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To the memory of my parents


Toni Nimé and Dhirendra Nath Mazumdar









I’M SORRY I DON’T RESPOND


“Each of us is many persons.


To me I’m who I think I am,


But others see me differently


And are equally mistaken.


“Don’t dream me into someone else


But leave me alone, in peace!


If I don’t want to find myself


Should I want others to find me?”


Fernando Pessoa


SONGBOOK (1930)


“an impossible greeting, like one who waves vainly from one bank of the river to the other knowing there are no banks, really, believe me, there are no banks, there is only the river . . . what idiots, we worried so much about the banks and instead there was only the river.”


Antonio Tabucchi


IT’S GETTING LATER ALL THE TIME










I


All the benches in the Jardín facing the pink spikes and spires of the Parroquia are already taken by lovers of the morning sun, but you find one set back under the meticulously trimmed and shaped trees you are told are Indian laurels, where you can sit making your way at leisure through the Spanish-language newspapers you have bought from the vendor who spreads out a variety of them on the low wall that surrounds the Jardín. Undisturbed except for the distractions provided by the children playing around the bandstand, a balloon seller wandering around in search of a customer and the pigeons strutting the paving stones, bowing to each other and muttering greetings like old gentlemen on their morning constitutionals.


Then becoming aware, without wanting to, of a woman seated on a bench across from you, dressed in the flamboyant Mexican style that few Mexican women assume at any other than festive occasions: skirt upon skirt of cotton and tulle in indigo, lime, crimson and saffron, her arms spread over the back of the bench festooned with bangles. Staring at you fixedly, taking in every detail of your person, it seems, with her deep kohl-rimmed eyes, and it is making you uneasy to be the focus of such unembarrassed attention, acting like insects on your skin, exploring.


Suddenly, as if she can no longer restrain herself, rising in a flurry of scarves and skirts, she almost flings her person and drenching aroma of catechu on you, and there is nothing hesitant or tentative any more. ‘Yes,’ she declares in a husky purr, ‘I have been watching you, my darling. I wanted to be very, very sure I was right, and now I am. Of course you are, you must be, my adored Rosarita’s little girl. You are the image of her when she first came to us, an Oriental bird!’


Drawing back and keeping hold of the newspaper as some flimsy form of defence, you say, ‘Rosarita – who?’


‘But you have her looks, her manner – what to say, her comportment. The mouth, the eyes. You cannot not be my dearest amiga’s daughter!’


Putting your feet together in their dusty sandals and preparing to make an escape from this woman who is altogether too insistent, too intrusive, you say, ‘My mother? Her name was Sarita.’


‘Did I not say? Did I not see? and your name, my niña?’


You confess, reluctantly, that your name is Bonita, aware now that in Spanish it sounds more like a childish endearment than a proper name, so you try to explain: ‘Like Sunita, Vanita, Ronita . . . common names in India,’ but the woman bursts into laughter, exposing many large and discoloured teeth, and closes her eyes as at a delicious joke.


‘No, that is too beautiful! She would of course have given you a name she heard here!’


‘I was named by my father’s mother,’ you say stiffly, although that is probably untrue and certainly unverifiable. What made you think that up? What made you so defensive? You have come to San Miguel to attend the language school, you should want – and are certainly in need of - exactly such an ‘interchange’ with a ‘native speaker’ who approaches you so warmly, so effusively; what makes you draw back and close up?


Her intensity, the floodlight focus of her enormous, theatrically outlined eyes, her ferocious attention. She is not a seller of bangles and bracelets, of scarves and dolls; she is pursuing you not to sell but to offer – just the exchange you need. And that you now find you don’t at all want.


You draw back – in fear, unease or suspicion? Yes, all three. Why, of all approaches, has this stranger in a strange place brought up your mother? An ordinary exchange at a chance meeting this is not. Nor is it one you prepared for with your standard dictionary and helpful phrase book. It makes you press your sandals together and wish you could draw your dark glasses out of your bag so as to screen yourself from her and hide. But hide from whom – this stranger or your mother?


Seeing you sink back, the woman tries again, lowering her voice to a pacifying coo. ‘But, my darling, I am Vicky. Vicky, you know, your mother will have told you about me – Victoria? What friends we were? What times we had together?’


‘Ehh, no,’ you stutter. Mother never mentioned a friend named Victoria in any part of her life, most certainly not in a small town in Mexico. How, when, why would she ever have ventured into this foreign land, met this foreign woman? Or, perhaps, ‘In India?’ you wonder aloud.


‘In India?’ The woman bursts into hoarse laughter that makes the pigeons at her feet take off and seek shelter in the trees, where they perch muttering in alarm and indignation. ‘In India – how? No, no, my darling, right here, where we are sitting, in the Jardín before the Parroquia – right here!’


‘But when?’ staying stubborn, resistant.


‘When she was your age and looked exactly as you do, so I could re-cog-nize you in-stant-ly!’


There is nothing for it – you have to move to one of the cafés in the arcades around the Jardín. ‘We must have a coffee together. We cannot part after such a tre-men-dous meeting, can we?’


Tremendous? or crazy? Based on mistaken identity, surely. Your mother never lived in San Miguel, never even visited Mexico. You know that – the absurdity of such a suggestion! You could tell this woman a thing or two about her. But she insists she knows otherwise. Over the little metal table with its paper-napkin holder and posy of dried and dyed country flowers and tall glasses of iced coffee, she insists while you resist.


You hope for some distraction, look to the old woman who comes by with her basket of little cloth dolls with black string plaits and striped aprons, but the Stranger dismisses her with a wave of her impressively beringed hand, as she does the man in white pyjamas who comes by with fierce lion masks of red and yellow, blue and purple raffia and the children with running noses who hold out trays with tiny packets of Chiclets. Your companion does not allow you to engage with them or their wares and anyway you too pay them little attention, involved against your will in the story being told you. You shake your head over and over again, not given the chance to protest verbally.


Rosarita – as the Stranger urges you to call this mythical mother – Rosarita had come to paint in San Miguel. Did not many come to pursue that art here where there were world-famous art schools, celebrated maestros? Vicky had come across her in the Jardín, painting under the guidance of the maestro Francisco, and seen at once that he gave her more attention than he gave to any other in that group of students. And she, Vicky, watched the young woman’s talent unfolding – as well as something else besides talent.


‘Besides talent?’


‘Yes, yes, her – how to say it? – her flowering. So timid, so shy, no confidence at all. Then beginning to smile, her eyes to shine – right here, in the sun, in front of the Parroquia. And I knew Maestro Francisco. One day we were having a drink – here, right here! – and I asked him, who is this new student of yours, where has she come from? And he told me – India!’ The Stranger clasps her hands together as if reliving the wonder of that revelation. ‘India, he said. I could not believe. All my life I had a longing to visit that country, see its art, learn its language – Sanskrit! I was obsessed. I thought, such an ancient language of the East – I would learn it from a guru – is that right? Once I even wrote to the university in Benares, I thought in that holy city I would find someone to teach me. But they wrote back that they did not accept women. Ahh, I was crushed, destroyed, so disappointed was I. How could it be I would not be allowed to come and learn? And now here was this young creature who had come all the way to my country, to study art in my land. I knew we were meant to meet!’


The woman’s speech is a torrent, unstoppable. She allows no interruption, no protest, the protest you are struggling to make. You ought to say, bluntly, she is mistaken, your mother did not paint, not in India and not in Mexico, it must be someone else the Stranger met and remembered. But all you are able to say is, ‘I didn’t know—’


‘But, darling, I see her so clearly before me, as clearly as I see you. And you have the same way of putting your fingers to your lips when you speak, pushing your hair back behind your ears, even that charming mole near your mouth. And now you have come to see where she had once been, perhaps also to paint? You are artist too?’ She stretches her arm, scrawny and sunburnt, across the tabletop as if to reach out and touch you, clutch at this memory she has of someone who did not exist. You shrink from those eyes of hers, so brilliant – do they owe that to the kohl she has used so lavishly? or do you detect a flicker in them of something unidentifiable, like a fish darting out of the undersea into the light?


So you shake your head more determinedly. You do not paint and nor did your mother. The mole on her cheek, her gestures – accurately observed but they do not make a whole person, a personal identity. ‘I am a language student. I do not paint, nor did my mother.’


‘Ah, no.’ She withdraws her outstretched hand, lets it fall onto her lap. She might have been an actress, her gestures are so theatrical. ‘Don’t tell me she gave up painting. She had talent. Francisco saw that, wanted to help it to flower. And you say she gave up on returning to India? But why?’


‘I don’t know,’ is all you can think to say.


‘A tragedy!’ wails the Stranger, and pouts with disappointment. ‘She should have stayed here, with us.’


Now you feel a stir of regret as the Stranger’s initial joy at meeting you collapses in this – this so-called tragedy. And in truth you too feel a shadow fall at this, this loss of which you had till now been ignorant. And now that you try to give credence to a past that had never been mentioned or guessed at, that she might once have had and then was withheld, or lost. Was it the loss of what the Stranger is insisting had once existed elsewhere and even ‘flowered’?


It is baffling, hard to conjure up and believe in here in this great abundance of light that makes the leaves of the laurel trees shimmer, the pigeons murmur and coo in an expression of mounting ecstasy, figures drift across the Jardín at a pace that is all leisure, all enjoyment; and you pick up your bag, pay for the coffee and say you must leave, you will be expected back at the boarding house where you are staying.


The Stranger recovers from her sadness and becomes immediately animated. She wants to know where it is and nods, taking in the location with an almost audible click.


Making your way back to it, you cannot rid yourself of the suspicion that you are being followed. You do not wish to turn around and catch her at it, but when you reach the door set in the stone wall of your residence and let yourself in, a quick glance over your shoulder shows that you were right: the figure that steps nimbly into a shadowy doorway further up the road is unmistakably draped with skirts and scarves like a gypsy and recognizably the Stranger now turned pursuer.


The walled courtyard has withdrawn into its afternoon siesta: the dining room is empty, the table set for the next meal with plates turned upside down, the other residents out on their own pursuits, empty rooms being cleaned by maids who go in and out with armfuls of laundry, too busy to do more than smile at you as you retreat past the stone fountain chuckling quietly to itself, to your own room at the far end where an archway with a jungle of creepers opens into the garden beyond.


There you dispose of your bag and your sandals and stretch out on the narrow bed spread with thick white cotton sheets and allow yourself to succumb to the lingering fatigue of the long journey that has brought you here. You place your arm across your eyes to shut out the brightness of the window so that you can look instead into the shadows of an interior and shelter there from the cracks that have been revealed by the encounter with the Stranger.


Mother, an artist? In the home you remember as without a paintbrush, a chalk or a sketchbook to be seen?


You recall, though – and it is the very shadows that come together in brushlike strokes to form it – a sketch in wishy-washy pale pastels that had hung on the wall above your bed at home, of a woman seated on a park bench – and yes, it could have been one here in San Miguel - with a child playing in the sand at her feet. She is not looking at the child and the child is not looking at her, as if they had no relation to each other, each absorbed in a separate world, and silent.


The sketch in its faded rose-pinks and lavenders had become so familiar to you throughout your childhood you had never scrutinized it and it had never occurred to you to ask who had made it, when or where: it was just there.


Now, in the gauzy net of a noontime doze, you strain to remember its particulars, but all that comes through is the afternoon sounds outside, no louder, no more intrusive than the murmur of bees – the gardener sweeping dead leaves off the paving stones with his long twig broom, the ever-present doves gossiping convivially in the trees, a tap running into a tank that collects water – the afternoon unfolding like a scroll, its beginning and its end both invisible.


The scene that should be so foreign to you is, at its deepest level, utterly familiar. You are back in the garden in India that you had known in your earliest years, the years no one mentioned again once they were over, the time when Mother was absent and you were taken to live in your grandparents’ house in Old Delhi.


Grandfather could not have been pleased. He clearly believed children ought neither to be seen nor heard. (Father had, you knew, been sent to boarding school at the age of three and a half years, the earliest they would take children.) They were a disturbance to his routine of receiving clients either in his crepuscular office room or seated at an immense desk on the veranda outside it, where he also dictated letters to the clerk who rode up on his bicycle in the afternoons to deal with files and mail. Cups of tea were sent at regular intervals and you were under strict orders to keep to the other side of the house.


This, in any case, was what you preferred. On the other side there stretched out the vegetable garden, neatly divided into squares for the different varieties grown there – cauliflowers in one, each of the great white bouquets covered with a leaf of the plant to act as an umbrella from the sun, while aubergines, chillies and tomatoes grew in other beds in the full sun, and narrow channels for water to run through according to the gardener’s calculation of when and where it was required. And although he played at being fierce – twisting his long black, oiled moustache and yelling if he saw you reach out to pluck a cape gooseberry, strip it of its crackling coat and pop it into your mouth, and threatened you with dire punishment, you understood this to be harmless play-acting and his way of paying you attention. That attention was as hard to come by as a gooseberry.


He was also the keeper of the family’s dog who, unlike you, was not allowed in the house at all but kept chained to a post outside the gardener’s hut. A large, hulking German Shepherd, but one whose spirit had been successfully crushed by his captivity, he drooped till the hour came when the gardener picked up the chain attached to his collar in one hand and a cudgel-like walking stick in the other and took him out onto the street for a stately promenade as far as a small, dusty park at the end of the road where other dog minders gathered to sit smoking their biris, and back, then fell into his habitual drooping posture outside the hut once again. At last he was brought a tin basin full of bones to gnaw. He was called Sultan and never was a dog more inappropriately named. You were forbidden to touch him and you only looked at each other, covertly, under lowered lids, neither allowed to reach out to the other.
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