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Ipshita Nath teaches English Literature at Delhi University. She enjoys reading Victorian literature, travel writing, fantasy, dystopian, and lately, noir fiction. For her, engaging with the metropolis is a terrible but thrilling ride, and she likes wandering in the city in search of the bewildering realities of urban spaces. The Rickshaw Reveries is her first book, and comes out of her experiences of walking in Delhi.




A METAMORPHOSIS ON THE NORTHERN RIDGE
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The sky was overcast, and a light wind had begun raking up the crumbling earth around the ridge area near North Campus. Dust blew in people’s faces as they made their way through the buzzing post-college traffic around the metro station.


Balram was feeling strangely unwell when he returned to his spot near the metro station after dropping two students off at the Gwyer Hall canteen. He wiped the sweat off his face and snatched the old bottle of water he kept tucked under the rickshaw seat. The water had little bubbles in it. He gulped it down thirstily but felt no different after drinking it. He flung it away and eyed the water vendor standing some way ahead. Should he buy a glass of cold water? It would cost him money but he badly needed it.


He strode forward and slapped some coins on the steel counter of the water cart. He would have two glasses and no more.


Students milled about as he stood gulping down the sweet refrigerated water. Right before him, a colourful row of rickshaws undulated as passengers came and went. Some rickshawwallas scuttled here and there, jumping before prospective passengers like a team of footballers in a penalty shoot-out trying to block the goal. They shouted the names of different colleges while making eye contact so that they could claim the passenger whose destination they had guessed correctly or who looked their way first. He saw his friend Harish trot after some girls, almost pleading with them to take his rickshaw, his face screwed up in desperation. Balram wondered how long had he stood at the station. Had he not found a single passenger since morning?


He returned the glass and sauntered away, still watching Harish. He had finally found a man to ferry and was excitedly walking towards his rickshaw with him in tow. On the other side of the road, he saw Rajnish pulling his rickshaw away from the station and pedalling towards the campus.


Scanning the crowd for a potential passenger as he went back to his rickshaw, he patted his breast pocket and felt the thin wad of notes. Ninety rupees. That wasn’t bad at all. Maybe he would take a break before lunch.


He was about to climb up in the backseat of the rickshaw to catch a nap when a woman in tight short pants walked by. His heart gave a sudden flip at the sight of bare feminine skin and he jumped up hastily.


‘Madam, Hansraj? Miranda?’ He knew that such a fashionable type belonged to either a girls’ college, or Hansraj. He could profile people quite accurately after just a few years of plying around the campus area.


But the girl had earphones on and did not turn towards him. He did not mind. He stared after her, his eyes stuck on the lovely rounded ass that swayed this way and that as she wobbled away. He automatically turned to look at the exit gate of the metro station as if expecting to see a train of such nubile beauties following after her, but there weren’t any. He looked back to gaze after the girl—she was already at a distance but he could still see the fair pair of naked legs between a mass of jeans and salwars. He grinned to himself. It wasn’t too often that he saw such sights.


He turned to climb back onto his rickshaw again, still smiling, when another woman’s voice came from behind: ‘Bhaiya, Miranda House le chalenge?’


He turned to see a strikingly fair girl standing right before his rickshaw, looking at him anxiously. She too was wearing a hugging pair of shorts, revealing a glorious pair of milky white legs. Balram felt that the last time he had seen such whiteness was when he had drunk bhaang during Holi. He gulped, trying to keep his excitement in check. ‘Ji…ji Madam,’ he stuttered, and clambered off so that she may sit.


The girl didn’t notice. She came forward and hurriedly climbed up. As she sat, he had a full view of the back of her thighs, curving promisingly at the edge of the shorts, right where the hips began. He almost felt choked with desire.


The image of the creamy pair of legs stayed in his mind as he pulled away and pedaled towards the college.


‘Madam, idhar se lu, ya udhar se?’ he asked cheekily at the red light, turning a tad bit to be able to catch a glimpse of her. Lucky for him, she was looking into her mobile phone and didn’t bother.


‘Kahi se bhi le lijiye bhaiya, bas jaldi.’


Balram chuckled to himself. He pedaled faster, eager for her to get down so he could watch her ass sway as she walked away.


He had to slow down because by the time he was crossing Khalsa, he had an erection.
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That afternoon, Balram saw four or five more of such voluptuous women, and managed to give a ride to three of them. Each of them had beautiful thighs of varying shades and thickness. The thickest ones with no gap in the meeting of the thighs were the most tempting, and he had had an instant impulse to kiss and bite them. Thin legs were sexy too. He couldn’t decide which ones he preferred most. He was a man after all. And the young women in campus, so painfully young and provocative.


Obviously, he never let his lustful fantasies show. He remained straight-faced and earnest, and kept his legs together so that the bulge in his pants was not visible if he ever got turned on by a passenger in skimpy clothes.


[image: Image]


Balram went home that evening to his wife, now bloated with multiple pregnancies, sitting and waiting for him. She was nursing his newborn and sat with her breasts hanging down to her navel as she made rotis on the stove. He looked away in revulsion. Why couldn’t she be fairer or slimmer? Her breasts were shapeless now and flapped about stupidly when he made her sit on top and ride him. Even her vagina had become loose and shapeless, and he couldn’t imagine going down on her anymore. Oh, how he wanted to taste a tight young pussy again…


Frustrated, he plopped himself on the mattress to nap facing away from her. In the afternoon, he had had to go into the ridge to relieve himself off of the massive erection he had developed as a result of imagining fucking the girls who had ridden his rickshaw. How delicious they were. Even the thought of taking them was enough to drive a man crazy.


He squirmed, beginning to get hard again. With a groan, he lay on his abdomen to catch some sleep before dinner. There was no use getting an erection now. He did not want to fuck the fat cow in his house.
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The next few weeks, Balram kept seeing scantily clad women in campus and went around with an erection half the time. It was getting quite inconvenient for him and he almost hoped he would not see bare skin anymore. But strangely, he kept finding women who were either dressed in revealing shorts, or absolutely fitted shirts that showed the mounds of their breasts. And so, he went about pedalling beautiful women to their destinations, with his head filled with images of the dirty things he would do to them, and his pants filled out with the inevitable result of such fantasies.
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Balram was a simple man with very few vices. His only weakness was college girls. But which man did not lust after young women? He was not particularly guilty about having desires of the flesh. His high sex drive was only a sign of a robust physical and mental health, and he was proud of it.


During weekends, Balram took a couple of hours off and went up to GB Road to meet Queen—his favourite of the whores who populated the dusty corners of the pandemonium. Those visits relieved him to a great extent of the tensions of the week, and the daily frustration of having to fuck an ugly woman at home.


But the weekly visit weren’t enough for his high libido. He would prefer to have Queen more often—to lay his head between these legs everyday—but he couldn’t afford it so frequently. She charged way too much.


And yet, the satisfaction she gave him in one night was more than he could hope for otherwise. She knew all the tricks in the trade. Every time he went to her, she dutifully told him that she had been missing him and that she had been depressed because she thought he had taken up another mistress. He, of course, knew she was bluffing and that it was all a part of her game. After all, hadn’t he known prostitutes before her? If she was a good dissembler, he too was experienced in the art of kama to fall for such wiles and take her as a mistress as she obviously wanted because it would then include maintenance costs. Besides, he knew very well just how popular she was and how many men she took in a day. She probably said the same lines to each and every one of them, and moaned and writhed in the same way while being fucked. She was well practised—a true connoisseur in her profession.


But despite being aware of her trickery, the coyness, feigned and repetitive ways, it worked well for him during foreplay.


And so when Monday arrived, he managed to get back to the grind only because relief was promised for the weekend.
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One Monday evening, Balram stationed himself at the metro station after dropping a passenger at Patel Chest.


He sat down to relax and had just a lit a bidi when a young couple exited the gates and made a beeline for his rickshaw.


‘Bhaiya…take us to the ridge,’ the boy said, looking like he meant ‘take us to the ridge so that we can fuck there.’


Trying not to smirk, Balram dismounted and tossed away the bidi as the boy and the girl climbed up and sat holding hands. The girl was blushing and the boy was being cocky and playful with her. Balram was truly amused at the innocent horny pair. They were definitely going to the ridge to have sex.


He began pedalling. He knew where they might want to go—not the entrance opposite the VC’s office obviously, but the small gate opposite the St Stephen’s back-gate. As he pedaled by the road towards the ridge, memories of the previous night spent with Queen made pangs of arousal course through his body, and collect in his member. By the time he reached the gate and the couple got off, he had a full-fledged erection.


He watched them enter the gate, and disappear inside. His erection stood out and he waited for it to subside so he could get on the rickshaw again.


But it did not go away. He stood for a good ten or fifteen minutes, but it remained rock solid.


What was the matter with him? He held his penis and shook it around. It stayed rigid and sprung back to attack position. Exasperated, he climbed into the back of the rickshaw and positioned himself so that his cock did not rub against his pants too much. Some more time passed, and the cock remained the way it was. He was baffled, but amazed and pleased at the sudden sign of masculine vigour. Should he just go into the ridge and jerk off? He did feel the stirrings of arousal. But he was too tired and did not want to get up and walk all the way. Besides, someone might notice the bulge…


But it was already getting dark and nobody was on the street. He decided to go into the ridge after all. The erection was not going away and he badly felt like masturbating. He pulled out the photo of the naked golden-haired woman he always kept in his money pouch, and stared hard at her full, melon-sized breasts, while imagining sucking them. Then he locked the rickshaw and walked towards the gate.


It grew darker as he entered and there was no one in the clearing. Peacocks called from a distance, and the crickets in the bushes began chriping louder as he walked by. Some dogs barked at a distance. It was mating season after all.


He walked in, towards the pathway leading into the ridge, and turned towards a familiar trail. Twigs and dried leaves crunched under his feet as he walked in, careful of not tripping over a twisted root protruding from the ground. It was getting darker by the minute. He walked on, turning once again, towards the spot where he knew couples usually went to fuck. Maybe he would be able to spy on someone…


The trees above him rustled suddenly, as if convulsing under duress. He paused. Monkeys. Hopefully, he wouldn’t encounter one on his way.


Just then he saw the boy and girl. They were fucking frantically on a rock next to an old Kikar tree. The sight of their grinding half-naked bodies sent a sudden shock coursing through him. He ducked behind a tree and pulled out his throbbing penis, and began jerking it, watching the boy’s organ entering the woman from behind as she stood with her legs wide apart, her jeans pulled down to her ankles. Her ass vibrated as he thrust. How he would love to pound that pussy…


He slowed down, enjoying the view. He could take his time.


The trees above them were still rustling. Somewhere, a male peacock bellowed. Balram’s eyes remained on the boy’s cock thrusting into the girl. They were breathing heavily, and the girl kept yelping as he penetrated her.


Balram began jerking harder. The boy was on his knees now, licking her ass as she whimpered in pleasure. Balram thrust out his tongue to lick an imaginary ass in the air, jerking faster. He would ejaculate any moment now.


The chattering of monkeys filled the air as he slumped sideways on the tree, his hand sticky with his fluids, his chest heaving with the effort.


He was still in the middle of the orgasm when the boy and girl dressed hurriedly and left, passing dangerously close to the tree behind which he stood. He would wait for them to gain some distance before exiting.
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It was 10 p.m. and pitch dark, and Balram was stumbling through the narrow trails of the bonta his father had warned him to stay away from during his childhood. He had been chased by a pack of dogs and had gone deep inside the ridge to shake them off. But now he couldn’t find his way back. The ridge had gone pitch black by the time he got rid of the curs. In the dimness, he couldn’t tell where he had reached.


Exhausted, he came to a stop near a boulder and sat down, trying to understand the direction he should take. But he wasn’t able to figure out where he had come from, let alone where to go.


A sudden rustle from the bushes sent him clambering away. Without realising it, he ran further inside the ridge, more lost than he already was. Stopping next to a tall tree, he tried to gain composure and think. But his heart was pounding loudly in his chest and an unnameable fear gripped him. He tried to reason with himself: it was not as if there were wild animals around—it was said that there were crocodiles in the ridge at one point but there weren’t any left now. Human civilisation had taken over. It was turning into a leisure park. He had nothing to be afraid of.


So why did he have this awful sense of trepidation? He looked around as he sank on a rock, trying to even his breathing. Maybe if he sat still and listened to the sounds, he would hear the traffic and figure out the way. He just needed to calm down and gain a sense of direction.


He got up and began walking slowly. He could hear nothing other than the soft rustling of the trees and periodic hooting of owls. Bats whizzed above him—brazenly close to his head. Bushes rustled occasionally as he passed by. Mongoose? Porcupines? Maybe just squirrels. His heart was racing despite himself.


Suddenly, he felt eyes upon him. A shiver ran through his body, making him go cold even in the summer heat. The nape of his neck bristled. Afraid of making a sound, he turned around slowly, trying to sense the gaze, and toppled over a tree root. Then suddenly, the branches above shuddered loudly.


He looked up and his mouth opened in a scream.


There, nestled against slender branches and drying leaves, were monkeys, perhaps hundreds of them, all staring down at him silently, their teeth revealed in the most twisted grins he had ever seen.
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It was mid-afternoon when he regained consciousness. The ridge was dipped in a sepia tinge and all the sounds seemed muted. He stirred, terribly disoriented for a moment. Then the image of the wild faces came back to him.


He froze in horror at the memory. Then he realised he was stark naked. He scrambled up in alarm and looked around wildly. What was happening? Where were his clothes? His body was covered in marks and scratches, and his back hurt. Making as little noise as he could, he looked around to see if his clothes were flung behind the rocks and trees. But they weren’t there.


A sudden snapping of a twig made his head jerk in the direction of the sound. It was just a wild rat. It skippered away.


His chest was heaving with fear. He looked around, trying to judge where he was. Was he where he had collapsed the night before? What had happened to him? He walked around trying to recognise the place, but the leaves under him crunched, too loudly, he thought. The ridge was unusually quiet. Every sound echoed.


A sudden weakness seized him, and he wobbled and fell on all fours. He was still disoriented. He tried to take another step, but fell down again. Dread settled over his heart. Had he been drugged? How was he going to escape? Desperate, he bounded forward, still on all fours. He would get away from the spot and find his way out somehow.


He came out of the clearing, and instinctively, turned around.


He was surrounded by monkeys again.


His mouth opened in a blood-curdling scream. And then he fainted.
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Loud chattering rising in crescendo. Balram opened his eyes. A large tawny monkey’s face was inches away from his. He could smell his foul breath. Whimpering, he tried to move back but his head was pressed against a tree.


The chattering became louder as the monkeys realised he was conscious. He tried to rise, despite the bared teeth and menacing looks of the moneys, but fell down again. There was a dull ache in his backside. He could barely move his hips


Suddenly, the monkey who was closest to him clutched him and shoved him sideways. Then it grabbed his shoulder and flipped him over. Balram lay face down, too scared to resist. He could hear it chatter aggressively, stamping on the dried leaves and clutching his back with his leathery hands…as if straightening him into position. Balram allowed himself to be moved around, realising what was going to happen. There was no escape.


The chattering grew louder as he screamed in pain. They were cheering, excited, triumphant.


Balram tried to free himself but the monkey grabbed him roughly by the hair, twisting his neck back. He closed his eyes in pain and fear, tears running down his face, as the monkey shoved his hand roughly inside his asshole. ‘Nahi!…Nahi!’ he howled like an animal.


Suddenly, the chattering cleared to give way to human voices. There were men around. Balram froze, listening to screeching mingled with words.


‘Ab meri baari.’


‘Nahi, meri.’


‘Nahi, meri.’


‘Nahi, meri.’


They were quarrelling, repeating the same thing over and over again, sometimes chattering, sometimes talking. Balram tried to turn around to see where the men had come from but could only see monkeys. They were of all sizes, leaping from one place to another, some of them sporting huge erections as they gathered around.


‘Ab meri baari.’


‘Ab meri baari.’


‘Ab meri baari.’


‘Aah, aah, ooh, ooh!’


‘Aah, aah, ooh, ooh!’


‘Aah, aah, ooh, ooh!’


The monkey that was raping him was still thrusting into him, heaving and grunting, his black hairy hands clutching his waist tightly and hurting him. The other monkeys were watching impatiently, jumping up and down, their chattering getting more aggressive, somehow lewd. They wanted their turn. Some came closer to inspect, greedily eyeing his ass.


The monkey raping him suddenly stopped. Balram felt him convulse, shuddering uncontrollably as warm liquid spilled on his ass and trickled down. Its hairy body slumped against him for a brief moment before drawing away.


The other monkeys were in a frenzy. Two or three got hold of him and began fighting with each other. One monkey tried to drag him by the leg.


‘Ab meri baari,’ they were screeching.


‘Aah, aah, ooh, ooh!’


‘Ab meri baari.’


Balram felt nauseated. He screamed and stumbled over, the semen of monkeys smeared over his buttocks, and vomited, even as laughter rose around him.


‘Jaldi. Woh bhagne ki koshish kar raha hai!’


‘Pakad usse!’


‘Aah, aah, ooh, eeh eeh!’


‘Jaldi.’


‘Jaldi.’


‘Jaldi.’


He opened his mouth to scream again. But his voice had changed.


He was screeching like a monkey, bounding from one corner of the clearing to the other, trying to dodge the monkeys who were trying to corner him and rape him again.
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When Balram came to his senses, he found himself in a hospital. His wife and children were standing next to his bed, looking down at him with tears in their eyes. Sushma started wailing when he looked up at her and grunted. He was still in pain and could barely move his hips. She began sobbing noisily and flung herself at his feet.


‘Haye bhagwan, kya ho gaya mere aadmi ko.’ She clutched his feet and kept wailing.


‘Chup kar’ he snapped at her as he squirmed, trying to rise. His anus hurt sharply.


Apparently he had been sedated because he kept crying in his semi-conscious state. The doctor that came in after some time, grimly told him that he had been sodomised brutally, multiple times, or by multiple people, so that there were tears in his butt hole that they had to begin treating. The police had come by but they were unable to lodge an FIR due to the unusual circumstances. His wife too had refused to believe that he had been raped, and did not consent to filing a case for that. She kept saying that men could not be raped—only women could be, despite being counseled by the nurses.


The doctor was kind but helpless and advised Balram to rest. He said they will test him for possible STDs and give him painkillers. He also recommended going to the police since it was a case of gang rape, and the culprits were operating in an area close to a university campus.


Balram listened in silence, barely processing the words, his jaw clenched as he felt a wave of nausea again. Sushma continued sobbing in the corner and he would have slapped her if he had the energy. He was feeling increasingly sick and his head felt like it would explode.


‘Doctor…’ he began slowly.


‘Yes?’


‘Bandar…bandar.’


‘What?’


‘It was…it was monkeys.’


‘What?’


‘It was monkeys. At least thirty…fifty of them…Maybe a hundred. They raped me.’


There was stunned silence. The nurses and ward boys seemed to freeze around him.


‘What are you saying?’ the doctor asked uncertainly.


‘Doctor sahab,’ he said, trying to keep an even tone. ‘There are monkeys in the ridge. They raped me. Not men.’


‘Balram, you are in shock.’ The doctor said, sounding somewhat uncertain and uneasy. But he was trained to treat these cases with clinical rationality. ‘Please rest,’ he told him gaining more confidence. ‘Perhaps we will get you in touch with an organisation that deals with such… incidents. I know the lady who runs one. Don’t you worry!’


But Balram did not care for NGOs.


‘Sahab, believe me. It was monkeys. I know it sounds absurd. But it is true.’


The doctor hesitated. ‘Fine, Balram. I will take note of that…and I will take up this matter with the police if you want.’


‘But what would the police do? No…tell my wife to come here.’


But Sushma did not understand. In fact, her wails grew louder when she heard him narrate the bizarre story. She thought he was going mad, apart from having been emasculated. She had not even understood sodomy, believing it to be castration.


‘Toh kya wo napunsak ban chuka hai?’ she had wept before the nurses.


Balram hadn’t expected anything more from his dim-witted wife. He did not know whom to discuss the incident with.
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Balram did not know what to make of what had happened to him in the ridge that night. Had he just imagined that monkeys had raped him, not men? He could no longer tell how much of it was hallucination and how much of it was reality. Had his mind somehow skewered up the memory due to the horrible brutalisation of his body? Was he losing his mind? Was it trauma?


He couldn’t make up his mind even after days of reliving the incident. It kept coming back to him in flashes…stumbling around, being unable to balance on his legs, his anus hurting unbearably because of so much thrusting…


And the monkey faces—the oddly human-like monkey faces with wicked grins and lascivious stares. He remembered vividly how they bounded around, jumping from one place to another, watching him lecherously as he was raped by the larger monkeys.


Balram tried to shake off the images. Now that he knew he had escaped, the panic and fear had receded somewhat. He had come to terms with the incident—he had to, or he would lose his mind. And he knew he was hanging by a gossamer thread. If he allowed himself to slip, he would fall into a hysterical state that he might never recover from.


But the chattering haunted him at all times. At night, the sea of monkey faces came back in his dreams, and he woke up drenched in sweat. The screeches mixed with human voices echoed in his ears.
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A month passed.


Balram recovered slowly from the physical injuries, and the trauma also abated somewhat.


Out of an urgent financial need, and because he seemed fine now, his wife began pestering him to resume work. She had pushed the whole mishap into the peripheries of her memory and no longer believed her husband was ‘raped’. She explained to herself that Balram had tried to do something experimental in sex—he was always telling her to do new things—with some other woman and it had gone wrong. Or perhaps he had merely been unfaithful to her and the mistress had attacked him after some argument—maybe he had tried to break up with her. It was a comforting explanation. She was upset thinking he might have had an extra-marital affair, but felt better knowing that her husband hadn’t been raped by men and emasculated. That she could not live with.


And so Balram began work, slowly at first, gaining momentum as the days passed. The men around him did not have the slightest inkling of what had really transpired in the ridge, and neither was the police informed. He knew there was no point. People would just call him psychologically disturbed, or worse—chhakka.


And so he kept shut, carrying around the secret, like he carried around the continual dull, throbbing pain in his anus which he did not tell anyone about.
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One day, about six weeks after the incident, Balram was ferrying some passengers through the campus when suddenly, a sting of pain shot up his backside. He yelped with the sudden shock of pain, and collapsed sideways, groaning.


The students sitting in his rickshaw did not know what to do. They tried to talk to him but he was groaning in pain and could hardly open his eyes. They scurried away, scared.


An hour later, when the pain subsided, Balram realised his pant was wet and sticky. He reached down and saw his fingers were covered in blood.


Pain was shooting though him still. He reached down and felt the spot. There was a slight protrusion there. The pain was excruciating.
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Another month passed. Balram was unable to ply his rickshaw now. The spot between his butt was growing steadily and was now nearly six inches long.


His wife had left him and gone to the village with their children. She was horrified to see the strange growth on her husband, and suspected a contagious disease. She would go to Vaishno Devi to offer prayers. All this could have been the doings of a malignant spirit or someone’s curse. She would try to get rid of the evil eye somehow.


Balram, horrified at first, became calm despite the grotesque and strange appendage on his ass. But as it grew longer over the next few weeks, he came to terms with his tail.
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A year passed. There had been strange tales in the city about a series of bizarre attacks by a mysterious ‘Monkey Man’. This man was described variously as shaggy black, hairy, and terrible looking. He struck only after midnight, scratching and gouging people he happened to encounter. Sometimes he stole into people’s houses and broke things, or just marauded through dark alleys, attacking anyone who was alone and unguarded.


The police was unsure of what to do. Rumours floated around. Some said the creature could leap from buildings and some said he could become invisible.


The city was in the grip of the mass terror unleashed by the ‘Kala Bandar’.




SUBTERRANEAN LOVE
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Hamza Omar lived in a barsaati, on a double-storied house that belonged to his distant uncle, in the inner sections of Noor Nagar, Jamia. Although he lived alone and did not have too many needs, he had begun to grow tired of the small and slovenly room. The building belonged to his uncle on the maternal side, and he built this room for him when he moved to the city as a favour to his mother. It was a dingy and ugly room with exposed walls. There were perennial wet patches of a sickly white and green shade on the walls as fungus had formed.It got worse during the monsoons. A fuzzy layer of fungus formed on the ceiling as well and the room got unbearably musty. In summer, the room heated up like an oven, baking him as he sat under the slowly rotating ceiling fan that churned hot air. In winter, cold winds crept in through the nooks and crevices, making it impossible to stay warm at night.


The toilet was even worse. It was a tiny enclosed space in one corner of the room with a dark, gaping hole in the floor and two bricks fixed on either side for squatting. The hole was connected to a pipe that ran down into the main sewers of the street and the excreta directly fell into the main pit through it. There was no way of ensuring everything washed away without sticking to the walls of the pipe since there was no flushing mechanism. Hamza would usually have to throw down mugs of water to clean it out, but sometimes avoided it because clean water was too dear. And so the noxious fumes rose up from the depths of it and made him dizzy while he sat over it every morning to do his business. Sometimes he had the heady feeling of falling into the deep dark tunnel, into piles of his own shit that rolled into an endless river of the city’s sludge. It looked like an ominous void in the dim light, and greatly disconcerted him if he happened to look down. Monsoons made things worse. As drainage systems malfunctioned all over the city, feculent waters flowed up the drain. Very often, murky sewage reached the brim with solid turd and dead insects floating in it. Sometimes, rodents swam up and infested the room. One morning, he discovered a baby snake floating in the water, dangerously close to the surface of the hole over which dangled his precious parts. He jumped away with a yell and pushed the stone slab he used to cover the hole with back on.


After many long years had passed, Hamza decided that he would move out of the barsaati once and for all. He had been planning to move for a long time but never had the resources. His uncle let him live there on half the rent but now that he had a steady job as a rickshawwalla, he could think about taking up a better establishment. The barsaati was an absolute shit hole. And just because he was single didn’t mean that he should live in such insalubrious conditions. He was becoming a man and could no longer live like he used to as a teenage boy, not caring where he slept at night as long as he had a roof above his head. He had lived in squalor for long enough, and could not make this a way of life. Besides, he could never ask his mother to visit him because she couldn’t climb up the flight of stairs.


More importantly, what if a lady was to come into his life? He was in love, after all. What if he was to ask her to be with him and she said yes? How could he possibly have her live with him in this dirty matchbox of a house? Of course, he couldn’t afford a proper quarters yet. He was still too young and poor, and entirely on his own. But perhaps a small room in the decent looking building in Abu Fazal, shared with a couple of boys of his own age, wasn’t too unrealistic even with his paltry savings. Then some years later when he had more savings, he would take a flat of his own and make a family.


In the meantime, he would figure out a way to win over Nadia Siddiqui of Zakir Nagar, the beautiful girl he wanted to make his wife.
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Nadia was a student of English Literature. She went to the university library often, and came home laden with books. Hamza knew she was a bookworm and often spotted her walking on the pavement with her nose deep into a book, her black glasses hanging on the tip of her sharp nose. At such times he would be tempted to ride up and offer to ferry her, but it was much more enjoyable watching her dodge potholes on the way without looking up from the book. She lived in a big house in Zakir Nagar, and he sometimes sat in the neighbourhood so that he could have a view of her balcony where she liked to sit and read.


Hamza had seen Nadia for the first time when she was hailing a rickshaw on a hot day in May outside the campus gate, about a year ago. He was some way off and had been too struck by her beauty to respond to her calls and had simply remained transfixed to his seat, his mouth agape with a, ‘Ya Allah…’


The next few days he kept spotting her, either outside her house or near campus. But he did not manage to give her a ride for at least three months of consistent trying. Finally one day, she came to him on her own.


He was sitting outside the university gate when without warning, two girls climbed onto his rickshaw, and instructed him to take them to the NFC market. He was half asleep so he turned to make a snide comment and refuse, but stopped mid-sentence seeing that it was her.


She was looking at him with impatience and said, ‘Chaliye!’


With his heart pounding in his chest, he pedaled them to their destination. When she got off, he wistfully looked after her. She wasn’t just beautiful. She was alluring in the most strange and spellbinding way. Hamza was besotted. After that day, he didn’t know how he would live without her.
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Since the day Hamza first gave Nadia a ride, he began to keep a lookout for her. He knew her timings and was present wherever he knew she would be. If he spotted her from a distance, he skidded towards her before she got to any other rickshaw—but only if the area happened to be crowded and she wouldn’t notice his eagerness. He had to be discreet. He did not want her or anyone else to see how he vied for her. And he didn’t want her to realise that he ferried her regularly. To be on the safer side, he kept a cloth over his face so she wouldn’t recognise him. But he knew that even if he didn’t cover up, she would not remember him, unremarkable and ordinary looking as he was.


This continued for the rest of the year—a whole semester in the university. Gradually, he relaxed his precautionary measures and began to ferry her around more often than before. From once a week it became twice a week, then thrice, then four times, and soon, it was only he who took her around. His friends, the other rickshawwallas in the campus area, soon figured out what was going on and agreed on his insistence to never take her around even if she came to them. She was fixed as only his, and it became a rule they could not flout. If someone happened to ferry her despite his warning, Hamza confronted them. They were amused at this and pulled his leg to no end. If on occasion Nadia happened to walk by his rickshaw, or stood anywhere in the vicinity, they hooted loudly, teasing him for his edginess and calling him ‘Majnu’ and ‘Joru ka ghulam’.


Hamza wasn’t really bothered by any of this. He even rejoiced in the titles and accepted them as if it was an honour to be known as Nadia’s lover and slave.


It had been nearly eight months of his growing obsession with Nadia, when one day while he was pedalling towards the university with her sitting in the rickshaw, one of the rear tyres got punctured.


He did not stop immediately. He slowed down somewhat, but kept going. She had appeared to be in a rush and he did not want her to be inconvenienced because of him. He certainly did not want her to get off mid-way and take another rickshaw. And so he laboured on for several minutes and finally reached the campus.


She paid him as usual and dismounted, then almost as if she hadn’t, gave him a smile and walked away. Hamza felt as if his heart had swelled up in his chest.
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The week after that incident, Hamza had the strange feeling that Nadia’s eyes were on him as she sat on the passenger seat behind him while he took her around. He also began feeling that she had noticed it was he who ferried her every day.


Damn, he thought. He would have to give it a break for a while. If she realised he was stalking her like some sort of a maniacal lover, she would probably report him to the police.


But giving a break did not help. He had not ferried her for over a week when one day, while standing in a cluster of rickshaws waiting for passengers, she appeared out of nowhere and ignoring those immediately around her, called out to him, ‘Hey you, come here!’


He hesitated, completely taken aback. What should he do? He looked at his friends and they were grinning gleefully. The idiots! Their faces were sure to give him away.


‘Hey, you!’ she called out again. ‘You there!’


He looked towards her finally, feigning a confused expression as though asking, ‘Who, me?’


‘You in the red shirt. What are you waiting for? Hurry!’


Petrified, he pedaled towards her and mumbled, ‘Ji, huzoor.’


‘What is your name?’


‘H…Hamza.’


‘Take me home, Hamza,’ she instructed. Then her voice softened and she said almost coyly: ‘I’m sure you know where I live.’
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Hamza, in his growing fixation with Nadia, began neglecting his friends. He had stopped meeting them, and in fact did not even wait with them at their usual stop as he earlier used to every evening. Instead, he began hanging around Nadia’s house in the mornings, and around the campus during evenings.


He had also stopped worrying about his finances, and usually refused passengers if he knew Nadia would be leaving from campus and he might get a chance to ferry her home. At first, he thought he deserved the break because he had been driving himself very hard in the past few years. But it became his habit to while away time, day-dreaming about his precious beloved, and hoping to get a glimpse of her as many times as possible during the day.


Very soon, his three close friends, Ali, Mohammad, and Mihir, began to grow worried by his careless behaviour. When it all started, they had humoured him, and even encouraged him as he mooned over the female. But now they could see it was getting out of hand. They chided him for being an idler, and berated him almost as often as they managed to get hold of him.


‘Hamza, you cannot be so callous, brother,’ Ali told him one evening while they were sitting on his terrace, drinking Bhingree. ‘You must not neglect work.’


‘Yes, Hamza. Ali is right. You should not forsake your work in this manner. Who will earn for your family?’


‘Hamza, we think you should get back to work with us. We know how you feel about the girl but it is in your interest to prioritise your work over all this,’ said Mihir.


‘I understand what you say, brothers. And I know you want the best for me. But don’t ask me to stop what I am doing,’ Hamza told them frankly. ‘I have to see Nadia as often as possible. If I don’t, I begin to feel miserable. And then I cannot do anything at all the whole day…but you won’t understand. You have never been in love, have you? All you do is chase after those silly girls you want to sleep with! What do you know of real passion?’


‘Brother, be sensible,’ Ali tried to reason.


‘Ali, truly, I cannot sleep at night if I don’t get to ferry her,’ he said calmly. ‘I feel like the light of my life has left me.’


‘Hamza, this is not love. This is junoon.’


‘Perhaps it is, brother,’ he confessed. ‘But I am helpless before her beauty.’
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That year it seemed like monsoon came in winter. The city was soaking, and there was water everywhere.


Hamza continued to ply his rickshaw despite the rains, unable to afford a break from work. The university was closed so work was hard to come by anyway. To add to his misery, Nadia had not stepped out of her house in days. His eyes felt parched for a glimpse of her. And he went by her house several times during the day, ignoring the gusts of cold wind and rain, soaked completely, his teeth chattering as he tried to keep a hold on the rickshaw despite his trembling shoulders.


Within a week of this, he fell sick. He tried to continue work as before, but got so weak that he was forced to stay in eventually. One night he lay shivering in his cot, murmuring Nadia’s name in delirium.


When Ali, Mohammad and Mihir came to know he was sick, they came over and berated him again for his recklessness. Then they brought him medicine, rotis and dal, and forbade him to step out of his house until he had recovered.


But Hamza felt he was suffering from a different kind of sickness. It was a sickness of the heart that could be cured only by seeing Nadia.


That evening when his friends left, he got up and walked out of his building with the single-minded thought of seeing Nadia before nightfall no matter what it took.


Outside, it was still raining, although the thunder storm had ceased and there was no wind. The streets were crowded as people tried to get their work done before the weather worsened again. Hamza quickened his pace. Vehicles whirled around him, whizzing dangerously close to his feet. People pushed past, yelling angrily as he walked, almost as if in a dream-like state. He was so lost in his resolve to see her that he did not realise he was barefooted until he had walked straight into a pool of clogged drain water that had risen to well above his knees. He waded through it unflinchingly, and finally reached her neighbourhood.


He didn’t know if his inner voice had called out to her, or if it was divine intervention, or if it was merely a coincidence, but the moment he stepped into the street that led up to her house, he saw her pacing in her balcony, her nose buried in a book.
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