










THE WEEK • JANUARY 4, 202666

BOOKS

@LEISURE

Q/Howwas it growing up as the
great grandson of Agatha Christie?
A/ I did not know anything different
because that is the way I grew up.
And tome it feels perfectly natural,
although, obviously, I understand
that it was not. What is interesting
frommy perspective is how, when I
was growing up, Agatha Christie was
not cool. She certainly was not as
popular as she is now. I think about
how different my own children’s
experience is thanmine was. My kids
have the advantage of a time when
she is bigger now than she ever has
been. And that includes when she
was alive. Film and TV are just bigger
media than books and stage, which
were the pools she played in.
The other thing is that I have always

thought of Agatha Christie as two
people.There is the world-famous
icon, the author, the genius, and then
there is the private person, who I

think of asmy father’s grandmother.
I was five or six when she died. But
my grandmother, her daughter, lived
until 2004.My father is still alive. So,
obviously, I have a lot of reflected
knowledge and experience of her. I
do feel as if I have a personal insight
into her. I teasedmy father about how
I thought she was themost extraor-
dinary grandmother and how hewas
themost spoiled grandchild of the
20th century. And I don’t mean that
purely in financial terms, although
there was an element of that. She
was incredibly loving. She shared
extraordinary experiences with him,
took him around the world, took him
to the theatre, opera, and just all sorts
of experiences.

Q/Do you have anymemory of her?
A/ I do have vaguememories. She
was obviously very old when I was a
child and I remember being asked

to behave and not run around
too wildly bymymother, in case I
knocked her over or something. I
also have a very vividmemory of the
day she died. I remember coming
back from school andmy father was
sitting in this roomwith the curtains
drawn, and was obviously very upset.
I remember watching the six o’clock
news and she was the lead item. Even
then I realised that was not normal,
and not what happened to every-
one else’s great grandmothers. But
obviously, I never got to sit down and
discuss her work or her feelings on
life, the universe or anything else. So
I miss that a bit.

Q/What is her first novel that you
read?
A/Thefirst book I read wasDeath on
the Nile. I think I was around nine.
And bizarrely, I seem to remember
that I read it surreptitiously.There
was a paperback on the passage or
something. I took it to my room and
read it under the bed cover, because
I was not sure that my parents would
be happy withme reading it. I guess
I just thought they would think it was
too adult and I was too young, but it
has always stuck withme as one of
my favourite stories.

Q/What are somememories or
anecdotes that your father or
grandmothermight have told you
about her?
A/One of themost interesting things
my father always says about her is
that she was the best listener he ever
met. She was a very shy person, and
I think she was probably happier
listening to people and asking them
questions than she was regaling
themwith stories about herself. Her
books are at heart about human
nature.They are about people.

Q/Could you describe the work
that you do as chairman and CEO
of Agatha Christie Ltd?
A/ I do think of her books as being
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the heart of the business. We certain-
ly make asmuchmoney now as has
ever beenmade from publishing. It
is extraordinary howmany books we
still sell. As a child, I was told that
books and reading were going to
come to an end. People have always
been prophesying that the book is
dead; it really isn’t. And then you get
new versions of the book, like the
e-book.The growth of audio over
the last five years in the UK and the
US is unbelievable, and is now a
very significant part of our business.
We have done some really interesting
multi-voice audio projects.
I have been probably doing this job

properly for 10 years or so, and have
had to learn the worlds of TV, film,

adaptation and stage. But themain
thing is that it is still a fascinating
business. It is extraordinary to see
howmany people still love Agatha
Christie. Last week I was in China
and went to see a play in Beijing—an
English version ofMurder on the Ori-
ent Express.There was a packed au-
dience of about a thousand people.
And then on Saturday night, I went to
see a Chinese version ofMurder on
the Orient Express in Shanghai and
it was a packed hall of 1,200 people,
all having a good time.That kind of
blowsmymind. Her work still has an
extraordinary impact on people all
over the world.That is just an aspect
of her genius that perhaps we will
never understand, and perhaps there

is no point in trying to understand.

Q/According to you, what is the
essence of her enduring appeal?
A/ I think it is a very simple thing—
the stories. She had a genius for plot.
And the thing about great stories
is that they don’t age.They stand
the test of time.They thrive across
boundaries, across borders, across
languages. You can translate a great
story into any language in the world.
And it is no accident that she is the
most translated author of all time.
But I also think that her understand-
ing of human nature is completely
underestimated. Bizarrely, I think
she is criticised occasionally for not
having enough characterisation in
her books. What people underesti-
mate is how shemanaged to pack
everything in 70,000 words; her
books are relatively short.That is part
of her ability to sketch a character.
We knowwho these people are. We
still know people like them. You
don’t need another 10,000 words to
understand them. And I think that is
part of her skill. She is criticised for
something which actually was at the
heart of her talent.

Q/ She wrote her first book in the
aftermath ofWorldWar I. If she
was writing her novels today, how
different would they have been?
A/Thefirst part of that question to
me is always fascinating, which is
that essentially themurder mystery
genre came out of a time of horrible
bloodshed and killing. Why people
came out of WorldWar I and wanted
to read about murder, I don’t know.
But I think one of the things about
these books is that, despite the hor-
rible things that happen, at the end,
things are all sorted and the world is
put back together again. And I think
that was a reassuring concept for
readers at the time.
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THE THOUSAND YEARS WAR: 
RUSSIA AND THE WEST
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Nothing exists in isolation, more 
so in history. A case in point 
is the ongoing Russia-Ukraine 
conflict—it has its roots not 

only in recent developments but also 
in the past.

Pushkin Medal recipient Achala 
Moulik puts the Russian perspec-
tive in focus, placing contemporary 
events in the backdrop of a west-Rus-
sia conflict over 10 centuries. Hence 
the title of her book—The Thousand 
Years War: Russia and the West. If 
anything, the book helps understand 
the raging conflict in Ukraine.

Russians have had a unique and 
troubled relationship with the west. 
They are Europeans and Eurasians 
at the same time, which has led to a 
civilisational conflict. Parallelly, there 
was the clash between the Roman 
Catholic Church and the Greek 
Orthodox Church, as also the polit-
ical-economic contradictions be-
tween capitalism and communism. 

Tsarist Russia had recurring con-
flicts with other imperialist powers—
Britain, France, Ottoman Turkiye and 
Austria-Germany. The invasions by 
the Vikings, Napoleon Bonaparte, 
Adolf Hitler and later on the power 
play by the US and NATO only con-
tinued the thread.

Moulik writes in her prelude: 
“Unable to defeat Russia in a direct 
armed confrontation, the west waged 
proxy wars against nations friendly 
to Russia, which would draw Russia 
into conflicts. This inflicted irre-

Achala Moulik’s The Thousand Years War: 
Russia and the West helps understand the 
raging conflict in Ukraine

BY SANJIB KR BARUAH

deemable damage on the hapless 
pawns in the game—Afghanistan, 
Iraq, Syria and now Ukraine.”

There were economic reasons, too. 
Russia was home to 28 per cent of the 
world’s natural and mineral resourc-
es. So it has been a conflict not just 
for power and influence but also 
natural riches and territories.

The book, which can be blamed 
for its overwhelming Russian point 
of view and for being over-simplistic, 
is also a commentary on Russian 
resilience, underlining the victories 
against the invading Swedes, French 
and Germans.

Nine of the book’s 38 chapters are 
articles by other writers. Moulik’s final 
chapter expresses hope of a multipo-
lar world, “where the weak are 
defended, the poor are aided, the hu-

miliated are respected, where might is 
not right and where justice and equal-
ity for all are not empty pledges, and 
where powerful states cannot destroy 
those who oppose them”.

The book also has mentions on the 
elephant in the room, China, and the 
rising giant, India. “Now we can as-
sume that the massive emancipation 
of mankind from western control is 
of central importance, the most im-
portant factor of which is the growth 
of China’s economic and political 
power,” writes Moulik. “If China it-
self, as well as India and other major 
states outside the west, cope with the 
task entrusted to them by history, in 
the coming decades the international 
system will acquire features that were 
completely uncharacteristic before.” 
Given their growing importance, In-
dia and China deserved a little more 
space in the book. 

Nonetheless, The Thousand Years 
War: Russia and the West will go down 
as an important view of an outsider, 
with the Russia-Ukraine conflict pro-
viding the perfect setting. 

Bear necessities
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hat a specimen, I thought, as I
watchedMatthijs de Ligt. It wasMay
2019; the Dutch centre-back had
just captained Ajax to a domestic
double.The Amsterdam club had

also reached the Champions League semifinals
after 22 years. Mic in one hand, champion’s shield
held casually in the other, the strapping 19-year-
old listed the European giants Ajax had
beaten—BayernMunich, RealMadrid,
Juventus. “We have shown the real
Ajax,” he thundered, as 1,00,000
delirious fans cheered. I had been
enthralled by his physicality, tac-
tical awareness and on-the-ball
ability for well over a year. But,
it was at thatmoment thatmy
heart said: “I do.”
I wanted him at my

club—a big-spending, mid-ta-
ble team calledManchester United. But,
it wasn’t to be. Matthijs chose the Old
Lady of Turin. I was shattered. To pick
up the pieces, my club brought in Harry
Maguire. We even one-uppedMatthijs’s
new club by spending a world-record (for
a defender) £80million on Harry—they
spent only €75million onMatthijs.
It started well. Harry, 26, towered over

opponents, read the game well and was
good on the ball. Within six months, he
was named skipper. Meanwhile, in
Italy, Matthijs was struggling tomeet
expectations.
However, despite a solid first sea-

son, Harry was soon overwhelmed
by United.The new captain sank
with his ship. His highlight reels
show gems like pulling down a team-
mate to clear a path for an opponent to
score, dawdling to kill counter-attacks, missing
simple passes, and sundry assaults on team-
mates—Paul Pogba got a scorpion-kick; Cristiano
Ronaldo, a headbutt.
United fans cried, laughed and despaired

(some dregs of society evenmade a
bomb threat against Harry). For many
fans, the only hope was that Harry
might go to jail. Back in 2020, at a
Greek night club, twomen allegedly
injected his sister with a rape-drug.
Unlike on the field in years to come,
Harry spotted danger and stepped
in. By the sound of it, he sent bodies
flying. Every sinew inme wanted to
support the gallant brother; yet, I also
wanted him out of my club. However,
nothing came of the case.
Notably, in November 2022, a

GhanaianMPmocked Harry, calling
the Ghana vice president an “eco-
nomicMaguire”—a liability. And in
2023, Harry was stripped of captaincy.

It was a big blow and rumours
swirled he’d leave. A London
teammade a good offer,
but Harry, aka ‘Slabhead’,
refused a wage cut. Now,
I was furious. I had been
supportive (except for
briefly wishing him
incarceration), but, he
had stayed for money;
this was toomuch. Mil-

lions of United fans, myself included,
sharpened our knives.The next mis-
take would not be forgiven.
Infuriatingly, relieved of captaincy,

he improved drastically (at times, he
has been the team’s best defender
and its most potent attacking threat).
The GhanaianMP said sorry; Slab-
head’s response was gracious and
warm. In that warmth, wemelted;
the knives were gone. He was ours,
to deride, yes, but, also to cherish. A
raremodern footballer who tackled
mind-numbing, often deserved,
criticism head-on and came out on
top. He has athletic limitations. In
character, he is not lacking.
NowMatthijs is here, 26 and bat-

tle-hardened by stints in Turin and
Munich, to take over as the big man
in United’s defence. Yet there are no
complaints when Harry plays—he has
earned it.

THESLABHEADSAGA
Self

My ‘arrangedmarriage’ withHarryMaguire
BY KARTHIK RAVINDRANATH
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It was the last week of December.Themissus
and I sat before the television, huddled around
our rusty electric heater which fools the truly

desperate into believing they are enjoying the
warmth of an open fire.Themusic fromour con-
dominium clubhouse sounded discordant. Quite
wisely, themissus and I had decided to give the
NewYear’s Eve party amiss.We find the forced
laughter and faux gaiety quite frustrating.The
awkward chit-chat with barely familiar neighbours
is always tiresome.
Themissus nursed her cup of jasmine tea, while

I gavemy generous RemyMartin a thoughtful swirl
in its balloon glass. Gazing into themiddle dis-
tance, I observed in a pensivemanner that another
year was coming to an end.
“Darling,” I said ruminatively, “another year is

slipping away.Much too quickly. Andwhat have I
got to show for it? Zilch. Nothing. A big fat zero. Not
a single feather inmy cap. I have done nothing. I
have achieved nothing!”
For emphasis, I added rhetorically, “What do I

have to show for an entire twelvemonth that’s gone
all too soon?”
I fell silent. Suddenly, I was afraid of looking

back beyond last January.Therewas the lurking
fear that the nothing of yesterday and the nothing
of last week and all the nothings of the past year
might just extend further back.Much further back.
My ever-lovingwife consoledme. “What does it

matter? You’ve done your bit, andmore.There’s a
season for everything, including glorious idleness.
Beyond a point, every personmust rest.Theworld
won’t come to an end because you didn’t climbMt
Everest this year. Doing nothing isn’t a crime. It’s
the ultimate retirement blessing!”
“That’s easy for you to say,” I grumbled. “You

have your daily triumphs—battlingwith theme-
nials; making Bassa Ram, the driver, come in time
and ensuring that the cook doesn’t spoil the broth.”
“Well,” said themissus with awicked glint,

“you could take over these burdens and have the
profound satisfaction of ensuring that Phulwanti
sweeps every corner of the room.”

Auld Lang Syne

OTHERWISE CRACKED
K.C. VERMA

I realised thatmy grumbling and complaining
had putme on the edge of a precipice. Suddenly,
theNewYear Eve despondency had taken a dan-
gerous turn, and I saw beforeme a fate worse than
death. To keep Bassa Ramand Phulwanti in line is
a full-time job andmywife was recommending I
do just that to satisfymy ego!
Before themissus came out with some ghast-

lier prescription, I said, “My dear, you knowmy
nature. I demand fanfares, parades, trumpets!
Medals! And here you are—suggesting disciplining
the domestics as the epic feat of the year? No!My
achievementsmust bemonumental. Imust slay a
few dragons! Imust fly a spaceship! Imust win the
Booker! Imust conquer theworld!”
“You are indeed an old fool,” said themissus.

“Count your blessings instead of chasing fantasies!
Sometimes the greatest triumph is the thing you
prudently avoid doing. Truewisdom is knowing
when to leave somemountain unclimbed. Inac-
tion can be a greater victory than frantic activity.
After a certain vintage, success isn’t about what
you did, but gloriously about what you didn’t! So,
shun the depression! Rejoice in the things that you
never did!”
“How absurd!” I declared.
“But think about it—you’re already amaster of

masterly inaction. You did not even once advise
mewhere to investmoney. You didn’t bat an eyelid
when our daughter dyed her hair that alarming
shade of blue. You refrained from telling Bassa
Ram the ‘proper’ way to park. You are blessed.
You’ve run yourmarathon. You’ve broken a few
things. You have fixed a few others. You’ve brought
up two childrenwho still answer your phone calls.
Those are great achievements—more thanmany
others can boast of.”
We lapsed into a companionable silence,

mulling over undone deeds and unhit targets and
other non-achievements.Themissus sighed. I
yawned. Down at the clubhouse, themusic had
cranked up to eardrum-shattering levels.TheNew
Year party was obviously gatheringmomentum.
“Perhapswe should pop down to the party after



K.C. Verma is a former chief of R&AW. kcverma345@gmail.com
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all,” themissusmused aloud.
Before I could summonmymost

horrified look, she giggled and answered
herself: “Thank goodness we’re spared
that nonsense.”
The clock struck ten. Outside, some

overeager soul let off a premature crack-
er—bang!—prompting the neighbour’s
dog to bark furiously at the invisible
intruder. And just like that, the old year
prepared to limp out without ceremony.
“This time, shall we stay awake till

midnight to greet theNewYear proper-
ly?” asked themissus.
“What’s the fuss? It’ll just be anoth-

erThursday, disguised as January,” I
grumbled.
So, we stayed put, the television

muttering away like a disgruntled uncle.
As I nursed the last ofmy Remy, a gentle
melancholy settled in—nostalgia for the
half-forgotten blaze of youth, a tender
regret for the roads not taken, and the
quiet acceptance that not everymoun-
tain is to be climbed. Awarm glow of
understanding slowly seeped intomy
heart—I realised that no year ever ends
in a bang. It just whispers goodbye and
departs, leaving youwonderingwhere
the timewent.

IL
LU

ST
RA

TI
O
N
JO
B
P.
K.

JANUARY 4, 2026 • THE WEEK 71



@LEISURE

GE
TT
Y
IM
AG

ES

MOTHEROF
COMEBACKS

Post her maternity break,
Kiara Advani is taking baby steps back
into the limelight. Her first look from

her upcoming film Toxic: A Fairy Tale for
Grown-Upswas unveiled recently. Her
goth look in the poster sure grabbed

eyeballs. Headlined by Yash, the film is
directed by Geetu Mohandas and is due
for a March release. Advani plays Nadia
in the movie. “A role that demanded
more from me—physically, mentally,
emotionally and felt nothing short of
transformative. My toughest one yet.
Months of hard work. One fearless

leap,” she wrote on her Instagram story.

AF
P

PINKWRAP
Badshah and Barbie—one would

have never thought of taking the two
names in the same breath. But here we
are. The rapper recently flaunted an

ultra-exclusive Rolex Daytona ‘Barbie’,
becoming the first Indian to own one of
only 10 such timepieces in the world.
The ‘Barbie’ nickname comes from the
40 pink-cut sapphires on the bezel and
12 more on the dial. The 18-carat yellow
gold watch is estimated to be around $1

million. Time is money, they say!
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OONA
FINDSHER
OWNFIRE
Oona Chaplin is on fire. She nailed
it as the villain Varang in the recently
released Avatar: Fire and Ash. But
fame comes with baggage, and she
is aware, being Charlie Chaplin’s
granddaughter. She even considered
changing her name before starting
her acting career. “It has been a
journey to feel deserving, because
I know that doors have opened for
me that potentially wouldn’t have
opened if I wasn’t associated with
this brilliant man,” she said. “It’s
definitely tricky to feel undeserving
of the place you are in.”

JUST
MARRIED
Theirs is a love story that would
beat any popular K-drama
hands down. South Korean
actors KimWoo-bin and
Shin Min-ah got hitched
after 10 years of courtship.
The couple first met while
shooting for a commercial in
2015. While they were dating,
Kim was diagnosed with
nasopharyngeal cancer, and
Shin stood by him through his

treatment and recovery. Over the
years, the couple has kept their
relationship private, and so the
news of their wedding created quite
a buzz. At the wedding ceremony
at Dynasty Hall of The Shilla Hotel
in Seoul, with many A-list celebs in
attendance, Shin stunned in an Elie
Saab gown and Kim looked dapper
in a Ralph Lauren Purple Label suit.
A wedding to remember, indeed!
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opposition, even when it compromises their ability
to exert pressure on the government through ques-
tions, debates, amendments and other procedural
tools. Committees, insulated from this dynamic,
have therefore retained their character as spaces for
genuine deliberation.
What TV cameras did to legislators, social media

has now done to society at large. Social media
platforms, through algorithm-driven amplification,
increasingly shape how citizens encounter informa-
tion. By flooding users with content aligned to their

initial clicks, these platforms
create echo chambers that
crowd out alternative view-
points and narrow discourse—
conditions hardly conducive
for reasoned discussions or
inferences.
This amplification of selective

perspectives runs counter to ra-
tional inquiry. Human progress
has rested on questioning as-
sumptions, weighing evidence
and engaging with competing
ideas. When debate gives way
to emotional reinforcement,

whether through political theatre or algorithmic
feeds, the quality of collective decision-making
suffers severely.
Against this backdrop, the work of the IBC Select

Committee offers amodest but meaningful coun-
ter-example. It demonstrates what can be achieved
when systemic incentives favour cooperation
over confrontation, and when policy is examined
through a pragmatic, problem-solving lens rather
than partisan reflex.
The existing IBC has helpedmake India’s banking

sector stand on a far firmer footing, even by inter-
national standards.Thismajor reboot will further
dramatically improve the situation.There aremany
parliamentary committees that have had similar
outcomes.That is reason enough for optimists to
hope for—and contribute to—amore effective
democracy.

Parliament beyond the spotlight

As an unusually eventful year draws to a close,
a development offers quiet reassurance about
the health of our parliamentary processes.

Amid frequent commentary on legislative disruption
and partisan gridlock, I had the privilege of participat-
ing in a rare bipartisan exercise that has, thankfully,
defied the prevailing circumstances.
Last week, the Select Committee on the Insolvency

and Bankruptcy Code (IBC) unanimously submitted
its report to the Lok Sabha after completing its scruti-
ny of the government’s proposed overhaul of the 2016
law.There was recognition that
the IBC has helped turn around
banks’ non-performing assets
(NPAs) with recoveries in recent
years of 050,000-060,000 crore
per annum.There was also broad
consensus that a major reboot
is required to tighten resolution
timelines and incorporate several
important suggestions from stake-
holders.
I had the honour of chairing this

cross-party committee, and what
made the exercise particularly
satisfying was the spirit in which
MPs, from both the governing and opposition parties,
worked—in a cordial, cooperative and professional
atmosphere. Crucially, this work unfolded away from
the glare of cameras.
That absence is not incidental. While the proceed-

ings of both houses of Parliament are broadcast live,
boosting transparency, parliamentary committees
remain outside this ambit. Decades ago, then speaker
Somnath Chatterjee resisted calls to allow live cov-
erage of committee hearings. His judgment, with the
benefit of hindsight, appears prescient. Cameras,
while valuable for public accountability, can also
distort systemic incentives.
For elected representatives, the presence of camer-

as often triggers a performative instinct—the temp-
tation to speak over colleagues, and, instead, address
an external audience. In Parliament, this has often
translated into grandstanding and disruption by the
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