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Paya Soup

Harris Solomon
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amesh placed his hand on the glass scanner at the hospital staft entrance. It felt waxy and slick; maybe some-

one had puris for breakfast earlier. He swallowed, hungry, and his shoulders tightened in habitual anxiety as

the vaxcheck system paused to match his biodata against the booster database. The glass lit up green. Relieved,
he registered his arrival into work. From years of practice, some days he would do it two-in-one, right palm to verify
his vaccine update, left palm on the scanpane opposite to clock in for a shift, hands out, like warding off walls closing
in, a move he watched on repeat from the latest Krrish sequel.

The security guard, Mansi, sat inside the entrance. Her phone screen split between a puzzle game and
livestreams from the Mangalyaan Mars rover. Ramesh greeted her, as he did each morning. “The queue is long
today,” Mansi confided. He wondered what her smile looked like behind the mask.

Mansi was right, he realized as he entered the casualty ward. There were separate lines for emergency injuries
and for people with symptoms of the bimaari. The bimaari line was triple its length from last week and stretched out
of the ward, around the waiting area, past the chaiwallah, beyond the hospital gate. In the distance, he could make
out the narial-pani vendor’s tower of green coconuts.

Ramesh slipped into his cramped X-ray cabin, out of the busy ward. Do not leave the line, he heard a doctor command.

“New type,” his assistant Saify said. Ramesh felt irritation replace his appetite. “They’d been less,” he observed.
Over the past month, he and Saify took hundreds of chest X-rays each day. Ramesh let himself be lulled by the
images of lungs sick with one variant of the bimaari, their similarities reassuring. He and Saify reckoned each image
on the display in the seconds between its upload from the X-ray machine and its transmission to radiology across
the hospital campus. They arranged their swivel chairs so they could both watch. Saify squeezed in an upturned
cardboard box from a mask shipment and they rested their feet as images of glassy lung shadows flickered. The
work was constant but mostly unthreatening, until the variants shifted. Ramesh knew the images would show
something different now.

“How long will it take this time?” Ramesh wondered. When a new variant emerged, he and Saify placed bets on
the delay before the government secured a mandatory bimaari booster. And then there was the lag between getting
the booster and the vaxcheck verification software catching up. Several months ago, it took four days. As a hospital
employee, Ramesh had no trouble getting boostered, but when he returned home after his ward shift, he placed his
palm on the vaxcheck scanpane at the train station entrance, and it flashed red. The railway constable posted by the
turnstile eyed Ramesh. “Sorry, yaar,” Ramesh said, hoping that speaking informally wouldn’t suggest denial. “I'm
not a case; the machine is broken.” The constable yawned and tapped his lathi on the ground, shooing Ramesh away,
too exhausted to negotiate the penalty. Ramesh found an autorickshaw without a scan-pane, its driver decisively in
favor of his union’s stalemate with the government over the mandate to install vaxchecks. Ramesh had been low on
rice athome, and the dry-goods shops in his neighborhood all had scanpanes at their entrances, so he ate omelet pao
from the corner vendor for his meals.
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“Stock up on dal,” Saify reminded him. Saify’s
wife, Noor, often sent extra rotis from home. She wor-
ried about Ramesh living alone. How would he manage
the lags without home food? Ramesh ignored him, and
turned his attention to the chest images on the screen
Saify had clicked earlier.

They took turns for several hours, one of them
pushing the mobile X-ray around the ward and attend-
ing to the patients crumpled on stretchers, the other
tending to the image uploads in the cabin. “Shooting!”
Ramesh announced each time before he clicked the but-
ton, sending the nurses and doctors and orderlies and
sweepers scampering. When the ward was full like this
during new variants, there was little space to maneuver.

“I want paranthas,” Saify announced at lunch.

“We had that yesterday. There’s a different place,
close by.” Ramesh felt opportunity expand against a
tightening rope.

They left the hospital, under the flyover toward
Koliwada. The dhabas were busy and Saify gave a long
look at his favorite parantha place, angled between a
game parlor and a family restaurant with a scanning
queue for the midafternoon lunch hour. Young men in
masks offered repair quotes on scooters at the garages
lining the street.

Ramesh stepped into a small eatery, its door hid-
den by a peepal tree.

“I'wanted your paya soup,” he told the owner, Sukh-
bir, who led them to a table and motioned over his son
Kuljit to take their order. Knowing that the soup idea
was his, Ramesh ordered. White paya soup, extra pep-
per, kheema, pao, extra gravy, and liver. “Liver is fin-
ished,” the son replied. He relayed the order to the cook
stationed by the door, who ladled the food onto dishes.
Ramesh wondered how much longer Sukhbir would be
able to pay a hafta to the cops and hold off installing a
scanpane.

Ramesh and Saify ate quietly, and Kuljit removed
their empty plates. Against Saify’s objections, Ramesh
handed over cash after Sukhbir wrote out the tab.

“He’s been under tension lately.” Sukhbir glanced
toward Kuljit. “This is not the place for him. He needs
a proper job like yours.” Saify nodded enthusiastically,
knowing nothing about the family. He had a habit of
smoothing over a situation’s wrinkles. He would tell the
patients in the ward “all will be fine” as they gasped.

“His marks are slipping. He’s such a smart boy.”
Sukhbir paused. “Even his booster datais good,” he lied.

Ramesh looked over to Kuljit. “Come,” he said. “We
have some time before work resumes.”

“Papa won't allow.”

Sukhbir signaled his permission.

They walked east, toward Antop Hill. They passed a
church that Mansi once told Ramesh she attended.

Kuljit seemed uneasy. “Uncle, where are we going?”
Ramesh led them to the steps of the monorail station,
and Saify grew excited. He had been on the monorail
just once, when Ramesh had treated him to a ride after
a bad month of variants, and marveled how empty it
was compared to the trains and buses. He knew it was
Ramesh’s way of feeling generous. That time, they had
no destination, they just rode it to the end of the line
and back again. Viewing the quarantine sectors of the
city from the sky felt like sliding over a map.

Kuljit saw the sign for the monorail and stopped. “I
should get back. Papa needs me.”

Ramesh waved the concern aside, pulling out a
five-hundred-rupee note. He bought three tokens at the
counter.

Saify put his palm on the scanpane at the gate,
almost hitting the turnstile before it glowed green.
Ramesh followed, and turned to face Kuljit. He waved,
encouraging Kuljit on.

Kuljit paused and placed his palm down. The
scanpane blinked red and emitted a piercing beep.
He stepped back as a security guard approached and
grabbed his arm, leading him away as the monorail
arrived. Ramesh watched for a moment, then turned
toward the monorail’s open doors, resting his hand
against Saify’s back, pressing him inside.
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