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ANTA




To what shall I compare my literary pursuits in India? Suppose Greek literature to be known in modern Greece only, and there to be in the hands of priests and philosophers; and suppose them to be still worshippers of Jupiter and Apollo; suppose Greece to have been conquered successively by Goths, Huns, Vandals, Tartars, and lastly by the English; then suppose a court of judicature to be established by the British parliament, at Athens, and an inquisitive Englishman to be one of the judges; suppose him to learn Greek there, which none of his countrymen knew, and to read Homer, Pindar, Plato, which no other Europeans had even heard of. Such am I in this country: substituting Sanscrit for Greek, the Brahmans, for the priests of Jupiter, and Vālmic, Vyāsa, Cālīdāsa, for Homer, Plato, Pindar.


William Jones


The god of love invented the strangest arrow in the world, one that can kill you if it strikes – and kill you if it doesn’t.


A Prakrit verse from the Śṛṅgāraprakāśa of Bhoja




I




Skanda is deep into his translation of The Birth of Kumara when his mother calls to say his father is on his deathbed.


Uma has many flaws, but falsity is not one of them. She does not even pretend to be sad. In that special way of hers, part convent school, part cafe society, she says, as if Toby were dead already, ‘Well, darling, it was bound to happen one day. I hope you’re not too sad. You must be. He is your father after all. Skandu? Jaani? Say something. Are you in shock?’


‘A little, Ma. It’s only 6 a.m. . . . How do you know?’


‘Sylvia called me.’


‘Sylvia?’ he asks, wondering why his stepmother would have called his mother before him or his sister.


‘Yes. One has to be gracious in times like these. And she’s very good in these respects. Very correct. “I vaunted to geev the cheeldren som tayme, Uma.” Must have been such a relief after me.’


And here she gives the first of many little laughs.


‘Have you spoken to Rudrani?’ he says, thinking of his sister in Connecticut.


‘She won’t go. She’s on one of her trips. India doesn’t exist for her. She’s Mrs Glowitz and that’s the end of it. That girl, I tell you, she will wake up one day unable to remember the life she escaped to find herself in the one she’s in now. So unlike me! I always took things head on, even when I was just an air hostess without a clue about the world.’


His mother does not mention that time in her life very often. It makes him wonder what the prospect of his father’s death is making her feel.


‘Should I go?’


‘Of course, you must. To Geneva first, and then India—’


‘Ma!’


‘I just want you to be prepared. He’ll have to be taken to Kalasuryaketu. And I’m certainly not . . . Women, besides, have no role in these things.’


‘What condition is Baba in?’


‘Sylvia says hardly conscious, unable to recognize anyone. But it may just be, now that he’s passing on,’ – and, here, she gives her little laugh – ‘that he’s in no mood to recognize her.’


‘Will you come to Geneva?’


‘No, not to Geneva. It’s no place for me. And your father . . . Who knows! Might be a nasty shock after all these years, might hasten him on his way! I’ll see you in Delhi, should that be the way things go.’


‘But how do you know he wants to be taken back?’


‘He does want it.’


‘Really, Ma? He left for good in 1992. Never went back. Why take him now?’


‘Apparently he gave Sylvia some indication before he . . . well, before he couldn’t.’


‘That he wanted to be taken to Kalasuryaketu?’ Skanda says cautiously.


‘Yes.’


‘Will you come?’


‘I won’t, darling. It’s been too long. It feels like a buried life. But you must go. There’ll be a lot to handle, mind you,’ she says, changing the subject. ‘Indian customs. The drive down there. The cremation. Bureaucrats, collectors, local bigwigs. I’ll make sure someone from Mani’s office is there . . . ’


‘Ma.’


Mani is Maniraja, Skanda’s stepfather of many years. They try usually to avoid him in conversation.


‘Oh, come on. What does it matter? Just to get you through.’


He doesn’t say anything.


‘And at the other end, there’ll be plenty of people to help. Tripathi and gang. The people there have great regard for Toby. Listen: get your act together; go to Geneva. You must, it’s your duty . . . ’


‘I will.’


Once he is resolved to leave, he leaves Manhattan quickly, in the modern way: hurried calls to friends to say goodbye, a chat with Rudrani, emails to professors. The parting glimpse of a long glittering city, islanded and on the verge of summer, supremely indifferent to his departure.


The night his father dies, a late spring storm plays mutely in the windows of the Geneva clinic. Electric spiders appear in the darkened glass, which, like a doubly exposed photograph or a matting effect in film, already bears the motionless reflection of foam ceilings and tubelight. He and Sylvia keep vigil. His father, tubed-up and hardly breathing, eyes dim, is visible past the door’s long pane of wire mesh glass. The fear, even more than of death, is of an extended period of unconsciousness, the pacemaker heart continuing to beat even as the body fails. Who will bear responsibility? Sylvia, nurse to the long illness, already looks in need of release.


But at 2 a.m., just as he’s stepped out for a cigarette, and is trying to protect its papery tube from the rain, he receives a text from Sylvia. His father’s blood pressure has crashed. 80–40. By 4 a.m. it’s over.


A kebab and a beer at dawn. The wet tarmac of the street brightens with the first light, a petrol rainbow eddies and opens out gently in a puddle.


Inside – eager to get the dead weight off their hands – the hospital management assail him with forms, and the names of funeral homes. Sylvia’s soft but insistent crying mingles with the clipped but urgent tone of a Swiss German nurse. By morning, with the broadening of day in the city outside, a set of interlocking agencies and institutions have taken over. It may seem daunting to move a body from Geneva to Delhi, but it has been done before, a process need only be initiated. Sylvia won’t come; she took him away from India alive three decades before, she does not want to take him back dead. This is where her responsibility ends.


Night, his father in tow. The embers of unvisited cities burn below him while his ears ring with the screams of the deportee. She boarded in Brussels, escorted by two men in grey uniforms. She was short and plump and dark, with lifeless shoulder-length hair. And she was sick with hysteria. ‘India,’ she yelled, the ‘d’ hard and bludgeoning. ‘No want to go to India. Hate India. My life in India is bitch. Hate India. No want to go to India.’ Again and again, her screaming, wild and full of ill omen, rang through the nervous silence of the plane. When at last Skanda stopped one of the stewards, he said, ‘It’s only for now, sir. It’ll stop as soon as we’re in the air. You see, sir, the only way she can get off is if the captain refuses to fly her.’


When they are cruising – and the plane is quiet again – he asks the men in grey, her escorts, what her life in Belgium had been. They explain, with her in earshot, that most of it was spent in a detention centre outside Brussels. So: no boyfriend? No job? No nice little apartment? No, they say, and smile. She listens, then with a sidelong glance, she says, in Hindi, ‘But it was better than India. They gave me a cappuccino every morning. I felt free.’


In the morning, the light of India presses red against the shuttered ovals. He lifts it a crack and a fierce blaze sweeps searchingly over the cabin walls. Grīṣma, Skanda says almost aloud, as they descend. From gras: to swallow, to devour, to consume. Summer, in a word. Indian summer, real Indian summer. Not some mere extension of good weather, but a season of glare and hot winds, of bleached land, its beige-brown parcels visible from the air: a season of white skies, of wheeling kites; a season of death.


A game of cognates – a game his father had taught him – begins on the plane with the flight map. Distance to destination. Destination: gantavya. The place to be gone to. Gerundive of gam, an old Indo-European thread which takes little leaps of meaning as it travels west: turning go to come. In Gothic, qvam; in English, come; in Latin venio for gvemio. He makes an effort to stop. Theo Mackinson, his professor at Columbia, mocks him as a collector of cognates. But it is oddly comforting; it gives an illusion of continuity, helps thread past and present together.


And there is a lot to thread together, a lot that is erased with this new arrival. The airport of his childhood is gone. In its place, a many-armed sprawl of green glass and moving walkways. Gone, too, are the red-painted buckets labelled ‘Fire’ whose sand was hard and paan-stained, littered with cigarette butts; gone, the heavily tinted windows, from whose corners the peeling laminate left long sticky triangles of undarkened glass. Instead, there are springy carpets in a red and beige Kandinsky-esque pattern, and swift-moving carts, driven by men in attractive uniforms.


He spends six hours at Indian customs, though here the men his mother has arranged from Maniraja’s office take charge. And they, in a deep sense, deeper than he will ever know, speak the same language as Mr Sitamani, the customs officer, a caste-marked Tamilian, who wetly stamps his documents red. His office, with its red ink pad and its yellow desk sponge, still suggests the old country. The game resumes: maṇi, like Maniraja – cognate with the Latin monile, necklace; the English mane – is jewel.


Once his late father is loaded in – reappeared magically now like a piece of lost luggage, his air-conditioned coffin bearing a wide range of stamps – they leave the wastes of Delhi in convoy, he in one car, his father in another. A pale iodine sky darkens and brightens in cycle after futile cycle. Occasionally there is a gulmohar in bloom, the tendrils of its flowers a scorched red, dark as sunspots. It’s years since he has felt the breath of summer against his skin. The wet cotton of his shirt scorches his back. And he’s happy for it all, happy for its intensity; he feels a swell of relief.


Tea and snacks in Dholpur. By evening, the landscape has changed. The old eggshell hills, bare and worn down to their core, are covered in a burnt yellow grass; in places they appear charred, as though someone has extinguished a giant cigarette on their furrowed faces. This is the landscape he has always associated with the approach of the Tamasā. The river. He can see it now in his mind’s eye: broad and green, the surrounding land white. And little Kalasuryaketu on its banks. The landscape brings on a feeling of anticipation, as certain Mediterranean landscapes bring on an anticipation for the sea.


His phone vibrates. An email from his mother:




Janum, forgive me: still in Bombay. Can’t make it to Delhi after all, but will try to be there on your return. Good luck with everything. Tripathi will be there to help. I don’t think you have to stay the full thirteen days, since there isn’t going to be a Raj Tilak as such. (Although, for me, you are now the little Raja of Kalasuryaketu.) I don’t know what condition the Shiv Niwas is in, but I’m sure a room or two should be habitable. Also, send something along these lines to people in India and abroad:


I am sorry to inform you that His Highness the Maharaja of Kalasuryaketu my revered father passed away on Sunday 31 May. The family was in attendance and he passed on very peacefully. The spontaneous farewell from the town was unprecedented in our history and we are all humbled.





He BBMs her back: ‘His Highness?’


‘To many, he was,’ she replies.


‘And no “spontaneous farewell” so far.’


‘Don’t worry; there will be. ☺’


And she’s right. As the car begins the climb up to Shiv Niwas, people start appearing along the sloping streets. Out of barbers’ shops, pharmacies, little roadside shrines. Out of their houses, and businesses, from auto-repair shops, where inner tubes are being checked for punctures in shallow dishes of water. The old men raise knotty folded hands over their heads; the women, on cue, begin to cry; adolescents take pictures on their phones and project a kind of sulky curiosity, while children run alongside the car, trailing their fingers along its flank. Everyone acts instinctively, everyone knows what to do, and as they come nearer Shiv Niwas, the streets clog, as though word has been travelling with them. Just before the gate, one young man, running purposefully alongside the car, pushes the children away and jumps in at the front. The driver, who he addresses directly, clearly knows him. The car slows outside the vast whitewashed gate, where the road rises sharply up to Shiv Niwas, and magically, it seems, an older man, long-toothed and smiling, appears with folded hands, in a grey safari suit. In a wordless exchange, the young man gets out, the older man gets in, and the young man now waves the car on, as though it has been awaiting his permission.


After a moment’s silence, the older gentleman turns around and extends his hand, and, with eyes dancing behind their bifocal lenses, he says, smiling knowingly, ‘So, Yuvraj saab, you’ve forgotten me?’


Silence.


‘Tripathi!’


‘No! . . . Oh, my God, of course not, Tripathi saab! How can you say that? I just got—’


‘Been travelling a long while?’


‘Too long, Tripathi saab. Can’t tell day from night.’


Tripathi gives a long rasping laugh.


‘I loved your father. Maharaj saab and I . . . we grew up like brothers. He was a very great man. Very learned. We shared a passion for Sanskrit, you know?’


‘I know, I know, Tripathi saab. He would tell me what a great teacher you were.’


‘What great teacher, saab? I was nothing before him. But, yes, this much is true: my memory was better than his. When he was compiling his great textbook in the summer of 1975 – the year Mrs Gandhi declared the Emergency, I still remember – he would often say, Tripathi, give me an example of a saptamī tatpuruṣa from Kāvya – what I think in English you call the dependent locative – and, phat, I would produce something out of God knows where, and he would be speechless. Tripathi, he used to say, you may in some respects be a useless bunch, you pundits, but you have something. No doubt, no doubt!’


Tripathi is still laughing when the car swings round a corner. And Skanda sees, for the first time, from a great height now, the river, a meandering vein of green on the pale dry earth. The Tamasā!




The Emergency


(1975)




The Creation of Poetry lecture was, half out of principle, half out of habit, always the first Toby gave on landing in India. He delivered it that June afternoon in Delhi at the India International Centre.


‘In his rage,’ Toby said, ‘Valmiki curses the hunter from Nishada. “Adharmo ’yam iti,” the twice-born sage says. “This is unjust. Since, Nishada, you have, at the height of your passion, killed one of this pair of kraunchas” – curlews! – “you shall not now live for very long.”


‘The curse of an angry sage,’ Toby continued, ‘is nothing we have not seen before in Epic. But what happens next is unprecedented: it is what makes this among the grandest openings to any work of literature. Because, within moments of uttering his curse, Valmiki regrets his terrible words. The question,’ Toby breathed, ‘is why? Why does the author of the Ramayana regret cursing the man from Nishada who, in killing the male of this pair of birds, has shattered his reverie and caused him such grief?’


The lecture came usually to Toby without mental effort; with such ease, in fact, that he feared he sounded mechanical. But that afternoon, despite the familiar subject and audience of friends, he was unable to concentrate. His gaze kept finding its way back to her. And she seemed to notice. Her large liquid eyes seemed to return his look; there was a trace of movement in her lips.


‘We are not told,’ Toby said, trying hard to focus his thoughts, ‘not told why he regrets his curse. But in what follows we are given an important clue. For, in the next instance, Valmiki utters what we consider to be the first verse of Indian poetry. “Fixed in metrical quarters,” the sage says, “each with a like number of syllables, and fit for the accompaniment of stringed and percussion instruments, the utterance that I produced in this access of śoka, grief, shall be called śloka, poetry, and nothing besides.”’


Toby looked long at the audience, and, coming now to the end of his lecture, said, ‘He regrets his curse, I feel, because he knows that his grief at the killing of the bird – grief, he feels interestingly, not for the dying bird, but for its mate, the hen, whose song turns to a piteous lament – has set free his inspiration. It is the dirty secret of his art. Known among poets as the ādi-kavi – the first poet, a Sanskritic Cædmon, if you will – he is the first to recognize, twenty centuries ago, that, however much poets wish not to cause pain, there is no poetry without pain, no poetry without pity. And from here on, in the Indian imagination, śoka – sorrow or grief – comes to be fused, both conceptually and phonemically, with śloka, poetry! It is this, and nothing besides, that we consider to be the birth of poetry.’


In India, the use of English could, at times, come to feel like a performance in itself. People came to listen to it as people might come to listen to music in other places. In a country so accustomed to high languages, to benedictions and mantras, whose sound itself was beneficial, it was no great matter that not all of what Toby said was understood. It was a ritual. And once completed, the IIC intellectuals, with their yellowing beards and bad teeth, were keen, after a bit of late-afternoon English, to get on with the other elements of the ritual: the vote of thanks, the bouquet of gladioli, the tea and the samosas.


A few stayed behind to ask Toby questions. ‘But, Raja saab,’ one old man in a Himachali cap said, ‘you have said nothing about 1857?’


‘Should I have?’ Toby asked.


The man gave him a wink and a smile. An elderly lady, breathless from her walk up to the stage, said pointedly, ‘So, Mr Ketu, you have learnt Sanskrit then.’ This was not a question. And she seemed not at all uncomfortable by the silence it produced. An old bureaucrat, in beige and brown, cut in, with a burst of raucous laughter, ‘Well, Raja saab, the return of the native, eh?’


From out of this fusty crowd, Toby felt a hand, soft, dark and jewelled, clutch his. He knew immediately whose hand it was. But he caught only a glimpse of her. She was beautiful. Her eyes bigger, mistier and yet more melancholy than they had seemed from the stage. She had long black hair and was dressed in a green chiffon sari, with a single emerald edged with diamonds around her neck.


She said, ‘I hope I’ll see you later tonight at Bapa’s.’ Then – adding, ‘That was amazing, by the way’ – she pressed his hand and withdrew quickly.


He was so overcome he had not been able to reply, and, when finally he was able to get away and go out to look for her, he was detained by an unusual man, a man who stood out at first glance.


Toby was in a hurry, but there was something arresting and assertive in how he had stopped him in his tracks and introduced himself in the corporate way, energetically shaking his hand while at the same time presenting his card. Toby at the time recalled thinking, This is someone completely new. The ring of Hessonite on his fingers, the little moustache, the slightly unhealthy pallor of skin, had all suggested one kind of person. But his careful, accented way of speaking, his beautiful clothes and shoes, and . . . and, well, his intensity, the fire in his eyes, singled him out, as someone who, in Toby’s considerable experience of India, was utterly unfamiliar.


And he seemed ready to assault Toby with his question: ‘The Ramayana, Professor Ketu, or should I say, Raja saab: what is it to you? Myth or history?’


Had Toby, in a hurry to find the woman in the green chiffon sari, answered this man’s sincere question with a fudge, an intellectual swipe? Perhaps. He had said, with a smile, ‘Why not stick with the Indic definition? Of Itihāsa! Which is a compound, as you know, itiha-āsa, and when broken down, means, literally, The Way indeed that Things Were. That covers everything: talk, legend, tradition, history . . .’


‘That’s very glib, Raja saab,’ the man said. ‘But that doesn’t answer my question, does it? Do you regard it as history, in the sense of it having all really happened, of Ram having really existed, or would you say it was myth?’


‘These things, especially in an Indian context, are not so easy to classify. And I’m not sure it’s so important . . .’


‘Oh, it is important! If tomorrow you told a Muslim Muhammad did not exist, he would consider it important.’


‘What I was going to say was I’m not sure if it’s important for these things to meet a Western standard of what is historical or not. Which is maybe too limited for the Indian context. People, after all, have all kinds of ways of thinking about their past, and the important thing is to discover how they saw themselves, rather than how we see them today.’


It was an academic’s answer, and Toby’s interrogator sensed its safety.


‘Let me ask it more simply, Raja saab: do you, as a professor, believe that such a man as Ram ever existed, the way Jesus—’


‘Jesus is not a historical—’


‘OK, fine. Muhammad, Queen Elizabeth, Shakespeare . . . I don’t care. Do you believe that there was ever a king in India called Ram?’


‘There may well have been one. But no – by the standards you are applying, he is not historical. But neither, as you mentioned, is Jesus nor the Buddha—’


And here there was a crack in his interrogator’s composure. His eyes swelled round and white in his head; his lips trembled.


‘Buddha, Ram, not historical? Shit Muhammad historical?’


Anger came now to Toby too.


‘What do you want me to say? Mr . . . Mr . . .’ He glanced at the card in his palm. ‘Why don’t you just come out with it?’


‘You people, you have a full agenda. In league with those Islamic shits—’


‘You stop that. Don’t you dare use that kind of language—’


‘I suppose you’ll be saying next that there was no destruction of temples. Vijayanagara not destroyed. Vedic culture not Indian culture; the Aryans came from elsewhere. That’s what you want to say, no? India zero, a big fat anda? No?’


‘Vijayanagara,’ Toby said, interrupting firmly, ‘where, incidentally, I’m headed myself in a few days, was destroyed. And we know that because the Muslim historians, who you despise so much, have recorded it. As for the Aryan migration, which, if it occurred, occurred thirty-five centuries ago, you should ask yourself why it bothers you so much? What is this obsession in India with origins? This need to have people spring from the ground. Thirty-five centuries is a long time. Longer than the histories of Greece and Rome. Why is it in India alone that the mere suggestion that the Aryans might have come from elsewhere causes such discomfort? Can you tell me that, Mr—?’


Before he could look at the card, the man replied, ‘Yes, I can, Raja saab. I’m not . . .’ He hesitated; his lips were dry, a fragment of spittle clung to them, ‘I’m not afraid to take things head on. I can tell you just why. It’s because you . . .’ Here, again, he paused and – as if wanting, now at this bitter end of the conversation to make amends – took the trouble to correct himself. ‘They, the white man and the Muslim,’ he said, taking Toby by the hand with his two hands – not now the corporate shake – ‘made us believe we have nothing of our own!’ Then, making to go, he added, ‘Raja saab, please: if I have said anything untoward, forgive me. And if I can be of any assistance to you at all, during your stay in India – these are delicate times! – do not hesitate to be in touch.’


With this, he swung round and vanished ahead of the small crowd of people leaving the IIC. Toby, seeing his card face down in his palm, turned it over. Mahesh Maniraja, CMD Mani Group. It was a name he would have cause to remember.


Evening fell. A queue – people clad in beige, cream and white, with the occasional green and red of a sari – formed before a table draped in satin; the clatter of crockery merged with the clamour of human voices, and the drone of insects. Toby knew a sudden feeling of confusion and melancholy.


The auditorium had been full of his friends but they were gone now. Only Tripathi, who had been with him since the airport that morning, when he landed from London, remained. He now approached.


‘Raja saab,’ he said, ‘your friends Mr Mohapatra and Gayatri madam told me to tell you to come this evening to Bapa saab’s in Sundar Nagar. They’re all having dinner there. They said they were sorry for having to run off in a hurry, but their father was among the politicians arrested last night, and there are a million things to be tended to.’


‘I know, I know. I was meant to be staying at Nixu Mohapatra’s house on Aurangzeb Road. He was going to give it to me for the summer, in return for my flat in London. But he’s not going to London now. It seems like everybody is here all summer.’


‘Have you made alternative arrangements?’


‘Yes. My friend Viski Singh Aujla is going to give me a discounted room at the Raj for as long as I like. Well, until, I finish my textbook, at least.’


Tripathi smiled, and, seeing some disappointment in Toby’s face, but unaware of its cause, he said, ‘I think everyone’s been a bit thrown off with this Emergency business. It’s all been very sudden.’


Toby feigned interest, but the antics of the modern Indian state left him cold. It was such an anxious and clumsy entity, now invading alpine kingdoms, now abolishing the princes, now spoiling the skylines of temple towns with concrete water tanks. Emergency, immujency, immjunsi. He had heard the word, fresh both in sound and meaning, ricochet around the city all day, acquiring new significance as it moved.


Driving in from the airport, he had seen sandbags in the shade of trees still festive from their May blossoming. In the dead white light of that June day, he saw men, Jats invariably, in olive-coloured uniforms, their handsome faces beaded with sweat, take their positions behind barricades. He had observed the blue metal barrels of guns cast their blank and cyclopean gaze over the still and scorching streets. It had been a day of stealth, and heat, and the crackle of radios, whispered conversations in darkened shops and houses. A day without newspapers, save for a few – where the government had forgotten to turn the power off.


‘Will it last long, Tripathi? This Emergency?’


‘Who can say, Raja saab? At the moment the elites are most affected, the newspapermen, the politicians. The public, the truth be told, are quite relieved. They feel there’ll be some proper governance for once.’


‘It’ll be bad in the long run, Tripathi, you watch. This kind of thing always is.’


They stood like that for a while, the occasional IIC member, tea and samosa in hand, giving a little bow or a smile as they went past. Observing the descent of evening over the IIC, and the park at its rear, ornamented with tombs, Tripathi muttered, ‘Go-dhūli.’


‘Yes!’ Toby said, feeling his spirits lift a little at this reference to the earth-dust hour, so resonant in poetry.


He had intended to say something about it in his lecture. But he had forgotten. Rifling through his reference cards, he handed Tripathi one dated 26 June 1975. Tripathi put on his spectacles and read aloud in a low murmur, ‘The majestic sun is setting bringing on gracious night . . . here, carrying their water pots, are the sages returning in a group . . . their bark-cloth garments soaked with water . . . the smoke, pearly as a dove’s neck, carried by the wind . . . the trees all about . . . seem to have grown dense; the horizons are all lost to view . . .’


‘That is my India, Tripathi,’ Toby said, when Tripathi looked up. ‘A place of sages returning home in the evening, of smoke visible from their sacrifices; of trees filling, as they do here, with the sudden violet density of dusk. This, for me, is the real India, the India that lives on. Not this shabby Sovietic state the witch and her son want to shove down our throats.’


‘Careful, Raja saab,’ Tripathi said, and laughed. ‘You’ve only just arrived.’


‘The hell I care. By what I gather, I have more friends in jail than out. But, listen, Tripathi, we’ll have some good times together now that I’m here.’


‘Will you stay for a while this time?’


‘Maybe,’ Toby said with a grin. ‘Maybe for a long while.’ Then, recalling the secret cause of the elation he felt, he said, ‘Tripathi, tell me: did you see that lady sitting next to Isha Singh Aujla? The one in the green sari?’


‘Viski saab’s wife?’


‘Yes. No, I mean. Not her, but the one next to her.’


‘Her sister? Mishi madam, I think.’


‘Mishi? Is that her name?’


‘No. Uma, I believe. Odd choice of name for a Sikh girl. Punjabis, I tell you! They give a girl a name like Uma, then call her Mishi. Ishi and Mishi!’ Tripathi said and laughed. ‘Why? Some problem?’


‘No, no, nothing.’




Skanda is alone after what feels like days. And back in Delhi.


He had feared dislocation, feared things not ringing true. But it had not been like that. From the moment he set eyes on the Tamasā he had known a great sense of familiarity. And later, when they had all come down to the banks of the river – to the uninhabited left bank, at the shmashana ghat – and the Tamasā was visible behind the veil of sooty smoke and orange oblation-fed fire, he had known a sense of purpose too. When in the hour before the cremation the sky darkened, robbing the river of its glitter and threatening rain, he had, despite the entreaties of the Collector to wait for the arrival of an important MLA, given the priest permission to begin. Just as well. For the MLA did not arrive for another hour. And by then it was dark.


He had feared passivity, withdrawal, his tendency to retreat behind the walls of some inviolate system or structure; what his sister, Rudrani, angry that he was angry (for her not coming) had called his ‘little fortresses’. ‘That’s right. I’m really to learn how to take things head on from you, Mr Let-me-find-the-most-complicated-language-in-the-world-to-lose-myself-in – a dead one at that! – and-if-I’m-lucky-it-might-just-get-me-through-my-entire-life. Give me another one, Skandu. At least I have a relationship with a human being, someone I love; I have children. It could be said that I’m living my life. That I don’t want to come to India is my business. Everyone deals with these things in their own way. And Baba, more than anyone, would have understood.’


But grief was not purely a private matter. There was Kalasuryaketu to think of. His father had made it clear what he wanted; and someone had had to execute his wishes. He, Skanda, had done that. He had cremated his father. He had watched as the fire rose and darkness fell; watched as the flames, overcoming their initial reluctance, coaxed the flesh off his father’s body. He had watched them make a cathedral of his ribcage and give to his mild face a fierce and aboriginal aspect. Then, when the priest instructed him, he, Skanda, had smashed open the back of his father’s charred skull, so that there would be an aperture for the spirit to escape its earthly prison.


Had that not all been real life? What could be more real than death? And had he not lived through it? Had he not done all that was asked of him? He had taken his father’s body from Geneva to Kalasuryaketu, returned with his ashes in a terracotta urn so that they could be immersed at the Confluence.


A message on Skype informs him, ‘Theo Mackinson is online’. He has been fighting to keep awake. Drinking black coffee, eating peanuts. Narindar has left him a Coke on the desk, his father’s old desk. And, in a moment, he brings up his class in New York on his computer. He can see them all ranged around a large brightly polished table: Liese, the yoga teacher; Diksha, the exchange student; Kris(hna), a Californian Brahmin; and Alexis Dudney, a thin pale-faced scholar of Indo-Persian, who adds Sanskrit to his repertoire of languages the way a sexual adventurer might add a red head to a catalogue of other conquests.


‘Skanda Mahodaya!’ Theo Mackinson says, his image lagging. He is from the west coast, Oregon perhaps. He is in his early thirties, with short brown hair and brilliant blue eyes; his handsome face has hard edges, and a glow: a real tranquillity, Siddhartha-like, a mixture of Indic and west-coast serenity.


‘Skanda Mahodaya,’ he repeats in a more solemn tone now, then looks about the classroom and thinks better of it. Hurriedly he types a message: ‘Everyone is here at the moment. But I’m very sorry for your loss. If you’d like, we can arrange a chat next week.’


Skanda: ‘I’d like that very much.’


Theo: ‘Great!’


Then aloud, Mackinson says, picking up the thread of an earlier discussion, ‘What we have here, in The Birth of Kumara, is a dual narrative. There is the realm of the gods and the realm of men. The two narratives breathe easily next to each other; rarely is it made explicit that one is aware of the other, but we, the readers, on some implicit level, will always sense the presence of the other. Here, in the second canto, the gods, harassed by a demon called Taraka, have been told by Brahma that only a son born of the seed of the great god Shiva can kill Taraka. For this to happen Shiva must fall in love with Uma, the beautiful daughter of Himalaya. Uma, who, like an embodiment of the female principle, is central to this poem. Uma, “whose waist is altar-shaped, with three beautiful folds, which are like a ladder for Love to climb.” The only trouble is that Shiva is deep in meditation and cannot be disturbed. Which is why, at the end of this canto, the gods will recruit Kama – Love – to go into the forest and disturb Shiva’s austerities. And, for this,’ Theo says, with mock solemnity, ‘Love will die. Skanda Mahodaya, 2.10, if you will: ātmānam ātmanā vetsi . . . You know the self by the self.’ Then, teasing him for his love of cognates, he prods: ‘Vetsi? From vid, like veda, cognate with . . . ?’


In the world of Indology, these are the cheapest of cheap thrills. But his father had understood. After the material from which we’re made, he would say, this shared history of sound and meaning is our deepest affinity.


‘The Latin videre, to see,’ Skanda answers. An old beautiful root, which fuses words of seeing with words of knowing. ‘Related also to the Dutch weten, the German wissen; in Old English witan. And wot: singular present of wit.’


‘Right, Skanda Mahodaya!’


Now, Dudney, the most Indo-European of them all, cannot contain himself either. He says, ‘It’s the source of such words as video and vision. And I read somewhere – in Calasso, I think – that the reason veda has the same derivation is because the seers did not, as is commonly believed, hear the Vedas. They saw them!’


When it is over, he is drained. Over-caffeinated and sleepless. It is only 10.20 p.m. or so. Not yet 1 p.m. in New York. On his iPad, the Leonard Lopate show is still playing. They are predicting clear skies over Central Park, and temperatures for the first time in the high 70s. He is not homesick, but a feeling of dislocation is setting in. And the flat is eerily unchanged, a monument to his parents’ relationship. When, at length, his mother calls, she says, reading to the bottom of his mood, ‘And so, then? Are you going to just stay on there? Indefinitely? You can, you know. I have no objection. In fact, it’s nice for me to have you there, nice for the flat to be used. But what about your college? Your degree?’


‘Well, we’ve broken for the summer. I just had a make-up class via Skype.’


‘Great! Well, then, stay. Stay as long as you like. Skype, did you say? I love it: a man sitting in India learning Sanskrit via Skype from New York. Your father would have loved that: no greater comment,’ she says in a heavy voice, ‘on the state of Indian learning in India. Good. Well, you have everything you need?’


‘Yes.’


And now, as he rings off, in earnest, he wonders, Why not?! Why not stay a while? I do have everything I need, why not stay and let the heat build and the rains come? Why not translate – for this is due quite soon – The Birth of Kumara here, in this place where my father has lived, and was for a while at least very happy, and where the city beyond is full of acquaintances, if not friends? Why not?!


He drags his status from Do-Not-Disturb to Invisible, and watches for a while as his Skype contacts, their day in New York under way, check in and out.


Turning over thoughts of leaving and staying, he remembers the ashes. His father’s ashes, and their immersion at Prayaga. With this in mind, he calls his mother back.


‘Darling, how should I know? Your father would have known. But he’s not here to ask. Why don’t you ask Tripathi?’


‘OK. I will. Just tell me this: is there any particular time before which I must immerse them?’


‘I suppose,’ Uma said. ‘You can’t just leave your father’s ashes in a biscuit tin on top of the fridge.’


‘They’re in an urn.’


‘Ah, good. Then relax. Ashes don’t go off.’




It was 1972 when Uma Fatehkotia decided to become an air hostess. It happened after a conversation with her friend, Priti Purie, the daughter of a navy admiral. Uma sat in a chair by the telephone table, in the great gloom of Fatehkot House, as Priti’s brassy voice came down the line.


‘Mishi, darling, I just went to him, my father, and I told him I’m doing it. He said, in his best Admiral’s voice, “Prits, are you asking me or are you telling me?” I said, “Daddy, I’m telling you.” And then . . . he let loose. “Air hostesses, little better than whores. Sailors of the modern age. The kind of women who become stewardesses . . . Admiral’s daughter this, Admiral’s daughter that . . . Did I send you to the best schools in the country so that you could mince up and down aisles serving white men their coffee?” I let him have his fill, Mishi. But my mind was made up: I was doing it, regardless of what he thought. I wanted to get out and it was the only way. And, let me tell you, Mish, it’s been what . . . three years now? . . . and I’ve loved every minute of it. Nairobi five days . . . Singapore, the Raffles Hotel . . . Mauritius, Dubai, Hong Kong; I’ve lived in London. Gloucester Road . . . King’s Road . . . free tickets, phalana, phalana. And when I began, haw, nothing could have been more shocking; and, now look, the doors are wide open: girls of the best families are doing it. Meeting their husbands on planes, if you please. The eternal promise of trolley to lolly.’


Priti Purie was a beautiful green-eyed girl; tiny, fair-skinned, articulate. She spoke in that accent known as ‘educated subcontinental’ and Mishi drank in her words, making all her reasons and experiences her own. No one had spoken more directly to her. For she also longed to get out, longed to slip the leash of an evil bureaucracy with its P-1 forms, host letters and currency restrictions; most of all, she longed to escape her mother and the stifling gloom of Fatehkot House. Within days of this conversation she went off to the British Airways office in Connaught Place, with its darkened windows and potted plants. It was as busy and social as the Oberoi Hotel, and Priti was right: everyone from the daughters of army chiefs and bureaucrats to those of businessmen, old feudals and even a few princes wanted to be air hostesses.


Six months later she was in the air. She was twenty-two.


Mishi’s decision gave her already strained relationship with her mother, Deep, a new line of tension. The announcement came only weeks after the wedding of her younger sister, Isha, to the heir of a rich Sikh family and it seemed to Deep like some final act of self-destruction. True, many good families, in those lean days, had become acquainted with air-hostessing. But that was not to say it did not shock. The idea of girls from good families, who had never so much as made a cup of tea for themselves, scurrying up and down the aisles of aeroplanes, serving strange men their meals, was abhorrent even to Mishi’s father, the Brigadier, who generally had a more philosophical outlook on life. For Deep, bourgeois to her entrails, it was worse than being an actress. A dance girl. ‘You’ve done it now,’ she said bitterly, ‘you’ve signed away all hope of your ever marrying. So, bas, my work is done. What is left? I wash my hands of the situation. We’ll put something aside. And you, you make do the best you can. What else is there to say?’


Mishi had not meant to laugh, but her mother’s hysteria always produced in her a nervy feeling of lightness and hilarity. She gave a clear crisp little laugh, which seemed to come from a place of total contempt for her mother and her values. But, though she seemed uncaring on the surface, inside she was wretched. She was desperate to get out and to be, in some way, her own woman. As long as she remained under her mother’s roof, she felt her life was shaped by her displeasure. She felt it become nothing more than an act of rebellion.


She flew for three years, and, though it gradually lost its charm, she clung to it, as her only escape from the oppressiveness of life in Fatehkot House. Then, one day, on the flight back to Delhi from London, an incident occurred that in a roundabout way brought her time in the air to an end.


It was that hour after dinner when the cabin acquires the air of a late-night bar. Dinner had been served; the lights were dim; some passengers were drinking brandies and coffee. The smokers congregated at the back of the cabin. One man, particularly, had made several trips there. He wore jeans, a blazer, soft red leather shoes with tassels. He was balding, attractive; there was an air of good living and reading about him. Mishi, on her barrelling journeys up and down the aisle, had on more than one occasion caught his eye. Peering up at her over his glasses, a book, a cigarette, a glass of red wine, all hanging off his hands with a kind of studied ease. This was a man, she felt instinctively, who could make love to her as easily as he could solve the crossword puzzle.


Mishi, at twenty-five, was sexually inexperienced. Not out of prudery, but because the few men she had been with had seemed to her more fumbling and inexperienced than she was herself, and, finding herself in unsafe hands, she had decided to hold out for better things. She was at that age when the mind is ready, but the body, untested, craves a guiding hand.


Glances turned to smiles; there was the odd banal exchange: ‘How tiring it must be to serve dinner to a plane-load of people’; there was a furtive and generous refilling of his glass. Then the darkness deepened and Mishi, casting her eye up and down the aisle, saw nothing but a dim expanse of sleeping bodies, and the man she had admired still drinking and reading in the light from a single spot overhead. He seemed to be waiting for her.


She was right. He was self-assured; he spoke and moved fast; within minutes of her approaching, she felt his fingertips graze and trail the woollen expanse of her skirt, pinch the flesh at her waist. But, though deft, he was not gentle; there was, in fact, something brutal, something urgent and hurried about him. And quickly she saw that his main interest lay in seducing an air hostess – a local one at that – and, while still in the air, fucking her on the aircraft.


‘It will be something new,’ he said in an accent that as far as she was concerned could have been French or Spanish or Italian.


New? she thought. For who? It was all new for her.


‘I go,’ he said, jumping his eyebrows in the direction of the toilet, ‘and you come.’


‘No,’ she said firmly, ‘I will lose my job.’


He became impatient, and the hand that had been trailing the inside of her stocking, made a sudden leap up her skirt, and a thumb, poised and prodding, forcefully massaged her clitoris, as though seeking to flip a switch that would change her mind.


‘No!’ she said, and pushed him away. Then, straightening her skirt and blouse, she added – such was her uncertainty! – ‘We can have coffee in Delhi, if you like. But, for now, let’s just talk. Tell me: what are you reading?’


His plans spoiled, he smiled at her, and now frank and naked in his face, she saw his contempt for her.


‘We talk?’ he said. ‘What we talk of?’


‘What are you reading?’ she repeated.


‘What’m I reading? I’m reading a history of Vijayanagara. You know Vijayanagara?’


She didn’t.


‘Hampi? You never heard of Hampi?’


She shook her head.


‘You see, you rich Indian girls! All the same. What is there to talk to you about? No history, no culture. Just good for one kind of humpy,’ he said, and laughed, taking a foreigner’s pleasure in the pun, ‘then marriage, children and game over. If it was not for us, you people, you wouldn’t know nothing.’


Mishi reddened. She would have liked to slap him or spit in his face. But she felt ashamed by what he said, and did not want to react in a way that would seem too scripted. That would have drawn a smile from him, as if this, too, like her ignorance, he had anticipated. ‘Swine,’ was all she managed, hissing it under her breath. And, walking away, she heard the sound of his laughter behind her.


Safe in the knowledge that she would never see that man again, Mishi was able to consider what had occurred with an open mind. And what stood out for her was not what he had done, but rather her own meekness. The way she had fallen in line. His easy power over her. He had spoken, she knew, with his own ends in mind, but what he had said was true. How effortlessly he had been able to take her measure, to know the kind of girl she was, whereas she had nothing comparable to say about him. She had no world view in which she could locate him as he had located her. And there was something else: when he was at his most insulting, when his face was a sneering mask of contempt, she had found him sickeningly attractive.




Skanda is invited to a party. The price one pays for venturing out in a city such as this!


The morning begins in frustration. He is working on a compound at his father’s old desk. A special kind of compound called a bahuvrīhi, which is exocentric, referring to something outside itself. So, what might mean strong horse would – if a bahuvrīhi – mean he whose horse or horses are strong. The compound is:


 lalāṭikā | candana | dhūsar’ | âlakā


Literally: tilaka | sandalwoodpaste | grey | lock (as in hair).


The difficulty lies in identifying – from left to right – the relationship between each two elements. So, lalāṭikā | candana. A genitive relationship, it would seem, as the sandalwood (paste) belongs to the tilaka on her forehead. The next step is to figure out what relationship this fragment of meaning – the sandalwood-paste-of-the-tilaka – bears to the colour grey. Dhūsara. Is it because of or by way of the sandalwood (paste) that the lock of hair is grey. Which would suggest an instrumental relationship. Or . . . and here Skanda feels himself making mistakes.


His eyes begin to wander. To the cracked and almost petrified surface of the old desk. An inkwell, its thick glass chipped in places. A wrought iron paperweight of George V. A cream-coloured wall from which the paint cracks and peels. One kind of frustration excites another, and soon he is watching a video he has been following for days: Dora Venter Dog World.


Dora in an arid plain. She stumbles along, her flesh-coloured dress torn, her slender and small-breasted body visible. Her blue eyes are blackened with kohl, her fair hair wind blown: a wild angel has appeared to him, the angel of mortal youth and beauty, an envoy from the fair courts of life, to throw open before him in an instant of ecstasy the gates of all the ways of error. She has a clear bottle of amber-coloured spirit in her hand. She spills it on herself and on her shaved pussy. Men in boots and fatigues, wife-beaters – four, in a menacing circle – assemble, their uncut cocks in their fists. And soon little Dora is on her knees, then in their hands, her little aureate body arced and passed about. DP’d, TP’d almost, and Dora laughing through it all. She is trying to make it all seem as if it were part of the plan. Her plan. She is fighting to suppress the pools of kindness and innocence that rise to her eyes and spoil it all. Dora laughs it all away. There are drums in the background. And Navajo flags. Dora is showered in semen in the sunlight on the dry earth, the shadows of denuded branches long across her back. Dora is asleep, alone – poor Dora! – with nothing but Enya for comfort.


He squeezes out a last drop, puts the tissues in the ashtray and heads out.


Khan Market. On the surface it is exactly as Skanda remembers it, but the shell of the old market is full of new shops and cafes; there are patisseries selling ten-dollar éclairs; and even the back streets teem. All along an arterial section, darkened flights of stairs lead up to air-conditioned restaurants. Gunmen sit outside on wooden stools, and at their feet, nourished by a drain, are sprigs of fresh peepal.


He is stepping out of a bookshop when, from a crowd of people picking their way over the uneven flagstones, a graceful and raspish voice says, ‘Skanda?’


He looks up and sees . . . he is not sure! But he knows this face. A youthful face, with long greying hair. The eyes bright and warm and dancing. Who is this woman? So familiar and yet . . . he can no longer conceal the questions in his face, and she says, a little accusingly, ‘Kitten Singh!’


Kitten Singh! He now knows exactly who she is. A strong aversion for her rises up in him like an instinct. He finds himself staring emptily at her face. She’s had a lot of work done and it has left the texture of her face uneven: in places, lined and expressive, in others, taut and immobile. It gives her facial gestures an unpredictable quality; there is almost a kind of delay, as with an actor whose lips are out of sync with his song.


‘Please accept my condolences. I used to know Toby very well in the old days. Both of them.’


‘Thank you,’ he says, though he is never sure if that is what one says.


‘Bete, this must be a difficult time,’ she says hurriedly, ‘but, if you’d like . . . if – no pressure at all – if you’d like to get out and see some people, I’m having a Sunday lunch; there’ll be many people from the old days there, and many young people too; I’d love for you to come.’


‘Thank you for asking, but—’


‘Leave it open. Think about it. Maybe in a few days you’ll want to.’


‘OK.’


‘Chalo, I’m off. Please give my best to Mishi, sorry, Uma.’ Then she pauses and says, half in earnest, half, it seems, out of malice, ‘Does she still go by Uma? Or is it Mrs Maniraja . . . ?’


‘Still Uma.’


She gives a frosty smile and pats his cheek. ‘Such a handsome boy! Just like your father.’


The approach to the flat is through a great whitewashed arch, as cool and dark as the entrance to a mosque; the arch, in turn, is framed by a red brick doorway and festooned with creepers whose leaves have withered in the heat. Beyond is a garden, a bald patch of pale earth. And, though nothing else seems to move through the day, and even the shadows can barely bring themselves to inch forward, there is a continuous circulation of cars around the little square garden, for on its one flank stands the Raj Hotel, whose doorman, red-turbaned and dressed all in white, a Sikh, as doormen so often are, casts a solemn unweary eye over the slow progress of the afternoon.


Inside, Narindar, an old and seasoned practitioner of daytime darkness, schooled in the rituals of a north Indian afternoon, does not allow the day to enter. The flat is a place of old rasais, of reddish-brown rugs, of orange-spined paperbacks, termite-eaten with yellowing pages, of low dusty lamplight, and the occasional looming shadow of a Kurkihar bronze.


He turns his attention back to the compound from the canto entitled ‘The Goddess Reborn’ and cracks it immediately:


Lalāṭikāyāḥ candanam tena dhūsarāḥ alakāḥ yasyāḥ sā.


It was the instrumental after all: she whose locks were grey because of/by way of the sandalwood (paste) of her tilaka.


Uma, from then on, passionately in love, found no respite in her father’s house, even on thick slabs of ice, Uma whose locks were grey from the sandalwood (paste) of/from her tilaka.




There was nothing accidental about the gloom of Fatehkot House. It had its origin in the story of Deep Fatehkotia, who, at an age when she was too young to see in her own experience the experience of others, returned home one humid afternoon in September 1947 from a picnic at the Qutab to discover that the young soldier she was engaged to marry in December that year had been bankrupted by the Partition of India. Beggared down to those little things that hurt most: the only existing photographs of his late father; the Purdey shotguns; a Samurai sword, with a red lacquer sheath, that he had taken off the body of a slain Japanese soldier in Burma, some years before.


Deep had assumed her father, Rai Bahadur B– Singh, a peasant contractor from Punjab who had amassed a vast fortune from work given him during the building of British Delhi, a man whose name was etched in stone on one of the Secretariats, would call off the marriage. Which until that moment had tilted in Deep’s favour: for while she was but the daughter of a contractor, albeit a rich one, from a lowly Jat clan, the man she was marrying was the sardar of a grand Sikh family; a missal family; a man whose ancestors had been among the handful of chieftains who had propped up the throne of Ranjit Singh, when his kingdom had stretched from Kabul to Delhi. Her fiancé’s wealth before the Partition included a dozen or so villages with tenants; a well-sized fort; houses in the hills and some 6,000 acres in the gold heart of Punjab.


But, though all this was now lost, Deep’s father refused to call it off. He had, in fact, made it his business to lend support, moral and material, to his Sikh co-religionists, so many of whom the Partition had displaced overnight. Had Deep been older, she might have seen the nobility of her father’s actions. She might have seen that she was but a small casualty in a great human disaster, touching the lives of millions around her, and that her father was one of its heroes. A Schindler to those Sikhs who had lost their homes and properties, and who the upheaval had impoverished overnight. But Deep’s world view, either as a consequence of her youth or temperament, was not generous enough to take in the larger implications of the tragedy, in which her own misfortune played so small a part. In her mind, the great event of the Partition was reduced to the manageable proportions of her own private loss.


She was nineteen; in the bloom of her youth, she had believed; and now, in one stroke, her father had snuffed the bloom out, robbing her of illusions.


Another kind of person, more daring, more of a risk-taker, might have sought a different revenge on the world. She might have run away; had an affair and eloped; slit her wrists, who can say? But Deep, influenced perhaps by the spirit of passive resistance, so prevalent at that time, chose for herself a unique form of revenge. She decided to make her life a monument to the early injustice she had experienced and to forgo all the things that made life worth living.


Her father, trying to make up to her for what she had lost in marriage, gave her a lavish trousseau of suitcases full of Wedgwood, Mappin and Webb silver, fine crockery, enough for two dozen people to eat off, beautiful Banarasi saris, boxes upon boxes of jewellery, Toosh shawls in every colour and stripe. But she refused to have them unpacked, let alone used. She had a car and driver at her disposal, which she kept idle, choosing instead to send out for a rickshaw every time she wanted to go out. Her father had given her two sprawling bungalows in Lutyens’ Delhi with lawns on all sides. But nothing that could be described as cheer was ever allowed to enter them. They remained in a permanent state of semi-darkness. The carpets, the heavy furniture, the objets, all were of a piece: each achieving the amazing distinction of appearing both ancient and valueless. The tablecloths were frayed and stained; the napkins never of a set; meals were a disorderly affair; and the kitchen was so dirty that the smells would carry into – and fill – the house every time its white swing door, finger-marked and begrimed, swung open. Nothing life had denied Deep could compare with what she was willing to deny life. And it was a very studied kind of gloom, indeed, that pervaded Fatehkot House.


If Deep lived with hope at all, it was that one of her daughters, either Isha or Mishi, would, through marriage, restore to her the glory that she had never believed truly to be gone, but merely occulted, like the Mahdi. In her two girls, she had, with the precision of the creator herself, planted two perfectly symmetrical complexes: in the older, Mishi, she had instilled the belief that she was intelligent, but ugly, talkative and unmarriageably dark. Meanwhile, she had convinced the younger, Isha, that for all her classical Punjabi beauty, she was an abject fool. Till marriage appeared on the horizon, the girls had been roughly equal in the affections of their mother, with the balance, in fact – for Deep fancied herself as a bit of an intellectual – tilting in Mishi’s favour. But when, at the age of twenty-one, with her older sister still unmarried, Isha became engaged to Viski Singh Aujla, the heir to an immense Delhi fortune, the advantage, with the sudden frostiness of the sun gone behind a cloud, shifted away from Mishi.


In fairness to Deep, something must be said about the Aujla fortune, for it was, and still is, legendary in Delhi. And any mother, especially one nursing an ancient grievance, might be forgiven for discovering a special store of affection for a child who had allied herself with it.


There was the Raj, of course, that art deco marvel in the heart of Delhi, the brightest jewel in the crown of the Aujla fortune, which, though less grand than it is today, was nonetheless one of the city’s great hotels; there were whole quadrants of Connaught Place that belonged to them; there were several properties in Lutyens’ Delhi, so many that it was only on roundabouts, with the radial spokes of the city’s streets coming at them, that they could even remember the ones on which they owned houses; there was sugar and jute in the east; and, in the west, in Punjab, there was rice and wheat, carefully apportioned into land-ceiling-proof parcels. There were old-fashioned houses in the hills with wooden floors and carved eaves and falling-to-pieces bungalows in various small towns across U.P. and Punjab. There were peripheral plots of land, each several acres large, on what was quickly ceasing to be the periphery of Delhi, and a farm the size of an Argentinian ranch on the border of Pakistan . . . Or had that been acquired by the government? A lot had been acquired. In fact, such was the extent of the Aujla wealth that, if just what had been acquired by the government was given to a single individual, he would, on the crumbs that had fallen from the Aujla table alone, have been one of the richest men in the city. Such – mashallah! – was their wealth. And once Isha put herself in proximity to it – at the very same time that her sister decided to become an air hostess – the game, as far as maternal love went, was up.


Transfigured by this new reality, Mishi’s life, in the eyes of both her mother and herself, came to seem like one long act of defiance. A series of unconnected incidents – her referring, as a little girl, on her father’s prompting, to her mother as ‘the contractor’s daughter’;

her cutting her hair in open disobedience of the Sikh injunction not to do so; her smoking as a teenager; a disastrous episode involving a driving lesson in an army town that had ended in recrimination, and a girl with a broken arm – all came to seem like example after bitter example of Mishi’s defiance of her mother.


The Fatehkotia sisters did not allow their mother to affect their relationship. They remained close, full of love and friendship for each other. And, when Mishi returned to Delhi, after the incident on the flight with the European, Isha was the first person she told. She did not mention the inexplicable attraction she had felt for the man who insulted her and Isha could not understand why it bothered her so much.


‘What does it matter, Mishi? Hampi? Some old ruin in Karnataka. Means nothing to nobody. Why should you care? The man was obviously a low-grade cheapo, trying to take advantage of you. Brush it aside. Come instead this afternoon to meet a guest of Viski’s. He’s giving a talk today at the IIC called “The Creation of Poetry”; then you’ll see the other side of Europe. The good side. Cheapos exist everywhere.’


‘OK, Ish, but listen: I have to get waxed first. I have a forest on my arms,’ she said, running her hand over her bare arms, and causing the little bristly hairs to stand on end.


Isha laughed and mashed out her cigarette in a bronze ashtray. They sat in the smoky cool of the one air-conditioned room in Fatehkot House. A fierce June blaze pressed against the curtained window.


Later that morning Mishi heard in detail about the Emergency from Kuku Waxing.


Kuku, who went about her tasks, heating wax in a stainless steel katori and preparing the long strips of cloth, while, at the same time, watering a money plant by the window and wiping away sweat from her brow, said, ‘She’s done a very good thing, Mishi. You don’t know, dear, you’ve been gone a lot, it was terrible. Protests, rallies, court judgements: they tied her hands. How patiently she bore it all. But after a while, you know, everyone has a breaking point. Arms and legs?’


‘Arms, legs, back and anything else you can find, Kuku.’


Kuku, a fat woman, with an awful leech-like mole on her cheek, from which some truly evil hairs sprouted, gave a loud bronchitic laugh. She moved swiftly around her cramped parlour, and soon Mishi felt the first strips come long and hot upon her legs. Except in the more delicate areas, where the skin was not firm, she enjoyed the pain. Enjoyed breathing into it, and thinking of its smooth and satisfying result.


‘Tell me, Kuku, this Emergency, will it mean everything will be closed?’


‘Like what?’ Kuku said abstractedly, as she fastened her fingers around the first little strip and tore it from Mishi’s body.


‘Shops, museums, businesses?’ she said, thinking of the lecture later that day as a way to take her mind off the pain.


‘Oh no, everything will work better than ever before. I’m sure of it. Rani saab Chamunda was in here earlier. They’re trying to arrest her mother. Naturally! Jan Sangh types. There were a lot of arrests last night apparently.’


‘Really? They’re trying to arrest her mother, and she came to be waxed?’


Kuku laughed. ‘We all have our priorities.’


‘Who else?’


‘This morning? Just you and her.’


‘No, no, Kuku! Who else have they arrested?’


‘Oh, opposition leaders, journalists, trouble makers, you know.’


Kuku moved fast, applying and tearing away the strips. Mishi’s body felt scorched and raw; her head seemed in the darkness to swoon a little; a cooler whirred, projecting a pale choppy light over the room.


‘Ms Isha, you know . . .’ Kuku said.


‘Yes, my sister, Kuku,’ Mishi answered, trying to ward off an indiscretion.


‘She came in some days ago.’


‘And?’


‘Well, she wanted, apart from the usual – pits, arms, legs, back – some waxing in her down-there parts,’ Kuku said proudly. ‘You want heart, ma’am?’


‘Maybe, Kuku,’ Mishi said tentatively, ‘let me think about it.’


The Emergency. Chamunda. The dreary south Delhi afternoon, the little parlour in the over-furnished flat. All of it conspired to remind her of the stifling smallness of this world. Was it normal to feel such urges, for flight, for escape, for a world elsewhere? Did the others feel them too? Did they also have a hard hungry knot lodged in their stomach that craved experience? The flying had got some of it out, but it had, in exciting her imagination, and putting her half within reach of a different kind of life, also made things worse, made her more aware of how much she wanted something to happen to her.


‘Kuku?’


‘Yes, ma’am?’


‘Heart hi de do.’


‘Good choice, ma’am. It’s the fashion now.’


When it was over, she picked her clothes off a chair in the dark. They slipped and slithered against the soapy smoothness of her skin, and she could not help but reach to touch, with her unpainted fingertips, the newly depilated skin around her vagina. It felt as arousing and new and unfamiliar, as if it were somebody else’s, the dark folds tense and prominent. Oh God – Fucking Delhi – I’m so horny! She felt around for her sunglasses; Kuku saw and flipped the switch, and, with the light, they came suddenly into her hands. She drove their ends into her thick hair and stood for a moment in her heels, purple tinted lenses on her head, an expression of puzzlement on her face, as if trying to remember something. Kuku still charged around the room in her grubby white frock, tidying up.


‘Kuku?’


‘Yes, ma’am?’ she said, stopping to look up.


‘Do you know what . . . where, I mean, Hampi is?’


‘No, ma’am. Restaurant?’


‘No, no. Nothing.’


Mishi returned to Fatehkot House to find her mother morose. The Brigadier’s wife adored Nehru; she had, in solidarity with his freedom movement, and despite the disapproval of her father, worn khadi blouses under her silk saris; she had, in support of that movement, given her own pocket money to the future prime minister for his autograph. That the daughter of that beautiful man, who to her mind represented all that was good and hopeful in her youth, should now suspend the freedoms he had fought so hard for was as disillusioning a thing as she had ever known. She was, for once, speechless. She sat with her elbows on the dining table, in the late-morning gloom of Fatehkot House.


Mishi, sailing in for lunch, before heading out for the IIC with Isha, could not help but taunt her. ‘So, Mama! Have you heard the news? Oh boy! Heard what the great paean of democracy has been up to? Dear Pundit ji’s daughter! Looking forward, Mama, to a patch of benign despotism?’


The old woman did not reply; she was too close to tears.


Ordinarily, Deep would have prepared something for her daughter’s return from the IIC. Something snide and biting about her life and prospects, something slow-acting, that a few hours later would return to nag Mishi, and would – though she would tell herself it did not matter – spoil her evening. Yes: ordinarily the Brigadier’s wife would have struck back. But she did not have the chance.


The reason was that, as evening fell, and the girls returned from the lecture, they were in a wonderful mood. They filled the house with their talk and laughter. And they did not exclude their mother, but tried to bring her in. They told her all kinds of fascinating things about what the lecturer had said about Sanskrit and the Ramayana and the Birth of Poetry: of how śloka, poetry, was connected etymologically to śoka, grief. In all this, the Brigadier’s wife forgot her own grief about the Emergency. The girls said how they would be meeting the professor who gave the lecture later that evening at their friend Bapa’s house, and how he was a prince, but not a prince; Indian, but, at the same time, a bit of a foreigner. And it was not just Isha who was in this light and happy mood, but Mishi too. Mishi especially. She seemed to exude something so positive and benevolent. Mother and daughter exchanged a look which, though edged with suspicion, was tender. Something cautiously affectionate passed between them, something that seemed to be part of a spirit of new beginnings. A mother’s heart being what it is, the ill feeling Deep had nurtured from the morning evaporated in contact with this new warmth.


The lights came on in Fatehkot House, though dimly; the Brigadier had his first whisky; upstairs there was the happy commotion of women dressing for dinner. And just a little while later, on the back of a furious clatter of heels, the permanent gloom of Deep’s house was momentarily interrupted by the Fatehkotia sisters sweeping out into the night, leaving in their wake a trail of perfume.


‘Down or up?’ Isha said, turning the car window’s handle.


‘Down, Ishi. Please. In any case, we’re going to arrive with big dark patches . . .’ She raised her arms.


Isha, trying to make out her sister in the cavernous interior of the car, said, ‘No, no, you’re fine,’ and touched her kurta at the armpits, just to be sure. Then, in the yellow light that entered from outside, she thought she saw something else.


‘Eeeeeks! What is it? A creepy crawly?’


‘No, no, calm down . . . Ek minute, Hira, ek minute. Sundar Nagar. Bapa saab ke kar.’


The car, its air petrol infused, began to move. Isha handed her sister on her fingertip the burnt red petal – gulmohar – that she had removed from her hair. Mishi took it and tossed her hair back in relief.


‘Haan, tell me, what were you saying?’


‘I was saying: you and Mama seem to be getting along.’


‘I wouldn’t say that. Just a ceasefire.’


‘And are you pleased you came today?’


‘I couldn’t be happier, Ish. It was wonderful. He was wonderful.’


Isha gave a little laugh; the car trundled through the empty streets; shafts of yellow light waved them along on their way.


‘Well, have a little scene, if you like. But don’t get too serious.’


‘Why?’ she asked, though she had a good sense of what her sister might say.


‘It never works, you know. Even though he’s probably more knowledgeable about India than we are.’


‘Not probably; definitely.’


‘Definitely. But still: the mentality is very different. You’ll forever be looking over your shoulder to see if he’s OK. And you don’t want that: you want the man to lead.’


‘I don’t know, Ish . . . Maybe I don’t want to live here at all. Maybe I want to get out for good.’


‘You think that now. But trust me: our kind of person can’t manage abroad. Doing everything for yourself. The poky little flats. All those khit-pitty Angrezes, with their precious little manners: it’s death. You’ll go mad.’


‘I don’t know . . . I really felt something today.’


‘Like what?’


‘Like a sign.’


‘What kind of sign?’


‘Well, do you remember the episode I had on the plane with that rude man?’


‘The humpy story?’


‘Exactly.’


At that moment, just as they were crossing the intersection, an expression of amazement came into Isha’s face.


‘Mishi, wait, one minute, look at that. Hira, araam naal.’


The car slowed, and down the long deserted street, lining it on both sides, the women saw armed men in the shadows of trees.


‘My God!’


‘It’s all real. We’re in for it, Mishi. Till this moment . . .’


‘Me bhi soch reya si . . .’


‘Chup kar, Hira! Jaldi agge chal.’


The car sped on.


‘A police state!’


‘I know. Just like that. One day to the next.’


The sisters, in the hope of recovering their composure before the party, tried to pick up the thread of their earlier conversation. But the car had already entered Sundar Nagar and they drove along a street that had houses on one side, and a high stone wall with iron spikes – the wall of the Delhi zoo – on the other.


‘You were saying, a sign . . .’


‘He didn’t even know I was listening. But I heard him mention it . . . Hampi this . . . Vijayanagara that . . . and I thought it was so strange because it was the only other time in my life—’


‘We’re here. Tell me inside.’


Soon the two women were crossing the small front garden of Bapa’s house, where, past open doors and muslin curtains catching in the hot wind, there was the comforting sight of a lamp-lit drawing room, from which they could already hear voices and laughter.




‘Systole and diastole . . .’ Theo Mackinson says, slipping past the camera. ‘Skanda Mahodaya, wait: I see that you have a coffee. Let me get one too.’


He is dressed in olive-green khakis and a red-checked shirt. Past the polished surface of his desk, once the camera’s eye has adjusted to the change in light, Skanda sees, in the long rectangular window, a glimpse of the city he has left behind. A newly green branch, tense and sprung, sways lightly in the breeze. Beyond, a facade of blackish-brown-yellow brick. The faint screech of a siren carries up from the street. Seen from the thick night of a Delhi summer, it seems so mild and clement an impression of spring. Spring! Which, at this very moment in his translation of the Birth has, in league with Love, stolen unseasonably into the ascetic’s grove, where Shiva is performing his austerities.


‘Skanda Mahodaya? You there?’


He swipes the pad; the screen brightens.


‘Much better.’ Noticing his reddish eyes, Theo says, ‘How late is it for you there?’


He searches the screen.


‘About 1.30.’


‘That late! You should have told me. We could have found another time.’


‘It’s fine. I prefer working at night these days.’


‘The heat?’


‘Yes. And the glare.’


‘I remember. I once spent a whole summer like that in Varanasi. Speaking of which, have you been down that way yet?’


‘To Varanasi? No. Why?’


‘To Prayaga. I thought you might have—’


The Confluence, the ashes. He has not thought about them in days.


‘No. Not yet.’


Silence. Give Mackinson a difficult compound and he’ll flush out the derivatives and internal bahuvrīhis, but people, emotions . . . Well, it is one of the reasons why one becomes a Sanskritist.


‘All well, though?’


‘Yes, yes. All fine.’


‘And do you have friends and family in Delhi?’


‘Some. Cousins and things. Grandparents I was very close to. Maternal. But both dead now. Not too many friends. But I’m going to a party in a few days,’ he says, with uncertainty. ‘So I might make some.’


Theo laughs. ‘Where were we?’


‘Systole and diastole.’


‘Ah, the two narratives, and the relationship between the two. So, yes: I like to think of it in terms of the basic motion of the heart. Of course there is a relationship. A vital relationship. But the two actions, like the two narratives, are also discrete. Every now and then we will be slipped a little clue – such as when Kama is in conference with the gods – that one is aware of the other. It is an intelligent breathing relationship, a porous relationship, but also subliminal. The larger machinery for the most part remains concealed. Which I think is nice. But, you, Skanda Mahodaya, should not, beyond a point, concern yourself with these things. They are too meta for your purposes. They are there for your interest and amusement. But your main focus must remain the text. And try to read from within the tradition. Let the commentators guide you. Let the great Mallinatha guide you; you couldn’t hope for a better teacher than him. My job is just to hand you over to him.’


Skanda loves the commentators. They answer in him a deep need for teachers. And, even more than the main text of the poem, it is that paragraph of gloss, which unpacks the verse and seems to contain the ghost of the tutorial, that really excites him. His father used to say that that was the true link to the past: that was where you could actually hear a voice from ancient India.


‘Out of interest,’ Mackinson says, ‘where have you got to?’


‘The third sarga.’ Glancing at the open book – M.R. Kale – next to the computer, he reads:




Kāmas tu bāṇ’ | âvasara | pratīkṣaḥ


pataṅgavad vahni | mukhaṃ vivikṣuḥ


Umā | samakṣaṃ Hara | baddha | lakṣyaḥ


śar’ | āsana | jyāṃ muhur āmamarśa





‘Oh! A wonderful moment, Skanda Mahodaya. Love and Spring, in league with each other, have entered the forest, forcing the hot-rayed sun north. There is now suddenly a fragrant breeze in the woodlands. In which, the red palasha flowers, curved and crescent, appear like nail scratches. The female elephants – always a sign in Sanskrit poetics of rut in the air – are offering trunkfuls of water, scented with the pollen of lotuses, to their mates. Shiva is deep in meditation. And look at the descriptions of him here. Do you have the David Smith with you?’


‘No.’


Mackinson hurriedly searches a shelf of turquoise-coloured volumes. He finds the one he wants and flips fast through its rustling pages.


‘“The fierce pupils motionless,”’ he reads, and looks up with a smile. ‘Then, look at this, the classic description of meditation: “By restraint of his internal currents he was like a cloud without the vehemence of rain, like an expanse of water without a ripple, like a lamp in a windless place absolutely still!” One trembles at the thought that this is the man Kama is to disturb. Kama who comes into the forest, “avoiding the lamp of his eyes”. And now at the verse you are at we find him poised. “Kāmas tu bāṇ’ | âvasara | pratīkṣaḥ . . .” What do you have for that, Skanda Mahodaya?’


A little embarrassed now of his own translation, he says, ‘It’s still very rough, Theo.’


‘Never mind.’


He reads, ‘“Having espied the opportunity for his arrow, Kama . . .”’


‘Fine. And for “Hara | baddha | lakṣyaḥ”?’


‘“His gaze fastened on Shiva.”’


‘Yes! Then?’


‘“With Uma near . . . in proximity.”’


‘Lovely: “vivikṣuḥ”? Do you see the desiderative here, reduplicating the verbal stem viś? Which related to the Latin vīcus gives us such words as vicinal and vicinity, and means here: to enter, enter in, go into. In the desiderative, it is the wish to enter.’


‘Yes. Kama is described as a moth wishing to enter the mouth of the flame.’


‘Very nice. Fine. And, at last, coming at the end, the actual predication.’


‘I had trouble here.’


‘The verb is ā-mṛś. To touch, to stroke, to handle, to finger. Here it is reduplicated, and in the perfect. So: “He, Kama, fingered . . .”’


‘“His bowstring!”’


‘Exactly. Again and again, Kama fingers the bowstring of his bow made of flowers, ready to shoot the arrow that is Fascination. The arrow that kills if it strikes, and kills if it doesn’t.’ Mackinson pauses and says with a smile of pure and childish excitement: ‘Skanda Mahodaya . . .’


‘Yes, Theo?’


‘Love is poised to strike!’




Toby looked a foreigner in India. It was not just the light eyes, nor the fair skin and floppy blondish-brown hair; it was that, above and beyond these things, there was an innocence, a naivety in his face that gave him away as someone who could not have grown up in India. Not, at least, in north India, where even the stray dogs had a knowing and watchful look. It was strange: there was never a man who knew more about India and, yet, knew India less, than Toby. He was like one of those men who fall in love with the idea of a woman, while all the time insulating themselves from her reality. At Oxford, a student of his, a girl from Bengal, had said, ‘Professor Ketu, it’s as if you rather wish modern India didn’t exist.’


And, laughing, he had replied, ‘Don’t we all?!’


Toby’s deep knowledge of classical India made the real India remote, made it more concept than reality. For there are few places where the past continues as seamlessly into the present as India and, yet, where the people are so unaware of it. All around him Toby saw the remnants of the Sanskritic past: there in the names that were compounds, the analysis of which he would do silently in his head; there, in the low-lying colonies that had dressed themselves up in grand names from the Epics, to which his mind could not help but go; there in the nursery down the road that had named itself after Indra’s capital; or in the chemists that had taken for themselves the names of the twins who were physicians to the gods; and there in the people’s language, which even in English adopted words like ‘only’ and ‘just’ to compensate for lost particles of stress and emphasis – words such as ‘hi’ and ‘eva’ and ‘khalu’ – that had come down to them from Sanskrit.


Everywhere he looked, Toby could see, under layer upon haphazard layer of borrowed and vernacular language, the glorious and systematic bedrock of Sanskrit. It held for him all the frustration and excitement of seeing beneath a thick encroachment of slum and shanty the preserved remains of a far grander city, of gridded streets, sophisticated sewage systems, of magnificent civic architecture. But, thrilling as it was – to find extant around him the language he had dedicated his life to – it was a private thrill. For as much as the language limped on, as much as it was still visible under the vulgate, all awareness of it had gone. It was not apparent to those living among it; it was there in the form of ruins, and nothing more. The people, moreover, had no means to assess its beauty and this could produce either embarrassment or false pride.


The knowledge of decay made Toby seem passive when it came to India. The country already, to so large an extent, existed for him privately, in his mind and imagination, that he let all of it become illusory, all shadows on the wall of a cave, all a pale emanation of some far grander and irrecoverable reality. He was like a man who, having known the forum in the days of Trajan, returns to see it as spolia on people’s houses.


That attitude – his aloofness – made him for all the wrong reasons attractive to people of a certain class in India. They confused his distance, which came from an uncompromising love for what had been lost, with their own deracination. For them, he seemed to answer a need: to both be in India and to stand at a distance from it. The members of this class, who were already set apart from the rest of the country by the loss of language, by privilege, of course, and by what had come to seem almost like racial differences, had no desire to shed their distinctiveness. They clung to it, in fact, wanting nothing so much as to remain inviolable and distinct: foreigners in their own country.


And yet – strange as it must seem – they had a corresponding desire to make a great show of their Indianness, to talk of classical dance recitals, of concerts, of textiles, and spirituality. To throw in the odd precious word or phrase of Hindustani, to upstage their social rivals with a little bit of exotica so obscure that no one could be expected to know it. India was their supreme affectation! They wore it to dinner, as it were; and, of course, the ways in which they were truly Indian – their blindness to dirt and poverty, their easy acceptance of cruelty – they concealed very well.


They spoke rapturously of India, but dreamed of the West. Of European cities, of shops and duty-free goods. They spoke of eternal India, but, in their hearts, they were hungry materialists, who wanted nothing so much from life as a Japanese washing machine or a German toaster. Their contradictions were glaring and, in trying to hide them, they fell into cynicism and hypocrisy.


For this class of person, Toby was irresistible.


‘Come here, this minute, you, Lawrence of Belgravia!’ Vandana bellowed, on seeing him enter the room. ‘Giving lectures on Ram, little swine. I’ll tell you about Ram. He was a bloody weakling. A wimp! Come here!’


She was a great fat woman, loud and boisterous, with a fierce red bindi and the expressive eyes of a dancer, a Bharatnatyam dancer; she had, though it was hard to believe now, been trained as one. Like many bullies, she was painfully shy and unsure of herself, easily wounded. The daughter of Marxist intellectuals, and a graduate of the National School of Drama down the road, she would perhaps have wanted a career in the political theatre of the time, which was so vibrant; or the new-age cinema, of the Shabana Azmi ilk, who, incidentally, was a classmate. But nothing had materialized and her talents had been squandered on very successful impressions of politicians in general, and Mrs Gandhi in particular. This had given her a modicum of drawing room celebrity. Taking leave of Toby’s old friend, Mahijit, the Raja of Marukshetra, whom she had been flattering quietly in a corner, she rollicked across the room, swaying her great backside as she moved, flailing dimpled arms, spilling Scotch and ash.


She was getting ready to do one of her famous performances, in which she mocked the epic hero, Ram, for forcing his wife, Sita, under public pressure, to prove her chastity through a trial by fire.


‘Sita, my dear, forgive me,’ she said, in a simpering voice, ‘you see Mummy says that your reputation is now tainted. And, because I’m a typical ball-less Indian wimp – the first, I might add, but not the last! The ādi-wimp! – I will please be requiring you to self-immolate your own good self.’


Cries of laughter and amusement went up in the room. ‘Oh Vandana!’ ‘You’re too much!’ ‘Such a little performer.’


Mahijit, spitting into his brass spittoon, jumped his eyebrows at his friend, who, all too familiar with Vandana’s antics, smiled at the others in the room, but was inwardly fatigued at her approach. Bapa, their host, the second son of a second son, and a great social figure in Delhi in those days, famous for organizing music recitals in his garden, came up quickly. He was dressed, as he invariably was, in white from head to toe. ‘Don’t listen to a word of it,’ he said to Toby. ‘You were brilliant. This lot are too colonized to know a thing.’


‘“Yes, yes, Sita,”’ Vandana pressed on, her eyes flashing wildly, ‘“Go on, jump in, burn yourself alive. So that Mummy and the rest of us can be assured of your purity. And then we’ll probably burn you alive anyway because your dowry was not large enough. Come on. Jump!”’


She swung her bottom into the air, and made a little pushing gesture with her hands, as though really prodding someone to enter a pyre. Then she threw her head back and laughed raucously. ‘If it was me, I would have been on the first flying chariot back to Lanka. Give me dark sexy demons – dripping coconut oil – over wimpy Ram any old day. Or perhaps I would have stayed, and had a naughty little affair with Lakshman, who seems so much sexier . . .’


Vandana, still performing, now firing invisible arrows into the air, now prancing around the room in imitation of the epic hero, was intercepted by those who could see – Gayatri Mann, namely – that Toby was in need of rescuing.


‘Namo Namaḥ, Raja saab,’ Mann said smokily into his ear.


He gave her a relieved smile.


Gayatri Mann was the consummate professional Indian. She lived abroad with her husband, the publisher Zubin Mann, and, at a time when her country felt closed and remote, when the news was all famine and insurgency, she wore saris and high heels in Belgravia. She made documentary films on Bangladesh, on secret India, on the timelessness of Hinduism. She wrote books on pseudo-spirituality and the Princes, many of whom were her friends. She appeared on television shows to chasten those who threatened to spoil the magic by overplaying the wretchedness of India. ‘Poverty?’ she once told Louis Malle, ‘I don’t know why people keep going on about poverty. Everyone I know in India has a car.’ And everyone she knew did.


In the West, she traded on India; and, in India, starved for news of the West, she carried back stories of the latest fashions, of books and movies, of Polanski and Kapuscinski, of how London was changing. She had sole monopoly on the exchange of pop culture and exotica, and she could only have thrived in a world where the exchange of goods and ideas was restricted, where news and information were scarce, where distances were real. Anyone might have told her that she would not survive the Internet. And, truly, much later, in that other time, when change came at last, it singled her out for extinction with a fury that till then had only been reserved for such inanimate things as the post and the landline.


Her father, the politician Sarat Mohapatra, was among those arrested the night before. And it was one of the many pretensions of this political family to refer to him – Mohapatra, their father – in the English way as simply Father, as though he were everybody’s father.


‘Wow-zee, Toby saab,’ she now began, ‘what times we live in! Father, you know, he was so stoic. He was ready for them when they arrived. And he, of course, was great friends with Pundit Nehru. So what a blow, so personal, you know. The daughter of your old friend sending around the police to arrest you. Horrific, and so bad for India, for her image. Forgive us for not being able to host you. Nixu’s been in a flap about it all morning. Because,’ and here, looking over at her brother who was in earshot, she gurgled with pleasure – nothing pleased her more than to run someone down, even her own brother – ‘apparently when they came around to take Father away, he told the servants not to bother to wake Nixu. So it was only this morning, when the servants brought him his orange juice and paper, that my darling brother discovered Father was gone.’
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