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Chapter One



The soil at the bhatti was red and loamy, excellent for making bricks. With each step Lalloo took, the fine dust settled on him like a weariness – first his chappal, then his shalwar, making its way up his body. By the time he came to his parents’ hut, his white shalwar kameez would be steeped in red.


This was the very outskirts of the city, distressed, ignored and tucked away. If he hadn’t lived here fourteen years ago, he would never have known it existed, but he couldn’t ever forget this place. The long journey meant three minibus changes from the centre of a bustling Lahore to its edges, until the people and the buildings died away and eventually even the road ended and the minibus would go no further. Like reaching the end of the world. A winding dirt path led from where the tarmacked road stopped, surrounded on either side by lush fields covered with trees and shrubs, and newly sown wheat, until, turning a corner, the bhatti came into view – a gaping wound on the landscape.


The ground had been rent of all its green. Uprooted, dug up, leaving in its wake red, barren earth, mounds of clay, piles of bricks and a giant chimney. It loomed over a hundred feet tall, dark and ominous in front of him, forever billowing thick, black smoke. As he passed the smouldering behemoth, he sensed its evil eye watching him – the one who’d got away. You will come back, it whispered. He bowed his head, refusing to look up. This wretched day and this wretched chimney.


In its shadow stood the mud huts, huddled together, with holes for windows and doors, and corrugated metal roofs. His parents’ hut was the last in the row. As Lalloo pushed aside the curtain that hung in the doorway, he heard a dull sound. A thud. Dusk hadn’t swooped over Lahore yet, but the windowless room was already dark. It took a few moments for his eyes to adjust until he saw his mother crouched down on her haunches, rocking back and forth. Every time she rocked, she hit her head on the mud wall. Thud, thud, thud.


He hurried to her and pulled her away, cradling her body. She was like a newborn bird, helpless and precious and liable to break. Cushioned in his arms, she continued to rock. He longed to tell her he’d take care of her, stitch up the torn fabric of her life and get her out of this place, but she wasn’t in a state to listen and he knew he wouldn’t be able to keep his promise. Jugnu hadn’t been able to, and nor could Lalloo.


Shabnam was sitting in the shadows just a few feet away, leaning against the wall, hugging her knees. Her chadar covered her head and draped around her shoulders. He called to her and she looked up, surprised, so lost in her thoughts she hadn’t seen him enter.


‘She’s been like this for hours.’ Shabnam came over and touched their mother’s hand, her voice creased with worry. ‘I tried to stop her.’


‘It’s getting dark, Shab.’


His sister lit the gas lamp, casting more shadows than light into the recesses of the bare room. The family’s few utensils and pots lay in one corner, their bedding piled neatly on the packed-earth floor.


Pinky came in from outside. Her shalwar kameez ragged and muddy, her short hair enclosed in a woollen cap and her usual quick gait replaced with a melancholy that set between her shoulders. Just a child, even she knew the burden of this night. Upon seeing him, her eyes lit up momentarily and she wrapped her arms around his neck. Lalloo hugged her back awkwardly, still holding his mother.


‘Where’s Abu?’ Work had finished for the day and their father should have been there.


Shabnam shrugged. Pinky shook her head.


‘Here, come and sit with Ami.’ His voice was urgent as he transferred his mother into Shabnam’s arms and went outside.


In front of the huts on the red earth lay row upon row of perfectly moulded bricks, waiting to absorb the sun. But for weeks the sun had been covered in a grey dupatta, leaving her silhouette visible but her heat veiled, casting a morbid light. Lahore was shrouded in a thick smog it couldn’t shrug off. This smog that crawled into Lalloo’s clothes, into his bones, and made him wrap his jacket close to ward off the bitter cold.


He turned as he heard a sound and followed it. His father held a shovel in one hand and crouched over a small object on the ground. As Lalloo approached, the loudspeaker in a distant mosque crackled to life and the muezzin started the Azaan.


Allah u Akbar, Allah u Akbar …


Abu stood up as if answering the call to prayer.


Allah u Akbar, Allah u Akbar …


But instead of raising his hands to his ears, Abu raised the shovel over his head. The muezzin continued to bear witness there was no god but Allah, and Abu brought the shovel down with all his might on the red earth, as if he were still working, preparing the clay to make bricks. Lalloo hurried over as Abu lifted his weapon, revealing the crushed body of a lifeless sparrow, its feet curled up beneath it. Abu raised the shovel above his head again as the muezzin urged the faithful on.


‘Abu!’ Lalloo called out, staying his father’s hand.


Abu sagged, letting Lalloo take the shovel from him. Despite the cold, sweat peppered his father’s forehead and ran down the sides of his face. He was wearing a thin cotton shalwar kameez and his back was sodden.


Abu’s voice shook as he spoke. ‘I brought us here. My son’s blood is on my hands.’


La illaha ill Allah. The muezzin finished. Abu’s laboured breathing amplified the silence that followed.


Lalloo led his father slowly to the charpai outside the hut, its jute matting creaking as it took Abu’s weight, then fetched him a glass of water from the clay pot in the corner. Abu seemed diminished, a fraction of the man he’d once been. Lalloo found his own hands were shaking. That blood was on his hands, not Abu’s.


When Shabnam came out, Lalloo pulled her aside.


‘Is he OK?’ she asked, nodding towards Abu.


Lalloo shook his head. ‘Do you think we should not go this year?’ His throat was dry. He kept his voice low, trying to keep the shock out of it.


‘Not go?’ She stared at Lalloo.


He had been dreading this day, but it was worse than he’d expected. Every year, his parents’ reaction got worse. ‘Look at them, I’m not sure they can take it.’


She turned towards the hut and her face in the dying light of day was thrown into profile. Her forehead was lined with creases, her fingers fidgeted with her chadar, but her expression was unexpectedly calm. When at last she spoke, her voice was tired, too old to belong to a sister only a few years older than him. ‘They take it every day in this awful place.’


‘Yes, but—’


‘They need this, Lalloo. Today of all days.’


Overhearing their conversation, Abu stood up and looked at them. His expression was lucid, his intent clear.


‘Let’s go.’ It was a command.


Shabnam and Lalloo exchanged a look. Pinky parted the doorway curtain and stepped out of the hut, holding their mother’s hand, and they all set off on foot. As they walked, Lalloo took off his jacket and tried to wrap it around Abu’s shoulders, but his father shrugged it away.


Jugnu had loved feeding the sparrows. A piece of naan, a half-mouthful of roti, even a spoonful of rice; whatever he could spare, he would leave out for them. After they had eaten, he would shoo them away. He loved seeing them fly off, swooping and soaring in the infinite sky. And now? Lalloo shuddered. The thump of Abu’s shovel hitting the bird wouldn’t leave him.


They walked past the neighbouring huts that were already plunged into darkness. Used to the mild winters and oppressive summer heat of the Punjab, the villagers were ill-equipped to deal with the smog that clung to every surface and sucked away the warmth. Through a window, he saw a young family hunkered down in their home directly under the chimney’s fumes, exhausted from the day’s labour; barricading themselves indoors would offer some protection from the cold, but not from the horrors of this place.


As he passed a heap of rubbish dumped behind the huts, a breeze picked up a pungent whiff and rushed at Lalloo, making him want to retch.


When Lalloo was six years old, he had followed Jugnu everywhere. One winter’s day, long before the bhatti, the brothers had run through the maize fields surrounding their village. The corn had been ready to harvest, growing so tall that Lalloo couldn’t see Jugnu up ahead, could only hear him as they’d trampled through the field. Ami’s warning to keep his clothes clean had pounded in his ears. His rubber chappal had slapped against his heels and his lungs had hurt as he’d tried to catch up with Jugnu’s voice, laughing and teasing, pulling him forward. ‘Challo, yaar!’


He heard his brother come to a sudden stop and smelt it before he saw it. The sewer was three feet wide and full of stagnant black sludge. The cloying smell flared his nostrils and clung to him. Jugnu only hesitated a few seconds before he was off, flying up and over, shouting his encouragement behind him. Lalloo faltered before the frothing blackness as a bloated animal carcass floated by. But Jugnu was already on the other side, ready to race off.


Lalloo retraced his steps to take a huge run-up. Holding his breath against the stench, he sprinted and jumped, his legs flailing. He dropped, his feet splashed and he sank down into the mire. He pushed up and his head broke cover, spluttering. Black foulness enveloped him. It was in his mouth and throat and he retched. Jugnu shouted and Lalloo opened his eyes just enough to see his brother’s hand reaching down to grab him. Lalloo propelled himself towards it and Jugnu half pulled, half dragged him onto the bank. On all fours on dry ground, he retched again. He tried to wipe his face with his hands, but it was everywhere: on his hair, inside his nose, his ears – every inch of his body was covered in viscous sludge.


They had no choice but to walk home. They made an odd pair: Jugnu, tall and lanky, and the small sticky monster that was Lalloo trailing the oozing muck behind him. He expected Jugnu’s mocking laughter, or at the very least some gentle teasing, but Jugnu knew better. Lalloo’s teeth ached from keeping his jaw clamped shut to stop his chin trembling, and because he dared not open his mouth in case more of the foul sludge made its way inside.


Shabnam took one look at them and shrieked, a sound halfway between a scream and a laugh. She ran off, shouting, ‘Ami, look what Jugnu brought home!’


Their mother came to the door, dishcloth over one shoulder, a wooden spoon in her hand, thunder in her voice. ‘Is this you keeping your clothes clean?’


She marched Lalloo to the bathroom and made him strip. He stood while she poured bucket after bucket of hot Dettol water over him until eventually the glutinous black started washing off. Then she scrubbed him hard with a brush and more disinfectant.


With the scrubbing came the scolding. ‘How many times have I told you to stay away from those sewers? Could you not find any other place to play? They’re filled with raw sewage, and chemical waste from the fields, and animal dung, and Khuda knows what—’


‘Ami—’ Jugnu tried to interrupt her.


‘All the illnesses in the world in one place and you choose to jump right in! And don’t even get me started on the rats and—’


‘All right, Ma, you’ll make him ill just thinking about it.’ Jugnu did then what he always did, deflecting their mother’s anger away from Lalloo and onto himself.


She rounded on him, brush in one hand. ‘And you. You’re supposed to look after your younger brother, not lead him jumping over sewers. He’s only six. He could have broken his leg. And what will I do if he gets sick?’


Jugnu grinned at her. ‘You should have seen it, Ma, our Lalloo went in and a kaala bhoot came out. I couldn’t even recognise him. You know, like Superman getting changed – this is Lalloo’s disguise.’


Ami tutted and shooed him out of her way, but she managed a smile. Jugnu didn’t miss a beat. He turned to Lalloo. ‘You’re a superhero, little brother. We’ll call you Kaala Bhoot Man. But we’re gonna have to do something about this disguise. It really stinks!’


And even Lalloo, whose eyes prickled with the humiliation of his fall and the pain of his skin being scrubbed until it was raw, who knew he’d never be able to get the smell out of his hair or the taste out of his mouth, even Lalloo was laughing by the end of it. From then on, Jugnu called him his Kaala Bhoot – his little black monster.


The family kept walking. They walked past the never-ending rows of red bricks laid out to dry, waiting to be fired in the kiln, past the donkey with its protruding ribs, tied to a wooden post by a metal chain around its neck. They left the bhatti behind.


It took them an hour to trudge down the deserted dirt road and arrive at the cemetery, by which time they were all covered in a sprinkling of red dust. Tonight, just like that night fourteen years ago, a brazen full moon cast its glow.


Lalloo led them single file past the tall sheesham tree growing out of the middle of a grave, the ditch filled with stagnant water and rubbish, and the multitudes of tombstones, until they came to a mound marked only by a solitary stick of wood. Whether due to wild animal or ill omen, the stick was tilted, fallen to the ground. As he reached out to straighten it, a couple of fireflies rose around them, glowing on and off. He looked up, startled, but they didn’t linger. The very next moment, they were gone, so quickly he was left wondering if they’d even been there.


The family raised their cupped hands in silent prayer. Shabnam took out red rose petals from the plastic bag she carried and let them fall on the grave. Seeing the drops of red on the parched ground, Ami cried out and sank to her knees, as if willing the earth to take her. Lalloo was glad he couldn’t see her face in the dark. It was all his fault; his selfishness had stopped Jugnu from leaving that night.


It did them no good to linger here. The memory of that night was beaten into their minds. The men, those dogs, that full moon. He reached down to take Ami’s hand. ‘Challo, Ma, time to go.’ Her hand was cold, her skin rough and cracked. She didn’t move. He placed an arm across her shoulders. Her body was so thin, she felt brittle. He pulled her to her feet and steered her away. Shabnam and Pinky followed behind with Abu, and the children led their parents back to the bhatti. Back to their hut like prisoners to their cell. They would be at work again tomorrow, up before dawn, come hail, fog or burning sunshine.


They unrolled the bedding on the packed-mud floor without saying a word and lay down to sleep. Lalloo, with his parents beside him, forced himself to stay awake, waiting until he could hear the regular rhythm of their breathing. Numb with cold, he rose and picked his way over various limbs to reach the doorway. This late, the smog was worse. His mobile phone as a torch was no help – he couldn’t even see his outstretched hands in front of his face. He shuffled forward, blind.


Behind the hut, he got down on all fours and his hands knocked against something hard and cold. The shovel he’d taken from Abu. Inching forward, he found the bird. Cradling its cold softness in his palm, he carried it over to a nearby wall and dug a shallow hole. The night was silent and still, the only sounds his ragged breathing and the smacking of the spade on the earth. He covered the creature with soil – but waited a long while before returning to the hut.


It was the same every year. His was an upside-down world, where Abu murdered the sparrows Jugnu used to love, and Lalloo had been abandoned far from home on the same night his brother had been buried in the ground. The anniversary of Jugnu’s death was one of the few nights Lalloo would sleep in his parents’ hut. They didn’t have a choice. Every night, they lay in the same hut, yards away from where Jugnu’s warm, broken body had been left fourteen years ago.












Chapter Two



Seven months later


An awful braying greeted Lalloo this time as he approached the bhatti, an animal in pain and misery. Shere Khan the donkey. Jugnu had called it that, because the wretched creature was so unlike any king of the jungle. This probably wasn’t even the same donkey, that’d been fourteen years ago. The creature’s stuck out, its back was covered in welts and wounds, and the flies buzzed around tormenting it.


Lalloo had spent so many nights of his childhood crying himself to sleep, so many days wanting to return here, and now, every time he did, he was filled with a silent dread. He had escaped, but they were all stuck here and there was nothing he could do about it.


The chimney stood tall and proud, on a platform with bricks baking underneath it. The mud huts stood to one side and everywhere were neat rows and stacks of bricks, drying before being baked. The sun had set, but the August heat was still unrelenting. Ami was outside, cooking dinner.


He hadn’t been back to the bhatti since that cold, grim evening to visit Jugnu’s grave. Usually, his parents wanted to keep him away from the bhatti as much as possible – ‘What if Heera sees you?’ – but a few days ago, Abu had summoned him about a rishta for Shabnam, and the very idea filled Lalloo with alarm. A rishta could lead to a wedding and they could afford neither a wedding nor a dowry at the moment.


‘How are you, Ma?’


The gas lamp was lit and the light had stolen the colour from her face. She looked at him silently, wiping the sweat off her forehead with a corner of her dupatta. He wanted her to talk to him. To let him in on the private world she withdrew to so often.


Ami didn’t talk much any more. The mother from his childhood had gone the night Jugnu had been taken and had never returned. She still did all the things that needed doing. She made the bricks, swept the floor of the hut, cooked dinner, washed the clothes, though, increasingly, Shabnam had taken over many tasks. But often she wouldn’t speak. As if life had got too much for her and this was her way of protesting, of disengaging from the world. Lalloo yearned for the mother she had been – vibrant, loud when she needed to be, quick with an opinion and fiercely protective of all her children.


Sometimes he wanted to say or do something that would make her angry – he wanted to see her reaction, to hear her scolding him like she used to, because that would show she still cared. He didn’t though – they all had enough going on in their lives. But he felt the loss doubly for Pinky. Pinky was only ten years old; she’d been born after. She’d never seen their real mother, the one he was convinced was still in there somewhere. The one who’d showered her children with her love and wrath with equal ferocity. Maybe because Jugnu wasn’t here to deflect Ami’s anger from his younger siblings, her anger had dissipated altogether.


Ami cupped his face between two rough palms and clung to it, as if breathing in his presence. Then she held his hands in both of hers, a little too tightly, and sat him down on the floor of the hut in front of her. She cradled his hands in her lap and stared at him from six inches away, her gaze flitting over his features, as if trying to find something, or someone else, in his face. All the while, he kept a steady monologue going, about his day, his friends, the people he worked for, anything to drive away the oppressive silence in her stare. He didn’t think she was listening to what he was saying, focusing on the sound of his voice. She reminded him of a skinny blackbird. Hopping about on two spindly feet, her head tilted, constantly wary of the world.


He sat with Ami until Shabnam and Pinky came with pots of water from the tube well. He reached into his kameez pocket and pulled out a present.


‘Yeh lo, Shab, I brought this for you.’ He held it out.


Shabnam stopped pouring the water and came over, wiping her hands dry on her chadar, her nosepin glinting in the dim light. Shabnam, who put such a brave face on things and worked so hard with little respite. Did she resent him for getting away and leaving her there? Pinky dropped the jharoo she used to sweep the floor and ran to take a look.


They craned forward to see the Lux soap he placed in Shabnam’s hand. It was the one with pictures of Mahira Khan, the dazzling Lollywood star on billboards all over the city.


‘Why do you waste your money? She can use desi soap like the rest of us,’ Ami scolded him in a hoarse voice – one that wasn’t used enough.


At last, a reaction from Ami. A reminder of the mother he used to have.


‘Shabnam says desi soap smells horrible. I think so too.’ Pinky sniffed the packet her older sister was holding. ‘Bhai, can I have some Lux soap as well?’ Beautiful little Pinky, who looked so much like Jugnu it made him do a double take sometimes. She’d already spent her entire life in this wretched place. How much difference would a bar of soap make? Lalloo smiled at her, vowing to bring her some next time, but not wanting to antagonise Ami further.


Abu was sitting outside on his charpai, leaning against the wall of the hut and smoking his hookah when Lalloo brought him a steaming cup of tea. Reaching out a sinewy hand to take the cup, he motioned for Lalloo to join him. Lalloo listened to the chirruping of the crickets, taking in the heady scent of the tobacco-water mix and the reassuring gurgle of his father’s hookah. The moment was a calm one; the day’s work had finished and they all waited for the guests to arrive, but Lalloo couldn’t let the matter be. He felt guilty for disturbing Abu’s peaceful cup of tea, but he had to ask.


‘Abu, why do we need to do this just yet?’


Abu turned to look at him in mild surprise. ‘Beta, your sister is old enough. We shouldn’t be waiting any longer.’


Lalloo took a deep breath. ‘I don’t have enough money saved up for a wedding, for the dowry.’ His wages were spent on rent and food every month, and he saved whatever he had left, but it was never much. ‘If we wait awhile, I can save up some money—’


‘No, we can’t wait any longer.’


‘But how will we pay for the wedding?’


Abu fell silent. The chirruping of the crickets grew louder. The bhatti had taken its toll on Abu. Whenever Lalloo came to visit, he sensed Abu was tired, with a weariness that set deep within his bones. Over the years, he talked less and less, never having the time to sit on his charpai and tell stories like he used to. His skin was the colour of sheesham wood, heavily tanned in the midday sun, stretched taut over his frame like leather over a drum. But his eyes were still warm and strong.


‘We will arrange something; these things can’t be delayed too long.’


‘It costs so much, Abu, what can you arrange?’ Lalloo was growing uneasy; there was something Abu wasn’t telling him.


Abu opened his mouth to reply but was interrupted by a vicious bout of coughing. He recovered and collected himself. ‘We will take a loan from Heera, we have done it before.’


‘Heera?’ Lalloo was stunned. After everything that had already happened, Abu would consider going to Heera for another loan? ‘You can’t do that.’


‘We must. How else are we going to afford it?’


‘She doesn’t have to get married yet – she’s still young and …’ Shabnam was twenty-six, well past the age girls got married, but he had to try.


‘And what? You want to keep her here for ever? Bury her in this bhatti?’ Abu raised his voice for the first time. Lalloo saw his father’s eyes fill up and stopped himself retorting. They had sent him away, far away from them, when he’d been a lost and grieving child.


Their voices must have carried. Shabnam came and knelt by the charpai. ‘I’d rather stay in the bhatti with you, Abu, you know that.’


Abu shook his head. ‘We have our responsibilities. What kind of parents would we be if we didn’t get our daughter married?’


‘But if you go to him for another loan, Heera will keep you here for ever.’ Lalloo’s voice was rising, his panic struggling to get out.


‘He’s going to do that anyway,’ Abu said. ‘The very least I can do is get my children out of here.’


That’s what they’d done to Lalloo. They’d got him out of here that very night. And he’d spent his entire childhood crying himself to sleep, blaming himself for what had happened to Jugnu, thinking they blamed him too, and wanting to come back to them.


Abu continued, ‘This is a good rishta; we can’t turn it down.’


How could Abu remain so calm, so softly-spoken? Lalloo looked into the eyes of that heavily lined face and saw only sadness.


‘I will get it for you,’ he said.


‘What?’


‘The money. I’ll get you the money.’ He couldn’t have Abu going to Heera. That’s where all this misery had started. ‘I’ll borrow money from the Alams.’ Lalloo carried on quickly before Abu or Shabnam could object: ‘Omer Sahib is very kind. He always says—’


‘No. You mustn’t jeopardise your job,’ Abu cut him off.


‘Sahib always looks after his servants. The other day, the cook had to go to his village for his mother’s funeral and he gave him an extra day’s holiday and money for the journey.’


Abu coughed again and then indicated towards the chimney. ‘Beta, these people haven’t been good to us, I know, but they will give out another loan. Your job is very precious. It shows me every day there can be a way out for my children and that’s all I want.’


‘I’ll ask for an advance on my wages, not a loan,’ Lalloo improvised desperately. ‘Let me at least ask him before you go to Heera.’


Abu took a long pull from the hookah, making it gurgle ferociously, and nodded.


Just then, Pinky ran over, slightly out of breath. ‘They’re here.’


The party of guests were the mother, father and sister of the potential groom. Lalloo and his family stood up to greet them.


‘This is our son, Lalloo. He works in Lahore as a driver. Lalloo, this is Harris Sahib from Lalbagh.’


Lalloo shook hands with a small man with a handlebar moustache that curled upwards at the tips and covered most of his face. Lalbagh was the neighbouring village to Chakianwallah. If Shabnam married into this family, she wouldn’t be going far.


A threadbare cloth was laid on the packed-earth floor and they sat around it cramped and cross-legged. Ami ladled hot daal onto metal plates, which Lalloo handed around, making sure the guests were served first. Shabnam cooked puffed-up rotis, infused with the aroma of the cowpats used as fuel for the fire.


When another hot roti came straight from the tawa, he passed it over to Pinky.


‘You have it – she’s had enough already.’ His mother stopped him, though Pinky’s face told him otherwise.


When Ami turned to the groom’s mother, he slipped the roti onto Pinky’s plate. Her extra-wide grin revealed a set of crooked teeth.


After their modest dinner, Lalloo was hungry. It was all he could do to ignore his grumbling stomach. Predictably, the guests had had the largest share of the meal, but even the watering-down of the daal hadn’t been enough to make the food go round.


Ami and Shabnam cleared the dishes away.


After a few pleasantries, the groom’s father spoke. ‘Everything else is fine, it’s just this …’ He hesitated. ‘This indenture. We don’t want any trouble.’


It was the terms under which their family, and all the families at the bhatti, worked. They were bonded labourers, unable to leave until the bhatti owner told them their debt was paid.


‘There’s nothing to worry about, Harris Sahib. The indenture is under my name.’ Abu was interrupted by a vicious coughing fit and it was several moments before he was able to speak again. ‘It doesn’t affect my children. As you can see, even my son doesn’t work here.’


‘The thing is … well, you know what these bhatti owners are like. It was a few years ago now, but we heard some young man asked too many questions and it led to some trouble.’


Lalloo felt his face go rigid. Some trouble.


Abu spoke faintly. ‘Yes, I know what these bhatti owners are like.’


A stillness washed over the entire family. How could their guests fail to notice? The smothering air closed in on Lalloo. On his family. In their hut. Where some trouble had taken place.


There was a crash from the corner of the room. Ami had dropped the metal plates she was carrying, spraying the floor with flecks of daal.


‘Are you OK, behan jee?’ the groom’s mother asked.


Ami leant against the wall. For a moment, it looked like she would faint, until Shabnam rushed forward to help her.


‘She’s fine.’ Shabnam smiled at the guests as she gripped Ami by the elbow. ‘Just some slippery plates.’ Pinky got up and sat Ami on the floor next to Lalloo, while Shabnam cleaned up the mess.


Abu turned to the father of the groom and spoke firmly. ‘I can’t remember any trouble, Harris Sahib. It has nothing to do with us.’


Lalloo looked across at Ami and Shabnam in turn. Neither of them would meet his gaze.


A broad grin took over their guest’s face and his moustache grew even bigger. ‘In that case, we would like the wedding as soon as possible.’


‘As the bride’s family, we will need time to prepare,’ said Lalloo. Things were moving too quickly for his liking.


‘Lalloo, beta, parents start preparing for their daughter’s wedding as soon as she’s born. Isn’t that right, behan jee?’ The groom’s mother beamed at Ami as she turned to her.


Ami smiled back, a stilted half-smile.


‘Yes, we won’t need long,’ said Abu.


‘We’ll have to wait for this heat to ease off, maybe—’


‘I think next month would work?’ Abu spoke over him, and everyone else made approving noises. Lalloo looked across at Shabnam and she nodded at him. He knew she wouldn’t object if this kept their parents happy.


Pinky handed around jalebis to celebrate. Lalloo had bought the fresh jalebis for them himself, but the now tepid mithai tasted like cardboard in his mouth.


Next month was only three weeks away. He had to get the money somehow or else Abu would go to Heera for another loan, and he couldn’t let that happen.












Chapter Three



Soon after the guests left, Lalloo headed home. At the end of the dirt track where it met the road, Lalloo waited for a minibus. This was the last stop on the route and they weren’t so frequent here. It finally arrived and as he ducked inside the brightly lit interior and the bus pulled away, he turned and looked behind him. It was dark, but he knew it was there, that chimney and the foul smoke expelled by it. As if it were hiding in plain sight. When they had first moved there, he’d thought it was unique in its wretchedness, but now he knew there were many bhattis like this, dotted around the city, full of desperate workers producing the bricks that fuelled the building boom – each its own pocket of misery. Being forced to leave the bhatti fourteen years ago had changed his life for ever. Jugnu had always said he would get them out of the bhatti, but Lalloo had never dreamt it would happen without the rest of his family.


‘Take him! We can’t have him here,’ Ami had screamed at Abu that night.


The men were just back from the cemetery, exhausted, some of them still carrying their shovels. Lalloo, seven years old and drained, was with them. He didn’t know where his gentle mother was when she rushed at him, or who this was in her place. The woman in front of him was a churail – a banshee with her dupatta gone, her clothes torn and hair frightful about her face.


The others tried to calm her down, but Ami ran at Lalloo and pushed him towards his father. ‘Take him away!’


Lalloo stumbled and fell in the dirt, skinning his ankle against a rock. He looked towards Abu. Any other night he would have expected his father to tell this churail to stop. But in that moment, after everything that had already happened, Lalloo was afraid. And he was right to be. Abu looked at her, this creature in place of his mother, as if considering her every word. Then he nodded and looked away, but not at Lalloo. Ami fell to the ground, letting the women pull her down and douse her in sorrow. She would not look at Lalloo as he left; it was the last time he would see his mother for ten years.


They travelled by bicycle at first. Lalloo sat on the handlebars with the wind in his face, but his throat ached and his palms were raw from digging his nails into them. When he asked any questions, he was ignored, as if his father couldn’t hear him. Lalloo was numb and confused, and so fatigued that eventually he stopped speaking. He shoved a hand in his pocket and found Jugnu’s cricket ball, from earlier that same day. The moon followed behind them. Lalloo couldn’t believe it could shine so brightly, as if it hadn’t borne witness to the events of that night. He clutched the ball tightly in his pocket.


They caught a minibus and, at some point, Lalloo leant in to Abu’s warmth and fell asleep. Abu must have carried him the rest of the way because he woke curled up on a cold concrete step. It was still dark, but the night was faded, not far off morning. Abu stood in front of him, talking in a low voice to a large figure silhouetted in a doorway three steps above them. Lalloo sat up and listened.


‘You’re out of your mind, old man, you can’t just turn up on my doorstep and expect—’


‘My neighbour said you could do with—’


‘Yes, but it’s the middle of the night.’ The man was bare-chested with a dhoti wrapped around his waist. He clearly wanted to get back to bed.


‘He’s a great worker, Babu Jee – he’ll be an asset to your workshop.’


Lalloo was cold. So chilled, he’d never be able to warm up again.


‘I’m a mechanic. I don’t need the expense or the hassle,’ said the bare-chested man.


Lalloo nodded, willing the man to refuse so Abu could take him home.


Abu climbed a step closer to the doorway. ‘He’s a quick learner and he’ll be no trouble – you won’t even have to feed him that much.’


The man shook his head and reached across to shut the door.


Abu fell to his knees and clasped his palms in front of him. ‘Take him, Babu Jee – he’s the only son I have left. I can’t take him back.’ Abu’s voice broke. ‘I won’t ask anything in return. He’ll be earning his keep in no time.’


The man in the doorway hesitated – a moment where Lalloo didn’t dare breathe – but then he nodded. Lalloo leapt up and flung himself at Abu, clutching an arm, wrapping himself around it with all his strength. Abu stroked the top of Lalloo’s head with his free hand, his touch heavy but tender. Then he pulled Lalloo away and picked himself up. He wiped his face with the cloth slung across his shoulder and crouched in front of his son, holding him at arm’s length, while Lalloo silently fought against him. Fought to be with him.


‘You listen to Rizwan Sahib, OK? Be good and do as you’re told.’ Abu’s voice was hoarse.


And before he could do anything else, Abu was gone, leaving Lalloo behind with nothing but the clothes on his back and Jugnu’s cricket ball in his pocket.


The following morning, Lalloo was running late for work at the Alams. He hadn’t slept much the night before, worrying, and now he was tired, late and sweating already. His father’s parting words still echoed in his head.


‘Call me when you’ve arranged the money. And don’t come back too soon – Heera might see you here. It would give him ideas.’


It had always been that way. His parents wanted him close, but not too close; they loved him, so they had sent him away. They didn’t want Heera seeing him, so he could only visit in the dark. They had thought they were setting him free, but he was always pulled back to the bhatti.


He crossed the dusty road heading for the bus stop. Now there was this issue with Shabnam’s dowry. The wedding was in three weeks’ time. He had two weeks at the most to get the money so his parents could prepare. Usually, when Lalloo needed anything, he’d turn to Salman. His friend knew everyone and how to get things done, but even Salman would be stumped by this amount of money.


And getting it from his boss would never happen. The story he’d told Abu wasn’t true: Omer had been on the verge of firing the cook until Asima, Omer’s wife, had intervened. She was probably worried about replacing him at such short notice and baulking at the thought of having to do the cooking herself. The cook was given a few days’ leave to go to his mother’s funeral, but they’d docked his pay. If he asked Omer for a loan, Lalloo would probably be out of a job. But there was more than one person in the Alam family.


‘Arré, bhai, look where you’re going. You think your father owns this road?’ A horn blared in his ear and wrenched him out of his thoughts. The motorbike was right behind him, its rider glaring. No, his father didn’t even own the charpai he slept on.


Lalloo waved a hand in apology and quickened his pace, spotting the minibus at the bus stop. In the city, the buses were fast and busy, and the drivers liked to cram as many passengers inside as possible. He squeezed between a sweat-draped back and an armpit. With a melodious honking of its horn, the bus set off, challenging death in its rush across the streets. Lalloo looked out of the window to escape the press of so many people.


Rickshaws dodged in and out of the traffic. A boy pushed a wooden cart laden with apricots, jamun and guava in the middle of the road, ignoring the cars overtaking him on both sides. A motorcycle raced by with a family of five on board, the father driving with a toddler sitting on the handlebars facing forward, the mother side-saddle behind him holding a baby in her arms, with a child sandwiched between them. They looked carefree, the wind rushing through their hair. Lalloo willed the bus to go faster.


He finally made it to the cantonment half an hour late and started to run despite the heat. The Alams’ house sat in acres of lush grounds and was surrounded by high walls, the estate an oasis amid the dirt and noise outside. Self-assured and untouched by tragedy, it was immune to the worries of the crowd of people who came to service it every day – to guard the gate, drive the cars, dust the shelves and wash the floors.


Baba Jee opened the side gate as he knocked.


‘Have they called for me yet?’ Panting, Lalloo glanced towards the house. With any luck, the family wouldn’t notice his late arrival.


The elderly gatekeeper shook his head and pulled up a chair. He was probably in his sixties but looked much older. Baba Jee and Lalloo were stationed in front of the house under a concrete car porch, where they shared two plastic chairs and a rickety table. The porch roof provided some protection against the elements, but it had no walls, only pillars.


‘How’re the knees holding up today, Baba Jee?’ Lalloo’s breathing was returning to normal and he sat down for a moment to cool off.


‘It’s far too hot these days, beta. My joints swell up.’


Around them, the flower beds were full of roses and chambeli, gladioli and motia. A sprinkler was spraying water over the dazzling green lawn, watering it before the midday heat, sustaining the grass even in the driest summer. The precious monkey-puzzle tree had its own green awning to shade it from the worst of the summer heat. Tiny yellow fruit peeped out from under the leaves on the fledgling mango tree – Omer’s pride and joy. All the green contrasted sharply with the deep-red bricks that made up the walls of the house. For Lalloo, they were a constant reminder of the bhatti. Every brick etched with his family’s fingerprints. A stark red slap in the face.


There wasn’t time to wash the cars this morning – Omer Sahib would be ready to leave soon. Lalloo picked up a dry cloth and started to wipe the Land Cruiser down, hoping the sahib wouldn’t notice. Lalloo’s duties weren’t too arduous. He had to clean and maintain both cars. He loaded Omer’s car with his briefcase and anything else he was taking into work in the mornings. His boss liked to drive himself mostly, so once the sahib had gone, Lalloo drove around his wife and daughter to their engagements. It wasn’t difficult and he was lucky to have the job.


He’d started working for the Alams over four years ago. He had come across their broken-down car by the side of the road. Yasmin had sat in the suffocating heat with the windows rolled up against the dust and noise, while the driver had stood and stared at the open bonnet. Cars and rickshaws had rushed past, honking. Lalloo had offered a helping hand and had had the engine running in minutes. Impressed by this stranger, Yasmin had told her imposing father, who’d hired him as house help. When the driver hadn’t returned from his village after the next Eid holiday, and upon Yasmin’s insistence, Lalloo had got his job.


Lalloo had always felt indebted to Yasmin after that for getting him proper work with a proper salary, one that had enabled him to find a place to live. Over the years, theirs had developed into a strange sort of friendship. Lalloo always tried to help her out, keeping quiet when she lied to her parents about where she was going or who she was going with – usually one of her many new boyfriends. And Yasmin was far less imperious with him than with any of the other house staff, sharing her gossip and stories on long drives, and asking Lalloo about his family, enough at least to know he had two sisters and their names. Once, when he had told her it was Pinky’s birthday, Yasmin had let Lalloo have an entire gift basket, a collection of sweet treats she had been given at an event. He had taken it to the bhatti the next Sunday, to his sister’s outspoken delight.


‘I hope the bibis are in a good mood today.’ Lalloo nodded towards the house, referring to Yasmin and her mother.


‘Now that would mean believing in miracles.’ Baba Jee chuckled.


The door opened and Lalloo fell silent in case it was one of the ladies in question. It was Guddo, the housekeeper, carrying a tray with two cups of tea. She put the drinks on the table between their chairs.


‘Oh, bless you, beti, just what an old man needs on a morning like this.’ Baba Jee reached out to take a cup.


Guddo pointed at Lalloo. ‘You were late again.’


He opened his mouth in self-defence, but she grinned.


‘Don’t worry, they’re so self-absorbed, they didn’t even notice.’


The housekeeper had taken Lalloo under her wing the minute he’d arrived at the Alams’ years ago. She would often give him a heads-up of the family’s plans at the beginning of the day so he would know what to expect. In exchange, he brought her whatever gossip he heard when he was driving. She liked to talk, but he knew she wouldn’t tell on him.


She jerked a head towards the door. ‘Time for you to come in.’


‘What’s new? Everything all right?’ he asked as he followed Guddo into the house.


‘I think he wants you to take his car to the garage.’ She shook her head. ‘Nothing is ever all right in this family.’


Lalloo was only ever allowed in the house when summoned. He stepped inside behind Guddo, the wooden double doors shutting behind him and muffling the outside world. Here, there was no chirruping of green parrots or honking of traffic. The entrance had a double-height ceiling with an enormous glass chandelier hanging from the roof. The floor was laid out in white marble, the walls hung with paintings.


Guddo disappeared into the kitchen and he walked into the lounge and stood by the door, waiting to be given instructions.


‘You have no idea what he’s like. Your father …’ Asima walked into the room, her back to him, whispering furiously at someone behind her. She was a large, beady-eyed woman with thinning hair. Folds of skin around her neck had cannibalised her chin and her raised eyebrows gave her a perpetually surprised look.


Yasmin followed her mother in. With her long legs, she was almost as tall as her father. Her silky black hair was cut below the shoulders and she had a habit of swishing it from one side of her face to the other, reminding Lalloo of the horses at a polo match he’d once driven the family to. ‘He is nothing of the sort. He works really hard all the time and …’ Yasmin was whispering back just as ferociously.


Asima pinched Yasmin’s elbow with her hand, pulling her in close, leaning into her as she spoke.


Lalloo was used to fading into the background, listening in on conversations, gleaning information that might come in handy some other time. It was a trick he had learnt from Guddo.


‘And it’s not just that. I’m sure—’


Yasmin pulled her elbow away and glared at her mother. ‘Have you ever thought you might be the problem here?’


‘Keep your voice down. You want to let the whole neighbourhood know?’ Asima’s whisper was forced, her perfect eyebrows arched.


They were standing in the middle of the lounge now and all they had to do was turn their heads to see him, but they were so engrossed in conversation, they were completely unaware of him.


‘I think you’re the reason he—’


Asima gripped Yasmin’s upper arm to shut her up and both women straightened as Omer Alam strode into the room. One of the wealthier men in Lahore, he wore imported clothes and carried himself like a prince. He was tall, with a full head of hair and a body he took great care to maintain in the gym, Lalloo having dropped and picked him up on occasion. Asima watched her husband, clearly petrified he’d overheard them. She addressed him in a wary voice.


‘Would you like breakfast before you head out?’


He barely looked at her, adjusting the cuff of his shirt as he strode past. ‘No, I’ve got to get going. I’ve invited Akbar Naseem over for dinner tonight—’


‘Who?’


He stopped and deigned to turn to her. ‘Akbar Naseem? Don’t you know anything? The new inspector general of the police. Make sure you make the arrangements. The man will be a handy contact.’


The inspector general was a very powerful man and Omer liked to have influential friends. Over the years, Lalloo had seen him dine with lots of important people, some in uniform and many others in suits who came with big cars and bigger entourages.


Omer glanced around and saw Lalloo. ‘Here, put this in the car.’ He held out his briefcase to Lalloo.


‘Daddy, I need some money. I’m going out with Tania.’


Omer turned to his daughter and kept hold of his precious case, ignoring Lalloo’s outstretched arm.


Asima spoke up. ‘I thought you had a photo shoot.’


‘I do. Then I’m going to lunch.’


Yasmin had lunch with her childhood friend most days. She spent more time with Tania than with her own family. Yasmin was a model. Lalloo would often drive her to locations for a shoot, wait around for hours and then see a photo of her months later in a magazine or on a billboard, advertising Glow & Lovely cream or Pond’s lotion.


Yasmin turned towards her father, who placed his briefcase flat on the table, pressed the latches and opened it.


Even though Lalloo knew what to expect, it still took his breath away, the sight of all that cash, bound in neat piles straight from the bank, casually thrown on top of each other. Omer owned lots of property, land and various businesses and was always making trips to the bank. Omer took out a bundle, tore its paper seal and counted out some money for Yasmin. She must get paid for the work she did, yet she constantly asked her father for extra cash and he gave it to her unquestioningly, doting on her. Yasmin didn’t have to think about money the way other people did; it was just there when she needed it. For once, Lalloo didn’t begrudge her this. Out of all of the Alams, Yasmin was his best chance for his sister. He even felt slightly hopeful as she casually shoved several bills into her handbag.


Omer closed the briefcase and handed it to Lalloo. His boss strode out and Lalloo followed two paces behind, carrying the briefcase flat on its side, resting on his outstretched palms before him, as he’d been told.


He placed the case in Omer’s Land Cruiser, in the footwell on the front passenger side, out of sight of passers-by, but easily reachable. It had to be exactly so or Lalloo got into trouble. Omer liked things to be precise. Lalloo held his breath, praying his boss didn’t notice the car was unwashed, until Omer drove away.


‘Come on, Lalloo, or I’ll be late.’ Yasmin marched out of the house, her pink satin shalwar kameez shimmering. On her shoulder, she carried a grey handbag, the one Guddo had told him was made by a foreign designer and cost tens of thousands of rupees. The wind caught her perfect hair and billowed it behind her.


She shoved an address at him and he started up the Range Rover, the strong air conditioning blasting cold air into his face, as Baba Jee held open the gate for them.


‘Bibi, I needed to ask you something.’ Lalloo made sure to keep his voice respectful. He might be friendlier with Yasmin, but he was still a servant and this was a very big thing he was going to ask of her.


‘Hmm?’ Yasmin was tapping away on her phone. ‘What is it?’ She looked up when he hesitated, flicking her hair from one side of her face to the other.


‘My sister is getting married. My sister, Shabnam? You remember, she is twenty-six now. We have a rishta for her. I need money for the wedding … a loan.’


‘How much?’


He told her and she whistled.


‘Even I haven’t got that much cash lying around.’ She chuckled.


Lalloo couldn’t bring himself to smile, but his shoulders relaxed a little at her casual tone. At least she hadn’t said no.


‘And by the way, I’m meeting Tariq after the shoot, not Tania.’


Tariq was Yasmin’s newest boyfriend, clearly a passionate affair because in the past two weeks she had seen him five times when her parents had thought she’d been with Tania or working. Lalloo had already had to cover for the couple twice, once even driving to her favourite café to collect a takeaway dessert to back up her alibi when Asima got suspicious.


‘And the loan, bibi?’


‘Oh, all right, don’t look so sad. I’ll get you the money.’


He looked back at her in the rear-view mirror. Was this another one of her jokes? But she seemed serious.


‘I was going to get that Dior handbag from the latest collection – Daddy knows I’ve been eyeing it up for a while. I’ll ask him for money to buy it and you can get your sister married.’


‘But …’ Lalloo couldn’t help pointing out the obvious flaw in her plan. ‘What happens when you don’t have the handbag after you get the money?’


‘Ah, but Tariq’s going to buy it for me.’ She tapped a finger on the side of her head. ‘See, it’s a genius plan.’


She saw him looking doubtfully at her in the mirror.


‘Things are getting more serious between Tariq and I; I’ll need you to cover for me a bit more.’ She smiled like someone who’d got it all worked out. He wondered what it must be like to be born with such entitlement, such confidence, that you knew the world would always work in your favour. She was only a bit younger than his sister, and, right now, Shabnam would have been up since before dawn, working a fourteen-hour back-breaking day, like she did six days a week, crouching under the smouldering August sun, moulding clay with barely a moment to stop for water.


But even if she was privileged, at least Yasmin was willing to help him. He looked at the mirror again. ‘I’ll do whatever you need, bibi. You can’t imagine what this will mean for my family, for Shabnam. And I’ll pay you back from my wages. Every last bit.’


She wasn’t looking at him, her perfectly manicured nails already tapping at her phone again. Her only reply was, ‘Uh-huh.’


When they got to the building to drop her off, he could see the photographers rushing up to snap photos. Increasingly, these paparazzi followed her everywhere. He managed to dodge most of them by dropping her off at a back entrance. Omer had already spoken of getting extra security, but Yasmin had resisted. She didn’t want anyone knowing of her clandestine dates with her boyfriend, so she’d tasked Lalloo with assuring Omer he could keep her safe by picking up and dropping her at precise points, avoiding the paparazzi as much as possible. So far, it had worked and Omer had given in to his daughter’s wishes, but Lalloo knew she was bothered by the constant cameras. Lalloo felt protective of her too; it had been his idea to black out the windows in the back seats. Yasmin braced herself before opening the car door and walked quickly towards the entrance, dodging the intrusive photographers as she went.












Chapter Four



When Abu left him that night fourteen years ago, Lalloo was only seven years old. He didn’t fully realise what was happening until the man Abu had been talking to ushered him into a large garage-like building and shut him in. The metallic clang of the doors and the bolt pulling tight afterwards echoed in his head long after he was left in complete silence. Lalloo crept into a corner of the room and hunched down in the dark.


The moonlight snuck in, following him through cracks and crevices, refusing to leave him alone, even in here. Eventually, he began to make out objects in the room. In front of him loomed a huge metal carcass. Raised up off the floor on piles of bricks, its two front tyres gone, the bonnet had exploded, exposing its insides, its guts pouring out. Its bumper was crushed completely, one headlight dangled, attached to the body by a wire. The windscreen was still miraculously intact, goading him, reflecting moonlight into his eyes. All around him were the hulking skeletons of worn-out cars, an old engine, a dented door frame. A graveyard of machines too wounded and weary to go on.


They looked like they’d had some violent encounter. Had they also been beaten to a pulp? Dragged out in the middle of the night? Tortured by the light of the moon? He curled up on the dirty concrete floor, felt for the cricket ball in his pocket and clung onto it, trying to shut out the images in his head. But he could still see them. He could still smell the fear in the air. There was silence among the skeletons of cars, but he could still hear the awful thudding and his parents’ screams.


At some point, he must have dropped off because the next thing he knew, sunlight was thrown into his face, accompanied by the clanging of the workshop door opening. He opened his swollen eyes, dazed and disoriented and aching all over.


‘Rizwan Bhai, what have you got here?’ a loud voice called.


‘He’s the new apprentice,’ Rizwan shouted from somewhere outside.


‘Oi, chotay, what’s your name?’


Lalloo tried to stand, but his legs were cramping up. He scrambled to pocket his cricket ball and squinted back at the silhouetted figure, hardly able to open his eyes, numb with confusion and sleeplessness.


‘Hasn’t he got a name? We’ll call him chota.’


There were four loud teenage mechanics, pushing and shoving and teasing each other as they got to work.


Lalloo watched them from the corner and waited until he was sure his legs could take his weight before hobbling onto his feet. Outside the metal gates of the workshop was a dirt-floor courtyard facing the road. A straggly tree stood alone, decorated with tyres hanging from its branches, with two metal chairs underneath it. One was empty, and in the other sat Rizwan, where he could keep one eye on the boys inside and the other on the outside world. He was the biggest man Lalloo had ever seen. Filling up the entire chair, his flesh strained to escape its confines. He looked up as Lalloo approached.


‘When will Abu come to get me?’ Lalloo spoke barely above a whisper.


Rizwan started to laugh, but saw Lalloo’s face and stopped himself. ‘You’re going to stay here now. Go to the house and fetch me my cup of tea.’


Lalloo looked at him blankly until Rizwan pointed to a house across the street with a green door, and Lalloo recognised the steps he’d sat on last night.


He crossed the road and knocked. A smartly dressed woman opened the door, saw him on the threshold and was about to shut it in his face before he protested.


‘Rizwan Chacha sent me. For his tea.’ He gesticulated wildly to where Rizwan sat in his chair.


She opened the door a fraction wider, tutted at him and eyed him suspiciously. Behind her, he could see an elderly woman on her haunches, mopping the floor with a wet cloth, the smell of disinfectant in the air. He must be talking to the memsahib, Rizwan’s wife.


‘Ai, suno, Jee, who is this?’ But she wasn’t talking to Lalloo any more. She shouted across the road, across the courtyard, to her husband in his chair under the tree.


‘Haan, I’ve kept him as an assistant,’ Rizwan shouted back, looking uncomfortable.


‘And we can afford this, how?’


‘Mumtaz, please, I will explain. Not in front of everyone.’ Rizwan held out his palms in front of him as a defence. Clearly, he didn’t have permission to make such decisions on his own.


Mumtaz turned her face, harrumphed and shut the door on Lalloo. He waited on the step, not knowing whether any tea would be forthcoming, but ten minutes later, the door opened again. When Lalloo finally brought it to him, Rizwan smiled and used his ample stomach as his cup rest.


‘Good, now make yourself useful. You can help the mechanics.’ He pointed vaguely in the direction of the workshop.


Lalloo kept his mouth shut and spent the rest of the day fetching things. He fetched Rizwan’s lunch from the house, spanners and engine oil for the mechanics, and vegetables from the street stall for Mumtaz.


That evening when the mechanics had gone home, Mumtaz gave Lalloo a plate of daal chawal and an old razai and a sheet. He gulped down the food – the only thing he’d had to eat all day – before unrolling the quilt onto the oily floor of the workshop and covering himself with the single cotton layer. The nights were cold and he shivered under his bare sheet, watching the shadows among the remains of old cars, smelling the sickly smell of engine oil. What was he doing here? Surely Abu would come and get him soon. Maybe tomorrow? Was he being punished for what happened to Jugnu? One minute they’d been playing cricket and the next … He lay among the skeletons, bone-tired, too spent to cry, too numb to do anything but clutch his cricket ball to his chest and wait for morning, praying to be rescued.
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