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For
Mandakranta and Tirthankar Bose




Media vita in morte sumus
In the midst of life we are in death
– Gregorian chant
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She didn’t need to switch off her phone at night, as nobody would dare to wake her up without a good reason. Whatever the hour, if a call came, it meant it was time to be up and running. She might grab a quick shower if she was lucky to have an hour to spare, or else step out of her pyjamas and slip right away into working gear. She had long been in the habit of keeping a bag ready just in case she had to leave in a hurry, holding all things essential from a change of clothes to mosquito-killing spray, in addition to her make-up kit, which was a vital part of her armoury. Wherever she went, her viewers wished to see her resplendent face, expected news reporter Tejaswini Ray to glow on their screens no matter how dreary the backdrop.


Sticking a note on her neighbour’s door was enough. Alice would know what to do in her absence: feed the cat, water houseplants; prune the bonsai if needed. All that was quite simple. An apartment wasn’t likely to collapse in its owner’s absence or walk off in a huff like a spurned lover. It would wait for months, a year even, for Tejaswini to end her globetrotting and come home, wait patiently for her to empty her bag and scatter its contents on the floor, step out into the balcony with coffee and set her eyes on the familiar river cradling her favourite city. Her New York.


She would learn of her destination within moments of the phone ringing. It would tell her how much sleep she could count on during her flight. Mexico would give her seven hours, Syria ten. India or China could have her happily playing ninepins! Sleep was a rare commodity in her well-appointed life. Like most fellow reporters, she had fallen into the habit of napping during idle hours, wasn’t shy of resting her head on a stranger’s shoulder. It gave her the strength to stay up all night to cover a story or spend a sleepless week on the battlefront, prepared her for a successful career as a roving reporter.


Success had led to endless roving for Tejaswini. She had the ability to keep her nerve under pressure, and worm the truth out of the toughest of men. She knew when to smile and when to throw a tantrum, break through cordons as easily as child’s play. Her boss had recognized her mettle on the very first day. Tejaswini had volunteered as soon as news came of riots in Brazil’s Alcacuz. Everyone knew that name. It wasn’t just a jail, but a hellhole. Forget the prisoners, even their guards were known to be accomplished killers in their own right. The inmates had murdered one of them, roasted his flesh and feasted on it, then shot videos for the world to see – that, at least, was the rumour. The authorities had cordoned off Alcacuz, but the young Tejaswini had slipped through to expose the truth behind the cannibalism story. It wasn’t human flesh at all, she had reported, but the meat of pet dogs kept by the guards, by far more delicious than the regular fare that was served to the prisoners of Alcacuz.


The tsunami had drawn her next to Sumatra. With over a hundred thousand dead, there wasn’t enough wood for coffins in the flattened villages and pyres had to be lit everywhere. Many at the news channel were worried. It was plain foolish to let loose a cub reporter like her in the disaster zone. Besides the threat of cholera and typhoid, reports of murder, robbery and rape had stalled even the most hardened from venturing to Sumatra. Tejaswini had refused to turn back from her mission despite her boss’s order. It would’ve been disgraceful, she had admitted later, to flee from a crisis, akin to a soldier deserting battle.


In the very same way, she had ignored the United Nations ban to confront the sheikh of Al Shabab in Somalia’s Mogadishu as the first-ever foreign journalist, that too a woman. Not a white woman but brown, sans burqa or veil and fluent in English. Charmed by the tawny Asian, the sheikh had opened up to her and let slip extraordinary details, that were put to good use by his captors.


It was her courage that kept Tejaswini going. Tejo to fellow reporters, she was offered to ply her trade right here in New York, play it safe as a news anchor. Tejo had turned down that offer. She preferred the thrill of the field – earthquake, tsunami or epidemic, famine or genocide, that’s where she belonged.


When the call came at midnight, she readied herself in silence. Well-armed with canvas bag and passport, and some gum in her pocket, she took a quick look in the mirror and stroked Kim, waking her up instantly and causing her to gaze deeply through her luminous eyes. Switching off the houselights, Tejo stepped into the lights of the city.
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‘The first azaan of holy Eid al-Adha ended at six. Saddam Hussein was woken from sleep and given a meal of chicken and rice, sweetened with a dash of honey. Quran in hand, he recited the first shahdat of Islam … La ilaha illa lah. “Now go to hell!” someone screamed when the noose was put around his neck. “Allah’s hell is a thousand times better than your Iraq,” Saddam stopped his recitation to yell back. A rush of onlookers flooded the tiny death chamber as news spread that the President has been hung from the gallows.’





Tejo leafed through the briefings drowsily, making a mental note of the date of the hanging: 30 December 2006. Seven years on since the Iraq war started in 2003, much of this was known territory to her. Yet, she followed her usual routine before arriving at a new destination, before she began the actual work of reporting. It helped her get a fair grasp of her subject, find sources that other reporters might miss.


Halfway across the Atlantic, she asked for another coffee, robbed of precious sleep by the briefings. Iraq was nothing short of an epic, impossible to ignore in the crowded field of news. America was slight in comparison! Taking sips to keep herself awake, she read on:




‘From the gallows to Tikrit, Saddam was buried in the same village where he was born. But Saddam loyalists were still on the rampage with about seventy suicide bombings a month and an average of one thousand deaths. With Shias fighting Sunnis, Kurds fighting both and the likes of America, Europe and Russia joining in, it was the most complex war in human history.’





Most of the victims were ordinary citizens, Tejo recalled fellow reporters saying after returning from their Iraq stint. Nearly four million Iraqis had lost their homes and taken shelter in refugee camps, rotting under open skies on the Turkish border or drowning in the Mediterranean in their bid to escape to Europe. Sculptures from ancient Mesopotamia had been demolished. Medieval mosques lay in ruins; museums had been broken into and their treasures looted. The entire city of Nimrud had been wiped out by rampant bombing. She’d find shops and offices shut when she reached Baghdad, she was told, she’d find a city under siege.


Tejo yawned. Nimrud … The name sounded familiar. It reminded her of a stone statue she’d seen at the Metropolitan – an enormous lion with a human head and the wings of an eagle. She needed to get as close to Nimrud as possible. The battle for Iraq’s future would be fought there – such, at least, was concluded by the briefings.


Before the war it was possible to fly directly to Baghdad, transferring in London, Paris or Beirut. But now Tejo must take a circuitous route. Doha, the capital of Qatar, would be her first stop. Then on, an hour’s drive would bring her to the American army base in Al Udeid, where journalists had been told to gather. From there, they’d be flown into Iraq by helicopter, after another round of briefings. The army was one’s best bet when it came to reporting. For a small fee, reporters could follow all the action they wished to like movie-goers. They could interview commandos, gather heart-breaking tales, capture their audience with cringeworthy footage of ruined cities.


Tejo’s boss loved these arrangements. He was happy to pass on a journalist’s dossier to the army. Pentagon needed to be assured in advance that the reporter in question was sympathetic to the war, not against it, that they didn’t harbour a weakness for the enemy. Plus there were conditions to comply with should Tejo be assigned to Iraq, her boss had explained to her. She was never to 1) divulge war secrets, 2) leave the camp without permission, 3) keep a gun or a weapon of any kind, 4) move about without helmet and bulletproof jacket, and 5) file a story without the commander’s permission.


Tejo had accepted the first four conditions, but objected to the fifth.


‘Censorship?’ She had asked with a frown.


‘Yes,’ her boss had answered without looking up from his desk.


‘Why do we need journalists then? Let the commander file his own story.’


‘Don’t be foolish,’ Tejo’s boss had chided her before softening his stance. ‘This isn’t any damn war. Don’t you know how many reporters have been killed in Iraq since 2003? A hundred and eighty-three. Many more than in Syria, Somalia, or Afghanistan. The chance of a reporter dying is ten times that of a soldier. If we don’t accept these conditions, we’ll have to quit the news business and become undertakers.’


‘But my professional goal is to …’


Tejo’s boss cut her short. ‘Just like reporters, soldiers too have a profession. Their goal is to keep you alive. Remember that.’


[image: ]


The stewardess brought her sandwiches instead of coffee, reminding Tejo that she hadn’t had a bite to eat since leaving New York. Glancing up from the briefings, she thought of her father. ‘Have you eaten?’ he’d ask whenever they met, or spoke on the phone. Jagadish Ray was her nearest kin since her mother’s passing, the one to be informed in case of anything untoward. In a hurry to leave the city, she had forgotten to call her father – Tejo blamed herself before falling asleep.
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The army camp sat like an ugly serpent on the desert, spreading out its fangs: rows of olive-coloured tents housing the Marines, squished between armoured trucks and artillery. The serpent’s head harboured the armoury, crowned by a galaxy of satellite dishes glowing under the sun. Not a warfront but an operating base for the army, it didn’t sport trenches or sandpits to ward off an enemy attack, simply signs to keep intruders out in English and Arabic.


Surrounded by an oasis, the ruins of ancient Nimrud stood nearby. Earthen homes of a village morphed into the dunes and peaked through rows of date palm, along with a mosque that was still standing after the continuous bombing. This perhaps is what Iraq used to be before the war, Tejo mused: a handful of people under the shadow of an immense desert, leading the kind of simple life described in the Bible. This was mythical Mesopotamia, fed by the Euphrates and the Tigris, where the Sumerians had fashioned the wheel and the alphabet, devised medicine and agriculture till Babylon fell to Alexander.


Tejo observed the village from her tent. A group of shepherds had strayed beyond the greens and drifted quite close to the camp, ignoring the barbed-wire fence. They were busy laughing among themselves, and looked no different from rural folk elsewhere, in places she had visited, like Yemen or Palestine. There were no signs that they felt threatened by the war, barely alive in the face of danger, at imminent risk of extinction in a drone attack or by landmines. Maybe they were afraid, Tejo thought, but had fooled themselves into believing they were safe; perhaps the war had ceased to matter after so much suffering.


Like them, the tribe of reporters too had ceased worrying about the war. Tejo heard their laughter filtering in through the tent’s folds. It sounded like a gathering of old friends, a college reunion. Despite rivalry, they’d become friends, haunted by shared memory of bombs and killings. No secrets were kept between them, nothing personal went undisclosed. Take the Englishman Timothy Hopkins of Reuters for example. He had come to Iraq in 2008 at the heels of Bosnia and Somalia, winning everyone over by his large-hearted ways. He had forged a rare bond with the Eighth Battalion, travelling with the soldiers on special missions that were forbidden to journalists. He had made his name covering the capture of Mosul, but Mosul had been his undoing. On his way back to camp, Tim had called his girlfriend on videophone to give her a view of the battlefield. Much to her horror, a mortar shell had exploded nearby just then, killing him instantly and splattering the vehicle with his brain.


Although he was sitting right by him, Tim’s friend and photographer John was lucky. Physically unharmed for the most part, he returned traumatized to London, before coming out, yet again, to Iraq after he’d recovered.


Reporters from Reuters, CNN, Agence France-Press, Der Spiegel, Al Jazeera, Los Angeles Times and many others were gathered at the reporters’ mess, and Tejo could hear a woman’s raucous laugh. It was Giselle. Close to fifty, Giselle had been married three times and divorced thrice. Mother of several children, she had a home in Paris but left everything behind to scour the world for news. Whenever she met her reporter friends, Giselle badgered them for marital advice. Was it possible for an itinerant woman to find permanent love? she’d ask.


It was a dangerous high Tejo knew all too well. Risks faded as one plunged into the unknown armed only with briefings. Nothing matched its sheer romance, not the least a nine-to-five job. Like Giselle and John, many others were addicted to news. Possibly she was too.


Charlie’s face appeared at the entrance to her tent, followed by a roll of laughter, ‘Why are you hiding from us? Don’t tell me it’s jetlag!’


Charlie! Tejo’s Charlie! He wasn’t just her photographer, but also her buddy – the man with a maddening smile and an athlete’s physique. But guitar in hand he was Jimi Hendrix, no less! His eyes sparkled when he laughed, as though he had just heard something incredibly funny that he was dying to tell Tejo.


‘Hello, Hendrix!’ Tejo gave Charlie a hug and a kiss on both cheeks.


The two had their own secret bond, the bond of Panjshir, forged on that fateful day they’d made the journey down to Kabul taking a break from reporting during the Afghan war. They were warned not to travel. The Taliban had planted landmines in the Panjshir valley. Bandits ambushed foreigners and kidnapped them for a fat ransom. Tejo and Charlie hadn’t paid heed to warnings as Kabul beckoned after months of roughing it out in the front, offered the promise of a real bed and beer. Charlie had convinced Mahmud, barely eighteen, to drive their car, and they’d hit the road in great anticipation.


Halfway through the journey, Mahmud had braked at the sound of an explosion. A car was on fire at the edge of the ravine in front of them. It wasn’t a military vehicle but a smallish family car with flames shooting out of the windows and smoke rising from the bonnet. Both of them had got out and approached the burning car, even as Mahmud warned them not to go any farther. There could be more mines nearby, he was saying, they should turn back at once. By then, villagers were busy extricating the passengers: parents, two daughters and a son, returning from shopping or on their way to Kabul. Only the youngest of them, the boy, had survived, although both his arms had been blown off. As villagers carried him away, Charlie had given chase with his camera.


Back in the car after a while, Charlie had laid his head on Tejo’s shoulder and sobbed. He had followed the boy, who was weeping noiselessly, to a nearby hut. Barely older than a child, not once did he ask, ‘Why me? What’s my fault? What am I being punished for?’ His probing gaze was his only expression. An old man outside the room was blaming Allah, but the boy paid him no attention, his eyes simply bore into the lens.


‘What a dunghead I am!’ Charlie had muttered between sobs. ‘I’ve hidden behind my camera, didn’t give a shit for my subject … if it was living or dead. Worried about light and angle … treated war like some stupid photography workshop …’


Thanks to the armless boy, Charlie had made a name for himself. His photograph had become the defining image of the war – the most tragic of all tragedies. News agencies the world over sought out Charlie afterwards, flooded him with work; he became a celebrity of sorts. Whenever they met, Tejo and Charlie avoided bringing up the subject, simply hugged each other a tad tighter to remind themselves of that innocent boy of Panjshir.


Tejo and Charlie: they were best of friends, nothing more, and their bond was that of soul mates.
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‘Hey beautiful!’


Giselle swooped down on Tejo as soon as she entered the reporters’ mess, giving her a big hug and dragging her over to the bar. Everyone crowded around it, many of them known to Tejo, a throng of veteran and up-and-coming journalists. As always, there was no dearth of alcohol at the camp. Good Scotch flowed, as did gin, vodka and rum; wines for Europeans, and beer for the Americans. And arrack too, brewed from palm juice, to offer foreigners a taste of Arabia if they wished. Although alcohol was forbidden to Muslims, Christians were free to import as much of it as they liked into Iraq.


‘We hear your boss is head over heels in love with you, which is why you’ve been thrown out of New York under pressure from his wife!’


Michael Rubin, a senior reporter from Jerusalem Post, burst out laughing on overhearing Giselle, ‘How strange!’ he said. ‘Back home our wives throw us out so that they can have affairs with neighbours. Don’t mind if we return late or not at all!’


Everyone respected Michael. Gutsy reporters like him were rare. He didn’t give a damn for authority, be they Israeli or American. He was known for something else too. Michael had lost his only son in war. A Palestinian sniper had killed the eighteen-year-old boy. Soon afterwards, Michael went to Gaza, met his son’s killer, and presented a report in which he held leaders on both sides responsible for his son’s death.


The group grew in number as Nier Rosen of Reuters joined them, beer in hand. A cheerful man, everyone was wary of Nier. He had had a nervous breakdown not long ago on his way back to New York via London after covering the war in Chechnya. At Heathrow’s lounge, Nier had suddenly started talking gibberish. He had emptied his backpack on the floor, taken off his T-shirt to wrap it around his head like a turban and screamed uncontrollably. Panicking passengers scattered in fear, clearing the space around him. Nier couldn’t even remember his name when the medics arrived. Luckily, he recovered after a couple of months in hospital, then returned to the Middle East.


It was hard going back to normal. Wars played funny games with the mind. Breakdowns, even suicide, weren’t rare when its fine balance was lost.


‘Forget her boss, nobody but me knows the real story about Tejo.’


‘Which is?’ Giselle asked Nier, her eyes swirling like saucers.


‘It’s Colonel Luke.’


‘You mean our commander?’


‘Yes! The lord and master of the Alpha Company of the Fifth Regiment of the American Army,’ Nier answered, examining his glass closely as if it were a file full of secrets. ‘He’s the one who’s given instructions to Tejo’s boss: “Send Tejaswini Ray if you want real news.”’


‘This is the problem with you men,’ Giselle shook her head and sighed. ‘You think Tejo can’t make it to Iraq on her own, don’t you? She needs a godfather, has to be in her boss’s or the commander’s good books to win an assignment?’


Leaving Michael to calm Giselle down, Tejo turned to David, who was trying to attract her attention. A misfit among battle-scarred reporters, his elegant French beard, Savile Row suit and Oxford tie caught immediate attention. Despite being mild-mannered, BBC’s David Barnes held sway over a vast range of topics. He was an expert when it came to world cuisine, knew his way around spices and herbs. Perhaps because he was English, he had a soft spot for India, and was prone to cornering Tejo and lecturing her on Indian delicacies. Dum pukht to Goan curry, appam to biryani, litti chokha to roshogolla – nothing was beyond his grasp. Slipping away from the crowd, David came up to Tejo to whisper into her ear.


‘Never mind the commander. Tell me, have you ever had shukto?’


‘What’s that!’ Tejo made a face.


‘You don’t know shukto? And you call yourself Bengali!’


She wasn’t a Bengali from Bengal but from New Jersey, Tejo had reminded David on countless occasions. She had learnt to speak Bangla at home from her parents. But Bengali cuisine was quite another matter. A doctor couple’s kitchen was a strange place, Tejo had learnt early in life. An emergency call from the hospital could very well interrupt the business of cooking dinner. Dr Bina Ray could be summoned at short notice if a pregnant mother went into labour. Then it’d be up to Dr Jagadish Ray to finish what his wife had started. Biryani might well turn into boiled rice, fish curry into fried fish.
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