
[image: Cover: An Obedient Father, by Akhil Sharma]


An Obedient Father

Akhil Sharma





[image: ]


“Rich and enthralling… Mr. Sharma’s novel weaves the national into the personal without a trace of the didactic. What is more astonishing is his success in joining the amiably picaresque aspects of the corruption—India’s and Ram’s—with the ghastly evil of its underside… Stunning dramatically, psychologically, and in terms of the constraints on Indian women.”

—Richard Eder, New York Times

“Sharma… skillfully interweaves the personal and the political elements of this story, showing how profoundly each reflects—and affects—the other. He is unafraid of training a harsh light on his characters’ flaws and misdeeds, yet he also manages to present their painful struggles with an objectivity that is compassionate in the depths of its understanding.”

—Merle Rubin, Wall Street Journal

“A brilliant portrait of a man in a condition of moral rot… A most impressive debut.”

—Fritz Lanham, Houston Chronicle

“What’s impressive about Akhil Sharma’s first novel… is that he takes [a] staple of tabloid journalism and turns it into literature. The themes of crime and punishment that Sharma explores so tellingly make the parallels with Dostoevsky’s masterpiece compelling and instructive… That this novel is a debut is an astonishment.”

—Dan Cryer, Newsday

“Aside from his command of the narrative, Sharma reveals an exact talent for characterization. His people come into sharp focus with a few words of description or initial dialogue, and remain that way.”

—David Daley, Hartford Courant

“An Obedient Father poses a serious challenge to a reviewer who is tempted to take refuge in the easiest, moralizing dismissal of this unusual novel… the maddening narrative voice is as darkly hypnotic as those found in the pages of Dostoevsky… An Obedient Father is perhaps the novel that, some might say, Arundhati Roy had wanted to write when she wrote The God of Small Things. It is certainly the novel that Raj Kamal Jha came close to writing when in The Blue Bedspread he plumbed the dark ambiguities of abuse and incest. Sharma’s novel is part of a brilliant coming of age in Indian fiction.”

—Amitava Kumar, The Nation
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For my brother, Anup, and for my parents, Jai and Pritam






KING LEAR: Who is it that can tell me who I am?

FOOL: Lear’s shadow.

KING LEAR: I would learn that; for, by the marks of sovereignty, knowledge, and reason, I should be false persuaded I had daughters.

FOOL: Which they will make an obedient father.








FOREWORD

I spent nine years writing An Obedient Father. At least half that time I had very little money. I would buy frozen vegetables at one grocery store and return them at another, where the vegetables cost slightly more, claiming I had lost the receipt. This act of dishonesty made me feel pathetic and confused. My parents were immigrants and so was I. They had seen to it that I worked hard in school. I had gone to a good college. A life of petty crime was not what any of us had had in mind.

At the same time, I did not blame myself for the slow pace of the writing. I knew that I was thinking as hard as I could, and I believed in the difference between a competent book and a book that is slightly more than competent, that carries a detailed impression of how a particular person sees the world. The difference between the two might only be fifteen hundred commas, but (I told myself) it can take a lot of time to figure out where those commas ought to go. It never occurred to me to stop or to doubt the value of what I was doing. I was convinced that writing a book was a very good use of my or anyone’s time.

No doubt this conviction came partly from my mother, who valued education over everything. It also came from growing up in India in the 1970s, when paper had a sort of glamour. My parents used to cut the margins off newspapers and use these for notes and calculations. We only had an abundance of paper around New Year, when people gave diaries as gifts. Anything printed in a book had an inherent claim on our attention.

Then, too, I considered writing a virtuous activity because books had taken me away from a difficult childhood, such that I considered them literal friends. As a child, and not even a small child, when I finished a book, I would start crying because I would never again be able to read it for the first time. Always when I held a library book, I felt I was holding something alive.

As far as I can tell, the emotional roots of An Obedient Father spring from my own feelings of guilt. I had a brother who was severely brain damaged. He had had an accident in a swimming pool, and he couldn’t walk or talk or roll over in his sleep on his own. Oxygen deprivation had left him blind. The accident occurred when I was ten, after we came to America. For the rest of my brother’s life, my parents took care of him in our house. He lay in a hospital bed in a room that had once been a dining room, with a hardwood floor and a chandelier.

Following the accident, I used to pray a lot and talk to God. In one of my conversations with Him, He asked whether I would switch places with Anup. Immediately, I said, “No!” And, also immediately, I thought, “I’m not good. I can’t be trusted. I need to be watched.”

Guilt and, as a consequence, self-scrutiny made up the largest part of my consciousness growing up. By the time I was twelve or thirteen, I knew that I was irredeemably bad. I also knew that my life was over, in the sense that my badness would eventually be discovered and then any good thing I had would be taken away. I believed the good things in life were reserved for virtuous people. In An Obedient Father, specifically in the deeds of the central character, who is a child molester, I found a crime deserving of the guilt I carried in those years.

Other things in the book, family things, I knew from long observation. The flat where most of the novel takes place belonged, in real life, to an aunt with whom I was sometimes sent to stay. I knew all of those houses and streets. As easy as it was for me to inhabit the mind of the child molester Ram Karan, I also felt at home in the mind of the grieving child Asha. Inescapable conflict and rage within a family were also things I knew from daily experience.

Other knowledge I had at second hand. A distant relative had run for the Indian parliament in the early 1980s. I based some of the events that occur in the book on that, including the man boasting about killing Muslims. Still other things, about village life, and the time of independence, and the violence of partition, I learned from books and from the stories of my older relatives, and from my own work volunteering in villages in India.



Sometimes, however, I was out of my depth and could not find firm ground. I knew this all along, but it became unavoidably clear to me only after An Obedient Father was accepted for publication. I had sent a copy of the manuscript to one of my dearest friends, a former teacher of mine, in California, whose opinion I respected very much and who began phoning me, each time leaving the same message, that she wanted to discuss my novel.

For a long time I found it impossible to return her calls. When I finally did, Nancy, nervously, with the timidity we show when we are trying to help someone we love by telling them a hard thing, began to list the problems that she saw in my manuscript. The list was long. None of her criticisms came as a surprise. I saw the problems, too. I had known they were there. I just didn’t know how to fix them. Also, after so long writing the book I wanted to get a job and try to live a middle-class life that would allow me to afford allergy medicine and movie tickets. I wanted to move on.

So the problems went unfixed. And I moved on.



I was glad to have finished with An Obedient Father. The book appeared, received good reviews, and won a prize. Most important to me, several writers whom I admired praised the book in terms that I believed to be sincere. As any writer knows, that is the praise that matters: fellow writers are the only ones who have crawled over words and sentences the way that an ant crawls over a crumb. Once An Obedient Father was published, I was able to write more stories and a second novel (which took even longer than the first). Eventually, I became a teacher of writing.

For eighteen years I never so much as opened An Obedient Father. Then one day, trying to write something new and finding myself at an impasse, I had the idea of returning to the book, if only to see what my younger self had done and whether, now, it could be improved. At first, as I read the opening chapter, my mind kept flinching away. I didn’t want to engage with the sentences or the scenes. And this flinching made me feel awful. It seemed evidence that the writing could not bear scrutiny, that I had been mistaken in the book’s merits. Because all those years I had believed the book had certain merits, along with its faults.

I began to wonder what I could do to make myself willing simply to read the book.

In the first version of An Obedient Father, the daughter and the granddaughter are named Anita and Asha, names that were meant to sound similar. They were not the only pair of characters whose names sounded alike. This was intentional. Using similar names makes the sentences harder to scan. I wanted to generate strain, confusion, and, ideally, a sense of the uncanny or nightmarish.

I did a simple search-and-replace. Asha became Bandani. Already the book was easier to read.

Next I noticed that, in the first version, I had taken great care to make each physical space distinct and legible. When a character walked into a room, the room was described. When a character walked into an alleyway, the alleyway was described. It seems to me this was largely a reaction to my reading of Dostoevsky’s novels, in which the spaces are highly illegible: at one moment, a character will be on one side of the room, the next moment on another, and it is often unclear who is in earshot of whom, and so on. This creates a feeling of dislocation, generally intensified by the inward-looking commentary of the character whose point of view we share. (On the other hand, Dostoevsky is a great recycler of physical spaces. The characters are always walking down the same lanes or going back into the same rooms.)

I too wanted to create characters who could comment continually on their inner lives, because I agree with Dostoevsky that we mostly live in our heads and are always trying to make sense of ourselves. This at least is my experience. But the physical world I also wanted clear. Having clear visual spaces gives an impression of safety and normality, and this “normality” then gets lent back by the novel to the characters—it grounds their idiosyncrasies, their individuality, in a physically recognizable world.

Over the years since I wrote An Obedient Father, I had learned other ways to make the reader feel at home in an imaginary space, without pacing out the length of a room, or alerting the reader each time a character stood up from her chair. In general, I had learned the use of reticence: if you give a few clear strokes, not only will your reader fill in the blanks, but this act of projection will take less effort than if you ask the reader to assimilate a mass of physical details, and so the result will be more vivid. The same was true of a character’s inner state. If your character observes the world and thinks, as it were, “out loud,” you rarely need to report on his or her emotions. The reader will supply the affect. Perhaps no two readers will imagine a character’s inner life the same way—characters are no more knowable than other people—but they will be in the right ball park, and over time, if the reader moves comfortably from page to page, a reliable picture takes shape.

By this time, I was deeply engaged in revising the book. The prose was speeding up of its own accord. Little obstacles dropped away. Dialogue labels, for example: “he said,” “she said”; “they exclaimed,” etc. These serve two basic purposes. They tell the reader who is speaking. They also create a tiny break, like a landing on a staircase, where the reader can pause and gather her breath. Or like the third wheel on a tricycle. Better, I now felt, to let the reader pitch ahead, carried by the momentum of the story.

So one small change led to another, until the fifty-year-old me was able to grapple with the larger formal problems that had defeated me in my twenties:

The book moved between two registers, the domestic and the political. This kind of movement is something I look for in novels. Imagine being a doctor in an emergency room flooded with patients. Imagine being the same doctor going for a jog along a river. Both registers exist in the same life. My favorite books tend to include these oscillations, or confusions, like the famous scene in Crime and Punishment when, suddenly, we find ourselves in a traditional detective story, or the moment in Notes from Underground when the prostitute shows up at the narrator’s flat, or in The Kreutzer Sonata, when the dagger goes through the corset.

As a young writer, however, I worried that the confusion of two registers would seem to the reader like a mistake. So I broke up the action artificially, chapter by chapter. Now the doctor is in the emergency room, I wanted to say. Now the doctor is jogging. That was a serious weakness. It led to padding. It slowed and complicated the plot and violated the spirit of action, where a panicked sense of emergency and the banality of everyday life, including small pleasures, coincided and were hopelessly mixed up together. For my new version, instead of trying to manage the confusion, I embraced it.

The most fundamental change, however, between the two versions of the novel is not technical but a matter of emotional outlook. As a younger person, I was attracted to the unwinnable, to stalemates, to absolute and irresolvable conflicts. The standoff between Ram Karan and his daughter seemed to me, not just the heart of the book, but its most absorbing feature. I gave it many pages, turning it this way and that. Such relationships don’t hold the same fascination for me anymore. Coming back to the novel in middle age, I was more willing to move the narrative attention away from Ram Karan to Bandani and Asha. By changing the scale of the three primary characters relative to each other, I discovered more hope in the novel. Ram Karan is a tragic character, and Bandani had been greatly harmed, but for Asha, I saw reason to hope. For the same reason, perhaps, I felt less inclined to tie up the very last strings of the novel in a “happy” way, or to idealize the couple whom we meet toward the end of the book.

It is strange to revisit a novel from so long ago and, now and then, to recognize what is unchanged and, maybe, unchangeable in yourself. I am surprised to find that my sense of the absurd is the same as it was back then. There is something in me, like Poe’s Imp of the Perverse, that looks for comic incongruities even in the midst of suffering. And I do remember how much suffering went into this book back then, when I was still ringing from the difficulty of my childhood. On balance, I am not sure it was a healthy decision to take on the writing of a novel. For this reason, too, I am glad to have put the puzzle aside when I did, and glad to have waited so long to take it up again. To my mind it is now a different work, different and shorter and maybe also more complete.

Akhil Sharma

Chapel Hill, 2022






AN OBEDIENT FATHER






ONE

It was morning. The sky was a single blue from edge to edge, and as soon as I stepped onto the balcony my forehead prickled with sweat. There was the honking of traffic and somewhere someone hammering on metal. In the squatter colony beneath me several women crouched before their huts, cooking breakfast on kerosene stoves. Two men in shorts and rubber slippers stood next to a hand pump, soaping their bodies. On the roof of a nearby building, a woman was bathing her daughter with a tin bucket and a bowl. The naked girl, perhaps seven or eight years old, kept slipping out of her mother’s grasp and running about. The mother dropped the bowl and slapped her. My heart jumped. I felt slapped also. The child became very still. “More?” the mother threatened. Only then did the little girl burst into tears.

I needed to force money out of Father Joseph. In itself, this should not have made me nervous. Father Joseph had bribed me once before, for a building permit, soon after he became principal of Rosary School. Also, he had admitted my granddaughter, Asha, into his school without our having to make the enormous donation usually required.

But Father Joseph was strange and unpredictable. Several months before, his school, in a posh part of Old Delhi, had given a dinner party to introduce him. Because of my work for the Delhi municipal education department, I was invited. During the party Father Joseph demonstrated his expertise in karate. The party was held in the hockey pitch in front of the school. A steel pole had been cemented upright several meters from the buffet tables. Father Joseph, short, and heavy with muscle, wearing the white robe of a karate teacher, beat at the pole for half an hour with his bare feet and fists while forty or fifty people watched and ate. Sometimes he would step back a few feet from the pole and groan at it. Near the end of his demonstration, he became so tired that there were pauses as long as a minute between blows. Because this was so odd, and because Father Joseph had spoken to me in English when the party started, at first I thought the display might be an example of a foreign affectation. After he had finished, still dressed in the robe, Father Joseph spent the rest of the night meeting his guests, pausing now and then to clench and unclench his hand.



By now I had been Mr. Gupta’s money man for a little less than a year. It did not take me long to realize I was no good at the job, and once I did, I tried to find pleasure in having achieved a position that exceeded my ability. I pictured myself weeping in the middle of negotiations with some school principal and calling myself a “whore,” with a hand pressed over my heart. But on the mornings before bribe collections, these fantasies came involuntarily, and I felt out of control.

The principals I extorted were better educated than I am, and generally far more competent and responsible. I hadn’t finished higher secondary, and my job as a junior officer in the physical education department officially involved little more than counting cricket bats and badminton rackets and making sure that four percent of a school’s land was used for physical education.

My panic in negotiations was so apparent that even people who were eager to bribe me grew resentful. At the meals they were custom-bound to serve with the bribe, they joked about my weight. “You’re as good as two men,” they might say as I piled food on my plate, or would ask, as if out of curiosity, “Have you been fasting?” With principals who appeared even more uncertain than I was, I sometimes grew angry to the point of incoherence. Occasionally—because of the medicines I now took—I became talkative, sleepy, and confused.

My general incompetence and laziness at work had been apparent for so long that I now believe it could only have been arrogance that led Mr. Gupta to pick me as his money man. I am the sort of person who does not make sure a file includes all the necessary pages, or that the pages are in the right order. I refuse to accept even properly placed blame, lying outright that somebody else has misplaced the completed forms or spilled tea on them, even though I was the last one to sign them out or had the soggy papers still on my desk. All this is common for a certain type of civil servant who knows that he is viewed with disdain by his superiors and that he cannot lose his job. My predecessor as money man, Mr. Bajwa, used to lie about what he had brought for lunch. He would rather eat on the office roof than not lie. Mr. Bajwa, however, had incredible energy. He also had a compulsion to court everyone who came near him. Many times he told me that I was one of his best friends, although his dislike for me was clear.

He had to be replaced because, when V. P. Singh won the last elections, the Central Bureau of Investigation showed its loyalty to the new rulers by attacking the Congress Party. They launched a wave of investigations against Congress supporters, and charges had been brought against Mr. Bajwa. Now Rajiv Gandhi seemed likely to become prime minister again, and for a time the investigations would all be on the other side, but for Mr. Bajwa it was too late.

After the mother had finished bathing her daughter, I went back inside the darkness of the flat.



Despite my promotion at work, the last twelve months had been filled with anxiety and sorrow. First, my wife, Radha, had died after many years of cancer. A few months later, I had a heart attack that woke me in the middle of the night. I cried out “My heart is breaking,” so loudly that my neighbors kicked open the door of our flat. More recently, my son-in-law Rajinder had died when his scooter slipped from beneath him on an oil slick. So it was that my daughter Bandani and her eight-year-old, Asha, had come to live with me, because they had nowhere else to go.

The flat had never seemed cramped when Radha and I lived there with our three children, much less when it was just the two of us. Apart from the common room, the one room we actually used, there was a sitting room for visitors, with sofas and chairs, and a front hall that doubled as a guest room. Now the flat seemed to have contracted with grief. The front hall was occupied by Bandani and Asha, and instead of sitting on the floor of the common room, the way Radha and I used to do, Bandani often chose to read her newspaper out of sight, crouched in the little kitchen, while Asha was always vanishing up the ladder that led from the balcony to the roof, as if to escape the shadows around us.

My bedroom had been meant for boarders. It had its own door to the gallery, and it could be bolted from the common room. Long before we bought the flat, some previous owner had nailed the exit shut and hidden it behind a large book case, which also covered the window. He must have been willing to sacrifice light and air for quiet, though one could still hear other residents of the building as they walked up and down the gallery or carried on their conversations with neighbors in the courtyard.

Some mornings Asha came into my bedroom while I was bathing and fell asleep in the darkness on my cot, waiting her turn. Here I found her, curled on my cot with one knee pulled up to her stomach. A ray of sunlight, sifting through the common room, spilled white across her face. I knelt down to wake her. Since they had moved in two months ago, misery as intense as terror had drained all the fat from Asha’s body, making her teeth appear larger than they were and her fingers impossibly long. Her long eyelashes trembled in her sleep.

In the squatter colony a hand pump creaked and someone made clucking sounds to a horse. I heard the sighing of Bandani’s sari as she moved about the kitchen. “Wake up,” I said, and gently shook Asha’s little knee. “The water will go soon.”



Asha stepped out of the bathroom wearing her school uniform, a blue shirt, and a maroon skirt. In the mirror that hung in the common room, she combed her hair, which her mother had cut short like a boy’s. Then she went onto the balcony and hung her towel beside mine on the ledge. In comparison, hers looked little bigger than a washcloth. When she returned, I asked, “Do you want some yogurt?” Asha normally got yogurt only with dinner. I ate yogurt twice a day on my doctor’s orders. For a moment she looked surprised. Then she said, “Absolutely.”

“Get two bowls and spoons and the yogurt.”

Asha was placing the bowls between us on the floor when Bandani appeared in the doorway of the kitchen. “What are you doing?” she asked.

For a moment I thought she was asking me.

“Nanaji said I could have some yogurt.”

Frowning, Bandani brought us both a glass of milk and a salty paratha. Asha ate her yogurt first. When she could no longer gather anything with the spoon, she licked the inside of the bowl.

“We should buy more milk so you can make more yogurt for her,” I told Bandani.

“She wouldn’t eat it.”

“I would,” Asha said.

“She’d eat it two days, Pitaji, and then stop.”

Asha stared into her lap.

After a moment Bandani contemptuously added, “Milk is going up every day. I ask why and the milkman says, ‘Tell America not to fight Iraq.’ ”

“His cows drive cars?” I asked but got no reply. “Let’s try it for two days, then,” I added softly.

Bandani gathered the breakfast things and squatted beneath the kitchen counter to turn the tap. The pipe hissed and nothing came out.

“Thank God we had water this long,” I said.

Bandani turned to me, intent to the point of anger. “We should thank God for so little?” Not waiting for me to answer, she began scrubbing the dishes with ashes and cupfuls of water from a bucket.

Often I felt that Bandani was acting, in her white sari, keeping her head covered, like a widow in a movie. When she scrubbed the floor, she held the sari in place with her teeth.

“We should buy a water tank,” I said. “Ever since I became Mr. Gupta’s man, I make so much money I don’t even know how to hide it.” The kitchen was tiny, yet Bandani spent most of her days there. She even read the paper there, her small figure crouched on the floor.

I asked Asha to get me a glass of water from a clay pot in the corner. When she brought it, I held up the pills I must take every morning and asked, “Do you know what these are?”

“Medicine, Nanaji.”

“Yes, but they are of three different kinds. This one is a diuretic,” I said, lifting the orange one with my thumb and forefinger. “It makes me get rid of a lot of water so that my heart doesn’t have so much to move. This one”—I pointed to the aspirin—“thins my blood, and that also means my heart works less. And this one,” I said, referring to the blue one with a cross etched on it, “is called a beta blocker.” I said beta blocker twice because it sounded dramatic. “This keeps my heart from getting excited.”

I held the pills out for a moment and then swept them into my mouth.

Asha wandered to the living room and turned on the television, as always growing sluggish in the minutes before she had to leave for school. Eventually she shuffled into the bedroom she and Bandani shared. Through the doorway I saw her putting on white ankle-length socks and small black shoes. At a quarter past eight, she slung a satchel full of books over one shoulder and came to her mother in the kitchen to say goodbye. Bandani kissed both of Asha’s hands and her forehead.

Half an hour later, when I left for the office, Bandani was on her knees mopping the floor of their bedroom. “Talk to the pundit,” Bandani said, looking up at me from under the fold of her sari. It was two days before the anniversary of Radha’s death, and I still hadn’t made the arrangements.

Suddenly I was angry. “Why are you always covering your head?” I asked her. “You aren’t at your in-laws’. What are you trying to show?”



The department of education for our sector of Delhi occupied a low white building, a former school near Delhi University, surrounded by a dirt field and a white wall. Lately the wall had been plastered with campaign posters and painted with the giant lotuses of the fundamentalist Hindu BJP and the open hand of Rajiv Gandhi’s Congress Party. When I entered that morning, the sounds of typewriters and of voices came from the Hindi and science divisions. In the physical education division no one even made a pretense of working. We were almost proud of our laziness. “What can be done today,” we liked to say, “can certainly be done tomorrow.”

There were four of us assistant education officers, sharing one large room with four desks, each with its steel armoire and ceiling fan. Mr. Gupta had his own room down the hall.

Mr. Mishra was already in the office, asleep, bare feet on his desk and a handkerchief over his eyes.

“Mr. Mishra,” I said, assuming Mr. Gupta’s husky voice, “the public expects so little from its servants.”

“It’s finally learning.” He tugged the handkerchief off and smiled, his pockmarked face as round and gracious as a silver teapot. “Mr. Karan! I only arrived this morning from Bihar,” he said. “Pritam and I were planning to come by the afternoon train yesterday, but we wanted to spend more time with our son. I haven’t even bathed.” He brought his feet down and sat up.

“How was your grandson’s naming?” I asked, sitting in a chair across from him. Mr. Mishra was very proud of his son, an Indian Administrative Service officer, and took every opportunity to talk of his successes.

“Amazing! You always think IAS officers are powerful, but it’s hard to understand what it means for one man to be head of justice, the police, and the civil service. Two hundred people came. Every person who has any business of importance with the government tried to get invited. And those who didn’t, probably worried that my son might be unhappy with them.”

“I assume your son didn’t have to pay for the whole celebration.”

“It was expensive,” he said, simply.

Mr. Mishra and I had worked together for many years but became friends only when he visited me in the hospital while I recovered from my heart attack. Because Mr. Mishra did not accept bribes, I had thought he looked down on those of us who did. During the conversations we had in the hospital, I realized that he was also one of those people who love to gossip but are too well mannered to initiate such chatter. Our friendship was built on this insight, upon my leading conversations where he was too polite to go.

“What news?” he asked, after the usual pause.

“Inspections, files, giving grants. Last week a young man, maybe twenty-six, came to me and said he wanted to open a school and needed a thousand square meters of land. I said you have to go to a different department and deposit a hundred forms before you’ll get one meter on government discount. So he pushes two ten-thousand rupee packets toward me.” I slid my hands slowly across the surface of the desk toward Mr. Mishra. To amuse him, I sometimes exaggerated my crimes. “I had to say, ‘Put it away or I’ll call the police.’ I’ve never seen him before and he’s giving money like that. For a day or two, I was so certain the corruption people were after me, I could hardly eat.”

Mr. Mishra snorted and shook his head.

“Oh! Last week a monkey went into the women’s latrines,” I said. “The ones down the hall. There were three typists inside. They see the monkey and begin screaming. The monkey begins screaming, too.” I began yelping and waving my hands in the air. “One woman runs out of the bathroom. And she shuts the door behind her. Shuts it and holds on to the doorknob. By now everyone has come to see what’s happening. The screams are still going on.” I started laughing. “The monkey has begun flushing the toilets.” I pretended I was jerking the toilet chain. Mr. Mishra joined my laughter. “I have to pull the first woman’s hands off the doorknob. One of the other women runs out. And she shuts the door and holds on. I tell her to open it and she says, ‘If I do, the monkey will bite me.’ Now the woman left inside is weeping. I open the door. The woman runs out. She’s been bitten on her arm, her leg, her stomach. The monkey didn’t leave till the hall was empty.”

“Human nature,” Mr. Mishra said, wiping his eyes.

“The needle for the rabies injection is a foot long!”

In my anxiety to please him, I had been talking faster than normal. Still chuckling, Mr. Mishra asked, “Is there an inspection today? My stomach says, ‘Feed me.’ ”

Every school we were responsible for had to be inspected twice a year, occasions that for us were something close to a party. The home economics department of the school would spend all day preparing an elaborate lunch. Everywhere we went in the school, we would be met with obsequiousness.

“Father Joseph’s school,” I said, and rubbed my hands for him to see. “And tonight is the wedding reception for Mr. Gupta’s son. We can fill up for the next three days.”

Narayan, the driver I always used, was sitting on the front steps drinking tea from a glass and reading a Spider-Man comic book. He was a short Brahmin in his late thirties who shaved his head and wore a blue uniform every day, even though drivers aren’t required to wear a uniform.

“Narayanji, we are ready to go,” Mr. Mishra said.

“Is the thief coming?” Narayan asked, glancing up at me standing beside Mr. Mishra.

Neither of us answered for fear it would encourage his insults. Mr. Mishra bent and adjusted his socks. Narayan finally stood and walked ahead of us to the jeep.

Narayan and I had been friendly until I became Mr. Gupta’s man. We still shared a small business renting out the education department’s jeeps at night and on holidays. Our friendship had ended because Narayan had expected to grow rich from my new position, but instead nearly all the benefits the position bestowed flowed directly to me. He relieved his disappointment by insulting me whenever he could. Lately he had begun to claim falsely that I owed him fourteen hundred rupees from some complex embezzlement involving the education department’s allotment of diesel.

On our way to the inspection, we passed through Revolution Square, where the winter before several college students had set themselves on fire to protest V. P. Singh’s increase in caste quotas.

As we entered the square, Narayan snorted and said, “Rajiv Gandhi’s sons.” The outrage over their deaths had led to V. P. Singh’s downfall. This was the first thing Narayan had said since we got in the jeep, and I think he said it because he knew how much I had been moved by the actions of those foolish boys.

“Be kinder,” I said, leaning over the front seat. “They didn’t know better.”

“How smart do you have to be? Even I know a few thousand government jobs don’t matter.”

“Don’t be an animal,” I said. “Laughing at young boys dying.”

“Call me an animal, and I’ll make you walk.”

In the way that some people get religious with old age, over the last few years I had become sentimentally political. The young men’s actions reminded me of the days when I cut telegraph wires to slow the British.

“They sacrificed themselves like Mahatma Gandhi, like the Independence leaders who went to jail.” I could feel my throat tightening with emotion.

“Mahatma Gandhi was crazy, too,” Narayan answered, waving a hand near his ear where my mouth had been. “He thought sleeping naked but chaste with young girls gave him special powers. These boys probably thought dying would create new jobs out of nowhere, like magic, like my son thinks being bitten by a spider will let him climb walls.”

Mr. Mishra leaned forward also and said, “Still, Narayanji, respect the dead.”

“Now Rajiv Gandhi wants to take control directly, so Parliament has to be dissolved.”

“Narayanji, we should at least do what we can,” Mr. Mishra replied.

“You and I both eat Rajiv Gandhi’s salt,” I said.

“I am too far from power to eat anyone’s salt,” Narayan said. Mr. Mishra opened a newspaper. I looked out at the colonial-style university buildings that we passed. They were white turning yellow, with verandas and broad lawns. “Narayanji, I will give you the money you were speaking of.” Narayan honked his horn and reached over his shoulder to take my hand. I had bribed him and now, I hoped, Father Joseph would bribe me.



Two or three rows of students in blue shorts and white shirts were lined up doing jumping jacks in front of the main building of the Rosary School. The steel pole that had defeated Father Joseph was nowhere to be seen.

Narayan stopped the jeep before the main entrance. We got out and stood beside the jeep and waited for our presence to be recognized. A peon came, greeted us, and went to tell Father Joseph. After a few minutes, the head physical education teacher, Mrs. Singla, a heavy woman with hennaed hair and a widow’s white sari, came down the front steps smiling. “You should come see us even if there isn’t any work reason,” she said, pressing her hands together in namaste.

Mrs. Singla led us along a gallery that had classrooms on one side and was open to the sun on the other. A peon in khaki shorts and shirt sat on the floor outside Father Joseph’s office. Mrs. Singla said, “I’m sure we meet all your requirements.” The peon stood and opened the door.

Father Joseph was behind his desk reading a man’s palm. Father Joseph looked up, said, “One minute,” in English, and motioned Mr. Mishra and me to a sofa along the wall. We sat down. There were rugs on the floor, and the walls were lined with bookcases made of glass and steel. An air-conditioner chilled the room with barely a hum. This school is rich, I thought.

“You have to fight your selfishness,” Father Joseph said.

“I try,” the man said. He was in his early twenties and might have been a teacher.

“The palm you were born with shows that you have a small heart. But the palm you have made shows that you can change.”

Mrs. Singla stood near the sofa. “Father, one day, will you read my hands?”

“Someday,” he answered with his eyes on the man’s palms. Father Joseph twisted his lips. “I won’t tell you everything now,” he said, and released the hands. “Some things only suffering can teach.”

“Thank you, Father,” the man said, and stood.

Father Joseph got up from behind his desk. He had on black pants and a white short-sleeved shirt that revealed thick arms with veins like garter snakes. Mrs. Singla and the man left.

Father Joseph moved to a chair across from us and crossed his legs. There was a mannered quality to his gestures. Like some other Christian priests I’ve met, Father Joseph had an air of condescension, as though we were still in the Raj and Christianity were still the religion of the powerful. He leaned forward and pointed at some papers on the table between us. “I’ve looked at your forms, and I’ve personally made sure everything is right.”

“Much of the inspection report depends on our impressions,” I said, also in English. Mr. Mishra giggled. “We have to see how the teachers teach,” I said.

Father Joseph shifted back in his chair. “Will you have something cold to drink or something warm?”

“Why don’t we have something cold while the tea is being made,” Mr. Mishra said. He was grinning. Mr. Mishra would never take bribes, but he liked bothering people.

After the peon had been sent to bring drinks, it was hard to start a conversation. Father Joseph appeared both aloof and firm. He took a pack of cigarettes from a pants pocket.

I moved forward on the sofa and knitted my fingers together. The cigarette smoke caused my nostrils to prickle. Normally, we would all have our drinks and then whoever came with me would leave to examine the school and I and the principal would talk alone. But I had the feeling that Mr. Mishra wanted to test our new friendship by staying as long as possible.

I watched Father Joseph smoke for a moment and then I asked if he thought Rajiv Gandhi would be a better leader for having lost the prime ministership. He knew I was raising money for the Congress Party and politeness should have made him say that Rajiv Gandhi had benefited from losing his title.

“Does a lion’s nature improve from fasting?” he asked.

The peon entered with three Campa Colas and three teas on one tray.

“Still,” I said, “the Congress Party is the only party that can rule India. What other party has ever been able to hold power for long. They are the only ones who have appeal all over the country. They are the only ones who have people in the villages.”

As usual when I spoke English, I felt the tightness of my clothes, as if I had to be careful or a seam might give.

“Would Congress say something else?” Father Joseph smiled. “We’ll see how many seats they get in the new elections.” I don’t think he had any strong political affiliations.

I accepted the tea with one hand and the Campa Cola with the other. Mr. Mishra did the same and slurped his Campa Cola loudly. Then he smiled, revealing his teeth.

“Rajiv Gandhi thinks India is his family estate,” Father Joseph said. “The Nehru family has controlled the Congress Party for too long. Jawaharlal Nehru, then Indira Gandhi, then Rajiv. How much longer?”

“And before Independence and Jawaharlal there was Motilal Nehru,” Mr. Mishra said. “And every night on TV now, you see Rajiv Gandhi’s daughter handing out blankets to the poor, as though she’s already started campaigning for her seat.” Father Joseph and Mr. Mishra both looked at me as if waiting for an answer.

“The Nehrus gave birth to India.”

“And they’ve been taking advantage of their child for a hundred years,” Mr. Mishra responded.

“This is Jawaharlal’s centennial anniversary,” Father Joseph confirmed. “At least for one hundred years, the Nehrus have run Indian politics.”

I felt surrounded. “Would you rather have the BJP win?” I asked, putting my empty Campa bottle on the table. I had accepted the fact that these negotiations were going to be more about force than delicacy. “The BJP is full of Hindu fanatics. If they had their way, they would make every non-Hindu leave the country.”

Father Joseph shrugged and took a sip of tea. “That’s not going to happen. There are too many non-Hindus in India.” He paused, thought for a moment, and, as if ending the conversation, added, “What do I know about politics. I am just a headmaster.”

We finished our tea in silence. I did not know what to do or say.

“Shall I send for more tea?” Father Joseph asked. He said “chai” instead of “tea” because the Hindi for tea also means bribe. When he smiled broadly, I knew he was mocking me. I cleared my throat and spat a clot of phlegm on the bit of rug beside my foot.

Father Joseph looked at me in shock. I said in Hindi, “I know how much you charge students to get in here. I know the land we give you for one rupee a meter you then draw loans on for one hundred rupees a meter. You are a priest. What kind of religion do you follow?” I settled back on the sofa. Mr. Mishra had stopped smiling when I spat. “Why be greedy when there is so much.”

“At last,” Father Joseph said, now in English.

“At last what? Are you still a baby after all you’ve done?” I asked from where I was on the sofa. “We don’t sell toys.”

Father Joseph said nothing. He put his teacup on the table. He had not drunk his Campa. I asked, “Can I drink yours?” He didn’t answer. I took it and gulped it down. “We are going to go look around.”



Mrs. Singla led us through the school. I noticed as I walked down the halls that I was holding my shoulders back and letting my arms swing free. Mr. Mishra had never seen me behave this way. I thought of finding Asha’s classroom and in front of her, in front of the entire class of children, letting Asha’s teacher know our relationship. Mrs. Singla took us to a storeroom where cricket bats and field hockey sticks lay in mounds. I asked Mrs. Singla if there were any extra badminton rackets, because I wanted to give Asha a gift. I picked up a leather cricket ball and flipped it from hand to hand.

Eventually Mr. Mishra and I were left to wander by ourselves. The school had a lift, and I like lifts very much. We rode it up and down several times. Mr. Mishra went into various classrooms and asked children random questions. “What is a binary star?” or “What does D.C. mean in Washington, D.C.?” When someone answered, he liked to say, “Is that what you think?”

Early in the afternoon Mr. Mishra was walking down a hall about thirty or forty meters ahead of me. I called out to him. When he turned around, I held up the cricket ball and mimed bowling it. He crouched and brought his hands together as though he were a wicket keeper. I don’t know what made me stop miming, but I sent the ball shooting toward him. The ball hit the ground with a loud clap, and Mr. Mishra was too surprised to catch it. Each time the ball hit the ground, there was the same loud clap. The classes all along the hall became quiet as Mr. Mishra ran after the hopping ball.

We roamed the halls till it was time to have lunch with Father Joseph.

Mrs. Singla joined us for the meal. Girls from the home economics classes served us. There was chole bhature, malai kofta, naan, rice kheer, gajar ka halwa. Once the food was in front of us, conversation ended. Father Joseph ate with knife and fork, but everyone else used their hands. Mr. Mishra chewed so loudly it sounded as if he might be trying to say something. Mrs. Singla ate steadily, head bowed. Every now and then she looked up at the ceiling, shook her head, and moaned. I yearned to stuff myself, to eat until all my blood went to my stomach and getting up would make me dizzy, but my doctor had warned me against rich foods and I barely touched anything on my plate.

When we were ready to leave, Mrs. Singla gave me two badminton rackets and a tube of shuttlecocks. She offered Mr. Mishra a similar set, but he said no. Mr. Mishra stood as he refused her. Then he and she moved out into the hall. I moved back to the sofa I had sat on earlier.

Father Joseph went to his desk and took out two small newspaper wrapped bundles. “Forty thousand,” he said, putting them at the edge of the desk. I had expected only twenty-five or thirty. Father Joseph, I thought, was one of those people for whom money is not real, and once he had surrendered in the bargaining, he gave up completely. I picked up the packages. I pretended to weigh the money. I asked for a plastic bag.

On our way back, I fell asleep. I dreamed of Radha and Bandani, and when I woke I was grinding my teeth, though I could not remember the details of my dream. The back of my shirt was sticking to the seat and I had a slight headache from the sun. Mr. Mishra was looking out the window. He had finished the inspection report without my asking and it was on his lap. We had passed the Old Clock Tower and were stuck beside the stalls of the Old Vegetable Market. The jeep was moving in slow shudders. Pollution had created a blue haze on the road.

“You don’t notice it till you’re away, but Delhi is so polluted it’s like living inside an oil tanker,” Mr. Mishra said.

The dream and the money in my lap made me feel unworthy of his friendship. “Why do you think your son is so successful?” I asked him.

“I don’t know,” he said, continuing to look out the window. “Children are born with personalities. He was born determined to be successful. And he’s smart.”

“I have a daughter who is a scientist in America. I have a son who has a PhD in history. The fact that Bandani never studied wasn’t my fault.” My own voice had a pleading tone. “My daughter Kusum has met the American President.”
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