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THIS STORY WILL SAVE YOUR LIFE

When Mental was alive, he was a boss-man with cighteen or twenty
children working for him, and he almost never raised his hand against
any of them. Every weck he gave them 5Stars to split between themselves,
or packs of Gems, and he made them invisible to the police and the
evangelist-types who wanted to salvage them from the streets, and the
men who watched them with hungry eyes as the children hurtled down
railway tracks, gathering up plastic water bottles before a train could
ram into them.

Mental didn't mind if his rag-picker boys gave him five Bisleri bottles
instead of fifty, or if he caught them outside the cinema when they
should have been working, wearing their best dothes and standing in
a queue for a First Day First Show ticket they couldn’t even afford. But
he turned on them the days they showed up with their noses red, their
words mixing together like blood and water, their eyes swollen like full
moons from sniffing whitener. Then Mental stubbed out his Gold Flake
Kings on their wrists or shoulders, and he called it a waste of a good
cigarette.

The pungent fumes of burnt flesh trailed his boys, and washed away
the sweet, short thrills of Dendrite or Eraz-cx. He knocked some major
sense into their heads, Mental did.



We never met him because he lived in this ncdghbomhn»nd lcmg
before our time. But the pcopl: who knew him, like the barber who
has been shaving stubbly cheeks for decades, and the madman whoe
smears ash across his chest and calls himself a saint, still talk about
him. They say Mental’s boys never picked fights about who got w
board a running train first, or who could claim a stuffed toy or a
bump-and-go racing car wedpged into the gap behind a scat-berth.
Mental taught his boys to be different. That's why, of all the children
who worked ar all the T‘:I.'ilw‘:l"\.l' stations across the country, th.qr lived
the longest.

But Mental himself died one day. His boys knew he hadnt planned
on it. He was young and hmlthy and had pmmisnd to hire a tempo
and drive them to the Taj before the monsoon came to the city. Thc}r
cried over him for d:l}'!_ Weeds flowered in the bald ground watered by
their tears.

Then the boys had to work for men who were nothing like Meneal.
There were no chocolate bars or movies in their new lives, onl}' hands
scorched by milway lines gleaming like gold in the summer sun, the
temperature forty-five degrees by dleven in the morning. In winter, it
bellyflopped to onc or two degrees and somctimes, when the mist was
white and grainy like dust, the knife-edge of the icy tracks skinned their
blistered fingers.

Ewery day after scavenging, the boys cleaned their faces with the
water dlibbling from a lmky pipe at the station and sent a collective
prayer up to Mental to rescue them before a trains wheels ground their
arms and legs to bone-dust, or a belt whistled through the air to snap
their hunched spines into two and they never walked again.

In the months that followed Mental's death, oo boys died chuing
after trains. Kites circled their splinttmd corpses and Hies kissed their
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blue-black |ips. The men who cmploytd them thought it a waste of
money to have their bodies pi.d:cd up and cremated. The trains didnt
stop and the engines screamed late into the night.

One evening soon after the deaths, three of Mentals boys crossed
the road that separated the railway station from the hotchpotch of shaps
and hatels whose terraces were packed with red-and-white mobile-phone
towers and black Sintex tanks. Neon signs flashed PURE VEG FOODS
and STATION VIEW and INCREDIBLE !NDIA and FAMILY
COMFORT. The boys were visiting a place not far from here: a brick
wall with iron railings on which Mental had dried his clothes, and below
which he had slept at night with everything he owned tied up in a sack
that he hu.ggtd :ight as if it were his wife.

In the yellow-pink light of the letters that formed HOTEL ROYAL
PINEK, rh:_',' saw the small day gnds thar Mental had a.rran.g:d in a niche
in the wall, Lord Ganesh with his trunk curled up in his chest and Lord
Hanuman lifting a mountain with one hand and Lord Krishna playing
the flute, sun-dried mari.golds pn:ss:ld down with stones at their feet.

The boys knocked their forcheads against the wall and asked Mental
why he had ro dic. One of them whispered Mental’s real name into the
wind, which was a sccret known only to them, and a shadow stirred in
the lane. The boys thought it was a cat or a flying fox, though there
was a charge in the air, the metallic taste of electricity on their tongues,
the flicker of a rainbow-coloured bolt of light, gone so soon they could
have orlly im:l.gin:ld it. Th:y were worn out from hunting bottles and
|1'ght—|1ca|:|c|d from hun.g:l_ But the next d:l}ﬁ rooting lhmugh the trash
on the floor of a train, cach one of the three boys found a fifty-rupee
note under different seat-berths.

They knew the money was a gift from Mental's ghost becanse the
air around them lippl:d with the warm breath he exhaled, smd.h'n.g of
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Gold Flake Kings. He had come to them because they had called him
by his real name.

The boys started leaving cigarettes for Mental at his wall, and tinfoil
bowls of spiced chickpeas tangy with lime juice and garnished with
coriander leaves and slivers of red onions. They cracked rude jokes about
the smells and sounds that Mental had produced the afternoon he ate
a quarter-kilo of chickpeas in one sitting. His ghost didnt care for their
wisecracks and afterwards they found cigarette holes in their shirts.

Mental’s boys arc scattered across the city now, and we hear some of
them are grown up and married with children of their own. But even
today, a famished boy who falls asleep with Mental's true name on his
cracked lips will wake up to find a white tourist buying him ice cream
or a gr. her-type lady pressing a paratha into his hands. It not
much, but Mental wasn't a rich man, so he didnt become a rich ghost.

The funny thing about Mental is that his boys were the ones who
gave him that name. When they first met him, they saw he was tough
in many ways but his eyes turned soft if they showed him a missing toc
or a scar thrashing like a dying fish on the back of their thighs where
they had been whipped with red-hot iron chains. They decided that
only a man who was Mental could be half-good in this crooked world.
But first they called him Brother and the youngest boys called him Uncle
and much later they started to say Menzal, look at how many bottles I
found today, and he didnt mind because he knew why they had settled
on that name.

Months after he became Mental, on a spring night when he had
drained several glasses of bhang, he bought the boys creamy phimi in
cay cups and whispered to them the name his parents had given him.
He told them he ran away from home when he was seven because his
mother cuffed him for ditching school to hang about with the town’s

d
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Roadside Romeos, who burst into shrill sSOng each time a glrl walked
past them.

His first few weeks in the city, Mental lived in the milway station,
wolfing down scraps from the half-eaten parcels of food that passengers

threw out of train windows, and hidjng from the polic,: in the alcoves
beneath footbridges. Fvery thumping step above him felt like a blow o
his head. For a while he believed his parents would arrive by train
to find him, scold him for frightening them and take him home. At
ru'ghl: he slcpt ﬁrﬁ.LUy, hc:u'ing his mother call his name, but it was onl}r
the wind, the rattle of a train, or the glassy voice of 3 woman announcing
that the North-Fast Express from Shillong was delayed by four hours.
Mental d‘u:lu.ghl: of going back home but he didn't, because he was
ashamed of himself, and because the city made men out of boys, and
he was fed up of being a child and wanted to be a man.

Now that Mental is a ghost, he wishes he were seven again. We figure
that’s why he wants to hear his old name. It reminds him of his parents,
and the bay he used to be before he hitched a ride on a train.

Mental’s real name is a secret. His boys won't tell anyone. We think
it must be a name so good, if Mental had gone to Mumbai instead of
coming here, a film star would have Hicked it from him.

There are many Mentals in this city. We shouldn® be afraid of them.
Our gods are too busy to hear our prayers, but ghosts — ghosts have
nothing to do but wait and wander, wander and wait, and they are
a}ways lisu:'ning to our words because rl'l.cv are bored and that’s one way
to pass the time.

Remember, rhcy don't work for free. Thcv l'n:lp us rml)' if we offer
them something in return. For Mental, it’s a voice calling his true name,
and for others it's a gl.'lsa of hooch or a string of jasmine or a kehab
from Ustad’s. It’s no different from what gods ask pmplc to do for them,
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except most ghosts dont want us to fast or light lamps or write their
names over and over again in a notebook.

The hardest part is finding the right ghost. Mental is for boys because
he never hired girls, but there are woman ghosts and old woman ghosts
and cven baby girl ghosts who can guard girls. We need ghosts more
than anyone else maybe, because we are railway-station boys without
parents and homes. If we are still here, it’s only because we know how
to summon ghosts at will.

Some people think we believe in the supernatural because we inhale
glue and snort heroin and drink desi daru thats strong enough to put
a moustache on a baby. But these people, these people with marble
floors and electric heaters, they weren't with Mental's boys on the winter
night the police chased them out of the railway station.

That night, a bitter-cold wind blew across the city, scoring lines into
stone. The boys didnt have twenty rupees between them to rent a quilt
for cight hours, and the quilt-wallah swore at them when they asked if
he could lend them one on credit. They sat shivering under a dark street
lamp with a shartered glass cage, outside a shelter with no more beds
free for the night. Spokes of pain turned in their hands and legs. When
they couldnt bear it anymore, they called Mental.

We are sorry to disturb you again, they said. But we are afraid we
will die.

The broken strect lamp crackled and glowed. The boys looked up.
Beams of light syrupy and yellow with warmth tumbled down.

“Wait,” Mental’s ghost said to them, ‘let me see what else I can do.”



I Look at Our House With—

—upside-down cyes and count five holes in our tin roof. There might
be more, but I can't see them because the black smog outside has wiped
the stars off the sky. I picture a djinn crouching down on the roof, his
eye turning like a key in a lock as he watches us through a hole, waiting
for Ma and Papa and Runu-Didi to fall asleep so that he can draw out
my soul. Djinns aren’t real, but if they were, they would only steal
children because we have the most delicious souls.

My clbows wobble on the bed, so I lean my legs against the wall.
Runu-Didi stops counting the seconds 1 have been topsy-turvy and says,
‘Arrcy, Jai, I'm right here and still you're cheating-cheating. You have no
shame, kya?” Her voice is high and jumpy because she's too happy that
I cant stay upside down for as long as she can.

Didi and 1 are having a headstand contest but it’s not a fair one. The
yoga classes at our school are for students in Standard Six and above,
and Runu-Didi is in Standard Seven, so she gets to learn from a real
teacher. I'm in Standard Four, so I have to rely on Baba Devanand on
TV, who says that if we do headstands, children like me will:

* never have to wear glasses our whole lives;

* never have white in our hair or black holes in our tecth;
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* never have puddles in our brains or slowness in our arms and

legs;
¢ always be No. 1 in School + College + Office + Home.

I like headstands a lot more than the huff-puff exercises Baba
Devanand does with his legs crossed in the lotus position. But right
now, if I stay upside down any longer, I'll break my neck, so I flump
to the bed that smells of coriander powder and raw onions and Ma and
bricks and cement and Papa.

“Baba Jai has been proved to be a conman,’” Runu-Didi shouts like
the newspeople whose faces redden cvery night from the angry news
they have to read out on TV. “Will our nation just stand and watch?

‘Uff, Runu, you're giving me a headache with your screaming,’ Ma
says from the kitchen corner of our house. She’s shaping rotis into perfect
rounds with the same rolling pin that she uses to whack my backside
when I shout bad words while Didi talks to Nana-Nani on Ma’s mobile
phone.

‘T won I won I won,’ Didi sings now. She’s louder than next-door’s
TV and next-to-next-door’s howling baby and the neighbours who
squabble every day about who stole water from whose water barrel.

I stick my fingers in my cars. Runu-Didi’s lips move but it’s as if
she’s speaking the bubble language of fish in a glass tank. I cant hear a
word of her chik-chik. If I lived in a big house, I would take my shut-
cars and run up the stairs two at a time and squash myself inside a
cupboard. But we live in a basti, so our house has only onc room. Papa
likes to say that this room has everything we need for our happiness to
grow. He means me and Didi and Ma, and not the TV, which is the
best thing we own.



From where I'm ]ylng on the bed, 1 can see the TV c]c-all}'_ Tt looks
down on me from a shelf that also holds steel pJats and aluminium
tins. Round letters on the TV screen say, Dilli: Police Commissionet’s
Missing Cat Spotted. Sometimes the Hindi news is written in letters
that look like thq' are spurting bload, cspccia]]}' when the ncwspcop]c

ask us tough questions we can’t answer, like:

Does a Ghost Live in the Supreme Court?

or

Ate Pigeons Terrorists Trained by Pakistan?

ar

Is a Bull this Varanasi Sarl Shop’s Best Customer?
or

Did a Rasgulla Break Up Actress Vecna's Marriage?

Ma likes such stories because she and Papa can argue about them
for hours.

My favourite shows are ones that Ma says I'm not old enough to
watch, like Palice Patrol and Live Crime. Sometimes Ma switches off the
TV right in the middle of a murder because she says it’s too sick-making.
But somctimes she [caves it on because she likes guessing who the cvil
people are and telling me how the policernen are sons-of-owls for never
spotting criminals as fast as she can.

Runu-Didi has stopped talking to stretch her hands behind her back.
She thinks she's Usain Bolt, but she’s on]y on the school’s r:]:]}' team.
Relay isnt a real sport. That's why Ma and Papa let her take part though
some of the chachas and chachis in our basti say running brlngs dishonour
to girls. Didi says basti-people will shut up ence her team wins the

inter-district tournament and also the state d’)ampiunshlps.



My ﬁng:rs are going numb in My ears, so 1 puu them out and wipe
them against my cargo pants that are alrt:ldy sparttmd with ink and
mud and grease. All my clothes are dirty like these pants, my uniform
T

I have been asking Ma to let me wear the new uniform thar [ got
free from school this winter, but Ma keeps it on top of a shelf where 1
can't reach it. She says only rich people throw clothes away when there’s
still life left in them. If I show her how my brown trouscrs end well
abave my ankles, Ma will say even film stars wear ill-ﬁm’ng clothes
because it’s the latest fashion.

She’s still making up things to ick me like she did when 1 was
smaller than I'm now. She doesnt know that every morning, Pari and
Faiz laugh when they see me and tell me I look like a joss stick but one
that smells of fart.

‘Ma, listen, my uniform—" 1 say and [ stop because there’s a scream
from outside so loud I think it will squish the walls of our house. Runu-
Didi gasps and Ma's hand brushes against a hot pan by mistake and her
face goes all sharp and jagped like bitter-gourd skin.

I think it's Papa trying to scarc us. He's always singing old Hindi
songs in his hairy voice that rolls down the alleys of our basti like an
empty LP'G cylinder, waking up stray dogs and babies and making them
bawl. But then the scream punches our walls apain, and Ma switches
off the stove and we run out of the house.

The cold slithers up my bare feet. Shadows and voices judd:r across
the alley. The smog combs my hair with fingers that are smoky but also
d:l.mp at the same time. F‘mpl: shout, “Whar's happcﬂing? Has somcd'ting
happened? Wha's screaming? Did someone scream? Goats that their
owners have dressed in old sweaters and shires so rh::,' wont catch a
chill hide under the charpa.is on both sides of the allc_\-'_ The |igh|s in
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the hi-fi buildings near our basti blink like fireflies and then disappear.
‘The current’s gone off.

I don’t know where Ma and Runu-Didi are. Women wearing clinking
glass bangles hold up mobile-phone torches and kerosene lanterns but
their light is wishy-washy in the smog.

Everyone around me is taller than I am, and their worried hips and
clbows knock into my face as they ask cach other about the screams.
We can tell by now that they are coming from Drunkard Laloo’s house.

‘Something bad is going on over there,’ a chacha who lives in our
alley says. ‘Laloo’s wife was running around the basti, asking if anyone
had scen her son. She was even at the rubbish ground, calling his name.”

“That Laloo too, na, all the time beating his wife, beating his children,’
a woman says. ‘Just you wait and see, one day his wife will also disap-
pear. What will that useless fellow do for money then? From where will
he get his hooch, haan?

I wonder which one of Drunkard Laloo’s sons is missing. The eldest,
Bahadur, is a stutterer who is in my dass.

The carth twitches as a metro train rumbles underground somewhere
near us. It will worm out of a tunnel, zoom past half-finished buildings,
and dlimb up a bridge to an above-ground station before returning to
the city because this is where the Purple Line ends. The metro station
is new, and Papa was onc of the people who built its sparkly walls. Now
he’s making a tower so tall they have to put flashing red lights on top
to warn pilots not to fly too low.

“The screams have stopped. I'm cold and my tecth are talking among
themselves. Then Runu-Didi’s hand darts out of the darkness, snatches
me, and drags me forward. She runs fast, as if she’s competing in a relay
race and I'm the baton shes about to pass to a teammate.

‘Stop,’ 1 say, hitting the brakes. “Where are we going?’
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‘Didn't you hear what people were saying about Bahadur?

‘He's lost?”

“You dont want to find out more?’

Runu-Didi can't see my face in the smog but I nod. We follow a
lantern swinging from somcone’s hands, but it’s not bright enough to
show us the puddles where washing-up water has collected and we keep
stepping into them. The water is icky and 1 should turn around but I
also want to know what happened to Bahadur. Teachers never ask him
questions in class because of his stammer. When [ was in Standard Two,
I tried going ka-ka-ka too, but that only got me a rap on the knuckles
with a wooden ruler. Ruler beatings hurt much worse than canings.

I almost trip over Fatima-ben’s buffalo, who's lying in the middle of
the alley, a giant black smudge that 1 can't tell apart from the smog. Ma
says the buffalo is like a sage who has been meditating for hundreds
and hundreds of years in the sun and the rain and the snow. Faiz and
I once pretended to be lions and roared at Buffalo-Baba, and we pelted
him with pebbles, but he didn't even roll his big buffalo eyes or shake
his backward-curving horns at us.

All the lanterns and phone-torches have stopped outside Bahadur's
house. We can't sec anything because of the crowd. I tell Runu-Didi to
wait and jostle past trouser-clad, sari-clad, dhoti-dlad legs, and hands
that smell of kerosene and sweat and food and metal. Bahadur’s ma is
sitting on the doorstep, crying, folded in half like a sheet of paper, with
my ma on one side and our ncighbour Shanti-Chachi on the other.
Drunkard Laloo squats next to them, his head bobbling as his red-
rivered eyes squint up at our faces.

I don't know how Ma got here before me. Shanti-Chachi smooths
Bahadur’s ma’s hair, rubs her back, and says things like, ‘He's only a
child, must be somewhere around here. Can't have gone thar far”
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Bahadur’s ma doesn't stop sobbing, but the gaps between her sobs
grow longer. That's because Shanti-Chachi has magic in her hands. Ma
says chachi is the best midwife in the word. If a baby is blue and quiet
when it’s born, chachi can bring red to its checks and screams to its lips
just by rubbirLg its feet.

Ma sees me in the crowd and asks, ‘Jai, was Bahadur at school today?’

‘Mo, I say. Bahadur’s ma looks so sad thar [ wish | could remember
when T last saw him. Bahadur docsn’t speak much, so no one notices if
he’s in the classroom or not. Then Pari sticks her head our of the sea
of legs and says, "He hasnt been coming to school. We saw him last
Thursday.

Today is Tuesday, so Bahadur has been gone for five days. Pari and
Faiz mutter ‘side-side-side” as if they are waiters carrying wire racks of
steaming, chai gl:lss:s, and PCDPIE make way for them w pass. Then |:|1c\.r
stand next to me. Both of them are still wearing our school uniform. Ma
has told me to change into home clothes as soon as | enter the house so
that my uniform won't get even more mucky. She's too strict.

“Where were you?’ Pari asks. "We looked for you everywhere”

‘Here only, 1 say.

Pari has pinned back her fringe at such a height that it looks like
one-half of a mosque’s onion dome. Before I can ask why no one real-
ised Bahadur was missing until today, Pari and Faiz tell me why, because
they are my friends and they can see the thoughts in my head.

‘His mother, na, for a2 week or so she wasn’t here,” Faiz whisp:rs
‘And his father—

‘iz World-Best Bewda No. 1. If a bandicoot chews off his ears, he
won't know because he'’s fultoo drunk all the time,’ Pari says loudly as
if she wants Drunkard Laloo to hear her. “The chachis next door should
have noticed that Bahadur is missing, don't you think?
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Pari is always quick to blame others because she thinks she's perfect.

“The chachis have been taking care of Bahadur’s brother and sister,”
Faiz explains to me. “They thought Bahadur was staying with a friend.’

I nudge Pari and zoom my eyes towards Omvir, who's hiding behind
grown-ups and twisting a ring on his finger that glows white in the
dark. He's Bahadur’s only friend, though Omvir is in Standard Five and
doesnt come to school often because he has to help his papa, a press-
wallah who irons the creases out of hi-fi people’s clothes.

‘Listen, Omvir, you know where Bahadur is?” Pari asks.

Omvir hunches into his maroon sweater, but Bahadur’s ma’s cars
have already picked up the question. ‘He doesnt know;’ she says. ‘He
was the first person 1 asked.’

Pari points her onion-fringe at Drunkard Laloo and says, ‘All this
must be his fault.

Every day we see Drunkard Laloo stumbling around the basti, drool
dripping from his mouth, doing nothing but cating air. He's a beggy-
type fellow who somctimes asks even Pari and me if we have coins to
spare so that he can buy a glass of kadak chai. It’s Bahadur’s ma who
makes money by working as a nanny and maid for a family in one of
the hi-fi buildings near our basti. Ma and lots of chachis in the basti
also work for the hi-fi people who live up there.

I turn to look at the buildings that have fancy names like Palm
Springs and Mayfair and Golden Gate and Athena. They are dose to
our basti but scem far because of the rubbish ground in between, and
also a tall brick wall with barbed wire on top that Ma says is not tall
enough to keep out the stink from the rubbish mounds. There are many
grown-ups bchind me but through the spaces between their monkey
caps | can see that the hi-fi buildings have light now. It must be because
they have diesel generators. Our basti is still dark.
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“Why did 1 go?” Bahadur’s ma asks Shanti-Chachi. ‘I should have
never lefe them alone.

“The hi-fi family went to Neemrana, and they took Bahadurs ma
with them. To look after their babics,” Pari tells me.

“What's Neemrana?” 1 ask.

‘It’s a fort-palace in Rajasthan,’ Pari says. ‘On top of a hill”

‘Bahadur could be with his nana-nani,’ someone tells Bahadur’s ma.
‘Or one of his chacha-chachis.”

‘1 called them,’ Bahadur’s ma says. “He isnt with any of them.’

Drunkard Laloo tries to stand, one hand pressing the ground.
Someone helps him up and, swinging from side to side, he hobbles
towards us. “Where is Bahadur?’ he asks. “You play with him, don't
you?'

We step backwards, bumping into people. Omvir and his maroon
sweater vanish into the crowd. Drunkard Laloo kneels down in front
of us, nearly toppling over, but he manages to level his old-man cyes
with my child-cyes. Then he catches me by my shoulders and shakes
me back and forth as if I'm a soda bottle and he wants to make me
fizz. 1 try to wriggle out of his grip. Instead of saving me, Pari and Faiz
scoot off.

“You know where my son is, don't you? Drunkard Laloo asks.

I guess | could help him find Bahadur because 1 know loads about
detectiving, but his smelly breath is rushing into my face and all I want
to do is run away.

‘Leave that boy alone,” someone shouts.

I don't think Drunkard Laloo will listen, but he ruffles my hair and
mutters, ‘Okay, okay.” Then he lets go of me.



Papa always leaves for work early, when I'm still slecping, but the next
morning [ wake up to the smell of turpentine on his shirt, and his rough
hands grazing my checks.

“Be carcful. You walk with Runu to school and back, you hear me?’
he says.

I scrunch up my nose. Papa treats me like a small child though I'm
nine years old.

‘After class, come straight home,” he says. ‘No wandering around
Bhoot Bazaar by yourself.” He kisses me on the forchead, and says again,
“You'll be carcful?”

I wonder what he imagines has happened to Bahadur. Does he think
a djinn snatched him? But Papa doesn't believe in djinns.

I go outside to say okay-tata-bye to him, then 1 brush my teeth. Men
who are Papa’s age soap their faces, and cough and spit as if they hope
the insides of their throats will jump out of them into the ground. I
want to sce how far my frothy-white spit can go, so I let my mouth
make boom-boom explosions.

‘Stop that right now, Jai,' I hear Ma say. She and Runu-Didi are
carrying the pots and jerrycans of water they have collected from the
one tap in our basti that works, but only between six and cight in the
morning and sometimes for an hour in the evening. Didi opens the lids
of the two water barrels standing on cither side of our door, and Ma
emptics the pots and jerrycans into them, splashing water all over herself
in her hurry.

I finish tooth-brushing. “Why are you still here?” Ma snaps at me.
“You want to be late for school again?’

It’s actually Ma who’s late for work, so she runs off while also fixing
her hair, which has come loose from the knot at the back of her head.
The hi-fi madam whose flat Ma cleans is 2 mean lady who has already
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put two strikes against Ma’s name for being late. One night when I was
pretending to sleep, Ma told Papa that the madam had threatened to
chop her into tiny-tiny picces and chuck slices of her over the balcony
for the kites circling the building to catch.

Runu-Didi and 1 go to the toilet complex near the rubbish ground,
carrying buckets into which we have thrown soaps, towels and mugs.
The black smog is still sulking above us. It pricks my eyes and plashes
tears onto my checks. Didi teases me by saying that I must be missing
Bahadur.

“You're crying for your dost?” she asks, and 1 would tell her to shut
up, but there are long queues for the toilets even though it costs two
rupees to go, and I have to focus on shifting my weight from one leg
to another so that my backside won't burst.

The ker, who sits behind a desk at the main entrance of the
toilets where it divides into Ladies and Gents, is taking ages to collect
the money and let people through. He's supposed to work from five in
the morning till cleven in the night, but he locks up the complex when-
ever he wants and leaves. Then we have to go in the rubbish ground.

It’s free, but anyone can see our backsides there, our classmates and pigs
and dogs and cows as old as Nana-Nani that will cat our dothes off us
if they can.

Runu-Didi stands in the ladies” queue, I stand in the gents’. Didi
says men keep trying to peep into the Ladies. Probably to sce if their
toilets and bathrooms are cleaner.

‘The people in my queue are chatting about Bahadur. “That boy must
be hiding somewhere,” a chacha says, ‘waiting for his mother to kick his
father out.” Everyone murmurs in agreement. They decide Bahadur will
come home once he tires of brawling with stray dogs for an old roti in
a pile of rubbish.



The men talk about how loudly Bahadur's ma screamed last night,
loud cnough to scare the ghosﬁ that live in Bhoot Bazaar, and rhc_',' jokc
with cach other about how long it will take them to realise that onc of
their own children is missing, Hours-days-weeks-months?

A chacha says that even if he notices he won't bring it up. ‘T have
cight children. What difference will one less or one more make?” he
says, and everyone laughs. The smog is worrying their eyes too, so they
are also crying at the same time.

1 get to the front of the queue, pay the caretaker, and do my business
quid&y_ I wonder if Bahadur has run off to some Placc with nice-clean
toilets and bathrooms that smell of jasmine. If 1 had a bathroom like
that, 1 would have taken bucket-baths every da}r.



