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The first sounds I ever heard were those of falling rain. It was tropical, the kind that seems to possess a metallic weight and mass, and it began bucketing down as my mother went into labour at a small mission hospital in the South-West Pacific. It continued during the delivery and for some time after my birth, drumming on the galvanized iron roof, swishing through the heavy foliage outside.

The delivery was made by my father, the only doctor for a thousand miles in any direction. Several times a week he attended emergency calls by motor boat, often sailing great distances to reach patients in the remoter villages and settlements. The weather was thus of more than passing interest to him and, using a calibrated glass rain gauge and a creaking anemometer kept in the hospital garden, he measured and recorded it, noting down items like precipitation, hours of sunshine and wind speed and direction.

Years later, referring to these records, he told me that on the day I was born 2.1 inches fell in the space of seven hours and twelve minutes; it knocked flowers off trees and washed away topsoil; our little island was carpeted with fallen blossoms, damp and sweet smelling, the surrounding lagoon darkened by tons of deliquescent earth floating in suspension. The sea state had been moderate, the swell light.

Naturally I have no conscious recollection of these events but reckon they must have left a mark. I spent five years there before the threat of an impending Japanese invasion caused my mother, sister and me to be evacuated to Australia aboard an ageing, rust-streaked tramp steamer (which got under way through light air and a heavy pre-dawn dew) but during that period I experienced thousands of hours of rain and climatic extremes.

Tropical depressions moved in and out like trains, pulling their high precipitation, Force 8 winds and immoderate sea states behind them, and they always got a big welcome from me. The inevitable thunder and lightning overtures were exhilarating but I had been taught to observe them analytically, counting off the seconds between flash and boom at the rate of five to the mile, tracking the approaching storm, anticipating the foaming onset of the rain itself – comforting, cooling, charging the house with smells from the dripping garden; perhaps it was atmospheric electricity that sent mysterious squalls of frangipani and jasmine gusting through the rooms and lingering in fragrant air pockets long after the rain had gone. I liked the sense of privacy it invoked, the way towering curtains closed around the island and sealed it off from the rest of the world.

A picture hung beside my bed which accurately encapsulated all this. It was a framed, luridly tinted Edwardian print of a deluge inundating a range of steep grassy hills. Temples along the crests indicated that the landscape was oriental. In small forests lower down, tigers and naked pygmies with spears could be discerned. In some the tigers were avoiding the pygmies; in others the pygmies ran from the tigers. What made it remarkable, though, was the weight and density of the rain. Water fell torrentially from low, scudding cloud and sprang from the hillsides in countless foaming cataracts. Flapping sheets of water hung spinnaker-like in the air, more went surfing down the slopes. Its curious bottle-green opacity suggested that the artist – L. Geo. Lopez according to the signature –	had placed his drowned landscape at the bottom of a lake.

This masterpiece, identified in a flowing intaglio caption as ‘Cherrapunji, Assam: The Wettest Place on Earth’, had been a wedding present to my parents. Its effect on me was so profund that afterwards, as a war evacuee in Australia, bouts of homesickness could be assuaged by simply willing it back again. In the mind’s eye it had a dark iconic glow that dispelled even the darkness of my school dormitory.

My father admired the picture too. He called it a study of convectional turmoil. It was also a view of the Indian monsoon in the act of producing the world’s heaviest rains; what L. Geo. Lopez had depicted here, probably without even realizing it, was the excessive precipitation you got when the upper tropospheric belt moved in over those lofty hills. ‘Travelling, of course, on an oblique bias,’ my father would say. He knew his stuff. The donor of the picture was an old Glasgow friend named Wapshot who worked in Cherrapunji as a Church of Scotland missionary, and their correspondence seemed to consist largely of exchanged weather information. Some of Wapshot’s rainfall figures reduced even my father to silence. Thirty-five inches in a single day! Waterlogged earth made burials impossible so corpses were placed in vats of wild honey until the ground was dry enough to receive them. The honey tasted faintly of oranges and, according to Wapshot, lent the bodies a slick, eelike lubricity which made them very hard to handle.

My father often spoke of going to Cherrapunji. In meteorological terms he likened it to one of the Stations of the Cross and implied that a visit at the height of the monsoon, with his rain gauge, would be a kind of pilgrimage.

Two or three times a year, in season, we got a bravura climatic performance of our own. Hurricanes were usually presaged by a red moon, a purple dawn and oily green morning cloud. The sun – if glimpsed at all – would often be encircled by a halo, its open side announcing the quarter from which the blow should come. The barometer dropped so fast it almost fell off the wall. The sea became glassy and a curious stillness set in. Smoke rose from village fires in a structured, architectural way, forming pillars and buttresses that supported a vaulted ceiling of heavy black overcast. From neighbouring islands the sounds of dogs barking and babies crying carried clearly. Small craft ran for cover. Storm shutters went up.

My father produced the hurricane flags which, traditionally, flew from a staff at the hospital landing – white for ‘later’ (twelve hours to go), yellow for ‘soon’ (six hours), black for ‘imminent’. They were made of Admiralty-quality all-wool double warp bunting, designed to withstand extreme conditions, and it was my job to hoist and lower them. The raising of the black flag was noted by those islanders in low-lying, exposed regions who later might have to climb to the tops of coconut palms, hack off the fronds and tie themselves on. Streamlined trees presented no obstacle to the wind; giant waves would surge by harmlessly below.

 Only once did we experience the feared vortex, or eye of the storm, which passed overhead as precisely as an aircraft locked on to a radio beacon. Before the anemometer pole snapped like a sapling it was registering 130 knots, or double the maximum force on the Beaufort scale. A mill-race sea burst over the island, and the wind railed so deafeningly we had to communicate by lip-reading. It struck the house with heavy shocklike impacts that made it shudder and creak; during the most violent it felt like a ship under way, destabilized, rocked by small pitching movements, the roof flexing and tugging and warping its pitchpine rafters. Our anxiety about the roof was heightened by the fact that others were losing theirs; we saw four hundred square feet of Cambridge blue corrugated iron, previously the property of Mr Tallboys at Public Works, pass the end of the garden then make a steep climbing turn as it headed away south towards Australia.

And yet throughout all this I noted a special light in my father’s eye. He may have been worried but he was exultant too. So was I. For dedicated fans of the weather this was great stuff, a classic performance witnessed from grandstand seats.

One evening in the wet season of 1941 he walked into the kitchen and told us the Japanese had bombed Pearl Harbor. It had been a day of moderate southerlies and partial cloud cover (castellated altocumulus) and he was as pale and shaken as I had ever seen him. He was angry too, his Scottish accent suddenly very pronounced. He knew it signalled the end of our life on the island though I was not to realize that for some time. Almost at once the rumours started – a planter on Malekula saw the Imperial battle fleet stealing by at dusk; a Yokohama-registered freighter had discharged hundreds of bicycles at Santo in readiness for the arrival of Tojo’s infantry; a local Jap with a flourishing pepper garden on Efate was receiving coded invasion instructions from Tokyo on his crystal set.

My father supervised the digging of a trench in a yam bed behind the house. He called it an air-raid shelter but it soon became just another flooded pool. Purple lotuses took root and flourished. Frogs lived in it and so, curiously, did a species of newt which, our gardener assured me, had come down in a recent shower. The evaporative power of the South Pacific sun seemed to be such that, like a giant pump, it could suck live, wriggling matter straight up from the sea.

Finally, late one night, aircraft were heard overhead. Roused from our beds, we scrambled into the shelter where, too excited to notice any discomfort, I stared up as the sounds of pond life quietly croaked and splashed around me.

‘There’s only the one,’ my father said after a while.

He knew what he was talking about, having seen aeroplanes overseas; out here they were unknown and this was my first encounter but, maddeningly, the sky was black and moonless. There were no stars either. Normally they shed a radiance of such intensity you could almost thread a needle by them but tonight high cirrocumulus obscured everything.

‘It’s probably a Zero,’ my father said. ‘He seems to be circling.’

From the grounds of the Residency three hundred yards away a fantastic swath of light suddenly sprang into the sky, ruler straight, with a confidence that seemed to indicate it was going to knife through the atmosphere and look for passing asteroids.

‘Dickie’s got his searchlight going,’ my mother said, sounding surprised.

Dickie’s searchlight wavered and juddered as Dickie got the hang of it but then, steadily, it began to comb the heavens and, all at once, we saw the plane – a tiny flicker of silver high overhead. Two immense explosions sounded from the Residency grounds. Dickie had hunted big game in Africa and now gave the intruder both barrels of his elephant gun. He missed. We heard the Jap fly away north, back to his carrier. The searchlight reeled in its beam, then went out.

And that was that. The rumours now had the urgency and authority of trusted intelligence and, three weeks later, my father put us aboard that weevil-infested tramp steamer and sent us to Australia. A large crowd came to see us off. Though the British and French governments had jointly administered the New Hebrides for half a century neither ever got around to building a school. When my mother arrived she addressed herself to the problem and started her own, organizing the erection of a thatched pavilion, sending the students into the forest to cut timber for their desks. More than a hundred came to the wharf that early morning, the only natives in the islands who could read and write, and they sang us out to sea in the island way.

Among them was our larky old gardener, Moses, who had encouraged me to believe I was the reincarnation of a popular rain god. His conclusion, based on a reading of chicken entrails and a curious crab-shaped birthmark on my back, proved so appealing I didn’t seriously question it as a viable career prospect. (That was left to an incredulous Bible Studies master at school in Melbourne.) It was hard to say goodbye to him.

On the way to Australia we passed through a big depression, the wind gusting at 50 knots, the waves tumbling and densely streaked with foam, blown spray making the air opaque. I was as sick as a dog but kept notes of the conditions and barometric readings so that I could send my father a really interesting letter.

Melbourne produced a new phenomenon – winter. Though the winters were, in truth, quite mild (a local radio station caused pandemonium when, as a joke, it reported snow falling over Collins Street) the sensation of coldness was strange and uncomfortable. I had never shivered before. Nor had I slept under blankets, their weight making me dream of lying in a grave with earth piled on top.

I witnessed lightning without thunder, the flash followed by an infinity of silence, hundreds of seconds fruitlessly counted off while the sky remained dumb.

The rain was cold, often thin, always mean. But a boy at school from the country’s arid centre regarded it as a great novelty; where he lived they got none at all some years, and endured such heat that a match dropped on the ground would burst into flame. He loved this southern winter which filled him with health and energy. It probably did the same for me, though in the short term it served mainly to intensify my homesickness. When I complained of the cold to my father he wrote teasing letters asking after my husky dogs and wondering whether I was learning to like pemmican. Melbourne, he pointed out, enjoyed the same moderate temperatures as Oporto, Portugal, famous for its fine wines and benign climate; I wasn’t so badly off.

 He also gave me news of the island, occupied not by the Japanese but by the Americans. They had arrived first and were keeping the Japs safely holed up in the Solomons. A huge US Navy base now stood on Efate island, only a few hundred yards from his hospital, and he was being treated to unlimited fried chicken, fresh-ground coffee and giant steaks so tender you could almost cut them with a fork; his letters took on a note of wonderment; when he looked up from his desk he saw warships racing in and out of the harbour, fighter planes zooming everywhere, Catalina flying boats cutting creamy wakes in the sea only a stone’s throw from his window. But he wrote of other things too: sunshine and precipitation, a rogue evening wind blowing puzzlingly from the south, waterspouts reported off Tanna, increased phosphorescence in our lagoon, an interesting rainbow featuring a fine secondary arc, its colours reversed and standing nine degrees outside the mother bow.

All this, however, unusually for him, was dealt with in a fairly cursory way. He appeared to be losing interest in weather matters. I detected more animation in the account of his first mint julep than of the hurricane – reported in an Australian paper – whose westerly vertex or ‘cod of the track’ had clipped our islands, and guessed that the Americans were taking him over. I was jealous of the way they always seemed to be popping in with food, drink and books, telling him jokes, inviting him to movies and shows; he saw the Andrews Sisters live at the base and had roast turkey at a Thanksgiving dinner. Turkey! In the South Pacific! And after he warned them of a dangerous uncharted reef spotted on one of his early motor boat journeys they revised the US Navy chart and printed his name right over that reef. It was registered and official. They had even put him on the map.

To a shy, impoverished young Scotsman raised to the ideals of service and sacrifice, taught to expect few rewards in this life (you got them in the next), the Americans must have seemed dazzling. Then I blamed them censoriously for the change in him but now I know he kept his letters light and entertaining because he was, in fact, having a very bad war. It wasn’t glamorous. He didn’t work under the enemy guns but stayed and dealt with the crises at home. A measles epidemic took the lives of countless native kids who, lacking any natural immunity, went down like ninepins. On island  after island he diagnosed the rashes and the tell-tale Koplik’s spots inside the cheeks, his launch laden with boracic lotion for their eyes and bismuth and opium for their bowels, sulphonamides and Epsom salts in case pneumonia followed. Mostly it was close behind.

Antibiotics remained undiscovered. The sulphonamides were his wonder drugs but, by modern standards, not exactly big workers of miracles; a lot of hope went down the needle with the serum. The most sensational thing about the arrival of penicillin was the way the Americans kept leaving crates of it on his veranda. In a letter scissored by the censor to look like origami paper he reported that it seemed to be okay for pneumonia, meningitis and boils but was no good for malaria. You had to inject 10,000 Oxford units every three hours and, like fish, it eventually went bad even when kept in the ice box.

A flu epidemic followed the measles, another measles epidemic followed that. At one point, he later told me, the island group’s entire indigenous population seemed on the verge of extinction. It was a nightmare of Old Testament dimensions and it kept recurring.

And all the time Allied casualties were arriving at the mission hospital from battlefields in the Solomons. The Americans, whose own hospital was overflowing, sent him drugs and instruments and cases of bourbon. One morning Moses, our gardener, complained of a fever and curious lumps on his ears. My father diagnosed leprosy and injected him with Moogrol, but flu-like complications set in and he died within weeks. Soon afterwards a downed Japanese reconnaissance pilot admitted with burns pulled the pin off a concealed hand grenade while the matron, a rather dizzy Australian blonde named Molly – who had assisted at my birth – bent over him. My father had left them seconds earlier to scrub up for a cataract operation.

Meanwhile, back in Melbourne, I was getting acclimatized and beginning to enjoy such seasonal phenomena as wood fires and toasted waffles. My science master, of Portuguese extraction, confirmed that Oporto’s climate was indeed similar to Melbourne’s and known throughout Europe to be equable and pleasant.

No one else at school shared my interest in weather forecasting so, in time, I gave it up and turned my attention to other things.

*

After the surrender my father arrived in Australia ill, exhausted and in need of a long rest. He was also broke and immediately accepted a better-paid post as principal of the Fiji School of Medicine, an establishment offering islanders a four-year course in basic surgery, obstetrics, public health and tropical medicine. For practical reasons I urged him to include meteorology too; some day his students would be making their own motor launch trips to outlying atolls. His amused reply confirmed the disappearance of that old enthusiasm. In the New Hebrides isolation had bred self-sufficiency; the climate, capricious and unforgiving, turned him into a kind of obsessive player, constantly reading the game to stay ahead of a volatile opponent. But here in Suva, Fiji’s busy capital, there were government experts with sophisticated instruments who did that for you. Their prognoses were read out daily on the radio but he listened with only half an ear. His epic small boat journeys were behind him now, and all he really needed to know was whether or not to take an umbrella to work.

He never again spoke of visiting Cherrapunji, the world’s wettest place. Wapshot had died fighting the Japanese at Kohima, not far away, in a ferocious battle waged at the height of the monsoon. He now lay buried in the grass tennis court of the old Deputy British Commissioner’s bungalow and I used to wonder whether he had been embalmed in honey too.

The British gave my father a medal which, along with his old Smart & Mason barometer, he left to me. The medal, in a small leather box bearing the legend ‘MBE CIVIL’, consists of a silver Maltese cross surmounted by a crown and suspended from a lobster-coloured ribbon, now faded to coral. An accompanying leaflet advises that it is a Fifth Class insignia of the Most Excellent Order of the British Empire; sometimes I wonder about the criteria used in these matters, and why the civil service awards committee sitting then reckoned he didn’t merit a Fourth Class. It also asks that, when the holder dies, surviving relatives write to the Central Chancery of the Orders of Knighthood at St James’s Palace, London, S W1, with the date of decease.

And this, when his time came, I duly did.


Chapter One
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In the autumn of 1986 a bizarre chain of events began leading me, via a desert oasis in Chinese Turkestan and a famous London teaching hospital, towards Cherrapunji in place of my father.

I had been travelling overland from Pakistan to Kashgar in western China. The three-day journey began on the newly opened Karakoram Highway, a 470-mile-long series of ascending passes that follow a spur of the ancient Silk Road up to the Chinese border. It took us through the Hunza, a secret, enchanted valley where fields of ripening buckwheat glowed pink in the evening light and luminous silk banners fluttered among the walnut trees, and past Rakaposhi, one of the world’s loveliest mountains; with numerous lesser mountains marching away on either side she looked like an old music-hall star appearing with her chorus line. We stopped for apricots near a tiny ruby mine, worked only on demand, and a medieval fort where Silk Road travellers had paid their tolls; those failing to do so were fired on with garnet bullets from the embrasures of the wine-making room.

The journey along the massively pot-holed KKH was made at Formula One speeds, our vehicle swerving wildly to avoid the rock falls. Pakistan cannot afford the technology needed to stabilize perpendicular cliff faces, but it is richly endowed with sign writers and everywhere there were exquisitely painted notices warning of perils ahead. We crossed the shivery Khunjerab Pass and, 12,000 feet up, headed on across the frozen, dusty dome of China, the Kunlun mountains passing on one side, the Pamir on the other, the Karakoram swelling majestically before us – landscapes so vast that the human eye seemed unequal to the task of accommodating them; the huge messages sent to my brain kept getting sent back, sceptically, for clarification.

The road had a stony, corrugated surface which the drivers took very fast, slowing to ford streams but not for the long detours across eccentrically cratered yak pastures. Descending towards the Takla Makan Desert we entered a rubble-filled desolation rocked by earthquakes and blasters’ dynamite. Here the road was still being built but in a very haphazard way, with several rival schemes apparently being tried out at once. Competing bulldozers kept wrecking the sections others had just cleared; gangs of obstructionist navvies (‘All convicts,’ muttered the driver) dumped rocks in places laboriously made rock-free by opposition gangs. Instead of imposing order on the landscape they simply added to its primeval confusion, filling the air with dust, danger and simmering resentment.

We tucked in behind the bulldozers pushing boulders and overturned lorries in the same north-westerly direction that we were headed, and avoided lorries whose drivers teasingly attempted to push us into the riverbed below. Our own driver, wise to their game and expertly utilizing his four-wheel drive, always managed to scramble clear, crashing away over the jagged basalt with the vehicle’s underside pealing like a bell.

The final stretch, on a wildly undulating switchback through the Takla Makan, was completed at 80 m.p.h. At Kashgar, aching and dust-covered, we ate melons; they could be bought for a penny and were available in such numbers that they perfumed the air

Then, after several days in Kashgar, we turned round and did the whole thing again in reverse.

A week after arriving home in London I awoke one morning to find I had no feeling in my feet. The sensation was curious but not alarming; tight shoes, I thought, or the consequence of sleeping in an awkward position. Next day the numbness had risen to the knees, the day after that to the waist. I felt alarm but not panic. Perhaps it was a virus, an infection picked up out East, even a psychosomatic phenomenon, and I steadfastly resisted the idea that something might be seriously wrong. If you are creative enough you can raise that kind of resistance to the level of an art form.

A shaken incredulity set in when the numbness rose to the chest and spread to my hands, which began tingling as though tourniquets had been tied around the wrists. The panic came later that day when it suddenly dawned on me that I was showing the early symptoms of multiple sclerosis.

My doctor displayed a level of professional detachment indicating there weren’t too many laughs to come. Finally, he said, ‘Yes, well I’m afraid it’s pretty big.’

‘How big? What have I got?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘Is it MS?’

‘I’m not sure. You’re a bit old for that. It’s fairly rare to get it after forty.’

‘What else could it be?’

‘Any number of things. I think you’d better see a specialist. With a bit of luck we might even get you to John Morgan-Hughes.’

He picked up the phone and called the National Hospital for Nervous Diseases in Queen Square, London. The admissions registrar listened then asked a question which was relayed to me.

Could I still get an erection?

‘He’s an Australian,’ my doctor murmured.

I assumed this made it more of a routine social enquiry and tried to answer in the same spirit. The registrar said I should check in at nine o’clock the next morning. John Morgan-Hughes could see me and a bed would be ready.

My doctor, as I left him, said the National was probably the best hospital in the business, the flagship of world neurology. What I found was an echoing, ramshackle, turn-of-the-century building set in a small square beset by parking problems. Inside I noted the usual institutional smells of floor wax and frying, and the lift they directed me to was out of order. I sought directions from a builder who stood scowling up at an unplastered ceiling veined by exposed Victorian plumbing. ‘Dunno, my son,’ he said abstractedly. Wandering the corridors I passed an out-patients department filled with people in wheelchairs, twitching, shaking, racked by the palsy.

In the ward a young neurologist pondered me from a distance before approaching and asking me to take off my clothes. To neurologists initial impressions are important: aside from signs of obvious physical disability are there more subtle signals? Is the patient, for example, irritable, suspicious, hostile, depressed or  inattentive? I was all of those things, and I was scared too. He stood beside my bed asking questions, thoughtfully brushing my limbs with cottonwool and lightly scratching them with needles. Holding a humming tuning fork to my feet – ‘Can you feel that?’ – he told me neurology was tougher than First Division football. ‘I may give it up and go into blood,’ he said. He was making notes. ‘Haematology. You know? It’s not nearly as élitist or competitive. Haematologists can spend time with their wives. Haematologists remember their children’s birthdays.’

‘What’s wrong with me?’ I asked.

‘When we’ve cracked it we’ll be straight round with the news,’ he promised.

A young American examined me too. He came from Dallas, Texas, and said that for neurologists this place was Mecca. Running a well-sharpened pencil over the quadrants of my abdomen to test the reflexes he added, ‘The faithful have come from a dozen countries. Maybe more. The next guy rostered to check you out is a Turk.’

‘Have I got multiple sclerosis?’ I asked.

He said, ‘Hey, listen, man, where did you pick up language like that?’ and drew his pencil point, briskly, across the soles of my feet.

The Turk was affable but rough with his needles. He made me stand on one leg and touch my nose with specified fingers then sat on the bed and wrote up his notes in Turkish.

‘Will I live through the night?’ I asked.

He said yes, if Allah willed it, no problem. A beautiful Chinese lady neurologist from Hong Kong noted the book I was reading and paused to talk perceptively about the work of its author, Bruce Chatwin. Then a Danish neurologist asked me to flex my hands and said, ‘I think you can still hold a glass! After dinner you should visit the pub across the square. Two pints of best bitter. That is my prescription for you!’ A grave young British registrar examined me kindly, kept his counsel and ordered certain tests. Then the consultant arrived, bustling in at the head of a squad of anxious-looking junior neurologists. John Morgan-Hughes, robust, well dressed, shrewd-eyed and exuding confidence, said good evening then whacked my knees with a little hammer.

‘I’ve been talking to your GP,’ he said. ‘He tells me you’ve just been to western China in a jeep.’

‘That’s right.’

‘What were the roads like?’

‘Terrible.’

‘How terrible?’

I gave him a brief summary of the road conditions and he nodded.

‘Could this be relevant?’ I asked.

‘Quite possibly. But we’re going to have to exclude a few other possibilities first.’ He smiled, patted my hand and went to hammer the knees of the patient in the next bed.

That evening everyone in my ward got up and went to the pub. We bought each other drinks and talked of symptoms and treatments. A tanned, fit-looking young stockbroker spoke calmly of a brain tumour that would be removed in two days’ time. Two men with MS talked animatedly about a new wheelchair so robust you could pile three people aboard and make high-speed runs down hills. A black youth said what he hated most about the National was the needles. ‘I get nightmares about them. You had the myelogram yet? In the spine? They use nails on you, man.’ At closing time we all reeled back to the ward where a pair of good-natured Filipino night nurses gave us cocoa and put us to bed.

Tests started next morning. They lasted, on and off, for ten days, the needles varying in size from electrodes stuck in my hands to a skewer-like bodkin used for the myelogram. As the radiologist pushed it between my third and fourth lumbar vertebrae I told him, through gritted teeth, that I knew what it felt like to be stabbed in the back. ‘Oh really?’ he said. He extracted a syringeful of gin-clear cerebrospinal fluid, replaced it with some radiopaque contrast stuff then, arguing with his assistant about the times of trains to Yorkshire, monitored its trickling intraspinal progress on the X-ray.

The myelogram makes you feel lousy for a week. I spent much of that period incarcerated in various scanners. Claustrophobic and womblike, they clicked and hummed and moved as they probed deep inside my neck; one, a £2 million monster using nuclear magnetic imaging techniques, was so precise it could home in on a swallowed penny and, if the doctor needed it, give him a magnified impression of the pendant dangling from the Queen’s right ear.

The results, throughout, were being read and evaluated by some of the best minds in the field. They worked painstakingly, striking off the things I clearly hadn’t got – multiple sclerosis among them – while growing increasingly interested in a rare congenital defect located at the top of the spine. They called it an Arnold-Chiari malformation and reckoned there might indeed be a connection with the road to Kashgar. Then that avenue of enquiry was abandoned. One of the scans had revealed a small spinal tumour and, all at once, I faced the bleak prospect of brain surgery. For several days I said my prayers, worried about insurance policies and, during visiting hours, saw my own turbulent feelings reflected in the eyes of my family. Also, for the first time in years, I dreamt of the Cherrapunji picture. Further deep scans, however, indicated that we were boxing with shadows. One sunny morning the grave young registrar, grinning from ear to ear, told me the tumour had magically melted away.

‘What do you mean?’ I asked.

‘It was an optical illusion. A shadow on the scan!’

John Morgan-Hughes, attended by his white-coated courtiers, paid a final visit to hand down judgement. He said a severe whiplash injury in the Chinese jeep had exacerbated this Arnold-Chiari condition; a depending tonsil of brain in the lower cerebellum was now touching the top of the spine and causing the numbness and tingling. These might or might not go away of their own accord. There was no known medical treatment. I was handed a huge, unsightly orthopaedic collar and told to wear it when travelling in any form of transport. Meanwhile, I must avoid jeeps and bumpy roads; any further whiplash would put me in a wheelchair for life; a heavy fall could do the same. Finally, he had asked his colleague, David Grant, a consultant neurosurgeon, to look at my case. Surgery might be a solution, but only he could say.

Mr Grant appeared one evening after a long day in the theatre, went to the nurses’ cubicle and sat motionless for an hour – I could see his silhouette through the frosted glass – reading my file with complete attention. Finally he came out, a trim-looking man with a disconcertingly level gaze, and said he wasn’t going to recommend an operation. He could promise only a fifty-per-cent chance of success and no guarantee of any permanent improvement.

I thanked him and said goodbye to everyone in my National Health ward. Reflecting that I had received the finest neurological care available for less than a pound – the price of a few chocolate bars from an automatic dispensing machine near Out-Patients – I walked briskly to the Russell Square Underground station and caught the Tube home.

Depression set in a few days later. It began with shirt buttons and shoelaces, and the long, infuriating minutes needed to do them up; these trivial actions now required real effort and concentration, sometimes even assistance from my wife. The problem spread to the world outside and, though I took practical steps to minimize the humiliation (after a news vendor rolled his eyes at my arthritic fumbling for coins I learned to have them ready in advance), it made me feel clumsy and foolish. Some sort of sea change was taking place. I grew listless. Work became difficult. The numbness in the hands – flexing them gave a few seconds’ relief – seemed to seep into my mind as well. Not a lot was going on in there. Once it had been a comfortable dwelling, so to speak, not so big perhaps but furnished with valued, familiar things. Now it was a cave, cold, dark, barely habitable; so, to all intents and purposes, I moved out. My attention span shrank. I drank a lot. One night I saw my doctor at a party. He walked over and said, ‘That’s your third whisky.’

‘You bet,’ I said.

‘It’s no cure, Alex. It may help in the short term but it can damage the nervous system. You’re putting sand in your engine.’

‘Okay,’ I said, setting down the whisky and picking up an orange juice. After he turned away I added several fluid ounces of vodka to the orange and continued circulating, my engine sparking on all cylinders. Doctors! They had become the bane of my life.

Reality returned next day when a gale blew down the first crop of autumn leaves. At the National they had issued a stern warning about these. Leaves made slippery by rain were a major cause of falls, more hazardous even than snow and ice because they caught walkers off their guard. Now even a stroll on the common made me anxious. Employing an old man’s shuffling gait I proceeded cautiously through a world booby-trapped and strung with trip-wires.

I wore my orthopaedic collar in the car, on buses and trains. It was a foam-plastic breastplate that extended from the lower lip to the clavicle and it made me look like a bulging pantomime frog.  Schoolchildren giggled, and staring adults glanced away, embarrassed, when I caught their eyes. On the day an elderly woman rose and offered me her seat I went home and threw it into the back of a cupboard. The damage it was doing to my self-esteem could be no worse than any physical harm that might be inflicted by its absence.

Several months after my discharge the National Hospital summoned me back for a routine final check-up. It was a dark March afternoon and the usual crowd of ill, distressed people and their sad-faced relatives had assembled in the out-patients waiting room. A woman appeared, pointed to a vacant seat beside me and asked if it was free. I noted smooth, cinnamon-coloured skin and striking features – a wide forehead, sculpted cheekbones, luminous green eyes. Her clothes were striking too. She wore a broad-brimmed Spanish riding hat, shiny knee-length boots and a very short skirt. It was gold and silky. Her legs were excellent.

Sighing, she made an unexpected gesture that encompassed the room. ‘God!’ she said.

‘Not a fun place,’ I agreed.

‘Who are you waiting for?’

‘No one,’ I said. ‘I’m a patient.’

‘Oh?’ She turned those fine eyes on me, her gaze slightly myopic. ‘You don’t look very sick.’

The voice was authentic upper-crust English but she wasn’t. Englishwomen are never as direct as that. She listened closely as I recited a brief summary of my condition then opened a roomy leather handbag and produced a pack of small Swiss cheroots.

‘Can we smoke?’

Half the people in the room were smoking and she offered one to me; lit by an old liquid-fuel Zippo, it tasted faintly of liquorice.

She said, ‘My husband is here, you know. A patient like you. He’s seeing a specialist and is supposed to meet me at three. Maybe he’ll remember, maybe he won’t.’

‘What’s wrong with him?’

‘Migraines. He gets them every three years, almost to the day. It’s something called the “cluster effect” and when he’s going through a phase he becomes quite manic. A real dingbat. At the moment he’s probably in there singing comic songs to the doctor.’

I laughed and I felt my spirits, which had recently acquired the density of marble, make a small but perceptible movement.

She told me her husband’s name was Aloysius and that, in some quarters, he might be described as rich and useless. He dabbled in publishing but described himself first and foremost as a glider pilot. There was a small airstrip adjoining their house in Bombay and he spent much of his time quartering the sky above it. Once he had even held an all-India soaring record, won in foolhardy circumstances over the Western Ghats; the glider, buoyed aloft by storm-force monsoon winds, had gone so high they lost sight of it. At the time she was convinced he had been blown all the way to Burma.

She gave me her quick, short-sighted smile then, peering at my coat, leant forward and plucked a hair from the collar. ‘Excuse me,’ she murmured.

‘I didn’t know you got winds with the monsoon,’ I said.

‘Of course! They bring in the rains. You have never seen the monsoon’s burst? In Bombay it is quite something. For months the city has been absolutely sweltering and then, usually on the afternoon of 10 June, huge clouds begin to build up over the sea. Soon your wind comes, so strong that it will sink any little boats that haven’t taken shelter. The wind drops, it gets very dark, there is terrific thunder and lightning and then – the deluge! Suddenly the air is very cool and perfumed with flowers. It is a time of rejoicing. And renewal.’ She frowned at me. ‘It is also when I feel perhaps most truly Indian.’

Listening, I found myself recalling our island rains. I hadn’t thought about them for years but now there they were, falling again tumultuously inside my head. The scene had a lens-like clarity that enabled me to see the cracks between the floorboards of our veranda, cobwebs in the ceiling, my father trudging up the path under his old broken-spoked umbrella. The light was soft and diffused. Fleetingly I felt the curious state of grace the rains always seemed to bestow, the way they washed away my sins – not literally, because I usually liked to stay indoors – and made apocalyptic lapses, for example mentally undressing the plump Golightly sisters in church (their half-mad father captained the schooner Parsifal) no big deal. Now I felt a small measure of that same comfort and peace and told her I had also been in rain like that as a kid. The old Cherrapunji picture came to mind.

Had she been to Cherrapunji? Did she know it? She gave me another of her intense, slightly unsighted looks. That place up in Meghalaya? No one went there now. It was off limits, an area of severe civil unrest, but her father had visited during his army days and seemed strangely affected by it. He called it unearthly. Naked hunters with bows and arrows lived silently in the forest and, walking in the mist one day, he; stumbled upon an old British graveyard filled with people who had died by their own hand. It was written on the tombstones. She gave a little shiver and touched my arm. ‘Did you have parties on your island when it rained?’

‘Parties?’ That hadn’t been our style. ‘No.’ I was thinking of Wapshot.

‘We did. We still do. In Goa. It’s a kind of family reunion. A few days after the burst everyone flies off for a big monsoon thrash in lovely wet Goa. For me it’s a high point of the year.’

I saw a small, neat-featured Indian with thinning hair ducking through the crowd, looking around anxiously. Something flashed in the buttonhole of his double-breasted suit which, as he spotted us and hurried over, turned out to be a tiny aeroplane made from mirror glass.

‘Hullo!’ he cried.

‘Have they fixed you up?’ she asked.

‘They have given me suppositories,’ he said, bending to be kissed.

‘Which you won’t use.’

‘Exactly. I told the doctor they reminded me of small-bore ammunition and he said, “Oh! would you prefer a calibre more suited to the elephant gun?” I said tut tut, and this from a scion of the caring professions, shame on you. Give me a cigar, darling, I am gasping.’ He threw himself down beside her.

She opened her handbag and said, ‘This kind man has been keeping me company.’

‘No hardship, I’ll bet.’ He gave me a warm, shy smile then held out a hand. ‘Baptista,’ he said. ‘Isn’t she beautiful?’

Mrs Baptista told him I was a patient here also.

He thumbed the Zippo ineffectually. ‘This thing is hopeless. You’d be better off rubbing sticks together.’

‘He has a gammy neck,’ she said, lighting the cheroo for him.

‘Yes? Tell you what, let’s all jump in a taxi and go round to the Zanzibar. I could do with a daiquiri or three.’

‘He hasn’t seen his man yet,’ she said.

‘The neck is a very tricky area,’ announced Mr Baptista. He lifted his head and gazed at the wheelchair cases parked around us. ‘What’s wrong with all these people? Are they neck cases too?’

‘I don’t know,’ I said.

‘They must give up parachuting. That is my advice.’ He raised his voice and addressed everyone in the room. ‘Look here, all this sky-diving nonsense will have to stop, you know.’

A profound silence followed. Mrs Baptista murmured, ‘Aloysius, you’re being embarrassing. We must leave at once.’

‘First I will finish my cigar,’ said Mr Baptista defiantly. Around us conversations were resumed in low voices. Two nurses watched us like hawks. He said to me, ‘What were you two talking about?’

‘The monsoon,’ I said.

‘Ah! It’s a season you enjoy?’

I told him I had never experienced the monsoon. He said I should arrange to do so as soon as possible. What was my profession? A writer? Perfect! And what a coincidence! He was a writer too. Ignoring his wife’s startled, peering look he said the monsoon was a phenomenon so nourishing and exalting that it had inspired artists for centuries. He spoke of monsoon ragas, classic compositions for voice or stringed instruments, and of exquisite miniature paintings depicting maharajas and their doe-eyed concubines joyously disporting themselves as the rains fell. (There were some good monsoon miniatures, stolen by the British, at the Victoria and Albert Museum.) Certain maharajas had even built ornately beautiful monsoon pavilions from which to observe the burst and swell of the rains.

And the poetry! Had I read Kalidasa? He was one of the Nine Gems of the Court of King Vikramaditya, circa 100 BC. He wrote Meghaduta, a book about clouds, and an epic work called The Seasons which, though more than 2,000 years old, remained an enduring favourite in India.

He declaimed:

The sky on every side is shrouded by rain-clouds
Which wear the beauty of deep blue lotus petals,
And here look like heaps of made-up eye-salve, and there
Possess the charm of breasts of women with child.

Mrs Baptista said, ‘It’s a terrifically sexy poem. And if you come you will see why. That meeting of the earth and the clouds is a kind of love-making.’

‘The monsoon is a terrifically sexy time,’ said her husband. ‘Traditionally it is supposed to cast away all inhibitions. Affairs are embarked on and lovers taken. Many illegitimate babies are born the following March. Well, among the peasantry, at least, so I’m told. You don’t see so much of it in middle-class Bombay.’

‘You see some,’ said his wife. ‘And the rains rejuvenate. That’s when Aloysius goes off for his massages.’

‘South to Kerala State,’ he said, ‘for my annual monsoon cure. And Kerala, of course, is where it starts.’

‘What starts?’

‘The monsoon. On the first of June. Then it journeys all the way up India to the Himalayas. There’s a rum little village called Cherrapunji. It’s in the Guinness Book of Records as the world’s wettest place. That’s where the monsoon reaches its climax, so to speak.’

‘We were just speaking of Cherrapunji,’ said Mrs Baptista.

A nurse called my name. The doctor would see me now. We stood. Mrs Baptista buttoned her coat and straightened her hat.

I said, ‘Is it possible to get to Cherrapunji?’

‘No,’ he said. ‘There’s trouble there. The locals are in conflict with the Indian government and Delhi has made it a restricted area. To a foreigner Cherrapunji would be off limits.’

Mr Baptista gave me his card. ‘Call us when you are next in Bombay,’ he said. His wife added, ‘And if you are ever around in June you must come to our Goa party.’

‘Look, you said the monsoon travelled up India from the south to the north. Is that right?’

‘It comes, magisterially, on a wind from the south,’ said Mr Baptista, ‘which certainly carries it in a northerly direction. It is even supposed to get to the same places on the same days of the  year. But sometimes, bewitched by its spectacular progress, we are inclined to forget that meteorologically the monsoon is a very complex affair. There are two arms, the easterly and westerly, which meet at —’

‘How long does it take?’

He shrugged. ‘It gets to Delhi on 29 June. So say a month to Delhi and then —’

‘Mr Frater!’ cried the nurse.

‘Could you follow it?’

They both stared at me. ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘I suppose so. If you met it at Trivandrum, where it enters India, and then ran with it, so to speak. Yes, you could do that.’

Mrs Baptista laughed. ‘A race with the rains!’ she said. ‘From Cape Comorin to the Himalayas! That would be a lark!’

The neurologist waiting to examine me was the young Texan from Dallas. ‘You’re looking pretty chirpy,’ he observed.

‘I feel terrific,’ I said.

‘How’s the neck?’

‘I can live with it.’

That was the first time I had admitted such a thing, and I knew it to be true. He nodded, looking me over carefully. ‘What have you been doing?’ he asked.

‘Not a lot. Trying to come to terms with it. Feeling sorry for myself.’

‘And now?’

‘Now,’ I said, ‘I’m going to India.’


Chapter Two

[image: ]

It was odd to be taking an interest in the weather again. Some dormant cell seemed to have woken and fired up a whole constellation of others which began rising above the mind’s horizon with a soft, nacreous glow. My reading, though, soon revealed certain disturbing behavioural changes in the monsoon. During the past two or three years it had grown capricious and spiteful. Some areas of India were paid only fleeting visits, some no visits at all. This wilfulness puzzled the weather men and frightened the politicians; a failed monsoon could mean riots and lost elections. But most of all it frightened the ordinary rural people whose crops and lives depended on it. They, long accustomed to its ancient rhythms and sturdy reliability, found its absence as shocking as, perhaps, a death or madness in the family.

There were early indications, said the London papers, that it would be temperamental this year too.

Further research revealed the kind of panic measures taken when it didn’t show up. The previous year in Bangalore, for example, the city fathers paid a yogi to pray for rain. Seated on a tigerskin rug beside the Bangalore Water Supply and Sewerage Board guesthouse the yogi chanted for 2 hours and 4 minutes while his supporters chewed leaves and swallowed burning camphor. Afterwards he was able to inform senior Water Board officials – prostrated before him with offerings of coconuts – that the rain god Varuna, though invisible to the naked eye, now approached them ‘like waves of clouds’. The rain fell, all right, and torrentially, but only over neighbouring Cochin. When the Bangalore city fathers complained the yogi reminded them sharply who they were dealing with: not only was he renowned for his ability to divert cyclones but he had also been retained by the government as official blesser of their space programme. After India’s first rocket crashed they choppered him to the launch pad of the second which, thanks to his vigorous intercessions, soared aloft without any trouble at all. So saying, he picked up his fee and drove away, leaving the city fathers many rupees poorer. It was a sad story, but a commonplace one.

I fretted over the monsoon in the airy Aldwych office of an attaché at the Indian High Commission. I told him further research also revealed that drinking the milk of a white cow might bless my venture. What did he think of that? He said, ‘It is probably the most realistic course of action I can recommend.’

‘Will they let me into Cherrapunji?’

He laughed. ‘Your request is with our people in Delhi now. As you know, I’m afraid the auguries are not good.’

I decided to go to India late one night, after mulling over the known facts and tossing a coin.

So, thirteen days before the official onset of the rains over Bombay, my 747 descended through a drained, empty sky which had taken on the colour and shine of oiled teak. It was only 7 a.m. yet an engorged sun had already seen off any lingering nocturnal clouds, probably in puffs of steam, and made the air glassy. The Bombay earth seemed to smoulder. Countless small suburban fires – hinting mysteriously at spontaneous combustion deep underground – made dusty brown smoke which darkened and thickened the smog from the city. Into this soiled atmosphere we drifted, wheels down, flaps extended, licked and bumped by sinewy tongues of heat turbulence. On the ground the stinging light caused us to disembark squinting like lizards.

I felt deeply pessimistic. During the flight I discussed the monsoon’s progress with several Indian passengers, each of whom offered a revised arrival date. These were based on privileged information from well-placed sources, and each was different. A steward proferred his own date, together with a day-old copy of the Indian Express which enlarged distressingly on the stories I had been reading at home.

Seven states still suffered from acute water shortages (some places hadn’t had rain in four years) while countless thousand Indians continued urgently and ‘immediately praying for early onset of monsoon’. In Kerala, where I would travel the following day, tankers were supplying potable water to 12,500 assembly points as engineers installed 11,216 street hydrants. More than 500 tube wells and 400 bore wells had been sunk throughout the state, but still the poor went thirsty.

In parts of Andhra Pradesh water was being distributed only once on alternate days; reservoirs sprayed with aceto-emulsion to reduce evaporation dwindled anyway as they were drunk dry. In Madras each of the 180,000 families living in the Slum Clearance Board tenements was given a free plastic bucket but little to put in it; local train services suffered disruption when ‘water-starved residents carrying empty pots’ squatted on the tracks. In Rajkot, though, trains were commandeered to haul water to the city where enterprising local officials, using tractors and tank-mounted rickshaws, pioneered a home delivery service. In Palghat a gastroenteritis epidemic caused by water scarcity had claimed twenty-two lives. Wells were chlorinated and soft drink sales banned. The Excise Commissioner closed the toddy shops.

The taxi taking me to town was an ancient rust edifice held together with membranous layers of paint. They had been applied thickly by brush – you could see the marks – and I imagined a deep pot-hole suddenly rendering it down into a pile of flaky red dust. The road, its tar surface sludgy in the sun, took us past shanty towns where everyone seemed weighed down by invisible burdens. Even the beggars who worked the traffic lights, normally as agile and intrusive as monkeys, merely sauntered towards us.

The fan in my hotel room turned with the stolid thump and creak of a butter churn. I tried to phone the Bombay Met Office but kept getting a monosyllabic Hindi-speaking woman who, after the third or fourth time, adopted the strident tones of someone addressing a mass rally. I turned to the hotel switchboard for help and learned the Met Office had a new number. Nobody answered that at all; I was calling an empty building and wondered whether, with nothing much to forecast, they had all gone home. The girl at the hotel switchboard said yes, of course they’d all gone home. Today was a government holiday.

She had a nice intimate contralto voice and, more to keep her talking than anything else, I told her I was trying to find the whereabouts of the monsoon.

She said, ‘Sir, it is in the South Andaman Sea.’

Above the bed hung a framed print of an alpine peak. Age had darkened the snow and warped the ice. ‘What did you say?’

‘They announced it on the radio this morning. Also in the paper. It is still very small and running late but definitely advancing. Do not fear, sir, monsoon is on its way!’

I told her she had the most beautiful voice in India, heard her startled laugh, then rushed to the door.

For the first time in months I handed small change to a news vendor without preparing for the transaction in advance. Standing beneath a brilliantly garlanded flame-of-the-forest tree I opened up the Indian Express and there it was, headed Weather Special Bulletin. ‘South-West monsoon is advancing over South Andaman Sea and adjoining South-East bay as feeble current. The normal date of onset of the monsoon over the Andaman Sea is May 20. This year the onset over Andaman is lagging behind by a week.’

I returned to my room and dialled the Baptistas. A friendly sounding man said they were spending a few days in Delhi but gave me a number where they could be reached. All I got was silence faintly penetrated by a mysterious susurration, like air flowing over swallows’ wings, the sound of countless distant, whispering voices. In reality they were all probably yelling for the operator, and eventually an operator told me the Delhi number was out of order. When I put the phone down it rang again at once. The switchboard girl said, ‘Sir! Have you seen the Afternoon Dispatch and Courier? It has monsoon article in “Round and About” by Busy bee! I am sending boy up with it now!’

She was gone before I could thank her. Like a gift the cutting came inscribed in spacious longhand with the words ‘Every good wish from Miss Geeta Contractor, Tlphnst’. I sat down and began reading Busybee’s breezy 500-word piece which, after welcoming the signs of activity in the South Andaman Sea, reflected, ‘It is comforting knowledge. Comforting because it means that soon the torrid heat will dissolve in the cool waters of the rains, as the monsoon continues to advance and finally reaches our octroi nakas.’

What did that mean? I called Miss Contractor to find out but a brisk, matronly voice advised that she had just completed the early shift and left. Was there a message? I said no and returned to Busybee’s text.

Once the monsoon advances into India it moves at great speed, causing large depressions, air pockets, raising storms, overrunning the last of the mango crop.

I have always been fascinated about the early monsoon bulletins. One morning it is at Kovalam beach, touching Trivandrum, by midnight it has moved many miles northwards over the green coastal plains of Kerala. The next day it is in Cochin, blowing through the Chinese fishing nets, first the wind bending the palm trees to its will, then the rains. I have in the past chalked out their military advances along the coast. But the monsoon does not tarry. It gathers the clouds along the way and then, one early morning, they burst over Bombay.

Early next morning I would fly south to Trivandrum and, at Kovalam beach, find a room from which to witness its arrival. I slept fitfully, haunted by dreams of hot skies and a bright, flat sea. From across the horizon came a muted gong beat followed by Miss Contractor’s voice speaking in the tones of an airport announcer. ‘We regret to announce that your monsoon has been cancelled due to operational difficulties. You are entitled to voucher for complimentary refreshment while we await another. I am sending boy up with it now!’

Heading down the Western Ghats, a 600-mile-long mountain range rearing out of the Arabian Sea, the Indian Airlines A-300 Airbus passed through so many turbulent areas that the seat-belt sign, flashing on and off, seemed to be sending coded messages. Optimistically I took this to mean bad weather coming from the sea but a stewardess said it was due to heat coming off the land. ‘I can read the bumps,’ she assured me. It was cool in the cabin but glimpses of sun and shimmering red earth seemed to induce intense thirst in everyone with access to a window; fingers were clicked and flight attendants sent scurrying for cups of tepid water. Somewhere around here, I reflected, Aloysius Baptista had made his record-breaking glider ascent. The bony, reserved young man in the neighbouring seat suddenly offered me a tiny sachet of cologne-scented paper. ‘For the face,’ he said earnestly. ‘It will make you feel very nice.’

He told me he worked in Dubai maintaining air-conditioners and was heading home for two months’ leave. ‘I am coming for the Id moon – the end of Ramadan fasting – and the monsoon. After two years in the desert I dream of it.’
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