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PROLOGUE

Hally arrived a little past 9:30 a.m. at the gates of the Supreme Court and was pleasantly surprised to see Avidha and Suguna already there.

‘Where are the brooms?’ asked Suguna, almost in a whisper.

Hally laughed. ‘Did you expect me to come here waving them above my head? I left them at Ajit’s last evening and he will get them.’

Ajit would park outside the Law Institute and the volunteers were to go to his car and secrete the brooms under their shawls. The sweeping time was 10:30 a.m.

The three went down to see Ajit drive in but they still had to wait for the press to arrive.

‘And I thought we were the press,’ said Avidha to Ajit.

The press was not happy about the timing but representatives of seven dailies and two agencies arrived on time to crowd Ajit. They were sent off to wait in the veranda of the court.

Nine of the volunteers walked to the court with the brooms under their shawls, seven of them women. They climbed the flight of stairs to the veranda outside Court Number one.

‘Down with the Bhopal Settlement. It stinks. Down with the justices, they stink,’ they shouted in unison as they threw their shawls open, took out the brooms and began to sweep the veranda outside the court. Other protestors stood at the bottom of the stairs raising slogans. ‘Supreme Court ne kya kiya? Hatyaron ko chhod diya, Carbide ko chhod diya. Adalat me gandagi, nahi sahenge, nahi sahenge!’

Lawyers paused in their brisk walk towards the courtrooms. People waiting in the lawns for their cases to be heard rushed to the scene of activity. It took no more than twenty minutes but the impact was stunning.

The volunteer-sweepers came down the stairs and stood in front of the semicircle of slogan-shouting protestors in what appeared to be a choreographed scene, though it was a coincidence.

‘We are waiting for this court to haul us up for contempt,’ Suguna told the waiting press people. ‘Let them arrest us if they dare.’

The court disappointed them once again.


Chapter 1

A TIME OF CONFUSION AND HOPE

The middle class often confuses traversing the middle path with being centre stage.

One balmy February morning, Avidha got up to some decisive actions, not to clear that confusion, only to tamp it down. She woke up early, in defiance of her avowal never to, damaged her track record by making herself a bad cup of tea, and tried hard to think when she had last seen the sun rise. All this, in a deliberate attempt not to dwell on the unknown place the detour she had taken was leading her to. She roamed the terrace fronting her barsati and watched the bands of early sunlight change from a deep red to grey concrete – defined and ugly.

When Suguna, her flatmate of four months, saw these extraordinary events she was convinced the world was about to change. Avidha’s assertions of independence and self-reliance had never included mundane things like making tea. When she offered to make another round, Suguna knew something really special was on the menu. Must be that man Avidha keeps locked in her bottom drawer.

‘The world is so interesting,’ Avidha said.

To Suguna’s solidly pragmatic eyes the world was exactly as interesting as it had been the night before. The day was as it ought to have been in February, when the air in Delhi is still free of dust, the power cuts few, the petunias in bloom, the sun’s fleshy vulgarity concealed in a light chiffon wrap. True, it was election year, the ruling party had seen some high-profile defections and charges of corruption in high places and anti-national conduct were making headlines, but that had been the case even a month ago.

She, however, nodded in agreement.

Avidha could not have found anybody as suited to her privacy and comfort as Suguna. Suguna did everything in the house – bought the gas cylinder on the black market; kept track of the cumin and turmeric, rice and dal; hoarded candles for powerless nights, and was so singularly devoid of curiosity that Avidha often wondered, perversely, what had made her a journalist.

‘I am going to CP today…’

‘That awful party’s press conference is in Connaught –?’

‘– in the Press Club. I am meeting someone for lunch in CP. I wish I didn’t have the press meet before that. Bloody fascists. They give me hypertension.’

Avidha was known to fly off the handle at press conferences, a must-see spectacle for her colleagues who ridiculed her behind her back but gleaned new angles for their stories from her haranguing all the same.
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Avidha dressed with extra care in a red and blue top, black trousers and the blue leather jacket her brother had sent her from Canada. Looking at the mirror, she wished for glossier hair once again, thinner lips and a slimmer figure, attributes owned, she imagined, by all the females he could and would see in CP – the favourite shopping haunt of the flamboyant female. Once again, her perfectly shaped features, set in her dark face, were not enough. She tugged her comb through her unruly short hair, hurting her scalp. No amount of brushing gave it the bounce she wanted. Nor was she in the mood she needed to be in today. Considering how she had everything else she wanted this was an incomprehensible catastrophe.

A rendezvous with Prashant, Avidha noticed, always came her way on particularly bad days. Today she had the press conference, then an afternoon appointment and a feature piece to put together for the Sunday supplement.

Avidha arrived at the press conference just as the national leader of a belligerent right-wing party took the mike from her flunkey. A minor saffron-robed functionary of the party had been arrested in a small town in Uttar Pradesh for raising passions to such a pitch with his incendiary speeches that a crowd of his supporters had torched some shops. He had been remanded to judicial custody by a trial court and the party had launched an agitation for his release. The family members of the arrested leader wanted to serve him hot home-cooked food even at night and objected to being searched by prison guards. His supporters had been blocking railway tracks and stoning buses for interrupting the flow of his vitriol. They had vociferously protested against all the rules that the hapless district and jail officials tried to implement in a politically charged atmosphere.

Now one of the top women leaders of this growing and predatory organization was condemning the arrest. She asserted that it was a shame that the administration ill-treated men of faith and denied them the freedom of expression.

Avidha had come prepared to ask her one question and then leave and waited impatiently for the briefing to end. She was the first to raise her hand.

‘Mrs Vindhya Devi,’ Avidha began, but before she could complete her sentence one of the people on the dais prompted her to address the leader as ‘Rajmata’.

‘Why?’ asked Avidha hotly. ‘There are no kings and queens in this country.’

‘Call her Rajmata,’ said another of the supporters loudly. There was an uncomfortable silence as three supporters of the leader closed in on her. Avidha looked around at the other reporters, all of whom sat staring at the dais avoiding eye contact with her.

The feeling of being hounded brought her defiance to the surface. ‘Mrs Vindhya Devi, how can you demand constitutional rights for your party members when you won’t recognize my right to call you by your name?’

A clamour rose demanding that the press show ‘proper respect to the Rajmata’ from all corners in the room where numerous hangers-on stood in small groups.

The leader pursed her lips and turned her glance to another part of the room with arrogant self-assurance.

Undaunted, Avidha raised her voice. ‘Did his arrest violate any law? If it did will you file an appeal in the High Court?’

This was too important a question to be ignored so the leader turned to her and said in a deliberately slow tone: ‘Faith is above all laws. How can you not understand it? Our campaign for building a temple is like a prayer and nothing should interfere with a prayer. No law, no history, nothing is above faith.’

Avidha had her quote and got up to leave. As she was walking out one of the junior leaders came up to her and asked her for her card. She handed him one.

‘You are very-ill mannered. I will call your editor,’ he told her as he pocketed it.

‘Please do. Give me your number, I will remind you to call him,’ she said haughtily and walked out.
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Seething with rage Avidha walked briskly to CP thinking of the threat the leader had held out, the slavish attitude of her colleagues, and their indifference to her predicament.

She arrived at the restaurant five minutes before the appointed hour hoping he would surprise her with his punctuality but knowing he would be late as usual. In the foyer she combed her hair, and walked slowly down the stairs to the basement, her heavy shoulder bag swinging dolefully. She picked a table in the dark, having negotiated the obstacle course to it in the crudely suggestive subdued lighting, and sat down. Five minutes turned to eight, ten, then fifteen. Could her late afternoon meeting be postponed?

Prashant had made it a habit to arrive late for his meetings with her that she found dissonant with his old-world manners. Avidha had come to view it as the subtle exercise of power by a lover who knew she would wait.

A waiter came up to check if she was the one waiting for ‘Prashant Sahab’ and told her he had called the restaurant to say he would be late and that she should place the order. She felt a hollow in her stomach. The waiter spoke of him as if he knew him. How many women had he played footsie with here? She made a show of studying the menu, placed the order, pulled out her notebook, and stared into it without taking in a single word.

She saw him enter the restaurant and stop, waiting to let his eyes adjust to the dark. When he saw her she turned her face away. ‘Sorry, sorry. The boss called me at the last moment.’ He shook her hand, holding it tight for a moment giving it a slight squeeze. ‘Don’t I get even a smile?’

Her face lit up. She asked him if he was a regular at the restaurant as he turned to wave to the waiter who came with his favourite drink, Limca, and glasses on a tray.

Her face clouded over again. ‘Why can’t you tell me minor things?’ asked Avidha.

‘Like what? Like why I am late? With Parliament in session you know how much work we have to put in? Yet I still found time to meet you,’ he said, put off by her tone.

‘Where did you go last week? You were away for three days.’ She was here to assert herself; high time she did.

‘Lucknow,’ he said curtly as the waiter came with the plates.

‘Lucknow? Why?’ she pursued when the waiter left.

He ignored the question and her old grouse resurfaced. His obsessive secrecy always made her uneasy. He treated even minor bits of information like classified data.

‘I will tell you why, because you have a girlfriend there and you went to meet her,’ she said testily.

He poured the Limca, offered her a glass, pushed his chair back a little and took a sip. ‘No,’ he said. ‘Not one. I have three girlfriends there. That is why I went for three days.’

She laughed in relief. ‘You sadist,’ she said.

‘Oh! Why do you love me then?’

‘I am a masochist!’

He laughed. ‘You are simply crazy.’

It was his stock phrase for her and she had herself come to believe that this terrible self-destroying passion she had for him was a form of madness. What else could explain this overpowering desire of hers to have all of him, even his past, because of which she could no longer face Nirmala. Till Prashant sauntered into her inner world it was Nirmala’s perception of her that Avidha measured herself against. She could not bear the thought that she could fail the image Nirmala had of her and had driven herself underground to avoid Nirmala’s condemnation. What did Prashant know of the depths of her passion for him?

‘I was very close to Lucknow last week,’ she said. She had travelled to three small towns in its vicinity to cover the political meetings of the leader who had begun to pose a serious challenge to the ruling party. The press had christened him the ‘Supreme Challenger’.

He was silent.

‘We could have met,’ she said.

He did not even look up from his glass. No regrets that they had missed out on a golden opportunity. It confirmed to her that he had been with someone else.

‘Why do you make an issue of such minor things?’ he asked her.

‘Because I am what I am,’ she said. ‘You know what I did before I came here today? Many would say it is a minor thing I blew out of proportion.’ She told him about the press conference.

‘You see what I mean? How does it matter what you call her?’ he asked. ‘These people can be dangerous.’

‘I will be damned if I use feudal titles. It is unconstitutional,’ she said adamantly.

‘Improper,’ he corrected her.

The waiter came up with the food and hovered around placing the dishes on the table.

‘By the way, I need some information…’ Avidha said after he had left.

‘Sorry. I won’t, even if I could. If the government has decided it is classified there must be some reason for it.’

Avidha looked at him in surprise. ‘What do you think I am asking for?’

‘The same Bhopal ICMR reports, what else. As if you will let me forget.’

Avidha had been thinking about the new hospital purchase policy for a story she was planning, not about Bhopal. But this was the first time he had commented on the issue and she could not let it pass. ‘What could be the government’s reason? Can you tell me that at least?’

The waiter lifted the lid off the bowl of rogan josh and was about to serve it when Prashant dismissed his service rather imperiously. ‘The information can get into wrong hands. It can be misused.’

‘You truly mistrust people, don’t you? What did the bloody government do with all the data it had about the chemicals inside the factory? It could not even prevent the disaster,’ she said, raising her hand to stop him when she saw him open his mouth, ‘which, by the way, was preventable. Fully preventable. Now they don’t want to tell people what they are suffering from and how long they will suffer. They collect data about their lives, their health, derive conclusions and keep them locked up. Does that make sense?’

He dug the serving spoon in the curry for a satisfying piece of meat without answering her.

‘But like you said, people can’t be trusted,’ she said again.

Prashant began to laugh. ‘Of course the government was at fault in the gas leak. Not here, though. You think those victims of the disaster will read ICMR reports? You people will. And Carbide will when these reports are made public.’ He shook his head in disbelief. ‘How can you be so naïve?’

‘I love you,’ she said impulsively.

His eyes lit up. ‘Let us go out next week,’ Prashant said abruptly, changing track. ‘Not on a Saturday like we do. On a working day. The hotels are less crowded then.’

‘Oh, my! How will Parliament function? Who will prepare answers to all those earth-shaking questions?’ she asked, eyes wide in mock surprise.

‘You take precedence over people’s rights, ma’am,’ he said, deliberately training his eyes a little below her neckline. She looked at her plate and blushed, suddenly unable to eat.

Reporters were postponing marriages, having abortions, and sharpening knives to slit each other’s throats, just to get into the Supreme Challenger’s convoy; it was not a good time to annoy editors with absences. At the rally last week, the Supreme Challenger had pulled out a slip of paper from his kurta pocket and waved it at the crowd declaring, ‘On this paper I have the names of the top people who took money in this deal. You will know all this when these people are made to pay for their crimes.’ Reporters scrambled to take a peek at that chit.

Avidha sighed. Even reporters can get the flu.

As they walked to his car, parked a little distance away, Prashant asked, ‘Why didn’t you wear a sari?’ Under the cover of her sari pallu his hands were free to get inside her blouse and find plump flesh to grab on the ride back in the car; she blushed.

‘Don’t go to work. Let us go to your place for a while,’ he said.

She had to tell him that her landlady would be out in the garden, maybe even sitting in the lane outside, soaking up the sun. That was not an option at all.

‘What a bore she must be,’ he said, but he did not look sullen or sound too disappointed. Her smile faded. His equanimity disturbed her.
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‘I knew I would forget something. Avi, be a darling and fetch some imli will you? Vineeta said she must absolutely have my saru,’ Suguna said to Avidha as she walked in late in the evening, surprised to see cauliflower, peas, potatoes, tomatoes and even fish on the table. They seldom had anything elaborate to eat.

‘People coming to dinner, I see,’ said Avidha.

‘Mukta called and I had to ask them over. Can’t keep putting them off. Even ran across to tell you but you were not in.’ Suguna’s office was in the same building across the corridor.

‘Oh, that’s all right,’ said Avidha as she carried the fish into the kitchen not wanting its overpowering smell to invade the room further. ‘But you know those two alone will be so killing. Vineeta is dumb as a cow and Mukta forgot to laugh when her soul was waiting for a rebirth. Must have waited long, poor thing.’

‘Don’t be mean,’ said Suguna, laughing despite herself. ‘Have you and Nirmala fought? I have not seen her around in months. We could have asked her over.’

Avidha did not like the idea of whiling away an evening with friends when she wanted to finish stitching together the patchwork sheet she had been embroidering for six months now. She wanted to take it along on this trip. ‘I thought you didn’t like Nirmala’ said Avidha.

‘I find her a little extreme in her views, but I don’t mind her,’ said Suguna.

‘That is true. Didn’t I tell you she said horrible things about journalists?’ asked Avidha peeling off her jacket and fishing in her bag for a cigarette.

‘Ho, you took that to heart? Didn’t know you had begun identifying with the profession so closely.’

‘Let’s invite Zintac. I can call to check if she is free,’ suggested Avidha.

She decided to phone Zintac from the market.

Avidha and Suguna did not have a phone yet. At first they had wondered if they should even bother applying for one. They were sure – given that their uncertain hours did not match her notion of decent jobs girls could have – that the landlady would ask them to leave before the year was up. ‘To think that we fled the shadow of parental control, only to end up with this self-appointed custodian of our morals! Can’t imagine how we will cope with the killjoy, Missuj Kapoor,’ Suguna had commented sourly, when they had first moved in. Once they had become comfortable with each other though, and decided that the landlady was, after all, not much worse than many others, they had wondered if they should humour her with a little chatter once in a while so she would let them stay on. She was a lonely widow, after all. Any way, they decided, it did not hurt to own a phone. Finally, after much discussion, Suguna had applied for one. Despite press priority, they had been waiting for over a month now to hear from the telephone department.

After she had finished shopping Avidha called Zintac.

‘House-warming, finally? You bloody women! I thought I would never get to see the inside of your house,’ Zintac trilled.

Then, on an impulse, she dialled Prashant’s home number. A female voice answered and handed the phone to him.

‘Who picked up the phone?’ asked Avidha.

‘Hello, what a surprise, how come you are calling?’ he said in response.

‘You wanted to come to my place, didn’t you? I wondered if you could come by this evening. I mean now,’ said Avidha

‘Are you going to be alone?’ he whispered. ‘I thought your landlady didn’t allow men in the house.’

‘She doesn’t. But some friends are coming over and, well, you could too. That way it would be perfectly all right.’

‘Oh! Sorry, but that’s too short notice for me. I am going somewhere, haan? It was so nice of you to call me. Some other time, then?’ She heard the click of the phone in disbelief. Could he not spare her an extra minute?
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They were fiddling with the tableware when their first guests arrived – the perpetually frowning Mukta and the radiant Vineeta in an extra long, pale pink woollen cardigan with red flowers embroidered on giant patch pockets.

‘How do you manage to carry off such confections?’ asked Suguna as she hugged her with genuine affection. Vineeta’s lustrous waist-length hair, shining black eyes and perfectly arched eyebrows were enough to turn heads, but it was her unfailingly good nature and open smile that made her truly attractive and repulsed any feeling of jealousy her good looks might arouse. She handed Suguna a packet wrapped in shiny red paper. ‘We were roaming around in CP and picked this up for you two,’ she said. This was a lie; her notions of propriety always clashed with Mukta’s more informal style so she had learnt to make every formal gesture appear like an impulsive act.

‘Of course,’ said Mukta with a tolerant smile. ‘We never buy gifts on purpose.’

Mukta looked away as Suguna opened the packet and extracted two single bedcovers from it. Only Vineeta could have picked bright orange sheets with green camels printed on them.

‘They are beautiful. I am going to use mine immediately,’ Suguna said, noticing Mukta’s disapproval.

‘Perfect colour for the winter, isn’t it?’ Avidha said.

Vineeta turned around and looked at the house, much impressed by its austere beauty. There were only two rooms, both opened to the terrace and into one another. One was sparsely furnished with a bed, a small wooden cupboard and a stuffed chair covered in bright tapestry. This was Avidha’s room. The bigger room was Suguna’s. Avidha had insisted she take the room that could fit in the work table which doubled as the dining table. She was too lazy to do all the cleaning that more furniture involved.

They sat in Suguna’s room, partitioned unevenly by a bookcase behind which was her bed. The shelf was a true antique. It had belonged to Avidha’s grandfather and her father had given it to her when she had left home. The small rectangular table had been laid with care. Three sunny chrysanthemums stood in a narrow vase without any green fronds to temper their brilliance. A decanter, glasses and a glass bowl with three lemons cut into halves stood alongside the plates.

Suguna took Vineeta to the back to show her the small kitchen. The two had grown close ever since Suguna and Avidha had moved into their own flat. Before Suguna had bought all the necessary paraphernalia for the kitchen and a gas cylinder, they had frequently dined at Vineeta’s.

‘Why do people in big cities have small kitchens?’ Vineeta asked.

‘We don’t spend much time in it, not as much as you people would in Bhopal, perhaps,’ said Suguna.

The bell rang and Avidha ran out to open the door. Zintac breezed in with a potted cactus in her hands: ‘Hi-ya, meanies! Never as much as a come over, have a drink, for the months that you have been here! Hi, Viny love, God, you grow more beautiful every time I see you! Hello, Mukta,’ she said.

‘Take a breath, darling,’ said Suguna.

Zintac was a bundle of energy with laughter in her voice. Her small thin frame made her seem almost insubstantive. Two enormous eyes, the irises of which seldom remained still, dominated her thin face. She carried off a rag like a princess and wore any colour she chose without any thought to whether it suited her dark skin. Zintac was more than beautiful; she was an original. Her cheerfulness and eternal desire to stay off the beaten track, her surprising lack of envy and her pathological hatred of turbulence made her a social antacid and it was a matter of time before she was christened Zintac.

She handed Avidha the cactus, a pale green rotund ball with serrated ridges running down its side. In the furrow of every serration stood a cluster of brown needles like a spider sheltering from the sun. ‘It’s quite old, it will flower soon,’ said Zintac.

‘You brought only one cactus?’ asked Vineeta in her ingenuous way.

‘Oh dear, do you think they might fight over who will water it?’ asked Zintac.

‘What if they decide to rent separate flats next year? Who will get the cactus?’ asked Vineeta.

‘Oh ho. Let them fight. I will at least know my present was important to them!’ said Zintac.

‘Mukta can draw up a pre-nuptial agreement right now,’ said Suguna, warming to the subject.

‘Is it like that between you two? I mean, you two are not…? You are only sharing a flat, like me and Viny here, right?’ Mukta stammered.

There was an uncomfortable silence. Mukta always reacted seriously, even to a remark made in jest.

‘We need to lubricate our throats or I shan’t be able to laugh anymore,’ said Zintac, rushing to the rescue.

Suguna turned to Mukta. ‘I know you like whisky but we thought gin was a safe choice – just in case Missuj Kapoor comes in to check…’

‘That’s why we poured the gin into this decanter,’ Avidha said pointing to what Vineeta had thought was a jug of water with a stopper.

‘And I thought it was your style!’ said Zintac with her infectious laugh. ‘Are we waiting for someone? Any guys?’

‘No boys! Jailer’s orders!’ said Avidha. She measured and poured the gin into three glasses and brought out some lemon squash for Vineeta from the kitchen.

‘So much for freedom,’ said Mukta.

Vineeta had wearied of the never-ending discussion on freedom for women. When she had first arrived from Bhopal and seen the way Mukta and her friends lived she had been shocked. She knew Mukta smoked but she had not expected all of them to have completely lost all sense of morality or form. Men and women hugged each other with abandon, women smoked and drank and swore like men, lolled on the floor on durries and held intense discussions on subjects she had no clue about. Vineeta bought a sofa to replace the narrow mattress thrown casually on the floor, organized the kitchen and designated the sitting room for friends who had the awful habit of walking straight into the bedroom and sprawling on the bed. She began to keep the door to their bedroom pointedly closed.

Mukta’s friends commented on how her adda had become a proper house. This made Mukta squirm and Vineeta beam. She never thought there was any irony in those comments. She was incapable of suspecting that friends could be cruel.

‘You have all the freedom you want. In our Bhopal, women would never be allowed to drink openly like this. And living on your own when your parents live in the same town would be unthinkable.’

‘Freedom is an addiction. The more you have the more you want,’ said Avidha, raising her glass.

Watching Suguna and Vineeta chattering away Avidha began to feel glad Prashant had not come. He would not have spared her a glance with these two beauties around. Suguna was not an acknowledged beauty like Vineeta. Seen individually all her features were a little off centre. One eyebrow was too arched. The lips curled upward, distorted by a perpetual smile. Her left shoulder drooped a little, seemingly weighed down by the pallu of her sari. Her long straight hair hung in a loose plait that she never unbraided. She looked what she was – an unfinished work of art.

Avidha wondered where Prashant was at the moment and with whom. What would he do if she appeared before him all of a sudden? Drop everything, forget whoever he was with and turn to her with open arms?

Mukta was talking earnestly: ‘The Supreme Court has been hearing the Bhopal case on a daily basis for three months now and we are still not close to any decision.’

Avidha looked at her, struggling to pay attention. Why was Mukta always playing the serious lawyer? Why could she not let her hair down? Not much of it to let down, she answered herself drolly, looking at Mukta’s closely cropped hair and began to giggle at the silly conversation in her head.

‘You think that is a joke? Maybe it is. Still, it is necessary to think of some way to get rid of all these delay tactics the Carbide lawyers are using,’ Mukta said.

Avidha felt ashamed. She had been involved in the campaign to seek justice for the survivors of Bhopal right from the beginning. That was how Mukta and she had become friends. They had partied hard the night they had heard of the trial court in Bhopal ordering Carbide to pay some money to the gas affected till the case reached a final decision; Mukta had warned them Carbide would file an appeal and they should not celebrate too soon.

‘What case is this? The appeal they filed against the order to pay interim compensation?’ asked Suguna.

Mukta began telling Suguna about it. ‘Do you know when some of our great lawyers told the American court that our judicial system is fully capable of handling such a complex case, they never pointed out this escape route litigants have in India? Keep delaying the case till there is no need for a verdict. They use the tiniest pretext to file appeals in the higher courts…’

‘Being asked to pay before being proven guilty does not seem a pretext to me,’ Suguna said reasonably.

‘It is just a matter of a few crores of rupees, peanuts for Carbide, isn’t it? Why don’t they want to pay it?’ asked Zintac.

‘Because that will prove they were guilty,’ said Avidha.

Mukta wanted them to do a report on the tactics Carbide was adopting. ‘The story is in the details. Look, the High Court orders Carbide to pay interim compensation. It does not pay. It does not even ask the Supreme Court to stay the order of the High Court. Without a stay it must obey the order. It does not. So it actually stands in contempt of the Jabalpur Bench of the High Court. It is said,’ she paused and sipped at her gin, ‘that Carbide officials told the press in New York they will ignore the High Court order and the court can’t do anything to them. You people can check on this. It is a sensational story, isn’t it?’

Suguna sighed. The Bhopal gas disaster had been one of the biggest news stories in the world but there was a sense of fatigue in the press now. They did not want to cover the daily grind of the case. That angle of Carbide being a contemner was too hard to sell to editors. ‘Don’t nitpick. They have filed an appeal in the SC. Let us wait for the outcome,’ her bureau chief had told her last month when she had suggested an article after Mukta had told her these details.

‘So why doesn’t the High Court put them in jail?’ asked Avidha. That would be a sure front-pager.

‘And complicate the case further? Higher courts don’t function like that. They have to take the survivors into consideration so they are swallowing everything. To make sure Carbide does not cry foul.’

‘She is very deeply concerned. She only talks about the Bhopal case,’ said Vineeta sounding a little tired. Actually Mukta hardly talked to Vineeta about the case. She talked in her presence to others who came by and Vineeta found the discussions too abstruse.

‘Have you been going to the hearings?’ Suguna asked Mukta.

‘No. Ajit keeps me updated.’

Vineeta went red in the face and glanced furtively at Mukta. Avidha noticed the flush and wondered if she was having a fling with Ajit.

‘Maybe Avi can do a story. Her paper is from Madhya Pradesh. Mine is a Karnataka paper,’ said Suguna

‘Aw, Mukta, please don’t talk business,’ said Avidha.

‘Yeah, spare us, you career woman! Even the hai-hai society has had a lean season this year,’ said Zintac.

‘High society?’ said Vineeta perplexed.

Avidha looked meaningfully at Suguna. Oof, these two bores, one talked of work all the time, the other never understood a single witty line, the glance said.

‘Those people who go around doing hai hai all the time. Jhola uthao naaraa lagaao! People like us, yaar!’ explained Zintac.

‘How is Nirmala? I thought we would see her here,’ Zintac asked, trying to change the subject.

‘Seems like she is spending a lot of time with Hally,’ said Mukta

‘Or it could be the other way round,’ said Suguna tartly.

That annoyed Avidha. She had not expected Suguna to make that kind of remark about Nirmala’s sexuality. ‘Hally is very committed. Like Nimmie. Not like us who only flirt with causes,’ said Avidha.

Suguna got up to fix another round of drinks ignoring Avidha’s jibe that had been aimed at her. ‘Who wants a refill?’

Zintac aided the distraction. Holding out her glass she said, ‘I shall have the beautiful Viny mix my gin and water. A beautiful saaqi makes a difference to the intoxication levels of the jaam, does she not?’

Vineeta blushed again, very pleased. ‘I think it is not important to be beautiful. It is important to have brains. Like Mukta has.’ She corrected herself quickly, ‘Like you all have.’

[image: image]

Later, after they had all left, Suguna said to Avidha, ‘Did you notice Mukta said, “you two are not like that…”’

‘Did she hope we were?’

‘Must be rather stressful for them, to not be able to be open about their lives,’ said Avidha

‘I don’t know. They think nobody guesses. They are a little weird, those two,’ said Suguna.

‘And I would think,’ Avidha added with a naughty smile, ‘you would get tired of a finger after a while.’
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