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To Bajrang Lal and Triveni Devi










Author’s Note


In this novel I have aimed to draw an authentic portrait of modern India, so it necessarily features some notorious public events as well as certain well-known public figures such as presidents and prime ministers. But as will be readily understood, it is from start to finish a work of the imagination, and the characters and their actions in the story are entirely fictional.
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Chapter 1


Gopal Pandey wakes up with a twitch in his left eye and a curse on his tongue, and knows it is a bad day. It is past eight on the luminous face of his old wristwatch. He sits up slowly, propping himself against turmeric sacks, then lies down again with a sigh. It is still dark behind the sacks, but he knows the sun has risen high in the sky.


‘Wake up and catch the thief, Gopal Bhai!’ screams Hameed.


Gopal shuts both eyes and dreams. He sits cross-legged in his stall and a long line of customers stretches from one end of Chandni Chowk to the other, diffidently awaiting their turn, teacups in hand, coins jangling in their kurta pockets. ‘There are many stalls in Chandni Chowk,’ they say, ‘but we want Gopal Pandey’s chai.’


‘Catch the thief, Gopal Bhai! He just made off with a sack.’


Gopal opens his twitching eye.


‘Another sack! Sethji will throw you out today.’


Gopal sits up in horror, so quickly that blood rushes from his head. Squatting next to the sacks is Hameed, eyes glinting even in darkness.


‘This is an unfortunate day,’ sighs Gopal.


‘Every day is unfortunate,’ says Hameed, knowledgeably.


‘Where is the thief?’


Without answering, Hameed chuckles and disappears down the ladder. Gopal rolls off the sack and crawls to the edge of the room, staying close to the wall where ventilators light his path. Three months ago, Seth Sushil Jain installed lengths of fabric on them. Curtains, said everyone, would make the kholi look more comfortable. At the same time, the seth began to move steel trunks into the kholi, which had been reserved previously for sacks of turmeric. Gopal hates those trunks. They have sharp corners he bumps into, and they are stacked against the curtained ventilators, shutting out half of his light. But what is this? A tin, from which emerges the unmistakable odour of asafoetida. Is the seth intent on ruining his own stock? How can you place turmeric and asafoetida in the same room when each will destroy the other? Gopal crawls to the end of the kholi, where a rectangular opening in the floor supports the top of a ladder. He climbs down, blinded by sudden light streaming through steel grilles on the third floor. At the base of the ladder he slips his feet into chappals, collects his dhoti round his waist, caresses his teeth with his tongue, clears his throat, slips on his spectacles and goes downstairs. At the base of the stairwell, he brushes into Hameed again. ‘There is no thief,’ grumbles Gopal.


Hameed laughs and heaves a sack up the staircase, brushing against Gopal and giving him a slight coat of turmeric. Gopal emerges from the stairwell and feels the eyes of Seth Sushil Jain on him. He is already late. He does not want to be drawn into a discussion on thieves and robberies and the number of hours he has slept when he should have kept watch. He rearranges his dhoti nervously and shuffles past the seth, making a great show of being in a hurry.


Seth Sushil Jain owns all three floors of Katra Badami. It is an old mansion whose third floor has been converted into godowns and storehouses for sacks of spices. The second floor houses wholesale-business offices, and the ground floor has been divided into more than thirty shops, which have further divided themselves into cubicles atop each other. Sushil Jain sits in one cubicle, his own shop merely a front for the much larger bounty he collect from his tenants in other cubicles. The main passage that runs the length of the katra – before it opens out into the crowded market of Khari Baoli – is lined with sacks of sugar and jaggery, sakoti, biznor, bulandshahar, modi, douralla, simbhauli and agota. Gopal threads his way along the passage – avoiding carts of cinnamon sacks and sneezing men – emerges into Khari Baoli and unlocks his bicycle from the police post outside the katra.


He cycles away and turns into a lane behind the old post office where, a few years ago, the Corporation had laid out a line of toilets. Now they are used to store rotting grain and rat-infested oilseeds, but the hand-pump still works. Gopal withdraws a can from the hooks on his bicycle, fills it at the pump, pulls up his dhoti and walks carefully round the toilet walls to the grass behind them, where he squats and shits. Then he cycles back to Katra Badami, retrieves his clothes and bathes under a tap on the ground floor.


It is a warm Wednesday morning. Khari Baoli sits noisily under the October sun, a wide river transformed into a narrow stream by mounds of almonds and figs from Afghanistan, walnuts and cashews from America, munacca and chirgozey from Kashmir. Gopal notes, with some surprise, that most shops, behind mountains of urad, moong, gram, masoor, rajmash, chitra and lobia, appear to be shuttered. Men sit around on trailers and rickshas when they should be carting sacks of peppercorns. Further down the road, where Khari Baoli veers right to meet Chandni Chowk, Gopal discovers the source of this listlessness. Three police jeeps screech to a stop outside a shop whose shutters are half open. In its semi-darkness, behind a swarm of flies and drums of groundnut oil, he sees a man get up hastily, bound out of the shop, slip through the clumsy cordon thrown by the police and run into a lane, followed by two constables. The rest stand guard in the street, where other shutters are hurriedly pulled down. A frantic sound wafts through the air.


‘SDM! SDM! SDM . . .’


The sub-divisional magistrate stands in the centre of Khari Baoli, tapping a baton on the palm of his right hand and surveying a shuttered market. He has come to take oil samples and test them for contamination. This is his third visit to Khari Baoli. The first two were foiled by the shopkeepers, who got wind of his arrival, shut their shops and went home. This time he has relied on stealth, yet his constables are not quick enough to corner anyone.


Gopal gets off his bicycle and watches the policemen. At the far end of the street, a small crowd of shopkeepers has slowly grown to a procession. Their spirits rise as their numbers increase. At first they cower, then stand defiantly and move a few steps toward the SDM. Someone complains gingerly that the SDM is harassing shopkeepers. Who can trust police laboratories? Who can vouch for the fairness of those tests? And even if they are fair, it is not the shopkeepers’ fault that oil drums are contaminated. They do not produce the oil, just buy and sell it. The right place to stop adulteration is the Delhi–Haryana border, where trucks should be inspected. This is merely a ploy by the SDM to increase his monthly allowance. Why should they suffer silently?


The crowd grows in size and courage. Someone shouts an insult. Someone repeats it. They begin to advance on the SDM, who is now ringed by confused constables.


‘SDM, haay haay! SDM, haay haay!’


Gopal straddles his bicycle wearily and passes through the crowd, ringing the bell to avoid brushing against anyone, grateful he does not own a shop. Yet some day he hopes to sit behind mounds of chillies, almonds, walnuts and figs, and sacks of wheat, atta, maida, suji . . . He turns into Chandni Chowk near Fatehpuri Masjid, then takes a detour into Dudhiya Gali to buy milk. The lane is so narrow that he must get off the bicycle and push it. He does not trust his steering skills in the obstacle course created by the metal vats of curd and paneer that lie in his way. Every time his bicycle scrapes against one, the curd trembles. Like the tyres on a fat woman, he thinks wickedly, then brushes away the thought. At the milk stall, he stands his bicycle against a drum and unhooks his pails, regarded with some impatience by Banwari Lal, who owns the stall, and Ram Bibek, who owns the barber’s chair outside it.


‘You are late,’ says Banwari Lal.


Gopal mechanically replies, ‘This is an unfortunate day.’


‘Every day is unfortunate . . .’


Banwari is busy washing cauldrons at the hand-pump outside his stall, readying them for a fresh setting of curd. Bits of curd stick to their sides, inviting a cloud of flies that dissolves whenever a spray of water hits it. Banwari motions to Gopal, who fills his pails from two large drums placed in front of the stall and hangs them back on his bicycle. Then he sits down on the chair and Ram Bibek shaves him.


‘Your stubble is going grey,’ grumbles Ram Bibek.


‘I am not yet forty,’ Gopal retorts.


‘Age does not defeat a man, but the cares of the world. How many children do you have, Gopal Bhai?’


Gopal’s face wears a mournful expression. ‘One. And you?’


Ram Bibek produces a scornful sound that lies between a shriek and a hiss. ‘Seven, and all well settled!’


Gopal says nothing. Banwari has finished washing the cauldrons, and his place at the hand-pump is now occupied by three children who are taking a raucous bath. Gopal watches them, his face turned up to the sky in Ram Bibek’s hands, his eyes lowered to seek out the children – two girls and a boy. The girls are naked, the boy wears pants that ride bony buttocks. The girls are five or six, and the boy looks around ten, which makes him master of the team. He directs who should have hand-pump privileges, who plies its handle and who gets blissful moments under the stream of water. The boy is thin – the skin on his chest, almost black, is stretched tightly over his ribs. His hair is a dull golden mass of neglect. There is something odd in the way he handles the pump. He pushes the handle down with his left hand – using the weight of his body to overcome the stubborn valve – then uses the same hand to guide the girls under the spout. Gopal’s eyes seek out the right hand, to find it is cut off at the wrist, leaving a stump that healed long ago.


Ram Bibek is amused by Gopal’s interest in the boy. ‘Bangladeshi!’ He snorts.


Gopal nods. The boy is certainly a Musalman, not a Hindu, from Bihar, Uttar Pradesh or Bangladesh, yet he is so much like his own son, Mukesh, even though Mukesh is sixteen with lighter skin and two hands. Yet Mukesh lives with the same abandon, the same steady authority over other children. These are bad omens – the SDM raid, the crowds in Khari Baoli, and now this appearance of a Musalman boy with only one hand who reminds him of Mukesh . . . And his left eye still twitches. ‘This is an unfortunate day,’ he repeats.


Ram Bibek does not reply. He has finished shaving Gopal’s face and flicks shaving cream from his forearm with his razor. It lands in snowy hillocks outside Banwari’s stall, and a few drops bounce into the cauldrons of milk.


‘You should be careful,’ Gopal scolds him. ‘Banwari will not let you use the hand-pump if you dirty his milk.’


‘Better to have cream than water in it,’ Ram Bibek replies.


Gopal laughs.


‘No fitkari today,’ says Ram Bibek.


Gopal shrugs. He does not like the burning sensation alum produces anyway. The one-handed boy has run dripping from the pump, chasing the girls out of Dudhiya Gali, laughing and swearing in an unfamiliar language. Bengali, thinks Gopal, yet not the Bengali he heard as a child in Sasaria, which is not far from Bengal. Ram Bibek offers to clean his ears but Gopal refuses: he prefers ear-cleaner boys who have small, dainty hands. He hooks the milk pails into metal rings behind his bicycle saddle and rides back into Chandni Chowk.


It is now nine. The SDM raid in Khari Baoli is of no concern to Chandni Chowk. Shops are opening: shutters clank up to reveal showrooms; windows are noisily thrust open on upper floors.


Deep inside Chandni Chowk, mid-way between Fatehpuri Masjid and Red Fort, a large peepul tree is weighed down with signboards and banners: ‘We accept torn money; Try not to follow the crowd; Full body massage’. The largest board hangs from the thickest branch, which extends into Chandni Chowk: ‘Jamna Lal Kishori Mal – Sarees and Blouses’. The tree shelters a red Hanuman temple, whose collapsible gates are pulled open squeakily by the pujari as Gopal passes. Someone calls, ‘You must oil the gates, panditji.’


The pujari ignores the advice and continues his assault on the gates, which screech in their tracks, then yield. Gopal turns into Kucha Bansilal, the lane next to the temple, and stops near an electrical junction box attached to the wall, protruding into the lane at a height of six feet. The showroom facing it is emblazoned with the same board as the peepul tree’s: ‘Jamna Lal Kishori Mal – Sarees and Blouses’. A drain flows under the box, and is bridged by three planks that create a platform for a wooden chest, four feet high and seven feet long, the bottom screwed to the platform and the top two feet below the junction box.


Gopal unlocks the chest, lifts the lid and ties it to the box. The front wall of the chest falls away, creating the compartment that is his stall. He brings out a ladder, rests it against the wall, hoists up his bicycle and secures its hooks to louvres in the box. The junction box has been long forgotten by the Corporation. It provides the stall with a ceiling: on hot days, such as this, it blocks out the sun; on rainy days it can be extended with sticks and a tarpaulin to form an awning. At night, an electric light bulb hangs from it, drawing power from the wires above. At times it swings open to reveal an array of wires and switches.


Gopal unhooks his milk pails and places them inside the stall next to cans of sugar, tea and cardamom, slips off his chappals, crawls into the stall and begins to pump an oil stove for the first batch of tea.


Across the narrow lane, the signboard of Jamna Lal Kishori Mal is receiving a listless dusting from Chotu, the boy who opens the shop every morning. The showroom spills into the lane in the form of a concrete slab where customers can remove their shoes, leaving a passage no more than four feet wide between it and Gopal’s stall. Not many people pass through, because Kucha Bansilal withers away beyond this point, lined with wholesale dealers whose customers rarely come into their shops. There are no outlets of any consequence beyond Jamna Lal Kishori Mal, although the narrow lane continues and eventually opens out into a municipal park that borders the Old Delhi railway station.


Chotu finishes dusting the board and begins to sweep the mattress that lies inside the showroom. At the far end of it, next to an alcove set into the wooden cabinets lining the wall, sits Seth Sohan Lal, owner of the showroom, his hands folded, eyes half shut and lips moving rapidly as he forms the words of his morning puja. Chotu circles him, thrashing about with a bamboo broom whose reeds occasionally prick Sohan Lal through his dhoti.


‘Watch what you’re doing, Chotu,’ scolds Sohan Lal mildly.


He does not want to be rude early in the morning, especially in his present frame of mind. He has just measured out three drops of aniseed into a bottle of lemongrass oil, and rubbed the concoction over his hands and neck, and behind his ears. The mixture gives off a sweet smell, which will stay with him all day. He resumes his puja, looking at the figurines in the alcove. Lakshmi, made of polished silver, wears a blouse embroidered with gold threads. Her skirt overflows the alcove and displays its golden brocade. Vishnu, next to her, wears a simple yellow dhoti, his upper body bare, with a brilliant brass chest. Both Vishnu and Lakshmi are adorned with a nimbus of filigreed silk behind their heads. Sohan Lal would have preferred gold-plated figurines, but he cannot trust Chotu. Even gods need protection. He carefully rearranges the folds of Lakshmi’s skirt and peels away stale flowers from the previous day. He has brought fresh garlands in a paper cone, which he now lays round the figurines, then dips his ring finger into a brass tumbler and sprinkles gangaajal on Lakshmi, followed by a new coat of vermilion for the parting in her hair and a scattering of flower petals. He rings a silver bell and sings the final aarti in a toneless voice.


Gopal hears Sohan Lal’s aarti and bows his head respectfully. The seth is a formidable man, a man of substance, who has pulled himself up to his present position over the last thirty years. He has propitiated Lakshmi, no doubt, going by the stones on his fat fingers, the lustre of his silk kurta and the flood of customers to his spotless shop. He is a good man, a staid man, a man with a family . . . A hissing sound breaks Gopal’s reverie. The tea has boiled over. He quickly removes the pan from the stove and salvages what he can, then wipes the spill off the polythene sheet that lines the floor of his stall. This is an unfortunate day . . . Hopefully the seth has not witnessed the accident, or he will send a rebuke across the lane. He does not like clumsiness.


Sohan Lal finishes his aarti, sprinkles a few more drops of gangaajal on the figurines, shakes his hand dry and wipes the vermilion from his fingers on a silk handkerchief. From a Sunmica-topped drawer he withdraws a tiny bottle and pulls out its wooden cork. With his index finger pressed to the mouth, he turns it upside-down, holds it for a second, straightens it, removes his finger and squeezes his earlobes – right, then left – between thumb and finger. Then he rubs attar molshri under his chin, on his wrists and throat, puts the cork back into the bottle and restores it to its drawer. The sweet smell of molshri wafts into his nostrils, mixing with aniseed and lemongrass. He shuts his eyes, enjoying a fragrance that has never existed before in these exact proportions. As the first rush of attar dissipates, he opens his eyes, touches his ears, sighs and prepares for his customers.


Gopal sniffs in disapproval. The seth is a fop, a show-off. The attar smell mixes with sewage before it reaches him in a gale of pungency. It will stay all day, assaulting him, forming an unpleasant amalgam with the cardamom and cloves in his tea. He is a poor man, unable to afford attar, yet when Lakshmi lets fall her benign gaze on him . . .


There is a disturbance at the entrance to the lane. A man has charged in and is coming his way in great agitation. It is Ibrahim Mian, shouting his name, arms flailing, beard trembling, yellow teeth splayed out in a mouth that is perpetually open.


‘Gopal Bhai!’


Gopal regards him with consternation. He knows he must offer him tea. It is not a good omen when the first cup of the day is supplied free.


‘It is all finished!’ says Ibrahim, breathlessly. ‘Shut your stall! They have killed her.’


Gopal is annoyed: he knows the seth frowns on commotion in the kucha.


‘There will be trouble! They have killed the bitch. Even a prime minister has to pay for her sins.’


Across the lane, Sohan Lal’s jaw drops, hand arrested in mid-motion as it travelled upward to give his nose another whiff of attar. ‘Who told you?’ he gasps.


Ibrahim eyes the seth suspiciously, then looks away. He continues to talk to Gopal, ignoring the seth but aware that he is listening. ‘Everyone knows. It is all over the market.’


‘Are you sure?’ Sohan Lal asks coldly.


‘It is on television. There is a great crowd outside the All India Institute. That is where they took her. The bitch . . . Shut your stall, Gopal Bhai. Let us go!’


Gopal sits obstinately. ‘Why?’


Ibrahim makes an impatient sound. ‘Did I not tell you? There will be trouble, there will be killing—’


‘Why would they kill me?’ demands Gopal.


From across the kucha, Sohan Lal persists, choosing his words carefully. ‘How did she die?’


‘Shooting in the prime minister’s residence. Sixteen bullets. Her own security guards. Two Sikhs. One sardar alone cannot be trusted, what can you expect when two get together?’


Sohan Lal brings his hands together and shuts his eyes for a moment, then reaches for the telephone and begins to dial furiously.


‘They have already shut down everything,’ says Ibrahim conspiratorially to Gopal. ‘Every shop in Ballimaran, Chawri Bajar, Khari Baoli, Nai Sarak . . .’


‘What about your shoe shop?’


Ibrahim snorts in contempt. ‘Sharief Mirza is still sitting there! I told him, “Even dogs have deserted the lanes of Ballimaran. Who will come to buy your shoes?” He said, “I am the owner, not a clerk. My grandfather sat in this shop through Partition. Who is Indira Gandhi to shut it down?”’


‘Poor man.’


‘So I told him! I said, “Considering I am not the owner, I must save my own life before the shop!” And I left Ballimaran.’


‘But the rest of Chandni Chowk—’


‘Everyone is going home! Take your bicycle and leave!’


Trembling, Gopal begins to put away his stove and cans. Ibrahim notices the pan on the stove, which has some tea left inside it even after the spill. ‘A cup of chai first?’ he suggests hopefully.


Gopal reaches into the junction box and brings out a glass tumbler. Ibrahim frowns, and the yellow teeth are bared. When he speaks his voice threatens as much as it implores: ‘Maybe I can drink from your regular cup today. There is no difference between Hindu and Musalman now. Both have turned against the sardar.’


Gopal shakes his head, fills Ibrahim’s glass and extends it toward him. He cannot give a regular cup to a Musalman and risk losing his business because Sohan Lal’s eyes are on him. Ibrahim accepts the glass sulkily and sips. ‘Why will anyone do anything to me?’ asks Gopal. ‘I am not a political man.’


Ibrahim considers this. ‘Your son is a political man,’ he says tartly.


Gopal does not reply. The accusation stings. Ibrahim drains the tumbler, puts it back in the junction box, and turns to go. ‘I will not pay today,’ he says.


It is an unnecessary announcement, because Ibrahim never pays. Gopal asks anyway, as he always does, ‘Why?’


Ibrahim shrugs. His manner implies that the answer is obvious. Gopal stands up, slips on his chappals, loosens the lid and shuts his box. Ibrahim sidles up close to him, overpowering attar molshri with his own leathery smell.


‘I am glad they have killed her,’ he says viciously. ‘She was a whore who castrated our men and had our women raped. Someone had to kill her . . .’


Gopal shrugs uncomfortably. ‘I am not a political man, Ibrahim Mian. I hope it did not hurt too much . . .’


‘You do not understand, Gopal Bhai, because you are not a Musalman.’


‘But it was sardars who killed her!’ protests Gopal.


‘There is no difference. Musalmans, sardars, Hindus, everyone hated her. But there will be trouble for sardars.’


‘It is an unfortunate day,’ sighs Gopal.


‘It is not safe to walk in Chandni Chowk,’ says Ibrahim.


Gopal trembles, thinking of his son Mukesh.










Chapter 2


The two girls melt away into Dudhiya Gali, giggling and fighting, leaving watery imprints of their feet on dry asphalt. Gauhar calls after them, then leaves the hand-pump and wanders back into Chandni Chowk. He does not care about the girls. He must find Ma and Baba, whom he has not seen for three days. He rearranges his soaking, matted hair, combing it roughly with the fingers of his left hand. Dripping shorts cling to his legs. Drops of water glisten on his thin shoulders and chest, but the sun quickly dries them. He thrusts his hand into a wet pocket, the stump into another, and surveys the scene in Chandni Chowk. Buildings on either side seem to lean into the street as they move upward. It is quieter than it has been in the last three days. There should have been carts, rickshas, thelas and more people. There should be bells, whistles, horns and the constant roar of traffic. Yet half the shops are shuttered. Straight ahead, seen through a maze of electrical wires that criss-cross the street, the indistinct form of Red Fort looms against the horizon. He last saw Ma and Baba behind this fort three days ago.


He walks toward the fort without much hope. He knows already that they are not in the settlements behind it. He does not like this city, where his stomach has never been full and his baba never at his side. They should never have left Binodpur. Perhaps his friends there still look for him to play kabaddi. Or maybe they have found a replacement, and Shahid has a new team-mate. That puny bastard with two hands! He must go back and beat him to a pulp . . . They had left Binodpur one dark night, and walked for hours in the forest. Baba held his hand, pulling him along through thickets and groves – Baba, Ma and himself, with Bhola Dada, who walked in front and showed the way. Bhola Dada had arrived in Binodpur a few days before, talking, cajoling, laughing, sitting around. He seemed to know everyone yet had nothing to do. With his well-oiled hair, smooth moustache and fleshy jowls, he alone in the village had an air of contentment. And now they were walking through the forest with him, rapidly, as if someone was in pursuit. Baba slowed down as they approached a police check-post on the bank of a river. Bhola Dada laughed at his timidity. ‘Bangladesh Rifles!’ he said contemptuously.


They walked through the check-post unmolested, and descended a steep embankment to the river, where a boat appeared from the darkness, summoned miraculously. They clambered into it, Bhola Dada hurrying them into the hull and pushing them down on wooden planks. The boat slid soundlessly into the river, gliding on a calm, black surface. For a while he could see the indistinct outline of the shore, and then they were surrounded by water. Only the boatman and Bhola Dada knew their whereabouts. In pitch darkness, he could still see Bhola Dada’s glinting eyes, and then his white teeth, because he had turned to address Gauhar. ‘This is the river Ichchamati,’ said Bhola Dada. ‘It grants every wish.’


Gauhar is at the eastern end of Chandni Chowk now, watched over by the great fort. Rickshas and cycles wait at the red signal where Chandni Chowk opens into a wide, grassy expanse, whose eastern border is delineated by the walls of Red Fort. A police jeep tears through the signal, siren wailing, constables in khaki uniform sitting in the back with guns at the ready. The signal turns green and rickshas rush toward it, horns blowing continually. Gauhar joins the flood and is carried along to the fort wall. He feels a tightness in his stomach, but this is not Binodpur, where you can find an open field and squat wherever you want. This is not even the settlement behind the fort wall – the wall is very long, he cannot possibly walk round it – where he can sneak away to an open drain. This is a wide open city, with a thousand eyes watching him from cars, scooters and buses, and police check-posts at every corner. Yet the tightness in his stomach will not go away. He comes to the brink of a dry moat, beyond which lies the red sandstone wall of the fort. He scuttles down the slope until he is hidden from view, and discovers a row of sputtering sprinklers. Here he squats and shits. Just as he begins to wash himself in a sprinkler, a shout goes up above him beyond the walls of the moat. He looks up. Three policemen, batons in hand, are charging down at him, crying, ‘Pakaro! Pakaro!’ He pulls up his shorts – still wet from the hand-pump – scampers up the moat wall and runs.


The boat had pulled into a dark bay on the opposite shore of the Ichchamati. Bhola Dada jumped off with surprising energy, leaving the boat shaking violently and almost throwing Ma into the water. They stepped off into the knee-deep water, steadying themselves by holding on to each other, and waded toward land, admonished to remain silent by Bhola Dada, whose composure on the previous shore had been replaced with extreme nervousness. The boatman was now the leader of the party, choosing his steps carefully in the treacherous water, heading for a grove of trees that arched over the river. A sudden shot was fired into the air, somewhere on the riverbank above them.


‘BSF! BSF!’ screamed the boatman. He rushed toward the trees and disappeared into darkness, as Bhola Dada watched in consternation. At the same time a flashlight appeared inside the grove, combing the water until it found them and stayed on them.


Baba turned to Bhola Dada. ‘BSF?’


‘Border Security Force,’ said Bhola Dada, impatiently. ‘Indian.’


Baba gave a cry of despair, and Ma began to cry. Bhola Dada scolded them, then stomped through the water toward the flashlight, creating swirls of current that rode up their waists. They stood shivering, although it was a warm night. Bhola Dada was saying something to the men behind the flashlight, who were now plainly visible as Indian policemen in khaki uniforms. The conversation was unfriendly, and seemed to become heated. Then the flashlight went out and Bhola Dada called to Baba roughly. Baba waded ashore, pulling Ma with one hand and Gauhar with the other, sacks of clothes and food slung on his shoulders. Gauhar was the last one ashore, dragged up the muddy bank by an impatient Bhola Dada.


The next morning they ventured into town to buy rice. It was the busiest market Gauhar had ever seen. There were shops selling bangles, pearls, necklaces, pots, pans, blankets, rice, onions . . . There were such large heaps of potatoes, such mounds of rice and meat. He walked in wonder behind Baba, watching his green lungi flap against his legs, and pulling at the saree that clung to his mother’s frame, still damp from last night.


‘Is this Dhaka?’ he asked Ma.


She turned on him. ‘Never say Dhaka again!’


Gauhar was confused by her violence. He had always imagined they would go to Dhaka some day. Shahid had been there, and had spoken favourably of the city when compared with Binodpur, or even the entire Jessore district. ‘Which other city could be so large?’ he wondered aloud.


‘This is Bongaon,’ said Baba, proudly. ‘You now live in Bongaon.’


The policemen are still after him – he can hear their ‘Pakaro! Pakaro!’ He bounds across the grass, crosses the street – ignoring the stream of traffic, which parts to avoid him – and enters a lane near the bird hospital, hoping it will open out into a field where he can squat again. But it turns into another lane, and then another, until he is lost somewhere in Chandni Chowk, running from one lane to the next. He has shaken off the policemen but he does not want to stop. He slows down only when he is breathless and gasping and cannot run any more. He cannot read the writing on boards strung above the shops. The letters look different from the Arabic alif, be, te, se he has learned in Binodpur. He sits down on a concrete platform outside a shop. This Delhi is a large city, much larger than Binodpur, larger than Bongaon, even. He does not understand these lanes, the people are unfamiliar, and he wishes he was back in Binodpur, sleeping in his cot next to Ma and Baba . . . He shifts uncomfortably on the concrete platform, aware that it belongs to a shop. Inside, a man in a large turban sits cross-legged, fanning himself with a handkerchief. Should he ask the man for food? Or will he be asked to get off the platform if he draws attention to himself?


He lies down on the platform, curls into a ball and drifts into sleep, thinking of Ma, Baba, rice, fish, Bhola Dada, jalebis and the bus journey from Bongaon to Calcutta. He is woken by a stone that bounces off the platform. He sits up, frightened, and folds his hands in supplication. It is a gesture he has learned recently, having seen his father employ it seven days ago in the bus to Calcutta. There was his father in a green lungi, standing with hands folded while a policeman stood over him, growling, ‘Bangladeshi, Bangladeshi . . .’ So he brings his hands together and shuts his eyes. ‘Maaro! Maaro!’ someone shouts. Gauhar opens his eyes, wondering who wants to kill him. A hail of stones hits the metal signboard and lands at his feet, while a few bounce into the shop. Gauhar jumps off the platform as the man in the turban comes forward to challenge the stone-throwers. Someone shouts, ‘Indira Gandhi amar rahe!’


The turbaned man holds up his hands to calm them, then flings abuse, but is cowed by the rage of the crowd and begins to pull down his metal shutter, inviting another shower of stones. There are renewed shouts of ‘Maaro! Sardar! Sardar!’


Ah, thinks Gauhar with relief, they want to kill the fat one in the turban, not me.


‘Pakistan murdabad! Khalistan murdabad!’ someone shouts.


Gauhar looks around excitedly. A man brandishes a stick, another holds a trident, a weapon Gauhar had seen for the first time in Calcutta. There is going to be a fight! He picks up a stone from the platform and recedes into the crowd.


The sardar has almost finished with his shutter, but to lock it he must step outside the shop. He considers the crowd – which has been partially mollified by his retreat – holds up a conciliatory hand and steps out gingerly to the concrete platform. Gauhar raises his arm, takes aim, and hurls the stone with full force. It hits the sardar just below the turban, drawing blood from his temple. A sudden silence falls upon the crowd. The sardar looks up in shock and fear, and the mob seems to draw back. Three men in white kurtas climb the platform and form a shield round him, urging the crowd to disperse.


‘Maaro!’ someone shouts again.


The men in kurtas scold the slogan-shouter and challenge the stone-thrower to come forward, as the sardar hurriedly locks his shutter. The crowd now exhales consciously, everyone looking at everyone else to spot the stone-thrower. The men escort the sardar away from the scene, hurrying him along until he has safely turned the corner. The crowd begins to disperse. Gauhar backs away quietly, hands in pockets, and turns into Paratha Gali, his heart beating uncontrollably.


They had stayed in Bongaon for a few days, then taken a bus to Calcutta, eighty kilometres away. He had not wanted to go. What was wrong with Bongaon? he asked Baba. ‘We must go to Calcutta and then we must go west,’ Baba had said, as if the west was a town where everyone obviously went. Before they reached Calcutta they were taken off the bus by policemen. He had never known such fear. His father stood surrounded by policemen, green lungi flapping in the wind, hands folded. But Bhola Dada seemed to know everyone, and soon they were on a train to Delhi. No one on it spoke Bengali, and Baba brought a finger to his lips every time Gauhar opened his mouth. ‘You are from Murshidabad,’ Baba whispered to him. ‘Never forget you are from Murshidabad.’ By the time the train had crossed large bridges and arrived in Delhi, Bhola Dada had disappeared.


They pushed through the crowds at Delhi railway station, staying close together with Baba holding Ma with one hand and Gauhar with the other, and walked through streets with such tall buildings that Gauhar’s neck ached from looking up. Then they circled a great red wall and arrived at a village where Baba knew someone. It was an odd-looking village, with tents much smaller than the houses in Binodpur, made of tins, tarpaulins and cans. Inside one such tent they spent their first night, sleeping fitfully while Baba spoke for a long time with the man who lived in it. The next morning Gauhar asked the name of their new town. ‘Naresh Colony,’ said Baba.


Paratha Gali is awash with the fragrance of ghee. Gauhar passes countless stalls stacked with parathas, potatoes and chillies next to cauldrons of boiling oil. Large griddles hold a dozen parathas that are flipped over every few seconds, until each is crisp and golden. He has seen parathas in Binodpur and Bongaon, small, thin ones, not big stuffed ones like these. And he has never seen such pickles, such arrangements of banana, tamarind, watermelon, pumpkin, mint . . . Is there anything that cannot be pickled here? He has not eaten since last evening, when Baba bought him aloo puri in Chandni Chowk just before Gauhar lost him in the crowd. How much do these parathas cost? Can he ask them to give him one in return for some work? Perhaps he can man that griddle, wash it when it cools, lay it on the stove. Wooden signboards hang before every shop, in languages he does not understand, until he comes upon one in Urdu – ‘Arya Restaurant. Prove our parathas are not made with pure desi ghee and get a reward of one thousand rupees!’


He reads haltingly, but the claim lights a fire in his belly. Weakened by hunger, he is unable to tear his eyes from the chutneys and pickles that lie beneath the board. The man behind the griddle frowns. Gauhar points to a stack of parathas lying shamelessly on the side. ‘Twelve rupees,’ says the man, suspiciously. Gauhar stands mute. ‘Or twenty-five,’ says the man, with a scornful glint in his eyes, pointing to a solitary fat paratha that bulges with stuffing. He chuckles at Gauhar’s confusion, then gets serious. ‘This is seven rupees,’ he says, pointing to a thin roti. ‘This is a methi paratha, with a stuffing of grams and fenugreek seeds. Just seven rupees!’


The description and the prices mean nothing to Gauhar. He digs deep into his left pocket and brings out three coins. His mother gave them to him when they arrived in Delhi three days ago, as they stepped off the train. He considers them. They are the last of his money. Slowly, he extends his left palm to the man behind the griddle.


‘What is this?’ exclaims the man, impatiently. ‘What coins are these?’


Gauhar stands stubbornly, palm open. The man takes his coins, considers them, then hurls them back at him. ‘Bangladeshi!’ he mutters.


Gauhar stays rooted to the spot. The parathas are spread over the hot griddle, stuffed with aloo, daal, sugar, mattar paneer . . . He puts out his hand to touch them, feel them, smell them a little better, clasp them, squeeze them, roll them up. They are soft and warm, and release the scent of ghee when squeezed. Then he is running blindly through Paratha Gali clutching a hot methi paratha, away from the stalls, away from the frenzied calls, the boy who lunged at him, the people who turn to look at him in amusement, and the shouts of ‘Pakaro! Pakaro!’ and ‘Bangladeshi’, followed by ‘Chor! Chor!’


In the last three days Gauhar has met everyone who lives in Naresh Colony, which lies along the walls of a great Musalman fort where once an emperor had ruled all of Hindustan, said Baba. The best tents in it are the ones adjacent to the fort wall, because they have at least one flank that is protected from rain and wind. But those spaces are all taken, and the wall-tents were pitched years ago. The many boys in the colony are from towns and districts Gauhar has heard of – Satkhira, Jessore, Khendiah, Meherpur, Rajshahi, Nababganj and Joypurghat, South Dinajpur – but they whisper the names softly, and only when coaxed. Aloud, they say they are from Nadia, Murshidabad, Malda or Cooch Behar. Gauhar likes the boys. He has been around with them, circling the great fort and picking rags, which he exchanged for money that he gave to Baba. ‘We will soon have our own tent,’ Baba said yesterday, ‘and we will soon have a ration card, and there is talk that Naresh Babu will visit us.’


‘Who is Naresh Babu?’ Gauhar had asked.


‘The king of Naresh Colony,’ Baba had said.


This morning, he woke up early and noticed that Baba and Ma were not there. The sun, visible in the sky from where he lay, cast a red glow on the eastern wall of the fort. The tent, with many holes in it, was lit brilliantly, and the mat where Baba and Ma had lain was bare. He waited for them to return until the sun had climbed higher and cast the wall of the fort into shadow, turning it a dull brown. He walked about the colony, peered under tarpaulins, cast about among pots and pans, asked his new friends. Some laughed, some shook their heads, some pointed vaguely here and there, but no one seemed to care much. He wandered outside the colony and walked down Chandni Chowk, heading straight for Fatehpuri Masjid, then turned into a lane where vats of curd stood in the roadway. The curd shook delightfully as he brushed against the vats. It was there that he had met the two girls with whom he had washed at a pump . . . But now he must run because he can still hear ‘Pakaro! Pakaro!’


He crumbles half of the paratha and stuffs it into his mouth, chewing greedily, then ducks under poles and benches, emerges into Chandni Chowk and loses himself in the crowd, relishing the flavours of the paratha. A haze has descended over Chandni Chowk, caused by a thousand cars and scooters, which seem to be driving away from something. The street is emptying. There are many more police jeeps now, sirens blaring. He wonders fearfully if the policemen have assembled to catch him and confiscate his paratha. He runs back toward Red Fort, staying close to the edge of the street, wishing they had stayed in Binodpur or at least in Bongaon. This Delhi, this Chandni Chowk: it has swallowed Baba and Ma, who always held his hand tightly in Bongaon so he would not get lost. He grips the last piece of paratha in his left hand. The ball of flour in his mouth slides down his throat, and he coughs, bringing tears to his eyes.










Chapter 3


Why did she have to die today? Chitra asks herself in exasperation.


All right, many people hated her and wanted her dead. Oh, yes, she had hurt the ‘Sikh psyche’ – as newspapers pointed out with maddening repetitiveness – she had sent her army into Golden Temple, she had outraged the entire Sikh population . . . but why must she die on the very day that Chitra stands on the cusp of a new dawn? Today represents a beginning, the birth of hope, the morning of many happy lives, not the end of a troubled, pointless one. Yet she is dead, lying bullet-riddled in the All India Institute of Medical Sciences. At this very moment, perhaps, they are taking her body to lie in state, for mourners to file past and television cameras to pan over, while she, Chitra, stands in a bare corridor and prepares to deliver the few lines that will inaugurate Sparrows, her school for destitute children. It is the culmination of three years’ knocking and imploring, during which she has alienated friends and angered the Municipal Corporation of Delhi. ‘We will not sanction a charity house for Bangladeshis,’ say Corporation officials. ‘We will not give you land and money to turn them into vote-banks. And who are you anyway? Do you have a government position? Have you been asked to look into the matter by a councillor, a Member of Parliament or a minister?’


Chitra smiles without humour. Here is Sparrows, home to thirteen impoverished children. There has been no councillor, no Member of Parliament and no minister. There has only been Suleman Mian, the lean, energetic young man who now awaits her in the next room. She knows little about him except that he is ‘local’, as he never tires of reminding her, raised in the lanes where Sparrows now stands, and loved by ‘his people’, a term he applies to anyone who lives or works in the web of lanes behind Jama Masjid. Whatever the substance of his claims, he has secured for her a building and enough money for her experiment. And here she is – reflected in the glass panes of a wooden cupboard – ready to begin.


She assesses her reflection. She is twenty-seven, but she has always considered herself mature for her age. It was in her nature to oppose beauty contests and fight elections in college, as she now lets the streak of premature grey shine in her hair. She is tall, large-boned but never plump. In the last three years she has, almost unconsciously, created herself in an image well understood among the culturally aware in Delhi – flowing black hair, large red bindi, handloom saree with tribal patterns and plain kolhapuri chappals, combining taste with modesty, fashionable college graduate with no-frills social worker.


She is not displeased with her appearance in the glass pane. A mature woman, a woman of substance. She raises an arm to silence the children – as she plans to do after she enters the room – and mouths her opening words. It is a new beginning for you, my children, but the end of an era for our country. A great tragedy has befallen us . . . How does one say ‘tragedy’ in Hindi? Should she have written the speech down? Her Hindi is not fluent. She had no occasion to use it in college, except in jokes, half-sentences, insults and the limited exchange required at tea stalls. She has brushed up her command of it in dealings with government servants, but the Hindi of officialdom is a pidgin language, confined to a few phrases about giving and receiving money. How can it compare with this, her maiden speech, her first formal contact with the children who will shape her life?


She corrects herself hastily: it is she who will shape the lives of the children. There will be no time to think about herself as she dedicates her life to thirteen little boys and girls discarded by society, with many more to follow. She walks resolutely into the room.


Suleman does not rise from his chair when she enters. The children clap. She holds up an arm and they fall silent with surprising docility. She stands still for a moment, looking around in confusion: she has never seen the room filled with children. They have been brought into the building over the last few days and have slept in its courtyard, played in the lanes around it and run up the steps of Jama Masjid to act as guides for American tourists, but this is the first time she has seen them all seated together – cross-legged on coir mats, with notebooks and pencils in their hands. The room – the same drab room she has swept and recently decorated with pictures of Gandhi and Nehru, inspirational slogans and the letters of the Hindi alphabet – presents itself anew as an object of wonder, a place of learning.


She faces the children and folds her hands. The children respond with shouts of ‘Hello’ and ‘Good morning’. She smiles. ‘I am going to give you some bad news,’ she says. The children laugh and clap. They have just been fed roti and pickle bought at a stall behind Jama Masjid, and appear to feel secure and comfortable. They seem to have already organised themselves into teams. Three sit round Mussabir, who at twelve is the oldest boy. Chitra found him picking rags in Daryaganj, and enticed him to Sparrows with promises of food. He is a thin, gangly boy, who does not know where his parents are and she suspects – almost knows – that he is Bangladeshi. More than half of them have the same story: brought from Bangladesh by desperate parents and abandoned as soon as convenient. Mussabir has no memory of his family. He has foraged in the drains of Chandni Chowk for four years, stolen food, fought for pavement space, and is quite comfortable in his empire. She has held on to him for the last six days with difficulty. Her usual bait is food, and the promise of more. He has spent the last few nights in the building – he will not tell her where he goes during the day – and has built up a following of younger boys, who now watch his face carefully, to get cues on how to respond to the world. Mussabir himself sits in regal indifference, glancing at the nine children who have not yet discovered his eminence and still sit cross-legged on the mat. He sprawls, of course. His legs are thrown out, and his notebook lies forgotten by his side.


Near the front edge of the mat are two girls whom Chitra found begging outside a stall three years ago. Jolly and Sheila – the names are certainly fake, taken by them from a film – were the inspiration for Sparrows. Chitra had taken them to a night shelter, which would not accept them because it was for males. She bought them a frock each. She saw them every few weeks in Chandni Chowk on her frequent visits to Town Hall. They would stand at the gate in the frocks and she would give them money, then enter the compound for her next meeting with obscure officials, prepared to haggle again for a building where she could create a shelter and school. Now the girls, eight years old, sit at the front, oblivious of Mussabir, wearing the same frocks, looking up at her wide-eyed.


The children sense her indecision and begin to chatter again. Mussabir looks at her with contempt, and his acolytes giggle.


‘Something unfortunate has happened to our country,’ she says. She hopes they will calm down and give the moment the dignity it deserves. But they laugh again. ‘Our prime minister has been killed,’ she tells them. The words come out bluntly in Hindi, not with the measured emotion she had practised. She sighs. Hindi is a crude language – a language of the street – without sensitivity or refinement.


The children’s laughter metamorphoses into a confused murmur. Mussabir’s acolytes look at him. Sheila and Jolly titter. Chitra considers the possibility that they do not know who, or what, the prime minister is. She feels sorry for herself. What is she, a graduate of Delhi’s most prestigious college, doing here? Why is she standing amid half-naked orphans, beggars and Bangladeshis? Which self-destructive gene has driven her to this kind of life? But this is not the time to doubt herself. She ploughs on stubbornly. ‘I had hoped to teach you a lesson today, because it is our first day. Instead we will sing a prayer – a prayer for our prime minister.’


The children break into applause. Embarrassed, she casts a glance to the right, where Suleman sits inscrutably on a steel chair. He looks straight ahead and seems not to notice the applause. She brings a horrified finger to her lips. So boisterous on such a day! But she must get them to sing. She begins softly: ‘Allah tero naam, Ishwar tero naam . . .’ Your name is Allah, your name is Ishwar . . . She is not a practised singer, and her voice trembles. She notices Suleman is frowning. She has never known what to make of him. Should she treat him as a friend who used his boundless drive to arrange for the money, the building, the budget for Sparrows? He bestows his kindness imperiously. His favours are disbursed not because the task is important but because he is in a position to offer them. His eyes have sharp, pinpoint pupils that make her uncomfortable. He always looks impatient, as if the present task is holding up the ones that will come after it. She stops singing: the children have not joined in.


‘Let it be,’ says Suleman. He has turned to her with a humourless smile that makes her cringe. ‘They are children,’ he says. ‘They have not heard of Indira Gandhi.’


But a ripple runs through the children. The name brings instant recognition among them. Some laugh, some clap, and a slogan rises from the back. ‘Indira Gandhi randii hai!’


The children roar with laughter. Chitra is horrified. What would Corporation officials say? We give you money and you teach children to call the prime minister a whore! She walks through them to the source of the blasphemy. Mussabir Hussein sits comfortably, legs splayed, turning a friendly face up to her. Chitra stands helpless before him, a little like a child herself. What should she do? She could slap him, rap his palm with a wooden ruler, drag him up by the ear and have him stand in the corner . . . But she cannot do any of these on the first day. She had counted on having well-behaved children who understood the importance of this moment. How was she to know she would have to discipline them? And how was she to know Indira would choose to be shot that morning?


She turns, almost against her will, to Suleman. His white kurta is arranged neatly round him. His pyjamas are white too, pressed flawlessly, and wrapped tightly round his legs, one of which is comfortably thrown over the other. He speaks, and his pencil moustache wiggles: ‘Children say such things, madam. She was an old woman, after all.’


Chitra shakes her head, then walks back to him. She will forgive Mussabir, and she will also forgive Suleman. She had first approached Naresh Agrawal, Member of Parliament for Chandni Chowk. He had been courteous, but offered no more than vague promises of help. Suleman, in his dry, distant manner, had rescued her. It is because of his kindness, or ambition, or whatever it is, that she stands among these children and dreams of a future for them.


She sits on her chair, next to Suleman, and asks him if he wants to make a speech. He demurs. It is not his style to thrust himself forward, she thinks. He is only twenty-eight, but his self-assurance is that of an older man. What should she do now? She cannot teach them a lesson. She cannot get them to sing a song. And she cannot say anything that will do justice to the moment, because she must say it in Hindi. It would have been convenient to deliver a short speech in English. What moving imagery she would use! What rousing words! What had Nehru said on Gandhi’s death? “The light has gone out of our lives . . .” English is so much kinder on the tongue!


She checks herself. This is vanity, romance, literary folly! Here is her family of thirteen – Mussabir, Jolly, Sheila, Raju, Anju, Manpreet, Robert, Babloo, Suraj, Sonu, Afroz, Anil and Muhammad Akram. Here are her children – half naked, illiterate, awaiting deliverance. Words cannot deliver them from misfortune.


‘We will stay silent for a moment,’ she says.


She looks at Suleman for his agreement. He lowers his eyelids. Mussabir is quiet, perhaps bored with rebellion, and shuts his eyes. His followers copy him. Sheila and Jolly sit demurely at the front. The other children fall silent when they sense that the room is quiet. The moment stretches. She steals another glance at Suleman and wonders if he is asleep.


Mussabir’s sudden expletive shreds the silence: ‘Saalaa!’ A scuffle has broken out on the far right where he sits. Behind him, the open door leads out to the lane and a boy, smaller than Mussabir, thin, dark, with dirty matted hair, stands there. He holds something in his left hand – perhaps a roti – that Mussabir is trying to wrest from him. The children shout encouragement. Mussabir laughs, but he is panting with the exertion. The other boy lifts his right hand – it ends in a stump – and brings it down hard on Mussabir’s shoulders. Mussabir leaps back in pain, holding a piece of the prize. He stuffs it into his mouth to great applause. The smaller boy hastily devours the last of what is in his hand, then lowers his head and slams it into Mussabir’s belly.


With difficulty Chitra separates them. Mussabir is furious, and the smaller boy fearful. He stands behind her, protected from Mussabir, crying, rubbing his face ineffectually with his stump. Mussabir slinks away sullenly. Children surround the new boy. Chitra looks carefully at him. His shorts appear to be damp, and he seems curiously clean. The stump is evidently from an old injury that has long healed. ‘You can go now,’ she says to him. ‘No one will harm you.’


The boy does not move. He looks up at her with wide eyes. It occurs to her that he is another Mussabir – a younger, greener one.


‘The budget is for thirteen,’ calls Suleman.


She does not like his presumption. She runs a hand over the boy’s rough hair. ‘What is your name?’


The boy looks blank, as if he does not understand Hindi. Then he folds his hands and answers, in a studied manner he must have been taught by his parents: ‘Gauhar Muhammad.’


‘Where is your father?’


The boy does not answer. At the other end of the room, Suleman rises in his chair. ‘What did you say your name was?’


‘Gauhar Muhammad.’


‘Where are you from?’ asks Suleman.


The boy hesitates before he answers. ‘Murshidabad.’


Suleman smiles. ‘Keep him here, madam,’ he says. ‘Fourteen mouths cost no more than thirteen.’


Chitra knows, without asking, that the boy is a Musalman just arrived in Delhi. His accent is odd. His Hindi sounds like the Bengali of Bangladeshi children.


‘You can stay here,’ says Suleman, to the boy, then bends to look at him intently. Chitra wonders if his eyes are full of kindness or mere curiosity. ‘Allah gives, always!’ Suleman whispers loudly.


She wonders at his sudden piety. Mussabir, near the door, makes an impatient sound. He does not like the boy. Although small and weak – what sort of fight can a one-handed freak put up? – he is too large to be incorporated easily into his team. He is an aberration, an unwelcome recruit, a potential power centre. Mussabir stares angrily at Chitra, trying to will her into changing her mind. He is aware that Suleman, against whom he feels helpless, is the mover behind the decision. And it is somehow the fault of that whore who has died. He screams: ‘Indira Gandhi randii hai!’










Chapter 4


A crowd of whores watches from the third-floor balcony of Kotha 842, peering through metal grilles, squeezed between petticoats and skirts strung out to dry. Their rouged cheeks are wrinkled with mirth and their betel-red mouths fall open in laughter, releasing streams of betel juice that rain down to the street below. Outside the police check-post across the street, the station house officer stands with his baton poised. Beneath the balcony, the bai waits, arms akimbo, but gives no instructions to her pahalvan to break up the fight as Gita hits Ramvilas with all her strength. She is the goddess Durga personified, and does not care if every pahalvan, bai, cat and dog in GB Road wants her to stop, begs her to desist before she beats the life out of this bastard. Let them try to prise her off, let them threaten her with sticks and starvation, let them tie her up and throw her into a dungeon, she will not let this one go until he pays! Fifteen is what they agreed on. After she has given two to the babu, five to the bai, two to the pahalvan, one to the owner and one to the SHO, she will be left with four rupees. Four rupees for four hours! How can she let him cheat her? He is not a quick customer who takes what he wants, pays and leaves. He is the type who likes to spend an entire morning in the kotha, lying in bed and having tea served to him as if she were his wife. He insists that mornings – which come after such long nights – are hours of business. She will tear him apart, flay the hide off his skinny bones and hang it out to dry on the grilles with the blouses and sarees. She brings down a rubber chappal on his skull, again and again, with a torrent of abuse. He has turned away his face, and now he has raised both arms to cover his head. What a small, childlike skull! And what delicate arms! How can such a limp man intimidate her so? How has she been so weak as to let him violate her?


Ramvilas crouches, hands covering his face, his head and his shoulder, trying to anticipate where the next blow will descend. He knows he has made a tactical mistake by running out into the street when she advanced on him. A whore in a kotha turns into a harpy in the street. Inside, he could have grabbed her by the hair and hurled her on to the bed, or at least run round the corridors to protect himself. Here, with the whores of GB Road and the shopkeepers watching, he cannot even stand up. His face burns with tracks scoured by her nails. What talons the bitch has! And painted with the varnish he has bought her! ‘A courtesan should be kept in her place,’ says Vatsyayan of the Kama Sutra, ‘not unduly flattered with gifts . . .’ And how did she get her hands on his chappals? He must get away, beyond her reach. Once he is on his feet she will not be able to keep up. He has to go only as far as the end of GB Road. She will not dare to follow him round the corner. He brings up one knee and plants a bare foot on the ground. Using this leg as a lever he heaves himself up. Thwack! A chappal lands on his left shoulder, which collapses under the impact. He is back on the ground, sprawled on his stomach.


The whores on the third-floor balcony giggle and clap loudly. The bai frowns and looks up impatiently. Too many of her girls are behind the grilles. Too many cleavages, dull red teeth, pendulous lips. And a crowd has begun to form in the street. Rickshas have stopped, cycles stand by, shopkeepers scowl behind their counters. She can sense the SHO weighing his options, calculating the exact moment at which he should break up the fight. By night the denizens of GB Road are whores and bais, but by day this is a market. The SHO has strict instructions from the assistant commissioner of police not to let night intrude on day. People come here to buy water-pumps, bathroom tiles, Western-style commodes and wash-basins. They walk in the street, sit on rickshas and scooters, haul away motors and pumps without looking up at the grilles. Should they do so, they will see a petticoat or a saree but rarely a woman. The bai allows her girls to lean over the balcony, in groups of three, to watch the street, but only in accordance with a strict dress code. They yearn for sunlight, and they appear innocent enough when clothed. But to run out into the street and make a scene at noon? The SHO will surely turn up this evening, when the market has closed and GB Road has reverted to its primeval calling, to demand money for this. She will have no choice but to pay. She does not want a falling-out with the police.


The bai nods at the pahalvan, a stocky man of thirty whose father was also a bouncer in the kotha. He pulls up his lungi and ties it round his knees in preparation for the dirty business. Then he steps forward, grabs Gita’s arms and pulls her away. She flails and shrieks, but he hauls her toward the kotha, a few steps at a time. He is amused by this turn of events. It is his duty to defend Gulmohar – which is Gita’s trade name – against her predators, not to protect the predators from her. Yet this man – who continues to sprawl on the ground even after Gulmohar has been plucked away – seems an unlikely carnivore. He is dressed in white cotton kurta-pyjamas like a politician and, instead of proper sandals, wears rubber chappals which presently adorn Gulmohar’s hands. He is probably thirty but his hair is thinning and he will soon be bald. He has not an ounce of flesh on his bones – a slight man who looks like he has learned to ingratiate himself with the more powerful to get by in a brutal world. Instead of seizing her by the hair as a man should, he had crouched on all fours and let Gulmohar thrash him, protesting only mildly when the pain became too intense. At one point, he may even have smiled, as if amused to be beaten in public by a whore who is only seventeen. Instead of fighting back, he kept plying her with palliatives, murmured so softly that only the pahalvan, standing close by, could hear them – ‘Go easy on me, my Fatehpuri Begum, my Jahanara, my Roshanara, my Mumtaz Mahal . . .’


‘Let go of me!’ yells Gita in broken Hindi.


The pahalvan laughs and pulls her into the stairwell next to Agrawal Pump House. He holds her until the bai grabs her arm and drags her upstairs.


‘I will kill him!’ says Gita.


The pahalvan laughs again at her accent. These Nepali girls! Narrow eyes, creamy skin, smooth arms, oval face, fiery spirit, but they never learn proper Hindi. It is a good thing no one comes to the kotha to hear her speak.


The bai comes running down the staircase, having deposited Gita safely into the arms of Parvati. She cannot let the man leave like this. She rushes past the waiting pahalvan into GB Road, where the crowd has begun to disperse. The grilles on either side of the street are emptying, as disappointed whores go back to their rooms.


Ramvilas rises, holding up both hands to cover his face against blows that no longer rain on him. He is clearly in love with Gulmohar, thinks the bai with satisfaction, or he would not have tolerated the violence. The slippers must have hurt because he is such a delicate man, perhaps weak-willed, besotted with the girl. She does not mind customers who fall in love with whores, but it is inconvenient when it interferes with business, when the lover wants to spend all morning in the kotha and expects his beloved to fuss over him. A girl needs rest after a night’s work. She cannot continue the ritual of playing wife, lover, courtesan and slave for more than ten hours at a stretch. What is more, Gulmohar is barely seventeen. She has known less than a dozen men. But this one is foolish enough to think he took her virginity. You can hardly tell with such young women. They are fresh as virgins for at least a few nights. But they do not wear well, unlike the hard women of the bai’s generation, who could pass for tender flesh in the twilight decade of their thirties. In those days women were like candles, burning steadily into middle age. These girls are like fire-crackers: they sparkle for a few moments – the first two years, if that many – and are then extinguished to serve the rest of their lives at break-even rates, which bring little profit to her or the owner. She has kept this girl on a light load for the last few weeks, giving her a few other men but largely reserving her for this one. She does not want Gulmohar to wear out too soon. With luck, she will have thirty years of supple skin, firm breasts, strong thighs and flat belly, as long as she does not get pregnant.


The bai sighs. Let it be. It does the girl good to slap her customers every few days. The drops of venom will prolong her freshness, and the wretch in the street will drink it gratefully in a masochist trance. But now she must attend to the wretch. She must be solicitous, she must offer help, she must ensure he will return to the kotha and Gulmohar. She offers him a plump arm, which he gratefully grabs to heave himself up. He stands, bewildered, then brings out a handkerchief and wipes his forehead.


‘She is not broken in,’ says the bai, helpfully.


Ramvilas nods. His chief concern, as he smoothes back his oily hair, is the SHO, who still stands at the edge of the street. The crowd has dispersed. Rickshas and cycles swerve round them. No one stops to look, but the SHO has his eye firmly on them.


‘I will teach her a lesson tonight,’ promises the bai.


Ramvilas holds up a limp hand – the one that had rested on her arm – in protest. ‘There is no need for that,’ he says. ‘I will come back tonight and settle this myself.’


The bai bestows a beatific smile on him. Happy customer, generous customer, benevolent customer! A wonderful man, well-groomed, clean-shaven, unthreatening consumer of beauty, not an overbearing fat giant who will crush poor Gulmohar under his weight. Why, if she were younger she would have taken him herself. But the poor man is bleeding from the furrows Gulmohar dug into his cheeks. The bai signals to the pahalvan, who runs inside the kotha and comes back with cotton wool and a bottle of Dettol. ‘Hold still! I will take care of you,’ she says.


From the first-floor grille in the kotha balcony, Gita watches the scene below. Parvati stands with her, a restraining hand on her arm, and admonishes her: ‘You must control yourself, Gulmohar.’


Gita snorts. She does not like Parvati, and she does not like being called Gulmohar. ‘It is a flower,’ the bai said to her. ‘It will make people swoon over you to catch a whiff of your fragrance.’ How often has Gita heard this flower talk! When she was ten, her uncle Jangbahadur had come to Sindhupalchowk district to meet her father. He had cast one glance at her and said to her father, ‘What a beautiful flower you have in your garden.’ Her father had laughed. Everyone laughed at Jangbahadur’s jokes because he was from Kathmandu.


At sixteen she was sent there to live with Jangbahadur and his second wife. She did not want to go, but her father said it was best for her. There were no prospects for a young girl in a village. Who would marry her? In Kathmandu a girl could earn a living. She could find herself a young man to take care of her, which was why girls from Dhading, Nuwakot and Sindhupalchowk district were all flocking to the city. Those who had aunts and uncles in Kathmandu considered themselves fortunate, because they had a home and loving relatives to start them off. Affectionate Jangbahadur had certainly turned out to be. He had embraced her when she arrived, and never missed the opportunity to give her a peck on the cheek. A few days later, he had set her up as a waitress. ‘This is the first step,’ he told her, ‘on your way to a future that will dazzle your father.’


The restaurant was hard work. She was up at five in the morning and worked until ten at night, lighting stoves, pumping water and slicing vegetables. During restaurant hours she waited on customers. That was the best part of her day, because she was allowed to dress in a new frock Jangbahadur bought her. She served with a warm smile, and allowed her brown hair to sway when she stood over customers to set down their plates and glasses. One day a young man left three rupees on the table for her. She thought he had made a mistake, but he was back the next day, saying he had been deliberately generous with his tip. ‘You are a beautiful woman,’ he said, as he looked directly at her, ‘and I know your uncle Jangbahadur very well.’ She was pleased.


She reported the incident to Jangbahadur. ‘I know the boy,’ said her uncle. ‘He is a garment importer, very successful, very rich. He will make someone a wonderful husband.’


Bikram came to the restaurant almost every day, and his tips grew with time. He was not bad-looking – in his thirties, a bit fleshy, clean and sunny. His plumpness spoke of prosperity, not neglect. She began to preen herself in the kitchen, arranging her hair, using perfume, self-conscious when she approached his table, knowing that he came to the restaurant only to see her. On the days he did not come she was indifferent to her work. ‘I have been to Delhi,’ he would say, when he returned after a long absence, ‘to buy salvaar-kameez and sarees.’ She found out that he went regularly to Delhi to import garments, which he sold to shopkeepers in Kathmandu. ‘Delhi is a great city,’ he told her, ‘a wonderful world of forts, gardens, monuments, roads, cars and skyscrapers.’ When he asked her to come with him she did not hesitate. She asked Jangbahadur for his permission. She was not a bold girl, and would not have gone if her uncle had not given his blessing. ‘You are seventeen and can make your own decisions,’ said Jangbahadur, ‘but I do not want to answer to your mother in Sindhupalchowk.’ He brought her face so close to his that she could see the dark lines in his gums and feel his breath on her cheeks. ‘You will break many hearts with your almond eyes,’ he said. Then his lips fell open and he slobbered over her face. She pulled away and spent the night packing her clothes into a suitcase. She was not sure he had given her permission to go, but she was certain he was dangerous. She had to go with Bikram, who was younger, warmer and much more likeable. She would become a partner in his garment-import business. In a great city like Delhi, a woman could become anything she wanted – a beautician, a shop-girl or a waitress in a five-star hotel, serving white men from foreign countries.


She met Bikram early in the morning at a bus stop. ‘Let us go and get married,’ she said.


Bikram laughed. He ran his hand over the parting in her hair, index finger and thumb depositing a line of imaginary vermilion. ‘Now we are married,’ he said. She laughed and he pulled her close. She liked that. He was kind, solicitous and generous. They crossed the border into India in a bus, then took a train to Delhi. In Delhi they always travelled by bus – never by taxi – because Bikram wanted to save money for the sarees they would buy to take home. She did not mind. What wonderful sights he showed her! India Gate and Parliament House and Red Fort . . . They spent three days wandering around Kinari Bajar and Khari Baoli, walking up and down Chandni Chowk, eating jalebis and dahi bhallas and mouth-watering parathas . . . but never buying the sarees and salvaar-kameez they had come for. They walked for hours, scouring the market for good sarees, negotiating in a dozen shops but never buying anything. ‘The rates are too high,’ said Bikram.


‘If you will not buy sarees for the business you can buy one for me,’ she said.


He agreed, with a reluctance that hurt her. ‘All right,’ he said, ‘I will buy you a georgette saree.’


The seth who owned the shop had smiled scornfully. ‘We do not sell georgette sarees,’ he said, ‘because georgette is cheap and this is Jamna Lal Kishori Mal.’ His entire stock, he said, was organdie, French chiffon and nylon.


They walked out of the shop in disgrace. Bikram was indifferent; she was furious. That night he raped her for the first time. Although he had taken to holding her hand when helping her out of buses, he had been careful not to brush against her on the first two nights they had spent in Delhi, in a fifth-floor room in Chandni Chowk. She was accustomed to the casual, unspoken intimacy that had developed between them from sharing the same room, toilet and travelling compartment. On the third night, after their argument about the georgette saree had fanned itself into a violent quarrel, he drew her to him calmly and deliberately. She had never known such intimacy. At first she was pleasantly surprised, then shocked. No one in the building, where at least a hundred people slept in cubicles like theirs, answered her cries for help, as if the room was a solitary box suspended in space. The next two nights he raped her again.


On their sixth morning, he woke her up before dawn and led her to a market for water-pumps and bathroom tiles. ‘There are no saree shops here,’ she said, ‘and all the shops are closed.’


‘We have not come to buy,’ he replied cryptically. ‘We have come to sell.’ He held her hand and she walked with him willingly. She no longer regarded his intrusion on her as criminal. This was what a husband demanded, he had told her, and the pain would soon turn to pleasure. They walked through the deserted market, hand in hand, passing shuttered shops and sleeping beggars. Daylight was still an hour away. Next to Agrawal Pump House – closed, its electronic signboard flashing in Hindi – he turned into a building and led her up a dark staircase that opened into a landing and then a waiting room with stacks of bunk beds, curtains drawn over each one. Boys played marbles on the linoleum floor; girls played Ludo. The walls were covered with pictures of Gandhi, Nehru, Guru Nanak and Sai Baba. She asked Bikram where they were.


‘Girls’ hostel,’ he said.


She could not understand why everyone was up so early, or what function was served by the bunk beds and curtains. A plump woman came into the room, followed by a troupe of six or seven younger girls. She was about forty, Gita decided, not unlike her mother but more confident and self-assured. She looked hard at Gita, clucked, and exchanged quick looks with the girls.


‘This is Shanti Bai,’ said Bikram.


Gita said namaste to her.


The bai whispered in Bikram’s ear – Gita was shocked by the familiarity – and giggled. Tea was brought in on a steel tray. The bai had a glass, Bikram had a glass, and Gita sipped hers. Bikram asked the bai why the other girls would not drink tea. ‘Roza,’ said the bai.


When they had finished their tea, Bikram told Gita he was planning to go to Ludhiyana and Jalandhar to buy yarn. ‘They make good yarn there,’ he said. ‘Stay here until I return. The bai will take care of you.’


She did not want Bikram to go. She clung to him, letting her tears flow freely.


‘This is childish behaviour!’ Bikram scolded her. ‘I have complete faith in the bai, and I will be back in a few days.’


‘I do not know the bai,’ she protested. ‘And what is roza?’


‘Musalman fast,’ said Bikram. ‘Not for you. The bai will give you something to eat if you are hungry. Even the girls will eat early in the morning.’


‘Are all these girls waiting for their husbands to come back?’ she asked.


Bikram laughed. She stepped back in fear and confusion. The second time he had assaulted her he had called her his flower, his rose, his champa, his rajnigandha . . . He had hugged her and whispered those words into her ear. Surely she had acquired some rights over him? Should she cling to him and refuse to be parted from him? She put her slender arms round his plump body, then drew back, embarrassed. She did not want the bai and the girls to see her like that.


‘A few days,’ said Bikram, as he left. ‘Then we will go back to Kathmandu.’


The last glimpse she had of him was when he stopped at the door, parted the curtain, glanced at her and walked down the staircase. It might have been a look of longing, but she was not sure.


The girls took her inside, fussing over her. There were four of them, all in their twenties, thought Gita. They were dressed in white salvaar-kameez with long dupattas that they kept tightly wrapped round their bodies. Their modesty caused Gita some anxiety. She wished she had not worn such a low-cut blouse. Children – at least a dozen – followed them from room to room, until they sat down on a carpet, surrounded by walls plastered with posters of Amitabh Bachchan and Dharmendra, and other film stars she did not recognise.


The girls saw her looking at the pictures and laughed. ‘We don’t have Gandhi and Sai Baba in this room.’


The girls introduced themselves. This is Manju, this is Nasreen, this is Lilly, this is Parvati . . . Gita asked about the children. Did they live in the girls’ hostel too? Whose were they?


Parvati laughed. ‘We are a family.’


‘The three biggest ones are my sons,’ said Manju.


‘The two little girls belong to me,’ said Nasreen.


‘I thought the little girl was mine!’ screamed Parvati.


‘She’s mine,’ insisted Nasreen. ‘She has my eyes.’


‘All of them call me Mother,’ shrieked Lilly.


And they exploded into laughter. Gita laughed too, as did the children. Then she thanked them all for their kindness. ‘I will stay with you for a few days,’ she said. ‘Until my husband comes back from Ludhiyana.’


Nasreen giggled. ‘This is your sasuraal, your husband’s home.’


‘All your sasuraals are in this house,’ added Manju, ‘because all your husbands live here!’


Gita laughed, not knowing what they meant. She pointed to the outer room, where the bai was. ‘Who is she?’


‘Mummy? She is your mother-in-law!’ yelled Parvati.


At which they all laughed again. Suddenly Nasreen held up her hand and everyone fell silent. The distant call of a mulla, broadcast over loudspeakers strung across GB Road, floated into the room. ‘I have heard the azan!’


Lilly brought out a steel plate of samosas and they sat in a circle to eat. The children ate ravenously.


‘We are not all Musalmans,’ explained Manju, ‘but we like to eat when Nasreen does. In a few days the month of Ramzan will end and we will have to go hungry all night!’


‘Don’t be shy,’ said Nasreen. ‘You must eat if you want to work.’


Gita took a bite out of a samosa.


‘You have such smooth, creamy skin,’ said Nasreen.


When the meal was finished, the girls went to sleep and the bai took Gita upstairs.


‘This is my room,’ said the bai. ‘You will sleep here for now.’


Gita spent two anxious weeks in the kotha, watching the girls sleep through mornings, wake up in the afternoons, play Ludo, wash their clothes, cook, giggle, quarrel and sing. She took care of the children while the girls cooked. At night the bai would lock her into her room. ‘We want you to be safe,’ she would say. Every morning Gita asked her about Bikram. Had she heard from him? The bai would pull her into her arms and caress her, braid her hair and say nothing, jaws moving inexorably as they masticated the remains of her paan.


‘You must take better care of yourself,’ said the bai, reprovingly. ‘You will lose your looks, Gulmohar.’


‘My name is Gita Tamang!’


‘But Gulmohar is much prettier,’ said the bai. Then she took Gita’s face into her hands, as Jangbahadur had done in Kathmandu. ‘You have beautiful almond eyes. Such light skin, such smooth arms, such black hair!’


A week later, Gita first saw Ramvilas in her room, standing over her bed. She did not know what to make of him. He was a slight man, and looked intimidated. She fought him all night, bit him, slapped him. When she yielded it was only because she was exhausted and wanted to sleep. He hugged her, called her his Mumtaz Mahal, then emptied a fragrant bottle over her naked body. ‘This is attar chameli, my Gulmohar, mixed with a few drops of attar bela. I just poured two hundred rupees over you!’


‘You must be very rich,’ she said in wide-eyed wonder.


‘I am the emperor of Delhi,’ he declared. When he left he gave her five rupees. Soon after, the bai entered the room and took the note. She sniffed the air. ‘What is that smell?’


‘Something he brought in a bottle,’ said Gita.


The bai laughed and held Gita’s face in her hands again. ‘He loves you very much. You will bring him a lot of joy.’


And she has brought him much joy, thinks Gita bitterly, as she has brought much joy to Bikram. Her cousin Gauri, who had returned to Sindhupalchowk district two months after her wedding, had told her that husbands were unpredictable: they sometimes beat you, sometimes hugged you tenderly, sometimes did not speak to you for days. ‘You are my rose,’ Bikram had said, ‘my champa, my rajnigandha . . .’ Ah, she would have forgiven him the pain of that night in Chandni Chowk! A husband had the right to do such things. She would have put up with everything – beatings, harsh words, sulks, fits of temper. Did he not know that? Had she been too demanding? She should never have asked for a georgette saree. If only he would take her back . . .


Three days ago she had begged the bai to send her back to Sindhupalchowk district. The bai turned away without answering. She ran, crying, to Parvati, who hugged her and said, ‘A whore makes the kotha her home.’


‘Do not call me a whore!’ Gita had sobbed.


But there is no other word for it, she thinks mournfully, as she watches the bai minister to Ramvilas in the street. A whore betrothed to a new Bikram – that jackal in the street. He has come to her every night for forty days. He brings a new bottle of attar every time he comes, a new gift, a new trinket, all of which the bai takes away. Lately he has begun to spend mornings with her too. Very well, she will let him feed off her but she will make him pay. Yet he will not go beyond twelve rupees even when he agrees to give her fifteen. Such chicanery from a man who wastes hundreds on attar! She does not want the attar or the baubles. She wants him to give her money, and he is inexplicably tight-fisted when she asks.


Her anger rises anew as she looks down into GB Road, where the bai has finished rubbing Dettol on Ramvilas’s wounds. He whines like a child when the Dettol touches raw skin. She should have dug harder and excoriated the face. She should have drawn more blood!


‘You have scratched the poor man badly,’ laments Parvati.


Gita strains angrily against the steel grille. She cannot allow Ramvilas to present his pitiful face to the world and claim victimhood. ‘Fifteen!’ she screams.


The SHO, who had been losing interest in the matter, looks up disapprovingly, and Ramvilas takes a step back, afraid of the force of her words.


‘We must not have any trouble,’ says the SHO, sententiously.


‘We agreed on fifteen!’ cries Gita.


The bai signals urgently to Parvati that she must gag Gita. Parvati traps her in the crook of her arm and brings round a hand to cover the mouth. The bai shakes her head. ‘To be screaming out rates in an open market!’ She sighs. A girl with spirit is an asset, but one with too much can destroy the kotha. She has been kind to this girl: she left her alone for three whole weeks after Bikram delivered her to the kotha – haste, she knows, may lead to complications. Bikram had told her the girl was a virgin, but she had known better. She repeated the claim, of course, to Ramvilas, knowing he was too clumsy to know the difference.


Ramvilas lets out a long ‘Aaaarrgh’, perhaps to arouse the SHO’s pity.


In spite of the situation the bai is amused. ‘Did you really promise fifteen to Gulmohar?’ she asks kindly.


Ramvilas nods. The bai cannot suppress a smile. She had smiled when Ramvilas first presented himself to her forty days ago. He had been recommended by someone she knew. She had listed the virtues of her kotha, hoping to push up her rates. ‘This is a Class A establishment,’ she had said with studied indifference. ‘Rooms have toilets and beds, and all customers are students and shopkeepers. No truck drivers – they bring diseases. None of my girls works with more than five men in one night.’


Ramvilas had nodded knowledgeably. She knew immediately that he was ignorant of such nuances. ‘In a Class B, a girl may have as many as ten in every shift,’ she warned.


Ramvilas had raised his eyebrows and expressed relief that this was a Class A kotha. She allowed him to spend a night with Gulmohar after considering him carefully. He was a small, harmless man with thin shoulders, delicate features and deliberate speech. She knew he was married and employed. He would not be too harsh with a seventeen-year-old, if only because he was concerned about his reputation. He was, in some ways, the ideal first man for a girl like Gulmohar. She told him Gulmohar was twenty-three, which is what she tells anyone who asks. Yet for all her care the situation has spun out of control.


‘No trouble,’ repeats the SHO, unmoved by Ramvilas’s cry of pain, but resolved that the situation must yield some income for him.


‘He promised her fifteen,’ says the bai pointedly to the SHO. ‘How can people live on less than that?’ She can see the SHO’s mind working, in recognition of his own stake in the fifteen rupees.


Suddenly he looks officious. ‘Give her fifteen,’ he commands Ramvilas.


On the balcony, Gita struggles unsuccessfully in the crook of Parvati’s arm. ‘Keep still!’ Parvati scolds.


‘I do not want any trouble,’ says the SHO, again. ‘There is tension in Chandni Chowk. They have shot Indira in her house on Safdarjung Road.’


Ramvilas snaps to attention. ‘Did you say they have shot Indira?’


The SHO does not deign to confirm this. He makes a motion with his thumb and forefinger, indicating that it is time to pay up. Ramvilas brings out a red velvet pouch from his kurta pocket and extricates two notes – ten and five – which he hands sheepishly to the bai. She snatches them and stuffs them into her blouse. The eyes of the SHO follow the notes greedily, all the way to their final resting place, where they linger lustfully.


‘Who the fuck is Indira?’ screams Gita from the balcony, having shaken off Parvati’s cupped hand. She does not care for an answer. She has never heard of this woman and is not inclined to find out who she is. Her pride has been mollified by the fifteen rupees. ‘Fuck you!’ she continues. ‘And fuck this Indira!’ She throws Ramvilas one last look of contempt, slaps away Parvati’s arm, turns and stalks regally into the kotha, leaving Parvati on the balcony.


‘Teach the bitch some manners,’ mutters the SHO, to the bai. ‘Such a sharp tongue at twenty-three!’


The bai makes a gesture of helplessness. Ramvilas, his face bloody but his manner exuberant, dusts off his kurta, smoothes it down, removes creases from his pyjamas, slips his feet into his chappals, and turns to the SHO again. ‘When did this happen?’


The SHO snorts. ‘Where have you been all morning, babu? Four hours ago.’


‘Did they kill her?’


‘How should I know? She is in the All India Institute.’


Ramvilas brings out his bloodstained handkerchief again, and dabs his face where the Dettol stings. He runs a finger through his hair and rearranges his kurta collar. His right hand brings out the red velvet pouch, from which he withdraws a five-rupee note. ‘Give this to Gulmohar,’ he says, to the bai.


The bai brightens. That beating the girl gave him was for her own good, she tells herself. It has softened the man. He will never threaten her again, he will never go back on his word, and he will always pay well. She speaks to him in honeyed tones: ‘You are very generous, Ramvilas Babu. You must love Gulmohar very much.’


Ramvilas pulls out another five-rupee note and holds it out. ‘Keep this for yourself.’


The SHO licks his lips.


‘And this is for you,’ says Ramvilas to him. ‘Buy yourself a box of gulabjamun.’


The SHO, wide-eyed, accepts the money with both hands and a salute. Ramvilas replaces the pouch in his kurta pocket and sets off with a flourish, walking triumphantly down GB Road, none the worse for his humiliation, leaving behind him a flattered bai and a disarmed SHO.










Chapter 5


Sohan Lal sits in his shop near the Lakshmi alcove, worried. Every time a roar goes up in Chandni Chowk, he trembles and casts fearful glances at the closed doors. They are made of wood, latched from the inside, not strong enough to survive a sustained assault, especially if those outside carry rods and axes. He shut them soon after he heard the news from the Musalman. He does not trust the man, although he sees him often in Gopal’s stall. Gopal himself is harmless – who feels threatened by a bald chaivala? But you cannot trust a yellow-toothed Musalman . . . He has asked Chotu to stand outside Kucha Bansilal, where it joins Chandni Chowk under the peepul tree, and look for signs of trouble. Hopefully, Chotu will let him know before they arrive. He is a smart, intelligent boy, quick at spotting customers in Chandni Chowk and luring them to Jamna Lal Kishori Mal. But that promptness is the result of the commissions he gets – almost four per cent on some sales. Will he show the same alacrity when he sees signs of trouble? The boy can be forgetful and careless. Perhaps he should have been offered something in return for keeping watch, because he will lose his commissions today. Who will come to buy sarees at a time like this?


For a few moments Sohan Lal entertains the idea of locking up and going home. He can sneak out through the other end of the lane, and Chotu can ask the driver to take the car to the railway station so he can avoid Chandni Chowk altogether . . . But his enthusiasm ebbs as he looks round the shop. Three days ago, he had had it cleaned and all the cotton and chiffon packed away. No one will buy chiffon in November and December. The walls are now gilded with silk sarees in preparation for Divali and the approaching winter months – Banarasi silk, Mysore silk, Kanjeevaram silk, synthetic silk, all with delicate filigree in gold and silver. There is stock worth five lakhs here. A man cannot leave five lakhs of stock and go home when rioters are lurking beyond the doors.


The smell of attar molshri assaults him again, cloying at such a high concentration. He frowns. He should not have wasted aniseed and lemongrass – good oils – if he had planned to dab molshri on his wrists. He should not be here at all, sitting alone on the mattress, while crooks and hoodlums roam the length of Chandni Chowk. He should be home, sipping tea and watching the news on television. But how is a man to know? Such events should happen early in the morning, before people have begun their day, so that they can adjust their schedules. Yet there is some consolation in all this: for him, a day of business has been ruined, but for the nation, an age of oppression has ended. What is one day in the life of a man? He will recover whatever he loses today ten-fold when people come in droves to celebrate her death. She was a blight on the nation, a great burden on her shoulders, a chain around her feet. Trouble is in store for the Sikhs who killed her, Sikhs who collaborated and Sikhs who are bystanders. For the rest, there is deliverance. And for the IPP, there may be sweet victory at the end. Sometimes, a man must sacrifice a day of business for his party.


Sohan Lal reaches for the telephone and dials home. Ramesh answers. He is excited.


‘Yes, of course I know!’ says Sohan Lal, sourly.


News of the assassination has travelled fast. People knew even before they heard it on television, but Ramesh cannot contain himself. He describes in great detail what the announcers have said. ‘They have it all on tape!’ he gushes. ‘They have filmed the entire shooting! How they aimed their guns at her, how they opened fire . . .’


Sohan Lal groans.


‘What a shameful act,’ says Ramesh. ‘What horrible people!’


Sohan Lal says nothing. The boy is twenty, a political neophyte. He regurgitates what they say on television. He imagines himself in a never-ending drama, mouthing the right lines and following the right directions.


‘I am glad I woke up late today,’ continues Ramesh, ‘or I would have been in the shop when it happened.’


It pains Sohan Lal to hear his son say this. Does he not realise that his father is sitting in the shop at this very moment while he thanks Providence for being far away? Should there not be an expression of concern for his father’s safety? Granted, the boy is insensitive. All men are at twenty. But is he tactless too?


‘You should come home, babuji.’


This consoles Sohan Lal. Youth retains a pinch of shame, he tells himself. It is my fate to leave my bed and come to Chandni Chowk every morning. It is I who must rise at six, take a bath, nibble a few almonds, drink a cup of tea and set out into the world, as I first did thirty years ago. ‘I cannot just leave the shop and come home,’ he tells Ramesh.


Then he waits for the protestations. Ramesh should raise his voice in alarm, offer to dash to Chandni Chowk on his scooter and bring his father home.


‘Yes,’ says a chastened Ramesh. ‘There is stock in the shop, I forgot.’


Twice wrong, thinks Sohan Lal. Imprudent haste in business combined with dereliction of duty to his father. But this is the new generation he must live with. This is the generation created by Nehru and Indira. This is the new India. A man of forty-nine must guard his stock, protected by a scoundrel of a tout, an unmanly chaivala and a Musalman with yellow teeth, while his son of twenty sips tea safely at home.


‘Turn on your television, babuji!’ implores Ramesh. ‘They are showing the crowds outside the All India Institute. Live telecast!’


‘Tell your mother I will be late,’ says Sohan Lal drily.


‘They are saying there may be trouble in Chandni Chowk,’ warns Ramesh. ‘Be careful.’


Sohan Lal ends the conversation with a heavy heart. His son speaks of trouble in Chandni Chowk as if he were discussing rates in the bullion market – as if his father were not sitting in Chandni Chowk at that very moment.


At the end of Sohan Lal’s gaddi, where it meets the wooden cabinets, Ramesh has installed a small television, so that he can watch cricket matches. Sohan Lal switches it on. A great swarm of people is massed outside the All India Institute of Medical Sciences, held back by policemen. Vans filled with riot police pass through. White Ambassador cars bearing VIPs are frantically waved through the crowd with much squeezing, pushing and pulling. The announcer says, again and again, that she is in a critical condition but will survive, but Sohan Lal knows this is the end. When a great tree falls, it cannot be raised again. The crowd seems to know this too. ‘Indira was our mother,’ shouts someone, ‘and we will avenge her.’ Avenge her against whom? wonders Sohan Lal. Against the two Sikh bodyguards who killed her? But one is already dead and the other is dying, shot by security officers. Against the Sikhs who hated her? But you will not know whom to single out. Will you start with the president, who is a Sikh, and who was her shoeshine boy until she raised him to his present position? ‘The president is in the Middle East somewhere – in Muscat, perhaps – and he is on his way back,’ says the announcer.


‘Indira Gandhi amar rahe!’ shouts the crowd.


‘Khalistan murdabad!’ says someone close to the microphone.


Footage of her body being brought to the Institute is repeated. As she is wheeled in, a group of men comes into the foreground, screaming, ‘Kachchhaa karaa aur kirpaan, bhej denge Pakistan!’


Sohan Lal trembles. So that is what they are saying on television – send all sardars to Pakistan . . . He is glad he is not a sardar. Sardars are too noisy, too large, too physical, too aggressive. They laugh too much, cry often, rejoice violently and mourn piteously. For him, there is comfort in being invisible, unnoticeable and colourless. There is wisdom in the moderation of his forefathers. Life should be lived in the correct proportions of joy, sorrow, success and failure, all superlatives regarded with suspicion – dazzling success or bottomless failure. Wealth must be accumulated slowly and steadily, not conjured overnight through seemingly brilliant schemes. The bird that flies in quickly is just as quick to fly away. He is proud of his moderation over thirty years, during which he has gradually raised himself higher. True, his kurta is silk and the attar he uses is the finest, but his slippers are still made of rubber and his dhoti of cotton. His house is modest, not one of those flashy new bungalows his son covets, and his shop is unassuming, even if the cash-box is overflowing with bundles of hundred-rupee notes.


The thought of those bundles sends a jolt through his heart. Why has he kept so much money lying around? To keep stock is one thing – a saree shop must have sarees – but to have seven lakhs in currency protected by a mere steel safe? He is a fool not to have sent Ramesh to the bank yesterday. Comfort at his own prudence is replaced with irritation at Ramesh’s ineptitude. Why did the boy leave early yesterday? Should he not have remembered to complete his daily deposit? How will he ever take over the business if he displays such a casual attitude to money?


The smell of molshri nags at him. He must open the doors to let in some fresh air. Yet how can he, with those animals screaming in Chandni Chowk? And where is Chotu, that ingrate, sent to gather news of the disturbance?


He shuts his eyes and composes himself. He must not panic: he must display the cool self-assurance that has made Jamna Lal Kishori Mal what it is. Perhaps he can take the money home with him. But Chotu will notice, or the driver will. If they do not, the servants at home will. It is never a good idea to keep too much money at home, where he has much less privacy than he has at the shop. The bank must have closed because of Indira, so it will not accept the money.


The television rambles on. ‘There is turmoil in the financial markets,’ says the announcer.


Sohan Lal groans. How many blows can a man take in one day? The rupee will not hold up in such a storm. It has never been strong, and now it will plunge – it will crash to nothing. Briefly he is gripped by terror, his vow of composure forgotten. Slowly, a notion gathers in his mind, first in outline and then in detail. From time to time, he stows away a few lakhs with his nephew abroad. The scheme was first suggested to him by Sardar Kartar Singh, a friend, associate and fellow member of the IPP committee. Kartar Singh himself arranged the first transfer. ‘The dollar is much more stable,’ he had said. ‘It will always rise against the rupee.’ His declaration had been prescient because Indira had devalued the rupee soon after. Sohan Lal had leaned on the bolsters in his gaddi and chuckled to himself when the news rippled through the market. Over the last few years he has done more business with Kartar Singh, transferring many lakhs to his nephew in New York, and watching smugly as the rupee has slid against the dollar. And here he is now, sitting with almost seven lakhs in his safe, unable to deposit it in a bank, awaiting the imminent fall of the rupee. He casts a reverent look toward the Lakshmi alcove and folds his hands. Lakshmi knows best what she is doing for her devotees, and she is always at work!


From a string wrapped tightly round his waist, he pulls out the brass key to his steel safe, opens it as silently as he can – the door is not well oiled and needs a few thumps – then gazes at the pillars of banknotes stacked inside. He brings out the bundles, one by one, and arranges them in neat piles on the gaddi. He counts sixty-three bundles of hundred-rupee notes, each secured neatly with a rubber band, counted and double-counted with its hundred leaves aligned perfectly, their heads facing the same way. He is proud of his skill in handling money, in shaking a disorderly sheaf until each note falls into place, obeying the irresistible command of hands which have caressed much wealth. Sixty-three bundles: six lakhs and thirty thousand.


He raises a corner of the mattress and brings out five cloth belts fitted with metal buckles. They are long tubes sewn by his wife Rukmini many years ago, when it became clear that Chandni Chowk was unsafe for his staff when they took money to the bank. Even now, he knows there are people who stake out the street and await bank deliveries that happen at the same time every day. It is easy to walk up to a man, flash a discreet knife, grab his bag and run. It is much more difficult to accost him – even if you can guess he has money – when the cash is strapped round his body. For five years, this is how Sohan Lal has sent money to the bank every day. It is now Ramesh’s daily chore, one of the few things Sohan Lal no longer entrusts to his staff.


The belts are narrow, designed so that the money cannot slip out. Sohan Lal holds up each one and laboriously stuffs it with bundles, ten to a belt. That leaves thirteen bundles on the mattress. He has no more belts so he puts these back into the safe. Then, still cross-legged, he pulls his silk kurta over his head and lays it on the gaddi, spread out so that it will not crease. He ties the five cloth belts round himself one by one, starting at his chest and working down to his waist. He secures the last belt with difficulty, pulling the buckle tight over his navel and using the last hole – the one meant for the fattest waist – with some disappointment. It cuts a ribbon into his flesh, reminding him of his growing spare tyre. He retrieves the kurta and thrusts his head into it. The bundles, which cover his trunk like armour, are bulky. As he struggles to pull the kurta down over his chest, a sound from the kucha strikes dread into his heart. He stops in mid-motion, hands clutching the kurta’s ends nervously, body shaking stiffly inside its coat of money. Through the translucent fabric he can see that a side-door has opened. He forgot to lock it! In the rectangle of light created by the open door stands the figure of Chotu, watching him curiously.


‘There is no trouble in Chandni Chowk,’ says Chotu, ‘just some stoning and slogan-shouting by Congress workers.’


‘Get out of the shop, thief!’ screams Sohan Lal.


Chotu draws back in confusion but does not leave. He stands on the concrete slab that serves as doormat to the shop, watching Sohan Lal in bewilderment, eyes riveted on the insubordinate kurta.


Sohan Lal wonders how much the boy has seen. ‘It is hot,’ he says weakly, hoping this will explain his state of undress.


Chotu leans forward dutifully and switches on the ceiling fan. With sudden clarity Sohan Lal notices the open safe, thirteen bundles lying in embarrassing nakedness on the exposed shelf, and the metal buckle of the last belt, which girdles his stomach like a serpent. ‘I asked you to stand in the street,’ he grumbles.


‘It is not safe,’ says Chotu.


‘You just said there would be no trouble.’


‘They have stoned the picture of Agrawalji.’


Even in his present discomfort Sohan Lal cannot suppress a smile. A picture of Naresh Agrawal, Member of Parliament, is not often stoned in Chandni Chowk. But he must not let the boy stand there. He must distract him, find him something to do. ‘They will not harm you,’ he says reassuringly. ‘You are not a sardar. Go to Lala Surajmal and ask him if we can meet at six this evening. Inform Jugal Kishor too. Tell them to come to Kucha Bansilal at six. They should bring Ramvilas with them. And shut the door behind you.’


Chotu hesitates, then goes out, and the rectangle of light closes. Sohan Lal brutally forces the kurta down over his chest and belly, dragging it over tyres of money. Small rips in the silk seams do not engage his attention. There is no telling what that conniving thief has seen. The boy is a regular spy: perhaps he stood behind the door and watched everything through a crack.


With great difficulty, Sohan Lal raises his body into standing position. The belts have stiffened his trunk, making it impossible to bend over. The first one rides high above his chest, reaching his collarbone. The last sags and almost slides down over his dhoti to his legs. He realises that when he was sitting down, his belly had been pushed out, so now he can tighten the last two belts a notch each. He reaches for his cap and stick and prepares to leave the shop, then feels a stab of indecision. Should he be going to Kartar Singh on such a day? Kartar Singh may not be in his store. He is a sardar, after all, and everyone knows they are in trouble now that they have killed Indira. It is no use trying to telephone him. He is too careful to pick up the phone at such a time. What if the rupee holds up? Would he then feel like a fool who had panicked needlessly? But it has slid inexorably over the last few years and the money will be safer in New York, beyond the reach of income-tax inspectors. He will go to Kartar Singh.


There is a knock on the door.


This is Yamaraj himself, the Lord of Death come to take me away from this world, thinks a horrified Sohan Lal. This is Chotu, wielding a metal rod, followed by his hoodlum friends! This is how my last moments will be lived out! This is where Ramesh will find my body, and blame himself for not coming to my aid! ‘Go away!’ screams Sohan Lal. ‘I am in the middle of my puja!’


‘Sethji,’ says the tentative voice of the chaivala. ‘Would you like some chai?’


Sohan Lal is both relieved and irritated. Why is the chaivala peddling tea on a day like this? He should shut his stall and go home, as the rest of Chandni Chowk has done. And he should dispatch that yellow-toothed Musalman who hovers round the stall like a plague. ‘How can you make tea at a time like this?’ he demands.


Gopal hears the annoyance in Sohan Lal’s voice and is intimidated. Will people stop drinking tea now that Indira Gandhi is dead?


‘Go away!’ says Sohan Lal. ‘Shut your stall and go home. There is going to be trouble in Chandni Chowk.’


He waits for the chaivala’s protest, but the man seems to have withdrawn. The fool, drain-squatter in checked shirt and cotton dhoti, bumpkin who has over-reached, fat bald idiot with foggy spectacles . . . Sohan Lal checks himself, reminded of the layer of softness round his own belly. He must take better care of his diet – the bundles are choking him. He must leave immediately. He walks to the alcove and rearranges, for the third time that morning, the gold-filigreed skirt of Lakshmi. With his ring finger he scoops up a drop of gangaajal from her feet and sprinkles it over his own head, causing it to disintegrate into a hundred tiny droplets. He presses his cap down on his head before the droplets can roll off. Thus he shall walk the dangerous streets of Chandni Chowk, protected by the waters of Ganga herself, sanctified at her feet. He steps off the gaddi and slips his feet into black rexine shoes.


The television shows pictures of young men with sticks, dancing round a shrine, a temple to Indira, hastily constructed outside the All India Institute. The men turn menacingly to the camera, hurl abuse, and deliver their warning to all sardars – ‘Indira is our mother and we will avenge her.’


It is better to leave the television on, thinks Sohan Lal, so people will think someone is inside the shop. He removes the metal chain that latches the main door, steps out, locks it, replaces the key in his kurta pocket, and walks briskly through Kucha Bansilal to its junction with Chandni Chowk, ignoring the snigger of the yellow-toothed Musalman who crouches with the chaivala.


 


Ibrahim crinkles his nose and makes a face. Sohan Lal’s emergence from the shop has delivered a sharp whiff of attar molshri into his nostrils. ‘He carries the smell of sin,’ he whispers.


Gopal replenishes Ibrahim’s glass tumbler with the tea meant for Sohan Lal, remembering with a sigh that now this tea is free.


‘The seth is fatter today,’ remarks Ibrahim. ‘Look how stiffly he walks, as if he’s stuck in a tube.’


Gopal is forlorn. He has counted the cups downed by Ibrahim Mian. Four in the last hour, with no prospect of payment. The seth has gone for the day. No more customers, just hoodlums and crooks. And among them, perhaps, Mukesh. What is he doing? Shattering windows? Uprooting telephone poles? Setting houses on fire? Ah, a man should never be blessed with a son.


Ibrahim is in an expansive mood with his fourth cup. ‘Indira was a kafir,’ he says. ‘No one will mourn her. But I have to go to the office.’


‘You have no office, Ibrahim Mian.’


‘Office,’ repeats Ibrahim. ‘They will tell me what to do.’


Gopal does not understand. His thoughts converge on the fourth cup. ‘Will you pay now?’


Ibrahim casts a look of strained tolerance at him. ‘Do you not understand what she did to the country, Gopal Bhai? Do you remember how her son locked up Musalmans and cut off their balls in the Emergency?’


‘That was in ’seventy-five,’ says Gopal.


‘We have not forgotten!’ hisses Ibrahim. He shakes his head and stares into space, overwhelmed by the task of recounting all of Indira’s misdeeds.


Gopal puts an arm round him. ‘I know you have suffered,’ he says. For a moment he wonders how Ibrahim has suffered. Then his thoughts drift back to his son.


Ibrahim stands up and stretches. ‘There is much suffering in the world, Gopal Bhai. You suffer too, but you do not know it. Did you see how the seth waddled, how the rolls of fat danced all over his body? Why do you think he is getting fat? He feasts on your body, Gopal Bhai. He is growing fat on your blood.’










Chapter 6


Sohan Lal emerges from Kucha Bansilal, short of breath. He is not used to walking so quickly. He turns left in Chandni Chowk, away from the peepul tree and the Hanuman temple. A police van is parked under the tree, but there is no sign of trouble. Constables stand around listlessly, batons in hand. Chandni Chowk is deserted. Most shops have lowered their shutters. Kartar Singh’s store is in Lajpatrai Market at the eastern end of Chandni Chowk, near Red Fort. Sohan Lal walks quickly, and first becomes aware of a crowd as he approaches Gurudwara Sisganj. The crowd worries him. He crosses to the other side of the street. Once he is past Gurudwara Sisganj, he thinks, he can continue safely to Lajpatrai Market. ‘The gurudwara is sacred space,’ say the sardars. ‘It is the temple of our guru,’ they claim, ‘so the police cannot violate it.’ He has heard that there is an army of Sikhs, a Khalsa army, inside, armed with spears and kirpaans, although Kartar Singh swears this is not true.


The crowd is small, no more than fifty people. It has gathered round the white marble steps that lead into the gurudwara. At the top of the steps, outside the main door, a few sardars stand guard with ceremonial kirpaans in their hands. They seem to be arguing with the crowd, but there is no sign of violence. A few sardars can still be seen washing the marble steps, and a dozen are taking off their shoes in the hall to the right of the building. The argument between the sardars and the crowd heats up, and someone in the street shouts, ‘Indira was our mother and we will avenge her!’


Sohan Lal stops. He is a careful man, immune to impulses. To him, boldness is another word for foolhardiness. So far, this appears to be no more than an argument, but there is no telling where it will lead. He turns and walks back toward Kucha Bansilal. He will take a longer route through lanes that lead round the gurudwara and will deposit him directly inside Lajpatrai Market. He passes Kucha Bansilal and continues westward. The police van still stands under the peepul tree but the constables are gone. ‘Jamna Lal Kishori Mal – Sarees and Blouses,’ says the sign. He bows his head, and shuts his eyes momentarily when he passes the Hanuman temple, noticing with consternation that the pujari has drawn the gates. Why should God fear the violence of men?


He turns into a lane and feels safer. He rarely comes here nowadays but has fond memories of these lanes. ‘Do not go to Delhi,’ his uncles had told him. ‘It is a den of vice, a hive of thieves, prostitutes, robbers and pimps. What will a simple boy like you do among such people? We have a good business of our own – a steady business, three generations old. You can sit on the gaddi all your life, chew paan, serve your customers and watch your wealth grow. Life is not lived in bursts of success and failure,’ said the uncles. ‘It is lived slowly, gradually, in moderation, staying on the right side of both God and man . . .’


Sohan Lal did not want to stay in Bikaner. His uncles thought it was a great city, having arrived from the much smaller town of Nawalgarh. But Sohan Lal had been to Delhi. He had seen Chandni Chowk, walked in its lanes, wandered around Lajpatrai Market and Khari Baoli. He had seen Punjabi refugees – who came in lakhs after Partition – prosper in small shops and cubicles. He knew it was important for his uncles that he stay in Bikaner. His father was dead, and they wanted his share of the capital to remain invested in the business.


Two months after the death of his father Sohan Lal found himself, at the age of eighteen, in Chandni Chowk, working for Seth Ghanshyam Das, a distant uncle, and cushioned by his capital, which he had withdrawn from the business in Bikaner. He had promises of a loan from Ghanshyam Das, to be given after five years, when he hoped to start his own business. He walked through Khari Baoli, Chawri Bajar, Nai Sarak and Lajpatrai Market, studied the shops and stalls, and turned in his mind an ever-changing vision of what his shop might look like. He was determined not to go into the cloth business, and he had decided he would not sell sweets. Chandni Chowk offered unlimited possibilities – toys, cosmetics, kitchenware, photo albums, gold, silver, cotton, jewellery, yarn, fruit, grains, spices, shoes, rexine, leather, hardware, water-pumps, wash-basins, paper, cardboard, pipes, bicycles, spectacles, kites, fireworks, fans, wedding rings, air-conditioners, printing presses . . . He had seen people make money from selling peacock feathers, hearing-aids and horoscopes. This, he told himself, was the market of India, where the country congregated to buy and sell. Surely there was space enough for him in the great scheme?


After he had worked for Ghanshyam Das for four years, his uncles found him a match in Bikaner. He went home hesitantly, aware that a man of twenty-two must be married off yet unhappy that his marriage had preceded the loan. Immediately after the wedding, he had returned to Delhi and sought an audience with Ghanshyam Das. The loan was given grudgingly at eighteen per cent – a back-breaking rate for a business and a criminal rate for a relative – and he wrote his first letter to Rukmini, addressed to his nephew who read it to her. ‘I have my own business now,’ he wrote, ‘and I will soon bring you to Delhi.’


That promise had been difficult to fulfil. Rents had already begun to rise in Chandni Chowk. He spent much of his time in his shop, and at night slept there on a mattress. His meals were eaten in a communal kitchen where he found good Marwari food. He did not trust the so-called vegetarian restaurants in a big city like Delhi: although they did not serve chicken or mutton, they thought it was all right to make omelettes, and cut onions and garlic in plain view of customers.


From the day he opened its doors the shop prospered. There is something of the trader in every Marwari’s blood, his father had assured him, and he was right. Sohan Lal never had a bad year, although in the beginning he struggled to make a profit because of the high interest on the loan. More than once he thought of defaulting. The loan was kachchha money, undocumented, invisible, impossible to litigate against. Ghanshyam Das had no hold over him except the pressure of public opinion and family ties. Had he defaulted, nothing more than his reputation would have been sullied.


During the first six years of his marriage, he rarely went to Bikaner. When he did, he spent little time with Rukmini because he was closeted with his uncles, who enquired anxiously about his prospects, perhaps in the hope that he would admit defeat and return to them. He was firm that Rukmini should continue to live with his mother – a man in debt should not have the cares of a household thrust on him.


As soon as he had paid the last rupee to Seth Ghanshyam Das, he brought Rukmini to Delhi. And in their rented flat, which she kept spotlessly clean – his mother had prepared her well – their first son was born, fully seven years after their wedding. The date is clear in his mind – 27 May 1964 – as is the time: it was three in the afternoon. The sun had scorched Chandni Chowk into submission; the fan overhead whirred fecklessly. He remembers standing outside the room, anxiously listening for the first cry of a newborn that would tell him everything was all right.


Suddenly, Pratap Munshi, his accountant at the time, rushed into the house trembling with excitement. ‘Jawahar Lal Nehru has passed away,’ he declared.


‘I am waiting for a birth,’ Sohan Lal had replied coldly. ‘Why do you bring me news of a death?’


‘Because the spirit of Nehruji will be reborn in the child,’ said Pratap Munshi. As he finished speaking, Sohan Lal heard the heart-warming trill of a child inside the room.


He knocked impatiently, knowing it was improper to appear impulsive. The face of his mother, when she opened the door, told him all he needed to know. It was a boy. He looked at the men – uncles, cousins – standing outside the room with him, and sensed envy in their eyes. He knew then that Lakshmi sends blessings to those who are debt-free and industrious, while she flings terrible wrath on the indebted and indolent.


Lakshmi was less predictable, however, than he had believed. In the next three years Rukmini gave birth to two girls. Despairing, he took her to a hospital and had the lady doctor make it so she would have no more children. Two girls were unfortunate, but three would have been too great a burden. This was also when he was beginning to attend Congress Party meetings at which talk of family planning was frequent. ‘Two or three children and no more,’ said the family-planning slogan. He was happy to acquiesce, so there it stopped: one boy and two girls. He would have preferred two boys and one girl. The two boys would take over the shop and the girl would be married off with great pomp, jewel of her father’s heart, darling sister to two adoring brothers . . . But Lakshmi has been fair enough. He knows people who have three daughters, four daughters, five daughters, and not a single son to recoup the wealth that must flow out of the family when the girls are married off. His economy of children endeared him to the Congress Party committee, but he soon drifted away from it toward the Jan Sangh, which had always regarded family planning with suspicion. He wonders now if he was too enthusiastic about the whole family-planning business. It was all right for Indira Gandhi to push it: she already had two sons. Was it fair to impose it on the entire country? His fourth child might have been a son! This causes him a stab of pain, but he recovers and scolds himself. Here he walks in a suit of banknotes, debt-free, father of a grown-up boy, prepared to marry off two daughters when the time comes, on his way to securing five lakhs in stable dollars. What cause should such a man have to worry?


It is now thirty-one years since he left Bikaner, and he is reconciled to the idea of a cloth business, of selling sarees and blouses as his father had done in Bikaner, and his grandfather in Nawalgarh. Perhaps his uncles were right: a man needs no more than his own saree shop, in which he can recline on the gaddi, rest his elbows on bolsters, chew paan and serve his customers. True, he is much wealthier than his uncles’ families. He stopped selling georgette sarees a long time ago, and will soon phase out cotton and chiffon. ‘Jamna Lal Kishori Mal, Banarasi and Kanjeevaram silk only . . .’ But a saree shop cannot rise to the level of a bullion business, as his uncles would have pointed out, had they still been alive. In one respect he has heeded their advice. He still clears the ground carefully before placing his foot on it.


The cloth belts have ridden up his trunk. The uppermost one is visible above the neckline of his kurta, and the one at his waist strains against his belly. Its metal buckle pinches him. I should not worry, he consoles himself. I am encased in tyres, but they can pass off as extra folds of a kurta. In any case the lanes are deserted. If a man can keep his wits about him, there is money to be made from the death of prime ministers. She is surely dead, although All India Radio has made no such announcement. Even the men outside Gurudwara Sisganj seem to think so. Indira was our mother and we will avenge her . . . Indira was, she no longer is. Indira, the whore of Emergency, fiend of Operation Bluestar, blight on the nation, curse on its democracy . . . We will avenge her. You need sons to avenge you, Sohan Lal thinks wistfully.


The lanes lead Sohan Lal to the bird hospital, where he joins Chandni Chowk again, crosses the street and enters Lajpatrai Market. Most shops are closed. Some have left their shutters half open, fear competing with greed. Some sit shamelessly with the shutters wide, starved of customers, television sets on their counters to attract people. Every screen shows scenes outside the All India Institute of Medical Sciences, where they have taken the body – although Doordarshan still does not say she is dead.


Kartar Singh has not bothered to roll down his shutter. ‘Jasjit General Store,’ says the electrical sign, with a subtext taken from a fan promotion proclaiming the greatness of India – ‘Meraa Bharat Mahaan’. The shop sits at a corner under an old haveli – once the mansion of a courtier in Red Fort – that has been converted into commercial cubicles. The counter is adorned with a dozen table fans of different colours and sizes. Four young men stand near them, their backs to the lane, looking at the store wall where leather belts, photo albums, batteries, purses and electrical mixers are displayed on glass shelves. Sohan Lal frowns. Why should there be customers in Kartar Singh’s shop when the market is deserted? There is no television in his shop, nothing to attract onlookers. No one could want to buy electric fans at a time like this. These might be Congress workers, come to stir trouble. Or police spies. He approaches the shop carefully, aware that the money is rustling under his kurta. He cannot brush against the men, whoever they are. He finds an opening between them, pushes his way to the counter, and waits for Bishan – Kartar Singh’s clerk – to notice him. He is conscious of the belts digging into his flesh. The men on either side can probably feel the bundles pressing against them, but he does not care. He will soon be relieved of his load.


Bishan turns, leather belt in hand, breathless with activity, and sees Sohan Lal. ‘Which fan would you like to see, sethji?’ he asks.


Bishan is about twenty, almost the same age as Ramesh. He is a Jat – much taller than Ramesh – and has the calm assurance that Sohan Lal wishes for in his son. He has worked for Kartar Singh since childhood, and is adept with electrical appliances. He can open digital watches, stereos, electric fans, mixers and motors. He can replace resistors, change fuses and stabilise turntables. He salvages parts from obsolete electronic gadgets, which Kartar Singh passes off as new and inserts into gadgets in need of repair. Bishan is also in the know about Kartar Singh’s other business, serving as gatekeeper and short-listing agent, familiar with regular customers, dismissive of new ones. He knows Sohan Lal well.


There is nothing exceptional about the boy, Sohan Lal tells himself. His self-assurance is merely a strain in his Jat blood, an evolutionary trait in a man whose forefathers worked the fields. Place a Jat behind a counter and he looks imposing. Place him behind the books and he is no match for a Bania like Ramesh, who was born to prosper by his wit and resourcefulness, not by his bearing. Thus consoled, Sohan Lal answers, ‘The white one with six blades.’


‘Bajaj has stopped making fans with six blades,’ replies Bishan. ‘But let me ask Kartar Singhji.’


Bishan telephones Kartar Singh and tells him Seth Sohan Lal is looking for a white fan with six blades.


‘Kartar Singhji says you can come tomorrow,’ says Bishan to Sohan Lal. ‘He will have them brought out for you.’


The young men are growing impatient with Bishan. He has deserted them for Sohan Lal. Now he goes back to them and hands them the leather belt. It is passed round. Comments are made on its roughness. ‘It is genuine leather,’ says Bishan, ‘unfinished leather, which is rough because it is expensive.’ The men look doubtfully at each other. They are used to rexine imitations, which are smooth and shiny.


Sohan Lal leaves the counter and finds his way into a narrow lane next to the haveli. At the far end of the building he pushes open a door and enters an unlit corridor. He feels his way carefully along the passage and knocks on a white door. Kartar Singh immediately opens it and Sohan Lal steps inside. ‘Sat sri akaal, Kartar Singhji,’ says Sohan Lal.


Kartar Singh ignores the ‘Sat sri akaal’ – he is uncomfortable with religious greetings in public – and holds Sohan Lal’s hands, covering them with his own. Then he gives the seth a knowing pat on the back, which resounds with the crispness of banknotes. He laughs, but although his beard shakes violently and his chest heaves with mirth, Sohan Lal can sense that he is nervous.


The room is windowless, located directly behind the store. The main door – through which Sohan Lal entered – opens on to the corridor that leads to the back of the building. A second door opens into the store, where it is hidden behind shelves of Bournvita. The floor is linoleum, but most of it is taken up by a mattress covered with a white sheet. A dozen telephones sit next to the wall, where the mattress runs along it. A maze of wires emerges from the telephones, groups itself into a bunch, then separates to disappear at various points in the wall.


Kartar Singh, a large man who looks older than his forty years, sits cross-legged on the mattress and waits for Sohan Lal, who raises his kurta and unbuckles the five belts, starting with the lowest. ‘This is not a good time, sethji,’ says Kartar Singh.


Sohan Lal does not reply. He breathes heavily, released from the belts, now in a heap at his feet. He slips off his chappals and lowers himself on to the mattress with a deep sigh. ‘I have come this far,’ he says. ‘You cannot send me back now.’


Kartar Singh nods. He will never turn away a customer. ‘Is there trouble in Chandni Chowk?’ he asks anxiously.


Sohan Lal makes an impatient gesture. ‘They are shouting slogans outside Sisganj. I don’t think they will do anything more than that.’


‘What are they shouting?’ asks Kartar Singh.


Sohan Lal hesitates. He can see that Kartar Singh is on edge, and he does not want anything to interfere with his present business.


‘“Indira was our mother and we will avenge her.”’


Kartar Singh lowers his head.


‘People say many things in passion,’ adds Sohan Lal quickly. ‘They are Congress workers, paid to say such things. We both know that no one will shed tears for the whore. I have called a committee meeting this evening at six. Lala Surajmal will be there and Jugal Kishor will come. Perhaps you too. We should talk this over. There may be elections.’


Kartar Singh nods, unconvinced. ‘They were her own security guards, weren’t they?’ he asks suddenly.


‘Yes, but it does not matter now,’ says Sohan Lal, with some irritation. ‘Two of them. One was shot instantly by the Tibetan police, I think. The other is still alive. They will torture him until he tells them everything. I have heard that the whole shooting is on tape, filmed by the BBC. She was about to give them an interview when the guards fired. The BBC was waiting with running cameras.’


‘They will never show us that tape,’ Kartar Singh sighs. ‘We will never know what happened.’


Sohan Lal is annoyed. Why must they dwell on Indira while his money lies exposed? Can they not pretend she is alive until his business is concluded? When they announce it officially, he will shutter his shop and go into mourning. ‘She is not dead yet,’ he says soothingly. ‘She is still at the All India Institute. They will do everything they can for her.’


‘She is dead,’ insists Kartar Singh. ‘The BBC has announced it.’


‘All India Radio has not.’


Kartar Singh throws up his hands with an air of bravado. ‘People say there will be trouble. I say to them, “When has there not been trouble in Delhi?” When they kill Hindus in Punjab there is trouble in Delhi. When they explode a bomb in Bihar there is trouble in Delhi. Someone in Delhi is always trying to kill Sikhs! What is new about that? Sikhs know how to live with trouble.’


‘Of course,’ Sohan Lal agrees.


‘What is the total amount?’ Kartar Singh asks.


Ah, thinks Sohan Lal, we are finally talking business. ‘Five lakhs.’


‘Where to?’


‘Ranjan, the same boy.’


‘New York?’


Sohan Lal nods. ‘You do not usually send such a large amount in one transaction,’ says Kartar Singh.


‘These are unusual times,’ says Sohan Lal.


Kartar Singh picks up each belt and inspects it, then runs his hands inside the tubes but does not pull out the bundles. ‘What is the rate?’ asks Sohan Lal.


‘Seven per thousand.’


‘That is robbery!’


Kartar Singh raises his hands heavenward. ‘Times are difficult for everyone, sethji. This business is not what it used to be. The government does not want you to transfer money through havala, because its banks lose the commission. All rates have gone up. Agents want two per thousand. SHOs have raised rates, and even constables now make more from the havala business than we do.’


‘All right,’ says Sohan Lal, evenly. He does not much mind the higher rates, and does not expect Kartar Singh to lower them for him. He has merely raised the customary objection that every buyer should. Kartar Singh tots up the numbers on a calculator.


‘You should get one of those new machines,’ says Sohan Lal. ‘It is called a computer. It can add up numbers in a flash. Especially for you, who must convert from rupees to dollars every day.’


‘I add less and less these days,’ says Kartar Singh. ‘People have begun to avoid havala. Too much interference by the police.’ He finishes with the calculator. ‘Thirty-five hundred for the rate, two hundred for the SHO and fifty for Bishan. That is thirty-seven hundred and fifty.’


‘Bishan gets a cut?’ asks Sohan Lal, horrified.


Kartar Singh shrugs. ‘I need to keep everyone happy.’


Sohan Lal shakes his head in sympathy.


‘Delivery by tomorrow,’ says Kartar Singh. ‘New York. Four lakhs, ninety-six thousand two hundred and fifty, at the dollar-buying rate. You will get tomorrow’s rate.’


‘The code?’ asks Sohan Lal.


Kartar Singh considers. ‘Operation Bluestar,’ he says.


Sohan Lal chuckles nervously. ‘All right, Operation Bluestar.’


‘It is settled then,’ says Kartar Singh. ‘Delivery tomorrow in dollars in New York.’


Sohan Lal rises with difficulty, using his hands to push himself up. He steps off the mattress and stands barefoot on the linoleum. He feels the tug of his cloth belts. He does not want to walk away from the money: it suddenly seems unsafe. ‘I should perhaps bring back the money tomorrow, when things will have settled down.’


Kartar Singh is surprised at the seth’s loss of poise. ‘I have never failed you, sethji.’


‘There are four young men at the counter,’ says Sohan Lal.


‘What of it? This is a store.’


‘The market is closed,’ emphasises Sohan Lal. ‘No one is buying anything.’


Kartar Singh smiles. ‘Why should I chase away customers?’


But Sohan Lal cannot shake off his premonition. ‘Bishan,’ he says. ‘The boy. Do you trust him?’


‘Of course! I have raised him. He was ten when I first placed him at the counter. He is like a son to me. Go home and watch television, sethji.’


Kartar Singh begins to stow away the belts in a steel safe set against the wall.


‘Will you not count it?’ asks Sohan Lal.


‘Your money needs no counting,’ says Kartar Singh, obsequiously.


Sohan Lal slips his feet silently into his chappals and moves toward the white door, then stops and lingers. He cannot resist grumbling about the higher rate. ‘It used to be five per thousand.’


‘The rates I gave you are from last month, because we have known each other so long. They change every hour, but I cannot keep track. Maybe this computer you speak of can calculate the rates every hour, but I can add them up only once a day. My loss is your gain, sethji.’


‘When you have a computer you will charge even more,’ says Sohan Lal, wistfully.


Kartar Singh stands up with a laugh and opens the white door. Sohan Lal walks down the dim corridor, finds the outer door and goes out. He wishes he had not come to Kartar Singh. All smugness at his forethought is replaced with a presentiment of disaster. ‘This is mere superstition,’ he says, in an effort to cheer himself. He passes the store and sees that the young men are still busy, comparing leather belts. Is a belt really that difficult to select?


Lajpatrai Market has almost completely closed down. No television sets, no half-open shutters, no cycles, no rickshas. This is the silence of death, thinks Sohan Lal. If only it would last until tomorrow when his money is delivered safely to Ranjan in New York! Then they can burn down Delhi or hammer it to rubble in memory of Indira. She shed so much blood while she lived. It is fitting that more be shed now she is dead.










Chapter 7


As soon as Sohan Lal leaves, Kartar Singh reopens the safe and brings out the money to count it. He studies the cloth belts with admiration. They are sewn neatly, and they fit tightly round the bundles of banknotes without distorting them. The arrangement is too perfect to be disturbed, so he decides not to squeeze them out. This is how he will take them to Chawri Bajar tomorrow – where he puts his havala money to work in the form of high-interest loans – and have the clerks count the money.


He calls his man at the telephone exchange and asks to be connected to New York. He is told it will take an hour. He decides to wait and presses the intercom buzzer. Bishan picks up in the store.


‘Bring me a cup of tea,’ says Kartar Singh.


While he waits, the images he saw on television a few hours ago return to him, and he shudders. Men around the van that brought her to the Institute were screaming abuse whose meaning he well understood. Why were the police letting them get away with such slogans? And why had Doordarshan shown them again and again baying for the blood of Sikhs? The channel is, after all, controlled by the same Congress Party whose prime minister has been killed. This is an unfriendly country, he thinks wistfully. He wishes his relatives in Canada were closer to the family. They are distant cousins, not brothers or nephews as so many traders in Lajpatrai Market claim to have. If he was more intimate with them, he would have sold his flat in Trilokpuri and emigrated to Canada, taking Sukhbir and their son Jasjit with him. He would be rid of this bloodthirsty city, its foul-mouthed people and intolerable cruelty.


There is a loud knock on the white door. He starts, but it is only Bishan with the tea. ‘It is hot, be careful!’ he cautions.


‘Knock softly in the future,’ scolds Kartar Singh. ‘You frightened me.’


Bishan giggles.


‘How does the market look?’ Kartar Singh asks.


‘It is closed.’


‘Shut the store and go home,’ says Kartar Singh. ‘No one will come today.’


‘We have many customers.’


Kartar Singh frowns. He had shrugged off the question when Sohan Lal raised it, but it bothers him now. Why are there customers in his store when the market is closed?


‘Send them away,’ he says. ‘Shut the store and go home.’


Bishan looks puzzled. ‘What reason do you have to fear?’


Kartar Singh waves him away, secures the door and settles down to wait for the call to New York. Bishan’s soothing words, turned repeatedly in his mind, become increasingly ominous. ‘What reason do you have to fear?’ he asked. There had been something in his manner, a glint in his eye . . .


Kartar Singh can hear two voices through the wall. In the store, someone is haggling over the price of a leather belt. The other voice is Bishan’s, extolling its virtues. Kartar Singh grits his teeth. What a fool! Why will Bishan not let the man pay, then go home? He presses the buzzer again, insistently, until Bishan picks up. ‘Take his money and give him the belt!’ he barks.


‘It is not time yet,’ Bishan says, and hangs up.


Kartar Singh is dumbfounded. It is not time yet for what? There is a certain familiarity in the way the boy banters with the other voices. And there are at least four of them. He takes a deep draught of tea, drains the glass, and pats his face with his handkerchief, ashamed of his suspicions. Why, Bishan is almost like a son to him.


The voices grow louder. There is laughter. The men do not sound like customers! And why is Bishan laughing with them?


A loud crash thunders through the wall. Something has fallen to the floor. Kartar Singh cowers in horror. The crash is followed by another. His table fans are slipping off the counter one by one! But how can they slip by themselves? The counter is wide and the fans have stable bases. They are being thrown deliberately!


‘Khalistan murdabad!’ someone shouts.


For a moment Kartar Singh stops breathing. Crash follows crash. They are sweeping his bottles, mixers, blowers and shavers off the counters. Bishan has probably run away. The coward! Yet he is only a boy. They will kill him if he intercedes. Kartar Singh’s eyes fill with tears. This is a test, Sachche Padshah! He will sit still. He will hand over his life to the care of the True King. Let the bastards spit on him! They will destroy what they see and continue, triumphant, to the next open shop. The store does not add much to his income anyway. The entire stock is worth one lakh. Let them have it all! He will begin anew, this time among human beings, not bloodthirsty hounds.


‘Indira was our mother and we will avenge her!’ someone shouts.


Kartar Singh shuts his eyes. He will live through this! Among the crashes and screaming, a sound arises – at first faint, then insistent, and eventually unmistakable. Someone is attacking the glass shelves that hide the red door to the back room. They crash on to the floor. The cans of Bournvita and Horlicks are swept away. Bishan! Only Bishan could have told them about the door. Behind the shelves a false wall is secured by a hidden clasp. He hears a click as it is undone. The red door is now exposed to them, and they begin to pound on it from the other side.


The telephone rings. Perhaps it is Kartar Singh’s man at the exchange, ready to connect him to New York. He curses. It is Sohan Lal’s business or his life! The door is sagging under the blows. At any moment now it will fly off its hinges. On the other side stands Bishan with his hoodlums. The ungrateful bastard! Never trust a Jat!


‘Indira Gandhi amar rahe!’ shout the men. ‘Khalistan murdabad!’


‘Give us the sardar!’ someone laughs.


A voice answers, and it is Bishan’s: ‘You take the sardar, I will take the money.’


Kartar Singh frantically locks the steel safe, stuffs Sohan Lal’s cloth belts into a jhola and runs to the other door. He squeezes out as the red door is shredded into a dozen slivers by an axe and they charge into the room. ‘Don’t let him get away!’ someone shouts.


Kartar Singh quickly locks the white door from the outside and recoils as the axe falls on its inner surface. He runs down the corridor. A lone electric bulb barely illuminates it, but he could walk along it blindfolded. When he emerges from the building, he hears them throwing his stools, counters and chairs into the street.


He is a large man, unused to exercise. It is not long before he is gasping for breath and slowing down. He is overwhelmed by self-pity. Will he get out of Chandni Chowk alive? But then he thinks of Jasjit and laughs at his fatalism. Of course he will. He will stick to the lanes around Chandni Chowk. They are safer than the street. He must get word to Sukhbir and Jasjit. Sukhbir is at home, perhaps sitting down with her gutkas at this moment, about to begin Japji Sahib. ‘One breath of Japji Sahib protects you from danger,’ she says, ‘even if you don’t know all the lines.’ He must exhume those lines now from the recesses of his mind . . . And Jasjit is watching a matinée in Vishaal cinema, unless the film has finished and he is drinking chai somewhere in Chandni Chowk, unaware of the danger. He will not leave Jasjit defenceless. He will find an open store – one that looks friendly – and ask the man if he may use his telephone. He will tell Sukhbir to open the door to no one and shut herself inside the bedroom, and he himself will go looking for Jasjit in Vishaal cinema, if they are still showing films on such a day. Then they will go home to Trilokpuri together. They will find an autoricksha, perhaps one driven by a sardar. They will pack and lock up the flat. He will take Sukhbir away for a few days. Jasjit can stay with friends he trusts, or come too. They will go to Simla or Kanpur. They will manage.










Chapter 8


Chandni Chowk is crowded. Everyone seems to be waiting for something to happen. Police jeeps with flashing beacons cruise the streets. Rooftops are filled with people looking down for signs of trouble. There have been stray incidents of violence. Someone threw stones at a sardar’s shop in Ballimaran, but ran away before the matter could get out of hand. A ricksha ploughed through a group of people in Nai Sarak, but that appears to have been an accident. ‘It is not a communal incident,’ says the assistant commissioner of police, speaking into the camera. Four young men, all ‘lumpen elements’, according to the ACP, attacked a general store owned by a sardar and ran away with leather belts. An irate mob has formed outside Fatehpuri Masjid round a passionate speaker who invokes the fury of Mother India. The ACP says that ‘The matter is being investigated and all rabble-rousers will be arrested.’ He is not too concerned about Fatehpuri Masjid because, he says, it is not a ‘communal disturbance’. The crowd outside the mosque sways and heaves, then moves through Chandni Chowk in a disorganised, confused manner.


The epicentre of this earthquake, should it come, is Gurudwara Sisganj, on which most eyes are focused. The rooftops next to it are choked with onlookers, while in the street the mass of people has formed a large clearing at the entrance, afraid to go too close but eager not to miss anything. Ramvilas stands at the edge of this gathering, inside a closed stall. The wooden planks that shutter it have gaps between them, through which he can comfortably scan the crowd. Scattered throughout it are some familiar faces – people he has cultivated over the years because they are useful: they can give you a riot in two hours, a fire in thirty minutes, or a knifing the next day. They are the tools of his trade as an organiser, an amorphous group belonging to no organisation, unknown to each other, interacting only with him. His instructions to them are vague, because he himself has received no specific direction from Lala Surajmal. He knows instinctively that trouble will help, but not if a full-blown pogrom against sardars will be advantageous to the IPP. The Indian People Party, in its astonishing transformation from a caucus of traders to the great hope of a middle class that has always viewed Congress with suspicion, has yet to gain the confidence of Sikhs. At best, this trouble could be used to smear Congress. It must be because of his tentative command that the men – the few he recognises – stand uncertainly. It is also possible that they are serving as ‘Congress Party activists’ today – they render services to both sides with equal frequency.


A stream of light falls across his face and he steps back. He does not want to be seen. A rush of wind sears his cheek. He pats it carefully, avoiding the scratches dug into it this morning.


A man – a sardar – emerges from a lane beyond Gurudwara Sisganj and walks toward it. Ramvilas cannot see him distinctly from this distance. A fat sardar, most likely, from the way he walks. He seems exhausted, and carries something that looks like a bag. He spots the crowd and draws back instinctively. Almost everyone in the crowd notices him at the same time, as if they possess one pair of eyes driven by one relentless mind. A thousand faces turn to him. There is a brief moment when the street falls silent – the crowd considers its prey, the sardar is struck dumb. Then he runs, but instead of retreating and losing himself in the lanes, he makes the mistake of running straight into the crowd, perhaps blinded by urgency.


The crowd is stunned. It draws back a little, like a herd of cows about to stampede at the charge of a bull. What gives the sardar such courage? Perhaps the load that weighs down the jhola in his hand. A bomb? A bottle of kerosene? Then the situation suddenly defines itself. It is only a sardar, a fat sardar – one man against a thousand with fear written on his brow. ‘Kill the Khalistani bastard!’ someone shouts. ‘Khalistan murdabad! Indira Gandhi amar rahe!’ The crowd advances toward him, eyes fixed on the hateful turban that bobs up and down as he runs.


Blood shall be spilled today, thinks Ramvilas. From his hideout he cannot see the sardar clearly, but can sense the nervousness in the air. He leaves the stall through a back door and walks away from the scene. He has no interest in bloodshed. In his mind, only the vulgar are voyeurs of violence.


The sardar reaches Gurudwara Sisganj, and the mob swoops on him. Just before they can encircle him, a full battalion of Sikhs emerges from the gurudwara, dressed in blue and yellow salvaars, resplendent with silk sashes, armed with kirpaans held high above their heads. The advancing mob falters. The sardar is within reach – such tender meat! – but is now surrounded by a dazzling sea of blue and yellow. In spite of the men Ramvilas has seeded in the crowd, it consists largely of clerks, rickshavalas, accountants and traders. They have never fought street battles. They stand a few feet from the Sikh army and hurl abuse, obstinacy competing with fear. Their numbers are far larger than the Sikh army, but they carry no kirpaans, they have no dazzling uniforms and their anger is unfocused, undefined. ‘Khalistan murdabad!’ they scream. ‘Indira was our mother and we will avenge her . . .’


The sardar stands between two armies, bewildered. The sensible course is to run into the array of Sikh skirts and be absorbed safely, but he is not in control of his reason, as if destiny has willed him to destruction. The Sikhs in full regalia look more threatening to him than harmless clerks in kurtas, shirts, trousers and pyjamas. After hesitating momentarily, he tears through the clerks and emerges on the other side unharmed, before the Sikh army can stop him or the clerks lay their hands on him. A roar erupts from the crowd when it realises the sardar has been separated from his army. Its courage redoubled, the mob reverses course and gives chase, as the sardar hops on to the footpath and disappears into Kucha Bansilal.


‘Get the Khalistani bastard!’ someone shouts. ‘He slipped into the lane!’


‘Kucha Bansilal!’


Kartar Singh slows down, overwhelmed by self-pity. God will bear witness that he tried to walk through bloodthirsty wolves but could not get to Vishaal cinema. God will protect Jasjit. He is only human, he cannot do much more. His legs are beginning to give way. This is the end – this is how it all ends! Jasjit will survive – if they spare him – but what will Sukhbir do? At this very moment she is perhaps reciting a gutka. Does this kucha lead somewhere? What if it is a dead-end? They will corner him like a rat! Perhaps someone in the kucha can give him shelter. People must live on the upper floors.


He looks up, scanning closed windows and drawn curtains. The kucha is dead. Its businessmen have gone home and its residents – if there are any – have no pity in their hearts. His eyes rest on a signboard, the largest in the lane, ‘Jamna Lal Kishori Mal – Sarees and Blouses’. He cannot believe his luck. He has never before come to Sohan Lal’s shop, but there can be no mistake: he has heard the name countless times in committee meetings. He shuts his eyes in gratitude. Sachche Padshah! Of the hundred lanes in Chandni Chowk, You bring me to one where I shall get succour!


He beats on the closed doors. He can hear the television inside, chanting the same ominous slogan that they are repeating outside the kucha. ‘Khalistan murdabad! Khalistan murdabad . . .’ They are coming for him! Why does Sohan Lal not open the door? Can he not hear his cries?


He looks about the lane desperately. There is an electrical junction box in the wall on the other side. Maybe he can climb up and hide above it. There is enough space for a person there, but the box is at least six feet off the ground. Who will help him up? His body does not have the strength to make such a leap. Below the junction box the lid of a large wooden chest is propped open and tied to the junction box. There are pans, tins, glass tumblers, cups, a stove, bottles of sugar and cardamom. A chai stall. Could he pass as a chaivala? Ah, futile thought! Who would mistake a fat sardar for a chaivala? And have not a thousand pairs of eyes seen him? He throws the jhola into the wooden chest, thinking he will hide it there. The sounds outside the kucha are louder now. He places one foot inside the chest, then the other, and lowers himself into a crouching position, the jhola by his side. He does not fit – the chest is too small. Thus he stays for a few seconds, suspended in a half-crouch, feet planted inside the chest, turban showing above its walls. The crowd is almost upon him. Perhaps they will take pity when they see him like this? But these are not human beings.


With a great effort, he squeezes himself lower in the chest, unties the lid from the junction box, and lets it drop over his head. It hits him hard, but his turban absorbs much of the impact. He is now curled in a foetal position, upright, suspended like a biological specimen within six walls that push on him from every side, face pressed to his knees, hips rubbing painfully against the chest, which might splinter apart at any moment.


The crowd washes by him, missing him by seconds. ‘He is in the lane somewhere!’ someone shouts. ‘He must have run into a building! Look deeper inside the kucha! Scour the drains! He is hiding inside the slush like a rat!’


He listens to them talking to each other for twenty minutes. The chest seems to adjust itself to his bulk, or perhaps his body finds previously unexplored spaces and flows into them. He is able to take a few deep breaths and wrap his arms round his knees. As long as he remains silent and does not move, he is probably safe. The chest is screwed into the wooden planks beneath it, so it will not tip over. The jhola lies crushed on his side, its cloth belts curled like snakes.


The sounds gradually die away, but he is too frightened to push up the lid. He will stay like this for a while, perhaps another twenty minutes, then take a peek over the chest walls.


 


It is almost dark when Gopal returns from Kucha Mahajani in despair. He has spent two hours looking for Mukesh. He went first to Seth Jhunjhunwala’s shop and found it closed. He stood before the shop for a long time, hoping the doors would open to reveal his son sitting inside, weighing silver. A vain hope, because the seth had thrown out Mukesh four months ago over that diamond theft, which Mukesh claims he is innocent of. He still goes to the shop to plead with the seth, and Gopal had hoped he would be there today. After an hour waiting outside, Gopal had plodded down the kucha to Seth Jhunjhunwala’s foundry, thinking Mukesh might be loitering there among the furnaces, watching them melt silver, helping with electrolysis and casting. After two hours of fruitless scouring, he knew Mukesh was nowhere in the bullion market. He could be in a hundred other places in Chandni Chowk. There were so many katras and kuchas, so many lanes and buildings and havelis. Gopal decided to return to Kucha Bansilal.


Turning into the lane with a heavy heart, Gopal is surprised to find the lid of his box closed. He had left it open – no one steals from a chai stall. He lifts the lid, and the first object that greets his eye – in the semi-darkness of dusk – is a blue turban that pops upward, like a spring released from a clasp. Gopal cowers back in fear. ‘Ganga Maiya!’


‘Do not kill me!’ begs the sardar.


Gopal uncovers his eyes. The sardar does not appear to be threatening him. Indeed, he is in an awkward position, wedged tightly into the box, arms wrapped round his legs, unable to move. His eyes are bloodshot, like those of a hunted animal. ‘Who are you, sardarji?’


‘Let me stay here until dark,’ pleads Kartar Singh, ‘or they will kill me!’


Gopal does not know what to do with the sardar. Perhaps the man will buy a cup of tea. A customer, finally, on this horrible day. ‘Let me make you chai. You have some money?’


Kartar Singh does not reply.


‘Why are you here?’ asks Gopal. ‘They are chasing down sardars all over Chandni Chowk. You should be at home, watching television.’


‘I was trying to go to Vishaal cinema.’


Gopal is dumbfounded: how could a man watch a film on such a day?


Kartar Singh senses his confusion. ‘I am looking for my son,’ he adds softly. ‘He is at Vishaal cinema.’


‘Ah!’ groans Gopal. ‘I am looking for my son too . . .’


They fall silent, united in anxiety. Gopal notices that the sardar is uncomfortable inside the box. ‘What is that against your knees?’


‘A jhola,’ says Kartar Singh, reluctantly.


‘Give it to me. You will have more space.’


The sardar demurs.


Gopal is offended. ‘You can trust me, sardarji. I am not a thief.’


Kartar Singh shifts uncomfortably inside the box, pushing the jhola further down. ‘It contains clothes,’ he says weakly. ‘My wife’s underwear. Panties, bras.’


Chastened, Gopal squats next to the box and lets the sardar be. He will wait until it is safe for the man to go. But how will he know when that moment has come? He can still hear scattered sounds in Chandni Chowk. When he emerged from Kucha Mahajani, he was told of the riot outside Gurudwara Sisganj where a sardar, backed by two dozen Sikhs, had charged down an army of Hindus. There is little doubt that the sardar was planted by the gurudwara to incite trouble. The riot has only just burned itself out, leaving three people with head wounds. No one knows how long this will last.


Gopal rolls up the tarpaulin above the junction box. Footsteps echo down the kucha – someone is walking toward them in the darkness. He has a flashlight. ‘Quick!’ whispers Gopal. ‘Get into the box!’


‘I am already inside it,’ protests Kartar Singh.


‘Your head, sardarji! Your turban!’


Gopal pushes down on the turban with all his might, then snaps the lid shut, climbs on to the box and squats on it, just as a constable appears in the kucha with the clickety-clack of police boots. As he walks, he lets his baton hop along concrete platforms on his left, creating a noisy beat. Gopal cannot contain his joy. ‘It is a policeman,’ he whispers to Kartar Singh. ‘He will take you home safely.’


Inside the box, Kartar Singh makes a violent attempt to lift the lid and fling Gopal to the ground. Above all, he does not want to be revealed to the police. He has heard too many stories about them. ‘Don’t tell him!’ he cries. ‘Don’t tell him!’


The constable is almost upon Gopal now. He stops and considers, then taps the chest. ‘What is this?’ he demands.


‘Stall, sarkaar,’ says Gopal with folded hands. ‘Chai stall.’


Inderlal Jha weighs his options. As head constable, he is conscious of his status as the enforcer of permits among businessmen. A chai stall is beneath his purview, or should be. But all other shops are closed, so the chai stall must bear the full burden of his vigilance. ‘Do you have a permit?’ he asks Gopal.


Gopal nods. He does not know what a permit is.


Inderlal can tell, from years of looking into people’s faces, that Gopal is lying. He clucks in irritation. He has spent fifty thousand rupees getting himself transferred to Chandni Chowk, where people buy and sell material worth a hundred crores every day. But of all the places that could have fallen within his beat, he has been dumped in Kucha Bansilal and the lanes around it. A few saree shops, paan stalls, tea stalls, a massage master, a seller of virility potions and an ear-cleaner. The saree shops are the only candidates for a little income. The rest – like this balding chaivala – are no better than beggars. Look at him! His shirt has buttons missing, his dhoti is torn, and his spectacles have so many scratches that you cannot look into his eyes. What is the point of asking such a man to produce a permit? You cannot squeeze juice out of a dry lemon. He will let the man be and continue to look for the sardar who caused the riot. It occurs to him, suddenly, that the chaivala’s stall is closed. So why is he still loitering in the kucha?


‘Why are you sitting here?’ he demands.


‘Waiting, sarkaar.’


Inderlal arches a brow. He will not humour the man with the obvious question.


‘I am waiting for my son, sarkaar. Then I will go home.’


Inderlal nods. Fair enough. An irrelevant man busy with inconsequential affairs. Kucha Bansilal is full of them. He has heard that they do more than ten crores of business every day in the bullion market of Kucha Mahajani, and fifty crores in the Khari Baoli spice market from which, he hears, peppers and cardamom are sent all over the world. There must be a river of money in those areas! No matter how large a percentage the SHO skims off, there must be enough for the head constable and all junior constables. Why, even police-station sweepers probably earn a hundred rupees every month in Khari Baoli! In GB Road, where each whore brings no more than three rupees for every customer to the police check-post, there are at least eighty brothels: at forty whores per brothel, and seven customers per whore each night, the collection adds up to almost seventy thousand rupees. Then there are bais, pahalvans, recruiters . . . an endless stream of donors. That is fertile ground for a hard-working man like himself, because the money is to be shared by no more than six people – the SHO, the additional SHOs and the head constables. There are a dozen constables in the GB Road police chauki but they are Class IVs, and can be bought with ten rupees each. But how does a head constable get posted to a place like GB Road? He is a poor Jat from Bahadurgarh. He knows no one in the department. He has neither the connections nor the one lakh rupees you need to be posted to such places. His only sources of income are illegally parked scooters and stalls that encroach on public land. And superfluous, balding beggars like this one. ‘How long have you been sitting here?’ he asks irritably.


‘Three hours,’ lies Gopal.


‘Have you seen that bastard sardar Satwant Singh?’


 


Inside the box, crushed into a bruised bundle, Kartar Singh grits his teeth at being called Satwant Singh. Ah! I am Beant Singh, I am Satwant Singh! I am the one who killed that whore! The gun may not have been in my hands but I wished her dead, and I will shed no tears over her dead body. You will live forever, Beant Singh, although they have riddled you with bullets. And you, Satwant, will never be forgotten, even after they have hanged you by the neck.


‘I have seen no one, sarkaar,’ says Gopal.


Some day I will repay you! thinks Kartar Singh, his heart overflowing with gratitude.


‘He came running by here,’ insists the policeman. ‘I saw him with my own eyes, less than an hour ago. How could you have missed him?’


Kartar Singh senses Gopal’s fear, and his heart sinks. The chaivala is a kind-hearted man, but he is a coward. He will not be able to stand his ground. Is this how it will end? What will the constable do to him, after he pulls up the lid and shines his flashlight inside, seeing him curled up like a shivering dog? Will all of Sukhbir’s gutkas come to nothing? What would she say at such a moment? Should he recite the Japji Sahib? Ek Omkar, Satnaam, Karta Purakh, Nirbho, Nir Vair, Akaal Murat Ajuni . . . He does not know the rest. He is not a religious man. Sachche Padshah! He is an ignorant man, an ungrateful man, a man blind to the wonders of creation. But if he is spared today . . .


‘What kind of man? Do you mean a sardarji?’ asks Gopal.


‘Yes, yes!’


‘I saw him.’


Kartar Singh stops breathing, and hears the loud thumping of his heart.


‘He came by an hour ago. A fat man with a jhola. He was running wildly, his turban was undone. A blue turban.’


‘Where did he go? Tell me! Tell me!’


‘That way, down the lane toward the railway station. He was too afraid to stop.’


 


Inderlal Jha’s eyes glisten in the shadows of dusk. There is still time to catch the sardar. He could not have gone far, certainly not to the end of the lane, where the crowd would have attacked him immediately. He is hiding somewhere, perhaps inside one of these shops. He will catch the sister-fucking bastard. How often does a head constable in Kucha Bansilal get such an opportunity? He will catch the sardar and earn himself a medal. A commendation roll or, some day, even the president’s police medal. And then he will somehow arrange the one lakh that will ensconce him in GB Road as additional SHO. But first he must catch his sardar, the murderer who incited the riot, the killer of Indira Gandhi. Not that he cares for Indira. She had short hair, cut like a man – not a woman whose morality was beyond question.


He saunters down the lane, letting his boots echo in the kucha, tapping closed shutters with his baton as if the sound will reveal the hidden sardar behind them.


 


Kartar Singh hears the footsteps recede and lets out a deep breath. The chaivala is more resourceful than he had thought.


‘You will live a thousand years!’ he whispers.


‘Someone else is coming!’ hisses Gopal. ‘Stay quiet!’


Kartar Singh curses his luck. He cannot survive much longer in the suffocating confines of the box.


‘It is Seth Sohan Lal,’ says Gopal, happily. ‘I will tell him about you and he will give you shelter in his shop.’


Suddenly Kartar Singh is alert. Should he reveal himself to Sohan Lal? The seth will have no choice but to help. Did he not say there was a committee meeting at six? Well! Here is Kartar Singh, present at the meeting, a little early, a little dishevelled, a little shaken, but still of sound mind.


Then he is thrown into doubt. Sohan Lal will notice the jhola, and take his money back. Perhaps that would be good for both of them. Good riddance to danger. He has not spoken to his contact in New York anyway. There has been no transaction. But he feels possessive about the money. He has sat with the jhola pressed to his legs for almost two hours. He has shared the box with it, felt its pressure, heard it crackling. Why, he has put his life in danger for this money! He deserves his commission. But Sohan Lal will give him no commission without a transaction. Very well, there shall be a transaction. It will be delayed by a day, but it will happen and he will get his commission.


‘Do not tell the seth about me,’ he commands Gopal.


‘Why not? Sethji will help you.’


‘I do not trust anyone but you,’ pleads Kartar Singh. ‘Let me stay here until it is completely dark. Then I will go.’


 


Sohan Lal is comforted to see the chaivala sitting on his box. At least the kucha is not completely deserted. Also, some tea will lighten the mood in the committee meeting. He nods absently at Gopal – wondering vaguely why he has closed his stall if he intends to sit in the kucha – then unlocks his doors.


 


Kartar Singh listens with bated breath, hearing bolts being drawn aside. The television inside the shop becomes louder when the doors are opened, its chatter borne to him on a whiff of fragrance. Then the doors are shut and the television is turned off.


‘I will remember this!’ whispers Kartar Singh, with feeling.


 


Gopal does not reply. His mind is on Mukesh. Perhaps he should go to the kholi in Khari Baoli, where he will find his son waiting for him. Ah, vain thought! Mukesh has not come to the kholi for months. Indeed, he has seen him only twice since the day, four months ago, when Seth Jhunjhunwala threw him out of his shop. In any case, going to Khari Baoli will involve a trek through much of Chandni Chowk, past Fatehpuri Masjid. The area around a mosque is never safe. For a Musalman like Ibrahim, perhaps, but not for him. And what is he to do with this sardar, who is too fat for the box? At this very moment he is pressing against sugar bottles, glass tumblers and milk pails, crushing them, spilling milk and tea on the floor.


‘You can come out now,’ says Gopal. ‘There is no one in the kucha.’


There is no reply from the box.


‘Did you hear me? You can come outside now!’ Gopal wonders if the man has fallen asleep. ‘Come outside, sardarji!’


A faint voice, insistent and urgent, answers him: ‘Please do not shout. The seth will hear you.’


‘I am going home now,’ says Gopal stubbornly.


‘Could you punch a hole in the box?’ asks Kartar Singh. ‘I need some air . . .’


I have helped him, and he wants to destroy my stall, Gopal thinks.


‘Your son will come back to you,’ says Kartar Singh, ingratiatingly.


Gopal shakes his head, refusing to find hope in the sardar’s words. A thief never comes back. Even when he does, the tag sticks to him – the word ‘thief’ is imprinted on his soul. It is some consolation that Seth Jhunjhunwala is a kind man, easily mollified, unlike his sons. They clamoured for Mukesh’s blood even after he had admitted guilt and returned the stolen diamond. Could they not see, as Seth Jhunjhunwala could, that the boy had merely over-reached, that he was a fool rather than a criminal? Everyone steals a little from the bullion market – bits of silver, an old coin, a figurine worth fifty rupees. It is a pity that the boy had to take a diamond. A foolhardy boy, a careless boy . . . Mukesh saw Seth Jhunjhunwala study the diamond with his magnifying-glass before he handed him the ring for refitting. The poor boy! He did not know that diamonds have impurities – even the Kohinoor is not perfect – and that carbon deposits in a diamond make it distinguishable from every other one in the world. So when Mukesh returned the ring – after reducing its diameter for refitting – the seth put his eye to the magnifying-glass and knew instantly that the diamond had been switched. ‘I do not see marks at three o’clock and seven o’clock!’ he had thundered. He already knew that the boy stole bits of gold whenever a ring was refitted, that he chipped off small pieces from silver bricks when he brought them from the foundry to the shop. The seth also knew that silver powder was siphoned off during titration in his laboratories, and that they scraped his tanks in the refinery after every electrolysis. Those were losses he could live with. But the foolish boy had stolen a whole diamond! Seth Jhunjhunwala was furious. Gopal shudders at the memory. He had had to plead – with Mukesh to return the diamond, with the seth to call off the police. He remembers the date, too, because Indira Gandhi had sent her army into Golden Temple the next day. ‘Your son is a thief,’ said the seth to Gopal, ‘but he is not a terrorist like Bhindranwale, or a murderer like Indira. I will let him go but I do not want to see him again.’


Gopal wraps his arms round himself and lowers his face to his knees, sitting much as Kartar Singh does inside the chest below him. This was to have been an unfortunate day – marked by scorching heat, slow business and scooter accidents – not a terrible one. Why did Indira Gandhi have to die and ruin it?
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