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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 10

‘You need a stronger heart, Sohan Lal, or how will you live through the earthquake that is on its way?’

Lala Surajmal, chairman of the IPP committee in Chandni Chowk, is seated comfortably on the gaddi in Sohan Lal’s shop. His back rests against the wooden cabinet under the Lakshmi alcove, so his head appears to touch Lakshmi’s silver foot. His right arm rests heavily on two bolsters, and his left leg is extended, creating distance between him and his audience of two, Sohan Lal and Jugal Kishor. His dhoti has ridden up his leg, exposing varicose veins that snake from his thighs to his shins. He has talked continuously for the last ten minutes, analysing the political situation in Chandni Chowk since the assassination. Neither Sohan Lal nor Jugal Kishor has interrupted him in deference to his superior position in the IPP committee. His shop, Bhagwan Das and Sons, is the oldest perfume business in Chandni Chowk, perhaps the oldest in the country, predating the Mutiny of 1857, the British Raj and, some say, Red Fort itself. It is commonly believed – and prominently advertised on a plaque attached to the mahogany panels in the shop – that Bhagwan Das and Sons was established in Lahore in the early seventeenth century by one of Lala Surajmal’s forbears. A hundred years later, after Nadir Shah’s sack of Delhi, Lala Govind Narayan brought the business to Chandni Chowk, where land prices had dropped precipitously. He prospered with the blossoming of Chandni Chowk, serving the Mughal court, the British Resident and the Mughal emperor Bahadur Shah Zafar himself, who was known to have bottles of attar chameli delivered to Red Fort. Since then, the shop has witnessed momentous events in Chandni Chowk. It has seen the blinding of the Mughal emperor Shah Alam by Afghan Rohilla tribals, the hanging of Bahadur Shah Zafar’s sons by the British after the Mutiny, and the bomb thrown at Lord Hardinge. It has heard the fiery speeches of Nehru and the rambling musings of Gandhi. Lala Surajmal himself saw the blood-letting of ’forty-seven, when bands of Hindus and Muslims roamed Chandni Chowk day and night while he sat inside the shop. A portion of it had been set on fire, and Surajmal had barely escaped being burned alive. The shop has since been rebuilt, but much of the polished oak interior was created by his great-great-grandfather.

That is the story on the plaque. A second version whispers that the business has never seen Lahore. When Jahanara Begum, Shah Jahan’s daughter, laid out a shopping arcade in front of her father’s Red Fort, she gave one of the first shops to her favourite perfumer, Lala Jamuna Prasad, another of Surajmal’s ancestors. A third story, never told in Surajmal’s presence, is that the shop is no more than fifty years old, built out of a warehouse by his father, who came to Delhi as a poor clerk from Rajasthan. But no matter what the antecedents of the shop, ‘Of Lahore’ is proudly affixed to its signboard. It is visited by prime ministers and film stars, and Lala Surajmal reigns over it like an icon, a monument to himself, familiar to half of Chandni Chowk gentry, a man of immense authority in the IPP committee, commanding grudging respect even from the Congress Party. At fifty-nine, he regularly reprimands councillors and has the ear of Members of Parliament, perhaps even junior ministers. He has never fought an election, but few understand the strings that tug at Chandni Chowk better than he does.

A sudden explosion checks Surajmal’s harangue in a way Sohan Lal or Jugal Kishor would have never dared. Sohan Lal anxiously looks at his watch. It is past six, and people are still milling around the streets, exploding bombs! He shuts his eyes, folds his hands and murmurs the first few lines of Hanuman Chaalisa: ‘Jai Hanuman gyaan gun saagar . . .’

Lala Surajmal chuckles scornfully. ‘It is only a ricksha tyre. When it bursts, it sounds like a bomb.’

‘How do you know, Lalaji?’

‘I have lived a long life, Sohan Lal.’

At this Jugal Kishor looks away, to avoid expressing agreement or disdain, but Surajmal does not look for confirmation. ‘You have a weak heart,’ he pronounces. ‘Eat gooseberry every morning immediately after you wake up. Coat it with a thin layer of silver and swallow it whole without chewing. That will reduce your palpitations.’

He is almost sixty, thinks Sohan Lal, and he advises me on my heart. He will be dead long before I need to follow his prescription.

‘This will all die down in a day,’ predicts Surajmal. ‘Here you are in Kucha Bansilal, shuddering at the blast from a ricksha tyre! What would you do if you had to sit in your shop for six days without food and water?’

Sohan Lal nods vaguely, hoping to change the subject from Surajmal’s much-discussed ordeal in the riots of ’forty-seven. He suspects, in spite of Surajmal’s affectation, that they are all afraid, more for their shops than their personal safety. He turns to Jugal Kishor and opens a safer conversation. ‘We should prepare an obituary on behalf of the IPP committee. It will look bad if we don’t offer condolences.’

‘Do not worry about that!’ snaps Lala Surajmal. ‘They have not declared her dead yet.’

‘The BBC says she is dead.’

‘But All India Radio is silent. She is not dead until they say so.’

‘Sixteen bullets!’ protests Sohan Lal.

Surajmal has a knowing look on his face. He speaks softly, as if privy to a great secret: ‘You do not know Indira. She has come back before, after we thought she was gone.’ There is a moment of silence as he contemplates Indira’s extraordinary strength. The other two wait politely.

‘Her own security guards!’ says Jugal Kishor in wonder. ‘You cannot trust anyone . . .’

‘They shot one of the assassins immediately,’ whispers Surajmal. ‘Do you know why?’

Sohan Lal nods, not knowing why but not inclined to hear Surajmal’s conspiracy theory. ‘It is time for sweets,’ he says, to forestall the explanation, ‘but we have to be discreet. You can have a few packets sent to us, Jugal Kishorji.’

Jugal Kishor Agrawal owns Mangat Ram Nawal Kishor, the largest sweet shop in Chandni Chowk. It claims, like Surajmal’s shop, to have served Mughal emperors, but it is not quite as old and does not enjoy the same degree of prestige. Jugal Kishor is two years younger than Sohan Lal, but he has carefully cultivated his friendships and commands somewhat greater authority than Sohan Lal in the IPP hierarchy of Delhi.

‘There will be time for sweets later,’ grumbles Surajmal. ‘The agenda of this meeting is to discuss the earthquake that will come now, just in time for elections.’

‘That earthquake has already begun!’ says Sohan Lal with a quivering voice.

Surajmal gives his host a cold stare. ‘Do not be dramatic, Sohan Lal. I have asked Ramvilas to bring me a full report from every corner of Chandni Chowk.’

‘Why is he not here already?’

‘He is late,’ says Surajmal.

‘He must be caught up in the crowds,’ says Jugal Kishor, soothingly. ‘Let us wait. Perhaps we can have chai, Sohan Lalji. I saw your chaivala sitting around.’

Sohan Lal finds the request inappropriate. Is it polite to admit a chaivala into the shop when marauding killers are roaming the streets?

Surajmal has fallen into a reverie, which excludes the other two.

Jugal Kishor pulls nervously at his ear and tries to make a joke. ‘Raam Raj was the age of milk. Krishna Raj was the age of ghee. British Raj was the age of beer. Indira Raj is the age of tea. Blow into it and drink up!’

‘Indira Raj will end in a few hours,’ says Sohan Lal, drily. It is clear, he thinks, that Jugal Kishor will not stop talking about tea until he places an order with the chaivala. He reaches out a hand, unlocks one door and opens it an inch. Kucha Bansilal is dark. The sounds of Chandni Chowk are dying out, perhaps because the police have cleared the street. Sohan Lal shouts through the crack. ‘Nanak Chand! Chai!’ Then he shuts the door firmly again.

 

Gopal, squatting on his box, nods on hearing the order.

‘Now I will die!’ Kartar Singh whimpers inside. ‘You will open your stall to make tea and everyone will see me.’

Gopal sighs. ‘Go to sleep, sardarji,’ he says. ‘You heard him call me Nanak Chand.’

‘Isn’t that your name?’

‘That is code. Nanak, na na, means no, do not make tea. The seth does this when he has cheap customers on whom he does not want to waste tea.’

 

Even in his present condition Kartar Singh cannot suppress a perverse snigger. These are cheap customers all right, Surajmal and Jugal Kishor. Opportunists, self-aggrandisers, crooks who will not let him become a councillor in Chandni Chowk, although he contributes so much to the committee. He does not have the luxury, as they do, of walking up and down Chandni Chowk to offer gratuitous advice, meddling in everyone’s affairs and playing off traders against each other. Some day, when Jasjit has taken over the store, he will become a mobile gossipmonger too. But where is Jasjit? His film will have finished by now.

‘How many children do you have, sardarji?’ asks Gopal.

‘One,’ whispers Kartar Singh. ‘That is the one I am looking for. I hope he is safe.’

‘Just one son!’ Gopal wonders aloud. ‘And you have such a big store.’

‘Who told you I have a store?’

‘I can see it in your clothes. And I can see you own a big house.’

Kartar Singh does not reply, thinking of his ground-floor flat in Trilokpuri – two rooms, a bathroom, a kitchen and a pocket-sized veranda just behind the front door.

‘How many rooms does your house have?’ Gopal asks.

Kartar Singh mumbles something.

‘How much did it cost to build it?’

There is an impatient sound from inside the chest.

‘Your wife must have brought a large dowry,’ says Gopal.

From his wooden grave, Kartar Singh launches a counter-attack. ‘How many sons do you have?’

‘I have already told you!’ Gopal says, in a hurt manner. ‘Mukesh! He is fifteen. And your son?’

‘Eighteen.’

‘How old is your wife?’

‘She is not as young as she used to be,’ responds Kartar Singh, testily.

‘Sushila would be thirty-five,’ says Gopal. ‘She died fifteen years ago.’

‘What did she die of?’

‘I went back to Sasaria when my father sent me a telegram, saying my son had been born. He was alive, but she was dead.’

‘A woman gives her life for her son.’

‘I did not know her very well,’ says Gopal. ‘After my wedding, my father sent me back to Delhi, but Sushila stayed in Sasaria with my mother. Where would I keep her in my small kholi? I went to Sasaria every year. Four years after our wedding, she gave birth to Mukesh. I now had a son but no wife. My father sent me back to Delhi while my mother took care of Mukesh. After my father died, I brought him here. “He is six,” I told my mother, “so he can live with me in my kholi.” Mukesh has never been back to Sasaria, so he is no longer a Bihari but a Dillivala.’

‘What about you?’ asks Kartar Singh.

‘I don’t know. A Bihari, a Bhaiya, a Dillivala – whatever my customers call me. As long as they drink chai.’

‘Too many people have come to Delhi,’ grumbles Kartar Singh. ‘They do not belong here. It is a city of bastards!’

‘Lower your voice, Satwant Singhji!’ exclaims Gopal in alarm.

‘That is not my name,’ says Kartar Singh stiffly.

Gopal is befuddled. He clearly heard the constable call the sardar by that name.

Kartar Singh continues, raising his voice in spite of Gopal’s admonition: ‘All these Congress valas! Bastards! Who are they to hunt me down? My father was a brigadier in the war of ’seventy-one. He stood behind General Arora during the Pakistani surrender. My grandfather was a member of the Congress Party in Punjab. He was at the convention near the Ravi river, when Nehru declared that complete independence from the British, not dominion status, was the goal of the Congress Party. Who are these bastards to call me a traitor and a Khalistani? Have they fought any wars like my father?’

‘Which war?’ asks Gopal.

‘The one in ’seventy-one,’ repeats Kartar Singh.

‘Fighting is terrible,’ says Gopal vaguely. He is not sure which war the sardar is talking about. He has sat in his stall for as long as he can remember. He cannot recall a war, a victory or a surrender. ‘You are a good man,’ he says soothingly. ‘But keep your voice down! Someone has just entered the kucha. Just a small man. You have nothing to fear.’

 

Inside Jamna Lal Kishori Mal, Sohan Lal gasps when someone knocks on the door.

‘Stay calm, Sohan Lal!’ Lala Surajmal scolds. ‘It is probably the chaivala.’

Sohan Lal knows it is not the chaivala. The fool would not dare, after he was dispatched from the door earlier in the day. ‘Who is it?’ he shouts.

‘Ramvilas!’

Sohan Lal reaches over and unhooks the clasp. The door swings open and Ramvilas steps into the shop.

‘Shut the door behind you,’ Sohan Lal says urgently.

Ramvilas fixes the clasp and stands with his back to it. The three of them survey him. He is haggard. His delicate features are drawn. His kurta and pyjamas, though still clean, are crumpled, but his appearance excites no interest because their minds are burdened with weightier matters.

‘Why are you late?’ demands Lala Surajmal.

‘I was held up by the riot, Lalaji.’

‘I asked you to come at six.’

‘You also asked me to collect information.’

Surajmal looks away grudgingly, indicating by the merest nod that Ramvilas may sit down. He can never understand why Ramvilas always irritates him. He is not an inefficient or clumsy employee. On the contrary, he has learned quickly to identify more than fifty attars and oils, mastered the skill of pricing and packaging them, and learned how to pass off synthetic oils as natural. He is sharp and reliable. Surajmal can count on him to keep an eye on other clerks. In some ways, he prefers to leave Bhagwan Das and Sons in the care of Ramvilas – he himself is often busy with the committee – rather than Vimal, his eldest son, or Vimal’s three younger brothers. His four sons – all grown-up, all somewhat wayward – are a disappointment to Surajmal, who still hopes they will take over the shop some day. Meanwhile, Ramvilas has proved himself invaluable outside the shop too, because he doubles as factotum to the IPP committee in Chandni Chowk – recorder of minutes, arranger of people, manager of disruptions, inciter of crowds, organiser of festivals, tents, ovens, cauldrons and anything else that is needed. No one likes him much but everyone finds him useful.

‘All right,’ says Surajmal. ‘What have you found?’

‘All India Radio has declared she is dead.’

‘I already knew that,’ says Surajmal irritably. He has not heard the All India Radio announcement but he feels instinctively that he must keep Ramvilas on the defensive. ‘I did not send you to listen to the radio. Tell me what you have found in Chandni Chowk.’

‘There was a riot outside Gurudwara Sisganj. A sardar attacked a crowd with a jhola. A few people were hurt but no one died. The Khalsa army launched a raid from the gurudwara – they had swords, kirpaans, even guns – but was pushed back by the police. A few other sardar shops have been attacked. A building was burned down in Ballimaran.’

‘Is there any violence in Lajpatrai Market?’ asks Sohan Lal, with bated breath.

‘I did not go that far. There is not much violence anywhere yet.’

Sohan Lal is relieved. He had relayed his code to Ranjan in New York just before Lala Surajmal arrived. Ranjan was grumpy on the phone. ‘Has there been an earthquake,’ he asked, ‘that you had to pull me out of bed so early in the morning?’

‘It is more than an earthquake,’ Sohan Lal said. ‘It is Pralay – the end of the world!’ Ranjan had not known about Indira. He had gone to sleep early the previous night. Sohan Lal told him to expect the money within twelve hours. Once it is safely with Ranjan, let the Congress Party destroy Kartar Singh’s store in Lajpatrai Market, let them burn down Chandni Chowk itself . . .

‘What is that on your face?’ Surajmal asks Ramvilas.

Self-consciously Ramvilas touches the raw furrows on his cheek. The bai’s Dettol still stings. He speaks mournfully, like a wounded soldier wedded to his cause. ‘It is difficult to gather reports when there is violence. But you asked me to do this, Lalaji, and I did not flinch.’

Surajmal is embarrassed. ‘I did not ask you to put yourself in danger,’ he remonstrates.

‘The committee comes first,’ counters Ramvilas scathingly.

Surajmal is flummoxed. Reluctantly he allows his face to express sympathy. Jugal Kishor clucks. Sohan Lal stares at the red scars of war. Ramvilas sits comfortably, a martyr to the cause, his status enhanced.

‘Rub a paste of neem into the wounds to disinfect them,’ says Surajmal, solicitously.

‘Let the war finish,’ responds Ramvilas, with a sneer. ‘Then we will take care of the wounded.’

‘Are your men doing anything in this war?’ asks Surajmal.

Ramvilas bestows a mysterious smile on his employer. He likes references to his ‘men’, though he never reveals to Surajmal who they are. He is not quite certain where they are right now. ‘They are where I told them to go,’ he says impressively.

Surajmal nods. He does not care to learn much about such people. It is a relief that Ramvilas is around to take care of them.

Ramvilas presses his advantage. ‘My men have raised their rates,’ he says. ‘It is difficult to do business with them – there is too much competition. Even the Congress Party has approached them.’

Surajmal reluctantly motions to Jugal Kishor – who is treasurer to the committee – that this request will be accepted. ‘Do you have anything else to report? If not, we can move on to other business.’

‘One more thing,’ says Ramvilas, casually. ‘Gyani Zail Singh flew back from Muscat when he heard the news. He has just sworn in Rajiv as the new prime minister.’

Surajmal’s jaw drops. ‘You tell me this now! Rajiv is PM, and you have spent ten minutes talking about a sardar with a jhola!’

‘I wanted to tell you right away, but you asked me about Chandni Chowk.’

‘All right, all right.’ Surajmal waves him away.

They remain silent for a while, overwhelmed by the news. Sohan Lal is unable to control his indignation. ‘That sister-fucking sardar!’ he mutters, in reference to Zail Singh. ‘She made him president of India when he should have been her chaivala. Now she is dead so he has lined up behind her son!’

The obscenity causes a flutter among the seths. It is customary to disparage Gyani Zail Singh, but only as a buffoon. Surajmal turns a restraining frown on Sohan Lal. ‘He is repaying her kindness, that is all.’

‘This is not a country, it is a kingdom,’ grumbles Jugal Kishor.

‘What does Rajiv know about being prime minister? A pink-faced boy! A rich boy returned from England. Mummy gave him the Congress Party, and Mummy’s doorman has now handed him India!’

Ramvilas is emboldened by such talk. He launches into a tirade of his own. ‘Does the boy know what to say in Parliament? What will he discuss at summits with world leaders? Will he break down in tears when they pressure him? He was sucking at his mother’s teats until yesterday.’

Surajmal expresses disapproval of such vulgar talk by interrupting: ‘This is not a time to make speeches. Rajiv will certainly dissolve the Lok Sabha. There will be a general election soon.’

‘In Chandni Chowk Naresh Babu will win again,’ says Jugal Kishor.

His presumption irritates Surajmal. Naresh Agrawal is merely a first-term Member of Parliament. Why should the IPP adopt a self-defeating attitude toward him? ‘Chandni Chowk is not the fiefdom of Naresh Agrawal,’ he says excitedly. ‘What is Naresh Agrawal? A spice trader who came to Chandni Chowk fifteen years ago, no more.’

‘Who can defeat Naresh Babu now?’ Jugal Kishor insists. ‘There will be sympathy for Indira. No one will vote against Congress.’

‘Musalmans and Scheduled Castes have always been with Congress,’ grumbles Sohan Lal. ‘Now even traders will go to Naresh Babu, as well as the illegal Bangladeshis he has been bringing here.’

‘There are three new slums behind Red Fort. Do you know what they call the area? Naresh Colony! All illegal Bangladeshis, all his voters!’

‘You do not speak like members of the Indian People Party,’ says Surajmal, dramatically. ‘Why do you sit on the IPP committee? So that you can hand Chandni Chowk to Naresh Agrawal?’

‘We are being realistic, Lalaji,’ Sohan Lal says.

‘Sikhs will vote for IPP. They can no longer support Congress,’ counters Surajmal.

‘Who cares for Sikhs? There are too few in Chandni Chowk.’

‘I telephoned Harilalji this afternoon,’ says Jugal Kishor. ‘He, too, felt there was going to be an election. He will issue a statement next week, asking all political parties to unite against Congress. I suggested he wait at least a week. It will look inappropriate right now.’

Lala Surajmal scowls at Jugal Kishor. Harilal Gupta is the IPP councillor from Chandni Chowk, and a potential candidate for Parliament against Naresh Agrawal. It is a breach of protocol for Jugal Kishor – a junior member of the committee – to discuss such matters with him. ‘I will talk to Harilal,’ says Surajmal stiffly. ‘It is too early to discuss candidates and elections. Do you have updated voter lists?’ The question is directed at Ramvilas.

‘We can start next week,’ says Ramvilas. ‘But I already know what the lists will show. There are too many Musalmans in Chandni Chowk, all from Bangladesh, all with valid ration cards. The percentage of Hindus has dropped in the last four years.’

‘That does not matter as long as we can consolidate the Hindu and Sikh vote.’

‘Naresh Babu won on the Indira wave four years ago,’ says Sohan Lal. ‘What if there is a similar Rajiv wave now?’

‘There will be no wave for the boy. He is inexperienced.’

‘He is good-looking. From some angles he looks like a white man.’

‘That is the problem with these chaivalas,’ says Surajmal. ‘They would rather vote for an Englishman than an Indian.’

‘But we have the sardars,’ says Jugal Kishor. ‘I hope there is sufficient burning and looting tomorrow, after which no Sikh will ever vote for Congress.’

‘We should have a Sikh candidate,’ suggests Ramvilas. ‘What has Harilalji done for Chandni Chowk?’

Surajmal frowns. The other two seths look away. Ramvilas is not expected to offer his opinion on anything. His formal function is to take down minutes – which are then edited to suit the purpose of the next meeting – and answer questions when asked. He is not officially a member of the committee, being neither a trader nor a member of any higher party council.

‘These are important matters, Ramvilas,’ Surajmal says coldly. Then, turning to the two seths, he continues: ‘Hindus will not vote for a Sikh. The candidate must be a Hindu Bania. Only a trader can get trader votes from both Hindus and Sikhs. Do not forget this is Chandni Chowk – no one can win without the trader vote.’

Sohan Lal lays a silent curse on destiny. He himself is a Bania, as are Surajmal and Jugal Kishor, but there is little doubt that Surajmal has cast his vote in favour of Harilal. It is not clear what understanding exists between the two, but the pact has held for years. There will be a committee vote, of course, but it is a whitewash. Surajmal is the most senior member of the committee, and the IPP candidate – whether for local posts in the Municipal Corporation of Delhi or a national post in Parliament – is always a nominee of Surajmal. He has never stood for office, but favours people with a long history in Chandni Chowk. Surajmal’s own antecedents – as spelled out on the plaque in Bhagwan Das and Sons – make him a ‘history vala’ without equals. Harilal Gupta comes from an old paper-trading family in Chawri Bajar. When Harilal dies – and that is not unlikely, considering his enormous girth – Surajmal’s benign gaze will probably fall upon Jugal Kishor, whose shop claims ‘two centuries of sweet success’. Only after Jugal Kishor has relinquished his hold on worldly matters – which is unlikely, considering he is younger than Sohan Lal – will it be the turn of the proprietor of Jamna Lal Kishori Mal. Sohan Lal bitterly wishes he was older, or that his father had seen fit to fold up the shop in Bikaner and move to Delhi before Partition, when land was cheap. To be called a newcomer, having lived in Delhi for more than thirty years! To raise ineffectual objections and then acquiesce before a man like Surajmal, who leaves his shop in the care of clerks because his sons are too lazy!

‘A Bania candidate is all right,’ agrees Jugal Kishor. ‘We must not fall into the trap of the central committee, where they are talking about Musalman candidates just to get the Musalman vote.’

‘Even IPP now talks of Musalman candidates,’ sighs Sohan Lal. ‘It is the Indian People Party, meant for the people of India! Where will Hindus go once IPP turns into Congress?’

And where will I go, wonders Ramvilas, if these Banias take over the IPP committee? The only difference between these old hogs and me is that I am young and my father has no capital.

He knows he is resourceful and industrious. In some ways he is indispensable to the committee. Yet he does not have a vote because he is not a trader. He will just have to get by until they realise what they have on their hands. He does not mind his employment at Bhagwan Das and Sons. Surajmal is a bore, but he spends much of his time politicking, leaving Ramvilas in charge of the shop. The four sons are fickle characters. Sometimes one or other of them sits cross-legged on the gaddi – right next to the cash-box – with a proprietary air, and pretends to be busy. Most days, they steer clear of the shop. Surajmal has made his disgust with them quite plain to the world. They are for ever scarred with guilt – heirs unworthy of their great lineage. All this puts Ramvilas in a comfortable position. He can boss around the other clerks, and present himself with a bottle of attar whenever it suits him. And, God knows, he needs those bottles to keep Gulmohar happy. She was delighted with the mixture of bela and chameli he gave her. He will keep mixing and inventing new fragrances for her – jasmine, kewra, khus, hina, monsoon, shamama, champa, harshringar, kadamba, chandan, mahua, motia – as long as she does not tire of it. And some day, if he can get Surajmal to go away for a few days, he will give Gulmohar the most precious of them all, ruh gulaab.

‘What happened to the chai, Sohan Lalji?’ asks Jugal Kishor.

Sohan Lal clucks impatiently, apparently defeated by the laziness of the chaivala. ‘Nanak Chand!’ he screams. ‘Chai! Chai!’

‘That chaivala is wrong in the head,’ says Ramvilas. ‘I saw him talking to himself when I walked down the kucha.’

 

Gopal hears the call for chai and chafes at the lost business. If he takes three cups of tea to Sohan Lal – in expensive china meant for good customers – the seth will not dare to refuse it, in spite of ‘Nanak Chand’. But that will require him to open his stall.

‘Please go now, sardarji,’ he begs his prisoner.

The box below him remains silent. Gopal gets worried. Could the sardar have suffocated on his own beard? Is he stuck with a dead sardar? ‘Wake up, sardarji! It is time to go!’

‘All right!’ says Kartar Singh, from inside the box. ‘Pull me out and burn me alive!’

‘I am a poor man,’ says Gopal. ‘I cannot sit with my shop closed all day.’

For a while Kartar Singh is silent. ‘Is there a bathroom here?’ he asks.

Gopal is horrified. ‘Now you will shit and piss inside my stove! There is a bathroom behind sethji’s shop. Should I ask him? He is a kind man. He will help you.’

‘No!’ says Kartar Singh, firmly.

Gopal shakes his head in resignation. The sardar will likely stay in the box until he is dead.

‘Maybe I will go,’ says Kartar Singh.

Gopal begins eagerly to undo the latch.

‘Wait! Can you do something for me?’

‘Anything!’ says Gopal. ‘Just go home.’

‘I want you to go to Trilokpuri. To my house. My wife’s name is Sukhbir Kaur. Tell her I am safe.’

‘How can I go anywhere, sardarji?’ asks Gopal, helplessly. ‘It is too dangerous!’

‘But you are not a sardar. Who will harm you?’

‘I am a poor man.’

‘You are my brother!’ says Kartar Singh, emotionally. ‘I feel I can ask you to do anything because you have a son too.’

Gopal finds himself unable to counter this.

‘Tell my wife Jasjit was in Vishaal cinema four hours ago. She should telephone Harmeet Bhai to go and look for him.’

‘Who is Jasjit?’

‘My son! Tell my wife to lock all doors and windows and open them to no one. Tell her the store has been looted. I am going to Faridabad to my brother. I will be back in two days, after things settle down. She must stay in the house until then, with all the windows shut.’

‘All right, I will go,’ says Gopal.

‘I will not forget this, Gopal Bhai! Sector Three, flat number forty-four, ground floor. You can take the three hundred and sixty-five, if the buses are still running. Get off in Sector Three and turn left into the first block. Or take an autoricksha and my wife will pay the fare.’

‘What if she does not? Don’t you have any money with you?’

Kartar Singh reflects on the jhola crushed under him. ‘She will certainly pay you.’

‘All right. Will you leave once I am gone?’

‘Yes,’ avers Kartar Singh. ‘Tell me how to get to the railway station from here without going back into Chandni Chowk. Where does this kucha end?’

‘The lane opens out into a park,’ says Gopal. ‘You can see the railway station from there. It is dark, so no one will bother you. But inside the railway station . . .’

‘I will do what I can.’

‘Be careful when you come out of the box. Shut it after you. You are too fat! The box is meant for a poor man like me.’

‘You are not a poor man!’ gushes Kartar Singh, in a surfeit of gratitude. ‘You have the wealth of kindness!’

‘I will go to your house now, Satwant Singhji.’

This time Kartar Singh does not protest at the name. What is the difference between the men who pulled the trigger and the millions who have mentally murdered Indira? Who cannot but feel some vindication in the bullets that riddled her body this morning?

‘I hope you are in Faridabad when I come back,’ says Gopal.

 

Five minutes after Gopal has gone, Sohan Lal opens the door gingerly and surveys the darkness in the kucha. ‘That chaivala is unreliable,’ he says, with satisfaction. ‘He has gone home. I think we will have to manage without tea.’

Jugal Kishor appears crestfallen. ‘I am going home then,’ he says. ‘We have nothing more to discuss. It is Rajiv’s country now.’

‘I wish Sanjay Gandhi was alive!’ says Sohan Lal. ‘If Indira had not had him killed, he would be PM now, not Rajiv. And he knew what to do with the mullas! He chased them out of Turkman Gate.’

Surajmal turns to Ramvilas. ‘Kartar Singh did not come to the meeting,’ he observes. ‘Did you not tell him?’

‘I tried to telephone him three times this afternoon. There was no connection.’

‘Something must be wrong with the line. Why did you not go to his store?’

‘I cannot stroll through Chandni Chowk at such a time!’ protests Ramvilas.

Surajmal sourly accepts this, looking hard at Ramvilas’s inscrutable eyes. He reminds himself to be wary of his head clerk. He has noticed that many attar bottles come half empty out of storage. Someone is dipping into them. A bottle of chameli went missing last month. Attar bottles break and leak often, but not with the consistency they have displayed in the last month. What use can Ramvilas have for so much attar? Everyone takes a whiff or two – that is understandable: the fragrances are difficult to resist. People like Sohan Lal – connoisseurs – can consume a full bottle every two weeks. But Ramvilas has been stealing with a passion unhealthy in a man, if understandable in a woman. Could his wife have suddenly discovered the fragrances of the Mughal empire? That man has a knife in his hands, says Surajmal to himself. I must never turn my back to him.

 

A vein throbs in Sohan Lal’s forehead at the mention of Kartar Singh. It is normal for Kartar Singh not to answer the telephone unless he expects a call. A havala trader must always be cautious. But Ramvilas had said he could not connect at all. Perhaps it had not been a good idea to show such haste with his money. Hopefully Ramvilas hadn’t bothered to telephone Kartar Singh and is now lying. Yes, that is the most likely explanation. Ramvilas has said that not much happened in Lajpatrai Market. There was a near riot outside Sisganj, but no one was killed. And Ramvilas should know, because his men are in the middle of it all.

‘Turn on the television,’ says Ramvilas. ‘They may be telecasting Rajiv’s oath-taking ceremony.’

‘Leave it alone!’ thunders Surajmal. ‘I cannot bear to see the boy become prime minister. I would rather swear allegiance to the Queen of England.’

‘What is there to see?’ sneers Jugal Kishor. ‘The bitch is dead and her puppy is king.’

‘Watch your tongue, Jugal Kishor!’ warns Surajmal. ‘You are a member of the committee.’

Chastened, Jugal Kishor stands up and slips his feet into chappals. ‘It is dark,’ he says. ‘I want to be home before it is too dangerous.’

‘There is a curfew in Chandni Chowk,’ warns Ramvilas.

‘We will find our way through the lanes,’ says Surajmal.
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Chapter 10

‘Slow down,’ says Sohan Lal, to his son. ‘I am not as young as you.’

He withdraws a silk handkerchief from his kurta and wipes his forehead. It is early morning in September. There is not a cloud in the sky, and the sun beats down on him as if he were trudging through sand dunes in a desert. Perhaps these environmentalist NGOs have a point, he thinks. September, and not a drop of rain. What will happen to the poor earth? You would not know it was parched, he thinks with disgust, if you looked at the rolling lawns on your right. Look at these miles of green grassland along the Yamuna river, luxurious graves in a poor country, kept in immaculate condition by the living to honour the dead – Rajghat, Shanti Van, Shakti Sthal, Vijay Chowk. A tribute to itself by the Congress Party at the expense of businessmen like him. How much does it cost to keep this necropolis humming with life? Would Gandhi, that frugal Bania, feel comfortable in the splendour of Rajghat?

It was a mistake to let the driver drop them off so far from Chandni Chowk, thinks Sohan Lal. He would have preferred to take the car all the way to Red Fort, but the driver thought otherwise. ‘There is heavy traffic near the fort,’ said the driver, ‘because of the rally. They have blocked off the intersection and we may get stuck at police barricades.’ Sohan Lal had agreed that they would walk along a stretch of Ring Road and cut across to Red Fort, thinking the exercise would do him good, that he could go home and tell Rukmini he had followed the doctor’s advice. But now he regrets his rashness. He cannot keep up with Ramesh, and he cannot bear to look at the symbols of waste that lie buried under sylvan hills to his right.

No such thoughts seem to hinder Ramesh. They pass the deep avenue that leads into Rajghat.

‘Shaku telephoned last night,’ he says.

‘No one told me,’ grumbles Sohan Lal.

‘You were asleep. She is fine. She says everyone liked the Queen Victoria coins.’

Sohan Lal plants his stick in front of him and walks doggedly. He remembers the frown that swept the brow of Shakuntala’s father-in-law when he first saw the coins at the wedding. ‘These are small ginnis,’ he had remarked. Sohan Lal’s heart had fluttered. How had the man found out that Vimla had received larger ones?

‘They are Queen Victoria brand from nineteen thirty-nine,’ Sohan Lal had said brightly. ‘They do not make them any more.’

The frown had eased. Also, Shaku’s father-in-law appeared pleased with the wedding arrangements. Jugal Kishor’s bhujia and kachauris were popular, though not as much as he had expected. When all was taken into account, Mangat Ram Nawal Kishor had cost more than it should have. With greater care, he might have saved unnecessary expense, but the wedding could be called successful. Shakuntala has telephoned every day for the last ten – not a good sign – but the news has never been troubling. She will soon settle down and call less frequently. Within a year, she will have a son and he can stop worrying about her.

‘It was very nice of Nareshji to come,’ says Ramesh.

‘That was not Nareshji!’ Sohan Lal snaps. ‘That was one of his nephews.’

It was shameless of Naresh Agrawal to accept the invitation and send his nephew as his representative. Sohan Lal had wanted a Member of Parliament at the wedding, not his lackey. It was generous of him, as an IPP committee member, to extend an invitation to a Congress MP. Did he deserve the humiliation of having his offer accepted and then ridiculed so? And how the nephew had torn into the kachauris like a beggar with a bottomless stomach! Harilal Gupta had fawned on the young man endlessly, paying vicarious homage to Naresh Agrawal. Everyone knows Harilal wants to become an MP, and that he must defeat Naresh Agrawal to win in Chandni Chowk. What sense did it make to tie himself up in the tail of the elephant who must be slain? But Harilal is shameless. It was embarrassing to see him dance to the brass band. He has gained considerable weight in the last two years and looked like a drunken rhinoceros, or a buffalo undergoing a seizure. His body parts shook with such violence that the bandmaster had stopped playing his clarinet to watch. The most pathetic display, however, was the one put on by Kartar Singh, who had insisted on ingratiating himself with the committee by making a heroic attempt to dance on his one good leg. What better way to remind everyone about the ’eighty-four riots?

‘They should not hold rallies on Mondays,’ says Ramesh. ‘It is bad for the saree market.’

‘Yes.’ Sohan Lal sighs.

He approves of the concern implicit in that comment. In the last two weeks, he has been impressed by Ramesh’s stewardship of the shop. Perhaps it was wise to have the driver leave them here. It is good to hear the boy speak his mind, and to say a thing or two himself. In the shop they are constrained to speak about business. The boy is twenty-six now, ready to settle down with a wife. He must find a match soon – a match worthy of a seth, unlike his own. He had had to wait until he was twenty-two, considered late in those days. He had hoped to find a Marwari girl of good family from Delhi, the better to settle in the city, but why would a rich Delhi seth choose for his daughter a clerk, whose only capital was the promise of a loan from Seth Ghanshyam Das? It was easier to talk up his career in Bikaner, which is how his uncles had found him a very good match there. The girl was sixteen, and her education consisted of the entire Bhagavad Gita, which she could recite by rote. Her family was told that he was a junior partner in a Delhi business – only a half-lie. It has now been thirty-three years, and who can complain of Rukmini? She is a little too short – which is why Ramesh is short – but she is frugal, cooked well in the days before they had servants, and is soft-spoken. Those are no mean attributes in a wife. He has seen sharp-tongued women destroy a man’s peace of mind. It must be because of Rukmini that he has no blood-pressure problems, and his migraine cannot be blamed on her.

He must not waste a moment in looking for a daughter-in-law, thinks Sohan Lal, now that both daughters have been married off. He must speak with Lala Surajmal right away. That man has married off four sons, no small feat in an age when getting a good girl has become difficult. A suitable girl may be available in Bikaner, but who will explain the ways of Delhi to her? Ramesh is not a smart city boy, but he deserves better than a village bumpkin. He is a responsible, mature son, who dutifully finished his BCom. He is a boy without a vice – does not touch alcohol, smoke or speak disrespectfully; a boy given to moderation, industry and indulgence in the right proportions, who folds his hands when passing the Hanuman temple even if he is not given to flashy displays of religiosity; a boy who attends weddings and pujas, drops one-rupee coins into collection boxes and hums along gently – with mild devotion but not fanatical fervour – when he hears a song sung in a temple.

They have walked a great distance. Ramesh seems to pause near Shantivan. He looks at the green lawns, then turns into the grounds for a detour. Sohan Lal is tired, but acquiesces. The shop can wait. He hurries to catch up with his son.

‘The flowers are beautiful,’ says Ramesh.

Sohan Lal nods eagerly, although he disapproves of such frivolous interests. He points to a sea of roses – red, pink, white and yellow – then to clumps of gulmohar and jacaranda. ‘This is not the season for flowers,’ he says, ‘yet the gardener can make them bloom in Shantivan.’

‘Their fragrance is better than the attars you gave Shaku,’ says Ramesh.

Sohan Lal winces. He must get back at Surajmal for the insult. How regally Surajmal had stood in his silver-lined shervani, blessing Shakuntala and his son-in-law, extolling the virtues of those attars when he must have known!

‘But they were good attars,’ says Ramesh soothingly. ‘I had a whiff.’

Sohan Lal does not know what to say. It is a matter of some regret to him that Ramesh has shown no interest in olfactory refinement. The stench of Chandni Chowk drains has dulled the boy. He will never be a connoisseur.

‘Attars are frivolous,’ says Ramesh. ‘Why waste money on them when you can buy a bottle of perfume for two rupees outside Kucha Bansilal?’

Sohan Lal feels chastened. The boy is probably hinting that his father has squandered money on the wedding. Then, suddenly, remorse floods him. Has he turned his boy into a prudent mule? Delhi girls want flashy young men, and their fathers are beginning to heed their demands. They seek boys with drive and ambition, with college degrees, boys who are fashionable and can speak English at such speed that it appears to be their own language. If Ramesh were taller, or projected an air of confidence, he would make a better match. It is not enough to be a God-fearing, stable man of good breeding with a shop of your own, thinks Sohan Lal ruefully. You must be able to eat comfortably in five-star hotels and upbraid the waiter in English if your Thums Up is not cold enough! He still believes he was right to insist that Ramesh sit on the gaddi with him as soon as he turned sixteen. This had meant that Ramesh spent less time in college, but what can a young man do in college after his classes have ended? Drugs, smoking, alcohol and loose women! If he has homework, he can do it while seated on the gaddi. Why should he waste time in the college library where he will fall in with irresponsible young men, whose fathers have no businesses to bequeath them and who loiter about the campus, recruiting impressionable young boys
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