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			It is said that one evening, in the year his stomach was to fail him, the Emperor Shah Jahan asked a Sufi saint what would become of the Mughal Empire.
		

		
			‘Who will sit on the throne after me?’ asked Shah Jahan.
		

		
			‘Tell me the names of your sons,’ replied the saint.
		

		
			‘Dara is my eldest son.’
		

		
			‘The fate of Dara should be asked from Iskandar.’
		

		
			The Emperor’s toes curled beneath him. ‘Shuja is my second son.’
		

		
			‘But Shuja is not shuja.’
		

		
			‘What about Murad?’
		

		
			‘Murad will not fulfill his murad.’
		

		
			The Emperor closed his eyes. ‘Aurangzeb is my youngest son.’
		

		
			‘Yes,’ said the saint. ‘He will be aurangzeb.’
		

		
			The Emperor gazed across the plain at the incomplete splendor of his wife’s mausoleum and commanded his workers to redouble their efforts. It would be finished before the war of succession began.
		

		
			The truth of the saint’s words became apparent. Aurangzeb was crowned Emperor, and he obtained from the theologians a fatwa against his defeated brother, charging Dara Shikoh with apostasy and sentencing him to death.
		

		The Alamgirnama records the incident thus: ‘The pillars of Faith apprehended disturbances from Dara Shikoh’s life. The Emperor, therefore, out of necessity to protect the Holy Law, and also for reasons of state, considered it unlawful to allow him to remain alive.’

		
			Imprisoned in his fort at Agra, staring at the Taj he had built, an aged Shah Jahan received as a gift from his youngest son the head of his eldest. Perhaps he doubted, then, the memory that his boys had once played together, far from his supervision and years ago, in Lahore.
		

		
			When the uncertain future becomes the past, the past in turn becomes uncertain.
		

		
			Yesterday, an ordinary man may have been roused from his sleep to sit in judgment at the midnight trial of an empire. Before him, as he blinked dreams from his lashes, sat a prince accused of the greatest of all crimes, a poet and pantheist, a possible future. None present were innocent, save perhaps the judge. And perhaps not even he.
		

	
		1

		
			one
		

		My cell is full of shadows. Hanging naked from a wire in the hall outside, a bulb casts light cut by rusted bars into thin strips that snake along the concrete floor and up the back wall. People like stains dissolve into the grayness.

		I sit alone, the drying smell of a man’s insides burning in my nostrils. Out of my imagination the footsteps of a guard approach, become real when a darkness silhouettes itself behind the bars and a shadow falls like blindness over the shadows in the cell. I hear the man who had been heaving scuttle into a corner, and then there is quiet.

		The guard calls my name.

		I hesitate before I rise to my feet and walk toward the bars, my back straight and chin up but my elbows tucked in close about the soft lower part of my rib cage. A hand slides out of the guard’s silhouette, offering me something, and I reach for it slowly, expecting it to be pulled back, surprised when it is not. I take hold of it, feeling the envelope smooth and sharp against my fingers. The guard walks away, pausing only to raise his hand and pluck delicately at the wire of the bulb, sending the light into an uneasy shivering. Someone curses, and I shut my eyes against the dizziness. When I open them again, the shadows are almost still and I can make out the grime on my fingers against the white of the envelope.

		My name in the handwriting of a woman I know well.

		I don’t read it, not even when I notice the damp imprints my fingers begin to leave in the paper.
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			judgment (before intermission)
		

		You sit behind a high desk, wearing a black robe and a white wig, tastefully powdered.

		The cast begins to enter, filing into this chamber of dim tube lights and slow-turning ceiling fans. Murad Badshah, the partner in crime: remorselessly large, staggeringly, stutteringly eloquent. Aurangzeb, the best friend: righteously treacherous, impeccably dressed, unfairly sexy. And radiant, moth-burning Mumtaz: wife, mother, and lover. Three players in this trial of intimates, witnesses and liars all.

		They are pursued by a pair of hawk-faced men dressed in black and white: both forbidding, both hungry, but one tall and slender, the other short and fat. Two reflections of the same soul in the cosmic house of mirrors, or uncanny coincidence? It is impossible to say. Their eyes flick about them, their lips silently voice oratories of power and emotion. To be human is to know them, to know what such beings are and must be: these two are lawyers.

		A steady stream of commoners and nobles follows, their diversity the work of a skilled casting director. They take their places with a silent murmur, moving slowly, every hesitation well rehearsed. A brief but stylish crowd scene, and above it all you preside like the marble rider of some great equestrian statue.

		Then a pause, a silence. All eyes turn to the door.

		He enters. The accused: Darashikoh Shezad.

		A hard man with shadowed eyes, manacled, cuffed, disheveled, proud, erect. A man capable of anything and afraid of nothing. Two guards accompany him, and yes, they are brutes, but they would offer scant reassurance if this man were not chained. He is the terrible almost-hero of a great story: powerful, tragic, and dangerous. He alone meets your eyes.

		And then he is seated and it begins.

		Your gavel falls like the hammer of God.

		Perhaps a query (Where did I get this thing?) flashes through your mind before vanishing forever, like a firefly in the belly of a frog. But the die has been cast. There is no going back.

		The case is announced.

		The prosecutor rises to his feet, and his opening remarks reek of closure.

		‘Milord,’ he says (and he means you), ‘the court has before it today a case no less clear than the task of the executioner. The accused has stretched out his neck beneath the heavy blade of justice, and there is no question but that this blade must fall. For he has blood on his hands, Milord. Young blood. The blood of a child. He killed not out of anger, not out of scheme or plan or design. He killed as a serpent kills that which it does not intend to eat: he killed out of indifference. He killed because his nature is to kill, because the death of a child has no meaning for him.

		‘There can be no doubt here, Milord; no more facts exist to be found. The balancing of scales awaits, Milord; redress for wrong is come. Tender humanity screams in fear, confronted by such a monster, and conscience weeps with rage. The law licks its lips at the prospect of punishing such a one, and justice can shut its eyes today, so easy is its task.’

		The prosecutor pauses, his words leaping about the courtroom like shadows cast by unsheathed knives in the flickering light of some dying candle.

		‘For this, Milord, is his crime …’
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			two
		

		Steadying the steering wheel with my knees, I pull the last unbroken cigarette out of a battered pack of Flakes. There are trees by the side of the road, but only on one side, and it’s the wrong side, so their shadows run away from me in long smiles that jump over boundary walls and grin at each other while I bake in my car like a snail on hot asphalt.

		Knees turn the wheel left, then right, steering around an ambitious pothole, a crack aspiring to canyonhood. Fingers twist the barrel of the cigarette, loosening the tobacco, coaxing it into a sweaty palm, rubbing the Flake between thumb and forefinger until it’s almost empty. Eyes flick up and down, watching the road through the arc the steering wheel cuts above the dashboard. Foot gentle on the accelerator.

		Slide the ashtray out and tip half the tobacco in. Take the compass I’ve had longer than I’ve had this car, which is a long time, and spear the hash on one blackened end. Left hand holds the tobacco in its palm and the compass in its fingers, right hand grips a plastic lighter while its thumb spins the flint. Sparks, no flame. Sparks, no flame. Then a light, and when the blue fire licks the hash, a sweet smell with a suddenness that’s almost eager.

		Crumble the hash into the tobacco, crush it, break it, feel the heat telling nerves in fingertips to pass on the message of a little hurt. Knead it, mix it thoroughly. Hold empty Flake in mouth by its filter, suck and refill, pack against a thumbnail, tip tip tip, repeat, tip tip tip, and twist the end shut. Incisors grab a bit of filter, pull it out, gently, like a bitch lifting a pup. Tear off a strip to let the smoke through, reinsert the rest to hold open the end and keep things in their place.

		I light up while rubbing the hash and tobacco residue off my hand and onto my jeans. Rolling while rolling, solo, and baking while baking in the heat. It helps kill time on long afternoons, and I haven’t traveled very far, but I know that no place has afternoons longer than this place, Lahore, especially in the summertime.

		Two drops of Visine and I’m set.

		The sun sits down. Evening. I pull up to a big gate in a high wall that surrounds what I think is Ozi’s place. His new place, that is. His old place was smaller. I’m a little nervous because it’s been a few years, or maybe because my house is the same size it was when he left, so I swing my face in front of the rearview and look myself in the eye. Then I honk out a pair of security guards.

		‘Sir?’ one says.

		‘I’ve come to meet Aurangzeb saab.’

		‘Your name?’

		‘Tell him Daru is here.’

		Access obtained, I cruise down a driveway too short to serve as a landing strip for a getaway plane, perhaps, and pass not one but two lovely new Pajeros. Yes, God has been kind to Ozi’s dad, the frequently investigated but as yet unincarcerated Federal Secretary (Retired) Khurram Shah.

		The front door opens and a servant leads me inside and upstairs. Time has ripened Ozi’s face and peeled his hairline back from his temples with two smooth strokes of a fruit knife. We crouch, facing each other with our arms spread wide, and pause for a moment, grinning. Then we embrace and he lifts me off my feet. I thump him on the back and squeeze the wind out of his lungs for good measure. Neither of us says hello.

		‘You’ve gone bald,’ I exclaim.

		‘Thanks a lot, yaar,’ he replies.

		Mumtaz steps forward and kisses me on the cheek. ‘Hello, Daru,’ she says. Hoarse voice, from intimacy’s border with asthma: parched beaches, dust whipped by the wind. Very sexy but not much to drink.

		I try on a welcoming, harmless smile. It gets caught on my teeth. ‘Hello, Mumtaz.’

		‘And this,’ Ozi says, hoisting up a tired little boy, ‘is Muazzam.’

		Muazzam starts to cry, wrapping his arms around his father’s neck and hiding his face.

		‘You certainly have a way with kids,’ Ozi tells me.

		‘He’s exhausted,’ Mumtaz says. ‘You should put him to bed.’

		A muffled ‘No’ comes from the boy.

		We sit down on a set of low-slung sofas like black-cushioned metal spiders. Mumtaz is watching me and I look away because she’s beautiful and I don’t want to stare. I haven’t seen her since the wedding, and I must have been more drunk than I thought because I don’t remember thinking then that Ozi was such a lucky bastard.

		‘Scotch?’ Ozi asks.

		‘Of course,’ I respond.

		Ozi starts to hand Muazzam to Mumtaz, but she stands up. ‘I’ll get it,’ she says.

		‘Do you really think I’ve gone bald?’ Ozi asks me.

		‘I’m afraid so, handsome,’ I tell him, even though he still has hair left. Ozi’s vain enough to survive a little teasing.

		Mumtaz pulls an unopened bottle of Black Label out of a cabinet. My bootlegger tells me Blacks are going for four thousand apiece these days. I stick to McDowell’s, smuggled in from India and, at eight-fifty, priced for those of us who make an honest living. But Ozi can afford the good stuff, and Black Label is fine by me, provided someone else is paying.

		‘Ozi claims he was a real heartthrob in his younger days,’ Mumtaz says, cracking the seal.

		‘He certainly was,’ I reply. ‘Lahore ran out of tissues the night you two were married.’

		‘I still am a heartthrob,’ Ozi protests, touching his temples. ‘A little skin is sexy.’

		‘Absolutely.’

		‘At our age, my hirsute chum, all women care about is cash. And my bank account is hairy enough for a harem.’

		‘Such refinement,’ Mumtaz says, handing me a Scotch, nicely watered and iced. ‘Are all Lahori men like him?’

		‘Certainly not,’ I tell her.

		‘Be careful, Daru,’ Ozi says, accepting his glass from Mumtaz. ‘She’s trying to divide us.’

		Mumtaz sits down next to him. Her drink is stiffer than either of ours. ‘Since you’re one of my husband’s dearest friends,’ she says, ‘I have little hope for you.’

		Ozi gives me a wink.

		‘But a little hope,’ she adds, ‘is better than none at all.’

		‘Cheers,’ I say. The three of us clink our glasses.

		You know you’re in trouble when you can’t meet a woman’s eye, particularly if the woman happens to be your best friend’s wife. So I’m definitely in trouble, because I keep looking at Mumtaz and jerking my gaze away whenever she looks at me. I hope she doesn’t notice, but she probably does. Then again, maybe I’m thinking too much. Stoner’s paranoia.

		We’re well into our second round of drinks when I pull out a pack of reds. ‘Smoke?’

		‘I’ve quit,’ Ozi says.

		‘You can’t be serious.’ The Ozi I knew was a half-pack-a-day man. The very fellow, in fact, who got me started on cigarettes in the first place, when we were fourteen, because he looked so cool smoking on the roof of his old house.

		‘I’m a father now. I have to be responsible.’

		‘To whom?’ I ask. ‘I feel abandoned.’

		‘You should quit, too.’

		I extend the pack. ‘Come on. One more. For old times.’

		He shakes his head. ‘Sorry, yaar.’

		‘Well, I haven’t quit,’ Mumtaz says, taking one. ‘And I’ve been dying for a smoke.’

		Ozi gives Mumtaz a look over the head of their son.

		‘He’s asleep,’ she says. ‘Why don’t you take him to bed?’

		Ozi carries the boy out and I light our cigarettes.

		‘I’m not allowed to smoke when he’s in the room,’ she explains, picking a newspaper off the table. ‘Do you read this?’

		‘Sometimes. There’s a story today about a missing girl in Defense. The police suspect her family killed her when they discovered she had a lover. Her lover claims the police did something with her after the two of them were caught on a date by a mobile unit and taken into the station. And her family insists she never had a lover. Strange stuff.’

		‘I read it. By someone called Zulfikar Manto.’

		‘That’s right. I hadn’t heard of him before. Good article.’

		She nods once, her eyes on the front page.

		‘Let’s talk about this quitting-smoking thing,’ I say to Ozi when he returns, unwilling to let him off the hook so easily.

		‘It’ll kill you,’ he says.

		I flick some ash into the ashtray. ‘That’s no reason to quit. You have to weigh the benefit against the loss.’

		‘And what exactly is the benefit?’

		I spread my hands and take a drag to demonstrate. ‘Pleasure, yaar.’

		‘Didn’t you tell me smoking ruined your stamina as a boxer?’

		Mumtaz raises an eyebrow, the curved half of a slender question mark, black, in recline.

		‘Ruined is a strong word,’ I say.

		‘You never won.’

		‘I won all the time. I just never won a championship.’

		‘It takes years off your life.’

		‘It helps fight boredom. It gives you more to do and less time to do it in.’

		‘I must not be that bored. A wife and son do keep life interesting.’

		I look at Mumtaz, cigarette in hand, but refrain from pointing out that the pleasures of having a husband and son haven’t eliminated her desire for the occasional puff.

		‘What sort of person,’ Mumtaz asks, exhaling, ‘tries to convince someone not to quit smoking?’

		‘Only a good friend,’ I respond. ‘Who else would care?’

		‘It’s too late,’ Ozi says. ‘I haven’t had a cigarette in three years.’

		‘You’ve been away,’ I point out. ‘Surrounded by health-crazy Americans. I’ll have you smoking again in a month.’

		‘Don’t corrupt him,’ Mumtaz says to me, pulling her legs up onto the sofa and resting her head on Ozi’s shoulder.

		‘I’ve never corrupted anyone,’ I say.

		‘I don’t believe you,’ she says.

		She’s finished her cigarette but hasn’t put it out properly, so it’s still smoking in the ashtray. I crush mine into it, grinding until both stop burning. ‘I never lie,’ I lie.

		She smiles.

		By the time I leave for home, I’m happily trashed. Not a bad reunion, all in all. Ozi and Mumtaz see me out, we shake hands and kiss cheeks, respectively, and I’m off, driving under the hot candle of a shadow-casting moon that’s bigger and brighter and yellower than it should be. There are no clouds and no wind, and there are no stars because of the dust. The road sucks on the tires of my car. Great night for a joint, but I don’t think I’m sober enough to roll one, and I should have been paying more attention because I’ve run into a police check post and it’s too late to turn. There’s nothing for it. I have to stop. I light a cigarette to cover my breath and open a window.

		A flashlight shines into my eyes and I can make out a mustache but little else. ‘Bring your car to the side of the road,’ the mustache says.

		I do it.

		‘Registration,’ says the mustache. ‘License.’

		I give them to him, anticipating the list of possible bribe-yielding items he’ll ask me about. I hope he doesn’t smell the booze.

		‘Get out,’ says the mustache.

		They search my car: the dickey, the glove compartment, under the seats. Nothing. Now if I’m lucky the mustache will let me go. But I’m not lucky and he continues hunting.

		‘Where are you coming from?’ asks the mustache.

		‘My parents’ house.’ Always a safe answer.

		‘Where do they live?’

		‘In the cantonment.’ The police are terrified of the army.

		He smiles, and I think, Damn, he’s smelled the booze. He has.

		‘Have you been drinking?’ he asks.

		‘What sort of question is that? I’m a good Muslim.’ Stupid answer. He knows I’m drunk. I should beg for mercy and throw him a bribe.

		Other mustaches gather around. ‘Let’s take this good Muslim back to the station,’ one says.

		‘Do you know the penalty for drinking?’ asks the first mustache.

		‘Eternal hellfire?’

		‘No, before that. Do you know how many years you will be shut in prison?’

		This has gone far enough, I think. One of these guys might be a fundo with a bad temper, so I’d better buy my way out of this fast. ‘Isn’t there some way we can sort this out?’ I ask.

		‘What do you mean?’

		‘Perhaps I could pay a fine instead,’ I suggest.

		‘Shut him in prison,’ one of the mustaches mutters.

		The first mustache leads me a short distance away from the others. ‘This is a very serious crime,’ he says, ‘but I see that you’re sorry for what you’ve done. Give me two thousand, and I’ll convince them to let you go.’

		‘I don’t have two thousand,’ I say, relieved that we’ve started haggling.

		‘How much do you have?’

		I take out my wallet and shuffle through the notes. ‘Seven hundred and eighty-three.’

		‘Give it to me.’

		‘I’m very low on petrol. Let me keep the eighty-three.’

		‘Fine.’

		I drive off in a state of drunken emptiness that I know will give way to anger, because I can’t afford to throw away seven hundred rupees like that. But for now I’m still buzzing, so I take swoopy turns with a grin that’s so separate from my eyes it feels like my face belongs to two people. If there’s a camera filming my life it moves up, higher and higher, until I’m just a pair of headlights winding my way home.

		I’m huddled under the sheets in my cold bedroom when I hear, above the air conditioner’s hum, a sound I don’t want to hear. It’s Manucci, knocking on my door.

		‘Saab, your breakfast is ready,’ he says.

		Manucci only does this when I’m late. I look at my alarm clock: ten minutes to nine. I should be leaving right now. ‘Breakfast!’ I roar. I shower and shave at the same time, cutting myself, throw on a suit, and try to gulp down the water Manucci has brought me, but it’s so cold I have to drink it slowly. I have a headache and an upset stomach, signs that last night’s Black Label might have been fake, and my shirt is missing a button.

		I grab my briefcase, shovel some fried egg into my mouth with pieces of toast, and head out the door. A dog is lying in the middle of the driveway, just outside the gate, and he doesn’t stir when I yell at him or even when I send a stone thudding into his back. I look around for a stick but can’t find one, so I walk forward empty-handed to see if he’s dead. He is. He can’t have been dead for long because gorged ticks still cover his ears like bunches of grapes. There are a lot of dead dogs these days: the heat’s killing them. I push him with my foot toward the refuse pile by the gate and notice he’s already stiff, tendons like tight ropes wrapped around his bones.

		Small houses hunched over shoulder-high boundary walls disgorge a few tardy inhabitants onto the narrow street. My place is plain, unlike some of the pink-painted, column-sporting mini-monstrosities nearby. A gray cement block, more or less, with rectangular windows, a couple of balconies too narrow to use, and the best bloody tree in the neighborhood: a banyan that’s been around forever and covers most of the dust patch I call my front lawn.

		I drive fast, belching up the taste of egg from time to time, and I’m thinking about an appointment I have at ten which I’d rather not have at all. Still, I’m not happy when my car’s engine dies on me and a quick glance tells me that I’m out of fuel. I try to make it to the next petrol pump on sheer momentum, but there’s too much traffic and I have to hit the brakes. I take off my jacket, roll up my sleeves, open the door, and push with one hand on the steering wheel until the car is by the side of the road. People honk at me unnecessarily as they drive past, and my white shirt is turning translucent in spots.

		I walk the half-kilometer or so to the station and buy some regular, a container, and a funnel. It’s 9:48. Petrol swishing beside me, I jog back, inhaling the dark smoke buses spit in my direction and feeling sweat fill my eyebrows and overflow, stinging, into my eyes. I restart my car, driving with one hand and unbuttoning my shirt with the other so I can dry myself off with a rag.

		I’m in the office by eleven minutes after ten, cold because I’m soaked and the air-conditioning in the bank is always too strong. I smell like a garage on a windless day, and I’m sure I look a mess.

		Raider sees me and shakes his head. Raider’s real name is Haider, and his dream is to become a hostile takeover specialist on Wall Street. He’s the only man at our bank who wears suspenders.

		‘You’re in for it, yaar,’ he says.

		‘Is he here?’ I ask.

		‘Is he ever late?’

		‘Is he pissed?’

		‘He isn’t smiling.’

		Raider’s talking about my client, Malik Jiwan, a rural landlord with half a million U.S. in his account, a seat in the Provincial Assembly, and eyebrows that meet in the middle like a second pair of whiskers. His pastimes include fighting the spread of primary education and stalling the census. Right now he’s sitting behind my desk, in my chair, rotating imperiously.

		‘You’re late,’ he says.

		I’m in no mood for this. ‘Sorry, Mr Jiwan, my car –’

		‘Never mind. Has my check cleared?’

		‘Your check?’

		He strokes his beard and looks at me, saying nothing.

		I remind myself why God gave bankers lips: to kiss up to our clients. ‘Please tell me: what check?’

		‘The check for thirty thousand U.S. I deposited with you.’

		‘Let me just find out.’ I call customer services and give them the account number. ‘I’m afraid it hasn’t gone through yet.’

		‘That’s ridiculous. I deposited it a week ago.’

		I’m enjoying his discomfort. ‘International checks can take some time.’

		‘Didn’t I tell you to take care of this personally?’

		‘I don’t remember your saying that, Mr Jiwan.’

		‘Well, I remember saying it.’

		Good for you. ‘Next time you really ought to consider a cashier’s check.’

		‘Are you making fun of me?’

		God forbid. ‘No,’ I say.

		‘Young man, I don’t like the way you’re smiling.’

		I’m not one of your serfs, you bastard. And I want you to get the hell out of my chair. ‘Mr Jiwan, I’m not trying to be disrespectful.’

		‘Your tone is disrespectful.’

		Before the Day of Judgment, as every good banker knows, will come a Night of Insolvency. And on that Night I intend to go calling on one or two of my more troublesome clients. But for now my bank is still sound, and I’m limited in my choice of responses to Mr Jiwan’s attempt to impose feudal hierarchy on my office. ‘Mr Jiwan, I’m doing my best to provide you with any service you require.’

		‘Do you know who I am?’

		I’m beginning to lose my patience. ‘Yes, I do.’

		‘I can have you thrown on the street.’

		‘Don’t threaten me, Mr Jiwan. I don’t work for you. You’re a client of this bank, and if you don’t like the service you receive here, you’re free to go elsewhere.’

		‘We’ll see who goes elsewhere. I want to speak to your Branch Manager.’

		‘Certainly.’ I escort him to my BM’s office, outwardly calm, because I don’t want him to see me squirm. But from the way my BM grabs Mr Jiwan’s hand, in both of his, and also from the way my BM bows slightly, at the waist and at the neck, a double bend, I know this is going to be unpleasant.

		‘Ghulam,’ Mr Jiwan is saying, ‘this boy has just insulted me.’

		‘Shut the door, Mr Shezad,’ my BM says to me. ‘What happened?’

		I know I need to present my case forcefully. ‘Sir,’ I begin.

		‘Not you,’ my BM says. ‘Malik saab, tell me what happened.’

		‘I told this boy to take care of a deposit personally. Today, when I find out that he hasn’t done so, he calls me a liar, and says that I never told him to. He’s rude to me, and when I tell him I won’t stand for it, he raises his voice and tells me to take my business to another bank.’

		My BM is looking at me with hard eyes. ‘This is unacceptable, Mr Shezad.’

		‘Please let me tell you what happened, sir.’

		‘You told Malik saab to take his business to another bank?’

		‘You see, sir –’

		‘Mr Shezad, this isn’t the first time a client has complained about your attitude. You’re on very dangerous ground. Just answer my question.’

		‘No, sir, I didn’t say that.’

		‘Are you saying that I’m lying?’ asks Mr Jiwan.

		I’ve had a bad day. A bad month, actually. And there’s only so much nonsense a self-respecting fellow can be expected to take from these megalomaniacs. So I say it. ‘This is a bank, not your servant quarters, Mr Jiwan. If you want better service, maybe you ought to learn some manners.’

		‘Enough!’ my BM yells.

		I’ve never heard him yell before.

		His voice brings me to my senses. What am I doing? Fear grabs me by the throat and makes me wave my hands like I’m erasing the wrong answer from a blackboard. ‘I’m very sorry, sir,’ I say. ‘I’m sorry, Mr Jiwan.’

		They don’t say anything.

		‘I don’t know what came over me,’ I go on. ‘It won’t happen again. I’m very sorry.’

		My BM says, ‘You’re fired, Mr Shezad.’

		A quick side step into unreality, like meeting your mother when you’re tripping. Am I losing my job? Right now? Is it possible?

		Pull yourself together.

		‘Please, sir,’ I say.

		‘No, Mr Shezad.’

		‘But please, sir. Please.’

		‘No.’

		I leave my BM’s office, leave them both watching me, and walk to my desk, and I look around it, and there’s so much to do, so much work to do, and I can do it. I can do it. But I can’t concentrate. My nose is running, and I taste it in my mouth, and my face is hot even though I’m cold.

		Everyone is staring at me. How can they know already? I want to tell them it’s a mistake, but I look down at my desk instead. Just act natural. Don’t draw attention to yourself.

		My BM is walking Mr Jiwan out. I pick up a pen and move some papers, and they don’t say anything to me. Everything will be all right.

		Someone comes to stand in front of my desk. Ignore him and he’ll go away.

		‘Mr Shezad.’

		I raise my head. It’s my BM. There’s a security guard beside him.

		‘Yes, sir?’

		‘You’re fired, Mr Shezad.’

		‘But, you see, sir, I’m really very sorry. Don’t fire me. I’ll work a month without pay.’

		‘You have a serious psychological problem, Mr Shezad. Your severance pay will be sent to your home by registered post. You need to stop crying, collect your personal items, and go home.’

		‘Do you want me to fill out some form?’

		‘No, Mr Shezad. Please leave.’

		He’s watching me. I’m looking for personal items on my desk but not finding any. Pick up my briefcase. Legs move, feet go one in front of the other. Look straight ahead as the guard opens the door. Turn the key in the ignition. Drive. Drive where? Home. Give briefcase to Manucci and ignore the words that come out of his mouth because I’m going to my room, shutting the door, locking it, pulling the curtains, taking off my clothes, crawling under the sheets, and curling up in the dark dark dark.

		I don’t know if I’ve been sleeping or dreaming while I’m awake, but suddenly my eyelids snap apart under the sheets and I’m back from somewhere very different. I feel feverish and I’m covered in
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