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      Etta was propped up on pillows in her bed. She was having an elegant breakfast from a tray. She held a cream cracker between thumb and forefinger and, before taking a bite, said to Judy, ‘You ought to leave him, really you ought.’

      Judy was thrilled. She had no intentions of leaving her husband, but it made her feel worldly to hear Etta talking about it.

      ‘It’s very bourgeois of you to keep going,’ Etta said. She pronounced bourgeois with a very French accent though she herself was Hungarian and her intonation, in spite of the English drawl she cultivated, was basically central European. ‘Petit bourgeois,’ she added, even more crisply French. ‘Marriages, my dear, are made to be broken, that’s one of the rules of modern civilization. Just because we happen to have landed ourselves in this primitive society, that’s no reason why we should submit to their primitive morality.’ She made a face and delicately dusted crumbs from her fingers, as if she were dusting off all that primitiveness she spoke of. ‘My dear Judy, you’ve made a mistake – it could happen as they say to anyone – but if you would only face up to it and get out before it’s too late, too late, Judy.’

      Judy was tempted to say that it was already too late (after all, she had been here nearly ten years now and had two children) but she refrained, because she knew Etta didn’t care to have her assertions contradicted. And anyway, as far as Judy was concerned, the discussion was purely theoretical, so she didn’t much mind what was said.

      ‘You’ve got such a terribly phlegmatic nature,’ Etta said, closing her eyes in exasperation on the word phlegmatic. ‘You just will not realize that life is something to be seized and struggled with, the way Jacob struggled with the Angel. Oh my God, what am I coming to, making Biblical allusions! It’s your frightful puritan influence, Judy.’

      Judy laughed: she loved such sophisticated talk.

      ‘No, but I’m not not joking, I’m absolutely entirely terribly terribly serious, Judy. You must leave him and get out. You’re just rotting here. Look at you in that thing’ – Judy looked down at herself, at the sari which she mostly wore nowadays (it saved so much trouble) – ‘and your hair too and – ugh, you’re awful. You’ve let yourself go. And not only physically, let me tell you as a friend –’ she put down her coffee cup with an angry little clatter and called, ‘Run my bath now!’

      Here one might have expected a neat maid in black dress and white apron to appear, but instead, her summons was answered by the usual kind of tattered hill-boy servant. Before he could go to the bathroom, Etta hissed at him, ‘First the tray, take away the tray, will you never learn.’ He bent over her bed to remove her breakfast tray and, as he did so, grinning widely, peered down into her apricot-coloured night-dress with its nylon lace trimmings.

      While Etta was in her bath, Judy wandered round the flat. She loved it here. Everything was so elegant, so continental, in such good taste: just like Etta herself. There was a white rug on the stone floor in the sitting-room, and a low divan done up in pearl grey and covered with an array of amusing cushions. The raw silk lampshades matched the curtains, and sophisticated black and white prints hung on the walls. There were two flowers each in two tiny delicate vases. Several gay record-sleeves were scattered on top of the radiogram; a French fashion magazine lay open on the divan. One might have been in Europe.

      And it was only when one stepped out of the living-room of this top-floor flat on to the terrace (as Judy now did, for Etta was being a long time in her bath) and looked over the parapet, that it became very clear that this was not Europe. The houses, true enough, were built from jazzy pictures in European or American magazines, but the surrounding landscape was not really consonant with anything those magazines might know of. Vast barren spaces, full of dust and bits of litter, flowed around and between the smart new houses; there was not a tree in sight, and the only growth to spring spontaneously out of this soil was, here and there, little huts patched together out of mud and old boards and pieces of sacking. The whole area was intersected by a railway line for goods trains, and there were two prominent landmarks: an old mausoleum of blackened stone and no architectural value (but with a curious air of permanence about it: one felt that when all the pretty houses and all the makeshift huts had gone, this at any rate would still be here), and an enormous brightly coloured advertisement hoarding for rubber tyres. Most prominent of all was the sky, which covered and dwarfed everything, was electric blue and had black kites wheeling slowly round and round against it.

      ‘Where are you?’ Etta called from inside the bedroom. Judy hurried in, for she didn’t want to miss any part of Etta’s toilette she might be allowed to witness. She found her sitting at her dressing-table, in front of all her jars and bottles and lipsticks, her negligée slung about her shoulders with her brittle blonde hair hanging loose. She was patting something into her face, leaning forward into the mirror in order to watch herself doing it. She smelled of soap and talcum powder and some sort of delicious bath oil.

      ‘Did you go out in the sun?’ she asked Judy. That’s of course the best way of ruining one’s complexion. Don’t you know that the Indian sun has been put specially into the sky to ruin our complexions?’ She patted more fiercely, as if daring any agent of ruination to come near her. ‘It’s nothing to smile at,’ she said, hawk-eyed in the mirror, it might all sound terribly trivial to you but, believe me, it’s on these trivial things that one’s life depends. You must learn that, you simply must.’

      She got up, shrugged off her negligée which fell to the floor (Judy obsequiously picked it up) and revealed herself to be wearing a black nylon slip with a lace top. She reached over to her bedside table, picked a cigarette from her box and lit it, while Judy admired her. True, Etta’s flesh, now so frankly revealed (all her shoulders, her arms, her legs) did not look young – it was very pallid and shook a little – but she had kept her figure, and her hair, by whatever means, was blonde, and who else could stand there like that in the middle of the morning wearing black underwear and smoking oval cigarettes?

      ‘There is absolutely no reason,’ she said, ‘when in Rome to do as Rome does. Or rather, there may be every reason in Rome, but certainly, certainly none in Delhi. It’s no use sinking down to anyone’s level, Judy, we must always try to raise them up to ours. Oh God, now you’re making me sound like something colonial, but it’s true, it really is true. Here, hold’ – and she held out her cigarette which Judy, content to play ashtray, reverently took, while Etta scanned her wardrobe with cunning eyes to choose a suitable dress.

      ‘I hate to see you going on and on like this. Married to that awful – well, he is awful, don’t expect me to mince words. I never, never mince words, you know that.’ Judy did. ‘If at least he were earning decently and could make some sort of a life for you here, but not even that! It’s you who have to go out to work –’

      ‘But I like it,’ Judy said.

      ‘That’s not the point at all, how stupid of you. That you should have to go whether you like it or not – good heavens, what are men for, let alone husbands?’ There was some more, but it couldn’t be heard because she was pulling her dress over her head. When she emerged, her hair ruffled and her face red (it was a tight-fitting dress), she was saying ‘… no use going on only for the sake of going on. Give me back my cigarette and zip me up at the back, but careful, hm? I don’t want my skin caught.’

      Judy did it very carefully. She loved the way the dress clung tight to Etta’s waist and over her hips; she also loved being so near to Etta and within her aura of cosmetics and carefully bathed and powdered flesh.

      ‘Why do you stick on like that, why why why? It’s so ridiculous.’ She fixed a jewelled brooch on her dress, just under her left shoulder. ‘It’s stupid. It’s mad. Really, I don’t know how you expect me to be patient with you.’

      She stood in her tight, pale-green dress with the brooch glittering under her shoulder, and now she was fixing her ear-rings which matched the brooch. Judy looked at her and said, ‘How nice you look.’

       

      Judy’s home was very different from Etta’s. It was in a side-street leading off from a road of shops. At the corner of this side-street was a cloth-shop, then came a brick wall with old posters stuck over it and a wooden door set into it. The door was often open, so that anyone passing could look into Judy’s courtyard. There was nothing interesting to see, though – it was like every other courtyard in that area, with a few old string cots, and some washing strung up, and a battered water-container – and even if one could have seen farther, into the rooms leading off the courtyard, it still wouldn’t have been interesting or unusual. One room was a bedroom for Judy, her husband and their two children, the other had been made into a kind of sitting-room, and the storeroom didn’t hold the trunks and other household objects it had been intended for, but instead had become a room for their old aunt, Bhuaji. There was also a sort of cooking-shed, covered with an asbestos roof, and a very small bathroom with only one tap in it, and an even smaller WC. Out of the courtyard rose a flight of stone steps which led to the upstairs part of the house; here Judy’s elder brother-in-law lived with his family.

      The original idea had been for the two households to be quite separate. It had been Mukand’s, the elder brother’s idea: he said he wanted no part in the usual kind of Hindu joint family, which he maintained – and Judy’s husband, Bal, agreed with him, not out of any intense conviction but because he felt it to be liberal and forward-looking – was a seed-bed of ill-will and strife. However, somehow or other, the two households had run together and had not proved a seed-bed of ill-will and strife. There was, everyone soon realized, really no point in cooking upstairs as well as downstairs, especially as the children of both households took it for granted that both parts of the house were theirs, to eat, play and sleep at will in either.

      Judy was trying to do something about the sitting-room. She often, after having been to Etta’s fiat, tried to do something about the sitting-room, but never with any success. Now she was holding one of the two cane chairs and looking round for a suitable place to put it. She chose first one, then another, but neither was to her satisfaction, so she finally put it back where it had been before. Then she picked up the other chair and held that and bit her lip and looked round speculatively.

      Bhuaji came in and asked her what she was doing. ‘Don’t strain yourself,’ she added. She always said that, whenever she saw Judy carrying anything; it was left over from the times when Judy had been pregnant.

      Judy put down the second chair as well. She realized it was not the position of the chairs that needed changing, but the chairs themselves.

      ‘Children have gone to play opposite,’ Bhuaji said. ‘How quiet it is without them. A house needs children… You know what our Prithvi said to me this morning, God bless him? “Bhuaji,” he said, “when are you going to get new teeth?”’ She cackled with delight. ‘“Bhuaji, when are you going to get new teeth?” Just like that he said. Now what are you doing?’ For Judy was stripping the covering sheet and the mattress off what constituted their sofa and looking despondently at their trunks underneath.

      ‘Do you think one day we’ll be able to afford a real sofa?’

      ‘Why not?’ Bhuaji said. ‘God gives, and gives with both hands.’

      Judy sighed and covered up the trunks again. There was no more furniture to think of re-arranging, so her gaze strayed round the whitewashed walls instead. These held two framed certificates, both of them belonging to Judy’s husband. One was his BA certificate, the other had a ribbon and seal and said that he had attended a Conference of International Youth in London as an Indian delegate. There was also a picture of him at the airport, going off to this conference with the other delegates, all of them wearing garlands and tight new suits made by their local tailors.

      Judy said, ‘Do you think it looks all right to have certificates on your wall?’

      ‘Of course,’ Bhuaji said and sat down comfortably on the floor. ‘Then everyone who comes knows at once what sort of a person you are.’

      Judy said, ‘What sort of person will people think Bal is, then?’

      They will know he is an educated boy – a B A –’

      Judy laughed. She too had been impressed by the BA when she had first heard of it, but later she found that very many people had it and, as far as she could judge, they did not seem any the more learned for it.

      ‘And also that he has been outside, a travelled, educated man –’

      ‘Goodness,’ said Judy, and laughed again to think of her Bal as a travelled, educated man. But then she looked round the room and shook her head. ‘This is no place for a posh person like him. We must get some furniture –’

      ‘Some nice chairs,’ said Bhuaji comfortably from the floor.

      ‘And a sofa – and curtains – and new pictures – and a coffee-table with an ashtray on it.’ But even while she was saying it, she was losing interest. She was lying face down on what was now their sofa, and found it really quite comfortable; what more should one want?

      Bhuaji, who never sat on a chair and didn’t even care to own a bed to sleep on, said sympathetically, ‘In your home in London you must have had all these things?’

      ‘Oh lots of things,’ said Judy without passion. Too many, actually, she thought: her mother had liked to pick up bargains in basement sales and these were displayed all over their small semi-detached – fire-tongs, novelty ashtrays (though no one in the house smoked), china cats and dogs, plastic doileys, rexine calendars, the statue of the boy taking a thorn out of his foot. All these objects required a lot of cleaning and dusting, so her mother was always busy; not only with the cleaning and dusting but also with keeping a sharp watch over others to see they didn’t spoil them, like Judy and her father touching things and leaving fingerprints, or the milkman who had once been caught wiping his feet on the new ‘Welcome and Cheerio’ coir mat. Judy didn’t know what had happened to all these objects now, but she presumed that after her mother’s death, her aunt Agnes had gone round the house, fastidiously picking out what she favoured for herself and sending the rest for sale at the local junk-shop.

      Judy never cared to think much of home nowadays (whenever memories of it came up, she did her best to think of something else), so she was glad when, just at this moment her sister-in-law Shanti came from upstairs and asked her at once: ‘What happened today?’ Shanti asked this every day. She was fascinated by Judy’s office and the fact that Judy went out every day, and was keen to hear of any adventures that might have befallen her.

      Judy thought for a moment but had to say, ‘Nothing much,’ – reluctantly, for she knew Shanti would be disappointed.

      And indeed, Shanti’s round homely face at once looked disappointed. ‘There must have been something.’

      Judy thought hard. At last she came up with, ‘When I was standing at the bus-stop a huge big car passed and at the back – such a sight! A woman with blue hair –’

      ‘Blue hair!’ Shanti cried in delight.

      ‘Well sort of mauve really – you’d have laughed – and she was holding a tiny little dog all curled and combed and making it look out the window as if it was a baby she was trying to amuse. Honestly, some people –’

      Shanti was fully satisfied. She clapped her hands together and laughed and made Judy repeat everything she had said and go into the minutest detail. Finally she said, ‘How lucky you are.’ This too she said every day; she envied and admired Judy tremendously for the exciting life she imagined her to be leading outside the house. Shanti herself hardly ever went out: where should she go to?

      Judy yawned. She didn’t feel herself to be so very lucky; she was always happiest when she had got back home. But there was no point she knew, in explaining this to Shanti. For Shanti the outside world was so totally unknown a quantity that she had no trouble at all in peopling it with wild and beautiful imaginings. She had been married for sixteen years, had four children and she looked matronly enough, being plump with a round housewife face from which all bloom of youth had long departed; she always dressed in cotten printed saris and had her head decorously covered. But this appearance of hers was misleading, for at heart she was not a matron at all and had not changed in the least from what she had been as a girl before her marriage. In fact, as she had once confessed to Judy, sometimes she thought she would wake up and find that these sixteen years had not taken place, and there was no husband, no children, only herself still living in her father’s house and playing games with her sisters.

      ‘One day we shall change places, and you will stay at home and I shall go to your office,’ Shanti said, and mischievously bit her tongue.

      ‘Okay,’ Judy said and yawned again; she undid her hair and tousled it with her fingers. ‘Needs washing,’ she commented.

      ‘Should I do it now?’ Shanti said. They always washed one another’s hair and, while they were doing it, had a lot of fun and confidences together. Altogether they got on very well and had done so even before they could properly communicate together – that is, before Judy had learned any Hindustani. Nowadays, of course, Judy spoke fluently (though with an appalling accent) and she and Shanti could easily exchange their deepest thoughts, whenever they had any.

      Shanti lifted Judy’s long strands of blonde hair – because she wanted as much as possible (and it wasn’t very possible) to look like everybody else, Judy had grown her hair since she had come out here and wore it in a bun – and then massaged her scalp affectionately. While she was doing this, she said, ‘Then tomorrow shall I go to your office?’

      ‘Why not.’

      Shanti giggled. ‘Can you see me?’ Then she cried, ‘Oh I would never dare, not in one hundred years!’ The next moment she looked sad and, still massaging Judy’s head, she said, ‘With us it’s like that. Only to sit at home day and night, cooking and cleaning and looking after children.’

      Judy said, ‘I wouldn’t mind.’ She had enjoyed the years she had spent at home with Shanti and Bhuaji and the children, and went to work not out of choice but necessity.

      ‘How you talk!’ Shanti reprimanded her. ‘If you had to do it, you would know. Never see anyone or anything interesting and nothing going on –’

      ‘But nothing goes on in the office either.’

      Shanti looked at her reproachfully.

      ‘What about Bhuaji?’ Judy said. They both looked at her sitting peacefully with her eyes shut and her lips moving, probably in prayer. ‘She meets lots more people than I do.’ Bhuaji went out frequently to neighbouring houses, into the bazaar, to the temple, to the river.

      ‘Only ordinary people,’ Shanti said.

      ‘But everybody’s ordinary!’

      ‘Even women with blue hair?’ Shanti cried, and then she was giggling and light-hearted again.

      They talked a bit more – about a sweater that Shanti was knitting and the funeral of a saint which Bhuaji had attended the week before – till it got dark, and then the children came home from playing. Everyone went to sleep early: Shanti upstairs (where her husband, who got very tired in his office, was already asleep), Bhuaji on the mat, spread out in her little room that should have been the trunk-room, Judy and her two children in their bedroom. Bal did not get home till some hours afterwards; no one heard him, for he was very careful and walked on tiptoe. He was always considerate.

       

      Judy had had a job for the past five years. First she had worked with a motor-car agency which belonged to one of Etta’s admirers, but after he had ceased to be an admirer, Judy’s job was no longer quite secure; so she was not really surprised when one day she was told that they were cutting down on staff and her services would no longer be required. Later she found out that the proprietor had wanted her job for a nephew of his income tax inspector, and though she did not bear a grudge about this – she was worldly enough to know that income tax inspectors had to be obliged – her dismissal came at a bad time for her. Bal was away in Bombay, chasing after some film job he had been vaguely promised, and was not in a position to send money home as regularly as they had hoped. For a time she had had to rely on her brother-in-law Mukand, who lived upstairs, and though he considered it his duty, in a resigned sort of way, to stand by her, she did not relish her dependence. She knew that Mukand’s salary (he worked as accountant in a small manufacturing business) was enough to provide for one family, and that his own, but not for two; and besides, she had not in England grown up, with the idea that other people were there to provide one with a living, even if they were – one might even stretch a point and say especially if they were – one’s relatives. As her father often said, ‘Never be under an obligation to any of them bastards’ (them bastards being the world in general), while her mother’s way of putting it was, ‘Shut the door and don’t trust no one.’ Judy had a more open and trusting nature than either of her parents, but the conviction that the world didn’t owe her a living was as strong in her as it had been in them.

      She had spent her days going from person to person, searching for a job, and came home tired and defeated at night. Those had been terrible times for her; but even they came to an end when some friends of hers called the Hochstadts told her of an organization called the Cultural Dais, which was in need of an assistant. They introduced her to the Honorary Secretary, a Mrs Kaul, who had interviewed her and offered her a very small salary which Judy, amazed at her own audacity but quite determined not to be got for less than she and the children and Bhuaji could live on, had tried to make her raise. They had bargained to and fro for quite a while, sitting there in Mrs Kaul’s exquisitely appointed drawing-room, both of them with the sharp looks on their faces they wore when they haggled with shopkeepers in the bazaar.

      She was appointed as assistant to the General Secretary, a young man called Sudhir Bannerjee, who had not welcomed her. He said there was little enough for him to do all day as it was, and now she had come to take away half. But they got on well together and were pleasant company for each other during the long hours in which there was nothing to do. In the original scheme of things, the Dais was to have hummed with intellectual activity all day long, people coming in to use the library and engaging in on-the-spot discussion, but this had not happened. Apart from preparing for and conducting the lectures and meetings, and bringing out reports and a little monthly news-sheet, there was nothing much going on. So it was that Sudhir and Judy carried on long, idle conversations during which they found out quite a lot about each other.

      There were two small wooden tables in the office, one for Sudhir and one for Judy, and they sat with their backs to each other. She would often hear him grumbling to himself and jabbing viciously at the keys of the typewriter. She always guessed then that soon his breaking-point would come and he would turn round and speak contemptuously of the Dais and their work there. He thoroughly despised his job.

      So it was nothing unusual when, that morning, he suddenly gave a loud snort, stopped typing and read out loud: ‘A member of the public then got up and asked, “Could the speaker kindly point out some lessons that the Medieval Traders Guild of Europe hold for the India of today?” And what is more, can you believe it, he actually pointed out these lessons – here they are, four of them: a, b, c, d.’

      Judy didn’t answer; she knew there was never any necessity for adding fuel to his fire. And indeed, the next moment he had jumped up, pushing back his chair so hard that it fell over. He was very tall, with long limbs. He started pacing up and down the office and, when he found this cramping, he went through the partition into the library. She listened to him rummaging in there. She knew he couldn’t possibly be looking for a book, for he had long since read everything worth reading there. Certainly the choice was very limited. There were stacks of government publications on the distribution of the canal waters and such-like topics, and a number of somewhat tattered volumes which had been donated at various times and were of a mixed order and quality (Tolstoy: What Then Must We Do? J. S. Mill: On Liberty. Samuel Smiles: Thrift. An Observer: Whither India? R. Rolland: Life of Vivekananda).

      He folded back the partition, the way they did when they had a meeting, so that library and office became one long hall. He stood at the end opposite to Judy, before a little table and with his back to the library bookcase, just as their speakers always did. With one hand he supported himself on the table, the other held an imaginary lapel; his feet were crossed at the ankle. ‘It is worth bearing in mind,’ he said in a nasal voice, ‘that under such conditions cultural themes develop their own criteria so that it might develop under scrutiny that Huguenot poetry of the seventh century is not absolutely incompatible with Hottentot poetry of the ninth.’

      ‘Very funny,’ said Judy.

      He came out from behind the table and looked gloomy again. He really disliked his job, and her one fear was that one day he would give it up and go back to Calcutta, and then someone else would come to be General Secretary. She didn’t want anyone else; she had got used to Sudhir and liked him. He was, as she often said, a real card.

      She went back to addressing envelopes for the next meeting (a talk on Indo-Dutch relations from the fifteenth century to the present day). She did it very slowly and carefully, in her best handwriting, because there was no other work and she didn’t want to sit around bored and maybe get on Sudhir’s nerves. She took particular pleasure in addressing envelopes to the President, the Vice-President, the Prime Minister and members of the Cabinet. None of these people ever came, but Mrs Kaul, the Honorary Secretary, said it was important to send them invitations so that they could keep abreast of the work being done at the Cultural Dais.

      The telephone rang and Judy picked it up. She put her hand over the mouthpiece and said in a low, worried voice, ‘It’s Mrs Kaul for you.’

      ‘I’m not here,’ Sudhir said.

      Judy transmitted this message, and then had to listen patiently for a long time while Mrs Kaul delivered herself of some harangue at the other end. When at last she was able to replace the receiver, she said with a sigh, ‘She wants the report on Cultural Background to International Relations.’

      ‘Does she indeed,’ Sudhir said pleasantly.

      Just then their landlord appeared and said in an accusing voice, ‘One of you has been in my kitchen.’

      ‘A thousand pardons, dear Doctor!’ cried Sudhir, bending his head and touching his hand penitently to his forehead.

      Their landlord really was a doctor, and there was even a board outside at the gate, giving his name, qualifications and consulting hours. However, no patients ever came to avail themselves of his skills, which indeed he had long since ceased to practise.

      ‘It is not,’ he said, in a milder tone than that in which he had started off, ‘that I grudge the use of my kitchen to you, but you see a landlord has his responsibilities.’

      Sudhir nodded so gravely and listened so attentively that the Doctor felt prompted to expand on his theme. ‘Imagine now if I allowed you to make use of my kitchen whenever you pleased. There would be inconvenience to me, but this of course I would be willing to overlook. But then also, how could I say no to that one?’ And he jerked his head contemptuously towards the back, where there was another room which he had let out to a young government clerk at what he now considered a shamefully low rent. ‘He too would put claim on my kitchen and would come in and have his food cooked there. Chi,’ said the Doctor in disgust both at the clerk and at his food before continuing in a different tone: There is also the legal aspect. I am the landlord and you are my tenants. We have entered into contract to effect that you have use of this spacious hall but not of what lies beyond it. These terms must be honoured by both sides, otherwise to what purpose are contracts and legal ties?’

      While he was talking, he walked round the room, tapping the walls, trying the windows to see they opened and shut properly, with the concerned and important air of proprietorship. This house was his largest, indeed his only stake in life. It was a handsome house, though not quite on as grand a scale as the huge portico in front might have led one to believe. It had been built by the Doctor’s father, a rich merchant who had earned a lot of money and had been more concerned with making some show of it rather than building himself a really comfortable place to live in. He had had the portico constructed leading to the large hall with high ceiling and marble floor which was now the office of the Cultural Dais; but beyond that he had given up and built three poky rooms and a kitchen which he had considered good enough for his family’s everyday living.

      ‘What would you say,’ inquired the Doctor, with quiet satisfaction, ‘is the value of this property today?’ and he went on to speculate on this pleasing problem at some length. Judy continued to address envelopes and Sudhir to type his report. They did not feel disturbed by the Doctor’s presence or conversation. He often came and usually talked about the same thing, so there was no strain of either listening or replying. It was rather pleasant in the office at such times. The office itself was bare, with only the two tables and a stack of collapsible chairs and, on the wall, a photograph of Tagore and another of Dr Radhakrishnan, but when they looked out of the windows, they could see the trees along the road, all heavy with yellow blossoms.

       

      Etta entered the restaurant and stood poised within the door. She saw Clarissa immediately, but nevertheless hovered there a moment longer and pretended to be searching round. She liked entering restaurants and having everyone look at her. And everyone did look at her, and eyes followed her as she tripped smartly on her high heels, head held high and slim hips swinging, to the table where Clarissa sat waiting for her.

      Clarissa was sprawled on a velvet sofa, with her things – her sketching-pad, a few grubby parcels, the big checked cloth bag which served her permanently as handbag and shopping-bag – scattered round her. ‘Late as usual,’ said Clarissa.

      Etta sat down and began smoking cigarettes immediately. She looked round the restaurant from under half-closed lids to see if there was anyone interesting. There was not, but she was gratified to note that the ripples created by her entrance had not yet subsided and people were still looking at her. She put a careless hand to her blonde hair and ordered coffee.

      ‘You’re looking tired,’ Clarissa said. ‘There are bags under your eyes.’

      Etta smiled pleasantly. There was much she could have retaliated with, but Clarissa looked such a frump anyway, it was hardly necessary to stress the point. Her wispy hair, which she had attempted to build into a top-knot, had most of it come down. She wore her usual Rajasthani peasant skirt – this one in green and orange – and a blouse of thick handspun cloth, printed over with scenes from Indian village life.

      ‘You’re probably run down,’ Clarissa said. ‘You need a holiday.’

      ‘But I always need a holiday.’

      ‘I might be going up to Nairn Tal next week. I’m longing to see my mountains again.’

      ‘Who are you staying with?’

      ‘The Kapurs, I expect.’

      Etta made no comment but had a few hard thoughts. The Kapurs were a wealthy family, with a beautiful house in Delhi and another beautiful one in the hills. Etta herself had gone to stay with them several times, but she found it distasteful the way Clarissa sponged on them. Clarissa was like that, she imposed on people.

      ‘Mira keeps asking when am I coming to stay with them, so I thought I might as well go. You can’t keep saying no to people.’

      Etta took a sip from her coffee and then beckoned to the waiter: ‘I asked for coffee.’ He stared at her. ‘This isn’t coffee,’ said Etta. ‘It’s yesterday’s gravy.’ He went on staring in incomprehension and she said wearily, ‘The man is stupid. Call the manager.’

      ‘I don’t know why you must always fuss so,’ Clarissa said. ‘I’ve drunk two cups of it and it’s quite all right.’

      ‘The manager,’ Etta repeated to the waiter in a quiet but meaningful voice.

      The manager was a beautifully groomed young man with a black bow-tie and a ring on his finger and wavy, oiled hair. He was a nephew of the proprietor and very concerned to hear about Etta’s coffee. He spoke angrily to the waiter.

      ‘I hope it’s not too much of a nuisance…?’ Etta said, looking up at him with her head a little to one side and making big green eyes.

      The young man adjusted his bow-tie. Then he barked again at the waiter. Soon Etta had new coffee in front of her which she sipped with a demure air of righteousness.

      ‘It’s nothing to you, I suppose,’ said Clarissa, ‘that you got that poor bearer into trouble.’

      ‘Don’t be silly.’ Actually she said ‘thilly’, for sometimes, when she wanted to be either particularly appealing or particularly exasperating, she affected a lisp.

      ‘You’ve got no sense of human dignity, that’s what’s wrong with you, Etta,’

      ‘How terribly wrong you are. It’s because I’ve got so much sense of human dignity that I refuse, but absolutely and entirely refuse, to drink bad coffee.’ She took her powder compact out of her bag and looked into its mirror. ‘Let alone pay for it,’ she added, as she dabbed some powder on her nose.

      Clarissa gave a snort of disgust. ‘Don’t you go playing the spoiled darling with me. I’ve known you much too long.’

      Etta said, ‘How right you are. Much too long.’ She shut her compact with a little click and dropped it back into her handbag. ‘Look, Clarissa dear, are we going to quarrel all morning? Just give me notice so I can get into the right frame of mind.’

      Clarissa’s expression changed at once. She stopped looking angry and instead became tender. She laid her hand on Etta’s. ‘You know I don’t want to quarrel with you.’ She spoke in a low voice and looked at Etta with sincere eyes. “We’re friends.’

      Etta tried to accept this gracefully, though at the same time she manoeuvred to get her hand out from under Clarissa’s. She hated physical contact and Clarissa’s hand, being slightly damp, was particularly distasteful to her.

      Suddenly Clarissa snatched up her sketchbook and thrust it at Etta as a peace offering. ‘Here, just see what I did the other day. I went down to Mehrauli and found the most thrilling types. Look at this old man, isn’t he the most marvellous character you’ve ever seen? What nobility.’

      Etta looked, and looked away again. She took out her handkerchief and wiped the feel of Clarissa’s hand from her own.

      ‘I love these simple, earthy types,’ Clarissa said. ‘Every line on their face tells a story. It’s so inspiring for an artist.’ One leg of hers, ending in a big foot on a big flat sandal, came up on the sofa and she supported her sketchbook on it the better to admire her drawing. ‘Doesn’t he remind you of one of those Russian peasants you get in Tolstoy? The same strength and earthiness. Only of course the Indian peasant has a sort of spiritual quality about him, a divine yearning which raises him – don’t you feel that? – above his own earthiness.’

      Etta lifted her nose in the air and sniffed. ‘I think this place has a nasty smell.’ Clarissa looked at her in disgust. ‘Well it has,’ Etta said, ‘I can’t help it.’ And indeed it had: it was one of the best restaurants in town, but the smell of yesterday’s food, and that of the day before, clung to and seeped out from the velvet draperies, the deep red carpet, the black and gold mouldings on the walls.

      ‘And I think there’s a spot of tomato ketchup on the tablecloth,’ Etta said, pointing to it with a fastidious finger.

      Clarissa angrily tossed aside her sketchbook. ‘It wasn’t me who suggested we should meet here! It’s you who’re so fond of these fancy places!’

      ‘But how was I to know,’ Etta wailed, ‘that there was going to be horrid tomato ketchup on the tablecloth?’

      ‘You know very well I can’t stand these kind of places. I find them completely stifling. Suffocating!’ she cried and tugged at the neck of her blouse. ‘I’d be much happier if we met somewhere outside, in the fresh and open air, simply under a tree.’

      ‘Under a tree,’ echoed Etta in amused distaste. ‘How droll.’

      ‘And don’t try to be so English. I for one like your Hungarian accent, I think it’s quite attractive, and I don’t see why you should go to such trouble to put on a phoney haw-haw English accent.’ Clarissa herself was a genuine product of the British Isles although, after so many years in India, this was no longer as obvious as it once might have been. Her accent had lost some of its local colour and idiom, and her complexion, once probably rosy and redolent of English skies, had taken on the withered pallor of all Western women too long in the East.

      ‘Clarissa dear, I think we’re quarrelling again.’

      Just then the manager came up to ask whether the coffee was now to Etta’s satisfaction. She gave him a dazzling smile (her teeth were still good though somewhat yellow) and said, ‘Absolutely perfect, thank you,’ so that he once more adjusted his bow-tie and, not content with that, wriggled his shoulders so that the pads of his coat fell into better position.

      ‘I hate to see you flirting like that; it’s awful at your age,’ Clarissa said, but immediately afterwards she changed her mood, threw up her arms above her head and cried, ‘How sick and tired I am of all this sophisticated town life! I’ve got to get away, away!’ People at adjoining tables looked at her in astonishment, but she was too passionate to care. ‘Back to my beloved mountains – Nature, the simple life, that’s what I need desperately.’

      Etta said, ‘At the Kapurs?’ She smiled. ‘All those lovely servants cooking and serving all those lovely meals all day long; I quite desperately need a bit of that kind of simple life myself.’

      ‘I’ve said it before and I’ll say it again,’ Clarissa said fiercely, ‘people like you shouldn’t be in this country. You don’t belong.’

      ‘No, thank God.’

      ‘I came here out of conviction and idealism, not like you, who just came out on a chance marriage –’

      ‘Don’t remind me, please, of that chance marriage, not so early in the morning.’ Etta’s first marriage, more years ago than she ever allowed anyone to remember, had been to an Indian student whom she had met in Vienna: the handsomest, most cultured, charming boy one could imagine. Who would ever have thought that, once back in India, he would turn out to be so very much attached to his most uncultured family and, moreover, altogether so different from the gay youth with whom she had gone dancing in all the nicest cafés?

      ‘If you’d had any guts you would have tried to adapt yourself. To fit in. Look at someone like Judy –’

      ‘Yes, poor Judy.’

      ‘Not poor Judy at all! She’s doing very nicely. She had the good sense to realize that the only way to live here was to turn herself into a real Indian wife –’

      At that point the band started. It was a very loud band, consisting of four lusty young Goans with white teeth and a lot of energy. They strummed and drummed and sang, they puffed out their cheeks, their feet in tight nylon socks went up and down on pedals. Etta held her head and groaned.

      ‘One either merges with Hindu civilization or is drowned by it!’ Clarissa shouted above the noise.

      ‘Oh I’m one of the drowned ones, most definitely definitely one of the drowned ones,’ Etta said, still holding her head in agony.

       

      Judy’s little boy, Prithvi, had had fever all day. She didn’t go to the office but stayed with him to soothe him, sponge him and put ice on his head. By evening the fever came down and he lay on his bed, looking pinched and worn and with his eyes much too big. Judy also felt exhausted, after the anxiety and nursing, and she lay on her string cot next to him. It had been a hot and trying day.

      Bal came home late in the evening, only to change for he had to go out again almost immediately. Meanwhile though, while he was changing his clothes, he was very nice to Prithvi and did his best to entertain and amuse him. Judy watched Bal dressing. He wore a finely starched muslin kurta and pyjama, which had come back from the washerman only that morning, and black slippers with little coloured flowers embroidered on them.

      Prithvi said weakly from his bed, ‘Why do you have to go out? Stay with me.’

      Bal, who had been carefully combing his hair with oil in front of the oval mirror that hung from a nail on the wall, stopped doing so and turned round to Prithvi with a tender, loving smile. ‘Of course I want to stay with you but, oh it is so awful, Papa has to go out to work.’

      ‘Who works at night? People go to office only in the day.’

      Bal said radiantly, ‘Isn’t he clever, Judy? My God, we have a clever son. A sweet sweet, good good, clever clever son.’ He went back to combing his hair in the mirror, scrutinizing himself very carefully as he did so. With his back to them he said, ‘You see, Papa’s work is different. Papa is an artiste and that is why he has to work at night.’

      Bal always called himself an artiste. He was a very small-time actor. He had had bit parts in a few films and he hung around the radio station to get any parts that were going there, and sometimes he participated in stage productions where he was lucky if he recovered his travelling expenses. His international début had been some ten years before, at the age of twenty, when he had managed to get himself chosen a delegate to a Youth Conference in London, and had taken part in a little Indian playlet that was put on at Friends House for the entertainment of the various delegations.

      Judy said, ‘I didn’t know you had a broadcast tonight.’

      ‘Not a broadcast – Kishan Kumar has come to Delhi for his premiere and he has called me.’

      ‘Don’t go,’ Prithvi said in a pampered, sick-child voice.

      ‘How I would love to stay with you, but you see how it is, poor Papa has to go and earn lots of money so that he can buy his children nice food and toys and clothes, and medicines too when the poor darlings are sick.’

      Judy was feeling hot, tired and irritable. She had once met Kishan Kumar and had not liked him. He was a successful young film star and was always surrounded by hangers on, of whom Bal was one. She said crossly, ‘Kishan Kumar is not work.’ She too wished Bal would stay at home just for this evening.

      ‘He is an important contact for me,’ Bal said. He had finished combing his hair and was now inspecting the result. ‘Probably we shall talk business together tonight.’

      Judy could guess how they would talk business. They would all crowd into Kishan Kumar’s plush hotel suite, and Kishan Kumar would sprawl on a sofa with the others on chairs and on the floor round him, drinking his whisky and laughing at the schoolboy jokes he made; or, if he wasn’t in the mood to make any, they would strain every nerve to entertain him, rivalling each other as to who could do it the best.

      She said bitterly, ‘What do you think you can ever get out of him?’

      Bal was amazed; he stared at Judy with open mouth and Prithvi took advantage of this moment of speechlessness to whine faintly, ‘Stay and play with me.’

      ‘But Judy, he has so much influence! He is an important person in the film industry and he can be very useful to me. Already he has put a lot of work in my way.’

      ‘Like what?’

      ‘In Mere Dil Men Rehta Pyar –’

      ‘You appeared for one minute and said two words.’

      ‘You don’t understand. It is not for how long you appear on the screen or how much you say –’

      ‘I know: when they saw you in Mere Dil Men, all the biggest producers shouted “Who’s that wonderful man? Sign him up immediately!”’

      ‘It is not impossible,’ Bal said, primping himself a bit more before the mirror. He was, it was true, very handsome; he had a beautiful profile and large black eyes and white teeth and a lot of thick black hair. After such a wonderful head, his figure came as something of a disappointment for he was short and tended to be stocky. This is how discoveries are made. All the biggest stars started with very small roles – Kishan Kumar himself also. Govind!’ he shouted for the servant and gave him a rupee and said ‘A packet of “Panama”, and be quick about it.’ Now he stepped back from the mirror and tried to see himself full length, but of course it was impossible because there was not enough space to step back into. He only took two steps and was stopped short by one of the beds. There were four beds in the small room – two real beds, with mattresses, one for Prithvi and the other for Gita, and two string cots for Bal and Judy. The only other piece of furniture was an old-fashioned wardrobe, with a carved top and ornate legs, into which as many as possible of the family’s belongings were stuffed. There was also a cupboard built into the whitewashed wall, and this too was full to overflowing with clothes, toys and old crockery. The rest of their things they kept in suitcases piled up against the only remaining piece of empty wall space.

      ‘How do you think I got that part in Gharonda? Only through Kishan Kumar of course.’

      ‘Have they paid you for that yet?’

      ‘That is quite by the way. Really, Judy, it is no use arguing with you, you always start talking about something that is nothing to do with the argument.’

      ‘I was only asking.’ And while she was about it, she would have liked to ask some more: when were they going to pay him? And when would he be able to give her some money? It was quite an urgent problem for it was getting towards the end of the month and her salary from the Cultural Dais was almost spent. However, she repressed the desire to mention this because she knew that, whenever she brought up the topic of money, he tended to become evasive and, at the same time, to look ashamed.

      The important thing for someone in my position,’ he said, dabbing a little khas scent behind his ears, ‘is to keep up my contacts. That is the only way to get the big chance I am waiting for. You didn’t go to the office today?’

      ‘How could I?’

      ‘Of course – poor Prithvi. But it makes a bad impression to miss days at the office.’ When she had first got a job, it was Bal who had made the most fuss. He said it was humiliating for him that his wife should go out to work, and he even said – though he knew he didn’t mean it – that he would not allow her. For the first few days of her job (this was when she was with the motor-car agency) he made many scenes, sometimes acting great anger and sometimes great sorrow, and once he even cried. Judy was sorry to see him like that but she took as little notice as possible and only hoped he would get over it. This he did quite quickly, and indeed his whole attitude changed so completely that only a week or two later he was extolling the virtues of female independence and what a wholesome advance it was to see women going out into the world and taking their place side by side with men.

      ‘I think he is better now,’ Bal said, blowing a quick smile and kiss at Prithvi. Tomorrow you can go. You see, it is the same as with our broadcasts and shooting schedules. We have to be there, we can’t make excuses – my child is not well, I have a stomach ache, my cousin is getting married – oh no,’ he said, and shook his head in a worldly-wise way, ‘at such a rate we wouldn’t keep our job for long.’

      Gita, their daughter, barefoot and rather dirty, with her hair all undone, came rushing in to retrieve an ancient toy out of the wall cupboard. Prithvi asked in a weak voice for water.

      ‘Water?’ Bal said. ‘Of course he shall have water. Pour it for him, darling,’ he told Gita who, however, had found her toy and rushed out with it to where her companions could be heard playing games. Bal poured it himself out of the earthenware water-container which stood on the floor by the bed. But Prithvi said, ‘With ice in it.’

      Bal looked at Judy, who said ‘There isn’t any.’ They had bought some earlier in the day and kept it in a basin, but it had all melted away.

      ‘With ice,’ Prithvi said again.

      ‘Govind!’ Bal called in a loud voice.

      ‘He’s gone for your cigarettes,’ Judy pointed out.

      ‘How long he is taking. It is no use sending him anywhere.’ He had a final look at himself and seemed satisfied. ‘As soon as he comes back, he must go for the ice.’ He made a pursed kissing mouth at Prithvi and said, ‘Good-bye, darling.’

      ‘I’m thirsty,’ Prithvi said in a tearful voice.

      ‘As soon as Govind comes back, at once he will fetch ice for you.’

      ‘I want it now. Now.’

      Judy stayed lying on her bed and told Bal from there, ‘You’d better go and get it.’

      Bal didn’t have a watch – he had pawned it some years ago – but all the same he flicked out his wrist and frowned at it. ‘It is getting very late. They must all be waiting for me.’

      Judy had another vision of Kishan Kumar’s hotel suite and of Kishan Kumar himself sprawled there in splendour. She said. ‘First get the ice.’

      Bal pretended he hadn’t heard. He went out quickly, through the courtyard and into the street. He had got almost to the end of the brick wall and was by the cloth-store at the corner, when Judy caught up with him. She held on to the sleeve of his kurta. Her face had turned pink and her eyes, looking at him directly, were stark blue and angry. ‘Get the ice,’ she said.

      ‘Let go.’

      There were people in the street. Judy didnt care, but Bal was very much embarrassed. He turned and saw the shop-man sitting inside his cloth-store staring at them. Bal waved and smiled to him – ‘Hallo there, Mohanji, how are you today!’ – and then walked back with Judy. When they were inside their courtyard, she let go of his sleeve and he indignantly brushed at it to get out the creases she had made. ‘All those people saw us,’ he said. Gita and her friends were playing dolls’ wedding in the courtyard, but took no notice of Bal and Judy.

      ‘I’m not going out for my own pleasure,’ Bal said, giving a last soothing flick at his sleeve and blowing on it. ‘In film work – you don’t know how it is, we have to be alert all the time and look for our opportunity.’

      ‘Get the ice,’ she said. Prithvi obligingly started to cry for it from the bedroom.

      ‘It is very important for me to keep up my contacts. Without contacts you can’t succeed in my line.’

      ‘Are you getting it or not?’

      He hesitated very briefly. ‘All right,’ he said, and hesitated once again but for a different reason. For an awful moment she thought he was going to ask her for the money. But he changed his mind and went off groping for coins in his own pocket.

      She was not happy with her victory, though. In fact she felt mean for the rest of the evening, especially when she thought of him with Kishan Kumar. She imagined him before the bored gaze of the successful film star, dancing, singing, jumping, looking as eager as Prithvi, his ears pink with effort, and hope glowing in him that it would all somehow lead to his big chance.

       

      The next time Etta and Judy met it was at the Hochstadts. Etta was a frequent visitor there, and Judy dropped in whenever she had the time. It was very pleasant at the Hochstadts. They were a German couple who had been settled in England for many, many years and liked to think of themselves as English: which was, however, difficult for they still spoke the language with a strong German accent and besides, they looked so very central European. Dr Franz Hochstadt had rimless spectacles and grey hair cropped close to the skull, while Mrs Frieda was solid and matronly and wore tastefully low-cut, two-piece dresses with a lace front let in at the bosom. Dr Franz was an economist of some standing, who had been called out to India on a two-year appointment as an exchange professor at the University.

      Etta sat in an arm-chair with her legs crossed and smoking her usual oval cigarettes. She had already half filled an ashtray which was balanced on the arm of her chair. She was being amusing. She was telling them something that had happened to her in the post office in the morning: ‘He kept me waiting fifteen minutes and then he weighed – he actually actually weighed – my letter, and then you know what he told me?’ Here she tried, with scant success, to reproduce an Indian clerk’s accent: ‘“Excuse, madam, this is wrong counter.” Can you believe it? After all that?’ She gave a laugh; she was inclined today to see the incident in a humorous light, though in some other mood it might have driven her into a frenzy of irritation. ‘Is there anywhere else in the world where such priceless fantasies happen daily?’ And she gave a shrug, a throwaway gesture of the hand and another laugh.

      Mrs Hochstadt smiled with her. ‘It is one of the many charms the country has for us.’

      ‘Charms!’ Etta exclaimed and cast appalled eyes to the ceiling. ‘That’s not exactly the word you’d use if you wanted to get something done.’

      ‘Life plays itself out to a different rhythm here,’ said Dr Hochstadt. ‘It is fatal to come to India and expect to be able to live to a Western rhythm.’

      ‘Well, Franz,’ Etta said, then all I can say is the sooner they change their tune the better.’

      The West pushes forward in staccato rhythm,’ said Dr Hochstadt, ‘the East repeats the same note over and over – dom, dom, dom’ – he sang this in a deep voice, giving force to it with his fist – ‘over and over, and again and again, reaching not forward but down, down into depth.’

      Judy didn’t have much of an idea what they were talking about, but she was used to having the conversation at the Hochstadts pass over her head. She liked being there, all the same. The place had a very comfortable European atmosphere. The Hochstadts lived in a suite of rooms in a government hostel full of MPs and high-ranking civil servants. Even the furniture was provided by the government, but somehow the Hochstadts had managed to put their own touch on everything. There were lace tablecloths, some abstruse objets d’art (unattractive collectors’ pieces), many heavily bound books on economics, philosophy, art and religion; over all this hung the smell of Dr Hochstadt’s cigars and of the coffee which Mrs Hochstadt brewed on a little electric ring specially bought for the purpose (she had nothing but contempt for the coffee sent up by the caterer from the kitchens below).

      ‘Believe me,’ said Etta, ‘if you had to live here for long, you’d soon lose the taste for that dom, dom, dom.’

      ‘The echo of the Marabar caves,’ said Mrs Hochstadt. They were cultured people and had of course prepared themselves thoroughly before coming out to India. ‘How does it go – boum, boum –’

      To a confirmed European like myself,’ said Dr Hochstadt, the sound is of course strange but also often sweet.’ He turned to Judy, ‘And what does our other little expatriate have to say?’

      ‘Oh I don’t know much about music really,’ Judy said.

      ‘Leave her alone,’ Etta said wearily. ‘She doesn’t know what you’re talking about. She doesn’t understand civilized language. She’s busy proving that it’s possible for a nice healthy English girl to be an Indian wife in an Indian slum –’

      ‘It’s not a slum,’ Judy mildly protested. It wasn’t: it was a middle-class district, where shopkeepers, income tax inspectors and unsuccessful advocates lived in crowded but respectable circumstances.

      ‘Don’t quibble. What I saw, on that unfortunate occasion when I made the mistake of looking you up in your native habitat, was near enough to a slum not to matter.’ It had indeed been an unfortunate occasion. Etta hadn’t liked the smell, the noise, the rooms, the children, Bhuaji, and had not hesitated to make this very clear.

      ‘It often strikes me,’ said Dr Hochstadt, leaning back in his chair, putting his finger-tips together and displaying the thoughtful little smile with which he sometimes accompanied his reflections, ‘that we transitory visitors, however much we may read and discuss and observe, can never have that understanding of India in all her depths which comes to those who are in touch with the humbler people of this land.’

      ‘You sound like Clarissa,’ Etta said. ‘She’s always on about the wretched people in their wretched villages or wherever they hide out.’

      ‘There is to be found the real India,’ said Mrs Hochstadt with enthusiasm.

      ‘Well if it is, Clarissa isn’t looking very hard. You may have noticed that she takes good care to get in with people who don’t live in villages and who aren’t in the least bit humble. She likes her comforts, does our Clarissa. Not that I blame her, I’m very keen on them myself, but what I can’t stand is all that hypocrisy about the simple life and the true values, that just makes me sick. I’m smoking too much,’ she added, as she lit another cigarette with slightly agitated fingers.

      Dr Hochstadt endeavoured to bring the discussion back to the impersonal level on which it had begun: ‘For the new-comer in India perhaps one of the most interesting aspects is the correlation – and here I have in mind not only physical facts but also intellectual and spiritual ones – the correlation of the old and the new, of what has been and what is –’

      ‘Oh do stop it, Franz!’ Etta interrupted. ‘India, India, India, all the time, as if there was anything interesting to be said! One has the misfortune to be here, well all right, let’s leave it at that, but why do we have to keep on torturing ourselves by talking about it?’

      Dr Hochstadt and his wife exchanged a brief glance of understanding. ‘All right,’ said good-humoured Dr Hochstadt, spreading his arms wide in a gesture indicating total submission, ‘we will talk about what ever you like. What is it to be? I am ready.’

      ‘I also,’ said Mrs Hochstadt, folding her hands in her lap and looking at Etta with a merry twinkle.

      ‘I wish you two wouldn’t try to show a sense of humour. It doesn’t suit you at all.’ She turned to Judy. ‘How is Culture thriving at your Dais? Tell us what’s going on in those glittering circles.’

      ‘Oh gosh,’ said Judy.

      ‘I do so admire your superb gift of self-expression. Heavens, I’m so tired of you all, I think I’ll go home.’ She opened her handbag and began to touch up her face. This, at any rate, in spite of her impatient mood, she did with care and love. ‘I shall put on some of my French records, my darling Sablon and my dearest Piaf, and then I can forget you all and how dreadfully you bore me. Good-bye Franz, and au revoir, Frieda dear, and next time I come I hope you’re going to be a lot more entertaining. Don’t bother to call on me or ring me or anything,’ she told Judy. ‘I mean it I’ve given you up.’ She rose from her chair and looked over her shoulder to make sure her dress wasn’t wrinkled at the back.

      ‘Wait a minute,’ Judy said. ‘I’m coming with you.’

      ‘Oh no, you’re not. You’re not going to share my taxi and have me drop you at one of your sordid little bus-stops.’ Just before she went out she said, ‘The coffee was nice, Frieda dear. Thanks for that anyway.’

      The Hochstadts looked at one another, and at Judy, and smiled. Judy didn’t smile with them, but pretended interest in a dull-looking intellectual weekly. She knew the Hochstadts were now going to discuss Etta. This they did, in the nicest possible way. They were wise and understanding about her, and had many interesting things to say about the effect India has on a certain type of European. Judy was certain that everything they said was true – they were, after all, intelligent, cultured people, with a wide knowledge of life and psychology – but she didn’t care for them to say it. It was too easy for them. They were going back, they had their flat and Dr Hochstadt’s job waiting for them in London. As far as they were concerned, everything here was only an awfully pleasant interlude. It was different for Etta.

       

      When the Cultural Dais office closed in the evenings, Judy would rush to the bus-stop. She was always in a hurry to get home, but Sudhir lingered a bit. He had nowhere very much to go. He lived in a place called the Royal Hotel, which was near the station and was occupied mainly by young men like himself, who were far away from their homes and families and did not have a very grand salary. He had a shabby little room on an upper floor, leading off an open space round which were grouped other identical shabby little rooms. He did not much care for these lodgings but, nevertheless, spent a great deal of his free time in them, for he had nowhere else to go. From time to time he made forays to the pavement booksellers and came back with an armful of paperbacks and read his way through them. He thus came into contact with a great variety of reading matter, ranging from the Origin of Species to last year’s best-seller. Sometimes he read so much that he became confused and could no longer distinguish between things, and everything seemed to him not to have advanced very far beyond words and certainly had no connection with anything he knew or had experienced.

      Sudhir came from one of those genteel Calcutta families whose present fortunes were low but whose past it was always a pleasure for them to recall. His great-grandfather had been a famous educationist and a leader of the Brahmo Samas movement; his grandfather had been a distinguished professor at the University; his father, however, a sickly and ineffective man, could do no better than a small job at the National Library which he got and maintained not so much through his own abilities as through the respect still accorded to his family name. Sudhir himself had studied history at the University, and one did not need to be told that he had been a brilliant student. He still looked, more than anything, like a brilliant student – the sort who, without even trying, is the leader of opinion among his fellows and the shining hope of his professors, and who, at the end, out of some cussedness or as a grandiloquent gesture against the system of education, fails in his exams. Sudhir, however, did not fail in his exams; he passed them in the first division, and then spent two years looking for a job. He looked in Calcutta, Delhi, Bombay, Poona, Patna and many other places, but found that no one was interested in an ex-brilliant student whose family may have had connections in the past but had none in the present. These were two very bad years. At the end of them, his father died and left Sudhir to look after a mother and two sisters. This forced him to change his tactics, and he began to spend patient hours outside great men’s offices, finally to be rewarded with a job in a newly-founded college in some very remote district of Orissa. Here he stayed till his department was shut down for lack of funds, whereupon he returned to Calcutta and began to look for another job. All other attempts failing, he had to return to what he had hoped never to have to do again, and take chits of recommendation from one great man to the other. He must have done it very ungraciously for he came up with nothing better than a part-time teaching job at an evening college. He supplemented this with writing articles for papers which paid him Rs.25 for 2,000 words; and after a while fell in with some people in advertising who offered him a job at a salary some four times any he had commanded before. He was very happy to accept but after a few months, for reasons he never explained, returned to the evening college. He continued to write a great many articles, and managed to get both his sisters nicely married, one to an engineer in Jamshedpur and the other to a doctor in Asahsol. When his mother died, there was nothing to keep him in Calcutta, and he began to look round for somewhere else. This time he was lucky and did not have to wait for long. One of the Ministers on whom he had so unprofitably danced attendance a few years earlier, and who had been a pupil of Sudhir’s grandfather, had since had the good fortune to be promoted to the central Cabinet in Delhi. On one of his visits to Calcutta, he had been invited to grace a function at the evening college at which Sudhir taught; and catching sight of Sudhir (whom he remembered not so much as his petitioner but as the grandson of a distinguished grandfather), he did him the honour of falling into conversation with him, in the course of which he asked him to come to Delhi and help to build up a new cultural centre which had just been founded. At the Minister’s invitation, Sudhir went to see him the next day, and to his surprise – for he had thought it was made only in the warmth of the particular moment and for want of anything really cordial to say – found the offer was repeated. ‘We want some of our own Bengali boys up there in the capital,’ said the Minister with a chuckle; which Sudhir at once recognized as an attitude of rank communal favouritism, but because he was heartily tired of Calcutta, of the evening college, and of being very poor, he didn’t so much mind just then to have it operating in his favour.
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