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The Fifth Night

Mr. Jiabao.
Sir.

When you get here, you’ll be told we Indians invented everything
from the internet to hard-boiled eggs to spaceships before the British
stole it all from us.

Nonsense. The greatest thing to come out of this country in the ten
thousand years if its history is the Rooster Coop.

Go to the Old Delhi, behind the Jama Masjid, and look at the way they
keep chickens there in the market. Hundreds of pale hens and brightly
colored roosters, stuffed tightly into wire-mesh cages, packed as
tightly as worms in a belly, pecking each other and shitting on each
other, jostling just for breathing space; the whole cage giving off a
horrible stench- the stench of terrified, feathered flesh. On the wooden
desk above this coop sits a grinning young butcher, showing off the
flash and organs of a recently chopped-up chicken, still oleaginous
with a coating of dark blood. The roosters in the coop smell the blood
from above, they see the organs of their brothers lying around them.
They do not try to get out of the coop.

They every same thing is done with human beings in this country.

Watch the roads in the evenings in Delhi; sooner or later you will see
a man on a cycle-rickshaw, pedaling down the road, with a giant bed,
or a table, tied to the cart that is attached to his cycle.

Every day furniture is delivered to people’s homes by this man—the
deliveryman. A bed costs five thousand rupees, maybe six thousand.
Add the chairs, and a coffee table, and it’s ten or fifteen thousand. A
man comes on a cycle-cart, bringing you this bed, table, and chairs, a
poor man who may make five hundred rupees a month. He unloads all
this furniture for you, and you give him the money in cash—a fat wad
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of cash the size of a brick. He puts it into his pocket, or into his shirt,
or into his underwear, and cycles back to his boss and hands it over
without touching a single rupee of it! A year’s salary, two years’
salary, in his hands, and he never takes a rupee of it.

Every day, on the roads of Delhi, some chauffeur is driving an empty
car with a black suitcase sitting on the backseat. Inside that suitcase is
a million, two million rupees; more money than that chauffeur will see
in his lifetime. If he took the money he could go to the America,
Australia, anywhere, and start a new life. He could go inside the five-
star hotels he has dreamed about all his life and only seen from the
outside. He could take his family to Goa, to England. Yet takes that
black suitcase where his master wants. He puts it down where he is
meant to, and never touches a rupee. Why?

Because Indians are the world’s most honest people, like the prime
minister’s booklet will inform you?

No. it’s because 99.9 percent of us are caught in the Rooster Coop just
like those poor guys in the poultry market.

The Rooster Coop doesn’t always work with minuscule sums of
money. Don’t test your chauffeur with a rupee coin of two-he may
well steal that much. But leave a million dollars in front of a servant
and he won’t touch a penny. Try it: leave a black bag with a million
dollars in a Mumbai taxi. The taxi driver will call the police and return
the money by the day’s end. I guarantee it. (Whether the police will
give it to you or not is another story, sir!) Masters trust their servants
with diamonds in this country! It’s true. Every evening on the train out
of Surat, where they run the world’s biggest diamond-cutting and —
polishing business, the servants of diamonds merchants are carrying
suitcase full of cut diamonds that they have to give to someone in
Mumbai. Why doesn’t that servant take the suitcase full of diamonds?
He’s no Gandhi, he’s human, he’s you and me.
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Chapter one- The School house

It wasn’t the kind of urn that had a spigot so they tied a tin cup to it
with twine. The children would lower the cup down into the water run,
and when it would fill with water, they’d pulled it up and drink from
it- like a bucket in a well.

The taller children would fill the cup for the shorter ones. At recess
it was chaos around the urn. The children would climb all over one
another, yelling and screaming with laughter, grabbling the cup,
spilling water every when and getting their clothes all wet. The little
ones would cry and start tattling, “Sir! Sir! Esmaili poured water down
my shirt!” or “Sir! Ahmadi won’t let me have a drink!” or “Sir! He’s
pulling on the twine! He’s going to break it!” Or “I swear on my
mother’s life he’s lying! Sir! I haven’t even gotten near the urn yet!”

Brandishing a switch, Mr. Samadi would go after them. “Very well,
children. That’s enough water drinking and pandemonium for today.
Go to class!”

“Sir! May I speak? I’m thirsty. I still haven’t had a drink.”

“Sir! I haven’t had a drink either!”

“Very well! Whoever hasn’t had a drink yet, wait very quickly in
line. First graders, first.”

Oh dear schoolmaster, don’t be upset with me. And don’t take to
heart anything the people in the village say about you.

“They are simple folk but kind. But it’s too bad they gossip and
hurt us so much. But you carry on with your work and pay no
attention to them. Put it in God’s hand. If you hear such talk as ‘The
schoolmaster is good, but he has no luck with urns. He’s set the
records for three broken urns under his watch which is unprecedented
in this village!” don’t take it too heart. If they call you the ‘Urn-
Breaking Schoolmaster’ don’t mind them. Don’t even listen to it.
Anyway, everybody has something that they have no luck with.

“As for me, I’ve not had any luck with peach trees. God knows
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how much | wanted to have even one peach tree like Mohammad
Sadegh’s trees, but it wasn’t my lot in life. Why hide the fact that to
the present | have planted ten peach trees in my front yard; not one of
them has given fruit. They either dried up or dropped still- green fruit
in the ground. Likewise you don’t have any luck when it comes to
urns. Some people don’t have any luck when it comes to shoes, like
my wife. | have bought eight pairs of shoes for her since she married
me fifty years ago, and all of them turned out bad and rubbed her foot
when she walked in them.

“Oh dear schoolmaster, don’t take it to heart, but be very careful
when this next urn is delivered for it not to break. Don’t prove what
the villagers say to be right. Oh dear children, | pray that I live long
enough to see this urn all in one piece under the sycamore tree in the
schoolyard, and watch you drink from it and pray for me.”




