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Reporter: What do you think of Western civilisation?
Gandhi: I think it would be a good idea.

‘Khoon ka badla khoon se lenge!’
We shall avenge blood with blood.


Prologue

31 October 1984.

In India, word of disaster spreads like head lice. Eyewitnesses and police officers whisper news to family, family members talk to friends and neighbours, they gossip with the servants, coolies, drivers and with the boys over a whisky at the cricket club. And not forgetting, of course, the cross-wired, long-distance, static-filled trunk calls to relatives. Soon, all is known, some of it true, some of it mistaken, some of it made up for effect – different accounts believed by different people. But the story has a life of its own. Eventually, careful versions of events appear on television and radio – but nobody trusts Doordarshan for the truth. Theirs is just one version, the official version, the one the government wants you to believe. Usually, it means that people believe the opposite. What is it that they say about India? If something is true in India, then the equal and opposite is true as well.

When Indira Gandhi was killed, we heard it first from the milkman. He was shouting and angry, spilling his milk out of the steel pots attached to his bicycle, waving his arms and threatening retribution against whoever had done it.

‘Indira Amma is dead! Indira Amma has been killed!’

They called her that – Indira Amma – the Mother of India. Not the Sikhs, of course, but the rest, especially the Hindus and the Congress supporters.

‘Was it the Moslems?’ demanded the milkman of no one in particular although he’d gathered quite an audience of anxious housewives. They are troublemakers, he said. Nothing has changed since Partition. If they have spilled Nehru-Gandhi blood, theirs will flow like the great rivers of India, like the Ganges and the Brahmaputra.

Mata shushed the milkman and said it was all wild talk and nothing was known except that Indira was dead, and maybe even that wasn’t true. Certainly, no one knew who had killed her. Remember, she said, in that schoolteacher’s voice, people assumed that Moslems killed Mahatma Gandhi and it turned out to be a radical Hindu.

But in case there was to be trouble, Mata asked the cook to check the food stocks and told us that there was no need to go to school that day. It wasn’t safe. You see, when Indians get het up, crowds gather as quickly as flash floods during the rains, mobs form, shops are barricaded by terrified owners and traffic grinds to a standstill while a sea of people flows past, shouting and chanting and punching their fists in the air. If Indira Amma had been assassinated, said Mata, it was better to stay at home, stay away from crowds, stay out of trouble.

It was difficult for us kids to feel sorry about her death. Not when the death of a prime minister meant a holiday from school; from Mr. Arun with the cane and Mrs. Janaki with the ‘spot tests’ whenever she didn’t feel like teaching.

We first heard it was the Sikh bodyguards later that evening. Pita came home from work early. He walked in from the main road and he was dusty, pale and worried. Her own bodyguards had murdered the prime minister, he told us. Satwant Singh and Beant Singh were their names. One had been killed on the spot and the other was in custody.

Mata cried when she heard the news.

‘But is it true?’ she asked. ‘Perhaps there has been some mistake. You know as well as I do that there are always rumours … ’

‘I think not,’ said father, shaking his head. ‘It is revenge for Amritsar. Some say she was shot sixteen times. A defenceless, elderly woman.’ He clasped his hands together as if praying for deliverance. ‘A price will be paid for this.’

Pita was a middle-ranking civil servant in Delhi. He was a quiet man, small-sized, unlike the vast majority of Sikhs. His turban always looked too big for him, sitting on his head like a wild mushroom. He was a disappointment to Tara Baba, my grandfather, but I didn’t know why. Perhaps it was because he wasn’t ambitious. I heard Tara Baba ask him once, in an angry tone, whether he planned to spend the rest of his life stamping documents in triplicate in a musty office. Pita had smiled a little and said, ‘We value different things. I respect your choices. Why can’t you respect mine?’

Mata was adamant. ‘Gandhi should never have sent the army into the Golden Temple. Sikh hearts have turned to stone. And now see the result.’

‘I’m not sure she had a choice,’ replied Pita. ‘Temples are places of worship, not war. We should never have let separatists hole up in our gurdwaras.’

Pita always looked at both sides of an argument. It was one of his tricks that really annoyed me. I liked things to be certain; right and wrong, black and white. For Pita, everything was a point of view. Surely there were some truths that could not be turned on their head? Maybe the Prime Minister’s bodyguards shouldn’t have killed her. But Tara Baba said thousands of innocent Sikhs had died in Amritsar and the government was covering it up.

That night, no one felt like sleeping. I could hear Mata and Pita whispering together until a cotton-candy, pink dawn broke outside. I stood in the garden and took a deep breath. Early morning is the only time that the air in Delhi is crisp and fresh, like cold milk. And then Mata called me in.

There was no telephone at home so we didn’t know that mobs had rampaged through Trilokpuri in West Delhi, attacking Sikh households and businesses. The leaders said that Sikhs had been celebrating the assassination, that we had handed out sweets to the neighbours and gurdwaras all over the country were lit up as if it was Diwali. But none of it was true. Not in our area anyway. Some of the neighbours came to ask my father’s advice because he was a civil servant and they thought he might know what was going on. Where are the police? they asked him. Is the army to be deployed? Pita said that the soldiers would arrive soon to keep the peace and things would return to normal. It was best to just stay indoors and lock up tight and wait for the curfew to be announced.

‘Should we remove our turbans, cut our hair?’ suggested a broad-shouldered bear of a man, staring at his feet and not meeting the eyes of the others. ‘Just temporary, you understand?’

‘It is part of our Sikh identity handed down by the gurus,’ insisted one of the neighbours. ‘I will not take it off at the first sign of trouble!’

Pita raised a hand and touched his turban with thin fingers as if faintly surprised that he was encumbered with one too.

Later, I noticed that father had changed his dark turban to one of pure ivory. I knew from funerals that white was a sign of mourning. What was he mourning? I wondered. Indira? Sikhs? The future?

‘Khoon ka badla khoon se lenge!’ We heard the chants later that day just down the road from our Sikh colony in West Delhi. We shall avenge blood with blood. The sun was so intense overhead that it was like standing too close to the stove when mother was flipping chapattis.

I was badly scared by then. I could see that Mata was stealing glances at us children from time to time. Pita’s face had hollowed and his pepper beard looked like poison ivy climbing up his cheeks.

A thin figure ran up to our front gate – and to my surprise, I recognised the milkman. He had a can of paint and he marked our front gate with a great red splash. It looked like blood, streaked against the gate, splattered on the walls, dripping onto the pavement.

‘What is he doing?’ I asked.

‘Marking the Sikh homes,’ answered Pita quietly. I don’t think he really meant for me to hear that. He was just speaking his thoughts aloud. I suddenly realised how easy it was to identify Sikhs because of the dastaar, our turban. No wonder that burly fellow had wanted to take his off. Mind you, it wouldn’t have helped. The milkman would know every Sikh household in the colony – hadn’t he been delivering our milk for years?

‘The police, the army. Where are they?’ asked Mata, her voice a whisper, barely louder than the chants that were getting closer.

‘There is no one.’

The mob reached our gate. They were screaming for us to come out, hungry hands rattling the gates. We cowered indoors like mice. Finally, one of them lit a huge kerosene torch and held it high so that the air around his head shimmered and I feared him as if he was a spirit creature come up from the bowels of hell to torment us.

‘Come out now or we will burn the house down and all the Sikh traitors within it.’

My father shouted, ‘There are women and children here. I beg you to leave us.’

‘You come out and we will consider sparing the rest,’ hollered a large, well-fed man. He looked like one of those dignitaries who always sat in a front row armchair at cricket matches.

‘That is Anil Gupta – from the Congress party,’ said Pita and his tone was cracked and parched like a patch of earth without rain. I was too young to understand but later I realised that it meant that the violence against Sikhs had been instigated by powerful figures. It explained why there was no sign of the police or military. We were on our own.

‘Come out now,’ screamed one of the others and there were howls and jeers from the rest.

Pita walked to the door. ‘I have to go,’ he said, ‘or we will all be killed.’

‘Naa,’ whispered Mata.

‘You try and escape out of the back door,’ he insisted.

I was sobbing now. Why was there no way to show despair except through the same tears which I used when Mata would not buy me sweetmeats from a street vendor?

Pita put his hand on my head. ‘You will be the man of the house when I am gone, son. Take care of your mother and siblings.’ He smiled a little. ‘Especially little Ashu.’

I turned to look at my young sister. She was in Mata’s arms, wide-eyed but not crying. Not really understanding what was going on.

Pita walked out to the gate.

‘Come, bhai. Come and tell us why you killed our Mother!’

I recognised the mocking tone of a school bully who’d cornered the bookworm behind the toilets. Father kept walking, his pace never faltering. I would never have guessed that he had that kind of courage. He was such a quiet, gentle man, unable to raise his voice in anger even when I played truant from school. He reached the front gate, unlocked it, opened it a crack and stepped through. Later, when I revisited the scene in my head as I did through most of my childhood, I realised that he was trying to shift the focus from the house, from us.

A mob is more than the sum of individuals. It is more like a single creature with many arms and legs, hydra-headed but working with one idea. This creature grabbed Pita with its many hands and tied his own behind his back. The many mouths jeered and spat. Suddenly, it produced a tyre and put it around my father’s neck. The man with the torch held the burning end to the tyre and it caught fire. Pita writhed and screamed. I was about to run to him when Mata grabbed my arm and then wrapped her arms around my skinny struggling frame.

‘Tanvir, naa. We must leave him. Come now.’

I hesitated and she screeched at me, ‘You heard what your father said. You are the man of the house now!’

Ashu began to cry. She didn’t like it when Mata was upset.

I turned around to have one last look. Pita had fallen to the ground. They were kicking him as he lay. His head and turban were on fire, like a human torch.

‘Khoon ka badla khoon se lenge!’ We shall avenge blood with blood.


One

Mrs. Singh had recently stumbled upon the Internet. This was a source of enormous aggravation to her husband, Inspector Singh of the Singapore Police Force. Especially as he was still on medical leave from his job as Singapore’s most successful and least appreciated murder cop. The inspector felt quite well enough to return to work after his mishap in Cambodia but his bosses were adamant that he adhere to the letter of his medical leave certificate and not return a day, an hour or even a minute too soon. This supposed concern for his health was a thin disguise. Superintendent Chen had merely seized a golden opportunity to keep him out of the way for a while. Singh had to admit that there was a certain irony in his desperate desire to return to the office. Usually, when ensconsed behind his big and pathologically orderly desk, his foremost desire was to slip out for a long lunch, ideally accompanied by a cold beer and followed by an afternoon nap.

‘Eighty per cent of doctors in the United States are of Indian origin,’ snapped Mrs. Singh, looking up from the computer for a moment to ensure that he was paying attention.

‘That can’t possibly be right,’ protested Singh.

‘It says so right here,’ said his wife, pointing a bony finger at the screen and basking in the blue light like an acolyte before a high priest.

‘Not everything you read on the Internet is true,’ muttered Singh, addressing his remark to the skinny back in the flamboyant pink caftan.

A slight stiffening of the muscles along her spine and an aggressive jabbing of the ‘Page Down’ key indicated her resistance to this notion but she did not deign to respond.

Mrs. Singh didn’t have a modicum of cynicism when it came to the Internet. She’d been brought up to believe that the print news was always accurate and not even the suspicious lack of bad news in the Singapore papers had taught her caution. She had now transferred this blind faith to the musings of various self-proclaimed pundits on the Web. And her current all-encompassing favourite subject was India.

Perhaps, mused Singh, still contemplating his wife’s back, it was a reaction to the Singapore government’s constant lauding of China’s economic success, industrial might and abundance of culture. Non-Chinese Singaporeans like his wife were forced to look elsewhere for inspiration or accept this Chinese hegemony. And India, the ‘world’s largest democracy’ (as Mrs. Singh had informed him complacently, and slightly more accurately than usual, over breakfast), was the natural choice.

Singh sighed and wondered if he dared sneak out for a smoke. His various doctors had been adamant that he needed to give up cigarettes, at least during his recuperation. Singh had agreed, his sudden brush with mortality having made him more cooperative than normal. But he was fast discovering that the flesh was indeed weaker than the spirit. And while he would have happily succumbed to the temptation to light up, Mrs. Singh, as his guardian – more like prison warden – was keeping a close eye on him. Except, of course, when she was immersed in her absorption of propaganda.

Singh, realising quickly that one person’s obsession was another’s opportunity, heaved himself out of his chair, trying not to gasp for air like a stranded fish. He was barefoot, his pristine white sneakers sitting neatly by the front door as if inviting him to wander further afield than his living room. It was a new pair. The previous pair had not survived his Cambodian adventure. The inspector knew he had a packet of cigarettes hidden on top of the spare bedroom wardrobe but he would need a stool to reach it. He was not much taller than Mrs. Singh and his turban, although it appended useful inches to his stature, did not add reach to his arms. He was just clambering onto a chair with that degree of care shared by invalids and the overweight, when an impatient tut-tut-ting by the door informed him that he’d been caught red-handed.

His wife’s expression was not cordial. ‘Can’t you even just for once follow the doctor’s advice?’

‘I’m trying,’ said Singh, despising the plaintive note in his voice. ‘But … I’m so fed up that they won’t let me go back to work.’

‘I suppose you’re worried about all the killers escaping while you’re resting at home?’

He ignored the snide tone and answered the substance. ‘Yes, I am. My colleagues will just “round up the usual suspects” and throw them in jail.’

‘I’m sure they must have done something – the police only lock up the criminals.’

Singh wondered whether to discuss the presumption of innocence with his wife and decided that he didn’t have the energy. Women like her, conservative and narrow-minded, were quite willing to believe that someone arrested for pilfering was congenitally pre-disposed to commit more serious crimes, eventually and naturally culminating in murder. In her view, fixating on the evidence for an individual crime was just pedantic. Mind you, Singh had met high court judges with the same attitude. He wondered for a moment why his wife had such faith in the police force in the abstract and so little confidence in his role in it.

‘Actually, the problem is that you have nothing to do.’

Singh was forced to concede that she had a point. He wasn’t really filled with righteous anger over uncaught killers and unsolved crimes. He had just watched his fill of cricket – who would have thought such a thing was possible? – on television. Plus, he missed aggravating the higher echelons of the police force.

‘And you’re getting fat,’ she continued. ‘Fatter,’ she amended, running a critical eye over his rotund form.

Why didn’t she just laminate a list of his flaws and hand it to him at pre-arranged times during the day? ‘What do you expect when I’m home for three meals a day and you serve so much food?’ It wasn’t fair to blame his wife, an excellent cook, for his own lack of self-discipline when it came to her culinary offerings but he was in no mood to be reasonable.

‘You don’t have to eat everything – you wipe up the last drop of curry with your naan. I’m surprised you don’t lick the plate!’

This was not the time to confess that he was sometimes tempted to do just that.

‘Well? What do you suggest I do?’ he continued. ‘They won’t let me go back to the office.’ He wrinkled his broad nose in disgust at his prolonged isolation and stuck his full pink lower lip out in a full pout. ‘Superintendent Chen is going to keep me at home for as long as possible while pretending he’s just concerned about my health! And you won’t even let me have a smoke.’

His wife gazed at him thoughtfully.

‘What is it?’ he asked suspiciously. She looked smug, like Tendulkar needing a mere four runs with three overs to go.

‘My cousin in India – Jesvinder?’

He didn’t know – was quite unable to identify individuals amongst the massed hordes of his wife’s relatives – but decided not to interrupt.

‘Her daughter is getting married in Mumbai. I think we should go for the wedding.’

The choora ceremony was just ridiculous, decided Ashu. She tried to keep any expression that reflected her thoughts from showing on her face. It was bound to provoke questions. Or, more likely, a lecture. One of those ‘you’re such an ungrateful child, you don’t know how lucky you are’ refrains.

‘You’re such a lucky girl,’ coo-ed a toothless old crone on cue. Ashu thought the wizened creature was some sort of great-aunt but she wasn’t sure. Who could remember the details of every family member who had crawled out of the woodwork on the news of her impending nuptials? No day passed without her mother introducing her to yet another relative who would clasp her hands and kiss her cheeks and congratulate her on her astonishing good fortune.

‘Achha, why such a glum face? Maybe you can’t wait for the wedding day?’

This was the air-headed interjection of one of her air-headed cousins. To be fair, the girl was usually a sensible creature who got good grades in school but there was nothing like a family wedding to turn everyone under the age of seventy-five into a moron. Especially the girls, all dreaming of meeting Mr. Right. Or to be more precise, all dreaming that one of the officious community matchmakers would find Mr. Right and be able to convince him that she, the girl, was docile, fair, had child-bearing hips, was from a family that usually only produced sons and was an excellent homemaker.

Ashu glanced down at her clothes. Such finery. She felt like a Barbie doll – a politically correct, dark-haired, dusky-skinned Indian version – in a hot pink salwar kameez. She wriggled her shoulders. The outfit was so rich with embroidery and embellishments that it was actually weighing her down. Or maybe it was just the sure and certain knowledge of what the future held that constituted the burden on her shoulders.

‘I got a call today – even your aunty and uncle from Singapore are coming.’ Her mother, Jesvinder, had seen the warning signs – pursed lips and stormy eyes – and was intervening to distract her daughter.

This piqued Ashu’s interest. ‘From Singapore? I didn’t even know we had relations there.’

‘My cousin – mother’s brother’s daughter who married that policeman.’

‘Policeman?’

‘Inspector Singh from Singapore police. Verrry high up in the Force.’

Ashu nodded thoughtfully. He might be useful, this senior policeman. Someone she could consult on this matter that was keeping her awake at nights – as if she didn’t have enough on her mind to provoke insomnia a thousand times over. She glanced in the mirror. They’d painted her face carefully but the discerning would spot the hint of dark shadows under her eyes. She saw her best friend, Farzana, watching her anxiously and essayed a weak smile.

‘What sort of policeman?’ she asked.

‘Murder.’ The younger of her two brothers, only a year older than her, used the word with relish.

She scowled at him. Ranjit lived his life in some sort of Bollywood parallel universe where he was a swashbuckling hero who always got the girl and not a pimply twenty-seven year old with the family nose and an Adam’s apple that protruded further than his chin.

Ashu hadn’t inherited the family nose with its distinct bridge which was a shame because if she had, that paragon of all desirable traits in a husband, Kirpal Singh, might have been persuaded to look elsewhere for a bride. In the end, her family pedigree, educational achievements and indubitable beauty, not to mention the dowry promised by her grandfather, had outweighed her taciturn demeanour on their formal introduction. She’d been told later by Aunty Harjeet that Kirpal had interpreted her silence and monosyllabic answers as a perfectly understandable shyness. So much for scaring away a few suitors. It seemed that her husband-to-be was not a great reader of character.

She turned her attention back to the mysterious uncle from Singapore. ‘What do you mean “murder”?’

‘He’s a murder investigator,’ explained Ranjit. ‘Tracks down murderers,’ he added as if she was some sort of halfwit.

‘Actually he could have been even more senior in the Force – but he doesn’t want to be promoted. He likes his work.’ This explanation from Aunty Harjeet was greeted with melancholy headshakes all around. It struck Ashu as a commendable independence of spirit but she knew it was precisely the sort of eccentric behaviour frowned upon by her family.

‘He sounds like an interesting man,’ offered Ashu, in defence of this unknown uncle. She should have known better.

‘Very difficult for the wife – your Aunty, my cousin sister,’ continued Aunty Harjeet, reaching for her thick long single plait of hair and coiling it around her neck and over her shoulder. It looked like she was in the grip of an ebony boa constrictor. ‘All his cohorts are much more senior than him now.’

Headshakes greeted this loss of face.

‘And,’ inserted the old crone who seemed to have a very firm handle on the family gossip, ‘I have heard that this Singapore inspector of police smokes tobacco.’

There were gasps and shudders. ‘It is shocking that a Sikh gentleman should have a fondness for cigarettes,’ agreed an uncle. ‘It is banned by our religion – by Guru Nanak Singh himself.’

‘So is alcohol,’ said Ashu pointedly. The men of her family were never averse to a thimbleful of Johnnie Walker – and then some. It was typical of the hypocrisy that so annoyed her about her relatives. Once again she was ignored although shocked murmurs still echoed through the room as the conversation was relayed to those in the further reaches who might have missed the gossip first-hand. Ashu took a moment away from her own troubles to feel sorry for this unknown uncle, Inspector Singh. If he was hoping to be welcomed warmly into the bosom of the family when he got to India, he was in for a rude surprise. She wondered what, or who, had persuaded him to put in an appearance. He didn’t sound like the sort to attend the faraway weddings of unknown nieces as a matter of courtesy. Probably hen-pecked, she concluded.

The bangle ceremony was reaching its zenith. Her maternal uncle produced a beautiful wooden casket with intricate mirror work on the lid. Probably made by some poor village artisan who hadn’t been paid enough to feed his family for a week, she thought dismissively. He opened it slowly and with a flourish. There were ‘oohs’ and ‘ahhhs’ from the gathered clan. A row of red and white bangles, glinting and gleaming, were nestled in red satin.

He took them out reverently and she extended her wrist, noting the complex patterns of henna that had been painted on a few days ago. The henna was a dark brown hue, the colour of old blood. Ashu suppressed a shudder. It was bad enough to have been turned into a piece of installation art without imagining that the graceful lines had been etched into her flesh with a sharp knife.

The family took turns to slip the bangles on her wrist. Ranjit slung one on, grinning broadly as he did so. She had to smile in response to his delight. Her eldest brother was last and she realised that he’d been silent and distracted during the ceremony. It was not like him, he much preferred to dominate conversations, expressing his views loudly and with authority. Ashu wondered what was bothering him – and then decided she didn’t care. Tanvir was part of the reason she was in this predicament and she could not forgive him for it. She’d asked him if she had to go through with the wedding, begging him to see her point of view. A single raised eyebrow had expressed his surprise and disapproval at the question. ‘Will you break your grandfather’s heart?’ he’d asked and she had found that the answer to that question, even if it was at the expense of her own freedom and happiness, was ‘no’. And then the final straw – he’d gripped her upper arm hard enough to bruise and said in that ugly voice, ‘Be careful, Ashu. I will not allow anyone to bring dishonour to the family.’

When she was laden down with bangles – twenty-one of them – Ashu wagged her fingers experimentally and they jangled merrily in complete contrast to her dour frame of mind.

‘Forty days you must be wearing them now,’ cackled the old crone. ‘And only your husband is the one allowed to remove them.’

‘How am I supposed to get any work done?’

‘That is the origin of the tradition,’ explained her mother. ‘The bride is allowed to rest for her big day because she cannot do housework, cleaning and cooking, with all these heavy, noisy bangles.’

‘I wasn’t thinking of housework exactly,’ said Ashu dryly and was met with gales of laughter. It was always the same, realised Ashu. Whenever she was at her most serious, her relations assumed she was joking. Well, they would be none the wiser if she slipped the unwieldy accoutrements into her handbag and snuck out of the house. Matters were too important to be left as they were while she indulged in long-winded preparations for her society wedding.

‘And now we can look forward to the Anand Karaj,’ said Aunty Harjeet, fixing her wandering eye on her niece with disconcerting intensity. ‘It will be the talk of Mumbai. Your grandfather has spared no expense for his favourite granddaughter.’

‘You should be very grateful,’ chuckled the old witch.

Anand Karaj – the wedding ceremony. She knew it meant a ‘blessed union of souls’. Ashu fought back the sudden tears, overwhelmed by events that were unfolding with the speed of a Mumbai taxi. She didn’t doubt that there could be such a thing – a blessed union of souls. She, after all, had been fortunate enough to find just such a person, to feel just such a bond.

Unfortunately, it wasn’t with that paragon of all Sikh virtues, Kirpal Singh – her husband-to-be.

Later that week, Tanvir sat at a corner table in Leopold’s, peering at the menus that were under the clear plastic table top. There had been some hesitation about the choice of location. Was it necessary to choose a Mumbai landmark to meet? his guest had asked. Even he, a foreigner, had heard of the café. Surely that was the best way to ensure that they were spotted? Tanvir had patiently explained his thinking. He was a wealthy, well-known man-about-town. Everyone knew his antecedents and his connections and most importantly, thanks to his grandfather, his prospects.

So if they planned their meeting in some hole-in-the-wall tea shop where the vendors still sold chai in disposable clay cups, and he was spotted, there would be eyebrows raised and questions asked.

He mimicked the tone. ‘Yaar, you won’t be believing who I saw hanging around a real goonda place!’

But Leopold’s, even since the attacks, especially since the attacks, was where he and his ilk belonged: the young of Mumbai, the future of India with their imported cars, Italian shoes, tailored Nehru jackets and, in his case, matching turban. Religious trappings as a fashion accessory. It was a strange world whichever way you looked at it.

Tanvir glanced at his watch. He’d been waiting half an hour now. Jaswant was running late. Surely, Canadians – even Canadian Sikhs – didn’t follow Indian time where ‘ek’ minute actually meant twenty? He contemplated his new friend. So far he’d proved himself reliable. Most likely he had underestimated Mumbai traffic and was stuck in a taxi somewhere inhaling exhaust fumes. He shook his head – Jaswant had told him there were areas in Canada where turbans outnumbered baseball hats. Mind you, Canadian Sikhs hadn’t always made themselves popular. They had downed an Air India flight en route to Canada in 1985 in revenge for the storming of the Golden Temple. The authorities referred to them as ‘homegrown terrorists’. Tanvir smiled. It sounded so wholesome. Like organic vegetables.

There was a steady stream of people coming in and Leopold’s was filling up as it always did. A mixture of expats, tourists – there was a macabre edge to their presence now, since the bombings – and locals. Like kichiri, this aspect of Mumbai. Many random ingredients thrown in to season a single dish. Some added spice and sweetness but many of the ingredients left a bitter aftertaste.

A voice at his shoulder said, ‘Arrei, bhai,’ and he turned around, smiling with pleasure. Jaswant pulled up a chair and sat down.

A groups of acquaintances wandered over. Mumbai was just a big bloody village, decided Tanvir. He restrained himself with difficulty from telling them to get lost. He knew what was coming – useless chitchat, some backslapping, sarcastic remarks about his tailor or his love life. But the chance meeting would be quickly forgotten unless he behaved out of character. So he would have to bite his tongue and grin and appear as delighted to see them as they were to see him.

‘Tanvir, you’re too important nowadays to make time for your old buddies, eh?’

He shrugged at the overweight thirty-something advertising executive. ‘Busy, man. You know how it is.’ He winked broadly. ‘Got to make time for the girls.’

The group turned as one to look at Jaswant, curiosity awakened by a stranger in their midst. ‘Who’s your partner in crime?’

Unfortunate choice of words. ‘My cousin down from Canada,’ Tanvir said untruthfully and then grinned. ‘Looking for an Indian bride.’

Jaswant clasped a few extended hands, adding, ‘The Canadian girls, they don’t know how to cook like my mother any more!’

There was loud laughter but also understanding.

‘My sister is the best cook in Mumbai,’ said one of the men, propping his expensive shades on his thick mass of oily hair.

‘Well, then – email us a photo and proposed dowry,’ said Tanvir. ‘But you need to know, bhai – it’s gonna take a lot of zeros to prise my cousin away from his mother!’

His friends looked suitably impressed. They knew he, Tanvir, was worth a lot. Rumours were already flying about how many lakhs were being demanded in the marriage mart for him. Even more than had been paid for his sister – the family was going to turn a profit. Not for Tanvir and Ashu, grandchildren of Tara Singh, the desperate adverts in the ‘personal’ sections of the daily papers. He’d had a few giggles just that morning over some of the classifieds. Homely. Fair. High moral values. Apparently, ‘homely’ meant having home-making skills as opposed to being pug ugly. It was just as well he didn’t have to trawl through the thousands of pages of ‘fun-loving girls who loved cooking’, all of whom seemed to have extensive educational qualifications but were described as being ‘at home ’. Was all that education just to add column inches to the adverts in pursuit of a husband?

‘Yes, if my cousin says it’s OK, I’ll be round to sample her wares,’ said Jaswant to more loud laughter although the brother of the girl looked offended.

‘Why don’t you lazy bastards find something to do?’ asked Tanvir. ‘My cousin and I have things to discuss.’

‘Like which clubs you’re hitting this evening?’

‘Exactly,’ said Tanvir, high-fiving the guy and wishing that he could punch him instead for forcing him to play this ridiculous role when he had more important things on his mind.

The group took the hint and wandered away to pounce on some other acquaintances and Tanvir turned to Jaswant, temper restored. ‘So, “cousin” – time to make a plan.’

‘Well, we have the goods,’ said Jaswant, smiling.

‘I saw the newspapers – the “audacious raid”, “inside job” – good work.’

‘Money makes all things possible,’ explained his friend.

‘Well, bhai, that’s why I’m here.’ Worried creases suddenly slashed his cheeks. ‘But are you sure we’re in the clear?’

‘The authorities think it was the Pakistani intelligence services – ISI. To cause trouble in Kashmir.’

For some reason this amused Tanvir and he began to chuckle. In a moment his companion had joined in too.

*

The plane was coming in to land. The wheels had been cranked out with some clanking and juddering. Singh felt a wave of apprehension. His wife sensed his tension and looked up from her reading material.

‘I don’t like flying, especially the taking off and landing bits,’ he explained, more to distract himself than anything. His wife knew very well his dislike of being airborne.

‘Nothing to be afraid of. Many new private airlines in India because country is a huge economic success, even bigger than China,’ said his wife, self-appointed oracle of India.

Inspector Singh was always suspicious of exponential growth in any industry but particularly the gravity-defying ones. Did they have the pilots for the rapid expansion? Did all the new employees know what they were doing or were they dancing through the skies with the insouciance of mosquitoes? The policeman glanced out of the window nervously although there wasn’t much he could do if a careless jet was bearing down on them.

‘Jet Airways, Kingfisher, Sahara … ’ she added.

‘Kingfisher? But that’s an Indian beer!’ He might not be an expert on birds or airlines but he certainly knew his beer.

‘Also airline,’ she replied.

‘Well, I hope they’re not sampling the wares,’ he grumbled. The policeman very much regretted agreeing to visit India for the wedding of his wife’s niece. But there was no going back. Mrs. Singh was adamant. They would both attend the celebrations and it would give him a chance to catch up with that branch of the family which had not fled India for greener pastures. There was no point explaining to his wife that avoiding her relatives was one of his main ambitions in life and he’d always been grateful that at least some of the pack remained in India.

Still, the food was bound to be good, spicy curries galore, if he could avoid getting ill with ‘Mumbai belly’ or ‘Delhi belly’ or ‘whichever part of India you happened to be’ belly. He would avoid her relatives in the same way he’d always done – by sitting irascibly in a corner and allowing their waves of curiosity to wash over him.

The sound of the flaps caused Singh to clutch his seat in sudden terror. He peered out of the window, trying to gauge the distance to the ground, and was astonished and momentarily distracted by what he saw. In every direction, punctuated randomly with crumbling concrete structures, spread a vast shanty town, the predominant colours of which were rust and festive patches of blue. He suddenly realised that the blue was industrial tarpaulin, used like Scotch tape to plug holes, drape gaps and cover leaking roofs. In another world, like Singapore, the flashes of blue would have been the swimming pools of rich men.

As they descended, Singh spotted piles of empty bottles on roofs and clothes flapping on lines. Were they actually going to land on these shacks? Just as he considered adopting the brace position of his own free will, he saw the boundary fence of the airport. The slum reached right up to the perimeter. In fact, the policeman saw clothes drying on the fence itself, flapping in the wind and the engine blowback.

Singh was distracted by a strong and unpleasant smell that suddenly pervaded the airplane. He sniffed cautiously, protruding nostril hairs quivering. It didn’t smell like burning fuel or melting plastic or any of those olfactory sensations that would have caused him to make a dash for the exits.

He turned to Mrs. Singh who was reading the in-flight magazine with the disdain of one who preferred to Google her subjects rather than have them pre-selected by an editor.

‘What’s that stink?’ he whispered.

‘India,’ she answered succinctly and then turned her attention back to a gleaming picture of the Taj Mahal resplendent in its manicured gardens, its reflection shimmering in a lake, not a blue tarp in sight.
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