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			Choosing To Stay Alive 
Chapter 1

			Mama and Da are not married. They are brother and sister. Nobody in school knows about this. There’s a two-year age gap between them. Da named Mama when she was born. He chose a good name. He likes to boast that, even then, he had good taste. When Mama died, Da brought me home because of the Will. No one knows who my real father is. I think Mama forgot to mention it. Or maybe my biological father is an engineer and Da wants to hide this despicable fact. (Da thinks Indian engineers have no imagination. They have only EMIs.)

			I never saw Mama. When I was five, Da spoke to me about Mama’s death. Everybody advised Da against it, saying I was too young to know, but I think he did the right thing. In play school, when all the other kids had stories about their Mamas, or I saw them swoop up a classmate on the field, I’d look at the sky where nobody hugged anybody. 

			Da gives me enough hugs. Once, he said that he gives me double my quota to make up for Mama.

			Da told me how Mama passed away. He didn’t say the word ‘died’. For a long time, maybe until I was ten, I didn’t understand. The only ‘pass’ I knew was the one we used in football. Arin would kick the ball to me and say, ‘Pass, pass, pass, pass’ and I would have to kick it back at him. After I knew, on the field I’d chant inside of me, ‘passed-away, passed-away, passed-away’. It sometimes made the ball go faster.

			He said Mama died giving birth to me. She had a choice and could have saved her life but she insisted on keeping me alive, this baby she would never see. Sometimes Da jokes and says Mama made a blind investment. What if I turned out ugly or dumb? But luckily, I am worth it and Mama is happy. Da promised she is.

			On days when I obsess about Mama’s choice, I wonder about the small decisions I make, and whether they are worthy of Mama’s life. If I wear the green T-shirt with red strawberries that an aunt gifted, will Mama think she did the right thing? What if I didn’t look while crossing and got run over by a truck and they had to chop my legs? Sometimes, after rajma, when I feel like farting loudly, I press down on my bum and hold it in. I am sure Mama never farted. In third standard, in our second term, I got an F for singing. I apologised to Mama’s photograph, practised every morning and the next term I got a D. Da tried to hide his earplugs but I could see them wedged under his hair, white dots in his brown ears, as if he wore his earrings in the wrong place.

			The first time I heard how Mama died, I felt like shit, like a mother-killer. I cried lots. It didn’t last long, though, perhaps a day. In my head, I try to feel grateful to Mama for saving me but my life doesn’t feel like a gift. It is like saying thank you for my teeth. 

			The good part about being a poor, motherless boy is that when anybody asks about Mama, I can look at my shoes, fold in my shoulders and whisper, she passed away. Everybody then makes a big fuss over me. The teachers are extra nice, the boys stop calling me names and nobody bullies me. Some mothers even bring me chocolates.

			Today is my thirteenth birthday and I know exactly what I want to do. For the past two years, every time I have been left alone at home, the thought would creep up, urging me to go ahead, but I never had the courage. Now that I am thirteen, it’s time. Teenagers are supposed to do weird shit. 

			Last night, Da had bellowed, TEENAGER, as if it was something to be proud of. He seemed more excited about it than me. He is away shopping for a magnificent dinner to make this day unforgettable. 

			I walk fast to Da’s bedroom, my footsteps trying to outpace fear. Don’t think. It is, surprisingly, in the first place I look for it, in the left-hand drawer of Da’s huge writing desk. The key is in, a single twist, an easy pull, and my mother’s medical file is staring at me. Unfaded, in cardboard blue, it looks new, as if it was made yesterday. Antara Roy. Female. Age 28. Holy Family Hospital, Bandra.

			I slowly open the file. There are a large number of white sheets, the black words stare at me. They seem angry; I can almost hear them snarl and hiss. It’s her death file and I take my time. Da has left without the key and I will have to open the door for him. I have already decided that in case the doorbell rings when I am reading it, I’ll put the report back and only then let him in. If Da wants to know why I took so long, I’ll say I was in the bathroom. 

			I don’t know why I am making such elaborate plans; Da never cross-questions and accepts everything I say. I hate lying to him though. I have to sometimes, like that time when he cried when I fell off the jungle gym. On my way down, my face hit the bar and broke my front tooth. There was blood everywhere and I was yelling. Da ran towards me and scooped me up. He held me to his chest and raced to the car, tears streaming down his face. That’s when I told him it didn’t hurt, but he cried some more.

			 Once when he walked in on me masturbating, I rolled over and pretended to have a terrible stomach pain. He didn’t smile or tease me. He said he’d make khichdi for lunch and I should be better by dinner. Even when he knows the truth, he allows me to lie.

			I sit down on the floor and turn the page. The first line of the report reads:

			Antara Roy

			Female: Age 28 

			Cause of death: Haemorrhagic shock secondary to abruptio placentae. 

			I rush to my room to get my laptop. I find what the words mean but I don’t understand them, even though they are in English.

			Placental abruption is also known as abruptio placentae, a complication of pregnancy. The placenta prematurely separates from the wall of the uterus. The separation causes bleeding between the uterine wall and the placenta. Sometimes the bleeding is concealed and the blood gets trapped in the uterus. This is particularly dangerous as it can go undetected. By itself, this condition doesn’t cause death but can lead to complications such as haemorrhage, cardiac or renal failure, which may take the patient’s life.

			I begin googling like crazy, looking up word meaning after word meaning.

			A few words I look up:

			 I Placenta – A flattened circular organ in the uterus of pregnant eutherian mammals, nourishing and maintaining the foetus through the umbilical cord.

			II Uterus – A pear-shaped organ that is located in a woman’s lower abdomen; the womb.

			III Prematurely – ahead of time.

			IV Haemorrhagic shock – A life-threatening condition that’s caused by heavy blood loss, due to internal or external bleeding, leading to reduced cardiac output.

			V Cardiac Failure –Hurrah! I know what this means.

			VI Renal Failure – A medical condition where the kidneys fail to adequately filter waste products from the blood.

			Placental abruption or abruptio placentae occurs only in 1% of pregnancies, worldwide. 

			Lucky me.

			Mama had a cardiac failure. She is a eutherian mammal. Though I looked it up, I still don’t know what that means.

			The file doesn’t make sense. It states clearly that Mama died of a heart attack, but Da had explained that Mama sacrificed her life for me. The doctors asked and she deliberately told them, ‘Let my son live, kill me instead’ or something like that. I don’t know the exact words; none of the movies I’ve seen or books I’ve read have ever had such a scene. 

			According to the report, Mama died of a heart attack post-delivery caused by undetected internal bleeding. By then I was out, she may have even seen me (I hope she found me cute). Was Da lying to me? Did I kick too hard when I was inside her? Did I thrash my way out, causing her to have a heart attack? Maybe, somehow, I pushed the placenta and it moved away from the uterine wall. My head feels a bit dizzy, like when I do compound sums.

			The doorbell rings twice. Two steam engine whistles. It is one of the many installations around our house. Outside the door, to ring the bell, you have to pull a small yellow chain in a train. It is tiny. If you have fat fingers, you’d have to hook your little finger on the cord and tug. Nothing around our home is simple or conventional. Everything is about good design. Our dustbin is yellow and costs 2500 rupees, for Da says even filth deserves beauty.

			I quickly place the file back and lock the drawer. I wonder if I should wipe my fingerprints off the key and the desk. Two more long, piercing whistles. I run to open the door. Da walks in and ruffles my hair. Then he starts to jog, pretending to be a train and chugs into the kitchen, hooting like the doorbell.

			Alok follows, holding a large bag full of groceries. Da and Alok have been friends since before I was born. He is always in and out of our house. We never go to his place. Da says he lives with some weird parents. Da finds everybody his parents’ age strange and unbearable. He can never spend time with anyone over sixty and will go to great lengths to avoid family functions.

			I like Alok a lot. He looks young, but he feels like my Dumbledore. Though he is Da’s friend, he is on my side. He often asks how I am, whether I am doing okay. I can tell by his voice he means it and isn’t just asking because he doesn’t know what to say to a kid.

			Alok gives me a bear hug, lifts me off the ground and then drops me down. ‘Happy birthday, Champ. How are you?’

			I can’t say anything. I look down, I mutter under my breath, indecipherable words, which he doesn’t ask me to clarify. If I look at him, I will blurt out what mustn’t be said. It’s as if the file fills my mouth and if I open too wide, it will jump out. Then everybody will know that I hurt Mama. I think he can see how upset I am, but he is waiting for me to speak first. Does he think it’s my fault too? I can’t be sure. 

			They are both in the kitchen, cooking. Da is a gourmand and a gourmet. He explained the difference to me when I was nine. He cooks like a professional. Boys in my school fight over my lunch. When I open my blue plastic lunch box in school, everybody crowds around me and I can feel their breath on my neck. On some days, there is an open ham sandwich with gouda, cherry tomatoes, sliced olives and a smear of mustard, and to the side is a carved carrot doused in vinegar or some other sauce. Or there is a fillet of roast duck with crispy skin, on a leaf of lettuce with a salad of citrus-pomegranate. Only the boys who watch MasterChef know the names of what Da makes. 

			Tonight’s dinner is coq au vin. Da has no problem giving me alcohol in food. He never lets me drink, but I have taken a sip of beer and wine when he wasn’t looking. I liked them both very much, but I have decided not to dip into his stock. He would notice (though he’d never yell). 

			It would be worse than that. He would be hurt. He would blame himself for bringing me up wrong and wonder aloud whether he should have sent me to the boarding school like everybody had advised. I think Da has a serious complex about being a parent. It could be because he isn’t really my father, though we have the same genes. He always questions his decisions about me, especially the harsh ones. I often feel I am co-parenting myself with Da. I have to reassure him at every step and say things like, ‘I deserved to be punished for not doing my homework. No, you weren’t too harsh.’ ‘It’s okay, I didn’t feel bad about being ticked off in front of the courier guy.’

			I could never make Da unhappy. We only have each other. According to him, there is nobody else who cares for us; we are the misfits, two boys in a world full of families. I can’t wait to turn sixteen. Da has promised me my first official beer then. Three more years. Three long years. 

			Last night, to bring in my birthday, we threw a huge party. All the guests were adults. Da doesn’t have any friends who have children and none of my school friends are allowed to stay out till midnight. I stayed up till 4am and Da gave me the best gift ever – an android. I was the only boy in my class who didn’t have a smart phone. I can finally belong to the whatsapping, snapchatting, instagramming, normalcy of my world.

			Every birthday, Da tells me one important fact about Mama. This time it was about my name – Ved. He said he hated the name, but when he and Mama were children, she had told him that if she had a girl, she’d name her Veda and if it was a boy, he’d be called Ved. At that time, Da had teased her and said that those were the two worst names he had ever heard.

			When she died, he called me the name she wanted. Da admitted that, as an adult, Mama might also have hated the name. With the stern nurse glaring down at him in the hospital, asking him to fill in the birth certificate form quickly, he remembered the conversation with Mama, before adulting had happened to them. Da says nobody is really good at being a grown-up, so I don’t have to worry about my immaturity.

			Dinner is delicious as usual, but I am quiet. Reading Mama’s file has left me feeling as if I am not me, but something wicked. There’s a creepy sense of sinking, as if I am being pulled into my body and I can’t escape. I try looking at Da when I think he isn’t looking. He doesn’t look like a liar, he seems happy; there is nothing guilty about his face. Da catches me staring once or twice. He raises his eyebrows and wiggles them at me, jumping worms on his face. He lets me be. He hugs me once during our meal. He respects my moods and always waits for me to get out of a sulk.

			After polishing off everything on my plate (nothing affects my appetite), I go to my room. I wonder if Da wishes it was me who had died. I dismiss the thought immediately. No matter how much Da loved Mama, I know he loves me the best in this world. I just know that. No matter how hard I think, I can’t figure out a reason why Da lied about Mama’s death. Did he do it so I would love her more? 

			I suddenly wonder why I think of her as Mama and not Amma or Ma or Mom. Did Da refer to her like that? I have never called her ‘Mama’ aloud . The word only floats around my head. Over the years, it has become big. It is almost living in me, like another bone or an organ. In my mind, she doesn’t feel like a ghost or someone dead. She feels like Mama.

			My room is a bit kiddish, but I love it. Da designed it for me when I was three and hasn’t bothered remodelling it. Alok says Da hasn’t realised I’m not six anymore.

			A model Roussel R-30 hangs from the ceiling. It’s a French fighter-bomber made in the 1930s. It is the most beautiful plane Da has ever seen. He got a carpenter friend to make an exact replica from some drawings he downloaded off an open-source design site. The plane has large propellers that move in the wind and is deep blue in colour. Its taillights are orange neon solar stickers and glow in the dark. That’s my night light, which doesn’t consume electricity and is forever on.

			My bunk bed is shaped like a double decker bus. It is a bright red with three cut-out windows. I have to enter the bed through a tiny door. I can choose to sleep either up or down. I mostly sleep down. From there, through the first window, I can see my writing table. On it is a photograph of Mama, wearing an aquamarine (not green) top and jeans. She has a fringe and a nice smile. I am told I have her eyes, but I can’t tell. When I look at her eyes staring at me, they look like hers and not mine.

			I sometimes speak to her. Not out loud (that would be weird) but in my head. Today I tell her I’m sorry. Sorry for hurting her. 

			I am swimming in blood between the uterine wall and the placenta. I am kicking furiously and moving upwards in Mama’s body. She has no bones under her skin, only a river of red with floating organs. When I bump into her left kidney, it’s soft and I squeeze it. The blood suddenly swirls faster around me. I swim higher and higher, my hands pushing her heart out of the way. The blood starts bubbling. It’s hot like lava. I am burning.

			I thrash my legs some more and shoot up. My head crashes into the top of her skull. I stretch out my hands, they push past her eyes, curve towards her neck and strangle her. I am  screaming, though she is the one being murdered. I can hear my screams and wonder why the blood isn’t rushing into my mouth, choking me. 

			Da rushes in and shakes me awake. I can’t tell him I have seen Mama’s report. I ask him if it’s okay to sleep with him, just for tonight. Sometimes when I am scared or can’t sleep, I go to his room and crash there. He doesn’t mind and never locks the door.

			Da shakes his head. Alok is spending the night; there is no space. Da smiles, pushes back the sweaty hair from my forehead and climbs the little ladder, which leads to the upper bunk of my bed. He asks me whether I need the table lamp on. I say no, now that he is here, the plane lights are enough.

			Very soon, I can hear him snoring lightly. A soft sound you would miss if you didn’t know it was there. I look at Mama; she looks the same. Her smile hasn’t changed, even though I killed her.

		

	
		
			My Da Doesn’t Like His Da.  
And His Ma.	
Chapter 2 

			Somebody has placed a bright yellow cake under my eyelids. It smells of toasted light. A gnawing hunger opens my eyes. Da has left the curtains open, and the sunlight is fierce and squatting on my face. Da never wakes me up for school, always insisting that my rest is more important than equations. After getting D minus in attendance, I have learnt to wake up in time to shower and catch the school bus.

			I scrub the smells from my armpits, in case I lift my arms in front of a girl at the bus-stop. I bend down to wash under my toes (that’s where all the bacteria lie) and remember the blue file. According to Da, most humans miss washing the backs of their ears, elbows, knees, the butt crack and between the toes. Till I was nine, I had to tick my scrubbed parts after every shower on a waterproof board. Even now, I mentally do a checklist while wiping myself down. 

			I sit down at the table (seafoam distressed wood) and swirl the fruit loops in my chestnut-coloured clay bowl. Da has the paper open and is eating his muesli. Should I switch to his cereal, now that I am thirteen? Naaah. The soggy brown clumps in his bowl look like tasteless pieces of cardboard, which even a goat would reject. I will migrate to grown-up muesli next year, when I hopefully won’t be worried about things like how my Mama died.

			I look again at Da. A chant begins to form in my head. ‘He lied to me, what’s for lunch? He lied to me, what’s for lunch? He lied to me, what’s for lunch?’

			I step out of the door and Da yells, ‘We have to go to Achamma’s tonight.’ I make a face and run; the bus is coming in two minutes. Going to my grandparents’ house is the most annoying thing in the world, worse than doing somebody else’s homework.

			I hate visiting them, because Da completely changes when he is in their presence. He becomes volcanic, erupting for both real and imagined reasons. We have never come back from their house without a fight.

			Achachan doesn’t feel like a father, a grandfather or even a husband. He is a short man, who buys vegetables every Wednesday and sits silently in a corner sofa the rest of the time. Achamma never smiles. She is skin, bones and an endless muttering of words, which don’t always make sense. The sweep of her pallu often falls off and lands on the crook of her elbow, exposing her blouse. Even when this happens, she doesn’t stop mumbling her shlokas. She scoops up the fallen cloth messily and throws it over her shoulder again, but by then everybody has seen that she has no breasts. Her chest looks like mine – flat.

			Da says his parents have the flavour of water. Neither good nor bad. He has a concept about them. They are wooden pieces who sleep on separate beds. One day, they decided to come together and have him. Two years later, they made the same mistake and his sister arrived. After that, they never touched, kissed or showed love, to each other or to anybody. 

			When Da was young, there were no hugs. He would shake hands with his father every birthday and Achamma would occasionally rub his back if he was very sick. They never hit him. Neither were they intentionally cruel. They just fed, watered and schooled both kids. Da says he learned all his emotions, even how to smile, from the outside world. And from Mama who, in Da’s opinion, gave the best hugs in the world.

			I don’t dislike Achachan and Achamma, but I’d hate to live with them. Once, when I was eight, Da had left me with them for a few hours. Neither of them seemed to realise I was there. Achachan was silent and Achamma was chanting Shiva’s name (it was Monday) under her breath while cleaning the kitchen counter. I felt that if I didn’t say something, I would explode and all the tiny bits of me would disappear and nobody would know I was ever there. I showed them my math paper, boasting loudly about how difficult the sums had been. I was proud – I had scored 97%. They looked at my paper, blinked and handed it back. They didn’t say a word. I knew that when I showed it to Da, he would whoop all over the house and call me his little genius. I sat still till Da came. I remember running towards him, hugging his waist (I was short those days) and howling. It hurt to not exist.

			That evening, after we came back home, I was frightened. If Da died, would they become my guardians? He promised that wouldn’t be the case. He would draw up a Will. We sat up and found a boarding school for me in the Sahyadri Hills. It was awesome. The building was an old stone castle. They had actual turrets and a dungeon, which was where the boys ate food. I could begin my day horse riding, wear a suit to class and end the evening learning how to fence. I dreamt of Da’s death that night and thought of my new life at the boarding school: horse riding; friends; a breakfast of toast, eggs and sausages; bunk beds; midnight treats and a zillion other little adventures coloured my dreams.

			I imagined every single detail. How I’d place Da’s photograph by my bedside table, how I’d kiss it when the other boys were away, how I’d be brave and stoic and as an orphan, I’d make my way in this world. Orphan sounded as cool as footballer or hacker (this was before I dreamt of Mama. It’s not like I am constantly dreaming of my parents’ deaths). The next morning, I woke up happy. I had decided to call my horse ‘Ryder’.

			Over breakfast, Da explained it wasn’t weird of me to think of his death. I was a little boy whose life had been defined by his mother’s absence and such thoughts were entirely natural. He grinned. ‘Do you like horse riding more or me?’ As soon as he said that, I felt like a terrible person.

			I began bawling at his question. I didn’t even want to cry but the tears came. I sobbed, ‘You, you, you.’ Now every time we see a horse, he sticks his tongue out, tilts his head on his neck, rolls his eyes upwards and pretends to have croaked.

			I wait outside school, thinking what a waste of a day. No girl walked under my armpit. I haven’t even spoken to anyone. It is one of those school days which is as unremarkable as an idli, but all of us invent something so that we can answer our parents’ breathless question of how was school? Alok says they ask us this to ensure that their money is being well-spent.

			Da drives up in his jeep. I can’t miss it even if I shut my eyes. It’s bright yellow with black seats, like Lego. I had to invent a story about him buying it second-hand and being too poor to paint it another colour. 

			Da looks happy. He never has any work stress or crazy deadlines, which my other classmates’ parents have. He is the food and books editor of a magazine. It combines the things he loves most in this world: food, reading and writing. Da says he struck gold when it came to work – flexi-hours, a boss who loves him and a generous budget to try out crazy cuisines in new restaurants. He is allowed to take a friend on these meals and he mostly takes me. I am his friend, who has to wear a skinny, black necktie. I don’t know why, but I always feel taller when I wear a tie.

			We drive to Achachan-Achamma’s home. It’s peak hour traffic; the cars are nose to nose, like cattle being herded back home. Da is playing Charles Mingus, he never lets me play Bebe Rexha or Charli XCX. He says he’d do anything in the world for me, except listen to my music. 

			Jazz is cool. What I like about it is that I can stop listening for some time and, when I come back, it still seems to be in the same place, as if the music hasn’t moved but is repeating different variations of the same beat. In my kind of music, if I miss the lyrics, I miss the song. I wish jazz musicians would rap.

			Da’s parents’ house is in the suburbs, where nothing ever changes. They have the same sofa, chairs, chipped glass and steel plates. There is a bent spoon, a burnt tea vessel and a ripped cushion, turned over to its good side. Every time I come, I check if Achamma has sewn the tear. 

			We walk in to the smell of samosas frying. I flip over the cushion; it pukes a little cotton. I listen carefully and I can hear the sliding of dough into the sizzling oil. Achachan looks up from his paper and nods. He reads four different newspapers a day. That’s it. No magazines, no books, no TV. Da gives back an identical nod. In moments like this, I can see how Da could be his son (of course, I’d never tell him. He’d die if he knew there was proof that he is like his father).

			We sit on the sofa and wait. Da always acts like a guest in his own house. ‘They never let me put my feet up on the furniture.’ Da remembers all these small ‘they never’ moments. They never wished me good luck during my final exams. They never allowed me to bring my friends home. They never bought me new clothes. Achamma comes in with a plate of hot samosas and a ketchup bottle which is as old as her. Its label is peeling and the sauce has hardened at the cap in jellied red, cracking bits. 

			‘Don’t eat it,’ Da says, quietly.

			When he’s not looking, I scratch a clump of ketchup off and put it in my mouth. It’s a bit bitter, with a hint of metal and tomatoes. I wonder if I will die from food poisoning.

			We take a samosa each, thank her and I bite a corner. I almost spit mine out. It is full of chillies. Da doesn’t say anything and continues chewing. I put the samosa back on the plate; you can see its beheaded corner and my teeth marks just below. I say it is too spicy for me. The adults immediately understand and don’t give me a lecture about wasting food. It’s great being a kid.

			There is no conversation while all this happens, which is entirely normal. Achamma is muttering Ganesha’s name today. Every day she chants a different god’s name under her breath. I can tell the day of the week by her mumbles.

			Mondays Shiva, Tuesdays Hanuman, Wednesdays Ganesha, Thursdays Krishna, Fridays Mahalakshmi, Saturdays Shani and Sundays Surya. I wouldn’t mind being one of Achamma’s gods. I would only have to work once a week. She never pauses while repeating their names. When does she ask them for something? I have tested it out. You can’t chant loudly and ask for a boon silently in your head.

			For the next hour, Achamma chants, I play on my iPad, Da surfs his phone and Achachan reads the paper. When the clock strikes eight, Achamma walks into the kitchen to get dinner. She places four plates on the table. I secretly exchange my good glass for the chipped one and make sure I get the bent spoon.

			Rice, dal, yucky beans and a cucumber salad. We serve ourselves and begin eating. I take a mouthful; the food is worse than the samosa and I don’t understand what is wrong. Why does it taste so weird? It has all the right colours and textures, but when I put it in my mouth, it tastes like paper or a pillow cover. It tastes of something that has no taste.

			I look at Da. He is sending a message. He still hasn’t begun eating. Achachan and Achamma are tucking away like it is the best meal they have ever eaten. Do they eat faster with us so that dinner gets over sooner and we leave?

			Da takes a spoonful and spits it out, on the plate, in front of everybody. He begins yelling.

			 ‘How dare you serve this crap to me and my son? It is tasteless. Can’t you at least put a little effort into your cooking? I know you are incapable of being decent parents, but can’t you treat your grandson better?’ 

			He goes on and on, bringing up the past, right from when they gave him a half pencil to take to school on his first day (all the other kids had new pencils and pencil boxes) to when they forgot to congratulate him on getting his first job. I stop eating and wait patiently for all his words to leave him. I like to time his rants. The longest has been forty minutes and the shortest is eighteen. This one is average, twenty-four minutes. Finally, he stops, exhausted by the history of his emotions. I get up: I know the drill. We will walk out. Achachan-Achamma won’t say a thing. Neither will they try to stop us.

			This time it is different. In a soft voice, Achamma says she is sorry about the lack of salt. Achachan and she have BP, so they have stopped adding it to their food. She goes to the kitchen and brings out a small, steel, cylindrical container, which has turmeric and chilli stains on the outside. Achamma measures spices with her hands; a pinch of this, a handful of that, and throws it into the kadai. Da would never do this; he uses measuring spoons with ml and grams clearly marked.

			I feel sorry for her – an old lady with tiny, bony hands, holding out a steel box of salt to an angry son. Da glares at her, his eyes moist. The tears never fall; they collect at the corners and only when he walks away, on cue, do they roll down his cheeks.

			I hold his hand and we run to the jeep. Da kisses me on my head and apologises to me. I don’t tell him I think this time he should say sorry to Achamma. Maybe when I am older. We drive around in silence. I have learnt to leave Da alone while his anger cools down. If I speak to him during this time, he will begin ranting again, digging up all those old stories, which I have heard a million times.

			I look out of the window, Da plays Britten. The jeep eats large chunks of the road – abandoned buildings, sleeping street dogs, overflowing dustbins, orange streetlights, dusty leafless trees, carts without vendors and pedestrians who avoid the footpath. At a traffic light, while we wait, I lock eyes with an old ragpicker. Till the lights turn, we look into each other’s souls. When the jeep starts again, he waves, flashes a toothless smile and walks off, with his sack dangling on his back, like a sock filled with mud. I wave back and want to yell that a half-eaten mango and a black shoe are tumbling away from a hole in it, but he is far away now. 

			Da switches back to Mingus and I know his mood has changed. ‘I want burgers’, I declare. He half-smiles and takes me to a new burger joint. The pulled pork burgers are made from pigs that are allowed to roam on a farm without enclosures. Freedom apparently makes them taste better. Who cares? The burgers definitely have salt. 

			On our way back home, we are both tired. Excessive emotions always exhaust us. Da and I are so perfect together. Why do we have to bring other people into the equation? We rarely fight and we always have loads of fun.

			Mama’s file comes and sits on the gearbox between us. I try pushing it away. Does it really matter? Mama is dead anyway, but I know I have to ask him sometime. He has said over and over again, ‘Complete honesty, Ved. I promise you, there is nothing that you cannot ask me.’ I don’t know if he means that.

			I have never kept anything from Da, not even the colour of my shit when I have a bad stomach (black – very sick, dark brown – getting better, pale yellow – recovered). Mama’s file is getting fatter and fatter. What if it pushes Da off the seat and I become fatherless? Being an orphan doesn’t seem so cool anymore. It sounds small and alone and frightening. If I become one, I may turn into Mama. Bleeding on the inside, with nobody knowing about it.

			Suddenly frightened, I turn my head and look at Da. The sight of his lavender, cotton collar at the base of his neck gives me courage. I am about to ask him, when he softly says, ‘The wrong child died.’

			What is he talking about? Which child? Have I missed something on the news? I am framing a question, when he speaks again. His voice floods the car and his words rise above the music.

			‘The wrong child died. It should have been me.’
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