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engage your core while doing planks 
and mountain climbers. Half of you is 
like, where is my core, is it engaged, or 
am I just sucking in my tummy? And 
then you realize you have fallen on the 
mat. It’s a con you pull on yourself, 
much like when you first learn to swim 
and figure that if you think about sink-
ing, you will end up drinking a lot of 
water. But if you keep swimming, you 
will get somewhere dry. Only a peculiar 
blend of attention and forgetfulness 
allows you to plough through the proc-
ess of writing fiction. 

The law student who just had to tell 
us the Philip Glass joke. I know now that 
two things were working there that 
evening. One, the compulsion to share a 
violinist joke and hear us laugh. Two, as 
he turned he had seen in the two of us 
that open vulnerability that our glim-
mer stage had put us in. We were oh-so-
willing victims.

While writing fiction, when seeing 
my stories reach readers all over the 
country this week, it isn’t the freedom 
from fact-checking or “quote regret” 
that I am enjoying. What I treasure is 
the openness of readers standing on 
bridges, waiting to fall in love, waiting 
for pleasure, alert to glimmers.

So here is the truth. You can ignore 
everything I have said before in this 
essay. The truth is that I wrote those sto-
ries only for you.

Nisha Susan is the editor of the webzine
The Ladies Finger. Her first book of fic-
tion, The Women Who Forgot to Invent 
Facebook And Other Stories, released 
this month.

rary non-fiction is ambitious, experi-
mental and often so ridiculously stylish 
it is easy to understand why many peo-
ple only read non-fiction today. Sanam 
Maher’s 2018 book on Qandeel Baloch, 
for instance, is so brilliant it will make 
any self-conscious writer want to look 
for other work. So it isn’t that journal-
ism has not expanded its aesthetic hori-
zons or ambitions. But that extended 
moment I enjoy in the process of writ-
ing fiction is different and addictive. 
You write it, plot it, rewrite and edit and 
spellcheck and do all the boring bits 
that you do in every kind of writing. But 
all along a part of you maintains a deli-
cious kind of tension that you know you 
must not focus on. 

It is the mental version of trying to 

new piece of gossip and you are watch-
ing the other person’s face and wonder-
ing how it will land. And there! There it 
is, the understanding and the laughter 
resounding through the cloud forests 
and the high grasslands and the snowy 
mountains and the giant humming-
birds. Sometimes, I am not gonna lie, it 
doesn’t land. You told it badly and you 
wish a giant hummingbird  would eat 
you and spit you out. But it is that risk of 
becoming avian regurgitation that 
makes the process worth it. 

To avoid crashing, you have to get the
story right but not quite get it right in 
the way non-fiction works. Contempo-

hugely pleased by it (this is an essential 
personality trait for compulsive joke-
tellers. You need to be what a friend 
used to call a humour ecosystem. You 
make the joke and you only feel pleased. 
(Follow the NCERT-style dotted lines). I 
am pleased to have a work of art out in 
the world. I am pleased by the extra-al-
luring book jacket. I am pleased to do 
many Zoom events in which I will work 
hard at sounding like I have hidden 
depths (I do). But mostly I am just 
pleased that the book is an extended 
version of a moment I live for. That 
moment in which you are rattling 
through your old story or bad joke or 

graphic novelist Appupen) and I have 
argued in the past about a long and 
involved joke about Jesus, the apostles 
and a Chinese restaurant. We both love 
the joke. He thinks the punchline works 
only when women tell it. I have avoided 
eye contact and said that *cough* per-
haps it only works when I tell it. 

I have tremendous success in deliver-
ing really sad and bad jokes. One of my 
favourite travel memories is of telling a 
joke in the Cajas National Park in Ecua-
dor to two new acquaintances. Both 
fairly serious and both Tamil-speaking. 
My speaking Tamil is toddler-like but 
there I was in a natural wonder of the 
world, surrounded by evergreen cloud 
forests, and I immediately unleashed 
my one Tamil joke. It involves the great 
violinist Kunnakudi Vaidyanathan (a 
violinist joke theme seems to be emerg-
ing here that I need to examine later). I 
remember the two men laughing loudly 
and that always makes me smile. 

I feel tremendously lucky about many
things in my life but mostly I feel lucky 
to be able to make my living from writ-
ing, the one thing I feel naturally gifted 
at, the one thing I practise very hard at, 
the one thing that I feel compelled to do.
While I have never quite Ancient Mari-
ner-ed strangers on decorative bridges, 
I understand the impulse of that law stu-
dent. Sometimes, you just have to tell 
someone a story. Or? Or you would be 
okay but you would be a sad sort of okay. 

Most of my adult life, I have made a 
living from journalism and writing non-
fiction of other kinds. This month, my 
first collection of short stories has made 
an appearance in the world and I am 

Nisha Susan

A
boy and I were in the
glimmer of a smile stage.
It was evening and we
were standing on a tiny
decorative bridge on his

college campus. As we turned to each 
other to say something, a group of stu-
dents clattered past us. A law student I 
had never spoken to was among them. 
He turned and saw our glimmer of a 
smile. Without any ado (the one that 
comperes at every event swear there 
will be no further of), he stopped in 
front of us and began. No hello. Just, 
“What is the difference between Philip 
Glass and Mahatma Gandhi?” I felt ter-
ror and clutched the bridge. “What is 
it?” I asked. “Philip Glass was a violinist. 
Mahatma Gandhi was a non-violinist.” I 
groaned and laughed. I felt the boy 
shake silently next to me. The law stu-
dent walked away. His job was done.

So much informs the successful tell-
ing of jokes and stories. The timing. The 
details. The backstory. Sometimes it’s 
about who is telling the joke. My friend 
George Mathen (better known as the 

Diksha Basu

W
hen we go for long meander-
ing walks in the town in
upstate New York where we

are currently riding out the pandemic,
my three-year-old loves bumping into
people with dogs. She understands social
distancing so from at least 6ft away, she
shouts, “What’s your dog’s name?”

Then she introduces herself—name,
age. Then she introduces her baby sis-
ter—name, age. She chats a bit, depend-
ing on the friendliness of the person with
the dog and then, when she’s ready, she
says, “Okay bye.”

She grabs her baby sister’s hand and
they both toddle off in search of chip-
munks while the other adult and I are
stuck sharing small pleasantries as a way
to politely end the conversation. 

What wasted time, gently shaking our
heads about the humidity in the air when
we too could have been chasing chip-
munks (or the adult equivalent—scroll-
ing through Twitter).

Later that night, before bed, my three-
year-old says: “I really like Pepper. The
adult with her was wearing blue shorts
and a blue shirt.”

“Who?” I ask.
“Pepper. The black and white dog. And

the adult said Pepper likes the smell of

the rain, remember?”
I did not remember any of that because

I hadn’t treated it like a real interaction.
I had barely registered any of it, dismiss-
ing it as yet another forced fleeting
exchange of small talk that I wasn’t inter-
ested in. But for my daughter, every bit of
that interaction had been magical (and
the moment it stopped being so, she
ended it). 

A few days later, when we bumped into
Pepper again, my daughter and Pepper’s
owner shared a few more facts about
themselves. My daughter jumped
straight into it, asking whether or not the
woman had ever flown a kite. 

“All the time when I lived in San Fran-
cisco,” the woman said. “Not so much
recently.”

“Right,” my daughter nodded, as if she
has any idea that San Francisco exists.
She then told the woman about her own
recent first experience flying a kite down
near the lake and the woman told her she
sometimes rides her bike down by the
lake but it had a flat tyre that needed fix-
ing , and that was it, my daughter said bye
and wandered away.

I stared after her, amazed at how much
information she had managed to get
from this woman so quickly. I looked at
the woman, so much more interested in
her now, wondering why she hadn’t had
her flat tyre fixed given that she clearly
enjoyed riding her bike enough to take it

all the way down to the lake. I wanted to
ask her why she left San Francisco, I
imagined an ex-husband, maybe one
who doesn’t even know how to ride a
bike. I suddenly felt I had so much more
to ask and share than my views on the
weather.

Children, our greatest teachers.
Except when they aren’t. 

Far be it for me to wax eloquent about
the magic and innocence of children and
their banter. Some basic etiquette needs
to be taught for a reason.

Like when we met Christine, another
neighbour down the road out walking
her friendly golden retriever. Trying to
follow in my daughter’s footsteps, I also
engaged fully and participated in the
conversation and registered that her dog,
Daisy, is old and can no longer see very
well. 

While chatting, a mosquito landed on
Christine’s leg. She slapped it away and
said, 

“There’s a bug on me.”
“There’s bugs on me too!” my three-

year-old shouted in shared excitement. “I
have lice in my hair.”

I am sure Christine was grateful for the
forced social distancing and keeping her
fingers crossed that lice can’t jump as far
as covid viruses can. 

For better or for worse, my three-year-
old is now starting to pick up social rules,
she’s just about realizing that you can say
and do certain things only at home. In
many ways, it’s a shame. Even though the
world will demand it of her, part of me
wants her to never play by any societal
rules. But before I can be too saddened by
her being forced to adapt to convention,
my one-and-a-half-year-old points to
Christine’s non-pregnant but perhaps
slightly large stomach and shouts, “Baby
inside!” 

Diksha Basu is the author of  The Wind-
fall (Bloomsbury). Her new book, Destina-
tion Wedding (Bloomsbury), released on
28 July.

From the mouth of babes

Children can be our 
greatest teachers— 
except when they aren’t. 
Some basic etiquette 
needs to be taught 
for a reason

Part of me wants my children to never play by any societal rules. ISTOCKPHOTO

Writ ing fict ion is all about treasuring the openness of readers, wait ing to fall in love.

For better or for worse, my 

three-year-old is now starting 

to pick up social rules, she’s 

just about realizing that you 

can say and do certain things 

only at home

Shrabonti Bagchi

Shrabonti.B@livemint.com

I
n March, jazz singer Radha Thomas,
who has been an intrinsic part of Ben-
galuru’s music scene since the late

1970s and fronts the jazz band UNK: The
Radha Thomas Ensemble, released an
album of original songs and composi-
tions called Bangalore Blues with a long-
time collaborator, pianist Aman Maha-
jan. It was an exciting time for the duo—
early reviews were positive and encour-
aging, and Thomas and Mahajan were
hoping to go places with their new
music. And then, like a million plans
around the world, theirs too died a quiet
death waiting for the world to right
itself. 

Thomas is surprisingly upbeat,
though. “The pandemic has been awful
for most people and I don’t know how to
say this without sounding like a really
terrible person but it has been a pretty
amazing time for me,” she says over the
phone, in her breathy, throaty, perfect-
for-jazz voice. “It has opened up all sorts
of possibilities and opportunities and it
has forced me to improvise.” One of these
opportunities came in the form of a col-
laboration with the New York-based,
Japanese-origin jazz pianist Tomoko
Ohno Farnham. The song, Corona Kinda
Crazy, “popped into” Thomas’ head one
morning as she was thinking about the
unique situation we find ourselves in—
and specifically about people who are
separated from those they love. 

With a smooth, mournful/playful
rhythm, the single, written by Thomas,
captures the longing of a woman sepa-
rated from her lover, whom she wishes
she had been “locked down” with. She
hopes they will “break a few laws” to

come visit her in the darkness of the
night, capturing the absurd melancholy
and desperation of these times. 

The song was recorded at Thomas’
home in Bengaluru’s Frazer Town, in a
makeshift studio put together with old
furniture and discarded knick-knacks,
while Farnham recorded the piano music
in New York. The video, uploaded on
Facebook, has a home-made feel to it too,
in a way that has become familiar over
the past few months. Thomas is in a
casual blue kurta, defying the unwritten
global jazz dress code of all-black.  

How did it come about? “Over the
years, I have built connections with
musicians in all parts of the world—from
Italy, Sweden and Germany to Brazil and
Argentina and, of course, New York,”
says Thomas, who started her musical
career with the Bengaluru band Human
Bondage. She lived in New York for 20
years, holding a variety of day jobs while
singing in clubs at night. During this
time, she collaborated with jazz fusion
guitarist Ryo Kawasaki; some of the
tracks they recorded were released as a
limited-edition album, Trinkets &
Things. Returning to Bengaluru in the
early 1990s, she started collaborating

A corona kind of crazy, 
with a dash of jazz

Jazz musician Radha 
Thomas’ new single 
captures the absurd 
melancholy of these 
times

with musicians like Louis Banks and
Keith Peters, forming UNK: The Radha
Thomas Ensemble in 2009. Their latest
album, Bangalore  Blues, features
Thomas’ signature style, with its distinc-
tive sound of classical  jazz layered with
Hindustani ragas. One of the songs from
the album, The Morning After , has a
melodic strain from Raag Bageshree, says
Thomas, who trained under Hindustani
classical greats Kumar Gandharva and
Fariduddin Dagar in her early years as a
musician. “Can’t you hear the Indian
influence in Corona as well?”  she asks,
eagerly. Untrained ears probably can’t
capture it at first go, but after a few lis-
tens, one can hear the Carnatic lilt in
Thomas’ voice. 

“Once I had the song in my head, I
played the chords on the guitar and sent
it to Tomoko using this program called
iRealB that musicians use, and said ‘can
you do something with this?’ She
promptly sent a few piano notes, and
soon we were recording in separate parts
of the world,” says Thomas.

She would do it again in a heartbeat,
she says. “While Aman (Mahajan) and I
worked hard on our Bangalore Blues
album, recorded at a top-notch studio,
invested a lot of money into getting it
perfect, I realized after doing this song
that these spontaneous collaborations
are also very meaningful,” says Thomas.
She has gone a corona kind of crazy, but
in a good way. 

MOTHER   OF INVENTION

A fortnightly column
by an urban mom

(top) ‘The Morning After’ was shot 

in New York before the pandemic; 

and Radha Thomas (left) and 

Tomoko Ohno Farnham.

Why writing fiction is like engaging your core
A journalist muses on 
the addictive process 
of writing fiction and 
waiting for readers to 
savour her first book 
of short stories 

The Women Who 
Forgot To Invent 
Facebook And Other 
Stories: By Nisha Susan, 
Context, 232 pages, 399.
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