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  For Mette Moestrup 


  ONE


  Arzee


  Ever since he’d taken up this way, things had changed. It was difficult to say precisely how, or what this had brought him, but he knew they had, so then? He’d cast away some worthless notions and become newly open to others; he uttered words he did not mean, and was secretly pleased he’d said them. He offered less, took more; he was not flat-footed any longer, but threw himself into the dance. Of course, he was still small – that he could never do anything about. But…he wanted people to always find themselves up against that ‘but’ when they thought of him.


  In sum and record, he’d spread himself wider, wider, wider. He’d been too predictable earlier, too submissive, a soft touch. Each day in the world was a battle against the might and will of myriad forces, so then why shouldn’t he change track and direction as it suited him? A man couldn’t just be as he was, as he felt he should be – this world wasn’t a place for feelings! Instead he had to figure out what his situation was, and then set himself up to deal with that, to hold his own – just as plants couldn’t grow unless they turned their heads towards the sun. He saw how, being ignorant of these primary truths, and being so straight and simple, and not keeping anything in reserve, he’d been a fool in the past, and naturally he’d received a fool’s return. If he so much as lent out a cigarette now…he’d make a mental note of that! The world was on credit when dealing with him – there was plenty it had to pay back.


  Had it struck anyone how much he’d changed? Arzee wasn’t sure. People were so caught up with themselves that they knew, they kept telling, their own histories in the minutest detail, but at the same time were oblivious to major movements in others! Or if they did notice a change, they hankered after the old person who had now vanished, not respecting the laws of age, time, and motion. But that wasn’t possible – earlier he might have admitted their claims, but not any more. They weren’t in charge of who he was – he was!


  For a long time he’d nursed his wounds in his small heart that simmered with rage and bitterness, but now he was back to moving forward, to looking forward. In the wake and aftermath of that matter he tried not to think about any more, he’d emerged not weaker but stronger. Stronger!


  Why, in some ways he’d only been a boy before.


  TWO


  Looking Forward


  At noon on a significant day in August, Arzee was playing cards with his friends in the small room of Shinde the driver.


  They were four: Arzee, chewing gum, perched jauntily upon a sack of rice that raised him higher than the others; round-bellied Shinde the driver, as breathless as a bus wheezing on a choked street even in rest; and Hari of the brass band, bare-chested, wearing only the gold-lined red trousers of his uniform. Lastly, there was a fellow whom Hari had picked up somewhere that morning to make a hand of four, and whose name Arzee hadn’t bothered to store. What did he care? This was a city of fifteen million. He might never see this X again. And if the man wanted to be friends…let him speak first! Arzee couldn’t keep going out of his way to make others feel comfortable.


  Although it was day outside, it was like night inside – Arzee seemed to float through night-worlds day and night. The dirty curtains at the windows were drawn, and a naked bulb hanging from a wire cast a sticky light over the scene, which resembled the sanctum of a temple at the moment when the most pious devotees gather around the deity after everyone else has gone, and speak in hushed voices. Tinny music was being forced out of a transistor lying on its side, supplying the beat that improved the taste of the cheap spirits glowing in glasses. A leaky water pipe was whispering under the sink, as if it was privy to a secret it could never forget, and behind the bed in the corner could be heard the persistent scraping of a mouse that had invited itself into Shinde’s home. It was – for some time it had been – Arzee’s turn to play.


  ‘Your chance,’ said the stranger.


  There was a distracted expression on Arzee’s face as he held up his cards in the stubby fingers of his left hand. His gaze was roving, as if pulled by invisible threads – he was thinking of something else. At the outsider’s prompting he looked again at his hopeless hand. Although his life was surging forward, his planets moving rapidly into new positions, in the matter of cards his luck was still the same as ever! Arzee was superstitious: on a day like this, it would be inauspicious to lose. He spoke up suddenly:


  ‘Listen! I’ve got something to tell you.’


  ‘Play first!’ commanded Shinde. ‘I know you well.’


  Arzee muttered something, folded his wad of gum into a bus ticket and put it away, and looked at his cards again. As he leaned back to reach into his trouser pocket, his head, which was large in comparison to his body, retreated from the light, and for a moment he was only a nose jutting out above a pair of pursed lips and a craggy chin. Hari made a sardonic remark just out of reach of Arzee’s ears, and everyone snickered. Arzee’s chin tightened and the lips drew in a sharp breath, and then his face reappeared whole again, fierce now with its bushy eyebrows and bright beady eyes. Usually Arzee was quick to take offence. Often he took offence when none was meant. But today he only grinned and stuck a cigarette between his crooked front teeth. Suddenly he drew his small leg back, as if a puppet moved by a string, and then with a whoosh of motion he sent all the cards on the floor flying into the faces of his sputtering friends.


  Delighted by the consternation he had caused, he raised his arms above him and screeched, ‘Aiee…look at what I’ve done! And I was going to win in another two plays!’


  ‘You little…!’ cried Hari, throwing down his hand in disgust.


  ‘It’s a draw! The court is adjourned!’ cried Arzee. ‘It was time for me to go anyway.’


  ‘It wouldn’t have been time if these two jacks here had been with you!’


  ‘Could be, could be,’ cackled Arzee, rubbing his hands together. ‘Remember, all’s fair and fine, friends, when life’s not fair.’


  And now, though he was keen not to be interrupted, he paused for a moment before he said what he’d been wanting to say for the last ten minutes – what he’d been wanting to say, and yet was unable to say, for fear of getting ahead of himself. But he’d gone over the possibilities so carefully! There couldn’t be any conclusion other than this. He couldn’t be fearful any more – he’d told himself that a hundred times. Yet old fears weren’t so easily shaken off – they seeped into you, and became a part of you. Then again, to not enjoy what was yours – that was almost as bad as not having it at all.


  He stood up, hitched his trousers up, and cleared his throat. The tip of his belt, short of its loop, stuck out in front of him as if making its own point.


  ‘Are you going?’ said Hari. ‘What are you shaking like that for?’


  ‘Listen! I’ve got news,’ said Arzee. ‘It’s about the cinema. Phiroz is…I’m getting a promotion.’


  Phiroz K. Pir – was – retiring. After more than thirty years as head projectionist of the Noor cinema, old Phiroz was going to call it a day and pass on the custody of the projection room and the Babur to his deputy. Yes! The end credits were soon going to be rolling on Phirozbhai’s career, with the names of his mother and father, his employers, his friends and assistants, his late wife, the cinema dog Tyson. The strange thing was: there was no special reason for Phiroz to retire now. As he was already past seventy, and not significantly better or worse off than five years ago, he might as well have carried on, till the call came for him from above to quit not just the Noor but this world altogether, and his soul was projected into the heavens on a beam like the one that arrowed across the Noor. But Arzee saw how there must come a point in a man’s life when he realizes he has run his course: he need go on no longer, and now his life will actually run in reverse, as he puts his feet up and thinks about the old times, about all the departed ones who’d once held taut his days.


  And so Phirozbhai, who’d been in show business from the time his hair was thick and dark, and the movies only blacks and whites and greys, and the heroines so demure and chaste, had decided, voluntarily, to take his leave of the crumbling but still-grand empire. It was hard to believe that very soon Phiroz’s thick-set, forward-bent figure, a jute bag on one shoulder, the lips mumbling what only the ears could hear, would no longer be seen entering and leaving the cinema at exactly the same hour each day – hard to imagine that his balding and professorial head, the oblong cranium nearly bare except for two strips of hair above each ear the size of combs, would no longer be seen sticking out of the window on the top floor as he studied the colour of the sky between reels, or tossed grain to the pigeons doing skips and turns on the window sill. But that was how it was, how it was going to be. It was now the age of Arzee. Of course Phiroz could still come and visit whenever he liked. Whenever – he – liked.


  Shinde clapped Arzee repeatedly on the back, shaking up his bones and the cigarette out of his mouth, and bellowed, ‘You’re on the top floor, Arzoo! You’re at the climax! Tell me – tell me how it feels! Does it feel good? Does it feel really good?’ He jiggled lewdly.


  Arzee hated being called Arzoo, which was the name his mother used for him, but he was so excited that this time he did not protest.


  ‘But how?’ said Hari, who, like Shinde, knew all about Phiroz without ever having met him. ‘How did the old Parsi finally make way?’


  ‘I might have had something to do with it,’ said Arzee, with a laugh. ‘I’ve been playing around with old Phiroz. I say I can’t find things where they should be – that the reels in the cabinet aren’t in the right order. Actually, Phiroz is so far gone there isn’t any way of dealing with him without also playing with him. If I look at him steadily for a minute or two, I have to wave my hands in front of my eyes, to jerk them out of slow motion. And it takes him the length of a reel to walk up the last flight of stairs to the projection room. Any day now he’s going to stop completely, and become a statue. Speed – that’s what we need at the Noor!’ he crowed. ‘Not slowness, not sleepiness. The trouble is that Phiroz has a daughter who’s yet to be married. That’s why he’s kept going for all these years. But yesterday I learnt that he’d gone to the manager and given notice.’


  ‘Why don’t you marry his daughter, Arzee? Let everything that he owns be passed over to you.’


  ‘Me? Never! She’s sure to be ugly as a dog, that’s why her father’s still stuck with her,’ said Arzee. But the jest had struck its target, and even as this remark left his lips his face darkened, and he spoke up once again:


  ‘Actually, I might also be getting married in a few months. Mother is looking at a proposal. The girl is from Nasik.’


  As soon as Arzee had uttered these words, which were greeted with more whoops and whistles, he wished he had reined in his tongue. But it was too late now. He’d just gone with the good feeling and said it! Now that he was twenty-eight, marriage was a particularly touchy issue with him, and so when the matter was touched he always spoke up right away, like one of those press-button dolls. But he did so want to get married, and show he was just like anybody else. He wanted to accumulate all the things that would make him a bigger, a more secure person. He didn’t want people to joke and titter about him – not to his face, and not even in private. Now the joke was to be on them. They should suffer intensely for all that he had gone through. He’d see to it himself, as his power swelled. Then he’d laugh.


  ‘So there’s going to be a wedding soon!’ said Hari. ‘The story comes to an end with a wedding. I’m going to compose a tune for this special occasion, Arzee. A great tune. Everybody be quiet… I can hear it coming already.’


  ‘I’ve heard your new tunes – you just stick to the old ones,’ said Arzee, and cackled. ‘And now, my friends, I’ll be making a move. If you want to play tomorrow, give me a call. Remember, the best warnings are always the earliest ones.’


  ‘Arzee…’


  ‘What?’


  ‘I’m totally broke. Could you lend me a fifty? Anyway, you’re going to be swimming in riches shortly.’


  ‘Who said so?’ said Arzee, and hesitated. ‘A fifty? I’ll have to see. Did I bring my wallet with me? Um…I did. But I think I only have a five hundred, and one or two tens…why don’t you take it from Hari or our friend here?’ But Shinde kept looking at him. ‘Actually, there is a fifty in here, but I need it myself, because nobody’s going to give me change for five hundred.’ But Shinde kept looking at him. ‘That’s why…all right, here it is. But remember to pay me back tomorrow. Money doesn’t grow on trees.’


  ‘I’ll pay you back right away,’ said Shinde. ‘Here’s your fifty.’


  ‘What’s the meaning of this madness?’ said Arzee, but he could already see what the meaning was. Shinde was rolling on the floor, clutching his stomach.


  ‘I was just checking if good fortune has done anything to change our miser friend – ho ho ho!’ he laughed. ‘But once a tightfist, always a tightfist. Did I ever tell you: in school he once bought me a samosa in sixth standard because I’d forgotten my lunch money. And he kept pestering me about it till I bought him one back in eighth standard – ho ho ho!’


  ‘You’re a bastard and the son of a whore, that’s what,’ said Arzee. ‘Lend me a fifty yourself if you’re so generous. I know you won’t get a wink of sleep till I return it.’ He put his wallet back into his pocket, and tried to look haughty. ‘So…if you people are done with your jokes, I’ll go now.’


  ‘I saw Ranade’s ghost in the corridor this morning,’ said Hari. ‘Don’t take fright if you see him.’


  ‘I won’t. Why should I? He won’t mess with me, as I never knew him,’ said Arzee.


  He tied up a truant shoelace, put his collar up, and left with a breezy wave, thinking of Ranade.


  If ever there was an instance of someone so in love with this world that even death could not tear him away from the established routine and unfinished business of living, then it was Ranade the stockbroker, who used to live – still lived – on the floor just below Shinde. Two years ago Ranade, a bachelor, had been hit by a stroke and passed away. But not for long, for it seemed he’d passed right back in. Within a week of what was thought to be his final, irreversible departure he was seen back on his first-floor corridor – and not even furtively in the black of night, but nonchalantly, in the clear light of day. His hand was at his lips and he kept drawing and exhaling as if smoking a cigarette, as he often would when taking a break from work when he was alive. One person, not knowing who he was talking to, had even held a conversation with him for ten minutes, and had come away with advice to hold on to Larsen & Toubro and sell India Cements. Ranade’s belongings had all been disposed of, but at night Shinde heard the familiar sounds of a tapping at a keyboard from down below, and the scraping of a spoon as Ranade ate his lonely dinner. As the room was clearly haunted, no one was willing to rent it any more. And so Ranade stayed right where he was, and it was as if he’d never gone. Out of curiosity, Shinde had left a pack of cigarettes at Ranade’s door one night, and the next morning it was gone! Ghosts weren’t as airy and insubstantial as was commonly thought, but clearly had a need for the goods of this world. Perhaps there were many others like Ranade in the city. Once it was established there was one like him, there was no reason why there couldn’t be more, all playing the part of life even as they answered the roll-call of the world after. What a curious thing was life – and death too.


  As Arzee went skipping down the staircase, he stopped on the first floor to peep into the corridor, but there was only a cat there, prowling with its tail raised. Perhaps Ranade was working inside his room. Arzee grinned and went on his way.


  All the way down he could hear the clamour, and when he arrived on the narrow street, he found himself swamped by shrieking schoolchildren in their whites and navy-blues, hurtling past after being ejected from the gates of the school at the other end of the street, just by where he lived. The sight of children always dismayed Arzee, and not just because they made him feel old. Although they were no more than ten or eleven, they were all taller than him. Their smooth cheeks seemed to be laughing at his stubbled blue, their growing limbs flexing and showing off in front of his stopped ones. Their curious looks disconcerted him – they couldn’t be allowed to roam like this! He stopped till the head of the storm had passed, leaving trails of stragglers licking ice-creams, trading marbles, or flying paper rockets. He walked past these last ones, meeting their stares with stares till they looked away. He leapt at the low branch of a tree, and brought down a handful of leaves. In the grey sky, clouds seemed to be idly grazing like sheep, and the rumbling from behind them was curiously soothing.


  ‘So it’s come to this,’ he mused, and his compacted body seemed to pulse with these stirrings. ‘It’s not the best result, but it’s something, and something’s better than nothing. Ha – that’s what everybody always told me to believe, that something’s better than nothing. They told me to be thankful that I wasn’t blind, or orphaned, or jobless – that my only burden was to be small. They couldn’t understand what this being small was like – it was only two words to them. But enough of crumbs! On the move! This sky’s so low, I feel I could touch it with a jump. And even if I can’t, I’m still going to be able to reach it in a little while, because now the room in the sky’s all mine. I’ll drag down the body-proud like beasts, like cattle, and leap right above them like a shooting star!’ He raised his arms towards the vastness above, and felt all his life’s tribulations redeemed by this moment. ‘Make way, all, because I’m coming! And I’ll keep talking to myself, I’ll keep the words coming. How hot these words! Today I am made anew.’


  Exultant, he felt pity for the friends he had just left behind, because their lives were so small and narrow, and their humdrum world had none of the peaks and troughs of his. They lived in a middle zone, and never knew what it was to really feel something. And from his friends, his mind moved now to his mother – his old mother, who like all mothers still thought of him as a child, and worried that he was suffering if even so much as a fly came to rest on his arm. How pleased Mother would be to hear this news! Her happiness would top his own, and crown it. And, roused, he began to think of the wife who was coming for him, the girl with hips, breasts, and long hair, bangles and earrings, who would change his life from the moment she set foot inside his little home. His brother Mobin would have to move out of the room they shared between them, and in would come his wife – that certainly was a great bargain! Arzee laughed aloud when he imagined Mobin’s frame, long as his own was short, stretched out on the drawing-room sofa, his feet sticking out resentfully, while he, Arzee, took his pleasure inside. Food cooked in a different way – he was tired of the work of his mother’s free and sloppy hand. A new kind of talk at home – he was bored of the same half-dead conversations about Mother’s medicines and the quality of the vegetables in the market. And a body coming to rest next to his at night, and then all the lights off, and someone close, soft, breathing up and down, waiting to be touched, in all that darkness and silence, by walking fingers. He’d take it! He thought of the five thousand that was the margin between the head projectionist’s salary and his own, and all the little satisfactions that were now in his power: beads and necklaces for his mother, and bangles and trinkets for his wife, and something for Mobin, and peppermints and candied cherries, white shirts from the export-reject shops, a belt with a dragon buckle, lottery tickets, crates of mangoes in summer, fat fish, plump chickens, perfume and deodorant spraying away! It seemed to him that the whole world was available for sale in chunks of five thousand. And he thought of the Noor, and the many beautiful women, his friends, lined up waiting on the first floor to congratulate him and to declare that, from this day on, they were all his. And his mind kept wheeling, whirling, and sometimes he thought some thoughts and sometimes it was the thoughts that seemed to think him.


  He passed the grey building which was his home – he could hear the television blaring all the way up from the second floor, because Mother listened to all her soaps on full volume – and then the empty school, its blue gate being locked by the watchman. Instead of going on straight, he turned into a passage between two buildings, so narrow it was almost invisible. It was a kind of wasteland where everyone threw rubbish which no one then cleared. A broken toilet seat was lying here, and a red plastic chair with three legs. The ground was covered with a squelchy slop of plastic bags, vegetable peelings, and eggshells. Long grasses had sprouted up near the walls, carrying bits and pieces of garbage within their limbs like diseased flowers. Little frogs the same colour as the muck were hopping from one spot to another with springy leaps, and becoming invisible once again as soon as they landed. Arzee’s shoes sank into the wet earth, and when he looked back to see if anyone had seen him enter, he could only see his footprints following him all the way in. He arrived now at a low stone wall, on the other side of which thin whispering sounds could be heard. He hitched up his trousers, hoisted himself up onto the wall using the crevices as footholds, and arrived at the top. He looked down into the silky waters.


  Yes, there was a nasty stench here, but also a lovely still and calm. No one bothered to come out here, and all the pleasures of the place were just for him. As if to mark his arrival, a milky sun had come out over his head, and his reflection in the sewer was backlit, as if there was a halo around him. He studied himself closely, and saw what he already knew: that his forehead was high, his hair wavy and thick, his lips full and pink, his black eyes somewhat crabby and disconsolate. He was good-looking – there was no doubt about that. But what of it? Looks weren’t just about shape and colour, but also about size. Even in his reflection there was something irredeemably odd and stunted about him, like a thought that had come out all wrong in the speaking. The acrid whiff of the sewer was so strong that it felt as if his nostrils were burning. But even so, fish or other forms of life – algae, perhaps, or microbes – seemed to inhabit it, making the surface bubble in little spasms. There was a kind of peace to be had in watching the water go by. Arzee thought of that lost one, that past one, whose current had fallen away from his, and how she’d missed this day in his life. She’d gone, but he’d carried on, and learnt to be strong, and now he was all right, only he thought of her sometimes. He spat into the water, as if expelling the thought.


  How strange! It seemed to Arzee that somebody was calling out his name: ‘Arzee!’ ‘AR-zee!’ ‘AR-ZEE!’ In fact, what with all the echoes of this bounded retreat, it seemed as if the voice was coming out at him from the inky deeps below. Arzee looked around, disoriented. Perhaps it was a trick of his brain: his brain did sometimes play games with him. He sometimes heard the sound of bells or the clopping of hoofs when he was walking home late at night, or else his father’s terrible cry at that moment when his life was pounded out of his body and everything came to an end.


  But somebody was calling out his name. And Arzee recognized that voice – he’d been trying to avoid the person whose voice it was! He turned slowly, dreading the sight. A familiar gaunt figure was advancing up the alley towards him, hungry as a hound dog and just as alarming to look at. Arzee trembled. What an idiot he was! At the exact moment when he was being hunted for, he had to be standing here in a place cordoned off on three sides, his figure sticking out halfway into the sky! He darted left and right like a bird, but his agitation was useless.


  The figure advanced further and, looking up at Arzee, said in a hoarse voice:


  ‘Got you at last, you little bastard! Don’t think you can hide too long from Deepak! Even when you hide, it’s actually Deepak who’s giving you permission to hide, waiting for you to get your act together. Keep hiding and skulking like this, and he sniffs you out and comes over to collect, and then either you pay, or else you really pay. Now come, my little birdie. Get down from your perch and tell me: where’s my money?’


  THREE


  Caught by Deepak


  One day a man – a friend of Arzee – wakes up in the morning, puts on his clothes, eats breakfast, and goes to work as usual.


  He goes to work, but it’s the day of a big cricket match, India vs. Australia, and so nobody is paying any attention to work – the only thing they’re interested in is the score. During a drinks break, the man heads out for a smoke, and he sees many others streaming in and out of a building down the road. He knows what pulls them there, and he’d like to explore that matter too, but all this time he has resisted. But what is he resisting for? Who is rewarding him for resisting? Abruptly a wave of curiosity floods the shore of his natural caution. And so today he heads in after them.


  And there, in a quiet room with the television set tuned in to the cricket and five men busy behind tables, making entries in ledgers and licking their fingers as they count notes, the man looks around nervously. Nobody comes here just to look – they come to play, and till you play, you’re a nobody here. And so, drawing upon a lifetime of thinking about bats and balls, swing and spin, pitches and field placements, the man predicts the probable pattern of play and places a punt on a combination of A and B and C. And with a little chit in his pocket that confirms that today, for the first time, he has played, back he goes, into the steady and the untipped world.


  Back he goes, and in the boss’s room everybody has gathered around the sputtering television to cheer and curse the players, and he keeps quiet, all he does is wait and watch, and shortly afterwards, as C follows B, itself hot upon the heels of A, like a present from the heavens with his name marked on it, he jumps up with a happy cry and rushes off to collect his takings. Victory! He’s beaten the field, quadrupled his money in one shot, and he feels himself brimming over with a swiftness, a sharpness, he has not felt for very long. Money – the look of it, the smell of it!


  And suddenly it is as if a window has opened on the narrow walled corridor of this man’s existence. To play guessing games with probability and chance, and divine a thing before it happens, to import a challenge into a life yawning and stretching its limbs with dullness, all this warms the blood in his veins. The feeling grows and grows, it possesses him, and a few days later he is back in the same room with an envelope stowed inside his shirt, and this time he puts five big ones down on the table. And they register his bet, and also tell him they’re running a special festival scheme. Would he like the same amount on credit to add on to this bet or another one?


  Double the stakes? An alarm bell begins to jangle now in the man’s brain and he knows that this is getting out of hand, but like a child drawn towards candy he agrees and puts his signature on it, persuading himself that great deeds are never achieved without daring. He goes back to work, this friend of Arzee, and as he scuttles around his room, the crackle of the transistor set upon the window sill and the beating of his heart make him feel he’s right there on the playing field in Melbourne. And everything’s going beautifully: Tendulkar’s already eighty-seven not out, and Lee’s been tonked for sixty in eight overs – he can go play the guitar if he likes.


  But at that very moment, as his dreams begin to take on a worldly shape and colour, a roar gushes out from the transistor, and all is overturned. The unthinkable has happened – Tendulkar is out! And that’s all right for Tendulkar, his next chance will come soon, and he gets his paycheck whether he scores a hundred or makes a duck. But it’s the inexperienced, the hopeful, the trusting, the straitened gambler back in Bombay who’s been dealt a crushing blow. He’s in debt bigtime – the scales are pulled from his eyes about what a fool he’s been. Oh Sachin!


  What’s the man to do now? Is there a way to cut his losses? The stricken man paces up and down in his room, thinking, and at last he comes to a conclusion. There’s no point worrying about the five big ones that he put down on the table, because those he’s lost for sure. But what of the five he’d wagered on credit? The least the syndicate can do, and they’re making pots of money anyway, is write off that extra money – money which never existed anyway except as an entry in a ledger. So that’s what he tells them when they call him the next day to collect. But no – the wretches absolutely want the five grand he owes them! He pleads and whines, and they say all right, he can take a bit of time over it, but he’s got to pay. But as they haven’t done the honourable thing by him, he doesn’t see why he shouldn’t hold out either for as long as he can. I can’t pay today – that’s his line when they call him. Tomorrow perhaps, but not today.


  The funny thing was that whenever Arzee told people this story as if the protagonist was someone he knew, they all agreed that the man had a rough time of it, and their sympathies were soothing. But as soon as he revealed the man was he himself, Arzee, they immediately changed their stance, and said it was his fault for trying to leap so far ahead of his size and position. This revealed an important aspect of human nature, which was that people could hold one opinion in the general case and completely the opposite one in the particular, and never spend a moment worrying over the inconsistency. If they could make a scapegoat of someone, they did, and the weaker the person, the harsher their interpretation. But nothing could persuade Arzee that he didn’t have a genuine grievance, another one to add to the many he had already lodged against the world in the complaint book of his heart, and so he kept the excuses and the dodges going.


  And from that time onwards the syndicate had set Deepak on the case, and for the last six months Deepak had been turning up randomly in his life like a bad dream, sometimes twice in a week, sometimes not for four Fridays in a row. When he hadn’t seen Deepak in a while Arzee thought the syndicate had given up on him, and he’d broken free. But it was never long before his hopes were dashed, and the longer he hedged, the more dire were Deepak’s threats.


  Could they really hurt him? Arzee wasn’t sure, but standing here now with Deepak on one side and a dead end on the other it looked like he was going to find out.


  Deepak was about thirty, and always unshaven. He wore loose faded shirts just like Arzee, tight blue jeans that clung to his scraggy legs, and sneakers, their long laces tied around his ankles. His eyes were vacant and moody, and his mouth hung open most of the time, as if his nose wasn’t working properly and needed a backup. Deepak was always stoned, or somewhere on the way to getting there, and clearly not good for very much. But apparently he was the brother of someone important, and the syndicate had probably figured that they could at least get him to chase the smaller fish on their list.


  Deepak’s one achievement in life was to have practised and perfected a demeanour of unsettling irony. He had a way of saying the most sinister things in the most amiable way, as if he was asking after your health when he was really threatening to break your bones. It wasn’t easy to tell what he was thinking – it was as if Deepak himself didn’t know till the last moment. Perhaps he’d learnt this air from watching gangsters in the movies – he was the sort of person who wanted to be a gangster exactly so. All Arzee knew was that Deepak greatly enjoyed torturing him. It was the same relationship between them as that of the class bully and the smallest front-bencher. It seemed to Arzee that if and when he did pay up, his own relief, soured by annoyance at having conceded defeat, would be paralleled exactly by Deepak’s satisfaction and simultaneous regret at the end of their relationship, their history of meetings and negotiations that he was now resuming with such relish.


  ‘Look left,’ said Deepak, advancing, slightly crouched as if to pounce. ‘There’s nowhere for you to go. Look right. There’s no way there either. Behind you there’s the water, and in front of you there’s Deepak. There’s no way up, unless you’ve sprouted a pair of wings under that shirt of yours. And there’s no way down – that’s only for when you go to your grave. Though that’s not too far away, looking at how you’ve been behaving.’


  Deepak was wrong on this last point! It wasn’t a given that Arzee would be buried when he died – he might just be cremated, as his father was a Hindu. But there was nothing to be gained by pointing this out to Deepak – this wasn’t the time for that.


  He gave a nervous laugh and said, ‘How…how are you, Deepakbhai?’


  ‘How how?’ echoed Deepak with an unpleasant laugh. ‘How how? Are we playing doggy dog today? How how?’


  ‘Ha ha ha – good joke, Deepakbhai.’


  ‘You won’t be laughing for much longer, midget man! Do you realize how long I’ve been tailing you, begging you for what’s mine? I’ve spent three or four hundred just chasing you as you hop and skip about town, hiding behind schoolchildren and postboxes. Today’s the day we bring this story to an end. Come, where’s my money?’


  ‘I…I had it last week, Deepakbhai. I would’ve gone to the office and paid up, but you’d said I was to pay up to you as soon as I had the money.’


  ‘I never knew you were so obedient. Okay, we’ll excuse you for that. I’ve come now. Where is it?’


  ‘That’s the thing – I’ve spent it now, Deepakbhai! It was an urgent medical expense. My uncle in Maheshwar had to have heart surgery, and I had to send the money, else they wouldn’t have gone ahead, and then we’d have lost him. We’d have lost my uncle, Deepakbhai!’


  ‘You’re a liar!’


  ‘I’m telling the truth, Deepakbhai, I swear to God I am!’


  ‘I swear to God!’ repeated Deepak with a hiss.


  He stood there for a moment, rubbing the blade of his palm against the side of his head as if considering his options. And then he scraped his shoe against the ground and leapt up at Arzee, catching him completely by surprise.


  Arzee started, and nearly fell backwards into the sewer, but with a desperate flailing of his arms he managed to right himself. Then his body sprang off the wall as if pushed violently by someone behind him, and he leapt right over Deepak and landed on all fours in the mud. He scrambled up, and was about to go flying away when he found himself being yanked back by his shirttail. Deepak’s other hand came squirrelling under his shirt and gripped him firmly by his belt, his knuckles poking painfully into Arzee’s back. Cussing and growling, Deepak cuffed Arzee on the head several times.


  ‘Let go! Let go, Deepakbhai! I promise I’ll pay you!’


  ‘When? When, you rascal?’


  ‘Very soon! As soon as my next payday comes!’


  ‘You’ve been saying that for months now.’


  ‘But this time it’s for real!’


  ‘So you’ve been playing around with me all these months, smart man?’


  ‘No no – what I meant was – I meant that –’


  ‘All right, stop struggling. Stop it. Ow, don’t kick! Stop it!’


  ‘Let go, Deepakbhai, my arm is hurting.’


  ‘Okay, you stop it too. Look, I’ve let go of you. Turn around and face me now, man to man.’


  Arzee turned around, and stared up at Deepak. He was breathing heavily, and so was Deepak, who was grimacing as he rubbed his shin, and clenching his teeth, so that his mouth was shut for a change.


  ‘What a brute you are!’


  ‘It’s you who started it, Deepakbhai. I thought we were only talking, but then –’


  ‘I started it? I’ve been kind to you. Think about it. If you’d have been in my place, you’d have given me far more trouble than I have. Now my leg’s going to be sore for a week. You’ve really been getting on my nerve, small man!’


  ‘I’m sorry, Deepakbhai.’ Arzee pulled out a red handkerchief and rubbed the dirt off his palms. ‘It’s just that…it’s just that life is so hard, and it’s not easy to raise so much money when things are already so tight. You know as well as I do, we projectionists don’t make much. But this month I’m going to get a promotion, and a small raise, and then it’ll become easier. I know I’ve made a mistake. I shouldn’t have gambled away what I didn’t have in the first place. But now I’ve made it, and I’m suffering for it. Try and understand, Deepakbhai. It’s not easy for me.’


  ‘Ha! You think you’re so badly off? You think it’s a party for me, managing a family on ten thousand a month?’


  ‘Family? You have a family, Deepakbhai? You look so young, I never guessed you were married.’


  ‘Don’t lay on the butter now – I’m not going to bite,’ said Deepak. ‘But yeah. I’ve got a wife and two kids.’


  ‘I wouldn’t have ever believed it! What’s your age, Deepakbhai?’


  ‘Twenty-nine.’


  ‘Completed, or running?’


  ‘Running.’


  ‘And married with two kids already!’


  ‘It’s better to get married early – take my word for it. The later you do it, the harder it is to adjust. You’re too used to your freedom by then.’


  ‘But you need to find someone, no, Deepakbhai? You can’t get married to yourself.’


  ‘Then you need to look harder, because I’ve seen people worse than you who’ve found someone easy enough. I’m not even saying that to cheer you up. I’m being honest.’


  ‘My mother is looking, Deepakbhai. But it’s not as easy as you think, because…because people think all sorts of things about people like me. I’m not really a man for them.’


  ‘Again…it’s not as easy as you think, it’s not as easy as you think! It’s amazing how, just because you’re a runt who only comes up to other men’s belt buckles, you think you’re the only one with troubles. Open your eyes a bit wider and you’ll see the truth. Each one of us is struggling and suffering in this world.’


  ‘We never got to talking like this in all these months, Deepakbhai. Shall we go and have a cup of tea?’


  ‘Cup of tea my ass. Don’t change the subject. I’ve come here for a reason, not for a cup of tea. Let’s settle this matter once and for all.’


  ‘I told you, Deepakbhai – just give me a little time. I’m working on it.’


  ‘Ok, I’ve got an idea,’ said Deepak. ‘I can see now why we’ve been having so much trouble. It’s because we’ve been going about this the wrong way. We’ve been thinking of this payment as one large egg. But now I think, why can’t it be four or five small eggs? You can lay them month by month.’


  ‘The restaurant round the corner makes good omelettes, Deepakbhai. My treat.’


  ‘Stick to the subject and don’t act smart. That’s the problem with you. You act smart even when someone’s trying to help you. You probably get away with it with everyone else, but understand that it won’t work with Deepak.’


  ‘Sorry, Deepakbhai.’


  ‘So like I said, we’re going to do this in instalments. Of a thousand each. Starting tomorrow. From now on, I’m not going to chase you any longer. You’re going to come over to my place at six tomorrow, and give me a thousand. And then the same again next month, and the next, and as long as you’re regular we’ll be done with this wretched business by the end of the year, which is the longest time we’ve ever given anybody. There – you’ve got a special deal just because you’re small, and because nothing is easy for you. What do you have to say to that?’


  ‘It’s – it’s – it’s a good plan, Deepakbhai. But I’ll come at seven, not at six.’


  ‘Have it your way. At seven then. But you fool around any more after this, and you’ll come to grief. This is just the good side of me you’ve been seeing all along. When Deepak decides to be nasty, he’s really nasty. Here, keep this piece of paper. It has my address on it. Flat Number 27, Building Number 2, Old Wadia Chawl, Chira Bazaar.’


  ‘The Old Wadia Chawl? I know somebody who stays there! Phiroz, the head projectionist of my cinema.’


  ‘It’s nuts to me whether Phiroz, or any other rose, stays there. The only thing that matters is whether you come over at seven tomorrow with the money. You can go and see your friend after that. Is that understood?’


  ‘I’ll come, Deepakbhai. I know you won’t believe me, but even I’ve been feeling bad about it.’


  ‘I’ll believe you when I see the cash. Now I need a smoke, because you’ve stressed me out. Really, you little people are the biggest trouble. It’s the same with my children.’ Deepak went through his pockets, but came up only with his wallet, his phone, a bunch of keys, a train ticket, and a plastic lizard. ‘Got a cigarette on you?’


  ‘I do, Deepakbhai. Here. Sorry it’s a bit crushed.’


  ‘It’s okay – can’t be helped.’ Deepak lit the limp cigarette with some difficulty, and took a long drag. ‘What’re you looking at? You can go now.’


  ‘It got bent when I fell right now, Deepakbhai, so it’s not my fault. I should carry my cigarettes in my shirt pocket instead, but that’s where I keep my bus fare, and it’s hard to fish the coins out when there’s a packet of cigarettes in the way. It’s like chasing somebody around a pillar.’


  ‘It’s okay – it’s only a cigarette, not a flower for your girlfriend that it has to be all beautiful and fresh,’ said Deepak. ‘What a talker you are!’ When he exhaled the smoke came out in beautiful round rings, but Deepak didn’t look like he was doing anything unusual, which maybe was part of the act. ‘So. How’s that cinema of yours? Getting a promotion, is it?’


  ‘Yes, Deepakbhai. I’m going to be in charge of the projection room. You must know what the projection room is.’


  ‘I do. It’s the place where the movie comes out from, like a turd,’ said Deepak, and laughed raucously, scaring away several birds which had edged close to them, and one small pig.


  ‘Perhaps you haven’t thought about it before,’ said Arzee, ignoring this scurrility, ‘but without projection there’s no movie. And the better the projection, the better the movie. It’s not like TV, which you just switch on. It’s complicated work, Deepakbhai.’


  ‘Sure, sure,’ said Deepak.


  ‘A cinema stands or falls by the quality of its projection – everything else is secondary. Or at least that’s how it is in a proper cinema. In some of these new cinemas I think people mostly go for the quality of the popcorn. That’s not cinema, Deepakbhai, it’s popcorn! You must come along one day, Deepakbhai. Mostly we play reruns of old movies, but that’s the fun of it. New movies you can watch anywhere, but old movies, only at the Noor.’


  ‘Really? What’s playing this week?’


  ‘Saathi. It’s a film from the early nineties. I’ll tell you the story in short. It’s about two friends from childhood, one of whom becomes a junkie and a gangster, while the other becomes a cop. It’s got Mohsin Khan, who used to be a Pakistani cricketer of the eighties. Made a double-hundred in England once. It’s a hummer.’


  ‘Is it as good as Satya?’ asked Deepak. ‘In my opinion there isn’t any Indian gangster movie as good as Satya.’


  ‘Good choice, Deepakbhai! That’s the best gangster movie you can hope to see if you also want songs and dancing in it.’


  ‘I’ll tell you what I like about that movie. The hero hardly says a word in the whole three hours. Talking’s not his thing, action is. Even when he falls in love, he can’t bring himself to say much to his girl. That’s why she finds him sweet.’


  ‘That’s just it, Deepakbhai. Excellent analysis!’


  ‘There’s no need to lay on the butter. I just have a clear point of view, that’s all. I know what I like and what I don’t like.’


  ‘That’s the way to be.’


  ‘And speaking of Pakistanis,’ said Deepak, ‘they shouldn’t be allowed to work in our films until they return what they’ve taken of Kashmir. Make as many double hundreds in England as you want! But don’t come here and steal roles off our heroes and screw our girls. Kashmir first! Then we’ll see.’


  ‘But what’s Kashmir got to do with all this, Deepakbhai?’


  ‘It’s all connected. You can’t put all these things in different boxes. If the Pakistanis are going to come over to this side and eat up our jobs, then let them bring some land over as well! No give, no take.’


  ‘It’s a thought, Deepakbhai. I hadn’t looked at it that way before.’


  ‘You will now. Everything in his world is connected. If something goes up, something else somewhere has to go down.’


  Deepak’s phone began to buzz. The expression on his face changed when he saw who was calling. ‘Okay, I’ve got to go,’ he said. ‘See you tomorrow at seven.’


  ‘All right, Deepakbhai. You be off – that seems like an important call.’


  ‘Number 27, Building Number 2, Old Wadia Chawl, Chira Bazaar. Remember, no more excuses. Don’t say you lost that paper! Yes sir…yes sir, I can hear you.’


  It was quite fascinating to see how Deepak could carry on a conversation, smoke a cigarette, and take a leak at the same time, nonchalantly watering the weeds and shrubs from left to right and back.


  FOUR


  At the Noor


  Walking to work, Arzee stopped at the top of Grant Road Bridge to look down at the railway station. He stood there with his chin on the wall for a long time, oblivious to the people passing by. Although he rarely took a train, he loved to admire the long sinuous lines and the expanse of the railways, the stationary and the moving elements. The gleaming tracks that came all the way from distant Virar, the asbestos roof pocked with holes and bits of rubbish being sifted by birds, the little figurines of people in their ill-fitting clothes standing in slack poses on the platform, and the shoeshine men beating their brushes on their boxes – there was something vivid, life-giving, about this scene, just as there was about the projection room with its heat and light and the celluloid running down the tracks of the machine. A train came in, moaning and swaying, disgorged a hundred people, who instantly seemed to be dragged up the stairs by some invisible force, and swallowed up some others. Arzee saw the motorman lean out of his cabin to spit on the tracks. Then the train lurched forward again and pulled out of the station, its wheels clacking upon their runners. Men, and then women in the women’s compartment, passed by, standing at the doors with their heads sticking out, taking the breeze. One girl was so beautiful, Arzee wished he could reach down over the bridge and lift her up with long, long arms. Now the tracks were empty again. Only a foraging ragpicker wandered across. In the distance, another train was already approaching, just as one reel smoothly followed another.


  ‘Nothing’s ever simple or easy in this life of mine,’ Arzee thought. ‘Even on a day like this, when I rise up to another station, first thing in the morning I have to be told by Mother that she thinks I’m drinking too much, and then I dirty all my clothes by falling into muck, and get assaulted by a gangster. My working day begins in the afternoon, that’s the thing – so there’s a lot that can go wrong between the two points. Deepak! He’s thin, but he slaps like a demon. Still, I kicked him one too, real good – I can still feel his shin on my toe! A thousand – it’s a lot of money. Ten hundreds. Twenty fifties. A hundred tens! But I’d better go tomorrow, else these good days of mine will be shat upon by unpleasantness, violence, curses. I’ll give him a thousand this month, and then next month we’ll see – he’s not going to get the money out of me so easy! I used to hate him too, all this time, but now…I’m not so sure. He wasn’t so bad today…he talked about things, and asked me questions. It’s all about vibrations! He felt the new strength in me, and had to give me more respect. I should get him on my side if I can, because he might be of use to me later on…this life is full of situations which require contacts and rough dealings. If he comes to the cinema once, and brings his kids, then I’ll have a hook on him.’ He raised his head. ‘This wind – it’s picking up again, and the sky’s black with rainclouds. Let me get a roof over my head before it rains. Run, my friend! The day’s troubles are left behind – run towards the finish line!’


  He hastened towards the stairway that went down from the bridge into the market. The air stank strongly of piss, but he couldn’t complain, because just last night on his way back home he’d taken a long leak right here, behind that hoarding. On the pavement a man had drawn a picture of Shirdi Sai Baba with orange and yellow chalk for people to leave their coins on. Arzee dropped the change from his bus fare onto the picture, although as soon as he had done so he thought it wasted. At least he could have given the money to a beggar child. But it couldn’t be recovered now – people would think he was stealing money, and justice would immediately be judged guilty! Vexed with himself, he kicked at a stone and disturbed a rat, which shot out from its hiding-place and disappeared into a hole. How many creatures were carrying on all around, unnoticed! Arzee was small, and knew about many things that others didn’t, but he would have had to be much much smaller to see all these things.


  A sombre grey light had infused the scene of his daily descent. Down below in the market shopkeepers were exaggerating, customers haggling, feet advancing and retreating, hands pointing and waggling. Any moment hissing raindrops would come pouring down, umbrellas would sprout everywhere, and tarpaulins would bloom; people would take refuge beneath the shop awnings, and drenched dogs squeeze in amidst their legs. Arzee spat in a corner and went skipping down the stairway, whistling through his crooked teeth. Suddenly he stumbled on a crack in the steps, but as he was about to fly headfirst into the street, he grabbed at the railing just in time to save his skull. And at this sudden threatening motion all the pigeons amassed at the kabutarkhana under the stairway rose up around him and went skittering away into the sky with a great beating of wings, and at that very moment the first raindrops began to come down. Exhilarated, Arzee put his collar up and began to run. As he leapt over a wheelbarrow lying aslant on the street, he felt as light and free as air itself, and he almost did not come down.


  In front of him, further away than it looked, the Noor was looming. A yellow light was on in its turret, where old Phiroz was working on the morning shift. The word Noor meant ‘light’ in Urdu, and that was exactly right, because it was through a beam of light that the illusion of life in the cinema was created – it was for that beam to thrive that darkness was generated all around. The Noor’s glory days had long since vanished. It was so old and decrepit now that most of the light had gone out of its name, its power. Yet the name still made ears prick up. When Arzee and Phiroz went to the annual meeting of the Bombay Projectionists Union (BPU) – now Mumbai Projectionists Sangh (MPS) – making for a strange spectacle as they entered together, one so old and one so short, seats in the front row were always vacated for them, and other projectionists always spoke of the Noor in such a familiar way, as if it were there that they wanted to work, not in their own theatres. Looking down at the world from his envied turret of the Noor as he drank his coffee or sucked at an ice-cream stick, Arzee always felt secure, well-defended, and in all his dealings with people he tried to address them keeping in mind his position.


  The Noor had many Noorian quirks. The first thing to note about it was that from this distance, hedged in by other buildings, it projected an air of stern and perpetual rebuke, which was one of the many things about it that Arzee loved. If you halted to buy a cigarette and glanced at the Noor as you lit up, you found it was saying NO. And if someone you knew stopped to exchange a few words with you, then above his head the Noor was saying NO. And if you were contemplating a wager, or a confrontation with a friend or family member, its advice was NO. No matter what you did or thought or asked, the Noor’s stoical and never-changing response was NO, NO, and NO. The Noor presented itself to the world as a grouchy bystander, a great negator.


  It was only when one passed beneath the big banyan tree in front of the cinema, its tendrils swaying in the breeze – only when one entered the Noor’s field of influence – that the two big red letters running down from the top of the building revealed themselves to be actually four, and spelled out the word N-O-O-R. And now from up close the Noor emanated a welcoming energy, as if pleased that you had made it here after all. More than the residence he shared with Mother and Mobin, the Noor was Arzee’s home in the world. His days were here, his work here, his past here, and his future here. When his brain was fevered, he sank into the vast embrace and the comfortable silence of the Noor, or found diversion in the cheerful golden light and happy rumble of the Babur, twice his size. So, he knew, did Phiroz, but now Phiroz was leaving, and the engine-room of the empire was all his. He pushed open the gate of the Noor’s courtyard and went in.


  The Noor Cinema occupied only one half of the Noor building. The other half was a warren of mazy corridors and tiny suffocated offices, many of them shut and barred, as if concealing unspeakable secrets. In the entrance to that side of the building strange characters were always hanging around: gaunt grey-haired men in safari suits with gold-plated pens clipped onto their pockets, or portly fellows with talcum powder on their necks and their oily hair combed flat upon their skulls. Precisely what they were doing, or whom they were waiting for, it was hard to say. Perhaps they were ghosts just like Ranade, men who had been working here all their lives and who preferred to stay on in a familiar place than be part of the rabble of the afterworld. Arzee had always meant to spend an afternoon exploring that side of the building, but somehow once you got into a routine in Bombay, you never managed to break it and make time for new things. But he’d go someday – maybe next Monday. Now that Phiroz was leaving, it was ever more his duty to know the building whole.


  If the men on the far side of the Noor were spectres, those standing now in the courtyard of the cinema oozed life. Their eyes were hungry and their manner restless; some were scratching their armpits and others their crotches. They were making small talk, masticating cheap snacks, running plastic combs through their hair, and turning every few moments to gaze at the beautiful skin, limbs, and curves of the figures in the posters in the front window. As he pushed through the throng Arzee could feel the heat of their lust, their eagerness to be let in and be taken.


  It was still half an hour to the afternoon show. The gateman, Tawde, was slouching at the door, and the cinema dog, Tyson, was lying at Tawde’s feet, his head between his paws and his eyes half-shut. As soon as he spotted Arzee he came rushing out and threw himself against Arzee’s chest, growling and snapping, for his was a rough love. Arzee grabbed the dog by the neck and growled back. Grappling and tussling, they edged through the half-open doors of the Noor, and vanished almost at once into the darkness.


  ‘Ei, Arzee!’ said Tawde as Arzee went past. ‘Mr Abjani said he wanted to speak to you.’


  ‘Abjani wants to speak to me? I wonder what for,’ said Arzee, and chortled. ‘Ug-rrr! Is he in his room?’


  ‘He is. But he’s eating lunch.’


  ‘O-ho. All the more reason to disturb him then,’ said Arzee. 


  ‘Ug-rrr! Get off me, dumb dog, before I kick you where it hurts!’


  Even after all these years it took Arzee a few moments to adjust to the the Noor’s immense Noorian gloom, its peculiar Noorian smell. The Noor was one murky cavern enclosing another: unlike other cinemas, you left the world behind not when you stepped into the auditorium, but from the very moment you set foot inside the cinema. The air inside was heavy and stale, as if let in on some primordial evening and never let out again, and the dimness and mustiness of the lobby and the corridors prepared patrons for the darkness and airlessness of the great hall, from which the thick, distorted sounds of the climactic scenes of Saathi were now leaking. Embedded in the ceiling, so far above Arzee’s head as almost to be a second sky, were three big jhumars, or disco lights. But these were never switched on any longer because it was too expensive – it was not any more a time for grandeur here. Instead a pair of morose tube lights in the lobby illuminated two marble statues of buxom nymphs on pedestals with their arms upraised, and showed the way forward to a corridor on the left leading to the stalls, and a wide staircase on the right leading up to the balcony. A cleaner boy in shirt and long shorts was swabbing the floor with water from a pail, so the smell of cheap disinfectant was strong. In one corner of the lobby was a counter advertising the sale of popcorn, wafers and cold drinks. Just before the interval, Kaputkar the ticket clerk, presently seated in his little cabin with the barred window stamping tickets and insisting he had no change for a hundred, would come in and take charge of this counter. Arzee knocked on the door of Kaputkar’s cabin. ‘Got change for a hundred?’ he asked, and cackled and moved on.


  The owner of the Noor was the mysterious Rajneesh Sharma, son of the legendary film financier Sahil Sharma. Nobody had seen Rajneesh Sharma for ten years. He lived the life of a recluse in his walled fortress in Malad, and only his name did the rounds of the world. Indeed, when they spoke his name in the Noor, they liked to draw out its second syllable for the longest time, as if all the mystery of his existence was wrapped inside that neeeeeeeeshhhhhhhhh. Some said he was suffering from a mysterious disease and that he spent all his time watching Formula 1 on TV; others insisted that he’d had a higher vision which made a nonsense of the world, and after that he had nowhere else to go but deep into himself. Whatever the truth, the Noor’s actual custodian was the long-time manager Mr Abjani, who’d begun as a ticket clerk back in the seventies and risen through the ranks. Taking inspiration from this story, Kaputkar was dreaming of becoming the manager a decade from now. Kaputkar as manager – what a laugh. Kaputkar’s own children ran rings around him!


  Abjani’s office was on the ground floor. But when Arzee pushed open the swing doors and peeped inside Abjani was nowhere to be seen, though a newspaper and a chequebook were open on his desk. A half-eaten plate of food lay on a side table. It appeared that Abjani had had trouble digesting his lunch, and retired to his private washroom. Arzee grinned, and left the office. There was a laugh to be had out of every person who worked at the Noor: Tawde’s fatness and sloth, Phiroz’s vast array of eccentricities, Abjani’s digestion, Kaputkar’s steepling ambition. On this one count, it was a pity that Phiroz was leaving. It would be as if one animal in the zoo that was the Noor had died.


  Back in the lobby, Tawde was trying to prevent two strident eunuchs from entering, and the temporary projectionist Sule, who was employed on half-pay to cover for Arzee and Phiroz, was watching their exchanges with the greatest fascination. Sule had such a pathetic, forlorn air that Arzee despised him, and, as Sule could never hurt him, he did not bother to disguise his feelings. Sule was the sort of person who looked for permission even to blow his nose; even Tyson had more self-respect than he. Tyson himself was following a cockroach with his nose as it ground and bumped its way over the floor like a desert vehicle. Just as he was about to pounce, the cockroach put on a burst of speed and shot into a crevice. Arzee chuckled, and Tyson looked up at him with mournful milky eyes. Phiroz was of the opinion that the dog was getting cataracts, that he was actually using his nose as his eyes. Now Tyson shook himself vigorously and went loping up the staircase, his balls shaking from side to side between his legs as if keeping time. Arzee glanced at his watch. ‘I’ll have a word with the ladies till the time Abjani returns,’ he said to himself, and followed Tyson up.


  The balcony was a part of the Noor to which almost no one ever came, since the stalls were cheaper, and the men who came to the Noor were cheap. A corridor ran all around it, and pinned on the walls of this corridor, like a parade of angels, were the ladies he had come to see. Each one of the framed photographs was almost as big as Arzee, and all the great divas and sirens of Bollywood through the decades were here, fixed in time, eternally radiant: bright-eyed porcelain-cheeked Madhubala, Nadia Hunterwali airily smoking a cigarette in a holder, sweet childlike Geeta Bali, pensive long-faced Nargis with her gaze averted, light-footed Vyjayanthimala decked from head to foot in jewels, tender doe-eyed Nutan, fiery Waheeda Rehman with eyes flashing at a slight, delicate Sharmila Tagore with her hair in a bouffant, coquettish Mumtaz batting her eyelids, spectacular Helen with eyes like bright pools of light, Dimple Kapadia looking ravishing in a swimsuit, Hema Malini of the alabaster skin, voluptuous Zeenat Aman, smouldering Rekha, sylphlike Shabana Azmi, Sridevi dewy as a morning flower, and Madhuri Dixit of the iridescent hundred-watt smile. There were no actresses from the present – the Noor granted its approval cautiously. But Arzee had made up his mind to ask Abjani if, to commemorate his crowning, they could put in two of his favourites from the current lot, one of whom was still only a starlet. He walked silently from one woman to the other as he loved to do, admiring their hairstyles, eyes, cheekbones, throats, collarbones, the swell of their breasts, but also something ineffable within them, some secret emanation from their souls which reached out to his own. He knew that they felt for him, understood him, as he did them – so many of them had been in bad relationships! They seemed to whisper to him, to touch his eyelids with their fingertips, to tell him that he was all right just as he was. The voices in his ears were delicious, and in turn he could not but speak his heart.


  ‘You know, my beautiful ones, just like me,’ he addressed them all, ‘what it is to want, and to live in longing, for life wasn’t always milk and cream for you either. You know what it’s like, and where I stand today. Why, some of you were ugly ducklings in your early years, and all your life was in your dreams. Then one day your luck turned, and you became the most beautiful swans in all of India…you left the earth behind, and rose up to where no one could touch you. What did it feel like? Didn’t you feel then like the world went round just for you? I know! And soon when you come upstairs one by one to live with me in my reel cabinet, and go fluttering and laughing out into the world through the Babur, we’ll talk more in that place halfway between the sky and the earth, and by that time I’ll be able to show you a photograph of my bride. Yes…I’d like to be the glow in someone’s heart, just as you were – you are – in the hearts of thousands! It’s all right if she’s not pretty – else her gaze will stray! Just long as she’s not too tall – but not too short either – and has long hair – and if I can make one more request, a nice nose! And I’ll be a better person from this day on: I’ll stop drinking, and look after the old and the sick and the unfortunate, and not fritter away my money, and not swear and curse, and quieten my temper. I’ll receive only with one hand, and keep the other just for giving. The way I am now isn’t the real me – this is just how I’ve become! Nutanji, you’re not looking so well today. I’ll leave you now and go have a peep upstairs, and then I’ll go down. Oh, and don’t be upset, but two more girls will soon be joining you.’


  So saying, he padded forward and reached the end of the corridor, turned the handle of a door, and entered the shaft of the Noor’s third and most beautiful level. Darkness was instantly vanquished here, and he was bathed by the lovely bright light let in by a series of windows going all the way up a long, narrow staircase. Spider webs glistened above his head. And the realm at the top of the staircase throbbed with a golden glow and a chugging, pounding sound, like a locomotive’s surge. It was film, hurtling through the Babur. The actual name of the great German projector was the Bauer, but the sound of this word had proved too strange to the Indian tongue, and over the decades the name had melted into that of the legendary Mughal emperor.


  Phiroz was having his lunch: the aroma of mashed brinjal came all the way down. Arzee didn’t feel like going up just yet – right now, his up lay down below, and he’d ascend only after he was crowned. From the heap of rubbish – strips of plywood, files wrapped in string, ribbons of celluloid – that had been lying at the bottom of the staircase for years, he fished out a knob of yellow chalk, and drew a sweetly smiling sun on the door. He signed his name with a flourish and retreated, almost invisible in the yawning shadows. He loved to creep around the Noor like this, burrowing and poking.


  Peering down into the lobby he noted, like a character in a detective film, that Tawde was looking in the direction of Abjani’s office. His ears picked up the sound of the swing doors creaking, which meant that someone had just gone through. Abjani was back! Arzee did up the top button of his shirt, ran his fingers through his hair, and went down. The swing doors creaked once again as he opened them.


  ‘Hello, Mr Abjani, sir! Did you want me?’


  ‘Ah…Arzee.’


  Abjani was standing by a cupboard, which he shut instantly, as if there was a corpse stowed away inside. Abjani was a very strange-looking man – even after all these years it was not possible to get over how strange he looked. Abjani had been at the Noor almost as long as Phiroz. But while Phiroz looked like any other old man, the years of sitting in artificial light in a cubbyhole of an office had given Abjani a sallow, consumptive air that only accentuated his peculiar figure and bearing. His dyed black hair, white at the roots, was receding from the front, but he still wore it long at the back like a youth. His eyes were watery and lugubrious behind thick spectacles that perched upon a long nose that was always twitching. His body was spindly, as if loosely tied together from limb to limb, and his waist impossibly narrow and belted to a bone-cracking tightness. But his voice was not full of quavers and hesitations as his body seemed to intimate; instead it was surprisingly deep and firm. Abjani had his oddities – Arzee knew that his cupboard had a stack of magazines with pictures of people doing strange things to each other – but on the whole he was a good fellow.


  ‘Um…all’s well?’ Abjani always liked to make some small talk, like warm-up exercises, before approaching his subject.


  ‘The Babur needs to be serviced,’ said Arzee. ‘It’s eating up carbon rods like anything. I had to open a new box yesterday, and it’s only been two months since the last one.’


  ‘I see,’ said Abjani, rubbing his chin. ‘Carbon rods.’


  ‘The Babur’s getting old, sir, just like the rest of us,’ said Arzee, with a laugh. ‘Look at Phiroz. He stops as he’s going about his work, and mutters to himself, and then forgets what he’s doing, and talks to himself some more. He shuffles the reels like a pack of cards, and remakes the story. He’s losing it, I think, is Phiroz!’


  ‘In fact, Arzee, that is what I wanted to talk to you about. Phiroz…Phiroz is going to be leaving us soon. He must have told you.’


  ‘Phiroz is retiring? He never told me! This is bad news, sir – very bad news! We can’t do without Phiroz.’


  ‘He’s become really old. As…um…have we. This is an old, old place.’


  ‘That’s why it’s hard to imagine this place without him, sir. The Noor won’t be the Noor without old Phiroz.’


  And here Arzee paused and waited to hear the warming words to follow, as surely as the interval follows the twelfth reel. He didn’t want to sound the conclusion himself – why should he? Let Abjani say it. Later he’d repeat it many times anyway. Let Abjani speak the sweet words the first time around!


  FIVE


  Phirozbhai and

  the Great Beam


  Night had come – night had come – night had come! The blackest night had fallen, like the sky tumbling down, flooding, darkening, consuming the Noor’s native gloom, blighting health, humbling strength, making nought of future time. A maddening night without hope or horizon, wracked by groans and sighs, rushing at and ruthlessly ravaging reason. Day, light, vision, were as dreams in such a night; all directions were the same, and no word or deed was of any meaning; mind and body were riven, and limbs and senses estranged. Like a swift, startling drop into the sea from an unforeseen precipice, it was nowhere one moment, everywhere the next. Night night night – night on the site where the very day was night to begin with!


  The door of Abjani’s chamber opened, and Arzee stood dumb at the threshold. The door came swinging back and clattered him in the face. Arzee pushed it open again and walked out, clutching his forehead.


  Swelling strains of screechy music, mangled by the ancient sound system, were reverberating around the cinema, and men with glazed eyes were leaving the stalls after their three-hour break from, or into, life. The small figure in their midst was breaking from life too; within himself he was tumbling. Arzee stopped for a few moments in the lobby; he seemed to freeze, like the nymphs on pedestals above him. Then he turned mechanically and went up the stairs, clinging to the banister as if blind. He disappeared from sight.


  After some time – he did not know how much – Arzee suddenly came to. He was startled to find himself sitting in darkness on the edge of a yawning pit, as if he had floated out to the rim of the universe.


  ‘Where am I?’ he thought, leaning forward. ‘On the balcony! How did I get here? Am I awake, or do I dream?…It’s…it’s a joke, that’s what it is!’ He got up to go back down. ‘They’re – they’re joking with me! Nobody ever gives me my due without holding it from me first. They like working me up first – seeing me go blue – and then they laugh, and hand me what’s mine. They’re laughing downstairs now, all of them, even Phiroz, thinking about how they’ve alarmed me, made me lose my mind. What’s that noise? Are they sitting behind me right here? Let’s see. No! They’re not. I’m all alone. What sort of jest is this?’


  He sat down again, and his heart sank when he reminded himself that Abjani never played any practical jokes, and that in any case Abjani would never sport with him like this. Others might, but not Abjani. Was it true then? He heard Abjani’s words, low, ashamed, in his ears again: the Noor was to be closed down! It seemed like the ground was giving way beneath him, and he gripped the arms of his chair tightly, trying to reason in the darkness.


  ‘Can it be?’ he wondered. ‘Can it really be so? The building emptied out? The halls shut up – my room put under lock and key? Can they deny me my kingdom, and buy my consent with their sympathies, one Monday morning out of the blue, after all these years of service and devotion? And Mother? What am I to tell my mother?’ Anger flooded him. ‘It’s a conspiracy against me – I feel it in my bones! They didn’t want to let me see the day, didn’t want me to rise and be happy, so they’ve sold out and debased me, destroyed me! I hear a voice now, saying I’m twisting things around, making myself the centre of the story without cause. But am I wrong? Do I speak without basis? Do I shoot wildly in the dark? Then how’s this to be explained? Old Phiroz decides to leave the Noor, and the next week – the next week – the cinema goes under. Speak! Answer! Is Phiroz the only projectionist in Bombay? Is Phiroz the manager? Is he the Babur? He’s just a spoke in the wheel – an old broken spoke! Whether he stays or falls shouldn’t matter a jot to anybody except me. Then why? How can he go, and the Noor follow?’ He rose. ‘Explain, you rascals! I’m going to go right back down with my questions. I –’ He stopped.


  Or could it be that…?


  It could be!


  PHIROZ! So the old man still had his wits about him after all. The effect had outpaced the cause – it was all the other way round from what he suspected it to be! Phiroz’s large, weathered ears, tuned in to whispers in a thousand places, had picked up the news from somewhere, and he’d put in his papers – he’d spoken before he could be spoken to. Not for Phiroz the ignominy of the dismissal from service, such as the one he’d just received himself. He’d put the gun to his own head, and gone out triumphant – old, doddering, and yet unbeaten. There would be no more head projectionists of the Noor – Phiroz was packing up his post and station with him. He’d not told anybody either – he’d kept the news to himself, like the canny old Parsi that he was under that air of senility and absent-mindedness.


  Phiroz! At least the old man could have warned him! Did all these years that they’d been working in concert count for nothing? Granted, many days they didn’t talk at all, or if they did, it was of the same humdrum matters. It was true that, although Phiroz knew about Mother and Mobin, and had met Mother on occasion, and Arzee knew that Phiroz’s wife was long gone, and that the only family he had was a daughter, the subject of family never came up between the two projectionists. They shared work, shared space, shared time, but did not share confidences. But that was how it was in Bombay – everybody was like that! And a gap of more than forty years separated them in age, so their relationship was naturally somewhat formal. Yet they were linked together by ties of profession, by the sharing of the projection room and the Babur, by the fact of one generation being succeeded by another. If in such circumstances the older didn’t look after the younger – it was a kind of treachery, simple as that. Phiroz had thought only of himself – he’d decided to mind his own business and consolidate his own position, and leave the world to find out for itself and take care of itself. Rajneesh Sharma, Abjani, Phiroz – all the people at the Noor had turned out to be such small and selfish men.


  Phiroz! ‘He never said anything to me, but I’ll say plenty to him!’ thought Arzee, as he leapt to his feet and hurried out of the deserted balcony. He went past the gallery of women without a sideways glance, and flew through the door to the projection room and then up. From halfway up the stairs that he conquered two at a time, he could smell Phiroz – the smell of sandalwood soap, of meekness and innocence. He hissed and scooted up ever faster, the blood pounding in his head. He’d catch old Phiroz, hector him till he pleaded guilty.


  Up in the high-ceilinged room with the pitted stone floor, at its centre the big black Babur now silent and still, the cabinets around its perimeter full of reels, the mouldy walls plastered with pictures, calendars, and a poster of Tendulkar with his knee bent over a straight-drive, and the dog sprawled in a corner, Arzee found the head projectionist bent over like a tree in a storm, his back towards him. Phiroz had opened the gate of the Babur, and was peering into the interiors of the machinery. Above his head a pantheon of deities installed on a shelf, their realm encircled and hallowed by a garland of twinkling blue lights, were looking down upon the Parsi with sad, pious eyes. Ahura Mazda, Ganesha, Sai Baba of Shirdi, Mother Mary… Phiroz respected all gods equally, and by putting them shoulder to shoulder he made sure they had no choice but to respect each other as well. Three clocks were ticking away on the walls, and one of them was set two hours back to Iranian time, because that was where Phiroz’s late wife was from. On a stove in the far corner milk was being warmed. Smoke from an incense stick wafted across the room and out of the window, where on the wide sill a dozen ruby-eyed pigeons had stopped to stare at Arzee. This was the room – this was the room to which Phiroz had given thirty years of his life, and Arzee almost ten, and which would soon be only a memory.


  The old projectionist shut the gate of the Babur now, and turned and saw Arzee. He stared at him goggle-eyed from behind his glasses. It seemed to take him a few seconds to figure out who he was.


  ‘Why are you late?’ he asked, his upper lip rising and falling peevishly beneath his moustache. ‘Is this a whorehouse, that you come and go as you please?’


  Phiroz wiped his greasy hands on a dirty cloth and came forward, hobbling. He burped and mumbled ‘Beans’ to himself before asking again, ‘Eh? Why do you come so late?’


  Look! Look how he’d cleverly gone on the attack before he could be pinned down himself! Arzee had to search for a few moments before he could find a reply that dragged Phiroz back where he wanted him.


  ‘So, Phirozbhai,’ he said, drawing out every word, ‘how are you doing today?’


  ‘All right,’ said Phiroz, folding a plastic packet into a very small square and putting it in his pocket. ‘Got a bit of pain here – right here. Indigestion, I think. I’ve been searching for a sprocket that’s been making a scratching sound in the machine, but I can’t find it. Strange. You try.’


  ‘Indigestion?’ repeated Arzee. ‘O-ho. O-ho. Is indigestion your only problem, Phirozbhai? Aren’t you feeling a pain anywhere else?’


  ‘Only problem? What are you saying? I have problems upon problems.’


  ‘O-ho! Problems upon problems. I see. And what is your biggest problem, Phirozbhai? The one that’s troubling you the most?’


  ‘Right now it’s gold,’ declared Phiroz. ‘The old gold’ll have to be melted down.’


  ‘Gold? What gold?’


  ‘The old gold. Those ornaments can’t be worn any more. And then there’s the caterers, and the presents for the other side.’


  ‘Caterers? What for?’


  ‘For the wedding.’


  ‘Whose wedding?’


  ‘My daughter’s wedding.’


  ‘Your daughter’s getting married?!’


  ‘On Monday the twenty-seventh,’ said Phiroz, peering at a wall calendar gifted to him by the neighbourhood pharmacy as if to confirm that the day matched with the date. ‘It’s outside my home – in the Old Wadia Chawl. Come, and also bring your mother and brother. Now – I’ll take a look at this later. The caterers told me to come at three. And before that I have to go to the bank.’ He turned the gas off and poured Tyson his milk, which the dog began to lap up eagerly, sloshing it over the sides of the bowl.


  So Phiroz was getting his daughter married – it was news upon news today! Realizing that soon he wouldn’t have an income any longer, the old man was crossing off his liabilities before he retired. It was all right for Phiroz to be thinking of his daughter, of feasts, of gold, but all this was coming at somebody’s expense – Arzee’s! His future wife, combing her hair or cooking lunch in Nasik, was dropping out of his sight like the sun falling into the sea, while on the other side girls like Phiroz’s daughter were being presented with husbands. It was all connected, just as Deepak had said that day – no, only two hours ago! Arzee saw the pattern – saw how he was being edged out of the picture.


  ‘And do you know what I was thinking, Phirozbhai?’ he said with a harsh laugh. ‘Foolish me. Foolish me! I was thinking that –’


  ‘It’s time for me to be going,’ declared Phiroz. ‘Everybody is waiting.’ He approached the gods and flicked a switch, and the lights around them went out. He put his tiffin box into the jute bag lying on the chair, and slung the bag onto his shoulder.


  ‘Phirozbhai! Wait!’


  ‘Tomorrow – we’ll talk tomorrow. It’s time for the show to begin. So get to work on the show.’


  ‘But we’re going to be – I’m going to be –’


  ‘Tomorrow!’ insisted Phiroz. ‘My daughter’s only going to get married once. Try and understand. And look at the clock! It’s already past three. People are waiting, and you’ve only just arrived. Any other projectionist would be ashamed, but not you.’


  ‘I –’


  ‘Goodbye.’


  Phiroz went down the stairs slowly, putting the same foot forward each time like a statue who’d just learnt how to walk. Legs, torso, head: bit by bit he disappeared from view. Tyson, having downed his milk, went loping down after the old man, who had taken him off the streets many years ago. As he descended, a flake of paint from the peeling wall came floating down and landed upon his back, and he carried it out with him gracefully. Arzee kicked his empty bowl over.


  ‘He’s escaped,’ he thought. ‘Bastards! They’re all in this together! They’re old, and comfortable, so they don’t care for those who’re not. To not care…that’s why the world is where it is today! – No, this is a dream, I know, in which the worst fears come rising up. – No, it’s not a dream, any more than life is a dream! This is for real. What should I do now? What must I do? I…


  ‘I…


  ‘Shit, I can’t think a thing! My brain’s stuck! This is a room, this is the projector, these are the walls, that is the window… today’s the thirteenth, my birthday’s on the twenty-fourth of November. This headache’s drilling a hole through me!’


  Hoots and whistles came floating up from the darkness below. He’d forgotten the show! But let it be late…what did he care? Let them all go out again swearing and shouting, and petition for a refund. Let Abjani fire him. He’d break everything – make little pieces of everything before he left.


  But the reflex was too strong. A projectionist’s first cause, whether he was living or dying, was always that of the show. The show was not supposed to suffer, just as children were not supposed to suffer. Cursing himself, Arzee hurried to the slide projector and switched on the message written by Phiroz’s trembling hand in green sketch-pen that said ‘Please stand up for the national anthem’. He could hear the men below stand up, grumbling. Arzee turned on the tape of ‘Jana Gana Mana’ and all the power switches, and rushed over to the reel cabinet and hauled out the first reel of Saathi. The anthem began to play midway: some of its sentiments had been cut, and half the peoples and territories it described were gone. Phiroz hadn’t rewound the tape properly!


  The Babur came to life with a shudder. Still cursing, Arzee jumped onto a stool beside one arm of the machine and loaded the reel, then closed the gate. The bright light of the xenon lamp flooded out of the projector at both ends, and with a humming and a clacking all the parts were set in motion. The boom of the soundtrack sounded in the auditorium. Arzee stuck his nose through the shutter in the front wall, and saw the beam being thrown out across the Noor’s vast vault. The picture was slightly out of focus. Muttering, he made some adjustments, then peered through the shutter again and was satisfied. He stood with his face pressed to the edge of the darkness for a long time, looking at the doomed motes of golden light flutter out like fireflies.


  The great beam…what a miraculous thing it was! As he never tired of reminding those who thought movie projection was no different from selling soap or making entries in a ledger, the xenon lamps of the Babur were so powerful they took a picture the size of a passport photograph, and threw it out onto the screen magnified to three thousand times its original size! The Babur’s throw was a hundred and fifty feet – it was hard to throw a cricket ball that far, and here the thing being thrown was something weightless! The moving, talking figures of the big screen, brighter, sharper, more real than reality itself – they were actually nothing but light on a black ribbon! He loved the great machine – always had ever since the time he’d first come up into this room at the age of thirteen, on a special request from Mother on his behalf, and been initiated into its wonders by Phiroz. The sound of the reel coursing inside the Babur was like the sound of the thought inside his brain whenever his head grew warm.


  ‘Lost!’ he thought, shivering. ‘This time it’s all over! I’ve been robbed naked. And I was part of it – I set up my own fall by imagining it a victory! For two days I’ve been giddy with happiness, floating with pleasure! For what? For this!’


  A sudden drop in the light outside drew him, over dry leaves, bird feathers, and snips of celluloid, to the window. Outside, the rain, which had been coming and going all day, had stopped, but a heavy cloud, like a black screen as big as the Noor’s white one, had taken over the centre of the sky. He could see the lips of people moving down in the street, talking about useless, unimportant things – they had no idea about the Noor! Over the last fortnight the leaves of the badam tree below had been turning red in twos and threes, and on a pair of red leaves two pigeons were necking. Inside, the Babur burned an even brighter gold.


  ‘And what will happen now to this machine?’ he wondered.


  For thirty years the Babur had been standing in the same place in the same room, breathing out four shows a day, keeping time like the sun. And it was connected – Arzee was certain that it was connected up to the railway lines that, in the distance, hummed and rattled with traffic, and further out, to the tides that waxed and waned on Bombay’s winding shore – to the traffic signals that blinked their red and green eyes at the nodes of the city’s veins, to the masses that surged forward and back on the streets as if on the crest of waves. The Babur was part of the system – the great beam was one of the pillars and supports holding it all together. Nobody knew of it, no one thought about it, but it was there, and when it collapsed everything else would founder. They said that one day the sun would blow itself out, and all life on earth would end instantly. The day the great beam was blown out, he knew, would be such a world-ending day.


  He heard the door opening below. After a few moments there appeared the head of Sule, looking as if he expected to be ambushed any moment. Sule’s slippers made small flapping noises on the stone. He caught Arzee’s eye, and seemed to cower at his expression.


  ‘What is it? What’ve you come for?’


  ‘Just to check if you…needed…any help.’


  ‘I don’t need any help, and especially not from you. Get lost!’


  Sule turned and left, as slowly and painfully as he had come. ‘Get lost, get lost, get lost’…the words of wrath seemed to echo in the silence. At the window the pigeons pecked and cooed, as if offering delicate commiseration for the revelation that now Arzee too, like Sule, was only a temporary projectionist at the Noor.


  SIX


  Mother and Other Elders


  It was past midnight when Arzee left the Noor after the last, sparsely attended show and set out for home. This was his usual hour of return. Movie halls, bars, brothels, and police stations – these were the only establishments that stayed open past midnight. Of these cinemas were the most respectable: they closed first.


  On the street of blots and shadows, Arzee was the only person still on his feet. People lay everywhere in the single condition and many poses of slumber. As he approached Grant Road Bridge he came across two bodies groaning and thrusting in the dark; he couldn’t even tell if they were man and woman, or some other combination. He spat to one side, and hurried away. Further on he came across one person who was still awake: an old man in a vest and shorts, shovelling food from a plastic carton into his maw as he gazed blankly into the distance. In two days it would be a full sixty years since Independence. And yet there were still so many poor, so many jobless, so many homeless. All the seams which held society together were fraying; the old world was being beaten, kicked, pounded by the new. If matters continued the way they were, he was sure that very soon there would be a great conflagration.


  ‘What a day it’s been!’ he thought. ‘I don’t know how I’ve seen it through.’


  He had already retreated – retreated from life. At six o’clock he had not gone down for a cup of tea between shows as he always did, because he couldn’t bear to come face to face with the wretched world into which he was being dumped. Nor had he ordered anything up. He had stayed hungry all day. When dusk fell, he had not lit the candle in the corner that flooded the projection room with leaping and flickering shadows, and that allowed him to become a human Babur by making animal shapes on the walls with his fingers. He had not opened any cupboards or cabinets, from which all kinds of interesting objects and documents could be relied upon to emerge. Nor had he spent a single minute studying his face in the mirror, or flicking his hair into shape. He had not played any of his favourite music for the audience in the intervals, nor repeated, as he worked, any lines of dialogue freshly plucked from the show. He had not done anything. He did not feel like anything.


  He’d taken fright, he saw – it was so easy to, on a worldending day such as this. He’d spun around all day in a whirlpool of imaginary conversations: with Abjani, Phiroz, himself, others from the past. But what were they worth? His accusations and reproaches were heard by no one but himself, sapped the strength and patience of no adversary of himself. And he had to stay alive, he had to take care of himself now! When trouble came calling, he knew from experience, it was never the pistol-shot, the hot instant, of disaster itself that menaced a man’s self-possession, but the way the mind went the same thing over and over again, crackling, smouldering, like a body on a pyre till it collapsed into ashes.


  But this time he wasn’t the Arzee of old – he wasn’t to forget that! He couldn’t be shaken so easily – he gave as good as he got, matched hit with hit. He’d proved this that very morning with Deepak. Anything could happen in two months. So it would be foolish to go under before the time. The looming hour might be averted somehow, and then everything would be as it always was. How miraculous that would be! If that happened, if the old settings of his life were restored, he’d never complain or be miserable about anything again, no matter what happened. Even if Phiroz returned to the Noor, and kept the job of head projectionist till he was a hundred, he wouldn’t say a thing. What he possessed – what he had lost today – was enough.


  Yet how could that happen, if Abjani, Phiroz, and the rest of them wouldn’t think of the common cause? But they were happy to be rolled over like tail-enders. He wouldn’t say a word to Abjani or Phiroz from now on, just so that they knew what he thought of them. Wouldn’t go to Phiroz’s daughter’s wedding either. Let the old man see he had no need of him. Phiroz could eat all by himself at his feast, dance alone. After the fall of the Noor, every man was alone.


  ‘I’m not worried about myself,’ he thought, looking up at the moon. ‘I can manage, as I have managed all my life, else I wouldn’t have come this far. But who’s saying this? It’s me, as I walk home all alone, looking at this moon. But I’m not just me, and this world’s not as empty and quiet as it is now. It’s a miserable, nasty, cruel world! It respects your position: if you’ve got a square foot to stand on, it won’t come rushing in. But lose your position, and you lose yourself. If you break up in love you lose yourself too, but at least then you go back into the world shaking in anger, and turn your quarrel with one into one with all. No one knew about it – it was just between me and her. But this time the whole world will know! They’ll know I’ve been knocked off my perch, they’ll see me reduced to something menial and low. And then they’ll cackle with pleasure, for all the times I was haughty with them. But I couldn’t have helped that…I had to be, to claim for myself what they wouldn’t give me. It’s all a mess! All this comes from being only three-foot-five, from these cursed legs that only raise me up this high, so that I smell the shit and dung on the streets and make talk with all the asses and crotches in the world. But no, I’m not worried about myself. I can manage – as long as Mother doesn’t come to know.’


  He knew he was a grown man now. At his age it shouldn’t really matter what his mother said or did. But somehow with Mother it did – living as he did at home, it was never possible to ignore Mother! Mother loved him and Mobin both, but him more than Mobin, not just because he was her first-born, but because he’d had a much harder time in life. Bodies always came from other bodies, and it was from Mother’s body that his own stunted and unfortunate one had emerged. Mother had a special corner in her heart just for him, Arzee knew that – was grateful for it too. But it was such a difficult love! It took such a proprietorial interest in his life! It wanted so much, and understood so little about what it was to be a man! It was full of such notions! It didn’t respect his rights or his age at all! It was so high-pitched! For Mother there was no distinction between thinking and speaking. What was on her mind one moment was on her tongue the next – she got it all out and unburdened herself, leaving the other person’s ear and mind to pay the price.


  ‘If I tell her about what’s coming, she won’t be able to take it,’ thought Arzee. ‘She’ll live my pain for me, and my troubles will be doubled. I’ll be made into a child again – it’ll be Arzoo this, Arzoo that, all day long! But if I don’t tell her, she’ll keep going in the direction she’s thought up for me. That’s trouble too! Here I’m losing connections, and Mother’s trying to make connections. I’m at a dead end, and she’s trying to work out a deal for a son who told her he’s on the rise! Either way, I’m in trouble big-time. I wish I lived alone, and had nobody in this world!’


  And it wasn’t even as if he was thinking all these thoughts for the first time – he’d thought exactly these thoughts so many times today. But there was nothing else to do, so he had to go over them all over again like the minute hand of a clock, while the rest of the world moved on upon the hours. Arzee was tired of himself, but of course he was the one person he could never escape.


  ‘I have to reach my bed and my pillow,’ he thought. ‘There’s no other way of turning this off.’ And he began to walk faster.


  There was an ascending rumble behind him and a taxi flashed past, tooting its horn, making him jump. Drivers pretty much leant on their horns whenever they liked these days! But, as if registering Arzee’s protest, the taxi screeched to a halt and began to return towards him, very fast, in reverse gear. Arzee was alarmed – he hoped the passenger inside wasn’t thinking he was a man of the night. But the sight of the taxi lurching from left to right, its silencer shaking madly like a penis in a porn video, was somehow so funny that Arzee burst out laughing.


  As the car approached him the driver switched on his blue cabin light. Arzee recognized him immediately from the sight of his grizzled head.


  ‘Dashrath Tiwari!’


  The car stopped alongside him and, leaning across, Dashrath Tiwari said in his measured cadences, as if he’d been rehearsing these lines all evening: ‘I was going to go on home, but then I remembered a proverb that goes, “Never pass a friend by on the street without a word, for there may come a day when he too shall do the same.” Save those legs for another day, my friend. Get in.’


  ‘The regret is that no motor or wheels can take me to the place where I want to go,’ said Arzee immediately, for he knew that Dashrath loved expansive formulations and poetical ambiguities. He was so pleased to see Dashrath that the words flowed out without forethought or striving. ‘The truth is that I would like to travel to the very place I am leaving, but the world tells me that what I ask it cannot give.’


  ‘Very fine, that’s very fine!’ said Dashrath. ‘It’s a pleasure to see you, Arzee my friend, a pleasure to see the real goods for a change. Come, I’ll take you someplace where we can have a cup of tea and a chat – if you’re not off somewhere else, that is.’


  ‘I’m not. Where would I go at this hour, Dashrathji?’


  ‘You’re a young man. Do you really need me to tell you that?’ said Dashrath, and laughed. ‘Anyway, the court of Dashrath finds you innocent. Jump in.’


  ‘Let’s go.’ Arzee felt revived already by Dashrath’s bluster. ‘Just around the corner is the Café Momin. That’s always open till one-thirty. It’s good to see you, Dashrathji. I needed someone like you today.’


  ‘It’s good to see you. Close that door properly or you might fall out when you lean against it. This is an old car, just like its owner.’


  ‘I’ve leant against many things and fallen, Dashrathji, leant against many things – and people too.’


  ‘Life is a procession of troubles, that’s true. But troubles are what make a man who he is, wouldn’t you say?’


  ‘That doesn’t mean that one goes out in search of them, Dashrathji. And that’s what I seem to be doing – they come at me like I have some special colour and smell.’


  Dashrath laughed. ‘Troubles can be talked away too. What are you opening the glove compartment for?’


  ‘Sorry, Dashrathji, I just like opening things. I’ll shut it again.’


  Although Dashrath Tiwari was a taxi-driver by profession, and had been one all his life, taxi-driving was just the outermost layer of him. If his talents were to be summed up with a metaphor that pleased him (for he was a lover of metaphors), it could be said that he was an adept not just at the steeringwheel of a Fiat but also at the steering-wheel of language – he could take it anywhere he liked. In his spare time he’d written dialogues for several Bhojpuri movies that played not in places like the Noor, but in small theatres in other parts in Bombay where the presence of labour from Uttar Pradesh and Bihar was strong. By all rights he should have been a celebrity, but because people always go by appearances, by exteriors, instead of taking the trouble to delve deeper, all the acclaim went to the actors who spoke Dashrath’s lines, and none came to Dashrath himself. Dashrath had also sired seven children, all sons, despite the fact that he only went home for three weeks a year. Since he always went at the same time each summer, every one of his children was born in January.


  The first thing that marked out Dashrath as different was his rich, measured, and lilting speech, the polished pebbles of his syllables as they rolled off his tongue. Dashrath spoke as some people orated, or wrote. To listen to him was to realize how most people, speaking the rude patois of Bombay and trying to make their point before someone else butted in, gobbled and mangled their words like chickens; nor did they ever bother to find the precise word for anything, preferring to deal in common and vague words instead. Was it the words – his style of speaking – or Dashrath’s thoughts that were so compelling? Arzee could never arrive at a conclusion on this: sometimes it seemed the one and sometimes the other, and sometimes the two were inextricable. What was undeniable was that Dashrath seemed far more alive than most people his age. Perhaps it was his words that kept him switched on, because to meet him was also to realize how most other people kept saying the same five or ten things all their lives. Arzee was very glad to have found a ear in someone as sympathetic, as wise, as Dashrath.


  They were drinking tea at a table in the Café Momin: Arzee out of a cup, Dashrath from a saucer. The saucer of tea was at the level of Arzee’s eyes, and he could see a film of cream with delicate ripples taking form on its surface even as he watched. On one corner of the table someone had scratched the name of a girl, MONA, and then made a slash across it and supplied her number below. For a long time the two men had conferred, and then for a long time they had been silent. Now Dashrath spoke up:


  ‘Don’t lose heart, my friend. You wait and see – there’s something bright for you at the bottom of all this. And don’t lose faith in yourself either. Don’t think of yourself as in the wrong. Take it from me, it’s hard to find a man like you these days.’


  ‘Is it my stars, Dashrathji? Is it the lines on my palm? I can’t make any sense of my life. Is it wrong to dream, Dashrathji? Everybody says you don’t get anywhere unless you dream, and dream big. And I didn’t even dream that big! I only saw the day I’d become head projectionist after Phiroz, as I deserved. That was my stop and my station – I didn’t want anything else. And after that I’d have a wife, a family, just like everyone else, and be a part of this world, and the years would go by, and life would take care of itself. I’ll tell you something, Dashrathji. All these months I wasn’t really living in the present. I was already living in the days to come. I wasn’t the me that I was! I was gradually becoming the me that I thought I was going to be.’


  ‘There’s something there,’ said Dashrath, rapping on the table with his knuckles. ‘There’s something there that chimes…with things I’ve been thinking.’


  ‘What’s that?’


  ‘No – another time. It’s got nothing to do with you, and it’s you we’re talking about.’


  ‘But what is it?’


  ‘Just some thoughts about life. You know how old men begin to feel they’re full of wisdom! I laugh sometimes when I think about the things I think about.’


  ‘Closing in five minutes!’ An old waiter was coming around knocking on a glass with a teaspoon.


  ‘Anyway, it’s closing time,’ said Dashrath.


  ‘Let’s hear it, Dashrathji. Don’t think I won’t be able to understand. I’m not as old as you, and I don’t have your way with words, but I have some thoughts on life too. I’ll be able to understand! I’ve got some thoughts too.’


  ‘All right then. What I’m thinking is, do we live the life that’s given to us, or,’ said Dashrath, lifting his saucer up into saucer-skies, ‘do we really live a kind of dream life? We are to be found in the present, yes – walking, sleeping, working. But all the while, aren’t we really living in the past and the future? I drive my car down Peddar Road and through Worli, but I’m thinking of next April, when it’ll be time to go home, of how the children will have grown bigger – of the green stalks that must be coming up in the fields right now. Isn’t our inner life really a life of the imagination? Isn’t that what makes you Arzee and me Dashrath, as much as our names, our families, our place in this world?’


  ‘It’s true,’ said Arzee, ‘and that’s the part of ourselves that no one else knows about. It’s like a story, Dashrathji, that we’re always making up for ourselves from reading signs in the world. And we take hope from it.’


  ‘That’s right. Man is in chains everywhere!’ said Dashrath, warming to his subject. ‘The only thing that keeps him alive is his imagination. His feet are always shackled to the earth, yet he flies on the wings of his imagination. He is convicted by reality, and pardoned by the imagination.’


  ‘The imagination…’


  ‘What is love? The loved one is a person just like you and me, a person with a hundred faults and failings. But briefly he or she is transformed into someone utterly beautiful, perfect – a being from the heavens! Love is the true home of the imagination. Requited love – that is the paradise raised from nothing but a pair of synchronized imaginations!’


  And now that Dashrath had brought it up, Arzee thought of love, and what it was; his attention wandered away, and for a little while he was not with Dashrath. When, wandering through thought-worlds, he returned by another path, Dashrath was still talking:


  ‘What is God but the imagination? It is fruitless to debate whether God exists, because the existence of God can never be proved or disproved. But till the day that man’s sense of God exists, God exists. What is our sense of ourselves? Mostly a fiction! Which one of us is really the person he thinks himself to be?’


  ‘You make it sound like the imagination is so wonderful, Dashrathji.’


  ‘It is wonderful. Why wouldn’t you say so?’


  ‘Ah,’ said Arzee. ‘That’s exactly the problem with it. Don’t think I’m trying to praise myself, Dashrathji. But actually no one knows more about the imagination than me. It’s the story of my life. I’ve dreamt, loved, hoped, and lived in imagined worlds, and later I’ve been miserable. I’ve imagined people to be something, and they turned out to be something else. The imagination is a deceiver, Dashrathji. I’ve been doubly deceived in life – deceived by life, without a doubt, and then deceived by my own illusions. I can’t trust anybody now, Dashrathji, not even myself – such is the place to which my imagination has led me. My imagination doesn’t keep me alive, Dashrathji, it torments me. It doesn’t let me see properly at all! I know now that if there’s anybody I must watch above all, it’s myself.’


  ‘What a reaction! There’s something heroic about that,’ said Dashrath. ‘Give me a moment while I write all of that down in my notebook. We should meet more often. Ah – the bill.’


  ‘It’s twenty-four. You write and I’ll pay it, Dashrathji, else your thoughts will be interrupted.’


  ‘No, no, I’ll pay first and then write. Here’s a fifty. Now give me a moment.’


  As Dashrath Tiwari lowered his head to write, a hand appeared behind it, its fingers hanging down above Dashrath. It obviously belonged to the man sitting on the other side of the cubicle, but it was stationed in such a peculiar fashion, the wrist hooked over the partition, that it looked almost independent, like a stage prop left hanging from a wall after rehearsals. As Dashrath murmured to himself and attacked an empty page with his pen, the brown fingers of the hand stirred slightly, as if aroused by what Dashrath’s fingers were doing. There was something so suspenseful about the hand – Arzee felt he could keep looking at it for the longest time. He felt like leaning across and touching it.


  ‘That’s done,’ said Dashrath. ‘What are you looking at?’


  ‘Nothing, Dashrathji. Let’s go.’


  As they departed Arzee saw the protruding stomach of the man on the other side, and suddenly the hand was no longer so interesting. It had only come alive from that angle.


  ‘Shall I give you a ride back?’


  ‘There’s no need, Dashrathji. I’ll walk home. I like to walk – at night especially, when there’s no one on the street.’


  ‘That’s very good. We city people have forgotten how to walk.’


  ‘I walked all the way from Mahim to Grant Road last year, on the day of the floods. Dashrathji…I don’t think you’ve ever noticed, but when cars reverse at really high speed, going zigzag like this…they look really funny.’


  ‘Which fool drives like that?’


  ‘No one you know, Dashrathji,’ laughed Arzee. ‘You know how I ramble.’


  ‘You take care of yourself, my friend,’ said Dashrath, getting into his taxi. ‘Hopefully we meet again soon, and by that time you’ll be in the good place of which you dreamt.’


  ‘I don’t know, Dashrathji, it doesn’t look likely. I’m a fool, Dashrathji. And the world knows it too. Drive home safely, Dashrathji.’


  Dashrath Tiwari’s taxi lurched forward and rumbled off into the night. Arzee looked at his watch. It was ten minutes past two. He sighed and turned for home.


  A light mist, like that seen when sugar is poured into jars, had appeared while they were drinking tea in the Café Momin. The sky was sown thickly with clouds, massy as cauliflower heads, and Arzee saw that the wind was taking them in the same direction as him. Under the watch of stony-faced buildings, trees were rustling and sighing; on the steps beneath shutters and awnings, dogs had their snouts tucked into their tails. A single shoe was lying forlorn on the street – where had he seen a shoe lying just like that? A high-rise was being repainted, and under a single light-bulb left on high, he saw the breeze across the sackcloth on the scaffolding, which was rippling like that film of cream on Dashrath’s tea. Everything was so quiet and still it seemed to Arzee that he was floating. It seemed possible to believe now, as it was not during the day, that the world was slowly turning, spinning, as his schoolbooks had said.


  Round and round in space, and ever forward in time – even in this stillness there was so much secret movement. Arzee wanted to keep walking through this silent, misty night, and by and by leave behind all roads and paths, all ties, all attachments, memories too – break from the web and float, unflappable and serene, indifferent to pleasure and pain, in his own orbit, clear of the yoke of time, free of noise and nonsense.


  ‘Under the roof of the Noor I was big,’ he thought, ‘and I could have been even bigger, but under this sky I’m so small. So let me be smaller now – let me disappear altogether.’


  Because of their detour to Café Momin, he was taking a different route home, and now on a corner he came across a church, squeezed in between two shopping complexes with their ugly signboards and shrieking SALE posters. Even the compound wall of the church had some kind of poster on it: a religious poster, with the picture of a smiling man with flowing locks, a white cloth thrown around his shoulders. Arzee’s eye caught the phrase negative emotions as he passed by, and he stopped to read. The picture was of the famous meditation guru Sri Sri Ravi Shankar, of whom Arzee had heard high recommendations. The poster advertised times and venues for a basic course in the Art of Living, which taught a breathing technique that released tension and stress, dissolved negative emotions, and eliminated toxins from the body. Those who had learnt the technique reported increased energy and peace of mind, better health, improved relationships, and greater joy and enthusiasm. He read:


  ‘Inside the body and all around it is air – remember that and be aware of it. Know how to use it. As the fish lives in water, so man in air. Without the breath the body is of no value. The breath is the secret of life.’


  The breath! Arzee had never really thought about breath – it seemed to take care of itself, so there was always something else to think about. He breathed deeply once or twice, but didn’t feel any difference, and he was too tired to hold out for longer. Idly he found himself wondering what brand of shampoo Sri Sri Ravi Shankar used.


  He bent down to tie up a trailing shoelace, and as he rose he saw that the light falling on the poster was actually the light above the statue of Jesus on a pedestal inside the church compound. Arzee had been inside a church just once in his life, and he didn’t have any use for such places any more, since the girl he had gone with had now gone. But there was something striking about Jesus – it was his pain that made him interesting. Standing in the quiet in this cone of light, Arzee felt a strange communion with this man-god, the son of Phiroz’s Mother Mary, who had walked the face of this earth at the beginning of the calendar. Jesus’s body was long and thin, his arms upraised like the boughs of trees, his head bowed and slack, almost resting on his shoulder. He seemed racked by the cross, and yet so frail as to be unable now to stand without the support of its frame. Jesus on the cross…how he must have suffered on that day from those nails and spikes! And yet nobody had done anything to help Jesus; they were all either preoccupied with themselves, or else too afraid to raise their voices. It seemed right that while all his worshippers were sleeping comfortably, Jesus was still here outside his church in the still of night, stricken and suffering for ever and for ever. How human he was, how close! Who had ever understood him while he lived? He was all alone, and not part of his age, just like Arzee.


  ‘How am I not to suffer?’ he thought, as he headed on towards home. ‘It’s too much to expect. In a world where even Jesus was thought abnormal, what’s the chance for me? Not for me such a monstrous normality! They were going to get me some time or the other. It was I who was foolish.’


  The stairway of his building was stuffy. Mosquitoes were buzzing in the darkness. It was too late for Mother to be awake, which was good. Some days she stayed up for him and sat beside him half-asleep, her hand resting on her chin, as he ate dinner, but never this late. Arzee felt in his pocket for his key, and opened the door.


  Mother was lying face-down on her bed in the living room, snoring gently. Arzee closed the door quietly. The smell of food was still in the air, and the pent-up hunger of the entire day was now shrieking in his stomach. He switched on the small lamp in the corner, and greedily approached the covered plates lying on the table.


  What was this! Leftovers from yesterday! He’d been hoping there would be something good, but there were only leftovers, which hadn’t even tasted good the first time. Tears rose in Arzee’s eyes as he looked at his miserable dinner. Wiping them away, he pulled off his shoes without untying the laces, unbuttoned his shirt, and washed his hands and face under the tap of the kitchen sink. Why couldn’t Mother have made fresh food? She was home all day, watching TV, while he laboured and suffered out in the world, and then when he came home there were only leftovers, which hadn’t even tasted good the first time.


  Arzee cut an onion and took it to the table, got up onto his high chair, and began to eat sullenly, discarding morsels of this and that vegetable, and glancing from time to time at his sleeping parent. When he had left that morning, he’d felt so warm towards her! He’d thought he’d take her to the Noor the day he was officially promoted, and lead her up again to the room to which she had led him all those years ago, and which was now his. He’d pretend not to notice how proud she was of him, pretend to be surprised and amused at her happy tears when actually he too was ready to cry. But now, pushing last night’s dinner down his gullet, he felt a strange mixture of hostility and dread towards his mother, towards her immovable nature, her soft tyranny. When he was done he left his plate in the sink without bothering to rinse it. Without bothering to rinse his mouth either, he pushed open the door of the bedroom, which creaked loudly. For months he’d been thinking of oiling the creak away, but he only remembered at this time every night.


  Mobin’s long frame was prostrate on the bigger of the two beds, his hands and legs splayed as if someone had thrown him there. Arzee thought about poking his finger into his brother’s ribs, but he desisted. Sometimes the thought itself was as amusing as the deed! He groped beneath his own small bed for the shorts he’d thrown there in the morning. As he stepped out of his trousers and into his shorts he saw his little legs, vulnerable and innocent, almost asking to be kicked or tripped, and he cursed under his breath. He lay down on his lumpy mattress with his hands beneath his head. His armpits gave off the sour whiff of old sweat.


  What a day! The world had gone round once, but he had gone round ten times – he’d become a new person. It was on days like this that everything that was of consequence in the world had happened…Gandhi was killed, the Emergency was declared, the Babri Masjid was brought down, the bombs went off in rush-hour trains in Bombay. How exhausting it was to live – what an effort it was.


  Deepak, Abjani, Phiroz, Dashrath – the events and encounters of the day passed across his eyes like frames through the Babur. They were all men. When was the last time he’d had a proper conversation with a woman other than Mother? Months ago.


  In the dark all the shapes and forms around him were more suggestive than by day. Mobin’s bag had been thrown down against a bed leg – it could be seen as a woman’s skirt, billowing out at the knee. Arzee stirred, and turned over. The wall was so pale and smooth. He raised a hand and felt how cool it was. He turned over again. In another couple of months, if he had been married, his wife would have been lying here beside him, breathing upon his neck as she lay curled up on her side in her long nightie, and if he had put his hand on her rounded hip there would have been no protest. He reached out, but there was no one there. He turned over onto his stomach and stuck his hands under the pillow.


  All roads and paths, all ties and attachments, memories too…


  SEVEN


  The Old Wadia Chawl


  For a long time Arzee had been feeling hot, and somewhere on the boundary between sleep and wakefulness he had been writhing from side to side. But only the strident voices of neighbours fighting over a slapped child brought him out completely from a dream – a dream into which his bodily condition must have seeped, for there, too, he had been tossing and turning in some swamp-like domain.


  He remembered who he was and what had happened to him yesterday, and instantly felt a violent irritation at re-entering the arena of time. This irritation was aggravated when he saw that he was covered with a sheet, which Mother must have placed over him early in the morning. But he hadn’t wanted to be covered. It was hot, for God’s sake! Was he a child? He was sweating; the same sour smell rose from his armpits, now doubly strong. Mobin was not in the room. Outside, the women continued their harangues, their voices crashing against his eardrums like sea-waves against the shore. The aroma of sambar cooking in the flat below reached his nostrils, and the drone of a factory siren far away told him it was ten o’clock. Something was moving on his chest. It was a red ant, busily making its way through a forest of chest hair as if it had to meet someone at the base of his neck. Arzee puffed his cheeks and blew it into space. His breath was foul. The new day felt like a dead weight around his neck. He sat up, then slumped down again and covered his face with the sheet.


  For a few minutes he lay that way, baffled and beaten. A great, almost global resentment was steaming up inside him – a resentment that stretched a line, like a telephone wire, from the smallness of his body, which must have rested like a seed inside him from the very day he was born, all the way to the death of the Noor. To be chased out like this from the life he had made for himself – that was even worse than not having much of a chance in the first place.


  When he threw off the sheet, he saw his packet of cigarettes peeping out of the pocket of his shirt on the chair. He got up, lit up, and sucked on his cigarette by the window, blowing smoke at the leprous wall of the building opposite. Ordinarily he never smoked at home, because Mother didn’t like it. But everything in this home couldn’t happen in accordance with Mother’s likes and dislikes. He’d followed a policy of appeasement for far too long! Let her smell the smoke and come storming in, let her complain. He wouldn’t say a word, he’d just stand there calmly, holding to his right, as a non-dependent adult, to do what he liked in his own room. Leftovers – hnnh!


  But the cigarette burned and fell away into ash, and nothing happened. Arzee couldn’t enjoy it either, as he stood there waiting for the confrontation to which he had tried to set a match. The day was all wrong, wrong from the very beginning. Mornings weren’t really a time for reflection, for mooning like this. For everybody else morning was the time for action: for bathing, eating breakfast, getting dressed, rushing after buses and trains. But with projectionists it was the mornings that were like other people’s evenings and nights, when they met with friends, wandered the streets, or brooded in solitude over fears and resentments. His life was in every way unnatural. Arzee felt more weary than he had last night. His mind, unable to stanch the shock, must have been going over the matter again and again while he slept.


  His stomach was warm and heavy; it was making little noises of exertion and complaint. He rose and looked for his slippers, but although Mobin’s slippers, four sizes too large for him, were right beneath his eyes, his own were nowhere to be seen. He cursed and opened the door of his room. Mother was not sitting in the living room. He looked in the kitchen, where breakfast lay upon the stove still warm, but Mother was not there either. Mother wasn’t at home at all! Was she upset with him? Didn’t she want to be in the house at the same time as him? But it wasn’t his fault! No…he was letting the fear get to him already. There was some simple explanation for this. He saw Mother’s tattered slippers and put them on, and this soothed him.


  On his forehead, just above his eyebrows, he could feel two hard little knots of tension which refused to loosen even when he kneaded them. He sat down at the table and closed his eyes. It hadn’t even been five minutes since he’d opened them, but already his thoughts had drummed up a monstrous cacophony inside his brain. The darkness was calming.


  The day lay ahead of him as a long, flat, soul-sapping expanse. The only diversion he could think of was the usual: a game of cards with his friends. But Arzee didn’t want to meet his friends. ‘I can’t face them,’ he thought. ‘When they find out, how they’ll laugh! I told them one thing about myself, but the truth’s just the opposite. What’s bad, I make worse. Nobody has to tell me – I know it myself. I’m an accomplice in my own deception – a self-toppler.’ He wasn’t even sure if he could be friends with Shinde and Hari any longer.


  At least there was the visit that evening to Deepak’s. Arzee had a feeling that Deepak might understand. He went back into his room and opened the cupboard between his bed and Mobin’s, and from an empty Russian doll in a shoebox inside a suitcase he separated a thousand rupees from the rest of the money that he’d saved for his future. There was no way that Deepak would even look at him without the money.


  Had the news begun to get around? It seemed as if there were far fewer people today at Kaputkar’s ticket counter and then inside the stalls of the Noor, just as people avoid visiting the homes of those who are dying. After the long, lonely afternoon show was over, and the dissolute hero of Saathi had passed away for the eighteenth time that week, Arzee rubbed the Babur down with a rag and left Sule in charge of the evening. Under a rapidly setting red sun he headed out on foot towards the Old Wadia Chawl.


  Once again he’d only seen Phiroz for the briefest sliver of time. The old bawa had set off again on wedding preparations immediately after his morning shift. After having never spoken of his daughter all these years unless asked, he now seemed consumed by her life. ‘Only the wedding matters now to Phiroz,’ he thought. ‘He’s tuned out of everything else, as if he’s about to die.’


  On a small white cloud in the sky he saw pasted the old projectionist’s sombre face, with its peculiar expression of selfabsorption, and when he looked around everyone else seemed to have the same expression. The narrow, clamorous streets were so crowded he could barely walk five steps without pausing or breaking, yet people were so lost in clouds of thought that each person seemed oblivious of all the others – human beings had become lost to one another. Aggressive traders had overrun the pavement with wares strung up on rods, and were barking and charging like leashed animals. On every flat surface, posters, bills, and notices were jostling each other with their insincere and provocative slogans. Bicycles were tinkling, motorbikes tracing slow curling paths and farting smoke, cars edging forward in half-wheels and quarter-wheels, and people trying to squeeze in and out of the opening and closing gaps. Ancient buildings on either side of the road seemed to be muttering and mumbling their disjointed memories, while women combing their hair or putting the washing out to dry gazed from windows. Arzee felt as if he couldn’t walk on these streets any more – couldn’t hold his head up on them as he used to, fierce and strong, forcing people to make way for him. He was struggling to assert even the inches that he did possess – he was shrinking, cowering. He wanted to run back to his room and curl up in a corner there, dwindle and die there, or else find the shade of another person, even if it was Deepak. He looked at his watch and hurried on, for he was late.


  He had often passed the Old Wadia Chawl, but never before had he gone inside. It was a colony of ugly brown buildings, each one four floors tall, their frontages specked with water patches and raggedy washing and potted plants and tattered streamers and the heads and shoulders of people standing in the corridors. As Arzee approached many of these heads turned to look down at him, but he resolutely kept looking straight ahead. He entered Building Number 2, separated two fighting children in order to pass, and began to climb the stairs. Passing open doors and scenes of family life, he figured out that each dwelling was identical, with two small rooms one behind the other, and then a tiny kitchen and a bathroom on one side, like the soundtrack on a strip of film. What would Deepak’s house be like? Arzee was sure that Deepak was sure that he wouldn’t really be coming, so the advantage was his. He could hear Deepak’s jests and sniggers already, the thrusting cadences of his jibes and pokes, and yet he didn’t mind – it was the silence and the panic that was unbearable. He could imagine how, when he told Deepak the dread news, Deepak wouldn’t even bat an eyelid, and that was the sort of person Arzee wanted to be with. In fact, that was the way he himself wanted to be – unflappable, untouchable.


  Deepak’s house was on the third floor. Arzee felt in his back pocket for the envelope with the money, then smoothed his hair and reached up and rang the doorbell. Visiting Deepak in his own home – who would have thought of it two days ago? Deepak’s wife, Deepak’s children – he hadn’t even known that such people existed.


  As if meeting his thought head-on, a slender and pretty woman in an orange sari opened the door and smiled. Deepak’s wife was at least five-foot-six – she was quite a presence! Arzee hadn’t spoken properly to a woman for months. He instantly became self-conscious, and the words floundered on his tongue.


  ‘D-D-Deepak – is Deepak there? My name is Arzee. He asked me to be here at seven. You must – you must be his wife. Hello!’


  ‘Actually he’s not home. He had to leave on some urgent work.’


  ‘But I’ve come to give him some money! When will he be back?’


  ‘I don’t know. But he said you were to leave the money with me. Have you brought it?’


  ‘Yes, it’s…it’s here in my pocket. No, it’s not in this pocket, it’s in the other pocket. I – I – I…’


  ‘Thank you.’ Deepak’s wife opened the envelope and deftly counted the notes. ‘It’s right.’ She inclined her head as if to say their conversation was over, and began to close the door.


  ‘One minute!’ said Arzee, stretching his arm out. ‘Actually, the thing is that I wanted to have a talk with Deepakbhai in person. It’s very important. Can I wait for him?’


  ‘But he’s not home. You can call him and find out when he’ll be free.’


  ‘Call him? Okay, I’ll do that. If you’ll just wait while I speak to him…maybe he’s on his way back. No – he’s not picking up his phone. He must be busy on some important work…I won’t disturb him then. But shall I come back in a while and check? Do you think he’ll be back by eight?’


  ‘I can’t say. But you can come back at eight and check.’


  ‘That’s very kind of you! You see, I must speak to him today, because there are some things I must tell him. Yes – I’ll be back at eight then.’


  ‘All right.’ Deepak’s wife made to close the door again.


  ‘One more thing! If he comes back before eight, please tell him not to go anywhere else. Tell him Arzee said it was urgent.’


  ‘I’ll tell him.’


  ‘Thank you – thank you so much.’


  Deepak wasn’t home! Another hour of brooding and stewing in silence! As Arzee went down the stairs, he felt intensely disappointed with Deepak. Deepak had asked him to come at seven – made him promise to come at seven – threatened him with dire consequences if he didn’t come at seven. And then Deepak himself wasn’t there at seven! Deepak could have easily called or messaged asking him to come later, but he hadn’t. Deepak had no consideration for him – while he had been looking forward all day to the meeting, even though it was going to cost him, for Deepak he was just a vessel bearing money. It didn’t matter whether they met or not, as long as the money was passed across. He’d been thinking since yesterday that Deepak might become his friend, but Deepak didn’t really care.


  ‘Or maybe he thought I wouldn’t come, so he went his own way,’ he thought. ‘After all, in six months of knowing me he hasn’t got a rupee out of me yet. Yes…that must be it! But I’ve come! That means that Deepak will be pleasantly surprised when he comes back. He’ll see that I kept my word. So I must be there when he returns, else my thousand rupees will have gone waste. What? Still fighting!’


  He said to the boys: ‘Let me through, you rascals. Hello! I’m speaking to you! What’re you looking at? Never seen a man before?’


  The boys stopped scuffling and made way for him to pass.


  ‘Whose bat is this?’


  ‘Mine. Give it back.’


  ‘Ok, but tell me first – who’s your favourite cricketer?’


  ‘Sachin.’


  ‘Sachin! He’s good, but he gets out too often when he’s close to a hundred. Dhoni’s the man – mark my words, one day he’s going to be captain! Can you tell me where Phiroz K. Pir lives in this chawl? An old Parsi? Mumbles to himself when he walks – brrm brrm brrm?’


  Phiroz lived on the first floor of Building Number 1 of the Old Wadia Chawl. His home was no more than a fifteen-minute walk from the Noor, yet Arzee had never visited the old projectionist. Phiroz didn’t encourage home visits – didn’t go to people’s homes either. Phiroz wasn’t very social.


  ‘I hope he’s home,’ thought Arzee, as he went up the stairs. ‘I’m curious to see what his home looks like. And his daughter. Will she be good-looking? It’s not likely. There’s always been something wrong about Phiroz. He lives half the time among birds and animals, or with his gods, or with the Babur – he’s at his best when he’s not with humans! With us he’s so secretive. But Phiroz is Phiroz. I’m not so angry with him any more. But I haven’t forgiven him either. I’ve only come because I have an hour to pass.’


  Phiroz’s building’s was smaller – it must have been built earlier – and its condition was much worse than that of Deepak’s. Fetid water had pooled at different places, and when Arzee reached the unlit first-floor landing, he saw that a chunk of the wall not far from Phiroz’s door had disappeared altogether, leaving a gaping hole large enough that a child, or he himself, could fall through.


  He peered down through the hole, hands on knees, and found himself looking straight down into the yawning black mouth of a disused well, surrounded by weeds. In the spooky twilight the circle seemed to be going round and round, sucking the air in. There was something hypnotic about it – it seemed to be calling to him to come, to come, to erase the gap between them. ‘Shall I?’ thought Arzee, and the world began to spin, and he had to hold on to the crumbling brick as his heart leapt with excitement and panic. ‘It’ll be all over in an instant. I’ll be done with this tanta life! No – I’ll regret it the moment I let go, just as I’ve regretted every other decision in my life! And it just looks empty from the top – it might not be. I can’t trust this body of mine – I’ll step back before it flies me through. I’m sweating! Ah – that’s the sound of Phiroz’s voice.’


  He wiped his face and arms on his sleeve, and reached up and pressed Phiroz’s doorbell. There was no response. He rang again, paced about back and forth, put his ear to the door. He’d just heard Phiroz speaking!


  ‘Phirozbhai!’ he shouted, rapping on the wood. ‘It’s me, Phirozbhai! Open up!’


  Eventually he heard the sound of Phiroz’s shuffling step on the other side. ‘Who is it?’ said Phiroz from behind the door.


  ‘It’s me, Phirozbhai! Doesn’t your bell work?’


  He could hear a woman’s voice too, asking some sort of question. He put his ear to the door again.


  ‘It’s Arzee,’ Phiroz was saying. ‘Arzee the dwarf. But why is he here?’


  Arzee could hear – see, almost – Phiroz’s knobby fingers fumbling with the bolt. Then the door opened and there stood Phiroz in his vest and pajamas, holding a candle up to his face.


  ‘Why can’t you say your name?’ he said tetchily. ‘There’s a reason your parents gave you a name.’


  ‘It’s only me, Phirozbhai. Why is there no current in your house?’


  ‘I forgot to pay the bill, so they cut it,’ said Phiroz. ‘There won’t be any electricity till the morning now. What’re you doing here?’


  ‘I had some work here, so I thought I’d drop by. Shall I come in, Phirozbhai?’


  ‘Come.’


  ‘This is a historic day in our relationship, Phirozbhai. I’ve never come to your house before.’


  Phiroz grunted. ‘We meet everyday, so what’s the reason to visit?’ He put the candle on a table. ‘Find yourself a place to sit. The house is a mess.’


  Arzee looked around. The room was in a mess – he could tell that even by candlelight. Newspapers lay scattered on the floor. A vest and a pair of trousers were draped on the arm of a chair. A red bucket stood in the centre of the room, and every two seconds a drop of water detached itself from the mouldy ceiling and fell into the bucket with a plop. Phiroz’s daughter was clearly not the best housekeeper. Or perhaps they never had any visitors here, so they naturally never bothered to keep things in order. Arzee caught sight of a sheaf of cards and envelopes peeking out from under a cushion. Beside a half-full cup of tea on a low table, an address book was lying pressed open by a paperweight. The electricity was gone, but Phiroz was working, chipping away at his fatherly duties.


  ‘If you – if you need any help with arrangements for the wedding, Phirozbhai, just let me know,’ he said, feeling guilty.


  Phiroz grunted again, and sat down. ‘It’s all right,’ he said. ‘I can manage.’


  ‘Is your daughter not at home, Phirozbhai? I thought I heard someone’s voice.’


  ‘I’m home!’ came a high clear voice from inside. ‘How do you do, Mister Arzee? I am Shireen.’


  Arzee was so surprised at being hailed like this that he jumped. Then he found himself calling back, ‘Hello! Hello, Miss Shireen!’ just as loudly, so that his voice would carry. ‘So we meet after all these years,’ he continued. ‘But please don’t call me “Mister”.’


  ‘Okay. But then why are you calling me “Miss”?’


  ‘Because – because it’s not yet time to call you “Mrs”.’


  The girl laughed and said, ‘Father has told me a lot about you.’


  ‘Really? What has he said?’ Arzee loved to hear what people said about him.


  ‘Lots of things. Even though I’ve never met you, I feel I know you very well.’


  She had only said two or three sentences, but Arzee saw that the girl was a beautiful talker. There was something about her bantering tone that drew you in right away and set your thoughts running, just like it was with Dashrath. And she didn’t speak to him, like so many people did, in a special dwarf tone – she spoke to him as his friends did. He felt they were only pretending they didn’t know each other – actually they’d known each other for years. Had they? ‘Is it – is it her?’ he suddenly thought to himself, and his heart jumped a beat. ‘No, of course it can’t be – what a fool I am!’ But he wanted to see what she looked like, and he said: ‘But I hardly know you, Miss Shireen. Your father’s never said a word about you to me – he’s kept you well-hidden. Won’t you come and join us in here?’


  ‘I’d have liked to, but I’m soaking my feet in hot water, and if I let it grow cold I’ll have to heat the water all over again. But if you wait for ten minutes, I’ll make you a cup of tea.’


  ‘You are really working very hard for your marriage, Miss Shireen! If I was getting married I don’t think I’d go in for anything more than a new shirt and a shave.’


  ‘I hope you are coming to the wedding! You are one of the special invitees.’


  ‘I’ll come, Miss Shireen. You’ve left me with no choice, as you’re refusing to join us now, and we have to meet somewhere. But congratulations! I’m sure your husband is a really lucky man.’


  ‘The important thing is that he should think that. I’m not so sure he does.’


  ‘You’re being too modest, Miss Shireen. If people like you start being modest, then where will people like me be left? People like me have to exaggerate their talents tenfold just to stay afloat.’


  ‘That’s just your way of being modest, Mister Arzee. You’re playing the same game that you accuse me of playing.’


  ‘I – I –’


  ‘She’s a smart girl,’ said Phiroz, looking up from his envelopes. He chuckled proudly. ‘You can never win with her.’


  ‘So you really are not going to come out and see us, Miss Shireen? What’s this? It’s a cat!’


  ‘I’ve sent out my representative to meet you, Mister Arzee. I’m like a queen – I deal with the world through my emissaries.’


  ‘So you’re saying I’m just a common fellow, Miss Shireen? You’re probably right. I’m a common man, Miss Shireen, a very small man.’


  ‘Oh, don’t take offence, Mister Arzee. My cat and I are as one person anyway. If you’ve seen my cat you’ve seen me.’


  ‘I see your cat, Miss Shireen. It’s right by my feet and it’s staring straight at me.’


  ‘What do you think of it?’


  ‘Actually, all cats look the same to me. I only know that there are black cats, white cats, and mixed cats, and that they mew and like milk and fish.’


  ‘Then we can never be friends, Mister Arzee. All the people who don’t say good things about my cat look the same to me.’


  ‘Now you’re throwing a tantrum, Miss Shireen. All this won’t do when you’re married. All right, it’s a very beautiful cat. I knew someone who had a cat once.’


  ‘Don’t lean forward. You’re blocking the light,’ said Phiroz.


  ‘Sorry, Phirozbhai.’


  ‘When are you getting married, Mister Arzee?’ came the voice again from the balcony.


  ‘Married? Um…as soon as I find the right girl, Miss Shireen. Finding the right girl is the hardest thing. And…we’re living in a time where looks are everything, Miss Shireen. As you know, I’m a little – a little on the short side, and it’s not easy being so in this world.’


  ‘Why? Father says you’re really popular with the girls. He’s even met your girlfriend.’


  ‘That was a long time ago, Miss Shireen, a long time ago. She’s gone, and I’ve put that behind me now. There are some things I’ve told myself I won’t think about any more, and that’s one of them. You can’t live in resentment and self-pity, Miss Shireen – it’s no consolation that you were really in the right!’ There was no response from the girl, so he went on, ‘And now the Noor is going too. They’re all leaving one by one.’


  ‘I know. That’s so sad. What have you thought?’


  ‘It’s too soon to have thought anything, Miss Shireen. It’s all happened too suddenly – I wasn’t prepared for it. You know, your house reminds me of the cinema, because in the evenings I light a candle and work just like this. Don’t you think shadows are so interesting?’


  ‘Yes, shadows are everywhere.’


  ‘Miss Shireen,’ said Arzee, and his words were also meant for Phiroz, ‘I can’t help feeling that my life is slowly drawing to a close, and something else awaits me on the other side. I won’t be the Arzee that I am then, and I don’t know who I’m going to be. While standing at your door a little while ago, I looked down and saw the well below –’


  ‘Don’t sound so dejected, Mister Arzee. Why, you’re in the absolute prime of your youth! Remember, it is always darkest just before dawn.’


  ‘I thank you for your kind words, Miss Shireen. They don’t change the reality of this small man visiting your house for the first time, but that doesn’t make them any less kind and good.’


  ‘Kindness and goodness are just –’


  ‘Now you keep quiet for a bit!’ said Phiroz. ‘Learn to control that tongue, else your husband will send you right back.’


  ‘Won’t you take me in then, Father? Else I’ll sit outside your door and talk all day long.’


  ‘Please come and join us, Miss Shireen, I beg of you.’ Arzee really did want to see the person behind this voice, the source of these beguiling words. But perhaps they wouldn’t be able to speak so freely once he had done so. The sight of faces and bodies could stop up mouths.


  ‘I want to buy a watch for my son-in-law,’ said Phiroz. He looked at Arzee’s wrist. ‘Where can I get a watch like yours?’


  ‘Like mine? That won’t be so easy, Phirozbhai,’ said Arzee. ‘It used to belong to my father. I don’t think you can get one like this any more.’


  Phiroz was silent. His mouth worked under the shadow of his moustache. He kept staring at Arzee. His face looked odd in the candlelight.


  ‘But we can try,’ said Arzee. ‘We can go to the market and take a look.’


  ‘I want a watch like that for my son-in-law,’ said Phiroz. A drop of water fell from the ceiling and burst on his dome-like head. He looked up, aggrieved, and pointed. ‘Every day this ceiling leaks in a new place. The living room is leaking. The bedroom is leaking. The balcony is leaking. The bathroom is leaking. But half the time there’s no water in the taps.’


  ‘That reminds me. Could I please use your bathroom, Phirozbhai?’


  ‘It’s that way,’ said Phiroz. ‘Take the candle with you.’


  ‘In two minutes your ten minutes will be up, Miss Shireen,’ said Arzee, getting up, ‘and then you’ll have to come out of hiding and make us some tea. Otherwise I will be very upset, and I’ll…and I’ll kidnap your cat!’ Shireen laughed. ‘You’re laughing now, but I will! I’ll be right back.’


  He took the candle and proceeded in the direction Phiroz had indicated, leaving the old man in the dark. As he passed the inner room he could only see the legs of Phiroz’s daughter in the balcony, dipped into a tub of water like toothbrushes in a stand.


  ‘What a relief it is to talk!’ he thought. ‘I felt it last night with Dashrath, and I feel it again now. I’ve been bouncing thoughts off the walls of my brain all day long, and it’s killing me. If only I had someone like this girl in my life, then I wouldn’t be so unhappy.’


  He closed the bathroom door, set the candle down carefully on the washbasin, unzipped his trousers, and looked down into the small black hole. He couldn’t remember having ever taken a leak by candlelight before.


  No – his organ definitely wasn’t as small as his friends kept alleging! But he couldn’t well take it out and show them either. Its shadow on the wall was enormous. Often it twitched, and he was maddened and had to surrender to its demands, but in those moments it also surged with such power that he felt humble before it, by how it knew exactly what it wanted. He could feel it growing bigger in his hand as he thought about it. It seemed to be looking around lewdly with its one eye as it whispered and passed water.


  Suddenly his phone began to ring. Arzee groped for it with his free hand. The flapping of his arm stirred the air, and the flame of the candle guttered out. He saw that it was Deepak calling – Deepak must have seen the missed call on his phone. Arzee hastily took the call before Deepak cut it. In the bathroom mirror he could see nothing but his nose and his lips, pale in the light of his phone display.


  ‘What are you up to, little man?’ Deepak’s mocking laugh rang in Arzee’s ears. In the darkness he seemed so close, as if he was watching him from somewhere above, chortling at this private moment.


  ‘Where – where are you, Deepakbhai?’ said Arzee, looking around.


  ‘At home, where else? My wife says you wanted to speak to me about something important. First you spend six months running away from me, and then you come chasing me. What is it that’s making your ass itch now?’


  ‘No it’s not that, Deepakbhai. It’s just that –’


  ‘Don’t eat up my phone time – I’m paying for every word you speak. Drop whatever it is you’re doing and come on over. If you’re not here in ten minutes then I won’t open the door for you.’


  ‘I’ll be right there, Deepakbhai. You open your door and I’ll be there. See you in a minute, Deepakbhai.’


  Arzee put his phone back in his pocket and fumbled with his trousers, grumbling. Why couldn’t Deepak have come home a bit later? He found his matchbox and relit the candle, then washed his hands, looking at all the tubes on the bathroom shelf. The Pir family used Colgate toothpaste, Lux soap, Pears facewash, and Old Spice shaving cream. He took the candle out with him.


  ‘I have to leave on some urgent work, Phirozbhai,’ he said. ‘So the two of you still owe me that cup of tea. Shall I…shall I come tomorrow evening? I’ve never come home all these years, so…’


  ‘Come,’ said Phiroz, and grunted. ‘Who’s going to take care of the show?’


  ‘Sule! We can let Sule do some work.’


  ‘Do come!’ said Shireen.


  ‘All right. So goodbye, Miss Shireen. I arrived suddenly, and am leaving even more suddenly, but that’s how I am! But your husband is a lucky man, that’s what I think. See you at the cinema tomorrow, Phirozbhai.’


  ‘Think about the watch,’ said Phiroz. ‘We don’t have much time.’


  ‘A fine girl,’ thought Arzee, as he left Phiroz’s. ‘If you know how to talk, then your time is never boring, that’s clear. There’s always something to do. Housekeeping isn’t her strong point, but then every person has faults. Perhaps she can cook. And the way she didn’t come out of the balcony…it was like speaking to a girl in purdah! Perhaps she’s ugly – that’s why Phiroz wasn’t able to marry her off for all these years. Now, Phirozbhai’s flat is on this side, and the balcony faces out. So maybe if I shout her name out suddenly, she’ll peep out.’


  He walked out of the building, and looked up at Phiroz’s. He didn’t need to call out, because the girl Shireen was sitting right there at the window, her face raised towards the night sky and the moon. She wore a white sleeveless blouse, her hair was tied back in a ponytail, and the expression on her face was serene. Her nose was not like Phiroz’s at all. Arzee stood still, entranced by the picture. As he watched, the girl’s fingers went to a pendant on her throat, and then groped for something on the window sill. A crust of bread came flying down and hit him on the shoulder, but the girl did not look down.


  Arzee realized that Phiroz’s daughter was blind.


  EIGHT


  Deepakbhai, Work,

  Love, and God


  ‘…I should have just gone to Dubai, Deepakbhai, I should have just gone to Dubai. When I was nineteen I had an offer to work there at a five-star hotel, but because there was a place for me at the Noor I didn’t even think about it a second time. But I made a mistake, Deepakbhai, because now I see I’ve been walking up a dead end all these years. It’s only a day since I saw you last, Deepakbhai – a day and a few hours – but it’s like a year has gone by. I know what you’re thinking. It was so stupid of me not to go to Dubai, when everybody else is dying to get there. And I agree with you. But that’s how I am! I think from the heart – from here, Deepakbhai, and not from here! And I’ve been happy all these years, so it’s not like I haven’t been happy, but today I’m cleaned up, Deepakbhai, so all those times have become small. Put yourself in my shoes, Deepakbhai. Imagine for a moment that the syndicate’s not behind you any more, and you’re out on your own in this world, and also that you’re small like me, and everyone looks at you strangely – then you’ll know what I’m feeling. I could have not come this evening after all this, Deepakbhai. But I didn’t want you to get into trouble with your people, so I came, and brought the money. Please write off my remaining payments now, Deepakbhai. I’m squashed under a hundred other things anyway. And after all it was just money on paper to begin with – it never really existed! Otherwise I’ll have to borrow money from my mother, Deepakbhai, and you don’t know what that means.’


  ‘Hmm-mm,’ said Deepak.


  ‘Deepakbhai, I…


  Deepakbhai,’ said Arzee, and in all this there wasn’t anything he said that he had not said already. ‘Eh? Deepakbhai?’


  The clock on the wall made a sound, and a little wooden bird hopped out of a door and cheeped ten times. Deepak grunted, and with a flick of the TV remote he switched off the episode of India Victorious he had been watching.


  ‘Really, what a talker you are!’ he said. ‘They should put you in the Lok Sabha. But my memory doesn’t lie. Tendulkar could really play when he was young.’


  Deepak was sprawled in a big, padded armchair, and his legs were resting on a small table. Arzee was sitting on the sofa opposite him. The soles of Deepak’s feet were black. He was wearing his faded black jeans and an olive-green vest with the picture of a bulldog on it. When framed against his wife, working at her sewing-machine, her tongue stuck frowningly into her cheek, against the simple and bright furnishings and pictures, against the photograph of either his or her parents on the wall, and against the football and the green rubber chicken lying on the floor, Deepak didn’t look like the stoned, the fearsome Deepak, who was the only Deepak Arzee knew. He seemed like any normal husband and father, stretching his legs at home in the evening after the day’s work. Arzee could never have imagined this domesticated air of Deepak’s, or that he could have such a pretty and accomplished wife, whom he had done nothing to deserve. He kept looking at Deepak, and finally Deepak seemed to forget Tendulkar and remember him. Deepak stretched his arms above his head.


  ‘What can I say?’ he said. ‘You know it. I’m not pleased to hear this. Not pleased at all.’


  Arzee blinked, and his legs shook slightly in the air. Deepak was not pleased. That meant he was upset. But upset how? Upset with him, or upset for him? He couldn’t tell.


  ‘It’s our country’s independence day tomorrow, Deepakbhai, but there’s nothing in it for me,’ he offered.


  ‘Don’t feel so left out. There’s nothing in it for me either,’ said Deepak, and yawned.


  Arzee said to himself, ‘I’ll go now. Deepak’s safe for a month now that I’ve given him the money, so he’s thinking he’ll deal with me next month. What does it matter to me? I might not be around next month either – I might have left this wretched city. I’ve been talking all evening, but this is the reason why I can’t stop, because I’ll return to gnawing at myself like this! – Deepak hasn’t asked me to leave yet, so I’ll stay a bit longer. Five more minutes! They haven’t been bad to me – maybe they’re listening after all. Shall I tell them about my visit to Phiroz’s? It was all so strange, like a dream. No…this is where I always make a mistake! I’ll get them to speak, and I’ll do the listening.’


  ‘I can see that you’re thinking something, Deepakbhai,’ he said, sitting up straighter. ‘I think you’re thinking of your children. Will they be back soon from their tuitions?’


  ‘I’m thinking that if you’re thinking you would have had a better life in Dubai, then you’re a fool,’ said Deepak. ‘The syndicate’s got a branch in Dubai. Just last year, we started. I’ve been there – would’ve been there twice, in fact, but once I came down with dengue. Trust me, it isn’t as great as you think. It’s the same shit. We Indians just think that working abroad is great.’


  ‘You’ve been to Dubai? Then why didn’t you say so all this while, Deepakbhai?’


  ‘Did you give me even one second to say anything? You’re like the Rajdhani Express. Once you start you only stop after three hours.’


  ‘I didn’t know you guys were so big, Deepakbhai.’


  ‘So big? We’re even bigger than you think. Don’t go by the look of our place. We’ve got to keep that look for business reasons. But we’ve got contacts all around the world. I’ve got more than six hundred numbers on my phone, all business contacts. And there’s an international country code on maybe a hundred of those.’


  ‘That’s quite something, Deepakbhai. I don’t think I’ve made an international call in my whole life.’


  ‘Just because you’re small, it doesn’t mean we can’t be big,’ said Deepak, and he began looking around the objects and furniture in the room, like Brahma surveying creation. ‘If you want something from any place in the world, we can get it, so long as you can pay the price. If you want us to track someone down, we can find him.’


  ‘Any one? What’re you saying, Deepakbhai?’


  ‘Of course. Just give us a name and a description, and we’ll sniff him out.’ Deepak made a sweeping gesture with his arm to indicate the great beyond that lay on all sides of the Old Wadia Chawl. ‘Whether he’s hiding in the foothills of the Himalayas or the ravines of the Chambal valley, in the sands of the Kutch or the forests of the Bay of Bengal. As long as he isn’t dead, we’ll find him. If he’s dead we bring back our condolences.’


  ‘Don’t believe a word of what he says,’ said Deepak’s wife, with a mischievous glint in her eye.


  ‘But if you decided to get lost somewhere, we’d find it hard to find you.’ Deepak laughed uproariously. ‘There are so many more places in which we’d have to look. Little places.’


  ‘Ha ha – good joke, Deepakbhai.’ Arzee sat still for a few moments in contemplation, his hand over his mouth. Only his leaping eyes gave away the agitation inside him. All day long he had been thinking about his future. Now he said cautiously, ‘Is there any chance that – any chance that I could do some work for you people, Deepakbhai?’


  ‘Work for us? A-ha!’ said Deepak. ‘After months of sneering at me because of your fancy cinema job, you now think that working for us is all right, is it?’


  ‘I never sneered, Deepakbhai. I don’t know what you were thinking, but it was all wrong. All work is work, Deepakbhai. And I loved my work, so I wouldn’t have thought of it earlier. But I’m willing to change now. I can see that I’ve got to become a new person for a new time.’


  ‘You’re a strange fellow,’ said Deepak. ‘Sometimes I think you’re stupid, because of that look on your face when you’re thinking, but then at other times you zoom through even before the signal has turned green. Funnily enough, I was just thinking that you might be of use to us.’


  ‘You were?! I’m very pleased to hear that, Deepakbhai. But… what kind of work will it be? I don’t want to do anything illegal, Deepakbhai. At least not to begin with. Knowing my luck, I’ll get caught the first day itself.’


  ‘If it’s work with us, how can it not be illegal?’ said Deepak. ‘In that case it’s all over.’ He looked at Arzee’s crestfallen face and laughed. ‘What a mouse you are! Don’t worry, it’ll be absolutely legal. You might even enjoy it. And that way you won’t have to worry about paying us back our cash either. We’ll just take it out of the money you make.’


  ‘Oh. So it’s that way, Deepakbhai.’


  ‘Of course it’s that way! If you thought I’m running a charity, then think again. But it works for you as well. After your debts are paid off, whatever you make is your own. What do you say to that?’


  ‘I…I don’t know, Deepakbhai. The thing is, it’s been so many years since I’ve had to deal with such things that –’


  ‘Settle your small problems first,’ piped up Deepak’s wife. ‘Then the bigger problems will take care of themselves. Don’t refuse work. Work’s not easy to find.’


  ‘Heard that?’ said Deepak. ‘Even women have more sense than you.’


  ‘Okay…okay, I’ll do it, Deepakbhai. I’m convinced now. Thank you, Deepakbhai. I would have never thought, when I saw you yesterday morning, that we would sitting here talking like this.’


  ‘Look how generous we are to others,’ said Deepak, turning back towards his wife, as if continuing some old debate. ‘And yet those Pakistanis keep popping up in our country with guns and bombs every year. And yesterday I learnt from our little friend here that they’re taking over our films as well. We Hindus are getting screwed. How long can this go on?’


  ‘Deepakbhai, I –’


  ‘What is it? What is it you’re keeping on opening your mouth to say?’


  ‘Deepakbhai, I…I’m not what you think I am. Everybody just assumes I’m a Muslim because of my name. But my father was a Hindu. So, if you’re going to keep dividing people up like this, then I’m on your side too.’


  ‘What’re you saying!’ Deepakbhai let out a whinny of mirth and slapped his thigh. ‘What an extraordinary little man you are. So what’s your last name then?’


  ‘It’s…it’s Gandhi, Deepakbhai. You’re laughing! I know it sounds strange. My father was Gujarati – he came from a bania family. But I rarely use my last name. Everybody knows me just as Arzee.’


  ‘Ar-zee,’ said Deepak. ‘I’ve never heard of anybody else with that name. Doesn’t it mean “order” or “request”?’


  ‘It’s more like “plea” or “petition”, Deepakbhai. There’s a story behind that too. My parents were trying for a child for many years before they had me. So when I was born it was as if their plea had been answered, and so they called me Arzee.’


  ‘And you’ve definitely lived up to the name, little man,’ said Deepak. ‘Not a day goes by without you pleading for some grant or concession, because life’s not easy for you. From now on, say “This is my arzee” before you ask me for anything.’


  ‘See that picture of Ganesha on your wall, Deepakbhai?’ said Arzee, nimbly changing the topic to something that would impress Deepak and his wife. ‘I know it’s very unusual, because Ganesha’s trunk is curling to the right in it, and you almost never see that in pictures of Ganesha. In the picture of Ganesha we have in the cinema, his trunk goes straight down.’


  ‘You’re right!’ said Deepak’s wife.


  Arzee was pleased. ‘When you come to our projection room, Deepakbhai, you’ll see that we have pictures of gods from every religion on our wall. I know lots of things about religion, though it’s another matter that I’m not a believer. I’ll have one last biscuit, Deepakbhai.’


  ‘Don’t just eat the chocolate biscuits. Eat the glucose ones as well,’ ordered Deepak.


  He reached out and claimed the chocolate biscuit that Arzee had conceded. Crumbs fell in showers from his mouth, like debris on a construction site. He asked between chews, ‘So, if your father was Hindu, what did he go and marry a Muslim for?’


  ‘It was his choice, Deepakbhai. My parents lived in the same neighbourhood, and they fell in love, so that was that. Why shouldn’t they have married? Love is love, Deepakbhai. And even if they shouldn’t have, can one ever fault one’s parents?’


  ‘One certainly can!’ said Deepak, looking with resentment at the photograph of the two aged people on the wall. ‘As for me, I say: what’s the point of being a Hindu if you won’t marry a Hindu? Keep the faith, that’s what I think.’


  ‘It’s not bad to marry outside your faith, Deepakbhai,’ said Arzee. ‘That’s what my own father, who’s no more, would have said, and he was a Hindu just like you. If you open your heart to a person who’s different from you, you grow bigger, not smaller. That’s what he used to say.’


  ‘You’re a fine one to say such things, considering how small you turned out,’ said Deepak, and his derisive laughter seemed to echo off the walls. ‘It’s your parents who grew bigger – they left you all small! Now you’ll have to marry outside your faith, too, if you want to grow bigger. Find a nice Christian girl for yourself. Shirley – Betty – Florencia…’


  ‘If you’re going to make a big joke of this, Deepakbhai, then let’s not talk about it. For your information, I was on the verge on marrying a girl from another religion. But it all went wrong.’


  ‘I never knew you were such an interesting specimen,’ said Deepak. ‘You’re like those hybrid plants that come nowadays. So tell us, why are you not a believer?’


  ‘It’s never been good between God and me, Deepakbhai.’


  ‘It’s too confusing, is it? There’s the thousand gods of us Hindus on the one side, and’ – Deepak’s voice grew sarcastic – ‘the formless One on the other.’


  ‘It’s not that, Deepakbhai. Even if my parents belonged to the same religion, Deepakbhai, I think I would find it hard to believe. Because…because faith in God also means faith in other human beings, Deepakbhai. It means faith in the system. That’s what makes for a faith. Dwarfhood’ – and Arzee faltered as he said the word, and his limbs seemed to twitch violently – ‘in a way dwarfhood is its own religion, Deepakbhai. If I don’t belong in the world of normal people at other points, then why should I be with them when they turn to God? I won’t – I’ll be by myself instead! So your question is all wrong, Deepakbhai. It’s like you think I’m a coin, just because you’re a coin yourself, and you’re asking me if I like the heads side of myself better or the tails. But I’m not a coin to begin with! I’m like…I’m like a bottle top, Deepakbhai! I’m not part of the system. And it’s all right, Deepakbhai, you grow used to it after a while. And that’s why I don’t pray, Deepakbhai, although many people say that God is kind and just. And maybe that’s why he punishes me like this, by breaking down everything that I try to build. But he should know better, Deepakbhai. If there is a God he should know better.’ And Arzee kept looking at the wall opposite, and murmuring things which no one could hear.


  ‘How strikingly he talks!’ said Deepak’s wife to him in Marathi.


  ‘He’s got a brain in there,’ Deepak agreed.


  ‘I’m sorry to have got so worked up, Deepakbhai,’ said Arzee. ‘That’s why I never talk about these things. I get upset. It’s better that I keep them to myself.’


  ‘It’s all right, it’s all right,’ murmured Deepak. He laughed in a forced way, and said, ‘What a talker you are! Your words are the missing two feet of you.’


  ‘Two feet? Oh, two feet as in height. It wasn’t clear for a moment, Deepakbhai.’ Arzee fell into silence for a few moments, and then he spoke up again. ‘I don’t blame my parents for anything, Deepakbhai – not for my mixed-up religion, which I don’t want anyway, and not for my size. I thank them for everything. I know my mother feels bad in secret that I’m so small, and she fears that I won’t have a normal life. But I don’t let her take it upon herself if I can help it. That’s why I haven’t told her I’m losing my job, Deepakbhai, though I’ve told you – and I’ve known her for twenty-seven years more than I’ve known you. But I can’t tell her, because I won’t be able to see her suffer for my sake, because then I myself will suffer all the more. After a certain age one has to think of one’s parents, Deepakbhai. We don’t need them any more – it’s they who need us.’


  ‘My parents are dead,’ said Deepak. ‘They’re gone. They don’t need me.’


  ‘Ah, then you’re lucky, Deepakbhai. Not because they’re gone, but because you don’t have to worry about what might be troubling them, like I am now. At the same time you’re unlucky, too, as they’re not here to share your happy times. But there they are in that photograph, Deepakbhai, watching over you and your family. Your parents are always with you, Deepakbhai.’


  ‘Are they?’ Deepak laughed harshly. ‘Not while they were alive, no. They cursed me.’


  ‘Then forgive them for it, Deepakbhai. You’ll feel better for it, I promise.’


  ‘Forgive them!’ repeated Deepak sarcastically.


  ‘We all make mistakes, Deepakbhai! Make your peace and start all over again. Please, Deepakbhai – for my sake! The rose of peace can never bloom in the soil of unrest.’


  ‘That’s what I’ve always said to him,’ said Deepak’s wife. ‘That’s what I’ve always said.’


  ‘You people don’t know anything about anything,’ said Deepak. But his voice was hoarse – he was moved. ‘I’ll just be back,’ he said, and got up and left. Arzee looked at his wife, and she shrugged. They could hear him scrabbling in a drawer, and then washing his face at the basin. After a couple of minutes he came back carrying a number on a piece of paper. ‘Now, I don’t have any more time to waste,’ he said, wiping his face on his sleeve and doing some stretches, ‘so you take this number, and give this man a call. His name is Mehndi, and he’ll tell you what he wants you to do.’


  ‘All right, Deepakbhai. I owe you one.’


  ‘If you don’t want the work, don’t take it,’ said Deepak. ‘Just don’t call me to whine and complain. It’s your job then to figure out how you pay back our money.’


  ‘I’ll handle it. Thank you, Deepakbhai. I don’t know why we never got to talking all these months.’


  ‘I don’t know why we’ve got to talking now. It’s nothing but endless trouble for me.’


  ‘Ha ha…good joke, Deepakbhai. Happy Independence Day to you, Deepakbhai – even if there’s nothing in it for us. My leg has gone to sleep, I’ve been sitting so long.’ Arzee gave a slight bow in the direction of Deepak’s wife and said, ‘Good night, Ashaji.’


  ‘Good night,’ she said, smiling brightly.


  ‘You’ve certainly put on some weight since I saw your mug for the first time, little man,’ said Deepak, as he saw Arzee to the door. ‘Your cheeks are baggy like a bulldog’s.’


  ‘I know, Deepakbhai. I haven’t been taking care of myself. I can see your belt goes straight around your waist, while mine – it’s like one of those rings around the planets. That’s why I wear my shirt out. Just a moment…’


  ‘Why does your shoelace keeping coming undone all the time?’


  ‘These laces aren’t good-quality, Deepakbhai.’ Arzee tied the knot again and rose, and his face suddenly grew rapt. ‘Look, Deepakbhai! I hadn’t noticed that you can see the Noor Cinema from your corridor. That’s it there, between that building and that one!’


  ‘So it is,’ said Deepak.


  ‘You come to the cinema and I’ll show you around, Deepakbhai. Come soon before it’s gone forever. Then you’ll see why it’s such a big thing for me.’


  ‘Everything is a big thing for you, small man,’ said Deepak, as he lit a cigarette. The hiss of a pressure cooker sounded from inside. ‘Will you run and switch it off?’ came his wife’s call. ‘I’m working!’


  Deepak groaned, and put out his cigarette. ‘Coming!’ he called, and he shrugged and said to Arzee, ‘What’s the use of having a wife? See you, small man.’


  ‘See you, Deepakbhai. I’ll call this Mehndi. It’s this way – no, it’s that way.’


  Arzee went away, down the unlit stairs, and with every step he felt more lonely and lost than he had ever felt in his life. All his sadnesses came fluting up from under the stones with which he had weighted them, and he realized that he could not lie to himself any longer, and at the same time that nothing that he wanted could ever be his. What was the use of having a wife? Phiroz knew what the use was, and so did his son-in-law, else he wouldn’t have agreed to marry his daughter. And Deepak knew what it was, because otherwise his home would never be so happy and bright, and he would really be a nasty person, instead of merely acting like one.


  And there was still a chance – Arzee had been thinking about it ever since Deepak had said those words. There was still a minute chance – if he could bring himself to swallow his pride. A word of news about her – a flicker of warmth from the pot gone cold. He had nowhere to go – soon he would have all the time in the world. If he knew where she was, at least he’d go to her town, watch her silently from behind a tree or wall as she walked down her street. Even if she’d become a wife to someone else, he’d know it, and he’d make himself happy with that misery, as he’d once made himself happy with happiness.


  ‘I’ll do it,’ he thought. ‘I’m asking to be punished, but it’s my only chance.’ He turned and went up the stairs again.


  Deepak was standing in the corridor, smoking his cigarette after having finished his work.


  ‘You again!’ he said, and covered his face with his arms and pretended to hide. ‘Will you never let go of me?’


  ‘Deepakbhai, I…’


  ‘Why don’t you go see that other friend you were talking about yesterday?’ said Deepak. ‘I’m tired of talking to you, little man. I didn’t know it then, but chasing you was easier.’


  ‘Sorry, Deepakbhai. Listen, Deepakbhai! There’s just one thing I thought I’d ask you.’


  ‘I knew that the moment I saw you,’ said Deepak, and sighed. ‘Ask. But let’s put a limit on it, else you’ll take up the rest of the night. You’ve got thirty seconds to get it all out.’


  ‘Something has been eating me up for the longest time, Deepakbhai. From even before we met. I’ve never told you anything about it – but not because it’s not important. It’s only because we’ve never really talked.’


  ‘What a waste of seconds. What is it?’


  ‘Deepakbhai, just now you said the syndicate could find anybody. Were you serious, or were you joking?’


  ‘I was serious. Everybody knows when I’m joking, because I laugh, and lead the way.’


  ‘I was just checking, Deepakbhai. It’s not that I didn’t believe you – ’


  ‘Counting down from ten…’


  ‘So then…could you find someone for me? It’s very important, Deepakbhai.’ Arzee reached out for Deepak’s hand and clasped it.


  Deepak whistled, and sent a spark of ash floating down into the yard. ‘Okay, okay! Now I’ll take that back,’ he said, extricating his hand. ‘So? Who is it you’re searching for, little man? What a big life-story you’ve got locked up inside that little box.’


  ‘I never knew it was going to turn out like this, Deepakbhai.’


  ‘Who is it? Is it a long-lost twin brother?’


  ‘No, Deepakbhai.’


  ‘Is it someone who owes you cash?’


  ‘No, Deepakbhai.’


  ‘Is it a girl?’


  ‘It…it is, Deepakbhai. Don’t look like that! You’ll have to meet her to see why I’m asking you today, Deepakbhai. It was good, Deepakbhai, it was so good. And we were going along fine, there wasn’t anything wrong, and I didn’t say or do anything either. It wasn’t my fault, Deepakbhai! And now she’s gone, gone like a ghost. Her father was behind all this, Deepakbhai. He was a demon. And I made it worse. I got angry with him and slapped him. But I didn’t mean to. My hand just went out by itself.’


  ‘I’ve known you’re a violent one since the time you kicked me a dozen times in that alley yesterday,’ said Deepak. ‘So? When did you last see her?’


  ‘About a year ago. I try not to think about it any more, Deepakbhai, but I don’t know why today – I don’t know why – when you said – when I saw you and your wife and – and then the news of the cinema – and suddenly I – I –’


  ‘You’re crying?’ said Deepak incredulously.


  ‘I – I –’


  ‘Don’t cry now, little man. Girls who ditch you aren’t worth weeping over.’ Deepak gave Arzee a cuff on the shoulder. ‘Trust me, I know all about these things. Let your tears be tears of joy, at being rid of a girl like that.’


  ‘I’m sorry, Deepakbhai,’ Arzee mumbled. ‘I shouldn’t have brought this up. I should have just gone home.’ He blew his nose in his handkerchief, and did not raise his head. ‘You’re a very lucky man, Deepakbhai, even if you fought with your parents. My home isn’t like yours. I have a family too, but sometimes I feel they don’t understand me at all. They try to, but they can’t. There’s been only one person – only one person –’


  ‘Your complaints never end, little man. This is very interesting. What was your ladylove’s name, and how did she fall for a runt like you? Was she little too?’


  ‘No, Deepakbhai. She was five-foot-two. Her name was M-M-’


  ‘Mum? This is a surprise.’


  ‘Monique! It’s the first time in ages that I’m taking her name, Deepakbhai. I told myself I’d never take it again.’


  ‘Mon-eek? What sort of nonsense name is that?’ said Deepak. He scratched his head. ‘Isn’t it a Christian name?’


  ‘Yes, Deepakbhai.’


  Deepak let out a shout of laughter. ‘So I was right!’ he crowed. ‘You did take the message of your parents, and found a Christian girl to make you grow bigger.’


  ‘Why do you keep on like that, Deepakbhai?’ cried Arzee. ‘A girl is a girl, whatever her religion is. Love is love. How could I have helped what she was? Let’s leave all this aside, Deepakbhai. We might already be too late. Will you try, or won’t you? Else I’ll go from here. I don’t want your help.’


  ‘You demand things just like my boss,’ said Deepak. ‘Though I think that if we’re too late that’s best, because you’ll save yourself a lot of grief that way. She’s fallen for someone else, little man, that’s what it looks like. And if you ask me, it’s not all her fault. Size does matter. But it’s up to you.’


  ‘I want to, Deepakbhai. I must! Once I know what happened I’ll put it to sleep in my life, and move on. It’ll be good for me. It’s the not knowing that’s the worst, Deepakbhai.’


  ‘I can’t promise you anything,’ said Deepak. ‘But I can try, if you’ll promise to pay off all your debts.’


  ‘That’s a deal, Deepakbhai! I’ll do it. I…I don’t know how to thank you, Deepakbhai.’


  ‘Don’t bother, as it’ll take you at least ten minutes,’ said Deepak. ‘Come by tomorrow to the office with a photograph of her, and leave it for me. Don’t tell me you don’t have a photograph.’


  ‘I…I might have torn it up and thrown it, Deepakbhai. I’ll have to check in my box.’


  ‘You do that,’ said Deepak. ‘Now, I was going to smoke this cigarette, and have a little think about life in peace and quiet. But of course I hadn’t thought you’d come back with a hundred new demands, and now it’s only a stub. So I’m going to try again. Do you think I’m going to succeed?’


  ‘I won’t disturb you any more, Deepakbhai. I’m going right away. I’ll give you a call tomorrow, Deepakbhai. See you, Deepakbhai.’


  Down the stairs went Arzee again, and this time they didn’t seem so bleak. ‘I cried, and made a fool of myself, but it happens,’ he consoled himself. ‘It happens sometimes. Deepak nearly cried too, when he spoke about his parents. In every life there’s something that hurts.’


  When he reached the gate of the chawl and looked up through still-blurry eyes, Deepak was still smoking in the corridor, looking up at the sky. Standing there halfway between the ground and the moon, Deepak seemed to be at the very centre of the world, the intermediary that every transaction in Bombay, from work to weed, went through.


  NINE


  Being a Bottle


  All afternoon, a big green furry bottle – big for a bottle, that is, but small for a human being, which under the surface it undoubtedly was, since it walked on two legs, wildly waved two arms, and emitted a medley of squawks, neighs and moos, mixed with snatches of dialogue from movies and ululating calls of ‘Auto! Auto!’ – a large green bottle had been scooting around the Inorbit Mall in the suburb of Malad, creating a stir.


  No one knew who was inside the bottle. Its size suggested a boy, but the voice it emitted was deep and raucous like a man’s. It had appeared all of a sudden, and now it seemed to be in many places at once. One moment it could be seen gliding balletically upon the white marble floors, and the next it was ascending or descending upon the escalators, murmuring in puzzlement with a finger on its lips as it examined the faces of people around it. Every now and then it extended an arm upwards in a slow curling motion, as if it had just learnt to move, or raised one leg and stood deep in thought on the other. Sometimes it sassily waggled its yellow-striped hips, or came close to and stared at some interesting specimen of the human species, usually female. It was having such a good time that a gaggle of giggling and shouting children were now following it everywhere, tugging at its arms and butting it in the ribs. The bottle thought it might be taken captive by this mob and scurried away, then collided into a pillar and caromed off in another direction. But then the top of its suit flopped over its eyes, and, disoriented, it flailed wildly and fell over on its backside. Everyone laughed when this happened, but no matter – there was none of the embarrassment of falling over in a public place felt by people. In fact the bottle itself emitted a loud cackle before getting up and dusting itself off vigorously, clutching at a rib and then a knee in an ornate choreography of anguish. Adjusting its suit over its head so that it could see again, it spun around on the tip of one foot.


  ‘Auto, auto!’ it crooned. ‘Stop, stop! Don’t go off without me, auto, I’ll pay you whatever you like. I’m Limzee, now in a new small size! I won’t take up too much place in your back seat, auto!’


  It teetered dangerously as if drunk, which it could have been, as bottles are made for drink. Retreating into a corner to catch his breath, Arzee caught a glimpse of himself in a shop window and said to himself: ‘What a week it’s been! It feels like I’ve spent my entire life being a bottle.’


  Arzee hadn’t the faintest idea of what might be in store for him when Deepak had given him Mehndi’s number. Deepak was a canny fellow. He just gave Arzee the number, and said Mehndi would tell him the rest. And when Arzee called Mehndi, Mehndi asked him to come over and meet him at his office in Mazgaon.


  So the next day Arzee had left Sule in charge of the evening show, and taken a bus out to Mazgaon. He found a window seat and sat up tall so he could be absorbed in the view and shut out the glances of passengers, and when he saw old villas in the Portuguese style on both sides of the road, and Christian women showing a bit of leg in frocks, he knew that he had arrived. He hopped off the bus and, taking directions from smirking gatemen, found his way to the building, over twenty floors tall, in which Mehndibhai had his office. He felt a tightness in his stomach, because it was a new chapter in his life – the first time he was doing some work for the syndicate.


  ‘Why did Deepak refuse to tell me anything about it, and Mehndi too?’ he wondered. ‘I know – it’s because it’s going to be something dangerous! But there’s always a first time for everything. I’ll become a new man – I’ll make the syndicate my Noor. Once I’ve crossed over, I won’t need to look back. I’ll be over. I won’t look back.’


  As Arzee entered the building, the lift doors were closing, and he dashed forward and stuck his foot between them. The doors retracted, and he jumped back with a shriek.


  Standing inside the lift, cowering in one corner as if about to be attacked, was another man, and he was the same size as Arzee! And not only was he a dwarf, he was also the ugliest, most pitiable person that Arzee had ever seen. His tattered clothes hung from him held up with safety pins and mismatched buttons; his joints seemed somehow to be shivering and squirming independently of each other, making it look as if he was about to crumble; he looked as if he had never eaten a decent meal in his life, or heard a kind word. His eyes danced with fear, his teeth chattered, and the burn mark on his forehead glistened. The two men kept looking at each other, and finally the other said to Arzee, ‘C-c-c-come in.’


  Arzee entered, the lift doors closed, and he saw that the other dwarf was going to the thirteenth floor, the same as he. From opposite corners of the lift cage, the two men kept looking at each other as if hypnotized. The tension in the air was such that it seemed as if the cage would explode before it reached the thirteenth floor. Then the light above their heads flashed, the doors opened, and they stepped out.


  ‘Are you going to see Mehndibhai too?’ asked Arzee.


  The other man nodded, and seemed to wait for Arzee to lead the way.


  ‘It’s that way,’ said Arzee. ‘That’s the number, thirteen-ofour.’


  There was no response from 1304 when he knocked, but then they heard the sound of boots on the floor, and a dark, stocky man, his hair dyed a flaming orange, turned up from around the corner.


  ‘Have you come to see me, gentlemen?’ he said, bending over and shaking hands with both of them with exquisite courtesy. ‘Ah, good. Come in. Do come in.’ He opened the door to his office with a key from a large bunch, and Arzee and the other dwarf followed him in, careful not to come into contact with each other.


  Mehndibhai’s office was a single, sparsely furnished room. There were three telephones and a half-eaten sandwich on his desk, a couple of aloe vera plants at the window, a faded red carpet on the floor, and nothing on the walls but a clock and a calendar. Mehndibhai threw the sandwich into the dustbin and wiped his fingers fastidiously on a pink paper napkin.


  ‘Please take a seat,’ he said. ‘Now, gentlemen, have either of you been given any idea of what this work involves?’


  ‘No,’ said Arzee, and next to him the other dwarf shook his head too. ‘Is it – is it going to be dangerous, Mehndibhai?’


  ‘Is it dangerous?’ Mehndibhai seemed amused. ‘Not too dangerous. Now, you have heard of the soft drink Limzee?’


  ‘Yes,’ said Arzee. The other dwarf was silent as a stone, and when Arzee glanced at him he saw that he was looking up at Mehndi with his mouth open, as if unable to comprehend what was going on.


  ‘So let me explain,’ said Mehndi. ‘When the hot season is over and the rainy season begins, consumption patterns change. So the company is launching the drink in an alternative smaller size to meet the changed demand situation, where people are not so thirsty.’


  ‘So it’s to do with a soft drink!’ thought Arzee. ‘And I’d had such visions and tremors over this! I don’t know what I keep thinking to myself. But at least it’s not going to be dangerous.’ And he spoke up: ‘I know – I’ve seen the ads on TV. Limzee: small size, small price. For the first time I’m realizing today it rhymes with my name, Mehndibhai.’


  ‘And you’ll find out today that it rhymes for a reason,’ declared Mehndi. ‘Now, when something is launched, there is always publicity.’ Mehndi began to pace up and down, as if working everything out freshly. ‘And in our kind of saturated market situation, where at every step the consumer is bombarded with a million messages, we know conventional publicity methods must always be supplemented by new ideas. Are you getting me?’


  ‘Yes, Mehndibhai.’ Mehndi reminded Arzee of a science teacher he had had at school.


  ‘Now, one of the ideas is to have people slightly – slightly smaller than average – walk around in public places wearing…’ Mehndibhai ducked under his table to rummage in a bag ‘… wearing these.’


  He held up a lime-green suit, its arms and legs danging limply like a superhero’s costume thrown into the wash. ‘Abracadabra! It’s a Limzee suit! Once you’re inside it, you’ll look like a bottle. That’s Limzee, in a new small size.’


  ‘What!’ said Arzee. ‘I’ve got to walk around in that?’


  ‘That’s what you’re getting paid five hundred a day for, my friend. It’s good money. For ten days that’s five thousand. Is that small money, my friend? And after that we may want more days out of you, depending on how it goes.’


  ‘But Mehndibhai –’


  Arzee was interrupted by a strange snort from the other dwarf, who had jumped off his chair so abruptly that it went rolling back on its wheels and collided with the wall. ‘Five hundred a day!’ he cried, ecstatic. ‘Yes! Yes! I’ll do it. I’ve got debts to pay! Bills to pay! My mother’s in hospital. And I haven’t eaten for days, sir, I haven’t eaten for days! O Kali Maa, my prayers have been answered. Two hours, sir, two hours I spent yesterday touching the goddess’s feet, rolling in the dirt, telling her of my troubles. And her tongue was red, sir, just like your hair. And that’s a sign!’


  ‘Calm down, my dear man, calm down,’ said Mehndi, winking at Arzee. ‘Not so fast now. It’s work first, money later.’


  ‘Work first, sir! Money later! I’m an honest man, sir. But give me an advance of a twenty, sir, as I don’t even have the money to get back home.’


  ‘I’ll do that, you don’t worry. Mehndi takes care of all his flock, you’ll see.’ Mehndi turned to Arzee. ‘And you, my good man?’


  ‘I’ve – I’ve never done this kind of work before, Mehndibhai. I work as a projectionist in a cinema – at the Noor cinema.’


  ‘Experience is not a requirement,’ laughed Mehndi.


  ‘And once I’ve put this thing on – what do I do?’


  ‘Just be your usual self. Walk around, wave your arms, pat kids on the head – give out a positive feel. People should notice you, that’s all. Is that settled?’


  Settled? The only thing that was settled was that Deepak was a really cunning fellow! Arzee couldn’t tell if Deepak was his friend or his foe – whether he genuinely wanted to help him, or drown him in ignominies in return for all the times that he’d had to chase him. But when a man slid all the way to the bottom, like this other dwarf here, he had no choice. Arzee was afraid, when he saw this drooling, babbling man maddened by life, that one day he might become like this without even realizing it himself.


  ‘All right, Mehndibhai,’ he said. ‘In fact…in fact it’ll be a nice change for me. It’ll be a new experience.’


  ‘And you can stare at all the girls as much as you like from inside this, and they’ll never know,’ chuckled Mehndi, as he took out a small bottle of kerosene-coloured perfume from his table drawer and applied a dab on his throat. He winked at Arzee again. ‘There are some real hot chicks at some of these places you’ll be going to! Here – this suit’s in your custody now, and here, my good man, this one is yours. Try it on if you want to – learn to feel comfortable in it. Just be careful with the zips, as these things cost us good money to make. You start tomorrow.’


  ‘Yes! Yes! Yes!’ hissed the other dwarf, hot and giddy as a firefly.


  Time after time on that sleepless night, Arzee looked beneath his bed and saw there the shapeless mass of the bottle suit wrapped inside a plastic bag, waiting to be brought to life by himself. He felt as if he was disintegrating, and he couldn’t tell whether this would grow worse if he took up the path of the suit, or if he stuck to his crumbling life. ‘Work is work,’ he kept counselling himself; he kept pressing his forehead and ministering to himself. ‘It’s just another job.’ But it was hard for him to be persuaded of this when it was clear that the suit was his, the work was his, only because he was a dwarf. From the wings of the great beam to the prison of this bottle – how swiftly he had fallen!


  ‘And nobody knows!’ he thought. ‘My brother’s sleeping right here, and he doesn’t know a thing, and Mother’s just across that wall, and she doesn’t know a thing either. My secret life grows bigger by the day, like a shadow in which I lie concealed. Ah, Noor! It was a great wall protecting me from abjectness, indignity – from the scraps thrown by the rest of the world. Let this night not end – let the day never come! But I know it will.’


  And when, the next afternoon, after changing into the suit in a shop run by a friend of Mehndi’s, Arzee stepped out out onto the pavement outside a row of department stores in Breach Candy, he would have given anything to fall into the gutter and die. A headache was pounding on his brow, and his throat was dry. He was wearing his clothes and then the suit, but he felt as if he was stark naked. Every time someone looked at him with interest, it seemed as if their eyes were boring all the way through his cover to see that it was him, Arzee, projectionist of the Noor, now reduced to this pathetic buffoonery, like a monkey taken from its home from the forest and taught to dance. ‘Limzee, Limzee!’ he croaked, hoping that nobody would notice. It was so hot that sweat ran in rivulets down his body. He wanted to take off his headpiece for just a minute, but he couldn’t, because that would expose him. The minutes went by so painfully, the sun slipped down the sky so slowly, that it seemed as though by day’s end the suit would have fused to his skin, and that was how he would wander the world for the rest of his days. When his time was up, Arzee tore the vile green off himself, and then he sank down in the changing room, trembling, and surrendered to tears.


  And that night was the same as the previous, and the next day the same as the day just past.


  But two days later, Mehndi sent Arzee to a mall in distant Dahisar. No one in Dahisar had ever seen Arzee, and after this day no one would: he was a stranger arriving in a small town for a day’s work. The youth in charge of the shop at which he was to change was only nineteen, and when Arzee told him he was a film projectionist, he asked lots of questions about the cinema, and even wanted to visit. He seemed to assume that Arzee was doing the work for his own pleasure, and this pleased Arzee. Everybody thought differently in Dahisar!


  For a few minutes Arzee padded quietly among the afternoon shoppers. But then some rude, spoilt children spotted him and came over to inspect him, and they kept tugging him from the back and trying to pull his eyeholes down so that he couldn’t see. Arzee’s protests were ignored, and he began to growl, thinking this would scare them off. But this seemed to amuse them even more, and finally they were all over him like red ants over a crumb. Arzee broke free of them, but as he slipped onto the escalator he lost his balance and went bumping all the way down on his bottom.


  To his surprise, he found that the hoots of laughter all around did not rile him; instead, he jumped up and did a bow. Then he gave a screech, and repeated the sound. At the cinema he had often thought about comedians and their guises, but for the first time he experienced how a mask frees a man of the burden of himself. Arzee managed to work up a sweat as he scuttled from floor to floor, shaking out all the worries that had accumulated inside him like clouds, and, as a little Limzee, freely taking liberties with the body-proud.


  And so, for the first time since the month of India’s victory over Australia in the Sharjah Cup of 1998, Arzee did not give the best hours of his day to the Noor. Sometimes he was there for one show, and sometimes he gave it the miss altogether, leaving everything in the hands of Phiroz and Sule. And he was pleased to see that Abjani couldn’t work up the courage to utter a word of reproach to him, because Abjani knew he didn’t have any ground to stand on.


  For the first time in nearly a decade Arzee was not there to observe, from his high station above the world, in the intervals between reels, the faces and bodies of men and women passing on the street, eyeing one another, talking on their phones, thinking and dreaming, not knowing they were being watched. He was not there to see the red sun being drawn down into the embrace of the sea behind cover of tall buildings, as people and birds headed for home. He could not be seen at the tea stall at six o’clock having a cup of tea and a quick bite, or in the courtyard of the Noor just after, winding through the crowd of unmoored men waiting for the evening show to begin. He did not walk stealthily from one level to another in the Noor’s eternal gloaming, talking to the ladies, the walls, or to himself; nor did he run into old Phiroz, fiddling about with the Babur and with his gods in typical Phirozian manner. For so many years the two men had kept the great beam going, but now they fell away from each other like travellers at a fork in the road. And it was all right. Just as the Noor was receding from this world, so Arzee was receding from the Noor.


  And one afternoon, ten minutes out of Malad station, Arzee came across the place suddenly – came across the place, and stopped and looked at it for the longest time. It was a big, grey house, three floors tall, on its own grounds, with a high boundary wall running around it, and barbed wire on the wall. The windows were all of tinted glass, and none were open; a big dog barked from behind the inhospitable gate, and there were a number of dish antennas on the roof. A stone plaque on the wall said ‘The Retreat’ and in smaller letters below it ‘Rajneesh Sharma’. This was the home, built two decades ago when Malad was mostly wilderness, of the owner of the Noor – the owner who lurked mysteriously behind all these gates, walls, and doors, passing his decrees, playing with lives, hiding his face.


  ‘It’s because of you that my life is broken, and I’m here in your neighbourhood, to make people laugh when I myself am sad,’ said Arzee as he looked up at the mansion, and it was as if he was speaking to the God in whom he had no trust. ‘But what do you care? You’re having a good time where you are.’


  He spat at the gate of The Retreat, picked up the suit again and walked on.


  And often, on these days of solitude, travel, foolery, and rumination, Arzee found himself thinking about the great comforting darkness he had left behind for the bright glare of this lower world. But he also thought about a darkness that was new to him – that of the world of Phiroz’s daughter Shireen. Her world was as dark as the Noor’s great vault; no beam ran through it; it was all sound and no picture. And yet how beautifully she talked! What a person she was! But debilitated, broken from the start, just like him. If only they’d met before, they might have meant something more to each other. They’d become friends on the very first day they had met, in the very first minute of their meeting. But now the girl was getting married. What had her husband done to deserve her?


  ‘She did say, “Do come again”, and so I’ll go,’ he said to himself one evening, and so he went back to the Old Wadia Chawl, back to Building Number 1, up to the first floor, and past the hole above the well. This time the doorbell did ring loud and clear, but no one answered it, and nor could he hear any voices within. A neighbour told him that Phiroz and his daughter had left that morning for Udwada, to visit the sacred fire temple of the Iranshah. Arzee had nothing else to do, so he went up to the terrace and sat for an hour on top of the water tank with the suit at his feet, smoking cigarettes and looking at the big illuminated NO in the distance.


  He didn’t bother to drop by at Deepak’s, because he was upset with Deepak. He was beginning to suspect that Deepak was playing a game with him. Deepak had promised he would call when he had some news for Arzee, but when a few days had gone by, Arzee had grown impatient and so he called. But Deepak only said, curtly, that he hadn’t been able to find anything out yet. How was the work going?


  ‘Oh, it’s going fine, Deepakbhai,’ said Arzee. ‘I thought I wouldn’t like it, but I like it, Deepakbhai. Please keep trying, Deepakbhai. I need to know where she is.’


  ‘Keep trying, Deepakbhai!’ echoed Deepak. ‘Think I have nothing else to do but this? Shall I go off myself in search of her, leaving all my other work behind? It’s not as easy as you think, little man. And I’m telling you, be happy that she’s gone. You’ll remember my words later.’


  ‘I won’t trouble you any more about this, Deepakbhai. It’s just that I – I feel that I –’


  ‘Stop right there! We’re not entering the theatre of your feelings once again, because it’s hard to find a way out after that. Call me next week.’


  ‘I wasn’t really going to say anything, Deepakbhai,’ said Arzee, deeply hurt. ‘Thank you, Deepakbhai.’


  No, Arzee wasn’t really going to say anything, because he knew that he wasn’t supposed to say anything. He wasn’t supposed to say anything to Abjani, even though the Noor was going to its grave. He wasn’t supposed to say anything to Phiroz, as Phiroz was busy preparing for his daughter’s wedding, which was only going to come once in life. He wasn’t supposed to say anything to Deepak, as Deepak was tired of hearing his complaints. He couldn’t say anything to his mother, as that would only mean all his troubles being doubled. And he couldn’t say anything to his friends: he avoided them now just as he used to avoid Deepak. He took back all the things he was going to say, with his deepest, most heartfelt apologies for the trouble he had caused, the time he had wasted. Where was he left? To whom could he speak? Why, to himself! He was his own concert and his own audience.


  These thoughts glowed within Arzee so brightly and angrily that they seemed to be written on banners upon the roofs of shanties, or strung out on the sky just over the tops of the mountains, as he stood cocooned in silence at the door of train compartments, his lower lip stuck out glumly and the bottle suit between his feet.


  And just as he was shrinking at the cinema, so was he at home, to which he returned late every night without enthusiasm, and changed into his shorts in darkness and silence. He woke up grim in the mornings, and took a long time to get out of bed. He tried to speak to Mother as if everything was just as it always was, but his heart was not in it, and he could rarely meet her gaze. When the subject of his wife and wedding came up, he tried not to say anything incriminating at all, whether for or against, hoping that the matter would die down by itself. In his own home Arzee tried to lie low like a mouse or a lizard, hoping that no one would disturb him, that they would just let him be.


  Bandra, Mahim, Malad, Borivali – it came to Arzee one day that, with these expeditions, he was actually carrying forward a family tradition. In his time his late father, too, had wandered the far reaches of the city like this. Father hadn’t really needed to. He could have stuck to a beat and a zone, as other salesmen did. But he’d gone ahead anyway. Father was just Father. He wore out a pair of shoes every six months, Father, and his feet were always crusty with corns and calluses, like the moon was with craters. Just as old Phiroz always smelled of sandalwood soap, Father always smelled of detergent powder, because that was what he sold. In fact, the favourite childhood game of Arzee and Mobin had been blowing bubbles from their window down into the street with a straw and a bowl of Sunshine detergent solution. How those bubbles used to catch the sunlight, changing colour as they bobbed idly upon the air!


  In those days Father would set out every morning, his breakfast in his stomach, his big black bag on his shoulder, his train pass in his pocket, and his pencil behind his ear. But the train only took him from station to station – thereafter it was all legwork, as it was with wearing the bottle suit. Street to street, building to building, door to door – it was a hard grind. But Father never complained – he was a man of peace. Even when Mother went on a prolonged harangue over something, which was often, Father was always quiet, and listened with a faint smile upon his lips, waiting to supply the close with a single sentence. Father probably saved his breath for his Sunshine speeches to customers.


  Arzee had once been given a map of Bombay in geography class, and Father had just bought him a fluorescent-green marker pen. That evening he’d presented Father with the map, now with swirls of little green footprints all over, extending left and right off the rail corridor like the veins off a leaf ’s rib. It was a map of Father’s journeys. Father had been so pleased! He’d folded it in half and put it away in his bag, and he said that he took it out and looked at it on train journeys, or when he was having lunch, to figure out where exactly he was leaving new green footprints, fresh like cow pats. And Arzee laughed to think that, in a way, he himself was now leaving footprints all over the city with his two green bottle legs. He was walking in the footsteps of Father.


  ‘I miss Father,’ he thought. ‘Months go by without me thinking of him, and then suddenly he pops up again, still young, because of course he never grew old like Mother! Father would have understood everything – I wouldn’t have had to hide anything from him. And he’d have found some way to heal my wounds, and I wouldn’t have had to worry for him either, like I do about Mother.’


  It’d been so many days since Father had left them, on that journey from which no one ever returns. The year was 1986, but Arzee remembered the day as clearly as yesterday.


  He had been setting out for school, and Father for work. Mobin was home that day because he had a fever. Mother’s face was still spotty from chicken pox.


  Father walked him till Grant Road Bridge, carrying his water bottle for him. He gave Arzee four annas to buy himself a kala khatta ice at recess, and they parted ways.


  A butterfly was floating over the top of the bushes lining the bridge. Arzee ran after it, admiring its silky wings from up close when it alighted upon a leaf.


  Turning back, he saw that Father was still at the same place where he’d left him. He was picking up his big bag now after tying his shoelace. Father saw him looking back, waved, and set off. A bus was coming from one side and a truck from another, and so he stopped in the middle of the road to let them pass.


  But Father had forgotten that his bag, stuffed with a new day’s supply of Sunshine, was sticking out behind him! Just as Arzee saw what was going to happen and opened his mouth to scream, the truck honked as if gored and nudged the bag, thrusting Father straight into the path of the bus.


  Father’s long, stricken shriek trailed away slowly into silence. Arzee ran back as fast as he could, screeching.


  He rounded the bus and there, lying on his back in a pool of blood, was Father. All around him were packets of Sunshine detergent, lying split open in their own contents.


  It was all a blank after that.


  And because all his life Arzee had believed in portents and omens, hidden meanings and correspondences, it seemed to him as if it was the spirit of his long-dead father that had led him to these peculiar days – these days of reverie in which he floated through worlds far removed from his daily round, surveying his own life as if from upon a bridge.


  What could be the meaning of these Father-like journeys? It seemed to Arzee that he was being shown that he must leave the city. Arzee had been thinking about it from the very day he had been unhoused, and now it was as if his legs were furthering the work of his mind. The green and ghastly suit, in which he seemed to forget himself, was telling him something about himself. There was nothing left in the old life but dregs. But if he could make a break with the past, begin again in some new place, a stranger to others, he would be new even to himself, and might make a life for himself again.


  ‘It’s the city!’ he thought. ‘It’s the city which made me, and it’s the city again that’s squeezing the life out of me. But the city’s not the world, and that’s what Father is telling me. If I stay here, I’ll wallow every day in a pond of regret and misery and go under. But once I’m gone, and I wake up under another sky, and the Noor isn’t in front of me from every angle, then – then for how many days will I mourn this drowned life of mine? Phiroz, Abjani, my friends, these streets – in time they’ll become like characters and places from a story. I’ll go far away, I’ll leave it all behind. There’s a new Arzee waiting for me on the other side. East, west, north, south – all directions beckon me. I’ll be on the road, and see what else is there to life. These are the last rains in Bombay that I’m seeing, that’s for sure.’


  On the ninth day of his bottlehood, Arzee found himself in Jogeshwari, where a new mall had just come up, and more generally, out of the red, for he no longer owed the syndicate a penny. In fact it could be said that, despite the hard times he was facing, he had donated five thousand rupees to the syndicate, because the money they’d marked against his name had never existed in the first place. Deepak surely owed him something in return, but Arzee had had enough of Deepak’s tall talk.


  ‘How he boasted!’ he thought as he walked through Jogeshwari. ‘The sands of Kutch – ho ho! The ravines of the Chambal valley – ha! Either he was in a good mood that evening, because someone had rolled him a nice joint, else he was just setting me up with a show of sympathy so that I’d fall into his trap, and that way the syndicate would be off his back. That’s why he sat talking to me for hours, and asking me all kinds of questions, and agreeing to all my requests. And now that I’ve toured every square foot of land in this city roasting inside a bottle suit, and paid off my debts, he doesn’t even bother to answer my calls. I’ll remember his treachery, and pay him back someday in double measure. You don’t know who it is you’re dealing with, Deepakbhai. You just wait and see.’


  And a different sort of rage was building up inside Arzee too – a rage and need that began in his groin. That morning Mehndi had given him a thousand rupees as an advance against the last two days of work, and now the ten banknotes were burning a hole in his pocket, asking to be let out. Every day Arzee had been buying himself a drink before he started work, but today he felt in the mood for more than just a drink. He felt like having a bit of company to go with it, and today he had the money for it. A bit of company was what he’d been missing all this time, but now he could buy it, just like soap or samosas. Of course, at these places he wouldn’t be allowed to touch, he knew that. But to look at girls, to inhale the scent of girls, to talk to girls…these things too were a kind of touching.


  An afternoon, two Augusts old. He’d been walking on a street just like this on his day off, and on the first floor of a building on Lamington Road he’d seen a sign saying ‘Tony’s Hairdressers’. And he’d stopped to look at his reflection in a shop window, particularly his unruly hair. Arzee had never been to a salon – not when the open-air barber near his house charged only fifteen for a haircut. But these days everybody, from schoolchildren to grandmothers, was getting something fancy done to their hair. What was the harm in trying? And so he’d gone into the building, up to the first floor, changed his mind and come down again, then gone up again, and hesitantly pushed open that frosted-glass door that said TONY’S, and –


  No, he wasn’t going to allow himself to enter that frosted-glass door! The mind – how it wandered! It could not be still, any more than air could be still. Just as the body was always breathing and the world always spinning, so the mind was always pursuing something, fluttering away from the mild weather of the moment towards the storms of pleasure and pain, past and future. Dashrath Tiwari was so right with his thoughts about the mind.


  Arzee raised his head towards the sky. A yellow leaf had just freed itself from the branch of a tree and was floating down towards him, doing slow yellow pirouettes. It landed on the road, and was crushed by a car tyre. Beneath a scooter parked on the pavement, half a dog was sticking out, legs flailing. It was as if someone was strangling it, but probably it was only fleas. Arzee prodded the animal’s pink stomach with his foot, and the legs stopped kicking. A woman was watching him from the first floor of a building. Arzee could see her eyes following him, and he felt himself growing warm.


  He came to an establishment that seemed promising. A fat doorman was leaning against the door, lost in thought, but when he saw Arzee pause he saluted and peeled himself off the wood. Arzee nodded, and went in. The door closed behind him, and he found himself at the bottom of a staircase.


  As soon as he set foot on the first step, a light came on above his head. His heart began to beat faster. Behind another door at the top of the stairs, fig-coloured lights were on, and music was playing.


  Halfway up the steps, Arzee heard the frantic screams of women and stopped, alarmed. This wasn’t the kind of experience he was looking for! As he stood there, the door above flew open, and a large rat was evicted from the premises by a waiter’s broom. The rat seemed to twist grotesquely as it flew towards Arzee, and then it landed and shot past him as he leapt to one side with a shriek. When he looked up again, many painted faces were staring down at him, as if through a chute. They swiftly composed themselves and retreated. The grinning waiter held the door open.


  ‘Very sorry, sir,’ he said. ‘Please come now.’


  ‘You scared me,’ said Arzee, holding his hand to his heart.


  The room smelled of alcohol, peanuts, and perfume. Pillars interrupted the view of shabby sofas arranged on either side of low tables. Inside an aquarium lining one wall, translucent blue and orange fish were nonchalantly flicking their tails and puckering up their mouths as if to kiss. The caked and gaudy women he had just seen were standing by the aquarium talking to each other with their hands behind their backs, sizing him up discreetly. Arzee’s eyes went from one face to the next. He was disappointed. These were dull, plain girls. Only one looked like she might have a spark in her.


  The waiter led Arzee to a sofa. Arzee sat down, and tried to make himself look bigger. A second waiter now came forward from the shadows, and Arzee ordered two whiskies with soda, one for himself and one for the girl in the blue – or whatever she liked. The waiter nodded, and stopped to whisper in the girl’s ear as he headed for the bar. She came forward shyly and sat down on the sofa opposite him with her eyes lowered and her arms on her lap. The music was turned down. Arzee could feel the eyes of all the other girls upon him. ‘Don’t be nervous,’ he told himself. ‘Take charge of the situation!’ He fixed his gaze on the girl and asked loudly:


  ‘What’s your name?’


  ‘Renu.’


  ‘Ha! And where are you from?’


  ‘Durgapur…in West Bengal.’


  Arzee couldn’t think of anything else to ask, so he kept staring at her, because he was allowed to – he was paying for it. Already he felt somewhat disoriented in this lurid haze, and there was a curious knocking in his groin that refused to subside. Renu’s arms and cheeks were on the plump side, and her red lipstick was slightly smudged. Her hair was tied up, revealing her loud ears, from which silver-coloured hoop earrings hung like chandeliers. Her top was open to reveal a hint of cleavage, which hummed unsettlingly at the periphery of Arzee’s vision even when he tried to look straight at her face.


  The waiter came and set down their drinks in front of them. Arzee raised his glass to his lips. He felt the whisky tracing a fiery path down his throat and chest. When he set the glass down again, Renu was looking at him with big, innocent eyes. Arzee felt as if he was on the cusp of some transcendent moment. All kinds of thoughts were pressing themselves upon him, and he found it hard to organize them into a queue: his mind was a full house. He set his glass down and examined the spotty surface of the table. Then he began to speak in short snatches, as if the sips he had just taken were turning into words:


  ‘I’ve often thought that…I’ve seen that…there’s no sympathy in this world…no kindness. We call ourselves human – we do. But humanity is exactly what we’re struggling to achieve! All through life we keep asking…“Where is my friend’s home?”…And sometimes we search for that friend in God…and sometimes in love…and sometimes in a place… and sometimes in a…in a friend!’


  ‘We search for friends,’ repeated Renu.


  ‘That’s right! And then…and then there’s the matter of the body. Every person has a body. But sometimes the body, and the soul within, have a quarrel – a grouse that can never be settled. Unless it’s by a third party. And that’s another body. Another’s body!’


  ‘Another’s body! That’s so true,’ said Renu. And she reached forward and placed her hand on Arzee’s bare arm.


  Her fingers were so warm! Nobody had touched Arzee like that in ages. He had to look away. He stared into his glass, saw his own reflection in it. Down below, he’d already kicked off his shoes. He felt as if he wanted to cry, but he rose around his sadness and held it in.


  ‘This is just the meaning of the story. I haven’t told you the story yet,’ he said. ‘But I’ll tell you now, if you’ve got the time.’


  ‘Tell me all about it,’ said Renu, and her eyes were like shimmering pools.


  ‘Did you see how I walked in just now?’ said Arzee. ‘One day, I walked into a door just like that…’


  TEN


  Hours with Monique


  The wonder of it all! Arzee pushed open the frosted-glass door at Tony’s salon, and instantly his face was blasted by waves of warm air, his ears were assailed by a droning and drilling like that in Mobin’s garage, his nose was tickled by fumes and fragrances, and his eyes almost gave up their partnership, such was the frenzy that greeted them. He thought he was being driven out, but when no one paid him any attention he realized that this was how it always was in here.


  All around the green-walled room, enlarged by mirrors, lined with shelves bright with tubes, sprays, and bottles, men and women were sitting still in chairs, while a posse of workers in green tunics trailed ribbons of activity through the air. To his left, a big man with a vaguely Chinese face – presumably the Tony who was the boss – had wedged himself between the wall and a desk, and was reading the gossip section of a newspaper.


  And without moving his head an inch, Tony now looked at Arzee from top to bottom, and raised his eyebrows.


  And Arzee took a moment to find his voice, which then piped up: ‘Haircut!’


  And then Tony looked in the other direction and pointed the way with his hand, and Arzee looked that way too. And then he was netted, and he could not look anywhere else.


  Standing by a hairdresser’s chair, indifferently studying her red fingernails, was Monique – only of course he didn’t know her name then, though once he did, it became clear right away that she couldn’t have been anybody else but a Monique.


  And now Monique herself looked up, and the cool brown eyes above that snub upturned nose and that red mouth met his, and that very moment something that was at the top of his chest seemed to fall all the way into his stomach. He’d never had his hair cut by a woman before. But there was no way of escaping it now, not with Tony looking at him like this, and Monique looking at him like that.


  And so he approached her, and she motioned to him to sit down. He put a foot up onto the step of her high chair, and raised himself up with some difficulty. He sat there uncomfortably with his legs dangling in the air, looking at his tight, drawn face in the mirror.


  ‘How would you like your hair cut?’ asked Monique, barely audible.


  ‘Hair? Cut?’ said a voice – it was he!


  ‘How would you like your hair cut?’ In exactly the same tone.


  ‘Oh – however you like! Whatever you think looks smart. A bit long at the sides and the back – how about that? Actually you’re the expert – whatever you think looks good.’


  And without even a nod, or a smile, or any other sign by which one human being acknowledges the existence of another, Monique set about her work.


  And now her two hands with their red, red nails were around his neck, undoing the top button of his shirt, and now they were wrapping him up in a clean green sheet. And in the mirror his own confused face was regarding first itself and then her serene detached visage with darting glances. And finding that his head was too low, she put her foot on the pedal of the chair all of a sudden and hoisted him up, up, up, and at the same time many things that were down, down, down – feet, locks of hair, wads of used cotton, a black cat padding around with arched back – appeared before Arzee in the mirror. Spzz spzz spzz – a spray began fussing over his hair. And now time was slowing down, and everything was becoming hot and bright, and all his senses were logging data excitedly and relaying it to a central station, where each bit was being pasted into a Tony’s scrapbook that he could revisit later. As still in his seat as the nymphs of the Noor on their pedestals, Arzee was acutely aware of the tips of his fingers resting on the chair arms, and his toes fretting inside his shoes, and specially an ant which seemed to be crawling up his thigh and towards his crotch. And were the tops of his ears slowly turning red? It seemed so.


  Yet in this mirror, which seemed specially designed to flatter, the best features of his face seemed to stand out, more than the small round one in the bathroom at home or the big gloomy one in the Noor. So he wasn’t really like that – he was like this! And as his head was turned up and down and left and right by Monique’s slender fingers, Arzee had the opportunity to observe himself from all angles, and he was not too dissatisfied with what he saw. Yes, Mobin might have the height, but he, Arzee, had the looks. Mobin’s face was too fleshy, and his eyes were too wide set, and his hair was a messy mop of curls. But his own cheeks were taut, and his eyebrows were bushy crescents, and his nose was in a class of its own, neither his father’s nor his mother’s but a new line altogether. His hair, which he oiled every day and lemoned once a week, and which Monique was now examining, was universally regarded as having an enviable sheen and volume. Monique was now examining this hair.


  ‘It’s too oily,’ she said. ‘Use less oil.’


  ‘Oh.’


  His hair had been reprimanded! Arzee felt very small. Why did he oil his hair so often? It was his mother who’d taught him to do it, and Mother was wrong!


  Monique was clad in black from head to toe, in a figure-hugging blouse and slacks. Her blouse was open at the neck, showing off her splendid collarbones and the tiniest hint of cleavage. And what was she thinking as she worked? The expression in her eyes was inscrutable – her eyes were barred streets, neither letting anything out nor in. Arzee’s nose drew in, and held for as long as it could, the heady whiff of her perfume. He watched as her scissors and comb whirled around each other on the ballroom of his head, now drawing closer and meeting, now stepping back and turning away. He was never so tidy and economical with his movements when he worked! He made so much noise, and said so many things even though he was all alone. Snipped, his hair fell in bits and flecks around him, and even on Monique’s top. When she moved to one side of him to attend to his sideburns, her stomach came into contact with his arm. Every bit of him seemed to rush towards this arm, as if he was a bottle that had just been tilted, and he froze till she moved again. She coughed. What she was thinking, Arzee still could not tell, and what he was feeling, there was no describing either.


  And what a festival of corporeal life was unfolding all around him – serious, devout, unselfconscious. What a temple of the body was Tony’s! The body one was given was a matter of chance, like a card from a pack, but at Tony’s they took the skin, hair, and flesh you brought in and breathed a new life into them… they babured these things into bright life. These workers in green tunics were all tending the garden of the body, rubbing, pruning, soaking, shaping. Arzee saw how the body was broken down here into parts, and even such outreaches as toes and nails and knees were granted their dignity and standing. Hands kneaded limbs, faces were pasty with masks, hair was being worked through curlers or wrapped in foil strand by strand, and steam from basins of water rose to reveal pampered feet. One woman, her head inside the glass bulb of a hair-dryer, seemed as if she was going to be shot off any moment to the moon; another, her face tented by a towel and steamed, was making happy noises as if it wasn’t just steam in there. At the sight of all these bare legs and whispering arms, these speaking hips and jutting breasts, Arzee’s own body seemed to wake up, like an exile hearing once again his native language. Every pore of him thrilled to the music of the body, to the promise of membership in a world from which he had always felt barred.


  Monique leant across him and reached for her blow-dryer. Turning back to his own face, Arzee saw that –


  Was that he? Could it be? His thatch was completely transformed, and in turn it transformed the face beneath. Monique’s hair-dryer whooshed across the expanse of his head, blowing warm affectionate gusts at it, and then she squeezed out a little pomade from a tube and worked some of the front zones of his hair into fancy spikes. In half an hour his hair had moved from the nineteen-eighties all the way into the new millennium! The eighties now lay about them in pieces, soon to be swept up with a broom, but forming for now a circle inside which only the two of them stood.


  Monique pumped the chair down, down, down again, drew off the sheet, and dusted him off with a brush. ‘Okay?’ she said.


  ‘Okay!’ croaked Arzee.


  It was time for him to go.


  Something had changed within Arzee since the time his feet had last touched the ground. As he paid Tony and prepared to leave, he glanced back and saw that, although Monique had her back towards him, she was observing his departure in the mirror. Arzee bowed ever so slightly and smiled, and she saw that and smiled back. And then the door closed slowly upon that smile, and Arzee was left standing outside Tony’s.


  How deeply even a mirror-reflected smile pierces the soul! From the next day Arzee’s heart was not in his work any more. Suddenly the charms of the Noor seemed jaded. How many years could a man keep doing the same thing day after day? Nor did his feet keep to the old routes. He took to handing over the show to Sule and hanging around the salon in the evenings, waiting for the moment when Monique came out. He saw how she walked upright towards the bus-stop, her black bag on her shoulder, oblivious to the gazes of leering men. Sometimes she dropped a coin into the palm of a beggar, or fished out a little box from her bag and popped a mint into her mouth.


  For many days Arzee watched, and was happy to watch. Then one evening he crossed the road and stood at the busstop. The bus arrived as soon he appeared, and so Monique didn’t notice him. Two days later he got onto the bus, but the bus was so crowded that she still did not note his presence. Arzee became aware of just how many people there were in Bombay meaninglessly performing petty tasks, or whiling away their time on streets and buses, getting in the way of others. And so the next day, elbowing and pushing fiercely, he took care to climb on right after her, leg after leg, step upon step. And then she – had she – could she have – noticed, and yes! Their gazes, which had last met angled through the medium of glass, met once again. Monique raised one eyebrow and gave the slightest smile as if to say, ‘Hello, what a coincidence’ before quickly looking away – that meant she remembered who he was! – and the next day she smiled in a slightly different, surprised and amused way, as if to say, ‘Hi, maybe this is not such a coincidence’. And then the next day when she fished in her bag for change and he quickly gave the conductor a tenner and said ‘Two to Central’, she did not demur, and then – after a break for Sunday – he let her pay for her ticket and his on Monday, and they even talked a bit about this and that in the six minutes between the stop and the station. And when Arzee told her he was a projectionist at the Noor she raised her eyebrows and said, ‘Really? How exciting that must be!’ But even being a clerk, or being without a job, would have become exciting if Monique said so.


  So – so – so. So inside a week these bus meetings became a routine, but just then the accursed Sule came down with jaundice, and so Arzee couldn’t take any time off for the next ten days. His love affair could have ended right there! But the interruption turned out to be good in its own way, because the day Arzee appeared again Monique smiled in a new way – he had an expanding catalogue in his head now of all her different smiles – as if she had missed him. And so, to make up for lost days, Arzee accompanied her not only on the bus but also on the train home. She got into the ladies compartment and he into the gents, and though they could not see each other on the journey he knew that she was there, not far away, and that, across the jostle of hundreds of bodies piled up against each other like fish in baskets, they were in the same compartment of thought and feeling.


  And before Monday ticked over to Friday he’d gone further, all the way home. Monique had a small apartment in Khar with one room and a kitchen, a cat, and a neighbour with his television set always on MTV. She made a cup of tea for him in the kitchen, and opened a box of cookies. And one thing leading to another, and surprise following surprise, and imagined things for a change turning out to be for real, three days later the tea she made for him lay untouched on the kitchen table. It was not a time for tea. Tea could be had any time.


  Greedy mouth upon mouth and fingers thrilled by skin, the fan creaking over their heads and the calendar on the wall flapping and the cat sitting upon the cupboard washing itself with eyes half-shut, kisses raining upon the hills of breast and buttock and stomach and the valleys of throat and armpit and the triangular bush, the light changing and the universe turning and objects going in and out of focus, and dreamy looks and secret smiles, and gooseflesh and roused hair standing on end and giddy pleasure without end and the wall clock ticking away the time, ruffian thought arrested and all memory dissolved by the wonder of the present, and pauses, hushes, rising by degrees into the rolling and lurching of limbs sweatily intertwined, and then suddenly the rush into speed, and the boards of the bed creaking and threatening to give way, and something else giving way and a falling and a falling and a falling, and then cries of pleasure and the crest of a wave and the surge of the sticky ooze and in the brain the colour bright pink….


  And when Arzee strutted into the theatre the next day, a new man, his shirt tucked in for a change and his thumbs hooked into his pockets, why did it seem as though every one of those beauties on the walls of the first-floor gallery was looking at him slyly, knowingly, as he passed? Did they really know so well the secret language of the body? It seemed as though, although he had been friends with them for years, today was the first time that they were all on the same level.


  And so…. On long afternoons in the projection room, the sun’s rays a bright rectangle upon the stone floor inside which snoozed the dog Tyson, Arzee’s fingers would rest upon the beautiful black curves of the Babur, and recall the wondrous shape of Monique’s waist. Drifting away thus, he sometimes forgot to change the reel in time, and was made to scramble by the hooting and whistling of patrons below. And, studying new releases through the shutter as they played for the first, second, third, fourth and fifth times, Arzee realized for the first time that the new lot of leading ladies was so shrill, so dressy, so annoying, all cheap glitter, floozy charm. Was there even a single one amongst them who had the elegance and mystique of Monique? She was dignified, while they were merely coy. While they let loose torrents of words, she spoke only when she had to. Their cleavage was brazen, hers was discreet. They were always in overdrive, fluttering their eyelashes and wringing their hands, but she could make her point just by raising her head for a second or looking at you a certain way. If Monique ever reached the pitch of any one of these women, the whole world would come crashing down! Drinking tea at the stall outside the Noor, Arzee remembered Monique’s tea with ginger, and her box of crumbly cookies which far outstripped biscuits. And eating greasy omelettes in pav for dinner, he thought wistfully of the yellow plains of egg specked with small habitations of tomato and mushroom she whipped up in her kitchen at night, her sleeves rolled up to her elbows to expose the dragon tattoo on her wrist. At every small break in his duties he would hurry down the road and pop his head around the door at Tony’s, to sit for five minutes on the couch opposite grouchy Tony, observing his ladylove as she went about her work, and receiving acknowledgements only fractions of a second long, but long enough. When she unexpectedly put three sentences together in conversation he laughed, and later he remembered the quick unexpected words in her distinctive accent, like bird-talk, and laughed again. But in truth there was not a great deal of talk between them, for the zone they were in was like a quiet zone of mutual understanding in the great noisy city of human dealings.


  And Arzee no longer had to go to Tony’s now for his haircut, for now he was in possession of that rare luxury, a private hairdresser. In front of Monique’s long oval dressing table he would sit, naked except for a white towel around his loins, on a chair boosted by copies of haircutting manuals and the Bombay Yellow Pages. The floor would be covered with newspaper, and, walking all over the news of the day in her heels (for she always wore her heels when she was working), Monique would make her way slowly through his hair, resting her fingers on his shoulders when from time to time she stopped to inspect her work in the mirror. Also lurking around was the cat, streaking across the field of the mirror as it leapt from curtain rod to floor to bed to shelf. Languorous music would be playing on Monique’s stereo – some French Edith woman with a last name full of huffs and puffs, her delicate syllables overlaid with the sound of pigeons cooing in the skylight, and the silences between words sometimes filled in with sounds from the neighbour’s television set to create a new Indian mix. Monique was a great one for keeping mirrors clean. Every day she swabbed them with spray and a soft cloth. As a consequence, things seemed strangely brighter and sharper in her mirror than in real life just opposite. Moving slightly left and right in her mirror against the static objects of her room, the expression on her face changing almost imperceptibly and her thin voice occasionally escorting the song a word or two of the way, Monique seemed like a figure in a painting come to life from its own radiance. The mirror made it seem as if there were two of each of them, and this was true in a way, for (Arzee thought about this carefully) she was both the Monique that she was and the Monique he took her to be, and these two were similar but not the same, and he was both himself and the Arzee who belonged to her. And in the gaps and linkages between these real and reflected beings, all kinds of meanings and suggestions seemed to be lurking.


  And now Arzee did not fret over his own body any more, for at long last it had been accepted by someone, and that someone was none other than Monique, who was an expert in bodies! And it was Monique who first told him that he was really not so short as he thought, for inside him there was a tall man waiting to get out, expressing himself constantly in gait, glance, and gesture. Inches on a tape measure were not the only reality of bodies, else why did some fat people seem fat and other fat people just right, and some tall men tall and others the same size somehow not so? When he came to a stop at the bus-stop and turned to look left and right, eyes smouldering under hooded brows, or when he scratched his craggy chin and looked up at the sky as if to read signs in it visible only to himself – these gestures of his were inches! The way he ran his fingers through his hair, or the slight cording and stooping of his shoulders as he walked, as if he were conscious in fact of being too tall, or the way he pawed at the ground with his foot like a horse when he was impatient, or lay down with an arm beneath his head, showing off the marvellous lines of his arms and chest – who wanted a few more inches of limbs and bones and tendons when he had these? He never quite smiled even when he smiled, there remaining in his eyes a trace of something watchful and wary, and never quite laughed even at the funniest moments, allowing only one throaty chuckle past his voice box. He was always rapping his fingernails on surfaces around him, communicating sonically the energy of the powerful motor he housed. He himself admitted that people often stared at him, so why then was he not prepared to believe that it was all these things they were staring at? Dogs followed him everywhere, and pigeons pooped on him far more than on others; he kept finding coins on streets and landings, and twice in his life he had seen a shooting star. All these things could only have one possible meaning – that he was not solitary, but special.


  One thing to note about Monique (he said to Renu) was that although she had Sundays off, she never took any holidays other than that. Even the sun and moon sometimes took the day off, but not Monique. She was Tony’s star stylist, and many customers came just to get their hair cut by her, so she had to be around all the time. In six years she had come down with the flu only twice, and strangely enough once it had been over a Sunday, and the other time it was a Bombay strike. But on his birthday she decided, of her own accord, to take half a day’s leave, and suggested a trip to Mandwa for the morning. Monique really did love him!


  Meeting at sunrise at the Gateway of India, they boarded a catamaran bound for the opposite coast. Soon they were chugging away over the blue-grey waters. Monique had packed sandwiches with egg, cheese, and chicken, and from the counter on the deck they bought warm over-sweet tea. Thin silvery fish were flitting beneath the waters, and they passed one or two abandoned ships, ghostly in the morning light. What might it be like to board and secretly live upon one of these ships? They both began to think of points. They wouldn’t have to pay rent then, and once you got around that problem in Bombay you could really live well. In the mornings they could drink tea and eat biscuits upon the deck as they watched the sun come up over the buildings of the hazy and crowded city, and through the day they could observe from the port-holes of their rooms the coming and going of passengers on catamarans such as this one. The reception on TV would be great because there would be no interference, and they could knock balls about all day long on the pool and ping-pong tables that were probably still there in the games room. Their eyes, no longer bounded on all sides by walls, would grow used to scanning the horizon, and their cheeks would grow rosy with the fresh air, like those of the children in English films. Here Monique pointed out, by way of objections, they would need to shampoo their hair daily because of their saline and sticky environment. Also, sea fish were more smelly and fishy than freshwater fish. In this way they built up a story until the ships became specks and they were out into the unmarked sea. Arzee put on his silverrimmed blue-tinted sunglasses, which he wore only when he was feeling very bright, and they got a passenger to take pictures of them on Monique’s mobile phone.


  At Mandwa, while everybody else hurried down the long jetty to board the connecting bus to Alibagh, they stopped and dawdled and looked, and took more pictures, and fed scraps to stray dogs, because they were going no further. Mandwa beach was not like Chowpatty beach. On the long stretches of white sand on either side of the jetty there were no horses, no camels, no bubble-blowers, no balloon-sellers, no pav-bhaji or bhelpuri stalls, no masseurs, and no youths selling handkerchiefs and herbal remedies. There was nothing at all but beach. The objects sticking out of the sand were real seashells, not groundnut husks and bottle caps, and the waves were not streaked with oil and muck. They left their shoes on the sand and, rolling up their trousers, went out hand in hand to wade in the water. The waves, already warm in the morning sun, ushered all the hair on Arzee’s legs into neat downwardpointing rows. Monique’s legs of course were absolutely smooth because she waxed, but she had a prominent scar on her knee, from when she’d fallen down as a child. The waves, retreating after touching the shore, carried away the sand beneath their feet. For a moment Arzee felt uncertain about everything, and he squeezed Monique’s hand tightly. She felt the pressure of his fingers on hers, and gave him a quizzical look. Their gazes met and seemed to melt into each other and, looking at her face against the cloud-specked blue sky, a little ringlet of hair trembling against her lightly rouged cheek and the cross around her neck lying slightly askew on her black top, Arzee knew that he would remember this moment forever.


  Almost from the beginning Monique had wanted to see the projection room of the Noor, as Arzee was always talking about Phirozbhai or the dog Tyson, the wonder of Babur and the beam, or just the flaking walls and the coolness of the stone floor, and all the ineffable magic that hovered inside that space. But it was not until a couple of months had passed, and he felt certain that all this was for real, that Arzee felt confident of taking her to the cinema.


  And what a stir was created when on the street leading to the Noor there appeared on a Monday afternoon the familiar everyday figure of Arzee, but with – with a beautiful woman walking alongside! He was no longer single! Eyebrows inched upward all around, over eyes that met other eyes across the street. Conversations froze in mid-sentence, and everything fell so silent that people cloistered in their offices sprang to their windows to see what was wrong. The sun came out all of a sudden from behind a cloud, and as they passed Mobin’s garage an old Beetle idling in neutral hiccuped and bumped into the wall. As they approached the door of the Noor, Tawde the gateman quickly dusted off the seat of his pants and jumped to attention, and noted resentfully that Arzee gave him a small wordless nod as he passed, of the kind that dons give when they enter their dens. They proceeded through the grand lobby, turning round and round in wonder, and mounted the stairs, stopping to admire themselves in the large mirror. They went up to the projection room after a tour of the gallery of heroines, many of whose names, especially the older ones, Monique didn’t know, as she was more into Hollywood movies. Phirozbhai heard the footsteps coming up, and was about to say something to Arzee, but Monique’s head appeared first, and Phiroz jumped and – it was worth giving up ten years of your life for this moment – the words died away right there upon his lips. But he recovered quickly and mumbled his name when he was introduced, and then he was silent for a while, and then he suddenly said, ‘I’ve been working here for more than thirty years.’ And Monique smiled and said, ‘That’s a really long time, Mr Phiroz, that’s so wonderful.’ And she looked at Arzee, who shrugged and stretched out his hands, and Monique looked all around and said:


  ‘It’s just as I thought it would be.’


  Arzee began to show her where all the reels were kept, and how the Babur worked, and after a while, taking his cue – perhaps he’d done something just like this thirty years ago, for he too had been young once – Phirozbhai said, ‘It’s time for me to go.’ And he said, ‘Come on, Tyson,’ and then they both were gone. ‘It’s time to begin work,’ said Arzee, and as he loaded the first reel of the afternoon show into the Babur, Monique sat by the window, where the pigeons fluttered and cooed, and took a photograph of him with her phone. Arzee beckoned and led her to the shutter in the wall, to show her how the beam went out into the Noorian night and gathered itself into a picture upon the screen. He explained to her how each second of the movies was actually twenty-four still pictures rushed through the Babur at high speed to make for the illusion of motion, and why the screen was rectangular and not square, because that was the shape of the human eye, and because she seemed interested, he got her a chair so that she could watch the movie from the shutter while he went about his work. To his great relief she didn’t say, as she could have, ‘The picture’s not as good as in a multiplex.’ At the interval he put on some devotional music on the speaker system and declared, ‘Interval! We now have a ten-minute break.’


  And there, in that romance-haunted room where dozens of leading men and ladies had gone through hundreds of repeats of amorous gazes and whispers and declarations, and fights with parents and villains, and finally walked through the gate of happy endings, he kissed her once on tiptoe and was just about to kiss her again when he heard behind him a boy embarrassedly clearing his throat and saying:


  ‘I – I was told to send up some coffee.’


  And after she drank her coffee in small sips Monique said it was time for her to go and no, as he was busy he needn’t take the trouble of seeing her out, and see you later in the day, and first he watched her go down the stairs and blow him a kiss before she turned out, and then thirty seconds later from the window he saw her walk out onto the street with her small, birdlike step, her bag at her shoulder, looking neither left not right, and disappear. And looking up he saw the afternoon sky was bright, and the sky was scored down the middle by the feathery white trail, still unspooling, of a tiny aeroplane ploughing through the heavens. Although he had never taken a flight in his life, old Phiroz always said that the cinema and the aeroplane were the two great inventions of the twentieth century.


  Once Monique said while cooking dinner, ‘The best way to make a good-looking egg curry is to brown the eggs first in a spoonful of sugar in oil before putting in the spices.’ ‘Really?’ he said, and as he leaned over to squeeze her two of the eggs exploded and left hot sparks of oil over their faces and arms, and Monique laughed and cried, as if she was on a TV show, ‘Cut! Cut!’


  And another time Monique held up a pile of old newspapers and said, ‘What’s going on in the world? All these bombings and murders! Why can’t people just live together in peace and happiness? Do you know, Arzee?’ And he said, ‘No, in fact I too am a violent person,’ and grabbed her by the waist, and they fell squealing and kicking on the sofa.


  And another day she said nothing at all, and was sombre and silent, and didn’t laugh at any of his jokes, and he found out it was the death anniversary of her brother, who was still-born twenty-three years ago. If he’d been alive today he’d have been a young man called Martin or Joachim, and had a job with a bank or a PR firm, and probably a girlfriend, as he’d have been handsome, with long rebonded hair and a gold stud in his ear. But at the very moment that he was supposed to enter the world, his life was inexplicably taken away from him.


  And one evening Arzee’s mind was rooting and rummaging pleasurably among these very things – bits and pieces of his hours with Monique – as he ran up the steps of her building two at a time, rapping on his thigh the beat of a great song he’d heard in the auto-rickshaw that had dropped him home. He rang the bell, and reached up and blocked the door’s eyehole with his finger, which was his way of letting Monique know it was him. The door flew open, but as Arzee stepped forward, making the funny face with one eye closed that always made Monique laugh, he saw that it was not Monique but a huge mass of man in front of him, his face contorted as if he too was a character in a comedy.


  ‘Sorry Uncle, wrong floor,’ said Arzee, and turned to go, but even as he spoke these words, he matched the gentleman’s face to the photograph staring goggle-eyed from Monique’s drawing-room wall, and realized that he was none other than her father. Her angry father.


  ‘Wrong floor? Right floor!’ roared the man. ‘What are you standing out there for? Come in!’


  ‘Okay, sir. Hel-hello. Shall I take my shoes off?’ said Arzee, but as soon as he stepped over the threshold he knew that something was wrong, for the house he knew so well no longer had a Monique-feel to it. Monique had indeed mentioned her fearsome father, his contempt for most of the human race, his love of the bottle, and his thunderous temper, but never the possibility that he could turn up like this out of the blue, all the way from Goa. Monique’s father followed Arzee through the little corridor, and when they turned into the room Arzee saw that many things had been flung to the floor, and that Monique was sitting on a chair in the corner, dabbing her eyes with a handkerchief.


  ‘What’s all this?’ he said, turning uneasily to the big man. ‘These are all broken. This isn’t the way to be, sir.’


  ‘This isn’t the way to be?’ repeated Monique’s father unpleasantly, and made a gesture towards Arzee as if taking his measure from head to toe. ‘Then is this the way to be?’


  ‘I’m just a little small, sir, but it doesn’t mean anything. It doesn’t mean anything to your daughter, sir. Your daughter loves me just as I am. Once you get used to it, you’ll see that–’


  But as soon as he said ‘loves me’ Arzee knew that he’d made a mistake, because he saw the beast come rushing towards him, and before he knew it his head was turned ninety degrees by a booming slap. No one had slapped Arzee since he was a child, and when, after the cry of pain left his lips, the blood came rushing to his head, he forgot who he loved, and who loved him, and why he was here, and what was the course of prudence. As he saw the big hand rise again to strike him, he jumped forward and butted the stomach in front of him. Monique’s father winced and bent over, and as he came so temptingly within reach, Arzee’s own hand shot out towards that big, quivering cheek, and repaid his body’s debts with a sound that rang like a pistol-shot. As his hand recoiled and dropped down to his side again his mouth fell open in stupefaction, and so did Monique’s. The unthinkable had been done. He’d slapped his own future father-in-law!


  ‘I’m sorry, sir,’ he said, and his face turned pale. ‘I hope it… it didn’t hurt! You shouldn’t have…we should sit and talk… Monique!’


  And now it seemed as if the ground was quivering and that the walls would come down, and after Monique’s father got hold of his collar Arzee knew nothing but a spinning and shaking of his own self. He recalled later that Monique was screaming and trying to separate them, but to no avail. His body was only returned to him when he was thrown out on the landing.


  ‘Go back to the circus you’ve come from!’ shouted Monique’s father. ‘And don’t dare come near my daughter again, because you won’t even live to regret it!’


  ‘I’m not from the circus, sir! I’m a man!’ cried Arzee, springing to his feet. ‘Come tomorrow and see, I work at the Noor –’


  But the door slammed shut in his face. Arzee banged on it, shouted ‘Monique! Monique!’ But soon he came to his senses and realized the futility of it all. The day was lost, so it was better to cede the day. He should go. He realized he had just one shoe on. Perhaps Monique was at her window with a signal for him? He went limping down, clutching at the side on which he had landed. There was no sign of Monique, but his shoe was lying in the middle of the street, already run over several times by cars.


  Insults. A beating. Thrown out of the house. But nothing came easy in life. He was a grown man now – he knew what difficulties awaited him, and how they were to be overcome. Time – time was what healed quarrels, brought the angry back to peace. Every crisis always seemed worst at the very beginning. By the morning the old man’s temper would have cooled, and he would begin to see reason. Monique would speak to him – no one messed with Monique. It wasn’t he, Arzee, who would apologize to the old man. The old man would apologize to him!


  Arzee went home.


  The next morning Arzee, his cheek still a bright red, put his phone to the ear on the other side of his face and called Monique. He was annoyed to find that her phone was switched off. This was too much. He had his pride too. It was she who should have been calling him! He decided to seek her out at work, where if they talked it was only Tony who would be upset.


  But Monique wasn’t at work either. For the first time in six years, she’d taken a holiday. So the old man was still stewing! Perhaps he’d fallen ill. Arzee thought he would give it another day before he approached them. The next morning he got up early, took a bus to Grant Road station, and then a train to Khar. As he approached Monique’s building, he saw that the windows of her flat were shut. When he reached her door he found it locked.


  Monique was…


  Could it be that…?


  Monique was gone!


  Her father had gone back to Goa and taken her with him!


  Monique’s neighbour couldn’t say anything about what had happened. Arzee walked back to the station in a daze. Could something end so abruptly? Could someone vanish like this, like a spirit? But it was all right – she’d be back. Her work was here. Her life was here. He was here. She must have gone to drop her father at home. On Friday evening they’d be taking the train home together again.


  But Friday came, and still there was no sign of Monique. Arzee began to worry again. Was she upset with him? She might be. But it wasn’t his fault – it wasn’t he who’d raised his hand first, and he’d said he was sorry right away! He could explain, if they’d just listen. He’d turn everything around, make sure that everybody was happy. He’d sit and drink with her father; they’d tell dirty jokes to each other.


  Was there something he was missing? Had Monique left a message for him? He went back to Tony with this question, but Tony only said that Monique’s father had called two days ago to say she was leaving work with immediate effect. He had refused to leave a number. Tony spoke in such a way as if to imply that Arzee was to blame for all this. People were always finding a scapegoat for their troubles, while the powerful did as they pleased.


  Every day for a month Arzee woke up feeling restless, eager, as if this was to be the day, and every night he went to sleep shrunken and dejected. Every time his phone rang or beeped he scrambled to see who it was, but even when the call was from an unknown number, the voice on the other side was never Monique. Wherever she was in the world, his woman of few words had fallen completely silent. She seemed not to want to speak to him, to anybody from her old life, even though he missed her, the city missed her. Even Tony couldn’t quite believe that Monique was gone. When Arzee went to the salon a week later to see if he had any news, he saw that Monique’s chair still stood empty, and no one had been assigned to take it over.


  He could have made an attempt to find her, but as the weeks went by Arzee grew colder and colder, and all his love turned to ashes. All the dreams they’d seen – they’d only been games! All their talk – it had ended in this silence. It was clear that Monique, wherever she was, was all right without him, and that life was going on for her and had not stopped as it had for him. She knew, and she didn’t care. But he’d hold out – he wouldn’t go running after her like a fool. Yes, he was a dwarf. So? He could be taken for granted? Not so easily. Her father had already slapped him once – Arzee wasn’t going to abase himself further. In fact, there was only one good reason now to search Monique out, and that was so that he could slap her. She was the only one of the three who had got away without knowing what it was like to be slapped. With a dark, gloomy satisfaction Arzee reasoned that it was a good thing that he was free of fickle, inconstant Monique. For in the end she would have disappointed him anyway.


  How beautiful was the Noor! He seemed to have forgotten for all these months how beautiful it was. What fun he could have with his friends! He’d almost lost touch with all of them. How comforting was the simplest remark from his mother! He couldn’t understand why he had felt so impatient with her all these months. There were plenty of fine things in life – yes, so many fine things. Arzee felt so fragile it was as if he’d become even smaller, as if he was sinking into the ground and would soon be gone. The smallest thing made him wildly happy, and after that the abyss was deeper and darker than ever. He began to talk to himself aloud, and to speak a harsher tongue, and to seek out the comfort of drink, and to enjoy being nasty to people if he felt they crossed him. And he was happy about this, too, because it seemed to him that the only way he could pay Monique back was by crushing the old, simple, gullible Arzee, by not remaining faithful to the man she had abandoned. Only when he became a new man would he stop paying the old price.


  Small is man, and poor and mean, running the course of life unsupported, his only ties those of blood or of business. But that was how life was, when stripped of all illusions, and every day he could see the truth of it more clearly. Each person was alone in this world, and a man like him especially so. But he still had the Noor – he had further to go at the Noor. And in time he would marry, and with her care, his wife would close the door for ever on his ill-fated hours with Monique. That was what he thought. But he was only Arzee the dwarf, who undid all prospects by thinking and dreaming about them.


  Of all these things he spoke to Renu, laughing wildly in wonder for the first hour and then in agony for the next.


  ELEVEN


  It’s Only Me


  The sun was past its noonpeak, the lobby of the Noor was echoing with the ricochets of the movie playing within, and Tawde the gateman had a smirk on his face as Arzee gave him a nod and went past him. Arzee was back at work – for the short time that it was going to be full-time.


  ‘Why was Tawde looking at me like that?’ thought Arzee, checking his fly.


  To his left, Kaputkar the ticket clerk was glumly stacking packets of popcorn on the snack counter, blowing his nose into a large and very dirty handkerchief. Further on, Abjani’s presence in his office was confirmed by the two battered boots sticking out from beneath his desk. Tyson was nowhere to be seen, but a lizard lying dead on the floor could only have been his work. Arzee made his way up the stairs, stopped to look at his reflection in the mirror on the landing, and stopped again on the first floor to look at the gallery of photographs.


  ‘Women!’ he thought. ‘I’m a fool, and I proved it yesterday. Renu! Who was she? What was she? And me? What was I doing? What was I saying? Looks and gestures can be inches. Monique used to make omelettes with mushroom. Orgasms are bright pink. They must still be leaning against the walls of that place right now, screaming with laughter. But it’s easy to laugh, hard to be sincere – so laugh! Laugh away!’


  But he knew they hadn’t only laughed, because his last memories of the afternoon were that Renu had suddenly become Monique, he was clinging to her hand and asking her to come back home with him, and the waiter was pulling at his shoulder and telling him he wasn’t allowed to touch. And then the tears had come rushing in. All the girls had gathered around Arzee as he sat cross-legged on the sofa with his head in his hands. One had offered her dupatta to wipe his face with, a second patted his knee, a third held his cup of tea for him, and a fourth checked the expiry date on the aspirin. While one waiter turned down the lights because Arzee’s head was aching, the other was on his knees, mopping up the drink that Arzee had knocked over.


  And then they had taken him into a tiny, windowless room, with a low rickety bed covered by coarse grey sheets and a mouldy pillow. As Arzee lay down it seemed to him the most comfortable bed he had ever fallen into, and with this one thought he was out. He was woken several hours later by the hiss and thump of booming beats. A party was on, and no one seemed to notice as he threaded his way through the mass of shaking bodies and left the establishment.


  ‘I’m never going to Jogeshwari again, that’s for sure,’ thought Arzee. He swiped away a few cobwebs on the stairs to the projection room. ‘The smell of incense! Phiroz is back from Udwada.’


  Phiroz was on his knees below the pictures of his gods, praying beneath the twinkling blue lights. Spires of smoke were rising around his broad back, and his bald pate caught the light from the window. Sule was listlessly attending to the Babur, like a drooping farmer in the sun with his bullocks. Despite the incense there was a strange smell in the projection room, and Arzee was sure that it was Sule.


  ‘Get out,’ Arzee told him. ‘I’ve come now.’


  Sule silently put down a reel and left.


  ‘Sorry for the disturbance, Phirozbhai,’ said Arzee, picking up the reel and checking the number. ‘I’ll take care of the show. You go on.’


  ‘Shall I go on?’ said Phiroz without turning or moving, and it seemed to Arzee as if the rebuke was coming straight from the gods. ‘How shall I go on? I go away for five days, and when I come back I find out that you’ve hardly shown your face in here all this time. Is this how you take care of the show? Shall I send you an invitation every morning?’


  ‘Now, Phirozbhai –’


  ‘This is the Noor cinema. Do you know that or not?’


  ‘It was, Phirozbhai. It used to be the Noor Cinema,’ protested Arzee. ‘Now it’s just the – it’s just the No cinema! I never said anything to you all this time, Phirozbhai, but now it’s time. If you can take time off, Phirozbhai, then why not me? The cinema’s closing down anyway, so what’s in it for me? You’re pointing a finger at me, Phirozbhai, but remember, your other four fingers are pointing back at you.’


  ‘I’ve got a wedding to take care of, that’s why I don’t come,’ rumbled Phiroz, and his old body rippled with agitation. ‘After it’s done I’ll be back, every day, same time, till my last day of work. Who said the theatre is closing? Who? And if it is, are you trying to close it down before the day? Eh? It’s going on as it always was. The show’s on before your very eyes.’


  ‘Don’t play games with me, Phirozbhai. You know the truth just as well as I do. I’m sorry to say all this while you’re praying, and I wouldn’t have said it either, because it’s only two days to your daughter’s wedding. But you’ve brought it out of me, Phirozbhai. You finish, Phirozbhai, and we’ll sort this out – face to face.’


  ‘Think about what I’ve said, and speak no more of it,’ said Phiroz. He rang his little bell, mumbled a few words, dusted off his trousers, and slowly rose to his feet. ‘If you want to be a good projectionist, remember that the show always comes first. I won’t be around much longer to tell you this.’ He turned around and fixed his glassy gaze upon Arzee. ‘Are you getting me or not?’


  ‘Phirozbhai!’ cried Arzee. ‘What have you done?’


  ‘What have I done?’


  ‘It’s…it’s gone!’


  Phiroz had shaved off his moustache! He’d done away with that faithful friend of his old age, and without it his face looked so forlorn. So fallow. So empty. His lips seemed so thin and bitter. Phiroz wouldn’t have looked so odd if he had come to work in only his vest and underpants. With the erasure of his moustache he looked like a shifty, furtive younger brother of himself – an usurper. His demeanour was Phirozian as ever, but not his look.


  ‘What’s gone?’ said Phiroz crankily, as if he didn’t know. Even his voice sounded different without his moustache.


  ‘Did you do it for the wedding, Phirozbhai? And Shireen – what did she have to say about it? Oh, she…I’m sorry. I’ve never known you without a moustache, Phirozbhai.’


  Phiroz grunted. ‘I took it out in five clean strokes,’ he revealed, and ran his fingers over his naked upper lip.


  ‘And I also never knew, Phirozbhai, never knew all these years, that Shireen was…that she can’t…’


  ‘And it doesn’t matter,’ said Phiroz. ‘What matters is how we live in this world.’


  ‘Was she always like this, Phirozbhai?’


  ‘From the very beginning. But the child hasn’t let it affect her. And she’s good. It’s we people who can see who cause all the evil in the world.’


  ‘I’m sorry to have not been of more help to you in all these years, Phirozbhai. I could have been, if only you’d asked me. For some reason you don’t think I’m a helpful person, but I am! I want to be of help now. Is there something I can do for the wedding? I did come over to your place on Monday evening. But you had gone to Udwada.’


  ‘Help me? Help yourself,’ said Phiroz, and chortled. ‘Your mother’s very upset with you.’


  ‘My mother’s upset? How do you know that, Phirozbhai? You haven’t met her for so long, and I just saw her before leaving home.’


  ‘Because she called me. She wanted to know if something was troubling you. I said it’s obvious. The news from the management is that the theatre is going under. That’s when I found out that you hadn’t told her.’


  Arzee’s mouth fell open. ‘That means – that means that you told her, Phirozbhai?’


  ‘That’s what I’m trying to tell you,’ said Phiroz, jabbing the air. ‘How was I to know that you hadn’t told her until I told her?’


  ‘I should have known this was going to happen, Phirozbhai. In fact, I’d planned to tell her last night, but I was too groggy, because I got drunk in the afternoon and passed out. Was she – was she very upset?’


  ‘I couldn’t tell over the phone. I can’t hear very well on this instrument of mine.’


  ‘I think she will be, Phirozbhai. I was with her at home just half an hour ago. She waited for me to leave before calling you!’


  ‘It won’t be easy,’ agreed Phiroz. ‘But it’s not my fault. I didn’t realize. But if you want I’ll say I’m sorry.’


  ‘It’s okay, Phirozbhai. It had to happen some time. My mother is a sharp one! Don’t trouble yourself about it. You think about the wedding.’


  ‘The old gold,’ mumbled Phiroz, and turned to the Babur.


  Mother! Arzee went over to the window, and when he looked down he could see his mother – younger, slimmer – and himself – short for his age, but not yet isolated in dwarfhood – walking up to the ticket window of the Noor. It was the late eighties. The cinema had still been respectable then; families still came. And it was with Mother that it had all begun. After the show Arzee had insisted on seeing the place from where the beam originated. And that was when his mother, who didn’t know anything about the cinema other than how to find her seat and buy popcorn and cry during scenes of lovers parting, had brought him up here after taking the permission of the strange-looking manager Mr Abjani. And they’d come climbing slowly up this narrow staircase, and popped their heads into the projection room for the very first time. And Phiroz had been younger then, and he was always a gentleman to the ladies, and he hadn’t said a word when Arzee ran around the room opening drawers, and pushing and kicking the Babur, and peering through the shutter. Finally Mother had said, ‘It’s time to go, we mustn’t trouble this nice uncle any more, we’ll come back another day.’ And Arzee had left with so many questions that were still unanswered. But in time he’d answered them all, and in answering them he had answered the question of his own life, the question of whether there was a place for him in this world. And Mother had been so happy for him then, and she would be so upset now. This was what she had always feared – that because he was so different from the standard, he, her first-born, would be left adrift, would live in resentment and in need. And now she knew. Phiroz had told her.


  Arzee smelt sandalwood, and saw that Phiroz was standing behind him, looking out. His upper lip, bereft of its moustache cover, was quivering.


  ‘If Sule’s still around downstairs then I think I’ll send him up and go home, Phirozbhai,’ he said. ‘I must talk to my mother before she talks to me. I’ll pretend I don’t know that she spoke to you.’


  ‘Go,’ said Phiroz.


  ‘Parents can be such a problem, Phirozbhai. They need more taking care of than children.’


  ‘Is that so?’ quavered Phiroz, and suddenly his naked face twisted. ‘My daughter’s leaving my home in two days. I hope she doesn’t think I’m a problem.’


  ‘That’s not how I meant it, Phirozbhai – you’re getting me all wrong! What I meant was my mother – only my mother is a problem. You accept everything calmly, Phirozbhai. You can never be a problem for anyone.’


  ‘I hope that’s what my daughter thinks,’ said Phiroz. ‘I hope she’ll come and see me after she’s gone. I won’t ask her to come. She’ll come when she wants to.’


  ‘She will, Phirozbhai, you don’t worry about it. We’ll have a talk about this soon. And we’ll make this last month a month to remember, Phirozbhai. But let me be off now.’


  ‘It’s up to her,’ said Phiroz, and turned away.


  As he left the Noor Arzee realized, for the first time, that life was soon going to be puffed with empty time not just for him, but for Phiroz too. Soon Phiroz would be left with only his gods and his birds for company, and a box of memories to mull over, as he shuffled around his flat on his arthritic legs, murmuring his conclusions to himself. The sudden disappearance of Phiroz’s moustache was like an expression of the vulnerability within, the foreboding he felt at the impending departure of his daughter and the closing of the Noor. He never said anything, but the felled moustache said it all.


  If he was to leave the city after the Noor closed down, who would be left to look after Phiroz? Certainly not the wretches at the Noor – they didn’t even know how to look after themselves. Arzee had been so lost in himself all these days that he hadn’t considered the point. ‘I’ll go every day to meet him, at least for the time that I’m still here,’ he thought. ‘I’ll go to see Phiroz. We’ll drink tea, eat samosas, and talk about old times, and if that makes him happy I won’t be so sad either. It’ll be Mother in the mornings, Phiroz in the afternoons.’


  Arzee saw that it was only his livelihood that was being dissolved. His duties and responsibilities remained. That was his burden, and it was by how he bore it that he would be judged.


  As Arzee entered his building, panting, he was sweating with anxiety, and in his thoughts he had already pitched himself into the arena with his taxing parent.


  ‘I know how she’ll start,’ he figured. ‘She’ll go back to Father’s death, and then talk about how difficult it was to bring us up on her own – how she’d been looking forward to a little peace – how she’d nearly sealed my marriage. But no, she’ll say – life is an everlasting struggle, and dark clouds always hang above our family! When all these years she loved the Noor, now she’ll remember that she always wanted me to complete my twelfth standard, and to apply for government service. And she’ll want to go off to the cinema to argue with Abjani, and embarrass me to no end. And then she’ll try to tell me that it’s all right, and that as long as she’s alive nobody can touch a hair on our heads. She’ll talk about selling off her gold bangles, and breaking her fixed deposit. She’ll make herself the centre of the crisis, when it’s really all about me – she’ll make me a bit player in my own story! And then she’ll bring up that whisky bottle she found in my room, when it has nothing to do with any of this. I’ll have to stand there listening like a dumb dog, and at the end of it I’ll have to do whatever she thinks is right. No! It’s now or never! If I don’t bring up my plan of leaving the city before she goes through all these points, I won’t have a chance. I’ll take charge of the situation – I’ll rein her in! I’m a man first, her child second. Mother doesn’t know what’s going on inside me. I’m not the Arzee she thinks she’s talking to – I’m a different person, and only I know who I am.’


  He cautiously opened the door with his key. At this time Mother was usually sleeping, but not today. The living-room, where Mother watched TV, read the newspaper, and spoke on the phone all day with breaks to cook, was empty, yet there was a kind of residual human presence inside it, as if Mother was nearby. Arzee heard some scratching sounds in the kitchen and went there, but it was only a crow at the window, trying to reach through the bars for an eggshell. Mother wasn’t home then. A pan was resting on the stove, and when Arzee brought it down and touched the tea leaves in it they were still warm! Mother was home! In the dustbin Arzee saw the wrapper of the box of sweets that someone had given Mobin. The box had still been wrapped when he’d left for work.


  Going back, he noticed that the door of his room was ajar, and as he approached he could hear little sniffles inside, as if some child version of himself was still in there, crying over a broken toy or because it was Mobin’s birthday. The first thing he saw when he peeped in was that the store cupboard was open, and the top shelf, where they kept their family photo albums, was almost empty. He pushed the door open and saw Mother sitting on his bed. She was drinking tea and eating sweets, and dabbing her eyes with her dupatta as she looked at the albums.


  Arzee’s heart went out instantly to his old, troubled mother. He saw how he’d been thinking the wrong things about her all these days. Just as Mother had an outdated idea of him, in the same way he’d failed to notice that she herself was no longer what she used to be! Mother was aging. Her strength was ebbing. Deep inside, she was as lonely and as vulnerable as old Phiroz. And having heard the distressing news, she was missing Father, and thinking of the times that the four of them had shared. Just like him, she longed for a lost time; she wanted back the world of these photographs. Arzee had never seen his mother like this. There was something alarming about the way she was rocking back and forth, murmuring the same thing over and over.


  ‘Mother…’ he said in a quavering voice, going forward.


  Mother gave a start. ‘Arzoo! You!’


  ‘Don’t cry, Mother!’ said Arzee. He went all the way up to her and put his hand on her shoulder. ‘It isn’t the end of the world, even if seems like it is! Everything will be all right. Why did you call Phiroz? I would have told you myself.’


  Mother’s face was all scrunched up, and her eyes were red, and her skin seemed papery. She suddenly looked so old. ‘I hope you’re not angry with me, my son,’ she said, in a small, contrite voice. ‘I was just so – just so worried.’


  ‘I could be angry, Mother, but I’m not,’ said Arzee magnanimously. ‘If I didn’t tell you, it was only to save you the sadness you’re feeling now, because I knew you’d take it badly. But you went ahead anyway and found out by yourself. But I understand, Mother. I might have done the same thing in your place. All I want to tell you is, don’t cry. Bad things happen to all families.’


  Mother turned away and began to weep. ‘But it’s not fair on you, my son, it’s just not fair!’ she sobbed. ‘You’ve always had to bear the hardest knocks.’


  ‘I know, Mother, I know. You understand that, and that in itself is such a big thing for me, because no one else does. That’s all you owe me, Mother. Really. After that it’s my life. If I want to leave this city and go, then you shouldn’t try to stop me.’


  ‘Arzee, I – I hope I’ve been a good mother to you. I hope I haven’t fallen short in any way. No – I have! I haven’t been a good mother. I’ve always been better to Mobin.’


  ‘No, Mother, no! You’ve always kept a special watch over me, I know. If anybody should complain, it’s Mobin, not me. You’ve made me what I am today, Mother.’


  ‘Life’s never treated you well from the very beginning, my son. I tried my best, but I know I’ve failed! I can’t keep my promise.’


  ‘What promise, Mother? There’s no promise. One can’t make such promises in life. Children have to find their own way for themselves.’


  ‘There’s something I have to tell you, son.’


  ‘No, I have to tell you something, Mother!’ said Arzee. ‘Even though you’re my mother and I’m your son, I’m not you, Mother, and you’re not me. It’s not your fault that I’m a dwarf, and everyone laughs at me in secret. And it’s not your fault that the Noor is closing down, so don’t take it upon yourself. I’ve got to deal with things on my own, because I’m a man now. I’m not a child any more, Mother.’


  Mother’s face had turned so red. Arzee said, ‘I know what you’re thinking. You won’t be able to find me a wife now, because no one will marry me. But let’s just put the matter on the back burner for a while, Mother. If Mobin wants to marry, let him. I don’t want to get in his way. And I’ll tell you something else. I never did tell you, Mother, but I nearly found you a daughter-in-law. She was a hairdresser, and you’d have really liked her. But something happened between us, and now it’s all over. But I nearly put it all together, Mother. Your Arzoo was this close!’


  ‘I thought I’d take it with me to my grave, but I can’t keep it to myself any more,’ cried Mother, a peculiar spasm breaking across her face. ‘It’s not right this way, but it’s not right the other way either. It’s not right at all! But it isn’t all my fault.’


  ‘Are you listening to what I’m telling you, Mother? What are you talking about? I was telling you about this girl, Mother.’


  ‘Just that you won’t reproach me – curse me! – any more for your being so small,’ cried Mother, ‘hear this, son. The truth is that I’m not your real mother!’


  There was a long silence. All the world seemed to have come to a standstill.


  ‘Ug…buh?’ said Arzee.


  ‘Your real parents drowned at sea many years ago,’ said Mother, covering her face in her hands. ‘Arzoo, we adopted you when you were just a baby!’


  ‘This is ridiculous,’ said Arzee, closing all the albums that were lying open and stacking them up. ‘You’ve been watching too many TV serials, Mother. And then this news – it’s got to your brain. You’re not well, Mother. Just come and lie down on Mobin’s bed for a bit, and –’


  ‘It’s true, my son!’


  ‘It can’t be, Mother! Don’t be absurd.’


  ‘Yes, yes, it’s true! They were our neighbours, and you were so little, we couldn’t bear to see you go!’ Mother knocked her teacup to the floor with her knee. ‘We didn’t have any children for so long, and then there was you. And we would never have told you, because everything would have been all right. Except that you never grew, and you suffered for it, and while your poor father left this world and found his peace, I suffered with you! So absolve me of this one thing, Arzee. It’s not from my womb that you’re a dwarf, son, it’s not from my womb that you’re a dwarf!’


  A great knocking had started up in Arzee’s chest, as if it was trying to break out of his body. His mouth with its big lips worked vainly, trying to utter one of the hundred questions that were stinging him like scorpions. Over a few moments he was whisked through his entire waking life, and the enormity – if what Mother was babbling was true – of all that had remained concealed behind it. It was as if he’d been sucked into the Babur, and was now hurtling and tumbling through the heat and light. Nothing – not a single thing – was as he’d thought it to be, and when he emerged from those few moments of wandering, he had become a stranger to himself.


  ‘You mean…then…my name’s not really Arzee, or is it?’ he said, with a kind of broken wonder, for it was as if he was speaking on behalf of two people within his little body.


  ‘It’s not, but it doesn’t matter, Arzee! You couldn’t even speak when it happened, my child. You didn’t even know you had a name.’


  ‘Then what was my real name?’


  ‘I can’t remember now, son, so don’t trouble yourself over it.’


  ‘You remember, Mother, you can’t have forgotten!’


  ‘It doesn’t matter, son…’


  ‘I want to know!’


  ‘I think it was…I think it was Joseph.’


  ‘How can it have been Joseph, Mother?’ said Arzee, his eyes filling with tears. ‘Why do you joke with me like this?’


  ‘Because your real parents were Christian!’ Mother broke into a fresh burst of sobs, and began rocking back and forth again. ‘We adopted you, son, and took you up into our way.’


  ‘They were…Christian?’ whispered Arzee, and it was as if a hundred spirits had invaded him, for the expression on his face changed with every second. He looked dumbly at the floor and then at his feet, and then slowly he raised his head again.


  ‘And Mobin?’ he asked.


  ‘What about Mobin, son?’


  ‘Is he also adopted?’


  ‘How could he be adopted, son? What are you saying?’


  ‘So it’s only me!’ shouted Arzee. ‘It’s only me!’


  He sank down on his haunches, trembling, and began to gather up the broken pieces of china. He didn’t know how long he took to gather them, because some were small as breadcrumbs. And yet Arzee picked them up piece by piece, watering them with his tears, and then he stood up and wiped his face several times upon his sleeves. He saw that Mother was staring at him. And she looked strange too – she didn’t look like Mother. It was as if they had become strangers once again, as they must have once been in the deeps of time.


  ‘It wasn’t anyone’s fault,’ she whispered, and her eyes were big. She pointed to the sky. ‘It’s all destiny, son, and no one can run away from his destiny. Arzee! I wouldn’t have told you, son, but I couldn’t bear the burden any more, because I’m the only one left in the world who knows. The truth always comes out one day, that’s what the holy books say. Say something, Arzee. Say you forgive me! Say you forgive us all!’


  Arzee turned away, trembling.


  ‘Say something, son! Say whatever you like! Arzoo!’


  ‘I always told you,’ said Arzee, in a flat, stony voice. ‘I always told you it’s not your fault that I’m a dwarf.’


  And then, without another word, he turned and left.


  Slowly he went down the stairs, more falling than walking, clinging blindly to the railing. A bell was pealing loudly nearby. It seemed as if a storm was rising – a storm was rising that would carry him away, back past all these years he had lived, back to the very beginning, when he knew nothing at all and could only make sounds. As he walked out onto the street and stood there, exposed, the bell stopped ringing.


  And now the gate of the school compound burst open and the children came charging out in a fighting, boisterous mass, their schoolbags bumping on their backs like humps, squirting ink and shooting paper pellets and whipping and slashing with their unloosened ties. They came running down the street, and soon they were all around Arzee. The life force emanated from them in waves. Arzee moved back to let them pass, and turned his face the other way so that they would not see he was crying. But a fat boy, already bigger and heavier than he, ran straight into him, and Arzee was bumped over. As he lay flat on the ground, dust streamed into Arzee’s eyes and nostrils, and as he tried to rise someone else ran right over his chest and knocked the breath out of him. A tumult of legs, socks and shoes flew over him for an eternity. When it had passed, leaving behind only a few stragglers, Arzee found himself looking up into a grey sky as empty as his own self.


  He was not Arzee. ‘Arzee’ was just a story he’d been told about himself.


  He was not his mother’s real son.


  His real parents had drowned at sea.


  And he was a dwarf. Not even Arzee the dwarf. Just no one the dwarf.


  Was there anybody else in the world like he?


  No! It was only him.


  Who was he?


  What was he?


  Why was he?


  TWELVE


  The Body’s Secret Grief


  Who in Bombay stays at home on Saturday evenings? As the red sun lowered itself into the sea, the battered sands of Chowpatty beach were host to a carnival for what seemed like a tenth of the city’s numbers. And somewhere in the middle of lovers furtively holding and letting go of hands, families struggling to keep their fold together, old people discussing the difference between old and new times, students taking a break, the unemployed killing time, touts fixing deals, small-towners marvelling wide-eyed, children building castles, dogs digging hollows, balloons dilating, and bubbles bursting, there sat a small figure with his knees drawn up to his chin and his head bowed, and he was a dissident from all the chatter and laughter, horn-blowing and whistle-tooting, eating and drinking, staring and winking, around him, for there was a great churning inside his own head that consumed him.


  That was why – that was why – that was why!


  Everything was becoming clear to Arzee; all the truths of his life that were actually misunderstandings were now falling to the ground. ‘That was whys’ were fizzing inside his head like fireworks in a night sky, and as each one lit up a separate truth, revelation attached itself to the most trivial details, and the city of his own life slowly changed colour and form.


  That was why there were no baby photographs of himself in the family albums, when there were baby photographs with Mobin – of Father and Mother with Mobin. It wasn’t because photography was too expensive at the beginning of the eighties, as he’d always been told. It was because he hadn’t been around!


  And that was why his nose wasn’t like either Father’s or Mother’s, when the noses of all children invariably took after those of their parents. How could it be? Names could be changed with a change in family, but not noses.


  And that was why Mother had always been so solicitous of his health and happiness, and took fright even if he came down with a cold. On meat days she always let him eat both legs of the chicken, and on other days the larger share of all other good things. All through his childhood he only had to stamp his foot, or shed a few tears, and Mother would give in to his demands, while Mobin had to whine for hours before he had his way.


  And Mobin – Arzee saw now what his relationship with Mobin – Mobin whose nose took after Father’s – really was. Clearly the truth had always lived just below the surface of the fiction, for all their lives they had never really behaved as blood brothers. They never told each other their secrets, nor did they fight with each other and compete for everything as other brothers did. From the beginning they scarcely had any friends or interests in common; they stuck to their own orbits. In a way Phiroz was more his brother than Mobin, and for good reason. You couldn’t make brothers by decree, any more that you could get the sun and the moon to rise at the same time.


  And was that why he could never believe in God, never feel the caress of faith and divinity – not just because he was a dwarf, as he’d always thought, and in a class and school of his own, and not just because he was from a home of mixed faith. He’d never been told his true faith either, because the entire edifice of his life depended on such things being concealed. And now it was too late, and he was too mixed up.


  Joseph! Where was Joseph? Was he just the surface, and Joseph the core? He the visible shell, and Joseph the kernel in the dark? Arzee felt a presence screaming inside him, kicking, as if he were with child! It was as if he’d been torn up from the roots, the roots that all children naturally and with good reason take for granted. He was two beings within one, two names, three religions, four parents – he was a piece of patchwork made with the wildest needle! For all the years that he’d been shuttling stories out onto the screen through the Babur, on the wings of the great beam, he’d been living a story too, playing the part of Arzee with the greatest conviction! And he’d thought he couldn’t be harried, buffeted, debilitated, any more than he was, but all his troubles of the last year were just the rising winds leading up to this mortal storm! He wasn’t just Arzee the dwarf, besieged by troubles – his very Arzee-ness was now a ramshackle building, just like the Noor! His life, his self were a vast work of the imagination – of Father’s, of Mother’s, his own – and that was the only way in which it had been made livable, bearable. He was not Arzee, and yet he couldn’t be anyone but Arzee – the graft had been in place far too long.


  ‘And my real parents?’ he thought. ‘What were their names? Were their faces beautiful? How did they drown…in the sea, in the very sea I’m facing! Where were they buried? Have they been speaking to me in secret all my life…do they live on through me somehow, as parents do?’


  And Mother and Father? Mother’s revelations had just scratched the surface. There was so much that he still had to know! What was that day like when he was orphaned, when he cried for his mother and she did not come? What was his first night like in his new home? He wished he could remember – it seemed to Arzee he could dimly recall something. And if they hadn’t taken him in, where would he have grown up? In an orphanage, wearing hand-me-downs, eating watery and greasy meals, growing wild on the charity of society. It seemed then to Arzee that it was better to be the Arzee that he was instead of the Joseph he could have been. ‘It’s not right this way, but it’s not right the other way either. It’s not right at all…but it isn’t my fault.’ That’s what Mother had said, and she was right. How she must have suffered all these years! How she must have trembled when she saw him looking at himself in the mirror! Did she still lie awake at night after he came home from the cinema, thinking of him looking in resentment at his small bed before he lay down to sleep? Ever since it turned out he was a dwarf, their relationship had changed for good, when the truth was that his miserable body had nothing to do with her. That unfortunate stuntedness had its roots in another womb, and then his real mother was gone, leaving him to face the jests of the world.


  And here something flashed across Arzee’s eyes and seemed to pounce at his throat, and he was so startled that he threw himself face-down into the sand and lay there wild-eyed, panting.


  It was clear now that Mother was not responsible for his dwarfhood. His real mother was.


  But what if his real mother wasn’t responsible either?


  What if…what if it was the trauma of losing his parents that had stunned his limbs? What if the dwarfhood that defined him, imprisoned him, tormented him, been acquired between mothers, in that turbulence of his infant life? It could be. No – it was probable! No, it was true!


  And in that case Arzee hadn’t been a dwarf to begin with, needn’t have been a dwarf – it was circumstances that had made him so! He could have been as tall as any other, enjoyed full citizenship in the world of the fives and the sixes. But even though he had no memory of the death of his real parents, the memory had lived on in his body.


  The memory was in his body! It was speaking, to this day, whenever he broke bread and counted out change with his small fingers or loaded the reel with his little hands. It was present in every step he took with his two bunty legs. It was in his upward gaze at the rest of humanity, and in the striving of all his half-grown limbs. And until today he’d not had the ears to hear this speaking! Losing one’s parents was a fact of life. But when other people lost their parents, they were bereaved for a month, two months, at most a year, and then they moved on. But he was still grieving for his real parents to this very day – was condemned always to grieve, with every breath that his stunted heart took. And as his very being was soaked from top to toe in a secret grief, was it any surprise that his waking life was so perilous and so troubled? No one could have ever had a life like this. It was only him.


  That was what had been wracking Mother all these years, and now Arzee saw it too, and he fell over on the sand and wept as if at a friend’s funeral – wept for what he was, and what he could have been. For the second time in two days he broke down in the midst of strangers, and once again people gathered around him and asked him what the matter was, and offered him water and words, and inquired if there was a family member they could call – a family member! And Arzee didn’t – couldn’t – say a word in reply, but jumped up and went running, running into the night on his ever-mourning legs, in search of a place where no one would trouble him with their belated, useless, wretched sympathy, a sympathy that could never grasp even a sliver of all that he had suffered.


  Night fell upon him in that quiet place, among rocks, and at last he curled up in the sand with his hands beneath his head and took his leave of the bitter day.


  It was Sunday morning. Most of Bombay was still in bed. But at the church of St. Stephen near Grant Road, mass had been in session for nearly an hour. The faithful had read from their books, and were now fitfully following a sermon delivered in a serene monotone by a cassocked priest at the pew. The priest seemed to have found peace, light, and truth long ago and never been troubled by a doubt thereafter; if he stopped, it was only to polish his glasses on his sleeve. The rays of the sun streaming in through the high stained-glass windows illuminated motes of dust trembling above the heads of the congregation.


  The sermon suddenly came to an end. With a snapping shut of Bibles and a clearing of throats and a stretching of limbs most of the faithful began to file out of church, while a few hung around to rest before the priest their troubles, questions, and confessions. Some of the people cast curious glances upon a very short man sitting all by himself on a bench right at the back, and two girls tittered over a joke aimed at him. But Arzee ignored them steadfastly, for they knew not what they were doing.


  Why was Arzee here? Not to commune with the spirit of Jesus, as he had on that other world-ending day two weeks ago, but in memory of his long-departed parents, the parents for whom he had once upon a time been their son Joseph, and who, if they were alive, might have been one of the many elderly couples here this morning. Just as he occasionally entered a temple in memory of Father, or spent a few minutes in the mosque in deference to Mother’s sentiments, so it seemed meet to Arzee, in these hours of stillness and numbness after his long night of burning and torments, that he should be here in this church – for this one morning at least, even if twenty-six years too late. He watched and listened to everything with a new curiosity, seeing and hearing as his real parents might have. And perhaps now that he had paid this tribute, the souls of those departed and denied ones would finally rest in peace. He had so many parents to look after!


  After the desolation of the night, Arzee was grateful for the presence of so many people all around him. This was his future: to be in the midst of people he did not know, in places where he had never been seen. He was not rooted in anything, and what little he had gained in his confused and ridiculous life he had automatically lost, like a fool to whom are entrusted riches. Itinerancy now beckoned him, would be his salvation. He felt as if he was falling away from persons, the faces and voices of his twenty-eight years, even the foster mother who had made some kind of man of him, and towards people, the nameless throng, the world of the anonymous and the rootless. He was going back home now, but if on the way he came across some other religious gathering, political rally, or streetside grouping, he’d join that crowd too. He’d absorb the looks on faces, and the things that were being said by eyes, and the fit of clothes over bodies; he’d search for the sentiments that ruffled the common air, and eavesdrop on the whispers that shuttled between person and person. He saw that his life was to be a journey, and that there was no home for him anywhere except in the hut of his own crooked self. Even before the day of revelation, everything had been building up to this – before the crash of the gong there had been a rising agitation, a hot whispering, that had puzzled him all these days and that puzzled him no more. The fall of the Noor! That appearance of Jesus! The questions of Deepak! The days in a bottle! The last defiant surge, in memory, of his days with Monique!


  ‘I’ll go far, far from here,’ he thought, his beady eyes sucked deep into a revelatory rumination. ‘I’ll be on my own, and I’ll be my own best company. I’ll keep moving – on foot, by bus, by train. I’ll live – I will! I’ll talk. I’ll answer when questioned. I’ll smile when someone smiles. But I won’t rage. I won’t cry. I won’t raise my voice. I’ll be of this world, and yet separate from it – nothing can trouble me any more, because I’ve already seen the worst. And I won’t be miserable either, because after this what hold can suffering have over me? Yes…when I wake up at the foot of a mountain, when I round a bend on the road and see the sea before me, when I hear children laughing at play, when I share my meagre meal with someone worse off than me – that’s when I’ll know who I am and what my life is. I’ve lived so many lives already, I’ve seen incarnations! Now I’ll live another: I’ll be a new man. I was so miserable, so desperate, so abject! But now I’m at peace, now I’m strong, because I’ve left my make-believe life behind. I won’t fight my destiny, but embrace it, for the first time in all my years. To live with this truth, to live in truth – that’s what I must learn. And this time I won’t fear Mother, because I must do what I have to. I don’t fear anybody or anything any more. For twenty-eight years I dealt with the world from below. But now I’ll be above it all, and they won’t be able to touch me.’


  As he approached his building, he saw the narrow passageway leading to the sanctuary where he had nurtured so many hopes and paraded so many resentments, and he turned in. The last time he had ventured out here the ground had been a squelchy slop, but after the rainless spell of the last two weeks the grass had dried up and the soil was cracking. The brown frogs that had been hopping about with such energy that day, as if they were his own thoughts given form, were nowhere to be seen, but the broken red plastic chair and discarded toilet seat were just as they were. Arzee arrived at the foot of the stone wall and clambered up, using the cracks as holds. Two crows were hopping about on the wall, cawing, but they didn’t fly off when he arrived, as if he was one of them. Arzee stood up on the wall and looked down. The murky waters, always changing and yet always the same, were flowing more softly than usual, but their acrid noseburn was just as intense. He saw his face looking back at him from the waters, and it seemed already a changed face, a face weathered by life, as if he had passed through an age in a day.


  Only two weeks ago he had stood atop this very perch, fancying himself the king of the world – only two weeks ago! He’d been thinking about a wife, a promotion, the swelling of his power under two roofs and under the sky above the road that joined them. He laughed when he thought of how deluded he had been, and the crows took fright at this painwracked gurgle and flew off. A vague circle of rubbish floating upon the whispering black waters reminded him of the well near Phiroz’s. He’d always had such a strange relationship with water, as if he knew somewhere deep within that it was water that had made him what he was. Water was meant to be life, but it was death too. A curious feeling came over Arzee, and he teetered on the wall and almost fell over.


  ‘Should I?’ he thought, and the noise in his head was big. ‘It’ll only take a moment, and then I’ll be gone! I’ll leave this treacherous world behind me – the wings of death will carry me away swift! All the rough tyranny I’ve suffered – with one gesture I’ll cut it all to pieces!’


  He looked up at the skies. It seemed as if his name was being shouted now, ever more loudly each time it was repeated – ‘Arzee! AR-zee! ARZEE!’ This must be the thundering that suicides heard in their heads as they approached the moment of passage, the rising sound of their name being called out by the clamorous spirits on the other side. So he was ‘Arzee’ to them – they didn’t know him by the name with which he had first been stamped. And in that ‘Arzee’ was contained not only the many chapters of his life, but his reason for leaving this world too. Arzee raised his arms, asking to be relieved.


  But wait! Why was the voice in his head so much like Deepak’s?


  Because it was Deepak. Arzee turned and found the familiar scraggy figure advancing down the alley, the familiar expression of mingled menace and mockery on his face.


  ‘It’s him!’ he thought. ‘The wretch! Preening…swaggering as usual. I’ve paid his money back, but still he chases me everywhere, because I’m a joke to him! Today I won’t even take his name…I won’t come down to his level. Let him be puzzled, and let him go away feeling like the idiot that he is.’


  ‘How’re you doing, little man?’ said Deepak. ‘It’s strange, but it looked like you were about to fall.’


  ‘What are you shouting out my name for?’ Arzee asked coldly. ‘What are you doing here?’ For the first time Arzee heard the voice of the new person that he was – a voice without jerks, that did not eat up words, a firm, even voice.


  ‘That’s the same question I want to ask you,’ said Deepak. He was wearing a new shirt, because the tag, which he had forgotten to snip off, was sticking out behind his neck. ‘Why do you keep standing with such a long face on this wall all day long, like a little pasha?’


  He came closer and said, ‘Let me see for myself today what your kingdom looks like.’ He put a leg onto the wall, tested the foothold, and climbed up. Arzee moved away, and folded his arms across his chest. Deepak stood up beside him. He dusted off his hands, and looked around at the blighted scene as if appraising a site for a business project. ‘Hmm,’ he said. He took out a bunch of bus tickets from his shirt pocket and threw them into the water. The two of them watched the bits of paper sail away. Deepak found an empty cigarette pack in another pocket, and he threw that in too, and finally he spat out the chewing-gum in his mouth. He made a face, said, ‘It smells out here,’ and jumped down again.


  ‘It’s not the most thrilling view,’ he said, ‘but to each his own. The way you stand watch over this place, it’s like you have gold buried here. Why is your phone off, small man? I was trying to call you last night, and this morning too.’


  There was a short silence while Arzee debated whether he was answering questions or he was not.


  ‘I called you many times in the last few days,’ he replied finally. ‘You never took my calls.’


  ‘So what? I must have been busy,’ said Deepak. ‘Think I don’t have any other work but to take your calls and listen to your grumbles for hours? But I have some news for you, little man. We have some more work for you.’


  ‘I’ll have no more of this, Deepakbhai.’


  ‘Wait till you hear what it is. Then you’ll be interested! Some friends of the syndicate are coming down to Bombay from Uzbekistan, and for their last night here we’re planning a variety show –’


  ‘I told you I’m not interested in any of this, Deepakbhai. Go find someone else. Go that way, or that way.’


  ‘What’s wrong with you?’ said Deepak. ‘Eh? You’re not yourself today. Why does your face look like that? Has the cinema closed down already?’


  ‘Leave me alone, Deepakbhai. I’m not well.’ Arzee sniffed, and turned further away from Deepak. He picked up a loose stone from the wall and threw it into the water.


  ‘Leave me alone, Deepakbhai!’ repeated Deepak, and he picked up a stone and threw it over the wall too. ‘Where’s all your talk today, little man? A-ha! I see. Something’s happened, and you’re taking it out on me. You’re ignoring me. Eh? Eh? Is that it?’ He poked Arzee in the calf.


  ‘I’m not well, Deepakbhai, so don’t trouble me. You don’t know how ill I am. I’m going away soon, Deepakbhai, and I’ll be gone for…gone for good. This is the last time we’re meeting. Goodbye, Deepakbhai.’


  ‘You’re lovesick!’ said Deepak. ‘Your longing for that girl is eating you away from inside. You want to grow big, as big as your parents, but life’s not letting you go ahead, because she ran away. I can feel your feelings. Love. Love! Love!’


  ‘You don’t know anything about anything, Deepakbhai, so it’s best that you keep quiet. It doesn’t matter to me whether she’s is alive or dead.’


  ‘Then you told your Mother the bad news about the cinema!’ said Deepak. ‘And she threw a fit, and she’s kicked you out of the house for being such a loser. And that’s why you want to go away, because nothing is worth anything in life if your parents don’t love you.’


  ‘Your understanding is so…so shallow, Deepakbhai,’ cried Arzee. ‘Why do you keep talking when you don’t know anything? You’ll never guess it in a thousand years. I’m in the mountains, and you’re on the plains. So let me be.’


  ‘I know everything,’ said Deepak. ‘How could I not, when you’ve told me so often? First you were born little, then you grew up little, and then you stayed little, and then you fell in love and that girl left you, and then, after the interval, even your cinema closed down. And somewhere in the middle of all this Deepak turned up, and everything was better again, because Deepak loves small people. And now we’re heading towards the end of the story.’


  Arzee trembled, and a single tear rolled down his cheek. ‘That’s not even half of the story, Deepakbhai. You don’t know anything.’


  ‘A-ha,’ said Deepak. ‘Now you’re speaking like the Arzee I know. What points have I missed? I can see that you’re dying to tell me, because you look like you’re going to burst like a water balloon.’


  ‘Then listen, Deepakbhai. The truth is…the truth is that I’m not really Arzee. I’m not really the person you think I am.’


  ‘Eh? What’s that?’ Deepak produced a cigarette and a lighter, and raised both to his face. ‘Who are you then? And why have you been pretending before me?’


  ‘I haven’t been pretending, Deepakbhai!’ cried Arzee. ‘I’m not even the person I thought I was. I’ve been just as much in the dark as you, all these years – from the time I was this small!’


  ‘Stop! Stop right there!’ said Deepak, clutching his forehead. ‘I’ve seen the trailer, and I don’t want to buy a ticket. I’m not interested in this story, small man. It’s nuts to me whether you’re the person you thought you were or not. That’s between the two of you.’


  ‘But just listen, Deepakbhai! I’m not really Arzee! Or I am, but not him too. And when I said the other day that I was Hindu on one side and Muslim on the other…I’m not really that either! It was all a story. But I wasn’t lying.’


  ‘You sit down this evening and write it all out and post me the letter,’ said Deepak, ‘because I’m having a hard time keeping track of what was a story and what was not. Or better still you tell it to somebody else, because I have a little surprise for you.’


  ‘No more surprises, Deepakbhai! I’ve already had enough surprises for seven lifetimes. I’m going to leave everything behind, Deepakbhai. Nothing matters to me any more.’


  ‘I don’t know what you keep babbling,’ said Deepak. ‘But listen, and you won’t feel so ill any more.’ He held up his mobile phone. ‘Tan-ta-ra! We’ve tracked your lady down. Not that I blame her for flying the coop, because I would have too if I’d been in her place. And you thought we couldn’t.’


  Arzee blinked, and sank down on the wall with a bump. The martyr’s expression that had settled upon his face for all of the day suddenly disappeared, and from behind it there emerged the face of the old Arzee.


  ‘Look at you!’ said Deepak, and chortled. ‘I can see that dick of yours growing bigger by the second. Your dick certainly likes surprises, even if the rest of you can’t take any. Let your dick lead the way till you recover.’


  ‘But how, Deepakbhai? How did you do it? I never thought…where is she?’


  ‘How how how!’ said Deepak, with a cackle of laughter. ‘We’re playing doggy dog again. How how! What did I tell you? Deepak doesn’t just fart in the air like everybody else – that’s not his style. When he says something he means it.’


  ‘Where is she? Is she married, Deepakbhai?’


  ‘What does it matter to you?’ said Deepak, studying his nails. ‘You’re not Arzee, and you’re not Hindu any more, and you’re leaving the city and going on a long journey. So go.’


  ‘Tell me, Deepakbhai!’ whined Arzee, jumping down and shaking Deepak’s arm. ‘Where is she? Did you speak to her?’


  ‘No, but her number’s on me now,’ said Deepak, ‘and we’re going to call her and ask her if she’s sorry for what she did. If she’s not, then our dicks stay where they are. Oye! Where are you going?’


  ‘It’s okay, Deepakbhai.’


  ‘What’s okay?’


  ‘I don’t want her number. It’s okay. ‘


  ‘Don’t want?’


  ‘I don’t want to have anything to do with that life of mine, Deepakbhai. I’ve already faced enough humiliations in that life. I’ve learnt my lessons now. I’m on my own in this world in this new life of mine, and that’s how I’m going to be.’


  ‘You wanted it bad enough ten days ago, little man. I remember how you wept and you babbled.’


  ‘Yes, but…but I was weak then, Deepakbhai. I hadn’t understood anything at all – I was living a lie. I’ve changed my mind now. I can’t keep looking for crutches, Deepakbhai, else I’ll keep falling. I’ve got to be strong. But thanks for your help, Deepakbhai. I had been thinking the wrong things about you these last –’


  ‘You’d better be strong then!’ said Deepak, and he caught up with Arzee and cuffed him on the side of the head. ‘I’ll show you how to be strong…wasting my time for nothing!’


  ‘You don’t understand – ow! You don’t know what I’ve just gone through, Deepakbhai.’


  ‘I don’t understand? I understand really well. You’re just a coward, that’s what you are, runt. You want everybody to do your work for you, and then when it’s your turn to step up you whine and cry foul.’


  ‘Ow, ow! It’s not my fault, Deepakbhai, everything has changed between now and then! I’ll explain everything in detail. What are you doing, Deepakbhai?’


  ‘Calling this number. I’ll speak to her, and tell her she was so right to have dropped you like a rotten egg.’


  ‘Don’t, Deepakbhai! You’re interfering in my personal life now!’


  ‘It’s coming engaged,’ said Deepak, warding off Arzee as he jumped all around him trying to snatch his phone.


  ‘I’ll call her, Deepakbhai, I promise – just give me some time to recover. I’m not what she thought I was, Deepakbhai! She – her father will rain abuses on your ears, Deepakbhai.’


  ‘Not on my ears. On yours, because it’s you who’s going to – here, it’s ringing. Speak!’


  ‘I can’t, Deepakbhai. Why don’t you understand I’m not well? Let me at least think for two minutes, Deepakbhai.’


  ‘Speak, you idiot!’ hissed Deepak. ‘Be a man, and if it’s bad news take it on the chest, or you’ll be a baby all your life. Speak now!’


  Arzee took the phone and put it to his ear.


  And then he heard the sound of that voice he could never forget, and fell silent.


  THIRTEEN


  A Wedding


  It was eleven on a Monday morning. Below the giant clock of Bombay Central Station, its hands moving heavily as if with the accumulated weight of time, the great booking hall was packed from end to end with travellers, agents, touts, drifters, trolleys, boxes, and suitcases. The lines for handing in a reservation form swirled in and out, and not only were they almost as long as one of the trains to which they would eventually give access, but also as wide, because every man who thought himself able-bodied took it as an insult if he couldn’t break in somewhere in the middle, while women, too, tried to use their wiles to slip into the first gap they saw, on the grounds that there was no separate line for them, as there should have been. The rain had been coming down fiercely all morning, bringing to an end the hot spell of the last two weeks. Even though the hall was roofed, the slush on the floor, brought in by shoes and watered by dripping umbrellas and raincoats, was almost worthy of a paddy field. Everywhere people were slipping and sliding in the muck, relaying updates on their mobile phones, borrowing pens, checking on train numbers, and arguing and jostling with creased and contorted faces. Above the melee the public address system, crackling with static as piercing as chalk on blackboard, kept broadcasting a message in a thick undecipherable accent. It was all chaos – the seething stew and continuous competition of Indian public life.


  A small figure stood in a corner, watching this scene. Arzee had been still for so long it was as if he were an out-of-favour bust, but now his hand moved reflexively to his pocket to check on his wallet as, right before his eyes, a thin ratty man slipped out of the hall with three umbrellas under his arm. Ordinarily Arzee would have stood in line himself, but he had so much to do on this, his last morning in Bombay, so many points to touch and all his friends to meet, that he just wasn’t up for it. This day wasn’t like the ones just past, in which so much had happened, and each time a surprise. Today Arzee knew that so much was going to happen. It was as if the voice on the public address system was trying to tell the world exactly this: today Arzee goes, and Arzee knows.


  Now a lanky tout emerged swaggering from the mass, and came over to Arzee.


  ‘0111 Down Konyan Kanya Express for this evening, reaching Madgaon early tomorrow morning,’ he declared. ‘There’s no way you’d have got a reservation except through me.’


  ‘Skip the tall talk, I’ve heard it all before,’ said Arzee, going through the motions of checking the ticket without being able to tell if it was genuine, because the last time he’d left Bombay on a long-distance journey was seven years ago. ‘What’s this? This doesn’t look right to me.’


  ‘What’re you saying, sir? Ask any one of the agents here.’


  ‘All right. Here’s your money, and don’t argue. I haven’t got the time for arguments.’


  The youth licked his fingers and counted off the notes. ‘It’s fifty short!’


  ‘That’s all you’re getting, or take your ticket back – I don’t want it. What do you want so much money for at your age? Wait for a few years!’


  The youth began to protest, but his customer was already gone.


  Arzee emerged into the open, where taxicabs stuck at odd angles were honking for right of way, and coolies were haggling with passengers over huge bales of luggage. Indians always seemed to pack as if they were leaving home for good! He opened his umbrella and made his way through the throng, a bobbing red circle among the heads and shoulders. At the gates of the station he was accosted by several scruffy persons, all chirping like birds. One entreated him to buy a travel bag, another beseeched him to try on a windcheater, and a third tried to interest him in some spicy VCDs, but Arzee shook them off with a wave of his hand and sailed on.


  Here, just down the road, was one of Bombay’s greatest old cinema halls, the Maratha Mandir, where the hit film from the early nineties Dilwale Dulhaniya had been playing at the matinee slot for over a decade. That was the miracle of art – it stayed evergreen, kept speaking and speaking to people. Arzee thought of stopping by at the Maratha Mandir for a moment, but as he stood on the road divider waiting to cross, he saw bus number 67 coming towards him. He ran across quickly, and when the bus had gone past he was nowhere to be seen.


  Ah Bombay! From the footboard of the bus, it seemed as though the city was tipping and pitching with every turn, every halt. Arzee looked up, and thought that the sky was a colour it could only be in Bombay; he looked down again, and decided that the way people dressed, the way they talked and walked – swiftly, in a hurry, like horses with blinders, not looking nor noticing, trying to outpace their watches – even the way they caught a bus – was specific only to Bombay. On Bombay Central bridge the city lay before him in a mass of closely packed buildings like reels in a cabinet, their faces turned this way and that as if it was Sule who had stacked them together. And among those that caught the eye first and held it longest was the Noor, which was one of the senior citizens of the neighbourhood just like old Phiroz, whose daughter Shireen was getting married today.


  Ah Phiroz! Yes, somewhere within this frame, hidden amongst thousands of people like a rare tree in a forest, old Phiroz was surely pacing up and down right now with a cup of tea in his hand, mulling over last-minute arrangements and trying to beat down his melancholy, while in the next room Shireen was perhaps speaking to a friend on the phone in that high, sweet voice of hers, her cat on her lap and her feet in a tub of water. Elsewhere in the Old Wadia Chawl, Arzee could see Deepak asleep in a T-shirt and shorts, his mouth open just as it was when he was awake, while his pretty wife sat down to take a breather after sending the children off to school. Somewhere in here, too, was his mother of twenty-six years, who must have already switched on the TV to catch the repeat episode of the serial she had missed last night, after Arzee had come home, after their talks about the past and the future both. Ah Mother! And down below on the street Mobin, who still knew nothing, his hair neatly parted to the left and with a small puff in the front, was walking to work, his long legs eating up the ground. And all his other friends, whom he hadn’t seen in weeks, couldn’t be anywhere else now but at Shinde’s, rushing through a game of cards before work. How he’d doubted them all!


  ‘Shall I drop by for a quick game?’ he thought. ‘No, I won’t, else I might speak too much again. I’ll let them be in my thoughts, where they seem best.’


  And the wonder of this moment was just the same as yesterday’s, when, after hearing Monique’s voice, thin as a cat’s mewl, he’d been unable to speak – unable to think, to speak, to act, to breathe, just Unable. He’d stood with his ear to Deepak’s phone, dumb as a statue. He only sniffed once. And then he heard her draw in her breath, and she spoke into the silence:


  ‘Arzee?’


  Arzee! Even after all this time, she could tell it was him just by the sound of a sniff! And merely the sound of those two syllables had spirited him out of his days of fracture and agony, had made him human and operative again. ‘It’s – it’s me!’ he’d croaked, standing in that garbage and those weeds, while in front of him Deepak bent over double, pointing at his crotch and trying to stifle his laughter. Everything was a joke for Deepak.


  And somehow, with these few awkward sounds, like those of children learning to speak, the bitter silence of a whole year was dissolved, and now words, frequently interrupting each other’s progress like jousting swords, flew forth. A new picture emerged incoherently. Monique was in Goa, just as he’d thought. But her father was no more. He’d been finished five months ago by a heart attack. After that she’d been living all by herself in her little house by the sea. She had just set up her own salon in Panjim.


  So the coast had been clear all these months, but Monique hadn’t called! Arzee knew why. After the manner in which she’d left, it couldn’t be she who called, or made any kind of sign. Only he, Arzee, the small one, could restore their connection, if his heart was big enough, if he could swallow his resentment, if he could find a way through the maze. And that he’d done – despite being on the rack in every possible way, he’d been big enough to do it! And what had Monique’s plan been meanwhile? Where was she heading all by herself? Would she have married someone else if he had never showed up, and would she have thought of him after that? There was no knowing. Everything was so mysterious with Monique.


  He’d been so excited that he’d said, ‘I’ll come right away – I’ll take the next train,’ and she’d said, ‘Okay, but will you get a ticket?’, but then he’d remembered what day it was and said, ‘I can’t – it’s Phiroz’s daughter’s wedding tomorrow, and if I don’t come he’ll never forgive me.’ And perhaps the interval of a day was the right thing, for in that time he could speak to Mother, and have his way with her while she still felt she owed him for all his suffering. He knew Mother well enough to understand that, even though he’d been a Christian to begin with, she wouldn’t easily approve of him returning to his roots through an alliance with a Christian girl. Oh no! But on the other hand, his real parents – they’d have been so happy with Monique. And he was from so many places that he couldn’t please everybody.


  ‘And it’s not like Father wouldn’t have been pleased too,’ he thought. ‘Three out of four isn’t bad.’


  And time had relinquished its stranglehold over him and he had kept talking and talking, saying the same things first in this way and then in that, and he’d only said goodbye to Monique when Deepak ran out of patience and reminded him who was paying for this conversation. But then he kept calling Monique from his own phone every half an hour through the rest of the day, like a man who wants to make sure he is not falling out of a dream.


  Arzee looked up and saw the sky turn into a Goa blue, felt that his shoes were sinking into sand. Her face came into view again. Would Monique have put on weight, or changed her hairstyle? Would her skin have tanned in the Goan sun? Did she still wear the same perfume? And these were just the exterior things! When one met people after a break in time one always expected them to be exactly as they were in memory, but of course they’d always changed in some way. He’d reach Goa tomorrow carrying one image of Monique with him, but at the station he’d meet a different Monique, and the first few days would go just in updating his records. And it followed that he too, standing in the footboard of a bus here in Bombay, wasn’t the same Arzee with whom Monique was carrying on a conversation right now, as she looked out of her window at the sea view or snipped Goan locks in her salon. He’d been through so much – how could he be the same? And he didn’t know about her, but he had certainly put on lots of weight. Deepak hadn’t been exaggerating that much when he said his cheeks looked like a bulldog’s.


  ‘And if I’ve learnt anything from life, this time I’ll be cautious,’ he thought. ‘I feel good today, but not as good as yesterday, and there’s something in that. There’s rage and pain in me yet, and I don’t know what’s going to happen. And that’s what I must always tell myself: “I don’t know”. I’ll go be with her for a few days, and then I’ll see. Perhaps she wants to come back to Bombay. But there’s nothing in Bombay for me, so then we’re going nowhere. Perhaps it’s Panjim for her now. But what am I to do there? Perhaps what I saw that night, what I said to myself, was right: I must be on my own. In that case I’m actually going to Goa to say goodbye to Monique. But at least it’ll be a goodbye that’s decided by us, not a goodbye forced on us by someone else. And if I have to leave this city and go away I’ll say goodbye to Bombay in the same way – with love and thanks. Without curses and resentment. Goodbye my home! The life you gave me I’ll always remember. This cinema…I’m only Arzee the dwarf, and not even properly that, but without it I wouldn’t even have been whatever it is that I am.’


  As he jumped off at the Noor bus-stop, Arzee looked at his late father’s watch and calculated that he had exactly eighteen hours. Eighteen hours to figure out what was the first thing he was going to say when he saw Monique.


  There was nobody in the courtyard of the Noor, because the morning show had already begun. There was no Tyson either. Arzee knew exactly where the dog must be sleeping, curled up on the floor in between the two arms of the Babur where it was warm. There was only Tawde by the door, and Kaputkar behind the ticket window. Tawde gave a long whistle when he saw Arzee and exclaimed:


  ‘The sun has risen from the west! I thought the only projectionist’s face I’d see today would be Sule’s, but the first show’s not even halfway through, and already Mr Arzee –’


  ‘I don’t have the time for your nonsense,’ said Arzee, and gave Tawde a shove as he went past.


  He went past the nymphs on their pedestals, looked up at the great impassive lights embedded in the ceiling, and stopped irresolutely at the foot of the staircase. Then he turned and headed towards the stalls. Abjani, looking up from his newspaper, saw Arzee’s shoes pass by under his swing door, and came out to ask him if there was a dress code for the function that evening. But by the time he reached the door Arzee was gone.


  Although he’d been peering down into it six days a week for the last ten years, it had been so long since Arzee had been inside the auditorium of the Noor that when he pushed past the moth-eaten drapes and entered, it was if he was doing so for the very first time.


  As soon as he left the dim corridor behind he was overwhelmed by the vast, vertiginous darkness, and it felt as though he was falling, especially because he was standing on a gradient. Arzee groped for something to hold on to, but there was nothing in this world but the picture on the screen and the blackness all around. Where were the seats? He edged forward, unable to see even the hand with which he was reaching out. His fingers alighted on something that seemed like the padding of a chair, but then, moving upwards, they came upon something so soft and warm it could only have been a neck or a cheek. A hand slapped him sharply on the wrist, and a mouth swore. Arzee blurted an apology, and stumbled into another row. He reached forward and found what was certainly the base of a seat, then felt the air all around, and established that no one was near. Even so, when he sat down it was like dropping himself into an abyss.


  He sat down, and all his boyhood memories came flooding back. The sound squalling in his ears was screechy and harsh, but all the grains and specks of the picture were beautiful and so was its slight flicker, as if the illusion of reality had been generated only with great labour. Arzee laughed at a joke in the dialogue, and pushed his feet up against the seat in front. Slowly forms began to take shape in the darkness, as if emerging through mist. He saw that the row in which he had found a place was completely empty. But here and there, all around him, were men as still and intent as statues, while in some places the backs of the seats themselves had fallen forward or back, looking eerily like bodies. The darkness was alarming only for a few moments. Then one sank into it, into silence and anonymity and diversion, and this state was so comforting he had no trouble understanding why so many people sought refuge here. It had been so long since he had seen a movie from an aperture wider than that of the projection-room shutter that the screen seemed especially vast to him. He craned his neck backwards and saw the thousand discrete motes of the great beam arrowing down from above. During breaks in the sound he could hear the threshing, constant and rhythmic, of the Babur.


  Suddenly he jumped up in shock. But whatever it was that had run over his foot was already gone. Rats – there must be hundreds of them in here! He sat down again, and it was then that he heard the sound.


  What was it? A low moaning, a sobbing on the very edge of silence, like the sound of a ghost’s grief. He turned around, alarmed. He could only hear the crying now, not the crackle of the soundtrack nor the hum of the Babur.


  That’s where it was coming from! At the end of a row, where the view was the poorest, was one of the largest men Arzee had ever seen, squeezed so tightly into his inadequate seat that it seemed as though he had been incarcerated there, and was crying because he could not get out. His great mass rose out of the seat like a mountain, and the curve of his stomach rose and fell, rose and fell, as he breathed heavily. His head was bent, and he kept rubbing his eyes with his hand, then looking at the screen for a few moments, then rubbing his tears away again.


  But the film was a comedy! Arzee could make no sense of it.


  ‘He’s dressed well, so clearly he’s not poor,’ he thought. ‘Shall I go ask him what’s the matter? But he’s clearly come here to be alone! So no, I’ll leave him be. Or no, I’ll ask him, and if he doesn’t want to talk, I’ll go away just as I’d come. It’s horrible when someone cries.’


  He got up and made his way into the row behind him, a head bobbing over the seats. The closer he got to the man, the bigger the man loomed in the dark, and the smaller he himself felt.


  ‘I’ll stay out of his range, because he might just be mad. If for some reason he strikes me, then I’m finished,’ he thought, and spoke up in a low murmur: ‘Excuse me! Excuse me, sir. Why do you cry?’


  The big man looked at Arzee, and seemed both surprised and astonished.


  ‘I was sitting there,’ said Arzee, ‘and I heard you.’


  ‘How small you are!’ wheezed the man, in a soft, refined voice. ‘Are you a man, or something that I dream?’


  ‘I’m a man,’ said Arzee, ‘but I’m small, and that’s how I am. Why do you cry, sir? Aren’t you interested in the movie?’


  ‘I am,’ said the man, ‘and I’m crying because the first time I came here was more than fifty years ago, and I was only nine years old. More than fifty years have passed! And I was only nine! Look at me now. Can you imagine that one day I was only nine years old, and – don’t take this badly, my friend – as small as you are?’ He wiped his face again. ‘What days those were! The red carpet, the lights, the smell of the leather on the seats! The kind of people we used to see here! I love this theatre, my friend. I love it in a way no one will ever understand – not you, and not anybody else around me. You’re young. You don’t know what it is to be old…not just to be old, but to see the world that you knew passing away. I’m crying today for my memories. I’m crying when I think of that happiness. I want to be nine again.’


  ‘Then we’re in the same boat, sir,’ said Arzee, ‘because I love this theatre, too. I’m not here to watch a movie, sir. I work here, right upstairs, as a projectionist.’


  ‘Really?’


  ‘I do! I just came down here for a bit. It’s a great place, sir, a grand place…even though you love it, you mustn’t have seen even half of it. There’s nothing like it in all of Bombay.’


  ‘There’s nothing like it,’ the man agreed.


  ‘And you’ve come at the right time, sir, because very soon they’re going to shut this place up and tear it down, the wretches! And there’s nothing I can do about it. You’re crying for a time that’s gone, sir, but at least the place is still there, isn’t it? If it were gone, you wouldn’t be able to remember anything at all. If only there were more people like you. Then we could have had a shot at saving it. But nobody cares.’


  ‘No, nobody does.’


  ‘Do you want to come up and take a look at the projection room, sir? Our machine is over fifty years old too! I could take you on a tour – if you don’t have difficulty climbing, that is, because there aren’t any lifts here.’


  ‘I don’t do so well with staircases,’ the man admitted.


  ‘I’m sorry, sir, I haven’t introduced myself. My name is Arzee.’


  ‘Arzee. Arzee what?’


  ‘We’ll let that be, sir. That’s a complicated question! Everyone here knows me just as Arzee the dwarf.’


  ‘It’s a pleasure to meet you,’ said the man, and offered his big, damp hand. ‘My name is Sharma. Rajneesh Sharma.’


  Rajneesh Sharma! It was him! Rajneesh Sharma himself in the Noor, without anyone knowing!


  ‘It’s – it’s you!’ said Arzee. ‘After all these days!’


  ‘What was I to do?’ said Rajneesh Sharma. ‘I haven’t been keeping well, you can see. And I don’t like dealing with people. People upset me. They want all kinds of things from me.’


  Arzee was silent, and stood there, half-respectful, halfresentful.


  ‘And perhaps they’re wrong,’ said the big man.


  ‘Who, sir?’


  ‘My sons.’


  ‘What do they say, sir?’


  ‘Perhaps they’re wrong when they say this place must be shut down. Maybe memories mean more than money. Maybe the past means more than the future.’ Rajneesh Sharma began to breathe more heavily. ‘They can do what they like when I’m dead, and that day can’t be far. But while I’m alive…my word still counts. It’s my signature that goes on the papers.’


  ‘And a long life to you, sir,’ said Arzee in a quavering voice. ‘And a long life to you!’


  ‘And now, my friend, I’ll be going,’ said Rajneesh Sharma, and with every word he seemed to grow even bigger, as if he was sucking up the darkness around him. ‘But your kindness is noted, in this time when no one thinks of their fellow man. And it won’t go unrewarded, God willing.’


  ‘I don’t know what to say, sir,’ whispered Arzee. ‘But – but follow your heart, sir, not your head. And everything will be all right. Love is never wrong.’


  ‘Thank you. Will you hold this seat down? I am going to get up.’


  And as Arzee held down the arm of the seat Rajneesh Sharma raised himself up unsteadily, stood looking at the screen for some time, then raised his hand and lumbered out.


  Arzee sank down into the seat he had vacated, and which was warm. He stared blankly at the screen. The movie went on. A minute passed. The conversation seemed to fade away.


  ‘Did that really happen, or was it a dream?’ thought Arzee. ‘It was a dream! I’m going mad. It’s all Monique’s fault. Or it’s this place – it’s difficult to believe anything in here! But it happened – I could swear on it. Shall I run out after him and check? He can’t have gone far. No…I’ll ruin it all by doing so, and regret it for all my days! If it was a vision, let it be one. But smells don’t lie, and I can still smell him. The seat’s still warm! But that could be me. Yet I was sitting there ten minutes ago, so how could I be here, if not for him? Did I speak to Monique yesterday, or did I dream that? Am I going to Goa this evening? I’m losing it! Another minute in this darkness and I won’t be sure of my own name! I should leave. I’ll go up to the projection room and tell Sule what a rotten job he’s doing of handling the focus.’


  He hurried out into the corridor and back into the lobby, and the farther out he went from that confounding blackness, the more it seemed plausible to him that what he had just seen and heard was a hallucination, a vision that his brain, never too stable to begin with, and unhinged first by steepling grief and then by intense love, was eminently capable of producing. But then he saw Tawde at the door, and Tawde was clutching a twenty-rupee note.


  ‘A fellow just gave this to me as he walked out,’ said Tawde. ‘And my god, he was big!’


  As Arzee stood on the street in front of his building that evening, his suitcase between his legs, the last streaks of day had just disappeared. Three birds were wheeling around a gibbous moon rising fast in the twilight. He looked at his watch. He’d been the one with the most tasks to finish, and yet he was ready well before his mother and his brother, just as at any gathering of friends, the ones who live furthest always arrive first. He didn’t know what could be taking them so long in there, but if they didn’t come down in two minutes, he’d have to go up and get them, because he’d already stopped a taxi.


  He recalled the look on Abjani’s face that morning when he’d asked for a whole week’s leave, and chuckled. ‘He thinks I might not come back, but I will,’ he thought. ‘Because for once the world knows less, and I know more. Rajneesh Sharma left without meeting him. I was the only one he spoke to – me, Arzee! And it’s not just Abjani – so many people don’t know anything. Mobin – he doesn’t have a clue about who I am, and that’s how it’s going to be. Let him keep his height and his ignorance both. And Monique…I want to be able to take a photo of her reaction when she finds out I was actually a Christian just like her, and that I’ve already seen off three parents in this life. Four, if you count her father! He shouldn’t have messed with me.’


  He was just about to run upstairs when he saw his family emerge, his mother a picture in a rustling rust-red silk sari, and Mobin in black trousers and a blue shirt that, tucked in, made him look even taller.


  ‘Like mother, like son, both smelling of the same rose perfume!’ thought Arzee, and urged, ‘Come, come, come! I’ve got a train to catch. Get in! The meter’s already gone on from one.’


  ‘Why haven’t you put your suitcase in the dicky?’ said Mother. ‘Put your suitcase in the dicky, son.’


  ‘Let’s not waste time over these petty things, Mother. I’ll sit in front and keep it on my lap.’


  ‘What was the need to sit in front with the driver?’ said Mother, once the car had started. ‘You should have sat here with us at the back.’


  ‘Mother, it’s not even a five-minute journey.’


  ‘Have you got your ticket? And your phone charger? Don’t forget to call as soon as you reach.’


  ‘I’ll call, Mother.’


  ‘And tell her – tell her that I want to meet her first. Don’t go ahead with anything on your own.’


  ‘Hmm,’ said Arzee.


  ‘Listen, brother,’ said Mobin, ‘do you have a comb on you?’


  When they came to a halt outside the Old Wadia Chawl it was instantly clear that a wedding or grand function was on, because two big Petromax lamps were burning brightly on either side of the gate, and horns and drums were tuning up discordantly further down. They got out of the taxi, Mobin paid because Arzee had no change, and then they went forward, marvelling.


  All these days Arzee had been wondering how it was possible to hold a reception in an area as congested as Phiroz’s. But credit had to be given to the old man’s brain. There was a passage, eight or ten feet wide, adjoining the small clearing at the entrance to Phiroz’s building, and by covering the entire area with a red carpet and tenting it over with more red cloth, Phiroz had improvised a wedding hall. At one end of the L-shaped space burners were just being lit under a buffet, and at the other a dais with a pair of thrones was awaiting the arrival of the newlyweds. If Phiroz could successfully squeeze a reception into such a small space, then, realized Arzee, there was no need to book a hall for his own wedding either. There was plenty of space on his own street – if he was going to get married.


  He went forward quickly to study the arrangements, leaving Mother and Mobin behind. The roof of the tent, dented a little in one place by the bulge of a tree, was spangled with silver stars, and gold streamers hanging down from red balloons were swirling in the air like the tendrils of the banyan tree outside the Noor. Liveried bearers were doing the rounds with trays of pistachios, pink and green sweet drinks, and kababs speared with toothpicks. And who were all these people milling on the carpet? Arzee didn’t know a single one of them, though he could tell from their birdlike faces and hooked noses that they were all Parsi. All the gifts they had brought were stacked on a table to one side, and Arzee left his suitcase beneath the table so that he could keep an eye on it. From there his eyes picked out the stick-like figure of Abjani, dressed in black from top to toe and nervously smoking a cigarette as he stood all by himself in one corner. Arzee grinned. Abjani wasn’t used to such brightly lit surroundings! He thought he’d chide and harass him a little, but first he wanted to take a look at the dishes Phiroz had ordered for the buffet. As he was heading there Arzee saw the brass band emerge from a hole in the side of the tent, the red and gold of their uniforms matching their surroundings. The musicians lined up, looked at each other’s faces, nodded, and began to play. Arzee observed their work for a couple of minutes, his hands behind his back, before turning for the buffet. Just then he saw Phiroz, moustacheless, looking dapper in an old-style grey suit, emerge from a group of people.


  ‘What a show, Phirozbhai, what a show!’ he cried, clapping as he went towards the old projectionist. ‘And what a suit that is, Phirozbhai! It looks like you’re the one who’s getting married.’


  ‘It is my own wedding suit from thirty-five years ago,’ confessed Phiroz. ‘I only had to alter the trousers.’


  ‘There’s only one thing wrong with your dress today, Phirozbhai. And that’s your tie.’


  ‘What’s wrong with it?’ said Phiroz, peering at his chest. ‘Have I used the wrong side?’


  ‘You shouldn’t have made such a simple knot. That’s the kind schoolboys make, because it’s just four steps. You should have made a proper one. But let it be now.’


  ‘No – make one for me then, if you know how.’


  ‘All right, just bend over a bit and I’ll do it without your tie even leaving your neck. Good perfume, Phirozbhai.’


  ‘I’ve never seen you wear a tie. How do you know so much about tie-knots?’ asked Phiroz. ‘Be quick, or my back will lock.’


  ‘How do I know about tie-knots? A-ha. I’ve seen dreams too, Phirozbhai! After all one day even I’ll have to wear a tie at my wedding. But tell me one thing, Phirozbhai. What did all of this cost you?’


  ‘Quite a bit,’ said Phiroz, clacking his tongue at the memory of his expenses.


  ‘But how much?’


  ‘I haven’t done all the accounts yet.’


  ‘Approximately?’


  ‘Be quick,’ said Phiroz. ‘I’ve got dozens of things to look after.’


  ‘Okay, okay. Where are Shireen and her husband?’


  ‘They’re on their way. These young people take forever to get ready. Everything is late today. Is it done?’


  ‘One moment more, Phirozbhai. Isn’t it you who always says a job done should be a job well done? The reason I’m asking where they are is that I’m in a hurry myself, because I have a –’


  Beeps began to emanate from Arzee’s pocket, growing louder and louder. Phiroz looked around, puzzled. Arzee quickly coaxed the fat end of the tie through the knot, and whipped out his mobile phone and shut off the alarm he’d set as a precaution.


  ‘Because I have a train to catch, and it leaves from Bombay Central in forty minutes!’ he finished.


  ‘A train – where are you off to?’ said Phiroz, standing up straight and peering at his tie-knot.


  ‘It’s a long story, Phirozbhai, a long story. I’ll tell you when I come back. And there’s so much else to tell you too. Isn’t the tie looking better?’


  ‘It must be,’ said Phiroz. ‘Didn’t you bring your mother and brother?’


  ‘They’re over there, Phirozbhai – in that corner.’


  ‘They aren’t having anything. I’ll go and speak to them,’ said Phiroz.


  ‘You’ll have to introduce yourself, Phirozbhai – I don’t know if my mother will recognize you without your moustache. I just had one more thing to tell you, Phirozbhai.’


  ‘What?’


  ‘Don’t be sad that your daughter is leaving. Life’s too short to be sad. Everything will turn out all right, you’ll see.’


  ‘Life’s too short?’ said Phiroz. ‘Life’s too long.’


  ‘Don’t say such things, Phirozbhai. Today is your day to be laughing and dancing.’


  ‘If you’re going, don’t leave just like that,’ said Phiroz. ‘Eat before leaving.’


  ‘I’ll eat, Phirozbhai. How can a person like me leave before eating?’


  Arzee watched the old projectionist amble away, and thought that in his grey suit Phiroz looked just like a very large pigeon.


  And now it was only forty minutes before his train pulled out of the station, and Shireen and her husband had still not arrived. Arzee lifted some kababs off a tray as it went past, and clambered up onto the dais and tried to look over the heads of all the guests. Were Shireen and her husband coming? If they weren’t, he was leaving.


  The band now struck up a famous song from the seventies, and it seemed to Arzee as though any moment it was not Shireen but Monique who would appear at the entrance, clad in a white gown with a veil over her face. And then all the guests would cluster around the dais, clapping and cheering, and the newlyweds would pose for photographs. Arzee saw that Mother had caught hold of an unsuspecting Parsi gentleman and was telling him some long-drawn-out story, stabbing the air with her forefinger, and that brother Mobin was standing right next to a very pretty girl, and pretending that he wasn’t feeling conscious. Some children from the Old Wadia Chawl had stuck their heads in through a hole in the tent, and were watching, entranced. And one of them had his mouth open in such a familiar way, such a familiar way. It was Deepak – no, it was Deepak’s son! Phiroz was moving from one person to another, and having his hands squeezed and his waist hugged and his back slapped, and the old man was actually smiling, and even laughing; his eyes were dancing with pleasure. With every minute the pile of gifts on the table grew higher and more colourful, and behind the tablecloth he could see the bulge of his suitcase, which contained a cat pendant he’d bought for Monique in the afternoon from Grant Road market, and also his beach shorts.


  His beach shorts! Arzee slapped his forehead when he realized he had forgotten to pack his sunglasses, for without sunglasses there was almost no point in going to Goa.
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