



House Of Cards.


There is a customary card game every year held on Gandhi Jayanti, when the four underworld king pins meet and they play a game. A game. Everyone says it’s a game, a card game but they know its more than that, it’s a standoff. It’s more than a game when you look into your opponent’s eyes and he looks back deep into yours. Your gazes are locked in eternal battle, each one’s stare more intimidating, more daunting than the others until one, the weak one flinches. It’s a battle for superiority, for respect, for izzat. It’s a test to see whose weak and who is strong for only the strong survive, the weak they just wither away... 


The stupid tradition was started by dada. Dada was actually Jagdish Ranade, the ozzy ozzbourne of the Indian illegal works. He was a pappa to everyone, more importantly everyone took his every word seriously. If he said that the four Indian king pins would meet up to play taash every year at Gandhi jayanti they all showed up, not even a whimper, not a sound. 

“Only the strong will survive Sanjay” he told me all the time. It was like his bloody dictum or something. He was paranoid. But perfect paranoia is perfect awareness. Always wanted to tell him his beliefs were full of shit but I never quite got around to it, lack of guts or lack of motivation or plain old fear. 

This year things would be different, dada was dead, cardiac arrest, in mid January. He was one of the four who played with us. At dada’s table there were no guns, no swearing, no bullshit and especially no talk about business. That’s what made the game so special, no one was supposed to talk about dhandha or they would be giving dada crap and dada was never a man to tolerate anyone’s crap. If anybody did have the nerve to give him hell, they got the short end of the straw for the rest of their miserable lives. But he was not coming this year, he was plain dead.


His replacement was young blood, young, hot blood in the shape of his son, Bobby Ranade. 

Bobby was not in any aspect an image of his father. This fact turned out to be unfortunate for all of us. Me, Ram Ramsay, Rahil Shaikh and Bobby, we were the players of this stupid game. 

We hated Bobby. 

He was an idealist, a perfectionist. The man was a messenger of change for us, whenever we saw him we didn’t see an efficient businessman we saw our own demise. In his youth we saw our old age, in his idealistic views we saw our complacent views, in his perfectionist ways we saw our trivial faults. We hated him from the bottom of our own black hearts.  


The passing away of dada in a way brought relief to my heart, no more card games. We used to be one big happy family stuck together with fevicol. But there was a problem now, the man who held us together was gone, our fevicol had dried. 

They still issued the invitations for the card game. They said it was to honor the great man that was. The invites were issued in the name of Bobby Ranade. Stupid bum, he didn’t know what he was doing. He didn’t know the sheer sinister power that game had.


The invitations sent crimping stitches to my side. Agony set in. Without dada this card game was a time bomb waiting to go off. But I had to go, the invitation was actually a harangued manner of saying “be there or we will see that you die for showing disrespect”. 


I accept, it was an act of sheer degeneracy to go, but I still went. 

October 2nd 3 pm and I’m at the door of a hotel room at the Taj Residency in Mumbai. You had to hand it to Rajeev, he was the guy who arranged the card game every year. He had some class, the best wine, the best food, the best hotel. 

I opened the door. I was the second to arrive. I gave my coat to Rajeev. Bobby was already there before me. 

I sat down at the table. I sat exactly opposite Bobby who was sitting there hands folded as if he were in some sort of meditation, probably weighing the delicacy of the situation before him. He opened his eyes and got up. 

He stretched his hand “Sanjay bhai how’s the business coming along?” a rhetorical question because he knew the answer very well, probably better than I did. 

The past six months were hell, the stress was building with the passing of each day. With the introduction of new drugs almost every week now, the taste of the rich and prodigal youth of India was changing and it was changing fast. Faster than we could handle, so there were a few underhanded tactics involved, the competition was dog eat dog. Every now and then someone would break the honor code, someone would encroach upon the other’s territory, supply “items” to the other’s customers. 

Before this, dada kept everything in check, now his son was trying. Still there were unnecessary threats issued, random executions carried out and now the time had arrived for one to flinch, one to start and most to die. 

“Well oiled and efficient.” I replied taking his hand. His grip was firm and he shook it. The stitch in my side acted up sending bright red pain up to the very centre of my brain. I tried hard not to wince and if he had held on for another second my pallid face would have twisted in agony… but he let go and I sat down, relieved. The pain was torturous now, I debated the possibility of going back home, but before I could decide Ram Ramsay walked in and handed his coat to Rajeev.


Ram Ramsay was an ordinary man in many aspects but in some ways he was a little off the top. He was the Al Capone of India. He wore blue pin stripe suits, he had Tommy guns everywhere even though they were way out of fashion. He said he liked them, the way they ran incessantly on and on pumping round after round, not quitting their only purpose to spread the reek of his destruction. 

He always smoked cigars, always. Sometimes I wonder if he went to sleep with one in his mouth. It’s a laughable concept but it’s really possible.


I had played with Ram at the table for about five years, he was a formidable player, twice he had the gross winnings. 

Now he was here, he sat down on the chair on my left. First he cracked his knuckles. Then the dignitary nods.

 “Bobby” 

“Sanjay bhai”

“Ram bhai” we both replied. Thinking of it now I don’t think I ever saw anyone shake hands with Ram ever, not even once. Guess he was just not a shaking hand type of person. 


Next, the last player Rahil Shaikh aka Shaikh bhai walked in. He was the most silent of us all, he was all about getting the job done. One big mysterious secret, knowing his name was considered a privilege in our business. All my years and I’ve never had a decent conversation with the man.  

Rajeev took his coat. He walked up to the table “Sanjay, Ram, Bobby” he said. “Shaikh bhai” we all said one after the other. He sat down on his chair and lit a cigarette. Ramsay took cue and lit his cigar, Bobby didn’t smoke and I was too nervous to even remember to bring cigarettes. 

Tick Tock Tick Tock the fuse was lit and we were sitting on the bomb. The house of cards was laid and now its delicate structuring had begun. 

Rajeev came up to the table “We’ll observe a moment of silence to respect dada who fails to be with us this year.” 

A moment passed.

Ram cracked his knuckles and broke the silence. The stitch in my side I spoke of earlier showed its black self at this time causing me unfathomably great pain. 


“A moment is longer than that Ramsay” Bobby said, consciously or unconsciously starting something I couldn’t tell for sure.


“What?” Ram said obviously stunned by the boy’s imbecility, that infamous temper of his showing its yellow decaying face in the face of this man.


“Respect. For dada …”


“Respect! Boy do you have the SLIGHTEST IDEA” Ram interrupted. The stress on the last two words accompanied with spittle flying madly from the side of his mouth that didn’t have the cigar, made him look like an angry superman. 

That pain in my side kicked up a thousand notches. 


“Let’s all sit and be calm … ” Rajeev stepped up to the negotiator plate.


“RESPECT! He wants to talk about respect” Ram went on knowing what he was about to start would end… horribly.


He was staring into Bobby not like he was a person, just some lump of smelly reject. “Get up boy” he spoke slowly and this time no smoke rose from the side of his mouth. 

The inevitable began, the house of cards had begun to shake, the winds of Ramsay’s rage coupled with Bobby Ranade’s quaky insolence shook that house to its foundations.


Bobby got up showing no signs of fear, no regret for what he had done, just plain defiance. 


Ramsay’s eyes flickered for a moment, then they went red. You could see roiling fury in the man. You could see that he was beyond rationality, beyond thought. He was one person with one emotion, anger. Ferocity came out of his red ears like pillows of smoke, it glowered in the red veins of his eyes. 

Ram’s temper went tick tock tick tock. BOOM

The guns came out. Silver, long barreled, fully loaded with 0.65 caliber lead encrusted bullets. Bobby drew his semi automatic 50 rounds a minute Uzi. Shaikh was up too, his trusty desert eagle 0.50 out, shining its devilish armor grin. Me, I was still seated quietly understanding the gravity of the situation I had gotten myself into. Quietly understanding how stupid I was to be here, how stupid I was to think that there would be a way out of this.     

There’s a feeling you get when the end is near, people say your whole life flashes in front of your eyes, some say you see the light. I say you see things more clearly. It all falls into place, everything clicks forming a clear line, a clear thought, a clear understanding of what you thought was foolish. 

A clear reason why Jagdish Ranade planned a card game. He was by far not stupid, if he planned a card game it was for a reason, he always said it was to see who was the strongest. That though true, was only the tip of the iceberg. It had greater meaning, it held meaning even after his passing. He knew we would hold a game in his honor after he went, he knew in his paranoid head that we would fall to pieces, come to blows. He knew the strongest would hold out, the strongest would prevail inheriting the fruits of his hard work. He was no fool, if he did something he made sure it was worth the trouble. This was no simple card game, this was a fragile test. This was the battle we’d all known was at hand. The battle for power and only the strongest would survive, and Jagdish Ranade, paranoid Jagdish Ranade knew this and more importantly, planned this. Being paranoid is being perfectly aware. The crafty son of a bitch was aware all right, even after he was dead.

I got up slowly. 

I calmly fished out my gun, a small pearl handle 0.35 calibre. It’s small, but effective as hell, I’ve seen people big as ox’s fall after tasting its bullets. 

All four of us guns drawn, safety’s cocked, in each other’s sights waited and sweated. 

“RESPECT THIS! dick” Ram quipped not too intelligently, Mexican standoff.

“You cannot steal customers and not expect consequences, no one lives unnoticed Ram” Bobby yelled.

“Never stole shit from nobody, dick” Ram replied, now removing the cigar from his mouth. I had never seen him do that before. All that blinding rage had taken him over. He wasn’t shaking or throwing a fit. He was prepared to snuff out life, he was prepared to kill, kill everyone if that’s what it took to sate his anger.    

“That would be me you referred to Bobby” Shaikh spoke letting us feel his evil presence.

“Check your sources boy, they’re not entirely reliable” he snickered.

Bobby turned his gun “His head, your head, I’m still going to shoot someone.”

“I’m itching to pull this trigger Shaikh, I want to kill your dumb ass for framing me, But the Bobby boy here needs to be taken in for brain surgery...” 

Sweat dripped from my forehead into my eyes stinging deeply, adding to the pain from my side. 

“Who wants to die first?” Shaikh looked around with piercingly psychotic eyes.

Right about then the stitch in my waist expanded, it almost took a cramp like grip on my waist and squeezed, showing me through a world of pretty white, bright blinding pain, I screamed reaching for my side. 

POP my pearl handle went catching Shaikh in the head. 

I heard more POPs and then it all went away like a bad dream, fading into a collage of blurry images. 

I woke up. Bright light streamed down straight at me. “You okay there?” a voice said. “huhhhhhhhh” I was devilishly groggy. 

“Mr Dawara how’s that pain?” the voice asked again. I tried to get up. 

“Don’t. You need rest.” The voice said. A hand reached out to me resting 

itself on my shoulder in a comforting gesture. I sat back down, felt a bit drafty from all the movement. I saw that I was wearing a hospital gown after a brief look downward. 

“Where am I?” 

“Jahangir general hospital, Mr Dawara. I’m doctor Rabade, you’re appendix burst sir…”   


 “Your weak gastro intestinal system collapsed due to intense stress…” he began to ramble.


“The others..” I mumbled in some pain through clenched teeth.


“Oh, that. I’m sorry their dead ….” He went on but it never even reached my smiling face.  


Weak, I was weak. I survived not because I was strong but because I was weak! I had finally proved the bastard wrong. I was weak and I had survived! The police would inquire, hell surely they would, three of the great underworld bosses were dead and the great shift of power had taken place. But what could they do to me, I was the sole king of Mumbai’s underworld now, eat shit and die Jagdish Ranade! Weak, weak, weak, weak, weak. I could feel Jagdish Ranade turn in his grave as I savored the ultimate revenge. 

The house of cards had fallen and the weak inherited all!

