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                                                                                  Chhotie Ammi

Aslam had lived more in nine years than some would live in nineteen. His circumstances made it so. His father visited him and his mother only sometimes in Sultanpur. Being ever so busy with his big projects in Lucknow, how could Zahid find time for his family? Besides, Zubeda Begum wasn’t quite his match. He was handsome and urbane; she was like any other woman from the village. But Zahid Khan was never unkind to Zubeda. In fact he could not be considered exactly unkind even to his son. Whenever he came to Sultanpur, so many presents came along with him. Zubeda had never been denied anything accept the one thing that had mattered to her – his company. But she could never complain. He was a class apart. She could only admire him for all he did. She was so lacking in accomplishment; really no good.

        Aslam, however, thought that his mother was wonderful. He even considered her good-looking. Her beauty emanated from her softness and her ever-caring disposition. Aslam thought rather differently about the father. He found it difficult to respond favourably to the little gifts his father gave him on his visits. Whenever Zahid Khan embraced Aslam, his son only returned a stiff and forced gesture, never giving him more than a put-on smile. Even Zahid was not quite satisfied with his son. Aslam’s very dark complexion would irritate his father. He had taken after his mother. Perhaps Zahid had wanted Aslam to look something like himself. Zubeda’s dark complexion didn’t trouble him much because when she went out she hid herself behind her burkha. But the son had to be presented before the world. Zahid’s feelings, the little that he had for Aslam, had to be hidden or even put somewhere in the subconscious – definitely never displayed. Perhaps a cold war between the father and son was in the offing. The worst part of the matter was that  Zahid Khan never seemed to be upset by his son’s internal rebellion against him. He scarcely realized that Aslam had no love for him. He grew more and more indifferent to the storms that were brewing in that tender little heart.

        That evening when Zahid Khan left Sultanpur for Lucknow in his shining Toyota, Zubeda called her son to give him some advice. 

“Aslam!”

“Yes, Ammi?”

“I’ve noticed that you don’t pay sufficient attention to your father.”

“Yes, Ammi”

“He is your father and deserves your respect.”

“I said ‘aadaab’ when he was leaving, Ammi.”

“Yes, but your ‘aadaab’ came barely from your throat. When I used to wish my father, it came from my heart.”

“Did your father stay with you and care for you Ammi?”

“Of course he did. And so does your father care for you.”

“Aren’t you saying that from your throat Ammi?”

Zubeda found it hard to convince her son about his father’s goodness. It is always difficult to convince someone something you’re not convinced about yourself. And Zubeda had not been gifted with the power of persuasion.

        Zubeda herself was unhappy that in the ten years of her married life she had given birth to only one child. She was getting a complex about it. Was she too unattractive to her husband? Maybe he would be better towards her after some time. She had never expressed the wish to accompany him to Lucknow. In fact there was a secret fear in her heart that Zahid was in love with someone there. She thought it better to let the suspicion remain a suspicion. What if her fear was true? If Zahid married another woman, what would be her fate? What would be Aslam’s fate? Such thoughts often disturbed her. The only consolation was that Aslam would be the eldest son and in that capacity, at least, would get some privileges. Often Zubeda would wake up in the middle of the night dreaming of her husband with his new bride. Sometimes she saw a much uglier woman than herself sitting gorgeously dressed beside him, and sometimes she saw someone quite as educated and poised as her husband – somebody who was a real match for him. Her dreams continued to haunt her however hard she tried to escape them. It was all right until these dreams remained dreams. But a day arrived when her dreams turned out to be true. The postman brought home a letter for Zubeda, which extinguished the little hope that had kept her going. The letter read as following:

Dear Zubeda,

                     It is necessary for me to inform you that I have decided to marry again. It was becoming difficult for me to move in the high society of Lucknow without an educated wife. 

                    My decision may come as a jolt to you. But you have learnt to live by yourself, in any case, and you’ve always been so understanding. I am certain you will realize the seriousness of the situation in which I was compelled to take the decision. I need more than one son to take care of the business I have created, and you seem to have decided never to go beyond one. I can’t allow my business to dwindle away after me.  Aslam Mian seems disinclined to show any interest in my work and my presence repels him. He can’t make anything of the fact that his father’s cassette company is one of the biggest in the country. I’ve no hopes from him. 

                       The lady who is to be your sister from now is no other than the famous ghazal singer, Taslima Khatoon. The whole of Lucknow envies me for my good fortune. You won’t blame me for my decision when you see that she looks as good as she sounds. Her entry into the family will enhance it in every way.

                       I will expect you and Aslam to be present at the wedding. Your absence may be misconstrued. Besides, Aslam has to get used to his Chhotie Ammi. Remember, I have not severed my links with you. 

                                                                          I continue to be yours, as ever.

Zahid Khan.

        Zubeda sat motionless with the letter for long, looking uncertainly into the future.

“What’s the matter, Ammi?” asked Aslam. There was no reply. Zubeda continued to look into the dismal future undisturbed by her son’s anxiety.

“Ammi,” shouted the boy holding her by her shoulders. “What’s wrong?” He snatched the letter from her and read it. As he proceeded through the document, the tears ran down his cheeks. He had seen some homes where there were two or more wives but he had never thought that his own would be one such home. He clung hard to his mother till she began to weep. There was such a union between mother and son. Their bodies, minds and souls were of a piece. It was as if Aslam had suddenly to become responsible for his mother’s happiness. 

        “We won’t attend the marriage,” said Aslam, flinging the letter on the bed. The mother did not reply. Aslam went on: “Now do you see why I don’t respect Abba?”

        There was complete silence. The mosquitoes began to play their violins in Aslam’s ears. He hit out hard at them. After sometime, Aslam returned to Zubeda. Mother and son clung to each other and Aslam fell asleep.

        Next morning Aslam woke up to find that his mother was still awake, as if lying in the same position. She had probably been doing some serious thinking. He hugged her again and again till Zubeda began to speak to him.

“Aslam, my son, you mustn’t dislike your father. He needed someone educated and good-looking. I have neither of these qualities. I am not unhappy, if you really ask me. At least he’s got what he had starved for so long. I had been thrust upon him. You mustn’t talk of not attending the wedding. That will only alienate Abba from you. I may not attend the ceremony because I may not be able to put up a smiling face for long. But if you are my son, and if you love me, you will definitely attend.”

        Aslam sat silently. He was interested in seeing this Taslima Khatoon. He could have put poison in her food if he got the chance. “In fact,” went on Zubeda, “I would be happy if you could win over your father. You should stay with him in Lucknow, and study in a better school. I want you to be no less smart than the children of Chhotie Ammi.”

Aslam did not reply but he realized that his mother had a point in what she said.

        Aslam had never seen such a grand wedding. He sat gloomily in one  corner unable to focus clearly on all that went around him. When he was served something on his plate, he found it difficult to swallow it. The food was much in excess of the guests.  Aslam  felt as though he was watching  vultures eating into big carcasses. 

        Aslam must have been about the most sober baraati and he seemed one of the most mature. But he began to get self-conscious as he realized that he wasn’t polished enough for the gathering. His dress was so shabby. The tailors of Lucknow seemed infinitely superior to those of his hometown. These people were not only dressed better but were much better in the art of conversation as well. Aslam thought that some of these people were sarcastic without quite appearing to be so. But this was the kind of world Aslam would have to survive in. Sultanpur had made Aslam a misfit. He had missed out much of that training which went such a long way in  a man’s life.

        Zahid Khan looked pleased with himself that evening.  He hardly paid any attention to Aslam’s presence. Aslam, too, wasn’t very keen to have much to do with his father. Yet there was a moment when their eyes met. Zahid Khan gave his son a half-smile and Aslam tried to return the same though he failed miserably.

        The noise of the wedding was over at last. Aslam found himself lying alone in the room next to the one in which his father lay with the bride. Aslam couldn’t sleep. He missed his mother. She had always slept near him. He was unable to sleep without her. He wondered how wretched the poor thing would be, and lay tossing from side to side in his torment. He didn’t realize that his tears were gradually changing into sobs. The sobs were getting louder and louder even though he tried very hard to suppress them. It was quite late in the night. The newly weds must have been together for at least two hours. Aslam heard the door between the rooms open. Thinking that it was his father who was entering to console him, Aslam stiffened his body even as he sobbed on. He waited for some time but no one said anything. After some time, Aslam opened his eyes slightly. In the little light that was filtering in he saw that it was the bride, not his father. Aslam pretended to be asleep, and at the same time tried to control himself. The lady came closer to him and put on his bedside lamp. For sometime there was no movement from either side. Aslam opened his eyes, still  unable to hold back the sobbing. He saw the woman clearly now. It was the first time he had ever seen her because till then he had either been closeted with the males, or put into the prison-cell of a bedroom. What a stunning beauty the witch was! The little boy wondered how a woman could look so good. For that moment he forgot that she had walked into his father’s life over his Ammi’s happiness. For a minute they looked at each other without either taking the initiative to start the dialogue. The best that Aslam could do was to close his eyes again. In her presence he felt like the ugly duckling and she, perhaps like the ugly swan. Aslam decided that he surely did not belong to his Chhotie Ammi. What was he doing here after all?

        The bride came and sat next to the boy. She looked at him understandingly. After a few moments she held the child close to herself till he had stopped sobbing. Then looking at his face she smiled pleadingly. It was the most charming smile he had ever seen.

“What a lovely little boy you are!” she sang out.

Aslam hid his face thinking that beside her fair skin his own must look like coal. The lady continued to look at him and smiled again. Then she let out a laugh and said,

“You must be hating me!”

Aslam could not reply. She held him in front of herself and continued:

 “You can hate me if you like. Do what you will, but tonight you will sleep with us.”

Aslam soon found himself in the other room, lying awkwardly between the two, on the night of their marriage. Zahid Khan was irritated at the intrusion  but the lady had her will. Aslam was not allowed to return to his room. She kept the child close to her bosom almost throughout the remaining night. Aslam was confused with the behaviour of his Chhotie Ammi. What was this woman up to? Aslam had never lain even next to his father, leave alone lying next to another woman. It was an altogether new experience for him. There was something strange about this woman. He had never imagined he’d be welcome in Lucknow. He wondered how he could be ever rude to a lady like Chhotie Ammi. These few moments saw the boy beginning his journey towards a transformation. It was as though his male ego had begun to unfurl. Out of  the deep abyss of  a meaningless existence, there began to emerge a peculiar feeling which prompted him to say the words, “I AM. YES, PERHAPS, I AM.”  He had to be a part of that society, that system which had gone on for so long. Was there much scope for rebellion in it? Aslam was perplexed by whatever passed that night. But a clear horizon seemed to be at hand. 

        Each day, after that night, brought Aslam closer to Chhotie Ammi. He was impressed by the  fans who flocked round her. She wielded so much power. No one ever turned down her request. In spite of these fans and followers she was always concerned about Aslam. She made a determined effort to keep him and his father on her side. There was never a moment when she ignored the family’s needs. Aslam began to learn a great deal from Chhotie Ammi: her manners, her art of polite speech, and her capacity to please. Sultanpur began to fade out of his mind. It was good, but it seemed so empty, so irrelevant now. It had only restricted his progress. It was so lacking in refinement compared to Lucknow. Aslam began to grow up with the belief that life was incomplete without sophistication. Chhotie Ammi was the very epitome of this refinement. It was not difficult to see that this had to be the first step to any kind of success in social terms. The pangs of rebellion and disgust that Aslam had experienced in Sultanpur had to be forgotten, or ignored at least. He had, after all to think of his own life ahead. The man in him had to take birth.

        When Aslam first heard his Chhotie Ammi sing, he fell in love with her voice. He, too, was her fan for life. He liked her not only for her looks and her voice but also because she gave him the confidence that he was not lacking in anything; looks, manners, or confidence. She helped him to believe that he would shape into a fine young male; and he did. Could Sultanpur and the love of his own mother ever have made all this possible?

Lakshmi Raj Sharma

38 Hashimpur Road,

Allahabad 211002

