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‘Very well, I shall be silent,’ he replied. ‘I shall be a silent hallucination.’


— Mikhail Bulgakov, The Master and Margarita










Delhi, 1997










1.


It was a bird, a big one – a vulture?


He knew, the instant he opened his eyes, that Ma was gone. Rina Auntie was in the kitchen and he could tell by the way the dishes clattered in the sink. Ma would have immediately scolded her for being so careless, so loud. He could not hear his father mumbling his prayers for the morning puja, nor could he smell the agarbatti sticks that welcomed each morning with their sickly-sweet fumes. Amma, too, was quiet in her room, the way she went quiet when she was perched on the edge of her bed, trying to catch Ma’s voice so she could start calling out to her.


But Adi knew before he could register any of these things. He knew from the shift in the magnetic field of the house, from the way his body seemed tense and restless, sensing that something was wrong, aching like a part of it was gone.


He fished his Casio from under the pillows and clicked a button, and it glowed blue-green, bright as a daydream, making him squint. He thought of the plankton he had seen on Discovery Channel, those ants of the sea that glowed in that same shade of blue. Fluorescent plankton, they were called. Or was it luminous?


Sitting up in bed, he shook his head and forced himself to focus. It was 09:24 – way too late for the house to be this quiet, even on a Sunday. He looked around the drawing room trying to find a clue but nothing seemed to be out of place. The coffee table was wiped spotless, its four wooden coasters arranged in a perfect square, and all his books were stacked neatly on the shelf underneath, just as Ma left them every night, often after he had fallen asleep.


Ever since Amma had shown up one evening, months ago, and taken over his room, he had been sleeping on the divan outside. He had grown to like his half-bed in the drawing room – he could watch TV without the glare of the tube light and sleep right in front of the big cooler. Ma insisted, however, that it was a temporary arrangement. She refused to let him think that he had lost his room forever. Every night, she battled the mess he created, hiding away the comics and homework notebooks abandoned mid-sentence, clearing out the forgotten glasses of orange squash left on the table, collecting all the remains of his day to restore the drawing room to its pre-Amma status. She had done it last night too, he could see, so maybe he was mistaken. Maybe Ma had, for the first time in his life, slept through the morning?


The monsoon-thirsty sky was on fire. Already, the sun was burning white through the thin curtains and, as the morning fog cleared from his mind, he began to remember things from the night before. He had been hoping to speak to Ma after dinner, but something had ignited between his parents and their bedroom door had slammed shut.


With all his years of practice, he had developed a special skill – a superpower, you could call it – to tune into whispers behind walls. In the drawing room, however, with the roar of the big cooler, it proved harder to hear them. Turning the cooler off would have made them suspicious, so he had decided to give up. Their fights were the same anyway, like action replays of all the ones he had grown up hearing, with his father ranting on about Indian family values and ‘foreign agents’, accusing Ma of everything from taking advantage of his ‘good nature’ to corrupting his caste and religion. Through it all, Ma never shouted back. At times, when she reached the end of her patience, she calmly reminded him, through clenched teeth, that she could leave any time. His father often laughed at this, but however empty the threat may have been, it usually ended the fight.


With Amma’s arrival, something had cracked open Ma’s quiet, controlled face, and Adi had glimpsed a fury underneath, like a bubbling, popping river of magma. He had tried to ignore it, hoping that things would calm down on their own, but last night, there had been a new edge to Ma’s voice, a boldness that he had not heard before. It was not a wail, a howl, a call for help. It was a battle cry. This time, when she had screamed her usual threat, it had made him turn to the wall and shut his eyes tight, and he had lain in bed determined to stay awake, until he had fallen asleep.


He went to his parents’ room. The door was shut. He did not knock.


‘Where is Ma?’


His father was still in bed, lying flat on his back with an arm crossed over his eyes in a way that made him look dramatically distraught. He had not shaved or bathed or changed into his saffron kurta – things he did before 06:00, without exception, so he could do his morning puja. He cracked his toes and sighed, his hole-riddled vest stretching thin over his ballooning belly, but he did not answer. The hair on his chest and in his armpits was mostly grey, unlike the thickly dyed semicircle that cradled the shining dome of his head. Once again Adi was reminded of just how much older his parents were, compared to most others he saw at the parent–teacher meetings at school.


‘Where is Ma?’ he repeated, flinching at the sound of his own voice, shrill as a little boy’s whine. He was still waiting for his voice to break and he had been trying his best to help it along, hawking his throat in the bathroom until it was sore, or talking to Ma in low, growling whispers that made her frown and check his forehead. Now, his voice betrayed him, failing to hide the cracks that were spreading beneath the surface, fanning out across his body faster than he could stop them. Ma’s reading glasses by her bedside, her maroon handbag hanging on the door, the soft tinkling of her bangles – they were all missing.


Looking at the bed, seeing the shallow, crumpled crater that Ma had left behind, the memory came rushing back to him. It had happened before, years ago, when he was in third standard. He had woken up one day, late for school, his uniform missing from its usual spot on his desk. He had wandered into his parents’ room to find his father doing his morning puja, and the bed looking just as it did right now, like a whole world abandoned in a rush. He remembered now the suffocating weight of Ma’s absence, the days that stretched like weeks, months, and the nights that screamed with unanswered questions. He remembered the tiniest of details – the cold, stale dinners; his lunchbox with a five-rupee note instead of food; the sniggers that his unironed uniform drew at school. And, most of all, he remembered his father’s silence.


Ma had returned, eventually, and he had packed up the memory and tossed it away, never to be touched again. That was not how memories worked, he now realised. You could hide them away in the deepest, darkest corners of your mind – you could drop them at the bottom of the Mariana Trench, 11,034 metres deep – but all it took was the sight of an upturned pillow, the smell of talcum powder on a bedsheet and they could spring back up in an instant. You could try your hardest to forget, but your bones remembered.


He dropped down on the bed, next to his father, and buried his face in Ma’s lingering smell. He pressed his lips tight to muffle the cry that seemed to be coming from deep within his chest, but he could not pin his shoulders down. He waited for a hand to reach out and pat his head; for a word, a whisper, a sigh. He waited until there were no more tears left.


*


When he woke up, he was back on the divan in the drawing room and Rina Auntie was once again banging pots and pans in the kitchen. For a moment, he wondered if he had dreamt it all, but the house was still empty, he could feel it in the thick, muggy air. Ma was still missing, and now it was nearly dark.


He tried to remember if he had eaten. He must have, he figured, as he wasn’t hungry at all. Seeing the pristine state of the drawing room, he assumed that his father had not stepped out all day. He wondered if Amma had been fed – it was Ma’s job because Amma refused to let Rina Auntie serve her meals – but he could not bring himself to care, not today.


‘Chhoté Sahib?’ said Rina Auntie standing at the edge of the drawing room, her back bent slightly in her perpetual bow.


‘Yes, what is it?’ He hated it when she called him ‘little master’. Could she not see that he had grown taller than her?


‘All done, Chhoté Sahib,’ she said, drawing the edge of her sari over her head, smiling her shy, stained-toothed smile. ‘I have made rice and dal and aloo—’


‘Yes-yes, it’s fine,’ he said, and instantly regretted his tone; he sounded just like his father.


At least Rina Auntie had been nice enough to not mention Ma’s absence. She must have been the first to notice, when she arrived for her morning shift, that Ma was gone, but she had simply carried on. She must have heard him weeping too, he realised, and he felt his ears grow hot. He was twelve now – in his thirteenth year, as Ma always put it, like she was more impatient for him to grow up than he was himself. How could he have let himself behave so shamefully? This was it, he decided, biting his tongue and swearing an oath on Hanuman-ji, his all-time number one favourite god: never again was he going to cry like that, like a child.


Out on the balcony, he moved the clothes horse aside to make room and stepped up to the railing crusted with pigeon poop. How he used to love standing behind that railing when he was little, looking out across the trees that stretched all the way to the railway tracks in the distance. He remembered how Ma used to stand out there with him, telling him about how all of East Delhi used to be a jungle full of snakes and leopards, and how people used to go swimming in the Yamuna River before it was turned into a black stream of sewage. More than the stories themselves, it was the way she told them that he missed – her chin pointed up, her voice slow and musical, the edges of her eyes crinkled with a smile.


The trees had all been replaced by apartment blocks just like theirs – an ever-expanding colony of grey five-storey buildings that stopped his gaze from straying too far. All he could really see from the balcony was the street below: a dusty, potholed road lined with broken pavements, littered with pink polythene bags and ice-cream wrappers that blocked the drains and made the sewers overflow every monsoon. The only saving grace was the lone gulmohar tree that still stood tall by the road. For a few weeks every summer, it lit up the dreary street with its fire-red canopy, showering the pavements with scarlet petals. When the gulmohar bloomed, it made people forget the heat and the filth below, just for a moment, and look up in wonder, like wide-eyed children longing to climb up the high branches and reach for the flaming flowers. Gulmohars were called mayflower trees in English, Ma had told him, because they bloomed in May. Ten months to go, he counted on his fingers, and sighed.


Bio-lumi-nes-cent – the word popped into his head, and he smiled. That was the one thing no one could beat him at: spelling. He didn’t have to memorise the words, didn’t even have to know them sometimes – the letters simply arranged themselves in his head, snap-snap, just like that. It was hard not to call it a superpower, if he were to be honest. His all-time number one favourite book, obviously, was Roget’s Pocket Thesaurus. His father had once called it a waste of time, but what did he know about words? Ma understood. She had studied English Literature in college, so she knew almost as many words as him. Way more than his father, hundred per cent, who had once asked her how many l’s there were in ‘application’. He was supposed to be some super-smart scientist working for the government, but to Adi, it made no sense that Ma wasn’t the one going to an office and his father the one supervising Rina Auntie.


He saw it from the corner of his eye, just as he turned to go back inside, and he froze. It was a shadow, a shape darker than the sky, perched on a roof across the street. It looked like an antique pot, a vase of darkness with a snake twisting out of it; a snake with a silver beak that shone in the dying light. No: it was a bird, a big one – a vulture? – and on its bald head, he could see a single eye gleaming like a marble, staring right at him. He had seen vultures before, usually on the highway by the river, but there was something different about this one, the way it stood perfectly still, its head cocked at an angle like a jeweller looking for cracks in a diamond. It felt like there was an invisible wire joining them, crackling with a dark energy, and it sent sparks right down to his toes.


Stepping back into the house, he slid the balcony door shut, turned on all the lights, the cooler and the TV, then sat down on the sofa and closed his eyes.










2.


Mind your language, Mr Sharma


‘Celebrating 50 Years of INDEPENDENCE’, the banner read, hanging limp over the school gates. ‘INDE’ was saffron, ‘PEND’ white and ‘ENCE’ green: the colours of India’s flag, just to remind everyone whose independence was being celebrated. It was not just the banner that was new; the entire school had received a makeover in the summer. The walkways had been scrubbed clean, the grass in the playground glowed green and a new coat of paint had turned the rust-brown, exposed-brick walls a luminous red, like an old scab scraped open.


Coming back to school after the holidays was always an odd feeling, a khichdi of excitement and dread. This year, however, Adi could taste no joy. The two friends he had were no longer in his class. After the last exams, Monty and J.P. had both been demoted to Section C, where everyone was slightly cooler – their hair longer, their voices louder, the air around them a little freer. Meanwhile, he was still stuck in the graveyard of Section A with all the bespectacled yes-ma’am-ers. Monty and J.P. had promised to stay friends with him, but he knew that was not how it worked.


As he made his way through the crowded corridors, dodging the primary school kids on the lower floors and following the swaggering seniors up the staircase, he had a sinking feeling, a sense that something had gone horribly wrong. Only on entering his classroom did the gravity of the problem hit him: All the boys were wearing trousers. All except him.


They were supposed to switch from shorts to trousers in eighth standard, he knew that. But he had assumed that the date would be announced in school, told to Ma at a parent–teacher meeting, or blasted out on the croaky PA system. It turned out to be more obvious: the switch happened on the first day of school after the summer break. How did he not know this? How come everyone else did? It didn’t matter now, it was far too late. Here he was – Adi Shankar Sharma, the great smart-A.S.S., conqueror of Bournvita Quiz Contests and speller of esoteric words – caught without his pants.


He didn’t even have trousers! And now with Ma gone, he would need to dip into his secret stash of fifty-rupee notes gifted by relatives at weddings and festivals to buy a pair himself. Even so, he was stuck for today. They were going to ridicule him all day long, whispering and giggling and calling him names. How did it matter what he wore the next day? And what was the point of trousers anyway? To hide their legs that were starting to sprout thick black hairs? His legs looked the same as last year, the same as when he was a baby – smooth and spindly and stick-figure straight.


It was all Ma’s fault. She was the one who took care of his uniform, she should have known. She should have bought the trousers and had them altered to his height and put them on his desk the night before. She should never have left.


He turned away from the sneering backbenchers and looked around for safer seats. There was a spot available on the second bench in the first row, next to a big kid called Mikki. His real name was Omprakash Valmiki, and he was the size of a senior, dark and muscly with thick, hairy arms and a shadow on his cheeks. Rumour had it that he had come from a government school in Bombay where he had failed for two years straight, so he actually was a senior. Everyone was convinced that he had only managed to get into Section A by bribing the school. They had shortened his last name to Mikki, after the mouse, to cut him down to size, but it didn’t seem to work.


The only other vacant spot was right in front of Mikki, on the first bench, where the weird girl who talked to herself sat alone. Sitting with a girl was not an option, unless he wanted winks and catcalls and initials scratched in hearts on his desk. He had to take a chance with the big guy.


He slipped his bag under the desk and mumbled a ‘Hi’. Mikki flipped a page on his Chip magazine without as much as a nod. It was a relief not to have to talk, but it also brought a strange kind of emptiness.


‘Quiet!’ Ma’am Roy’s chilling voice flooded the classroom, extinguishing all the criss-crossing conversations in an instant. She was the secondary school supervisor whose job was to patrol the corridors and find excuses to punish kids.


‘Sit down, all of you. Nitin?’ she called out to a boy who slowly stood up. ‘Were you talking in Hindi?’


‘Me? No, Ma’am!’ he said, nailing the perplexed yet indignant look of the innocent.


‘Don’t lie! For how many years do you people have to be told the same thing? This is an English-medium, South Delhi school. You will not talk in Hindi in the classroom, except in Hindi or Sanskrit classes. Do you understand?’


‘Yes, Ma’am,’ they all murmured.


‘Don’t think I don’t know what you people are up to. I know everything. All these gaalis you have learnt, they are spoiling your minds.’


‘Gaali is also a Hindi word, behenchod,’ Mikki mumbled, and before he could stop himself, Adi burst into giggles.


‘Adi Sharma!’ Ma’am Roy thundered. ‘Stand up, please.’


He rose slowly, doing his best to hide his naked knees behind the desk.


‘Would you care to share your joke? We all enjoy a good laugh in the morning.’


‘Um, I—’


‘What happened now, the cat got your tongue? Go on, speak up.’


‘Uh, it’s nothing, Ma’am . . . it’s, um, it’s not that funny.’


It was true – Mikki calling Ma’am Roy a ‘sister-fucker’ wasn’t funny. It was so shocking, so inappropriate and yet somehow so apt, that he had to bite his tongue hard to keep himself from laughing again.


‘You can tell me now . . .’ Ma’am Roy looked down at him, her bulbous, kajal-lined eyes twinkling with malice. ‘Or you can tell it to Father Rebello.’


He had seen this happen many times before; he knew there was no way out. It was best not to play chicken with Ma’am Roy. But he also knew that he could not snitch on his new desk partner. Many of the teachers seemed to especially dislike Mikki, and he had already been taken to Father Rebello’s office twice, where the school principal was rumoured to keep a wooden ruler wide as a splayed-out palm.


‘Ma’am, I . . . I was just thinking that, um, you said “gaali”, so you also used a Hindi word. Technically, you should say swear word, or cuss word, or expletive or . . .’


Snorts and sniggers erupted on the backbenches but Ma’am Roy crushed them with a glare. ‘I did not expect this from you, Adi,’ she said, shaking her head.


There was not much else she could say, though, could she? He was simply following the law that nobody did, except when talking to the teachers. If anything, he was following it to the letter, better than she herself was. She couldn’t punish him for that, though he knew enough not to be certain about it. There were plenty of excuses she could find, if she wanted to, and many different kinds of punishments too. There was no one more imaginative than a teacher who wanted revenge.


‘Why are you wearing half-pants, Adi?’ said Ma’am Roy, and he bit his lip. She had found his kryptonite. Giggles spread out through the class again, crashing into the backbenches where they erupted into open laughter. This time, Ma’am Roy did not shut them down. She stood and smiled at Adi, waiting for his answer.


The classroom door opened and Ma’am George, the English teacher, stepped in, and he finally let go of his breath. She liked him, Ma’am George; she would speak up for him, he was sure of it.


‘Sorry, I’m late,’ Ma’am George said, then paused to glance at Adi standing awkwardly behind his desk. She walked up to the teacher’s desk and put her bag down. ‘I’ll take it from here, Mrs Roy, thank you.’


Ma’am Roy nodded, then gave Adi a tight smile and walked out in a huff.


‘Take a seat, everyone.’ Ma’am George turned to wipe the blackboard clean and Adi sat down. She did not look at him again, and he could not have been more grateful for it.


*


The morning slowly evaporated in the July heat and hung, heavy and humid, over their drowsy heads. The rest of the day passed by quietly, and Adi ate lunch at his desk and spent the recess flattening the aluminium foil with a fingernail. The problem arose in the Physical Education class, the last and longest hour of the day. He could not go out to the field today, no way, but he could not stay in the classroom either because some teacher would show up and create a fuss. There was only one place he could think of. Usually, he avoided it for fear of being mocked as a kitaabi keeda. Today, being called a bookworm was the least embarrassing option he had.


He rushed through the corridors, walking purposefully past the teachers’ room, until he reached the open passageway on the fourth floor that connected the main school building to the library. There was a gang of seniors playing that game where they pretended that the marble slabs on the floor were lava and the lines between them were bridges. A boy was trying to hop across the lines while a girl tried to catch him, and he couldn’t imagine why they would play such a childish game – and with girls, too. When the boy stumbled and nearly fell over the girl, causing her to laugh like it was the funniest thing in the world, he took a deep breath and decided to cross. He had worried for nothing – none of them paid any attention to him. Was he developing a new superpower, he wondered: the ability to walk through the world unnoticed, invisible as a ghost, silent as a spy?


The library was dim and deserted, and it smelled of yellowed books. The librarian was installed at a desk by the door like a guardian statue, a grim Ganesha warding off wayward spirits. She looked at him over the rim of her square glasses, her head bent over a Filmfare magazine. He gave her a respectful little bow, but she did not blink. What trouble could he bring, this mousey little boy in his too-loose shorts? she seemed to be thinking. Without a word, she dropped her eyes back to the shirtless Shahrukh Khan and Adi crept past her, careful not to make a squeak.


There were windows along the wall tinted a dark blue-grey and they made the place feel cool and calm, protected from the blazing afternoon. Browsing the Nature shelves, he decided that from now on, he was going to spend every PE class in there.


‘What did you find?’ whispered a voice over his shoulder, and he nearly yelped. He turned to find the weird girl who sat in front of him.


‘Uh, nothing.’


‘Nothing?’ She eyed the book he was holding.


‘Just a book about . . .’ He showed her the cover. ‘Birds.’


‘Oh, you like birds?’


‘Uh, no. I hate them.’


She flicked her shining black curls and laughed. It was a funny sort of laugh, free and brash – a boy’s laugh.


‘Si-lence,’ boomed the librarian’s bored voice.


‘Why are you reading it, then?’ she whispered.


‘Just.’


She blinked her round, bird-like eyes and nodded, like she understood.


‘This is mine.’ She handed him a slim, red-bound volume. It was a book of poetry. Such a girl, he mumbled in his head, and thumbed through it, just to be nice. The poems were in English script but he struggled to decipher the words.


‘What, um, language is this?’


‘Urdu.’ She squinted at him like he was stupid. ‘Don’t worry, there are translations at the back.’


As she flitted across the birds, frowning at the colourful sketches of mynahs and peacocks, he found himself growing annoyed. Most kids at school could speak another language besides Hindi and English. Ma, he knew, could speak Punjabi and even some Urdu. Why had he never been taught any of it?


His father – that was the answer to most whys. Hindi is our national language, he insisted. The Chinese, the French, the Italians, he said, were all proud to speak their national languages. The problem with India was all the ‘unity in diversity’ nonsense that gave us twenty-two official languages and no national one, and the ‘colonial mindset’ that made us prefer English over all of them. Only by accepting Hindi as the common tongue, he said, could India be united into a great superpower.


‘A little childish, no?’ She smiled, handing back his illustrated book about birds.


You’re a little childish.


‘So,’ she went on, ‘which bird do you hate the most?’


‘Vultures.’


‘Vultures?’ Her big brown eyes narrowed with fascination. ‘Why?’


‘Because . . .’ he said, and stopped. What could he say? That he had seen a vulture and it had scared him a little? He was already a weirdo lurking in the library, a half-pant loser. He had no desire to be labelled as one with a loose screw.


‘Oh, the library is about to close,’ she said, checking her watch. It had pink flowers on the strap and was not even digital. ‘I’m going back to class.’


He checked his Casio. The library closed half an hour before the final bell, but they still had four minutes and fourteen seconds left. He tried to think of ways to get out of walking back with her, but before he could say anything, she was gone.


Going up to the librarian to get his book of birds stamped, he realised he still had her little red book in his hands. It was stamped already, on loan for three weeks, with her name on it: Noor Farooqi. That’s what her name was. Not Kooky, as everyone called her. He stood looking at the book, strangely unable to let it go, and decided to walk out with it.


Out in the open corridor, he peeked over the chest-high wall and looked around. He checked the tops of the school buildings, the eucalyptus trees towering over the road, the pale yellow apartment blocks beyond. There was no sign of the vulture, and he felt a little silly to have thought of it. Looking down towards his classroom windows, he saw the backbenchers tossing paper balls at the girls, and he could not bring himself to go back.


He missed Monty and J.P. They would have protected him from the sneers. They would probably have forgotten to buy trousers themselves, but they would have made it look cool to be in shorts. He missed his neighbourhood friends Sunny and Bunny too. Sunny-Bunny, as they were called, the Sardaar twins who loved to confuse everyone by regularly swapping their T-shirts and the polka-dotted patkas covering their heads. At least if they had been around, he would have had someone to go back to and talk about his worst-ever day at school. They would have laughed in the way they always did, with their heads thrown back at the same angle, their squeals synchronised and it would have made him laugh, just like them, like none of it mattered.


They were all gone now. Sunny-Bunny had moved to South Delhi after their father’s promotion. To make things worse, he had ended up fighting with them just before they had left – over a contested no-ball in a stupid cricket match, of all things. And now he was left with zero friends, and no place to hide. He looked up to the scorched sky again and the answer came to him.


*


The double doors to the chapel were tall and heavy, as if to keep out the weak-willed and the cowardly. He pushed them open with his shoulders. It was not like the churches in books and movies; there were no high ceilings or colourful glass windows or carved pillars. It was just about as big as two classrooms combined, and it smelled of stale incense. The windows were hidden by red curtains but the daylight was too bright for them, turning them into glowing pink portals, like eyelids shut against the sun.


It was dead quiet inside – a muffled kind of silence, the kind that made you aware of how much noise you made just by being alive. He tiptoed to one of the long benches in the front and sat down with his arms folded. There was a different kind of coolness in there, too, like a winter breeze – like air-conditioning! How had he not known this? It was the only place in the school, besides the computer labs, that had air-conditioning. Powerful things, gods and computers, they needed to be kept cool. Maybe that was why Jesus looked so calm, even though he was nailed to the cross, bleeding from holes all over his body. There was Mother Mary holding Baby Jesus (was she wearing a sari?), and Saint Francis, the only saint he could recognise, the one whose face was printed on his shirt pocket. He had a blank but alert expression, the statue, like an ID card photo. He looked like someone who might listen to a prayer. Jesus was too elevated, smiling too contentedly, to bother with little problems. Plus, all the Christian people were always praying to Jesus and practically nobody ever prayed to Saint Francis, so there was a higher chance that he might be free to help.


He joined his hands and began, ‘Dear Saint Francis,’ then stopped.


What were you supposed to say? He knew all the hymns and songs they had to mime along to every morning, but he had never actually prayed to a saint. (Except to Santa Claus, if that counted.) Was he supposed to ask for things, like a Sega console or the complete collection of Tintin? Or was it more appropriate to ask for vague blessings – to make his father less angry, Ma less sad? Perhaps it was best to keep it simple, he thought, and ask for Ma to come back soon. But then, did he really need to pray for such childish things? No, he decided. All he would ask for was to be made taller, stronger, louder, like Mikki, so he would not have to hide from anyone.


‘Dear Saint Francis,’ he started again, and the shriek of the final bell shook the school out of its slumber. He had to rush back to the classroom, he remembered, to get his bag. At the door, he stopped and turned around for one last look at the statue. The stony saint returned his gaze, unmoved.


*


There were three locks on their two front doors – a Harrison 9-lever padlock with a golden key, the lock on the iron-grille door with its long silver key that turned thrice and, finally, the one-click hole on the wooden door. What were they guarding so desperately? The sofa with its sunken cushions? The Kelvinator fridge that needed to be defrosted every two weeks? That weird golden, glass-domed clock? What was there worth stealing in their house?


He latched the door behind him, tossed his bag on the floor, and threw himself on the sofa. Flinging his shoes, one by one, across the drawing room carpet, he reached for the TV remote.


‘Babu?’ A low, rasping voice called out, like someone clearing their throat, and he closed his eyes. He had forgotten about Amma.


‘Babu? Babu? Babu?’ Amma bleated, on and on and on, until he got up and walked across the drawing room, past the dining hall and the kitchen and up to her door (his door). She was wearing her teeth and the thick glasses that made her eyes look goldfishy. Her white sari covered her head like a hood, and he thought of Skeletor, He-Man’s greatest foe, but he couldn’t bring himself to smile.


‘Khaék,’ she said, eating air with her bony fingers.


He took the leftovers from the fridge and heated them, staring at the tray spinning slowly inside the microwave oven. His father had gifted it to Ma on their anniversary, and even though Ma had been happy, Adi counted it as cheating that his father had got it as a gift himself, from a junior colleague who wanted a promotion.


When the oven pinged, he transferred the food onto Amma’s special steel plate and took it to her bed (his bed!), along with her steel glass of water. He figured it would keep her busy for a while, so he went into the toilet to read the newspaper.


It took about three minutes before the plate clattered on the floor and Amma started calling out again. Her voice was loud and crackly, and it sawed through the toilet door. Behind his pinched eyelids he mumbled a little prayer to Shiva, the Lord of Death, before quickly pinching his ears to take it back.


When he stepped out, Amma’s tone was different, softer. She wasn’t talking to him, he realised, but to Kusésar. He didn’t know anyone called Kusésar. There was no phone in the bedroom, and for a moment, he was scared. He couldn’t make out much of what she was saying; she was talking in her village language that sounded like Hindi but not quite, using ‘we’ for ‘I’ like his father sometimes did on the phone.


Trying to recall if he had locked the front door, he peeked into the room. She was talking to the poster of Pete Sampras on his cupboard. He thought of taking her plate away but she had washed her hands in it with the drinking water, and now it was a yellow pool with mushy bits swimming in it. It looked like puke.


‘Babu?’ She spotted him. ‘Rasgulla?’


Ma had forbidden Amma from having rasgullas, which had only made her more determined to ask for them every single day. They were not good for her, Ma had said, because she had ‘health problems’, she had to be careful. And they were not good for Adi because he had to take care of his teeth, he had to be careful too. Why were they always in the fridge, then? Who, exactly, were the spongy, syrupy cheese balls good for?


‘Nahi hai.’ He shook his head. ‘There are no rasgullas.’


Amma gawked at him, her eyes blank as a baby’s.


‘Babu? Babu? Babu?’ she started off again, and he shut the door and walked away. Her voice followed him like a beggar at the temple tugging at his clothes, but he was not going to get dragged into an argument with someone who refused to grasp a simple ‘No’. The best way to deal with babies, he reckoned, was to ignore them. Eventually they would shut up, or go to sleep, or whatever.


*


All alone for the day with the house to himself, he could not think of a single thing to do. Everything that used to seem so enticing in maths class daydreams – playing with his G.I. Joes again, building a Hot Wheels track across the living room, beating his old high score in Super Tanks – they all seemed so last-summer, so childish.


Leaning back in his father’s spot on the sofa, he clicked through the channels in the hope of finding something other than Happy Days. He checked his Casio: still only 14:42. Afternoons were the worst. Cheesy game shows and teleshopping ads took over most channels, and the only movies playing were crass Bollywood comedies or the strange ‘Westerns’ where old men in big hats stood and squinted at each other, chewing and spitting like bored rickshaw-valas. Things only got better at 16:00, with Home Improvement. Although the show’s obsession with tools was a little confusing, he liked watching the three boys with their long hair and denim jackets and Nike shoes. They reminded him of how he and Sunny used to gang up and tease little Bunny, even though Bunny was only eight minutes younger than his brother.


The laughter track was interrupted by a crash from Amma’s room, followed by a deep moan. He ran over to find Amma lying on the floor beside her wheelchair, looking like a pile of crumpled clothes. Fighting the rotten smell that radiated from her like a mix of Tiger Balm and stale bananas, he grabbed her arms. They felt rough and soft at the same time, the texture of papier-mâché, and he loosened his grip for fear of accidentally tearing them apart. He then positioned himself behind Amma and tried to pull her up, but she protested.


‘Jaa-il, Babu, tu jaa-il,’ she kept saying, and it took him a moment to understand that she was telling him to go away.


Her sari had got caught in the wheel of the chair, he realised, and had pulled up to reveal most of her left leg and even part of her butt. He had not noticed it earlier because it looked less like a person’s leg than a crushed brown paper bag, wrinkled and shapeless. He reached over to free the end of her sari and it fell back over her leg. Only then did he realise that Amma was crying.


He left her alone and pulled the door shut, leaving a crack just wide enough to look through. She turned herself around and, very slowly, lifted herself up to the wheelchair. As she twirled the chair and rolled into the toilet, he almost felt like cheering. When she had come out of the toilet and carefully shifted herself back onto the bed, he ended his watch and returned to the sofa.


Thinking about how old Amma was, he couldn’t believe how fragile she seemed, like she could snap in half at the slightest blow. He had always associated age with strength, with sturdiness, like the old peepul tree that towered over the two-storey neighbourhood temple or that giant two-hundred-year-old tortoise he had read about in the paper. He had never imagined that people, unlike trees and tortoises, could get smaller and weaker with age, until they turned back into frail little children, wailing for no reason, barely able to stand on their feet.


The drawing room had grown dark, he realised, and it made him smile. He slid the glass door open and stepped out onto the balcony. The skies had gone grey, finally, overflowing with clouds that swelled in a slow, mesmerising dance. Against it, a handful of diamonds twirled and glittered in different colours. The monsoon had arrived, and with it, the kite-flying season. Soon, the sky would be full of the little paper birds straining to break free.


In the days leading up to Independence Day, for a reason no one quite understood or questioned, all the boys lay down their cricket bats, leaving the parks and parking lots deserted, and headed to the rooftops, their sights set on the rain-softened skies. Everyone saved up to buy the best kites – the plastic ones were good, thin and strong and sparkly, but nothing could beat a proper paper kite, the kind made in Old Delhi, along with the hair-thin manja thread coated with crushed glass that was light enough to take your kite into the clouds, sharp enough to cut through the first fold of your index finger. A Band-Aid on that finger, preferably with a faint spot of blood showing through, was the ultimate badge of honour. He himself had never managed to earn it. He could not even fake it; everybody knew that he could barely get a kite off the ground. No matter how hard he yanked at the thread, the temperamental beast would only rise for a few seconds before turning with a deliberate fury, a missile-like menace, only to come crashing down on the concrete.


He saw it on the roof of the apartment building across the street, and it took him a second to register it, to accept it. It was the same vulture, staring at him in exactly the same way. It had scared him when he had first seen it, looming over him in the darkness. Now, exposed by daylight, the vulture looked far less intimidating. He examined the bird of death – its bald, pink head turned at an angle; its long, curved neck with a puffy collar of white feathers; its folded wings that made it look like the neighbourhood uncles on evening strolls, their arms locked behind their backs, their shoulders stuck in a shrug; and its large, furry torso with a little paunch that seemed to be heaving gently, like someone taking a long, deep breath before saying something. Far from being frightened by it, he now found the bird faintly ridiculous.


‘Chootiya,’ he mumbled under his breath, and the vulture seemed to flinch, its hooked silver beak turning up as though it was shocked.


‘Kya?’ he said, louder this time. ‘What is it? What are you looking at?’


The vulture turned away, and he looked around to find something to throw at it. He wondered if he still had that old catapult that he and Sunny-Bunny used to take turns with, shooting pebbles at empty Fanta cans. No, he remembered: Ma had taken it away, saying it was too dangerous for little kids like them.


He looked at the bird and found it staring at him again. As he stared back, he felt his body growing stiff, his fingers clenching into fists. It was as though all the anger that had been building up through the day – the rage slowly simmering ever since Ma had left – was now beginning to rise, making him tremble like the lid on a forgotten pot of rice.


‘What happened?’ he screamed. ‘The cat got your tongue? Speak, behenchod!’


‘Ey! Mind your language, Mr Sharma. I will not accept this rowdy behaviour.’


The vulture was shaking its head. What had just happened?


‘Kya . . . kya bola tu?’


‘Please, I am not going to tolerate this crude tu-tu language.’


It was impossible, he knew that. The bird was too far away, all the way across the street, for its voice to be so loud and clear, as though it was being whispered in his ear. More importantly, it was a bird.


‘So,’ the vulture continued, ‘if you have a question for me, firstly, you take back your foul word. Secondly, talk in proper English, with good manners. Then and only then I will entertain your request. Otherwise, I am not saying one word.’


‘Fuck-shit-fuck-tuttee.’


He stumbled back into the drawing room and slid the door shut. Lying face-down on the divan with his eyes scrunched tight, he could still feel the vulture peering through the thin curtains, that hot gaze crawling on his neck. He decided to do what he hadn’t done for a long time. He untucked the sheets over the sides of the divan, got down on the floor and slid sideways into his cave.


‘Di?’ he called out, his tongue barely moving to form the soft ‘d’, the hesitant ‘ee?’ no more than a hoarse plea gushing out from his chest.


There was no reply.


‘Di? Are you there?’


Had she ever been there, even all those years ago? Had he ever really heard her warm whisper, her secret laughter or had it all been a little boy’s fantasy? He was far too old to ask such questions now. And yet, he waited. In that empty house burning under the bird’s wicked glare, she was all he had.


‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘I thought about talking to you, many times, but . . .’


What could he say? That he had outgrown the first friend he ever had, the one who had kept him company through the loudest, loneliest nights of his childhood? Or that he only summoned her now because he could feel the old darkness rising again from the cracked, speckled floor of their house and, once again, there was no one he could turn to?


He told Di about his summer, about his parting fight with Sunny-Bunny and about Amma, and how she had peed in his bed – their bed – so there was now a rubber sheet covering the mattress and the room always smelled of death and Dettol. He told her that, on the bright side, the parents were not fighting anymore. It was a lie, but he thought it might make Di feel better to know that things could change.


There was only one thing he couldn’t bring himself to tell her. He didn’t know how to say it. He was supposed to be brave and strong; he had sworn it to her, so many times, on those long-ago nights. How could he let her see him like this? Like a little boy hiding in his make-believe fort, scared of a big, dumb bird.


He shook his head, and he did what he had learnt to do once he had grown too old to talk to ghosts. He closed his eyes, slowed his breathing and pretended to be asleep. He let the pulsing darkness slowly shush the voices in his head.










3.


Oh, what was left to lose?


The empty afternoons were washed away by the monsoon downpours, and despite Sunday’s earthquake whose aftershocks he could still feel in his bones, the week went on – not quickly, not nearly as smoothly as before, but on it went nonetheless.


Just a few days after Ma had left, everyone in the world seemed to know about it. The chowkidaar and his plainclothes friend who was always in the guard house for some reason (maybe he was a spy?), the Sardaar-ji from the first floor who was always stretching himself in painful ways, the aunties in flowing nighties and their little children with water bottles around their necks, the man who cleaned all the cars while managing to keep a cigarette dangling from his lips throughout, the family of four who camped outside the park and worked as one unit, morning to night, ironing the clothes of everyone in the colony – they had all stopped mid-sentence, mid-stretch, mid-thrust of the great black coal-fired iron and stared at him. There was curiosity and confusion in the looks they gave him, but more than anything else, there was the sting of pity. Look at the bechara bachcha, the poor little boy whose mother left him, so sad, tsk-tsk-tsk, how will he survive now, how is he even alive?


By the end of the week, he had developed a routine to evade enemy eyes. The first phase was all about speed. At 06:00, his Casio detonated its two-tone bomb under his pillow. There was not a second to laze about in bed, so he jumped right up and started getting dressed. In twenty-five minutes, just before his father’s puja ended, he was ready, bag slung on his shoulders, bread-butter sandwich packed in foil.


‘Bye,’ he said at the door, barely loud enough to let his father hear, and slammed it.


Outside, he had to switch into stealth mode. Instead of walking out to the bus stop he slipped into the narrow lane between the apartment buildings, dodging soggy cigarette stubs and empty Limca bottles and mossy puddles from the drip-drip-drip of air-conditioners, and he waited until he saw the bus appear at the head of the street. Cutting back across the lane, he emerged, ninja-like, just as the bus arrived at the stop and leapt inside before anybody could spot him. Mission accomplished.


Of course, all of this helped avoid the vulture too. He had seen it a few times now, lurking on the trees or rooftops around his house, but he had decided not to let it bother him. He was sure that he had imagined the words – he must have been tired or hungry or something. He knew vultures could not talk, obviously, so it must have been in his head. Nonetheless, he had no desire to try it again. He had enough problems already; he could do without losing his mind. This was the secret to trudging on through the unending days, he was starting to learn: ignoring things, not seeing them, not letting yourself stop and think about everything all at once.


*


At school, he found himself feeling calmer than ever. He was growing used to sitting at the front of the class, and he realised that it was a not a bad spot. Mikki, his new bench partner, never said a word to him – although, after Adi had saved him from another trip to the principal’s office, he had begun to offer a little nod every morning. The teachers were mostly worried about what people at the back were up to, and they rarely called out the ones in front to answer questions or read passages. It was good, in a way, to have no one to talk to. What was there to say anyway? The timetable imposed its order on the day, and you could turn a part of your mind off – the annoying, childish part that started asking unanswerable questions as soon as it was idle.


It worked well most of the time, even at recess when he got odd looks for staying at his desk and reading the history textbook. The only trouble was Noor, who kept turning around to give him curious looks, as though she wanted to say something. Finally, on Friday, during a break between classes, he realised what it could be.


‘Um, listen.’ He cleared his throat, and she swung her head around like she had been waiting to hear his voice. Underneath her shining curls, he caught a glimpse of an earring – a tiny disco ball that sparkled in a thousand colours – but it disappeared in a flash, like a shooting star in the night.

OEBPS/OPF/titlepg_s_logo_zoom2.jpg





OEBPS/OPF/toc.xhtml


  Remember, Mr Sharma



  



  



			Cover



			About the Author



			Title Page



			Imprint Page



			Dedication



			Epigraph



			Contents



			Delhi, 1997



			1. It was a bird, a big one – a vulture?



			2. Mind your language, Mr Sharma



			3. Oh, what was left to lose?



			DHA/HA/TS/1947(1)



			4. Was everything alright?



			5. A list of your fears, Mr Sharma



			6. You had to time it just right



			7. Problems of the heart



			DHA/HA/TS/1947(2)



			8. A letter from Pakistan!



			9. Catch the tiger by its toe



			10. He had to go home



			11. He learns from his father



			DHA/HA/TS/1947(3)



			12. In case of an emergency



			13. No time for dawdling



			14. She laughed like she used to



			DHA/HA/TS/1977(4)



			15. A mound of grey ashes, a cloud of stinking smoke



			16. Peace?



			17. The present is a made-up thing



			18. A man of action



			DHA/HA/TS/1987(5)



			19. A cunning plan



			DHA/HA/TS/1987(5)



			20. She had Ma’s eyes



			21. This son-of-an-owl



			22. Now, finally, we have grown up



			Acknowledgements



			Stay in touch...



			BookDrop











  



OEBPS/OPF/cover.jpg





