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whispering. And we cannot understand the whispering, because our minds have been invaded by a
war. A war that we have won and lost. The very worst sort of war. A war that captures dreams and
re-dreams them. A war that has made us adore our conquerors and despise ourselves.’
Arundhati Roy, The God of Small Things, 1997
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Arjun was often at pains to explain that in the army, it was a vital necessity for ‘the chaps’ to
possess a thorough and exhaustive understanding of one another; to know exactly how each of them
would respond in certain circumstances. Yet, there was a paradox here that did not escape Dinu:
when Arjun and his friends spoke of one another, their assessments were so exaggerated that they
seemed to be inventing versions of themselves for collective consumption. In the fantastic bestiary of
their table-talk, Hardy was the Spit-and-Polish perfectionist, Arjun a Ladies’ Man, another a Pukka
Sahib and so on. These paper-thin portraits were a part of the collective lore of their camaraderie — a
fellowship in which they took immense pride, investing it with metaphors that sometimes extended
even beyond mere kinship. Usually they were just ‘brothers’ but at times they were also much more,
even the ‘First True Indians’. ‘Look at us —’ they would say, — ‘Punjabis, Marathas, Bengalis,
Sikhs, Hindus, Muslims. Where else in India would you come across a group such as ours — where
region and religion don’t matter — where we can all drink together and eat beef and pork and think
nothing of it?’
Every meal at an officers’ mess, Arjun said, was an adventure, a glorious infringement of
taboos. They ate foods that none of them had ever touched at home: bacon, ham, sausages at
breakfast; roast beef and pork chops for dinner. They drank whisky, beer and wine, smoked cigars,
cigarettes, cigarillos. Nor was this just a matter of satisfying appetites: every mouthful had a meaning
— each represented an advance towards the evolution of a new, more complete kind of Indian. All of
them had stories to tell about how their stomachs had turned the first time they had chewed upon a
piece of beef or pork; they had struggled to keep the morsels down, fighting their revulsion. Yet they
had persisted, for these were small but essential battles and they tested not just their manhood, but
also their fitness to enter the class of officers. They had to prove, to themselves as well as to their
superiors, that they were eligible to be rulers, to qualify as members of an elite: that they had vision
enough to rise above the ties of their soil, to overcome the responses instilled in them by their
upbringing.
‘Look at us!’ Arjun would say, after a whisky or two, ‘we’re the first modern Indians; the first
Indians to be truly free. We eat what we like, we drink what we like, we’re the first Indians who’re
not weighed down by the past.’
To Dinu this was profoundly offensive. ‘It’s not what you eat and drink that make you
modern: it’s a way of looking at things . . .’ He’d fetch reproductions that he’d cut out of magazines,
of photographs by Stieglitz, Cunningham and Weston.
Arjun would shrug these off with a laughing retort: ‘To you the modern world is just
something you read about. What you know of it you get from books and newspapers. We’re the ones
who actually live with Westerners . . .’
Amitav Ghosh, The Glass Palace, 2000
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Most days I wish I was a British pound coin instead of an African girl. Everyone would be pleased
to see me coming. Maybe I would visit with you for the weekend and then suddenly, because I am
fickle like that, I would visit with the man from the corner shop instead – but you would not be sad
because you would be eating a cinnamon bun, or drinking a cold Coca Cola from the can, and you
would never think of me again. We would be happy, like lovers who met on holiday and forgot each
other’s names.
A pound coin can go wherever it thinks it will be safest. It can cross deserts and oceans and leave the
sound of gunfire and the bitter smell of burning thatch behind. When it feels warm and secure it will
turn around and smile at you, the way my big sister Nkiruka used to smile at the men in our village in
the short summer after she was a girl but before she was really a woman, and certainly before the
evening my mother took her to a quiet place for a serious talk.
Of course a pound coin can be serious too. It can disguise itself as power, or property, and there is
nothing more serious when you are a girl who has neither. You must try to catch the pound, and trap it
in your pocket, so that it cannot reach a safe country unless it takes you with it. But a pound has all the
tricks of a sorcerer. When pursued I have seen it shed its tail like a lizard so that you are left holding
only pence. And when you finally go to seize it, the British pound can perform the greatest magic of
all, and this is to transform itself into not one, but two, identical green American dollar bills. Your
fingers will close on empty air, I am telling you.
How I would love to be a British pound. A pound is free to travel to safety, and we are free to watch
it go. This is the human triumph. This is called, globalization. A girl like me gets stopped at
immigration, but a pound can leap the turnstiles, and dodge the tackles of those big men with their
uniform caps, and jump straight into a waiting airport taxi. Where to, sir? Western civilisation, my
good man, and make it snappy.

Chris Cleave, The Other Hand, 2008
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