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  ‘“What is this tumultuous din of clashing waters?” Hearing Rághava’s words, so expressive of his curiosity, the righteous

  sage explained the cause of that sound. “Rama, on Mount Kailása there is a lake that Brahma produced from his mind, manas . Because of this, tiger among men, it is called Lake

  Mánasa.” ’1




  The Ramayana, Valmiki




  

  


 


On the day I met my father’s family for the first time, a strange coincidence occurred on a train. It was October 2006, a year after the great earthquake in Kashmir. I

  was travelling south from that troubled region, when a young man burst into my cabin.




  He wore flared jeans and a faded denim jacket. His long, well-brushed hair was tied back and there was something of the Frontier in his dark sunburned features. He gave me no explanation for

  barging in. He simply dropped into the facing seat, loosened the coloured bands of his ponytail, and began talking.




  I felt I had to respond to this casual restlessness: ‘The conductor will come. If he sees that you don’t have the right ticket, he’ll send you back or fine you.’




  The intruder gazed fixedly at me, then smiled and extended his hand. ‘Mirwaiz,’ he said. ‘When he comes, I will go back.’




  ‘Rehan,’ I replied, reluctantly taking his hand, ‘Rehan Tabassum.’




  ‘Where are you headed, Rehan?’




  ‘La Mirage. And you?’




  ‘Port bin Qasim.’




  ‘Long trip,’ I said, with the visitor’s pride at working out these distances in an unfamiliar country. ‘When will you get there?’




  Mirwaiz looked out of the window, as if expecting the darkened landscape, dotted here and there with a well or granary bathed in fitful tube light, to give him an answer.




  ‘In the morning,’ he said. ‘I’d say we’re still in Punjab, still an hour or two from La Mirage.’




  And, as if deciding this time had been given him to deepen his acquaintance with me, he began firing questions.




  ‘Do you live in La Mirage?’




  ‘No.’




  ‘Why are you going there then?’




  ‘To visit my family.’




  ‘Do they live there?’




  ‘Some.’




  ‘Where?’




  ‘In La Mirage.’




  ‘I know, but where?’




  ‘I’m not sure,’ I lied.




  Then eyeing the red threads on my wrist, he said: ‘Are you Muslim?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘Why do you wear this string?’




  ‘It’s from a Sufi shrine,’ I lied again.




  ‘OK, and this bangle?’




  ‘My grandmother gave it to me. She’s a Sikh.’




  ‘And your mother?’




  The question took me away for a moment. My mind brought up the two women, one now dead, the other in another country. And from a perverse desire to simplify my life to a stranger on a train, I

  said, now lying extravagantly, ‘She was a Sikh too, but became Muslim after marrying my father.’




  ‘What does he do?’




  ‘My father? Business,’ I said uncertainly.




  ‘What kind?’




  ‘What’s with all the questions!’




  Mirwaiz’s eyes grew wide with apology. He sat up and gestured towards the door.




  I felt bad, felt I was playing up formalities, when really I was happy to talk. ‘No, stay,’ I said, ‘I’m sorry. The answer to your question is that I don’t really

  know. We don’t speak.’




  ‘Oh,’ Mirwaiz said, with compassion. ‘God willing you will again one day.’




  I thought of correcting him, but he said, ‘Still; good or bad, it is better to have a father than not. I had one. Once,’ he added, enjoying the effect of his words. ‘But now

  there is just my mother and sister.’




  ‘I’m sorry. I didn’t . . .’




  ‘Don’t worry,’ Mirwaiz said, filling the silence quickly. Then, unprompted, he explained – using the English word – ‘Earthquake.’




  ‘Oh!’ I managed, and unable to hold my curiosity, added, ‘I heard, of course.’




  ‘Hearing, saab, is one thing,’ Mirwaiz replied, ‘to see is another. My sister heard too, but she didn’t see.’ Then almost boastfully, he said, ‘I saw

  it all, I saw the Jhelum disappear.’




  He began, in a sawing movement, to rub his palm over his chest.




  ‘Our village was one of those typical villages of the Jhelum Valley. Mud houses, slate roofs. Dark hills, river below. A pukka government school. One mobile phone tower. That’s about

  it. I could see it all very clearly that day. I had taken the herd out to one of the surrounding mountains from where everything was visible. October’s a good month in the hills. Bright

  sunshine, cool breezes, great vistas. The goats were happy too. Mast! Eating grass. It was just like any other day.’




  He paused, seemed to size me up and continued:


  

  ‘I was half-dozing in the sunshine, my eyes resting on Madhu, when all of a sudden, saab, she jumped! Three whole feet from where she stood.

  A stationary goat just thrown from the earth. I’d never seen anything like it in my life. And no sooner had her hooves struck the ground below than she lost her footing and began to roll. I

  leapt up and tried catching her, but was too late. She was lost, Rehan saab. In seconds, she was tumbling down the hill, hitting against it, legs splayed, trying desperately to regain her footing,

  bleating with fear. I couldn’t make out where she had fallen. Because at that precise moment, my eyes were drawn back to the others, all now jumping, all slipping and falling.




  ‘That was when it came, Rehan saab, that was when the noise came. The movie had been on mute until then. Don’t believe people when they say it sounds like dynamite or an avalanche.

  I’ve heard those things; this is not like that. When it comes, you know, in your gut, that only creation itself would dare make a sound like that. I heard it travel, Rehan saab, I heard the

  actual tearing of the earth. It rode through the valley, like the waters of a burst dam.




  ‘Then just before everything went dark, I got a glimpse of the gorge. The goats were specks flying headlong down the mountainside into what I thought was the Jhelum. But where was the

  Jhelum? When I looked down I saw that there was almost nothing left of the river. Its mighty expanse, before my eyes, was slowing, and turning to a trickle. Then, as water is sucked into a drain, I

  saw it swallowed up by the ground. My last memory was of its empty bed, a nest of white glistening eggs!




  ‘Around me, the forest had emptied. No birds, no animals. Even the earth had turned out her inhabitants. The forest floor swarmed with creatures we never normally saw, worms, red ants,

  snakes, pouring out of holes in the ground.’




  ‘And your family . . . ?’ I said with alarm.




  Mirwaiz gazed strangely at me, as if considering the nature of my curiosity.




  ‘I’ll tell you how I found them,’ he said at last. ‘It was afternoon when finally I was able to make my way back home. We lived a few miles from the village in a house,

  to which my father had recently added a storeroom. We used it, you know, for this and that, bicycles and bed linen. So, anyway, I arrived back at the house to find that though it had been severed

  from its base, the actual structure had survived. And so, too, would have anyone who had been inside it. But that – and, saab, such was his ill-fortune! – was not where my father had

  been when . . .’




  ‘The storeroom?’ I said.




  Mirwaiz nodded. ‘All its walls had come down, but the doorway still stood. I looked inside and, at first, I didn’t see him. But just as I was turning away, my eyes landed on his

  small bloated face. It was covered in white cement dust, and but for a bit of dried blood at the corner of the mouth, it was peaceful. Saab, like a child asleep, down to the blankets and sheets.

  Just one thing was off: ants. Ants everywhere,’ Mirwaiz said with a shudder.




  ‘I dusted the cement from his face, and with my own spit, wiped the blood from his mouth. I tried pulling his body out from under the stone shelves, but couldn’t move it. Then from

  behind, I heard my mother’s voice. Her face was also covered in dust and her clothes spattered with blood. She saw my father and moaned, “Hai! You too! He’s taken you

  too.”




  ‘Note the words, saab: “He’s taken you too.” My mother, you see, could trust everything to her God. He had sent this upon us as punishment and the ones who survived were

  punished most. But I could not feel this way. I just felt very quiet and alone. Free almost, free of all my ties. God? God hota, toh He would have at least let us give my father a decent

  burial.




  ‘Or perhaps He decreed otherwise. For after the earthquake He sent rain. And it rained, saab, as it has never rained in the Jhelum Valley. We had with great difficulty, inch by inch, and

  with the help of an iron beam, retrieved my father’s body. I had washed and prepared it for proper burial, then, using a small pick and my bare hands, dug him a grave. There was no one to

  administer the rites, of course. But the beauty of our religion is that for all the major occasions – birth, death and marriage – a priest is not needed. Any good Muslim can perform the

  rites.




  ‘The grave, saab, had not been ready ten minutes when darkness and rain came at once. The bed of the Jhelum flashed, like a live wire, and, in seconds, the little makeshift grave into

  which my mother had thrown some rose petals and coins filled with muddy water; its outlines crumbled and were washed away. The mountains, with nothing to hold the soil together, began to run into

  the river. We had to clutch, saab, with all our strength to my father’s body to stop it from joining that downward flow of rocks and earth. His shroud, a normal bed sheet, was drenched and

  dirtied. But we dared not go inside the house, Rehan saab, we dared not go inside the house. We sat there, like that only, all night, clutching his body till dawn, unable to give it burial or

  shelter.’




  Mirwaiz’s voice faded before the sudden airy thump of a second train. For a moment the lights of the carriage dimmed. In the darkness, it occurred to me that the events he described had

  happened a year ago to the date almost. He had obviously just been back. Why?




  The question brought a twist of a smile to his face.




  ‘I’ll tell you, I’ll tell you. You see after it happened, we were separated, my mother and I, from my sister, and not reunited till many days later when we were brought to the

  Tabassum relief camp. You know those Qasimic Call people, telephone company walleh? Mr Narses . . .’




  And here was the coincidence. ‘Mirwaiz,’ I muttered, unable to hold my surprise, ‘I don’t just know them; they’re my family. Narses is my father’s

  brother-in-law.’




  Mirwaiz was impressed. ‘Mr Narses? Your uncle?’ he said. ‘So you are of those Tabassums. I didn’t realize when you gave me your name. Sahil Tabassum, then, must be your

  father?’




  ‘Yes,’ I said unsurely.




  ‘By God, I knew there was a reason why I felt myself drawn to your cabin tonight. Fate, you see, Rehan saab, fate.’




  He let the wonder of it linger a moment longer, then abruptly resumed his account.




  ‘I began by telling you that I had seen; and so had my mother; but my sister, saab, had not. She was in another part of the valley when all this happened; and this made it very hard for

  her to digest. Ever since we moved to the plains, she’s been haunted by how unreal it all feels. She keeps saying she needs some way to remember. “To fill the hole in her life.

  Anything,” she repeats, “anything, Mirwaiz. I don’t care if it’s just a picture of flattened houses; I need something.”




  ‘That was why I went back, saab, on the one-year anniversary. She was to have come too but, in the end, she backed out. Which is good, for she would not have been able to handle what I

  found.’




  ‘What did you find?’




  Mirwaiz raised himself up and removed a mobile phone from the pocket of his jeans. He brought up an image on its screen, which he looked at, before handing the phone to me.




  On the small screen, I was able only to make out a blue lake in bright sunshine, a line of trees in autumn colours and, in the distance, the snows of the high mountains.




  ‘I don’t understand.’




  ‘Look closely,’ Mirwaiz said, his dark features intent. Then taking the phone back for a second, he zoomed in on what was a tiny elevation on the glassy surface of the lake, a point

  of orange and white on its wide expanse, no more prominent than a buoy.




  ‘What is that?’




  ‘The top of our mobile phone tower! The Qasimic Call tower, put there by your family!’ Mirwaiz replied, almost laughing. ‘It is our one memorial to what happened. For to stop

  the Jhelum, Rehan saab, is no small thing!’




  Seeing that he had restored my faith in him, he took on a different tone.




  ‘So, you see, Rehan saab, when a man sees what I’ve seen, this lake now in place of our lives, and the violence that made it, he does not want to think too much; he just wants to

  live as he wouldn’t mind dying, no regrets, king size! What do you say?’




  The train pulled into La Mirage. An evening scene of porters in orange and food-sellers greeted us. Still feeling the force of Mirwaiz’s story, I rose to get my bags. As I was leaving the

  cabin, I paused in the doorway. The light coming in through a grilled window left a jaundiced imprint on Mirwaiz’s handsome face. He was looking up at me expectantly.




  ‘Rehan saab. Your father is a very big man. So is his son, Isphandiyar Tabassum, and his brother-in-law, Mr Narses. They have many companies. See if you can’t speak to one of them

  about a job for me in Port bin Qasim?’




  ‘I’ll try, Mirwaiz,’ I replied. ‘I’ll definitely try. But I can’t promise anything. You see,’ I added, looking long at him one last time, ‘our

  situations are not so different. Sahil Tabassum may be my father, but I’ve never met him.’
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  Last Rites




  (1989)




  ‘We passionately long for there to be another life in which we shall be similar to what we are here below. But we do not pause to reflect that, even without waiting for

  that other life, in this life, after a few years, we are unfaithful to what we once were, to what we wished to remain immortally.’




  

    Remembrance of Things Past, Marcel Proust


  




  




     

  




  The dressing table was the first thing she had bought herself since Sahil. It had attracted her, with its tiny bulbs, gilt and mirrors, from the pages

  of a foreign magazine. She decided at length to take the magazine down to the colony market and have the dressing table copied. Rati Ram, the carpenter, inspected it, seemed to translate its charms

  into an Indian reality, then agreed to reproduce it for a few hundred rupees. When he returned a few days later with his replica, thickly coated in gold paint, and decorated with fat full-sized

  bulbs and crudely cut strips of mirror, its arrival caused tension in the little house with the gardenia tree.




  ‘Phansy shmansy,’ her mother sniffed, as the men brought it in.




  ‘Give me a break, Mama. You know very well I haven’t so much as bought myself a salwar since I moved here. And it’s not as if you’re paying for it.’




  ‘Who’s saying I am! But let me remind you, I pay for other things. And they cost me an arm and a leg. Not that I’m not happy to do it. But I won’t have you getting on

  your high horse.’




  ‘Would you like me to thank you for it again? “Thank you, Mama, for paying Rehan’s fees; I am eternally grateful and so is he.” Happy?’




  ‘Don’t take that tone with me. He’s my grandson. I’ll give him what I like. I don’t need you to thank me.’




  Rehan looked into the house from the veranda, where moments before he had been servicing his gods, cleaning the idols, putting fresh marigolds in their tray. When he heard the

  raised voices, he slipped behind the cooler. Through its grey slats, the two women appeared to him as mute shadows, their voices drowned out by the whirr of the cooler’s fan and the slurping

  of its pipes. He saw his mother pace and bring her palms together in frustration. His grandmother, in reply, threw up her arms and rushed out of the room, leaving Udaya alone. Rehan’s gaze

  was diverted by drops of water growing fat along the cooler’s soaked matting. They swelled, their bellies striped by the blaze. Then they fell fast and soundless to the few inches of dark

  water below. The room now was empty and a batch of fresh drops sprouted on the matting. Rehan returned to his gods.




  Udaya had brought him to her mother’s house as a temporary step after Sahil.




  It had been impossible, once that relationship ended, to stay on in London. Not without Sahil. Who, after moving them out of his flat on Flood Street, became difficult and unreachable. He had

  always travelled a lot, between La Mirage, Dubai and London, and in the end, like an airline reducing its flights to a destination, he had come to London less and less. It had always only been an

  ‘arrangement’ forged fast when she became pregnant with Rehan. She had hung on to the hope that it would deepen. But after a last holiday in Kathmandu, to which Sahil brought along two

  children he claimed were his nephew and niece, the calls and visits came to an end.




  Love was one reason she hung on in London; pride another. After the scandal of her relationship, she found it difficult to face her mother with the news that it was over, not three years after

  it had begun. She found work as a freelance lawyer, but made only enough to pay the rent on the north London bedsit they had moved into.




  Then, several years after her last conversation with Sahil, she ran into an uncle, visiting from Delhi. It was a bleak moment; she had been forced to sell some jewellery the day before; in her

  weakness, she confessed everything. He convinced her to let him prepare the ground with her mother and a few weeks later Udaya returned, with Rehan, to rebuild her life in the city she had left

  some years before, trusting completely to passion.




  It had made sense at first to stay with her mother. But no sooner had she arrived than the fights began. And, as with those of her childhood, they seemed never to be about what

  they were ostensibly about. If then the issue of cutting her hair or smoking or marriage had become an expression of some deeper tension between them, so, now too, seemingly innocuous things, such

  as the cleanliness of the kitchen, the trouble in Punjab and Rehan’s upbringing became laden with their old animus. The difference was that they were not alone. Rehan, every day more aware,

  was there among them; and she was determined to save him the scenes. It had been fight enough to convince her mother to let Rehan feed himself. Udaya had a secret terror that her mother,

  welli-ntentioned as it might be, would instil in him, through that special brand of Indian compassion that debilitates when it means to commiserate, a 

  feeling of want or misfortune. Rehan had given no indication of ever being aware of Sahil’s absence; and though she had given him his father’s name and even an

  explanation of a kind – Sometimes, just as you fight with your friends, grown-ups fight too – he had never seemed interested in knowing more. It made her happy to think of him as

  unscathed by their separation.




  No, if she was to protect Rehan, she must find her own place, and quickly. She had already begun making enquiries.




  *   *   *




  From where he lay on the bed, Rehan could see just his mother’s back, her long straight hair and a few inches of flesh trapped between her petticoat and blouse. She sat

  before the new dressing table, opening her mouth wide for lipstick, smacking her lips closed on a tissue and reaching for tweezers to remove stray hairs.




  ‘Where are you going for dinner?’ Rehan asked.




  ‘It’s a work dinner, baba. A client . . .’




  ‘What’s his name?’




  ‘Amit, Amit Sethia.’




  ‘What does he do?’




  ‘He’s an industrialist.’




  ‘What’s an industrialist?’




  ‘Someone with industries. Coal, steel etc. . . .’




  ‘Is he rich?’




  ‘Yes, baba,’ Udaya said, closing one eye over a silver stick lined with kohl.




  ‘Ma,’ Rehan said abruptly, ‘why do you hate Nani?’ His mother blinked rapidly, half-turning around. An expression of withheld amusement and a threat to come clean played

  on her face.




  ‘Rehan! What have you heard?’




  ‘Nothing, Ma, really. I swear. I was just curious.’




  ‘Why are you suddenly asking me if I hate your grandmother?’




  ‘You both fight a lot so I was just wondering.’




  Turning back to the mirror, but watching him closely with one kohled eye, she said, ‘Well, it’s not that I hate Nani, it’s just that there comes a point in everyone’s

  life when they stop seeing their mother or father as just their mother and father but as people. And sometimes you like those people for who they are, and sometimes you find, well, that you

  don’t have much in common with them. Nani and I, for instance, have never had much in common. She didn’t understand me; I couldn’t understand her. We were miles apart. She

  believed in God and couldn’t believe she’d produced a daughter who didn’t. I couldn’t believe she believed in a God who cared how long your hair was. I mean was this God a

  hairdresser?’




  Rehan laughed loudly. He didn’t mind her insulting her own Sikh god as long as she didn’t begin on the Hindu ones, for which he had acquired an unlikely obsession since his arrival

  in India.




  ‘She read Mills and Boons,’ his mother continued, ‘I didn’t. She was forever concerned about respectability; I couldn’t care less. When your aunt got married, she

  told me, “Now, it’s too late for you. I’ve told your father to put some money aside, and bas, try and best make do.” I was twenty-five! No, she was horrible!’ Udaya,

  now nearly fully made up, smiled as she spoke and it seemed to drain her words of ill feeling. Rehan adored his grandmother, and it was unsettling that his mother, whose voice was like the voice of

  truth, could feel differently. He hated to be at odds with her. But whenever he tried to bring her around to his way of thinking, she would irritate him by taking an agree-to-disagree tone.




  ‘I love Nani!’ he said provocatively. ‘And when her ship comes in, she’s going to buy me Castle Grayskull for my gods to live in.’




  ‘So you must,’ his mother replied, reflecting on whether Rehan had been told what his grandmother’s ship coming in would mean. ‘She’s been wonderful to

  you.’




  ‘Stop talking in that fake voice!’ Rehan yelled.




  His mother smiled and turned her full attention to putting on her sari. She chose a handbag and, carefully, the things that went in it – all of which angered Rehan so much that he stormed

  out.




  Summer power cuts and fluctuations had begun and the light in the corridor was dim. The disc-shaped ceiling light, high above like a white Frisbee, grew fainter and fainter, till its milky glass

  barely sustained a glow. Then like a small angry sun burning away a thick bank of clouds, it flared, sending Rehan fleeing down the stairs that separated his grandmother’s section of the

  house from his mother’s. Below, where the surge had ended and the light was dull and dusty again, servants were setting the table, lighting the odd white candle. Rehan slipped past his

  grandmother’s room in the hope of beginning his favourite mythical movie, The Marriage of Shiva and Parvati, before dinner.




  He had only been watching a few minutes when he heard his grandmother call him.




  ‘No, no, Nani, please. Not now, just come here and see where we are.’




  She wandered in a second later, wearing a loose, faded salwar kameez. Her greying hair was in a thin plait and when she sat down next to Rehan, he could smell Nivea cream on her. Her skin was

  smooth and her eyes, though losing colour, still shone. There was something coquettish about her smile of clean-capped teeth, giving, even now, the impression of a once-beautiful woman. Rehan

  grabbed her soft stomach and squeezed it. She pretended at first to be indifferent to the drama coming from the old Japanese VCR, but Rehan knew she was riveted. The story had raced ahead and

  Parvati, witnessing her father dishonour her husband, a bellied and middle-aged Shiva, was about to commit herself to the sacrificial fire.




  Rehan’s grandmother watched through her large amber-rimmed spectacles, the glare exposing fingerprints on their lenses, as Parvati’s anger built. She clutched an optician’s

  artificial leather case in her hands, and muttered, ‘OK then, why not! Arre, suno!’ she yelled for a servant. ‘Koi hai?’




  Bihari arrived a moment later, a stained napkin draped over his shoulder.




  ‘Bihari, go and get baba’s food.’ Then, she added, ‘And listen, don’t say anything to Udaya madam.’




  ‘Nani, yes!’ Rehan squealed.




  ‘Your mother will kill us.’




  ‘No, no, she’ll be fine. She’s going out to dinner at the house of a rich industrist.’




  ‘Industrialist, baba.’




  Parvati, burning with rage, was moments away from committing the first sati ever when dinner arrived on a steel and tinted glass trolley.




  ‘Baba, come on now, eat your food.’




  ‘Nani, please, just see where we are. Please feed me.’




  ‘Your mother will throw a fit. She has told me time and time again not to feed you.’




  ‘Come on, Nani, what difference does it make? Look, look, Shiva’s being told about Parvati having jumped in the fire.’




  Drum rolls had begun in Kailash, demons tittered and studio lightning flashed as Shiva was informed of Parvati’s fate.




  ‘He’s going to dance the tandav,’ Rehan’s grandmother gasped, ‘he is the Natraj after all.’ And this simple comment on the drama, said in a voice fearful and

  resigned, as if his grandmother, too, was part of the world Shiva was to destroy, spread gooseflesh over Rehan’s arms and back.




  ‘Nani!’ he breathed. She put a little packet of food, mutton and lentils in his mouth. He chewed tensely, as Shiva now bent over Parvati’s ashes, fingered them gently as though

  searching for some small trinket. Rehan found this scene, of the most powerful god in the universe grieving, very affecting. Shiva’s loneliness was so acute; it made Rehan wish that they were

  friends so that he could help lessen it in some way. At the same time the display of male emotion intrigued him.




  ‘Nani, look how he’s almost crying.’




  ‘He’s sad, no?’ Rehan’s grandmother said, putting another bite of food in his mouth. She tried another but Rehan turned his face away.




  ‘But still strong, Nani?’




  ‘Yes, baba. Eat. One for Nani . . .’




  He accepted.




  ‘One for Mama . . .’




  ‘No, Nani, enough.’




  ‘One for Shiva ji.’




  ‘Nani!’




  Then it occurred to Rehan to ask why Parvati had jumped into the fire in the first place. His grandmother smiled knowingly. ‘Baba Re,’ she said in a hushed voice, ‘the supreme

  sacrifice.’ And perhaps thinking the words too complicated for a child, she added, ‘When a girl enters her husband’s house, his honour becomes hers. Then everything else becomes

  secondary, even her own parents’ house, which once she leaves it for her husband’s, is no longer hers.’




  Distracted by their conversation and the noise from the television, neither of them heard the clatter of Udaya’s heels. His grandmother was still trying to shove in a last mouthful when

  Rehan saw her standing in the doorway in her mustard chiffon sari. Her long black hair was washed and dried, the evening bag hung from her arm and her dark skin was touched with rouge and brownish

  red lipstick. Taking in the scene before her, Udaya’s smile fled.




  ‘Mama!’ she moaned. ‘What are you doing?’




  Rehan’s grandmother pursed her lips; a martyred expression formed on her face; she looked directly ahead at the television, where Vishnu had now persuaded Shakti to stand between Shiva and

  the destruction of the world. ‘The next step you take,’ Shakti said, looking up with simpering resolve at the dancing Shiva, ‘will be on my head.’ Rehan stared at his mother

  as though she had jumped out of the screen.




  ‘Mama, how many times am I to tell you he is too old to be fed! If at this age he can’t feed himself, we may as well institutionalize him.’




  His grandmother glanced sideways at Rehan. He spluttered, ‘Ma, it was me. I asked Nani to feed me.’




  She looked up at Udaya with satisfaction.




  ‘Shut up, you’re a child. You don’t make these decisions. I, as your mother, am telling you that you will feed yourself.’ Then,  

  as if addressing her in another language, Udaya said to her mother: ‘And, Mama, cut it out. I know what you’re doing. I’ve made my

  decision but, in the meantime, I will not have you retard this child with your religious crap.’




  Her anger spent, Udaya looked tenderly at Rehan.




  ‘Anyway I’m off to dinner. Go to bed soon, baba.’




  With this, she turned around and strode out of the house, leaving a trail of perfume to settle over the smell of food. Rehan jumped up, and putting a conciliatory hand on his grandmother’s

  knee, trotted out after his mother.




  He caught her at the end of the cement drive, where, in a small patch of lawn, with a thin grass cover, bare earth showing through in places, there were beds of dahlias with scraggly manes. It

  was here, almost magically, that amid the drabness of the house and the malnourished plants, a rare gardenia flourished. The tree had a knotted trunk with a slender curve that brought its canopy of

  fleshy leaves to the centre of the garden. Deep within each cluster, like shallow wells of moonlight, grew white scented flowers, as heavy as fruit.




  The gardenia was another point of tension between mother and daughter. It had come with the house, but Rehan’s grandmother hated the tree, accusing it of stealing light from the other

  plants. Udaya thought it beautiful and suspected that the real cause for her mother’s antipathy was the tree’s bewitching aspect, its poison and femininity. She had convinced Rehan that

  it was really a rakshasa, waiting to reveal its true form when the moment was right.




  Rehan made out his mother standing near the Suzuki in the light of a single caged bulb.




  ‘Ma, Ma, wait.’




  ‘Baba, why are you barefoot?’




  He looked down at his feet, felt he was losing critical amounts of goodwill, but pattered on regardless.




  ‘Ma, sorry, I’ll put some slippers on. I just have to tell you something,’ he said, approaching quickly. He felt his mother much bigger in her heels, her head lost to some dark

  summit.




  ‘Listen, Ma,’ he said, taking the adult tone of voice she often adopted with him, ‘I understood what you just said to Nani. I know what the “decision” is; but I

  don’t think we should do it; I don’t think we should move.’




  Udaya came suddenly out of shadow and Rehan was struck by how beautiful and strong she seemed. She gave him the special look she used when they were having a private joke.




  ‘Baba,’ she said, ‘I’ve seen a very nice flat and believe me, you’ll love it. You’ll have your own room. Your own bed. You can have your friends over whenever

  you want and Nani won’t be far, but we must have our own place.’




  The idea of the flat filled Rehan with unease. He hated the thought of being in some other part of town, separated from his grandmother. But in speaking of it to him as a secret undertaking, his

  mother won him over for the time being. He felt it important not to let her down. He waited till the Suzuki’s red brake lights had disappeared down the still and silent street, then went back

  inside.




  The next day, when the sun blazed and the white edges of the city’s pavements throbbed, Udaya received an unexpected call from Rehan’s school. She had been in her

  own thoughts all morning, recalling impressions from the night before. It had been a beautiful party; there had been many journalists and politicians, a handful of diplomats. The French ambassador,

  Servain, had expressed a special interest in the meaning of her name. ‘Dawn?’ he asked, holding her hand as he spoke. ‘No,’ she had replied, ‘of the dawn, I

  believe.’ ‘Udaya, udaya,’ he muttered softly to himself, ‘not dawn, but of the dawn.’ Udaya flushed with embarrassment.




  They were interrupted by their host. ‘Enough, you dirty old dip,’ he had said, only half-jokingly, it seemed, ‘keep to your own women. I invited this lovely lady so that

  I could speak to her.’ Amit Sethia had a brash, clumsy style, Udaya had thought at the time, but she was flattered by the attention he paid her. After the upheavals of the past few

  years, there was something exciting about being out and about again, desirable to men. It felt like the return of normal life.




  The voice on the other end of the phone was too frazzled to explain why she wanted Udaya to come in person to pick Rehan up from school; she couldn’t say what the matter was. He was safe;

  ‘there was no cause to worry’; but he outright refused to leave and was insisting that his mother come to fetch him. He had never done anything like this before, never even been

  homesick. And Udaya, sliding the Suzuki’s keys off her glass-topped desk, had a feeling of dread.




  The road in front of the British School was crowded when she arrived. The imported embassy cars made a barrier of sorts, their shapes smooth, their gleam hard. Her own car windows were thrown

  open as if in distress, and as she could find no place to park, she stopped in front of the school gate, trying to spot Rehan through gaps in the glittering wall of steel and tinted glass. At last,

  raising herself up on the car floor, she caught sight of him over the white caps of chauffeurs. Rehan ran out to her, his brown water bottle banging against his thighs. Bolting past the line of

  cars, he made her heart race. The next thing she knew he had jumped into the seat next to her, which he was not allowed to do.




  It was Rehan’s first time in the front and Udaya insisted that he wear a seat belt. Suzuki had been the first to introduce them in India, but they didn’t seem very secure: the grey

  belt, clinging to a thin strip of exposed green metal, hung loosely around her son. The car felt light, too light; it felt tinny and destructible. Udaya had bought it in part from money lent her by

  her mother and in part through a system of monthly instalments, which she always brought up when Rehan asked for something expensive.




  ‘Ma, can we turn the AC on?’




  ‘No, baba, you know we can’t. Don’t you remember what happened the last time we did?’




  ‘The engine started to cough?’




  ‘Yes.’




  He had told her to buy the model with in-built air conditioning, but she had felt it was too much. His grandmother had said to buy the cheaper car and install the air conditioner later. But the

  heavy machine that hung from the car’s dashboard put too much strain on the engine. And so, the AC remained off, its blue and orange lights unlit, its wide black grill mute, the dark gaps,

  like cartoon teeth, grinning impotently.




  The heat was terrible. The Suzuki’s plastic seats softened, the short shadows of trees shrank from the day, Rehan pulled at his seat belt. Which after being violently extended, only

  partially returned to its original position.




  ‘Don’t, baba.’




  ‘But it’s hot!’




  ‘I know, but if you do that, you’ll have to sit in the back. Do you want to sit in the back?’




  ‘No.’




  ‘Then sit properly and don’t pull off the seat belt. It’s to keep you safe.’




  ‘But what if the car is going to explode and I need to run away?’




  ‘It’s not going to explode . . .’




  ‘If!’




  ‘Then you open the belt and run away.’




  ‘If I have to run away quickly?’
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