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Chapter One

MJTJ



DOLLY SINGH’S FABULOUS FACE FLOATS across the screen of the TV in the family room. Two happy sighs float off the couch, one from Dini and the other from her best friend, Maddie.


Dini is a Dolly fan. She has been forever, from the time she discovered that Dolly’s first movie, in which she was just a kid, came out the day—the very day!—that Dini was born. You can’t be more closely connected than that.


Maddie is a fan because best friends share everything.


Closer and closer comes Dolly’s face, until her hair turns to mist and the sunlight catches her brown gold skin. Dolly opens her mouth to sing a perfectly tuneful song in this, her latest movie, Mera jeevan tera jeevan, or My Life Your Life, MJTJ for short. Dini and Maddie sing along, tapping their feet and dropping from the words into quick little “la-la-la’s” whenever they have to.


“Dolly is sooooo . . .,” Dini says.


“She is,” Maddie agrees. “She’s sooooo . . .”


So smart. So elegant. So talented. So perfect. Other stars must rely on lip-synching and playback singers. Not Dolly. Dolly can act. She can dance as if her feet were on fire. And she can sing.


“I’d love to meet her,” Maddie says. “Wouldn’t that be awesome?”


“Oh wow,” says Dini. Not much else to say. She tap-taps her feet in a moment of pure delight. “You know what I love about Dolly?”


“Everything!” says Maddie, throwing her arms wide in that special Dolly way.


“Oh yeah, but you want to know specially what?” She has just this moment realized this thing about Dolly. “When she says stuff, people listen!”


“Except the bad guys,” Maddie points out, “and we know what happens to them.”


“Must be nice to say stuff and have people listen,” Dini says.


“Dini,” Maddie tells her. “I will always listen to you. Anytime.”


“I know that,” Dini says. “I meant—you know, parents and people.”


“Oh. Parents,” says Maddie.


It’s true. Parents do seem to exist just to complicate the life of a kid. Dini’s parents, for example, are not fans. They laugh at the sad parts in the movies and groan at the funny ones, even though they are from India, where Dolly lives, and they should know better.


“Oh-oh-oh, listen!” Dini says, “Here comes that amazing song.”


“Sunno-sunno,” Dolly sings, right into their hearts, “dekho-dekho.”


Dini listen-listens. She look-looks. And here is the best part. Maddie is doing exactly the same thing. Two friends together, sharing this wonderful music. What could be better?


Many people love Bollywood movies from India. They are made in the city of Bombay, which is now really called Mumbai, only filmi people like Dini still call it by the old name because it’s classier. The dialogue in these movies is all in Hindi, but you can get them with subtitles in languages from Arabic to French to Thai because so many people all over the world are fans, just like Dini and Maddie.


“I can’t wait for dance camp,” Dini says.


“I know, me neither,” Maddie says. “It’ll be soooo . . .”


Maddie’s parents are not from India, and Maddie understands even less Hindi than Dini does, but little things like language don’t get in the way of a really good fillum, which is what true fans affectionately call these movies. Fillums. In just another month Dini and Maddie will be in that camp for a whole two weeks of Bollywood dance—what a treat that will be.


Chan-chan-chan, go Dolly’s silver anklets.


Dhoom-taana-dhoom, go the drumbeats.


Dini and Maddie watch MJTJ from start to finish, snapping their fingers and tapping their feet. Then they watch the special features, with interviews and bios of everyone from the camera people to the director to the stars, including, of course, Dolly herself.


“Wait-wait-wait,” Dini says, “go back just a bit.”


“What? To the interview?” Maddie hits the back arrow on the remote. “Hey, they’re talking in English.” A TV reporter is interviewing Dolly and asking her for her opinion on the latest trends in Hindi movies.


“It’s surreal what’s happening in the movie business,” Dolly is saying. “Surreal, I tell you.”


“What’s that mean?” Maddie says. “Surreal?”


Dini shakes her head. “Real” she gets, and “unreal.” But “surreal”? What’s that? “I’ll ask my dad,” she says. Dad is her vocabulary consultant for the Hindi words and sometimes a few English ones too.


Playing the interview over is not much help. Dolly says that the Bombay movie business is becoming that surreal thing, whatever it is.


“She doesn’t seem happy,” Dini says. “What do you think?”


“You’re right,” Maddie agrees. True fans can pick up on even the tiniest of cues.


“Nandu!” It’s Mom. “Are you upstairs? Listen, sweetoo, I have news for you.” Dini wishes her parents would not call her Nandu. In their time, in the last century, that was how you shortened Dini’s real name, which is Nandini.


Mom comes in with a handful of mail (including the latest copy of Filmi Kumpnee magazine). “Hi, Maddie, I didn’t know you were here. Nandu, guess what? I just got the contract in the mail. Such wonderful news.”


What contract? What news? Dini pauses Dolly with a click so she can listen to whatever boring thing Mom is about to tell her.


Mom puts the new Filmi Kumpnee into Dini’s outstretched hand. “We’re moving to India,” she says.
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Chapter Two

Moving



DINI DROPS THE MAGAZINE. “Mom,” she says. “I know you didn’t just say that we’re moving to India, but it sounded like it.”


Mom grabs Dini and hugs her. She dances Dini around Maddie in a wobbly circle, saying, “Oh darlings, what can I say? I’m soooo happy!”


This is not at all like Mom, because Mom is a doctor. Doctors are supposed to be serious and thoughtful and all those kinds of things, not act like they are out of their mind.


“You mean it, don’t you?” Dini says. “Moving?”


“We are, we are, we are!” Mom cries. “For two years. Isn’t it wonderful?” Then she stops, as if she has only just seen Dini’s face, only just heard her voice. “I know,” she says. “It’s going to take you a little time to get used to the idea. We still have a couple of weeks.”


And there is Maddie’s face. Can’t Mom see that Maddie has frozen in staring shock? “Mom!” Dini cries. “A couple of weeks? What about Bollywood dance camp?”


“Oh, sweetie,” says Mom in the kind of voice that parents use when they are trying to be sympathetic but they really want to say that kid-size problems are not real problems.


Maddie’s chin quivers. She looks about to burst into tears. Dini herself is dangerously close.


India is where Dini and her family go on vacation to visit relatives, because according to Dad, there is no such thing as a distant one. India is where you see cool places and take trains everywhere, and eat mangoes and custard apples and other fun food. Vacations last for a couple of weeks, or maybe even a whole month. But two years?


Mom is dancing around the room by herself now, picking a leaf green scarf out of the old dress-up basket in the corner.


Maddie is flipping through the pages of the Filmi Kumpnee magazine without seeming to look at anything. “Maybe you’ll get to meet Dolly,” she says in a small, brave voice.


“I doubt it,” says Dini. “India’s a big country. Really big.” That sounds like she’s shooting down Maddie’s idea, and it’s not at all how she meant it to sound. Maddie’s only trying to be helpful. Maddie’s only trying.


Mom folds the green scarf, which has silver flowery designs stamped on it. She folds it in two and then four and then eight and then sixteen, and she’s still folding. Dini snatches the scarf from Mom’s hands because Mom is not responsible for her actions right now, and that is one of Dini’s favorite scarves.


“How do you know . . . until you try?” Maddie says, and this time her words crack right in the middle.


“Exactly,” says Mom, who obviously can’t understand anything. “I’ve dreamed of getting this grant for years and years. This is my sixth try, imagine that.” And she goes on about clinics and women and children and studies and weight gain, all of which seems to make her very happy.


The TV screen has given up on Dolly’s face and has dissolved into a swirly multicolored screen saver.


“Mom,” Dini says, and it’s all she can do to keep her own voice from swirling away from her, “where’s this place you’re—we’re . . .” She can’t quite say it. It’s not quite real. It’s probably miles away from Bombay, the center of the filmi universe, and what does it matter anyway? Regular people don’t get to meet movie stars, no matter how much they may adore them and want to be like them in every possible way.


Mom stops in the middle of picking up a silk blouse that is now just a little too small for Dini. She sets the blouse down in Dini’s old dress-up basket.


Then she picks the globe off the shelf, and she spins it to India and stops it with a little squeak of the Earth’s axis. “That’s where we’re going.” She points. “It’s a little town called Swapnagiri.”


Dini looks at Maddie. Maddie looks at Dini.


“That means ‘dream mountain,’” Mom says. “Isn’t that a wonderful name?”


Dini says nothing. The dream of that Bollywood dance camp fades way away into the distance. As for that other dream, the meeting-Dolly dream . . .


Doctors are supposed to be both practical and kind, and Mom is a doctor. So she does not say, “This Dream Mountain place may be in the same country as Bombay, the center of the filmi universe, but it is not close. Not close at all. So all this talk about meeting Dolly—as the gossip columns would say, it’s just bakvaas.”


Mom, being both kind and practical, does not say that. Mom would never say, “This dream of yours is all bakvaas.” But looking at the globe, Dini can see it.


The day goes by in a flurry of no-no-no and how-can-this-be-happening. Maddie goes home to pick up her pajamas and toothbrush and backpack, but she’s coming back to spend the night at Dini’s, so they can take the bus to school together the following day. Maddie’s mom has agreed to this, on account of this move that has dropped out of the sky on two friends.


Dini tries to talk to her vocabulary consultant (that is to say, Dad) when he gets home from work, but Mom has called him already with her big news, and for a while after he walks in the door, it is all that they can talk about. Dini has to wait for the drama to die down all over again before she can get a word in sideways.


She hangs in there, however, and eventually she gets to ask, “Dad, what does ‘surreal’ mean?”


“‘Bizarre,’” Dad says, handing something small and shiny to Mom. “Like a dream. As they say, out of the ordinary, beyond the pale.” Whenever he can, Dad likes to use nifty phrases like these, phrases that sum things up neatly.


“What’s this?” Mom says, looking at the shiny thing.


“A hand-cranked flashlight with a radio all in one,” says Gadget Dad, looking very pleased with himself. “Twenty cranks will power it for five minutes.”


“Is that good or bad?” says Dini.


“Of course it’s good. No batteries. The ultimate green gadget, my darlings. Perfect timing, no? Things like this are always useful in India.”


“No, no, no,” Dini says. “I meant what Dolly says the filmi business is becoming, surreal or whatever it is.”


“That,” says Dad in between showing Mom how the flashlight has three settings and a radio and can probably be trained to make coffee, “sounds like a complaint.”


So it’s bad.





Chapter Three

Maddie



PLINKA-PLINK! There’s the musical doorbell announcing that Maddie’s back with all of her stuff. Maddie’s mom, who has driven her over, has a long talk with Dini’s mom. They talk in low voices. Dini can’t think why, because who would even want to hear?


After dinner Dini and Maddie paint their toenails because that always makes them feel better. Every other nail, green and silver, Dolly’s colors. Then they sit on the couch wiggling their toes dry and run through the MJTJ special features all over again.


“Haven’t you seen this one already?” Mom asks.


“Please,” Dini begs. “Mom, just one more time.”


Mom gives in. She leaves them alone.


First they run through the scenes, one by one by one. Then they listen to the songs, comparing them with the list in Dini’s stripy green notebook, where she has written down each Hindi title and its meaning in English.


[image: Image]


Really, Dolly is all the things that Dini admires in a person, all the things that Dini absolutely means to be at some time in the future when her life becomes perfect. Which it is not right now, most definitely.


“I wish this Swapnagiri place was closer,” says Dini. She means closer to here, in Maryland. Or maybe closer to Bombay. She’s not sure what she means.


“I know,” says Maddie. Maddie gets it. No one else does.


Dini flips a moody page. Look at all the movie ideas she has written down in her stripy notebook. Who is she going to share them with if Maddie’s not there?


They do not hum along with the songs or dhoom-dhoom the drumbeats because any minute Mom could change her mind and declare that it is way too late for them to be up watching Dolly. Instead, they fast-forward through scenes where she runs over bridges and down city streets, rounds up bad guys and locks them up. Watching these scenes should make Maddie happy, but they don’t. Oh, this move is going to ruin everything!


Then Dini clicks the DVD to a stop. “Wait a minute,” she says. “Something’s wrong.”


“What?” Maddie says. “What are you talking about?”


Dini goes to the menu with the list of songs. She taps the open pages of her notebook. Dini’s Hindi is not great, but she has made Consultant Dad do his job. “Facing the music,” he calls it. Dini has made him tell her what the songs mean from title through lyrics, every single one.


Now those meanings are whirling about in her mind. What is each song really about? What is it saying? And she knows. Something is wrong.


Dini is a big believer in talking. Talking helps you to solve problems whenever you can. It’s what filmi people call a “plot fix.” She says, “You know how in every movie she’s ever done there are happy songs and sad songs?”


“Right,” Maddie says. “So?”


“This new movie,” says Dini, “has no happy songs.”


“Huh?”


“Uh-huh. Look at this.”


She reads off all the English translations of the song titles to Maddie: “If I Call You, Will You Come?” “No One Knows Where My House Is,” “Only Clear Skies Will Cure a Broken Heart,” and on and on.


“See?” she says. “Not a single happy one. No running in the forest in the rain. No scattering flowers. Not a happy song in there.”


Maddie slides off the couch and heel-walks to the table, keeping her toenails carefully off the rug. She picks up the Filmi Kumpnee magazine. Then she heel-walks back, falls onto the couch, and opens the magazine up between them. “Let’s see,” she says. “We never looked at this.”


She’s right. The news of the day distracted them from this very important thing they should have done together. Dini and Maddie pore over the Filmi Kumpnee magazine, which keeps up with everything the stars do. There is the page with Dolly’s happy, smiley pictures on it. But those pictures must have been taken some time ago, because the article on the page is not a bit happy and smiley.


From the “News ’n’ Views” column of Filmi Kumpnee: Your Magazine of the Stars:




Devoted Dolly Singh fans, we have News ’n’ Views for you. Our own inside sources tell us that delightful Dolly is on the verge of . . .


She is on the brink of . . .


Oh, how it hurts us even to think of it, but the word is:


Heartbreak.


You are so sorry, we know.


We are too. That is all we can reveal at this moment. But we are ever alert. You be alert also. Watch this spot for the latest additions to this stunning story.





“Heartbreak?” says Maddie. “That’s terrible.”


“I know!” says Dini. Then she shares this idea that has been bubbling up inside her ever since that “surreal” word cropped up. “Maddie, I’m going to write her. What do you think?”


“Dolly?” says Maddie. “Do you even have her address?”


A stubborn spark lights up in Dini. She says, “She’s famous. I’m just going to send my letter to Dolly Singh, Famous Movie Star, Bombay, India.”


“Will it get there?”


“Why not?” says Dini. “Everyone in Bombay has to know Dolly Singh.”


Maddie considers this seriously. Then she says, in a small voice, “I wish I could come to India with you. I bet two of us could find a way to meet Dolly.”


“Oh, Maddie,” says Dini, and she hugs her, and they both cry a little and get tissues to blow their noses. This is a thing that no one ever needs to do in the movies, but real life can require a good blowing of the nose sometimes.


Dini says, “Maybe you can come visit us.”


“In India?” Maddie gives her a look that says, plain as plain, Are you crazy?


“Why not?” says Dini. A big, wide expanse of why-not opens up inside her. Perhaps this is because Dini is an optimist, and optimists are always open to such why-nots. A bit like Dolly in MJTJ. Or perhaps it is just that when you are moving (a little reluctantly, true, but still, moving) to a place whose name means “dream mountain,” your mind begins to open up in strange ways, so that anything really does seem possible.




May 31, 2010


Dear Dolly Singh,


My name is Nandini Kumaran, but my friends call me Dini. I am a big fan of yours, and my friend Maddie is too. We were even going to take Bollywood dance camp together in Greenbelt, Maryland, only now we can’t because my parents are moving to India for two whole years.


I have a VERY important QUESTION for you. I noticed that there are no happy songs in MJTJ. You always do at least one in every movie. So is that a screen appeal decision or is it something else? I just want to know that you are okay.


We are going to be in the south, up in some mountains, in a town called Swapnagiri. If you come visit us, that would be like a dream come true for me.


Your fan and friend,


Dini
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