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beat the quilts on each side with her broom. Every now and
then she stopped and squinted at the cement, hoping to iden-
tify the culprit of her sleepless nights. She was so absorbed in
this process that it was some moments before she noticed Mrs.
Dalal of the third floor, who had come to set a tray of salted
lemon peels out to dry in the sun.

“Whatever is inside this quilt is keeping me awake at night,”
Boori Ma said. “Tell me, where do you see them?”

Mrs. Dalal had a soft spot for Boori Ma; occasionally she
gave the old woman some ginger paste with which to flavor
her stews. “I don’t see anything,” Mrs. Dalal said after a while.
She had diaphanous eyelids and very slender toes with rings on
them.

“Then they must have wings,” Boori Ma concluded. She put
down her broom and observed one cloud passing behind an-
other. “They fly away before I can squash them. But just see
my back. I must be purple from their bites.”

Mrs. Dalal lifted the drape of Boori Ma’s sari, a cheap white
weave with a border the color of a dirty pond. She examined
the skin above and below her blouse, cut in a style no longer
sold in shops. Then she said, “Boori Ma, you are imagining

“I tell you, these mites are eating me alive.”

“It could be a case of prickly heat,” Mrs. Dalal suggested.

At this Boori Ma shook the free end of her sari and made her
skeleton keys rattle. She said, “I know prickly heat. This is not
prickly heat. I haven’t slept in three, perhaps four days. Who
can count? I used to keep a clean bed. Our linens were muslin.
Believe me, don’t believe me, our mosquito nets were as soft as
silk. Such comforts you cannot even dream them.”

“I cannot dream them,” Mrs. Dalal echoed. She lowered her
diaphanous eyelids and sighed. “I cannot dream them, Boori
Ma. I live in two broken rooms, married to a man who sells
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toilet parts.” Mrs. Dalal turned away and logked at one of the
quilts. She ran a finger over part of the stitching. Then she
asked:

“Boori Ma, how long have you slept on this bedding?”

Boori Ma put a finger to her lips before replying that she
could not remember.

“Then why no mention of it until today? Do you think it’s
beyond us to provide you with clean quilts? An oilcloth, for
that matter?” She looked insulted.

“There is no need,” Boori Ma said. “They are clean now. I
beat them with my broom.”

“1 am hearing no arguments,” Mrs. Dalal said. “You need a
new bed. Quilts, a pillow. A blanket when winter comes.” As
she spoke Mrs. Dalal kept track of the necessary items by
touching her thumb to the pads of her fingers.

“On festival days the poor came to our house to be fed,”
Boori Ma said. She was filling her bucket from the coal heap on
the other side of the roof.

“1 will have a word with Mr. Dalal when he returns from the
office,” Mrs. Dalal called back as she headed down the stairs.
“Come in the afternoon. I will give you some pickles and some
powder for your back.”

“It’s not prickly heat,” Boori Ma said.

It was true that prickly heat was common during the rainy
season. But Boori Ma preferred to think that what irritated her
bed, what stole her sleep, what burned like peppers across her
thinning scalp and skin, was of a less mundane origin.

She was ruminating on these things as she swept the stair- -
well —she always worked from top to bottom — when it
started to rain. It came slapping across the roof like a boy in
slippers too big for him and washed Mrs. Dalal’s lemon peels
into the gutter. Before pedestrians could open their umbrellas,
it rushed down collars, pockets, and shoes. In that particular
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flat-building and all the neighboring buildings, creaky shutters
were closed and tied with petticoat strings to the window bars.

At the time, Boori Ma was working all the way down on the
second-floor landing. She looked up the ladderlike stairs, and
as the sound of falling water tightened around her she knew
her quilts were turning into yogurt.

But then she recalled her conversation with Mrs. Dalal. And
so she continued, at the same pace, to sweep the dust, cigarette
ends, and lozenge wrappers from the rest of the steps, until she
reached the letter boxes at the bottom. To keep out the wind,
she rummaged through her baskets for some newspapers and
crammed them into the diamond-shaped openings of the col-

lapsible gate. Then on her bucket of coals she set her lunch to

boil, and monitored the flame with a plaited palm fan.

That afternoon, as was her habit, Boori Ma reknotted her hair,

untied the loose end of her sari, and counted out her life
savings. She had just woken from a nap of twenty minutes,
which she had taken on a temporary bed made from newspa-
pers. The rain had stopped and now the sour smell that rises
from wet mango leaves was hanging low over the alley.

On certain afternoons Boori Ma visited her fellow residents.
She enjoyed drifting in and out of the various households. The
residents, for their part, assured Boori Ma that she was always
welcome; they never drew the latch bars across their doors
except at night. They went about their business, scolding chil-
dren or adding up expenses or picking stones out of the eve-
ning rice. From time to time she was handed a glass of tea, the
cracker tin was passed in her direction, and she helped children
shoot chips across the carom board. Knowing not to sit on the
furniture, she crouched, instead, in doorways and hallways,
and observed gestures and manners in the same way a person
tends to watch traffic in a foreign city.
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On this particular afternoon Boori Ma decided to accept
Mrs. Dalal’s invitation. Her back still itched, even after nap-
ping on the newspapers, and she was beginning to want some
prickly-heat powder after all. She picked up her broom —she -
never felt quite herself without it —and was about to climb
upstairs, when a rickshaw pulled up to the collapsible gate.

It was Mr. Dalal. The years he had spent filing receipts had
left him with purple crescents under his eyes. But today his
gaze was bright. The tip of his tongue played between his
teeth, and in the clamp of his thighs he held two small ceramic
basins. :

“Boori Ma, I have a job for you. Help me carry these basins
upstairs.” He pressed a folded handkerchief to his forehead and
throat and gave the rickshaw driver a coin. Then he and Boori
Ma carried the basins all the way up to the third floor. It wasn’t
until they were inside the flat that he finally announced, to
Mrs. Dalal, to Boori Ma, and to a few other residents who had
followed them out of curiosity, the following things: That his
hours filing receipts for a distributor of rubber tubes, pipes,
and valve fittings had ended. That the distributor himself, who
craved fresher air, and whose profits had doubled, was open-
ing a second branch in Burdwan. And that, following an as-
sessment of his sedulous performance over the years, the
distributor was promoting Mr. Dalal to manage the College
Street branch. In his excitement on his way home through the
plumbing district, Mr. Dalal had bought two basins.

“What are we supposed to do with two basins in a two-

" room flat?” Mrs. Dalal demanded. She had already been sulk-

ing over her lemon peels. “Who ever heard of it? I still cook on
kerosene. You refuse to apply for a phone. And I have yet to see
the fridge you promised when we married. You expect two
basins to make up for all that?”

The argument that followed was loud enough to be heard
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all the way down to the letter boxes. It was loud enough, and
long enough, to rise above a second spell of rain that fell after
dark. It was loud enough even to distract Boori Ma as she
swept the stairwell from top to bottom for the second time
that day, and for this reason she spoke neither of her hard-
ships, nor of easier times. She spent the night on a bed of
newspapers.

The argument between Mr. and Mrs. Dalal was still more or
less in effect early the next morning, when a barefoot team of
workmen came to install the basins. After a night of tossing
and pacing, Mr. Dalal had decided to install one basin in the
sitting room of their flat, and the other one on the stairwell of
the building, on the first-floor landing. “This way everyone can
use it,” he explained from door to door. The residents were
delighted; for years they had all brushed their teeth with stored
water poured from mugs.

Mr. Dalal, meanwhile, was thinking: A sink on the stairwell
is sure to impress visitors. Now that he was a company man-
ager, who could say who might visit the building?

The workmen toiled for several hours. They ran up and
down the stairs and ate their lunches squatting against the ban-
ister poles. They hammered, shouted, spat, and cursed. They
wiped their sweat with the ends of their turbans. In general,
they made it impossible for Boori Ma to sweep the stairwell
that day.

To occupy the time, Boori Ma retired to the rooftop. She
shuffled along the parapets, but her hips were sore from sleep-
ing on newspapers. After consulting the horizon on all four
sides, she tore what was left of her quilts into several strips and
resolved to polish the banister poles at a later time.

By early evening the residents gathered to admire the day’s
labors. Even Boori Ma was urged to rinse her hands under the
clear running water. She sniffed. “Our bathwater was scented
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with petals and attars. Believe me, don’t believe me, it was a
luxury you cannot dream.”

Mr. Dalal proceeded to demonstrate the basin’s various fea-
tures. He turned each faucet completely on and completely
off. Then he turned on both faucets at the same time, to
illustrate the difference in water pressure. Lifting a small lever
between the faucets allowed water to collect in the basin, if
desired.

“The last word in elegance,” Mr. Dalal concluded.

“A sure sign of changing times,” Mr. Chatterjee reputedly
admitted from his balcony.

Among the wives, however, resentment quickly brewed.
Standing in line to brush their teeth in the mornings, each
grew frustrated with having to wait her turn, for having to
wipe the faucets after every use, and for not being able to leave
her own soap and toothpaste tube on the basin’s narrow. pe-
riphery. The Dalals had their own sink; why did the rest of
them have to share?

“Is it beyond us to buy sinks of our own?” one of them
finally burst out one morning.

“Are the Dalals the only ones who can improve the condi-
tions of this building?” asked another.

Rumors began spreading: that, following their argument,
Mr. Dalal had consoled his wife by buying her two kilos of
mustard oil, a Kashmiri shawl, a dozen cakes of sandalwood
soap; that Mr. Dalal had filed an application for a telephone
line; that Mrs. Dalal did nothing but wash her hands in her
basin all day. As if this weren't enough, the next morning, a
taxi bound for Howrah Station crammed its wheels into the
alley; the Dalals were going to Simla for ten days.

“Boori Ma, I haven’t forgotten. We will bring you back a
sheep’s-hair blanket made in the mountains,” Mrs. Dalal said
through the open window of the taxi. She was holding a
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leather purse in her lap which matched the turquoise border of
her sari.

“We will bring two!” cried Mr. Dalal, who was sitting beside
his wife, checking his pockets to make sure his wallet was in

place.
~ Of all the people who lived in that particular flat-building,
Boori Ma was the only one who stood by the collapsible gate
and wished them a safe journey.

As soon as the Dalals were gone, the other wives began
planning renovations of their own. One decided to barter a
stack of her wedding bracelets and commissioned a white-
washer to freshen the walls of the stairwell. Another pawned
her sewing machine and summoned an exterminator. A third
went to the silversmith and sold back a set of pudding bowls;
she intended to have the shutters painted yellow.

Workers began to occupy this particular flat-building night
and day. To avoid the traffic, Boori Ma took to sleeping on the
rooftop. So many people passed in and out of the collapsible
gate, so many others clogged the alley at all times, that there
was no point in keeping track of them.

After a few days Boori Ma moved her baskets and her cook-
ing bucket to the rooftop as well. There was no need to use the
basin downstairs, for she could just as easily wash, as she
always had, from the cistern tap. She still planned to polish the
banister poles with the strips she had torn from her quilts. She
continued to sleep on her newspapers.

More rains came. Below the dripping awning, a newspaper
pressed over her head, Boori Ma squatted and watched the
monsoon ants as they marched along the clothesline, carrying
eggs in their mouths. Damper winds soothed her back. Her
newspapers were running low.

Her mornings were long, her afternoons longer. She could
not remember her last glass of tea. Thinking neither of her
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hardships nor of earlier times, she wondered when the Dalals
would return with her new bedding. )

She grew restless on the roof, and so for some exercise,
Boori Ma started circling the neighborhood in the afternoons.
Reed broom in hand, sari smeared with newsprint ink, she
wandered through markets and began spending her life savings
on small treats: today a packet of puffed rice, tomorrow some
cashews, the day after that, a cup of sugarcane juice. One day
she walked as far as the bookstalls on College Street. The next
day she walked even farther, to the produce markets in Bow
Bazaar. It was there, while she was standing in a shopping ar-
cade surveying jackfruits and persimmons, that she felt some-
thing tugging on the free end of her sari. When she looked, the
rest of her life savings and her skeleton keys were gone.

The residents were waiting for Boori Ma when she returned
that afternoon at the collapsible gate. Baleful cries rang up and
down the stairwell, all echoing the same news: the basin on the
stairwell had been stolen. There was a big hole in the recently
whitewashed wall, and a tangle of rubber tubes and pipes was
sticking out of it. Chunks of plaster littered the landing. Boori
Ma gripped her reed broom and said nothing,

In their haste the residents practically carried Boori Ma up
the stairs to the roof, where they planted her on one side of the
clothesline and started screaming at her from the other.

“This is all her doing,” one of them hollered, pointing at
Boori Ma. “She informed the robbers. Where was she when
she was supposed to guard the gate?”

“For days she has been wandering the streets, speaking to
strangers,” another reported.

“We shared our coal, gave her a place to sleep. How could
she betray us this way?” a third wanted to know.

Though none of them spoke directly to Boori Ma, she re-
plied, “Believe me, believe me. I did not inform the robbers.”
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“For years we have put up with your lies,” they retorted.
“You expect us, now, to believe you?”

Their recriminations persisted. How would they explain it
to the Dalals? Eventually they sought the advice of Mr. Chat-
terjee. They found him sitting on his balcony, watching a traf-
fic jam.

One of the second- ﬂoor residents said, “Boori Ma has en-
dangered the security of this building. We have valuables. The
widow Mrs. Misra lives alone with her phone. What should
we do?”

Mr. Chatterjee considered their arguments. As he thought
things over, he adjusted the shawl that was wrapped around his
shoulders and gazed at the bamboo scaffolding that now sur-
rounded his balcony. The shutters behind him, colorless for as
long as he could remember, had been painted yellow. Finally
he said:

“Boori Ma’s mouth is full of ashes. But that is nothing new.
What is new is the face of this building. What a bu.lldmg like
this needs is a real durwan.”

So the residents tossed her bucket and rags, her baskets and
reed broom, down the stairwell, past the letter boxes, through
the collapsible gate, and into the alley. Then they tossed out
Boori Ma. All were eager to begin their search for a real dur-
wan.

From the pile of belongings Boori Ma kept only her broom.
“Believe me, believe me,” she said once more as her figure
began to recede. She shook the free end of her sari, but noth-
ing rattled.



