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Praise for Border Crossers


‘The consummate skill with which Bhaskar Roy slips the subcontinent’s post-Partition dilemma in, almost as sub-text, is astonishing and reminiscent of Gabriel García Márquez. Border Crossers is at heart, like all the very best works, prophetic and optimistic – a fantastic work by a new and accomplished voice.’


– Paul Pickering, Booker Prize–longlisted author of Lucy


‘The characters are strong as is the evocation of locations with writing which is rich and sensual, an extremely good evocation of the sights, sounds and smells of India.’


– Jad Adams, author of Decadent Women: Yellow Book Lives 


‘A master of English prose and dialogue, Roy makes one constantly eager, sometimes even desperate, to know what happens next. He trawls the underworld with no skating over its sometimes fetid aspects. He can effortlessly convey loneliness, love, abject poverty, death – the prose never falters. Like Henry Fielding’s Tom Jones, this is a picaresque novel of supreme quality. Indian history impinges on the narrative – the new scourge of Hindu extremism.’


– Bevis Hillier, former editor of The Connoisseur and The Times Saturday Review
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1

Love in April

Like an obdurate creeper from a crack in the wall, a little bazaar has come up in the middle of the shantytown – unobtrusively, without buzzing like one. The haphazard cluster has grown slowly, one shop at a time, sensing business. 

An old man sits on a rough plank, selling groceries – coarse broken rice, cheap pulses, flour, jaggery, sawdust sugar, limp red chillies… In rusty tins, the items look lustreless, waiting for buyers for a very long time. Bugs move inside the flour, causing a mild tremor on the surface. Swollen black ants crawl over the chunk of blackish jaggery. The man grimaces, shooing away flies with an old newspaper and abusing the world.

‘Not a single buyer since morning,’ he complains to no one in particular. ‘Are the fucking fools of the slum eating chow mein?’ He raises his voice, swiping the folded paper through the air. ‘Maybe the bastards go to the malls to buy salt and grate their balls on the moving stairs, ha.’

‘You said it well, Chacha.’ The boy from the next stall laughs. The greengrocer. He is splashing the cabbages and cauliflowers with water from a plastic bucket. ‘A shop in the new mall actually sells vegetables.’

‘What?’ The old man looks scandalized.

‘Yes, Chacha. There’s a fish shop also.’




‘Fish! Inside that shiny, cool palace? Chhaa! I tell you, very soon the imbeciles will start selling babies in the mall. Yesss. Babies by the kilo!’

‘Something like that is actually happening, Chacha.’ On her way back from work, a young woman has stopped by the greengrocer’s to buy some vegetables. She was listening to the old man’s rantings. ‘My madam’s sister has come from Germany. Doctors said she cannot make a baby because her heart is damaged. She asked me to hatch her egg with her husband’s worm in it. “We will give you a lakh of rupees” – yes, she said that. I died in shame. But the witch laughed, shaking her reedy body. “It’s not what you’re thinking.” She tapped my shoulder. “We take you to the doctor, and she puts the seed from my egg and my husband’s worm inside you. Bas. It will grow into a baby in ten months.” The cardboard woman coaxed me, pleaded holding my hand. “You will live with us for a year. Good food. Comfort. A visit to the doctor once in a while.” She put an arm around me. “If we get our baby all right, why, I can even help you buy a little place of your own somewhere.” Scared, I ran away, all the time fearing someone else’s baby moving inside me.’

A small crowd has gathered around the woman, hanging on her every word.

‘The diseased rich and their moth-eaten balls! Keck…thoo!’ The old man’s face contorts with revulsion as if he wants to retch. ‘You cannot tell their women from frozen fish, huh! And they have the guts to ask our girl to hatch their eggs! Maaro saalon ko!’

The crowd agrees. Bash up the bastards! Everyone turns to the woman.

‘Putli, you did the right thing by saying no. Why didn’t you slap that weedy woman?’




As the old man blusters, others look at her admiringly. A new star.

‘I often put a hand on my belly to see if they have already tricked me into something, if a baby is actually kicking.’ Looking worried, she taps her navel.

All eyes focus on the woman’s stomach, looking for signs of some foul play by her employers.

‘Don’t worry, Putli.’ The old man holds her gaze for a few moments, then turns to the crowd. ‘If that witch has already done something to our Putli – some black magic – we will make her pay big money. Yeah, BIG MONEY… one – no – two l-a-a-khh rupees.’

‘Ye-e-e-ss, twoo laakkh,’ the crowd roars back.

Putli nods, acknowledging her new stature with a broad smile, and walks away. With her, all the excitement too vanishes. The crowd disperses.

Only the man selling mithai and snacks keeps shaking his head. ‘What all happens in a city,’ he mumbles. Sitting next to a fly-lined rickety showcase, its cracked glass front taped at a few places, he is frying samosas in a gunky cauldron over an open fire. ‘It’s a strange place.’

Beside him, a woman spreads trays of chewing tobacco pouches, cheap cigarettes, bidi bundles wrapped in coarse paper, FLAG printed on them. Strings of shampoo sachets are tied between two bamboo poles like streamers. The woman slices betel nuts and looks around. ‘Here you’re citied.’ She laughs. Splashes a little water from a plastic bottle over the neatly piled betel on a marble slab. The piece of red cloth covering the yellowish-green leaves turns blood-dark. In a wooden box, she keeps bindi strips. On their way to work, young women stop by to stick a bindi on their foreheads. This is the busiest stall. Business is brisk.




A rickshaw-wallah buys a bundle of Flag bidis, smokes one and waits for a little chat with Mausi. He pulls out a comb from his hip pocket and moves it through his thickly oiled black hair. ‘Mausi —’ Tentative, he lowers his voice.

‘What?’ Disgust in her voice.

‘Give me… uh…’ He fumbles, gropes for words.

She frowns.

‘That balloon.’

‘Hai!’ She screws up her face, taking out a packet of cheap condoms from an old chocolate box. For a moment, she blushes, looking at the copulating couple on the packet, but quickly regains her hold. ‘Burnt-faced monkey! You’ve not earned even ten rupees since morning. And you’re going to the pit to smell a mangy bitch!’ She throws the little packet at him.

The man laughs. ‘Don’t be angry, Mausi. I blow up the balloon only in the evening. Now I am going to park my rickshaw outside the mall and wait for the memsahibs with their bulging shopping bags.’

‘Go away, you – you shameless langur!’

He giggles, throwing away the half-smoked bidi. ‘Honestly, Mausi, when a buxom beauty climbs onto my rickshaw, fair, bobbed hair, something happens inside me. I am thrilled, I pedal fast, with all my might hey… hey…’

‘Go to your village, find a good girl and get married. Now clear off.’

Often, the young men and women meet at Mausi’s shop for a chat. The migrants are no longer part of the old village society. But the village has somehow caught up with them. The sanction against open free mixing of boys and girls has persisted in the slum of their new life, too. There are unwritten rules, restrictions.  A man cannot enter the shanty of a woman living alone. Nor can a young man and a woman freely move together, frolicking around town. They still need some pretext to meet. This shop is a good excuse. A convenient rendezvous.

At one end of the bazaar is a little temple of the monkey god. The priest, a young man in flowing ochre robes, a long tuft of hair dangling from his crown, doubles as a tutor for schoolgoing children. He cycles through the narrow lanes and stops at every little gathering, talking about Bihar politics, things happening back home.

On the periphery of the slum is a raw, craggy mosque with neither a dome nor a courtyard, only a green flag flying from its top. In its backyard, Akhtar has set up shop. Every morning, he sits there, hunched over a wobbly iron table under a shed, going through the order book in between talking on the phone. He raises his head occasionally to watch the workers making grilles, joining steel plates with oxyacetylene torches. When there are no calls to make, he listens to popular numbers from Bollywood movies on his phone.

This morning, the yard is still quiet, not buzzing with activity. Akhtar sees Jamal stop at Mausi’s shop. Leaning against his bicycle, he strikes a match to light a cigarette, puffs on it deeply. He is eagerly talking to the old woman. She must have said something funny; the fart laughs heartily. Blood suddenly rushes to Akhtar’s head. The moron’s wavy hair, falling to his shoulders, flutters. The cycle shakes. Behnchod Bangladeshi! Akhtar swears, looking hatefully at Jamal. There will be a power cut in an hour, and the fucking fellow is still quizzing Mausi for some news about that darkie whore! The laggard must be lashed and that hooker  of his – raped. Nah, gang-raped! Akhtar is surprised at his own anger, the rush of blood, loud words, brutalities unleashed on Jamal for being a sister-fucker. Unconcerned, Jamal buys a paan, pushes it into his mouth and chews with relish.

When Jamal pedals leisurely into the yard and finally brakes, Akhtar explodes. ‘I have to deliver two hundred feet of balcony grille before lunch. And you were smooching the farting old woman to know about that tart of yours? You Bangladeshi bastard!’

‘Akhtar Bhai, talk business,’ Jamal shouts back. ‘Your work will be done by noon. Who’s my love – none of your business. This much I know that you will never love a girl; you’ll take home a bride for a fat dowry.’

Jamal sits back on his haunches. The gangly man with his shock of long, unkempt hair puts together two large L-shaped angles as Akhtar watches. The oxy-fuel torch splays, blue flames blossom, the outline of a gate emerges.

‘Now hurry. I have ordered tea for both of us.’ Akhtar mellows after the sudden outburst. Getting a skilled welder is not easy. Such custom grille workshops are sprouting up every day in this boomtown. Those with big money will naturally pick up the good workers at a premium. The fish-eating Bangladeshi knows his job. A moody fellow with a swirling accent, he, however, has given his business a big push. The chap has skills and ideas, too. Earlier, his grilles had neither perfect finish nor such striking designs. Let the fool fuck that famished female; that’s none of my business really. Akhtar’s head sways to the lilting tune on the phone. A raunchy item number.

He pores over the order book. It’s full for the next two months.  He watches the crazy welder. Wearing the dark glass mask, he is busy welding the iron pieces with lead. Blue flames shoot out. Slowly, a design blooms out of the jointed hooks and elbows. The fellow’s idea – mixing two or three different patterns. Akhtar unknowingly smiles.

The boy from the tea stall puts down on the ground a cloudy glass from his chai stand. Jamal notices the basket. He made it by twisting iron wire and joining scraps for six slots. Thrilled, the boy instantly became his fan. He now waits, his eyes closely following the blue flames.

Taking out the skin from the surface with his fingers, he sips the sugary brew, spitting out the odd tea leaf. Back in Khulna, he loved black tea with a dash of lemon lightening it gold. He detests the way they boil tea here in milk and water. Too much sugar.

‘Ustad.’ The boy’s face lights up. His eyes glint.

‘What?’ Jamal fakes annoyance.

‘I want to learn this work – dark mask, blue flames, iron strips turning into ivy. Will you take me as your chela?’

‘You little devil – clear off. Bhaag, bhaag. If someone works with the flames for a long time, he goes blind – do you know that, buddhu?’

‘Ustad…’

‘Now what?’

‘I met her… your…’

Jamal’s ears perk up. Something happens inside him, like a jolt of electric current, his entire being tensing in urgent expectation. Still, he does not drop his guard.

‘You’re lying, you badmash.’

‘Honestly, Ustadji. Rabeya – that’s her name? She was buying bindis at Mausi’s shop, said she had heard about a job in a big man’s house. Is going to meet them today.’




Jamal hangs onto the boy’s every word – a new job – in a big man’s house in one of those high-rises.

We first met in April

Got close in May

Now rains are coming

I’m nervous, not knowing what’ll happen—

The hit song from a Bengali movie always plays on his phone. Memories of a life left behind the border come flooding in; the familiar tune echoes in his mind. In Khulna, they had to wait for months before films from Calcutta were screened in their town.
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Rowing his little boat down the Rupsa, he sings the song. The river in the estuary is wild, rushing extravagantly towards the sea. The big waves toss his flimsy boat around; the river widens recklessly, and the banks look hazy. The cargo ships laden with goods from faraway places are heading for Mongla Port. Fancy double-decker launches – packed with tourists, exhausted by the deep darkness of the mangrove forests – send strong eddies, pushing his boat away. Jamal’s oar digs deep; the boat pulls for the bank. That way it’s safe and easier to catch fish. The last trace of city life soon vanishes: the jute mills, factory sheds, Khulna Shipyard recede. The first hints of the Sundarbans fog up the banks.

Past Katia Nangla village, Jamal sees stunted mangrove palms close to the water. The large, round leaves seem to have sprouted straight out of wet, gooey earth; constantly whipped by marauding waves, their trunks are lost behind the canopies.




That’s the end of the human kingdom and the start of dark tides, fish, crocodiles and dense forests. Tiger country. Jamal often rows far looking for the silvery hilsa, on some days drifts to the mangroves where the village women wade into the brackish shallows, push net in hand, to catch prawn seedlings to harvest in hatcheries. In the criss-crossed estuary, he is king. Casting the net for a good catch, he hums:

We first met in April…
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Jamal gives the boy a two-rupee coin. ‘Chhotu, do one thing. When you see her at lunchtime, tell her to wait for me on the old brick bridge at six on Saturday evening.’

The boy picks up the empty glass and looks at him quizzically.

‘Do as I tell you, Chhotu. Tomorrow, you’ll get another coin.’

The boy keeps standing there, probing him with his inquisitive eyes.

‘What?’ Jamal raises his eyebrows.

‘Is she then…?’ The boy grins.

‘Yes – my love in April.’








2

Boomtown

Taking long steps through uncertain light and moist darkness, he walks past the new apartment blocks, surveying the vast expanse of farmland. He has no idea that this ambivalence will one day turn his life upside down, testing the limits of his being.

Over the layer of fog, a mellow mix of blue and white, day sloughs off the slumber. In the hesitation of early morning, Arijit Basu takes in the scene of busy activity: women and children pick tomatoes; men briskly bundle dark green spinach; a tractor trundles up and down a field. Soaked up by the fog and exuberant crops, its noise has lost the harshness – now nothing more than the click of a wall gecko’s tongue: tik tik pat pat tik…

He sees the child – dark, bright-eyed, barely five – limping around his mother. Not to be left behind, the boy picks up a clump of spring onions and walks towards the cart, dragging his weak foot. Throwing them into a pile of vegetables on the cart, he looks at the unshackled beasts, then turns. ‘Ma!’ he shouts triumphantly. A smile swamps his face.

A strange smell, actually a clutter of many smells, floats around: sourness from the ruffled tomato plants, earth being ploughed up, the sharp assault of freshly tugged-out spring onions. Yellow mustard flowers quiver in the low wind. Fat white radishes, pulled out of the ground like secret treasure, glisten with a soft dusting of morning dew on ivory.




But the scent of late winter, of primeval earth and its brute fertile instincts, does not actually take Arijit deep into the heart of kisan country. Press of hay. Innocence of the buffalo’s unreasoned might.

Walking down the smooth new road, he comes across another construction site. More like a theatre of war. Trucks and rollers and strange-looking Caterpillars have lined up for another day of invasion, incision into virgin territory. Apartment blocks are coming up around a sprawling ground.

He looks at the far side of the ground – an irrigation canal quietly flowing towards the distant villages. On its banks has come up a shantytown of plastic sheets and corrugated tin, of filth and grime. Groups of men and women are coming out of the clusters of zigzag pits. Like rows of ants looking for food. Domestics, rickshaw-wallahs, vegetable vendors… they walk down the dirt to be part of city life. In the daytime.

Arijit sees the women – young, famished – coming across the field in small groups. They chatter and laugh.

One playfully pushes another. ‘That hero in the new TV series – he’s coming to look for you!’ Both of them break into giggles.

‘Hey, listen, you beauty queen! That TV star will tie the knot with you after walking seven times round the fire, haan.’

The haggard woman – perhaps still a teenage girl looking older than her years – nudges her friend. The other holds her arm.

‘Oh, really?’

‘Honestly, if the hero really comes down, holds your arms and asks your name, what will you say?’

‘Why, Dimple – I’m your Dimple… Simple, isn’t it? Hahaha…’

They hug, pat each other’s arms, laughing to tears.




Arijit feels awkward on realizing his pace has faltered. He consciously walks faster, not wanting to be caught eavesdropping on frivolous girl chatter.

The giant cranes and menacing earthmovers promise to define life in suburbia. The newspapers are full of ads for apartments on sale. On the outskirts of Delhi, this boomtown is where the professionals want to be: executives, IT engineers, airline pilots, doctors. And the new brahmins – yesterday’s expats back from either side of the Atlantic to discover the sobering influence of an ancient civilization.

Arijit hastens his pace further.

He is one of them – the new settlers – discovering life all over again in an improbable place. When he came back to India after decades around the world, he had no idea of such a place, its rules and rituals. For him, it was unfamiliar urban life with hints of cow dung and sugarcane. A mix-up. A new city, and yet, the same Jat farmer, his dream of a good harvest, his sturdy wife with heavy silver anklets shining in the sun – it’s a first-rate hodgepodge, this place. Like its name, Noahda – a slow corruption from the original developer’s vision of Noah’s Dale, whatever that may be. Busy activity on the farm, the newness of the apartments, the lean, chattering women coming out of the warren.

From the street, Arijit turns into a wooded driveway leading to Blue Lotus Grove.

At the entrance of the apartment complex, the Gurkha stands at attention and salutes him. ‘Salaam, Sahib.’ Ram Bahadur Chhetri smiles. The rigidity of his post melts away. Defying his double-barrel gun and olive uniform, a simple boy from the hills flits out.

Arijit nods. He moves a few steps forward, then stops. A  big Tata truck outside F Block has rumpled the stillness of the foggy morning. The mover’s men are in a huddle, working out the unloading plan. The furniture, taped cartons, pot plants – all uneasily wait in the back of the truck, to be taken into the new home. Arijit looks at Chhetri.

‘Another family is moving in, Sahib.’ The security guard sounds excited. ‘A lot of new people are going to home here; I wonder what all is going to happen.’ He gets close to the big truck. Laughs not knowing why.

‘Right.’ Arijit stares at the stationary truck once again and walks down the driveway between the apartment blocks and Chancellor Club. He looks back to the front gate. Chhetri is still watching him.

Waiting for the lift, he looks around. A young woman in a tracksuit and trainers walks up and stands beside him. The smell of sleep, a strange scent of sweat and old perfume wash over him. She is so close he can read the fine beads of perspiration glistening on her forehead. He nods.

She smiles back. ‘I think I saw your picture in India Today sometime back. You are Mr Arijit Basu, right?’

The lift is taking time, stopping at every floor. He looks awkwardly at the young woman.

‘Nice to know a famous man.’ Her voice has a familiar ring.

‘All that is over; now I am a retired man, a pensioner.’ He laughs.

‘I am Neha. My husband and I run a small manufacturing unit. We make auto parts.’

‘How long have you been living here?’

‘We moved in two months ago. We’ve started liking this place. There is something new about Noahda.’ She watches him curiously.




The lift finally arrives, unloading a pack of noisy school children, some with their parents, others herded by maids. They get in; two strangers in a closed lift is uneasiness.

‘You run every day?’ He surveys her running gear admiringly.

‘Oh, yes, three kilometres, five days a week.’ She looks at herself to see if her body testifies to the regimen. ‘When it’s very hot or it rains, I do the treadmill.’

He glances at her healthy, toned body, admiring her extravagant youth.

‘I have seen you going out…’

‘I take a long walk down the road.’

There’s a pause, the uneasiness gone. Neha’s smell – that strange mix – has filled the lift.

‘We’re planning a party, the first in our new home. Rakesh and I will be very happy if you come,’ Neha laughs like a schoolgirl, ‘so we can tell our friends the big man is our neighbour.’

The lift stops at the seventh floor. ‘Bye.’ She waves, whizzing out.

The money plant has crept up the wall above the front door. The first plant he raised after moving in. He had filled the clay pot with earth and manure and pushed a moss stick into the middle so the creeper could climb it. Within months, it has grown prodigiously into a rich spread. Life settles down, takes root wherever it can. Arijit smiles, touching a dark green leaf. The plant has tiptoed over the wall, sending roots into every possible pore.

While taking out the key from his pocket, he notices her – a feeble phantom, sitting scared on the step to his door. Dusky, very thin, almost skeletal, she has large eyes and long, black hair.  Slumped, her head sunk between the knees, she looks frightened – an animal hounded to a corner.

It takes her a few moments to realize the house owner is actually here, standing right before her. The man she has come to meet.

‘Yes?’ Irritation in his voice.

She struggles, trying to say something, then slowly gets up, placing her hand on the wall for support. Frightened, completely unnerved, she gasps.

‘Namaste, Sahib. Someone told me… er, I heard you are new here. You might need a maid to cook for you…’ She is unsure if there is any point in going on. Her courage gives way.

Arijit looks at her. She’s in a salwar kameez, like every other woman here; it’s old, frayed but freshly washed. There is an air of cleanliness about her. Her exuberant, rough hair combed and neatly braided.

‘Who told you I need a maid?’

Either the question or his booming voice saps her residual confidence. Words get stuck on the tip of her tongue. She waits for a while… one, two, three seconds… a little more.

‘Uh… a man, sir, the security guard at the gate.’

Her voice falters. The transparent face reveals no guile or evasion. The eyes hint at happiness before the boils, chilblains of the rough road. She looks up at Arijit again.

‘I can cook everything – mutton, chicken, fish, soup, porridge.’ Perhaps she has regained a little confidence talking about her skills. ‘Whatever you prefer, Sahib – vegetarian, eggs, noodles; I can make everything.’

Her head bent, hands clasped, she pleads with her sad eyes. ‘You try me for a month; if you don’t like my cooking, I won’t come.’




She badly needs this job.

‘Do you work anywhere else?’

‘I did – for a family. Husband and wife, both doctors, and their little boy. They left for Bangalore last month.’

Arijit notices she is speaking Hindi with an unusual accent. It’s familiar, but he cannot grasp it.

‘What’s your name?’

‘Rita – Rita Das.’

‘And where are you from?’

‘I am from Ranchi.’

‘Do you have any ID?’

She gives him a blank look.

‘A ration card from the government, a voter identity card?’

She shakes her head. Her eyes mist over – the job slipping away on a technicality. Suddenly she smiles remembering something and hurriedly unzips her purse, rummages inside and pulls out a carefully folded paper. Her face is beaming.

‘What’s this?’

He unfolds the paper. Dr Stanley Matthews, MD, FRCP, has written on his letterhead that he and his wife Liz had been satisfied with Rita’s work in the kitchen and impressed by her punctuality and sense of hygiene. ‘We have never had occasion to doubt her honesty.’ Clipped to the testimonial is a photograph – the doctor couple sitting on a sofa and the maid standing behind with the child in her arms.

Arijit scrutinizes the picture. The man looks relaxed, in a white cotton shirt and a dhoti wrapped around his waist in the style of his native Kerala. In an off-white sari, his gynaecologist wife seems a happy soul, proud of her long, jasmine-laced hair over the shoulder.

From the balloons and bunting and happiness around  the living room, it’s clear the couple is celebrating the child’s birthday. That the maid has become part of their household. A big moment in her life before Mr and Mrs Doctor packed and left for Bangalore with their baby boy.

Arijit grunts in grudging approval. ‘Where do you live?’

She hesitates; the unease surfaces again.

‘Yes?’ he grumbles, impatient with her silence.

‘In the camp by the canal.’

‘Camp? Do you mean the slum?’

She keeps quiet, digging her toes into the floor.

Arijit opens the door and asks her in. Before going out for his walk, he had made a cup of black coffee. The empty cup stands on a side table in the living room. She notices it.

‘Let me make you another cup of coffee and – some breakfast?’

She walks into the kitchen.

With the day’s Times of India in hand, Arijit stands on the balcony. From here, the farm looks remote, very different – a pastoral sketch. The tractor a noiseless toy, the people working the fields all dwarfs. The huge spread of mustard, spinach and other winter crops, a richly patterned green carpet. And the shanties? Very much like children’s building blocks without any hint of squalor. From this distance, life over there seems calm, unperturbed – no signs of the gnawing sores, scars visible.

Beyond the farm, the lean, meandering canal is soothing. He wonders where it comes from… where it goes.

Arijit sits in an armchair and flips through the pages. Tries to concentrate on the leader. A mild noise of dishes floats in from the kitchen. The clanging of pots and pans, now scrubbed and  washed and arranged on the racks. His ears twitch for more sounds.

The appetizing aroma of freshly toasted bread fills the house.

Rita walks across the living room, wiping a bowl with a kitchen towel, completely transformed in a green apron.

‘Sir, will you have an egg with toast?’

‘All right.’

‘Scrambled eggs?’

He nods. She walks back to the kitchen.

He unmindfully turns the newspaper pages and listens to the sounds of life around the house. For the first time, the kitchen is coming alive, humming with activity. Noise. Busy footsteps. He savours the tempting food smells, relishes the recovery of estranged clinks. Unknowingly, he smiles, waiting for the buzz of the kitchen chimney. The ordinariness of familiar sounds coming back from the past is like lost music.

A complete stranger a while ago, Rita is now part of the household, in charge of the kitchen. The apartment, spooky without conversation, is waking to life, humaning.

Sick of a lifetime of conferencing, dialogue, diplomacy, Arijit came to Blue Lotus Grove looking for silence. For the life of a recluse. Then he discovered loneliness, its affliction, the haunting echoes of his unsaid words, the torture of being all alone in the house, deprived of the lilt and hum of a home.

Above the rich sizzle of frying eggs in the pan floats a soft croon. He has no idea what song it is, from which movie. The apartment feels like home for the first time since he moved in.

‘Uncle, breakfast is ready.’

Rita stands leaning against the door frame. No longer the  pathetic thing slumped down to the steps. She is in command now. From Sir, Sahib, she has graduated to the informality of Uncle.

Rita sees Arijit – relaxed, retired in the armchair. She smiles. ‘Let me serve you breakfast here.’

She hurries back, the river song in the air. Her words seem to be coming from another world. For the first time in this house, someone is talking to him, serving him a meal. Despite his protests, she places a low table before him, then artfully arranges the plates, sauce, coffee pot and water jug on it.

He looks at the spread. Orange juice in a glass jug, cornflakes in a bowl, sliced papaya on a platter, scrambled eggs, toast and the butter dish. Fork, knife, spoons – all neatly wrapped in a napkin.

‘Where did you learn all this? You seem to have trained.’

He trained as a chef/pilot/footballer.(pls chk not clear where to put this)

She smiles awkwardly without saying anything. Her large, raven-deep eyes do the talking: Thanks for taking me in your employ, thanks for saving me.

‘I am making dal, sabzi, rice and roti for your lunch,’ she says. ‘By the side of the canal, they sell fresh fish and chicken in the evening.’ Her eyes glitter. ‘You buy whatever you like. I’ll come around six o’clock to make your dinner.’ 
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Jihad

A man comes riding his Bajaj down the dirt towards the grille works. He unhurriedly gets down, puts the scooter on its stand and walks into the shop.

Akhtar gets up respectfully. ‘Adaab, Maulana Sahib. When did you return from Lucknow?’

The man sits on a chair, flips through an Urdu magazine and remains immersed in a strange corner of his thoughts. He pushes the magazine away to place his laptop bag on the wobbly table. His intelligent eyes glint through the silver-rimmed glasses. His sharp features, wiry frame, fair complexion, carefully trimmed beard – everything is in disagreement with the foul air and rottenness around the shantytown. He looks more like a firebrand activist than a man of God. He smiles absently as he switches on the laptop.

‘I was in Hyderabad for a meeting,’ he finally says without addressing anyone. ‘My Lucknow trip got cancelled.’ Over the computer, he peers at the welder. Briefly. Then closes his eyes as if for a spell of meditation. ‘Saw a lot, Akhtar Bhai, learnt a lot.’ His voice is anguished, heavy with hints of a pervasive tragedy.

Akhtar busily calls out to the tea stall man. ‘Four cups,’ he shouts, flashing as many fingers. ‘Would you like to eat something, Maulana Sahib? An omelette, toast?’

‘No. Thank you, Akhtar Bhai. After what I learnt, I have lost  my appetite. I cannot sleep either. Terrible things are happening around us…’

The maulana abruptly stops, looks around suspiciously. Fixes his gaze on Jamal again, watches him weld. The violet-blue flames spark furiously, making an occasional sharp noise – tcharaak, taraak… Jamal’s dishevelled, wavy hair flutters in the wind from the canal. Taking a break, he hums:

We first met in April…

The maulana turns to Akhtar quizzically.

‘A Bangladeshi – knows his job well but a little cracked.’ He lowers his voice further. ‘Eats rice and fish and chases a haggard woman from his wretched land. She works in someone’s house.’

Perhaps Jamal could guess they are talking about him. ‘As-salaam aleikum, Maulana Sahib.’ He raises his right hand to his chest, still working with the iron pieces.

The lean, sharp maulana concentrates on his computer screen, ignoring Jamal’s greeting. A minute passes. ‘Call that chap,’ he says without taking his eyes off the screen. Akhtar hurriedly gestures to the welder to come up.

Jamal combs his fingers through his unruly, deep-black hair, slaps the dust off his pyjamas and walks up to the enigmatic man with the strange machine.

‘Maulana Sahib is visiting our factory after a long time,’ Akhtar says in a flattering voice.

Jamal smiles ingratiatingly, rubbing his hands in submission. ‘You’re a wise man, Sahib. You go to so many places; we can learn a little from you.’

Moving his index finger over the touchpad, the maulana asks Jamal to sit beside him. The cursor rests on the picture folder like  a wily lizard lying in wait before the next hunt. An uneasiness grips the welder. His eyes wide, mouth slightly open, he keeps standing.

The maulana points to an empty chair, then whips out a couple of five-hundred-rupee notes from his buck-leather wallet and turns to Akhtar. ‘Send someone to the market to buy good stuff – jalebi, kachori, gulab jamun, samosa and Pepsi.’ He flicks a smile. ‘Sit next to me, Bangladeshi friend.’ He pats Jamal on the back. Clicks twice on a folder on the desktop. ‘Look, this is Bosnia – thousands of miles from Delhi.’ The picture of bodies lined up on the ground covers the screen.

The long row of corpses draped in white shocks Jamal. It’s uneasiness. Perhaps nausea. He is not sure. 

‘They were brutally gunned down. Their crime? They were Muslim, your brothers.’ The maulana’s voice drips acid and pain in equal measure. Fire, too. For a moment, he looks at Jamal, then focuses on the screen.

Jamal sees the prone bodies – inert, inconspicuous. Two soldiers on guard. They are looking away. ‘Was there any war going on?’ he asks, an unruly curiosity overriding his discomfort. 

‘Yes. War on Islam.’ The mystery man looks sharply at him.

Jamal is seared by the toxic glare. 

Click.

‘This is Chechnya – somewhere in Russia. They killed hundreds of Muslims because they refused to remain slaves of Christians. The brutes attacked them with big guns, tanks and aircraft.’

The man flinches, closes his eyes for a second or two, then slowly turns to Jamal. His icy eyes are burning. ‘Wherever you look – Europe, America, Asia – a sinister design is unfolding to wipe us out. Evil Americans and wily Jews have conspired to  erase Muslims off the face of the Earth.’ He looks pained, deeply distressed. His tortured face has turned crimson. As if he is struggling with turmoil within. ‘And this is Kashmir – beautiful Kashmir, paradise on Earth. Now the valley of flowers and lakes and snow-crested peaks drips blood. Its gardens reek of young corpses – Muslims shot like dogs by the Indian Army.’

Pictures come onto the magic screen again – bearded young men lying crumpled at street corners, gateways; soldiers in jungle camouflage and assorted accoutrements aiming their rifles at an unruly stone-pelting mob; armoured vehicles rushing towards a group of violent boys.

‘You have heard about the Great Riots? Our men were killed, our women raped. When the Hindu thugs got tired, they pushed sticks into their vaginas and roared in glee.’

‘Oh no! Say no more! Stop it!’ Jamal breaks down, burying his face in his hands. His head spins. The demonic image of women being brutally lathied in their shame terrifies him. He feels like throwing up. Rabeya’s face flashes into his mind – large eyes, sad, expressive. She is breaking into laughter – like the Rupsa at high tide. He shakes his head.

The man, not really a maulana, not yet thirty, works his computer deftly, like Jamal once rowed his little boat. He smiles – a wry, sardonic smile.

‘Bangladeshi Bhai, don’t you feel like doing something about it? If I kick a dog, it sure will bite me back. Don’t you have an obligation to Allah? You will have to give an answer on the day of reckoning.’ His voice rises, meandering through many emotions. ‘Bangla Bhai,’ he grabs Jamal’s arm intensely, ‘You owe a debt to the dead. Don’t you feel like giving it back to the kafirs, the  enemies of Islam…’ He chokes, his frail frame shakes, eyes hinting at a gathering storm. He looks Jamal in the eye. 

A while later, he smiles, regaining his composure. His old self again – cool, unperturbed – after the freak turbulence. He laughs. ‘Chalo, I said a lot, more than you could perhaps take. Akhtar, where’s the food? Give us something to eat.’ 
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L’Hôtel Particulier

‘Nan, do you still write in English?’ An old friend from London on the line late in the evening. 

‘Why not?’ Mock annoyance in her voice. 

‘What about your French contempt for the Queen’s English?’ He titters away on the other end. 

‘Listen, I had more chai at Stephen’s than cigarettes at the Sorbonne, eh?’ Both laugh heartily. 

He then tells her about a Calcutta newspaper looking for someone who can write regularly from Paris about French cinema, art, new writing and other topics. ‘They pay well.’ He chuckles. A doctoral candidate, this offer is like a windfall for her. 

Working as a journalist in Paris, Nandita has to keep a close watch on Indian affairs, go to the embassy often. The unremarkable building on Rue Alfred Dehodencq has suddenly become important for her. Faint hints of incense and spices greet her as she walks up the steps, looking at the puppets and statuettes in the stairwell windows. The figurines in dhoti and sari are the first flavour of India.

Her first feature was on Syed Haider Raza, the best-known Indian artist living in Paris. His work commands a price many celebrated European artists cannot aspire to. She interviewed the  veteran and talked in art circles about his oeuvre, his mystique. The famed dots in his paintings. The full-page feature was well received. Soon, there was demand for more. She began to write regularly. The embassy is the source for a whole lot of information: who’s coming from India, new treatises, trade agreements, French projects in the country.

She meets Arijit Basu in his office – a patrician figure with an air of efficiency. Unusually tall for an Indian, his baritone booms around the large room. She becomes a regular at the embassy, begins attending dinners and cocktails he hosts. In her student years, she was part of the university community – students with causes but without borders, left-leaning academics looking for new battles. Her link to India got weakened. She knew about the upcoming writers, artists, filmmakers but could not think of the country as a whole. Nandita rediscovers India through Arijit Basu. He gives her a tour of the country – its dichotomy, distress, diversity; he explains its myriad conflicts and contradictions she has hardly known about. Educated at King’s College, Cambridge, his manners are impeccably English. He is a strong candidate for foreign secretary at a later date, she’s heard in embassy circles. Scion of a well-known Calcutta family, he is in the good books of the bosses in Delhi.

Arijit should be a happy man; things are going well for him. This is his hour. Yet, a deeply ingrained sadness surfaces in unguarded moments. She has noticed it. His cultivated manners and strong personality cannot always hide it. He regains control quickly, pushing away any trace of distress. But she soon learns about the source of his unhappiness, what troubles him. 

His wife Ranjana – a stage actor – is a hardcore alcoholic. In a diplomat’s career, the spouse plays a crucial role. At parties and  banquets, where she should cast her charm and win over people, she gets drunk, talks incoherently, makes a scene. Worse, picks fights. For Arijit, she is an embarrassment. To prevent such situations, he asks an embassy staffer to play the official hostess. Ranjana stops attending such dos.

The woman official formally hosts the events. However, it’s Nandita, vivacious, French-speaking, who sets the evenings rolling. There’s no doubt in anyone’s mind about the real star of such parties. Though only a guest, she is the centre of gravity, the lady at the ambassador’s side, cracking jokes, engaging other guests in small talk. To the Indians, she brings a whiff of Paris life; to the French guests, the tall, broad-shouldered woman with natural auburn hair is a gateway to India, the modern face of the snake charmer’s land. Unknowingly, she becomes part of an uneasy triangle, enmeshed in Arijit’s life.

Though Ranjana no longer comes to the parties, she hovers around as a constant threat, a source of trouble for her husband. There are calls, complaints from bars about her drunkenness, ugly fights. Often, she is spotted by the police lying unconscious on the pavement after binge drinking. Cabbies call the police when she is in no state to tell them where she wants to go. What has been gossip among the embassy staff now threatens to be the talk of the town. Arijit wonders why his marriage – seen as an act of courage, evidence of his goodness – is turning into a nightmare.
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A promising actor, Ranjana breathes the fiery rhetoric of protests, smashing the chains. The tone of theatre is decidedly  anti-establishment. Theatre is a match you light to set fire to the decadent values of the reactionary right-wing forces. This is 1992. Bombay in turmoil. The religious right is waging a campaign to capture an ancient mosque in the north. The liberal intelligentsia, students, activists – they are all putting up a stubborn fight against Hindu fundamentalists around the country. Though pathetically outnumbered, they’ve declared war on the revivalist ideology in the cities. Activists demonstrate, plaster Bombay with their secular posters and stage street plays. Gripped by uncertainty, the city pulsates with tension. The fundamentalists project themselves as the monkey battalions of Lord Ram, the mythical warrior-king whose precise place of birth, they claim, lies within that mosque.

Ranjana plays the lead role in Ek Dhanche Ki Kahani. A handful of actors with a tom-tom and tabor move around town, performing at Nariman Point, Gateway of India, Marine Drive, Churchgate Station, Chaupatty, Dhobighat. Then they move into the squalid slums. The play about a structure’s tale is an instant hit. They often do half a dozen shows during the course of a day. The city streets its protests and voices script insubordination. Newspapers interview her, carry her pictures. She is the face of the liberal challenge to the odious fundamentalists.

When Ranjana walks into the Prithvi Theatre cafeteria to discuss a new play with her troupe, she senses admiration all around. Lalit-ji does a namaste. ‘So the star is here.’ The friendly manager smiles. The creeper-curtained place with a cerebral air seems so welcoming. Some students have taken a break from their rehearsal. They surround her. ‘Your play has turned the street into the most effective stage. Someone has written an article in the Times of India: “Theatre as Protest”. Have you seen it?’ 




‘A friend told me about it.’ Ranjana waves at everyone. Bollywood hero Shashi Kapoor raises his hand from a corner table. The Kapoors run the place started by Shashi’s father. Sanjana, Shashi’s daughter, has offered her the auditorium free for a show.

A bit of a bohemian, she challenges rules, defies conventions. It is, after all, what the theatre movement is all about. She is there to break stereotypes. Has a name, an image. A radical actor, she rails against all evils – sectarian strife, child labour, dowry, sexual harassment, HIV, feudal decadence. An invitation from Germany to perform in Hamburg comes as further confirmation of her predominant position in the world of protest theatre.

They meet during a theatre festival in Delhi, and Arijit falls for the angry girl. He loves her rebellion, her irreverence, her readiness to take on the world. Everything, to begin with, is sheer rapture. 

He’s amused by friends’ grudging admiration for his act of courage. That he has married a theatre personality and not a rich man’s daughter for a fat dowry. At cocktails, they raise a toast to the gutsy guy. 

‘So you’ve married a cause, old boy, not a decked-up beauty? Ha!’ The foreign office spokesman warmly shakes his hand when they run into each other in South Block. In the sedate world of diplomacy, Ranjana is West Wind, a new idea. ‘Others marry for a big house; you have opted for the stage, ha ha!’ The foreign secretary laughs at the wedding reception. Many of his colleagues have married either fellow foreign service officers or the children of powerful people.




But essentially, Ranjana belongs to the crowded street. She is the interpreter of its anger, impulses. Sets the asphalt on fire, acts out its upheavals. An actor who once performed in the steamy Dharavi slums and seedy red-light district of Kamathipura, Ranjana has about her the roughness of raw life, the aggression of the mean street. She soon tires of the effete orderliness of the embassy, the manicured look of the envoy’s residence. The rebel in her trashes the trappings of protocol and diplomatic niceties. She slumps into binge drinking.

The birth of their child is a happy interregnum. Arijit hopes she will change, give up her old ways. For a few months after Piu’s birth, they become close again. They are in Jakarta. After the rain, when it’s cool and pleasant, they go to the beach for a walk or simply look at the ocean from the pier. On the way home, they dine at a Japanese restaurant. But as the pull of maternity weakens, Ranjana sinks into alcohol again. By then, Arijit has been transferred to Paris. It’s considered an important posting for any foreign service officer. He gets such a major assignment at a relatively young age. But his career means very little to Ranjana. 

In Paris, she meets a few failed Indian artists, lingering on even though their chances of fame and recognition have dimmed. They cling onto her for free booze from the embassy and perhaps, hoping they will be commissioned for some work, for a little patronage. Ranjana goes to seedy pubs with them, and bringing her back is often a problem for Arijit’s driver. One night, the poor fellow calls him. He is hesitant, unwilling to say what he has to.

‘Madam – er… I think… not well. Sir, will you please, I mean, sir, please come down here… sorry I am troubling you.’




When Arijit reaches L’Hôtel Particulier near Jardins du Luxembourg, he meets the driver at the entrance. The man looks scandalized, a little scared. Past the classical façade and heavy wooden door, he faces the rectangular courtyard with a corridor running on all sides. Antiques in the corners evoke a bygone era – an ancient typewriter, the heavy iron letter box, an old-world gas lamp…

The party has degenerated into vulgarity. Away from the main crowd, in one corner of the courtyard, Ranjana is reclining in an armchair, most of her clothes strewn on the floor around. Two shrivelled-up Indian artists – equally drunk – are fondling her. Arijit kicks one and slaps another, throws his black overcoat over his wife’s bare body and carries her out in his arms.

After a few months, she leaves for Bombay. Both of them know this is the end.
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Nandita walks into Arijit’s office late in the afternoon. He looks unusually dejected. Perhaps struggling to come to terms with the break-up? She’s here to know more about a Rodin exhibition in a few Indian cities a couple months later. But the talk rambles around his personal life, the challenge of raising a young daughter all alone. The normally reserved man, impeccably formal, has suddenly dropped his guard.

‘The world around me has suddenly begun to crumble.’ He pushes his hand through his hair, leaning back on the chair. The dapper diplomat, always in charge of his situation, looks beaten, very vulnerable.




‘You must not give in.’ Unknowingly, she holds his hand. ‘This is a game life plays with all of us.’

In the evening, they go to Le Maharajah, the Indian restaurant on Boulevard St-Germain. She likes the ambience – evocative of India in many ways. They order lamb curry, aubergine and cheese naan. Washing down the spicy food with Bordeaux wine, Arijit looks into her eyes. A peg somewhere has come unstuck.

‘Nandita, I’m really clueless, I don’t know how to restart. I don’t have a grip on things any more.’

‘Things will be all right; it’s just a matter of time.’

After dinner, they go to the Eiffel Tower and amble around the open esplanade. At some point in the evening, without them knowing it, their hands clasp. They talk – Arijit about the crisis in his life, Nandita about her work.

‘In Foreign Service, you build your career brick by brick.’ Arijit puts a soft arm around her. ‘One misstep and the entire edifice comes tumbling down.’ He looks away – forlorn, distraught. A while later, he turns towards her. ‘La vie est très dur.’ He tries to laugh.

She looks closely at him, her head leaning against his chest. They do not know when they’ve actually stopped. ‘Life is a tough ballgame.’ She laughs, too. ‘But setbacks are temporary. Everything will be all right.’

‘I wanted to break rules, and chaos caught me.’

‘Such things follow no rules.’ Nandita turns to him. ‘Life is not a straight line. If it were, I would have gone to Oxford, by now been a senior professor at Delhi University or somewhere else. That has been the route for Indians for over a century. Not the Sorbonne.’

Arijit listens, hanging on her every word. Someone else also made mistakes, paid the price for taking the unfamiliar road? He  holds her close. Her light-brown hair brushes against his chest, causing a sensation deep inside.

It’s an isolated corner behind a statue. He draws her closer, tightens his grip. As their hot, rapid breaths sear each other, they kiss, locked in a deep embrace. For a long, long time. For an eternity. 

Then they take a walk along the Seine towards the Boulevard. 

She has tastefully done up her studio with a few original canvases by her artist friends. Some of them are now famous. Simple, sparsely furnished, but the studio in the 11th Arrondissement, Boulevard Voltaire, has an unstated refinement. It speaks of her artistic sensibilities.

She pours cognac into two glasses. In the unlit room, they sit on the slender stools at the window, looking at the city below spreading out in waves of light and darkness. They clasp hands. Arijit does not know when his free hand has moved up, caressing the gush of her auburn hair over a long neck. After a few sips of the drink, he kisses her, dips his nose into her bosom. The cognac stirs him into a fever.

By the time the glasses are empty, their clothes are all over the floor. His one hand pressed over her defiant breasts, Arijit tries to tickle her underarm with the other. Her whole body turns crimson. He knows, feels it, without bothering to actually see the flushed skin. 

A minute later, she takes charge, lays him flat on his back, pins him down and feels his crotch. Then, rattled by a sudden surge, a new passion consuming her, Nandita takes his phallus in her mouth. Unable to bear it any more, he pushes her away, rummages into her darkness, inhaling the fragrance of rain, soft grass nestling in monsoon.




The bed is too small for their passions to play out. Unleashed in the hungry bodies by an irresistible urge to consume their gloom, the fire is threatening to turn into a conflagration. The two are now like wild animals on a full moon night. The lovers are becoming arsonists. Arijit smells her – the perfume down there, the allure of her hair, the cognac, her sweat, the fire smouldering inside her. She stands there, leaning forward, her arms on the windowsill. He comes from behind, pushing into her, his hands clasped over her bosom.
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