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         THE DAY before Abhay shot the white-faced monkey, he awoke to find himself bathed in sweat, a headache already cutting its way into

         his skull in a razor-thin line across the middle of his forehead. He lay staring at the slowly-revolving ceiling fan that

         picked up dust with each revolution through the hot air, adding another layer to the black stains along the edges of its blades.

         Much later, he rose from the bed and stumbled to the door, rubbing his face with the flat of his palms. As he looked out at

         the sunlit court-yard with the slightly-dazed eyes of those who go away laughingly on journeys and return only to find themselves

         coming home from exile, his mother swayed across the red bricks, carrying a load of freshly-washed clothes on one hip, and

         vanished into the stairway leading up to the roof. In a room diagonally across the court-yard from where Abhay stood, his

         father’s ancient typewriter beat out its eternal thik-thik, creating yet another urgent missive to a national newspaper about

         the state of democracy in India. A single crow cawed incessantly. Abhay forced himself out into the white, blinding square

         of heat, feeling the sun sear across the back of his neck, and hurried across it to the damp darkness of the bathroom. He

         stripped off his clothes and stood under the rusted shower head, twisting at knobs, waiting expectantly. A deep, subterranean

         gurgle shook the pipes, the shower head spat out a few tepid drops, and then there was silence.

      


      ‘Abhay, is that you? The water stops at ten. Come and eat.’


      When he emerged from the bathroom, having splashed water over his arms and his face from a bucket, his mother had breakfast

         laid out 

         on the table next to the kitchen door, and his father was peering at an opened newspaper through steel-rimmed bifocals.

      


      ‘We could still win the Test if Parikh bats well tomorrow,’ said Mr Misra sagely, ‘but he’s been known to give out under pressure.’


      ‘Who’s Parikh?’ Abhay said. He could see, in a head-line on the front page of the newspaper, the words ‘terror threat.’


      ‘One of the best of the new chaps. Haven’t been keeping up with cricket much, have you?’


      ‘They don’t have much about it in the American press,’ Abhay said. ‘When does the water come back on?’


      ‘Three-thirty’ said his mother as she emerged from the kitchen bearing hot parathas. ‘I thought of waking you up, but you

         looked so tired last night.’

      


      ‘Jet lag, Ma. It’ll take a week or two to go away.’


      ‘Maybe,’ Mr Misra said, folding his newspaper. Abhay looked up, surprised at the sudden quietness in his father’s voice, wondering

         how much change his father recognized in his eyes, in the way he carried himself. A quick movement on the roof caught his

         eye, and he craned his neck.

      


      ‘It’s that white-faced monkey!’ he burst out. ‘He’s still here.’


      ‘Oh, yes,’ said Mr Misra. ‘He’s a member of the family now. Mrinalini feeds him every morning.’


      The monkey hopped onto the roof from the branches of the peepul tree at the front of the house, loped up to the laundry line

         and, with a sweep of its arms, gathered up a sari, a shirt and two pieces of underwear, and raced back to the tree. It waited,

         firmly seated in the spreading branches, as Mrs Misra went up the stairs and laid two parathas on the wall that ran around

         the edge of the roof and stepped back some four or five paces. The monkey, moving with assurance, as one moves during the

         performance of a familiar ritual, swung back to the roof, dropped the clothes, seized the parathas, and clambered back into

         its familiar leafy territory, where, after it had seated itself comfortably on a suitable branch, it proceeded to eat the

         bread, cocking its head occasionally to watch Mrs Misra as she gathered up the clothes and put them back on the line.

      


      ‘It’s still terrorizing you after all these years,’ said Abhay. ‘You should do something about it.’


      ‘It’s just trying to make a living, like the rest of us,’ Mr Misra said, 

         ‘and it’s getting old. He’s moving pretty slowly now, did you see? Forget him. Eat, eat.’

      


      Abhay bent his head back to his meal, but straightened up every now and then to peer at the peepul tree, where the monkey

         was intently devouring its daily bread. Somehow, even as he savoured the strangely unfamiliar flavours of his mother’s cooking,

         Abhay was unable to shake the conviction that the animal, secure in the cool shade of the peepul tree, was enjoying its meal

         more than he was, and that there was some secret irony, some occult meaning in their unwitting sharing of food. The monkey

         finished first and sat with its head cocked to the right, peering intently at the family below, a puzzled look on its face.

         It scratched at an armpit, turned and swung itself deeper into the recesses of the peepul, stopped and peered at the sparkling

         white house with its little square court-yard, and then abruptly slung itself away into the trees on the adjoining maidan.

      


      That afternoon, in the course of his meanderings over the roof-tops of the city, the monkey found himself in a tree on the

         maidan again. More out of habit than from hunger, he negotiated his way to the peepul and vaulted onto the roof. Below, Abhay

         was seated at the kitchen table, sipping from a glass of cool nimbu pani, speaking haltingly and somewhat formally to his

         parents about his travels and times in a foreign land. As the monkey began his customary gathering of garments, he was surprised

         to see Abhay jump out of his chair and dash up the stairs to the roof. Moving as fast as his ageing limbs would permit, the

         monkey propelled himself off the roof and onto a branch, clutching just one piece of apparel. A moment later, a nasal howl

         of pain burst from his lips as a jagged piece of brick shattered into smaller fragments against his rump. Pausing only to

         bare his yellowed fangs in the general direction of the roof-top, the aged monkey disappeared into the trees on the other

         side of the expanse of open ground in front of the house.

      


      ‘He got my jeans,’ Abhay said. The son of a bitch has my jeans.’


      ‘Well, what did you expect?’ Mrs Misra said, a little stiffly, irritated by the sudden violence inflicted on a member of the

         tribe of Hanuman. ‘You scared him away.’

      


      ‘Will he bring them back? Cost forty dollars.’


      ‘No, he’ll probably drop them somewhere and forget all about it. You’ve lost those pants.’


      

         She walked away, into her bedroom. As Abhay descended from the roof, suddenly aware of the perspiration streaming down his

         sides and his mother’s displeasure, he felt an old adolescent anger awaken, sensed an old bitterness tinged with resentment

         and frustration leaping up again, ancient quarrels and terrors and reasons for leaving raising their heads, unquiet, undead,

         effortlessly resurrected.

      


      When the trees extended serrated shadows across the maidan, under a few gaily-coloured kites that hung almost motionless in

         the air, tiny bits of red, green, yellow and orange against a vast blue, Abhay walked in a huge circle, over the tufts of

         grass and through the teams of barefoot boys engaged in interminable games of cricket. To the south, in the crowded lanes

         and bazaars of Janakpur, his past waited, eager to confront him with old friends and half-forgotten sounds and smells. But

         Abhay hesitated, nagged by a feeling that he had been away for several centuries, not four years, afraid of what he might

         find lurking in the shadows of bygone days, and suddenly he felt his soul drop away, felt it withdrawing, leaving him cold

         and abstracted. So he watched himself, as if from a great height, watched himself describe two great circles and then trudge

         back into the white house. In the same dream-like state, he watched himself converse with his parents and eat dinner. Much

         later, he calmly observed himself scrabbling in the recesses of a cupboard, throwing aside yellowed comic books and once-cherished

         novels, to emerge, then, finally, bearing a child’s weapon, a child’s toy, this: a rifle, bolt-action, calibre 0.22, a miniature

         weapon, yet sleek and deadly. Hands caress it, linger over its contours, feel the smooth blue-black steel, hands trace the

         lines of the heavy wood and test the action, snick-CLACK, these hands that belong to someone not familiar to the members of

         the Misra household, these hands that feed the slim golden rounds into the magazine, click-click-click, these hands belong

         to a stranger. This stranger sits in a chair next to a window, cradling the rifle, watching the roof. Far away, on the edge

         of wilderness, a jackal howls, and the dogs from the city retort, but there is no indication that the figure by the window

         hears any of this.

      


      The monkey, propped securely in a fork high up on a banyan tree, was awakened by the first rays of the sun spreading warmth

         across his back 

         and a sudden emptiness in the pit of his stomach. He recalled, fuzzily, having been hungry when the sun last set, but the

         encounter with the fragment of brick had already begun to fade into the undifferentiated grey mist that constituted his past.

         Ravenous, the monkey skimmed across the tree-tops and roof-tops of the city, to the white house at the edge of the maidan,

         where a substantial meal could usually be negotiated without too much trouble. The house, the top of its walls beginning to

         glow a rich pink, was silent, and the laundry line was bare. The monkey wandered disconsolately across the roof, pausing to

         sniff at the crumpled remnants of a kite. He squatted at the edge of the roof, above the court-yard, feeling faintly, tantalizingly,

         the lingering odours of cooking float up from the kitchen. Restless, he moves, and is momentarily silhouetted against the

         pink-white wall where the staircase emerges onto the roof, and then, abruptly, a thin line of white light blossoms from a

         dark window, and the monkey feels an impact against his chest, under his right shoulder, an instant before he hears the flat

         WHAP, before he registers, with a baring of fangs and an amazed growl, that something very bad has happened; he feels himself

         being spun around, sees suddenly the red sun, the pink-white wall splattered with red; the world spins and breaks into fragments,

         red and white, red and white, another wall a glowing yellow, staggering to the side, the edge, slipping and stumbling, a slow

         slide, a desperate grab at the edge of the roof, but already strength and balance are gone, and the monkey drops, turning,

         and in the drop, within the space of that turn, a wholly unfamiliar image, a completely un-monkey-like scene flashes into

         its mind, red and white, red and white, glowing yellow, three thousand lances, the thunder of hooves, and then the monkey

         hits the red brick with a thick thump, to lie silently at the edge of the court-yard.

      


      Abhay walked out to the still lump of flesh and fur, carrying the rifle, and stood over it, staring down, blinking, at the

         neat round hole drilled into the fur, just beginning to fill with blood. A moment later, his parents burst out of the dark

         recesses of the house, rubbing their eyes.

      


      ‘Abhay, what have you done?’ Mrs Misra said.


      ‘Abhay, you know there is a Hanuman temple not five minutes from here; if they find out they’ll start a riot!’


      ‘Is it still alive?’


      ‘Yes, I think so; help me get it inside.’


      

         Abhay watched, his pulse suddenly vibrating and strumming hoarsely in his ears, as his parents picked up the limp animal and

         carried it into his father’s study. His mother came out, then hurried back past him, carrying a pot of steaming water, her

         eyes reproachfully averted, but he stood, paralysed, the stock of the rifle hard and heavy in his hand, staring with unbelieving,

         stunned eyes at the stains on the ground, red on red.

      


      For nine days and nine nights the monkey lay unconscious, its chest swathed in cotton, eyes closed, while Mrs Misra held handkerchiefs

         soaked in milk to its lips, and Mr Misra paced up and down, hands clasped behind his back. The door to the room was kept closed

         to prevent visitors from catching a glimpse of the wounded monkey, but often Abhay stood outside the room, a puzzled look

         on his face, moving his head back and forth. On the ninth day the monkey opened his eyes and gazed uncomprehendingly at the

         ceiling. The Misras recoiled, a little frightened, but the monkey didn’t seem to notice them. It lay, eyes glazed, lost in

         an internal fog in which pieces of a life long gone drifted together, images colliding and melding to form a self, a ragged,

         patchwork nothing, a dream, a person named Parasher. I know. I am he. I. I am the monkey. I am that diaphanous mechanism once

         encased in human flesh and known as Parasher, or Sanjay. I am he, come back from the phantasmagorical regions of death and

         the mists of animal unknowing.

      


      I felt my soul settling into a shape, a form. Each day I remembered more, and each day I grew more conscious. At first, as

         I lay paralysed, I could barely see the man and woman who kept me alive. When my sight cleared, I saw that they were dressed

         in garb I could not put a name to but which seemed strangely familiar. There was a look of wariness on their faces that I

         could not quite understand, and I strained my throat to tell them that I was Sanjay, born of a good Brahmin family. I could,

         however, emit only sudden growls from the back of my throat, which caused them to retreat in fear. Then, you see, in my delirium

         and shock, I imagined I was still swathed in the human body I knew so well, with its two scars on the forehead, its flowing

         white hair and the missing finger on the left hand. So, I lay limp, seeing pictures coalesce in the motes of dust above my

         head, and I saw a face appear again and again, a 

         broad, kindly face with sad eyes and a resolute jaw, greying whiskers, oh, my Sikander, those sad, sad eyes —I saw this and

         other things, tumbled together and indistinct. On the sixteenth day I found I could move my left arm. Slowly, straining, I

         raised my hand away from the soft cloth it had been resting on; slowly, my heart pounding —I believe I knew before I ever

         saw the fur and the brown-yellow flesh —I brought it up, closer to my immobile head until I could see it, and then my blood

         ran cold. In that instant, I remembered the last awful moments, I remembered my death, that terrible walk through the rain,

         and the dark figure that walked beside me. In that instant I knew what I had done and what had happened, what I had become.

         I brought the hand close to my eyes and looked at it, noting, in a wildly detached manner, the cracked skin of the palms,

         the matted fur and the small black fingernails. I ran my hand over the contours of my face, feeling the fur along the cheek-bones

         and the jutting jaw, the quickly receding forehead and the jagged teeth. Gathering all my strength, I raised my head and glanced

         around the room, seeing first a little ivory statuette on a table, a delicately sculptured chariot drawn by six horses, bearing

         a warrior and a driver under the banner of Hanuman, and seeing that familiar image I was momentarily relieved, but then I

         saw the rest of the room, the shelves brimming with books and the strange white sheen of the impossibly fast punkah that rotated

         overhead, the equally strange pictures on the wall, and I knew then that I was immeasurably far from home. Terrified, I tried

         to get up, scrabbling weakly at the sheets, whimpering. Somehow, I managed to turn my body; I felt myself drop and hit a hard,

         cool floor. Dimly, I sensed hands picking me up. My vision constricted, and I hurtled down a long, dark tunnel, and then,

         once again —darkness.

      


      As my body regained its strength, I slipped increasingly into a hazy narcosis induced by fear, by the terror of the unfamiliar

         and unknown. Unable to speak to my benefactors, to produce the sounds of Hindi or English with my monkey-throat, I sat huddled

         in a little ball, paralysed, listening to the strange inflections in their language and the wonderful and incomprehensible

         things they spoke about. Consider, if you will, the hideousness of my situation. To be sure, I had once professed to despise

         the condition of being human, and had longed for a life 

         confined simply and safely to the senses, but to be trapped in a furry, now-unknown body, fully self-conscious and aware yet

         unable to speak and unwilling to communicate for fear of causing terror —this is a terrible fate. To construct an elaborate

         simile in the manner of the ancients, my soul prowled about restlessly like a tiger caught between a forest fire and a raging

         river; I was now immeasurably grateful for the gift of self-awareness but was terrified of the trials and revelations that

         would undoubtedly follow in this strange new world. For a while, at least, I was content to sit in a corner and watch and

         listen. I learned, soon enough, that the woman’s name was Mrinalini. With her greying hair, quick laughter, round face and

         effortless grace she reminded me of my mother. He, Ashok Misra, was tall, heavily-built, balding, gentle, with a wide, slow

         smile and a rolling gait. From their conversations I gathered that they had both been teachers, and now lived in retirement,

         in what passed for vanprastha-ashrama in this day and age, more or less free from the everyday tasks and mundane worries of

         the world. Apart from the natural respect one feels for gurus, for those who teach, I soon conceived a liking for this amicable,

         gentle pair. Even for one such as I, it is comforting to see people who have grown old in each other’s company, who enjoy

         and depend on one another after long years of companionship. Perhaps, despite myself, I communicated some of this feeling

         to them, in the way I sat or the way I looked at them, for they grew less fearful of me. Soon, each of them thought nothing

         of being alone in the room with me, and went about their business as usual, regarding me, I suppose, as a sort of household

         pet.

      


      On the twenty-ninth day, Ashok sat before his desk and pulled the cover off a peculiar black machine, which I was to later

         realize was a typewriter. Then, however, I watched curiously from a corner as he fed paper into it and proceeded to let his

         fingers fly over the keys, like a musician playing some strange species of instrument related vaguely to the tabla: Thik-thik,

         thik-thik, and the paper rolled up and curled over, revealing to me, even at that distance, a series of letters from the language

         I had paid so much to master. Intrigued, I lowered myself to the ground and walked over to the machine, causing Ashok to jump

         up from his chair and back away. Fascinated, I hopped up onto the table and circled the black machine, running my fingers

         over the keys with their embossed, golden letters. I touched a key lightly and waited expectantly. 

         Nothing happened, and I tried again. Smiling, Ashok edged closer and reached out with his right hand, index finger rigid,

         and stabbed at a key, and an i appeared on the paper. Without thinking, delighted by this strange toy, I pressed a key and an a magically appeared next to the i; intoxicated, I let my fingers dance over the keys, watching the following hieroglyphic

         manifest itself on the sheet: ‘iamparasher.’ Ashok watched this exhibition with growing uneasiness; clearly, my actions were

         too deliberate for a monkey. I learned much too fast. Bending over, he peered at the sheet of paper. Meanwhile, I was engaged

         in a frenzied search for the secret of spaces between letters, pressing keys and rocking back and forth in excitement. Finally,

         I sat back and tried to remember the manner of the movements of Ashok’s hands over the keys. I looked up at him, and motioned

         at the machine, gesturing at him to type something again. He grew pale, but I was too excited to stop now. He leaned forward,

         and typed: ‘What are you?’ I hesitated now, but I had already stepped into the dangerous swirling waters of human intercourse,

         tempted once again by a certain kind of knowledge and the thrill of the unknown. There was no turning back. I leaned forward.

      


      ‘i am parasher.’


      When Ashok, his face pale, ran out of the room, I slumped to the hard wooden surface of the desk, suddenly exhausted. Drawing

         my knees up to my chest, I let my mind drift, filled with an aching nostalgia and afraid of what I would discover in the next

         few minutes, afraid of the bewildering depredations and convolutions that are the children of Kala, of Time. I let my mind

         fix itself on one image, and clung to it —red and white, red and white, three thousand pennants flutter at the ends of bamboo

         lances with twinkling, razor-sharp steel heads; the creaking of leather, the thunder of hooves; three thousand impossibly

         proud men dressed in yellow, the colour of renunciation and death; the earth throws up dust to salute their passing, and in

         front of them, dressed in the chain mail of a Rajput, the one they called ‘Sikander,’ after the rendered-into-story memory

         of a maniacal Greek who wandered the breadth of continents with his armies, looking for some unspeakable dream in the blood

         and mire of a thousand battle-fields; even the images we cling to give birth to other stories, there are only histories that

         generate other histories, and I am simultaneously seduced by 

         and terrified by these multiplicities; I worship these thirty-three million three hundred and thirty-three thousand and three

         hundred and thirty-three gods, but I curse them for the abundance of their dance; I am forced to make sense out of this elaborate

         richness, and I revel in it but long for the animal simplicities of life pointed securely in one direction and uncomplicated

         by the past, but it is already too late, for Mrinalini and Ashok and a dark, thin face I seem to remember hover over me, filled

         with apprehension and awe and fear.

      


      ‘Who are you, Parasher?’


      I pushed myself up, and typed:


      ‘who is he’


      ‘My son, Abhay. But who are you?’


      Abhay’s eyes were filled with a terror I have seen before —it is the fear of madness, of insanity made palpable, of impossible

         events, the existence of which threaten to crack one’s mind in two like a rotten pomegranate. He was very close to breaking,

         walking around me, rubbing his head. I hurriedly typed:

      


      ‘do not fear me. i am sanjay, born of a good brahmin family. i delivered myself to yama in the year nineteen hundred and eleven,

         or, in the english way, eighteen hundred and eighty-nine after Christ. for the bad karma i accumulated during that life, no

         doubt, i have been reborn in this guise, and was awakened by the injury i suffered. i wish you no harm. i am very tired. i

         am no evil spirit. please help me to the bed.’

      


      I lay exhausted on the bed, unable to shut my eyes, fascinated, you see, by the thought of the world that lay beyond the house.

         I gestured at Ashok to bring me the machine; as soon as it was set beside me on the white sheets I typed feverishly:

      


      ‘where am i. what is this world. what year is this.’


      The rest of the afternoon, as you may imagine, passed quickly as Ashok and Mrinalini, in hushed tones, told me of the wonders

         of this time, filling me with dread and amazement as they painted a picture of a world overflowing with the delights of a

         heaven and the terrors of a hell. Abhay listened silently, tensely watching his parents speak to an animal; he frequently

         looked away and around the room, as if to locate himself within a suddenly hostile universe. Finally, shadows stretched across

         the brick outside, and I lay stunned, my mind refusing to comprehend any more, refusing, now, to understand the very words

         that 

         they spoke; drained, I was about to tell them to stop when a thin, piping voice interrupted:

      


      ‘Misra Uncleji, my kite-string broke and my kite is stuck on the peepul tree and could you…’


      The speaker, a girl of about nine or ten, dressed in a loose white kurta and black salwars, stepped through the doorway and

         stopped short, her face breaking into a delighted smile.

      


      ‘A monkey! Is he yours, Abhay Bhai?’


      ‘No,’ snapped Abhay. ‘He’s not mine.’


      ‘Come on, Saira,’ Ashok said, trying to divert her, but Saira’s interest had been aroused, and she was clearly a very intelligent

         girl with a very determined mien. Side-stepping Ashok, she stepped up to the bed, alert eyes instantly taking in the typewriter

         and the bandages.

      


      ‘Is he hurt? I…’


      She stopped suddenly, but I was unwillingly fascinated by the ball of kite-string she carried in her left hand. I reached

         out and touched the dangling, ragged end of the string; it dawned upon me gradually that a blanket of silence had descended

         upon the house —I could no longer hear the chirping of birds or the distant, hollow sound of cricket balls being struck; I

         let my eyes wander from the string and noticed, vaguely, the goose-bumps on Saira’s forearm; I looked up at the doorway and

         knew then, stomach convulsing, knew, for the air outside had turned a deep blue with swirling currents of black, knew, for

         I felt my chest explode in pain, knew, for out of the densening air a huge green figure coalesced to stand in the doorway,

         knew then that Yama had come for me again. Yama, with the green skin and the jet-black hair, with the unmoving flashing dark

         eyes and the curling moustache, he of the invincible strength and the fearsome aspect, he who rides the terrible black buffalo,

         Yama, who walks in all three worlds and is feared by all.

      


      ‘Sanjay,’ said Yama, stepping in, banal as always, ‘we meet again.’


      I was silent, and noticed that the others in the room were looking at me curiously. Saira turned away and bent over the typewriter,

         reading my side of the strange conversation that had taken place earlier.

      


      ‘They can’t see me,’ remarked Yama. ‘Only you. The child felt something for a moment.’


      ‘What do you want?’ I snapped, and my friends, hearing only a 

         monkey growl addressed seemingly to empty air, stirred uneasily. Saira tugged at Abhay’s sleeve and began to whisper in his

         ear.

      


      ‘What do I want? What do I want?’ Yama gloated. ‘Surely you joke. Surely you felt the pain in your chest, the convulsing of

         your stomach. You were an old monkey, Sanjay, and even though the bullet was small, it was enough. You’ll notice I came for

         you myself. I, the very Lord of Death. No minions to be sent for you, an old and honoured adversary.’

      


      ‘Already?’


      ‘Already. You’ve had more than you should’ve already, this return to human consciousness. An accident which I must admit I

         don’t understand completely myself.’

      


      ‘To… to what?’


      ‘You mean, what next?’ he said, suddenly laughing uproariously, exposing great white teeth. ‘Where on the wheel is the next

         time around? Is it to be up a ladder or down the slippery back of a past misdeed, suddenly fanged? I don’t know, Sanjay. Karma

         and dharma, those are mechanical laws sewn into the great fabric of the cosmos, you understand, mysterious in their functioning;

         there’s no predicting the results of those deadly calculations, each deed producing a little burst of karma to be weighed

         in those inscrutable balances; who knows, who can understand the subtle ways of dharma? —but you’ve undoubtedly been a bad

         monkey, Sanjay. Instead of attending to monkey dharma, you’ve haunted the dwellings of humans, begging to be captured, to

         be reintroduced, in one way or another, to the society of these clumsy but admittedly lovable creatures. In one life you allowed

         yourself to be captured by a princeling’s hunters, and spent your time happily amusing spoilt young royalty, in another, you

         allied yourself with a blind holy-man, thus adding to his reputation as a miracle worker and enabling him to carry on a life

         of debauchery and dissolution. In all your monkey-lives, you’ve ignored your natural relatives and hidden by ventilators and

         windows, listening to the speech of another species; haven’t you noticed how easily you understood what these friends of yours

         were saying? Somewhere in your soul all those lives have left a sediment of the knowledge you acquired unknowingly, so now

         your speech is a curious mélange of living words, dead expressions and buried and forgotten phrases.’

      


      As a rule, I am told by the ancient legends, Yama is shunned by 

         inhabitants of the three worlds. It is hard to make light conversation with one who wears that deadly silver noose at the

         waist; consequently, when he gets a chance to talk, he tends to run on.

      


      ‘A monkey again, at best,’ he finished, frankly gloating (I had cheated him once too often). ‘At worst, who knows? A shrew?

         A happy crab at the bottom of some turbulent sea? What do you think?’

      


      I saw, then, clearly what lay ahead of me —life after life of scuttling through murky waters filled with danger, aeons of

         mute desperation divided equally between the twin demons of hunger and fear, and, worst of all, eternities of what I had once

         wished for: incomprehension, unself-consciousness; with the last of my strength, I rolled out of the bed and onto the floor

         and quickly dragged myself into the dark recesses underneath it. I lay there panting, watching Yama’s gigantic gold-sandalled

         feet move closer to the bed to stand firm and immovable as pillars beside it; then, then a slim silver noose —so toy-like,

         you would think, so harmless —appeared to arc and weave like a living thing, nosing around under the bed, darting, snapping

         from side to side, seeking me, drawing closer, closer. I shut my eyes: Rama, help me; Vishnu, I seek your refuge; Shiva, Lord,

         I come to you with lowered head; I felt a swish of air across my cheek as the death-bringer snaked closer; Hanuman, best of

         monkeys, protector of poets, I am a member of your clan, bound to you by blood, help me; I felt a rough furry swipe across

         my right cheek, something long and thin —death, death, death. I awaited the beginning of the abstraction, the quick dropping-away

         from the flesh, but felt another rough furry slap across my left cheek. Rough? The noose is silver and soft, seductive in

         its silkiness, it comes to you gentle and pleasing like a lover; I opened my eyes.

      


      An aged white monkey sat in front of me, swinging his tail back and forth. I moved my head just in time to avoid another encounter

         with his tail, and started to speak, but he held his finger to his lips. Reaching out towards the searching noose, he held

         his index finger out to it. Jumping forward eagerly, it wrapped itself around the skinny digit and tightened, already pulling

         back; I watched, appalled, and waited for the strange monkey to die. Nothing happened. I saw Yama’s feet move closer to the

         bed —I could well imagine the puzzlement on his face, for who can resist the silver noose? —and then his heels dug in as he

         exerted his enormous strength on the cord. The monkey, holding Yama down 

         effortlessly, holding, you understand, the Lord of Death as you or I would hold a child, turned his head back to gaze at me

         with glittering eyes, and winked at me, laughing, laughing, and it was then that I understood. O Hanuman, you are the best

         of monkeys, the most loyal of friends, the protector of the weak, the refuge of poets —you are eternal, undying, O Son of

         the Wind, strongest of the strong. I praise you.

      


      A long time ago, in the second age of the world, when men could speak to animals and the great sages still walked among us,

         Lord Rama fought a great war against Ravana, the demon king, and Hanuman, Son of the Wind, fought by Rama’s side. Long after

         the war was won, Rama felt the shadow of Kala sliding across his world, and bid good-bye to the grief-stricken citizens of

         Ayodhya. Hanuman too came to say good-bye, falling out of the sky like a thunderbolt, and it was then that Rama said to him:

         ‘As long as men and women tell your story, you will live, indestructible and invincible.’ And so Hanuman still lives on the

         green slopes of the Himalayas, his strength redoubling every decade as grandmothers while away long summer afternoons by telling

         children about his exploits, about Hanuman the loyal and the steadfast, this Hanuman who now leapt from beneath the bed, chattering

         with glee. He ripped the noose from his finger and jumped to the top of the doorway, down onto the desk, up again onto a bookshelf

         and then somersaulted down to squat on the ground, grinning.

      


      ‘Oh,’ said Yama, ‘it’s you.’


      ‘Me,’ answered Hanuman, and was lost in a fit of laughter. I crawled out to crouch behind him, still afraid of the moving

         silver circle swinging from Yama’s waist-band.

      


      ‘Not a very good jest,’ said Yama primly. ‘Stand aside. It is his time.’


      ‘Not yet, great prince,’ said Hanuman, lowering his head, suddenly obsequious. ‘Grant him a little more time in this harsh

         world; he has unfinished business.’

      


      ‘Can’t be done. Stand aside.’


      ‘He is my brother by blood.’


      ‘Even monkeys are mine, at the last. Move.’


      ‘He is a poet.’


      ‘They especially are travellers to my kingdom.’


      ‘He is a poet who called to me for protection.’


      

         ‘A perpetrator of mere doggerel calling to an ancient tree-dweller,’ snorted Yama. ‘Stand aside.’

      


      ‘Do you know who I am, Yama?’ hissed Hanuman, rising, and suddenly he towered above the sorrowful god, his red lips pulling

         back to reveal yellowed teeth, muscles shifting like cables beneath the white fur. ‘I am Hanuman; I live through the voices

         of men and women and the dreams of children; I defy you. I spit upon your clumsy ironies and your little indignities.’

      


      Hanuman reached out, snarling, and Yama stepped back quickly. They faced each other silently for a moment, and I felt the

         very air come to a stand-still. Then Yama’s face twisted into a smile.

      


      ‘What, then?’ he said. ‘I can’t just let him go. Can’t be done.’


      ‘Oh, he has something for you,’ Hanuman said soothingly, small and amiable again. ‘He’s a poet. He was going to tell them

         what happened to him; a sort of story, you see.’

      


      ‘I don’t want to know what happened,’ said Yama. ‘I was there for parts of it. They all come to me. I know what happened.’


      ‘I won’t tell what happened,’ I stammered eagerly. ‘I’ll make a lie. I will construct a finely-coloured dream, a thing of

         passion and joy, a huge lie that will entertain and instruct and enlighten. I’ll make The Big Indian Lie.’

      


      ‘Too easy,’ said Yama. ‘I’m an easy audience. It’s no great trick to entertain me. Anything that will divert me from what

         I must do every day I’ll take. No, that’s too easy.’

      


      ‘I’ll entertain you and them,’ I said, desperate, gesturing at Abhay, Ashok, Mrinalini and Saira. ‘They’re a fine audience,

         educated and discriminating, gentle and discerning. How’s that for a wager? Suppose, suppose that in my telling I lose a part

         of them, then let me lose life. Suppose a part of them, say half, turn away, bored, then let it be the bottom of the sea.’

      


      I must confess that I said this without sufficient thought. I was weak with fear, irrational and impulsive. Then, I would

         have bargained away kingdoms, gold, love, anything, for a minute of this precious awareness of life and living. Then, I didn’t

         think about the monster that I was about to face, about this fearful adversary —an audience. Yama, however, seemed to realize

         what I had let myself in for. His lip twitched.

      


      

         ‘Fine,’ he said, ‘fine. Let’s say, half of the audience at any time, on pain of death. Let’s say, for three hours an evening.’

      


      ‘Hold it,’ snapped Hanuman. ‘That’s too much. Let’s negotiate.’


      As they whispered, as proposals and counter-proposals circled each other like war chariots, I noticed my soon-to-be-audience,

         my jury, staring at me, bewildered. I pulled myself up onto the bed and typed a short synopsis of the events that had just

         occurred. I need not, I think, describe the expressions on their faces as the words and sentences appeared on the white paper;

         suffice it to say that Abhay walked around the room, reaching out into the air with trembling, searching fingers, finding,

         of course, nothing. Finally, he faced me, hands clenched.

      


      ‘This is insane,’ he whispered. ‘Crazy. I can’t be talking to you.’


      ‘Why are you so afraid, Abhay Bhai?’ said Saira, a little peevishly. ‘Hanuman’s here.’


      Hanuman hopped over to me.


      ‘Right,’ he said. ‘How’s this? At least half of the audience is to be kept in a state of interest for a total of two hours

         each day. If, at any time, I judge that more than half of your audience is bored for more than five minutes, you will pay

         the forfeit. Boredom is to be defined as an internal state, externally recognizable through signs such as shifting restlessly,

         talking to neighbours, playing with shoe-laces or other items, drooping of eyelids and nodding of head, et cetera, et cetera.

         Do you accept me as judge?’

      


      ‘You are Hanuman, the best of monkeys. I accept.’


      ‘Fine,’ Hanuman said, smiling. ‘We’ll start tomorrow. Our friend here will have his scribes draw up a contract, which we’ll

         read carefully before signing.’

      


      ‘Read it all you want,’ said Yama. ‘My scribes are faultless. I’ll be back tomorrow at six. Be ready.’


      He motioned with his arm, a great sweeping gesture that curved his limb like a striking snake, and a large black throne appeared

         in a corner, a throne with square corners and blunt contours and a blackness that is the colour of empty space, speckled lightly

         with the far-away glinting dust of stars. He stepped out of the room.

      


      ‘Tricks,’ sighed Hanuman, ‘tricks and fancy dress, that’s all he’s good for. Well, sleep well. Think well. I’ll be back tomorrow’


      ‘Thank you,’ I said, bowing to Hanuman, my friend and my refuge.


      

         ‘Ah, nothing, it’s nothing,’ Hanuman said. ‘You’re a poet and I’m your friend.’

      


      And then he was gone, flashing out through a half-closed window.


      I was tired and needed to think. Quickly, I told the rest about the story-telling that was to come the next day; again, Abhay

         reached out, trying to find solid tactile evidence of the presence of Yama’s throne, and again his fingers, unfeeling, passed

         through the surfaces of what only I could see.

      


      Later, I lay awake, listening to the crickets and the swish of wind through the plants outside the window, turning my head

         occasionally to peer at the black throne in the corner, a slab of greater darkness in darkness; faint diamond-points of light

         flickered deep within; I tried to cast my mind back and bring up memories that could be transmuted into stories, but could

         only think of the richness of the world, of its verdant profusion —the delightful perfume that issues from queen-of-the-night

         as its flowers slowly open, the croaking of frogs, the silver light of the moon and the mysterious shadows, the swaying of

         the tree-tops and the way voices carry at night, the way a soft hip fills the palm of a hand, solid and comforting. Overpowered,

         I thought: we are blessed, and how strange it is that we can learn to hate even this, that we forsake these gifts and seek

         release; the sheets are cool and smooth below me, and this I am grateful for, I can feel the breath slide in and out of me,

         and this I am grateful for; surely, this must be enough, to feel these things and to know that all this exists together, the

         earth and its seas, the sky and its suns.

      


   

      

         

         THE BOOK OF WAR AND ANCESTORS
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         THE CONTRACT WAS DRAWN on fine golden paper, smooth to the touch, in both Sanskrit and English. Hanuman and I pored over it, and, sure enough, there

         were no mistakes, no subtle clauses in fine print that would return to haunt us.

      


      ‘Fair enough,’ I said. ‘Do I sign in blood, or what?’


      ‘Don’t be silly,’ said Yama, holding out a quill. ‘If that’s the sort of thing your taste runs to, you won’t last long.’


      ‘We’ll see,’ I said, scribbling my name in red-inked English at the bottom of the scroll. I had sent Saira out to the maidan

         with instructions to bring back as many young friends as could be persuaded to abandon their games of cricket, swearing them

         to secrecy and promising a great story. If I was going to face an audience which could, at any moment, become my executioner,

         I wanted the odds stacked in my favour. I wanted an audience full of young faces eager for tales of adventure and passion

         and honour, full of young minds still susceptible to the lures of unearthly horrors and epic loves; even as Yama settled himself

         into his black throne and Hanuman found a perch on top of the doorway, I heard the murmur of young voices in the court-yard,

         speaking Hindi and English accented with the rhythms of Punjabi, Gujarati, Tamil, Bengali and a dozen other languages. The

         door opened and Saira walked in, looking pleased with herself.

      


      ‘how many,’ I typed.


      ‘Four teams,’ she said. ‘Maybe fifty. It wasn’t easy, I tell you.’


      ‘The whole court-yard is filled,’ said Mrinalini, opening the door a crack.


      

         ‘thank you,’ I said to (typed at) Saira, who was clearly not to be underestimated. ‘what did you tell them.’

      


      ‘What you said to tell: secret-secret, a story, nothing about you. Here,’ she said, ‘this is how you make capital letters.

         The shift key, you know’

      


      A, she typed, AB, ABC…

      


      Hanuman swayed from the rafters, hanging by an arm and a tail.


      ‘So,’ he said. ‘What’s your narrative frame?’


      ‘My what?’ I said.


      ‘Your frame story?’ He looked hard at me, then dropped down to the bed. ‘You don’t have one, do you?’


      ‘No,’ I said, shame-faced. ‘I was just going to tell it, straightforwardly, you see.’


      ‘Don’t you know this yet? Straight-forwardness is the curse of your age, Sanjay. Be wily, be twisty, be elaborate. Forsake

         grim shortness and hustle. Let us luxuriate in your curlicues. Besides, you need a frame story for its peace, its quiet. You’re

         too involved in the tale, your audience is harried by the world. No, a calm story-teller must tell the story to an audience

         of educated, discriminating listeners, in a setting of sylvan beauty and silence. Thus the story is perfect in itself, complete

         and whole. So it has always been, so it must be.’

      


      ‘If you say so,’ I said.


      ‘I do, and who am I?’


      ‘Hanuman, the most cunning of the dialecticians, the perfect aesthete.’


      ‘And don’t you forget it,’ Hanuman said. ‘I’m listening.’ He rocketed up suddenly, into the rafters, round and around, laughing.

         Then he crouched in the corner between two beams, his red eyes twinkling at me, an enormous smile on his face.

      


      ‘Enough,’ Yama said. ‘Begin.’


      I looked around. Mrinalini was seated just outside the door, ready to read out the typed sheets to my little allies in the

         court-yard. Ashok and Abhay sat next to each other, behind the desk. Saira sat next to me, on the bed, holding sheets of paper

         and spare rolls of ribbon. I could hear the birds outside, in their thousands, and see the leaves on the hedge outside the

         window, turned gold by the setting sun.

      


      ‘All right. Listen…’


   

      The Strange Passion of Benoit de Boigne.


      

         WHEN THE BLACK MONSOON CLOUDS began to appear on the horizon, Sandeep walked out of the forests at the foot-hills of the Himalayas and went, pausing often

         to breathe in the cooling air, to the ashram of Shanker. Here, he was received courteously by Shanker and the other sadhus,

         who brought good food and clear water. After he had eaten and enquired after the progress of their meditations, Sandeep sat

         back and said:

      


      ‘I have heard a tale.’


      Shanker rose to his feet and brought soothing tea and a cushion to Sandeep. Finally, when all were seated in a little circle

         around Sandeep, Shanker said, softly:

      


      ‘We are eager to hear it, sir. Tell us.’


      And Sandeep said:


      ‘Listen…’


      In my wanderings through the dense green forests of the foot-hills, I happened upon a clearing where soft grass grew under

         foot and sunlight hung in golden bars through the branches above. Weary, I sat on a smooth, black slab of stone and opened

         my bundle; as I raised my last apple to my lips I saw a form on the other side of the clearing, a dark form lost in the patchy

         shadows and in the green, black and brown of the trees behind. I rose to my feet and walked over, my feet sighing against

         the dense grass.

      


      

         ‘Namaste, ji,’ I said, folding my hands in greeting, for it was a thin, wiry, dark-skinned woman, dressed in bark, seated

         cross-legged on a deerskin, head bent over so that her shaggy black hair hung down to brush her shins. She was peering, unblinking,

         into her cupped hands.

      


      ‘Namaste, ji,’ I repeated, with no response forthcoming. I knelt down and saw that she was staring, with a wild intensity,

         into a little water that she held in the bowl made by her palms. Her face was emaciated. I looked around and noticed the grass

         growing over the edges of the deerskin, the dead leaves caught in the dark hair and the fingernails that had grown till they

         curled around, twisted and fantastic. Remembering, then, our first poet, who too had stared at a mystery in cupped hands and

         found poetry, I resolved to stay in the clearing and serve this woman who meditated upon water, probably seeing things I could

         not imagine. For a long time, I do not know how long, I attended to her needs, picking the twigs out of her hair and carefully

         cutting her nails with a sharp knife, while she sat like a statue, never once blinking or looking away from the secret in

         her hands. Every day, I laid wild fruit and a cup of fresh water by her side. About once a week, I woke to find the rough

         earthen cup empty and the fruit gone. I suppose I should have felt fear, but looking at her face, weathered and lined, not

         young or beautiful, I could feel only warmth. I could not imagine that she could do me any harm; I was, after all, her shishya,

         her disciple. One day, I knew, she would look up at me and smile.

      


      The seasons passed, and still I stayed, and soon I grew so used to the routine of foraging, cutting grass and cleaning up

         that I expected nothing from her, no explanations, no gratitude, no smiles. In that clearing, in that world of sunlight and

         rain and night sounds, I felt that I should pass the rest of my days, perhaps the rest of time, serving my silent mistress.

         The wind moaned through the branches, and I felt as if we had both vanished into the light and dark of the forest, melting

         away until we were nothing but two particles in the huge surge of life that swirled around us, ebbing and flowing according

         to the rising of the sun and the rhythm of the rain.

      


      So, one morning I came back to the clearing with a handful of ripe tamarind and two chikus. Putting the fruit on the deerskin,

         I picked up the cup and was about to walk away when I heard:

      


      ‘Thank you.’


      

         The voice was husky and deep. I sank to my haunches and peered through the thick black strands that hung down like a curtain.

         The cupped hands slowly rose and the water splashed over her face and chest; she looked up at me, then, large dark eyes twinkling,

         and smiled, smiled a happy child’s smile that revealed a large gap between her front upper teeth.

      


      ‘Thank you very much,’ she said. I nodded, unable to speak. ‘Have you been here for very long?’


      I nodded again, and then burst out with all the questions that had accumulated over the long silent days. She shook her head,

         and would not tell me her name or where she came from. She did tell me, however, that she had fled from the world of men and

         women, disgusted with its inconstancy and the ephemeral nature of its pleasures. Fleeing, one day she had found herself in

         that clearing and had resolved to find the solution, the reason, the secret, or die. She had seated herself on the deerskin

         and had settled her gaze on something distant, neither near nor far, and had disciplined her breathing till she felt how it

         fuelled her body at each moment. Much, much later, a monsoon storm whipped around her, roaring and snapping, and she heard

         a voice cry out of the maelstrom —‘Your will is too harsh; your austerities burn the inhabitants of all three worlds; what

         is it you want?’ And she replied —‘There is no completeness; nothing endures, nothing lives; there is only change, unreasoning,

         unreasonable; only birth and death repeating the same story each time, yet different; why?’ The voice laughed —‘Why, you know

         already; look in your hands.’ As she looked down into her hands, rain-water dripping from her forehead made a little pool

         that she held carefully, and in the pool she saw love, birth and death, poets and warriors, books and armies, the wheel turning,

         turning. When she awoke out of the dream, she saw me putting fruit at her side. When I would not be satisfied with this explanation,

         she laughed a little and told me of what she had seen, making, you see, a story of it. This is what she told me. Like Valmiki

         and Vyasa, who are our elders, incomparable and dazzling, she spoke of honour among men, and of true love long remembered,

         as in the stories of kings and demons that are told to children by old people, but do not think that this story is untrue,

         because it is itihasa —thus it was; let this story appear among you, as it happened long ago, and it will clear your heart

         and cleanse your soul, 

         but beware, for it is no story for those with weak stomachs and nervous hearts —it has in it the heights of passion and the

         depths of loneliness, the tender wounds of love-making and the hideously cheerful, grinning death-faces of the battle-field.

         Remember, the players and the play, the song and the singers are the same, there is no difference, remember and listen. Listen

         .…

      


      ‘My life has been a dream,’ Benoit de Boigne was often heard to say in Parisian drawing-rooms as his life drew to a close,

         and was understood, by the fashionable, secretly-contemptuous inhabitants of those rooms, to mean that his adventures in the

         far-away, unreal land of Hindustan now seemed fantastical and fictional. But when de Boigne, wiping his face and passing a

         hand over his eyes, muttered ‘My life has been a dream,’ he meant that he had encountered, in that far-away, unreal land called

         Hindustan, the unbearably real sensations and colours of a dream, had felt unknown forces moving him as if around a chess-board,

         had felt the touch of mysteries impelling him from one town to the next, from one field to another.

      


      Even as he grew up in Chambéry, in that part of Europe known as Savoy, a hot wind whistled through the soul of Benoit La Borgne,

         later known as Benoit de Boigne, bringing with it fancies very much out of place in the simple priest’s home that he was born

         in. In that quiet place of gentle candlelight and musty piety, La Borgne read, again and again, an ancient, tattered copy

         of a book called The Romance of Alexander, with Stories of Aristotle, by a Prussian officer named Blunt. La Borgne read, and dreamt of hidden treasures, turbaned warriors and princesses in distress;

         he played strange, wild music on an out-of-tune piano, took fencing lessons and surprised his master with the ferocity and

         determination of his thrusts. He spent much of his time at a stream that ran through the family’s property, where a water-mill

         rotated endlessly, grinding, crushing; he liked to go inside, to sit on old wood and watch the wheels spin, driving the faithful

         machinery in predictable patterns. The workers in that mill grew used to the sight of Benoit La Borgne seated with his chin

         cupped in a hand, hypnotized by the regularity of the click-click-clicking gears. In that even, metronomic motion, the boy

         and then the man found a kind of peace; as the myriad grains, gritty and jostling against each other, descended into the hopper

         to emerge as 

         finely-ground, white, even powder, La Borgne nurtured the other world within him, entertained and enthralled.

      


      He was a somewhat listless and drowsy-looking boy who grew into a strapping young man with a large sloping forehead that belonged

         on a marble bust of one of the ancient Greek philosophers. His stature, his features, his remoteness, a habit of staring into

         the distance, as his heart stirred to inexplicable, abruptly-appearing internal images —all these things gave La Borgne an

         unintentional air of conscious superiority; it was this distant stare that inadvertently rested on a Sardinian officer in

         an inn in the European year of 1768.

      


      The officer turned back to his food and felt La Borgne’s grey eyes burn into the back of his neck. The food was rough and

         provincial, but good. The officer laid down his knife and turned slowly to look over his shoulder. La Borgne sat with an untouched

         glass of wine in front of him, his hands on the table; his glance, filled with something that could have been mistaken for

         hauteur, was unwavering. By making a physical effort, the officer was able to turn away again; he gestured to a waiter.

      


      ‘Who is that? Behind me.’


      ‘Benoit La Borgne. His father is a priest, and wants him to be a lawyer, but he does nothing.’


      The Sardinian turned back to La Borgne, who was still lost in a waking dream, feeling vague unnameable tugs at his soul, pointing

         him in some unspecified direction.

      


      ‘Why do you look at me, sir?’


      La Borgne said nothing. The Sardinian pushed back his chair and stood up.


      ‘Why are you looking at me?’


      La Borgne gradually became aware of a dark, mustachioed face glowering at him. Unbidden, the words sprang to his lips:


      ‘Your face: it reminds me of a pig’s behind.’


      A quiver of rage passed through the Sardinian’s body; he patted his pockets, looking for his gloves. Remembering that he had

         put them on the chair beside him, he turned, but Benoit La Borgne, seized by a wild purpose, had already sprung up and moved

         around the table between them; the Sardinian felt a hand spin him around, and then he reeled back, his right cheek stinging.

      


      ‘Outside,’ said La Borgne, already turning away. Outside, behind the 

         inn, the Sardinian attempted to suppress the bewilderment that threatened to turn into fear; taking off his coat, he clenched

         his teeth and looked at La Borgne, trying to hold on to his anger, but the other’s cold, blank face and relaxed movements

         only served to increase his nervousness. The Sardinian had to look away, at the ground, at the yellow hay and brown soil,

         at the insects crawling across the little yard, at the dung and the cat staring back at him with unmoving, flashing dark eyes.

      


      The Sardinian’s uneasiness mounted; in a few minutes he was actually trembling, but by then it was too late because he was

         crossing swords with a stone-eyed La Borgne; panicking, the officer flung himself forward into a thrust at the other’s eyes

         which was parried with a force that made his wrist numb, and then he was backing away, flinging up his blade to block a huge

         hacking slash at his neck; the Sardinian’s fingers and forearm rang with the shock, and then his blood, deep red, spurted

         over bright steel which protruded from his belly; blood which spurted, then, over La Borgne’s hand. As he slowly knelt (his

         sabre already rolling away over the rough reddened earth) the Sardinian looked up at La Borgne, and saw, for the first time,

         eyes blink and a lip twitch, and wanted to ask why, how, when, why, but the face was already lost in mist, unknown, unreal.

      


      For La Borgne, then, there were witnesses, a furious magistrate and an outraged father. The magistrate threatened proceedings

         and prison, but was pacified by repeated visits by the good père and a promise from La Borgne to leave the province. Filled

         with a gratefully-felt sense of purpose, La Borgne set out for France and the famed mercenary ranks of the Irish Brigade.

      


      He spent the next few years in Landrecies, Flanders and the Isle of France, learning the trade and craft of soldiering from

         men from every nation in Europe. For a while, in the tramp of close-order drill and the eager reconstruction of past victories,

         La Borgne’s mind was clear, unvisited by the glisten of blood and the smell of fantastical animals; he kept The Romance of Alexander hidden and locked in his trunk. In barracks, however, he became aware of certain stories that were heard at the time of the

         setting of the sun, that perfumed the dreams of the rough, scarred men who slept, twitching, on wooden beds. There was a story

         about a huge diamond that glittered, waiting to be taken, in the forehead 

         of a grotesque heathen idol. There was another story about a magical tree that, when shaken, showered rubies and pearls onto

         the ground. There were swarthy magicians whose curses bit and mangled like war-dogs, beautiful women who twined and twisted

         and teased and, always, wealth beyond imagining. These stories seduced La Borgne; despite himself, he found himself seeking

         out the best of the story-tellers, the ones who constructed the most enchanting and the most grotesque of fictions; caught,

         he struggled —he enjoyed the monotony of days defined by bugle calls and sweat-stained rule-books. For the first time in his

         life, he was free; he sensed danger in the titillations of the seemingly innocent tales that webbed the twilight air.

      


      Sure enough, one bright crisp morning, La Borgne found himself telling the story of Alexander and a giant knot. ‘Listen,’

         he said, to the circle of scarred men, and even as he told the story, as he invented and changed and caressed with his words,

         he felt the familiar, dangerous turbulence in his heart, like a storm of deep colours from a distant, unknown landscape. He

         understood that he had learnt enough, that his time of peace was over, that for him there was no deliverance from the tyranny

         of the future. The next day, he resigned his commission and began wandering through Europe until he was in Greece, where an

         Admiral Orloff was commanding a Russian force against the Turks, in a war that has already passed out of memory and myth into

         the deathly still of libraries.

      


      Once again, La Borgne found time assuming a jagged, fragmented form, leaving him with sudden gasps of awareness and long periods

         that passed in a daze; and so one morning, before dawn, with the sea lightening from a deep black to an opaque grey, he found

         himself in a creaky boat crowded with Russian sailors and marines, moving slowly towards a dark mass called Tenedos. He clutched

         a pistol butt in one hand and a sheathed sabre in the other; listening to the slow groaning of the oars, feeling the way the

         brass arced smoothly across the polished wood of the pistol and the rough felt on the sheath that scraped across his thumb,

         La Borgne thought of what was to follow in a few minutes, but could feel no fear. Around him, the staccato hiss of whispered

         prayers rose to hang above the boat, but La Borgne could feel only an exhilarated wonder —the water lapped quietly against

         aged wood —and a white calm; he tried to imagine what was to come, the tearing 

         boom of cannon fire and the blood. The wakening birds on shore twittered at the red tinge seeping over the horizon.

      


      On shore, he crouched and ran, ahead of a line of men, towards the darkness massed under thickets of palm-trees and brush.

         Hearing a soft cough behind him, a curious cough with liquid in it, La Borgne turned his head to the right to look; his legs

         slid out and to the sides, his head seemed to slip back, sand swept up in a soft puff. He noticed that the sun had come up.

         There were feet, huge feet, black and awkward, soundless, running past his eyes. A sea-gull wheeled overhead. The sky is huge;

         it can swallow you up.

      


      He woke in a creaking cart filled with blood and groaning, wounded Russians. He felt cord biting into his wrists, behind his

         back; a long, thin explosion of pain grew at the back of his head with each motion of the cart and drifted into his eyes.

         He raised his head, his cheeks brushing over wet cloth and stained flesh, then struggled to sit up. A bearded face bared teeth

         at him from the front of the cart, screaming invective in a foreign tongue; dizzy, his head rocking, La Borgne watched as

         an arm curled behind the face and swung back, as a black length of leather curved around and disappeared in a blur to crack,

         with a sound like dry wood breaking, along his temple. He fell back to the filthy bottom of the cart and wept.

      


      A month later, La Borgne and the other survivors of the disastrous Russian attack on Tenedos were sold as slaves. Dressed

         in rags, ashamed of the manacles on their wrists and shamed by the vociferous bargaining, the prisoners avoided each other’s

         eyes and did not care to say good-bye as they were led away. La Borgne was again possessed by an unnatural calm. The manacles

         around his wrists and his status as a draught animal had released him from his visions; he therefore took to the life of a

         slave with enthusiasm. In the household of a Turkish noble of middle rank, he hewed wood and drew water with relief and a

         kind of love; the children of the household soon clustered around the burly pale man and attempted to teach him their language,

         often scolding him and even cuffing him when he proved slow to learn. La Borgne smiled and shook his head like a bear, like

         a trapped animal glad to be in captivity and out of the jungle.

      


      The Turk, meanwhile, conducted negotiations with La Borgne’s father 

         the priest through letters and couriers; two years after the battle of Tenedos fat sacks of gold arrived at the Turk’s house

         on mules. Told that he was free, that he was supposed to leave, that he had to leave, La Borgne sat on his haunches in the

         fashion of the East and raised his hands to his face and wept, a nine-year-old Turkish boy by his right knee and a four-year-old

         girl to the left.

      


      In Constantinople, then, he awaited a visitation, a direction, waited for some mad phantom poet to take hold of the strings

         again and fill him with purpose, with envy, lust, greed, anger and love. When nothing came, when no ghost horses wheeled about

         him and when no mysterious daggers beckoned, La Borgne felt a great disappointment grow within him. He stumbled through the

         crowded streets, pushing aside orange-sellers and potters and mullahs; slowly, he became aware that one word seemed to float

         on top of the buzzing murmur in the bazaars and cafes, a word that he heard even when it was spoken on the far side of a crowded

         room, a word that sounded like a distant drum in his ears: Hindustan.

      


      La Borgne understood. Armed with letters of introduction from various European noblemen whom he had met in his wanderings,

         he made his way to St. Petersburg and presented himself at the court of Catherine. There was no reason, no reason that is

         comprehensible now, so many years later, no reason why that woman, that queen, should have agreed to finance a stranger’s

         trip to Hindustan. It could have been that she remembered the czar Peter’s greed, his intention of sending armies through

         the passes of the Hindu Kush and the Himalayas to acquire the fabled riches of Hindustan, to extend the borders of the monolith

         that he envisioned till they disappeared into the warm depths of the Indian Ocean. Or perhaps it was just that Catherine saw

         a kindred soul, another far-eyed face hiding internal hauntings. Or perhaps Catherine thought it inadvisable to detain one

         who strained towards the future, who was called by what-was-to-come as some men and women are beckoned by religion; a week

         after his first audience with the queen, La Borgne rode to the south.

      


      In Aleppo, he found a caravan bound for Baghdad; harassed by wandering bands of horsemen from a Persian army scattered by

         the Turks, the long line of carts turned around a quarter of the way out and slowly made its way back. But La Borgne had seen

         his visions and heard voices 

         speak to him; he found a ship bound for Alexandria. A storm picked up the boat near the delta of the Nile and flung it about

         like a toy, splitting it from end to end and scattering its passengers over the steel-grey water. La Borgne was found vomiting

         yellow and green bile onto a white beach by a group of Arab traders mounted on camels; the Arabs were bound by a code of honour

         bred in the desert, a code which forbade them from mistreating the weak and the sick. The Arabs picked up the unbeliever and

         tied him to a camel-saddle. Three days later, they dropped him, face down, into the mud on the outskirts of Cairo and disappeared

         into the heat-waves.

      


      La Borgne recovered speedily from heat-stroke and starvation. Again, his stature and bearing and his air of mystery, the electric,

         dangerous smell of purpose that hovered around his body, assured that he was provided with money and letters of introduction;

         strangers reached into their pockets, strangers fed and clothed him. Armed and outfitted, La Borgne set sail for Madras over

         calm seas, the curved bow parting even, complaisant water at the Cape of Good Hope, then past Madagascar, through long, quiet

         days with a good wind behind. There were no more storms. La Borgne leaned against a bulkhead, at peace. The Hindustan that

         he was approaching was witnessing the decline of the Moghul empire and suffering the consequent fratricidal struggles. There

         would be place for a soldier.

      


      Ten years after he had left his father’s house, La Borgne smelt the odour of grass and mud and knew he was home; a skiff carried

         him to a flat, wide beach. He fell to his knees and scooped up handfuls of sand and flung them over his head. The sand clung

         to his hair, making him look older than his twenty-seven years. La Borgne laughed; he felt the sun on his face. He stripped

         off his jacket and flung it into the water. A few children, dark and curious, dressed in many folds of fine white cloth, emerged

         from the line of trees that ran around the beach. La Borgne laughed again.

      


      In Madras he found Moulin, a tall, thin French officer with white hair and a scar that stretched from a corner of his forehead

         across an empty socket to just above his lip. Moulin read La Borgne’s letters of introduction and took him back to his sprawling

         house in the middle of a thicket of trees and pointed him firmly towards the bathroom; when La Borgne emerged he found a new

         set of clothing laid out for 

         him, a pair of closely-fitting cotton pants and a finely-embroidered, light coat that seemed to float against his skin. Moulin

         and La Borgne sat in a balcony, a breeze shifting their hair. Servants brought out plates of food.

      


      ‘This is a pulau: rice and meat,’ and La Borgne found himself leaning low over a dish, stuffing food into his mouth with both

         hands, the insides of his mouth dancing. ‘I have a cook from Lucknow, and this is zarda, sweet rice with saffron and raisins,

         and this is kabab, ground beef, and this is paratha, bread,’ and La Borgne was dizzy with the spices and the smells, rich

         and thick and heavy; later, the servants brought out hookahs that burbled gently, and La Borgne felt the quiet of the evening

         settle around him.

      


      He was awakened from a deep dreamless sleep by the hollow click of hooves against stone. He sat up, and Moulin was looking

         away, to the west, where a line of horsemen drifted across the sun. ‘Learn their languages,’ Moulin said, and pointed to his

         scar. ‘They can do this, but often they send a message to you on the evening before they attack, asking to be granted the

         honour of combat.’ He shook his head. ‘Somebody is going to take all this. On the field they fight each to himself, like it’s

         a personal quarrel. I was a barber in Lyons, and now I eat like this.’ He rubbed his face, and then said morosely: ‘You’re

         going to get dysentery soon. Diarrhoea.’

      


      ‘No, I won’t,’ said La Borgne, and he didn’t, and the days and then the years flashed by with an increasing velocity; fulfilled,

         he found a commission with the French forces stationed in Pondicherry; here, for the first time, he drilled Indian troops

         and encountered, irrespective of the age or religion of the men, that particular and peculiar mixture of pride, loyalty and

         anarchistic self-importance that distinguished these soldiers from any other martial caste in the world; La Borgne drilled,

         ordered and trained —he was at peace; then, predictably, he had to move on.

      


      This time, there was a different kind of vision, a stirring of the flesh; he was found in the bed of another officer’s wife;

         officers trained in the European way were scarce, and no duels were allowed, so La Borgne mounted a black horse and rode into

         the beckoning interior, into the boiling confusion of the clans and states and castes seeking to inherit the mantle of the

         Moghuls; let us say that he rode across dusty plains 

         and swollen rivers, from Calcutta to Lucknow to Delhi (where the Moghul Shah Alam huddled in his palace and sought release

         from the misery of his life in piety) and down to the south again; let us say that finally he attracted the attention of a

         power-broker named Madhoji Sindhia, a man who ruled in the name of the Peshwa but insisted on being referred to as a Patel,

         a village head-man; let us say that La Borgne entered the service of this crafty Maratha whose armies circled the Deccan and

         sniffed at the outskirts of Delhi; let us say that La Borgne raised and trained two battalions of infantry for Madhoji, using

         all his skill, presence and sometimes his physical strength to transmute immensely skilled, courageous, individualistic and

         unruly men from every clan and class into a single mass, a thing of mechanics, a phalanx, a machine which finally turned and

         wheeled on order, coerced into synchronization by La Borgne’s magical certitude (wheeling and turning while sometimes enduring

         the laughter and sneers of the proud wild cavalrymen who passed by, sniffing elegantly at roses); La Borgne persisted, driven,

         and was, finally, to a degree, successful.

      


      Let us say, then, that La Borgne found himself one morning on a field near the village of Lalsot, near Jaipur, with his two

         battalions ranged to the left of the enfeebled imperial army of Shah Alam, in line with the Maratha cavalry of Madhoji Sindhia;

         let us say that these men were ranged against the armies of Jaipur and Jodhpur and the troops led by the Moghul nobles Muhammed

         Beg Hamadani and Ismail Beg; the particulars of this war are now confusing and dimmed by the years —as always, the causes

         could be said to include the lust for power, greed, fear, anger, ignorance and also courage, loyalty and love; let us just

         say that on this field of Lalsot, Benoit La Borgne became Benoit de Boigne, that years of wandering had pointed the boy who

         had been fascinated by the clock-work motion of the flour-mill towards this morning.

      


      Horses danced uneasily as the whoosh of shells tore at the air, followed, a fraction of a moment later, by the dull thudding

         of the artillery pieces; Muhammed Hamadani was disintegrated by a cannon ball; his head spiralled through the air, sprinkling

         blood over his men, who moved back uneasily, muttering. Ismail Beg, sensing panic, spurred his horse to the forefront; shouting,

         he led the ranked squadrons against the Maratha cavalry ranged opposite him. The Marathas reeled; on their left, La Borgne

         saw a twinkling, silver mass beginning to move towards 

         him. A convulsion seemed to pass through the ranks of his brigades, a whisper moving in quick waves, back and forth:

      


      ‘Rathor.’


      ‘Stand to!’ La Borgne shouted, his voice breaking; ten thousand Rathor horsemen were coming against him, men dressed in chain

         mail and steel helmets, men from the Rathor clan of the Rajputs of the desert, ten thousand incredibly handsome men, the flower

         of the chivalry of Rajputana, ten thousand men who claimed descent from the sun, men of the clan which claimed to have forgotten

         the feeling of fear; sunlight glanced off their helmets as they broke into a trot. There was laughter as they swept down onto

         the infantry drawn into a hollow square, because no infantry had ever withstood the onslaught of the Rathor cavalry (there

         were songs that floated through the dry, windswept valleys of Rajputana, songs about the Rathor horsemen, the Rathor swordsmen);

         they broke into a gallop, coming steadily at La Borgne’s lines; closer, closer, then the musket-men pulled back, revealing

         La Borgne’s guns —the Rathors riding on, swords raised —then the hot yellow and red belch of grape-shot swept into the horsemen,

         spilling them over, and he thinks, I will henceforth be known as Benoit de Boigne; torn apart, they come on, keep coming,

         coming into the guns, slashing at the gunners, beyond, at de Boigne’s line, closer, closer, then on command, a vast, long

         sheet of fire blossoms from two thousand muskets, tearing down the Rathors, spinning them down into the mud, sudden spurt

         of blood blackening the sand till it is too wet to rise into the air (horses fall into this, eyes rolling, with a wet slipping

         sound), the volleys ring out one after the other, regular, crack-crack-crack, and de Boigne’s men stand elbow-to-elbow like

         figures made of rock, refusing to rise to the taunts that the baffled horsemen are screaming at them, the invitations to come

         out and test their skill. De Boigne’s men are quiet; there is no cheering because no one has ever seen anything like this;

         the Rathors are trying to rally, eyes red, but de Boigne sounds the advance, and his battalions move forward, steady themselves,

         and again, precise and coordinated, the muskets swing up and spit. The Rathors flee.

      


      The forces aligned with de Boigne’s battalions won that morning, but that is of no consequence to us now. That evening, when

         other officers came to de Boigne’s tent, bringing gifts, they found him seated outside, 

         his gaze focused on the horizon. The officers laid their gifts around him and backed away, bowing, thinking that he was reliving

         the events of the morning, that facing the dreaded Rathors was an experience that needed to be faced again and again, till

         it faded away. They were wrong. De Boigne was seeing visions of the future, and was fighting them; he saw other villages,

         other fields where he would fulfil the destiny of his flesh and breeding and history, where he would be the instrument of

         the perverse gods who moulded events and decided the fate of soldiers and nations. De Boigne fought his private battles at

         night and in the morning, on horse-back and in the perfumed rooms of palaces, but to no avail. On other fields, near other

         quiet villages with names like Chaksana and Patan, his battalions, moving like clock-work, decimated other hosts. Again and

         again, the infuriated cavalrymen hurled themselves against de Boigne’s unnatural unmoving ranks. At Patan, the Rathors broke

         and ran again, and a song was heard in the passes of the desert mountains:

      


      At Patan, the Rathors lost five things:


      Horse, shoes, turban,


      the upturned moustache of the warrior


      And the sword of Marwar…

      


      Incensed at this shame, every Rathor capable of bearing a weapon made his way to Merta, near Ajmer. Eighty thousand Rathors

         collected in this dry brown valley, and awaited the arrival of de Boigne’s battalions and their Maratha allies. The armies

         collected and formed their lines; on the night before the final battle, the Rathors slept well, glad for the chance to avenge

         themselves; they were awakened by what had never been heard of before —an attack before dawn, under cover of the last darkness.

         As shot and shell showered the camp, the Rathors awoke from an opiumed sleep to find the day already lost in confusion. Calmly,

         a certain Rana of Ahwa called twenty-two other chiefs to his side, and calmly they gathered four thousand horsemen; these

         four thousand prepared an opium draught, raised it to the sky and drank; they wrapped themselves in shawls of yellow silk,

         the colour of death; calmly, every last action prescribed by tradition was completed, and then the four thousand rode out

         to the field where de Boigne’s battalions were advancing. The cry ‘Remember Patan’ was heard, and then 

         the yellow horsemen dashed onto the ranks in front of them. Four bodies of men retreated before them, and then they faced

         de Boigne’s main force, which was already settling into a hollow square. The Rathors split and enveloped the square and charged,

         to be faced by a wall of bayonets and muskets; again, the volleys tore through the mass of horsemen, again, the Rathors, the

         yellow-clad-ones, plunged madly forward; de Boigne watched, silenced, as they came back again and again; clenching his teeth,

         he looked up at the sky, looked away, then back, and they came on; finally, with grey smoke and the smell of powder and blood

         thickening the air and stinging his eyes, he understood that a man can become a general despite himself, that for some there

         is no escape from the siren call of the future; he looked about and saw with great clarity the frozen faces of his men as

         they reloaded, the gobulets of sweat on a soldier’s forehead, a torn turban being blown about in the backwash from a cannon

         discharge, a horse on its side, kicking, and something wet and moving and red and white pulsing in a long tear in its neck,

         a shawl of yellow silk torn and floating and tugging with each volley, a hand poised, palm upward, as if begging, and they

         came again, and then again —there is no retreat in yellow —till there were only fifteen left.

      


      There was a silence as the fifteen dismounted, a silence that is often heard in battle, when, incredibly, the chirping and

         twittering and flapping of birds can be heard in distant trees. De Boigne watched as the Rana of Ahwa dismounted and stood

         by his horse, stroking its forehead, between its eyes. The Rana looked up at the sky, then slapped the horse on its rump.

         He straightened his yellow shawl, then turned and walked towards de Boigne, the other Rathors following him. De Boigne looked

         at the Rana’s face, noting the grey moustache and the bushy eyebrows, the bushy beard and the large, accepting grey eyes with

         bags beneath them. The Rathors walked, and there was no fire for them, no one to grant them the promise of their yellow silk;

         de Boigne opened his mouth but found that his lips were parched, that no words would emerge; in his great clearness, he felt

         an emptiness within him, a finishedness, and understood that there would be no more visions for him; looking into the Rana’s

         calm grey eyes —so very close now —de Boigne understood that these eyes, clear and far-seeing, had freed him from private

         phantom sight; he knew that what he had to do now was 

         the end of all romance; gathering all his strength in his throat, de Boigne shouted, and there were no words, no sense, only

         a howl was heard, a howl like that of an animal trapped by steel teeth, but every man in the line understood, and there was

         flame, and the grey eyes disappeared.

      


      Sandeep raised a cup to his mouth and sipped. Something moved in the trees up on the mountain side, and a cicada called in

         alarm. Shanker wrapped a shawl around his shoulders. Sandeep began again:

      


      Listen….


      The years passed, and there were other victories for de Boigne; he amassed a fortune of three hundred thousand pounds and

         made Madhoji Sindhia the most powerful man in India. De Boigne’s brigades were given the name of Chiria Fauj for their unmatched

         speed, for their propensity to appear unexpectedly on the horizon like a flight of predatory birds, for the headlong velocity

         of their marches. Armed with de Boigne’s brigades, Madhoji ruthlessly pursued his dream of founding an independent Maratha

         dynasty; village cattle grazed on luxuriant blood-fed flowers; de Boigne, released from his phantasmic demons, discovered

         the boredom and banality of everyday life; he rode at the head of a corps, and was famous and rich, but found no release from

         the dreary everyday business of living, from the hot summer afternoons when the heat settles in the lungs and rises up the

         spine and turns into a humming in the head. He found no comfort, not in the sweat that gathers in that little hollow between

         deep breasts or in that heavy sleep that comes from opium. De Boigne prayed to the gods of his new home, but the stone idols

         did not move, did not speak; longing, soon enough, for the colours that once burned their way out of the darkness at the centre

         of his soul, he fell into a desultory affair with the daughter of one his Hindustani commanders, took her as a wife and fathered

         a son and a daughter, but even love and marriage and fatherhood felt like distant fictions, smokey dreams.

      


      One day, unexpectedly, Madhoji Sindhia caught a fever, tossed and burned through the night and died before morning. De Boigne

         felt the touch of death hiss by him, for he understood now that there was no 

         longer a special purpose to his life that protected him from the bullets of the battle-field or the fevers of the hot summer

         wind, that nothing but other men stood between him and charging horsemen. De Boigne thought of his three hundred thousand

         pounds, and the drawing-rooms of Paris, and the water-mill, and childhood, and the fact that if he stayed he would fight other

         battles not knowing why and when and how, not knowing anything for certain, not feeling anything but doubt, and then he decided

         to go home, to play the part of the hero, the soldier returned from magical, unreal lands. So he went home, without his Hindustani

         wife, who refused to leave her home and her relatives for what seemed a fantasy; de Boigne took his children and returned

         to Chambéry (with the slightly-dazed eyes of one who has journeyed far to find a home and has returned in self-exile) and

         played the part —he baptized his children and married a seventeen-year-old noblewoman who soon left him for the salons of

         Paris. He stumbled for a while through the wilderness of drawing-rooms and huge shining dances and noticed the smirks and

         the giggles that appeared when he did something provincial or unintentionally used a word of Urdu or Persian. So de Boigne

         lived in seclusion, ignoring summons from Napoleon Bonaparte, who too, it seems, dreamt of the riches and splendours of a

         faraway land called Hindustan; sometimes, especially when others who had served in Hindustan came to visit, de Boigne would

         speak of his past, but would always speak of himself as if of another, and would always end with the words ‘My life has been

         a dream.’ And the visitors would go away, unsatisfied and a little mystified, not knowing that de Boigne went to sleep every

         night longing to dream, but saw nothing, that as the years went by he wished that the past would return to him, that calm

         grey eyes would haunt his night hours, that something would reassure him that his life had been real, not just necessary,

         but no images came, and de Boigne discovered the horror of living solely in the present and for the future, knew that the

         present is not enough and the future can use and discard people, and one afternoon de Boigne called his lackeys and caused

         himself to be transported to the water-mill of his youth. Going inside, he found again his seat, and looked for a long time

         into the creaking gears and hoists. Finally, he said, in a choking voice, ‘There was the start, and then the middle, and this

         must be my end.’ He ordered the workers out and called for a torch; stumbling around, he 

         caressed the old wood with the flame; finally, his attendants dragged him out.

      


      He began then to walk round and around the fire, back and forth, and slowly the rage went out of his shoulders, and the despair

         from his heart, and after three hours he began to say aloud the names of his childhood friends, and the names of his first

         pets, and those of his nurses. It was something like a chant, this attempt to remember every man, woman and beast that he

         had ever touched or seen or heard, and as he went on his memory grew complete and rich, so that in the two days left to him

         he managed to work up only to the friends of his adolescence, with whom he had stolen apples from gardens and visited forbidden

         houses. He told his servants that even so it was not complete, that too much was left out, that he had not the strength to

         remember everyone and everything. He grew weak, but would not sleep, and from his bed he said to the attending priest, ‘I

         have been enslaved by an idea, and this is my end, my climax. But I do not die.’

      


      The priest, who was afraid of exotic blasphemies, crossed himself and said, ‘You go to eternal rest, and eternal life.’


      De Boigne shook his head. ‘No, I die. But my life lives on, and I live, and live, and live.’


      The priest said in a loud voice, ‘You must believe that you are redeemed, that you go to perfect, eternal happiness.’


      De Boigne laughed, and said cheerfully, ‘We are not born to be happy.’ Near the hour of his death, his eyes grew very bright,

         and he began to speak in languages that no one understood, and as he whispered in alien tongues, some thought he was asking

         for forgiveness, and others that he was giving it.
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         I LET MYSELF RELAX, pushing back from the typewriter and lying back.

      


      ‘You said it was going to be a children’s story,’ Abhay said. ‘What the hell was that?’


      I was too tired to reply. I massaged my aching fingers and shook my head.


      ‘Watch out with that martial stuff,’ he continued, curiously concerned. ‘These kids belong to a different world, they’re a

         different generation. Too much more of that and they’ll go back to cricket.’

      


      A little irritated, I sat up. My muscles creaked. I tried to type on, but my fingers cramped.


      ‘Better do something about that, Hanuman,’ Yama said. ‘Your friend still has an hour to go.’


      ‘What?’ I said.


      ‘He’s right. Fifty-five minutes, to be exact.’ Hanuman dropped from above the door and came over to me. ‘You’ve got to go

         on —and listen, be careful. You’ve got us hooked in here, but out there, they’re getting a little restless; they’re curious,

         but it’s starting to wear off. Too much more in this mode and they’re going to start pulling on pig-tails and making rubber-band-bows,

         and then what? You can rest for two more minutes, but then you’ve got to start up again.’

      


      ‘I can’t. Look at my fingers.’


      ‘Yes, I know they hurt, but you must.’


      ‘It’s not even my fingers; I just don’t have any more. Listen, do you think it’s easy, doing this, making it all up so fast?

         Especially with that 

         great black lump sitting there in the corner, even at night when he’s gone.’

      


      Hanuman looked at me, his red eyes shining.


      ‘Listen, Son of the Wind,’ I whispered. ‘Negotiate with him some more; tell him about the wonders to come; make him see that

         the story will be grand and great. Tell my children out there not to abandon me, for there is much yet to come —Begum Sumroo,

         the Witch of Sardhana, and her lover, Jahaj Jung, who was once a sailor, and then Sikander himself: Sikander the brave, who

         led three thousand and was the friend of Parasher the poet, and the romance of their childhood and early manhood, their incredible

         adventures in Calcutta and in the embraces of the divine courtesans of Lucknow; tell them all this and tell them to come back

         tomorrow; please, I cannot go on. Look. Look at my fingers.’

      


      ‘The young fellow was right,’ Yama called from his corner. ‘You’re too old-fashioned; you haven’t adapted. Too much more of

         this kind of heroic saga, distant and strangely impersonal, and I’ll have to take you off. Shape up, Sanjay; I must admit

         I want to hear the rest of it, about Sikander particularly. But come on now; boredom must be reaching critical mass outside.’

         He laughed. ‘Sometimes you outsmart yourself, Sanjay. Back to the typewriter.’

      


      ‘Hanuman…’ I began.


      ‘He won’t negotiate. The contract’s signed. But don’t worry, he’s too dull for words. Don’t let him scare you.’ Hanuman turned

         to Yama. ‘Prince, King, the story takes a different turn now. Sanjay cannot possibly give us another hour —look at his fingers.

         The cramp will not let up; however, the contract, as it stands…’

      


      ‘No,’ roared Yama, springing to his feet. ‘No more cheating. A story. Now.’


      ‘Exactly’ said Hanuman. ‘A story is what the contract calls for; read it carefully —it doesn’t say who is to do the telling.

         Read. “A story will be told. The audience must be kept entertained, or Parasher is to pay the forfeit.” Somebody else could

         do the story-telling.’

      


      ‘No. This is cheating.’


      ‘Think about it, great Death-lord. Another story, for the price of one, with Sanjay sweating at the side-lines.’


      Yama started to say something, then paused. I detected a faint glimmer 

         of interest; I could sense his anger seeping away, blocked and dammed by a delicious new nuance in his revenge.

      


      ‘Who?’ I said, nudging Hanuman.


      ‘His future hanging on another’s words, Death-lord. And him with no choice.’


      ‘Whose words?’ I said.


      ‘And a tale of strange lands and foreign folk…’


      ‘Who, him, the boy?’ I said. ‘Look at him…’


      ‘Done,’ said Yama, ‘I will be magnanimous. He has ten minutes to prepare.’


      ‘Hanuman,’ I said, ‘great Hanuman, you can’t be serious, look at his face: he can’t tell a story; he hardly even knows where

         he is or who he is.’

      


      ‘A contract’s a contract,’ said Hanuman. ‘Hurry up. You have ten minutes to talk him into it.’


      I started to speak, then thought better of it. Beckoning Abhay to my side, I held my right wrist with my left hand and with

         a trembling forefinger typed a summary of the conversation that had just taken place.

      


      ‘No,’ said Abhay. ‘I can’t do it.’


      ‘If you don’t, he’ll die,’ said Saira, very ready to be furious.


      ‘If you hadn’t shot him, he wouldn’t be in this situation,’ said Mrinalini.


      ‘You have a certain responsibility,’ Ashok said.


      Abhay looked around, then put his face in his hands. I gripped my wrist again and typed; he looked up.


      ‘Please.’


      ‘It’ll all be your fault,’ Saira said, her lower lip jutting, now ready to cry.


      ‘I like her,’ Hanuman whispered. ‘I like her.’


      ‘All right, all right,’ Abhay said, his eyes sunken and shining. ‘I’ll do my best. But I need more time. Fifteen minutes at

         least.’

      


      I looked over at Yama. He was twirling his moustache, one knee settled comfortably over the other, a foot swinging gently

         back and forth. He nodded, looking smug. I nodded at Abhay. He rose and began to pace around the room. The murmur outside

         began to grow. Mrinalini opened the door and peered out.

      


      

         ‘They’re going to start leaving,’ she said.

      


      Saira rose from the bed. ‘I’m going outside to tell them about you,’ she said. ‘It’s the only way you’ll keep them sitting.

         I’ll tell them Yama’s in here, too, and that he doesn’t want any children inside, so they won’t come rushing in when I tell

         them about a typing monkey; is that okay?’

      


      Yama shrugged, smiling, and I nodded at Saira, bowing to a superior judge of the masses and leader of men; already, I seemed

         to have forgotten the reasons for wanting to keep my appearance a secret. Some last pride, I suppose, some final need to belong,

         to be thought of as part of the human whole, but already this vain hope had been crumpled and consigned to the rubbish heap;

         at last, I am going to be what I had fought against becoming, a freak, a fool, an exile, that most pitiable (forgive my romanticizing

         —I am conscious of it —but at this moment a pose is all I have left) and yet most generous of creatures: a monkey at a typewriter,

         a poet.

      


      So Abhay paced up and down, and I hugged myself and massaged my arms. Again Yama called out to me: ‘Listen, Sanjay, a bit

         of friendly advice. You’re too attached to what-actually-happened. I recognized too much of what you told. You should be really

         going crazy, you know, twist your material inside out. Have fun with it.’

      


      I had my own reasons for being attached to what-actually-happened, but I was in pain and in no mood to start explaining myself

         to this overgrown green idiot who reminded me of the villains from some of the worst melodramas that (in a long-ago life)

         my father and uncle ever wrote. So I snarled at him, a monkey growl that startled two boys who were sidling in through the

         door. They looked like brothers, maybe nine and ten, and they both wore strange caps with the bills pulled back over their

         necks, and loose white shirts with lettering on them, one that said ‘Cowboys’ and the other ‘LA.’ They glanced at me and then

         scuttled over eagerly to Abhay.

      


      ’Abhay Bhaiya,’ the older one said. ‘Did you bring back a video camera?’


      ‘What?’ Abhay said.


      ‘Did you see any rock concerts?’ the younger one said.


      ‘What kind of car did you have?’


      ‘Did you buy a house?’


      ‘Does it have a swimming pool?’


      

         ‘Why did you come back?’

      


      ‘Where?’ Abhay said.


      ‘Here,’ they said, both together.


      Abhay shrugged, a look of confusion on his face.


      ‘Were you happy there?’ the younger boy said.


      ‘What?’


      ‘Happy’


      Abhay’s face was blank, as if it had been wiped clean of sorrow, or joy. Then Saira came in, saw the two boys, collared them

         and had the both of them out of the door in a moment.

      


      The little one called decisively through the doorway, even as it closed: ‘You were happy there.’


      Abhay looked after him. ‘Happy?’ he said.


      Then he began to type.


   

      A Thin Kind of Happiness.


      

         ONE EVENING at the beginning of my senior year I was rewinding the second reel of Lawrence of Arabia when my friend Tom came into the projectionist’s booth playing with his dark glasses. He had a sort of nervous habit with

         his glasses.

      


      “Come on, effendi,” he said. “Time to go to great oasis.”


      I was the work-study projectionist and he managed the student film series. I had known him for three years, and we liked the

         same movies. He was talking about the Wednesday night party in the Alpha Gamma frat house, which we never missed.

      


      “Lead on,” I said. “Lead on.”


      So Tom and I came down the stairs into the basement room, which smelled of decade-old layers of beer and sometimes piss and

         always grass. We pushed through the brothers and got a beer and then found our favorite spot, where we could watch people

         pushing through the door.

      


      “They’re here,” Tom said.


      “Who?”


      “Freshwomen alert. Here they come.”


      I turned my head, and they were already past me.


      “Go get one, bud,” Tom said.


      “There’s only one way out of here,” I said. There had been a glimpse of a face half-turned toward me. So we waited and drank

         a couple more 

         beers and talked about Lawrence. The one in the movie, I mean, not the real one. The music suddenly got louder, and it was

         Echo and the Bunny-men doing “The Cutter.”

      


      Just as the song ended I saw them coming back.


      “What should I try?” I said.


      “Which one?” Tom said, leaning closer to me.


      “In black. Red hair.”


      “Angst, baby. Be crazy but cool.”


      So when she was beside me, looking down and trying not to spill her beer, I leaned over and said, into her ear: “Elvis has

         not left the building.”

      


      She laughed. We introduced ourselves: she was Amanda James, Scripps freshman from Houston, Texas. Tom and I laughed at that

         and teased her about being from Houston and the soft southern twang in her voice. Then Tom, maybe noticing something, maybe

         the way I was looking at her, disappeared discreetly, and Amanda and I stood there looking at each other silently.

      


      “They met in Los Angeles,” she said, smiling.


      “What?”


      “They met in Los Angeles,” she said, “at a party while Echo and the Bunnymen throbbed in the background.”


      “Feeling the cocaine rush through his brain,” I went on, “he wondered if he had seen her before. In New York at the Palladium

         or in L.A. at Parachute. Then he realized it didn’t matter.”

      


      “And then she —” Amanda stopped suddenly, and then asked: “Where are you from?”


      “India.”


      “Oh.” After a long pause: “Are you a Brahmin?”


      “No.”


      “What are you?”


      “Nothing.”


      She looked away, and then another girl tapped her on the arm. They whispered to each other.


      To me: “I have to go.”


      “Why?”


      “I’m here with the other girls on my floor,” she said, “and they want to leave.”


      “You don’t have to go with them.”


      

         “We’re going to hate each other soon anyway. I should be nice and loyal for a while.”

      


      “Okay.”


      “I’ll see you later.”


      “Okay.”


      I pushed through the crowd, nodding at people, looking for Tom. I felt a tap on my shoulder.


      “Hey. Abhay.” Kate was blond, beautiful in a kind of distant sculptured manner. We had slept together during our sophomore

         year, and still did sometimes, although we didn’t need to be as drunk as we used to be and didn’t hold on to each other as

         hard as we used to. That night she was dressed in a white sweater and looked like she was out of some purposely muted black-and-white

         picture from a fashion magazine.

      


      “Katie.”


      She smiled. “How’re you doing, Abi?”


      I shrugged and smiled, and she moved closer to me, and I had to get my beer out of the way and we put our arms around each

         other’s waist and we stood for a while. People pushed past us. Her hair was fresh, fine. I liked to touch it.

      


      When I came up out of the frat room a bunch of the brothers were hauling a large plaster statue of somebody vaguely Oriental

         seated in the lotus position toward the staircase. I stopped and listened as they argued. Finally they left the statue at

         the top of the stairs and went down to get a beer. I went home to New Dorm, my feet scraping over the concrete, and let myself

         in.

      


      I lay on my bed and peered at the pictures on the wall, darkened and indistinct in the silver light of the streetlight outside

         my window. Then I sat up and tried to unclench my jaw but couldn’t without having the muscles on my face flutter. I went out

         and down and back to the frat room. Echo and the Bunnymen were still doing “The Cutter.” Somebody really liked that song.

         I saw Kate talking to a girl I didn’t know, and I walked up behind her and laid my face on the back of her shoulder, rubbing

         my nose across the smooth furriness of her sweater. She reached back, without turning to look, and began to rub my neck. “Spare

         us the cutter,” said Echo and his Bunnymen.

      


      When I woke up, my legs were under Kate’s. She twitched suddenly and made a small sound at the back of her throat. I pulled

         my legs from under her and touched her hair and felt a slight sting in my fingertips 

         and she turned to me, still asleep. After a while I let go of her and got out of bed. As I put on my clothes I could see pictures

         of her on a closet door, Kate with her mother, Kate at high school with friends, Kate with her horse, Kate in Paris with a

         boyfriend, Kate with various red-faced white-haired people.

      


      Outside, the sky was graying. I walked across the Scripps lawns toward Pomona. A black German shepherd with a blue bandanna

         around his neck ran up to me and I sat down and rubbed his face, enjoying the warm panting breath on my face. I ran my fingers

         through the thick hair on his stomach, and he squirmed and reached up and licked my face, pushing me over. We lay happily

         on the grass laughing at each other and I realized it had been a long time since I had touched an animal. I got up, and he

         followed me for a moment and then veered off, running easily through the water arcing up from the sprinklers.

      


      In the lounge the phone was off the hook. I picked up the receiver and laid it back in the cradle. There was a note on my

         door: “The phone’s been ringing every ten minutes and it’s somebody with a foreign accent.” I went back out to the lounge

         and sat by the phone. The wall in front of me went from gray to orange and I felt heat spread across my neck. The phone rang,

         and I picked it up. An operator asked for me, fuzzy and distant, and then my father cleared his throat.

      


      “Abhay.”


      “Yes, Pa.”


      “Abhay, your grandfather, he passed away yesterday.”


      I could hear birds far away, muffled by the door and the glass and the concrete.


      “Abhay?”


      “Yes, Pa.”


      “I’m going there tomorrow for the… He was in hospital with the old heart trouble. They said he was sleeping and then he seemed

         to wake up for a minute.”

      


      We were silent for a moment, and I could hear him breathing and I imagined the signal flashing up from land into space and

         bouncing off metal and then miles of space again until finally I could hear it.

      


      “Pa.”


      “Yes?”


      “Uh… I…”


      “Yes. Listen, I’ll call you again soon.”


      

         “Okay.”

      


      “Right.”


      “Tell Ma I’m okay.”


      “Yes.”


      I went outside and sat on the stairs and the sun sparked at me through the sprinkler sprays. I was feeling nothing and knew

         it would come later. I tried to remember my grandfather’s face but could think only of his cupboard full of dusty medical

         books and homeopathic medicines. My father’s father had been trained to be a lawyer but preferred to spend his time studying

         tattered old books and dispensing sweet white medicines to people who didn’t trust the doctors with regular modern degrees

         or couldn’t afford them. When I was very young we’d go to visit him in his old, old house, and I’d play chess with him, old

         Indian rules, and then there would be a knock at the door and he’d go away and I’d see a thin face, anxious and sometimes

         in pain, and my grandfather would scoop up thousands of little white balls in a glass vial and carry it carefully to the door

         and bring back some little white balls for my waiting mouth and he’d sprinkle them on my tongue, laughing his toothless clown’s

         laugh. When I grew older he began to ask me when I was going to have my upnayana ceremony and be able to wear my sacred thread

         and become one of the twice-born, but I’d been to school in the meantime and had learned about the evils of the caste system,

         so we didn’t play chess anymore. Just before I left for the States we went to visit him, and I spent most of that week up

         on the roof, reading and watching the kites weave in the sky. My mother came up and sat on the bed next to me and said he’s

         getting old and you’re going away and he worries, you know, you are the oldest son, he really worries, you could do it just

         for the old man; and for a moment I remembered the way his fingernails clicked against my teeth when he put the sweetness

         in my mouth and the innocence of his smile but I shook my head and went back to my book, and now I wondered what he’d thought

         of in that last moment of wakefulness.

      


      The water stopped. I still couldn’t feel anything.


      In the slanting yellow light of early morning Mount Baldy looked closer than it really was, as if you could easily walk into

         the shallow dark gullies on its slopes, if you wanted to. I was still sitting on the steps 

         when people started leaving for their first classes, and they stared at me curiously in passing, not saying anything. They

         were used to finding me asleep in the lounges or on the patch of grass outside, but I was, I suppose, especially ragged that

         morning. I pushed myself up and went back into the dorm, picking up my neighbor’s copy of the New York Times on the way. I sat in the lounge, next to the phone, because he didn’t like his paper disappearing, and read a front-page

         article about students marching in Beijing, raising slogans about freedom. In the Brazilian jungle, Catholics from New York

         were quarreling with evangelists from Texas about which was worse: frightening tribal Indians into conversion with sermons

         about hellfire and damnation or persuading them gently with lessons on agriculture. On the editorial page, under the headline

         “In India, Some Things Are More Important than Time,” somebody named Krause complained about the thirty minutes and assorted

         forms it took him to get a taxi at Bombay International Airport and about the basic inefficiency of Indian methods of producing

         television sets under protective tariffs. “Some things should be more important than self-sufficiency,” he said. On another

         page, the chief correspondent of the paper’s New Delhi bureau had an article about a holiday he had taken in Darjeeling and

         the hotel he had stayed in, which was, he said, “full of the charm of the British Raj.” This, I swear, was the New York Times the morning after my grandfather died, and as I sat there I felt as if I was in a film, and that I was expected to react

         somehow, but my head was pounding and I couldn’t decide whether this was ironical or absurd or something else or anything

         at all, so I went into the bathroom and brushed from my mouth the accumulated bitterness of the night.

      


      This feeling of being in a film hung over me even later, when I sat at the back of a classroom and listened to a fellow named

         Lin talk about Asian revolutions. The British, he was saying, changed India for the better with their efficient railroads

         and efficient administration and so on, and for a moment I felt that I should be saying something, but then, sensing my face

         flush, full, somehow, of the realization that whatever I said wouldn’t make any sense, would sound crazy, I opened a notebook

         and doodled instead, and at the end of the period I found that I had drawn birds and airplanes soaring across the page.

      


      Outside, the smog had moved in like a curtain and Baldy was invisible. I could feel my eyes stinging, and the acrid tickling

         moved slowly 

         across my nostrils and into the back of my throat. Kate swung around a corner, laden with books. She snapped the hair out

         of her face with a quick jerk of her head.

      


      “I have to be in class in three and a half minutes.” She didn’t smile.


      “Okay. Talk to you later.”


      I stood there for a moment, stretching, watching her white skirt move on the back of finely muscled calves as she tip-tapped

         away with quick, little steps. Back at New Dorm, in the lounge, I sat and listened to the Talking Heads echo in the courtyard

         outside: “Psycho killer, qu’est-ce que c’est? Fa, fa, fa, fa; fa, fa, fa, fa fa fa.” There was a torn newspaper under my foot,

         and a tank platoon ploughed through a field on the front page. The door opened in and Tom walked in, wearing silver-rimmed

         glasses with mirrored lenses. Again, I felt like I was in a film, and I liked it less and less, that feeling, I mean.

      


      “What’s up, buddy?” He sat down next to me. “You look like you dropped down a cliff. What’s the matter, hungover?”


      “No,” I said, again unable to talk about Babuji, and so I pointed at the newspaper. “It’s just geo-fucking-politics. Gets

         me down.”

      


      “You’re not supposed to talk about it,” he said, thumping me repeatedly on the back, just below the neck. “No, no, no, no.

         Very passé, Abhay. It’s much better just to say it’s angst. Everyone will understand.”

      


      “Right. Yeah. Let me wear those.” I put on his glasses.


      “Let’s go see what Lawrence is up to.”


      So I sat in my booth and Lawrence went looking for whatever he was looking for across the burning desert. After the movie

         was over and I had put away the reels I was exhausted, drawn out like a string. I told Tom this.

      


      “You’re just susceptible to depression today, asshole,” he said. “Or actually the last few days. Listen, let’s go into town.

         Somebody’s playing at Parachute. It’s a bummer being around you when you’re like this. Got to get you up again.”

      


      “I don’t know.”


      “We’ll get a ride. There’s a whole bunch of people going.” “I don’t know.”


      But there wasn’t much else to do that evening, and I didn’t want to be alone, so I sat in the backseat of somebody’s car and

         listened to the tires humming on the freeway. The club was in a basement, very dark, 

         and the music was loud, violent, the usual stuff. I bought a beer and walked around, scraping against the wall. I leaned on

         a round pillar and watched the band for a while, but then Tom found me and crooked his arm around my neck.

      


      “Let’s slam, Abs,” he said.


      “Isn’t that passé?” I said.


      “But it feels good,” he said, and dragged me through the crowd, to where a circle of people, men and women, boys and girls,

         spun in a circle, bouncing off each other, impacting.

      


      “Come on.”


      “Slam-dancing is passé.”


      “Come on, shithead.” He pulled me into the circle, and instantly I was almost knocked off my feet. In a few moments I began

         to feel the rhythm of it and soon I was ricocheting from body to body, my eyes half-shut. It looked harsh, but it did feel

         good, and you could lose yourself in it. When I finally staggered out, my head spinning, my body was already starting to ache,

         but I could feel a smile on my face.

      


      “Hello,” she said.


      She was dressed in black again, a skirt this time, with the ubiquitous T-shirt. The red hair was pulled back tightly into

         a braid, leaving her face exposed. She looked very young.

      


      “Amanda.”


      “How are you?”


      “Good,” I said. “Good. And you?”


      “Okay. The people I came with left.”


      “The girls from the hall?”


      “They thought this place was gross.” She shook her head. “Gross. Assholes.”


      “It is pretty seedy.”


      “Pretty seedy?”


      “Something like that.”


      “You have a funny way of talking.”


      “I come from a funny place.”


      “Funny?”


      Behind her, a bald head moved in the yellow light, perfectly spherical, with a curving scar caterpillaring up the lower hemisphere.


      “How old are you?”


      

         “Eighteen.”

      


      “You like this?”


      “Do you?”


      I shrugged. “Do they do this in Texas?”


      “Everywhere.”


      I got another beer, and one for her, and we sat at a round metal table at the back, where it was so dark that all I could

         see was a flash when her eyes moved. There were black shapes around us, almost motionless. Listening to her voice in the darkness

         reminded me, for some reason, of being very young, of my friends and myself when we were at school together, of sitting up

         in bed, wrapped in blankets and telling each other ghost stories. I told her this and she laughed, and said that when she

         was very young she would lie alone in bed, eggs in both armpits, waiting for them to hatch.

      


      “You what?”


      “I thought I could make eggs hatch, so I took eggs out of the fridge and put them in my armpits when I slept, thinking maybe

         I’d wake and there’d be chickens. But they never did, and I guess after a while they would start to rot or something, my father

         would come and take them away, throw them away I guess. But I always thought I could make them hatch so I would get some more.”

      


      “That’s a sad story.”


      “They never broke though.”


      “What does your father do?”


      “He’s a judge. He has white hair.”


      Tom came listing through the tables, leaning over bottles of beer and glasses and cigarettes, peering at the mannequin-still

         shapes.

      


      “Tom.” I raised my voice over the music. “Tom.”


      He slid into a chair, tilting to get a good view of Amanda’s face.


      “Amanda,” he said. “Hey.”


      “Hi.”


      “Abhay, they’re leaving. We have to go.”


      “Already?” I said, and saw the soft white of his teeth.


      “You don’t have to,” Amanda said. “You can come with me later.”


      “You have a car?” Tom said.


      “Yes.”


      “Perfect,” he said, his head turning toward me, and I picked up a

         butt from the table and flicked it at him. It hit him somewhere around the chest and fell to the ground.

      


      “Asshole,” I said.


      “Abhay doesn’t drive,” he said. “He wants to live in L.A. but he doesn’t want to drive.”


      “Why?” she said.


      “I don’t know,” I said. “I just don’t like it. It’s not like I can’t. I learnt. But I don’t like it.”


      “You’re weird, boy,” Tom said.


      “Tom’s a redneck from Ohio. His parents put him on one of those three-wheel motorcycle things before he could walk. Went tearing

         over the countryside chewing tobacco and drinking Jack Daniel’s and chasing gals.”

      


      “Damn proud of it,” he said. “Good ol’ ‘merican stuff, little Indian boy. What did you do?”


      “Rode in horse-carriages, I guess. I don’t know.” A bubble, a little hard place of pain expanded in my chest then, and my

         voice changed, and I didn’t want to talk anymore. I suppose they sensed it, because they began to talk about bands they had

         seen, in other cities and states.

      


      We came up out of the club into the smell of piss. A black man with a speckled beard sat in a doorway, staring down at his

         feet, splayed before him on the sidewalk. He looked at us as we passed, then down again. Tom veered off to the left and staggered

         into the middle of the street. I ran after him and put an arm over his shoulders, pulling him back.

      


      “What now?” he said.


      “I don’t know.”


      “Home?”


      “Maybe.”


      “We’ll think of something,” Amanda said.


      “It’s early,” Tom said.


      A neon tube at the entrance to a parking lot buzzed and flashed as we passed under it. In the lot, Amanda dug in a pocket

         as we squeezed between vehicles. Tom ran his hand, on the side away from me, over windshields and roofs. Amanda stopped by

         a low-slung black car and put the key into the door.

      


      “This is yours?” Tom said.


      

         “Yes.”

      


      “This is yours?” he said again, pulling away from me and putting his hands on the car, leaning over it, stretching out on

         it.

      


      “Uh-huh.”


      “This is yours?”


      “She just said so, bonehead,” I said.


      “This,” he said, turning to me, “is a Jaguar, bonehead.”


      “Oh,” I said.


      He bent and clambered into the car, uttering little sighs of ecstasy: “Smell that leather. Sweet. Sweet. I can’t believe you

         drive this thing.” Amanda shrugged: a nervous, awkward movement. I got into the front seat and buckled myself in, and then

         we were all quiet until we were on the freeway. Amanda pressed a button and the cabin —that’s what it felt like, flying above

         the hunkering houses, separate —filled with music. I could feel the power of the machine in the way it kissed the road, lightly,

         smoothly, and in the way that Amanda drove, one hand on the stick shift, confident, veering from lane to lane.
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