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    Chapter 1




    SIMRAN




    Let me tell you straight away that there are two things that fill me with dread: giving birth – and flying.




    I have nothing against children. But, having grown up in a single-child household, I like my peace and quiet and am not anxious to jeopardize that for singing lullabies and wiping bottoms.




    Even though I have recently adopted a 14-year-old girl, it’s not quite the same thing as producing my own, and nothing to do with my biological clock – which my mother (who is a keen observer of such phenomena) assures me is not only winding down, but desperately needs oiling as well.




    Does it bother me? No. But does it affect others? Yes, especially Ma, who could convince anybody that I should succumb to impregnation by any eligible and willing man and produce a grandchild for her. According to her, it will be beneficial all round. That is, it will both be ‘good for me’ and make me a more ‘reasonable woman’. She also thinks that the very thought of ‘real’ parenthood will make me amenable to marriage. Open my eyes to the joys of a male companion, a family on a permanent basis.




    The men who drift through my life like monsoon clouds are beginning to worry her. A child will also mellow me, tie me down. The wildness in me will be tamed and she will be able to curl her unfulfilled demands into those tiny hands and watch the lineage unfold, undisturbed . . .




    The other day she showed me (only half-jokingly, I suspect) a newspaper report from Orissa which described an auction in which barren women bid for a pitcher of water from a magical well of fertility known as the Maricha Kunda, at the Linga Raja temple in Bhubhneshwar.




    ‘Linga Raja, the temple of the Penis King?’ I asked her. ‘What a great idea. And what kind of water would that be?’




    She seems to think that if I rush to Orissa and pour a bucketful of water on myself on the auspicious Ashokashtmi day she might hear her grandchild gurgle in her arms. It’s a form of self-hypnosis, perhaps.




    ‘It’ll be a very wet conception, and less than immaculate. A priest or two may be involved. Are you okay with that?’ I grinned.




    She snorted, and briskly snatched the paper away.




    Every year thousands of depressed, ill-treated, childless, accursed, unfortunate women flock to places like the Maricha Kunda. Here they fight an undignified battle for three pitchers of water, which are sold only to the highest bidders, by the high priests of fecundity. Shrieks of despair rise during the auction for the first pitcher, which is supposed to have the maximum potency and could provide deliverance from a lifetime of abuse and neglect. Many of these desperate women will soon be outcasts, ejected from their homes while their husbands install a younger, more fertile bride.




    And what happened to all these women who won the great prize? Soaked, trembling with anticipation, they stood at the temple doors praying for the cosmic sperm to enter their wombs. Would the Penis King or the Linga Raja, the god Shiva whose erect phallus was worshipped by millions every day, oblige? Would he turn into a snake? Or would he appear in their dreams? There are many myths about the methodology of the Linga Raja, and each one is more mysterious than the last.




    Auctioning water from these holy wells reinforces the irrefutable belief in India that being infertile is always the woman’s fault. The men are infallible and so women beg and plead, shave their heads, starve, roll on the ground and tie their prayers in red threads of mauli that droop forlornly around the walls of shrines . . .




    These millions of women have no choice. Luckily, I do. Unlike them, I can forgo the pleasure of a fertility rite.




    But even for me, spiritual intervention is sought from every quarter. I know that my mother goes to the local gurudwara every day to ask the priest to say a special ardas for me. Her faith sometimes makes me wonder if one day all those unanswered prayers will be delivered to the right postal address – and by return mail a man will be dropped on to my obdurate head.




    Meanwhile, I am quite content being plain Simran Singh, a middle-aged, meddlesome social worker and pre-menopausal single parent to a teenager.




    Why I adopted Durga is a long story. Perhaps the urge for motherhood is not something we are born with but is a desire that can ambush you at any moment.




    I know that Durga adopted me probably a little earlier than I adopted her. I was the first person she ever cried in front of when I met her in jail in Jullundur after she had been falsely accused of being a murderess.




    It takes courage to cry in front of a total stranger. Certainly I have never been able to do it. I had felt a visceral connection with her, an impulse to look after her, to make her happy. I wanted to compensate her for all that had been snatched so cruelly away from her in her childhood. We grew to understand each other better and better as I slowly pieced together her tragic circumstances. After her release, I formally adopted her so that she could shut the door on those terrible memories of her past. Or so I hoped.




    After long months of unease and suffering, just recently life has fallen into a quiet rhythm, with Durga, my mother and I sharing our evenings watching light-hearted movies and television, laughing over news (politicians usually provide the maximum merriment) and about our own, thankfully uneventful, lives.




    Our conversation is mundane: about the woman across the street who wanted directions to the local metro. Or about the teacher who decided to make Durga’s class enact a scene from Othello and wanted her to play Desdemona. Or what to cook for lunch the next day.




    Occasionally, during a perfectly normal exchange, I still suddenly panic and watch Durga’s face for any hint of tension, but even if troubled, she’s beginning to put the trauma behind her. (Luckily, in her Delhi school very few people know about Durga’s previous life. It is a very small and exclusive private institution – not one I would normally put a child into, but a perfect place to provide security.)




    Around dinnertime each night, Durga’s sister, Sharda, is brought downstairs by her carer to join us. She is staying with us, for as long as possible, in the hope that her condition will, eventually, improve. Her entry is always slow and reticent, her footsteps on the staircase almost inaudible – and it’s always the encouraging, subdued voice of her carer that we hear at first. With her prematurely white hair in a neat plait, her face pale and still gaunt from the horrors of her own experience, she always stood at the edge of our group indecisively for a few moments: her unfocused eyes groping to recognize us. This is the moment when we plunge into an awkward silence, aware once again of the cruel journey which has brought us all together. Ironically, Sharda is luckier than Durga in that her memory of the past has been wiped away by the electric shocks she was given in the asylum. Perhaps as she begins to trust us she will be able to start completely afresh. That is something my teenage daughter will never be able to do.




    A household with four women, all in various shades of disrepair. Durga, a damaged teenager; my mother, a widow in her sixties; and I, a cantankerous spinster in my forties. Whilst Sharda – well, it is impossible to say what age Sharda is now. I still hope she will wake from her nightmare one day, and let us know how old she really feels. She is fragile far beyond her natural years. Yet the drugs soothe her restlessness and she is gradually beginning to react to the world around her.




    Our home might look odd to the outsider: but for me, feet on the sofa, surrounded by my ‘family’, my glass of whisky in one hand, a cigarette in the other, life could not be better. I have sighed more sighs of contentment these past few months than I have in all the past few years . . .




    Alright, I know that none of this can really explain my refusal to have a child, nor my decision to adopt. But my aerophobia has a much more specific origin, the recollection of which is as tenacious as it is terrible. I have managed to wrestle many memories into forgetfulness, but this particular one is a formidable foe.




    Imagine the scene: it is New Year’s Day, 1 January 1978, and the balloons and streamers still dangle from the ceiling, bumping into the faux-antique mahogany furniture which crowds our flat in Bandra, Bombay. A double-decker chocolate cake is grandly crumbling into a half-eaten ruin on the dining table, the party hats are piled like a small mountain range on the sofa, while the champagne-and juice-glasses are an unwashed clutter in the sink. The maid has the day off and my mother has a ‘headache’: another euphemism for a hangover. My father, usually fastidious about his own appearance and belongings, always drew the line at doing ‘women’s work’. I was too much of a daydreamer to allow a messy room to upset me.




    So he sits reading a catalogue on the latest technology in car parts and I am draped over the balcony railings, just outside the sitting room, where the large French doors have been opened up.




    The flat was near Land’s End, with a clear view of the night sky. We were living there briefly, while my father was trying a taste of ‘big-city life’ and setting up a factory in Bombay for small car parts. Though the business had been very successful, it was a dramatic change from our small-town life in Jullundur in North India, and we had struggled to find friends. And so the Maharashtrian family next door had meant a lot to us. But after our New-Year-cum-farewell party, they had just locked up their home, this evening, to catch a flight to Dubai. I was already missing them. Particularly my friend Abhinav, who was a few years older than me, a gentle bespectacled boy who understood my loneliness in a city which seemed consumed by haste.




    I think I had a crush on him mainly because he did not mind spending time with me, easing my fear of school and of being different. On our daily walk to the beach, we ate bhelpuri, and in between sipping narial pani to temper the fiery taste, I would confide all my worries. Our short sojourn in Bombay was perhaps the only time I missed having a sibling, and Abhi, my ‘boyfriend’, filled the vacuum caused by my lack of confidence. I wondered what it would be like to kiss him. Someday, perhaps. He had long hair and soft brown eyes, with chocolate fudge centres. I spent a lot of time staring into them.




    Abhi had grown up in Bombay while I was a 12-year-old still caught in the slowness of Jullundur, a town where I used to walk everywhere, or at most take a rickshaw. A small town where I did not have to pretend to be someone I was not. In Bombay I had to abandon my old cotton frocks and change into more swish, pleated, synthetic skirts. I struggled with my English accent as much as with the butterfly clips in my unruly hair. I also struggled to cope with competitive behaviour (a skill which would evade me for the rest of my life) but Abhi made it somewhat easier by being a buffer between me and this harsh new world which changed as rapidly as heroines changed their sarees in Hindi cinema.




    And now he, too, had left, since his father, a journalist, had managed to get a job on a newspaper in Dubai. Those were the days when India’s gold- and foreign-exchange ratio had finally begun to climb, thanks to the Dubai dollars.




    Our high-rise building was in the flight path and I often used to watch the blinking tail lights of the planes slowly vanish as they joined the constellations in the sky. I imagined that if I hung out on the balcony around eight at night, squinting against the sharp salty breeze, I could wave to Abhi as his plane went past.




    So I stood staring mournfully out over the rough waves from the twentieth floor, face scoured by the rising wind, wondering which plane was carrying him away, and if I called out ‘Abhinav’ would he hear me . . . when it happened.




    My father had come out on to the balcony to hand me some leftover ice cream. I reached out for it and at the same time saw, from the corner of my eye, a plane juddering into view, veering sharply to the left.




    I think I screamed and I still remember the ice cream splattering on the floor, as the Emperor Ashoka dived swiftly and neatly, like a phantom seagull searching for an underwater mate, into the Arabian Sea off the coast of Bombay.




    The news reports said that all 213 passengers were killed instantaneously. The Boeing 747 should have been turning to the right, when in fact it was banking steeply to the left as the pilot lost control. It crashed within a few minutes of taking off.




    For years the image of the plane nose-diving into a white foam-slashed sea remained frozen in my mind. Of course, Abhi must have been caught unawares, and would have been strapped in his seat – perhaps gazing out at the lights of Bombay, maybe looking out for me. ‘Fasten your seatbelts,’ the air hostess would have announced. When the plane smashed into pieces, and the water closed over his head and he struggled for air, there would have been no time for anyone to react. Perhaps he had tried to help his mother. I wondered if they had been holding hands, tightly, in those last few moments.




    What if he had managed to break free and had survived – what if he had managed to grab a piece of the aircraft and come ashore?




    I still have the newspaper cuttings, which said that the black box, later recovered, had recordings of the captain’s last moments. The altitude indicator showed that the plane was in a right bank, when in fact the wings were level. The captain was puzzled, saying, ‘What’s happened here?’ Was it already too late or was it too dark outside for them to see the horizon and get their bearings? Or was it something else? Some magnetic undertow that dragged the aircraft from the sky into the water, a few miles from my home?




    Someone said the pilot lost his spatial sense. But I always wondered how everyone else on that flight also failed to notice that it was pitching forward at a forty-degree angle.




    My father was an engineer and I drove him crazy with questions about engines and altitude and pilot errors.




    The balcony door in our flat was now always kept open, and the moisture-laden chilly breeze constantly blew through our home. I kept a careful watch on the sea, using binoculars in case I spotted something on the coastline. I begged my father to go to the beach closest to the scene of the accident whenever we could, and questioned everyone for a sign of any survivor. And that is how we found him. If you could call him a survivor.




    The fishermen pulled his bruised and battered body ashore. Abhi was still alive, but unresponsive to our cries, his face twisted in pain, one side of his head almost scraped to the bone.




    We brought him home where my father quickly bandaged him. Calling an ambulance we took him to the Bella Vista hospital, considered to be the best for head injuries, even though it was in Colaba, quite far from where we lived. Till they took him away to the intensive-care unit, I gazed into his eyes. There was no recognition in them.




    My father and I held each other closely. I couldn’t stop shivering and he couldn’t stop saying, ‘He’ll be alright.’




    He would never be, of course, though we obsessively visited him every day, and asked the doctors impossible questions. They said he was in a coma from which he may never recover. Eventually his grandparents arrived and took over from us. A distance descended as more and more of our questions remained unanswered, till one day Abhi was shifted out.




    No one would tell me where he had gone. Perhaps it was just as well, as I had stopped going to school and hung around the hospital hoping for a glimpse of my friend.




    Within a few weeks, my mother stopped reasoning with me and thought it was time we went back to Jullundur. My father appointed a manager for his business and we locked up the flat. I refused to fly so we went by train, but I cried all the way, fearing that Abhi would think I had abandoned him.




    So, flying is something that reduces me to complete terror. As a child I avoided it and even now as an adult I need to have a tranquillizer and several glasses of red wine (because they make me sleepy) before I can even reach an airport. The words ‘pilot error’ are emblazoned on my brain, and scare me more than terrorist threats. I don’t mind dying messily, dismembered by a bomb. But I do mind a slow and painful struggle with my seatbelt while my lungs fill with water.




    It’s so strange, isn’t it? I’ve just told you how much I dislike the thought of having children and that I hate, even more, the idea of flying. So you may well wonder how I now seem to have suddenly vanquished my own demons.




    I have actually flown to London, and I am sitting in front of a man telling him I want to have a baby? It sounds a bit bizarre, doesn’t it?




    Believe me, it is.




    But then I didn’t have a choice, did I? You would have done the same thing in my place.


 


    Nine months earlier




    JULY


    LONDON




    At half past eight in the morning, Kate was still in bed, staring out of the bay window on the first floor at the treetops outside. It was a quiet street in South London, with two rows of identical terraced houses facing each other across it, like foot soldiers ready for battle, prevented from lunging at one another, perhaps, by the thick oak trees growing through the pavements in front of them.




    The double bed on which she lay was lower than the bay window. She could only see the trees and sky – and none of the neighbouring houses. Nor could the neighbours see her lying there with her patchwork blue duvet spread around her. In fact, on peaceful mornings she could imagine she was in an isolated forest, gazing at the treetops, her mind making a jigsaw out of the branches and the clouds. Today even this familiar view could not soothe her. She kept thinking of that unfortunate incident months ago. She pressed her face into the pillow.




    Usually, she enjoyed the silent house when Ben was out jogging. It gave her a chance to dream. But today was different as she was far too tense. She did not want to move or even get out of bed. Hands clasped tightly together, she drew her knees up, face hidden behind her blonde hair, as she tried to escape from her thoughts. She was praying that perhaps at last this pregnancy would be successful, though the past did not promise a better future.




    Ironically, when she had not wanted to be a mother she had fallen pregnant twice. And so effortlessly. The first time she had been celebrating her sixteenth birthday with some friends and bottles of gin. She had actually remembered the date of her periods, and knew that unprotected sex was risky, as her mother had warned her over and over again. But Jack (or Terry?) didn’t put on a condom, and she had been too shy to stop him. He was an aspiring footballer, tall and muscular, and he had been flirting with her all evening, leaning over and whispering in her ear as though only the two of them could properly communicate with each other. Flattered by his attention, she forgot about being careful.




    When she skipped her period she knew at once that she had to do something about it. She didn’t want to drop out of school or be stuck at home juggling milk bottles and living off benefits like so many of her friends. Besides, Terry (or Jack?) had disappeared quite soon after their evening together. In a funny way, she didn’t really mind too much, because the gin had made their encounter hazy and within a short time she didn’t care about it at all. And she knew that even if she had tried to nurture the relationship, her family would have disapproved of him. He lived in a council house, and had dreadful manners. Why bother? It was astonishing, though, that she could not even remember his name.




    Thinking about her 16-year-old self always made her uncomfortable. She had been so very lost and so easily led. In fact the mistakes she made as a child seemed to be more important and sadder than the blunders she made later on in life. Perhaps she had always been a misfit, a rebel in a highly conservative household, and had never acknowledged it.




    Her next pregnancy was many years later, when she fell in love with her boss, a prize-winning documentary film-maker and a married man. But at least she remembered his name. Harry Cameron. Smooth as butter, with a smile that began in his eyes. Photographs of his wife and children on his desk.




    ‘Why don’t we go through the script together?’ Harry had asked her as she handed him the fourth draft for a documentary on Margaret Thatcher. Even though she had studied her subject thoroughly, she wasn’t satisfied. Or perhaps it was just that Harry made her terribly self-conscious.




    The love affair and the documentary fell into place simultaneously. Harry would call his wife and tell her he was held up at work.




    And Kate avoided the sly glances from their colleagues who looked deliberately unsurprised if she and Harry took a little longer to come in for meetings or lingered in rooms after everyone else had left.




    Finally he asked her to accompany him to South Africa to shoot a documentary on Nelson and Winnie Mandela. After a day’s hectic filming in Johannesburg, he invited her back to his hotel room. Within a few moments the script was all over the room, along with their clothes. It was fabulous: intense and passionate.




    She was prepared for the consequences, secure in the knowledge that he loved her. When, a few months later, he actually made an appointment for the abortion, she should have wondered why he was so au courant with the whole process. But she continued to think they had something special and that the magic would return very soon.




    Only when she saw the sheer relief on his face, a few days later, did she finally understand that not only had she lost her baby, she had probably lost her job as well.




    ‘I don’t think we’re going anywhere,’ he said, printing out his tickets for an assignment in Brazil, which he had ‘forgotten’ to tell her about.




    ‘But . . .’ Kate began nervously and then realized that perhaps it was time she took stock of the situation. ‘Are you taking Kelly with you?’ This was the twenty-something assistant they had just hired.




    ‘You weren’t too well, and this gig won’t wait.’ He walked out casually, giving her a quick hug.




    Kate drew a sharp breath, aware of a feeling she wasn’t used to: heartbreak.




    So why bother with relationships anyway? She was in her mid-thirties, a successful independent film producer who had over-committed to multiple assignments. After Harry, sex would happen only when she could find the time (which was rare) and was treated as a pleasant diversion. She was careful not to get involved.




    That was before Ben took away all her defences.




    So now her heart was breaking for a different reason, as she thought of the children she could have had. If only she could make her body remember to do what it seemed to have forgotten.




    Her hands opened and closed, trying to grasp that magic and bring it into the room with her. Just a bit of luck from those days, she whispered. I only need a bit of luck, and it will all be okay.




    She was staring at the trees outside without really seeing them. She hadn’t moved for the past hour. To lessen the stress, she imagined a biology film running through her mind . . . ‘And look, here the zygote becomes an embryo and eventually a foetus . . .’ It was a foolish little trick, but it soothed her. She closed her eyes and focused on the tiny beginnings of a child inside her. A pleasurable warm glow spread through her body. She breathed slowly, inhaling and exhaling, imagining the baby breathing in sync.




    The door slammed downstairs and Ben whistled as he ran up the stairs after his morning jog, but she lay still, at last lost in her favourite daydream.




    When he sat by her side and cradled her close she thought he understood her fears perfectly. His hands moved gently over her abdomen and he rested his palm over her hands, which were clasped together, as though in prayer.




    ‘Don’t worry. It’ll be okay . . . Are you planning to stay in bed for longer? Shall I make you some coffee?’




    She looked up at him, unconsciously yearning, looking for reassurance: ‘Tell me you think it will work this time.’




    In her heightened state of anxiety she felt him withdraw from her just that tiny bit. Lately, as she grew more needy of his love, she had begun to notice that he wasn’t as sympathetic as he used to be. He had also said, over and over again, that he wanted the child to bring them happiness – not this unending worry. She sometimes wondered whether he still wanted to be a father.




    But before she could ask him anything, his expression lightened. He leant forward to kiss her eyes and mouth, bringing her clasped hands up to his lips. Her own love for him was, in that moment, indescribable.




    Ben stooped to perform a pretend examination.




    ‘Hmmm . . . the bump is getting bigger and bigger, isn’t it?’




    A slow smile spread over Kate’s face.




    ‘Maybe it’s more than one baby?’ she said teasingly, falling into the game.




    ‘I only went away for half an hour – how did you do this?’ He brushed the hair away from her face, tracing her upturned mouth with a finger. ‘Come on, darling, maybe you’d feel better if you got dressed and I got you that coffee and some breakfast?’




    As Ben stood, pulling her after him, Kate got up, but very slowly and carefully, still hoping that nothing would disturb the mating of the egg and the sperm, which formed the zygote and then the embryo and then the foetus inside her. It was amazing to think that, even while she was eating, sleeping, making love, their child’s tiny hands, legs, feet, eyes, were all growing . . . a complete miracle.




    It was only two months. But if something went wrong yet again, she wasn’t quite sure if she could cope. She had barely survived the shock the last time. If only she could give Ben a real, living sign of her love. A baby with his brown eyes and curly black hair.




    She put her arms around him and hugged him tight.




    Turning her head, she looked at their reflection in the mirror on the wardrobe. How well they fit together. But then she saw the smile leave Ben’s face as his expression became serious again, and his mouth straightened into a thin grim line. The sadness which she had seen creep into his eyes was now clearly visible. He frowned, and if he was thinking of their future he clearly did not like what he saw.




    How long could they carry on like this, she wondered.




    He was hiding something from her.




    She also knew she was likely to fall apart if he walked out on her. Why couldn’t he realize she was only going through all this pain for him?




    Her arms tightened around him. She was never going to let him go.




    And she was going to have this baby, come what may.




    GURGAON




    Dr Subhash Pandey sat back in his chair and tried to push away his tiredness. He was still jet-lagged after his seven-country, nine-city roadshow. The stopover in Berlin was the only time he had actually found a hotel he could sleep in. The rest of the accommodation had been fixed for maximum access and minimum comfort. So in all he must have slept for less than twenty hours in ten days. Two hours a night – and sometimes not even that. He looked out of the window and was cheered by the sight of the newly built hospital, its glass-and-steel structure glowing in the warm Gurgaon sunshine. The state-of-the-art Madonna and Child Clinic, just on the outskirts of Delhi.




    It had taken years of toil, but now that India was a hospital-tourism zone, investment (and easy loans) flowed in. He stretched and carefully rotated his neck to release the tension, and took a few deep breaths to slow down his caffeine-loaded pulse.




    He looked at his laptop: there were twelve couples in the queue already, so there was no time to waste. He brought up their photographs and details one by one: three American, one French, five British, one German and two Australian. Most of them were easily dealt with, except for the two gay couples, one from Britain and the other from Germany. The only reason he was doing it was because he was charging them double. The normal fee of twenty lakh rupees rose to forty lakh rupees, because dealing with homosexual cases in India was still so complicated. It was largely a taboo subject, and the laws did not help either. Since marriage or civil partnerships between gay partners were not recognized, there were problems when issues of adoption or parenthood came up.




    Even normal heterosexual cases weren’t straightforward. Countries like Germany, Spain, Israel, France and Belgium had already issued notifications that IVF clinics in India should not entertain surrogacy for citizens of their country. Yet the demand was pouring in, and hopeful would-be parents came to the clinic, quite prepared for the legal battle which often lay ahead. This meant careful negotiations upfront, explaining the possible risks.




    So the process became doubly fraught when the couple was gay as well. And doubling the fee was, he thought, justified.




    In fact he was concerned about the gay French couple already registered with them. The egg donor and gestational mother was carrying twins for them, but early indications were that it would be very difficult for them to take the children back and give them French citizenship.




    He still felt a bit uneasy about homosexuals being given children to look after, but, as his wife Anita often told him, he was only a doctor, and not a priest. Why should he impose his ‘morality’ on them? He thought of his own daughter Ramola being brought up by two men. It made him shudder. Perhaps it would be better if the men got boys and the women got girls. Yet even that thought didn’t reassure him completely. Could nature really outweigh nurture? His own experience as a medical practitioner had left him unsure about everything in life, except, of course, death.




    Perhaps Anita could sort it out for him; she was far more relaxed about these things. Even the threats from Swami Ganga and the Pratha Suraksha Sansthan, an organization which claimed to be working towards preserving the ‘moral traditions’ of India and opposed children being given to gay couples, did not upset her. She shrugged them off and said briskly that ‘Indians had to modernize’.




    But as he argued back, ‘Modernity isn’t the issue. As far as I know homosexuality is a grand old Indian tradition, and is even in the Kama Sutra. It’s this, this whole business of children being brought up by two fathers or two mothers. Is this a “normal” family?’




    Anita smiled. ‘Grow up and get used to it, baby.’




    He tore up the latest hate mail from Swami Ganga predicting hellfire and damnation and threw it in the wastebasket. There was a similar-sounding protestation from Father Thomas on his laptop and, as he deleted it, he was amused that for once the Hindu and the Christian priests seemed unified, in their condemnation of homosexuality. Usually they were at loggerheads over everything.




    He rang the bell and the receptionist peered in.




    ‘Sir?’




    ‘Have the women arrived?’




    ‘Only two. One is still sick.’




    ‘Is that fellow Sharma with them? He better be there. I don’t want it to be a mess like the last time. I want all their personal histories, and have they had the tests done? They should be totally clean. No TB, no HIV, and, for God’s sake, no hepatitis. What happened to the third one? I hope she doesn’t have anything infectious?’




    The receptionist looked a little nervous.




    ‘Mr Sharma will tell you, sir. I’ve already sent them to the clinic for a thorough check-up, and their files are with Mr Sharma.’




    Subhash shrugged.




    ‘If he screws it up again, we’ll just get someone else to source the women for us. Send him in.’




    Dark-skinned and pot-bellied, Sharma came in chewing paan, carefully herding two women in front of him. The women both wore brightly coloured polyester sarees. One of them seemed to hang back while the other entered confidently – she was quite fair and passably good-looking. Subhash looked at her curiously. Good, firm breasts, and a little heavy around the waist; she was probably married. The other one was thin and better-looking but dark, which was always a problem. Most foreigners preferred fair women – it made them feel less like old colonial exploiters. She also seemed more nervous, pulling her saree pallu over her head and looking at the ground, whilst the other one sat down casually and gazed at the objects in the room and at Subhash without any coyness. She even wore lipstick and a slight touch of rouge. She reminded Subhash of someone. He looked at her closely, while she stared right back at him.




    Preeti, of course! She was already pregnant and admitted to the hospital. Except Preeti was better looking.




    She had come in two months ago and had almost immediately been used for a British couple, Mike and Susan Oldham. Subhash hadn’t seen her for a few weeks now since he had been away; he wondered how she was.




    He made a note to check on her; his colleague and partner, Ashok Ganguly, would have been looking after her.




    Subhash looked at Sharma, in his white safari suit, two hairy feet with yellow nails and cracked heels thrust through leather sandals and planted firmly on the ground.




    Sharma was the archetypical supplier. He was the guy you called when you needed foreign liquor at short notice, a driving licence without passing the test, a file pushed in a government office, or a new building given clearance without the proper fire-and-safety regulations being adhered to. He could get you medical supplies, oxygen cylinders, expensive perfume, imported cameras . . . No one knew his first name or where he came from, but he had made a small fortune from his ability to supply whatever the client wanted. His connections were many, and everyone supported him. He was invaluable in a city like Delhi. Subhash had even attended his daughter’s wedding, though he hated going to Karol Bagh and eating greasy pakoras, sitting on plastic chairs, listening to loud bhangra music. A quiet drink at the golf club was more his style. But this was the price one paid to keep Sharma on side.




    ‘Have you checked them this time?’ Subhash asked.




    Sharma gave a wink.




    ‘Personal inspection, sir.’ He laughed, sure that the two women would not understand English. ‘But one has a little flu, so I’ve sent her home. Will bring her back next week.’




    ‘What’s their background?’




    Sharma produced two official-looking files from his synthetic-leather briefcase and placed them in front of Subhash, pointing out the details with a stubby finger.




    ‘This one is Shobha.’ He nodded at the more confident woman. ‘Like Preeti, she is from Uttar Pradesh, from a village near the Nepal border. Her husband stays in the village. She has one child, but needs the money because they want to build a house.’




    ‘I hope she knows there is very little money upfront and she may have to stay here for nine months before she gets the entire amount? Who will look after her child while she’s here?’




    ‘Her husband.’




    Subhash remembered the last fracas.




    ‘But what about the community? What if they find out she’s pregnant, it’s not her child – and that she can’t keep it?’




    ‘They won’t know, sir. Her relatives are all in the village. Her husband couldn’t come but we have explained it to him. No physical ghapla – you know – he knows it will be all done in a tube, and then an injection.’ Sharma chuckled as he spoke, almost as though he didn’t quite believe it himself.




    ‘Remember I don’t want the TV cameras in here and people all over the place asking whose child it is. And the other one?’




    ‘She’s local, sir. Sonia. No husband. He ran off with someone. So she is totally free. She has had three children. One died in an accident. Two are still alive. But she’s working as a maid in Delhi, next to the Health Minister’s house. She says she is living with her cousin till she can earn enough money to get her children back; they are in the village, with her parents. She wants to give them a good education.’




    Subhash looked at the photographs. With more expensive clothes, a protein-rich diet, bleach to lighten her skin, and maybe some makeup, Sonia could do. Better photographs would have to be taken (especially for the website, which was designed to appeal to Western tastes), in soft pastels and with floral borders. He had personally been keen to put in a few chubby cupids, but this had been vetoed by Anita who thought they were more suitable for matrimonial sites. But everything could be photoshopped these days, so he was sure that the final, slightly out-of-focus photographs of Sonia and Shobha on their website, would make them look more middle class.




    ‘Call the nurse. Before we go any further I want to examine them myself.’




    Sharma bustled out, after telling the women to wait. They looked at him and then carried on sitting quietly. He had prepared them well.




    Subhash flicked through the brief files. Both the women, in their mid-twenties, were barely educated, though surprisingly it was Sonia who had studied till Class 6. This might be a problem, as high school-levels were usually asked for. Not that it made any difference, but the commissioning parents often thought that if the woman was educated the child would have a better start. It was hopeless explaining to them, especially the Americans, that the womb was immune to educational degrees. All that mattered was that the woman was well-fed, given her vitamins and got enough rest.




    They had now built a wing to the clinic where the women were kept for the nine months and carefully monitored. Six women were in there already: three from the northeast (and that included Preeti, who was now one month pregnant), two from Punjab and another from Maharashtra, all carrying children from an international clientele and one local couple as well. But the extra rooms needed to be filled – and apart from the dozen queries on Subhash’s computer this morning, there were bound to be more in response to his global marketing blitz.




    Thank God Sharma’s arms encompassed all of India; he boasted that he already had a list of five hundred women, all prepared for the task. Subhash wondered what Sharma’s relationship was with these women – did he have a go at some of them himself, as he had often hinted, or was it only some macho posturing?They still needed ten more women, urgently. Sharma was falling behind his targets, despite his grand talk.




    It was the same situation for egg donors. But the last time he had pointed out that they needed to pump up the numbers, Sharma had brought in younger and younger women, who were very keen on going in for the harvesting. It was apparent that some of them had not even had children as yet and were only doing it for the money. It was another issue he was getting increasingly concerned about. He did not like this trend – though Ganguly, his partner, was quite sanguine, and even at times, pushed for it.




    The nurse came in and drew a curtain around the bed, beckoning Shobha.




    Shobha walked behind the curtain and lay down, and, as the nurse instructed her, pulled up her saree and spread her legs wide apart. Subhash put on his gloves, hoping hers would be a clean womb. He was pleased to find she had been shaved, so that he could do a thorough examination. She seemed fine, with no scars or lesions, and good child-bearing hips.




    ‘How old is your child?’ he asked her in Hindi.




    She hesitated before she answered, and seemed a little tense as she replied.




    ‘Five years.’




    ‘Any pain anywhere?’ He pressed her abdomen. The ultrasound had been clear, but you never knew. She shook her head, though she gave a funny little smile.




    ‘Periods are fine?’




    A slight blush was spreading on her face.




    ‘On time.’




    ‘I have to examine your chest, so unbutton your blouse.’




    Perhaps he pressed a little harder than he should have as he searched for lumps; but her smile remained unchanged. The nurse was busy with the blood-pressure instrument and ignored it all. She was a discreet woman from Kerala who very rarely spoke unless she was asked something.




    He checked Shobha’s heart and lungs with his stethoscope and then returned to his desk. Oddly enough, his own heartbeat seemed to be racing even faster than it should have been but that may have been due to his jet-lag. He was tired and his hands were clammy.




    Or was it due to her? The only other time he remembered his body reacting recently was when Preeti had first been brought in by Sharma. Subhash had liked the look of her breasts. Cream with pale-brown nipples.




    It was a funny business. Most people thought that experienced doctors were indifferent to human flesh, but even now, after ten years, he felt an occasional tug of passion. That, he knew, was a dangerous sign, and he must restore the mask of neutrality to his working life.




    After all, that woman, though she did not know it, was worth at least twenty lakh rupees. Or even, he reminded himself reluctantly, forty lakhs.




    As he noted his observations on a piece of paper attached to the top of the file, he wiped the beads of sweat from his forehead. Perhaps the air-conditioning temperatures needed to be reduced.




    The nurse came out and summoned Sonia.




    Subhash drank a glass of water.




    For some reason, he remembered Preeti again, sitting in front after her examination, a few months back. She stood out from the rest of the surrogates because of her voluptuous charm. Straightening her saree, Preeti had given him one last glance from beneath her lashes, a glimmer of excitement in her eyes.




    ‘Is everything okay, sir? Sharmaji said you will pay us five lakhs for the baby?’ she had asked outright.




    ‘That’s right. But has Sharma met your husband and explained it to him?’




    ‘Yes.’




    ‘I know his consent is on the file, but I have to be certain. You’re sure he won’t object?’




    Subhash had wondered how her husband could live without her for nine months. She seemed almost combustible!




    ‘Absolutely, sir. My sister will be there.’




    The way she said it made Subhash wonder if this was a family enterprise. After all, she would bring in more money with just one pregnancy than her husband would earn in his entire life.




    ‘So he’s okay with it?’




    ‘Sir, he’s the one who went to Sharmaji and suggested that I come here. What’s the problem, sir? I’m very good at having children. Other women have problems but I produce them so easily. My husband has come with us, sir, do you want to meet him?’




    Subhash had shaken his head. Not just yet. He had a feeling he would have many interactions with Preeti in the future.




    ‘Sir,’ the nurse interrupted his reverie. ‘Sonia is ready for her examination.’




    He got up, quickly realizing that he hadn’t heard the nurse the first time round. He was beginning to feel very tired.




    Sonia may have appeared shy at first glance, but the way she lay down had no awkwardness in it. He looked at her face briefly. Her hard, still eyes startled him – and then she looked away. Subhash decided that his jet-lag was definitely getting the better of him.




    Dismissing the two women after Sonia’s check-up was over, he wearily closed the files. At least these two women were alright. He should also discuss with Ashok Ganguly when the next batch of embryos were expected from the UK, so that they had everything in place. Sharma needed a deadline to bring the rest of the women in. He had a feeling that soon there would be a deluge of demand, as India had become the destination for outsourcing wombs.




    He picked up a phone and called Ganguly to ask about Preeti’s pregnancy. Though Ganguly had just joined them as a consultant last year, he was enthusiastic about the whole business and eager to be involved in everything. That was good, because Subhash was equally keen to offload more and more on to him, so that he could take an occasional holiday with Anita.




    And play golf.




    Right now, though, that seemed an impossible dream.




    MUMBAI




    Sub Inspector Diwan Nath Mehta knew it was not his lucky day. It had begun badly with his wife Malti getting angry that he had not got his promotion this year. She had hoped that his work at the Customs and Excise Department at the international airport in Mumbai would bring him into contact with the Who’s Who of Indian society. He knew she had visions of him nabbing a Mafia don smuggling drugs into the country, or at least a Bollywood star who had refused to pay duty on his latest car. She dreamt of gory encounters between him and the ‘underworld’ (though most of its members regularly had their photographs published in newspapers in the company of the city police and politicians at parties). Even when the Taj Mahal hotel was attacked she kept hoping her husband would unearth a fresh load of arms and ammunition or perhaps arrest a terrorist or two, despite the fact he was miles away from the action.




    She dreamt that there would be a Pakistani invasion of the airport that would make her husband a national icon.




    Mehta was hard pressed to satisfy her wild imagination and every day when she laid out his neatly ironed uniform he could see the longing in her eyes: perhaps today would be the day when his sniffer dog would lead him to a haul of heroin – and international recognition.




    ‘No smuggler today?’ she would ask, disappointed, in the evening as she took his empty tiffin box and put it on the side of the kitchen counter in their tiny flat in Dadar, in the heart of Mumbai.




    It was quieter these days because his parents, who lived with them, were away. And though they had been married for ten years, there were no children, a fact which often upset Malti. She was a stout, formidable woman with a firm view of the world: things should go the way she wanted them to, and she was distraught if they did not. Her husband was her pet project for improvement, but since it was a lifelong effort she hoped that one day he would achieve the perfection she desired. If she had children perhaps she could have been distracted from her mission, but without them Mehta was constantly under a microscope and, like a dissected frog, feebly flapped his limbs about to show signs of life as he was being prodded and poked.




    So when he came home, he would take his shoes off and sit on the sofa wriggling his unfettered toes, sipping his tea and wondering how he could embellish his account of the day to make her feel he had saved the nation from a major calamity.




    But then, of course, there was the question of rewards.




    Recently his colleague Satish Bhonsle had managed to catch a smuggler with gold bricks in a suitcase. A minuscule percentage of the total worth of the gold bricks was given to him as a reward – making him comparatively rich as well as a local celebrity, with his interview published in the Marathi papers, and a local channel even covering his home with a special ‘A Day in the Life of Satish Bhonsle’.




    That evening Diwan Nath Mehta decided to go home as late as possible because he knew he would find his wife seated tearfully in front of the Shirdi Ka Sai Baba statue in the sitting room, next to the TV (given to them by her father), her hair open and hands raised in lament and prayer, asking her god plaintively why it had to be Bhonsle and not her husband.




    She knew Mehta was meant for higher and better assignments – it was what her father, a shopkeeper in Nagpur, had saved up for. Her dowry, which included this flat, a scooter and three lakhs’ worth of gold jewellery in the bank, was an investment in Mehta’s career. Two years ago her father had given them the fridge and before that the television set. Mehta was supposed to at least double the money represented by that investment. When he didn’t, her father had given them one lakh rupees in cash (no doubt black money he had collected from the sale of some property) and she had no intention of mentioning to her family that Mehta had not even opened the envelope.




    It lay in their cupboard, untouched, and Mehta knew her biggest fear now was that she might have married an honest man. Or even, horror upon horror, a man with no interest in making money. In which case, the flat, the scooter, the cash and the jewellery was all she was ever going to have. And no children on top of that, hai bhagwan!




    Given the dimensions of Malti’s ambition, Mehta constantly wondered how he could break it to her that his was quite a lowly back-office job, and his boss, Nazir Ali, dealt with any contravention of the law.




    Usually, in fact, his department relied on the importers to confess to any misdemeanours and, of course, once in a while there were tip-offs. Very rarely did a case really get noticed or even come up for discussion among the higher authorities – and even then, a ‘commission’ would often be charged to hush it up. However, occasionally something would need to be done for the credibility of the department and so a carefully executed raid would be conducted on a suspected contraband consignment. Ninety per cent of the time, these raids led to smiling pictures of the Customs and Excise officers in the following day’s papers with the seized contraband arranged in front of them. Their connections with the media were very good, because of the number of times they had allowed computers, cameras and other equipment to go through with a minimum of paid duty or fuss. In a few rare cases, the ‘tip-off’ turned out to be a dud, and then it was better never to mention it again.




    Today, he was not quite sure which category his current assignment would fall into, though he strongly suspected it could be quite small in the scheme of things. Rather than winning him instant fame and fortune, it was probably one of those ambiguous moments when everyone would turn on him and yell, ‘Mehta, why the bloody fuck did you want to open that cargo, you banjo?’ (The last was really supposed to be behenchod, i.e. ‘sisterfucker’, but its overuse had shortened it to the colloquial ‘banjo’.)




    Because his father, thinking that he would become rich and powerful, had grandly given him the title of ‘Diwan’ when he was born, Mehta was quite content to be abused for another reason once in a while. It was preferable to being teased about being a feudal landlord, as ‘Diwan’ implied, when he clearly was not.




    That morning was the first time, ever, that his boss, Nazir Ali, had asked him to ‘check’ a ‘suspicious’ consignment. Here he was staring at a bunch of steel containers, which looked like mini rockets or shiny milk cans. He walked around them gingerly, wondering if they were going to explode. That wouldn’t be a good start, would it?




    He saw the consignee was a hospital in Gurgaon. Why would a hospital import steel containers? Perhaps they contained chemicals for medical use? He began to peruse the file – when his boss walked in.




    Nazir Ali was a tall, well-built man who worked out every day. He had confiscated a consignment of gym machines many years ago and they had lain in his office, sleek with a brand-new gloss, as the importer had been unable to pay the duty. For some reason, the machines could not be auctioned at the asking price, and so Ali had gradually begun to use them and now he spent most of his time pounding on the treadmill and lifting weights. It took away some of the tedium of a job which ran according to a master plan of give and take. As Ali was fond of pointing out: the idiom was ‘take from your hand and give into mine’. However, to be fair, Ali shared the loot and was very particular about giving his boys a chance at bodybuilding. A few of them had become so muscular that they were now participating in ‘Mr India’ contests all over the country. Mehta was still too lowly and too shy to demand that he be allowed either a workout or even a tiny cut of the financial pie.




    Nonetheless he was flattered that Ali had asked him to help him out this time – perhaps because most of their other colleagues were involved in another case of cocaine smuggling. That was a frequent problem and required special expertise. The stakes were also very high and so Ali could only use his really trusted men. This was, in comparison, obviously a minor assignment.




    ‘Why have we stopped this lot?’ Mehta was bewildered. The milk cans must be harmless, he reasoned, because if there had been any suspicion that they contained explosives they would have been sent to the bomb squad and not brought in here.




    ‘Read the document carefully. This banjo saala is cheating us. This is human trafficking.’




    ‘These are only milk cans, boss.’ Mehta’s bad feeling about stopping this consignment came back with a rush. Why did he have to face an irate boss over a bunch of worthless containers? ‘Shall I put them through the X-ray machines?’




    ‘Have you read that paper? X-rays are prohibited because it can damage the content.’ Ali towered over him. ‘What’s in the cans? Read it.’




    Mehta tried to stop shaking (Ali was known to crush the bones of men who disagreed with him) and forced himself to read the document carefully. On the third page, he finally understood. In the cans was liquid nitrogen, within which were frozen embryos. These embryos had parents who all bore foreign names: Betty and Alexander Smith, Susannah and Peter Wimpole, Kevin Franzen and Hannah Jacobson, and so on. Each container was separately marked. They had been sent from the UK by a company called ‘Mybaby.com’ and were headed for ‘BirthingBabies Company’ in Delhi who would further route them to the Madonna and Child clinic in Gurgaon.




    He tried to remember his biology lessons in school.




    ‘Boss, these are only embryos – not yet a human being.’




    ‘I say they are human beings. Saala, baster, banjo, do they think they can bring in little American babies and make us into a white-white gora nation?’




    ‘Gora English babies, boss, not American,’ Mehta started to say, though he quickly regretted it.




    Suddenly Ali went very still, and a glow of understanding dawned in his eyes. He snapped his fingers under a startled Mehta’s chin.




    ‘Perhaps not even just gora babies – but Christian babies! That must be it. Saala, these goras are always thinking how to grab us by our balls.’




    Mehta protectively grabbed his own groin, and was reassured that everything was as it should be.




    He wondered why his normally cool boss was overreacting so much, and how could this small number of embryos lead to a change in the colour and religion of the whole nation. He had heard of all kinds of arguments against the Church, but this seemed fairly improbable.




    ‘Those goras are having fewer babies than us, you see. They are getting older, while we have a young population. So now they want to reverse that, get it?’




    Ali had obviously worked it all out. ‘They want our women to stop having babies for us and have them for those goras instead. Our women do the work, and their population goes up. Don’t you see it’s a plot? A new way to colonize us.’




    Mehta was bewildered at the thought that this global conspiracy had been just been unearthed in Room 22 in the Customs and Excise Department.




    ‘Boss, let’s call this BirthingBabies company and find out. Are you saying it is illegal because these are human embryos? I’ve seen similar consignments coming in for the last one year and no one has stopped them.’




    ‘This time I will.’




    Ali’s phone rang, and he reached to pick it up, irritated at the interruption.




    But as he listened, a beatific expression spread over his face.




    ‘Yes, I have them. Don’t worry, you will get them when you want them.’




    He nodded and then smiled mysteriously at Mehta and shut his phone.




    To Mehta’s surprise Ali abruptly dropped his evangelistic argument about the embryos.




    Instead he mused aloud how they could be used to earn some cash. That, at last, was familiar territory – but it was the first time Mehta had been included in any such endeavour.




    Ali looked at the milk cans rather fondly now.




    ‘It is a simple formula. Now that I’ve said I won’t release them people are interested. Economics, banjo, economics. The moment a commodity becomes scarce, the price goes up. Call the press for a meeting and we will tell them that we have confiscated the lot.’




    ‘And then what do we do with them? Boss, these babies can’t last forever like this – we will have to store them somewhere?’




    ‘Don’t worry, Mehta. It’s all been worked out. Do you know how much each gora embryo is worth? At least fifty thousand. And as long as I make them illegal they will continue to earn money.’




    Mehta was startled. He had no idea that the embryos conceived by Patricia and Scott Ramsfield, Zenobia and Gerald Mathews – he scanned the list, there were at least twelve different couples on it – were so valuable.




    ‘But why?’




    ‘Banjo, fucker – who cares? For us, it will be Eid! They will still be used – the only difference is that instead of Delhi they will be used right here in Mumbai.’




    So the embryos were still valuable for people other than the consignees? A confused Mehta began to protest when an image of his long-suffering wife swam in front of his eyes. She had been praying every morning and evening for two hours, and had been fasting on Tuesdays for six months. She had even refused to sleep with him, saying that only her abstinence and prayers would make him into a sensibly corrupt individual with an instinct for survival. An astrologer had told her this. With a full money-back guarantee.




    Perhaps the black magic was working already.




    Mehta’s brow uncreased and, battling with his principles, he realized that even if he only got 1 per cent of the total amount, he would be elevated in Malti’s eyes.




    ‘Alright, boss, what do we have to do?’




    Ali strode into his office, followed by Mehta. He sat down behind his desk and put his feet up.




    And then he told him.








  



    

       

    




    Chapter 2




    SIMRAN




    So here I was across the table from Edward Walters talking about babies, in a crowded Leicester Square restaurant in London We sat outside because a very pale, almost white, liquid sunshine was spilling out slowly, very slowly, from behind a wall of grey clouds. A striped awning had saved us from the mandatory drizzle. The air was crisp and I was grateful for my light tweed jacket and freshly bought (though tight) knee-high suede boots. The airline food had killed my appetite but the smell of fried eggs and bacon, an inevitable ‘full all-day English breakfast with coffee’ was comforting. I suppose this was the equivalent of our poori-aloo breakfast. Why does most of the world always want to start the day with the greasiest meal imaginable?




    Perhaps because of the familiar aroma of fried potatoes, I immediately felt at home.




    As people passed by, I saw a few women turn around and look at Edward. And to be honest, he cut quite a dashing figure in his black jacket and Lycra pants. The proper attire for a dedicated cyclist.




    I could see why many would think he was the ideal father. He had clear skin, dazzlingly white, even teeth, dark-blue eyes and soft golden-brown hair that fell over a broad forehead. There was something terribly clean and healthy about him. He had even cycled to our rendezvous and was now, much to my despair, drinking a glass of cold milk, while I sheepishly sipped red wine. It was barely afternoon, and I suspected he already disapproved of me.




    He had probably been expecting a demure Indian woman, dressed in Tanjore silk and draped in a pashmina, with her hair swept back in a high chignon. Just like the joke photograph on my Facebook page, put there by Durga, taken one day when I’d dressed up to attend a wedding.




    Instead he found a brown-skinned, jean-clad, middle-aged woman, whose curly hair had not been brushed since she stepped off the plane. I wished I had remembered to apply some lipstick, and wondered if it would look too vain if I whipped out a compact and put on a more acceptable powdered and rouged face. Thankfully, he was kind enough not to show his disappointment. On the other hand, I could certainly say he was better-looking in real life than in his photographs.




    He wasn’t too tall, but was slim, and had a deep voice, with an accent I could understand without saying Ibegyourpardon every few minutes. He was also very polite.




    Yet, despite his kindness, at the back of my mind was the reminder that we had met to make a deal, an indication of how businesslike my life has become. On my first day in London, I could have been wandering around looking at the Picasso collection which was being displayed at the National Gallery or drifting down to Selfridges to buy handbags for my mother, or shopping at M&S for underwear for Durga and me. Instead, here I was, at a pavement restaurant, talking about making babies.




    I wasn’t quite sure what he thought of my coming all the way from Delhi to meet him. Perhaps he was intrigued by the whole idea of fathering a transnational, mixed-race baby. I had already informed him on email that I wanted to have a child by someone who did not live in India as that was safer for me. My story was that I was fairly wealthy and did not want any macho alpha male suddenly turning up to claim either me or the resulting child.
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