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It was a blazing Saturday morning in March when the Mega Cab cut across three lanes of traffic and triumphantly shrieked its way into Dorabji Street.

Nivi gulped. She was not used to sitting in cabs that performed death-defying stunts. She was not used to cab drivers who used one hand for the steering wheel and the other to make rude signs out of the window. For that matter, she was not used to most things that she had spotted during her first hour in Mumbai.

The journey from the Mumbai airport had been bleak and smelly. Not even the purple-coloured commuter trains and trees covered with Copper Pod blossoms seemed able to change the fact that this was a very grey city.

Most buildings looked like they needed a coat of paint. Most pedestrians looked like they needed a crash course in the art of crossing roads. Most taxi drivers looked like they should be locked up for rash driving. Nivi was wondering if she would ever feel comfortable in her new home.

Nivi’s father had spent the entire drive with his Blackberry jammed to his ear, talking to somebody called Gerald in another time zone. Her mother had been staring glassily at her ‘To Do’ list—which was as bulky and crumpled as yesterday’s newspaper. Meanwhile her younger brother Nikhil had been identifying cricketers on various hoardings, with the same delight that a birdwatcher reserves for the Asian Crested Ibis. So Nivi had been able to worry without interruption.

Nivi was 12 years old. Over the last six years she had lived in three different cities around the world. She was sick of always being the new kid in class. She was sick of holding farewell parties for girls who, after months of watching indifferently, were finally willing to exchange Friendship Bands with her. She was sick of having to relearn old songs with new violin teachers.

This move, though, was going to be different. Her parents had decided it was time to ‘settle down a bit’ and that Mumbai was going to be home at least till Nivi and 9-year-old Nikhil completed school. So when the Mega Cab drove into the narrow lane past the rainbow-hued fabrics so proudly displayed by Tiptop Matching Centre, Nivi’s heart started pounding at the thought of the unknown that lay around the corner.

What she saw made her immediately feel better. Dorabji Street was a quiet lane, filled with mango trees, parked cars and occasional clumps of doggy do. A small group of drivers were playing cards on the bonnet of a white car. A group of college girls were licking ice-lollies and strolling along, leaving a trail of incomplete sentences.

‘And then she saw him talking to that other girl…the one with the fat arms… I sweeeeear…’

‘Don’t lie.…’

‘And I, like, just looked at her…’

The Mega Cab, after unsuccessfully trying to mow down the college girls and successfully shattering the fragile peace of Dorabji Street, hurtled down the lane, swerved into a compound and braked dramatically next to a signboard bearing the name ‘No. 13 Cosy Castle’.

Nivi’s father finally detached himself from the Blackberry and jumped out of the cab. ‘Welcome to our new home,’ he sang, proving that he was terribly nervous. The more worried Mr Mallik was, the more he behaved like a character from the film Chitty Chitty Bang Bang.

‘Check the luggage,’ yelped her mother. ‘There are 11 pieces of luggage, including my handbag and Nivi’s violin.’

Nivi tumbled out of the taxi and was momentarily distracted by a strange apparition—a one-eyed man on a huge, padded computer chair, who looked like a homeless Managing Director, cast adrift in a cruel world. She felt even more confused when this odd person began to yell ‘Salaam saab’ and lunge for the violin.

Meanwhile Nikhil—who had chomped his way through a value pack of Snickers Marathon Energy Bars during the flight—had spotted a super opportunity to expend some of that tanked up energy. ‘A mango tree, a mango tree,’ he shouted, dashing outside the compound and across the road. Look two mangoes have fallen…’

‘Nikhil,’ bellowed his mother, sprinting after him. ‘Be careful. Come BAAAAACK NOOoow. Cars…accidents…’

The ‘BAAAAACK’ came out louder than was strictly necessary. In fact, it exploded in the silence like one of those banned crackers during Diwali. The one-eyed man, who had been manfully hauling the luggage, dropped the jumbo grey Samsonite bag on his toe and began groaning.

Nivi’s father rushed to examine the toe, although he was a banker and not a doctor. ‘Have you fractured it? Is it a fracture?’ he asked frantically as the one-eyed man whimpered pitifully.

At that point the Mega Cab driver decided to contribute to the general ruckus. He tooted his horn and yelled, ‘Hurry up, I have to pick up a passenger from Colaba Post Office in 10 minutes.’

There was no doubt about it. The Malliks had made quite an entrance.

Nivi’s face was hot with embarrassment. What a way to meet the neighbours! What would people think?

She glanced up at the building, where heads were popping out of almost every window. Some were bald, some were hairy. Some belonged to old people, some to young ones. But all of them looked very interested.

When they saw Nivi gazing back at them, most of the heads jerked back inside. But one pair of eyes continued to stare unblinkingly. These bulged out of a thin and bony face that looked remarkably like a baddie in one of Nikhil’s comic books. Somebody called Skeletor or Skullaton.

This particular face, however, belonged to an old woman standing on the third-floor balcony. She was wearing a blindingly white sari and her hair was scraped back in a tight grey bun. A harmless enough figure till you saw the look in her eyes. They were full of glittering malice.

The old woman looked straight down at Nivi. She narrowed her eyes and continued to stare. Then she gripped the parapet of the balcony, swaying slightly, and began to mutter under her breath.

Nivi’s spine tingled and her hands turned clammy. She couldn’t take her eyes off that strange, muttering figure—in fact, she felt as if she had turned into stone. Then the old woman stopped her incantation, cupped her hands to her mouth and blew furiously.

All of a sudden, a flurry of wind rustled through the hot, still compound, blowing dust into Nivi’s eyes. Somewhere a cat yowled. The brilliant Copper Pod across the road shuddered and a shower of yellow blooms fell onto the ground.

Nivi shivered. She felt scared. But she also felt just a tiny bit excited.

As she clutched the violin firmly and walked into her new home, she had the strangest feeling that she was stepping into an adventure.
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