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Epigraph

Love . . . first really teaches a man to believe in the objective world outside himself, which not only makes man into an object but even the object into a man . . . love lives not only in the brain immured.

—Marx & Engels, The Holy Family
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Prelude

LATER

The train cut through an American darkness lit only by a half-moon, a pale and meager thing hanging over a world beset by halves—a world where she and he were bound, by some hidden power, to walk unsteadily between a vanishing here and an unknown there.

Cora awoke sometime in the night. She and Indra were curtained off from the rest of the train, still separated from each other. She lay in her berth, Indra in his beneath her, his small snores drifting upward in a rough-hewn cadence. The loss-of-momentum jostle of the train as it reached its stops made for a fitful sleep for them both, all the worse from the air condensing into sweat as the night became thick and soupy, ever warmer as the train kept moving them toward their end-of-line destination.

Cora longed to drape her hand upon Indra’s side, to feel the warmth of his body even in this sultry heat—sleep always came easily when they shared a bed. But they were kept apart here. And that was that.

Awake now in this great heaving machine, she imagined that the steam it pumped into the night veiled and protected her like a witch’s fog and, in doing so, revealed a future without danger, without fear.

(That raised the prospect that if the train stopped, so would its steam, and in its dissolution she would find herself again in a naked and trembling present. That was the fear that wouldn’t leave her. Not until they reached where they needed to go.)

She had met Indra by chance at a party she had never actually been invited to and attended anyway—a time of repose that seemed to be now at a great remove. She had entered that small bungalow on Bryant Street, cracked cedar shingles painted canary yellow, tufts of crabgrass and dandelions as big as kittens growing out of the redbrick path to its front door, and within found rooms made humid by too many men talking among themselves, a musky smell combining with a faint backdraft of woodsmoke from the lit fireplace. The house had been filled with a drone lifting from a mass of conversations, filaments of a language she could not comprehend. Walking through that door meant trading the Palo Alto she had known for years, receiving in return some foreign bazaar. She had been one of the two Americans in that room, but, at that time, she didn’t feel it, realizing instead that everything heretofore had been a pitiful meandering, as if she were some mewling calf hungry for the sweetgrass, unsure in every step as to where it grew. And there, finally, was the open meadow she had sought.

Indra and his possibilities for a new world had been made manifest by the pull of an uncanny feeling, a tug felt at the base of perception—she had become the object of another’s gaze, and she scanned the room for the source.

Back then, he didn’t know, couldn’t know, that she had been searching. The world had been handed to her like some worthless rock, wet and dripping, mined from the mud. And she had been trying to learn how to work it, how to turn it into something pure—if only for herself.

Sleep continued to slip past her as she sifted through what came before and, finally, what would await her in what could only be an elliptical close to a never-ending story. She could hear Indra shift below her and imagined him singing the Bengali lullaby he had sung to her months ago. Khoka gumalo, he had whispered, para juralo. In that tenderness, she had known she would love him. It was an open question whether she had fallen in love with the man who made himself among other men, or the man who emerged only between her and him. It was perhaps of no matter. She had both now.

She closed her eyes and tried, once again. She had earned this rest, that much was certain. They had all come together. Her repose was the gift they had worked together to give her.




Chapter One

FROM THE BEGINNING

There had been a letter.

Cora sat on a backless bench outside the campus’s newly built Women’s Clubhouse. The breeze shivered up her shirtsleeves while the morning sun made weak attempts to hatchet through the bulbous overgrowth of an early-February overcast. She bounced on the balls of her feet to keep away the bite of the chill, cradling the weathered steel of her thermos of coffee with one hand while rolling its cork lid back and forth against her leg with the other. She watched two women crack-bounce-crack-bounce rally on a lawn tennis court across the way until Hazel finally joined her.

“There was a letter?” Hazel asked before she even sat down to join Cora. Her tall and reedy friend had her hair done up in a loose bun, giving her the faint look of a single blade of pampas grass.

“There was a letter,” Cora said, trying to force herself to sound aloof from the whole situation.

“When did he send it?” Hazed asked, finally sitting down.

“Right after the party, I think. I suppose he sent it in the middle of the night. Do you think Suresh told him where I live? I can’t figure out how else he would know.”

“And what did it say?” Hazel seemed eager to hear what had conspired, wanting some morsel of friendly gossip.

Cora could remember exactly what it had said, but in the moment it took her to formulate a summary, Hazel cut in. “Look, Cora, you’re blushing.”

“Oh, shut it, you’re imagining things. Here’s the one thing I can’t figure out—why is he here? He’s some sort of revolutionary, right?”

“I asked Suresh about it,” Hazel replied. She had been with Suresh for a little under a year. He was a dandyish man who had come to study literature at Stanford from the reaches of Bengal. He was already an accomplished writer, or what passed for it nowadays—several of his poems had been published in respectable but poorly circulated journals and periodicals across the United States. “It turns out that Suresh’s brother fought alongside Indra back in India. Indra’s a revolutionary through and through. Was a gunslinger against the British.” Hazel formed her hands into two finger guns and pointed them at Cora. “Pew, pew.”

Cora held up her hands to stop the bullets. “I got that from our conversation. He’s a freedom fighter. I don’t know how that connects to California at all.”

“There’s the big question,” Hazel said with a nonplussed expression. “Suresh thinks it has something to do with the Germans—”

“Oh dear,” Cora interrupted. “This is turning into a play with one too many characters on the stage. A roving mass of Germans enters stage right. What do the Indians want with them?”

“Supposedly, the war in Europe has reduced the number of British army officials in India to the bare minimum. Indra and his ilk think that if they can secure arms and material support from the Germans, they can topple British rule in India.”

“Sounds dangerous,” Cora said.

“Foolish is more like it. Something like this can’t end well. There’s too much hope placed in too many far-flung people. Why get tangled up in all this in the first place? It’s what I appreciate about Suresh. He keeps his distance from the rabble. He knows it’s a doomed fight.”

“I didn’t know Suresh was a traitor to his own people,” Cora said with a sarcastic look.

“I’d call him a realist. Did you see the lot of them at the party? Did you really look at those men? They’re scrawny students and half-crazed revolutionaries peddling ideas and newspapers. None of it adds up to anything of meaning. Frankly, they’re all likely to get arrested.”

Cora took a giant sip of her coffee, but the thermos had kept it too hot, and she scalded her tongue. “Ah, shit,” she said, trying to take in a breath of the cold morning air to calm her tongue. “As far as I know, there’s no offense against fighting for national liberation from foreign rule, Hazel. Really, it’s similar to what you’re trying to accomplish with suffrage. Free expression isn’t a crime.”

“What we’re trying to accomplish,” Hazel corrected. “Sure, speech is free—for Americans. The British can’t handle a rebellion from their own servants. They’ll use any excuse to arrest them, to shutter their papers and quiet them for good. Suresh told me that.

“Why not return to where you’re needed instead? You don’t need to play along with their games. We need you here. When you were attending NWP meetings more often, we had hands down the best speakers’ series. Plus, suffrage is in the United States, not something across the world.”

A group of men hollered as they walked close to the tennis court, already raucous early in the morning, ready for the day, for the world that was made for them.

Cora nodded in a vacant way. Her eyes followed the back-and-forth on the court: the crack of the tennis ball against the racket, the dull thud on the ground, the crack once again.

The world itself was fevered, driven mad by its own agonies. The Great War that raged across Europe was cutting a trench of hellfire and mustard gas across civilization. The bubble around the Stanford campus, where people like Hazel and Suresh could quaintly date each other, belied the fact that Congress was declaring men like Suresh and Indra illegal in the United States. And what was more, she had a floundering education to tend to.

She was a graduate student, studying the work of the playwright Rachel Crothers. Her choice of subject had the feeling of some great unseen force playing dice with her life: when she arrived as an undergraduate, the university had lacked any campus housing for its women, and the Greek letter houses filled the gap. During her first year, an alumna who hailed from Nevada and whose father owned some silver mine, who married the son of so-and-so who had founded the such-and-such Bank of California, had sent an open invitation wherein the girls at her sorority were to be given free transportation, a meal, and the chance to attend a show at the Sequoia Club in San Francisco, a social club devoted to the arts and letters of the day. The club had been putting on a series of plays directed and acted by members of the dramatic section, where the men were no more than fops, the women bored mindless, and all of them too wealthy for their own good. Cora had picked a staging at random, or perhaps because one of those erstwhile friendships of early university life, quick to form, quick to dissolve, dictated that was the only date available. Whatever the reason, Cora chose a Rachel Crothers play to attend.

That day she attended a staging of A Man’s World, where she found herself yearning for the independence and freedom of the protagonist Frank’s life, relating earnestly to the shared details of their upbringing (like Cora, Frank had been raised by her father), and connecting so deeply to the play that nothing was the same for Cora after that single staging.

Looking back, it was strange how the meeting of a single person—in this case, she never met Rachel (she thought of the playwright so often that, in her mind, they were on a first-name basis)—could rearrange the entire gravitational assemblage of one’s life. Then again, she was quick to fall in love and equally quick to throw herself into the passion this love asked of her.

Before college, Cora had been interested in the stage merely as a hobbyist actress. It was something to do, a social activity in which she could take part. But from the newfound center of Crothers’s work extended so many orbits. First and foremost came attending other contemporary plays, or at least those she could find in Palo Alto. Though the town lacked a permanent company, the campus meant there were at least some plays on offer.

If Crothers’s work touched upon themes central to the suffrage movement, well, Cora too went to campus meetings to understand suffrage, and that was where she later met Hazel. And from each stem that extended from the center, nodes would branch in unseen directions: some of the women who attended meetings on women’s suffrage were interested in socialism, so she tagged along to yet more meetings. She agreed with much of what she heard, even if the men occasionally got a bit handsy when they were drunk and inspired, and she fell into it.

That life had ended when her time as an undergraduate came to a close. She went to live with her father and stepmother in Sacramento, and attempted to busy herself by writing the occasional theater review for the Union, a job she had been gifted because the section editor often dined with her father at the Sutter Club. After a year of sporadic writing, she longed to have back some of the lost verve of her life, so she returned to the campus to complete a master’s program in English—again studying the work of Crothers.

She had gotten older, but that world had stayed the same. What had interested her as an undergraduate had lost its luster, if only because it was what she already knew. She had been drawn to theater, not as a true actress or as a playwright, but simply as someone who loved watching and thinking about a set of people placed in a space of artificial constraint, each distilled down to their essential humanness. Even at meetings, the content had stayed the same, only the faces were different, save Hazel’s. She had wanted the old feeling of possibility back. What she got was akin to a new dress worn by a woman trying in vain to cling to her youth.

“No one’s organized anything since the Alice Park visit?” Cora asked, redirecting conversation. “You all miss me that much? In that case I’ll think about it.”

Hazel bit into a small cheddar sandwich. “Want a bite?” she asked. “I pilfered the cheddar from some socialist who tried to get fresh with me. Dreadful human being, impeccable taste in cheese.”

“I’ll take half, if you don’t mind.” Breakfast for Cora was often cold coffee and toast, and today she had skipped the luxury of bread to make it in time to meet Hazel, who was right, the cheese was fantastic, sharp, just a hint of tang, not the wet sawdust she usually bought for herself.

“Well, what did the letter say? The one he sent to you after the party?”

Cora told her how Indra wrote that he had to see her again, he had been thinking of her.

“I’m glad he sent it—maybe it’s how he flirts. He meets a woman, cribs what she says, and then makes a move. You never know,” Hazel said.

Cora laughed. It was true—she only had inklings of who he was, what he did, why her. There was only a feeling.

“What do you see in him?” Hazel asked.

“What do you mean?” Cora replied defensively. She didn’t want to let on what she felt for him.

“Oh, you know what I mean. What do you like about him?”

“He seems like a man who leads men,” Cora said decisively. “When he speaks, other men listen.”

“Even if he’s stealing what you say. So where are you headed off to next?” Hazel asked before Cora could defend him.

“Tuesday lecture, same as always,” Cora replied, lying. She wasn’t ready yet to confess that after he had sent the letter, she had replied, and the two had agreed to meet for a walk on the campus’s Arizona Garden. Even now, she could feel a skip-of-the-heart anticipation when she thought of what was to come, forsaking obligations for want of something new.

“See you Thursday morning?” Hazel asked. Until Hazel met Suresh and began to spend increasing amounts of time with him, she and Cora had been inseparable. They had often stayed up late into the night in back-and-forths that crisscrossed between life and political theory, before falling asleep in the same bed. Sometimes Cora would awaken in the middle of the night and feel part of Hazel pressed up against her—the awkwardness of two adults sharing a single bed—and Cora wondered if the comfort she felt in that darkened closeness was what sisters felt their entire lives.

Cora tried to fill her days with people, a decision to act in stark distinction to what she had lived through as a child when there were few friends she could count upon, which wasn’t to say she was raised a loner, simply lonesome—there was a great chasm of difference between the two. Her father had come to the United States as a child from the hollow lands of Northern England and ended up, as an adult, around the mines and in the same line of work in which his father had toiled. Unlike his father, he became an engineer filled with the immigrant fantasy of American riches, often working behind a closed door, attempting to make his money by perfecting the Frue Vanner machine to process ore more efficiently. This dream took him away from her, cloistering him as he attempted to become one thing: wealthy. She thought of herself as lucky, as her childhood was not filled with the beatings she saw meted out to the scampish children of the mines.

Cora agreed that they would see each other soon, and they said their goodbyes. Initially, she walked in the direction of her lecture but soon doubled back to make her way to the garden.

What she had told Hazel was both true and not. In his letter, he had written:

Speaking with you in Suresh’s home, everything else fell away. I have heard much about the importance of qismat, of fate, of the way in which the designs for our lives will guide us through every waking day. I have before dismissed this as nonsense. And yet I write to you now. What is it about you that leaves me wanting more? It would be foolish not to ask you.

All that Emerson in high school and college. Good old Ralph had used the Gita to find the universal. She had learned that in a lecture as an undergraduate. She knew little of India other than old epics and religious precepts. From what she could remember, Emerson had done a lovely job, because his gift was the capacity to strip the foreign of all its alienness, leaving it as something familiar, something loved. That act was one of such tenderness: to see in the stranger one’s own self, and to invite that doubled reflection into an intimate space of wonder, the constant configuring of the self and the stranger that built up all perception.

She had read Indra’s letter repeatedly, stuck cheek by jowl with others in the reading room, a low hum of whispers batting at her concentration, the research for her lumbering thesis on the presence of the suffrage movement in contemporary female playwrighting stretching out in piles of books in front of her.

He had taken from her, and she liked it.

He was handsome, of course, only a few years older than she and tall too, taller than any other man in that room. When she had first seen him at the party, standing in the shadow of an archway near Suresh’s kitchen, only half his face was visible: the thick wave of his coarse hair hastily combed to the side, dark eyes holding proof of a journey with their sunken bags of exhaustion underneath.

They spoke for hours. One cup of coffee. Another. Then another. She hadn’t eaten anything that evening, and she had to stop herself when the Turk on the red tin container of Hills Bros. coffee upon Suresh’s counter seemed to be drinking his own cup with them.

They first spoke about his journey. He had come down here to Palo Alto from San Francisco after taking a liner from Japan, had been on the run from India, where he fought the British for the liberation of his people.

She told him she was a graduate student on campus, went through the usual, about what she studied and how that had introduced her to the meetings and the protests, but, feeling nervy from all the coffee, she also went off on a tangent about how the individual must live without artificial encumbrance, that suffrage, socialism, free speech, even free love—they were all connected.

And then he had to give an introductory speech to the men who had gathered. There had been a solidity in the conversation they shared, which, when taken away, caved in to a feeling of lack, the awkward feeling of being trapped in her own body, and Cora felt nervous, her fingers fidgety, a feeling like she didn’t know what to say, even though there hadn’t been a question posed to her.

“Individuals must live without artificial encumbrance,” he began.

Her words in his mouth.

He smiled at her, sheepishly, as if asking permission.

She had been standing by the door, where the chilly touch of a light winter’s breeze that swept across her legs was a welcome respite from the stuffy heat of the room. It was next to her, the exit she could have made.

She looked at him, and he looked down. It must have been only a second or less that passed, but time had no set cadence, moving between them as an allegro and a largo demanded by some invisible conductor.

All the distances that could form between them were made apparent. He wasn’t white, had probably never looked upon a white woman like this, and maybe she even saw a little tremble in his face as he took the ideas from her. In his foreignness, she could feel again the hinterlands where she had been born. Even so, he was the one who spoke, and she stood, off-center and silent.

She gave him an assent as a little coquettish glance.

“The cause of freedom rotates upon the axis of the individual,” Indra continued, adding his own spin to her original thought. “We fight for the nation. The nation is a collective of men. The freedom of each of these men is essential to our fight. Freedom from tyranny means not only to banish the British from our homeland but also to give women the right to vote and, yes, to break all the old bonds and make something new.”

Amid the roaring applause of those gathered, an intimacy had thus been conjured: he had seen her, was serious about what she had to say, and in this recognition he had taken a part of her. In exchange she was receiving the chance at something. What it was, she wasn’t sure. Unplumbed depths could always hide a world entirely unknown.




Chapter Two

He fumbled for the watch in his pocket and found, for the fifth time since he’d arrived in the garden, that the minutes would not vapor themselves away. He had been pacing up and down the same portion of the garden’s chalky dirt pathway, avoiding the splotches where it sank into mud, and each time he would pass the same set of four columnar cacti, two on either side of him, all of them a dull green, taller than he by about three or four heads. The garden was empty, which was no surprise because it seemed to be the most hastily put together garden he had ever seen, lacking the beauty and symmetry of the gardens of India. In lieu of the Muslim fantasy of paradise, there was a haphazard arrangement of low stones, large-spined shrubs growing wildly between the cacti, and, at a distance he had yet to reach, a large palm. Still, he conceded to himself that the cacti were rather interesting. He had never wandered into the Thar Desert, hadn’t visited the reaches of the Deccan that rarely saw rain, so he had never seen that type of plant before.

Perhaps Indra would have been more amazed at these wonders if not for the fact that he was nervous, and for what—a woman? But not quite a woman. It was a similar feeling to when he was younger and had to take his exams viva voce. He would be judged for this performance. Not by her, but by some part of himself. His life had been in constant motion until this journey, a respite marked by the terrible news of his friend Nitin.

Nitin, I met a woman, he said silently, to no one.

A woman? his friend replied. What good is a woman? Women won’t lead our country to freedom.

You should hear her speak. She could move mountains.

His friend laughed. Three steps into the west, and you’ve already changed.

As a ghost, Nitin was gaining a capacity to lead him into—and compel him from—loneliness. In that vacuum of sorrow, Indra was pacing a garden, seeking out that basic human need that he had once denied himself in service of a greater cause: the tremble-anticipation of joy, of possibility, of someone new.

There wasn’t much to do in Palo Alto, in any case. Even with the news about his friend, he wasn’t going to give up his mission. He had paid the German consulate in San Francisco a visit on his first day. They kindly told him to be patient, that they were awaiting the capital needed to move their grand design into order.

Indra had come to California to put a plan into action. Not only was he going to traverse the country to catch a U-boat somewhere off the coast of New York and, from there, cross the lines of war into Germany to cement an allyship between the kaiser’s government and the revolutionary fighters of Bengal, but he also was to make sure that the German consulate in California kept up its promise to his cadre of nationalist fighters in India: that the country would pay for a cache of arms to be secretly shipped to Calcutta. While Indra could have left for Berlin before the cache was secured, his comrades in India had been burned before, guns never sent out from Java or Shanghai. He had to see proof of these weapons before he could move on.

Indra’s plan had been sanctioned by Wilhelm Obermeier, who had said that he wouldn’t have to wait long to see the arms cache sent off.

Obermeier was Indra’s German handler, spymaster, agent, the one who had dictated his fate from Calcutta through Kobe and now in California. And yet Obermeier was one whom he had never met, was simply the signature at the end of a letter or the initials W.O. at the end of a terse telegram.

Indra felt a tap on his shoulder and turned around. The wild curls of her dark hair were tied up, and the angular lines of her face gave her a severe look when not smiling.

Cora.

Ko-rah. He’d liked the way it sounded when he repeated it back to her at the party, so similar to the Bengali verb meaning to do.

“So, do you send letters like that to every girl you meet?” she asked.

“Only the ones whose conversation keeps me up at night,” he replied, feeling a little confident, a little haughty.

“How many of those are there?” she replied, not missing a beat. “Ten, fifteen, thirty?”

He fumbled over his reply. “You’re the only one I’ve written such a letter to.”

“Oh, that’s no good,” Cora said. “It’s either you’re too picky or you’re too much of a loner.”

He stared at her blankly, his heart dropping a bit into his stomach, the gears and movements of which seemed to be seizing out of beat into a standstill.

Her thin lips broke into a smirk, and she gave him a little push on the shoulder. “The look on your face right now,” she said, laughing.

Whatever anxiety he had did not abate quickly, but he laughed all the same. “You know, Cora,” he began, “keep that up and I might try to retract that letter.”

“Retract?” Cora asked. “This isn’t some article published in a journal where you can send angry letters to the editor. How would you go about retracting it?”

“Perhaps I could find it and destroy it, then pretend it never happened. You’re making a good case right now to do that. Shall we?” he asked, pointing toward the path, smiling, emboldened by the off-balance precarity from Cora’s first volley.

The two began to walk, side by side, just far enough away from each other for the heat of one to dissipate into the air.

“I bet you could find and destroy it,” Cora said. “You knew where I live. How’d you find that out, anyway?”

“I asked Suresh. He told me your address. I didn’t know it was private information.”

“What else did he tell you about me?”

“It never occurred to me to gossip. Now, remind me, you said you were studying a woman playwright, is that correct?”

“Yes, Rachel Crothers. It would be a shame to think of her just as some woman. Yes, she writes about women in some of her plays. But she also writes about the changes we’re going through right now. I think she belongs up there with all the big names, our generation’s James Herne.”

“I don’t know much about the American stage. I attended quite a few plays in Calcutta. We have wonderful theater there. It’s a city of playwrights and poets. Did you know that in Calcutta, the only women who act in plays are prostitutes? It’s not considered something that proper ladies do.”

“What are you saying, Indra? That I’m not proper?”

Indra laughed. “I wouldn’t have sent you that letter if I thought something as silly as that. No, I think you wonderful,” he said, and he could feel the hammer beat of his own pulse as he said it.

“Wonderful,” she repeated quietly, with a small smile. “And the same could be said for you.”

The conversation paused, as if whatever that which was fleeting between them needed a moment to breathe, to relax, to begin to establish itself a bit more.

“And then what do you plan on doing?”

“Oh, God, you sound just like my father. ‘You’re a woman of twenty-four, you must settle down before it’s too late,’” she said with a heavy, mocking impression.

Indra shrugged. “It’s good to have the attention of your father. When I was younger, it was all I wanted. I have three older siblings and four younger. I’m not sure if I could recall my father saying much of anything when I decided fight for the good of my country. There were other mouths to feed.”

“Seven siblings! Dear God. I remember when my half brother was born and I felt like things got a little too crowded.”

“Well, I don’t want to sound like your father with my questions, I suppose.”

“No, no. He’s got a point. It’s just that—” Cora stopped midstride. Indra turned around. “I’m not sure when it happened. I just don’t find any of this very interesting anymore. I mean, I still love Crothers’s plays, and it was my work on Crothers that introduced me to suffrage, to socialism, to an entire world. I’m not sure if I want to focus on one little thing. I want more than that. I love writing. I’d love to find a way to support myself with my writing work in a bigger way, not just about the theater, maybe taking what I’ve learned from the NWP.”

“I see,” Indra said, struggling to keep up with the rapidity of her thoughts.

“It’s silly to say this out loud, isn’t it?” she asked, turning to face the cacti. “It’s embarrassing to hear myself say that I have thoughts and opinions and want the world at large to read them. I think my father was right, that it’s time to figure something out. Move to San Francisco and start having a couple babies.”

Indra looked at her quizzically. She clearly didn’t know the extent of her own talent. “What you said at Suresh’s party about the cause of the individual—it was absolutely inspired. That’s why I had to share it with others. If you want to make a living through your writing, it’s a question of when, not if. And if you’re interested in writing something, in a few days’ time I’m going up to Berkeley to meet with a few of the fellows working toward Indian liberation there. Some of them were at Suresh’s party. Maybe you can come along with me? They publish a newspaper in English and Hindustani. The editor will be there too.”

She smiled, warm and true, and Indra felt a lightness, if only because he had shared a truth that she, for reasons unknown to him, seemed to be denying. Perhaps what he failed to see was that in his flirtation with this woman, he was looking at a trick mirror. He was attracted to an outline—within the borders of a person, he was coloring in his own imagination.

“That sounds wonderful,” she said. “I don’t know a single thing about the struggle in India.”

“There’s what we discussed at the party—you were a quick study. I imagine that the men in Berkeley would be excited to explain more specifics to you. If you have a moment, I’m sure you can find a book at a library. It’s called Poverty and Un-British Rule in India. It’s almost fifteen years old but still reads like it was written yesterday.”

“I’ll be sure to check it out.” She paused. “I do have a question. What does Germany have to do with any of this?”

“Did Suresh tell you this?” he asked.

“No,” Cora said with a chuckle. “I heard secondhand, from Hazel.”

“I see,” Indra said with a chiding air. “Yes, I am trying to meet up with members of the German consulate.”

“Why’s that? Doesn’t seem to be a great time to be involved with the Germans, with all the saber-rattling that’s going on.”

“It doesn’t concern this country,” Indra said. “We’re just trying to find ways to further our cause. The war in Europe is an opportunity in India. The Germans have agreed to support the fight for national liberation.”

“Sounds dangerous. Is it?”

Her voice was smaller than it had been. She seemed fearful, and Indra wished to do his best to quell that fear, because the last thing he wanted to do was scare her off—to do so would be to lose this (and what was this except for a great bloodrush of feeling).

“Everything is dangerous when you’re fighting a great power upon the world stage, but this in particular? Not compared to what I’ve seen back in India. This is simply a few meetings.”

It was true, this was just a few meetings. Again, the thought of Nitin, and of the loss, news delivered the day he was to leave Japan. His dearest friend—his comrade, his fellow nationalist leader—had been shot and killed in an encounter with the colonial police. He had entered the open ocean of this journey with the sorrow of death. A meeting in a consulate was nothing compared to the possibility of dying. And yet, there too were the beginnings of doubt, that this meeting could lead him to Nitin’s fate. Losing a friend side by side in a gunfight often meant pursuing vengeance in his memory, taking care not to squander his martyrdom. To lose a friend from a distance added a complication—Indra was beginning to see his friend’s life as some sort of set piece. Indra wondered, Did it truly have to end this way?

Cora seemed placated by his response, and the two agreed to meet in two days to head up to Berkeley. Before she left, Indra placed his hand briefly upon Cora’s lower back. He meant only to lead her forward out of the garden, but she stopped and put her hand on his shoulder. He felt the electric arc surge through his body, and there came the kiss, slow, lingering in the silence of the garden, ended only by the sound that came in the distance, the chimes of the hour from the campus church. She had to attend a meeting with a professor and left him in the garden.

The quickened pulse remained.

This was madness. Mostly, he saw white women as a right hand of power, an empire built of Lady Macbeths. Calcutta, that city at the crossroads of the world where he had most recently lived, was where almost every race upon the earth could find their place in the city’s geography. In Chowringhee, he could walk among the Europeans and Anglo-Indians of his city, each of them passing around him in a hollow way. An international city provided no means for understanding among people, only a way to hear small voices on a street or in the bazaar.

And he knew, if he were to look upon a white woman in any way that could betray a feeling of want beyond perhaps the paid-by-the-hour appointments of Free School Street, the reprisal would be swift, unforgiving—terrible. There was no such admonition against his feeling here. In fact, California seemed to care little about his nation’s history, precepts, rules. He hadn’t meant to kiss her, yet it happened without his willing it. He had an inkling that things would move fast with her, faster than he wanted or intended. In India, he had been a leader among men, and to be in that position meant to stand alone. Since then, he had crossed an ocean and was now awaiting orders in a foreign land. Amid all this change, some deep part of him was seeking a break from the past, a firm desire to move with another, even if that meant that he would no longer be the sole arbiter of the pace.

The world felt like it had been inverted, a photographic negative imprinted upon his vision.




Chapter Three

At the train station in Palo Alto, Cora got to the platform first and the morning was fine, a warm respite from the cold February rain. She walked a bit farther away from the station’s colonnade into the sunshine and toed a small piece of gravel that had been kicked up from the tracks while she rehearsed her notes in her head. After the garden, she had been filled with the energy of possibility—she hadn’t gone to meet with a professor and instead had gone to the university library to requisition a copy of the book Indra had mentioned, which she had read quickly, taking notes on how Britain drained the wealth and possibility of India.

The speed of her reading had been dictated by life’s twin driving forces: desire and ambition. The book was a way to take her goals—to make her voice and opinions heard—and use that purpose to further please another.

The notes had been rehashed, and she was left to wait. Waiting entailed a number of dysfunctions.

Little hallucinations: any man of his height at a distance was a possibility—that man must, no that man is him, no that isn’t him either.

Small paranoias: did he forget? Or perhaps she was the one who forgot. He said today, right? Was the hour correct?

Concomitant agitations: she had canceled on Hazel to come to Berkeley and would have an empty morning if he never showed up.

All erased when she caught sight of the wave of his hair. He hadn’t seen her, so she could observe: his hands in his pockets, the seriousness of his face, the way he walked and kept his head slightly down as if in thought, but as he came closer to the platform, he saw her, and even before they embraced, she felt the bewitching calm that it would provide, the way in which touch could ablate swelling anxieties.

In his arms, she reached up to give him a light kiss to say hello.

“Sorry I’m late,” he said.

“It’s fine,” Cora lied. “I didn’t even notice it. You seem out of breath.”

“I just moved into a new room and got lost getting here. Went left instead of right. Made it here just in time,” he said as the arriving train whistled in the distance.

She chided herself inwardly for doubting his arrival. It had never occurred to her that there could be some dull reason for his lateness, but there was so little she knew about him. She had never gone from meeting a man to exchanging letters to kissing him in a week’s time, but she already felt at ease with him in a way that seemed to erase the borders between them.

The situation with her family put her in a permanent sense of unease with regard to class and position. Before the days when her father couldn’t get his vanning machine to perfect the separation of gold and silver from worthless ores, it had seemed easier. They lived near the mine, and there were two axioms to always remember above all others: never cross a picket line, and never trust a man who makes his living telling others what to do.

The anxiety began only when everything started to go right, when the money began to do what it did best—alchemize the entire matrix of one’s connections and conceptions, including the most basic precepts of the self—and her father quickly became a man who told others what to do. She felt like some sort of discounted Engels, who himself had used the proceeds from his father’s textile factory to fund his dalliances in left-wing political theory.

It was this in-betweenness that was perhaps allowing her to feel at ease with someone so foreign. Indra was in transit, crossing a platform between one conveyance and the next, and he, as well the Indians they were going to go call upon, were on their back foot from the very fact that they were disconnected from the country of their birth, agitating for the freedom of a distant land from inside one that wasn’t sure if it wanted to keep them around.

Exactly the place she wanted to be.

It was a long journey between Palo Alto and Berkeley. They had to get to San Francisco and then take the autobus up to the Ferry Building, where they could take a Key ferry across the Bay, then the streetcar to Berkeley. If they were lucky, they could get there by midafternoon.

The conversation with Indra moved as easily as the steam and fire of all the forms of transport that took them to their destination. They told each other stories of their youth—she enjoyed recounting to him how she grew up in the hardscrabble mines. He couldn’t believe that she had lived for so many young years in such desolate places, and he had such great pity for the loss of her mother. He seemed sadder about it than she ever felt, but she soon learned that his own mother had passed away a year or so ago, and he was speaking of his grief through her loss.

He spoke of his upbringing in India, particularly his brief wanderings as an ascetic. Indra’s grandfather had been the village priest, which meant that there was some sort of manhood ceremony when he was ten years old where he had to become a peripatetic mendicant. Temple to temple, he wandered, gurus waiting to tell him the same tenets over and over: see the world that passes by for what it is, a story, an illusion.

Reading gave way to action, she learned. Indra gave up his religion when he was eighteen and the British announced their plan to partition Bengal in two, to take the power of that region and neatly divide it upon an invisible border. It was an outrage to divide a place upon a simple religious line, one Hindu, one Muslim—he joined the street marches to protest, and in him grew a desire for direct action, a fist that could rise above a simple collection of voices upon the street to grab at and crush the heart of empire.

“These men in Berkeley, they feel the same thing,” he told her. “They’ve made a political party called the Ghadar.”

“What does that mean?” Cora asked. She said the word internally: Gha-dar. It sounded all wrong, nothing like how he said it.

“It means the revolution. They’re the Party of Revolution. They organized about five years ago. Their members move between here and the Punjab, mainly. They want the same thing I do: total liberation of India from foreign rule.”

“Are there many Indians in the Gha-dar in California?”

“There were more a few years ago. Now it seems to be mainly students and writers. They’ve made inroads with the Sikh Punjabis working the farms in the state.”

“I didn’t know there were Indians farming in the Central Valley,” she said, curious about a history and people that seemed hidden from her. “Why are they here?”

Indra shrugged. “Why is anyone anywhere? One man has an idea and takes a boat. If he’s able to find some sliver of a good life, he writes home. His cousin, his uncle, his nephew, and maybe even his best friend’s brother’s son’s brother arrive soon enough.”

Cora chuckled. “Is that why there are men studying at Berkeley as well?”

“For the most part. One man found he could come here and learn without having to bow down to the British at Oxford or Cambridge. The men reading for degrees at Stanford and Berkeley are the same. They don’t want to beg their lords and masters for an education.”

This seemed, to Cora, entirely different from the countless editorials and articles at the Union about the Asian menace creeping across the state, a tide of workers seeking to undercut the wages of good white men.

The two finally arrived in Berkeley near two in the afternoon. As they walked from the edge of the Cal campus to their destination, Cora wondered why she had chosen to attend Stanford over Cal, as the former seemed to be a pastoral destination, cloistered off from greater society. This was a place where city and school moved together, filled with a life that emanated from the Campanile chiming in the distance. As they walked down Telegraph Avenue, she overheard conversations in French, in German, and outside a teahouse, a man slamming down his hand on a table, exclaiming, “Cubism will not survive the war in Europe!” This wonder was not limited to her attention: she saw how Indra too let his eyes wander this way and that with the look of a traveler newly arrived in a strange land, a moving and unfocused stare that confessed there was too much novelty to behold in a single moment.

The meeting that she and Indra were to attend was in a cramped apartment in a brown-shingle foursquare on Dwight, just off of Telegraph, a rather plain building made beautiful by the enormous aloe planted in front, on the left side, setting all the symmetry askew. Its leaves reached nearly eight feet tall, like some ornamental that the gods accidentally dropped from the sky and left there, for it was far more weathered and aged than the building behind it.

Inside was a handful of men who all seemed to glance her way when she entered before returning to their conversations, and that brief feeling of incongruousness made her feel once again like she was at the party at Suresh’s.

This sparsely furnished bachelor pad must have belonged to one of the men there, and before she could turn to Indra to ask, he had gone up to a man no taller than she, with hair shaved right down to pinpricks atop his head. His round face was made to seem rounder by the small circular glasses he wore. In his shirtsleeves with a red tie, he seemed like some windsock filled with bluster as he waved about a news clipping in his hand.

Indra motioned for her to come over. “This is Cora, she’s a friend of Suresh and Hazel’s. She’s a magnificent writer at Stanford and is interested in our cause. Cora, this is Govind. He’s the editor of the Ghadar newspaper over in San Francisco.”

She held out her hand, and he shook it limply.

“Have you seen this nonsense? Published in the Dayton Journal last week.”

Cora shook her head and thought he was joking, though he seemed filled with too much intensity to be riffing with her.

He slammed down the clipping on the nearby dining table. A low murmur filled the room. “Cora, where is Dayton?” he asked without looking back at her. Indra put his hand on her upper back and smiled as if to say, Courage.

In these spaces, her difference from everyone else blurred the traditional distinction between migrant and native-born. At least she knew the answer to Govind’s question. She replied politely that it was a city in Ohio, back east in the country’s industrial heartland.

“And do they not have editors in Dayton? Men of understanding and intellect? Or is it a mass of fools publishing nonsense?”

Cora laughed. “You’d be surprised, Govind. There are few men of intellect in the entire United States, let alone Ohio. And even fewer editors capable of turning their muddled thoughts into something beautiful. What’s the article?”

“About the war in Europe and questioning India’s loyalty to Britain. It explains how much Britain has given to India and how India fails to give back in Britain’s moment of need. Give back?” His pencil-thin mustache trembled with his upper lip.

His tirade seemed to be an announcement for the men gathered in the apartment to sit at the trestle dining table, perhaps an elegant piece thirty or fifty years ago, now covered with scratches and scuffs, the yellowed shellac peeling off the dark oak at its corners, and all eight squeezed around its edges. She looked around and remembered what Hazel had said about the men, and for a moment, she thought her friend right. Most of them, save Indra, were flatly unattractive. Not hideously so. No one could ever put a finger upon why exactly they were attracted to anything. It was easy, yes, to describe the bloated or distended faces of the unattractive but damn near impossible to really understand what drew her to anyone in particular.

“It’s only one small city in a nation filled with them,” Cora said. “Opinions fly around on the wind. What does it matter what some idiot in Dayton has to say about India?”

“Surely she must be joking.” A wiry man snorted at Indra from across the table.

Indra interrupted. “This is Singh, here from Patna, a city in eastern India.”

“Yes, yes, Indra,” he continued, brushing off Indra’s introduction with a wave of his hand. He continued to speak only to Indra. “Who is this woman? She should know that every city matters! Ignorance is like a poison that spreads. Typical of a woman to fail to comprehend the nuances of what we’re seeking to do.”

Cora was taken aback by his rudeness.

“He’s right,” Govind said. Cora was left confused, unsure if he were agreeing with his point about women. “It’s a time of delicate public opinion. Congress just vetoed the president to prevent men like us from entering this country. Our hand is weak. They already see us as laborers stealing their employment. We don’t want the American public to think of us as ungrateful wretches undeserving of freedom as well.”

Cora took a breath and went through the notes in her head. The conversation fractured into little splinters of low talk among the men.

“Britain drains India’s wealth.” Cora said above the din. “How can a nation be loyal to a ruler that only takes? Loyalty runs strongest via love.”

“So you suggest we counter with a letter to the editor summarizing how Britain drains the wealth of India?” Indra asked with a warm smile.

“No, no,” Cora said. She saw how Indra raised his eyebrows in surprise at her quick dismissal. “That book is too old to summarize now.”

“Then what do you suggest?” another man asked.

She tried to pull together any notion of what Dayton was like but could imagine only smokestacks and business.

Maybe that was all she needed to know.

“Dayton is a city of factories. Why not speak in the way a capitalist understands? ‘The Balance Sheet of British Rule in India.’ List everything that Britain has taken—a balance sheet so negative that only a
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