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  WHAT’S left about two months after an apartment complex is set on fire? After many of those who live there have

  been killed? And those who haven’t, have flown away on wings of fear, never to return?




  Not much.




  Just four policemen at the entrance, one fast asleep.




  The shells of houses where parents and children, husbands and wives, brothers and sisters, friends and strangers, once lived.




  Blackbrown streaks on walls.




  Lines, short and long.




  Stains, big and small.




  Windows, their bars twisted. Their molten metal congealed in bursts of black iron rash.




  The ribs of what was a car. Still parked in a driveway.




  And debris all around. Like a tonne of black flower petals strewn in the yard to welcome ghosts.




  And so it is, on an afternoon in the month of May in the year 2002 in Gulbarga Housing Society in the city of Ahmedabad. It’s touching 40 degrees, there is fire in the sky.




  It was here, on the last day of the February gone by, that a mob had stood and set the buildings on fire, burnt alive 38 residents – 12 are missing to this day. The Gulbarga massacre, as

  it came to be called in newspapers and on TV, was one of a series across the state of Gujarat that killed over 1,000 men, women and children, 70 per cent of them Muslim, ostensibly as revenge for

  the death of 59 Hindu passengers in an attack on a train by a Muslim mob the previous morning.
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  This afternoon, in the scant puddle of a shadow in the yard, half-covered by shreds of charred cloth, scraps of burnt paper, there lies a child’s book. It’s called Learning to

  Communicate (published by Oxford University Press, New Delhi).




  A brown patch in the top left-hand corner – possibly the work of fire and water, sun and shine – has seeped into each of its 124 pages. It’s a junior-school English workbook,

  its leaves marked by what’s clearly a child’s handwriting and sketches. All in pencil. The fly leaf where the child would have been most likely to write his or her name, address, maybe

  phone number, is gone. Torn off.




  On page 43, there is a poem called ‘The Town Child’ that has been underlined. Line by line, paragraph by paragraph.




  This is how the poem begins:




  

    

      

        I live in the town on the street,


        It is crowded with traffic and feet.


        The houses all wait in a row,


        There is smoke everywhere I go.




        

          There is only one thing that I love,


          And that is the sky far above.


          There is plenty of room in the blue,


          For castles of clouds and me, too.


        


      


    


  




  The child’s last entry in the book is on page 84.




  How many children were killed in Gulbarga isn’t known – police say the bodies were too badly burnt to be identified.




  All of the above is fact.




  All of what follows is fiction.
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  PROLOGUE




  (THE OPENING STATEMENT)




  

     

  




  We, the undersigned, do solemnly affirm in this, our opening statement to you, the reader, the following:




  

    

      1 That we regret to inform you we shall not tell you our names.




      2 That if you insist on at least one piece of identification, you may call us by the roles we play, mentioned at the end of this

      statement.




      3 That alternatively, you may refer to us, at any time, by one or more of any of the following: bird beast, black blue, Hindu Muslim, Muslim Hindu,

      fire ice, cock cunt, song dance, sickness health, bridge river, radio TV, cat dog, night day. So on and so on.




      4 That we could keep providing you with more such options. Endlessly and tirelessly. Until the hours go by, until night uncoils into day. Weeks

      slide, months fold, seasons shift. Until the city swells, the streets crumble, the earth moves.




      5 That one reason we can do this is because we have all the time in the world.




      6 That this is because we are all dead.




      7 That beginning the morning of February 28, 2002, we were killed in ones and twos, sometimes in groups of three, four. Sometimes thirty,

      forty, fifty, sixty, seventy, eighty. At one time, even ninety.




      8 That some of us had our throats slit, some were stabbed in the back, some in the front. Most of us, however, were set on fire.




      9 That we were killed in our homes and on our streets. At work and at play. In our sleep and in our waking, in the darkness and in the

      shining. And in the dim, half-lit spaces that lie in between.




      10 That there are, as of one count, a thousand of us. Not that many, not that few. If each of us were even just over a foot tall, stacked one on

      top of the other, we would reach almost as high in the sky as either of the twin towers of the World Trade Center. Perhaps, then, we could restore the skyline of a damaged city three oceans,

      three continents away. A tower of flesh and blood. (By the way, that’s just a thought meant to illustrate. It should by no means be construed as an intention. For we do not want

      controversy.)




      11 That once dead, we have discovered gifts we never knew we had. We have found a home in the sky far above, where, as the poet says in the

      child’s book, there is plenty of room in the blue. We can ride across the city curled around wisps of smoke. We can climb up drops of rain to reach the castles of clouds, paint them red,

      yellow, any colour we choose. And while we are up there, we can even scrub the moon clean, stoke the sun if it begins to cool. Our children can dance underwater on the tips of leaves, our fish

      can fly, our birds can swim. In short, we can do anything. Except coming back to life, of course.




      12 That during the hours we were killed, the world was a busy place. Girls in bikinis were barred from a Commonwealth summit in Australia to

      respect ‘religious and cultural sensibilities’. An institute in Chicago revealed, in a medical first, that a thirty-three-year-old American woman had conceived a baby girl

      ‘scientifically selected’ to ensure she was free of Alzheimer’s.




      13 That closer to home, the nation celebrated Pandit Ravi Shankar’s third Grammy and the first-ever nomination of a Hindi film for the

      74th Academy Awards. Government officials seized fourteen tonnes of fresh, endangered marine wildlife, illegally removed from the Andaman and Nicobar Islands. Work continued on the four-lane

      highways of our Prime Minister’s dream, on sealing the glass atrium of the new mall. The point we are trying to make is this: our killing was certainly not the end of the world. Because

      elsewhere there was fun, there was frolic, there was the promise of a better future.




      14 That considering all of the above, we decided death should not be an excuse for inaction, grief should not become a substitute for sloth. That

      instead of trying to fight the fire with our tears, perhaps the time had come for us to give ourselves the promise of a better future, maybe some justice as well.




      15 That this is the story of how we went about it.




      16 That its narrator, though, is not one of us but one of the living. He is a man waiting for news of the birth of his first child, his wife in

      the operating theatre. In a hospital that night where we lay dead and dying in the city on fire.


    


  




  Signed (in rough order of our appearance in the pages that follow)


  





  

    

      	

         


      



      	

        Head Nurse


      



      	

        Doctor 1


      

    




    

      	

         


      



      	

        Doctor 2


      



      	

        Ward Guard


      

    




    

      	

         


      



      	

        Miss Glass


      



      	

        Lobby Guard


      

    




    

      	

         


      



      	

        Ambulance Driver


      



      	

        Old Bird


      

    




    

      	

         


      



      	

        The Book


      



      	

        The Watch


      

    




    

      	

         


      



      	

        The Towel


      



      	

        Taxidriver


      

    




    

      	

         


      



      	

        TV Body


      



      	

        Fruitseller


      

    




    

      	

         


      



      	

        Manhole Man . . .


      



      	

    


  




  

    

      17 We won’t list everyone. Doesn’t really matter because you will anyways meet us in the pages that follow. Some of us will walk

      in, walk out of the margins, lose our way between the lines, reappear to speak in footnotes. Where we will whisper in small type, dispense with full stops, not even pause for breath. For

      there’s no time to waste.




      So let’s get started right away, let’s get started with that night.


    


  








  

     

  




  PART ONE




  THAT NIGHT




  

     

  




  1. The Birth and the Delivery





  DON’T listen to the dead, please do not listen to the dead – whatever they tell you, whatever fancy name or

  un-name they wish to go by, howsoever lyrical they may wax, because once you lend them your ears, they will nibble at your guilt, feed on your pity, swallow you whole, from head to toe, make no

  mistake. That’s why I need to tell you, right in the beginning, there’s only one thing in this story about which there’s not much doubt, in fact, there’s no doubt, none at

  all. And it’s this: it was, as they say in their opening statement, that night when it all started.




  That night it was that night.




  All the rest of it, everything else that follows, ninety-nine point nine nine per cent of it, doubt dispute distort deny.




  Bury.




  Cover with gravel, dead leaves, shrivelled, dry and rotting. Pat the earth flat, slap your palms against the hips of your trousers, let the dirt fly, then walk away not to look back. Never

  ever.




  Or if you aren’t the physical type, round up the little boys who at traffic lights knock on your car windows between red and green, get them to pile it all up, then fetch some kerosene,

  the poor man’s fuel – only nine rupees per litre – sprinkle it all over from a jerry can. Light a match, set the whole thing on fire. And blow.




  Blow, blow, blow.




  Like the North Wind blows in the children’s tale.




  Or if you want the exact opposite, if you want to preserve it so you may come back to it later, forget fire, use ice.




  Freeze it. Cold, hard, solid, white.




  Find a spot like they showed on TV that night. Under a glacier north of Himachal Pradesh. Which for twenty-three years preserved the bodies of a woman called Marin Bjornhaden, resident of the

  Swedish city of Göteborg, and of Lars, her fiancé. Both were tourists, trekkers, who had lost their way, but neither was damaged nor defaced. (Their golden hair was streaked with ice,

  like sunlight caught in the snow. Even their clothes were untouched, the fabric turned hard and brittle but perfectly in place, the white and blue checks on Marin’s blouse not one bit

  discoloured. Ditto the fringes on her red scarf. The lapels of the fur-lined jacket that Lars wore.)




  In short, do whatever you want.




  Because it doesn’t matter, the dead are going to get me in the end. Come what may, any which way.




  And that’s why it’s the beginning there should be no getting away from. The beginning of the night, when they told me my wife had given birth to our first child.




  A baby, severely deformed.




  The only part of the baby’s ten-point-two-inch frame left absolutely untouched by Strange, Mysterious Forces, seen or unseen, that cause such things to happen, were his

  eyes. (In a while, even the doctors at the hospital will stumble as they pull out Gray’s Anatomy, 36th edition, turn to chapter title Embryology, page 178, run down the

  paragraphs they highlighted in medical college, first year, try to refresh their memory on which foetal organ is formed when . . . but let’s leave that for later.) Each eye of the baby was

  perfectly shaped, fully functional. His eyebrows were perfect, too. As if drawn by an artist, talented and tender, who had all the time in the world and only two things to pour his life’s

  purpose into: these two lines.




  The rest of the baby was a mess.




  So much so that if all the parts of all the world’s babies, black, brown, yellow, white – choose your colour, mix a little bit of this a little bit of that – if all the babies

  conceived, imagined, all those about-to-be born or born, the half-made, the half-unmade, the aborted, the dead, through the present, the past and the future, down the ages of Baby History, were

  letters of an alphabet of a Baby Language and each normal baby a sentence making perfect sense, ours would have read:




  Zd^hjd srty!lks. op*fhT)




  Maybe shorter, maybe fewer words. But unreadable, nevertheless.




  Twisted full stops, varying types, incomplete parentheses, dotted commas, fused colons, lost asterisks. The letters, of varying sizes, welded and split in the wrong places, the words mangled and

  missing.




  So had it not been for those eyes and those eyebrows, the staff at the Maternity Ward of the Holy Angel Nursing & Graduate Hospital at 1607 Mahatma Gandhi Road, would have put him down as a

  ‘growth’. Or they would have called it a mass. A lump. Or whatever the medical term is for a Mess. They would have then dropped him into a container, cold and glinting, so that his

  parents, my wife and I, could see for ourselves, if we so wished. Confirm the news that, sorry, there was no baby, only a growth. There was an it, there was no him. And after we had

  left the hospital for home, they would have incinerated ithim in the hospital furnace. Or if there was a power cut and the generator wasn’t working, they would have left ithim

  on the floor. In the corridor of the ward, a bundle leaning against the wall. Wrapped in cotton gauze and bandages so thick you would have mistaken ithim for soiled linen waiting to be

  picked up for laundry. Or to be sniffed, nuzzled, by a stray dog that might walk in from the street outside. Drawn in by the smell of a newborn, a newdead.




  But ithim had eyes and they were alive.




  Ithim had eyelashes. Ithim had eyebrows and they moved.




  Ithim (let’s do away with the two types, roman and itals) was my baby. And my baby could see.




  No, that won’t do, that’s evading, that’s fudging with words.




  For there’s no running away from the sum, no hiding from the substance.




  Indeed, the harder I try to avoid mentioning the baby’s details, the harder I try to pass them off in a couple of paragraphs or slip them in between phrases deceptively

  roundabout, the more these details push at the walls of my reticence. And before they break through, come tumbling out in a headlong footlong rush – along with countless other details that

  are not relevant now, that will only clutter things up – I need to describe the baby. In terms as specific as I can. As the cliché goes: Cold & Clinical.




  Just like the hospital that night.




  To do this, I will need the unrelenting light of reason. Which means I should switch off all the adjectival neons, the Soft Yellows and the Harsh Whites, the Cold Blues and the Warm Reds.




  Switch them off. Click, click. Click, click.




  Mere switching off won’t do, let me yank the wires out, wear heavy shoes, ankle-length, thick rubber soles to insulate my feet, let me smash these lamps, stomp hard on the shards until

  there is glass dust on the floor, dust so fine it reflects nothing. There, I have killed the lights, banished the shadows they cast. Of grief or pity. Tragedy or terror. Leaving behind only reason.

  No emotion, none at all.




  So that when you read, hear or listen, no muscle in your face should twitch. No eyebrow arch, no eyes water, no face frown. So, here goes, following is A Brief Description Of Ithim, My Baby

  Boy:




  ABOVE Ithim’s perfect eyes and perfect eyebrows, his forehead was a narrow strip of flesh, less than a finger

  wide, wrinkled and dark in several places, as if charred, projecting half an inch or so beyond the level of his face. Like the narrow brim of a tiny hat made of human skin, discoloured and damaged

  beyond any possible repair. This forehead set off Ithim’s head, a tiny sphere flattened at the top, its surface uneven, dented where the bones of his skull had not, and would, perhaps, never

  fuse. If you put your hand on it, you could feel, under the jagged edges, a movement inside: a grating, a buzzing, a fluttering. As if insects and worms, creatures with hard shells and scaly wings,

  had fallen into the spaces between his bones and were trapped inside, thrashing, waiting for a crack through which they could all come wriggling out, piercing my baby’s skin.




  To crawl and fly away.




  For his nose, Ithim had a minute bump in the centre of his face with two holes. A membranous mound pierced twice with a pin but the mound so small you had to strain your eyes to make it out.

  Where his lips should have been, there was only a slit. Like a knife-cut, a nick. His right ear was missing. Leaving no trace, just the skin there stretched taut, merging with his noseless,

  mouthless face and the back of his head. His left ear was there but this was nothing like an ear, it was a very small flap of skin resembling a funnel, more in spirit than in flesh. For it was

  essentially shapeless and almost translucent. Folded upon itself, more than once, like the whorls of some alien pink flower. Diseased, waiting to fall off its fleshy stalk.




  My baby had neither arms nor legs. None of the four, not one, neither left nor right. Not even stumps. Just four dark stains to mark what he should have had, no rough edges, no hollows. Making

  it seem that there was nothing amiss, that even looking for his arms and his legs was not only stupid but insensitive, too, an act of extreme prejudice. That it was absolutely normal to be born

  this way, that Ithim either heralded the birth of an entirely new generation, armless and legless. Or that he had countless such siblings, across the world, who had been born exactly like him and

  were now living happily ever after. Maybe in an apartment in Mumbai facing the Arabian Sea, in a cottage in Tierra del Fuego washed by the Atlantic, in a bedroom in Greenland, the Aurora Borealis

  dappling his body. Or in a house in Kabul, its windows and doors blown away by the war.




  Like all newborns, Ithim did not have much of a neck but he had no chin either because in the absence of a defined mouth or nose, his face had little shape. Under the overhang, the weight of his

  forehead, it fell, listless, right down to his chest.




  The chest itself was straight and, like his eyes and his eyebrows, it could have been unblemished had it not been for the way it ended. Imagine a garden path, neatly laid out, soft grass and

  freshly opened flowers on either side, the path itself smooth and clear, and then all of a sudden it stops and vanishes. Falls into a gorge, the bottom of which you cannot see through the dense

  foliage on either side. This is what happened at Ithim’s waist.




  There his chest disappeared and instead of a baby abdomen, that soft little swell, there was another strip of wrinkled skin mirroring the one on his forehead. But thicker and darker. It ran

  right around him, a string tied around his midriff, a belt welded to his waist. Like a skin-rod had been melted under a blowtorch and then allowed to drip onto his frame, congeal and then

  harden.




  Below it was the penis, no longer than the nail on my little finger, two folds of flesh below it, drooped over the anus, which was, in turn, covered by a stretch of skin – little more than

  a flap that could be lifted or lowered, by the slightest of touches.




  All this, in this much detail and more, I saw later when I got to hold Ithim for the first time, when we boarded the taxi and when I brought him home. My first view of Ithim, however, was

  nothing . . .




  . . . but just a white bundle carried by a large woman, also in white.




  Her blue plastic name tag read HEAD N RSE, the U rubbed away leaving just a little white dot. Although I had been waiting in the Maternity

  Ward’s lobby the entire evening and I knew my wife was the only one scheduled to deliver that night – her name written in chalk on the blackboard outside, her patient number 110742

  – although I knew the next baby brought out of the Operating Theatre would be mine, I didn’t see Head Nurse when she emerged with the bundle. I lost her in the shuffle of the crowd, in

  the cautious hurry of patients, their relatives and the hospital staff, in the scramble of those running to take the lift or walking up and down the stairs that led to the main entrance below. I

  lost her in the shapes of those on the floor, lying down, curled up, those still waiting for beds with their names and their numbers.




  And it was only when I looked hard, when the crowd dissolved under my stare, that I saw Head Nurse walking, almost running, carrying my baby, wrapped from invisible head to invisible toe. As if

  he had been delivered stillborn and she was rushing him to the Morgue downstairs. Before other dead babies and dead adults took up the place that the hospital had assigned to him.




  The end of the white sheet that covered him was tucked firmly between Head Nurse’s left arm and left breast, she trying hard to ensure it didn’t slip off, show even a bit of the

  baby’s face. Afraid it would frighten those she passed along her way.




  Like the solitary security guard. His plastic name tag, red in colour, read WARD GUARD, all the letters this time in place. Beyond Ward Guard, in the staircase landing,

  near the lift, there was a child fast asleep on a sheet spread out on the floor, his leg in a cast. There was a couple who sat on a wooden bench in one corner, the wife sleeping, leaning her head

  on her husband’s shoulder, a white plastic bag by his side, crumpled, supported between his feet. The wife’s eyes, half-closed, were fixed on the ceiling where there was nothing to see.

  Except the hooks and the fans and the paint, hard, hospital blue-white. If I try hard, I can recall others, I can remember what exactly they were doing the precise moment Head Nurse walked past

  them holding the bundle. But suffice to say, they couldn’t care less, they had their own bundles to worry about.




  Surely Head Nurse had no reason to walk so fast.




  ‘You don’t have to see him right away,’ Head Nurse said, her back turned towards me as she pressed the button to call the lift.




  I had ploughed, rather rudely, through the crowd, so fast she was moving and I didn’t want to lose her. My feet had brushed against many sleeping on the floor, their sleep so deep there

  wasn’t the faintest stir. Without even knowing, I had elbowed people, including patients, pushed them aside, charted my own way. And was now standing barely three feet behind Head Nurse, near

  the lift.




  ‘Is he dead?’ I asked, not courageous enough to walk up to her, claim the baby, pull the sheet off his face.




  I didn’t know what else to say, I didn’t know what to ask.




  There was a long pause as if she needed to think of the answer to this question, as if there were several ways to answer it, several options between yes and no.




  ‘No, no,’ she said, ‘mister, how can you talk like this? Yes, it’s an abnormal delivery, there’s a problem with the way he looks but that’s because of the way

  he has been born, the way he came out into this world. It doesn’t sound nice, such words from your mouth.’




  And she said this without once looking me in the eye, her eyes fixed on the display panel above the lift on the wall that showed the numbers rising; the lift was moving up.




  ‘What’s the problem with the way he looks?’ I asked.




  ‘Just wait for a while, I need to clean him up.’




  It doesn’t sound nice, she said. Such words from your mouth.




  There’s a problem with the way he looks, she said, just wait for a while. And I took all of this with not a word of protest.




  For, obviously, this woman called Head Nurse thought that because she held the baby, my baby, in her arms, she wielded at that moment more power over me than anyone in this world. A power

  that had made it possible for her to climb from the hospital’s Dettol-swiped marble floor to some astronomical moral high ground and stand there, a ground so high I should be struck

  speechless. That I should go down on my knees and gaze at her, not only at her huge feet trapped in tight black leather shoes, men’s shoes with laces, but at her thick calves that draped over

  the rims of her white socks, up past her starched white skirt as well. Past the yellow half-moons under its buttons caused by an overheated iron. Up her legs, into the darkness of her thighs,

  across the planets and the stars that lay inside and, in between, the whole of space. Head Nurse was God. And I, less than a mere mortal.




  Hold it, why do I sound so bitter?




  Head Nurse had nothing to do with the baby.




  It was my sperm, it was my wife’s egg, it was my wife’s womb, it was our nine months and Head Nurse was just a hard-working woman trying to do her job and

  maybe she wasn’t standing there in judgement, she was only being considerate and her words and gestures were innocent and well-meaning. Which my eyes had seen and my ears had heard, but which

  I had persuaded myself to turn and twist to sound harsh and brutal. Maybe because it was I who was the bitter one. The half-crazed father, frightened and insecure.




  I didn’t hear the lift reach the floor, I didn’t hear it open, I didn’t hear it as it began to swallow Head Nurse. With my baby. With at least ten more people. As she walked

  into it, she turned to look at me and smiled her first smile of that night: ‘You don’t need to get us any sweets to celebrate. I will clean the baby, then you can fill out the

  registration form, get the discharge slip.’




  I heard the lift close with a creak, I heard it shudder in its shaft.




  Up ahead, at the end of the corridor that led to the Operating Theatre where my wife was, beyond the glass door where someone had carefully painted a sign without caring about either spelling or

  grammar, NO ENTRY EXPECT FOR AUTHORISED PERSONAL, I saw two doctors in surgical scrubs, their masks still on, come out, look in my direction, say something to each other and

  then hurriedly walk in. They did this twice, thrice. As if someone had both of them on invisible strings and was playing with them. Like they were life-sized puppets, in doctor costumes. Gowns,

  caps, stethoscopes, androgynous. And someone was pushing them out and then pulling them back in. Pushing them out, pulling them back in. Maybe as part of a game called Doctors Come Out to Watch the

  Waiting Father of the Deformed Baby And Go Back In Without Breaking the Bad News.




  ‘That’s the first time I have heard her say that,’ said Ward Guard, who, sitting in a red plastic chair, had seen it all, had seen Head Nurse, had seen the

  bundle go down the elevator, had even seen the Doctor Game, seen them come out, go back in, come out, go back in.




  ‘Say what? Heard her say what?’ I asked.




  ‘That you don’t have to get her any sweets. She never says that, never. Even when the baby’s dead, she doesn’t say that. She must be in one of her moods, don’t take

  her seriously. She’s had a very busy day, she has been here since morning. In the evening, she left for a while saying she was going to check on her children to see if they were safe, she had

  heard about some fire in her neighbourhood. Then she must have come back later in the night. Ask me, I have been watching her for five years. She has a good heart.’




  ‘So why did she say that?’




  My fifth sentence that evening, my fifth question.




  The guard didn’t want to answer, maybe he thought I wasn’t ready to hear. Hear what? Perhaps this?




  

    ‘You know why Head Nurse said that, you know why Head Nurse smiled at you and said you needn’t bring sweets for her or for the hospital staff because and listen carefully she

    knows that your baby isn’t dead in fact he’s worse than dead Mister he’s grotesque he’s frightening he is ugly he scared the hell out of the doctors and the attendants and

    the nurses when they pulled him out they first thought it was a tumour that there was no baby and it was only when they saw the head and that’s when they all said as in a chorus cover the

    monster is this human or is this an animal and Mister if I were you I wouldn’t even take him home I would pray he dies that his internal organs twist and turn and fold upon themselves so

    that they choke him to death I would pray and wish that his perfect eyes close and never open again that his perfect eyebrows lie still and you don’t ever have to answer your wife when she

    asks you what happened what’s the fruit of my nine months of labour where is the pleasure of all my pain you can just tell her that he is dead let’s go home rather than show her that

    fucking freak.’


  




  No, Ward Guard didn’t say anything like this.




  Instead, he said: ‘The baby must be sick, very sick.




  ‘But don’t worry,’ he continued, ‘there are very good doctors here. This may not be among the city’s top hospitals but there are some very good doctors. And

  there’s a temple near the parking lot. It’s open until midnight after which the priest locks the main door to the room where the idols are kept but he keeps the courtyard open.

  It’s very clean and quiet, it has a white marble floor where you can sit and pray. I do that, once in a while, just like that. Who knows – prayer may work.’




  Sensing that I wasn’t listening, Ward Guard fidgeted in his chair and I waited, my back now turned to him, my eyes fixed on the hallway that led to my wife, the row of windows on my

  left.




  Another cluster of patients and relatives had collected, once again waiting for the lift that hadn’t returned since it took Head Nurse and my baby downstairs. I passed them by as I walked

  to the nearest window. And that’s when it happened, that’s when I saw it.




  And like a wind that rises on a still afternoon from a place unknown and keeps rising until it grows to a gale to a storm, making the tops of trees tremble, snapping branches,

  clapping doors and windows, toppling things in its way, it made me forget, blank out, erase, why I was there at the hospital, it made me forget the doctors, it made me forget Head Nurse, Ward

  Guard, the ward, the patients, the crowd, the child in a cast, the couple sleeping, the plastic bag between the man’s feet, the display panel above the lift.




  Above all, it even made me forget my baby, my wife, my baby, my wife.




  It was a face by a window.




  AT first, I think I missed it. For, as I stood there, by the window, looking straight ahead into the night, into the

  first wisps of fog that had started swirling above the ground like smoke from small, invisible fires, my mind had already taken flight, propelled by Head Nurse’s words, by Ward Guard’s

  words, by questions to which I had no answers. I had begun to wonder how come, of all the babies born at that moment in the world, it was ours that had to go wrong.




  Like most parents-in-the-making, we had followed all the advice prescribed by the gynaecologist, who had returned from Riyadh after the First Gulf War, was herself a mother of two and a

  grandmother of three, and who kept telling us, as proof of her competence, that all five were among the healthiest men and women in the country, if not the world. Besides the four hundred rupees

  she charged every visit, she got us to dip into our shallow pool of savings as well and pour whatever we had into nuchal scans to look for genetic defects, intrauterine procedures, amniocentesis,

  fetal blood sampling to ultrasounds and tests and scans so specialized I can’t even recall their abbreviated forms. None of these tests, the doctor said, revealed anything that warranted

  concern.




  Still, at a cybercafe, just down the street from where we lived, every evening of my weekly day off from work, my wife and I would Google child disorders + disabilities, congenital +

  abnormalities, early + warning + signs + deformities + childbirth + India. We would trawl the sites of the world’s best hospitals and nursing homes, look at each list of FAQs trying to find

  out if there was anything the doctor had missed.




  (The cybercafe owner was a man in his forties, a man called Saxel Meeko, who, maybe because of its oddness, had printed his name out in several fonts on A4 paper and pasted the

  sheet on a board behind his chair.




  

    Saxel Meeko




    

      Saxel Meeko


    




    

      Saxel Meeko
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  He kept the cybercafe open until late in the night, his own computer screen split into frames, each showing a landmark of a different city live from across the world. One day it would be Times

  Square in New York, the Eiffel Tower in Paris, another day it would be Trafalgar Square in London, Darling Harbour in Sydney, the flower market in Amsterdam. One window that never changed, however,

  was the one linked to the webcam outside the cybercafe, mounted high up on the wall and trained on the pavement below.




  The rest were fuzzy, sights familiar from magazines and picture postcards, the movement in them barely perceptible except over long periods of time, of the sky changing colours or like once in

  the case of Darling Harbour a seagull flying into and out of the frame. And in New York, a man running to board a bus. But Mr Meeko’s pavement scene was where the image was clearest, where

  you could see people walking in and out of his shop. You could even see the occasional street dog sniffing the water in the drain.




  Ordinarily, Mr Meeko kept the screen turned in such a way that no one but he could see this image. I got to see it only after my wife and I had made what would have been our tenth or eleventh

  visit, and that evening there was no one in the cybercafe except the three of us. ‘I am happy to inform you,’ Mr Meeko said, ‘that now I can share what I keep very private, very

  confidential, but you are nice people who avoid any unpleasant situations. So I have decided to do this, thank you, please.’ He had never spoken so many words to us at one go but he made the

  offer seem like a privilege so rare that we were struck more by the warmth of his gesture than the oddity of its manner, the singsong lilt of his voice. I don’t recall what we said in

  response other than making polite exclamations on his idea of bringing the world to our neighbourhood, but from that day on, Mr Meeko would always smile at us and even began giving us the printouts

  for free. He became a friend, in fact, the only friend I had in the city, and I am going to meet him later, there is much to tell about him, but now, back to the baby.)




  My wife and I would read all the printouts at night, she on her back, her legs raised on a pillow. And everything we read pointed to only one conclusion: that we had nothing to

  worry about: my wife was only twenty-six, this was by no means a late pregnancy. And there was no record of any congenital abnormality in either her family or mine. Her father, a businessman in

  Calcutta, had suffered one heart attack and her mother wore glasses – hardly a recipe for a gene scarred irreversibly. As for me, both my parents had died early, my father first, not because

  of any long-drawn-out illness but a rash bus driver who ran him over, in the morning, right in front of the school where he had taught for more than twenty years (a street intersection which he had

  boasted he could cross blindfold at any time of the day or night). My mother followed him, dragged down more by grief and loneliness than any specific ailment. So, yes, childbirth, like everything

  else, was a roll of the dice. But as far as we were concerned, the doctor from Riyadh told us, we could uncross our fingers and roll.




  So as my wife slipped into her last trimester, into her last few weeks, she began to exhibit, instead of jitters, a resolve that grew more pronounced by the day. She told her parents not to

  visit her until the child was born – thank you very much, she said, I can take care of myself, I have my husband and I have my home – and when I asked if she wouldn’t, like all

  first mothers, feel more comfortable with her mother around, she turned to me and replied: ‘My mother isn’t a doctor so is there anything I can show or tell her that I can’t show

  or tell you?’




  She began talking about redoing the second room of our three-room rented house. She told me she had lined up a carpenter to make a bunk bed, the kind they have in newspaper advertisements every

  Saturday in the Home and Décor section. She even, one afternoon when I was at work, called to say that she had hired a taxi and gone around the city looking for stars and planets to fix on

  the walls because she had read in some novel, in its first few pages, about a nursery painted blue, the sky on the ceiling, because the parents wanted to give the child a ‘hand-made

  heaven’. That was what she wanted for our child, she said. A hand-made heaven at home.




  If all this recalling appears detailed, even sentimental, blame it on the kind, gentle gaze of hindsight. For, of course, that night, standing at the window, I didn’t

  remember it in so logical a fashion, just as scraps of images, fragments of sound.




  The gynaecologist, the ultrasound, the cybercafe, the gynaecologist, the bed, the printouts, the swell of my wife’s stomach.




  And while my mind raced through this, my eyes kept looking through the window of the Maternity Ward on the sixth floor. And it was then that I saw the face.




  The Face.
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    I am Ward Guard, I am the first one to slip into the footnotes to whisper my story which, to be frank, wouldn’t have been much of a story if I hadn’t been killed

    the way I was because I was no different from the hundreds, the thousands who arrive in this city from outside the state looking for work as I did five years ago, when I was twenty-three years

    old, when I came from a village near Udaipur, Rajasthan, and after knocking on all kinds of doors for more than three months, I got a job at Holy Angel as a security guard doing the night shift

    every day, seven days a week, only one day off every three weeks, even that off day spent washing my uniform, doing household chores, writing letters home, all at a salary of Rs 3200 per month, a

    salary not enough to bring my wife and three children – two daughters and one son, ages four, two and one – to live with me in the city so I left them in the village where they live

    with my parents to whom I sent Rs 1500 every month by money order, Rs 500 to my wife separately, and lived on the remaining Rs 1200, not so difficult since I had found a room-mate, a friend who

    works as a driver for a businessman, both of us rented one room in a slum for Rs 450 per month, it had a light bulb and a table fan, and while my friend worked the morning shift, it was my job to

    cook dinner every evening before leaving for the hospita and in return, my friend let me pay only Rs 150 towards rent, a convenient arrangement which helped me save a few extra rupees for my

    family, rupees that will be of great help now that I am gone which brings me to the last thing I recall which is the window of the house, someone standing there not allowing me to climb out, the

    heat and the pain, like boiling oil splashed into my eyes and all I could see then was the image of my wife, she is only twenty-two years old, she should not be a widow for the rest of her life,

    I hope a good man agrees to marry her, doesn’t behave like a stepfather with my children and then, who knows, maybe my wife wil have more children from her new husband, I hope he has a good

    job and can provide for her and my parents too because my money is going to run out, tomorrow, March 1, is payment day for February, the hospital does have the permanent address of my village and

    I hope they directly send the money order to my parents along with the lump sum, as compensation, about Rs 1 lakh, I think, for those who were killed plus my Provident Fund which should be around

    Rs 15,000 and if that happens, it will help my parents pay off their debts although I worry most about my mother because she won’t eat anything for days, she will sit up at night, crying,

    she will keep telling everyone that no, my son hasn’t been killed, he is safe, he is just busy and hasn’t called, he will return by the morning train but then days and nights and

    weeks and months wil pass, her grandchildren, my children, will grow and maybe, one day, looking at them, all grown up, adults, my mother will realize that I am not going to come by the morning

    train, she isn’t going to see me ever except those nights when I happen to slip into her dreams.
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  2. Face By Window, Letters On Glass





  THE Face The Face The Face, that’s the only way I can refer to it right now, using the common noun, capping the T

  and the F, repeating the words for effect, because how else do I illustrate that, in a setting so commonplace – the view from an ordinary window of an ordinary hospital building – I saw

  something so extraordinary.




  For consider this:




  There was a lawn downstairs, less of a lawn, more of an empty space not used, draped in darkness, except its edge skirted the main building where the EMERGENCY neon cast

  a narrow flood of harsh white light, softened somewhat by the fine fog rolling in from across the main road. There was nothing to see down below, just the covered heads of a crowd of patients and

  visitors walking in and walking out, the black bodies and the pale yellow tops of several auto-rickshaws, parked in one messy tangle, like insects huddling in the rain. Right in front, across the

  lawn, was the other wing of the hospital building, rows and rows of windows, the ones in the middle, third to sixth, all lit; these were the patients’ rooms. The first two floors were dark;

  this was the administrative block, which closed at five in the evening. My eyes moved over the heads of the people below, up the lampposts, until they stopped at another window, a rectangle of

  light, greyed by the curtains.




  To this day, I cannot say what happened first, what followed what. Did my eyes take in this window in their aimless, desultory sweep? Or did something in the glass pane draw them there? Either

  way, there it was: a woman’s face looking down, peering out, a bit of her shoulder visible.




  How do I describe it without sounding fictional?




  It was not a face that you see every day in this city. Perhaps it was her hair, dishevelled, the strands splayed across her forehead, the face itself small and angular. Perhaps it was the way

  her hair was cut, short, setting off her face that made it appear so striking. Almost involuntarily, I pulled myself back. Had she seen me? Was I intruding? I looked again and there she was. I

  tried to follow her eyes by drawing an imaginary line from her window at the angle I thought her gaze was but in the darkness even that was difficult. Still, I tried. My imaginary line led to an

  ambulance that until a moment ago wasn’t there, a white van, dented, streaked with mud, parked just in front of the Emergency Ward, its engine still running. Two hospital attendants, in

  uniform, stood next to it, holding a stretcher. I think I could hear Ambulance Driver say something but that may just have been my ears playing games given the muffled chatter from the Maternity

  Ward, from the corridor behind me. And the voices floating from the lawn below, the sputtering of the auto-rickshaws, the idling of the van, the shout of the hospital staff.




  When I looked up again, back to that window, the woman had gone. The light inside was still on, the curtains slightly parted and through the glass, I could see a bit of something against the

  wall, a bedside lamp maybe, a cupboard perhaps. But what was that?




  On the window itself, a distinct smudge.




  It could have been the warmth of her breath, its vapour condensed on the glass but, if so, this smudge was unusually large in size. As if she had breathed six or seven times onto the glass,

  moving her lips from one end of the window to the other until enough of her warm breath had condensed to stain the glass. And in this condensation, she had written two words with her fingers:




  

    HELP ME


  




  All upper case, a gap between the two words. The size large enough for me to read clearly, even from so considerable a distance.




  Yes, I know, I know what this sounds like, what this appears to be: a lie, a cheap shot at a cheap thrill, the fevered outpourings of a male imagination, fired by the fact that he’s just

  been shown the price of fatherhood, that the baby will now be the centre of his wife’s universe in which he, his yearnings and his desires, will take a permanent back seat while the baby

  enjoys the ride. Wife gone, welcome Mother. And this realization frustrates this Male, this New Father, making him see things that are not there. A woman, of all things. Her face, a bit of her

  shoulder. And this woman asking him for help, when his wife is yet to recover from labour? Give me a break, even a pre-pubescent schoolboy could come up with a fantasy more delicate, more

  nuanced.




  Yes, I know, I know, I know.




  And that’s why my first impulse was one of disbelief – I turned to look away, look the other way. The van was still there, its doors still closed and Ambulance Driver was

  gesticulating furiously, telling the two attendants to go open the door. I looked up, again, at that window; The Face wasn’t there. But the words were.




  Maybe, and this was my first thought, these were words in my head that my eyes had tricked me into believing were imprinted on the window so I blinked once, twice, and looked again but, no,

  These Were Words Written On The Glass. As sharp and as legible as a moment ago, although I wasn’t sure how long these would stay this way given the creeping fog of that February night. I

  found myself breathing onto the window where I stood and drawing lines with my fingers. I was tempted to reply but checked myself; there were patients waiting, sitting and standing behind

  me, and although not one of them was looking my way, I didn’t want to be seen doing something as silly as writing on glass. And what would I write?




  A reply to something scribbled on a window by someone I had only vaguely seen?




  What if the streaks and the strokes that looked like HELP ME were just that: streaks and strokes, appearing not by design but by chance, by the accidental

  brush of the curtain against the cold glass?




  Or several brushes, more like it?




  A dozen or more, one by one, the first drawing the straight line of the H, the second bisecting it in the middle, the third an upward stroke completing the letter; then the fourth marking

  out the stem of the E, the fifth, the sixth and the seventh its three branches, the eighth and the ninth laying down the L, the tenth the downward stroke of the P, the eleventh its

  curve – and so on and so on?




  But, surely, that was improbable, a curtain writing in the glass.




  That night, however, even this explanation, bizarre it may have seemed, appeared more plausible, easier to understand and grasp, than the straightforward one staring me in the face: there was a

  woman in that hospital room who had seen me watching her and there was something else in the room or something outside she was perhaps afraid of, needed help with. And maybe because there was no

  other way she could get her message across – perhaps the nurse had been uncooperative or there was no phone in her room – she had chosen this option. Or there was no one she could send

  her message to and standing at her window, looking down, she had chanced on me looking at her. And when I pulled back, she had sensed my discomfort, my getting self-conscious, which must have come

  to her as confirmation that there was someone, this man standing by another window, who would see what she wrote on the glass, in her breath with her fingers.
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