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For

MONA





death cannot harm me 
more than you have harmed me, 
my beloved life.

—LOUISE GLÜCK, ‘OCTOBER’,
from POEMS: 1962–2020






Part I

JADU


The sure extinction that we travel to

And shall be lost in always. Not to be here,

Not to be anywhere,

And soon; nothing more terrible, nothing more true.

—PHILIP LARKIN, ‘AUBADE’,
from COLLECTED POEMS
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All his life Jadunath Kunwar remembered this from before he was born:

There was a crack in the brick wall next to the front door of the small house in which his mother gave birth to him. The crack stretched up from the door like a well-formed branch reaching skyward, or, if you were so inclined, it was like the line of destiny on a man’s palm describing the tremors of his fate. In 1934, the year before Jadu was born, there had been a terrible earthquake. The earth split wide and swallowed huts and cattle. A widow and her new daughter-in-law both disappeared into the hole that opened up on the road on which they were walking home after collecting spinach from their field. A hotheaded young man sprang on his horse, wishing to ride away from this calamity, but the animal only reared up and refused to move when the ground rocked and shuddered under its hooves. Thirty miles away from Jadu’s village, the Scottish owner of the sugar mill near Sugauli was driving his prized Wolseley when the ground opened under the rear wheels and the motorcar toppled backward into a sudden abyss, the white man buried under the machine. Everyone in Jadu’s family survived unscathed. The small unfinished brick house did not collapse, and a part of the reason for this was that instead of a concrete ceiling it had a thatched roof. Thirty thousand clay bricks were piled a little distance away because construction on the house was still going on—the tower of unbaked clay bricks buckled and fell into a giant hole and became mud.

The house didn’t fall down but the crack appeared near the frame of the front door. It was about five or six feet long. The jagged space that opened up in the exposed brick began to be turned to good use. At the highest edge, just above human reach, a pair of sparrows built a tiny nest with dried grass and what looked like a piece of red ribbon. But at a lower height, letters and receipts and Congress Party bills were often tucked into the gaps between the bricks. They stayed there sometimes for a day or two, and were retrieved when needed, and there were also a few that had been put there and forgotten. Higher than the receipts but lower than the sparrow’s nest there was a narrow fissure where each evening Jadu’s mother, Sumitra, inserted a twig that she had broken from the neem tree that grew in front of their house. This was her daily routine. In the morning, when it was still dark, she would step outside the door, a kerosene lantern lighting her way. The village had no electricity, and would not have it for another fifty years. Shivnath, Jadu’s father, would already be up, putting feed in the troughs for the cow and buffalo. From the crack in the wall, Sumitra would pull out the twig and chew on its tip before using the crushed end to brush her teeth.

A little before dawn on a wet July day, Sumitra gingerly crossed the threshold with the lantern in one hand. The earthen floor was slippery from the rain. Sumitra was still in the early stages of her pregnancy, Jadu making his presence known only through the bouts of morning sickness that his mother bore without fuss. The air felt damp on Sumitra’s skin. When she put the lantern down and reached up to remove the neem twig, she was stunned by a bite on her hand. At first Sumitra thought that she had disturbed a wasp but then she saw the snake slither down. The cobra, probably attracted by the eggs in the sparrow’s nest or maybe only seeking shelter from the night’s rain, had hidden itself in the crack. Sumitra gasped more in surprise than in pain. Shivnath later said that he was emptying the bucket of fodder for the horse and, on hearing Sumitra’s small cry, the animal turned its head toward her.

When her husband reached Sumitra, she was sitting on the ground holding her hand. The bite was on the ring finger of her right hand. As soon as Shivnath touched her, Sumitra sighed and stretched out on the wet floor. She wanted to say something about the child that was inside her but she only told her husband to be careful of the snake.

Shivnath took her finger in his mouth and sucked on it before spitting out whatever he could taste. He wasn’t sure he had been able to get at anything that had already entered Sumitra. He removed the gold ring from her finger and then, with a mix of practical wisdom and a desperate energy, he drew out his penknife from the pocket of his kurta and made two sharp cuts in the skin right over the fang marks. Instead of crying out in pain, Sumitra raised her head an inch and threw up a foamy white and yellow liquid. Her finger felt hot and Shivnath could see that the whole arm was beginning to blacken and swell. Shivnath called out to his cousin whose hut was across the narrow lane. About a five-minute walk away lived a pharmacist who had worked at a small hospital in a nearby district town. Shivnath could think of nothing else to do—it was as if he too had been bitten by the snake. Dazed, he first fetched water and cleaned Sumitra’s face and then picked her up in his arms. Slowly, as carefully as Sumitra herself had walked on the wet floor, he crossed into the house. Sumitra hadn’t spoken a word, her eyes were closed; her whole body convulsed without warning, and she vomited again. The cousin hadn’t come back yet with the pharmacist and unable to do anything else, Shivnath rubbed ash from the previous night’s cooking fire on Sumitra’s cut to stop the bleeding. Then he ran outside to get neem leaves, thinking that the juice would be an antiseptic.

When he was plucking the leaves, he caught sight of Babulal Mishra, the pharmacist. Like a woman holding up her sari as she wades into a pond, Babulal, dhoti clutched in one hand, was cutting across the field where only weeks earlier Sumitra had planted turmeric and tomato.

In one pocket of his shirt, Babulal had a small bottle with purple crystals. Pouring a small amount on a spoon, he brought a match to it. Shivnath watched as pink flames quickly glowed on the dark metal and he stood watching in surprise and pain as Babulal wordlessly transferred the flaming crystals, bubbling now, from the spoon onto Sumitra’s finger. She woke up with a scream, and Shivnath saw that Babulal held Sumitra’s shoulder down with his fingers spread wide as if it were he who was her husband. After more crystals had been dissolved in water in a small brass lota, Babulal asked Shivnath to unlock Sumitra’s jaws and then he poured the pink liquid into her mouth. After that, they began the three-hour journey by bullock cart to the hospital where Babulal had once worked as a pharmacist.

Shivnath drove his bullocks hard, glancing back now and then at his wife’s prostrate form while Babulal tenderly wiped the white foam that occasionally escaped from Sumitra’s mouth. When the bullock cart jolted over a rut in the dirt road, Babulal’s hand steadied Sumitra’s shoulder and he cupped her head with the other. And, while this odd intimacy between not just Babulal and Sumitra but also between Babulal and Shivnath never got lodged in Jadu’s memory, the journey to the hospital and Sumitra’s recovery became a part of the strange and glorious story about how he had entered this world.

When he was very little, Jadu once heard an older cousin’s wife joke that the reason Jadu was dark-skinned, and so unlike his fair-skinned mother, was because of the poison injected by the snake. In this telling, it was as if his father, Shivnath, had been replaced by the snake whose bodily fluid had entered Sumitra and produced the child that was born some months later. This remark had disturbed the boy and then it got pushed aside and forgotten in a dark part of his brain. What remained was the story of Sumitra’s anxious concern for the unborn baby and her struggle in the hospital over four difficult days and nights. And this story had been told in one form or another so many times as he grew into boyhood that Jadu had come to accept the memory that he himself had survived a cobra’s bite and emerged triumphant into this world.

Jadunath was Sumitra’s first child. She gave birth to two more children, both girls. On a night in March or April, just weeks after the Holi festival, Sumitra was sleeping with her daughters outside the house on mats that she had spread on the ground. Laali was asleep on a mat by herself; she was two at that time. And the youngest one, Lata, still an infant, barely three months old, lay facedown next to her mother. Sumitra was trying to escape the heat that was still trapped inside the brick house. Shivnath and Jadu were away. They had gone in a baraat, as a part of the bridegroom’s party, to another village for a wedding. Sumitra woke up when she heard the baby crying. There was enough light from the moon for her to see that a fox was trying to drag the child away by pulling on the cotton vest she wore. She got up in a blaze, screaming, still believing that this was a nightmare and she would wake up and come out of it if her screams were loud enough. The fox dropped the child and vanished into the darkness. Sumitra gave herself permission to wail loudly after she had picked up the baby and found all her limbs intact. Remarkably, there were no teeth marks on her skin anywhere. Her neighbors, some of whom were relatives, had woken up when they heard Sumitra’s loud wails. No one could remember a fox trying to do anything like this in the past. Once a wolf had come to the village and there were tigers in the forests a few hours north. But, a fox? Those more skeptical of this possibility were willing to believe that this was a ghost or an evil spirit that had visited the house.

Sumitra accepted this last reading. The next morning, even before Shivnath had returned with Jadu, the priest came to sprinkle ganga-jal around the house to purify it. The priest was old but he had a strong voice, and he recited the mantras in a sonorous manner. His one eye would close, and he squinted with the other, as if he was peering into the world of demons and ghosts. He burned camphor on the doorstep and threw sandalwood chips into the flames. Then he prayed some more. But his prayers hadn’t reached their destination because that very day, while the infant girl, Lata, remained healthy and cheerful, the older girl, Laali, fell sick. A mysterious fever seized her. It seemed her limbs were becoming rigid. After three days she clenched her jaws and refused to take food or water. Ten days later, she was dead. People said that the fox must have licked her and that was what had caused the child’s death. Others in the village were all the more certain now that the creature that Sumitra had seen was an evil spirit and it had now carried off one of her children.

This was Jadu’s first real memory, his sister’s death, except that it rested on a shaky foundation. The cause of the death was never clear. It didn’t make the tragedy meaningless as much as make it unmanageable. Better to adopt the indubitable fact of the snake biting Sumitra as his first memory. Also, in that instance, no one died, not even the snake. That story had a better ending. The purple crystals of potassium permanganate had burned Sumitra’s skin, and a scar disfigured her finger for the rest of her life, but it was proof that all the terrors that life held could not destroy you.
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When Jadu left the village and came to Patna for college, life became more real. In fact, he began to think of this time as his birth or even a rebirth. No longer was he surrounded by relatives; he was living in a hostel named after an Englishman; in a row next to him in class sat attractive young women who, just till yesterday, had been strangers. Jadu was convinced he was now going to have experiences. And chief among them was the feeling that he had become modern.

A few months after climbing Mt. Everest, Tenzing Norgay visited Patna. This was in May 1954, and Shri R. R. Diwakar was the Governor of Bihar. He had invited Norgay to Patna to lay the foundation stone of a sports stadium. The students in the first-year history class at Patna College were taken to meet the mountaineer at Raj Bhawan, the Governor’s residence. The invitation was for high tea.

None of the students had ever met a governor before. There was excitement also about meeting the man who, along with Edmund Hillary, was the first to set foot on the roof of the world. For Jadu, a student from Champaran, there was the magic of the term high tea. On the rented bus, he discovered that none of the others around him were familiar with that phrase. Naveen Kashyap asked nervously if they would be required to use forks and knives. Now a bit of nervous uncertainty began to dissolve, like sugar, in a cup filled to the brim with anticipation.

All the students lived in the hostel on campus. The road overlooking Patna College was often crowded with cars, buses, rickshaws, sharing this choked space with pedestrians, some of whom were shoppers but others just sick patients on their way to the hospital next door. A little distance away was the tonga stand where ponies stood with their faces in bags hanging from their necks. The bags were filled with grass and horse gram. (Why did some of the animals stand with one of their hind legs a little off the ground? He was learning new things in the classroom but for answers to questions like this one he knew he would need to go out into the world.) When their bus got close to the Raj Bhawan, Jadu noticed that the wide road with its gleaming black tarmac was free of people and noisy, crowded traffic. It would perhaps be possible for four elephants to comfortably walk abreast there and still keep distance between their swinging trunks. Glorious yellow amaltas and several gulmohar trees with red flowers lined the pavements on both sides. When the students stepped off the bus, next to a fountain outside the gates, they saw that the steps of the Raj Bhawan were covered with colorful dahlias blooming in clay pots.

Professor Dey went ahead and the students in a straight line followed him into the main hall. The waitstaff, in knee-length red tunics and black Gandhi topis on their heads, were lined up against the far wall. Tables covered with white cloth were stacked with food. The spicy scent of just-fried samosas and something sour and stinging, which they later found was pudeena chutney. They had not imagined this by themselves until they had bitten into the small crustless sandwiches—a layer of spicy green mint in the middle between pieces of soft buttered white bread.

Professor Dey had a reputation. He had published a paper on modern Indian nationalism. More interesting, it was said that each evening he got on a boat on the Ganga that ferried passengers to the opposite bank. He drank country liquor sold in one of the many shacks that were visible from this side. Professor Dey’s elder brother held a clerical position in the governor’s secretariat. This explained the invitation to high tea. Professor Dey had probably wanted to meet Tenzing Norgay himself; the students had discussed whether they had been the excuse that got Professor Dey inside the building and this thought pleased them. But no country liquor this evening then for Professor Dey. He was here with them, an anxious presence, his hands a bit shaky, at the Governor House.

Jadu and his classmates were standing in a neat row like the members of a cricket team before a match. In front of them, the trays of food stood untouched on the tables. And on the other side, the waiters wore impassive expressions, their postures alert but immobile. Another quarter hour passed. Then, an officer in military uniform stepped out smartly from a door on the right and held the heavy curtains aside.

The Governor wore khadi. He, too, had a Gandhi topi on his head, but it was white. The smiling, younger man next to him, his black hair sleek and parted in the middle, was the mountaineer. He wore a Western-style suit. All the students instinctively greeted the men with folded hands. Shri R. R. Diwakar only nodded but Tenzing Norgay smiled at them and, bringing his hands together, bowed in their direction.

The Governor assumed the position of the umpire on the field addressing the assembled team. “Welcome. We are glad you are here. This is Mr. Tenzing Norgay. Why is he a hero?”

“Conqueror of Everest,” a voice shouted.

The Governor smiled. Norgay too.

The Governor said, “I’m a Gandhian. I do not believe in conquest. Let us celebrate Mr. Norgay’s feat. He is a hero because he has climbed Mt. Everest, the tallest mountain in the world.”

He looked toward Norgay, who nodded and smiled.

The Governor said, “Do you have any questions?”

A student called Radha Charan Tripathi half-raised his right hand and asked, “Sir, who stepped on the summit first? You or Edmund Hillary?”

Both Shri R. R. Diwakar and Tenzing Norgay laughed. There had been some controversy because of rumors. Was it really the white man Hillary who had reached the top of Everest first, or had Tenzing pulled his semiconscious partner up the last several feet to the summit? In newly independent countries like India, which had thrown off the foreign yoke, these were critical questions.

A crease appeared on Norgay’s forehead. He said, “We are a team, not just the two of us, but many more. You help to me. I help to you. All same. We cannot do anything alone.”

Another student was asking a question. Jadu noticed that the quiet youth next to him, Ramdeo Manjhi, was wearing shiny leather sandals that must have been borrowed. His customary rubber chappals, cheap and worn-out, had been discarded for this visit. Ramdeo didn’t speak up in class and he was silent now too. Jadu’s parents were village people but they owned land; Ramdeo was dirt poor. The matter of his caste was something that Jadu had been aware of but he hadn’t broached it in conversation. He looked now at Ramdeo’s dark-skinned face, serious and shining, thick hair curling back over a tall forehead.

“Mr. Norgay, sir, what did you do on the top?” This question was asked by Gita Mohan Singh; his father was an advocate in Darbhanga.

Again, that easy laugh.

“For Sherpas, the mountain is a goddess. Chomolungma. I did a prayer and made offering. I placed a chocolate bar and biscuits on the top. My daughter had given a pencil. I buried that under the snow.”

The Governor liked this mention of prayer and smiled approvingly. He said, “Prayer is important.”

Norgay smiled too. He said, “We had camera. We took pictures of each other on the summit, holding flags. We did not have too much oxygen in our tanks. So, we hurried back after eating a bit of cake.”

The mention of food made the students silent. None of them wanted to ask a question now. Professor Dey cleared his throat. His hand went up to his head to straighten his hair. His students were looking at him.

“Sir, you were part of the British expedition. Your success was greeted with great joy in London because the news reached there on the same day Elizabeth was going to be coronated.”

“Yes, that is true.”

“But in these parts, our happiness was of a different nature.” Professor Dey had put a hand on his heart. He said, “An Indian had climbed Everest. What did you feel inside?”

Tenzing Norgay paused. He began to explain that once they had climbed to the top of the mountain, Hillary and he planted the flags of Britain, Nepal, India, and the United Nations. Professor Dey smiled and kept nodding his head. Earlier, Professor Dey had told the students that Sherpas were a nomadic people from Tibet. They had migrated down to Nepal to farm small patches of land. Many of the young came to Darjeeling at the northern tip of West Bengal. Tenzing had taken Indian citizenship. Jadu understood that Tenzing Norgay had given a diplomatic answer.

Shri R. R. Diwakar said, “We are proud of Tenzing Norgay. But we understand that with his great fame, he now belongs to the world.”

The students clapped at this remark. Jadu saw that, with a politician’s deft touch, the Governor had taken the white dove that was hidden in Norgay’s answer and released it gently into the sky above him. The Governor glanced at the tables laden with food and looking at the students opened his palm and pointed toward the stacked plates.

A waiter wearing white cotton gloves brought the Governor and his guest of honor tea on a silver tray. The students were led by the military attaché to the food. The general feeling was that if you ate what was on your plate, you could return to get a cup of tea. Professor Dey did not take any food or tea; he was standing close to Shri R. R. Diwakar, listening with his head tilted toward the mountaineer.

A student approached the trio. Atul Tandon didn’t stay in the hostel, his father was a local Navy man. (Why was there a naval officer in the middle of the plains? Who among these students had even seen the sea? Had Tenzing?) Slightly tentative but curious, Tandon asked Tenzing, “Sir, do you have any other goals left in life?”

Tenzing said, “Do you know the name Lhakpa Chedi?”

Tandon took a guess. “Is it the name of a mountain?”

Tenzing laughed. “No, it is the name of the most famous Sherpa mountaineer of the past. An important British climber once said that Lhakpa Chedi’s name should be written in gold alongside George Mallory’s. Do you know who is Mallory?”

“Yes, sir.” Tandon said, “Everest pioneer, sir.”

“You see,” Tenzing said, still smiling. “You know the name of the Englishman Mallory but you do not know Lhakpa Chedi. Lhakpa is now a doorman at a hotel in Calcutta. I have ambition to set up a trust to take better care of the Sherpa climbers.”

Professor Dey looked at the students intently. Most of his students did not come from wealth. But they were also impressed by its trappings. They were excited to be standing in the Governor House. Perhaps Professor Dey realized that this feeling of awe was what his students would carry away with them. He wanted the young men to know that just as Tenzing Norgay had carried the flags of several nations to the summit, he also carried his many worlds with him, the world of George Mallory but also, definitely, that of Lhakpa Chedi. But this was one lesson that Professor Dey’s students didn’t need. Many of them had come from villages across Bihar; they took a train or a bus, and then maybe also waded across rivers or walked over muddy fields, to reach their homes. Moved partly by nostalgia, and partly also guilt at having left their parents behind, they told themselves repeatedly that during their time in the city they would remember their village. They were never going to abandon their past. This was a mantra that they would cling to piously until with age it had lost its meaning.

The Governor suggested that it was time now for a photograph to be taken of the group.

The students were asked to line up on the steps outside for the photograph. Jadu stood next to his classmate Mani Shanker. Jadu owned two shirts, one white and one blue. He was wearing the white shirt, which was newer; Mani had borrowed his blue shirt because his own dress shirt had an ugly tear on the left sleeve. On that afternoon, with the two friends positioned in that way, Jadu felt there was some poetry in his shirts standing together with their shoulders touching.

The Governor and Tenzing Norgay had joined them on the steps of the Governor House and stood in the middle of the group.

“Smile, please. Thank you,” the photographer said three times.

The next morning, in the student mess hall, Ashfaque Alam, a science student from Sitamarhi, brought the newspaper to Jadu. In his right hand, he held his breakfast plate of puri-sabzi, and in his left, a copy of The Searchlight. Right on the front page, there was a picture of Tenzing Norgay with Shri R. R. Diwakar. The two men were looking at each other and smiling. There was no photograph of the students.

Jadu was disappointed. He would have liked to take the newspaper home to his village to show his parents. However, there was comfort to be found even in disappointment: the students were all well versed in that art. Seated beside him, Lallan Yadav said that they had at least met a great man. This statement took residence in Jadu’s mind. It announced a break from his past. If his mother were asked what her goal in life was, she would try to describe an exalted purpose linked to God. She would mention not the crops or her children, or even her husband’s welfare, but her desire to visit all the seven sacred places she had heard about. These were the pilgrimage towns, near and far, Deogarh and Benares, with temples consecrated to Lord Shiva. That morning when Lallan declared that they had met a great man in Tenzing Norgay, Jadu realized that this was his truth now, and it revealed how he had moved away from the village life of his parents. God had his place but man was important too. Professor Dey had been the first person that Jadu had revered after becoming an adult—and Professor Dey had now led him to Norgay, who was famous all over the world.
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Three months after the visit to the Governor House to meet Norgay, there was trouble at the college. After the government announced a fare hike for buses and trains, students set fire to a state transport bus. In response, the police shot at the protesters and two students were killed.

The next morning, a senior student in history, a tall fellow with a gaunt, bearded face, knocked on Jadu’s door. Jadu was sitting on his cot with his friend Ramdeo. The senior looked at the two young men but addressed only one of them.

“Jadunathji, please join us today in our march. The common man is being made to suffer. We must protest.”

Jadu went.

The previous week’s rain had dried in the ditches but the humidity was such that the air was heavy with heat. His shirt was soon soaked. Sweat trickled into Jadu’s eyes and made them sting. Traffic was piled up because half of Ashok Rajpath was taken over by the protesters. The thick band of students closest to Jadu jostled for space with the others on the road, a jeep carrying a wedding party, a minibus, numerous rickshaws trying impatiently to find a way forward, rickshaw pullers, their limbs oiled with sweat. All this just where he was standing in the stalled procession.

Above him, Jadu saw a crow on an electric line, its beak open as if waiting for rain. After what felt like half an hour, the students moved forward. A handful of policemen struggled to hold back the students, who carried banners and chanted slogans. The protesters would be pushed back a bit with sticks and then they would surge forward again. Then there was more commotion in the front, angry shouts, maybe someone had been hurt. The procession had now reached Elphinstone Cinema Hall. In a minute a buzz went through the crowd and it became clear that there was going to be trouble. Word filtered back about a police vehicle having been set on fire and then Jadu could see black smoke rising in the sky.

Jadu didn’t want trouble. He knew what his father would say. There had been a fare hike but had he needed to set fire to public property? “You could have asked us for more money. We would have forgone vegetables and eaten rotis with salt. But you had to go and get arrested!”

He turned back or at least tried to do so unobtrusively. It wouldn’t look good if the students who were his seniors saw him escaping. But a large police party had arrived by now at the back. They were holding the students in place. And then came the warning that the police had grown in number in the front and there was a scuffle. Jadu felt his eyes burning. Was it just smoke from the burning van or had tear gas been used?

Moving quickly to the left, Jadu ducked past a bank of parked rickshaws and, sprinting over three cement steps, he entered the dank interior of Sharma Vegetarian Bhojnalaya. Acting as if it were an ordinary day, he spoke formally to the young waiter in Hindi.

“Kindly give me one vegetarian thali.”

Next, Jadu wet two napkins with water from the glass that was put on his table and soaked his eyes; there was some relief but the burning sensation didn’t disappear entirely. The angry shouting outside grew louder. A little distance away, the sound of whistles being blown and the singing of sirens. His food arrived. Using a spoon, Jadu first swallowed the yogurt to ease the itching in his throat. He had barely taken the first morsel of rice and dal when three students came rushing into the restaurant. There was a scramble on the steps because a hand was pulling them back. A police inspector’s brown uniform now appeared on the steps. He was grabbing the students by one hand and hitting them with the baton held in the other hand. He pushed the boys out, and then turned to survey the room, his eyes taking in the seated patrons, lingering on Jadu for just a beat longer. Jadu pushed another bite into his mouth. When the policeman stepped back into the street, an exchange began to take shape inside Jadu’s head.

“What are you doing here?”

“I’m having my lunch, sir.”

“Were you not out there with them?”

“Ask the waiter, sir. I’ve been peacefully eating my food.”

The waiter was standing impassively next to the tiny sink, a grimy mirror nailed above it. Jadu looked at the waiter and his eyes watered more.

“What happened to your eyes?” the policeman might have asked.

“There is so much masala, chili, in this potato curry, sir. I am sensitive.”

If the policeman asked him his name, Jadu thought he would try a trick.

“Vidyarthi.”

Vidyarthi, which also meant student. A common name, nevertheless.

If the policeman had asked if that was really his name, Jadu would have clarified that he was simply saying, “I am just a student, sir.”

“Are you trying to be clever?”

The day passed without incident for him but it cast a shadow over the weeks that followed. By evening Jadu had learned that six more students had been killed that day and several more injured. Jadu was aware that he hadn’t been brave, but he asked himself what good was bravery if you were dead. He decided that he had acted cleverly by slipping into Sharma Vegetarian Bhojnalaya. He felt pride at his bold escape; it was as if he had passed a test. He told himself that here was proof that he could be worldly and overcome his bookishness. Was it wrong to be clever?

At the end of the month, Jawaharlal Nehru arrived in Patna to address a big rally. At the rally, the Prime Minister delivered sharp words about the protesters who had set fire to buses. He said, “Intellectual politics is one thing. To take part in demonstrations and hooliganism in the name of politics is, apart from the right and wrong of it, not proper for students of any country.” There were many among Jadu’s friends who said that Nehru was wrong. Fewer than ten years ago, students all over India had taken part in demonstrations and driven out the British. Why didn’t Nehru chastise the police instead who had shot at students in Patna just as the colonial police had done earlier?

But Jadu wasn’t on the side of these radical students; it was clear in his mind that he wanted to participate in nation-building. It might have been selfish to want to simply improve his lot, but not if in trying to better himself he was also contributing to the betterment of the nation. In other words, Jadu didn’t want to be clever, he wanted to be mature. He wanted people to say that he was serious.

And then, during his tutorial for the Independence Movement class, Professor Amar Sahay said that Mahatma Gandhi had been clever when he gave the call for the salt satyagraha in January 1930. The British had imposed an excise duty on salt and the government held a monopoly on the manufacture of salt. Gandhi announced a civil disobedience campaign in which the salt laws would be broken. For many people, however, Gandhi’s choice of salt as a central issue in the fight against British rule in India appeared eccentric. Just a few weeks prior, Nehru had delivered a stirring address at the Lahore Congress, speaking as a socialist and sketching out a new internationalist and radical perspective for the freedom movement. Gandhi’s narrow insistence on salt left Nehru feeling bewildered. Even the British were lulled into inaction. Lord Irwin, the Viceroy of India, wrote to London: “At present the prospect of a salt campaign does not keep me awake at night.”

“He should have stayed awake,” Professor Sahay said with a smile.

The salt satyagraha linked up in a flash the ideal of self-rule with a concrete and universal grievance of the rural poor, and also offered to the people in urban areas the possibility of a symbolic identification with mass suffering. Gandhi began the march from his ashram. When he bent down on the shore to pick up salt, in the coastal town of Dandi, his act electrified the masses. Every Indian heard his call: from now on, they would make their own salt.

Gandhi’s triumphant march to Dandi, a distance of 241 miles, had stretched over twenty-four days. It was covered by journalists worldwide. Gandhi had started with only seventy-eight volunteers but each day thousands more had joined his march. Many of those who joined were Indians who, at Gandhi’s behest, had resigned from their government jobs. The salt satyagraha was a victory for nonviolent resistance. A year later, Lord Irwin conceded to Gandhi that the latter had “planned a fine strategy around the issue of salt.”

When Professor Sahay said that Gandhi had been clever, Jadu again began thinking that this was a good thing and he too wanted to be like that. If he was clever, he would be able to act. It would be possible to bring about change. Seriousness could be his armor and cleverness the weapon in his hand. Jadu was thinking mainly about his village, and his parents in particular, but also the others who lived there. When a snake bit his mother, she had to be taken to a clinic three hours away. There was a need in his village for a small hospital.

Some years earlier, Aslam Master, the teacher in Khewali’s primary school, had told Shivnath that Jadu was special. There was no other student who had his quickness or grasp. And that is how Shivnath decided to put Jadu in the nearest middle school, which happened to be in the next village, and then in the high school in Raxaul.

All that was behind him now. Jadu had made his way to the college in Patna and was sitting cross-legged on the hard wooden bed in his hostel room with a history textbook by Professor K. K. Datta open before him. The walls of his room were stained with age, the light from the naked bulb dangling from the ceiling was dim, but there was so much to learn. Jadu was up for the task. He knew he was determined; the only thing he lacked was sophistication and he was uncertain what could be done about it. A few days earlier, after the morning class, some of the boys had gone near the college gate to drink tea. The tea was hot and Jadu had poured it into the saucer. When he was blowing on the hot liquid and relishing the noisy sips, Atul Tandon mocked him. He had called him a dehati, a country yokel. Cheeks glowing . . . breeze blowing . . . tea flowing . . . Are you enjoying your life in the city?

When he remembered these small humiliations, Jadu would no longer think of uplifting the life of the people in his village. Instead, he wanted to start speaking English casually. Good morning . . . thank you. He also wished to have a new walk and a new way to talk. He wanted to wear that jacket that Atul Tandon wore, one which he had inherited from his father, and maybe wear a tie. Tandon’s father, while studying at the Warsash Maritime Academy in Southampton, had acquired the blazer made from a material called Harris tweed. You looked at that wool jacket and you could feel the warmth inside you, as if you were back in your village sitting around a blazing fire. Wearing the blazer, Jadu would declaim in English with confidence, like Nehru, who had been educated at Harrow and then Cambridge: “Fine buildings, fine pictures and books and everything that is beautiful are certainly signs of civilization. But an even better sign is a fine man who is unselfish and works with others for the good of all. To work together is better than to work singly, and to work together for the common good is best of all.”
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Nehru was an aristocrat who had pledged himself to the service of the nation. Gandhi was different. Nehru regarded Gandhi as a man of the people, an embodiment of the Indian peasant, close to the ancient traditions of the land and the ideals of asceticism and renunciation. No silk tunics with rosebuds tucked in the buttonhole for him! No gold-tipped 555 cigarettes in a holder for a postprandial smoke either!

If you were poor, your friends in college mocked you by calling you Gandhiji.

When Atul Tandon called Jadu that name, he didn’t know Jadu’s story. This bothered Jadu. It was true that he was poor, and this embarrassed him, but what annoyed him was that Tandon had no mental picture of Jadu’s poverty. When he was called Gandhiji, Jadu laughed, revealing his well-formed teeth, and he passed his hand through his hair. His greatest desire during those early months in Patna was to tell people about his past.

The name of his village, for example.

The name of my village is Khewali. I was born there and so was my father and my father’s father. Our family has always farmed the land. We are not rich, that is correct, but we have never gone hungry.

That is what Jadu felt his elders would have liked him to have said. He was first in his family to go to college. The outlines of his life, his status, altered when he began to teach. Nevertheless, there wasn’t much money in education. By then, however, Jadu had lost his embarrassment and he had adopted a different declaration: I am, by profession, poor.

There were other things he would have liked to tell the likes of Atul Tandon if only to shock them.

He was a boy once. When he went into the fields next to his home to relieve himself, every time that a blade of grass tickled his behind, his heart jumped into his mouth. His imagination was run over by spiders, scorpions, snakes. He was very little when he looked down at his shit and saw tiny forms writhing there. Without even washing himself, he ran back to tell Sumitra what had come out of his body. She had him take her to the place where he had been squatting. She said he had tapeworm and would need to get medicine from Babulal Mishra. In the meantime, she gave him turmeric to swallow with honey and ajwain seeds to chew with a lump of jaggery. After he got the medicine, round tablets that he took for five days, he didn’t see those worms again. But they had been a revelation. He learned that his body held secrets and could surprise him.

Let Tandon call him Gandhiji!

Jadu felt an instinctive affinity with Gandhi. And not just because Jadu had been born in a village and his parents were peasants. Ever since he was a little boy Jadu would be taken to a temple on the edge of the village. The temple was a small brick building with whitewashed walls and a triangular red flag atop a small bamboo pole. Abutting the temple was a straw hut. Jadu’s family always visited the temple on auspicious days, ringing the tiny brass bell at its doorway, as if waking the gods from their sleep. At the sound of the bell, the priest would emerge from the darkness of the hut. He was a dark-skinned old man with a white-and-gray beard and shaggy braids that fell about his shoulders. Everyone touched his feet and Sumitra, with great reverence, drew out the aanchal of her sari so that when she touched the holy man’s feet a triangle of bright cotton or silk was spread on the ground. The old man opened his palm to bless her and kept his palm raised for a long moment as if he were raining coins on Sumitra’s sari. Everyone called the priest Baba and showed him respect. Jadu must have been five or six years old, or even older, before he realized that the priest was his own grandfather. He was Shivnath’s father. Fifteen years earlier, after his wife had died, Jadu’s grandfather had renounced the world. He lived alone in the hut he had built and prayed at the temple. Like Gandhi, he had very few needs.

Jadu knew that Tandon had attended a Catholic school run by white Jesuit priests, in spotless cassocks, men who spoke to the students in English. At the village school that Jadu himself had attended there was only one teacher, Aslam Master. He had always needed to go away into the fields when the harvest had to be brought in. It wasn’t just the teacher; often the students, even while very young, were needed to lend a hand in the fields during the planting season and again during harvests. Aslam Master was also a wrestler. He earned five or even ten extra rupees from his wrestling bouts in other villages and towns. Often after his fights, Aslam Master would lie down on the cot and ask two of his strongest students to massage his limbs. When this happened, the other students were asked to loudly recite the multiplication tables. Nine times one is nine, nine times two is eighteen, nine times three is twenty-seven . . .

The daily-wage laborers were the poorest in the village. Most of them were low-caste. When there was a drought, and the yield was small, their share of the crop was paltry. They were forced to go into debt. If there was illness or death, their troubles were only compounded. Some years before Jadu was born, his father had taken on the role of a moneylender. He offered petty loans to farmers and landless laborers in Khewali and surrounding villages. These loans were for short periods and came with high interest, a little over 50 percent. Shivnath owned a horse, a tall black animal with a white forehead. His debtors were often forced to beg and plead when they found it difficult to return what they owed. It was difficult at times to recover what Shivnath felt was rightfully his, particularly if he was in a distant village. He would arrive on horseback; doing so made the journey easier and his arrival a little more intimidating; he addressed people from an unaccustomed height. One summer day Shivnath came back home in the afternoon on an even gallop so as to have time to talk to his field hands before his evening prayers. One of his men gave the horse a bucket of water and then wiped the animal down. That was the last that Shivnath saw the horse alive. In the morning, a youth who worked for him in the fields brought the news that he had seen blood leaking out of the hut where the horse was kept.

Inside the hut, Shivnath found that the horse’s head had been severed from its body. The killer had used a hammer to smash the skull and then had expended considerable effort and time on sawing off the head. Who would have done such a thing? A policeman came from the nearby town to investigate but the ground outside the hut had been trodden by far too many people and there were no other clues inside. This had happened a few years before Jadu’s birth but it was an event that was often discussed among his relatives. The death of the horse, a horse which unlike the horses in storybooks had no name, belonged to that group of events that, while normal and quite acceptable in later life, crowd the short length of a childhood and inevitably give it the character of a tragedy. Also mystery because there was a hint of his own family’s crime or complicity. Had Shivnath been cruel with his practice of usury? Had he taken away a debtor’s land? It had been an unpleasant experience, and Jadu understood why Shivnath had soon afterward given up the practice of moneylending.

The horse’s death, how it might have weighed on his father, was a question that young Jadu had entertained whenever he saw his father praying. The boy, especially in his teens when he started taking prayer seriously because he was scared of his new interest in masturbation and considered it a moral failing, wondered whether his father was seeking atonement. And then the memory faded. He certainly wouldn’t have brought it up for discussion among his classmates like Tandon at the college. But the horse’s story came back to him one morning in the college library. Jadu was reading an administrative report from the years during which the First World War had been fought. The subject of his research was the role of the Indian cavalry as a part of the British Expeditionary Forces. He was noting the number of horses shipped from the Punjab and Uttar Pradesh to the killing fields of Europe—the Battle of Bazentin, the Battle of Flers-Courcelette, the Battle of Cambrai—when he saw in a flash his mother, Sumitra, saying to him when he was a boy, “I had never seen so much blood.” As if he had witnessed the scene himself, he now remembered the slaughtered horse in Khewali, its head massive and long, blood pooling on the ground.
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There was also an elephant. Jadu was perhaps four years old. It came when Shivnath’s younger brother, Manjunath, was getting married. The elephant was a loan from Jadu’s maternal uncle. Sumitra came from a wealthy farming family. Apart from owning fifty fertile acres of land for crops, the family also counted among its possessions several mango orchards and a pond that yielded a rich supply of fish. Sumitra never failed to remind Jadu that she got married to Shivnath because her father had been misled about the actual wealth that the groom possessed. Shivnath and his brothers were organized as a joint family; the eldest cousin, the principal operator in the marriage negotiations, was the British government’s junior advocate in the court in Motihari. He wore a monogrammed blue blazer when he spoke to Sumitra’s father and brothers. A guard stood at his door. The junior advocate’s officious air and his use of random English words had cowed Sumitra’s father. He had assumed his daughter would be introduced to a life that was comfortable and close to power. Instead, she had become a peasant’s wife. She barely laid eyes on any cash, making and accepting payments almost entirely in loads of grain. It is true that the storerooms were never empty but there was no denying that Sumitra led a circumscribed existence. The story that she told of her marriage, of being cheated of her true destiny, was yet another lesson in tragedy in Jadu’s early life.

Jadu would not have known why the elephant was requested on loan for a day. It is quite likely that it was because Manjunath was so entirely without accomplishment that there was some surprise in the family that the bride had even said yes. It was an arranged marriage, of course, and the bride’s brother was a police officer, a daroga, with a fearsome reputation for having once chased down a marauding band of dacoits. The bride’s family lived in a village near Bettiah. Her siblings had received education and also owned property. Jadu was too young to know such things but his father had asked for the elephant so that they could make a good impression on the girl’s family. We are not beggars. We will give your daughter a home.

The night before the wedding, a cry went through the village. The elephant has arrived. Jadu peered out and he saw in the shadows, close to the clump of banana trees, the flapping of a gigantic fan. It was the elephant’s ear. Jadu woke up at dawn to see the animal. It was chewing on a pile of bamboo leaves that had been placed in front of it. The mahout, a young bearded sadhu, took to the road to Bettiah with his placid but ancient-looking beast early in the day. The journey would take him four hours with a little rest along the way. Then, three bullock carts brought the rest of the groom’s family to the dharamshala in Bettiah, where they were to spend the next three days immersed in the rituals of marriage.

Just after it grew dark outside the dharamshala, a small band arrived. Thin men clad in shabby white uniforms with piping of red and golden brocade. They were carrying drums, trumpets, horns, even a tuba. Six Petromax lamps perched on the shoulders of the servants. When the marriage procession was assembled, the band led the way while the elephant followed—the groom and young Jadu sitting high atop the animal, the rest of the party trailing behind on foot.

The images that formed in the dark became imprinted on young Jadu’s mind. They stayed there, apparently unchanging, and he later returned to those pictures in the dark cave of his mind as if they were still happening in the present.

The elephant seems to rise above not just the people but also the thatched roofs of the huts they pass on the way. Jadu is looking down at the world from a height that makes him appear unreachable. The surrounding darkness is deep, even intense, despite the bright Petromax lamps. The men pump the lamps and the sac-like filaments in the center glow a hot white. When people step into that glare on the road and turn up their faces to say something teasing to Manjunath, their faces appear unreal to Jadu, harsh and cut by dark shadows, like the animals in his picture book, peering out from behind trees in the jungle at night.

Any memory he might have once had of the festivities is gone, lost in the dark of night. Now, in college in Patna, he connects that night with another memory. He is in his teens now. It is as if he fell asleep in his uncle’s lap and then woke up in some future where he is a bit more grown up, and everything around him is normal, and he is running beside the shining waters of the river to the high school in the distant village where he lives with his father’s relative. He feels the sunlight on his face while sitting beside the river with his classmates—a morning in winter, the boys sitting on the brick embankment, two cigarettes being shared among them—and Jadu asks the boys to share their first memory. One boy named Chandu talks about his grandfather’s body being taken out of the house. (Wait, do you remember your grandfather only as a corpse?) Chandu has an image of his mother hitting her head against the wall as the grandfather’s body was being taken out. No, he says, he has no memory of his grandfather while he was alive. Another boy says that his earliest memory would have to be of his bathing under a water pump. His sister stands close to him, and, holding a towel and smiling, his aunt who later died of cholera. A Muslim boy remembers sitting at night watching a Ramlila performance with his Hindu neighbor: the monkey god Hanuman onstage, setting fire to Ravana’s palace. Hanuman was played by a man wearing a monkey mask, but the little boy hadn’t known. He was fascinated by the monkey he saw onstage speaking a human language and touching the feet of Lord Rama.

Jadu, what about you? Why are you asking us this question?

Jadu has been waiting for this moment. He wades into the shallow part of the river and then turns around to face his friends. He mentions the huge elephant, its trunk so monumental and yet so mobile. The elephant could use its trunk to pluck a coin from the boy’s palm.

Jadu uses one foot to splash the boys with the cold water. He has discovered the idea of sex, and so have the boys, and he has been waiting to take the conversation there. He lays down a theory he has borrowed from a Hindi magazine that his uncle Manjunath was reading and had hidden under a pillow. The article’s author was a man who had put doctor in front of his name: Dr. P. P. Mehta. The doctor urges his readers to search among their memories for their first experience of sex. Dr. P. P. Mehta has quoted from the accounts of his patients. (But is he really a doctor? Or is it some frustrated fellow sitting in Meerut composing letters from his fantasies?) Jadu tells his friends what he learned from one letter sent by “Geeta from Hoshiarpur.” Geeta is thirty-two and a mother of two and has only now come to understand why she loves eating kaju barfi, and, in fact, craves it when she wants any pleasure in her otherwise hard life. When she had just turned sixteen, a young man named Santosh on her street joined the army. He was tall and strong like a young rosewood tree. Geeta often thought of him. They were cordial with each other, and their families were friends, as happens with neighbors. Once Santosh was on a brief visit home, and it so happened that it was Geeta’s birthday. How did Santosh find out? He came to her house in the afternoon. Geeta’s mother welcomed him and then Geeta came down from her room. Her mother went to the kitchen to make tea. Santosh had brought a box of kaju barfis. He took one out and put half of it in Geeta’s mouth. It was sweet and she half-shut her eyes, only to feel the crush of his lips on hers. Santosh was kissing her and he pulled her to his chest so that Geeta’s breasts were pressing against him. This embrace must have lasted only a few seconds but to Geeta it seemed to extend forever. Then, the next day or soon thereafter, Santosh was gone. A year later Geeta got married to a man who had a good job in the local bicycle factory. She never saw Santosh again but someone said he had become an officer in the army. And Geeta, living her own private life, had remembered the secret of her hunger for the missing half of a kaju barfi.

Jadu tells his friends that he read in Dr. Mehta’s column in the magazine that our earliest memories are of sexual experiences. (Is that really true?) And because sex is taboo, certainly at the age we become conscious of it, such experiences are often repressed in our memories. A shocking discovery, for example, is covered over by another memory. Jadu looks up from under his thatch of thick black hair and tells them that, as they are no doubt aware, a young male accompanies the groom to the bride’s house. He was that young male at his uncle Manjunath’s wedding. Jadu proposes to his classmates as they sit at the river’s edge that his fascinated recollection of the elephant, the strange animal with the enormous trunk, is so fixed in his mind because later that night, as a little boy sleeping in his uncle’s bed, he had heard Manjunath having sex with his bride. The boy had known nothing of sex. It is likely that when he heard the strange sounds at night, he imagined the elephant rampaging in a farmer’s fields in the dark, opening its mouth to suck the juice from the clump of sugarcane it had pulled out of the ground with its trunk. Then, the boy probably turned on his side and fell right back to sleep.

Laughter and shared joy greet this novel tale.

Jadu will not know this but one of the boys in that group, a sallow-cheeked boy named Paras, who has a younger sister, maybe six or seven years his junior, will enact his own little drama of early sexual memory and repression. A few years will have passed since that winter morning when the boys had sat laughing beside the river. Paras will inaugurate a routine of quiet nightly visits to his sister’s bed—two cots set a few feet apart in the same musty room where pots of curd and ghee hang from the ceiling—and not encounter any resistance from the quietly surrendering body in the dark. After suffering several nocturnal visitations, while sitting across from her brother eating from his thali on the kitchen floor, the girl will suddenly blurt out to her mother, “Mai, just after I shut my eyes to sleep, a demon takes a human form and frightens me at night.”

The mother will laugh but then turn to Paras. “Do you ever hear anything?”

Paras will push another ball of rice in his mouth and shake his head.

The mother will ask the village priest to conduct a puja to cleanse the home. Both siblings will sit cross-legged near the fire. The sister’s life will now shift gears. She will be taken to the city to have her photograph taken in a studio. Her mother will make her wear a sari and the photographer will add a beauty mark on her right cheek so that she doesn’t attract the evil eye. By the time the wedding season arrives, her marriage will be arranged with a clerk in the transport department in the government of Bihar. After the priests from both families have finalized the dates, Paras will wear new clothes and travel to the city, carrying for his sister’s future husband a bolt of cloth, 501 rupees in new notes, and, on a mango leaf, an areca nut, the root of turmeric, and a twist of cotton, to protect with good luck, as the priest has advised, the auspicious marriage.
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In his second year of college, Jadu attended the wedding of his classmate Radha Charan Tripathi in Dibrugarh, Assam. The family of priests that presided over the Shiva temple there had moved from Gaya fifty or sixty years earlier. It had become a tradition among them to find spouses for all the boys and girls in the family not in Assam but back in Bihar, where the family had its roots. Radha Charan was from what used to be called a learned Brahmin family, which meant that he was poor; the Brahmins from Assam came looking for him with a suitcase filled with cash. The elder Tripathi was immediately interested in the wealth but he tried to protest, saying that his son’s education was still incomplete.

“Perhaps it would be better to wait, until he finds work?”

“He has found work now, his work is to be the husband to our daughter.” (Laughter) “All the tea gardens of Assam are looking for honest men to be managers.”

And that is how Radha Charan, seen to be working in concordance with the guardians of divine will, was appointed assistant manager of a large tea garden near Naharkatia in Assam. He left Patna six hours after writing the last answer in his final history exam a year later. “Discuss the causes and consequences of the burning of the library at Nalanda in 1193 A.d.” He didn’t even wait to collect his degree; he felt he had burned down his own little library and sought salvation in the mist-covered tea gardens.

But before all this happened—the arrival of a black-and-white photograph showing Radha Charan standing next to a jeep on which the painted letters said MANNAGER—there was the wedding. What a lovely occasion that was! A card had come inviting Professor Dey’s students. Radha Charan marries Vimla. May heaven bestow choicest blessings on the new couple. Jadu and many of the others had never left the state; now they journeyed to a place they had never seen, and maybe had never even imagined. The bare plains gave way to green hills and lush fields. All those hours spent in the company of close friends. The students, young and lighthearted, kept the whole train car amused with their banter and intermittent arguments and fights. More than once, at their insistence, Mani Shanker would sing for them the Dev Anand hit song Yeh raat, yeh chandni, phir kahan. Many years later, a British film director made a film on Gandhi: you saw the young Gandhi, after his return from South Africa, traveling across India in trains. That was the journey of his discovery of India. Jadu and his friends were doing something more modest and necessary. They were finding out how little they knew of their land and, a twin discovery this, they were also learning that they belonged in places that they had so far so little knowledge about.

On their second night in Dibrugarh, six bottles of Old Monk rum were brought by a member of the bride’s family. He directed a servant to put the rum next to the mattress where some of the young men were sitting playing cards. The transistor radio they had played on their train journey was now playing Hindi film songs on Binaca Geetmala on Radio Ceylon.

Mohabbat kar lo, jee bhar lo, ajee kis ne roka hai . . . (Go on, fall in love, until the heart’s full, who is there to stop you . . .)

The man from Vimla’s family, probably an uncle, said, “You are young. Please enjoy.”

Lallan Yadav’s father had died from drink. Lallan had vowed to never touch alcohol. Ashfaque Alam also didn’t drink. No one drank in his family except for an uncle who wanted to be the next Mohammed Rafi and spent most of his time in the bathroom singing or combing his hair in front of the mirror. For the teetotalers, the kind and elderly gent had also brought several bottles of Coca-Cola. Atul Tandon had a father in the Navy, and he knew more about alcohol than the others did. The bottles of rum had an emotional impact on him. He said, “These people are going out of their way to please us. I had only heard about this rum. It is new in the Indian market. If only they had also brought us some slices of lime . . .”

Jadu had never tasted alcohol before. After the first sip, which didn’t suit his tongue, Jadu said to his classmate Gita Mohan, “I like Coca-Cola better.” This was greeted with great merriment. One of his friends sprawled around him even kicked Jadu playfully. A blend of affection and abuse. “Piyo, bhonsdi ke,” said Gita Mohan and poured him more rum and mixed it with a splash of Coke. This time, the drink went down better. Jadu felt the muscles in his face relax. A warm glow seemed to have taken residence in his body.

After two hours, Jadu was quite drunk even though he had not been given a lot. The aimless mirth of his companions didn’t suit him. Frankly, he was disappointed in them. Especially in Krishna Murari Sharma, who had suggested they go out and find someone to fight on the streets. Krishna Murari’s uncle was a well-known rangbaaz in Kadam Kuan: he went around on his Royal Enfield Bullet motorcycle, molesting girls and extorting payouts from neighborhood businesses. Going against Krishna Murari’s proposal, Jadu appealed for peace. He wanted all of them to embrace each other as one did at Holi or Eid: a genuine expression of love. For a moment, moved by his own words, he felt he might cry.

Outside the dharamshala, the black Ambassador that had ferried them from the train station the previous day was parked in the driveway. Seated in a cane chair on the veranda, poring over what looked like a wad of receipts, was the thin man who had been supervising the delivery of meals to the visiting guests. He looked up and saw Jadu holding a fountain pen in his hand.

Jadu felt he had found a fellow human after a long search. He spoke with great feeling.

“Brother, what is your name?”

“Subhash.”

“Do you have some paper? I want to write a letter.”

The man was affected by the emotion in Jadu’s speech. He half-rose from his seat and extracted from under his buttocks a thick hard-bound register. There were plain sheets of paper between its covers.

The man paused. He asked, “Did you want to mail the letter? Would you prefer a letter form?” The word he had used was antardeshiye. As in, inland letter.

Jadu was struck by the magic of this communication between two human souls. He replied in the affirmative, at least thrice. From between another set of leaves of his register, this helpful man named Subhash, who could well have been his own brother, now extracted a crisp, blue inland letter form. Subhash rose up to give his seat to Jadu and offered the use of his register as a surface for writing. Jadu was nearly moved to tears again. He took what was so generously presented to him.

Just ten minutes earlier, Jadu had thought he would write a letter to his parents. But now he entertained a more attractive proposition. He was going to write a love letter. But to whom? There were the two classmates, the Bengali twin sisters, Ananya and Sukanya, daughters of the local eye doctor in Patna. The problem was that even if he could decide which of the two he liked more, which he couldn’t, Jadu didn’t have their postal address. Where would he send the letter? The only place he would not need to know anyone’s address was if he mailed a letter to his own village. He liked a lower-caste girl there, just a few years older than he. He suspected that the landlord’s son, or if not him, then the landlord’s younger brother, had carnal relations with her. No one, he was sure, wrote letters to that girl. Probably, she was also illiterate. He would be found out if he sent her a letter. The thought of writing to her disappeared as soon as it had come even if the tight stretch of her mustard-colored blouse and her insouciant walk lingered in his mind as a tantalizing memory. Then another possibility swam into view. He thought of Mamta Tiwari, the daughter of a Brahmin farmer in the village, a year younger than he, terribly thin and quiet but beautiful with her high forehead and a single curl of hair falling over her cheek. He could write her name, her father’s name, the name of the post office and police station close by, Sabor; the name of the village, Khewali; district, Champaran; state, Bihar. The letter would be delivered to her door. He saw in his mind the white flat rectangle of her house with the tiled roof and maroon trim around the windows and doors. Instead of his name and return address on the inland letter form, he would only put his initials and let her guess.

He was writing in Hindi, of course. प्रिय ममता,  he began.


You will no doubt be very surprised to receive this letter from me.You will never be able to guess where I am writing from. No, not Patna, but a town called Dibrugarh, far away in Assam. I’m here for the wedding of a classmate of mine. It is almost nine at night. I thought of you just now because we were listening to Binaca Geetmala on the transistor radio—and when I heard Lata Mangeshkar singing Mera dil yeh pukaare aaja, mere ghum ke sahare aaja it struck me that it is likely that the song was playing in our village too. Were you listening to the show on the radio tonight? I want to believe that you were.These are the ways in which one misses home. My thoughts tonight turn toward our village, my parents, my friends, in a way very different from how I usually feel when I’m in Patna.The whole world is the night around me; home is the lamp burning in the distance. Do you know what I mean?

I hope you are well.



In English, he added, incongruously but with a flourish, Health is wealth.

And then signed his name.

Subhash was still around. Jadu gave the letter to him. His thin frame erect, Subhash said, “This will go out at nine forty a.m. tomorrow from the Main Market post office. That is when the first collection takes place.”

What did Jadu know? He went to sleep feeling self-satisfied. While his friends were getting drunk and whiling away the time, he had set words down on paper. He had given shape to his emotions; this act had given him a sense of achievement. Or purpose. He didn’t have the imagination to look further into the future, but when he returned home for the summer holidays, Mamta Tiwari was waiting for him. On the evening of his arrival, she came over with prasad from a puja her father had performed. A perfect excuse. She smiled and said, “I got your letter but didn’t know where to send a reply.”

The truth was that Mamta had felt it was an important event in her life: in a strange and unknown city, a young man was thinking of her and had written her a letter as proof. Standing in front of him now, unable to stop smiling, she waited.

Did Jadu respond? Jadu didn’t know how. For one, he wasn’t drunk on Old Monk rum when he saw her back in the village. Also, the letter was all that he had meant to give of himself to her. There was nothing more to be said. On this visit home, in front of his mother, he was without longing. I owe you nothing, this is what he would have said if he could. If someone pointed out that this wasn’t fair, that he had aroused expectations in another heart, he might have responded that life wasn’t fair at all. We are full of mistakes; he had made a mistake. Please . . .

One day at his hostel in Patna, an antar-deshiye letter arrived for Jadu in an unfamiliar hand. He turned it over. In the space for the return address, Mamta Tiwari had written her name and the name of their village.

प्रिय जादू she had addressed him in the same way that he had.


This is the first letter I’m writing to you. With the blessings of Goddess Durga, my parents have arranged for me to get married on June 25. I know that Babuji will send the proper invitation to your parents, but I wanted to inform you of this personally. I have known you since childhood and I will feel more full of courage if you are here to give us your best wishes. Promise that you will come!

I hope you are well and still listening to Binaca Geetmala on Wednesday nights. My current favorite is Na yeh chand hoga, na taare rahenge, magar hum hamesha tumhare rahenge. I hope that song touches your heart too.



Heart! Touch! Jadu felt pierced. He went down to the Ganga and walked beside the river with the letter in his breast pocket. Mamta was a simple village girl but she had composed a brilliant riposte! He was charmed. No girl had ever written a letter to him. This could be love, he thought, except the amazing thing was that Mamta had also freed him. She had mentioned the song after announcing that she was getting married. What a gesture that was! And a fine song too, a promise of eternal love. He couldn’t say anything to Mamta but in his head he admired her boldness. Her boldness and her beauty.

Mamta Tiwari was married off to a prosperous businessman in Valmikinagar. Had Jadu returned to the village to be present at that wedding? He had. Mamta Tiwari’s husband turned out to be a skilled horticulturist. During the early years of his marriage, he made money as a building contractor. The foundation of his wealth was laid deep in the ground: he had bribed the right people and won lucrative government contracts to sink tube wells in the Gandak region. He was given other government contracts to build roads and, when he had time to spare, he grew roses on the land around his house. Mamta Tiwari’s husband was responsible also for bringing the first rosebush to Jadu’s village. The bush with small cream-white buds that he planted outside his father-in-law’s house. When asked, the man informed the villagers that this particular rose—Jawahar—had been named after India’s first prime minister, who always wore a rose in the buttonhole on his tunic’s lapel.
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Professor Dey was delivering a lecture on the Constituent Assembly. Jadu was not really listening. One solitary boat floated on the Ganga outside the window. The previous evening, he had sat on the steps near the river and bought salted peanuts for twenty paise. The peanuts came in a cone fashioned from a scrap of newspaper. On that scrap was printed the news that a goat with two heads had been born in Darbhanga. Now Professor Dey was talking about the framers of the Constitution. Bhimrao Ambedkar. Ambedkar was born in a village in Maharashtra. He belonged to the Mahar caste, considered untouchable, living on the edge of the village, responsible for removing filth and with no expectation of payment. The family survived on scraps thrown from a distance. It was not from his lessons at his village school but from his observations of life that Ambedkar learned the cruel lessons of caste. He became one of India’s greatest jurists. Jadu was listening now. Professor Dey wrote on the board behind him: Justice, Liberty, Equality, Fraternity. Under Justice, he drew three lines branching out: Social, Economic, Political.

Professor Dey asked, “Do you understand how his experiences have shaped what he has drafted into the Constitution?”

Next to Jadu, Ramdeo Manjhi snickered. This was unusual. He was often quiet and impassive. Jadu looked at him. Indeed, he was smiling. When Jadu jerked his head, as if to ask what had happened, Professor Dey looked at them.

He said, “Manjhiji, did I say anything wrong?”

“No, sir.”

“But something has amused you. What is it?”

“Sir, in my village there was no school peon. Even the teacher only came occasionally.”

Professor Dey must have known there was something more. He waited.

When Ramdeo didn’t speak further, Professor Dey said, “Was there justice, equality, fraternity at your school?”

Several students started laughing. How many schools in the vast country stretching from the Himalaya in the north to the Indian Ocean in the south could honestly make that claim?

Professor Dey was still looking at Ramdeo, who didn’t raise his eyes to look at the professor.

After a moment, Ramdeo spoke again. “There was an earthen pot from which students were allowed to take water. I had even seen a crow regularly drinking from it. But once I made the mistake of pouring myself a glass of water from it. The teacher saw me. He kicked me so that I fell on the ground. For many days, he made me sit on a sack outside the door. It wasn’t bad. There would be a breeze but the sun was hot.”

Ramdeo looked up now and smiled. He was speaking plainly, and somehow without any bitterness.

“I think my skin turned black that week and has stayed that way since.”

This was the first time Ramdeo had mentioned that he was an untouchable. Jadu had known of this in the way that people knew such things. A chance remark, a well-aimed insult, a savviness about last names. It is likely no one felt too guilty about it in Professor Dey’s class; after all, they had all gone to the Raj Bhawan and eaten samosas together. But then it turned out that Mritunjay Rai, Ramdeo’s roommate, wasn’t much of a believer in the Indian Constitution. On more than one occasion, he had asked Ramdeo to wash his clothes or even clean the room. When Ramdeo had said no, Mritunjay had laughed. “Stop complaining,” Mritunjay told him. “Phokat ka kaam nahin hai. I’ll give you two rupees.” The matter reached the warden of the hostel. He was the same caste as Mritunjay. The Bhumihar warden tried to resolve the matter by saying that Ramdeo could sleep in the sickroom on the first floor. But this wasn’t acceptable to Ramdeo. He said he wasn’t suffering from tuberculosis or smallpox, he didn’t like being dumped in the sickroom. He had every right to his original room, and that is where the matter remained. No punishment for Mritunjay Rai.

There was silence after Ramdeo had spoken in Professor Dey’s class. It became clear that it wasn’t Ramdeo who was untouchable; instead, it was the subject of caste itself. It was a given, everyone knew about it, but it wasn’t spoken about much. Therefore, no one offered sympathy to Ramdeo after his brief, unexpected speech in class.

One afternoon, after the bus had dropped him off at Gandhi Maidan, Jadu was walking to his hostel room in the college. He thought he would cut to the banks of the Ganga and walk up to the campus. But on returning to the hostel, he knocked on a door.

When he answered the knock, Ramdeo looked sleepy. Jadu apologized for waking him up and Ramdeo said, “It is okay. I seem to have had a fever for the past two days.”

Jadu asked if he had eaten anything and Ramdeo said he hadn’t. The mess hall wouldn’t be open but Jadu liked a tea shop near the nurses’ hostel on the other side of the hospital wall. En route, they passed a man squatting outside a shack. Naked except for a blue lungi wrapped around his torso, he was cleaning his teeth with a neem twig. Ramdeo greeted him in the Patnaiya dialect, which always sounded alien to Jadu because he himself spoke the Bhojpuri that he thought of as having the sweetness and charm of the rural districts across the river. The man answered Ramdeo cheerfully.

Jadu said, “Is he a karmachari from the college, a peon in the main office?”

Ramdeo said, “I don’t know. The other day he was feeding his children slices from a watermelon. I had no money, and I was hungry. I saw that he had grown the vine on the roof of his shack and asked him if that big melon had grown right there. He said yes, it was all Mother Ganga’s blessing. They are sweeter than sugar, he said, and then gave me two slices . . . I was saved.”

It occurred to Jadu that both Ramdeo and the man by the side of the road might be from the same low caste. A moment later he was embarrassed at the thought. It was conceivable the two had connected simply because they recognized each other’s humanity. Or just each other’s need. Jadu remained silent for the rest of the walk.

At the tea shop, they asked the old woman for tea and two plates of litti-chokha. While they were eating, Jadu sought an opening. He said, “When I was sick in the village, my mother would boil rice with a bit of salt and as soon as the rice was a little bit cooked she would pour the water out in a bowl for me to drink . . . What was considered a cure for fever in your village?”

Ramdeo appeared lethargic. He was making an effort to eat. He understood that Jadu wasn’t really asking about medicines. He said, “All our days were the same. When we were kids, we would find our own food because our parents were in the landlord’s fields. We ate snails or caught small fish in the ponds which we turned on a twig over a small fire. Sometimes, rats.”

Was it poverty, Jadu thought, that gave Ramdeo his directness? He spoke without inhibition or hypocrisy. Jadu had been standing while eating, while Ramdeo sat on the bench. Now Jadu sat down next to him and said, “Ramdeo bhai, tell me. What is your earliest memory?”

The question reflected a preoccupation on Jadu’s part; he tried to know people by what they remembered. As an adolescent he had believed that this memory would need to be a sexual one but Jadu was now a social historian. In asking people about family, school, and religion, he sought a key to the self and society.

“I was four years old. My village is in Gaya district. There was a flood and our hut was washed away. We climbed up in a tree to escape the rushing waters. There was always the fear of the branches breaking but what I have never forgotten is that on a branch below us a long, brown snake had wrapped itself. My father said that the snake wasn’t going to bite us and it didn’t.”

Later, when he was older, Ramdeo had collected other memories of that time. He was told that a woman whose hut had been close to theirs was forced to give birth on the dry patch of highway half a mile away. A few of the upper-caste homes were made of brick: the people who lived in those homes, or even if they didn’t live there but were from the same caste, climbed onto the roofs of these houses. All the Musahar families like Ramdeo’s were without shelter. Their mud huts had been swept away. There was no privacy. A piece of the highway had collapsed and people would climb down the few feet into the debris to shit. It was worse for women, who had to wait until it was dark. Ramdeo had probably observed all this himself, taken it all in, as a boy, but he harbored some uncertainty about these early memories. It was likely that his psyche had tried to erase the memory of humiliation. The past wasn’t a blank slate, it was a dark hole.

Jadu was listening to Ramdeo deliver this report from his childhood. It sounded familiar, and yet it was alien to his own experience. He said, “It is good for you to be out of that room, to be taking the sun. Let’s have one more glass of tea.”

It was understood that Jadu would pay.

The old woman poured them more tea in the glasses from which they had been drinking.

Ramdeo told Jadu about the six huts outside the village that made up the untouchable settlement. His people did the jobs that the upper-caste people didn’t do—dragging away the carcasses of dead animals, for instance. There were two other families, a different caste, whose job it was to collect shit from the toilets of the upper-caste homes. Only three houses in the whole village had toilets. For this work the payment from each house was only one roti left over from the previous night’s dinner. After collecting and depositing the shit in a ditch and covering it with soil, the men and women would rush to the fields. Ramdeo’s parents didn’t at least have to carry human waste on their heads.

From the building closest to the tea shop, a group of Malayali nurses emerged and walked past the two seated classmates discussing caste. The women, all of them thin, as if they had chosen a hard life of sacrifice that involved forgoing food, were dressed in white uniforms. White blouse, white skirt, white stockings. Ramdeo pointed with his chin at the nurses and said, “My face is darker than those Malayalis. However, my father has fair skin.” His father had aged now. He used to be good-looking and was a wonderful dancer. Ramdeo said that despite being illiterate, his father could recall hundreds of songs and bhajans. He was a netua, which meant that during festivals and on other special occasions, he put on women’s clothes and danced.

Was Ramdeo feeling better? The food and drink had taken away some of his lassitude.

“Ramdeo bhai,” Jadu said, “what are you going to do after graduation?”

Even as he asked the question, Jadu was flung into confusion. He himself wasn’t sure what he was going to do and the thought passed through his mind that he had only addressed this question to Ramdeo because he was an untouchable. It was as if he had asked his friend: your father tilled the landlord’s field and during Holi he danced as the netua, tell me how your life is going to be different?

But Ramdeo did not hesitate. He said, “I will enter politics.”

Politics! To be a politician you needed to be either rich or a gangster. Ramdeo was neither.

“Really, politics?”

Ramdeo said that ever since he won a scholarship in middle school and then again in high school, upper-caste politicians would take him around on their campaign vehicles. He would ride in rickshaws in small towns or in jeeps traveling through several villages. They would come to a stop in a slum or a mosquitoridden mohalla of the low caste, where what you first saw were pigs rooting in the rotting garbage. Ramdeo would be given the microphone. His voice would emerge from the loudspeaker that was turned toward the electorate. He was there to tell the people that he was a Musahar boy who, because of his caste status, had been given a stipend by the government. He was able to study and improve his lot. The politicians were there to express support for such policies. They were making an appeal to those who were called the downtrodden. Ramdeo’s exalted fate could be their fate too, or, at least, the fate of their children. This was Ramdeo’s rote speech and a part of how democracy worked. Every few years, the powerful set foot in your part of the town or village and asked for your vote.

Ramdeo looked at Jadu and said, “This formula worked every time. The upper-caste politicians used me and got the votes. Ever since then the thought has been in my mind: if I can get votes for others, why should I not get them for myself?”

These words entered deep into Jadu’s heart. There was such clarity in Ramdeo. This was an important lesson in language: if your head was clear, your words would be strong and direct. Jadu got up from the slab of stone that served as the bench at the old woman’s tea shop. He wanted to go back to his room and study. In high school, he had read a story about Ishwar Chandra Vidyasagar, who had acquired knowledge in Sanskrit and had advocated for widow remarriage in Bengal. The story was about a young Vidyasagar studying under a streetlight because his home was dark. All knowledge could be gained only through adversity. There was something suspect about that moral tale but Ramdeo’s story appealed to Jadu. It was more immediate and real.

When they were walking back to the hostel, Jadu had one more question for Ramdeo.

“How did you know what you must do?”

Ramdeo said, “Two years ago, my grandfather died. We didn’t have money even to buy firewood to cremate his body. What could be done? We threw the corpse into the river. My father was crying. We all were. But I thought I was going to make sure that when my father died, there would be enough money for wood.”

Jadu absorbed this lesson too. Maybe he looked serious, because Ramdeo laughed. And said, “Tragedy is a demon that has a tail attached to it. The tail is the lesson that you are supposed to draw from the tragedy. This is the truth that civilization has recognized through the ages so that you don’t feel robbed of everything. The demon burned down your house. Oh, but at least you got the chance to warm your hands on the fire.”
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The most beautiful woman in the world was Madhubala. Sitting one summer night in Regent Theatre, Jadu watched her in Mr. & Mrs. ’55. The captivating, tragic face framed by her black sari and her long slim fingers—she is watching the plane leave with the man she realizes she loves. Then, a close-up revealing a pitted right cheek. Such endearing imperfection! Geeta Dutt’s melodious voice provides the backdrop: Preetam aan milo . . .

Madhubala was her stage name. She was a Muslim and her real name was Mumtaz. She was a distant star shining in the sky at sunset.

When Jadu thought of beauty and fantasized about its pleasures, his imagination conjured the faces of the Bengali twins in his class, Ananya and Sukanya. They were a remarkable pair. If Jadu was lingering in the corridor outside Professor Dey’s classroom, he would see them arrive on a rickshaw. They sat with their backs erect, heads held high. Ashfaque Alam once said that Rani Laxmi Bai going into battle against the British Raj had probably sat on her horse like that, but that wasn’t an accurate comparison. There was no urgency of battle in their stance or movement. The twins were regal, like queens sitting on a chariot. The eyes of the adoring throng were fixed on them, all those upturned faces on both sides of the street, while the gazes of the two gliding along on the rickshaw were set on a point in the far distance.

The twins were particular about attending lectures. Yet, what was their punctiliousness in the service of? It had been observed by all the young men that neither Ananya nor Sukanya took notes. This was considered a singular feature of their educational life. Radha Charan Tripathi wanted to suggest an economic model to the sisters: as the two of them were enrolled in the same classes, there could be a division of labor and only one of the sisters need take notes in any one class. But he remained silent on this issue. Of all the males in the class, Radha Charan was the only one who had ever conversed with the twins. The sisters looked upon their admirers with disdain. This was what their classmates always complained about among themselves—that the twins never met their eyes. It was a belief held among the rest of the males that the only reason the twins spoke to Radha Charan was that they knew he got married during their second year at college and he would not spread gossip. Regardless, there was a lot of talk about the twins.

One rumor was that the twins had appeared in some ad for Bombay Dyeing. They had stood on either side of Dev Anand, their hands on his arms. He had flirted with them and offered them roles in one of his future films. Someone also said that the reason the Bengali girls didn’t take notes in class was that they were related to Professor Dey. They received private tuition from him. A rumor took root that the girls were related to the royal family of Nepal and owned a five-star hotel in Kathmandu. Lallan Yadav suggested at dinner one night that the girls’ father was on the lookout for two young Bengali doctors who could help expand his business. It turned out that Lallan was the closest to the truth, but he was only half right.

Ananya was a little shorter than Sukanya, with sharper cheekbones and thin lips. The full-lipped Sukanya had large round eyes and possessed the kind of beauty associated with fair and curvy Hindu goddesses displayed on calendars given out by businesses at the start of a new year. During their second year in college, when the students returned after the break for Holi, they learned that the twins were going to appear in a play that Professor Dey was directing. The play was a Hindi adaptation of Chekhov’s The Cherry Orchard and would be performed not in the college but in the town’s Rabindra Bhawan. Tickets were priced at five rupees, a bit more expensive than the cheapest cinema ticket, but it was all for a good cause. The proceeds from the play would be used to give free eyeglasses and medicines in an eye camp run by the twins’ father, Dr. Birendra Ghosh.

Jadu and his friends went on opening night. Beautiful, slightly plump Sukanya, with a part of her hair painted gray, played a landowner named Madame Lyubov. Professor Dey had cast himself in the role of another old landlord, Boris Simeonov-Pishchik. Ananya, who seemed to conduct electricity every time she spoke, had been given the role of Madame Lyubov’s adopted daughter, Varya. A Sikh girl who was a first-year student, and was talked of as the heiress of a sports equipment business in Patna City, played the role of Madame Lyubov’s teenage daughter, Anya. Anya is visiting from Paris. There were various other small roles being performed by other students. The most important role was that of the young and wealthy merchant Lopakhin, a loud member of the nouveau riche. Lopakhin was played by Krishna Murari Sharma. He brought a brash swagger to his role. The backdrop to a part of the stage was a painted wall with trees that were dotted with red fruit. This was the cherry orchard that the aristocratic Madame Lyubov could no longer afford to own; it was being taken over by Lopakhin, the son of a former serf, and he was going to cut down the trees.

Jadu felt all this was familiar, and yet, the play kept him at a distance. Although all the dialogue was in Hindi—and the characters wore saris, and sherwani, and kurtas—the names of the characters were in Russian. Why the Russian names? Why had Professor Dey not substituted Indian names? This was the question that Jadu asked himself on the way back to his room. It was drizzling and, by the time he had cycled halfway back to the hostel, he was already drenched. To keep his mind away from the misery, rainwater in his eyes, rainwater running down his back, rainwater in his shoes, he asked himself if Professor Dey wanted them to understand that the role of art was not to simply stage stories where you could, as a reader or a viewer, identify yourself with the character. The goal could well be to create a sense of alienation and even discomfort.

The next day, during a discussion in the mess hall, Ramdeo manufactured a different kind of alienation. Atul Tandon was saying that he had found the staging of the play very realistic. He was thinking, he said, of the way the audience was able to see how the old feudal order was fading in India too. At which point Ramdeo looked up from his plate and asked if the play had said anything about low-caste laborers tilling the landlord’s fields. “No, no, the play was set in Russia, Ramdeo bhai,” someone said, and then there was silence of the sort that suggested the curtains had come down prematurely onstage. The stage that was their social life was a dark place.

The fact is that it is not just art but life itself which keeps you at a distance or surprises you with its turns. A year after the staging of The Cherry Orchard, Dr. Birendra Ghosh found a doctor for Sukanya—a Bengali boy from Asansol who was a dentist and who moved to Patna after his marriage. The other sister, Ananya, married a cause. She joined the Ananda Marg group, which some people called a cult. The Ananda Margis wore saffron and meditated in front of skulls. The movement had been started a couple of years earlier in Jamalpur in Bihar by a man who was an accountant in the railways. When their leader was arrested under the charge that he had a hand in the murder of seven of his followers, Ananya left the country (some said she had gone to nearby Seychelles but others said she was in Switzerland) and her former classmates, or at least Jadu and others, didn’t hear anything more about her.
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The sense of wonder that Jadu had experienced ever since he arrived in Patna from the village started to fade, or at least changed, after a year or so. He had become more independent, and his engagement with the world around him deepened. Young men like him worked as tutors of schoolchildren, helping with homework, and this allowed them to earn a bit of money. Jadu was now able to buy tea and jalebis without feeling guilty. Also, he was acquiring knowledge in his classes. After the experience of attending lectures and living in the hostel, he felt himself growing into the role of an assured citizen of the academy. The earlier feeling of surprise had given way to familiarity—routine, planning, and even ambition. He was still serious about his studies but he was pulled by the currents of intellectual energy that swirled around the others, who were much more creative than he was.

When Professor Dey directed The Cherry Orchard, Jadu had been an eager spectator. He was not an actor—wasn’t this true in every sense? He asked himself if he was only to watch others perform on the stage of life. This question nagged at him.

Jadu felt deeply that those who asserted themselves, whether in a play or in real life, were attractive to him. But what about the innumerable others? A blind man, led by his son, came each month to Jadu’s village when he was a child. Unlike all the other blind men, who sang, especially in Hindi films, this blind man was a bad singer, his voice like the engine of an old car. He remained an exception in Jadu’s mind. Otherwise, people seemed to possess some talent or another. No one was without a gift that was unique to them. Maybe the blind man who visited Khewali was good with his hands or he had an amazing memory or, who knows, was an incredible cook. This belief in others had settled as a conviction in Jadu’s mind. And yet, he was also troubled that he had considered his own compensating virtue to be nothing other than the peasant simplicity of his origins, his directness, his ability to remain grounded and to see things as they are. He felt that this was a meager accomplishment. To hell with humility! When he contemplated the performance of The Cherry Orchard, especially the way in which Krishna Murari had spoken and put his arms around the Sikh girl Prabhjot and, more than that, the way Ananya moved on the stage as if she owned it, he was conscious of his smallness. Ananya had impressed him. How she had appeared to possess not just the stage but also the cherry orchard and, beyond it, the whole world and the air that Jadu and the rest of the audience was breathing.

That is why, barely a month after the performance of The Cherry Orchard, Jadu started attending kavi-sammelans, where both well-known poets and some unknown ones stood up to recite poetry. There was much to learn from them about language but also about how to live life. Each week there were crowded evening gatherings at the Janta Hotel on Govind Mitra Marg, or at the India Coffee House on Exhibition Road. Poets presented their work to an eager audience. There was some charm in being a poet. It appeared to Jadu that if you were a poet, it gave you the right to attach a lyrical title to the end of your name. A fiery local poet, famous all over India, was Ramdhari Singh “Dinkar.” Another luminary was the curly-haired Phanishwar Nath “Renu.” Then there was Baba Nagarjun. Another student, Jamal Ashraf, had added “Darbhangiya” to his name to indicate that he was from Darbhanga. Shatdal Verma cleverly changed his name to Shatdal Kamal, which was quite something, because now his name was “Lotus Lotus.” A tall, long-haired man who wore colorful kurtas called himself Shyam Manohar “Sheetal.” Sheetal, as in cool and calm. A postgraduate poet was Ram Niwas “Mohit.” Mohit, or entranced, as when one is in love. Mohit was mostly in love only with himself but it didn’t matter.

At times, these names appeared trite, but at other times, they added magic and piquancy to one’s existence. Jadu looked on these poets with admiration because, with the simple use of language, the mere adoption of one word, they had altered their identities. They were telling the world who they were or wanted to be.

A young man in Jadu’s hostel, a master’s student in Hindi literature with a room at the end of Jadu’s corridor, had taken to calling himself Saurabh Kumar “Jigyasa.” One evening, Jigyasa knocked on Jadu’s door. He was holding a few books in his hand and wanted to know if Jadu could return the books to the library. Over the past couple of weeks Jadu had asked Jigyasa if he could accompany him to readings, and they had made several outings to India Coffee House together, and now Jadu saw that he was being asked to do something in return.

“But, Jigyasaji, where are you going?”

Jigyasa said a telegram had come from his father. He needed help bringing a pair of new bullocks back from the cattle fair in Sonepur.

Jadu smiled. He said dreamily, wistfully, “The life of a poet . . .”

Jigyasa waved away Jadu’s silliness. “My father probably doesn’t want to be ambushed by cattle thieves. That is why he has summoned me. But it is true I like the red color that the peasants rub on the horns of the bullocks they are selling. A pair of handsome white bullocks with red smeared on their horns, their humps. To hear a villager singing alhar or reciting from an epic while his fresh bullocks, their bells tinkling, are raising dust on the rural roads . . . It touches my heart.”

The telegram had arrived that morning. It wasn’t just a poetic interest in the rural landscape that exercised a draw on Jigyasa’s heart. There was a stark material reality to consider. Jigyasa’s father must have walked or ridden a bicycle from their village to the junction five miles away, from where he would have caught a bus, after a wait under a tree, his faded black umbrella folded in his hand. The bus would have brought him to the small town of Narkatiaganj, where the tiny post office with its telegraph machine was located. The telegram had taken time and effort to send. It demanded action.

If he was his mother’s son, Jigyasa would not ignore it.

Jigyasa was considered a prodigy by many. The child of peasants, he had written some memorable pieces about village life even when he was just twelve. His teacher in middle school was a cousin of the famous Hindi writer Satyadev and had sent the latter some of Jigyasa’s writing. Satyadev was very likely drunk when he was reading his cousin’s letter: he wrote back to say that if the young student Saurabh Kumar had any curiosity about literary life in the city, he should come to Patna and stay with him. The first thing that happened in response to Satyadev’s letter was that Saurabh Kumar adopted the Hindi word that Satyadev had used for “curiosity”—jigyasa—as his nom de plume. That was how he had become Saurabh Kumar “Jigyasa.”

Jigyasa spent a summer with Satyadev, attending poetry readings and doing errands for the poet, and then a year or so later, when still in high school, he moved to Patna to live in Satyadev’s home. Satyadev would proudly tell people, “If you are a musician in this country, you live in your guru’s house and learn the craft at his feet. Why shouldn’t literature be an art like that? It is not right that a young poet today should learn about poetry only from a two-inch report in a newspaper.”

And now, in college, Saurabh Kumar “Jigyasa” was a hostel mate of Jadu’s. He left his library books with Jadu and then walked over to Mahendru Ghat to board the steamer ferry that would take him to Pahleza Ghat on the other side of the river. Ten days later, when he came back from his village, Jigyasa brought fresh vegetables and a small sack of aged basmati rice. The two young men took over one of the chulhas in the mess, where the firewood was still burning. Jadu chopped the okra and fried the sticky green vegetable with mustard seeds and onion. While he was doing this, Jigyasa tossed the eggplants on the burning embers. When they were black, steam hissing out from the cracks in the skin, Jigyasa peeled them and sauteed the smoky pulp in oil and sprinkled minced garlic on it. Radishes they washed and bit into while still attached to the leafy stalks. The basmati rice that they ate that night, Jadu felt, was more fragrant than nearly anything he had eaten before in his life.

Jigyasa took him to a reading by the poet Agyeya, who had arrived that morning by train from Delhi. Although he was nearly fifty, the poet appeared youthful. Agyeya’s poetry was experimental and philosophical: he was known as a proponent of nayi kavita, or new poetry in Hindi. Jadu bought a chapbook of Agyeya’s poems and back in his room, reading late into the night, he found the lines that he knew he would translate from Hindi and use as the epigraph in his thesis. Agyeya’s poem referred to the tale told in the Ramayana about the bridge built by the army of monkeys so that Lord Rama could cross over into Lanka and rescue Sita from the demon-king Ravana. The lines that Jadu translated into English for his thesis were the following ones: Those who build bridges / will necessarily / be left behind. / Armies will cross over / The demons will be defeated and die / The deities will triumph / Those who were builders / in history / will only be called monkeys.
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