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For Aruna Who Has Left Behind A Vacuum Which Is Impossible To Fill






“Then you write for who you love whether she can read or write or not and whether she is alive or dead.”


– Ernest Hemingway







PROLOGUE


At the launch of my first book The Nonconformist, Mr Anil Dharkar had asked me a loaded question: “Were you a spoilt brat?” I gave the question serious thought, remembered my childhood and youth and concluded that the answer had to be “Yes”. I was a thoroughly spoilt brat, as this book in your hands will undoubtedly prove.


This book is a hybrid of essays, memories, reminiscences and commentaries. These are stray incidents that made an impression on me during my travels through life and I noted them down as they occurred, with the intention of writing about them someday. The process went on for many decades. I tried to pen them down in detail time and again, but could not do so because of two main reasons: first, because I am an infernally lazy person, and second, because I was busy “strutting and fretting my hour upon the stage” to make ends meet. A majority of these reminiscences will prove that Mr Dharkar was right—that, in more ways than one, I was a spoilt brat.


I’m not so sure if I fall into that category now that I am nearing the autumn of my time and the knocks of life have taught me a lesson or two.


I read somewhere long ago that one must be an “expert forgetter”, because it is of no use for a man to carry the burden of the past on his shoulders as he moves through life. I have tried as much as possible to live in the present and never delved much into the past. Just as well, because much of that past has not been a good one. It was unpleasant because of my own warped nature. Being the son of a celebrity, I was an egoist and was pathologically self-centered. But as one gets on in years, whether one likes it or not, one begins to become more preoccupied with the past than the future. Inadvertently, one begins to brood about the years gone by and the foolish things one has done.


However, this is not, nor can be, an autobiography. To write an autobiography, one has to either have had an exceptionally interesting life like Nirad Chowdhury or Jean Jacques Rousseau or Mahatma Gandhi, or to have been a man of great repute like my father, Mr Balraj Sahni, in whose life the public would be keenly interested.


Dad’s autobiography makes for very interesting reading. He writes in great detail and with disarming frankness about the difficulties he faced while learning his craft and the enormous mistakes he made in the bargain. Of the two books that Dad wrote, the one which I like the most was My Unsentimental Diary—a collection of random memories that speak volumes about the man and his sensitivity. This particular book of mine has been inspired almost entirely by it. It’s a format after my own heart.


Dev Saheb’s autobiography is a colossal book and eminently readable, almost as voluminous as Tolstoy’s War and Peace, and yet once I had picked it up I couldn’t put it down. Dev Saheb was a very passionate man. Once he got excited about a project, he was like a man possessed. I have just started reading Naseeruddin Shah’s autobiography and find it extremely well-written and lively. He is a great actor and has written a great book. But I am personally averse to writing an autobiography. It is a huge affair and I don’t have the patience to write it. This book, therefore, consists of snippets of stray memories and conversations with friends, lovers, and mountains.


Sir Laurence Olivier once said that the best prerequisite for being a great actor is “to have had an unhappy childhood”. Although one of the greatest actors of all time, he was sorely mistaken on this point. As far as Dad, Dev Saheb and Amitabh Bachchan are concerned, to the best of my knowledge, they had very happy childhoods. I, on the other hand, was dubiously “blessed” with a pretty chaotic and disturbing childhood, but this did not help me in any way in becoming a gifted actor.


Depression or, as Gayatri Prabhu, whose books I admire very much, has called it so accurately, the “vortex of darkness”, hit me in early childhood and has dogged me intermittently right through youth and into old age. It could be genetic, though neither my parents nor grandparents ever showed signs of it. Maybe it is because of the sights I saw when I was still a child, during the Partition—killings, arson and rapes in broad daylight. But then many of my contemporaries—people my own age—saw similar sights and were not affected by them overmuch. In any case, I have never felt the need to go to a shrink (nor do I intend to) so I do not know what the cause really is.


The only person I confided in was Dad and he, I think, didn’t understand what I was talking about because he was totally unfamiliar with the “vortex of darkness”. But his advice was sage. He told me to give myself entirely to work and forget all else, which is what I did and which helped me considerably. I made it a point early on to “plan and keep planning” and, ignoring all else, keep moving single-mindedly towards goals and targets which I set for myself. In spite of that, and what the elders told me, for a long time my refrain in life has almost always been: “Vanity of vanities; all is vanity”. (Ecclesiastes)


This, then, is an untangling of random memories from my youth to my older years, put together as they came to me in my contemplative moments, arranged in some mad design; “emotions recollected in tranquility”, as Wordsworth put it.


I hope you find them interesting.




RUSSIA




Encounter with the Vietnamese


The one thing that I have learnt from experience is to never take anything at face value. Appearances are deceptive and life is full of ironies. I was made aware of this for the first time when I went to Russia. Dad sent me to what was then considered one of the best film institutes in the world—the VGIK, The All-State Government Institute of Cinema in Moscow. And indeed, it was, at the time, the top place to go to for learning all about films. But I was in for many surprises. The institute was famous all over the world, no doubt, but it was also quite infamous for some other reasons.


Not long after I had landed in Moscow, the Russian wife of one of Bhishamji’s (the renowned writer Bhisham Sahni, I should add, also my uncle) Indian friends approached me at a party and asked me if I had joined the film institute. I replied in the affirmative.


“It is a good institute! One of the best in the world, they say. I believe you will soon be shifting to the hostel?” she asked.


“Yes,” I replied. “I am looking forward to that.”


“Be careful,” she said, offhandedly. “You look like a decent fellow. The hostel is a notorious fornicatorium. So be careful! Just concentrate on your studies.”


I didn’t know what she was talking about and thought she was joking, but, as I found out later, she was right. Girls and boys lived on the same floor in separate but adjacent rooms and there was no bar on moving in and out of one another’s rooms at any time of the day or night. There was promiscuity the likes of which I had never seen before. The hostel was indeed a “fornicatorium” of colossal proportions.


The USSR was quite a country in those days, and the VGIK was quite an institute and ours, to top it all, was quite a class! Half of the class comprised Russians—among them many girls, budding actresses who, I daresay, were very pretty—and the other half foreign students, some of whom became my close friends.


There was a fellow from Iceland named Magnus, with huge, incredibly blue eyes, slim and of medium height, full of fun and laughter, for whom India and Indians were as exotic a phenomenon as Iceland and the polar cap are for us. Magnus wanted desperately for me to get him a copy of the Kama Sutra. He was a phenomenal boozer, forever drunk, and a champion fornicator who found Russian girls irresistible. He mounted them at the drop of a hat in every deserted nook and corner of the institute, till one day he was discovered by a lady teacher; having finished with the girl, he was about to mount the bulky, middle-aged teacher, who was quite intrigued by his behaviour and frankly flattered by it, when the amorous group was discovered by the Dean. Magnus was found with his pants down, struggling with the panties of the teacher. The Dean nearly had a stroke and politely asked Magnus to pack up and go back to Reykjavik where he could continue his extracurricular activities in peace.


Then there was an American, a New Yorker (I forget his name) of Italian descent and considerably older than the rest of the class—a short, dark, unshaven man in a shabby suit and with huge, bulging eyes, with a perpetually bewildered expression on his face, the stump of a cheap, unlit cigar always held in his mouth. He spoke English in a slang that I found very difficult to understand. He had been a laborer in New York and had migrated to Moscow after reading some Soviet periodicals, becoming convinced that the USSR was a “worker’s paradise”. He had been received with open arms by the Soviets and was given Soviet citizenship with alacrity. His every whim and fancy was catered to, as long as he regularly went on TV to vilify the USA and declare that he was glad that he had run away, because it was a hell-hole for working class people.


But as things turned out, he soon saw that the USSR was not as paradisiacal as he had imagined. The Russian borscht and shchi and schnitzel didn’t suit him; he longed for pasta and pizzas, in the absence of which he developed ulcers. He wanted to return home but the poor man realized, to his horror, that there was no getting out of the cage once he had got himself into it, and that there was as little chance of his returning home as there was for the sun to rise from the west the next morning.


He was as frustrated and pathetic a man as I have ever come across. He created a ruckus at the smallest pretext and on one occasion smashed all the TV sets in the hostel, having done which he was peremptorily thrown out of the institute and sent to Vladivostok or some place in the Far East. “The rest” as the Danish Prince said, “is silence.” We never heard from him again.


There was a German girl called Inge, tall, well-built and strong, with deep blue eyes and arms of steel. Had it not been for her voice and her spectacular pair of mammary glands—she refused to wear a bra and so they bounced around all day in class, making it difficult for the rest of the students to concentrate on their studies—she could have passed for a man.


And there were the Arabs in our class; three from Iraq and one from Egypt, who were second only to the Icelander in their sex drive. But they were discreet about their activities, and as a rule did not drink (being Muslim), but all of them had fiery tempers. The most impressive of the lot was called Hadi—a very tall and broad-shouldered, strong, silent man, with green eyes and blonde hair. Everyone was scared of him because, not being used to waiting in queues for anything, he often lost his temper at the café and created panic by banging steel trays and plates that made a horrendous cacophony, while shouting in Arabic at the top of his lungs. His sudden outbursts rattled even the toughest of the tough Russians.


There were a few guys from Africa too, two from the Ivory Coast and one from New Guinea, who spoke French and were always immaculately dressed in dark suits and ties. One of them by the name of Costa became a good friend. But for the colour of his skin, he could have passed for a Frenchman. A man with exquisite manners, suave and romantic, he was renowned for having an enormous member and was therefore very popular among the girls. His room was adjacent to mine and I saw bleary-eyed, steaming Russian girls emerging from his room, smiling like Cheshire cats, almost every day.


I was considered an oddity in the class. I was shy of girls to begin with. Even though Dad, being a Marxist and a believer in the materialistic view of life, had given me long lectures about sex being nothing more than a bodily need to be catered to from time to time, I was a prude right through school and college. The Arya Samaj morality had been dinned into me since childhood by Grandpa, with whom I had lived in my formative years. He was a firm believer in brahmacharya and the importance of staying away from the opposite sex. And so, I had never been close to a girl till I arrived in Moscow.


I think people in the institute at first took me for a pansy and the word went around that I was “abnormal”, till I confessed to a senior Iranian student that I was a brahmachari and that although I found Russian girls alluring, it was my philosophy to stay “pure” till I got married. Upon hearing this, he didn’t stop laughing for almost a week. As word spread about my brahmacharya status like wildfire, the whole institute was laughing at me and things went out of hand.


People sniggered and laughed behind my back. And the girls began to snuggle up to me. They were sure that, being from India, I must be an expert at the Kama Sutra techniques and could teach them a thing or two. I was in a quandary about how to respond and to quell my rising desires, until I went home for the winter holidays and Dad asked if all was well. He was shocked that I had not yet befriended any girl. He was convinced that my health was at risk and advised me to lead a “normal, healthy life”, but make it a point to carry a condom in my pocket wherever I went.


The winters were abominably cold and the view from the classroom windows was breathtakingly beautiful—a white landscape, snow-laden fir trees, a thick layer of snow on the surrounding roofs. In spite of the central heating, it was pretty cold in the classrooms for me. I usually sat in the front row and slept through the lectures with my eyes open. I had mastered the art with considerable difficulty. The professor never suspected my chicanery and if he turned to me to ask a question, I was woken up by the student sitting next to me with a gentle nudge, and then I fumbled for words and declared that I knew the answer but could not find the right words in Russian for it. The professors were all extra-lenient towards me. Indians, thanks to Nehru and Raj Kapoor Saheb, were very popular in the USSR in those days. By and large, our class was a jolly, carefree bunch of students. Life was one big picnic. Among the foreign students hardly anyone took their studies seriously. They believed more in gallivanting and enjoying Russian hospitality.


If I was truly serious about anything, it was literature and not the studies at the institute. I spent my evenings at the Library of Foreign Literature, situated not far from the Red Square. I enjoyed reading European and world classics—French, German, Russian and American—about which there had been no mention in our English course in Delhi University. The British had dinned into us that British literature was the crème de la crème of world literature and that no other literature really mattered.


But I was unique in this distraction. The Vietnamese—there was a dozen of them in the institute—were all very serious about their studies. There were no extracurricular activities for them. They wore identical blue uniforms, shabby and crumpled, and all looked pale and underfed. And yet they were an energetic lot who devoured every word that the professor said in class, taking down notes and doing their homework conscientiously.


We received 90 rubles as a stipend every month from the institute and the money was barely enough to feed most of us. I worked additionally in the Hindi section of the Moscow Radio as an announcer to make a quick extra buck. But the Vietnamese boys lived on half of the 90 rubles that they received. They sent the other half to Vietnam, in order to help more students come to study in the USSR. Their diet was potato and cabbage soup and bread, day in and day out. Meat and poultry was out of the question for them. But this inadequate diet did not tell on their studies or their performance ever.


Among the Vietnamese, Nguen Van Thieu became a very close friend. He was of middle height, slim like the rest of his countrymen. But, unlike them, always smiling and very amiable. He lived in a room not far from mine but I never visited him, because I knew that like his compatriots, he was forever studying and didn’t want to be disturbed. Nguen preferred to walk to the institute in order to save the meager bus fare of five kopeks, so he and I would walk together every morning. It was about three miles away; a small, narrow rivulet called the Yauza ran alongside the path. We had to cross a narrow bridge to reach our destination.


Nguen was a loveable but lugubrious chap who irritated me with his leisurely, slow pace. I often showed my impatience by asking him to walk faster but he always smiled and said, “What’s the hurry! Take it easy. We will reach on time.” And in spite of my anger and irritation, he was always proved right. We were never late for class.


And so it went on for two years—walking to the institute together every day, my getting irritated and goading him to walk faster and his laughing at my impatience. It became a daily ritual. But then, in a flash, everything changed.


Word came that the United States had attacked Vietnam. The news spread through Moscow like wildfire. The Russian papers were full of it and so was the news on the radio and TV. In the hostel, word went around that the Vietnamese boys were packing their bags and leaving for home immediately. On the eve of their departure, for the first time, they decided to have a drink and celebrate. None of us understood what the celebration was all about. Their country had been invaded by a superpower. Theirs was a comparatively small, poor and weak country. But the Vietnamese boys looked jubilant; they got tipsy in their rooms, had a hearty meal and ran around the corridors of the dormitory shouting, “We are tigers! We are tigers! We are tigers!”


This made the Russians laugh. They were sure that they, the Russians, were the best soldiers in the world, as proved by the exploits of the Soviet Army during the Second World War. They considered the Americans and the rest of the Allies quite useless and were convinced that, had it not been for the participation of the heroic Red Army, the war against Fascist Germany would have been lost. In the sixties and seventies, the Russians were (and still are) a military power to be reckoned with. So the Russians found the Vietnamese quite hilarious and laughed heartily every time they said “We are Tigers”. They sniggered behind the Vietnamese boys’ backs and called them “paper tigers” and were convinced that these sickly-looking, puny fellows were no match for the powerful Americans.


The day before the Vietnamese students were to leave, I ventured into Nguen’s room for the first time, to say goodbye. I got the shock of my life. He was sitting on his bed in his shorts, his legs dangling in front of him. His right leg was amputated just below the knee. On the floor beside him stood his artificial leg.


For two years, we had walked together to class, me throwing temper tantrums because he walked so slowly. Never did I notice him limping. Not once did he tell me that he had only one leg.


“You didn’t tell me that you lost a leg!” I said, still dazed at the sight of the stump.


“There was no need to. It’s nothing to brag about. I lost my leg fighting for my country against the French… stepped over a mine!”


“You are a soldier?”


“We all are! That is why we are all going home. We will fight the Americans.”


“How will you fight without a leg? Let the rest go! Stay back and finish your studies.”


He laughed. “I lost my entire family—brothers and sisters, parents, uncles and aunts—in the war against the French. I am the last one left. How can I stay back? But you won’t understand! You are an Indian. You didn’t fight for your independence. You got it from the British on a platter. But we had to fight and shed blood for it. That is why we value our independence so much.”


“Nguen! We too fought for our independence! Many Indians were sent to the gallows. There was a massacre in Jalianwala Bagh. So many died.”


“Just a handful compared to the number of Vietnamese who died during our war against the French! Yours was a ‘non-violent’ fight. And in the end, instead of fighting the British, you fought each other and killed each other by the millions—the Hindus and Muslims! You should have fought the British instead. They were clever. They divided you. If you ask me, they have still not left India. They are still there.”


I thought he was talking nonsense. Probably he too had downed one vodka too many. So I let it go at that. I didn’t want to have a fight with Nguen on the eve of his departure. But what he had said made me think. In any case, the Russians, and other foreign students and I, we were sure these chaps were being foolish and would be routed by the might of the US army.


We were all mistaken. The Americans are still chafing under the memory of their defeat by the Vietnamese. These thin, skinny, underfed men fought like tigers, indeed, till they saw the back of the mighty GIs and the “green berets”. I do not know where Nguen is today or whether he is still alive. But whatever may be the case, I salute him and his compatriots. Hats off to them!




Encounter with the Supernatural


I visited Leningrad four decades ago but the memory of it is as vivid in my mind as if I had been there just yesterday. The five or six days that I spent in St Petersburg—which was called Leningrad in those days—are probably the strangest and the most unforgettable days of my life. It was there that I had a brush with the supernatural. There is no other explanation for what happened there.


But first things first.


We—a bunch of foreign students—were escorted to St Petersburg from Moscow on an excursion in the autumn of that year. There were a couple of Arabs, a fellow from Iceland, a German, two fellows from the Ivory Coast and one from Guinea in our group. There was a professor, Mr Novosadov, and a lady teacher by the name of Marina Nikolaevna, accompanying us. The professor was a middle-aged man, blue-eyed, fit and handsome, always smiling. He had commanded a tank regiment during the war and often narrated his exploits to me with great excitement and pride. A loveable fellow.


Marina Nikolaevna was the teacher of a subject called “Scientific Atheism”, and she was our other caretaker during this trip. “Scientific Atheism” as a subject, to the best of my knowledge, was taught only in the Soviet Union and nowhere else in the world. Dad had already given me long lectures on atheism back home but this tackled the subject in depth and proved the veracity of atheism scientifically. It was the job of Marina Nikolaevna to prove scientifically and conclusively to the students that all talk about God was humbug and there was no God and that all religious books were nothing but trash. The subject was compulsory for the Russian students and optional for us foreigners but I attended the classes anyway.


There were two reasons for making it a point to attend that class. First, the subject was intriguing, and second, because Marina Nikolaevna was one of the prettiest women I had ever set eyes on. She was in her early thirties, of medium height; she looked like an icon of Mother Mary and was blessed with the figure of Venus de Milo. She wore tight-fitting dresses which enhanced the charming outlines of her voluptuous figure. I was crazy about her. I did not listen to her lectures. I stared at her, my eyes transfixed on her irresistible persona. I couldn’t help wondering why God had given her such beauty when she was hell-bent on proving that He did not exist. A paradox.


Upon arrival in Leningrad, we were put up in a hotel called Metropole. I shared a room with an Iraqi friend by the name of Tariq, an amiable fellow who looked more Indian than Arab. It was a comfortable hotel but we were out sightseeing all day and returned to our rooms late in the night.


During the day, we were shown places of historical interest. St Petersburg housed a remarkable art gallery which had paintings from the old masters—there was a Titian, Rembrandt and Tintoretto if I remember correctly—and the French impressionists, Renoir, Cezanne and Van Gogh. It housed some wonderful Greek and modern sculpture, including some creations by Rodin. The gallery was awe-inspiring, in no way less spectacular than the Louvre or the British Museum. There were palaces and monuments in St Petersburg, of the Czars, and residences of some great Russian writers: Pushkin, Dostoyevsky, Turgenev and Chekhov among others.


We saw the Peter Palace, which was razed to the ground by Nazi bombers during the Second World War. The Russians, with immense love and care, had rebuilt it stone by stone, piece by piece, with the help of old maps and photographs, and it now looks exactly as it did before it was destroyed. It is a palace of stunning beauty.


The War Memorial that we visited became the reason for the name I gave to my daughter when she was born later in India. Since so many people had died during the German blockade of the city, there was no place to bury the dead. Eventually they were all buried in a huge mass grave—hundreds and thousands of nameless victims of hunger, disease and bombings. The German siege of the city had lasted from 1941 to 1944. The population had endured incredible hardships but didn’t give in. The siege was one of the longest in history and one of the deadliest as well. Over 150,000 people died. That makes the siege ten times deadlier than the death tolls on the first day the atomic bombs dropped on Japan.


What moved me to tears in that War Memorial was the diary of a little girl called Tanya Savicheva. Excerpts from the diary were displayed on the walls of the memorial. They made heart-wrenching reading and enumerated the slow and gradual deaths of her family—her mother, father, brothers and sisters—one by one, till she herself starved to death. All this brought to mind what Tagore had said on coming back from a visit to the Soviet Union: “The sacrifices of the Indian people during their struggle of Independence were like a shower of petals compared to the sacrifices of the Soviet people during the Second World War.”


“Tanya” is the name I gave to my daughter, many years later, in honor of this brave girl of Leningrad. My Tanya is now married and lives in Singapore. She does not have the faintest idea why and with what zeal I named her Tanya, and I hope that someday she might visit St Petersburg and see the War Memorial for herself, and read the diary of her namesake and understand why she should be so proud of her name.


The golden autumn, as it is called in Leningrad, when we arrived there, was breathtakingly beautiful. I had seen autumns in Moscow and even some autumns in Kashmir, where the Chinars turn a golden yellow, but I had never seen an autumn as beautiful as this. The wonder of our surroundings and the monuments that we had seen—the Palaces, the Art Gallery, the architecture of the city, left the mind in a whirl. I had been in a similar state when I visited Ajanta and Ellora caves with Dad and Mummy. A surfeit of beauty intoxicates the mind. “Beauty is God’s handwriting,” as Emerson said.


The intoxication reached mystical proportions when, one evening, we were taken to see the Swan Lake performed by the Kirov Ballet Ensemble. The beauty of the stage settings and the excellence of the dancers were mind-blowing. The music of Tchaikovsky was ethereal.


Marina Nikolaevna happened to be sitting next to me during the performance and, in the darkness, her vicinity doubled my heartbeat. I was reading the autobiography of Jean Jacques Rousseau in those days and had been impressed by his theory of the “natural man” (as opposed to the behaviour that society imposes upon a man so that he is forced to curb his natural instincts). I was, you must remember, a thoroughly spoilt brat. My “natural instinct”at that moment was to touch Marina Nikolaevna. At the cost of being reprimanded or even being slapped for taking liberties with a professor, I decided to give the theory of Rousseau a shot. I pressed my elbow gently against hers. She took in a sharp breath but did not turn her face away from the proscenium. And then she gently pressed my elbow back in return. Our shoulders touched. My next impulse was to kiss her but on her other side sat Comrade Novosadov.


I thought kissing her would be crossing the Rubicon. However, unable to control myself and under the influence of Rousseau, Tchaikovsky’s music thrumming in my blood, I bent close to her ear, as though I wanted to say something to her, and when I was close enough, I kissed it gently. I felt a shudder run through her body. I smelt her perfume and, along with the music and the love story being played before us, it made a heady mix. She began to breathe heavily. We were pressed against one another for a while and then she gently disengaged and stole a furtive look at me and smiled. I was in seventh heaven. I looked around. The eyes of the rest of the students were riveted to the stage. No one had noticed what I had done in the dark.


When the show was over something strange happened. Beauty is indeed enthralling. My head was spinning as we exited the theatre. I finally understood what Shakespeare meant when he wrote: “If music be the food of love, play on!” The overture of the Swan Lake began to ring in my head and the perfume of Marina Nikolaevna seemed to be wafting towards me from every direction. When we returned to our hotel, and as I had supper with my classmates, Tchaikovsky was still ringing in my ears. I was tired and decided to turn in immediately after dinner. But I could not sleep. I felt as though I was sitting close to the orchestra and it was playing the Overture full blast into my ears! I tried my best to get the music and Marina Nikolaevna out of my system but just couldn’t.


The ringing of the overture in my head became louder as I thought about the softness of Marina Nikolaevna’s body when I touched her and when I kissed her ear. I tossed and turned until long past midnight and then, on an impulse, put on my clothes, donned my cap, put on my light autumn overcoat and left the room. I walked out of the hotel and on to the deserted street, hoping that the chilly walk would get Mr Piotr Ilyich Tchaikovsky’s music and the memory of the kiss out of my head once and for all. Instead the music rang louder. And the smell of her perfume seemed to be emanating from every nook and corner of Leningrad.


This was close to the “white nights”, a common phenomenon close to the Arctic Circle. It does not get dark during the night and there is enough light even at midnight for a man to read a book. The sky was overcast, there was a slight drizzle and it was cold outside. I walked on with the great Russian composer still conducting his orchestra in my head, unperturbed.


On looking back, I feel that true art gives one a whiff of God. Van Gogh said: “Try to grasp the essence of what the great artists, the serious masters, say in their masterpieces, and you will again find God in them. One man has written or said it in a book, another in a painting.” I was in a state of mystical euphoria. There are no other words to describe what I was feeling at the time. I must have meandered aimlessly on the deserted streets of St Petersburg for almost an hour. Of all the intoxicants, love is the strongest. And love does strange things to a person, especially when accompanied by music. Piotr Ilyich had taken hold of me with an iron grip.


Cold and confused and walking on in a daze, I became suddenly aware of trilling sounds coming from just around the corner. A choir was singing midnight mass. I was surprised to hear church music at this time of the night and started walking towards it. I came upon an old church, its interior brightly lit. I walked in. The church was ornate and beautiful only as Russian Orthodox churches can be. I sat down in one of the pews. I tried to concentrate on the choir music in order to get rid of the Swan Lake overture still ringing in my head.


I sat silently for a while. One of my problems has been that I think too much, something that Eckhart Tolle says is not good and should be avoided. But I was distraught. My mind was in turmoil. Why the hell couldn’t I get Tchaikovsky’s music and the memory of Marina Nikolaevna’s perfume out of my head? I walked out of the church to loaf around some more, but just then I saw a graveyard right in front of the church. I noticed in this strange, filtered light of the autumn night that in the graveyard stood incredibly beautiful and intricate tombstones topped by statues and spectacular crypts.


I walked into the graveyard, admiring the statues of angels and other captivating figures. I got tired as I walked around. The overture began to ring louder and louder. I was getting fed up and decided to sit down with my back to one of the gravestones and relax for a while.


I must have sat there for half an hour struggling still with the overture and the memory of Marina Nikolaevna’s soft touch, when I heard the sound of feet coming towards me. I was shocked to see Novosadov, Marina Nikolaevna and two cops on their way to me in a great hurry. Novosadov was livid.


“What is the matter with you? This sort of thing is not normal! It is against the rules! You are a foreign student and we are supposed to look after you. You can’t walk out of the hotel just like that in the middle of the night. If something were to happen to you, we would be held responsible!” he said.


“And why are you sitting with your back against this grave? Why did you come into this graveyard anyway? What’s wrong with you?” Marina Nikolaevna added, looking more concerned than angry.


“I can’t get Tchaikovsky out of my head, among other things,” I replied meekly.


The cops were amused. “What has Tchaikovsky got to do with this?” one of them asked.


“We were taken to the Kirov theatre to see the Swan Lake ballet this evening. The overture keeps ringing in my head. It is maddening! I want to get it out of my head.”


The foursome looked at one another quizzically.


“Is that why you chose to sit down here?” asked Marina Nikolaevna.


“That was one of the reasons. Besides, I was tired of walking around, that’s all.”


“Do you know where you are sitting?”


“I am sitting on a grave.”


“Do you know whose grave it is?” Marina Nikolaevna asked me.


“No,” I answered.


“Why don’t you look at the name on the gravestone?” Marina Nikolaevna said. “Look at it carefully.”


I did so. It was the grave of Tchaikovsky. And it was surrounded by the graves of some of the other great composers of Russia: Mussorgsky and Glinka.


I was stunned.


“Surely you came here on purpose,” Marina Nikolaevna said.


“No, I did not.”


“Then it is very strange,” she said, looking at me. “You Indians are strange…”
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