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CHAPTER 3

Dr Imran Khan Chaudhry was jogging in Sultan Gardens, 
his breath condensing in the crisp morning air and hanging 

like speech bubbles in cartoons. He liked the park because it 
reminded him of  New York’s Central Park.

After nine years in Manhattan he had returned home, 
drawn back by a compulsion he couldn’t explain to his 
Indian friends in New York. Professional suicide, they cried. 
His American girlfriend, Jenny, had been unforgiving and it 
ended bitterly. Yet another ending. There had been too many 
in his thirty years. But Jenny was now just a fading memory 
which he occasionally called upon, perhaps because no girl 
had replaced her.

In Atmapuri it was difficult to even meet girls, let alone get a 
date. That was one of  the things he had forgotten about India. 
That and the September heat that had cornered him like a bailiff  
when his flight touched down in Delhi. Even today, at the end 
of  February, at seven in the morning, he was perspiring as he 
jogged down the grassy verge. He wiped his temples with his 
wrist-band but the sweat continued to trickle into his clipped 
moustache. His colourful T-shirt and Bermuda shorts suited his 
tall, lithe figure and long limbs.

He passed a couple he knew but merely raised his hand 
and ran on, his mind dwelling on the difficult meeting ahead, 
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scheduled for ten at the Atmapuri Municipal Corporation. It 
was time to return home and prepare.

‘Hudson!’ he yelled and whistled.
The bushes nearby shook and parted to reveal a hefty 

Alsatian, who looked at him with one ear cocked.
‘Heel!’ Imran commanded. The dog emerged reluctantly and 

they trotted off  together to the car. Hudson leapt into the back 
and settled down on his blanket with a contented sigh. Imran 
got into the driver’s seat and they set off  home.

Imran had loved the house the minute he saw it; a colonial-
style bungalow with spacious rooms and a deep verandah, 
located in the unfashionable South side of  the city. It had taken 
Imran’s old school friend, Tony Anand, over a year to renovate 
it. Now, with new wooden floors, uncluttered spaces and three 
layers of  Roman blinds on every window, it had the feel of  
Imran’s old Manhattan apartment.

While growing up, Imran had lived with his adoptive parents, 
Dr Chaudhry Snr and Mrs Kamala Chaudhry. As a little boy, 
Imran had sensed that Mrs Chaudhry, a devout Hindu woman, 
had been uncomfortable with the Muslim child her husband 
had brought home. But she was a maternal sort and had never 
attempted to convert him. Currently on pilgrimage to Vaishno 
Devi, they had their own house, but Imran had moved into the 
bungalow after his return from America.

Imran emerged from the shower with drops of  water glistening 
on his red-flecked brown hair, dressed quickly, left his home 
and climbed into his car. A glance at the back seat confirmed 
that his Nepalese servant, Bahadur, hadn’t forgotten his medical 
bag, despite the dour Nepalese cook ignoring most of  his 
instructions. Hudson gazed longingly as Imran drove off, but 
didn’t budge from the verandah.
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The mandarins Imran was going to meet were masters of  all 
they surveyed, though notionally they were public servants. He 
wore one of  his sharpest suits for the occasion, along with a 
pair of  heavy black-rimmed spectacles to lend him gravitas. He 
had brought a Public Interest Litigation against the municipality 
when he got back from America, seeing Atmapuri’s shanties as 
though for the first time. Had there been so many when he left?

Encountering them again, his professional eye noted the 
open sewers, the flies and mosquitoes, and the hard dry shit by 
the roadside that crumbled into dust and blew into his face. The 
poorest people still cooked on buffalo dung pats, the acrid smell 
of  their fires lingering in his nostrils. And when the monsoon 
lashed Atmapuri with high winds things just got worse. Last 
year, the streets had been transformed into muddy streams; the 
wealthy were safe but the poor could never get dry.

Dr Chaudhry had battled typhus and dysentery before, but a 
new peril had been posed by rat piss contaminating water and 
causing paralysis. Hundreds had died and the city was gripped 
by hysteria until the rain stopped, when everyone conveniently 
forgot about the problem. Perhaps that’s why he’d returned 
from America – to remind them. It was Dr Chaudhry’s 
dream to inoculate the entire population against typhoid and 
cholera. But that was only possible if  the Atmapuri Municipal 
Corporation cooperated.

The growing lawlessness of  the city also concerned him. He 
knew that people scoffed behind his back when he raised the 
issue, jeering that he should stick to his ‘doctoring’. But it was 
he, not they, who had to treat traumatised teenage rape victims 
and watch tears roll down the leathery cheeks of  mothers 
whose boys had died of  meningitis. And the theft at Tony 
Anand’s wedding was still fresh in his mind. He wondered how 
the green-eyed girl who had cried on his shoulder now fared. 
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Would the thieves ever be caught? Not likely, if  precedent was 
anything to go by.

His lawyer, who had helped file the Public Interest Litigation 
petition, met him outside the municipality’s dusty gothic 
building, built by the British. Spectators filled the big hall inside. 
Mr Arora, the head of  the municipality, sat with his fellow 
officials behind a long table. Government employees were 
unused to this kind of  scrutiny and Imran smiled to note a 
nervous tic in Mr Arora’s right eye.

‘Gentlemen we are sitting on a time bomb!’ Dr Imran 
Chaudhry began when invited to speak. ‘Question is – what will 
we do about it? Wait for it to explode? Or defuse it? Untreated 
sewage is like a cancer growing in the belly of  our city. And the 
monsoon floods will spread it even further.’

The Atmauri Municiple Corporation (AMC) should take 
responsibility, he argued. Unscrupulous businessmen used an 
arcane law to bury industrial effluent underground and it was 
seeping into the water supply. In shanty towns, where they 
shared communal taps, people stored polluted water in cooking 
pans and clay pots that grew moss and became nurseries for 
mosquito larvae. He had come armed with a report on soil 
samples collected from four points along the riverbank. All 
clearly showed signs of  contamination.

‘Not true! Not true! These claims are false!’ Mr Arora roared 
back.

‘Sir! Dozens died last year. It’s still cold but the summer rains 
will bring catastrophe! Why not check the industrialists? Fine 
them, put them in jail, do something!’

Imran knew that money had changed hands – the industrialists 
believed in finding a man’s price and paying it. Atmapuri’s 
bureaucrats were rumoured to own strings of  properties and 
their children often studied abroad at expensive universities. 
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The former head of  the AMC now lived in a six hundred acre 
dairy farm, boasting that his herds of  Jersey cows were a gift 
from the Queen of  England.

Mr Arora gave him a bland smile. ‘Sir! You ask me to harass 
respectable men doing lawful business?’

‘No! It’s their unlawful acts that worry me!’ Imran replied. 
Turning to the public in the hall, he waved the papers in his 
hand. ‘You want proof? Here’s the proof! Water. Clean drinking 
water is a basic human right but our taps deliver death. Don’t 
think you’re safe because you can afford expensive filter 
systems. If  an epidemic hits us – and it will! – it’ll sweep right 
through our city. Death can’t tell the difference between rich 
and poor.’ Turning back to Mr Arora, he cried, ‘And you think 
you’re secure sitting in this temple of  yours?’

‘And you think you’re the one to save this city?’ Mr Arora 
sneered.

‘No. You are. And you will save this city. You want the truth? 
Here it is!’ Furious, Imran flung the papers at him. They landed 
with a thud on the desk.

‘How dare you, sir!’ Mr Arora spluttered, jumping up.
‘No, sir, it’s you who dares to play with peoples’ lives. What’ll it 

take? How many more must die before we act?’ Imran shouted.
He handed a copy of  the report to an attending journalist, 

telling him, ‘By printing this you’ll do a great service to your 
city.’

There was uproar, with people shouting, gesticulating and 
crowding around Imran. He leaned across the table, his face 
inches away from Arora. ‘People will burn your effigy if  the 
worst happens.’ Mr Arora sank back into his chair.

Afterwards, in his car, Imran did a deep breathing exercise – 
learnt from a mindfulness course he had attended in Manhattan 
– to calm himself  before facing the patients at his surgery. 
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Khuda! He felt sure he had won that round – Mr Arora would be 
unable to deny the contents of  the report once it had been made 
public – but he was also acquiring an unsavoury reputation as a 
meddler. Sometimes, when a dark mood descended upon him, 
he wondered if  they were right. But what else could he do in 
the face of  injustice?

The poet Mevlana Rumi had once written: Start a big foolish 
project, like Noah! Imran clung to this idea. Thinking of  Rumi 
reminded Imran of  his father, who read him Sufi poetry in 
Farsi when he was a child. In America, Imran had re-discovered 
Jalaluddin Rumi in English translation. Start a big foolish project, 
like Noah! If  only he were not so alone. He had no parents or 
siblings. And Atmapuri’s more traditional Hindu families would 
not invite him, a Muslim, to their homes. The irony was that 
the Muslim priest was also suspicious of  him because he never 
attended mosque and worked with a Hindu doctor. He even 
kept a dog, an unclean animal! Imran loved Hudson the faithful, 
who was more loyal to him than the priest had ever been.
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Simi had been born in the midst of  a June storm, with 
racing winds and lashing rain. That was why, perhaps, she 

had loved storms ever since. When she woke up to squally 
weather on her birthday, she laughed and ran out onto the 
terrace to dance joyously with raised arms. The water dripped 
down her long hair and swirled around her bare feet. She 
stuck out her tongue to catch the raindrops and within 
minutes her nightie was soaked. The ferocity of  the shower 
had silenced even the raucous crows, who cowered in the 
depths of  a mango tree.

‘Sam!’ her mother called out from the doorway. Simi ran to 
hug her, leaving a damp patch on her sari. ‘Just look at you. 
Behaving like a kid!’ Devi laughingly pushed her away. She held 
out a narrow, gift wrapped box. ‘Happy birthday, darling!’

Simi thanked her mother and tore through the wrapper with 
eager hands. Inside was a bracelet with the dull sheen of  age. 
Five gold chains inset with tiny rubies were linked by gold 
clasps studded with small emeralds. It had once belonged to her 
maternal grandmother.

‘Wow!’ Simi placed it on her wrist, holding it out for her 
mother to close the clasp. She then hugged Devi again, kissed 
her on the cheek, and scampered off  to bathe. She wore the 
bracelet at breakfast that day.
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‘Oh, I say!’ her father exclaimed, feigning surprise when he 
saw the jewellery. He also handed her an envelope stuffed with 
cash. She gave him a big smile and tight hug.

Her grandmother gave her both a gift and a lecture, an 
enamelled image of  Lord Krishna and the words: ‘Aren’t you 
ever going to get married? Twenty-five! I’ll die before I see my 
grandchildren.’

‘I’ll do my best,’ Simi replied, determined not to let anything 
spoil her mood. She refrained from pointing out that she was 
the old lady’s grandchild, because she spotted Pia swinging 
down the driveway. It was a point of  honour with both girls to 
greet each other early on birthdays. Simi ran out and hustled 
her friend upstairs before they were waylaid by family. She 
threw open her bedroom windows and saw the raindrops 
sparkling like diamonds on leaves. The shower had rinsed the 
air of  dust.

‘I have so much to tell you!’ Pia cried. She sprawled confidently 
on the bed instead of  sitting scrunched up on the chair, as she 
usually did. ‘But first, here’s something for your birthday, dearest 
Simms. Here’s wishing you a wonderful year!’

She gave Simi three books wrapped in purple crepe 
paper – one novel, the Penguin Classics edition of  the Bhagavad 
Gita, and a book of  crossword puzzles. She also gave Simi a 
silver necklace from her native hills, a piece of  tribal jewellery 
that Simi immediately placed around her neck, saying, ‘It’s 
beautiful! Gosh, thanks, Pia. But it’s too much!’

‘Nonsense! It’s your quarter-century after all.’
Simi grimaced. ‘And yours too, soon.’ Pia’s twenty-fifth was 

in October. ‘We’re fifty-years-old between us!’ They laughed. 
‘What were you going to tell me?’ asked Simi.

Pia drew in a deep breath. ‘It’s just that – I’ve moved in to 
live with Sanjay.’
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‘Sanjay Sethi?’
Pia clicked her tongue. ‘How many Sanjays do you know?’
Simi was stunned. Pia looked at her face and laughed. She 

pulled out a cigarette, pushed it back, then pulled it out again, 
saying, ‘What the hell! It’s a special occasion, and surely I can 
have one cigarette in your room.’

Simi nodded absently, even though she hated the smell of  
smoke. ‘How? When? Tell me what happened?’ She listened in 
wonder as Pia told her story.

‘He’s wonderful, Simms! And I love him!’ She looked besotted.
‘Why didn’t you come to me when you got your mother’s 

letter? I could have helped you.’
Pia shook her head. ‘I was too ashamed. And if  I could have 

worked and earned, then why not? Except it didn’t work out 
that way – but something more amazing happened. Destiny, 
that’s what it is.’

Shacking up with a man in Atmapuri! Simi gazed admiringly 
at her. ‘Wish I had your guts.’

‘This isn’t the Dark Ages, for heaven’s sake! It’s 1993.’
‘Tell my family that! Will you marry him?’
‘Marriage-sharriage, who cares? We’re having a great time 

together.’
‘And your mother? What’ll she say?’
Pia shrugged. ‘My mother has lived her life. I want to live 

mine.’
Simi noticed that Pia had started dressing differently. Gone 

were the shapeless skirt and oversized man’s shirt. Now she 
wore a red-and-black cotton salwar-kameez that suited her dark 
skin.

‘He makes me feel beautiful, loved … like a proper woman! 
You can’t be a woman, Simms, until you have a man of  your 
own.’
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A man of  her own! Simi wondered where she would find 
one and what would happen if  she did, considering her family’s 
attitudes. Pia left after promising to return early that evening 
for Simi’s party, adding that Sanjay would arrive late since he 
had to attend a political meeting. Simi’s life suddenly seemed so 
dull compared to Pia’s. She envied her friend, who had got what 
she wanted – perhaps because she knew what she wanted. Did 
Simi? She decided to visit the baba.

She arrived at the baba’s door armed with questions about life 
and love, and found him in deep meditation. His door was ajar 
and he was sat against the far wall, so she quietly removed her 
sandals and entered. Outside, the river steamed gently under 
the hot sun. The baba’s silence was never empty – it vibrated, 
it was golden, it was hypnotic. She closed her eyes and let the 
peace envelope her. Time lost its sting in his presence. When 
she opened her eyes, she found him peering at her curiously.

‘It’s my birthday,’ she said. He smiled and nodded. She offered 
him a bag of  mangoes, which he accepted before setting it aside.

‘Baba … I am confused. Speak to me about family, about 
marriage. And love.’

Pia had followed her heart, but Atmapuri was a conservative 
city and sharp tongues could cut like scissors. Pia had dismissed 
her mother’s reaction, but Simi cringed when she thought of  
the shame and pain it would cause Devi if  she did anything like 
that. So she quelled her heart when it beat faster at the thought 
of  the doctor.

‘Love?’ he queried. ‘When you understand the Divine, then 
you’ll understand love. Only He loves. We barter. First learn to 
give, give all you have, all you are. Arre, first become human, an 
insaan. Do you understand?’

She was not sure she did.
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‘Love, mohabbat! An ancient quest. Everyone wants it but who 
wants to give it?’ he scoffed. His next words were spoken so 
softly that she had to strain to hear. 

What is this pain You gave me?
Days of  darkness, nights of  unrest

Searching for what once I had
But mislaid in this busy world

Life’s a furnace and I cried in pain
But You came and You whispered

Tenderly, like a mother to a sleepy child
‘Never was there a time I was not with you

Pain too is My gift: Divine gold
To be traded in for Divine grace
Sent to smite you, limb by limb
Consciousness by consciousness

Until you are you no more
And there remains only That’

Then I understood
And cried no more

But cry he did. His brown cheeks glistened and he said nothing. 
Simi sat with him in silence for the next half  hour, quietly 
leaving after touching his feet. He had retreated deep into 
contemplation and gave no sign that he noticed. As usual, he 
left her to figure out his cryptic words by herself.

Back home, the White House buzzed with the excitement of  
preparing for her birthday party. The guests were not expected 
until seven-thirty, but the family was dressed and downstairs 
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already. Old Mrs Bhandari wore pale blue French chiffon, French 
of  course, with a rope of  fat black pearls around her neck.

Simi asked, ‘Are those real?’
‘Worth a king’s ransom if  real!’ the old lady teased, refusing 

to divulge any more.
Simi hid a smile, knowing these little games gratified her 

grandmother. As if  the old lady would wear artificial jewellery, 
especially on an evening like this! Many Bhandari relatives were 
coming to the party. There was Uncle Hari, Dirty Harry, who 
was well into his sixties but never missed a chance to pinch 
Simi’s bottom. And the two po-faced daughters of  Uncle Lal, 
with their sad eyes. If  Uncle Lal’s family was invited, then great 
Uncle Harbans’s could not be excluded. Uncle Harbans himself  
was dead, as was his wife, but his genes swilled round in two 
daughters and five grandchildren. Simi sighed at the thought of  
those overfed boys running round the house, breaking things. It 
was impossible to pinpoint exactly when the guest list had got 
out of  control. Simi had wanted to invite only her friends, but 
now it seemed every surviving blood relative was coming. Then 
her father had added some of  his golfing cronies: a prominent 
politician and the Vice Chancellor of  the university, who was 
his old college mate.

‘Mama!’ Simi had moaned to her mother the day before. ‘It’s 
no longer my party. It’s turned into a Bhandari clan summit! 
Can’t we just cancel it?’

Her mother was horrified. ‘What?! Darling, they’ll have ironed 
their saris and sharpened their teeth for the feast.’ Family was 
family. And that was that.

While Simi waited for guests to start arriving she wondered 
what the baba had meant. She asked about love but he had 
talked about pain. Two sides of  the same coin? She shuddered. 
Was life so dreadful? Earlier that afternoon, while showering, 
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she had reflected on her mother’s life with Old Mrs Bhandari – 
the snubs, slights and compromises. Well, I won’t compromise, Simi 
thought to herself, as Marriam blow-dried her hair.

Pia was the first guest to arrive, wearing a yellow crepe-de-chine 
sari with a paisley print, along with a sexy sleeveless blouse.

Simi was stunned. ‘I’ve never seen you look like that, Pia! 
New? You look gorgeous!’

Pia nodded and twirled happily, the loose pallav of  her sari 
floating like a canary’s wing. ‘A present from you-know-who!’ 
she said. ‘We shopped for it together.’ A tiny gold bindi winked 
at Simi from the centre of  Pia’s forehead.

A sense of  longing swept through Simi and she trembled a 
little. She too wanted to be happy, to be in love.

Soon relatives started turning up. They each pressed gay red 
envelopes of  crisp bank notes into Simi’s hands, then settled 
around Old Mrs Bhandari like beasts coming to heel, gossiping 
while tucking into lamb kebabs and chicken tikkas. 

As more guests arrived, the party split up. The old lady held 
court with the blood relatives in the drawing room, while the 
other guests crowded into the marquee that Gogu had hired for 
the garden. He was in his element, chivvying guests with cries 
of  ‘Tally-ho!’, ‘Bottoms up!’ and ‘Chin-chin!’

Eventually, everyone had arrived except Imran. Simi’s eyes 
flew to the door each time it opened, hoping to see the doctor. 
But Sanjay Sethi was urging Simi to introduce him to the 
politician, Raja Babu, so she gave up looking and didn’t notice 
when he entered. Then, suddenly, there he was: Dr Chaudhry.

Simi saw him and stopped in mid-sentence, until Pia nudged 
her, muttering, ‘You fancy him, don’t you?’

‘Don’t be silly!’ Simi protested, but couldn’t control the blush 
that scorched her cheeks.
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‘Go on, introduce me to Raja Baba,’ Sanjay enjoined again, 
oblivious to the exchange between Simi and Pia. Simi obliged 
and led him to where the minister stood with Gogu.

‘Minister … meet Sanjay Sethi, an important Student’s Union 
leader. And this is Pia, my good friend,’ she murmured. Imran 
sauntered over to join them and she introduced him too, adding 
‘one of  our leading doctors. He does a huge amount for the 
poor.’

While Sanjay was ingratiating himself  with the politician, Simi 
turned to Imran and said softly, ‘I thought you weren’t coming.’

‘Sorry, I am so sorry for being horrendously late,’ he said, 
spreading out his hands. ‘Worse, I came empty-handed. I really 
meant to bring you something, even just a bunch of  roses, but 
patients fall ill at the most awkward times! There should be a 
ban on illness between eight at night and nine in the morning!’ 
He ran his fingers through his hair while he spoke.

‘You’re not late,’ she fibbed. ‘The party’s just warming up. 
Meet my father.’ Gogu smiled affably and shook hands. He was 
aware of  the unsavoury reputation the doctor had garnered 
from his run-ins with the AMC. But then, Gogu was no admirer 
of  the municipality.

‘I say, you’ve given those chaps in Town Hall a bollocking! Jolly 
good! Servants of  the people, my foot! Little Napoleons, more 
like it! What’ll you drink? What’s your poison?’ he asked drolly.

Imran asked for a cold beer and Gogu snapped his fingers at 
a nearby waiter, who went off  to fetch it. ‘And have you talked 
to our VIP?’ Gogu aimed a meaningful glance at the minister, 
who turned to nod at them.

‘Aah Bhandarisaab,’ the minister said, ‘I was just telling this 
bright young man he must join the party. We need youngsters 
like him in politics to serve the people. Forty-six years of  
independence and there’s still much to be done,’ the minister said.
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‘Another servant of  the people!’ Imran murmured to Simi 
behind his glass. She grinned.

‘And you, Dr Chaudhry? Tell me about yourself,’ the minister 
said. He had heard about the doctor and the controversies 
surrounding his work.

Imran shrugged. ‘Me, sir? I am just a doctor. I tend to the 
sick. Politics I leave to my old friend Sanjay.’

The minister snorted disdainfully. ‘Hnpf! But politics is life. 
The price of  onions is politics and pigeons shitting on Mahatma 
Gandhi’s statue is politics! Come, come, Dr Chaudhry. You can’t 
pretend to divorce politics from medicine.’

‘No, you’re right,’ Imran responded. ‘So let’s talk about 
Nawabganj.’

The minister frowned, trying to recall the name. Simi 
jumped in to say: ‘Nawabganj! I wish you could just see them, 
see the difference Im … Dr Chaudhry’s made. The women are 
learning about hygiene and their children don’t fall sick. They 
feel good about themselves. They’re finally becoming part of  
Atmapuri!’

‘Nawabganj, Nawabganj, of  course, of  course,’ the minister 
said. ‘Very dear to my heart, as is every inch of  Atmapuri. I may 
have become a minister in Lucknow but I’ll never, never forget 
my Native.’

‘Then why not stop the people who are trying to clear them 
out, sir?’ Imran asked. ‘It would ruin their lives if  they’re 
removed to some Godforsaken wasteland on the edge of  
town!’

‘Me? If  I had my way those men and women—’
‘And their votes!’
‘-would stay put!’ The minister frowned at Imran’s interruption.
‘But you’re the minister! If  you ask, the municipality can’t 

refuse,’ Imran mocked.
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The minister silently cursed the doctor for putting him on 
the spot then thumped his open palm with his fist. ‘For my 
brothers in the slum, for my mothers there, I’ll fight. I’ll stage 
a sit-down. Let them send in the bulldozers. Let them put me 
in jail! My father was jailed by the British. He was a freedom 
fighter and I am not afraid.’

Sanjay gazed adoringly at the minister.
‘Amen,’ Imran replied. ‘If  that’s your promise, Nawabganj 

is safe. But if  something goes wrong, we’ll come to you. The 
people can come to you, right?’ His soft tones belied a hint of  
menace.

Gogu, fearing the conversation was getting out of  hand, 
steered the minister away to the dinner table.

Left alone, Imran turned to Simi and muttered, ‘Khuda! That 
guy should be in Bollywood. I was afraid he’d start crying and 
I’d have to give him my hanky.’

‘Why?’ she asked, confused. ‘He sounded very committed.’
He laughed. ‘Brave words! But we need action, not words. 

Jail! What good will jail do to anything except his own career? 
Jail is the short-cut to political glory in our country.’ He shot 
a moody look at the politician’s retreating back, with Sanjay in 
attendance. Pia had tagged along too.

With a dismissive gesture, Imran said, ‘Aw, let’s just forget it. 
What will be, will be. Que sera sera! My mother sang it sometimes.’ 
He remembered seeing her – his birth mother – seated at her 
dressing table when he had been a young child, watching her 
apply pale pink lipstick and singing the song sadly.

Simi saw a haunted look flicker across his face, but then it 
was gone and he grinned at her, enquiring with cocked brow, 
‘So, will you come to visit my lady friend? I’ve promised to go 
on Saturday week. You won’t regret it!’

She nodded and smiled. ‘Love to.’
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‘Great! Elevenish? Let me know where to pick you up 
from. But right now I’m starving. I didn’t have time to stop 
for lunch.’

Simi kicked herself  for being a careless hostess. On the way 
to the dining table, they passed her grandmother, who called 
out to them to join her.

Simi reluctantly introduced Imran. ‘Dadi, this is Dr Chaudhry.’ 
Imran greeted her with folded hands and a courtly bow.

Old Mrs Bhandari looked up at him. ‘Dr Chaudhry? A Dr 
Chaudhry was our family doctor long ago. Do you know Dr 
Manu Chaudhry?’

Imran nodded. ‘He’s … my father.’
‘Your father!’ she grasped his hand. ‘Welcome, son. How is he? 

Haven’t seen him in years, you know how it is. We lost touch. 
Sad. He must be retired?’

‘Yes, but he still works. Part-time. For charity.’
She nodded. ‘He was always a good man. And you’re a doctor 

too?’ The old lady liked young doctors because they kept abreast 
of  the latest medical advances. She smiled. ‘I must consult you 
some time. It’ll be nice to have the family link again. What’s 
your name, son?’

‘Imran.’
‘Imran?’
Simi cringed. Her grandmother’s voice, incredulous, conveyed 

a world of  meaning. The old lady let go of  his hand and rubbed 
her palm on her chiffon-clad knee.

‘But Dr Manu Chaudhry’s Hindu, isn’t he?’ the old woman 
asked incredulously.

‘He’s my adopted father,’ Imran replied. He seemed calm, 
but Simi noticed him clench his fist before quickly releasing 
it and flexing his fingers. Hastily muttering an excuse to her 
grandmother, she hurried him off  to the dining room.
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‘I am sorry,’ she apologised without glancing at him. 
He shrugged. ‘She obviously doesn’t like Muslims,’ he 

observed. ‘Perhaps you want to reconsider going to my friend’s 
place with me?’

‘How can you say that?’ she said, dismayed. ‘I’m not like 
her. And my parents aren’t like her either. She’s … she’s a 
dinosaur.’

‘If  she’s a dinosaur, this city is teeming with them. There’s 
enough prejudice here to fill an ocean.’

Surely he was wrong! But for now they concentrated on 
the food. Devi had laid on a feast and they tucked in happily. 
Simi arranged for Imran to fetch her from the university next 
Saturday in order to avoid her family’s scrutiny.

On the appointed day, she went early to spend time with Pia. 
She met her in Sanjay’s office, finding her friend busy wrapping 
brown paper bundles of  election posters. They depicted a 
laughing Sanjay with Mahatma Gandhi’s face floating above his 
left shoulder.

‘I wonder what the Mahatma would have made of  our Hindu-
Muslim conflicts. The partition was meant to put a stop to that,’ 
Simi observed.

‘India should have become a Hindu nation at the time of  
Partition, Simms.’

Simi couldn’t believe her ears. A year ago, Pia had no strong 
views on religion. But now they hotly disputed the role of  
Muslim stone-masons, weavers, tailors and artists in Atmapuri, 
descendants of  craftsmen who had built the Taj Mahal. Simi 
could feel her temper rising and instead asked if  her friend was 
happy with Sanjay.

Pia beamed. ‘I’ve found my man!’ She hesitated before 
adding, ‘And I think I’m pregnant.’
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Simi was astonished. ‘How do you know? Have you seen the 
doctor?’

Pia shook her head. ‘But my monthly cycle is regular as 
clockwork and I missed this month. Oh Simms, I’m so excited. 
You don’t know what it’s like to love a man, to want his baby.’

Simi couldn’t see anything but trouble ahead. ‘But your 
mother? And his family? What did Sanjay say?’

‘I haven’t told him yet, not until the doctor confirms it. You’re 
the only one who knows.’

Simi felt as though she had never really understood Pia. They 
finished bundling up the posters and went to the university café 
for a herbal decoction.

When Simi told Pia she was meeting Dr Imran Chaudhry 
later, her friend stared at her. 

‘Oh Simms! You still have a thing for him?’
Simi deflected the question. ‘We’re only going to visit 

someone. We’re friends.’
‘Being friends is fine – but you can’t marry a Muslim!’ Pia was 

insistent.
‘Who’s marrying him? What’s wrong with you Pia?’
‘Nothing, it’s fine.’ Pia pulled out a cigarette. ‘Still, remember 

he’s Muslim.’
Simi was too shocked for words. Just a few weeks ago they 

had been doing a play together.
‘He’s Sanjay’s oldest friend. You told me that!’ It was ironic 

that Pia had spurned society to shack up with Sanjay and now 
dreamt of  becoming an unwed mother, but disapproved of  her 
spending an afternoon with Imran. ‘Honestly Pia, you’re the 
limit.’

‘Think about it,’ Pia answered.
Simi wanted to defend herself. But it was time to meet Imran.
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Old Mrs Bhandari was in pensive mood as she waited at the 
Club for her bridge partners. She had first come here as 

a young bride in 1941, when the highly polished silver reflected 
white faces and the brass sparkled like gold. Back then the 
dance floor, now a dusty thoroughfare for careless waiters, was 
freshly waxed and they had danced to Cole Porter records. Her 
husband, the anglophile judge, had no objection to her waltzing 
with the Englishmen. On the contrary, he was proud: she was 
the only Indian wife in town to socialise on an equal footing 
with the Empire. Other Indians left their wives at home. In 
any case, their wives did not know the waltz, or any of  the old 
dances.

The old lady could even recall what she had worn on that 
first night – a beautiful china-blue chiffon sari with gold sequins 
that twinkled when she moved. Within a year, she had taken up 
smoking Dunhills in a long, stylish holder. She had worn daring 
sleeveless blouses and high heels at a time when Indian women 
were either freedom fighters – dressed in drab khadi homespun 
cotton saris – or else remained cloistered in their homes. What 
elegant days! she sighed to herself. Today, nobody dressed up 
except for special occasions.

Even the Club looked tired and shabby now, as though 
exhausted by all that had taken place under its roof. She 
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wondered where the others had got to. Her friend, Mrs Bhatia, 
often made wrong calls at bridge because of  her poor eyesight. 
But at least she and the colonel turned up reliably every night to 
make up a foursome.

Eventually the others all arrived together: Colonel and Mrs 
Bhatia, and Mrs Puri, who bustled in with an air of  suppressed 
excitement. They went straight into the card room and settled 
down at the same table as always. The waiter brought their usual 
drinks without having to ask: whisky for Old Mrs Bhandari, 
gin-and-tonic for the Bhatias and tea for Mrs Puri. They began 
playing in earnest.

Two hours later they packed up contentedly, tallied their 
scores and prepared to leave.

‘Want a lift, Damyanti? Or have you got your car?’ Old Mrs 
Bhandari asked Mrs Puri.

‘Yes. No. I mean, Tillotamaji, that I came straight from my 
sister Kamala’s daughter’s child’s birthday and their driver 
dropped me at the Club. You remember Dolly, my niece? What 
excellent eats she had. Very, very good arrangements! Her 
husband is with Deutsche Bank you know and their little Arjun 
is one. How time flies!’

‘Come along then,’ Old Mrs Bhandari nodded, sailing 
out imperiously. Joseph, her driver, opened the door of  her 
car and the two women settled into the back. He drove off  
carefully.

They had barely gone a few yards when Mrs Puri leaned 
forward to whisper: ‘Bhenji! I met Vimla Lal at Dolly’s house 
today and you’ll never believe what she said!’ She spoke loud 
enough for the driver to hear.

Old Mrs Bhandari was fond of  Mrs Puri but she was an 
incorrigible gossip. Mrs Puri went on, ‘Vimla Lal said to me that 
young Dr Chaudhry’s a clever doctor, why even my husband goes to him, 
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but not suitable for our girls.’ She paused to observe the effect of  
her words.

Old Mrs Bhandari frowned. Dr Chaudhry? Who was he? 
Then she recalled him, dimly, from Simi’s birthday. She shifted 
uneasily in her seat, wondering what was to come.

Mrs Puri’s voice dropped a few notches. ‘Bhenji, Vimla Lal said 
our Simi’s been seen with him. I didn’t know which way to look, 
naturally. I was so embarrassed! Of  course I denied it – why, 
she’s like my own daughter! Not her, I said, not Mrs Bhandari’s 
granddaughter, not with a mussalman!’

Old Mrs Bhandari’s throat suddenly felt as dry as last year’s 
bread but she rallied quickly. ‘Rubbish! Simi works in those 
slums – I’ve tried to stop her but you know what girls are like 
these days! I believe the doctor also does some work there. 
Strange notions young people have now – in my time no decent 
girl would risk her complexion in the sun.’

‘The slums?!’ Mrs Puri hastily suppressed a chortle. ‘No, 
no, Tillotamaji, they’ve been spotted in restaurants. And at his 
surgery. People have seen her there.’

Old Mrs Bhandari shifted away from Mrs Puri. ‘I told you it’s all 
that nonsense with the slums! And Simi’s not a doctor, is she? 
Of  course she needs to talk to doctors for her work.’

She could feel Mrs Puri’s beady eyes on her but remained 
tight-lipped. Mrs Puri dared not say any more and Joseph soon 
dropped her off. Old Mrs Bhandari was fuming by the time 
she reached home. All her anger at the loss of  the past, the 
vanished world she had enjoyed with her husband, of  what 
the partition had cost her father, and the new social mores she 
did not understand, it had all coalesced in her hatred of  the 
community she blamed for it. 

The rest of  the family was gathered for dinner when the old 
woman entered, her knuckles standing out sharp as spikes on 
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her tightly clenched hands. She told them to shut the door in a 
vain attempt to keep it from the servants.

‘Ruined! I am ruined. I’ll never be able to show my face in 
decent society again!’ she cried, throwing herself  heavily into a 
sofa-chair.

‘What on earth’s the matter, Ma?’ Gogu asked in alarm.
She pointed at Simi. ‘Ask her, don’t ask me. Ask her where’s 

she been going all these days and who she’s been doing it 
with!’

They remained silent. She continued, ‘The Bhandari name 
is on everyone’s lips. Why? Simi, did you not spare a thought 
for our family? The family of  Rai Bahadur Bhandari.’ She had 
added the honorific after her husband’s death, despite the Judge 
not receiving it in his lifetime.

Gogu turned to his daughter. ‘What does she mean, Sam?’
‘Mean? I’ll tell you!’ the old lady lamented. ‘Simi here’s been 

meeting that doctor, the M doctor. Hai Ram! Why did I live 
to see this day? Didn’t they do enough harm in the partition? 
Dishonoured our girls, cut their throats, murdered and looted.’

‘Whoa, whoa! I say, Ma, you’ve lost me,’ Gogu cried. ‘Which 
doctor? What’s he done?’

‘The trouble with you, Gogu, is that you don’t see what’s 
under your nose! Must I repeat it? Simi here’s been seeing that 
M! The doctor. She’ll ruin herself  and who will marry her then? 
It’s your fault, Gogu. And Devi too. What do you expect when 
you make friends with Ms? They’ll carry off  our daughters!’

‘Dash it, is this true, Sam?’ her father asked.
‘Papa! Dr Chaudhry and I work together,’ Simi protested, 

blushing.
Old Mrs Bhandari harrumphed. ‘You, Simi, you’ll not step 

out of  the house from today, not until you’re safely married. All 
this slums-chums business must stop, you hear me?’
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‘Dadi, I am not going to quit my work just because some old 
witches have nothing better to do than gossip.’

‘Devi!’ the old lady bawled, turning on Simi’s mother. ‘Don’t 
think I’ve forgotten Jehangir. Is it any surprise that Simi should 
turn out like this? Even though your own family wasn’t so … 
distinguished … still we accepted you. And Gogu was getting 
excellent marriage offers from other families!’

Devi looked mortified, Simi mystified. Gogu protested.
‘I say, Ma, that’s a bit thick! Dee’s the best, dash it! The best 

wife a man could have, the best mother. She’s been damn near 
perfect.’ But Devi had left the room.

His mother’s angry glare said: Perfect?! A millions miles away from 
perfect! It riled her that her son should defend his wife.

But before she could speak, Simi cried, ‘Dadi, you’re always 
blaming Mama for everything! But I’m grown up now and it’s 
my life!’

‘My life, my life!’ the old lady mimicked. ‘You’re wasting your 
life, Simi.’

Simi ran out of  the room in tears, following her mother.

Upstairs in her bedroom, Devi held her daughter in her arms 
and stroked her hair the way she had done when Simi was little.

‘Shhh, she’s terrible I know – but she’s like a dog’s curly tail, 
so curly that not even twelve years in a clamp will straighten it 
out.’

Simi sat up and disconsolately wiped her eyes. ‘Mama, what 
did Dadi mean about Jehangir? Who’s he?’

Devi went to switch on the table lamp. With her back to Simi, 
she looked out of  the window at the front street.

‘Jehangir, Jehangir. God, she never lets go, she’s wicked, that 
old Dadi of  yours. It never ends – people die, but the story 
never ends.’
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She turned to face Simi across the dimly lit room.
‘You’re grown up now Sam so you might as well know. 

Jehangir – Jeh – was a lovely man who came into our lives long 
ago, before you were born.’

A bachelor friend of  a friend, Jehangir had been quick-witted 
and charming. Devi was floundering in the early unhappy years 
of  her marriage and he made her laugh. They shared a passion 
for music too.

‘There was nothing improper in our friendship – oh no, 
nothing of  that sort. I was too young, too sheltered for any 
hanky-panky. We were friends, nothing more. He made me 
happy. But of  course she, your Dadi, said some terrible things. 
I almost died of  shame! But your father, Sam, he stood up for 
me and put a stop to her nonsense.’

Simi felt a great rush of  love for her father.
‘Wow! Dadi must have been boiling.’
‘You saw what she was doing, didn’t you Sam? Jeh was Muslim 

too. As if  to say I’ve corrupted you! She’s gone too damn far 
this time!’ Her mother never swore.

Simi jumped up and hugged her, nuzzling her shoulder and 
breathing her scent.

‘What would you do with your life, Mama, if  you could do it 
all over again?’

‘Hmmm,’ Devi mused. ‘I would marry your Papa all over 
again. He’s decent to the core but no pushover. We’re well suited. 
But it took us years to discover that. As for your Dadi – would 
I trade her in? In a jiffy!’ They laughed together. ‘And you, Sam? 
I’m glad you’re not involved with the doctor. A Muslim. Not a 
good match for you, not in Atmapuri.’

‘Mama! What’s wrong with being Muslim? They’re the same 
as us, that’s what you’ve taught me.’
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‘Yes, darling. Exactly the same. But society is cruel. Too much 
conflict can tear a couple apart.’

Simi’s heart sank. What would her mother do if  she knew 
that she was engaged to Imran? For they were engaged, in their 
hearts and minds.

Her mother said softly, ‘Sam, why not go away for a few days? 
A change will do you good. Let the ruckus die down.’ 

Simi longed to confide in her mother but silently swallowed 
her secret back into her heart.

BLACK TAJ.indd   163 01/03/16   10:54 am




