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CHAPTER 1







Shall I hear the lament of the nightingale, submissively lending my ear?


Am I the rose to suffer its cry in silence year after year?


The fire of verse gives me courage and bids me no more to be faint.


With dust in my mouth, I am abject: to God I make my complaint.


Sometimes You favour our rivals then sometimes with us You are free,


I am sorry to say it so boldly. You are no less fickle than we.


– IQBAL: ‘COMPLAINT TO GOD’





My world is compressed. Warris Road, lined with rain gutters, lies between Queens Road and Jail Road: both wide, clean, orderly streets at the affluent fringes of Lahore.


Rounding the right-hand corner of Warris Road and continuing on Jail Road is the hushed Salvation Army wall. Set high, at eight-foot intervals, are the wall’s dingy eyes. My child’s mind is blocked by the gloom emanating from the wire mesh screening the oblong ventilation slits. I feel such sadness for the dumb creature I imagine lurking behind the wall. I know it is dumb because I have listened to its silence, my ear to the wall.


Jail Road also harbours my energetic Electric-aunt and her adenoidal son … large, slow, inexorable. Their house is adjacent to the den of the Salvation Army.


Opposite it, down a bumpy, dusty, earth-packed drive, is the one-and-a-half-room abode of my godmother. With her dwell her docile old husband and her slavesister. This is my haven. My refuge from the perplexing unrealities of my home on Warris Road.


A few furlongs away Jail Road vanishes into the dense bazaars of Mozang Chungi. At the other end a distant canal cuts the road at the periphery of my world.
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Lordly, lounging in my briskly rolling pram, immersed in dreams, my private world is rudely popped by the sudden appearance of an English gnome wagging a leathery finger in my ayah’s face. But for keen reflexes that enable her to pull the carriage up short there might have been an accident, and blood spilled on Warris Road. Wagging his finger over my head into Ayah’s alarmed face, he tut-tuts: ‘Let her walk. Shame, shame! Such a big girl in a pram! She’s at least four!’


He smiles down at me, his brown eyes twinkling intolerance.


I look at him politely, concealing my complacence. The Englishman is short, leathery, middle-aged, pointy-eared. I like him.


‘Come on. Up, up!’ he says, crooking a beckoning finger.


‘She not walk much … she get tired,’ drawls Ayah. And simultaneously I raise my trouser cuff to reveal the leather straps and wicked steel calipers harnessing my right boot.


Confronted by Ayah’s liquid eyes and prim gloating, and the triumphant revelation of my calipers, the Englishman withers.


But back he bounces, bobbing up and down. ‘So what?’ he says, resurrecting his smile. ‘Get up and walk! Walk! You need the exercise more than other children! How will she become strong, sprawled out like that in her pram? Now, you listen to me …’ He lectures Ayah, and prancing before the carriage which has again started to roll says, ‘I want you to tell her mother …’


Ayah and I hold our eyes away, effectively dampening his good-Samaritan exuberance … and wagging his head and turning about, the Englishman quietly dissolves up the driveway from which he had so enthusiastically sprung.




 





The covetous glances Ayah draws educate me. Up and down, they look at her. Stub-handed twisted beggars and dusty old beggars on crutches drop their poses and stare at her with hard, alert eyes. Holy men, masked in piety, shove aside their pretences to ogle her with lust. Hawkers, cart-drivers, cooks, coolies and cyclists turn their heads as she passes, pushing my pram with the unconcern of the Hindu goddess she worships.


Ayah is chocolate-brown and short. Everything about her is eighteen years old and round and plump. Even her face. Full-blown cheeks, pouting mouth and smooth forehead curve to form a circle with her head. Her hair is pulled back in a tight knot.


And, as if her looks were not stunning enough, she has a rolling bouncy walk that agitates the globules of her buttocks under her cheap colourful saris and the half-spheres beneath her short sariblouses. The Englishman no doubt had noticed.




 





We cross Jail Road and enter Godmother’s compound. Walking backwards, the buffalo-hide water-pouch slung from his back, the waterman is spraying the driveway to settle the dust for evening visitors. Godmother is already fitted into the bulging hammock of her easy chair and Slavesister squats on a low cane stool facing the road. Their faces brighten as I scramble out of the pram and run towards them. Smiling like roguish children, softly clapping hands they chant, ‘Langer deen! Paisay ke teen! Tamba mota, pag mahin!’ Freely translated, ‘Lame Lenny! Three for a penny! Fluffy pants and fine fanny!’


Flying forward I fling myself at Godmother and she lifts me onto her lap and gathers me to her bosom. I kiss her, insatiably, excessively, and she hugs me. She is childless. The bond that ties her strength to my weakness, my fierce demands to her nurturing, my trust to her capacity to contain that trust – and my loneliness to her compassion – is stronger than the bond of motherhood. More satisfying than the ties between men and women.


I cannot be in her room long without in some way touching her. Some nights, clinging to her broad white back like a bug, I sleep with her. She wears only white khaddar saris and white khaddar blouses beneath which is her coarse bandage-tight bodice. In all the years I never saw the natural shape of her breasts.
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Somewhere in the uncharted wastes of space beyond, is Mayo Hospital. We are on a quiet wide veranda running the length of the first floor. The cement floor is shining clean.


Colonel Bharucha, awesome, bald, as pink-skinned as an Englishman, approaches swiftly along the corridor. My mother springs up from the bench on which we’ve been waiting.


He kneels before me. Gently he lifts the plaster cast on my dangling right leg and suddenly looks into my eyes. His eyes are a complex hazel. They are direct as an animal’s. He can read my mind.


Colonel Bharucha is cloaked in thunder. The terrifying aura of his renown and competence are with him even when he is without his posse of house surgeons and head nurses. His thunder is reflected in my mother’s on-your-mark attentiveness. If he bends, she bends swifter. When he reaches for the saw on the bench she reaches it first and hands it to him with touching alacrity. It is a frightening arm’s-length saw. It belongs in a woodshed. He withdraws from his pockets a mallet, a hammer and a chisel.


The surgeon’s pink head, bent in concentration, hides the white cast. I look at my mother. I turn away to look at a cloudless sky. I peer inquisitively at the closed windows screening the large general ward in front of me. The knocks of the hammer and chisel and the sawing have ceased to alarm. I am confident of the doctor’s competence. I am bored. The crunch of the saw biting into plaster continues as the saw is worked to and fro by the surgeon. I look at his bowed head and am arrested by the splotch of blood just visible on my shin through the crack in the plaster.


My boredom vanishes. The blood demands a reaction. ‘Um …,’ I moan dutifully. There is no response. ‘Um … Um …,’ I moan, determined to draw attention.


The sawing stops. Colonel Bharucha straightens. He looks up at me and his direct eyes bore into my thoughts. He cocks his head, impishly defying me to shed crocodile tears. Caught out I put a brave face on my embarrassment and my nonexistent pain and look away.


It is all so pleasant and painless. The cast is off. My mother’s guilt-driven attention is where it belongs – on the steeply fallen arch of my right foot. The doctor buckles my sandal and helps me from the bench saying, ‘It didn’t hurt now, did it?’ He and my mother talk over my head in cryptic monosyllables, nods and signals. I am too relieved to see my newly released foot and its valuable deformity intact to be interested in their grown-up exclusivity. My mother takes my hand and I limp away happily.




 





It is a happy interlude. I am sent to school. I play ‘I sent a letter to my friend …’ with other children. My cousin, slow, intense, observant, sits watching.


‘Which of you’s sick and is not supposed to run?’ asks the teacher: and bound by our telepathic conspiracy, both Cousin and I point to Cousin. He squats, distributing his indolent weight on his sturdy feet and I shout, play, laugh and run on the tips of my toes. I have an overabundance of energy. It can never be wholly released.


The interlude was happy.




[image: ]





I lie on a white wooden table in a small room. I know it is the same hospital. I have been lured unsuspecting to the table but I get a whiff of something frightening. I hate the smell with all my heart, and my heart pounding I try to get off the table. Hands hold me. Colonel Bharucha, in a strange white cap and mask, looks at me coolly and says something to a young and nervous lady doctor. The obnoxious smell grows stronger as a frightening muzzle is brought closer to my mouth and nose. I scream and kick out. The muzzle moves away. Again it attacks and again I twist and wrench, turning my face from side to side. My hands are pinned down. I can’t move my legs. I realise they are strapped. Hands hold my head. ‘No! No! Help me. Mummy! Mummy, help me!’ I shout, panicked. She too is aligned with them. ‘I’m suffocating,’ I scream. ‘I can’t breathe.’ There is an unbearable weight on my chest. I moan and cry.


I am held captive by the brutal smell. It has vaporised into a milky cloud. I float round and round and up and down and fall horrendous distances without landing anywhere, fighting for my life’s breath. I am abandoned in that suffocating cloud. I moan and my ghoulish voice turns me into something despicable and eerie and deserving of the terrible punishment. But where am I? How long will the horror last? Days and years with no end in sight …


It must have ended.


I switch awake to maddening pain, sitting up in my mother’s bed crying. I must have been crying a long time. I become aware of the new plaster cast on my leg. The shape of the cast is altered from the last time. The toes point up. The pain from my leg radiates all over my small body. ‘Do something. I’m hurting!’


My mother tells me the story of the little mouse with seven tails.


‘The mouse comes home crying.’ My mother rubs her knuckles to her eyes and, energetically imitating the mouse, sobs, ‘Mummy, Mummy, do something. The children at school tease me. They sing: “Freaky mousey with seven tails! Lousy mousey with seven tails!” So, the little mouse’s mother chops off one tail. The next day the mouse again comes home crying: “Mummy, Mummy, the children tease me. Lousy mousey with six tails! Freaky mousey with six tails!”’


And so on, until one by one the little mouse’s tails are all chopped off and the story winds to its inevitable and dismal end with the baby mouse crying: ‘Mummy, Mummy, the children tease me. They sing, “Freaky mousey with no tail! Lousy mousey with no tail!”’ And there is no way a tail can be tacked back on.


The doleful story adds to my misery. But stoically bearing my pain for the duration of the tale, out of pity for my mother’s wan face and my father’s exaggerated attempts to become the tragic mouse, I once again succumb to the pain.


My mother tells my father: ‘Go next door and phone the doctor to come at once!’ It is in the middle of the night. And it is cold. Father puts on his dressing gown and wrapping a scarf round his neck leaves us. My screaming loses its edge of panic. An hour later, exhausted by the pain and no longer able to pander to my mother’s efforts to distract, I abandon myself to hysteria.


‘Daddy has gone to fetch Colonel Bharucha,’ soothes Mother. She carries me round and round the room stroking my back. Finally, pushing past the curtain and the door, she takes me into the sitting room.


My father raises his head from the couch.


The bitter truth sinks in. He never phoned the doctor. He never went to fetch him. And my mother collaborated in the betrayal. I realise there is nothing they can do and I don’t blame them.


The night must have passed – as did the memory of further pain.




 





As news of my operation spreads, the small and entire Parsee community of Lahore, in clucking clusters, descends on the Sethi household. I don’t wish to see them. I cry for Godmother. I feel only she can appreciate my pain and comfort me. She sends her obese emissary, Mini Aunty, who with her dogged devotion to my mother – and multiplicity of platitudes – only aggravates. ‘My, my, my! So here we are! Flat on our backs like old ladies!’ She clicks her tongue. ‘We’ve no consideration for poor Mummy, have we?’ As if I’ve deliberately committed surgery on my foot and sneaked my leg into a cast!


But, preceded by the slave, Godmother comes.


She sits by my bed stroking me, smiling, her eyes twinkling concern, in her grey going-out sari, its pretty border of butterflies pinned to iron strands of scant combed-back hair. The intensity of her tenderness and the concentration of her attention are narcotic. I require no one else.


All evening long Mother and Father sit in the drawing room, long-faced and talking in whispers, answering questions, accepting advice, exhibiting my plastered leg.


When Colonel Bharucha makes his house call at dusk he is ushered through the sitting room – hushed by his passage into the nursery by the officiating and anxious energy of Electric-aunt. Father, cradling me like a baby, carries me in.


The visiting ladies form a quiet ring round my cot as with a little mallet the doctor checks my wrist, knees, elbows and left ankle for reflexes, and injects a painkiller into my behind. Cousin, watching the spectacle, determines seriously to become a doctor or a male nurse. Any profession that permits one to jab pins into people merits his consideration.


Taking advantage of Colonel Bharucha’s brief presence Mother reads out her list of questions. Should she sit me out in the sun? Massage like this … or that? Use almond or mustard oil? Can she give me Mr Phailbus’s homeopathic powders? Cod-liver oil?


‘I’m to blame,’ she says, ‘I left her to the ayahs …’




 





A month later, free of pain, I sit in my stroller, my right leg stuck straight out in front on account of my cast, as Ayah propels me to the zoo. I observe the curious glances coming my way and soak in the commiserate clucking of tongues, wearing a polite and nonchalant countenance. The less attention I appear to demand the more attention I get. And, despite the provocative agitation of Ayah’s bouncy walk, despite the gravitational pull of her moon-like face, I am the star attraction of the street.


When we stop by the chattering monkeys in the zoo, even they through their cages ogle me. I stare at the white plaster forcing my unique foot into the banal mould of a billion other feet and I ponder my uncertain future.


What will happen once the cast comes off? What if my foot emerges immaculate, fault-free? Will I have to behave like other children, slogging for my share of love and other handouts? Aren’t I too old to learn to throw tantrums – or hold my breath and have a fit? While other children have to clamour and jump around to earn their candy, I merely sit or stand, wearing my patient, butter-wouldn’t-melt … and displaying my calipers – and I am showered with candy.


What if I have to labour at learning spellings and reciting poems and strive with forty other driven children to stand first, second or third in class? So far I’ve been spared the idiocy – I am by nature uncompetitive – but the sudden emergence from its cocoon of a beautifully balanced and shapely foot could put my sanguine personality and situation on the line.


I flirt, briefly, with hope. Perhaps, in his zeal, Colonel Bharucha has over-corrected the defect – and I see myself limping gamely on the stub of my heel while the ball of my foot and my toes waggle suspended.


I am jolted out of my troublesome reverie when I realise that Ayah is talking to Sher Singh, the slender Sikh zoo attendant, and I have been rolled before the lion’s cage. There he lies, the ferocious beast of my nightmares, looking toothless and innocent … lying in wait to spring, fully dentured, into my dreams.

















CHAPTER 2





Father stirs in the bed next to ours. ‘Jana?’ Mother says softly, propping herself up on an elbow.


I lie still pretending sleep. She calls him Jan: life. In the faint glow of the night-light I see him entirely buried beneath his quilt like in a grave. Mother hates it when he covers his face, as if he is distancing himself from her even in his sleep. She knows he is awake. ‘Jana?’ she says again, groping for his head. ‘Don’t cover your face like that … You’ll suffocate.’


‘So?’ says Father drowsily, hanging on to the heavy cotton quilt and unveiling only his eyes. ‘You’ll be a merry widow. You’ll blow every pice I’ve saved.’


I can almost feel a languorous happiness settle in my mother’s flesh. He sounds teasing, affectionate, as she says he did in the first year of their six-year-old marriage.


‘Don’t say that, Jana. Even as a joke,’ Mother says, her voice plaintive, grateful, husky. She rolls over and molding herself to his back makes small burrowing, yearning movements. Father turns and lifting the quilt buries his head in the breasts she has inherited from a succession of bountifully endowed Parsee grandmothers.


Having polio in infancy is like being born under a lucky star. It has many advantages – it permits me access to my mother’s bed in the middle of the night.




* * *





‘Baijee? Wake up.’ Ayah taps Mother’s hand urgently. ‘Baijee?’


My lids fly open. Mother looks startled and her eyes, still glazed with dreams, stare fixedly at Ayah.


‘Something’s happened to Papoo … I’ve put her in the nursery,’ whispers Ayah. ‘You’d better come.’


In one starting movement Mother pushes away the quilt and swings her feet to the icy floor. Her calves gleam creamily in the pale light seeping in through the narrow windows. Shanta, my eighteen-year-old ayah, pushes the red felt slippers towards her mistress’s feet and holds out Mother’s pashmina shawl.


I sit up, whimpering, and Ayah swings me up and places me on her hip. I know I am heavy with my cast.


It is warmer in my nursery. A thin woollen dhurrie covers the brick floor and the sweeper’s daughter is lying on it in front of the glowing rods of an electric heater. She is three years older than me, a bit taller, but she weighs less I’m sure.


Ayah places me in my cot and squats beside my kneeling mother. I feel a sickening lurch of fear – and fury. From the way she lies, ashen, immobile – the right side of her dark cheek and small mouth slightly askew, a thread of saliva stretched to a wet spot on the dhurrie – I think that there is something terribly wrong with Papoo. ‘Has Muccho beaten her again?’ I ask fiercely.


Ayah looks up at me, shivering in the sleeveless cardigan worn over her cotton sari. Her hair is dishevelled and her large eyes are dilated with anger too. ‘Shush,’ she says. ‘She’ll be all right.’ The shawl she has flung aside earlier lies in a heap on the floor.


‘Papoo,’ Mother says, smoothing back her straight, sunbleached hair, ‘open your eyes, child. You’re safe. Come?’


But the girl, normally so responsive, lies absolutely still. She looks unbearably ill: shrunken, her small features barely defined, showing milky crescents beneath her lids.


‘We’d better get her to the hospital,’ Mother says, standing up. ‘I’ll tell Sahib to mind Lenny.’


Papoo remains in the hospital two whole weeks. She has a concussion. Her mother says she fell off her bed, but we know she’s lying. Muccho maltreats her daughter.


When Papoo returns from the children’s ward of the Ganga Ram Hospital she is sprightly, defiant, devilish and as delightful as ever.
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My parents sit on wood-bottomed chairs in Colonel Bharucha’s consulting room. Mother holds me. I’ve been inflated to twice my size by knitted underwear, pullovers, a five-foot Kashmir shawl and a quilt.


Colonel Bharucha is applying a stethoscope to the emaciated chest of an infant. A woman in a shabby black burka holds the child. The infant coughs so severely that his mother has to hold him upright.


Colonel Bharucha removes the stethoscope from his ears and lets it hang from his neck like a talisman. ‘How long has he had this cough?’ he asks.


The father, standing deferentially to one side, bends towards his wife. She turns her veiled face to him and whispers.


‘For a week, doctor sahib,’ the man says. His head and neck are wrapped in a muffler and his gaunt face is careworn.


‘How often does he throw up?’ asks the doctor.


Again the man stoops and, relaying his wife’s words, says: ‘Quite often, sir.’


‘Once a day? Twice a day? Ten times a day?’ the doctor booms impatiently. I feel Mother’s arm twitch.


This time the woman addresses the doctor directly, looking at him through the netting covering her eyes. ‘He vomits every time he has milk … five, six times a day.’ Her voice is incredibly young. She couldn’t be more than twelve, I think, surprised.


‘Why didn’t you bring him earlier?’ the doctor roars.


‘I’m sorry, sir,’ the man says. ‘She didn’t tell me.’


‘She didn’t tell you? Are you a father or a barber? And you all want Pakistan! How will you govern a country when you don’t know what goes on in your own house?’


The man, shivering slightly in a short, scruffy jacket and cotton trousers, hangs his head and smiles sheepishly.


His patients understand Colonel Bharucha. The more he roars and scolds the more likely he is to effect a cure. They have as much faith in his touch as in his mixtures.


‘Take this to the dispenser,’ Colonel Bharucha says, handing him a prescription. ‘He won’t charge you for the medicine.’


‘Your fees, sir?’ The man fishes out a handful of grubby one-rupee notes from his coat pocket. ‘No need,’ Colonel Bharucha says with a dismissive gesture, and turning to us, asks, ‘Well?’


The man salaams and shepherds his wife out of the tiny room.


‘It’s Lenny,’ says Mother. ‘You said you’d remove her plaster today? She has a cold … I don’t know if you should …’ Her voice trails off on a quavering note.


I quake. The news comes as a complete shock. I thought I was seeing the doctor for my cold. Misinterpreting my devotion to the cast which conceals my repaired foot, Mother thinks I’m merely scared of being hurt and has kept the true purpose of the appointment from me.


‘No!’ I scream, unable to bear the thought of an able-bodied future. The suspense – although it has given my forehead premature wrinkles of worry – is preferable to the certainty of an altered, laborious and loveless life.


I open my mouth wide and bawl as loudly as I am able and cleave to my mother.


‘It won’t hurt, mai,’ soothes Father gently.


‘Don’t you remember? It didn’t hurt at all last time,’ carols Mother brightly. ‘Dr Bharucha would never let you hurt.’


Father waves a crisp ten-rupee note before my nose as I turn my face from side to side to abjure temptation and establish disdain. It is a touching gesture of extravagance on Father’s part. I would appreciate it in any other circumstance.


But trade my future for ten rupees?


Colonel Bharucha moves his spindly chair closer and looks eloquently at me, implying: Now what’s all this fuss about? I won’t tolerate nonsense.


But my terror is genuine and the doctor compromises. ‘I only want to have a look at the plaster,’ he says, and displays hands innocent of saw, chisel or hammer. ‘See? I have nothing.’


He shifts his eyes to Mother. ‘How do you expect me to examine her through all this quilting?’ And standing up from his desk, tall and stooping, directs: ‘Bring her to the table.’


Mother briskly removes the quilt and hands it to Father. She unwinds the shawl, removes my coat and trousers and lays me on the hard and treacherously narrow table that is covered only by an iodine-stained white sheet.


‘Take her clothes off, woman!’ the doctor hollers.


‘She has such an awful cold and fever …,’ says Mother hesitantly.


‘Then take her home and broil her! If you know what’s good for her, why bring her to me?’


Mother and Father hastily strip me of my pullovers and knitted underwear, sparing only my cotton knickers.


The doctor applies his cold stethoscope. I’m still trembling from the thunder of his angry roars – and now I shiver also from the cold. ‘She hasn’t got a fever,’ the doctor declares severely. He signals to Mother and she covers my naked and trembling torso with the shawl. At the direction of a swift and secret signal I miss, Father and Mother move to either side of me and firmly stroke my arms and shoulders: and, at my instant alarm, make soothing noises.


‘Lie still!’ the doctor orders, and petrified by his tone, I lie still.


Colonel Bharucha saws, hammers and chisels at my cast, and using both hands, tears it apart.


‘See? No pain,’ he says, moving his eyes close to mine. ‘Have a look,’ he offers, helping me sit up. Mother hastily winds the shawl round my shoulders and I examine the doctor’s handiwork.


I let go my breath in a massive sigh of relief. My right leg looks dead: pathetically thin, wrinkled and splotched with discoloured and pale patches. The shape of my ankle has definitely changed. It joins my foot at a much more reasonable angle. On the whole I’m surprisingly pleased. My leg looks functional but it remains gratifyingly abnormal – and far from banal!


I am dressed and stood on my bare feet. My heel still clears the floor. Colonel Bharucha tries briefly to press my heel down.


‘Much better!’ he announces, looking up. ‘See the difference?’


My parents’ twinge of initial disappointment is at once replaced by readjusted expectations. They nod their heads with admiring smiles of satisfaction.


‘Mind you, she must wear her calipers for some time,’ says the doctor, and turning to me he adds, ‘We’ll get you new ones.’ I could hug him. ‘She still needs care … Massage, ultraviolet rays, physical therapy.’ He raises my right arm and bends my torso to the left. ‘Her right side is affected: she will have to exercise and stretch her waist like this!’


Mother’s eyes are brimming with tears, her beautiful mouth working.


Colonel Bharucha places his arm around her. ‘What’s here to worry now?’ he says gruffly, surprised at Mother’s agitation. ‘By the time she grows up she’ll be quite normal.’


Mother blows her nose in a daintily embroidered cambric handkerchief and taking the doctor’s hand presses it to her eyes. Father sniffs and clears his throat.


‘What about her schooling?’ he asks, masking his emotion. I can’t tell if he is inordinately pleased by the condition of my leg – or inordinately disappointed.


‘She’s doing fine without school, isn’t she?’ says the doctor. ‘Don’t pressure her … her nerves could be affected. She doesn’t need to become a professor.’ He turns to me. ‘Do you want to become a professor?’


I shake my head in a firm negative. ‘She’ll marry – have children – lead a carefree, happy life. No need to strain her with studies and exams,’ he advises, thereby sealing my fate.


Mother’s mouth is again working – her eyes again brimming. And driven by unfathomable demons, again her guilt surfaces. ‘I don’t know where I went wrong,’ she says. ‘It’s my fault … I neglected her – left her to the care of ayahs. None of the other children who went to the same park contracted polio.’


‘It’s no one’s fault really,’ says Colonel Bharucha, reassuring her as usual. ‘Lenny is weak. Some child with only the symptoms of a severe cold could have passed the virus.’ And then he roars a shocking postscript: ‘If anyone’s to blame, blame the British! There was no polio in India till they brought it here!’


As far as I’m concerned this is insurgence – an open declaration of war by the two hundred Parsees of Lahore of the British Empire! I am shocked because Colonel Bharucha is the president of our community in Lahore. And, except for a few designated renegades, the Parsees have been careful to adopt a discreet and politically naive profile. At the last community dinner, held on the roof of the YMCA building on the Mall, Colonel Bharucha had cautioned (between the blood-chilling whines of the microphone): ‘We must tread carefully … We have served the English faithfully, and earned their trust … So, we have prospered! But we are the smallest minority in India … Only one hundred and twenty thousand in the whole world. We have to be extra wary, or we’ll be neither here nor there …’ And then, surmounting his uncharacteristic hesitancy, and in thunderous voice, he declaimed: ‘We must hunt with the hounds and run with the hare!’


Everybody clapped and gravely said: ‘Hear! Hear!’ as they always do, reflexively, every time anyone airs a British proverb in suitably ringing tones.


‘The goddamn English!’ I think, infected by Colonel Bharucha’s startling ferocity at this ‘dastardly’ (one of Father’s favourite words, just as ‘plucky’ is Mother’s) instance of British treachery. ‘They gave us polio!’ And notwithstanding the compatible and sanguine nature of my relationship with my disease, I feel it is my first personal involvement with Indian politics: the Quit-India sentiment that has fired the imagination of a subject people and will soon sweep away the Raj!

















CHAPTER 3





Ayah and I, arrested by a discordant bugle blast, come to a dead stop outside Godmother’s gate. There is a brief roll of drums. The tall tin-sheet gates of the Salvation Army compound open and the band and marchers emerge from the leafy gloam of neem trees fermenting behind the walls.


It is always a shock to see the raw hands and faces of the English exposed to the light of day; and as the column moves away my mind transforms it into a slick red and white caterpillar, its legs marching, marching, its hundred sightless eyes staring ahead.


At startling intervals the caterpillar bursts into sound. Drums, bugles and tambourines clash – and as it curves out of sight round a bend in Jail Road it manufactures a curious vibration, like a unison of muzzled voices raised in song.


I stand transfixed, waiting for the creature’s return. Ayah tries to drag me away but I resist, and she leans resignedly – and attractively – against the white-washed gatepost.


When the caterpillar returns, now marching on our side of the road, the red jackets and white saris separate to take the alien shapes of Englishmen and -women. Observed in microscopic dissection the head of the centipede is formed by a strutting Englishman holding the stout pole of a red flag diagonally across his chest. Of its own volition his glance slides to Ayah and, turning purple and showing off, he wields the flag like an acrobatic baton.


Close behind, orifices glued to convoluted brass horns, strut two red jackets: and on their heels, forming the shoulder and chest of the creature, a tight-packed row of red jackets beating drums, cymbals and tambourines, their leaden eyes attracted to the magnet leaning against the gatepost.


The saviours move away and the bits and pieces of Englishmen and -women fit together again to form the elongated and illusionary caterpillar of Jail Road.
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We no longer use the pram to visit Godmother’s house: it is a short ten minute walk. But when Ayah takes me up Queens Road, past the YWCA, past the Freemasons’ Lodge, which she calls ‘The Ghost Club,’ and across the Mall to the Queen’s statue in the park opposite the Assembly Chambers, I’m still pushed in a pram. I love it.


Queen Victoria, cast in gunmetal, is majestic, massive, over-powering, ugly. Her statue imposes the English Raj in the park. I lie sprawled on the grass, my head in Ayah’s lap. The Faletti’s Hotel cook, the Government House gardener, and an elegant, compactly muscled head-and-body masseur sit with us. Ice-candy man is selling his Popsicles to the other groups lounging on the grass. My mouth waters. I have confidence in Ayah’s chocolate chemistry … lank and loping the Ice-candy man cometh …


I take advantage of Ayah’s admirers. ‘Massage me!’ I demand, kicking the handsome masseur. He loosens my laces and unbuckles the straps gripping my boots. Taking a few drops of almond oil from one of the bottles in his cruet set, he massages my wasted leg and then my okay leg. His fingers work deftly, kneading, pummelling, soothing. They are knowing fingers, very clever, and sometimes, late in the evening, when he and Ayah and I are alone, they massage Ayah under her sari. Her lids close. She grows still and languid. A pearly wedge gleams between her lips and she moans, a fragile, piteous sound of pleasure. Very carefully, very quietly, I manoeuvre my eyes and nose. It is dark, but now and then a dart of twilight illuminates a subtle artistry. My nose inhales the fragrance of earth and grass – and the other fragrance that distils insights. I intuit the meaning and purpose of things. The secret rhythms of creation and mortality. The essence of truth and beauty. I recall the choking hell of milky vapours and discover that heaven has a dark fragrance.




 





Things love to crawl beneath Ayah’s sari. Ladybirds, glowworms, Ice-candy man’s toes. She dusts them off with impartial nonchalance. I keep an eye on Ice-candy man’s toes. Sometimes, in the course of an engrossing story, they travel so cautiously that both Ayah and I are taken unawares. Ice-candy man is a raconteur. He is also an absorbing gossip. When the story is extra good, and the tentative toes polite, Ayah tolerates them.


Sometimes a toe snakes out and zeroes in on its target with such lightning speed that I hear of the attack only from Ayah’s startled ‘Oof’. Once in a while I preempt the big toe’s romantic impulse and, catching it mid-crawl or mid-strike, twist it. It is a measure to keep the candy bribes coming.


I learn also to detect the subtle exchange of signals and some of the complex rites by which Ayah’s admirers coexist. Dusting the grass from their clothes they slip away before dark, leaving the one luck, or the lady, favours. I don’t enjoy the gardener’s turn because nothing much happens except talk. He talks and Ayah talks, and he listens and Ayah talks. I escape into daydreams in which my father turns loquacious and my mother playful. Or to heroics in which I rescue Godmother from the drooling jaws of her cannibalistic brother-in-law who is a doctor and visits from way beyond the perimeter of my familiar world.


I learn fast. I gain Ayah’s goodwill and complicity by accommodating her need to meet friends and relatives. She takes me to fairs, cheap restaurants and slaughterhouses. I cover up for her and maintain a canny silence about her doings. I learn of human needs, frailties, cruelties and joys. I also learn from her the tyranny magnets exercise over metals.


I have many teachers. My cousin shows me things.


‘You want to see my marbles?’ he asks, and holds out the prettily coloured glass balls for me to admire and touch – if I so wish, to play with. He has just returned from Quetta where he had a hernia operation. ‘Let me show you my scar,’ he offers, unbuttoning his fly and exposing me to the glamorous spectacle of a stitched scar and a handful of genitals. He too has clever fingers. ‘You can touch it,’ he offers. His expression is disarming, gallant. I touch the fine scar and gingerly hold the genitals he transfers to my palm. We both study them. ‘I am also having my tonsils removed,’ he says. I hand back his genitals and look at his neck. I visualise a red, scalloped scar running from ear to ear. It is a premonition.


Sometimes I spend days and nights with my limber electric-aunt and my knowing and instructive cousin. ‘See this pillow?’ he asks one night – and as it moves nearer it resembles a muzzle. I scream. Frightened, he covers my scream with the pillow and sits on it. I struggle madly at first and then feebly, and cautiously he allows me to emerge, screamless.


The next day, when we are alone, my cousin’s face looms conspiratorially close and he says, ‘Come on. I’ll show you something.’


He leads me through wire-mesh doors to the back veranda. He drags a wooden stool close to the whitewashed wall and climbing on it points to a hole in a small white china object stuck to the wall. ‘See this?’ he asks. ‘Put your finger there and see what happens.’ He jumps down and almost lifts me to the stool. He is a couple of years older than me. I raise my hand, index finger pointed, and look down at him expectantly. He nods. I poke my finger into the small depression and an AC current teaches me everything I will ever need to know about gullibility and shock. Though my faculties of reason, deduction and logic advance with the years, my gullibility and reaction to shock remain the same as on the day I tumbled screaming, hair, nerves and limbs spread-eagled, into my cousin’s arms.




 





My electric-aunt is a resourceful widow addicted to quick decisions and swift results. The speed at which she moves from spot to spot – from dawn to dusk – have earned her a citation. She is called, in moments of need and gratitude, bijli: a word that in the various Indian languages, with slight variations, stands for both electricity and lightning.


She is also addicted to navy blue. She and her son share a bedroom. It has navy-blue curtains, navy-blue bedspreads and navy-blue linen doilies on the dressing table. It is, depending on my mood, either a restful or a gloomy room. The night of my lesson in gullibility and shock I find it gloomy. My cousin and I spread mattresses and sleep on the carpeted floor of the cheerful sitting room next to the bedroom.


That night I have the first nightmare that connects me to the pain of others.


Far away I hear a siren. Tee-too! Tee-too! it goes, alarming my heart. The nocturnal throb and shrieking grow louder, closing in, coming now from the compound of the Salvation Army next door. Its tin-sheet gates open a crack to let out a long khaki caterpillar. Centipedal legs marching, marching, it curves, and as it approaches Electric-aunt’s gate it metamorphoses into a single German soldier on a motorcycle. Roaring up the drive the engine stops, as I know it must, outside Electric-aunt’s doorstep. The siren’s tee-too tee-too is now deafening. My heart pounds at the brutality of the sound. The soldier, his cap and uniform immaculate, dismounts. Carefully removing black gloves from his white hands, he comes to get me.


Why does my stomach sink all the way to hell even now? I had my own stock of Indian bogeymen. Choorails, witches with turned-about feet who ate the hearts and livers of straying children. Bears lurking, ready to pounce if I did not finish my pudding. The zoo lion. No one had taught me to fear an immaculate Nazi soldier. Yet here he was, in nightmare after nightmare, coming to get me on his motorcycle.


I recall another childhood nightmare from the past. Children lie in a warehouse. Mother and Ayah move about solicitously. The atmosphere is businesslike and relaxed. Godmother sits by my bed smiling indulgently as men in uniforms quietly slice off a child’s arm here, a leg there. She strokes my head as they dismember me. I feel no pain. Only an abysmal sense of loss – and a chilling horror that no one is concerned by what’s happening.

















CHAPTER 4





I pick up a brother. Somewhere down the line I become aware of his elusive existence. He is four – a year and a month younger than me. I don’t recall him learning to crawl or to walk. Where was he? It doesn’t matter.


My brother is aloof. Vital and alert, he inhabits another sphere of interests and private thoughts. No doubt he too is busy picking up knowledge, gaining insights. I am more curious about him than he about me. His curiosity comes later. I am skinny, wizened, sallow, wiggly-haired, ugly. He is beautiful. He is the most beautiful thing, animal, person, building, river or mountain that I have seen. He is formed of gold mercury. He never stands still enough to see. He turns, ducks, moves, looks away, vanishes.


The only way I know to claim his undivided attention is to get him angry. I learn to bait him. His name is Adi. I call him Sissy. He is too confused to retaliate the first few times I call him by his new name. At last: ‘My name is Adi,’ he growls, glowering.


The next day I persist. He pretends not to notice. In the evening, holding up a sari-clad doll I say, ‘Hey, Sissy, look! She’s just like you!’


Adi raises his head and looks squarely from the doll to me. His jet eyes are vibrant. His flushed face holds the concentrated beauty and venom of an angry cobra. And like a cobra striking, in one sweep he removes a spiked boot and hurls it at me. I stare at him, blood blurring my vision. And he stares back communicating cold fury and deathly warning.


It’s not that he doesn’t want to play with me. It’s just that I can’t hold his attention for more than a few seconds. His unfathomable thoughts and mercurial play pattern absorb him. Squatting before corners or blank walls, head bent, fingers busy, he concentrates on trains, bricks, mudballs, strings. Quickly he shifts to another heap of toys and garbage in another corner; or out the doors into the garden, or vegetable patch, or servants’ quarters at the back of the house.


At night he’s into his nightsuit and fast asleep while I’m still soaking my chilblained toes in scalding salt water – or standing on a stool brushing my teeth. We sleep in outsize elongated cots. Like our loosely tailored clothes with huge tucks and hems, our cots are designed to last a lifetime. (My brother outgrew his cot. I still fit into mine.) Ayah tucks in the mosquito net and switches off the faint light.


Is there anything to compare with the cosy bliss of snuggling beneath a heavy quilt with a hot-water bag on a freezing night in an unheated room? Particularly if you’ve just dashed from the bathroom over a bare brick floor? And you’re five years old? And free to go over the excitements and evaluate the experience of the day and weave them into daydreams that drift into sleep? That is, provided the zoo lion does not roar. If he roars – which at night is rare – my daydreams turn into quaking daymares: and these to nightmares in which the hungry lion, cutting across Lawrence Road to Birdwood Road, prowls from the rear of the house to the bedroom door, and in one bare-fanged leap crashes through to sink his fangs into my stomach. My stomach sinks all the way to the bottom of hell.


Whether he roars at night or not, I awake every morning to the lion’s roar. He sets about it at the crack of dawn, blighting my dreams. By the time I dispel the fears of the jungle and peep out of my quilt, Adi is already out of bed. A great chunk of his life is lived apart: he goes to a regular school.
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Spring flowers, birds and butterflies scent and colour the air. It is the end of March, and already it is hot in the sun. Cousin and I come indoors and see my brother, embedded in the sag of a charpoy, fast asleep. We gently turn him on his back and propped on elbows scrutinise his face.


‘He’s put on lipstick,’ Cousin says.


‘Yes,’ I agree.


His face has the irresistible bloom of spring flowers. Turn by turn Cousin and I softly brush our lips and cheeks against his velvet face, we pry back a sleek lick of dark brown hair and kiss his forehead and the cushioned cleft in his chin. His vulnerability is breathtaking, and we ravish it with scrutiny and our childish kisses. Carried away by our ardour we become rough. Adi wakes up and opens indulgent, jewel-jet eyes. They are trusting and kind as a saint’s.


‘You’ve put on lipstick?’ I ask, inviting confidence.


‘No,’ he says mildly.


‘Of course he has!’ says Cousin.


‘No, I’ve not,’ says Adi.


‘Can I rub some tissue and find out?’ I ask courteously.


‘Okay,’ he says.


I stroke the Kleenex across his lips and look at it. It is unblemished. I moisten it with my tongue and rub harder. Cousin is armed with his own tissue. Adi withstands our vigorous scouring with the patience of the blameless. I notice blood on the Kleenex. The natural red in his lips has camouflaged the bleeding. Astonished, we finally believe him.


‘He should have been a girl,’ says Cousin.


By now Adi is fully awake. I watch helplessly as mercurial preoccupation veils his eyes. He becomes remote. His vulnerability vanishes. He kicks out, pushing back our hands with the tissues. He is in control.


Passing by, Ayah swoops down on him and picks him up. After hugging him and nuzzling his face she abruptly puts him down again, saying: ‘He is my little English baba!’


Last evening Ayah took us for a walk in Simla-pahari and a passerby, no doubt impelled by her spherical agitation into spouting small talk, enquired: ‘Is he an English’s son?’


‘Of course not!’ said Ayah imperiously. However, vanity softening her contempt, she added: ‘Can any dough-faced English’s son match his spice? Their looks lack salt!’


Ayah is so proud of Adi’s paucity of pigment. Sometimes she takes us to Lawrence Gardens and encourages him to run across the space separating native babies and English babies. The ayahs of the English babies hug him and fuss over him and permit him to romp with their privileged charges. Adi undoes the bows of little girls with blue eyes in scratchy organdy dresses and wrestles with tallow-haired boys in the grass. Ayah beams.
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On bitterly cold days when ice sales plummet, Ice-candy man transforms himself into a birdman. Burdened with enormous cages stuffed with sparrows and common green parrots he parades the paths behind the Lahore Gymkhana lawns and outside the Punjab Club. At strategic moments he plants the cages on the ground and rages: ‘I break your neck, you naughty birds! You do too much chi chi! What will the good memsahibs think? They’ll think I no teach you. You like jungly lions in zoo. I cut your throat!’


He flourishes a barber’s razor. It is an infallible bait. Clutches of tenderhearted Englishwomen, sporting skirts and tennis shoes, abandon their garden chairs and dainty cucumber and chicken tea sandwiches to rush up and scold: ‘You horrid man. Don’t you dare cut their throats!’


‘Them fresh parrots, memsahib. They not learn dirty words yet. I catches them today,’ coaxes Birdman, plunging his crafty hands into the cages. ‘They only one rupee for two birds.’


His boneless fingers set up such a squawking and twittering among the parrots and the sparrows that the ladies become frantic. They buy the birds by the dozen, and, cooing, ‘You poor little ittybitty things,’ snuggle them to their bosoms.


After the kissing and the cuddling, holding the stupefied birds aloft, they release them, one by one. Their valiant expressions and triumphant cries enthral the rapt crowd of native gawkers as they exclaim: ‘There! Fly away, little birdie. Go, you poor little things!’


Squatting on his heels Birdman surveys the tearful and spirited mems with open-mawed and marvelling admiration. Conjuring rueful little nods and a catch to his voice, he remarks: ‘It go straight to mama-papa.’ Or, sighing heavily, ‘It fly to hungry little babies in nest.’


And today, foreshadowing the poetic impulse of his future, wiping tears and pointing at a giddily spinning and chirping sparrow, Ice-candy man says: ‘Look! Little sparrow singing, “See? See? I free!” to mad-with-grief wife!’


Ayah, Adi and I watch the performance with concealed glee. Every now and then we heighten the histrionics and encourage sales by shouting, ‘Cut their throats! Cut their throats!’ We cheer and clap from the sidelines when the birds are released.


Ice-candy man resorts to his change in occupation only two or three times a year, so his ingenuity works. He usually clears a packet. And if the sale has been quick and lucrative, as on this Saturday afternoon just before Christmas, he treats us to a meal at Ayah’s favourite wayside restaurant in Mozang Chungi.


We are regulars. The shorn proprietor acknowledges us with a solemn nod. He is a pahailwan: a wrestler. Covering his massive torso with a singlet in deference to Ayah’s presence, he approaches. Despite the cold, his shoulders gleam with sweat and a striped lungi clings to his buttocks and legs.


We are directed to sit on a narrow backless bench. Opposite us Ice-candy man drapes his lank and flexible length on another bench, and leaning across the table ogles Ayah. He straightens somewhat when an urchin-apprentice plonks down three tin plates heaped with rice and a bowl of vegetable curry. The rice is steaming and fragrant. We fall to it silently. Ayah’s chocolate fingers mould the rice into small golf balls which she pops into her mouth. She eats with her right hand while her left hand reposes in her lap.


Halfway through the meal I sense a familiar tension and a small flurry of movement. Ice-candy man’s toes are invisibly busy. I glance up just as a supplicating smile on his face dissolves into a painful grimace: and I know Ayah’s hand is engaged in an equally heroic struggle.


Meanwhile the mounds of rice steadily diminish. Outwardly calm, systematically popping golf balls, Ayah signals the proprietor for another helping.


After the meal, as we descend the rickety wooden steps into the crowded gully, Ayah tries, tactfully, to get rid of Ice-candy man. But he hoists Adi onto the seat of his bicycle and persists in walking with us to Warris Road.


At the gate of our house, less tactfully, Ayah says: ‘You’d better go. I have chores.’


‘What chores?’ asks Ice-candy man, reluctant to let Ayah go.


‘A ton of washing … And I haven’t even dusted Baijee’s room!’


‘Let me help you,’ says Ice-candy man.


‘You gone crazy?’ Ayah asks.


Imagine Ice-candy man working alongside Ayah in our house. Mother’d throw a fit! He’s not the kind of fellow who’s permitted inside. With his thuggish way of inhaling from the stinking cigarettes clenched in his fist, his flashy scarves and reek of jasmine attar, he represents a shady, almost disreputable type.


‘Okay, I’ll go,’ Ice-candy man temporises reluctantly, ‘but only if you’ll come to the cinema later.’


‘I told you I’ve work to do,’ says Ayah, close to losing patience. ‘And I dare not ask Baijee for another evening off.’


‘Talk to me for a while … Just a little while,’ pleads Ice-candy man so piteously that Ayah, whose heart is as easily inclined to melt as Ice-candy man’s Popsicles, bunches her fingers and says, ‘Only ten minutes.’


Aware of the impropriety of entertaining her guest on the front lawn Ayah leads us to settle on a bald patch of grass at the back near the servants’ quarters. The winter sun is diffused by the dust and a crimson bank of clouds streaks the horizon. It is getting uncomfortably chilly and my hair already feels damp. Ayah notices it and, drawing me to her, covers my head with her sari palloo.


‘Now talk,’ she says to Ice-candy man. ‘Since you’re so anxious to talk, talk!’


Ice-candy man talks. News and gossip flow off his glib tongue like a torrent. He reads Urdu newspapers and the Urdu Digest. He can, when he applies himself, read the headlines in the Civil and Military Gazette, the English daily.


Characteristically, Ice-candy man starts by giving us news of the world. The Germans, he informs us, have developed a deadly weapon called the V-bomb that will turn the British into powdered ash. A little later, drifting close to home, he tells us of Subas Chandra Bose, a Hindu patriot who has defected to the Japanese side in Burma. ‘Bose says the Japanese will help us liberate India from the Angrez,’ Ice-candy man says. ‘If we want India back we must take pride in our customs, our clothes, our languages … And not go mouthing the got-pit sot-pit of the English!’


Obviously he’s quoting this Bose. (Sometimes he quotes Gandhi, or Nehru or Jinnah, but I’m fed up with hearing about them. Mother, Father and their friends are always saying: Gandhi said this, Nehru said that. Gandhi did this, Jinnah did that. What’s the point of talking so much about people we don’t know?)


Finally, narrowing his focus to our immediate surroundings, he says to Ayah, ‘Shanta bibi, you’re Punjabi, aren’t you?’


‘For the most part,’ Ayah agrees warily.


‘Then why don’t you wear Punjabi clothes? I’ve never seen you in shalwar-kamize.’


Though it has never struck me as strange before – I’m so accustomed to Ayah only in a sari – I see the logic of his question and wonder about it.


‘Arrey baba,’ says Ayah spreading her hands in a fetching gesture, ‘do you know what salary ayahs who wear Punjabi clothes get? Half the salary of the Goan ayahs who wear saris! I’m not so simple!’


‘I’ve no quarrel with your saris,’ says Ice-candy man disarmingly demure, ‘I was only asking out of curiosity.’


And, catching us unawares, his ingenuous toe darts beneath Ayah’s sari. Ayah gives a start. Angrily smacking his leg and smoothing her sari, she stands up. ‘Duffa ho! Go!’ she says. ‘Or I’ll get Baijee to V-bomb you into ash!’ Applying all his strength, Adi restrains Ice-candy man’s irrepressibly twitching toe.


‘Arrrrey!’ says Ice-candy man holding his hands up as if to stave off Ayah’s assault. ‘Are you angry?’


‘Then what?’ Ayah retorts. ‘You have no sense and no shame!’


Grinning sheepishly, grovelling and wriggling in the grass to touch the hem of Ayah’s sari, he says, ‘I’m sorry, forgive me. I won’t do it again … Forgive me.’


‘What for?’ snaps Ayah. ‘You’ll never change!’


Ice-candy man coils forward to squat and, threading his supple arms through his calves from the back, latches on to his earlobes. It is a punishing posture called ‘the cock’, used in lower-class schools to discipline urchins. He looks so ridiculous that Ayah and I laugh.


But Adi, his face grim, dispenses a totally mirthless and vicious kick to his ankle.


Ice-candy man stands up so abruptly that his movements are a blur.


And, my eyes popping, I stare at Adi dangling in the air at the end of his rangy arm. Ice-candy man has a firm grip on the waistband of Adi’s woollen trousers and Adi looks like an astonished and stocky spider plucked out of his web and suspended above the level of my eyes.


‘I’m going to drop him,’ Ice-candy man says calmly. He takes a loping step and, holding Adi directly above the brick paving skirting the grass, raises his arm. ‘If you don’t go to the cinema with me I’ll drop him.’


I can’t believe he means it.


But Adi does. His face scarlet, he lets out a terrified yell and howls: ‘He’ll drop me! Save me … someone save me!’


‘I’m going to drop him,’ repeats Ice-candy man.


Ayah’s round mouth opens in an ‘O,’ her eyes stare. Seeing her expression, my wiggly hair curls tighter. I look in horror upon the distance separating Adi from the brick. Adi kicks, crawls and squirms in the air and yells: ‘Save me! Save me! Bachao! Bachao!’


And Ayah shouts: ‘Put him down at once, oye, badmash! I will go to the cinema.’


Ice-candy man carefully lowers Adi – face down and dribbling spit – on the grass.


Ayah deftly pulls off a sandal and, lunging wildly, strikes Ice-candy man wherever she can. Ice-candy man cowers; and gathering his lungi above his knees, snatching up his slippers, manages to move out of her reach. Ayah chases him right out of the gate.
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