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Ten Little Indians 

 

You didn’t say no to Jimmy the Spark.  That was the law. 

 Rumour was, the last person who refused Jimmy anything was a used car salesman who 

owned a dealership on a piece of prime real estate that Jimmy was keen to buy.  Jimmy made the man 

an offer.  He refused.  It was stalemate for a few days until, to nobody’s surprise, the whole place 

disappeared in a freak blaze.  The dealer cut his losses, moved to a new town, and a legend was born.  

Jimmy the Spark.   

 Sanjeev Ghir, owner of the Koh-I-Noor restaurant, could feel his hands shake when he sat 

down, facing Jimmy across the table.  Jimmy was a big man with a thick gut that hung over his belt.  

He had a face that looked to have been cut from granite, and narrow piercing eyes. 

The sound of sitar music played gently through the speaker above Jimmy’s head.  Next to the 

speakers, a painting of Lakshmi hung on the wall, the Goddess of wealth and prosperity.  The smell of 

warm spices filled the air. 

 ‘I thought maybe we could eat during our discussion,’ said Sanjeev.  ‘Would that suit you?’ 

 Jimmy smiled.  ‘Sounds good to me.  I love your grub.  It’s the reason why I’m going to buy this 

place.’ 

 The words nettled Sanjeev.   Why I’m going to buy this place.  Not ‘if’ or ‘could’, as if there’s 

any doubt in the matter.  He said ‘why’, like it was a given fact. 

 Anya appeared, pushing a metal trolley across the carpet.  Sanjeev’s wife smiled, putting on a 

brave face.  Only the faintest twitch at the edge of her mouth betrayed her nerves.  She parked the 

trolley up against the table. 
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Sanjeev said.  ‘I have taken the liberty of preparing a selection of dishes.  Nothing heavy, just 

a few small appetisers.’ 

 ‘Hey, that suits me fine,’ said Jimmy.  ‘You’re the boss.’  He gave a sly wink. 

 Sanjeev rose to help his wife.  There were no waiters to serve.  He had given the staff the 

afternoon off, locked the front door.  Better that this conversation took place in private. 

They placed a trio of metal hotplates onto the table, then carefully laid out a number of bowls, 

finally dropping a serving spoon in each one.  Ten dishes in all.  Anya pushed the trolley away then 

returned, sitting beside her husband.  They held hands under the table, sharing their fear. 

 Sanjeev indicated the food in front of them.  ‘Please,’ he said.  ‘Enjoy.’ 

 ‘Looks good.’  Jimmy scooped the spoon from a bowl of aloo chat, dumped some onto his 

plate.  He picked up his fork, then hesitated, making a face.  ‘See, that’s the problem with my line of 

work,’ he said.  ‘You do get a bit paranoid.’ 

 Sanjeev frowned at him.  ‘I don’t understand.’ 

 ‘This stuff, whatever it is.  Why don’t you have a bite, eh?’ 

 ‘What do you mean?’ 

 Jimmy jabbed his finger at the bowl.  ‘Eat.’ 

 Sanjeev shrugged.  He dropped some potato onto his own plate, then ate a mouthful, chewing 

carefully, then swallowing.  He raised his eyebrows, as if to say, what were you expecting? 

 Jimmy pushed a forkful of potato into his gaping mouth.  He smacked his lips loudly.  ‘Bloody 

hell, that’s good.’ 

 Anya lifted a small portion of spicy cashews and some tandoori meatballs onto her plate and 

began to eat.  Jimmy waited until she had begun, before he tucked into the same. 
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 ‘Okay, let’s get to the point, shall we?’ said Jimmy around a mouthful of food.  ‘I want this 

place.’ 

 Sanjeev paused, a vegetable pakora halfway to his lips.   ‘And we do not wish to sell.  This is 

our livelihood.  We built this from nothing.  It has taken us nearly ten years to get to this stage.  Ten 

years of hard work and sweat.’ 

 Jimmy placed his hand against his ear.  ‘Hey, d’you hear that dripping sound?  Know what that 

is?  It’s my heart bleeding for you.’ 

 Sanjeev shook his head.  ‘I’m sorry, I don’t get you.’ 

 Jimmy rolled his eyes.  ‘I’m saying this isn’t sodding multi-choice.  You don’t get to pick and 

choose what you want.  At the end of the day, I’m buying this place.’ 

 ‘And if I refuse?’ asked Sanjeev.  Anya’s hand tightened around his own.  He could feel both 

of their palms sweating. 

 Jimmy leaned forwards.  His eyes were cold.  ‘You really want to go down that route?’ 

 ‘I don’t think you realise what this place means to us,’ said Anya.  ‘We have…’ 

 Jimmy slammed his fist onto the table, silencing her.  ‘Did I ask your opinion?’ 

 Anya closed her mouth, slumped low in her chair. 

 ‘I’ll make you a fair offer,’ said Jimmy.  ‘Fair to me, anyway.  Make it all above board, buy you 

out, all on the level.  Give you a nice bit of cash in your pocket to walk away with.’ 

 ‘And how long do we get to think about this?’ asked Sanjeev. 

 Jimmy’s eyes widened.  ‘You want a time limit?  Christ, what do you think this is, Countdown?  

Here, tell you what.’  Jimmy picked up an onion bhaji from Sanjeev’s plate, tossed it into the air.  ‘I’ll 
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give you long as it takes for that to hit the floor.  Oh, look, it’s already landed.  Guess you’re out of 

time.’ 

 ‘I beg of you,’ said Sanjeev.  ‘Don’t do this to us.  We need this place.  Without this restaurant, 

we would not be able to afford to send our son through university.’ 

 ‘I’m sorry, have I been talking to myself, here?’  Jimmy shot out a hand.  He grabbed Sanjeev 

by the wrist, twisted hard.  Pain jolted through Sanjeev’s forearm.  ‘Up until till now, this has just been 

a friendly chat.’ 

Sanjeev thought, this is friendly? 

 ‘Please,’ he said. 

 Jimmy increased the pressure until Sanjeev thought that his wrist was going to snap.  ‘You 

really don’t want this to get unpleasant now, do you?’ 

 Jimmy let go of Sanjeev’s wrist.  He leaned back, waited until Anya had finished sipping from 

a tumbler of lassi, then he picked up her glass, took a deep swallow and wiped his mouth with the 

sleeve of his shirt. 

 Sanjeev rubbed at his wrist, massaging the bruised flesh.  After a moment, he reached into his 

pocket, pulled out a piece of paper. 

 ‘What’s this?’ asked Jimmy. 

 ‘It’s a breakdown of costs, how much our restaurant is worth.’  He slid the page across the 

table.  ‘I was hoping it wouldn’t come to this.  But, if we were to sell, that is the minimum that we 

would be able to accept.’ 

Jimmy ate some chicken tikka smothered with tarka dahl then he picked up the page.  His eyes 

widened. 

 ‘This is a joke, right?’ 
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 ‘No,’ said Sanjeev.  ‘This is correct.  This is what our restaurant is worth.’ 

 ‘You think I’m paying this?’ 

 ‘It’s what we would need,’ said Anya.  ‘We have to have enough to pay for our home, for our 

son’s education.’ 

 Jimmy laid the piece of paper out onto the table.  He ran his finger across its surface, coming 

to rest halfway down the page.  ‘Ah, I think I see the problem.  There’s a mistake in your numbers, 

right there.’ 

 Sanjeev frowned.  ‘A mistake?  That’s not possible.’ 

‘Oh, yeah.  Definitely a mistake.  See, what you’ve done is, you’ve missed an important part 

of the calculation.  You’ve failed to factor in the degree to which I don’t give a crap about your son’s 

education.’  He laughed at his own joke.  Then, he said, ‘Take that figure and halve it.’ 

 ‘Halve it?’ said Sanjeev.  ‘You cannot be serious.’ 

 ‘I look like a comedian to you?’  A vegetable pakora disappeared into his mouth, followed by 

a spoonful of lamb biriani.  He belched softly.  ‘Hey, I’m not a complete monster.  I’d give you time to 

move out.  If you like, I’ll even let you stay on, work for me in the kitchen.’ 

 ‘Work for you?’ said Anya, unable to keep the disgust out of her voice.  

 ‘Please,’ Sanjeev pleaded.  ‘Be reasonable.’ 

 ‘Hey, I am being reasonable.  You look up the word reasonable in the dictionary, you’d see a 

picture of my big smiling face looking back at you.’  He grinned, fragments of spinach glistening from 

his teeth. 

 Sanjeev hung his head. 

 ‘So, what’s it to be?’  Jimmy coughed, spat a few fragments of pakora onto the table. 
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 ‘Could I take a moment to explain about our son’s education?’ said Sanjeev. 

 ‘No.’  Jimmy slapped the table with the flat of his hand.  Bowls jumped.  The lassi spilled over, 

forming a white puddle which dripped onto the floor.  ‘Bloody hell, if I have to hear about your sodding 

son one more time, I swear I’m going to thump one of you.’  His face reddened visibly.  Beads of sweat 

appeared on his forehead. 

 ‘Please, this is important,’ said Sanjeev.  ‘You will want to know this, I am sure.’ 

 Jimmy didn’t reply.  His skin colour deepened. 

 ‘Our son has a bright future ahead of him,’ said Anya.  ‘A very bright future.  His tutors all say 

that he is one of the most promising young men they have ever taught.’ 

 ‘It’s amazing,’ said Sanjeev.  ‘To think that the son of a mere restaurant owner could have such 

intelligence.  We are so proud.’ 

 Jimmy coughed again, spittle spraying onto the table.  He ran his finger around his collar, 

loosening his tie. 

 Sanjeev continued.  ‘When he comes home for the holidays, his conversation is full of talk that 

goes right over our heads.  He uses so many big words now, words that his mother and I can only begin 

to understand.’ 

 There was more coughing from Jimmy.  More spittle hit the table, this time accompanied by 

flecks of blood.  His skin was now purple, his eyes wide and bulging. 

 ‘The last time he came home, Anya, what was it that he was telling us about?  That strange 

expression that he used?’ 

 Anya’s forehead wrinkled in thought.  ‘Binary poisons.’ 

 ‘Ah, yes.  Binary poisons.  Do you know what they are, Jimmy?’ 
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 Jimmy didn’t reply.  He was too busy clawing at his collar, buttons popping as he ripped his 

shirt open.  Air came from his mouth in jagged bursts. 

 ‘They are amazing things,’ said Sanjeev.  ‘It seems that a person can eat one type of chemical 

and show no ill effects.’ 

 ‘While another person can eat a different chemical,’ said Anya.  ‘And, still, have no effect.’ 

 ‘But, if one person were to eat both chemicals at once…’  Sanjeev’s eyes ran over the table, 

looking at the variety of dishes in front of them.  ‘…well, then, that is a different matter.’ 

 Jimmy slumped from chair, gagging and retching.  He rolled onto the carpet, his legs twitching 

spastically.  His face was now the colour of aubergines and his tongue protruded from the side of his 

mouth. 

 ‘It’s just like cooking,’ said Anya.  ‘Simply a question of applying the right complimentary 

materials to the right dishes.  Understand how they react together.’ 

 They both went quiet while they waited, their hands intertwined as they listening to the 

sounds of Jimmy writhing on the floor.  It took another five minutes before Jimmy stopped moving 

altogether. 

 Sanjeev rose from the table and began to tidy away the dishes.  In another three hours they 

would be opening the doors for the dinnertime rush.  

They had a lot of clearing up to do. 

 


