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The Lady from Lucknow

When I was four, one of the girls next door fell in love with a Hindu. Her father
intercepted a love note from the boy, and beat her with his leather sandals. She
died soon after. I was in the room when my mother said to our neighbour,
‘The Nawab-sahib had no choice, but Husseina’s heart just broke, poor dear’ I
was an army doctor’s daughter, and I pictured the dead girl’s heart—a rubbery
squeezable organ with auricles and ventricles—first swelling, then bursting and

coating the floor with thick, slippery blood. ,
We lived in Lucknow at the time, where the Muslim community was large.

This was just before the British took the fat, diamond-shaped subcontinent and
created two nations, a big one for the Hindus and a littler one for us. My father
moved us to Rawalpindi in Pakistan two months after Husseina died. We were
a family of soft, voluptuous children, and my father wanted to protect us from

the Hindus’ shameful lust.
I have fancied myself in love many times since, but never enough for the

emotions to break through tissue and muscle. Husseina’s torn heart remains

the standard of perfect love.
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That first evening at Emory we stood with name tags on lapels, whit

for students and blue ones for hosts. James was by a long table pou;in lcglogﬁs
into a plastic glass. I noticed him right off. He was dressed mI;Ch like %he oa::h .
resolute, decent men in the room. But whereas the other men wore white §1r~
blue shirts under their dark wool suits, James’s shirt was bright red.

His wife was with him that evening, a stoutish woman with slender ankles
and expensive shoes. £ x ,

‘Darling, she said to James. ‘See if you can locate our Palestinian.’ Then she
rurned to me, and smiling, peered into my name tag. ‘’m Nafeesa Hafeez, I
helped out. -

‘Na-fee-sa. she read out. ‘Did I get that right?’

Yes, perfect; I said. '

‘What a musical name, she said. ‘T hope you'll be very happy here. Is this
your first time abroad?’

James came over with a glass of Chablis in each hand. ‘Did we draw this
lovely lady? Oops, I’'m sorry, you're a host, of course” A mocking blue light was
in his eyes. ‘Just when I thought we were getting lucky, dear. '

‘Datling, ours is a Palestinian. I told you that in the car. This one is obviously
not Palestinian, are you, dear?” She took a bright orange notebook out of her

purse and showed me a name.

‘ I had to read it upside-down. So
What are you drinking?’ James asked. He kept a glass for him
the other one.
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Maybe James Beamish said nothing fascinating that night, but he was attentive,

even after the Beamishes® Palestinian joined us. Mrs Beamish was brave, she
;S:;ed t%le dentist about his family and hometown. The dentist described West
erg‘t In detail. The shortage of bread and vegetables, the mortar poundings,
abies bleeding. ] wonder when aphasia sets in. When does a dentist, even 2

estinj . o .
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Ic:adll(ec(ii Aftng:e Center for Disease Control. Just talking to someone conpeg.
::;) rwfth 2he Center made me feel good. I slipped his name into the smaj talk
with Amina and her eyes popped open, ‘Oh, he’s famous!” she exclaimed, anq
shrugged modestly. I stayed home in case he should call. I sat. on the deck and
in spite of the cold, pretended to read Barbara Pym novels. Lines from Donye
and Urdu verses about love floated in my skull.

I wasn’t sure Dr Beamish would call me. Not directly, that is. Perhaps he
would play a subtler game, get his wife to invite Igbal and me for drinks, Maybe

she'd even include their Palestinian and my Indian and make an international
evening out of it. It sounded plausible.

Finally James Beamish called me on a Tuesday afternoon, around four. The
children were in the kitchen,

. and a batch of my special chocolate sludge cookies
was in the oven, |

‘Hi, he said, then nothing for a bit. Then he said, “This is James Beamish
from the

CDC. I’ve been thinking of you’
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she could let the and put 1N a new one. She’d turned the cold water faucetof

Ifelt all the WZV iy dr{p ona tiny rosebud burn on her arm. Jith
an ice cube wra rf:il,.famﬂlar_ signs of lust and remorse. I dabbed the buma o
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James and | haq EHSE al got home,

in a Dekalb County motel lounge.
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Igbal and] ?re sensual people, but secretive. The openness of James Beamish’s
advance surprised me.

I got in his car, wary, expectant. ‘Do up the seatbelt, he said.

He leaned into hi’s seatl?elt ar.ld kissed me lightly on the lips. I kissed him
back, hard. ‘You don’t panic easily, do you?’ he said. The mocking blue light
was in his eyes again. His tongue made darting little thrusts and probes past
my lips. ‘ :

Yes, I do, I would have said if he’d let me.

We held hands on the drive to my house. In the driveway he parked behind
my Honda. ‘Shall T come in?’ ‘ s

I said nothing. Love and freedom drop into our lives. When we have to beg
or even agree, it’s already too late.

‘Let’s go in.” He said it very softly. .
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‘Let’s just get over this as quietly and quickly as we can, shall we?’
She walked to the window in her brown Wallabies. ‘T don’t see any u
cars, s0 I suppose you'll expect James to drive you home?

‘She’s the jealous type,’ James said. He moved toward his wife and tried to
guide her out of the bedroom.

Tm definitely the jealous kind,’ Kate Beamish said. ‘I might have stabbed
you if I could take you seriously. But you are quite ludicrous lounging like a
Goya nude on my bed. She gave a funny little snort. I noticed straggly hairs in
her nostrils and looked away.

James was running water in the bathroom sink. Only the panicky ones fall
dpart and call their lawyers from the bedroom.

She sat on my side of the bed. She stared at me. If that stare had made me
feel secretive and loathsome, I might not have wept, later. She p thke(.i tl‘1e qul}t
g:m Iy bre.asts as an internist might, and,snorted again'c‘lYe;’, Sﬁeﬁaﬂ; ;igrg
th:y A certain interest he might have had, but she looked t roh gd Y o

Pillow behind, and dropped the quilt as she stood. I was a snaco
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d. Let’s go to Bermuda. Haye
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file for divorce. Or ‘Let's go away 1o ] hear 2 s€con

lunch with me this Wednesday. Why i i
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I want to say yes. [ want to beg him to he vista i
new, retirement Winnebago. The golden light from the vista 1s too yellow. Yes,

please, let’s run away, keep this new and simple. ;o :
I can hear the golf balls being thwocked home by clumsy mummers far away

where my land dips. My arms are numb, my breathing loud and ugly from
pressing hard against the cedar railing. The pain in my chest will not go away. |
should be tasting blood in my throat by now. - A ]
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