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  Prologue




  A commuter hurrying down the railway tracks to catch the local from Lower Parel station found the body in the early hours of the morning. As

  everyday, he was taking a shortcut across the lines at significant risk to his life. He reported the matter to the stationmaster, who called the police, asking him to wait until the police arrived.

  It was getting close to rush hour, but the stationmaster had no option but to halt the trains in both directions.




  ‘Shit!’ Michael Souza muttered to himself when he heard the announcement on the station’s speaker. He had to file a report by noon. If he missed the deadline one more time, the

  editor of The Evening Herald was not going to be happy. He looked out the compartment window. Fortunately, his train was stuck on a platform. While other passengers tenaciously clung to

  their straps, he got off.




  ‘What’s going on?’ he asked no one in particular when he was on the platform.




  ‘They found a body on the tracks,’ someone volunteered.




  This was not good news. They could be stuck for hours before the trains started moving again. Souza decided to take a taxi to the office in Nariman Point. But when he squeezed his way out of the

  station on to the main road, his heart sank. There was a long queue of men, mostly in suits, who had decided on the same course of action. ‘Shit,’ he swore again. He stood in line that

  moved at a snail’s pace for about fifteen minutes, by his watch, before he gave up. There was no way he was going to make it to his desk in time to meet the deadline.




  Souza said a silent prayer and crossed the street to the Iranian restaurant he had been eyeing for some time. As he suspected, there was a telephone on the cashier’s desk for public use.

  The sign next to it stated that calls should be restricted to five minutes. Time enough. He dialled the direct number of the chief reporter.




  ‘They have found another body on the tracks,’ he said.




  ‘Is it an accident?’ the chief reporter asked.




  ‘There might be more to it. I can find out.’




  The land-grabbing mafia had been on a rampage in the city for the past few months. A number of people who had refused to sell their tenements to make way for the high-rises had been bumped off

  as a warning to others.




  The editor gave the matter some thought – there could be an exclusive here. Souza’s other story was put on the backburner and he found himself a new assignment. He went back to the

  station, jumped on to the tracks, still inactive, and made his way towards a small crowd at the Churchgate end.




  The area where the body was found had been cordoned off but he flashed his press card to the two policemen and was let in. One of the government-employed sweepers had covered the body with a

  white sheet that was usually kept in a station closet for such an eventuality, donated by a charitable trust. Souza took some notes and waited until Inspector Avinash Waghle arrived with his

  entourage, his jeep’s sirens wailing. He made a mental note of the inspector’s late arrival. Waghle uncovered the body, took a quick look and instructed his staff to move it on to the

  platform so that the trains could start running again.




  The man who had found the body was a nervous wreck. He had fully expected to be beaten during the interrogation. Waghle met him in the stationmaster’s office. Fortunately for the man, the

  inspector did not get his kicks that way. One look and Waghle knew the man had nothing to do with the dead body. Thin, underfed but uniformed – Waghle guessed he was probably a peon or a

  gofer in some office in downtown Bombay. The inspector lit a cigarette – he was not in uniform – and politely asked the man to take a seat. As he expected, the man knew his place and

  said he preferred to stand.




  ‘Tell me what happened,’ Waghle said quietly, his tone neutral. The man relaxed somewhat. He told it the way it was: he was heading for the station along the tracks when he saw the

  body. He hadn’t touched it or even gone near it, just reported it at the station.




  ‘Don’t worry. You did the right thing.’ Waghle summoned an officer to take down the man’s office and home address and a phone number where they could reach him. He was

  told not to leave the city without informing the nearest police station. As far as Waghle was concerned, that was the end of the matter. Another day, another unidentified dead body. These things

  happen. Preparing a report would not take much time.




  All this time, Souza had not said a word. He had stood unobtrusively in a corner of the stationmaster’s office. They must have mistaken him for a railway employee. ‘Is it an

  accident?’ Souza asked as the inspector was leaving. Waghle turned around, surprised.




  ‘Sir, I am from The Evening Herald,’ Souza said.




  ‘We will soon find out,’ the inspector said reluctantly. The reporter’s presence was not what he needed right now. Especially since he had suspected foul play the moment

  he’d uncovered the body.




  Souza’s embellished report appeared in the evening paper. Waghle uttered an expletive; this case was not getting buried in the police files.
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  One




  Sandhya smelt of roses the whole day, even in summer, and of Paris in the evenings. She was tall and slender, with sculpted cheekbones, a lovely

  complexion that the Sunday matrimonial columns described as ‘wheatish’, and lustrous, long hair that made heads turn.




  Ravi had been almost thirty-five years old when he’d met Sandhya at a book launch, while waiters passed around canapés, smoked salmon on pieces of bread, and olives. Lots of olives.

  The champagne was from Maharashtra, not France, and the whisky was Scotch, not Black Label, but it was still not a run-of-the-mill event.




  The book was a vanity publication on the making of a Bollywood blockbuster for which Ravi had composed the music, background as well as the main soundtrack. The author was curator at a film

  institute in London, where she specialized in films from Asia. The producer had paid her handsomely to put the coffee-table book together and, while working on the book, she’d spent six

  glorious months, all expenses paid, in a four­star hotel in Bombay and was wined and dined in the northern suburbs.




  Ravi knew Alice well from Bollywood parties, and she’d persuaded him to come to the launch. However, after the speeches and interviews with the press, he found himself sitting in a corner,

  absent-mindedly flipping through the book.




  ‘What do you think?’




  Ravi looked up.




  The young woman who spoke to him smiled and extended her hand. ‘I am Sandhya. You look bored.’




  You should be hired for toothpaste commercials, Ravi was about to say. He closed the book and smiled back. He was naturally shy, a man of few words who kept a respectful distance from

  those he worked with, so much so that some mistook his aloofness for arrogance. He dressed well and spoke softly, and at 6' he was considered tall. Although not quite star material, he was

  quite handsome in an industry where most men behind the cameras smelt of sweat and chewed paan laced with tobacco.




  ‘Not at all.’ He shook her hand. ‘I am Ravi Kumar.’




  ‘I am an admirer.’ She sounded flirtatious, perhaps more than she intended.




  ‘I didn’t know that people in this part of Bombay listened to film music.’




  ‘You would be surprised. They do it secretly.’ She laughed. ‘How do you know where I live?’




  He wanted to tell her that she was different from the women he met in his circle – he could tell from the way she talked, the clothes she wore, her self-assurance. She was old money. He

  had been in the city long enough to place her as a Gujarati. The fact that she was holding a glass of wine was encouraging.




  ‘How is the wine?’




  She grimaced, and he laughed.




  ‘You should have gone for the Scotch.’




  ‘I don’t touch the heavy stuff. It makes me giggle.’




  He was about to say he liked women who giggled when Alice took his arm.




  ‘This is …’ Ravi began the introductions.




  ‘Alice. I know. We were roommates in London when I was studying there.’




  ‘Best year ever. Sandhya took me to lunch at some relative’s house and then for a Hindi film in Wembley. All that singing, dancing, and fighting … it was great fun.

  That’s what got me hooked on to Bollywood in the first place.’ Alice grinned and turned to Sandhya. ‘Why don’t you join us for dinner afterwards?’




  ‘Yes, please.’ Ravi was delighted.




  The three took the elevator to the hotel’s rooftop restaurant. They had to brush off acquaintances keen to join them – the publisher of the book and a reporter from a film magazine

  – but Alice lied that they had a reservation for only four and someone was joining them. She knew they didn’t believe her, and she didn’t care.




  ‘Why do Indian men think that all white women are easy lays?’ she complained as they sat down.




  ‘Perhaps they are,’ Ravi teased her.




  A waiter lit the candle and unfolded napkins for them.




  ‘I haven’t been up here before,’ Sandhya said, looking around. ‘This place is quite impressive.’ She ordered vegetable soup and a salad. Ravi could tell Alice was

  desperate for a steak. She had not had one since arriving in Bombay. He settled for pasta.




  The two women chatted about their days in London while Ravi listened to the pianist play old classics. The man recognized Ravi, who crossed the room and complimented him on his playing. The

  restaurant filled up gradually, glasses clinking, diners talking and laughing, some more loudly than others.




  They were at the entrance of the hotel afterwards, waiting for their cars to arrive, when an elderly couple came out the door. The man carried a walking stick, and the woman held his other arm

  as they tried to navigate the steps. Sandhya excused herself and went to the couple, and Ravi saw the look of utter delight on the man’s face as she took his walking stick and laid her

  graceful hand on his arm. She stood talking to the couple – her slender frame, the soft silk of her sari accentuated her curves, her long hair that hung down to her waist and caressed the

  exposed skin.




  Alice tugged the sleeve of his jacket gently. ‘It’s rude to stare!’




  He blushed and saw that she was teasing him.




  ‘The cars are here,’ she said.




  





  Two




  Ravi got off the bus at the railway station where a train would take him down to the plains. It was the first train ride for the boy, not yet

  sixteen. He had booked a third-class ticket in advance and found a seat in the unreserved compartment.




  He heard the whistle blow, and he could see someone waving a green flag. The train lurched forward and then gathered speed. Ravi watched the scenery as it fled past his window. It was April; the

  fields were parched, and little children ran alongside screaming and waving frantically.




  After a couple of stops, the compartment became crowded. It was hot and stuffy, and the solitary rotating fan above provided no relief. Ravi was glad he had found a window seat. Some passengers

  had to sit on their suitcases, and others climbed up and occupied the upper berths, where they stretched out quickly to discourage others from climbing up.




  By the first evening, the compartment had become so crowded it was difficult to move about. The passages were piled with baggage. Berths meant for three people were occupied by six. Some women

  remained standing, and none of the men made any effort to give up their seats, not even to the older women. For most of the first day Ravi did not get up from his seat; although he desperately

  needed to pee, he did not want to lose his window seat.




  The lavatory was at one end of the bogey, just a hole in the floor, and it took Ravi some time to figure out the code. Once a seat was occupied it belonged to that person; he or she was free to

  go to the lavatory and even get off at stations for a breath of fresh air or to stretch their legs.




  At dusk, he opened the parcel of food a friend’s mother had packed for him – puris, spiced vegetables, sliced raw onion, and green chilli. There was more than enough. He ate as much

  as he could and wrapped the rest for breakfast the next morning. He washed his hands through the window with the bottle of water he had filled from a tap at a station the train had stopped at. He

  slept fitfully that night, more from excitement than the discomfort of sitting up.




  Most of the passengers were there for the long haul. At night the seasoned travellers bolted the doors from inside to prevent others from climbing aboard at other stations along the way. The

  bogey already had more than its share of passengers. The ticket holders stranded on the platforms protested, shouting and banging, but the doors would not open. A desperate few got into the more

  expensive compartments and bribed conductors to let them ride in the corridor.




  In the morning, Ravi had the urge to get off at a station and wash his face but thought better of it, since he did not know when the train would start again. He queued to use the toilet and

  brushed his teeth in the stainless steel washbasin at one end of the compartment. He was covered in soot and grime and longed for a bath.




  By ten, passengers started gathering and packing their belongings. As the train carried him through the outer reaches of Bombay, he saw heaps of salt along the coastline, then foul canals among

  rundown factories throwing up black smoke. Soon the train was making its way through rows and rows of shanties. When it halted a minute for a signal to turn green, Ravi saw a young boy knee-deep in

  muck, poking a stick at a hairy black pig. The boy could not have been more than ten yards from the tracks. He stopped and looked up at the train. He seemed to be around Ravi’s age, but his

  face looked much older. Ravi caught his eye and felt the boy’s desolate and hopeless gaze sear right through him. He turned away. For a moment, he thought perhaps coming to Bombay had been a

  mistake. Then he saw the high-rises – first of Borivali, then Malad and Bandra – come up. This was more like the Bombay he had imagined.




  At Bombay Central, where the train terminated, coolies in red shirts scrambled to get into the compartments in search of passengers with heavy luggage.




  He’d had no opportunity to panic all through his uncomfortable journey. It began now.
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  As soon as he was on the platform touts surrounded Ravi, offering taxi services and cheap hotel rooms. He had been warned to ignore them. He gripped his bag tightly, closer to

  his body and pushed his way through the crowd, desperate for air.




  He had the address and a letter of introduction to a cousin of someone from his town, who had agreed to put him up for a few days until he found a place of his own. He took out the address from

  his wallet and looked at it again. Dharavi. Where was that? He did not want to ask for directions yet. That was another bit of advice his friends had given him: Beware of people hanging around the

  station.




  He made his way to the road, where red double-decker buses went back and forth in both directions. It was not yet noon, which meant he had time to find his way to Dharavi. He asked someone on

  the street for directions, and the man walked on without a word. Others were more polite but said they had no idea. Eventually someone suggested he ask one of the taxi drivers, so he went back into

  the station compound.




  By now the rush for taxis had ended and drivers were waiting for the next train.




  ‘It’s quite a distance. You can take a bus, but the local train would get you there faster,’ said an old man with a white beard. He knew the boy would not be able to afford a

  taxi ride. ‘It is six or seven stops from here. Then you will have to walk.’




  The man told Ravi where he could buy the ticket.




  Ravi thanked him and was walking away when he was called back.




  ‘Are you in a hurry?’




  Ravi said he was not.




  ‘Is anyone from Bandra finished for the day?’ the old man shouted to the other drivers.




  ‘I am.’




  ‘Yusuf bhai, do you mind dropping this boy in Mahim on your way?’




  ‘How much can he pay?’




  ‘Come on, it’s a free ride. He is just a kid.’




  Yusuf bhai looked at Ravi thoughtfully. ‘Get in.’




  The free ride was unexpected; Ravi felt wary. He hesitated.




  ‘Do as he says, beta,’ the old man advised. ‘You will be fine.’




  Ravi got into the front seat and placed his bag on his lap. He was not going to let that out of his sight.




  Yusuf bhai was a man of few words. He simply asked where Ravi was from, and that was the end of the conversation until he dropped Ravi near a church.




  ‘Be careful. You can find me at Bombay Central tomorrow if you get into any trouble.’




  When Ravi offered to pay for the ride, Yusuf bhai laughed. ‘I don’t want your money.’ He moved on when the lights changed.




  Dharavi was a friendly neighbourhood. Ravi had no trouble finding Mohan Singh’s chawl. He walked through a labyrinth of narrow roads and alleys, asking for directions along the way. The

  place was filthier and more crowded than anywhere Ravi had ever been. There was an overpowering smell of sewage, and the lanes were littered with garbage.




  The returnee in the village had told him to be on the lookout for a motor mechanic’s workshop, Ganesh Garage. Mohan Singh lived above it. However, when Ravi climbed the stairs, he found a

  padlock on the door. As his adrenaline drained, suddenly he felt tired and disheartened. What if Mohan Singh was not in town?




  The door next to the flat was open and a woman – she seemed to be in her thirties – came from behind the beaded curtain and told him that the occupants would return late at

  night.




  ‘Where are you from, beta?’




  Ravi told her Mohan Singh was from his town.




  Her husband stepped out of the flat in a lungi and a singlet. ‘It will be a long wait. You’d better come in.’




  The woman made Ravi a cup of tea and gave him a couple of slices of bread. Afterwards, her husband handed Ravi a bucket and a plastic mug and showed him the way to the communal bathrooms and

  toilets at one end of their floor. ‘It must have been a long journey. You better have a wash. Bring back the bucket and mug when you’re done.’




  The kindness of these strangers surprised Ravi. The toilet was smelly, but he was used to that. He squatted on the bathroom floor and filled the bucket with cold water from the tap, poured it

  over his head, and let it cascade down his tired limbs. It was a refreshingly cold bath, and he felt rejuvenated. He changed into fresh clothes before coming out.




  The couple’s chawl was just one room with a bed, a steel cupboard, and a kitchenette. The smell of garlic from the cooking pervaded the room. The furnishings were minimal, but the place

  was spotless. The man worked at night as a security guard. The pay was good, but half his wages went back to his village to support his parents and widowed sister. Their only child went to a

  playschool down the road run by a group of social workers and funded by an international organization.




  ‘What time will Mohanji return?’ Ravi asked.




  ‘He is on a day shift; he should be home by seven,’ the man told him. He invited Ravi to rest until then, but the boy decided to take a stroll. He did not wish to burden them with

  providing him lunch. He left his luggage in their chawl.




  ‘If you turn right when you get down, you will head towards the market and the shops,’ the man suggested.




  Dharavi looked appalling even to the young boy who had slept on the streets. There was a smell of dried shit in the air as he walked across on a plank of wood perched precariously over an open

  sewage nallah. Below him, rats the size of small cats were digging into a pile of garbage while the resident feline looked on, afraid to intervene. He saw concrete high-rises next to huts with

  walls of plywood and sheets of corrugated iron for roofing. Other dwellings looked even more fragile, held together with blue plastic sheets or black tarpaulin. People glanced curiously at the

  young boy as he wandered around. He bought a plate of rice and vegetables from a stall and ate at the stall, standing up like the others around him.




  He spent the afternoon at the edge of a filthy creek that ran to the sea, not far from where the taxi driver had dropped him. He saw a long line of emaciated men in rags, squatting outside a

  Muslim restaurant. When he realized they were already lining up for the free evening meals, he quickly turned away.




  The lights were on in Mohan Singh’s place when Ravi returned. The door was open, but the view inside was blocked by a cloth curtain.




  ‘Mohanji?’ Ravi asked softly from the door.




  ‘Who is it?’




  Ravi gave his name and explained who he was.




  A shirtless man came to the door. ‘Come in.’ He was expecting Ravi. The neighbours had informed him. ‘Leave your sandals outside.’




  Mohan was older than Ravi, but one would not have guessed it. He had a slight built and boyish good looks. ‘Have you eaten?’




  Ravi said he had eaten lunch and was not hungry.




  ‘Hungry or not, you will eat with us.’




  Ravi picked up his bag and followed him in.




  The room hardly had any furniture, just a desk, a steel cupboard, and a couple of chairs. A mirror with a large corner missing hung on the wall next to a calendar with a picture of a

  well-endowed goddess. The radio set in one corner seemed to be the only thing of value.




  There was a cooking area similar to the one next door but with fewer pots and pans. Instead of a stove, there was a Primus burner that ran on kerosene. The room had no bed, just three thin

  cotton mattresses rolled up against a wall. Someone had hammered nails on the walls from which clothes were hung. But Ravi was impressed. The place was better than he expected.




  ‘Sukhi and Prahlad should be here any moment. We share this place,’ Mohan said. ‘How do you like Dharavi?’




  ‘It’s nice,’ Ravi lied.




  Mohan gave a snort. ‘Any place in Bombay with a roof and four walls is nice. Some of my friends sleep on the pavement. At one time, the demolition squads used to come here every day with

  their trucks and police escorts. They would tear down some of the shanties and leave. Within hours, they were rebuilt – everyone helped. The municipality was spending a fortune and not

  getting anywhere. After a few years, they gave up. Now they leave us alone.’




  Mohan sat on a chair and motioned Ravi to take the other. ‘We will cook when Sukhi gets here. He will bring something from the vegetable bai at the corner. We take turns cooking, though

  the other two prefer that I don’t.’ Mohan laughed. He pulled out a small bottle without a label from one of the trunks. ‘Do you drink?’




  Ravi shook his head, a little more vigorously than he should have.




  ‘I didn’t think so.’




  Mohan took a gulp from the bottle and grunted with satisfaction. He explained that he was a waiter in a restaurant in Bandra; he had started in the kitchen, washing dishes, chopping and cleaning

  vegetables. The flat was in his name, but all three of them shared the rent. For the past year or so, the owner had been threatening to increase his rate. Mohan’s restaurant served

  ‘Chinjabi’ cuisine, a Punjabi version of Chinese food. On late shifts, the staff could help themselves to leftover food, but they could not take any home. It was not a bad deal except

  Mohan had grown sick and tired of Chinese food.




  Ravi told him he had some experience of working in a restaurant.




  ‘It’s not so easy getting a job here. You will have to be patient. Hundreds of young men like you turn up in this city everyday looking for work, any work.’




  Sukhi and Prahlad arrived together carrying a plastic bag of vegetables. Mohan introduced Ravi and told them he would be staying with them for a while. The two went to wash, returned with towels

  around their waists, and changed into fresh clothes. When they sat down to cook, Ravi immediately volunteered to help.




  Mohan stuck to his bottle. ‘They are good boys. They don’t drink.’




  Prahlad was about Ravi’s age. He worked in a restau­rant as well. Sukhi was the oldest of the three and had been in the city the longest. He was also the most educated. He had a booth

  outside a municipal office next to a courthouse where he helped people register their documents, sales of real estate, lease agreements, and power of attorney. The illiterate came to him to send

  money orders or write letters to families left behind in distant villages. And for a small fee, sex workers had permission to give Sukhi’s home address as their own, a precaution in case some

  inquisitive person from their hometown or village came looking for them. When that happened Sukhi told the visitor that the person had moved without leaving a forwarding address. Some believed him.

  He guessed that some of the other visitors had an inkling what the girl was up to.




  ‘Do you know how to cook?’ Prahlad asked Ravi.




  Ravi nodded. ‘And I also know how to make masala dosa and idli.’




  ‘That will be a nice change. We will give it a try on a Sunday.’




  After dinner, Mohan pulled out a spare mattress and a couple of sheets that they kept for visitors like Ravi.




  ‘As long as you stay here, you’ll share the expenses. You can pay us the rent once you find work,’ Mohan said.
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  It did not take Ravi long to adjust to life in Dharavi. He made himself useful in the chawl, cooking and cleaning. He had the evening meal ready by the time the other boys got

  home. He tidied up and, to everyone’s surprise, he even volunteered to wash their clothes and hang them out to dry. Every few days he would go to the market and buy provisions with the money

  they left him.




  The roommates took to him. The boy had no hang-ups and was always eager to please.




  Ravi had plans. He was determined to branch out on his own once he found a job and settled down in Bombay. It would not be easy, he knew that. First, he had to find employment. His money was

  running out.




  ‘How old are you?’ Prahlad asked one evening after dinner as they were listening to the weekly hit parade on the radio. It had been two weeks since Ravi had arrived in Bombay.




  ‘Seventeen,’ Ravi lied.




  ‘That’s old enough. I came to the city to work when I was thirteen. We have an opening in the restaurant for a delivery boy. Can you ride a bicycle?’




  Ravi said he could. It was not the line of work he had in mind, but he was willing to give it a go.




  ‘Put on clean clothes tomorrow morning and come with me,’ Prahlad said.
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  This was Ravi’s first trip out of Dharavi. The two headed out towards the church and boarded a bus from there. They got off at a petrol pump and walked down a lane that

  led to the sea. The restaurant was not far from the main road. The chairs were piled on the tables while two women wiped the marble floor with rags tied to broom sticks.




  The manager took one look at Ravi. ‘He is too young. How old are you?’




  ‘Eighteen,’ Ravi said, pushing his luck.




  ‘Liar,’ said the manager. He saw through Ravi’s lie but he hesitated. He did need someone rightaway. ‘Can you ride a cycle?’




  ‘Very well,’ Ravi replied.




  The manager did not ask if Ravi knew his way around Khar and Bandra. He guessed the boy was new to the city, but there was no sign of his regular delivery boy who should have returned from his

  village two weeks ago. He was desperate.




  The first takeout order came on the phone around noon. The cook quickly put the curries and dal in plastic containers and wrapped the tandoori rotis in aluminum foil. Small containers of mint

  chutney, raw onion, and green chilli were put into the plastic bags regardless of whether the customer had requested them or not, and the manager stapled the bag with the customer’s name,

  address, and the tab. Prahlad was told to go with Ravi, since this was his first trip.




  Prahlad had forgotten to mention one important detail. As soon as they were outside, he told Ravi the job did not come with a pay cheque.




  ‘What!’ Ravi exclaimed incredulously from his seat at the back of the bicycle.




  ‘You heard me. There are no wages. But it’s not as bad as you think. You get to keep the tips. Some of the customers can be quite generous, especially when they are drinking or

  gambling.’




  The two took off, Prahlad peddling. Ravi was terrified as they darted between cars, auto-rickshaws, and pedes­trians hogging the road. Prahlad shouted obscenities at anyone who got in the

  way except women, children, and muscular men.




  ‘Hold on tight,’ Prahlad warned before swerving to the side to avoid a motorcyclist.




  Ravi did not need to be told twice.




  ‘What’s that address again?’ Prahlad asked.




  Ravi thought he was kidding. There was no way he was letting go of the seat in front of him to read.




  Prahlad got off and looked at the address. ‘Scared you, didn’t I?’ Prahlad laughed. ‘Don’t worry. I will not risk my life for a bloody delivery.’




  The two got on the bicycle again.




  ‘Sea View is not too far. I know the bitch who has placed the order. She sleeps late and gets up for lunch. She doesn’t have a full-time servant, and she never cooks. She orders at

  least once a week from our restaurant. I think she alternates between Punjabi and Chinese food.’




  When they rang the bell, a woman answered the door in a dressing gown, unbolted the iron grill, and took the plastic bag. She had the money ready, the price of the food plus a small tip. She

  handed it to them without exchanging a word. But she gave them a nice smile before disappearing into her flat.




  Prahlad looked at the tip and swore. ‘I told you she is a bitch.’




  ‘She is pretty, though,’ Ravi said as they got in the lift.




  ‘You bet! She was in the movies. Played the vamp in a number of films, but never made it big. She probably makes more money these days than she did then.’




  ‘How? What does she do?’




  ‘She is a call girl.’




  ‘What’s that?’




  ‘A prostitute,’ Prahlad explained. ‘But she is selective. Not everyone is allowed inside her home. She goes to five-star hotels. Sometimes all the way to Colaba if a car comes

  to pick her up.’




  ‘How do you know that?’




  ‘The liftman told one of our delivery boys. There are no secrets in this town.’




  Ravi could not get over the fact that he had come face to face with someone who was once a movie star. ‘Which ones?’ he asked as they cycled back to the restaurant.




  ‘What?’




  ‘Which movies did she appear in?’




  Ravi remembered seeing at least one of the films from the names Prahlad rattled off. The audience had hooted and shouted, made obscene comments when she appeared in her low-cut blouse and short

  skirt. She knew how to dangle a cigarette from her lips.




  ‘In the movie she had bigger boobs,’ he told Prahlad, a trifle disappointed.
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  It did not take Ravi long to learn the ropes. He bought a cheap map of north Bombay from a bookshop on Linking Road and studied it at home and during breaks.




  While the starlet had given them a miserly `5 on his first run, Ravi was soon making between `50-100 a day in tips. It was a fabulous amount for someone new to the city from the hills. On days

  when a serious card game was in session or something quite wicked was going on, the tips were very generous. He was happy; the job suited him. Instead of serving tables or working in the kitchen he

  was outdoors, taking in the northern part of the city.




  He got into a routine. He was now making enough to share the rent four ways and pay back the arrears in instalments. He continued to take care of the morning chores and went out to buy milk and

  bread, sometimes eggs. He prepared breakfast for anyone who was awake. He kept busy at the flat and arrived at the restaurant a few minutes before noon.




  Most of the takeout orders came from homes and offices nearby. When a call came from Andheri or Juhu, one of the auto-rickshaw drivers who operated from around the corner made the delivery. He

  picked up the payment from the customer as well as double the fare on the metre to cover the empty return trip and if there was a tip, it was his.




  In the evenings after eight the restaurant itself was a madhouse, and takeout orders rose dramatically. A boy who sold newspapers on the pavement during the day moonlighted in the evening as a

  part-time delivery boy.




  Ravi had higher rank since he was entitled to a uniform, an ill-fitting one that had been measured for the regular delivery boy, and he did the most lucrative deliveries. A few weeks into the

  job, he learnt that men were more generous tippers. Sometimes there were orders for parties of twenty or more people – chicken curry, mutton kebabs, vegetables, dal, huge quantities of roti

  – the works. On these occasions, the orders were placed early in the day, but deliveries had to be made around midnight. If it was his last delivery of the day, Ravi volunteered to help

  unpack the bags and serve. Sometimes he stayed back to wash the dishes afterwards. Once he earned a `500 tip that way.




  Ravi knew he had found employment that might open doors for him. He was too embarrassed to mention his interest in films to his roommates, but he was brimming with hope. Someday, he would meet

  someone on his rounds who would help him pursue his dreams.




  





  Three




  Mohan was the first to notice.




  ‘Where are you off to so early?’ he asked one morning as Ravi was putting on his shirt.




  ‘I am taking classes in English at a tuition place in Mahim before I go to work,’ he replied casually. ‘I think it will be useful if I want to get ahead.’




  Mohan roared with laughter. ‘English! Did you guys hear that?’ he shouted to the others.




  ‘Why not?’ Prahlad said sympathetically. ‘I am sure he doesn’t want to deliver food parcels for the rest of his life.’




  Ravi had lied – he was taking sitar lessons. On one of his rounds he had seen a sign advertising music lessons. He had reflected on the matter for a few days before he climbed the

  decrepit, unlit staircase during one of his afternoon breaks and rang the bell.




  The middle-aged man who opened the door wore a spotless, starched kurta and a dhoti. His face was friendly. ‘Can I help you?’




  ‘I am enquiring about the music lessons.’




  The man was surprised. He had assumed Ravi, still in his uniform, had come to deliver something. He smiled. ‘In that case you better come in.’




  From the state of the stairs, Ravi had assumed the interiors would be shabby. He was mistaken, he saw that the place was neat and tidy. It was a large hall-like room with shafts of natural light

  coming in through large windows. There were rows of folding chairs in one section of the room and mattresses on the floor covered with clean white sheets. There were all kinds of Indian musical

  instruments – sitars, sarods, tablas, dholaks, and harmoniums. Ravi was impressed but realized that this was more than he had bargained for.
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