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 ‘...since history has devoted

Just a few lines to you, I had more freedom

To fashion you in my mind’s eye...’


C. P. Cavafy,Caesarion,1916–18

 


‘The man who stood in front of me in that hospital room was a fine specimen of the Asiatic type: compactly-built, of average height, with dark brown hair and limpid mascara-touched eyes. He had a sharp moustache and wore a loose turban; he was dressed in an embroidered kurtah and pyjama, both rather dirty, and he was barefoot, either because he did not wear slippers or because he had taken them off, as is the custom in these parts, before entering the building. He obviously belonged to one of the higher castes, for his complexion was almost fair; he might even have passed for an Italian back home. But this man was no child of the Enlightenment. No, the deities he worshipped were different. His religion was terror; his goddess was terrible. From his cradle, he had been brought up to rob and murder and terrorise. In front of me there finally stood, gentle reader, that most dreaded of men in India, that relentless practitioner of terror and murder and deceit, a Thug.’

 —William T. Meadows, Notes on a Thug: Character and Circumstances, 1840

 


‘But, Mousie, thou art no thy lane

In proving foresight may be vain:

The best laid schemes o’ mice an’ men

Gang aft a-gley...’


Robert Burns, ‘To a Field Mouse’, 1785




 Acknowledgement

Ghosts are said to be white. Like the house in which this story began: like all stories, this too began elsewhere. It began in a house with a driveway of reddish pebbles, beds of stricken roses, groves of sour oranges and lush mangoes; a ghostly white house in Phansa.

Phansa is a wretched little town in Bihar, an ancient town. It is mentioned in the Puranas, which makes it older than Jesus but by no means as famous. Like all ancient towns, it is filled — no, not with temples, or mosques, or forts: it is filled with stories.

The whitewashed house is also old and it, too, is full of stories. What else but shadows and stories? For shadows accrete to stories as surely as stories emerge from shadows.

There are stories outside that house too. You can feel them in the narrow paths, winding between the neglected rose bushes and seasonal dahlias, lilies, chrysanthemums, which stretch along one side of the house; in the driveway covered with red stones; in the grove of fruit trees behind: mango, guava, orange, pomegranate; in the towering jackfruit tree, the neem, and among the nameless bushes that have been poaching, growing, growing back over the years. But it is the stories inside the house that concern me here. It is these stories, trapped in a house whose live shadows are gradually slipping away unnarrated, that reach out their bony fingers and touch a face or two across a century, whisper with the ghostly voices (real or fraudulent?) of another place.

 


 The whitewashed house belonged to my grandfather, who has been dead for many years. My grandmother lived in it, refusing to move into the more modern homes of her two sons and three daughters. She lived on the second floor, almost the last of the live shadows still inhabiting the house. The ground floor was kept locked. In particular, one damp, shady room in a corner, with a peeling veranda of its own. Not only did the doors to this room bear heavy rusted padlocks, but the two dozen wooden cabinets inside were locked as well.

When my grandmother was in a good mood, and if she felt that a visiting grandchild deserved it, she would walk down the stairs with a bunch of metal keys jangling like bangles, and with painstaking care unlock the cabinets. They had glass panels. Inside, there were books, protected by white mothballs in small perforated plastic bags. Books in Urdu, Arabic, Persian, Hindi and English. My grandfather, it was often recounted, had not just been a doctor; he loved to read and tell stories.

I was the grandchild rumoured to have inherited his love of stories. This was strange, for I lacked most of his languages, which had been reduced to shadows in the glare that the English language cast on my generation. I had the cabinets unlocked for me time and again, over the years. It was there that I first read rumours of the story I will tell you in these pages, while a gecko clicked on a wall, a moth butted its head against the false sky of the windowpane, and the antique ceiling fan chattered and sighed in turns.

Yes, in those cabinets, in their dark corners, in the fingerprints of dust on the shelves, in the scuttle of sly silverfish, in the brittle paper of those books singed by time.

Not all the books, for I knew no Arabic and I was lazy with the Persian and Urdu that I was taught outside school hours. My school taught us only English, and some grudging Hindi.


 As the Hindi books in my grandfather’s library were few and pedantic, it was mostly the English books that I read. Russian and French classics in translation, and the Bröntes, Austen, Collins, Dickens, Kipling, Conrad. And then stranger books, like Taylor’s Confessions of a Thug, William T. Meadows’ Notes on a Thug: Character and Circumstances, Wells’ How to Read Character, and Mayhew’s voluminous accounts of the London poor, which neither I nor anyone else in Phansa had ever heard of.

 


I think it was in the pages of one of these books that I found the handwritten Persian notes which, once I had deciphered them with some difficulty and assistance, gave me the first piece of the jigsaw that I have tried to assemble in this book. And it was in another of these books that I found the yellowed cutting from a London newspaper announcing the disappearance and presumed death of Lord Batterstone, during a voyage to Africa. It was wrapped in a pamphlet announcing the seemingly unrelated murder by decapitation of a ‘Creole or Gypsy’ woman in a place called Spitalfields that no one in Phansa could place on any map.

This is what the clipping said:

 


We have also this week to publish, with feelings of regret and sympathy, the news of Lord Batterstone’s untimely demise. Lord Batterstone, a renowned scholar of the phrenological science, was last seen on the deck of SS Good Hope, when it was caught in a sudden squall only a few hours from sighting land off the vernal coasts of the Congo. In the 57th year of his age, and leading a private expedition of exploration into darkest Africa, His Lordship is most deservedly regretted by his peers, and deeply lamented by his relations and friends.


 


The rest of this novelized history comes from other volumes in the library, from Dickens and Mayhew and (much later, in other libraries) from more recent books by Rozina Visram, Judith Flanders, Peter Akroyd, Jerry White, Michael Moorcock, S.I. Martin and others. Sometimes, though not often, the locks on the past can be opened with keys that lie buried in the present.

 


 As for the notes, written by hand on stiff, parchment-like paper, in Farsi, over a hundred years ago by someone called Amir Ali, how can I explain their presence in my grandfather’s library? Were they inherited, or were they collected? For, my grandfather collected manuscripts and artefacts like so many other men of his generation and class. And how did the notes, written by someone so far away — in London in the first half of the nineteenth century — find their way back to a private library in the region of origin of their writer?

The notes, of course, were not sufficient. Notes never are. I had to fill many gaps in them. I also had to fill the gaps between the notes — with voices that, surprisingly, I found to hand.

You might ask, as you may also ask about the provenance of the notes, are these voices authentic?

How can I answer that question? Neither I nor anyone else has heard the voices of England or India in the 1830s. To me, these voices are as authentic as the voices of other characters in books about other places, say, about midnight India in the light of English. Like the authors of those other characters, I write from between texts and spaces, even though I am located in the space of their narration and they in mine. Our mutual commerce runs in opposite directions — and hence, perhaps, your doubts about my authenticity. I accept your doubts with a doubtful smile. And I answer: whether authentic or not, these voices are true. For, in a very basic sense, any story worth retelling is a true story.

It is the ghost of a true story that I tell in these once white pages.





 Time Past: Text

‘You ask me, sahib, for an account of my life; my relation of it will be understood by you, as you are acquainted with the peculiar habits of my countrymen; and if, as you say, you intend it for the information of your own, I have no hesitation in relating the whole...’







 Time Present: Context


1

This is what I see across time and space. This is what I see from the gloaming of my grandfather’s library, surrounded by Dickens and Collins; this is what I see from a whitewashed house in Phansa. I see a place in London more than a hundred years ago. In... what year is it... in 1837, the year of the coronation of Queen Victoria. I see a room. I see — what is that?

Perhaps it is a tattered shirt hanging from a nail hammered into the cracked windowpane. Or a window curtain, ragged, netting the dregs of the light which, dying a lingering death all day, still manages to creep into the room from the grimy court in a corner of the rookery, at this late hour.

The man reclines across a sagging bedstead. He is dressed in expensive clothes, or clothes that seem expensive in this tawdry room. Also lying (dressed in shabbier clothes of varying cut) are a Chinaman, a lascar with a long, white beard and a haggard woman. The first two are asleep, or only half awake, as if in a stupor, while the woman is blowing at a kind of pipe, trying to kindle it. She shades it with her bony hand, concentrating her breath on its red spark of light that serves as a lamp in the falling night, to show us what we see of her face. It is wizened and wrinkled, an old woman’s face, though her body has the agility of someone younger. Her hair is matted and clumpy, as if under it the bone was uneven and indented. A sweet, sickly smell pervades the room.

‘Another?’ says the woman in a rattling whisper, extending her pipe towards the men. ‘Have ’nother?’


The well-dressed man stirs slightly, and makes a gesture of repugnance.

The woman laughs and lazily retracts the pipe. She pulls at it herself.

‘He’ll come to it’, she says to the Chinaman and the lascar, who show no sign of hearing her. Always does. I sees his kind coming here, angry-like, and I ses to my poor self, I’ll get ’nother ready for him, for there’s a gentleman. Not like you lot, no better’n me you are, though I’as nothing ginst you. A few years in dust and smoke and toil and who can tell yer skin from mine? Ha. But he’s a gentleman. He’ll remember like a good soul, won’t ye, sir, that the market price is dreffle high just now. And I makes my pipes from old penny ink-bottles, ye see, dearies — with me own two hands — and I fits in a mouthpiece, all clean, sir — see, like this — and I takes my mixter out of this thimble with a little silver horn... Not every place is like this, sir. I sets the pipe going myself, with me own breath, like this, see... Here y’are...’

Having prepared a new opium pipe, she tries to pass it to the gentleman, but he pushes it back, so abruptly that the pipe falls to the dirty ground, and embers fan out like fireflies released from a bottle, waking the Chinaman, who starts stomping on them alongside the woman, both of them muttering and cursing.

Our gentleman sits up and watches the spasmodic shoots and darts of the embers on the floor, the unsteady stomping that extinguishes an ember in one place and sends another whirling into the murky air. He does not know who he hates more, himself for being here, or these people. When the Chinaman stumbles into him in his drugged stomping out of the embers, the gentleman pushes him so hard that the wizened old opium-smoker bounces off the opposite wall, knocking down a pan in the dark, and crumbles into a heap, quivering but not getting up again.

This makes the old woman indignant. She protests that she runs a respectable house and not even the ‘lascars, moors and Chinamen who come here with nary a word of English, sir, take such liberties with each other in her presence.

The gentleman puts one finger to his lips and holds out a coin in the other hand. He beckons to the woman. A crafty light steals into the woman’s eyes and she sidles up to the man, simpering. He holds her at arm’s length and with the other hand, still holding the coin, probes her hair. Perhaps she takes it for a caress. She certainly tries to make the appropriate noises, smiling seductively. But the man is not caressing her. He probes her skull with knowing fingers and if she had been able to look up, she would have been struck by the expression on his face. Then suddenly, the gentleman pushes her away. As she begins to remonstrate again, more loudly this time, he tosses the coin at her and walks out of the room.

The long-bearded lascar continues to sleep on the sagging bedstead.

(I see him. I distinctly hear his hoarse breathing in my grandfather’s half-gagged library in Phansa.)
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The man, unusually well-dressed for the neighbourhood but perhaps not really a gentleman in the esteem of politer circles, crosses the grimy court at a brisk, angry pace, and walks into a dirty little street, pushing away an urchin who gets in his way. The urchin shouts at him, but runs away when the man makes as if to stop. The man continues down the street, walking with some care to avoid the horse droppings and muddy tracks left by carriages and carts of all sorts.

Look. Night is descending on the streets of London in the likeness of a steaming darkness, capped by a laggard mist a little way up in the air, which drops fine particles of soot that settle on the dirty yellow hair of our bareheaded gentleman and on his clothes. He walks on; the streets here are dark. After some time, he turns into a broader street where the gas has been started up in the shops, and the lamp-lighter — lighting rod slung across one shoulder like a gun — scampers along the pavement. Another turn and he is on Old Baileys, for long the preferred thoroughfare of sheep, cattle and drovers walking down from the market at Smithfield, and even now occasionally containing more animals than human beings, despite the appropriation of public spaces solely for the use of bipeds and their carriages over the years.

About a hundred metres from the stony grimness of Newgate Prison, near Cock Lane, our man enters a pub under the sign of a gilded wooden cherub: a corpulent, naked boy hanging from the walls, darkened with rain and soot. The sign says Prize of War. Our gentleman is known in the pub — people at two different tables raise their drinks to him, their voiced greetings, if any, drowned in the clatter of crockery and the constant coming in and going out and running about — and the barman-publican, who lacks an arm, nods at him familiarly. The usual, says our man, and he is poured a pint of half-and-half.

Our man does not seem as gentlemanly here as he did in the opium den. Most of the other men are wearing similar clothes, though our man appears to have taken greater care over his appearance: his whiskers are brushed and clipped, his collars tidy, his cuffs clean, his chin closely shaved.

The barman, polishing a glass on a dirty rag, does not look up, but he utters the name our man is known by: ‘John May.’ He adds, without once glancing up at John May: ‘He is here. Your mystery Lordship.’

‘Already?’

‘Been here a quarter.’

‘The usual parlour?’

The barman smirks instead of nodding. John May takes a hasty pull at his pint, draining half of it in one go, and walks off into a darkened doorway, carrying his drink in one hand and wiping froth from his lips with the back of the other.

 John May — that is what almost everyone calls him, not John, and not May, but always the two together — John May walks along a sanded passage to a private parlour: a carpeted room whose inability to stay impeccably neat has been camouflaged with an excess of potted plants, cheap coloured prints of various regents and royal consorts, and an array of stuffed animals — two foxes, a deer, an otter or something like it, and even a dried fish in a glass case.

In one corner of the room, smoking in an armchair, half hidden by the shadows cast by the candles, sits a stoutish man. His lips are parted in a fixed smile, the leer of a satyr.

When he hears John May enter, he gets up, and I can see that he is at least middle-aged, though quite well-preserved, and dressed in such a careful manner, with a fur collar and a hat of substantial size and weight under one arm, and in such expensive fabrics, that John May shrinks visibly and brushes invisible indignities off his own clothes with his free hand. The lack of a hat makes him feel naked in front of this elegant satyr.

But no, this is no mythological beast: I can see that his face is a mask. One of those masks that the young have started favouring for certain fancy parties. It is a mask twisted into a permanent smile.

‘You are late’, says the stout gentleman, for there is no doubt that here we have the real item, a gentleman from birth and by deportment; even the mask cannot hide that. John May, who had spoken rather clear English to the barman, apologizes in an accent burdened by the inferiority of some impossible-to-identify dialect.

‘It is difficult to find Things, especially after the affair of the Italian boy, and you, M’lord, want only part of them and on certain conditions...’ There is a timid effort to bluster on the part of John May.

‘I, sir, pay you five times what you would get for all the — what do you call them — Things, and I neither ask how you procure them, nor what you do with the remains.’

John May’s incipient bluster vanishes; his voice turns servile.

‘M’lord, I am grateful; I am your devoted servant, I am, sire, I assure you. It is just that not only is this business difficult — there was a time when a lifter carted a Thing in a bag to this place, this pub, and left it lying under the table while they bargained over the price...’

‘I would rather not have the details of your noble profession’, the gentleman interrupts, his mask not concealing the distaste in his voice. ‘All I want to know is whether you have got the, the Thing, you promised me.’

‘I ran into problems, sire. He is not... I can explain...’

‘Would another ten crowns enable you to overcome the problems, my good man?’

The cold steel of this interruption is not lost on John May. A crafty look passes across his regular — not unhandsome, but perhaps callow — features. He takes out a large handkerchief and wipes his face. He replies with much eagerness, the words falling too glibly from his lips, which he constantly moistens with his tongue, licking them between sentences: ‘M’lord, sometimes graveyards are watched as closely as banks, strange though it...’

‘I told you, sir’, the gentleman interrupts again, this time with greater asperity, ‘I told you I am not interested in the details of your noble profession. Quote the price and fetch me the Thing.’

‘Fifteen crowns would cover it quite neatly, M’lord.’

The gentleman drops fifteen crowns on the table, one at a time, each coin spinning and glinting in the candle flame, the clink of metal on wood suddenly loud between them.

‘But I need the, ahem, the top of the Thing before the next meeting of my Society, ready to be exhibited. Do you understand? Ready to be exhibited and demonstrated, and as exceptional as you have made me believe.’
 
‘I assure you, M’lord’, gushes John May, gathering up the coins from the table, the tip of his tongue darting over his lips like a lizard behind a stone, ‘I assure you, it will be done. Have I ever given you reason to doubt my character or judgement?’

He looks up for the gentleman’s answer but the room is empty. The candle throws mute shadows that probe the corners, the grimacing animals, the heavy wooden furniture, and flee like wisps of cloud across the carpet. But for the cold coins in his hand, M’lord might have been a figment of his imagination, a ghost.
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Night envelops the streets of London, shrouding even the immensity of Newgate Prison and the courthouse, and the two men — John May and the gentleman who has employed him to procure the ‘Thing’ — depart in different directions. The gentleman walks a short distance and takes out a whistle when he turns the corner. He blows three sharp notes on it and a fly, evidently waiting for him further down the street, appears out of the darkness and the fog. The gentleman boards it without looking around or taking off his mask.

John May, after another pint of half-and-half, and a round of rum hot with the one-armed barman and two other acquaintances, hails a common cab ‘towards Virginia Row’ in a moment of extravagance. But he has second thoughts and gets off a little earlier, just before the point where going further into the squalid areas of East London would double the cab fare. Then he proceeds on foot, occasionally jangling the new coins in his pocket. It is cooler now.

If night and the industrial fog of London did not prevent us from seeing either John May or the surrounding buildings and occasional passers-by, not to mention the bundled figures here and there, under arches and on doorsteps, evading the policeman on his nightly patrol, the policeman whose job it is to ensure that those who have houses sleep secure in their possessions — which may only be done by evicting from the city limits those who do not have houses — we would have noticed that John May gets taller and better dressed with every step he takes into the grosser quarters of London. Perhaps, from where I watch him, a hat appears on his head by the time he reaches his meagre house. And why not? Stranger things have happened in this city.

Jolting along in his smart fly, driven by a man of huge proportions and gypsy looks, so fiercely moustachioed and beetle-browed that the flaxen wig on his head seems unreal, and pulled by a horse that is conscious of its superiority on these streets, our stoutish gentleman undergoes no such metamorphosis. He is made of metal that cannot be altered by time and place. He remains what he is everywhere: superior in the cut of his clothes, the tone of his voice, the fashion of his views, in the very colour of the blood that pulses through his veins and that has pulsed through the veins of his ancestors for twelve generations, all bearing with absolute conviction the self-knowledge of one family name and many honorary titles.

What do we call this gentleman? John May calls him M’lord. The heavy portals of his city house swing open almost at the very moment he alights from the fly, as if his servants keep vigil all through the deepening night, and the servant who holds the door open also has no other name for him but ‘M’lord.’ No name could be more appropriate for him, and dare we decipher from the family arms on the door of the house he alights at, the name that his equals employ to address him?

For, standing across the road of time, we are not his equal, we who live in denuded times; we are the passers-by who raise our hats at him and receive, if anything at all, a gracious nod in reply; we are, at worst, the sweeper-boy who cannot tell the family arms from an alphabet, let alone dare to take the family name in vain; we are, at best, those faceless, vote-less citizens on whom he and his equals seek to bestow the benefits of science and religion. For the time being, what can we, what dare we call him but M’lord?

 There are more gaslights on this street than in any other part of London, but not all the spheres of gas can unite to penetrate the stolidity of its buildings. For the light from these sputtering spheres contends not just against the darkness of the night and the fog of London, it also beats against the severity of the mansions lining the street. These are houses that are determined not to condescend to liveliness: the black doors and windows, the ironwork and winding stone stairs, the polished knobs and the empty parks behind them, all conspire to impose a solemnity of purpose, a high-mindedness on all who are capable of such sentiments. As for those who are not, say, the passing sweeps, the occasional raw maidservant from the counties, an ayah or two brought over from the colonies, all such are struck dumb on this street and in its mansions.

Their silence echoes down the centuries. Even in my grandfather’s library, I do not need to strain my ears to hear their muteness.

M’lord enters the highest-minded in appearance of all the mansions on this dry and massive street, while his fly and horse are led to the echoing mews behind the buildings. Up the winding stony staircase of the house he proceeds. He has already taken off his mask; he had done so in the fly. In the lighted halls and staircase, he reveals a long, broad face, pale, with spreading brown sideburns, and eyes a strange shade of green, blue and grey-yellow. His thin lips and nostrils accentuate the length and breadth of his aristocratic face.

Now, slowly, he divests himself of his attendants: the massive coachman at the door, the doorman in the hall, the cook and housekeeper, who hesitantly enquired if M’lord wished... and was discarded with a gesture, on the stairs. He climbs up the cold marble steps, he walks past the portraits of ancestors, such stolid faces, subtle mirrors of his, with the certainty of a man who knows all the shadows around him, until he reaches a heavy door, a door so massive and padlocked that it stands out even in this mansion.

With great care, M’lord draws out a bunch of three keys from a secret pocket in his waistcoat; with precision, he unlocks each of the three locks on this massive door; with a practised movement in the darkness to which the groaning door has admitted him, he finds a candle and lights it. Then he lights another candle and another, each candle appearing to magically reproduce itself all over the room, for it is full of mirrors and glass cases. With what pride and scientific interest M’lord now looks around this room of a thousand and one flames and surveys its precious hoard of skulls: long skulls and short skulls, skulls of bone and cast skulls, skulls as smooth as marble and skulls knobbly as old oak, small skulls and big skulls, skulls on tables and skulls in glass showcases, all labelled and catalogued. And here we stand, by him, in this massive house wrapped in the fog of a London night, admitted to a temple that few outside the London Society of Phrenology have been admitted to, allowed to gaze on the great scientific project of M’lord, his indelible contribution to the glory of his race and family name, his proposed Theatre of Phrenological Specimen. Above all, the theatre would be his answer, not to those who scoffed at head reading, for they had long been answered by Daniel Bell and Dr Gall and Johann Spurzheim and H.C. Watson if they only cared to listen (or read), but his answer to the followers of that Scottish upstart, George Combe, who had, M’lord was convinced, done as much to harm phrenology as to champion it. With the finished Theatre of Phrenological Specimen, M’lord would stop the mouths of the Combians in the London Society of Phrenology, and see the mark of defeat stamped on the effeminate features of that Captain William T. Meadows who had, since his return from India with his reprieved thug Amir Ali, taken society by such storm.
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[WILLIAM T. MEADOWS, NOTES ON A THUG: CHARACTER AND CIRCUMSTANCES, 1840]

 


‘No, sahib, I have no hesitation in relating the full account of my life, for, as you say, you intend it for the delectation of your own people, and for their education as to the ways and beliefs of the benighted people of Hindoostan. I came to you when you lay in bed at the Firangi hospital in Patna, and many a dusty mile had I walked to get there, for word had gone out as far as Gaya and Phansa that in your illness you wished to hear the account of a real Thug, perhaps even a famous Thug, the full murderous account on condition of a full pardon, and if necessary, were the approver untainted by blood himself, you would take him with you to Firangheestan, the better to inscribe his tale and cause it to be printed on the miraculous machines you have in that land. And so it has transpired, for here I am, your devoted servant, in London, the city of cities, having served you for twelve months now, first in Hindoostan and then during the passage over the Black Waters, and I have told you all about the atrocious rites of my race, so that now all I have left to narrate is the story of my own life, which you say will be the last and shortest chapter of your book.

‘Life, sahib, is dear to everyone; to preserve mine, which was forfeited by the act of denouncing all my old confederates and revealing to you the nature and number of their heinous crimes, which I beheld and helped in, but only as a lookout, sahib, only as a young boy taken along by older men, I serve you now and hasten to tell you all you wish to hear. But unlike so many other approvers, I came to you on my own, and in my face and in my voice, and wonderfully from my skull, as you still lay recovering in Patna, you read, with the acuity that all sahibs are blessed with, the truth of my narrative. For others had come to you before me, attracted by the word in the bazaar that you had promised a large reward, and you had driven them away as braggarts and liars.

But something in my narrative, and I still wonder at the wisdom of Solomon that sahibs possess, made you listen and recognize that what I said was nothing but the truth...’

 ‘It is indeed true, Amir Ali’, said I, ‘but it was not the wisdom of Solomon that I exercised; it was the guidance of Reason, which is a God unknown to your race, for when the others came and spoke their lying stories to my face, all I did was listen, and Reason told me not to believe them.’

‘But sahib, surely it takes a blessed being to hear a God, even if the name of that God is neither one of the hundred names of Allah, nor one of the million names for Bhowanee, and surely sahib is blessed to hear the voice of his God...’

‘Alas, Amir Ali’, I replied, ‘I despair of making you understand, for you who grew up among men not afraid of killing other men, nay, having practised that crime as other people practise an art, you have learnt from the selfsame men to frighten yourself with painted dolls and empty Arabic words. Reason is not a tyrannical God like Allah, or a bloodthirsty demon like Bhowanee; Reason does not speak in my ears but gives me ears to listen with. For some came and told me of the murders they had committed or participated in, and I asked them about the cult of Thugee and they feigned ignorance or gave differing explanations, and hence I knew they were dissembling, for Reason told me that in the land of Hindoostan all is built on the scallold of superstitious faith. And others came and spoke of being Thugs and of the cult of Thugee, but claimed to have wandered into that murderous profession. They maintained that they had once been farmers, before the drought burnt all their crops, or that their fathers were carpenters or weavers, and Reason told me they lied because in the land of Hindoostan sons follow in the footsteps of their fathers as surely as the mango tree grows out of the stone of a mango, and a cat gives birth to kittens.’

‘Forsooth, sahib, but to an ignorant man like me, this is the veritable wisdom of Solomon, for we Thugs are master inveiglers, and know how to make a man look at the stars the better to pass the knotted scarf around his neck, and we are master scouts, watching out for passing witnesses to our murders and able to throw dust in the eyes of the wayfarer, but all this is nothing compared to the wisdom of your God, Mighty Reason, who makes material truths out of insubstantial words, and teaches you to verify them by reading the skulls of men, which you did after hearing me out on the first occasion in that hospital in Patna. Truly, sahib...’

‘Enough, Amir Ali’, said I. ‘There are matters your race cannot comprehend, or not yet, and perhaps it is best so. Let us not waste time; proceed with the story of your life.’

‘Forgive me, sahib. I will not tarry any more in regions you know so much better than my deluded intellect can ever comprehend; I shall proceed, like an arrow shot from the bow, straight to the target of my tale. My first memory, though somewhat dim as all memories of childhood are to the likes of us, is that of kites in the sky...’

‘Kites, Amir Ali? Birds?’

‘Oh no, sahib, kites of paper and wood, which we used to fly like children sometimes do in parks in London, the mother of cities, the jewel of the empire...’

‘And what was the significance of that, Amir Ali?’

‘Significance, sahib? Oh, I see what you mean. Being a superstitious race, sahib, we flew those kites in honour of our Gods and Goddesses, and it was then that I first heard the name of Bhowanee, the guardian deity of Thugs, both Muslim and Hindu...’
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Jaanam,

There used to be kites in the air, pinned against the grey-blue skies brushed with the white whisk of clouds. Kites of many colours. Red, blue, yellow, two-coloured, multi-cofoured. We had names for each kind. Kites with tails and kites without. Sometimes 

suspended in the breeze, almost immobile, a window in the sky. Sometimes dipping and twisting and turning, impelled by the wind, or manipulated by the flyer in the field or on the roof, in his bid to reach the string of another kite and cut it. And then the shout would go up, woh katee, katgayee re, giree, giree, giree, gireeee and we, the young boys and girls, would rush to catch the drifting kite, the kite that was now helpless without the guidance of the string that moored it to earth.

 I had always admired Hamid Bhai’s ability to guess where the cut kite would alight, just as I admired his capacity to hold his breath for so long during our games of kabaddi. ‘Mind over matter, Amir’, he would say to me, laughing. ‘What’s bigger: the brain or the buffalo?’ But then, he was a few years older than I was and I suppose his seniority was a factor in my hero worship. That, of course, was before Hamid Bhai was sent to Patna.

We started flying kites around Dussehra and kept flying them till Hofi the next year, all of us, Hindus and Muslims of various sects and castes. if there was religion involved in this flimsy hoisting of paper in the air, it had long slipped from our memory. But of course, my moon-faced one, that is not something I mentioned to our mutual and, I must add, gracious employer, Kaptaan Wafi Mian Khet-Khaliyaan, as we used to call him (behind his back) in Hindustan, or Captain William T. Meadows, as he is known here. I discovered, a long time ago, even before I offered him my stories and was pressed into his service, that truth and credibility are two different things most of the time.

Mustapha Chacha was wrong about truth. I never met a man who was wrong so often, but always because he was too right for this world of ours. His wrongness was a sign — though I did not realize this until it was too fate — of a greater disorder in the scheme of things. He was wrong because truth and credibility might well be beyond reconciliation in our world. But I am anticipating myself; these are thoughts that came to me only gradually and with time.
 
To begin with, it was one of the things Mustapha Chacha preached to us: the need to reconcile truth and credibility in our lives. Perhaps preach is not the right word. He did not really preach; he would be pulling the strings of his kite as he spoke, manoeuvring it with practised ease along the invisible tunnels that the wind always makes in the sky.

Mustapha Chacha — I have mentioned his name to you before, and you have not raised an eyebrow at its difference from the names you are used to. You are the first and only person in London who has not accosted me with the first two questions of the catechism, one uttered — What is your name? — and the second — Who gave you that name? — in their expression when I speak my full name: Syed Mohammed Amir Ali.

I owe my knowledge of the catechism to Mustapha Chacha. He had prepared me thoroughly for the future, just as he had prepared himself. And he was convinced that, for better or for worse, the Firang were part of the future of Hindustan. Look at us, he would tell me as he tugged at the kite strings, for generations our family has held on to our ancestral lands by the simple expedient of passing it on to the eldest son, in lieu of some financial compensation at times, while the other sons, if any, sought service with the ruling powers. In the past, these were the Mughals, the Nawab of Awadh and others, and our family shed much blood and sweat in their service, as soldiers or clerks. But your father, God give him peace, who was he serving when he was killed? Who, indeed, but the Firang Company Bahadur forces? And your father, God bless him, was a prescient man: he knew the sun now rose from the west. So, my little nephew, the lamp of our family, if you want to face the future, look west into the rising sun.

Little good it did him though, this facing of a new future, the diligence with which he, in his youth, worked as a munshi before the death of his father called him back to the land, and the way in which he set himself to learn the customs and language of the Firangs. But that, jaanam, explains why I can speak fluently with you, far more fluently than Kaptaan Meadows suspects, while you do not understand a word of any of my languages.

Come to think of it, you cannot even read your own alphabets (which I can decipher with some effort), let alone this cursive Farsi script in which I write my letters to you, letters which I might some day translate for you, letters that remind me of all that I have left behind. For, jaanam, I do not know who I write these letters for, if not for you to whom they are addressed Perhaps no one will read out these fetters to you; perhaps no one will read them at all.

And yet I am driven to write them, stealing a candle-end from the Kaptaan’s kitchen under the eagle-eye of Nelly Clennam, the housekeeper and cook, who dislikes me more and more each passing day as familiarity dulls her initial terror of my past. Scribbling away in the murk of the scullery, I wish, perhaps, to leave an account of myself in words other than the ones Kaptaan Meadows uses in his notebook, the carefully inscribed pages that he intends to turn into a book about the infamous institution of thugee and my fledgling career in what he calls ‘ritual murder.’

Because, my dear, I was not, I am not what the Kaptaan wants me to be — I am not Amir Ali, the Thug.
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If graveyards are places of absolute repose, then this place is not absolutely a graveyard. For late as it is and foggy, shadows move from gravestone to gravestone, from a marble angel, wings fixed in flight, to a plain sandstone crucifix, from a grave with elaborate lines and floral tributes to one with only a name and a date. There are far more graves like this one than graves with floral tributes and fine lines for, like the streets outside, this is a crowded graveyard, a busy graveyard, and often an anonymous graveyard. It is a graveyard that spills its secrets, so that a heavy downpour leaves a harvest of bones and skulls in the sludge, and gravediggers sometimes shovel through a rotten coffin in a bid to find an eternal resting place for the freshly dead.

 The shadows pause in front of this plain, taciturn gravestone, this resting place with only a name and a date. There are two shadows; one of them carries a lantern which, at certain angles, multiplies the two into a hundred stealthy shades. And then there is a fierce whispering between the two, louder in the crowded emptiness of the graveyard than it would have been on the streets outside.

‘Are you sure?’

‘This is it, John May, I tell you. Here. Here. Look, the earth is still fresh...’

‘Damn you, Shields. If you have got it wrong again, I swear I will bury you in this grave.’

‘Run down by the mail, he was. Cross my heart, John May. Bowled over like ninepins. Carted over from Portugal Street and buried only this afternoon...’

It is believed in this neighbourhood that the unquiet dead walk at night in the graveyard, for the ground here is too cluttered, dug and disturbed to ensure eternal rest. But the dead do not shiver, as these two shadows do at times, when a gust cuts through the still night. Moreover, the hooded lantern that one of them carries hints at the need the living have for light. The heavy burlap bag the other one unburdens tinkles with metallic sounds that attest to the hunger the living have for all — iron in the hands, iron in the heart — that is in excess of the frail mortality of flesh. Slowly, warily, the two shadows take out the instruments of the trade they will practise tonight: a spade, a pickaxe, an iron bar, ropes, a small saw, some sacks. Taking turns, they start digging up the earth on the fresh pauper’s grave.
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