

[image: Cover Image]




IT TAKES A
MURDER


Anu Kumar

[image: image]

[image: image]


First published in 2012 by Hachette India

(Registered name: Hachette Book Publishing India Pvt. Ltd)

An Hachette UK company

www.hachetteindia.com

[image: image]

This ebook published in 2012

Copyright © 2012 Anu Kumar

Anu Kumar asserts the moral right to be identified as the author of this work

All rights reserved. No part of the publication may be copied, reproduced, downloaded, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover or digital format other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

Print edition ISBN 978-93-5009-494-5

Ebook edition ISBN 978-93-5009-495-2

This is a work of fiction. Any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, or actual events or locales is purely coincidental.

Hachette Book Publishing India Pvt. Ltd
4th & 5th Floors, Corporate Centre
Plot No. 94, Sector 44, Gurgaon 122003, India

Cover design by Anjora Noronha
Cover photograph courtesy iStockphoto

Originally typeset in Arno Pro 12/14.65 by InoSoft Systems Noida


For Ajay Kumar
and Vatsala Kaul Banerjee
for being there when it mattered


Part I




1984

The Man on the Boulder

THAT NIGHT WHEN MADDY CALLED, it was her first in six months. Six months, twenty-three days, I remember such things. She said she had just been nominated for an award, and was informing me. ‘They might do a story on me, and could get in touch with you. You are the first person I mentioned.’ And only I heard the aloneness in that statement, though she said it in the practised offhand way she had learnt to use on me. I am leaving, the three words she had said just before she did. If she had raised it by several notches, it would have sounded like ‘Get out, you…’, someone else’s last words to me. Maddy would never know how much she looked like him either.

I wanted to tell her of the song that played just then on a cell phone. It was from Maddy’s latest serial and someone hummed it as he strolled by that part of the river that had always been mine. Someone who looked familiar but I knew Kerketta had been dead for as many years or more that Maddy had left Brooks Town, and because one can’t talk of ghosts, even about seeing them, especially over a long distance telephone call, I leaned against the old comforting walls by the river, and let Maddy’s happy laughter wash over me.

‘Aren’t you happy?’ she asked. ‘You aren’t laughing.’

I was but it was my own ghost laughter that I hoped no one heard. In a big city, a lovely young woman who has never looked her age could be allowed her eccentricities but here I was, by myself, growing old and slowly losing the ability to charm people. I didn’t want to be bundled away into an asylum. People muttering to themselves as I left: a laughing, old hag.

‘Best actor.’ And she added in an undertone, ‘For television.’

‘That’s okay. All your mother had been was an actor on stage. A school stage.’

‘I can’t hear you,’ she said, irritated.

‘I am happy for you, my dear,’ I said instead.

And she laughed, the laughter taking me back many years ago. Her laughter that flew in the sky and that the wind carried back to me, to the sound of her bicycle bell. In my mind, those sounds are intermingled. A memory that also works as a time marker. This and what would happen soon after.

The Maddy of the present filled my ears, she said to me then, ‘I told them about you, the teacher of dramatics, my first influence.’

I laughed finally at what she said, and it came out a sob. She said mock-reprovingly, ‘You must have a laughter suitable for the occasion. And you taught dramatics, you say. Don’t you have any other kind of laughter?’

I remembered a time 25 years ago, and how she had laughed then. I would never forget it. That was a year people of a certain age remember. The year a prime minister was gunned down by her own guards, and for the first time we saw and heard about it all on TV.

I was almost as old as Maddy is now, though she never told her right age to anyone – the understandable vanities of a movie star. Or a wannabe movie star, though she was doing very well on television, even winning awards then. I’ve never understood why mothers cannot be frank about their own children.

That year for a very short period, we cycled to school together. I never knew it would be so short – one’s happiest moments usually are. There was Kerketta too, and we rode to school making a grand threesome. The entire town, or most of it out on the streets in those early mornings of that year, stopped to watch us. I always fell behind in no time. Maddy rode her bicycle at great speed, taking the Brooks Hill road at a rush. Then one day a circular traffic stand came up, and a few days later a traffic constable followed.

It was the year Jaspal Singh left school because of the knife fight he got into with Mahesh. Maddy and her eleven-year-old heart loved both though I never told her this and she thought I never knew.

And also the year someone from the past returned and sat on the boulder we passed every day till Maddy, who had never seen him before, told him to get lost.
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Maddy rode fast and always gave Kerketta a hard time. From a long way off, I could hear her bicycle bell, loud and clear, and Kerketta’s frantic shouts, as he tried hard to keep the road clear. Girl on cycle. Clear road, clear road. Kerketta’s eyes wide in alarm, his voice quivering, and I can still hear Maddy laugh as she rode on, mimicking him with wild unconcern. Sometimes she let him catch up with her and they would have one of their conversations that I was never really curious about. Then with a whoosh she would dash ahead, cycle uncaring past everything that stood and watched. I was glad when the traffic stand came up.

I followed sedately dismounting as I took the hill and as befitting my age. I was 37 but never mind how old I was, I was at that age when people make you feel old. I could take dismissals like Kerketta’s knowing gaze, but not someone’s outright ignoring, the quick glance, the judging look-over that was really a brush-off. Every morning, I would look at myself in the mirror, fingering lines and counting days and years. It is a terrible thing, being forced to grow old before your time. The world was digging my grave and forcing me to look on. And I fought back. And it was this year that I would begin this lying game about my age; with every advancing year, my age would correspondingly fall two or three equivalent notches.

So that morning, with these thoughts running inside me, and all of us running late, I saw him. Again. The first moment he was just a man sitting on a boulder. The very next, I knew he had reappeared, sitting on that boulder the way he would in the days that followed, the place just where Brooks Hill sloped to the village below. It was the way he sat and I knew someone who had sat like that, still and watchful, looking down at another valley as it unrolled around him, where the powdery snow alternated with patches of dry green grass. Five years and more since he had last appeared in Brooks Town. Soumen’s absences were like a marker too.
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Past the boulder on which he sat, the road to school ran on. It held onto the very edge of the hill, pushed there by the tall eucalyptus trees that Robert had planted. When the wind blew hard, it seemed the hill would kick the road off its perilous perch.

Maddy was a dancing blob ahead and I, struggling up the uneven hill road, was already short of breath, the sweat gathering in beads on my face, stamping itself on my back. No one else that I wanted could see me, or want to see me then but that man from the past sat there, with that fixed look he always had, and he was looking at me. I didn’t mind that, it was his being there I minded.

He hadn’t changed, only looked a bit older and much the worse for wear. Half his face was hidden by a cap but there was still that deeply cut pointed chin, the thin lips ready to curve into a wry smile and those narrowed eyes that saw everything. And he was still very thin.

Now he had a rexine bag with a striped, scratchy look. He wore stonewashed jeans and strapped sandals, stuff you get from the smuggling routes all the way to China. He sat there as I passed, his head turned to follow my every move. Just as he had that day, the year Maddy was born. Just as he had those many years ago when he first came to this town. A lazy-eyed, crinkled stare, holding onto a smile that never came.

At dinner, because Maddy was quiet, I told her about the man.

‘What did he look like?’ she asked. Her voice eased the silence away, for that moment.

‘I don’t know, I didn’t see his face.’ I lied, for I didn’t want to invite more questions then. I had to find out why he was here again, after so many years. The last time he was here, only I had been witness to the fight he had then had with Gautam Singh Dogra, in the night’s late hours, in the perfect pitch-black setting the riverbank provided.

‘And you say he stared at you?’ Her question held mocking disbelief.

But what did I expect? These are things I could not tell anyone, and it was safer that eleven-year-old Maddy heard it. So I didn’t tell her how I had almost gone up to him, wanting to touch his chin, as I had done that time. Had twelve years turned the snow on his chin into an old man’s stubble? And was it white or were my eyes beginning to fool me too?

Instead I told her of the jeans he wore and that made her talk of the new pair Jaspal Singh had worn to school that day. Jaspal was Maddy’s senior but was in my special drama class and his father, Manjit Singh, owned two cloth stores in the city. I had learnt only recently of the letter the senior Singh had written to Sister Rose demanding an end to these drama classes. This is the kind of thing that encourages licentious behaviour, he had written and Sister had obligingly showed me, smoothening its crinkled edges to make sure I missed not a word. I could imagine him pushing his long beard away as he wrote that, the steel bangle on his wrist punctuating the righteous indignation he felt.

‘My god,’ I said disbelieving, ‘he’s actually spelled that word right.’ But like many others Manjit Singh hated the drama classes while I thought he was uncultured and uncouth, and a bad influence on his son. ‘We will have to convince him how useful these classes can be,’ I said. I should have been pleading, more ingratiating, and got Sister Rose on my side. But I was my assured devious self, and already planning to have Jaspal as hero in all my plays. The ones I would direct and control and no one could stop me.

Jaspal’s stonewashed jeans, the ones Maddy was so impressed with, had been shipped from Bangkok; his father went every month to Calcutta for his consignment of imported clothes and the Lucky Cloth store always had the latest in fashion. It was from him that our neighbour, Parida the police commissioner, got his batik shirts that were the latest fashion in Bangkok and Singapore. It made those places seem nearer than they actually were in Maddy’s Oxford School Atlas.

Maddy adored him for the things he had, and always kept an eye out for his bicycle every morning. He did not take the hill road but the village road at the very bottom. I always noticed him too, but that day I was distracted for the man was sitting just where he had been the previous day, only he was smoking, the thin grey strands of smoke like his own flyaway hair that would never be tamed by any cap.

Slowing down, I asked him, ‘You didn’t reply to my letter that time?’

‘I see Dogra’s still around,’ he said instead. And so it had to be him, the same laid-back voice and words that came soft in the wind. It reminded me of a mountain breeze, dry leaves flying away and timelessness.

‘Why are you here?’

But again he didn’t reply and then Kerketta was riding back to see if I was okay. What took you so long, I wanted to snap. That day they had been too far ahead to notice me. Maddy had already reached school and perhaps that day won the race against Jaspal.

‘Leave my daughter alone, if that’s what you are here for.’ That was the last thing I told the man. ‘There’s nothing about the past that should touch her.’

And his laughter was low and gravelly as if a volcano rumbled inside him. ‘You still talk like one of your heroines.’

The village road to school was an old dirt track, flattened by generations of cyclists and villagers on foot. Still it wasn’t trustworthy. One carefully negotiated the unexpected rocky outcrop, the pothole, and sometimes an untidy knotted pair of chillies and lemon left behind by someone in hope that an unwary cyclist would ride into it and draw the evil eye. Every morning we would see them riding down. Jaspal Singh bent forward, his bottom raised above his seat, as he gave himself a clear lead over his brothers and younger cousins, all of whom were in the same school, each class having one representative of the Singh family. We always heard their laughter, the merry ringing of bells, wavering in the breeze. One day, when Maddy was sick and had missed school, she said those bicycle bells rang still in her mind. I have never laughed at anything she has said as I did that day.

And for several weeks those months after summer, the man sat at the same place. On that boulder painted white and green, in his stonewashed jeans, watching me in the manner he had done before. His rexine bag on the boulder by him, and that tear I noticed, a straight line along his right knee, which was reassuring.

‘You still haven’t got a steady job.’

He looked away, and shrugged.

‘You must be getting old now. Have you saved anything?’

He turned to look at me, looked where Maddy was riding away fast. And grinned, that reckless, hard to place smile. ‘Then you must surely know why I am here.’

‘You won’t get anything. No one knows.’

I raised my voice so that Kerketta whose pace had slowed though he still kept an eye on Maddy, could hear. ‘No work, sitting here all day, good for nothing.’

‘You are still the memsahib, I see.’

I could feel his eyes on my back as I rode away. I felt Kerketta’s curious stare as I rode up to him.

I tried to forget him the rest of the way to school, past the curving hill road and the parish building built like a big European chalet with its red thatched roof, its climbing driveway and the rooster weathervane that never worked. There were smaller houses all the way down to the village road, houses that had sneaked a toehold into the hard hill rock and were now sinking into the hill.

If only his return did not worry me. Only he knew about my past, that visit to Shimla I had made the year Maddy was born, only he, looking at Maddy, could tell just why I had been there.

That year I finally admitted to myself I was old, with the feeling a woman has when she knows that she will never be looked at in a special or particular way, a time when you find yourself wishing that your past sins also become of little consequence.

But who sets these rules and why is one expected to live by them? And if only he would stare, look, not do anything that threatened the life I had. The only life I had a chance of living now. I thought these thoughts as I moved from class to class as the crafts instructor. For I refused to be called a needlework teacher. You can take other classes too now, Mrs Hyde, said Sister Rose gently. With the curriculum getting harder, it’s best we leave drama classes for the junior classes. So I would no longer have Jaspal Singh as my hero. Perhaps it was the agitation that made my eyes water, the thread wavered before my eyes, making the needle’s eye ever smaller and always farther away, and I spent more of my time looking across the red quadrangle to where the senior classrooms were.

The students weren’t bothered, most did their own thing anyway. Only if the noise got too much, I would rap on the table and the hum would dim to a low murmur. Who notices a needlework teacher anyway? Someone who doubles as a fill-in teacher during absences. I wore my long skirts, my frilled tops and left my hair loose reminding everyone that till last year the plays had drawn huge crowds, as big a crowd as a small town would permit.

My hair flew into my eyes and so I must have seen the scene, which Maddy would later describe to me over dinner, through my tears. How Jaspal Singh had taken off his shirt to show everyone the knife he carried as his religion commanded.

Still she couldn’t fill in what I had seen for myself, the haziness induced by the tears just made it more real. She described how he had locked the door to the cupboard that stood at the far end of the classroom after a group of very scared girls had seen it open, and the one armed skeleton half-dangling out of it. When no other boy had volunteered, Jaspal had gone up to it, slammed the door shut, then fixed the press lock that kept the skeleton in place.

‘He will come and get you at night, Jaspal,’ someone warned. And the fright returned to Maddy’s laugh when she told me.

The girls had screamed sweet Jesus, crossed themselves.

But Jaspal had magnificently placed his hand on his hip and said he was armed. I can fight that thing. He shrugged.

Show us, Jaspal, show us.

He turned away from them, so that, across the quadrangle, he was looking at me instead. His shirt slipped off his shoulders, the girls turned their heads away and I held my breath, brushed the hair away from my face and looked on. A taunting smile slowly grew on his face, as I looked my fill at his fine, broad shoulders, the delicate collar bones, and his fine smooth chest. And the gazelle neck, the hair that appeared, and the manner it vanished into the buttons towards his navel.

The girls opened their eyes only when another murmur swept through the class. Jaspal Singh held up a short pointed knife in his hand, one with a serrated wooden handle. In his other hand, he juggled its sheath made like a cattle horn, grey black in colour. Around his shoulder was the thin leather belt he wore under his shirt.

I can defend myself from anything with this, he said, lifting it high so it caught the flickering tubelight that was always on.

That night, I asked Maddy more about the knife, we giggled and I was the one pretending to. I wanted to see it and Maddy offered to borrow his knife from him. Playful pacts that on occasion held us together, for all too brief moments.

Then she asked for no reason about the man on the boulder. ‘Kerketta also said he talks to you.’

‘He’s still there and he does stare at me.’

She stared at me too, then. Looking at me like everyone seemed to, those days. As if she too had suddenly noticed me, after all these years. As if I was a lizard crawling out of the woodwork.

She laughed and after a while said, ‘He must be mad.’
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That night I heard her preparing for bed next door, and I looked out of my window, letting my gaze run along the river to stop at the only other light still on. A golden bulb shone in Gautam Singh Dogra’s study. Perhaps he was still writing another letter to the government. I turned away, twisting my lips. He should have let me write his letters, but he had not even replied to my offer.

Someone smoked on the riverbank, a red dot of light danced carelessly and I hoped the gate was closed. Maddy switched off her tape recorder then, and everything plunged into quiet, and I could then think again of the straight, smooth look of Jaspal Singh’s shoulders as his shirt slipped away. The few tendrils of hair that had slipped out of his patka and curled around his neck. And the angry welt of the belt as it lay tight against his skin. Did he sleep with the belt and the knife in it? It had been so long since I had a long, dreamless sleep. I no longer had to go look out of the window and count the last lights before putting mine off.

It had been some while too when I had last thought of a man, any man.

I walked close to the window, as I undressed. Unbuttoned my kurta and pulled it off over my head. The lamp behind me showed me up against the wall, and the red light pointed straight at me. It was almost like I was daring him to come up the gate, walk up the garden path.

The next day, Maddy wasn’t in a mood to talk. I saw her crush the gravel under her wheels, work up a cloud of dust as she rode up. The man who had stood smoking by the river last night sat on the boulder, and I saw her turning her wheel towards him.

Just get lost, will you?

You’ve nothing better than sit here and stare.

Good for nothing.

She repeated the words, loudly, stopping at every word. I felt an ice-cold hand crawl up my heart and leave me shrivelled and frightened. It was the fear that accompanies the loss of a secret. And my voice rang out just as she started up again.

Leave my mother alone

Those words, the fact that she said my mother did not register. Only the tone of her voice did.

And that’s why I said what I did next.

‘That’s enough Maddy. Real ladies don’t do that.’

She stopped, and I remember the hurt look on her face. But I could not tell her anything more. It was the first time she had come to my, her mother’s, defence. I would weep later when I thought over it again. The two of us, stood together at that moment, defiant, looking at the man, a few steps below, who slowly and very deliberately took off his cap. I saw his hair was now cut close to his scalp, and his face covered with thick worry lines.

I saw his eyes move, his stare shifted and I saw Maddy straighten her bicycle wheel slowly, saw too from the corner of my eye the whirl of the multi-coloured ribbon that formed the hub of Kerketta’s cycle. I heard the distinct creak of his wheel as he neared. The man had heard it before me.

Leave my daughter alone, I said finally.

And then there was Kerketta’s voice. Madam, what happened? Did he say something to Babyji? Why did you both stop? What happened?

I turned away, and Maddy rode off. Kerketta got off his cycle and did something unexpected. Hey, you. Got no work or what? Troubling Baby here. Go away, go. Or else.

He bent down and picked up some stray pebbles on the road. But he had no need to throw them. There was already a slither, the sound of pebbles skittering and falling over each other like children chasing each other down a slide and I saw him go. He wobbled down the hill, bouncing a little, moving side by side, as he took the declivity, like a small pebble himself.

There was one last time he turned around and I saw his inscrutable face, his face thin and pinched, those staring eyes of his, giving nothing away.

There I sent him away… now he won’t trouble you.

And Kerketta tossed away the pebbles, rubbed his hands, straightened his crumpled shirt. Then he twirled the ends of his moustache, and assured me again.

He won’t come back. Sent him away.

I laughed a low, throaty laugh and said, ‘Oh he will be back. He always is.’ Kerketta looked hurt, for I hadn’t thanked him.

I won’t need Jaspal’s knife any more, I said later that night. That’s no knife but a kirpan, she said contemptuously. Besides, he doesn’t show it around any more, I don’t know whether he’s carrying it.

But I knew better. He had seen me stare at him that day and in his adolescent conceit, Jaspal now took a precious delight in flicking open the top few buttons of his shirt, each time we crossed each other in the school corridor. It was done in so sudden a manner that to anyone else it would have appeared an accident. He looked at me too, the way no one else did, his eyes running lazily over me, and I wished my skirt would fly up just a little bit. For my part I saw through his half-buttoned shirt, the belt that held his knife, and the thin hair that sprang on his chest, and his taunting, self-assured smile and not once did I look away.

He says it’s not for general display.

What? I distractedly returned to the conversation, the dinner table, the food before us.

You’ve become hard of hearing, I can’t repeat everything for you.

Oh the cruelties the young inflict! Perhaps that was why Jaspal was tormenting me. Maddy must have seen my sudden tears for she said, in a gruff, more conciliatory tone, it’s a kirpan. And he says he can’t take it out just for showing off. It is to be used for important occasions…

Like?

Like when religion has to be defended or when someone insults the Sikhs. He is one, you know.

I nodded, though Maddy had expected me not to understand. But then it was the time when everyone knew what Jaspal meant. The patka he and the others like him wore on the head was often the butt of cruel, merciless teasing. And now Jaspal and his younger cousins who were scattered in different classes had begun to mind. Before the knife made its appearance, Maddy, her classmates too, had no compunctions addressing his short patka by a variety of other names. And I had seen for myself the paper planes that were directed to it from the back rows.

‘And it’s a kirpan,’ Jaspal Singh had begun insisting on this as well. No, he said. It was not a knife. Not even a sword. It was a kirpan. A holy weapon.
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It was of course to lead up to the fight that I came to know about much later. Maddy was asked to repeat it in the staff room for the fight was over her. And by the time I asked her again for the story when we were home, she was already bored, and so, as always, I filled in the scenes even she couldn’t describe.

‘Where is a thing like that available?’ Someone asked Jaspal Singh a very unwise question about his beloved kirpan.

Jaspal Singh pulled the offending boy up by his collar, and shouted into his face. ‘It’s a kirpan, damn you. It isn’t a common weapon that is available everywhere.’

It was easy for me to imagine a scene such as this. I had watched mesmerized, similar scenes in over a dozen Hindi films that had once been telecast every week at the club. Scenes where the hero takes the villain to task, but yet in this instance, it was unexpected. Jaspal opening his shirt, throwing it away. Standing there, towering over Mahesh, the boy who had dared take him on, and asked him that question. Mahesh was Maddy’s friend too, but even then, everything about his physical appearance held portents to his becoming a fat, paunchy sweet-seller like his father, doomed to spend a life behind a sweet shop counter. It turned out that, like Maddy, he always had other ideas about himself.

I had seen Mahesh around the house often and now there was Maddy, shouting up in his defence, trying to prise him away from Jaspal’s grasp. And Mahesh shrieked, his face purple with impotent fury. Let me go, you egg-headed surd.

The boys grappled with each other, pulling at each other’s shirts, but Jaspal was easily the stronger, the taller of the two and he had soon pinned the other boy to the ground. The circle around them widened, they kicked, rolled on the ground, hit out at each other, we heard their harsh breathing and the sound of the kirpan every time it scraped the ground.

I will kill you…

But the other boy could never finish for it was just then that the senior teacher arrived. Get back to your classes, he said, and you, follow me to the principal’s office. He meant Maddy, and she made up the laggard third, behind Jaspal, his shirt now unbuttoned and disarranged, and Mahesh. Everyone saw her reach for Mahesh’s hand, maybe she was trying to make Jaspal jealous and perhaps it was this that started people talking till I could take no more.

Of course the principal had a word about it with me. Your ward, Mrs Hyde, she really is most recalcitrant. Please talk some sense into her.

I had no idea then it was Maddy they had been fighting over. The other teachers seemed to understand. They thought I found the news hard to take. ‘We think our children never grow up, leave their innocence behind.’

But that wasn’t the truth. Maddy was 11, and people were making me feel older than I was. I was responsible for Maddy, and then there were the totally irresponsible feelings I still had. How could I ever tell anyone of those? The man on the boulder would have listened, and not said anything. But he might have laughed.
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Jaspal never apologized for his behaviour, he was told he could come back the next year if he did. His father wouldn’t hear of it. All the donations, madam, he screamed at the principal. You are forgetting all the donations. And it was Mahesh, not Jaspal, who returned to school the very next week.

By then, everyone believed that the decision to suspend Jaspal Singh had been a correct one. It was the news on TV, at once audacious and frightening, that made us believe. Those people who wanted a new Khalistan where Punjab was, who so far, had only killed selected people, using their AK-47s and their motorbikes, had gone and hijacked a plane to Pakistan. This made things far worse. The news embarrassed everyone who heard it; as if they could almost see Zia, Pakistan’s dictator president, with the funny hairstyle and big front teeth laughing with barely suppressed mockery. Everyone hoped he would laugh so hard that the parting in his hair right at the centre would crack, splitting him open.

‘Those Khalistani terrorists are getting too daring.’ First it was the commissioner, Mr Parida, who said so and then everyone else at the club began saying it. ‘The weapons they are moving around with,’ everyone said, ‘and the impunity with which they kill. Really, things have gone too far now.’

‘How could they be allowed to carry those kirpans into the plane?’ Asha Dogra, who taught history, sweet and always bewildered, asked again and again.

Commissioner Parida said we should follow those Israelis. ‘They send their army in whenever there is any ins… ins…’

‘Instruction,’ I supplied the word but of course no one looked my way.

‘No…’ Parida heard and shook his head. ‘No, not that.’ He clapped himself on the head, smiled apologetically and I could no longer hold myself back.

‘Instigation.’

A split second later, I saw relief on his face. ‘Insti-gashun.’ And he was embarrassed, looking away from me. ‘Instiga-sun,’ he repeated. ‘You know, when those hijackers took the plane to Africa, they sent soldiers in.’

Brooks Town had always been far from everything but now all that was happening, up in the north, in Delhi and in Punjab, seemed too close and in danger of becoming very real. We never saw Jaspal Singh on his bicycle again, but his father’s new Maruti was visible too often, coloured red, and streaked with golden stickers on every side, that made people pull over and stare. No one had ever seen a car so very small and so quiet too. Manjit Singh’s Maruti was the first one of its kind in Brooks Town.

That K word began to be mentioned all the time, on the nine o’clock national programme and in the front pages of newspapers. We heard every day of things the Khalistanis now did on a daily basis. Shot dead two people in Gurdaspur. Shot a schoolteacher in Amritsar. Issued a warning to any Sikh not wearing the turban. They also spoke of a man called Bhindranwale, and the television showed him standing on the terrace of the Golden Temple, the gold of its spires glistening in the sun, one foot on the parapet, like a terrible dire warning to anyone who went against him.

He wore a blue turban wrapped tight around his head and a long flowing saffron kurta. He had big yellowing teeth, bushy eyebrows and eyes that mocked everything, even the prime minister.

‘They are really getting bold,’ I heard the commissioner say over and over again. The only words he could bring up time and again. Nothing like this had happened before. Was this why Jaspal had given himself such airs? On TV, the numbers of the dead were only increasing. From 2-3 people killed, it had now become 9-10, once an entire busload of people was offloaded. And then there was only a line of dead bodies lying on the highway, arranged in orderly fashion, covered in white cloth, waiting for the important people who would come to commiserate over such unnecessary deaths.

The fear was hard to answer in a town where the spectre of violence had manifested itself only when two boys pummelled each other to the ground over a girl, barely an adolescent herself. The man on the boulder had disappeared, the empty boulder now simmered like a blank menace, and I had reached that stage in my life, when easy answers were fast disappearing.

It would be the last summer that I would belong to any place, be someone, my own person. Because from now on, there is always a blip in the rush of my memories, like I am flipping over fast and quick through a much familiar photo album, turning the pages over, letting the pictures fall back in place in their plastic casing but somehow they never return in the same order as when I first found them.

What I remember next are those early days of winter that year, and the principal’s announcement in the staff room, one Wednesday afternoon.

We are closing early. Please wait for all your students to leave. Not a single child should be allowed to leave alone.

We looked at each other, nervous. What had happened? It was 31 October, and there was only an hour or so for the final bell to go. But the principal had swept out of the staff room, tossing us a too quick, nervous smile. And the servants, orderlies, drivers and others who came to pick their wards up, told us what had happened.

Indira Gandhi ko mar dala. Her own bodyguards. They sat on the ringed platform around the trees, by the driveway, everyone in deep shock, telling us in a daze what had happened.

Don’t believe them. I heard myself telling Maddy, hoping somehow it wasn’t true. Servants will believe anything, they get scared at the slightest whiff of a rumour. They spread those rumours of the dam bursting last monsoon.

But it was I who burst into tears even as I spoke, embarrassing Maddy thoroughly. If I told her, she would never understand. I had seen Mrs G the year Maddy was born and since then she had become so very familiar to me, though Maddy had seen her on more occasions on television. But even before television, she was already someone known in so many ways. We knew about her family, her father, her sons and even her grandchildren. We knew the domestic gossip too, of how she had driven out her widowed daughter-in-law, forced her guards to search her luggage. I cried for all this and more. But Maddy looked so very woebegone at the news, at my crying and I suppose I had let her down then.

On the road, as we walked home, towing our bicycles along, people were still talking. ‘We do not know the details. She was taken to the hospital after her bodyguards shot her.’

What does the radio say? I stopped a passing cyclist, ignoring Maddy’s glare.

He unfurled the antenna even higher. Apart from static that buzzed and bubbled we caught the mournful strains of Bismillah Khan’s shehnai that always played during momentous occasions, whether it was a marriage or something more grave, like death announcements on television and radio. I wept more.

The silence had spread itself like a shroud over the town. At home, the afternoon was interminable, the silence sharp against the windows. It was hard to be alone and at the Paridas’, everyone was angry. Mrs Parida beat with her hands on the windows, the futile anger that sees no resolution.

The school was closed for a few days.

‘It’s a precaution,’ said Mr Parida as Mrs Parida waited for her son, Ashok, to return from his hostel too.

[image: image]

The procession happened a few afternoons later, the day the school reopened. We heard it come nearer and nearer every passing moment as we waited at the crossing. The traffic guy had already had his hand up a long time. Maddy chafed, pressing the little used ring into service repeatedly. The traffic policeman smiled apologetically, and gestured, a few minutes only. The shouting that preceded the procession was clearer now, I could hear the refrain at the end of every slogan. The afternoon never let up, instead it seeped into everything around. Kerketta pushed his bicycle ahead and I followed him. Anything to stir the afternoon up.

It’s a procession of the Punjabi log, said Kerketta.

And then I saw the Matador, a three-legged tempo now thrust into a position of importance. Marigold garlands curtained all its sides, leaving space on the front window next to the driver, for a photo of the smiling Mrs Gandhi. And holding onto the photo, clinging to the Matador’s sides, and the open doors and windows, were assorted men. The Matador had metamorphosed into a many-headed, many-limbed creature, that thrust its hands out in desperation, shouting her name and the name of the country.

Kerketta shook his head, and his fist at them. Trying to be sorry after all they did.

I stared as the procession passed, as did everyone else, unsure, hostile, not doing anything. The Matador moved slowly across the road. I saw the driver, his hands tight on the wheel, stiff in fear and in his own importance. I noticed the odd manner the light fell on his face, the way he moved his head, and I couldn’t look away. And then Kerketta broke into a loud laugh as he understood.

‘Trying to disguise themselves,’ he chortled. ‘As if removing a turban, cutting off hair will do away with the guilt… of murder,’ he said, angry now, his fingers bunched into a fist.

All of them in that procession looked that way. That clean band across the forehead and the chin, areas of skin now exposed, places where the hair had been hurriedly cut away, now giving them a blotchy look. There were more people laughing at them now, loudly and raucously and it only grew as each one nudged the other next to him.

The men in the Matador and those on cycles following raised their arms and shouted slogans in praise of Mrs G and the country, albeit more feebly than before. Indira Gandhi ki jai. Bharat mata ki jai.

Kerketta hadn’t stopped laughing, but some seriousness had returned among the bystanders. They were talking in low whispers, shaking their heads, looking skywards, a few crossing themselves repeatedly.

I cycled away and Kerketta remained, talking to his newly made friends, explaining to them, all over again, the circumstances of Mrs Gandhi’s murder. Things were settling down slowly. We had seen on TV, the new prime minister being sworn in. He was 40, an age when a woman begins to think herself old, yet people said he was young. I read the newspapers daily now, reading what he had done and said. I felt I had an authority to decide about him, make my own mind up unlike in the case with his mother, who had been too powerful to ever figure in my thoughts or in my reasoning.

I turned left and pedalled away, hoping to get away from Kerketta, from the noise, from everything. I rode on, blinking away the sun. My shoe had caught against the metal chain of the cycle which let out a painful screech and then unravelled, and I, straining over and over again to pedal on, failed miserably.

The buckle of my shoe was fixed to the chain and I was forced to get off. Maddy wasn’t anywhere, perhaps she was already home. I bent, working to reattach the chain when I saw Jaspal ride up. The sun was bright and everything glistened.

Jaspal rode towards me, looking altogether different. His hair, without his turban, had a middle parting, and it gave him, with his oval face and full pink lips, a surprisingly womanish look. I smiled at him trying to hide my blackened hands.

He stopped his bicycle, leaned over, one foot on the ground and said, ‘I saw you laughing at me… Miss.’

His voice had a sneer in it.

‘Laughing…,’ my self-consciousness had returned. Was he seeing me as I was? Dirty, perspiring, buckle-broken? ‘No, I wasn’t. They were.’ And I pointed in the other direction.

‘I saw you…’ he said, ‘on the hill, I had left behind my camera… and went back to get it… I saw you clearly… and watching you laugh, they all laughed too. You are a teacher, you could have told them…’

He pushed at my cycle and it fell against me. ‘You dressed-up bitch with that bastard daughter. Remember your own lines: Laugh at others and see the stones hurled back at you.’

‘No, no, you are mixing metaphors,’ I made to say but he let go my bike roughly and the handle jerked against my stomach and threw me off balance. My right foot caught in the spokes and last of all, it was my hand that scraped itself on the road as I braced for the fall. My carefully done up work on the cycle was thoroughly spoiled. The buckle had slipped and my shoe too was now irreparably spoilt. But these thoughts were eaten away by the flash of pain that rose through me, filled my eyes and I saw Jaspal Singh run his fingers through his hair before he pedalled away fast.

He cycled away, the strap of his camera trailing along the ground in a mocking farewell.

I walked home alone, stopping to lift the bicycle chain that slipped often, and trailed behind me on the road. Kerketta was waiting for me at the crossing. He saw me and crossed himself.

What happened…? You fell?

No, got hit…

Who… his hands fell away from the bicycle and it teetered before he reached it in time.

I don’t know… someone chased me.

My god…

He gave me a lift then, and the two of us made quite a picture. Me, lurching on his backseat and he riding gingerly, holding himself awkwardly forward, both of us careful to keep that inch of distance between us. He tried to make conversation, turning his head, so I saw the poky hair in his nose and he must have caught the sweat on my skin.

My bicycle left behind with a roadside vendor with Kerketta’s promise to pick it up later, looked as forlorn as everything else, once the slogans faded and died away.

‘I forgot. The procession held things up. I had to give Dogra his medicine.’

I thought I hadn’t heard him right. ‘Medicine? What for?’

But we had just turned the corner to where home was and my eyes fell on his pocket that bulged open invitingly. Inside I saw his bunch of many keys. Kerketta worked as a gardener in other houses too, those that lined the river, and so he had the keys to the riverside gates. It was this key ring that I now easily plucked out. I had no idea why I did so then. But it would be one of those small, little thought-out acts that would assume consequence later.

I insisted on getting off at the gate. I dragged myself home, hobbling up the driveway, feeling the heat rise from the gravel, the torn strap of my shoe flipping back and forth, buckle-less, Kerketta’s keys heaving in my pocket. More than the shoe, it was the keys I held on to tightly, my sweaty hand clammy over them, afraid their giveaway jangling would draw attention.

‘My God… how could it happen?’ asked the Paridas when my ankle swelled up alarmingly, it was to leave me with a permanent hobble. This and my now always watery eyesight made people dismiss me out of turn and for no reason.

‘At least the rest of me is unaffected,’ I remember telling them.

‘You are lucky,’ the commissioner said, ‘the procession was peaceful. There was every chance that it could have turned violent. That might have happened had there not been plainclothes policemen marching along.’

The commissioner boasted about it, as he spoke on the phone to his colleagues in other cities. Nothing serious happened here, he said. And he looked significantly at me as he said, ‘No, there was only a damaged shoe,’ and laughed heartily at his joke.

Mrs P in turn smiled her tight smile and only said, Of course, nothing would happen here. Does anything ever?

The shoe remained with me. Brown, chalked with dust, its strap flapping like a loose strand of hair. The shoe no longer looked like something I had ever worn. Its sole was grimy, its once sharp end had dulled and the dust and the street grime had carved out fine brown lines for themselves.

It was the year I knew that things would never be the way I wanted them to be. And I had always tried to shape life to myself. It never worked that way, the drama classes would never be. That is why I choose to remember things my own way, starting from a time five years before the murder of Gautam Dogra.


Five Lears Later, February, 1989

The Murder

FIVE YEARS LATER, IT WAS Asha Dogra who turned 40. It was the year her father was murdered. Only I knew she was 45, older than me, and I knew this from the horse’s mouth or in this case, the murdered man’s mouth. She was only a bit less vague about her age than the newspapers; a couple of which placed her at around 30, and mentioned her as the only daughter of Gautam Singh Dogra, murdered by a rickshaw puller in a cold-blooded, premeditated act. It was a romance that shocked everyone. What was stranger was that no one had known about it in a town that knew even before it was official the love story of the two schoolteachers, Subrat Mukherjee and Agamoni Gupta. Only after the deed was done, the murder committed, a man left for dead, did the stories emerge. Of the rickshaw wallah who for no reason had taken it on himself to ferry Asha home from school every day, who brought magazines for her, and who in time her father, Gautam Singh Dogra had come to detest. It was a murder of hidden desires, thwarted love and deep unabated hatred such as the kind Gautam Singh Dogra felt for Daya Sharan, the rickshaw wallah, a hatred that could only have one result – death.
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