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PART ONE

1

Ramchand had overslept, waking up only when the loud noises of a brawl in the street below had jolted him out of sleep. He rubbed his eyes, got out of bed and walked to the window. He peered through the rusted iron bars at the two people who were fighting. One was a milkman, who had been cycling back after delivering milk. He had large, zinc-coated iron cans (that looked like aluminium) strung on either side of his bicycle, and one of these now-empty milk cans had bumped into a pedestrian on the narrow street. A quarrel had flared up, and the two were shouting loudly, red-faced and angry.

Ramchand sleepily brushed his teeth by the window, leaning against the wall. He watched the fight to its end, when the previously interested spectators began to get bored and calmed the two men down. It was just a ritual; people in street fights thought they lost face if they stopped before spectators intervened. The two finally went on their way. After that, Ramchand just forgot to watch the clock. He continued to stare vacantly out of the window for a long time, his mind still fuzzy with sleep. The morning was cold. His limbs and mind both felt frozen. He moved slowly.

By the time Ramchand looked at the little red clock on the table and realized that he was late, it was too late. He bathed and dressed in a hurry, dropping things all over the place, scalding himself when he warmed water for his bath on the kerosene stove, fumbling with the buttons of his shirt and spilling hair oil on the already dirty floor. Finally, he ended up misplacing the heavy iron lock, along with the key stuck in it. He found both right under his nose on the table after he had spent fifteen minutes searching for them everywhere. He rushed out of his room and made his way towards the shop then, half-running and half-walking through the narrow streets of the crowded bazaar, hurrying past pedestrians, dodging rickshaws and nearly running into vegetable carts. He could feel his toes perspiring inside his grey woollen socks.

Even at ten in the morning, the bazaar was throbbing with activity. The halwai was already installed in front of the Mishthaan Sweet Shop, pressing jalebi batter into squiggly shapes that floated and simmered in the oil in a big iron cauldron. All the shops had opened for the day and, Ramchand noted guiltily, all the shop assistants were already in place, trying to sell things with fixed, attentive smiles on their shiny, bathed faces.

The older part of Amritsar, the original walled city, was full of bazaars – small ones that only the locals knew about, tiny bazaars that sold bangles and cloth very cheap but could be reached only on foot through tiny alleys; and the big, main bazaars where the streets were wider and the roads slightly cleaner. The bazaars of Amritsar were busy places where every day, throughout the year, transactions were made, prices were bargained over, shops were opened in the mornings and shut in the evenings. It was as if it had been so since the beginning of the world and would continue to be so till the end.

There were no empty spaces. Just a jumble of old red-brick houses, aged grey concrete buildings, shops, signboards, numerous tiny temples at street corners and crowded streets thronged with people, cows, stray dogs, and fruit and vegetable carts. There were no gates, doorsteps led straight from the streets into houses. Crumbling buildings ran into each other like cardboard boxes stuck together with glue. Their terraces overlapped, there were no boundary walls – you couldn’t tell where one finished and the next began. Occasionally there would be a gap in the mass of buildings, where a very narrow alley would nudge aside the unyielding walls and squeeze itself painfully through the solid structure, joining another similar narrow lane at some other end. It could take years to become familiar with the maze-like network of lanes and alleys and short cuts in the old city.

Money, congestion and noise danced an eternal, crazy dance here together, leaving no moving space for other, gentler things. The actual walls that had once surrounded the city had fallen away long ago, but the ghosts of the wall still separated the old city from the newer one that flourished outside.

The shop where Ramchand worked was one of the oldest in the city, tucked neatly between Talwaar Furnishings and Draperies and Chanduram’s Fabrics. It was in one of the main bazaars, buried away in the heart of the city, yet with parking space for customers who came in cars. In this bazaar the shops were larger, older, with good reputations and old, regular customers, and the shop owners were all considered respectable people from old business families.

A large fading green signboard over the entrance of the shop said Sevak Sari House in flourishing red letters in old-fashioned calligraphy, both in English and Punjabi. The signboard was slightly misleading. The shop did not just sell saris. The ground floor stocked fabric for men’s clothes as well. There were dreary browns, blues and blacks here. But very few people visited Sevak Sari House to buy Men’s Suitings and Shirtings. There were other, larger shops that had a wider range devoted entirely to men – the Raymond showroom two lanes away, for instance. So the ground floor of the shop wore a dusty, jaded look. It was the first floor of the shop that sold saris.

Packed from shelf to shelf with crisp Bangladeshi cottons, dazzling Kanjeevarams, Benaras silks, chiffons, crêpes and satins, it was the first floor that pulsated with an intoxicating, rich life of colour and silk and brought in the customers and profits. And it was because of the huge success of the first floor that Sevak Sari House had been known for decades as the best sari shop in Amritsar. The suiting and shirting cut-pieces in the ground floor cowered under the sparkling, confident dazzle above.

There was also a second floor that customers never saw. It contained a big storeroom and a small toilet that was used by Mahajan and the shop assistants.

Ramchand was one of the six shop assistants who worked in the sari section.

*

Ramchand stood uncertainly at the entrance of the shop, his palms cold with sweat despite the chilly December morning, thinking of Mahajan’s rage that would soon descend on him. Ramchand peered in. Mahajan was talking to somebody over the phone. Making the best of it, Ramchand sprinted across the ground floor under Mahajan’s disapproving eyes.

There was a Ganesha idol installed near the foot of the staircase that led up to the first floor. Ramchand would usually stop before this idol for a moment every morning, with folded hands and closed eyes, and then after an elaborate bow, would make his way upstairs. But today he just hurried up the shaky wooden steps as fast as he could. His heart thudded inside his chest. Any moment now Mahajan would stop him and give him a dressing down. But he climbed up to the first floor safely. In the small space on top of the staircase, and in the front of the big glass door that led into the sari section, he tried to get his breath back. Then he struggled with his shoes, first hopping on one foot and then on the other, trying to get them off. His hopping made thumping noises on the wooden staircase.

And then Mahajan finally bellowed from below. ‘Trying to break the place? Coming late? You think I don’t notice? Am I blind? Stupid? Hunh? You think a shop can be run like this? You will come and go as you please? Are you a king or something? Raja Ramchand? Should we send an entourage and a bagghi to pick you up every day?’

Ramchand stopped immediately and waited. Silence. Then he cautiously took off his shoes, wishing his feet wouldn’t smell so. He had taken a bath and worn fresh socks, and yet… He knew that the smell would become even stronger by the end of the day. Ramchand arranged his shoes neatly on the wooden shoe rack on the side of the wall, in the row assigned to the shop assistants. The other rows were for the delicate sandals, the kolhapuri chappals, the platform and stiletto heels of the female customers. Ramchand patted his hair and straightened his kurta to make up for the feet, and walked in.

He went to his allotted place and sat down cross-legged. The shop was an old-fashioned one and there were no counters. The entire floor space was spread out with thick mattresses covered with white sheets, and on these mattresses sat the shop assistants every day, facing the customers, and endlessly rolling and unrolling yards upon yards of important coloured fabric.

‘Namaste Ramchand Bhaiya. Late again?’ grinned Hari, sitting some distance away. Hari was the youngest among all the shop assistants. He was a careless, cheerful, young man with a cheeky face, who often got shouted at by Mahajan.

However, unlike the effect they had on Ramchand, these unpleasant encounters always left Hari completely unfazed. In fact, on slightly dull days, they even cheered him up. ‘In from one ear, and out from the other,’ he would always say, beaming broadly, after Mahajan had spent considerable time and energy telling him what he thought of him. Because of Hari’s junior status, his inexperience and his indifference to the intricacies of fabric, he had been put in charge of Paraag Daily Wear Saris and Paraag Fancy Saris for Occasions. One didn’t need much skill or specialized knowledge of fabric to sell these. It would be a long time before Hari would be put in charge of anything else. Not that he cared.

Ramchand smiled back at him. ‘What to do, yaar?’

‘We could hear him shouting at you even through the door,’ Hari said, still grinning.

‘What to do, yaar?’ Ramchand said again, this time more gloomily.

‘Never mind,’ said Hari comfortingly. ‘You did a good deed for our Mahajan. If some people don’t get to shout at someone early in the morning, they can’t digest their breakfast properly. Now that raakshas Mahajan will have very good digestion.’ Hari cackled at his own joke. ‘For that is the sort of man our Mahajan is,’ he added, winking at Ramchand, and cackled again. Then he sighed theatrically.

Gokul sat placidly folding some saris into neat rectangles. He was in charge of very expensive crêpes, and in the wedding season he also helped with ornate wedding lehngas and saris. He was a grave-looking man in his forties who took his work very seriously. Mahajan thought a great deal of his experience and his sincerity, but this still didn’t save Gokul from occasional tongue lashes from Mahajan. About ten years back, Sevak Sari House had also decided to stock chunnis. For there were many Sardaarnis from old Sikh families, matriarchs as well as young women, who came in to buy saris and asked hopefully whether they had chunnis as well. For them, saris were necessary, they were fashionable, but their real clothes were salwaar kameez. And so, after many of them had wistfully enquired about chunnis, saying that Sevak Sari House was so dependable, and that it was so difficult to get really good quality stuff in chunnis these days, Bhimsen and Mahajan had put their heads together and had decided to stock chunnis too.

And Gokul had made it his business to know his chunnis very well. There were no ordinary chunnis in Sevak Sari House. They sold saris, so if some chunnis had to be there, they had to be special. All of them were two and a half metres in length, and of the required width. No well-dressed sardaarni liked a chunni shorter or narrower than that; they thought that those kind of chunnis were for Hindu women or for very young girls. Apart from the length, the quality was taken care of. There were pure chiffon chunnis, there were lovely white silk chunnis that could be dyed to match any silk salwaar kameez, there were gold-edged bridal odhnis in red, pink and maroon, there were white chunnis with discreet light-coloured embroidery at the borders for widows from good families, there were the colourful ones embroidered with traditional phulkari work – usually bought by Sikh women for their daughters’ trousseau, and many others. And Gokul could handle all the customers who came in asking for chunnis.

Despite this, Gokul didn’t swagger. He was in awe of Mahajan and was always warning Hari to be careful not to get into Mahajan’s bad books.

Gokul now looked up at Hari and said, ‘You be quiet, Hari! Calling Mahajan a raakshas at the top of your voice! You talk too much. Some day they will hear you and chuck you out. You have too long a tongue. That tongue won’t earn you your living, boy.’

But Gokul was smiling when he said this. He had a small, benign face and a dome-shaped head sparsely covered with wisps of hair. Ramchand also gave him a wan smile. Chander was unlocking a cupboard nearby. All the walls of the shop were either covered with shelves, or had sturdy built-in cupboards that could be locked up with the more expensive or delicate stock inside. While the three were talking, Chander didn’t even look up once. He was a quiet man, very tall, and with a very pronounced Adam’s apple. He often did not turn up for work, and maintained a melancholic silence whenever Mahajan shouted at him for this or for any other reason. He would just take in all the insults Mahajan hurled at him, staring into space all the while, biting his lower lip, not answering any of Mahajan’s angry questions.

The two oldest shop assistants, Shyam and Rajesh, had been working at Sevak Sari House for a much longer time than any of the others. Shyam had greying hair, a thin face and a large gap between his two front teeth. Rajesh was plump, with slightly rheumy eyes. The two kept to themselves, confabulating in low voices about the rising prices, nought per cent interest home loans and where you could get the best bargains for household electrical appliances. They were paid slightly more than all the other shop assistants. Everyone knew this, but it was never mentioned, and the two men never admitted it officially. Shyam had a young daughter he was hoping to marry off to Rajesh’s son. They lived in their own set, middle-aged world, went out for tea and meals together, and called all the other shop assistants ‘boys’, even Gokul, who was only a few years younger than them.

Ramchand spent the morning arranging new stock. Bhimsen Seth, the owner of the shop, came in at about eleven. The shop had been set up by his grandfather, Sevak Ram. Bhimsen had taken over at the age of twenty. That was when a fifteen-year-old Mahajan had come to him looking for work. Bhimsen had taken him in, and Mahajan had worked his way up in the business. He had, over thirty years, proved himself to be honest, reliable, enterprising and a hard taskmaster. Now it was Mahajan who looked after most of the practical affairs of the shop, though under Bhimsen’s supervision. Most of the time now, Bhimsen Seth didn’t need to come to the shop every day. He had some other businesses running that he also had to see to. Ramchand didn’t know whether Seth was his surname or if it was just a respectful way of addressing him. He had asked Gokul once, but Gokul didn’t know either, and Ramchand didn’t dare to ask anyone else.

On the rare occasions that Bhimsen Seth did come to the shop, he just reclined prosperously in a corner of the first floor, surrounded by a garish assortment of pictures of Hindu Gods, burning incense sticks and greedily counting hundred-rupee notes with his thick, stubby fingers.

Ramchand watched him out of the corner of his eye sometimes. Bhimsen would intently flip the edges of the notes, and, if he happened to look up and catch Ramchand’s eye, he would give him a slow, fleshy smile that chilled Ramchand’s heart. He always found Bhimsen’s benevolent manner a little sinister.
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In another corner of Amritsar, far away from the old city, in an area where many government officers, doctors and a few businessmen had made new, spacious houses with lawns in the front and kitchen gardens behind, Mrs Sandhu stood in her kitchen and watched the milk boil and froth on the gas stove. She was a fat, fair-skinned woman with a clear, glowing complexion and long, glossy hair tied back neatly into a bun.

The kitchen she stood in was spotless and fixed up with the latest gadgets. The marble slabs gleamed clean and dry. Hawkins non-stick utensils were stacked neatly in a shelf, there wasn’t a drop or stain on the LG microwave oven, and the floor shone. Mrs Sandhu’s husband was Chief Engineer in the Punjab State Electricity Board. Many of his underlings came into his residence as cooks or gardeners to do domestic chores, and they kept the house spick and span. The Sandhus used to live in the Power Colony, in a government-allotted house, and had recently built and moved into their new house.

Mr Sandhu was intensely interested in the house, and had planned the construction as well as the furnishing very carefully. Only the best would do. Even after he retired, people ought to be able to tell that he had been Chief Engineer. So the house was big, with the latest fashionable architectural features incorporated in its design. The bathrooms had granite floors. There was a big arch leading into the drawing room, which was sunk into the floor down two or three steps. There were carpets that Mr Sandhu had ordered from Kashmir. All the doors were made of teak, the furniture and upholstery were expensive and had been personally chosen by Mr Sandhu. Many people commented that it was strange that a government officer, no matter how high-up, had been able to afford such a grand house – but then the Sandhus had property, land in their village and, of course, they added with knowing glances, these days which government officer doesn’t take in something under the table?

There was another Chief Engineer who had built a house close by, though he had built it step by step. First he had saved money for his plot of land. Then, over the next few years, he had saved enough to start construction. He had moved in with his family when the house was still incomplete. Five years later, he had hired carpenters to make built-in wooden shelves and cupboards to replace the two steel Godrej almirahs. He had a lawn and a kitchen garden too, but just a battered old Fiat, one ordinary carpet in the drawing room, old shabby furniture that his wife loved and refused to part with, and a not very large bank balance. He was a most impractical man, people said, most unwise… almost foolish.

Mrs Sandhu thought she was as good as anybody now. Never mind her weight, at least she was better than all those thin women with dark, rough skins and mousey hair. A beautiful house, status-family, a caring husband and good looks… what more could a woman ask for? Now, if only the children would do well…

She turned the gas off, and the milk subsided. She poured it carefully into a tall steel glass, filling it up to the brim. Her rolls of fat jiggled as she waddled to her son’s room with the hot glass in her hands. The door was slightly ajar. She pushed it open and tiptoed to his desk, where he was working.

‘Manu, beta, drink this,’ she said encouragingly. Manu looked up at her. He was a gangly adolescent with the beginnings of a moustache and bony knees. He was soon to sit for his entrance exams to medical colleges. All eyes were on him. He was the P.M.T. boy, the pre-medical test boy. His parents were proud, anxious and loving. He took the steel glass from her languidly, leaned back and took a sip. Mrs Sandhu waited, her rolls of fat now still and expectant, her lips slightly parted.

‘Chheee!’ Manu made a face and pushed the glass back into her hands. ‘Didn’t you strain it? You know I hate cream in milk. Take it away.’

He returned to his work without looking at her. She went back to the kitchen and took out her steel strainer, the one her mother had given her when she had got married. It was still in such good shape, she thought with satisfaction. She strained the milk carefully into another glass. The offending cream remained stuck in the strainer. She took the new glass back to his room. He was bent once again over his papers, his lips moving in a silent murmur. He took the glass from her hands without looking at her. He took slow sips without a word. She slipped out of the room.

The phone in the drawing room rang. She rushed to it, hoping the ringing hadn’t disturbed Manu.

It was her husband calling from work. He was in a good mood; he had just finished receiving a bribe that was politely disguised as a gift. He asked his wife gently what Manu was doing.

‘Studying,’ she answered proudly.

*

Two houses away, Mrs Gupta sat in her bedroom on a large bed covered with a peach satin bedspread. She was in her late fifties, though a careful diet and regular exercise made her look younger. Her skin was pale and translucent, but she had thin hair. To cover that up she had got it cut to shoulder length and tied it back with a hair clip. On another woman of her age it might have looked ridiculous, but it went well with her perky, overconfident manner, her smart walk and her trim waist. Her eyes were small, and her nose a little hooked. She didn’t like these two things about her face, and the thin hair of course, but she knew that on the whole she looked good – smart, trendy, respectable and from a well-to-do family at the same time.

Crystal ornaments sat on a shelf in the wall – crystal was the latest, and she made sure she kept adding to the collection whenever she could. There was a crystal vase, with imported artificial white flowers in it, a miniature crystal violin and a statuette of a dancing woman among other knick-knacks. Though lately she had been wondering if she ought to shift the crystal to the drawing room. Hardly anyone saw it here…

The large mirror of the glass-topped dressing table reflected the well-kept room – the beautiful double bed with a red velvet headboard, the crystal pieces, the glass-topped side tables, the rust-coloured carpet, and the pleated curtains with the rust and peach check pattern. It also reflected Mrs Gupta, sitting resplendently among all this, deep in thought.

On the dressing table, below the room-reflection, stood a jar of L’Oréal anti-ageing cream, a bottle of Lakme cleansing milk, packs of deep-red bindis and a big bottle of perfume. There were also sleek, red cases of Revlon lipsticks standing in a row like identical dwarf soldiers in red uniforms. These were the things she used every day. All her other cosmetics were tucked away neatly in the drawers of the dressing table.

Mrs Gupta had recently heard of Feng shui at one of the kitty parties she had been to. She had told her husband about it. ‘It is just like our Vaastu Shastra, but more modern. There are books and all in English about it and Mrs Bhandari has done it too. She has made a rockery just where the book tells her to.’

Mrs Gupta didn’t have much time on her hands to read books, but she managed to ask a lot of people about Feng shui and now, apart from many other changes and additions to the house, wind chimes hung at the entrance to the room, quivering and tinkling every now and then.

She stroked the satiny surface of the peach bedspread absently, a satisfied smile on her lipsticked lips. Her elder son Tarun’s marriage had just been fixed up, and she was completely satisfied with the arrangement. The girl’s name was Shilpa. She was a demure girl, not exactly pretty – she had rather indistinct features – but she did have a fair skin and was slim. That was all that mattered, thought Mrs Gupta. The rest could be worked on. She seemed meek and eager to please, her shy manner completely unlike the brash way some girls behaved these days. Anyway, she could be moulded. The real thing, the most important thing, was that her father was a rich and respected industrialist. The status of the two families matched exactly, so there wouldn’t be any adjustment problems between the couple or between the families. Maybe, at a later stage, Tarun could even form a business partnership with her brothers…

Mrs Gupta had a lot to think about, the whole wedding to plan, in fact. Her younger son, Puneet, a computer engineer in America, would also come down for the wedding. He would help, of course. Mr Gupta was a well-connected businessman. He knew how to handle things. He would do most of the practical stuff, like ringing up contacts and making people like jewellers, caterers and tent owners give concessions on everything, but she’d have to do The Shopping.

The Guptas had had a lengthy, honest discussion with Shilpa’s parents, and they had all decided that there would be three ‘functions’ – Ladies’ Sangeet which could be incorporated with the Mehndi Ceremony, the actual wedding, and a Reception Party.

So she’d have to get ready three sets of clothes with matching jewellery to wear at each of these functions. She’d also have to plan and buy Shilpa’s clothes and jewellery for the Reception, for, according to tradition, everything that Shilpa would wear immediately after the wedding, must be a gift from her in-laws. And they’d have to decide about Tarun’s clothes too.

Mrs Gupta herself had already decided what to wear on the wedding day. She had an old jewellery set of kundan and emeralds set in gold. She’d buy a silk sari to go with it. She couldn’t let her hair down, of course, though she knew she looked much younger that way, but it just wasn’t the done thing for the bridegroom’s mother.

Mrs Gupta sighed and turned her mind back to the shopping. To begin with she would get about twenty pairs of salwaar kameez stitched for Shilpa. She’d also buy as many saris for her. Then there would be saris for her own relatives, and clothes for the menfolk of the family too, of course. And cheaper saris for the maids… A lot of shopping to be done, Mrs Gupta thought exuberantly. She had spoken to Shilpa’s mother over the telephone the other day. Both the families – the Guptas and Shilpa’s parents – were planning to buy all the saris from Sevak Sari House. She hoped they wouldn’t run into each other there – it would make it awkward to discuss prices.

It was no fun thinking these thoughts alone, thought Mrs Gupta. She had plenty of relatives in Amritsar, but there was another wedding in the family coming up in ten days, and her relatives would think her selfish if she started talking about her own plans till that wedding was over.

Mrs Gupta reached for the cordless phone that Puneet had got her on his first visit home and called up Mrs Sandhu’s number.

Mrs Sandhu answered at the first ring.

‘Hello, ji,’ she said, when she recognized Mrs Gupta’s voice. ‘How are you?’

‘Bas, I am all right.’

‘Arrangements started?’ Mrs Sandhu asked her, for she had been informed the very day Tarun’s marriage had been fixed up.

‘No, not yet. Hardly any time. You see, my niece is getting married after ten days. So the family is a little busy. I have already done all my shopping for her wedding, so fortunately that tension is out of the way.’

‘That’s what I admire about you, Mrs Gupta. One has to say, you are so efficient,’ gushed Mrs Sandhu.

Mrs Gupta said self-deprecatingly, ‘No, no, hardly…’

Then she came to the point. ‘Actually I was thinking of going out to do some shopping. Will you come with me? There are so many saris to buy.’

This reminded Mrs Sandhu that she too would have to buy a sari as a gift for Mrs Gupta’s would-be daughter-in-law.

When Mrs Sandhu’s niece Mini had got married, Mrs Gupta had been invited to the wedding. Mini had studied to be a dentist and had married another dentist. The couple had opened a clinic together – the dentist’s chair alone had cost one-and-a half lakh rupees. At the wedding, Mrs Gupta had graciously presented the blushing bride-dentist with a beautiful, heavily embroidered purple silk sari.

Pity that Mini had never worn it, Mrs Sandhu thought, but Mini had said she was a doctor, even if just a tooth doctor, and she ought to look smart and professional, and she felt she looked smarter in short, plain salwaar kameezes. But, anyway, now she must buy a sari for Mrs Gupta’s daughter-in-law that cost the same, at least, if not more, for Mrs Gupta remembered these things, and told other women too.

‘Of course, I’ll come,’ she said aloud to Mrs Gupta.

‘Oh, thank you. You know how it is, you just can’t shop for saris alone.’

‘You don’t have to thank me. After all, it is as if my own son was getting married,’ Mrs Sandhu said piously, still desperately trying to remember exactly how much that sari had cost. ‘And anyway Manu won’t be back for three hours. He has gone to college. After college, he’ll go to his Physics tuition, then to the Chemistry tuition, poor boy. And they are having the Sports Day at the younger one’s school. So, he won’t be back before evening either, though he –’

Mrs Gupta interrupted her. ‘Okay, so you come to my place in half an hour and then we’ll go,’ she said.

‘Okay. I am just coming,’ Mrs Sandhu said, still wondering how expensive a sari she should give to the girl who was to be Mrs Gupta’s daughter-in-law. The trouble was, the Guptas were the only business family in their neighbourhood. So the woman thought she had a lot of money, but Mrs Sandhu always made sure, in her placid way, to show that she was no less than anyone else.

‘Okay, then. I’ll tell the driver to keep the car ready,’ said Mrs Gupta, before turning her new, cordless, Japanese phone off.

*

‘Ramchand Bhaiya, I have a sudden craving for a hot samosa,’ Hari said thoughtfully to Ramchand. ‘Or two hot samosas,’ he added.

A harassed frown immediately appeared on Ramchand’s face.

‘Look here, Hari,’ he said, ‘Gokul has gone to deliver some big order, and if you slip off…’

‘No, I won’t slip off, not really,’ Hari said reassuringly. Then after a while he piped up again, ‘Think of it. Just think of a big, fat, hot samosa. Crisp outside, and hot mashed potatoes inside. Spiced with chillies and coriander and onions. Oh, and the chutneys. The red chutney with imli in it, and the green mint chutney. With a hot and crisp samosa. Fresh from the kadhai. Ah ha ha ha.’ Hari closed his eyes in rapture. His words were making Ramchand’s mouth water as well.

Ramchand tried to adopt Gokul’s stern method. ‘Hari, see, I tell you, you must not…’

‘I am really hungry, Ramchand Bhaiya,’ Hari said with pathos. ‘I’ll just run out, eat, and run back. That’s what I think I’ll do. These people, the Seth and all, are rich enough without me having to starve myself and slave. And I’ll get a samosa back for you too.’

‘Yes, but, Hari…’ Ramchand tried again, but Hari had already got to his feet. He just winked at Ramchand and then made a big show of tiptoeing out, which was wasted, since there was nobody around. Ramchand sighed, and went back to work, feeling tense and edgy, cracking his knuckles non-stop, desperately longing for a cup of tea that would calm him down. Soon customers would start to come in. He hoped either Hari or Gokul would be back by then. Chander hadn’t come to work, and Shyam and Rajesh had gone out to eat at a dhaba. He was all alone. If a customer came and bought something, he would have to go to the counter downstairs where payments were made and write it out on the pad with the carbon paper underneath. He had done it only once before when Mahajan was out, and had shown it to Mahajan when he had come back. Mahajan had nodded approvingly, but the whole procedure had made Ramchand very nervous and he didn’t want to do it again.

In most shops shop assistants never took the payment, but Mahajan was sure that nobody could cheat in a shop he was the manager of, and always said that if any sari went missing he’d be the first to notice it and call in the police. Everyone believed him too, for his sharp eyes missed nothing. No one would ever try to sell a sari in Mahajan’s absence without making out a bill for it. However, usually when Mahajan was out, it was Shyam or Rajesh who did it. Only Hari wasn’t allowed to, not because Mahajan doubted his honesty, but because he said he doubted Hari’s brains, if he had any, that was. ‘I am not letting that monkey go near the billing counter for the next ten years, not till that monkey becomes a man,’ he had openly said. At this, Hari had asked, ‘And what if I am still a monkey after ten years, Bauji?’

‘If I were in your place, Hari, I would be ashamed to be called a monkey at the age of twenty-two, but to you it is just a big joke. You really are a completely shameless monkey,’ Mahajan said angrily before walking away.

Hari had burst into peals of laughter after Mahajan had left and said, ‘The problem is, I might become a man from monkey in ten years’ time, but I think Mahajan will still remain Mahajan. Now that is a real problem. I forgot to ask our Mahajan something. How does he tell the difference between a shameless monkey and a monkey with proper shame?’

*

Ramchand leaned back against the wall after Hari had left. He pressed his palms over his tired eyes. He didn’t know why he had headaches so often these days. And there were days when he woke up at four or five in the morning and just lay in his bed, staring at the ceiling, thinking of nothing at all, and then he’d realize it was eight o’ clock. Who was he during those three or four lonely hours? And why had the shop started to suffocate him? Why had he begun to get the feeling that something was wrong? A feeling that he was being told lies – big lies, small lies, by everyone, all the time, day after day after day. Always the horrible feeling, some gap, something missing, something that he didn’t know, something that he couldn’t see, something terribly important. And that something was the reason that he felt different in the shop, with all the people around him, and different when he was alone in his room.

And sometimes, he felt different from both these selves, especially when he woke up in the middle of the night, in the dark, floating between wakefulness and sleep for a few moments, before he drifted back to sleep again.

Then Ramchand heard the wooden steps creak. You could hear the steps only in the morning. Later, there would be women swarming all over the place, more saris would be shouted for, packets of saris would fly across the shop from the hands of one shop assistant into another’s and one wouldn’t even be able to hear oneself think, let alone hear the wooden steps. The door opened and Mrs Gupta appeared, with Mrs Sandhu panting in tow. Ramchand groaned. Did they have to come while he was alone in the shop?

They both talk too much, he thought unhappily.

The two women were talking even as they sat down.

‘I told you, it’s best to come before every shop becomes crowded. Later in the day, it is more elbows and less saris,’ Mrs Gupta said.

‘I know, I know. It is better to make important decisions with a calm mind,’ Mrs Sandhu replied.

Ramchand gave them a watery smile and asked what he could show them.

‘Good news, good news,’ beamed Mrs Gupta. ‘My son is getting married. So show me the best saris you have.’

Ramchand sighed. It had been such a lazy morning until now. He wished people wouldn’t keep getting married left, right and centre. It made him very sulky. But he started taking out saris anyway. They continued talking meanwhile, apparently resuming where they had left off to huff and puff up the stairs.

‘It is just the right time for him to get married. He has just opened his own factory, and, touch wood, it is doing very well,’ Mrs Gupta said smilingly.

Mrs Sandhu folded her hands and looked towards the heavens. ‘It is all God’s grace. You should thank God that your children are doing well.’

‘Believe me, I do. I also feed some poor unfortunates outside the Shivalaya temple every Monday.’

Ramchand looked up, a little startled. The Shivalaya temple was where his mother used to take him when he was a very small child. The smell of marigold flowers came drifting back to him…

He continued to take out the saris and Mrs Gupta continued her chatter.

‘I am such a lucky woman. I know I should also try to do something for others. I was talking to Mrs Bhandari, and she really encouraged me to do something for the poor. She has very high ideals. Always thinking of what she can do for the society. Only thing is… you know, I am sure you have also noticed it at times, I sometimes feel she is a little snooty, maybe because her English is so good, because the Bhandaris are certainly not very rich.’

‘Oh, who cares?’ Mrs Sandhu said, beginning to examine a beautiful pale yellow sari with a tasselled border.

Mrs Gupta nodded smilingly. ‘Maybe she is insecure. Only a daughter, you know. And still unmarried.’ Then the conversation moved on to other things.

Ramchand took another stack of saris to them. Mrs Gupta quickly pounced on a green silk sari that had an intricate border of dancing peacocks. She showed it to Mrs Sandhu, who immediately said she liked it. Mrs Gupta asked its price, and then kept it aside for herself. The two women continued to look through more saris. Hari came back and looked very amused at the glare Ramchand gave him. He showed Ramchand an oily paper bag that contained a samosa for him. Shyam and Rajesh sauntered in too. The two women spent the next two hours looking at saris, and by that time, Mahajan was back. He congratulated Mrs Gupta when he heard the news of her son’s wedding and she left with three purchases. Mrs Gupta smiled at Ramchand before leaving, promising to come back soon for more. Ramchand was relieved when they disappeared down the steps finally, making their way gingerly down each step.

Ramchand thought Mrs Gupta had too shrill a voice. And he ate the samosa, even though it was stone cold by now.

This was just the beginning of the day. A steady trickle of women who wanted saris began to come in after eleven. Ramchand did not know whether it was true, or if it was only his headache that made him feel so, but everyone seemed extra-demanding today. They wanted that particular green, and a thinner border, please, no, no, no, they did not want such heavy embroidery on the pallu. There was no room for uncertainty or absent-mindedness, no room for anything in fact, and as the morning wore on, Ramchand felt the shop closing in on him. He began to feel that he was having trouble breathing.

He went out for a quick lunch at two. They were all supposed to go for lunch one by one, a rule that was often disregarded in Mahajan’s absence. He gulped down oily puris at a food stall in the next street, sitting on a wooden bench that shook if one chewed too hard. He ordered tea at the same place. Actually, there was a tea stall right opposite Sevak Sari House, but that was the official tea stall. Twice a day – once in the morning and once in the evening – all the shop assistants as well as Mahajan had
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