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By Huma Yusuf

urder, Tape, anarchy,
Malmhnlism, kidnapping

and the three ‘f's: fear,
failure and frustration. This,
unfortunately, is the stuff of most

contemporary Pakistani fiction in
Engljsh?f\;?mat may be the
reason why Thalassa Ali's second
novel A Beggar at the Gale is such a
blockbuster, literarily speaking,
An epicwitha s;:ias{ of East-
meets-West romance — albeit more
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historically accurate and sans heaving bosams — Ali's novel is just dying
to be a three-part made-for-TV mini-series.

The novel is the second installment in a trilogy about Mariana Givens, a

Englich heroine who, unlike her fellow colonisers, respects the
‘natives’ of the Raj, is prone to wildly impulsive behaviour and cannot,
for the life of her, keep her hair tidy {cmaﬂa her bonnet. In Ali's first
novel A Singular Hostage, Mariana became the ian of three-year-old
Saboor after marrying his father Hassan in a whirl of unusual events.
Now, ostracised by the gossipy British community, Mariana agrees to
travel from Calcutta to Lahore to return Saboor to his family and ask
Hassan for a divorce so that she can revert to her old life. But waita
minute: just one whiff of Lahore's rose-sprinkled air and the feel of
jamazwar on bare English skin in the dappled light of the zenana and
Mariana’s not so keen on being British after all. As she chooses between
the familiarity of her English world and the spirituality of Hassan's
family, Ali reduces Mariana's decision to the done-to-death choice
between the spice of the East and the inspidity of the West.

All recently told an interviewer that she had never heard of the concept
of Orientalism. A rather suspicious claim tgiw.-r\ that her novel is guilty of
a stereotyping that has by now morphed from being offensive to
becoming merely a little exasperating. While Hassan's kisses are
sandalwood-scented and his father Shaikh Walinllah rattles off parabl
replete with dreamy princes, wise beggars and gold coins, the maharajas
are opium addicts and all the ‘natives’ muon.hgﬁ) as soothsayers. In fact, it
is the prescience of the Indians that intrigues Mariana the most. Hopi
f0 learn the secrets of the Karakoyia ood to which her hnsb];ﬁ
belongs, Mariana dwells at Qamar Haveli where snakebites are magically
cured, Hassan's aunt Safiya doles out ‘Merciful Prescriptions’ and all
dreams are portents of wﬁat‘s 10 come. Indeed, the mysticism really starts
to drag when even a pivotal plot turn hinges on Saboor’s uncanny ability
to foresee pain and destruction.

exoticism aside, Ali's pmpensigeforhjswn'ca] detailisa
pleastire. Mariana and company return to the walled city during the
succession battle in the wake of Maharaja Ranjit Singh's death.










