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English Literature

Like Being Alive Twice by Dharini Bhaskar

Uniquely structured and with many layers, Like Being
Alive Twice (Viking, 2024) by Dharini Bhaskar unfolds in
an unsettling dystopian scenario. Reminiscent of Cho
Nam-Joo’s Saha, this world, not unimaginably far
removed from the present, is one where citizens find
Mallika themselves classed, not only according to background
Ramachandran and achievements but also identity, not only legal
wrongs but also moral indiscretions, not only factors
they are responsible for, but also those they can’t help.
Based on these, they are entitled to live in certain
spaces, access certain facilities, and on these, to an

Freelance Editor
and Independent
legal researcher

extent, is also based their personhood.

In this space, we follow the story of Priyamvada or Poppy as she prefers to
be called, on the verge of being proposed to by her boyfriend Tar or Tariq, a
relationship that will not only be frowned upon but have its consequences.
But up in the mountain town where Tar is about to propose, annoyance
over an argument with Tar leads Poppy to take up with another young man,
Yuvi, attractive in his own way and with all the right credentials as far as
official parameters are concerned. But what if she had decided to give love
(and Tar) a chance? From here on, the story develops in sets of parallel
chapters, life as it was for Poppy (as also Tar, Yuvi, and their friend and
colleague Yana, who had accompanied them to that mountain town) and life
as it could have been had Poppy made the other choice.

As each path is explored over the years—from that day in the mountain
town to the present—we also meet others connected with Poppy and Tar—
her parents (Jatin and Mitali), Tar’s (Feroze and Fatima), Tar’s cousin
Mariam and her little son Zain, among others. Life, relationships, everyday
interactions and possibilities all are impacted by the state of things, by the
‘points’ people earn for what is acceptable and those they lose for what is
not.

Almost all the relationships here are fraught, whether between the different
couples or parents and children or even with so-called friends and
neighbours. But as these are explored across the parallel scenarios, what
was and what could have been, one sees that while the politics and space
have their impact, there are other layers too: tensions and dynamics run
deeper, with personal equations, compulsions and all of life’s complexities
also playing out.
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The story is told in Poppy’s voice and from her perspective, and it is
through her eyes that we see the other characters too. As a consequence, we
get to understand some better than others (sometimes even without Poppy
herself realizing it), while others remain ‘distant’ in that we don’t get a
sense of their emotions or motivations. Of these, Yana, whom Poppy treats
(even if not deliberately) as almost insignificant, remains the farthest from
the reader, almost just a pawn in either storyline. Poppy never seems to
consider Yana’s feelings or emotions when she takes this decision or that;
and likewise, also seems to fail to understand where her mother or even Tar
are coming from—what it might be like to be in either’s shoes. Yet at times,
she does realize and at others, one does feel for her.

An element I enjoyed in the book was how the idea of
destiny or fate runs through it, even if not specifically
stated. In both the parallel storylines, the same
characters surface, similar pulls and compulsions play
out, and while certain (even significant) things vary,
outcomes are not all that different.

Woven through the book are, among others, the poetry
of Linda Gregg and Fitzgerald’s This Side of Paradise,
capturing key moments and emotions. There are also on
one occasion, ‘The eyes’: more likely those of Big

Brother than Dr TJ Eckleburg! There is much else that
makes this book ‘bookish’ too whether in its references
(including to Mrs. Danvers) or Poppy’s profession as editor
and Tar’s as writer. I also loved this quote about having
one’s books on display, an idea I hadn’t considered: You’re
basically telling strangers all about yourself. Your family.
No secrets.

Like Being Alive Twice drew me in right from the start and
kept me reading. But this is by no means a comfortable
read. Rather, it gets one to face up to the realities of life in
a space where not every person is seen or treated as equal:
in such a space, one need always be on guard; there is no
‘safe’ and ‘unsafe’, instead as Tar’s mother, Fatima says at
one point: how dare we presume that the subjugation of
one group does not impinge on the well-being of every
other?

A thought-provoking and relevant read!
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Food & Travels: Journey of flavours

Kebabs of Delhi

On arrival in Delhi, and finding time around the
multiple fun events surrounding my cousin’s wedding, I
asked the local Delhite friends in Delhi — where could I
find their celebrated kebabs?

y In London, kebabs are usually found in Turkish
Shelley Williams takeaways; often resemble an elephant’s trunk; and are
consumed at the end of a heavy night of drinking and
forgotten about the next morning (or sometimes
remains of it are found at the bottom of the toilet bowl
after a regurgitation session in the middle of the night).
That’s not to say that all kebabs in London are bad. Just most! In many
Asian areas, particularly around East London, you can come across a good
kebab house where you can taste the best tikkas and kebabs in the country.
But I am told, there is nothing quite like a morsel of a good kebab from
Delhi. The wedding turned out to mostly have vegetarian food and it gave
me an excuse to step out with a friend and try some of the kebab places
recommended by friends in Delhi.

We arrived in Khan Market for the famous Khan
Chacha’s. This place started out as a street stall around 40
years ago. It soon became a sensation and would see
queues of people waiting patiently for a plate of Seekh
kebabs. Today there is a two floor fast food style
restaurant at the same place. Though my friend ordered
chicken kebabs, I wanted to try what the place is famous
for - Seekh Kebab. These are hollow sausages made of
minced mutton and a large number of spices, shaped
around a barbecue skewer and cooked in a hot tandoor.
Along with it I ordered a Roomali Roti, a paper thin bread,
as large as a big scarf (hence the name which translates as
handkerchief roti). Traditionally, you roll the kebab along
with some pickled sliced red onion and green chutney
into the roti and eat it like a taco. I wanted to try the
kebab on its own first and was dismayed by how it looked
- bright red (obviously food colouring was used) and dry.
It was also cold to the touch and when I tasted it, I was
very disappointed. The Roomily roti on the other hand was soft, warm and
chewy and with lashings of the famed green chutney, I managed to gobble it
all down. My friend’s chicken kebab was much better. But I was
disappointed. Oevevevenans O
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Later that day, my friend invited me back to her house where her husband
had cooked a meal of mutton curry and ordered seekh kebabs from a local
tandoor in Jungpura, South East of the city. The curry was sensational, as
only a home cooked curry made by a true Delhite can be - soft boneless
pieces of mutton slowly stirred for hours in a thick gravy flavoured with
whole spices, with lots of minced ginger and garlic. The seekh kebabs were
ten times better than at Chacha’s so the day was saved by a local
unassuming tandoor and a fantastic home cook.

On our last day in Delhi, my cousin (who was also
returning to the US the next day and similarly searching
for the taste of home before jumping on the plane) and I
vowed to find something that will remind us of Delhi.
We decided to go to Noida Sector 18 for a round of gol
gappe. These are puffed balls made out of flour which are
filled with boiled potato, chick peas and a spiced water
and thrown into your mouth whole - etiquette forgotten.
Pure explosions of sweet, salty, tangy, all exploding into
your mouth like a bomb.

But on our way to our favourite gol gappe stall, we
passed a restaurant called the Kebab Factory. I looked at
my cousin, she cocked an eye brow and without a word,
we walked into the place. We ordered, seekh kebab and
tandoori chicken. Both were freshly prepared in the
tandoor and went down a treat!

It was the day I was to fly home, and my friend insisted we meet for lunch
in Defence Colony, and seeing there was a tandoor set up outside the bar
called Moet’s, we decided to order a Malai Tikka. This is a chicken kebab
that’s marinated in delicate spices like cardamom and nutmeg and laced
with cream, butter and yoghurt. The result is a tender mouth-watering
piece of meat which melts in the mouth. The green chilli and garlic notes
come at the end of the mouthful like fireworks. The plate of this Malai Tikka
arrived on a styrofoam plate accompanied with a mint and coriander
chutney and wedges of lemon. This was placed on the bonnet of the car and
we devoured the lot within a minute. It was quite possibly the best kebab
I’ve ever tasted!
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