to look him in the eye. 
“Quite…very much…in fact, exceedingly,” taking a deep breath, he made an attempt to look very happy. 
“Why do you not appear like that to me?” Abdul Aala’s next sentence dampened Momin’s smile. 
“Look at my lifestyle, Dada….my fame, my success…home, career…I have everything that could be a dream for a boy my age. Then there is no question of being unhappy,” he said, stressing upon his words. 
“Perhaps I have said the wrong thing…I have become old…I often ask the wrong questions…but I always want to see you happy,” Abdul Aala was saying, and he was listening. This was the first time that he had said something like that. 
“Sleep now…you must be tired,” he said and immediately got up, but Momin kept sitting there. Some questions seem to seat a person in front of the mirror, and the same thing had happened to him. What was the scale of happiness upon which his Dada had gauged him to get that result? He sat for a while there within the reverberation of his sentences. Then he started to go to his room and the console mirror once again seemed to stop his path. His reflection could be seen there, and the echo of Abdul Aala’s question…Did he seem unhappy from his face…? But why…? He was not unhappy. He was ‘happy’. Then why had Dada left him tangled in that maze?

************** 

She had been waiting on the set for Aqsa for the past whole hour, and finally she had come after getting free from her scene, and as soon as she came and saw Momina, she hugged her warmly.

“Congratulations….congratulations…congratulations!” 

“Now I am afraid that if I fail in the audition, you will reproach me just as much as you are congratulating me,” Momina told her.
“Needlessly indeed…just wait, let me find it in the bag…I don’t know where my things go…I keep them somewhere and find them somewhere else,” opening the zip of her bag, she got busy sifting through the things inside it. “Yes, here it is,” she was finally able to find the envelope that she was looking for. “The call letter for your audition, your ticket, and the voucher for the hotel booking…all three things are inside it…have you ever been to Lahore before?” Aqsa suddenly thought of it as she was handing her the envelope. Momina shook her head. “Never mind, just get a taxi from the airport and get to this hotel…it is near PC Lahore and that’s where your audition is,” she was telling her rapidly. The assistant was calling her from the distance in preparation for the next scene, and she was saying one thing to Momina and the next sentence to the assistant in a strange haste and rush. 
“Ok, now my scene is on. I will drop you on the day of your flight, and I’ll also pick you up, just come back with some good news,” she was saying. 
“Why didn’t you try for the audition?” Momina asked her suddenly. 
“I did. They did not short list me,” Aqsa said just as merrily. “I wasn’t too hopeful anyway.” She saw Momina’s expressions and tried to ease her. “Yaar, I have to go…this assistant and I have been fighting for the past two days. If he has to call me one more time, he will again empoison the director against me,” saying that, she went, almost running. 
Opening the envelope, Momina came out from the set. After the ticket and voucher, she opened the call letter while standing at the bus stop, and by the time she came to the terms and conditions, her heart was very heavy. Taking out her phone, she called Aqsa. The phone rang for a few moments then the call was immediately received. 
“You will not rest until you get me cut, Momina,” Aqsa almost bellowed at her this time. 
“Why did you do this?” Momina told her instantly. 
“What?” she was instantly calmed. 
“Those people are not giving the fare and accommodation…it is listed in the rules…you have done this, right?” Aqsa’s voice did come from the other side for a while. “You should not have done this Aqsa,” Momina told her.
“You were getting this very big chance…you would not have gone after reading that those people were not giving the airfare and accommodation…this is why I did this,” Aqsa finally said to her. 
“I will return this money to you,” Momina replied. 
“Yes, yes, I know sister… you are very self-respecting… you will return everything…first go,” Aqsa seemed to join her hands together and beg her. 
“It is because of you that the world appears a little less dark to me,” Momina’s voice got tearful. 
“When you start taking things less to heart, the world will appear less dark,” Aqsa said in response. 
“My bus is here,” Momina rubbed her eyes with the edge of her dupatta. It had become difficult for her to talk there. She said khuda hafiz to Aqsa and shut the phone. Where could everyone find people like that who broke off their own wings and gave them to others to fly. Momina Sultan couldn’t understand how in her life she would be able to pay back Dawud and Aqsa for their goodness…loan she could definitely pay back.

********************** “All small and big actors would plead to get their makeup done from Sultan, but I did not have the time…Husn-e-Jahan’s films would never get done…then her shows…performances…I toured countless countries with her…India, Japan, London, Dubai, Turkey… only Turkey did not agree with us,” as always, Sultan was recounting tales of the past, and he sighed at the mention of Turkey.

In the veranda of his home, he was busy doing the makeup of a young man seated on a chair, who was there to get his makeup for a small role he had gotten in a film, and during makeup Sultan had opened his tales of Husn-e-Jahan like he always did. For him, every face that he was putting makeup on seemed to turn into a retreat to Husn-e-Jahan and a reflection of her face.

“Sultan Bhai, just make dua that I give such a performance today that I overwhelm everyone,” the young man had only listened to his talk but had not paid any attention to them.
“Insha Allah…Husn-e-Jahan also said this to Sultan before going on the set…I tied the armband on her…gave sadqa…food would be prepared for charity…then Husn-e-Jahan would set foot on the set. And if sometimes I had a premonition about a film or a producer, then even if the entire world got on one side, Husn-e-Jahan still would not do that film,” all of Sultan’s prefixes, suffixes, and references started with Husn-e-Jahan and ended on her. The young man laughed this time and he removed the cloth from around his neck that Sultan had spread across his shoulders and chest to do his puffing, so that the makeup would not get on his white shirt. 
“Even if one’s time was yesterday, it still appears pleasant, and that too, a yesterday that never passes,” Sultan murmured and laughed. 
“Sultan Bhai, you have a lot of talent in your hands...but no money. If you had made so much name, Sultan Bhai, you should have made some money too. Makeup artists make saloons, and if nothing at all, you should at least have built the roof of the house,” the young man had thought of something so that while handing Sultan some currency notes, he had also handed him the advice. 
“You are right…Sultan did not learn how to save money. Considered himself a Sultan his entire life...never knew that just like Husn-e-Jahan’s sun, my sun will also set,” he thought as he watched the customer leave, and just as the customer left from the outside door, Jhoomer enter clapping. 
“Sultan Bhai, you hid such big news from Jhoomer?” as soon as he entered, he clapped in his exclusive style and said in a complaining tone. 
“What have I hidden from you Jhoomer?” Sultan said as he gathered his makeup. 
“Did you think that Jhoomer would not find out that Baji Momina has gone to get work in a Hollywood film?” Jhoomer clapped twice again. 
“Who told you Jhoomer?” Sultan laughed at his comment and asked. 
“Why should Jhoomer tell you, when you did not tell Jhoomer? Just let the people of this neighborhood try to hide something from Jhoomer,” he was saying with displeasure. Jhoomer was a eunuch but he visited every home in the neighborhood and was always the first to arrive at every joyful or sad occasion of the neighborhood families. 
“Jhoomer, just make dua that Momina comes back with some good news. If she can find work in Hollywood, our fate will change. Then Jehangir can get treated and my son will work in films as a hero,” Sultan started to spin the wheel of his dreams once more.

****************** 

“When Neha come, discuss the costume and wardrobe budget with her…last time our wardrobe went over budget,” Qalb-e-Momin said to Tina and Dawud. He was sitting with both of them in his office discussing the look test and wardrobe of the actors for his next film.

“This time, one or two other designers are also approaching for the wardrobe. If Neha consents, it will create variety and also reduce the wardrobe budget because these designers only want their name in the credits,” Tina said to Momin.

He shook his head in negation, “I don’t think Neha will agree to share the credits, so we should not consider that option at all.” Momin looked at his watched as he talked and then he said to Tina, “How much longer will it take for Neha to come here, just check…our meeting is about to end and she is still not here.” He was quite displeased. Before Tina could say anything, a smiling Neha opened the door and entered with Zufi.

“Hello…sorry, I hope I am not very late,” she addressed Momin as soon as she entered. “Just one hour,” Momin responded. Seeing Zufi, his forehead was already creased. “Ok, then I am on time,” Neha seemed to shrug her shoulders and laughed. She pulled a

chair and sat down. Zufi did the same thing. 
“Dawud can you please run Shehla’s presentation…Excuse me, if you don’t mind, could 
you sit in the waiting room for a while…may we finish this meeting?” Momin said the first
sentence to Dawud, and had the rest of the talk with Zufi, whose face had a color pass across it, 
and he stood up from his chair. But Neha stopped him. 
“I had to have Zufi meet with you today. I had spoken to you.”
“I am very busy today. Immediately after this meeting, a meeting with the financiers is
lined up for me,” Momin flatly refused, absolutely oblivious to what Zufi was feeling at the
moment. 
“It is only a matter of ten or fifteen minutes,” Neha insisted. 
“If I had known earlier, definitely, but today I am not free for even five minutes,” Momin 
was also at the height of uncivility. “Tina, schedule my meeting with Zufi after two days…Zufi, I 
hope it’s ok with you.” After giving Neha an absolute answer, he addressed Tina first and then 
Zufi, whose face was drained of all color, and he accepted Qalb-e-Momin’s offer good naturedly 
and seemed to kneel. 
“Yes, that’s ok. No problem at all,” Tina started to note Zufi’s appointment on her laptop 
lying in front of her but suddenly Neha picked up her bag and stood up. 
“Why don’t you make my appointment for two days later too because today, I too will not
be able to sit in this meeting. I have to go somewhere too,” Neha showed her temper as soon as
Zufi stood up. “Bye,” she said and exited the room in seconds. Zufi had left the room before her. “Neha…Neha…,” Momin tried to stop her but when she didn’t stop, he got up and went
after her. She had just stepped out of his door when Momin took her arm. 
“What childish behavior is this?” Momin said with extreme displeasure in a low voice. 
Neha shrugged her arm free from his grasp. 
“Behave yourself. If you do not care for others, why should others care for you?” there was
intense tartness and anger in her tone. 
“You are arguing with me because of that boy?” Qalb-e-Momin could hardly believe it. “Yes, I am…so?” she said very rudely and briskly walked away from there. It was the first time in life that Momin had to face an attitude like that where someone gave
preference to someone else over him, and even that, by the one who was his fiancé. With a numb 
mind, he watched through the glass wall as Neha walked away with Zufi.

***************** 

The two people sitting on the other side of the table whispered something to each other, then the Indian American woman said to Momina in English, “You are dumb and deaf and you have seen your friend getting murdered in front of your eyes and you are hiding to save your life.”

Momina listened carefully to the woman’s directions and her heart sank. So, she had no dialogues and they were asking her to perform without dialogues. ‘It seems like I wasted my time coming here for the audition...it is a role of three scenes and without a dialogue…whatever will I do?’ she thought in a state of confusion. The woman was now explaining the situation to her.

“The dumb and dead girl…” Momina was now entering the character mentally, which she had no desire to do at the moment nor any hope of getting…her mind was now giving her the cues for creating her expressions.

She had gotten up to perform her first scene. Her audition had gotten very long and when she got out after the audition, the other actors at the auditions started to ask her questions. Everyone was curious as to why her audition had been so lengthy. It had only been a few minutes after she came outside when a boy came from inside came out, walked close to her, and asked her in a low voice to go into another room. She quietly went into the other room with him.

The Indian American woman, who was also among the audition team, was already there. Sitting there, this time she spoke in a very friendly manner with Momina and introduced herself, then she said, “Can you stay for a few more days in Lahore?” This was her next question and this time, Momina was startled.

“Yes, but can I enquire about the result of the audition?” 

The woman smiled in response and then she said, “The casting agent will talk to you regarding this but for the time being, we are extending your stay and we are accommodating you in the PC.” Momina experienced an odd state of joy, along with the rapid beating of her heart. So, had she been cast? She had passed the audition? Sitting there, Momina Sultan’s heart leaped with exultation and then it seemed to stop in disbelief. Jehangir’s face came before her eyes. Had a miracle really occurred…a Hollywood film?

Half an hour later, the casting agent was present in that room. He was a Pakistani and he gave Momina the good news that she had been selected in the audition. The first call that Momina Sultan made from there was to Aqsa who had perhaps started to jump with happiness on the other side upon hearing the news.

“I had told you…see, hadn’t I told you? I am so proud of you,” she was screaming in the phone and Momina was laughing. 
“All this has happened only because of you Aqsa. It is only because of you that I am standing here today,” Momina could not keep herself from expressing this. 
“Enough, enough, there is no need for this rubbish talk…has the contract been signed?”
“It will be done tomorrow.”
“Did you tell Anti and Jehangir?”
Momina laughed. “No, I haven’t told them. I only told them about extending the stay. I will tell them myself when I go to Karachi. I will surprise them,” she said. 
“Your life is about to change, Miss Momina Sultan…don’t forget to recognize me,” Aqsa teased her, and she laughed. 
And she did not believe that her life was changing until she had seen the contract lying in front of her the next day on which the ten thousand dollars signing amount was listed. Her hand had started to tremble while signing the contract. This was the greatest of all amounts she had ever earned in her life until then, and this was not an earning, it was the solution to all the problems in in her life. Life was indeed about to change. With that money, she could easily get Jehangir kidneys transplanted…so easily that…she instinctively wanted to cry, and the casting agent got worried. 
“Everything is alright. I just got a little emotional,” she smiled through her tears. Wiping her eyes and cheeks with both her palms like a little child, she felt like flying back to Karachi and sharing that moment of happiness with Surraya, Sultan, and Jehangir, and in that emotionalism she abandoned her decision to keep the news a surprise. She started to dial Jehangir’s cell phone. The number was off. Then one by one, she started to dial Sultan’s and Surraya’s numbers. No one received her calls. She called Aqsa and broke the news of her signing the contract. This time, she found Aqsa’s reaction very strange. 
“When are you coming back?” Aqsa asked her in response. 
“My flight is tomorrow night,” Momina told her.
“Ok then, we’ll talk tomorrow when we meet,” Aqsa replied. 
“Listen Aqsa, are you worried? Is everything alright?” Momina could not help asking her. 
“Yes, yes…everything is fine. I just had a fight on a set, that is why…” she immediately said to Momina. “You do your work. Don’t take any tension.” Momina was a little relieved. 
“I am calling Amma and Abba, they’re not receiving the calls. Jehangir’s phone is also off,” she said to Aqsa. 
“Ok, I’ll try tomorrow morning to have you talk to them. I talked to Surraya Anti today,” Aqsa replied. 
“You told them?” Momina asked instinctively. 
“No, absolutely not. You can tell them when you come.”
She sensed an odd incoherency in Aqsa’s tone, but she could not talk to her for long. She had to sit with the film’s team, and the engagements continued like this the next day and night, and finally when she landed at Karachi airport, she took a breath of relief. 
Dawud and Aqsa received her at the airport. Aqsa hugged her as soon as she saw her and started to cry. Momina laughed and pulled her away. 
“Ok, ok, now there is no need to get so emotional. I know you are very happy, but all this has happened because of you. And now stop crying, or I’ll start crying too,” she said to Aqsa, and Dawud came forward and moved Aqsa away from her. 
In the car, Dawud kept asking her small questions and she kept telling him all the details enthusiastically, but she noticed that Aqsa was continuously quiet. She was not speaking. 
“You have taken a wrong turn Dawud…the house won’t come from here,” she told Dawud when he took a wrong turn, and Dawud did not say anything in response. Momina thought maybe had some work to do there. He had now turned for a hospital. Momina still did not say anything but her sixth sense had suddenly started to send her an alarm. Amma, Abba were not picking up the phone for the past three days, Jehangir’s phone was off, and why had Dawud brought her to a hospital? Was Jehangir ill? Her heart seemed to jump into her throat. Then Dawud parked the car on one side. Momina read the sign outside the building. It was a morgue.

******************** 

Alif - Episode 4 By 
Umera Ahmed

Translated by Irum Sarfaraz My dear daughter Husn-e-Jahan, Assalam Alaikum,

I want to find out how you are doing…but I don’t have the courage to do so. I know how you are, and I am the reason for bringing you to this state…what should I write to you, my daughter, what? There are a lot of things I wish to say to you, but words…words are unable to express on paper what I have in my heart. But rather than face you again, it is easier for me to write this letter to you.

What should I write to you...? That I am sorry, or should I admit to you that I am guilty, Husn-e-Jahan, so that the wound you have suffered at my hands will heal, and you are able to forgive me.

I have spent my entire life praising the greatness and qualities of Allah on canvas and paper. I have spent my life calligraphing with ink and colors, but I am unable to understand what moment of pride it was while sermonizing the eminence of Allah in which I assumed myself to be ‘great’ too...pious, devout, reverent, righteous…I can’t remember, Husn-e-Jahan, when I turned heretic from momin…but I did something at some point that Allah did not lend me support but let me fall…and I kept falling. And now that I have sat down to write this letter, these papers have turned to mirrors to show me a reflection of myself with which I cannot meet eyes.

At this age, after having lost my only, young child, that center of my life is lost around which my life spun. Now, I can remember nothing…eating, drinking, sleeping, waking, or anything else in life…Taha has taken everything of mine…he has only left behind my body with a regret that continually strangles my throat. I don’t know what to do with this regret and what use is left of this body. The calligraphy that had run like blood through our veins for several generations, has started to dry up after Taha’s leaving. Now, in my later generations, no one will come to praise the greatness and glory of Allah. This is my retribution…for my pride…I can complain to no one about this.

Taha has turned to dust…I cannot even turn to dust…it was my turn to go from the world, he did not get the time. At this age, I cannot bear the sorrow that has come into my share. The house where I live has his memories wrapped around every item inside it, its every wall. Every morning, I cut and throw out his memories like overgrown tree branches, and by night, they regrow again. I am tiring now of continuously reaping this crop from the roots of the old memories left behind. The house is empty of Taha; it is not willing to empty itself from his memories.

When he left with you, his memories did not grow in this house like this. My hate and my anger ate every sprouting memory. This no longer happens. Nothing is left inside me now…pride, ego, arrogance, anger, everything is finished…if anything is left, it is the ray of light by the name of Qalb-e-Momin that keeps your home bright. I think of him all the time. When there is darkness inside and outside myself, the light of his face shows me the path. Does he remember his aged Dada…? But why would he remember me? Whatever have I given to him? When I first saw him, it seemed to me like Taha’s childhood had returned. As a child, he was just like Qalb-e-Momin. The same innocent face, the same sweet voice, the same questions and mischief…but Qalb-eMomin is not mischievous…only Taha was mischievous…Qalb-e-Momin only asks questions and I have no answers for these questions…I am his offender…I have snatched mischief from him, and handed him these questions. I have committed a great cruelty…my daughter Husn-eJahan…forgive me. Forgive me from your heart.

Give Qalb-e-Momin a lot of my love. Tell him to write a letter to Allah for his Dada too. Tell Allah to return his Dada’s talent to him. Qalb-e-Momin’s every letter reaches Allah. He is your son, that’s why.

Wassalam 
Qalb-e-Momin’s Dada
******************* 

Qalb-e-Momin saw Husn-e-Jahan lying on the stretcher which the paramedics were taking towards the ambulance standing outside the house, and then he saw his Dada who was following the stretcher with tears rolling down his face. His and Qalb-e-Momin’s eyes met and the fear on Qalb-e-Momin’s face seemed to reflect in Abdul Aala’s eyes. Momin forgot the bruises he had gotten when he fell off his bicycle, and also the bicycle which lay on the road. He had just run after the ambulance, and Dada had stopped him.

“What has happened to Mummy? What has happened to my Mummy?” he had asked Abdul 

Aala in an oddly fearful state. 
“Make dua that nothing happens,” Abdul Aala said, hugging him to himself. The
ambulance was driving away in the distance and Qalb-e-Momin felt a strange sense of peace as he
stood wrapped around Abdul Aala’s legs. He was trembling like a fledgling. Abdul Aala lifted him
in his arms. The residents of the nearby homes who had been standing there had slowly started to 
leave. Up in Dada’s arms, Qalb-e-Momin could not figure out why there was pity for him in 
everyone’s eyes...even at that age, he could discern that emotion. 
“I want to go to Mummy,” suddenly he remembered his mother once more, and just then 
he saw the continuous tears flowing from Abdul Aala’s eyes. Perhaps, he was crying for his
mother, Qalb-e-Momin assumed for himself, and those tears softened his heart some more for 
Abdul Aala. 
Husn-e-Jahan lay unconscious in the ICU, and Momin, along with Abdul Aala, was terribly 
distraught to see her through the glass. 
“What has happened to Mummy, Dada?” he shook Abdul Aala’s hand impatiently. Rubbing his eyes, Abdul Aala said to him, “She has fallen ill.” As he told him, his voice got tearful. This time Qalb-e-Momin thought carefully about those tears. “Why are you crying?” this time he could not keep himself from asking. “I have committed a sin Momin,” it seemed like Abdul Aala’s strength had faltered. Momin suddenly remembered that his mother had also spoken about a sin which his father had not
forgiven, and now Dada too was also speaking of some sin.
“Mummy said she had also committed a sin,” he said instinctively to Abdul Aala. “No, your Mummy has not committed any sin, Momin…this is the punishment for my sin,”
he was sobbing heavily now. Qalb-e-Momin felt deep sympathy for Abdul Aala at that moment. 
He wanted to embrace him and console him as Abdul Aala consoled him. 
“Does Allah Taala punish all of us? I am very fearful of him Dada,” holding Abdul Aala’s
hand again, Qalb-e-Momin seemed to put his fear into his lap. 
“Allah does not punish…we all do,” it seemed like he was attempting to erase that fear 
from the young child’s heart. 
“Does Allah tell us to punish?”
“Momin, do not ask me questions for which I have no answers.”
Again, he saw Abdul Aala weep desperately. Through the glass of the ICU, he saw Husne-Jhan lying on the bed with her eyes closed. Qalb-e-Momin realized just then that he needed only 
Husn-e-Jahan, not Taha. He had learnt to live without him; he did not wish to learn to live without
Husn-e-Jahan. 
For the next two days, he kept going to the hospital with Dada, and then finally he saw
Husn-e-Jahan opening her eyes. But these were not the eyes that he had always seen. These eyes
were empty. There was nothing inside them. That eight-year-old child had felt that change, and 
had felt it profoundly. Something had happened to his mother. But what had happened, he was
unable to understand. 
“Mummy, you are well. I had made so many duas,” hugging Husn-e-Jahan, he tried to seek 
the same warmth and comfort that he always found in her lap. Husn-e-Jahan hugged him back. 
Qalb-e-Momin heard him speak.
“I had also made a lot of duas, but none of my duas was accepted…”
Qalb-e-Momin tried to look at Husn-e-Jahan’s face but Abdul Aala’s voice pulled him
towards it. He saw him clasp his hands together and speak to Husn-e-Jahan, “Forgive me, my 
daughter, forgive me.”
Qalb-e-Momin then heard Husn-e-Jahan mutter, “I will forgive you, but how will I forgive
myself?”
What was that riddle that he was watching Abdul Aala and Husn-e-Jahan put together?
What sin was it that had punished him? And what thing was it of which he had been deprived?
Qalb-e-Momin could not understand. If he had understood, it was only one thing…both of them
did not speak of his father anymore and did not search for him like before either…but Qalb-eMomin did not wish to ask anything from Husn-e-Jahan which would make his mother cry, and 
he somehow felt that if he asked that question, his mother would cry. 
It had now become imperative to write one more letter to Allah because Qalb-e-Momin 
was not getting any answer from his world and from his relations. 
When errors are committed, can they never be corrected? And when sins are committed, 
are they punished forever? Can Allah not forgive? Qalb-e-Momin now wished to ask these questions from Allah Taala because he was watching two people in pain in his house and he wanted 
to probe the roots of this pain.
The letter box on the trunk in the forest had vanished. Qalb-e-Momin could not believe his
eyes for a few moments. He had perhaps lost his way and come to the wrong place. After all, he
had come to the forest after so many days. But Qalb-e-Momin never forgot the way. In a state of 
shock, he climbed on the trunk and also on the fallen trees nearby in search of his letterbox. He
found no sign of his letter box anywhere. 
He returned home that day in a state of severe dejection and he froze the moment he went
to his room. The letter box was lying in a bag, half inside the open zip of the bag and half outside. 
Qalb-e-Momin stared at the box in a state of disbelief. How had Mummy known that he had kept
that letter box on that trunk inside the jungle? And did she also know that he put letters inside it?
He did not get a chance to think further. It was Husn-e-Jahan’s voice that startled him. “Momin, we are going to Pakistan.” He turned instinctively. Husn-e-Jahan stood in the
doorway. 
“Why?” he was surprised. He knew his mother was from Pakistan, but he was not. “To live…we will not live here now. We will live in Pakistan.” What he heard in Husn-eJahan’s low voice jostled Momin…Why did his mother want to take him elsewhere from that
place, he was not able to understand. He wanted to ask more questions, but she left. Ever since she
returned from the hospital, she spoke very little to him. If she spoke to anyone, it was Dada. But
that entire conversation was in the language of whispers and tears, and Qalb-e-Momin was weary 
of both those things—the riddle and that game.

********************** 

Dada had come to drop them at the railway station. They were to go by train to another city and then from there to Pakistan in an airplane. Momin remembered all that because Dada had told him.

“Will you live in our house?” he asked Dada. 
“No Momin, I will go back,” Abdul Aala replied. 
“Back where?” Momin enquired. 
“From where I came,” he heard Dada reply in a low voice. He was putting the lock on the

house after putting their luggage outside. Momin looked at Husn-e-Jahan. She was not looking at that house, she was just going towards the taxi which stood outside their house. Qalb-e-Momin felt a strange sadness at leaving that house. He felt like crying too, but Dada hugged him close.

And then, saying khuda hafiz to Dada at the railway station, Qalb-e-Momin wanted to cry again. He had now started to like Dada. 
“Dada, come with us,” holding Abdul Aala’s hand, he said to him. 
“I cannot go now…I will come another time,” he heard Dada say. 
“You find Baba and bring him with you,” hugging him close, Qalb-e-Momin whispered in his ear. After several weeks, this was the first time that he had mentioned his father. But he was sensible, he did not let his mother find out about this. Abdul Aala said nothing to him. He only kissed his forehead and head. Qalb-e-Momin felt the moisture of his tears upon his forehead and touched it with his hand. The train was about to move. With his hand upon Husn-e-Jahan’s head, his Dada bid her farewell. Qalb-e-Momin did not hear the exchange of any talk between them. 
Holding his mother’s finger and walking up to the train door, Qalb-e-Momin turned around. His Dada still stood there crying from where he had been separated from them. He turned his neck to look at Husn-e-Jahan. She was also crying quietly. Qalb-e-Momin’s heart was pained. He was sure they were both crying for Baba. If Baba was found, everything would be alright. But they had been unable to find him, he thought hopelessly, ‘If Baba had been found, no one would cry like this.’ He once again had to find such a place in Pakistan where he could place that letter box and put the letters inside it which contained the questions and requests from Allah.

**************** 

“This is our house?” Qalb-e-Momin asked his mother as he looked with disbelief at the gate of the palatial, grand house outside which they stood after getting out of the taxi with their luggage. Husn-e-Jahan nodded her head without looking at him. She seemed to be lost in some thought, dubious and hesitant. Qalb-e-Momin was unable to control his joy. Such a big house…it was a villa. The grief of coming from Turkey to Pakistan suddenly vanished. With his head raised, he looked at the majestic two story building visible beyond the gate, which was opened by a man.

“Who…?” it was a servant but he wasn’t able to complete his question. The moment he glanced at Husn-e-Jahan’s face, he instantly threw open the gate. Husn-e-Jahan left her luggage and entered the gate holding Qalb-e-Momin’s hand.

“Mummy, have we become rich?” Qalb-e-Momin looked at the line of cars standing inside and the lush lawn, and asked his mother jubilantly as he walked with her. Without answering him, she held his finger and walked silently.

“Will we now ride in a car?” Qalb-e-Momin did not care if the answer to his last question had come or not. He was getting impressed by the glistening, shiny cars that he had either seen on TV or on the roads of Turkey.

Holding his hand, Husn-e-Jahan led him inside the house, and for the first time Qalb-eMomin saw Husn-e-Jahan’s pictures hanging all over the walls of the house—in extremely loud attire and make-up lathered face in strange poses and postures…for a moment he thought that it could not have been his Mummy. His Mummy never wore such clothes, and she would never dance like that.

“Mummy, are these your pictures?” he wanted some kind of confirmation from Husna-eJahan. Husn-e-Jahan did not answer his question. Her attention was towards all the people sitting in the lounge that they had entered, and seeing them, they all seemed to be astounded.

“Amma…I have come,” Qalb-e-Momin saw Husn-e-Jahan address a woman who was among the five or six people. Momin looked at his mother with confused eyes. It was like he wanted to understand his mother’s relationship with the people who were present there.

An aging woman, whom Husn-e-Jahan had called mother, sat against bolsters on a takht like couch, and in front of whom she stood with Qalb-e-Momin with her head bent like a criminal. 
“You had to come, Husn-e-Jahan…when you had to come, why are you announcing it to me?” the woman sat cross legged, and she straightened the bolster. Her piercing eyes rested on Qalb-e-Momin only for a moment, then they went back to Husn-e-Jahan. 
“When you have come, then sit too…give her some water,” the woman said the other sentence to a servant whilst speaking to Husn-e-Jahan. Husn-e-Jahan mechanically sat on a sofa. She had sat Qalb-e-Momin with her on the same couch. One by one, Qalb-e-Momin started looking at all the people who stood. In all of their silence and in their eyes, he saw the same sentiment for his mother…hate. Qalb-e-Momin’s heart suddenly sank. He did not like that grand house nor the people who were present there. No one’s attention from among them was on Qalb-e-Momin. 
“Mumtaz made Husn-e-Jahan, and you went to become Husna?” Qalb-e-Momin heard the same woman say to his mother in a loud, vicious manner and an odd laugh. He looked at his mother’s face. She sat with head bent. There was nothing upon her face. 
“Look at her selfishness, Amma…she never thought about us,” this time Qalb-e-Momin heard another man speak in a loud voice. 
“Whether we live or die, she never cared,” it was another girl who stood there, whose face resembled his mother’s. Qalb-e-Momin pondered as he heard her speak. 
“Why would she care…? She was in love…love is greater…greater than mother, father, sister, and brother…he was like a messiah for her…we were Satans...right Husn-e-Jahan?” once again, Qalb-e-Momin hear the aged woman say. She was placing something on the palm of her hand, then rubbing it with the other palm and putting it in her mouth. Her heavy eyes with black kajal looked very fearful to Momin at that time, and there was a strange red color on her lips and teeth. Qalb-e-Momin was observing her very closely. She was his maternal grandmother. Husn-eJahan had once told him that just like the old woman on the moon, he also had a grandmother who lived in a faroff land. But the image Qalb-e-Momin had created in his mind of his grandmother was not like Mumtaz Jahan. 
“One does not even do with step relations what she has done with her blood relations. I had started a business, and she ran away at that time. She sunk my business,” Qalb-e-Momin heard the same man say again in a loud voice who had first reprimanded his mother. With an odd unease, he ooked at Husn-e-Jahan. She was sitting just like that—silently with a lowered head and dry eyes. Momin grew uneasy. His mother should have spoken, she should have said something. Why were all those people admonishing her so harshly? He wanted to shake his mother. 
“She had to get me work in a film…but no, why would baji care? Only she had to be number one…only her coin had to rule…the sister could go to hell!” now that girl was saying bitterly. Qalb-e-Momin took Husn-e-Jahan’s hand in both of his. This was all he could do at the moment to protect his mother from all of their talk. 
“How I pleaded with her…don’t toss years of a mother’s hard work into the furnace of love…Mumtaz had made her the number one heroine and had her reign upon the hearts and minds of millions of men…but she wanted the collar of only one man’s name…and this child…what is Mumtaz to do with you now…make pickles….Amma I am here,” Mumtaz had finally gotten off her couch, and chastising Husn-e-Jahan in her booming voice, she imitated Husn-e-Jahan and then left the room. The rest of the people in the room, who had been rebuking Husn-e-Jahan periodically like Mumtaz, followed her out of the room one by one. 
It was a strange stillness that fell there after they had all left, and in this silence Qalb-eMomin saw for the first time that man appear in the doorway of the room who, when he had come to their home in Turkey, had destroyed their life. His face was engraved in Qalb-e-Momin’s eyes. Even after all that time, he had recognized him at first glance—without any introduction. The man came inside stealthily with steps as soft as a cat’s, and while entering, his eyes were only upon Husn-e-Jahan. He came straight to her. Then Momin saw him stand in front of him. He was lifting Husn-e-Jahan’s chin upward with his hand. Husn-e-Jahan’s and his eyes met. Momin wished he could move away the hand that rested under his mother’s chin. But his mother was looking at the man intently, her eyes locked with his. 
“What have you done?” the man said to Husn-e-Jahan in a strange state of grief. Water arose like a flood in Husn-e-Jahan’s eyes. 
“I have loved,” Qalb-e-Momin heard Husn-e-Jahan say. He saw his mother laugh with flowing eyes. She was now crying with her arms around that man. That man was also crying. It was only Qalb-e-Momin whose heart became an acacia thorn at that moment.

********************** 

Something seemed to have punched Momina’s stomach. She wanted to ask Dawud and Aqsa why they had brought her there, but the question would not come to her tongue. It was like she couldn’t dare to come out of the state of swinging between knowledge and ignorance. Jehangir’s face kept appearing in front of her eyes. The pain had now moved from her stomach to her ribs. Despite remembering, she counted on the tips of her fingers the days since she had not heard Jehnagir’s voice…four days…and in these four days, if anything had happened to him, then why hadn’t she found out? Why had her breath not stopped? Why had her heart not stopped?

“Momina,” seated next to her, Aqsa called her name. She turned her head mechanically and looked at her. Aqsa suddenly embraced her and started to cry. 
“Jehangir,” she only said one word. Momina didn’t even say one. All the estimates and guesses were at her fingertips. Even if she hadn’t taken Jehangir’s name, she knew where he was. She sat like a statue in the back seat of the car and Aqsa cried clutching her, and Momina Sultan watched her. She couldn’t cry. Something had happened to tears. They had not dried—they had forgotten to flow. 
Dawud opened the door on her side. Aqsa separated from her. Momina mechanically came out of the open door. In the same mechanical manner, she started to walk towards the morgue. Aqsa tried to hold her hand and she let her. Dawud followed behind them. On the stairs of the veranda outside the door of the morgue, sitting on the floor with their backs against the wall, she saw Surraya and Sultan from afar. 
“He started getting sick the day after you left but he told us not to tell you. Anti called me. We took him to many places, but his condition kept deteriorating. Both his kidneys had stopped working…yesterday he…” Aqsa did not finish. Momina knew what she wanted to say next. But now it was like she just did not wish to hear this. Surraya and Sultan had seen her from the distance. Sultan had stood up. He was crying loudly like when a child cries with the desire to be consoled upon seeing an elder. Momina saw Surraya. She still sat there against the wall, silent and lost. She had not gotten up even after seeing Momina. 
“They are not giving the body. They are saying to clear the hospital bill first,” rubbing his eyes and crying, Sultan said to her as he held her. Since the past many years, Momina Sultan had been the earning man of the household…and never in her life had she felt regretful at her role. But then, standing there at that moment, she wished for the first time in her life that the duty of earning had never been upon her shoulders, and that there had been someone else to fulfill it…someone else…like Jehangir…her thoughts were suddenly braked…Jehangir’s name seemed to have brought her back to reality. 
“Uncle, I have met the finance people inside, don’t worry…something or the other will be done,” Dawud reassured Sultan. Momina separated herself from her father…she had greater things to do than cry…there was a lifetime left for crying. 
“Abba, I will do something,” Momina said in a low voice, without meeting her father’s eyes. The crying, wailing Sultan felt a strange relief. Whenever Momina said this sentence, she always managed to do something. She did not go to Surraya, she just looked at her. Surraya did not attempt to talk to her either. 
“How much is the bill?” Momina turned and asked Dawud.

******************* 

“How did you make the bill 2.75 lacs?” she winced to hear the amount of the bill. She was with Aqsa and Dawud in the admin office with the bills, and the doctor present there was arguing with them.

“Look, this is a private hospital. The best hospital of the city…your patient was kept in the ICU. He had dialysis, he was given medicines and injections. You can see the entire breakdown in the bill,” he was giving them the details in a machine-like manner.

“I will clear the whole bill…but I cannot do it right now. Let me take him, I will clear the this entire bill,” Momina pleaded with him. 
“I sympathize with you, but this is not my hospital. I am also an employee here…I cannot hand over the body to you without the bill being cleared,” the doctor told her kindly but very frankly. Upon hearing the word ‘body’ instead of Jehangir, Momina was strangely stilled for a few moments. 
“Just give us a period of three or four days, no more. I will leave my car here as a guarantee,” Dawud intervened this time and told the doctor. 
“Please try to understand my position. This hospital does not do this sort of dealings and does not take such guarantees. You can take a loan from someone, we can give you some more time,” the doctor said, closing an open file in front of him. 
“You can give more time, but you will not let us take him home?” Aqsa said this time. The doctor remained quiet. Momina suddenly remembered something. Opening her bag, she started looking for the envelope which contained the advance check for her film. She found it. 
“This…this is a check for one lac…you can keep it for now…the rest I will also give by tomorrow or the day after tomorrow,” she took out the check and put it on the doctor’s table. 
“This check is in your name. What will the hospital do with this? And also, we don’t take payment in checks but in cash,” the doctor slid back the check and said to her. “If you could not afford this hospital, you should not have brought him here. These few lacs are a very minor amount here. People pay greater amounts of bills here without a single question,” the doctor seemed to remind them of their status. 
“We brought him to save his life...at whatever cost it could be had…you did not save that...we did not bring him here to die,” for the first time, Momina’s voice grew heavy with tears. For the first time she felt like she was going to cry, but the tears only shook her voice; they did not try to touch her eyes. 
“Just you watch, I will give all this to the media…I will run a campaign on social media against your hospital…you people are despicable and corrupt,” Aqsa suddenly lost her temper and yelled at the doctor and the finance people sitting with him. Momina took her hand and pressed it, as if she wanted her to stop. 
“What will that accomplish, Madam…at the most, we will be dishonored…dishonor does not end a business. The hospital will still collect the bill from you…they would have taken it from me too, had I been in your place,” compassionately, and in more or less clear words, the doctor seemed to make her realize his status and position too. 
“I am an actress…I am dying to make my earning legitimate, but you feel no pain or shame in turning the legitimate into illegitimate,” holding Aqsa’s hand and saying this to the doctor, and then leaving his office, for the first time in her life Momina Sultan’s profession did not seem as illegitimate to her as she had always considered it to be.

**************** 

She did not know how many places she went to that night with Aqsa and Dawud to collect the amount for that 2.75 lacs. Jehangir’s continually ongoing treatment of the past many years had already indebted them to many people, and despite trying, they had still not been able to pay off that old loan, and now that sudden need for the 2.75 lac bill seemed to have depleted all of Momina Sultan’s strength. If she had a few days’ time, she would have somehow collected the amount with Aqsa and Dawud. But now she had to bring home Jehangir, who had been lying in the morgue for the past two days and send him to his last abode so that her mother and father could have some peace. Momina Sultan had no more peace in her hands to give them than that.

Sitting in the back seat of Dawud’s old model Suzuki, driving directionless on the streets of the city at night, Momina Sultan called whoever she could think of…not for large amounts…but for smaller one…three…five…seven…her circle of friends could only give her this much amount as a loan…the amount of money being written on a sheet of paper were filling her glass of life like drops of water…she had left self-respect and ego with Surraya and Sultan sitting outside the morgue…so that, at least that night, they would not become the chains on Momina Sultan’s feet, as they had been the chains on her feet that had detained her from collecting money for Jehangir’s life and treatment.

“Look Momina, you have just been given one lac in advance and now if you want more money, that is not possible. And it is my advice not to make such demands at this stage or the production company will remove you from the film…these are very professional people, they don’t believe in Pakistani excuses and lies,” she had called the film’s casting agent for the film she had signed, and he had shut the phone without listening to her entirely, saying, “I am with some guests, I will talk to you tomorrow.” Momina had felt nothing. No insult, no degradation…the agony that she was going through had consumed all other feelings.

“It will be collected, Momina, it will be. Don’t you worry….we are trying…we are not able to get something right away otherwise Dawud has already spoken to a number of people since yesterday about selling his car…make dua that someone agrees to make the payment immediately so that we can sell the car and all problems will be solved,” sitting with her in the car and making calls on her phone, Aqsa was also continually consoling her.

“I will talk to Aslam Bhai too, if I can get some from him,” Momina started calling another name on her phone in response, as if she had not even heard the consolation. Aqsa looked at her as she was making that call. There was nothing on Momina’s face…nothing. She had only made the call and with her phone to her ear, she was speaking to Aslam Bhai. “Aslam Bhai, I need some loan,” she said as soon as she heard Aslam Bhai’s voice on the other end.

“Every single one of my artists needs a loan on my soap. Do you people think I am a bank? Now you tell me, what plot have you bought for which you have to pay the installment?” he said irritably on the other end.

“Jehangir is dead, Aslam Bhai…I have to get his body from the hospital…I have to clear the bills,” Momina repeated once more in a mechanical manner the same sentence that she had spoken dozens of times in the past few hours.

On the other end, Aslam Bhai was unable to say anything for a few moments. Then he replied in a somewhat confused manner, “Oho…this is very sad news…how much money do you need?”

“Whatever you can give,” Momina said in the same manner. 

“I am on a shoot right now…I can’t get out from here...but you can come…I will do something…you know the shooting location, right?”
“Yes, Aslam Bhai…I will come there,” she responded and shut the phone, muttering to herself as she searched for the next number on the contact list, “Now whom should I call…whom should I call.” Aqsa’s heart started to break. She didn’t know what to say to her. She was now telling Dawud the address to the location where Aslam Bhai was on the shoot. 
“Talk to Qalb-e-Momin, if he can do something,” suddenly Aqsa thought of something. 
“I tried to talk to him all day yesterday too, but he was busy. I called several times today too, but he is not receiving the call,” Dawud replied, turning the car onto the road for which Momina had given him the address. 
“He must have a party going on. That is how he is. He only talks when he wishes,” Dawud muttered. “And I have already borrowed money from him. I don’t even know if he will give anything this time or not.” Aqsa remained quiet. 
As soon as they arrived on that location, Momina opened the car door mechanically, got out of the car, and walked inside the place. 
“Why isn’t she crying?” Dawud said to Aqsa concernedly as he watched Momina.
“She’s exhibiting courage,” Aqsa rubbed her nose with a tissue and said tearfully. 
“What will she do with so much courage…? Tell her to cry,” Dawud replied. 
She returned ten minutes later. As soon as she sat down in the car, she handed an envelope in her hand to Aqsa and said, “These are ten thousand…Jabbar Bhai will also give seven thousand…his house is in the same lane,” she tried to give directions to Dawud with her hand. Suddenly, Aqsa grabbed her hand. Momina looked at her, startled. 
“You need to cry Momina.”
She looked at Momina for a few moments then she said, “When the money is collected, then I will cry. She pulled her hand free from Aqsa’s.

******************** 

“May Allah destroy these hospital people…just you watch, may they get infested with worms,” almost in tears and rubbing her eyes with her dupatta, Jhoomer told Sultan. Sultan had come to the street at that time of night to collect money.

“Even if they get infested with millions of worms, Jhoomer, my Jehangir will not return,” Sultan replied to her, weeping. 
Jhoomer unwrapped the edge of his dupatta to take out some money, and comforted Sultan. “Enough now, Sultan Bhai. Keep this 1500...I will leave again tonight…whatever I earn, I will bring that to you too…I will come to the hospital to give it…you go and stay there now.” Jhoomer told him, pressing the worn out 100 rupee bills into his palm. 
“How can I thank you, Jhoomer?” Sultan told him sobbing. In all these years, no requirement for ‘thank you’ had emerged between Jhoomer and himself. Their conversations had always ended with ungracious cursing, and name cussing. Jhoomer often had his makeup done, then found fault with it, and left without paying. When Sultan made fun of him, Jhoomer would stand in the street and bad-mouth his entire family except Momina Baji, of whom he was a fan…and that day when Jehangir had gone, he too had come like everyone else to put balm on the wound. 
“Forget it Sultan Bhai…even my burial is not permissible…but those whose is permissible, should have their burial…I come later then,” saying that, he walked away swaying like always. T Compared to Jhoomer that moment, the entire society of which he was a part seemed like eunuchs to Sultan.

********************* 

Momina looked at Surraya, startled. Leaning against the wall, she had suddenly started to hum something. Momina and Aqsa had just returned to the hospital a little while ago, and Dawud had gone to ask someone for the remaining amount of fifty thousand of the 2.75 lacs. Sultan was not there, and she and Aqsa were sitting on the veranda floor counting all the money from the envelopes again for the last time as if someone empties the notes from the wedding gift envelopes and counts them. Sitting oblivious to them, Surraya had leaned her head against the veranda walls, and had started to hum. It was a lullaby. Momina and Aqsa looked at each other, then Momina put all the notes from her lap into Aqsa’s lap and stood up.

“Amma, what are you singing?” she asked, sitting near Surraya and holding her hand. Surraya’s hair had escaped from her braid in the form of scattered strands, and her eyes were red and swollen. She looked at Momina.

“When he was younger, other children listened to lullabies and slept, but he woke up…maybe now too…,” she left her sentence unfinished, and started singing the lullaby again. 
“Lul, lul, lullaby…a bowl of milk.”
Momina looked at Surraya’s face without blinking her lashes. Her father and mother had always been infatuated with Jehangir. In front of Jehangir, Momina was nothing to them, and Momina had borne this differentiation her entire life without minding it. Jehangir was worth loving; perhaps she wasn’t, or maybe he was among the ones to remember and she wasn’t. He knew how to capture hearts within his hand, she did not know how…and if life had given Jehangir Sultan a chance, he would have ruled upon thousands and millions of hearts. This was not only Sultan’s and Surraya’s belief, Momina Sultan was also among those who believed it, and if everything had turned out to be so, she would happily have spent her life in Jehangir’s shadow…clapping for him, considering his successes and conquests her own, consenting to his fame…but life had not allowed all this to happen, or perhaps it was death that had not allowed it. 
Watching Surraya’s face, she searched for words with which she could made Surraya understand that she shouldn’t be singing that lullaby…Jehangir was never going to get up. 
“I will rock you, I will rock you, I will rock you.”
“Momina,” seeing Momina watch Surraya sing the same line over and over again, Aqsa called to her. Dawud was back and his face was gleaming. He had an envelope in his hand. Showing it to Momina, he said, “The money is enough…it seems to me.”
The three of them were sitting cross legged on the floor and had started to count the money again when the Fajr prayer sounded. 
“Two lacs, eighty-seven thousand,” Dawud said, finally counting the last note. Momina felt like the princess with pins in her body which were being removed one by one by the notes, and the last pin was removed by the last note. She could take Jehangir home now so that Surraya would not sing that lullaby. 
Dawud stood up with the money. Momina lay down on the cool veranda floor like a person running in a long race falls on the ground after crossing the finishing line, and that too, after someone else wins the race. 
“Momina, you can cry,” Aqsa put her hand upon her forehead. She was quiet for a while, and then muttered, “What is there to cry about now?”
Aqsa could not speak.

******************** 

Qalb-e-Momin saw Neha sitting with a client in her boutique studio. She was discussing her bridal with her. Walking around, Qalb-e-Momin started to look at the bridals on display. Neha had seen him, but she ignored him completely and remained busy in her work. The part of her boutique studio that was being used as an office had been separated with a glass partition from the rest of the boutique. Momin could not hear the conservation going on inside but he could guess that Neha was in no hurry to free the client very soon. He walked around for almost ten minutes, and finally when the client emerged, he entered the office. He greeted Neha with a smile.

In response, she replied with an expressionless face, “I was in a meeting with the client.” “I did not interrupt you,” Momin replied. He had now sat down in a chair. “You should have waited. You should have come inside when I called you,” Neha’s tone

remained the same. 

Momin laughed instinctively. Then he placed both arms in front of him and leaned forward on the table and said, “Now end this anger.”
“No, why would I be angry with you. And even if I was, what do you care?” Neha replied again in the same aloof manner. 
“I care that is why I am sitting here, Neha. Why have you made Zufi’s working in my film a matter of ego for yourself?” he had turned serious now. 
“Ego…? It is my wish. If you believe it to be a matter of ego, then so be it,” Neha said in the same sharp tone. 
“Zufi should not come into our relationship,” Momin’s displeasure increased.
“Zufi is not in our relationship, Momin…your problem is that you do not consider anyone besides yourself to be anything. Your ‘myself’ is very huge… and your nose even more than that,” she took Momin into hand very bitterly. He had come to submit to her, and she had started to drag him. “That is how I am Neha…that is how I have always been...I haven’t become this today,” Momin gulped in her poisonous sentences like honey. 
“I misjudged you.”
Her sentence hurt Momin. “You are hurting me,” he told Neha. 
She laughed sarcastically. “No, that is your job…how can someone else do it?”
“I had come to make amends with you, not to argue,” Momin stood up. His patience had run out. 
“If Zufi leads in your film, everything will be alright between us. Otherwise, it’s all over.”
Momin looked at her in disbelief, “Zufi has more importance near you than our relationship?”
“No, I want to see whether your ego is more important for you or I.”
He did not stay there after this. That tone, that manner, and those sentences, he was hearing for the first time from Neha, and if Qalb-e-Momin had been shocked, then it was not unexpected. She was fighting with him over another man…she was willing to leave him…that was insulting for Qalb-e-Momin and it was not in Qalb-e-Momin’s nature to tolerate degradation.

***************** 

“Dada ji, get Momin Bhai married now,” Shakoor was sitting in Abdul Aala’s room with a cloth spread on the floor, ironing his clothes, when suddenly, in the middle of his ironing, he asked Abdul Aala. Abdul Aala smiled, startled.

“How, out of nowhere, did you think about his marriage?”
“Dada ji, when there are parties for 24 hours and girls start to visit, then any decent man would advise marriage,” Shakoor said, making the crease on a shirt. Then suddenly he realized that Abdul Aala had gone silent. He instantly felt like he had said something wrong.
“However, Momin Bhai is a very decent man…but the girls aren’t good nowadays,” he quickly tried to explain in a confused manner. “They even corrupt the decent ones…now, don’t tell Momin Bhai all these things…already he suspects that I talk about him to other people, even though you can see for yourself; you’ve been here for so many days, have I even told you even one thing about Momin Bhai?” Shakoor proudly attempted to seek his confirmation. Abdul Aala was stupefied. 
“No, you have not told me anything,” he muttered, lost in a deep thought, as if he was very worried. Shakoor was instinctively joyous at his confirmatory statement. 
“These are the things I like about you, Dada Ji…you are a very truthful man…by the way, let me tell you one thing that Momin Bhai is very scared of you.” He seemed to make a revelation. 
“He is scared of me?” Abdul Aala was surprised. “He wasn’t scared of me even in his childhood.” He seemed to recall something. 
“No, no, that’s the truth…he is very scared of you. That is why he has had all the objectionable pictures and statues placed in the store…also, he has had the bottles of that thing removed from the fridge...and the cans too...of ‘that thing’ Dadaji…you must have understood, right Dadaji?” Without mentioning wine by name, and putting a meaningful emphasis on certain words, Shakoor seemed to take the life out of Abdul Aala’s body. Qalb-e-Momin was going astray and he was helpless. Whom could he call? Whom could he tell? It had been ages since he had sat in front of Qalb-e-Momin to question him. 
“Shakoor, make dua for Qalb-e-Momin,” there was distress in Abdul Aala’s voice. 
“What dua? He already has everything, Dadaji,” Shakoor asked in amazement. Despite wishing, Abdul Aala could not bring to his tongue the dua that he wished for Qalb-e-Momin. He was not going to raise Qalb-e-Momin’s screen…even if he did raise it, he could only raise it in front of one person.

******************* 

Master Ibrahim’s hand was working mechanically with his tools on an extremely delicate, fancy heeled shoe placed upon the iron shoe mending stand. He was sitting on the floor and a little distance from him, on a bench in his shoe mending store, a young girl sat with her henna decorated hands, talking incessantly in an agitated manner. Master Ibrahim was listening to her, quietly engrossed in his work.

“It will be fixed, right…? If something happens to the shoe, my wedding will be ruined. Now, where will I find a shoe like this in two days? I even told Gaiti that my size might be a problem, but she said that, ‘no, it is perfect, I will bring such a shoe that people will forget Cinderella’s sandals’, and now look…” she might have continued to speak with the same speed but Master Ibrahim placed the shoe near her feet and started to gather his tools.

“It is done…you can see,” he said. The girl looked at him in some disbelief and then, wearing the shoe, she stood up, walked two steps, and instinctively placed both her hands on her mouth in joy.

“My goodness, it is absolutely fit now…how did you do it…this has come from Italy…nobody was touching it…that it was very expensive, and they couldn’t take the responsibility,” the girl said, removing the shoe.

“I used to work in that company,” Master Ibrahim said in a low voice, his head bent. He was now removing the shoes from the girl’s feet and putting them back in the bag in which she had brought them.

“Which company?” the girl didn’t seem to understand. 
“Where these sandals are from, Sergio Rossi,” Master Ibrahim said in a very ordinary tone. “In Italy?” the girl was shocked. 
“In Milan,” Master Ibrahim corrected further. 
“I don’t believe it,” the girl said, impromptu. 
“Eighteen hundred rupees,” Master Ibrahim said, changing the topic.
“For what?” again, the girl said unintentionally. who had been rebuking Husn-e-Jahan

periodically like Mumtaz
“For the repair…for fixing its size.”
“I will give five hundred,” the girl took a five hundred bill out of her bag and handed it to

Master Ibrahim, and he laughed. Without saying a word, he took the five hundred note quietly and that was when he saw Abdul Aala standing behind the girl. Instinctively, he dropped the five hundred rupee note and stood up. 
“Abdul Aala Sahib,” he exclaimed. 
The girl looked at the five hundred note lying on the floor and at the shoe repairman Master

Ibrahim, who had claimed a few moments ago to have worked in Sergio Rossi’s company in Milan and who had just fixed her thousands of rupees worth shoe with superb expertise, meeting the elderly Turkish man. But the girl was still unwilling to believe that he could have worked for Sergio Rossi…as she was leaving the store, she was thinking of asking the person who had sent her there. She thought of her model friend by whose reference she had come there.

******************* 

“This time, you have truly amazed me…you didn’t tell me before you came,” Master Ibrahim said, opening the door of his haveli and leading Abdul Aala inside. He was now walking with him through the grain pecking pigeons in the porch, and instead of flying away scared, the pigeons walked here and there.

“This time I thought that instead of summoning you, I should go and meet you at your house,” Abdul Aala said smiling, inspecting the haveli. They had now entered the veranda. 
“So, this is your abode.”
“My hovel…please sit.”
“I found your store with much difficulty…nobody knows you,” Abdul Aala said, sitting down. 
“You probably didn’t say shoe repairman otherwise you could have found it right away,” Master Ibrahim laughed. 
“Yes, that is the mistake I committed. I kept saying Master Ibrahim and gave the Italian reference,” he took that glass of water that Master Ibrahim was handing him. Master Ibrahim smiled at his comment. 
“This is why I always wanted to bring you to this haveli so that this too would have the honor of your presence,” Master Ibrahim told him. He was now opening the drawer of an almirah placed in the veranda. 
“Even without my visit, this haveli is very honorable and blessed. People better than me dwell here...a work greater than my work is being done here,” Abdul Aala said, taking a gulp of water. 
“Don’t render me sinful, Abdul Aala Sahib, we could not be better than you…yes, maybe the work that Allah has us doing is greater than our status, but this too was my wife’s excellence, not mine. Allah’s blessing was upon her…I just became the source,” Master Ibrahim was saying in a strange trance. Abdul Aala’s eyes grew moist. 
“Look, your gift,” Master Ibrahim suddenly placed the case that he had taken out of the almirah in front of Abdul Aala. A smile appeared on Abdul Aala’s lips. Opening the case, he looked at the Quran inside that he had calligraphed with his own hands, and which he had given to Master Ibrahim many decades ago. 
“Masha Allah, you have kept it with much care,” he said, turning its pages. 
“My wife took care of it. She read from it every day. I overtook that duty after she left, and a girl comes here, Momina, she reads from it… she has also done upon its cover whatever minor repair was needed, …,” he was showing Abdul Aala the calligraphed embellishments and designs upon the leather cover that had been done by Momina Sultan’s hands. Abdul Aala remembered something. He took a handkerchief out of his pocket and dried his tears. 
“This handwritten copy had changed my life…how could I not keep it with care,” Master Ibrahim was now taking the Quran from his hands, and looking at it, he seemed to go into the past himself. “When someone gave this to me for the first time and said that it was handwritten, I…Master Ibrahim wasted his entire life making shoes for women walking on ramps…what did he get…money…that’s all…and then there is this man, who has spent years of his life and earned Jannah…my mind just turned…you remember how I arrived in Turkey in your search?” he took a deep breath to calm his tearful voice.
“Yes, and you brought for me Italian shoes, perfumes from Paris, and suits from Milan,” Abdul Aala remembered something and laughed. 
“I could only bring what I was capable of. I was amazed at the time to hear you speak Urdu.”
“I was learning for my grandson then,” both of them seemed to be in their pasts. 
“How is Qalb-e-Momin?” Master Ibrahim suddenly asked. Abdul Aala glanced at Master Ibrahim and a mist appeared in his eyes. 
“Like how you were once,” there was a strange guilt in his voice. Master Ibrahim laughed instinctively. 
“Meaning, he is in a stuck in the center…he will come out of it.”
“Abdul Aala is a very impious man, Master Ibrahim…that is why these tests come upon me…I must have committed an error, some disrespect, while writing Allah’s name,” tears started to flow down Abdul Aala’s cheeks.
Master Ibrahim said to him uneasily, “Don’t speak like that, Abdul Aala Sahib…these are all paths…man has to pass through every path…how can he reach the Lord by walking on just a straight path?” He consoled him. 
“I am very old now…my hands shake when I work…this work will end with me…after me, the family that came from calligraphing the mosques in Cordoba and Alhambra to the Turkish mosques and palaces will no longer be called the family of Muhaqqaq calligraphers. There will remain no one in my family to write the name of Allah. This grief is overwhelming for me…even greater than Taha’s death.”
Master Ibrahim pat his shoulder and comforted him, “I will make tea for you, but please don’t cry…it is hard to bear tears in the eyes of teachers.”
Abdul Aala rubbed his eyes with his handkerchief, “My heart was just overwhelmed.”
“He will not go anywhere…he will come here…my mother and father were very worried too… the son of Syeds had started to make shoes, and even those, women’s fashion shoes…ramp…what a circle it was of which I had become a part…no concern about family, or faith…I was committed only to the world…and look from where Allah pulled me to seat me where…Milan, Paris, New York…which nightlife was able to detain me?” he laughed as he spoke. 
“There is only a time…and nothing happens before its time…make dua that Allah brings that time soon for Qalb-e-Momin. After all, this is where he has to eventually come,” Master Ibrahim walked away with these words of solace, and Abdul Aala could only look at his face.

****************** 

She was watching the seeds fall from her hand upon the white sheet in a mechanical manner with one of her knees laying down, her chin upon the other, and an arm wrapped around it. In the small porch of her home, women sat upon a white sheet, busy talking, and flinging seeds. The pile of seeds that was in the center of the sheet had now gradually diminished to take the shape of smaller piles in front of each woman, and the speed had also increased with which the women were flinging the seeds. It was the last round of Ayat-e-Kareema and the final dua was to be held after it, and the food was to be served later. It was the third day of Jehangir’s death.

As soon as the pile of seeds disappeared from the center of the white sheet, there was a sudden hustle and bustle. The children of the women from the neighborhood had also started to arrive there. Sitting next to her, Aqsa directed her attention to her phone lying next to her on the white sheet and which was vibrating incessantly with the name Casting Agent glistening upon the screen. Momina did not touch the phone. She closed her eyes.

“Send the food inside to the women too…Sharfu, grab two jugs of water, will you… is Jhoomer supposed to get those too?” Jhoomer’s loud voice could be heard from the street outside after the dua was over. He was filling a tray with rice from the street outside and briskly walking in and out of the house. The white sheet was now getting filled with the grains of rice dropping from the plates of rice…there was innumerable creases on it…the smudges of younger children’s soiled feet and water stains from spilling glasses could also be seen upon it. At the moment, Momina Sultan’s house was reverberating with noise. These was an ongoing tussle to grab the meat pieces lying inside the biryani in the tray. It was only Momina Sultan and Aqsa who were sitting quietly on one side…and Surraya who was sitting on the other end of the sheet in the midst of a group of women.

“You eat some food too, Jhoomer,” somebody passing by told Jhoomer. 

“Jhoomer eats food from a house of a wedding, not from a house of mourning…Jhoomer is shameless, not unfeeling,” he said, as he walked past. 
“Now, look at the arrogance from a eunuch,” somebody else commented, and the women laughed as they put the rice in their mouths. 
Half an hour later, nobody was left there. Only the same three people sat on the sheet, just as lost and silent as before, and the white sheet was now fully smudged and filled with dishes, bones, and grains of rice. Momina lifted the sheet with Aqsa and cleaned the porch. Sultan was still somewhere outside and Surraya was inside the room. 
“It is my shoot from tomorrow…I will not be able to come for two or three days. Then, I will drop by,” Aqsa told Momina when Dawud came. 
“You have given me a lot of time before too, now too…”
Aqsa interrupted her, “Don’t thank me now…this is not a time for thank you.”
“No, I will not thank you…and even if I did, for how many things could I thank you for?” Momina muttered. Aqsa changed the topic. 
“I’ll leave then,” she hugged her and then left. Jhoomer had just entered from the open door, and he stopped Momina from picking up a chair. 
“Leave it baji, Jhoomer will pick up it…this is not your work,” he swiftly grabbed the chair from her hand. 
“You helped us in a time of great difficulty…it was not your responsibility to bring the food, Jhoomer,” Momina told him. 
“Don’t embarrass me, Baji…I was just concerned about one thing when bringing the food.”
“What?” Momina asked her. 
Jhoomer lowered his head in shame and replied without looking into her eyes, “I brought it with unlawful money. It will be accepted, right?”
Momina could only look at his face. Then she said in a soft voice, “I don’t know Jhoomer…” Jhoomer picked up the chair and went out of the house without saying another word. 
Without stopping in the porch, Momina came into Jehangir’s room. Surraya was not there. Jehangir’s room was just like it was. His bed was creased just as before. The heap of medicines still lay at the head of the bed. All his awards, framed pictures, and newspaper cuttings were there too. Only he wasn’t there. She went straight to his bed and lay down flat. She pulled his sheet over her head. 
Someone pulled her sheet and said, “Appa…appa…”
“What is it…? You don’t even let me sleep,” she replied irritably. 
“Why are you sleeping on my bed?” he was cross. 
“So, I am sleeping, and don’t eat my brain…come after an hour…we will go to the bazaar.”
“How can I eat something you don’t even have. However, I have a brain…which Amma, Abba, and you have licked up,” Jehangir said in response. 
“Jehangir, if I get up now, I will straightaway hit you with a slipper,” Momina said to him with the sheet still pulled up over her head. 
“I have already thrown away the slippers…I am not so foolish as to come and talk to you like this when you have the slippers with you too.”
By that time, Momina had slipped into a slumber. Someone yanked her sheet forcefully. She woke up, startled. It was Surraya who was pulling her sheet. 
“What is it, Amma?” Momina asked, worried.
“Don’t lie with the sheet like that,” it was the first time in days that Surraya had said a sentence to her other than the mention of Jehangir, and then she left without staying. Momina came out of the dream in which Jehangir was also with her. The phone had started to vibrate again, and Momina Sultan wanted to run away from the world that wanted to reach her through the phone, to take her into its clutches like an octopus.

******************** 

Qalb-e-Momin was awakened from his sleep by a sound. While still lying on his bed with his eyes open in semi-darkness, he tried to discern the source of the sound. It was the middle of the night and there was complete silence in his room, and in that silence a sob would rise after short intervals and then silence would fall again. In a state of drowsiness, he tried to identify the sobs, and then suddenly he knew them, and as soon as he did, he sat up in shock. It was Dada’s voice. Throwing off his blanket, he got out of bed, and left his room barefoot. Nearly running, he opened the door to Dada’s room without knocking.

The door was open. Only one bedside table lamp was turned on, and in that yellow light, Abdul Aala lay sobbing in prostration upon the prayer rug on the floor. Qalb-e-Momin thought he was ill. But he was well. Only, he was crying…with loud sobs…for the first time, Qalb-e-Momin looked at the clock hanging on the wall. It was 3:35. Dada had definitely awakened to read his tahajjud prayers, and now in the middle of the prayers, he was crying about something. For a moment, Momin thought he should leave just as quietly from the room. This was a matter between Abdul Aala and his Lord and he did not want to be a partner in that secrecy, and before he could turn his intention to action, he heard his own name upon Dada’s lips. Qalb-e-Momin thought he was mistaken. He watched him with his hand upon the door handle. Again, Abdul Aala was mentioning his name and saying something, and Momin heard whatever it was he was saying.

“Oh my Allah, show Momin the straight path. Give him guidance,” he was crying and repeating this sentence over and over again. Standing with his hand on the door handle, Qalb-eMomin first turned to water, then fire…he had not felt so enraged at Dada for many years. He was complaining about him to Allah, not making dua…what right had he to do that…? He stood there, watching him with disapproval…extreme disapproval…then he turned and sat upon the sofa against the wall which lay behind Dada.

“Put my Momin on the straight path…on the path of the people with whom You are pleased, not on the path of those people upon whom Your wrath befalls,” Dada said as he cried. Lying in prostration upon the floor, his body was trembling, and Qalb-e-Momin’s breast seemed to have been slashed with his words. His ego had suffered a terrible blow. Dada had no right to place him in Allah’s court at that time of night. Sitting with his legs spread upon the sofa and watching his pleading form in prostration, Qalb-e-Momin had the craving for cigarette…for wine…or some drink which could release him from the emotion which was ensnaring him at that moment.

Abdul Aala implored for a long time and then he sat up. He had not felt Qalb-e-Momin’s presence the room at that time. He was making dua and when he was finished, he was startled to awareness to hear Qalb-e-Momin’s heavy voice.

“Dada, what is the straight path to you? The one upon which I am not?” his tone was cold, his voice serious. Abdul Aala sat there silently for a while. Then he stood up and that was when he saw Qalb-e-Momin for the first time. He was now sitting on the sofa with his legs crossed and on Abdul Aala’s standing up, he turned on the lamp on the sofa side table. There was a sudden increase of light in the room.

Abdul Aala saw Qalb-e-Momin’s face in that light, and it was not Momin but Taha, and he was asking him, “Baba…what is the straight path to you?” Abdul Aala instinctively moved forward and spoke in a bewitched manner as he touched his face, “Taha.”

Momin looked in amazement at the hand and fingers touching his face and then he said to Abdul Aala, “Dada, I am Qalb-e-Momin.” Abdul Aala was startled as if he had just come out of an enchantment.

“What is the straight path?” Momin asked him again. 
Abdul Aala kept looking at him, then he said is a low voice, “The path of well-being.” Qalb-e-Momin suddenly stood up, looked him straight in the eye, and asked, “What is wellbeing? Is it not success? I’ll show you what well-being is…what success is.” He grabbed Abdul Aala’s hand and taking him with him, he came into the lounge. Standing in front of his trophies and awards filled racks on the wall, he said to Dada, “This is success.” Then he started picking up the magazines and newspapers lying on the center table, and showing them to him one by one, he started to fling them away, “This is success Dada.” Throwing the last magazine back upon the table, he said to Dada, “You see this house…glass pent house…this is the city’s most expensive area…I built it all in a few years…a few years…this entire country knows me and recognizes me…actors and actresses plead to work with me… brands shut their eyes and throw their money at my projects at a hint of my eye…this is success…this is the straight path.” He spoke as if he had been struck by a bout of madness as he gestured towards the framed pictures on the walls of him and other super stars, and Dada stood there and looked at him like a ropedancer looks at a trained animal in the circus who is suddenly out of control.

“What you are doing…is shamelessness...you get everything in shamelessness…everything…a house just like this…all the cars that you drive,” he was lashing him in a low voice. The sweet, cool voice was shredding apart Qalb-e-Momin’s theory of success. “The brands that are investing money in you are not investing money in you, but in the shamelessness that you promote…you show the body and you encourage the worship of the body…why should the world not circumambulate around you, Momin…? Why should it not seat you upon its head?” What color had Qalb-e-Momin’s face turned to, he could not guess…red…yellow…white...whatever color it was, it wasn’t a normal color.

“You are being very unfair, Dada…by calling my work insignificant and trivial...actually, you envy me…after all, what have you earned by giving seventy years of your life to calligraphy…I’m not even half your age, but look at the scale of my success…I have every luxury of the world...I have name...thousands and millions of people are my fan…I have friends who are ready to sacrifice their life for me…what do you have?” he was being outspoken to the point of rudeness. He was showing Abdul Aala that side and color of Qalb-e-Momin which only the world had seen until then.

“I have nothing…is this what you wish to hear from me? I don’t have a wallet full of credit cards like you do. I also don’t have a SmartPhone like yours…I have zero worldly assets…I also don’t have the adoration of millions of people...nor do the notable people of your world know me but Qalb-e-Momin, Allah knows me and recognizes me…does Allah know you?” from a ball of fire, he turned Qalb-e-Momin into a statue…

Standing still, he looked at Dada’s face, then he said, “This is your pride.” “This is my belief,” Dada replied. “I should write Allah’s (swt) name for sixteen, sixteen hours and not even be optimistic that He recognizes me? If this seems like pride to you, then be it pride. He seemed to challenge him and then flattened him. 
“I cannot talk to you…go back…I am happy in my life and in my world…I will never come into your world,” he proclaimed with extreme displeasure and left the room. 
Abdul Aala stood there. He remembered Taha. He too had been recalcitrant like this with him once…just once…and he had turned and left like this too. Then he had never returned.

******************* 

Momina saw Sultan’s vanity box lying in the veranda dusty for the very first time in her life. She tried to clean the dust with the edge of her dupatta. Then she picked it up and brought it inside the room. Sultan was lying in his bed with his head and face covered.

“Abba…abba…,” standing near him with the vanity box in her hand, Momina called to him. Sultan moved the sheet to look at her. His shave was grown, his hair was disheveled, and his eyes were red. Momina saw the dust that was lying upon the vanity box, upon her father’s face too...he had aged within days.

“I have brought your vanity box,” she tried her best to keep her tone normal. She was now attempting to give first aid to the other two individuals present in the house. Sultan quietly took the vanity box from her hand. “It was dusty, Abba,” Momina again tried to make conversation with him.

“Don’t know how many things the dust is upon now,” he muttered and his muttering silenced Momina. 
“It’s been so long, you haven’t spoken of Husn-e-Jahan,” she suddenly remembered a topic that she could talk discuss with her father. 
“Husn-e-Jahan,” he muttered. “Husn-e-Jahan also died.” He spoke and suddenly started to cry, watering away all of Momina’s efforts. She could not stay there. It was very difficult to watch her father cry like that. 
Outside in the veranda, Surraya was walking up tiredly, pressing a shoulder with her hand. 
“What happened to your shoulder Amma?” Momina was concerned.
“It hurts,” Surraya said. 
“Should I massage it? Should I take you to the doctor?” Momina asked, pressing her shoulder lightly. 
“No, it will get better by itself...when this gets better, something else will start to hurt. How many things should I get massaged?” Surraya said with a strange nonchalance. Then she added, “I was thinking, you shouldn’t go to America.” Her indication was towards the film. 
“Why Amma?” she asked. 
“My heart just gets restless.”
“It is only a matter of one month,” Momina consoled her. 
“You shouldn’t have done the film…there is no need for it now either…two simple meals can be earned from TV too.”
“There is a loan on our head, Amma,” Momina reminded her. 
“Yes…but…I don’t know…I’ll try to find some work…I will tell Jehangir’s father,” Surraya replied in a confused manner. Then suddenly she heard the sound of Sultan crying inside. “What happened to him?” She was anxious. 
“There is only one reason, Amma,” Momina said softly. 
Surraya looked at her face. Then, water filled her eyes. Covering her face, she said, “Let me go and see.” Saying that, she went inside. Momina remained standing there. 
“Don’t know how I have gotten so unfeeling? Amma and Abba will shed my share of the tears too,” she was startled by the sound of her phone lying outside in the veranda. 
“Yaar, at least attend that agent’s phone…he has started to bother Dawud now with his repeated calls,” Aqsa was on the phone and she spoke as soon as she heard Momina’s voice. 
“Yes, I’m about to take the call,” she made an excuse to Aqsa. 
“They need your passport immediately…they need to apply for the visa,” Aqsa told her. 
“I have to get that made,” Momina replied. 
“Go with me tomorrow. Let’s get done with this task,” Aqsa offered a solution. Then suddenly she said, “You are not thinking of leaving the film, are you?”
“I don’t have that option…even if I wanted. The advance money has been used up too,” Momina said in a fatigued manner. 
“Don’t talk like this, yaar…it’s a lifetime opportunity…you remember, how you desired to get this film?” Aqsa tried to motivate her. 
“Jehangir was the reason ‘then’,” she said softly. 
“What has happened to you Momina?” Aqsa said worriedly. 
“I am unable to sleep…I wish to sleep for many days, but when I lie down to sleep, all those faces from whom I have taken the loan start to come in front of me,” she finally shared her innermost thoughts. “We have taken loan from every house in this street…some, we had taken earlier…some now…and then to bring Jehangir from the hospital…you know how they say that every strand of hair is clenched in debt. Today, I have found out how that is,” she said dejectedly. 
“Don’t let all this oppress your mind…all the debt will be paid…anyway, no one is asking for it immediately,” Aqsa reassured her. 
“They are asking…this is a neighborhood of poor people, Aqsa. They all need their money…right now they are asking kindly in commiseration, then they will ask forcefully,” Momina said. 
“Don’t be so sensitive…cry…release your inner haze,” she could present no other solution other than that. She knew Momina was right. 
“I am unable to cry, Aqsa…two people in my house already cry day and night…how can I cry? A mountain of need stands in front of me and my hands and feet aren’t working…how do I mount it?” Momina told her. She could only say all this to Aqsa. 
“Do this film, Momina…a lot of problems will be solved,” Aqsa said in response. Momina listened to her quietly.

******************** 

He had come home late that night. He thought Dada would be asleep. Shakoor opened the door. 
“Get me dinner,” coincidentally, he had not been able to eat that night or else he always ate when he came home so late at night. 
“Huh...you will eat dinner? But I haven’t cooked,” Shakoor instinctively placed his hand on his mouth. 
“Why, you didn’t give any to Dada?” Momina asked. 
“Dada left,” Shakoor replied in the same breath. Momin stopped as he was walking inside, startled. 
“What do you mean? Where has he gone?”
“Back to Turkey…his flight was today…you don’t know this either?” Shakoor guessed from his face. 
“You did not tell me,” Momin could think of no other answer but that. A strange guilt surrounded him. 
“I thought you already knew. Told me to call a taxi…I immediately called Careem. I have downloaded the App …I sent off Dada Ji in a Corolla,” Shakoor proudly informed Momin. Momin stood looking at him, and then turned to his room without saying anything. 
“Will you still eat?” Shakoor called from the back. 
“No,” Momin replied. 
‘Thankfully…otherwise my show would be missed in this food business,’ it was like a big problem was taken off Shakoor’s head.

******************** 

He went and sat in his room. Then he got up and came into Dada’s room. Closing the door, he turned on the light. The room was instantly brightened. There was a strange kind of peace there. The prayer rug still lay on the floor like before. Only, one of its corners was folded back. The calligraphy that had been given to him on his birthday hung on the wall.

ﻦﯿﻨﻣﺆﻤﻟا ﻊﻣ : نأو

For the past six years, Dada had been giving him a calligraphed verse on his birthday. He glanced at them once and then put them aside. Except for that first calligraphy that he had put up in the lounge. He stood there for a long time looking at the verse, then the same scene started to play in front of his eyes. Dada’s crying in prostration upon the prayer rug at that time of night.

“Oh Allah, show my Momin the right way…have him walk on the straight path.” 

Qalb-e-Momin moved away from in front of the frame on the wall as if he wanted to shrug all of it from his mind. He wanted to close his ears. But as soon as he entered that room, all of Dada’s conversation turned to reverberation and encircled him.

“Are you happy?”
“Very much so…excessively.” 
“Why don’t you look like it?” 
Qalb-e-Momin turned off the light. He wanted to escape from the echo of that voice.

***************** 

He was not able to sleep well that night. For the first time in his life, Dada had gone displeased with him, or perhaps for the first time, he had spoken such harsh words with him. Even at the breakfast table, his mind kept wandering to him. He was looking at the newspaper and Shakoor was taking all the statues out of the storeroom, placing them back in their places in the lounge, and dusting them.

“When Dada Ji was here, the cleaning work was so much less. All the things would lie in the store. Now the dusting will be done again,” placing a statue on the console, Shakoor mumbled in annoyance. Then in the same mumbling, Momin overheard him, “Don’t know what he kept reading and blowing.” Momin grew attentive.

“Who?” 

“Dada Ji….in the corners and walls… and he blew on you too,” Shakoor told him immediately. 
“On me?” Momin was startled.
“Yes…I saw him twice myself…he would go to wake you up and returned without awakening you. Dada Ji loves you very much…he is a real Momin…I mean the real one…yours is only a name,” what Shakoor had said speedily, he himself probably did not realize the depth and effect of his own sentence. But his last sentence seemed to have pricked Momin. But what could he argue with Shakoor?
“Did he ask you anything about me?” 
“What?” Shakoor was surprised at Momin’s question. 
“Anything?” Momin could not figure out what he himself was trying to ask. 
“Yes, he asked me when you would come when you were late at night,” Shakoor said quickly. Momin was not satisfied. 
“I’m talking about something else…did he ask anything else about me? About friendship with girls etc.? Or about my friends?” Momin finally asked openly. 
“No sir, Dada Ji did not have the habit of asking questions…this is his best habit. He only listened to me talk all the time. And you know very well, I never talk about you,” Shakoor said to him guardedly. He was scared by his questioning. 
Momin did not comment. He silently looked at the teacup from which he was drinking tea, and which was still half full. Then he just got up and left. Watching him leave, Shakoor commented in a meaningful manner, “Seems like he is regretful.”

***************** 

“Hello Tina,” Neha was with Zufi in his car when Tina’s name glistened on her phone. “Hi Zufi…I have your invitation card with me…it is the announcement ceremony for Qalb-e-Momin’s next film,” with a thudding heart, Zufi switched Tina to the speaker so that Neha could hear her too.

“So, has the cast been finalized? What is the cast?” Zufi asked, keeping his tone very normal. 
“It is a surprise for you. Momin will talk to you himself, but it is a must for you to come,” Tina laughed. Zufi looked at Neha in disbelief. He waved his fist excitedly in the air. 
“Sure…sure…WhatsApp the invite too...I will be there.”
“I’m doing it now. Confirm and ok it,” Tina said and hung up. 
“Oh my God! He gave in!” he said instinctively to Neha. 
“I told you so,” Neha told him arrogantly. “He cannot refuse me.” She was laughing. “I am so excited. You are gonna be a star. I will do your wardrobe,” Neha hugged him lightly. 
“Yes, my love. It’s all because of you. I will dedicate my first award to you,” Zufi also kissed her cheek in response. 
“And the next one?” Neha asked vainly. 
“The second, the third...all of them,” Zufi said driving. 
“Now Tina is calling me for an invite…and I had been tense for so many days about what was going to happen, and if the announcement would be made without getting an invitation,” she took Tina’s call as she spoke to Zufi and spoke very sweetly, “Hi Tina.”

****************** 

Qalb-e-Momin was in his bedroom getting ready to go somewhere when his cell phone rang. He saw Neha’s name and received the call. 
“Hello.”
Neha replied to his hello in a very romantic manner, “I love you Jaano.” He smiled in response, “I love you too…”
“You are the best,” Neha sweetened her tone further. 
“Yes, I know,” Momin replied in a similar tone. 
Neha laughed, “I knew you could do anything for me.”
“It is an honor for me to come up to your expectations,” Momin said, smiling. “Oh Momin! I love you,” Neha said conceitedly. 
“You are coming tomorrow, right?” Momin changed the topic this time. “Evidently, how could I miss my darling’s event.”
“Darling who?” Momin said with an oddly meaningful smile. 
“You…who else?” Neha considered his manner a joke.
“This event cannot happen without you, Neha. Neither without you, nor Zufi,” Momin was somewhat serious. 
“I know you want keep it a surprise but…I love surprises…Zufi will not disappoint you.”
“And I shall not disappoint either one of you,” Momin replied.
“Let’s meet,” Neha said to him in a very romantic style this time. “It’s been so many days. I’m missing you.”
“Let’s just meet tomorrow. I’m going somewhere today,” Momin replied in the same tone. Neha was startled. 
“Where?”
“With a new girlfriend.”
Neha laughed out, “That cannot happen.”
“So much trust in Momin is not good,” Momin said in a strange tone. 
“It is not trust, it is love,” Neha replied sweetly. 
“That too, is unreliable.”
“Ok, say whatever you wish to say today. You are forgiven for everything. You have given me such astounding news,” Neha told him. 
“I will give you even greater news tomorrow. Bye,” this was the first time that Momin had closed the phone while talking like that. Something alerted Neha. ‘He’s upset, I’ll make it up to him. It is his right attitude,’ she thought calmly. She knew Momin very well and this was her greatest misconception. 
******************

In the darkness of the night, in that neighborhood in Turkey in the midst of the heavy greenery, the small, very old, two storied wooden house glistened like a firefly. It was one of the oldest homes in the area.

Abdul Aala was about to calligraph a new verse on the canvas that night and he was doing his ablution very carefully at that moment. This was also his routine. He always calligraphed in a state of ablution. He understood at the very first ring of the phone who the caller was.

“Assalam Alaikum,” there was an odd shame in Qalb-e-Momin’s tone. “Walaikum Assalam,” Abdul Aala said very lovingly. 
“Have I disturbed you?”
“Not at all. How are you?” he asked Momin. 
“Just like always. Meaning, bad…how are you?” he replied with a smile. “Alhamdullillah,” Abdul Aala did not comment on his sentence. 
“Are you displeased?” Momin asked immediately. 
“No,” Abdul Aala smiled. 
“You didn’t meet me before you left,” Momin complained. 
“You were busy.”
“I wasn’t for you. I thought you left displeased with me,” he said in a soft voice, pacing his

room. 
“Why would I leave displeased with you,” Abdul Aala’s tone was still very gentle. “We had an argument…I had perhaps also said something which I did not mean…that’s

why…later, when I thought about it…anyway,” Momin hesitantly tried to explain. Far from apologizing, he had never clarified his attitude to anyone in his entire life. What could he do but hesitate?

“I am happy that you are not displeased,” he seemed to breath in relief. 

“You said nothing for which I should have been angry. All the thigs that could anger were said by me,” Abdul Aala spoke to him as he set up the easel and canvas in his room. 
“You are right about that…everything you said was enough to anger, and you have said these things for the first time in life,” Momin immediately shared. 
“Then, did you think about what I said?” Abdul Aala asked asked. 
“Not at all…there was nothing to think about in them…Dada, I am doing nothing wrong. I am very proud of my life, my work, my achievements,” he was suddenly serious. 
“The work is not wrong, the direction is wrong….”
He did not let Abdul Aala finish what he was saying. “Dada, if I tell you to leave your work, will you leave it? If I tell you your work is wrong, will you agree? You and I have a disagreement of ideologies, Dada. You cannot change my ideology about life,” he said very frankly. 
“I cannot change it, Momin…but Allah can change it,” he said in a low voice and seemed to pull his reins. 
“You are worrying me, Dada,” he was exasperated, frustrated, and hung up the phone in a state of umbrage. Abdul Aala was not like what he was becoming. ‘What has happened to Dada,’ he thought in concern. But he did not wish to ponder upon anything he had said. A person became like this at that stage of life…religion, religion, advice, advice. Opening the buttons of his sleeves, he told himself in an attempt to escape from the distress caused to him by some of Dada’s statements.

***************** 

“Master Sahib, I was thinking about something,” the young man said, opening a box. He was one of the many boys and girls who came to him. 
“What?” Master Ibrahim asked, sitting in his veranda busily engrossed in his work. 
“If we had not been doing this work, what would happen?”
“Then someone else would be seated in our place doing this work…this is Allah’s work, and Allah has plenty of people to get His work done…,” without looking at him, he replied smiling. 
“You are right about that,” the young man agreed instinctively. “But I am unable to understand how people find out about this place and about you? These worn and faded copies of the Quran are coming from everywhere…this box that has arrived today has come from Charsadda.” As he spoke, the young man was looking at the address on the carton which he had just opened. 
“Allah sends news…if He has placed us here to do this work, then He will send the work too,” Master Ibrahim laughed. 
“I’ll be leaving now. Today, I had to apply for the visa. Make dua that I get the visa,” the young man gathered up his work and stood up.
Master Ibrahim replied without looking at him, “You won’t get it this year…so don’t waste your money…go next year…by that time, someone will come here to me in your place.
The young man was confused at his statement, and laughed, “There, you just ended the whole discussion. Khuda Hafiz.”
“Khuda Hafiz,” Master Ibrahim saw him leave and Momina arrive, and said instinctively. “Where do you disappear Momina?” Trying to smile in response, Momina said salam to him. 
“When did you come back from Lahore?” She was now sitting down in the veranda. 
“It has been some days,” she said. Then she got up and took her Quran and work from the shelf. 
“Did everything go well?” she looked very weak to Master Ibrahim. 
“Yes, I got the film,” sitting down again on the floor, she took out those pages of the Quran that she was calligraphing for repair.
“Congratulations! This is very good news.” Momina bent down and drew a straight line on an empty sheet of paper, as if she was checking the point of the pen. 
“I don’t know,” she stopped for an instant. “
“How is Jehangir?” Master Ibrahim asked after a few moments. 
“He is dead,” she replied with her head bent, not looking at his face. 
“You did not tell me. I would have come to his funeral prayers. I am very sorry, Momina beti,” Master Ibrahim was deeply saddened. She continued to work with an expressionless face and lowered head. 
“Why are you quiet?” he asked her. Her silence was painful for him. She wrote for a long time with her head bent. Then she lifted her head. 
“I had asked you to make dua for my trials to end. I did not wish for Jehangir to end,” her voice grew heavy with emotions and tears rolled down her cheeks. She tried to rub them, as if she wished to hide them. 
“Cry…you have not cried, have you?” Master Ibrahim said to her in a tone as comforting as balm. 
“Jehangir is finished…the trial has not ended…every strand of my hair is in debt…what can I cry about, Master Sahib…pain has swallowed all my tears,” she took a deep breath, as if she was trying to revive her stopped breathing. “I get up in the morning and I feel like I have to take him to the hospital. Then I remember that he is no more…Abba and Amma have broken down. They cry all the time. And me…I have become obstinate…I eat food…drink water…sleep…I do everything. I just don’t cry. I am so obstinate,” she looked at Master Ibrahim in an odd manner. Her tears had really dried up within moments. 
“Allah has given you patience,” Master Ibrahim said. 
“He has given me too much,” Momina said. 
“Momineen are afflicted with tests, the reward is also greater.”
“I am unrighteous...I am not a Momin…what reward?”
“Your name is Momina…how can you be unrighteous? And the reward is Allah’s promise to His people…Allah keeps His promises. My Lord is of sound word,” he tried to console her. 
“To this day, I have never done anything for reward. Even if I have done any good, it was while considering myself to be unrighteous,” she did not seem to agree with Master Ibrahim.
“You still get rewarded, Momina,” Master Ibrahim repeated his sentence. 
“What reward will be there for me now, Master Sahib…after Jehangir….there is nothing in this work that can enliven my heart, end my mother and father’s anguish…even if there was any reward for me, my sins have eaten it all,” she said seriously. 
“You are a girl with a very good soul, Momina Sultan.”
“Good soul?” she laughed with moist eyes. “You don’t know me, Master Sahib…you are embarrassing me.”
“None of us knows anyone else, but the Lord knows very well…come, let’s read Fatiha for Jehangir,” he lifted up his hands in prayer. Momina watched him.

***************** 

On her entire way back from Master Ibrahim’s house, she kept thinking about what he had said. ‘Reward is Allah’s promise to His people and Allah keeps His promises. My Lord is of sound word’. His sentences kept echoing in her ears, and while traveling, she kept wondering what it was which if she had gotten, she would have considered it her reward…only one name and face appeared on the screen of her mind. And she shrugged it from her mind. She did not believe in impossibilities.

Entering the veranda of her home, she heard a voice coming from inside, and she suddenly believed in impossibilities. 
The one whom she could have considered her reward was present in her house.

**************** Episode 4
My dear daughter Husn-e-Jahan, Assalam Alaikum, 

I want to find out how you are doing…but I don’t have the courage to do so. I know how you are, and I am the reason for bringing you to this state…what should I write to you, my daughter, what? There are a lot of things I wish to say to you, but words…words are unable to express on paper what I have in my heart. But rather than face you again, it is easier for me to write this letter to you.

What should I write to you...? That I am sorry, or should I admit to you that I am guilty, Husn-e-Jahan, so that the wound you have suffered at my hands will heal, and you are able to forgive me.

I have spent my entire life praising the greatness and qualities of Allah on canvas and paper. I have spent my life calligraphing with ink and colors, but I am unable to understand what moment of pride it was while sermonizing the eminence of Allah in which I assumed myself to be ‘great’ too...pious, devout, reverent, righteous…I can’t remember, Husn-e-Jahan, when I turned heretic from momin…but I did something at some point that Allah did not lend me support but let me fall…and I kept falling. And now that I have sat down to write this letter, these papers have turned to mirrors to show me a reflection of myself with which I cannot meet eyes.

At this age, after having lost my only, young child, that center of my life is lost around which my life spun. Now, I can remember nothing…eating, drinking, sleeping, waking, or anything else in life…Taha has taken everything of mine…he has only left behind my body with a regret that continually strangles my throat. I don’t know what to do with this regret and what use is left of this body. The calligraphy that had run like blood through our veins for several generations, has started to dry up after Taha’s leaving. Now, in my later generations, no one will come to praise the greatness and glory of Allah. This is my retribution…for my pride…I can complain to no one about this.

Taha has turned to dust…I cannot even turn to dust…it was my turn to go from the world, he did not get the time. At this age, I cannot bear the sorrow that has come into my share. The house where I live has his memories wrapped around every item inside it, its every wall. Every morning, I cut and throw out his memories like overgrown tree branches, and by night, they regrow again. I am tiring now of continuously reaping this crop from the roots of the old memories left behind. The house is empty of Taha; it is not willing to empty itself from his memories.

When he left with you, his memories did not grow in this house like this. My hate and my anger ate every sprouting memory. This no longer happens. Nothing is left inside me now…pride, ego, arrogance, anger, everything is finished…if anything is left, it is the ray of light by the name of Qalb-e-Momin that keeps your home bright. I think of him all the time. When there is darkness inside and outside myself, the light of his face shows me the path. Does he remember his aged Dada…? But why would he remember me? Whatever have I given to him? When I first saw him, it seemed to me like Taha’s childhood had returned. As a child, he was just like Qalb-e-Momin. The same innocent face, the same sweet voice, the same questions and mischief…but Qalb-eMomin is not mischievous…only Taha was mischievous…Qalb-e-Momin only asks questions and I have no answers for these questions…I am his offender…I have snatched mischief from him, and handed him these questions. I have committed a great cruelty…my daughter Husn-eJahan…forgive me. Forgive me from your heart.

Give Qalb-e-Momin a lot of my love. Tell him to write a letter to Allah for his Dada too. Tell Allah to return his Dada’s talent to him. Qalb-e-Momin’s every letter reaches Allah. He is your son, that’s why.

Wassalam 
Qalb-e-Momin’s Dada
******************* 

Qalb-e-Momin saw Husn-e-Jahan lying on the stretcher which the paramedics were taking towards the ambulance standing outside the house, and then he saw his Dada who was following the stretcher with tears rolling down his face. His and Qalb-e-Momin’s eyes met and the fear on Qalb-e-Momin’s face seemed to reflect in Abdul Aala’s eyes. Momin forgot the bruises he had gotten when he fell off his bicycle, and also the bicycle which lay on the road. He had just run after the ambulance, and Dada had stopped him.

“What has happened to Mummy? What has happened to my Mummy?” he had asked Abdul 

Aala in an oddly fearful state. 
“Make dua that nothing happens,” Abdul Aala said, hugging him to himself. The
ambulance was driving away in the distance and Qalb-e-Momin felt a strange sense of peace as he
stood wrapped around Abdul Aala’s legs. He was trembling like a fledgling. Abdul Aala lifted him
in his arms. The residents of the nearby homes who had been standing there had slowly started to 
leave. Up in Dada’s arms, Qalb-e-Momin could not figure out why there was pity for him in 
everyone’s eyes...even at that age, he could discern that emotion. 
“I want to go to Mummy,” suddenly he remembered his mother once more, and just then 
he saw the continuous tears flowing from Abdul Aala’s eyes. Perhaps, he was crying for his
mother, Qalb-e-Momin assumed for himself, and those tears softened his heart some more for 
Abdul Aala. 
Husn-e-Jahan lay unconscious in the ICU, and Momin, along with Abdul Aala, was terribly 
distraught to see her through the glass. 
“What has happened to Mummy, Dada?” he shook Abdul Aala’s hand impatiently. Rubbing his eyes, Abdul Aala said to him, “She has fallen ill.” As he told him, his voice got tearful. This time Qalb-e-Momin thought carefully about those tears. “Why are you crying?” this time he could not keep himself from asking. “I have committed a sin Momin,” it seemed like Abdul Aala’s strength had faltered. Momin
suddenly remembered that his mother had also spoken about a sin which his father had not
forgiven, and now Dada too was also speaking of some sin.
“Mummy said she had also committed a sin,” he said instinctively to Abdul Aala. “No, your Mummy has not committed any sin, Momin…this is the punishment for my sin,”
he was sobbing heavily now. Qalb-e-Momin felt deep sympathy for Abdul Aala at that moment. 
He wanted to embrace him and console him as Abdul Aala consoled him. 
“Does Allah Taala punish all of us? I am very fearful of him Dada,” holding Abdul Aala’s
hand again, Qalb-e-Momin seemed to put his fear into his lap. 
“Allah does not punish…we all do,” it seemed like he was attempting to erase that fear 
from the young child’s heart. 
“Does Allah tell us to punish?”
“Momin, do not ask me questions for which I have no answers.”
Again, he saw Abdul Aala weep desperately. Through the glass of the ICU, he saw Husne-Jhan lying on the bed with her eyes closed. Qalb-e-Momin realized just then that he needed only 
Husn-e-Jahan, not Taha. He had learnt to live without him; he did not wish to learn to live without
Husn-e-Jahan. 
For the next two days, he kept going to the hospital with Dada, and then finally he saw
Husn-e-Jahan opening her eyes. But these were not the eyes that he had always seen. These eyes
were empty. There was nothing inside them. That eight-year-old child had felt that change, and 
had felt it profoundly. Something had happened to his mother. But what had happened, he was
unable to understand. 
“Mummy, you are well. I had made so many duas,” hugging Husn-e-Jahan, he tried to seek 
the same warmth and comfort that he always found in her lap. Husn-e-Jahan hugged him back. 
Qalb-e-Momin heard him speak.
“I had also made a lot of duas, but none of my duas was accepted…”
Qalb-e-Momin tried to look at Husn-e-Jahan’s face but Abdul Aala’s voice pulled him
towards it. He saw him clasp his hands together and speak to Husn-e-Jahan, “Forgive me, my 
daughter, forgive me.”
Qalb-e-Momin then heard Husn-e-Jahan mutter, “I will forgive you, but how will I forgive
myself?”
What was that riddle that he was watching Abdul Aala and Husn-e-Jahan put together?
What sin was it that had punished him? And what thing was it of which he had been deprived?
Qalb-e-Momin could not understand. If he had understood, it was only one thing…both of them
did not speak of his father anymore and did not search for him like before either…but Qalb-eMomin did not wish to ask anything from Husn-e-Jahan which would make his mother cry, and 
he somehow felt that if he asked that question, his mother would cry. 
It had now become imperative to write one more letter to Allah because Qalb-e-Momin 
was not getting any answer from his world and from his relations. 
When errors are committed, can they never be corrected? And when sins are committed, 
are they punished forever? Can Allah not forgive? Qalb-e-Momin now wished to ask these
questions from Allah Taala because he was watching two people in pain in his house and he wanted 
to probe the roots of this pain.
The letter box on the trunk in the forest had vanished. Qalb-e-Momin could not believe his
eyes for a few moments. He had perhaps lost his way and come to the wrong place. After all, he
had come to the forest after so many days. But Qalb-e-Momin never forgot the way. In a state of 
shock, he climbed on the trunk and also on the fallen trees nearby in search of his letterbox. He
found no sign of his letter box anywhere. 
He returned home that day in a state of severe dejection and he froze the moment he went
to his room. The letter box was lying in a bag, half inside the open zip of the bag and half outside. 
Qalb-e-Momin stared at the box in a state of disbelief. How had Mummy known that he had kept
that letter box on that trunk inside the jungle? And did she also know that he put letters inside it?
He did not get a chance to think further. It was Husn-e-Jahan’s voice that startled him. “Momin, we are going to Pakistan.” He turned instinctively. Husn-e-Jahan stood in the
doorway. 
“Why?” he was surprised. He knew his mother was from Pakistan, but he was not. “To live…we will not live here now. We will live in Pakistan.” What he heard in Husn-eJahan’s low voice jostled Momin…Why did his mother want to take him elsewhere from that
place, he was not able to understand. He wanted to ask more questions, but she left. Ever since she
returned from the hospital, she spoke very little to him. If she spoke to anyone, it was Dada. But
that entire conversation was in the language of whispers and tears, and Qalb-e-Momin was weary 
of both those things—the riddle and that game.

********************** 

Dada had come to drop them at the railway station. They were to go by train to another city and then from there to Pakistan in an airplane. Momin remembered all that because Dada had told him.

“Will you live in our house?” he asked Dada. 
“No Momin, I will go back,” Abdul Aala replied. 
“Back where?” Momin enquired. 
“From where I came,” he heard Dada reply in a low voice. He was putting the lock on the

house after putting their luggage outside. Momin looked at Husn-e-Jahan. She was not looking at that house, she was just going towards the taxi which stood outside their house. Qalb-e-Momin felt a strange sadness at leaving that house. He felt like crying too, but Dada hugged him close.

And then, saying khuda hafiz to Dada at the railway station, Qalb-e-Momin wanted to cry again. He had now started to like Dada. 
“Dada, come with us,” holding Abdul Aala’s hand, he said to him. 
“I cannot go now…I will come another time,” he heard Dada say. 
“You find Baba and bring him with you,” hugging him close, Qalb-e-Momin whispered in his ear. After several weeks, this was the first time that he had mentioned his father. But he was sensible, he did not let his mother find out about this. Abdul Aala said nothing to him. He only kissed his forehead and head. Qalb-e-Momin felt the moisture of his tears upon his forehead and touched it with his hand. The train was about to move. With his hand upon Husn-e-Jahan’s head, his Dada bid her farewell. Qalb-e-Momin did not hear the exchange of any talk between them. 
Holding his mother’s finger and walking up to the train door, Qalb-e-Momin turned around. His Dada still stood there crying from where he had been separated from them. He turned his neck to look at Husn-e-Jahan. She was also crying quietly. Qalb-e-Momin’s heart was pained. He was sure they were both crying for Baba. If Baba was found, everything would be alright. But they had been unable to find him, he thought hopelessly, ‘If Baba had been found, no one would cry like this.’ He once again had to find such a place in Pakistan where he could place that letter box and put the letters inside it which contained the questions and requests from Allah.

**************** 

“This is our house?” Qalb-e-Momin asked his mother as he looked with disbelief at the gate of the palatial, grand house outside which they stood after getting out of the taxi with their luggage. Husn-e-Jahan nodded her head without looking at him. She seemed to be lost in some thought, dubious and hesitant. Qalb-e-Momin was unable to control his joy. Such a big house…it was a villa. The grief of coming from Turkey to Pakistan suddenly vanished. With his head raised, he looked at the majestic two story building visible beyond the gate, which was opened by a man.

“Who…?” it was a servant but he wasn’t able to complete his question. The moment he glanced at Husn-e-Jahan’s face, he instantly threw open the gate. Husn-e-Jahan left her luggage and entered the gate holding Qalb-e-Momin’s hand.

“Mummy, have we become rich?” Qalb-e-Momin looked at the line of cars standing inside and the lush lawn, and asked his mother jubilantly as he walked with her. Without answering him, she held his finger and walked silently.

“Will we now ride in a car?” Qalb-e-Momin did not care if the answer to his last question had come or not. He was getting impressed by the glistening, shiny cars that he had either seen on TV or on the roads of Turkey.

Holding his hand, Husn-e-Jahan led him inside the house, and for the first time Qalb-eMomin saw Husn-e-Jahan’s pictures hanging all over the walls of the house—in extremely loud attire and make-up lathered face in strange poses and postures…for a moment he thought that it could not have been his Mummy. His Mummy never wore such clothes, and she would never dance like that. 
“Mummy, are these your pictures?” he wanted some kind of confirmation from Husna-eJahan. Husn-e-Jahan did not answer his question. Her attention was towards all the people sitting in the lounge that they had entered, and seeing them, they all seemed to be astounded.

“Amma…I have come,” Qalb-e-Momin saw Husn-e-Jahan address a woman who was among the five or six people. Momin looked at his mother with confused eyes. It was like he wanted to understand his mother’s relationship with the people who were present there.

An aging woman, whom Husn-e-Jahan had called mother, sat against bolsters on a takht like couch, and in front of whom she stood with Qalb-e-Momin with her head bent like a criminal. 
“You had to come, Husn-e-Jahan…when you had to come, why are you announcing it to me?” the woman sat cross legged, and she straightened the bolster. Her piercing eyes rested on Qalb-e-Momin only for a moment, then they went back to Husn-e-Jahan. 
“When you have come, then sit too…give her some water,” the woman said the other sentence to a servant whilst speaking to Husn-e-Jahan. Husn-e-Jahan mechanically sat on a sofa. She had sat Qalb-e-Momin with her on the same couch. One by one, Qalb-e-Momin started looking at all the people who stood. In all of their silence and in their eyes, he saw the same sentiment for his mother…hate. Qalb-e-Momin’s heart suddenly sank. He did not like that grand house nor the people who were present there. No one’s attention from among them was on Qalb-e-Momin. 
“Mumtaz made Husn-e-Jahan, and you went to become Husna?” Qalb-e-Momin heard the same woman say to his mother in a loud, vicious manner and an odd laugh. He looked at his mother’s face. She sat with head bent. There was nothing upon her face. 
“Look at her selfishness, Amma…she never thought about us,” this time Qalb-e-Momin heard another man speak in a loud voice. 
“Whether we live or die, she never cared,” it was another girl who stood there, whose face resembled his mother’s. Qalb-e-Momin pondered as he heard her speak. 
“Why would she care…? She was in love…love is greater…greater than mother, father, sister, and brother…he was like a messiah for her…we were Satans...right Husn-e-Jahan?” once again, Qalb-e-Momin hear the aged woman say. She was placing something on the palm of her hand, then rubbing it with the other palm and putting it in her mouth. Her heavy eyes with black kajal looked very fearful to Momin at that time, and there was a strange red color on her lips and teeth. Qalb-e-Momin was observing her very closely. She was his maternal grandmother. Husn-eJahan had once told him that just like the old woman on the moon, he also had a grandmother who lived in a faroff land. But the image Qalb-e-Momin had created in his mind of his grandmother was not like Mumtaz Jahan. 
“One does not even do with step relations what she has done with her blood relations. I had started a business, and she ran away at that time. She sunk my business,” Qalb-e-Momin heard the same man say again in a loud voice who had first reprimanded his mother. With an odd unease, he ooked at Husn-e-Jahan. She was sitting just like that—silently with a lowered head and dry eyes. Momin grew uneasy. His mother should have spoken, she should have said something. Why were all those people admonishing her so harshly? He wanted to shake his mother. 
“She had to get me work in a film…but no, why would baji care? Only she had to be number one…only her coin had to rule…the sister could go to hell!” now that girl was saying bitterly. Qalb-e-Momin took Husn-e-Jahan’s hand in both of his. This was all he could do at the moment to protect his mother from all of their talk. 
“How I pleaded with her…don’t toss years of a mother’s hard work into the furnace of love…Mumtaz had made her the number one heroine and had her reign upon the hearts and minds of millions of men…but she wanted the collar of only one man’s name…and this child…what is Mumtaz to do with you now…make pickles….Amma I am here,” Mumtaz had finally gotten off her couch, and chastising Husn-e-Jahan in her booming voice, she imitated Husn-e-Jahan and then left the room. The rest of the people in the room, who had been rebuking Husn-e-Jahan periodically like Mumtaz, followed her out of the room one by one. 
It was a strange stillness that fell there after they had all left, and in this silence Qalb-eMomin saw for the first time that man appear in the doorway of the room who, when he had come to their home in Turkey, had destroyed their life. His face was engraved in Qalb-e-Momin’s eyes. Even after all that time, he had recognized him at first glance—without any introduction. The man came inside stealthily with steps as soft as a cat’s, and while entering, his eyes were only upon Husn-e-Jahan. He came straight to her. Then Momin saw him stand in front of him. He was lifting Husn-e-Jahan’s chin upward with his hand. Husn-e-Jahan’s and his eyes met. Momin wished he could move away the hand that rested under his mother’s chin. But his mother was looking at the man intently, her eyes locked with his. 
“What have you done?” the man said to Husn-e-Jahan in a strange state of grief. Water arose like a flood in Husn-e-Jahan’s eyes. 
“I have loved,” Qalb-e-Momin heard Husn-e-Jahan say. He saw his mother laugh with flowing eyes. She was now crying with her arms around that man. That man was also crying. It was only Qalb-e-Momin whose heart became an acacia thorn at that moment.

********************** 

Something seemed to have punched Momina’s stomach. She wanted to ask Dawud and Aqsa why they had brought her there, but the question would not come to her tongue. It was like she couldn’t dare to come out of the state of swinging between knowledge and ignorance. Jehangir’s face kept appearing in front of her eyes. The pain had now moved from her stomach to her ribs. Despite remembering, she counted on the tips of her fingers the days since she had not heard Jehnagir’s voice…four days…and in these four days, if anything had happened to him, then why hadn’t she found out? Why had her breath not stopped? Why had her heart not stopped?

“Momina,” seated next to her, Aqsa called her name. She turned her head mechanically and looked at her. Aqsa suddenly embraced her and started to cry. 
“Jehangir,” she only said one word. Momina didn’t even say one. All the estimates and guesses were at her fingertips. Even if she hadn’t taken Jehangir’s name, she knew where he was. She sat like a statue in the back seat of the car and Aqsa cried clutching her, and Momina Sultan watched her. She couldn’t cry. Something had happened to tears. They had not dried—they had forgotten to flow. 
Dawud opened the door on her side. Aqsa separated from her. Momina mechanically came out of the open door. In the same mechanical manner, she started to walk towards the morgue. Aqsa tried to hold her hand and she let her. Dawud followed behind them. On the stairs of the veranda outside the door of the morgue, sitting on the floor with their backs against the wall, she saw Surraya and Sultan from afar. 
“He started getting sick the day after you left but he told us not to tell you. Anti called me. We took him to many places, but his condition kept deteriorating. Both his kidneys had stopped working…yesterday he…” Aqsa did not finish. Momina knew what she wanted to say next. But now it was like she just did not wish to hear this. Surraya and Sultan had seen her from the distance. Sultan had stood up. He was crying loudly like when a child cries with the desire to be consoled upon seeing an elder. Momina saw Surraya. She still sat there against the wall, silent and lost. She had not gotten up even after seeing Momina. 
“They are not giving the body. They are saying to clear the hospital bill first,” rubbing his eyes and crying, Sultan said to her as he held her. Since the past many years, Momina Sultan had been the earning man of the household…and never in her life had she felt regretful at her role. But then, standing there at that moment, she wished for the first time in her life that the duty of earning had never been upon her shoulders, and that there had been someone else to fulfill it…someone else…like Jehangir…her thoughts were suddenly braked…Jehangir’s name seemed to have brought her back to reality. 
“Uncle, I have met the finance people inside, don’t worry…something or the other will be done,” Dawud reassured Sultan. Momina separated herself from her father…she had greater things to do than cry…there was a lifetime left for crying. 
“Abba, I will do something,” Momina said in a low voice, without meeting her father’s eyes. The crying, wailing Sultan felt a strange relief. Whenever Momina said this sentence, she always managed to do something. She did not go to Surraya, she just looked at her. Surraya did not attempt to talk to her either. 
“How much is the bill?” Momina turned and asked Dawud.

******************* 

“How did you make the bill 2.75 lacs?” she winced to hear the amount of the bill. She was with Aqsa and Dawud in the admin office with the bills, and the doctor present there was arguing with them.

“Look, this is a private hospital. The best hospital of the city…your patient was kept in the ICU. He had dialysis, he was given medicines and injections. You can see the entire breakdown in the bill,” he was giving them the details in a machine-like manner.

“I will clear the whole bill…but I cannot do it right now. Let me take him, I will clear the this entire bill,” Momina pleaded with him. 

“I sympathize with you, but this is not my hospital. I am also an employee here…I cannot hand over the body to you without the bill being cleared,” the doctor told her kindly but very frankly. Upon hearing the word ‘body’ instead of Jehangir, Momina was strangely stilled for a few moments.

“Just give us a period of three or four days, no more. I will leave my car here as a guarantee,” Dawud intervened this time and told the doctor. 
“Please try to understand my position. This hospital does not do this sort of dealings and does not take such guarantees. You can take a loan from someone, we can give you some more time,” the doctor said, closing an open file in front of him. 
“You can give more time, but you will not let us take him home?” Aqsa said this time. The doctor remained quiet. Momina suddenly remembered something. Opening her bag, she started looking for the envelope which contained the advance check for her film. She found it. 
“This…this is a check for one lac…you can keep it for now…the rest I will also give by tomorrow or the day after tomorrow,” she took out the check and put it on the doctor’s table. 
“This check is in your name. What will the hospital do with this? And also, we don’t take payment in checks but in cash,” the doctor slid back the check and said to her. “If you could not afford this hospital, you should not have brought him here. These few lacs are a very minor amount here. People pay greater amounts of bills here without a single question,” the doctor seemed to remind them of their status. 
“We brought him to save his life...at whatever cost it could be had…you did not save that...we did not bring him here to die,” for the first time, Momina’s voice grew heavy with tears. For the first time she felt like she was going to cry, but the tears only shook her voice; they did not try to touch her eyes. 
“Just you watch, I will give all this to the media…I will run a campaign on social media against your hospital…you people are despicable and corrupt,” Aqsa suddenly lost her temper and yelled at the doctor and the finance people sitting with him. Momina took her hand and pressed it, as if she wanted her to stop. 
“What will that accomplish, Madam…at the most, we will be dishonored…dishonor does not end a business. The hospital will still collect the bill from you…they would have taken it from me too, had I been in your place,” compassionately, and in more or less clear words, the doctor seemed to make her realize his status and position too. 
“I am an actress…I am dying to make my earning legitimate, but you feel no pain or shame in turning the legitimate into illegitimate,” holding Aqsa’s hand and saying this to the doctor, and then leaving his office, for the first time in her life Momina Sultan’s profession did not seem as illegitimate to her as she had always considered it to be.

**************** 

She did not know how many places she went to that night with Aqsa and Dawud to collect the amount for that 2.75 lacs. Jehangir’s continually ongoing treatment of the past many years had already indebted them to many people, and despite trying, they had still not been able to pay off that old loan, and now that sudden need for the 2.75 lac bill seemed to have depleted all of Momina Sultan’s strength. If she had a few days’ time, she would have somehow collected the amount with Aqsa and Dawud. But now she had to bring home Jehangir, who had been lying in the morgue for the past two days and send him to his last abode so that her mother and father could have some peace. Momina Sultan had no more peace in her hands to give them than that.

Sitting in the back seat of Dawud’s old model Suzuki, driving directionless on the streets of the city at night, Momina Sultan called whoever she could think of…not for large amounts…but for smaller one…three…five…seven…her circle of friends could only give her this much amount as a loan…the amount of money being written on a sheet of paper were filling her glass of life like drops of water…she had left self-respect and ego with Surraya and Sultan sitting outside the morgue…so that, at least that night, they would not become the chains on Momina Sultan’s feet, as they had been the chains on her feet that had detained her from collecting money for Jehangir’s life and treatment.

“Look Momina, you have just been given one lac in advance and now if you want more money, that is not possible. And it is my advice not to make such demands at this stage or the production company will remove you from the film…these are very professional people, they don’t believe in Pakistani excuses and lies,” she had called the film’s casting agent for the film she had signed, and he had shut the phone without listening to her entirely, saying, “I am with some guests, I will talk to you tomorrow.” Momina had felt nothing. No insult, no degradation…the agony that she was going through had consumed all other feelings.

“It will be collected, Momina, it will be. Don’t you worry….we are trying…we are not able to get something right away otherwise Dawud has already spoken to a number of people since yesterday about selling his car…make dua that someone agrees to make the payment immediately so that we can sell the car and all problems will be solved,” sitting with her in the car and making calls on her phone, Aqsa was also continually consoling her.

“I will talk to Aslam Bhai too, if I can get some from him,” Momina started calling another name on her phone in response, as if she had not even heard the consolation. Aqsa looked at her as she was making that call. There was nothing on Momina’s face…nothing. She had only made the call and with her phone to her ear, she was speaking to Aslam Bhai. “Aslam Bhai, I need some loan,” she said as soon as she heard Aslam Bhai’s voice on the other end.

“Every single one of my artists needs a loan on my soap. Do you people think I am a bank? Now you tell me, what plot have you bought for which you have to pay the installment?” he said irritably on the other end.

“Jehangir is dead, Aslam Bhai…I have to get his body from the hospital…I have to clear the bills,” Momina repeated once more in a mechanical manner the same sentence that she had spoken dozens of times in the past few hours.

On the other end, Aslam Bhai was unable to say anything for a few moments. Then he replied in a somewhat confused manner, “Oho…this is very sad news…how much money do you need?”
“Whatever you can give,” Momina said in the same manner. 
“I am on a shoot right now…I can’t get out from here...but you can come…I will do

something…you know the shooting location, right?”
“Yes, Aslam Bhai…I will come there,” she responded and shut the phone, muttering to 
herself as she searched for the next number on the contact list, “Now whom should I call…whom
should I call.” Aqsa’s heart started to break. She didn’t know what to say to her. She was now
telling Dawud the address to the location where Aslam Bhai was on the shoot. “Talk to Qalb-e-Momin, if he can do something,” suddenly Aqsa thought of something. “I tried to talk to him all day yesterday too, but he was busy. I called several times today 
too, but he is not receiving the call,” Dawud replied, turning the car onto the road for which 
Momina had given him the address. 
“He must have a party going on. That is how he is. He only talks when he wishes,” Dawud 
muttered. “And I have already borrowed money from him. I don’t even know if he will give
anything this time or not.” Aqsa remained quiet. 
As soon as they arrived on that location, Momina opened the car door mechanically, got
out of the car, and walked inside the place. 
“Why isn’t she crying?” Dawud said to Aqsa concernedly as he watched Momina. “She’s exhibiting courage,” Aqsa rubbed her nose with a tissue and said tearfully. “What will she do with so much courage…? Tell her to cry,” Dawud replied. She returned ten minutes later. As soon as she sat down in the car, she handed an envelope
in her hand to Aqsa and said, “These are ten thousand…Jabbar Bhai will also give seven 
thousand…his house is in the same lane,” she tried to give directions to Dawud with her hand. 
Suddenly, Aqsa grabbed her hand. Momina looked at her, startled. 
“You need to cry Momina.”
She looked at Momina for a few moments then she said, “When the money is collected, 
then I will cry. She pulled her hand free from Aqsa’s.

******************** 

“May Allah destroy these hospital people…just you watch, may they get infested with worms,” almost in tears and rubbing her eyes with her dupatta, Jhoomer told Sultan. Sultan had come to the street at that time of night to collect money.

“Even if they get infested with millions of worms, Jhoomer, my Jehangir will not return,” Sultan replied to her, weeping. 
Jhoomer unwrapped the edge of his dupatta to take out some money, and comforted Sultan. “Enough now, Sultan Bhai. Keep this 1500...I will leave again tonight…whatever I earn, I will bring that to you too…I will come to the hospital to give it…you go and stay there now.” Jhoomer told him, pressing the worn out 100 rupee bills into his palm. 
“How can I thank you, Jhoomer?” Sultan told him sobbing. In all these years, no requirement for ‘thank you’ had emerged between Jhoomer and himself. Their conversations had always ended with ungracious cursing, and name cussing. Jhoomer often had his makeup done, then found fault with it, and left without paying. When Sultan made fun of him, Jhoomer would stand in the street and bad-mouth his entire family except Momina Baji, of whom he was a fan…and that day when Jehangir had gone, he too had come like everyone else to put balm on the wound. 
“Forget it Sultan Bhai…even my burial is not permissible…but those whose is permissible, should have their burial…I come later then,” saying that, he walked away swaying like always. T Compared to Jhoomer that moment, the entire society of which he was a part seemed like eunuchs to Sultan.

********************* 

Momina looked at Surraya, startled. Leaning against the wall, she had suddenly started to hum something. Momina and Aqsa had just returned to the hospital a little while ago, and Dawud had gone to ask someone for the remaining amount of fifty thousand of the 2.75 lacs. Sultan was not there, and she and Aqsa were sitting on the veranda floor counting all the money from the envelopes again for the last time as if someone empties the notes from the wedding gift envelopes and counts them. Sitting oblivious to them, Surraya had leaned her head against the veranda walls, and had started to hum. It was a lullaby. Momina and Aqsa looked at each other, then Momina put all the notes from her lap into Aqsa’s lap and stood up.

“Amma, what are you singing?” she asked, sitting near Surraya and holding her hand. Surraya’s hair had escaped from her braid in the form of scattered strands, and her eyes were red and swollen. She looked at Momina.

“When he was younger, other children listened to lullabies and slept, but he woke up…maybe now too…,” she left her sentence unfinished, and started singing the lullaby again. 
“Lul, lul, lullaby…a bowl of milk.”
Momina looked at Surraya’s face without blinking her lashes. Her father and mother had always been infatuated with Jehangir. In front of Jehangir, Momina was nothing to them, and Momina had borne this differentiation her entire life without minding it. Jehangir was worth loving; perhaps she wasn’t, or maybe he was among the ones to remember and she wasn’t. He knew how to capture hearts within his hand, she did not know how…and if life had given Jehangir Sultan a chance, he would have ruled upon thousands and millions of hearts. This was not only Sultan’s and Surraya’s belief, Momina Sultan was also among those who believed it, and if everything had turned out to be so, she would happily have spent her life in Jehangir’s shadow…clapping for him, considering his successes and conquests her own, consenting to his fame…but life had not allowed all this to happen, or perhaps it was death that had not allowed it. 
Watching Surraya’s face, she searched for words with which she could made Surraya understand that she shouldn’t be singing that lullaby…Jehangir was never going to get up. 
“I will rock you, I will rock you, I will rock you.”
“Momina,” seeing Momina watch Surraya sing the same line over and over again, Aqsa called to her. Dawud was back and his face was gleaming. He had an envelope in his hand. Showing it to Momina, he said, “The money is enough…it seems to me.”
The three of them were sitting cross legged on the floor and had started to count the money again when the Fajr prayer sounded. 
“Two lacs, eighty-seven thousand,” Dawud said, finally counting the last note. Momina felt like the princess with pins in her body which were being removed one by one by the notes, and the last pin was removed by the last note. She could take Jehangir home now so that Surraya would not sing that lullaby. 
Dawud stood up with the money. Momina lay down on the cool veranda floor like a person running in a long race falls on the ground after crossing the finishing line, and that too, after someone else wins the race. 
“Momina, you can cry,” Aqsa put her hand upon her forehead. She was quiet for a while, and then muttered, “What is there to cry about now?”
Aqsa could not speak.

******************** 

Qalb-e-Momin saw Neha sitting with a client in her boutique studio. She was discussing her bridal with her. Walking around, Qalb-e-Momin started to look at the bridals on display. Neha had seen him, but she ignored him completely and remained busy in her work. The part of her boutique studio that was being used as an office had been separated with a glass partition from the rest of the boutique. Momin could not hear the conservation going on inside but he could guess that Neha was in no hurry to free the client very soon. He walked around for almost ten minutes, and finally when the client emerged, he entered the office. He greeted Neha with a smile.

In response, she replied with an expressionless face, “I was in a meeting with the client.” “I did not interrupt you,” Momin replied. He had now sat down in a chair. “You should have waited. You should have come inside when I called you,” Neha’s tone

remained the same. 

Momin laughed instinctively. Then he placed both arms in front of him and leaned forward on the table and said, “Now end this anger.”
“No, why would I be angry with you. And even if I was, what do you care?” Neha replied again in the same aloof manner. 
“I care that is why I am sitting here, Neha. Why have you made Zufi’s working in my film a matter of ego for yourself?” he had turned serious now. 
“Ego…? It is my wish. If you believe it to be a matter of ego, then so be it,” Neha said in the same sharp tone. 
“Zufi should not come into our relationship,” Momin’s displeasure increased.
“Zufi is not in our relationship, Momin…your problem is that you do not consider anyone besides yourself to be anything. Your ‘myself’ is very huge… and your nose even more than that,” she took Momin into hand very bitterly. He had come to submit to her, and she had started to drag him. “That is how I am Neha…that is how I have always been...I haven’t become this today,” Momin gulped in her poisonous sentences like honey. 
“I misjudged you.”
Her sentence hurt Momin. “You are hurting me,” he told Neha. 
She laughed sarcastically. “No, that is your job…how can someone else do it?”
“I had come to make amends with you, not to argue,” Momin stood up. His patience had run out. 
“If Zufi leads in your film, everything will be alright between us. Otherwise, it’s all over.”
Momin looked at her in disbelief, “Zufi has more importance near you than our relationship?”
“No, I want to see whether your ego is more important for you or I.”
He did not stay there after this. That tone, that manner, and those sentences, he was hearing for the first time from Neha, and if Qalb-e-Momin had been shocked, then it was not unexpected. She was fighting with him over another man…she was willing to leave him…that was insulting for Qalb-e-Momin and it was not in Qalb-e-Momin’s nature to tolerate degradation.

***************** 

“Dada ji, get Momin Bhai married now,” Shakoor was sitting in Abdul Aala’s room with a cloth spread on the floor, ironing his clothes, when suddenly, in the middle of his ironing, he asked Abdul Aala. Abdul Aala smiled, startled.

“How, out of nowhere, did you think about his marriage?”
“Dada ji, when there are parties for 24 hours and girls start to visit, then any decent man would advise marriage,” Shakoor said, making the crease on a shirt. Then suddenly he realized that Abdul Aala had gone silent. He instantly felt like he had said something wrong.
“However, Momin Bhai is a very decent man…but the girls aren’t good nowadays,” he quickly tried to explain in a confused manner. “They even corrupt the decent ones…now, don’t tell Momin Bhai all these things…already he suspects that I talk about him to other people, even though you can see for yourself; you’ve been here for so many days, have I even told you even one thing about Momin Bhai?” Shakoor proudly attempted to seek his confirmation. Abdul Aala was stupefied. 
“No, you have not told me anything,” he muttered, lost in a deep thought, as if he was very worried. Shakoor was instinctively joyous at his confirmatory statement. 
“These are the things I like about you, Dada Ji…you are a very truthful man…by the way, let me tell you one thing that Momin Bhai is very scared of you.” He seemed to make a revelation. 
“He is scared of me?” Abdul Aala was surprised. “He wasn’t scared of me even in his childhood.” He seemed to recall something. 
“No, no, that’s the truth…he is very scared of you. That is why he has had all the objectionable pictures and statues placed in the store…also, he has had the bottles of that thing removed from the fridge...and the cans too...of ‘that thing’ Dadaji…you must have understood, right Dadaji?” Without mentioning wine by name, and putting a meaningful emphasis on certain words, Shakoor seemed to take the life out of Abdul Aala’s body. Qalb-e-Momin was going astray and he was helpless. Whom could he call? Whom could he tell? It had been ages since he had sat in front of Qalb-e-Momin to question him. 
“Shakoor, make dua for Qalb-e-Momin,” there was distress in Abdul Aala’s voice. 
“What dua? He already has everything, Dadaji,” Shakoor asked in amazement. Despite wishing, Abdul Aala could not bring to his tongue the dua that he wished for Qalb-e-Momin. He was not going to raise Qalb-e-Momin’s screen…even if he did raise it, he could only raise it in front of one person.

******************* 

Master Ibrahim’s hand was working mechanically with his tools on an extremely delicate, fancy heeled shoe placed upon the iron shoe mending stand. He was sitting on the floor and a little distance from him, on a bench in his shoe mending store, a young girl sat with her henna decorated hands, talking incessantly in an agitated manner. Master Ibrahim was listening to her, quietly engrossed in his work.

“It will be fixed, right…? If something happens to the shoe, my wedding will be ruined. Now, where will I find a shoe like this in two days? I even told Gaiti that my size might be a problem, but she said that, ‘no, it is perfect, I will bring such a shoe that people will forget Cinderella’s sandals’, and now look…” she might have continued to speak with the same speed but Master Ibrahim placed the shoe near her feet and started to gather his tools.

“It is done…you can see,” he said. The girl looked at him in some disbelief and then, wearing the shoe, she stood up, walked two steps, and instinctively placed both her hands on her mouth in joy.

“My goodness, it is absolutely fit now…how did you do it…this has come from Italy…nobody was touching it…that it was very expensive, and they couldn’t take the responsibility,” the girl said, removing the shoe.

“I used to work in that company,” Master Ibrahim said in a low voice, his head bent. He was now removing the shoes from the girl’s feet and putting them back in the bag in which she had brought them.

“Which company?” the girl didn’t seem to understand. 
“Where these sandals are from, Sergio Rossi,” Master Ibrahim said in a very ordinary tone. “In Italy?” the girl was shocked. 
“In Milan,” Master Ibrahim corrected further. 
“I don’t believe it,” the girl said, impromptu. 
“Eighteen hundred rupees,” Master Ibrahim said, changing the topic.
“For what?” again, the girl said unintentionally. who had been rebuking Husn-e-Jahan

periodically like Mumtaz
“For the repair…for fixing its size.”
“I will give five hundred,” the girl took a five hundred bill out of her bag and handed it to

Master Ibrahim, and he laughed. Without saying a word, he took the five hundred note quietly and that was when he saw Abdul Aala standing behind the girl. Instinctively, he dropped the five hundred rupee note and stood up.

“Abdul Aala Sahib,” he exclaimed. 

The girl looked at the five hundred note lying on the floor and at the shoe repairman Master Ibrahim, who had claimed a few moments ago to have worked in Sergio Rossi’s company in Milan and who had just fixed her thousands of rupees worth shoe with superb expertise, meeting the elderly Turkish man. But the girl was still unwilling to believe that he could have worked for Sergio Rossi…as she was leaving the store, she was thinking of asking the person who had sent her there. She thought of her model friend by whose reference she had come there.

******************* 

“This time, you have truly amazed me…you didn’t tell me before you came,” Master Ibrahim said, opening the door of his haveli and leading Abdul Aala inside. He was now walking with him through the grain pecking pigeons in the porch, and instead of flying away scared, the pigeons walked here and there.

“This time I thought that instead of summoning you, I should go and meet you at your house,” Abdul Aala said smiling, inspecting the haveli. They had now entered the veranda. 
“So, this is your abode.”
“My hovel…please sit.”
“I found your store with much difficulty…nobody knows you,” Abdul Aala said, sitting down. 
“You probably didn’t say shoe repairman otherwise you could have found it right away,” Master Ibrahim laughed. 
“Yes, that is the mistake I committed. I kept saying Master Ibrahim and gave the Italian reference,” he took that glass of water that Master Ibrahim was handing him. Master Ibrahim smiled at his comment. 
“This is why I always wanted to bring you to this haveli so that this too would have the honor of your presence,” Master Ibrahim told him. He was now opening the drawer of an almirah placed in the veranda. 
“Even without my visit, this haveli is very honorable and blessed. People better than me dwell here...a work greater than my work is being done here,” Abdul Aala said, taking a gulp of water. 
“Don’t render me sinful, Abdul Aala Sahib, we could not be better than you…yes, maybe the work that Allah has us doing is greater than our status, but this too was my wife’s excellence, not mine. Allah’s blessing was upon her…I just became the source,” Master Ibrahim was saying in a strange trance. Abdul Aala’s eyes grew moist. 
“Look, your gift,” Master Ibrahim suddenly placed the case that he had taken out of the almirah in front of Abdul Aala. A smile appeared on Abdul Aala’s lips. Opening the case, he looked at the Quran inside that he had calligraphed with his own hands, and which he had given to Master Ibrahim many decades ago. 
“Masha Allah, you have kept it with much care,” he said, turning its pages. 
“My wife took care of it. She read from it every day. I overtook that duty after she left, and a girl comes here, Momina, she reads from it… she has also done upon its cover whatever minor repair was needed, …,” he was showing Abdul Aala the calligraphed embellishments and designs upon the leather cover that had been done by Momina Sultan’s hands. Abdul Aala remembered something. He took a handkerchief out of his pocket and dried his tears. 
“This handwritten copy had changed my life…how could I not keep it with care,” Master Ibrahim was now taking the Quran from his hands, and looking at it, he seemed to go into the past himself. “When someone gave this to me for the first time and said that it was handwritten, I…Master Ibrahim wasted his entire life making shoes for women walking on ramps…what did he get…money…that’s all…and then there is this man, who has spent years of his life and earned Jannah…my mind just turned…you remember how I arrived in Turkey in your search?” he took a deep breath to calm his tearful voice.
“Yes, and you brought for me Italian shoes, perfumes from Paris, and suits from Milan,” Abdul Aala remembered something and laughed. 
“I could only bring what I was capable of. I was amazed at the time to hear you speak Urdu.”
“I was learning for my grandson then,” both of them seemed to be in their pasts. 
“How is Qalb-e-Momin?” Master Ibrahim suddenly asked. Abdul Aala glanced at Master Ibrahim and a mist appeared in his eyes. 
“Like how you were once,” there was a strange guilt in his voice. Master Ibrahim laughed instinctively. 
“Meaning, he is in a stuck in the center…he will come out of it.”
“Abdul Aala is a very impious man, Master Ibrahim…that is why these tests come upon me…I must have committed an error, some disrespect, while writing Allah’s name,” tears started to flow down Abdul Aala’s cheeks.
Master Ibrahim said to him uneasily, “Don’t speak like that, Abdul Aala Sahib…these are all paths…man has to pass through every path…how can he reach the Lord by walking on just a straight path?” He consoled him. 
“I am very old now…my hands shake when I work…this work will end with me…after me, the family that came from calligraphing the mosques in Cordoba and Alhambra to the Turkish mosques and palaces will no longer be called the family of Muhaqqaq calligraphers. There will remain no one in my family to write the name of Allah. This grief is overwhelming for me…even greater than Taha’s death.”
Master Ibrahim pat his shoulder and comforted him, “I will make tea for you, but please don’t cry…it is hard to bear tears in the eyes of teachers.”
Abdul Aala rubbed his eyes with his handkerchief, “My heart was just overwhelmed.”
“He will not go anywhere…he will come here…my mother and father were very worried too… the son of Syeds had started to make shoes, and even those, women’s fashion shoes…ramp…what a circle it was of which I had become a part…no concern about family, or faith…I was committed only to the world…and look from where Allah pulled me to seat me where…Milan, Paris, New York…which nightlife was able to detain me?” he laughed as he spoke. 
“There is only a time…and nothing happens before its time…make dua that Allah brings that time soon for Qalb-e-Momin. After all, this is where he has to eventually come,” Master Ibrahim walked away with these words of solace, and Abdul Aala could only look at his face.

****************** 

She was watching the seeds fall from her hand upon the white sheet in a mechanical manner with one of her knees laying down, her chin upon the other, and an arm wrapped around it. In the small porch of her home, women sat upon a white sheet, busy talking, and flinging seeds. The pile of seeds that was in the center of the sheet had now gradually diminished to take the shape of smaller piles in front of each woman, and the speed had also increased with which the women were flinging the seeds. It was the last round of Ayat-e-Kareema and the final dua was to be held after it, and the food was to be served later. It was the third day of Jehangir’s death.

As soon as the pile of seeds disappeared from the center of the white sheet, there was a sudden hustle and bustle. The children of the women from the neighborhood had also started to arrive there. Sitting next to her, Aqsa directed her attention to her phone lying next to her on the white sheet and which was vibrating incessantly with the name Casting Agent glistening upon the screen. Momina did not touch the phone. She closed her eyes.

“Send the food inside to the women too…Sharfu, grab two jugs of water, will you… is Jhoomer supposed to get those too?” Jhoomer’s loud voice could be heard from the street outside after the dua was over. He was filling a tray with rice from the street outside and briskly walking in and out of the house. The white sheet was now getting filled with the grains of rice dropping from the plates of rice…there was innumerable creases on it…the smudges of younger children’s soiled feet and water stains from spilling glasses could also be seen upon it. At the moment, Momina Sultan’s house was reverberating with noise. These was an ongoing tussle to grab the meat pieces lying inside the biryani in the tray. It was only Momina Sultan and Aqsa who were sitting quietly on one side…and Surraya who was sitting on the other end of the sheet in the midst of a group of women.

“You eat some food too, Jhoomer,” somebody passing by told Jhoomer. 

“Jhoomer eats food from a house of a wedding, not from a house of mourning…Jhoomer is shameless, not unfeeling,” he said, as he walked past. 
“Now, look at the arrogance from a eunuch,” somebody else commented, and the women laughed as they put the rice in their mouths. 
Half an hour later, nobody was left there. Only the same three people sat on the sheet, just as lost and silent as before, and the white sheet was now fully smudged and filled with dishes, bones, and grains of rice. Momina lifted the sheet with Aqsa and cleaned the porch. Sultan was still somewhere outside and Surraya was inside the room. 
“It is my shoot from tomorrow…I will not be able to come for two or three days. Then, I will drop by,” Aqsa told Momina when Dawud came. 
“You have given me a lot of time before too, now too…”
Aqsa interrupted her, “Don’t thank me now…this is not a time for thank you.”
“No, I will not thank you…and even if I did, for how many things could I thank you for?” Momina muttered. Aqsa changed the topic. 
“I’ll leave then,” she hugged her and then left. Jhoomer had just entered from the open door, and he stopped Momina from picking up a chair. 
“Leave it baji, Jhoomer will pick up it…this is not your work,” he swiftly grabbed the chair from her hand. 
“You helped us in a time of great difficulty…it was not your responsibility to bring the food, Jhoomer,” Momina told him. 
“Don’t embarrass me, Baji…I was just concerned about one thing when bringing the food.”
“What?” Momina asked her. 
Jhoomer lowered his head in shame and replied without looking into her eyes, “I brought it with unlawful money. It will be accepted, right?”
Momina could only look at his face. Then she said in a soft voice, “I don’t know Jhoomer…” Jhoomer picked up the chair and went out of the house without saying another word. 
Without stopping in the porch, Momina came into Jehangir’s room. Surraya was not there. Jehangir’s room was just like it was. His bed was creased just as before. The heap of medicines still lay at the head of the bed. All his awards, framed pictures, and newspaper cuttings were there too. Only he wasn’t there. She went straight to his bed and lay down flat. She pulled his sheet over her head. 
Someone pulled her sheet and said, “Appa…appa…”
“What is it…? You don’t even let me sleep,” she replied irritably. 
“Why are you sleeping on my bed?” he was cross. 
“So, I am sleeping, and don’t eat my brain…come after an hour…we will go to the bazaar.”
“How can I eat something you don’t even have. However, I have a brain…which Amma, Abba, and you have licked up,” Jehangir said in response. 
“Jehangir, if I get up now, I will straightaway hit you with a slipper,” Momina said to him with the sheet still pulled up over her head. 
“I have already thrown away the slippers…I am not so foolish as to come and talk to you like this when you have the slippers with you too.”
By that time, Momina had slipped into a slumber. Someone yanked her sheet forcefully. She woke up, startled. It was Surraya who was pulling her sheet. 
“What is it, Amma?” Momina asked, worried.
“Don’t lie with the sheet like that,” it was the first time in days that Surraya had said a sentence to her other than the mention of Jehangir, and then she left without staying. Momina came out of the dream in which Jehangir was also with her. The phone had started to vibrate again, and Momina Sultan wanted to run away from the world that wanted to reach her through the phone, to take her into its clutches like an octopus.

******************** 

Qalb-e-Momin was awakened from his sleep by a sound. While still lying on his bed with his eyes open in semi-darkness, he tried to discern the source of the sound. It was the middle of the night and there was complete silence in his room, and in that silence a sob would rise after short intervals and then silence would fall again. In a state of drowsiness, he tried to identify the sobs, and then suddenly he knew them, and as soon as he did, he sat up in shock. It was Dada’s voice. Throwing off his blanket, he got out of bed, and left his room barefoot. Nearly running, he opened the door to Dada’s room without knocking.

The door was open. Only one bedside table lamp was turned on, and in that yellow light, Abdul Aala lay sobbing in prostration upon the prayer rug on the floor. Qalb-e-Momin thought he was ill. But he was well. Only, he was crying…with loud sobs…for the first time, Qalb-e-Momin looked at the clock hanging on the wall. It was 3:35. Dada had definitely awakened to read his tahajjud prayers, and now in the middle of the prayers, he was crying about something. For a moment, Momin thought he should leave just as quietly from the room. This was a matter between Abdul Aala and his Lord and he did not want to be a partner in that secrecy, and before he could turn his intention to action, he heard his own name upon Dada’s lips. Qalb-e-Momin thought he was mistaken. He watched him with his hand upon the door handle. Again, Abdul Aala was mentioning his name and saying something, and Momin heard whatever it was he was saying.

“Oh my Allah, show Momin the straight path. Give him guidance,” he was crying and repeating this sentence over and over again. Standing with his hand on the door handle, Qalb-eMomin first turned to water, then fire…he had not felt so enraged at Dada for many years. He was complaining about him to Allah, not making dua…what right had he to do that…? He stood there, watching him with disapproval…extreme disapproval…then he turned and sat upon the sofa against the wall which lay behind Dada.

“Put my Momin on the straight path…on the path of the people with whom You are pleased, not on the path of those people upon whom Your wrath befalls,” Dada said as he cried. Lying in prostration upon the floor, his body was trembling, and Qalb-e-Momin’s breast seemed to have been slashed with his words. His ego had suffered a terrible blow. Dada had no right to place him in Allah’s court at that time of night. Sitting with his legs spread upon the sofa and watching his pleading form in prostration, Qalb-e-Momin had the craving for cigarette…for wine…or some drink which could release him from the emotion which was ensnaring him at that moment.

Abdul Aala implored for a long time and then he sat up. He had not felt Qalb-e-Momin’s presence the room at that time. He was making dua and when he was finished, he was startled to awareness to hear Qalb-e-Momin’s heavy voice.

“Dada, what is the straight path to you? The one upon which I am not?” his tone was cold, his voice serious. Abdul Aala sat there silently for a while. Then he stood up and that was when he saw Qalb-e-Momin for the first time. He was now sitting on the sofa with his legs crossed and on Abdul Aala’s standing up, he turned on the lamp on the sofa side table. There was a sudden increase of light in the room.

Abdul Aala saw Qalb-e-Momin’s face in that light, and it was not Momin but Taha, and he was asking him, “Baba…what is the straight path to you?” Abdul Aala instinctively moved forward and spoke in a bewitched manner as he touched his face, “Taha.”

Momin looked in amazement at the hand and fingers touching his face and then he said to Abdul Aala, “Dada, I am Qalb-e-Momin.” Abdul Aala was startled as if he had just come out of an enchantment.

“What is the straight path?” Momin asked him again. 
Abdul Aala kept looking at him, then he said is a low voice, “The path of well-being.” Qalb-e-Momin suddenly stood up, looked him straight in the eye, and asked, “What is wellbeing? Is it not success? I’ll show you what well-being is…what success is.” He grabbed Abdul Aala’s hand and taking him with him, he came into the lounge. Standing in front of his trophies and awards filled racks on the wall, he said to Dada, “This is success.” Then he started picking up the magazines and newspapers lying on the center table, and showing them to him one by one, he started to fling them away, “This is success Dada.” Throwing the last magazine back upon the table, he said to Dada, “You see this house…glass pent house…this is the city’s most expensive area…I built it all in a few years…a few years…this entire country knows me and recognizes me…actors and actresses plead to work with me… brands shut their eyes and throw their money at my projects at a hint of my eye…this is success…this is the straight path.” He spoke as if he had been struck by a bout of madness as he gestured towards the framed pictures on the walls of him and other super stars, and Dada stood there and looked at him like a ropedancer looks at a trained animal in the circus who is suddenly out of control.

“What you are doing…is shamelessness...you get everything in shamelessness…everything…a house just like this…all the cars that you drive,” he was lashing him in a low voice. The sweet, cool voice was shredding apart Qalb-e-Momin’s theory of success. “The brands that are investing money in you are not investing money in you, but in the shamelessness that you promote…you show the body and you encourage the worship of the body…why should the world not circumambulate around you, Momin…? Why should it not seat you upon its head?” What color had Qalb-e-Momin’s face turned to, he could not guess…red…yellow…white...whatever color it was, it wasn’t a normal color.

“You are being very unfair, Dada…by calling my work insignificant and trivial...actually, you envy me…after all, what have you earned by giving seventy years of your life to calligraphy…I’m not even half your age, but look at the scale of my success…I have every luxury of the world...I have name...thousands and millions of people are my fan…I have friends who are ready to sacrifice their life for me…what do you have?” he was being outspoken to the point of rudeness. He was showing Abdul Aala that side and color of Qalb-e-Momin which only the world had seen until then.

“I have nothing…is this what you wish to hear from me? I don’t have a wallet full of credit cards like you do. I also don’t have a SmartPhone like yours…I have zero worldly assets…I also don’t have the adoration of millions of people...nor do the notable people of your world know me but Qalb-e-Momin, Allah knows me and recognizes me…does Allah know you?” from a ball of fire, he turned Qalb-e-Momin into a statue…

Standing still, he looked at Dada’s face, then he said, “This is your pride.” “This is my belief,” Dada replied. “I should write Allah’s (swt) name for sixteen, sixteen hours and not even be optimistic that He recognizes me? If this seems like pride to you, then be it pride. He seemed to challenge him and then flattened him. 
“I cannot talk to you…go back…I am happy in my life and in my world…I will never come into your world,” he proclaimed with extreme displeasure and left the room. 
Abdul Aala stood there. He remembered Taha. He too had been recalcitrant like this with him once…just once…and he had turned and left like this too. Then he had never returned.

******************* 

Momina saw Sultan’s vanity box lying in the veranda dusty for the very first time in her life. She tried to clean the dust with the edge of her dupatta. Then she picked it up and brought it inside the room. Sultan was lying in his bed with his head and face covered.

“Abba…abba…,” standing near him with the vanity box in her hand, Momina called to him. Sultan moved the sheet to look at her. His shave was grown, his hair was disheveled, and his eyes were red. Momina saw the dust that was lying upon the vanity box, upon her father’s face too...he had aged within days.

“I have brought your vanity box,” she tried her best to keep her tone normal. She was now attempting to give first aid to the other two individuals present in the house. Sultan quietly took the vanity box from her hand. “It was dusty, Abba,” Momina again tried to make conversation with him.

“Don’t know how many things the dust is upon now,” he muttered and his muttering silenced Momina. 
“It’s been so long, you haven’t spoken of Husn-e-Jahan,” she suddenly remembered a topic that she could talk discuss with her father. 
“Husn-e-Jahan,” he muttered. “Husn-e-Jahan also died.” He spoke and suddenly started to cry, watering away all of Momina’s efforts. She could not stay there. It was very difficult to watch her father cry like that. 
Outside in the veranda, Surraya was walking up tiredly, pressing a shoulder with her hand. 
“What happened to your shoulder Amma?” Momina was concerned.
“It hurts,” Surraya said. 
“Should I massage it? Should I take you to the doctor?” Momina asked, pressing her shoulder lightly. 
“No, it will get better by itself...when this gets better, something else will start to hurt. How many things should I get massaged?” Surraya said with a strange nonchalance. Then she added, “I was thinking, you shouldn’t go to America.” Her indication was towards the film. 
“Why Amma?” she asked. 
“My heart just gets restless.”
“It is only a matter of one month,” Momina consoled her. 
“You shouldn’t have done the film…there is no need for it now either…two simple meals can be earned from TV too.”
“There is a loan on our head, Amma,” Momina reminded her. 
“Yes…but…I don’t know…I’ll try to find some work…I will tell Jehangir’s father,” Surraya replied in a confused manner. Then suddenly she heard the sound of Sultan crying inside. “What happened to him?” She was anxious. 
“There is only one reason, Amma,” Momina said softly. 
Surraya looked at her face. Then, water filled her eyes. Covering her face, she said, “Let me go and see.” Saying that, she went inside. Momina remained standing there. 
“Don’t know how I have gotten so unfeeling? Amma and Abba will shed my share of the tears too,” she was startled by the sound of her phone lying outside in the veranda. 
“Yaar, at least attend that agent’s phone…he has started to bother Dawud now with his repeated calls,” Aqsa was on the phone and she spoke as soon as she heard Momina’s voice. 
“Yes, I’m about to take the call,” she made an excuse to Aqsa. 
“They need your passport immediately…they need to apply for the visa,” Aqsa told her. 
“I have to get that made,” Momina replied. 
“Go with me tomorrow. Let’s get done with this task,” Aqsa offered a solution. Then suddenly she said, “You are not thinking of leaving the film, are you?”
“I don’t have that option…even if I wanted. The advance money has been used up too,” Momina said in a fatigued manner. 
“Don’t talk like this, yaar…it’s a lifetime opportunity…you remember, how you desired to get this film?” Aqsa tried to motivate her. 
“Jehangir was the reason ‘then’,” she said softly. 
“What has happened to you Momina?” Aqsa said worriedly. 
“I am unable to sleep…I wish to sleep for many days, but when I lie down to sleep, all those faces from whom I have taken the loan start to come in front of me,” she finally shared her innermost thoughts. “We have taken loan from every house in this street…some, we had taken earlier…some now…and then to bring Jehangir from the hospital…you know how they say that every strand of hair is clenched in debt. Today, I have found out how that is,” she said dejectedly. 
“Don’t let all this oppress your mind…all the debt will be paid…anyway, no one is asking for it immediately,” Aqsa reassured her. 
“They are asking…this is a neighborhood of poor people, Aqsa. They all need their money…right now they are asking kindly in commiseration, then they will ask forcefully,” Momina said. 
“Don’t be so sensitive…cry…release your inner haze,” she could present no other solution other than that. She knew Momina was right. 
“I am unable to cry, Aqsa…two people in my house already cry day and night…how can I cry? A mountain of need stands in front of me and my hands and feet aren’t working…how do I mount it?” Momina told her. She could only say all this to Aqsa. 
“Do this film, Momina…a lot of problems will be solved,” Aqsa said in response. Momina listened to her quietly.

******************** 

He had come home late that night. He thought Dada would be asleep. Shakoor opened the door. 
“Get me dinner,” coincidentally, he had not been able to eat that night or else he always ate when he came home so late at night. 
“Huh...you will eat dinner? But I haven’t cooked,” Shakoor instinctively placed his hand on his mouth. 
“Why, you didn’t give any to Dada?” Momina asked. 
“Dada left,” Shakoor replied in the same breath. Momin stopped as he was walking inside, startled. 
“What do you mean? Where has he gone?”
“Back to Turkey…his flight was today…you don’t know this either?” Shakoor guessed from his face. 
“You did not tell me,” Momin could think of no other answer but that. A strange guilt surrounded him. 
“I thought you already knew. Told me to call a taxi…I immediately called Careem. I have downloaded the App …I sent off Dada Ji in a Corolla,” Shakoor proudly informed Momin. Momin stood looking at him, and then turned to his room without saying anything. 
“Will you still eat?” Shakoor called from the back. 
“No,” Momin replied. 
‘Thankfully…otherwise my show would be missed in this food business,’ it was like a big problem was taken off Shakoor’s head.

******************** 

He went and sat in his room. Then he got up and came into Dada’s room. Closing the door, he turned on the light. The room was instantly brightened. There was a strange kind of peace there. The prayer rug still lay on the floor like before. Only, one of its corners was folded back. The calligraphy that had been given to him on his birthday hung on the wall.


ﻦﯿﻨﻣﺆﻤﻟا ﻊﻣ : نأو

For the past six years, Dada had been giving him a calligraphed verse on his birthday. He glanced at them once and then put them aside. Except for that first calligraphy that he had put up in the lounge. He stood there for a long time looking at the verse, then the same scene started to play in front of his eyes. Dada’s crying in prostration upon the prayer rug at that time of night.

“Oh Allah, show my Momin the right way…have him walk on the straight path.” 

Qalb-e-Momin moved away from in front of the frame on the wall as if he wanted to shrug all of it from his mind. He wanted to close his ears. But as soon as he entered that room, all of Dada’s conversation turned to reverberation and encircled him.

“Are you happy?”
“Very much so…excessively.” 
“Why don’t you look like it?” 
Qalb-e-Momin turned off the light. He wanted to escape from the echo of that voice.

***************** 

He was not able to sleep well that night. For the first time in his life, Dada had gone displeased with him, or perhaps for the first time, he had spoken such harsh words with him. Even at the breakfast table, his mind kept wandering to him. He was looking at the newspaper and Shakoor was taking all the statues out of the storeroom, placing them back in their places in the lounge, and dusting them.

“When Dada Ji was here, the cleaning work was so much less. All the things would lie in the store. Now the dusting will be done again,” placing a statue on the console, Shakoor mumbled in annoyance. Then in the same mumbling, Momin overheard him, “Don’t know what he kept reading and blowing.” Momin grew attentive.

“Who?” 

“Dada Ji….in the corners and walls… and he blew on you too,” Shakoor told him immediately. 
“On me?” Momin was startled.
“Yes…I saw him twice myself…he would go to wake you up and returned without awakening you. Dada Ji loves you very much…he is a real Momin…I mean the real one…yours is only a name,” what Shakoor had said speedily, he himself probably did not realize the depth and effect of his own sentence. But his last sentence seemed to have pricked Momin. But what could he argue with Shakoor?
“Did he ask you anything about me?” 
“What?” Shakoor was surprised at Momin’s question. 
“Anything?” Momin could not figure out what he himself was trying to ask. 
“Yes, he asked me when you would come when you were late at night,” Shakoor said quickly. Momin was not satisfied. 
“I’m talking about something else…did he ask anything else about me? About friendship with girls etc.? Or about my friends?” Momin finally asked openly. 
“No sir, Dada Ji did not have the habit of asking questions…this is his best habit. He only listened to me talk all the time. And you know very well, I never talk about you,” Shakoor said to him guardedly. He was scared by his questioning. 
Momin did not comment. He silently looked at the teacup from which he was drinking tea, and which was still half full. Then he just got up and left. Watching him leave, Shakoor commented in a meaningful manner, “Seems like he is regretful.”

***************** 

“Hello Tina,” Neha was with Zufi in his car when Tina’s name glistened on her phone. “Hi Zufi…I have your invitation card with me…it is the announcement ceremony for Qalb-e-Momin’s next film,” with a thudding heart, Zufi switched Tina to the speaker so that Neha could hear her too.

“So, has the cast been finalized? What is the cast?” Zufi asked, keeping his tone very normal. 
“It is a surprise for you. Momin will talk to you himself, but it is a must for you to come,” Tina laughed. Zufi looked at Neha in disbelief. He waved his fist excitedly in the air. 
“Sure…sure…WhatsApp the invite too...I will be there.”
“I’m doing it now. Confirm and ok it,” Tina said and hung up. 
“Oh my God! He gave in!” he said instinctively to Neha. 
“I told you so,” Neha told him arrogantly. “He cannot refuse me.” She was laughing. “I am so excited. You are gonna be a star. I will do your wardrobe,” Neha hugged him lightly. 
“Yes, my love. It’s all because of you. I will dedicate my first award to you,” Zufi also kissed her cheek in response. 
“And the next one?” Neha asked vainly. 
“The second, the third...all of them,” Zufi said driving. 
“Now Tina is calling me for an invite…and I had been tense for so many days about what was going to happen, and if the announcement would be made without getting an invitation,” she took Tina’s call as she spoke to Zufi and spoke very sweetly, “Hi Tina.”

****************** 

Qalb-e-Momin was in his bedroom getting ready to go somewhere when his cell phone rang. He saw Neha’s name and received the call. 
“Hello.”
Neha replied to his hello in a very romantic manner, “I love you Jaano.” He smiled in response, “I love you too…”
“You are the best,” Neha sweetened her tone further. 
“Yes, I know,” Momin replied in a similar tone. 
Neha laughed, “I knew you could do anything for me.”
“It is an honor for me to come up to your expectations,” Momin said, smiling. “Oh Momin! I love you,” Neha said conceitedly. 
“You are coming tomorrow, right?” Momin changed the topic this time. “Evidently, how could I miss my darling’s event.”
“Darling who?” Momin said with an oddly meaningful smile. 
“You…who else?” Neha considered his manner a joke.
“This event cannot happen without you, Neha. Neither without you, nor Zufi,” Momin was somewhat serious. 
“I know you want keep it a surprise but…I love surprises…Zufi will not disappoint you.”
“And I shall not disappoint either one of you,” Momin replied.
“Let’s meet,” Neha said to him in a very romantic style this time. “It’s been so many days. I’m missing you.”
“Let’s just meet tomorrow. I’m going somewhere today,” Momin replied in the same tone. Neha was startled. 
“Where?”
“With a new girlfriend.”
Neha laughed out, “That cannot happen.”
“So much trust in Momin is not good,” Momin said in a strange tone. 
“It is not trust, it is love,” Neha replied sweetly. 
“That too, is unreliable.”
“Ok, say whatever you wish to say today. You are forgiven for everything. You have given me such astounding news,” Neha told him. 
“I will give you even greater news tomorrow. Bye,” this was the first time that Momin had closed the phone while talking like that. Something alerted Neha. ‘He’s upset, I’ll make it up to him. It is his right attitude,’ she thought calmly. She knew Momin very well and this was her greatest misconception. 
******************

In the darkness of the night, in that neighborhood in Turkey in the midst of the heavy greenery, the small, very old, two storied wooden house glistened like a firefly. It was one of the oldest homes in the area.

Abdul Aala was about to calligraph a new verse on the canvas that night and he was doing his ablution very carefully at that moment. This was also his routine. He always calligraphed in a state of ablution. He understood at the very first ring of the phone who the caller was.

“Assalam Alaikum,” there was an odd shame in Qalb-e-Momin’s tone. “Walaikum Assalam,” Abdul Aala said very lovingly. 
“Have I disturbed you?”
“Not at all. How are you?” he asked Momin. 
“Just like always. Meaning, bad…how are you?” he replied with a smile. “Alhamdullillah,” Abdul Aala did not comment on his sentence. 
“Are you displeased?” Momin asked immediately. 
“No,” Abdul Aala smiled. 
“You didn’t meet me before you left,” Momin complained. 
“You were busy.”
“I wasn’t for you. I thought you left displeased with me,” he said in a soft voice, pacing his

room. 
“Why would I leave displeased with you,” Abdul Aala’s tone was still very gentle. “We had an argument…I had perhaps also said something which I did not mean…that’s

why…later, when I thought about it…anyway,” Momin hesitantly tried to explain. Far from apologizing, he had never clarified his attitude to anyone in his entire life. What could he do but hesitate?

“I am happy that you are not displeased,” he seemed to breath in relief. 

“You said nothing for which I should have been angry. All the thigs that could anger were said by me,” Abdul Aala spoke to him as he set up the easel and canvas in his room. 
“You are right about that…everything you said was enough to anger, and you have said these things for the first time in life,” Momin immediately shared. 
“Then, did you think about what I said?” Abdul Aala asked asked. 
“Not at all…there was nothing to think about in them…Dada, I am doing nothing wrong. I am very proud of my life, my work, my achievements,” he was suddenly serious. 
“The work is not wrong, the direction is wrong….”
He did not let Abdul Aala finish what he was saying. “Dada, if I tell you to leave your work, will you leave it? If I tell you your work is wrong, will you agree? You and I have a disagreement of ideologies, Dada. You cannot change my ideology about life,” he said very frankly. 
“I cannot change it, Momin…but Allah can change it,” he said in a low voice and seemed to pull his reins. 
“You are worrying me, Dada,” he was exasperated, frustrated, and hung up the phone in a state of umbrage. Abdul Aala was not like what he was becoming. ‘What has happened to Dada,’ he thought in concern. But he did not wish to ponder upon anything he had said. A person became like this at that stage of life…religion, religion, advice, advice. Opening the buttons of his sleeves, he told himself in an attempt to escape from the distress caused to him by some of Dada’s statements.

***************** 

“Master Sahib, I was thinking about something,” the young man said, opening a box. He was one of the many boys and girls who came to him. 
“What?” Master Ibrahim asked, sitting in his veranda busily engrossed in his work. 
“If we had not been doing this work, what would happen?”
“Then someone else would be seated in our place doing this work…this is Allah’s work, and Allah has plenty of people to get His work done…,” without looking at him, he replied smiling. 
“You are right about that,” the young man agreed instinctively. “But I am unable to understand how people find out about this place and about you? These worn and faded copies of the Quran are coming from everywhere…this box that has arrived today has come from Charsadda.” As he spoke, the young man was looking at the address on the carton which he had just opened. 
“Allah sends news…if He has placed us here to do this work, then He will send the work too,” Master Ibrahim laughed. 
“I’ll be leaving now. Today, I had to apply for the visa. Make dua that I get the visa,” the young man gathered up his work and stood up.
Master Ibrahim replied without looking at him, “You won’t get it this year…so don’t waste your money…go next year…by that time, someone will come here to me in your place.
The young man was confused at his statement, and laughed, “There, you just ended the whole discussion. Khuda Hafiz.”
“Khuda Hafiz,” Master Ibrahim saw him leave and Momina arrive, and said instinctively. “Where do you disappear Momina?” Trying to smile in response, Momina said salam to him. 
“When did you come back from Lahore?” She was now sitting down in the veranda. 
“It has been some days,” she said. Then she got up and took her Quran and work from the shelf. 
“Did everything go well?” she looked very weak to Master Ibrahim. 
“Yes, I got the film,” sitting down again on the floor, she took out those pages of the Quran that she was calligraphing for repair.
“Congratulations! This is very good news.” Momina bent down and drew a straight line on an empty sheet of paper, as if she was checking the point of the pen. 
“I don’t know,” she stopped for an instant. “
“How is Jehangir?” Master Ibrahim asked after a few moments. 
“He is dead,” she replied with her head bent, not looking at his face. 
“You did not tell me. I would have come to his funeral prayers. I am very sorry, Momina beti,” Master Ibrahim was deeply saddened. She continued to work with an expressionless face and lowered head. 
“Why are you quiet?” he asked her. Her silence was painful for him. She wrote for a long time with her head bent. Then she lifted her head. 
“I had asked you to make dua for my trials to end. I did not wish for Jehangir to end,” her voice grew heavy with emotions and tears rolled down her cheeks. She tried to rub them, as if she wished to hide them. 
“Cry…you have not cried, have you?” Master Ibrahim said to her in a tone as comforting as balm. 
“Jehangir is finished…the trial has not ended…every strand of my hair is in debt…what can I cry about, Master Sahib…pain has swallowed all my tears,” she took a deep breath, as if she was trying to revive her stopped breathing. “I get up in the morning and I feel like I have to take him to the hospital. Then I remember that he is no more…Abba and Amma have broken down. They cry all the time. And me…I have become obstinate…I eat food…drink water…sleep…I do everything. I just don’t cry. I am so obstinate,” she looked at Master Ibrahim in an odd manner. Her tears had really dried up within moments. 
“Allah has given you patience,” Master Ibrahim said. 
“He has given me too much,” Momina said. 
“Momineen are afflicted with tests, the reward is also greater.”
“I am unrighteous...I am not a Momin…what reward?”
“Your name is Momina…how can you be unrighteous? And the reward is Allah’s promise to His people…Allah keeps His promises. My Lord is of sound word,” he tried to console her. 
“To this day, I have never done anything for reward. Even if I have done any good, it was while considering myself to be unrighteous,” she did not seem to agree with Master Ibrahim.
“You still get rewarded, Momina,” Master Ibrahim repeated his sentence. 
“What reward will be there for me now, Master Sahib…after Jehangir….there is nothing in this work that can enliven my heart, end my mother and father’s anguish…even if there was any reward for me, my sins have eaten it all,” she said seriously. 
“You are a girl with a very good soul, Momina Sultan.”
“Good soul?” she laughed with moist eyes. “You don’t know me, Master Sahib…you are embarrassing me.”
“None of us knows anyone else, but the Lord knows very well…come, let’s read Fatiha for Jehangir,” he lifted up his hands in prayer. Momina watched him.

***************** 

On her entire way back from Master Ibrahim’s house, she kept thinking about what he had said. ‘Reward is Allah’s promise to His people and Allah keeps His promises. My Lord is of sound word’. His sentences kept echoing in her ears, and while traveling, she kept wondering what it was which if she had gotten, she would have considered it her reward…only one name and face appeared on the screen of her mind. And she shrugged it from her mind. She did not believe in impossibilities.

Entering the veranda of her home, she heard a voice coming from inside, and she suddenly believed in impossibilities. 
The one whom she could have considered her reward was present in her house.

**************** Episode 5
My dear Allah, 

Today, I again saw Baba turn into a star in my dream, like I saw in Turkey. At that time, I had seen him turn into a star, then he turned into a ball of flame, and then he went very far. Today, I again saw him go very far and I awakened. Baba was nowhere. I am very sad. Very much.

I have not told you about myself. Should have informed about myself first. My name is Qalb-e-Momin. Do you remember, many months earlier I used to write you letters? Then, I lived in Turkey, now I live in Pakistan. You had sent the replies to my letters to my Dada. But Dada did not give them to me. You remember me now, right? I knew you would remember me because Mummy says you can never forget anything, especially those who love you, and I love you very much...see, I have made hearts for you. And like always, I have made flowers and stars on this letter too, with colored pencils.

You must be thinking that if I loved you so much, then why I haven’t I been writing letters to you for so many months? I have not forgotten you. Only, I have come to Pakistan. But I talk to you every day at night when I lay down on my bed before I go to sleep. When I read my Quran, I remember you then too, and when I read my prayer, then too…I don’t read all of my prayers, and I don’t read every day either. But I am learning. Don’t be displeased. I know you will not be displeased because I am a child and you love children a lot.

Now we live in a very large house, but I am not happy here. I remember my school. My friends too, and also that jungle where I went and left letters for you. I have found a place here too where I can leave letters for you. My dear Allah, my heart is not getting settled in Pakistan. Here, we have everything that I used to ask from you. A big house, car, and Mummy buys for me from the bazaar all those things I used to ask from you. I have found everything, but Mummy is lost. This is not my Mummy. She lives in a separate room and I live in another. And sometimes, she doesn’t come home for many days. I think she no longer cares about me and Baba. She doesn’t miss Baba now. She doesn’t cry for him like she used to before. Now she wears very nice and expensive clothes, jewelry too, make up too…and she laughs a lot…very, very, much…sometimes she laughs so much that I get angry at her.

I have found out a lot of bad things about her too. But she is my Mummy so I can’t tell you. Sorry for that. Now, I remember Baba a lot, and Dada too. 
My dear Allah, can you not send me to Turkey to both of them? My heart is not happy with Mummy. She seems like a witch to me. I know I should not call Mummy that, but I am angry at her. I feel like she deliberately displeased my Baba. Had she stayed in Turkey, Baba could be found. I would have found him myself. I know how to search for everything that is lost. 
My dear Allah, I had asked you to reconciliate my Mummy and Baba, and for all of us to live together. But Dada did not give me the reply that you had sent for me. And now, Dada is lost somewhere too. I am very sad here in Pakistan. I am writing to you so that you could do something for me. 
Can you make my wings grow so that I could fly to Turkey, and Mummy could keep looking for me? I know you can do everything. When will you have me meet my Baba and my Dada…? Have me meet them soon…If I get older, they won’t be able to recognize me. I am now going to sleep. You sleep too.

Yours,
Qalb-e-Momin
***************** 

Lying in his bed at that time of night, his body convulsed for some time as if he was getting scared of something during his sleep and then suddenly, he awakened. Instantly, he sat up. He was trembling. The room was filled with the light of the nightlight and the sound of music could be heard in the far distance. Also, that of the laughter of men and women. Qalb-e-Momin got out of his bed. He switched on the light in his room. He was now used to the music and the sound of laughter that came from outside. He had not awakened because of them, nor could those voices ever hinder his sleep.

It was a very large and comfortable room in which he was in at the moment. There was the finest furniture in it and any child would have been happy to be in that room. Getting up from his bed, he went to a study table lying against the wall of the room and sat there. Opening the drawer, he took out a writing bad and then he turned on the lamp. He started to write something on the paper. All the things he always wrote when he was frightened from a dream at that time of night…another letter addressed to Allah Taa’la…those letters had probably been written in his soul sometime far back and were descending upon him now…Qalb-e-Momin only thought of Allah at every instance…when being happy, when being displeased, when finding something and on losing something, when he desired something, and when he was unable to achieve something…

His family had been calligraphing the names of Allah for many generations, but Qalb-eMomin did not want to do calligraphy, he wished to write letters…not elaborate the beauty of Allah’s names and His verses…he had to converse with Him and that connection of conversation had stopped upon coming to Pakistan from Turkey…it had halted for many months and then it started again…he was left alone…and sad too…and unhappy too…and also displeased…and he had much to write to Allah. Earlier, there had been no complaints and grievances in his letters, only needs…now the needs had been fulfilled, and their slot filled by complaints and grievances. But Momin had no complaints from Allah. All his complaints were against Husn-e-Jahan…against his Mummy…

***************** 

With extreme caution, he left from the main door of the house into the rear lawn. There, on a tree, he had hung a letterbox some weeks earlier during a night like this so that no one would find out about it. Beyond the hedge of the rear lawn, around the swimming, the party still continued, the noise from which was coming to his room. In the lawn outside, that noise had increased tremendously.

Qalb-e-Momin had to pass in front of the hedge to reach the end of the lawn to the mango tree upon which he had hung that letter box. Passing in front of the very high hedge and glancing through the small holes in it, Momin saw men and women around the pool holding wine glasses and swaying, but he did not stop there.

It was dark under the mango tree. He put the envelope in his hand between his teeth and started to climb the tree. After having climbed the tree repeatedly, he had good practice of climbing it. Within just a few minutes, he was upon a high branch of the tree and sitting on top of that branch, he glanced on the other side of the pool. Several men and women were swaying and swinging there but there was only one woman who was dancing, and it was Husn-e-Jahan. Dancing to the loud, crass music she looked dreadful to Momin. He glanced away from her, and taking the envelope clamped in his mouth, he tried to insert it inside the letterbox tied to another branch above his head. Suddenly, his foot slipped. He tried to hold the branch and steady himself. He failed, and in fright he found himself falling down from the high branch. Instinctively, he let out a scream. As he fell on the ground, he saw the envelope fly in the air, which, for a moment, seemed in the lights of the outside gate as if it was falling from the sky, and then Qalb-e-Momin had no consciousness.

****************** 

When he opened his eyes again, he was in his bed and one of his arms was wrapped in a plaster. A wave of pain arose in his arm but deeper than that was the embarrassment that he felt when he saw Husn-e-Jahan sitting at his study table reading those letters.

“Why did you read my letters? These were not for you,” he was instinctively displeased with his mother, and at his voice, Husn-e-Jahan turned around in the chair to look at him. There was a certain expression in her eyes that dissipated Qalb-e-Momin’s anger and displeasure in an instant.

“Do you wish to go to Dada?” she got up from the chair and sat near him on his bed. “No…I want to go to Baba,” he looked directly into his mother’s eyes as he lay on the bed. 

She kept looking at him, then she glanced away. 
“You cannot go to him.”
“But he can come,” Qalb-e-Momin said immediately. 
“He cannot come either.” He suspected that he saw water in Husn-e-Jahan’s eyes. “Why can’t he come?” He grew restless. “He can’t come because you have made a mistake

and he can’t forgive you…” Momin recalled something spoken multiple times before. Husn-e

Jahan interrupted him. 
“Your Baba has gone to Allah.”
“I know. That is why I have written letters to Allah,” Qalb-e-Momin replied just as calmly.

She kept looking at his face. Then she took into her hands Momin’s hand that was not clenched in plaster. 

“You used to see Baba turn into a star, right? Your Baba has really turned into a star...he cannot come to us now.” Momin heard her voice with much difficulty. She was speaking in a very low voice, as if she did not even wish to say any of it. Did not even wish to repeat it.

“We cannot go either?” Qalb-e-Momin was confused. 

“Not you...I might go.” He heard his mother say. In a sudden state of fright, he sat up and embraced his mother—despite hating Husn-e-Jahan, despite being displeased and upset. 
“I will never let you go,” with his arms wrapped around Husn-e-Jahan, he kept repeating. 
“Go to Dada, Momin,” she was saying to him. Momin could not see her face but he could guess that this time she was shedding tears, not water. 
“No, I will not go to Dada, I will live with you,” he promised his mother, or perhaps he promised himself.

******************** 

“Has any response come?”
“No.”
“I already told you.”
“Are you sure Allah has received those letters?”
“Yes, He must have received them. Allah gets everything.”
“How many letters have you sent to Allah?”
“Thirty.”
“That is a lot.”
“Allah should reply.”
“Yes, teacher said Allah listens to everyone and also responds to everyone too,” this time

Momin said with utmost surety. He was sitting that day in the school ground sharing his secret, which he did not usually do, with his two close friends, and both children were extremely excited and fascinated to hear about the letters that Momin had sent to Allah.

“Don’t tell anyone,” as he talked to them, Momin remembered like always to caution them. 

Both of them shook their heads in negation and promised not to reveal his secret. “Momin, what if Allah never answers?” one of the two children, Rida, asked. “He will definitely do it,” Momin said with extreme surety and confidence. “Yes, Momin, but what if the reply doesn’t come?” this time, the other child, Bilal, also

agreed with the girl. 
“Then I will be upset with Allah,” Momin said, immediately putting his plaster wrapped 
arm into his lap. 
“And what will you do after becoming upset?” Rida was again curious. Momin was a
mystery for them. 
“I will never write a letter to Allah again,” he replied very seriously. Both the kids seemed 
to be relieved. 
“That’s it?” Rida asked again. 
“Yes, and I also won’t pray, and also won’t make dua,” Momin added. “That’s it?” it seemed like the two children were still not relieved. 
“And I will always lie and do bad deeds,” this time Momin replied with even more gravely 
than before. 
Rida and Bilal looked at each other, then eating lunch from her lunchbox, Rida said to him
very sympathetically, “I will make dua that you definitely get a reply to your letter.” Even if Rida had not said so, Momin was sure that Allah would reply to the letter. He could 
be later, but He could not disregard him.

******************** 

“You have never celebrated my birthday like this before,” holding his balloons, Momin came laughing and smiling to Husn-e-Jahan who was overlooking all the arrangements herself for Momin’s poolside birthday party, and Momin was amazed. But more than amazed, he was delighted.

After the accident of falling from the tree, Husn-e-Jahan had suddenly started to pay more attention to him, and it seemed to Momin like he had gotten his Mummy back. The same Mummy who used to be in Turkey.

“Yes, I just felt like celebrating your birthday grandly this time so that your displeasure with me would end,” Husn-e-Jahan hugged him to herself. Momin smelt the strong perfume. He wanted to tell Husn-e-Jahan that he wished to smell his mother’s scent when she did not use perfume in Turkey, and when she hugged him to herself then, Momin used to be strangely mesmerized by the scent that arose from her being. Emanating from her warm, soft, being, Husne-Jahan’s own scent which Momin could discern from amidst millions of perfumes.

“When are you friends coming?” Husn-e-Jahan asked, hugging him close. “I don’t know, I’m waiting,” Momin replied, still wrapped around her. She was with him like that after a long time and there was no one else. Not even Sultan, who always remained like Husn-e-Jahan’s shadow. 
“Listen, Momin,” she said, running her fingers through his hair. “My name in front of your friends…” Momin interrupted her speedily. 
“Yes, I will take your name, I will call you Husn-e-Jahan, I won’t call you Mummy, I remember everything that Nani told me,” he repeated the maternal lesson taught to him. 
“No, Momin, don’t take my name. Call me Mummy.”
Suddenly surprised, he lifted his head, still with his arms around her, and looked at Husne-Jahan. She was smiling. For the first time, Momin even liked her makeup. He was able to recognize his mother even within the make-up applied face. 
“Momin.”
He turned immediately at Rida’s voice. She was standing with her parents on the other side of the pool, waving her hand. 
Momin pulled at Husn-e-Jahan’s arm and said, “My friends have come. Come, I will introduce you.” In a state of intense happiness and excitement, he pulled Husn-e-Jahan to the other side of the pool where Rida stood with her mother and father. The smile on her parents face disappeared as soon as they saw Husn-e-Jahan. 
“We did not know that Qalb-e-Momin is your son,” they said to Husn-e-Jahan as they stood there after the initial hi hellos. 
“Could you introduce us to Momin’s Papa,” Momin heard Rida’s Mummy say and he looked a Husn-e-Jahan’s face where clouds had gathered. Dark, black clouds, and the first things that those clouds swallowed were his happiness and Husn-e-Jahan’s smile. Momin turned to look at Rida’s Mummy and Baba. He wanted to tell them about his Baba. Everything…about his calligraphy, about his dance, and about the love that he had for Momin, and also for Momin’s Mummy…but he could not tell them. Rida’s Mummy and Baba were not paying attention to him. He was a child. They wanted answers from elders, and whatever answers the elders had at that moment seemed like a lie to them.

****************** 

It was the most memorable birthday of Momin’s life. All his friends came at that birthday and he got many gifts. So many gifts that his room was filled, and many of the gifts were those that Husn-e-Jahan had given him. And that evening, Mummy had stayed with Momin for the entire time. She had played with his friends. That day was like a dream for Qalb-e-Momin. Like a beautiful dream. He wanted to spend his life just like that—like that one evening had been.

The next day was one of the most dreadful days of his life. He felt an odd change in the attitudes of his class fellows and friends at school. There was a coolness, or perhaps scorn, in their manner. He was a child. He could discern tones, he could not label them. Because at his age, he did not have the labels that life and experiences awards only to the elders, and upon the basis of which they could sully anyone’s life.

“I have been looking for both of you for so long. You left me and came to have lunch here,” he had been trying to find Rida and Bilal in the lunch break, and he finally saw them on a bench in the ground. He came to sit between them with great pride and opened his lunch box, and just then he saw Rida and Bilal, sitting on his right and left, standing up from the bench. Momin looked at them in surprise.

“Now we will never have lunch with you again,” Rida said to him with some displeasure. “Why?” he was astonished. 
“In fact, we won’t talk to you either.”
“We won’t sit with you either.”
He did not get the answer to his question. However, the two of them started to recite

sentences in a mechanical manner. He was looking at their faces. He had forgotten to have lunch. “Why?”
“Because you lie. You don’t have a Baba,” Rida said in the same manner. “And you Mom is a bad woman,” Bilal said with the utmost contempt. Momin’s face turned

red. 
“No, she is not.”
“Yes, she is…” Bilal said, still contemptuously. 
“My Mummy told me that your Mummy is a dancer and she is a bad woman,” standing in

front of him, Rida told him very angrily with the gesture of her hand. Qalb-e-Momin suddenly felt like he had become an ant in front of them. He was no longer the elephant of the previous evening. He had become despicable, insignificant. He tried to say something. No sound came out of his throat.

“Allah will never reply to your letters because your Mummy is a bad woman,” Rida told him as she left. Qalb-e-Momin started to tremble as if he had a fever or as if he had seen a ghost. His friends were now leaving him and going away and he felt like the entire world had left him and all this had happened because of his Mummy…because of Husn-e-Jahan…because of her dance…he felt an overwhelming hatred toward Husn-e-Jahan…

***************** 

“I want to go to Dada. I don’t want to stay with you. I don’t want your gifts. I don’t want you either. You are a bad woman. I hate you Mummy,” he sobbed and wailed after he come that day. He had broken every gift, every toy that lay in his room. Husn-e-Jahan had tried to pacify him. He had started to punch and kick as if he wanted to give all his anger, all of his poison, to his mother. Finally, Husn-e-Jahan had left him. Standing like some criminal in a court, she stood in Qalb-e-Momi’s court and watched him.

“Mummy, I hate you, Mummy I hate you,” he kept on repeating as he bawled and sobbed. “I want to go to Dada. I want to go to Turkey.”
Husn-e-Jahan lowered her head in front of him. Love was just not in her fate, nor in the lines of her hands, if it had been Taha’s, how could she have gotten it, if it was Qalb-e-Momin’s, how could it remain?

******************* 

What a sympathetic voice, what a compassionate presence! What a miracle from her farthest suspicion…it was Faisal who sat talking to Surraya inside the room and it was his voice that she refused to believe as being real. And now standing in the middle of the doorway, staring at him foolishly, she seemed to have been transported into the college ground where they both used to meet every day, and he used to stand up when she came just like he stood up then.

“Asslaam Alaikum.”
Momina suddenly remembered that she should have been the one to say it instead of Faisal. 

She had come inside from outside. 
“Walaikum Assalam,” she said in a low voice with her eyes fixed upon him. “Hadn’t I told you that Momina would be happy to see you? Sit down, let me bring tea for

Faisal,” Surraya looked at her face, then Faisal’s, and then she exited from that scene. Just like a wise stage actress. 

Both of them looked at each other silently and in a state of stupidity…without getting emotional…like old friends…who read silence more than words and who wait for the moments of silence that come between words because words do not have the courage to say what is said in them.

“I found out about Jehangir from Aqsa…when we coincidentally spoke…I was very sorry...I thought he was getting better,” he finally said, with his hands inside in trousers pockets, his eyes upon her.

“Yes, we were also thinking that—sit down,” Momina could not believe how she was able to speak to him without getting emotional. He turned and sat down on the same chair on which he was previously sitting. She moved forward and sat in the chair in which Surraya had been sitting.

There was another long interval of silence, then she said, “I did not believe that you would come.”
“Our relationship was not so weak that we would not be able to meet in our joys and sorrows,” he said without hesitation. Momina lowered her head. The mellowness of his voice had started to break her…like always…and the kindness had started to melt her…she felt like hiding in his being…for ever and ever. 
“You have changed a lot…I am seeing you after four, four and a half years.”
She didn’t know what he was reading on her face. She had her eyes lowered. 
“Yes, I have changed a lot…because life has changed…so, how are you?” Momina tried to laugh, then stopped. She remembered that he could read her face, and also that which could be seen behind her mask. 
“I have returned from America…my degree is complete…now here I am managing Baba’s factory with him…and you...Anti told me you are quitting acting?”
Listening to him speak, she was startled at the last sentence. And before she could say anything, Surraya entered with teacups placed on a tray. 
“Yes, before it was a necessity because of Jehangir but now there is no necessity. Now we will get her settled in her home and that will end the obligation…you drink your tea,” Surraya did not let her say anything. She answered Faisal’s statement herself and then placed the cup of tea in his hand. Momina kept looking at her mother’s face with confused eyes. She couldn’t figure out what it was that she was trying to hide, and what it was that she was trying to stress to Momina. He had come to their house for the first time, but he had been present in their home in absentia for the past many years, and everyone in the house was also aware of the association between Momina and Faisal. 
As she drank her tea, she kept looking at Faisal’s face. He was as engrossed in talking to Surraya as if he had always been meeting her. She was telling him tales of Jehangir, and he was listening most attentively. Looking at his face, Momina Sultan wanted to ask him the question for which she had no courage…he was engaged, and she wanted to ask him about his fiancé. 
“I will be leaving now. It is very late,” Faisal said, suddenly looking at his wristwatch and getting startled. 
“Beta, please do come again,” Surraya told him, standing up.
“I will come again, and I will come soon,” he answered Surraya’s insistence while looking at Momina. Momina smiled. She was no longer in the habit of waiting, and she did not wish to learn the habit again either. Neither waiting, nor credulous hopes, or false dreams. She was no longer interested in carrying the weight of any of those things. 
“Why did you tell him that I was going to quit acting?” as soon as Faisal left the house and she had closed the door, she asked Surraya, as if her lie was lodged in her mind. 
“Your heart was never into acting. You always said you never wanted to do this work…and now Jehangir is not here, so there is no longer the obligation either,” Surraya gave the justification for her lie in such an odd manner that Momina could only look at her face. 
“Amma, the debt is on our heads…and I don’t know how to do any other work,” she seemed to remind her mother. She had walked behind her into the veranda, and Surraya suddenly turned before entering the room. 
“Maybe Faisal will bring the proposal,” the yearning in Surraya’s tone pricked Momina like a shard. 
“Amma,” she wanted to say something to shatter that desire but Surraya spoke before her.
“I have talked to him.”
Momina was stunned, “What have you talked to him about? What must he be thinking…Amma, he is engaged.” She experienced multiple emotions simultaneously; shame, regret, displeasure, and the remorse of her returning home late. If she had arrived in time, she would have stopped Surraya’s questions and answers with Faisal. 
“His engagement is broken…the girl does not wish to settle in Pakistan from America…he told me…he had sent him mother then too…but we had become selfish because of Jehangir, otherwise you would have been in your house,” Surraya remembered Faisal’s mother’s visit to the house some years earlier. 
“Yes, he had brought his mother…but she had refused when she found out about our family…Jehangir’s or your selfishness had not come between him and myself, fate had, Amma,” Momina remembered Faisal’s mother coming to their house six years ago. Then, they used to live in another house in the same neighborhood, but in a better house than that, and then Faisal had left after dropped his mother at the door. He had not come inside, and in just one hour, Faisal’s mother had scrutinized even the roots of not only Momina’s but also Surraya’s and Sultan’s families. She was a nice, amiable, well-spoken, and well-mannered lady, but she was ‘lineal’ and gave preference to the lineal. She had met with them cordially, and after she had left, Surraya and Sultan were concurrently concerned that if this relationship was to occur, then what would become of Jehangir’s treatment, and they had even told Momina that if she thought about leaving Jehangir in that state and get married, then it would be selfishness. Momina could no tell her that it was Faisal’s wish to send the proposal, not hers. Even if they had not reminded her of Jehangir, she still remembered him. She would rather have died than forget about him to think of her own life. But Faisal’s mother visit seemed to have made everything easy by itself.
Faisal hesitatingly informed her of his mother’s reservations and Momina interrupted him and bravely apprised him of her parents’ refusal. More than keeping a curtain on love, it was necessary to put a curtain on that, which she had done. The two never met after that, and now that they had met after so many years, Surraya seemed keen to begin the story from where it had ended, and Momina wanted to tell her mother that even if a flashback occurred in life, the story did not start where it is left off like in films…there is time in life which no director can bind. 
“What of fate, Momina…it can be changed,” Surraya said with a sigh. If she had said this line in a film, it would have received a clap in the cinema, Momina admitted in her heart. 
“I have talked to him...you should talk to him too,” Surraya told her. 
“No Amma, I will not talk to him. You should not have done so either,”
“He loves you. There is no ego in love,” Surraya said to her. 
“There is no ego in love but there is self-respect. There are seven oceans between us. I am the Sohni whose earthenware pot is not unbaked, it is broken. He is that Mahiwal who will not drown himself in order to save me. This is how much our love is…it will not turn into a tale,” Momina Sultan told Surraya and then went into the other room without meeting her eyes. If she had cried in front of Surraya, she would again have given her a false hope, and Momina Sultan did not even wish to keep a false hope of love. She just had to do something about her life.

******************* 

“Are you sure that he is going to cast me in the lead?” Zufi asked Neha as they left their car and were on their way to the studio hall a few minutes before joining the press conference in Momin’s studio. He had fallen prey to an odd doubt.

“I am one hundred percent positive,” Neha smoothed a crease on her evening gown with her hand. They had both walked to the door of the hall where an employee opened the door most efficiently.

Nearly all the seats in the hall were filled. People from the media, and the media teams assigned to cover the event stood inside in groups with their cameramen and photographers, and the journalists were chatting with the stars who were present there. It was a gathering of 75-100 people and Qalb-e-Momin was not there at the moment. On one end of the hall, on a low stage, there was a long counter with ten to twelve chairs behind it, which were empty at the time, and some technicians were busy in setting up the mikes placed on the counter-like table.

Neha entered with Zufi in extreme style and attitude, and Tina and Dawud spotted her as soon as she entered, and they both rushed towards the two of them. 
A smile appeared on Neha’s lips at their manner and she whispered in Zufi’s ear with an air of self-importance, “See...”
Zufi’s face also started to shine. In a few moments, he was about to become the ‘groom’ of that event. He felt his blood turn to mercury. 
“You people have the front seats…we had been waiting for the two of you,” Tina told Neha after the customary hi, hello as soon as she came close to them, then the two of them took them both and had started to walk to the front seats, and just then Neha was shocked to see Sufia Durrani standing in a corner of the hall. She was smoking a cigarette and chatting with a journalist. Neha ran her eyes through the halls. She could not see Qalb-e-Momin. 
“Where is Momin?” she asked Tina as she sat in her chair. 
“He is about to come. He is in the office with some people from the brands.” Tina and Dawud disappeared in seconds after seating the two of them. 
“Why is your mood off?” Zufi had noticed the altered expressions on Neha’s face. 
“Why has he invited Sufia Durrani here?” Neha said in a low voice in a biting tone. Startled, Zufi looked where she was looking. He was aware of her dislike for Sufia. 
“Must have invited her with the rest,” Zufi said without any particular interest. 
“He knows I detest her, and he still invited her,” Neha’s displeasure was at its height, and she searched for Momin with probing eyes. Zufi was busy straightening the coat that he was wearing. He was nervous, along with being excited, and that nervousness could be discerned in his manner. His attention was not on the complaints from Neha sitting next to him. 
“Bad mouth her later, yaar...enjoy the event right now,” Zufi whispered in her ear, and just then the two of them heard a roar of whispers rising from the back of the hall. 
Qalb-e-Momin was entering the hall, and with his arrival, the cameras started to flash from all sides. He walked to the front of the hall and as he passed by the seats in the first row, he saw Neha and Zufi, and stopped right in front of them with a smile. They both stood up to greet him.
Embracing him, Neha whispered in his ear, “Thank you and congratulations.”
“Pleasure is always mine,” Momin whispered back in response. Pulling away from her, he greeted Zufi and told him, “You are the star of today’s show.”
Zufi’s face started to gleam and a few of the camera shutters focused on him. Shaking hands with both of them, Momin went up on the stage, and took his seat on it. As he soon as he was seated, everyone else took their seats too. 
“Thank you all for coming here today,” he started to speak as soon as he took the mike. “‘Sanam’ is my fourth film which I will take to shoot in the next two months. Just like my previous films, I have made only one change in the film’s cast.” He stopped and looked at Neha and Zufi sitting in the front seat whose heartbeats had instinctively quickened. Zufi fixed his coat for the last time. 
One of the journalists in the front seats commented, “Like always, you will change the heroine this time too.”
Momin smiled at the comment and said, “No, wardrobe designer...this time, Sufia Durrani will do the wardrobe for my film, and there will be no change in the cast. I am now calling the cast to the stage.”
Neha and Zufi looked at each other in disbelief. They had turned to ice as they sat there. The room was now resonating with applause, and one by one, the film’s cast was emerging from behind the stage and sitting down on the chairs on the stage. Neha looked at Momin. He was not paying attention to her as if she held no meaning for him. 
He was Qalb-e-Momin, he did not forgive…but he forgot. And he had forgotten her.

******************** 

“Is your sahib at home?” Shakoor opened the door at the doorbell, and Neha asked him most rudely. Shakoor was jolted by her manner. 
“Are you asking about Momin Bhai?” for a moment, Shakoor thought she was asking about Dada because he had never heard Neha call Momin ‘sahib’ before. 
“Whom else would I ask about?” she was even more incensed. 
“Yes, yes, he is here…” Shakoor said instinctively and moved away from the door. Neha entered like lightening. Shakoor was instantly tickled. That was the one thing he missed in that house, and which was about to happen right then…a fight…
Momin was pacing the lounge and laughingly speaking with someone on the phone when he saw Neha come inside in that manner. 
“I’ll call you in ten minutes,” he said to his caller. Then he listened to the other person reply, and then said, “No, it will only take ten minutes…it is a guest…he will leave in ten minutes…ok, bye.” Even as he spoke on the phone, he seemed to emphasize to Neha her status. 
“Who do you think you are?” she hollered at him as soon as he shut the phone. 
In response, he smiled teasingly, “Momin.”
“What harm have you done to me by removing me from the film’s crew…it has made no difference to me,” she said, disregarding his smile. 
“Then it is very good. It means our friendship will remain as it was,” Momin seemed to vex her even more. 
“You got jealous of Zufi…you could not bear that I was so close to him, that I was doing all this for him...you are an extremely mean and insecure person,” she had now come down to accusations. 
“Anything else?” Momin still remained icy. 
“You are so proud of yourself…I shall come to see you at your downfall,” she said venomously. 
Momin laughed, “Then we will be meeting after a long wait.”
“I will try that we don’t have to wait for too long,” Neha seemed to assert something to him. Removing the ring from her finger, she flung it on his face with full force. Momin instinctively stepped back. The ring clattered onto the floor tiles, bounced, and then spun around. Momin looked at Neha as she stormed out, her presence also a vortex like the ring. But he had no idea that that same vortex was preparing to become a whirlpool for Qalb-e-Momin.

******************* 

“The story starts on the mountains in a lovely night scene. It is a moonlit night. The trees are swaying in the cool wind and….”
Momin interrupted Akhter in the midst of the screen play narration. “Abbas had said he was coming at six o’clock and now it is six thirty,” running his eyes on the wall clock, he said aloud to Dawud. Akhtar sahib, the writer of the film, was seated with all of them in the reading session, busily trying to ‘create the atmosphere’, and that effort had been wasted by Momin. 
“He’s stuck on a signal in traffic somewhere. I spoke to him a short while ago,” Tina quickly interjected and told him. 
“Ok, you can start narrating the story. When he comes, we will narrate that part to him that he has not heard,” Momin said, gesturing to Akhtar Sahib. 
“Alright, I will start again from the same place,” Akhtar Sahib did not waste even a moment. Despite being 40-45 years old, he always kept striving to prove himself as being of much older age through his disposition and diction.
“The heroine is dancing in the moonlight atop a mountain…like a fairy in a white gown…there are stars and moon in the sky. The greenery spread upon the mountain is glistening like velvet. In the light of the moon, the heroine’s milk white colored feet are gyrating on that velvet.” In an effort to fully illustrate the scene, Akhtar was using his hands and feet to emphasize each word, looking extremely comical in the process, and after every sentence, he was glancing at Momin for praise and approbation, upon whose face there was no expression. With an expressionless face, he was listening to the story silently. 
“Wow! What an opening, Akhtar…it’s a devastating scene...I can already visualize that gown, the dance, the night, and the movements of the feet,” sitting at some distance from Momin, Shelly instinctively praised Akhtar, and Akhtar’s face shone. Straightening his glasses, he looked at Momin again in hope of a compliment. He still sat very seriously. He had not expressed a reaction even at Shelly’s commendation. 
“Here, our title song will be playing, and the credits will be running alongside…at every movement of the heroine’s feet and at every beat,” Akhtar had turned his attention back to his papers again. 
“Who is doing the music this time?” Shelly suddenly thought of asking. 
“We are getting it done from Shuja Haider,” Momin replied to her, and then asked Akhtar, “So, this is our opening sequence?”
Akhtar shook his head enthusiastically, “Yes, Momin Sahib.”
“It’s rubbish,” in just two words, Momin invalidated several months of Akhtar Sahib’s hard work. 
“What?” Akhtar Sahib could not seem to believe it. He fixed his glasses again, and ran his eyes over his writing pad and said, “Really?”
“Exactly…that was also my point. There is nothing new at all,” Shelly did not take a moment in turning into a chameleon. Akhtar Sahib was hurt even more. 
“I want to open the story within the city…where have you taken the heroine into the mountains?” Momin told Akhtar. 
Shelly immediately chirped in, “That’s the point…the city is relevant. The mountain is not even relevant. And then a moonlit night, gown, dance…so cliched.” Shelly’s comments further exacerbated Akhtar Sahib’s discomfort. 
“The heroine is a dancer, so I have given the opening in an entirely fairytale style.”
Momin interrupted Akhter, “And I detest fairy tales.”
“Absolutely Akhtar Sahib, why have you gone into fairy tales? We have to show the film to youth…we don’t have to show it to kids,” Shelly was habitually concurring with every one of Momin’s comments. In the film industry, the director is always ‘right’ and the writer is always an imbecile. 
“Shall we open the scene in a club? Roshni is dancing with two boys on the dance floor, and when one of them tries to embrace her, the second boy slaps the second one,” in a few seconds, Momin had placed the opening sequence in front of them. 
“Fantastic…brilliant…this is what an opening is, Akhtar Sahib…so Momin, Roshni will continue dancing, right?” Shelly praised Momin in just one breath and then asked. 
“Yes…the boy will punch the other in response and will suddenly take out a pistol,” Momin continued.
Shelly interrupted him again, “And he will shoot the other?” She looked at Momin with praise seeking eyes. 
“No. He will shoot Roshni,” Momin said in the same style. 
Shelly was shocked. He was getting the heroine shot in the very first scene, and the most unfortunate thing was that she herself was the heroine. 
“Lights out…there is chaos in the club…the credits start to play…title song,” Momin wrapped up the opening sequence in a single sentence. By then, Shelly had composed herself. 
“Super impressive…that was amazing…action, adventure, and thrill in the very first scene…Momin’s signature opening,” Shelly swayed in adulation. Momin was not even listening to her then. He recognized such type of verbiage and flattery from heroines and actors, and was rarely impressed by it. 
“I understand now,” Akhter said in a somewhat deflated tone. 
“Roshni is not some celestial type of dancer, Akhter…she is a girl dancing modern hiphop in a club…don’t turn her into a goddess…I want thrill in every scene in which she is dancing…a club dancer’s thrill…she should set the screen on fire each time she comes on the screen…she should set off whistles…” Momin was clarifying Roshni’s character and her role, and Akhtar was busy taking notes on a writing pad. 
“I understand now Sir…I had the image in my mind like our industry’s earliest heroines for Roshni…I wanted to create a character just like Husn-e-Jahan’s…but I will change it now.” Momin sat up straight as if electrocuted at that name mentioned in a single sentence from Akhtar’s speedily uttered conversation. 
“Husn-e-Jahan who?” Shelly could not resist asking. No one there was paying attention to Qalb-e-Momin at that time otherwise his paling face would have been noticed by all. 
“The greatest dancer heroine of the Pakistani film industry,” Akhter replied just as speedily. 
“I’ve never heard that name,” Shelly said thoughtfully. 
Before Akther could say anything, Qalb-e-Momin stood up from the sofa and nearly screamed at Akhter, “I do not wish to show Husn-e-Jahan in my film or in this role!! Do you understand?”
A hush fell across the room. Momin picked up his cigarette lighter and his pack of cigarettes from the table and went into the bathroom. As soon as he left from there, Shelly was the first one to regain her senses. 
Keeping her voice as low as she possibly could, she addressed Tina and Dawud, “What happened to him?”
“I think he is getting upset because Abbas still has not arrived yet,” Tina made an attempt to control the situation. 
Inside the bathroom, Qalb-e-Momin was lighting his cigarette with the lighter, and as he lit the cigarette, he noticed the quivering of his hands. It was the effect of the fury which was still coursing through his body like a high tide. Turning on the water in the sink, and struggling to suppress the noise within himself in the noise of the water, he was still able to hear the conversation taking place inside the room. 
“Akhter Sahib, who is this Husn-e-Jahan? Could you show me?”
Momin heard Shelly say, and his anger increased. He did not wish for anyone to take Husne-Jahan’s name…see Husn-e-Jahan. 
“Dawud, just search on Google and show them…she was a diva…diva…a diva who ruled the Pakistani film industry.” He heard Akhter say. 
Holding the cigarette jammed between his lips with his fingers, he took three, four long drags in extreme frustration. The smoke went inside but the grief did not come outside…nor anger…both sat hiding somewhere inside as if they were afraid to come in front of him. 
“Oh, my God! What a beauty!” he heard Shelly’s amazed, adulatory voice. “Where is she nowadays?” She was definitely looking at Husn-e-Jahan on Dawud or Tina’s laptop screen and asking, and Momin was burning, just like the cigarette he held in his hand…he wanted to remove Husn-e-Jahan from in front of their eyes. 
“A great tragedy occurred with her.” He heard Akthter remark with a sigh. Qalb-e-Momin’s temples had now begun to throb. It was like all of his veins wanted to emerge from his body. The cigarette was now blistering his fingertips. 
“What tragedy?” Shelly said, Qalb-e-Momin opened the bathroom door with a bang and came back inside the room.
“Abbas still has not come…? This is his professionalism…one film is a hit and he considers himself a star,” he roared as soon as he came out, and all the people gathered around Dawud’s laptop were again instantly speechless. 
“Boss, I’ll call him right now,” Dawud took out his phone in alarm. The rest of the group also dispersed nervously. 
“If he comes now, he can wait…I’m not his father’s servant…I’m leaving,” without stopping, Momin picked up his laptop and phone from his table and left the room, leaving them all in the same confusion.

****************** 

“Should I set the food?” Shakoor asked as soon as he saw Momin. 
“No,” he entered without stopping. 
“Do you need anything else?” Shakoor followed him into the lounge. 
“I want nothing,” he replied in the same dry tone. He just wanted him to disappear from

there at that time, and Shakoor got the chance to disappear. 

Qalb-e-Momin sat there, waiting for him to leave, and when he had gone, he stood up from his place. Even as he turned on the light in the store, he knew what he was in search of. Against the storeroom walls, the calligraphies given to him as gifts by Dada stood packed and stacked one behind the other. For a few moments, he looked at everything that lay there, then he opened the very first drawer of a table with multiple drawers lying there and took out a file that lay at the very top.

Seated back on the lounge sofa, he placed the file on the table in front. Even before he opened the file, he knew what he was going to look at; that colorful cutting from an Urdu newspaper that had a feature on Husn-e-Jahan’s death. The headline of that feature was, “Murder or Suicide? The Mystery of Husn-e-Jahan’s Death Has Not Been Resolved to This Day or Is Husne-Jahan Still Alive Today, And If She Is, Then Where Is She?”

Once again, Momin sat with the cutting. He had been collecting every news related to Husn-e-Jahan in that file for the past many years, and why he was doing it, he did not know. But every time upon getting overwhelmed with agony, he sat with all the newspaper cuttings spread out in front of him on certain nights, as if he sought a path, a destination from amidst the maze of all the news…but neither a path could be seen, nor was an address there.

******************* 

“No, but there must be a reason for removal. How could he remove me like this? If he is not satisfied with the work, then I am willing to write multiple times,” all of Akhter Sahib’s proverbial parrots and pigeons had taken to air and he sat in front of Dawud with extreme humility, presenting and asking for clarifications. Dawud had informed him a short while ago of being removed from the film’s script, and now Tina and Dawud both felt pity for him because they had no idea what reason they could give him for Qalb-e-Momin’s decision.

“Akhtar Bhai, I will arrange your meeting with Momin Bhai when he returns from Turkey…right now, both of us are also going to Turkey tomorrow,” Akhtar’s sorrow seemed to increase at Dawud’s remark. He was also supposed to go to Turkey to do the recce.

“Swear to me that you are not taking any other writer with you,” Akhter said drily, and Dawud swore without waiting for a single moment. Akhter Sahib was somewhat consoled. He left the office with much difficulty, and as soon as he left, Tina told Dawud, “Why was he removed from the film? Whatever has happened…? Differences have always occurred on matters of script etc…but what happened to Momin this time?” she was asking one question after the other.

“Only one thing is worrying me. Who is going to write the film this time?” Dawud shared his concern. 
****************** 

“Take me with you too…I will at least tour Turkey,” Shakoor’s yearning was at its height. He was packing Momin’s ba, and Momin was taking his clothes out of his wardrobe and handing them to him.

“I had told you to go to Dada permanently…it will become convenient for him too. Your wish will also be fulfilled,” Momin removed a blazer from the hanger and placed it on the bed. 
“I am not asking to be sent permanently…my heart is settled here with you…how will my be heart be settled with Dada…there are no parties there, or girls, or gossip,” he sighed and then when he saw Momin glaring at him, he added quickly, “I have packed everything. I will just weigh it now.” He dragged his bag outside. 
Momin had just closed his wardrobe when his cellphone started to ring. It was a journalist. 
“Oh, hi Momin, I found you otherwise Tina was saying that you are leaving for Turkey for the film’s recce tonight,” Sadaf said quickly as soon as he picked up the phone. 
“Yes, I will just leave after two hours.”
“Then I won’t take too much of your time. Give your comments,” the journalist said in a hurry. 
“On what?” he was confused. 
“Neha has announced her engagement with Zufi…shared some pictures on Facebook a while ago, so about that.”
“Best of luck to them, they deserved each other,” Momin said without a moment’s hesitation. 
“Should I just write that?” the journalist probed. 
“Yes.”
“Neha had some affair with you too. What happened to that?” the journalist finally came to the question for which she was calling. 
“That was just an affair and I have now grown allergic to affairs,” he said instinctively. The journalist laughed. 
“Ok, have a safe flight,” she shut the phone. 
Momin stared at the closed phone for some moments. If it had been love, then why had nothing happened to him? If not sorrowful, he should at least have been angered. But he was unable to guess this feeling of coldness. Qalb-e-Momin felt fearful of his heart at that moment. It was truly very cruel. When it removed somebody, it just kicked him out entirely.

******************* 

“When are you going to America?” Aqsa asked her as she ate. Momina had just returned a day earlier after a week in Lahore, completing the film’s first spell, and now they were both having a meal in a restaurant.

“On the sixth,” Momina replied as she ate, and then also reminded her, “I will pay the bill today.”
Aqsa smiled instinctively, “I did not have money anyway…and also, you are a Hollywood star now. You should be paying.” She teased Momina. Momina smiled. 
“I only have a few scenes in the film…no one is going to remember them. Yes, but a lot of my debt will be paid from the film’s fees,” she told Aqsa as she ate. Aqsa did not comment. 
“Any news of Faisal?” she suddenly asked. 
Momina was surprised, “How did you suddenly remember Faisal?”
“I just remembered…he didn’t come again…? Any phone call…any conversation…Anti told me that his engagement was finished.”
Momina halted the running train of her tongue, “No, he did not come again…no phone…no talk…one engagement is broken, it will happen again.”
Aqsa said meaningfully, “Maybe with you….”
Momina looked at her, then smiled, “I no longer believe in miracles and definitely not in love. 
“When in reality, miracles only occur in love,” she heard Aqsa say. 
“I will go to Jehangir’s grave today…I did not get a chance for so many days. I’ll be busy in the coming days too,” she changed the conversation as if indicating to Aqsa that she did not wish to discuss that topic.

******************** 

He took a deep breath of the petrichor fragrance as if trying to absorb the air inside himself…it seemed to have rained there a short while ago, which had now ceased, but the soil along the way, as well as the leaves, were damp, as was the wooden cottage towards which he was headed. Pulling his trolley bag on the empty path with his jacket draped on his other arm, he seemed to be remembering his past, the several years he had spent there.

This time he had come there after a long period of time. He stopped in front of the wooden cottage which stood as silent and lonely as always on one corner of the sloping path. Raindrops were still sliding from the edges of the cottage roof and dripping down. Holding his bag, he climbed the wooden stairs of the veranda, which creaked under the weight of his feet. Straight in front, the iron doorlatch was still present on the wooden door, which upon knocking, the door would open. But Qalb-e-Momin knew the door was open anyway. Abdul Aala was not in the habit of closing doors. With his hand on the door, he stopped as he pushed the door, and then pushing the door, he brought his bag inside. Inside, everything was just like as it had probably been for the past many decades. Walls and doors covered with calligraphies, small and large easels strewn everywhere. That was probably the room where Abdul Aala taught calligraphy to the young students who came to him. He recognized many Mohaqiq style calligraphies and many other calligraphies done by him on one of the walls. The amateurish calligraphy samples from his childhood, and the solid lines from his youth…Qalb-e-Momin instinctively looked away from that wall. That wall always pulled him towards itself like that and he always distanced himself from it in the same manner.

He passed through the rooms with silent steps and came to the rear area of the house. There, he saw Abdul Aala pulling herbs from the seedbeds. He was sitting on his feet and working, and he had his back towards the veranda where Momin stood.

Momin walked up silently behind him and before he could say anything, he heard Abdul Aala say, “I thought I should get done with this task too before you arrived or you would say that I cannot find any time for you.” Saying that, he stood up and turned, and Momin laughed.

Looking into Abdul Aala’s shiny eyes, he said, “How do you know of my arrival every time?” He asked as he embraced him. 
“By your scent,” hugging him close and kissing him, he replied. 
“It is the scent of perfume, Dada,” he said laughingly. 
“It is the scent of your presence too…did you arrive safely?” Abdul Aala said and separated from him. 
“Yes I did. The team will reach Istanbul tomorrow…I thought I should spend a day or two with you…it has been a long time since I came here,” Momin said, walking with him. They were now walking inside towards the veranda. 
“Put away your luggage then we’ll eat. You must be hungry?” he said as he went towards the inner room. 
“Were you waiting for me?” Momin couldn’t resist enquiring. 
“That I always do,” he smiled and went inside and Momin followed him. That was his room and it was still just like he had left it. There was a very large size picture of his father on one wall showing him in the white attire of a whirling dervish in a state of dance with arms outstretched. There were more pictures of him and Taha on the other walls of the room too. In small and large old frames. 
“It is exactly your face,” Abdul Aala remarked in a low murmur as he entered the room and looked at Taha’s picture. Then he turned and said to Momin, “Right?”
Instead of replying to him, he went and stood next to the picture on the wall and said, “You tell me.”
Abdul Aala moved forward and felt his face with his soft fingers and muttered, “Yes, everything is exactly like that.”
“Everything like what?” Momin probed. 
“Eyes, nose, lips, and stubbornness.”
He instinctively laughed at his remark, “Really, there was stubbornness in him too?” He asked with interest. 
Abdul Aala smiled, and picking up his bag from the floor, he placed it on a table near the bathroom door and said, “The stubbornness was inside me too.”
“In you…I don’t believe it Dada,” Momin said instinctively. He now stood in the center of the room, looking at him. Abdu Aala looked at him and he had the feeling that it was Taha. He looked away. 
“Your father used to ask me a lot of questions too,” Abdul Aala had remembered something. 
“Really, what did he ask?” Momin asked in fascination. 
“He asked the same questions that were yours,” Abdul Aala smiled and told him. 
“You must have dissuaded him from dance. You must not have wanted him to become a whirling darvesh, and he must have insisted,” Momin guessed himself. 
“No, I never dissuaded him from that dance at all. He used to do calligraphy. Even when he spread colors on canvas with his hand, he wrote Allah’s name, and when he danced, that too was in the love of Allah…how could I stop him…why would I stop him…? I just stopped him from something else,” sadness reflected simultaneously from his eyes and his voice.
“From what?” Momin could not avoid questioning. 
“You will not forgive me, Momin…don’t ask this question,” it was like he had scratched one of Abdul Aala’s eschar. “There, at night he would start to sway as he calligraphed…then he would keep dancing there…he would recite Maulana Rumi’s verses…sometimes he started reciting the names of Allah. I would ask what was happening to him. He would say that he didn’t know what was happening…someone is summoning me…there is someone whom I cannot explain…but when I think about him, my whole being starts to sway…” As he spoke to Momin, he seemed to be envisioning Taha dancing in that room…his feet gyrating upon the floor…going from here to there. 
Momin did not understand what he was saying or whom he was talking about, “Love for a human can make one dance, Dada…How can Allah’s love make one dance…I don’t understand.” He said and Abdul Aala started to laugh, and then he kept on laughing, until moisture glistened in his eyes. 
“Then you wait, Qalb-e-Momin…and this secret will reveal itself to you too,” Abdul Aala said to him in a very odd tone. 
He watched his face and then said in a low voice, “You did not answer my question, Dada.”
“Which question?” Abdul Aala asked.
“What work did you stop him from?”
A long silence came. Qalb-e-Momin and Abdul Aala kept looking into each other’s eyes. Then Qalb-e-Momin heard him murmur, “From marrying Husn-e-Jahan.”
This time, Qalb-e-Momin had no more questions left.

******************* 

“Faisal has come with his mother,” she had heard such happiness for the first time in Surraya’s voice after Jehangir. At that time, she was pacing in her room, listening to the details of her ticket’s booking from her agent on the phone when Surraya excitedly rushed into the room to give her the news and left after saying, “Change your clothes quickly and come…your father is also there…I think they have brought good news. They have also brought sweetmeats.”

Momin had neither understood her clearly, nor what the agent was saying on the other side. 

“Please call me back after some time,” Momina excused herself from the agent and ended the call. After hanging up, she tried to recall what Surraya had told her. 
“I was very sorry to hear about Jehangir. May Allah forgive his sins and give patience to all of you…though this is not the occasion for me to say something like this, but it is Faisal’s desire that we should talk to you regarding Momina,” Momina heard Faisal’s mother’s voice before she entered through the door and she was startled to a stop in a state of odd disbelief. 
“It will be our good fortune if we were to gain a son like Faisal…it. will feel like Jehangir’s void is filled,” the voice trilling with happiness was Sultan’s. Momina entered the room in an odd frame of mind. Inside the room, Faisal’s mother sat drenched in perspiration, Surraya was busily fanning them because the electricity was out. Faisal’s white dress shirt was also soaked in perspiration sticking to his body. 
“Here, Momina has also come,” Surraya chirped as soon as she saw Momina. 
“Asslaam Alaikum,” Momina said salam in confusion. Faisal’s mother stood up to greet her. She embraced her and kissed her cheek. 
“Faisal never told me about your coming,” Momina smiled and said as she sat down next to her. 
“Really…why Faisal?” Faisal’s mother did not believe her, but she pretended like she had believed it. 
“I just wanted to give you a surprise,” Faisal smilingly looked at her with shining eyes. 
“I will bring the drinks…Jhoomer is taking so long,” Sultan suddenly realized that the guests were still seated without any water. 
“There is no need for cold drinks…please refuse him,” Faisal’s mother told Surraya as she saw Sultan leave. She was now fanning herself with the edges of her dupatta. 
“No, no, let him bring them…you have been sitting in such heat…may these K-electric people be devastated…they make the electricity disappear at all times,” Surraya did not stop Sultan. 
“The habit is no longer there to sit anywhere without air conditioner,” There was no pride in Faisal’s mother’s tone, and neither was she asserting anything, and Momina did not feel any insult either. They had come to their home on their own accord and Momina Sultan neither had any desire nor any expectation. She seemed to be in a strangely tranquil state. Such contentment is awarded only sometimes in life. 
“What are you doing nowadays?” she suddenly remembered to ask Momina. 
Momina opened her mouth to say something but Surraya spoke up before her, “Nothing nowadays…there was an offer for a film, but she left it,” it seemed as if Surraya was defending a criminal. Momina looked at her mother in amazement. 
“The films here are disgraceful anyway…good thing she left it…what is to be gained by working in them?” Faisal’s mother remarked instinctively. 
“It was a Hollywood film,” even in an attempt to conceal, Surraya could not resist revealing her daughter’s achievement. 
“Then it must be even more disgusting,” Faisal’s mother response seemed to place a silence on all of them. 
“Mummy look, this calligraphy is Momina’s,” looking at a calligraphy hanging on a wall, Faisal’s directed his mother’s attention towards it. 
“So, she does this too,” his mother seemed to have found the first good thing in Momina Sultan’s Fine Arts profile.
“When she was young, she would open her father’s make-up box, take the lipstick from it, and make these on all the walls of the house. She very keen on becoming an artist,” Surraya proudly recounted one more of Momina Sultan’s qualities. Faisal’s mother continued fanning herself with the edge of her dupatta. The heat of Karachi had made her forget all her questions and answers. 
Outside in the street, standing in his doorway, Sultan grabbed the shopper from Jhoomer in umbrage, in which he had placed the four cold-drinks and had walked up briskly, swinging the shopper back and forth. 
“I had sent you since so long Jhoomer, and you have come after an hour,” Sultan could not stop himself from saying. 
“It was not an hour...it was not more or less than 45 minutes,” Jhoomer was annoyed at the exaggeration. “That Kareem from the retail store was not even giving them because you have already borrowed a lot...but when I told him about Momina Baji’s proposal, he gave the bottles but they were like hot fire…his freezer wasn’t working…I went a little ahead to get the ice because that would have been the next task you would have given me...and you are counting my hour?” Jhoomer also handed the other shopper of ice hanging from his arm to Sultan. 
“Ok, that was very kind of you,” Sultan said, taking the shoppers and going inside hurriedly. 
“Only I will be the one to do Momina Baji’s function…I’m telling you now…and I will also go with you to the walima to the boy’s house,” Jhoomer called out as he left, flipping his hair and dupatta. 
“Yes, yes…how could we leave you behind?” Sultan replied with a laugh, and the entire conversation between Sultan and Jhoomer was heard by Faisal’s mother sitting inside the room as she fanned herself and attempted to dry her perspiration. 
“I just wanted to have a ceremony…next time when we bring the ring, we can also decide the wedding date,” opening her purse, she started to search for something inside it. She could not risk drinking the cold drink, which was probably spurious there, with the ice from the bazaar. The risk she was taking by getting her son married there was enough, she was not ready to take another risk. By that time, Sultan had placed the bottles and the glasses with ice on a tray and had limped inside. Faisal took the tray from his hands and placed it on the table, and before Sultan or Surraya could offer the bottles to Faisal and his mother, Faisal’s mother placed two five-thousand rupee notes on Momina’s palm and closed it. 
“Here you go, beta, many congratulations to you…Faisal is my only son…I could not refuse him…that is why I bowed. May Allah keep all things well now,” she kissed Momina’s forehead and also expressed her disappointment and woe. 
“Many congratulations to you…everything will be fine, insha Allah,” Surraya said, rubbing away the moisture in her eyes with her dupatta. They were needy. The needy do not decipher words and inflections. 
“Oh, I have to sweeten everyone’s mouth and bring some sweetmeat from outside…I am so foolish and sitting so comfortably,” Surraya suddenly got up and left the room, and Momina sat there, idiotically holding the ten thousand rupees in her hand.

******************* 

Surraya stopped outside in the veranda. Placing her dupatta on her eyes, she seemed to sob and then muttered. 
“Jehangir, why didn’t you stay a few more days,” the tears spilled uncontrollably from her eyes, but she rubbed her eyes with her dupatta and started to unpack the basket of sweetmeat. She had cried enough for Jehangir. She now wanted to laugh for Momina.

******************* 

The tears were flowing from Momina’s eyes as she peeled the onions, and for the first time in her life, she had known the worth and value of onions. They had wetted the dried mouths of her eyes.

“What is the need to sit and peel onions unnecessarily…just stop this cooking now…from today, I will do everything myself,” Surraya came and took the vegetable knife and utensil from her. It had been only a short while ago that Faisal and his mother had left the house, and she had come to cook inside the kitchen-like small space that they had created in the corner of the veranda by placing a stove there.

“Amma, are you going to have me sit mayun from right now…they have only just said yes…” she teased her mother. 
“Yes, yes, I will have you sit mayun right now. Go and clean your eyes…how red they are,” Surraya could not seem to tolerate the water in her eyes. 
Momina rubbed her eyes with the dupatta as she sat on the low kitchen stool. What had happened a short while ago still seemed like a dream to her. The half open basket of sweetmeat, which was only half full, and the plate of sweetmeat lying next to it, from which Faisal’s mother had given her some mithai to eat. Everything lay in the veranda near the kitchen stove. The cold drinks were also in the same tray and the ice in the glasses had now turned to water, and right in the midst of everything, Momina Sultan sat on her low stool with her arms wrapped around her knees as if she had just transformed with all these things from stone into a living, breathing being. The silence that Jehangir had left upon the house seemed to have been cracked by Faisal. 
“Miracles only happen in love,” Momina remembered Aqsa’s statement, and she even more than that. 
“At least tell Aqsa on the phone,” Surraya also thought of Aqsa at that very moment, as if by telepathy. 
“Her phone was off, Amma. She’s on a shoot,” Momina replied. 
Just then Sultan entered from the outside door, holding an empty tray, “Hold this. I have distributed the sweets in the entire neighborhood. Everyone was giving congratulations. Set aside some rus gullay and gulab jamun for Jhoomer…she refused outright to accept ladoo…she will come in the evening to get her share,” Sultan told them, laughing. 
“Yes, yes, she can take all the rus gullay…are the rus gullay better than her?” Surraya laughed. 
“They had such a long car…people were already very curious. First, they had thought a producer had come,” Sultan pulled a chair and sat in the veranda. 
“Masha Allah! How Allah has opened the fate for my Momina….a prince will marry her and take her away in this long of a car…she will live in a huge house…may she be protected from evil eye,” Surraya gestured over Momina head for protection and then touched her own head. Momina smiled. The train of her dreams was not as long as Sultan’s and Surraya’s. She did not interrupt them. It had been after a very long time that such happiness had come into that house. 
“She will now be a lady and come to meet us in her own car,” Sultan said, looking at her with pride. 
“Abba, I will still come by bus,” Momina said quickly.
“No, no, come in a car…you have taken enough jolts in buses and wagons…now if Allah if giving you, why would you be ungrateful?” Surraya immediately corrected her. 
“And if you come on foot, what if someone snatches your purse and runs, then…and look, don’t come here at all when wearing jewelry,” Sultan suddenly had a new concern. Momina laughed out loud. 
“What day-dreaming is going on, Abba…I am Momina Sultan…I have spent my entire life in this neighborhood…who will snatch my purse?”
“They did not snatch from Momina Sultan, they will snatch from Momina Faisal…I am telling you, I know my kin very well,” Sultan said very seriously. Just then, Momina’s phone started to ring. 
“It is Faisal’s phone,” she instantly stood up with the phone. 
“Yes, yes, go and listen,” Surraya said right away. Momina took her phone and went inside the room. 
“How her face her bloomed in a moment,” Surraya smiled. 
“Say masha Allah,” Sultan amended her. 
“I said it in my heart,” Surraya replied instinctively. 
“Our days have started to turn, Surraya…look,” Sultan looked at the roof above and signed deeply. “We spent our lives waiting for this…the good time is here.” Sultan muttered but what he did not utter from his lips reached Surraya’s ears anyways. She too had remembered Jehangir.

******************** 

“Hadn’t I told you I will come again?” Faisal said as soon as he heard her voice. Momina smiled. 
“How did all this happen?” that day she did not even have the right words for the questions.
“See…it just happened…the truth of my love,” he said laughing. “Believe it now?”
“I’m believing now.”
“Let’s meet tomorrow. Lunch or dinner?”
“Lunch,” she said immediately. 
“Ok, fine. Then let’s just meet tomorrow. I have to talk to you about some very important things too, and I also need the size of your ring…Mummy forgot today,” that was how Faisal was. He was remembering a lot of thing at the same time. 
“You witch! Such a huge exploit so easily, and keeping it secret from me,” she had just hung up the phone when Aqsa came inside speaking loudly and hugged her. 
“How did you find out?” Momina started to laugh. 
“I got a call from Uncle…I left the shoot and came…I am so happy for you,” she was tugging at her excitedly. “Look at how your face is gleaming.” She pulled her to the mirror hanging in the room. “Look, look, is this you?” she teased her. Momina freed her arm from her moved away from the mirror, still laughing. 
“Stop it now,” she was blushing. 
“What are the plans for the wedding?” Aqsa immediately asked. 
“They want it to happen soon…I think in a month or two,” she responded. 
“But right now you have to go to America and complete the shooting for your film,” Aqsa suddenly remembered. 
“Yes, of course. It will have to happen after the film…anyways, I am meeting Faisal tomorrow…then I will find out when it will be scheduled,” Momina told her. 
“Ohh…the meetings have started too,” Aqsa teased her. 
“Ok, ok, don’t bother me now…how is Dawud? Did you tell him?” Momina tried to change the subject. 
“He has gone to Turkey for the recce of Momin’s film…I will tell him when I call him tonight,” Aqsa told her immediately. 
“Don’t mention Momin’s name in front of me today,” Momina said instinctively. “I don’t wish bad for Dawud, but you watch Aqsa, this film will not be made…if it is made, it will be a flop…it will suffer so much damage that he will lose whatever he has earned…I have never maledicted anyone in my life, but for Qalb-e-Momin, nothing else comes from my heart except maledictions even today.”
Aqsa could say nothing in front of her. She knew what had transformed her into this volcano in that moment of happiness. 
“Forget everything…everything is left behind now,” Aqsa consoled her. 
“If I had signed that one film in time, today Jehangir…” she stopped while speaking…there was nothing else to say after it. That family was going to take many decades in forgetting Jehangir completely.

***************** 

“Momin Bhai, there is a problem,” he was about to lie down to sleep at night when Dawud suddenly called. Qalb-e-Momin’s first thought was about the film’s recce. 
“What happened?” he asked in concern.
“Did you go and see your pictures on the social media?” Dawud asked, somewhat hesitantly. 
“What pictures?” he was confused. 
“Someone has leaked some of your pictures on the social media…some personal kind…they have now gone viral.” Momin was stunned. 
“I’ll see…was this the only problem?”
“No..Akhtar Bhai has sent a legal notice at the office address,” Dawud finally told him the problem for which he had called. 
“Legal notice for what?” Momin was surprised. 
“He’s asking for one crore in damages for being eliminated from the script of Sanam.”
Momin pursed his lips, “He has lost his mind…has he even seen one crore in his dream?” He was instinctively rankled. 
“I think there is someone else behind all this...I’m just afraid that Akhtar Bhai might also go on the social media,” Dawud seemed to warn him without taking Neha’s name. 
“I know who’s behind all this. And I will also see to the one who is,” Momin hung up the phone and opened the links that Dawud had sent to him on his laptop. The moment he laid his eyes on the picture, his ears seemed to start emitting smoke. They were his pictures on some beaches with some models and no one else but Neha could have taken those pictures from his phone. Now those pictures had been shared on Facebook and Twitter by various film and TV pages, and in the comments thread under the pictures, Qalb-e-Momin and the models were being called all kinds of names. Qalb-e-Momin stopped reading the comments after reading just a few of them. He could guess that if he had been in Pakistan at that time, then the phone calls from these models would also have made his life hell because those were personal pictures and all of them must definitely be thinking that the pictures had been shared by Qalb-e-Momin. Now, Qalb-e-Momin would have to give all sorts of justifications and clarifications in front of his girlfriends and he was well aware of their graveness and sensitivity. No one else could have done this besides Neha because only Neha had access to his phone. 
He made his next call to Neha, but Neha did not receive his call. Steaming and enraged, Qalb-e-Momin kept calling her repeatedly. None of his calls were attended. No reply came to the messages that he had left despite being looked at.

********************* 

“Did you not sleep at night?” He came into Dada’s room the next morning, and he asked as soon as he looked at his face. 
“Yes, I just couldn’t sleep…I am not able to sleep in new places,” Momin replied ambiguously. His mind was still tangled. 
“This is not new. It’s an old place,” Dada seemed to remind him. Instead of answering, he stood in front of the easel with a canvas on which he was painting something. 
“Do you recognize this?” Dada suddenly asked him, pointing to a calligraphy hanging on the wall. Momin turned his neck to look at the calligraphy. One a small size canvas, only the word ‘Allah’ was written…in very lovely colors but with extremely irregular lines. It was his own calligraphy. His first calligraphy when he had come to Dada. He remembered. The first day he had spent in that house. 
“I have written it,” Qalb-e-Momin had told Abdul Aala with pride. 
“Very beautifully written,” he praised him. 
“But the ‘alif’ of ‘Allah’ is slightly crooked…right Dada?” Qalb-e-Momin ran his finger over the letter ‘alif’ and asked his Dada with some concern. 
“When you keep writing Allah’s name over and over again, then everything will be straightened out…even the ‘alif’,” Abdul Aala had taken the brush from his hand and running it over his ‘alif’, he seemed to try to straighten it, but did not actually do so.
The scene flashed in his mind like a burst of lightning and disappeared just like that. Qalbe-Momin ran his finger over the ‘alif’ and said to Dada, “My ‘alif’ is crooked even today.”
“You have also stopped writing Allah’s name now,” he heard Abdul Aala’s voice from behind him. 
“Yes, maybe because I’m a Momin…all the fault is always Momin’s…come, let’s have breakfast,” he remarked in an odd manner and seemed to shrug off his sense of humiliation and guilt, and left the room. 
*********************

For the first time, she had gotten ready not for the shooting of a drama but for herself, and she kept feeling like she had done very dark makeup. She had blow-dried her hair too much. 
Sitting in the restaurant for lunch, sitting in front of Faisal, she was nervous for the first time from his smile and his glances. A few moments ago, she had handed to Faisal the imitation ring that she had been wearing, and that ring was still in Faisal’s hand, and he was absent mindedly twirling it between his fingers. 
“Everyone must be talking today…I have come from the set and for the first time I have gone like this from the set with a man,” Momina told him with a laugh. She was winding up her work on the set of a serial, from where Faisal had picked her up. 
“I can guess, and that is why I don’t want you to work in this industry,” Faisal was suddenly serious. 
“I don’t understand,” her smile disappeared too. 
“What?” Faisal was surprised at her question. 
“Your remark about no longer working,” Momina said. 
“Anti had said that you were leaving the industry and will no longer work. That is why I was able to convince my parents. Anti had also said that she and uncle will also leave their fields,” Faisal said seriously. Momina stared at his face. 
“She said that they will quit their work?” she could not believe it. 
“Yes, have they not talked to you?”
“No,” Momina replied. 
“Never mind, we can talk now. This is the issue I wanted to talk to you about today so that there will be clarity about all these things,” Faisal said calmly. “Anti told me that she wanted to stop singing now and Uncle will also not work in films as a makeup artist.” A color came and passed from Momina’s face. So, her parents had sold their art for the first time, for her future. She was hurt. 
“And then what will they do? Where will they eat from?” she asked Faisal. 
“I will support them…I can guess that they will have difficulties when they leave their work. Jehangir’s treatment was another thing but I can support the household expenses for the two of them.”
Momina had no doubts about Faisal’s magnanimity and intention but she was still embarrassed. “Faisal, all this is not easy,” she interrupted him. 
“I will make it so,” he remarked. 
“You have no idea how much debt has accumulated over the past few years on us because of Jehangir.”
“How much debt is it?” Faisal cut her sentence short. 
“Eight, ten lacs. Perhaps even more than that…they are small amounts but we have to return money to a lot of people…”
“I will pay the entire loan…eight lacs…ten lacs, however much it is…you just leave this work,” Faisal said in a decisive tone. 
“Why would you give it, Faisal? Why would you?” she got emotional. “He was my brother. I had spread my hand in front of people for him. Why would I now take someone else’s favor and charity to pay off his debt?” Faisal seemed to be hurt at her statement. 
“I would give you charity?”
“It seems like charity to me.”
“It is not charity…nor is it favor…”
“Look at my hands…does it look to you like these hands cannot earn…? They do not have the strength to pay off debt? Then why would I take from you?” Momina showed him her hands. 
He glanced once at her hands, then said instinctively, “But you don’t earn with your hands, Momina.” Momina was shocked. 
“Then how do I earn?”
“By showing your face and your body,” Faisal said speedily, and after uttering the words, he seemed to be regretful. Momina’s face paled. Faisal quickly softened his voice. 
“Right now you are doing TV. Then you will do films…how does a man view an actress on the screen…you know better than me…I am not that liberal that I would close my eyes like a pigeon…I can shoulder the responsibility for you and your parents…I will do it with all my heart…there is no favor in love. There are only rights…Momina say something,” while talking, he placed his hand upon Momina’s hand as if to make her notice. 
“What should I say? You have not left me capable of saying anything…” she pulled her hand and said sorrowfully. 
“I don’t want to hurt you. But I am not the only one saying all this, but the entire world is saying it, and will continue saying it…do you not remember? You yourself considered acting to be unlawful. You said yourself that you did it because of need. There is no need now.”
“Your feet are not in my shoes, that is why you have no idea or compassion about my circumstances,” she said dejectedly. “But give me one chance. I will pay off this entire loan…I will come to you after that.”
“No film, Momina…I cannot accept your working in a film,” Faisal said in an absolute tone. 
“And I will never be able to pay off this debt even by doing small, minor roles on TV for many years…this one film will pay off my entire debt.”
Faisal was somewhat frustrated, “When I am ready to do everything for you, why aren’t you listening to me? Or should I assume that you too have developed the zest for fame…my parents always told me that the girl who has once been on TV will never sit at home and manage the household.”
She just looked at his face. ‘The prince in a fairy tale never uttered such poisoned words,’ she thought. ‘And what was the zest for fame that he was taunting her about?’
“I have never earned anything from this fame…except the money for Jehangir’s treatment. You know me and you are still saying this?”
“I don’t say it, yaar…my parents do…I have convinced them…but this is a very difficult task….this is why I’m saying that at least you listen to me…Mummy is again angry after hearing of your film…Please Momina,” Faisal took her hand in both of his hands. She sat silently. She was in a predicament and Faisal thought that he was in a greater predicament than her. 
“The food is here…let’s eat…enough,” Faisal suddenly remembered that he had brought her outside to talk to her about more of the pleasant things regarding the future. 
Momina was quiet. Faisal had ordered for her the most expensive dishes in that expensive restaurant, and in order to diminish the rancor of the bitter sentences spoken a few moments ago, he started to serve her himself. Along with that, he started to make light conversation with her. Watching his face, she listened to him. 
“I’ve always liked this habit of yours,” Faisla suddenly remarked. 
“What?” she was surprised. 
“You listen very attentively. You don’t talk about yourself like other girls.”
Whether he was making an effort to please her, or whether he was being truly appreciative, Momina could not guess. She took another spoonful from her plate. Then another one…then another one…Sometimes even after hunger is dead, man forcibly tries to feed it and awaken it for his own self-respect and pride. ‘In the tale of fairies, what other compromises does the princess have to make for the prince?’ she thought to herself as she stuck a piece of steak on her fork along with some mushrooms.

******************* 

When she started to get out of a grand, impressive car some distance from the door of her house, Faisal held her hand as he sat in the front seat. 
“Thank you.”
Momina looked at his face, “For what?”
“For this decision…I am thinking that instead of the size of the ring, I should take you with me and buy you a ring of your choice,” as he spoke, he returned her imitation ring back to her. Momina put the ring back on the very finger from where she had removed it and given to Faisal. 
“I will then come on the weekend to take you to choose the ring,” Faisal told her. 
Momina looked at his face. It was the face of love. Of the first love of her life…a love with all the purity, all the innocence, and all the emotionalism….like a picture perfect love on a postcard…she wanted to keep that love just like that. She smiled. 
“Khuda Hafiz,” she said as she patted his hand and got out of the car. Faisal watched her go…with the same kind of love…the tragedy of love is that it knows how to recognize each other’s face, not how to read it.

******************* “First I have only removed him from the film. Now, I will bring him on the streets…he is a worthless writer…what is his reputation? If I had not given him a break, he would still be getting pushed around…thankless, contemptible man,” Qalb-e-Momin was screaming in the phone and walking from one room to the other, he never guessed that Abdul Aala could also be listening to that phone call with Tina.

“The entire problem is happening because of Neha otherwise Akhter did not have the nerve. Neha has hired him a lawyer too. Otherwise, Akhter is still very scared and if we talk of a patch up, he will agree immediately. I will see to Neha…publicity-hungry woman…she must have had fifty boyfriends before me…I know a lot about her too,” he spoke in the same vile tone and still pacing.

“Ahsan’s film had the premiere. It received very bad reviews…did you see on the social media…? It will be a flop,” Tina suddenly gave him an important update. Momin did not forget to laugh out loud even in his anger.

“Fantastic! You’ve given me excellent news. Tell our social media team to write bad reviews too about the film…shred the film apart. The third-class director of the film calls himself Qalb-e-Momin’s master,” Momin might have continued to talk in the same insulting manner had he suddenly not seen Dada who came all of a sudden and stood in front of him.

“Send me the emails. I will reply to them,” Momin told Tina as he hung up. He was irritated at Abdul Aala manner of looking at him. 
“What are you looking at?” he asked as he shut the phone. 
“You.”
“Why?” he was confused. 
“I am unable to recognize.”
“What?”
“You…the one who was speaking on the phone, was it the Qalb-e-Momin who sat with a bird in his lap for the entire night?”
Momin could not speak for a few moments. “That was childhood, Dada,” Momin glanced away. 
“Who would see his mother’s tears and start writing a letter to Allah that may He send back his mother,” Abdul Aala continued talking. 
“Those were my blood relations, Dada,” he could not stop himself from saying. 
“And who would pick up every stone from the path so that no one else would stumble upon them.”
“I saw you doing, therefore I did it too,” he had started to look away from his eyes now.
“That Momin became the star of people’s eyes wherever he went.”
He didn’t know whose face Dada had started to show him. “People love me today too, Dada…millions of people follow me on Twitter. They send cards, flowers, and gifts on my birthday. I am the star of their eyes even today. I live in their hearts,” he challenged Dada. 
“The one who resided in their hearts, I used to ask him to write the names of all those who were his foes, and his page would remain blank.”
Momin was dumbfounded. “What do you wish to hear from me Dada?” he finally asked, frustrated. 
“You have changed, Momin…you no longer remain the same Qalb-e-Momin.”
“Wrong…I am an exemplary person. Come to my social circle and ask about me. Don’t judge me on the basis of this one phone call,” he said defensively. 
“Can you snatch away people’s livelihood, Momin? Do you have the power to bring them on the streets?” Abdul Aala seemed to repeat his words. 
“The person about whom I said these things is thankless. I gave him honor and he…”
Dada interrupted him. “Honor and abasement are only in the hands of Allah, Qalb-eMomin, not in your hands.”
“You don’t know this film industry, Dada. Everyone says the same thing about everyone else here. This is how they talk. This is how they curse. Everything is fair here.” Momin now seemed to try to reassure him. 
“Then come out from the bathhouse in which you are all unclothe.”
His next sentence incensed Momin. “You are calling my profession my bathhouse, aren’t you?”
“No, I am saying it for the body for which you are wasting your life in your attempts to get it worshipped. And what are you gaining…? Envy, rivalry, dishonor, and agitation, alongwith awards and luxuries.”
“You do soul work, right Dada? No one envies you, you have no enemies,” he was now jeering at Abdul Aala. 
“There is a soul in my work, Momin, and soul is superior than the things in which you are tangled.”
This time he was infuriated. “My work has no soul. A soul is only in your work. You think I don’t understand soul…? I take lifeless characters penned on paper, present them on the screen, and plunge them into people’s hearts, and I don’t know soul?”
“Which from among your lifeless characters has touched whose soul…? No Momin, whatever characters you present, are all figures. They all crave touch…they are all from matter…they are the quest of self-desire…and it is not their fault. It is your fault because these characters are borne from your hands, and you know only of body…you know nothing of soul,” he was slapping with not one but many shoes, and his soft, sweet, low voice wounded his ego as if with a whip. 
“You say, Dada, that I don’t understand soul, and that I only know body? And that I can only get that worshipped…then Dada, now I will make you such a film that will not ask for the touch of body. It will touch the soul…it will compel Allah’s worship.”
Abdul Aala laughed instinctively. As if an adult laughs at a child immature statement. “Alright Momin, this time you make a film with characters that will enter the soul…and will enforce the worship of Allah…a film that touches the soul…and the day you start to speak of soul in your film, this throng of thousands and millions, whom you call fans and followers, will disperse…all whom you call your friends will fly away like birds,” there was an odd effect in Abdul Aala’s voice. 
“It will not be like that,” Momin said. 
“Try it…and then when you find yourself alone, come here.”
“I will only bring to you a hit film on soul and spirituality,” Qalb-e-Momin said in response. “A film that will move people closer to Allah than your calligraphy,” Qalb-e-Momin challenged. 
“If you win, I will quit calligraphy. If I win, you come to me to manage your assets,” Abdul Aala smiled and accepted his challenge. They were the two strongmen of their field who had entered the ring for a riot.

********************** 

Surraya went outside at the knock on the door, and her face bloomed to see Faisal. “Come in, beta…come inside,” she smiled at him at the door and answered his salam. “No, Anti, I just came to get Momina. Please send her.”
Confusion spread on Surraya’s face, “Momina…? She went to America yesterday…did

she not inform you?”
Faisal froze. “No…” he uttered with much difficulty. 
“But she told me that when you come on the weekend, I should give you that envelope,”

Surraya was further confused. 
“What envelope?” Faisal was confused too. 
“One minute,” Surraya said and went inside with lightning speed. She came out just as

speedily and handed an envelope to Faisal. 
“Ok, Anti…I will be going now,” Faisal was having difficulty speaking. “Beta, come inside…some tea or something,” Surraya said. 
“No Anti, some other time…I have to drop Mummy at the clinic too…Khuda Hafiz,” he

said without pause and walked away. As soon as he was seated in the front seat of his car, he opened the envelope as he even thought of a response to Momina’s letter. He was sure that she had given some justifications in her letter, and Faisal did not wish to accept any justification.

There was no letter inside the envelope. There were only two notes of 5,000 each. 
********************** Episode 6
My dear Husn-e-Jahan, 

Received your letter and my heart was broken. So, he turned out to be unfaithful. I told you before not to rely on Taha Abdul Aala. Do not have faith in anyone else’s love except Sultan. But you always rolled your prayer beads at Taha’s name. You never tested Sultan. I have been crying since reading your letter. Had I been a bird, I would fly and come to you. But I am human, and it takes a human a moment to leave, but a while to return. Still, Sultan will come to you. Just wait for some months, or some weeks. Once I collect the money for mine, yours, and Qalb-e-Momin’s tickets, I shall come to you.

But until I come, do not grieve at Taha’s leaving, nor shed tears for him. Come back to your world. The film industry searches for you even today. People remember you even today, to this day, no actress rules on screen rules the hearts like Husn-e-Jahan. Taha Abdul Aala did not value you, you left your ‘kingdom’ for him. He did not care for you, so for how long will you keep caring for him? I know it is easy to forget someone from the heart, but not to erase him. But I tell you not to forget him or erase him, but just to return to your world.

Husn-e-Jahan Ji, you know, those like us always remain dust. It is always the body that awards us pinnacle, and this too, the nadir…we are just not made for the spirit and spirituality. Those are other people who walk that path, and their yeast is also of some other place, the most that you and I can be is pious, and name our children Qalb-e-Momin and Momina, but that’s it…if we go further than this, our wings start to burn and we cannot withstand the heat. I had tried to stop you…this is why I had stopped you because you were to gain nothing ahead, and your coin ruled in the world in which you were. You did not listen to Sultan, now the coin has changed here after your leaving…but never mind…you can rule here again if you wish, and I, Sultan, am with you…I will walk with you like you like a shadow in good or bad days because I love you…the same crazy kind of love that you have for Taha. You will not change, and neither will I.

Now that I am writing you a letter, I have opened my heart and placed it before you, otherwise for the past many years, when we were talked, sometimes you averted your eyes, and sometimes I. I know that you cannot forget Sultan either. If you remember anyone else after Taha, it must be Sultan. Look at my illusion—what am I writing. I am looking at neither my face, nor my status…but what to do of love, Husn-e-Jahan Ji, it throws even those like us out of our status…I have started considering myself to be a real Sultan…you have subjected me to great cruelty…by abandoning me in the middle of the path…over the past many years, Sultan has come from the sky to the ground, but if one thing remains unchanged, it is your place within his heart…even today, you remain seated upon the same throne in Sultan’s heart where he put you the first time…and Sultan will never give this place to anyone else. This is the difference that will always remain between Taha and Sultan…he could leave you, not Sultan.

Your Sultan *******************
“You are leaving?” 

Qalb-e-Momin was packing his things early in the morning when Abdul Aala knocked on his door and came inside, and seeing him pack his thing, his heart extinguished like a lamp. 
“I had come to leave, Dada,” Qalb-e-Momin kept throwing things into his open bag without paying attention to him. 
“Are you leaving upset?” Abdul Aala said after a few moments. 
Qalb-e-Momin halted, and then he stood up straight and said, “For what reason would I be upset?” he was serious. Abdul Aala looked at his face. 
“Last night, between you and me….” he tried to say something. Qalb-e-Momin interrupted him. 
“Last night, nothing happened between you and I for which I should be upset with you. It was a challenge that you gave me, and I accepted the challenge. Where does being upset come into all of it?” saying that, he again bent and started to close the zip of his bag.
Abdul Aala could not figure out what he could say in response to his statement. Standing there for a while, he seemed to searching for some words. Then he said, “Qalb-e-Momin, I love you very much. I never want to hurt you and I feel like I hurt your heart last night.” He finally found the words that he wished to say to him. Qalb-e-Momin had finished his packing. Putting his bags on top of each other on one side, he listened to Abdul Aala very quietly. There was a strange coldness in his attitude…an odd air of indifference. 
“You know, Dada…why you consider me inferior?” his sentence bit Abdul Aala like a scorpion. “You consider me inferior because I am Husn-e-Jahan’s child, who had nothing else to use except beauty and body…that is why you did not want her to marry Baba, because she was a dancer.” There seemed to be ‘I know everything’ written on Qalb-e-Momin’s face and eyes. Abdul Aala stopped him, shocked. 
“The reason to stop him from marrying Husn-e-Jahan was neither her being an actress, nor a dancer. Who told you that this was why I considered you inferior? And who said that Husn-eJahan had nothing except beauty and body?” There was a strange rage inside Abdul Aala now. “She had a pious soul…which you have lost.”
Qalb-e-Momin laughed at his statement, “Husn-e-Jahan had it…I lost it.” He repeated his sentence sarcastically. “For you, only those have pious soul who leave this work or those who do calligraphy like you…Dada, spirituality is not anyone’s heritage.” Once again, he was arguing with him. Momin had received a blow somewhere.
“It surely is not…but it is a gift of Allah and Allah only grants it to those who know its value.”
Qalb-e-Momin stared at him. It was a lava that threatened to burst outward from within him at his statement. He looked away from Abdul Aala. He respected that elderly man so much that he did not wish to pour that lava upon him. He was not the reason for it, and the one whom he was calling a ‘pious soul’, Qalb-e-Momin was not ready to admit, even if he wanted to, to be anything other than ‘body’. 
“I will be leaving now…if I stay longer, we will have more arguments…” he moved forward and embraced Dada. 
“When you embrace me like this, I remember Taha.”
He was startled at Abdul Aala’s voice. Then he drew away from him and laughed, “I know…you are saddened only for Baba…you probably never are for me,” he picked up his bag and briskly left without listening to Abdul Aala’s response. Abdul Aala should have been grieved. But instead of being aggrieved, he smiled. He had always been like that. He looked as cold as ice, but he was hot like fire, he was as deep as the ocean, but caused the eye to fall victim to a desert like mirage. He was Qalb-e-Momin but astray from the path of becoming Momin.

********************* 

“We have marked all the locations you had mentioned, and work has been done on all of them,” Dawud and Tina were giving him updates on the work that had been done during the past few days spent in Istanbul, and engrossed in a deep thought, Qalb-e-Momin sat on a sofa lying in the lounge of the hotel and listened to them.

“In order to to capture Istanbul’s night life, we have also done the recce of the night clubs,” Tina started to show him the pictures on her laptop of all the places that they had selected for their film’s shooting. Qalb-e-Momin had returned to Istanbul that very day from Abdul Aala, and it was his first meeting with Dawud and Tina.

“After finalizing the dates, we will finish the work of the emails from tomorrow for shooting coordination…the post production work with another studio here…”
Qalb-e-Momin interrupted Dawud for the first time. 
“I am postponing the shooting of this firm for some time,” he said in an announcement like style. Tina and Dawud were simultaneously startled, and they looked at him in disbelief. Qalb-eMomin was definitely not joking. 
“I want to make another film before this one because I have a very unique idea.”
Tina was extremely excited at Qalb-e-Momin’s next statement, “Two films in one year? Fantastic, I had already told you that you should do two film in a year instead of one…when the investors are willing to invest, are ready for branding and product placement, then it is indeed foolishness to keep doing just one film…what is the subject of the other film?” speaking with great eagerness and excitement, Tina then started to probe the subject. Dawud had remained silent in the entire conversation. 
Qalb-e-Momin took a drink of water from the glass on the table and said, “Spirituality.”
Tina was silenced. Dawud was already quiet. But the two of them could not help glancing at each other. 
“What do they call it in Urdu?” Qalb-e-Momin seemed confused as he thought about it. He had forgotten for a moment. Instead of saying anything, Dawud searched on Google on his laptop for the Urdu translation for the word and said ‘Roohaniat’. 
“That’s it, that is what I wish to make the film about,” Qalb-e-Momin said instinctively. 
“This? The name for which you just searched on Google?” Tina said to Qalb-e-Momin in disbelief. He nodded in agreement. 
“But what will we show in it?” Tina blurted out, and this time, all three of them were silent. 
After a long period of silence, Qalb-e-Momin tried to erase his embarrassment by saying, “Think.” He told them and stood up. 
“Boss, this was not my idea,” Dawud called out to him with a groan. But he had already gone quite far by then.

********************** 

Momin’s studio was once again thronged with showbiz people and journalists. Cameramen from different channels were busy adjusting their cameras, and Momin entered the room in the midst of them all, and the first to dash towards him was Shelly, and she embraced him as soon as she neared him.

“Oh Momin! I am so happy to hear of this second film…I will be leading in this film too, right?” she separated from Momin and told him vainly. 
“Of course…due to lack of time, I don’t have the time to look for another option,” Qalb-eMomin replied in the same manner. But instead of taking offense, Shelly smiled, and hugged Momin again, and just then, Momin’s glance fell on Abbas, who had come near him. 
“Lots of congratulations, Momin Bhai. It is honor for me that I have the opportunity to be a hero of both your films in just one year,” he found it necessary to proclaim in a most emotional manner and hug Momin as soon as Shelly moved away. 
“You have told everyone everything already. What is left for me to announce then?” separating from him, Momin turned his neck and glared at Tina and Dawud, who were walking with him. They only smiled in response. 
Qalb-e-Momin had now taken his chair on the stage, and fixing his mike with his hand, he had started to speak, “Thank you all for coming here on such short notice…” he paused for a moment—whispers were heard in the studio. Finally, in the dazzling studio lights, Qalb-e-Momin gave the surprise for which had gathered the crowd. “This film will be very different and unique from all of the films that I have made so far because the subject of this film is very unique…this will also be the most highly budgeted because I wish to make it memorable, and I do not wish to make any compromises…the subject of my film is…spirituality,” Qalb-e-Momin declared most dramatically, and a hush fell upon the room. Then, whispers started to echo in the studio. 
“I know you people must have felt like you have heard a wrong word, but it is not like that. My film will really be on spirituality,” it seemed like Qalb-e-Momin had interpreted the whispers and read the faces in the room, and he began to elaborate upon his statement seriously. 
Sitting two seats away from him, Shelly bent at little towards Abbas and whispered in his ear, “He is intoxicated, right?”
“He is one hundred percent intoxicated…seems like Momin Bhai has started a new drug,” Abbas whispered worriedly in Shelly’s ears. 
During this conversation, the two of them were also observing the expressions of the people associated with the media industry sitting in front of them in the studio, and those expressions were not pleasing. 
“Until now, I have always been accused of objectifying women in my films. Every one of my films starts with glamor and the woman’s body and ends on it…I will abolish that label in this film, and my heroine will neither wear a glamorous wardrobe, nor will she have any item numbers…she will do soul searching…she will highlight some big issues,” Qalb-e-Momin was speaking, and Shelly’s eyes were wide open. 
“Abbas my head is spinning, what is Qalb-e-Momin saying…? I won’t have any dance…I won’t wear any glamorous dresses, then whatever will I do in the film?” she spoke in Abbas’s ear almost tearfully. 
“Soul searching,” Abbas jestingly responded in her ear. 
The audience seated in the chairs in front of them, had now started to fidget uncomfortably in their chairs, as if Momin’s statements were passing over their heads…in addition to boring them…they had not come to hear from Qalb-e-Momin what he was telling them. 
“If anyone of you wishes to ask me any questions related to this, you may do so,” Qalb-eMomin said, finally starting the question and answer session with this small preamble. 
“Out of the blue, a film on the subject of spirituality, and that too, after all the scandals related to you that have been appearing on the social media for the past few weeks. So, should this film be considered an effort to revive your image that has been tarnished in the wake of these scandals?” the first question came from a sharp-witted, astute journalist covering the showbiz in the print media, and just this first question showed Qalb-e-Momin the K2 of distrust and doubt that he was about to face throughout the stages of the film’s completion. The journalist was referring to the legal proceedings initiated by Akhtar and the pictures that had been brought out in the open by Neha. 
“I don’t care about the scandals, and two or four scandals on the social media do not trigger anyone to make a film worth millions,” Qalb-e-Momin responded very drily. 
“But why do you wish to make a film about spirituality at all…have you too become a born again Muslim like many other young Muslim men?” the next questions was sharper than the first. Qalb-e-Momin seemed laugh to reduce the intensity of the question. 
“No, no, there is no such issue as a born again Muslim…even today, I am a Muslim only in name.” Low laughter arose in the studio at his response.
“And who will finance this film…this is the greatest question of all?” came another question. 
Qalb-e-Momin comfortably gestured towards several brands managers from many brands sitting in the first row and said, “It could be any one of them…I have countless options…the greatest challenge I had in my initial films was that there were so many brands and it was difficult for me to decide which brand to take on board and which not, and the same situation, like every other time, will occur this time too,” his self-confidence was admirable, and the smiling faces of those brand managers invigorated him. The next few questions were related to the leaked pictures, which Qalb-e-Momin excused himself from answering. 
As soon as the press conference ended, Qalb-e-Momin was under the impression that just like always, the journalists and the media people present there would surround him and probe him about the film…for the first time, no one came to him, the people present there were focused on the hi-tea that had been arranged…they had risen from their seats even before he had left the stage. 
‘No one has any question in their mind regarding ‘spirituality’?’ Qalb-e-Momin was jolted by their attitudes. If they had a curiosity, it was as to why he was doing a film on spirituality, but no one was inquisitive as to what he wished to say. 
Qalb-e-Momin thought that when he emerged from the circle of journalists and representatives of the news media, he would be encircled by the representatives of those big brands who had flocked there like honeybees after the announcement of his second film, this had not happened either. It was the greatest shock for him immediately after the press conference when he saw them exit the studio one by one, and most of them left without meeting him, as if they wish to secretly vanish from his view. For the first time, Qalb-e-Momin stopped an international brand manager himself and started to talk to him regarding the financing for the film. 
“When are you starting ‘Sanam’?” the brand manager said to him in response. 
“About eight or ten months after this film,” Qalb-e-Momin told him. 
“Ohhh…that’s a long time...I loved that story…and my brand was also very keen that it should come out very soon,” transferring his soft drink from one hand to the other, he expressed him disappointment to Qalb-e-Momin. 
“Yes, you people will definitely do that, but if you wish, join us in this film too,” Qalb-eMomin said. The response was straightforward. 
“We would have loved to do that, Momin, but the thing is…what will my brand do with spirituality? You know we sell cell phones so there is no relatability of this spirituality with our product…so you can do this film yourself…and then for ‘Sanam’, we are all game,” the brand manager told him with corporate frankness. Qalb-e-Momin could hardly believe or a few moments that this answer had been given to him. 
“You are telling me that you are not interested in my project?” he said instinctively. 
“No, no, we are not saying that…I am only telling you that this film is not our type of project…’Sanam’ is…so we can meet and talk about ‘Sanam’ any time,” he patted Momin’s arm slightly and replied in the same professional manner. 
“Ok, but it is possible that I will select another brand besides your for that project…there are many cell phones in the market too…yours probably doesn’t suit me…excuse me,” Qalb-eMomin replied in a tart tone and moved away from him. He tried to look for the film’s cast in the studio. Both Shelly and Abbas were not there. 
“Where are Shelly and Abbas?” he asked Tina as she walked towards him.
“They have left. They both had to go to a party,” Tina told him. Momin’s face changed color, and without stopping, he left the studio in a state of agitation and came into his office, and a few moments later, Dawud and Tina came there too. 
“So how was the response of the media and the brands?” Qalb-e-Momin attempted to look cheerful. 
“Hopeless,” Tina responded openly. Creases appeared on Qalb-e-Momin’s forehead. 
“Boss, my question is, why are we even doing this film when we have already prepared for another fil, why are we leaving all that and attempting to begin this new film?” Dawud spoke a little patiently. 
“It is my choice to work on any whichever project I wish to, which I do first, which I do later…you cannot tell me that,” he roared at Dawud. Dawud was apologetic. 
“Actually, we mean to say that Shelly and Abbas were also very confused after today’s press conference. In fact, if I say that they were unhappy, it won’t be wrong. Sofia told me too that she does not wish to associate her label with a film like this, therefore she won’t be able to do this wardrobe, and you have seen the attitude of the brands yourself, not even a single one took interest in it,” in a fairly soft tone, Tina tried to make Qalb-e-Momin understand. He was further inflamed. 
“What do you mean…? No brand is interested in the greatest project of Qalb-e-Momin’s career…the actors are unhappy…the designer doesn’t wish to work,” he grew extremely vile. “This is all rubbish…I will talk to everyone myself…the media can be bought…proposals and presentations can be created to make the brands understand the value of the project, and the cast wants a film, it wants money…they will get the work. What else is the problem then?” in an insulting tone, he seemed to be questioning their competence. 
“The problem is spirituality, Momin…all these people do not want spirituality from you,” Tina tried to pacify him a little. 
“What do they want from me then,” Momin’s face reddened. 
“The same thing for which you are famed…glamour…entertainment…in short, spice…” Tina said. 
“These people want a hit film, and each one of Momin’s film has been a hit till now…don’t they know my caliber?” he fumed at Tina again. 
“They are not interested in any film on spirituality from a director of any caliber because the crowd that goes to the cinema to watch films wants entertainment, it wants a pleasurable outing, it wants to dance, it wants to spend a good time…they don’t want food for thought…they don’t wish to buy a 700 rupee ticket to do soul searching…why aren’t you realizing that you wish to ruin the track record of your successes with your own hands. This film will not be a hit…nobody will go to watch it,” Tina talked on very passionately. 
“Qalb-e-Momin’s film cannot flop…I will prove everyone wrong…I have always done that,” he did not let Tina say anything else. He got up and left his office. 
“Momin Bhai needs to see a psychologist…don’t you think?” Dawud told Tina as soon as he left the office. 
“Yes, and soon we will need to do this too,” Tina murmured.

*********************** 

Qalb-e-Momin entered his apartment at almost midnight. It had been a bad day, a day to break all spirit but a day to further strengthen resolve. He entered the house in as bad a mood as the good mood in which he had left it. Switching on the LCD in the lounge, he aimlessly started to channel surf. It seemed like his eyes wished to see a clip of the coverage of his press conference and film announcement on every channel…any review…any breaking news…there was no news with reference to Qalb-e-Momin on any local channel…despite continually rewinding and watching the prime time news.

For the first time, Qalb-e-Momin felt himself to be a nobody, this was not a feeling to be experienced easily. He uttered some curses under his breath, and he himself did not know whom he had cursed. Then, from the local entertainment channels he came to the foreign channels, and that was when he saw Momina Sultan’s face on the screen in the entertainment news of an Indian channel. The news anchor was showing her picture and was giving news with her reference, and Qalb-e-Momin recognized Momina’s face in the blink of an eye.

“The actress who is being cast in place of Vidya Balan in Cliff Hector’s next film ‘The Lost Cause’ is not an Indian actress, but a rising actress from Pakistan. But the Pakistani media does not have much information about Momina Sultan. But where Vidya Balan refused to go to Pakistan at the last moment to do the film, Momina Sultan is about to get her first big break in Hollywood. Now, whether or not she will be able to use this chance to her advantage will come forth within a few months with the film’s first trailer launch.” Qalb-e-Momin could not change the channel. The presenter was now reading another news while he called Dawud on the phone.

“You had brought an actress who had behaved very rudely with me…her name was 

Momina Sultan, right…?” he asked as soon as he heard Dawud’s drowsy voice. “Yes, Momin Bhai…currently she has gone to Hollywood to do a film,” even in the state
of drowsiness, he could not resist asserting to Qalb-e-Momin. 
“She was not even willing to remove her dupatta here. All her principles must have changed 
for Hollywood,” Qalb-e-Momin told Dawud sarcastically, as if he wasn’t impressed. “No, Momin Bhai, she is playing the role of an American born Pakistani’s dumb wife
whose husband is wrongly accused of terrorism, and he commits suicide, and then his wife fights
a legal battle in order to prove his innocence,” Dawud explained the role, as if he wanted to defend 
her. 
“It is a very rubbish role,” he could resist saying, and shut the phone. He rewound and 
listened to the news on the channel once more, and was ensnared by a strange restlessness and jealousy. Perhaps he would not be if he had not already suffered through that press conference. It was a very big banner film of which she was a part, and was present in Hollywood, and Qalb-eMomin wanted to come out of the shock that perhaps he really hadn’t been able to take upon his head the credit of discovering a very big star. At that moment, he only wanted to believe that Momina Sultan was going to work in Hollywood only on a coincidental chance…and that’s it…coincidences did not happen every day, and neither were they going to happen for Momina Sultan.

******************** 

But at least Qalb-e-Momin’s desire, expectation, and guess about Momina Sultan had proven to be absolutely wrong. She had become the part of that movie for only a few scenes, and those few scenes had transformed into that role of Vidya Balan which was among one of the most important in film, even if wasn’t the main lead…and all this happened within a few days of her arrival in America. She had been auditioned for two roles at the time of the film’s casting, but she had not realized that she had been kept in reserve for that other important role, she had impressed the director of the film even to such an extent in the audition too, and then Vidya Balan’s refusal seemed to have made everything very easy for her. All the perks and privileges that Vidya Balan was supposed to get came automatically into Momina Sultan’s share, without any desire…just like that ball on the snooker table which the player isn’t in a position to pocket but which gets pocketed by getting hit accidentally, and makes him the victor of the competition.

While signing her new contract in America, she was not emotional this time. Last time, while signing the contract, she was in seventh heaven because she could see Jehangir’s life. Now, whatever was written on the papers was for Momina Sultan’s own life…all of it was choosing her itself, she was not choosing it.

She had been transferred from a four-star to a five-star hotel, and a car had been reserved for her. She had been given a separate vanity van for shooting. A whole team was with her now which had its eye on her every single one of her matters, from her meals to her wardrobe, and from her makeup to her skin care to fitness…and in the midst of all the glimmer, sometimes while doing a scene, Faisal’s statements would ring her in her ears and turn her to water with embarrassment, “You are not earning with your hands, you are earning with your face and your body.” Standing in front of the camera, she would forget her lines…the lines that she was supposed to deliver in sign language, she repeatedly wanted to shrug the sentences from her head and forget them. She did not wish to remember anything. She wanted to emerge from the echoes.

‘Never mind…they weren’t such harsh words anyway,’ she repeated over and over again in order to heal herself, but her mind was not willing to agree. The words were not harsh, the ‘speaker’ was bold, upon leaving his tongue, they had become daggers, had anyone else had uttered them, Momina would not have even thought about them twice or thrice. Despite displaying the valor to reject him, she had not been able to create within herself the courage of disclosing the ending of the relationship to Surraya and Sultan.

“Didn’t you tell Faisal about going to America? He came home,” Surraya informed her on the very first call made from home about Faisal’s visit to the house on the second day of her departure

“I told him, Amma. He must have forgotten,” she attempted to avert Surraya. “How could he forget just like that?” Surraya did not believe her. “He forgets a lot…it has been his habit from the start…ok, I will call later,” saying this, she ended the call. Surraya was a mother, and Momina did not wish to be caught like a thief after uttering two or four more sentences. After making the revelation upon them, she wanted to wait for a few days. But now, weeks had passed. She spoke to Sultan and Surraya every day. They mentioned Faisal every day, and she listened quietly, and despite her continued refusal, excited news of her dowry preparations with the money she sent, and also to complaints that Faisal did not get in touch after her leaving for America, and neither did he attend Sultan and Surraya’s phones. And every time, as she lied to them, she would start telling them tales of his being busy and his tours. She was working in Hollywood on the basis of her acting competence, and this much acting she could do in front of her mother and father too that they would believe her. 
“He does keep in touch with you, right?” Surraya ended every one of those topics with the same question, and she resolutely replied, “Yes,” and Surraya would be diverted like a child and be satisfied. 
And she displayed the same kind of cowardice in her telephonic connection with Aqsa. She wasn’t even able to tell her that there was nothing left between Faisal and herself. In the midst of inquiring about her exciting life, Aqsa would mention Faisal, and Momina made excuses left and right and dodged her questions. 
For a few days in her life, a fairy tale had entered her life, and even after emerging from it, she wanted to keep the lives of everyone connected with her just like it had been…that they would keep thinking that everything was good in her life, everything was fine. And during all of this, she got her first offer from Broadway through her Indian agent. She was not a theater artist, nor was Broadway her dream, but Momina Sultan now seemed to want to avail every opportunity. She wanted to work so much that she would have no time left to think…just like a machine…
She signed the Broadway play about some Indians settled in America, and the day she signed the contract for the play, the same Indian channel got news about Momina Sultan’s Broadway play on which Qalb-e-Momin had heard the news of Momina Sultan’s first film….if a film with a big banner of Hollywood had been a coincidence, and Broadway was a coincidence, then no one else was luckier than Momina Sultan. After watching the news on the LCD, Qalb-eMomin started searching for Momina Sultan on the social media. He was now investigating her subconsciously.

********************** 

“May the curse of the world fall upon him, the condemned, the useless…he ran away with my earrings…how I had saved up pennies to buy them,” Jhoomer sat on his haunches at a porch on the street and bawled loudly. He was clapping his hands and cursing simultaneously. Sultan sat in front of him quietly, hearing for the past half hour about the fraud that one of his ‘lovers’ had done with him. “Jhoomer is most unfortunate in matters of love…Allah is testing her even after bestowing her with so much beauty and bloom…stop, my Lord, stop,” he had now spread out in front of him the rope like dupatta around his neck ,and pleading to Allah.

“Jhoomer, find some work for me,” Sultan said, interrupting him in the middle of his crying and lamenting. 
Jhoomer seemed to pause his crying for a few moments and said, “I don’t have any function right now, Sultan Bhai. As soon as I get a function, I will bring them to you to get the makeup …oh, my earrings…they weighed over 1 ½ tolas,” instead of giving the answer to Sultan’s request, he started to lament and cry again. 
“No Jhoomer, not make up work…some other work…like salesmanship or guard duty….,” Sultan said to him a little hesitantly this time. 
“You have to stand in salesmanship, Sultan Bhai, and you have to run in guard duty…you cannot do either job, and why do you wish to leave the work through which Allah is providing you sustenance?” as always, Jhoomer paused in the middle of his crying for his questions and answers. 
“Actually, Momina’s in-laws are very rich people, they don’t like this work…I had promised the boy that I would leave this work….now for the past many weeks, I’ve been looking for some other work, and I cannot find any work,” Sultan told him his problem.
Jhoomer forget his wailing and crying, and was instantly anguished, and clapping his hands, he proclaimed, “Why…don’t the mother and sisters of the boy get their makeup done…? By going to parlors…these women of the rich…doesn’t the boy go to the parlor…then why are you going around making promises to leave the work…this is your work, Sultan Bhai, your work.”
“I can also say all these things, Jhoomer, but I’m doing all this for Momina…I only have one child left. Now, if her future can be embellished with this sacrifice of mine, then let it be embellished…she has already made a lot of sacrifices for us,” Sultan told him in a very soft voice. The air from Jhoomer’s balloon seemed to escape at Momina’s name. 
“If you are doing it for Momina Baji, then it is alright. But she herself has gone to America to do the film…will she leave film?” Jhoomer asked curiously. 
“This is her last film, then she will sit at home, Allah willing,” Sultan said with an odd delight. “Servants will roam all around her, she will rule,” he proclaimed in a proud manner. 
“Will nothing happen to your heart…closing that box forever upon which you have placed Husn-e-Jahan’s picture for years?” Jhoomer listened to his response and then asked hm a very tricky question. Sultan was quiet for a moment. 
“What is of the heart, Jhoomer…man can console the heart…when Husn-e-Jahan left, I consoled it…when Jehangir left, I consoled it,” Sultan said, smiling oddly with moist eyes and standing up.

******************
“There is bad news,” Tina said as she opened the door and entered. 

Qalb-e-Momin smiled sarcastically, “Is any other bad news left now?” Tina knew that his indication was towards those newspapers and magazines that had either not given any coverage to his press conference despite covering them, or even if they had done so, it was done in a very mocking manner.

“Telefine has excused itself from the sponsorship of Sanam,” Tina seemed to explode a bomb upon his head. 
“What?” Qalb-e-Momin was shocked. 
“They have signed a deal with Ahsan for the sponsorship of his film,” Tina made another explosion. 
“How can they do this…arrange a time for a meeting with them immediately,” Qalb-eMomin was severely distraught. 
“They wanted to do a very big project in the next six months and you put Sanam on hold, and that is why the brand backed out,” Tina informed him of the reason for the brand’s displeasure. 
“I am doing a big project with the same team…a production greater than that,” he said in a state of great worry. 
“They don’t wish to do anything related to religion,” Tina said. 
“Religion…? This is spirituality, not an issue of religion, and spirituality is a universal theme,” he seemed to have started giving Tina the justifications which he should have given to the brand. 
“Boss, for them, religion and spirituality are the same thing,” Tina said to him in a very straightforward manner. 
“What same thing?” Qalb-e-Momin was irritated. 
“Fundamentalism…” Tina said frankly. Qalb-e-Momin stared at her face. 
“You are kidding me!”
“I’m not the one saying all this, their team has told me this. They don’t even want to venture close to religion and spirituality…it is an untouchable subject for them. It is a taboo for their brand,” she tried to make him understand. “You can have ten meetings with them, it will make no difference to them. They are very clear about the matter. This is the corporate world, and you know how it runs…this is why I told you not to take the risk….it is a very big risk.”
“Qalb-e-Momin can take the risk, and he will take it,” he was one of his name too. Even after the sinking of a deal worth millions, he remained the same. “I have stars…the superstars of the Pakistani film industry…any brand will join me…Telefine can go to hell…,” he was furious now. 
Tina was silent for a short time, then she said in a low voice, “You should talk to those stars too.” Qalb-e-Momin looked at her face uncomprehendingly. 
“What should I talk to them about?” he had really not understood. 
“That whether they will even do the film or not,” Tina had tried her best to keep her tone as normal as she could. She had now started to feel sorry for Qalb-e-Momin. She did not wish to pile all the bad news on him in a single day, but perhaps Qalb-e-Momin’s stars were in rotation, or maybe he himself was caught in rotation. 
*******************

“Darling, all I’m saying is, let’s shoot ‘Sanam’ first, on which we have done so much work. Then we can work on this film. See, the preproduction, and a lot of other things, have to be done on the film. It is not easy to make a spiritual film,” Shelly told him, attempting to make her tone as sweet as possible. Tina had delivered Shelly’s objections to Qalb-e-Momin, and he was now meeting with her.

“All work will be done…you don’t worry...I will shoot on the very days on which I was to shoot ‘Sanam’…even if there is a delay, it will only be of a few weeks…it won’t be a matter of months,” Qalb-e-Momin said, reassuring her.

“But what objection do you have in shooting ‘Sanam’ first, darling?” Shelly was not satisfied with his consolation. 
“I have told you, Shelly, I want to shoot this film before ‘Sanam’. Why are you objecting to it?” he said to Shelly in response. 
“Not just me, everyone has objections to it, darling. Look, don’t mind, but no one can understand why you suddenly decided to put ‘Sanam’ on hold…and then, for a spiritual film…darling, why are you getting so experimental?” Qalb-e-Momin was looking at her face. This was the same Shelly who never even questioned him about any film, let alone raise objections, and who was willing to work even for free in anything made by Qalb-e-Momin, and today she was telling him that he was getting experimental. “These are not just my objections. Abbas also has a lot of complaints against you,” Shelly said, somewhat unnerved by his look. 
“Tell Abbas that if he has too many objections, then he doesn’t have to work, and if you have objections, then you can think about it too,” Qalb-e-Momin’s patience was now at an edge. 
“No…there is actually no script, and no idea for the story, that’s why there is confusion. Otherwise, we are not saying that we will not work, darling” Shelly was suddenly flustered by his contentious attitude, and she tried to give a new reason in a defensive attitude. She seemed to be in a situation with a well in front of her, and a trench behind her back. If she displeased Qalb-eMomin, then not only from that film but she would she be out of Qalb-e-Momin’s every future film. 
“I’m sitting this week for the film’s script. Nobody does a film without a script…I’m not such a fool,” Qalb-e-Momin said in the same irritated tone. 
‘And when you talk of spirit, then all these people whom you call your friends and companions will desert you.’ Abdul Aala’s statements had been haunting him for the past many days.

**********************
“Come Sultan, we have to go to Faisal today,” Sultan had just entered the house when 

Surraya came out of the room, wrapping her chador around her. 
“For what?” Sultan was surprised. 
“It has been so many weeks and there’s no contact, my heart has started to sink now,”

Surraya told him her worry. “Momina says he is out of the country, but for how long will he be staying abroad…we will go to his house today and meet his mother, even if we aren’t able to meet Faisal,” Surraya said frankly.

“Yes, you are right, but shouldn’t we consult with Momina first?” Sultan agreed with her, but then seemed to be hesitant. 
“There is no need for it…we are her parents, she is not our parent…come, let’s catch a rikshaw…you have the address, right?” Surraya did not bother to pay much attention to him, she walked towards the outside door. 
“Yes, he gave it the day he came with his mother…it is with me…I’ll bring it from inside,” Sultan suddenly remembered, and he started to walk towards his room. 
“And, yes, we have to get fruit and sweetmeat on the way, we are going to their house for the first time,” she told Sultan. 
“Yes, yes, of course, we will get it. We won’t go empty handed to the daughter’s in-laws’ house,” Sultan said laughing and went inside the room. When he appeared a few minutes later, he was dressed in different clothes, and he waved a paper victoriously in the air, “Found the address!”
Surraya’s face also gleamed, “And look, don’t sit down to have tea…those people will also ask us to have food, but we are not going to stay…understand?” walking towards him to the outside door, Surraya seemed to be not instructing but having him memorize in rote manner. 
“Yes, yes, I know everything…it is the daughter’s in laws…why would I stay to eat…don’t consider Sultan to be such an imbecile,” Sultan seemed to convince her that he was well aware of how he was to behave there. 
Catching a rikshaw and buying a lot of fruit and sweetmeat, when they travelled for an hour and a half and reached Faisal’s house at the other end of the city, evening had fallen and Faisal’s home was bright with electric lights. Getting out of the rikshaw, holding the shopping bags in hand, Surraya and Sultan looked at the house in amazement where a function was definitely going on at the moment. 
“This is the address that he told me,” Sultan looked at the address on the piece of paper and then at the name plate at the gate and house number next to it. 
“Why is there lighting at the house?” Surraya was somewhat confused. 
“Maybe there is a party going on,” Sultan guessed. 
“I hope we are not at the wrong address, look at the address again, why wouldn’t they have invited us if there had been a party…we are relatives now,” Surraya seemed to get unsettled. 
“I’ll ask the chowkidar,” Sultan said, moving towards the open gate of the house as he saw a chowkidar standing there. 
“Is this Faisal Sahib’s house?” Sultan asked the chowkidar after greeting him. 
“Yes, have you come to attend his wedding?” the chowkidar asked both of them in response. Sultan and Surraya looked at each other. They thought they had misheard him. 
“Faisal’s wedding?” Sultan swallowed with much difficulty. 
“Yes, today is his mehndi party…you can go inside,” the chowkidar said, gesturing towards the inner porch with his hand, and the shopping bag full of apples in Surraya’s hand fell on the ground. Sultan was frozen, shocked. Outside the gate of Faisal’s house, the red apples rolled everywhere on the white marble floor, and Surrraya and Sultan yearningly watched the brightly lit house which had been their daughter’s destiny and now had become someone else’s fate.

******************* 

“Tina and Dawud must have told you people what kind of subject I want for this film,” Qalb-e-Momin told the three young screen play writers who were seated in his office to discuss the script and one liners of the story of his film. The three of them were not new in the film industry. They had written various films, and Qalb-e-Momin had thought that when they came to him for that session after Tina and Dawud’s briefing, they would bring a multitude of idea, and he now wished to listen to their ideas.

“Actually, I needed a reference,” the only girl of the three writers presented a preamble to explain herself. 
“What kind of reference?” Qalb-e-Momin asked seriously. 
“I mean a reference of a film or a book…the kind of story you want,” the girl added. 
“Absolutely, if this can be done, it will become very easy for us,” another writer said, agreeing with the girl. 
“We have brought some ideas, but if we could have a reference, we can come up with better ideas,” the third writer also concurred with the first two writers. 
“But I would like to listen to your ideas first...I need to understand what format you are thinking on,” Momin replied to them. In addition to the three writers and Momin, Tina and Dawud were also present in the room at the time with their open laptops taking the minutes of the story telling session. At Momin’s response, the first writer took out his writing pad, and opening it, he started to discuss his idea. 
“This is a very spiritual story,” he started to speak in a very praise-seeking manner, and looked one by one at Momin, Tina, and Dawud in the same style. The three of them were looking at him with expressionless faces. 
“An extremely spiritual, and equally commercial story,” the writer uttered the next dramatic sentence. “The story starts at a courtesans’ mansion. Two of the courtesans lose their heart to a handsome, crown-sovereign from a Syed family….”
Before he could finish his second sentence, Qalb-e-Momin grimly interrupted him, “Next idea please.”
Somewhat embarrassed, the writer turned the page, “Ok, I thought you would definitely like this idea…however, I will tell you the next one.” He ran his eyes on the paper and started to speak, “A qawwali is happening at a shrine and a girl comes there to offer a special prayer for her beloved. The girl’s beloved….”
Qalb-e-Momin interrupted him again, “I want a film on spirituality. I don’t want a conventional story…shrine, qawwali, beloved…where is the spirituality here?” he seemed to challenge the writer, and the writer was offended. 
“Sorry, Mr. Momin, if you tell us precisely what you want, it will make it easy for us too.”
“I am telling you I want spirituality.”
“And what is spirituality?” this time the writer asked a little hesitantly
After a moment of silence, Momin said, “I want a story on relationship with Allah.”
“If you elaborate the relationship with Allah, it will make it even easier for us,” this time, the speaker was the other writer. 
“Relationship with Allah…,” Momin faltered.
“Yes, meaning, what is relationship with Allah, and what is the spirituality that you seek in this story,” the girl writer’s question was very clear but despite that, Momin just kept looking at her face. 
“I am not the writer, you are the writer,” Momin finally said. “You people should know what the director is demanding.” He was vexed. 
“The director always has references, like you also tell us about films and explain to us that you want a character from a certain film, or from real life…similarly, explain to us what spirituality is and what are the characters whose story we should weave, but an even greater question is what exactly is relationship with Allah?” the same writer said, continuing his previous statement. 
Qalb-e-Momin looked at all of them and started to speak speedily, “Sprituality…meaning…relationship with Allah…such as…such as….” he started a repetition of disconnected words. The slates of the heart and mind simultaneously went blank, nothing was written anywhere upon them that could appear on the tongue in the form of words, despite the words reverberating inside of him like echoes in a dome. “Spirituality…meaning, relationship with Allah…like…”
Spirituality meaning what, and relationship with Allah, like what…these were two questions, and his entire proficiency was unable to answer either one of them. A ‘body’ could absolutely not answer those questions for as long as it was devoid of ‘soul’. That was the moment that Qalb-e-Momin felt for the first time the emptiness inside of him that Dada continually tried to make him realize, and he would get angry. 
“You don’t have a soul, Qalb-e-Momin, what movie can you make about spirituality,” Dada had said to him. “Your soul has been consumed by the success that has no goodness inside it…you have chosen the world…everything for the world, everything for the body…how could your soul not die?”
In a state of shock, and feeling the eyes of the five people upon his face, Qalb-e-Momin thought if he was indeed spiritless and if Dada was telling the truth, and if that really was so, then when had it happened? That date, that day, that moment, when he just remained a body. Everything was empty inside, no perplexity could be resolved, no voice was giving any answer. 
“Aaa…we will have a sitting on this again in a day or two. I will look for a reference once more…so that…it will be easier…characters…story,” averting his eyes from all of them, he uttered with an odd incoherence. 
Tina seemed to come to his aid, “Yes, that will be better…let’s have a sitting again…at least it was clarified today that we do not want a typical, conventional story. We want something new. We will have more clarity in the next meeting.” Attempting to handle the situation, she told the writers, and Momin’s office was empty in the next few minutes. Even he did not stay there any longer. His heart had strangely grown weary of everything. 
His apartment was just as silent and empty as he was, and Qalb-e-Momin experienced this feeling for the first time after returning home. He sat down in the lounge, under the

مﯾﻘﺗﺳﻣﻟا طارﺻﻟا ﺎــــﻧدھا

calligraphy. But for the first time, his back was not towards the calligraphy, he was seated on the other sofa, right in front of the calligraphy, and that verse seemed to be challenging him. Looking at it, he was admiring Abdul Aala’s expertise. His art was as flawless as the human eye could search.

‘Relationship with Allah…?’ the question started reverberating inside him again. ‘It wasn’t such a difficult question that I would go speechless like that…or perhaps it became difficult because my connection with Allah is broken…no connection remains at all...’ for the first time, he was admitting to himself. He was accepting what he had denied in front of Dada.

‘How did it break?’
‘When did it break?’ 
‘Why didn’t I find out?’ in a state of shock and disbelief, he questioned himself, and there

was no answer anywhere. 
“Momin Bhai,” Shakoor came there, and at hearing at his voice, without looking at him, 
Momin addressed him harshly and stopped him from saying anything else. 
“I don’t want to eat, and don’t come and disturb me.”
Shakoor came in front of him a little nervously, “I just came to give you this, Momin Bhai.”
He had a large box in his hand. 
“What is it?” he was irritated. 
“Dada Ji has sent this. It came today. He told me to give it to you,” a little scared, Shakoor 
placed the box on the table. “Should I open it?” he asked Momin. 
“No, I’ll open it myself. You go,” Momin said. Shakoor vanished with lightning speed. Momin stared for a long moment at the box lying on the table on which his full name and 
address, and the name and address of the sender was written in the same beautiful, familiar, pearllike writing…it could not be Abdul Aala’s calligraphy. Except on his birthday, he had not been 
giving him any calligraphy over the past years, and a calligraphy could not be in the shape and 
size of that box. Qalb-e-Momin tried to remember if he had forgotten anything at Dada’s house
that he had now returned. But he could remember nothing. But he was sure that it was something 
forgotten and left there. 
He tried to open the packing of the box. It had been packed very carefully. Removing the
packing turn by turn, he opened the box. It was his letter box. A very old, handmade, wooden letter 
box. Holding the letter box in his hands, Qalb-e-Momin was stunned. He had found the tip that he
had been seeking. When was the soul killed…when was the relationship with Allah 
broken…opening the lid of the letter box, he looked inside. It was full of letters. Letters in small
envelopes written with his own hand. Extending his hand, he pulled out all the letters from inside
the letter box, and piled them onto the table. Allah’s name and his own name were written on every 
envelope in his own handwriting. 
‘To Allah 
Allah’s House
Qalb-e-Momin’ 
Qalb-e-Momin clenched his lips, as if he wanted to stop their quivering. It was a sea of 
memories that that was washing him away. When he was in Turkey, even then Dada had shown 
him that letter box one night, and had tried to give it to him. And at that time, he had neither 
touched the letter box, nor the letters…as if he would turn to stone if he touched them. “These are your letters…and your letter box, Qalb-e-Momin,” Dada thought maybe he no 
longer remembered. 
“I know, Dada,” Momin told him with an expressionless face. “I was a fool then…I thought
if I wrote letters, Allah would respond.” He seemed to mock himself in front of Dada. “Did Allah not answer…? It was after these letters that I was able to meet you,” Dada had 
interrupted him very lovingly. 
“And I thought Allah was really telling you to reply to me,” Momin had taken a deep breath 
and told him then, as if expressing sorrow at his own self. 
“You were very innocent, Momin…you did such beneficence to me by writing these
letters…you can never even imagine…when Husn-e-Jahan sent me your letters, I felt like Allah 
had responded to my questions through your hands and had opened the knots of my heart,” he had 
started to cry, and Qalb-e-Momin had neither understood those tears, nor the act of charity that he
was recounting. 
“Why are you crying?” he had, however, been restless to see Abdul Aala’s tears. “I have kept this for you…maybe it will open the knots of your heart too like it had opened 
mine,” instead of answering his question, he wiped his tears, and tried to hand him the letter box, 
but Momin had pushed away his hands.
“I have no more questions for Allah…life and the world has given me all the answers,” he
had gotten up and walked away from him. 
But now, as he sat with that letter box and letters in front of him, he felt like Dada had 
spoken correctly, and that it had come to him at just the right time. No one except Allah has the
answers to the questions that Allah puts in the mind—not in any world, not in any moment of life. 
Qalb-e-Momin picked up the first letter. There were flowers and stars on the envelope, drawn with 
many color pencils, their colors now faded. His eyes grew moist. He had learnt how to make those
flowers from Husn-e-Jahan and the stars from Taha… and he always made the flowers on one corner of the envelope, and the stars in the other…and a lot of distance in the middle…it was like
he drew his parents fate and life on paper and sent it to Allah. 
“My dear Allah, 
My name is Qalb-e-Momin. I am eight years old and I live with my Mummy.” He couldn’t read further than that. His eyes had started to get wet…a film had started to 
run in front of his eyes…the childhood spent with his mother and father…that beautiful life, and 
then that tragedy….
Qalb-e-Momin picked up the second letter. His picture was attached to it, stuck to the paper 
with some glue. This was the picture that he had sent to Allah Taala so that He could recognize
him. Qalb-e-Momin looked at the eight-year-old child in the picture as if he could not recognize
him. Was it him…was that his faith…was that his writing…was that the life he had spent….were
all those words, sentences, and conversation of the same Qalb-e-Momin…something was breaking 
inside him…which was the idol…the enchantment…the deception…of his being, self-praise, selfidealization, and success…something was mending inside him, the same faith which was his
specialty, which was his heritage…it was the relationship which he had sat down to seek…a man’s
relationship with Allah…what was Allah’s relationship with man…what was Allah’s relationship 
with Qalb-e-Momin…?...and why had it broken…? He had the answer to that question. The
relationship had broken because of the one who had created it…because of his mother Husn-eJahan…her piety had made him Momin, her sin had made him an infidel…and if a fourth and fifth 
person was aware of that sin besides Qalb-e-Momin, Allah, and Husn-e-Jahan, it was Taha or 
Sultan, or perhaps Abdul Aala.

********************* 

Abdul Aala was planting a small plant in a flower bed with such concentration and care that he did not even feel Qalb-e-Momin’s presence. Standing behind him, he watched the tiny plants that he had planted inside the bed. Calligraphy was his first passion, gardening his second.

“This time, you did not notice my coming,” Qalb-e-Momin said in a low voice after having watched him quietly for a long time. Abdul Aala turned around, terribly startled, and then was amazed to see him.

“Was the door open?” he asked, embracing him now. 
“Your door is always open,” Momin smiled in response as he drew away from him. Abdul 

Aala laughed, oddly happy. 
“Yes, I could not know of your arrival this time. Have you come to shoot in Turkey?” he
had asked him. Seeing Momin in front of him, he had forgotten his gardening. “No…I got the letterbox…I read my letters and came to see you,” he said in response. 
Abdul Aala took a deep breath. 
“I am getting tired of of taking care of all the things now…I thought I should return the
assets to whom they belong. There is a lot more that needs to be returned to you,” he said with his eyes fixed upon his face. Qalb-e-Momin’s face appeared somewhat odd to him. There was a
change in his features. 
“I have announced that film that I had promised you,” Momin told him. Abdul Aala was surprised, “I had not expected this.”
He was not displeased with Dada’s statement, he smiled. “Your expectations from me are
next to nil, that’s all…you were right, Dada,” he said in an oddly confessional manner. “What?” Abdul Aala was surprised. 
“I know nothing about Allah and the relationship with Him, nor do I understand 
spirituality…I’ve run into a problem…your statements do not leave my mind…you had never said 
anything like that to me as you did then…why, Dada?” he was now asking him. “It was my mistake,” Abdul Aala seemed to express his remorse. 
“Do you know when my connection with Allah was broken?” Momin had said to him
distressfully. “When I found out that Allah does not forgive, does not answer…I used to write so 
many letters to Allah…so many letters…so many letters…nothing changed in my life…everything 
went from bad to worse,” he was speaking sadly. “He is the Lord, He should have cared at least a
little for Qalb-e-Momin, it was a human’s error and we were all destroyed.” He spoke with deep 
anguish. 
“Allah forgives, Momin—we people, do not…all these ditches in which we fall, Allah has
not dug these, these have been dug by us. Allah is the one to put curtains on our errors, He is
forgiving…His greatest quality is His love for man,” Abdul Aala was explaining to him. “Then why did Allah not forgive my mother…? I saw her in anguish…I saw her asking for 
forgiveness…why did Allah not put pity in my father’s heart for my mother…how big a sin was
it for which we all suffered the punishment,” he said in an oddly aggrieved state. “I know my 
mother was a wrongdoer but…”
Abdul Aala interrupted Momin. “No, Momin, Husn-e-Jahan was not a wrongdoer…do you 
know who did not forgive…? I…I became obstinate and my obstinance devoured my own child…I 
was the one to ruin all of your lives,” Abdul Aala spoke with moist eyes. 
“Dada,” Momin did not seem to understand what he was saying…to whom he was
referring…Abdul Aala took his hand. Holding his hand, he took him inside the house from the
back lawn. After leading him into his room, he let go of his hand. He opened his almirah and took 
out a small, storiated chest, and putting it on a table, he said to Momin, “Open it.” Momin looked at his face in confusion, which was wet with tears now. He moved forward 
and open the lid of chest. It was full of letters, and reading the name written on top of letters, Qalbe-Momin’s heartbeat stopped for a second. It was his father’s handwriting and his name. Even 
after all those years, he had recognized it at first glance. They were Taha’s letters written to Abdul
Aala. He picked up one envelope and looked at it by flipping it back and forth. Then he looked at
Abdul Aala, and took out the letter from inside the open envelope. On a small piece of letter, it
was a short letter in his father’s handwriting. 
“Baba, 
Qalb-e-Momin is born today…your grandson, forgive me for the sake of Qalb-e-Momin, Taha”

****************** 

“Faisal has committed such deception with us and with our daughter…even if he couldn’t marry her, what was the need for all this drama,” Surraya kept crying but Sultan sat lost. Both of them had returned from the gate of Faisal’s house. As soon as they entered their house, weary with grief, Surraya held the dupatta that she was embroidering herself for Momina’s nikah, with sequins, gold wire, and silver and gold ribbons, and started to weep uncontrollably.

“We had only just started thinking of good days, and my daughter...” Sultan interrupted her in a low voice, “She knows all this, Surraya…my heart says that she knows.”
At his statement, Surraya stopped crying and looked at him in surprise, “How is it possible, Sultan, that she knows everything and lied to us?” She could not believe it, “And why would she hide it from us…? Why would she bear such great sorrow alone?”
“Because she is Momina. That’s why,” Sultan said to her in an odd tone.

******************** 

The tiredness was profound but there was no sign of sleep, and the silence refused to leave, and in the middle of it all, at that time of night, after returning from the shooting, Momina Sultan sat cross legged in the center of her room, with a makeup pouch of lip pencils in front of her. With the A4 size paper from the writing pad lying on the desk in the hotel room placed on the carpet, and with the makeup pencils spread around it, she was calligraphing one of Allah’s names on the paper and was engrossed in it. In an attempt to erase the pressure of working in America, home sickness, and feelings of loneliness, this was the only therapy that she could do. Drawing and calligraphing with makeup items was among her childhood habits, and that habit still continued.

That day, the loneliness was upon her even more, and despite the body breaking with weariness, the mind was not willing to sleep, and this condition had become her routine in America, and then, with all the colors spread around her, she would start writing one of Allah’s names. She had signed another film in Hollywood that day—a world cinema film…she had a contract with her agent with an ancillary organization of the United Nations for a public awareness campaign in south east Asia, and all this was happening prior to the end of the shooting and release of her first film. Her entire coming year was divided into timelines in terms of work, and at the moment, she had no time to sign anything new or give any dates. Money had started to come and stay into her account without effort, and the midst of it all, Momina Sultan was devoid of happiness.

That night while writing Allah’s name on paper with a lip pencil, she remembered Husne-Jahan. Several times, whilst playing with her purse, she would open up her makeup items too when Sultan was doing her makeup. Sultan tried to stop her, and Husn-e-Jahan would stop Sultan from doing so. She remembered. It was Husn-e-Jahan who had held her hand for the first time to calligraph Allah’s name. It was her passion that had taken root inside Momina Sultan, and she started to calligraph with Husn-e-Jahan’s makeup, and Husn-e-Jahan would laugh.

“What is your daughter writing, what is she making, with what,” she would tell Sultan. “She is foolish,” Sultan would get defensive and scold her. 
“She is not foolish, Sultan, she is wise. May Allah just make her of good destiny.” Sultan would instinctively say, “Ameen.”
“And may He never make her an actress,” Husn-e-Jahan would say, and Sultan said amen

to that too, and Momina, even at her young age, would look at Husn-e-Jahan’s face, and try to analyze what she was saying about her. And now she was sitting with the destiny of an actress, thinking about Husn-e-Jahan, in whose every other sentence she had heard the word ‘downfall’. And she had always wondered in surprise what that downfall was of which her father was fearful, and that had come upon Husn-e-Jahan, and now when she was about to step onto the very first step of ascension, for the first time, for a long moment, she recurrently remembered what Husn-e-Jahan had said.

“Not wrinkles, it is downfall, Sultan…before the face, it comes into people’s hearts and eyes.”
Suddenly, Momina Sultan remembered her father’s words. She picked up the phone and called Sultan, unaware of the fact that they now knew the secret that she had been hiding. 
“Momina, how are you, beta…?” Sultan picked up the phone at the very first ring and asked her. For a while, both of them talked about the house, Surraya, and work. Despite wishing to do so, Sultan could not talk to her about Faisal, but he did try to seek something with regards to Faisal in her tone. There was nothing. 
“Abba, you never told me about Husn-e-Jahan,” after some time of talking, just as Sultan was summoning the courage to ask her about Faisal, she unexpectedly mentioned Husn-e-Jahan. He was surprised. 
“What haven’t I told you, Momina…I have told you everything,”
“You only told me of her ascension, you did not tell me of her downfall...how did her downfall come…why did it come,” she was probing.
“Love killed her…otherwise none was born who could stand before Husn-e-Jahan,” Sultan took a deep breath. 
“The one she had loved must have been unfaithful to her,” Momina said in an odd tone. 
“If he had been unfaithful, Husn-e-Jahan could have endured it…she could not endure his troth…she just committed one error…,” he said with a sign. 
“What error, Abba,” Momina asked.

******************** Episode 7
Life of Taha! 

Watching you sleep today after a very long time, my glance is fixed on your face. You are asleep, and the moonlight coming in through the window is falling upon your face like radiance. The breeze that comes along with it like its friend, touches your hair and kisses it, spreading it, and then gathering it together. Moving with the wind, the white lace curtain on the window is trying to get to you, as if it wants to touch you once, and failing to do so every time, it gives up and goes back to the window, and the breeze sends it to you once more.

And in the middle of it all, in the corner of the room, under the bulb hanging from the ceiling, I sit to paint something, but I am unable to paint, I just keep looking at you. Many times, in the middle of the night, just like this, I sit watching you with the same love with which I first saw you. You are Husn-e-Jahan…you possess all the beauty in the world, and me, Taha Abdul Aala, does not even have what he once used to have...I am your culprit, Husn-e-Jahan, and it is this feeling that does not allow me to meet your eye. I wanted to hand you the entire world and look where I have brought you to stand.

You must regret it. I have proven to be a wrong choice for you…what I said and brought you here, and what have I given you…you have no desire for wealth, but no longer do the roses of love bloom upon my tongue for you that you had seen and which had made you crazy for me. Everything in my heart is the same for you, it is just like it was, but the tongue…I don’t know what has happened to it…Husn-e-Jahan, it wants to say a lot to you, but it is unable to, and whatever it is not able to say wounds me steadily on the inside.

I fear that you will leave me. What will I do without you, Life of Taha…I have lost one asset, if I lose another, I will die. Every letter that comes from Pakistan in your name makes me fearful. I am selfish, I want you to become that princess who has not left signs along the way to remember the road to return. I was not worthy of you, Husn-e-Jahan. What this ‘I’ is, even I do not know it, and what this ‘you’ is, even you must not be able to recognize…what have I made you into.

All these confessions that I am making on this piece of paper at this time of night, I don’t have the courage to make to you in the light of the day. I am not the prisoner of ego, I am the victim of guilt. Despite wishing, I cannot break and bring for you those stars and the moon that I had promised you. I know that you did not become a part of my life in greed and desire for these stars and moon, but still Husn-e-Jahan, what do I do of my heart and my wishes for you. I feel like you are a lovely bird that I have imprisoned… a beautiful bird that flew in the open skies and that danced and sang and was euphoric in its world and its life and I..I brought it from the skies to this cage. Many times, your sad eyes tell me such tales and I refuse to read these stories. What should I do, Husn-e-Jahan, what should I do? Nothing is in my control. That skill, which was the gift of Allah, has gone from my hand, and I am getting exhausted in the search for sustenance, and fame…I have just stopped thinking about that.

I was born in the twentieth century as Taha Abdul Aala, and I will die Taha Abdul Aala. Nobody will remember anything upon hearing my name, no one’s head will bow in respect. I will not be considered among the masters. I myself made that bird of success that had come to sit upon my head fly away. It will not come back again. I am not aggrieved at losing my fame, I am sorrowful for breaking hearts. First that heart that had been Baba’s, now it is yours. I’m unable to keep happy whom I love. Is it just my tragedy, or that of every person who loves?

You have changed sides, you have turned your face from me. Now, I cannot see your face. The moonlight is no longer enchanting. The breeze has started to lose its gaiety. The white lace curtain has now started to tire in its efforts to reach you. The night has passed…and I, Taha Abdul Aala, sits today too with an empty canvas. This is the story of each of my nights. May no one come with a fate like Taha Abdul Aala, and if he does, then may no Husn-e-Jahan come into it, with whom he can neither live with, nor without.

Your culprit, 
Your Taha
******************* 

Qalb-e-Momin raised his head to look at Abdul Aala. He was not paying attention to him. He was looking with moist eyes at the letters inside the chest. 
“These are all the letters that I never replied to…some I put them away after reading, some without. The letters for which no responses are received change the life of the writer and also that of the one to whom they are written,” Abdul Aala was now touching the letters with trembling hands. Very gently…as if he was afraid that they would scatter in his hands like butterfly wings. 
“Come Qalb-e-Momin, I will tell you the story of your father’s life…mine and your father’s…I will tell you what a moment of pride did to me,” he had sat down on a stool facing him on the other side of the table. Like a statue, the wrinkles on his face multiplied from hundreds to thousands, and from thousands to millions in the light of the lamp that hung over the table. Like an old storyteller immersed in the past, he was attempting to take the person in front of him there too. Sitting in front of him, Qalb-e-Momin looked unblinkingly at the face from which he expected no error, let alone a transgression.

******************** 

In the center of the porch of their house in the middle of the night, in his white attire, long black cap, and black cape-like chador, he was waltzing round and around. The eye was not able stay upon him. It was only the moonlight that was not only gleaming down on him at that time of night but was also able to stay upon him. Turning like a top on his left foot, with the palm of his left hand faced towards the ground and the right palm raised to the sky, Taha Abdul Aala was in a whole different place. Standing in the porch, Abdul Aala saw him and smiled. He got up for tahajjud at that time and he would be doing sema, the Sufi ceremony of remembrance, at that hour. He was the first in their family to become one of those Maulana Jalaluddin Rumi disciples who were called the whirling dervish as they danced. That dance was their expression of their love for Allah…their way of creating their connection with Allah. Waltzing in circles, the condition would descent upon them, and it was in that ‘condition’ that they waltz continuously in circles until their presence would escape from the embroilments of life and earthly rotation and reach elsewhere, and when this sema and dance ended, the dancing dervish would seem to find himself on a whole different level of insight.

Taha Abdul Aala was Rumi’s devotee and he had covered the distance from devotee to disciple at the speed of light, and Abdul Aala had neither stopped him, nor had he ever been fearful that his attention would be diverted from calligraphy. In the beginning, he would go to the sema house to watch the dance of these dancing dervishes, and then he joined them. That dance demanded as much rigor as the Muhaqqiq calligraphy for which his family was famed.

Muhaqqiq calligraphy was one of the six basic, most difficult, and most alluring styles of calligraphy. There was a time in the Mamluk family’s reign when not only was it the most influential form, but it was the most used for writing the copies of the Quran. Abdul Aala’s family was from Syria, and his ancestors were known throughout Arab for their Muhaqiq calligraphy. Most of the people to attain the status of ‘master’ in Muhaqqiq calligraphy descended one after the other from various generations of his family. While keeping the Arab nationality, his ancestors migrated from Syria during the Mamluk family’s reign to many of those countries in which the Mamluk family reigned between 1205-1505, and some from among his ancestors got the chance to calligraph the palaces of Alhambra and the mosques of Cordoba during the Moor dynasty. After the fall of the Muslim empire in Spain, his forefathers came to settle in Turkey. At that time in Turkey, the Osmania Sultanate had started giving preference to Naskh and Thuluth styles of calligraphy.

Muhaqqiq slowly started to lose its status, and the reduction of families and people associated with it played a pivotal role in outdating it. But in these time, Abdul Aala’s grandfather and father continued doing Muhaqqiq calligraphy, this recognition had been running with Abdul Aala for the past several generations. He was now the only living ‘master’ of Muhaqqiq calligraphy, and this was the heritage that he was now awarding to his only son Taha, who had been calligraphing with him since childhood and now had greater mastery and skill his work as compared to his age. Even that dance had not diverted nor strayed his concentration from calligraphy.

Watching him in the state of dance, Abdul Aala stood there for a long time, until he stopped his circling, and when he stopped, he raised his head to look at Abdul Aala. He was drenched in perspiration from head to foot. He smiled to see Abdul Aala, who also smiled in response.

“Will you come to see my performance tomorrow?” he asked Abdul Aala as he moved towards the veranda. He was now shutting the cassette player lying there which was playing the music on he was dancing.

“I already saw your performance…very beautiful,” Abdul Aala clapped with both hands in laudation. 
“You have also not seen my performance on stage in front of the audience…you have to see that too, Baba,” Taha came closer and said with fervor. Abdul Aala looked at his tall, sharp featured son. He remembered his wife. 
“You don’t dance for people, Taha…you dance for Allah…in His love, in His passion…whether I watch or not, whether people watch or not, what difference does it make?” he told him. The two of them. had now walked together and come to the inner portion of the house. 
“I’m not dancing for the people, Baba…I am representing my country. It’s a festival. People from other countries are also coming to perform, I’m also performing for my country...everyone is waiting to see my performance...the newspapers have written huge stories today,” he proclaimed proudly. 
“Fame starts to eat away talent like termites…there is no realization…what need do you have for all this,” Abdul Aala seemed to warn him of the vicissitudes on the path upon which he was treading. 
“Fame is in my fate, Baba…sitting in his house like you to calligraph quietly is not my destiny. I cannot escape it even if I tried,” he smiled as he told his father. Abdul Aala had smiled. He did not argue with Taha; he fell weak in front of him. After the death of his wife, he had raised him alone, and now at that age, he had become more like a mother to him than a father…soft hearted…agreeable…kind…scared…
“Your exhibition is almost upon your head and your ‘masterpiece’ is still not ready,” entering his room, Abdul Aala called his attention to the incomplete calligraphy on the canvas lying there:

ِ
ِ
ضرَﻷْاو تاوﺎﻤﱠﺴﻟا رﻮُﻧُ"ا
ْ َ َ َ ُ
ﱠ

Every calligraph of that family always calligraphed that and had it in his first exhibition. The calligraphy of that Quranic verse was like the ‘license’ after which the calligrapher gained the permission to bring his work in front of people in the form of exhibitions. Taha Abdul Aala was


also calligraphing for his first exhibition at the time, and ِ ِتاوﺎﻤﺴﻟا رﻮُﻧُ"اwas his lastضرﻷْو
َْ َ َ َﱠ ُﱠ

calligraphy at the completion of which, his work would be finished. 

Taha looked at the canvas lying on the easel where, even in the state of incompletion, the verse spoke itself of the expertise of the calligrapher. 
“I’ll complete it tomorrow night, Baba…and I’ll show it to you the day after tomorrow but you have to promise me that you will not look at it without asking me,” Taha held his father’s hand to take his promise, and Abdul Aala had promised him with a smile. Taha Abdul Aala had no idea that he was never going to complete that last calligraphy…because the next night, Husn-e-Jahan was about to enter his world.

*********************** 

The dancer who was performing the kathak dance at the moment on the hall stage in the spot lights was not a dancer, she was a bombshell—a bombshell who herself was aware of her lethal qualities. Her eyes, her lips, her nose, the suppleness of her body, her every move was killing, and presenting the ‘khanak nirat bhao’, she seemed to have bound the audience siting in the hall, as if they were in a trance of a hypnotist and following her every move, every gesture on the stage. She had come to set everything on fire, and she was setting everything afire, and that was the work she was known for. But that evening, Taha Abdul Aala was also among the moths that sat there to burn. He had not sat there intentionally but coincidentally to watch the performance, and that one hour performance had wrapped up Taha Abdul Aala’s entire being like a silk cocoon and made him Husn-e-Jahan’s. He didn’t know if was caught in rotation by getting struck by her beauty, her dance, her body, or something else.

And dancing on the stage, Husn-e-Jahan neither knew nor cared about Taha Abdul Aala. She was Pakistan’s best dancer actress of the 80’s. She had come to that festival as part of a Pakistani’s government’s cultural group, and stealing a show by performing on stage was child’s play for her. Standing backstage, Sultan watched with adoring eyes the ‘reign’ of his ‘queen’ on the stage, and also the ‘slavery’ of the audience in front of her as a result of that reign, and that for Sultan was also a usual norm. If Husn-e-Jahan did not do this, who would? There was no one else who could stand in front of her.

She had paused in the middle of the dance, and it was like she had halted the motion of the universe…the hall now reverberated with claps…one, two, three, four, and then a sea of claps…Bowing and thanking them with her ravishing smile, and entrancing style, Husn-e-Jahan was now walking backstage, and then her eyes met Sultan’s. They both looked at each other and smiled.

“You have extinguished everyone’s lamps,” Sultan said as soon as he neared her. She laughed in response. 
“I thought you would say that I had come after setting fire…Husn-e-Jahan has never done the task of extinguishing fires,” she said extremely meaningfully as she walked alongside him. 
“What should I offer as oblation?” Sultan instinctively cast off the evil eye from her with the traditional gesture of his hands. Her face crimson with her panting breath, and her red dress were of the same shade at that moment—flaming red hot from head to toe. 
“Your self,” Husn-e-Jahan walked with him and seemed to tease. 
“That I have done since I don’t know when,” Sultan instinctively said over the noise of the announcement running behind her, which was now preparing to introduce the next performer. 
That was Husn-e-Jahan’s first performance there, and she had to give another performance the next day, and after a gap of three, four days, the third performance, and then they would return to Pakistan. But that day during the performance, Sultan’s eye had started to twitch, and when his eye twitched, then Husn-e-Jahan had the evil eye upon her, and some problem or the other occurred in the middle of her performance. But that day, despite Sultan’s worrying and the constant twitching of his eye, there had been no problem. Now that she had returned after completing her performance, Sultan was finally at rest. 
‘Maybe I’m always being superstitious…’ walking with Husn-e-Jahan towards the makeup room, Sultan shrugged off all his doubts. Husn-e-Jahan had been afflicted with the evil eye many times, but it was the first time she had come into ‘eye’.

********************** 

During the late hour of the night, he had come into his room to give him coffee. He would either be painting at that time, or dancing, and this was also the time for Abdul Aala’s work. He had knocked on the door and entered inside. Taha was not in his room, but the thing that he saw immediately upon entering the room shook him badly. The figure of a dancing woman on the canvas placed upon the easel…her red frock flowing in the air, and the cuts of her body…it was as if she had descended right on the canvas while performing on the stage…Abdul Aala could not believe that it was Taha’s canvas. He felt like he was mistaken and that Taha had picked up and brought someone else’s canvas. Trembling, he moved forward, and saw the other canvas in front of that canvas too on which his ‘

ِ
ِ
ضرَﻷْاو تاوﺎﻤﱠﺴﻟا رﻮُﻧُ"ا’ calligraphy was still incomplete, and still
ْ َ َ َ ُﱠ

where it had been two nights ago, and all the colors on the figure on the other canvas were still wet and fresh, glistening in the light as if he had just walked out while painting them…it was Taha Abdul Aala’s palette, his strokes, and his work…but Abdul Aala could not understand how Taha had brought that woman’s body upon the canvas while painting that verse.

“Baba,” he turned at the sound. Taha had come into the room, and seeing his father standing there, the land from under his feet must surely have slid from under his feet too as it had done from under Abdul Aala’s feet upon seeing the picture there.

“Whose beauty have you started to paint while praising Allah, Taha?” the infuriation in his voice and question was new for Taha Abdul Aala. He had never seen his father’s anger, and now that he had seen it, he was dumbfounded.

“This should have been your masterpiece… 

ِ
ِ
ضرﻷْاوتاوﺎﻤﺴﻟا رﻮﻧ "ا…not this,” he pointed one
ْ َ َ َﱠ ُُ ُﱠ

after the other at both canvases, in a state of extreme fury. “While calligraphing Allah’s verse, you left it incomplete, and started to make this woman’s body and face.” There was grief in his voice now. It was the first time in their family that a calligraph, and that too, his own son, had painted a woman.

“I made a mistake, Baba,” Taha said to him instinctively. Abdul Aala interrupted him. “It is called a sin, not a mistake.”
“Should I beg forgiveness from you, or from Allah?” he said in response. At his statement,

Abdul Aala looked at his face. 
“Taha, we are from the tribe of calligraphs, and that too, from a calligraphy that is done for 
writing copies of the Holy Quran. We are the Muhaqqiqs…our hands and their talents are a trust
of Allah, and Allah does not tolerate misappropriation in his trust,” getting gentler now, he was
explaining to him.
“Who is this?” Abdul Aala asked him. 
“Husn-e-Jahan,” Taha said instinctively. Abdul Aala laughed sarcastically. “Husn-e-Jahan is nothing…it is a face, and faces are distorted…it is a body…bodies fall
away…that which is devastated, is no Husn-e-Jahan,” saying that to him, he walked out of the
room. It was a grave error that his son had committed. But Abdul Aala was certain that it was his
first and last error, because he was regretful, or at least that was what it had seemed like to him. 
His guess was wrong that he had told Husn-e-Jahan’s reality to Taha. It was a passion for Husn-eJahan’s—how could it end without leading astray.

***************** 

He was sitting at the breakfast table with his newspaper. As he turned the pages, his glance fell upon the feature with reference to the cultural festival in which Taha was performing, and it was not the news at which he had stopped. It was the picture of a girl dancing with Taha at which he had stopped. Large size pictures of both of them were printed side by side, and Abdul Aala had recognized Husn-e-Jahan’s face at first glance. It was the same face that his son had made for the first time on that canvas.

“Assalam Alaikum, Baba…is there news in the newspaper about my performance?” Taha was asking him while entering the room and sitting down for breakfast. Without saying anything, Abdul Aala had placed that newspaper page in front of him. Taha glanced at the pictures on the newspaper, then he looked at his father.

“Is this Husn-e-Jahan?” pouring tea into a cup, Abdul Aala asked him. Taha nodded his head. 
“You are meeting her every day?” Abdul Aala asked in an odd tone. Taha remained quiet. 
After a long period of silence, he said to his father,“Baba, I wish to marry her.”
Abdul Aala thought he was joking with him. How could this be the result of a seven-day festival?
“She is a very good girl,” he seemed to be trying to convince his father. 
“It was because of this good girl that you painted the body of a woman on canvas for the first time…is this her goodness?” there was ridicule in Abdul Aala’s tone. 
“Meet Husn-e-Jahan once. Your heart will change.”
Abdul Aala interrupted him, “It will not change. But if you marry him, you will change. You have already changed.”
“No Baba, I have not changed. I am still the same Taha today, the same calligraph.”
“You will not remain the same calligraph, Taha…leave her...you were not made for her.”
“Baba, I cannot leave her.”
“Not even if I asked you?” Abdul Aala was jolted. 
“Don’t ask me that question…don’t put me in a dilemma,” he begged. 
“Whether it is a dilemma or ease, you have to pick one from father or Husn-e-Jahan,” he had left his breakfast and stood up. 
“Baba,” Taha called to him. He did not stop. He had shredded his heart. Why had that test come to stand before him, Abdul Aala could not understand. 
That night, he pleaded and cried in front of Allah, “Oh my Lord, do not put me in this test. For centuries, my family has remained among those who have narrated your loftiness. This is our identification. Do not end this succession. Oh my Lord, remove Husn-e-Jahan from Taha’s heart. She has captured his heart in seven days. If you wish, you can remove her within seven breaths. Reserve Taha Abdul Aala’s talent only for yourself. Evict the world from his heart. Evict Husn-eJahan too.” He cried and begged. He felt like Husn-e-Jahan was not going to snatch Taha from him, she was going to snatch that talent from Taha that had been his family’s heritage for centuries. What else would the woman not do who had brought him from calligraphing verses to her own pictures. At that moment, the grievance in his heart for Husn-e-Jahan was only because of that. Later, it increased for other reasons.

**************** 

Without being told, Abdul Aala could guess who stood with Taha on his doorstep that evening hidden in a white chador from head to foot. The test from which he had cried all night to be saved, had walked to his house the next day. Holding her hand like a queen, Taha had brought her to his house as if it was not Abdul Aala’s house but Husn-e-Jahan’s, and Abdul Aala had gone inside to his room. He had never been so enraged in his life.

“Baba, this is Husn-e-Jahan. She wanted to meet you,” Taha left her in the big room, and came inside to his room. 
“Why have you brought her? Or do you wish to tell me that you have chosen Husn-e-Jahan over your father?” He burst upon him. Wrapped in white chador, Husn-e-Jahan’s face whitened too. Even standing in the other room, she was able to see and hear the two of them through the open door. 
“You have never spoken to me like this the entire life…why are you doing it now, Baba…? What is it that I have done?” extremely upset, Taha told his father. 
“You have put my family’s heritage and the next generation at risk. Your hands will no longer write the name of Allah, they will paint this woman’s beauty. She is the devil. She has come to distract you. She will lead you astray and take you from here,” Abdul Aala gestured to her. Husn-e-Jahan turned to sand as she stood. 
“She is Husn-e-Jahan. Allah has brought her to me. Allah has made her dwell here,” Taha put his hand on his heart and told Abdul Aala. 
“There is ego here, not Allah,” Abdul Aala touched Taha’s chest and said in a degrading tone. 
“Call it whatever you want,” he continued to stand there. 
“Do you want what you used to paint…what you have started to make…a woman’s face, body, eyes, lips…no one in our past seven generations has spoken of any other beauty except the beauty of Allah…dand you Taha, where have you come from where? There is still time, return back…don’t go there, there is aberrance there.” Abdul Aala was making the last attempt to make him understand. 
“There is love there, not aberrance,” he insisted. 
“There is deception there,” Abdul Aala said. 
“I can see nothing except her.”
“Then blind yourself,” Abdul Aala said harshly. 
“If she goes from my eyes, she will appear in my heart, and if she goes from the heart, she will start to run in my veins with my blood. She is here, here, everywhere, Baba…from how many places should I remove her?” he said helplessly, touching his heart, throat, and temples. 
“Here, here, here…only Allah can be everywhere, no one else,” Abdul Aala touched his chest, throat, and head. 
“Love can happen,” Taha insisted. 
“Love has downfall.”
“It also has ascension,” he was still bent upon adamance, and through the open door of the room, Husn-e-Jahan watched the father and son confront each other. One had turned her to dust and blown her away, while the other insisted upon making her a crown and placing her upon his head. 
“Do not use the hands that have been chosen for Allah to create the beauty of a mortal, Taha. Allah will take the skill from your hands.”
“You are wrong. I have been calligraphing for so many years…would I not remain capable of writing Allah’s name if I make her face?” he was arguing with his father. 
“He is one. He accepts no partners. If your hands praise the beauty of another, He will erase that beauty.”
“Whatever malediction you must give, give to me, Baba, not to Husn-e-Jahan…Allah has put her love in my heart…only Allah can remove it. You cannot remove it,” he said, offended. “I am leaving your house. But I cannot leave her.” Saying this, he started going into the other room. 
“Allah can indeed remove her love from your heart. So, I will make dua to Allah that may He remove her from your heart,” Abdul Aala told Taha as he was leaving. He stopped, turned, looked at Abdul Aala, and then left without saying anything. Abdul Aala saw him and Husn-eJahan leaving the room. That Husn-e-Jahan had taken his last asset from him. For the first time in his life, Abdul Aala despised someone, maledicted someone. He was a calligrapher. How could his malediction not affect Husn-e-Jahan?

******************** 

How much of the night had passed, how much of it remained, and had the time stopped or stalled, Qalb-e-Momin had not idea, and perhaps even Abdul Aala had no idea of it. 
“That was the last time that I saw Taha alive. Then after that, let alone alive, I did not even see him dead,” Abdul Aala’s voice screamed in pain. Even after all those year, he still seemed to stand at the same place. It was perhaps the same moment again in that house…the moment of Taha’s leaving. 
“A month later, I got a letter from him with only one sentence written in it. Baba, forgive me. I tore up that letter. Then, every month there was a letter from him with just this one sentence. I did not tear up those letters. I kept them without reading them. And even if I opened and read them, I never read them again.” He was stringing his anguish and remorse in words and relating them to him. Watching his face, Qalb-e-Momin was still not ready to believe him as being the negative character of that tale, despite his regret, even after the confession. 
“It was just at the news of your birth that I was not able to put down the letter after opening it up. My heart started melting,” he laughed in an oddly injured manner. “The next calligrapher had come into the family of calligraphers, be it Husn-e-Jahan’s son. I now started to wait for Taha’s letters just to find out about you. I also started to think about forgiving him. Every night I would sit with paper to write to him and Husn-e-Jahan would appear on the paper, and my heart turned to stone again. All the words would vanish again. Three years later, Taha’s letters stopped coming. I got restless. Then some months later, I wrote him a letter. That letter came back unopened. Taha was no longer at that address. I felt like I had lost him one more time. I sat all night and begged forgiveness from Allah. I asked Him why my heart had turned to stone…? How had I been able to reject my own blood in that manner? How had I dared to consider Husn-e-Jahan so lowly…had I been right or wrong…if I had been right, then why was I cutting punishment for it…if I had been wrong, then why had I not realized my error in time?” Qalb-e-Momin saw tears slide down the cheeks of the elderly calligrapher. 
“Eight years passed like this. Then one day I got a parcel from Husn-e-Jahan with your letters to Allah, and with those letters, there was also a letter from Husn-e-Jahan for Taha. She thought he was with me. He had left her a long time ago. Abandoning my ego, my stubbornness, I ran to you both…Allah had given me another chance to rectify my error. I did not wish to lose this chance this time…but it was too late. Upset with your mother, Taha had left home and had gone to a friend, and he died in an accident. The friend had neither my address, nor yours. He had buried him.”
Something pricked Momin’s eyes, and his eyes misted. He did not wish to hear about that moment in his life. He wanted to tell the talebearer to stop right there, but what could he say, how could he say it, to the old man engulfed in anguish?
“If you hadn’t been there Qalb-e-Momin, I would have died in Taha’s grief. Your presence kept me alive. I considered you Taha and raised you all over again. How could I stop you from anything? I let you do whatever you wanted to do. You wanted to go to boarding, I let you go. You wanted to study filmmaking, I sent you to America. Abdul Aala had no courage to caution or stop you. But now that I stand on the last ladder of life, I am forced to say all this to you,” he had stopped and was wiping his tears. Qalb-e-Momin wiped his own tears too. He wanted to ask something but if he had spoken, his voice would have faltered, and then he would have shattered…He had never cried in front of Dada his entire life. Whatever tears he had, he had shed during childhood, not as an adult, and now he did not wish to repeat his childhood in front of him. 
“If I hadn’t shown stubbornness, they both would have been married. They would have been with me…they would have been spending a good life. I just should not have stopped him from marriage, but only from making Husn-e-Jahan’s pictures…I should have done this, or I should have done that…I just spent a lot of years in thinking that.”
“Why did Baba get upset and leave home? Did Mummy ever tell you?”
Abdul Aala stared at Qalb-e-Momin’s face at the question, “You were with him…do you not remember?” Abdul Aala asked him in response. 
“No.”
Abdul Aala kept looking at his face, and then he said in a soft voice, “Then leave it…sometimes it is better to be unaware of some things.” Then he stood up. 
“Dada,” he protested. 
“Qalb-e-Momin, I have become old…I have forgotten a lot…I wish to forget a lot more,” he was saying as he left the room. Qalb-e-Momin had not believed him. He just didn’t want to tell him, he had not forgotten. He was sure of that. He looked at the chest and the apology letters scattered on the table. The apology letters written by his father…it was remorse that spilled from the words. He had regretted marrying Husn-e-Jahan. All the sentences written on those papers took Momin back into a strange maze.

******************* 

“You won’t tell me anything, Abba? Will you always stay quiet about Husn-e-Jahan” she was probing Sultan on the phone. 
“What should I tell you?” Sultan had remembered something. 
“The story of Husn-e-Jahan life…you have always told the tales of her triumph. Tell me the story of her downfall too…if love had brought her downfall, then whose love? If the lover had betrayed her, then why…if he had been loyal, then how?” Momina was insisting. For the first time in her life, she had been interested in listening to Husn-e-Jahan’s story. For her entire life, she had heard her being mentioned. 
Sultan shut the phone. He knew Momina would call again. She did not call back. The curtain that he wanted to keep, had remained fallen. But Momina’s questions had made him restless. He had searched out from the old wooden almirah in his room the box which he opened after many years this time. Jehanigir’s illness seemed to have made him forget about everything over the past many years, and also the letters which were in that box. The letters that were written to Sultan in Husn-e-Jahan poor handwriting and which he had kept close to his heart, actually hidden in his heart, for all these years. 
“What had happened to Husn-e-Jahan, Abba…? For whose love had she left her throne…?” Momina’s voice swayed in his ears. Unfolding a piece of paper, Sultan laughed oddly and muttered.
“Not a throne—Husn-e-Jahan had left Sultan.”

******************** 

She froze for a second as she moved the paper from the canvas. With arms spread in the air, dancing, it was her own figure. Every crease of her red flared frock was upon the canvas. For a moment Husn-e-Jahan felt that had she touched it, her dress would have come into her hand.

“Who has sent it?” she turned and asked Sultan. They were in the makeup room of the same theater. Her performance was after two hours, and that life size canvas had greeted her as soon as she had entered the makeup room.

“There is a Taha Abdul Aala…a dancer and calligrapher. He has sent it for you,” Sultan told her. 
“When did he see me?” stunned, she looked at her facial features, the hair in her braid and the white jasmine threaded in them, the amulet around her neck and its black thread. 
“He must have seen you perform yesterday,” Sultan could not understand why she was so amazed. 
“He made this picture in one night?” Husn-e-Jahan could not believe it. 
“He couldn’t have made it in one night. How could it be made in one night. He must have been working on it already,” Sultan laughed and tried to distract her. 
This time, Husn-e-Jahan turned to look at Sultan and said, “But this dress is from my last night’s performance. Where had he seen this before?”
Sultan was speechless for a moment, then he laughed, “This could not have been done in one night. He is performing. He has also sent you an invitation to watch his performance…watch him, meet him, ask him.” For that last bit of advice, Sultan had been regretful his entire life. Until then, she had done nothing without asking him. He had told him to meet Taha, and after meeting Taha, she seemed to have exited Sultan’s orbit.

***************** 

Taha Abdul Aala was dancing on the stage and she watched his dance from backstage. Husn-e-Jahan watched with unblinking eyes Taha Abdul Aala’s figure dancing to the beat of the Turkish music. She was trying to see the face of the swirling figure which was obscured beneath the long fez and which the movement of his figure was hiding from her, and the intoxicating swirling of his figure enraptured Husn-e-Jahan in a strange manner. Standing backstage, she spread out her arms and slowly started to swirl. Sultan was startled.

“Husn-e-Jahan Ji, what is happening to you?” he tried to stop her. She did not stop. Taha was dancing in front of her on the stage, and backstage, Husn-e-Jahan was dancing in the same manner. Sultan had never seen her in a such a state before. She was not drunk, but she was…she was not mad but she looked like it…on the same rhythm, on the same beat, two human figures were whirling with the same speed and enrapturement. Taha Abdul Aala on the stage…and Husne-Jahan backstage…and then the music stopped and Sultan saw Husn-e-Jahan get dizzy and fall. Alarmed, he ran to help her. At that moment on the stage, Taha was bowing at accolades from the audience, unaware that the one whom he revered had turned into his beloved.

“Are you alright?”
“Yes, I am fine.”
“What happened to you?”
“You tell me, what you have done to me?” after regaining consciousness in the makeup

room, she sat holding Sultan’s hand with an odd restlessness and vulnerability, and Sultan was looking at her in a state of shock. She was talking to him, but it seemed to Sultan like someone else’s reflection was in her eyes. She not talking to him but someone else.

“What has happened to you, Husn-e-Jahan Ji,” Sultan freed his hand from hers. Startled, she looked first at her hand then Sultan’s, then Sultan’s face, and seemed to regain her senses. 
“Where is he?” she asked Sultan. 
“Who?” Sultan was oddly bewildered. Husn-e-Jahan’s answer plunged a dagger into his chest. 
“Taha,” that name upon her lips swirled like a snake for Sultan. 
“He was holding my hand. He was asking how I was,” looking oddly at her hand, she muttered. 
“I was holding your hand. I was asking how you were,” Sultan restlessly held her hand again. Husn-e-Jahan looked at him in disbelief, then freed her hand from his. Then she stood up from the couch. 
“It is time for your performance,” Sultan reminded her. She stood looking at the canvas upon which she was dancing. Then she stood in front of the mirror and straightened her dress, and then suddenly, she saw something in the mirror. 
“Are you able to see him?” she asked Sultan in a strange whisper. Sultan followed her eyes to the mirror. 
“Who?”
“Taha.” She plunged another dagger into Sultan’s chest, and another snake swirled upon her lips. 
“How could he be seen in this mirror? Only you are in this mirror,” he told her worriedly. She was still looking at her image. 
“Why am I able to see him? Why can’t I see myself?” she said, confused, and it seemed to Sultan as if she wasn’t feeling well. She had just fallen down dizzy and if she was saying all those things, then it was understandable. 
“You need to rest. Let’s go to the hotel. I will have the doctor check you,” Sultan told her, still worried. 
She interrupted him, “Check up for what?”
Sultan stared at her, “You need to rest. I will cancel your performance.” He wanted to leave but she held his hand and stopped him. 
“I am fine. I will perform,” she was again looking in the mirror.

******************* 

It was not the same Husn-e-Jahan dancing on the stage who had danced there the previous night. At the beginning of her kathak dance, she had bowed in front of the audience and when she straightened, she saw Taha in the audience. He was seated in the first row. Her glance went to the row behind him. He was there too. He was also in the row behind that one. Where was he? How could he be everywhere? She forgot to begin her dance. Standing behind the stage, Sultan’s heartbeat started getting erratic. She was staring continuously at the audience, and the audience had now started to whisper amidst themselves. They had started to shift in their seats. She finally started to dance.

Sultan stared at her unblinkingly in a state of shock and grief. There was no rhythm in her dance. Only she knew what beat she was dancing at, but it was not the tabla. It was not to the music that was playing there for her. Those who had lost their senses watching her dance the previous night were staring at her again just as disbelievingly. They had not come to see this Husn-e-Jahan.

Sultan had been with her for the past five years. He could not remember her forgetting her dance like this on stage before that it was so clearly obvious. 
“Was she seeing Taha again?” Sultan thought with an odd helplessness. Had this eye that had been twitching, twitching correctly? Husn-e-Jahan had been affected by the evil eye.

***************** 

“For the first time in your life, you forgot to dance. Why did I see such a day?” Sultan said miserably as he folded her dancing dress in her hotel room. She had now changed her dress and was lying down on the sofa.

“Taha is clinging to my mind. When I start to dance, he starts to dance in front of my eyes…and when he starts to dance, he takes me elsewhere,” she started to mutter. 
In the middle of folding her dress, Sultan exclaimed painfully, “Where does he take you?”
“In another world…out of this body…there, I fly in the wind like a bird’s feather…there, I…and him….and all of them dance,” she was speaking in a strange trance. 
“Who else?” Sultan asked agitatedly. 
“All those who are there…in clothes like Taha’s…there is no land there...there is only the sky but under the feet.”
He looked at her speechlessly, “You have never said such things before. Such talk…”
Husn-e-Jahan interrupted him and said, “I want to meet Taha.”
Sultan wanted to refuse. He wanted to tell her that he would rather die now than ever have her and Taha come face to face. But just then, there was a knock on the hotel door, and Sultan was immediately gladdened. Husn-e-Jahan was going to be distracted. Perhaps she would forget about her insistence for meeting him. 
Sultan opened the door, and as soon as he opened the door Sultan felt himself to be powerless for the very first time. Whatever was transpiring, was kismet. He could not stop it. 
“I want to meet Husn-e-Jahan,” standing in front of him, Taha said in polished English. Sultan moved from the doorway without saying anything, and he entered without a moment’s hesitation. She was reclining on the sofa, and she sat up with a shock when she saw Taha, and then she seemed to call out to Sultan. 
“Sultan…Sultan…I see him again. I will keep seeing him like this.”
Sultan came forward and he said to Husn-e-Jahan, “Taha Sahib has come himself. He wants to meet you,” it seemed like he wished to conceal Husn-e-Jahan’s state of mind. Husn-e-Jahan looked at him, then she looked at Taha, and then she went to him in a state of odd restlessness. 
“What have you done to me?” standing in front of Taha, she asked him. 
In response Taha asked her, “I have come to ask you this question.” Standing face to face, they both stared at each other, and Sultan stood there like a powerless onlooker who, despite not enjoying the show, was still forced to watch it. 
“You see this picture?” Taha was now pointing at his painting placed against a wall of the room. “I made this in a single night…after seeing you for the first time…I have painted a woman’s face and body for the very first time.” He was telling her. 
“I don’t believe you,” Husn-e-Jahan said. 
“Should I make it again?” he said in response to Husn-e-Jahan. 
“In one night?” Husn-e-Jahan asked. 
“Less than that,” he spoke with his eyes transfixed upon her face. 
“I won’t sit in front of you,” she told him. 
“You had not sat there before either,” he replied. 
“But you will sit in front of me and make it,” she was now challenging him, as if seeking to break the spell upon herself. 
“Agreed,” Taha said immediately. They had both forgotten Sultan, and Sultan…he had not even remained a grain of sand in the universe of their love.

******************* 

The next evening, Taha was performing on stage again, and Husn-e-Jahan had come to see him once more. Standing behind the stage, she had again started to dance like him when she saw him. The entire kathak was wasted…all the beats, the steps, everything. If there was a beat, it was only one. If there was a tune, it was just one…she was getting colored in the hue of Taha Abdul Aala, and Sultan was getting exhausted in attempting to stop her.

“Rehearse for your own performance…if you continue to dance like this, you will forget your own dance,” Sultan stopped her. 
“Why does he not forget his dance when he sees me?” she was asking and rendering Sultan speechless. 
“Don’t ask me such questions,” Sultan seemed to narrate his feebleness to her. 
“See, he has not forgotten, has he? He has not forgotten who he is dancing for…and me…” standing there watching him, she was laughing as she cried, or crying as she laughed, Sultan was unable to ascertain. But she danced whirling in the same round circle. Sultan wanted to hold her hand to stop her but she had turned into such a whirlwind that she would have been unable to come into anyone’s hand, let alone his own.

******************** 

That night, they met in a park. Taha had brought a canvas and an easel with him, and Husne-Jahan had only brought Sultan with her. With his easel placed on the ground and his canvas propped upon it, he was once again painting her in the light of the walkway lamps, and she was seated with Sultan on the stairs behind him leading upwards from the park, devotedly watching every movement of his hand.

“What is the use of all this?” Sultan tried to erect a dam upon the rising flood which was snatching Husn-e-Jahan from him and making her someone else’s. 
“All my work in life has been beneficial. Now let me taste some loss too,” she was enraptured. She was oblivious of profit or loss…
“What do you wish to do?” Sultan asked her. 
“Love,” her whisper echoed in soft voice first, and then her laughter. A knife sliced Sultan’s jugular. In front of him, she wanted to do ‘that’ with someone else what Sultan had been hiding inside his own heart for her for the past many years. 
“He does not even look at me but how he copies every feature of my face upon the canvas…how can he copy that?” unaware of his expressions, she was telling him as she watched her image appear on Taha’s canvas. 
“If I had been a painter, I would have done it too,” Sultan tried to divert her attention towards himself. Husn-e-Jahan did not even hear him. 
“He told me that it was the first time that he had made a woman’s figure…but look, do you see any flaws in this picture?” she was under the spell of Taha Abdul Aala’s brush. 
“Let’s go Husn-e-Jahan, it is your performance tomorrow…if you sit here the entire night, how will you dance tomorrow…you have to dance for the last time tomorrow,” Sultan tried to pull her back again. 
“Leave it, Sultan…I don’t want to dance now…if I wish to dance, it is like Taha Abdul Aala,” she brushed off Sultan’s hand. 
First, he was shocked, then restless. “You are Husn-e-Jahan. You are not Taha Abdul Aala,” he reminded her. 
“I wish to become him,” she disregarded it. 
“What will you get by becoming him?” Sultan was not one to give up so easily. 
“I am tired of this body, Sultan…of this face…that has to be adorned all the time…of this body that is always asking for something. Clothes, jewelry, things…luxuries…I just want to live somewhere here with Taha Abdul Aala…by becoming a soul,” she was speaking with her eyes locked with Sultan’s, and Sultan was dumbfounded. 
“These things…these words…who is it inside you who is forcing you to say all this?” after a moment of silence, this was all that Sultan could utter. 
“I don’t know who it is…you tell me who it is?” she said uneasily. “This soul of mine has now started to breathe. I don’t know how it has come alive. I had killed it…I had even buried it. How has it started to live now?” she was speaking, and Sultan was looking at her face. “It knows the name of the Lord… no one else’s…it doesn’t know you either…what am I to do with this soul now?”
Sultan had no words left. Taha Abdul Aala stood with the same completed portrait of Husne-Jahan. It was a night of ascension for one, and the night of downfall for another. 
It was only Sultan who remained just as he had been.

****************** 

“What are you looking for?” for two days, she had been missing from the hotel…when she came the third day, she started opening her suitcases and throwing out her clothes. She was throwing out all the expensive dresses made exclusively for her dance performances as if they were copies of old newspaper.

“What are you looking for?” despite being upset with her for having disappeared like that, he could not resist asking. 
“Chador,” she replied. He was surprised. 
“Which chador?”
“Any chador.”
“There is no chador in your luggage…what do you need to do with a chador?” he was frustrated. 
“Taha wants me to meet his Baba…I want to wear a plain chador…he is a great calligrapher…Taha says he is very pious and reverent. I will be embarrassed to go in front of him in these flashy and loud dupattas…give me a chador…a white chador…” speaking in a state of odd agitation, she continued to search. 
“You are Husn-e-Jahan, have some sense...half the world knows you, dies on you, and you want to put a chador upon the beauty that Allah has given you?” Sultan was infuriated. 
“Yes, Allah has given it to me but not for the world,” she said in response. Without saying anything this time, Sultan picked up the receiver of the phone in the room.
Husn-e-Jahan rushed to him instinctively, “Who are you calling?”
“Your mother…I can no longer witness this madness.”
She snatched the phone from Sultan. “You will see my dead face if you tell her,” she told him. Sultan could not believe that Husn-e-Jahan was talking of dying. She had definitely gone mad. 
“I don’t want to go back now, Sultan. That road is left far behind…if someone stops me, I will eat poison…see, this is a diamond. I have bought it with my own earning. I will eat this and die,” pulling the sheet from the bed, she was now draping herself with it…who wears the white sheet from a bed. She was crossing all limits to meet Taha Abdul Aala’s father. 
“I will go to Pakistan. I will bring an amulet for you. There is someone’s evil eye upon you…I use to tell you… to cast off the evil eye from you before you get on the stage,” Sultan got emotional. Walking towards the door, she laughed as she draped herself in the chador. 
“I have cast it off, Sultan…Husn-e-Jahan has cast off every eye from upon herself. Now, only one eye will remain on her,” she had left the room. Sultan stood in the middle of the room amidst all the scattered frocks, skirts, ghararas, and shararas as if he was a storekeeper with a store full of fabric bolts of which a customer had requested to see everything but had got up and left without doing even a rupee worth of shopping. He was known in the entire film industry as ‘Husne-Jahan’s Sultan’, and he considered himself to be a Sultan just from this title. For the first time, Husn-e-Jahan’s Sultan was seeing ‘Taha’s Husn-e-Jahan’ and what a fire it was that she had set to his being. If he had really been a Sultan, he would have burnt and died, but he was a slave, unable to die even upon burning.

******************** 

She had left laughing that day, and came back crying. She stood after throwing off her chador, weeping uncontrollably. 
“Why are you crying…? What happened?” Sultan was alarmed. 
“Such doubt…such pride…I was Husn-e-Jahan…I left the world to go to him only because…only because he was the one to praise Allah’s eminence,” she was crying as she spoke. 
“Who are you talking about? Who has told you this…if Taha has said something, I will kill him,” Sultan was enraged. Why would tears come into Husn-e-Jahan’s eyes because of anyone. 
“No, Taha has not said anything…his father has…his father…,” leaving her sentence unfinished, she started to weep with hiccups. “I look like the incarnation of Satan to him that has come to lead Taha astray…I…I had gone after Taha crazed in the love of the same in the love of whom their family does calligraphy…is the Lord only Abdul Aala’s? Is He not Husn-e-Jahan’s? Could He not be Husn-e-Jahan’s?” she was asking Sultan as she kept on crying. 
“I had stopped you. You did not listen. Let him go. Forget about him. Let’s go back into our world,” Sultan took her hand. She freed it from him. 
“There is no going back now…I will make Abdul Aala yearn to see Taha’s face, Sultan…Taha has left him for me…and I am going with him to marry him,” in the midst of her crying, she crashed doom upon Sultan. 
“No, Husn-e-Jahan Ji…what will Sultan do?” he broke down in tears. His lover was not leaving him but still was becoming someone else’s. 
“Sultan is Sultan…nothing will happen to Sultan…but if anything happens to Husn-eJahan, then Sultan will lose his life…right Sultan?” she was consoling him now. Yes, she was indeed only consoling him. “Then tell me…should Husn-e-Jahan not go with Taha…should she be ruined?” She was not questioning Sultan, she was asking his permission. Sultan let go of her hand that he was holding. How could he allow Husn-e-Jahan to be ruined. 
That night in Turkey, ‘Sultan’ lost his sultanate. 
*****************

“You will not open your tongue? Have you come back dumb from Turkey? Speak…why don’t you tell me…where has Husn-e-Jahan gone? You wretch, I had sent you to guard and you lost my entire treasure?” an inflamed Mumtaz Begum spoke as she kept slapping his face, and Sultan took the beating. He had neither tried to save himself, nor stop Mumtaz Begum. With a torn shirt, he stood like a lifeless statue in front of Mumtaz Begum. When she was tired of beating him, Sultan spoke.

“These are her suitcases of clothes…I have come to give these.” 

Mumtaz Begum kicked the suitcases and said, “What should I do with these…should I burn them, shove them in hell? Tell me, what should I do?”
He went dumb again. 
“For the sake of Husn-e-Jahan, Sultan, tell me where she has gone?” suddenly Mumtaz clasped her hands together in front of him beseechingly. 
Sultan raised his head to look at her, then he said, “She has left…she has gotten married.” Mumtaz slapped her chest. 
“Gotten married…with which businessman?’ she said in confusion. 
“He calligraphs the names of Allah,” Sultan said with a lowered head. 
“Oh, she has married a broke…what did she take in exchange?” Mumtaz’s grief worsened. 
“She took the Lord,” Sultan muttered.

***************** 

“What have you had opened for so long, Sultan?” it was Surraya whose presence he had not noticed at all. Sultan raised his head and looked at her with empty eyes. 
“Memories,” he muttered. 
Surraya was stilled, then she laughed, “You and I both do the same thing now. We are old now,” she said and walked away, dragging her slippers on the floor. Sultan continued sitting there with all the letters still in his lap. He remembered that day that they were all someone else’s trust and had to be delivered to him. He repeated Husn-e-Jahan’s son’s name. 
“Qalb-e-Momin.”

***************** 

Even after returning to his room that night, Qalb-e-Momin had been unable to sleep. With the letters piled upon his desk, he was opening every single one and ‘reading’ his father’s anguish. It was written not with words but with tears, it was not on paper but in the touch that he could feel as he held the letters in his hand. The touch of Taha Abdul Aala’s hand. The warmth of that hand that had once been part of his being and after losing which Qalb-e-Momin had never attempted to seek his father or a father-like relationship ever again. Taha Abdul Aala seemed to have left his presence imprinted upon his mind.

Sitting in the silence of that room that night, Qalb-e-Momin had finally discovered the secret which had continually stayed with him in the form of questions. What was the mistake committed by his mother that Taha Abdul Aala had not been able to forgive.

“You were with them then…do you not know what mistake had been committed?” Dada had asked him, or perhaps, had reminded him. If Qalb-e-Momin had told him about the man, then then he too would have told him. Since Qalb-e-Momin had not told him about the man, Dada too had been unable to talk about the person who had become the reason for the separation between his mother and father.

Again, all those people started to take linear form upon the canvas of his mind. The life that he had spent playing and running in Turkey. The house in which he had lived with Taha and Husn-e-Jahan. The association between his mother and father…their relationship…and then that day when everything had ended. He seemed to have reached those days of his childhood through telepathy.

****************** 

His father sat in front of that canvas every day, and then he just kept sitting there, sometimes for the entire night, and Qalb-e-Momin would like in his bed and watch him until he finally fell asleep. Brush in one hand, color palette in another, an empty canvas in front, and hanging right on top the canvas, a yellow bulb under a hat shaped shade on a long wire. Qalb-eMomin was unable to understand why his father never painted anything on the canvas, and why he spent the entire night just looking at the canvas. What did he see on the canvas, and then why he left the canvas and what did he start to write by keeping a piece of paper on his knee? It was the helplessness of a calligrapher and painter, his creative block, which a young child could not have understood, because when he held the canvas and paper, he filled it with lines, shapes, colors, and words of his choice.

“Baba…what are you painting?” that night too, Qalb-e-Momin had awakened from sleep and saw his father sitting in the same manner, and he attempted to help his father. Taha was startled to hear his voice, and he turned his neck to look at Qalb-e-Momin. He was sitting next to the sleeping Husn-e-Jahan on the bed, and looking at him.

“I…the name of Allah….,” faltering, Taha turned his neck back to look at the canvas. Qalbe-Momin looked at the canvas, he saw nothing. With an odd curiosity, he got out of bed and came to stand next to Taha and started to look at the canvas.

“It is empty,” he told his father in confusion. 
“Yes, I am unable to write,” Taha said in a tearful voice. Without saying anything, Qalbe-Momin took the brush from him, put color on it from the palette, and started to write Allah’s name on the blank canvas. 
“It is very easy,” he told his father as he wrote. “See, I have written Alif,” he informed his father with pride. 
“I am not even able to write Alif…you can write it…I cannot write it,” Taha said to him with a strange sorrow. 
Qalb-e-Momin handed the brush to his father and said, “I will hold your hand and write…then it will be written.” He seemed to reassure his father, just like Husn-e-Jahan and Taha had comforted and reassured him when they were teaching him how to write. 
“My hands are tied Qalb-e-Momin,” said to him helplessly as he looked at his hands. Qalbe-Momin was instantly worried as he looked at his father’s hands. 
Then he started to feel his wrists and said, “Should I open them?”
“You cannot open them,” suddenly he broke down and started to sob. Something happened to Qalb-e-Momin’s heart. He too started to weep uncontrollably. Taha got up crying and walked out of the room. Someone lifted Qalb-e-Momin in and embrace and hugged him close. It was Husn-e-Jahan who had definitely awakened at the sound of their crying. 
“Baba…Baba…why is he crying,” sitting in his mother’s lap, he asked in the middle of his hiccups. 
“He is not well,” his mother soothed him. 
“His hands are tied. You have to open them. He is in pain, Mummy,” still crying, he tried to explain his father’s problem to his mother. 
“I cannot open them, Momin,” Husn-e-Jahan’s answer amazed him. 
“Who has tied his hands?” Qalb-e-Momin asked. 
“Allah…has…”
“Why?” he was surprised at Husn-e-Jahan’s answer. 
“It is Allah’s will….” Qalb-e-Momin saw tears in Husn-e-Jahan’s eyes. 
“Why are you crying?” he grew more restless. 
“When you get older, you will understand why we both cry,” laying Qalb-e-Momin on the bed, she rubbed her eyes and said in a tearful voice. After laying him down, she went outside. Qalb-e-Momin could hear the voices coming from outside. 
“Why do you do this, Taha…Momin gets upset,” his mother was saying to his father. 
“All this is not in my control…you cannot understand this…you are not in my place,” his father had said. 
“I can understand…I too have left everything and come,” Husn-e-Jahan had said. 
“What you have left…is the world….what I have abandoned….is Allah…I made a mistake,” Qalb-e-Momin heard his father say, then he heard his mother’s long silence…after a very long pause he heard Husn-e-Jahan’s say, “What are you calling your mistake, Taha…my choice?”
“I don’t want to talk to you, you go,” slipping into sleep, those were the last two sentences that Qalb-e-Momin heard, and he understood no part of that conversation.

********************** 

For many days after that night, Qalb-e-Momin seemed to stick close to his father after coming home from school as if he was protecting him or giving him the assurance that he was sympathetic to him and did not wish for him to cry like that again.

Taha stood outside on the porch and waited for the postman every day, and Qalb-e-Momin stood watched his father’s wait like an eye-witness. 
“Has a letter come for me?” Taha asked the postman almost every day, and he refused and moved on. Qalb-e-Momin would be surprised. The postman never brought a letter for his mother yet he often saw a letter from Pakistan with Husn-e-Jahan which she only opened and read when Taha was not at home, and as she read the letter, his mother’s eyes and face would shine. Then she always sat to write a reply to the letter and went with Qalb-e-Momin to the post office and sent the letter to Pakistan. 
That day too, as he was waiting with Taha on the porch for the postman and then listening to his refusal in response, Qalb-e-Momin remembered all the letters that his Mummy had. 
“Baba, Mummy has many letters…you can take those.”
Taha was startled at his statement. “How did Mummy get the letters?” he asked Qalb-eMomin. 
“From Pakistan,” he told his father very simply. His father dropped his hand that he had been holding, went inside the room very swiftly. Surprised, Qalb-e-Momin went after him. 
“Why does he write you letters?” he heard his father roar as he went inside. 
“Who told you he writes?” he heard Husn-e-Jahan say. Qalb-e-Momin stopped at the door in confusion. 
“You hide things from me,” Taha said as he stood facing Husn-e-Jahan. 
“Taha, you are mistaken…,” Husn-e-Jahan tried to say something and Taha roared again. 
“I had told you to end communication with him, and you….”
Qalb-e-Momin was scared, and he did not go inside. 
“Are you suspecting me?” Husn-e-Jahan said to him. 
“Suspect…” Taha was oddly furious, and he opened the almirah in the room and started throwing things outside. Husn-e-Jahan was stilled for a few moments, then she darted after him. 
“Taha…Taha…don’t do this…all this…there is nothing inside it,” she had tried to stop him, but by then Taha had taken out a pile of letters from the almirah. Turning around, he moved the pile towards Husn-e-Jahan. Husn-e-Jahan stood there defeatedly. 
“You…you want to leave me?” Taha yelled at Husn-e-Jahan. 
“I…how could I leave you, Taha…I love you,” grabbing the letters from his hand, Husne-Jahan started to cry. 
“You love me, and you are betraying me?” Taha screamed at her. “I destroyed myself for you, Husn-e-Jahan…from Taha Abdul Aala bin Turaab, I have become a street dog, and you…you are deceiving me…whose life should I take…mine or his?” screaming, he had come to stand in front of Husn-e-Jahan. 
Husn-e-Jahan raised her head and looked at him, then she said, “Mine…kill me…I was the one who had started all this…it should end with me.”
“Before I kill you, I will kill myself…these hands are no longer able to write Allah’s name, they are not capable of taking your life either,” Taha said to her after a moment of silence, and then knocking over the canvas lying in the room, he went outside. Standing in the doorway, Qalbe-Momin saw his father go outside, then his mother crying inside the room…walking slowly, he came near Husn-e-Jahan standing in the middle of the scattered letters in the room. 
“Mummy…Mummy,” he called to Husn-e-Jahan. With flowing tears, she bent her head to look at him. 
“Did you tell Baba about these letters, Qalb-e-Momin?”
Qalb-e-Momin was stilled at that question. Without saying anything, he nodded his head guiltily and lowered it. Had he had known that mentioning those letters would cause such a big fight in the house, he would never have told Baba about them. 
Husn-e-Jahan looked at his lowered, guilt filled faced, then without saying anything, she moved forward and sitting down on the floor, she hugged him close. Qalb-e-Momin was strangely relieved. Wrapped around her, he started to feel her hair. 
“Mummy, why don’t you put flowers in your hair…like you used to put before?” Qalb-eMomin had remembered the white flowers in his mother’s hair. With her arms around him, his mother had been silent. Qalb-e-Momin had not been able to understand that silence.

**************** 

It was in search of the white flowers that he had entered the jungle behind his house for the first time, where during spring, flowers on wild plants were blooming everywhere. But he was in search of large flowers…white roses that his father always brought to put in his mother’s hair, and now Qalb-e-Momin seemed to wish to rectify his mistake by setting out in search of those flowers. Suddenly he heard Husn-e-Jahan calling for him when, after failing to find the white roses, he was picking the small white flowers that were blooming everywhere. His mother was calling for him in a state of restlessness.

“Momin…Momin…” the silence of the jungle was echoing with the voices. He often came into that jungle with Taha and Husn-e-Jahan. 
“Mummy, I am here,” Qalb-e-Momin called out loudly in response. 
“You nearly took my life out…why did you leave the house? Why have you come here? I have been searching for you for so long,” she rushed to Qalb-e-Momin at his voice.
Qalb-e-Momin took the flowers out of his pocket and showing them to her, he said, “I had come to get these.”
“Why?” Husn-e-Jahan said with displeasure. 
“To put in your hair,” Qalb-e-Momin said, coming closer. She was stilled at his sentence. Calming down, she held Qalb-e-Momin’s arm and said, “Next time, you will not go alone like this anywhere. And certainly not in a place where there is no one.”
“There is no one here?” Qalb-e-Momin asked as he walked with his mother. “No, look…do you see anyone?” Husn-e-Jahan said. 
“Not even Allah,” Momin asked. She was speechless. 
“Allah is here,” she laughed instinctively. “From where do you bring such questions, Qalbe-Momin? Father, a calligrapher…mother, an actress….and you….”
“And I am Qalb-e-Momin.”
“No, my life,” Husn-e-Jahan lovingly picked him up. Walking together, Qalb-e-Momin kept hanging and putting the white flowers in his mother’s hair. The mother was happy, and so was Qalb-e-Momin.

******************** 

He could not understand the relationship between his father and mother. They would be upset with each other, but they did not stay upset. They fought, but they made up without making up. Upon coming home, Taha looked first for Husn-e-Jahan, even when he was upset with her. He came home, looked at Husn-e-Jahan, then he picked up Qalb-e-Momin, and until he saw Husn-eJahan in the house, he did not even seem to be able to hear Qalb-e-Momin. And Husn-e-Jahan stood at the door every day and waited for him, even when she was upset with him, and as soon as she saw him coming down the road from a distance, she would leave Momin at the open door and went inside herself. Whether or not there was grievance between his mother and father, Qalb-eMomin could ascertain by his mother either standing at the door with him or leaving him alone and going inside herself.

After that fight too, three days later they were again talking to each other. Taha had dejectedly returned with his bag and going to Husn-e-Jahan in the kitchen, he had said, “They did not buy.” As he ate his rice, Qalb-e-Momin looked at his mother’s and father’s faces, where there was disappointment. “They said my work was ‘common’, it is not like before. You look and see, is this ‘common’? Is it not like before?” he was unrolling his calligraphies on that table and showing her, where Qalb-e-Momin sat eating his food. 
“This is very good…those people are wrong,” Husn-e-Jahan told Taha, who sat with his eyes upon the few calligraphy samples he had made after many months and which he had taken to sell in the bazaar. 
“No, they are right. There is something lacking in them,” it was like he had not even heard Husn-e-Jahan’s statement. Looking at his calligraphy, he muttered to himself. 
“What is lacking?” Husn-e-Jahan asked him in a challenging tone. 
“It does not touch the heart. But I cannot remove that one flaw,” he said with an odd helplessness. As Qalb-e-Momin ate his rice, he felt pity for his father. 
“Everything will be alright,” Husn-e-Jahan put her hand on Taha’s shoulder and seemed to reassured him. 
“When will it be alright…you say this every day,” he turned on her angrily. 
“So, should I tell you that nothing will get right?” Husn-e-Jahan told him in response. 
“I will take it to another gallery…I will sell them cheaper…they should just sell,” muttering, he left the pictures on the table and went out of the room. 
Husn-e-Jahan’s and Qalb-e-Momin’s eyes met, then averting her gaze, Husn-e-Jahan carefully started to roll the calligraphy samples. Emptying his plate of rice, Qalb-e-Momin got up and came to the other room where Taha sat quietly on a chair. 
“Baba, are you angry with me?” Qalb-e-Momin said, coming close to him and holding his hand. 
“No…”
“Are you upset with Mummy?” Qalb-e-Momin said restlessly. 
“No, your Mummy is very nice, Qalb-e-Momin,” Taha told him in a soft voice, as if he did not wish his voice to reach Husn-e-Jahan. 
“But I like you more,” Qalb-e-Momin told his father in the same whisper like manner as if he too did not wish Husn-e-Jahan to hear him. Taha smiled, and picking up Qalb-e-Momin, he went out of the room. 
“What is the loveliest and brightest thing that you can see on the sky?” taking him outside to the back garden, Taha asked him as he pointed to the sky where the moon was glistening with all its light and beauty. 
“The moon,” Qalb-e-Momin said instinctively. 
“Your Mummy is the moon that shines in the sky…all the light that is in our life is because of her,” Taha was speaking in a soft voice. Qalb-e-Momin had not paid attention to that confession of love. 
“And who are you?” he was impatient to know. 
“Me…? I am the dark night sky,” Taha said with an odd dejection. 
“And me?” Qalb-e-Momin asked. 
“You…you…that star,” while still holding him, Taha pointed to a small star in the corner of the sky. 
“That is very small,” Qalb-e-Momin was disappointed. 
“You are also very small,” Taha comforted him. 
“I will get lost,” Qalb-e-Momin was not relieved. 
“You are closest to the moon, your Mummy will not let you get lost,” Taha said and patted him. 
“And you?” Qalb-e-Momin was then worried about his father. 
“I am already lost,” Taha looked at him and said in an odd tone. 
“I will find you,” Qalb-e-Momin put his arms around his father’s neck and hugged him tightly. 
“Come inside both of you. What are you looking for in the sky?” they were both startled at Husn-e-Jahan’s voice. 
“Mummy, Baba is calling you the moon,” Qalb-e-Momin stood there and informed her loudly. Husn-e-Jahan’s and Taha’s eyes met, and then they both averted their gaze. 
“He is calling you the prettiest, and me the small star,” he kept on talking. Taha put him down from his arms. 
“He talks too much,” he was embarrassed. 
“And what was your Baba calling himself?” after Taha had left, Husn-e-Jahan had asked Qalb-e-Momim with great curiosity. 
“The black night sky.”
Husn-e-Jahan’s face darkened. Qalb-e-Momin did not understand what had happened to his mother.

************************ 

“Mummy, am I very poor?” knitting a sweater, Husn-e-Jahan was startled at his sentence as if struck by a current. He was sitting with her, doing his homework. 
“No… who said this to you,” she was anguished. 
“All the children say that I am poor, and Baba too, and they also say that Baba asks for money from everyone,” he told his mother sadly. 
“They lie,” Husn-e-Jahan said very angrily. 
“They say that my Baba doesn’t do anything,” Momin was confused. 
“Momin, your Baba is richer than everyone,” Husn-e-Jahan told him. Momin looked at his mother with an odd joy. 
“He has money?”
“He has something even more valuable than money…come, I’ll show you,” holding his hand, Husn-e-Jahan took him to the other room. She opened a trunk and started to take out newspapers from inside it that had features on Taha Abdul Aala’s work and pictures of his calligraphies. 
“Look, your Baba writes Allah’s name, that is why he is richer than anyone…see, his pictures are printed in newspapers,” she was showing Qalb-e-Momin the newspapers very proudly. 
“The one who writes Allah’s name is the richest of all?” Qalb-e-Momin asked with great curiosity. 
“Yes,” Husn-e-Jahan replied. 
“Why?” Qalb-e-Momin probed. 
“Because Allah loves him.”
“Does Allah loves Baba?” Momin enquired again.
“Yes,” Husn-e-Jahan said. 
“And me? And you?” Momin could not be satisfied. 
“He loves Baba the most, and then us after him,” Husn-e-Jahan said. 
“Then why doesn’t Allah give money to Baba…? I want to get a lot of toys…and a cycle…and chocolates…” Qalb-e-Momin said, suddenly pushing aside the newspapers. Before he and Husn-e-Jahan say anything else, there was a sound behind them. They both looked backed together. Taha had been standing there and was then leaving. Husn-e-Jahan put her fingers on her lips and indicated to Momin to be silent, as if she did no wish him to continue his chain of statements and questions. She herself had left everything there and gone inside. 
“I cannot see Qalb-e-Momin yearn like this for things,” Qalb-e-Momin had followed his mother and he saw his mother and father sitting at the table and talking. 
“I have hurt my father’s heart. All this punishment is for that. For as long as he is unhappy, Allah will not forgive my hands,” Taha spoke with an odd restlessness.
“We will go to him with Momin,” Husn-e-Jahan had told him. 
“I have been writing to him for so many years, and asking for forgiveness…if his heart had to melt, it would have melted by now…Baba has forgotten me, and so has Allah…in all these years, I have never felt like I used to feel before. When I sat down to write Allah’s name, I felt like He had come to sit in front of me and was making me write His name with His own hands…but now….,” Taha started to sob. “He is in my heart even today, but I am no longer in His heart…I have rubbed by nose and made repentance…I have clasped my hands together and begged forgiveness…Allah has never been so upset with me that He would seize talent from my hand…seize my sustenance…seize tranquility from my heart…” he kept on sobbing. Tears started to come into Qalb-e-Momin’s eyes too. This was the second time that he was seeing his father cry like that.

****************** 

“What are you doing?” somewhat surprised, Qalb-e-Momin had looked at Husn-e-Jahan. She was very happy that day and had suddenly started to take down her pictures that were hanging on the walls.

“I’m taking down these pictures,” Husn-e-Jahan had told him. 
“Can I take them down too?” Qalb-e-Momin asked immediately. 
“No…now look Qalb-e-Momin…an uncle is coming from Pakistan today,” she told him

suddenly as she was taking down the pictures. “So, you mustn’t tell your Baba about him.” She instructed Qalb-e-Momin. 

“The same uncle whom you had called from the PCO?” Qalb-e-Momin suddenly remembered Husn-e-Jahan taking him to the Bazaar a few weeks earlier and making a call, and telling someone on the phone to come to Turkey.

Husn-e-Jahan looked at him in surprise and laughed, “Why do you remember everything, Qalb-e-Momin?” He smiled proudly. Just then, there was a bell at the outside door. Husn-e-Jahan darted to the door in the middle of taking down the pictures. He had seen Sultan at the door. That was the first time that Momin had seen Sultan, and the second time was when they had returned to Pakistan. He saw Husn-e-Jahan embrace Sultan in a restlessly overwhelmed manner. Qalb-eMomin was offended.

“You have not changed at all, Sultan,” Husn-e-Jahan had said to Sultan. “You have changed,” he had said in response. 

“Life has changed,” she said with an odd smile, and then she said to Momin, “Go and play outside. I will call you in a little while.” She suddenly sent Qalb-e-Momin out of the house and closed the door. Qalb-e-Momin looked at the closed door in disbelief. He felt a deep hatred for that ‘uncle’ for whom his mother had sent him out of the house for the very first time. In a state of deep umbrage and grievance, he went out in the street instead of standing at the closed door of the house. He had no idea how long he had walked and where he was when suddenly he heard Taha’s voice. Holding numerous shoppers, he had gotten off a bus at the street side and had seen Qalb-eMomin walking on the walkway in front of the houses.

“Where are you roaming around?”
Momin rushed to his father, who picked him up. Momin felt like his father was very happy. “Look how much I have brought for you. I have found work. Mummy must be getting

worried for you at home,” Taha said to him as he carried him and walked. 
“Mummy is not worried. She is with uncle,” Momin said in response. 
“With which uncle?” Taha was surprised. 
“He has come from Pakistan,” forgetting all of his mother’s instructions, he delivered the

news to his father. His father had neither asked him another question, nor responded to any of his conversation. He just carried him and kept walking briskly. When they arrived in front of the house, he put all the shoppers in the veranda and seated Momin down.

“You sit here,” he told Momin as he rang the doorbell. 

His father went inside when the door opened, and Momin excitedly started opening the shoppers and looked inside them. There were many things inside them for him and his Mummy…Qalb-e-Momin was exhilarated with joy. He did not care at all at the moment about what was going on inside the house. He had taken some chocolates from inside a bag and had started to eat them. After a long time, he saw the door open and his father come out. He came down the steps, and went out on the street without stopping near him.

“Baba…Baba…,” Momin called to him. Taha turned around and looked back once, and he touched his hand to his lips and gestured towards him like he was giving him a flying kiss, and then after that he turned around and started walking with fast steps.

Qalb-e-Momin had never seen Taha again after that.
********************* 

So, it was Sultan…the man because of whom his father had left his mother. What his father must have gone through that day in that house to see his mother with another man, and that too, with a man whom he hated so much…that young Qalb-e-Momin had never understood this. He could understand all of it now. But he had kept trying not to consider Husn-e-Jahan the woman that his father had considered and then abandoned. She was his mother. He could forgive her, wanted to forgive her.

Sitting at the study table, he had guessed the secret of the jigsaw puzzle even before he had placed the last piece in its place. Husn-e-Jahan perhaps had the same kind of love for Sultan as Taha Abdul Aala had for Husn-e-Jahan. Was that her mistake or her sin…? Momin did not even wish to think about what Taha had seen inside the room that he could not bear…he only thought as far as the closed door, and that was all he wished to think about.

“Momin…go to sleep….” 

As he sat at the study table, he turned around at Dada’s voice. That old storyteller had come to put him back to sleep again even after diminishing all sleep from his eyes. He and Abdul Aala looked at each other.

“You had gotten Mummy remarried, hadn’t you? Who did you marry her to, Dada?” Qalbe-Momin’s question was not a question. It was a confession from Qalb-e-Momin that he knew more than Abdul Aala had estimated.

******************* Episode 8
My dear Sultan, 

You must be amazed to see my letter after so many months, right? I knew it. You must have thought I had forgotten you. But see…I have not forgotten…yes, I have forgotten the world. That world which had circumambulated around my beauty and my body. I, who was an idolator, became a deist! I know you cannot understand these things, but I am still writing them. You were the one I spoke to about everything. Husn-e-Jahan never had the courage inside her to tell every secret to anyone besides you. No one else besides you had the valor to become a well for my secrets either.

How can I explain my joy to you? Taha and I are leading a very good life, in a one room house…yes, I know you will laugh, but I don’t care. I also know you will say, “Husn-e-Jahan Ji, you came to a shack from a castle and yet you still say you are happy?” But perhaps I hadn’t been able to tell you that the needles that pricked the princess in the castle do not prick her here in this shack.

I have decorated this house with my own hands…its each and every corner, and every single one of its walls. This is what I do all day here. I grow vegetables in the garden behind the house, and flowers in the garden in the front. Nowadays, it is springtime in every corner of our house…and in our life too. I am expecting, and Taha says we will have a son and we have to name him Qalb-e-Momin. Whatever Taha says, comes true. I have such blind faith in him. My love was blind too…my confidence also. May Allah keep it intact.

But I don’t know why Taha stopped calligraphy. Ever since we got married, he has made nothing but my pictures. Every time he sits down to do calligraphy, he just keeps sitting. He gets worried but he does not say anything to me. I pray every day and make dua for him that may he start doing calligraphy again. He says he will make Qalb-e-Momin a calligrapher too and he will send him to his father. I will not let Qalb-e-Momin go anywhere. He will be my child. How could I distance him from my sight, and that too, by sending him to Abdul Aala who has never even attempted to get in touch with us. How can someone forget their own child as he has forgotten? And Taha…there is not a single day when he does not mention him. By talking about him incessantly he has even diminished the anger and dislike in my heart for Abdul Aala. Otherwise, I had thought of so much to take revenge from him. When I lived in the ‘world’, I was like the ‘world’. Since I have started living with Taha, I don’t know what I have become. His world is another sort of world, his talk is another type of talk. Had Taha not come into my life, I would never have sat down to ponder upon all this…when would I have thought about the Lord, and now that I have sat down to think, I have so much free time. It seems like all the work in the world is finished. It is my heart’s desire that Qalb-e-Momin should become a momin…like his Dada. But then I think, does he, who is a momin, never forgive…even while being a momin?

I will write my next letter to you soon. Don’t give my address to anyone. I know you will not give it anyone even if I hadn’t told you. 
Your Husn-e-Jahan

****************** 

Abdul Aala kept looking at his face then he said to Momin in a soft voice, “What difference does it make now, Momin…time has passed, everything is left very far behind. Even if you find out now, what will you do?” Momin realized at that moment that he was right. What did he have to do by finding out now?

“Do you want to meet him?” Abdul Aala suddenly asked Momin. 

“No,” he said instinctively, without thinking. What was he going to do by meeting that man now. 
“Then don’t strive to find out,” he said as he left the room. Sitting at the study table, Momin kept looking at the scattered papers upon which he was writing the story of the film that he wanted to make. Everything was strewn. The characters, the story, situations…everything, like his own life. Everything was in front of him but the edge was still missing. An odd sort of tiredness had enveloped him within itself, and he had rested his forehead on the table, and that was when he had remembered his childhood. This was what he used to do then too. When he got very tired, he put his pencil and paper on the table, put his head down, and close his eyes. It had been was an expression of laying down arms in front of life. Life was still like that, stubborn, headstrong…he was still like he used to be, weak, helpless, listless. 
Some more scenes started to flash upon the screen of his mind. His subconsciousness seemed determined to bring everything in front of him that night. 
He was fourteen or fifteen years old when he had seen Husn-e-Jahan at Dada’s house. She had come to meet him after many years. She was not with her husband. She had come there alone, and Qalb-e-Momin could not understand what had happened to him. With his door locked from the inside, he was just screaming and breaking the things inside the room. 
“Tell her to go from here, and to never come back again…I don’t want to meet her,” he kept screaming from inside the room, and despite pleas from Dada standing outside, he had not opened the door for him or for Husn-e-Jahan. “I hate her. I am very happy without her. Tell her to go and live with her husband, live in opulence. She killed my Baba, does she want to kill me too now?” whatever came into in heart, he kept saying in a loud voice as he threw and broke things in his closed room. He kept hearing Abdul Aala’s justifications and pleadings from outside, but not Husn-e-Jahan’s. Her silence seemed to be driving Qalb-e-Momin crazy. He wanted to hear something from his mother…anything…guilt, regret, apology…and expression of love for him, but he got nothing from there. 
“Tell her to leave and to never come to meet me again,” he could not even remember how many times he had repeated that sentence, and each time Abdul Aala would say something to him in response, and then he heard nothing from outside in response to his statement. He stopped, and in the silence, he tried to listen to any voices arising from outside. There was no sound except that of the opening of the main door, and of two people going outside. In an oddly furious state, Qalbe-Momin had opened the door of his room and come out, and he had seen a gift box wrapped in lovely gift paper on the table in the main room. Enraged, he had picked up the gift box and dashed to the outside door. He saw Abdul Aala and Husn-e-Jahan standing near a taxi standing outside the house. At the opening of the door, they had both looked simultaneously at him. Coming out into veranda, Momin had flung the gift box with all his strength at the taxi on the road, and then without saying anything to Husn-e-Jahan and Dada, he had gone inside. He could not find peace even after coming to his room. From the window of his room, he had tried to see the road where the taxi was and where they were near the taxi. 
Husn-e-Jahan was getting inside the taxi, and she was crying. Abdul Aala was saying something to her. Qalb-e-Momin was strangely calmed at seeing Husn-e-Jahan’s tears, as if he had been able to do what he had been trying to do. He had wanted to make his mother cry, he had wanted to hurt her, and he had been successful at both the tasks. 
After sitting in the taxi, Husn-e-Jahan had looked from the window of the taxi towards the window of his room. For a few moments, their eyes had met. Qalb-e-Momin had tried to move away from the. window. He had been unable to move. The taxi was moving and Husn-e-Jahan had her eyes fixed upon him, and Qalb-e-Momin, he first turned from fire to ice, then from ice to water…
That was the last time that he had seen Husn-e-Jahan, and that Husn-e-Jahan had seen him.

********************** 

On her way back to Karachi from New York during her six hour stop in Istanbul, Momina Sultan had not even imagined with whom she was about to spend the remaining journey from Istanbul to Karachi. She was traveling in Business Class, and getting back on the plane for Karachi, her seat was next to the window. The seat next to her remained vacant for a long time, and finally a passenger came to sit in it. Both he and Momina were amazed to see each other. It was Qalb-eMomin who had gotten on that connecting flight, on which Momina was traveling, to return to Pakistan from Istanbul. They had both recognized each other in an instant, and then they glanced away at the same time.

After the initial jolt of surprise which had ensnared them both, they both regained composure together. Momina had picked up some of her things that she had put on that seat before Qalb-e-Momin had come, and after storing away his luggage in the guidance of the cabin steward, Qalb-e-Momin had also sat down quietly in the seat next to her and was fastening his seat belt. Some seats were empty in the business class and Qalb-e-Momin was sure that Momina was going to try to change her seat after the flight had taken off, and a similar thought had also come to Momina. She was expecting him to not wish to sit with her.

After the flight had taken off, they both got the next jolt of surprise when, against the expectations of both, neither asked the steward to change seats. Momina had had a long flight and she was tired. Without doing anything, she had taken a blanket and gone to sleep. The audition had started to run again in Qalb-e-Momin’s mind like a film. This time, no umbrage arose in his heart over any of Momina’s statements. Perhaps that incident was old now, or maybe Momina Sultan’s status had changed. Or perhaps, Qalb-e-Momin had started to change.

During that long flight, no conversation happened between the two of them despite each one continually being on the other’s mind. Momina had not only remembered that film’s audition, she had also remembered Jehangir. And those expectations and hopes too that she had connected with Qalb-e-Momin’s film for Jehangir’s treatment, and their shattering too. If that film had been gotten on time…she wanted to think of nothing beyond that ‘if’ because ahead was just an ocean of pain and grief in which she had drowned and surfaced again and again in the past several months, and she did not wish to drown in it again.

Sitting next to her, Qalb-e-Momin could count at the tip of his fingers in two minutes all of Momina Sultan’s ‘conquests’ of the past few months. He had personally searched for every news about Momina Sultan’s career. From the role in her first film, and her Broadway play, to the signing of her next two films, despite not wanting to, Qalb-e-Momin had witnessed Momina Sultan’s journey from being an ant to becoming an elephant. And he did not know the reason for this. To the contrary, Momina Sultan knew nothing about Qalb-e-Momin now. Neither about his commercial movie for which she had gone to give the audition, nor about his other film after the announcement of which the entire media was busy mocking Qalb-e-Momin. In America, she had been engrossed only in her work and her life. The Pakistani entertainment industry, and all the people associated with it, had temporarily disappeared from her canvas. Her conversation with Aqsa and Dawud had also been somewhat limited because of being in America, and now that suddenly Qalb-e-Momin had sat down next to her, Momina Sultan suddenly seemed to have come out of her shell in which she had been imprisoned for the past many months. Had she been a person of low morality, she would have proudly proclaimed to him, ‘Look, I am seated next to you and I have proved you wrong. You used to say I was not a film actress, you said I could not work in any film without displaying my body…see, I have belied you.’ Any other girl sitting in her place would not have wasted a single moment in saying all that to Qalb-e-Momin. But she was Momina Sultan…one who gulped in everything…grief, humiliation, everything.

A few times during the journey, Momin thought about talking to her, and each time the thought came, he shrugged it off. He would have fallen short in front of Momina Sultan by initiating a conversation with her, and even if he had spoken, what could he say? Should he have congratulated her on her successes? Or apologized for misjudging her talent? Qalb-e-Momin had neither the morality nor the courage to say either of these two statements to her, and sitting next to her, Qalb-e-Momin also had the horrifying revelation that he was getting ensnared by an inferiority complex in front of Momina Sultan, and this was happening for the first time in Qalbe-Momin’s life. Inferiority complex, and that too, in front of a girl, and that too, an actress who had come to him to ask for work.

Qalb-e-Momin struggled to free himself from that emotion. The emotion stayed where it was, dancing in front of him like a ghost. The airline pilot was now announcing the landing at Karachi airport. The journey had passed, and neither one of them wanted to face the other ever again.

********************* 

Shakoor opened the door and let out a scream as soon as he saw Qalb-e-Momin, and Momin was momentarily stunned at his scream, and then he spoke irritably as he walked inside, “What nonsense is this?” pulling his bag, he moved Shakoor from the door.

“You did not inform me of your arrival,” Shakoor said in a confused manner as he dashed behind him. 
“So?” Momin said curtly and walked into the lounge without turning back to look at him, and the moment he stepped into the lounge, he stopped in his tracks. An Indian film was running on the LED, and three or four of Shakoor’s friends were sitting there with snacks and food on the coffee table in front of the lounge sofa. Everything was scattered around in the lounge. Seeing Momin, they all shot up in panic. Momin turned around and looked at Shakoor walking in behind him. 
Shakoor said in an extremely nervous tone, “They were just about to leave, Khuda Hafiz.” He spoke the first sentence to Momin, and Khuda Hafiz to the four who were now hurriedly looking for their shoes and putting them on with the intention to get out of there quickly. 
Momin stood silently with his arms wrapped around his chest and watched the four of them leave, and as soon as they had left, he roared at Shakoor, “Is this what you do behind me?”
“It…it was my birthday,” Shakoor could think of no other excuse but that. 
“You have been born for the third time in the past six months, and if you are born again one more time, I will free you from employment,” nearly yelling at him, he went to his room pulling his trolley bag behind him, and roared once again when he saw the state of the room. 
“Rascal!” rushing inside at his voice, Shakoor mumbled to himself. “He’s calling me again…he was good enough gone to Turkey…don’t know why he’s not happy there.”

********************* 

“Amma, why are you crying,” Momina tried to separate herself from Surraya, who kept on crying as she hugged her close. 
“It is just a habit. Don’t you worry,” Sultan tried to conceal things as he told Momina. 
“Yes, it is just that I have seen you after so many weeks, so I just cried,” Surraya also tried to regain her composure. Momina had arrived home just a short while ago. 
“Now she’s back, she’s not going anywhere…give me your luggage, I will put it away,” Sultan said, and limping, he tried to lift the heavy suitcases that were still lying in the veranda. Momina stopped Sultan. 
“No, Abba, I am used to lifting my own weight,” she told Sultan as she lifted a heavy suitcase with much ease. 
“Not just your own, you also lift others’ weight, Momina,” Sultan muttered, and Momina pretended as if she had not even heard her father’s statement. 
“Amma, take out the food quickly. I am very hungry,” she said, taking the suitcases inside. 
“She has been cooking for you since yesterday. Sometimes, she would be making kabab, at another time, she was marinating the fish. You have been staying in America so don’t know what you are used to eating now,” Sultan said as he walked in behind her, and she laughed instinctively. 
“I still eat the same food, Abba…roti from the gridle, eggplant with masala, rice, lentils…I have eaten enough of fish and mutton,” she said. 
After eating, she opened her suitcase and started taking out things. She had brought a lot of things for Surraya and Sultan. 
“Amma, look, I have brought this for you,” she took out a sweater and showed Surraya. 
“Why did you waste money…they would have come in handy,” Surraya told her instinctively. 
“Amma…why are you talking like that?” Momina said with some displeasure. 
“And Abba, this is for you…,” she took out another sweater and gave it to Sultan. 
“You should have bought things for yourself, Beta…what am I to do with these things now,” Sultan told her as he looked at the sweater. 
“Do what everyone else does, Abba,” she said and bent down to take something else out of the suitcase. 
“Faisal has gotten married.”
She halted for a few moments at Surraya’s voice while taking out a vanity box. Her heartbeat stopped for a second. Then it started beating again as it always had. 
“Okay…,” straightening up, she told Surraya and Sultan without meeting their gaze. “And Abba, I have also brought a vanity box for you.” She continued to talk as if she had not been affected at all. 
“You had known, right?” Sultan said, taking the box from her. 
“I had not known about the marriage,” she said after a moment’s silence. She was now shutting the suitcase. 
“Such a big fraud…after announcing an engagement with you, he got married…if he could not make his parents agree, why did he come…? I maledict him and his parents day and night,” Surraya said with a strange grief and anger. 
“No, Amma, do not maledict him,” Momina instinctively interrupted her. Sultan was quiet but Surraya continued to speak. 
“Why should I not. He has hurt you. He has left you.”
“He did not leave me Amma...I left him before I went to America,” she said, cutting Surraya short. Surraya was unable to speak for a moment. 
“Why?”
“I would have had to stand in front of him my entire life with a collar of gratitude around my neck…that I could not have done…he was asking a very big price for a relationship,” she said in a somewhat defeated manner as she dropped the lid of the suitcase. 
“What was the price?” Sultan asked her. She looked at him with her eyes locked with his. 
“Abba, I am an actress, but I haven’t learned how to beg and ask for my food. Whatever sustenance I am earning is in my fate, and whatever is in the fate, cannot be escaped. Now, whom ever I join my relationship with will have to accept me with my work…me as well as you,” she said in a soft, yet formidable tone. Sultan just looked at her.

********************** 

“Wow! You have returned so smart and fresh!” Aqsa rushed to her as soon as she saw her and hugged her. They were both meeting in a restaurant. 
“Really?” Momina said, smiling. 
“It has only been a few months and it feels like I’m seeing you after years,” Aqsa was now looking at her closely. “You have become stylish, and also fit…have the Hollywood people been sending you to the gym?” examining her critically, she was looking at her with praising eyes. 
“They have had me do a lot of things…language classes, grooming classes, aerobic classes, I will give you all the details,” Momina smiled and handed her a bag that she was holding. 
“What is this?” Aqsa was surprised. 
“Everything that you like…cosmetics, perfumes, chocolates, shoes, bags, and some of the things are for Dawud too,” she said, pulling a chair and sitting down. 
“Oh my God…this entire bag is full of our gifts?” Aqsa asked in disbelief as she seemed to weigh the bag in her hand. 
“Yes,” Momina smiled as if she was enjoying her joy. 
“I’m not going to thank you,” Aqsa said as she put the bag close to her chair. 
“I don’t want to hear thank you either,” Momina interrupted her. 
“You have created a havoc…Dawud is going crazy...everyday some channel or journalist is calling him to ask for your number,” Aqsa started talking in her unique style as soon as she sat down. Momina smiled and watched her face. 
“I had also given Dawud another task to do,” Momina told her. 
“Yes, yes, I know. You had told him to find a rental home…he has found it. You can see it once then the shifting can be done,” Aqsa responded. 
“I only have a week and I have to shift in it. Then I have to return to America.”
Aqsa was startled at her statement, “What do you mean…? Your film is completed. The trailer is about to come. Then why are you going again?”
“I have signed two more films,” she said in an ordinary style. Aqsa looked at her face in disbelief. 
“You mean in Hollywood?”
“One in Hollywood, and one in Bollywood.”
Aqsa nearly screamed instinctively, “Oh my God…Bollywood…you mean…Indian film…seriously?”
“Yaar, don’t make so much noise…everyone is looking,” Momina held her hand and made her realize that they were in a restaurant. 
“Another meal is due from you in a five-star restaurant,” Aqsa kept speaking with the same excitement and emotion. 
“Eat as many as you like...and wherever you wish,” Momina told her smiling. 
“I am so proud of you…Anti and Uncle are probably not even able to sleep at night…you have fulfilled all their dreams,” Aqsa was looking at her with great envy. 
“They had never seen any dream for me. All their dreams had been for Jehangir. They ended with him. For me, they only have a dream of marriage,” she said in a soft voice, placing the glass of juice in front of her that the waiter had served. 
“They will gradually get better…they will acquire patience. It will take them time, but patience will come,” Aqsa said. 
“Yes, patience will come, but he will not be forgotten.”
Aqsa stayed quiet for a few moments, and then she tried to change the topic. “How is Faisal? When is the marriage scene? Dawud and I will plan your entire function…I have even prepared my dresses,” Aqsa was excited once again. 
“Faisal has gotten married,” taking a sip of her drink, Momina said very calmly as if she did not even know this man named Faisal. Aqsa choked on her drink. 
“What do you mean? This is a very crude joke, Momina…Faisal had gotten married and you are sitting here,” Aqsa was instinctively disgruntled at her. 
“I had ended the relationship before going to America,” Aqsa watched her face in disbelief. Momina sat with her head lowered, stirring the straw in her drink. 
“You did…why did you end this relationship?” Aqsa was displeased with her. 
“He wanted me to end a lot of things…my acting…Abba’s work…Amma’s work…like you de-sanitize …that is what he wanted to do before marrying me…after cleansing and purifying me…I cannot become that clean and pure,” she smiled and looked at Aqsa, but Aqsa had seen the moisture glistening in her eyes. 
“What can I say?” Aqsa said with an odd helplessness. 
“Nothing. All is well, Aqsa…and what is not well, will soon be well too,” she told Aqsa with a smile, in the middle of the tears glimmering in her eyes. 
“You were not meant for Faisal at all, Momina., the star of your destiny is high. Just like you were not made for the Pakistani tv and film. That is why you did not find work here,” Aqsa took her hand in hers and told her in a very emotional tone. Momina had laughed. She could at least do that much for her selfless friend.

******************** “Make a decision about the writer, Akhtar Sahib calls every day,” Tina suddenly reminded Momin during a meeting. That was the first time after Dawud and Momin’s return from Turkey that they had sat down to talk about that film when Tina had mentioned the script.

“There is no need for a writer. I am writing the script of this film myself,” Momin said in response, and Tina and Dawud were both shocked at his statement. 
“What?” Dawud could not resist saying, and his ‘what’ seemed to have upset Momin. 
“Do you have an objection?” he said to Dawud in response. 
“No…no, Boss, why would I have an objection…I was just saying that you never before…,” Dawud was not able to complete his sentence. His phone had suddenly started to ring. He picked up the phone and looking at it, he had said, “It’s Sadaf’s phone. Don’t know why she’s calling again and again,” Dawud took a journalist’s name and told Momin. 
“She probably wants to do an article about my film. Have her talk to me too,” Momin said instinctively. 
“Alright, I’ll take her on the speaker,” Dawud said as he received the call. 
“Thank God, you received the call. I’ve been calling you for so long,” Sadaf said as soon as she heard Dawud’s voice. 
“Sorry, I was just busy. Even now I’m in a meeting with Momin Bhai,” Dawud said to her in response. 
“Okay, then I won’t take too much of your time. I want Momina Sultan’s contact number. I want to do an interview. She’s your friend, right?”
Creases appeared on Qalb-e-Momin’s forehead, and these creases were not hidden from Dawud and Tina. 
“Yes, I’ll send that,” Daud got confused and looked at Momin as he told Sadaf. 
“Will she give the interview?” Sadaf asked him.
“I don’t know. You can ask her,” Dawud told her ambiguously. 
“Yaar, get me an interview...can I give her your reference?” Sadaf had asked him beseechingly. 
“Yes, give it, and that article you were doing about our film still hasn’t been published yet,” Dawud told her, immediately changing the topic. 
“That won’t be published either…Momin has lost his mind—a film on spirituality…meaning we will be listening to sermons from a film maker who presented item numbers…who advised him to make a film on this subject.”
If Dawud had known that she would speak so bluntly, he would never have had her on the speaker. He was terribly discomfited by the changing colors on Momin’s face.
“Momin Bhai also wants to talk to you…you can talk to him,” again, Dawud interrupted Sadaf and tried to place to phone in front of Momin, but before Momin could say hi or hello to initiate the conversation, Sadaf instinctively said, “No, don’t have me talk to him at all. Right now, I need Momina, not Momin…text me Momina Sultan’s number or relays…bye,” Sadaf said and had hung up the phone, and there had been silence in the meeting room for a few moments. 
Qalb-e-Momin felt like someone had slapped him resoundingly on the face. For the first time in life, someone had refused to speak to Momin and had given preference to speaking with someone else, turning Qalb-e-Momin to ember. These were those journalists who would persistently call him a few weeks earlier to ask for a few minutes to speak with him, and considered it their honor to print any news regarding him, and now, suddenly, they desired to speak with Momina Sultan, not Qalb-e-Momin. The journey he had made with her a few days earlier was again refreshed in Momin’s memory. She repeatedly came and stood before him through one reference or the other. 
The meeting had started again, but Qalb-e-Momin’s mind was extremely distracted. That day he returned home early, and when he saw Momina Sultan’s picture on the cover of a magazine lying in the lounge, it seemed like someone had punched Qalb-e-Momin again in the stomach. He lost his appetite. After he had downed a glass of water in his throat in a single breath, he suddenly felt the need to call Abdul Aala. Abdul Aala picked up the phone at the other end on the very first ring. 
“Assalam Alaikum Dada,” Qalb-e-Momin put the phone to his ear and lay down on his bed. 
“Walaikum Assalam…how are you Qalb-e-Momin?” Abdul Aala asked him with the same kindness, and with the same love. 
“Fine Dada, just sitting with the film,” he was worried and he could not conceal his worry from him. 
“What happened? Is everything alright?” Abdul Aala was concerned. 
“First, I could not find the story for the film. Now, that I have found the story, I cannot get the financing. Nobody wants to invest in this film,” he told Abdul Aala. 
“Not even when it’s Qalb-e-Momin’s film?” Abdul Aala said and laughed. Had it been some other time, Qalb-e-Momin would have been infuriated, but this time he wasn’t angry. 
“You can be sarcastic,” he told Dada with a deep sigh. 
“I am not being sarcastic, I am just reminding you…weren’t these all the people that you assumed to be your friends?” Abdul Aala said to him in response. “When the script is finished, let me know. I will give you the money for the film,” he said to him in a low voice. 
“How will you give it, Dada…? Where will you get so much money from?” Momin was astonished at his statement. 
“I will send you a phone number. Sell the calligraphies that I send you every year on your birthday to the man at that number. Your problem will be resolved,” he replied in the same calm and soft voice. 
Qalb-e-Momin laughed instinctively. “Dada, this is a question of millions of rupees. What are you thinking?”
“It is not a question of billions, is it?” Abdul Aala replied. Qalb-e-Momin changed the topic of conversation. He did not want to tell him that someone would hardly pay even a couple of lacs for the samples of those calligraphies, let alone millions. Sitting in Turkey in his house in a tiny town, Dada was probably living in an imaginary world in which he had no idea of the real value of anything. Neither of the importance of money, nor of the significance of calligraphy. Qalb-eMomin could not help thinking of all these things as he ended his conversation with him. A short while after the call ended, there was a name and phone number sent to his cell phone from Abdul Aala. Qalb-e-Momin absent mindedly looked at that name and number. There were a lot of things on his mind at that moment, and contacting that person was nowhere among them.

******************* 

“You really cross the limit, Momina…is this how you give an interview? Is this how you do a family feature? And that too, after having worked in Hollywood?” Aqsa was getting upset at her. She and Momina had come to see the apartment that Dawud had found for Momina, and where she was supposed to shift the next day. And while walking through the apartment, Aqsa had remembered the interview that Momina had given to a news reporter sent by Dawud.

“If that was not how you give interview, then how do you give it?” Momina said to her carelessly. 
“You should have invited them to a restaurant or to my house, which would have been presentable,” she was opening the kitchen cabinets and showing her as she spoke. 
“They were good people…”
Aqsa did not let her finish, “You think they will be faithful to you after eating a meal with you? They won’t put the news that you live in the slums? In a broken down, two room, rental house whose bathroom and kitchen have tin roofs?” she scolded her. 
“Let them write it. That introduction makes no difference to me,” Momina replied casually. 
“There is no need to become Nandita Daas. It does makes a difference. How hard you have worked, and us too, in making your career. Good thing he took your interview footage to Dawud and he stopped him from printing your pictures in that sort of a house. Dawud will get the photography done for him. The photographer was good so he agreed, otherwise you had devastated everything. Now this place is presentable. I will do your fresh photo shoot from here, and look, groom Anti and Uncle a little too before bringing them in front of the media, or just don’t bring them to the fore just yet.”
Momina laughed out loud at Aqsa, “Meaning, I should lie to everyone that my family is either in America or in Dubai.”
Aqsa was offended at her laughter, “So what…? All the boys and girls are lying in this industry. Everyone is advantaged by it.” She tried to make Momina understand. 
“I don’t want to lie about my background,” Momina said frankly. 
“We all lie Momina. We entertain by lying, by doing a drama. Then, if we hide the patch on our dress, what is the harm in it? These people whom we entertain also like our lies. They also want groomed, polished, English speaking stars whose lineage is better than theirs. They want to see their leaders and actors better than their own selves. If they are able to see themselves and their situations in both of them, they will neither give them votes, nor praise,” Aqsa lectured her seriously. 
Momina kept smiling as she watched her. Then she said, “Aqsa, you have become very wise.”
“I have wisdom, and you have a good destiny. I will advise you, and you can rule,” Aqsa said and laughed in response. 
“Don’t talk rubbish…if you want to take my destiny, ask for it anytime. I will hand it to you with gratitude,” Momina replied, and went into the other room. 
“Do you know, Qalb-e-Momin has lost his mind.”
As soon as she stepped into the other room, Aqsa’s voice seemed to have put a rope around her feet. 
“When was his mind alright?” Momina said coldly as she walked further inside the room. “But why have you suddenly remembered him?”
“Yaar, it is just that he is making Dawud’s life hell…Dawud is very worried…Qalb-eMomin has decided to make a film on spirituality,” Aqsa said as she walked in behind her. Momina turned instantly and looked at her. “The film for which he had auditioned you is still lying as it is. And he has started this other film. Imagine what Qalb-e-Momin will make if he makes a film on spirituality.”
“He will make it. He knows how to sell everything, be it spirituality this time,” Momina replied without taking any interest. 
“He has asked Dawud once or twice about you…it must have been a shoe on his face to see your successes,” Aqsa told her in a very proud tone. “If you meet him somewhere, do tell him what he did to you and where you are standing now,” Aqsa said and Momina could not tell her that she had journeyed with him and still she had not had the desire to gloat to him about the successes that were a thorn for her own self.

************************ 

“Qalb-e-Momin is writing the script for his next film himself. The subject of the film is spirituality,” Neha read aloud a social media post on her cell phone related to Qalb-e-Momin’s next film and starting to laugh out loud. She was now holding her stomach and rolling with laughter.

“Uff…uff….joke of the year…Qalb-e-Momin and spirituality…spirituality and Qalb-eMomin,” again, she started to laugh loudly. 
Sitting some distance away from her and looking at something on his cell phone, Zufi looked oblivious to Neha’s condition and statements. 
“Are you listening to what I’m telling you?” Neha suddenly sensed his absentmindedness. 
“Yes, yes, you are talking about Qalb-e-Momin’s film,” Zufi said quickly without directing attention towards her. 
“What are you looking at?” Neha was curious about his extreme preoccupation with his phone. 
“Have you heard of Momina Sultan’s name?” Zufi suddenly said to her in a highly excited manner. 
“Who’s she?” Neha was confused. 
“Yaar, she’s coming in Hector Cliff’s film. She’s one of our actresses. The film’s trailer is out. Her performance is getting rave reviews even before the release. She has signed two more films now,” Zufi kept talking in a single breath, and Neha was offended. 
“You have her whole bio-data memorized. Are you friends with her?” she got sarcastic at Zufi. 
“No, yaar, I don’t even know her. There is a storm about her on the social media, but you can only look at something else when you get time from following Qalb-e-Momin,” he responded to Neha in the same tone. “Don’t know how people get a chance in Hollywood and Bollywood. Here, the situation is such that we cannot get work in Pakistan,” Zufi said in an oddly jealous tone. 
“Such girls have contacts. They get a chance by using those, not by talent. Don’t know what kind of things they do to get to Hollywood and Bollywood. But why do you worry, darling. Your time will come too,” Neha said as she got up from his side, and Zufi sent an Add request on Momina Sultan’s Facebook profile.

******************* 

“All the memories were in this house. They will leave with this house,” Surraya looked very sadly at the walls of the house as she spoke to Momina. They were moving in the new rental apartment that Aqsa and Dawud had gotten for them. An extremely comfortable, fully furnished with all amenities apartment in a posh area.

Their things were getting packed, and gathering up the things with Sultan and Surraya, Momina was giving directions to the company people who were packing their things speedily and efficiently. There was hardly so much that would have taken longer to gather and pack. The new apartment was already furnished. Even then, Surraya was bent upon taking every one of those items with her that reminded her of anything from her past.

“New memories will be created in the new house, Amma,” Momina hugged her to herself like a child and patted her back. 
“Jehangir won’t be in the new memories,” Surraya said as she sighed. 
“It is a very nice house, Amma,” Momina tried to change the topic. 
“Must be…but I am used to this old, moldy, house,” Surraya was downcast. Momina could understand the reason for her dejection. 
“If it had been in my hands, we would never have gone from here. But Amma this is a rental house,” Momina seemed to have reminded her. 
“Every house in the world is that…every house must be left, even if it is one’s own,” Surraya muttered as she picked up one of her bags and left the room. Seeing her mother go outside, Momina turned her attention to Sultan, who was sitting on the floor with newspapers spread around him, carefully wrapping and packing Jehangir’s trophies, cups, and awards. He had not allowed the men from the company to touch any of Jehangir’s things. They were gathering up everything else and loading it into the van outside. 
“Abba, is everything packed or should I help you?” Momina said sitting down near him. 
“No, no…I will do everything myself…if even the slightest thing happened to Jehangir’s awards, he would get very angry…remember how he used to fight?”
Momina stood up silently and watched Sultan gather up everything. Along with the house, many memories connected with Jehangir were going to stay there too. They had spent many years there…some good, the rest all bad…they had cut hunger there, illness too, but that house had remained their roof...for so many years…The hunger and poverty from their life had now ended. All of that was left very far behind, and what new things the new house was going to bring into Momina Sultan’s life, she herself didn’t know.
Placing the padlock on the door and handing the key to Jhoomer standing at the door, Sultan spoke very sadly, “Remember to deliver the key to Azra Baji.”
Jhoomer wiped his tears with his dupatta, and sniffling loudly, he said, “Don’t worry Sultan Bhai.”
“Come to the new house…I have given you the address,” Sultan embraced him and said in a heavy voice. 
“I will miss you a lot, Sultan Bhai…from whom will Jhoomer get her makeup done for free now?” Jhoomer sobbed with hiccups as he embraced Sultan. Sultan himself had started to cry, and Surraya too. It was only Momina who was embracing the women from the neighborhood with composure, and then Jhoomer embraced her in the same manner. 
“Momina Baji, don’t forget us,” Jhoomer hugged her, wailing and lamenting. “Keep visiting the old neighborhood. We are insignificant people but we love you.” Rubbing his eyes consistently with his dupatta, Jhoomer had smeared the kajal and mascara all around his eyes. 
As she listened to him, Momina couldn’t tell him that there was just one thing that she hadn’t learnt in life—forgetting—particularly favors…and with the small and large loans borrowed from the people of that neighborhood, she had bought days of Jehangir’s life and given them to her parents. He would have died far earlier if the people living there had not been periodically loaning them amounts from their hard-saved, paltry savings whenever they asked. Momina Sultan had seen many ‘prodigious people’ in the decrepit homes of that neighborhood, and many ‘trivial people’ in very grand homes. 
“I will keep visiting, Jhoomer...I will never hide the reference of this neighborhood from my introduction, nor my association with all of you. I am changing places, not associations,” she said, comforting Jhoomer, and once again he embraced her as he cried.

******************** 

Surraya and Sultan were walking with her in that new, three bedroom apartment, and Momina was showing them each and everything in that apartment. They were both sad at leaving the previous house, but they were getting oddly impressed as they walked through that apartment and looked around. Never again in their lives had they even thought of living again in a good house. It seemed to them that the quicksand of poverty would devour them along with Jehangir’s illness.

“This is very large,” Surraya finally said as she looked at the last room. “Yes, Amma, it is very big,” Momina replied to her. 
“How many windows are there?” Surraya’s question seemed very odd to Momina. She was

now trying to open a window in the lounge. 
“There are many windows, Amma…air will come, and light too,” she said, helping Suraya
open the window. 
“And sunlight?” Surraya asked as she stood in the breeze coming in from the open window.
For a moment, Momina was speechless. 
“If you sit in this terrace, sunlight will come too. But why are you looking for sunlight in 
such hot weather?” Momina told Surraya. 
“It is a habit now,” Surraya said as she went towards the wall that Sultan was looking at. “How quiet it is here…no noise comes…even of the birds.”
Momina walked towards them and heard Surraya tell Sultan. Instead of replying to Surraya, 
Sultan turned and asked Momina, “On which wall should I hang Jehangir’s pictures?” “Hang them on any wall, Abba…this is your house,” she said in response. Seated on a sofa
there, she watched Surraya and Sultan hammer nails for Jehangir’s pictures on the wall of the new
house.

************************ 

“Momin Bhai, Sofia Durrani says that she won’t be able to do the wardrobe for the film. She has to take part in some fashion show in Milan. However, she is saying that if your film ‘Sanam’ goes on the set first, then she will somehow create time for its wardrobe,” Dawud gave Qalb-e-Momin the first bad news of the day as soon as he came into the office. This was now a routine matter now, the news of someone or the other’s separation from Qalb-e-Momin’s project. Despite that, Qalb-e-Momin was jolted each time. He received the same kind of shock that day too.

“Make an excuse to her on my behalf for ‘Sanam’. If she cannot do this film, then there is no need for her to do ‘Sanam’ either,” he got curt unintentionally, and before Dawud could say anything, Shelly opened the door and came inside.

“Hi, love,” Shelly said in her usual devoted style and fluttered her eyes. 

“Hello,” Momin tried to smile in response. He did not wish to give the news to Shelly and scare her. 
“Send a good coffee,” as soon as she entered, Shelly told Dawud, who was going out. 
He smiled and asked, “Anything else?”
“And my advance check is spent, so if I can get another check…” she immediately presented her next demand. 
“For that, you have to talk to the Boss. I only send coffee,” Dawud was instantly on guard and went outside. 
“What can be said to your Boss? Shelly cannot say anything in front of your Boss,” as soon as Dawud left the room, Shelley rested her elbows on the desk in a romantic manner and sighed as she spoke to Momin. “Where were you? I was missing you like crazy.”
“Yaar, I was in Turkey…for the recce of the film,” Momin told her ambiguously. 
“Dawud told me that. Has the recce ended?” Shelley probed. 
“Yes, all work is done location wise.”
“Wow, amazing…! And is the script complete too?” Shelley showed excitement. 
“No, but it is getting done,” again, Momin spoke unclearly. 
“Okay, so who’s writing it?” Shelley probed again. That day, she seemed to have come for all that information. 
“Me.”
Shelley seemed to get a shock at Momin’s response, “You…ah…okay…you must be doing the screenplay.”
“No, both the story and the screenplay,” Momin responded. 
For some time, Shelley could not figure out whether she should display false joy or express herself frankly. 
“Wow…great…I am so excited,” finally, she realized it would be better to display false joy. 
“Then my role will be super glamorous. Right darling,” she tried to butter Qalb-e-Momin. 
“Your role is powerful,” Momin didn’t know how to define Shelley’s role for her. 
“Powerful is fine, but is it glamorous or not?” Shelley was suddenly concerned. 
“You can read it yourself and decide,” Momin tried to change the topic. 
“How many heroines are there in it?” Shelley was suddenly struck by another worry. 
“Only one.”
Shelley’s face started to gleam at Momin’s response, “Thank God. For the first time, you have only kept only one heroine in any film, otherwise you create a weekend bazaar of women in your films. When will the script be completed?” within moments, Shelley looked emotional and eager. 
“I just need a few more weeks,” Momin replied. 
“Fantastic…! Oh, did you see the trailer of Momina Sultan’s film?” Shelley suddenly remembered something, and a dark shadow instinctively fluttered across Qalb-e-Momin’s face. 
“Momina Sultan who, and which trailer?” he tried to appear completely ignorant. 
“Why, you are a directory and you don’t know Momina Sultan? She is in Hector Cliff’s upcoming film, that Pakistani actress. She has come only in one scene…and uff…what a performance she has given…her scene, which is in the trailer, directly clenches your heart when you see it. Her trailer had gone viral on the social media and it is creating a riot, and you are saying you don’t know her. By the way, she is also Dawud’s friend,” without stopping, Shelley started to give him the details. 
“I had rejected her in the audition,” while making the revelation, Momin forgot for a moment that a few seconds earlier he had denied knowing Momina Sultan. Shelley looked at him in surprise. 
“Oh…okay…obviously, she doesn’t have the ‘oomph factor’ that you require in actresses, and she is not so hot either. Her personality is not outstanding either,” Shelley took only a minute in shifting her loyalty as per the circumstances. “But still, she is lucky, yaar. She is cast in Vidya Balan’s place in this Hollywood film,” she again got off the track at the conclusion of the conversation, and this time Momin’s temper went high. 
“Should we talk about our film?” he told Shelley somewhat coldly. 
“Yes, yes…that is what I have come to discuss,” Shelley immediately sat up straight. 
For two hours she sat to discuss her wardrobe more than her film, and when she finally got up to leave, Momin went to leave her at the door. Before he could close the door after returning to his room, he heard the conversation between Shelley and Dawud outside at the reception. 
“Dawud, why did you not think of Shelley when you were getting the Hollywood audition done for Momina?” Shelley complained to Dawud with great umbrage, who replied laughing, “Now, how could I have known that you too would be interested in Hollywood? Otherwise, I would have got it done, what was it to me?”
“What do you mean…who wouldn’t be interested in Hollywood?” Momin heard Shelley say in response. 
“Momina had been rejected by Momin Bhai in the audition that is why just out of compassion, I had her do the audition at the Hollywood place. She got lucky that she got the film. You are just sitting there and getting one film after another from Momin bhai,” Dawud told her, and Shelley’s answer set Momin to fire. 
“I wish Momin had rejected me in that audition, and out of compassion you could have done my audition done for Hollywood, then I would have been a global star…where is Momin’s film, and where is Momina’s film…there is no comparison between the two,” she probably left as she spoke, because her voice was not heard after that. But she had enraged Momin with her talk. Like a reverberation, the echo of Momina Sultan’s name was suddenly worrying Qalb-e-Momin from all directions.. Standing there, he made dua from his heart for her very first film to flop, how could a dua emanating from the heart of a momin not be accepted?

***********************
“Abba, you haven’t slept yet?” Momina saw Sultan sitting in the lounge with an old bag in the middle of the night. She herself had been unable to sleep and had come out of her bedroom into the lounge, and that was when she saw Sultan sitting there with the open bag.

“I have a task for you Momina,” Sultan said in response. 

“Yes, yes, Abba, tell me…do you want some money?” Momina came and sat down next to him on the sofa. 
“No…since you are going to America, can you not go to Turkey for a few days?” Sultan said to her. 
“Turkey…why there?” she was surprised. 
“I have to search for Husn-e-Jahan’s son…I have a something that belongs to him,” Sultan said in a soft voice. 
“He is in Turkey?” Momina asked him. 
“Yes, he lives with his Dada. Husn-e-Jahan had married a calligrapher there and…” Sultan left his sentence unfinished, then he said after a few moments, “you have to find her son.”
“Do you have his address?” Momina said to her father. 
“No, I don’t have the address. I only know the city.”
“Abba, no one can be found just by knowing the city,” Momina told her father. 
“His father and Dada were both calligraphers. Dada was a very great calligrapher. It is possible that Husn-e-Jahan’s son has also become a calligrapher. Some great, famous calligrapher…that was what Husn-e-Jahan wanted to make him,” as he talked, he started to peek into the past. 
“What was the name of his Dada?” Momina asked. 
“I have forgotten the name, but it is written somewhere in the letters. I can search for it and let you know,” Sultan said. 
“Letters?” Momina was confused.
“She used to write me letters from Turkey when she had gone after leaving the industry,” Sultan mumbled. 
“What was Husn-e-Jahan’s son’s name?” Momina asked. 
“Qalb-e-Momin.”
Momina was instinctively startled, “Qalb-e-Momin?”
Somewhat surprised, Sultan looked at her, “Do you know him?”
“I don’t know who you are talking about. I know someone else. Let me return from America, then I will search for him. You look for Qalb-e-Momin’s Dada’s name. No one can be found without it.”
“I am tiring of looking after this trust. I think I should deliver these to him now. For how long can I keep taking care of it now?” Sultan kept mumbling. 
Momina had not asked him what he was keeping safe for Husn-e-Jahan’s son. The only thing she realized was that her father had kept her name similar to Husn-e-Jahan’s son’s name. He was Qalb-e-Momin. She was Momina Sultan. He was the son of calligrapher. He had been raised with calligraphers. Not just in name, he must have a heart like a momin too. And she was Momina Sultan. Her father did not rule the world, nor was Momina going to gain the status of a momina in the next world. It was with strange sentiments that she got up from near Sultan.

************************ 

An elderly hand was writing a Quranic verse on a very large canvas, and the same verse was reverberating in the entire atmosphere in a captivating voice. The light coming down from the sky had transformed the elderly, wrinkled hand writing the verse on the canvas into radiance, and just across from the canvas, on an open, flat ground, a figure in a white dress was engrossed in dancing. Spinning like a top, that figure changed from that of a man’s into a woman’s, and then suddenly it turned into a flame and burned.

Qalb-e-Momin had jostled out of sleep, and sat up with a jolt. His body was soaked in perspiration, and he was breathing heavily. He turned on the bedside table lamp, and seemed to try to recognize his room, and the first thing that glimmered in front of his eyes when his room filled was light was that verse that was on the canvas.

ﺎﯿﻧﺪﻟا ةﺎﯾﺣﻟْا مﻛﻧرﻐﺗ ﻼﻓ

(Surah Fatir, Verse 5)
Even without knowing the meaning, he could repeat that verse. It was stuck to his mind. 
Getting out of bed and without putting on his slippers, he stood in the center of the room. That old 
hand was Abdul Aala’s. He had finally recognized it now. The figure of the dancing man was
Taha’s, and the female form, into which that figure had transformed, was his mother Husn-eJahan’s. That day for the first time, he had seen another verse on the canvas instead of

ِ
ِ
ضرَﻷْاو تاوﺎﻤﱠﺴﻟا رﻮُﻧُ"اand he was unaware of its meaning. 
ْ َ َ َ ُﱠ

His head suddenly had started to throb with pain, and he felt his own self spinning in the form of a circle too. He wanted to be free of that dream forever now. This dream took him very far behind. Sitting at his study table and even with a throbbing head, he picked up his pen and started to write on paper the story on which he had been working for the past many weeks. On the story of alif…on the story of his own self…

******************** 

Sitting on the floor of the veranda in Master Ibrahim’s house and writing with her hand, those verses of the Quran on the paper placed upon the wooden board, peace came down upon Momina Sultan’s being like a revelation for the first time in many months.. It was like her heart had come to the right place and had stopped for a little while, and Momina Sultan had come out from the vortex-like spinning of the world. There was silence there. The sound of pigeons cooing as they pecked their grain, and those verses of the Quran which she was engrossed in writing with her head lowered. She seemed to have accidentally wandered into that heaven of tranquility.

Another girl sitting next to her was also doing her work just as quietly, and then as she completed her work and as she gathered her things and was saying khuda hafiz to Momina Sultan, she suddenly said, “I was thinking about where I have seen you. And now I suddenly remember that you are Momina Sultan. You are working in Hector Cliff’s film, aren’t you?” the girl asked excitedly, and Momina felt like shaking her head and saying that no, she wasn’t the one whom she had recognized and was asking about. In that heaven of tranquility, that fame had bitten her like a snake. Without saying anything, she nodded her head in agreement. Expressing her amazement and joy, the girl extended a piece of paper towards her. She wanted her autograph. Signing her name with ink on that empty piece of paper, Momina felt an odd embarrassment. The ink with which she was writing the words of the Quran had dragged her back to the world from the afterlife.

The girl had left after talking to her for a few minutes, and as soon as she went out of the door, Master Ibrahim entered, and was instinctively joyous to see Momina there. 
“Oh Momina, how and when did you come?” he had crossed the patio and was now entering the veranda. He had spoken to her after saying salam to her. 
“It has only been a little while, Master Sahib,” replying to his salam, Momina told him. 
“I had gone to my wife’s grave. Today was our wedding anniversary,” Master Ibrahim told her as he sat down at his place. 
“Wedding anniversary, death anniversary, her birthday…you celebrate everything just like before even now…you are a very pious man, Master Ibrahim, otherwise who remembers anyone after they have left the world, and that too after so many years,” Momina felt a strange envy for Master Ibrahim’s wife. She had been watching his routine for the past many years. 
“It was my wife who was pious. I was a transgressor…even now, I am a transgressor…but you tell me, was everything alright in America?”
“Yes, the film’s shooting is finished…I did a play on Broadway. I have also signed two more films. I have got the endorsement for a brand. I get the next work before I finish the first. The next source of sustenance before sustenance ends,” she said with a heavy sigh. Master Ibrahim smiled instinctively. 
“Masha Allah, Momina, Masha Allah.”
“But the heart, Master Sahib, the heart is just like it used to be.”
“Sad?” Master Ibrahim asked. 
“Ungrateful, immoral, not happy with anything. Not content with anything,” Momina said with a strange helplessness. 
“It is a great blessing for the heart to be unhappy in this world. It is a momina’s heart, that is how it is to stay,” Master Ibrahim said smiling. 
“It is not a momina’s heart at all,” she said, taking a deep breath. “There was only one page left in that Quran. I have completed it today,” she told Master Ibrahim. 
“You will not come now?” it seemed like he knew what she was about to say next. 
“I want to come, Master Sahib, but a vortex of travel is wrapped around my feet. I am going to America again…and to India from there…don’t know when I’ll come again, whether or not I’ll be able to come at all,” she seemed to share her helplessness with Master Ibrahim. 
“Allah will bring you here again whenever He wishes to bring you,” there was a strange calmness in his tone. “You had told me about the engagement with Faisal,’ he suddenly remembered Faisal. 
“I ended it,” Momina said in a low voice as she gathered her things. 
“Why Momina?” he said instinctively. 
“I don’t know why, Master Sahib. Perhaps halal is just not in my destiny now. It is not written in the lines of my hand to become the dignity of a man’s house and consume his food. I am my parents’ son. I cannot become the daughter,” she kept speaking. 
“I am extremely grieved,” Master Ibrahim said. 
“I had been grieved too,” she smiled. “You had told me last time that I would get rewarded. Faisal was my reward, but I lost him with my own hands.” Pain had flashed in her voice, not regret.
“No, beta, that was not reward. If it had been a reward, you would surely have gotten it. Reward is just not something you lose or misplace. That which is lost is not reward, it is the test before the reward,” he kept speaking to her. Momina quietly kept listening. Nobody spoke like that of reward and benefit in the world in which she was living at present. Everyone there talked about profit and loss. 
“When you say things like this, I feel like someone is placing a cooling balm upon my wounds. Why doesn’t the entire world become like you, Master Ibrahim?” Momina smiled and questioned him like a young child. He had laughed. Without saying anything, he took out a Quran wrapped in a cover from the wooden box lying in front of him. 
“Take this,” he extended it towards Momina. 
“What is this?” somewhat surprised, Momina took the Quran in her hand. 
“This is a copy of the Quran handwritten by Abdul Aala Sahib. You can keep it.”
Momina was stunned at his statement, “Why are you giving this to me?” she asked Master Ibrahim restlessly. 
“When I had started to lose my way in the glitter of fame and success, it had brought me here. Now, you are about to go on the same path, it will show you the way too,” he told her. Momina just looked at his face. That face was among those faces that she could never forget. A face that recognized goodness. 
“Make dua, Master Sahib, that may I never forget my way or ever get lost,” she said to Master Ibrahim as she touched the Quran to her eyes. She had known about Abdul Aala’s work, name, and his association with Master Ibrahim for many years but never in her wildest imagination had she thought that Master Ibrahim would give any of his calligraphed work to her. 
“May Allah deliver you to the destination,” in response to her statement, Master Ibrahim had given her a strange dua.

******************** 

After meeting Master Ibrahim that day, she went to America the next day. She now had to live in America for the next few months. The premiere of her film was about to happen, and the shooting of her next film was to begin. Master Ibrahim’s last dua seemed to be stuck to her mind, This had been the first time that he had given her the dua to get to the destination, and what that destination was, where it was, and how she could attain it, Momina Sultan could not understand.

The malediction that Qalb-e-Momin had given to her had struck Momina Sultan’s film. Her first film was a flop. It had been Hector Cliff’s first flop at the box office, but Momina Sultan had been the only supporting actress from the film to be nominated for an Oscar Award. Qalb-eMomin’s malediction had failed to affect Momina Sultan.

********************* 

The phone call that came in the middle of the night forced Qalb-e-Momin to startle up from his sleep. The call was coming from Turkey but not from Dada’s number but from one of his neighbor and friend’s number. Even before receiving the call, Qalb-e-Momin had guessed there was bad news for him on the other end.

********************* Episode 9
My respected Master, 

I hope you are well. I have returned after meeting you and been walking around enchanted ever since then. I am in Paris to attend the Paris Fashion Week and while passing through the glitter of the world on Champs Elysees every evening, I remember you. In the throng of beautiful women, in the crowd of the world’s most expensive brands, in the mob of this world, tranquility is only in the creation that you do. There in Turkey, the silence and peace of that small house falls heavy on this glitter of Champs Elysees. Sitting with you in that house I neither remember Paris, nor Milan. But walking around in this world, your words and your calligraphy move with me like my shadow…I can close neither my ears nor my eyes…and even if I did, it would not make a difference, you seem to have become a part of my heart and my mind…or perhaps of my soul…you did wrong by awakening it…it does not wish to stay in the middle of this crowd now in which I stay, it asks for a love from people like yourself…from where can I get it that, Abdul Aala Sahib? I know no one else besides yourself with whom it will be happy, and if I set off in a search to make it happy, I would have to leave this world, that I cannot leave it because I have worked very hard to gain this ‘world’. I do not have the courage lose this world after attaining it. You are a momin, you never wished for the world. Even when it repeatedly walked up to, you kept the doors of your soul shut. But do you know of any such person who gets the world and then loses it himself? When you ever meet someone like that, do have me meet him too. Perhaps only he will be able make Ibrahim’s difficulty easier.

This time my heart was very heavy to see you, perhaps that is why I remember you more…seeing you sad and aggrieved, I kept remembering my parents, for the first time I realized how they must have agonized after my going to Europe and severing all ties behind me. Taha died, but I made them yearn even by though I was alive. I don’t know what happened to me, Abdul Aala Sahib, that after coming to Europe, I forgot all the relations that were left behind…village…home…mother, father, sister, brother…all of them…I wanted to live like a free bird but I forgot that even though a free bird flies in the sky, it too makes its nest on a tree the roots of which are in the soil.

Seeing your grief for Taha, I am unable to forget my parents. You were not cruel, but I was cruel. What is the cruel person to do when the suffering person is no longer there when he realizes his cruelty…? My mother and father went from this world years ago, and I feel the loss today…even if I repent now, with what face should I do it? I feel like sharing your pain with you. I wish grief was a thing that I could take from you and throw somewhere far away.

I don’t know what your regret is that you kept mentioning repeatedly and became silent. But I also don’t know why Taha did not come back to you, but I can guess why he did what he did…love makes you forget a lot. First of all, the Lord…mother and father after that…and the world at the very end…I have travelled that road, I know all the descents, and there are no ascents anywhere on this path, so what can I mention about that.

Taha’s only misfortune was that a show business woman was written in his fate. I don’t know Pakistan’s show business, I know the Italian and European show business. There is no modesty in a show business woman, it is the demand of the job. But why they don’t have loyalty, they themselves do not know. Taha was a pious soul, he strayed. Showbusiness is a very brutal world, and the also the people connected with it. It lures the eyes like a mirage, and it keeps on luring until the person is blinded. Your daughter-in-law was a depraved woman that is why she came as a test for you. But Abdul Aala Sahib, had this test not come into your life, how could your rank have risen? Tests come into the path of the pious, and velvet in the paths of the wicked. Isn’t this what you told me?

Respected Master, I am melting with humiliation for writing your own things back to you. But what can I do? I wish to console you and for that, I have nothing but words. If there is anything I can do for you, order me. Syed Ibrahim will come flying. I cannot become your son, but I can be your faithful.

An astray 
Syed Ibrahim
********************* 

That table was filled with many papers, and what was in the papers, no one could know at first look. Qalb-e-Momin had always seen food upon that table, or tea, or newspapers, but now none of those three things was ever going to appear on that table again.

For the past many days, he had been meeting the people coming for condolences in that house. He had forgotten the count. He also did not remember for how many days he had been piling the incoming mail unopened on that table. He was not in grief. He was not in surprise either. He could not guess the state in which he was in. He was only trying to guess what world it was of unawareness in which he had been living until then, and no answer could be found for any question.

He had seen him for the last time in the ICU, and he had died a few hours after his arrival there. He had not been the only person to come to meet him in the last few hours in the hospital. Before his arrival there, that hospital had been full of Abdul Aala’s students who had come from far and wide upon hearing of his being in the hospital, and on finding out Qalb-e-Momin’s relationship with him, they had started to condole with him. Qalb-e-Momin was under the impression that he would have to make arrangements for Abdul Aala’s burial. He did not have to do this either. He was being given a State Funeral, and in the midst of it all, there seemed to be no need left for Qalb-e-Momin. He had gone into the background…like a silent spectator…or perhaps like an astounded spectator. He might have needed Qalb-e-Momin in his lifetime. He no longer needed him after death. Qalb-e-Momin was stunned to see the throng which was gathering from everywhere to see him off from the world, and why it was gathering. He knew Abdul Aala was a noted calligrapher but Qalb-e-Momin had never tried to assess in all the years but how great that reputation was, and now that he was witnessing his stature, he was staggered.

In the middle of the night, he had started to open one by one the envelopes lying on that table. They were condolence messages from the cultural ministries of different countries…condolences letters from some of the world’s largest art museums and galleries…there was hardly a place where Abdul Aala’s work was not kept, and he, his only grandson, was unaware of it all. There was a strange silence in that house at that time of night, and if there was anything in that silence, it was the sound of paper, or the sound of logs crackling in the fireplace.

Qalb-e-Momin put back on the table the official letter in his hand in which the Japanese government had announced a posthumous civil award for Abdul Aala. The letter also mentioned another previously given award, and Qalb-e-Momin had never seen a single one of those awards anywhere in that house. There was nothing on the walls of the house except completed and incomplete calligraphy samples, contrary to Qalb-e-Momin’s apartment that he had decorated with every one of those ‘proofs’ that the world had awarded for his fame…like an advertisement…and he had stood in that same apartment and asked Abdul Aala what his work had given him in all those years, and without giving him any count, Abdul Aala had stood listening to him silently. And now after he had gone, Qalb-e-Momin was seeing everything in his belongings that the world had given him.

He seemed to have lost count of how many days and how many nights he had not slept. He had not even had time to think about Abdul Aala, not even to cry, not even to regret, and now after many days, he was doing all those things at that time of night.

‘So Dada, this is who you were, and I Qalb-e-Momin was never able to know you…or maybe you did not let him know,’ opening up one condolence envelope after another and running his eyes over them, Qalb-e-Momin thought with a numbing mind.

‘The whole world me. Who knows you? What has that work given you to which you have given so many years of your life…? And look at me…who doesn’t know me,’ he had told Dada. Louvre Museum had named that week ‘The Last Master of Mohaqqiq’. Qalb-e-Momin quietly placed the announcement in his hand upon the same pile of papers that his hands was tiring of opening. From the Louvre to the British Museum, and from the British Museum to the General Assembly of United Nations, Abdul Aala’s work was present everywhere, and now the pictures of his work with headings was in the pile of newspaper that had come to the house for the past many years, which now was turning into a big heap after having accumulated for the past many days. And Qalb-e-Momin was now sifting through that wastepaper to get to know the person whom he had never attempted to know in his entire life.

Qalb-e-Momin realized that day how he had afforded to educate him in Turkey’s best boarding school, how he had sent him for studies in one of America’s most expensive universities. It had been easy for Abdul Aala to gather the ‘world’…like snapping his fingers…but he still did not live in a penthouse like him. He had spent his life in the small wooden house…all the awards that he had been getting from the governments and art associations of the whole world lay in some boxes in that house, covered in dust and cobwebs…as if the receiver had never even opened and seen those accolades. For the first time, that house became a maze for Qalb-e-Momin…everything that lay inside it mind boggling…and the owner of the house had gone after giving him all the answers and rendering him speechless. He stood up. For the first time, he started to look carefully at the calligraphies on the walls.

‘And I, Qalb-e-Momin, was never able to make the distinction between ‘honor’ and popularity. Could not recognize the difference between name and fame. Did not understand the definition of success.’

Passing in front of those calligraphies, he could see the images of Abdul Aala’s funeral. They were not thousands but hundreds of thousands people who had come out for Abdul Aala, and Qalb-e-Momin had been left like an ant amidst them. Even if he had not been there, Abdul Aala would still have made his last journey from the world with the same grandeur.

‘And the crowd that had come to bid farewell to Dada for the last time…was that crowd of hundreds of thousands only of humans…or…was all of Allah’s creation among them who had come to pay last respects to Abdul Aala bin Turab?’ Qalb-e-Momin seemed to ask himself. There was no one to answer him now. The masterpieces of calligraphies on the walls seemed to be busy at that time of night telling the tale of Abdul Aala’s life to Qalb-e-Momin. Every color, every stroke was calling out to say…my writer was a man greater than his position.

He was now opening the trunk in the other rooms, which always had paint brushes and colors lying on top of it, and Qalb-e-Momin had never even thought about what could be inside it, but now he was sitting with it open. All those awards and accolades awards, about whom he was just reading in the newspapers and letters, were lying at the bottom of the trunk.

‘And I thought Abdul Aala bin Turab had arrogance. Arrogance for a work that was purposeless…but Abdul Aala bin Turab had spent his entire life in praising the greatness and eminence of Allah…he had concealed everything that emphasized his prestige and glory,’ he had closed that trunk again. ‘He was right. He only talked of Allah’s eminence his entire life. How was it possible that he could not have been in Allah’s eyes?’ He thought as he ran his hand over the lid of the closed trunk. ‘And me…who am I…? The last person of Abdul Aala’s family to refuse to praise Allah’s loftiness.’ He stood up.

It had been only loss and loss that he had been gathering for many years. All his assets, along with their owner, were rendered worthless in an instant in front of the all the things in that house.

‘We think that we become the owner of all the things we buy, and we acquire. We don’t become their owner, we become their slaves. Those things become our owners. Their lives do not revolve around us, our lives start to revolve around them,’ Abdul Aala had once said, and he had not understood, like always. He never used to understand the philosophy of Abdul Aala’s life, and in his opinion, he never had to try to understand it either. He had considered him an ‘unsuccessful’ person because in his opinion if his work was not able to heap the world’s luxuries for him, that work was not ‘good’ work. That man was not a ‘successful’ man. And now, after his leaving, he had been staying awake for several nights, getting exhausted in his efforts to measure the success of this ‘unsuccessful’ man.

Abdul Aala had lived by keeping the faith and the world together, but without letting the world obsess him. And he, Qalb-e-Momin, was sitting by having gathered only the world, and the world had now taken him in its grip like an octopus. He wanted to get out, but he was unable to. He wanted to run, but his legs were numb. And Qalb-e-Momin was not able to see any path. All the curtains in life had moved away from in front of his eyes at the very ‘right’ time, but he had to reconsider his life again at a very wrong time.

He remembered Abdul Aala’s painting hanging in the lounge of his house which he had given him on his birthday in the year when he had decided to make film-making his career. 

مﯾﻘﺗﺳﻣﻟا طارﺻﻟا ﺎــــﻧدھا

The straight path which neither a GPS can show, not intellect. The path that passes through the lanes of the heart and reaches the soul, and which can only be seen in the light of faith. Where was Qalb-e-Moming going to get faith from? That night, he wandered aimlessly through Abdul Aala’s house, walking across each and every room hundreds of times…in and out…in and out…didn’t know it was that had been lost…didn’t know what it was that had to be found.

*******************
“Momina Sultana has become the first south Asian actress to win the Oscar Award for the role of a supporting actress. What is your opinion on this?” the interviewer had asked Shelly on the red carpet. She was present there for an award show circuit but the red carpet happening prior to the award show was repeatedly beginning and ending with Momina Sultan’s previous weekend’s victory which was unexpected, unbelievable, and was a source of extreme joy and pride right then for the entire Pakistan.

For the past few months, the Pakistani media had been giving coverage in the same manner to her nomination for the Oscars as if she had won just by being nominated and as if her nomination was the extent of her journey. But that she would even win the Oscar even after getting nominated was something no one could believe even then. It was one of the greatest and most memorable moments of the Pakistan showbiz industry, and if its reverberation could now be heard again and again, it was no cause of surprise to anyone.

Shelly blinked her lashes in an extremely artificial manner. Straightening her gown, she looked at the camera instead of the interviewer and said in a very emotional manner, “I am so proud of her…I had especially watched the live ceremony of the academy award just for Momina Sultan, and when her name was called out as the winner, I screamed so much that even Momina Sultan couldn’t have screamed so much.” Shelly kept talking very emotionally. “I cannot tell you my feelings,” she said, putting her hand on her chest.

The interviewer interrupted her and asked the next question in a very unemotional tone, “Which designer are you wearing today?”
Shelly was instantly confused. She had yet to wipe those tears, which were just not springing, very emotionally from her eyes. Only then would her comments given about Momina Sultan on the red carpet would find a spot in the highlights. 
“Me…? Yes, this is HSY…as always,” she took just a moment in going from emotional to unemotional, and now she was straightening her gown and displaying it. There is nothing more painful than to talk about someone else’s success, and that too, about your showbiz companions…Shelly admitted in her heart. She had already envied and coveted Momina Sultan. She now had the problem of comparison and competition with her. 
“Your next film was with Qalb-e-Momin…when is that starting?” after praising her gown, the interviewer came straight to her hurting nerve…Qalb-e-Momin’s spiritual film, which was now famous in the industry as Qalb-e-Momin’s psychological film. 
“Yes…that…very soon…I will soon give an update,” Shelly spread bright smiles and saved her dignity, and cursed Qalb-e-Momin in her heart. He had been missing for several months like the horns on a donkey’s head, and she was stuck by giving him the dates for the film, and the world was busy circumambulating around Momina Sultan.

********************* 

“Right now, we are standing in front of Momina Sultan’s old house, and this is the area where Momina Sultan has spent a great portion of her life, and the joy of the people here is worth seeing. We have just spoken to one of her neighbors, now we will have you meet another one of her acquaintance from the area and have you hear their views,” the news reporter was overwhelmed with both joy and perspiration and there was a throng of people around him in the street struggling to get into the camera’s frame at any cost, and the news reporter had now started to talk to Jhoomer.

“I have been dancing since the day the award was given…I am just not stopping…I always knew that Momina Baji was going to do something really great. I always kept telling her,” Jhoomer had perhaps tried to say something else too, but the news reporter intervened and interrupted her statement in the middle and announced to return back to the studio.

The news caster sitting in the studio could now be seen on the LED, “You saw the special report just now. The reaction of the people after Momina Sultan’s Oscar win, and the impressions of the residents of her old and new neighborhoods on this win…here, we will tell you that Momina Sultan has returned to Pakistan last night, and our channel was the first to speak with her after her arrival at the airport. A detailed interview with her will be broadcast tomorrow evening at 7 p.m. Tomorrow, at the Prime Minister’s invitation, Momina Sultan will go to meet him at the Prime Minister House, and after that, day after tomorrow, the Presidential Palace. Our channel will periodically continue to transmit to you the coverage of her engagements over the next two, three days,” the news caster kept talking, and the news of Momina Sultan’s winning the Academy Award kept repeating in the news tickers running during her conversation, along with the news of Momina’s returning to Pakistan with the award. The footage of her winning the award, despite being two days old news, was running simultaneously on many channels. It was a news to bring in ratings, how could they stop running it repeatedly.

Sitting in front of the LED in Momina Sultan’s lounge, Surraya and Sultan unblinkingly watched and listened in silence to the the news and news reports on that channel. Now and then, they changed channels, and watched and listened to every news related to Momina and her victory as if they were hearing it for the first time. These were the grandest and most memorable moments of their lives. They seemed to be rewinding those moments over and over again in order to stop them from passing. They had accepted as many felicitations as they had to in the past two days. Now, both their phones were silent. Like that house in which they had been living for the past several months.

That Oscar perhaps would not even have been the last thing that they would have dreamed of seeing of becoming Momina’s destiny but that honor had fallen into Momina Sultan’s lap without any prayer, desire, or dream, and Sultan and Surraya did not even know how to become joyous. Becoming proud was something to be done later. The lounge in which they were sitting and watching the news on the LED was filled with flower bouquets. There was a heap of large and small sized flower bouquets there and this flood of bouquets had still not ceased since the past few days, and each time the servant brought in a bouquet, Sultan and Surraya rejoiced like children, as if that bouquet had come for them. There were flowers upon flowers in every room of that house, and Sultan and Surraya seemed to be guarding them. As they walked around, they kept changing the position or place of one bouquet or the other.

“My Momina’s destiny is very high. Remember, I always used to tell you?” At the end. of that news bulletin, Sultan finally repeated the sentence that he had uttered countless times in the past few days, and, as always, Surraya listened to it like she was hearing it for the first time, and laughed, as if placing a seal of confirmation on Sultan’s statement.

“Momina is surely of a high destiny,” she muttered in an odd state. “Remember, Jehangir was born after her.” She presented another proof of her good destiny to Sultan. 
“Yes, after four years,” Sultan said instinctively. Even that Oscar had been unable to scratch Jehangir from their hearts and minds. The ring of Surraya’s phone suddenly placed a bund on her memories. It was Aqsa’s phone. 
“Where is Momina Anti…I’ve been calling her for so long and she has turned off her phone, and here the media people are hounding me, and I’m going crazy trying to hold them off. Now, if your doorbell starts ringing, then don’t say anything to me,” Aqsa started talking like a machine as soon as she heard Surraya’s voice on the phone, and she had not even given Surraya a chance to respond. 
“She’s probably asleep. I’ll go and see. You know she has come from a long flight. She must be tired. Otherwise, she is not irresponsible,” mumbling a little, and making excuses on her behalf, Surraya came towards Momina’s room. The door of the room was closed, but it wasn’t locked.
“Momina…Momina,” calling to her with phone in hand, Surraya opened the door and entered. She was sitting on the rug in a corner of the room with the Quran in her lap, engrossed in reading it. The light in the room was only in the corner where she was sitting reading Quran. At Surraya’s voice, she raised her head and looked at her mother. “Beta, it is Aqsa’s phone. She has been calling you for so long, you have turned off the number. Talk to her,” Surraya told her. 
“Amma, I will call her in a little while. You can tell her,” she said to Surraya as she closed the Quran. Speaking to Aqsa on the phone, Surraya closed the door and left. 
The silence from the room had disappeared sfor some moments, and then it returned again. Momina Sultan had touched the Quran in her hand to her forehead in reverence as she had closed it. It was the same copy that had been written by Abdul Aala, and which Master Ibrahim had given to her as a gift. Every time she opened it, it seemed to halt hustle bustle of the entire world. Sitting in peace and solitude, she kept peeking inside herself as she read it…that was all the time she had to think. The rest was just routine that began as soon as that Quran was closed. Her every single minute and hour was now mechanical…scheduled…planned. 
Even after closing the Quran, she sat cross legged in the same manner for some time, looking in the semi-darkness at the flower bouquets placed here and there, whose scents were mingling with each other and which had the name cards of the senders on them. While keeping the bouquets in her room, Surraya had only considered their beauty, she had not seen the name of the sender, and even Momina had not seen the names. She had now placed the Quran on the small table in front of her. Pulling up her knees and wrapping her arms around them, she continued to sit quietly, looking at her flower filled room. These were the days of ascent, and she had passed through descent before ascent…if she was to believe in ascent, how could she?
‘This too shall pass,’ looking at the flowers, she muttered with a soft smile. The Oscar trophy also sat in the middle of many flowers in the room, the golden statue standing atop it glistening even in the low light of the room. 
“Appa, you will become a very big star…I’m telling you…you will work in Hollywood, then you will go to get the Oscar…then give the speech, and thank me that if it hadn’t been for Jehangir…”
Jehangir’s voice echoed in her ears. He seemed to have predicted her fate for her before he had gone, and while taking the Oscar, Momina had dedicated that award to Jehangir and had thanked him in exactly the same words as he had told her to. 
“If Jehangir had not been there, Momina Sultan would not be standing here with this award. His being there made me an actress. His not being there, a star…somewhere in the sky today, he must be watching me holding this trophy, and waiting for me to take his name and thank him. So Jehangir, thank you very, very much. If you had not been there, nothing would be there.”
Even in that silence, her own tearful voice and the words spoken for Jehangir in the middle of the resounding claps, reverberated in her ears like an echo. She had come to Pakistan the previous night, and after coming, she had gone first to Jehangir’s grave to show him the Oscar, as if that had been the entire purpose of her getting the Oscar. 
Picking up the phone from the table, she looked at the screen. It was in airplane mode and was extremely peaceful. There was neither any message there, nor missed call, nor incoming call, nor a reminder of any upcoming meeting….and now if she turned it on, she would have to struggle to catch her breath again and again…for name…? For fame…? For popularity…? For success…? For sustenance…? She now had all of it. She did not have to run for any of those things, but what was ahead of it, and what more ahead of all that. Sitting there, she was unable to understand. 
‘What is next to ecstasy?’ she had read somewhere in Peer Kamil (saw), and now she was asking herself the same question. 
‘What is after success…? What more after that…?’

*********************** 

“Yaar, who does things like Momin Bhai? Okay, so Dada had died, but disappear for months…no replied to messages, no picking up the phone, no opening the email, the other person can just get disgraced,” Dawud was infuriated that evening. He was sitting in Momin’s office, and this was his and Tina’s daily routine. They sat there aimlessly. There was no work to do, and whatever had been there, had gone into pending because Momin was not there, and no work of the company could be done without him. Both of them would come every day, like the other people of the company, and would call at Qalb-e-Momin’s numbers and send messages on his email address as they sat there, and then finally they would give up and leave when they got tired. He was in Turkey but what condition he was in, they did not know that either. But now they were fed up.

“We’ve been sitting without pay for so many months and Momin Bhai doesn’t have the slightest realization,” Dawud was truly extremely upset. 
“I am now going to join any other company at the first opportunity, wherever I get a letter from,” Tina seemed to announce. 
“And my luck is very bad. I get no response from wherever I apply,” Dawud related his tragedy.
Before Tina could say anything, a man entered, and Tina and Dawud did not recognize him at first glance…it was Qalb-e-Momin. Circles around the eyes, unshaved face, and with disheveled hair…they both instinctively rose up from their chairs and stood. 
“Momin Bhai…what a surprise…when did you come?” Dawud instinctively rushed and embraced him. 
“Just now, an hour ago…I’ve come straight to the office from the airport…to give this script…I will hold a meeting on this tomorrow with all of you…I’m going home for the time being,” as he spoke to them, he placed a script on their table, and without stopping and listening to anything they were saying, he left. 
Dawud picked up the script on the table. It was written on the first page, ‘‘Alif’ – A Story and Film by Qalb-e-Momin’. 
“This is what he had been sitting and doing in Turkey?” he said as he flipped the pages of the script in a state of disbelief. 
“My question is, who will read this script?” Tina said just as seriously in response to his statement. 
“Both of us will have to read it…if there is a meeting, then obviously he will ask about the story,” Dawud will say. 
“You can read the story to me…I cannot waste my night reading this…as it is, my motivation level is very low right now,” Tina collected her things and put them in her bag—she was getting ready to leave the office.

********************** 

His apartment was just as it had been. Shakoor was not there to greet him. Perhaps he had gone on leave. Momin used his key card to open the apartment door. Even at 9-10 p.m., his apartment was drowned in darkness. He started to turn on the lights one by one. The apartment was clean, meaning Shakoor had not gone on leave, and even if he had, it had not been many days. For a few moments, while standing in the house, Momin felt himself to be a stranger there, as if he had come to the wrong place once again…from the Kaaba to the idol house once more, and there was a crowd of idols in the idol house…everywhere…and similar kinds of idols had been within him too, which he had shattered, which was why the ‘idols’ outside of him had started to look like ‘idols’…not gods.

And walking through the idol house, he once again came and stood in front of that 

painting. the verses of ﻢ3ﻘِﺘَﺴﻤﻟا طا+ﻟا ﺎﻧَــــﺪﻫاwere gleaming. As Qalb-e-Momin stood in

front of the painting, it was like he had emerged from darkness to stand in the light. “Show my Momin the right path, that path on which there is goodness, not that path on 
which there is only success.”
Dada’s voice echoed in his ears, and water filled his eyes. He didn’t know from which soft
earth of the heart that water had started to flow. He never used to cry. Shedding tears was not one
of Qalb-e-Momin’s traits, and expressing remorse was a crime in his dictionary. But standing in 
front of the painting, Qalb-e-Momin fumbled his heart as if attempting to blow life into the soul
that was within him, but was lifeless.

********************* 

“I cannot believe that Momin has written this script. He could not have written this,” Tina told Dawud sitting in front of her as she sat crying in her office the next day with the script open and wiping her nose and eyes with a tissue. He had read the script the previous night and early the next morning, with red eyes, he had given the script to Tina in the office.

“You must read it. I went crazy last night,” he had told Tina, and Tina thought he was joking or perhaps making fun of the script. But two hours later she was sitting in a state of shock with the script.

“Even I cannot believe that he has written it but if he is saying that he has written it, then he could not have lied,” Dawud said to her in response. 
“Whose story has Momin written…? On every single page, it seems to me like all of this has passed on someone,” Tina was reading some lines on a page and trying to figure it out. 
“It also seems to me like this is a true story. Maybe it has been inspired by a film or by a novel,” Dawud expressed his idea. 
“That is exactly what it is…it is absolutely inspired…Momin reads a lot of books too, and watches films from everywhere. I am positive that he has stolen the story from somewhere, or has mixed it together, but whatever it is, it is amazing…it is fabulous,” Tina kept flipping the pages as she spoke. She repeatedly underlined her favorite lines and scenes, then started reading them aloud to Dawud, who in turn would read her the next lines. They seemed to have memorized the script in just the first reading. 
“Do you know who should do Alia’s character?” Tina said to him suddenly. Her tone was very strange. Looking into Dawud’s eyes, it seemed like she had not asked him a question, she was asking for his opinion. 
“She won’t do it,” Dawud seemed to have guessed like a riddle the actress’s name which had come to Tina’s mind. 
“You had also thought of her, right?” Tina had also known his answer without listening to the answer. She was excited. 
“Yes…but Momin Bhai has asked to cast Shelly, and we only have to talk to Shelly,” Dawud ended her excitement this time in a blunt manner.

********************* 

“Dada Ji was a very pious man…a very pious soul…I had always known it…the pious recognize the pious,” taking his handkerchief out of his pocket, Shakoor sobbed loudly and told Qalb-e-Momin. He was condoling with him for Abdul Aala, and Momin was listening to him very quietly.

“Did he say anything about me,” Shakoor suddenly thought of something as he rubbed his nose. 
Qalb-e-Momin raised his head, looked at him very seriously, and said, “Only to tell Shakoor to quit lying.” Shakoor’s mouth fell open for a few moments. He seemed to have forgotten his crying. 
“This is what Dada Ji said for me before going from this world?” Shakoor could not believe it. 
“You told this building’s guard that I had sold my pent-house and had gone on a religious mission?” Shakoor’s tears turned vapors and evaporated into the air. 
“Certainly not,” Shakoor’s breath caught in his throat. 
“I have been suffering property dealers’ phone calls since morning, and they are all coming through your reference, because I have given you the responsibility of selling this house.”
Shakoor stared at Qalb-e-Momin and then spoke in a tearful voice, “I have many enemies, Momin Bhai…they want to degrade me in your eyes.” Shakoor finally uttered. 
“Then go and tell them that you could not be degraded any further in my eyes than you already are,” Qalb-e-Momin told him tartly. 
“Yes, that is it…this is exactly what I will go and say…this is how should keep having trust in me.” Qalb-e-Momin’s statement had passed over his head, or if he had even understood, he had feigned unawareness. Qalb-e-Momin abandoned the intention of tiring his brain with him any further. 
“Do you know a Master Ibrahim?” he asked Shakoor. 
“The one who was Dada Ji’s friend, and whom Dada Ji had gone to meet?” Shakoor asked in surprise. 
“Yes,” Qalb-e-Momin replied shortly. 
“Yes, I know him.”
“I want to meet him…I need his address.”
Shakoor started to scratch his head, “I don’t have the address. I just know the neighborhood. Remember, I had told you that I had called a Careem for him…but he had not given the complete address.” He took out his phone and started to search for the address. 
“If you know about the neighborhood, then just tell me that. I will search for him,” Qalbe-Momin muttered. 
“But why do you want to meet him?” Shakoor was suddenly curious. 
“There is a chain that I wish to remove from my feet.”
Once again, Shakoor did not understand his sentence. ‘Momin Bhai had turned into a mystic,’ he said in his heart. ‘But the light hasn’t come on his face like it used to be on Dada Ji’s face,’ he thought as he stole a look at Momin sitting on the sofa. Then suddenly he remembered something, “Some Khaliq Sahib kept coming behind you to meet with you…said that Dada Ji had given your address and phone number, but he was not able to contact you on your phone. He also knew about Dada Ji’s death.” Shakoor informed Momin. “He gave me his card. He kept going to Turkey to visit Dada Ji, he told me…anyway, he said he will come again, and that he will also call.”
Qalb-e-Momin listened to him disinterestedly. At the moment, he was only interested in meeting Master Ibrahim.

********************* 

“You people should be ashamed for offering me this role,” Shelly could barely keep herself from hitting Dawud on the head with something in the office. She had come to listen to her role, and was now enraged.

“I have never seen a better heroine’s character than this in any of Momin’s films,” Tina tried to convince her. Shelly did not let her finish. 
“A mother of a seven-year-old child…? From where do I look like the mother of a seven year old child to you?” she roared. 
“There are so many layers and shades…there is an entire journey before the marriage…glamorous…,” Dawud tried to say something this time, and Shelly did not let him finish either. 
“That glamour ends in just fifteen minutes, and then I will walk around with a child hanging on me throughout the film, and that too, a seven-year-old, then one older than him…for God’s sake…tell Momin to stop making films, and writing them at all…he is not a writer…why has this worm gotten into his head…until he gets out of this phase…tell him to sit at home,” she roared, standing up and picking up her bag, and while walking, she suddenly stopped and told Dawud, “And yes, also tell him that I have signed Ahsan’s film. I no longer have dates this year for any other film. But yes, if he wants to make Sanam, then let me know.” Shelly opened the office door and walked out, and Tina’s face started to gleam as soon as she left. 
“Thank God, she refused…this is Momina Sultan’s role…she’s the one who will do it, I am telling you. No one else can do this role except her,” Tina told Dawud in a challenging manner.

********************* 

“Yes, yes, I know, that is what you were going to say…now how would you know how busy I am…Momina is here, so I am making food for her. She is also always making requests like you… I told you that she has received an award…Oscar….”

As she passed through the corridor, Momina thought that Surraya was speaking to someone. She was in the kitchen, and the servant had just gone out a short while ago, then who was she talking to in the kitchen. Momina went into the kitchen in an odd state of curiosity, and she could not go inside the door. Surraya was now laughing as she put the bread on the gridle, and then she spoke to someone as she laughed.

“Yes, yes, we went. We also met the Prime Minister…also met the President…your sister was so honored there…you would have taken so many pictures if you were there…yes, yes, I know…,” Momina stood motionless in the doorway, watching Surraya. She was still talking, unaware of her presence.

“Amma, who are you talking to?” she finally gathered the courage to address her. 

Surraya looked at her, startled, then smiled in a strangely mysterious manner and said, “Who would I talk to…? It is your brother Jehangir…look here,” she pointed at the cabinet as if he was standing there. Momina looked in bewilderment towards where she was pointing. There was no one there, and she knew this even without looking there.

“Amma, there is no one here…and how can Jehangir come?” she seemed to attempt to remind her mother of something. 
“Why…this is his sister’s house. Who can stop him…he comes whenever his heart desires. Then he and I sit and watch films,” Surraya said, utterly brushing aside Momina’s statement as if she was mindless and could not see what Surraya was able to see. 
Momina Sultan was unable to say anything. She just stood with both hands on the door frame, paralyzed.

***********************
“These are symptoms of schizophrenia. She has been seeing your brother for the past many months. Why did you never notice it before?’ 

Momina Sultan had thought there was no more bad news in her life…at least some days should have passed well. The psychiatrist was telling her his findings after having the session with Surraya, and she was stunned as she listened.

“I have not been in Pakistan for many months,” clearing her throat, she told the psychiatrist. “That is why you did not notice…medication will have to be administered regularly, and also the sessions…the disease is in its early stage right now…it can be controlled if the treatment is given on time,” he was giving her hope. Momina was only nodding as she looked at his face.

“By the way, congratulations on winning the Oscar…you are Momina Sultan, right?” the psychiatrist said to her at the end of the conversation when she had stood up from her chair and was about to leave his office. She thanked him with difficulty. At certain moments, you do not wish to be recognized, you wish to attach horns…wish to put on a mask, and you remember both of these things after you get recognized.

********************* 

When she came out, both Surraya and Sultan were sitting in the waiting room outside. They stood up when they saw her. 
“She has got a lot of money now…she needlessly makes us run to doctors,” Surraya said to her with displeasure. She looked at her mother’s face without saying anything. 
“Is everything alright, Momina?” Sultan seemed to have read his daughter’s face. 
“Yes Abba, everything is alright,” Momin tried to smile and assured her father. 
“I told you already…what has happened to me? The doctor just kept talking to me for two hours…I won’t come to him again…he licked my brains,” Surraya said in umbrage and started to walk out of the clinic. 
Momina held the file and walked out mechanically behind both of them. The psychiatrist had said that she had to spend time with Surraya if she did not wish her disease to get worse, and from where was Momina Sultan going to find the time, she was thinking. Life never allows us to become a king that it would grant us everything. Life always keeps us a fakir. Deprived of something, yearning for something.

******************** 

“The first film and an Oscar on a supporting role in the first film…was the journey so easy?” sitting in his office, Qalb-e-Momin stopped as he watched Momina Sultan in an interview on the LED in his office. He had found out about Momina Sultan’s Oscar after returning, where no other news was being repeated over and over again on the TV channels except that for the past two weeks.

“Not at all…there is a very big price behind every great success,” she answered the interviewer. A lot was changed in her personality. This was not the nervous, agitated actress who had come to him for an audition. The international exposure that she had received in the past one year was reflecting in her every action and speech. She was looking extremely confident and groomed.

“Success erases the weariness of every difficult journey. Especially if the success is the kind of success like you have received,” the interviewer smiled and commented on her answer in a very impressed manner.

“Success has its own weariness, and the greater the success is, the more it tires you.” 

He heard Momina Sultan say. Qalb-e-Momin stopped as he was about to change channels. He wanted to listen to her conversation. It was not the conversation of an ordinary actress who was saturated with the narcotic of success, and wished to beat her drum on the screen.

“What compromises did you make to get to this position?” the girl asking the question, suddenly changed the topic. 
“I have never made compromises with my work. I made many in life,” dressed in a royal blue dress, there was still a dupatta around her neck. Qalb-e-Momin remembered a lot of things, and whatever he remembered was enough to mortify him.
“Do you consider compromises to be bad?” the interviewer probed. 
“The compromises that are made for working—very bad. The compromises made for spending life—not at all,” she was talking to the point and logically. The interviewer was a girl of the same age as her, but she was looked extremely impressed and intimidated by Momina Sultan. Qalb-e-Momin knew it was her international stardom which was forcing the interviewer to think repeatedly before speaking. 
“Let’s have some light hearted conversation now…some personal questions,” again the interviewer suddenly changed topic as she was in the habit of doing. Qalb-e-Momin was not able to see Dawud opening the door his office and entering, he was so engrossed in that interview. Dawud quietly came inside, pulled up a chair, and sat down, and it was when he sat down that Momin felt his presence for the first time. 
“Have you ever loved anyone?” the interviewer questioned her very curiously. 
“Yes,” the answer came in an expressionless tone. 
“Gained…or…lost?” the interviewer’s curiosity increased. 
“I would have lost a lot if I had gained…that is why I lost,” Momina Sultan said in the same manner. 
“Is there a pain of having lost?”
“Not any longer.”
“Have you hated anyone in life?” was interviewer’s next question. 
“Yes,” the answer came without thinking, as if she knew who she had to name. 
“Whom?”
“There was a director….to whom I had gone for giving an audition for a film. He forced me to wear inappropriate clothes in the film, and upon my refusal, he did not give me work in the film. If I had gotten that film, perhaps my brother’s life could have been saved. So then, the necessity of that time caused such a hate of him, that when someone mentions hate even today, only the face of that director comes in front of my eyes,” that was the first question that she had not answered briefly, she had given it with great patience, but her eyes were not supporting that patience. 
Qalb-e-Momin had no idea that he was still a part of her memory even to that day, and that his reference would come in that interview in that manner. Mortification was also worsened because Dawud was sitting a short distance away from him. Sometimes, fate brings us to stand trial in such a manner that we cannot even imagine it. 
“Would you like tell us the name?” after uttering a few sentences in that director’s honor, she seemed to coax Momina to take the name. 
“He’s not even worth it that I should take his name.”
Qalb-e-Momin picked up the remote and turned the LED off. 
“You had not told me that her brother was ill,” after a few moments silence, Momin said to Dawud. 
“Even if I had told you, what would have happened, Momin Bhai, …you listened to no one at that time,” in a soft voice, Dawud identified an ugliness of his attitude probably for the first time in life. Momin sat silently.
“If you still talk to her, then apologize to her on my behalf,” what he said after staying quiet for a long time, stupefied Dawud. That was maybe the first apology Momin was offering to anyone. 
“Tina and I are thinking, Momin Bhai, if we should talk to Momina for your film. Shelly has now refused and left, and both of us think that no one else except Momina can do this role,” in response, Dawud said to him very courageously. 
“She will throw the script in your face,” Momin said to him in an extremely cold tone and manner.

*********************
“I don’t want to throw the script in your face, so just pick it up.” 

Dawud instinctively laughed out loud. There was not the slightest change in the graveness of Momina’s face. Dawud had come to her a short while ago, and after some chit chat, he had finally came to that topic, and placing the script in front of Momina, he had started the conversation, and the answer was as expected. Momina did not even touch the script.

“Momin Bhai had said that was exactly what you would do,” Dawud finally told her. 

“If Momin had been sitting in your place, that is definitely what I would have done. How dare he even offer me that film? To contact me?” she was instinctively very displeased. 
“It was my idea,” Dawud said to her in a confessing manner. 
“Aqsa is right. Your intellect runs between your knees and your ankles.”
Dawud heard her statement from one ear and let it out from the other. “He is very sorry,” he said. Momina laughed sarcastically. 
“Oh, really…has your Momin Bhai’s conscience awakened…? How soon it awakened…now don’t tell me that he wishes to apologize to me.” Dawud sat with his tongue behind his teeth. 
“Just read this script once.”
Momina interrupted him, “I am refusing even without reading it. It has Qalb-e-Momin’s name on it, and I don’t even want to look at that name.”
“It also has Allah’s name, and alif is the first letter of His name,” Dawud instinctively said. She fell quiet. 
“I will never work with Momin,” she said in an announcement like manner. 
“Don’t work, just read it…you will lose nothing by reading it,” Dawud instantly said to her. She stayed quiet this time. 
“I’ll be leaving now…I’m getting late,” he stood up. Momina kept sitting in a displeased manner. 
“Do you remember, Momina, when we were collecting money for Jehangir that night, then who I had awakened in the middle of the night to get the money that was still short?” he said to Momina as he stood up. Momina and Dawud looked at each other. Momina felt like someone had punched her in the stomach. 
“Don’t take Momin’s name,” she seemed to groan as she told Dawud. 
“I had not taken your name to get a loan from him. I had taken my own name. I wanted to return it to him later. He did not take it back because it was a small amount…I’ll be going now,” he said in a low voice and left. 
She sat there, lost in thought. In life, Qalb-e-Momin would not even have been the last person in life whose favor she wanted to keep on her head. He had not even done her any favor. But she was Momina Sultan. If she had been free of favors, she would have stayed very happy.

*********************** 

“Hello…yes…may I speak to Qalb-e-Momin?”
“Yes…this is Qalb-e-Momin.”
The man present on the other end of the phone was instantly very happy, “Thankfully, I

am able to speak with you. I’ve been trying to get in touch with you for many months. I have even visited your apartment many times, but I was not able to contact you,” the man said. 

Qalb-e-Momin was somewhat confused. That man’s name echoed in his mind whom Shakoor had mentioned, but instead of taking that man’s name on the phone, he said to him, “Sorry, I still have not been able to recognize you.” He was leaving his office at that time and going towards his car.

The man on other side said very calmly, “Yes, how would you recognize me if you don’t know me? By the way, the late Abdul Aala Sahib knew me very well.” He said to him in a very informal manner.

“You are Dada’s friend?” that was the first thought to come into Momin’s mind. “I wish I was…we were just his fans. Tell me, when can I come to you…I have something very important business with you…and it is also Abdul Aala Sahib’s order,” the man said in response.

Qalb-e-Momin was confused, “Dada had told you to meet me?”
“Yes, sir,” the man said, and then he suddenly thought of something. “I forgot to tell you my name. However, I had given your servant my card. The name is Khaliq Ali,” the man took his name, and with a flash, the name and number that Dada had given him after his last phone call with him gleamed in Momin’s mind.
“You can come on this weekend. I will wait for you,” Qalb-e-Momin said very seriously. He knew what it was that Khaliq wanted to talk to him about.

********************** 

“I take care of her all the time…if I don’t take care of her, who else will I take care of? There are only two people here…you were not even. here for so many months,” Sultan had complained to Momina that night. She had told her father about Surraya’s illness. She could not keep it a secret and treat Surraya. Regardless of how much Sultan understood about schizophrenia or not, but he did admit to Momina that Surraya had started to talk to herself, and that sometimes she spoke to Jehangir too, but he had seen nothing wrong in that. In response, Momina started to tell him the details about the mental illness.

“Is the treatment expensive?” after listening to Momina, he asked in an oddly concerned tone. 
“Abba, you don’t have to worry about expensive or inexpensive…treatment is not the problem…taking care of her is the problem,” and it was in response to her statement, Sultan had reminded her of how little time she had spent in that house during the past year. 
“I know Abba, it is my carelessness. But I was helpless. I could not have stayed with you both in Pakistan even if I wanted to. My work is taking me here and there. I have to go again in a week, that is why I am telling you to take care of Amma,” in a very apologetic manner, she clarified for Sultan. 
“I am not complaining to you Momina, but it is very lonely here,” somewhat embarrassed, Sultan lowered his head and said to her. 
“There is a lot of comfort here too, Abba,” she reminded her father. 
“Yes, there is comfort, but comfort does not erase loneliness, does it? It is such a long day, and that it does not seem to pass. When it is night, there is no sleep…you know that old home and neighborhood? All this didn’t happen there. The day passed without knowing. Half of the time was spent waiting for water, the other half for electricity, and in watching the fights and arguments that happened in the street and neighborhood…the day ran away. When night came, sleep came without knowing too—when it came and when it did not…whenever the eyes opened, it. was always well after daybreak, regardless of whether the mosquitoes bit, or whether the fan was shut because of no electricity…but sleep always came there,” Sultan kept on speaking in a strangely nostalgic manner, as if he was telling her some fairy tale, and she kept listening as if she had never been aware of that fairy tale. 
She could only do what she was doing for her mother and father…however many luxuries she could gather from the world for them in their old age and pile around them, she had piled, but she had utterly forgotten that old age does not run on luxuries, it runs on getting needs fulfilled, and she was not capable of fulfilling those needs. 
“There had been no loneliness there even after you and Jehangir left. We would walk around in the neighborhood all day, or somebody would visit. Here, there are many things, but no one comes and goes. Not even the birds come here…remember there, even if your mother threw two pieces of leftover bread in the patio, don’t know from where all the birds would come to eat it, even though we had a very small patio…so tight…don’t know how the birds must have searched from the sky for the pieces of bread lying in our patio. Once you are married, Surraya and I will take a room for rent in that old neighborhood and live there. We will be happy there. Surraya will get better there too,” Sultan was telling her. 
“There are a lot of things to do here too, Abba,” Momina said with much difficulty, like the defeated lawyer who knew his case was weak. 
“What work is there here…? The servant cleans, the cook cooks the food, the driver gets the required things from the big store, where your mother and I get tired of walking. Surraya and I sit all day and look at each other’s faces,” with an odd laugh, Sultan told her. It did not seem like his laugh, but his helplessness. 
“You should go out to different places with the driver,” Momina seemed to find something for them to do. 
“Where?” Sultan asked in a simple tone. 
“Anywhere, it is such a large city,” Momina said. 
“Yes, but we have no one in this entire city. We had Jehangir, but he is gone. You are there…but you are busy. Who else is ours in this entire world?”
With a lowered head, she sat like a criminal in front of her father. She had no answer for anything that Sultan had said. She could not leave everything and sit with them…otherwise she would have. Allah had just not given her that ability or choice. The entire world was dying with envy at what she did have. What she did not have, she was dying to achieve but couldn’t. Momina couldn’t understand what the purpose of her life was. What was the purpose of her success, Momina couldn’t understand that either. When she had been an unsuccessful actress, even then she had been helpless in all her affairs. Now that she was a successful actress, even then she was not able to resolve any of her problems. 
She had gotten up and left Sultan that night but she wasn’t able to sleep despite trying. Sultan’s voice repeatedly echoed in her ears. For several hours, she tossed and turned on her bed as if attempting to find a way, some solution, and then in a state of extreme helplessness, she came into the kitchen in the middle of the night to make tea. With the cup of tea in hand, she came and sat in the lounge, and her eye fell on the envelope of the script which Dawud had left there. Absent mindedly, she picked up the envelope with ‘Alif’ and Qalb-e-Momin’s name written on it and took out the script from the envelope. 
It was another world where those papers had taken her, the world of Alia Jahan, and the center of that world…that seven-year-old Daniyal…Alia Jahan’s beloved Abdullah…and Abdullah’s father, Abdul Haadi. What a story it was, in which each and every character was a heart and was ruling only upon the heart. In her brief career, Momina Sultan had never seen such a script, such characters, such dialogues, she got confused on every page, she felt like she knew Alia Jahan, like she herself was in the story, but she was not able to see where she was. Without stopping, she turned page upon page, and read the script till the interval, and the character who entered at the interval scene, stunned Momina, because she recognized whose story it was and who that character was because she seemed so familiar. It was Husn-e-Jahan’s story, and the character to enter the story at the interval was Sultan, who had gone to Turkey to meet his beloved Alia Jahan, and Alia had told Daniyal not to tell Abdullah about Sultan. 
All the names of the characters in the story were fictional, except Sultan’s. Momina started to get goosebumps. With trembling hands, she turned over the page of the script to read after the interval. There was nothing there except ‘To be continued…’ The script that had been sent to her was only until the interval. She sat like a statue. Alia Jahan was definitely Husn-e-Jahan, and if she was Husn-e-Jahan, then Qalb-e-Momin could be none other than Daniyal. 
“Momina, are you still awake?”
She was startled at Sultan’s voice. He had come to the lounge in her search, and was now standing in front of her. Motionless, she looked at her father. There was definitely such an expression in her eyes which worried Sultan. 
“Why are you looking at me like that?” he had moved forward. 
“I am reading a script, Abba,” as she spoke, Momina’s own voice sounded hollow to her. 
“Script?” Sultan had been confused. 
“A script for an Urdu film,” Momina had her eyes fixed upon him. 
“What is the story?” Sultan asked. Her eyes were making him uneasy. 
“It is a fairy-tale like story. I read it till the interval with my breath stopped. I will read it to you too,” Momina started to speak. 
“Yes, read it to me…Husn-e-Jahan also had great faith in my opinion. She read every script to me. You can read it too. I will tell you whether or not it is a hit,” Sultan said as he sat across from her on the other sofa. 
“It is the story of a child, Abba, whose mother was an actress and dancer, and who fell in love with a Turkish dancer and calligrapher during a festival in Turkey,” Momina stopped. She watched Sultan’s face change color. 
“She leaves everything for him and stays in Turkey, and that dancer, who was from a famed family of calligraphers, displeases his father and marries her. But then he is no longer able to do calligraphy, and the love story between the two of them probably ends because of one man,” she kept on talking. Sultan watched her face unblinkingly. 
When she fell silent, Sultan said, “Because of which man?”
Momina put the script on the table and said, “Because of Sultan.”
Such a hush fell in the lounge as if there was no one there. The two of them kept looking at each other. Then Momina looked straight into his eyes and said, “What were you in Husn-eJahan’s life, Abba? Hero or villain?”
Instead of replying, Sultan mumbled, “What happened in the script after the interval?”
“I don’t know. I only received half of the script.”
“Refuse this script,” Sultan said instinctively. 
“You had gone to Turkey to meet Husn-e-Jahan, hadn’t you? What happened there, Abba? What did you do?” Momina said to him, disregarding his order. 
Sultan watched her face, then he said, “Ask the one who wrote this script. He must know everything.” There was sarcasm in his tone. “Who wrote this script?”
“Qalb-e-Momin.”
This time, a greater silence fell in the lounge than before, then Sultan seemed to groan as he said, “Her son?”
Momina nodded her head, “It is the same film director to whom you had sent me for the film’s audition, and he had not given me the work.” Momina said in a soft voice. 
“That film director? He is Husn-e-Jahan’s son…? He did not become a calligrapher? He came here to Pakistan?” Sultan said to her in disbelief. Momina nodded her head. 
“I…take me to meet him,” Sultan said instinctively. 
“What will you do by meeting him?” Momina asked. 
“I wish to know my role in the part after the interval.”
“You are the villain of his film, Abba. This I can tell you even without reading the entire script.” A shadow fell across Sultan’s face. 
“Why had you gone to meet her?” Momina asked again. 
“Has he written Husn-e-Jahan’s name in the script?” it was unclear which supposition Sultan wanted to confirm. 
“No Abba…he had changed everyone’s name except yours…he detests you which is why he did not change your name…I have heard so many stories of Husn-e-Jahan’s life from you, that I can recognize even with my eyes closed that it is not Alia Jahan, but Husn-e-Jahan, and the one for whom Alia Jahan committed unfaithfulness was Sultan.”
He started to laugh hysterically at her statement, so much so that water came to his eyes. 
“Had she committed unfaithfulness for Sultan, she would have been alive today,” he stood up. 
“Abba, you have not answered my question,” Momina asked him uneasily. 
“Nor will I give it. Don’t do this film…this film will be a flop…the greatest flop in history,” saying that, he walked off without stopping. Distressfully, Momina watched him leave.

********************* 

The ringer of the phone had awakened Dawud from a deep sleep. He had rubbed his eyes sleepily and had picked up the phone to look at the name, and had immediately received the call. 
“Hello, Momina, you’re calling at three o’clock at night...is everything alright?” Dawud had asked in a very concerned tone. 
“I will do this film.” He heard Momina’s voice. 
“Which film?” still sleepy, Dawud was unable to understand her right away. 
“‘Alif’.”
This time Dawud’s sleep immediately disappeared, “I can’t believe it…did you say ‘Alif’?” he sat up in bed. 
“Yes, I have said ‘Alif’. Schedule my meeting with Qalb-e-Momin in the next day or two. I want to meet with him and hear the second part of the film before going to Dubai,” she had said, and then shut the phone without listening to Dawud’s reply.

********************** 

“The film’s budget is short, Boss,” Tina said in an announcement like style and pushed back her laptop. She had been doing the budget for ‘Alif’ for the past couple of days, and she had finally given the news defeatedly to Momin who was sitting with her with another laptop open looking at the budget sheet on which the budget could not be reduced despite having made innumerable reductions.

“It cannot be a low-budgeted film, and it is difficult to raise the money right now for a high-budget one when no sponsor is willing to come on board,” Tina told him. 
“If we mortgage the office and get a loan?” Momin suddenly said. Tina thought he had gone insane. The film was the risk of his life, and that too, was not calculated, and now he wanted to take an even greater risk. 
“Boss, do not do this foolishness at all. If this film flops, then you will lose whatever you have earned from the last films in the form of this office…it won’t matter to us, we will find a job anywhere else, what will become of you,” Tina advised him casually in a very sincere manner. 
“Even if we do a very minimum budget, how much money will be needed?” Momin muttered as he looked at some numbers on the laptop. 
“At least seven crore, at the most ten…this is the window of your budget,” Tina helped him. “Take my advice, don’t take the risk…make ‘Sanam’. All the sponsors, all the actors are sitting ready for it,” Tina felt like that was the opportunity when she could make him understand. “For whom are you making this film on spirituality…who will watch it…? People are not interested …we have all become materialistic…we have to live for this world, and in this world. Those who are curious about spirituality, go to the mosque, they go to the madrassa, they won’t come to the cinema…only that will sell in the cinema for which you have always been famous for selling,” Tina kept talking. Momin laughed. 
“You mean commercial films…filth in the name of art.”
Tina could not believe that she had heard that word from Qalb-e-Momin for his own work. When people had used that word for his work, he used to get incensed. That day, he was using that word himself, and he had no qualm. 
“You should make only that from which you have gained popularity and name,” Tina could not make her words any less harmful than that. 
Momin looked at her and said, “I don’t feel like making those.”
“This, what you are attempting to make, will only get you rave reviews at the most, but the film will be removed just during the first week,” Tina said bluntly. Alongwith Momin, their career was also on the line because of ‘Alif’. 
Before Momin could say anything, Dawud opened the door with a bang and entered, and as soon as he came inside, he announced loudly, “Momin Bhai, Momina is ready to do ‘Alif’.”
Tina and Qalb-e-Momin felt like they were hit with a current. 
“Meaning, she will do this role with a child?” Momin said, somewhat hesitatingly. 
“Obviously, she will do it…there is only one heroine in this film,” Dawud said breathlessly this time and fell into a chair excitedly. 
“Your stars have started to come out of rotation, Boss,” Tina chirped.
“Or her stars have started to come into rotation,” Qalb-e-Momin muttered, still in disbelief. 
“She wants to have a meeting,” Dawud said. “And I have given her time for tomorrow.” Dawud added. “But she doesn’t want to come to this studio. She has bad memories here. I have invited her to your apartment.” Dawud kept talking nonstop. 
“She will come to the apartment?” Momin was surprised. 
“Yes, she did not have any objection,” Dawud responded. 
“I can go to her house,” Momin said suddenly. 
“No, she wants to meet you at your apartment, she doesn’t want to call you to her house,” Dawud said, and then he said gleefully, “The brands are about to rush towards us…for Momina Sultan’s first Pakistani film, ‘‘Alif’’.”

******************* Episode 10
Dear Baba Jan, Assalam Alaikum, 

I know you will be surprised to see this letter but perhaps your happiness will be greater than your surprise. 
I thought about writing to your everyday since the day I came to Pakistan with Qalb-eMomin. Every day, I wanted to find out how you were doing. Can I try to find out how your days and nights are passing? Are they also as vacant as mine? Is your grief also still the same as mine ? Is there still no sign of the pain ceasing?
I wanted to ask a lot from you, wanted to say a lot, and wanted to tell a lot, but sometimes lack of time came in the way, sometimes ego, and sometimes my mortification. 
And now life has finally forced me to write this letter to you and ask for your help. That task before doing which I preferred to die first. My umbrage and anger for you stayed for a lot of years. You tried to come between Taha and myself. It was your desire to keep us separated. And if I hated you after hearing about all that you did against me, then anyone else in my place would have done the same thing. 
But I think now, you were not wrong. Taha and I weren’t wrong either. All this happened as it was written. If Taha had not come into my life, I would not have become aware of the journey that I made, and I do not have any guilt, any grief, any regret for this journey. I fell in love with the successor of the tribe of calligraphers. I desired piety. I had the conviction of getting close to Allah. But I found out during this journey that the companionship of a pious and reverent can incline you toward piety and reverence, it cannot make you pious and believer. He cannot grant his closeness to Allah to someone else. It was my mistake to have considered this path so easy. Now, I understand after all these years, that in order to become close to Allah, all tests must be endured yourself. 
I am in the grip of descent and I am extremely happy. If I had attained ascent after returning, then I would have considered all the past years to have been a waste. Now this descent is teaching me that this was not the path for me, nor is it my path any longer. I have covered that first destination after which there is reward somewhere. 
Allah has changed my path because He has changed my heart. It is now made of wax, not of stone. Expectation has gone from it…pride has gone from it. I am no longer in it either…and sometimes it does not even seem like my own heart…Husn-e-Jahan’s heart. 
I had kept this heart hardened against you for many years…now Taha’s grief has softened it. I have forgiven you now, Baba Jan. I had done it the day I found out about Taha’s death. How could one sow loss whilst standing in a field of loss?
My Qalb-e-Momin is with you. His heart is stone for me. If I had kept him with me, it would have turned to coal from stone, but it would not have turned to wax. Even being a mother, I sent him to you. A successor of your tribe lost his path because of me. I could not have taken upon my head the sin of having the only successor of your generation going astray. 
I am writing a letter to you because I wish to get out from all this in which I have gotten ensnared again at the hands of my own foolishness. I wish to come and live with you and Momin. I wish to spend my life there. 
If it is possible for you, then do something for Husn-e-Jahan. Even if you are not able to do anything, I have no complaint from you. My Qalb-e-Momin, my future, is safe with you. That is enough for me, Baba Jan. 
Lots of love for Momin, 
Your daughter, 
Husn-e-Jahan.

********************* The first thing that pulled Momina’s gaze towards itself was the painting of 


مﯾﻘﺗﺳﻣﻟا طارﺻﻟا ﺎــــﻧدھاhanging on the wall. Even without looking at Abdul Aala’s name, she

could guess that the one who had made it was no ordinary artist. It was an art that enclosed not the eyes but the heart into the fist. 

“Please sit, I will get Sahib,” Shakoor said to her with utmost respect. His face had started to gleam with joy upon seeing Momina Sultan at his house. It was after so many months that a very ‘big star’ had come to Sahib’s house, and that too, one who was part of television news for 24 hours at the moment in some reference or the other.

After Shakoor had left, Momina seemed to be pulled towards the calligraphy. Standing in front of the painting, arrested by its enchantment, she started to look for the artists’ name, and in a corner at the very bottom, she was immobilized to see Abdul Aala’s signature done in his unique style. She was familiar of his name and work, also of his signature done in an extremely unique style, introduced to her through the Internet, and she could not believe that she was going to see Abdul Aala’s calligraphy at Qalb-e-Momin’s house.

‘Abdul Aala Sahib’s calligraphy and Qalb-e-Momin…what is the association between the two…or is he too is just a fan of his work…like myself,’ she thought as she stood in front of the painting.

“Assalam Alaikum.” 

She had immediately turned around at his voice. Momina could not determine when he had come inside. For a few moments, Momina could not even remember to reply to his salam. They both stood face to face, looking at each other with locked eyes.

“Walaikum Assalam,” Momina finally thought of it. “I think I have come a little early,” moving her eyes away from Qalb-e-Momin, she glanced at the watch tied around her wrist. 
“Only seven minutes…that is very early in Pakistan…please sit,” Momin said to her smiling. The conversation had started without any topic. Momin had thought they would have a difficult time searching for a topic and beginning the conversation. He was nervous, and it was the first time in his life the he was getting nervous in front of a girl. It was Momina Sultan’s aura. The effect of her success. 
“Dawud was late. If I had brought him along, I would have been fifteen minutes late,” Momina said as she sat down. She had put her handbag on the table lying in front of the sofa. 
“I have been waiting for you for half an hour, so it makes no difference to me…coffee…? Tea…?” he said and changed the topic. 
“Water,” Momina said in response, and that was when she saw Shakoor too, whom she had not been able to see when she was speaking to Momin. 
“Coffee and water,” Qalb-e-Momin told Shakoor who nodded his head and left. After he left, Momin bent and picked up a lighter and cigarette from the table and sat across from her on the sofa. 
“I am allergic to tobacco,” Momina had told him before he could turn on the lighter. 
Qalb-e-Momin looked at her, startled. Then a smiled appeared on his lips, “This is not for smoking a cigarette. When I’m nervous, I only turn on the lighter.” He rubbed the lighter as he spoke. A flame appeared and waved. Momina’s glance stayed on the lighter held between his thumb and fingers, and on the flame emitting from it, then she looked away. 
“You did not ask why I was nervous?” Momin was irritated by her silence and indifference. 
“I am not interested in knowing,” the answer was very cold, and the tone dispassionate. 
Momin seemed to have regretted his question. The two of them were not friends, and the history of their association was not enviable. There was silence in the lounge for a short while. Qalb-e-Momin seemed to be searching for words to say something to her again. 
“I want to apologize to you,” he said abruptly without any preamble. 
“Can we talk about the film…whose story is it,” Momina interrupted him, as if she was expecting him to try to apologize to her, and as if she did not seem to wish to listen to his apology at all. Qalb-e-Momin was jolted. She had gotten ready to work for his project, but she was not ready to listen to his apology. 
“What do you mean?” he was confused at the question that Momina had asked him. 
“Isn’t this Husn-e-Jahan’s story?”
Suddenly, he heard Momina say. The ground slid from beneath Qalb-e-Momin’s feet for a second. This was the last sentence that he expected from Momina. How had she recognized Husne-Jahan in that story, and how did she know Husn-e-Jahan? The story had nothing in common with Husn-e-Jahan’s biography on the internet, then how had Momina Sultan recognized that character and that story after reading half of the script? Qalb-e-Momin’s mind was like a vortex at that moment. 
“Who is that?” looking straight into Momina Sultan’s eyes, Qalb-e-Momin lied with full confidence, and for a moment, his question seemed to have amazed Momina.
“A famous film actress and dancer from the past,” Momina finally said. 
“I don’t know her. All the characters and events in the story are fictional,” Momin told her bluntly. 
“Momin bhai, your water…Momina Ji, your coffee,” for the first time in life, Shakoor make the right entry at the wrong time, and despite knowing that Qalb-e-Momin had asked for the coffee for himself, he had placed it in front of Momina Sultan and brought the water to him, and without wasting a single moment, Momin had picked up the glass and emptied it in a single breath. Even if he had not told Momina about his being nervous, it still would not have been difficult for Momina to have guessed it by looking at him. 
Watching the rising steam from the cup of coffee, she thought with surprise why and what Momin was trying to hide from her, or was that story really not Husn-e-Jahan’s, and it was merely an accidental similarity? The second excuse that she had given herself seemed hollow even to her own self. If she had not already spoken to Sultan, she could have considered that similarity coincidental. But she had a ‘witness’ of the interval of that half a script. 
“It seemed to be like it was someone’s life story,” without any argument, she started talking to Momin. He was seated with his eyes fixed upon her. 
“It is an extremely beautiful story, of Alia and Abdullah…and of Daniyal…and then Abdul Haadi’s character…it was half a script…when can I get the other half?”
“How do you know Husn-e-Jahan?” Qalb-e-Momin suddenly interrupted her. She looked at him without blinking her eyes. 
“Husn-e-Jahan who?” she asked Qalb-e-Momin in a very smooth tone. 
“The one whom you were talking about?” Qalb-e-Monin did not like her indifference. 
“I don’t know her,” her answer vexed Qalb-e-Momin. He had lied, and she was answering his lie with a lie too, and Qalb-e-Momin did not have the courage to tell her that she was lying. 
“Momin Bhai, a Khaliq Ali Sahib is here,” Shakoor gave an entry again. 
“Gosh…I had also given him time for today,” Momin mumbled, confused. He had called Khaliq Ali that day, and he had not remembered. 
“If you don’t mind, can I meet with him? I will free him in just a few minutes,” he asked Momina politely. Momina nodded her head. 
“Bring him in,” speaking to Shakoor, he got up and went to the other side of the lounge. Momina watched him and Shakoor walk away. If it had been any other actress in her place, she would have raised a riot at that inattention that a meeting with someone else had been started by leaving the meeting with her, but despite keeping every type of doubt and uncertainty about Qalbe-Momin in her heart, Momina had not thought that he was attempting to prove her inferior or of lower status. But the thought had occurred to Qalb-e-Momin that she was definitely going to feel as if he was trying to make her feel that way. Even whilst he waited for Khaliq Ali in the other area of the lounge, Qalb-e-Momin’s mind was tangled with Momina Sultan. 
It was a middle-aged, tall, affluent looking man who Shakoor had with him and entered the lounge. 
“Khaliq Ali,” as soon he saw Qalb-e-Momin in front of him, he placed his hand upon his chest and introduced himself with an extremely warm smile. In response, Qalb-e-Momin took his name and extended his hand for a handshake, which Khaliq Ali held with great warmth. 
“I’m in a little hurry, Qalb-e-Momin Sahib, I have to catch my flight. That is why I won’t take too much of your time,” Khaliq started the conversation with Qalb-e-Momin himself as soon as he met him and sat on the sofa. “Meeting you is an occasion of honor and privilege for me. Your Dada, Abdul Aala Sahib always mentioned you with great affection, and despite thinking of meeting with you every time, I could not do so, and now look under what circumstances I am meeting you.”
Sitting in the other side of the lounge, Momina Sultan was listening to Khaliq Ali’s voice in silence, which was also coming in the area of the lounge where she was sitting. The Abdul Aala that he was mentioning could be none other than that calligrapher Abdul Aala. Sitting in

front of that painting of مﯾﻘﺗﺳﻣﻟا طارﺻﻟا ﺎــــﻧدھاand looking at it, she no longer had that

doubt. She also knew what connection the script writer had with Husn-e-Jahan, but Abdul Aala also being a stairway somewhere in that association could not have been in her wildest imagination. She was familiar with Abdul Aala and his ancestors, but she was in shock to see Qalb-e-Momin in Abdul Aala’s next generation.

“Abdul Aala Sahib had mentioned a few weeks before his death that you have seven masterpieces of calligraphy which you wish to sell, and that is the reason why I have come. I had told you this even through my message,” after some initial condolatory phrases, Khaliq Ali came straight to the point without any longwinded preamble.

“Yes, Dada had also given me your number for those paintings that whenever I wished to sell them, you would like to buy them,” Qalb-e-Momin replied. 
“Like to buy? I have walked upon my head to your door to get them, Sir…I can rub my shoes thin walking to your house over and over again for Abdul Aala’s masterpieces,” Khaliq Ali picked up Momin’s sentence right from the midst. 
“Shakoor, bring the paintings from the store and show them to him,” without passing any comments in response to Khaliq Ali, Qalb-e-Momin told Shakoor, who had brought juices for Khaliq Ali. Shakoor looked at Qalb-e-Momin oddly. 
“Those which he gave you every year on your birthday?” he seemed to remind Momin in a very pointed manner. In response, Qalb-e-Momin looked at him with reproachful eyes. 
“Okay…okay…those ones…I will get them,” Shakoor understood his look. He walked away in confusion, and in just a few minutes, he had brought the paintings completely covered in dust and dirt. If they had not been covered with newspaper, the dust would have ruined their appearance and look. 
“These are masterpieces of Abdul Aala Sahib’s calligraphy…who keeps them like this,” Khaliq Ali was instinctively pained to see the dust-caked newspapers over the paintings. Qalb-eMomin’s face reddened. He glared at Shakoor with infuriated eyes. He had not expected him to bring them without dusting and cleaning them. 
“They are covered in newspaper…that is why I did not clean them…if the newspaper had not been on them, I would dust them every day,” Shakoor had said this to Khaliq Ali, but that clarification had been for Qalb-e-Momin. Placing one of the paintings in front of Khaliq Ali on the table, he removed the newspaper from it, and Khaliq Ali’s eyes started to gleam. 
“That is enough, do not remove it from the others,” he stopped Shakoor with the gesture of his hand. “These are seven, right?” he asked Qalb-e-Momin. He nodded his head. 
“Every year when I went to him, he would be making these paintings for you…I had begged him greatly to grant at least one of them to me, or at least make one like that for me, but Abdul Aala Sahib always ignored it with a smile. He used to say that these are for my Qalb-eMomin, and now look at my fate…I am getting not one, but all seven of them,” Khaliq Ali’s sentences seemed to have poured gallons of water upon Qalb-e-Momin. 
“Yes sir, Dada Ji was a pious soul. The items of the pious have to go to the pious,” extremely impressed by Khaliq Ali’s sentiments, Shakoor stood in front of Qalb-e-Momin and seemed to pay accolades to Khaliq Ali with great emotion and a deep sigh, completely unaware that his sentence had drowned Qalb-e-Momin in another river of mortification. 
“I am not at all pious…I am an unworthy wrongdoer. You are the pious one, who had the honor of serving Abdul Aala Sahib,” in response, Khaliq Ali paid tribute to Shakoor and that tribute overwhelmed Shakoor. 
“Yes indeed, he only had me serve him, and….” before Shakoor could start giving the details of that service, Qalb-e-Momin intervened. 
“Go and ask Madam…if she needs anything,” which Madam Qalb-e-Momin was referring to, Shakoor instantly understood but he did not like being ousted from there in that manner. 
“I had served the coffee. Actresses only drink coffee in so much time…but I will still ask,” he had wanted to say something, but assessing Qalb-e-Momin’s sharp look, he considered it better to leave from there. 
“So, what gift should I present for these masterpieces?” as soon as he had left, Khaliq Ali asked Qalb-e-Momin with in an utmost respectful and humble manner.
“What can you give?” he didn’t know what it was he wanted to ascertain. 
“Anything…any amount…or let’s do this. I’ll give you a check…blank….you can fill in whatever you like,” as he spoke, Khaliq Ali opened a small bag he had with him, took out a check book from it and signed it, and standing up, he extended the check book towards Qalb-e-Momin, who was looking astounded at Khaliq Ali’s offer and that check. 
“You will sell it to a museum?” feeling odd, Qalb-e-Momin asked him as he took the check.
Khaliq Ali instinctively touched his ears in a manner of repentance, “I beg forgiveness…who sells masterpieces…? What is of money, that I can earn again, but Abdul Aala Sahib’s talent is immortal. I will give them to my sons as inheritance so that they can adorn the walls of their homes…may Allah’s name be remembered by my progeny, and His book too.”
It was a punch that fell upon Qalb-e-Momin’s heart. The pain arose from his heart and shook his entire being. He was selling ‘guidance’ with his own hand in lieu of money, and the world was buying guidance, and he wanted to buy the world with that money. 
“Let me call my guard and driver from below to pick these up. Please inform the apartment’s reception,” oblivious to his condition, Khaliq Ali told him. 
“I am a little confused…give me a few days to think about it…then I will make a decision.”
Khaliq Ali could not seem to believe Qalb-e-Momin, “I have given you a blank check. You can fill it with whatever you wish…lacs, crores, whatever…if you wish payment in any currency outside of Pakistan, that can be arranged too.”
Qalb-e-Momin handed the check back to him and said, “You can keep this right now, let me think about it. I have an emotional attachment with these paintings…I cannot give them away immediately like that,” there was something in his manner that Khaliq Ali did not insist this time. 
He softly put the check book back on the center table and said, “I can most certainly understand, sir, but keep this check with you for the time being. This will help you make a decision. This is the greatest advantage of money that it takes you out of every confusion. All the paths look clear…the right as well as the wrong…it does not let anything remain hazy in front of a person,” Khaliq Ali seemed to have hit Qalb-e-Momin’s conscience with another shoe, and the conscience had writhed in pain. “I will be leaving now, I am getting late but I will come to you again, Insha Allah,” he again shook hands cordially with Qalb-e-Momin, and left. 
Momin stood there in an odd state and watched him leave. For some time, he seemed to have forgotten Momina too, who had listened to the entire conversation between Khaliq and Qalbe-Momin even while sitting in the other part of the lounge. 
Qalb-e-Momin probably would have stood there for a very long time had Dawud not entered the lounge breathlessly in extreme haste, “Sorry, Momin Bhai, I am late. Hasn’t Momina arrived yet?” he asked Momin as soon as he came inside and did not see Momina in that part of the lounge, and Momin seemed to have returned back to his senses. 
“She is here,” Qalb-e-Momin said instinctively, and then taking him with him, he came to the other part of the lounge, and Dawud immediately beamed upon seeing Momina seated there. 
“Sorry, I am a little too late,” Dawud told Momina. 
“It’s alright.”
Dawud and Qalb-e-Momin were seated on the sofas, and Dawud had opened his laptop as soon as he sat down. 
“What was being discussed?” he asked, opening his laptop and looking at Qalb-e-Momin and Momina turn by turn. 
“The script, and I like that…my role too…I had a few questions, which I have asked…I have few more to ask,” Momina said very seriously. 
Dawud chirped, “Oh wow! A lot of work has already been done before I came.” Perhaps the greatest reason for Dawud’s cheerfulness was that he had not expected that Qalb-e-Momin and Momin could be working together so easily without anyone’s help. 
“Before we talk further about the script, I would like to find out what your payment package will be,” it wasn’t clear what thought had suddenly come into Momin’s mind. 
“Momina is a friend, Momin Bhai…she will keep her entire package flexible for us,” Dawud smiled in a conciliatory manner and looked at Momina. Momina did not smile in response. 
“Why…? Why would I keep my package flexible…I am a professional…I am not doing charity work.”
Her sentence pricked Momin badly. “You don’t need to do any charity work for me either. I won’t ask for any concession from you. You tell me what payment you want,” Qalb-e-Momin said to her immediately. 
“Those seven calligraphies made by Abdul Aala Sahib.”
Qalb-e-Momin thought she was joking. She had definitely heard the conversation that had happened with Khaliq Ali. Dawud looked at both of their faces, not understanding anything. 
“What do you mean?”
“I am talking about the paintings which you were about to sell a short while ago,” she was very somber. “That will be my compensation for Alif.”
“I cannot give that,” without a second thought, Qalb-e-Momin instantly refused. 
Momina got up, picked up her bag, and taking the script out from it and putting it on the table, she said in a smooth tone, “Alright then, I am putting the script here and leaving.” She started to walk away as she said that, and Dawud’s life seemed to go out of him. 
“What will you do with those calligraphies?” Qalb-e-Momin asked her in confusion.
“I will not sell them, so you don’t have to worry that I will sell them to a museum or a collector,” Momina said in response. 
“I did not say that either,” he said instinctively in a defensive manner. “Alright, you can take the paintings. I will give them to you on the condition that you can only sell them back to me.” Momin had no idea what he had been thinking when he agreed to give her the paintings. It was like it was the decision of his heart. 
“I won’t sell them to you either,” Momina said to him bluntly. Before Qalb-e-Momin could any anything, Dawud instinctively intervened. 
“That’s it, it’s done. Congratulations…I will get the contract signed. I will draft it out right now,” it seemed like Dawud wanted to stop Qalb-e-Momin from saying anything else on that issue. 
“The next meeting will be when these paintings are at my house,” Momina said in the same blunt manner. 
Momin was offended, “I am not a person to turn on his word.”
“Neither am I,” Momina countered. 
“Good to know that…it will be more of a pleasure to work with you,” in response, Momin tried to display some friendliness. 
“I have no interest in working with you or for you, but I am interested in working on this script, and the misfortune is that this script is yours…khuda hafiz,” she said in a very cold tone and left. 
Several colors came and passed over Momin’s face, as did the expressions on Dawud’s face...so Momina Sultan had not forgotten anything, and Qalb-e-Momin wanted to forget everything. 
“I will send these to Momina’s house today, and I will go and get the contract signed along with them,” Dawud was in terrible haste and pretended as if Momina had not said anything before leaving. Momin turned and looked at him. He was typing something on the laptop with lightning speed. It was definitely Momina’s contract. 
“Tomorrow, not today,” Momin told him. Dawud instinctively removed his eyes from the laptop and looked at him in a state of disbelief. 
“Momin Bhai, don’t delay this. You cannot imagine the offers Momina is getting right now from everywhere. We have to break the news in the market,” he was indirectly reminding Momin of Momina’s importance. 
“Tomorrow,” Momin did not budge. 
“Alright, I will come tomorrow morning,” Dawud said as he gave up. It was no use arguing with Qalb-e-Momin. 
“Does she like calligraphy? Does she know anything about it?” Momin suddenly asked Dawud. 
“Momin Bhai, she has been doing calligraphy…even if not professionally, she does it very well. She only wanted to become a calligrapher…this acting and everything became her need…and now her fate.”
Momin just looked at Dawud’s face. He had remembered Husn-e-Jahan, but she was Momina Sultan.

******************** 

“Oh Momina, where did you come from after all these months?” Master Ibrahim was lying on the bed and tried to get up as soon as he saw her but Momina stopped him. 
“You are ill, Master Sahib, and you did not even tell me…don’t get up,” she sat on chair some distance away from his bed. That day was the first time she had come inside his room. 
“No, no, I am not ill. Farooq just has a habit of making a mountain out of a molehill,” Master Ibrahim said, leaning back against the pillow and looking at the seventeen-eighteen year old servant who was placing some of the medicines he had brought on the table. 
“Still, you should at least have told me, Master Sahib,” Momina said. The servant had now picked up the empty water jug and left the room. 
“This is you, Master Sahib?” Momina instinctively stood up in a state of surprise and disbelief as she saw some pictures on the wall. 
Master Ibrahim smiled in contrition, “Yes, beta, such a time had passed over me too.”
With great curiosity and interest, Momina was looking one by one at the countless pictures hanging on the wall in which Master Ibrahim was dressed in jeans and shirts and was standing at many famous tourist locations of the world. 
“I am looking at your room for the first time, and these pictures too. You used to be very smart and handsome, and you have very good taste,” Momina turned and said to him, smiling. She was now running her eyes over the old things lying in the room which were denoting his good taste. 
“I have covered every destination of the journey,” he said, smiling oddly. Momina did not pay attention to his tone. She was looking at the pictures once more. 
“This is Milan, I recognize it. I went there last month…it is a beautiful city,” Momina instinctively placed her finger on a picture. 
“I have spent half my life in Milan, that is why I have put up the pictures. It stays in front of my eyes all the time,” he said in response. 
Momina was walking as she looked at the pictures on the wal as if it was the wall of an art gallery, then she smiled and said, “London Week, Milan Fashion Week, Paris Fashion Week…you too have seen the entire ascent.”
“What ascent? That was descent, the ascent has come now.”
Momina turned and looked at him at his statement. He was smiling in the same sweet and cool, compassionate manner. Momina knew he had worked with a shoe company outside the country, but she had never imagined what a superior level ‘cobbler’ that ‘cobbler’ really was. 
“There is no picture of your wife,” the thought suddenly came to Momina. 
“She just did not like it…I wanted to take down mine from the walls too, but she did not let me take them down. She had adorned these walls with all these memories of my life,” Master Ibrahim still had a smile upon his lips, but there was a pang in his voice. “You tell me, how did you again think of me today?” changing the topic, he had asked her. 
“I always think of you, but today there is something I need from you,” Momina said, sitting down again on the chair lying near the bed. “Does Abdul Aala Sahib have a relative in Pakistan.” Her question stunned Master Ibrahim. 
“Why are you asking?”
Momina watched his face, then she said in a soft voice, “I think I have just met his grandson.”
“Qalb-e-Momin?” his response was so instinctive that Momina had not expected it. 
“Yes…you know him?” Momina had asked him. 
“Abdul Aala Sahib used to mention him,” Master Ibrahim said in a soft voice. 
“Husn-e-Jahan was Abdul Aala Sahib’s daughter-in-law. Qalb-e-Momin is indeed Husne-Jahan’s son…I can’t believe it…I can’t believe it…why didn’t you ever tell me…about this association of Abdul Aala Sahib with Pakistan? About his grandson?” she told Master Ibrahim. He watched her silently. 
After a moment’s silence, he said, “Ever secret is a trust…every secret opens at its own time. Momina just looked at his face. He said a lot of things which she did not understand, but she listened them anyway, remembered them. 
“I will come to you again tomorrow…and this time, I will bring something for you,” Momina said, standing up suddenly. 
“What?”
“Abdul Aala Sahib’s masterpieces,” she said to Master Ibrahim, and saying khuda hafiz to him, she left the room. 
Momina Sultan had left Master Ibrahim’s house terribly perplexed. Master Ibrahim knew that Husn-e-Jahan was Abdul Aala’s daughter-in-law, and he also knew that Momina Sultan’s father had been Husn-e-Jahan’s makeup artist. Despite this, he had never even implied to Momina that he was aware of these two links, or was he a link between the two links…? There was something that was bothering Momina terribly, but she wasn’t able to figure out what it was. 
Sitting in the back seat of her car, she tried to remember when she had spoken to Master Ibrahim about Husn-e-Jahan for the first time…when she had introduced her father to him as Husne-Jahan’s makeup artist for the very first time. She remembered in an instant. It was when she had taken Husn-e-Jahan’s pictures to him to sell…for Jehangir’s treatment.

********************* 

It was fajr time when Qalb-e-Momin awakened mechanically. This had started to happen for several months. Like a blessing. The late hour of the night had started to take him somewhere else…on the path where the night was not for the world, it was for the afterlife, and Qalb-e-Momin was not even aware of the word ‘afterlife’. He had written the entire script for Alif at this same hour of night, and he often fell asleep while writing, and when he awakened, it would be at the time of fajr, and he would go and sit on the prayer rug in some type of an enchanted ritual.

Dada had always talked to him about the peace of the middle of the night when he had asked him why he calligraphed at night. 
“I sit in the court Allah and do calligraphy at this time,” he would smile and say. Momin smiled and ignored it. 
Qalb-e-Momin had also spent many years of his life on the preproduction of his films at that time of night…he also sat at that time of night to do the editing of his films, he also had the music composed at that time. He had been sitting making rubbish at that time, while Abdul Aala had made gold.
He had also not been able to sleep well the previous night either. Something had happened to his sleep, to his nights, to his life. 
Khaliq Ali’s statements had been haunting him repeatedly. The paintings that he had wished to buy for the future of his children had been lying covered with dust and grime in his storeroom. Why had he not sought that within them what the world was seeking? There were many questions, and every question was a worrisome one. 
He had not lain down to sleep again after fajr. He had come out into the lounge where those paintings lay, as if he wanted to see them again, read them again. 
The lounge was silent. Some of the lights were on, and despite giving the message of the sun’s arrival, the dim light coming in through the glass walls had still not been able to turn the night into day. 
Qalb-e-Momin had picked up that first painting from which Shakoor had removed the newspaper in order to show it to Khaliq Ali. He tried to read the verse written upon it:

دﻮﻨُ?ﻟ> ﻪ<ﱢ;َﻟِ نﺎﺴ:ﻹِْا نإِ

(Surah ‘Adiyat - Verse 6) 

With a flash, he remembered his and Dada’s conversation which they had had when receiving the painting. 
“This is a gift for my birthday?” he had asked. Dada. He had been at his house in Turkey at that time, making that painting, and Momin had come into his room in the middle of the night to inform him of his departure, and the moment his first glance fell upon it, he instinctively felt like that it was being made for his birthday. 
“Why did you see it…? I wanted to show it to you only on your birthday,” Abdul Aala was as displeased as a little child. 
“What is the meaning of this verse, Dada?” he tried to distract Abdul Aala. 
“The truth is that man is ungrateful to his Lord,” he said instinctively. 
“I am not ungrateful, Dada,” Momin seemed to have guess the meaning of ungrateful himself. 
“We all are, Momin…when do we thank Allah for all His bounties?” Dada’s voice wavered in his ears, and the words of the verse glistened in front of his eyes like the gold coins of a treasure. In Abdul Aala’s eyes, he was a person who did not understand or admit the favors of his Lord. 
The second painting was the one given to him on the second birthday after his advent into showbiz. He was being ungrateful, and Abdul Aala was able to see that. He was unaware. That single year in showbiz had taught him to remember the favors of people instead of the favors of Allah. 
With a heavy heart, Qalb-e-Momin removed the dust coated newspaper over the second painting:

MﺎLِ ﻻإِ HIِ3ﻓِﻮﺗَ ﺎﻣوَ

(Surah Hud - Verse 88)
A voice waved in his ears, “Did you open your gift?” Abdul Aala had asked him. “Yes, I opened it…but how do I understand the meaning now?” Momin had remembered

his question. 
“My success is only from Allah,” Abdul Aala had said. 
“And my failure?” Momin asked without thinking. 
“That too,” Abdul Aala had said. 
That was the gift on the birthday that came after his first film had become a superhit in

showbiz. At that time, he was seated on the first stairs of the intoxication and pride of success. He remembered the meaning of the verse of the third painting as soon as he lay eyes on the verse: 

تﺎﺋﯾﺳﻟا نﺑھذﯾ تﺎﻧﺳﺣﻟْا نإ

‘Undoubtedly good deed erase the bad….’ (Surah Hud - Verse 114) 

That was the first occasion when Momin had expressed hesitation in accepting a calligraphy of a Quranic verse on his birthday. 
“Why do you carry so much weight from Turkey for me every single time?” he had said to Abdul Aala as he looked at the painting. 
“What weight is there of it, Momin…the weight is of deeds,” his answer had made him uneasy. 
“Then you must be as light as a bird’s feather and I…I can’t even think of anything to equate the weight of my deeds with.”
“The good deeds erase the bad,” Abdul Aala seemed to have sensed his guilt. 
“What are good deeds, Dada?” he thought he was going to tell me of prayer and fasting. 
“Those about which the heart itself says are good…there is no need to ask anyone else,” he had answered. 
That was the first year that he had started the sessions for depression with a psychiatrist. Success was clinging to his being like a magnet. Money was coming down from all directions like rain. Popularity had become a part of Qalb-e-Momin’s name, and despite all this, something had started to happen to him that year, and it was then that that birthday and that painting had come. So, his deeds were wrong, and he needed to repent. He needed good deeds and he was searching for the best psychiatrist and the best medicines. 
Each one of those paintings was telling him the story of the past months and years of his life in one Quranic verse. The one liners of the past seven years of his life:

اTUﺼLَ ﻚ<ﱡرَ نﺎO>وَ

(Surah Al-Furqan – Verse 20) 

“Dada, if I look at this verse every day, I would die of shame. Let me be alive. Let me live. I don’t want to become a momin just yet.” The verse on the next painting reminded him of something else.

“Why would anyone put it on the wall of his house that Allah is watching?” the translation of that verse shook Qalb-e-Momin, and his resistance to Dada was like an attempt to escape. 
He was doing everything to show the world, and he wanted to hide from Allah whatever it was that he was doing with great pride, and Abdul Aala seemed to have brought that painting as a reminder for him, as if trying to warn him. And if Qalb-e-Momin had not hidden all those paintings inside the store, what else could he have done? He could not face those verses, nor did he wish to. 
And that last painting…the final painting of his life which he had given him on his previous birthday:

\UﻨِﻣِﺆﻤﻟZا ﻊﻣ Mا نأ>وَ

(Surah Anfal - Verse 19) 

What a hope it was that he had handed to him despite having full knowledge about his life. He had told Abdul Aala that he was not a momin and he had said, “You are Qalb-e-Momin, you will eventually become a momin too.”

Momin removed the newspaper from the next painting: 

ﺎ3َﻧْﺪﻟا ةﺎ3َﺤﻟZا ﻢaﻧﱠﺮﱠﻐﺗَ ﻼَﻓَ

(Surah Fatir – Verse 5) 

This was the calligraphy that he would see in his dream and wake up scared without realizing that it was lying in his storeroom, covered with dust and debris—just like his soul. Water filled Qalb-e-Momin’s eyes. Outside the glass walls, sunlight had started to win the war of ending the darkness. Walking through his lounge, he came to stand in front of the calligraphy of

ﻢ3ﻘِﺘَﺴﻤﻟا طا+ﻟا ﺎﻧَــــﺪﻫاwhich hung on the wall of his lounge.

It had all started with this. This was the very first calligraphy that Abdul Aala had given to him as his birthday gift. That first year when he was joining the film industry.
“This is the first birthday on which you have painted a calligraphy for me. Otherwise, you have always gifted me something else,” Qalb-e-Momin was extremely surprised to see the calligraphy as a gift. Dada had never given him any calligraphy as a gift before. 
“You are going into the film industry for the first time…it is your first year there too,” he had told him. 
“Do you think I will need guidance to see the straight path?” Momin had asked him in a very careless manner. 
“Always,” his answer was very brief. That brief answer had pricked Momin. 
“I am not astray to that extent,” he had said to Dada, as if he had objected. 
“You are a Momin…only a momin goes astray. How can anyone lead him astray who has no faith at all?” the echo of that soft voice had silenced him then. Today, it made him cry. 
Allah is the Lord. He knows the state of the heart. But how was Abdul Aala able to know everything about him? How was he able to reach his heart? How could he guess his past and his present? Putting both his hands on the painting, he started to sob and cry like a child. 
How worthless he had rendered Abdul Aala’s assets. How could he sell them…they were his heritage, his inheritance. He could not sell them to Khaliq Ali. He also could not give them to Momina Sultan.

********************** 

“Here is your compensation, and here is the contract…sign it now,” Dawud had arrived at Momina’s house early in the morning. She had just finished breakfast and had now gotten ready and come out into the lounge to go for a TV interview when she found Dawud in the lounge with the paintings. He was waiting for her and was having breakfast after chit chatting with Surraya.

“I’m not going to run away anywhere…why such a lack of trust?” Momina said, walking towards the paintings which were placed on the floor and stacked together against the wall. 
“You are a star now, Momina, and a star doesn’t trust anyone anyway,” Dawud said, putting the last bite of the paratha in his mouth. Momina laughed at his statement. 
“I am a star now, and a star does not trust anyone anyway. My manager will look at the contract, and then I will sign and send it,” she answered Dawud in the same tone. “No yaar, don’t do this…how many days will you take?” Dawud instinctively groaned. 
“A few hours…you go…I will send the contract in a short while,” this time Momina told him friendlily. Before Dawud could say anything else, the servant entered with an extremely lovely bouquet. 
“Okay, then I’ll be leaving. I’ll send someone in a short while, and I’m leaving the remaining part of the script here. Take a look at it,” Dawud stood up, and stopped for an instance when he was passing by the servant, and he said jokingly. “Bouquet upon bouquet is arriving for Momina Sultan, now who is this lucky person?” he looked at the card on the bouquet as he spoke, and then he said to Momina in surprise, “Oh…perhaps Faisal has sent it. It looks like his name. He had spoken to Aqsa yesterday. He was talking about speaking with you and meeting you.” He talked in one breath without stopping. 
That heartbeat that used to stop for a second at his name, had not stopped that day. That name had not rung any bells inside her being. She had listened to Dawud quietly. He had left after talking to her. 
“Keep it over there,” after he had left, Momina pointed to a corner of the lounge and said instead of taking the bouquet from the servant. Whenever he had sent her flowers before, he had sent very special arrangements. Just that day, as it happened, there was such a heap of imported flowers and special arrangements in Momina Sultan’s lounge, that the flowers he had sent looked ‘ordinary’ among them. After throwing a glance at those flowers and without touching them, she had turned and had started to look at the first painting.

ﻢ3ﻘِﺘَﺴﻤﻟا طا+ﻟا ﺎﻧَــــﺪﻫا

Momina Sultan looked at that painting and thought that not even in her dream had she ever thought about adorning her house with Abdul Aala’s paintings. He was considered among the best Muhaqqiq calligraphers of the world. Whatever little Momina had learnt about him, she had either learnt from Master Ibrahim or from those books and articles that she had read about calligraphy in which Abdul Aala’s name had been at the top of the list.

Even that day, she had not brought his calligraphy to decorate her house, but to save it. She was certain that Qalb-e-Momin would have sold that asset to anyone, anyone at all. Sitting in his lounge, she had heard Khaliq Ali’s entire conversation.

She had also heard with what love Abdul Aala had made those seven samples of calligraphy for Qalb-e-Momin, and she had also heard how ardently Khaliq Ali desired to obtain them, and she, Momina Sultan, had neither gotten those seven samples out of her desire or effort, she had gotten them through her fate. And now looking at those paintings in her house, she was trying to understand that coincidence.

The phone call coming on her cell phone seemed to break her train of thought. The number was not familiar. Momina had received the call. Most of the incoming numbers on her phone were not familiar.

“Momina Sultan, I thought you were not going to pick up the phone looking at the unknown number,” it was Faisal on the other end…extremely cheerful and chirpy. It had not taken him even a moment to recognize her voice, and it had perhaps taken her the same amount of time, from his hello to recognizing him.

“How are you?” she asked instead of answering his question. 
“You recognized me?” additional delight spilled into Faisal’s voice. 
“Dawud told me you were going to call,” Momina said emotionlessly in the same tone. She

had tied a bund on the memories, and there was none better than Momina Sultan in tying bunds. “You still don’t allow one to foster credulity,” Faisal said in the same manner. “How is Anti?” once again, she changed the topic instead of answering him. “Nowadays, you are mentioned in our house all the time. My wife is crazy about you, and

she is asking me to invite you to dinner, and Mummy…Momina, she is always telling everyone about you. You have made all of us so proud,” he kept on talking. She kept listening. She now considered people statements, only statements, not emotions…not even the truth. Praise seemed hollow to her, criticism meaningless.

“I always knew, Momina, that you were going to do something great, even if you have come into acting. But such a great thing, I had not even imagined,” he still continued talking in the same emotional manner. Momina looked at the time on the watch tied around her wrist. She had fifteen minutes to get to the next place.

“Thank you very much, Faisal. Thank your family from me…Insha Allah, we will definitely meet when it is possible,” she said, interrupting him in a very soft tone. 
“How have you become so formal, Momina?” Faisal had not been able to digest her lack of emotions. 
“Formality is a good thing. It allows a lot of respect and dignity to remain,” her tone was still very even. 
“I am getting hurt, Momina. Is there any need to repeat what our association had been?”
“Our association had been the past, and life has gotten very busy. It does not even let me think about the past. You shouldn’t think either. You will be saved from getting hurt. Pay my regards to your wife…goodbye,” she said and shut the phone. She had the desire to become a man’s companion in life, not his entertainment.

********************* 

“I’ve been going repeatedly to that market for so many days, nobody knows about Master Ibrahim. You gave me the wrong address, Shakoor.”
Shakoor had opened the door, and Momin fumed at him as soon as he saw him. Every day for the past many days, he had been going to the market in the area Shakoor had given him the address for in search of Master Ibrahim, but he had not been successful. There were hundreds of stores in that market, and to search for Master Ibrahim by name in any neighborhood without a complete introduction was like trying to find a needle in a haystack. 
“I swear, Momin Bhai, this was the address. I had checked in the Careem App and given you the address. This was the address Dada Ji used to go to. If you don’t trust me, you can ask the Careem people. You trust them, right?” taking his phone out of his pocket and walking behind Momin, Shakoor told him with a very heavy heart. 
Instead of arguing with him, Momin had come into the lounge, and as soon as he entered

the lounge, he seemed to get a shock. The ﻢ3ﻘِﺘَﺴﻤﻟاطا+ﻟاﺎﻧَــــﺪﻫاcalligraphy was gone from the

wall, and also the six paintings, which he had left right there on the lounge table in the morning. “Where have the paintings gone?” he asked Shakoor in bewilderment. “Dawud Bhai came and took those early in the morning, as soon as you left. I had dusted

and cleaned them,” he added the next sentence with great pride. 

Momin screamed at the top of his voice, “How could you let him take those without asking me?”
Shakoor was scared out of his wits. Batting his eyes, he said, “But he had said in front of you yesterday that he was going to come and take them today.”
“That was yesterday…this is today,” Qalb-e-Momin said to him in an infuriated tone as he took the phone out of his pocket. 
“But you had not told me not to do so today either,” there was logic in Shakoor’s answer, and he left Momin speechless. 
“You really are a dunce,” Momin said to him in response. He was now calling Dawud on the phone. 
“Shakoor is a dunce when he doesn’t work, Shakoor is a dunce when he works…where is Shakoor to go?” Shakoor mumbled and went from the lounge. To remain standing there was to create the circumstances for his own insult himself. 
Dawud had picked up the phone on the very first ring. “Momin Bhai, I was just about to call you. All the arrangements have been made,” he informed him cheerfully as soon as he heard his voice. 
“For what?” Momin was confused for a moment. 
“For the Press Conference.”
“For which Press Conference?”
“You have to make the announcement of Momina Sultan becoming a part of the Alif film,” Dawud reminded him. 
“You gave the paintings to Momina?” Momin asked him instead of replying to him. 
“Yes, Momin Bhai, and she has also signed the contract and sent it,” Dawud informed him happily. Momin just pursed his lips. 
“Dawud, I want my paintings back. I cannot sell them to anyone. Cancel the contract with Momina.”
Dawud was stunned, “Momin Bhai, I have even broken the news. The entire media is coming for the coverage of our Press Conference because of Momina. Turn on the TV and see, the ticker is running in the news…Momina Sultan’s first Pakistani film Alif, and your name is running along with it. If we end everything now, it will cause a lot of infamy. Let the film happen now. I will get the paintings from Momina for you later. She is a very nice girl,” Dawud nearly pleaded with him. He was truly horrified. 
“You will get those paintings back for me,” Momin remained irate for a few moments, then he relented and told Dawud helplessly. 
“I promise, Momin Bhai…promise,” Dawud agreed without a moment’s hesitation.

*********************** 

Qalb-e-Momin saw a sea of newspaper representatives and journalists at the press conference, and then he asked Dawud with a strange, wonder filled joy, “How did you gather so many people?”

“I did not even have to gather them this time, Momin Bhai…they are all coming at the mention of Momina Sultan’s name…I don’t know from where else I am still getting calls for coverage…I think the items for tea and the seats will both run short.” Listening to a call on his phone, he worriedly ran to the corner of the studio where there was relative silence, and a color came and passed over Qalb-e-Momin’s face. The crowd that had once gathered for him was now gathering for the one whom he had once considered an ant. It wasn’t easy to see one’s crown upon someone else’s head.

The studio hall was packed with reporters, photographers, and the team members overlooking the arrangements for the Press Conference. Even in the bright lights, each photographer and cameraman had seized different areas of the studio with their cameras for the best possible coverage and shot, and the brand managers from the different brands were seated or standing in the midst of them all, chit chatting with each other, and these were also the same people who had expressed their utter disinterest in Alif in his last Press Conference. Momina Sultan’s name had pulled all of them there. Qalb-e-Momin was getting acquainted with another level of inferiority complex that day, and it was this inferiority complex that had rendered a devastating blow to his self-confidence.

At exactly the right time, Momina Sultan had entered the studio with Dawud and Tina, and an odd commotion filled the studio. Qalb-e-Momin wanted to go to the door to receive her. He could not go—the photographers and journalists had surrounded her right at the door. In the middle of flashing lights and calls of her name, Momina Sultan barely made it to the stage, and that was where she and Qalb-e-Momin faced each other for the first time.

Qalb-e-Momin got up from one of the chairs placed behind the long table on the stage and received her. Their eyes had met for a second, and were averted at the same speed. She had sat down in the seat next to him, and because of sitting so close to her, Qalb-e-Momin also started getting captured by the flashing lights of which he was not the focus. The media standing in front of the stage only did photography for some time, and sitting next to him, Momina Sultan had the photography done as she smiled with great patience. In a black shalwar kameez, she had her hair tied in a chignon. The watch on her wrist and the black pearl studs she wore in her ears that day were her only accessories. Even in that attire, she was the focus of the entire studio, and she seemed to be aware of that fact.

“Thank you all for coming here,” without waiting further, Qalb-e-Momin started the conversation with brief welcoming statements as soon as the people on the stage had taken their seats behind the table, and a hush finally started to fall in the studio. “It is an occasion of great pleasure and honor for us that Momina Sultan is becoming a part of Alif and is playing the lead role in it.” Qalb-e-Momin stopped for a moment. His mind had nearly gone blank. Nothing came to his mind to say further for Momina Sultan, and whatever was coming there, he was not willing to say. He could not praise Momina Sultan to the nth degree, and nothing else could be said on the occasion.

“I would like to say a lot to all of you with reference to the film, and I will say it too, because nothing is more important to me right now than this film, and nothing ever has been.” When he started to speak again, he had started to speak very emotionally about the film without saying anything else about Momina Sultan.

Before he could say anything else, a news reporter stood up and interrupted him, and said, “Qalb-e-Momin Sahib, we know everything about your film. Allow us to talk to Momina Sultan today so that can ask her what she thinks about the film, and why she’s working in it, when no other heroine in the industry is willing to work in this film.”

Qalb-e-Momin’s face darkened. The reporter was telling him bluntly that he had no interest in listening to what he had to say; he wanted to hear Momina. 
“Sure,” without saying another word, Qalb-e-Momin slid back the mike placed in front of him on the table. His ego probably would not have been so badly hurt had she not been sitting next to him. Qalb-e-Momin was sure that she was greatly enjoying all that importance, and his insignificance. He did not have to try to make any effort to begrudge her. 
“Shelly had this role before you. I spoke to her an hour ago on the phone, and she said that she had rejected the role which Momina Sultan is doing because she had not found it to be important or interesting, and she had found the subject of the film to be pointless too. Why are you doing the role that someone else had rejected?” the very question from the reporter was incensing. Qalb-e-Momin shifted positions in his seat, and Dawud’s and Tina’s faces drained of color. They simultaneously cursed Tina in their hearts. She was acting as typically as an actress. Don’t work yourself, and dishearten the other person too. 
“I judge every role by its merit. The role on which I received an Oscar had been rejected by Vidya Balan. Not every role is everyone’s fate. It has to be done by the person whose fate it is.”
Qalb-e-Momin turned his neck, and probably saw her speaking for the first time from such close proximity, and that was the first moment when respect awoke in his heart for Momina Sultan. 
“Tell us something about your role,” after a few moments of silence, the same reporter asked in a probing manner. 
“I cannot say anything, the director can say something if he wishes,” she turned her neck and looked at Qalb-e-Momin as she spoke and found him looking at her. They were both sitting very close for the first time. It was also the first time they had seen each other’s eyes from such a close distance. Momina Sultan had averted her gaze from him in a second. 
“Qalb-e-Momin has written this script, and he is not a writer. What he made was commercial cinema. The reason for his success in commercial cinema was the exposure of the woman’s body. Is it not a joke if a director who makes such films decides not to make, but to write, a film about spirituality and Allah, and then an actress like yourself also agrees to work in that film?” The next question was enough to melt Qalb-e-Momin with mortification. 
Life was indeed karma, Qalb-e-Momin thought, as he sat there with Momina Sultan and listened to the question with a lowered head. Had it been the previous year, then that reporter who mocked him while sitting in his studio, would have been lying outside the studio, or he would not even have dared to ask such a question at all. But that day, such questions were being asked of him and he was forced to listen to them, upon which he used to get enraged at one time. There were a few claps at that question, and some laughter was also heard. Momina Sultan was not among the ones who had laughed. Qalb-e-Momin was surprised. 
“Is this question for me, or for the director?” Momina tried to change the topic. 
“For you…we can get the director’s response later too,” another news reporter said with great interest. 
“It may seem like a joke to you for a commercial film maker to write and make a film on spirituality, but not to me. That is why I am part of this film, because I feel there should be ritual of working on such topics so that it does not look like a joke when someone else decides to make such a film again.” The studio echoed with claps, and Qalb-e-Momin was driven into the ground. What a woman it was who was sitting next to him, what morale she had, and what confidence. 
“What compensation did you take for this film?” the studio reverberated with laughter again at the next question. That was everyone’s common topic of interest. Momina Sultan smiled too. 
“A lot.”
“It must be in crores,” the reporter probed. 
“Even more than that,” Momina said with a meaningful smile. 
“Your next project in Hollywood…?”
Momina interrupted him and said, “At present, only Alif…today there will be talk of only this,” Momina had gently stopped the reporter. The questions after that were customary. Local journalists covering for international news houses were also present there doing live coverage for the social media. 
Because of Momina Sultan, Alif was about to become the focus of national and international news in the next few hours. Qalb-e-Momin had suddenly gone into the background. Alif was getting known and recognized only because of Momina Sultan, and Qalb-e-Momin was not offended. That was perhaps the stranger thing. 
“I would like to thank you,” he had gone till her car to see her off an hour later, and he told Momina Sultan. 
“For what?” she stopped as she was sitting in the car. 
“There are many things. But this thank you is for defending me in today’s Press Conference.”
“I did not defend you, I defended Alif, which is why you don’t have to thank me. Khuda Hafiz,” she said and sat in the car without stopping. 
Qalb-e-Momin had watched her drive away. That day, he had not even minded that sentence of hers, because no grudge had emerged in his heart for Momina Sultan.

*********************** 

Sultan looked one by one at the paintings standing against the wall, and as soon as he laid eyes on the calligraphy, he remembered Abdul Aala and Taha. He had tried to find the name of the calligrapher on the calligraphies. Abdul Aala’s name had stunned him.

He turned around and looked at the sound of footsteps. It was Momina who had opened the lounge door and entered. She and Sultan looked at each other, then Sultan said in a defeated tone, “These are Abdul Aala’s paintings?”

“And you know who Abdul Aala is,” Momina nodded her head and said to him. “You took them from Qalb-e-Momin?” he seemed to have mumbled in response to 

Momina. 
“Yes…I have signed the film. I also have the complete script, but I don’t have the courage
to read it. I was not able to meet Momin’s eyes today. I had never thought that even I could be
Momin’s culprit,” there was woe in Momina’s voice, and Sultan had turned to look at her, as if 
Momina’s words had shaken him. 
“Abba, I forgive everything that you have done. But I have this is much right that you tell
me the truth. What was the association between you and Husn-e-Jahan. Did her house break 
because of you?” Momina’s voice grew tearful. 
“Mine and Husn-e-Jahan misfortune was the same. Momin misjudged her. You are
misjudging me,” Sultan said, aggrieved. 
Momina moved forward, picked up the envelope of the script lying on the lounge table, 
and showing it to Sultan, she said, “I am not thinking that, Abba…these papers are thinking that. 
Qalb-e-Momin’s writing upon these papers is judging you.”
Sultan laughed at her statement. “It is the writing of Momin’s hand…of Qalb-eMomin…he is her son…he is only the one to judge Husn-e-Jahan,” he said. “Only Qalb-e-Momin 
could write all this…there had been none besides him and Allah who knew that I had gone to 
Turkey on Husn-e-Jahan’s calling,” he mumbled, as if looking at something in the past. There was one secret that Qalb-e-Momin had kept safe. There was another secret that
Sultan had, and then there was a truth, which who had, Momina wished to find out—before
reading the part after the interval, before accepting her father to be the criminal. Sultan sat on the sofa and seemed to be doing some sort of penance of silence. Once more, 
he had to pull the scabs off from all the wounds of his heart. Had to ensanguine himself…this time, 
just like Husn-e-Jahan, in front of Momina Sultan. 
*********************

How many years later he was looking at Husn-e-Jahan, if someone had asked him, he could even have counted the days and told them. 
He had come and stood in front of her as if someone comes to stand in the queen’s court. 
“Why are you still standing, sit down,” Husn-e-Jahan rushed to him. She instinctively embraced him and stayed there. After so many years, someone ‘her own’ had come from ‘her land’, and the one who had come, had come like a balm. Sultan was not even able hug her properly at her embrace. Whenever had he ever imagined that the miracle would occur of seeing Husn-eJahan in his lifetime again, and now she was asking him to sit, and it seemed like Sultan had lost all his senses. 
“This is Qalb-e-Momin, my son,” she moved a beautiful young child towards him. The child did not come forward, neither did Sultan. 
“Go outside and play,” Husn-e-Jahan let the child out from the outside door. 
“I am in great torment,” Sultan finally said to her. 
“Why?” she was amazed. 
“The house that you left and came, and this…” Sultan was unable to complete his own sentence. 
“Sultan, now enough…what had been in my past where I have come from…I have stopped thinking,” she had not allowed Sultan the chance to say anything else. “Sit down…you will get tired if you keep standing,” she pulled up a chair and placed it front of him. She herself sat in the other one. He sat too. They were face to face after years, and now that they were meeting, he was getting miserable. Her face was devoid of makeup. Her attire was ordinary, and hands…
Sultan could not stop himself. Whilst sitting, he moved forward and took her hand. 
“What happened?” she was startled. 
“Have you seen your hands? So many scratches, so many cuts,” Sultan’s voice got tearful. He used to massage those hands with a combination of so many creams. He used to color the nails with nail polish. He used to adorn her fingers with rings. He made them worthy of being kept in showcases. 
“They have gotten like this from washing dishes. When there is no water in winter…and the housework has to be done, there is no servant here,” she was smiling and talking as if it was nothing. She had pulled her hand free. 
“You have not taken care of yourself like I used to,” Sultan complained. 
“You used to take care of Husn-e-Jahan, I am a wife, a mother, I live only for others. I am not Husn-e-Jahan anymore,” she said as she looked at her hands and smiled in an odd manner. 
“You did a transaction of loss,” he said instinctively. 
“Every other thought comes to me…just this thought never occurs that this is a loss…Qalbe-Momin is in my life.”
Sultan felt an odd jealousy at that moment. Whyever had Qalb-e-Momin come into Husne-Jahan’s life?
“How is everyone?” she was asking. 
“Everyone is fine,” Sultan said. 
“Does anyone remember me?” there was an odd yearning in her voice. 
“Everyone…the audiences who go to cinemas, the commentators of the films, film producers, actors, everyone…,” Sultan said instinctively, as if he wanted to appease her. 
“I’m talking about the people in my house,” Husn-e-Jahan said after a moment of silence. 
“Maybe not…I no longer meet them…why did you send for me?” Sultan thought of it as he spoke. 
“You are just the only one in life whom I think of during difficult times. The rest I remember in good times. And I am also certain that when I call during a difficult time, you will come,” the light in her eyes, like that of lamps, set Sultan’s entire being to flame. 
“I have come…do you wish to go back?” he asked Husn-e-Jahan with an odd longing. She smiled. 
“No…I cannot leave Taha…this is a difficult time, it will pass. If I leave him at a difficult time, he will die,” she was speaking with a lowered her, and even after all the years, Sultan felt oddly enraged against Taha. 
“And Sultan…you never even thought about Sultan…whether he lives, or whether he dies,” he protested. 
“No Sultan…you are my friend. This relationship is invaluable for me. There is nothing beyond it.”
Sultan just watched her. She had not heard the ‘declaration’ either. How could anyone be so heartless?
“How is Surraya?” she had changed the topic at the speed of light. 
“I don’t keep news of anyone else’s wellbeing except yours,” Sultan said unconcernedly. 
“She loves you…you don’t value her,” Husn-e-Jahan seemed to stop him, reprimand him. 
“I had loved you…you didn’t either.”
Silence fell in the room. They motionlessly sat in front of each other on the chairs, looking at each other like two actors on stage. 
“The heart and fate do as they desire. Neither opens with the key of intellect,” she said in a soft voice with her head lowered and her eyes averted. “My heart is with Taha. He has become a swan of the lake…if the water dries, he will die along with it. He will not change places.”
Silence fell again, and this time Sultan was the one to break it, “Sultan is not a seasonal bird either.”
Waters swelled from the clouds in Husn-e-Jahan’s eyes, “That is why I have summoned you…take all these pictures and sell them…I cannot sell them here because no one knows me here at all.” She uttered the first sentence, wiped her eyes with the back of her hand, and picking up a roll of paintings from the table in front of him, placed them in his lap. 
In a state of amazement, Sultan unrolled one painting, and froze. It was the same painting that Taha had made in one night and stolen Husn-e-Jahan from him. 
“These are the pictures made by Taha…masterpieces made in one night…Husn-e-Jahan, this is what you had seen and lost your heart to Taha,” Sultan said to her in disbelief. She laughed instinctively and went on laughing. The clouds had now started to shower water. 
“The heart had gone in search of some other path…this is nothing,” she had said. 
“Have you asked Taha?” Sultan said. 
“No, I will tell him...Momin wants new clothes…toys…good education…good food…I cannot adorn the walls of my home with memories of love…sell all of them…enough money should come so that I can raise Momin well for a few years. By then, Taha should start to do something,” she was now rubbing her tears as she continued to speak. “You told me people have not forgotten me…they will buy this, right?” she asked Sultan with an odd yearning. 
“They will buy them at whatever price asked. These are masterpieces…who will refuse to buy masterpieces?” Sultan said instinctively. A smile appeared on Husn-e-Jahan’s face and her face started to gleam. Sultan’s heart started to leap with joy. He had succeeded in halting her tears. 
“Now, you just go…Taha must be on his way…I don’t want him to find out anything,” she suddenly looked at the clock on the wall and said to Sultan. Sultan instinctively stood up. To that day, he was a like a clockwork toy in her hands. He had put the paintings back in the bag from where she had taken them out and picked it up. 
“Sultan,” Sultan instinctively looked at Husn-e-Jahan. That was how she always called him, like a cuckoo, she embellished his name, he truly became a Sultan in name. 
“This time, go back and marry Surraya…you are her fate.”
He kept looking at her. Even without asking, she knew that he was still alone after all these years. He wanted to stay alone for several more years too, he wanted to wait. She was ending his wait. 
“I came from Pakistan to Turkey for you…you did not even offer me a cup of tea,” insead of replying, he laughed and changed the conversation. 
“There is one cup of milk for the tea. If the tea is made with it, then what will Momin drink at night…he cannot fall asleep without drinking milk.”
Sultan just stared at her. She was not Husn-e-Jahan, she only remained a mother, and how could a ‘mother’ be able to see Sultan?
“I will be leaving now…I will hundee the money to you soon,” he averted his gaze and told Husn-e-Jahan. He did not wish to see her as he left. If he saw her, he would not be able to go himself.

******************* 

“What should I do with them Sultan Bhai?” the famous film producer asked Sultan in amazement as soon as he saw those paintings of Husn-e-Jahan. After coming back to Pakistan, Sultan brought those pictures first to the producer who had given Husn-e-Jahan her first break.

“Mehmood Bhai…they are Husn-e-Jahan’s pictures. Turkey’s greatest painter has made them. They are masterpieces. Buy them and hang them in the studio. She was the heroine of so many of your hit films,” Sultan was saying whatever he could think of.

“Sultan Bhai, that was so many years ago…I recognized Husn-e-Jahan with much difficulty. Here in the studio, people stop when there are hot pictures of heroines on the walls. Who is going to stop to see these dancing pictures fully clothed like Madhu Bala? People now remember the women of item numbers…which Husn-e-Jahan have you brought?”

There wasn’t insult but reality in the producer’s tone, which he showed Sultan without beating around the bush, and Sultan stood there speechless. How could anyone say all that about Husn-e-Jahan? He could not seem to believe it. His blood began to boil with rage. Without saying another word, he picked up the pictures from Mehmood Bhai and brought them back. He was a rich man…how could a rich man appreciate art? He thought to himself, making fun of the producer in his heart.

There was no studio or art gallery in the film industry whose dust Sultan did not tread in the next few weeks to sell those pictures. He had gone to every single one of those producers with whom Husn-e-Jahan had ever worked.

No one in the bazaar was willing to buy even for a paltry sum Taha Abdul Aala’s masterpieces that had taken away Husn-e-Jahan’s heart. If she had been in the industry, then many buyers would have come to buy these pictures who would have bought them at any given price just to please Husn-e-Jahan. But now Husn-e-Jahan was neither anyone’s need, nor desire, she was not the box office queen or the rani of people’s hearts…she was a gone past. Who buys the past to turn it into the present? Who could make Sultan understand that?

After getting tired of producers and art galleries, he took the pictures to the city’s more famous antique shop from where studio people often rented things for film sets. 
“Wow, what great work this is, what pictures. Husn-e-Jahan’s beauty has been immortalized…I will definitely buy them,” the owner of the shop was thrilled with the first look he took at the pictures, and Sultan’s face instinctively glowed. 
“If I had known, I would not have wasted my times showing them in so many places…I would have come straight to you. The world has no appreciation for art and artist,” Sultan said as he took a sip from the cup of tea that the shopkeeper had ordered for him. 
“You are one hundred percent right, Sultan Bhai…appreciation is neither in the temperament nor in the conscience of this nation.”
Sultan agreed with him and said, “They are asking me, who is Husn-e-Jahan…? They have forgotten her in six years…it is not like six hundred years have passed that they should ask that question,” Sultan had found a listener in front of whom he could rant the pains of his heart. 
“Pity, such great pity,” the shopkeeper said, also taking a sip of his tea. 
“Will you give a check,” Sultan took the last sip of tea and put the cup down as he asked him. 
“No, no, Sultan Bhai, why a check? I will give you cash,” the shopkeeper also put his cup down. 
“How can I take such a large amount in cash? But that is ok, I will take the cash,” Sultan was hesitant, but then he expressed his consent. 
“I have to give a greater amount. These are the pictures of my favorite heroine and dancer,” the shopkeeper laughed good naturedly, and taking his wallet out of his pocket, he extended some bills towards Sultan. Sultan was jolted. 
“What is this?”
The shopkeeper did not understand and laughed, “This is a tribute of devotion.”
“Two thousand rupees for all these pictures?” Sultan said, taking the bills in his hand and counting them. 
“Two thousand is a very large amount, Sultan Bhai…who hangs these pictures of Husn-eJahan on the walls of the house now…it is just out of appreciation that I am buying all this. Otherwise, look, Madam Noor Jahan’s pictures in her first film, and Nargis’s, and Madhu Bala’s…all eaten by termites as they hang on the walls…nobody buys them,” the shopkeeper said as he gestured with his hand towards the pictures hanging on the walls of his shop and turned his attention towards them, showing Sultan the past, present, and future of those actors in a single frame. Sultan stood looking at him like a statue. He could not let Husn-e-Jahan’s pictures hang on those walls and be eaten by termites. She was not Noor Jahan, Nargis, Madhu Bala. 
She was Husn-e-Jahan.

********************** 

After Husn-e-Jahan, that house was the only asset of Sultan’s life, which he sold for seventy thousand rupees and sent the money to Husn-e-Jahan. Besides that, he had nothing else that he could sell for Husn-e-Jahan. He lied to her in the letter that the money had been obtained by selling her pictures. He did not wish to indebt Husn-e-Jahan. He wished to remain indebted to her.

Husn-e-Jahan had received his money but there had been no reply to his letter. There was no communication between them for many years. He had married Surraya. He had also informed Husn-e-Jahan about it. He had also sent news of Momina’s birth, and also wrote to her the complaint of not getting any work in the film industry. No reply had come to any of his letters. On changing the rental home after every year or six months, Sultan sent her the new address with great hope, as if he feared being separated from her. That wasn’t Pakistan, it was Turkey. If the two of them were separated, how would they be able to find each other? She could not come to Pakistan. He could not go to Turkey any longer. Letter was the only connection between the two, and as he wrote and sent those letters, and waited for their replies, Sultan had never thought that one day she would come and sit in front of him again. 
When he got news of her return, he had gone running to Mumtaz Begum’s house, and was shocked to see Husn-e-Jahan. That skeleton of bones, stared at him with vacant eyes in dark circles. Those empty eyes had not lost recognition of Sultan. 
“What grief has brought you to this state, Husn-e-Jahan…I…I…I had not left you like this,” Sultan instinctively sobbed to see her. 
“Taha’s grief—he did not forgive one error…my first and last error,” she clung to him and sobbed hysterically, as if someone cries when embracing an old friend.

*********************
“Did Sultan come?” 

Taha entered the house in an enraged manner only a few minutes after Sultan had gone from the house, and Husn-e-Jahan was stunned. The secret she had wanted to keep did not stay hidden for even a few minutes. It was definitely Qalb-e-Momin who had told his father about Sultan, it had not taken Husn-e-Jahan even a moment to guess that.

“I had called him,” Husn-e-Jahan had averted her eyes from his. “Just to meet him. We had not met for so many years, so he came to Turkey to meet me.”
Taha had suddenly interrupted her, “Where are the pictures that hung here.”
Husn-e-Jahan had looked at him with a face draining of color, “I took them down and put them away. All the walls were filled and…”
Taha interrupted her, “Sultan had come to take the pictures?” Her lie had been caught. Husn-e-Jahan had stood helplessly. She was thinking about what next to say to Taha, but there had been no need to say anything. 
“You have given them to him to sell, right?”
Husn-e-Jahan looked at his face. His eyes had turned red, and he was clenching his fists. 
“We need money for Qalb-e-Momin, Taha,” she had said in a very soft voice and had taken his hand as if trying to cool his anger. Taha shrugged off her hand and pushed her aside. 
“That was a keepsake of my love…I had painted you for myself…I angered Baba because of those pictures…I angered Allah…and you took them to sell in the bazaar…to be sold…that face…that body that I had made in your love for you…you gave to him to sell?” he was getting infuriated and Husn-e-Jahan, stupefied. Never before had she seen such an anger in Taha. 
“Qalb-e-Momin needed it.”
Taha had screamed, “Don’t even take Qalb-e-Momin’s name. He did not need it. You needed it. You did not value my love, Husn-e-Jahan…that love which destroyed me,” he was now punching his chest as if he wanted to kill himself. Husn-e-Jahan listened to him in disbelief. 
“My love destroyed you…? Did it destroy you or did it destroy me? Taha Abdul Aala, I have been ruined in your love,” she had screamed at him in rage too. 
“You are disgraced in my eyes today…I have removed you from the position at which you were. You were an ordinary woman…Husn-e-Jahan…ordinary woman,” he had raised his finger and told Husn-e-Jahan. There was no recognition for her in his eyes at all, and that seemed to have been enough for Husn-e-Jaan. The lava that had been inside of her, burst forth that day. 
“If I am an ordinary woman, then you too are an ordinary man, Taha…the spirituality that I had followed had never been inside you at all,” her words seemed to have inflamed Taha. 
“You ate it all up…your materialism licked up my spirituality…your body devoured my soul…your beauty took my sight…your companionship took away my talent…you have emptied me…a hollow vessel…and now, after rendering me like this, you are out to sell yourself again, because I…I cannot run this house….I cannot raise my child. You can raise him because you still have beauty and youthfulness,” Taha himself had no idea of what he had been saying, and she had stood there listening…just kept on listening as if it was a judgement of the court which only she had to listen to. Tears had welled, her face had turned to flame…her existence to coal. 
“You have made me worthless today…Husn-e-Jahan, who had left the world for you, Taha…you have turned Husn-e-Jahan into a spurious coin…every accusation is upon my head…each one of your tests is my offence…I have devoured your spirituality….I?” she said to him as she cried. “My beauty, my body, destroyed you? I had killed and buried those the day I had married you. What had you told me? I am selecting you for Allah’s sake…for the entire life…till death…I had made myself worthless and valueless, and surrendered to you…and you…you leave me now…and obtain all that which my association seized from you…you go from here now,” crying like a madwoman, she had stood with the door open. Taha looked at her in disbelief. 
“You…you are asking me to leave?”
“Yes, I am asking you to leave…you go…gain your talent…your name…don’t waste anything for me,” she said to him, still crying. 
He kept staring at her, then he said, “I committed a mistake, I loved you.”
“I committed a sin,” Husn-e-Jahan interrupted him. “I sought to gain Allah’s love through you...I committed idolatry…I had turned to dust for you, and I turned to dust…had I become this for Allah, He would have become mine…I committed a sin, Taha Abdul Aala, I worshipped your idol…I’m breaking it today…you are false…your love is false,” she screamed and yelled at him.
He walked away and stopped in the doorway. “You took everything and then rejected me today…you have made me remember my status…I am a liar…my love is a lie…and is not the one whom I loved…? You are Husn-e-Jahan…you devoured my world and my afterworld,” he had said to her and gone out the door. In a state of anguish, she stood there exhausted. He was the man after whom she had come by shunning the world under the illusion that he was close to Allah, and he was telling her that she had devoured both his world and his afterworld. 
With her back resting against the door, she sobbed with hiccups, then she suddenly thought of something. What if Taha took Qalb-e-Momin from outside… what would she do if he took her away…crying and disoriented, she had run outside, calling out Qalb-e-Momin’s name, and had stopped as soon she emerged outside into the veranda. 
Qalb-e-Momin sat on the stairs of the veranda with his back towards her. Many bags lay next to him on the stairs, and he was taking something out from one bag and eating it. He had turned around to look at his mother’s voice. Then, very happily, he extended a small bouquet of white roses lying in his lap towards her. 
“Mummy, Baba has brought all these things…many things…and these flowers for you.”
Husn-e-Jahan turned to a stone statue. That morning, Taha had gone to another city for work, and he had perhaps found work. 
“Where has Baba gone?” Momin had asked her. She had climbed down the stairs barefoot and gone on the road now. The road lay empty for the farthest distance. The one who was leaving had left. 
“When I feel love for you, I will bring you white roses,” Taha had told her once, and even that day, upon finding work, he had brought white roses along with the heap of other things. The greatest dilemma of love is love itself…says something from the tongue, keeps something else in the heart, wants one thing, does something else.
Standing there, holding the white roses, Husn-e-Jahan had cried and cried, under the regret of all the words she had uttered. In the regret of the pictures she had given away…but she was sure he would turn back…he would come…that Taha Abdul Aala could not live without her. She had thought correctly. He had not lived without her. Had he lived he would have turned back.

************************* 

She cried as she clung to him, as if crying for the first time after Taha’s death. Holding her close to him, Sultan sat motionless. He did not seem to have even the words to console and comfort her.

“Should have stopped him…should not have let him go,” he said to her after a long time. “The heart had said, stop him…ego had said, let him go…when ego comes in front of the heart, it does not rest until it ends every association of the heart…it tells the heart, I live alone, you should live too,” she spoke as she cried and laughed simultaneously, as if she wanted to denounce herself, wanted to reprimand, as if someone else should do the task and ease her difficulty. Anyone else could have done the work, but Sultan could not have done it.

“Once again, the ascent will come upon you, Husn-e-Jahan Ji…Sultan will bring that ascent again,” Sultan seemed to comfort her by supporting a falling structure with his shoulder, and as he lent that support, he sensed that it was a wall of sand…it had collapsed within itself…Sultan was still bent upon not allowing it to collapse.

********************** 

“Have you seen her face…who will give her work?” Husn-e-Jahan’s mother Mumtaz Begum had said to Sultan as she pointed her hand towards Husn-e-Jahan with severe condemnation. Sultan was sitting with her with Husn-e-Jahan to start the search for work.

“Everything will be alright, Appa Mumtaz…I have not done the makeup yet, that is why it is like this. When the makeup is done, then you will see Husn-e-Jahan,” Sultan had said to Mumtaz as he seemed to put a curtain upon Husn-e-Jahan who sat like a statue.

“A hand falls upon my heart when I look at her. Oh, how I killed myself after you day and night that you will become a heroine, you will rule, and you betrayed your mother in old age. My malediction will strike you, Husn-e-Jahan,” Mumtaz had struck her chest with her hands, and then raised both hands to condemn Husn-e-Jahan. She had sat with an expressionless face, her head lowered.

“Now, do forgive her, Appa Mumtaz,” Sultan had defended Husn-e-Jahan. “Shut your rubbish…trying to be her supportive snake...do I not know you?” Appa Mumtaz had rebuked him too. “Nooria has given six hit films after you left…the producers walk around with her mother Zeba on their heads, and Mumtaz…nobody even offers water to Mumtaz now,” Mumtaz’s had a separate grief. 
“Now Husn-e-Jahan has come…Nooria’s rules ends now…just you watch Appa Mumtaz…the same producers will bow and offer salam to you,” Sultan had attempted to show her green gardens. 
“A loan of lacs has been accumulated. The house is mortgaged. The plots are sold. The account is empty. Jewelry, clothes, there is nothing…your brothers have no business…sisters are sitting idle…those nine years that you did not stay here, you have ruined us. Look, your mother used to have gold bangles up till here, and now, there is not even a ring…look…look,” Mumtaz had moved her bare wrist in front of her and condemned her further. 
“I had made you gold…nine years have turned you to dust…dust…youthfulness is gone…time is gone…beauty gone…what is remaining…tell me what you will show now to win the world’s heart…?” Mumtaz’s anger did not seem to end. Once again, Sultan had jumped in the middle. 
“No Appa…no…that’s enough…a diamond is still a diamond…a diamond does get termites.”
“If a line appears in the diamond, then the diamond does not even sell for pennies…as long as it is a stone…priceless…the day it becomes a heart…worthless,” she had said, reprimanding Husn-e-Jahan as she walked away. 
“I had told you Sultan…my time is passed, don’t drag me into all of this again,” Husn-eJahan had raised her head for the first time after Mumtaz left and said to him. 
“If you don’t work, how will you raise Qalb-e-Momin…? What will you do to raise him?” Sultan seemed to remind her. Husn-e-Jahan’s eyes had started to flicker, as if she had not even remembered Qalb-e-Momin. 
“Yes, I will have to work…otherwise, how will I raise Qalb-e-Momin,” she had started to mumble. There was only Qalb-e-Momin’s name written now upon every bead of the prayer bead of her breath.

********************** 

“Oh, Husn-e-Jahan…it is a day of miracles today. Where were you?” Mehmood Bhai had instinctively stood up when he saw Husn-e-Jahan enter the room with Mumtaz and Sultan. He was a big producer in the industry. The one to introduce Husn-e-Jahan into the industry, and the one to transform actors into stars.

“Just those errors of youth…now she is back…I said Shah Sahib is about to launch his new film, let’s go and say salam,” Mumtaz said as she introduced her to Mehmood Bhai in an extremely adulatory manner.

“You did very well to bring her here, Mumtaz,” Mehmood was looking closely at Husn-eJahn sitting on the sofa, whose face was graced with makeup. She was dressed in a flashy sari and was sitting on the sofa.

“She also had to apologize to you, Shah Sahib, she had abandoned your film and ran,” 

Mumtaz said in the same adulatory voice. 
“That is an old thing now…I have forgiven her,” Mehmood Bhai had raised his hand and 
said in a brushing aside manner. 
“How could that be an apology, Ji…come on, get up, touch Shah Ji’s feet and ask for 
forgiveness,” Mumtaz had told Husn-e-Jahan insultingly. Husn-e-Jahan had stood up in a
mechanical manner. 
“No…no…there is no need for that…I cannot have my heroine sit at my feet, regardless of 
how old she is,” Mehmood Bhai had stopped Husn-e-Jahan right there and had her sit down again. “So, don’t keep her old…make her new once more…look, she is the same Husn-e-Jahan 
even today,” laughing in a very obsequious manner, Mumtaz Begum had presented Husn-e-Jahan 
like a showpiece. 
“She is not, Mumtaz…she has come back after spending nine years…severity has appeared 
on her face. This camera is such a dog. It finds this severity before the eye does, and shows it too,”
with his eyes fixed upon Husn-e-Jahan, Mehmood bhai had said in a heartless manner as he
smoked his cigar. 
Sultan and Mumtaz were distressed, “No, no, today my base has not been done very well
that’s why it looks like, that otherwise the skin is still just as fresh. Eyes, nose, lips…all just as
killer,” as always, Sultan had rushed to Husn-e-Jahan’s aid. 
“And the figure is the same as ever…even if she doesn’t look like sixteen, she doesn’t look 
any older than eighteen either. When she stands to dance, she will erect dams out of boats,” this
time Mumtaz Begum eulogized Husn-e-Jahan. 
“Okay, so dance a little for me Husn-e-Jahan…let me see too…how many jolts still remain 
in you,” Mehmood had said, suddenly addressing Husn-e-Jahan. She had stared at his face as if he
had said something strange. 
“Get up Husn-e-Jahan,” seeing her still seated, Mumtaz had commanded her. She stood up. 
Removing her heels from her feet, she had gone to stand on the rug lying in the center of the room. 
Mehmood Bhai had turned on a tape recorder lying near his desk. The room had started to boom
with music. 
Husn-e-Jahan spread her arms, and as soon as she did, she remembered Taha…his dancing 
figure on the stage nine years ago…that music…Husn-e-Jahan’s powerlessness…didn’t know
from where he had come again—with his arms spread…dancing in a circle. 
“You are as lovely as Rumi’s verse…deep…like a brilliant, moonlit night…like the cool, 
blue, clear sea…like the drop of water enclosed within the shell, like the breeze that touches the chinar tree….Rumi says I will dance inside your heart in a place where no one else will be able to 
see except you.”
Taha’s voice had started to echo in her ears like the words of a song. With her arms spread 
wide, she had started to dance just like he had used to dance. 
“I found you not inside my heart, but inside my soul…dancing…amazing 
me…intoxicating me…if I remove you from there, I will die,” his voice was now echoing like a
symphony, and she was swaying at his tune, swirling, dancing, with her hand lifted…her arms
outstretched…the same dance that Taha used to do…that same dance of the dervishes…one arm
high in the air, one lowered to the ground….
Sultan was dumbfounded, and Mumtaz and Mehmood were silent…then Mehmood had 
broken the silence by shutting off the tape recorder. Husn-e-Jahan had not even stopped when the
tape recorder was turned off, and she was still rotating in a circle. 
“My heroine Nooria is here. I have to talk to her about the next film. Mumtaz, you need to 
get Husn-e-Jahan some treatment.”
Mumtaz had looked at Mehmood, “Treatment?”
“Mental.”
Aghast, Mumtaz put her hand on her chest, “She is not mad, Shah Sahib, repent.” “May Allah not make her so, but she will be…you know, these matters of love and 
affection, they render havoc on every actor, actress,” he walked out of the room as he spoke. In a state of severe infuriation, Mumtaz took the shoe off from her foot, and threw it hard 
upon the dancing Husn-e-Jahan, “You will never rule, Husn-e-Jahan. Everything is finished…you 
can set up peddling stall,” she had said to her, nearly screaming. 
It was like Husn-e-Jahan had not heard anything. She was still swirling. Sultan got up from
the sofa and went to her. He held Husn-e-Jahan’s hand and stopped her from dancing. As soon as she stopped, she said instinctively, “Taha.”
Someone crushed Sultan’s heart within a fist, “No, he is dead. I am Sultan.” He had tried 
to bring Husn-e-Jahan to her senses. She laughed in the midst of crying. 
“I too…Husn-e-Jahan too,” she had started to dance again.

************************ 

There was silence in the lounge. Sultan was quiet now. Tears flowed down his cheeks, and he was sitting as if he had gone somewhere in his past and was looking at Husn-e-Jahan. Momina sat stupefied in front of him, as if she had nothing more left to say.

“Then…?” after a long time, she asked Sultan with much effort. 
“Then that’s it…she died…she committed suicide.”
He got up from the Sofa with difficulty, as if nothing more remained for him to say.

Momina also remained seated as if all her questions had ended. 
“It was not I, Momina, who had broken Husn-e-Jahan’s house. It was Qalb-e-Momin who 
had become a wall between his mother and father,” Sultan said to her as he walked away. *********************** Episode 11

My dear Allah, Assalam Alaikum, 

How are you? I am fine too. You do remember me, right? I am Qalb-e-Momin. I used to write letters to you. Then I stopped writing letters. But I have not forgotten you. I was just upset with you. I am sorry for that. I should not have been upset, but I do get upset with you once in a while. I am repenting now. I know you will accept my repentance immediately. Dada has told me this. My Mummy used to tell me all the things before. Now, Dada tells me.

I have come back to Turkey. Thank you. I used to write letters to you that I want to go to Dada. You accepted my dua. But now I am very sad here. Everything is alright here. Dada loves me. I go to school. I am learning calligraphy. I have a nice room. I have new friends. I have many toys. But Allah Mian, I am very unhappy because Mummy is not here. I remember her very much even though I have fought with her and come. I am also upset with her. Even then, I remember her a lot.

I know she no longer loves me now. There is only dance in her life now…and that man Sultan too, whom I hate very much. I love Mummy even today. I want to live with her, but not in Pakistan; here in Turkey. Baba’s grave is here. I and Dada go to the grave every week. We make dua. I put very pretty flowers there. Mummy likes white roses and Baba, red roses. I take white and red, both roses to Baba’s grave…one each…

When Mummy comes here, then Dada, Mummy, and I, all three will go to Baba’s grave. I feel like Baba keeps waiting for Mummy. I don’t know why I feel that. My dear Allah, can you send Mummy to Turkey for me forever? Dada and I will live very happily with her. You know I ask you for everything, not anyone else. Mummy taught me this.

If you send my Mummy to me I will make and send you a very pretty card with birds, flowers, and butterflies, and I will write your name in calligraphy on it that I have learned from Dada…I will write your name very beautifully…with nice colors. And yes, now I have also learnt how to write the ‘alif’ of your name straight. Dada says to write a letter to Mummy and call her to me, but I know she will not come when I tell her to. But she will come if you tell her. That is why I am writing a letter to you.

I love you very much. And I will love you even more. Just send Mummy here. Take care of yourself, 
Your Qalb-e-Momin 
**********************

Qalb-e-Momin, Tina, and Dawud were sitting together in the office and working when Abbas opened the door and entered. He was the hero of their last film, and after initially signing Alif, he had ended the contract, but as soon as Momina Sultan had signed the film, all the seasonal birds that had flown away had started to return for the views of the next spring.

He had warmly come straight to Momin and embraced him, and then after shaking hands with him, he placed both his hands upon his chest as if even shaking hands with Qalb-e-Momin and embracing him had been an honor.

“You know Momin Bhai…I am a fan of your work…I can leave ten projects to come and work with you on a project,” he said in such a manner as if he had not separated from Alif at all, and he had just found out about the film for the very first time.

Tina and Dawud had exchanged meaningful looks, and Qalb-e-Momin had said nothing at all. 
“You have fulfilled the greatest wish of my life by casting me with Momina Sultan in this film,” he continued to speak as he pulled up a chair and sat down. 
“Let’s discuss the script,” Momin had not responded to any of his verbosity. He had just opened the script. Abbas had gotten a little confused. Momin had not been caught in the net. 
“The role is minor, and it is of a child’s father…any objection?” he said in a very clear and explicit manner. 
“It is opposite Momina Sultan?” Abbas had asked instantly. 
“Yes,” Momin’s reply had been brief. 
“I have no objection,” he said immediately. “And then, Momin Bhai, it is your film. I know you will get something or the other done from me. I have blind faith in you.”
Momin interrupted his new series of verbosity right in the middle, and said to Dawud, “Get the contract done again…”

*********************** 

He entered the lounge of his house exhausted at night. Shakoor had gone on leave for a few days, and the silence of the house was deeper than usual. The wall of the lounge was bare upon which that calligraphy had hung for so many years. Momin had not put anything in its place.

Turning on the LCD, he brought a bottle of water from the fridge. He started to drink it as he surfed channels. News with reference to his film was running on a channel, ‘The Academy Award winning actress Momina Sultan signs her new film in Pakistan leaving Hector’s upcoming merit Urban Saga’.

Qalb-e-Momin changed the channel. The channel that he had now gone on was running the news along with his press conference, ‘Momina Sultan has finally announced her next film and this time she will be appearing on the local screen in Qalb-e-Momin’s next film ‘Alif’. If it is recalled, this film was announced last year but then was ensnared by delays. Now, the star of Qalbe-Momin’s fate shines once again with Momina Sultan becoming a part of the film, and this time as an international one…’. Changing that channel too, Qalb-e-Momin had turned off the TV. He was now gulping down water from the bottle, as if this repetition of Momina Sultan’s name had started to agitate him, despite his being thankful to her.

Picking up the phone, he had suddenly started to call Momina. No one received the call at the other end. That was when Qalb-e-Momin realized that it was the middle of the night, but the call’s not getting received had still hurt his ego.

“I had forgotten…she is an Oscar Award Winning actress…how will she take a director’s call at the first call…and that too, of a director like Qalb-e-Momin,” muttering to himself, he had shut the phone and tossed it aside.

******************** 

Giving the last touch to her face with puffing, the make-up artist said to Momina, “Now look at yourself.” Saying this, she moved away from the front. Momina looked at herself in the mirror, and at first glance, it seemed to her like she really was Husn-e-Jahan.

“I have given you exactly the kind of look Momin Bhai asked me to give,” she had been startled at the make-up artist’s voice as she looked at herself in the mirror. 
“Which look…did he give you some pictures?” she probed the make-up artist. 
“Yes…look, the pictures are in my phone,” without a moment’s loss, the make-up artist moved her phone in front of her. 
They were Husn-e-Jahan’s pictures, and Momina had been surprised that despite proclaiming not to know Husn-e-Jahan, how had he given those pictures to the make-up artist. Had he not realized that Momina could see those pictures?
“Sabeeka…if Momina’s look is done, then we…,” he had knocked on the dressing room door and entered hastily, and then when he saw Momina’s image in the mirror. He had not been able to complete what he was saying. He had remembered Husn-e-Jahan. She was in the exact same style in which Momin used to see Husn-e-Jahan after coming back to Pakistan. 
“Momin Bhai, the get-up is fine, right…this is the look you wanted?” the makeup artist had broken his concentration. Startled, he seemed to have moved his eyes away from her face. He had walked up to Momina Sultan. 
Picking up a few of the white roses lying on the dressing counter, he placed them upon Momina’s chignon and said to the makeup artist, “These have to be put in too.”
“Oh…oh…how could I forget these…yes, I’ll put those too,” in response, the makeup artist took the flowers from his hand, which he had placed upon Momina’s chignon to indicate where the flowers had to be attached. Momina silently listened to the conversation between him and the makeup artist in the mirror without any comments. 
“Now look,” the makeup artist asked for Momin’s opinion again after having inserted the flowers in her chignon in just a few moments. 
This time, Momin stood behind Momina’s chair, looking at her in the mirror, with the white roses adorning her chignon, and Momina was looking straight into his eyes in the mirror, as if she wanted to hear his opinion. He had looked at Momina only for a second, then he had averted his gaze and left the room swiftly. 
“I have to look at the costumes…the designer is here,” he had said in a strange tone as he went from there.

************************ 

Even after coming out of the dressing room, she had not gone from in front of Momin’s eyes. He wanted to shrug her from his mind, and she had turned to Husn-e-Jahan and clung to his mind. Every member of the team was busy with his or her work in the studio. No one had said anything to Momin immediately when he came inside. He had pulled up a chair and sat down. Shutting his eyes, and rubbing them, he seemed to try to hide his past once again. With closed eyes, he rubbed his temples and his eyes, and when he had finally opened his eyes, he was shocked.

Momina Sultan sat directly in front of him in studio in the same Husn-e-Jahan get-up. Dawud and the designer were busy discussing the costume and wardrobe with her, and he sat just a short distance away looking at her. He had thought that she was unaware of his eyes because she was busy but that was his misconception. She was aware of his eyes upon her face, and also the reason for it. He was not looking at Momina Sultan, he was looking at Husn-e-Jahan. What objection could she raise at him?

*********************
“I will see you outside.”
She had picked up her bag in the evening and was leaving for home when she heard 

Momin’s voice from behind while walking towards the door. Momina turned and looked at him. “No, I am not used to these formalities.”
Momin interrupted her, “I am…please come,” moving forward, he said to Momina as he

opened the door. She stopped for a moment, then she exited the door. They had walked quietly to the car parking. Evening was falling. The streetlights in the parking were on. 

“Dawud told me that you do calligraphy,” walking alongside her, he finally broke the silence. 
“I don’t do it anymore…I did it before,” she said in response. 
“Like myself, in childhood.”
Momina looked at his face. For the first time, he was expressing such an association with calligraphy in front of her. 
Shaking her head in negation, she said, “No…until Jehangir was alive.”
A color came and passed over Momin’s face, “I wanted to apologize to you but you neither gave me the opportunity, nor did I get the courage to do so again.” He finally started to speak in a quiet voice. “My attitude was not good at my first meeting with you.”
“I do not dwell in the past,” she responded just as gently. 
“I know, but still…I am embarrassed.”
Turning her head, Momina looked at him and said, “I am surprised.”
Qalb-e-Momin also turned his head and looked at her, “You can say it, you are allowed.” He said with such magnanimity that despite wanting to, she could not say anything. 
As soon as they neared the car, Qalb-e-Momin suddenly straightened his hands from behind his back and extended two white roses towards her, “These are for you.”
Surprised, she stopped walking. “For what?” she asked without taking them. Now she realized why he had been walking with his hands behind his back. 
“They looked nice in your hair.”
His answer rendered Momina speechless for some moments. 
“That was part of the character,” averting her eyes, she looked at the two white roses in his hand, which he still extended towards her, then she took them. Holding the white roses in her hand with their long stems, Momina gingerly tried to search for their thorns, but she could not see a thorn anywhere on the two rose stems, and Momin seemed to have guessed what she was seeking by running her fingers on the stems of those roses. 
“I have removed the thorns so that your fingers will not be injured.”
Momina had instinctively raised her head at his voice and looked at him. For the first time she saw an odd innocence and gentleness in Qalb-e-Momin’s eyes. 
“In life, I have found white roses to be so beautiful in the hair of only two women,” he said. “I have seen them so enhanced.” He was talking to her as if under an odd effect, standing very close to her. She was unable to raise her head and meet his eyes. She had not even thought about averting her eyes like that from anyone else in life after Faisal. 
“My car,” Momina said to him in a somewhat distracted manner. She had not questioned him about the two women he was mentioning. That thought left Momin in an odd uneasiness. She could guess that she herself was one of the women…but did she also know about the other woman? Even while opening the door of the car for her, and saying khuda hafiz to her, Momin was only thinking about that.

*********************** 

Placing the two white roses in the water in a glass vase in her room, Momina had repeatedly remembered his sentence, “I have removed its thorns so that your fingers do not get injured.”
Out of all the heaps of expensive bouquets of flowers lying all over that house, Momina Sultan had remembered only those two white roses. She had only remembered to put them in water, and she had only remembered to decorate her room with them, and she had no reason for any of these things except being part of Husn-e-Jahan’s life story…she had yet to talk to Momin about the script. About the second part after the interval in which her father was the ‘villain’, and Husne-Jahan, the ‘vamp’.

********************** 

With great respect, Master Ibrahim touched with his fingers Abdul Aala’s name written on the calligraphy. His eyes were aggrieved as if he was seeking Abdul Aala with that touch, “This is one of Abdul Aala’s masterpieces…he made seven painting in this series…for Qalb-e-Momin.”

Momina had looked at him in stunned silence. She had brought the seven paintings to him that day, and he had recognized it as soon as he saw the first one. 
“You knew that he was making them for Momin?” she had asked him as she sat in front of him. 
“Yes, he told me on the phone every time…about whichever verse he started to calligraph for Momin before his birthday,” he had said as if that secret was no secret at all. “How did you get all these paintings, did Momin sell them?” he said to her as a thought suddenly occurred to him. 
“He wanted to sell them to someone…I asked for them as compensation for a film, and he gave them,” Momina had said briefly. He had started to laugh instinctively and had continued laughing. Momina had been confused. 
“Why are you laughing?” she had asked. 
“I am laughing at the games of fate…why have you brought all these paintings to me?” he had asked her. 
“Because you are a connoisseur, that’s why…and also because you don’t have any painting of Abdul Aala Sahib’s,” she had said to him. 
“I do have one of his paintings,” after a few moments of silence, Master Ibrahim had said in a low voice with his head lowered. He was seated that day on his bed too, resting his back, and he looked weaker than the previous day. 
“Where is it? You never showed it,” Momina had been instinctively startled. 
“It is valuable…it is a memento, that is why I have kept it safely. When you get married, I shall give it to you as a gift.”
This time she had laughed at his statement, “Master Sahib…why have you suddenly thought of my marriage…leave that, tell me on which walls to put these on?” she had changed the topic of the conversation. 
“No beta…these are Momin’s trust…Abdul Aala Sahib had made these for him…to provide an axis to his life…return these to him…even if you don’t return them, they will get to the owner today or tomorrow,” he said very gently. She watched his face. 
“Why do you mention Qalb-e-Momin with such affection? Are you not aware of his faults? Has Abdul Aala Sahib not told you anything either?” Momina said to him very gravely this time. 
“His faults smaller than my faults…his imperfections more trivial than mine…” he said instinctively. 
“But Master Sahib, you are a Syed. The Syed who walk on the path of Allah,” Momina had objected. 
“That is why I walk with my face covered…that is why I keep my head lowered…whose progeny I am, and what are the deeds…still, there is a curtain that the Lord had placed…may the Lord keep curtains on everyone…may He not reveal anyone’s defects,” he had said smilingly with tears, and Momina watched his flowing tears in stunned silence. She had never seen Master Ibrahim cry like that. Watching him cry, she had forgotten all that she had to ask him.

********************* 

That day on her return, Master Ibrahim’s sentences seemed to have been plunged into Momina’s heart, and his sentences had wrung out a lot of venom, a lot of grudge from within her heart and seemed to have purified her.

“My heart has been cleaned today…mine for you, Qalb-e-Momin…all is removed that was embedded,” Momina Sultan seemed to say to herself as she sat in the back seat of the car and rubbed tears from both her cheeks.

********************* He had gotten ready to leave for office early in the morning and came to a standstill as 

soon as he walked out in the lounge. The ﻢ3ﻘِﺘَﺴﻤﻟا ط+ﻟاﺎﻧَــــﺪﻫاcalligraphy was on the wall

there. The wave of happiness that welled inside of him was instinctively drowned in another wave of fear. So, had the result of the white roses been that she had left his film? There was no way left for those pictures to have come back without her leaving the film.

“Momin Bhai, Momina Madam’s driver came and gave these very early in the morning…I put this one here and I had the rest put in the store,” Shakoor had chirped happily as soon as he saw him.

“Did she send something else too?” Momin had asked him in response. “What else…? Oh, Allah…you have had a fight again,” Shakoor asked speedily, and realizing the gravity of the situation, he had put both his hands on his chest. “I’m not going to waste my ticket money on Shelly this time…I am telling you…I have even sent the selfie I took with Momina Sultan to all the friends and relatives, Momin Bhai.”
As he walked to the door, Momin had been able to hear Shakoor’s laments but he himself was beside himself at the moment.

******************** 

As soon as he entered the studio, he was instinctively relieved. Momina Sultan was seated on a chair, writing notes on the script with a pencil. Qalb-e-Momin felt like he had become alive once more, meaning, it had not been a matter of umbrage.

“Why did you return the paintings?” Momin had asked her as he pulled up a chair in front of her and sat down. 

She raised her head to look at him and smiled, “You must have been scared that perhaps I have left the film.”
“No, my fear was of your being upset, I didn’t know what mistake I had committed this time,” Momin had smiled too. 
“No, I have returned these pictures without any aggrievance,” Momina had said in a low voice. 
“Why?” Momin probed. 
“I have a teacher. He told me to return them, so I returned them,” she said in response. 
“That was the compensation for this film,” Momin seemed to remind her. 
“I would have done this film even without any compensation.”
Her answer had amazed Momin, “Why?”
Instead of replying to his question, Momina said this time, “You ask a lot of questions.”
He was quiet for a few moments, then he smiled, “My mother used to say the same thing.” He said instinctively, and then regretted as soon as he spoke. That was the second occasion that he had mentioned another woman in front of her, and Momina knew who that other woman was. 
“I don’t have the courage inside me to send those paintings back to you. They are my entire heritage…that you had taken…everything else will return to me eventually.”
For a second, Momina suspected that moisture had glimmered in Momin’s eyes, but then he seemed to have averted his eyes and stood up. 
Momina could not believe that that man could cry…could be thankful…could be grateful…could trust…could be benevolent…Momina Sultan had just forgotten that he was Qalbe-Momin. How long could it have taken him to turn to momin?

*********************** 

All of Abdul Aala’s painting hung on the different walls of his house. In his bedroom, in the guest room, drawing…lounge…he seemed to have graced every place with a memory of Abdul Aala…as if he wished to keep seeing those verses around him to keep reminding him of who he was and from he had passed to get there.

As he adorned the walls of his apartment with those pictures, he had kept thinking of Momina’s teacher along with Momina who had told her to return all the pictures, and Qalb-eMomin was confused at this…why did that man care at all to have gotten his things back for him? She was to be out of the country for the next whole week otherwise Qalb-e-Momin would have definitely asked her the next day, and by the time she returned again, Qalb-e-Momin had forgotten that teacher.

*********************
She had returned back to Pakistan from Dubai, and Momin had welcomed her in his office on the first day with two white roses. 

“I figured the earlier ones would have wilted by now,” seeing her hesitance, Momin had said. “Now don’t ask me how I knew about their wilting.”
She had laughed at his statement, “Flowers wilt in four days, and it has been many days for them.” Smiling, Momina had taken the flowers from him. 
“You probably keep them in water, that’s why they wilted…if you had kept them in your hair, they would never have wilted.”
At his sentence, she looked straight into Momin’s eyes and said, “Are you trying to flirt with me?”
“I respect you,” his response had come just as swiftly. Momina could not think of what more to say to him. 
“What is this?”
Momin had extended an envelope towards her. 
“A check for the film’s fee…this was a loan on me…you have returned the paintings,” Momina opened the envelope, took the check out, and looked at it. It was a blank check. Somewhat surprised, she looked at Momin. 
“You can fill it in with the compensation of your choice. I will not ask you for any concessions, but my bank balance is not unlimited right now,” he had told Momina, smiling. 
Momina glanced at him as she sat on the sofa, then she took out her pen from her bag, and putting the check on a table in front of her, she wrote an amount in it. Then she stood up, and extending the check towards Momin, she said, “This is my compensation for Alif, but you will give this to me when the film is released and is a hit. Until then, I will keep these white roses.” Saying that, she handed the check to him, and left the room to go into the studio. Momin ran his eyes on the check. The amount written on it was 0000001.

*********************** 

The studio was resonating with music that day when Momina entered there. Qalb-e-Momin was sitting with the music director, listening to all the compositions that he was playing for him on the guitar, and listening to them somewhat dissatisfied, Momin was shaking his head as if he was not quite happy with what he was hearing.

“We are working on the title song. You listen too,” addressing Momina, he had said to her. 

She sat down with them too. 
“I want lyrics which will capture the entire theme of Alf,” he was now telling the lyricist, 
who had recited some lyrics to him, which he had immediately rejected. 
“I want the association with Allah in the lines of man’s love for Him,” he was telling the
lyricist, and the lyricist asked Momin in response, “Association with Allah…? What is the
association between Allah and man…you tell me, and I will include those in the lyrics of the song.”
The lyricist asked Momin directly where he was getting stuck. Momin just looked at his face. It was again the same question that the writer had also asked the first time when trying to 
write the script of the film, and he had not been able to say anything to him then, and this was the question that he had asked Abdul Aala when he had sat down to write this film himself and had 
been terribly befuddled. 
“I am trying to write such a story for my film which would show the association of man 
and Allah…but I haven’t even been able to write the name of the film yet…I just keep writing my 
own name over and over again on the first page…A Story by Qalb-e-Momin.” He had expressed 
his helplessness in front of Abdul Aala, showing him the pages that were completely empty with 
nothing on the first page except his name. He had come into Momin’s room at that time of night
to ask him something, and he had seen Momin at his study table in a vexed manner. “What is the association of man and Allah, Momin?” he had asked him in response. He had laughed, “You are asking me the same question, Dada, that my writers had asked 
me.”
“What did you answer them?”
“I had no answer at all,” he shrugged his shoulders, and told Dada honestly. “What is the
association between man and Allah…you must know?” he had asked Abdul Aala with curiosity. “The association of man and Allah is in Allah’s name….alif….an association similar to a
straight line…at one end of which is Allah, and on the other end, man…if the alif is straight, then 
Allah is very close…if man makes the alif crooked, then man will not know Allah, nor will Allah 
keep man in sight,” he had told him in a soft voice. 
“And my alif has always been crooked,” he had said instinctively. 
“Then straighten it…this line is also in your hand, just like all the other lines,” speaking 
gently, he wrote ‘Alif’ on top of his name on the first page of the script. 
“Man’s and Allah’s association is in Allah’s name…alif…on one end of which is Allah 
and at the other end, man…if the alif is straight, then Allah is very close…if man makes the alif 
crooked, then man will not know Allah, neither will Allah keep man in sight,” in an odd state, he
had sat there repeating Dada’s sentences, in an enchanted routine of norm. Silence fell upon 
everyone in the studio for some time, as if no one had expected Momin to have presented such a
clarification. 
Stunned, Momina watched his face. It was not in her wildest imagination that Qalb-eMomin could speak like that, but those sentences seem to dance upon her hearing like butterflies, 
and she continued staring at him. He was once again engrossed in a conversation with the musician 
and poet. He had not looked towards Momina.

******************** 

Two fresh roses were also in the water along with the other white roses in the vase in her room. She had not even thrown away the earlier roses given by Momin. That night, after returning from the studio, she had come to stand again in front of those white roses.

“Something is wrong, whatever it is that is happening, and it should not be happening,” she said to herself, muttering. She was reprimanding herself. 

But Momin’s words were not willing to leave her heart, or her mind, or her hearing…while playing the character of Husn-e-Jahan, she was becoming just as powerless before Qalb-e-Momin as Husn-e-Jahan had been, and she did not wish to become powerless.

Love is not just blind…it is also deaf. It neither agrees with any logic of the intellect, nor does it hear it. 
******************** 

“This story starts with a letter box, which a child makes so that he could ask Allah through it for all the things that he desires.”
Qalb-e-Momin sat on a stool with the script in hand having a reading session with the whole cast, telling them the entire story of Alif without looking at the script. And all of them seemed to be swaying as they listened to the story, and Momina Sultan was also among all of them, who, contrary to everyone else, sat completely expressionless during the story being told by Qalbe-Momin. She was subconsciously drawing something on top of the script with a pencil, and this was indicating her perplexity.
Momin seemed to have narrated by memory each and every scene before the interval. He knew the dialogues by heart. He remembered each and every single detail about the characters. Had Momina not been aware that it was his ‘lifestory’, not a story, she would have been impressed by him, like everyone else was being impressed who was listening to his dialogues and situations and getting infatuated. 
“What an amazing interval, Momin Bhai…it won’t let the audience move from the cinema…so the story’s villain Sultan will enter at the interval, and he will devastate that home’s tranquility. That is how it is, right?” Abbas clapped his hands, as if applauding Momin on the script before the interval, and then he had asked, and Momina seemed to get wounded at the mention of her father’s name. 
“Yes…and now, let’s discuss Sultan’s character too,” replying to Abbas, Momin told Ziyad, who was playing the role of Sultan. “He had been Alia’s makeup artist, and not just a makeup artist but also her boyfriend who never wants her to get married to Abdullah. An extremely cunning man who has always exploited Aalia. Considered her a source of income, just like her family, and kept extorting money from her on one excuse or another, and Aalia always thought that Sultan loved her truly,” Qalb-e-Momin was describing Sultan’s character in detail, and Momina’s unease kept escalating. “After living a life of poverty for so many years, Aalia wanted to return to the world of glamour, and for this, she betrays her husband and seeks Sultan’s support once more,” Momin could not continue what he was saying. Momina interrupted him. 
“I have a question.”
Qalb-e-Momin had looked at her in surprise, “Yes, Momina…what is it?” Momin told her. 
“I don’t understand how the woman who was not able to see her child get bruised, and who smilingly bore any injury afflicted at his hands, fall so weak that she would start to feel the need for Sultan?” Momina said, referring to an earlier scene in the script. 
“It is a valid point, Boss…Aalia is hard to understand…she is crazy about Abdullah and Aliyan, but she will still deceive them both?” Abbas said suddenly, in agreement with Momina over her objection. 
“Women are emotional and weak. Especially the women in showbiz…they go astray. Making a house is only the work of blue-blooded women…please don’t mind, Momina Ji,” the actor playing the role of Sultan had started to speak, and as he was speaking, he suddenly thought of Momina and somewhat flustered, he apologized to her in the last sentence. 
“No, no…there is no need for apology. I have heard these sentences so many times about myself that even their venom seems like life giving nectar…why are you getting embarrassed?” Momina said to Ziyad with an odd smile, and then she looked at Momin and said, “Had she been a woman, she would have gone astray, a mother never goes astray…if she gets exploited, it is only for a child…it is possible that Aalia got exploited too, to fulfill the needs of her child…maybe she wanted to sell something she had, which is why she summoned Sultan,” she had said, looking directly into Momin’s eyes. 
Qalb-e-Momin was disturbed by the expression in her eyes. He had written that story, how could she know the motive of the characters…? Was she giving an opinion, a suggestion, or asking him…Momin had not understood. 
“What could she sell…? She had nothing but fake jewelry,” looking at her in the same manner, Momin had replied to her. 
“Maybe she sold the pictures that Abdullah had made in her love and adorned the walls of that house with.”
Silence fell there for a little while. Qalb-e-Momin’s mind seemed to explode. Which pictures was she talking about? A memory waved upon the canvas of his mind. His and Husn-eJahan’s conversation before Sultan’s arrival. 
“Why are you taking down the pictures?” watching Husn-e-Jahan take down the pictures from the walls prior to Sultan’s arrival, Qalb-e-Momin had asked his mother in surprise. 
“Because the walls look bad, that’s why, and because these pictures have gotten old, that’s why,” at his repeated questions. Husn-e-Jahan kept giving him one excuse or the other of taking down the pictures. Momin had never seen those pictures after Sultan had left. Pictures of the dancing Husn-e-Jahan made by Taha’s hands. 
Qalb-e-Momin looked at Momina. She was speaking without looking at him, “Those pictures paying tribute to Aalia’s beauty made by a calligrapher like Abdullah…what asset Aalia must have considered those pictures to have been, but she was willing to sell even those for the sake of her son. If she sells the memento of hers and Abdullah’s love to fulfill the needs of her son, would Abdullah not have been infuriated…he should be insane with anger….”
A pain suddenly arose in Qalb-e-Momin’s head…a severe pain. In the form of flashes, Husn-e-Jahan removing those pictures from the walls appeared before his eyes again. 
“Why doesn’t Allah give us things…like He gives everyone else?” his own voice floated in his ears. 
“He will give us too…” Husn-e-Jahan’s loving voice. 
“When will He give us?” his insistence increased. 
“Very soon.”
Qalb-e-Momin stood up suddenly, “I will have a cigarette and come back.”
Without meeting anyone’s eyes, without stopping, and without telling anyone, he had come out. The cigarette had caused no reduction in his pain. Without telling anyone, he had came home from there. He had shut off his phone. The headache seemed to show no signs of subsiding, and the past had started to whirl all around him like a film reel in the form of voices and faces…Taha’s face, Husn-e-Jahan’s face, his own face…and that letterbox.

********************* 

The seven or eight-year-old Qalb-e-Momin sat on the floor of the veranda outside the cottage with several pieces of wood, nails, and a hammer. He had been attempting join the pieces together in the shape of a letterbox. Putting two pieces of wood on top of each other, he positioned the nail to hammer into the two pieces, then applied the first hit of the hammer, and with that first hit, a heartrending scream came out of his throat, and immediately upon hearing the scream, Husne-Jahan had come running out from inside. Holding his left hand with his right, Momin sat there crying. She had rushed to him and sat down baffled near him on the floor.

“What happened…? Why are you crying, Momin?”
“Mummy…Mummy…” crying with hiccups, Momin moved his hand in front of her instead of saying anything. One of his fingers was covered with blood. Husn-e-Jahan had taken his finger instinctively and wrapped the front of her shirt around the finger as she tried to stop the blood. 
“What happened to the finger…what were you doing?” she had asked him, nearly tearful. 
“I was making a letterbox,” he had said between hiccups. 
“What did you want to do with the letterbox?” holding his finger with one hand, she had wiped his running tears with the other as she asked him. 
“I had to send a letter,” he told his mother. 
“Then you should have put it in the letterbox on the street,” she had looked at Momin in surprise. 
“It doesn’t go from there,” in his mother’s hand, the pain in his finger had started to abate. 
“Why…? Why won’t it go from there?” his mother had looked at his face in surprise. 
“You are the one who says that Allah mian is where no one else is,” what he had told Husne-Jahan between sobs and hiccups had silenced Husn-e-Jahan. 
“You wish to write a letter to Allah?” she had asked her son in a state of odd amazement, and he nodded his head as his hiccups ceased. 
“Why?” she had asked Momin. 
“Because I have to get a lot of things from Allah…chocolates…candies…new clothes…shoes…toys…cycle,” counting the things for her, he forgot his crying, and Husn-e-Jahan just looked at his face. If Momin had not been a child, he would have read the helplessness on his mother’s face. 
Taking him inside, she had washed his hand and bandaged his finger, and brought him out in the veranda again. “I will make you a letterbox,” she said sitting near those pieces of wood on the floor. “And Momin, when you write a letter to Allah then write a letter for me too,” assembling the wood, she had said in an odd manner to Momin, who was sitting crossed legged near her. 
“What should I write for you in the letter?” somewhat surprised, he said to his mother. 
“Benedictions,” Husn-e-Jahan had said to him. 
“You don’t want things?” Momin had asked his mother in surprise. “Like jewelry…clothes…lipstick….” he had told his mother whatever things came to his mind. 
She laughed instinctively and she shook her head in negation and said, “May Allah give you the things, and may He accept my benedictions for you.” Momin had not paid attention to his mother’s statement. His focus had been on the letterbox, which Husn-e-Jahan had now picked up the nail and hammer to join. 
“Mummy, I will use the hammer,” he had instinctively told Husn-e-Jahan. She had stopped for a moment, then she had given the hammer into Momin’s hand. 
“Here, I will place the nail, you can hammer,” placing a nail on two pieces of wood, she told Momin. In great excitement, Momin took the hammer from her hand, and then lifting it up, he stopped just as he was about to hit the nail which Husn-e-Jahan had been holding. 
“What happened?” seeing him stop, Husn-e-Jahan asked him. 
“What if you get hurt…?” Momin asked worriedly. 
“I won’t…you won’t hit that hard,” Husn-e-Jahan said to him smiling. 
“Mummy, I’ll hold the nail,” Momin was hesitant. He had tried to take the nail from Husne-Jahan’s hand. 
“No, beta, don’t hold the nail…you got hurt before too. I am holding it, you just hammer,” Husn-e-Jahan had not let him hold the nail. Momin hesitatingly lifted the hammer and hit the nail with all his strength.

*********************** 

Darkness filled Qalb-e-Momin’s room. He had no idea how much time had passed, but he was not well. Even coming there and sitting alone, he was still in the same condition. 
Who was Momina Sultan…? What was her association with Husn-e-Jahan….? How did she know everything…? And what else did she know…?
Sitting in his room, Qalb-e-Momin had no interest left in anything else except that.

*********************** 

“You just start off early in the morning too…you have no care for anything…yes, yes, I know you have work…you are a star….you are not an ordinary boy, are you…but if you don’t have breakfast beta…your health will get bad…and on top of that, look at what a mess you have made of the clothes in the almirah…? Is this how stars keep their clothes…and you are not just a star…you are a hero…the entire Pakistan dies after you…your fans have filled our house with flowers…and this Oscar Award of yours, I am getting tired of taking care of it…I go around hiding it so it doesn’t get the evil eye…there is nothing worse than a ill-intentioned look…” With the clothes almirah opened in Momina’s room, Surraya was taking out the clothes and folding them, and talking at the same time, and Momina stood watching her from the doorway. All those successes, all those victories that Surraya had seen in dreams with reference to Jehangir were Jehangir’s even to that day. Momina Sultan was a meaningless thing in the mother’s and son’s relationship of love.

Those were not her clothes that she was folding, they were Jehangir’s clothes…for him… for her, everything present in the house was Jehangir’s possession. 
“Amma…” Momina had called to her. Despite looking at her in the same manner, she remained engrossed in her work. “Who are you talking to?” Momina had come near her, and Surraya said to her in umbrage, “Don’t you get tired of asking the same thing all the time every day, Momina…don’t you see Jehangir…who else would I talk to?” Surraya had looked at her and said irritably as she stopped folding the clothes. And then, folding clothes once again, she seemed to start talking to the person present there. 
“Look at your sister…she cannot see you,” talking to Jehangir now, she was laughing at Momina. 
“Come, leave all the work…go to sleep,” Momina had not been able to tolerate it. She had taken her hand to stop her from working. Surraya shrugged off her hand. 
“How could I leave Jehangir’s work and walk off with you.”
“Amma, it is late night.”
“Never mind, you sleep…you have come tired…I don’t get sleepy talking to Jehangir. Go, you sleep…go…” talking to her affectionately, Surraya had suddenly left the clothes and had started to push her out of the room. It seemed as if she wanted to send her out of Jehangir’s room. Wanted to stop her from coming in the middle of Jehangir and herself. 
Momina wanted to resist, but she could not figure out how to show resistance to her mother. Surraya pushed her out of the room and locked the room from the inside. As soon as the door was closed, Momina had heard the sound of Surraya’s laughter. 
“I’ve turned her outside…is there a moment when she doesn’t let me sit near you peacefully, you used to do this too. Both of you quarreled as to who would sit with me…but now I will only seat you with me…this Momina has no care, no thought for me…she roams around like a vagabond…sometimes this country, sometimes that country…never thinks about sitting at home with the mother and cook meals…I will have to listen to s much from her in-laws when I send her to the next house…now, you just tell me of a good proposal for her right away.”
Momina put both her hands upon the door, leaned her forehead on the door, and closed her eyes. She wished life was exactly like her mother was trying to weave inside…that there had been no Oscar, no name and fame, that she had not been a heroine, only the sister of a ‘hero’ and only Jehangir had been that ‘hero’, that he had stayed one…
With her head upon the door, she had. gone on crying, unaware of the call coming on the phone lying in the bag on her shoulder…which Momin had been repeatedly making to her, and had gone on making.

********************** 

“I am so sorry to hear this…why didn’t you tell me about this earlier?” Dawud had said to her, extremely upset. Momina had come to his office a short while ago and told him about Surraya’s illnesss.

“I figured how long was I going to keep bringing problems to you and Aqsa,” Momina had said to him with a sad smile. 
“Don’t talk in a manner that it would seem like you really have become a star,” Dawud had admonished her. 
“Yes, I have become a star…and stars are there to be broken,” Momina had shrugged her head and said. 
“Don’t talk rubbish…I will come to see Anti…that day when I met her, her speech had seemed odd to me but I thought it was just old age…” Dawud had left his sentence incomplete. 
“You just get me a reasonable home for rent in that old neighborhood,” she had told Dawud. 
“You won’t be able to find any home in that neighborhood which is according to your stature…you are no longer the Momina Sultan of two years ago that you will be able to live anywhere,” Dawud had tried to make her understand. 
“I’m the same Momina Sultan, Dawud…and I can live anywhere…in every single place where my mother and father can stay even a bit happy…where they can forget Jehangir…my success had brought this illness into my mother’s life…I have no time at all to spend with her…when there was time, there was no sustenance, now that there is sustenance, there is no time…why doesn’t Allah give me both things,” she had suddenly started to cry in the middle of speaking. Dawud had instinctively supported her on his shoulder. 
“Momina…Momina…she can be treated…you can afford it…this is in Anti’s family history…this disease hasn’t come into her life because of you,” he had been patting her back as she leaned on his shoulder, and at that very moment, Momin had opened the door and stopped himself from entering inside. 
He had no need to know the background of the scene that he had witnessed from the crack of the open door. A haze had risen in his heart against Momina Sultan. Closing the door as speedily as he had opened it, he had come back to his office. Dawud and Momina had not even been able to see who was the one to open and then close the door. After coming back to his office, he started to pace the floor like a hungry lion. He couldn’t figure out whether he was angrier at Dawud or at Momina, and why he was angry. Even if she had her head leaning on Dawud’s shoulder, why was that hurting him? Why was he not able to tolerate it? Was she his….? She could go to hell…and the entire world, and the entire world’s women, could go to hell, walking in his room, he thought venomously. 
It was Dawud’s misfortune that he had walked into Momin’s office with Momina when Momin was in that state of mind. 
“Momin Bhai, Momina wants to talk about some changes in the script and…” Dawud started to speak as he opened the door and entered with Momina, and Momin had interrupted him very harshly. 
“She can come herself…and speak for herself…she does not need you to speak on her behalf…”
Dawud and Momina looked at each other, then Dawud said nervously, “I…sorry…alright Momin Bhai…I will send coffee,” speaking in a very embarrassed tone, he opened the door briskly and went outside, and as soon as he left, Momina said to him in a very guarded tone, “I think I have come at the wrong time…your mood is upset for some reason.”
Interrupting her sentence, he said to her just as rudely as before, “Yesterday, I kept calling you the entire night, and you did not receive the call.”
Momina got confused and said, “Oh…sorry…I…maybe I did not see.”
“You must definitely have seen it, but you must have thought I was calling you in the middle of the night to flirt with you. Because I have nothing to do and I am unable to resist your ‘beauty’.”
Momina looked at him, astounded. He had come to stand right in front of her and his attitude was extremely hostile.
“I am not interested in making assumptions about others,” this time she responded to him with umbrage. 
“Your interest is probably to lie,” he said to her in the same tone. 
“Excuse me?” Momina could not fathom what he was talking about. 
“I don’t like to see the people working with me having an affair in my office, and considering my studio a hotel...”
Momina had still not understood what he was saying, “Whom are you talking about?” she interrupted him just like he had. 
“I am talking about you and Dawud.”
She turned to stone. Her face turned red, and then she slapped Qalb-e-Momin with all her strength. 
“Do you consider everyone to be Husn-e-Jahan that you can say anything, assume anything, and nothing will happen?”
With his hand placed disbelievingly on his cheek, he watched the inflamed Momina Sultan storm out of his office. That was the first slap of his life. But the one to slap him had taunted him in his mother’s name.

******************** 

“You should have given Dawud a slap too,” sitting at the seaside, Aqsa had said to her with great displeasure. 
“What was his fault?” Momina said instinctively. 
“He had approached you for this film, and I had stopped you,” Aqsa seemed to remind her. 
“He did not force me, the story of the film forced me…I made a mistake,” Momina told Aqsa as she threw pebbles into the water. She had thrown countless small rocks into the sea in the past one hour that she had sat there, and Aqsa had kept watching her face. 
“People like Qalb-e-Momin never come on the straight path. First, they are here, then, there. You know the path in the center? They don’t know how to walk on it,” Aqsa tried to comfort her. 
“I thought he had learned,” Momina threw another small rock into to the sea. 
“It is good your life is freed. Now do an international film next, there is no need to do a local film. You should not have signed this film,” Aqsa kept talking to her. 
“Your life is not free of some things, even when they free your life,” Momina had said, throwing yet another rock into the water. 
“For example?” Aqsa asked her. 
“I think I have fallen in love with Momin…like Husn-e-Jahan had fallen in love with Taha…I made a mistake, right?” she said to Aqsa in a tearful voice, and Aqsa was stunned. Leaning her head on her shoulder, Momina had started to sob like a little child. Aqsa patted her back.

*********************** 

“How could you even think of something so grievous, Momin Bhai? Meaning…I am about to get married to Aqsa, and you…and then you went straight to Momina and told her too? If you had a suspicion, you should have told me, spoken to me. How many have I told you that she is not a diva, and nor does she live like a diva,” Dawud could not figure out whether to be angry at Momin, or take pity on him. He sat in front of him with him head lowered. As soon as Momina had left the office, Dawud had guessed that something had happened between her and Momin. But even his angels could not have imagined that whatever had happened was related to him. Momin had told him everything frankly and with embarrassment, and the earth had slid out from beneath Dawud’s feet.

“You should have told me about her mother’s illness,” Momin had finally said after a long period of silence. 
“You should have given me the chance. You just don’t give a chance for anything,” Dawud had been vexed. 
“Can you do something now?” Momin had said to him stubbornly. 
“Yes…pray!” Dawud had replied in the same tone. 
“Then sit down and do it,” Momin had told him as he stood up. 
“Momin Bhai, if Momina Sultan leaves the film, then this film cannot be made, I’m telling you,” he had heard Dawud say as he was walking out the door, but he left from there without replying to him. 
He was mortified but there was no way to express that mortification. Perhaps, his and Momina Sultan’s stars just did not match, and he wanted to find out why they did not match.

********************* 

She entered the lounge with red eyes, and a tired face, and was instantly regretful. Sultan was sitting there. 
“It got very late today, Momina.”
“Yes Abba, it got late. I’m going to sleep now. You sleep too,” she spoke without stopping and meeting his eyes, and came to her room. She had prayed that may Sultan not have seen her puffed, red eyes, that he wouldn’t come to ask her anything. The prayer had not been accepted. 
She had walked inside the room and had just taken the white roses from the glass vase and thrown them into the dustbin when Sultan knocked at the door and entered. 
“Abba, don’t ask me any questions. I have cried a lot and I don’t want to cry anymore,” she had told Sultan before he could say anything. 
“Who has made you cry?” Sultan stood for some moments, then he had asked Momina with unease. 
“I am Husn-e-Jahan. Who can make me cry, Abba,” her eyes had suddenly filled with tears. 
“Qalb-e-Momin,” Sultan had said instinctively. 
“Why does he judge every woman? Why is every woman Husn-e-Jahan in his eyes?” she asked her father as she cried. 
“Every woman is not Husn-e-Jahan in his eyes. Only Husn-e-Jahan is Husn-e-Jahan. Qalbe-Momin penned the descent of Husn-e-Jahan with his hand,” sitting on the sofa, Sultan muttered in an odd tone. 
“Husn-e-Jahan commited suicide because of him?” Momina suddenly asked. Sultan raised his head to look at her. “How did she die?” she was probing him. “It says in the script that she remarried and continued to live happily,” she was saying to Sultan, as if she wanted to hear the remaining portion of Husn-e-Jahan’s tale. 
“I killed her…I was the one to commit the deed,” Sultan muttered, and Momina froze.

********************* 

“Momin has so much hatred for me and I never found out.,” looking at the sleeping Qalbe-Momin and muttering, Husn-e-Jahan extended that letter towards Sultan. Momin’s letterbox, along with the pile of letters, was lying on the table in front of Husn-e-Jahan, and picking up each letter and reading as she cried, she kept looking at the sleeping Momin, whose arm was covered in plaster.

“He is a child. What do children know of love and hate,” Sultan had taken one look at the letter and said to Husn-e-Jahan. 
“You read his letters, Sultan. He knows why he hates me,” Sultan’s justification had not convinced her. 
Before Sultan could say anything, the door of the room had opened with a bang, and Mumtaz came inside and screamed, “What a spectacle you have made, Husn-e-Jahan!”
“Amma, he is sleeping,” Husn-e-Jahan had begged in a pleading tone and looked at Momin, who had started to stir at Mumtaz’s loud voice. 
“He is sleeping. He is not dead. I am going around seeking sustenance for you and you…you see nothing except Momin. You are not getting any films. If you don’t even get the private parties, then he will die before you…you remember this,” she had continued to speak in the same loud voice, gesturing with her hands towards Momin. 
“I don’t wish to do these private parties, Amma,” Husn-e-Jahan suddenly said with umbrage. 
“Then what will you do? Tell me what you will do? Have you seen your age? Have you seen your face? Girls half of your age are holding the industry on their heads, and you…who do you think you are Husn-e-Jahan? Who are you that people would keep coming for you?” Mumtaz had gone on talking. 
“Appa Mumtaz…!” Sultan had tried to save Husn-e-Jahan. 
“Go die afar!” cursing him, she went from there, and as soon as she left, Husn-e-Jahan had looked at Momin. He lay on his bed with his eyes open and had definitely heard the entire conversation between Mumtaz and Husn-e-Jahan. 
“Momin!” Husn-e-Jahan rushed to him instinctively. Changing sides, he turned his back to her on the bed.
“I don’t want to talk to you…you are not my Mummy,” Husn-e-Jahan had stopped right there. Sultan had darted forward. 
“He is a child. He will forget,” Sultan patted her shoulder and consoled her. 
Husn-e-Jahan said in an odd tone, “Yes, he is a child. He will forget.”
Sultan had no idea what she was thinking.

******************** 

In the next two weeks, she had made arrangements for Momin and Sultan to go to Turkey, and she had told Sultan on the day when both of their seats had been booked. After telling Qalbe-Momin, she was packing his things.

“If you send him, will he start to love and respect you?” Sultan had tried to stop her. 

“I should not have brought him to Pakistan,” she had not stopped, she had continued gathering his things. “I should have left him with Baba.”
“That would have been your wrong decision too…like this is a wrong decision. What will an old calligrapher tell him, teach him in the last years of his life,” Sultan had objected. 
“Whatever he tells him, he will tell better than Husn-e-Jahan. Whatever he teaches him, he will teach better than Husn-e-Jahan,” she had finished packing his things. 
“Why do you have so much faith in him?” Sultan was offended. 
“He earns halal, which I don’t earn. He will raise Qalb-e-Momin on halal, which I cannot raise him on.”
Sultan’s heart seemed to have been wounded at her sentences, “You took a minute throw our blood and sweat money into the gutter. All was haram, all is haram. From where have you learned such heartlessness, Husn-e-Jahan Ji?” he had started to squabble with her. 
“Will you make you daughter Husn-e-Jahan, Sultan?” Husn-e-Jahan suddenly said to him. He could not speak. 
“You have to think, right? It is this thought which has become a snare around my feet too. This is all that I have earned and consumed all my life. Without any question, without any prick of the conscience…but this Taha Abdul Aala has ruined me…he has given me questions…he has introduced me to Allah. Whether He loves me or not, is happy with me or not, but I can clearly see the path that leads to Him. And it is not the path upon which you and I are walking. Is the bread of beauty and body any bread at all?” she had laughed as she cried. 
“Ascent will no longer come upon you, Husn-e-Jahan Ji! Ascent will no longer come. You have fallen into matters of halal and haram. What will ascent gain by coming on to you now?” Sultan said her in outrage. But she no longer seemed to care.
“What am I to do with ascent now, Sultan? Taha took my ascent. Momin is taking the descent. Who is good and who is bad? You tell me.”
Sultan had fallen silent. That was a beloved’s and a mother’s admission of defeat. No matter what justification he gave to her, he would have failed.

********************** 

“Now my work is done!” he had said to Abdul Aala as he gave Momin’s finger into his hand at the door of the house. Despite Abdul Aala’s insistence, he had not gone inside, and Momin had met his Dada with great delight.

“Your things delivered to you. I will be leaving now. This was the extent of my work,” he told Abdul Aala. 
“How is Husn-e-Jahan?’ Abdul Aala had asked instinctively. 
“You have left her good for nothing. Not for this world, nor for the next world,” his question seemed to have provided Sultan the opportunity to vent his grievance. “She talks to me of haram and halal. Says you will raise Momin on halal so he will become pious. Is it so easy to become pious? That you should eat halal and become a momin?” he seemed to have taunted Abdul Aala. He had stood listening quietly, the story of Husn-e-Jahan’s descent from Sultan’s mouth. 
“She should have come here. Why didn’t she come? There is a lot of space in this house for her. I have lot of sustenance for her,” Sultan found Abdul Aala speaking in a dejected voice. 
“If you had let her come or stay in this house with Taha, then Husn-e-Jahan would have been here today. How can she come, how can she stay here now? You wish her to live every day, die every day?” Sultan had said to him, and then he had turned around from there.

*********************** 

“It was Husn-e-Jahan’s house. How could you sell it?” the first bolt of lightning that fell upon Sultan at his return from Turkey was that in his absence, Mumtaz Begum had gotten the papers signed from Husn-e-Jahan and made a deal for the house, and upon finding out, despite being stopped by Husn-e-Jahan, Sultan had gone to fight with Mumtaz.

“Then would Husn-e-Jahan’s father have come to pay off the loans that had accumulated on the household?” Mumtaz said to him very rudely. 
“The loans would have been paid. She is working,” he had told Mumtaz. 
“Husn-e-Jahan is finished! There is no more work. How many months it has been and not a single party has happened. You yourself have gone repeatedly to producers to invite them. Tell me, how many came at your invitation,” she said to him in irritation. 
“You have made the younger sister a star, that is why no one comes for Husn-e-Jahan. You are busy promoting her, Appa Mumtaz, on Husn-e-Jahan’s money,” Sultan said to her bitterly. “Appa Mumtaz, she is your daughter too. She has earned and given you lacs. Now if the bad time is upon her, how could you abandon her?” Sultan suddenly softened his tone. He was now speaking to Mumtaz in a pleading manner. 
“How am I abandoning her? I am getting her married to Makhdoom Sahib,” Mumtaz Begum said with an attitude. 
“Appa, for god’s sake, don’t speak of marrying her to Makhdoom Sahib. There are horses, dogs, and women in his haveli, and there is no distinction between the three. And Husn-e-Jahan is Husn-e-Jahan,” he clasped his hands together in front of Mumtaz. 
“It is lucky that even he can be gotten at this age. Do you want her to find nobody?” Mumtaz said to him insultingly. 
“I will set fire to this house if someone tries to get Husn-e-Jahan out of this house,” Sultan was suddenly infuriated at her sentences. Mumtaz started to scream for her servants at his yelling. Cursing Sultan, she said, “I will have you cut into pieces and thrown in front of the dogs.”
Before the servants could come and Sultan could be beaten up, Husn-e-Jahan had come running and became a shield for Sultan in front of her mother. 
“Amma, he won’t say anything now. You have sold the house, tell me when it has to be vacated. Don’t say anything to Sultan.”
“Put a strap around this pet,” Mumtaz said arrogantly and walked away from there, and Husn-e-Jahan had pulled Sultan to her room. 
“You go too Sultan. You have a wife and children. For how long will you keep hanging with me,” she had said to him as soon as she came inside the room. 
“Is there no one who can protect you, save you from Makhdoom Sahib,” Sultan had suddenly started to sob hysterically. 
“I have asked Allah, Sultan. He will send help. He will send help,” she was muttering, and it seemed to Sultan like she was going insane. She was not a governor, a saint, or a dervish…what miracle could occur for her? What help could come? He could not say all that to her, but for the first time in life, Sultan made the supplication that may Husn-e-Jahan find someone. A companion for life who would halt Husn-e-Jahan’s descent. Save her from all the evils that Sultan was unable to save her from. 
And help had come.

******************** 

“Abdul Aala had sent a ticker for her from Turkey. She had Turkish citizenship. There was no need for her to get the visa,” he was telling her in a defeated manner. 
“I had her run away but I conducted the drama that Husn-e-Jahan had jumped in the ocean and committed suicide. I had placed her bag, shoes, and suicide letter inside the bag on the seaside, and I had also asked a friend of mine to publish the news of her suicide in the newspapers. If we had not conducted the drama of her suicide, then Makhdoom Sahib’s men would have found her even in Turkey. Mumtaz Begum would have killed me. She suspected me, but seeing my grief, she was convinced that she had really died.”
Momina was watching her father’s face. What a man he was. What kind of a love it was. Like that in stories and tales. Momina could not figure out what to say to him. He was looking at the palms of both his hands. He would start rubbing them together, then started looking at them again. 
“She got married in Turkey. There was no further communication ever again. It is possible that she tried. Wrote a letter to me too, but I had changed houses…even if a letter was to come, where would it come?” he said. 
“Abba, what was in Husn-e-Jahan that you went to that extent? Who does this in anyone’s love?” Momina said to her father. 
Sultan raised his head and looked at her. A shine appeared in his eyes, and a smile upon his face. Then he declared triumphantly to Momina, “Sultan!”
“Only Sultan can do that,” Momina seemed to applaud her father. 
“Who did she marry? Do you know?” she asked Sultan as he was leaving the room. He shook his head in negation as he stood. 
“How could I ask her who she married? How could Sultan do this cruelty to himself? But I do know that whomever she married…she must have been happy. If she hadn’t been, she would certainly have called Sultan,” he said, and limped out of his room. 
It was a strange story of love of which Sultan was not the third, but the fourth corner. Sitting there, Momina searched for Sultan in the maze of Husn-e-Jahan’s life. She felt and odd sort of envy for Husn-e-Jahan. What did she have that she should have been loved like that? What was it that she had been so loved. 
She had a strange curiosity regarding Husn-e-Jahan. Where was she? And if she was alive, then why was she away from Qalb-e-Momin? And Sultan…why was she away from Sultan?

******************* 

Surraya went outside and opened the door when the doorbell rang. Qalb-e-Momin said salam to her and said, “Assalam Alaikum, is this Momina Sultan’s house?”
Surraya looked at the white roses that he held in his hand and said, “Yes, yes, it is her house. Have you come to deliver flowers?”
Qalb-e-Momin was somewhat embarrassed, “No Anti, I…she was working with me in a film.”
Qalb-e-Momin felt an odd hesitation in taking his name, but Surraya instinctively said, “Qalb-e-Momin.”
Momin was startled, “You know me?”
“Oh yes, yes, I am Momina’s mother, Surraya. I know everything. Come inside,” holding his hand, she had led him inside. “There is no one in the house. The servant is on leave, the driver has gone to get Momina, and Momina’s father has gone to a friend’s house,” she brought Momin into the lounge and had him sit down.
“And you still brought me inside. Anti, this is not a good thing,” Qalb-e-Momin tried to make her understand. 
“What can anyone take from us, beta? In this part of life, I am not fearful of anyone. Oh, so you used to give white roses to Momina,” as she spoke, Surraya looked at the white roses held in his hand, and she suddenly remembered the roses in the vase in Momina’s room. Qalb-e-Momin got confused. He could neither say yes, nor no. 
“She kept them in the vase. Did not even let us throw away the wilted and dried ones. She has just let me throw them,” Surraya told him fluently. A color came and passed over Momin’s face. “Give me these roses, I’ll go and put them in her room,” Surraya had taken the roses from his hand. 
“I don’t know why your face looks very familiar to me,” Momin had had that feeling when he saw her at the door, but as he spoke with her after coming inside, the feeling that he had met Surraya was further intensified. 
In his childhood, Surraya had once come to meet Husn-e-Jahan, and Qalb-e-Momin had then seen her fleetingly. Had he been sitting with Surraya and Husn-e-Jahan at that time, he would not have had trouble recognizing Surraya, but despite that, Surraya face had been preserved somewhere in his subconscious.

******************** 

Upon entering the lounge in the evening, Momina heard Surraya’s laughter and singing, and a wave of fear had passed through her body. Was she again in that state? Still sitting with Jehangir. For some moments, Momina had stood right there with her hand upon the door handle.

“It has now been years since I sang, but I’m trying because you are asking me. What should I sing? What more should I sing?” she heard Surraya say. She was sitting at the far end of the lounge. “Oh yes, I will sing that. I only sing this when I am in the mood. Today, just for you,” she said as if she was conversing with someone, and then clearing her throat, she started to sing in a most melodious manner.

“How am I to walk with you, beloved—you are the sea, and I, the breeze of the shore.” 

Momina had moved forward. Surraya’s back was towards her, and Momina was only looking at her. It was not in her wildest imagination that there could have been another person in the lounge, and that too, Qalb-e-Momin.

It was the sound of a clap that had startled Momina, and she saw Qalb-e-Momin sitting on another sofa. He had not noticed her either. He was praising Surraya in the middle of the song. Momina could not move forward. That scene was just so unbelievable for her. How was he present there?

“You have sung wonderfully, Anti,” he was telling Surraya, and she was laughing in a strange state of happiness, and getting bashful. 
“No, no! You are only saying that to make me happy.”
“Absolutely not! I have recorded it on the phone. If you have a headphone, I will have you listen to it too. Put on the headphone and listen to it,” as he spoke, he saw Momin for the first time, standing at the other side of the sofa, and he fell silent. 
“Oh Momina! Qalb-e-Momin is here to meet you. I will just bring the headphone for him. Says he will include my song in the film,” following his eyes, Surraya saw Momina, and without taking much interest, she spoke to her rapidly and walked out of the room. 
“Please sit.”
Momin had not expected what Momina had said, but he sat down again. She came and sat on the other sofa too. Seeing Surraya happy with him, Momina’s heart had melted in an odd manner. 
“I came to apologize,” Qalb-e-Momin said to her without any preamble. 
“There is no need for that. Perhaps I too overreacted,” Momina said to him in response. She was the requirement of his film, and if he had abandoned his ego and come to her to save his film, it was not surprising for Momina. She was not willing to give his visit to her house any greater meaning than that. 
“It is the first slap I have had in life. I will try that it is my last,” Momin had said to her. She had smiled at his sentence. Momin had smiled too. 
“How do you know Husn-e-Jahan?” Momin asked her the very next moment. “What is your association with her?” Qalb-e-Momin probed. Momina gave no reply. She seemed to be selecting the words to give a reasonable answer to his question. But she had not needed them at all. 
“Momina!”
Qalb-e-Momin and Momina simultaneously turned their necks to look at Sultan coming from outside, and Momin stood up as if struck by lightning. It had taken him a second to recognize Sultan, and then to realize who Momina Sultan was. 
Sultan’s face was engraved on his memory.

*********************** Episode 12
Life of Jahan! 

It is not Husn-e-Jahan who is writing you this letter, Qalb-e-Momin’s mother is writing it. Today I read those letters of Qalb-e-Momin that he had written to Allah. You remember that letter box that I had made for him? He has kept it in the jungle, and he puts a letter inside it every day. The letter that I hae read today is his 30th letter. He has asked Allah to send you back.

Qalb-e-Momin is not to be blamed in our fight. The burden that fell upon my chest after your leaving, has increased further after reading this letter. 
I am your culprit, Taha, and I am also your son’s culprit. I should not have sold those pictures, and even if I did sell them, I should have sold them after asking you. 
You had brought white roses for me that day, and many things for Qalb-e-Momin. I found out after you had left, and I am also certain that you have found work. I was most regretful after you left. I thought about going after you to Abdul Aala’s house and conciliate you. I knew that you must definitely after gone to him after leaving me, but then your words became the chain on my feet. Their resonance had not ended. 
I figured I should not go after you. If I have come between you and Allah, then I should not come. If you have become incapable of doing calligraphy because of me, then I should remove these shackles from your hands. 
But today, Qalb-e-Momin’s letter box shattered every idol of my ego. I have become selfless for myself, I cannot become so for my son. 
I am sending this letter at Abdul Aala’s address with Momin’s letters. I know you will get them if you are there, and when you get them, and you read them, then come back. Your son loves you very much. Far more than I. He sat to write letters to Allah for you. I am certain that he will never write to Allah for me. He needs you. I need you too…what more can I say to you, Taha…just that when you come this time too, come with white roses.

Your Husn-e-Jahan
********************* 

Such a close relationship will turn up with Momina Sultan, Qalb-e-Momin had never even imagined. But now he did not even wish to think about that. It was not just him who had recognized Sultan, Sultan was also looking at him with eyes that had recognition.

“Oh...I did not even have to introduce the two of you. You two have probably already recognized each other,” Surraya had entered the lounge at that very moment with the headphone, and seeing Qalb-e-Momin and Sultan standing, she assumed herself that they had been introduced.

“Why are you standing? Please sit,” Sultan had limped forward as he said to Qalb-e-Momin nervously. Qalb-e-Momin had turned his head to look at Momina. She stood silently. There was no guilt, no mortification on her face that he wanted to see. It was undoubtedly not her fault. The fault was Sultan’s. Qalb-e-Momin couldn’t figure out what to do—scream and yell, run away, or grab Sultan’s collar.

“Surraya! This is Husn-e-Jahan’s son…Qalb-e-Momin,” Sultan was introducing him to 

Surraya, and the headphone had fallen from her hand. 
“Our Husn-e-Jahan’s?” she had exclaimed in a state of great disbelief as she both her hands
on her chest. Then she rushed to Momin, and taking his face into both her hands, she said, “The
same eyes, the same nose, the same forehead. Why did I not recognize? Surraya is done
for…Surraya is just done for.” She was overwhelmed as she looked at Qalb-e-Momin’s face, and 
then she started to denounce herself. 
Momin turned around and sat on the sofa without saying anything. It was now time for 
closure, or showdown. 
Sultan had also moved forward and sat down on a sofa. Without stopping there, Surraya
had run to get tea, as if she had realized for the first time that a very important guest had come to 
her house. 
“Momina told me about my character in your story,” Sultan had started to speak after 
staying quiet for some time. “I am not your story’s villain, Momin. Husn-e-Jahan and Taha did not
separate because of me.”
Momin interrupted him resentfully, “Don’t give me false justifications about things I 
already know.”
“What do you know?” Sultan got incensed too. 
“My father hated you,” Momin crossed the bridge of civility in a matter of moments. Sultan 
just watched his face. 
“I hate your father too, and you too. So what? Does that make me a culprit?” Sultan had 
said in an equally cutting tone. “My daughter hated you after that film’s audition, does that make
you a culprit and a transgressor?” His statements had started to inflame Momin now. He should 
only have spoken of Husn-e-Jahan and Taha. Why had he started talking about him and Momina? “I saw you at my house with Husn-e-Jahan, and devastation came into my house after that. 
You still want me to listen to your lies and not consider you a villain?” Momin had said to him in 
an extremely harsh tone. For a few moments, he seemed to have forgotten where he was sitting, 
and what he had come there to do, and how his film could be affected by whatever he was saying. “What do you know, Momin? You don’t know anything. It was not I because of whom
Husn-e-Jahan and Taha were separated. It was you who became the cause of that home’s
devastation,” Sultan retorted, and Momina had tried to stop her father. 
“Abba!”
Sultan did not let her speak, “Let me tell him, Momina. He’s not a child anymore, nor I am
I Husn-e-Jahan to keep hiding everything from him because it might break his heart.” “My mother and father loved me deeply. Why would they separate because of me? It was
you, Sultan, your letters, and your affair with my mother which….”
Sultan said to him with great fury, “Don’t utter another word about me and your mother. 
People like you cannot understand the relationship between her and I. Your father did not doubt
the relationship between us, he had objection to the letters. He did not suspect Husn-e-Jahan’s
character—you are doing it. If he had a fear it was that if I kept writing her letters, she would one
day leave everything and return back to Pakistan into the world of showbiz again. He did not have
the fear that she would run away with me.”
Extremely maddened, Momin suddenly stood from his seat, and pointing towards Sultan 
with his finger, he said, “Don’t tell me stories of yours and Husn-e-Jahan’s eminence. Why had 
you come to our house…why…?”
“Didn’t you used to write letters to Allah to ask for things? Your mother could not tolerate
that, and she had summoned me to bring the pictures made by your father to Pakistan and sell them
and send her the money because no one was going to buy them in Turkey, and she wanted to hide
all that from Taha. He was jobless in those days, but he would never have let her sell those pictures. 
For you, she sold the masterpieces of Taha’s love because she was your mother. She forgot what
a beloved and a husband could do to her,” Sultan went on speaking. Qalb-e-Momin just listened 
with clenched lips. He did not wish to believe any of those things, and nor was he. He had come
forward and grabbed Sultan’s shirt. Momina had darted forward, and she tried to free Sultan’s
collar from his hands. 
“It is easy, isn’t it, Qalb-e-Momin, to consider that mother bad and characterless who is
connected with showbiz? It is difficult, is it not, to be a man and to peek into your own collar?”
Sultan had pushed Momina away and said in a jeering manner, as if he was challenging Qalb-eMomin, as if he did not wish Momina to come in the middle of the fight. 
“I had sold my house for seventy thousand rupees and I sent that money for you and Husne-Jahan. I had lied to your mother that those pictures had sold at the best possible price. I could 
not tell her that people had forgotten her in Pakistan. That entire money was spent on you, Qalbe-Momin. Try to remember, even after Taha had left the house and gone, from where had your 
mother continued to spend money on you until she could.”
Sultan’s collar fell from Qalb-e-Momin’s grasp. He remembered. Even for a year after 
Taha had left, Husn-e-Jahan had kept buying him all that she could. The rent for the house, which 
had not been paid for the past many months, was also paid, and also the fees for his school, and 
Qalb-e-Momin had been under the impression that Husn-e-Jahan had been doing all that from the
savings she had from his father’s money. 
His head started to spin. So, was this the reason why Dada was always silent even upon his
repeatedly asking about the error? Husn-e-Jahan had kept quiet because it had not been Husn-eJahan’s fault? They were Qalb-e-Momin’s desires and needs that had drowned his home. The most
undesirable had happened with Qalb-e-Momin, and at the most undesirable time. Sultan was not
wrong. Qalb-e-Momin’ sixth sense seemed to have started to agree with everything that Sultan 
was saying. 
Before Sultan had come into their house, his mother had taken down the pictures that
Momin had always seen on the walls of his house, and Momin had never seen those pictures
anywhere in that house again. Not even when they had picked up and took all their things, and 
Husn-e-Jahan had given all of Taha’s calligraphies to Abdul Aala. Even then, those pictures had 
not been among them. Husn-e-Jahan’s pictures dancing in the red dress. 
Without uttering a single word, he went from there at lightning speed. By the time Surraya
brought tea, he was not there. 
“Where has Qalb-e-Momin gone?” Surraya asked in surprise. 
“He has gone Amma! He won’t come now,” looking at Sultan, Momina said to Surraya, 
and left the room.

*********************** 

The calligraphy of ﻢ3ﻘِﺘَﺴﻤﻟاطا+ﻟاﺎﻧَــــﺪﻫاhung like always on the wall of Qalb-e-Momin’s

house. Everyday after coming home, he stood in front of it for a while. He also stood in front of it every morning before leaving home, and he repeated that verse over and over again. That day he had not been able to stay there after coming inside. The straight path that he was able to see, that straight path was testing him greatly.

After coming inside his bedroom, he sat on his bed. His mind was numb. What had he done with his mother for all these years? What had he ended up doing…and why…? The reverberation was such that it would not cease. The story of his film had started to choose the hero and villain by itself. The one whom he had made the villain had turned out to be the hero, and the hero had become the villain. A man of small heart and weak morality.

He suddenly remembered Husn-e-Jahan intensely, and that letterbox too upon which the first stain of blood was his, and the second of Husn-e-Jahan. 
********************** 

The hammer fell with full force on Husn-e-Jahan’s hand instead of on the nail she was holding. She did not scream but she writhed with pain. Scared, Momin let the hammer fall from his hand. Blood flowed from Husn-e-Jahan’s hand, and kept on flowing.

“Mummy!” suddenly scared, Momin started to cry. 
“Now, now, don’t cry! It is not your fault, my hand shook. Let’s clean the floor quickly. Your Baba is about to come, he will be displeased,” even with her bloodied hand, she had comforted Momin, and pushing everything to one side, she had brought out a cloth and started to clean the blood on the floor. Before Taha came, she had even swathe her hand and the floor had also been cleaned, but Taha asked the first question by holding her hand. 
“What happened?”
“I was just putting a nail in the wall and got hit with the hammer,” Momin heard his mother say to Taha with a smile. 
“Baba, I hurt Mummy,” Momin had not been able to tolerate it, and crying once more, he had started to tell his father. 
“He’s just crying. Enough, enough, my dear, don’t cry. Don’t say anything to Baba. It is not hurting me,” picking up the crying Qalb-e-Momin and hugging him close and comforting him, she had whispered in his ear, and Qalb-e-Momin had instantly stopped his crying and holding up his finger, he said, “But it hurts me.”
Husn-e-Jahan instinctively kissed his finger and said, “Then it hurts me too.”

*********************** 

That letterbox was in his hand, and it would be foolishness to search for those blood stains upon its latch after all these years, but Momin seemed to remember the place where the blood stains were upon the letter box. Kissing the letterbox with his lips, he had started to cry, and pressing it to his eyes, he went on crying. Sobbing like a young child. He felt like he had wounded his mother that day too. His mother had hidden that wound that day too. But he could understand from where that entire pain that was exhausting Momin was bubbling out from.

He had never thought that the story of ‘Alif’ would disgrace him in his own eyes. “I am sorry Mummy, I hurt you,” crying, he seemed to ask forgiveness from Husn-e-Jahan, like he always used to ask when he committed a mistake in childhood. That voice was nowhere there that always used to tell him, 
“It’s alright Momin. It’s alright.”

******************** 

“Give these letters to Momin,” it was a bundle of letters that Sultan had brought to her room that day. 
“What are these, Abba?”
“They are Momin’s trust. These are the letters that Husn-e-Jahan had sent to me from Turkey, which started with Taha and ended with Momin. Sultan had never been in them anywhere,” Sultan said, laughing with a strange distress as he stood there. 
“Abba, what will he do with these letters now? And what face will I go to give these? He will not want to meet me.”
She was getting ready to go somewhere and she had told Sultan. She did not wish to face Momin now. 
“Just ask him Momina, where Husn-e-Jahan is…is she alive…who did she marry?” it seemed like Sultan had just not heard her refusal. He spoke to her and had left the room. 
Momina could not figure out what she should do. Her father had created a huge dilemma by asking her to face Qalb-e-Momin once more. To make her heart understand once more not to make the mistake that Husn-e-Jahan had made.
*********************

“Yaar, don’t go inside the office. Don’t know what has happened to Momin Bhai. If he says something to you again, I won’t be able to meet your eyes,” Dawud had tried to stop Momina. She had come to the office to meet Momin.

“I won’t say anything to you, Dawud. I am not in the habit of complaining,” she had reassured Dawud in response. She had told him and come inside Momin’s office. 
Momina had knocked on the door and entered. He was busy working on his laptop. With disheveled hair, red eyes, and a grown shave, Momina had never seen him in that state ever before. He lifted his head and looked at Momina, then he got weary of working. 
Leaving his laptop, he got up from his office chair and came and sat on the sofa. Picking up the cigarette box lying on the chair, he lit a cigarette with the lighter. Momina sat close to him on the sofa. Before he could take a drag from the cigarette pressed between his lips, Momina gently removed the cigarette from between his lips. 
“Why have to come to the real cigarette from the fake one? Just light the lighter,” she said to him as she crushed the cigarette in the ashtray. The lighter was still pressed between Momin’s fingers. 
“This is very little fire. There is an inferno within me in which everything is burning,” he tossed the lighter onto the table and said to her in an odd tone, as if she was the sympathizer he required to whom he could say everything. It was the fire of regret in which he was burning at the moment, and Momina did not need an admission from Momin’s mouth to guess that. 
“It was no fault of yours,” she consoled Momin. He laughed and went on laughing. 
“Whose fault was it besides mine? My mother did not deserve a child like me. Who does all that with his mother that I did? How could he?” he was now clenching his fists in a strange state of anguish. Momina felt pity for him. 
“Forgive yourself.”
“I cannot till my last breath,” he interrupted Momina. “You knew everything about me, Momina, and you did not tell me anything? Why did you hide everything from me?” he complained to Momina. 
“Every secret is a trust. Every mystery opens at its own time. My teacher had told me this, and he had spoken correctly. This was the time for it all. How could you know everything before time?” she was addressing him in a more friendly manner now, like an old friend. 
“My desires destroyed Mummy and Baba, their home, their life,” Qalb-e-Momin said in a tearful voice. He seemed to be making the effort to stop his tears. 
“You were a child, you were innocent, you are not a transgressor,” Momina tried to place a balm upon his wounds. He shrugged his head, as if he did not accept Momina’s statement. 
“I am now. I have become one now. Here Momina, something burns here, and here, and everywhere. I was cruel to Husn-e-Jahan. I was cruel to my mother over and over again,” he was controlling his tears with great effort. He was rubbing his temples and speaking to Momina. He was telling her everything as if he was sure that she understood his feelings.
“You can beg forgiveness from her, if she is alive,” Momina said to him suddenly. 
“She is not! She passed away many years ago,” Momin said instinctively. Tears suddenly started to flow from his eyes, as if he had lost control. Like a young child. He was trying to wipe his tears with his sleeve, but they were welling up like a flood. 
It takes great courage to witness a powerful man breaking, and Momina was having a hard time exhibiting that courage and bravery at that moment. 
“She had gotten married. I don’t know to whom, but Dada had gotten her married,” he was telling her everything without her asking. 
“You did not try to find out?” Momina asked him. 
“I did not tried then. Now I am, and I think I know. There was only one man whom Dada always met when he came to Pakistan. Whose name he always took. Master Ibrahim!”
Momina felt like the ground had shaken beneath her feet for a few moments. She felt as if her mind had stopped working for a while. 
“I’m trying to find him. I haven’t been able to find him yet, but I will. At least now, it is very important for me to meet him,” Qalb-e-Momin was talking to her without paying attention to her expressions. 
“Every secret is a trust. Every mystery opens at its own time,” someone whispered in Momina Sultan’s ears. 
“What happened to you?” she had suddenly stood up and Momin said to her as he saw her. 
“Nothing. I have to go somewhere. Abba has given these for you,” the disconcertedness of her sentences pricked her herself, but Momina was finding it impossible to keep her emotions under control. 
“What is this?” taking the bundles of letters, Momin had looked at her face. 
“You can open them and see,” she had said, and then left without stopping. 
Momina was holding her head as she sat in the back seat of the car. She had been going to Master Ibrahim for so many years, and why had that thought never occurred to her? But how could that thought come to her that the Husn-e-Jahan whom she heard her father mention twenty fours a day in her house was Master Ibrahim’s late wife?
She had not even guessed it, or had Master Ibrahim just not allowed her to guess, even when she had taken those pictures of Husn-e-Jahan to Master Ibrahim to sell which Sultan had given to her after keeping them with him for many years. It was during the attempts of collecting money for Jehangir’s treatment, and Momina Sultan had taken those pictures made by Taha to Master Ibrahim. That had been three years ago. 
“Abba has these old paintings. There was a dancer and heroine of the past, Husn-e-Jahan, these are her pictures. Her husband was a calligrapher of Turkey. He had made them. We are gradually selling everything for Jehangir’s treatment. Abba said to ask Master Sahib, people visit him from art schools. Can these be sold?” Momina had handed him the bundle of rolled pictures which she had brought carefully in a bag.
“Okay, let me see. It is possible that I can do something,” taking those pictures from her, Master Ibrahim had started to open them, and he grew still as soon as he saw the first picture. It seemed to Momina as if the color of his face had altered. She had thought something else. 
“They have gotten old lying around, that is why they look like that. Otherwise Abba has always kept them with great care. Never even thought about selling them. Abba is only forced now because of Jehangir. They can be sold, right?” Momina had felt then that perhaps he had gotten strange after looking at the condition of the pictures, so she had quickly tried to provide clarification, and then she had asked him with great hope. 
“These are extremely valuable,” he had lifted his head and looked at Momina. Momina saw a strange expression in his eyes. 
“Yes, Abba says that too. But if they had been so valuable, Abba would have sold them and set up some business, or he would have done something when Jehangir first fell ill,” Momina had said in response. 
“What is your father’s name?” he had asked Momina. 
“His real name is Huzoor Baksh, but when he started working in the industry with Husne-Jahan, she named Abba Sultan. Abba says she used to say I am Husn-e-Jahan, you should at least be Sultan. So now everyone calls Abba Sultan,” Momina had told him. 
“I wish you had brought these pictures a few years ago,” he had mumbled in a strange manner. 
“What would have happened then?” Momina was surprised. 
“I could have done something,” he said in a low voice. 
Momina had grown worried. “They will not sell now?” she had asked anxiously. 
“Who will have enough money to be able to buy them?” it seemed to her like there were tears in Master Ibrahim’s eyes, but she had not understood the reason for them. Why would he cry looking at those pictures? They were not calligraphies of Quranic verses. They were a dancer’s dance poses. 
“But I will sell them, Momina. I will do something. You tell your father not to worry,” he had reassured Momina, and the next day he had given her one lac rupees. Momina had been stunned to see the money. 
“This is a lot of money, Master Sahib,” she had told Master Ibrahim. 
“It is only one lac.”
“One lac is a very big amount. You got it in return for the pictures?” Momina could not seem to believe it. 
“Yes, the buyer only had this much, otherwise he would have given more,” he had told her. 
“Abba won’t believe it. And I…even I did not know these were so valuable that someone would give one lac for them,” Momina had said to him most delightedly without paying attention to what he said. 
“The one who made them is very valuable. The one of whom they are is priceless,” Master Ibrahim had said, and his sentences were still echoing in her ears to that day. 
She was now certain that he had given her his own money. But why did he hide it from her that those were his wife’s pictures? Did he know Husn-e-Jahan, or did he know only Husna—this Momina had to find out from him.

*********************** 

As she entered his house, Master Ibrahim’s voice was echoing in her ears. “I never would have come to Pakistan; I had run from here in my youth for Europe. Then first I got Abdul Aala Sahib’s companionship, the Husna’s association, so my world and my afterworld were both adorned,” he had told her once. 
“You started off for Pakistan at the request of one woman?” Momina had been curious. 
“At the request of a pious woman,” in response, he had started to mention Husna with an odd reverence. “The companionship of a pious woman is not even the fate of kings. I wonder what good deed I committed that Allah considered me worthy of this blessing,” Master Ibrahim always got tearful like that when mentioning her. “Husna said, let’s go to Pakistan. I came to Pakistan. Then one day the Quran scholar in the mosque handed me a Quran for repair. Husna and I sat down to repair it right at home. When we went to return it to the mosque, the scholar handed us a few more Qurans. Then us husband and wife started to do just this work. Don’t know how, Allah then started to send more helpers for the repair work too. Husna had this work started with the mehr money I paid her at the time of marriage, and that money had just kept increasing, it doesn’t finish. That money is kept in a trunk. I put the money in it. It has been so many years, her mehr money just runs on and on, otherwise I used to wonder what we would do if it ended? I have expanded the work a lot, resources are not so much. This was not Europe where I could have made lacs in two minutes. But Husna’s mehr is greatly blessed. That is why I say, beta, the companionship of a pious woman is not even awarded to kings. This is only the fate of the good fated.”
Master Ibrahim’s entire conversation made with reference to his wife and his work came to her ears, and now that she had come to meet Master Ibrahim after finding out everything, his entire conversation about ‘Husna’ was echoing in her ears. That Husna who had once been ‘Husne-Jahan’. 
Master Ibrahim was in his room that day too, seated on a chair. Without stopping in the veranda, Momina knocked on the door and entered his room. Her mind seemed to have become a vortex at the moment. She didn’t know how many things were getting caught in the rotations of that vortex. 
“Momina! See what a long life you have. I was just thinking about you and you came,” Master Ibrahim had smiled as soon as he saw her. He was seated on a chair looking at a calligraphy placed on the table. 
“Look at this,” he had said to Momina. “This is the calligraphy that Abdul Aala Sahib gave my wife and I as the present on our wedding,” he said. Momina sat near him on the other chair. She held the calligraphy and looked at it. 
“Extremely beautiful! What is the meaning of this verse?” she asked the meaning of the

calligraphed verse. “‘Whomever Allah will, He picks and pulls towards Himself, ﻪ3ْﻟ>إِ ghِﺘَﺠeَ Mا ﺐ3qِﻳُ ﻦﻣﻪ3ْﻟ>إِيﺪﻬْــَmوَ ءُﺎﺸjَ ﻦﻣ(Surah Al-Shura – Verse 13),” he said instinctively. Momina felt

like something had gotten lodged in her throat. 
‘So Husn-e-Jahan had also been among those people whom Allah had chosen and pulled 
towards Himself,’ she thought with yearning. 
“Master Sahib, tell me about your wife,” trying to gain control on herself, she had asked 
Master Ibrahim. 
He looked at her in surprise, “About Husna?”
Momina nodded her head.
“I always keep talking about her. Why are you asking today, Momina?” he said, looking at
Momina’s face. She had looked at at him silently. There was something in her eyes that Master 
Ibrahim was not able to take his eyes away. After looking at her for a long while, he averted his
gaze and said, “Every secret is a trust. Every mystery opens at its own time.” It was like he knew
what Momina had come to confirm from him that day. 
“You knew, didn’t you, that Husn-e-Jahan was actually Husna…?” Momina left her 
sentence unfinished. 
Master Ibrahim said in a low voice, nodding his head in an acknowledging manner. “That
day when you brought those pictures, that day I found out that Husna was Husn-e-Jahan. Abdul
Aala Sahib never even told me that she was his daughter in law, his son’s widow,” he was
muttering. 
“Why didn’t he tell you? How could Abdul Aala tell you such a big lie?” Momina could 
not understand. 
“Even if it had been a lie, I have forgiven him,” Master Ibrahim seemed to start
remembering everything. The past started to flip back and forth in front of his eyes like pages.

******************** 

Ibrahim fell in love at the very first glance at Husn-e-Jahan dressed like a bride. He had not seen her before the marriage, and now that he saw her, he had been stunned. Dressed like a bride, she sat with lowered eyes.

“Abdul Aala Sahib did not even tell me that you are so beautiful,” he had said to Husn-e

Jahan. 
“It is the beauty of your eye,” she had said to Ibrahim without raising her eyes. “You are not just Husna, you are also Husn-e-Jahan. I am extremely fortunate,” Ibrahim

had praised her instinctively. 

Husn-e-Jahan suddenly raised her eyes and looked at him, “I wish to say something to you.”
“Please say it,” Ibrahim had said to her with a smile. 
“What if you find out that I have told you a lie?” she asked Ibrahim a strange question. 
Without thinking, Ibrahim said to her, “Then I would forgive you because Abdul Aala Sahib had vouched for you.”
She was oddly startled at his sentence. “What had he said about me?” she had asked Ibrahim. 
“He had said that your character was worth writing on gold paper. Your piety is heavier than all the treasures of the world. Your love for Allah is greater that all the calligraphies of Abdul Aala’s life.” The water that surged into Husn-e-Jahan’s eyes glimmered like diamonds. The smile that appeared on her lips enchanted Ibrahim. 
“Abdul Aala Sahib has indebted me,” her voice grew tearful. 
“I am fully capable of repaying your every debt,” Ibrahim had said, taking her hand into his hands. 
“This is a debt that I shall not be able to repay even on the Day of Judgment,” Ibrahim saw his wife lowering her head. She was crying, and Ibrahim was never able to understand why she would cry her entire life at the mention of Abdul Aala Sahib’s name.

******************** 

Sitting in front of Master Ibrahim, Momina was not even blinking her eyes as she listened to him speak of Husn-e-Jahan. She was not even able to breath. Master Ibrahim was silent. There was moisture in his eyes, and Momina was wondering of which world these people were? Of which universe were they the residents? Abdul Aala…Master Ibrahim…and Husn-e-Jahan….

“It was my fault. I had told Abdul Aala Sahib that I did not wish to marry a woman who had children. If I hadn’t said this, he would have told me. But if he had told me, I don’t know what I would have thought. I knew nothing about Pakistan’s film industry, nor about Husn-e-Jahan. But I did know that Abdul Aala Sahib’s daughter-in-law had been a dancer and actress, and she had done a great injustice to Abdul Aala Sahib by stealing his son, and then his grandson. I would never have been willing to believe that she was a good woman. Perhaps, that was also why Abdul Aala Sahib did not tell me,” he said.

“We all do this, don’t we, we follow our presumptions regarding people. We are never willing to believe that if we can make a mistake and change, then the other person can learn from his mistake too. The name of just one person is not written upon the door of repentance,” he had told Momina, and she had sat there stunned, looking at his face. What could she say? What could she have said?

“Did you never tell Abdul Aala Sahib that you had found out the truth?” she asked Master Ibrahim in a low voice. 
He shook his head in negation. “How could I tell him? He would not have been able to meet my eyes…he had not given me Husn-e-Jahan, he had only given me Husna. I had never seen a woman like that in my life. Now I wonder what I will do when I go into the next world? How will Husn-e-Jahan come to me in the presence of Taha? You had asked me how my wife was?” he asked Momina. 
“Her character worthy of being written on paper of gold. Her piety heavier than all of the world’s treasures. Her love for Allah greater than Master Ibrahim’s love,” tears fell like pearls from Master Ibrahim’s eyes, and like a flood from Momina Sultan’s eyes. She had come to sit in another world, and she wanted to stay in that world forever.

********************
“Abba, today I met with Husn-e-Jahan’s husband.” 

Sultan forgot how to walk as he was entering the lounge. He looked at Momina, who had just come home, in a state of disbelief. 
“Who? Who is he?” he said in a faltering tone. 
“The same Master Ibrahim to whom I go. Abdul Aala Sahib had gotten her married to him,” Momina said in a low voice. 
Sultan face changed color, “And Husn-e-Jahan…she…she is dead, right?” stammering, Sultan as if he already knew the answer to the question. 
With moisture shining in her eyes, Momina shook her head in negation and said, “No, she became Husna.”
Sultan’s lips started to flutter. Then his eyes started to flow. Just like Momina’s eyes.

********************
Life of Jahan! 

It is not Husn-e-Jahan who is writing you this letter, Qalb-e-Momin’s mother is writing it. Today I read those letters of Qalb-e-Momin that he had written to Allah. You remember that letter box that I had made for him? He has kept it in the jungle, and he puts a letter inside it every day. The letter that I hae read today is his 30th letter. He has asked Allah to send you back.

Qalb-e-Momin is not to be blamed in our fight. The burden that fell upon my chest after your leaving, has increased further after reading this letter. 
I am your culprit, Taha, and I am also your son’s culprit. I should not have sold those pictures, and even if I did sell them, I should have sold them after asking you. 
You had brought white roses for me that day, and many things for Qalb-e-Momin. I found out after you had left, and I am also certain that you have found work. I was most regretful after you left. I thought about going after you to Abdul Aala’s house and conciliate you. I knew that you must definitely after gone to him after leaving me, but then your words became the chain on my feet. Their resonance had not ended. 
I figured I should not go after you. If I have come between you and Allah, then I should not come. If you have become incapable of doing calligraphy because of me, then I should remove these shackles from your hands. 
But today, Qalb-e-Momin’s letter box shattered every idol of my ego. I have become selfless for myself, I cannot become so for my son. 
I am sending this letter at Abdul Aala’s address with Momin’s letters. I know you will get them if you are there, and when you get them, and you read them, then come back. Your son loves you very much. Far more than I. He sat to write letters to Allah for you. I am certain that he will never write to Allah for me. He needs you. I need you too…what more can I say to you, Taha…just that when you come this time too, come with white roses.

Your Husn-e-Jahan
******************* 

The letter started to shake in Qalb-e-Momin’s hand. Then his tears started to fall on it. On the table in front of him, there was a heap of letters that he was reading, and this had been the last letter after which Dada had come into his life, and all those letters had been with Sultan for all these years.

He touched his mother’s name written on the letter first with his fingers then with his lips. She had written that he loved Taha more than Husn-e-Jahan. She had also written that he had written a letter to Allah for Taha, he would never write one for Husn-e-Jahan. What could he tell his mother, how many letters he had been writing to Allah for Husn-e-Jahan. How many letters…how could he tell Husn-e-Jahan that she was his Jan-e-Jahan. Qalb-e-Momin could do anything for her. What Qalb-e-Momin could do, he had done.

*******************
“Dada…Dada…is Ammi here? Nasir told me.” 

Nearly throwing down his cycle, and with a red face and panting breath, he came in one leap to Abdul Aala standing in the veranda. A friend in the neighborhood had informed him of Husn-e-Jahan’s arrival, and Qalb-e-Momin went insane with joy.

He had never even thought that the reply would come so quickly to the letter sent to Allah in the letterbox. 
“Momin, tell me something,” Dada stopped him from going inside and asked him. He was very somber. 
“How much do you love your Mummy?”
He looked at his confused, and then he spread his arms wide, “This whole much.” Dada nodded his head, satisfied. 
“Then, can you do something for her?” Dada had asked him. 
“What?” Momin had said immediately. He was certain that he was going to send him to get flowers from the jungle, and he would run and get them, riding his cycle at the speed of wind. Or else he would send him to get things to eat. He would run and get those from the bakery too. A pile of things that Mummy liked. Momin made a list in his heart. 
“Don’t meet her. She has come for a little while. She will soon leave,” Abdul Aala had told him. Momin’s face paled. 
“But why shouldn’t I meet her?” he grew restless. 
“Because if you meet her, she will not go with the uncle to whom she is married,” he had told her. 
“Married?” Momin said in an uncomprehending manner. 
“Yes! You wanted your Mummy to have a lot of things. A lot of clothes, jewelry…everything…” Abdul Aala asked him in a strange, coaxing manner. 
“Yes!” he shook his head very simply. 
“Then you have to listen to me,” Abdul Aala told him. 
“And if I don’t meet her, she will get everything?” Momin asked suddenly. Abdul Aala nodded his head. 
“And Mummy will never cry either?” Momin asked another question. 
“She won’t cry, and she will always be happy. You want her to be always happy, right?” Abdul Aala had asked him. Momin’s eyes had filled with tears. He had nodded his head in consent. Tears rolled down his cheeks with the movement of his head. Abdul Aala patted him. 
“Dada, can I look at her once? From a distance?” he asked Dada in a tearful voice. 
After a moment’s hesitation, Abdul Aala said, “Yes! But you will not cry.”
Nodding his head as quick as lightning, Momin rubbed the tears from his eyes, “I won’t cry.” He promised tearfully.

********************* 

From the outside window, Qalb-e-Momin saw Husn-e-Jahan with her husband sitting on a wooden sofa in Abdul Aala’s house. She looked very happy and content. Dressed in lovely clothes, wearing some jewelry, and with some flowers. Just like she wore when she used to get ready for his Baba. Only his head and eyes were above the window. If he had his whole head up, he would have been seen by Husn-e-Jahan sitting right in front, and Dada had said that then she would not leave him and go, and then she would be sad again, and cry, and she would also not have all the things that she had then.

Watching her with unblinking eyes, Momin seemed to be doing all the math. His mother was looking nice. Very nice. Just like she was, and he did not care if the man next to her had taken his father’s place. He was just happy for his mother, but also sorrowful. His heart instinctively wished to call out to his mother, but his voice could not have reached Husn-e-Jahan through the glass pane. His eyes started to fill and blur with tears, and he finally blinked and shed the tears and let Husn-e-Jahan disappear from his view. Sitting down below the window, he covered his mouth with both his hands and sobbed uncontrollably. He no longer wished to write any letter to Allah now. 
**********************

Sitting in the semi-dark studio, Qalb-e-Momin placed those letters one atop another like playing cards, as if he was playing some game. His eyes were wet, red, and puffed, as if they had flowed for a long time.

Alif’s story was beginning from where it was ending. 
**********************
“You know Master Ibrahim, don’t you?” 

Momina had seen Qalb-e-Momin’s name and received the call, and she fell silent on his very first question. 
“Yes,” she said to Qalb-e-Momin after a short period of silence. “He is my teacher, and he was the one to whom your Dada married your Mummy.”
He was quiet for a while, then he said, “I want to meet him tomorrow. Would you like to come along, or will you give the address?”

********************** 

There was a padlock on Master Ibrahim’s door. Momina was surprised. “I don’t know why it is closed. It is not even time for prayers. I will ask the neighbors,” Momina told Momin. They had both come to Master Ibrahim’s house early the next morning, but there was a lock on the door. 
Momina tried to ring the doorbell of the house next to Master Ibrahim’s house, but before she could, the door opened and the neighbor’s boy came out—who was familiar with Momina due to her visits there. 
“Where is Master Sahib?” Momina asked Adil. 
“Momina Baji, he passed away last evening and he was buried at night,” Adil said most dejectedly, and Momina and Qalb-e-Momin were shocked. Momina felt like someone had extracted her soul. 
“When he felt unwell, he called me. I was the one to take him to the hospital, but he had a heart attack and passed away. He gave the housekey to me that I should give it to Momina when she comes. I will get it from inside. I could not find your number, otherwise I would have informed you too,” Adil said and went inside. Momina looked at Qalb-e-Momin. His face was weary. That curtain that Abdul Aala had wished to keep, even the Lord had not let it move. Neither of Master Ibrahim…nor of Abdul Aala…or of Husn-e-Jahan.

********************* 

Qalb-e-Momin opened the door of Master Ibrahim’s room, and then he gave way to Momina to enter first. Momina entered most despondently. As soon as Qalb-e-Momin entered the room, he saw many pictures of Master Ibrahim’s younger age on the wall. It was the same man whom he had seen with Husn-e-Jahan at Abdul Aala’s house. His regret increased.

Momina went to the table where that painting lay, which he was showing to her the previous day, and some other rolled up paintings too near that painting. Momina sat on the chair lying near the table. There was a paper on top of the framed painting, after quietly reading the writing on it, Momina passed it to Qalb-e-Momin. Qalb-e-Momin picked up the paper and looked at it.

“For my son Qalb-e-Momin!” 

It was Master Ibrahim’s handwriting. Water appeared in Qalb-e-Momin’s eyes. He rubbed his eyes. 
“And whomever Allah wishes, He chooses and pulls towards Himself. All these paintings are for you,” reading the translation of the verse of the framed painting, Momina handed it to Qalbe-Momin. He took the painting and sat on the other chair. Running an eye over the verse, he had seen Abdul Aala’s name. He could now recognize his work. 
“Abdul Aala Sahib had given this calligraphy to your Mummy as a gift when she was married to Master Sahib,” Momina had told him. Then, giving him a rolled painting, she said, “You will recognize this.”
Momin opened the rolled-up painting. Husn-e-Jahan was dancing in the painting. It was one of those paintings that he had seen in his childhood on the walls of his house. He had recognized them instantly. The painting had Taha Abdul Aala’s name on it. With a sad smile, Qalb-e-Momin touched the name. Momina was telling him how those paintings had gotten to Master Ibrahim. 
“The pigeons are sitting outside in the porch. I will give them water and grain,” she said as she got up and went outside. 
Qalb-e-Momin kept opening all the pictures and looking at them, and then rolling and putting them aside. It was the tale of his mother’s and father’s love. It was still where it had been even after a journey of decades. Passing through someone or the other’s hand, it had gotten back to him. As he rolled up the last picture and put it aside, he saw a large sized album on the table. He picked up the album and opened it. 
The very first picture was of Husn-e-Jahan’s and Master Ibrahim’s wedding. A faint smile came to Qalb-e-Momin’s lips. He turned the page. They were Husn-e-Jahan’s pictures with Master Ibrahim. Flashes of her happy and peaceful life spent in Europe. Moments spent in expensive cars and hotels. The tranquility of Husn-e-Jahan’s and Master Ibrahim’s life as they drank tea in the lawn of their home in Italy. 
“I am very happy Master Ibrahim that you gave my mother everything that Baba and I could not give her. You kept her happy,” he had muttered as he flipped the pages of the album. 
He had to change his script one more time. It was not Qalb-e-Momin’s story. It was the story of the journey of becoming Husna from Husn-e-Jahan. 
*********************

Eight Months Later
“Momina, autograph please! Madam, one selfie! Momina, I love you!” 

As she walked to the Red Carpet for the premier of ‘Alif’ in the midst of the throng and applause of representatives, photographers, and the audience of the cinema, Momina Sultan stopped for a moment to give an autograph on a fan’s shirt and tried to look for Qalb-e-Momin somewhere in the crowd, and her attempt did not fail. He was giving an interview to a channel when he saw Momina coming from afar. Even from a distance, they both knew who it was they were looking for. Making his talk brief, he made way through the crowd and came towards her. Without saying a word, she started walking with him. The security people sent them to a certain area of the cinema and stopped the entrance of other people from where the cast and production team of ‘Alif’ were preparing to enter the gallery.

Walking with Qalb-e-Momin, Momina asked him, “Are you nervous?” 

Qalb-e-Momin turned his head and smiled as he looked at her, “For the first time in my life, no!”
“I am!” Momina said. 
“Why?” Momin was surprised. 
“If the film is a hit, you will stay here. If it flops, you will leave everything to go to Turkey to establish a calligraphy school and become a calligrapher. Isn’t this what had been decided between you and Abdul Aala?” Momina said instead of answering his question. 
“Yes, what do you want? Should the film be a hit or a flop?” Qalb-e-Momin asked her. He was smiling. 
“That which is better for you,” she responded. 
Qalb-e-Momin took a deep breath, nodded his head, and then took her hand, like a friend, to enter the gallery. Momina felt his touch upon her hand. Her heart was gripped with sadness. She wanted to free her hand from him. She did not want to spoil her habits. The show was about to start.

********************* 

In that two and a half hours long film, claps and sniffles had echoed in that cinema. It was Qalb-e-Momin’s very first film in which loafer like whistles had not sounded in the hall, nor had young men’s roof splitting laughter and vulgar comments reverberated at risqué dialogues and jokes.

The audience sitting there seemed to be in a trance and it had remained in a trance. It was undoubtedly Qalb-e-Momin’s masterpiece to which Momina Sultan had given life. 

As soon as the show ended, the audience of that special premier stood up and started clapping. That applause had not ended for a very long time. And when it started to ebb, Momina Sultan saw journalists and people of the media surround Qalb-e-Momin like flies. A similar crowd had surrounded Momina Sultan. They were both very far from each other and the people who were around them were taking them even farther away.

The media people were getting the opinion of the audience leaving the hall, and Momina Sultan could hear their sentences periodically. 
“Oh, I can’t describe it in words. I just hugged my mother while watching it,” it was a seventeen-year-old burger girl.
“I am going straight from here to make amends with my wife. This film has awakened my conscience,” it was a bashfully smiling twenty-seven, twenty-eight-year-old young man who was telling a media person. 
“I forgave some people while watching the film. Some I’m going to forgive now. When someone tries to make you understand in such a manner, why wouldn’t it be understood?” she was a married woman who was wiping her eyes and smiling as she spoke. 
In the midst of all the voices, Momina Sultan once again tried to find Momin. The crowd around him was steadily increasing. It was Qalb-e-Momin’s fourth hit film, and the biggest hit. Indeed, whatever he touched, turned to gold.

***********************
“Why are you sad?” Aqsa asked Momina in the car on the way back from the cinema. 

“For you,” she tried to change the topic, and Aqsa seemed to have fallen in the trap. Putting her arms around Momina, she tried to hug her. The car which she was driving swerved a little. 
“Oh yaar, stop it! Dubai isn’t that far. I left my mayun ceremony to come to watch your film’s premiere. I will come similarly from Dubai too,” waving her henna adorned hands, she comforted Momina. 
“Not just mine, it was the premiere of Dawud’s film too,” Momina said to her. 
“Don’t talk rubbish. I could have refused Dawud one hundred times, but I couldn’t refuse you. Dawud had found a job in such a good company in Dubai, otherwise he and I would never have left Pakistan, and most particularly, we would not have left you. This sustenance of film is a very breezy sustenance. It is when it is, it isn’t when it isn’t. We are not Momina Sultan to get to the Oscar,” Aqsa was saying to her. 
Then suddenly she said to Momina, “Haven’t you and Momin talked?”
“About what?”
“About marriage, what else about?” Aqsa made fun of her. 
“You…Aqsa…are an absolute gone case. What were we talking about and where have you taken it,” Momina admonished her. 
“You hugged me and cried that you have started to love him, and Dawud says Momin is always looking at Momina’s frames during the film’s editing. He sees nothing but Momina in the film.”
“Because I used to be in Husn-e-Jahan’s getup in the frames and he saw Husn-e-Jahan in me. Now drop me. My house is here,” Momina interrupted her, and picked up her bag to get out of the car. 
“Think carefully about what I said,” Aqsa still could not resist saying that. Momina stayed quiet.

********************
“You should have met Jehangir. If he had seen this film, he would have become your fan.” 

Momina heard Surraya’s voice as she was entering the lounge and saw ‘Alif’ playing on the LCD in the lounge. 
“What a performance Momina has given. It does not even seem like she is not Husn-eJahan.”
She heard Sultan talking to someone and then she saw Qalb-e-Momin’s back. He was sitting with them, watching the film, and he was the one who had brought the copy there. With quiet steps, Momina came to her room without stopping, as if she did not want them to see her. As soon as she entered her room, the saw the two white roses in the vase lying there. Startled, she stopped, and then went towards them. They were fresh. 
“I wanted to bring more today, but then I thought even two are enough for you.”
She heard Qalb-e-Momin’s voice from behind her. Instinctively, she turned. 
“How did you know of my arrival?” she asked Momin instinctively. 
“Just like I knew about your leaving from the cinema,” Momin said instinctively. 
They were both quiet for a few moments, then Momina said, “Congrats! ‘Alif’ is a hit. You won the bet. Some very big investors were meeting you in the cinema today for the next project, right?”
“I’m going to Turkey tomorrow?” he interrupted her and said in a low voice. 
“For what?” she was surprised. 
“Forever.”
“But you…if the film had flopped…”
He interrupted Momina again. “It makes no difference now. I don’t want to lose this tranquility that has come inside me after so many years. Anyone can take Qalb-e-Momin’s place, but only Qalb-e-Momin can take Abdul Aala’s place,” he said. 
“Momina took a deep breath and said, “You made the right decision.” After a moment’s pause, she said, “I prayed for the film to flop.”
He smiled, “I know.”
Momina stood for a few moments then she opened the drawer of the bedside table, took out a key from inside, and extended it towards Momin, “This is your trust. The key to Master Sahib’s house.”
Momin held her hand, took the key from her, and placing it upon her palm, he closed her fist. 
“He had left this for you. He had left me some other assets.”
Momina pursed her lips. She did not want to cry. 
“Will you come with me?” he suddenly asked. Momina looked at him, startled, and then shook her head in negation. 
“Why?” he grew anxious. 
“Master Sahib’s house will be closed forever. Someone has to manage the work that Husne-Jahan started,” she said in a soft voice, looking at the key in her hand. 
“Even living at a distance, you can….” Momin tried to say something, but Momina stopped him. 
“Momin, I don’t wish to repeat Taha’s and Husn-e-Jahan’s tale again. Rumi says…away from the boundary of right and wrong, I will meet you in another world. You and I too, shall meet in another place, in another world,” she spoke as she looked into his eyes. 
“That place could be this one too. That time could be the present. We both now know the right and wrong,” Momin said. 
“You have received guidance, you go. I am still on the path. I have to travel,” water had started to fill her eyes. Momin was silent. The both of them looked at each other quietly. 
“I shall wait. When you are tired, and you want to put white roses in your hair instead of the vase, then come. Qalb-e-Momin is going only as a Momin. He is leaving the Qalb with you,” Momin said to her as he took her hand and gave her something. Tears blocked Momina’s throat.
“What is this?” she looked at what Momin had placed upon her hand. 
“The key to Dada’s house so that you don’t have to stand at the door and wait,” he said. 
Momina looked at his face. It was blurred through her tears. Without saying anything, she embraced him and started to cry. Qalb-e-Momin also cried with his arms around her.

********************* 

Abdul Aala’s house was shrouded in darkness and a strange sadness. The sun had been setting when Qalb-e-Momin arrived there. The whole house was covered with dust and haze. After turning on the main switch, he started to switch on the lights. The house gradually started to fill with light, even before night fell.

He walked into the room where Dada used to paint. The room was just like it used to be. A layer of dust lay upon some completed and unfinished paintings, and colors and brushes. A whisper echoed somewhere in his ears, in that same familiar, compassionate voice.

“Your name is Qalb-e-Momin. Your family has done Muhaqqiq calligraphy for the past ten generations, you are the eleventh generation, Qalb-e-Momin, and you too will write Quranic verses. Praising the greatness and beauty of Allah is in your blood and genes. You will come here after me.”

He laughed softly. His father’s unfinished calligraphy hung on the wall in front of him, 
ضرﻷْاو تاوﺎﻤﺴﻟا رﻮﻧ \ 

Momin went closer to the calligraphy. With his fingertips, he touched the layer of dust caked upon it. Taha Abdul Aala’s name was not on it. 
Qalb-e-Momin’s name was to be written upon it.

**********************
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