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Stoning*

‘According to a story attributed to Ibn-e-Omer, when
an adulterous couple was being stoned the man kept
leaning over the woman to shield her from the stones.’

Why does the crazed body harbour
This barbaric desire
Very ancient sad desire

- To enter the darkness

For an instant
For an instant?

What a miracle, O God of wrath,

That Adam created by you

Should seek to taste this death by stoning.

‘What limbo lends melody to his enchanted screams?

What was the ecstasy of the wound

Which dances so restlessly

While from every pore erupts a black and red river of
: blood.

FAHMIDA RIAZ

*Please see introduction: Hudood Ordinance.
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Surah-e-Yaaseen*

" Late at night, this eerie silence!

In this dimly dark pathway,

- with hurridly advancing footsteps,

[ am a lone woman. . - _

For a long time now [ have heard

the sound of footsteps following me.

Home!

My home!

How do I get to my home?

With parched throat and a sinking heart I think.
Perhaps I have forgotten my way,

this way is not my way,

all the alleyways are marked here

that alley has no name

and for miles and miles, holding their breath,
all these houses are unfamiliar.

There! Even the fragmented yellow moon
has drowned in the dark leaves.

Now there is nothing

Except in my mouth heavy w1th fear and paralysed,

my tongue.
Or, rising upwards, through the soles of my feet,
suffusing each and every pore of my body,
a certain dampness.

- FAHMIDA RIAZ

*A Muslim prayer equivalent to the Lord’s Prayer
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O God of Heaven and Earth

* At twilight the call to prayer sinks into silence

What stillness, O God of Heaven and Earth!

‘Praised be God, the God of éll the worlds
All praise to God who is very great.’

The rainwashed sparkling sky

Spreads blue as far as the eye can see.
The soft earth is clad in velvety green.
‘Praised be God, the God of all the worlds
All praise to God who is very great.’

‘What thought is this which wrings my heart

What realisation fills my eyes with tears

Why is this eerie silence in my bosom

What is this hesitation in my worship?

Why do my prayers become meaningless on my lips?

As if all within me were desolate and uninhabited.

If only someone would come, if only someone would
come and knock

How can I open the locked doors of my heart?

FAHMIDA RIAZ
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Come, Give Me Your Hand.

- Come, give me your hand

touch my body

and listen to the beating of your child’s heart
On that side of the navel

can you feel it stirring?

Leave it here o
for a little while longer, this hand on my cold body

‘My restless being has found tranquillity

My Jesus, the healer of my pain

every pore of my body

finds relief through this palm

Beneath this palm my precious child seems to turn

Let your' fingers know its body

get to know it

let me kiss these fingers of yours

let me kiss each and every fingertip

let me touch your nails with my lips

let me hide my face in this palm for a bit
these green fingers which bring flowers

With the tears which bubble up in my eyes

I shall tend these

the roots of these fingers which bring ﬂowers '
let me kiss them

the hair, the moon of your forehead, your hps
these shining black eyes,
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soamazed at my trembling lip’s and my brimming eye.
What do you know? What do you know of

" how you have transformed me?-

Within me was a haunting darkness -

a limitless, endless space

I wandered around aimlessly

longing for a taste of life

with tears filling my heart, I laughed at everyone
you filled my womb so '

that light pours forth from my body.

All the sacred texts that ever descended

all the prophets sent to earth

all the angels beyond the clouds

colour, music, melody, flowers, buds and trees

at.dawn the swaying branches of the trees

the meanings which were assigned to all of these

All the songs of j joy which have been sung to earthly

beings

all the saints, all the fakirs, all the prophets, all the
visionaries

the gods of well-being, beauty, goodness, God -

in all of them today

I have come to believe, I have come to believe.

FAHMIDA RIAZ
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| To Auden

“Tis true, my philosopher,
My poet.

Those times are here

When pulling at the gown of

. The old deceitful scholar of the world

The young would demand:

Change our texts

These lying books

That have been taught for so long

Remove from the visage of truth

The veils of worn and meaningless words

Burn them

Those books that we have read

Burn them

The books that claim that in this world truth always
: wins

Erase these lies, these vulgarisms

They are all wrong

- We know that Truth and Falsehood have always been

at war.
And

Falsehood wins

That hatred lives for ever
That might is right

That Truth is defeated

‘That Satan is mightier than the stupid God of virtue.

FAHMIDA RIAZ
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The sky glows white like heated iron
The sand is dry as a parched thirsty tongue
Thirsty is the throat, the body, life itself.

My head bowed, I sit in the scalding desert

I have brought under your command this sacrificial
‘ " animal!

The sacrifice which was obligatory, I have made.

There is still a glow in its bulging eyes

Its black hair is still soaked with blood

You had ordained that it should be unmarked

So it was, faultless, uritouched and unseen too.

The warm blood absorbs in the endless sands

Look, it has stamped a stain on my chadur.

O Great God '

O Imperious One

O Proud and Angry One

Yes, I read your names and slaughtered it

Now let a shred of cloud come, let there be shade

somewhere

O Great God

. A breath of solace, for the soul itself is on fire!

A drop of water, for life is edging towards its end.

" FAHMIDA RIAZ
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The Interrogator®

The Interrogator is waiting ~

What should be our statement?
Our suffering
Is hard to reveal
What the heart has

endured

Impossible to recount.

Here is my statement then:

So take note, this is all true..

All the allegations are true

my crime is proven _

What I did was too little, though

that is my only regret

I hope for another chance

I.owed more than I have paid as yet.

To all that, add this too:

So.long as I breathe

I shall do it again

~ If possible I shall do it better

We shall write that word again

To make every dictator equipped with his armoury
Tremble upon reading that word

We shall play that tune again

To make every victim of oppression,
with hands folded,
Dance to its rhythm.

*The word used in Urdu implies a police officer who is
hostilefvillainous ‘
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This lawisarag
- Worthy of the dust

Off the rebels’ feet
Dictatorship a curse
This government of
“Ordinances
We shall shred

_ in a public square.

The time is coming

for accountability

When they must account for it all

But then, to answer for this,

Where would you be?

' ' "Less than a thorn, less
than dust
You are but a pebble by
the wayside
Which obstructs the path
He is your master

We have now decided to clear the way

You who are only his instrument .

F . You, we shall forgive.

FAHMIDA RIAZ
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Image

. .
Deep in the recesses of my heart hangs a picture of

_ myself
God knows who painted it and when

There it remains hidden from me and my friends
but if ever I glimpse it, even by accident,
My heart shudders at the comparison with myself.

FAHMIDA RIAZ
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Search Warrant

The Interrogator:

‘Look here, Bibi*, here is the search warrant;
The contingent were with me,

but I left them round the corner

I thought, I can manage on my own.

We are looking for a piece of writing.
What's the point in making a scene?
‘Why don’t you find it,

Fetch it yourself?

Or else, where it lies, hidden in the house,
Show us, without a fuss, yourself.’

Never have I seen my house in this light before

I can hear a heartbeat throb in its very walls

Blood drips from the veins of stones and steel

Warm breaths, wakeful eyes, parted lips surround me
Repeat their whisper to me once again

Of the promised eternal bond with my country

My four walls, dear land, nestle in your arms

the few moments of refuge I had, I owe you.

- Countless cellars arise before my eyes

Countless possibilities open their doors for me
Beneath my feet opens the tunnel of my hopes
all seven colours of life glowing on its walls.

*An Urdu equivalent for ‘ladies’ which is also a respectful

form of address used for the Prophet’s wives and daughters
or for saints.
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New words will be inscribed now on the walls of this

city
O passing moment! I swear by your desecrated
honour
Red is the dust around my house
Beyond this window blooms a red flower.
All these tribulations I endure
over a book buried in my past?
- Look beyond the curtains instead
At the dreams my future holds!
FAHMIDA RIAZ
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Chadur and Diwari

Sire! What use is this black chadur to me?
A thousand mercies, why do you reward me with this?

I am not in mourning that I should wear this
To flag my grief to the world

I am not a disease that needs to be drowned in secret
darkness

I am not a sinner, nor a criminal, _
That I should stamp my forehead with its darkness
If you will not consider me too impudent

- If you promise that you will spare my life .

I beg to submit in all humility,

O Master of Men!

In Your Highness’ fragrant chambers
lies a dead body

Who knows how long it has been rotting?

* It seeks pity from you

Sire, do be so kind ‘
Do not give me this black chadur .
With this black chadur cover the shroudless body lying

_in your chamber

For the stench that emanates from that body
Walks huffed and breathless in every alleyway
Bangs her head on every door frame

Covering her nakedness

Listen to her heart-rending screams
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Which raise strange spectres
That remain naked in spite of their chadurs.

Who are they? YOU must know them, Sire,

Your Highness must recognise them

These are the handmaidens

The hostages who are halal for the night

‘With the breath of morning they become home}ess
they are the slaves who are beyond

the half-share of mhentance for your Highness’

offspring

These are the Bibis*
Who wait to fulfil their vows of marriage
In turn, as they stand, row upon row.
They are the maidens,
On whose heads Your Highness laid a hand of
' paternal affection,
Making the blood of their innocent youth stain the
whiteness of your beard with red.
In your fragrant chamber, tears of blood,
Life itself has shed
Where this carcass has lain
For long centuries - this bloody spectacle of the
murder of humanity

Bring this show to an end now,

Sire, cover it up now
Not 1, but you need this chadur now

* See footnote on p. 87.
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For my person is not merely a symbol of your lust

Across the highways of life glows my intelligence

If a bead of sweat sparkles on earth’s brow it is my
- diligence.

These four walls, this chadur I wish upon the rotting
carcass
In the open air, her sails flappmg, my ship races ahead

I am the companion of the new Adam
Who has earned my self-assured love.

FAHMIDA RIAZ
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She Is @ Woman Impure

She is a woman impure
imprisoned by her flowing blood
in a cycle of months and years.
Consumed by her fiery lust,

in search of her own desire,
this mistress of the devil
followed his footsteps -

into a destination obscure
unmarked, unmapped before,
that union of light and fire
impossible to find.

In the heat of her simmering passion
her breasts have ripped

By each thorn on the wayside

every membrane of her body ripped.
No veil of shame conceals her body

‘No trace it bears of sanctity.

But, O Ruler of lands and oceans,
Who has seen this before?
Everywhere your command is supreme
Except over this woman impure

No prayer crosses her lips

No humility touches her brow.

FAHMIDA RIAZ
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Akleema®, .

the sister of Cain and Abel,

is born of the same mother
but she is different. '
Different between her thighs
And in the bulge of her breasts

- . Different in her gut

and inside her womb
Why is the fate of all of these
the sacrifice of a fatted lamb?

Imprisoned by her own body
burning in the scalding sun
She stands on a hilltop

like a mark etched on stone
Look at this mark carefully.
above the long thighs

above the high breasts
above the tangled womb
Akleema has a head too

Let God speak to Akleema some time

And ask her something.

FAHMIDA RIAZ

*A version of the legend claims that the brothers fought
over their sister Akleema’s hand.
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The Laughter of a Woman

In the singing springs of stony mountains
Echoes the gentle laughter of a woman
Wealth, power and fame mean nothing

In her body, hidden, lies her freedom

Let the new gods of the earth try as they can
They cannot hear the sob of her ecstasy.
Everything sells in this market-place

save her satisfaction

the ecstasy she alone knows

which she herself cannot sell

Come you wild winds of the valley
Come and kiss her face

There she goes, her hair billowing in the wind
The daughter of the wind
There she goes, singing with the wind.

FAHMIDA RIAZ
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