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To the majestic creature in my life, my cat, Chimken
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THE NARRATOR
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The mackintosh coat is rubbery and uncomfortable. There is not enough shelter in the tent, and its flaps slap and wave in the storm, drenching the two huddled figures inside. Her clothes were soaked a long time back, and the coat is a mercy from Edwin, her companion for this part of her story. Hunkered down and waiting as they are, she eagerly expects the deluge to unleash one within her. She wishes to lament the days past – her time in the city of frescoes with trailing and kind Mahendra; playing cowrie with bloated Leela, her laugh as lilting and consoling as the burbling of the emerald waters of the nearby river that thundered down from ancient glaciers; cooing to newborn Kamal whose eyes widened at every swallow that fluttered close over their heads and every cat that dashed between the huts of the dharamsala.

She waits but struggles to remember the times that have gone past. They have left a gnawing feeling in the pit of her stomach and another of a desperate longing in her heart for times that could have been. Now she can only focus on the irksome sensation of the coat on her bare skin, hear only the ear-splitting rainstorm outside, and feel only the splashes that rain on her face through the inefficient cover of the tent. So far in the valley – and consequently so close to the beast – she cannot even locate the rudimentary cognizance that has plagued her in the last few days. The beast knows that she is close, and there is no need to call her any longer. It too waits in its cover of granite further up in the mountains. It waits for the day to clear and for the bed of orchid and primrose to shake off the last of its dew in the sultry sun. It waits for her.

When she forces herself to reminisce, she gets ahead of herself. Days in the valley mingle with the days at the magazine; those at the magazine with the stories of bandits and marauders from her mother’s childhood. She is an English tobacconist, wheezing in the early hours of the day. An old, lanky man in nothing but a threadbare dhoti and white undershirt hurries to the bedroom and holds out a bowl of bronze into which she expectorates globs of phlegm before expunging herself of a slimy blood clot. She is a dancing girl in the court of a lowly king of a small kingdom, somewhere in the burning climes of the desert – he showers her with jewels and muslin. She walks purposely along the paved kerbs of New York City, avoiding looking into the eyes of squatters and the homeless, while admiring the neck-breaking giants in the sky and the promise of riches and fame. For a moment, she is even Aarav, forcing down an unwilling body into the depths of a fluffed-up, expensive pillow.

The tobacconist and the dancing girl are not her memories, nor the memories of those whom she will remember now. Beyond the walls of her small village and the three cities she inadvertently found herself in, she has not moved around enough in the world to know much beyond herself. She doesn’t know much of herself either, but she hasn’t had the need to until now. This part of her story is not her story either, but she will pass without knowing it.

But a story needs a reader, a viewer, a listener. There are eleven other men in her vicinity, separated from her only by the sheets of rain that sting like an angry swarm of bees if she steps out. In this closed space, there is Edwin, whose name slips on her tongue and comes out in a garble. He butchers her name too, until she begins to think that he is addressing someone else. The tall, imposing man does not seem like the kind to lend an ear to someone grappling with a burgeoning need to purge herself of all that has transpired. He frequently parts the flaps of the tent to look out at the storm, as if his loyal vigilance would shame nature into giving way to the white man who has come to conquer it. He grumbles with every passing moment and every spray that drenches the front of his shirt, which has now changed colour to the dark brown of the earth. Even if he were a listener, the two do not understand each other’s languages. He knows a few words, which he sometimes throws in the general direction of the sherpas accompanying him, though they do not know these words either; they have learned to recognize the needs of the climbers from the ferocity and velocity of their words.

In these forlorn circumstances, she manages to unleash a flood of memories and events that she must remind herself of to cover that last distance that lies between her and the beast. She yearns to relive that life that squeezed the will and bliss out of her and left behind only a husk that demolished the will and bliss of others. If in these moments, pouring heavens and chafing fabrics are her last sensations, would this journey have been worth the despair? Her stomach coils from an emptiness it doesn’t wish to accustom itself to, and her muscles waste – for once, not from the lack of use, but from unexpected, sustained abuse. Her journey is coming to an end.
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This story can have many beginnings – a thread unspooling and its bearer drawing further and further until she is out of sight and relegated to lores of mothers and grandmothers and their great-grandmothers. We can start with another ‘she’ who bore children before her small body had shed the last of its own childhood, or with a ‘she’ who spent her lonesome days in splendour, surrounded by the opulence of gilded boxes and silvered windows reflecting a queen in name but a pauper in affection. We can even start with a ‘he’, burdened with early resentment for responsibilities, stuffed as a toddler with preconceptions about those he loves and who nurture him.

This beginning of a ‘she’ is the beginning of the moment with the mountain climbers in the remote forests and verdant valleys of the Himalayas. She is a young woman in her blossoming years who lies breathless on her cot in her family’s hut. The yearnings of a maiden have been discarded for the passionate embraces of lovers. It has only been six months since he arrived in their village – a slightly older boy with rippling muscles and bronze skin, which shimmers and blinds; drops of sweat like water from the trickling streams. He is a timber feller, and she often watches him from the cover of ancient deodars. He has seen her, but he is shy and reserved, averse to the possibility of futile pursuits. He works further and further towards the edge of the forest until he senses her presence between the trunks – which he will eventually axe – and no other person. He grips his axe harder, lets his muscles bulge and tense; he pictures her gasping at this shameless display, and much like her, he too lies uncomfortable, oppressed by the very need that he subdues.

But such beginnings rarely have early ends. She is emboldened by the performance she rightfully believes he affects just for her. She hops from bole to bole while he chops faster and faster, and one day, they meet in the clearing. The forest rests under a shroud of new snow and the English have retired to the warmer plains when the young lovers are married in a brief ceremony. The young man, unable to draw his face into a sombre acceptance of his matrimonial bind, beams at the good luck that has marked a new beginning in his birth charts. The young girl, now armed with the knowledge of domestic obedience, hoists her trousseau onto her shoulders and runs into the arms of her husband. The two begin their journey back to his village as soon as the rituals are over. Under a snug and luminous canopy of chir, they begin their new lives in a small house where his senile and widowed mother learns to ignore the passionate sentiments of the zealous couple.

She is a daughter of nature, as at ease kindling a fire from carefully preserved firewood at the height of moist winters as she is at picking out the right roots and flowers for medicine when the ground clears and bursts with infinite blooms. Her mother has taught her the ways of the mountains; she has committed to mind the sharp, winding leaves of the yew and the deep pains that they relieve for her frail mother-in-law; she dries and prepares the stalk of the sweet flag, fished out from the humid cover of the forest, for her neighbour’s man, who violently coughs through the night. She nibbles at the smooth surfaces of berries dropped from the thick beaks of barbets and follows the merry trails of honey birds.

Her days in the lap of the forest she loves, which seems to caress her with contentment, at first make the villagers marvel. They admire and supplicate. However, when a few years pass and nature does not reward her with its abundance, eyes widen with questions and whispers begin to follow her. On cold nights, her husband embraces her lovingly, sometimes wiping her tears with gentle kisses. After seven years, they are still young, but the man gives up hope – not with a broken heart or after locking away his dreams, but rather with love for the woman whose care and affection never wane.

She is, however, not one to be easily swayed by the bilious murmurs of others. Her mother, though now gone some years, had taught her to run and grab what she desired. ‘Nature is abundant and gives enough to everyone,’ her mother would say. She has grasped in her willowy fist the eternal love of a good man. She has built herself a house that stands the furies of nature. She cannot accept that she is barren. From her forays into the forest and the hoard of knowledge that her mother has passed on about its wonders, she believes there is a cure for their predicament.

Beyond their home of towering chir, there is a forest of bhanj, and somewhere in the nearby sprawling village, she has heard of a woman who prepares concoctions to relieve the ills of the womb. Her journey is to be no more than five days long – passing by the village where she had once resided, now denuded of its cover; the outpost of the timber company abandoned; a thundering river that froths at the edges and only passable by a new metal bridge; thicker woods that were known to home mauling beasts and angry bears. She says goodbye to her husband, letting her hand slip from his grasp, to instead hold that of nature, which she believes will convey her safely to the woman near the bhanj forest.

It is fifty-four days before she returns home. Her grieving husband has travelled to the medicine woman five times in these months, axed down the thickest parts of the forest and sent many men into others. His mother, who loved her like her own daughter and wouldn’t eat unless served by her, has died of a broken heart. But she arrives, untouched and unscathed, from the spot she left. Her red sari reflects the early morning light like a sheet of gems. Her feet, though bare, are soft and uncalloused. She only smiles at the villagers who gawk at her, and giggles at the women and children who scream and run away from the ghost risen from the dead. She does not wait to decipher the shock on her husband’s face before gingerly grabbing his unmoving hand and leading him into their home.

This beginning of ‘he’ is the beginning of The Narrator, the haunted grounds where the first part of her story unfolds. He is Bablu Nath Mehta, an unfortunate name if there ever was one. Born into a rich family of diamond traders, his ancestors had shaken hands with the white overlords early on. Bablu Nath, as a young child, spends his days running around the grounds of his family estate, brandishing a stick that fills the servants with the fear of the devil. They often watch him whittle away at the ends of small branches snapped off the wasting and diseased trunks of laburnum that line the cobbled driveway. Dulari, the hunchbacked leader of the maids, yanks his arm when she catches him immobilizing a small puppy with a knobby knee with his hand around its muzzle. He is about to impale the rear end of the puppy with his rotting bayonet when Dulari pulls him off the dog. It belatedly snaps at him before dashing beyond a wall of oleander on uncertain feet, propelled by its whimpers and cries.

Dulari is given leave the next hour but at least Bablu Nath does not whittle again and does not dare approach dogs for life. Bablu Nath is not a cruel child – he likes to bite the end of his mother’s sari by way of apology because he is uneasy at her angry slight of him; he walks behind his father on the rare days he is at home, repeating the difficult Latin names of the flora of their estate because he likes the rumble of laughter that shakes the older man’s chest. But he has seen Dulari’s husband perform a similar manoeuvre on the other maids in the Mehta’s employ and his pliable mind concedes to the curiosity of performing such an action himself. He expects the puppy not to wail or scream – like Bijauri and Anju – and its howls from beyond the bushes fill him with a lifelong dread. In those days, however, Bablu Nath has much to see and many years of subconscious absorption ahead of him, so such germinal moments soon recede into the depths of his mind.

Bablu Nath does, however, grow up to be a cruel man. The days of laughter on the laps of his grandparents, his dimpled cheeks pinched affectionately, become memories of someone else until they are forgotten – except in the stories of his parents. When they hear of their adolescent son forcing himself onto his cousins and sisters, they wonder what happened to their boy. Bablu Nath is suffering at the hands of others and causing suffering to more. His boisterous friends are amused at the naivete of his name; the fat arms and stomach folds of infants that it brings to mind. They make filthy, childish sounds at him, worsened by any protest. Bablu Nath clenches his fists as he walks back home and only when he has snapped the latch closed on his room does he let the angry sobs flow unbridled. These are days of honours and respectful designations being bestowed on figures who fight for a collective ‘us’ – another story, perhaps, for another narrator – and inspired by them, Bablu Nath too tries them on for size. There’s Chacha, Dada, Guruji. He keeps a list of these names he hears from the mouths of his elders, shovelling them into a remote corner of his desires.

In the meanwhile, his voice and those of his friends break – they become rough, coarse like gravel under the soft soles of feet. There is now ‘she’ – easier to molest. They have some experience of it. They have watched their fathers and uncles and older brothers – and in Bablu Nath’s case, Dulari’s husband. The girls knit their brows and adjust their clothes when the boys whistle at them, grab each other’s hands and scurry away when someone runs to grab the end of their braids or frail wrists. They dare not protest or convey their discomforts to their families, lest their future days become more hazardous – or worse, their schooldays be brought to a grinding halt. Bablu Nath is relieved – no more the easy target – and after many years of carefully preparing for harder years, he forgets the list of names until they become memories of a different version of himself.

Bablu Nath at this moment is still a young adolescent. He craves that which haunts most children of disengaged parents: love, attention, dedication. His sisters and cousins cry to his parents about straying hands and disrobed crotches, flashes of erect penises belonging to Bablu Nath and his friends appearing in their doorways; for a young ‘she’ of seven, it is fingers prying into her flesh while Bablu Nath convinces her of the ordinary nature of it. With each passing month, Bablu Nath’s behaviour – catalysed by his escalating hormones and the inquisitiveness of his friends who do not have the luxury of easy access to young girls in their own homes – worsens. Incidents rise and aggravate. With every disdainful glance from his mother and flash of subdued anger in his father’s eyes, Bablu Nath pushes the limits of their abandonment – until ‘she’ of seven, bleeding and broken, is rushed to the family doctor.

And so it is that the fate of Bablu Nath is sealed with the fates of several others at The Narrator, including the ‘she’ who now works to create a semblance of a story to recite to herself.
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Many decades later, she steps into a burning room with the month’s dummy copy in her hands. In these years, a new epoch has rung in the adolescence of the country. She is born in the days of chuffing chimneys in the distance that fill their mornings with the smell of burning jaggery. Her school teaches the history of only twenty years past – in English. She learns that she is proficient in the language, the grammar of it snuggling into her memory like cats sleeping comfortably in dark corners. Her university teaches her the works of Shakespeare and Hardy, Dickens and Lawrence – occasionally Raja Rao and Bankim – in the colonial tongue.

Along with the dummy edition, she has several copies of articles sent in by the editorial staff. Mahesh, the newest journalist at The Narrator, has vilified the work of a Colombian writer. He is angry at the writer’s disconnected trains of thought; his traditional sensibilities bristle at the lives of young women stripped down to explicit detail; his disbelieving tirade against the bizarre plot trajectories is barely understandable. She could worry over the dangling modifiers and syntax, but he can hardly tell the difference between ‘they’ and ‘them’. She feels she has been marking and correcting the same mistakes every month. She fears that her mind is failing her.

It has been seven months since Mahesh joined the editorial team, and two since she approached Kumar, their editor-in-chief, about the recurring mistakes. If she didn’t know better, she would think that Mahesh’s mistakes are deliberate – meant to incense and instigate. But he is just a fledgling, a small fish in an ocean of other improperly educated adults who believe in the inherent power bestowed upon them by what dangles between their legs.

The marketing and advertisement department is not in the same building as the headquarters of The Narrator. Chief – the founder of The Narrator – wished for the latter to be cocooned in literary purity. Clacking printers and the metallic tang of ink were never to taint the house of intellect. The advertising team is shunned into a small office at the end of the street, along with the typesetters who work on daily papers and the slow trade of books commissioned by the newly emerging publishers in the city. She is now accustomed to making the journey. There is a woman there, Richa, small and plump like her mother. Her nose is permanently marked with a triad of lines from carrying the weight of her large, distorting glasses. Richa isn’t her friend, but she has become used to sitting beside her typesetter’s table, listening to the rhythmic rattle of her fingers on the keyboard and resting to the pulsing music of it. Richa and she rarely engage in conversation. The former is shy, a woman of few words – if any at all – and has the concentration of a saint. If her nose is buried in the keyboard, there is not much that can distract her from the priorities of the moment. And that’s true for most of the hours she spends in the typesetter’s office.

She has begun to enjoy the easy silence between them. Once she collects the dummy copies from the marketing team, she climbs the stairs to the second floor. A clerk hands her a steaming cup of tea, after which she wordlessly leaves the office and returns to the odorous halls of The Narrator.

But today, Richa isn’t there. Her stool is neatly tucked under her worktable. Her large bag, always filled with a fine selection of Mills & Boon romances, is not beside the desk either. Richa has not shown up to work at all. She is slightly bothered by the missed opportunity to relax with someone who seems as misanthropic as herself. She has started to believe that Richa’s isolation stems from a past as agonizing as hers. They have not talked about their lives and the rare times when they exchange a few words, it is mostly regarding some enticing news that has shaken the city. She simply turns around and leaves. At that moment, she does not sense the slight shifting of the motes of her universe. The sunlight flickers at the edge of her hair as she steps into the street. The rickshaw puller swerves just in time to let a cat pass, and a woman with a basketful of nearly spoiled vegetables jumps over a puddle of filthy drain water.
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This beginning is perhaps the most important beginning in this story. It is the beginning of her – the careful curator, the trembling narrator, the woman now leaving the typesetter’s. She is still a small child when she is prematurely pushed into the horrors of adulthood. But there are a few years when she is as bright as sunshine; as boisterous and spirited as the bulbuls that joyously chirp from deep within their grove of jujubes.

Her parents and grandparents are careful not to say too many favourable words in front of their other children, but it isn’t too difficult to notice the softening of their eyes at her games and the subtle gifts showered on her since her early days. She is their most beloved. As the youngest child, she finds contentment in her own company. Her imagination is ripe and wide, and she carries in her mind a beautiful roster of games to keep herself occupied. She runs through their small garden without shoes, unbothered by the thorns that occasionally pierce her tender soles and unconcerned by the scorpions that frequently sprint out from behind sacks of grain and abandoned bricks.

Nature doesn’t love her as it does the woman of the valley, but she – the child – has found an easy existence alongside it. As long as she looks from a distance, the scorpions don’t sting, and the thorns move away from where her feet might land. Sometimes she wishes to get closer, but these are not the gentle, undulating valleys. She is born in the harsh flatlands and wide swathes of dried plains that can be spied from miles and miles away – the only hindrance to surveying any further being the curvature of the planet. The plants and trees are sparse. There are not enough months in the right seasons for them to flower and fruit, and they spend most days in a state of wretched desiccation. Their leaves fall and merge with the earth, and they remain in such nakedness, waiting for the first burst of rain that lasts no more than a few weeks.

In such dejected conditions, most of her love for the marvels and wonders of nature grows from books that her father brings from places far away. It is a quarterly event that fills the three brothers and two sisters with unrestrained excitement. The children are readers; she, a collector of knowledge and languages. There is much she wishes to learn and she keeps a long list of curiosities that must be answered within the next quarter. The father is a busy man during the few nights before he is to begin his journey. She is unrelenting in her demands. ‘I saw a squirrel with only three stripes on her back. Why only three? Why does the one in our garden have five?’ ‘How does the cactus know it is in the desert?’ ‘Why are scripts different?’ ‘Why do some words sound similar even when they are not related?’ Her father and mother tire easily of her insatiable hunger, but could there be a prouder moment for families treading the line between traditional beliefs and Western ambitions?

It isn’t uncommon for the spark of childlike wonder to be snuffed out in adults. The harshness of the world beyond the safety of home and the fading words of loving guardians give way to the insolent dictates of misguided authority. The heart hardens, and the small delights of childhood are abandoned for survival, which must now rest on the youthful shoulders of the new generation. It is rather unfortunate that it is just as common for that light to go out even earlier – at fifteen, at ten, at seven, or even at three.

She is nine years old when her uncle, newly a resident of the house in search of jobs at the nearby mills, comes to her room. He has a big smile and large hands. He is dark like coal, with small flecks of brown peppered across his face. He keeps a moustache that her mother often asks him to shave. ‘It makes you look like a filmy villain,’ she laughs. He sits on her bed and asks about the book on whales she is reading. There are no narwhals where she lives – none outside the borders of her country, or even ‘continent’, as she has recently learned. But she has safely tucked this odd creature into her mental drawer of curiosities that must, one day, be explored further.

She is only too happy to explain to her uncle the nature of this peculiar animal. ‘It has a horn. But it’s a fish. But not really a fish. Rather, a mammal of the ocean. There are a few of them,’ she says. Her legs swing from her bed, fuelled by the happiness of newfound knowledge. Her uncle wants to know more. He slides a hand under the heavy book. It is warm against her small thighs, even through the fabric of her frock, and warmer still when he lifts the cloth. It is however heavy when it slides further towards her abdomen. She tries to curl into herself, instinctively aware of an unfamiliar and atypical intrusion. But it doesn’t go any further that day – nor for a few weeks after. And in that time, her heart stops racing in alarm, and she even convinces herself that, perhaps, it is not unusual.
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Five years at The Narrator trundle past slowly. For the first two years, when she still shares a desk with Chief’s secretary, Kavita, she harbours, if secretly, some hope. She lets the dreams of her childhood and the ambitions of her young adult years fuel the pace of her days. Chief is an enthusiastic boss, more interested in showing up international magazines of a similar tone as The Narrator than creating something reasonable for the home ground. Kavita spends most of the morning hours uncovering the plethora of magazines and newspapers that come from thousands of kilometres away. The editions are weeks old, and consequently, the one-up is never on time. Even if it were, Chief’s battle was one-sided; the cultured periodicals of the world completely oblivious to the war he was waging.

‘Look at this one on Tagore’s short stories,’ he said, tossing a glossy magazine, one day. The gathered editorial department remained quiet, confused and apprehensive.

‘We can write better than this, can’t we?’ he said, peering over his pencil-thin glasses, anxiously folding and unfolding the magazine in his hands.	

When Chief was in the throes of such passions, it was better to recede into oneself. She had learned this the very first time she had sat with him at his Italian teakwood desk. Chief was loquacious, fond of his own voice and further exalted by the inflections and dictions of it. He liked big words and drawn-out soliloquies – but only from himself. Discussions incensed him. Opinions were not for others. An empty ideas board often pushed him into frustrated mumbling about the ‘useless brains’ he had hired, but any addition to it was promptly removed with derisive words.

She waited for his command – the next direction that would change the course of their week. The staff would burn candles well into the night, reworking the edition that was slated to print in less than ten days. It showed in the way Jagannath swayed on his feet, even if it could be blamed on the local alcohol he had by bottlefuls from morning to night. It was in Kumar’s fingers when he ran them across his already balding pate, and in the quiet clicks of Kavita’s tongue. She would be the one running between desks and offices – the only line of communication between the team here and the advertising one at the other end of the street.

‘We know our Tagore better,’ he said. ‘We will do a literary homage to all his works – novels, stories, essays, poems, whatever there is.’ He rose from his chair and wobbled towards the idea board. With one sweep of his hand, he erased the vision that was ready to meet its printer, chalk dust flying and settling on his feet, shoulders and nose.

‘We will show them we can do a better job.’

Chief’s impulsivity inspired frequent exasperated whispers across desks and long smoke breaks. But Chief’s vision – however aping and foreign it might have been – was so vast and unachievable that every hand was needed on deck. Richa was once asked to contribute to an edition on the twentieth anniversary of Independence. In the high-ceilinged and relatively cooler halls of The Narrator, she looked perplexed at Chief’s demand. Her family had once resided in Mussoorie and he expected a long essay on the developments that had changed the face of the hill station in the new era. Richa had never been to her mother’s hometown, but under Chief’s glare, the typesetter had researched and written a copy that had to go through many hands and eyes before it was ready to be sent back to her.

For a while, she believed that her career would one day propel her towards better things. She borrowed, with Chief’s permission, one of the unused and abandoned Smith-Corona DeVille typewriters from the office. At home, she ran her fingers over the sleek keys and sleeker still, the bars. She sniffed at the pads of her fingers, which came away with oily black ink. Back then, she believed she had much to say, and from the monthly works she was contributing to the magazine, her future – for once – was not as bleak as she had envisioned it to be.

Now when she makes her way back to the headquarters of The Narrator, she thinks she should have had the foresight. Since the days of her uncle’s visits to her room, some misfortune seemed to have befallen her. Good tidings never last too long, but bad luck seemed to be the ammunition to her existence.
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One delivers and one receives. The luck that shuns her once rained blessings on another. Bablu Nath – our young miscreant from before – has jumped over a hurdle that has plagued him for many years. When he matriculates, there is much celebration. The younger boys in his school are ecstatic that the rich heir will no longer smack their knuckles with a cane or shove their faces into dirty basins until their noses fill with sullage. They are happier still that his companions – brutes of a worse kind – are leaving, their actions best suffered through and not spoken of.

The girls from the school across the road are even merrier. There are other delinquents spreading their wings among the lower-class men, but for now they don’t have to look over their shoulders when they leave the grounds or wear scarves that leave not even the skin of their noses on display. They are yet to learn that the scars left behind by Bablu Nath and his friends fester in the younger boys, and their mischief will cut deeper than their now-graduated nightmares.

In the years since Bablu Nath’s upper lip first sprouted wispy hairs and his face erupted with pimples, his parents – once distant and proud – become eager to send him away, and with him, the knowledge of his actions. They have ferreted away their young daughters and nieces into boarding schools and the guardianship of relatives in far reaches of the world. The seven-year-old is sent to an institution for many months before she is safely tucked into her seat on her first flight to the crowded world of Bombay. She grows up quiet and melancholic, though not privy to what causes her such sadness.

Bablu Nath, on the other hand, walks a plank and jumps onto a ship bound for New York. The family company bristles at news of the East Africa Campaign: brutal wartimes and troops racing over potential mines with their tanks and guns. Bablu Nath would receive a degree at the end of the war, but his father believes it is better to be prepared. They need good lawyers – learned in the laws of international lands, with accents so refined and skins so fair that the company’s new forays into a new continent are not declined.

The young man has grown up in an ancestral home nestled in the bustling city of Ahmedabad. Their house, though large and sprawling, and never in want of anything, has an outhouse for daily ablutions. The women cover their heads at the sound of footsteps they learn to recognize as belonging to patriarchy. Girls past twenty, if unmarried, are considered anomalies – unwanted monsters to be handed over to men twice, thrice their age by way of consolation.

So it is that the more modern proclivities have Bablu Nath’s eyes widening in wonder. The mansions and townhouses of the city are closed to him, and for the first time, he finds himself lodged in quarters smaller than those of his servants back home. Though money flows in from home – monthly money orders, sometimes following each other within a week – it does not buy him access into places he truly desires. A sign on an oak door leaves him unattended, cold from both the chill and the disrespect. ‘No coloured allowed’. He closes his eyes and imagines the gathering – a hallway marked with a hat hanger, leaning under the light weight; the soft chime of silver cutlery, reminiscent of home; the staccato laugh of the host; middle-aged Fitzgerald holding court on the other side.

But that is all overlooked for the flood of freedom that is Western society. Freedom, which means he wanders the streets in the darkest hours of the night with no fear of his father’s wrath at his absence. Freedom shaped like a bottle in a brown paper bag. Freedom to exist outside the incestuous norms of a family business. From the ancient halls of his classes, he dashes into the streets and towards the harbour. Men with important-looking suitcases and women in flowing skirts that leave the milky skin of their calves demanding the gazes of passersby – become the small joys of his everyday people-watching routines. He memorises the flick of their wrists when hailing a boy for a boot polish, and the gratuitous cloying smile as sweet as his coffee from cafés.

For years, Bablu Nath gives himself over to learning the ways of this world – their clothes, their mannerisms, their claims of abundance and justice. It does not come easy or without peril. The park where he unwinds leaves him exposed to discriminatory eyes. A group of picnicking women set a policeman on him. When he awakens, the cuffs are already on him. In the cell, he curses the Black man. ‘Criminals, they all are,’ he remembers the words of his friend. Pleas and bribes and the summons of a white friend later, Bablu Nath returns to his room, seething but exhausted.

He is a man possessed, going from sale to sale in search of stories – Steinbeck, Hawthorne, Fitzgerald. He piles editions upon editions on the stairs leading to his apartment. He avoids Baldwin and Hurston. He travels to the farthest reaches of the state in search of local newspapers, committing to memory their finest details – their fonts, the spaces between the letters, the mistakes of the typesetters, the wavy flow of their sentences, and the missing U’s and A’s, in rebellion against their embarrassingly Third-World imperial origins.

In the dead of night, when he retires to bed after a last glimpse at the morning’s newspaper, his heart races and his eyes water with a carnal appreciation for the better men on this side of the world. He puts himself to tired and satisfied sleep, picturing the determined hand that wrote so freely – so blasé, so unconcerned with the retaliation that might befall at any moment. The conviction and intellect it must take!
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Outside the cacophonous headquarters of The Narrator, she barely steps out of her one-room lodgings in Mrs Pradhan’s house. Not much can be said of her belongings – once suggestive of youthful expression of individuality, now discarded and abandoned on the streets, and sold to bargaining buyers for meagre sums. Over the years, she removes more than she acquires, and soon the room is devoid of any personal touch, as if no one with thoughts and desires and passions had ever lived in it. There is a rickety iron charpoy that replaces the cot provided by Mrs Pradhan when she feels that she has no more blood to give and no more patches of skin that do not burn with a vengeance. When she turns over the dusty mattress one day, the crawling and disturbed display flares her body into goosebumps.

In an ala, she keeps several tin jars, which now sparkle from the passage of time, washed away of any remnants of what they might have once held. She has not stepped towards those few possessions in a long time – there are no buyers for them, and she does not appreciate the way the kabadiwala looks at her the few times she relents and passes on more of her belongings to him. There is one plastic container, brown and with a peeling label – unreadable after the months it has basked in the sun that falls directly on it – that she once considered a small joy in her otherwise lugubrious
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