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Author’s Note

In Indian Summer I have adopted the spelling Poona rather than the more modern Pune. This is simply to clarify pronunciation.

At the time of my stay in India, £1 was worth approximately sixty-five rupees.




This is a book for anyone who thinks it might be worth adding their drop to the ocean.




Prologue
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Lord Rama rose giddily from where the searing thunder bolt had struck him down and, drawing the deepest of heroic breaths, prepared yet again to do battle. Around him lay the countless bodies of slain monkey warriors almost motionless in death on the forest floor. Above him, though, still towered the giant figure of Ravana, demon-king of Lanka, his eyes flashing fire from his ten heads, his countless arms flailing, each ready to unleash infinite lethal weapons. Tridents tipped with heart-stopping poison, clouds of insects, howling winds and ferocious animals, lions, serpents and crocodiles were all to be hurled down to destroy the impudent Rama.

‘I am no mere mortal,’ bellowed Ravana, shaking back and forth with fury, his voice seeming to emanate from the very centre of his being. ‘Do you really dare to test my superhuman strength?’ he demanded as he took great strides across the earth towards the target of his wrath.

Rama replied gamely by lopping off one of Ravana’s heads with a thumping blow of his sword but another slowly appeared to sprout in its place. Suddenly, the brave Lord Rama was struck with dread fear. For it was clear to him now that not one of his weapons was strong enough to defeat the mighty demon.

All was lost.

Slowly he sank to his knees awaiting the final awful moment.

Then he remembered!

Surely now was the moment to avail himself of the deadliest of all the weapons of the universe - the secret to which had been conferred upon him by the great Lord Brahma himself! Should he invoke this power now and use it to destroy Ravana forever then his kidnapped wife, his beloved Princess Sita, would be returned from her captivity in the enchanted Ashoka Grove; Good would conquer Evil; the skies would clear, the sun shine and peace and harmony would return to the Earth once again.

As Rama bravely pulled his shoulders back, and slowly, clearly, firmly began to repeat the chant, Lord Hanuman, King of the Monkeys, who until now had been standing motionless, awe-struck by the ferocity of the mighty combat, began to fidget. He didn’t much like his papier-mâché mask, which was itchy and lopsided giving him a blank, simple-minded look like the crazy man who lived at the end of his lane. He pushed it up and rubbed his eyes with the soft balls of his fists. What was more, he thought that his tail, made from half a bicycle tyre and some glued-on straw, looked really stupid. He scratched and jiggled in the most unregal fashion. Anyway, he was tired. He yawned, pulled at the elastic that stretched tightly round the back of his head and yawned again. It was fair enough, I thought. Dulabesh was only nine.

‘Hold on, look, how about just five minutes more and then everyone is stopping, tike?’ I stretched my back and neck and refolded my legs into a fair impression of sukhasana. At last I realised that however long I practised sitting cross-legged on the floor I was always going to end up with a backside that felt, when I rubbed it, like it belonged to someone else.

‘Acha,’ somebody muttered in reply and the rest of the children silently wobbled their heads from side to side in assent, smiling gently. As ever, their willingness to be positive and helpful refreshed and enthused me.

‘Now, Sahas, just from the bit “Oh, Lord Brahma . . .” OK?’

Sahas, in the role of Lord Rama, drew himself to his full height of five foot six, took a deep breath and started again.

 Just at that moment, distractingly for our superhero, an anonymous member of the slain Monkey Army broke audible and lengthy wind.

In the Ashoka Grove a number of the trees were forced to pull down one branch or, in some cases, both to cover their noses. A couple of Ravana’s devil apprentices started to giggle and Princess Sita sat up with a start on the pile of woven floor mats deep in the forest. She looked startled, confused at being woken so rudely. She too yawned widely, smiling dreamily at no one in particular. A red ribbon that had held one of her looped plaits in place had come undone and her hair hung lopsidedly on her left shoulder. She sleepily tried to rearrange it.

Unmesh ‘the Head’, or rather ‘the Heads’, who was playing the top half of the giant Ravana, pulled off his disguise, rearranged his glasses and looked at me shyly. He held out his hand, his fingers closed but for the little one which he now wiggled slowly at me - the strangely illustrative signal that he was bursting to go to the loo. I nodded and wobbled my head and Prakash ‘the Legs’ (and ‘the Voice’ because little Unmesh was much too squeaky) leaned forward letting the small boy slide off his shoulders and down his back. Dumping his costume of solid gold, his bicycle pump and a pile of uninflated ‘Devil’s Heads’ balloons in a heap, Unmesh dashed outside into the evening light.

Just then the tin-shaded light bulbs that hung down in lines from the corrugated roof flickered orange, throwing a darkroom glow across the makeshift stage before finally fizzing out. The moonlight shadows of the normally brisk ceiling fans slowed into a clicking slideshow of the children’s paintings on the walls of the classroom. There was no expression of surprise - we were nearly always interrupted by a power cut at about this time in the evening. It would only last an hour or so but now seemed as good a moment as any to stop.

‘OK, enough for today, haan?’ I asked, the Indian word for ‘yes’ pronounced as a French policeman might on making an enquiry. Standing awkwardly, I picked up a tinfoil and cardboard thunderbolt. Everyone agreed and the trees lowered  their branches with a sigh of relief and a good deal of shaking of their arms. Silently but willingly, the children scooped up the various props and bits of home-made costume placing them on their labelled shelves in the creaking wall cupboard at the far end of the room. Occasionally someone climbed up a rough, almost rungless ladder, pushed up by small hands from below, to reach the highest points. Then those that owned them shuffled their feet slowly into their chupples and the rest stepped barefoot out on to the porch of the schoolroom, peering up at the shape of the white concrete and smoked-glass office block next door, outlined silently in the magnesium light of the moon. I pulled the brass bolt on the classroom door and clicked the heavy padlock closed.

‘So, everyone ready for tomorrow? Bus is coming to the schoolroom at four thirty?’ Sleepy agreement. Everyone seemed happy and confident. Well, nearly everyone.

Oh, well. I was sure it would all be fine.

‘Come on then, chelo - let’s go.’

A small, brown hand wrapped around each of my fingers and thumbs, the littlest members of the cast and I launched ourselves out into the wheezing, grunting, roaring chaos of traffic, while the older children dodged the buses, rickshaws, two-wheelers, cars and bicycles with confident ease. I took a deep breath and spluttered as a highly decorated orange and blue truck groaned past blasting us with black exhaust fumes. We took a chance and with small, quick and, in my case, stooping steps we crossed the road into the slum.

My hands were released.

‘Thank you, Bhaiya, goodnight. Goodnight, Bhaiya,’ came a chorus of voices as the children turned, skipped and disappeared in separate directions into the alleyways of the coughing, heaving, smoking, muttering muddle of rickety buildings that was their home.

Shooing away a greedy goat that was taking a less-than-literary interest in my script, I went in search of Sanjay and his rickshaw.

Tomorrow was the big day.




1

The Phoenix and the Spark Plugs

[image: 002]


London in late October is a pretty dreary sort of place. In fact, to my mind, London is a pretty dreary sort of place all the year round but at least in summer, particularly when the sun makes its brief appearances, the irregular green expanses of park and the few remaining views of a once majestic skyline between the architectural offences of the last century provide a faintly surreal sense of release from the cloying, confining atmosphere of city life. As long as you can ignore the ruin wreaked on once admirable façades, there is still a momentary opportunity to dream, to make plans, to spread cramped wings and to believe that childhood aspirations are still attainable.

But in late October the hard, wet grey of the pavements and the general gloom of the days only imbue the scurrying, downcast citizens with a feeling of melancholic unfriendliness. Turning up their collars against the needling rain and their fellow human beings, they head back homewards in search of the solace of sour alcohol and the vicarious but dull emotions aroused by the lives of people who only exist behind their television screens.

Reluctantly, finance oblige, I had returned to all this from an extended period abroad. Life in a small village in the South Pacific, where I had been sent to administer a small private charitable fund, had left a gentle but indelible mark on my soul. Beautiful scenery, the untouched, unspoilt geography,  and the kindly, good-natured people of the Solomon Islands had all conspired to lull me into pastoral reverie. There had been problems, discomforts, even the occasional danger, but I could look back now and be confident, particularly with the softening effects of time and distance, that it had been a near-idyllic way of life. One indeed that I might well have pursued forever had a primeval part of me not begun to call out for family and friends. There was also a part of me that believed, perhaps because I had been told it so often, that I could not really do without the comforts of home.

Before my departure, I had been content with life as a rural secondary school teacher and had enjoyed all the benefits of a varied and busy career in the English countryside. There I had lived a life where competition was healthy - but not as beneficial as simply taking part. People had been friendly for the sake of friendship and still seemed to believe that social intercourse in a shop, in the street or even on the bus was not something to be sniggered at as being old-fashioned eccentricity. Under these circumstances, in this corner of the world, I had enjoyed my teaching life. On the whole, the routines and regulations by which I and my pupils had had to abide had been sensible in their application. Indeed, they had served to provide a comforting shape to the passage of the years.

By luck, I had established an easy rapport with my pupils, who, in the main, were content (despite the occasional and often understandable adolescent niggle) to patiently play the game that had been created for them by us, the adults. Plenty of happy memories had been amassed and, some time in the future, it will be with pleasure that I shall reassess all those old motives and outcomes, those friendships, loves and occasional but thankfully rare enmities.

Perhaps the storyline of my life had developed a little slowly and tamely thus far, but now, I had decided, things were going to hot up sensationally. With the benefit of time away from England, with the focusing effects of distance, I could now make decisions about a new career. Teaching had been fun, undoubtedly, but equally I knew that I was never really going  to be considered successful. Well, was I? I mean, everybody else knew it too. I was the man who looked after their children while they did something more important - publicly ‘highly respected’ but, out of earshot, a ‘bit of a loser’.

If indeed the curmudgeonly George Bernard Shaw believed his own suggestion that ‘He who can, does. He who cannot, teaches’, it was perhaps only in response to his treatment at the hands of his own wretched teachers. Sadly for the rest of us, the public (not, of course, without exception) seemed to have adopted this sentiment as their own. His suggestion that any educator in the country is a useless no-hoper seems to have taken a firm hold on the British consciousness. It is this same trite phrase that is almost invariably trotted out by bar-room bores in the same breath as ‘. . . and anyway they get the bloody holidays’. Eluding them in the mists of fag smoke and alcohol fumes is that ‘he that can’ and is at present ‘doing’ medicine or law or business or art or music - even politics - would be pitifully inept, unstructured and ungrounded had it not been for the constructive guiding influences of his or her teachers. After all, even bloomin’ old ‘Enery ‘Iggins must have learnt his skills from a professor before him.

In the more reflective moments of my runabout youth, rarer than I care to remember, I was often painfully aware that the public denigration combined with idealistic, cotton-woolly, political decisions that were made on a seemingly daily basis meant that Education, a surprisingly sensitive and thoughtful creature who just wanted to get on and do the job, was now face down on a graffitied desk, hands over ears, trying to block out the belittling jeers.

Perhaps when I was a younger, more energetic teacher I should have been more radical, more militant, defended my corner more vocally, but now, like a footballer nearing the end of his career, I could only sit in the stands and watch as we got thrashed once again.

Anyway, I had decided that I would not now return to that career. Now was the time for me to become a man of some importance and, with this aim, it was to our capital city that  I headed. Perhaps I had not swung the stick and spotty handkerchief of optimism over my shoulder with the same confidence as young Dick Whittington, but I knew - because all the papers said so - that London was where everything ‘happened’.

‘Diversification’ was a suitably technical term, I thought, for what I planned to do: to make the most of my experience, and live an enriching life in all senses of the word. My bank manager, the rather inappropriately named Mr Jolly, assisted me in my endeavours. Sadly as that dank winter wore on he became increasingly unable to live up to his name. There were a variety of walks of life that I thought I might be well suited to: the law, for example. I gripped my lapels, and paced about the mildew-scented flat lent to me by an absent friend. As I ran a hand over my head, I realised the increasing attraction of a career that provided a wig.

Life in the City had its attractions too: I would, because you could, make a huge amount of money, becoming fantastically rich, as a number of my peers had seemed to do in a matter of months. I would have cars and boats and a wife, even wives, and dogs and possibly horses too, although I didn’t like them much. I would live in Berkshire or Sussex or, even better, Hampshire, perhaps have somewhere abroad that I might, with a bit of luck, have to retire to for tax reasons. Buckling on a stockbroking belt sounded very appealing, very reassuring. I wondered if you needed to be good at maths.

Of course, I remained realistic, kept my feet firmly on ground that I knew was not paved with gold. No, I did not have any intention of ending up as Lord Mayor of London - although, now I came to think of it, he was allowed to wear a wig too.

Unhappily I was never to discover my true potential; suitable posts seemed rarely to be advertised, applications seldom responded to and offers of interviews arrived as often as invitations to Millennium celebrations. The few meetings I attended felt like staff training exercises in public humiliation.

 More positively, though, it appeared that I was hardly ever over-qualified.

Eventually, Mr Jolly and I decided, after another consultation about the state of my current account, that the world of finance was perhaps not where my future was most certain. Finally, after all the bills of an expensive Christmas had been added up and could no longer be ignored, the only credit to be found was a few new pairs of socks. It was time for desperate measures: it became clear now that any sort of a job would do - even teaching.

Public libraries are a reasonable alternative to public bars if you find yourself, as I did now, with too much time and too little money with which to do anything useful. Arriving late one February morning at the Fulham Road library, I discovered that I had been beaten to the newspaper section by the rough-sleeping regulars. Consequently I found myself with next to no reading alternatives. The Caterer’s Weekly, my first choice, I quickly discarded, deflated by the cover story: ‘The Rise and Rise of Frozen Dough’. It was with some real physical and mental effort that I forced myself to reach up for the pristine copy of The Times Educational Supplement. Half-horrified, half-resigned, I flicked through the several dozen pages of small ads. In the past I had done this with genuine interest, to find out how I might head onwards and upwards; now I turned the pages with the desperation of someone who had no idea how to go on the dole and even less of an idea how to survive on it.

 



The recently renamed establishment on a London estate was definitely a school - the battered sign at the gate said so (you could just make it out under some black, priapic graffiti) but it was not at all how I, or indeed anybody else in the outside world, imagined a school to be. A few years earlier, when it had been known by another name, things had not looked rosy for the school - truancy was high, vandalism commonplace and achievements barely visible. With a heavy heart, particularly when it thought of the additional paperwork, the local  council decided to close it down at the end of the summer term. It was perhaps a fitting end to this seat of learning that the school was destroyed by a fire started in a Year 8 domestic science class a few days before the holidays began.

Since my experiences there I have often thought of other suitable institutions with which to compare it but none seems in any way appropriate: prisons are considerably less dangerous, mental asylums more sane, anarchist groups better organised. The youngsters, who fitfully attended, seemed to view life in or out of school as a permanent and strenuous competition to get one over on everybody else. Everyone, particularly adults (perhaps because they were so unused to having any normal contact with them), was perceived as a possible threat - to be kept at arm’s length. Undeniably some of these children came from homes that provided little more than protection from the elements. Many of them lived in households that lacked any recognisable familial structure and where emotional warmth had been replaced long before by a flickering TV in the bedroom.

School work and academic achievement were not priorities for most of these youngsters. That said, it would be unfair to say that they were not without certain skills: they could break almost anything that did not belong to them, could swear with a fluency that would have astonished an Irish working men’s club and could list the top ten most expensive pairs of trainers and mobile telephones as respectfully as if they were reciting verses of Milton. They also seemed to have an encyclopedic knowledge of their rights.

Once they had gained access to the classroom for the first lesson on that frighteningly cold morning in early March, and had wholly ignored my invitation to come in ‘nice and quietly’, they set about each other with cheerful, murderous intent.

This particular period had been marked down on the official timetable as a music lesson. Now I am not musical - at all - but the pleasant although curiously numb teacher in charge of staff absences had not let this worry her. Instead, she had smiled and handed me a pile of paper.

‘Here you are - this is for Year Eight.’

I looked at the sheets. Relieved, I understood what I saw: the same note repeated from top to bottom in the simplest of rhythms of quavers and crotchets.

‘So you get them to go through it. Like this, you see,’ she waved her finger up and down in time. ‘Dum-dum-dum-dum-di-dum-dum. ’

‘OK . . .’

‘Fine, thanks, err, Will. You’re doing a great job - really appreciate your help. Thanks.’

She began to wander off towards a crowd of nervously twitching supply teachers - it seemed to be their first day at school too.

‘Yes, fine. OK. So what about after that then?’

‘No, just that; that’ll be fine.’

‘What - for an hour and a half?’

But she was gone.

Dum-dum-dum-dum-di-dum-dum.

In the event I need not have worried.

The children - they were twelve years old - only sat down after the first forty minutes and then only if they were tired or injured; the other half continued to run around in a desperate attempt to prove the Random Theory despite my gentle and then not-so-gentle suggestions that they might like to take their places.

Well, I supposed I might as well give it a go.

‘So here we are. Music.’ I thought it worth pointing this out.

I started to hand out the sheets. Placing one in front of a boy whose back was turned three-quarters away from me and who was engrossed in conversation with his mate, I tapped it with my hand to attract his attention.

‘Here you are; have a look at this. Should be quite good fun this . . . Just write your name on the top of it, please.’

As I looked down, the boy slowly placed his hard-bitten fingers flat down on the piece of paper. Then with an equal lack of haste, without turning towards me, or even complicitly  winking at his friend, he scrumpled it up and tossed it back over his shoulder from whence it had come.

Dum-dum-dum-dum-di-dum-dum.

‘Just remember, it’s not you, it’s them!’ a whisky-soaked Scottish teacher had breathed thickly into my ear after the last bell of the first day rang and I was limping my way to the barbed-wire-topped school gates. I tried to remember, I really did, but in the thick of battle, in the midst of one of the four hour-and-a-half-long lessons of the day, it was really very difficult to remember anything more than where the door was.

At least the pay was pretty good - by teaching standards - and, in truth, in time, things did get a little better. Often, though, I found myself wondering from where or from whom these youngsters had adopted this antagonistic, unhappy attitude to the world in which they lived. It was therefore with a combination of trepidation and intrigue that I attended my first parents’ meeting.

Entering the school hall one March evening I smiled as I remembered the imaginative variety of threats that my charges had issued with straight-faced earnestness during the course of the school day. Whatever happened I must not say the wrong thing.

As it turned out, the exercise was of relatively little use as the parents of the most ill-behaved children, and hence those who most needed to be addressed, failed to appear. However, as a nervously shaky colleague pointed out, this was probably something of a blessing in disguise. The rest of the parents seemed to divide themselves squarely in three: one group were righteously concerned about the progress of their children and were going to give them ‘a proper pasting’ for any reported misdemeanours when they got them home. Inevitably, feebly, not having the heart to be responsible for the meting out of this punishment, I found myself not only hopelessly diluting the truth but also, in front of more heavyweight parents, simply lying. Their offspring, squirming in their grey plastic seats, were consequently astonished to find themselves portrayed by me as students worthy of the greatest  academic recognition. Unbeknownst to them, I planned to have run away a long time before the flaws in this judgement became only too evident.

A second group of parents suggested that they would be giving me ‘a good pasting’ unless their kids ‘had fun’ and I didn’t ‘have a go at them when they just wanted to talk to their mates’. Their youngsters were accordingly described by me, with an eloquence born of self-preservation, in terms that suggested that they were so angelic that they were nudging for a place at the Right Hand.

The remainder of the parents seemed only to have a sketchy idea why they were there at all. Greatly irritating for them was the hazy realisation that all the time that they spent in the austere, strip-lit classroom was time that they could otherwise have been spending in the innumerable pubs and clubs that fringed the estate. Fumbling with the buttons on their mobile telephones, they tended to reply only with slow, befuddled ‘I see’s, ‘Oh, yeah, is that right?’ and ‘Wassall that about then?’

Actually, I had forgotten those families that fitted into no particular category. They were just extraordinarily but quite individualistically odd:

‘Sorry, I can’t really help Neeta with her French!’ Neeta’s mother informed me as she flicked at a crisp crumb and hauled the edge of a yellowing cardigan over a copious, black-basqued bosom.

No, I knew. I had every sympathy. I had tried too.

‘But I have been good, en’I, sir?’ squawked Neeta as she hawked and spat on her glasses and wiped them around amongst the various other liquids that stained her skirt.

‘Well, I suppose yess . . .’ Flashing at the headmaster had strictly speaking been outside the school rules and had given him a nasty shock, but it was true, she had done no permanent damage that half of term.

‘By the way, sir. This is Matthew.’ She gestured to a slack-mouthed teenager next to her who sat immobile, gawping at me with heavily ringed eyes; a skateboard was laid flat over  his knees, a fistful of spots were splattered across his face. ‘He’s my fiancé!’

‘But Neeta, you’re only thirteen.’

‘Yeah, but we get up to all sorts of things! You know, naughty . . .’ She giggled and wriggled as she slipped her bottle-bottom glasses back on. Rearranging her considerable self, she folded her arms as best she could and gave me an almost opaque wink. Matthew just looked exhausted.

‘No, I just speak Flemish.’ Somewhat surprised, I turned my attention back to Neeta’s mother and her faded husband - old, exhausted, a Matthew forty years on.

‘Flemish? Did you say Flemish? God, why?’

‘Oh, I go to Belgium a lot,’ she replied loftily. ‘It’s for my husband. For his spark plugs.’

‘His spark plugs? What?’

‘That’s right.’ Neeta’s mum tossed back her mane of synthetic, static-charged hair and licked the inside of a now empty crisp packet that she had just delicately torn open with vermilion nails. ‘You heard me.’ Slurp. ‘Spark plugs.’

‘You deal in spark plugs?’ I turned to Neeta’s dad.

‘Nooo. He doesn’t work. Couldn’t,’ replied his wife. ‘It’s for his collection.’

Collection?

‘He’s got one thousand five hundred and forty-two of them now. They’ve got some very rare spark plugs in Belgium. Very rare.’

Ironically, it was Neeta who, having failed to benefit in any way at all from my presence, gave me a box of chocolates and a card from her and her friends on the day that I finally left the school, before crying noisily and wishing me good luck. Most of my days, sadly, were not filled with such fine sentiment. Indeed, rather the contrary.

Not surprisingly, therefore, it was with some considerable dread that I discovered my name on a list of members of staff accompanying an extraordinarily ill-thought-through trip to one of the better-known London art galleries to see an exhibition of ‘Art from the Developing World’. In line with  government regulations, we were to be five colleagues to forty children but even had the ratio been reversed I would still have been concerned about public safety. That particular morning in the misty playground, two of my colleagues had failed to report for duty and, as the rest of the staff were hiding in classroom cupboards, there was nobody to replace them. Climbing aboard the heavily fortified coach, however, my guard dropped as to my amazement our somnolent charges seemed to be almost compliant. Regrettably, by the time we had reached the venerable portals of the exhibition hall they were all fully, and some rather more than fully, awake.

With a quiet ‘psssh’ and an unsticking of rubber seals the coach door slid out and open and I made the mistake of standing up and making my way down the steps. As I did so the hordes behind me swarmed down the aisle between the now slashed and chewing-gummed seats and thrust me out on to the pavement, with cries of ‘Sir, sir, bloody hell, get out of the way, sir, yer crushing my packed lunch, sir. If it’s squashed you’ll have to pay for it.’ I just had time to see my two colleagues sauntering off the bus last of all and disappearing into the busy London crowds before the first student was pushed into the ornamental pond at the bottom of a flight of marble steps. Miraculously I somehow herded nearly the whole group towards the entrance and armed them with their tickets. As each one clicked through the turnstile I noticed that the museum attendants slipped quietly away in the direction of felt-clad doors - doors that left no trace once they had been closed behind them. I was on my own.

Within five minutes I had heard the two words ‘boring’ and ‘sad’ a dozen times each, but at least they all seemed to be following me around - didn’t they? Out of the corner of my eye, as I turned to address them, I noticed a fifteen-year-old boy with a fire-extinguisher-sized marker pen on the point of carefully inscribing ‘Kik me ere’ on the testicles of a surprised-looking marble discus thrower.

‘Please don’t do that. I would really appreciate it if you didn’t do that, you know. You’ll get me in loads of trouble. I  could really do without that, you know.’ Official Policy recommended I didn’t raise my voice and I was very civil to him. It didn’t seem to work.

‘Why are you always having a go at me? You got it in for me, innit? I’m gonna report you when we get back to school,’ he screamed at the top of his tar-lined lungs, ignorant of the fact that we had actually never spoken before. Furiously he waved his black pen up at me as if to suggest that if there was any further insolence on my part then I would be up for much the same treatment as the discus thrower. I did my best to take no further notice of him and turned away to address the very small percentage of my group who still seemed to be listening to me.

‘So, here we are, and although Miss Robinson isn’t here today to tell you what on earth, err . . . why we’re here, I think we’ll find it’s pretty interesting.’ I could see a few of the mob eyeing up the burglar alarm system but chose to ignore them and pressed on. ‘Now a lot of these pictures are from countries where people live lives rather differently to the way we do here. Can anybody tell me how they might be different?’

A small, normally speechless Moslem girl adjusted her black headscarf and, as if invigorated by these new surroundings - freed momentarily from the shackles of derision that normally bound her in the classroom - seemed to be about to say something. At that moment a mobile telephone rang and with a shriek of rage one tall boy leapt on another shouting: ‘’Ere, that’s my ring tone. I knew you nicked it, you bastard! Give us it back or I’ll have you!’ Like the referee of a wrestling match, I lay with my ear close to the floor and beat the ground with the flat of my hand until eventually the kerfuffle came to its natural end.

‘Yes, Fatima, what was it you were going to say about people from other countries?’ I asked, but by now the little girl’s cheeks were flushed with embarrassment and she was looking down at her twisting hands, her moment of self-expression gone - probably forever. Apologetically, I too stared down and, to my surprise, noticed amongst the several  thousand pounds’ worth of designer footwear a tough pair of brown hiking boots. Running my eye up some equally sturdy-looking green tights, I was taken aback to find myself staring into the intent face of an elderly and much made-up woman who was standing at the edge of my unruly group. She was smiling at me knowingly, almost as if she expected me to recognise her. At first I thought that she must be some long-lost aunt - believing that I recognised a certain familiar eccentricity in the way she dressed; her hair was tied away by a scarf in the fashion of a Dutch milkmaid and clamped down by a broad-brimmed felt hat. A caftan, flowing to her calves, was bespeckled in small mirrors. Beads and other exotic strings of matter, vegetable and mineral, hung around her neck and wrists, accompanied by, on what appeared to be shoelaces, a pair of half-moon spectacles and some oddly modern sunglasses.

‘You have no other members of staff with you? No? Oh! Perhaps I can be of assistance?’ she asked, in a slightly northern European accent. ‘Before the war I was a teacher too. In Holland. My name is Maria-Helena von Würfelwerfer. You are having some problems, I think?’

Of this there was little doubt.

‘I will help you if you would like.’ She put on her glasses to better inspect the scene.

‘Well, yes, that would be nice, thank you.’ Distracted as I was, I noticed nothing peculiar about this offer. The children looked at this strange, compact figure with awe and I was almost as surprised as they when, with strict, no-nonsense efficiency, she had rearranged them to stand in pairs in a long line. For a moment I half expected her to ask them to hold hands.

‘That is so much better.’ She addressed the group as if they had just arrived at Sunday school. ‘Now, please only talk if you are asked a question by your teacher or if you want to know something about what you are going to see.’

‘Oi, you can’t do that! I know what my rights is. You can’t tell us what to do - you’re not even a teacher, innit!’

As if that unfortunate position made much difference.

Wrestling briefly with Black Marker Pen, which involved the audible connection of hand with soft flesh that made the rest of us wince, she turned back to me holding the offending felt-tipped article. Taking it gratefully, I tried to fit it into my jacket pocket.

With quiet authority, the old lady divided the children into groups of four and set them a number of tasks: inspecting a painting, making notes on anything they found interesting and then waiting until we came to listen to their findings. In near silence, they shuffled off to their chosen picture, glancing entreatingly back to me. Perhaps it was her age or a fear that she might be mad that meant that they followed her instructions with implicit obedience. Even if she was completely loopy, her methods worked extremely well and that was enough for me.

‘It is in many years since I was a schoolteacher. Not since the nineteen fifties when I first came to Britain. Yet, it is strange, a part of me has always missed it. You probably know what I mean?’

‘No, not really . . .’

‘You will, my dear, you will.’ She patted me on the arm, with the soft touch of the elderly. ‘Even if sometimes they can be very trying, always, but always, you can make some small progress. Isn’t it funny but all they really appreciate is some old-fashioned discipline. Let us not worry about them; they will be quiet for a little while now. Remember, my dear young man, always remember: no fear, no, have no fear!’

No fear seemed to have been a byword for her lifetime. Maria-Helena von Würfelwerfer had been born in Germany but her father, strongly opposed to the Nazi regime, had moved to Antwerp in the 1930s. As a teenager, during the war, she had worked for the Dutch resistance; losing her lover to the Gestapo and escaping from an internment camp, she had come alone to London where she had worked for many years running a number of successful private art galleries. Tiring eventually of her professional life, she had married first one  of the more important art buyers in London, then, after his demise during a Scandinavian yacht race, a ‘rather boorring  man - he was only interested in bloody golf’. Despite their shortcomings they had both been wealthy men and now in her retirement the old lady could afford to indulge in her two favourite pastimes - art and travel.

‘Now, let us have a look at these interesting works.’ She drew me away to one of the smooth wooden benches in front of a large canvas - peasants tilling in a field.

‘So what do think of this magnificent picture?’

Amazed, I had been staring at a group of children standing grumpily but, much more impressively, silently, beneath a picture some yards away. Now I quickly turned my attentions to the one in front of the two of us - a depiction of great poverty. Women tilled the earth whilst men in the background were guiding bullocks and ploughs along furrows that ran across a flat landscape. The sun, central in a white-blue sky, beat down on the labourers, incinerating the tufts of vegetation, sapping any remaining moisture from the ochre soil and making the picture an image that seared the eye and wearied the viewer.

‘Ach, what a wonderful country it is,’ the old lady sighed.

‘Yes, yes, a wonderful place, wonderful . . .’ I agreed. Delighting in this unexpected respite, I had consequently been paying scant attention to what she was saying.

‘So you have been there? How interesting. Which parts do you like most?’

‘Oh yes, of course . . . Well, I think my favourite area must be . . .’

I peered forward, desperately trying to work out quite literally where on earth this scene came from.

‘No, actually, now I look at it I don’t think I have been. No, no, my mistake, no. Must be thinking of somewhere else . . . ha, ha, my mistake.’

‘Not been to India? But everybody must go to India! There is so much to learn, so much to see.’

Stealthily behind us the children were beginning to fidget. What had started as a little restlessness was now developing  into pushing and shoving. Unbelievably, when the little woman turned slightly in their direction they became immediately still.

‘I think it would be just the place for you. You are not happy, I can tell. In India you will find many possibilities to think about things differently. You will meet people that will change the way that you see the world. It will be a life-changing experience for you. Yes, you must go. But I think you are quite poor?’

‘No, no, not particularly,’ I riposted proudly. Only a few weeks before, I had broken even and Mr Jolly and I were back on first-name terms.

‘I see, but I think even so it is really quite easy. You carry, I pay.’

‘Sorry, I don’t know what you mean . . .’

But as usual it was too late.

She had stood up and was already turning to the children. To my delight, I noticed a number of them stand up straighter.

‘Very well, are we ready? Good. Now please sit in a semicircle on the ground.’

Black Marker Pen glanced at me angrily as he crossed his legs and, on the next instruction, folded his arms. So it was for the next half an hour that he sat and they all listened, enraptured against their will, as the curious lady explained in fascinating and sometimes gruesome detail what was hanging on the walls around them. When the lesson was at an end, she arranged them back into a line.

‘Good, now follow me but remember: no chitter - no chatter.’

And with that they snaked off across the highly polished parquet floor. With the old lady in full flow, describing in knowledgeable detail all that there was to see in the other runs, they disappeared around the corner of one of the tall white walls. As they vanished out of sight I wondered if the last of these monsters-turned-angels would break into a skip.

At the end of the tour, and with our group assembled outside in a still orderly row beside the waiting coach, Maria-Helena von Würfelwerfer turned to me with a business-like adjustment of the felt lapels of her Miss Marple tweed jacket. With  a deft unsnapping of its clasp she reached into her handbag. From it she pulled a notebook much stained and marked with lipstick and face powder. She flipped it open and with the end of a silver propelling pencil she tapped the page.

‘So here you are - put your coordinates. Then I will contact you. I am going for six months starting in April.’

Only snapping the lead twice, I scribbled down my name and address - which I took to be my coordinates - and handed the pad and pencil back to her smiling. She was the most extraordinary woman. Mumbling, I tried to thank her but was silenced by her raised arm. Without speaking again she shook my hand with a soft but definite grasp.

‘So now I must go. It has been most pleasant meeting you . . . err . . . Will. I very much hope you will find my proposal interesting. Good luck until we meet again.’

Finally patting one murderous Philistine on the head with what looked strangely like affection, she disappeared like a benign spirit into the crowd; the same crowd from which my two absentee colleagues appeared a few minutes later gripping a number of plastic shopping bags and muttering a few ineffectual excuses under breaths that smelled of a great deal of alcohol.

Sure enough, a couple of weeks later I received a blue envelope which contained a letter written in a looping but concise hand. Its proposal was quite simple. If I were to accompany Maria-Helena von Würfelwerfer on her trip to India - carry her bags, accompany her from the airport to her hotel and take her out to restaurants, keep her entertained, that kind of thing - then she would pay for my ticket.

Initially, of course, I dismissed the whole offer out of hand. This would only prove to be a diversion. Anyway, India had never really appealed to me. Friends had been but most had returned exhausted and ambivalent; for they had found it too hot, too big, too crowded, simply too overwhelming. This huge pressure of population would, I was certain, after so many years of comparative solitude in my life both at home and abroad, be impossible for me to bear. A part of me also  felt, particularly after my South Pacific experiences, that there was something faintly pointless about travel for travelling’s sake. Nothing that you might see as you passed through a city or country could provide you with anything but the most slight understanding of a different culture, the most stereotypical image of a people. Travel was a distraction, an escape from responsibilities, all part and parcel of the mañana complex from which I have suffered all my life.
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