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Paraphrasing Walter Benjamin,
"Storytelling is the art of repeating stories. Experience which is passed on
from mouth to mouth, in the speech of the many nameless storytellers, is the
source from which all storytellers have drawn. Stories - fairy tales,
legends, novellas - emerge from the oral and flow into it. Drawing from
experience - his own, or that reported by others - a storyteller makes it the
experience of those who are listening to his tale. When the rhythm of work
seizes the listener, he listens to the tales in such a way that the gift of
retelling them comes to him all by itself. The storyteller is never alone..."
Walter Benjamin
'The Storyteller'
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1. The Day of the Exam
This story is from the days when we were giving our pre-board exams. And one day something happened which made the classroom echo with laughter. So come, let me tell you about that day.
December days. We were giving our pre-board exams. It was Tuesday, and our paper was to begin
at half past one. The boys reached school by one pm. Everyone shook hands and started chatting.
But no one talked about the paper everyone had come to give. Forget that. No one even knew
which paper it was that day. Thinking of this, they would laugh and chide one another, saying,
"You've come to give an exam. Do you even know which subject it is in?"
Never mind. It was time for the paper. All the boys went and stood at the door of the classroom.
They wanted to know which teacher would come to class that day. Everyone was thinking it should
not be Babu Lal. Everyone was praying for this! And see how fast their prayer was answered. It
wasn't Babu Lal but a very good teacher, JP sir, who came. JP sir doesn't interfere. He sits quietly to
one side. Seeing him, the boys were happy. Everyone said namaste to sir and went and sat on their
respective seats. Then sir started distributing, first the question papers and then the answer sheets.
After that he said the one thing he always says.
Sir: Sit quietly and do your papers. There should be no sound.
We said: Ok sir, we won't give you an opportunity to complain.
Then all of us boys sat and started looking at the question paper. We were looking for the question
that would carry the maximum marks and would also be the simplest. Maybe that is why everyone's
eyes first fell on the same question, and sounds arose in unison.
The boys said: Oye! Just look at question number six!
One boy asked: Where? Which one?
The other boy replied: Take a look at the fourth question on the third page.
So everyone read that question and started talking to one another. Sir wasn't in the classroom, so
we couldn't ask him about the question. So everyone started talking about attempting that question.
Now you must be wondering what the question was.
So listen: What are the characteristics of gang?
Everyone started answering the question. And then everyone had probably written similar answers.
Roughly, it was:
Gang is something that can't be seen. It is usually hidden. It is sometimes formed through spinning
lies, usually to do good for people. But sometimes a gang can be used for bad deeds. If it escapes,
it could take lives.
Everyone wrote approximately a page and were really happy that they would score at least in question number six. But things didn't remain favourable for long. A teacher came to the class.
This other teacher: Children, turn to the fourth question on the
third page.
All the boys turned to the page and said The boys: Sir, we have already answered that question. Sir, it was a very good question, sir, and
very easy.
The other sir: Son, there is a misprint in that question. It isn't "gang", but "gas". Please correct the
mistake.
The boys: But sir, we have already answered the question, sir. One whole page. We'll have to do it
again, sir.
Sir: Son, but the question is wrong! You will simply have to do it again. The question doesn't make
sense the way it is right now.
Again and again, all the boys would look at the question, and decide not to redo it. There faces had
to be seen! Everyone was looking at one another and saying, "Bhai, I'm not doing it. If you want to
do it, then go ahead". The other would reply, "Abbe yaar! What are you saying! Am I mad to do it
again?" Another boy spoke.
One boy: Abbe yaar! How much difference is there between gas and gang? Both can't be seen.
What we have written is correct.
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Another boy: Yes! You are right my friend. And it's not like we will score anything in this question, or
that any of us are going to pass by answering it.
So, in most probability, no one bothered. Maybe some did. But, actually, the story should really
begin from the point when sir would begin reading everyone's answer sheets one by one. Someone
had written that gas fires shots, someone that gas is responsible for the spread of terrorism, and
someone that gas remains in hiding. Hearing this, all of us burst into laughter.

2. My Enemy my Thought
I have decided to leave school. Only I know how I passed the night. When it was morning, I opened
my eyes, got off the bed, and have just washed my hands and face. Ammi asks, the same as every
morning, "Will you go to school or not? What do you want to do? Why don't you say anything? Do
you want to study or not? Your father asks what you will do everyday". Do I have answers for all
these heated-up questions? Will I be able to say them? Lightening passes through me when I think
of this. I look around, flustered, and then quietly carry with me the spark which boils my blood.
I run towards my destination - the shore that will give me new life. But it was only a mirage, and
once again, I lose my way in the labyrinth. With the disappointment of not having reached my destination, I reach the workshop. I sit there, quietly, consoling myself. In some time, conversations
begin, and carry on till nine, or half past nine. I am saved from that moment where I would meet my
enemies. I feel my own thought is my enemy.
It's time to leave. And leaving my confusions and quandaries behind, I take off on the roads of the
basti. Seeing its images, hearing its sounds, I reach home.
The house is peaceful at this time of the day. Papa has left for work. So has my elder brother. Three
brothers and sisters have gone to school. I think just my mother, my younger brother and I are at
home. I get ready and leave home. There is a strange hesitation in this mood of the house.
Once again, I make my way through the streets, searching for my destination. I don't even realise
that I have already reached the Compughar. I enter, looking at everyone, and maybe smiling a little,
and sit in my corner in the room.

3. Photo
What is that, of which we see only one facet? A photo.
We had gone to look for a bride for my brother. We brought back a photo and showed it to him. My
brother likes girls with long hair.
The photo was clicked from the front. The girl in the photo had thin lips, eyes that were wide spread.
She was short and fat. She was
quite pretty to look at. Bhai took the photo in his hand and asked Yasmin, "How long is her hair?"
My younger sister said, "Very long
and thick, she braids it". He flipped the photo over and said, "I can't see that!"
This set me thinking. When we see a photo in which there is a boy and a girl, we usually think they
are romancing. We start applying past or imagined time to that photograph. When we can see the
back of an object, then why not of a photograph! Our whole being is contracted into the photo. They
say a photograph captures our being, our memories, our time, our expressions. But even after being
captured, there is no claustrophobia in the photo. Earlier, people used to believe that getting a photograph taken lessens your life. I'm really not quite sure how true that is. When I ask, they say,
"That's what elders say".
Some people are very photogenic, and their photos are so real, it seems they will emerge from the
photo. If a mirror and a photograph are the same, why are they considered different? What is the
difference between a mirror and a photograph?
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4. I, Ashoki
This is the story of a man whose name is Ashoki. He is thin and dark. Sometimes clean, sometimes
dirty. He enters sewers to clean them. He is 30-35 years old.
I am Ashoki. On Thursday, in response to a complaint that had been filed with us, we went to clean
sewers in Dakshinpuri. We had gone to clean the main line. As soon as I entered the lane where we
had to clean the sewers, I stood to one side quietly. I had to go inside the sewer. So I had come
wearing dirty clothes, and was a little drunk. People who live in the lane had come out of their houses and were telling us that the third sewer was blocked. They said this was probably because a new
house had been constructed near it and when cement was being mixed for it, it was flowing onto the
drain. Maybe it flowed inside.
My colleagues were opening the lids of the sewers and checking them. I was just standing, quietly.
People were looking at me as if I were mad. And some were disgusted by me. I know because
when children would come towards me, their parents would scold them and call them back.
The boy who had come to file the complaint was also there. He was looking at me with surprised
eyes. Maybe he was thinking that when he had come to the office, I was wearing clean clothes and
talking to him like an officer. But today he was surprised at seeing me in dirty clothes. I was laughing
within. In his eyes, I was first an officer, a sahib. He had called me sir. But what would he call me
now? Maybe he was also thinking of the same thing.
Then my colleagues told me to get inside the sewer. Hearing this, his surprise probably only
increased. In his mind, he must have been thinking, "This is no sahib, but a lowly employee who
enters sewers and cleans them".
When I was going inside the sewer, people were looking at me as if I wasn't a human being like
them. Don't know how dirty I am. This, when it is their filth that I clean. I wonder why people think
this way. And when I cleaned the sewer and came out, the happiness on the same faces had to be
seen! But some people were still disgusted by me. Because now I was even dirtier - wet clothes,
covered with filth. Then I washed my hands in front of a house and started towards my office.
But I was thinking, I clean their filth. Then why am I treated like an animal? Why? Am I not a human
being like them? Then after some moments, my heart would say, "Forget it, it doesn't matter. This is
how things are".
Then we reached the office. And that thought got left behind in the same lane.

5. Dilli Gate
Dilli Gate, which is a well known landmark in Delhi. Where there is always too much traffic. A pigeon
cote separating two roads stands here. It has become well known because of people who, despite
leading busy lives, try to do some good work and earn some goodwill. Today when I passed by
here, I witnessed a strange bond between all these people who are related to the place, and which I
had not noticed before.
I had stepped out just after a bath, so I was feeling slightly cold. And the sun here seemed very
warm. I sat down on a low, broad coping. In spite of all the noise, an unknown calm was making its
way inside me. Silently, I was moving my eyes about, examining the place. I could see the
Emergency Ward ahead of me. Outside it were a number of fruit vendors with their carts. Amidst the
coming and going of the patients were also the groups of healthy people, passing by in either direction.
Behind me were buildings of big companies. Sunlight was falling directly on them, so their names
could be read clearly. The rally of people passing by this road is never-ending. Looking at the
crowds passing by, I remembered a friend who had asked a question, "If we were to stand in a
crowd and look at one another, what would the eyes of the crowd say to us? Move! Get out of the
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way!" The question hammered in my brain. I began to look at the people on the road in front of me
under the pressure of the question.
I saw a woman. Her face was dark-complexioned and experienced. She was trying to cross the
road, and was coming in my direction. Four to five men were passing by in front of her. I wasn't
looking at them; I could see only the woman. My eyes were fixed on the woman's eyes, to see how
she reacts while passing through these people.
But it wasn't only her eyes that were reacting. The expressions on her entire face were changing. A
face that had looked normal till then, now had an expression of distress. Her hands, fixing the dupatta, were playing on her body. Her eyes were raised towards those people, and mine towards her. In
her eyes I could see the need to hurry past. She passed by those people in one second. But in that
second, how many expressions had adorned her. She walked on, past me.
But what the eyes of those people said to her was not revealed to me. I still didn't have an answer
to that question. My mind felt tired. And I started looking at the pigeons, pecking on their feed in
front of me. I had decided I was not going to turn to look at this question again. I was looking affectionately at the pigeons. And also at an elderly man who was short and wearing a kurta-pyjama, with
plastic shoes on his feet, which were quite worn out. His hair was white with age, and his skin
looked like it had burnt in the sun. His features were all right. He was filling water for the birds in
earthen bowls. The bowls were half-filled with water, and so their top half was dry. When the man
would pour water into them, the smell of wet earth would pass through me. It was a beautiful sight.
And around it was spread a web of soft emotions. There was no room for anyone in these feelings not friends, not dear ones, not strangers, and not for the past which I had left behind for a few
moments after so many years. I didn't know what unknown calm this was that flowed from my body
like soft light, and spread out.
My eyes wouldn't leave the pigeons and the man. The man would go among the pigeons again and
again, and fill water in their bowls, and collect the seeds together with a broom. He was very close
to the pigeons, but they were not frightened of him. Between him and the pigeons flowed the understanding of the seeds, and it secured their relationship.
The man finished his work and went and sat with the millet seller. I was also getting up to leave,
when my eyes fell on a pigeon which was pecking at another pigeon for seeds. There were many
seeds scattered around him, but he was still trying to snatch away seeds from the other pigeon.
Seeing this, my viewing of the pigeons became more intense, and many words started circling in my
head.
In the middle of all of this, the loud pi-pi sound of a two-wheeler from behind me broke my concentration. I turned my neck, and saw a young man who was wearing black pants and a parrot-coloured
shirt. He was light-skinned, his eyes were brown. He was looking at me. Casting a wary glance at
him, I turned my neck away and looked at my watch. It was 11:30. Then the pi-pi sound came again.
Brushing my hands through my hair, I turned again to see that the boy was still standing there, looking at me. I looked at him carefully. There was anger in my eyes, but there was mischief in his. He
looked at me for two minutes, and then moved on, smiling. I turned my head, and started looking at
my nails.
And I started thinking. I have so many encounters, which I remember for a long time. Then instead
of peeping inside the mould of my own mind, why am I pecking here and there, trying to look for
feed. When I pass through the crowds of a market, of a bus, of a street, so many eyes meet, clash
with mine. And in that crowd, in those eyes, somewhere I see lust, somewhere a compelling need to
quickly pass by, somewhere shyness, somewhere the lines of distress, and somewhere an emptiness - where there is no interest in either the self, or in those around them. A crowd's eyes don't just
tell us to get out of the way. Because they are not comprised of just one person with a single
thought. There are kinds and kinds of people in a crowd. In a crowd one doesn't necessarily always
see only goons, brothers or friends. It depends on our mood - our eyes change with our frame of
mind.
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This could also be said about the eyes of a crowd. Eyes that are unfamiliar, which depend on their
mood. But what can be said of glances that are not from strangers, but well-wishers? They seem
unfamiliar sometimes. What are these looks? They leave a trace of suffocation in my life which otherwise seems to be going on just right. Even if I want to tell others about these looks, I can't.
Because I don't understand them myself. Because in the courthouse of glances, there are no eyewitnesses.

6. Gaps in a Crowd
Crowds, from above and afar
I looked down from a height of about 25 feet. It was very crowded. People were coming and going.
It seemed as if despite walking in the middle of the crowd, their faces were not worried. From
above, it looked like there was no ground beneath their feet. The surroundings were settling into my
eyes with ease. There were many shops, and each shop had a crowd before it. I was wondering
how people were able to buy anything when it was so crowded. There were countless people. Many
more people were coming in than there were people leaving. Sometimes it would seem like a beehive, sometimes like insects crawling on the ground. I was finding it difficult to look at anything with
close attention or care. It seemed there were no intervening spaces in the crowd. If we were to try,
we might not be able to get through.
Sometimes we feel we are in the crowd, even when we are not. Strange fears appear and stir in our
hearts. It seems these sensations try and show us different facets of being in a crowd. It seems they
are trying to save us from the crowds. There are many sounds, but none reach our ears properly.
People danced around shops as if they were getting things for free.
Crowds, face to face
When you stand at level with the crowd, you can see faces. You see different features and appearances that could not be seen from above. Expressions on every face can be seen. Some faces
seem to be searching for something. Sometimes it is a glimpse of the unknown, and sometimes a
somewhat intimate search. Eyes dance around in all directions. One can't make out where the gaps
are, where people are putting their feet. Some faces are smiling, and it seems they have no worries
or problems walking in this crowd. Sometimes it seems people have not come to buy something, but
for a stroll.
If you look closely, you realise people are keeping in step with one another. When two to three people walk past us, it feels like they are angels of death, here to take us into the crowd, into that hotchpotch. We keep staring at them, without a pause, till those faces leave us behind.
Crowds, when you enter the gap
Even though it seems there is no space in the crowd, in the hotch-potch, once you enter it, you find
intervening spaces. On entering the crowd you get to know what is easy, and what is difficult. You
ignore the surroundings a little. Even if something attracts your attention, the heart feels a little
strained. Because the heart can feel lonely even in a crowd.

7. Acid Rain
There was a boy whose name was Sonu. Even after the show was over, he refused to step out of
the cinema hall because he had seen in the film that acid rain was pouring outside. This had got
entrenched in his heart. And even though people tried to explain to him otherwise, he refused to
leave the hall. Everyone thought they should force him out now. But he wouldn't budge. His parents
were distressed. Finally, people used physical force to get him out. Incidentally, it was raining outside. The boy was mortified and started howling. Everyone decided it was time to find a solution to
this.
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His uncle explained to him and said, Son, come, otherwise Kilwish will come. On hearing this, the
boy got even more scared. Then one man thought, if this boy is scared of Kilwish, then perhaps if
Shaktimaan were to appear before him, maybe our problem can be solved. One man was made to
appear before him dressed up as Shaktimaan. The boy did reach home, but the thought of acid rain
wouldn't leave him.
One day, all of them (mother, father and Sonu) went out. Suddenly, the sky was overcast with clouds
and it started to rain. The boy was visibly shaken and he started to run. He reached the same hall
where he had seen the film. Everyone was struck by his reappearance. The boy felt safe on seeing
them all. But he was so scared of the rain... as if it were going to eat him up. When it stopped raining, Sonu's parents took him to a doctor. The doctor asked him what he was scared of. The boy
said, Acid. The doctor asked, And are you scared of water? The boy said, No. The doctor said, What
rainfall has is water. The doctor asked for some medicine to be brought. Why don't you go out and
see for yourself? Shaktimaan will be right there.
The boy went out. At first he was very scared. But then, all his fear vanished. His parents were very
happy.

8. Many sounds reach the ear
It's 11:30 at night. As I started paying attention to what was happening around me, I could hear
sounds from several places.
When I concentrated, I could hear the sound of a television.
A sound that was sometimes soft, and at other times, loud.
Why is it so? I couldn't make out. I paid attention and so understood
that a television has in it music, because of which the sound sometimes becomes soft, sometimes
loud.
Meanwhile, there came the sound of conversations from our
neighbour's house.
A sound that was absolutely clear.
Reshma was calling out to her sister from her roof. Farah, O Farah.
Get the water. It has to be given to the goat. Reshma's voice echoed in the stillness of the night.
I was listening to these sounds when there came loud voices of the workers from the eye hospital
that is next to our home. I thought those people were fighting. I quickly opened the window and
peeped out, and saw they were only joking with one another.
Just then a car passed by. It made a sound Zunnn...nn..n as it went.
Whichever vehicle passed, its sound could be clearly heard.
For instance, the sound of a scooter, the horn of a bus. As could be
heard the Bhon Bhon of a dog barking, the sound from the bells of someone's anklets.
All of these are clearly audible at night. Why is it so? Thinking about that, I lay down on my bed and
started thinking, Why can I hear them so clearly? That's not how it is during the day.
Thinking of all of this, I shut my eyes. All around me it was kind of peaceful. This was because of
the night. There isn't too much noise at night. Sleep was slowly coming over me. Now all the sounds
grew fainter. After some time, no sound reached me.
When in the morning I woke up, I heard a lot of noise around me. My mother was cooking. When
she moved the spoon in the cooker, it made a sound Tun Tun Tun. When pressure built in the cooker, the whistle blew Si Si Si.
The sound of music was coming from the neighbour's house.
And of a bhajan from Sarla's house.
Some women were fighting over water at the tap.
One was saying, I'll fill water first.
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The other retorted, I came first, so I'll fill water first.
In this way, they started fighting. There was so much noise at the tap that I couldn't make out what
was happening when! When a lot of sounds come together, not much of what people are saying can
be discerned.
The noise of children. They are getting late for school. Ammi, hurry up with the tea, or we'll be late.
Little children crying for milk.
In the morning, there comes the sound of birds chirping on our roof. Along with those, the Caw Caw
of crows. So nice it sounds, the sound of birds. I paid attention today, and that's what I felt.
Women, in the morning, are in a hurry to finish their household chores.
They rush through every job. So, different types of noises come from different houses.
It seems we hear more sounds in the morning. Sounds of different kinds. These sounds can't be
heard in the afternoon.
All the women have finished their work and are sitting on the roofs. They are telling one another
their household troubles. Just then Bhoori called out to her son... Azeem!
But her son didn't hear her. So Bhoori got angry. The lightness that was there in her tone before,
was not there any more. There was a harshness
in her voice that told of her anger. Which is to say anger changes a
person's voice.
Everyone is sitting on their roofs, chatting. I can't hear them clearly. But some bits are audible. Along
with these is the noise of traffic, the noise of people selling their wares, the sound of a song from far
away somewhere.
If this song were playing near us somewhere, it would have filled us with joyful excitement.
The sound of vehicles coming and going.
The sound of someone selling something.
Peanuts. Buy peanuts. Hot and crisp peanuts. Almonds of the poor are peanuts. Buy! Buy!
Children began pestering their mothers, Ammi, give us a rupee.
Shakeela baji gave her son one ruppee and said to the peanut hawker, Bhaiya, you come everyday
and make us spend money.
The peanut hawker said, Behen, we also make so many rounds in different lanes for the children.
Saying that, he left. His voice kept getting softer
and fainter.
After some time, I was standing outside my lane, when the ear ring seller came. Ear rings of gold for
the price of pebbles, he said. The women surrounded him. Arre bhaiya, show us this one. How
much is it for?
The man: Worth ten rupees.
Arre! The one at Sui Walan sells it to us for five!
All these people were speaking with one another. I came home. It was evening. I went up to the roof
to fetch the clothes that had dried. I saw, a few houses down mine, a boy flying pigeons. He called
out to them to feed them. Aa Aa Aa Aa.
Arre! What is this? All the pigeons are coming down! If one is perched on his shoulder, the other is
on a wall. The pigeons recognise his voice!
All the birds are returning home. All their sounds together are making a noise altogether different. It
feels nice. Happy.
Thinking of all this, I came down and started waiting for water to come.
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9. The Teashop
Near where I live is Aslam Bhai's shop. He owns a big grocery shop, and a teashop. The teashop
stands against a wall. On either side are two low walls, and across them is placed a broad stone
slab. On the slab is a gas stove. And on that, a pan that has turned dark brown from tea being
boiled in it over and over again. Two sieves always lie in that pan. Their handles are very long. Near
the gas stove are two dirty plastic boxes; one containing sugar, the other tealeaves. The same
spoon is used for both. Beneath the stone is a blue coloured water tank. Near it, in a basket, are
cups. On the wall, at a height, are many nails. A tray, made from iron wire, for carrying cups and
glasses, hangs from one of them.
Next to the shop is a stone bench. Aslam Bhai sleeps on it in the summers. During the day, children
play on it. If a woman chases the children away and sits there, some more women come and join
her and start chatting. In the mornings, the bench serves as a restaurant. People who come to drink
tea at Aslam Bhai's shop sit on that bench sipping tea. Sitting there, they also buy something to eat.
Finished with their tea, they smoke cigarettes or bidis. Usually only men drink tea in this way. If it is
late at night, sometimes young boys also sit there. In winters, women dress up their children, dab
them with powder, wrap them in quilts, and leave them on the bench to sun.
Aslam Bhai manages both the shops. He stands in his grocery shop and asks his three daughters to
go get cups and glasses from the factory, or from another place where tea has been supplied. If his
daughters disobey him, he beats them. So they run and follow his commands at the first sound from
him. Any one of them complains to him about the other if she wants her beaten up: "Babu, see
Shabana isn't going to get the cups".
Even I don't know where all the tea goes from this shop. When it is sent to the workshops, it goes in
the big kettle, and with lots of glasses. If it is sent to someone's house, it is poured into the small
kettle. Usually his wife and eldest daughter Bahara prepare tea. But it is delivered by the three
younger daughters. When they are not around, suppose if they have gone to school, his wife delivers the tea.
People rent the house whose wall the teashop stands against. One day the owner of the house
came. He lives at Turkman Gate and has given this house on rent for Rs. 1000-1200. He came and
asked Aslam Bhai, "What is the meaning of this illegal occupation of my wall?" Aslam Bhai couldn't
say anything in response. The owner got the things removed and broke the two supporting walls of
the shop. And before leaving, told Aslam Bhai not to rebuild them.
Now Aslam Bhai's tea stall is in front of the door of his house, where he's put the machine on a
stone slab. So movement in and out of the house has become a problem. But those who live on
rent in the house with the wall are very happy, because now they can use some of the space outside their house. The woman cooks her vegetables on a stove that she then shifts back inside. They
have hung polythene bags containing children's toys - balls and musical instruments - on the same
nails. Underneath, on the stone by the wall, are kept their small vessels containing water.
Sometimes tea comes to our house from Aslam Bhai's shop. Since the shop was removed from its
first place, it looks quite empty there.

10. I Want Him Back
Silence has descended upon our house. Even though there are 10-12 people in the house at all
times, it remains quiet. I don't know if the silence is just passing by, or if it has made our house its
home.
I want to tell you about my elder brother Shanu, who has now become what I had never thought
possible in my wildest imagination. He was a happy-go-lucky young man, who lived life on his own
terms. Today, he is helpless. He is ill.
Shanu bhai is dark, of medium height. He has average eyes, and a small mouth. His face betrays
his simplicity. He looks lovely.
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One year back, Shanu bhai became an alcoholic. There was hardly one day in a week when he
would not drink. If someone would ask him why he drinks, he would disallow any further questions
or discussion by saying, "This is my life. I will live as I please". Any dialogue with Shanu bhai on his
alcoholism was impossible. If anyone tried to speak further with him about it, Shanu bhai would
would dismiss it as a politician's rhetorical speech. And as far as Ammi was concerned, what could
she say? Her motherly affection and distress about her son only made her look for explanations for
his alcoholism. She would say, "My child is too simple. He is the victim of someone's incantation.
There is no other explanation for this. Afterall, he is the son of a man who never so much as
smoked a bidi".
Our two elder brothers were upset with Shanu bhai and would say, "He should be thrown out of the
house". We four sisters also wanted the same. We were fed up with Shanu bhai. He had taken to
picking fights with everyone in his drunken state. But Ammi would say, "No! You can't separate my
child from me. He will never be able to take care of himself. You don't just cut off a part of the body
if it is a little diseased". I would argue with her, "But Ammi if the diseased part starts harming the
whole body, I think it should be amputated". But somewhere, even I didn't want Shanu bhai to be cut
off from the family.
I will never forget that night. It was 10:00 PM. Shanu bhai was lying on the roof, drunk. He called
out, "Ammi! Ammi! Send Tabassum here". I was doing my school work. When I heard him, I felt
unsettled and scared.
But Ammi said, "Go and see why he is calling out for you".I replied, "What? What did you say? I
should go? Wow, you're just great! Why don't you ask him yourself?"Ammi said, "Go, my child"."I
won't go," I said.
When Ammi insisted, I mustered some courage and went up. I was scared because I thought Bhai
would beat me in his drunken state. I stood on the stairs and asked, "What is it?" Bhai said, "Come
here". I said, "Say whatever you have to say. I'm not moving from here". "Come here," he said.When
he insisted three or four times, I walked up to him. He said, "Tabassum, are you frightened by me?
Don't you know what you are to me?"I thought he was going to start blabbering. I asked stiffly,
"What?""You are... you are...""What?" My eyes were wide with the suspense of what he was going
to say.He said, "Arre, you are... you are... you know... you are... a piece of my heart. I feel closest to
you in the family". I was touched by what he said. I sat down by his side. His dinner was lying next
to him, untouched. I said, "Bhai, you haven't eaten?" He said, "You know, when you were younger, I
would break the bread into little pieces and one by one, put them in your mouth with my own hands.
Can't you feed me now?"
I thought, "He is in a good mood. Why not use this opportunity to ask him about his drinking?" I said,
"Bhai, can I ask you something? Why do you drink?"
Bhai banged his hand on the seat and said, "There you are! Speaking just like all the others". I
became silent and breaking a piece of the bread, put it in his mouth. I couldn't get myself to ask him
any more questions. Suddenly, Bhai began to cry. He was howling. I couldn't understand what to do.
I couldn't understand why he was crying. I was asking him what the matter was. I couldn't even get
up and leave. After crying for a long time, he said, "Tabassum, I am in love with a woman. I have
told her about my love, but she says she does not feel the same way about me. Do you know why?
Do you know? Because I am illiterate". Then he screamed out, "Is that my fault? Is it my fault that I
am illiterate?" And he began banging his fists on the seat. The noise he was making would have
attracted too much attention. With much difficulty, I quietened him. And then, I got up and came back
downstairs. I found myself lost in memories.
Ammi had told me stories about Shanu bhai. When my family had migrated to Delhi, Bhai was ten or
twelve years old, and studying in the fifth class. We were very weak financially, and so he had to
start working to add to the family income. He would collect leaves, and walk from Dilli Gate to
Shakarpur, with the bundle tucked under his arms, to feed goats. When I think about it, my heart
hurts. He shouldered so much responsibility of the family at an age when he should have been playing with other children. Ammi thinks of this with pain in her heart and tears in her eyes. Bhai had
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passed his fifth standard, but Ammi didn't have five hundred rupees to get him enrolled in the sixth
standard. And so his school education stopped. Maybe Bhai also remembers those days with a pain
in his heart.
It was only Bhai's alcoholism which was troubling. Otherwise, Bhai was very well behaved and good
natured. He was not only a brother to us sisters, but also our friend.
But for the last two months, it seems we have lost our Shanu bhai forever. I don't know how, but his
brain has become very weak. He says strange things. He roams around all night. He says out loud
whatever he thinks about. His face has changed. It is no longer a happy face, but morose and sad.
His eyes have lost their twinkle, and now they always seem to be in search of something. His words
are not naughty, but instead filled with unspoken questions. Seeing him saddens me. I keep thinking, "Why did this happen to my brother?"
When I think about his deafening silence, I want to scream, "I don't want this quiet Shanu. I want the
Shanu bhai who would tease and trouble us, back. I want him back".

11. Joy and Fire in the Veil
On 9th June, passing through the lanes of DakshinPuri, I thought of a mischief. I said to Shahana, "I
feel like covering my face with a veil while walking". It's something that women are sometimes
forced to do. Fixing my dupatta, I covered my head with a long veil. Now no one could see my face.
But I could see everyone easily. Shahana was wearing pants and a T-shirt. And I was wearing stylish flared pajamas, with embroidery on the flare.
We walked on, lost in our own worlds, towards the road outside. Some women sitting in the lanes
were looking at us with great interest. They had not paid so much attention to us before, ever! I
thought to myself that we had done some strange deed. We reached the bus stop outside, chatting
with one another. And then we took an RTV bus.
In all this, my veil was just as I had wanted it to be. I had not let the veil slip up or down. Both of us
sat down on the long seat in the RTV. There were more men than women. I think there were just
two to three women. I was the centre of everyone's attention. No one could see me, but I was looking at everyone with great interest.
Their eyes were filled with curiosity. They were looking for something. Maybe my face, which had
got lost in the darkness of the grey cotton dupatta. This might not have happened if I had got on the
bus without a veil.
Two men were sitting right in front of me. They must have been 25-26 years old. They would turn
their heads from one side to another, and then start looking at me. They were also looking at my
hands and feet with surprise. There was a strange restlessness in them. But for me, this was fun. In
it was nothing else but playful abandon.
And an unnamed happiness that was filling up inside me.
We got off at our stop, which is Pushpa Vihar. The looks of people in the bus were still following us
with the desire to see an unknown, unfamiliar object. After two minutes, the bus moved on.
After the bus left, I removed my veil. And, looking at Shahana, I started to laugh. I said, "This is so
much fun!"
There is a different happiness in playing with strangers.
I thought to myself, "I definitely must have given the people sitting in the bus something or the other
to think about:
Is she married, or not?
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So modern, and yet why had she covered her face?
No bangles on the wrist, no rings on the toes, then why a veil?
Maybe she has an ugly mark on her face?
Such beautiful hands and feet! How must her face be?"
I had so much fun today! Because I thought of nothing new today but compelled others to think.
Through my being, I raised questions
in their minds, and left them to find the answers themselves. Anyway, that is what I am thinking. It's
possible they didn't think anything
at all!
At home I drank cold water. And thinking of all this, I kept smiling to myself. Seeing me smile my sister Lakshmi asked, "What happened? Why are you smiling to yourself?" I told Lakshmi the whole
story. I was certain she would laugh. But instead of laughing, she started looking carefully at me.
And said, "So this is a joke? But this joke could set aflame people's houses".
I asked, "Why?" I was surprised to hear what she had said. Looking at me, she said, "It's not necessary all of them were bachelors. Some of them must be married. Now some of their wives probably
cover their faces, and some must argue about having to cover their faces. Won't the men who have
differences with their wives over this tell them, 'When a modern woman, who moves around outside
her house can cover her face, why can't you cover yours when you are inside the house?' At this,
the wives will say, 'When you travel by bus, do you stare at other peoples' wives?' The men will
remain stubborn about their point, and you will be present in the houses even in your absence".
I looked at her with rapt attention and said, "But why should this happen?"
Picking up the tumblers, she said, "But what if it happens?"
She went off to the other room to wash utensils.
The matter was not so big, but now I was feeling guilty. I felt as if a molehill had turned into a mountain.
For me it was just a funny joke. A joke I had uttered, but not thought about how it would mark others...

12. Why this?
"Why this?" are words which we often use in our lives. Sometimes they make us conscious of our
wrongdoing, and sometimes they stop us from committing wrong. At times, they point to the follies of
our thinking, and at others they compel us to think about our thoughts. So come, let me tell you
about one mistake I committed. When I remember this mistake, I sometimes laugh, and sometimes
feel angry at myself.
This happened a while ago. A boy worked in a small shop. It was a newly constructed STD/ISD
phone booth. Actually, it was not even fully made yet. The frame and structure of the booth were
made, but it didn't have glass fitted in yet. All it had were two phones, and a machine with an STD
facility. And, of course, the small, cheerful boy who worked in the booth. A boy who, even as he
worked there, spoke with everyone about the possibilities of alternative employment. He was quite
clever. In spite of that, he was duped one day. Perhaps he was duped because he trusted people
too easily. And also because he really needed another job.
Now, you must be wondering who this boy was and why I know so much about him. That boy is I.
That is why I speak so confidently about him.
A woman used to come to his booth to make calls very often. She claimed to be working in Ram
Manohar Lohia Hospital. I often asked her to get me a job there. And she would promise to help me
out.
Now begins the tale of my stupidity. The woman's name was Rani. She was short and dark, but she
was really clever. I still remember the day she came and said:
Rani: Sonu, so you were asking about a job? Come, let me fill a form for you. But it will cost you.
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Hearing this, I was a little troubled. My heart said this would be my big chance, but my heart was
also a little unsure. I was worried she would run away with my cash. I spoke to her with trepidation:
I said: Ma'am, how much will it cost?
Rani: Look son, this is a government job. It costs a lot. Now think over whether you want it or not.
Right now, it will cost you five hundred rupees. Lets see how much more you will have to cough up
later.
I said: Ok ma'am, I will bring the money tomorrow.
I was working then. So I gave her five hundred rupees. But I kept thinking the whole night, "What if
my money goes away, leaving me behind?" I didn't tell anyone at home because I knew my father
was sure to stop me from doing this. He says, "No one gets you a job, they all run away with your
money". My father's words settled in my heart. I thought, "Why did I give her my money? Why this?"
The question compelled me to re-think what I had done knowingly.
After I gave her the money, Ma'am and I would see each other only from a distance. I would ask her
everyday, "Ma'am, when will I get my job?" She would say, "It will take time". Then our conversations ceased for a while. After a whole month, she finally spoke to me.
Rani: Sonu, take leave from tomorrow.
I said: Why ma'am?
Rani: You have to come to my office tomorrow. I have spoken about you with my sir. He has asked
for you.
I said: Ma'am, what is the sir's name?
Rani: His name is Dipak. He is a very nice person. Speak with him properly. He will definitely take
care of you.
I said: Of course, ma'am. I want to meet him so much. Ma'am, please do get me a job.
I was really happy. I thought, "My efforts have borne fruit. I will surely be successful". I made all
kinds of dreams for myself. Little did I know what was about to happen the next day.
When I reached the office, I met a man who, forget about looking like a big boss from somewhere,
didn't even look like a watchman. He looked dirty. He was short and dark, and was wearing pants
that were sticking to him, and a shirt that was filthy. I had thought he would be clean and tidy, that
he would step out of a car and immediately say, "Sonu, how are you?" But instead he said, "Yes, so
you are Sonu?"
I said: Namaste sir, ma'am told me about you.
Dipak sir: Listen Sonu. Your work will be done. But it will cost you ten thousand rupees.
When I heard "ten thousand", lightning passed through my ears and I thought, standing right there,
"Why this? Why me? Why does everyone speak with me only about money?" But I needed a job, so
without thinking, I said:
I said: Sir, ten thousand is a bit too much. I am a poor boy. How will I get so much money?
But he didn't relent, and said:
Dipak sir: Listen friend. This is not in our hands. We have to pay up many people down the line.
See, it will cost you this much. The rest, you know. If you want a job, you will have to pay this much.
Hearing this, I left and said to ma'am:
I said: Ma'am, it's costing too much. Can't it be reduced a little?
Rani: No son, it can't be. This is how much it will cost. People are willing to pay a hundred thousand
for this job. You are giving only ten thousand!
I said: Ok ma'am, I'll get the money tomorrow.
Saying this, I left for home. All the way I kept wondering how I was going to arrange for so much
money. Now I would just have to tell everyone at home. But then I thought, no. I couldn't possibly tell
anyone at home. I'll give my own money. Maybe the money which my grandmother had once given
me, was meant for this. Then what! The next day came in no time. I reached my shop the next
morning. I saw Ma'am approaching from a distance. She came and said:
Rani: What happened son? Did you get the money?
I said: Yes Ma'am, I have brought the money. But Ma'am, how long will it take?
Rani: Just two days. Consider your work done.
Well, two days later, I went to the hospital. Dipak sir took my measurements and said:
Dipak sir: So Bhai Sonu, consider your work done!
My heart floated in air on hearing this and I went back home, laughing. I was really happy that day. I
had been called again after a week. I was told everything would be fixed by then.
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On the designated day, I got up early in the morning, bathed and got ready. My family kept asking
me where I was going. But I didn't say a word to them and set off towards the hospital. I reached the
hospital at nine am, like I had been told by Ma'am. She had said she would be there by ten.
Like a mad man, I kept waiting for her. But she didn't come. Then I went there, where my measurements had been taken, but there was no one. Four hours passed. But there was no sign of Rani
madam. I was walking up and down. My heart kept saying to me, "She's gone. She's gone". Then I
got tired and sat down in one place. Two other boys were sitting with me. They looked quite worried
and kept saying, "She won't come now". Then I spoke with them:
I said: What happened, friends? You look worried.
So one of them said (the more worried of the two): Nothing yaar. A woman has duped me. She had
called me today. She said she would arrange a job for me. But she has duped me.
Hearing this, I said: You didn't give her any money, did you?
The boy said: Bhai, fifteen thousand. Her name is Rani.
Hearing this, I started laughing. This made him even more sad and he said:
The boy said: Abbe yaar, here I have been robbed of fifteen thousand rupees, and you are laughing.
I said: No friend, I am not laughing at you. I am laughing because it turns out I am not the only fool
in the world. You are giving me company. I have also given her money. She won't come now.
Then we asked each other details about our foolishness. But while I was speaking with him, I kept
thinking, "Why this? Why me? Why?" Laughing, and saddened, I left from there.
I never met Rani madam after that day. And never heard anything about Dipak sir either. But one
question always remains with me - "Why did I do this? Why did I do this?"

13. The Generator
This is about the time when the World Cup was going on. I don't recall the day and the date, but
remember however that it was a League match between India and Pakistan. At that time, I was in
charge of my shop. The match was to begin at 2:50 pm. All the people in the market were kind of
excited. Eventually the match began. I stopped my work where it was and told my artisans to call
me in case a customer came. Then I came upstairs to my house and started to watch the match.
India won the toss, elected to bat first and set a target of 227 runs before Pakistan.
India had finished batting; the match was to resume in half an hour. I thought why not go and sit in
the shop. I went down. As soon as I sat down, the electricity went. Everyone said electricity would
surely be back soon. I was thinking if it doesn't, I will start the generator and watch the match! Then
Raju's father came and said, "Chintu, take the generator out of your shop into mine. We'll all sit
together and watch the match". At that time, Raju's father had kept his television in his shop. I said,
"Uncle, my generator runs on petrol and its tank is completely dry". He said never mind, let's all pool
in money and get petrol. There were three to four other people and everyone put some money
together and gave it to me.
There were ten minutes to go for the match to begin, and the light was still out in the entire area.
Raju's father said, "Now go and get the petrol". After taking the money I said, "Give me a bottle or a
can, if there is one". They said everything is kept all over the place, we wouldn't be able to find one
in the dark.
My eyes fell on a water bottle lying in the shop. I emptied it, kick-started my motorcycle and, as I
was leaving, told my blacksmith to move the generator out. I was getting quite excited. I rode with
speed, quickly bought the petrol and returned. The blacksmith had shifted out the generator.
Everyone was waiting for me. Like a marriage procession waiting for the bridegroom! I parked my
bike and had the generator picked up and kept in a corner in Raju's shop. In it I put but one litre of
petrol, and the rest I saved and put away in the shop. Then Raju's father pulled the generator's rope
and the generator started. Everyone rejoiced loudly. I connected the television wire to the generator.
Electricity wasn't back yet. A crowd had gathered in Raju's shop. Now I also sat down and started
watching the match. Pakistan was two wickets down in six overs, and had scored 30 runs. Everyone
was jubilant; I think I also shouted with joy.
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I was thirsty. I got up quickly, and went to my shop. I was so engrossed in the match that I was quite
oblivious to the world! All the artisans were sitting in the shop. I went in hurriedly, and drank about
half a litre of petrol from the bottle lying there. I was so thirsty then that everything looked like water
to me! I kept drinking. Suddenly it occurred to me that perhaps I was drinking petrol! I looked at the
bottle, and it WAS petrol! I didn't quite feel the effect then.
It was past nine at night. I had seen India win the match against Pakistan. I shut the shop and came
up. I was fine then. Then suddenly, I kind of smelt petrol on my breath. I drank water and started to
tell everyone at home that I drank petrol thinking it was water!
Papa said, but you look fine, absolutely nothing has happened to you. Mummy said I should wash
up, "I'll get you food". I thought food would subside the smell. Mummy brought the food, and I ate it.
After eating, I went up to sleep. As I was climbing up the stairs, I was burping burps of petrol. My
sister was boiling milk in the kitchen. I quickly moved away from the flame. What if my mouth were
to catch fire!
I lay down on the cot. It was past ten at night. My sister finished boiling the milk and came to the
room. She said, "Don't you smell petrol?" I told her what had happened with me. She told me to
have water, and that that would make me all right. She went to watch TV. I started feeling suffocated. I rushed downstairs and asked to be taken to the doctor, that I was feeling ill.
Papa and Mummy quickly took me to Dr. Amit's shop, which is in the lane outside. Raju's father also
followed us there. I said I didn't think I would survive. The doctor asked Papa what had happened to
me. Papa said I drank petrol thinking it was water. The doctor said, "This is a police case! In all
probability, this has to do with a matter of the heart. Maybe he drank petrol for the love of someone".
Everyone said it was no such thing. My condition was deteriorating. After much argument, the doctor
gave me medicine and said, "There is still time, tell me. Did you drink petrol because of some silly
crush?" I persisted, "No, no!" Then we came away from there. After returning, I had my medicine
and went to sleep.
Even today, when I see petrol, I remember that time. I do see it, but with love!

14. The Cable
I remember a little about the time we had a black & white television. That was in 1994. Cable must
have just about started when we bought the TV. Maybe at that time I didn't even have enough sense
to think about getting a cable connection. The television used to be kept in a room on the first floor
of the house.
Once, I was sitting alone watching it. At the time B&W televisions didn't have remote controls, but
perhaps now they do. Sitting all by myself, I thought why not twist the television's ears and change
channels. Thought to myself that just like the transistor catches radio and FM waves, maybe the television will catch some cable channels. Twist by twist, I reached one such channel which was showing a film. I thought why not try and move the wire around a little to see if the image clears a little
more. But the image didn't change. I thought something must be done so I can watch cable. The
cable-guy's satellite was just five steps away. The wires were tied to an electricity pole in front of the
house. All that separated me from them were the electricity wires tied to the pole, and the breadth of
the lane. I cast a glance at the rooftops in the market. People had tied a speaker, the rim of a cycle
and a magnet to the antennae on their roofs.
I thought, something has to be done. I went to the scrap shop in my lane and bought a cycle rim.
Then, went up to my roof, removed the wire from the antenna and tied it to the cycle rim. Back
downstairs to the TV, I saw that the cable (transmission) was clear. When Mummy came back from
her vegetable shopping, she was surprised to see a new movie on television. She asked me, "There
is a new film on the television?" I said I made it happen with my brain. Mummy said, "What did you
do?" I told her to go up and see for herself. I was sitting downstairs, watching the film. Mummy quietly went up and removed the rim from the antenna. I thought maybe there is some problem from
the main transmission. Mummy came back down and said, "Go return this rim to wherever you got it
from". I asked her why she had removed it. Mummy said, "When your father returns from duty today,
we'll get a cable connection". I replied with an "Okay".
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Papa came back in the evening. I asked him to get a cable connection. He said we'd get it done the
next day. But I was restless for cable. I sneaked Raju into the house and started to think about a
new plan.
And this is what I did - I took the TV antenna wire, removed the insulation, and pulled out the
strands of wire one by one. I told Raju, "I'll keep peeling off the insulation, you keep winding it up".
Two hours passed. We estimated the length of the wire would be enough to reach across now. I
said to Raju, "You go stand on the roof opposite, and throw two small stones from the window".
I was on the second floor, and just below me was the electricity wire. Raju threw in the stones. I tied
the wires I had peeled, the thickness of which was microscopic, to these stones. Then I threw them
across. But they got entangled in my hand and landed straight on the electricity wires. The shock I
got then! For a second I thought I was dead and gone to heaven. But I didn't relent, and threw the
wire once again. Raju was quick. He caught them and quickly swung up his arms. I ran up to that
roof, and simply tied the wires to the joint in the cable. I came back to find the transmission was
smooth and clear.
Next day, Papa said, "Get a cable connection today". I thought, who wants to give a hundred and
fifty rupees every month. I said, "Let it be. What's the need?"

15. Relationships
We have a different relationship with everyone. We can say, "I really love my family". This is just a
line. If there are ten people in a family, we have a different relationship with each of them. Maybe
some are similar, and some are dissimilar. When we give names to relationships, things become
simpler. For instance, living together, letting each other's memories go, claiming rights over one
another. But does a relationship hold in it all that the name it is given claims for it?
We are straddled with names of relationships even before we are born. But spoiling them, tussling
with and understanding them, or understanding yet disregarding them, all these we search for in our
relationships ourselves. Sometimes things flow in relationships, and sometimes they become still.
Many relationships don't even have a name. Sometimes one doesn't even realise that relationships
have been formed.
Let me tell you about one such relationship we have with a girl. Her height is three and a half feet,
she is light skinned, has straight hair that she oils and tightly ties in a doubled-up plait with a red ribbon. For the last eight to ten days, she has been coming to our house in the evening, when we
switch the TV on. Actually, our TV is on during the daytime as well. In the morning, at eight, my
brother Rehan watches Cartoon Network for an hour. No one is allowed to change channels; he
ensures this by crying if someone does. In any case, my sister Shaziya, elder brother Rizwan and I
are usually asleep at this hour. Only Rehan and my parents are awake - Rehan gets up specially to
watch TV. We wake up with the sounds of cartoons, they're almost like our alarm clock. Then, at
9:15, Rizwan switches the TV off and plays the music system. He listens to loud, rhythmic music.
Then he leaves for work by about ten am.
Then it's my turn. For around half an hour, I watch film trailers and songs on TV. Then the TV is
switched on in the afternoon. My mother likes to watch soaps like Kumkum, Bhabhi etc. Rehan
again watches cartoons from two to three. Once again, no one has the option to change channels.
When I go back home in the evening, sometimes the TV is switched on. That is if Shaziya is watching some film. Then it is switched on at seven. Everyone watches Kumkum at seven. By this time,
Papa also returns from work. He likes to watch Alif Laila, and watches news on Aaj Tak, and on Star
News channel. No one can change channels when Papa is watching TV. But these days Papa likes
to listen to the song Kaanta Laga. But everyone likes Shaka Laka Boom Boom. At eight, it's time for
Son Pari, Khichri, Krishna Arjun. These are serials that Shaziya likes. But at 8:30, no one budges
while watching the soap Kasauti, which everyone likes.
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(The girl comes around this time and stands at our door. Watching the programmes, she sometimes
smiles to herself, and at other times, looks very serious.) Star Plus is on till around ten thirty. Then
Rizwan comes and switches to Sony TV to watch the horror show Aahat. This makes me really
angry because I like to watch Saas bhi kabhi bahu thi.
For the last few days, the girl comes to our house promptly at seven in the evening. She stays till
eleven, sometimes half past eleven. If we switch the TV off, or if there is a power cut, she leaves.
Initially we didn't say anything to her. Then, after three to four days, my mother said, "Now just think
of what kind of a mother she must have, letting her roam around till so late at night. We bring even
our boys back by ten at night. How careless can she be?" Then Ammi asked her where she lived.
She said she lived in Dulah's lane.
When I would ask her to come inside, she would shake her head, as if saying, "Thank you, but I am
alright here". Then, Ammi would ask her, and she would come in, but she would look really nervous.
It seemed as if she was not sitting on solid ground, but on fluffy cotton. She would fix her clothes
constantly, though her eyes would remain fixed on the TV. During advertisements between the serials, we would change channels, but it seemed to make no difference to her. She was only concerned with watching TV, whatever was showing on it.
Two to three days ago, Papa brought gooseberries. It was 8:30 or 8:45 pm. Shaziya, Ammi, Abbu
and I were watching Kasauti, eating the berries. My brothers were not at home. Ammi offered her
the berries. When she refused, Ammi insisted, and so she took some. Now Ammi talks to her sometimes. What did your mother cook today? Who is your mother? Which class are you in...
A relationship has developed between the girl and us through the TV. Soaps and serials flow
through this relationship, and in them are mixed feelings. We don't talk much with one another. Only
Ammi and I ask her to come in and then speak a little with her.
If the TV is switched off, she comes and looks at it, then casts a glance at us. There are questions
in those eyes that she leaves us with.

16. Madness
What would it be like if the whole world was mad? Everyone would be carefree, fear less. And on
top of that if there was no stomach that needed to be fed... that would be even better! Because this
ruthless stomach really makes humans and animals slog and do all kinds of things. But beyond the
need for food is also the need for fame, for wealth. Who doesn't want these today! Those who get
these are happy, and those who don't, sad.
How does a person fall outside of the accepted boundaries of our community? Does he choose this,
or is he excluded by us? When an individual acts according to our norms, he is praised. And the
moment he says something that doesn't conform, or behaves in a way a little out of the ordinary, we
leave him. We make fun of things he did in the past. We laugh at things that happen to him. We
behave like Gandhiji's three monkeys, who can't see, can't hear, can't speak. The motto is, "Let
things continue the way they are. We're just looking for a good laugh". We're constantly on the look
out for figures who we can use to spice up our lives. We like to roll our tongues around, gossiping
about them.
Where is the intelligence in cooking someone's thoughts over slow heat in this way! As if all that we
ourselves think is impeccable! First we mock the other person, and then display our compassion
towards him.
Our brain constantly ticks with some thought or the other. This is also the case with people we call
mad. But maybe those people are called mad whose gestures betray what they are thinking. Come
to think of it, no one can tall us about madness other than a doctor. And I'm not a doctor. From
among the countless who are called mad, I can only tell you about the few people I know and recognise.
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A few years back, I used to take tuitions. With me in my class was a boy named Satpal. He was
much better than me in studies. We worked very hard for our tenth class exams. But the result was
that we both flunked! We worked hard again. We practiced each and every question in the Algebra
book, and didn't leave anything to chance in Geometry either. After this much effort, we got a compartment in Mathematics. What could we do? It seemed as if our fate had run into rough weather. I
thought to myself, 'Young man, if things continue this way, you'll be in deep shit!' So during my
examinations, I reduced the time I spent slogging, and took frequent breaks to give my mind some
rest.
Anyway, on the day of the exam, Satpal and I met, shook hands and sat down on our respective
desks. The results came. Though the margin I had passed by was really small, my happiness at
having cleared the exam was really huge.
I met Satpal today, after many days. He was standing by the road side. He was counting figures on
his fingers. I was passing by, and my eyes fell on him. I said, "Abbe, what are you doing standing
here?" He replied, "Yaar, I have an exam today. Rakesh, lets go, or we'll be late". Smiling, I said,
"Abbe, which paper, friend?" Satpal said, "Mathematics".
In disbelief, I said, "What are you talking about, Satpal! Our exams were such a long time ago. It's
Novemebr now. Have you gone mad!" Satpal said, "No Rakesh. I'm not mad. Look, I'm going. Come
along if you want to. See, I have my I-card with me". I told him I couldn't understand what he was
talking about. I had only uttered this when his mother came along. She called me to a side and said,
"Look son. He has suffered a shock from having failed. That is why he is saying such strange things.
He has been like this since he failed some three or four times. He's always calculating something.
And he needlessly opens his books and keeps studying. He keeps saying he will score an eighty
percent in his exam. Even the doctors have said that he can get the best treatment only at home.
Everyone should just agree with him in all he says".
I was troubled by what Satpal's mother told me. How could a boy who was so brilliant at studies
become mad? He still recognises me, and recounts things from the past when we meet. Can we
really call this boy mad?
A few days ago, searching for "madness", I reached my aunt's house. She told me about a man who
is a graduate, and also well off financially. He owns four to five flats in Chirag Dilli. He never goes
home, and is quite happy to be alone. My aunt told me he dresses in a strange manner. He wears
half pants with a coat. If he wears a slipper in one foot, then a shoe in the other. And he loops a
rope instead of a belt through his trousers. He wears a black cap on his head, and slings a black
bag on his shoulders. And he carries some sheets of paper and a pen in his hands. All day long, he
walks around thinking about something or the other. One thing peculiar to him is that he stops
passers by out of the blue and laughing, starts to inquire after them. Then, he gets back to his own
work. Sometimes he wears old and worn-out clothes, and at others clean and fresh ones. Whatever
it is that goes on in his mind, he lets people around him know of it. He has never hurt anyone or
caused anyone any harm. All that can really be said about him is that he is happy to be by himself.
Does this make him mad?
There is another man like him. He can be seen in Dalkshinpuri very often. I don't know his real
name, but everyone calls him Amitabh Bachan. This is because he is always acting! And he specially enjoys acting like Amitabh. We really enjoy his acts. He's very entertaining. And the most fun is
when he turns form an actor into a director! As a director, he creates a shooting environement by
saying, "Lights, Camera, Action!" Whenever i think of him, I can't help but be impressed by his acting talent. Entertained by him, people invariably give him five to ten rupees, and he would feel
happy with just this much. I never saw anything amiss in him.
He must be roaming around somewhere even to this day, spreading happiness with his entertaining
performances. Is putting on a show madness?
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