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  For Sunil




  





  
EDITOR’S NOTE





  This story was recorded in Hindi on a series of tapes by a nineteen-year-old boy in the Indian city of Khaufpur. True to the agreement between the boy and the journalist who

  befriended him, the story is told entirely in the boy’s words as recorded on the tapes. Apart from translating to English, nothing has been changed. Difficult expressions which turned out to

  be French are rendered in correct spelling for ease of comprehension. Places where a recording was stopped and later recommenced on the same tape are indicated by gaps. The recordings are of

  various lengths, and the tapes are presented in the order of numbering. Some tapes contain long sections in which there is no speech, only sounds such as bicycle bells, birds, snatches of music and

  in one case several minutes of sustained and inexplicable laughter.




  A glossary has been provided.




  Information about the city of Khaufpur can be found at www.khaufpur.com




  





  TAPE ONE




  I used to be human once. So I’m told. I don’t remember it myself, but people who knew me when I was small say I walked on two feet just like a human being.




  ‘So sweet you were, a naughty little angel. You’d stand up on tiptoe, Animal my son, and hunt in the cupboard for food.’ This is the sort of thing they say. Only mostly there

  wasn’t any food plus really it isn’t people just Ma Franci who says this, she doesn’t even say it that way, what she says is tu étais si charmant, comme un petit ange

  méchant, which is how they talk in her country, plus I’m not really her son nor any kind of angel but it’s true Ma’s known me all my life, which is nearly twenty years.

  Most people round here don’t know their age, I do, because I was born a few days before that night, which no one in Khaufpur wants to remember, but nobody can forget.




  ‘Such a beautiful little boy you were, when you were three, four, years. Huge eyes you had, black like the Upper Lake at midnight plus a whopping head of curls. How you used to grin. Tu

  étais un vrai bourreau des coeurs, your smile would break a mother’s heart,’ thus she’d talk.




  I used to walk upright, that’s what Ma Franci says, why would she lie? It’s not like the news is a comfort to me. Is it kind to remind a blind man that he could once see? The priests

  who whisper magic in the ears of corpses, they’re not saying, ‘Cheer up, you used to be alive.’ No one leans down and tenderly reassures the turd lying in the dust, ‘You

  still resemble the kebab you once were . . .’




  How many times did I tell Ma Franci, ‘I no longer want to be human,’ never did it sink in to that fucked up brain of hers, or maybe she just didn’t believe me, which you can

  understand, seeing it used to be when I caught sight of myself – mirrors I avoid but there’s such a thing as casting a shadow – I’d feel raw disgust. In my mad times when

  the voices were shouting inside my head I’d be filled with rage against all things that go or even stand on two legs. The list of my jealousies was endless; Ma Franci, the other nuns at the

  orphanage, Chukku the night watchman, women carrying pots on their heads, waiters balancing four plates per arm. I hated watching my friends play hopscotch. I detested the sight of dancers,

  performing bears brought by those dirty buggers from Agra, stilt-walkers, the one-leg-and-crutch of Abdul Saliq the Pir Gate beggar. I envied herons, goalposts, ladders leaning on walls. I eyed

  Farouq’s bicycle and wondered if it too deserved a place in my list of hates.




  How can you understand this?




  The world of humans is meant to be viewed from eye level. Your eyes. Lift my head I’m staring into someone’s crotch. Whole nother world it’s, below the waist. Believe me, I

  know which one hasn’t washed his balls, I can smell pissy gussets and shitty backsides whose faint stenches don’t carry to your nose, farts smell extra bad. In my mad times I’d

  shout at people in the street, ‘Listen, however fucking miserable you are, and no one’s as happy as they’ve a right to be, at least you stand on two feet!’




  Don’t worry. Everything will get explained in due course. I’m not clever like you. I can’t make fancy rissoles of each word. Blue kingfishers won’t suddenly fly out of my

  mouth. If you want my story, you’ll have to put up with how I tell it.




  





  TAPE TWO




  First thing I want to say, it’s to the Kakadu Jarnalis, came here from Ostrali. Salaam Jarnalis, it’s me, Animal, I’m talking to the tape. Not the one you

  gave. That one no longer works, rain got at it, black lumps are possibly scorpion-shit. I had to hide it after you left, I put it in a hole in the wall. Long it stayed there, I never used it like I

  promised, now it’s fucked, I guess you are thinking what a waste of shorts.




  My story you wanted, said you’d put it in a book. I did not want to talk about it. I said is it a big deal, to have my story in a book? I said, I am a small person not even human, what

  difference will my story make? You told me that sometimes the stories of small people in this world can achieve big things, this is the way you buggers always talk.




  I said, many books have been written about this place, not one has changed anything for the better, how will yours be different? You will bleat like all the rest. You’ll talk of

  rights, law, justice. Those words sound the same in my mouth as in yours but they don’t mean the same, Zafar says such words are like shadows the moon makes in the

  Kampani’s factory, always changing shape. On that night it was poison, now it’s words that are choking us.




  Remember me, Jarnalis? I remember you, the day you came here with Chunaram. How did you make the mistake of hiring that sisterfuck as your chargé d’affaires? With him it’s

  anything for money, didn’t he charge people to watch him rip off his little finger? I guess you weren’t to know that collecting foreigners is a sideline of his. Daily he goes to meet

  the Shatabdi, waits on platform one, exact spot where the first-class air-conditioned bogie stops. You’ll have got off the train looking clueless. Well, what else is Chunaram for? ‘Yes

  please, want a taxi? Need a hotel? Best in Khaufpur. See the city? Want a guide? Need translate? Jarnalis?’ Once he knew why you’d come he’ll have promised to show you everything.

  The really savage things, the worst cases. People like me.




  ‘This boy,’ he’ll have told you, ‘he lost everything on that night.’




  Such a look on your face when he brought you here, as you pushed aside the plastic sheet, bent your back through the gap in the wall. With what greed you looked about this place. I could feel

  your hunger. You’d devour everything. I watched you taking it in, the floor of earth, rough stone walls, dry dungcakes stacked near the hearth, smoke coiling in the air like a sardarji doing

  his hair.




  When you saw me, your eyes lit up. Of course, you tried to hide it. Instantly you became all solemn. Your namasté had that tone I’ve come to know, a hushed respect as if you were

  speaking a prayer, like you were in the presence of the lord of death.




  ‘Jarnalis,’ Chunaram informed me, giggling like he’s found a bag of gold, I’d already guessed.




  ‘Speaks no Hindi,’ says Chunaram. ‘Animal, there’s fifty rupees for you, just keep talking till the tape stops.’




  ‘What should I talk about?’




  ‘Usual, what else?’ He’s already backing out the door.




  Oh your face, when he buggered off. Such alarm. But see, Chunaram has other things to do, he has a chai shop to run. When he gave you his salaam, did you see his nine fingers?




  So then, what was to do? You were sitting there gazing at me in a ghurr-ghurr kind of way, as if your eyes were buttons and mine were buttonholes.




  I said, ‘Don’t fucking stare or I won’t speak.’ I said it in Hindi, I’m not supposed to let on that I know some Inglis, Chunaram gets an extra bunce for

  translating. You gave a thumbs-up, carried right on staring. I called you a wanker. You nodded, smiled at me. Khaamush, silent then I’m. After some time I’ve joined another silence to

  the first.




  Inside your skull thoughts were scrabbling like rats. I could hear them like voices in my own head – why has this boy stopped talking, queer as a winged snake is he, leant against the wall

  with such a look on his face, would be handsome if he weren’t so sullen, what a chest he has, deep as a wrestler’s, how does it spring from those twisted haunches to which are pawled

  legs like hanks of rope, oh god, his ribcage is heaving as if at any moment he may vomit, maybe he is ill, boy what is your problem, alas, my wordless enquiries cause his convulsions to grow worse,

  I think he may be going to have a fit, what will I do if he dies, oh dear, my further anxious attempts to communicate, with twisting ‘wherefore’ hand motions and raising of eyebrows,

  seem to cause violent shudders, bugger’s lips are writhing in some kind of agony, should a doctor be called, where can one find a doctor in this place, where the hell am I anyway, what the

  fuck am I doing here?




  Actually, Jarnalis, I was trying not to show that I was laughing at you. After that, what else, I talked. Your tape crawled. Then you were happy, this is what you had come for. You were like all

  the others, come to suck our stories from us, so strangers in far off countries can marvel there’s so much pain in the world. Like vultures are you jarnaliss. Somewhere a bad thing happens,

  tears like rain in the wind, and look, here you come, drawn by the smell of blood. You have turned us Khaufpuris into storytellers, but always of the same story. Ous raat, cette nuit, that night,

  always that fucking night.




  You listened politely, pretending to follow, smiling now and again pour m’encourager, as Ma Franci would say. You were so fucking sure I was talking about that night. You were hoping the

  gibberish sounds coming from my mouth were the horrible stories you’d come to hear. Well, fuck that. No way was I going to tell those stories. I’ve repeated them so often my teeth are

  ground smooth by the endless passage of words.




  With no Chunaram to tell you what I was saying, I could say anything. I could sing a filthy song:




  

    

      

        

          

            I may be just a twisted runt




            But I can sniff your mother’s cunt


          


        


      


    


  




  Hahaha, oh dear, your face, you were wondering, the song this boy is singing, with such a nasty tune, what is it, sounds like a lament, but pourquoi il rit? You scribbled something in your book.

  Let me guess. ‘Animal chanted a poem, probably a traditional song of mourning, just now he was crazy with grief.’




  Jarnalis, you were such a fool. The best thing about you was your shorts. Six pockets, I counted. Two at the side, two on the front, two on the arse. With shorts like those a person does not

  need a house. From one pocket you fetched out a pack of cigarettes and from another a shiny lighter, it made a grinding noise when you flipped it, and a flame sprang up. I coveted that lighter, but

  more than that I craved your shorts.




  Thus and thus time passed, Chunaram returned reeking of apologies and strong liquor, some Inglis gitpit passed between you. He said, ‘I shall listen to the tape.’ The thing squeaked

  like a rat having its back broken and I heard my own voice earning fifty rupees.




  Well, Chunaram was appalled. He started shouting, with great tappings of the brow and circlings of the temple. ‘You cretin! You are not right in your head. You have not said what’s

  wanted.’




  ‘Did as bid.’




  ‘You must do it again. You must tell the real stories.’




  ‘Balls to you!’ says I with wanking gestures. ‘Did I ask you to go and get drunk?’




  ‘You miserable boy,’ yells Chunaram, ‘Who’s going to pay for this foul-mouthed shit? Why didn’t you just spout the usual?’




  I’ve thought about this. ‘It is usual for me.’




  ‘Mother’s cunt? Where do you get that from, you twisted little bastard? Next time I ask you to record a tape, keep your mouth shut.’




  After this, Jarnalis, I’m not expecting you back, but you show up next day with grinning Chunaram qui me dit que Jarnalis wants you to carry on telling your story.




  ‘Don’t ask me why,’ says he. ‘Yesterday what you said, I thought it was one of your fucking madness fits, I admit I was wrong it has done the trick now I’m thinking

  it’s this jarnalis who’s cracked.’ He shrugs and gives a thook onto the floor. So smug does he look that there and then I decide to teach the fucker a lesson.




  ‘I’m done talking to tape mashins.’




  So then Chunaram’s wheedling, pleading with me. ‘Think of the money. Jarnalis is writing a book about Khaufpur. Last night he had your tape translated. Today he comes saying he has

  never found such honesty as in that filth of yours. Really I think he is mad, but listen how I buttered the shaft, I told him that you are an orphan of that night, you grew up in a crazy franci

  situation, you used to live on the streets like a dog, you are a unique case. Jarnalis really wants your story, this could be a big business, don’t fuck it up.’




  ‘Well,’ says I, pretending to consider it. ‘No.’




  ‘Listen, you can string it out. Make ten tapes. Why ten? Twenty. I will treat you to free kebabs at my place as long as it lasts.’




  Wah Jarnalis, big money you must have offered him, his kebabs are famous throughout Khaufpur, well, at least in the Nutcracker, which is our part of Khaufpur, but one more look at his greedy

  face convinces me.




  ‘Salty fucks to you, I won’t do it.’




  So Chunaram’s shouting again, I am giggling, you’re meanwhile wanting to know what’s going on. Chunaram does some Inglis guftagoo, then he’s back to me. ‘Jarnalis

  says it’s a big chance for you. He will write what you say in his book. Thousands will read it. Maybe you will become famous. Look at him, see his eyes. He says thousands of other people are

  looking through his eyes. Think of that.’




  I think of this awful idea. Your eyes full of eyes. Thousands staring at me through the holes in your head. Their curiosity feels like acid on my skin.




  ‘What am I to tell these eyes?’ I demand of Chunaram. ‘What can I say that they will understand? Have these thousands of eyes slept even one night in a place like this? Do

  these eyes shit on railway tracks? When was the last time these eyes had nothing to eat? These cuntish eyes, what do they know of our lives?’




  ‘Don’t talk that way,’ says Chunaram, casting a fearful glance at you. ‘Think of kebabs. Plus,’ he says with a nod at my rags, ‘you can buy a good shirt and

  pant, go to the cinema every night, take the best seat, kulfi eat.’




  With Chunaram everything is a question of money, I’m about to tell him to stick it up his cul when a notion occurs.




  Chunaram falls into a rage. ‘You idiot,’ he cries. ‘This deal is nestling in my palm. Why ruin it with stupid demands?’




  ‘It’s my story. If he doesn’t agree, I will not tell it.’




  ‘Have some sense,’ says he, ‘how can I ask such a thing?’




  ‘Je m’en fous you nine-fingered cunt.’




  I know Chunaram won’t give up, he lives for money, but as he speaks to you every word is a stone in his mouth. I catch his thoughts, badmaash boy, too much cunt, fucking boy,

  francispeaking, got too grand, bastard. Mixed in with this is allwhat he’s saying to you. I know most of the Inglis words, those I don’t know spit their meanings into my ear.

  C’est normal. Since I was small I could hear people’s thoughts even when their lips were shut, plus I’d get en passant comments from all types of things, animals, birds, trees,

  rocks giving the time of day. What are these voices, no good asking me. When at last I told Ma Franci about them, she got worried, soit un fléau soit une bénédiction, curse or

  blessing, that’s what she said. Well, she should know whose own brain’s full of warring angels and demons. She took me to a doctor, it’s how I met the Khã-in-the-Jar, which

  I’ll tell about later, but the voices, some are like fireworks cracking the nearby air, others are inside me, if I listen carefully I’ll hear them arguing, or talking nonsense. Once I

  was looking at Nisha, this voice says, the hair pours off her head like history. What the fuck does that mean? I don’t know. Some voices are slow like honey melting in the sun, Elli and I saw

  a locust spread scarlet wings in the Nutcracker, it was crooning ‘I’m so gorgeous.’ I said aloud, ‘Yeah, till a bird sees you.’ Such a look I got from Elli. She was

  interested in my voices, being a doctor with a mission to save, even shits like me. I will get to Elli soon, too the Khã-in-the-Jar, but right now I’m telling how Chunaram’s

  thoughts were giving him a headache. Poor bugger was rambling like a lost soul, he did not want to put my demand to you, at one point he grew so confused he forgot to speak Inglis, whinged in

  Hindi, ‘Don’t get offended by what this idiot is asking.’ Then I knew greed had him by the ear.




  ‘Sir,’ mumbles Chunaram. ‘Sir, I am so sorry, this boy says that if he talks to the eyes the book must contain only his story and nothing else. Plus it must be his words

  only.’




  Only his story? His words only?




  ‘Sir, he is a beastly boy, but it’s a good story.’




  Jarnalis, your brow creases, strange figures dance on your forehead. You gitpit with Chunaram, who pleads, ‘Drop this demand. It’s impossible. This jarnalis already has a plan for

  his book. It is already agreed. Jarnalis talks of an agent, plus a type called editor.’




  Makes no sense. How can foreigners at the world’s other end, who’ve never set foot in Khaufpur, decide what’s to be said about this place?




  ‘I guess the way it works,’ says Chunaram, ‘is jarnalis bribes agent, agent bribes type. Business, na?’ He gives a laugh, smirky bastard thinks he’s won.




  Well, I’m in a shining fucking rage, here and now I will cut the throat of this plan. ‘Give me the address of this editor type, I’ll send a letter! I’ll say this Jarnalis

  should not be allowed to tell my story. Comes here strutting like some sisterfuck movie star. What? Does he think he’s the first outsider ever to visit this fucking city? People bend to touch

  his feet, sir, please sir, your help sir, sir my son, sir my wife, sir my wretched life. Oh how the prick loves this! Sultan among slaves he’s, listens with what lofty pity, pretends to give

  a fuck but the truth is he’ll go away and forget them, every last one. For his sort we are not really people. We don’t have names. We flit in crowds at the corner of his eye. Extras

  we’re, in his movie. Well bollocks to that. Tell mister cunt big shot that this is my movie he’s in and in my movie there is only one star and it’s me.’




  ‘I’m not saying all that,’ says Chunaram, but we both know he must, it’s Animal he’s dealing with, not one of his stooges, no one can get the better of me, I do

  what I want.




  How often have I watched Chunaram make deals? After all the talking, there is always a silence as money changes hands, notes are counted, folded, put away. What is that hush? Jarnalis, I will

  tell you. On your side it’s shame because you know you’re paying shit for something priceless. Chunaram has no shame, his silence is delight, he has taken a fortune for a thing he

  considers worthless.




  So then there’s silence.




  ‘One more thing, he must give me his shorts.’




  Two days pass, comes Chunaram with a bundle. Inside is the tape mashin and many tapes, folded on top are the shorts. First thing I do is put them on, they are too big but by tying string I make

  them tight. There’s a lump in one of the pockets. I put in my hand, out comes the shiny lighter. There’s a picture of a cannon on it, plus some writing. Holding it to the light, I make

  out Inglis letters. PHUOC TUY so I guess that’s your name, it’s Phuoc Tuy. On the other side in Hindi is my name, ANIMAL, so then I know

  you’ve given me your lighter too. Chunaram reads the letter you sent. ‘Animal, you think books should change things. So do I. When you speak, forget me, forget everything, talk straight

  to the people who’ll read your words. If you tell the truth from the heart, they will listen.’ There’s a lot more like this, then a good bit, ‘The shorts come from Kakadu

  where there are crocodiles.’




  Such a fool you were, Jarnalis. Gave your shorts but left Khaufpur with nothing. Not a single tape did I make. Not one. Chunaram said if you are not going to use the mashin, I’ll sell it,

  so I hid it in the wall where the scorpions live, from then till today solid time has passed, you must be wondering, why is this putain telling his story now? What’s changed? What

  happened?




  What’s changed? Everything. As to what happened, well, there are many versions going round, every newspaper had a different story, not one knows the truth, but I’m

  not talking to this tape for truth or fifty rupees or Chunaram’s fucking kebabs. I’ve a choice to make, let’s say it’s between heaven and hell, my problem is knowing which

  is which. Such is the condition of this world that if a creature finds peace, it’s just a rest before greater anguish, I do not know what name you could give to the things I have done.




  Jarnalis, I’m a hard bastard, I hide my feelings. Ask people they’ll tell you I’m the same as ever, anyone in Khaufpur will point me out, ‘There he is! Look! It’s

  Animal. Goes on four feet, that one. See, that’s him, bent double by his own bitterness.’ People see the outside, but it’s inside where the real things happen, no one looks in

  there, maybe they don’t dare. I really think this is why people have faces, to hide their souls. Has to be, or every street in Khaufpur would be a passage through hell, which Ma Franci says

  it is anyway, except she sees angels suffering, I see panicked humans. One night Farouq and me, we’d drunk a lot of bhang, about enough to get you on first name terms with god, we were ogling

  women in Naya Bazaar, as I looked at passers by their faces vanished, just disappeared, I could see their souls. Most were ugly, some shone like green birds, but all without exception were full of

  fear. I told this to Farouq and said, ‘Look at my soul, tell me what does it look like.’




  ‘Your soul?’ He began laughing and couldn’t stop. ‘Your soul, my dear, is a tomb, even god can’t see inside.’ This happened on the night of Holi, when he was

  trying to get me laid.




  Jarnalis, there’s a lot to tell, it wants to come out. Like rejoicing, the world’s unspoken languages are rushing into my head. Unusual meanings are making themselves known to me.

  Secrets are shouting themselves into my ear, seems there’s nothing I cannot know. Ssspsss, haaarrr, khekhekhe, mmms, this is how the voices are, often I’ll babble aloud the things they

  tell me. ‘Tu dis toujours des absurdités,’ Ma says, smiling, the rest just shrug, ‘Fucking boy, crazy as fishguts. Sees things, hears voices that aren’t there.’

  Well, I do see them, I do hear. To deny what you do see and believe in things you don’t, that you could call crazy. Some believe in god whom they’ve never seen, who never says hello. In

  each other’s dreams we are all fucking fishguts. It’s better I speak these things to the tape.




  Hah! This story has been locked up in me, it’s struggling to be free, I can feel it coming, words want to fly out from between my teeth like a flock of birds making a break for it. You

  know that sudden clap of wings when they take off in a hurry, it’s that sound, listen, clap, clap, clap.




  Pandit Somraj’s good friend, the poet Qaif Khaufpuri, when he grew old his poetry dried up inside him, an ulcer came on his leg, an open mouth that wouldn’t go, one day it began

  reciting such sweet verses, his poems were trying to burst their way out of him.




  Same way is this, a story sung by an ulcer.




  My friend Faqri gave me this mashin, batteries I stole from Ram Nekchalan’s shop, he can’t say anything to me. Now the tape is running. I’m remembering the eyes that hide

  inside your eyes, you said I should ignore you and talk straight those who’ll read these words, if I speak from my heart they’ll listen. So from this moment I am no longer speaking to

  my friend the Kakadu Jarnalis, name’s Phuoc, I am talking to the eyes that are reading these words.




  Now I am talking to you.




  I am saying this into darkness that is filled with eyes. Whichever way I look eyes are showing up. They’re floating round in the air, these fucking eyes, turning this way

  and that they’re, looking for things to see. I don’t want them to see me, I’m lying on the floor, which is of dry dust, the tape mashin is by my head.




  The instant I began talking the eyes came. I tried to hide. For some time I stayed silent. The eyes remained, they were wondering where the words had gone. They watched quietly, blinking now and

  again, waiting for something to happen.




  See, it’s like this, as the words pop out of my mouth they rise up in the dark, the eyes in a flash are onto them, the words start out kind of misty, like breath on a cold day, as they

  lift they change colours and shapes, they become pictures of things and of people. What I say becomes a picture and the eyes settle on it like flies.




  I’m looking right now at my feet, which are near the hearth, twisted they’re, a little bent to one side. Inside of left foot, outer of right, where they scrape the ground the

  skin’s thick and cracked. In gone times I’ve felt such hunger, I’d break off lumps of the dry skin and chew it. Want to see? Okay watch, I am reaching down to my heel, feeling for

  horny edges, I’m sliding the thumbnail under. There, see this lump of skin, hard as a pebble, how easily it breaks off, mmm, chewy as a nut. Nowadays there’s no shortage of food, I eat

  my feet for pleasure.




  The hearth near which my feet are resting is of clay shaped somewhat like, like what, I’ve never thought of this before but it’s like a yoni, which is a cunt, I don’t know

  another way to say it, there’s a gap you feed in hay, twigs etc, then put bits of dungcake and sticks to get a fire, which I’ve one burning. Outside the sun has yet to show its face. I

  can hear people passing, going for dawn shits on the railway line. They’ll be well wrapped up this morning, blanket or thick shawl. The poor sods who are on the street must cover themselves

  in what they can find. Winter nights here you can freeze. That night they say was a night of great cold. Zafar used to say that as people were breathing clouds of mist out of their mouths that

  night, they little knew what kind of mist they’d soon be breathing in.




  The eyes are watching people breathing mist. Stupid eyes, they don’t know what the mist does to the people, they don’t know what happens next. They know only what I tell them.




  In this crowd of eyes I am trying to recognise yours. I’ve been waiting for you to appear, to know you from all the others, this is how the Kakadu Jarnalis in his letter said it would be.

  He said, ‘Animal, you must imagine that you are talking to just one person. Slowly that person will come to seem real to you. Imagine them to be a friend. You must trust them and open your

  heart to them, that person will not judge you badly whatever you say.’




  You are reading my words, you are that person. I’ve no name for you so I will call you Eyes. My job is to talk, yours is to listen. So now listen.




  My story has to start with that night. I don’t remember anything about it, though I was there, nevertheless it’s where my story has to start. When something big

  like that night happens, time divides into before and after, the before time breaks up into dreams, the dreams dissolve to darkness. That’s how it is here. All the world knows the name of

  Khaufpur, but no one knows how things were before that night. As for me, I don’t remember any time before my back went bad. Ma Franci would talk, proud as if she were my real mother, of how I

  used to enjoy swimming in the lakes behind the Kampani’s factory. ‘You’d dive right in, with your arms and your legs stretched out in one line.’ Whenever she said this

  I’d feel sad also angry. I still dream of diving straight as a stick into deep water leaving my crooked shadow behind.




  On that night I was found lying in a doorway, child of a few days, wrapped in a shawl. Whose was I? Nobody knew. Mother, father, neighbours, all must have died for no living soul came to claim

  me, who was coughing, frothing etc plus nearly blind, where my eyes had screwed themselves against the burning fog were white slits bleached on the eyeballs. I was brought to the hospital. Was I

  Hindu or Muslim? How did it matter? I was not expected to live. When I did, they circumcised me, if I was Muslim it was necessary, if I was Hindu what difference did it make? After this I was given

  to the nuns. I grew up in the orphanage. I do not know what religion I should be. Both perhaps? Neither? Or should I listen to Ma Franci, loves Isa Miyañ, he said ‘forgive your

  enemies, turn the other cheek’. I don’t fucking forgive. I’m not a Muslim, I’m not a Hindu, I’m not an Isayi, I’m an animal, I’d be lying if I said

  religion meant a damn thing to me. Where was god the cunt when we needed him?




  I was six when the pains began, plus the burning in my neck and across the shoulders. Nothing else do I remember from that time, my first memory is that fire. It was so bad I

  could not lift my head. I just couldn’t lift it. The pain gripped my neck and forced it down. I had to stare at my feet while a devil rode my back and chafed me with red hot tongs. The

  burning in the muscles became a fever, when the fevers got bad I was taken to the hospital, they gave me an injection. It did no good. After that my back began to twist. Nothing could be done. It

  was agony, I couldn’t straighten up, I was pressed forward by the pain. Before this I could run and jump like any other kid, now I could not even stand up straight. Further, further forward I

  was bent. When the smelting in my spine stopped the bones had twisted like a hairpin, the highest part of me was my arse. Through flowers of pain I could make out an old woman kneeling by my cot,

  wiping my head and mumbling strange words in my ear. Her skin was wrinkled as a dried apricot, so pale you could see clear through it, she looked like the mother of time itself. This was Ma Franci.

  She already knew me well, but this is my first memory of her. Ma stroked my face and comforted me in words I did not understand. Tears were falling down her face. Mine too. This feverish dream

  gradually faded and became my new life.




  On my hands I learned to walk, my legs grew feeble. My hands and arms are strong, my chest is strong. The upper half of my body is like a bodybuilder’s. I walk, also run, by throwing my

  weight onto my hands, hauling feet forward in a kind of hop. It took a long time to master this new way of getting about. Maybe it was months, maybe a year. When I could run I ran away because the

  teasing had begun.




  The orphanage kids started calling me Animal one day during a round of kabbadi. You’d think such a tough game I’d have difficulty playing, but with my strong shoulders and arms I was

  good at catching opposing players and wrestling them to the ground. One day I grabbed this boy, he kneed me in the face. It hurt. I was so angry I bit him. I fastened my teeth in his leg and bit

  till I could taste blood. How he yelled, he was howling with pain, he was pleading, I wouldn’t stop. I bit harder. The other kids started shouting, ‘Jaanvar, jungli Jaanvar.’

  Animal, wild Animal.




  Another time, I’d have been about eight or nine, we’d gone to swim. Just now I mentioned lakes, really they’re clay pits behind the Kampani’s factory where bulldozers

  would dump all different coloured sludges. These pits are massive, the water in them stinks, but when the rains come they fill up and become proper lakes with reeds etc. Since rain water is clean

  people would wash their cows and buffalos, we kids would jump in, splash around in the water. I could no longer dive or swim, I’d wade up to my neck, but my arse stuck out of the water.




  One day we were lying on the grass in hot sun, drying off. A girl about my own age, she pushed me and left the prints of her muddy fingertips on my body. The mud dried pale on my skin. She said,

  ‘Like a leopard!’ So then they all dipped their fingers in the clay and covered me with leopardy marks. ‘Animal, jungli Animal!’ The name, like the mud, stuck. The nuns

  tried to stop it but some things have a logic that can’t be denied. How do you shit, when your your arse is up in the air and legs too weak to squat? Not easy. What do you look like as the

  turds tumble from your hindquarters? Like a donkey dropping dung, when I walk, it’s




  

    

      

        

          

            

              

                feet on tiptoe




                head down below




                arse en haut




                thus do I go


              


            


          


        


      


    


  




  In my street years I hated to see dogs fucking, my mates would shout, ‘Hey Animal, is this how you do it?’




  They’d make a fist, ram two fingers in and out with loud sucking noises, then let on the fingers were trapped, they’d yell, ‘Hey Fourlegs, you get glued up like this, you and

  your girlfriend? You and Jara?’ Never have I been able to cope with teasing. I’d lose my temper, fataak! I know how to fight. Early in life I learned to look out for myself, to put

  myself first, before all others and every other thing. Who else was going to stick up for me? It’s a bad idea to attack an opponent who can kick shit out of you, I got a few beatings, but if

  they know you’ll fight back, people mostly leave you alone. Plus I used to bite. Maybe they were afraid of getting rabies.




  Jara’s my friend. She wasn’t always. We used to be enemies. In the days of living on the street we were rivals for food. We used to work the same territory, the

  alleys behind the eating houses in the old city. We’d get there late evening when the waiters were tired and would sling the day’s scraps at, rather than in, the bins. Such delicacies

  we fought over, bit of naan, thrown-down banana skin, with nub of meat going gooey brown where someone had not fancied it. I might arrive to find Jara crouching over some prize, a bone to which

  clung a few shreds of mutton, a splash of daal. Or I’d be there first, slobbering over a choice morsel, and look up to see her eyes fastened on mine, drooling from the back corners of her

  mouth. I was scared of her. Of her sharp teeth, her orangey-brown eyes in which there was no friendliness. She’d lie and watch me until hunger drove her forward, crouching on her haunches, a

  low growl, rrrrr, starting in her throat. I came to know that snarling mouth quite well. A long curved tooth in her lower jaw had lost its tip. When she got close enough for me to see that tooth,

  I’d back away.




  One day, I found a thing with flies sticking to it like peppercorns, fish-snout with backbone protruding behind, a fair slab of flesh, brown with masalas, lying on a bed of rice, remains of

  someone’s dinner. I’d begun making a feast of it when I heard her growl. The fish was too good to give up. I stuck firm as she made her approach, the lips lifted over those evil yellow

  teeth. She started all that rrrrr business. I don’t know how, but some rebellion ignited inside me. On all fours I rushed at her snapping my jaws, growling louder than she, the warning of a

  desperate animal that will stick at nothing. She turned and slunk back a few paces, then lay down again, giving me a reproachful look.




  She was as thin as me, her hide shrunken over her ribs. A pink sore on her nose was leaking some clear mess. With my own body pumped full of victory I suddenly felt sorry for her. I fed myself

  then moved off, gestured for her to come close. ‘Eat!’ She licked her lips, wagged her tail so hard her whole backside shook. Man, what a dog. A yellow dog, of no fixed abode and no

  traceable parents, just like me. After this we always shared. I named her Banjara, gypsy, free spirit, because she belongs nowhere and everywhere is her kingdom.




  Jara and me, one day we are up to our tricks outside a cafe where I’ve not been before, it’s not one of my usual dirty dabas. This is a smart coffee-house with a

  garden and a big sign saying Coca Cola, I can’t read the sign but I know what it says. These girls are sitting at a table under a tree, drinking lassi. Three girls,

  college students by look. Often they’ll be quite generous, so I’ve started my patter about how we are perishing from starvation etc, at a sign from me, Jara, canny bitch, rolls on her

  back and plays dead.




  One of the three gets up. Comes out, stands looking at the dog and me. Some girls primp themselves up like film stars with kajal round the eyes, long sleek hair and all, this one isn’t

  like that. Her hair looks like it hasn’t been oiled for a month, kameez and scarf don’t match, nose is a touch too long. She doesn’t smile, doesn’t offer money. She

  doesn’t do any of the things people normally do when I pester them. She’s frowning, all serious.




  ‘Pretty clever. Did you teach her?’




  ‘For five rupees she’ll whine the national anthem.’




  ‘Is begging fun?’




  Well, this catches me, no one’s ever asked such a thing before. This girl bends to pat Jara and her hair falls over her face, pretty she may not be but there’s a sweetness in her

  which you sometimes see in people without looks.




  ‘Is it fun to be hungry?’ I reply. ‘No, so then don’t mock, give me five rupees.’




  ‘Not I,’ says she, chewing her lip. ‘You’ve a look of mischief about you, I’ve seen you before. You roam round the city doing scams.’




  ‘What scams? If you won’t give five rupees at least give a smile.’




  ‘You like winding people up. I think you enjoy being annoying.’




  ‘It’s all they deserve. People are cretins.’




  ‘Cretins? So is that what makes it fun?’




  ‘Fun was your idea, not mine,’ I say, liking this girl. Most people who talked to me just told me to fuck off.




  ‘Get off with you, you’re up to all the tricks. I’d be surprised if you go hungry.’




  ‘What do you know about it?’




  But she was right. I was well schooled in street work. My teacher was Ali Faqri, he’d in turn been trained by the prince of scams, Abdul Saliq the Pir Gate beggar. Faqri told me to stop

  creeping round behind the eateries. There, if I was caught arse-up in the bins, best I could expect was disgust maybe a kicking. ‘Go round the front,’ Faqri said. So I began parading up

  and down in view of the clientele, nothing puts a person off their food more than a starving Animal watching every mouthful. The proprietors hated me but they’d give me hand-outs rather than

  have me upset their customers. I got the same left-overs, only this time served nicely in a bowl. In this way I learned that if you act powerless, you are powerless, the way to get what you want is

  to demand it.




  ‘I’m Nisha,’ says this serious girl. ‘What’s your name?’




  ‘Animal. Now you have to guess why.’




  ‘Okay Animal, you’re bright, you could do something more useful than this.’ Nisha told me that if I came to her father’s house, which was in a part of Khaufpur known as

  the Chicken Claw, she would find me some work to do.




  ‘And,’ says she, ‘you can meet Zafar.’




  I was stupid, I should have been warned by the way she spoke his name, but already I was walking in dreams.




  ‘Come tomorrow at noon. I’ll give you a meal. You can eat it in our garden. The dog too.’




  Well, Eyes, I guess you want to know what happened next, but while I’ve been chatting with you the sun has risen, it’s dropped down through the hole in the roof,

  making the floating dust catch fire. The thousand eyes have begun to fade, they are melting away or else somehow merging into just one pair of eyes, which are yours. You and me, we’re alone

  together now, but I can’t keep going. I’m tired of talking, tape’s nearly gone, mouth’s dry, I should make chai, plus it’s past time for my shit.




  





  TAPE THREE




  Aliya’s calling, ‘Animal, come and play.’




  Her voice comes flying in from outside, plus I can hear people talking as they go past, crow craarking in the tamarind tree. Sun’s well up, from far off a radio is playing the song,

  Ek tu jo milaa, meeting you I meet the whole world, one flower in my heart the world’s abloom.




  ‘Animal, come and play.’ Again comes her voice.




  ‘What, with you? I’m not a kid.’




  ‘You are,’ she calls, who’s herself maybe eight years. ‘Granny says you act like a kid all the time.’




  ‘Your granny wouldn’t like the kind of games I play.’




  ‘Ho,’ says she. ‘Boasting of your thing again.’ There’s no innocence these days even in a child.




  ‘Come on, Animal, let’s play.’ Her voice is suddenly faint like it’s caught away by wind, or whispered on the moon, or lost in the crackling of a great fire. Eyes, I

  think I will go mad. I’m filled with sadness because Aliya is not really out there. Her voice is not real, it’s like people say, just another voice in my head.




  Shit’s over, I’m back in this heap of stones with grass growing out the sides enough to feed a cow. I’ve just rewound the tape like Chunaram did that time, heard my own voice.

  Sounds so queer. Do I speak that rough-tongue way? You don’t answer. I keep forgetting you do not hear me. The things I say, by the time they reach you they’ll have been changed out of

  Hindi, made into Inglis et français pourquoi pas pareille quelques autres langues? For you they’re just words written on a page. Never can you hear my voice, nor can I ever know what

  pictures you see. I was telling you about Nisha, how she had called me to her house in the Chicken Claw. Of course I didn’t go, that’s that, I thought. I was wrong. Next afternoon she

  comes looking for me. ‘I’ve been going all over,’ she scolds, ‘asking people if they’d seen you. They told me places all over Khaufpur. Then someone said try the galla

  mandi vegetable market.’




  Eyes, a hundred times she has narrated the story of the finding of Animal, always she tells it the same way. ‘I went to the galla mandi, but you were not there. I went into the alley where

  the men play cards. There was a lot of wind, dust blowing, which the sun was making to glow. Out of the haze came these shapes, half a dozen starving dogs moving together with purpose. Among them

  was another shape, a boy walking on hands and feet. I called you and you turned and came to me.’




  Fuck, what was I? Her dog? Why did I go? I had fended off a hundred attempts by the nuns, police and god knows who else to get me off the streets. What was it about Nisha that made it impossible

  to say no? I think it was that from the first she took me exactly as I was. When she called me Jaanvar, Animal, it was a name, nothing more. She never seemed to notice that I was crippled, nor

  pretend I wasn’t. She was the only person I knew who treated me as completely normal. Nisha said she would find me some work, I’d even get paid. I said I did not know what work I could

  do. Nisha said I was clever. I’d learn new things. Zafar would know what job to give me.




  Zafarrrrr. It was the way she spoke his name that at last gave me the clue as to who he was. There must be a thousand Zafars in Khaufpur, I know at least three, but there’s only one who

  counts. This Zafar was a legend in the bastis, which is to say the bidonvilles, the slums, because he had given up everything in his life for the poor. Zafar bhai, Zafar brother, they worshipped

  him, who lived among them, dressed like them, shared their poverty and drank water from the same stinking wells. I had never expected to meet this hero. He was like I’ve said, a big shot, I

  was hustling and living rough. At that time I could never have imagined how tightly our lives would tangle.




  First time I meet Zafar, it’s at Nisha’s house, where she lives with her dad. Zafar’s eating a pomegranate, digging out seeds with a pen-knife, placing them

  on his tongue, three-four at a time. ‘So you’re Animal. Do you like anaar? Want some?’ I would have liked to taste the pomegranate, but I’m feeling shy, I say no.




  ‘What’s your real name?’ The great man is a long thin chap, curls plentiful and black has he, plus glasses that make him seem lost in clever thoughts.




  ‘It’s Animal.’




  ‘Animal’s a nickname, na? I mean your born name.’




  ‘I don’t know.’




  ‘How come?’ He gives me an interested look.




  I’ve just shrugged. From the time before nothing do I remember. True, I had a human name, it was given to me by the orphanage, I asked a nun once what it was, she told me, but I have

  forgotten what she said. This I tell to Zafar, who replies that he dislikes teasing of the disabled. Says he, ‘You should not think of yourself that way, but as especially abled.’




  ‘What’s especially abled?’




  ‘It means okay you don’t walk on two legs like most people, but you have skills and talents that they don’t.’




  ‘How do you know?’ I’d not told him about my voices.




  ‘Because it’s true of everyone,’ says Zafar. ‘We just have to find out what you’re good at. Plus you should not allow yourself to be called Animal. You are a human

  being, entitled to dignity and respect. If you haven’t a name then this is a great opportunity for you. You can choose your own. Jatta for example or Jamil, go ahead pick one, whatever you

  like, we’ll call you that henceforth.’




  You’re wrong, I’m thinking. Let me be as I am, like Nisha does, you would never say such things. I give Nisha a look, but she’s smiling at him.




  ‘My name is Animal,’ I say. ‘I’m not a fucking human being, I’ve no wish to be one.’ This was my mantra, what I told everyone. Never did I mention my yearning

  to walk upright. It was the start of that long argument between Zafar and me about what was an animal and what it meant to be human.




  When I say I’m not a fucking human, Zafar flinches. ‘Brother, don’t swear.’




  ‘Sorry,’ I tell Nisha and go to touch her feet but Zafar stops me. ‘It’s not because of Nisha, I myself hate bad words.’




  ‘Then it’s sorry to you too,’ I’ve said without in the least meaning it. ‘But my name is my name.’




  Zafar sits stroking his wise bastard’s beard that juts from his chin like tuesday. ‘Animal it is then,’ he says at last and right away begins telling me about the work he and

  others are doing in Khaufpur. Seems there’s a group of which Zafar is the leader. He himself does not say so, but it’s obvious. Zafar’s group collects money to help the sick. All

  these years after that night, he tells me, there’s still no real help for those whose eyes and lungs and wombs were fucked. Of course there are government hospitals but people won’t set

  foot in them unless they’re desperate.




  ‘You yourself are a poison victim,’ Zafar says, looking at my back. ‘You know what it’s like in those places. You queue all day to be seen, the doctor doesn’t

  examine you because to touch a poor person would pollute him. Barely looks at you, then writes a chit, tells you, take this to so-and-so’s shop and say I sent you. The medicines are supposed

  to be given free, this is how they make money out of misery.’




  ‘All this is true, everyone knows it,’ says I, wondering what sort of job he plans to offer me.




  Nisha’s been ear-ogling Zafar’s speech. ‘Animal, hardly can people afford food, how can they spend on medicines? This is why we have to help. Yesterday I had a case, a woman

  Lilabai needed blood for an operation, she was told she must find the blood, buy it, and take it to the hospital herself.’




  Well, Eyes, I know about this. When I was starving I sold my blood to get food.




  ‘Eight hundred rupees a bottle Lilabai had to pay!’




  ‘What? That fucker Chunaram sorry for cursing gave me only eighty!’




  ‘Who is this Chunaram?’ asks Zafar kindly, removing his specs to wipe them. Freed from the prisons of the lenses his eyes appear a little watery, as if he has not been sleeping.




  ‘Has a chai shop in the Nutcracker. Mr Ninefingers.’




  ‘Ah,’ says he, as if this explains everything.




  I tell them how Chunaram once got the idea of selling blood, he could store it in his fridge. He needed a supply and I was the first one he bled.




  ‘What happened to this plan?’ asks Nisha.




  ‘Somebody put it about that he was selling animal blood.’




  ‘I wonder who?’ She raises an eyebrow at me, but I’ve replied nothing.




  ‘Part of our work,’ Zafar says, returning to that matter, ‘is getting money to those who need it. Cash has to be carried, it’s something you can do.’




  ‘You’d trust me?’




  ‘Are you not trustworthy?’




  ‘I don’t know. No one has ever trusted me with anything before.’




  ‘So we’ll find out. What other work can you do?’




  Work? I had no clue. I had tried a few jobs while I was on the street, scavenging for rags, tin cans, plastic and the like, I wasn’t good at it because if you go on all fours you have only

  one hand plus mouth free to carry things. I tell this to Zafar who listens thoughtfully. He has reworn his glasses, chin’s propped on his fingers, which somehow are still finding ways to

  irritate the beard.




  ‘What about the scams?’ It’s Nisha, all grinning mischief.




  ‘I told you, I don’t do such things.’




  Says Zafar, ‘You know the bloodstain scam?’




  ‘No idea what you are talking about.’




  ‘How about the spilled channa scam? No, that one you wouldn’t be able to convince.’




  Well I’m impressed. The bloodstain scam is not often seen, at least in Khaufpur. As for the spilled channa, it must be played by a boy who sits in the street surrounded by roasted gram. He

  has to know how to cry well, and moan that his father will beat him. A bent tray must be lying there, so it looks as if he’s a street-seller who’s tripped up. Obviously he’d have

  been carrying the tray on his head, which is why I could not have done it.




  ‘How come you know such things?’




  ‘Lost coins you could do, broken bottle you could try but no one would believe.’




  ‘What do you mean?’ says I, who’ve performed that trick more times than I can remember.




  ‘Aha,’ he says, smiling. ‘So you do know. Well, I’m not interested in what you have done, but in what you will do.’




  ‘I’m an animal, I can’t do much.’ I say this to put an end to him feeling superior and also, if I am honest, to annoy him.




  ‘You’ve the gift of the gab.’




  ‘An animal must use its mouth, no other tool does it have.’




  ‘How does it see?’




  ‘Uses its eyes.’




  ‘You can do that,’ says he. ‘How does it find food?’




  ‘Smells it out.’




  ‘We need a good sniffer. Your dog,’ he says, indicating Jara who is lying in the sun asleep. ‘How does she know when to play dead?’




  ‘There’s a word.’




  ‘She hears, plus is clever enough to understand. We need someone like her. Use eyes, nose, ears, brain, this is another job.’




  ‘Namispond! Jamispond!’




  ‘Shabaash,’ says he with a grin.




  ‘I would like this job better than carrying cash.’




  ‘That we’ll see,’ says Zafar. He shades his eyes to glance at the sun and tells Nisha he has to be going because it’s nearly four o’clock.




  ‘So! What do you think of Zafar?’ Nisha asks as his motorcycle farts away through the Claw.




  ‘Such an important fellow should at least get a watch.’




  Nisha says, ‘You’ll understand when you get to know him.’




  From her I heard Zafar’s story. Seems he’d been a scholar who left his studies to take up the cause of the poor.




  ‘I met his old professor once,’ Nisha said. ‘He told me Zafar was his most brilliant student. He could have been anything, but when he got news of that night, he straight away

  quit his college and came to Khaufpur to organise the fight against the Kampani, which he has been doing ever since. Who do you suppose has kept the case against the Kampani alive so long? So many

  times they have tried to stop him. He’s been threatened, beaten, but Zafar is not afraid of anything or anyone. He speaks the truth and he never gives up. These are the things that make the

  ordinary people love him.’




  You too, I thought, getting the drift.




  So Eyes, this was my job, to keep my eyes and ears open and report to Zafar if anything unusual was going on in the bastis. I was to listen in the streets and chai shops, find out what the

  government, munsipal etc were up to, because those buggers are always up to no good. Thus within weeks I caught a plan to evict some people from near the railway and told Zafar, who put an end to

  it. People showed me respect because I was one of Zafar’s.




  Zafar’s gang, how would you describe us? Saints, said the slum folk who could never take the name of Zafar without adding a spice of blessing. Subversives, said Zahreel

  Khan, he’s Khaufpur’s Minister for Poison Relief. To me, if I’m honest, we were just a bunch of fucking do-gooders. Okay, we did good, what else should do-gooders do, but I

  couldn’t be bothered with the political shit, I hated all that talk of ‘poison victims’, I don’t want to be pitied, I refuse to be some fucking bhonsdi-ka victim. As for

  Saint Zafar, don’t make me laugh. I’d seen the lust in the man’s eyes when he looked at Nisha, saints and angels don’t feel lust, which is how I know I’m not one.




  Such feelings I kept to myself. Four hundred rupees a month I earned for my work, which was easy, in this life good fortune too seldom comes along and when it does you don’t want to be

  twisting its balls. Chunaram soon got wind of my new riches because Zafar for some reason had taken a shine to him, his chai shop in the Nutcracker became like a second headquarters. Chunaram told

  me that four hundred rupees was a lot of money, he offered to keep it safe for me but I wasn’t falling for that. Instead, I gave it to Nisha. She said I should open a bank account.




  ‘How can I, who can neither read nor write?’




  ‘Then I must teach you.’




  At that time she was enrolled at Iqbal Bahadur Women’s College in the walled city, but I think she was not taking her studies very seriously.




  ‘You shouldn’t come home at midday,’ her father said.




  ‘Then what will you do for lunch? Papa, Zafar gets me back in time for my afternoon lectures, plus this boy needs at least one good meal a day, if he will insist on sleeping rough instead

  of under a roof like a human being.’




  ‘You could leave some chappatis in a tiffin,’ I said, giving a glance at her dad, of whom I was afraid. Grim, terrifying bastard he was, but with good cause, when you knew his story.

  ‘Plus I’m not a human being.’




  ‘Don’t you like my cooking?’




  ‘Animal’s right,’ said her father.




  ‘I could get something outside,’ says I, who’d newly discovered the pleasure of spending a little of my earnings on a samosa here, pau bhaji there.




  ‘Should my dad also eat street food?’




  ‘I can manage fine,’ her father said. Both of us knew that it was not for our sakes that she came home. Zafar too came, most days. He would eat with her father, spend some time with

  Nisha, then take her back to college on his motorbike.




  ‘You give so much time to Zafar’s work,’ I said once when we were alone. ‘Is it a good idea?’




  ‘Because it’s important.’




  ‘And your studies?.’ To me, being a student, getting educated was not just an impossible dream, it was an impossible dream inside a dream.




  ‘Worry about a roof over your head,’ said Nisha, with a casual flip of the subject. ‘How many places has Zafar found you? Why do you keep refusing?’




  ‘I have a good place to sleep, fully private.’




  ‘Where?’




  ‘That’s my secret.’ She would be horrified if she knew.




  ‘Where?’ she demanded. ‘Come on, tell.’




  ‘Difficult to describe,’ I said, which was nothing but the truth.




  Ever since that night the Kampani’s factory has been locked up and abandoned. No one goes there, people say it’s haunted by those who died. It’s a shunned

  place, where better for an animal to make its lair?




  When jarnaliss and foreigners come to Khaufpur they always think the factory is a big building. It isn’t. Its wall seems never-ending, and inside is an area equal to the whole of the

  Nutcracker. It takes more than an hour for me to circle the whole thing, enough steps to fill two miles. Here and there are holes in the wall as if a giant has banged his fist through, it’s

  where people have dug out bricks for their houses, our end of the Nutcracker is made mostly of death factory. Look inside, you see something strange, a forest is growing, tall grasses, bushes,

  trees, creepers that shoot sprays of flowers like fireworks.




  Eyes, I wish you could come with me into the factory. Step through one of these holes, you’re into another world. Gone are city noises, horns of trucks and autos, voices of women in the

  Nutcracker, kids shouting, all erased by the high wall. Listen, how quiet it’s. No bird song. No hoppers in the grass. No bee hum. Insects can’t survive here. Wonderful poisons the

  Kampani made, so good it’s impossible to get rid of them, after all these years they’re still doing their work. Once inside, in the grass, it’s careful hands, careful feet.

  Fucking place is full of cobras. Dogs too you’ve to watch for. See a dog, keep away. If it comes close drive it off with stones. These dogs have foaming mouths, I’m afraid for Jara but

  not for myself. This is my kingdom, in here I am the boss. I’ve been in and out of here since I was small, I’d come in to hide where no one could find me. Sometimes I’d bring

  other kids in to play marbles and spin tops when we didn’t want the grown-ups to know where we were. To make sure they didn’t come back on their own I’d tell them stories of

  children who had wandered into the factory and were never seen again.




  

    

    

      

        

          

            

              

                the ghosts will get you, you’ll never escape


              


            


          


        


      


    


  


  



  I’d tell how I found their bones in the jungle, gnawed by animals with fangs of fire. How come you’re still alive then, they’d ask.






  

    

    

      

        

          

            

              

                the ghosts run away from my twisted shape


              


            


          


        


      


    


  




  Eyes, imagine you’re in the factory with me. See that thing rising above the trees, those rusty pipes and metal stairs going nowhere? That’s the place where they made the poisons. It

  used to be bigger, but bits keep falling off. Each big wind pulls more iron sheets loose. We hear them banging like angry ghosts. All that’s left now is its skeleton. Platforms, ladders and

  railings are corroding. Its belly is a tangle of pipes like rotting guts. Huge tanks have split, stuff ’s fallen out that looks like brown rocks. How often did Zafar warn that if the dry

  grasses inside the factory ever caught light, if fire reached these brown lumps, poison gases would gush out, it’d be that night all over again.




  In these dry grasses that Zafar said were a danger to the city I used to make my sleeping nest. On warm nights I could dream in comfort under the stars with no insects to trouble me. During the

  rains and in cold weather there were rooms that the Kampani, when it fled from Khaufpur, left knee-deep in papers. The Kampani papers made a thick quilt, plus I had the dog to keep me warm. In the

  offices the chemical stench was less. Inside the warehouses I never went, they were full of rotting sacks that poured out white and pink powders. Too long near them, you’d be soon be

  breathless, with pains in the chest. Sometimes moving through the jungle I’d get dizzy and feel a sharp metallic taste on my tongue, those were regions to avoid.




  Eyes, are you with me still? Look throughout this place a silent war is being waged. Mother Nature’s trying to take back the land. Wild sandalwood trees have arrived, who knows how, must

  be their seeds were shat by overflying birds. That herb scent, it’s ajwain, you catch it drifting in gusts, at such moments the forest is beautiful, you forget it’s poisoned and

  haunted. Under the poison-house trees are growing up through the pipework. Creepers, brown and thick as my wrist, have climbed all the way to the top, tightly they’ve wrapped wooden knuckles

  round pipes and ladders, like they want to rip down everything the Kampani made.




  Here we can climb, up the ladders and up, to where the death wind blew. At the top of the highest stair, a single black pipe continues into the sky. You can rest your hand on it, it’s

  wider than the rest. Up this pipe the poisons flew on that night. Still black and blistered it’s after twenty years. Its paint was burnt off, so hot were those gases, yet that night was a

  freezing night of stars.




  ‘Wah! what a view!’




  It’s the first thing they say when they get up here, from here you can see clear across Khaufpur, every street, every lane, gully, shabby alley. That huddle of roofs, it’s

  Jyotinagar. Lanes in there are narrow, I don’t like to think about what happened in them. My friend Faqri, he lost his mum and dad and five brothers and sisters in those lanes. See the

  flashes where the nala flows? It’s Mira Colony, then Khabbarkhana and Salimganj. East’s Phuta Maqbara, to the west Qazi Camp, killing grounds all. Those minarets far off are the big

  masjid in Chowk. There, see the Delhi road? On that night it was a river of people, some in their underwear, others in nothing at all, they were staggering like it was the end of some big race,

  falling down not getting up again, at Rani Hira Pati ka Mahal, the road was covered with dead bodies.




  Eyes, there’s such a thing as bhayaanak rasa, the kind of terror that makes your little hairs stand up and tremble, which is called romanchik. I feel it when I come back to this high

  place, I see mother Kali stalking in the forest below, her skin black as a roasted corpse. She’s got these massive fangs and a red tongue hanging to her waist and a belt of chopped-off heads,

  each one wears a face of agony which is how they looked when they died. Eyes, you see a black pipe climbing into the sky, I see Siva dark and naked, smeared with ashes from funeral pyres. His eyes

  are red from hash and smoke of burning flesh, dancing he’s, from all sides I can hear the screams and cries of dying people, because when Siva dances the world comes to an end. Do you suppose

  anyone can explain, why did the Kampani choose this city to make its factory? Why this land? Is it by chance that the old name for this place is Kali’s ground? Is it by chance that Siva her

  husband wears cobras round his neck?




  Up here with just the wind how quiet it’s. Isn’t always. You should hear the ghosts, the factory is full of them, when a big wind blows, their souls fly shrieking up and down the

  empty pipes. Some nights, there’d be nothing here, just the ghosts and me, a four-foot creature climbing in the trees and pipes. Perched like a monkey on top of this poison-khana I’d

  watch the moon making shadows, and the stars cutting their circles, and I would look at the lights of the city and wonder if this pipe had been mended, that wheel tightened, I might have had a

  mother and father, I might still be a human being.




  Each morning I would creep out of the factory to do my work in the bastis. At noon I’d head to Nisha’s. Her cooking was good, her company fun. I’d eat my

  lunch and do my best to avoid her frightening father.




  Somraj is the name of Nisha’s dad, pandit Somraj Tryambak Punekar. Unlike his daughter he’s tall, twists my neck to look up at him, he has the same zapaat nose as hers, long and

  pointy, his fingers also are long, but the most important thing about him is that he used to be a singer, and not just a singer but a famous one. His name was known throughout India, so many awards

  and honours he won, they called him Aawaaz-e-Khaufpur, the Voice of Khaufpur. Nisha told me that in his younger days her dad was always singing on the radio plus he gave

  concerts and the like, until that night took away his wife and baby son and fucked up his lungs. Nisha never knew her mother or brother, she says that when the Kampani stole away her father’s

  breath it also stole his life, because breath is the life of a singer. From that night on he would listen to other people’s records, but never his own. He became a solemn and private man.

  Later he started teaching music, his students won prizes, to them he was like a god but he seemed to get no pleasure from it since hardly ever would you see him smile.




  Like every Khaufpuri, Somraj hated the Kampani, he ran a poison-relief committee which did what it could for the locals who were still coughing their lungs up so many years after that night. The

  people he helped were among the poorest in the city, which is why no politician gave a shit about them and hardly a lawyer would take up their claims for compensation. Through this work he had met

  Zafar, through him Zafar met Nisha. I used to wonder how Somraj felt about those two. His daughter, a Hindu girl not yet twenty, with a Muslim man twice her age, but whatever Somraj thought about

  it he kept to himself, he approved of her work with Zafar, where he and she differed was on the question of how the battle should be fought. The case against the Kampani had been dragging on

  endless years. It stood accused of causing the deaths of thousands on that night, plus it ran away from Khaufpur without cleaning its factory, over the years the poisons it left behind have found

  their way into the wells, everyone you meet seems to be sick. The Khaufpuris were demanding that the Kampani must pay proper compensation to those whose loved ones it killed, whose health it

  ruined, plus it should clean the factory and compensate the people who had been drinking its poisons. Trouble was that the Kampani bosses were far away in Amrika, they refused to come to the

  Khaufpuri court and no one could make them. So long had the case been running it had become part of our Khaufpuri speech such as if I blagged six rupees from Faqri he’d say, ‘Be sure to

  pay me back before the case ends.’ Or someone says something unbelievable like Chunaram is serving free kebabs, others will pipe, ‘Oh sure, and the Kampani’s come to

  court.’




  One day I came as usual for lunch and found Nisha and her dad having an argument. ‘Every accused must have the chance to defend himself,’ Somraj was saying. ‘Even the Kampani.

  In the end the law will reward us.’




  Nisha was standing looking upset with her hands covered in white paint and her hair dishevelled. ‘Papa, the Kampani has never even turned up to the court, so how can the law reward

  us?’




  ‘It may take years, but its attempts to escape will not succeed.’




  ‘What attempts? It has no need to escape, it got away scot free.’




  ‘Justice is on our side.’




  ‘Darling Papa,’ said Nisha with a small sigh, ‘You are a kind and a fair man, everyone knows it and praises you for it, but you’re either being naive or you have not

  noticed how the world has changed. Maybe you remember such a thing as justice, but in my lifetime there’s been no sign of it. If we want justice, we’ll have to fight for it in the

  streets.’




  ‘Violence isn’t the way.’




  ‘Who said anything about violence? It’s just a march.’




  ‘Stone-throwing? Like last time?’




  ‘Zafar did his best to stop it, but how long must people suffer in silence?’




  ‘To that, alas, I have no answer,’ said her father, and left the room.




  ‘What are you doing?’ I’ve asked Nisha. She shows me this big banner she has made for the juloos, the demo, painted on the black cloth are large white letters.




  ‘What do you think? Is it strong? Does it have power?’




  ‘How should I know? I can’t read.’




  She gives a big sigh and says, ‘This very day we will start your lessons.’




  It was hard at first, reading. Take two letters like [image: image] and [image: image], they look almost the same, but the sounds they make, ka and la, are different. Slowly the letters began to make sense. [image: image], a shape like a begging hand, was ja. [image: image], a shape

  that reminded me of an elephant’s head with trunk and tusks, like Ganesh on the front of a beedi packet, this was ha for haathi, elephant. Signs in the street

  gradually came to life. [image: image], I already knew it meant Coca Cola, which I had never tasted. I learned to spell my own name, [image: image], Jaanvar, meaning Animal. Nisha said that it was my name and I should be proud of it. Jaan means ‘life’. Jaanvar means ‘one

  who lives’.




  ‘Life? You’re full of it,’ she said, casting her eye over a page of scrawled jaanvars. ‘I’ve never known anyone with so much jaan as you.’ Then spoilt it by

  adding, ‘Except Zafar.’




  When I could read and write Hindi, Nisha set me a new task. There was a group of kids to whom she was teaching Inglis. I should join them. I hadn’t been to school since the orphanage,

  where all of us children sat together in one room and chanted our lessons. The nuns were strict, get something wrong it was a ruler cut, edge down, to the palm. Ma Franci was kind, but she did not

  have to teach because no one including me could understand a word she said, and she could not understand us.




  ‘Will you beat me?’ I asked Nisha, she laughed. Such a patient teacher was she, hard it’s to remember she was at that time not yet nineteen. Never did she complain as we

  struggled to wrap our tongues round the uncouth Inglis words, mayngo, pawmgront, cushdhappel, gwaav, bunaan, which were the names of fruit trees in her garden. In truth I didn’t find Inglis

  very difficult. Like I’ve told you, Eyes, I’ve always caught the meanings of speech even when I could not understand a word, I had not just an ear but an eye for meanings. I could read

  expressions and gestures, the way someone sat or stood, but being taught by Nisha really brought out my gift for tongues. Like water flooding into a field, the new language just came. Cat sat on

  the mat house burns down people rally to the banner, thus my Inglis progressed. Zafar too would sit and listen to me, both would praise me and marvel at my quickness to learn.




  One day comes Zafar with a small book he has printed. ‘It’s about that night,’ says he all proud, ‘it shows what was wrong in the factory that caused the poison to leak.

  There are pictures so children can read and understand.’




  Nisha hands me the book and asks me to read from it. I’ve given it a flick through, in it are drawings of the different buildings inside the factory, I know every one of them, but in the

  book they are shown as they must have been before that night, not rotting like now. Arrows show where things went wrong, here, there, there, there, all over.




  ‘I won’t read this,’ says I.




  ‘Why not?’ she asks.




  ‘I am not a child.’




  ‘So, big man,’ asks Zafar, ‘what will you prefer to read instead?’ He’s laughing but secretly I think he is hurt that I don’t want to read his book.




  ‘I am not a man. Give me that other one that you are carrying.’ Zafar used to read a great deal, never was he without a book.




  ‘This one? I think you might find it too difficult.’




  I open the book to the first page and taking great care slowly read aloud, It is a truth virtually acknowledged, that a single man in position of good fortune, must be in want

  of a wife.




  Nisha starts clapping. She says I am her best pupil. Then she stoops down and gives me a hug. No girl had ever touched me till then, less hugged. It sent a thrill through me straight to my cock.

  This was the first time I caught myself thinking, if only things were different with me, if I could walk upright, it might be my praises she sang instead of Zafar’s.




  It was my clever tongue, which could curl itself to any language, that ended my days of living rough. Nisha loved to chatter, and when I was in her house having my lunch we

  would talk of all kind of things. One day I say, ‘Nisha, after Inglis, I will learn français, then at last I’ll know what Ma Franci used to yell at us kids in the

  orphanage.’




  ‘Who is Ma Franci?’




  ‘She’s a nun, came from France more than forty years ago to spread the word about Isa miyañ and do good works.’




  ‘And français?’




  ‘The language of France, it’s all she knows.’




  ‘After forty years here she can’t speak Hindi?’




  So then I get to telling Nisha about Ma Franci. It’s a sad sort of story, Ma’s, though in another way funny.




  On that night all sorts of people lost all kinds of things, lives for sure, families, friends, health, jobs, in some cases their wits. This poor woman, Ma Franci, lost all knowledge of Hindi.

  She’d gone to sleep knowing it as well as any Khaufpuri, but was woken in the middle of the night by a wind full of poison and prophesying angels. In that great méla of death, those

  rowdy, unforgettable festivities, her mind was wiped clean of Hindi, and of Inglis too, which she had also been able to speak à sa manière, she forgot all languages except her

  childhood speech of France. Well, this by itself was no problem, so many foreigners come to Khaufpur, how many can speak Hindi? But there was a further twist to Ma Franci’s madness, when she

  heard people talking in Hindi or Inglis, or come to that in Urdu, Tamil, Oriya, or any other tongue used in Khaufpur, she could no longer recognise that what they were speaking was a language, she

  thought they were just making stupid grunts and sounds.
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