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Atithi
By Arvind Joshi

PROLOGUE: Audition Tape 11
PLAY >>
  about yourself.

– Like what?

– Like your theatre experience. Directors you’ve worked with. 
– Directors?

– No forget it. Just tell me the plays you done.
– Actually I am not an actor. So. 
What do I say? 
There's nothing to tell.

– You haven't worked before?

– I have. But not acting.

– What work?

– Not acting. 
– But what work?

– No theatre work. 
Sometimes I write... but nothing complete. 
You know – 

– Still.
– I work. 
I've worked. 
I was an English teacher in a school.

– Which school?

– It’s in East Delhi – er – Kondli. You heard of Kondli?

– No.

– You wouldn’t know. It's a village. 

– Oh. Wow!
– You want to know such stuff? 
That way, I’ve also worked in a shop. 

– That’s interesting.

– I was a receptionist too, for some time. 
– And now?

– Sales mostly. 
– You’re a salesman now?
– Yeah. 
– Tough job!
– Actually it's easy. And then, there’s enough time to do... 
to... 
to do my work. 

– What do you sell?

– Many things. 
– Like what?

– Like watches. Books. 
Aluminium foil, noodles. Handkerchief, mats, carpets. 
What else? Lemme see – 
mmmm ... gas lighters ... pencil cells, ball-point pen.
– Hmmm. Lot’s! 
How long’s it been?

– Eight years. Maybe nine. 
I am a very good salesman. Everyone like me. Know what I mean?

– Hmmm. What's it like? Door-to-door? 
II Stop II   Forward >>
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– ... they don't know who's outside the door. Obviously! And I am never sure who’ll step out when it opens. I just press the bell and think - I hope I just hope it’s
II Stop II Forward >>
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said I was like her son. I kept unrolling the carpets really fast, one after the other. Good carpets you know. I hoped she'll notice. 
Buy it. Buy it. Buy it. I kept willing. 
– Sir time up. Next ko bhejun?

– Nahin. Baad mein. 

‘Like her son’...uh? Kind woman.
– I think she was bitter. 
Still, she did run her hands through my hair. 
She also kept touching...er... her breasts. 
– Yeah? Must ha’been oversexed!

– She was about sixty five! Could be seventy. She kept talking. All the time.
– Haggling?

– No. About herself. Strange. 
Most people just chase you away, but she went on and on. Lots of private stuff. About herself, her family. About when she was young in Lahore. How she got here. 
Kind of sad too. 
She said she takes a bus every morning to really far-off places. 
Everyday. 
For satsang and katha. 
– Oh wow! Alone uh?
– Yes. I badly wanted her to buy a piece. But she began to sing! Then she spoke more about herself. Then she sang another song. And she kept making up the song as she sang, you know. I could make out. 

And she went on speaking too. I was tired, but she wouldn't let me go till she was finished. 
“Betta paap lagega. Katha nu adhi na chhor.” 
She kept grinning at me as she sang. 
– What did she sing?

– She was complaining to god. And then she began to cry and feel herself. All over. I think she was in love. I think...
I think she wanted god. 

– Really? 
What did she look like?
– Very ugly. And fat. I don’t mind that. She did offer me tea. Like I was a visitor. 
But she didn't buy the carpet. 
– So you’re not such a good salesman, no?
– Maybe not. She looked rich and it was a big house; I hoped I’d sell something.
But she said she had no money. She said that her son was a miser, that he only cared for his wife. That sort of stuff. You know she said she often borrows money from her granddaughter. For chocolates. 
She said she loved chocolates.

I was tired, and it was kind of sad. She disturbed me.
– Do you meet many such people? How do you deal with it?

– It happens sometimes. Sometimes you meet them. I don’t mind it. I just go back to my room, shut the windows and doors and go to sleep. 
Eventually everything settles down.

II Stop II << Rewind 
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made you come to Delhi? 
- I had to come. No choice. Everyone comes to Delhi. 

- For work?

- No. 

- Why’ve you come for the audition?

- The ad said I’ll get 2000 rupees. If I am selected. Right?

- Yeah, but only if you get selected.

– Sir Mohiniji aa gai.Driver ko rokoon kya?

– Nahin. Jaaney do.
Frankly, you shouldn’t have come here. Delhi is not right for you. It will kill you.    
- Mrs Copperfield said you have to go to a real city if 
II Stop II Forward >>
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right look. You might need to change it in a few months if you're selected. OK?

- Sure.

- But why did you shave your hair? Style?

- No. My uncle - well, my uncle died recently. 

- Oh, I am so sorry. When did this happen?

- Yesterday. Actually last night.  

- Really sorry. Would you like to take the audition tomorrow? Maybe you'd be in a better state?

- No. It's OK. 
- Are you sure?

- I've got over it now. 
Unbelievable.

Till morning I was upset. Then I looked for socks, ironed my shirt, waited for the bus – prepared for the audition. It just went away. One forgets such stuff.
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- Ma didn't want me to leave home. 
But then my father died. 
- How old were you?

- Nine.

- Then? 
- The usual story. Left my village. My uncle came with me.
- The one who...

- Yeah. The one who died yesterday. He was home, on leave.
- Then?
- He took me to a cousin's house in Nainital. Used to be a twelve hour walk those days. Now you can take a bus. 
Things change.

- Hmm.

- I shared a room with my cousin's family. Him, his wife, four children. 
Funny, later they got jealous of me.

- Why?

- Well, I was learning English at Mrs Copperfield's place. And they thought I was trying to show-off. That it was my way of staying aloof because my family was rich and above them. 
They didn’t know things were not so good back in the village. 

- How did you meet the English lady?

- Mrs Copperfield? Oh we’d all heard of the mem with six dogs. People said she fed them kheer. 
I was never shy. I just walked up to her house one evening. In my school uniform. It was tea time. I’ll never forget that day. Her daughter was playing the piano – she taught music in a missionary school. I went up to Mrs Copperfield. She looked like a child in her rocking-chair. I told her that...that I wanted to learn English so I could be a big-man in the city. Join the navy like my uncle. 
She was kind. Spoke Hindi beautifully. 

She must have been lonely I think. You know, a foreigner in a small hill town, far from her own country. 
- She must have been amused.

- I don’t know. She asked me to sit. Offered me tea. And cake. For some reason her daughter didn't like me. 
- The regular dingo, I suppose?
- Perhaps. 
- So did you pay her for the tuitions?
- No. Who had the money? 

I just went to her place everyday. We would sit, she’d talk. She'd do most of the talking. At first I couldn't understand much. I grinned when she smiled, and laughed when she chuckled. 
Slowly I picked up. She's a good teacher.
You know, she said I could call her granny, and I did. Always.  

- You still in touch with her?

- Yeah. Last year I took her home to meet my mother. 
She liked my village.

- So, what made you come to Delhi?
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... East Gorakh Park.

- Where's that? Hope it isn't too far? Might be a problem for you because we rehearse till late.

- It's in Shahdara. East Delhi.

- Oh Shadra! That's far. 

- Yes. But I can manage.

- We’ll see. First let’s check out how good you are.

Spot light!

Shekhar! Detailing test hoga. 
Ruchi! Get the new kids in to see. 

OK. 
You ready?

- I guess.

- Imagine the spotlight around you is your zone. Would be a good idea to imagine it’s the place you live. Right?

- Hmm.

- Now, focus only on your zone and answer me. It's just an elementary exercise. Take your time. Don’t answer in monosyllables please. I need to test your detailing powers. OK?
- Yeah.

- Take your time.

Where are you?

- I am in my room.

- Do you hear anything?

- The landlord's wife.

- What do you hear?

- She’s washing clothes upstairs. I can hear the generator next door.

- Not bad...

- A motorbike on the street outside.

- Look outside your window.
- Hmmm.

- What do you see?

- Nothing. 
Walls, houses, the street. 
Flies. 
Millions buzzing in the drain.

- What drain? Where's the drain?

- Runs along the street. 

- And what are you thinking? What does it make you think of? Home? The corporation? Disease?
- My history book. Class eight. Covered drains of Harappa. Neat lines of its streets.

- ...and?

- Of the place where my street ends. Where it meets the main road. The market place. 

Paan shop. Morning. Men smoking. A blue board. 
East Gorakh Park Comma Shahdara.

- ...and?

- ... and that the people always call it Shadra. 
And what does the name mean? 
Shadra. 
Could it actually be Shah Dara? 
And what does that mean? 
Does it mean what I think? 
So...once it must have meant something different. 
Like wonder? 
Shah Dara. 
Poet. 
Persian and Sanskrit. 
Shah Dara...mmm... Murder. 
Is it murder or condemned to death?

Shahdara is the opposite of Aurangabad. Survived. 
So... who was the first man to forget the name? Why do I want to remember it? 

- ...good, good. But what else? Is that all? What else?

- Mmmm...no. Lost it now. 

II Stop II Forward >>
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get him to do it soon. 

- I’ve told him he’s got to be ready in ten minutes.

- What's he doing?

- A period piece.

- God! I should have specified the piece. Anyway by whom?

- He says it’s from something he’s writing.

- Oh. OK. 
What's it called?

- Eleven doors and the visitors.
- God no. I can’t bear mystical bull.
- Don’t worry, there are just two characters. He’s playing both.

- OK. Is it very long?

- Don't know that.

- OK. 
Silence!
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- Who are you?

- Nachiketa. And you?

- I am Yama.

- Good. I am at the right place then.

- Not exactly; you shouldn’t be here. 

- I am a gift to you.

- Ho! Indeed! The gift-guest. 
ta-ra ra-ra ta-rarirari-ra 
I thought I... was the most unusual guest. And now I have competition. 
Stranger than me, but a little sickly. 
Definitely prettier, but less welcomed than I am. 
ta-rarirari, this has got to be a trick.
The visitor is paid a visit.

Huva huva huva. Hmmm.
Sorry, but you got to leave. 

- I have waited three nights.

- There are no nights here. 
Leave. And do not come.
- But, I have waited three nights. 
And I am hungry Yama. And I want some water too. 

- Ho? Have I been rude to you? Have I? 
A sickly pretty thing at my door. Hungry and wants some water too, and I asked him to leave!
Does that mean I have sinned? Does it? 
ta-rarirari! I’ve got a feeling I’ve just been tricked into committing a sin.
Tell me whose been writing this story? 

- My father has given me to you Yama.

- Yes, of course! But that’s incidental. 

I simply missed the plot! I just got tricked into sin. 
And now I am stuck with you. 
I could send you away, but then the rules must be followed. At all cost. 
There is no escaping it. 
I ... tell me, Nachiketa, is this a story?

- Yes Yama, and no Yama.

- Ho! ta-rarirari! I see they teach you boys well. 
I’ve got to grant you this one, but if you explain, you just might get some bonus points.

- It is a story when I remember it Yama. But it is a riddle when I see it.

- You know you’re very good at quizzes! Especially, when I think how tired you are with all the waiting and walking. Anyway, let’s get back to the show. So it is a story and it is a riddle, is it? 
Let me see... there might be a way out of this mess for me. 
Hmmm...

Let me be plain with you. 
I have sinned by making you wait and I must make up for it because that’s the rule. 
And since we are in a story, I must do the usual thing and give you three boons. 
How-ever, since it is a riddle too, I must grant the boons as riddles.

ta-ra ra-ra ta-rarirari-ra, yes?
- I understand Yama.

- Good. So, ask. Remember you got only three boons.
- First forgive my father.

- Done. Next.

- Let my father's name never die out.

- Done, next – but wait. What did you say? 
- Let my father's name never die out.

- Cle-ver! They teach you well. I see that. So, you’re safe now. You’ll walk back in your sickly body, smirking. 
I knew it. It is a trick. 
But again, I have given my word. So, it shall be.

Come on next. Hurry.

- Let me think Yama.

- Let me help Nachiketa, might get difficult for you. The world has much to offer. 
Women, though you are too young for that.

Wealth – that will help. 
Kingdom! There is nothing like a kingdom! Is there? 
But you will not ask for that. 
This is a story. And you will not ask for that. 
There are rules. You must ask for the impossible. Right?

- Yes Yama.

- So? What’s it going to be? 

- Tell me what it is that makes this story? Where does it begin? Where does it end? What shapes its telling? I wish to know that. Nothing else.

- I cannot tell it like a story.

- Why?

- It can only be told as it is felt. Only as a riddle. Ok with you?
- So be it Yama.

- Listen then Nachiketa.   

It is made in a city that lives like you, 
that breathes like you, that grows young like you will,

that has hands like your hands, eye like your eyes. 
The city feels. 
It appears happy and sad. 

There the story begins and ends. 
The city sees the morning as you see the morning, coming from the east. It is the giver and the receiver, and it is always with men. 

It comes unannounced, the visitor of the odd hour. He who shapes the telling. 

And it is a strange city, this with eleven doors Nachiketa.

And though it lives with you, it feels no sadness. 
It always seeks new life. 
It stirs as desire stirs when you sleep. 
And it's nature is the nature of a song. It comes again 

like again comes. And it returns like the beginning of a song. 
And it is a strange city, this with eleven doors 

Nachiketa.

II Stop II
Door 1: The Suitcase

In the beginning, all seems fine. You are the visitor, this is 

The visit, that is the city, there is life, there the people.

Today is a newspaper, the crisp page you turn over with a frown.

Tomorrow is a checklist, someone to meet, a letter to write home.

And the past is what you choose to remember, what finds its way  

To books, pictures, footnotes, what pours all things neatly into a cast.    

Then, there comes a season of unease. It begins with your silence, 

An evening draught carelessly brushes your shoulder under the trees,

And you feel very still. You go home; you switch off the TV, 

Put the phone off the hook, and for a moment, you lean on the sill. 

From the restless chatter, a clever sieve sifts words that do not leave,

Faces come lodged and refuse to stir. Slowly, someone's sorrow drifts

Into your mirror.   

Outside, it wears eyes of lunacy, laughter, and the distinctions go.

You can no more tell the room from the street, the street from the dream-path.

When men walk, you hear their bee-babble, you see the secret scenes

They carry trapped in the petalled bulb of their eye unfurl, and you 

Hear everyman's once-upon-a-time, desperate to keep the contours

Of one face running into another, to keep the unstill lips 

Of one story from revealing where the other twists.  

Yet in the beginning all seems fine.

When Dilli breathes, the cities inside are astir, shop, street, house,

And room with walls that spell their limits, that say, here I begin, this

Is me, wrapped in my bricked skin, limbs held to living by the pact

Of my gates. And I will turn back no visitor, I will turn back

No one from my gate. Come inside.

And you, who are innocent of questions, you open the door, each day,

You step out. And all things are simple, the city becomes life,

And the day is like a room with a number, and the year is a lodge

Near the railway station with a board that changes each December.

If you lose your way some hurried evening, you take the Ringroad,

Or you tap someone and ask, “What year is this? I am, I think,

A little lost today." And he says, “Are you new to this place?

It's the 50th year of independence. Now, calculate!"     

But one somnambulant summer, when you're sure the Gulmohars

Will be in flower, yet they are not, you bus it to the Inquiry,

And there you act casual, "Are the trains late today? I'm expecting someone."

And he says, "Is that so unusual?" 

And at night, you hear the birds moan, mutter, talk, hear the unquiet, 

You put pictures of summer flowers on your door and turn off the light.

Then, you add 50 to the number 47, write 1997 on the wall, feel better,

And wonder, is that so unusual? Is that so unusual after all?     

And you see, as in a mirror, so within, as in a dream, 

So in a mother's lullaby, as in water, so in the voices 

Of the cityfolk, as dark and light are distinct, so in the clutter 

Of your visitor's suitcase, it.

Door 2: The Part
Preparing

So I have landed the role, a part to play, lines to understand, and

Deliver when they say I must. 
I must say that I am happy. I am happy. 
I am relieved. To speak and mean nothing, to remember a story 
Never membered: The sun is up when I wake, the moon when I lie,

I love in spring, in autumn I break, in winter I climax and die.

It’s a neat script: fixed and fake, but easy to close in one take.
Digression At Barakhamba Road
- Aey Jamurey!

- Hanh ustad!

- Saab logon ko bulaney ka?

- Bulaney ka ustaad!

- Khel shuroo karney ka?

- Karney ka ustaad!

- Aao aao aao!

- Tadhum tadhum tadhum!

- Meherban kadardaan pahalwan!

- Budhey aur jawaan!

- Aao aao aao!

- Bacha log! Aurat log!

- Sabka matlab ka kuch milega!

- Sabka matlab ka ustaad?

- Sabka matlab ka Jamurey!

- Behera bhi aao! Goonga bhi aao! 

  Jinda bhi, murda bhi!
  Tadhum tadhum!
- Arey Hema Malini! Chikna gallon wali!
  Jaaney ka nahin! Rukney ka!

- Tadhum!

- Aey Bacha log hilney ka nahin!

- Kya dikhaney ka jamurey? kya dikhaney ka?

- Dil ka darwaja Ustaad, Dil ka darwajja.

What a pity!

Why the fuck can’t they take their sidey shows to another city?
First Day, First Show
This will be a basant panchami of bright hues for me, brilliant! 

It’s a day made to order: In twenty four tidy pieces, a dozen with light,
A dozen ‘bit dark – no water please, and if it’s not much bother, 

Could you have it packed a little tight? 
The director says we’ve got it right. Our story is well known,
Our acts are even, and the parts all lead to a clear resolution.  
Nothing can put off their visit to the theatre today. First
Day of new weather, last of an old season. I have crossed my toes 
In my sneakers though. That should be reason enough for them to come
At nineteen hundred hours, and take their seats in the empty row.  
Come. Come. Everyone likes the rites of a clock-work story. Tiptoe 
On your heels. It’s first day, first show. 
After The Butterflies Have Died
My mother is on a mountain fighting pockets and age, and I am  
On stage. In the guts of my jacket at the green room is money.
In me, masala tea and butterflies. The director says 
I’ll be famous if they applaud when I bring tears to my eyes. 

I meet them in colour-clothes and smile, greet them suitably, start
And sometimes stutter, undo the tale-threads from my sleeves. Actors
Step in and speak; each man gets to mutter and moan before he leaves

For the wings with a clapping worm pressed gingerly in his beak. 

I see they’ve come to have a good time, but it is strange how
Their applause and their exit is timed with mine, how they wait, 
Always, for the last gesture, the last kiss, the last long line.
After the show, I walk back and wear my face. It is cold
Outside and the butterflies have all died. Better take my coat 
Off the peg and wear it or my hands may turn completely white.
I wonder if they knew this moment, however dimly, knew that
It is not where the tale ends, not always before I leave, 
That perhaps it is between faces, beyond the tale bends, where
Each strand from knot to knot, petal and leaf woven patiently,

Becomes lucid.

Digression On ITO Bridge
355 runs out of gas and vomits undigested faces
Onto the sidewalk. As the cleaner wipes the mess, I trickle away    
To the bridge-edge, perfect place for an impromptu talk, high enough, 
Low enough, sufficiently mid-stream, cleaving to and from water 
And air, land and sky – a visitor’s dream 
Vantage. 
Time a plane swooped down on us like an innocuous pigeon dropping
Shitloads on the city, in the river and on the stalled bus. 
Time death did serious business and stopped its window shopping.
Morbid!

Now I understand why ma hated my sitting at the door step.

Dehli par mat baith, 
Dehli par mat baith, 
Somehow, she’s mapped the spot of transience, a memory of mortality.
Crossing Out Dates On A Calendar
Crosses for when the milkman did not come, knots for when he was returned.
Dashes for payday, dots for mayday, stars for meetings with someone.   
I am bored and lonely ma.
Calendar 1996

Shyamchand Kishanchand & Bros. Lajpat Rai Market. Old Delhi. 

Om hari om hari. Krishna always has a perfect shave, Arjuna 

Always sports handlebars. Wonder why they’re painted blue when they’re black?
This side of him the Five,
That side the Hundred,
Thousands each side.
The plain of Dharma, this.          

There 

He draws







A chariot

White steeds

And a red flag

Weeping 

A bowman

Rests his chin

On his bow

Grows thoughtful

Sad

Still

Quiet

This is what I call showtime. Two armies for audience, a million

Ears fanning together like banana leaves, large and elephantine. 

Play up chorus, five faceless men, the only music they will hear

Will be you: drums, pipe, cymbals, conch – anything to drown the fear
Of being the first to fall, the last to surrender.

Shyamchand Kishanchand & Bros.

In spate were the rivers, snow in summer, sun in winter,

Spring in the month of kaartik. What was it, moved from its place?






Too many kings






And oaths






Too much love






And longing







Too many gods






Walking 







Among men

I am bored and lonely ma.

But things will change, get better with belief and make-believe.

In theatre there is warmth, there are friends and some relief from the city, 

In the green room, they even speak to me. I think I am in the fold now,

I am in the fold at last.

- But he deserted Gokula.
- Because he loved

- And Radha?

- Because he loved.

- Sudaama?

- Because he loved.

- And his cows?

- And his flute?

- And his woods?

- And his hiding places?

To think it was all for this, all the lovers and all the silly friends

All the wit, the cunning, the wisdom, this side of him and that side,

All the victories and the defeat, a mountain on his little finger,

So he could one day stand singing between dying men, age and age,
While the worlds rose and fell on both sides 

To think
Door 3: Yama
Dehli Par Mat Baith
The show is over. The next play starts after eight weeks. I am back 
To my old ways.    
I have sent mother a sari, chappals, a thousand rupees and 

A tube of boroline.
Yesterday was 
I have sent mother a blanket for four hundred fifty rupees and

A pillow.

Tough day.
Haven’t written to granny.
Slept in the Sahitya Akademi library.
The landlady wants me to find another place because you cannot trust people from outside Delhi. Who knows
Mother’s letter arrived. I sold six carpets in Kavi Nagar. 
Paid four hundred rupees to the landlady and bought myself a kite.

I am delivering flowers now days.

The landlady offered me tea today and hugged me tight.

A rich sidekick from the theatre showed up and lent me
A thousand rupees.

I have repaired the old Laika uncle had got me from Vladivostok. It cost me four hundred.
Paid the milkman two hundred and fifty.
Flew kite all day. 
I have started smoking.

The rich sidekick is my friend now. He wants to visit my village in autumn.
I have twenty rupees left. Flew kite in the evening.
I had no money today and had to walk to deliver roses. Shahdara to New Friend’s colony and back.
Things are not so good. 
I eat only bananas now because they’re good for stress. 

I visited the bridge yesterday after a delivery.
Slept in the Puraana Quila lawns.
After hunger, comes peace. I wait for a sign from the east,

The arrow that took Hemu in the eye, the sudden draught that day
From the wings of a swift butterfly to Humayun’s stairway 

That 

After hunger, comes patience.
I wait at the doorstep of the Forbidden gate, I wait in Dehli,
And I will wait till the walls 
Even if it is late.
Watch Your Face 
A watch is a dangerous thing to own. Once it catches your eye,
It never leaves you alone.  

This morning the watch was my face on the table, and my face 

Was the watch with hands like evil rockets. And I was in such a daze 

That I left my hands sleeping in the dial and walked away 

With the hands of the watch ticking in my pockets.

In the evening, the landlady came and pulled out a blue inland

Letter from her blouse. She asked why I was so quite like a mouse?
Why I did not ever come up to her house, for a cup of tea, and   
A letter is a dangerous thing to receive. It’s like a visitor
That comes but does not ever leave. 
At night, I buried a visitor and a face under my pillow,

And knocked at the landlady’s door.

She saw me and wanted to know what I wanted? Then she saw

My face and asked what time it was? Why I was not in my bed?  
I said a bed is a dangerous place to be. You turn in alone
And wake with your father’s palm upon your knee.

Time Bus
Of all the places I have found sleep, the city bus is the nicest.
It runs a route I can draw in my dream, as it races wild

Like a shudder down the nerves, into the eye, out of the ear, swerves
Around the teeth under the tongue, swift like a rascal’s lie. 

There it pulls up before the bridge and snarls at the people outside. 
I drive out of my eyes, through the usual broken window onto 

My right elbow and into the 
I am back. 
Digressing To The River
Because Yamuna is Yama’s sister, you must be wary of her.

If you are me, crossing the bridge, afraid like a farmer, hopeful

Like a visitor, stand on your head and beg the river forgiveness.

If you are a bumpkin, come since the fields are all dry back home,

Raise your eyes with foreboding to the heavens and make offerings to

If you are a crow, fly long stretches to the ends of the city

And fly low, for if you don’t, you never know

If you are god, play the flute and round up all the ripe women. 
If you are a leper, buy a quarter from the English wine shop
And drag your body, or wheel your chair to some place where 

The riverbank used to be. A drop for shiva and the rest for
Let’s say ‘somebody’.

Because Yamuna is Yama’s sister, you must be wary of her. 
Remember, there are only two ways of looking at a river.
If you are not outside, you will be in it.

From The Eye Of Dead Uncle’s Laika
My eyes are in the suitcase, my ears are on the wall, and my nose
Is in a drawer with no smells at all.
My belly button is sewed to a shirt that needed mending. My
Penis and arse are busy introspecting. They’ve an identity 
Crisis in their shack, since I often wear my briefs 
Front side back.   

I mouth nothing. Now days I am incognito.
I live in the wrong eye of dead uncle’s Laika, where I will always stay,

Because this is closer home and the city f  a   r     a    w     a      y
Digressing From The Eye Of Dead Uncle’s Laika
Sold my watch for two hundred to the landlady’s husband. 

He was nice and did not haggle.

Today is uncle’s death anniversary. I had marked it on the calendar with a blue cross. Blue because the milkman’s crosses are black.

Dear uncle, I think I will spend the day with your old Laika and one roll. That will be eighty five rupees, at least.
It is raining outside. 

The bus crosses the bridge, over the river, into the city,
I hold my word and my breath, 
And feel the compelling draw, the rushing flow, the slow envelope 
Of tempers.

Flowers fill the city gardens in school children fashion, rows on rows.

Two friends embrace awkwardly. 

A cow walks from street to street, drags her twisted hoofs behind her.
Chews the cud of paper and polythene.
Licks the whitewash and yellow-wash from walls.

And in the rain a young girl stands bewildered, halfway down the road,
Holding up her white skirts to her knees.

Later, a man counts his toes in the sun.

A woman crosses her legs inside a café,
Thigh on thigh, foot on foot.

One marble strikes another and the children laugh.

Surely I cannot sift pebbles from pebbles.
Surely it must all add to something.
A word and a word, a face and a face.
Remembering The Woman Who Did Not Buy A Single Carpet In Lajpat Nagar

Pyo te meraa vaid siga Lahore wich.

Lahore! Naa sunya hega?

Baddey saal ho gaye ne. Hai! kinni chhoti si mein! he-he-he 

Marad te numberdaar si. Chhutki de paida hondey naal khatam ho gaya.

Chhey aadmi aaye

Bharon awaj ditte

Num-bur-daara 

Num-bur-daara

Feer tey khetan wich hi...

Khatam kar dita...


Ain bhari shareer siga uda. 

Nambardar kende sige onnu. Par ki kitta? 

Una kol soti sigi, bandook sigi...

Hai kinnaa lamba siga. 

Dhai foot de kandhey...

Num-bur-daara 

Num-bur-daara

Dibya, dibyaa! Dibya, dibyaa! 

Guriya rani mannu choclate khva dey. Ae mundey laye cha banwa le. Kinna sona munda hai. He-he-he

Betta tirain di chhat te baithi baithi aai mein, hanh.

Badi der tak, raat bhar. 

Teen betey, ik bitiya, te mein, 

Ki kahan, godey sooj gaye mere. Hanh.

Vadda beta inna jaya si. Enna jaya.

Mainey madaman di maalish kiti.  

Swerey toh shaam ik ik ghar jaandi se.

Chaar aaney mildey si mennu din de.

Do aney da roj dud pilandi si beteya nu.

Betey lambey hondey hain, hanh...   

Dud peekey hondey hain

Jwaan, lambey, ainne chode kandhey...

Ik mein ho gae, tey ik meri ti, 

Dono roti kha kar so jandey se.

Mannu yaad hai, 

Mera baap te gam nalon mar gaya.

Aeni vaar diwaar te sar maarya une









Main nahin jaanga

Main nahin jaanga 

Janakiji main Lahore chor ke nayee jaanga









Kende Kende

Uthe gir gaya 









Dehlij te

Hun kake di aurat hege, bachhe hege, 

Te kake di kothi haigi,

Hai, beti di shaadi sharabi nal ho gaee. 

Tey mere nal koi nahin.  

Bus tu he hai                                  









                                                           Mera Nan-da ki-shore, mera Nan-da ki-shore,

Mera ki-shen ka-ala, mera mur-ali ba-ja-an waala

Tu mai-nu pa-ar laga-a dey

Mein te-nu ha-ath jor kar kene-di haan ki mainu galey laga ley, 

Meri akhan wich aansu dekh, 

Mannu das tu kithey hai? Tu kithey hai? Tu kithey hai?

- Kake tu mannu sarak paar kara dey. Mannu parle pase wali gali jana hai. Aini soni katha hondi hai - aaj raakha hai na?

- Hanhji. 

Aap rakhi ko raakha kehtey ho mataji?

- Hai kake! Kinni pyaari gal karda hai. Ethe, Hindustan wich te enu Raakhi kendene. Te saddey Pakistan wich Raakha kendene. Te aaj raakha hai? Tu dekhin, aaj te Yama ayega. Apni behen Jamunaji kolo rakha bandhwan. 

Har saal aunda hai.

Door 4: The Visit
Ten Visits 
Today, I must get my act together. 
I did nothing and time is running out. Is this madness? Or is it something else?
I could not sleep. And I did not go to find work.

Maybe I should leave all the doors open at night.   
This is crazy. What a city! Nothing, nothing, nothing is in order.
Today, I could not sleep again.
Got another letter from ma. There’s been trouble in the family. No one wants to marry Charu because of ‘the curse’. Even the trees did not fruit this year. That’s because of the curse too. Ma wants me to come home and talk to the village gods. I don’t.  
Ma is ill. I must get my act together. 
The sidekick from theatre came to my room. He wants me to join their next production. He says the director is keen I play the same part again. When I told him I had been feeling strange, he was kind to me. He said I should, perhaps, see a doctor. Or go home. Or sleep with a woman. Then he asked me if I could return his money. I had no money.

I think there was somebody at my bedside last night.

Today I tried to pray, but could not remember the lines. If father had lived longer, he’d have taught me what he mumbled before he put out the light.

The landlady came down in the afternoon. The children were wailing. She said her husband does not like me. When I asked why, she said he thinks I am into drugs. But she likes me. She’s asked me to come up for a cup of tea some day - in the afternoon, before the children come in from the school.      
I went to visit the Praacheen Bhairon Mandir today. The landlady’s husband came with me. He looked sullen and sulked on the bus. He said we needed to buy offerings. I said I did not have money, but he brushed me aside. He said it was devotion that mattered, not money. He insisted on buying a bottle of Whisky for the lord. I brought him home drunk on the sacred brew. All evening there were no sounds upstairs.
Today I could not sleep again.  
The director came to see me yesterday. He said he’d heard of my illness from the sidekick and was worried for me. He wants me to come back to work when I am feeling better.    
Today I went to the library to get away. A sardarji walked up to me, pointed at my hands and asked - yours? I said, yes. He nodded his head and said, so you are going mad paapey? And I nodded my head. Just to humour him of course.
I think there was someone at my window last night. 
I went to old Delhi and sold my suitcase for fifty rupees. Tried eating a banana, but threw up on the sidewalk. 
Nobody disturbed me today though I asked him not to. 
One Visit To The Woman Who Lives In The House Above
Suddenly,
One day you’re blinked back to the city. The clouds have gone, a river
Runs through you – you want a woman even before you fill your belly.
You say, man, this is Delhi! Get her while she lasts, while she’s still true, 
While the blood in your veins still runs blue.
You stand at the mirror, and from a practiced part, file lines
To the sharp of a whore’s eye, and you think, today, I shall dress.

Today I shall be at my best.
Look at me.
I am well versed in the rites of the visit. 

I have stories and tales. 
I have talk.

I have the wisdom of laughter. 

I have the wit of a smile.

I have the measure of the roads.

I know my city.

I am curious. I speak with strangers.

I listen to friends. I have no foes.

I balance my tongue with my ear.
I balance my eye with my nose.

I am prepared. Always.

I wear light clothes.

I wear the fragrances of flowers on my sleeves.

I keep my feet clean.

I keep my coins in my purse.

I keep my hands in

But let me not talk about that. That is gone. That is already sold. 

I rush out into the confusion of faces on the street and swerve 

Out of way’s harm, past the children whacking black cycle tyres,

Past the bent backs scooping out shovels of black streaks from the drains,
I duck under a wire, dodge a rickshaw, pat the rump of a scooter and plunge

Into a swarm of shoulders. 
You must get her flowers for twenty rupees, jalebis for five.

You knock at the landlady’s door. 
Goosie goosie gander 
Where shall I wander?
Upstairs and downstairs
In my lady’s chamber
There I met an old man
Who didn’t say his prayers
I caught him by the left foot
And threw him down the stairs 

I measure my words, she measures hers – mine only a syllable ac

ross the door, hers only a syllable, which could be a yes or 

A no.  

You know it is easy. It has happened so many times before,
The rites are all worn. You knew the signs even before you were born:
Rings and flowers and fragrance. 
And colour

And food

And eyes

And words.

Everything you do is sweet and meaningful, every gesture bears
The meanings of a visit though they mean less than what they bear,

Though you do not sense the danger of the little syllable that
Has slipped through the door, into the bed, the tiny goldfish that once 

Came to a bowl
Nudged the bowl to a river,
The river to the ocean,
The ocean to the lands.
Only a few remember

Though everyone 
Understands 
It.
Door 5: Retreat
Leaving A Room 
Is Easy. You wear your sneakers, step into the street, left right, left
Right, left right when you never thought you would leave. You look
At the others with disbelief:   
This board, which says it is street E, was a face from Rawalpindi,
And this one that says it is East Gorakh Park, once wanted to flee 
Into dark. That one with pox, now lost to a political poster,
Was doll from Nepal, woman on street, hole between thighs, cash-box 
And two very bony legs of meat, which got so still, so whored
That she turned into a board, 
Into two legs, two sides and no doors.
You are glad you have legs that walk. Now you use them, as stilts, to rise

Above the steady gaze of your eyes.  
5 am At The Old Fort
When a city is under siege, it prepares, it shuts all its gates.
It doesn’t care that there are merchants waiting with goods and wares,
That people are stranded on the wrong side: blood ties and old friends,
That food is running out, water is black, tasteless, that by the side

Of the enemy are my own, already late, hoping that the city
Will relent and open the gate.     
Go closer, look at the blue board. 

The Old Fort. 
Open from sunrise to sunset.
You are sure there will be light in a few hours,

But you’re not prepared to bet 

On it. 
Travel Diary Pg 1
The rule is to keep walking. Do not look. Do not talk. Do not listen. Do not eat. Do not drink. And do not touch anybody.  
The road slopes down and all my weight is on my toes. This is Tilak Bridge. A train passes overhead.

The road slopes upwards and I walk with my back bent twenty degrees and my knees bent a little. 

The road has many arms now. Two left arms, one straight arm, and one running away the other side. Let’s go to Daryaganj.    

Daryaganj= Dariya+Ganj. But something took the river away. Everyone knows that Krishna was a teetotaller and Balram loved to drink. So one night when Balram was a little drunk, and maybe a little angry with his wife, he got into a fury and walked across Yamuna, with his plough by his side and the smell of hooch pungent in his mouth. 
Who can blame a drunken man for not knowing 
That he’s dragged a river with him 
And left the fish 
Only a crowded road 

To swim.    
I see a fat man at the juice corner. This is called standing still on the pavement and looking. 
I can feel his stomach distend against the skin of my belly. His toe hurting inside my shoe.

His head is cool with perspiration. I feel an itch on my temple and he raises his finger to scratch.
An actor can swallow the world. All he needs are their names, their bodies, their distinct parts in their distinct scenes.
I have to be very careful not to think of these things.

Turn right under the iron bridge.

What a relief. On the road no letters from mother. No letters to mother. 
I am sorry landlady. I had to leave. I liked the way you pulled out inlands from your blouse. I liked your hungry house. But a little fish can dirty the pond. Little things can ruin a family.
I have to be very careful. 
If I do not stick to the rules, I‘ll have a million scripts in my mind, a million arms weighing on my shoulder sockets.
I hope the traffic would drown the ticking in my pockets.
Travel Diary pg2
It is hard to find an innocent place, an innocuous corner to sit. 

To rest not because you are tired, nor because you feel like it.

Shut your eyes, bend your knees slowly and squat and be perfectly still.

I know this; it’s the Red Fort wall.

Why do you think of it at all?

I saw four boys smoking under the bridge.
Shut up. 

There’s a man selling water near the shop.
Quiet. 
There’s a woman at the bus-stop.

That’s right.

There’s a board nearby, says - No Parking.  
It means nothing.
You know, I can never go back to selling.

Why?

Remember the day before he died?

Do you need to?

The man in blue was a doctor and he said I had to go. He had no time. He could not buy my pens. He had to save someone who might die. He was angry. He sneered at me. He said, don’t be silly, you want to sell a five rupee pen to a man who travels in a 20 lakh car? Anyway, I am in a hurry to save a life. What if it were an uncle of yours dying?

Don’t take it seriously; I am sure he was lying.
What about the Jama Masjid?
What about it?
It has ten tablets on each side.
And?

And the one that says ‘the guide’, the one in the middle?
Don’t confuse it with the riddle.
You shut your eyes and rock yourself and try to think of other things

Like you and I and you and I and you and I and you and I.

You can escape the world, but how do you escape its meanings?
The Rules
I must be careful

Of the dust of Dehli mixed with the dust of Dehli, which I cannot sift from the dust of Dehli.

And I must be careful

Of the waters of Dehli that flow in the waters of Dehli, which I cannot drink from the waters of Dehli.
And I must be careful

Of the neon lights that line Dehli’s roads within the neon lights that line Dehli’s roads, which I cannot see in the neon lights that line Dehli’s roads.
And I must be careful

Of Dehli’s smoke air that whirls within Dehli’s smoke air, which I cannot breathe through Dehli’s smoke air.

And I must be careful

Of the Dehli sky that hides within the Dehli sky, which I cannot spy through the Dehli sky.

And I must be careful

Of the cunning of the constable that lurks in the cunning of the constable, which I cannot fight with the cunning of the constable.
And I must be careful

Of my face that lies within my face, which I cannot see through my face in the mirror.
And I must be careful

Of what I know that is hidden in what I know, which I cannot know by knowing what I know.
And I must be careful

Of what I have not told in what I have not told, which I cannot tell through telling what I have not told.

And I must be careful

Of the word concealed in the word, which I cannot spell by spelling the word. 
And I must be careful

Of the sudden knock on the gate hid in the sudden knock on the gate, which I cannot tell from the sudden knock on the gate.

And maybe if I am careful, I will find quiet in this city.
Travel Diary pg3
It’s a warm and soundless train 
when did we board it?
- Papa.

Outside falls fine threaded rain
spider knit
still 
and 
quiet

- Papa look! Papa, look this side!
blue lake and lotuses

- Papa where are we?

large and white
flamingos 

folded 

asleep

- Papa, is that the Raaj-kamal papa?

- I don't know betey, I think...they look like...
Door 6: Pilgrims
ISBT 2 am

Bus bus man bus man man shop shop light kulcha chana rupees eight man book book human digest seven ways to be successful charti jawaani james hardly chase gita key upadesh man man

- Kya hai?

Please keep the city clean UP tourism coffee six rupees tea man child bread omlat

- Ravinder oye! Oye Ravinder!
- Hotel? Scooter? Kya? 
Aey! Aey! Saaley kangley!
Men’s toilet pillar man woman’s toilet pillar bench whistle whistle whistle dark dark whistle
- Kheencho kheencho kheencho busssss
dark

- Hurry home 
- Hurry hurry
- Something is happening there...
- Where?

- Home

- Hurry hurry

- Something bad, hurry home hurry
- Terrible terrible

forked path

- What place is this?

- Looks like the hills

- Hills hills...
town edge 
market 
place

small 
doors 
even 
odd 
even 
odd 
sound
less 
and 
closed

- I really must 
- And before sunset

- Before something happens

- Hurry home

- Something terrible

- Terrible terrible terrible terrible...
path 
to woods 
snakes 
d

 o

w

 n

 sdrawemoh

- Shall I take it?

men drifting 
d
 o
w
 n
h
 i
l
 l 

and women and children 

men and women and

- Where to? But where to?

- Yes, where to? Where to?

- Maybe pilgrims

- Yes, pilgrims pilgrims




children 
and 
men 
and women and

- Where to? But where to?

- Yes, where to? Where to?
- temple

- Yes, the temple temple
- Who said that?
children 

and 
men 
and 

- Before sunset before night

- Hurry home hurry hurry

- I must hurry
- Hurry hurry








Women and children 
and

- Why is the house so empty? Why are there no voices?

- Of children and men and

- Has it happened?

- Already?

- Hutt oye! Bhainchod jharu nahin lagaandetey. Chal oye
Door 7: Bride
Old Delhi Railway Station, 10.30 pm
Drinking water do not touch suspicious objects suitcase briefcase hold-all man woman child child child tea mineral water thanda beware of touts haridwar kashi man woman

- Praanob have you kept tha water bottle?

- Yes, darling.

- You know, mummy told me October ees the best time to go to the hills. Achha, have you kept the monkey cap and jacket? 
- Yes baba.

- And the camera?
- It is in your purse only. Check it.
Ting tong Ranikhet Express that was due to arrive

- Aye Praanob, shall we take a photo before train comes?

- Sure, ask somebody to click it.
- You ask no!

- Bhai saab ek photu hum log ka lega?     
man face hands shirt teeth eyes 
- Bhai saab!
Ranikhet Express that was due to arrive on platform number four scheduled time ten forty five is running two hours late and will now be arriving at twelve forty five yatriyon ko soochit kiya jaata hai ki 
Zzzip in zzzip out zzzip in zzzip out

Outside me is my eye and outside my eye is the window and outside the window 
Zzzip in zzzip out zzzip in
flat 






land






grass 





land






field













land 
field 





land 
grass 





land 

land
- They’re beautiful and green
- Yes, but they are not tilled

- Why are the fields left to die?
- Yes, why?
Zzzip in zzzip out zzzip in

- What place is this?

- Do you not know?

- Why am I alone in the bus?

land 






land 
field 





field 
field

- What happened? Has it stopped?

- Yes, it’s nothing. Just an ordinary stop

on the roadside.









tree of knots 

and leaves 

and shrine 

of stones 

and red cover 

and gold threads 

under

- It’s just another tree.
- Yes, just another shrine.








woman with eyes 

large 

and lamp 
with light 
Woman in red cover 
and gold threads 
under

- It’s just another bride.
- Yes, just another bride making offerings
on the roadside.
- Bhai Ranikhet Express isi platform par ayegi na?
- Isi par ayegi yaar bola hai na. Us sey kyun pooch raha hai?”
- Bhaiya, Bhaiya, Ranikhet Express idhar hi...?”
bhaaaaaiiiiiiyaaaaaaaooooaaaa face teeth bag raaaaaniiiikheeet expresssss teeing tooooong 
This mountain is not a sharp peaked one. 

It is gentle, and it has a little shade
And a little sun. 
- Time to get off
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- Looks familiar, right?
- You’ve walked it many times
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I have no doubts, I have no questions.

I know it leads to a place I’ve been. 

The path is familiar, so are the clouds, 
The general scene. My legs move as if
They have a memory of their own, 

And they move down, deftly as if
They were on their own,
To where the mountains

fold their legs 

foot on foot 

thigh on thigh

- What’s that?

- Must be a procession 

- You mean someone...died

- No no no, must be a village god

On his annual trip abroad

- Looks like a bride
On shoulders of strong men 

silent 

shaven heads 

bare waists 

men and men and men and

· You? 
· Uncle!

‘you brought us candies 

‘orange candies

‘we were waist high 
‘and so difficult to please
- Betey, don’t follow them. 

Don’t go down. Don’t go down.
Come come, come back.

I’ll show you something in the..."

men and men and men 

and the last man turns

‘Yo dulhin na-ha, laash chhu!








and he returns 

to men 
and men 
and men
And four paces behind you 

Walk I
And I
Without questions.

- Bhaiya first class ka dibba yahin lagega?
Bhai saab, first class dibba...? 
Ajeeb aadmi hai!
- Ask someone else no.

- But why didn’t he answer?

- What does he mean? 
- Yes, why didn’t he speak clearly?
- Why was he asking me? 
- Yes, why was he asking me?

Door 8: The Room
Under Big Bench, India Gate, 4.00 am
- Bench, 
- be, e, en, see, aich, bench. 
- I, 
- ai. 
- I am under a bench, 
- ai, a, em, you, en, dee, ee, are, a, be, e, en, see, aich.
- Be, 
- ba, ee.
- Hehehe. Beaten them.
- I am sure they’ll be back.
- Should I go back to the room?
- It won’t be easy.
- A el el are I gee aich tee.
- Should we sleep?
- It won’t be easy.
- A el el are I gee aich tee.
- Have you noticed something?
- What?

- The bench has four legs like a tiger. Scary, no?

- Imagine, what if it were a room?

- Let’s not talk about it.
- You are right, let’s not talk about it.

- It’s scary outside.

- Yes. It’s going to rain.

- Very sudden, no?

winds clouds rain 

light and thunder 

‘empty this room!
‘open the window!
- I think I know this place.
- Yes, look up.

- The roof has heavy beams
- So?
- He’d told me that those days

Men were strong,
A man could carry a tree

Eleven feet long

And build a house that lives
On and on and on and on
‘the room 
next door 

has

- You know, outside used to be 

A faraway forest and closer

To the door, a garden, but now...







still 
and 
quiet
blue lake and lotuses

large and white
folded 

asleep

- They are surely the same ones!
- Yeah.

- But when? Where did I see them before?

Was I with papa?
- I don’t know, they look like...





‘come outside, hurry. 
‘the room next door has...
- I smell dead 
- How do you know?
- Know what?

- How can you tell it is the smell of the dead?
- I don’t know.
- Look there look there look








dead float 

out of the door

dead float

into the open fields

light like winged seeds
- My god they look lonely in the fields.
- Why won’t anyone speak? 

- I think they are too sad or too sick.
- Look at the sky, look
at the sky, quick.
- Is that the sun?

- Is it really night?

- I don’t know, I sold the watch.
- Can’t we hide?
I am not afraid, I am not unafraid, I am not I am not
Watching the corpses float by the door of my room
With no weight to hold them down, no thought to wake them, 
No life, no friend, no joy, and no one to take them

In.

- tee are why tee o em o we e
Door 9: The House
Janpath Market, 11.30 am
- Le-lo le-lo
- Painti painti

- Le-lo le-lo

- Painti painti

- Jal-di le-lo

- Painti painti

- Sasta painti

- Painti painti

- Achha painti

- Painti painti

- Cotton le-lo
- Painti painti

- Madam le-lo
- Painti painti
- Jor laga key
- Painti painti

- Hero ban ja

- Painti painti

- Painti painti
- Painti Painti

- Feels nice to stand in the sun.
- I think you must close your eyes.
- It’s so warm and bright in the sun.
- But I think you must close your eyes.

- I think I must close my eyes in the sun.
- Feel better no?
- Feels like home.

- What? It’s a market. It’s not home. 
- It is. You do not know. Home is many rooms living together.
You do not know because you do not see. You have no eyes.
This is the doorstep. That is the roof. There is the green
Where summer plays butterflies with all the wicked cousins,
Near the old Cycas palm, near the orange tree where I hid
From you and you hid from me because we were only children, 

Where one could stand and clearly hear,
At night, the drums beat fifty miles down the valley.

Let’s scratch ‘round the cowshed and see Bahadur’s room. Come come come you

Whack the shishon leaves, I’ll kick stones and chuck pebbles down the slope 

And let’s race down race down race down 
to where the hills 

fold their legs 
foot on foot 

thigh on thigh

Quiet! It’s the stream where women wash their clothes with their dreams and cows
Drink sometimes and do not touch anything you find here, they feed the dead here
water flows 

between the folds 

of rock and rock 

from an arm hole

Uncle had stood here when papa died, and he had stood leaning
His hand on my shoulder and had cried.
- Let’s forget that.

- Alright. 
- Just press your ear to the wet side; can you hear the water rumble 
in the rocks?
- LOOK THERE! Look on the boulder! Look the bride!
she squats 

beneath a bramble 

with eyes 

large 

and lamp 

with light 

woman in red cover 

and gold threads 
- My god! What is she doing here? 
- At this time?

- She’s staring

- She’s not looking away

- Aye! Kya hai?
- She’s running, she’s running away 
- Keep quiet keep quiet keep quiet







I have a headache. Wish I could go home and sleep. 
- Maybe we should go to the temple and get something to eat.
- No.
- There are too many people here. Maybe we should find a quiet place and sit.
- No.

- What should we do then? Can’t just stand here like this.
- Was that him?

- Who?

- I think I just saw him in the crowd. 
- Who?

- Never mind. 
- Do you think it could be a sign?
- I don’t know.
- Shall we go back to the landlady and borrow money?
- No. Let’s try and remember him.  
- Why? Are you afraid to forget?
- Yes.
- I am sure he wouldn’t mind. He was a good man.
- Yes. He was my favourite uncle.
Always wore his hand-knit woollens - the oil stained monkey cap in winter,
He was a man of shy ways

‘he was beautiful once 

‘he had a poet’s eyes

It was always warm in his lap.

– But that was before cancer came and emptied his brain.

- I think it was sent by the woman we all caused pain.  
- Maybe, but let’s not talk about that.

- Yes, let’s remember him before he forgot our name,

Let’s think of him as the sailor, who loved the shovel and the plough,
As gentle hands, which stroked the cow, which patiently worked the weeds, 
Giggling away with the women

‘he had a girl's voice 

 when he was a boy 

‘he had a boy's ways as a man
‘he once played Sita 

 doe eyed and all"

- He was unlike the others, wasn’t he?

- Yes, other men beat their wives; other boys loved men with hard lives,
And they were all rude; they smoked and drank and sat talking at the porch

- But he wept for his mother on the high seas like a child
‘he was a good sailor 

‘he was never unafraid"

- You are remembered by girls, who were playmates and young wives once,

- Now counting children with days, with fond smiles, far looks, shrugs and sighs,
- You are remembered as the quiet sailor walking home in summer
Coming the downhill path, handing shy gifts, colourful scarves, perfume, silk

‘he wanted a slow life 
‘he did not want to be a sailor
‘he wanted talk 
‘he wanted to make gossip 

 with sisters, love with wife

‘to walk the cows 

‘and to sleep  

 in his own

 house
- Band kar oye, 

- Aa gaye oye 

- Aa gaye oye

- Band kar oye,

- Corpration waaley aa gaye oye
- Band kar band kar
- Pappu ki ley gaye, bhag le!
- Pappu ki ley gaye?

- Hanh! Oye Gattu band kar oye

- Band kar oye, 

- Aa gaye oye 

- Aa gaye oye

- The house is full with faces that loved him in feeble stammering ways.
Now, when you are long dead, taken downhill to the fire corners,
Your soul let loose, departed, fed and nourished with food and water

Fruits and leaves, incantations and songs of half attentive brahmins

And a self absorbed family,
You come eyebrow raised, frightened, to this unready house, unwelcome, Unsummoned.

- I came to see the children play.
I must leave now.
- Why?

- I have to see off someone till the Timil tree.
- Shall I also come? Please please please. You can't say no to me. I always

- No, this time I'll go alone. You go and play. Maybe another time.
· Let’s wait for him. I am sure he’ll be back.

· What about the other’s inside the house? Shall we tell them?

· No, they wouldn’t know what to do. Let us meet him and then forget.

· Wait isn’t that him holding the peach tree?    
· Yo theek na-ha, theek na-ha,

Ija, you bhal ni bho
in the room for the dead

a man with his shoulders 
and his back 
and his sacred thread 
in the dark
keeps an earthen lamp
burning
- Bhiter jhan ja rey!
O ija o ija na na na na na na.
Wan jhan ja.
Yo ki hai go ija? O ija O ija
a brother strokes 

his waist long hair 

and knots it on top 
of his head 
He is in my arms, my god, and the tears are unstoppable unstoppable
- O ija O ija O ija O ija myor bho!
Myor dagar shey chhi
O ija O ija O ija Yo ki hai go?
O ija O ija O ija
- Oh my god isn’t that terrible?

- Don’t move. Wait for the policeman to go before you weep.

- And it happened though he always was good and grateful

And though he remembered his mother among friends - what a pity!
It happened though he always brought the women gifts from the city.
- Don’t move. Wait for the policeman to go before you weep.

- Ma told me that it was a splendid dress he sent home from Russia
With frills and lace, but it was long ago when the house was still full 
Of people.




- The policeman has a stick, do you understand that? Can’t you keep quiet?
- Yeah right. You know 
There used to be an old Apricot tree that climbed the red roof, 
One branch almost touched the chimney. It was the strongest the tallest,
Such an apricot tree it was.

Then one day, he leaned over his walking stick, and his one son climbed up 
The branch and up on the roof and one son axed the tree and one stood 
Gnawing a stick, gnaw gnaw gnaw, spitting and shouting at Bahadur
who was younger then 

and stronger 

who thought 

he was 

one of us

And they all asked him to cut it down to cut it down to cut it down.
And around, leaping over the flower beds we laughed and we ran 

Pulling skirt ends, throwing our caps in the air, feet and laughter,

And we sang brother to brother, sister to sister, cousin to cousin,

O banni tera banna aya rey
Tujhey lene aya rey

O banna teri banni ayi rey

Tujhey lene ayi rey
an old widow 

suns her lines 

on a blanket 

in the silent 

courtyard 

coughing

- The policeman has gone. Let’s go home.

- But the roof is not red anymore
the pigeons 

would fly down 

to the beam

The tanks and the trough are shrunken, the goats are sold, the cows are without Milk - they have forgotten their names, they no more hurry home,
They no more seem to like the fields.

old teacher 
stands at the gate 

reads a name 

slowly to herself 

from the marble
- Hmm, it’s an old family in decline.
- Who is she?
- She’s the old teacher from the big house who makes tasteless tea.

- And the others?
- I don’t know.

I do not recognize them all; I cannot answer all the voices 
That come without footfall.
Not all the trees, nor all the rocks.

There used to be a house and a family.

There have lived many men

Before the lights came and the roads cut in to the rocks.

How can I tell?
- But surely it must all add to something!

A word and a word, a face and a face.
- Yes.
- What is it?

- Nothing. Maybe it’s the woman who went to the village god.  
she was somewhat 

dissatisfied 

she cried to the downhill god without incense
without incantations 

colour 

rice 

light

She said, let them all die to the last man.
- So what are you going to do now?
- Nothing. Let’s walk back to the room. The sidekick says there is a new production coming up.

- Ok. Bye then.

Door 10: The City

Citizenry
We know that all is renounced,

Dark renounced by night, motion by wind, it’s time of the angry arm 
That chases homes and families from their treasures.

It is not the times of day sun or night moon and we are helpless 
In our state of undress, with our things not in desired order 

Our speech not ready yet, our thoughts undelivered to words

When the visitor comes to our midst, unforeseen.
Our city is at rest, unmoved, leaning against the black river,

And though we have had time enough to raise bridges over the flow,
To take our bones across, to Haridwar, Kashi, Mathura

We have not had enough time to build crossings of another kind,

For visitors from the other side, for the visit of the other 
Bank this side.

And so we are quite unprepared and know not where to expect them,
And where to stand on the walled stretch of our city and when to wait, 
So that we might offer the right welcome, so that we are not caught 
Unawares.

We believe they will come, and we are scared.
We knot the ends of our clothes with cold fingers.

Do not come. We offer prayers every year,
We bathe in cold waters with our eyes clenched,

We offer prayers every morning and every night,

And on the wings of many tongued fire

Send tidings of our families and our tribes,

Send fruits and flowers, colour and sound,

Water and rice, smells and images.
Do not come.

We send money to our villages, where our old 

Doubled with age and farewells appease the lesser gods.

So we are free from our troubles.

And their dreams.

We wear stones of many hues. We wear gold

And silver. We sleep knives hid under pillows.

Do not come.

We do not believe they live.

We have only to read enough, only to speak with those who are learned enough,
To consult the right doctors. It is nothing.

There are only desires.

What we need,

Is more freedom to disbelieve.

Do not come.
Do not come. Do not come.  
We appreciate a good spectacle from this side of the road

At a safe distance, far enough for us to sympathise, and smile,
To share the turbulence of another’s death, another’s joy,
And so we hope there will come, a hero to our neighbourhood,
And to our neighbour's house, while we’re still alive and waiting.

We like to be assured that our travels will take us to known destinations,
That the road which leads us will lead there, will not press upon us 

The need of decision, still worse of intuiting by ourselves.
We hope there will be no change in the old itinerary.
We are collectively peaceful before the narrative unfolds,

And are stirred by little changes in our ancient tales, effected 
By an anxious director, an ambitious writer, an actor 
Who forgets, who will not keep to his lines, an actress who plays 
To us and innovates, touched by a virile wind that carries seeds
Of forbidden fruits to our back-yards and our lovingly tended 
Kitchen gardens.

We have nurtured the city we inhabit.

We are nourished by it.

We are protected here.

But the city that comes to inhabit us?

We are unsure of what voices we must hear in the blowing winds,

The convulsing trees.

We are unsure of the bird that leaves marks on morning-wet banks,

And though the voices in the viscera of the temple conches
Ring a bell that is engaging, we would rather that the temples 
Stood their ground,
And the cities kept her river.

We prefer to make our dwellings where the grounds are sure, to choose
An opportune moment to call on our deities in homes we give them
Than have the gods walk among our people and the heavens making 
Untimely descent.

There was a city, a citadel mentioned somewhere - we have read 

It somewhere, someone spoke of it. They lived among us for a while 
And died, or lived on? How should we know? How should we know if they lied

A little, or not at all? Was it based on historical truth? 
On facts that we can verify and record for further use, was it... 
But there was a citadel it said, with ten doors and one more,  

Let us not say who it was, let us not find a name,
Though we know it was his, let us not say what it was, who he was,

We have trouble enough getting by, finding our dim paths home.
It’s only this noise of winds rattling doors that makes us imagine things, 
Only the birdless footprints that make us wonder and think about 
A name and a place, about a name and a place
For him.

We would rather not meet the eye of what lies in the dark, behind,

In the past, sub-terranian, with all its causes and consequences,
The history of a man drawing his people, of a race weighing 
Upon a man.

Building bridges over rivers we do sometimes look at it, 
And in other times shiver with anticipation when she runs 
Over our cattle and our cars, our fields and our citydoms.
Laying tracks over abandoned brambles, men among us unearth 
One baked brick and another, sometimes a street, sometimes a township,
And we let the bricks fill the weak openings of our walls and lead 
Them to our highway, and we slip the name of those men where books

Of history conveniently part, so that they have their right place

In our scheme of things, so that they can be cast into distant 
Beginnings, from where conclude we, at the end of an unbroken line.

I, back at the Landlady’s 
What comes without intimation, unlike the genial guest, 

What crosses the eleventh gate 
When the knots of certitude come undone.
Where seasons do not follow seasons, 

Nor day night,
And a manner of greeting is practised,
Beyond the coupling and the meeting of the eye,
Who comes like rain out of season, unforeseen, shadow 
Of a gone time,

Atithi, strange guest, come to this dwelling,
Where songs and stories float
With the remains of a million homes.
This is a city fit for a poet. 

A city unlike any other. 

