

[image: Illustration]




[image: illustration]




[image: illustration]





An Unexpected Gift


After a long, fruitless exchange over the malfunctioning intercom, the door was finally opened by a tall, formidable woman in her 70s who settled the confusion once and for all. “I am Colonel Julian Krishnaswami,” she announced to the young man on the doorstep. He was taken aback by her height—almost six feet, her mannish tweed suit, and the impressive mass of fine grey hair that she had pinned with a pearled barrette into a towering updo that vaguely resembled a crown.


“I expect you’re surprised to find that I’m neither a man, nor an Indian,” the colonel added, as she led the visitor up the stairs and into her flat. “Julian was my father’s idea. He was very progressive for his era and didn’t want people making assumptions about me because of my sex. I owe my unusual surname to my late husband.” The colonel opened the curtain in the spare bedroom with a brisk action, banishing the shadows and disturbing the thick layer of dust on the counterpane. In the light that fell upon the visitor’s face, the colonel examined him closely for the first time. Her beady blue eyes followed the line of the white headphone cable from his tablet computer to the single bud inserted in his left ear and noted the hollow wooden plugs in each of his lobes.


“May I?” The colonel reached out and touched one, feeling the ebony hoop between her thumb and forefinger. “Fascinating,” she murmured. “Many years ago, I wrote a monograph on ear-stretching among the Maasai. It was the first anthropological paper I ever published. A very poor piece of scholarship, but a turning point for me. Without it, my work on the Lele Pangolin cult would never have received funding. I was privileged to discover the most astonishing parallels between the Lele rites and passages of the Old Testament. Leviticus in particular.”


The look of incomprehension on the face of her visitor snapped the colonel out of her recollections.


“I’m wittering, aren’t I? One of the vices of age. I apologize. Have you had the opportunity to visit what we used to call the Belgian Congo, Mr…?”


“My name is Joby, Joby Maclagan, and I haven’t. But I’ll definitely add it to my bucket list.”


“Joby,” repeated the colonel, like someone conscientiously acquiring the unfamiliar phonemes of a new language. “You must forgive my garrulousness. I’m sure it’s worse since Rajiv died. Now, I’ll see to it that the room is professionally cleaned if you decide to move in. It’s a little unloved at the moment, but the location is wonderful. If you look over there, you can just see the rotunda of the British Museum.”
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