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THE HEAT ON Platform No. 10 rose in waves from the cemented ground and burned Ami’s feet through the thin soles of his cheap canvas shoes. There was a drab somnolence over the scene – pye-dogs panted in the shade; a family with a baby slept with their mouths open, oblivious to the drone of flies around the baby’s eyes and mouth; a couple of coolies dozed on the stairs; and Ami, whose eyes had grown heavy, jerked them open as an obscenely cheery voice announced the arrival of a train. It was an express train arriving six hours late! A buzz ran through the crowd as adrenaline-charged vendors appeared from nowhere and cries to buy tea, samosas, packed food, water and cold drinks filled the air. Coolies dusted their dhotis and trousers and wound thick cloths around their heads, preparing themselves for the head-loads they’d carry.


Soon a train pulled in, hooting and clanging, and the noise and confusion reached a crescendo. A sense of urgency gripped the scene as parents dragged screaming kids; fat matrons shouted at coolies to slow down as they huffed and puffed behind them; and frail women with their faces covered behind pallus struggled to carry children and suitcases as their husbands strolled ahead empty-handed. Meanwhile, the irritating voice of the announcer carried on making announcements ad nauseam.


‘Ai Mai! Give a poor boy some alms. See how I am afflicted with leprosy. Ai Mai, may your kids live long and healthy. Help a poor boy eat something.’ A plaintive voice – that rose above the din on the platform – suddenly caught Ami’s attention. He did a double take in shock. Was that Munna? Munna had leprosy? Since when?


‘Munna,’ Ami called out and ran to his help. But before he could do so, Shetty Dada shot out a fat arm and grabbed him tightly.


‘Watch.’ Shetty Dada held Ami with one hand as easily as someone would hold a wiggling centipede. He jerked his head towards Munna and said, ‘Watch and learn.’


Munna was begging on the platform – his face blackened, body covered in tattered clothes, dishevelled hair full of dust, and both hands and feet covered in dirty bandages with bright red spots on them. Blood, thought Ami in consternation; but how did Munna get hurt?


‘Ai Mai, may your children live long and happy; help a poor boy with some money.’ The mournful cries and blood-soaked bandages seemed so realistic that it drew many a sympathetic glance and Ami wasn’t surprised to see a few hands go into pockets and purses as people fished out coins. The women were particularly sympathetic, drawn to the poor, sick, leper boy. Ami watched spellbound as Munna, in the space of an hour or so, collected money from at least fifteen different people. It was a class act, designed to make Munna look sick and totally helpless.


Before he could understand that it was all a sham, Kadir – the right-hand man of Shetty Dada – appeared out of the blue and, without provocation, began to cuff Munna. Dressed in a black shirt and trousers, with a red handkerchief wound round his head, Kadir was a big guy. Munna cried out in pain and fear, covering his face, as Kadir smacked him, blurting expletives. Munna’s piercing cries attracted everyone’s attention and some people stepped forward to berate Kadir.


‘Hey, what are you doing?’


‘Stop! Can’t you see you are hurting the poor boy?’


‘He’s sick and a leper. Leave him alone!’


‘Uff, these bullies and goondas!’


‘I think someone should call the police.’


In the ensuing melee, Munna fell to the ground and screamed, ‘Oh save me, save me please. He’ll kill me!’


‘Haraami, saala! I told you not to be seen on my platform but you refuse to listen!’ Kadir landed a few more blows while Munna cried and wailed, cringing to avoid his fists and shoes. In a matter of seconds, a crowd of some fifty-odd people had gathered around the fracas – some to protest, some to comment, some out of curiosity and many merely to gape open-mouthed.


Everyone’s attention was focused on Kadir and Munna, who created a huge ruckus. Ami tried again to go to Munna, but Shetty Dada didn’t let him budge. Then, just as the scene threatened to turn ugly, a few people ran for the police, and Kadir, realizing this, let go of the boy and sneaked away quickly. Within seconds, Munna too picked himself up and disappeared. So, by the time the beat constable arrived, all that remained at the scene was a crowd of dazed onlookers.


Ami had often seen this constable on the platform. He was a bully, who regularly extorted money from the kabada boys, ragpickers – the boys who collected garbage from the trains.


‘What’s happening here? Why this brouhaha?’ The constable waved his lathi at the crowd, and hollered, ‘Come on everyone, clear off!’


‘Very strange…where did they suddenly disappear?’ said one of the women, adjusting her pallu, as she held her children close and turned towards the train.


‘Where is the boy?’


‘And the bully? Where is he gone?’


‘They ran away from the police, I suppose.’


‘Chalo, chalo. Get on with your work.’ The constable banged his lathi on the platform, hurrying people along. He looked distinctly uncomfortable in the heat – beads of perspiration dripped from his forehead, and the dank uniform stuck to his body, outlining his huge paunch. ‘Chalo, chalo. Don’t you people have trains to catch?’ he bellowed.


‘But the goonda?’


‘The leper?’


‘What leper? There’s no one here.’ He scowled.


‘But there was a leper boy, right here.’


‘There’s no one here! Chalo, enough of your stories! Now get on with your work,’ he screamed again.


‘Shetty Dada…I thought Kadir and Munna were friends… Where are they?’ Ami asked under his breath.


‘There are potatoes to be peeled for the curry. You just get on with your work, Ami,’ Shetty Dada growled, ignoring Ami’s question.


Just then another train pulled in noisily on to the platform, and the crowd dispersed – some boarded the train and others left for home, disappointed, as the Indian public often is, at a fracas being over.
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It was already midnight when Shetty Dada closed the shop and beckoned Ami to follow him. A tired and sleepy Ami trailed behind Shetty Dada as he picked his way easily through the maze of railway lines and train engines. Soon, they reached a small clearing with an open tin-roof shed in the centre. The place reeked of smoke, diesel and some kind of acidic substance that hurt the eyes. A dim naked bulb, hung from the centre of the ceiling, lighting a tiny space. In its dull yellow light, Ami could see Kadir, Munna, Kaka, Majid and Sonu sitting together, smoking and laughing. They all got up to greet Shetty Dada while Munna unwound the bandages wrapped around his hands and feet. Seeing this, a startled Majid jumped and clutched Ami’s arm. Everyone broke into loud guffaws. Majid looked too shocked to understand what was going on.


‘Did you really think Munna had become a leper overnight?’


‘Arre, you fool! Don’t you know Munna was playacting?’


‘Tomorrow we will use Majid for the leper act,’ announced Kadir, adding, ‘some people are beginning to suspect Munna.’


‘Perfect! Why didn’t I think of him before!’ exclaimed Shetty Dada, scrutinizing Majid.


‘He looks like a starved waif, doesn’t he? He’s sure to get everyone’s sympathy,’ he continued, as Majid stared at him, petrified.


‘I’m not a leper,’ cried Majid.


‘You idiot! You only have to act like a leper. Munna will wrap the bandages and Sonu can give you a good beating. It will bring out natural tears!’ roared Shetty Dada.


‘B…but…’ Majid blubbered.


‘Oh, shut up!’ snarled Shetty Dada, pushing Majid so callously that he fell down on the floor. Ami ran to his rescue and the two boys retreated to a corner, watching everyone in horror.


Shetty Dada pulled out a bottle from his yellow kurta’s pocket and took a long draught of the amber liquid. ‘Tell me, how much have we earned?’ he asked, wiping his mouth.


A sudden silence fell upon the group as they hurriedly began emptying their pockets. Shetty Dada stared on, hawk-like, as Kadir took out two fat wallets from his pocket and began counting the money. He counted Rs 887 and placed the money on the floor. Munna emptied his pockets of the coins that people had given him, making a tidy pile in the centre; while Sonu pulled out a rather tattered wallet – which had only Rs 50 – and put it down too. Shetty Dada looked at Kaka, who hung his head in shame.


‘I could get nothing,’ he muttered.


‘You useless son of a pig! Haraami, saala!’ The sullen Shetty Dada lost his temper and suddenly turned vicious. His lips curled into a snarl showing tobacco-stained teeth on a face made ugly with sweat and red eyes. He lunged and grabbed a fistful of Kaka’s hair before doubling his podgy hands into a thick fist and boxing his ears. Kaka howled in pain and struggled to break free. Shetty Dada was a huge, thick set man and he easily held Kaka with one arm while he used the fist of the other to mercilessly beat up the poor boy. Kaka doubled up trying to save his face and eyes as he fell on the ground. Shetty Dada kicked him in the abdomen and on the legs. ‘Saala, useless bugger! If you don’t fall in line, you motherfucker, I’ll kill you,’ he growled menacingly. Everyone stood there silently, watching Kaka crying out in pain and humiliation, but nobody dared to make a move.


Majid, still holding on to Ami, began crying. In fact, he was so scared that he had wet his pants.


‘Tomorrow you come back empty-handed and I’ll break your arm,’ Shetty Dada hissed. He then picked up a thick iron rod, and threateningly waved it at Kaka, who sobbed inconsolably, writhing in pain.


Shetty Dada next turned towards Ami and hollered like an ugly bear, ‘Tell this Majid what to do. It’s his turn tomorrow. Got it?’ Ami nodded sheepishly.


‘And you… I hope you’ve understood what to do? Tomorrow you’ll steal wallets and purses. Target the softies. You look innocent so you can easily fool women. Go for the purses. Understand?’ he shouted, pushing Ami with such force that he tottered and collapsed.


Before Ami could respond, the fat constable walked up, blowing a shrill whistle. ‘Well, Shetty, what are you up to, huh? I see you’ve recruited these two new mongrels! So, how much have you haraamis raked in?’ he interrogated, poking Ami in the chest. The coolness of the night had dried the sweat patches on his uniform, leaving behind a terrible odour. His fat cheeks effectively hid his other facial features. In girth, and in ugliness, the constable and Shetty Dada were equally matched.


‘Not enough,’ growled Shetty.


Seeing Shetty Dada engrossed in conversation, Ami got up quickly and scrambled to a safe distance, dragging Majid behind him.


‘Why, I saw these two thugs carrying out their business on the railway platform,’ the constable thundered, lighting a bidi.


‘You came in too soon, havaldar sahib,’ muttered Shetty Dada, suppressing his anger. ‘If you had waited for another ten minutes, maybe we would have got something more.’


‘You think I am crazy? Don’t play your lousy tricks on me,’ the constable said raising his voice.


‘No, I mean it. You should have given us more time.’


‘Don’t bullshit me, Shetty. My superiors are beginning to bloody suspect,’ snarled the constable.


‘To hell with your superiors!’ Shetty Dada grumbled, already counting the money under the naked bulb of the shed. ‘You should have given the boys more time to steal,’ he added under his breath.


‘Listen, you motherfucker…’


‘No gaalis!’ Shetty Dada suddenly roared at the policeman. Everybody held their breath, as the two men exchanged hard, angry glares for what seemed like an eternity. Shetty Dada’s temper had already been fuelled by Kaka and, after beating the boy to his heart’s content, he was actually raring for another fight.


Realizing the danger in escalating the stand-off, the constable decided to back off.


‘How much, I asked?’ he said angrily, looking away from Shetty Dada.


‘Nine hundred rupees from three members, and eight claimants. Just imagine!’ he said jerking his face towards Ami and Majid. ‘That’s hardly enough, you see. If we are to actually earn something everyone has to contribute. These lazy buggers have to have more nimble fingers, and you, havaldar sahib, have to come in at the right time.’ Shetty Dada’s ugly face contorted as he spoke. He knew what would come next.


And just as he had thought, the portly constable stretched out his hand. Irritated and angry, Shetty Dada reluctantly handed out two Rs 100 notes to the constable and Rs 50 each to Munna, Sonu and Kadir. Then he gave Rs 10 each to Ami, Majid and Kaka; and then, after thinking for a minute, he ruffled Munna’s hair and gave him another Rs 50. The rest he slid into his own pocket.


As he finished doling out the shares, the constable bellowed from behind, holding out the money Shetty Dada had handed him, ‘What’s this? Two bloody hundred! Who the fuck do you think I am, you motherfucker? I think you are forgetting a lot about yourself, Shetty. Don’t forget that you are a wanted criminal, and the reason you still live and breathe here, on this platform, instead of in jail, is because I am bloody protecting you! Don’t ever forget that there is a file as thick as my thigh, lying in the police station about you,’ he added, patting his thigh for effect.


‘You will never squeak,’ Shetty Dada retorted. ‘I’m not afraid of these empty threats. You need me as much as I need you,’ he added confidently, almost dismissing the rants of the constable.


Seeing his threats not having the desired effect, the constable mellowed down a bit. ‘Shetty, I need the money. We were supposed to share the loot fifty-fifty, remember?’ he probed, hitching his trousers over his massive belly. ‘Don’t you treat me like one of your beggar boys. I want an equal share. Now!’ He held out a hand, wagging his thick fingers.


‘Bastard!’ seethed Shetty Dada. His eyes, by now, had grown murderously red. For a second it seemed like the two of them would come to blows any time. But, surprisingly, this time Shetty Dada blinked and reluctantly parted with another Rs 100.


‘Next time it will have to be fifty-fifty, otherwise I can very easily drop a hint to my superiors that the famous murderer, Ram Shetty is running a small-time racket at the railway station,’ the constable warned as he pocketed the money. His confidence restored, he patted Shetty Dada and added, ‘You know, Shetty, I kind of like you and I would hate to tell someone about the place where you brew illegal liquor right behind Farooqui’s shop. If I open my mouth even a little, you will bloody rot in jail!’ He grinned, exposing yellow tobacco-stained teeth.


The constable and Shetty were equally matched in size and crudeness but Shetty Dada could have taken him on in any fight. For a moment he even considered the option, but he knew that the constable had authority on his side. It would have been foolish to get oneself entangled with the official power behind this policeman. He merely kept glowering angrily at the constable, who stared back coolly with a smirk on his face.


‘No one will believe you,’ Shetty Dada finally said in his defence.


‘Maybe not initially, but what if I bring them to the railway station and present them with the spectacle,’ he said with mock innocence. ‘Next time I may not be so tolerant, Shetty, so watch out,’ he added, propping his huge frame against a pillar. He then put one of his hands inside his pocket and pulled out a packet of tobacco. Rubbing it in the hollow of his palm, he chewed a mouthful, crossed his forearms over his chest and jabbered, ‘What about the collection money?’


‘What about it?’ Shetty Dada snapped back. ‘Did I not give you Rs 5,000?’


Before replying, the constable, without moving an inch, turned his face to one side and spat out a huge stream of orange-brown juice on the wall. He then wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, and spoke again. ‘That was last month’s. What about this month’s collection money?’


‘Come on now, havaldar sahib! How much money do I make from these boys and dhabas that I can give you money every month? I will give you money when I get some.’


‘What about bloody drugs? Ganja? Stolen goods? Blue films?’


‘I…’ began Shetty Dada nervously.


‘What about extortion money? You see, Shetty, I know all your bloody activities and I know all about you.’


‘Everything is at a standstill right now. There is no activity at all.’ Shetty Dada sounded defensive.


‘Don’t you play games with me, Shetty! This is my last warning! Next time I will bring handcuffs as a bloody present for you,’ the constable screamed, tapping Shetty Dada’s chest with his baton. He then hitched up his trousers, spat some more tobacco juice on the wall and strolled away humming an offbeat tune.


‘Haraami, saala! Son of a pig! May he rot in hell with ants in his groin, the greedy bugger!’ Shetty Dada turned to the gang ferociously. ‘You fools, not one single chain, no Rs 500 note, nothing. You lazy bastards only know how to eat and shit! Next time I want a bigger haul otherwise I’ll kill all of you! Now get lost, you sons of bitches!’ Shetty Dada was so angry he began taking out his frustration on the boy closest to him and everyone else scampered away, glad to escape his curses and blows.


The only one who could control Shetty Dada in such a foul mood was Kadir, who finally stepped up, put his arms around Shetty Dada’s shoulders, and whispered something into his ear. Shetty Dada pushed Kadir away but Kadir, like an obstinate kid, kept whispering something in his ear. Heaven knows what Kadir said, but soon Shetty Dada pulled out a bottle of dark liquor. He unscrewed the bottle’s cap and held the mouth of the bottle against Kadir’s lips. He forcefully poured the raw liquor into Kadir’s open mouth, even as he coughed, trying to escape. But Shetty Dada held on to him mercilessly till it seemed that Kadir would surely choke and die. Amused, Shetty Dada laughed uproariously before slapping the gasping Kadir hard on his back. The more Kadir coughed, the more Shetty Dada laughed. Everyone heaved a huge sigh of relief when they put their arms around each other’s waists, and disappeared from the scene.
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Shetty Dada – burly and cruel and always seen in short-sleeved yellow kurtas – was the kingpin of all the unscrupulous and illegal activities on Hazrat Nizamuddin Railway Station. From running an army of kabada boys to overseeing an extortion racket that allowed no vendor to work on any of the platforms without a prompt payment of protection money to his goons, to controlling the begging and stealing rackets, he directed it all.


The moment Ami, along with a clinging Majid, landed up at the station, he was picked up by Shetty Dada. The boy had since been put to the task of washing dirty dishes at Famous Tea Stall. Ami had often concluded that Shetty – who was dark and obese with a fat face, in which a set of beady eyes were sunk deep and a button-like nose stuck in the middle – was the ugliest man he had ever seen. He often reeked of liquor and an unwashed body. All this made him quite a repulsive character for most of the residents of the platform. Tales of his temper were legendary. No matter what the time of day he constantly sipped from a newspaper-wrapped liquor bottle which he kept hidden beneath the counter of Famous Tea Stall where he could be found at any time of the day or night.
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Even after Kadir and Shetty Dada had left, a question kept bothering Ami. Was Shetty Dada really a murderer? He certainly behaved like a madman and had all kinds of criminal activities going on, but murder?


Ami was, no doubt, afraid of Shetty Dada and what the havaldar had revealed was nagging his thoughts. However, the others, probably being used to Shetty’s temper tantrums, resumed their guffaws and backslapping as soon as he had left.


Soon, one by one, everyone except Majid and Ami drifted away, happy with the money they had received. They all sat together in a far corner, making plans to spend it.


‘They are murderers, Ami,’ Majid whispered in distress, hanging on to Ami’s arm and pulling him back. ‘What have we got ourselves into!’ Majid squeaked, his face streaked with tears.


Nobody in the Ashram knew how old Majid was. His growth belied all assumptions. Why, as a matter of fact, he had not even gained an inch in the last four years; Ami could vouch for that. When Majid had first come to the Ashram and attached himself to Ami like a long-lost brother, the top of his head barely reached Ami’s shoulder. And now, even after four years, he was still there; just a fraction below Ami’s shoulder. He looked like this tiny fleshless being with a big head stuck on top of his body. It almost seemed as if it was more than his frail body could support.


The bond between Ami and Majid was intense and deep, though you could not imagine two more different boys, either in looks or temperament. Ami was fair and good-looking. Chauhan sir had once scornfully called him the spawn of some angrez, Englishman, which could very well be true. He had been left at the doorstep of the Ashram in Patna as a newborn baby and had stayed there for twelve years, before he decided to run away. Majid, on the other hand, was dark and frail. He had just wandered into the Ashram one day from nowhere and stayed on. He said he was from Lucknow, though he could never satisfactorily explain to anyone how he came from Lucknow all the way to Patna and then to the Ashram. But the boy was a gifted storyteller and could spin a good yarn. He spent a great deal of his time and effort in trying to convince the inmates of the Ashram that his uncle was a nawab of Lucknow who had secret dungeons in his haveli where he tortured prisoners and had tigers patrolling the grounds to guard them. Other boys would whack him hard and hang him upside down for telling such tales but a couple of days later he would be back, scribbling on a blackboard with chalk and telling anyone who cared to listen that it was Urdu.


‘They are murderers!’ Majid repeated, looking scared.


‘Of course they’re not.’


‘They are! Did you not hear what the havaldar said? He called Shetty Dada a murderer. Shetty Dada will kill us!’


‘No he won’t. What’s there to be scared about?’ Ami tried feigning courage. ‘I’ll handle him, don’t worry.’


‘No,’ Majid shook his head in agitation. ‘He can do anything.’


‘Majid…’


‘Let’s run away, Ami,’ Majid pleaded. ‘We’ll board the first train that comes and go wherever it takes us.’


‘No, Majid, we ran away once. We can’t do it again!’


‘It’s your fault, Ami, you joined Shetty Dada’s gang. I told you the kabada boys were better. We would have been safe with them.’


‘That isn’t how it is, Majid…’


‘Can’t we go to Lucknow? I don’t like it here,’ an agitated Majid urged, refusing to listen. His normally thin face looked even more gaunt and fleshless than usual.


‘Okay, tell me, how do you know Lucknow won’t be as bad as Patna?’


‘Obviously it will be better. After all nawab sahib will help us and he…’


‘You and your nawab sahib!’ Ami cut him short.


‘What are you two whispering about?’ Munna interrupted. The boys looked back at him, startled. He appeared none the worse after the beating he had received from Kadir.


‘Want to run away? Huh?’ He stared at the two boys, before adding, ‘Don’t even think about it! Every train and platform in this area is controlled by Shetty Dada.’


‘You can’t run away.’ Sonu, another boy from Shetty Dada’s gang, joined him.


‘You will be caught in minutes. You think I like being beaten up and made to do all this work?’ asked Kaka, the boy Shetty Dada had brutally beaten. He was bleeding from the lip and his forehead was bruised, but he had come back to join the conversation. ‘You know, once you are a part of Shetty Dada’s gang, there is no getting away from it.’


‘And if you do run away and get caught…’ Munna’s voice trembled as he said these words. ‘‘Well…God help you then! No one on earth can save you from Shetty Dada,’ he continued, sounding terrified.


‘It is a well-known story; once a boy tried to run away and Shetty Dada cut his leg off. He now begs in Agra near the Taj Mahal,’ said Kaka, matter-of-factly.


‘Cut his leg off!’ Majid gasped, white in the face.


‘I…I…’ Ami stammered in horror.


‘Stop scaring the poor bastards,’ yelled Sonu. ‘Come let’s eat. Each of you have ten rupees, right?’


‘Y…Yeah.’ Majid closed his fist around a filthy ten-rupee note and thrust it into his pocket.


‘It’s a bonus. You got it for doing nothing.’ Munna winked at Majid, adding, ‘Next time you are the beggar!’


‘Shut up and let’s go and eat. I’m very hungry.’ Sonu gave Munna a whack on the head.


‘In ten rupees you can get poori-bhaji.’


‘Or even chhola bhatura. They are much better than bread pakoras,’ consoled Munna. ‘Come on the two of you. There’s really nothing to worry about. Look upon Shetty Dada as a protector.’ Munna pulled Ami’s arm, even as Majid clung to his other arm and pulled him back.


‘Ami…’ Majid squeaked furiously.


‘Come on, Majid, we’ll talk later.’ Ami patted his arm.


Majid and Ami followed the gang and had dinner with them. The other boys paid for Ami’s and Majid’s food, leaving them richer by twenty rupees. Ami felt better after eating the chhola bhatura and halwa and not half as despondent.


‘Nothing bad has happened to us yet.’ Ami comforted Majid. Majid, however, was convinced that being a part of Shetty Dada’s gang would get them killed.


‘I’m afraid. Let’s not sleep on the bench,’ he tugged at Ami’s shirt and pleaded. ‘Kadir knows where we sleep.’


‘How does it matter if Kadir knows where we sleep? What is Kadir going to do?’ Ami asked in exasperation.


‘Everyone is with Shetty Dada, even Abdul and Raju, the kabada boys.’


‘Then they can reach you anywhere, can’t they?’ Ami reasoned.


Why couldn’t Majid understand that the two of them were under the protection of Shetty Dada? He wasn’t going to murder them because he needed them. And as for running away, where was there to run to anyway? They had run away from Chauhan sir only to land in the lap of Shetty Dada. If they ran from Shetty Dada, God knows where they would land. Ami understood that remaining in Shetty Dada’s protection also ensured they were not sent back to the Patna Ashram.


‘I’m afraid to sleep on the bench…’


‘Then where do you want to sleep?’


‘Let’s sleep on the roof,’ urged Majid.


‘No,’ Ami said, instinctively recoiling at the thought of sharing space with the kabada boys. The asbestos sheets that covered the railway platform was where the kabada boys slept. They were dirty and almost always in a stupor from the whitener they kept sniffing.


‘Let’s go to the first-class bogie in the yard and sleep there. No one will know where we are,’ suggested Majid.


‘Okay.’
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The yard was deserted and all lights had been switched off. But by now they knew their way around and also knew where the premium trains like the Rajdhanis and the Shatabdis were normally stationed for servicing and cleaning. They picked their way through the railway tracks, jumping on wooden sleepers to avoid the sharp stones and the huge railway rats that were as big as cats. They looked for the one which, though dark and claustrophobic like other stationary air-conditioned trains, was always cleaner than the others. Whenever Majid was upset and needed to go to a safe, isolated place to smoke and brood, he would drag Ami to the dark and deserted yard. They climbed into the first-class bogie and sprawled on opposite seats in the four-berth first class cabin, waiting for their eyes to adjust to the pitch dark. It was so quiet that Ami could clearly hear his heart beating. As they lay down in the darkness, all kinds of spooky thoughts crowded their minds. Even the odd scurrying and creaking sounds made by the train’s metal as it cooled and contracted made them start.


‘Ami, let’s go to Lucknow,’ Majid suggested once again.


‘What will we do in Lucknow? We can’t go anywhere!’ Ami snapped.


‘But if we stay here, Shetty Dada will surely kill us!’


‘No he won’t! If he kills us, who will work for him?’


‘But he wants me to playact as a leper and beg, Ami!’ Majid sounded desperate.


‘Then do it, Majid. It’s better than doing drugs.’


‘But I don’t want to,’ complained Majid stubbornly.


‘If you don’t beg then he will beat you and maim you. Munna told me that Shetty Dada had once blinded a rebellious boy and then made him beg.’


‘But…’


‘Listen, Majid, if I can wash utensils at the tea stall, you can beg too. How does it matter? Tell me something…’ Ami sat up on one elbow, stared at his friend, and continued, ‘how is begging worse than stealing? You steal, don’t you? And we have to live, don’t we? You know, Majid, I like the platform and I like Abdul and Raju even though they are kabada boys. And Munna and Sonu, I like them too. I like the fact that there is no Chauhan sir. I’m not going anywhere!’


‘But Ami…’


‘I don’t want to hear any more of this. Go to sleep now. I am too tired.’


‘Ami?’ Majid asked after a brief pause.


‘What is it?’ Ami seemed irritated.


‘You want a cigarette?’


‘No, I’m sleeping.’ Ami stretched out on the berth and pillowed his head on his locked fingers.


‘Ami, you want glue?’


‘Glue!’ Ami shouted, taken aback.


‘Ya, to sniff. It makes you feel better.’


‘What! You’re doing drugs? Who taught you? Abdul?’ he enquired, shaking Majid’s shoulder.


‘Nah, I like glue. Glue is not like other drugs. At least it isn’t as bad as whitener.’


‘You like sniffing glue? Oh my God, Majid! Are you crazy?’ Ami shrieked. ‘Don’t you have any sense? Drugs are poison; they kill you!’


‘No, they make you feel better.’


‘Give me the bottle, Majid! I swear if you don’t stop this instant then it’s I, not Shetty Dada, who’ll kill you!’ Ami wrested the bottle away from him. ‘Go to sleep now. Tomorrow we will go for a movie. And no more drugs of any kind, especially whitener.’


‘Okay, I won’t. But I don’t want to be a leper.’


‘What’s the big deal? It’s only a few bandages,’ Ami said carelessly. ‘Come on, now let’s get some sleep.’


Munna had once told Ami that the passengers spread white sheets on top of these cushioned seats and then slept on them. He had even told him that rich people always slept on spotless sheets spread on comfortable beds, in air-conditioned rooms. In the Ashram, the boys had slept on hard beds made of wooden planks that had no mattresses on them. For years, Ami had slept on a teal-coloured blanket that was so old and frayed that it had holes in it. Thinking about his days at the Ashram, Ami lay down on the seat. The bogie was dark, hot, airless and stuffy but still the boys felt safer here and soon the two were soundly asleep.


In the wee hours of the morning, just before dawn was about to break and the night was the darkest, Ami woke up, bathed in sweat. He had had a nightmare about the Ashram and woken up terrified, forgetting he was in Delhi, in the train. He was sure that he was back in the Ashram; hungry, locked and helpless. He tried to go back to sleep, but however hard Ami tried, the events of the day he had been dreaming about played out in his mind endlessly, like a cinema reel. He had no choice but to lie down with his hands over his eyes, helplessly waiting for it to pass.


[image: image]


It was a hot afternoon and Ami lay on the grey ground in the Ashram, his cheek pressed to the cool cement of the floor. He had been locked in the room as punishment by Chauhan sir. He didn’t understand what it was that he had done this time. He was punished by Chauhan sir so often, and mostly for nothing, that he had come to the conclusion that even if he didn’t do anything he’d be punished.


At first, when Chauhan sir didn’t know Ami, he was just another orphan at the Ashram. But a year ago, Ami, who was always teased for his girly looks, was again made to play Sita during the Ramleela celebrations. Ami hated being called a girl and hated playing that part, but somehow every year he got dragged into it. It was Chauhan sir’s first year in the Ashram when he came to see the play; and it was there that he first saw Ami, dressed in a yellow sari and all of Sita’s fake finery. After the play ended, Chauhan sir came backstage to meet the performers. When he put his thick, clammy hand on Ami’s shoulder, he instinctively shrugged it off. One look at Chauhan sir’s flushed face and glaring eyes made Ami back away from him. From that moment onwards, Ami could never do anything right; all Chauhan sir did was find faults with him.


It began slowly, the stalking. First he began staring at Ami. Every time Ami looked up, he could feel Chauhan sir’s eyes running over him. Then he began tracking Ami. He would come into the dormitory or follow Ami into the classroom. He even followed Ami to the communal bath and stood silently watching him. He would come to the ground to watch the boys play and then stand where they had to file past him. Whenever Ami went past him, he would whack him hard on the buttocks – like he had done something wrong. Slowly he started to pick on Ami, find faults with him and give him the lowliest of tasks. He would hit him for the slightest mistake, shout and curse him and often hold him by the shoulders and shake him. The more he harassed and unfairly picked on him, the more rebellious and angry Ami became. In fact, he became defiant, answered back and refused to do the right thing. Things just got from bad to worse till the day he was locked up for some imaginary wrongdoing and not given anything to eat.


The reason given by Chauhan sir for the punishment was that Ami had not swept the dormitory well. Chauhan sir caught him by his neck, viciously twisted his arm and then shoved him into the so-called infirmary for hours without food and water. At first Ami lay on the iron cot, the only bed in the Ashram with a mattress, although a dirty one, and slept. He was grateful that he could be away from Chauhan sir’s presence for some time. Soon he began to feel hungry and urgently needed to pee. Ami banged on the locked door and called out to Majid and the other boys. Even though he could hear the boys talk and smell the food, no one answered his incessant calls. There was a sink in one corner of the room. Ami peed into it and then cupped his hands to drink copious quantities of water before falling asleep again.


Evening dawned and still no one came to his rescue. Desperately hungry, Ami tried some more screaming and banging, but to no avail. At night Ami lay on the cold floor, large tears rolling down his eyes. Ami’s entire being was concentrated on listening to the sounds of plates banging and spoons clinking as everyone ate dinner in the Ashram’s dining hall. Ami had not eaten for hours and the smell of food and the sound of plates and spoons was driving him crazy. From the aroma he knew that kadhi-chawal had been served to the kids for dinner, just as he knew that roti and baigan ka bharta had been served for lunch. Saliva filled his mouth and his stomach tightened with hunger. Ami had eaten nothing for twelve hours.


‘Ami…’ someone suddenly whispered.


‘What! Majid?’ Ami turned to the window and was relieved to find Majid standing there. ‘Where were you? I’ve been calling for so long!’


‘Quickly help me up, or someone will see me,’ Majid murmured. Ami held his hand and pulled in the skinny Majid through a narrow space created by a broken bar in the window. He marvelled at the ease with which Majid squeezed through.


The boys hugged but Ami was too hungry to think about anything but food.


‘Sorry, yaar, Chauhan sir made everyone finish every bit of their food before leaving the room. I think he suspects I might bring you food.’ Majid tried giving an explanation.


‘But you haven’t,’ Ami protested, adding feebly. ‘I think I’m going to die of hunger!’ He was almost on the verge of tears.


‘The kadhi-chawal was pathetic!’ Majid tried consoling him. ‘It had no oil, no pakoras; only salt, red chilies and besan!’


‘But you got rice, didn’t you?’ Ami enquired, sitting up.


‘Yeah…’ Majid replied slowly.


‘What?’


‘We also got peanut chikki. Big chunks. I wanted to save some for you but Chauhan sir made me eat every bit in front of him.’


‘I like chikki,’ Ami mumbled, trying to remember what chikki was and whether he had ever tasted it.


‘It’s made of jaggery and peanuts and is sweet and crunchy.’


‘Sweet and crunchy,’ Ami whispered, sounding all the more miserable. He had not tasted anything sweet and crunchy for a very long time. He lay down on the floor and covered his eyes with his arm. He didn’t want Majid to see his tears.


‘I can steal some radish from the garden.’ Majid tried consoling him. ‘At this time everyone will be watching TV and no one will notice me. I’ll be back in a jiffy,’ he added, enthusiastically.


Majid left and Ami waited for him in anticipation. Radish was not chikki but it was food and for someone who had had only water for close to twenty hours, even radish sounded good. The floor of the infirmary where he lay was pitted and broken, and for as long as he remembered, the dirty yellow walls had never been painted. The plaster was broken in many places and the walls were covered with gaudy pictures of gods and goddesses or with prints of calligraphy from the holy Quran. All religions flourished side by side with mounds of dirt hidden in every corner.


‘Ami, Ami, get up and eat.’ Majid shook his arm persistently, a few minutes later.


‘See I got a tomato too.’


Ami opened his eyes to see Majid triumphantly holding a withered yellow tomato in one hand and a dirt-encrusted radish in the other. The smell of the earth clung to the vegetables. He grinned as Ami grabbed the radish and rubbed it against his shorts to clean the dirt before eating it in large bites, barely swallowing a mouthful before he bit off some more. At the sight of food, Ami’s hunger flared up and he was ready to eat everything including the stalks and the leaves. Then he took a huge bite of the tomato and gasped as the sour juice hit the roof of his mouth.


‘What’s happening here?’ Suddenly the door of the room burst open and Chauhan sir walked in. He was a big uncouth man with loose lips, tobacco-stained teeth and a huge belly. Thick, coarse grey-black hair sprouted from his ears, nose and chest and Ami shrank from the sight of him. ‘See Behenji…’ Chauhan sir began, addressing the Ashram warden, whom everyone called Behenji. Very few people knew her real name. ‘Didn’t I tell you he was a thief and a badmaash!’


He then turned towards Majid, who was trying very hard to evade him. ‘What are you doing here? Learning badmaashi from a regular badmaash! Go to your dorm immediately!’ Majid slunk out silently. Behenji waddled in, dressed in a garish blue nylon sari with big orange-red flowers printed all over. Her tight blouse could hardly contain her huge bosom and arms, and her oily hair was tied in a bun. Nobody cared about her or minded her. The older boys even smoked and cursed in front of her. It was Chauhan sir whom everyone was scared of.


‘This Ami has been causing trouble ever since he came to the Ashram.’ Behenji sighed heavily and lowered her huge behind on to the cot. She was stout and fat, as broad as she was high.
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