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I

t was quarter to eight in the morning. I finished taking the shower and was getting prepared to go to the office. I had half an hour to quickly finish the breakfast before I could join my colleague who was waiting for me downstairs. We used to go together in his car to the office. While I was combing my hair, my servant brought the breakfast and the news paper for me.  Since I never get time to read the newspaper in detail in the morning, I would glance through the main headings only. As usual I unfolded the newspaper and kept it on my table. Holding the plate of  roti and curry in my hands I was reading the headlines in a hurry.  Suddenly a photograph on the front page caught my attention. That snap was of  a textile shop owner, sitting on the roadside and he was in the company of two mannequins, probably from his shop. That photo came along with the news of Municipal Corporation of New Delhi demolishing the illegal constructions in Lajpath Nagar Market. The photographer, whomsoever it may be, had captured a strange smile on the face of that person sitting on the road near the mannequins. The article said that many immigrants from other places bought shops in the Lajpath Nagar area, without knowing the fact that the shops for which they paid  the savings of their life, were constructed illegally. When the law was enforced stringently,  cry for mercy fell into deaf ears and the justice was blind. Those who constructed the shops illegally, and sold it to the  people who were not aware of these facts, were nowhere in the scene. The man in the photograph was probably a person who had been into such a trap. When the MCD demolished the illegal constructions, he was thrown into the roads, with the company of the mannequins from his shop.  May be he was laughing at himself,  or thinking about the strange turn he has reached in his life. Somehow that photograph disturbed me slightly. Though I was in a hurry, I read that article on demolition completely.  After finishing that article, when I looked into that photograph, I could realize  why I was disturbed by that. It was stirring the memories of a similar incident in my family. A story of eviction…There were no mannequins in that story. Instead, there were plenty of watches, time pieces and chiming clocks.  Just like the mannequins gave company to the Lajpath Nagar textile shop owner on the road side, they gave company to my brother who was evicted from his  watch repairing shop, his workplace of two decades. Though I was sitting in the car and talking to my colleagues, at the back of my mind that bitter memories of eviction were coming up.  

I was always proud to show my friends the big board reading “International Time Center”. That was the name of the Watch Repairing shop my father had in the city center.  Since I started remembering things,  International Time Center was there.  As per the stories told  by my sisters and brothers, my father took it for rent from somebody and the rent was something like 50 Rs a month. Our shop was in the same building which had a type writing institute and a printing press. The press was on the ground floor and our shop above it. The food we had, the fun we had, the little comforts we had, all were  from that tiny shop called International  Time Center. Two people spent their life inside that small shop, listening to the heartbeats of watches and the ding dong sounds from the wall clocks. One was my father and the other my elder brother. My mother says that when my brother  failed in the school for two consecutive years, he himself decided to say good bye to school life. The world of time telling machines fascinated him more than the text books. So the obvious choice for him at that time, was to give a helping hand to my father. At that time as I was a kid, I never understood how the balance sheet of our family is maintained with the income from that little shop. Instead I used to think and  wonder how the clock ticks regularly, how the cuckoo bird  cries at every hour  from the cuckoo clock and so on. I would be very happy in seeing things bigger with my father’s magnifying glass put on my eyes. I would kneel on the floor of the shop  and look for thrown away springs and small plastic containers, which generated much curiosity in me. I would put my ears close to the wooden window inside the shop to hear the ticking of the type writers from the type writing institute next to our shop. Else, I would listen to the resonance generated by the striking of many wall clocks in the shop, all at the same time. 

Many people would come with their watches for getting it repaired.  If they are my father’s friends, then I would have the privilege to listen to very interesting conversations. It may range from the legendary Hollywood movies to the philosophical insights from Ramayan, Mahabharath, The Bible, or Holy Quran. Amidst all these, one person would be still breaking his head over the malfunctioning of the watches or clocks, with his magnifying glass on…….my brother. At that time I never realized how difficult is that job of sitting in the chair from morning till evening, glaring into the watches with magnifying glass. All I knew at that time was that International Time center is everything  for us. Just as the tiny hut which shelters us, is dear to us, that little shop was also dear to our heart, though it was rented to my father by someone.

The shop was situated on the roadside. That road was very near to the main road  and the state secretariat was  only few meters away from that junction. Our shop was  one among the three such shops in that area. As it was in the city’s heart, there were no scarcity of customers. Businessmen and the people from government offices were the regular customers in the shop. Unknowingly I was becoming a part of a customer service environment. May be I was destined to be a part of a service company in the future. Many of those people  I know by face, even today, as my father used to introduce me to those customers who were his close friends .

While I was in High School, I heard my brother talking about the forced acquisition of land by the government for development purpose. He said the whole area, which includes our shop also, would come under the development project. Roads would become wider, the main road traffic would be diverted through the new widened road and the sacrifice to be made for the development was from people like us….whose life was dependent on the activities in the shops on that road. From my brother’s words I could guess that one day we will have to wind up the business from that shop and move on to some other area. I was not matured enough to understand the seriousness in those words at that time. I never could imagine how our rhythm can break if we have to wind up. As a school boy I had many other things to worry…may be the competition in the examinations, the brain teasing chemical reactions in Organic chemistry or may be  my inability to remember the world and Indian History in the syllabus. My immature senses could tell me that something bad is going to happen. But then my brother’s explanation of the fact that any development project from the government’s side would take another 5 to 6 years, would help me to get away with that ill feeling. He was true in that sense. Even today the road is not widened, though the development authority had put large boards in front of its office showing the layout of the new roads. But…… my senses didn’t lie to me. 

International Time Center had started welcoming customers since 70’s, even before I was born. By the time it was the modern 90’s, activities around the area also changed a lot. The area had grown into a key business center. Rich business men rushed into the area to buy and sell shops in a spree to reap their fortune. The liquor contractor Narendran was one among them. His eyes fell on the plot in which our shop stood. He wanted to buy the entire plot which had our shop, the printing press on the ground and the   typewriting institute . He was clever enough to foresee the delay in the government processes and he would have thought of making a fortune within that period of delay. During my second year of graduation, I came to know about the plans of Narendran contractor. Time was adding up maturity in my mind in bits and pieces. Slowly the ill feelings started creeping in my mind. I could see the worrying faces of my brother and my father everyday. Father used to say “ My life is almost over..I had spent the lifetime in the shop.. now its his life…I am worried…”.  He used to mention this, about my brother, to his close friends who visited the shop. What pinched him was the fact that his close friend, the press owner, vacated from the press, by accepting a good amount of money from Narendran Contractor. My father knew it only after the ground floor was filled with foreign liquor bottles. Since then hassles were approaching us in different forms. Earlier my brother used to spend late night hours to finish off the work so that he can get the watches repaired in time. When the liquor shop started functioning, the late night stay became risky. My father advised him to be back at home before 9.00 in the night.

Narendran Contractor’s next step was to force the type writing institute owner out of the building. We never came to know what was the deal. But one fine day we saw the liquor bottles getting stored in a new place…as Narendran contractor had to use the institute rooms as storage area to meet the growing demand from the city’s boozers. But he never told  us to vacate. We knew that the day is not so far when liquor bottles would occupy the place where the watches, clocks and time pieces are kept. Narendran Contractor was over our heads like  the Democles’s Sword. 

The sword fell on our head after my father’s demise.  I was doing the final year of graduation. A month after the funeral, Narendran contractor approached my brother and asked to pay a rent of thousand rupees a month. Though for business people in the locality it was not even a small amount to throw, it was a huge amount for people like us. A jump from a nominal amount of 50 rupees to 1000 rupees was too much, and the income generated from the shop was following a downward trend. The invasion of quartz watches and clocks made it possible for people to have throw away watches. New watches were available well within the cost of repairing mechanical watches. Narendran contractor was well aware of the fact that thousand rupees would be a huge amount for us to pay. But for the time being, the goodwill created by my father, according to him the only asset he had, came to our help. Some close aides of Narendran contractor, who happened to be the customers of our little shop, advocated for us. Nanrendran contractor lowered the limit of the rent from thousand rupees to five hundred rupees. .but with a condition. The condition was to vacate the place in three months. He even sent us a notice on this matter. He would give a token amount of fifty thousand rupees as compensation. Since these things were expected, it didn’t  come as a shock. The level of tolerance for us was pretty high. The three months that followed were  really unforgettable. My brother was frantically trying to get a shop on rent in any part of the city, where the business could be run. Everywhere, the advance money needed crossed six digits. For a family where, a few thousands mattered a lot, lacks were well beyond imagination.  We were teetering on the brim of a dire financial straits.

A week before the three months deadline, Narendran contractor gave the token amount to my brother. Though we requested to get a fair deal from him to compensate for the uprooting from our shop of nearly three decades, it couldn’t elicit any mercy from him. Even if we had gone to court against the eviction, we would have lost as the shop was not  even registered. Even if it was registered, we wouldn’t have been fighting against the mighty liquor contractor, because it would be a game between a rat and a lion. We had no other choice but to recede. 

And the day came at last..the day of eviction. From college, I went directly to the shop in the evening. My two brothers were busy packing things in small cartons and putting them on the side. One of my cousin brothers was also with us. The old chiming clocks, cuckoo clock of dancing dolls, with its pristine beauty still preserved, faver-luba time pieces which were disowned by the owners, and so many other items were to pack. The biggest job was to take out the big glass covered working table which was not moved for three decades. We waited till 11.00 in the night and when the whole city went to sleep, we started pulling out things from the shop and loaded into the small mini lorry parked near the shop. When the table was removed, many cockroaches started running from their hiding places. Along with us, they were also evicted from their hiding place. The only difference was that they could easily manage to find another hide out, but not us. The last thing my brother took out from the shop was the framed photograph of my father’s teacher, who taught my father the basics of watch repairing. Every day that photograph used to be decorated with a garland of jasmine and few incense sticks. Before locking the door, he stopped for a while and took the broomstick from the corner of the wall outside. He said, he cannot leave his workshop of two decades, filled with dirt.  Waiting near the mini lorry, we all were looking at him, cleaning the floor of that empty shop, destined to be a liquor store room in few days. Then he locked the door with the lock given by Narendran contractor. He was still smiling while looking  at the closed door. We were silent while the mini lorry traveled to my home along the sleeping city roads. The trade union people were informed earlier, in order to avoid the scuffles while unloading the stuff from the mini lorry. The union of loaders and un loaders, used to create unnecessary problems sometimes.  In half an hours time they unloaded everything from the lorry and somehow we managed to put all the things in the space available in our house.

Seven years have passed since International Time center seized to exist. But the goodwill  still remains. Though the old customers still come to our home for repairing watches and clocks, the inflow of customers is  obviously much less than what it would have been if the shop was still there.  My brother kept on trying for a while, to  take another shop for rent, but he gave up the idea because of the six digits amount needed for that. The biggest task was to meet both ends at home with the dwindling income.   But we all still believed for a good day to come. We always hoped that  there would be light at the end of the tunnel. Like everyone at home, I was also worried about the ways I can help the family.  The impact of the eviction to our life was such that we even thought of selling the property were we live and migrate to the city’s outskirts. Though I resisted the idea for quite a number of times because of the emotional attachment I have to the house where I was born and brought up, one day I also agreed to that. Somehow for some reasons, it didn’t happen  and we kept on pushing the days. It continued till I became an employee. When the bad days were over, the blessings were showered from the god. I was given more than what I expected. I had the best job I could imagine, in my hand.  I was able to take the burden into my shoulders too. That was a great relief to my brother, who was still  trying to cope up with the velocity of the fall.  

Even now, when I travel  by the road, leading to the liquor shop, where our little International Time Center  stood, I remember the smile of my brother, while locking the door of the shop for the last time, knowing that the doors are not to be opened by him anymore.  The smile of the textile shop owner sitting near the mannequins, was exactly like that smile engraved in my mind .
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