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To my grandson Lennox




The third sex





Lakshmi was born in a section of concrete drainpipe on the same day that a thousand other babies came into the world in the sprawling district of Howrah, across the river Hooghly from Calcutta.


She was the twelfth child in a family that already struggled to feed their growing numbers and her mother’s sunken eyes and emaciated frame showed the toll taken by a decade of continuous breeding. Worse still, Lakshmi was of indeterminate sex and seen to be unlucky for her impoverished mother, father and eleven other siblings. On the day she was born her eldest brother died of a fever that was never diagnosed, as her parents could not afford a doctor or the fees for the medicines that might be necessary.


The baby was given away to another woman just two days later in exchange for a few paisa that would barely have paid for a bowl of rice, and was then passed on to a hijira who was pleased to take the baby under her wing and call it her own as she had no children. She named the baby after the goddess of wealth.


Lakshmi grew up in Howrah without any formal education in the company of other hijiras who were themselves illiterate and therefore placed very little importance on schooling. In accordance with the age-old traditions of her community, she did however learn to dance, to sing and especially to impersonate. She developed considerable talents and by the age of ten she would entertain her adopted community in their brothel, together with the men-folk who came to experience darker pleasures.


The Mother Guru of a larger hijira community bought Lakshmi, seeing potential in the child’s talents, and encouraged her to develop her skills in impersonation and role-playing. Lakshmi’s favourite guise was that of a fakir. She could sit semi-naked for hours in the most uncomfortable lotus position without moving a muscle. She called it her deep meditation.





By the age of twelve she had become obsessed with cinema and she, in the company of her Mother, would take the cheapest seats in the front row of the Janta Electric Picture House and watch the latest runs of Bombay films over and over again. This auditorium became her dancing school, her theatre academy and her dream factory. She could play the dutiful, demure housewife, the film actress Hema, the romancing Shashi, but it was the dancer and seductress which she had perfected to such a degree that by the age of fourteen, the men who came to the brothel would offer the Mother untold wealth to take her for the night. Not one of them succeeded.


One evening they had a new visitor, a noted political figure from Gonda in northern Uttar Pradesh, who was referred to as the Gonda Gunda. He was widely known as an extortionist and criminal who had been charged four times by the local police and managed to buy them off each time. The Mother did not exclude anyone from her house irrespective of caste, status or criminal record and the politician was entertained with the same enthusiasm as her other guests.


‘Mother, I have heard many good things about your house.’


‘We have a very good reputation – or should I say a very bad one.’


‘Arey haan give me “very bad” any day! Whiskey now. Johnnie Walker, the very best.’


He proceeded to get drunk while several other hijiras waited on him, flattered him and stroked him. But the Gonda Gunda had his mind set on a special prize.


‘I’m very pleased to be here, Mother,’ he announced loudly after he had consumed half the bottle. ‘One of my friends was here a few months ago and described the best dancer he has seen in his life. Lakshmi was her name, a new young addition to your household, I believe.’


Lakshmi, who was playing the sarangee at the time in a corner of the room, looked at her Mother Guru. ‘Gurumati, that’s me he’s talking about,’ she said excitedly, flattered that her fame had spread far and wide.


‘Oh no, not today. Our honoured guest has a lot to do tomorrow and he will be going soon.’


‘But please Mother, don’t let me go away unfulfilled. Your reputation, my happiness, so much depends on me seeing this Lakshmi dance.’


And so, much against the Mother’s instincts, she allowed Lakshmi to go away and dress up for her dance to the film hit ‘Mera dil pyar hai’. They dimmed the lights, put on the record and Lakshmi emerged in her gold and vermillion finery to dance for the Gonda Gunda.


No dance teacher or acting school would have prepared her this well. Every part of her body moved in time to the rhythm of the music as she moved closer to him and whirled her arms in a mock embrace. The politician gaped in awe. He had never seen anything like this before from someone so young. In his drunken state he kept reaching out, trying to touch her or grab her, but Lakshmi skilfully evaded his hands, like a snake-catcher who dodges the poisonous fangs of the swaying cobra at the last moment.


The music came to an end and the man arose, stumbling on his feet. ‘I want her, now.’


‘She is not available, not to you, not to anyone.’


‘Do you know who I am?’


‘You could be Gandhiji for all I care.’


‘I could have you shut down in less than an hour.’


‘Don’t even try. Bigger dicks than you have failed.’


He was a huge man, tall and well fed. He grabbed the whiskey bottle, by now nearly empty, smashed it on the end of a table and lunged forward towards the Mother who had been reclining on one of the cushions smoking her evening hookah. The bottle slashed her face and she cried out in pain. The force of his attack unbalanced him and he fell to the ground.


Lakshmi, who had seen the event unfold in slow motion, sprung to the Mother’s defence. Years of dancing had made her nimble, muscular and very strong. The jagged bottle had fallen out of the Minister’s hands as he tried to get up. Lakshmi saw her chance and took the bottle from the floor, driving it as hard as she could into the man’s neck just as he was raising himself off the ground. She was quick, precise and lethal. He reeled, fell and immediately blood spurted out from the thick carotid artery on the side of his neck, soaking into the crimson Kashmiri carpet.


‘Now he’s going to die on our hands,’ shouted the Mother as she got on her knees and clasped her hands on the Minister’s neck in an attempt to halt the rapid loss of blood. ‘Lakshmi, pack your things and run, jaldi. The police will be looking for you. Someone run and get Doctor Tiwari.’


Lakshmi went on the run posing as a fakir, travelling by night on foot and collecting alms by day, evading the police that had been on the look out for her in every brothel and Hijira community in the district. And she kept on running for many years until she decided she must make her life elsewhere.




Joan’s flight


Joan D’Silva was leaving Calcutta too. Fleeing the Maoist Gundas that had made her live in constant fear. Suspicious, untrusting eyes seemed to be everywhere at Howrah station. It was busy as usual, thousands of people were being disgorged from trains arriving from far-flung places such as Delhi and Amritsar and were being met and greeted by families and loved ones. There were lots of people touching the feet of elders, namastes, a few hugs amongst men and some handshakes. Red tunic coolies haggled with travellers over their payments for carrying oversized luggage, contributing to the noise that filled the dark coal-smoke air of the cavernous station.


Joan hired a coolie to carry her bags and they were soon part of the heaving throng heading towards the booking office. Most ordinary people queued for hours to get a ticket, weeks before their departure date. The rich merely sent their peons.


She wore one of the few dresses she had packed, navy blue and long-sleeved with a pleated skirt and white piping around the collars. She looked the height of sophistication and well suited to the best class of passenger on a BOAC flight; but together with her eleven-year-old son Errol in his grey short trousers and jacket they looked like actors who had wandered off a film set. This was definitely not what Joan had intended for a low-key getaway.


She saw in every person that stared at her a potential informant who would scurry away to report her whereabouts to a hit man, a torturer or abductor. She avoided eye contact and did not engage in conversation. And yet this is what she had chosen, to stay in India rather than flee to the safety of London. The stories of the cold unfriendly people in an alien land had got the better of her. Instead they would go to the railway colony at Lucknow, to stay with her late husband’s brother and his wife.


A man in a striped shirt and dhoti wearing cheap plastic sunglasses and chewing a mouthful of betel nut came and spoke to her. ‘Madam, where will you be wanting a ticket to?’ he said.


Joan gave the man a blank stare and replied with a firm, ‘No thank you.’


He persisted. ‘All tickets booked many weeks madam. I can help you. Small baksheesh only. Where do you go?’


The queue hadn’t moved an inch and showed no sign of doing so. She had begun to perspire in the morning sun. Her face was moist with sweat and her dark navy blue dress baked in the rays of the sun. She wiped her face with her handkerchief soaked in Eau-de-cologne but the relief was short lived.


‘Ma, when are we going to get on the train, Ma? I’m getting tired,’ groaned Errol.


‘Beta take your blazer off, you’ll feel much better.’


Joan mulled over the idea of using the ticket tout. Sensing that he was about to succeed with his offer, he asked for a third time, ‘Please say where would you be going? I’m helping you.’


‘Lucknow,’ she murmured.


‘Yes madam! Please be giving me two minutes,’ said the betel nut chewer as he scuttled off into the crowd.


A few minutes passed. There were mutterings of discontent from the queue. One particularly vocal man was railing against the Congress government, saying that the state of the railways was entirely their fault. He seemed to be getting nods of approval from the fellow sufferers. Still nothing moved and they all gave up complaining when a boy came around selling peanuts in small open bags made of newspaper. Soon the queue was busying itself shelling peanuts. Errol longed to do the same but Joan felt it was unbecoming for a memsahib.


‘But Ma I’m hungry, Ma,’ pestered Errol.


Then the betel chewing man returned with a sense of urgency, looking like he might have some news for Joan. He cupped his hands around his mouth and said quietly to her, ‘Two tickets available madam on Janta Express at one o’clock.’


Joan maintained her calm, blank expression as though she was unimpressed by the offer. She pulled out her handkerchief and wiped her brow. The crackling sound of the peanut-shelling brigade in front of her got louder and she could see the chances of getting out of Calcutta were receding fast.


‘How much baksheesh?’


‘Only fifty madam, total price rupees two hundred second class,’ he said again softly and smoothly but enough for Joan to hear.


She hesitated, twisting her face as if displeased with the offer. The man held his ground.


‘Only fifty, very good second class.’


Her instinct for escaping to safety told her to follow up the offer but her experience of dealing with touts held her back. This one looked and sounded like all the others she had been swindled by; she recalled when a man by the House Full sign at the Regal cinema sold her tickets at twice the price when the auditorium was nearly empty or the fellow that sold her fake tickets for Holiday on Ice.


‘Madam, good price. Come with me and we get tickets now.’


She gestured to the coolie to follow her; his expression showed that he had seen it all before as he hoisted a bag on his head and carried another on his shoulder. The people in the queue began muttering again about corruption and the government but those behind Joan seemed pleased that they were at least able to move a step forward. Together they walked to a place around the back of the ticket hall where the betel nut chewing man knocked on a door and a babu answered, ushering Joan inside. Errol was none too pleased about being left outside and decided to put on his brave face, sitting on one of their bags.


A few minutes later Joan reappeared and instructed the coolie to follow her to platform twelve leading Errol by the hand, a practise that he had come to hate. Betel man hurried off to find his babu, no doubt to extract his commission for the transaction, and Joan was left doubting the wisdom of what she had just done with little more than a few hundred rupees left in her purse, barely enough for a couple of nights in a cheap hotel.





The 14.27 Janta Express to Lucknow arrived from the sidings ready to pick up its passengers, who by now were spilling over the sides of the platform. Joan stood in the vicinity of where the second-class coach was reputed to be. This was the time when those travelling without reserved seats would jump through the windows of the moving train in an effort to secure a seat or a bench for their family. Travelling by second class, Joan and Errol needed only to find their compartment as their seating was assured.


The platform had now erupted in pandemonium, with people shouting out instructions and crowds jostling to squeeze through the doors of the carriages and shove through their huge bags and tin boxes which seemed to be such an important part of railway travel. Errol thought a fight might break out but soon the chaos seemed to abate and an uneasy order returned to the platform with vendors resuming their sales of snacks, tea, newspapers and magazines.


‘Ma, can I have a comic for the journey. I love those war comics!’ Errol pleaded.


‘No time now darling, there’s the train.’


She’d seen their carriage, with the distinctive Ladies Only sign, and was soon pulling Errol by the hand through the crowd to ensure that he stayed with her. The coolie followed a few yards behind, Joan looking back to check her bag was safe on top of the man’s head.


Joan used her elbows to carve out a path to their carriage, and they were soon established in compartment 21-24 with her bags packed under the seat and in the luggage racks. The shared carriage’s green Rexine seats, which exuded the smell of disinfectant, doubled as four bunk beds by night.


There was a passenger in there already, stretched out occupying one side of the railway carriage. Errol knew immediately there was something suspicious about her. Her shoulders were too broad; she was too muscular. He looked again and again until his mother reminded him that it was rude to stare at people.


Joan’s previous encounters with hijiras had been in the street or the market where they were invariably caught up in some argument with traders over money. She remembered one of their kind lifting up the skirts of her sari to expose her private parts to some shocked customers at a chai shop all because the shopkeeper wouldn’t part with a few rupees in exchange for a song and dance routine. Once on the Number 54 bus on the way back home an irate traveller had given up his seat to a woman only to discover she was a hijira and demanded his seat back. The abusive exchange which followed had turned the air a darker shade of blue.


Joan had never had the opportunity of meeting or speaking to a hijira before so she smiled to acknowledge her travel companion and her greeting was returned with a faint smile and a shake of the head.


With about ten minutes to go before departure, two elderly women appeared with their coolie and attempted to stack their bags in the now crowded luggage racks. No one said a word as they tried to pack themselves in. Such was the tolerance of railway travellers that they put up with the most unspeakable overcrowding in compartments. One assumed that if the authorities allowed it then good luck to the person trying to break the rules.


They both wore 24-carat gold nose rings and a liberal display of jewellery indicating that they came from well-heeled families. ‘These are our seats,’ said the woman in a red sari, pointing to where Joan and Errol were seated and holding out a slip of paper.


‘Oh!’ is all Joan could say as she moved over to accommodate the two newcomers. And the crowded compartment fell silent again as the five passengers huddled together in the same compartment with their oversized luggage. Each one suspected that the other was occupying the seats illegally and by the look of disdain on their faces, the newcomers appeared to be not at all happy with the hijira in their compartment. They were socially regarded as bottom of the caste pile and these women wouldn’t be seen dead sharing sleeping accommodation with these outcasts.


Perhaps, Joan thought, the betel man and the babu had conspired to take her two hundred rupees for a fake ticket, and she and Errol would be evicted when the ticket collector arrived to check that all was in order. She cursed herself for deciding to deal with the tout. Here she was seconds from being left abandoned on a Howrah platform at the mercy of the people she was trying to escape from.


Trying to lighten the atmosphere of brooding discontent, Joan reached into her handbag to pull out a bag of sugar-coated jujups which she had reserved for later in the journey. Under Errol’s longing gaze, she offered the sweets to the hijira. She looked hesitantly at the bag, unsure if she should accept, then smiled and took two.


Joan turned around to the other women. The red sari woman shook her head. Having seen that a hijira had just dipped into the bag she was not tempted to accept. Then Joan took one for herself and Errol and said, ‘Please take, they’re very good for the train journey.’ Maybe the temptation of the sweets overcame the woman’s repugnance of the hijira but she looked at her companion and then they took one each. In seconds all five occupants were loudly chewing their jujups and Joan sat back, pleased with her attempts at social cohesion.


But peace and harmony were short-lived. An official dressed in a white starched shirt and trousers, a clipboard and a handheld ticket clipper looked inside the crowded compartment and in seconds knew he had some work to do.


‘Tickets please!’ he proclaimed in an officious tone. Joan handed him her tickets which he examined carefully, taking his time with running down the list of names, and she was surprised to see that he ticked her and Errol off his list. He did the same for the two women. ‘But I have no reservations here for this person,’ he said with some disgust, gesturing to the hijira.


‘Chullo,’ said the official to the hijira, indicating to her that she should leave the carriage. She didn’t move a muscle. The collector called a coolie and instructed him to take the luggage off the train. The hijira yelled a curse which stopped the coolie momentarily. If he even touched her luggage his entire family would be struck with cholera. The curse of a hijira was regarded as a serious threat by many Indians and the coolie was not prepared to let his already miserable life get any worse. The locomotive blew its loud, deep throaty whistle as a warning that it was about to move and the official called out to another colleague, probably more immune to superstition, to help him with the eviction.


Most people’s instincts for self-preservation would have kept them silent at this point. But Joan could not let an injustice be carried out without intervening. She knew that the hijira was no more a legitimate traveller than herself having bribed to get onto the passenger list. ‘Inspectorjee,’ she shouted, ‘please leave this person alone, I don’t mind sharing my berth with her. Why should we risk the possibility of her curse derailing this train or something equally terrible? I’m sure you would not want an administrative error to make us all suffer, hah?’


The two other women in the compartment seemed to agree by signalling their acknowledgement with an upward shake of their heads. They too were well aware of the curse of the hijira and had all been told stories of people who had met some dreadful fate after being cursed.


The inspector looked at the hijira for one last time. The train was beginning to move and he would have to either stop the train or give up his crusade. He opted for the latter.





It had been a tiring day for Joan and Errol and when night came they both fell into a deep sleep. They didn’t hear either of the women snore in unison or the constant squeal of a defective wheel-bearing beneath their compartment. Joan dreamt that she was at a huge feast where people had gathered to celebrate an event and the people there seemed vaguely familiar. Suddenly people began to collapse from the tables and appeared to be dying. Joan was one of the few people who watched in horror as people convulsed in pain and she stood by helpless. Someone shouted ‘Poison, it was the poison.’ She tried to pick up one old man who lay lifeless in her arms.


She found herself being shaken by her son and awoke in a deep sweat. ‘Ma, you were making funny noises,’ said Errol, who had been listening to his mother talk in her sleep.


‘Oh, just a dream Errol. Now let’s get back to sleep.’


Soon Errol was sound asleep again. But the fear and the reality of what she had just been through kept Joan awake, staring at the blue nightlight until dawn. Dreams meant a lot to Joan. She had dreamt of her husband the night he perished in the 1955 Pathankot train crash, and the day before her son’s abductors had freed him she had dreamt of his release.


Joan knew this was no ordinary dream.




The smell of Lucknow


Calcutta smelled of caramelised sugar and boiling milk, Bombay smelled of rotting fish, but Lucknow’s was the sweetest, most sophisticated, most alluring smell of sandalwood. It wafted around the rickshaw, the station and even the humblest coolie carrying her bags.


The perfume immediately made Joan feel safe, secure and pleased with herself that she had managed to fly the city of Gundas. Now, she felt safer in the city of the Nawabs, where she could sleep at night without fearing for her life.


A bank of cycle rickshaw wallahs greeted her at the steps of the station, keen to transport a memsahib to the railway colony. They rang their cycle bells; each one louder than the other to attract her attention and Errol was drawn to the one that had a battery-operated horn, which sounded like a duck. ‘Look Ma, I had one of those on my bike.’ The rickshaw man sensing that Errol had picked him out of the crowd shouted out to him that his was a new rickshaw, the most comfortable in Lucknow. ‘Quack, quack,’ he beeped again and again; Joan beckoned to him and they were soon on their way.


Lucknow’s roads were wider, there was more space, there were trees and the pavements were cleaner. The Nawabs had indeed built themselves a garden city several hundred years earlier and you could still see the remnants of their lavish design on building facades and avenues of majestic banyan trees now being covered by crudely painted signs and hoardings. One, advertising Swami Naik and his Ashram of Universal Light, caught her attention. The Swami was at the centre, surrounded by light, with foreign faces gathered around him.


They left the busy station area behind them; here the road widened and there were freshly planted trees on the roadside, with brick surrounds to protect the fledging plants from the cows that had made the street their home.


Irene, Joan’s sister-in-law, was sitting on her veranda reading the morning papers when the rickshaw arrived at the gates of her bungalow. She yelped at the sight of Joan and Errol.


‘My God, is that you Joan?’


Errol was the first to jump off the rickshaw and give his aunt a hug.


‘You were the last people I expected to see this morning. What happened to London?’


‘I just couldn’t do it in the end Renee. How could I leave you all behind and go so far away? Remember you told me once they didn’t shower or bathe because it was so cold and that they used Max Factor to kill the smell.’ They laughed out loud and Joan felt good to be with the only people she could call on as close family. Her brother-in-law Gerry embraced her warmly.


‘Stay for as long as you like, Joanie,’ said Irene. ‘We need to get Errol back into a good school; I’ll have a word with Dougie Kellor at The Martinere. He’ll have Errol as a boarder I’m sure.’


‘Oh but isn’t that a Proddy school?’


‘Yes, but by far the best, that’s if you want Errol to do well.’


‘Thank you for being so sweet, you don’t know what a relief it is to be away, far from danger. I have to find myself some work to pay my way though. I don’t wish to be seen as a sponger.’


‘That’s nonsense Joan, I don’t want to hear such talk!’ But Joan knew she had to find employment, as she had no savings to speak of. Errol would need new clothes and then there would be some fees to pay at his new school and she couldn’t expect to live off the kindness of her sister-in-law for too long. Teaching was the only job she had done after her husband died. She’d left school at sixteen and learned to type and take shorthand but it was in the classroom where she came alive, those bright young hopeful eyes absorbing every word and she enjoying every second of them. But for now she was content to spend a few days contemplating her future.





Sunday Mass at the Cathedral was packed, with the faithful brimming out of every pew. Latecomers were not welcomed either by the congregation or the clergy and those who arrived after the first reading stood outside the church hoping not to be noticed by their ever-vigilant parish priest, Father Rosario. The Spanish priest had served them for ten years and would soon be departing for Bombay where he had been promised a bigger role in the church, or as he told Irene, ‘I’ve been kicked upstairs to get closer to God.’ Nothing pleased this pastor more than to see a packed church; divine reward he believed for all his prayers and hard work.


Anglo-Indians, who made up about half his congregation, had fallen on hard times after Independence and Father Rosario was forever helping them out financially with a few rupees here and there. His generosity also extended to passing them tins of American Aid buttermilk and bags of rice which arrived every month for the poor of the parish, donated by the Catholic charities in the United States and intended for the impoverished slums and famine-stricken villages of rural India. But Father Rosario believed in charity starting with his own fading flock and they had returned the favour by making sure the church was never empty at eight o’clock on a Sunday morning.


The priest looked after the wellbeing of his parishioners and rigorously applied the rules set out by the Vatican. While the newly elected Pope John was liberalising the previously strict interpretations of the liturgy, Father Rosario stuck fast to the old rules of conduct and behaviour and enforced them uncompromisingly. Oddly, this dose of tough love gained him respect and admiration and a steady trickle of converts took their baptismal vows every fortnight.


Joan’s mother had brought her up as a Catholic, although her father never cared much about religion. When Joan’s mother died, her father remarried within a year and the eight-year-old Joan was rejected by her new stepmother and sent to live with her aunt. Her aunt despatched the young Joan to board with the Loreto nuns in Lucknow. The convent where she was educated continued to keep her within the faith and she was once even tempted to become a ‘bride of Christ’ until she found out that the long hours in prayer as a teenager were not for her.


Father Rosario’s sermon this Sunday was about people who made up their own religion as if they were God. ‘The Holy Catholic Church has laid down a clear set of actions it expects you to follow. If we want to be members of God’s chosen faith, the only true faith, then you must abide by its rules. You can’t say I’ll take a bit of that and that and not that; I’ll divorce my wife but come to church every Sunday or I’ll send my son to a Protestant school and take Holy Communion. You can’t play God and that is that.’


The congregation sat listening attentively, each one with a prickly conscience for having at some stage broken the prescribed code, aggressively monitored and enforced by Father Rosario. The father of a family of six children in the third row moved in his seat nervously and looked at the tired, sunken eyes of his wife who could not bear the thought of more. The intermittent churchgoers looked at the floor and Father Rosario straight at them.


Joan listened and wished the priest would move on to his next position in Bombay speedily, allowing a more modernising successor to take his place. She was dressed in a white sleeveless dress and patent leather shoes, with a lace headscarf covering most of her face. Women of her generation were shedding the once-obligatory head covering while attending mass but Joan used it selectively depending upon whether she wished to draw a curtain around herself or dispense with the veil and let the world see her. Today she wanted to create a little mystery around Mrs Joan D’Silva, so when she sat in the front pew with her in-laws she kept the veil on.





After mass it was usual for the congregation to gather outside the church to catch up on the gossip before dispersing for their Sunday lunches. The talk these days was usually about how terrible things had become, how they just had to get out, and who was leaving for one of the English-speaking dominions of the old British Empire.


Mrs Braithwaite was saying, ‘We’re done in Lucknow now and in this country. We’re getting our papers together any day. We’ve heard from my sister who lives in a place called Brighton. She says it’s very nice by the sea.’


‘Oh, Mrs Braithwaite, we’ll miss you. Won’t you miss the sun and your friends at the club?’ asked someone.


‘My dear there’re very few of us left now, and getting fewer every day. My hubby had a bit of a scare the other day with his ticker and that’s been a message to me from the Almighty that it’s time to get out now. There’s nothing left for us anymore and I’ve got a few more years to live, so I’d rather spend it with my near and dear.’


Overhearing the conversation, Irene said to Joan, ‘and you decided to stay on with us my dear and brave it out. Good for you. Now let me introduce you to Mr Ed Storey,’ she said, pushing her way towards a man who was talking to Father Rosario with one eye on Joan. He stopped mid-sentence when he saw her coming towards him. Dressed in a white linen jacket and grey gabardine trousers, he looked by far the best-dressed man in the little gathering. Parishioners had once worn their best clothes for Sunday but now sadly had resorted to wearing the contents of their dhobi’s basket. The noisy congregation still funnelled out of church into the bright hot morning sun.


‘This is Ed Storey,’ said Irene, ‘manager of the local Apna factory. Ed, this is my sister-in-law Joan D’Silva.’


‘Ed, good to meet you.’ She shook his hand.


She categorised men’s handshakes into two groups; those that were weak and effeminate, were uninterested in women and probably lacked libido and those that were firm, workman’s hands which made a woman want to know them more. When Joan felt the strong hand that Storey extended, with the rough calluses on his upper palm and the way he looked directly into her eyes, she was intrigued.


‘I don’t believe I have had the pleasure, Mrs D’Silva. But then you don’t live here in Lucknow do you? I’m sure I couldn’t have forgotten you.’


‘I’ve recently arrived from Calcutta. My sister is putting me up at the railway colony.’


‘You must ask your sister to bring you over for a bit of cha to Gorabad, hah?’


‘I will enjoy that,’ said Joan. She looked at Irene who smiled shyly, delighted that the two had hit it off so well.


‘Why don’t you come and join us for a bit of khana now? There’s only the four of us and you’d be most welcome,’ said Irene.


‘Oh, I couldn’t barge into your family lunch just like that!’


‘No please do,’ insisted Gerry who had caught up with the group, having been cornered by someone who was looking for a job for their son on the railways.


‘Oh very well, I’d be pleased to accept on one condition.’ They paused. ‘That we stop on the way for some jalabees. I can’t come to lunch empty handed.’


‘Arey, not jalabees! You know once I start eating them I can’t stop.’


‘The best in the U.P.’


Errol had wandered off to examine Storey’s car, a white Ambassador, the only one parked by the church steps. Ed signalled to his chauffeur and soon the group were pouring into the roomy automobile. Superbly upholstered seats, smelling of ageing, cracked leather, sank to accommodate their weight. Two large continuous seats, front and back, meant that Errol didn’t have to sit on Joan’s lap to make space for the other adults. The car purred out of the church gates with its six occupants, provoking envy amongst those left behind to get home in their tongas or cycle rickshaws, and then kept them in a heavenly cushion of comfort as it traversed the potted roads of Alambagh.








The Sunday khana was always held at midday at the Shaw household. Fasting before communion was obligatory, leaving the churchgoers ravenous by the time they got back home at midday. The smell of ball curry and onions frying in ghee wafted through the gardens as they walked down the drive.


They walked on to the veranda to sit at a table under a whirring punka, which the khansamin had laid out for their Sunday feast. Irene hurried to the kitchen to taste the gravy and give it her approval, and to check the pillau rice to make sure it was free of sticky clumps, a common mistake which made Gerry very grumpy. They helped themselves to the rice and Irene dished out four meat balls for each of the diners with lashings of dark red curry to soak into the saffron pillau. The mix of red, yellow, green and the glistening gravy created a mouthwatering spectacle.


Talk was minimal in the first minutes of the meal with only the clatter of spoons and forks on the plates, punctuated by the screeching of parakeets in the trees outside.


‘So how are things at the factory these days?’ asked Gerry eventually, taking a sip of sweet watered-down lime juice.


‘We’re not having the best of times. I’m afraid law and order is going down the commode. No one is afraid of authority and they’ve all got their hands in the till. It’s a good target, you know? A brand-new factory, built by foreigners.’


‘I’ve heard that Gonda chappie is back in town trying to run as an MLA in the next election. Now tell me what is the country coming to when criminals get to be members of the legislature.’


‘I really don’t blame those of us who are getting their papers together and buggering off to Blighty or wherever.’


‘Surely you’re not thinking of leaving us?’ asked Joan.


‘Not yet but I’ve got these head office wallahs breathing down my neck once too often. Sometimes I do feel like sticking this factory in their faces and asking them to get on with it.’


Lunch and conversation then gave way to Canasta whilst the party sipped iced mango fool and licked generous dollops of pistachio kulfi from an ice pail. The rich creamy buffalo milk mixture, sweetened and flavoured with ground pistachio nuts, cardamom and rose water, was the perfect antidote to the pungency of the spices in the earlier course.


Lucknow had been hit by an unusually early heatwave and the loo, a cruelly hot wind, had begun to blow, defying anyone to wander out of the shade between midday and late afternoon. Joan, who was used to the more temperate climate of Bengal, hated the biting heat of the U.P. Gerry and Irene retired for their afternoon nap, leaving Joan and Ed Storey to keep each other company for the rest of the afternoon.


Meanwhile, the driver had become Errol’s best friend as he showed him the inner workings of the car and took him for a drive around the railway colony, which thrilled the young boy. The driver explained how the gears were used in conjunction with the throttle to make the car go faster or slower. Errol was quickly becoming a convert from trains to automobiles.


Storey was less formal once he was alone with Joan and seemed keen to know more about her.


‘So what brings you to Lucknow?’ Ed asked. He was lighter in complexion than Joan, with a craggy face, handsome despite some wrinkles. He had an air of unfailing confidence which made Joan wonder if he had ever been a military man.


‘It’s a long story. I had to get away from Cal. There were some people I upset. Maoists. The Workers’ Revolutionary Movement.’


‘How does a teacher get caught up with Maoists?’


‘It’s a long story. You really wouldn’t want to know. But just when I thought I’d got away from one set of problems I seem to have become saddled with another set.’


‘Tell me more.’


‘Ed, do you believe in dreams?’


‘That we have them yes, but as anything more meaningful? No.’


‘Oh well, you won’t be interested in my dream then.’


‘Go on. I didn’t mean to sound negative.’


‘I’ve just dreamt of people dying at a feast from some horrible poison. I’ve had dreams before which have come true. I feel I need to stop it but don’t know how. It could be happening anywhere.’


‘Look Joan, just think of the dreams you’ve had which never came true. Really honestly. If you were to follow up every dream you’d never get to sleep.’


‘But this was just so real.’


‘Get your mind off it. Tell you what, come shooting with me, that’s one way of keeping trouble at bay,’ suggested Storey.


‘I wouldn’t know one end of a gun from the other!’


‘Oh, it’s easy, just hold the wooden end, point with the other and squeeze the trigger. You’d be a fine shot. I’ll be going to the jheel next week, why don’t you come along with me?’


‘But I’ve never…’


‘Go on Joan, we could make fowl curry. It’s beautiful there by the water at sunset with hundreds of gorgeous birds.’


‘Oh, OK then. I’ll give it a try. Thanks,’ she said, knowing that it would make her in-laws very happy if she went out with Storey.


Joan tried to turn the conversation around to Storey, to extract a little more from his impervious exterior but he politely sidestepped her questions, giving little away. Gerry and Irene arose from their afternoon slumber and were pleased to see Storey and Joan still together. As dusk began its final hour of descent into darkness Ed called for his driver to take him back home, much to the disappointment of Errol who had begun to call the car his own.





‘I think that man has an eye for you,’ said Irene.


‘Go on, don’t talk rubbish, he’s just very lonely,’ said Joan.


‘Joan, you don’t mind me asking but is there any other man in your life?’


‘No; nothing I’d call deep and meaningful. There was this guy, a teacher at Don Bosco’s who I spent time with and he was very good to me, but it didn’t lead to much; there was no khutai in him. You know us girls need a man with a bit of khutai to get us going.’


‘Too damn right Joanie, that’s what I’m going to tell my Gerry, he needs a bit more khutai even at his age.’ She laughed loudly and Joan couldn’t help but smile back at her.


‘Well,’ said Irene, ‘We’ll have to find you a man with a bit of that khutai while you’re with us.’




Ransom note


Back in 1961, while Lucknow housewives kept up a constant supply of parathas, puris and samosas for their families, putting pounds around their middles, bestowing protruding bellies on their sedentary husbands and chubby cheeks on their children, the keystone of their culinary achievement was a dazzling yellow can. Apna.


At the factory managed by Ed Storey, thousands of cans rolled off the production line every day, feeding the rapacious appetites of India’s burgeoning middle class. Apna was a cheap alternative to ghee. While ghee was made from butter and not within the reach of most ordinary people, Apna was a hydrogenated palm oil cooking fat that was far more affordable. Its characteristic yellow tins printed with palm trees were to be found everywhere, in grocers and in the kitchens of both rich and poor up and down the country. When empty, they were recycled and used to make all manner of cooking utensils, stoves or even tin toys. Apna was probably the biggest, most recognisable and trusted brand in India.


The Lucknow factory, built with foreign money, made an obvious target for the social jackals who believed that it was fair game to take a bite out of those who were extremely wealthy. But it was still a shock when a ransom note arrived at the factory one Monday morning, typed in crimson red on a page torn out from an exercise book:


Your company is the product of destructive capitalism. We the Workers’ Revolutionary Movement aim to deduct a levelling tax for the poor of the sum of Rs 20 Lakhs. You have 10 days to find the money. Please await your deposit instructions. Ignore this and the consequences for your company will be disastrous.


Civic unrest was spreading through India. In a year’s time the country would be caught in the grip of the third election in its short history as an independent democracy. Nehru would be taking his dominant Congress party to the polls, hoping that he would again win a landslide vote of confidence from citizens up and down the country. His message of a secularist long-term socialist agenda was beginning to gather opponents and as India, still reeling with the after-effects of partition, inched its way forward towards modernisation, longing to take its place on the world stage, a new generation were being fired with very different ideas. Maoists inspired by the Chinese revolution were firebombing and terrorising rural landowners. Dacoits too had been getting braver by the day, raiding rich landlords, relieving them of their money at gunpoint, then killing the entire family. Abductions for ransom were becoming commonplace in the rural hinterland and the wealthiest merchants were employing armed bodyguards to keep their abductors at bay. But never had anyone attempted corporate extortion on this scale.
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