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One

Picture this: an imposing, three-storey mansion on Calcutta’s tree-lined upscale Southern Avenue. The house and its grounds are surrounded by a fifteen-foot-high wall, topped with glittering shards of glass. To passers-by nothing of the interior is visible, neither the manicured gardens, nor the four garages, nor the warren of staff quarters at the rear. The main entrance is sealed by a forbidding steel gate, pierced only by a peephole through which the durwans can scrutinize would-be visitors. On one of the gateposts hangs a large gilt-bordered nameplate embossed with a single word: ‘Guptas’. 

The Gupta family has risen, in one generation, from modest to quite extravagant wealth. This is largely the doing of the seventy-five-year-old patriarch who has expanded a small jute-processing company into a commercial and industrial empire that sprawls across much of the country. Now semi-retired, Harihar Gupta (or ‘HH’, as he is known in business circles) lives with his seventy-year-old wife on the ground floor of the mansion, keeping a keen eye on the garden, and the malis who tend to it, making sure that earthworms, grasshoppers and the like are not ill-treated or wantonly killed. Being Marwari Hindus, the Guptas are strict vegetarians, but they follow their observances even more strictly than most members of their community because the patriarch has continued to uphold many of the beliefs and practices of his late mother, who was a deeply religious Jain: the family, therefore, goes to great lengths to avoid harming any form of life. 

On the upper storeys of the mansion live the patriarch’s two sons; they each have an entire floor to themselves to accommodate their families and their domestic help, including the ayahs who look after their children. The patriarch’s younger son, Abhay, thirty-nine, and his family live on the top floor in a spacious, breezy apartment that commands a fine view of Dhakuria Lake, which stretches away into the distance, flanking Southern Avenue. Abhay Gupta has two children, a five-year-old boy, Sandeep, and a three-year-old girl, Varsha. 

Sandeep is a plump child with pouty lips and an easy-going disposition; he is generally good-natured, except when provoked by his younger sister, of whom he is more than a little jealous because she is the apple of their father’s eye. 

Varsha is a pretty, cherubic girl with nut-brown eyes, short black braids and a sparkling smile that lights up her whole face. For a three-year-old she is very precocious, fluent not only in Hindi, the language mainly used in the Gupta household, but also in Bengali, which is the language she speaks with her ayah. But apart from displaying an occasional streak of stubbornness, Varsha too is an equable child who has never done anything surprising or untoward—at least not until 20 September 1969. 

There are certain years when time seems to speed up: for India and its neighbours, as for the world, and even beyond, 1969 is one such, for it is in July that Neil Armstrong becomes the first human to set foot on the moon. This is also the year when the Earth’s temperature is measured by a satellite for the first time, and the reports seem almost unbelievable today: the average temperature worldwide in 1969 is no different from what it was in 1877, almost a century earlier. Around the planet the weather is relatively cool and clement, which is not surprising since the concentration of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere is a mere 325 parts per million. 

The political climate, on the other hand, is neither cool nor clement. In recent months the world has been rocked by a succession of events: mass uprisings in the nascent nation of Bangladesh; race riots in Malaysia; the deployment of British troops in Northern Ireland; a coup in Libya led by Colonel Muammar Gaddafi; and intensifying protests against the Vietnam War in the wake of Ho Chi Minh’s death on 2 September. In the midst of the worldwide turmoil an apparition of the Virgin Mary, which first appeared a year ago, above the Zeitoun Church in Cairo, is still attracting huge crowds: the glowing figure outlined within a shimmering sphere of light has since been witnessed by hundreds of thousands of people, including Egypt’s President Gamal Abdel Nasser. It has also been extensively photographed and filmed.

In India a major political crisis is brewing which will soon cause the Congress Party to split into two factions, one of which will become the dynastic fiefdom of Indira Gandhi and her family. A still more ominous set of events, with even grimmer portents for the future, is unfolding in Gujarat. For months tensions between Hindus and Muslims have been building in Ahmedabad, and on 18 September a wave of violence sweeps over the city. Over the next few days, innumerable shops, houses and places of worship are reduced to ashes, and hundreds of people, Hindu and Muslim, are killed.

While the events in Vietnam and Libya and on the moon have barely registered with the Gupta family, the riots in Gujarat have touched them directly and personally because they have extensive familial and commercial connections with Ahmedabad. They have spent hours on the phone, placing trunk calls to their relatives: the scratchy lines and the anxiety in their relatives’ voices have only deepened their alarm, putting them even more on edge.

This being 1969, the phones in question are heavy, black objects with circular dials. To possess even one of these is a mark of privilege for an Indian family, but the Gupta mansion, by virtue of the wealth that it houses, boasts no less than three telephones, one on each floor. The instruments are on conspicuous display in the respective sitting rooms, each placed atop a shrine of its own, often with an incense stick burning under it. 



For the last few days the phones have been the centre of attention on every floor of the mansion. Whenever one rings, the very air seems to vibrate, as if a shock wave has passed through the house. Everyone holds their breath until an adult member of the family answers; every ear strains to listen, waiting for news of the dire situation on the other side of the subcontinent, a thousand kilometres to the west. 

Little do the Guptas know—and who can blame them?—that the event which will have the greatest bearing on their lives will occur in their own house, and in the most innocuous of settings: the pantry on the third floor, where little Sandeep and Varsha take their midday meals.

On 20 September, when the children begin eating, there is no indication of anything untoward in the offing. They sit at a small table, wearing large bibs, while their respective ayahs hand-feed them mouthfuls of roti soaked in bright yellow panchmel dal. Varsha’s caregiver is bringing one last morsel towards the child’s lips when, instead of obligingly opening her mouth, Varsha slaps her hand away, splattering the floor with marigold-hued lumps of food. 

Then, in a loud, clear voice she declares, in Hindi, ‘I want rice and fish. Give me some fish.’ A moment later, as if to underline the urgency of her demand, she says, in Bengali, ‘Ami machh-bhat khabo. Machh dao.’

This is greeted as a joke by the ayahs, who titter mildly as they clean up the mess on the floor. ‘All right,’ says one of them, humouring the child. ‘Tomorrow we’ll give you a big, big fish to play with. But only if you eat your food quietly now, like a good girl.’ 

This has no effect: the next piece of roti and dal that is brought to Varsha’s mouth meets the same fate as the one before. The child strikes her ayah’s hand away from her face and cries out, ‘I want fish now! I don’t want rotis and dal.’ 

Her shocked caregiver stares at her uncomprehendingly. ‘We can’t give you fish, Varsha beti. You know that. There’s no fish in this house.’

‘Then I won’t eat anything!’ screams the normally even-tempered three-year-old. ‘I won’t eat anything at all until you give me some rice and fish.’ Varsha’s eyes are blazing, not with frustration or peevishness, which would not have been untoward in a child of her age, but with an anger that seems almost adult in its intensity. 

By this time the sound of the child’s voice has reached the kitchen, bringing several other members of the household staff into the room. On hearing the outlandish demand repeated again and again, they understand that Varsha is, in some sense, serious. But how could this be? The child has never been near a fish, let alone tasted one. 

Maybe she had a dream, someone suggests. 

Or perhaps she wants a toy that looks like a fish? 

These speculations are put to rest by the child, who says, ‘No! I want to eat fish. Why do you never feed me any fish and rice?’ 

It is clear now that something must be done, that the family must be told. But who will do it? Even at the best of times to carry such a shocking tale to Varsha’s mother, Dipika, would mean risking a berating and possibly even dismissal. And today is far from being the best of days for the child’s mother: she has been consumed with worry for her family in Gujarat since early in the morning and this, in turn, has meant that she has been unusually cranky and short-tempered with the domestic help. To everyone’s relief, she is now closeted in her bedroom with her hairdresser, having her hands hennaed, as she does once every month; this is her special, private time, and everyone in the house knows that she is never to be disturbed during that hour. No employee can even contemplate intruding on her, much less with news like this. 

As if by mutual consent the ayahs turn to little Sandeep. ‘Jao, beta! Go, tell your mother what Varsha is saying.’ 

Sandeep is nothing loath to make trouble for his annoyingly precocious little sister. He runs out of the pantry without even washing his hands, his voice echoing down the long corridor: ‘Mummyji, Mummyji, Varsha says she wants to eat fish!’ 

The boy’s shouts put an instant end to the hennaing; Dipika bursts out of her bedroom, holding her mehendi-encrusted hands out in front of her, kangaroo-like, and comes bounding into the pantry, where she stands looming over her daughter. ‘Is this true, Varsha? Did you ask to eat fish?’ 

Dipika is high-strung and volatile and the children are usually careful not to provoke her. But today little Varsha looks her right in the eye and repeats, loudly, ‘I want to eat rice and fish. Don’t you understand? I want fish!’ 

Taken aback, her mother recoils, and it falls to her ayah to chide the child. ‘What is this, Varsha baby? You shouldn’t talk to your mother like that.’ 

At that things get even worse. 

Looking Dipika directly in the eye, Varsha says, loudly and clearly, ‘That is not my mother. My real mother’s name is Jhorna. She doesn’t live here. Our home is beside a river.’ 

This would have been bad enough if it had been said in private, but the presence of so many members of the Guptas’ staff makes it even worse because the story is bound to spread through the compound in a matter of moments. It is too much for Dipika; choking back a sob, she does something she has never done before. She gives her daughter a faltering little slap, marking her cheek with a filigreed imprint of the hennaed patterns that are still drying on her palms. 

In the Gupta mansion the sound of a raised voice carries easily from floor to floor because the doors of the apartments are often left open. Now footsteps are heard rushing up from the floor below, and Varsha is soon surrounded by her aunt’s retinue of maids and household staff. Then her aunt, a stout, formidable woman, arrives herself and goes into a huddle with Dipika, demanding to know whether it is true that Varsha has asked to eat fish. When this is confirmed she looks around the room with a scowl and mutters, ‘Maybe someone has been feeding her fish in secret?’ 

As always, suspicion falls immediately on the domestic help and caregivers. The staff are mostly from Bihar and are vegetarians; the only Bengalis are Varsha’s ayah, Bhola’r-ma, and a couple of others, hired on condition that they renounce meat and fish forever. And they have shown every outward sign of having done so, often loudly expressing their disgust at the dietary habits of their fellow Bengalis. But not everyone is convinced of their sincerity, and there are many in the household who believe that their local co-workers stuff themselves with fish and fowl every time they visit their families: it is well-known, after all, that Bengalis cannot do without their fish, rice and mustard oil. Don’t they even have a saying which they brazenly boast about: Machhe bhate Bangali (Bengali by fish and rice)? Perhaps one of them smuggled some fish into the house and gave Varsha a taste behind the family’s back? 

The first to be questioned is Bhola’r-ma. A buxom, placid Bengali with red paan-stained teeth, she indignantly denies having served Varsha fish, pointing out that she is a widow and, in keeping with the customs of Bengali Hindus, has been a strict vegetarian since she lost her husband many years ago. Nor could she have acquired fish on the sly since she almost never leaves the compound, having been kicked out of her son Bhola’s house by her domineering daughter-in-law. 

It is Varsha herself who puts an end to her aunt’s interrogation of Bhola’r-ma. ‘What does she have to do with it?’ she cries. ‘She’s never given me any fish.’

‘Then why are you talking about eating fish? How can you even mention such a dirty, stinking thing?’ her aunt demands, pinching her nose at the very thought of that fishy odour. ‘Do you have any idea how horrible that fishy smell is?’ 

‘I know how fish tastes and smells,’ says Varsha with perfect equanimity. ‘I’ve eaten it all my life. I know how to catch fish too, with a net.’ 

‘What?’ cries her aunt. ‘How can you talk like that, you shameless girl?’

Word of what is happening in the pantry has now spread through the whole mansion, as becomes evident when the patriarch and his wife appear suddenly at the top of the staircase. They are a distinguished-looking couple, both dressed in immaculate white clothes: HH in a stiffly starched dhoti and kurta, and his wife in a crisp Kota sari. The venerable patriarch is leaning heavily on an ebony cane, and is followed closely by his personal assistant, a bald gnome of a man, armed with a notebook and pencil. That the older Guptas have taken the trouble to climb two flights of stairs is itself a sign of the gravity of the situation because they rarely venture all the way up from their ground-floor apartment. 

The ring of onlookers parts respectfully as the elderly couple approaches their granddaughter. ‘Listen, beti,’ says HH and the room falls silent, except for Dipika, who is sobbing quietly in a corner. ‘You know that fish has never been brought into this house. So why are you talking about it? You have never eaten anything of the kind.’ 

‘I ate fish at my other house,’ says Varsha. ‘The one by the river, where I lived with my real mother.’ 

‘But you don’t have any other house,’ her grandfather says. ‘And your mother is right here. This house is the only place you have ever lived.’

‘No,’ says Varsha, her voice rising. ‘I have lived in another place—a house by a river. It wasn’t like this house. It had mud walls and the roof was made of leaves. Behind it was a pond where I caught fish with a net. There were many kinds of fish in the pond and I used to cook them in different ways.’ 

The stupefied onlookers turn their gaze to the patriarch, hoping that he, who has so long been the family’s helmsman, will know what to do. 

The elder Mr Gupta is not unaware of what is expected of him. Smiting the marble floor with his cane, he immediately takes charge of the situation. Where, he demands, is Abhay, Varsha’s father? 

He is out of town, HH is informed by his assistant. He has gone to Kharagpur to visit a cement factory that he has been placed in charge of, but he is due to return this afternoon. 

Everyone is relieved to hear this. Varsha is deeply attached to her father. He, if anyone, will be able to talk sense into the child. 

‘All right then,’ continues the patriarch. ‘While we are waiting for Abhay, call Dr Monty Bose and tell him to come over immediately. If the phone lines are down, send a peon with a note.’ 



This too is greeted with collective approbation; everyone recognizes that this is the right thing to do. Dr Monty Bose is Varsha’s paediatrician and a friend of Varsha’s father, with whom he sometimes plays tennis at the Tollygunge Club. Dr Bose knows the family well, having tended to both of Abhay Gupta’s children since their birth. And Abhay reposes great trust in the doctor because he, like Abhay himself, has studied in America and is very highly qualified. No time is lost in summoning the paediatrician.

Through all this, even though the family is now in a state of panic, Varsha is completely ‘normal’, busy with her favourite plaything, a length of yarn which she is tying into knots. Everyone leaves her alone, out of fear of what she might say next if provoked. 

Dr Monty Bose lives on the far side of Dhakuria Lake, on a road that branches off from Southern Avenue at a right angle. He arrives fifteen minutes later. He is in his early forties, wiry and of medium height, with a sharp-featured, mobile face and a full head of gently greying curly hair. As always, he is dressed stylishly in crisply ironed trousers and a loose, colourful shirt. 

The Guptas receive the paediatrician in the sitting room on the top floor, where they are seated on plush velvet sofas under gently clinking chandeliers. After a few muted greetings an uneasy hush descends on the room. This is disconcerting for the paediatrician, who, on the rare occasions when he makes house calls, is accustomed to being met by anxious parents who are all too eager to tell him about their child’s symptoms. But the Guptas seem to be in no hurry to do this; instead, they fidget and awkwardly shuffle their feet while exchanging surreptitious glances with each other. In the end Monty has no recourse but to glance at his watch: ‘I’m afraid …’ 

This prompts Dipika to speak up at last: ‘A very strange thing has happened, Dr—’ Then she begins to choke on her own words so her sister-in-law intervenes. ‘Dr Bose, what happened was that suddenly today Varsha started talking about another life, in which she was a Bengali woman living in a village …’

And now she too chokes, so the patriarch steps in. ‘And then Varsha started demanding fish.’ 

‘Fish?’ says Monty in puzzlement. ‘You mean, like in an aquarium?’ 

‘No.’ The old man drops his eyes. ‘She wants to eat fish. She says she won’t eat anything else until she’s been given some fish.’

Now Dipika breaks in, breathlessly. ‘I think she’s sick, Dr Bose. It must be some kind of brain fever, maybe meningitis.’ 

‘Well, I’d better examine her then,’ says Monty, picking up his bag. ‘Where is she?’ 

He is led to Varsha’s room in the interior of the flat, where, with Dipika looking on, he takes one instrument after another out of his bag and proceeds to check the girl’s temperature, heartbeat and breathing.

‘Varsha, are you in any pain?’ he asks, shining a flashlight into her eyes. 

She shakes her head. ‘No, I am fine.’ 

Having failed to detect any symptom of illness, Monty then decides to test Varsha for signs of cognitive impairment. He asks her a series of questions: What is the colour of her dress? What are her cousins’ names? How old are they? and so on—all of which she answers correctly. 

‘So tell me then, Varsha,’ says Monty, seating himself on a chair, ‘is it true that you have been talking about your other house, in a village?’ 

The question has been asked in Hindi but Varsha answers in Bengali, growing quite animated. ‘Yes, it was a house with earthen walls and a thatched roof. Behind it was a pond where I would catch fish.’ 

‘And where was this village, Varsha?’ says Monty. ‘Why did you leave it?’ 

‘I left because I had to.’ 

‘Why?’ 

‘Because I died.’ 

‘How did you die?’ 



‘I was bitten by a snake.’ 

‘A snake?’ cries Dipika, her voice rising. ‘Did you say a snake?’ 

At the sound of her scream the rest of the family rushes into the room. ‘What happened?’ 

‘Now Varsha says she was bitten by a snake,’ Dipika says, drawing a collective gasp from the others. 

‘Please! Please be calm,’ Monty begs them, before turning back to Varsha. ‘Tell me,’ he says, ‘where did the snake bite you? On which part of your body? Do you remember?’ 

Varsha nods and points to the left side of her ribcage, where she has two tiny birthmarks shaped like circles. Monty has seen the marks before, when he examined Varsha as a newborn, but now he looks at them again, leaning over the child with a magnifying glass. 

‘What are you looking at, Dr Bose?’ whispers the patriarch, craning over Monty’s shoulder.

‘Do you see these spots?’ says Monty, tapping the magnifying glass. ‘These birthmarks are tiny now, but in a few years they will be exactly the same shape and size as the puncture wounds of a snakebite.’ 

The Guptas stare at him in open-mouthed horror. 

Monty turns to look at the birthmarks again. ‘What’s puzzling,’ he says, ‘is that the marks are on the ribs and not on the legs, as is usually the case with snakebites.’ 

‘What are you saying, Dr Bose?’ cries Dipika, her voice rising to a wail. ‘How could Varsha have been bitten by a snake? What is happening to us today? Everything was all right this morning, it was just a normal day, and now …’ 

‘Whatever the problem,’ says Monty, ‘it is not physical. It is something else, something that I cannot deal with.’ 

‘Then what do you suggest, Dr Bose?’ says the patriarch. ‘What should we do?’ 

‘I think you should consult a psychologist.’ 

‘Can you recommend someone? Someone we can trust—who will keep this matter confidential?’ 



Monty smiles. ‘I know just the person,’ he says. ‘My wife, Shoma, is a highly qualified therapist and psychologist.’ 

‘Has she worked with children?’ the old man inquires. 

‘Actually,’ says Monty, ‘she has dealt with several cases of this type.’ 

‘What type do you mean, Dr Bose?’ 

‘I mean children who remember past lives.’







Two

Monty’s wife, the psychologist Shoma Bose, was my mashima, my mother’s younger sister. Shoma and I were unusually close because she had no children of her own and she had taken care of me for the first six months of my life when my mother was laid low by serious postpartum complications. After that, either out of gratitude or generosity, my mother had continued to ‘share’ me with her younger sister, to whom she was deeply attached; it was no great deprivation for her anyway since she already had two older daughters. In those days, in Indian families, such arrangements, whereby a child was semi-adopted by childless relatives, were not unusual.

This meant that I had to learn, very early in my life, to adapt to two markedly different sets of circumstances. When at home, I lived in a cramped flat with my parents and my two sisters. My father was an accountant in a firm that made rubber tyres; we were by no means poor, but money was tight. Since our flat had only two bedrooms I, as the boy, had to sleep on a charpai in a narrow corridor. It was understood that minor discomforts had to be borne without complaint because significant sacrifices were being made to send me to an expensive school where the medium of instruction was English. 

Shoma and Monty, on the other hand, lived in a large two-storey bungalow that had a paved courtyard, a garage and a somewhat unkempt thicket of greenery at the back, towering over which were a couple of coconut palms and an ancient mango tree that produced prodigious quantities of deliciously sweet, golden fruit of the prized Himsagar variety. The tree was so big that some of its branches arched over the bungalow, creating a shaded arbour on the roof. 

Monty had inherited the house from his father, who had been a doctor in the British Indian Army and had served in Burma during the Second World War. Monty’s father, Colonel Bose, had built the house himself, in an Art Deco style, on land that he had acquired very cheaply on the advice of a friend of his when the neighbourhood was a sparsely populated suburb. As was common in Calcutta in those days, the house and its compound were known by a name, rather than a number, as if to proclaim that it was not a sterile copy of other houses but a little realm that had its own distinctive character. The name that Colonel Bose had chosen for his house was ‘Tavoy’, after a picturesque seaside town on Burma’s Tenasserim coast, where he had spent some time recovering from a wartime injury. 

Monty’s clinic, where he saw his patients, was housed in the ground floor of the bungalow. Since he was a much-sought-after paediatrician, his clinic was a sprawling network of rooms that occupied the entire lower half of the bungalow: it was noisy, raucous and crowded down there, with receptionists, compounders and nurses bustling about as they shuffled people between the medical examination rooms, the holding areas and the dispensary. During Monty’s working hours there would sometimes be so many children waiting to see him that the courtyard at the back of the house would look like the playground of a school; on Fridays, when he did not charge any fees, the line would often stretch from the door of the clinic to the cinema down the road. 

Tavoy’s upper floor was my aunt Shoma’s domain. The atmosphere there was very different: quiet and studious, as befitted a place where people talked about their inner lives in lowered voices. This part of the house had a rambling, haphazard feel to it, with the kitchen, dining room, living room and bedrooms dissolving into each other through curtained doorways. The only room that was set strictly apart was the study, where Shoma did her writing and met clients. On one side of the study stood a comfortable recliner, which, like Freud’s famous couch, was buried under colourful rugs, in this case woven shotoronjis. The shelves that lined the room were filled with interesting bric-a-brac—masks, an old radio, film posters, unusual chess sets, odd-looking dolls with nodding heads and so on. 

At Tavoy there were many nooks and crannies where a child could hide and daydream, but my favourite part of the house was the curved veranda in front, which looked out onto the park that surrounded Dhakuria Lake. Shoma and Monty loved to sit on the veranda, especially when the sun was going down. They would sink into their easy chairs and sip tea while flocks of birds came home to roost, led by a committee of vultures that always perched in a long line on a tall Java almond tree on the far side of the lake. 

At the entrance to the park people would gather around the carts of competing brands of ice-cream, bright orange for Magnolia and blue-and-white for Kwality. Others would converge on jhalmuri vendors, who would entertain them by making a great show of mixing puffed rice, mustard oil and chillies in tins that they wielded like shamans’ rattles. 

I loved sitting on the veranda with Shoma and Monty when I stayed at Tavoy, watching people go by as dusk descended on the park. 

When I think back to that time in my life, what I remember most vividly is the darkness, the like of which I have never again experienced anywhere in the world. When the lights went off in Calcutta and the fans stopped beating the warm, humid air, we would lie awake in the inky stillness, feeling the sheets go damp under us and listening to sounds that came floating in from great distances—trucks backfiring, jackals howling, someone blowing their nose with slow, patient concentration, as if to scrub their sinuses clean. 

Almost daily, in the 1960s, there would be long spells of load shedding during which large swathes of the city would lose power. Sometimes there would be no electricity for eight hours at a time, or even longer. On days when there were no power cuts we would be on tenterhooks, thinking: ‘This is too good to be true. Can’t we just get it over and done with?’ 

But power cuts were just one aspect of the city’s tumult, an effect rather than a cause. Calcutta was then in a state of almost permanent rebellion with daily strikes, or marches, or morchas, or gheraos. Best of all were the bandhs, which would shut down the whole city: there would be no buses or cars or trams on the streets, so we were free to spend the day outside, gleefully playing wherever we wanted so long as we stayed within the precincts of our para, where everyone knew everyone. 

All around the para there were walls that were thickly plastered with posters, most of them stamped with some variation of the hammer-and-sickle icon. Back then Bengal had more varieties of socialists and communists than any other part of the world. The plainest variety was the old Communist Party of India, which was then in decline, having been outflanked by its more radical offshoot, the Communist Party of India (Marxist). But this faction too was locked in a deadly struggle with an even more radical breakaway faction, the Naxalites, who, in a grand gesture of one-upmanship, had named themselves the Communist Party of India (Marxist–Leninist). 

It was all very confusing for a child, but Shoma, who was very good at explaining things, simplified it for me one day. ‘Just remember, the longer the name of the party, the more radical it’s likely to be.’ 

Certainly, even though we were only children at the time, we understood very well that the Naxalites were a particularly fearsome group, so we avoided peeing in the empty lot where they tended to fix their posters. The CPI’s wall was thought to be better suited for this purpose, especially because it had a large sign stencilled on it to warn away would-be micturators: DO NOT COMMIT NUISANCE HERE. 

Every day, towards sunset, when our mothers would come swarming out to summon us home to do our schoolwork, we would run back indoors, hoping that someone had remembered to fill the buckets in our bathrooms so that we would have some water to wash up with before getting to our desks. The pumps stopped working when the power went out, so forgetting to fill the buckets could lead to major domestic upheavals. 

If the lights happened to be out, as was the case more often than not, I would wrap myself in a sheet, to hold the mosquitoes at bay, before I sat down at my desk and lit a kerosene lamp. Immediately, my world would shrink into the circle of light cast by the lamp, which was not entirely a bad thing when you were trying to do your homework. 

Looking back now, it seems to me that the Kolkata of today is as different from the Calcutta of my childhood as the letters in the spellings of those names. The city that I remember was not an easy place, to be sure, but there was something about it that left an indelible mark on all of us who grew up in it at that time: we were always prepared for uncertainties, knowing that everything around us could be plunged into darkness at any moment.

Is it any wonder then that, despite all the difficulties and inconveniences, many of us look back on those years with a certain tenderness? To have lived through that time in Calcutta is to have been prepared to endure a world that would no longer be able to sustain its specious hopes and delusional promises. 

My memories of the city of my childhood had ebbed until they came flooding back half a century later on the other side of the planet, in Brooklyn, during the plague year of 2020. I suppose the reason those locked-down days reminded me of Calcutta was that during the pandemic too there was a sense of darkness closing in, or rather, of an artificial brightness leaking out of the world. 

Every morning, on waking up in the preternatural quiet that had descended upon my neighbourhood, I would begin my day by checking a series of websites and apps. The page that I visited most often provided daily readings of the amount of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere: I followed the data so closely that my spirits would rise when the concentration of CO2 in the atmosphere dipped below 400 parts per million; conversely, I would sink into a depression when the figure soared to 415. 

And that was just the beginning. Among my next few go-to websites was one that listed the number of species that had gone extinct the previous day—when the number was below ten I would feel a wild surge of optimism, and when it was above twenty I would find it hard to get out of bed. And so it went on: deforestation, droughts, wildfires, migrants on the US–Mexico border, refugee boats on the Mediterranean and so on. 

All of this I did before it was time for me to call Shoma in Calcutta, hoping that she would be out on her veranda in her wheelchair, rather than in bed, strapped to her BiPAP machine. It was a convenient time for me because I could talk to her while I pottered around my apartment with my headphones on, making coffee and preparing for the day. As we spoke I would envision the scene on Shoma’s veranda in all its details: the park beyond, emptied of the usual cricket games and courting couples, but doubly thronged with birds, and maybe a mustering of storks on the old Java almond tree since the committee of vultures had long since been wiped out by diclofenac—all of this would float past my eyes almost as if I were sitting there myself with my aunt.

Earlier that year, in January, shortly after her eighty-fifth birthday, Shoma had fallen and broken her hip. Fortunately the fall had occurred while I was already in Calcutta for my usual winter sojourn, so I was able to supervise all the arrangements for her operation. Afterwards, while Shoma was still under anaesthesia, her primary physician, Dr Romy Das, who happened to be a relative of ours, told me that the procedure had gone well—or as well as could be expected for a woman of her age—but a full recovery was scarcely to be hoped for. Despite having been quite spry before her fall, Shoma’s days of getting about on her own were probably over: from now on, when she was not in bed, she would likely be confined to a wheelchair. 

‘Looking ahead, what do you think we should do?’ I asked Romy. ‘Do you think we should move her to a nursing home? Or an assisted-living facility?’ 

‘Knowing her, I doubt she’d agree, but it’s certainly a conversation that needs to be had when she’s in a condition to have it.’ 

Since Shoma was childless and I was the relative who was closest to her, it ultimately fell to me to broach the subject of moving to a nursing home. 

The conversation went pretty much as I had thought it would. Shoma heard me out without interruption while breathing heavily into her BiPap mask. After I had finished speaking she pushed a button on a remote control to raise the backrest of her hospital bed. When her face was level with mine she pulled her mask down to her chin and gazed directly into my eyes with an intensity that made me flinch. 

‘Dinu,’ she said in a voice that was firm as ever despite its wheezy rasp, ‘you know perfectly well that I’ve lived in my house ever since the day I married Monty. Please don’t talk to me about moving into an old-age home. I’m not leaving Tavoy until I’m carried to the cremation ghat.’

‘I just want you to think about it, is all,’ I said. ‘It’s possible, you know, that things would be easier for you in a nursing home. You’d have round-the-clock care and there’d be a doctor on call whenever you needed one.’



Shoma frowned. ‘Is it really me that you’re thinking about, Dinu? Or is it yourself? Would it be easier for you if I were tucked away in a nursing home?’ 

‘It’s not that—’ I cut myself short almost as soon as I began because I realized that Shoma had, as always, gone straight to the heart of the matter. 

‘Listen, Dinu,’ Shoma continued quietly. ‘What I want now is to spend whatever time I have left in my own home with my own people. When I go, I want to go peacefully, in my own bed, not in some hospital room among strangers.’ 

I knew then that there was nothing to be gained by prolonging the argument. ‘I understand,’ I said. ‘Don’t worry; I’ll take care of it.’ 

From that point on, I made it my business to ensure that Shoma would have the same kind of care in her own house as she would have had in a hospital or nursing home. First, with Romy’s help, I hired a complement of caregivers, headed by an experienced and highly recommended nurse called Sumita Biswas. Then I acquired a high-end, fully adjustable hospital bed with remote controls, two overbed tables, a fancy motorized wheelchair and an array of other equipment. And so, by the time Shoma was released from the hospital, her bedroom was fully the equal of anything the city’s best nursing homes could have provided.

Putting all this together took a great deal of work but the effort was well worth it: once the new systems and equipment were in place and Shoma was properly installed in her bedroom, there was an immediate improvement in her condition. Within a day or two she was sitting up with her shiny new tablet in front of her, following the news as avidly as she always had. 

The sight of this newly invigorated Shoma was deeply gratifying for me and I would sometimes pause at her door just to look at her: her hair was now so white that it matched her pillow covers, and her skin had become almost translucent, which made the capillaries and bones beneath stand out like the veins of a dried leaf. 



On the night table beside Shoma’s bed was a framed photograph of her and Monty taken decades ago, when they were in their forties. But in the picture they looked even younger, she slim and petite in a blouse and trousers, and he decked out in one of his colourful shirts. Monty had been wearing one the last time I was with him, shortly before he died of a sudden heart attack. That was more than fifteen years earlier, and he was still vigorous and sprightly then, much as he looked in that photograph. Shoma, on the other hand, had aged so much in the interim that Sumita, the nurse, had been hard put to believe that her patient, with her thinning white hair, pinched mouth and hollowed-out cheeks, was none other than the vibrant woman in that photograph. For my part, I was more conscious of the less obvious changes in my aunt: even though Shoma’s mind was as sharp as ever, I often had the sense that she was no longer fully engaged with the world around her, that she was looking ahead to something else. 

The thought filled me with deep misgiving and I began to worry about returning to Brooklyn at the end of February as planned. I postponed my departure by a couple of weeks and would have tried to stay on even longer except that I had matters to attend to back home that could no longer be put off. I decided then that my best option was to fly to the US as scheduled on 11 March and come back to Calcutta a short while later, maybe at the end of the month, after taking care of all that I needed to in New York. I kept all of this to myself, however, knowing that Shoma would try to dissuade me if she knew that I was changing my plans because of her. So, on 11 March, when I went to see her on my way to the airport, she had no idea that I intended to return in two or three weeks. Nor did I let on, not even after she beckoned me over to her bed: ‘Dinu, come here! Quickly.’ She pointed at the screen of her tablet.

I went over to peer at the glowing screen and found myself staring at a headline posted on a local website: ‘World Health Organization Declares Global Pandemic; Fifteen Covid-19 Cases Already Detected In Kolkata’.



Little did I know then that the word ‘pandemic’ would soon be seared into public memory the world over. It embarrasses me now to recall that I, who was accustomed to keeping a weather eye on the planet’s many crises, had completely missed this one. The truth was that I had been so busy dealing with the arrangements for Shoma’s care that I had not had much time for anything else. 

I cringe to think of it now, but all I did when I saw the announcement of the pandemic was scratch my chin in puzzlement and ask, ‘What the hell is this Covid-19 thing anyway?’ 

‘It’s a new flu that seems to have originated in China. Haven’t you been following?’

I shook my head. ‘No. I’ve had other things to think about. Anyway, it’s probably a false alarm. Do you remember the fuss they made about SARS and the swine flu? But in the end things went on pretty much as usual, didn’t they?’

‘All the same,’ said Shoma, ‘I’m glad you’re going back to Brooklyn. The air is so much better there than in Calcutta. And your girlfriend is there too, isn’t she, the scientist, what’s her name?’

This caught me unawares and I became a little defensive, as often happened when Shoma asked me personal questions. ‘Do you mean Piya? No, she lives in Oregon, and she’s not my girlfriend, more’s the pity.’

Shoma pursed her lips. ‘I was hoping that she’d be the one you would settle down with.’

I shook my head. ‘That’s not going to happen. We’re both too set in our ways. Piya likes being on her own, in Oregon, and I’m perfectly happy where I am, in Brooklyn. Speaking of which’—I glanced at my watch—‘I’d better be off to the airport now; I don’t want to miss my flight.’ 

‘Wait, Dinu.’ Shoma reached for my hand and gave it a squeeze. ‘There’s one last thing I want to ask of you before you leave.’

‘Yes, of course.’

‘Promise me that whatever happens you won’t let them put me in a hospital again.’



This startled me. ‘Shoma, you have nothing to worry about. We’ve already set up a hospital for you here, in your bedroom. You won’t need to go anywhere.’

 She still wouldn’t let go of my hand. ‘Dinu, all I want now is a good death, a peaceful death, amongst my own people, in my own house. That’s the last thing I’ll ask of you. Please grant me that.’

‘Shoma!’ I said in a scolding tone. ‘It’s much too early for you to be talking like that.’

‘Dinu, there comes a time in your life when thinking about death is healthy … necessary even. It’s nothing to be afraid of.’

‘But you’re not there yet. You still have many years ahead of you.’ 

Shoma’s lips curled into a wry smile. ‘Dinu, what makes you think I want many more years?’

‘It’s not up to you to decide,’ I said firmly. ‘It’s our job to make sure you have all the time you possibly can, whether you want it or not.’







Three

Had it been possible, Monty would have told Shoma the story of his talk with Varsha the moment he got home from the Gupta mansion. But on reaching Tavoy he found a long line of patients waiting to see him, so it was not till sunset that he was able to go upstairs and join Shoma for their usual cup of tea.

Once he had slipped into his favourite easy chair, Monty wasted no time in getting started. ‘I have quite a tale for you today, Shoma! It’s about a house call I made this afternoon for Abhay Gupta’s daughter, Varsha. It was the strangest call I’ve ever been on.’ 

‘Why? What was the matter with the girl?’

‘Maybe it’s best that you see for yourself. I’ve made an appointment for you to visit the Gupta house at ten-thirty tomorrow morning.’ 

‘Oh, you didn’t, Monty!’ Shoma protested. ‘I have a client coming tomorrow morning at ten.’ 

Monty smiled. ‘Well, wait till you hear the story; I think this is one appointment you’ll want to keep. It’ll be of great interest to that professor you’ve been working with.’ 

‘You mean Cathy?’ 

‘Yes,’ said Monty with a grin, ‘Cathy the ghost-doctor.’

This was Monty’s private nickname for Dr Catherine Booth, an American professor with whom Shoma had been collaborating for several years. The moniker derived from the professor’s surname, which was often mispronounced, or misheard, by Bengalis as ‘Bhoot’, or ghost, and since she also had ‘doctor’ appended to her name, people sometimes jumped to the conclusion that she was a ‘bhoot-daktar’ (ghost-doctor or exorcist), a fact of which she was happily unaware. 

Dr Booth was in fact a senior member of the Faculty of Psychology and Neurology at the University of Virginia in Charlottesville, where Shoma had earned her doctorate. However, their collaboration had started not in Charlottesville but some years later when, on the recommendation of a colleague, Dr Booth had written to Shoma to ask whether she might be interested in helping her with some field research. She was planning to travel to Calcutta to do some interviews, she wrote, and she needed a Bengali translator. 

The letter had made no mention of the subject of Dr Booth’s research nor did Shoma have any idea of her areas of interest. Finding out was not easy either, but after much searching Shoma eventually managed to get hold of an academic directory that listed Dr Booth’s name and publications. This was how she discovered, to her great surprise, that Dr Booth was one of the world’s leading experts on ‘cases of the reincarnation type’. 

When she first came upon that phrase Shoma had assumed that it was some kind of joke; it was unimaginable to her that reincarnation could be the subject of serious scientific research. The fact that phrases like ‘in my next life’ or ‘in my last life’ often tripped off her tongue was immaterial; these were just stock expressions, uttered in everyday conversations; they were emphatically not assertions of belief. As far as Shoma was concerned, reincarnation as a phenomenon was no more real than the flying chariots and talking animals of Indian mythology. Nor was she alone in thinking this, for Indian academic circles had long been dogmatically materialist. Shoma knew that if her colleagues learnt that she was collaborating with a specialist on reincarnation she would face ridicule if not downright hostility. 



But she could not dismiss the opportunity out of hand either since it was quite possible that a senior American professor like Dr Booth would be able to open some important doors for her, career-wise. So, after much thought, Shoma had written back to the professor to say that she would be happy to interpret for her, but in order to do the job properly she would need to read some of Dr Booth’s publications, which, unfortunately, were not available in Calcutta. 

A few weeks later a large parcel had arrived, filled with papers and books written by Professor Booth and her mentor, one Dr Ian Stevenson, who was evidently extremely prolific. It turned out that between them the two professors had produced a large body of research on ‘cases of the reincarnation type’ (the phrase had apparently been coined by Dr Stevenson). 

It was in a mood of deep scepticism that Shoma began to leaf through the books and papers, fully expecting them to be filled with crackpot theories and wild conjectures. To her surprise she discovered that many of Dr Booth’s articles had been published in prestigious academic journals and were written in a dry, empirical style that wholly belied the outlandish nature of the subject. 

Soon, almost against her own will, Shoma found herself being drawn into the material but try as she might she could not bring herself to believe that aspects of a person’s selfhood could not only outlive them but also be transplanted into the body of some randomly chosen, newly born infant: the notion ran counter to everything her education had taught her. 

Only after Professor Booth arrived in Calcutta did Shoma’s doubts begin to subside. Cathy Booth was a tall, broad-shouldered woman with a freckled face, close-cropped grey hair and a brisk, no-nonsense manner. She did not seem at all the type to be in the thrall of fanciful ideas: Shoma was not surprised to learn that the professor had started her career as a psychologist for the Marine Corps and that she had served in Korea. 

Dr Booth had come extremely well-prepared, armed with a list of names and addresses of possible cases of reincarnation provided by various associates and informants in India. Her plan was to interview each of these children, and their families, to determine whether the children’s claims could be empirically verified. 

It became clear to Shoma during the very first interview they did together that no one was a greater sceptic than Dr Booth herself. The ‘case’ in question was a ten-year-old boy from a family that lived in Howrah, on the other side of the Hooghly river. On arriving at the specified location Shoma and Dr Booth were received by the child’s parents, who explained at great length that they believed their son to be the re-embodiment of a rich relative who had died in an accident shortly before the boy was born; as evidence they cited various events that he had described from his earlier life. But the parents were oddly slow to produce the boy himself, and when at last he did appear, his accounts of those events sounded like stories that he had been told rather than memories of his own. 

It did not take long for Dr Booth to come to a conclusion. ‘The kid’s clearly been coached by his parents,’ she said on the way back from Howrah. ‘They probably want to get some money out of their relatives. Fraud is quite common in these cases.’ 

The next couple of interviews were similarly disappointing, but for other reasons. One girl could no longer recall her past life, although her parents remembered her describing it in great detail when she was younger. Then there was a six-year-old boy who claimed to be the reincarnation of a famous holy man. Dr Booth wrote him off almost immediately. ‘It’s always a red light when they say they were famous in their past lives,’ she said. ‘It’s when a kid remembers an ordinary life that you know there may be something to it.’ 

Soon Dr Booth’s list led them to exactly such a case: a five-year-old boy in Baruipur, a small town to the south of the city. When Shoma and Dr Booth arrived at the local school as instructed, they were met not only by the parents of the ‘case’ but also by some two dozen other people. It turned out that some of them belonged to the five-year-old’s current family and some to his previous family; they included a young man and two adult married women who had come to accept that their father had been reborn as the boy. 

The case’s father was a schoolteacher and had compiled an extensive collection of notes on his son’s claims about his past life. Since early childhood the boy had exhibited extreme fear of two things: motorcycles and water. His aquaphobia was so powerful that giving him a bath was a daily struggle. As for motorcycles, he would hide at their very sight; the mere sound of one passing by, even at a great distance, would make him shiver and cry. The boy also had a strange habit: he liked to make small red flags which he would hold up while standing stiffly upright. 

Shortly after turning three, the child had begun to mention details of his previous life: he had worked at a railway station, he said, as the stationmaster, and had lived in a nearby house with his two daughters and one son, all of whose names he remembered. One day, while travelling in a bus with his father, the boy had become very agitated after spotting a railway station in the distance: ‘That’s where I worked! Take me there!’ They got off the bus and were walking towards the station when the boy pointed to a house and said, ‘That’s where I used to live! I want to go there.’ 

On the threshold of the house they were met by a man in his early twenties whom the boy immediately recognized as ‘his’ son; he even addressed him by a nickname known only to close relatives. When he entered the house it quickly became clear that he was intimately familiar with the inside layout; he even knew where ‘his’ flag and lantern were stored. Then he asked after ‘his’ two daughters, naming both of them correctly. As a test, the young man showed him a photograph of several people taken at a wedding and asked him to point out ‘his’ daughters: the boy unhesitatingly picked the right women. 

It turned out that the young man and his two sisters were indeed the children of a stationmaster, a man who had been very proud of the red signal flag. The stationmaster had drowned after being knocked into a river by a speeding motorcycle. 



Later, the stationmaster’s son had organized a large gathering of his family to see if the boy would recognize their relatives. The child correctly identified several of them, in many instances mentioning details about their lives that were known only to them and the late stationmaster. So convincing was the boy’s performance that his former children had believed his claims and the two families had begun to exchange regular visits. Odd though the situation was, they had adapted to it as a fact of life. 

On the way back to the city Shoma and Dr Booth had tried to pick holes in the boy’s story but they could find none. Even Monty, who prided himself on his ability to spot a hoax, could find no discrepancies when Shoma told him about the case, but he had dismissed it nonetheless: ‘Oh, they just made up a tall tale to get some money out of you.’ 

‘But they didn’t ask for payment,’ said Shoma. ‘And we wouldn’t have given them money anyway; that’s a strict rule with Dr Booth.’ 

‘Maybe they just want publicity.’ 

Shoma had laughed. ‘What publicity? At best they’ll be mentioned under pseudonyms in some academic journal that no one reads.’ 

But Monty was not convinced. ‘You wait and see,’ he had said darkly. ‘When that boy grows up he’s going to stand for election, saying he’s a reincarnation.’ 

‘And how would that help him?’ said Shoma. ‘Why would anyone vote for a candidate who remembers being a stationmaster in a past life? Why would anyone care? Monty, it’s you who’s being absurd now.’ 

The night before her departure Dr Booth had joined them for dinner at their house, and Monty, like Shoma before him, was won over by her unpretentious, down-to-earth manner. The fact that she had specifically asked for a proper Bengali meal also made Monty warm to her, and she charmed him further still at the dinner table by ignoring the knife and fork that had been laid out for her and using her fingers instead. ‘The food tastes better that way,’ she said. 

‘That’s exactly what we say!’ cried Monty. ‘In any case it’s impossible to eat our local fish with knives and forks.’



Inevitably the conversation had turned to some ‘cases of the reincarnation type’ whom Dr Booth had recently interviewed in Bihar and Haryana: one was a girl from a rural Brahmin family whose memories of an earlier existence as a sweeper were so vivid that she had insisted from a very early age on sweeping the house, and had even volunteered to dispose of her siblings’ faeces; another was a boy from a prosperous family with a long tradition of soldiering, who, to the great embarrassment of his relatives, had manifested behaviours that suggested that he remembered being a gardener, frequently getting down on his haunches to cut grass with a scythe, something that was considered beneath his family’s station.

‘In both these cases,’ Dr Booth added, ‘we were alerted to the children by their paediatricians.’ She turned to Monty with a smile. ‘I understand you are a paediatrician too, Dr Bose. Have you ever come across any such case?’ 

‘No,’ said Monty with a vehement shake of his head. ‘Never. I just treat children’s fevers and infections. I don’t talk to them about their dreams and fantasies. I like to think of myself as a scientist. I deal with real things.’

‘Well, as a scientist I’m sure you know that Niels Bohr once said that everything we call real is made of things that cannot be regarded as real.’ 

Monty had answered by knocking on the table. ‘I know that this table is real. I don’t believe in anything I can’t touch or see with my own eyes.’ 

‘Well, you can’t see or touch quantum waves, can you?’ insisted Dr Booth. ‘But I’m sure you acknowledge that they exist?’ 

‘That’s different. Quantum waves can be experimentally verified. There are theories to explain their behaviour. What’s the theoretical explanation for reincarnation?’ 

Dr Booth sighed. ‘There are some theories out there—parallel universes, time loops and stuff like that. But to be honest I don’t care at all about explanations. The world is full of stuff we can’t explain—hell, who can even explain why people fall in love? I’m a hands-on kinda person; all I care about is collecting the evidence and seeing if it holds up.’

‘I don’t have a problem with that,’ said Monty. ‘I’m fine with it as long as it’s just anecdotes, like stories about ghosts and yetis. Just so long as no one claims it’s science.’ 

‘But science isn’t just a set of received ideas, is it?’ said Dr Booth. ‘If it were, it would be just another religion. As I see it, science is a method and it requires us to study everything that happens in the world, even if we can’t explain it.’ 

‘But—’ 

Here Shoma had interrupted. ‘I don’t think this is going to be settled tonight, so let’s just get on with the dessert, shall we? Here, Cathy, do try some rasgullas and sandesh. We Bengalis are very proud of our sweets.’

Now, after listening to Monty’s account of his examination of Varsha Gupta, Shoma remembered something that Cathy Booth had once said, about there being certain patterns that recurred in textbook examples of ‘cases of the reincarnation type’. From what she had just heard about Monty’s house call, it seemed to Shoma that Varsha Gupta might well be an example of that kind. 

To begin with there was the girl’s age: in such cases children generally began expressing their memories of earlier lives between the ages of three and five. Such children were also often very precocious and sometimes displayed exceptional, and even inexplicable, linguistic abilities. Another somewhat more unusual pattern in such cases was the carrying over of physical traces of an earlier life, in the form of birthmarks and scars. Often these traces would indicate the location of wounds that had resulted in the termination of the earlier life—for example, by marking the entry points of bullets, knives and other weapons (Dr Ian Stevenson had written about haemangiomas of this kind at some length). It was quite possible that the birthmarks on Varsha’s ribcage were instances of this phenomenon. 

All things considered, Shoma had to concede that Monty was right: this was indeed an incredible opportunity for her, not least because it was exceedingly rare for a case of this kind to come to the attention of a qualified professional immediately after a child’s first declaration of their memories of their former life. Often years went by before their initial claims could be recorded and investigated. To be able to interview a child the day after their first declaration was almost unheard of. 

So, just as Monty had foreseen, Shoma decided to reshuffle her appointments so that she would be able to meet Varsha the next day. 
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