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Dedication


For Myriam 






Epigraph


I’m bowl

And I’m platter

I’m man

And I’m woman

I’m grapefruit

And I’m sweet lime

I’m Hindu

And I’m Muslim

I’m fish

And I’m net

I’m fisherman

And I’m time

I’m nothing

Says Kabir

I’m not among the living

Or the dead

Kabir, sometime in the 15th century 
Translated from the Hindi by 
  Arvind Krishna Mehrotra
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Thursday, October 11


It is autumn and I am at university in England. I’ve never known autumn. Where I grew up, the monsoon cooled into a mild winter that the trees did not think it worth changing colour for and in a matter of days it went straight to the infernos of summer. Here, the light is green and gold, and in the rectangle of trees framed by my window, russet and burgundy leaves drift from the sky, alive in the moving air. It’s quiet enough for me to hear their soft rustle as they touch the ground and the nib of my pen scratching on blue aerogramme paper. I am fine, everything was O.K. on the plane. All the houses looked the same from the air, like toys. The grass is a different shade of green.


“You always manage to get away, you always have it easy,” my sister’s voice keeps saying in my head. Those had been her parting words at the airport though she did not utter them out loud.


Tia has three years of school to finish, is defeated every day in her tussles with books. She can’t get beyond fifty per cent in any exam and cries, “What’s the point of reading about gauchos and flamenco, I want to be in Argentina!” She has other plans for herself, ever changing save for one constant: they involve glass, not paper. Mirrors, camera lenses, dancing on glass, pouring cocktails into a glass. She has a low, rich voice, she has only to start her lazy humming of “Tall and thin and young and lovely” and people stop to listen. Her long, slender feet show that she has many more inches to grow. She wants to leapfrog over her school years and find youth, acting, film-making without the slog of a college degree.


“What do you mean, what’s the news? Is there ever any news at this dump?” she wailed the other day on the phone when I called. “Now you’ve gone, I can never leave. I’ll be stuck here, looking after Amma my whole bloody life.”


“So much drama, Tia,” I said. “Which book are you living in these days? Not Little Women, I’ll bet. Where is Amma right now, anyway?”


“Still at work. And I’m busy too,” she shouted, slamming down the phone. She’d be scowling and throwing punches at her reflection in the mirror next to the phone as if she were aiming her blows at me. Of this I was sure.


I spent the rest of the day sick with remorse about my sarcasm, picturing Tia in her room, music exploding through her locked doors while she skulked inside, hating me more with every angry yowl of electric guitar. Her door would stay shut till late at night and my mother would keep knocking louder and louder. “Come out and eat, Tia … What’s going on, Tia … Tell me what’s wrong.” If I were home, I’d charge out for a run – needing to get away – whatever the time, however unbearable the heat.


I’m good at exams, but Tia is wrong, I didn’t have it easy doing them and I don’t have it easy now. I am broke here, on a scholarship that believes in enforcing virtue through austerity. The scholarship comes from the grandly named Farhana Abdulali Endowment for Girls’ Education and is meant for Muslim girls. That didn’t discourage Begum Tasneem Khan, who had her shrewd eyes trained on me through most of my final year at school though I did not know it. One afternoon I was summoned to the principal’s office and I went in filled with dread but left clutching application forms.


“Why don’t you apply,” she had said. “No harm trying.”


The people who run the scholarship are connected to her through a network of feudal relationships and I suppose her billowing magnificence ensured that they did not dare bring up the matter of my religion. Or they thought that my years in a Muslim school had made me a bit of this and a bit of that.


One of the interviews involved a dinner with the grandees of the city, watching like prospective in-laws, my mother said, to see if I knew a fork from a knife and could make vivacious small talk and laugh, but not too loudly. She advised me to stick to food minus wings and legs, so it wouldn’t fly off my plate. When the day arrived, I could see Begum Tasneem on the other side of the dining table in the banquet hall, across a white battlefield glittering with silver and crystal. She was among many solemn people. She didn’t look in my direction as the kind old bearer whispered in my ear that I would be served each time from my left side, never the right. On his next foray he murmured, “Sit straight, child, take a napkin.” I realised that the stiffly folded flowers standing at attention in silver holders were meant for use. I stole glimpses at the others and tried to be ladylike, delicately dabbing my lips every now and then, and restrained myself from diving under the table in panic when the napkin slid from my knees to the floor. Once the blur of chandeliers, silks and silver had resolved themselves into particulars, I noticed a girl further down the table at the same instant that she puffed her cheeks, squinted her eyes, grinned at me, then put on her formal face again. We didn’t exchange a word, but after that the evening became easier.


Weeks later, Begum Tasneem summoned me to her many-windowed office. I remember the blue glazed vase of spider lilies on her side table, the rows of group photographs on the wall, my hard-beating heart. The morning light, filtered by gauzy curtains, was behind her, giving her an otherworldly glow and the air was perfumed by the lilies. The day had arrived. It felt as if I had been transported to one of those folktales where a god tells a bewildered human being: “Speak, what does your heart desire? It shall be yours.”


Begum Tasneem’s voice seemed to come from somewhere near the lilies and was scented by them. I had been given a scholarship to a grand university in England, I would have to go at the end of September, and they would take care of the flight too. The curtains stopped swaying and the light shimmered for a few seconds. Almost in the same breath, with an ironical smile, she said, “They won’t let the scholarship go to your head, the Endowment. They’ve measured out the money to make sure you come back educated – but also frugal, virtuous, grateful. A good girl.”


Then she dismissed me with a wearily elegant motion which was both a wave and a gesture towards the door. “If I know you, Sarayu,” she said, “you won’t let a little bit of poverty get in the way of a lot of enjoyment.” Her green-blue eyes, usually watchful and impersonal, seemed amused, and maybe she was even smiling a little as she returned her gaze to the open file in front of her.


Every part of the Farhana Abdulali Endowment is parcelled out: the fees go straight to the university; dormitory bills are paid to the college; the rest must suffice for food and books and the occasional movie and is remitted monthly by an aged Abdulali who lives by the sea near Brighton. I have not met him, nor know how to reach him. Each time I cycle past the Japanese lanterns outside an enchanting restaurant on my route to lectures, or examine a noticeboard crowded with advertisements for concerts and plays, I want to tell him an extra hundred pounds would make not the tiniest difference to his life but would transform mine.


Abdulali Austerity means there are times I don’t have enough in the bank for a three-minute international call, and so I slip a fifty-pence coin into the phone box and wait for my mother to pick up the receiver and say hello. I know the call will disconnect immediately. She will know it was me, and I know too the place by the door, next to the long mirror, where she had to be standing as she answered the phone only to find the call cutting off. For the time it takes to breathe one breath, we are together, at two ends of a fine string across continents and oceans.


At the end of each day, if I can’t make myself go back to my empty room, I go to the library, and if not the library I use a key I have been given to the basement of a church down the hill from my college. The basement contains a pottery studio, free for students to use if they have signed up for the ceramics society. I feel as if I’ve dropped into a secret cave through a rabbit hole – where the lights stay on, the kilns, tools and wheels are tended by elves who do their work unseen where stocks of material are magically replenished and you can come in at any time of day or night. I’ve never known anything so luxurious.


For the hours I am at the wheel I don’t have to deal with new people. I don’t have to tell them what I am studying or where I am from or smile with pleased astonishment when they say they’ve always wanted to go to India. Besides, there is warmth, there is a kettle and teabags, there is a tin always filled with fat, chewy ginger biscuits. The wheel turns, I place a ball of clay on it, I cover the clay with both my hands, and if I close my eyes I have the planet spinning in my palms to the hum of a motor. I don’t want to leave the studio, I want to bring in a camp bed and books and be a hermit.


Tuesday, October 16


My solitude did not last. This evening, after only about a week in my cave, I could tell there was someone else there when I unlocked the door. I sensed a presence before I saw anyone, felt outraged, trespassed upon. Instead of damp earth, I smelled aftershave. I could hear the radio warbling, water gushing from a tap.


The atoms around me rearranged themselves into an unfamiliar pattern. I turned to leave. But the sound of water stopped and a voice asked if there was someone out there.


At first sight I was startled by the person who came away from the sink. I could see she was a girl, tall and slender, but her rolled-up sleeves revealed the shoulders and biceps of a young man. Her legs were planted onto the ground as if they had grown out of it, long and muscular. In the low-ceilinged basement where I’ve already got used to being alone, she filled the entire space. Then she smiled at me and I felt myself uncoiling.


She offered that smile but did not follow it up with words. She went back to work as self-assured as one who had been making pots forever. She took out three or four large slugs of clay from the store and kneaded them into one big lump, putting all her power into it, then cut it into slices with her wire tool. She went to the scales on the right-hand worktable and divided the clay into several 600-gram chunks. All of this she did with a focus that blocked out her surroundings.


Once she had an orderly line of identical balls by her wheel, she climbed onto the seat and took a black-and-white scarf from a jeans pocket. I was trying to keep making whatever I’d begun, but it became more and more difficult to keep my eyes off her. She made a triangle out of her scarf and put it over her eyes, then tied a knot tightly behind her head so that she was blindfolded. After this she groped around for one of her balls of clay and started to centre it, switching her wheel to a fast spin. In a few moments there was an improbably perfect shape rising in height between her seeing, feeling fingers.


The basement had begun to feel like a safe haven to me. With this tall, muscular, blindfolded stranger, it throbbed with an unfamiliar and menacing energy. The radio she had turned on played a song that urged everyone to always take the weather with them, but I can’t see how that is possible if a single alien presence can alter a place this way.


Monday, October 22


Her name is Karin Wang. A different Chinese first name had been given to her at birth in Malaysian Borneo, but she hadn’t cared for the sound of it and had shrugged it off. I carry my old life around in an ever-present backpack that makes me ache from its weight while Karin appears to have sprung from the earth, unencumbered by parents, siblings, family, past. She’s jettisoned all of that. “I am Malaysia’s Olympic hope, that’s what they call me,” she said when we were next muddying our hands on neighbouring wheels. This time she was working without her blindfold and had replaced her earlier silence with non-stop chatter. “They had a picture of me in the paper every time I won something. Golden girl, that’s me.”


Her father kept the cuttings in a scrapbook she never looked at. Her own scrapbook had pictures of aeroplanes, and she traced their shapes with her fingers, knowing that one day she would fly a long distance from the father who woke her up at dawn even on school holidays and took her to the beach where she had to run barefoot on the sand, as fast and as far as she could. He rigged up steel rings and bars for her to exercise on. Every morning she had to have two boiled eggs and salted fish while her brother tried not to look up from his small bowl of rice. Her father watched as she swallowed her vitamins, weighed her and marked her height off on the wall.


“I’m something between my dad’s guinea pig and a pig he’s fattening, kind of, for the kill,” she said. “I badly want to lose, but I’m too fucking scared of the bastard to do anything but win.”


The way she spoke of him startled me. I tried to recall if I had ever been scared of my father. I could almost see him next to Karin, as if he really were sitting there and listening to her, his forehead furrowed with concern at her bad language. The same look he had with me and Tia through the last year or two when he was certain he did not have long to live and wondered if he could somehow make us grow up double quick.


Karin doesn’t want to run or compete, she wants to study aeronautical engineering and fly planes. But her ticket to escape comes at a price: she is on a sports scholarship. She was offered a place, money, mentorship, coaching, even food allowances – as long as she keeps training for athletics medals and wins a few for the university.


“The further I run away from running, the more they make me run. If I don’t run, I don’t get to study,” she said with something between a grimace and a grin. She dialled up the speed of her wheel so it flew into a blur and the wide-mouthed bowl she had between her hands spun crazily out of shape. She stopped the wheel and slammed her fist into the collapsing clay.


She is an unlikely presence in the studio. On the rare occasions that other students are down there too, they try not to stare when she strides in, muscles taut under neon tights which she wears with calf-length boots. Halfway through the door she starts shrugging off her dark-green velvet coat, bought secondhand from Oxfam as I have discovered. Her hair is cut close to her skull apart from a fringe that falls down one side of her small, square face. Her nails have purple polish on them one week, navy blue the next, and before each session she goes through a ritual of removing rings from every finger, peering at her hands and then biting the edges off her nails so they won’t cut into the clay. I gave her a nail cutter sometime after I met her, but I never saw her use it.


It turns out we are from the same college and if we cycle into town together, we go wildly fast downslope, drunk on the danger of it, hands off handlebars. Airborne. I never had the nerve to do that when I was on my own. One evening at rush hour, the bicycle pump strapped to my carrier fell off. I had shot forward by then and was too far ahead to know what had happened, but Karin stopped her bike in the middle of the busy road and held a hand up at the traffic. All the cars came to a screeching halt, she ran across to my pump, picked it up, waved a thank-you to the waiting cars, rode down towards me.


“If you pull this stunt where I come from,” I told her, “I’ll be scraping your remains off the road with a teaspoon.”


Sunday, October 28


Where I come from. I thought I knew where I come from, what constitutes home. Home was my father asking us to be quiet because he wanted to listen to the cricket scores. It was the usual Sunday sounds of the newsreader’s posh voice, the dissonant trumpets of a wedding band, my mother at her typewriter in her bedroom, the clacking of it a shower of pebbles, her fingers moved so fast. A time when Tia and I were still close, when any place was home if the two of us were together with the reassuring voices of our parents who quarrelled out of old love.


Sitting here across the oceans, at this table where I can’t see into the darkness beyond the disc of light from my lamp, I see a face reflected back at me in the window glass, and it is as if I am in the room but my face is outside, asking to be let in. I don’t know this face. I need to work out how to reassemble myself.


It is fourteen months and eighteen days since my father’s cremation. Afterwards, we found ourselves by the sea at the Gateway and I say found because I can’t remember how we got there or why we went, only that it was late in the evening, and there were many murky corners, and an elderly relative lecturing us about the need to be alert, to look out for pickpockets. It was windy. High waves crashed onto the walls and lovers leaned into each other when the spray from a big one burst upon them like a rain cloud. Men thrust screws of peanuts at us, junkies glowed briefly from flames lit under bubbling foil, then returned to darkness. Due east across the black water was Elephanta, to which my father had said we would take the ferry once his heart surgery was done – when he was out of hospital, ready for a cricket match, as his surgeons had predicted. My father had three passions: geology, cricket and ancient history. He had long ago stopped playing cricket, but he listened to the high-pitched frenzy of commentaries on the radio right till the day before his surgery. At the top of his list for after the operation was a Test match at the Wankhede and a visit to Elephanta, because he could not tell which was more beautiful, a square drive by Gavaskar or sixth-century Hindu temples hewn out of basalt. His heart was a union of the two worlds and if he had made it to those caves, I was sure he would have pointed out stone gods positioned at slip and mid-off.


I caught sight of my face a few hours after he died. It was in a hospital washbasin’s scarred mirror and some of its scabs had become a part of my reflection, but otherwise I didn’t look changed. I touched my cheeks to check if that unchanged face really did belong to me – because if body, heart and mind had been one, my head would have been the crater of a volcano, boiling blood would have been spewing from it. I would not have had eyes to see my reflection.


As we stood contemplating the shadowy hillock on the dark sea, newly shaped by subtraction, my sister took my hand in hers. A whisper of a touch and it was gone, immediately doubtful. Our closeness had dissolved long ago and each day was a quiet war over trivialities. Her hand in mine that evening and my failure to hold it tight told me what nothing else could have.


Tuesday, October 30


My pigeonhole was spewing blue aerogrammes today – three came all at once, including a momentous one from Fauzia, telling me she’s seen her first naked man. “Did it have to be a corpse on a dissecting table? A fat and hairy one at that, turning blackish-green I won’t say where. This is what studying medicine gets you,” she writes. “You’re clever to have stuck to poetry and stuff. You get paid for having fun. Me? I’ve started smoking because I can’t stand the stink.”


Two of the letters are from my mother. That is unusual – Amma is not good at letters. I picture her promising herself she will write to me that very day, then remembering last thing at night when her eyes are too tired to stay open. I think of her writing to me early in the morning, resolute, scruffy-haired, reclining against the bedhead, forgetting to drink her cup of thick black coffee in her search for words. “Now you’re in England, studying English literature, I have to think through every sentence!” she writes. Then the scrabbling around for glue to stick the three flaps, putting the precious letter into her bag to post from work. Discovering in her bag the one from last week that she forgot to post. Unlike the glossy, sturdy aerogrammes you get here, the ones from home look worn and damp by the time they arrive and I have to be careful not to tear away her words as I slit them open.


Amma’s letters tell me Tia has started staying back at school for guitar lessons, the chikoo tree from which our childhood rope-swing hung had to be cut down because of a fungus. Shirin Khambatta next door had terrible stomach pains and is in hospital. “Who knows what’s wrong with her,” Amma says, “and the place feels even emptier without her across the garden.”


From the five of us in the house it is down to three: Amma, Tia, the dog. I wonder how Dog is making sense of it – abandoned over and over again. I picture my mother armouring her heart against absences. She tries to write me amusing letters with gossipy snippets about the people she has met while gathering news, but her attempts at lightness don’t always succeed. In her last letter she said she hadn’t realised she was making up more and more questions and answers about absence, death, illness for the newspaper’s weekend agony aunt column, managing which is one of her duties. Her editor had called her in. “Romance works better,” she reported the editor as saying. “Love means hope and fun. Death is boring. It comes to everyone, love to a lucky few. No? Twelve inches less for heart attacks, twelve inches more for heartaches, and twelve months later we review circulation.” My mother went back to her desk and asked her younger colleagues to lend her their love stories, supply marital problems to mull over. She was studying the intricacies of Mills & Boon novels as closely as I was reading Milton for my college tutorials.


When she went back to work after my father’s death, I was still at home. It had been only three weeks. A colleague taking the bus with her, mistaking her stoicism for calm, said, “It was a shock, but you must be getting better now, aren’t you?”


How to define getting better when you have lost someone you loved from the age of ten, whom you went to school with and college with, whom you married and made a life with? Getting better meant forgetting and forgetting meant losing him every day afresh, and this brought about a complicated, exhausting battle inside her between the need to remember and the need to forget. She had tried explaining this to me but stopped short after a few minutes, when our eyes met. She returned swiftly to her typewriter.


These days, when letters come from home with news that no longer includes me, I feel as if I’m on a moving train and they are on another one travelling alongside, so that I catch a glimpse of Tia and Amma and for a moment, despite the noise, nothing moves, we look at each other from our separate windows. And then the storm passes and I am alone again, going further and further away from them.


There is nobody I can talk to about any of this at the university, not even my new friend Karin. Where would I begin? I am a sea creature transplanted onto land. I would have to start with explaining what water is. My tutor invited me home last weekend for grilled salmon and salad and I played with her infant children and their cats and when she asked, I said I was very well, thank you. If I said more, it would be as futile as telling the story of a dream.


Sunday, November 4


My days have begun to follow a rhythm independent of term time, tutorials and friends, it’s the calendar of the clay that determines mine. I think of shapes and colours waking and asleep, and instead of the books for my courses I keep reading about materials for making glazes and clay for pots. I’ve come across names that ring small chiming bells inside me. Quartz, feldspar, limestone, dolomite. Cobalt, chromium, titanium, petalite.


I’ve heard some of these names before. They are like notes that linger from a happier time. I know about the Dolomite range and owe a visit to a companion of my childhood, Piccole Dolomiti – Little Dolomites – somewhere between Trentino and Verona, that my father told us about, wanting to share with us his fascination with the universe. Some evenings he went on reading aloud from books on geology oblivious of the fact that Tia and I had tuned out in the first five minutes. But his voice seeped into us, and his oddly soothing discourses on plate tectonics, much of which we did not understand, collected in me and Tia and shaped us in the way limestone forms unnoticed in warm and calm seawater from sediments of shells and algae that remain in it as fossils. We would fall asleep to the sound of plates diverging, converging, sliding past each other, in the process causing new mountains to rise, oceans to churn, and continents to form or rupture. My father lived to only fifty-seven, but the time frames in his mind were made up of billions of years. In his personal atlas, Pangea, Gondwanaland and Laurentia were continents as real as Asia and Africa, and a fossilised ammonite, its spirals unspooling for millions of years, was not very old. One Himalayan fossil he found was shaped like a shell with waves of water on its convex side; in another you could make out a sea creature of some sort. He was fascinated by the idea that the Himalaya had been under water, peopled by marine creatures, only about 60 million years ago. By his side it was easy to visualise the collision of African and European plates in slow motion to the crashing sound of titanic waves, when mountains rose up bearing gasping fish and octopuses that would slowly petrify.


If sea creatures lived on dry land as fossils, I think now, my father too has merely gone into another element, somewhere I will find him again in another form. From warm living flesh he was turned to ash that we tipped into a river – and I thought that was the most final erasure of every trace of his physical self that it was possible to think up. But now that I am learning about glazes, I wonder whether he would have found it amusing or appalling if I told him I wished every now and then that I could turn his ashes into a glaze. Had he known that his rocks and fossils, even his own bones, could be used to colour clay? If only I could reach into whichever element he inhabits now, to give him tea in my just-made cobalt-glazed mug. In the solitude of the studio, I find myself in conversations with him, asking him questions about my materials, seeking advice on melting points and fluxes. There are no answers. There is no-one else in the basement, the other wheels are switched off. All I can hear are muffled footsteps in the church above and the staccato chatter of an electric kiln’s thermostat.


Tuesday, November 6


Today I was alone in the studio. Weekdays, especially Mondays and Tuesdays, hardly anyone makes it here. I come in though, even if briefly, for the touch and scent of damp, pliable earth which I need as other people need food and water. The feel of clay is the same everywhere and this cave with tools and kilns is a piece of my childhood transported to a faraway place.


I haven’t seen many other studios. All I know of pottery is Elango’s shed by his moringa tree and his wooden wheel. In my new, cold country, the scent of clay is a way of travelling through improbable stretches of time and space to his low, turquoise-blue house set back in a beaten-earth courtyard, the autorickshaw rides to school through which he made up long and fantastical stories about the buildings, rocks and river we passed.


He had been coming to our house for as long as I can remember and his autorickshaw was a school bus for six of us in the neighbourhood. One of the stories he liked telling the others was about the day he decided to teach me to make pots, when he came upon me in the quadrangle outside my house fashioning a duck from flowerbed mud. He would say with a flourish how he knew at that very moment he had to take charge of me or I’d lose the gift and turn into just another book learner. He would grin into the rear-view mirror and say to Fauzia, “Book learning is for girls like you! Me, I never want to see a book again. You think I can’t read? Let me tell you I went to college and school. I know Humayun came after Babur and after him came Akbar. I can recite English poems. ‘Twinkle twinkle little star, doesn’t matter what you are.’ Tables also. Five-Nines-Ah what? Do you know? Let me see, is it sixty-three?” 


Our chorus would follow: “Forty-five, ’Lango-anna, you don’t know anything! You have the wrong answer again!”


The autorickshaw had a line of bells strung across the windscreen that tinkled when we were moving, and when we gave the right answer, Elango ran his fingers through the bells to make them ring louder. He would groan theatrically at his ignorance, slap his forehead in comic gloom, go on to another topic in which he’d come out looking like a fool to make us wild with happiness. The gateman called ours the noisiest autorickshaw among all those that brought in brats to the school.


My father had seen Elango around when he was a boy helping his grandfather, who sold pots door to door. He came from a line of potters, earth-caked, sweat-stained, until his father forsook the unforgiving family trade for education and a clerical job and in due course introduced his sons to table fans, electric lights, books. There were days when my father watched Elango putter away in his autorickshaw after dropping us home, and shook his head in disbelief.


“That boy … he went to school, he even went to college. But he knew all his life he wanted to be a potter like his grandfather.”


“Just like I know I want to be a singer, Appa,” Tia would pipe up immediately. “School’s a waste of time for people like him and me.”


Elango had been to other parts of India to display the enormous terracotta urns he was known for, and even done a workshop or two for students at the local art college. A Korean potter he had met at a Delhi exhibition sent him a postcard every year, and – once – a beautifully packed set of tools and brushes. Elango sent him a fat, many-stamped envelope in return, whose contents he refused to disclose. His ties to the world outside his slummy neighbourhood gave him the aura of a film star but instead of capitalising on his popularity he stubbornly carried on working alone, however little money that meant. He gave up neither his autorickshaw nor his street market stall and he still loved nothing more than rooting around in a pond for clay, knee-deep in sludge.


“He’s a crazy genius,” my father said.


“So am I. You’ll see!” Tia wasn’t short of self-confidence even when pint-sized.


In the early days of my being taken in hand, Elango brought small balls of clay and showed me how to make things in a corner of the back veranda where he set up a wooden board with a basin of water. My father loved to watch him teach me. With the two of them staring at me and correcting me constantly I am not sure I ever made anything worthwhile, but when I was older, I started going to Elango’s house to learn. He showed me how to prepare the clay before making anything out of it, how to wedge – to knead patiently until every bit of air had been pressed out from it. He showed me how his wheel worked. It lay at floor level and was made with wood and clay that was fashioned into a heavy disc balanced upon a grooved stone. He would turn the disc very fast with a stick and once it began spinning it was like a top: it straightened and kept spinning, I could not tell how. I would sit on my haunches and try to make small things on that big wheel. In the time I took to make one wobbly bowl, Elango would have a line of large pots beside him.


When I look around this basement studio, I want him to see it. It would satisfy his infuriating obsession with method, order and cleanliness in the workspace that made him wash or settle again each tool I used and put away. In this studio everything has its slot, hook or shelf. Anything you might need is here. There are smooth and efficient wooden and metal tools. Electric wheels that hum softly, power that never breaks down. A big gas kiln that sits in the outer room like a shrine we are forbidden to approach. Buckets of glaze, and minerals and oxides we can help ourselves to if we want to make our own glazes. This is the West, it is a studio at an opulent university in the West, everything is for free, or almost, everything laid out for you. Yesterday a policeman smiled at me and said, “Lovely morning, isn’t it?” He did not look as if he wanted to bash my head with a baton to pass the time. I was still wary. Like Elango I cannot let my guard down. Where I come from we have always known that ordinary days can explode without warning, leaving us broken, collecting the scattered pieces of our lives, no clear idea how to start again.


I have a diary of sorts from childhood because my mother scratched notches on the wall of our back veranda every birthday to measure our heights, Tia’s and mine, and this wall was our demarcated scribbling zone, where we were allowed to draw pictures, dab paint. This wall was never repainted when the rest of the house was done, and against the notch for my tenth birthday is a pencilled scribble in my mother’s handwriting: “S – started with E”, and against my twelfth: “S – potter’s wheel”. She must have known that year would always stand out for me. It was a significant one for Karin too, it turned out. Two planes crashed in Malaysia that year, she told me, and her best friend was in one of them. It haunted her, the thought of her friend’s body falling from the sky into the sea. It was around then that she developed a fear of heights and an irresistible attraction to them, thrilling in the queasy feeling she experienced walking on the edge of sheer rock faces that fell to the sea far below, fighting back and simultaneously rejoicing in the thought that she could step off into oblivion. She wasted many hours by the ocean near her house the year of those crashes, peering into rock pools, thinking she might find floating parts of broken planes.


That was the year my parents bought our first gramophone with stereo speakers and a set of L.P.s, which turned Tia into a would-be rock star overnight. She knew immediately how to play air guitar and sing into hand-held microphones conjured out of old tin funnels. She mourned for days when soon after – as if events are connected – Elvis Presley was found blue, cold, stiff, face down in front of his commode. Fifty thousand people died in a cyclone not far from us that year and those who lived said they had seen flames on the ocean’s waves. Snow fell in tropical Miami for the only time ever and a Tunisian immigrant was guillotined in France for murdering his girlfriend. In the way chickens keep walking headless after they are slaughtered, the dead Tunisian’s eyes looked around at the assembled observers for a long half-minute and slowly blinked, well after his head had been separated from his body. Nobody was guillotined after this in France and the executioner’s son, who had hoped to follow his father’s profession, had to find other work, just as calligraphers and lamplighters have done.


It was 1977. There was jubilation in our country that year, which I was too young to understand, at Indira Gandhi’s downfall. While our parents talked about an end to the brutalities of the Emergency, what interested me and my sister was Mrs G.’s successor, a humourless old man who drank his own urine as a tonic. Tia and I sang a rhyme about the successor that went:




Dear Mr Desai, would you like some tea?


Oh no, little girls, I’d love a glass of pee.





But more than my first pot, or anything else that took place in the world, what changed the configuration of earth-sun-sky in that year of unimaginable wonders and bloodcurdling horrors was the young dog that Elango found in a forest. The dog was black and brown, his ears were still deciding whether to flop or stand up, and he had a tail as curly as a comma.
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