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  To Tara


  Chapter One


  When Sara Sarasvati walks down the stairs she is irritated. Being disturbed in her school work with her tutor Chacha is always annoying. A messenger has come to the door and the maid has let him into the cool drawing room. She smiles and greets him. The man looks strange at her and just nods. She bids him to sit down which he does after some polite refusals.


  In the silence only the boys playing cricket in the park is heard. She stares into the dark eyes of a dark man from the Embassy of Sweden in Delhi. He opens an envelope, hands slightly shaking and starts to read in poor English.


  “Dear Miss Sarasvati Endersson Pillay. We regret the sad news that this letter brings to you. Your father, Mister Boo Endersson of Opsala, Suweedn, has quickly passed away. His funeral will be held soon. Please contact us immediately for further details. Our sincere condolences to you and your mother. Consular Officer R.V. Singh-Ji and ambassador Henry Johansson.”


  The old tutor Chacha enters the room just when Sara Sarasvati lets out a load cry. Chacha runs to her and kneels by her side. The messenger looks bewildered. He looks at the two and excuses himself, leaving the note on the sofa table where two cups of chai has been brought by the maid.


  “Sarasvati, what is it? Tell me,” Chacha asks.


  She leans forward and reads the note to him. The time from when the man first read it to her and now seems endless. She understood it immediately then and now it is a fact. Chacha leans back and Sara Sarasvati gives him the paper. The silence is broken by dishes being washed in the small kitchen, but Sara Sarasvati and Chacha can almost hear these washing sounds as thunder. A message of death and sorrow.


  “You must contact the embassy, “he says, putting his arm around her back and strokes her gently.


  She nods with wet eyes. Her light green dupatta is useful for soaking tears. The room seems full of wet salty water from her eyes and she is still in shock when she cries out that she did not know, did not know, did not know what had happened. Chacha sits with her silently and hears her questions about the death of her father. She tries to make an effort to stand up but cannot.


  The evening comes suddenly and she shivers in the warm house. How can such tragic news be brought by a simple errand boy she thinks, but realizes that the form of the horrible content cannot be blamed. Embassies have many of their citizens’ affairs in foreign lands to consider and why should she have the ambassador visiting her for bring the sad news of her father in Sweden, someone she has barely seen in real life?


  Chacha stays with her until her mother Vimala comes home by 8 pm. The house is suddenly full of people. Sara Sarasvati has no idea from where they came. Relatives, neighbours, acquaintances, classmates and silent akward children. Their colony at Jor Bagh has a way of keeping together at times like this, usually at burglaries and holiday festivities, but also when houses receive sad news of deaths and illness.


  “Sarasvati, you must not do anything. Just rest. The details will be known tomorrow, “everyone tells her. They look sad yet trying to give her smiles of consolation.


  Vimala is upset and cries more than she ever thought she would, shaking her large but well built body. Sara Sarasvati’s strong single mother taking care of her and her own father, Thatha. Vimala told granddfather Thatha of the sad news but the old man did not seem to understand. He was dozing in his room when Sara Sarasvati yelled and his wits are slipping already. By the time the house was full, Thatha Prakash had come out to greet everyone, happy to see all of them suddenly. He had still not gotten the news when Sara Sarasvati told him separately in her room. He had to be pushed into her room where he never had been alone with her since she was eight years old. The room is cluttered with her books, papers and clothes. The two of them stand just inside the closed door. An AC is letting in some cool air, making them less hot.


  “Thatha, my father Bo in Sweden has died.“


  She says it slowly again in Hindi, then in Tamil.


  “Enga appa Bo irantu poitaaru. Sweden la.”


  Her grandfather stands still close to her and nods.


  “My regrets. My dear and sad regrets to you, my Sarasvati chellam”.


  He breaks into tears and holds her. She tells him that she has no idea how and when he died, but at age 60 her distant father must not be exempted from death. He looks at her. Grief strikes his face and he says.


  “Sari sari. That is true, chellam. Death is waiting for us.“


  He shakes his head and leaves the room. Sara Sarasvati closes the wooden door. Her comfortable bed seems useless. Why all this comfort with mirror covered pillow covers in beautiful Rajasthani patterns? Why having all here and not her father alive far away? She stands inside her room, thinking deeply about him and feeling breathless until someone knocks on the door.


  “Sarasvati, come out. Thatha and I are having some paratha and subji. We have plenty for all too.”


  Her mother thinks that food is especially useful at making people less nervous. She is at her best on occasions like this, making people at ease with small plates with flatbreads and vegetable stews.


  Sara Sarasvati steps out of her room into a house full of chatting women and some silent men. Children are running around now, but not as fast as usual. They know that something sad or evil has taken the spirit out of this sudden gathering but being children, they cannot be still for very long.


  She sits by the sofa table between two female neighbours. Their large bodies press onto her slender thighs and chest. One of them speaks without ever making a pause. The woman asks for the details that neither Vimala nor Sara Sarasvati know much about, about her father’s occupation, family history and personal details. Sara Sarasvati looks at her and gives out as little information as possible, which is about all she knows of him. The other woman leans over and hugs her.


  Aunt Velama Thankachi calls on the landline phone, but is stuck in Gurgaon on a faulty metro line. Uncle Prakash Junior is on duty in Mumbai and cannot respond to calls. The chatter goes on until midnight. Sara Sarasvati is exhausted and so is her mother. Najju, the Nepali maid who fell asleep on a mat in the kitchen, is awake now. She is tribeswoman and has little knowledge of what is going on as her understanding of Hindi is still little. Dishes are collected quickly and loudly. Vimala and Sara Sarasvati walk upstairs to their respective bedrooms but none of them can really sleep alone after this strange evening.


  “Come here, my chellam, Vimala says. Come to me and let’s not be alone. I have left you too much alone I know.”


  “No. You are the best mother and only mother I have,“ her daugther says while she walks behind her.


  Daugther and mother speak until three in the morning. About Bo Andersson, about herself Sarasvati but just called Sara lately and how to get to the Swedish embassy in Chanakyapuri in time before school starts for both of them tomorrow. Sara wonders how her mother can talk of taxi cabs and drivers at a time like this and in the middle of the night but does not comment. Vimala continues until she does not get any reactions from Sara beside her under a bed sheet.


  * * *


  Morning chai with chapati. Vimala calls her school in Defense Colony nearby and tells the school secretary that she will be busy with a private matter all day but can be reached on mobile. She chews her chapatis slowly, dips them in yogurt and pickles before the pieces go into her mouth. Sara is taking a morning shower in her bathroom. Vimala is done with her morning preparations before her daughter as always.


  Even if this is an exceptional day visiting the diplomatic enclave for serious matters, Vimala behaves as if she was going to her school office. Getting up early and having a good breakfast after a morning walk has been her routine since 15 years back. This morning she did not take the usual walk in Lodhi Gardens. She can hear Taashi, the neighbour Gurcharan Das’ dog, barking outside in the Jor Bagh Lane, strutting ahead of his master balancing a stick between his teeth.


  “Sarasvati, we must try to get there early. I call for a cab at 8.30, ok?”


  Sara responds with a grin coming out from her bath. To force the unruly crowds at the Swedish Embassy in the diplomatic enclave at Chanakyapuri needs time, patience and plenty of water bottles. Vimala lays down two in her large purse, a proper principal’s purse, along with their passports and birth certificates.


  “Don’t forget the letter,” Sara exclaims while they run down the stairs to the cab waiting at Jor Bagh Lane.


  Her mother smiles and pats her purse. The two tired women greet Kumar, the familiar driver chosen for the day, and get into the cab. No AC needed yet with only 18 degrees in cool late February.


  * * *


  Half an hour later across south Delhi they reach the embassy. The driver asks if he should wait.


  “Yes, but you can go and eat something,“ says Vimala and give Kumar 400 rupees. He looks a bit disappointed but trots away to his car and steers away to a dhaba restaurant. Vimala tells him that they need him for at least four hours, so there is enough time for a break with some sleep in the car after an early lunch.


  When Sara and Vimala tell the gate officer in charge who they are, someone from the consular section walks out and bid them in and they enter quickly. The male consular officer is not Swedish looking but not Indian either, Sara thinks. Vimala looks sad and anxious with her mind prepared for the worst as they are shown to some sofa chairs in the waiting room.


  “You wait here until we will come for you,” the consular officer says. It may take some time.


  Vimala nods. Sara fiddles with her long dark hair. They prepare for a long waiting time. But after just 20 minutes the officer comes back. His hair is light brown like Swedes have theirs, but his black moustache is definitely Indian looking. He walks them into a separate section at the embassy where they need to force a security door. A tall Swedish man comes to greet them with a small smile. He gestures towards a large room with high ceilings and textile decorations.


  “Hello Madame Pillay and hello Miss Andersson Pillay. I am Henry Johansson, the acting ambassador for Sweden to India. Please sit down.”


  The consular officer closes the doors behind them and the three are alone in a large beautiful room with Scandinavian designed tables, textile drapers and carpets. Minimal effort, maximum effect. Exotic smooth Nordic style.


  “I am deeply moved by the passing away of your father and your former partner,“ the ambassador starts, directing his face first towards Sara and then to Vimala.


  The two women remain silent. Sara gestures with her hands in vain. Her eyes water and Vimala hands her a small white handkerchief. The table feels immense. Thick Nordic pine trees weigh under her elbows as she cries slowly. Vimala is more collected.


  “Yes, we are very sad. Very sad indeed. This kind of thing has never happened before to us. So unexpected.”


  Her words sound predictable and quirky she notices but cannot stop. She enters into a long explanation of their relationship, of Bo Andersson the Swede she met briefly and of their daughter Sarasvati Andersson Pillay. The ambassador listens for a few minutes before he finds a small pause and says.


  “Of course. I understand that your relationship was not like a marriage. But I am here to explain some circumstances around his death that you need to know and understand.”


  Sara and Vimala stare with their mouths half opened. The ambassador starts by explaining his own presence as it is not customary for ambassadors to receive visitors related to the deaths of Swedes to their Indian relatives. They look even more puzzled. He pauses, looks them straight into their eyes and takes a deep breath.


  “Bo Andersson was a man of great integrity and courage. He was not well liked by all Swedish people due to his views and political affiliations. A man like him provoked enemies. Until recently I had no idea how many, but the security service in Sweden has now briefed me about his death and I am more sad now than before to have tell you that he was killed. Assassinated. His enemies did not want him alive for ideological and political reasons, he explains factually but also with sincere sorrow.”


  Vimala lets out a loud cry while Sara buries her face in her hands. The ambassador who has given similar stark messages before in similar occasions does not make much of a pause before his next line.


  “He was a 60 year old bachelor, a senior government official in calm Sweden. But he was not just that, as he was a member of our parliament. A controversial position that made people outside parliament angry, irritated and even violent towards him. His attackers were not just one person but a group of activists. Bo Andersson knew of them, as did some other politicians and the secret service. But that was not enough to stop them.”


  The ambassador explains that the night Bo Andersson was killed he had been to a meeting with other members of parliament. Security guards had followed him from his office to his car. Central Stockholm is usually spared from terrorism. The guards had not been careful enough to see a van sliding up close to his car, smashing his window and pulling him out before he had time to put on his seat belt. The van drove off quickly, leaving guards with no clues as they were not in their cars. The next morning his body was found outside an industrial dump north of Märsta suburb. Neck slain, knifed stomach, groin smashed. This was done the day before yesterday. Last night an Islamist group called Hizb Suedi ut- Islam was blamed, but with no affirmation from themselves.


  Vimala hears his voice, deep and touched. Her hands tap on the table cloth. Sara thinks of her father, now dead. His neck open with blood, veins, vocal cords. His voice silenced. She knew him as a controversial figure in Sweden and had seen him once or twice mentioned on BBC, which had made her proud but now she was mostly confused. She rests her arms in her lap and tries to make questions to the ambassador who looks stressed. He looks at her but does not smile or give any response to her inquiring gaze.


  “Why? How could they be so cruel? I do not understand politics at all but to die for or kill for politics seems . . .”


  Sara jolts back in her chair, arms fly around and tears run down her cheeks. Vimala holds her in her arms and the ambassador waits until Sara has cried herself dry and almost pale.


  “What I am here for is to tell you to be careful and to be prepared for much media attention. Bo Andersson’s death will be known outside Sweden immediately and there are similar groups on both sides here in India that take any excuse for retaliation. You know what I mean.”


  Vimala and Sara nod. Pakistan and India had the last year exchanged a short war in Kashmir at the Line Of Control which did not end until US stepped in, this time openly. Delhi had many violent fundamentalist groups that could make Sara’s and Vimala’s comfortable lives in Jor Bagh a nightmare if they were drawn into the frontlines between violent Muslims and violent Hindus.


  The ambassador explains that he cannot say more for security reasons but there is no reason for panic. Just pay attention, inform their security at the colony and maybe have a second and armed guard for some time.


  “I wanted inform you two as you are related to a Swedish citizen even though none of you are. The funeral should be soon and if you go, please inform us about the travel details. Here is the number to our security officer,” he says and gives Vimala a card.


  “If you may excuse me, I am about to leave for Chennai in a bit. I am very, very sorry having to tell you this. Even though I never met Bo Andersson, I had and still have the deepest respect for him and his courage. He was an exceptional man and such people make exceptional enemies and sometimes become exceptional victims.”


  Sara and Vimala rise and leave together with the ambassador walking ahead of them. The two women are exhausted from hearing of the murder. A consular office woman takes care of them and gets them some coffee in a separate room before they start to think about getting on with the daily life in Delhi. Sara asks Vimala if she thinks it is dangerous to go with their regular driver now. Vimala shakes her head. Of course they can go with Kumar. No problem.


  Vimala calls the driver. He will be there in 15 minutes, which by now is noon. They stay inside the embassy, talking in low voices, both shocked. Not until a man from the gate comes to tell them that a cab driver is waiting for them do they rise from the swanky Swedish designed chairs. Cool Scandinavia brings hot news.


  * * *
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