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Prologue

Pokhran: the Place of Five Mirages
 Thar Desert, Rajasthan
 31 December, 2016
 12.30 a.m.

It was time to visit the Place of Five Mirages.

The turbaned figure crossed the Rajasthan border at the dead of night and was met by the tall stranger on the Indian side. The smuggling route had been used for years but the Indian and Pakistani border forces had never discovered the hole in their wall: the porous line dividing India and Pakistan – over 3,000 km – was impossible to secure against the power of money and narcotics. Drug and currency smugglers were the real rulers here and no army could stop them.

The turbaned man regarded himself as God’s sword. He was here to confirm that all the materials they had smuggled through the border over the months had been assembled and ready to go. His co-conspirator from India had brought the finished product in a large tin trunk hidden inside a Land Rover. They would now proceed through the Thar Desert.

An hour later they were moving carefully through the sand. The winter mist hid the windblown dunes and shaded headlights cut their path, showing the way. By 4 a.m. they were 20 km from Pokhran, India’s Atomic Testing Range. They stopped next to a large dune and carefully placed the heavy trunk on the sand. The tall stranger gave a small nod of satisfaction, opened the tin cover and carefully punched the florescent keys on the smooth surface of the phallic-like steel tube. A red light started blinking slowly.

Soon, much before daybreak, the radiance of a thousand suns would burn the cold desert night.

The message to India was ready:

I am death.

I am the shatterer of worlds.


PART 1

‘If the radiance of a thousand Suns
 Were to burst at once into the sky,
 That would be like the splendour of the mighty one.
I am become Death
 The shatterer of worlds.’

The Bhagavad Gita


1. Someone Else

New Delhi 
31 December, 2016



It’s New Year’s Eve, and I ride through the dawn in a black bulletproof car. With a life of their own, my fingers drum a silent raga on the misty window. Patterns of clear glass appear and a slate-like emptiness filters through as we turn into Rajpath. All I can see is a wide, lonely road at daybreak, with Rashtrapati Bhavan slowly rising over the winter mist.

The BMW slows, and we glide past the vast iron gates with stone piers, each supporting a pair of sandstone elephants. Sentries dressed in white and scarlet smartly present arms and autograph my arrival.

Welcome, Siddhartha Tagore.

A crunch of rubber on gravel and the car stops at the Central portico. A young man in a bandh-gala suit is waiting to receive me.

‘Good morning, sir,’ says Krish Rathore, the President’s Officer on Special Duty, as he opens the door of the car. The President’s Guards have ceremonially lined the grand open staircase and we slowly make our way up past them to the Ashoka Hall.

A light knock and the twin doors open for me to enter. Standing ahead is India’s President.

‘Rashtrapatiji, Namaste.’ I fold my hands and move towards him.

‘Siddhartha Tagore.’ His voice is low. He comes forward and shakes my hands with both his palms. ‘It’s a pleasure to have you here.’

I step back and give him a slight nod. He returns a smile and leads me to the far end of the Ashoka Hall. I feel a little strained. It shouldn’t be so. I’m supposed to be confident in victory, yet I’m intimidated by the ornamental room that looks like a jewellery box adorned by antiques, intricately painted vases and sparkling crystal. Its polished wooden floor and dark painted ceiling of a royal hunt are depressingly grand and strangely devoid of warmth. But one jewel stands out, radiating peace all around the vast hall. The Mahatma’s dark and intricate portrait stares down at us from the alcove, with soft knowing eyes that reach out to me.

The President looks tired. A sense of closure seems to surround him. He had been in constant conflict with the outgoing Prime Minister and now, with a few months left, his time at Rashtrapati Bhavan was drawing to an end.

You look so old Rashtrapatiji.

A lost moment pulls me away…

And what about me, Rubaya, my Ruby? How do I look? Not quite old?

‘Well, first things first.’ He hands me a letter with a gold Ashoka emblem. ‘Siddhartha Tagore I invite you to form my government. I have accepted your wish to break tradition and make this swearing-in immediate, without ceremony; so that India’s new Prime Minister can begin to lead the country without delay. The Union Cabinet will be sworn in separately by the end of this week.’

‘Thank you, sir. It is my honour to accept your invitation.’

‘Please stand under Gandhiji’s portrait, repeat the Oath of Office and Secrecy after me and then sign the book on the table…’

We rise together and move under the portrait. I can feel Mahatma Gandhi place India on my shoulders.

‘I Siddhartha Tagore, solemnly affirm that I will bear true faith and allegiance to the Constitution of India as by law established, that I will uphold the sovereignty and integrity of India, that I will faithfully and conscientiously discharge my duties as Prime Minister for the Union and that I will do right to all manner of people in accordance with the Constitution and the law, without fear or favour, affection or ill-will…’

The transfer of power takes all of two minutes: it was the shortest swearing-in of a new Prime Minister since Independence. A small team from the national media had been escorted in by Krish Rathore on cue to record the event for history and stream it live to every news channel across the country. All of India was watching…

This is destiny. Here I am, on the last day of 2016, leading a coalition of diverse parties – a dark horse riding an unexpected political tsunami in a mid-term poll exactly two-and-a-half years after the general election of 2014. It was time for the two main National Parties to reflect and accept that in just thirty months they had lost the support of the people.

‘Congratulations Prime Minister,’ he says.

‘Thank you Rashtrapatiji.’

We wait a moment in silence till the journalists leave. I can feel him study me.

‘And have you seen these?’ The President hands me the morning papers…

‘Tagore invited to form government two weeks after close result.’ The Times of India

‘The Other Tagore takes India. A hardliner at last?’ The Hindustan Times

‘India to have a No-Congress, No-BJP, No-Nonsense Prime Minister.’ Mail Today

‘That’s my story I suppose.’ I say, giving the headlines a fleeting glance. The token resistance by the state satraps to my final elevation had melted yesterday, 15 days after the results. The President had wasted no time inviting me to form the new government. A new Prime Minister to ring in the New Year would be an auspicious beginning.

The formality of the occasion has diminished and a sort of ease arrives. I settle further into my armchair. We divide the silence, savouring the moment of arrival of a new Prime Minister.

‘Tea or coffee, Prime Minister Tagore?’ he says and I think it’s a gentle reminder. The President wants his new PM to proceed without further delay. I start to rise, but I’m wrong, he does not give me leave. He presses a bell by his side and a valet appears with a gold-embossed porcelain mug on a silver tray.

‘Nilgiri coffee, Prime Minister, with a hint of chicory?’ says the President. ‘I’ve been told that’s your favourite brew.’

I sip the special blend. Yes, it’s perfect. Black and sweet. The warm aroma pulls in a lost time. My eyes become moist and my mind suddenly fills with music. Tansen and Mozart alternate lightly through my being…

Harvard mornings. Winter cold. Steaming South Indian coffee that reminds me of home. Rubaya’s warmth. And those special packets of sondesh from Calcutta every month…

They were for you too, Ruby…

And now? Look at me now.

The President of India removes his horn-rimmed glasses. ‘I need to break protocol again. This cannot wait till the Union Cabinet is fully formed. I have some information for you from the outgoing PM that I received a few minutes before you arrived. This could become a national emergency. You must know now. Prime Minister, in the early hours of this morning there was an over ground, low yield, nuclear explosion in the Thar Desert – about 20 km from Pokhran.’

Suddenly the atmosphere turns toxic.

‘Rashtrapatiji, Pokhran is India’s nuclear testing ground. An atomic test there would not be anything of concern…’

‘Mr. Tagore, it was not one of ours.’

The lingering malignancy of his words stuns me into silence.

‘And that dangerous irony is more than a message. Prime Minister, it was a contemptuous stealth terrorist message of their capability for a tactical nuclear attack within our borders.’

This is real. This can go out of control. A midget nuclear bomb – ‘a suitcase bomb’ – could be smuggled into any one of our cities. It’s been the nightmare scenario haunting our security establishment for years – a terrorist nuclear event causing incalculable human loss followed by a savage call for retribution and the possibility of widespread communal mayhem across India if responsibility for the attack is claimed by a Jihadist group.

‘Rashtrapatiji I need to be at 7 RCR at the earliest.’

The President stands and gives me a nod and a tight smile. ‘Take care Prime Minister.’

The doors open for me. The President’s Officer on Special Duty is waiting outside. He is a slim young man with glittering black eyes that hold me. ‘Congratulations, Prime Minister,’ he says as he escorts me out to the porch.

‘Thank you Rathore. So where are you from?’

There are five identical armoured black saloon cars in a line and at least ten Black Cat commandos form a tight semicircle around me as I enter the third BMW.

‘Rajasthan is where home is Prime Minister. I’ve been with the President for over a year. I liaise between Rashtrapati Bhavan and 7 RCR.’

Rajasthan? He could be useful.

‘Ah, do you know the desert?’

‘Yes, sir – lived and grew up on its edges with the sandstorms.’

I give him a closer look. His eyes are like whirlpools. Unfathomable and interesting.

The clouds have disappeared and the sun’s out. It’s turned into a crisp, clear, Delhi morning with birds sailing high in the blue sky over Rashtrapati Bhavan. I wish I could share their lonely view. But, I’m in another time. In another movie.

I’m someone else…


2. Welcome

New Delhi
 31 December, 2016

Welcome Siddhartha Tagore.

Welcome Prime Minister.

Welcome to 7 RCR.

Cheering crowds chequered in shafts of sunlight line Race Course Road.

Look at him! Over to the left, the man in the pugree with the oversized brass bugle! I smile with amused pleasure. Yes, I hear what you play, right through the din of this crowd. I roll down the window and give him a special wave. Whistles and cheers spread through the air. He stops and lifts both his hands to the skies.

Thank you. Thank you, young man. Thank you for bringing me here.

And…look, look at her! That incredible young thing with wild black hair and an oversized violet pullover holding a banner – ‘Jai Hind! Jai Siddhartha!’

Thank you. Thank you, my dear, I wish I could hold your hand.

The car’s smooth advance is interrupted by a sudden intrusion. A young unshaven man wearing a saffron bandana leans against the road barrier and with a wild swing throws something. I instinctively raise my forearm as it splatters against the bullet-proof window on my left. It’s not a bomb or even a brick…humiliating streaks of brown, from a plastic bag full of what I suppose is loose excreta, smudges my vision.

‘BC!…BC!…’ he screams a violent torrent of sexist dirt referring to a sister I don’t have, as he is quickly dragged off the road. But he has darkened the welcome…

We move ahead and I spot the camera crews and reporters bunched together a few yards away from the gates. My head begins to throb as we slow to a halt.

7, Race Course Road…Panchavati – the residence of India’s Prime Minister.

A little jerk, a small click and the door opens with a rush of cold air on my face. Flashing cameras, thrust-out microphones and waves of voices push at me. Unaccountably an old lyric…‘Everybody’s talking at me…I don’t hear a word they’re saying,’ spins in my mind as I get out of the BMW.

God. Midnight Cowboy! Soundtracks from yesterday’s life play today.

I don’t make any statement – but I wave to the crowd. Thunderous cheers rise behind the barricades and roll towards me and I turn around and enter my new home.

7 RCR is a complex of five bungalows. The PM officially operates from No. 7 and lives in 5. An amusing myth has it that while a new Prime Minister enters from 7 RCR, the Ex slinks out by the small door at the other end of No. 5. I brighten at the funny thought considering my predecessor was a dictatorial, over hyped, God-that-failed.

The officials and staff have assembled in the entrance hall and line the long corridor that leads to the recently constructed central atrium.

Namaste, Prime Minister Siddhartha Tagore.

There is a round of applause all around, but phantom cymbals clash again in my head.

‘Welcome, Prime Minister.’ The Principal Private Secretary, Ajit Sharma, shakes my hand. Dressed in charcoal grey, with a full head of white hair, he seems solidly, bureaucratically reliable. A grand portrait of a distinguished looking gentleman stands alone on the wall behind him.

‘Who is that?’

Ajit Sharma’s eyes twinkle. ‘The Portrait of the Unknown Politician. It was a present for the outgoing PM when he assumed office, from a brilliant colleague who was regarded by the Prime Minister as a scheming fox out to get him and his job. The portrait was a daily reminder to him to always watch his back!’

‘How interesting.’ I give the fox’s gift to my predecessor a closer look.

‘He was also at Harvard, Prime Minister.’
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