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About the Book

Calcutta, the 1940s. In a ramshackle house, streets away from the grand colonial mansions of the British, live Maisy, her Mam and their ayah, Pushpa. 


Whiskey-fuelled and poverty-stricken, Mam entertains officers in the night – a disgrace to British India. All hopes are on beautiful Maisy to restore their good fortune.


But Maisy’s more at home in the city’s forbidden alleyways, eating bazaar food and speaking Bengali with Pushpa, than dancing in glittering ballrooms with potential husbands.


Then one day Maisy’s tutor falls ill. His son stands in. Poetic, handsome and ambitious for an independent India, Sunil Banerjee promises Maisy the world.


So begins a love affair that will cast her future, for better and for worse. Just as the Second World War strikes and the empire begins to crumble …


This is the other side of British India. A dizzying, scandalous, dangerous world, where race, class and gender divide and rule.




For my father, Peter John Brown

   

Chapter One


Maisy


IN 1934 AN earthquake tore an eight-foot-long gash in the wall of our flat, and a lump of masonry landed on Pushpa’s head during the final tremors. Mam said the injury made our ayah simpler and slower. I doubt Mam was right about Pushpa, but I do know India’s great disaster marked a divide in my life just as surely as it ripped a hole in the wall and put an end to the policeman’s shouting. Pushpa leaned round the door to the living room in the moments before the quake began, watching a gangly British inspector speak to Mam. I peeped from behind Pushpa, mesmerised by the way the man’s neatly clipped ginger moustache bristled with annoyance and excitement.


He coughed and cleared his throat. ‘Mrs Brooks, you are well aware that it’s unacceptable for British women to engage in immoral trade in India.’


Two young European constables flanked him. One smirked, the other stood rigidly to attention, his mouth wide open.


Mam threw back her head and laughed. ‘What’s wrong with having a few chota pegs with old friends? Everyone likes a little drink.’


The red beaded curtains dividing the living room from the veranda swayed, and I glanced away from the inspector as they began to dance and jump.


‘Mrs Brooks,’ the man continued, unaware of the rattling curtains, ‘we’ve good reason to believe you are a prostitute and that you carry out your activities in this flat. Brothels may be legal in Calcutta, but only Indians and a few women from other nations work in them. We cannot tolerate British women in the same business. As I told you some weeks ago, our women must be beyond reproach.’


‘Where’s this gossip from?’ Mam said, hands on her hips.


‘Your neighbours.’


‘You mean that toffee-nosed cow downstairs.’


The slack-jawed constable snapped his mouth shut and gazed past Mam, transfixed by the empty tea cups chattering on their saucers.


‘We’ve heard a similar story from a number of residents in this mansion block,’ the inspector said.


His loud, cold voice overlay a distant rumble, like a deep, angry growl, and as the two sounds merged together I thought I’d wet myself in fright. I crossed my legs and clung to the back of Pushpa’s sari, panicking because I was certain no one should wee themselves when they were eight years old, even if the floor was vibrating under their feet.


‘They claim a stream of men visit you,’ he went on, loving the sound of his own arrogant voice and oblivious to the shouts of alarm in the street. ‘Your daughter no longer attends school and is known to run wild in the city. And, we’re told, you are permanently inebriated.’


If he meant she was drunk, he was right. Mam had gimlets with lunch, several ‘special tiffins’ in the afternoon, and we lost count of the number of large whiskies, called burra pegs, in the evening. She slept so heavily through the mornings that I couldn’t shake her awake.


‘You can’t prove it.’


‘Madam, you are a disgrace. It’s outrageous that you conduct yourself in this manner in the heart of white town. Having said that, we are mindful of the embarrassment a scandal would cause, and so you and your daughter will be deported home along with the other undesirable characters who wash up on these shores.’


I didn’t know what he meant by ‘home’. Maybe he meant the Kalimpong home for abandoned European children where Mam warned I would be imprisoned by the Salvation Army’s child-catchers if I strayed too far from the flat. Or perhaps he meant the home Father used to talk about: England, the wonderful place where King George lived and where the streets were always clean. I didn’t want to go there, king or no king, because Queen Alexandra Mansions was my home and I’d never been outside Calcutta.


Although I wanted to stay, the flat seemed to be doing its best to get rid of us. The pedestal fan swayed and crashed on to the rug; Mam’s bottles slid left and right on the sideboard before toppling to the floor with a crash. The whole mansion block shifted up and down and, with a groan followed by a crunch, a gap opened in the wall and then closed, leaving a crack that I could have pushed my arm through if I’d dared to try.


‘Evacuate the building!’ the inspector thundered.


Pushed and jostled by other frantic residents, we scrambled down the stairwell, a fine powder falling on us from the ceilings. In the street we pressed ourselves against the building, Mam glaring at the woman who’d snitched on us and who was panting in terror, her eyes shut so tight it turned the lines around them into deep folds. Mam muttered that she was a bitch and she hoped a brick would land on her head.


No bricks fell, only a bit of masonry that glanced off Pushpa, grazing her temple and the top of her ear. A thin line of blood trickled along her jawline.


‘It’s an omen,’ she cried. ‘What tragedies lie ahead of us?’


‘Shut up, Pushpa,’ Mam shouted. ‘I have this in hand.’


The earth steadied itself, my knickers were surprisingly still dry, and Mam, covered in a thick layer of white dust, smiled at the policeman.


Next afternoon, Mam went to the police headquarters on Lal Bazar Street in her bias-cut, turquoise satin dress and came back two hours later looking surprisingly cheery. She winked at us, and Pushpa’s stricken expression vanished in an instant. The policeman with the bristly, orange moustache called round that evening and spent a jolly time with Mam without once speaking in his stern voice. He enjoyed himself so much he was like a different man, and after all his hard work dealing with the effects of the earthquake he had to have a long lie-down in Mam’s room. When he left shortly before midnight, Mam poured herself an especially large burra peg.


‘Another job done well,’ she said. Wrapping herself in a silk négligé that was starting to fray around the hem, she stretched out her legs on the chintz sofa and lit a cigarette.


We left Queen Alexandra Mansions three days later. Our new address wasn’t on the other side of the world; it was on the edge of Dharmatala, a different part of the city. The furniture was piled on to a couple of carts, known as garries, and I spent the morning feeding the horses with bits of carrot while they stood placidly in the road, their wee creating a frothy yellow pond. Father’s teak writing desk, the beds, sofa, table and chairs, and most of the supplies from the storeroom, including all the tins of corned beef, were tied up with rope, Mam’s cheval mirror balancing precariously on top and draped with the Christmas decorations. I was sad to leave, but Mam insisted the flat was likely to be demolished and that we needed to make a fresh start in a place where nosy neighbours wouldn’t report us to the police.


The new home was part of an old house in an overcrowded street filled with other crumbling houses, bad smells and too many people. The wheels of the garry splashed through big puddles of brown water, the lane was strewn with empty coconut shells and the walls of the buildings were marked with dark red paan stains where natives had chewed and spat out betel nut. A toddy shop was tucked into an alley near the corner, and Mam said that was convenient; there’d be no more need to send the sweeper on long journeys to buy supplies.


‘What a perfect place,’ Mam said. ‘We’ll be set up nicely here.’


Our neighbours, most of whom were Eurasians, or what Mam called ‘half-halfs’ – half white, half brown – gathered to watch our belongings being unloaded. A little group of ragged Indian children looked on, too. A girl who was about the same age as me stared at my hair, golden-blonde like Mam’s and cut so it brushed my shoulders. Hers was shiny and black and reached all the way down her back in a tight plait. Even poor Indian girls had the most beautiful hair.


Mam said Father married her because of her hair; because she looked like a memsahib even if she didn’t talk like one.


‘He called me his English rose,’ she declared. ‘He said I was the loveliest girl to step off the boat.’ That part of the story was absolutely true; in the days before the drink crept up and stole her looks, no one was as pretty as Mam. I imagined her stepping daintily on to Outram Ghat in her best violet dress and jaunty little hat, a parasol in her hand. Only hours after disembarking, her beauty had stunned all Calcutta and she was swept into a heart-stopping romance with my adoring father.


Of course, that’s not the way it really happened. I pieced together the story from the rambling tales, sprinkled with odd words, which Mam told in a strange accent whenever she drowned her memories right the way through to the bottom of a bottle.


Mam arrived in the steam bath of Bengal in a third-class railway carriage surrounded by natives, bundles of clothes, a belligerent nanny goat, and several hens that roosted in the overhead luggage racks, their droppings sticking in the passengers’ hair. She journeyed across the whole of India on a hard, unforgiving bench in the cauldron of May, the sun threatening to buckle the tracks while inside the train the passengers baked, the upcountry men perspiring so profusely that Mam kept a handkerchief soaked in cologne over her nose. The ceiling fan had long ceased turning and the block of ice placed in a zinc bath in the middle of the carriage provided no relief. The ice melted quickly, the water slopping from side to side and spilling out of the bath with every turn and brake of the train. It ran over the floor, soaking Mam’s only decent pair of shoes, while the goat chewed a hole in her handbag.


Mam had worked in a rough pub near the docks in Bombay and her rail fare to Calcutta was paid by the owner of a disreputable hotel off Park Street. He promised her a position as a barmaid on a much better salary, for which she was obliged to pour burra pegs of whisky while fighting off the advances of the patrons. Being a white barmaid in India was a rotten job, she said, but it was better than being a skivvy at home; domestic service in England was no different from slavery.


Mam never did any cleaning in Calcutta; she said she’d cleared up enough shit, including her own. She grew up in Leeds and became a reluctant housemaid shortly after her twelfth birthday. When the Great War broke out she joined the Barnbow munitions factory, doing all the risky jobs and getting a big bonus in her pay packet for volunteering to handle the explosives and pack them into shells.


‘I worked day and night in nothing but my drawers and vest,’ she said. ‘The cordite turned my skin yellow, and thirty-five lasses were blown to kingdom come in an explosion in the room next to mine, but I swore, even when I was picking the bits of mashed flesh out of my hair, that I’d never go back to earning a ruddy pittance as a rich cow’s servant.’


At this point in her story she’d lift up the bottle, look surprised to see it was empty and say, ‘Who’s been golloping me drink?’ Then she’d weave her way to the sofa and search behind it for a fresh supply.


After the war, Mam tried working in a factory with her sister, Dolly, sewing ready-made clothes, and she did a spell in Schofields department store before she was sacked for being rude to a crotchety but esteemed patron. The job didn’t pay enough, Mam said, to put up with all the bleeding rubbish you had to face, day after day, from customers who acted like they’d got sticks up their arses.


Britain in 1918 presented Mam with another, even more pressing problem: a frustrating lack of men. There weren’t enough troops returning from the trenches to marry all the girls impatient for husbands and Mam had no intention of being a spinster; it wasn’t in her nature.


‘Only half the lads in our street came back,’ she said. ‘My brother Freddie had his head ripped open by a blinkin’ shell, and they never found Jack. He vanished into the mud somewhere near Ypres.’


Mam kept a picture of Jack in a jewellery box on her dressing table, and she’d get it out now and then, usually at the point when the whisky slurred her speech so much it would have been hard for me to understand what she was saying if I hadn’t heard it so many times before.


‘He was the most handsome man I ever set my eyes on.’ She’d gaze at the photograph of big, dark-haired Jack, a perfect young man in shades of sepia. I put my fingers in my ears to silence her next words because they embarrassed me and made me feel queasy. ‘We were courting for months and you wouldn’t believe what we did on his mam’s sofa before he went to war. He had the most beautiful body; strong and pure white. He might have been only twenty but he was all man.’


I don’t know how long she grieved for Jack and her brother, but Mam was nothing if not a fighter and so soon after the war she filled a trunk, used the money she’d saved from packing shells, and boarded a cargo boat to India, telling everyone at home that she was on her way to a better place, somewhere far away from chilly Britain, somewhere she could be in the sun for a while, where she wouldn’t have to slave all day for a stuck-up bitch. She was going to be a memsahib and have servants of her own. They laughed at her and said she was soft in the head and that she’d better tidy up her manners if she wanted to be posh.


Dolly scoffed. ‘Don’t be daft. Girls like us can’t pass ourselves off as ladies.’


‘You’ll get yerself into trouble, mark my words,’ her mam said. ‘You’ve got ideas above your station, young lady, and nowt good will come of it.’


‘She’ll be back here with her tail between her legs before the year’s out,’ her brother Bert said.


‘But I didn’t listen to them,’ Mam told me with glee. ‘I said, “Just you watch me. I’ll catch myself a rich husband, I’ll have servants to wait on me and I’ll never come back to a lousy dump like this.”’


Mam’s predictions were rarely correct: unlike her brother Freddie and the eternally young Jack, she did return to that street in Leeds. But for once she also proved her doubters wrong: after many false starts, she found a husband, and a servant, and her own place in the Indian sun.


I never had any contact with my family in England, not even a solitary birthday card, but I had a large family of sorts in India: I had lots of uncles, dozens of them, who visited in the evenings, each one on a different night. I rarely saw them when I was small because Pushpa dragged me out of the bedroom while Mam, dressed only in her underwear, was getting ready to meet them, deftly applying powder and scarlet lipstick, her Apple Blossom perfume filling the room with fragrance. During the hot weather, Pushpa settled me in my bed on the veranda and I lay listening to the clatter of carts and the tinkle of rickshaw bells. A cooling evening breeze sprang up and I grew drowsy watching the gentle sway of the tatties. The mosquitoes droned, flying cockroaches whirred past, and on good nights Mam’s muffled laughter lulled me to sleep. Sometimes, I’d hear other less comforting noises, perhaps a strange cry from one of the uncles or an animal-like grunting that I felt, deep in the pit of my stomach, was something bad and dangerous. On those nights I buried my head under the pillow and screwed up my eyes as if it would help muffle the sound. When an uncle left early, Mam would come to wish me good night, stroking my hair and kissing me with the smell of whisky and cigarettes on her breath. The vivid lipstick had been wiped from her mouth but its pigment always stained her lips a pretty shade of red.


It was harder to keep me hidden as I got older, and I began to see a lot more of the uncles. I met Uncle Jim several times and was appalled by the state of his furred teeth. He dressed with the attention to detail required of a sergeant major, his teeth being the only things neglected by the carbolic soap, starch, and polish. The reek from his mouth was disgusting. I didn’t know how Mam could bear to be near him, and I knew, beyond any doubt, that I could never do what she did.


‘Thank God, he doesn’t expect me to kiss him,’ she said. ‘And to think he goes on about Indians staining their mouths with paan. He’s got a ruddy cheek.’


Most of my other uncles had far better teeth. They were British men in trade or in the army, or they were Scottish supervisors and mechanics in the jute mills. A few became regulars but all left eventually, returning home or moving on to the next posting, usually without saying a word of goodbye.


Some of the uncles complimented me when I passed the living room and they were resting on the sofa, holding their drinks. ‘Aren’t you pretty?’ they said. Or they said things like, ‘You’re going to be as gorgeous as your mother.’ At that point Mam ordered me to spend time with Pushpa or to read one of the books suggested by my tutor, Mr Banerjee, about people in England during the olden days – a place and time I struggled to imagine.


Bill was my favourite uncle until the day he put his hand up my skirt. He brought us expensive presents and Mam was sure he was going to ask her to marry him. He wasn’t like the others, who visited for an hour or two; he wanted to stay with us, eat beef stew and steamed plum duff, and to talk to Mam about home, reminiscing about the frosty mornings and the way things were so well ordered. Mam said he was mad.


‘What part of England did you live in, Bill? I remember frosty mornings when we’d scrape the ice off the inside of our windows, and the order of things was that I cleaned grates and laid fires while the ladies of the house slept until midday and went to afternoon teas and parties.’


Bill’s eyes followed me closely and I wondered whether I reminded him of someone: perhaps I looked like his daughter or his niece. When he gave me presents he asked me to stand close while I opened them, the gift balancing in his lap. One day when Mam went out to speak to another of the uncles who had stopped his car at the end of the lane, Uncle Bill asked me to sit on his legs and he tickled me until Pushpa came in and fixed him with a look. I was glad to go to my room because I didn’t like the way Bill breathed or the roughness of the way he bounced me up and down on his knee.


About a year later, he visited when Mam was shopping at Whiteaway’s. Cook was at the market and Pushpa had gone to see her friend.


Bill leaned on the doorjamb and grinned. ‘Aren’t you going to invite me in, Maisy? Why don’t you put the kettle on? I’m parched and could do with a cup of tea. I’ve been checking accounts at the docks all morning.’


He watched me making tea the way Pushpa taught me: the tea leaves, water, milk and sugar all mixed up in the pan and boiling gently to a rich brown syrup.


‘You’d better watch it, making tea like that,’ Bill teased. ‘Next thing, you’ll be drinking it out of a saucer. You’ll be turning native before you know it.’


I never worried about that. Although I spoke Bengali and some Hindustani, I couldn’t be any whiter.


He stood so close to me I could feel the heat of his body and smell his armpits, his shirt damp with acrid sweat. It was a stink I knew from Mam’s room after she’d been entertaining an uncle during the monsoon.


‘When are you going into the business? You’re old enough, surely? There’s plenty of money in it for the right girl.’


He’s joking, I thought. I was only twelve, though Mam often told people I was nine to make herself seem younger. Besides, Mam wanted me to marry an officer: she’d never allow me to join her trade. And then, a second later, the man Mam thought would be my stepfather was behind me, kissing my shoulder and neck, breathing deeply, tobacco and tea combined in his hot saliva. He pulled up my skirt and yanked at my knickers.


I twisted round to escape, begging him, half in terror, half in revulsion, to stop.


‘Come on, Maisy. You know you want it,’ he said a moment before his wet tongue filled my ear. He grunted and pressed himself against me, his finger jabbing between my legs. ‘Like mother, like daughter,’ he groaned.


‘Get off her, you filthy bastard,’ Mam yelled, cracking a frying pan across his head. She’d dropped her bags of shopping by the door and was waving the pan at him.


Bill rubbed his head and laughed. ‘You don’t want me to get Maisy into the business too soon, eh? Worried about the competition?’


‘No one messes with my daughter. I’ll have the law on you.’


‘You think the police will help you? They don’t help prostitutes. You may be white but you’re a cheap white whore. And there’s nothing worse than that. The police prefer the black tarts because at least they’re supposed to be cheap.’


‘Clear off and die, Bill.’


‘I’m on my way,’ he said. ‘You might think you’re better than all these greasy niggers around you, but you’re no different from them. I can buy them and I’ve bought you. You do as I say: undress, lie down, kneel and suck my cock. In ten years you’ll be selling yourself to wogs. You’ll be living in a filthy hut, sitting on the floor, eating with your fingers and stinking of garlic, and that daughter of yours will be whoring in Sonagachi along with all the other tarts.’


I untangled my knickers, smoothed down my skirt, and followed Mam into the street.


‘Fuck you, Bill,’ she screeched, and spat in his face as he turned.


A Eurasian woman living opposite glanced in horror at Mam and ushered her children inside.


Bill wiped the spit from his face. ‘Like I said, Babs, you’re only an inch away from them. Degenerate, that’s what we call people like you.’ He surveyed the street, which was silent for the first time I could remember. The half-halfs watched the fight from their windows and doors, and a group of Indian children rushed out of the little bustee – the slum – at the end of the road to witness the excitement. ‘No, I was wrong,’ he said. ‘You’re not an inch away. You’re right here with them in black town. You and that girl of yours have got bad blood.’


Mam marched back into the house. ‘That showed him,’ she laughed, and grabbed a bottle of arrack. ‘I bloody showed him.’


She put her arms around me and I could feel her shake. She’d certainly shown Uncle Bill and the rest of the street something special, although I wasn’t sure exactly what it was, except that she could spit with precision and swear with breathtaking coarseness.


Bill was wrong; we didn’t live in black town. Dharmatala, though, wasn’t white town either. It was somewhere in between. We were a stone’s throw from the wide avenue of Chowringhee, and within sight of the British city, but still not quite part of it. Our lane was a busy place that got busier every morning as servants from the north of Calcutta travelled south to their jobs in the homes of the cleaner, wider streets of the European city. In the early evening they’d return on foot or on bikes, moving fast, an army of Indian workers on the move.


Bill wasn’t right either about us being like natives. We looked completely different, and all the uncles were white men. Mam didn’t mix with Indians, and she’d have been livid if she knew I played with local children in the street while she slept deeply, numbed by drink and the night’s work. Pushpa would call me in to dust down my clothes in the hot weather or to help me wipe the mud off my legs in the rainy season.


‘Stay inside,’ she’d scold, in a mix of English and Bengali. ‘Don’t go so far from home. We’ll go out together later. It’s safer when you’re with me. The city is full of goondas – thugs – and there’s too much disease.’


The bustee at the end of our road harboured many diseases, that’s for certain. A dozen tiny shacks had been erected on the site of a small building, which had collapsed in on itself, and all were visited by chronic sickness that left its mark on the residents. The grown-ups had dark shadows under their eyes and the children had scrawny limbs and bulging bellies.


Madan lived in the first of the rooms with his elderly mother, and his wife, who, every week or two, collapsed, foaming at the mouth, and lay immovable on the floor for days on end, folded into a tight, angular parcel, her mind and body crippled by some terrible affliction that not even constant prayers to gods and goddesses could relieve.


‘Hello, Missy Sahiba,’ Madan called as he rushed back and forth between shaving men on the pavements and his duty caring for the two feeble women.


Pushpa and I watched Madan shaving a client, who sat on a low stool by the roadside. He scraped the man’s grey bristles with a sharp razor and turned to me.


‘Want to try?’ he said, offering me the blade. The customer gave a start and Pushpa pulled me away, and I saw Madan catch her eye, a softness in the glance. He knows Pushpa well, I thought. So those nights when I spotted a figure sliding into the passageway that led to her room at the back of our house I knew Madan’s mother and his wife would have to share him for a little while.


Lali lived opposite Madan. Her parents and five brothers and sisters were squeezed into one windowless, spotless room, its mud floor compressed, beaten and swept until it looked and felt like stone. Lali gave me two bangles exactly the same as her own. They were red and made of glass and they would have looked so pretty on her dark brown wrists if Lali hadn’t been so thin.


I was ten, perhaps eleven, and Lali was the girl who’d stared at me when I first arrived in Dharmatala. Lali looked after her little brothers and sisters, carrying the smallest boy on her back in a sling she’d made from an old sari. Sometimes she’d strap him to my back too but he’d bellow and wriggle and I couldn’t wait for Lali to untie him. We’d run in a bedraggled gang through the lanes of the neighbourhood and far beyond, past the people asleep on their string beds, past the men, half naked, taking baths at the standpipes; almost their whole lives lived on the streets.


I hoped Father wasn’t watching me from heaven as we charged among the poor white men in Wellington Square, who were having a smoke and a drink while philosophising about India and complaining to each other about their bad luck. I knew how disappointed Father would be to see the dirt on my bare feet, but I put the disturbing thought right out of my mind and we headed for Chandni Chowk, where we paused to take a leisurely look at the stalls and all the things we couldn’t buy.


Outside the New York Soda Fountain on Dharmatala Street, Lali smacked her lips and I put my grubby fingers on the windows, gazing at the ice cream and cool drinks people were enjoying just a few feet away. One or two of the smaller children pressed their noses against the glass, leaving smears of snot. And then, holding hands and steeling ourselves for the highlight of the day, we peered into the taxidermist’s shop, shivering in horror and delight at the sight of the stuffed animals, at the open, roaring mouths of the tigers with their long, pointed teeth. Gathering all our courage and cheering each other on, we’d race in, stand stock-still surrounded by the terrifying, bone-dry creatures, and scream as loudly and for as long as we could before the taxidermist’s assistant chased us out with a long stick.


In the bustee, Lali prepared a cooking fire. ‘Here, stir this,’ she said in Hindustani as the baby wailed in my ear.


A mush of rice and water simmered in a pan. When it had cooled the children sat in a circle and dipped their fingers into the mess. Lali and I helped the two tiniest by pushing it into their open mouths, collecting the bits that oozed over their chins. We didn’t waste a bit.


Lali was a little mother to those children. Their real mother went to work at dawn and rarely came home before nightfall. I saw her a few times, a bowed sliver of a woman who seemed as if she should be Lali’s grandmother.


Lali’s father was a rickshaw puller, an upcountry man who’d come to Calcutta for a better life. He wore a vest and a lungi, which looked like a long skirt, and he sucked on sugarcane to give him the energy to work. It had corroded his teeth, turning them into brown and green stumps.


‘Where is your father?’ Lali asked one day.


‘He’s dead.’


‘Why did he die?’


‘He had a fever.’


She took me by the hand to a little shrine in the corner of the yard where a statue of a goddess sat on a donkey, a broom in her hand. She was garlanded with pink flowers and surrounded by tiny mounds of rice, sticks of incense and bright yellow turmeric on a big green leaf.


‘You must do puja,’ Lali said.


I didn’t want to. Mam told me it was what the heathens did, though as I’d seen Pushpa do puja every day of my life and, as it didn’t seem to involve scary magic, I said a prayer, partly to please Lali and partly to help Father, who I wasn’t sure would be in heaven without some holy words being said on his behalf.


‘This is Sitala,’ Lali said, rearranging the garland as if she owned the little idol. ‘She takes care of us and makes sure the cholera doesn’t come to our homes.’ The statue stared back at me. I hoped she was good at her job because I’d heard about cholera. I knew it was when people died because they had shit themselves until there was nothing left inside – they were hollow and dried up.


If only Sitala had listened to Lali’s prayers. Cholera did come to the city in the rainy season, spreading from the worst of the slums to the fancy parts of town where people got water out of taps and had flush toilets in their own homes. Mam stopped seeing the uncles for a while and drank some extra arrack.


‘It’s for medicinal purposes,’ she explained. ‘It’s got to be healthier than the filthy water we’re obliged to drink.’


I was kept indoors for weeks and when I was let out Lali and her family had gone. A new group of people was living in their room; a different set of pots was stacked in the corner, and another idol stood in the shrine. Ganesh, the elephant-headed god, had replaced Sitala.


‘Where’s Lali?’ I asked a neighbour.


‘The family went back to their village.’


‘And Lali? Did she leave me a message?’


The woman didn’t reply. She turned her face to the pan she was cleaning and began to scour it with a handful of ash.


Whenever I smell fresh green coriander, whenever it’s chopped or even bruised and I catch a trace of it, I’m taken back to my childhood and I’m with Pushpa, walking the streets of Calcutta, visiting her friends and stopping at our favourite jhal muri cart. The man would spoon puffed rice into a tin. He topped it with onion and chilli, peanuts, chana dal, slivers of fresh coconut, a big pinch of cumin, and then he added coriander, roughly chopped so that some of the leaves were still whole. He sprinkled the mix with salt and lemon and shook the tin, and, with a smile to Pushpa, he tipped the jhal muri into cones rolled from newspaper. It was the most delicious snack I’ve ever tasted, and we’d wander down the road, not speaking, concentrating only on eating, on finding the very last grain of rice before it lost its crunch.


Mam and Father didn’t want me to eat food in the bazaar. Mam forbade me, but that just made it all the more tempting.


‘You can’t trust street food. The Indian talent for uncleanliness is astounding,’ Father lectured.


‘And the spices they use are enough to kill a grown man,’ Mam added, never having acquired a taste for Indian food, and only recently developing a tolerance for Cook’s mild Anglo-Indian curries.


It was the spice I liked, the tamarind, coriander and chilli; far nicer than the brain cutlets and mutton chops we had at home.


‘I am like an Indian girl,’ I said to Pushpa one day as I drank a cup of hot masala cha – spiced tea. I blew on it and a cloud of steam enveloped my face.


Pushpa was taken aback. ‘Miss Maisy, you are a British girl. You are a little sahiba.’


She was wrong: I didn’t feel that way. I was in between: not Indian but not fully British, a little sahiba with a taste for bazaar food, for the sound of Bengali, for the chaos of the streets in black town, for the wonderful, vibrant colour of it, the deep azure of the sky, the flowers, the brightness of the light at midday. The smell of coriander reminds me of that place I loved – at once alien and familiar – the magical, intoxicating space I enjoyed in the gap between two worlds.


Pushpa said I was a little sahiba but she treated me like an Indian girl, almost as if I were her own daughter. When I was very tiny, she took me to bathe in the Hooghly. I sat on the steps of Zenana Ghat in my knickers and vest, dipping my toes in the water as she immersed herself, fully clothed, in the river. She emerged with a broad smile, her drenched sari stuck to her plump body.


‘Don’t tell Memsahib and Sahib we’ve been here,’ she said. ‘Your father won’t let you come again. He’ll say there are crocodiles.’


I looked into the muddy brown flow speckled with tiny, iridescent flakes of mica and was rigid with fear, expecting a monstrous mouth to suddenly snap me up.


‘Chhee, chhee, child. Don’t worry; the Ganga is a holy river. It will bring you blessings,’ she laughed, splashing water over me and then wrapping me in her warm, wet arms.


We kept other visits secret from my parents, too; that meant just about anywhere we went north of Dalhousie Square. The narrow, winding alleys of Burrabazar, the places of the Armenians, Chinese and the Jews, and the roads round the Nakhoda Mosque were off limits to girls like me. In fact, they seemed to be off limits to women of any type, except Pushpa, who walked through Calcutta as if she were a seasoned explorer and owned some important part of it. Sometimes we’d take the tram far up the Chitpur Road to visit her friends; unusual women who wore a lot of make-up and laughed far more loudly than other Indian ladies without ever trying to cover their mouths with their hands. These ladies liked to sing and dance, and they made a fuss of me, pinching my cheeks and feeding me so many sweets that Mam and Father used to fret about my poor appetite in the evenings and worry I was sickening for some deadly tropical disease.


Pushpa’s favourite pastime was eating. She knew the cook on every food stall and in every cheap Indian restaurant in the city, but she refused to buy from anyone except the very best. We’d sit on a bench by the road and eat off leaf plates, me sitting close to her, bewitched by the aromatic foods and the familiar, comforting smell of coconut oil in her hair.


‘There was a time, Miss Maisy, when I never had enough to eat. I was always hungry and had no flesh on my bones,’ Pushpa said. She repeated it often, usually as she put the last piece of sweet, milky sandesh into her mouth, bits of it sticking to her lips.


She certainly wasn’t hungry any longer and though she was still beautiful, the Bengali sweetmeats were building a soft layer around her middle. It made her lovely to cuddle but meant a slowly expanding roll of fat spilled between her blouse and sari.


Pushpa didn’t care about the effect of the food on her figure, and neither, I guess, did Madan. I saw the way he watched her every morning as she went out of the house in the soft light that comes just after dawn. It was her job to check the dudh wallah was milking his cow into a clean pail and wasn’t diluting the milk with contaminated water. After Father died, Mam had become obsessed with the purity of our milk, refusing to buy it from Keventer’s Dairy and making Cook boil the dudh wallah’s supply until it was thick and barely drinkable. Madan stood in the road, leaning against a wall, holding a bidi – a hand-rolled cigarette – to his mouth, his eyes never straying from Pushpa. She paid the milkman and saw him off with a friendly wave as he pulled his slow, placid cow along to the next customer, and as she turned to come back through the door into the house, she’d hesitate for a second and, glancing up the road at Madan, she’d smile.


‘I don’t want you wasting your time with the locals,’ Mam insisted after the worst of the cholera had gone and we had only typhoid and the usual dysentery to keep from our door.


‘I don’t spend money getting you educated by Mr Banerjee for you to pick up a disgusting chee-chee accent. Who’s going to be interested in you if you sound like a bloody Eurasian? I’d send you back home so you could learn proper English in a boarding school but it costs too much. Besides, imagine the bleeding toffs you’d have to meet.’


I didn’t go to boarding school in England or one of the posh schools in Darjeeling. I didn’t even go to a local private school. They didn’t want to take me: Mam, the schools thought, was not quite pukka. Instead, Mr Banerjee came to the house twice a week, armed with the great works of English literature and full of hope – always dashed – that I would prove to be a scholar.


‘Shakespeare is essential reading for anyone with the slightest interest in English language and literature,’ Mr Banerjee said. ‘It is a central part of the curriculum taught at any decent school here or in England.’ He sighed and pressed his palm against his forehead as if coping with a terrible headache.


‘Miss Maisy, you have been given the gift of intelligence and you have English as your mother tongue, and yet you squander these great advantages on cheap novellas and magazines filled with the most frivolous tittle-tattle.’


Mr Banerjee squinted at me. His sight was so poor that he wore thick glasses, his eyes appearing like two black dots in his round face.


‘That’s what comes of too much reading,’ Mam said. ‘There’s a lot of them like that round here. He’s a babu, like educated gentry, and they’re far too clever for their own good, especially when they’re as poor as the Banerjees. He’s got a son who’s just the same, college educated and working as a clerk in a shipping company. Fancy being that clever and still having to scrape together a living from clerking and private teaching.’


Mam’s work paid far more and she didn’t have any problems with her eyes.


Margaret had a brilliant mind. All her family told me. I was glad in that case that she had a big nose. It made her brilliant mind and long black hair more bearable.


She lived in part of a house immediately behind ours. Long ago the buildings in the neighbourhood had been subdivided into separate flats. We had the better part of our house; our rooms were at the front, facing the street, and we could climb the three storeys to the flat roof and look over the cluttered, haphazard rooftops of the city, northwards to the disorder of black town, south and west to the grand palaces and buildings of British Calcutta. We had a miniature garden with a straggly mango tree and a few bushes right in the centre of the building for our own use, but Mam didn’t like sitting there. She said it was overlooked by the snooping half-halfs and they gave her no privacy or peace.


We’d catch sight of Margaret’s family from our roof. They’d walk on to their little balcony or we’d see them pass the window, the shutters open and the blinds lifted. They dressed in English clothes; the men wore trousers and shirts and the father and eldest boy went to work in suits. We saw them stride down the road every weekday carrying briefcases. The girls had dresses, some remarkably similar to my own.


‘It’s pointless when they ape their betters like that,’ Mam said. ‘They can’t see it’ll never work. They can’t pass themselves off as British when they’re the colour of dirt.’


Margaret wasn’t a dirty colour. She was almost as fair-skinned as me and if it wasn’t for her black hair and brown eyes, you’d never guess she was Eurasian; she could pass for white.


I met Margaret a few months after they moved in. She was carrying a pile of books and about to disappear up the narrow alley that led to their flat.


‘Hello. I’m Margaret,’ she said with a smile. ‘I’ve seen you lots of times on your roof.’


I glanced at the titles of her books and she made me promise to visit her flat so I could take a better look at them.


Margaret’s home was very neat but it was spoiled because too many ill-assorted pieces of furniture and knick-knacks were crammed into a tiny space. Her mother bustled around, shouting at the servant.


‘Margaret is going to be doctor, aren’t you, darling?’ she said pouring the tea. ‘She’s a very clever girl; top of her class at school.’


‘Yes, it’s true,’ John, her older brother, added. ‘She has a brilliant mind.’


Margaret showed me her clothes, which didn’t take long as she had very few, and her books, which took much longer as she had quite a collection.


‘You should come to my house and see my things,’ I said.


The next day she examined my clothes, which didn’t take long either, but she lingered over the gifts brought for me by the uncles. I had more teddy bears and Shirley Temple dolls than I would need in several lifetimes, and a vast selection of hair accessories, handbags and embroidered handkerchiefs.


‘You’re lucky to have so many generous relations,’ Margaret said.


‘Both my parents are British, so we’ll be related to a lot of rich and important people.’


Margaret looked inside the bags and examined the hairclips. ‘I envy you,’ she sighed. ‘I wish I could have such pretty things.’


Margaret visited often, sometimes with her books. She had schoolwork to finish and there wasn’t space at home because she had to share a room with her two sisters.


I liked it when she spread her books over my bed. She was the first friend I’d had for years – the first since Lali had left – and, to be honest, I was bored being by myself. I was bored with Mam, who either slept or drank, and bored with Pushpa, who was growing old and had stopped taking me on adventures in the city. There was no one else, only Mr Banerjee with his bad eyes and constant sighs. Margaret was a fresh breeze sweeping through my dreary life. On Fridays she’d buy plum cake from Hogg’s Market on her way back from school and she’d stop to give me a slice. And on Saturday mornings we’d go to Eden Gardens and then visit the big department stores on Chowringhee. We’d try on hats and annoy the sales assistants, enjoying ourselves so much that we forgot the time until we noticed the clock on the Whiteaway Laidlaw building.


‘We’re late again,’ Margaret would call, and we’d rush to get seats for the matinée at The Globe. Margaret loved the cinema, swooning whenever Clark Gable appeared. She had a scrapbook filled with newspaper cuttings and pictures of him that she kept hidden between her copies of Intermediate Algebra and The Student’s Companion to Nineteenth-Century English Poetry. We saw every film he’d been in, sometimes several times, and our favourite ones were those he starred in with the fabulous, extraordinarily glamorous Jean Harlow with her cloud of platinum-blonde hair.


‘I’m going to marry a man like Clark,’ Margaret sighed, linking arms with me as we sauntered home, stopping now and again to buy treats from the food stalls.


‘You will,’ I said. ‘You’re bound to meet lots of people when you’re a doctor.’


‘And you’re so pretty you could marry a prince. My brother says you look like a princess.’


‘Really?’ I was thrilled. ‘Did John actually say that?’


‘No. It was Philip.’


The thrill died: Philip was five.


We practised for the day we’d meet Clark. We put on lipstick and painted our nails bright red with Mam’s special polishes. Margaret did up my hair like Jean Harlow’s.


‘It’s not the same platinum blonde,’ she said, ‘but it’s not far off.’


Margaret laughed at herself and pulled faces in my bedroom mirror. I stared at her in amazement, the crimson of Mam’s lipstick beautiful on her full mouth, her hair black and glistening against her luminous skin. Thank God, she still has the nose, I thought. Without it she’d be utterly perfect.


Mam wasn’t so happy about Margaret’s visits.


‘How many times have I told you? It’s important to watch who you mix with. That family are riff-raff; I’ve seen them blowing their noses with their fingers like full-blooded Indians. I’m telling you, you can’t see her again.’


‘No, Mam,’ I cried. ‘She’s my only friend.’


Even Mam could see the point.


‘All right. But don’t see her often, and never invite her here at night.’


Sometimes Mam must have taken me for a fool.


At Christmas, Margaret’s family had a tree exactly like ours. I saw her father struggling up the alley with it and heard the shouts of the children when they opened the door. On Christmas morning Mam and I watched the whole family leaving for church dressed in their best, the youngest girl with new pink ribbons in her hair and Philip’s face made red by vigorous scrubbing. I waited for them to return, excited because I was going to give Margaret a gift – some of my hair ornaments she liked best. I wrapped them in layers of green tissue paper and finished off the parcel with gold thread.


I heard the family clattering up the alley and rushed after them down the dark passageway between the buildings. I could hear them going into their living room, Margaret’s mother shouting angrily about the smell of singed Christmas dinner.


Margaret opened the door and I jumped forward to hug her. She didn’t return the embrace.


‘Merry Christmas,’ I said, and pushed the present into her hands.


She frowned.


‘Margaret,’ her mother shouted from the kitchen.


‘Thank you,’ she said quietly and tried to give the gift back. ‘I can’t take it.’


‘Yes, you can. They’re the diamanté butterfly hair clips you love so much.’


‘I’ve nothing to give you in return.’


‘It doesn’t matter.’


‘It does.’


Margaret’s mother shrieked her name again.


‘I’m sorry. I have to go.’


‘Will you visit us later today? We’ve a big Christmas cake and a sherry trifle and no one to eat them. And I’ve got some news: Clark and Jean’s film Saratoga is going to be on again at The Globe.’


‘I can’t. My mother says I shouldn’t see you any more.’


My heart skipped a beat. ‘Why?’


‘She says your mother isn’t …’ She searched for the words. ‘She isn’t, you know …’


I knew very well what she meant. I’d heard it before from the police officer and from Uncle Bill. I’d seen it in the faces of the assistants at the Army & Navy Stores and in the dismissive glances and cold shoulders of the British ladies in Eden Gardens, and in that moment I wished Mam wasn’t Mam. I wished I had a mother who didn’t make me cringe.


‘Will you hurry up, girl?’ Margaret’s mam shoved her aside, gave me a sharp look and closed the door in my face.


Margaret didn’t do her homework on my bed any longer, and the family avoided me in the street. I watched her through the blinds as she returned from school each day, her shoulder weighed down with a bag of books, and I tried to calculate how long it would be before she became a doctor.


I went to see Saratoga without her. Mam came with me instead and slept through most of the film so she didn’t realise that I cried. It was too sad seeing Jean on the screen when she’d died in real life; she hadn’t been much more than a girl herself. I did my hair like Jean’s, in her honour, the way Margaret used to do it for me, and I wondered if she also cried when she saw the film. I don’t know if she did but I do know how pleased she was with the magazine cuttings of Clark I posted under her door a few weeks later. She went on to the balcony that same afternoon, squeezing between the railing and a rack of wet washing, and even from that distance I could see her smile at me. She waved and as she turned her head the sunlight danced on the diamanté clips in her hair.


On some winter mornings the Maidan was covered with dew that looked like a dusting of fine snow, each blade of grass weighed with tiny droplets of water that sparkled in the early light until the sun rose high enough to burn them away. By ten o’clock the ground was bone dry and the mists lingering in the dips and hollows at dawn had vanished. Father took me to the Maidan shortly after daybreak and we’d walk along the paths, and then for what seemed to be miles over the grass, making trails through the dew and soaking my shoes as thoroughly as if I had dropped them in the Hooghly.


I loved the Maidan’s wide, uncluttered spaces. Father told me that before Britain brought civilisation to India it had been a thick, steamy jungle filled with man-eating tigers. I held his hand tightly and scanned the trees in case their descendants were stalking us, but in those days the only animals we saw were goats and horses, and chattering monkeys swinging among the branches.


We shared the park with lots of other people: pedlars setting up carts and rickety tables to sell snacks to the visitors; destitute villagers looking for places to rest; drunken sailors sleeping off their hangovers; jobless white men who couldn’t find hostel beds. People hurried to work and youths hung around smoking and chatting, or slouching against one of the statues of famous Englishmen I’d never heard of. Rich white people rode their horses at a trot through the busier parts of the park and then in its quieter heart they broke into a gallop, sweeping by us with thrilling speed.


On Saturday afternoons, Father took me for tiffin on the veranda of the restaurant overlooking Outram Ghat. When the air was clear we could gaze over to Howrah, the city on the other side of the giant, pale brown river, although often the shipping on the Hooghly was so busy I couldn’t see the far bank. We watched the passengers arriving by boat from Britain, and those coming ashore from steamers sailing to and from Rangoon, Singapore and every part of the East. I’d count the ocean liners, the tugboats, and the small, Indian flat boats with their bowed roofs, or the larger ones whose oarsmen worked in unison against the powerful flow of the river to the sea.


‘Is Calcutta the centre of the world?’ I asked on our last visit to the restaurant, only a few days before Father died. I was looking at the jam-packed jetties, the crowds crossing the pontoon bridge and the big ships moored along the embankment, and I remember thinking there couldn’t possibly be anywhere busier than Outram Ghat.


Father chuckled. ‘No. Good God, Maisy. London is the centre of the world. That’s where history is made.’ He leaned back in his chair and lit another cigarette. ‘When you grow up, you’ll marry an important British man, a burra sahib, and you’ll probably go home for a while. I should imagine you’ll live in London.’


‘But I like living in Calcutta with you and Mam.’


‘You’ll like London far more.’


‘How do you know?’


He didn’t answer; he took another sip of tea, smiled, and continued fashioning a life for me. ‘You’re going to be a fine lady and when you come back to Calcutta you’ll live in a mansion in Ballygunge or Alipore. Mark my words, you’re going to be a splendid memsahib, a true burra mem, and in the mornings I’ll watch you riding over the Maidan.’
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