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  While this novel is set in actual places, I have taken great liberties with geographies and with histories.




  It is, in short, a work of the imagination.




  Ira Singh,




  April 2014




  





  In the memory of my beloved father, Kulwant Singh




  and




  for my mother, Indu Singh,




  for Em, and for Jamal –




  without whom.




  





  




  To survey: 1] to look carefully and thoroughly at.




  2] to examine and record the area and features of [an area of land] so as to construct a map, plan or description.




  -OED




  ‘My own belief was that without memory existence was metaphysically injured, damaged.’




  -Saul Bellow, Humboldt’s Gift




  ‘Everything is biographical, Lucian Freud says. What we make, why it is made,




  how we draw a dog, who it is we are drawn to,




  why we cannot forget.’




  -Michael Ondaatje, Divisadero
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  Prologue




  These albums they grow up with seem to exist in another age altogether: stiff black pages on which photographs are mounted, inserted between little cardboard angles that hold

  them in place, each page preserved behind translucent paper through which the photographs gleam; the albums themselves covered with old gold tinselly paper, with faded flowered tissue paper.




  Here is Ravinder, alone. They have set up camp on the banks of a river, a great blurred presence in the background. He stands in front of it, hands in pockets, looking desperately young. There

  is no one else in the frame: the years roar ahead of him, unwritten.




  Here the two of them, Ravinder and Jenny, in black and white, their arms around each other on holiday and Anushka is mop-haired in her father’s arms and in another photograph Jenny stands

  near one of those gentle mules so common to the terrain and she is wearing a pair of slacks and her hair is tied in a kerchief, windblown, and behind her are stacked mountains.




  Monochrome: posed and intent, spontaneous and considered, these are pictures of Anushka.




  Here she is in a pram, hectic pink, hair the colour of caramel: Anushka the tramp with locks in charming disarray on a tricycle, Anushka the good with oiled pigtails in her mother’s lap,

  wearing the sailor suit that came from America. There are records of caps and hats, pinafores and tartan skirts, net stockings, old lace, taffeta and muslin, satin and velvet: she crested on a wave

  of possessions and on her looks.




  Her further progress is catalogued with the latest camera proudly purchased and here she is in instacolour, in the Kodak moment: spread out among the crayons, spotted variously in leotards, in

  bobby socks, in dungarees and here, mixing chrome yellow and cerulean blue on her palette, wearing a bonnet and a long velvet dress, in a white organdy frock with patterned lace tights, a tiara

  made of flowers in her hair. Here are Anushka and Natasha, wearing identical red and blue striped swimsuits, floating, surrounded by expatriates thrashing cleanly in chlorinated water.




  And here a formal photograph in a studio, to immortalize them, the parents in their best clothes, the two girls in green brocade with sashes, Anushka, hair curled and dress flounced, smiling

  widely, courting that old friend, the camera; Natasha staring into it as if trying to fathom its artifices.




  





  I




  





  Witness Anushka and I, Natasha.




  Anushka carries a satchel and a box of colours to art class and I cry and my father sits me on the bed and we have a class of our own; I smell the oily crayons, I feel their rough, grainy

  texture. I colour the world into being, I draw brown trunks of trees, blue sky, sometimes a stream, a pathway, leading away from the centre of the drawing: a house, inhabited by little stick-like

  figures and a dog. Thus in our early drawing we represent the world we inhabit: the house, the family with whom we are interred.




  Lulu is a slow, snuffly, slightly bloated Apso with grey-white hair all over her face and a considered and ancient liking for Cadbury chocolate. We do not rear her, we inherit her from an

  American family who is leaving, like a set of attitudes or like the clothes we get from Sarah, the ungainly brunette from Cincinnati. Lulu’s collar has bells on it, they jingle and clunk and

  her claws rattle against the grey stone floor. On Christmas day she would be discovered sick, having chewed up all the chocolates hidden under beds and in the stockings our mother lovingly and

  expertly strung up by our bedsides. She likes not only Cadbury chocolates, she also has a weakness for Plus chocolates, leaking a trembling red substance, and jelly beans, and for the dollar, which

  she loves so much that she consumes it along with the glittering tinfoil it comes enclosed in.




  ‘Hurry up, you slowcoach,’ Anushka shouts as I sit dreaming by the back steps, which lead to a little kitchen garden. There my mother has planted tomatoes and spinach and lettuce and

  there the little boy from next door has shown me his penis, stubby snail he pulls out from a pair of red shorts. He has made me touch it while he emits a silent stream of piss from it, watering the

  tomato plants that grow so firm. He is ill-tempered if I do not hold it; he wants nothing more from me and I can give little else: my silence and my hand. There is the smell of the earth and the

  feel of the back stairs so recently solid under my bottom before I ventured into the shadows of the tomato plants, beckoned by that imperious snail.




  ‘Larry and Zeenat are coming for dinner,’ Anushka shouts again, ‘we have to get ready.’ Larry and Zeenat are the oddest couple in the world: even my five-year-old self

  can comprehend that this pair, he a stolid pink-faced Englishman and she his one-time landlady, a creamy-skinned heavy-lidded Older Woman, is odd. Zeenat is nice to us, she gives us éclairs

  and meringues and she sometimes makes a rich chocolate cake for us which has, according to my mother, Too Much Cocoa.




  ‘But I don’t want to change,’ I object to Anushka, who has, meanwhile, arrived at my hideout.




  ‘Well, you have to, look how filthy you are; you’ve been playing with the pullu pullus again, haven’t you?’




  I cannot deny that I have been systematically deseeding and decimating those giant plants that stand sentinel in the front garden, great white heads billowing in the breeze, for I have pullu

  pullu fluff all over me. The garden is our retreat, it has clover, from which she and I make daisy chains, and it has mint leaves in the vegetable patch which are used to garnish the jugs of

  lemonade my mother makes. We like to eat ham sandwiches with lettuce from the garden and fresh tomatoes because the children in the books we read eat them, along with hard-boiled eggs. And they

  have a dog called Buster and we have Lulu, grey and white with a wet black nose, who sleeps in a basket and has recently acquired a tartan blanket.




  Anushka marches me indoors, where all is buzzing with activity. She takes out a fresh frock for me; it is a prickly pink. ‘I don’t want to wear that,’ I object.




  ‘You have to,’ she says, and she takes out her own ensemble: a matching pink taffeta dress with a stiff skirt. Beneath this she will wear white stockings. I change with ill will,

  squeezing into the itchy dress, my brown skin dull against the pink, while she emerges from the neck of the taffeta gleaming like a swan, a serene swan sailing downriver.




  We are in Kathmandu, our father a mapping instructor and we are close to the mountains, magnificent mountains, snow peaks that people come from all over the world to see;

  Indian tourists journey across the border our father is here to map. Anushka goes to camp with a French family, I beg to be taken along but I am deemed too young. They take bright orange tents and

  tinned food; hotdogs are eaten and marshmallows toasted before a campfire and in the morning the first rays of the sun glance off the peaks of the highest mountain in the world. Anushka describes

  it all to me; she sketches for me the world I cannot participate in. I am her audience, she the kindly pedagogue.




  Already she is tall. She goes to summer school for a mix of children from across the world. She joins the girl scouts and gets a uniform crisp khaki with pips on the shoulders and a peaked cap;

  the scouts have all kinds of oaths and vows to take, they are to be sworn in at a minor ceremony that my parents whisk off to see. They leave me with the neighbours and come back after dinner and I

  think of the red-eyed Gods in the temple nearby, smashed eggs on the steps as offerings and I am frightened. The scouts have a complex set of rules that Anushka describes to me; they sound fiercely

  of this world; administrators, guides, rulers of their universe.




  I, meanwhile, have discovered the word. I learn to read fully, completely, and alarmingly fast when I am four and never find any reason to eschew this complex pleasure. On the contrary, the

  moment I can read I realize, in a dim four-year-old manner, that this is what I am going to do. While for many people to read is a transaction with time, in one way or another, for me it is an

  activity, the only activity I love without reservation or doubt, worlds discovered: teeming. It is certainly not a hobby, Anushka’s favourite word.




  Hobbyless, thus, I am the narrator in the annual junior school play and Anushka Cinderella and my mother is touchingly happy: she hums as she makes The Dress – heavy green satin with old

  lace she had stored up – and she writes home to tell Aunt Irma and Grandma Robbins that the King is coming to see the play. I am to wear a white pinafore with a white blouse

  underneath, sober clothes to underline the seriousness of my role. Anushka’s slippers are to be spangled, the ones that fit her, crystal slippers which the Prince had sent around town on a

  silk cushion. I have to memorize my part: that comes easily. The day of the play I can hardly speak; we go early, Anushka and I, the sun glancing off the snow peaks as we go into the school

  together. I clutch Anushka’s slightly damp hand as we go in, the dampness her only concession, ever, to fear.




  The play, as it turns out, is a huge success, though it passes in a blur for me, as I narrate what I have learnt by heart, and continually, according to my mother, corroborated by my father,

  roll my pinafore up by the hem, and then, much to their shared relief, roll it down again. A minute later my hands, meant to be clasped demurely in front of me as I narrated – merely a cipher

  and certainly not part of the action, by definition – go again to the hemline of that white pinafore.




  ‘Luckily you stopped halfway,’ my mother declares later. ‘I don’t suppose the King noticed,’ she continues, ‘as you were in the absolute corner, just

  near those curtains.’ Indeed, I am almost concealed by the dark red curtains and I do not think the King focusses his attention upon me. He looks at Anushka, at Cinderella, as she goes from

  poor, ill treated and unloved to rich, glamorous and adored, as she shimmies around the stage in her spangled dress, made from material my mother had saved since she was a girl.




  The possibilities of material, for her, are endless, its potential to transform, the fantasies it engenders; my mother has carried that material around in a big black suitcase which resembles a

  trunk, it is Made In China and can fit in, with a great deal of heaving and pushing, into the bottom shelf of the Godrej cupboard. In it she keeps bolts of cloth and her best dresses and pashmina

  shawls, silk saris, my father’s suits and good perfume.




  We go out for dinner that night. Our success has been considerable and even I am allowed to drink a sip of wine mixed with water. Wendy and Tom and their twins, the freckled waif-like pair who

  look like Snubby, Werner and Marguerite and their children, we all go to a Chinese restaurant. Anushka is the undisputed star of the day: the King complimented her on her performance. My

  father gets very drunk, on a glass of beer, and insists on talking to Werner in German, which he is learning. We hum home, the road dark in the main, lit by the occasional street light, the snow

  peaks veiled, Anushka and I snug in the backseat. ‘Do keep your hands on the wheel, my dear,’ my mother begs in some alarm as my father puts an amorous arm around her. And we make it

  back home safely and Lulu rises from her basket, snuffling with joy, as we come into the lamplit house. Our beds are bunk beds; Anushka is on top while I lie below. The night light is on, for I

  suffer from an overwhelming fear of the dark which Anushka is surprisingly nice about, though I know she doesn’t like the light and that she has never been afraid of anything in her short

  life: not the snake, brown and deft, we encounter one day coming home from school, lying glistening across the path in the hot noonday sun, she picks up a stone and pounds it to pulp within

  seconds; not of the blonde Amazonian girls she meets in summer school, she lords it over them and brings them home for Indian food and she makes friends with a Swiss girl called Zelda who brings

  cinnamon buns to eat and with a gargantuan American boy called Joshua who brings boiled frankfurters sandwiched between long fresh rolls. She isn’t frightened of her teachers, nor of my

  mother. She leads from the beginning, bold where I am timorous. She guides me into the world; it is her silhouette I follow. Yet we are conspirators as well, fantasists and dreamers. She tells me

  stories, she makes up entire universes; I hear her disembodied voice from the bunk bed above describing people and places wrenched from her imagination.




  Thus the years wear on in a round of parties and celebrations and in the background I beg your pardon/I never promised you a rose garden; my father goes away to the steep hills and on a

  fierce summer day we visit him, taking the bus, packed with villagers carrying produce to be sold: flapping chickens, fruit and vegetables. He has bought my mother a pair of barbaric looking hooped

  gold earrings which gleam in the shade of the tent he has kept open for us to play in and my mother immediately tries them on and twists around to look at herself in his tiny shaving mirror,

  hanging awkwardly on the side of the tent. He picks me up and puts me on his shoulders so I can touch the cloth ceiling and he shows me his books, his lantern, his torch, the trunk in the corner

  where he keeps his clothes and his soap and shaving tackle, the same trunk he has used ever since he had got married and exchanged the life of a bachelor for the life of a married man who bought

  his wife jewellery.




  His is the first hand I will remember holding, a dry, warm, kindly hand, often with a clean white handkerchief in it to wipe away my tears, woeful tears whose original cause has been forgotten,

  tears shed to express a general malaise, a bewilderment, an unease, for the world to be made manageable.




  He tells me magical stories of what he always calls, simply, field, his world in a tent, marking his sightings of the stars in a log book, stories of legendary surveyors with exotic names:

  Voysey, De Penning, of their wrestling with death, which lay in different guises in the land they measured. Stories about his life I suck in, fastening greedily on narrative: I see, before the

  bachelor days, the young boy in Lahore in the hostel, the sun gleaming on the promenades, in Jhelum, in Loralai, where dark came early and where his mother – a short-statured woman, he

  called her, always short-statured, never just short – would make rotis that tasted of woodsmoke.




  No electricity: the sound of the stove hissing, fire leaping; starlight.




  He talks of the Loralai peaches, the taste of those Loralai peaches is still with him, their redness, their perfect sweetness, he talks of the Gymkhana grounds he stayed in after the earthquake,

  the great Quetta earthquake of 1935. [Perhaps those cold nights spent around small fires with the accusatory stars beaming down made him take to the life of a surveyor.] Memory’s reach

  decreed that he has never had to go back, to identify a house, a lane, a place of worship or a playing field where, he said, he had played cricket with Razzaq, beguilingly curly haired, the best

  student in the class, with Ali and with Mir; he never had to go back to Jhelum, where he lived intermittently till 1945 because he remembers the taste of the chanas sold by Deviyan cholan waala on

  Sundays, when the streets were empty and people, freshly bathed, hailed the vendor and bought them steaming hot for an anna. My, he says, one anna was a lot of money in those days.




  When he’s home from field he plays Vivaldi’s Four Seasons and he plays the songs from Pakeezah, and the Collected Simon and Garfunkel. He plays When I’m

  sixty four and Lucy in the sky with diamonds. He has Nana Mouskouri in a cassette with a blue cover and there she is wearing black rimmed glasses and her hair is long and straight. We

  listen to Brenda Lee, who wears dungarees and also has long straight hair. We listen to Scarborough Fair and to The Boxer. The songs play late into the night, when we lie in bed and I

  don’t feel afraid because I can hear my parents talking and lamplight spills into the study where Lulu sleeps in her basket and outside the mountains are veiled, waiting for the morning.
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  We have left Lulu behind, deposited the squirming bundle of fur with the maali.




  We are in the Dehra valley now, surrounded by the hills, enclosed, protected, in a town still sure of its place in the world, almost as it had been when my father first saw it in August of 1947,

  he says often. It is the home of bewhiskered retired colonels, winding roads, great trees, the hills marking it as less than ordinary, coloured with the rain. It gives us a rare distinction to live

  in one of the rainiest places in the country; how the rain threatens and startles; we wear slick blue Duckback raincoats to combat it.




  We live in a squat grey rented house, dark, with myopic thickly barred windows; a champa tree hunched over it, sighing its delicate burden of creamy yellow flowers onto the gravel. A smelly dun

  coloured canal swishes along just outside the house down the length of the justly named Canal Road and the rain, often and definite, drives the leaves from the trees and makes ponds in the gravel

  in front of the house. After the rain: the smell of green, overwhelming, and snails, ancient and patient, hard-shelled, moving lightly, slightly, from one day to the next, fastened purblind onto

  slippery moss covered walls.




  The house has been rented only for a short time, till we build our own house, our mother says optimistically. Till then we must Maintain Standards, she says, and not, as our father says, be

  beggarly. Inside the house on the Canal Road are daisy chains of white ants, they garland the ceiling and loop their pragmatic way down the sides of cupboards. Our father takes a tin of Finit,

  which he calls flit, a red tin, and he pours it through a filter into a slippery metal gun and then he proceeds to spray, to flit, the hideouts of the wood worms, which have invaded our

  mother’s makeup drawer and the smell of Finit-Flit mingles with the smell of lipstick and perfume.




  There are two befringed girls around our respective ages who come from the city for the holidays to stay with their grandparents in the big house facing the road, a white house with arches,

  cupolas, gargoyles, lime green awning and a white swing sporting sticky red paint on the sides. We try to form a summer club with them but it doesn’t work, Anushka concludes that they are

  snobs. I do not mind: I do not want to play with anybody besides Anushka and my dolls, whose beauty I covet, as I covet the blond hair and white skin of the albino children who live down the road.

  Anushka laughs at me when I tell her I want blonde hair and explains that albinos have a disease. I look at Tina and Flora’s pointed breasts, their highly polished plastic perfection, their

  wasp waists and long legs, their severely arched feet and very blue eyes, their blond and brunette tresses, which I comb lovingly. I call Anushka Tina, after the brunette: we are Tasha and Tina,

  sometimes Tashka when Anushka feels loving and bestows the k in her name upon me.




  We don’t have a TV. Grandma Robbins has one enclosed inside a wooden cabinet and it is unveiled with some ceremony and we watch the Hindi movie on it every Sunday, usually some vastly

  melancholy movie, death-haunted, in black and white with beautiful songs. We sometimes go to Grandma Robbins’ in a tonga because I beg our father to take one, though the distance between the

  Canal Road and the Lytton Road is short. We sit regally in the tonga, two up and two behind, I am up in the front seat with our father and I listen to the swish swish of the horses tail and watch

  the bit clamped between its lips and the steaming piles of dung it deposits regularly, mechanically, as we go clip-clop on the quiet road unfurling.




  ‘Toosh, be careful,’ Papa says, as I lean over the side. As we turn onto the Cross Road we see litchi baghs, huge swathes of land given to the cultivation of litchi trees and when we

  return, walking – what Papa always calls ‘on foot’ – we see glow-worms flit through the night near the trees and we see the hills ahead, studded with lights so near,

  flickering and settling. It is still, and you can hear dogs barking, far away, and he and Anushka are humming Que Sera Sera together.
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  I peer into the kaleidescope, the world in a tunnel: shifting, rearranged, multi-hued; I write on my magic slate, my name, the place, the country, the continent and then the

  Milky Way, the solar system, the Universe, Anushka briskly annoyed by my ruminations. The slate has a yellow oily look and when you write on it in a specially provided greenish crayon you merely

  have to lift the page for the writing to disappear, for it, in fact, to be erased, so that you can start anew and write again. There are few greater pleasures: the writing, the lifting of the page,

  with everything erased, gone, the possibilities endless and all of equal value. Papa fills fountain pens for us on Sundays, swift suck of ink from squat glass bottle, wiping of nib with a faded

  yellow cloth; fountain pens messy, ink colouring and staining uniform and page. They have these droppers, like the ones used, perhaps, to feed small farm animals newly born, through which he sucks

  the glamorously named royal blue ink into the maw of the pen and then the nib, resurgent, moves strong across the page. He also spends hours on Sundays putting photograph albums together, he loves

  order and this the perfect medium to demonstrate it. He covered textbooks with brown paper as a boy in Loralai; he covers our school books, in knife folds, the ruler slicing through the paper with

  a well regulated hiss, and he polishes our shoes, not the PT shoes, we polish those ourselves with Snow White shoe polish which comes in a small white jar with a sponge brush drunkenly affixed on a

  little stick and we retouch them with chalk stolen, too lazy to care about the variegated patterns of the shoelaces, but the black shoes that we wear to school. For these he uses Cherry Blossom

  shoe polish which smells exquisite, it smells like paint and turpentine and possibilities and he has a bristly black brush and a blue cloth that he keeps in a cardboard box and he rubs the shoes

  till they shine. He himself smells of Pears soap, which comes wrapped in a sort of translucent sock under which the soap glows, jewel like. He keeps a tiny comb in his pocket and when I sit on his

  lap, as I often do, I am allowed to comb his hair with that diminutive object and I am allowed to fiddle with the steel strap of his Seiko watch [blue faced, enchanting].




  He is gentle with us, always, when he is home. ‘Always Tell the Truth’: his motto, almost saintly in its determination. He pronounces ‘truth’ neutrally, without any

  emphasis, no hard sound to it; he has dictums like ‘For Whom the Bell Tolls’. My mother’s dictums, of course, are brisker: ‘God Helps Those Who Help Themselves’ and

  ‘Try, Try Till You Succeed.’




  He works at Headquarters, at the Headquarters of the Survey of India. That’s what we tell people when we are asked. Our parents got married when he was at the Headquarters and they play

  the ‘remember game’ often: ‘Remember, Papa, the woman who asked whether I was from Russia?’




  ‘Which woman, Mama?’




  They always call each other Mama and Papa.




  ‘Oh, don’t you remember? She lived at the beginning of the lane; she thought you had abducted me from Russia.’




  They laugh a lot as he finds he does remember this: ‘she thought I was so dark and ugly I could not possibly have a wife so fair.’




  Aunt Irma, meanwhile, is recovering from a broken engagement which has severely compromised her reputation. So my mother says: ‘Severely compromised. She might be

  much younger than me but she doesn’t have that much time left. Who’s going to marry her if she carries on like this? She can’t afford to be so choosy, Papa, she has to think

  ahead.’




  They live in a damp, peeling, clematis-covered cottage. Grandma Robbins takes tuitions and Aunt Irma works as a secretary. Here we spend Sunday afternoons, Anushka putting rollers in her hair

  along with Aunt Irma while I lie on Grandma Robbins’ old divan looking at her collection of yellowing magazines. And the mess, the extraordinary mess in the cottage, the mantelpiece with its

  china dogs, stuffed velveteen bears, swans cast in glass; the sideboard, its sticky surface covered with bottles, jars, stamps, knitting needles, tins of Bournvita half empty, with rickrack,

  glasses, Reader’s Digests; the walls, covered with pictures in gilded frames yielding pride of place to the picture of the Queen that Grandma Robbins dusts every day with a feathery

  yellow duster that looks like a horse’s tail.




  The old lady, our grandmother, is of a mild, even pleasing appearance: she is chubby and diminutive and often claims she has never harmed a soul, though she is given to intoning maliciously

  ‘Time and Tide Wait for No Man’ and ‘As You Sow, So Shall You Reap’ and is capable of great rage, a rage so deep, so old and secretive, that she can, paradoxically, contain

  it. ‘He left me in bad circumstances,’ she is fond of saying of her husband, who fled in 1947. ‘Chris,’ she says, ‘was a good man.’ But she says it with such an

  air of quiet menace that it is not difficult to adduce that Chris was a rotter.




  She is unreachable: distant, proud, inviolable. She rarely touches us; the only person who makes little distinction between Anushka and I. Anushka, though, is made much of by Aunt Irma, who does

  not knit or sew but who spends several hours of the day in the service of a greater good, the adornment of Aunt Irma. Nothing must come in the way of her image, wedded as she is to its

  embellishment. There is a full-length mirror, albeit spotted with age, in the tiny second bedroom and in this our aunt looks, and with her Anushka looks.




  Sometimes when we go to visit I hold the ball of wool or yarn while Grandma Robbins knits and tats and crochets, producing startlingly ugly objects with great rapidity: doilies, booties, little

  bags, stockings, mufflers, and Anushka disappears with Aunt Irma into her room, which is a citadel, a chamber devoted to order and aspiration; everything in its correct place. Anushka and she spend

  hours at her dressing table, sorting out shades of lipstick, peering at foundation in small round receptacles, assessing flat cakes of rouge and eyelid glitter.




  Aunt Irma works in an office in town and every morning she dresses in her skirt and her nylons and her high heels and puts a bow in her curled hair and paints her mouth a deep pink and checks

  her appearance in the mirror, her ally, and makes sure her purse is polished and clean and she walks into town from Lytton Road, past the bamboo grove at the crossing and the boys who whistle at

  her clustered in the parade ground and past the petrol pump and into Astley Hall, that collection of grouped white buildings which house banks and stationers and Jimmy’s Kitchen, the

  restaurant our parents frequented when they were courting and a striking picture she makes, with her black purse with its golden clasp and her nylons perfectly straight at the back. She has a

  singing voice clear and true and organizes the church choir. Auntie Ruthie, Grandma Robbins’ cousin, is particularly fond of her and often has her over to the grange for tea: ‘My dear

  good girl,’ she calls her.




  She is ruthless in the satisfaction of her goals: usually small, material goals, when we go over she often presses me into service and has me paint her nails, deeming me fit for such a task as I

  have a steady hand. She loathes plain faces and brown skins and makes it quite clear that fortunate destinies are only for the beautiful. ‘Natasha, get me the bottle of pearl pink nail polish

  from the drawer on the left hand corner of my dressing table,’ she says. And then I crouch and paint each of her enormously kempt toenails carefully. She rewards me with ten paise, she

  is always correct, and I buy hard orange sweets, ten of them, each time. She never abbreviates my name, though she calls Anushka all sorts of endearments [Nushkie, Anka]. She wants Anushka for

  herself and once makes so bold as to ask our mother whether she can adopt her. After all, she says, it’ll all be in the family.
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  ‘Your father introduced me to make up,’ she is fond of saying. ‘He used to buy me face powder and lipstick from Hastings and Sons, you’ve seen Hastings,

  on the main road.’ Here is our mother, getting dressed to go out and we love to play with everything on her dressing table, the thick pink face powder which leaves a trail of scented granules

  across the wood of the dressing table each time the powder puff makes its journey from jar to face, the lipsticks, usually pastel, pinks and oranges applied with ferocious concentration. We have a

  favourite game with her; we make her pose in front of the mirror with a Burmese parasol, one of the three Papa got from Burma. To my mind at least, this was a place of endless intrigue and

  subterfuge; he was working on the boundary, he said, which, after all, could be shorthand for anything.




  [In Burma, we were told, the papaya was legendary and they served it on a curved china plate at the Strand Hotel, where the surveyors were put up by the Government.]




  The parasols are pink and turquoise and white; the white one the smallest, neat and perfectly made, hummingbirds swishing across their surfaces languidly. They are not meant to be used, they are

  accessories, their gleaming surfaces untouched by rain; never unfurled, either, on a dry summer’s day as protection against a scorching wind. They are, in short, props, and we recognize them

  as such, treating their thick carved wooden handles with respect and brushing the tassled edges as we peer at our mother, so well made up; the hiss of perfume, the dabbing of it behind ears and on

  the throat.




  Anushka’s eyes meet mine in the mirror, Anushka making faces that make me laugh, under the blazing bulb above the dressing table which is really just a mirror propped against a set of

  drawers recently invaded by woodworms and in the first drawer is a pack of eyeshadow, violet, green, grey, sealed, unopened, brought by Rano Bua and in the second boxes of wafer thin chocolates,

  orange flavoured, bought in Kathmandu, that are doled out once a month as rewards, the smell of mothballs upon them. Here she is, Jennifer, once Jennifer Robbins, posing, just to indulge us, with

  the pink Burmese parasol in her hand, unopened, unfurled, a reminder of our father’s days in the rot and the rain, working the Indo-Burma boundary, redeeming her, redeeming their

  marriage.




  He bought her jade earrings in Kathmandu, blazing green, from the jewelers shop near Patan and there was a story around this: how she saw them, how they went into the shop with trepidation.

  ‘I didn’t have any money on me,’ he recounted, ‘just a few rupees, we had gone out to eat gulab jamun, but, my, how she impressed the jeweller, your mother knows how to talk

  to people, and she tried them on, looked at herself in the shop mirror and the jeweller said, madam, they are meant for you.’ Outside the peaks would have been pink with dusk, long shadows

  settling over the mountains while they walked home gleefully, like children with a treat, the IOU given, the earrings hers. He barely managed to pay off the IOU before they left, she says; she

  seems, recalling this, girlish and daring.




  [image: ]




  Now that they are back in the valley, Jenny tries to take care of her mother; she tries to please her, to make up for all the years away, when she has been living her own life.

  That is her mother’s pointed, reproachful, martyred phrase: you have your own life. And she has her children, they are troublesome as they grow and she responds to their demands with

  more than occasional resentment. She must take care of her principled husband, who says he is not interested in promotions, only in his work. The good times are over, that she sees: why

  couldn’t he have tried for a posting abroad? That three year stint in Kathmandu was so wonderful, Anushka loved it, though she wishes they could have brought the car back, the duty on it was

  ruinously expensive, Ravinder was right, they really didn’t have the money. The Philips fridge they did manage to bring but it never quite recovered from its jolting, those packers did

  a terrible job, it never again produced the purple ice cubes, grape flavoured, that Anushka loved so.




  He could have tried for a posting to one of the African countries: his friend, Chaabra, went to Malawi and how the wife, the mother of two lusty sons, boasted; how she talked about their time in

  Africa and Colonel Sareen’s patronage. Really, one would think Malawi was heaven, paradise, not a mosquito infested African nation. And what about Sethi, hadn’t he managed to go to

  Libya for a short while? Better still, they could decide to immigrate, his brother Amrik had said he could look for jobs for him in America but he insisted he wanted to come back to the valley,

  that it was home.




  She longs to escape the valley, but it ties her to it; it snakes its way into her life.




  She wants to open a school, teach young girls the arts she has trained herself in, the arts of stitching and drafting and even plain sewing, of cooking and baking and she really thinks they

  would benefit from a general class on manners. Deportment is how she phrases it to her husband. She could lease premises and advertise across the valley. But her husband says she

  can’t, the girls still need her and there is no need to run a business, after all. Though earn money she must, they have discussed it often enough, land must be bought, they must build

  a house. This is where they will live, and the provident fund went dry a long time ago though she has tried to replenish it using the cunning stratagems of women. If Ravinder had not treated his

  provident fund like a family legacy, she thinks, perhaps they would not be in this position now. She has forgotten, or she chooses not to remember, practically the same thing after all, how she

  fell in love with his profligacy, how novel it was, how charming.




  Finally they settle on summer holiday classes, not to be advertised, conveyed through word of mouth. She is exasperated by his unwillingness to encourage her ambitions, his desire to

  remain untainted. If they somehow manage to rustle together the capital to rent a place she was sure to get first class students all year for these classes. Then she could hire somebody to be with

  the children and money wouldn’t be such a problem: why didn’t he see that?




  Anushka bears the brunt of her anger, of course, being both whimsical and blazingly pretty. I am not exempt, though she is milder with me and treats me as her confidant. ‘You are your

  father’s daughter,’ she says to me. How odd, I think, as though you could be one person’s, not the other’s. One day Anushka seized the bread board from her, the bread board

  bright with poppies on a white background, the house quiet and yeasty, the smell of baking bread in the air. Anushka bent our mother’s wrist back as she made to hit her with the board,

  wrested it from her grasp and established herself, temporarily, the supreme authority in the house. She doesn’t want to talk about it later, though I try, she doesn’t want to gloat or

  boast or even just exaggerate her prowess. And all she does when our father comes home from office is to point to her legs, the day our mother does hit her, with the pale green inch tape

  Made In China; her legs have a fantastic meshed pattern on them, our father looks helpless and remonstrates feebly with our mother, who is baking in high dudgeon, as if it were she who had

  been attacked with an innovative weapon. But he does not take Anushka on his lap – she does not cry, she is quite composed – and nor does he unfurl his white hanky as he does when I

  have similar welts.




  My mother no longer dresses me in long pants and shirts, as she did till I was four or thereabouts, against her husband’s express wishes, she often tells me with satisfaction, but she

  takes me to A.N. John in Astley Hall for a haircut and he gives me what they call a boycut, snip snip of scissors past warm cheek, buzzing in my ears, the sound like my father’s electric

  razor, the one he got from Jogi Chacha, filaments of hair trapped in its warm underside, discreet buzz from the bathroom, like a bee swollen with pollen, and my face in the mirror, white sheet to

  the neck, water in rivulets down my cheeks. My face, my father’s face, the gloomy nose, the woeful neck, my damp hair fastened with steel clips. Behind me my mother, Jenny, so different from

  the other mothers lined up in the mirrors though sari-clad; pink-skinned, thin-skinned, busy hands twitching in her lap, staring into the middle distance.




  





  II




  





  The rain comes down in the August of 1947, great sheets of it, starting with a mild splattering of drops on paper pinned to drafting tables and soon turning into a deluge, such

  rain that makes the roads around the training barracks no more than muddy pathways; the buildings haunted, spare, unclothed. It is to continue ceaselessly, turning shoes stiff and mouldy, leaking

  through a skylight into the dormitory with its punitive beds, its mattresses for penitents. They collect it in tin buckets slippery with algae and empty these in bathrooms green walled, awash with

  snails curled patiently into their shells, excreting and oozing silently.




  Amidst the ghostly shadows of the old Wheeler’s barracks, thus, with their training suspended; unable to measure, appraise, calculate or scan, the fledgling surveyors huddle and listen to

  the news on the radio. The cooks go on strike and there is nothing to eat for two days; impassioned discussions by the light of dim bulbs flickering, bitter arguments about the Radcliffe award.

  They have lived all their lives in the newly created country. Ravinder, however, gradually starts to drift away from them when he can, when he is not consumed by the horror of the moment. He

  retreats, hugging to himself a grief private like memory.




  When the waters recede they rise early to commence their training under the aegis of a doughty old Englishman, Major Norris, whose language, Chaabra says, is terribly difficult. ‘I

  understand nothing,’ he declares dolefully to Ravinder who, secretly amused, translates lectures for him in rapid-fire Punjabi. It is difficult to translate the irony, though, so he just

  leaves it out: it is more convenient, and besides, Chaabra is not likely to mourn the absence of irony. He had made his acquaintance on the day of the interview in Lahore, where Chaabra had swiftly

  informed him of the pay scale they could expect and told him of his family and concerns. He had found himself warming to the robust young man with the florid face and the slight swagger; a man

  transparent, sure of his place in the world, convinced of his duties, determined to do well and flourish.




  Ravinder reads late into the night in the mouldy barracks about James Rennel, the first Surveyor General of Bengal; breaking off to look at the sketches, one of Colin Mackenzie,

  1754–1821, an Englishman standing, in a tight coat, stiff collar, cravat, pantaloons, high boots, with a scabbard tucked into one of his boots, in the background shadowy trees and three

  dhoti-clad men, one offering him a scroll, one a piece of paper, the other staring into the middle distance, his gaze polite. The Englishman leans lightly on a stick, looking beyond, to the

  unexplored vistas of this land.




  Shutting his book late one night, musing, blowing out the kerosene lamp that he has begged his roommates to let him keep on he turns over on his side, the bed creaking beneath him. There is the

  cry of a night bird outside, and a bright moon shines white through the broken window, and he sleeps and dreams, in his dream he is in a train, rust red and noisy, and from the slatted wooden seat

  above him falls a kirpan, a small sword, smooth as silk and he touches it, experimentally, and suddenly Mir is in the train, his friend Mir from school asleep next to him and the train is roaring

  through a tunnel, everywhere it is dark and a whistle blows deep and loud. He wakes sweating in the pale early dawn. The hills gleam in the distance, a washed blue. For a moment he wonders where he

  is.




  His hair troubles him vastly, it is lice-ridden. He is the butt of many good humoured jokes, being one of only two Sikhs in the course. His genial colleague Puri, slapping him on the back, says

  of the animal life he carries: they are our friends. Everybody knows the story of the lice crawling on his white shirt, dislodged by a bumpy jeep ride. Everybody knows that Major Norris pointed

  them out and advised him to ‘get rid of the shaitan’. Appalled, he uses kerosene oil on his hair and huge swathes of it fall out, leaving him with a measly rat tail of a juri and

  a few nits holding on, loyally.




  He begins to imagine himself free of his father, who had asked him to go to Jhelum to pack the families effects in stout trunks and book them to Meerut, where they had been for a year and a

  half. You never know, he wrote, speculating like millions of others, what will happen. Ravinder’s training camp in Abbottabad, a hundred miles from Rawalpindi, was shut on the

  first of August and the next day he journeyed from the North West Frontier Province to Jhelum, where the river ran green and immense, where the women used to sit and gossip while huge boats laden

  with timber floated past and buffaloes swam placidly while the schoolboys, wallowing in the water alongside, felt the uncomplicated happiness of boyhood in the heat.




  In the deserted house where they had once lived he located all the trunks he could, stacked in the store room at the head of the stairs. This room, they had suspected, was haunted, he remembers

  slinking past it on the way to the terrace; summer nights and all made ready to sink into slumber under the light of a waning moon. He began to pack. His aunt had already joined her husband in

  Amritsar, taking the children with her. There was no one to help and nobody to offer comfort, he was to report later. The village was already in the grip of panic: in another two days, on the sixth

  of August, violence was to break out. [Later he will think: we narrate our past as newspaper headlines.] He packed four trunks and several sacks of possessions, dry eyed. He packed his

  family’s history into those trunks and those twine enclosed sacks and took them to Lahore, where, on the fourth of August, he booked them on what would later be viewed as a relatively ordered

  platform: streams of people, already distraught, yelling children, porters with their caps askew, something simmering under the surface, everybody making for the trains. He booked them to Meerut

  and himself to Delhi, from whence he would wend his way to the Dehra valley for his training.
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