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  Preface




  I FELT, when I had finished The Enigma of Arrival, that I had come to the end of the fiction material I had inside me. The reader might feel that

  I say this too often, and yet the career goes on. But my feeling of emptiness at the end of The Enigma was quite profound. I have said elsewhere that my writing of fiction enabled me to see

  my life in segments. At the end of The Enigma there were no further segments to be explored; my material had as it were been brought up to date with my life, and there were no further

  segments to be explored. There remained, however, a note I had made fifteen or twenty years before. It had been done on the typewriter in small letters, in single space, and it filled a quarter

  page. It was the only capital that remained to me, and I began almost idly to turn this note into a book. I never expected it to go very far, but it did. And something strange happened. Having shed

  old themes and old ideas, it was as though there came to the writing a freshness; it was as though I had been given a second wind. I had worried, with other books, about the invention holding up.

  But that anxiety didn’t touch me now. The humour never flagged, and my fancy roamed free. The new book was set in India, England, Portuguese Africa. This should have been taxing; but I never

  felt it a strain. The initial idea was quite a wicked one. A royal servant, a university student, a man of caste, decides one day to be a full Gandhian. He thinks it behoves him as a Gandhian to

  marry an unfortunate woman and give her a hand up, make her his equal.




  There is someone at the university he has his eye on, a woman of low caste, who is also a student, in the Gandhian scheme – this kind of sacrifice on the part of the man should have led to

  bliss and fulfilment of some sort. In fact, it turns out to be a mess, and the troubles feed into the subsequent generation.




  Willie, the son and the book’s central character, goes to London; it is the only positive result of his father’s bad marriage. It is 1958; there are racial disturbances in Notting

  Hill Gate; Willie observes them from a distance; it is his way, to keep the world at a distance. Inevitably though, Willie gets drawn into the cultural life of the capital; his horizons widen. He

  meets a girl from Portuguese Africa. He is attracted to her and when they get married he can only think of following her to her African home. In fact the girl’s position in Africa is not as

  secure as Willie thinks and so Willie, of uncertain cultural inheritance, drifts further and further away. He feels himself drowning. Africa is big and overwhelming, but Willie’s life there,

  for all its spaciousness, is unrooted and vague. It is as though he always comes back to his bad inheritance, as though that cannot be denied.




  At last one day he decides to leave his wife, he tells her it is not satisfactory for him to be living her life, which for all the glamour of the early days he now sees as a colonial shadow. She

  says that her life tires her too; she doesn’t feel that it fits her; it is really somebody else’s life. The book shuts with this snappy exchange which might encourage some people to

  think of the narrative only as a short story, ignoring all the invention that has gone before in India and London. The illumination at the end of the book is that both Willie and his wife –

  to whom for many years he clung for emotional support – are also living half a life.




  







  This book is an invention.




  

    It is not exact about the countries, periods


  




  

    or situations it appears to describe.
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  ONE




  A Visit from Somerset Maugham




  WILLIE CHANDRAN asked his father one day, ‘Why is my middle name Somerset? The boys at school have just found out, and

  they are mocking me.’




  His father said without joy, ‘You were named after a great English writer. I am sure you have seen his books about the house.’




  ‘But I haven’t read them. Did you admire him so much?’




  ‘I am not sure. Listen, and make up your own mind.’




  And this was the story Willie Chandran’s father began to tell. It took a long time. The story changed as Willie grew up. Things were added, and by the time Willie left India to go to

  England this was the story he had heard.




  

    * * *


  




  THE WRITER (Willie Chandran’s father said) came to India to get material for a novel about spirituality. This was in the 1930s. The principal of

  the maharaja’s college brought him to me. I was doing penance for something I had done, and I was living as a mendicant in the outer courtyard of the big temple. It was a very public place,

  and that was why I had chosen it. My enemies among the maharaja’s officials were hounding me, and I felt safer there in the temple courtyard, with the crowds coming and going, than in my

  office. I was in a state of nerves because of this persecution, and to calm myself I had also taken a vow of silence. This had won me a certain amount of local respect, even renown. People would

  come to look at me being silent and some would bring me gifts. The state authorities had to respect my vow, and my first thought when I saw the principal with the little old white fellow was that

  it was a plot to make me talk. This made me very obstinate. People knew that something was afoot and they stood around to watch the encounter. I knew they were on my side. I didn’t say

  anything. The principal and the writer did all the talking. They talked about me and they looked at me while they talked, and I sat and looked through them like someone deaf and blind, and the

  crowd looked at all three of us.




  That was how it began. I said nothing to the great man. It’s hard to credit now, but I don’t believe I had heard about him when I first saw him. The English literature I knew about

  was Browning and Shelley and people like that, whom I had studied at the university, for the year or so I was there, before I foolishly gave up English education in response to the mahatma’s

  call, and unfitted myself for life, while watching my friends and enemies growing in prosperity and regard. That, though, is something else. I will tell you about it some other time.




  Now I want to go back to the writer. You must believe that I had said nothing to him at all. But then, perhaps eighteen months later, in the travel book the writer brought out there were two or

  three pages about me. There was a lot more about the temple and the crowds and the clothes they were wearing, and the gifts of coconut and flour and rice they had brought, and the afternoon light

  on the old stones of the courtyard. Everything the maharaja’s headmaster had told him was there, and a few other things besides. Clearly the headmaster had tried to win the admiration of the

  writer by saying very good things about my various vows of denial. There were also a few lines, perhaps a whole paragraph, describing – in the way he had described the stones and the

  afternoon light – the serenity and smoothness of my skin.




  That was how I became famous. Not in India, where there is a lot of jealousy, but abroad. And the jealousy turned to rage when the writer’s famous novel came out during the war, and

  foreign critics began to see in me the spiritual source of The Razor’s Edge.




  My persecution stopped. The writer – to the general surprise, an anti-imperialist – had, in his first Indian book, the book of travel notes, written flatteringly of the maharaja and

  his state and his officials, including the principal of the college. So the attitude of everybody changed. They pretended to see me as the writer had seen me: the man of high caste, high in the

  maharaja’s revenue service, from a line of people who had performed sacred rituals for the ruler, turning his back on a glittering career, and living as a mendicant on the alms of the poorest

  of the poor.




  It became hard for me to step out of that role. One day the maharaja himself sent me his good wishes by one of the palace secretaries. This worried me a lot. I had been hoping that after a time

  there might be other religious excitements in the city, and I would be allowed to go away, and work out my own way of life. But when during an important religious festival the maharaja himself came

  barebacked in the hot afternoon sun as a kind of penitent and with his own hand made me offerings of coconuts and cloth which a liveried courtier – a scoundrel whom I knew only too well

  – had brought, I recognised that breaking out had become impossible, and I settled down to live the strange life that fate had bestowed on me.




  I began to attract visitors from abroad. They were principally friends of the famous writer. They came from England to find what the writer had found. They came with letters from the writer.

  Sometimes they came with letters from the maharaja’s high officials. Sometimes they came with letters from people who had previously visited me. Some of them were writers, and months or weeks

  after they had visited there were little articles about their visits in the London magazines. With these visitors I went over this new version of my life so often that I became quite at ease with

  it. Sometimes we talked about the people who had visited, and the people with me would say with satisfaction, ‘I know him. He’s a very good friend.’ Or words like that. So that

  for five months, from November to March, the time of our winter or ‘cold weather’, as the English people said, to distinguish the Indian season from the English season, I felt I had

  become a social figure, someone at the periphery of a little foreign web of acquaintances and gossip.




  It sometimes happens that when you make a slip of the tongue you don’t want to correct it. You try to pretend that what you said was what you meant. And then it often happens that you

  begin to see that there is some truth in your error. You begin to see, for instance, that to subtract from someone’s good name can also be said to detract from that name. In some such way,

  contemplating the strange life that had been forced on me by that meeting with the great English writer, I began to see that it was a way of life that for some years I had been dreaming of: the

  wish to renounce, hide, run away from the mess I had made of my life.




  I must go back. We come from a line of priests. We were attached to a certain temple. I do not know when the temple was built or which ruler built it or for how long we have been attached to it;

  we are not people with that kind of knowledge. We of the temple priesthood and our families made a community. At one time I suppose we would have been a very rich and prosperous community, served

  in various ways by the people whom we served. But when the Muslims conquered the land we all became poor. The people we served could no longer support us. Things became worse when the British came.

  There was law, but the population increased. There were far too many of us in the temple community. This was what my grandfather told me. All the complicated rules of the community held, but there

  was actually very little to eat. People became thin and weak and fell ill easily. What a fate for our priestly community! I didn’t like hearing the stories my grandfather told of that time,

  in the 1890s.




  My grandfather was skin and bones when he decided he had to leave the temple and the community. He thought he would go to the big town where the maharaja’s palace was and where there was a

  famous temple. He made such preparations as he could, saving up little portions of rice and flour and oil, and putting aside one small coin and then another. He told no one anything. When the day

  came he got up very early, in the dark, and began to walk to where the railway station was. It was very many miles away. He walked for three days. He walked among people who were very poor. He was

  more wretched than most of them, but there were people who saw that he was a starving young priest and offered him alms and shelter. At last he came to the railway station. He told me that he was

  by this time so frightened and lost, so close to the end of his strength and courage, that he was noticing nothing of the world outside. The train came in the afternoon. He had a memory of crowd

  and noise, and then it was night. He had never travelled by train before, but all the time he was looking inwards.




  In the morning they came to the big town. He asked his way to the big temple and he stayed there, moving about the temple courtyard to avoid the sun. In the evening, after the temple prayers,

  there was a distribution of consecrated food. He was not left out of that. It was not a great deal, but it was more than he had been living on. He tried to behave as though he were a pilgrim. No

  one asked questions, and that was the way he lived for the first few days. But then he was noticed. He was questioned. He told his story. The temple officials didn’t throw him out. It was one

  of these officials, a kindly man, who suggested to my grandfather that he could become a letter-writer. He provided the simple equipment, the pen and nibs and ink and paper, and my grandfather went

  and sat with the other letter-writers on the pavement outside the courts near the maharaja’s palace.




  Most of the letter-writers there wrote in English. They did petitions of various sorts for people, and helped with various government forms. My grandfather knew no English. He knew Hindi and the

  language of his region. There were many people in the town who had run away from the famine area and wanted to get news to their families. So there was work for my grandfather and no one was

  jealous of him. People were also attracted to him because of the priestly clothes he wore. He was able after a while to make a fair living. He gave up skulking about the temple courtyard in the

  evenings. He found a proper room, and he sent for his family. With his letter-writing work, and with his friendships at the temple, he got to know more and more people, and so in time he was able

  to get a respectable job as a clerk in the maharaja’s palace.




  That kind of job was secure. The pay wasn’t very good, but nobody ever got dismissed, and people treated you with regard. My father fell easily into that way of life. He learned English

  and got his diplomas from the secondary school, and was soon much higher in the government than his father. He became one of the maharaja’s secretaries. There were very many of those. They

  wore an impressive livery, and in the town they were treated like little gods. I believe my father wished me to continue in that way, to continue the climb he had begun. For my father it was as

  though he had rediscovered something of the security of the temple community from which my grandfather had had to flee.




  But there was some little imp of rebellion in me. Perhaps I had heard my grandfather tell too often of his flight and his fear of the unknown, only looking inward during those terrible days and

  not able to see what was around him. My grandfather grew angrier as he grew older. He said then that in his temple community they had been very foolish. They had seen the disaster coming but had

  done nothing about it. He himself, he said, had left it to the last moment to run away; which was why, when he came to the big town, he had had to skulk about the temple courtyard like a

  half-starved animal. These were terrible words for him to use. His anger infected me. I began to have some idea that this life we were all living in the big town around the maharaja and his palace

  couldn’t last, that this security was also false. When I thought like that I could panic, because I couldn’t see what I could do to protect myself against that breakdown.




  I suppose I was ripe for political action. India was full of politics. But the independence movement didn’t exist in the maharaja’s state. It was illegal. And though we knew of the

  great names and the great doings outside we saw them at a distance.




  I was now at the university. The plan was that I should get a BA degree and then perhaps get a scholarship from the maharaja to do medicine or engineering. Then I was to marry the daughter of

  the principal of the maharaja’s college. All of that was settled. I let it happen, but felt detached from it. I became idler and idler at the university. I didn’t understand the BA

  course. I didn’t understand The Mayor of Casterbridge. I couldn’t understand the people or the story and didn’t know what period the book was set in. Shakespeare was

  better, but I didn’t know what to make of Shelley and Keats and Wordsworth. When I read those poets I wanted to say, ‘But this is just a pack of lies. No one feels like that.’ The

  professor made us copy down his notes. He dictated them, pages and pages, and what I mainly remember is that, because he was dictating notes and wanted them to be brief, and because he wanted us to

  copy down these notes exactly, he never spoke the name Wordsworth. He always said W, speaking just the initial, never Wordsworth. W did this, W wrote that.




  I was in a great mess, feeling that we were all living in a false security, feeling idle, hating my studies, and knowing that great things were happening outside. I adored the great names of the

  independence movement. I felt rebuked in my idleness, and in the servility of the life that was being prepared for me. And when sometime in 1931 or 1932 I heard that the mahatma had called for

  students to boycott their universities, I decided to follow the call. I did more. In the front yard I made a little bonfire of The Mayor of Casterbridge and Shelley and Keats, and the

  professor’s notes, and went home to wait for the storm to beat about my head.




  Nothing happened. Nobody seemed to have told my father anything. No message came from the dean. Perhaps it hadn’t been much of a bonfire. Books aren’t so easy to burn, unless you

  have a good fire already going. And it was possible that in the untidiness and noise of the university front yard, with the life of the street just there, what I was doing in a little corner

  mightn’t have seemed so strange.




  I felt more useless than ever. In other parts of India there were great men. To be able to follow those great men, even to catch a sight of them, would have been bliss for me. I would have given

  anything to be in touch with their greatness. Here there was only the servile life around the palace of the maharaja. Night after night I debated what I should do. The mahatma himself, I knew, had

  gone through a crisis like this only a year or two before in his ashram. Apparently at peace there, living a life of routine, adored by everyone around him, he had actually been worrying, to a

  pitch of torment, how he might set the country alight. And he had come up with the unexpected and miraculous idea of the Salt March, a long march from his ashram to the sea, to make salt.




  So, living securely at home, in the house of my father the courtier in livery, still (for the sake of peace) pretending to attend the university, but tormented in the way I have said, I at last

  felt inspiration touch me. I felt with every kind of certainty that the decision that had come to me was just, and I was determined to carry it through. The decision was nothing less than to make a

  sacrifice of myself. Not an empty sacrifice, the act of a moment – any fool can jump off a bridge or throw himself in front of a train – but a more lasting kind of sacrifice, something

  the mahatma would have approved of. He had spoken much about the evils of casteism. No one had said he was wrong, but very few had done anything about it.




  My decision was simple. It was to turn my back on our ancestry, the foolish, foreign-ruled starveling priests my grandfather had told me about, to turn my back on all my father’s foolish

  hopes for me as someone high in the maharaja’s service, all the foolish hopes of the college principal to have me marry his daughter. My decision was to turn my back on all those ways of

  death, to trample on them, and to do the only noble thing that lay in my power, which was to marry the lowest person I could find.




  I actually had someone in mind. There was a girl at the university. I didn’t know her. I hadn’t spoken to her. I had merely noticed her. She was small and coarse-featured, almost

  tribal in appearance, noticeably black, with two big top teeth that showed very white. She wore colours that were sometimes very bright and sometimes very muddy, seeming to run into the blackness

  of her skin. She would have belonged to a backward caste. The maharaja gave a certain number of scholarships to ‘the backwards’, as they were called. The maharaja was known for his

  piety, and this giving of scholarships was one of his acts of religious charity. That, in fact, was my first thought when I saw the girl in the lecture room with her books and papers. A lot of

  people were looking at her. She wasn’t looking at anyone. I saw her often after that. She held her pen in a strange, determined, childish way, and copied down the professor’s notes

  about Shelley and W, of course, and Browning and Arnold and the importance in Hamlet of soliloquy.




  The last word gave us a lot of trouble. The professor pronounced it in three or four different ways, according to his mood; and when he was testing our knowledge of his notes, and we had to

  speak the word, it was, you might say, every man for himself. Literature for many of us was this kind of confusion. I thought for some reason that the scholarship girl, since she was a scholarship

  girl, understood more than most of us. But then one day when the professor asked her a question – normally he didn’t pay her too much attention – I saw that she understood a good

  deal less. She had almost no idea of the story of Hamlet. All she had been learning were words. She had thought that the play was set in India. It was easy for the professor to mock her, and

  people in the class laughed, as though they knew much more.




  I began after this to pay more attention to the girl. I was fascinated and repelled by her. She would have been of the very low. It would have been unbearable to consider her family and clan and

  their occupations. When people like that went to the temple they would have been kept out of the sanctum, the inner cell with the image of the deity. The officiating priest would never have wanted

  to touch those people. He would have thrown the sacred ash at them, the way food is thrown to a dog. All kinds of ideas like that came to me when I contemplated the scholarship girl, who felt

  people’s eyes on her and never returned their gaze. She was trying to keep her end up. It would have taken so little to crush her. And gradually, with my fascination, there came a little

  sympathy, a wish to look at the world through her eyes.




  This was the girl I thought I should go and make a declaration to and in her company live out a life of sacrifice.




  There was a tea-room or restaurant the students went to. We called it a hotel. It was in a lane off the main road. It was very cheap. When you asked the waiter for cigarettes he placed an open

  pack of five on the table, and you paid only for what you took. It was there one day that I saw the scholarship girl, alone in her muddy clothes at the little ring-marked table below the ceiling

  fan. I went and sat at her table. She should have looked pleased, but she looked frightened. And then I understood that though I might have known who she was, she perhaps had not looked at me. In

  the BA class I was not that distinctive.




  So right at the beginning there was this little warning. I noted it, but I didn’t heed it.




  I said to her, ‘I’ve seen you in the English class.’ I wasn’t sure this was the right thing to say. It might have made her feel I had witnessed her humiliation when the

  professor had tried to get her to talk about Hamlet. She didn’t say anything. The thin, shiny-faced waiter, in the very dirty white jacket he had worn for days, came and put a dripping

  glass of water on the table and asked what I wanted. That eased the embarrassment of the moment for me. But not for her. She was in a strange situation, and she was being witnessed. Her very dark

  top lip slipped slowly – with the wetness of a snail, I thought – over her big white teeth. For the first time I saw that she used powder. There was a thin white bloom on her cheeks and

  forehead; it made the black skin matt, and you could see where the powder ended and the shiny skin showed again. I was repelled, ashamed, moved.




  I didn’t know what to talk about. I couldn’t say, ‘Where do you live? What does your father do? Do you have brothers? What do they do?’ All of those questions would have

  caused trouble and, to tell the truth, I didn’t want to know the answers. The answers would have taken me down into a pit. I didn’t want to go there. So I sat and sipped at the coffee

  and smoked a thin cheap cigarette from the pack of five the waiter put down for me and said nothing. Looking down I caught sight of her thin black feet in her cheap slippers, and again I was

  surprised at how moved I was.




  I took to going to the tea-shop as often as I could and whenever I saw the girl there I sat at her table. We didn’t talk. One day she came in after me. She didn’t come to my table. I

  was in a quandary. I considered the other people in the tea-shop, people with ordinary and secure lives ahead of them, and for a long minute or two I was, to tell the truth, a little frightened,

  and thought of giving up the idea of the life of sacrifice. I could simply have stayed at my table. But then, nagged by some feeling of failure and some irritation at the scholarship girl’s

  indifference, I went and sat at her table. She seemed to expect it, and seemed very slightly to move to one side, as if making room for me.




  That was how it was that term. No words spoken, no meeting of any sort outside the tea-shop, yet a special kind of relationship established. We began to get strange looks in the tea-shop, and I

  began to get those looks even when I was on my own. The girl was mortified. I could see that she didn’t know how to deal with those judging eyes. But what mortified her gave me a strange

  satisfaction. I looked upon that kind of judgement – from waiters, students, simple people – as the first sweet fruit of my life of sacrifice. They were only the first fruits. I knew

  that there were going to be greater battles ahead, severer tests, and even sweeter fruit.




  The first of those battles was not long in coming. One day in the tea-room the girl spoke to me. I had got used to the silence between us – it seemed a perfect way of communication –

  and this forwardness in someone I had thought of as backward took me by surprise. Mixed up with this surprise was my dismay at her voice. I realised then that in the class, even at the time of her

  trouble with the professor over Hamlet, I had only heard her mumble. Her voice, heard in this intimate way across the little square tea-table, was not soft and shy and aiming at sweetness,

  as you might have expected from someone so small and slight and diffident, but loud and coarse and rasping. It was the kind of voice I associated with people of her kind. I thought it might have

  been something that as a scholarship girl she had left behind.




  I hated that voice as soon as I heard it. I felt, not for the first time, that I was sinking. But that was the terror that went with the life of sacrifice I had committed myself to, and I felt I

  had absolutely to go ahead.




  I was so preoccupied with these thoughts – her forwardness, the hatefulness of her voice (like an expression of her big white top teeth and her powdered dark skin), my fear for myself

  – that I had to ask her to say again what she had said.




  She said, ‘Somebody has told my uncle.’




  Uncle? I felt she had no right to be dragging me into these unsavoury depths. Who was this uncle? What hole did he live in? Even the word ‘uncle’ – which was a word that other

  people used of a sometimes precious relationship – was presumptuous.




  I said, ‘Who is this uncle?’




  ‘He is with the Labourers Union. A firebrand.’




  She used the English word, and it sounded very strange and acrid in her mouth. We didn’t have nationalist politics in the state – it wasn’t allowed by the maharaja – but

  we did have this semi-nationalist subterfuge, which found pretty words, like ‘labourers’ or ‘workers’, for the uglier words that were in everyday use. And, all at once, I

  knew who she might be. She would have been related to the firebrand, and this would have explained her getting the scholarship from the maharaja. In her own eyes she was a person of power and

  influence, someone on the rise.




  She said, ‘He says he is going to take out a procession against you. Caste oppression.’




  That would have suited me down to the ground. It would have made a public statement of my rejection of old values. It would have broadcast my adherence to the ideas of the mahatma, my life of

  sacrifice.




  She said, ‘He says he is going to take out a procession and burn your house down. The whole world has seen you sitting with me in this tea-house week after week. What are you going to

  do?’




  I was really frightened. I knew those firebrands. I said, ‘What do you think I should do?’




  ‘You have to hide me somewhere, until things calm down.’




  I said, ‘But that would be kidnapping you.’




  ‘It is what you have to do.’




  She was calm. I was like a drowning man.




  A few short months before I had been an ordinary, idle young man at the university, the son of a courtier, living in my father’s Grade C official house, thinking about the great men of our

  country and yearning to be great myself, without seeing any way, in the smallness of our life, of embarking on that career of greatness, capable only of listening to film songs, yielding to the

  emotion they called up, and then enfeebled by shameful private vice (about which I intend to say no more, since such things are universal), and generally feeling oppressed by the nothingness of our

  world and the servility of our life. Now in almost every particular my life had altered. It was as though, like a child seeing the sky reflected in a puddle after rain, I had, wishing to feel fear

  while knowing I was safe, let my foot touch the puddle, which at that touch had turned into a raging flood which was now sweeping me away. That was how in a few minutes I had begun to feel. And

  that in a few minutes became my view of the world about me: no longer a dull and ordinary place where ordinary people walked and worked, but a place where secret torrents flowed which might at any

  minute sweep away the unwary. It was what came to my mind now when I looked at the girl. All her attributes changed: the thin black feet, the big teeth, the very dark skin.




  I had to find a place for her. It was her idea. A hotel or boarding house was out of the question. I thought of the people I knew. I had to forget family friends, university friends. I thought

  in the end I would try the image-maker in the town. There was an old connection between the factory and the temple of my ancestors. It was a place I had often gone to. I knew the master. He was a

  small dusty fellow with glasses. He looked blind, but that was because his glasses were always dusty with the chippings of his workmen. Ten or twelve of them were always there, small barebacked

  fellows, quite ordinary in appearance, chipping away in the yard, hammer on chisel, chisel on stone, making twenty or twenty-four separate sounds all the time. It wasn’t easy to be in the

  middle of that noise. But I didn’t think the scholarship girl would mind.




  The image-makers were of a neutral caste, not low, but very far from being high, and perfect for my purpose. Many of the craftsmen lived in the master’s compound with their families.




  The master was working on a complicated drawing of a temple pillar. He was pleased as always to see me. I looked at his drawing, and he showed me others, and I worked the subject round to the

  girl, a ‘backward’ who had been expelled and threatened by her family and was now in need of shelter. I decided not to speak shyly, but with authority. The master knew of my ancestry.

  He would never have associated me with such a woman, and I suggested that I was acting on behalf of someone very high indeed. It was well known that the maharaja was sympathetic to the backwards.

  And the master behaved like a man who knew the ways of the world.




  There was a room at the back of the storehouse where there were images and statues and busts of various sorts. The dusty little fellow with the blind glasses was gifted. He didn’t do only

  the deities, complicated things that had to be done in a precise way; he also did real people, living and dead. He did lots of mahatmas and other giants of the nationalist movement; and he did

  busts (from photographs) of people’s parents and grandparents. Sometimes those family busts carried the real glasses of the people. It was a place full of presences, disturbing to me after a

  time. It was comforting to know that every deity was flawed in some way, so that its terrible power couldn’t become real and overwhelm us all.




  I wished I could have left the girl there and never gone back, but there was always the threat of the firebrand, her uncle. And the longer she stayed there the harder it became for me to send

  her away; the more it seemed that we were together for life, though I hadn’t even touched her.




  I lived at home. I went out to the university and pretended to be at the lectures, and then sometimes I would go to the sculptor’s yard. I never stayed long. I never wanted the master to

  suspect anything.




  Life couldn’t have been easy for her. One day, in that room without light, where the dust of the sculptor’s yard coated everything, and was like a powder on the girl’s skin,

  she seemed to me to be very melancholy.




  I said, ‘What’s the matter?’




  She said, in her terrible rough voice, ‘I was thinking how my life has changed.’




  I said, ‘What about my life?’




  She said, ‘If I was outside I would be doing the exams now. Are they easy?’




  I said, ‘I am boycotting the university.’




  ‘How will you get a job? Who will give you money? Go and do the exams.’




  ‘I haven’t studied. I can’t learn those notes now. It is too late.’




  ‘They will pass you. You know those people.’




  When the results came out my father said, ‘I can’t understand it. I hear that you knew nothing at all about the Romantics and The Mayor of Casterbridge. They wanted to fail

  you. The principal of the college had to talk them out of it.’




  I should have said, ‘I burnt my books long ago. I am following the mahatma’s call. I am boycotting English education.’ But I was too weak. At a critical moment I failed myself.

  All I said was, ‘I felt all my strength oozing out of me in the examination room.’ And I could have cried at my weakness.




  My father said, ‘If you were having trouble with Hardy and Wessex and so on, you should have come to me. I have all my school notes still.’




  He was off duty, in the hot little front room of our Grade C house. He was without his turban and livery, only in a singlet and dhoti. The maharaja’s courtiers, in spite of their turbans

  and livery, with day coats and night coats, never wore shoes, and my father’s soles were black and callused and about half an inch thick.




  He said, ‘So I suppose it’s the Land Tax department for you.’




  And I began to work for the maharaja’s state. The Land Tax department was very big. Everybody who owned any little piece of land had to pay an annual tax on it. There were officers all

  over the state surveying the land, recording ownership, collecting the tax, and keeping accounts. My job was in the central office. It was a pretty building in white marble and it had a high dome.

  It was full of rooms. I worked with twenty others in a big, high room. It was full of papers on desks and on deep shelves like those in the left-luggage rooms in railway stations. The papers were

  in cardboard folders tied with string; sometimes they were in bundles wrapped in cloth. The folders in the top shelves, many years old, were dingy with dust and cigarette smoke. The ceiling was

  brown with this smoke. The room was nicotine-brown at the top, dark-mahogany lower down, on the doors, desks, and floor.




  I grieved for myself. This kind of servile labour had formed no part of my vision of the life of sacrifice. But now I was glad to have it. I needed the money, paltry though it was. I was deep in

  debt. I had used my father’s name and position in the palace and taken money from various moneylenders to support the girl in the room at the image-maker’s.




  She had made the place presentable. That had cost money; and then there had been the kitchen paraphernalia, and her clothes. So I had been having all the expenses of a married man, and living

  like an ascetic in my father’s Grade C house.




  The girl never believed I didn’t have the money. She believed that people of my background had secret funds. It was part of the propaganda outside against our caste, and I endured what was

  said without comment. Whenever I took her another little piece of money from a moneylender she didn’t look surprised. She might say, with irony (or sarcasm: I don’t know what our

  professor would have said), ‘You look very sad. But your caste always look sad when they give.’ She sometimes had the style of her uncle, the firebrand of the backwards.




  I was full of grief. But she was happy about the new job.




  She said, ‘I must say it would be nice to get some regular money for a change.’




  I said, ‘I don’t know how long I can last in that job.’




  She said, ‘I’ve put up with a lot of hardship already. I don’t intend to put up with much more. I could have been a BA. If you hadn’t taken me away from the university I

  would have done the exam. My family went to a lot of trouble to send me to the university.’




  I could have wept with rage.




  Not so much at what she was saying, but at the idea of the prison-house in which I now had to live. Day after day I left my father’s house and went to work. I felt like a child again.

  There was a story which my father and mother used to tell people about me when I was a child. They had said to me one day, ‘Today we are going to take you to school.’ At the end of the

  day they asked me, ‘Did you like school?’ I said, ‘I loved it.’ The next morning they got me up early. When I asked why they were doing that they said, ‘You have to go

  to school.’ And I said, crying, ‘But I went to school yesterday.’ That was the way I felt about going to work in the Land Tax department, and the thought of going to work in a

  place like that every day every year until I died frightened me.

OEBPS/html/docimages/title.jpg
Ha[f a Life

A NOVEL

V. S.
NAIPAUL

PICADOR





OEBPS/html/docimages/cover_ader.jpg
‘A masterpiece. Naipaul has never been funnier than this’
Independent on Sunday

V. S. NAIPAUL

WINNER OF THE NOBEL PRIZE IN LITERATURE

HALF A LIFE






OEBPS/html/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





