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For Suni and Marni: you are my world


For my late father Rahas Bihari Choudhury (1951-2002): here is a book for all the books you bought me


For my teachers at Hindu College, Delhi and Trinity College, Cambridge, who showed me how to live in literature.


With particular gratitude to those gone too soon: the late Dr Lalita Subbu and Sunil Dua


To three bookshops that were an essential part of my literary education: Galloway & Porter, Cambridge;


Strand Book Stall, Mumbai; and the pavement booksellers of Flora Fountain, Mumbai.




INTRODUCTION


The Books of My Twenties, or, How I Became A Literary Critic


So much that grows to fruition in life begins with a stroke of luck, a door that opens at exactly the right moment. In the summer of 2002, I was a literature student at Cambridge, just finished with my undergraduate degree and with only a hazy idea of my immediate future. Partly, this was because my exam result was not good enough—something that would be hard to explain to my father—to ensure scholarship funds for another year in Cambridge’s very competitive environment. And partly it was because my father himself—for whom my scholarship to Cambridge two years previously had been, by a process of parental appropriation both disarming and disturbing, the greatest achievement of his life—lay battling for his life in a hospital bed back home in Delhi. The desperate facts of his situation were not completely clear to me, for my family had decided, considerately, that full exposure to the truth would disrupt my focus on my finals. But now I knew he was much more badly off than I had suspected. One morning, as I prepared to fly home, I made the long walk to the Cambridge Student Union to buy a new phone card with which to call Delhi. It was a beautiful summer’s day, but I did not have the eyes for it. I was worried about the future—my father’s, and with the intense self-involvement and copious self-pity of youth, my own. I was going home. Would I ever return? I wasn’t sure I was prepared for adult life in India.


As I stood in the shop waiting to be served, I espied on its noticeboard, amidst the vivid fliers for lectures, seminars and plays, a white A4 sheet of plain text:


BOOK REVIEWERS WANTED


Paid Opportunity


If interested, please email: ********@aol.com


Someone out there wanted book reviews?


These words sparked in me a rush of hope—even a sense that there was someone above watching out for me, dangling a straw for me to clutch at. Walking home, the email address copied out on the back of a bookshop receipt, I began to feel that, even if I were to leave my precious, newly forged life in England behind forever, I would still on the flight home have in my head a vague map for my future and a road, however tenuous, to a livelihood.


For if there was one thing that I felt capable of doing and that actually chimed with my ambitions, it was writing book reviews. I had begun taking the genre, so often synonymous with mediocrity and hackwork, low pay and backscratching, seriously only after arriving in England. There had been nothing about my teenage years in India to attract me to it. But at Cambridge, even as I spent my work hours decoding the prosody of Shakespeare’s verse, wrestling with the somewhat alarming implications of the Dionysian instinct in Greek tragedy, and finding intellectually credible rather than reflexively dismissive rebuttals of Roland Barthes’s idea of the death of the author (which, wanting to be a writer myself, I could not in any form or fashion endorse), I found myself more drawn to another literary world.


This was the parallel system of vivid, trenchant, 12 or 15-paragraph book reviews published in the British broadsheets, in stand-alone supplements dedicated completely to literature and thereby proclaiming its independence from—even its precedence over—other sectors of life like Food, Money and Travel.


Literary journalism seemed to me the most inviting room in the house of literature and literary study. It was a space where depth and breadth each had their place. My professors, while significant names in their field, were by and large specialists—indeed, happy to be thought of as such. No matter what their private reading tastes, professionally they had traded continents for islands. Or perhaps the very purpose of their existence was to investigate islands—the literary revolution of the Romantic poets, every detail of the novels of Trollope and their links to every detail to his life, gender-bending in Shakespeare, the tropes of postcolonial literature—in such depth that they became continents. But some of the names that popped up regularly in the pages of The Guardian literary review, novelists, poets and playwrights, career academics and journalists, wrote with great poise and panache about a novel one month, biography the next, history the next. Much in the same way as I worked, with an entry-level literary receptor and decidedly banal results, on tragedy one term, the modern novel the next, and American literature the third….


My new dreams and desires—the first sense of vocation that I had felt as an adult—were also closely connected with the World Wide Web, then still a new and wonderful and scarce resource in human life and not the fundamental human right and all-enveloping force, ubiquitous as the air, that it is today. The previous winter, my second in England, I had been able to afford a second-hand laptop (‘refurbished,’ in the parlance of the time), which allowed me to write my student essays from the comfort of my own digs instead of the student computer room.


Not only did this let me wear a holey T-shirt and pick my nose while I worked, it also, crucially, allowed me unlimited reading time at all hours of the day. (Then, as now, it was more glamorous to read online than off the grid, giving the brain little hits of news, or just hyperlink drifting.) During the Christmas vacation, when most students went home and Cambridge was cold, silent, and desolate, I stayed up all night surfing the horizonless internet, drinking cups of coppery tea made with circular and tagless Sainsbury’s Kenya teabags, boiled up Indian style with milk and water in a saucepan. I found I loved to browse the archives of the book review pages of The New York Times by typing in the names of writers who had floated into my consciousness—Tolstoy, Henry Green, Constantine Cavafy, Gabriela Mistral—and reading everything that had been published about them over the decades. And then everything I could find by the writers who had written something interesting about one of them. Everything was something in itself and a link to something else.


This was not the mandated, dutiful reading of an academic syllabus; in this space, every writer had to earn the right to your approbation. Day by day, the literary web in my mind, a mirror of the web of which I was such an enthusiastic votary, expanded with names and notions, ideas and intellectual positions—all the nuances of expressing pleasure or disappointment with the construction of a verbal artifact, all the crisscrossing lines of connection across the centuries, across genres, and between one writer and another. The maths student Alexander Ritter, a sureshot candidate for a Cambridge First, alerted me to Arts and Letters Daily1, a web portal recently set up by two academics in New Zealand that linked daily to three essays in the humanities published across periodicals around the world. Here were debated, at a higher voltage than in the dense tomes of literary criticism that I pored over for my student essays, the problems and possibilities of modernism and postmodernism, first and third-person narration, the hermeneutics of suspicion and the biographical fallacy, alongside powerful manifestoes, critiques and broadsides on history, politics and economics.2


Now this sort of reading, to me, was progress. I knew I wanted eventually to be a writer of novels. But the path to this goal lay obscured by my callowness, by the total indifference of time and fate to my desires. But while time and fate got their tardy act together, it seemed incredible that one could contemplate making a living by being a jobbing writer, applying not so much a system as a self, a sensibility, a cup of tea and a biscuit, to the reading of books.


And so, as I prepared to go back home to India, disconsolate and full of self-pity, I had this one consolation.


Someone out there wanted book reviews and was ready to pay for them.


SUCH WERE THE circumstances, both hopeful and grim, in which I began life as a literary critic. Five years later, when I was writing 70 book reviews and literary essays a year and making a modest but spiritually fulfilling living in Mumbai entirely from piecework in literature, I had reason to be profoundly thankful to the shadowy patron who had set me off in the line with hard cash for literary analysis.


The mysterious man who replied to my email identified only as ‘Khaled.’ He laid out the terms (decidedly unusual) of what I was expected to do. I could pick any recently published book from a prominent press to review, although I was expected to have it approved first. The next instruction was somewhat unusual. I was expected to compose two reviews of the book: one an enormous one, almost London Review of Books length, of 3,000 words, and the other an abridged version of 1,000 words. These I was to send him on email.


For each piece that was accepted I would be paid a hundred pounds. Which was almost a hundred pounds more than anybody had paid me for anything so far in my life.3


But what would happen to my pieces after that? (I was, understandably, very keen to see my name in print and join the ranks of my journalistic heroes.) Here, the mystery deepened. All that Khaled would say was that they were syndicated to different international publications, mostly in the Middle East. Certainly, I never found them online. But it was early in the Internet Age and many publications still did not have full-service websites. There could be much that appeared in print that never made it to the web. Perhaps they were even being published without my by-line. But what did it matter? It was the work that interested me—both the intellectual exercise in a time of drought, and the promised pay, which gave me a sense of control over my life. Three months later, when I did return to Cambridge for what would be a final year at university doing an M.Phil, I already had my sights set on life after the academy. I would use the year, I resolved, to set up as a literary journalist, a cross between a bibliophile and a small entrepreneur. While in India, I had already pitched a book to Khaled. Over a week I had diligently ground out 3,000 words about it, then cut and restitched my piece to 1,000 words and sent them in. Big brother, little brother. It was approved.


And my money? Payment, Khaled promised, would soon arrive in the post when I returned to England. It would be difficult for him to post a cheque all the way to India.


I returned to England with great hopes. Every day, after lunch, I went to check my ‘pigeonhole’: a small compartment assigned to each student in the college mail room where letters bearing your name were deposited. But there was nothing. I wrote to Khaled. He assured me the promised piece of paper was on its way.


One day, just when I was beginning to lose hope, I found the promised envelope lying in my pigeonhole like a golden egg. Inside I found a cheque, drawn on a British bank, for a hundred pounds.


It was not the first money I had ever earned, but it was worth ten times its face value. Even today, it feels like the invisible hand that opened the door of the house of literature and said, You may come in.


BEYOND THE STRAIGHTFORWARD truth that I was not good for anything else (except perhaps writing about cricket), there were many reasons why literary criticism suited my nature and my circumstances. Like most people who love literature, I had been bookish and introverted from my childhood. Books were a retreat from the stresses of the world and an advance into a realm of pleasure and progress. They were validated by life itself, which bestowed certain rewards and opportunities for studying them well: not just books of practical value like textbooks, but even, eventually, works of literature.


But until I went to university in Delhi I always read in a voracious, unsystematic, undiscriminating way (valuable in its own right, perhaps, as a childhood base to a succeeding superstructure). I thrilled to stories and poems without being able to explain why, and was happy to accord equal weight on the scales of literary pleasure to Hermann Hesse and James Hadley Chase. In other words, I fit the classic profile of what Orhan Pamuk describes in one of his books as the naive reader.


It was only at university that the relationship between literature and literary study, the deep past of literature and the way it flowed into the present, became clear to me, and the world of literary criticism and its possibilities opened up. Here was a new stage in the reading life, requiring the disenchantment, in a technical sense, of the naive reader.


But at the same time, I found I could go only so far in aligning myself with the values of those newly prominent readers (‘critics’) who broke down a text, almost like a doctor studying a blood sample, or interrogated it in the light of one or other kind of literary theory. Often, it seemed to me, they took an object of delight and clothed it from top to toe in interpretation’s soporofic drone. To be sure, there were those critics who added a glow to, a pathway into, the writer’s work; but more often they wrestled it down as if dealing with an excitable dog, as if literature was for them only a stop on the road and the purpose of literary criticism explicitly to disarm enchantment.


After some years of touring this world, watching and reflecting, sometimes participating in its discourse, watching and reflecting some more, I reached my own version of the middle path. It was a position that acknowledged the claims of both rigour and rapture. A certain kind of essay, taking pleasure in the texture and traditions of literary language; privileging the majesty and mystery of the creative impulse over the role of historical and material forces in the production of art; aware that if characters in a novel or poem are not real people, they nevertheless inhabit another order of reality and their decisions and dilemmas can be the source of the most sophisticated kinds of moral inquiry; and implicitly always asking on behalf of the reader, ‘Is this book worth my time?’ and ‘Are the aesthetic decisions made in the narration convincing ?’—this was the sort of essay that I loved to read and aspired to write.


It had become apparent to me, in other words, that literary criticism was not just a response to literature. It could itself be literature. Far from being purely an expression of an analytical sensibility, literary criticism can be the expression of the creative instinct by another means—in fact, an especially generous expression of the human spirit, for it bestows close and often complimentary attention, for little or no reward, to the work of another writer. (One slanted but perfectly valid definition of a literary critic is someone who uses up his or her best sentences in the service of someone else’s books.) I loved it when a literary critic testified to the literary equivalent of gooseflesh—when he or she pointed out the radiance of a metaphor, brought out the ingenuity of a juxtaposition, or highlighted the subterranean play and progression of a leitmotif. Each time I absorbed one of these points, the space inside my head for literature seemed to become more charged and my capacity for generalisation from the absorption of disparate particulars increased. Literature, after all, does not—cannot—should not—explain its own moves and methods. If it did so it would never have the intensity and ambiguity, the swiftness and the slyness, that are the primary sources of delight in literature. Writers desperately needed readers, not just in the sense in which I had understood it in the past—as buyers who created a market and a literary culture—but in the sense of adepts who, almost as lovers understand the nuances of every pause in each other’s speech and every cadence of their phrases, could bring to the text a higher, almost religious sense of its force and feeling. A book reviewer was one such figure, making a mark piece by piece, coming to each book, as a scientist might do, with a provisional theory of literature and allowing it to be transformed or modified in the light of new evidence. Because of his or her amateur status and because of the nature of the profession—deadlines, precarity, the play of chance in the arrival of assignments, the wanton destruction wrought by copy editors who had their own crosses to bear—little of what he or she wrote would survive the erosive effect of time. But this at least was the aim: to become, for every half-worthy book that came your way, the sort of reader the writer had dreamt of (or, in the case of very bad books, dreaded).


Just as importantly, walking this road, one could learn to be both a reader and a writer—and not just a writer of literary criticism. Book reviewing was not only the most vital part of my present, then, it was where my past and my future lined up in a fulfilling, inspiriting way. I cherished the feeling of agency it gave me as a reader, the sense that I was doing something almost as active in making a report of my reading as the writer had done in making a book to be read. There is a world of difference between reading and reading with a pencil in hand, waiting to attack the printed page with marginalia, however callow, and thoughtful lines and arrows. There is always the suspicion of something self-indulgent about reading for pleasure. But done this way, copying out words, sentences, and paragraphs into the blank pages at the back of the book, reading was work. And if attention be seen as a form of worship, then it was worship too.


In literary criticism, then, lay for me in my early twenties the experience of pleasure and power, duty and discovery, literary apprenticeship and literary communion: the book not as a fixed artefact, written up and spoken for, but a continuously repeated and renewed event co-created by writer and reader. The book reviewer was both a reader of writers and a writing reader: his work dramatised this encounter. As I tapped out the sentences and paragraphs4 for Khaled on the novelistic reportage of Joseph Mitchell, Karen Armstrong’s life of the Buddha, and Amin Maalouf’s meditations on human identity, I took great pleasure in the hum inside my head.


In fact, what I liked the most was that with every sentence I wrote that supplied a poised paraphrase or ventured a confident judgment, I felt ever further from the gauche young student floundering in the murky waters of literary study who had answered to my name as recently as three years ago, memorising entire essays, painstakingly written but entirely derivative, to be regurgitated on the thin, forgiving foolscap pages of a Delhi examination hall in the heat of April. I needed no more degrees to attest to my progress or prove to the world that I deserved employment or respect. I had been set free to travel where I pleased. My country was literature.


LIKE ALL COUNTRIES, literature makes certain demands of its working class, adjusted to their peculiar circumstances and ambitions. A manual for the aspiring book reviewer would counsel the reader to nurture all manner of disparate traits. The idealism hymned in constitutions and national anthems; the sanguinity and smarts of the street vendor; opportunism and the ability to conceal desperation. A good prose style, supported by a good style in writing unsolicited letters that are then never answered.


In my case, I had already gratefully received from literature an organising centre for my life; now I also needed from it a living. Even as I churned out an essay a month for Khaled, I became newly ambitious. (Remember, I had yet to see any of my essays in print.) I continued to study—much more closely than the poetic effusions of Walt Whitman, the subject of my MPhil dissertation—the book review pages of the great newspapers and magazines of the Anglophone world, especially America: not just the venerable Times, but the Washington Post (which had two book reviewers, Jonathan Yardley and Michael Dirda, who wrote a piece every week), the London Review of Books, The New York Review of Books, the New Republic, and in particular The New Criterion, an American monthly whose arts pages were as full of vivid writing and lofty feeling as its political section was a catalogue of white-supremacist small-mindedness and spleen. Many of these journals had the email addresses of their books editors listed on their websites. In view of my impending break from the sanctuary of the university—which I had once feared but, I now found, I was now impatient to inaugurate—I took to writing an email every week to one such editor. I would introduce myself (saying that I was a student of literature at Cambridge, which was a help), attach some clips of my work for Khaled, and ask for a commission.


One day, I landed a break. Early in 2003, I received a reply from the books editor of the Washington Post, saying he’d enjoyed reading what I’d sent him. Would I be interested in reviewing a new book by the journalist Riccardo Orizio on his encounter with several dictators?


Would I indeed!


I remember the parcel from America arriving in my pigeonhole—a work assignment from across the Atlantic. Till then, I had not realised that publishers sent out not books but galleys, resembling the cheap and tatty cribs perused by Delhi University students, bound in soft covers in colours reminiscent of the folders my parents used to bring home from their jobs in the Life Insurance Corporation of India. But here was one more milestone in my upward progress in the republic of letters. While still a student, I had turned pro. When my review came out, I was able to read it on the internet: the same internet where for so long I had pored over the reviews of others, studying their openings and transitions the way a chess player might, copying out their best sentences.


Another envelope soon arrived in the post with a print copy of Book World, the Post’s books supplement. It was the first time I could see my name in print in a major publication: a moment no writer ever forgets. And not only was this wonderful for my self-esteem, it also boosted my standing among my classmates in my MPhil in American Literature, some of whom were American. Suddenly there was a gap between me and them (although some of them had much greater ability than I). Their work was read by academics; mine by the reading public.


A few days later, another parcel arrived unannounced from the Post: a shining new hardback edition of the book I had reviewed. So they did give you the real book after all!


A few days later, another envelope arrived, this time with a cheque for $350: the final step in the ritual traffic of books, words, newspapers and money that go into the writing of a book review.


Three hundred and fifty dollars for reading and writing about a book! Life, often so unjust, was sometimes much too generous.


I AM KEEN to emphasise the role of money, to record the exact sums of money that trade hands in the writing life. Although there is plenty of great literature about the place of money in human affairs, the money in literature is so rarely discussed. Details of a writer’s income rise to the surface mostly when a writer suddenly bags a big advance or a prize, thus escaping the overlapping states of quiet penury, resentment plain or disguised, or stubborn resilience in which most other writers labour over their work, knowing that they will never make a living from writing. Naturally, those writers who do are loath to reveal much about how they do it, for fear of exciting jealousy—or pity, for some of the sums involved are derisory.5 True, literature gives its votaries a different sort of wealth: the enchantment of words and ideas, the sense of independence and agency, aesthetic rapture on tap (especially when one is young) and a defence against life’s buffetings. But none of this means anything without a basic income and the self-respect and security it provides, especially when all around you are telling you that you are worth so more than what you have settled for.


I had no one to turn to for advice in this matter. But many jobbing writers before me, I knew (from having read a few memoirs of the sort that I am myself now composing) had stitched together a modest living from literary journalism. And that, after a brief stint in Bombay as a cricket writer, was now my aim.


As it happened, it would be more than a decade before I wrote for the Post again, and several years before I made as much as $350—for long, my private benchmark of big money—for a single piece. I thought I was now in business, but I was wrong. Work from Khaled soon dried up, just as mysteriously as it had begun. One day he wrote to say that he was temporarily suspending operations, and (in the euphemism preferred by editors everywhere) would be back in touch as soon as he resumed. So, back home in Bombay, I had to turn my eyes to the domestic market.


This was a considerable comedown. The going rate in Indian newspapers for book reviews was ₹1,000 to 2,500 for a piece. Payment arrived, I discovered, many months after publication, and sometimes not at all; in chasing it down, one sometimes wrote many more words than one had done for the assignment itself. But thankfully work was—unsurprisingly, given the terms of the trade—in plentiful supply. There were great books being published all the time. I had a new education to give myself in the literature of my own country (to which I had paid scant attention in my teens). And for a few years I had a roof over my head in my mother’s flat in Bombay. Here were circumstances still favourable enough for literary enterprise.


Often, the space allotted to book reviews in Indian newspapers was modest—the surest sign in journalism of a subject’s marginal status. Six hundred words was seen as being quite enough room to cover all the important aspects of a work. But the restrictions of space taught concision and focus in writing, and the supply of free books compensated for the meagre pay. Besides, the sudden mushrooming of a literary subculture of personal weblogs (‘blogs’) also provided an escape from the constrictions of the formal book review and the mainstream media. I entered this realm under the benign supervision of one of the great influences on my life in my twenties, the Mumbai writer Amit Varma, first encountered during my two-year stint in the offices of Cricinfo, where his desk was exactly across the aisle from mine. All day long we exchanged snippets of conversation about cricket, American journalism, novels, Bombay, and the meaning of freedom both in the standard and—a Varma pet cause—libertarian sense of the word, while after 5 pm, when restrictions were lifted, we tussled with bat and rubber ball in ferocious ‘Test’ matches down the very same corridor, thereby spending our day across the two axes of a sort of cross. My literary weblog, The Middle Stage (http://middlestage.blogspot.com) is actually a space that he had set up, created a readership for, and then generously conceded once I had written a few guest posts on it.


From around 2005, then, for about five years I began to post essays on literature every few days (some of which are in this book), today something on Boccaccio’s Life of Dante, tomorrow something on Chekhov, then an analysis of scene in a novel by Shirshendu Mukhopadhyay, then a comparative study of tigers in the poetry of William Blake and the Odia poet Salabaga. No commissions or permissions were required. No payment was involved. It was just an exploration of the possibilities of a form and a medium. Soon there appeared an audience for this sort of work—not huge, plateauing at about 150 visitors and 300 page views a day—but thrilling to a young writer seeking to make a mark. Blog posts were a wonderfully liberating form, linking directly to the platonic ideal of the essay.6 Nothing stopped you from quoting a 300-word paragraph to establish a point about another writer’s style, or from finding an obscure book published 50 years ago and giving it the once-over. For many years, until just after I published my first novel in 2009, The Middle Stage was the literary project dearest to my heart, my own garden in the virtual world.


Meanwhile, trickles of work kept coming in from abroad (those parcels of galleys, those promptly issued cheques that now took months to process, because they had to be sent by my bank all the way back to America). Every few weeks, I lobbed a petition into the inbox of some editor at a newspaper or magazine.




From: Chandrahas Choudhury <chandrahas.choudhury@gmail.com>


Date: Mon, Jan 3, 2005 at 3:32 PM


Subject: A query


To: <erica.wagner@thetimes.co.uk>


Dear Ms. Wagner,


Would you have room on the pages of the Times for a reviewer of novels, especially novels in translation?


I’m a writer living in Mumbai, India, where I work at cricket journalism, book reviews, and my own stories. I did English at university (I graduated from Cambridge in 2003) and during my years in England I developed a great love for the novel form, and began to work at reviews of novels. My work been published so far in the Washington Post, The Scotsman, and the San Francisco Chronicle, but never, curiously, in a British newspaper, so I’d like any work you could offer me.


Here are some reviews I’ve published in the last six months: pieces on Orhan Pamuk’s Snow, MG Vassanji’s The In-Between World of Vikram Lall, and Sandor Marai’s Casanova in Bolzano.


I hope to hear back from you soon,


Yours,


Chandrahas





This particular letter was, like so many others I sent out, never answered. Perhaps the Global Network of Book-Review Editors had put out a red alert about me. Even so, it reveals I had already built up some useful contacts who kept my life going with two or three commissions a year. I was now sailing a small schooner on the seas of world literature: nothing very dramatic, but nonetheless a pleasing state of motion and emotion.


And sometimes editors did write back. There’s nothing sweeter to a book reviewer, in the years of his or her apprenticeship, than a reply from an editor in some faraway land. This one letter, often no longer than a couple of sentences, activates a whole world of agency and optimism, an entire universe of past pleasures that will now once again be reprised. Days spent in an armchair or recumbent under lamplight (in literature you do your writing at a desk, your reading lying down); notes to be made and then the piece to be composed and polished; you send off your piece and wait for comments or edits, then work on it one more time; your work appears neatly laid out in a newspaper or magazine, at which point you read it again to see if it stands up to scrutiny. All these visions loom in the sights of the worker bees of literature—which every writer should at some point, I believe, endeavour to bee.


But hold on…wait a second! There’s a word missing from my piece. This isn’t what I said! I’ve got to take this up with the editor.




From: Chandrahas Choudhury <chandrahas.choudhury@gmail.com>


Date: Mon, June 4, 2007 at 2:18 PM


Subject: Modestly!


To: <robert.mccrum@observer.co.uk>


Hi Robert,


Modestly!—the whole point of the piece, I think, was that the book was modestly good. With that word cut out of the last sentence, it felt as if I’d overpraised it.


Yours,


Chandrahas







From: Robert McCrum <robert.mccrum@observer.co.uk>


Date: Mon, June 4, 2007 at 2:35 PM


Subject: Re: Modestly!


To: <chandrahas.choudhury@gmail.com>


No, with the word cut out you made your point well, and not too pompously.


As published, it was a good review.


Thank you.


RMcC





Well…what can one say? Oscar Villalon of the San Francisco Chronicle, Stuart Kelly at The Scotsman, the legendary Robert McCrum of The Observer (despite the above disagreement, one of the most generous and thoughtful of my employers till he left the post in 2008), Michael Prodger of the Sunday Telegraph: these became the presiding angels of my literary business, the ones who were in my sights as I scoured the publishers’ catalogues for the new season’s novels and added titles to my list of ‘forthcoming books’ saved as a draft in Gmail. A ‘yes’ from any one of them meant that the cowries I was earning from the Indian side of my work could be topped up with a little splash, a warming tinkle, of dollars or pounds; $165 was the going rate at the Chronicle, £100 at The Scotsman, perhaps £150 at The Observer. Sometimes I wrote to all of them in a row about the same soon-to-be-published book, beginning with the highest-paying journalistic market and then going down the list. Once you have agreed, in choosing a life in literature, that money is not the most important thing in life, money is thereon of the greatest importance.


These small sums, erratically forthcoming, did very little for my worldly prospects, including my romantic ones. Had they constituted my salary at a newspaper or magazine, I would have been greatly despondent and resentful. But being the pearls of self-employment, they were worth much more than could be calculated by a narrowly economistic measure. They underwrote my freedom and independence, my sense of self-worth and mission, my mornings wandering around on buses and trains, my afternoon naps. They protected me as much from indulgence in bars and restaurants and other sites of conspicuous consumption7 as they did from the horror—the deepest, most dispiriting note of my life for the two years that I worked for a cricket magazine—of being a drudge in an office, a servant of clock and contract. And they allowed me to sleep soundly at night—often after a long stint of reading—and to wake up late in the morning. Surely that was as much as one could reasonably ask from a trade and wage? Between the age of 25 to 30, when most young people seek to rise swiftly in worldly post and station, I never submitted my CV anywhere, making almost a fetish of my independence. I rarely left Bombay. I lived as frugally as possible. From the books arriving at my door from different parts of the world and the life of the city around me, I tried to keep myself going on the book-review– literary-criticism axis and—what was much more challenging and often frustrating—to learn in parallel how to be an artist in my own right.8 I kept my nose to the wheel. There were few other prospects for a satisfying life in literature other than the path I had taken. Of course, there were other prospects and jobs available in journalism. But the cost would be too great. Taking them up would mean accepting that literature was not the most important thing in my life, but merely a pleasurable sideshow, a hobby, a road followed halfway and then abandoned. The best way to evade these difficult questions was to always have an assignment in hand, a deadline to meet, a paragraph to compose, a question to ask oneself about form, linguistic register, narrative structure, or whether to get up or continue lying down a bit longer.


(So consumed with books were my twenties that for the longest time I thought of calling this book The Books of My Twenties. For that is usually the most formative decade in the life of any writer or reader: shaping one’s taste and aesthetic values, giving pleasure and insight beyond measure, a touchstone on the path to true selfhood, opening out a course that then often leaves literature behind as it swerves towards life.)


LATE IN 2006, word reached me that the Hindustan Times group was starting a new business newspaper, Mint. It would have a weekend edition, Lounge, with TWO WHOLE PAGES devoted to books. Here was my chance to rise up a couple of notches. I wrote to the editor of Lounge—the veteran journalist and to this day arguably the most readable columnist in India, Priya Ramani—not with the usual request to review books, but asking to be appointed the paper’s weekly book reviewer, turning in a piece for publication every Saturday. I think the letter was met with some bemusement. But my reputation was in good shape, and to an editor the prospect of seeing a tricky slot filled up in an entire edition of feature writing must have had some appeal. And so I was appointed: not given a job or a contract, exactly, but told that I would be paid ₹15,000 for four pieces a month—or five in the four months that had five Saturdays. Minus tax deducted at source, my salary came to ₹13,500—the first time my Indian work would pay more than my subterranean trade in world literature.


The new work did more than just provide financial security. It gave me a focus. For the first time, I had a position in and a responsibility to Indian literature: the work in fiction, reportage, biography, and history being produced by my countrymen, including new translations of novelists who had worked in Indian languages other than English in the past century. Now my country was literature, in a different sense than before. And I had new perks. For the first time, I could choose, rather than merely propose, what books I thought worth reviewing (with a little oversight from Priya and her cheerful deputy Sanjukta Sharma, who had a much stronger sense of the pulse of the audience i.e., I would not be allowed to write pieces about obscure novelists from the erstwhile Soviet Union more than once a year). As and when the new Rushdie or the new Naipaul, or a new book on Gandhi or Nehru, came out, writing about them smartly and readably, sometimes by reading 400 pages a day if a deadline was tight, was my responsibility. Leaving out science and economics, I was responsible for all major new releases. This meant that I needed to brush up bigtime and rapidly on my South Asian history and politics—a delightful prospect, legitimising large new consignments of book purchases from the pavement bookstalls of Flora Fountain, the real finishing school of every Bombay writer.


Just as pleasant were the new rituals of my book-reviewing life. Once a week, I would take the train from distant Borivali (from late 2009 onwards, when I moved into the first rented apartment of my own, a bus from nearby Prabhadevi) to Dadar. A walk across the long overbridge brought me almost directly to the doorstep of the Mint office in Dadar East, where all the new books from the publishers would have arrived and be piled up on Sanjukta’s desk, pleading to be reviewed. Between us, we would settle on a winner of the week’s affections. I would throw the new title into my shoulder bag, and several others as well—a book reviewer’s perk, and one that should never be denied them.


Later that evening, after seeing my girlfriend—like me a struggling artist, who lived on the other side of town from me in south Bombay; ours was, in Bombay terms, a long-distance relationship—I would commence work for the week at the window or door of the train back to Borivali, marking up the pages to the beat of the train totting up the stations. The titles of many of the books I read in those years immediately evoke not their own contents but the humming and clacking of the train cleaving through the city, the white lights in the windows of the shoebox apartment buildings on either side of the tracks, the blank or beaten gazes of people going home after the day’s work, run down from year after year of the daily grind. Books had spared me a similar fate.


Sometimes, I would feel the eyes of a co-passenger on me, watching with curiosity and amusement as I made little notes at the back. I would look up; our eyes would meet.


‘Preparing for competitive exams?’


‘Uh…kind of.’


How could I explain? I’m hard at work on a book review!


A BOOK IS only one text, but it is many books. It is a different book for each of its readers. My Anna Karenina is not your Anna Karenina. Your Arzee the Dwarf is not the Arzee the Dwarf that I wrote. When we think of a favourite book, we recall not only the shape of the story, the characters who touched our hearts, the texture of the sentences. We recall our own circumstances when we read it: where we bought it (and for how much), what kind of joy or solace it provided, how scenes from the text began to intermingle with scenes from our life,. How it roused us to anger or indignation, or allowed us to make our peace with some great private discord. This is the second life of the book: its life in our life.


In this way a reader comes to own a book, in a much deeper sense than mere purchase or possession. When you are a writer, you produce an original work; it is then published in a few thousand copies. But when you are a reader, it is the copy that you possess, bought in a favourite bookshop or in a distant city, marked up, in your handwriting, with the little murmurs of your mind, the pages stained with coffee, ink, or tears, that is the true original of the work, singular and irreplaceable.9


This explains the immense charismatic and salvific power of libraries to their owners: a bookcase, a room, a house full of books each with some deep personal association, some already read and representing the pleasures of the past, others yet to be read and symbolising the possibilities of the future. The bibliophile always throws up his hands in astonishment when he brings home a new stash of books and hears, ‘But why? You already have so many books you haven’t read!’ The relationship between the reading of books and their possession, my dear XYZ, is not a functional one. In any case, what the more casual, uncommitted kind of reader never understands is that even a single book—having some relationship to hundreds of books that have come before it, and effecting the germination of hundreds of books to come—is actually already a library.


And just as every book is in a certain sense a library, so too does every library, even one full of the most disparate works, the most diverse genres, have a kind of unity. For any serious reader demands to be judged not by the book currently on the nightstand, but the quality of his or her library, which is in effect his or her autobiography. To own 3,000 books that one is yet to read is a sign of ambition, of taste, a tribute to the one thousand books that one has read.


And let’s not forget, living is hard work. We desire so much to be our best selves, yet so often fail. We need all the help we can get to work out how to play our hand: some extended experience of the shrewd sagacity of Adam Smith, the moral cussedness of Gandhi, the ecstatic soul force of Gopinath Mohanty, the lapidary worldliness of Irene Nemirovsky, the mystical reveries of Lal Ded and Kabir, the lyrical rationalism of Nehru, the biting sarcasm of Arundhati Roy, the honeyed sensuality of Jorge Amado, the wisdom and long-range perspective of Lin Yutang and Colin Tudge, the models of self-cultivation in Ngugi Wa Thiong’o and Manoranjan Byapari…I could go on with my impersonation of a library catalogue for another three days. Suffice it to say, the company of books is the company of some of the greatest people who have walked this earth over the last 2,000 years.


Even so, it is a mistake to privilege books over people. But it can take some readers a long time to learn this.


OVER THE SPAN of my 20s, then, literary criticism became both home and the world for me, a place where I could achieve self-definition while also absorbing other truths, other trades. In particular, literary criticism became a site where I could fuse and further my two great loves among literary forms. The essay, and the novel. I want to say something about each of these.


Of course, the jobbing book-reviewer should take pause before he claims the status of either literary critic or essayist (and I claim both in this book). These are overlapping categories, and the nuances of the differences between them can reveal a great deal about what is at stake in the act of literary response (which after all is something that is going on in the mind of every reader, not just those readers who write about their reading).


Any book review is, by the loosest definition, an essay: that is, a piece of discursive prose about a certain subject, in this case a book. But book reviews are highly perishable—written in haste to deadlines, published in periodicals which are in a few days carted off by the kabadiwala, and, by virtue of having always to focus on what is newly published, often forced to engage with works that are themselves ephemeral and mediocre. Ideally a good book review is a thoughtful report on a book, supplying evidence to support its claims about the author’s worldview and style, and arriving at an evaluation, spelled out or implied, of the work in question.


A book review rises to the status of literary criticism when it shows itself to be historically and technically informed on various literary and moral aspects of the work it addresses and the genre in which it is written. It also qualifies as literary criticism, in the academic sense (which is where, with the professionalisation of literature, the great bulk of literary criticism is today generated) when it shows the rigour of a certain literary-critical method or theory of literature, even if it sometimes thereby recuses itself from the realm of the lay reader, or, just as problematically, jettisons questions of aesthetic value in favour of social or political questions, or subsumes literary creation to theoretical superstructures.


Even higher on this scale, therefore, is the book review or work of literary criticism that aspires to the status—it is the reader who must judge whether it achieves it—of an essay: that is, a distinctive combination of objective and subjective perceptions, written up in an unmistakably individual voice; possessing and proposing nuances of thought, perception and style that enact the pleasures of thinking, feeling and reasoning about art; and seeking to recreate the drama of literary engagement in a language that itself incarnates those qualities that make literature the most elevated site of that universal human currency and connector, language. Then a book review can become all of these things: literary criticism, essay, literature.


To me the literary commentary of many writers—some book-reviewers and some not—reaches this level of intensity: VS Pritchett, Alberto Manguel, James Wood, Pico Iyer, Andre Maurois, Pankaj Mishra, William Pritchard, Chaturvedi Badrinath, Shama Futehally, Algis Valiunas, Clive James, Robert Dessaix, Arshia Sattar, Eric Ormsby, Meenakshi Mukherjee, Kenneth Rexroth, Michael Schmidt, DR Nagaraj, Adam Kirsch, Paul Theroux, Mario Vargas Llosa, Milan Kundera and Jorge Luis Borges.


AND NOW TO the novel—my favourite subject of all. (i.e., This will take some time.) The novel is an astonishing literary invention, raised over three centuries to ever-new heights by hundreds of ardent and questing exponents. It is a very capacious, amiable form; it participates in both the quotidian and the ethereal. From my early twenties onwards, I began to feel that, although I loved all kinds of literature, it was novels that had first claim on my allegiance. Individual novels can be highly partial to certain moods and subjects, but the novel in general leans towards large-heartedness, complexity, contrast, self-awareness, scepticism, a dissembling sophistication and a shambling grace.10 The passions and sentiments of characters are balanced by the commentary and rumination of narrators; scenes of solitude and private life are set in counterpoint to the world of the street and of society; magisterial language and highly polished sentences are combined with naturalistic speech and street slang. Meaning is made at the level of human drama and also by the form in which the story is cast, by who is doing the telling. The novel is also a sophisticated time machine. In a good novel the flow of life, highly contingent and unstable, can be experienced on the page; the experience of time is intensified and all the banal moments and longueurs of real life are ruthlessly weeded out.


Here was life, I thought to myself as I marked up and knocked back a novel every few days, seen in the round with a thrilling—sometimes terrifying—intensity of perception. The flow of artfully constructed verbal pictures in novelistic narration was rapid and vivifying; the precisely tuned sentences quickened the pulse, stung the conscience, created a thirst for experience. The more novels I read, the hungrier I became to read more—to live life, or at least a couple of hours of every day, with the heightened sense of intensity and significance that they conjured up. The sense of reassurance provided by novels was amazing, like that given to a country by a strong central bank. No matter how long one lived, one would never run out of great novels to read.


Even better, novels could provide, for acutely self-conscious souls such as myself, a liberating escape from the self. In novels you could get into the minds of other human beings and stay there until you could see reality as much through their eyes as your own; in effect you became a compound human being, both yourself and someone else. The last page of a novel often felt to me like a devastating farewell from one or all—sometimes you had to really think to work out which one—of the protagonist, narrator, or writer.


And just like in life, reality in novels did not easily give away its secrets. To pierce the veil of reality of novels was to gain confidence in doing the same at some point for life. You had to work out the code of the book, tune your own receptors to the pitch of the writing, piece together the narrator’s worldview from the shards of observation about characters, be alive to the play of irony, the meanings of certain juxtapositions, cuts, and switches of perspective. Novels were written to be read, but novels were themselves readers: they read and interpreted the people within their narrative field, and they also supplied the means to read entire cultures, the lives of distant countries that one might never visit.


The novel, literary history tells us, had its beginnings in the birth of modernity in the west. In societies like India and Egypt, Brazil and Korea, it was a transplant. But wherever the novel went it merged with that world’s indigenous storytelling traditions and reappeared with a new face and form, a new way of being. It was the literary version of the traveller who makes himself at home anywhere he goes. (I narrate the story of its rebirth in India in two essays in this book, the one on Fakir Mohan Senapati and the one called ‘The Indian Novel as an Agent of History’.)


And, fired by my position as chief book reviewer of a newspaper, the more novels I read by Indian writers past and present—Amitav Ghosh and Bibhutibhushan Bandyopadhyay, Senapati and Nayantara Sahgal, Salma and Yashpal, Anjum Hasan and Vikram Chandra—the more I wanted to persuade every countryman of mine, every reader everywhere in the world who loved novels, to read these writers. Even better, in reading them I was convinced I had chosen the right profession—that there were few instruments so well suited to the depiction and interpretation of Indian life as the novel—that there was a lifetime’s worth of reading and writing, thinking and travelling, for me in this realm alone.


Having been formed by reading novels as much as the contours of my own biography and the conflicts of my psyche, I have in middle age come to see novels also as an unusual kind of wisdom literature, a place where a young person, acutely conscious of callowness and malformation, may be exposed to the nuances of human nature, social life, romantic love, and history, to the subtle workings of cause and effect. And also, a sort of imaginative safe space, where rage, violence, grief, and trauma can be vicariously and cathartically experienced and one’s own psychic wounds healed. I don’t doubt that this was one of the main reasons for my attraction to novels in my youth. A novel can be a refuge for those who are thrown off by life, for the action of understanding what is going in a text can serve as a sort of substitute for the challenges of action in the world.


And so I find this double aura of poise and perplexity hanging over all the books of my twenties. I could be very adult on the page. But those who met me after having read me often sensed, I felt, a great disjuncture between writer and person. I could speak in my writing voice with a poise and confidence that was worlds removed from my ability to direct my own selfhood outside of literature: my sense of myself as a young man alienated from his society both by his upbringing in a fractured and frightening home with its doors barred against the world, and then by his marginal status as a drifter and a writer in a society that might set great store by learning but not necessarily by books or novels. In my relationships, I was a prisoner of my own history, diffident and reactive, pliant and conflicted, reconciled to the feeling that I might never escape this burdensome selfhood in this life.


There was another realm, however, in which I might speak my love and spend my passion without the sense of social and psychic barricades. That was literature, and I was enormously grateful to it. The 60 or so essays in this book are about diverse writers and subjects, but they are all an expression of that gratitude, of life lived and work done under the sheltering sky of literature. The fires of art create the means for all manner of transcendence. Writing book reviews and living entirely by literature gave me the time and space, the models and the means, to become a novelist. And becoming a novelist, being able to escape into the imagined worlds of characters I had myself created, gave me the means to remake myself a person.


In retrospect, looking back at my twenties, this explains why it took me much longer to become a novelist than a literary critic. For literary criticism can be composed from a point and station within the field of literature. But novels are made half from life, half from literature.


And I had a lot of ground to make up on one of those fronts.


LITERARY CRITICISM IS a practice that can be carried on all through adult life. Often, the literary critic’s perspective deepens and matures with age. But book-reviewing, it seems to me, is very much a young person’s profession, a wonderful calling for a time where energy and a hunger for aesthetic experience and education, the desire to give something to literature before you drink at its fountain, is at its strongest.


After about three years of being the weekly book reviewer for Mint, all the while also trying to write another review a month to top up my income and to keep up my relationship with novels from around the world, I found that the taste of literature, ingested in such enormous quantities, pursued with such relentlessness, dependent on just-published books of uncertain quality, was beginning to turn sour. Sometimes, it is those who read for a living who are most likely to lose touch with the experience of reading to feel alive.


Other things also happened to move me on in life from such a tight round of reading and response. I published my first novel, Arzee the Dwarf, in 2009, and entered the field of Indian literature in a more noticeable and pleasurable way. I was now present in all the bookshops, and it was my own book that was being reviewed in the newspapers. I now wrote my essays from the combined position of literary critic and novelist.


But this also generated new problems. Where I had once reviewed Indian and South Asian novelists from a near-anonymity that was liberating, now my opinions were seen as coming from a peer, and while my approbation became more warming, as coming from a fellow practitioner, any dispraise was resented to an even greater degree, as an attack in bad faith from a competitor. My literary life now had a greatly expanded social element, again very enjoyable and educative; I met other writers at book launches and literary festivals, with the complications of affection and avoidance that can occur when such relationships are moved onto the page.


So once again a new season. I began to focus again on reviewing non-fiction (where there was less prospect of a conflict of interest), on novels and novelists from other countries (the ones on Saramago, Herta Muller, Hrabal, and Edna O’Brien in this book all come from this phase), and on great Indian novelists who were dead. (There were so many, although I hope it was not writing novels that killed them.)


And when my request for a raise of two thousand rupees from Mint was rejected (I was now earning, by dint of previous such requests being gratified, ₹25,000 a month), I realised that I had perhaps hit the glass ceiling in the profession that had sustained me all through my lopsided and idealistic twenties. It was time to teach myself other tricks. The wake-up call was on point. With the growing crisis in the world of print journalism and the rise of social media sucking up readerly attention and energies that previously might have directed towards literature, many of the spaces where I had previously published work were fading or entirely folding. I had been fortunate to enjoy the last decade of a golden age of book-reviewing.


And so literary criticism became a smaller part of my portfolio of work. I wrote perhaps an essay a month, picking my subjects carefully, asking for larger amounts of space in which to construct an argument, and refusing low-paid work. I released myself from the ephemeral and the inessential, and began to read again with the same ardour of old, nursing and mulling over the great novels of world literature for weeks, reading five or six books simultaneously so that I could combine and contrast their voices in my head, and directing my reading to the needs of my writing. Even my work for The Middle Stage faded away, despite periodic attempts to resuscitate it. It was a much calmer life, a progression to another stage.


And I began to look for other countries to live in. It wasn’t so much that I left literature behind; just that, instead of making it the centre of my life, I tried to make it part of a centred life. For so many years, I had made it bear every demand of my life and every burden of my soul: the spiritual sustenance of work, the torments of unrequited love, consolation in times of crisis, dreams for the future to fire the present, money to pay my bills, a reputation to prop up my long 19-letter name. For so many years of my youth, I had felt a greater closeness to and complicity with characters and books over people.


But sooner or later I would have to face up the truth that if books show us how to love and understand people, as I believe they do, then it would be tragic—a refutation of the very power and grace that we ascribe to literature—if they did not lead us to a renewed engagement with people.


And so I launched a new ship from the harbour of literature…perhaps later than I should have given my privileges and education, but thankfully not too late. I found love again in my thirties, several times, on terms very different from the romantic relationships of my twenties. I moved cities and found a little apartment in Kalkaji in South Delhi to live in. It was for ‘one person only,’ my landlady said (the official reason was that the water tank, which was common to the building, would not bear the demands of a second resident or visitor). And I agreed wholeheartedly. I wanted all rights over my space. Of course, hundreds of other writers lived there with me. But I was the only one who needed to shower.


Nor did I stay home much. Novels and the indigence of my twenties had fired in me a great hunger for travel. Suddenly fate waved a magic wand. I had the luck to see distant parts of the world on residencies and fellowships. Sometimes I came home, put down my suitcase for a day or two, unpacked all the books I had picked up from the great second-hand bookshops of the world—Strand in New York, Skoob and Henry Pordes in London, Halper’s in Tel Aviv, Blossoms in Bangalore—and then set out again on a journey of my own fashioning and funding. For a few years, work of all kinds poured in. Much of it had very little to do with books, but having spent so much of my twenties importuning people for work, I rarely said no. I began work on a new novel, Clouds, that would take me seven years to write. For the first time, I realised that sometimes, in order to write a book, you must let the book write you first, to take you to places where you can change and grow. I began to cook with great interest and commitment, and to invite people home to dinner parties once a week. I took to heart Adam Smith’s thought—part observation, part exhortation—in The Theory of Moral Sentiments that ‘Man was made for action, and to promote by the exertion of his faculties such changes in the external circumstances both of himself and of others, as may seem most favourable to the happiness of all.’ I liked the peace and solitude of my one-room apartment, the company of my beloved books and my closest friends. And then the rush of novelty, of high spirits and deep conversations, of people mixing in my space, browsing my books (I even allowed them to borrow one, on two occasions) and leaving behind memories. So long resistant to being drawn out, as reticent and impassive as a closed book, made nervous and even jealous by people more at ease with life than I, I now took pleasure and even pride in reaching out to people. I tried to leave people in no doubt that I loved them, both by concrete action and exertion and sometimes by discreet inaction, such as by never judging them by their reading (difficult, spiritually ennobling work when someone’s favourite novel is The Alchemist, The Fountainhead, or One Night at the Call Centre).


I began to ruminate on the relationship of laughter to hope and healing. I had always loved the play of the comic spirit in literature: the cackling, bantering narrators in the novels of Bohumil Hrabal, the warm mockery of Jorge Amado, the fantastic set-ups and boisterous hijinks of Cervantes and Sterne, the salty chirruping of Senapati, the impish tenderness of Isaac Bashevis Singer. Increasingly, I found myself living my own life as a comedy, laughing at my past trials and tribulations; acknowledging the quirks, hang-ups, and illusions that made me such a challenging romantic partner and even friend; plunging headfirst into the past or plotting my glorious future in certain exquisite hours of reminiscence and reverie in bed or under the boughs of the peepal tree, an arboreal cafe full of tweeting birds and scrambling squirrels, that shielded my apartment from the harsh Delhi sun and snoopy neighbours.


Sometimes I just sat there in the centre of my room looking at my books, absorbing their vibrations like some sort of New Age guru, taking them in not as language but as a wordless love, a silent communion of kindred spirits.


Yes…what a country is literature.


THE PAST IS a strange country, too. It is now decades since I last saw my father in the flesh, although I hear him in my head quite often. We never got to say goodbye. He passed away that long summer when I first began my adventures in literature.


And for many years afterward, I dreaded remembering my father. For to remember a loved one who has passed away so young is to be overwhelmed once again by the trauma of their departure, the pain and suffering of their last years, the maddening questions could I have done something differently and what did I not see? I restricted myself to observing my father’s memory through pitrupaksha, the annual day of rituals to remember one’s ancestors, and to wearing one of his old shirts from time to time. That was as much as I could take. When my first novel was published in 2009, I was not even able to place his name on the dedications page.


So my father did not live to see my winding, often tumultuous journey in literature. But of course, I couldn’t have done it without him. His memory interleaves my every feeling for the universe of books, for my own journey is, more properly, the second episode of a journey of father and son. A village boy, born and raised far from the world of English and books, my father rose far above what was expected of him. He became the only one of five siblings to go to university. In Cuttack’s Ravenshaw College, for the first time he gained access to more books than he could read. Somewhere in my family home are stored the works of English literature and Political Science that he received as prizes for outstanding results, with his name and the mid-70s date proudly inscribed on them in his dashing hand. He loved to copy out quotes and witticisms in notebooks, and to write letters to newspapers. He admired a certain kind of iconoclastic individual: Arun Shourie, Khushwant Singh, Mahesh Bhatt, Dom Moraes. He had a very loud, slightly metallic laugh, like the sound of a car stalling. When he started laughing it took him a long time to stop.
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