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AUTHOR’S NOTE
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Hits shay haghase nu dai che khkari
Nothing is what it seems

Favoured Pashtu proverb
of Jan Fishan Khan
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     Glossary


PART ONE

Three things cannot be retrieved:

The arrow once sped from the bow

The word spoken in haste

The missed opportunity.

Ali the Lion, Caliph of Islam,
son-in-law of Mohammed the Prophet


1

He Who Scatters Souls

We failed to realise it was an omen when it came. Sunshine streamed down through an almost cloudless indigo sky, warming the dew-covered lawn. The gardener had fished out his dilapidated machine for the first mow of the summer. The great yew tree, basking in sunlight, threw long shadows across the grass. Squirrels dashed about in the monkey-puzzle and copper beech. A bank of azaleas perfumed the early-morning air. Then, quite suddenly, hailstones the size of conkers showered down from above, shattering the peace. A lone cloud in an unending blue sky had spawned the freak bombardment, which persisted for about three minutes. And, as the last nuggets of ice struck the lawn, the doorbell echoed the arrival of an unexpected visitor.

My family’s home in an isolated English village was not unused to bizarre guests. The house was a magnet for the peculiar. One could never be certain whom the next to arrive would be. But, even by normal unpredictable standards, the man standing at the porch, waiting to be welcomed, was anything but typical.

The first thing that struck me about the towering Pashtun was his extraordinary bristliness. An immense bush of woolly beard masked much of his face. Hanging like an ink-black inverted candy-floss, it fanned out in all directions. His hands, ears, and the nostrils of his hooked beak of a nose were also thick with waxy hair. In the few places where the skin was bald – the fingertips, palms and below the eyes – it was creased and scaly as an armadillo’s snout. The sable eyes spoke of honesty and the furrowed forehead hinted of an anxious past.

The giant bear of a man teaselled the froth of beard outwards with a scarlet plastic comb, and dusted down his filthy khaki salwaar kameez, shirt and baggy trousers – the preferred outfit in the Hindu Kush. Straightening the knotted Kabuli turban, which perched on his head like a crown, he peered down at the ground bashfully, as the front door was pulled inwards. My father, recognising Hafiz Jan, son of Mohammed ibn Maqbul, embraced him.

The Pashtun’s luggage – a single sealed tea chest bearing the word ‘ASSAM’ in black stencilled lettering – was carried in ceremoniously. It was heavy as an elephant-calf and stank of rotting fish.

Although received at no notice, Hafiz Jan was welcomed with great decorum. Tea and refreshments were brought and pleasantries exchanged. Blessings and gifts were conferred upon him. According to Eastern tradition, my father expounded in detail the pedigree of our distinguished visitor.

His forefathers had fought alongside my own ancestor, the Afghan warlord and statesman Jan Fishan Khan (a 210m de guerre, translating literally as ‘He Who Scatters Souls’). None had been so courageous, or trusted, as the progenitors of Hafiz Jan. They had accompanied the warrior on all his campaigns. Many had died in battle, side by side with members of my own family. When, in 1842, their lord had travelled with his enormous retinue of soldiers from Afghanistan to India, they had escorted him. With his sudden death at the tranquil Indian town of Burhana, they had pledged to guard for eternity the mausoleum of their commander, Jan Fishan Khan.

More than a century on, Hafiz Jan was proud to have assumed the inherited position: keeper of my great-great-great-grandfather’s tomb.

‘The shrine of Jan Fishan,’ he said in faultless English, ‘is the shrine of shrines, and as noble as He who lies there. It will last ten thousand years and longer!’

A lengthy harangue followed, in which the Pashtun showered praise on the memory of Jan Fishan. Such orations, more familiar as the conclusion to a great Afghan feast rather than a dainty tea, are designed to verify well-established facts.

‘His Highness Prince Mohammed Jan Fishan Khan, son of Sayed Qutubuddin Khan of Paghman,’ began Hafiz Jan with deep, growling intonation, ‘was pious, generous, chivalrous, honourable, and the greatest horseman that ever lived. Known as Shah-Saz, “the King-Maker”, he was a tactician, diplomat, philosopher and leader of great wisdom. Still today,’ continued Hafiz Jan, working himself into a frenzy, ‘the descendants of his opponents tremble on hearing that legendary name – Jan Fishan Khan, the Soul-Scatterer!’

Suddenly, as if ordered to do so, Hafiz Jan fell silent. His face contorted with anxiety, he led my father into the garden. Twenty minutes later, the two men returned. My father was taciturn at first. Hafiz Jan was equally reserved.

‘Our brother, Hafiz Jan,’ began my father hesitantly, ‘has crossed continents to be with us. He left the tomb of our forefather and hurried here. His journey was inspired by a disturbing dream.’

His brow ridged in thought, my father related the dream of Hafiz Jan. Prolonged and elaborate, it had depicted many things. At the core of the tale, fringed by a series of confusing and interlinked events, was one gruesome incident. It centred on my own future.

Deceived by a concealed well-shaft, the dream had shown me meeting a sudden, undignified end. Hafiz Jan had hastened across land and sea to protect me from what he could only assume was a premonition. Rising up to his full height, the Pashtun thrust an arm in the air.

‘Rest assured,’ he barked, ‘that I shall not stir from this place until the threat is vanquished!’

The sudden arrival of a gallant and honourable Pashtun, pledging to defend an eleven-year-old boy, might have seemed incongruous. However, a precedent gave the visitor’s dream greater significance.

At the time of the British retreat from Kabul, an insurgent had crept into Jan Fishan Khan’s sleeping quarters. As he drew his dagger to murder the warlord, one of Jan Fishan’s most trusted men stepped nimbly from behind a screen and severed the throat of the intruder. The incident, which had passed into legend, is a favoured tale in our family. Jan Fishan’s defender – himself a forebear of Hafiz Jan – had been alerted to the murder plan by a premonition.

Refusing all further hospitality, Hafiz Jan strode from the sitting-room, and hauled his tea chest up the four flights of stairs to the landing outside my attic bedroom. Removing the lid, he plucked out a mattress and set it down in front of my door.

‘Be at ease,’ he whispered, as he lay down on the bedroll. ‘I will seize the danger and tear it limb from limb!’

I would constantly remind Hafiz Jan that he was not waiting for a mortal assassin, but an uncovered well-shaft – a hazard I was unlikely to encounter on the upper-most floor of the house. Filling his lungs sharply with air, thrusting his fists upward like pistons, the Pashtun would reply:

‘Never underestimate the slyness of Shaitan, the Devil!’

With summer stretching out before us, Hafiz Jan and I spent a great deal of time together. I would teach him tongue-twisters, and he would recount the many remarkable exploits of Jan Fishan Khan. These tales, as with all Hafiz Jan’s conversation, were peppered with Pashtun proverbs.

‘An intelligent enemy,’ he would say, stroking his beard as if it were a bristly pet, ‘rather than a foolish friend.’ Or, ‘He learnt the language of pigeons, and forgot his own.’ Or, the favourite of Jan Fishan Khan: ‘Hits shay haghase nu dai che khkari . . . nothing is what it seems.’

Only when he had done justice to the memory of my ancestors would Hafiz Jan agree to reveal a little more of his bewildering excursion from northern India to our small village. The voyage comprised a series of journeys by container ship and tramp steamer. It had taken in an astonishing array of distant and exotic ports. Aboard ships loaded with alfalfa seeds, pinking shears, salted ox tongues, and hypodermic syringes, Hafiz Jan had earned his passage by peeling potatoes and amusing the crew.

Entertainment, I soon discovered, was the Pashtun’s forte.

Over the weeks he stayed, Hafiz Jan disinterred a variety of apparatus and oddities from the depths of his tea chest. The deeper his stout, hairy fingers delved into the crate, the greater the reward. The more I saw, the more alarmed I became that HM Customs at Southampton would have permitted such hazardous belongings ashore.

At the bottom of the tea chest, below a Webley and Scott Mark VI revolver, twin sets of buffalo-hide bandoleers, a flare gun with six distress beacons, and a large dented tin of naswar, a green narcotic snuff, nestled a selection of oversized antique moss-green glass bottles. Speckled with miniature bubbles, plugged with waxed glass stoppers, the collection had been packed in straw. Removing them one at a time, like priceless eggs from a great auk’s nest, Hafiz Jan held them up to the light. Each was embossed with skull and crossbones and bore a label advertising a virulent solution.

Arsenic, cyanide and sodium,- strychnine, phosphorous and nitric acid: their names read like the tools of a homicidal maniac. So enthralled was I with the newcomer’s fine clutch of poisons that I never questioned his motives. For all I knew, Hafiz Jan had resolved to slay us all, to break his ancestral slavery to the tomb. With his tea chest of chemicals, nothing would have been simpler.

But the Pashtun had an unexpected and abiding passion, for which he required all his lethal chemicals. Hafiz Jan loved conjuring tricks.

If not for his hereditary role as guardian of a shrine, he would certainly have become a full-time stage magician. Until the death of his father, five years before, he had studied conjuring and illusion under one of India’s greatest masters. Yet now, with a career as a warden already staked out for him, Hafiz Jan was forced to perfect his illusory skills in his spare time.

After breakfast each morning, having wiped his beard like a hand-towel over the full expanse of his face, our guest would lead me into my bedroom and close the door firmly. An assortment of concoctions and equipment would be fished from the crate. Hafiz Jan would, for protection, tuck his swath of beard beneath his shirt. Then, in the silence of my attic retreat, we would begin work.

Each day brought a new conjuring skill. ‘Sleight-of-hand’ – an act of deception through a furtive movement of the wrist and hand – formed the basis of so many tricks. Under Hafiz Jan’s impromptu tuition, I would often practise the basic movements until dawn. ‘Sleights’ were essential for demonstrating to my parents the new and harmless skills I had acquired. But they lacked the daring, heinous effect which the leaf-green bottles could so effortlessly provide.

Hafiz Jan had noticed my keen interest in chemicals and severe procedures. Within the makeshift laboratory which my bedroom had become, bottles and jars were readied for use. First, a handful of potassium permanganate was sprinkled over a sheet of card on the floor. Pour on a few drops of glycerine and flames were soon licking upward. Then came the ‘Bloody Battle’ experiment, as Hafiz Jan liked to call it. He always used the word ‘experiment’, rather than ‘illusion’, for he felt that it added importance to what we were doing. The Bloody Battle transformed old-fashioned conjuring into high art.

A solution of ferric chloride was painted on to my leg. Before the liquid dried, Hafiz Jan seized a carving knife and surreptitiously dipped it into a solution of sodium sulpho-cyanide. Forcing the knife against the coated section of skin, he motioned melodramatically, as if slicing into my thigh. As I tumbled about, feigning death, Hafiz Jan would roar with delight. Crimson streaks were left where blade had met skin. The Pashtun demonstrated how the scarlet liquid could be wiped away without leaving a mark. Magicians throughout the world, he said, used the experiment to prove they had the power to make wounds vanish at will.

Hafiz Jan’s ceaseless stream of chemical enlightenment continued. My family rarely saw me. Brief sightings every so often assured them I had not yet succumbed to the well-shaft. As days turned into weeks, my parents began to consider the hirsute Pashtun’s lessons as a malign influence on their prepubescent son.

When collared by either parent on the landing, where he insisted on living, Hafiz Jan would mumble Pashtu aphorisms. His great lugubrious eyes would seem meek and trustworthy. The parent would leave with renewed confidence in our guest. As if by magic, Hafiz Jan would materialise a bottle of mercuric chloride, and grinning a broad conjuror’s grin would lead me back to work.

‘Now you are ready to mesmerise an audience,’ said Hafiz Jan at breakfast one morning. ‘We will bewitch them with our magic’
 
‘Them!’

Smiling broadly, the Pashtun pointed at my parents who were sitting in the garden. Surely he was forgetting that in the circumstances public exposure was unwise. I voiced my apprehension.

‘Don’t be so modest,’ roared Hafiz Jan, ‘I want to show you off, my little apprentice!’

‘But . . .’

‘We’ll put on a grand display of our work. How about next Saturday night?’

For days I practised sleights and chemical feats, perfecting the new skills. Every spare moment was devoted to magical study. One session took us into the field behind the house. I led the way to a secluded spot in a copse at the far end of the field, where a cottage had once stood. First, Hafiz Jan demonstrated ‘burning water’. The magician pours some water into a tin mug, and takes a sip to prove that it’s ordinary water. He pours another mug of water from the same jug. As soon as the cup has been filled, the water catches fire. Hidden at the bottom of the second mug is a pea-sized nugget of potassium and three tablespoons of ether. When the water is poured into the mug, the potassium ignites, setting fire to the ether, which surges to the surface of the liquid.

‘Now,’ announced Hafiz Jan, ‘I’ll teach you a trick with my magic ring.’ He twisted the gold-flecked lapis lazuli ring off the little finger of his right hand. ‘But first I’ll need three wild mushrooms, can you find some?’

I tramped over to a scrub thicket in search of fungi. In the undergrowth I uncovered an old plimsoll, a coil of rusty wire and a brown beer bottle. No mushrooms in sight. I was just about to report back to Hafiz Jan when my foot caught in an overgrown dip in the ground. I tripped, cutting my knee.

The Pashtun heard my cry and hurried over. He bandaged my leg with a rag ripped from his turban. Then he excavated the mesh of sticks, leaves and soil to see what had cut me. I looked on as his hands tore away at the earth. When the debris had been cleared, we both found ourselves staring at the ground in stupefaction. I had tripped on what appeared to be a disused well.

Filled in long before, the concealed shaft had not posed a life-threatening hazard. Even so, the Pashtun, who was triumphant with his find, spent two full days sealing it with cement.

‘Shaitan,’ he said, ‘will be hungry in Hell tonight!’

The great day of our exposition arrived. A row of chairs was laid out in the kitchen. Hafiz Jan groomed his beard, trimmed his nostril hair. The various chemicals and apparatus were installed in the tea chest, which doubled as a conjuror’s cabinet. My parents, sisters, the gardener, housekeeper and secretary were ushered to their seats. The audience waited politely for the show to commence.

As Hafiz Jan clapped his giant hands together like cymbals, alarm bells were sounding in my mind. Fortunately, I had managed to tone down the inventory of illusions at the last minute. The Pashtun had intended to burn a section of mysterious coarse grey bark during the show. He had explained that the bark, of the Indian chaitan, ‘devil’s tree’, is used by Eastern magicians to stun an audience. Some say the bark’s hallucinogenic smoke is the secret behind the fabled Indian rope trick.

Hafiz Jan began by performing a selection of sleights; materialising objects from thin air. The gardener was invited up to the front. His wristwatch vanished as the Pashtun shook hands with him. A moment later, the watch was pulled from my sister’s pocket. I scanned the room. My parents seemed relaxed. So far, so good.

Next, a pot of boiling vegetable oil was taken from the stove and placed before me. Without hesitation, I thrust my left arm into it. The audience breathed in deeply, tricked by the simple illusion. Lime juice is added to the oil before it’s heated. The juice boils when only tepid, sending a cascade of bubbles to the surface, and giving the appearance that the oil is boiling.

As I wiped the oil from my arm, Hafiz Jan pulled a fired poker from the oven, and began to lick it. An alarming sizzling sound, and the fragrance of barbecued flesh billowed outwards as tongue met iron. Hafiz Jan had washed his mouth out moments before with liquid storax, which absorbs the heat.

My parents seemed impressed. I wondered how long their enthusiasm would last. Bloody Battle came and went, as did a variety of inoffensive illusions.

The next trick was austere by any standards. An ordinary light-bulb was materialised from nowhere by Hafiz Jan. Placing it in a handkerchief, the Pashtun crushed it with his right foot. He handed me a banana, which I ate. He ate one, too, then placed a shard of glass on his tongue and began to chew. Then it was my turn. Positioning a jagged piece of glass in my mouth, I began to munch.

My father looked on in disbelief, overwhelmed that his son had been taught to eat glass and relish it. The shock quickly turned to anger, but he suppressed his rage for fear of insulting the visitor. The tiny fragments of glass, which get embedded in the banana, pass easily through the body. Hafiz Jan had taught me to always use clear light-bulbs, as the opaque ones contain poisonous mercury oxide.

Moving swiftly along, the Pashtun got ready to perform the pièce de resistance. It was a brave decision. He lit a large beeswax church candle, placed before our stage. Its wick was at the audience’s eye level. Then, pulling a fistful of dust from beneath his shirt, he murmured a magic phrase, and hurled the fine powder at the candle. Covering his eyes with the end of his turban, Hafiz Jan winced with pleasure as a golden fireball rocketed sideways towards my family and their associates.

The conjuror had not anticipated the remarkable force of the combustion. He had been more used to igniting powdered camphor outside. As the spectators rubbed at their singed hair and blackened faces, I wondered what to say. Silence seemed safest.

Hafiz Jan was up at dawn the next day. I could hear him moving uneasily about the landing on tiptoe. By seven o’clock the tea chest was packed with his possessions. Padded with the horsehair mattress, the half-filled bottles of poison sloshed about as the crate was hauled downstairs.

The front door was pulled inwards once again. The great Pashtun lifted me by the cheeks and smiled sombrely.

‘Now that the well-shaft – that vile tunnel to Hell – is covered over,’ he said, ‘I ought to be on my way. I must return to the mausoleum, it’s there that I belong. Jan Fishan,’ he said softly, ‘will be waiting for me.’

As Hafiz Jan, son of Mohammed ibn Maqbul, prepared to retrace his wayward route back to northern India, I made my own pledge. One day – although I did not know when -1 would seek him out, and continue with my magical pupillage.


2

Snake-Jugglers and Liposuction

Almost twenty years had passed since the inimitable Hafiz Jan had blasted the vast fireball at my family. Despite reliving the performance over and over in a recurring nightmare, my interest in conjuring had never waned. The vanilla odour of liquid storax still haunted my olfactory nerve. The idea of chewing glass caused my pulse to race. And the deep, secret longing to study illusion was always there. But the spark to rekindle my motivation was wanting.

That spark arrived late one night in an ill-lit, smoky flat somewhere in west London. A roomful of supposed friends jabbered on about their sensible cars, their sensible jobs, and their sensible plans for a sensible future. Theirs was a world of ruched curtains, floral print wallpaper, asparagus soufflé and French cuff shirts.

Such preoccupations were at odds with my own. I yearned to rediscover the thrill of spontaneity, once fostered so intensely by Hafiz Jan’s magic. I longed for adventure, for discovery and wonder. The idea of a secure, planned future was severely disturbing.

My sensible friends swivelled to face me. Would I at last buy a sensible pad, with ruched curtains and florid wallpaper? Could I be counted on to fall into line? Why didn’t I take up golf, or learn to dish up an asparagus soufflé once in a while? Surely the time had come to get some decent shirts with proper French cuffs?

Swilling their port, the inquisition awaited my answer. I mulled over my position. Why should I adopt their bourgeois lifestyle? Their materialistic trappings were nothing but illusion. The blood-red port whirled about like one of Hafiz Jan’s precious chemicals. Illusion . . . Hafiz Jan . . . my mind set to work. Why not escape? Why not leave all this behind, and embark on a great adventure?

‘You can keep your sensible cars, clothes and prim little houses!’ I bellowed. ‘I’m off to India to become a magician!’

*    *    *    *

Hotel foyers across the Indian capital were resounding with restless anticipation. Throngs of visitors were pouring into the city, all in a state of high excitement. They swanned about greeting long-lost friends, laughing, weeping, embracing triumphantly. I wondered what was going on. Then, at one large hotel, I noticed an impressive daffodil-yellow banner, slung like a washing-line between a pair of chandeliers. It read: ‘ALL INDIAN ASTROLOGERS’ CONFERENCE’.

The event, which had drawn seers from all corners of India, explained why every hotel bed in New Delhi was full. Palmists and horoscope-readers brushed shoulders with numerologists and tarotists. Crystal-gazers, face-readers and dream diviners – they had come to swap secrets, to tell tales, and to be seen.

Pushing my way out past the bustle of crystal balls, dog-eared tarot cards and hand-reading charts, I waited for an auto-rickshaw. Mediums were still arriving in droves, many weighed down with phrenological busts and new-fangled fortune-telling machines.

All the hotels on my list were full to bursting with astrologers. Where would I find a spare bed? Then I had an idea. When a rickshaw pulled up, I told its driver to hasten to the most misfortunate, accursed establishment in the city. Such unlucky lodgings would surely ward away the superstitious astrologers. Without questioning my request, the driver rubbed his hands together and headed north to the Old City.

With the vehicle charged up to full speed, we careered through Old Delhi’s back-streets, swerving to miss incense-sellers and sacred cows. Past the colossal Jami’a Masjid and the noble Red Fort. Left down Chandni Chowk, fabled Silver Bazaar of Shah Jehan. An abrupt left again into Dariba Kalan – ‘Street of the Incomparable Pearl’ – where jalebis boil like lobsters in foaming oil-filled urns. Reining in his rickshaw, the driver wrenched its handlebars sharply to the right. A moment later we were skidding to a halt in the Kinari Bazaar.

A small, quiet market, Kinari peddles wedding brocades, tinsel, and garlands fashioned from rupee notes. An air of jubilation surrounded all the stalls. The bazaar was packed with happy people.

Tapping the driver on the shoulder, I asked him if this spirited lane was home to the damnedest, most ill-fated hotel in all of Delhi. The driver pulled his coarse blanket tighter about him and nodded earnestly. Then, cringing as low as he could, he pointed upwards.

Looming over on the south side of the bazaar stood the dilapidated hostel. A rusting signboard publicised its unfittingly optimistic name, ‘Hotel Bliss’. Its walls were caked in lizard-green slime, its windows broken, and its corrugated iron roof pocked with holes. A curse of doom and catastrophe hung over the place like a death-cloud. It was the sort of place whose door is marked by a bloody cross in times of plague. But there was no door. As I took in the features of the wretched shelter, a chill surged down my spine. The rickshaw driver, who appeared anxious to leave, unloaded my bags. I handed over the fare. Then I presented him with a large tip. He had done himself proud.

The shock of the building’s exterior continued inside. The ground floor, which was well below street level, was two feet under water, presumably the result of a leaking pipe. I waded through the flood. A vomit-strewn staircase led to the reception desk, which had been relocated to the third-floor. Cautioning myself to be bold, I ascended the steps. The hostel’s walls were soot-black, scorched by fire. The rotting floorboards were as soft as wet clay,- the stench of drowned, decomposing rats was suffocating.

Lolling back in a wicker chair, the manager picked his teeth with a neem stick. His closely cropped hair was seal-brown, his eyes were wily and foreboding. I introduced myself, declaring I’d heard of the residence’s fine reputation. The man carved the neem twig between the gap in his front teeth. He could tell I was lying, for he knew as well as I that the hotel had no reputation at all.

‘Are there any astrologers here?’ I asked cordially.

‘No one here,’ came the reply.

‘Do you have a room for a few days?’

‘Why not?’

Hotel Bliss, with its less than charming aura and rising tide, encouraged its patrons to spend their days off the premises. After a vile night spent in room two, even a lunatic would have satisfied a craving for self-punishment. In the dead of night, the rats which had survived the flood could be heard nibbling cockroaches in the dank corridor outside my room. Bedbugs swarmed about the prison-issue blankets, relishing their banquet of foreign blood.

The manager had lied when reporting that his hostel was empty. From the cubicle opposite mine came the intermittent, echoing groans of a heroin addict. As I tiptoed past the unfortunate’s room, preparing to breach the floodwaters, I pondered whether the entire place was a dope fiend’s den.

Were it not for the cheery atmosphere of the Kinari Bazaar, I would have abandoned Hotel Bliss right away. The street provided a welcome distraction from the reality of room two. Its fabulous stalls brimmed with colourful ornaments. At one were piles of cherry-red plastic bunting, coconuts and panniers of rose petals. Another offered heaps of pink balloons: fashioned in the form of Ganesha, the elephant god. Sandalwood incense smouldered in burners, warding away the flies. Rich brocades and glass bangles, sachets of mehendi, henna powder and silver tinsel glowed in the bright December sunlight.

Behind the bustling Chandni Chowk, adjacent to the Jain Bird Hospital, I rested at an open-air tea stall to watch the world go by. A glass of sweet chai-i-sabs, green tea, was poured and placed before me by the young waiter. Sipping the refreshing drink, I focused on the Old City’s teeming blend of life. Cyclists and auto-rickshaws raced ahead, swooping through the traffic like eagles. A group of women tottered past, baskets of fish on their heads. A blind leper led by an infant appealed for alms. Hawkers came and went: touting ball-point pens and gingham dishcloths,- crèpe-paper party hats and bundles of fenugreek.

As I requested a second glass of chai-i-sabs, a middle-aged Western woman approached the tea stall. A full-length red fox fur protected her from the winter cold; a patterned Gucci scarf was tied over the confection of bleached-blonde curls. She sat on a chair across from me. Her complexion was anaemic, her face tired and wan. I wondered what a well-dressed woman was doing at the type of low tea stall I like to frequent.

Without waiting for her order, the waiter – who seemed to recognise the woman – poured a glass of tea and set it before her. I straightened my back and tried to appear respectable. Without looking at me, the lady struck up a conversation.

‘I come here every Friday,’ she said in a strong, unfamiliar accent. ‘You see, I adore to hear the Muslim call to prayer. We do not have it in Moskva. It is so romantic. I adore it . . . you hear me? I adore it!’

Pulling a packet of imported American cigarettes from her purse, she lit one. Then, waving her hands through the smoke with exaggerated movements, she told me why she had come to the sub-continent.

Her native land had, I learned, a limited supply of surgeons, private hospitals and human livers. India, on the other hand, has many skilled surgeons, several exclusive hospitals, and best of all, an unending supply of livers.

‘Finding a nice fresh leever is a problem in Russia,’ she intoned darkly.
 
‘Is that so?’

‘A juicy, tender leever is a wonderful thing,’ she continued, licking her lips like a hungry borzoi.

Forced to agree that we take our livers for granted, I hoped that we might move on to a less morbid topic. But the Russian had more to say. She lit another cigarette, filled her capacious lungs to bursting point with dense smoke, and exhaled.

‘You see,’ she hissed, ‘we Russians drink too much. That is the problem. Too much vodka and not enough leevers!’ The Muscovite chuckled at her joke, rubbing a smear of lipstick from her glass. ‘I am waiting for my new leever now,’ she seethed, glancing at her watch. She said it in such a way that I half-expected a man to turn up right then with a polystyrene carton marked ‘Fresh Liver’.

I wondered what luckless person would have their organ hacked out on the Russian’s account. In India, the body parts business is thriving. That very morning, The Hindustan Times had carried a typical story. Days before his beloved sister’s wedding, a young man in southern India had committed suicide. Beside his body, a note was found in the boy’s handwriting. It asked for his organs to be sold, to pay for his sister’s dowry. But even if the organs were to be traded, there was no hope. Without refrigeration, donor organs spoil within hours of death.

Eyes, livers, kidneys, even hearts and lungs, are transplanted in New Delhi’s private hospitals – nicknamed the ‘body parts bazaar’. Attracted by the prospect of no waiting lists, and inexpensive treatment, more foreigners than ever are travelling to India for transplants. They arrive drawn and ill. When they leave they quite literally take a part of India with them.

The Muscovite opened her purse a crack, removed a Chanel lipstick, and coated her lips with fire-engine red. The silver stick moved easily around the perimeter of her mouth. As it painted her lips, it reminded me of a supposedly true story – possibly an urban legend – when the subcontinent fought back.

A woman from Chicago had some time to spare while in Karachi, in neighbouring Pakistan. Rather overweight after too many heavy tandoori meals, she had considered taking up a new dieting regime. As she rambled through Karachi’s crowded streets, a billboard caught her eye. It publicised the services of a local cosmetic surgeon.

More eager than ever to shed a few pounds, she entered the building and apprehended a surgeon. Could he remove some extraneous fat through liposuction? The physician seemed uneasy for a moment. But then, shrugging his shoulders, raising his palms in the air, and smiling broadly, he replied, ‘Why not?’

A modest fee was agreed and the woman arranged to return for the operation the next day.

Insisting that a full general anaesthetic was necessary for a procedure of this kind, the surgeon scrubbed up and went to work. Some hours later, as the effect of the anaesthetic wore off, the American patient began to revive. Sensation gradually returned to her fingers. As it did so, she reached out to touch her new fat-free thighs. Were they as slim-line and elegant as she hoped? It was then that her distress began.

Even the most proficient physicians, she thought to herself, have to bandage a patient’s thighs after removing fat through liposuction. The woman tried to whisper her concern to the nurse. Then the full horror of her new condition became apparent. Her lips were missing.

Although baffled as to why a woman with pretty lips would want them surgically removed – lip-o-sucked away – the doctor had agreed to perform the strange operation, if only to make the foreign patient happy. To him, sucking away the lips must have seemed like the latest in American chic. Distraught at her loss, the woman claimed that without lips, her gums dried out and insects flew into her mouth. Robbed of even the weakest smile, she returned to Chicago, lipless and in considerable pain.

I decided not to share the tale with the Russian. Instead, I wished her luck with the second-hand Indian liver, and wandered back through Chandni Chowk to the odious Hotel Bliss.

*    *    *    *

Next day, before the stalls of Kinari Bazaar had opened their shutters to the light, I took my bags and waded from the hotel. Outside, the residents of the street were performing their ablutions and bathing at the standpipe. The scents of soap and hair oil were heavy in the air.

Down a passage off the back-street, behind a booth selling aromatic herbs, a wizened figure was making ready to perform. Emaciated and lame, with cataracts that had stolen his sight many years before, the man stretched his arms before him. His fingers were bent with arthritis, their skin creased with wrinkles. Lifting the cover from a cool stone jar, he removed a heaving mass of entwined miniature vipers. As the infant reptiles squirmed about, coiling with displeasure, the serpent-handler paused to drink three mugs of water. Then, tilting back his head and opening his mouth very wide, he swallowed the snakes one by one like ribbons of emerald liquorice.

The veteran performer rubbed at his blind eyes, scratched his nose, and coughed. As he did so, a helix of five twisting regurgitated snakes, interwoven like mangrove roots, spewed anxiously from his mouth.

The tiny serpents were returned to the jar. Then a second, larger container was opened. Three adolescent pit vipers were jerked from their rest. Propping himself against the low wall, the blind serpent-handler began to toss the reptiles up into the air, juggling them. The two-foot snakes rotated silently. As gravity snatched them earthward, each was caught by the head and hurled up again.

Indifferent to the spectacle, the residents of the lane continued with their chores, without turning. In the twisting alleyways of Old Delhi, Amjed the blind snake-juggler hardly merited a second glance.

Juggling snakes, murmured the ancient when he had finished his routine, is no easy task. Decades of practice are vital to cultivate the skill. But alas, time is an ingredient that novices inevitably lack – most drop dead during the first weeks of practice. Die-hard snake-jugglers like Amjed frown on those who sap the venom from their serpents. Milking instils an alarmingly carefree attitude which is incompatible with the career. Amjed rubbed his fingertips together in reflection. Juggling snakes, he agreed remorsefully, is a dying art.

With the straps of my two cases cutting into my shoulders, I marched out from the Kinari Bazaar towards the Red Fort. By late morning I was aboard a bus bound for Ghaziabad – first stop en route to my reunion with Hafiz Jan.

The vehicle pushed eastwards, across the border into Uttar Pradesh. I took time to think about Hafiz Jan: that black fleece of beard, the eagle’s beak, and those gigantic hands. The Pashtun had made a deep impression upon me. Whether it was his features, his dress, or his bearing that had affected me most, I was not certain. Now, after almost two decades, I was to be with him again.

As we left the outermost suburbs of Delhi, the auto-rickshaws died away. Instead, a stream of tangerine-coloured Ashok Leyland lorries shot past in the other direction. In an endless caravan of merchandise, they heaved sugar cane and calico, water melons and live chickens towards the capital.

Beside me sat a gangling young man with wetted-down hair. He was as keen as a whippet. His olive eyes stared agog at the world. His shoes were well-polished, his shirt free of stains, and trousers pressed with razor-edge creases.

We began talking. The man’s name was Maruti, which is one of the names of Ganesha, the Hindu elephant god. He had recently qualified as a professional mahout, and was now travelling to a job interview in Ghaziabad. The position was for a junior elephant driver at an elephant ‘taxi’ service in New Delhi. Hired by the city’s wealthy for weddings, parties and ceremonial journeys, the elephants could be provided painted with elaborate colours, or decorated with religious motifs.

Maruti rattled on about the training course he had done in the enchanted forest of Pecci, near Kerala’s Malabar Coast. A hardback manila envelope on his lap contained the graduation certificate.

‘Down there in Kerala,’ said Maruti enthusiastically, ‘people love elephants very much. A mahout from Pecci will see to his elephant’s well-being before that of his eldest son. You see, for a mahout, an elephant is a father, brother, son and best friend, all rolled into one. Give an elephant love and respect, and he will return it ten times over.’

Maruti glanced out of the window. But he didn’t see the traffic jam which now gripped the bus, or the roadside guava-sellers. He saw elephants instead.

‘When sitting in position, steering with his feet,’ the youth continued, ‘a mahout from Pecci will never order his elephant to do anything. You would never order your best friend to do something. No . . .’ said the young man pointedly, ‘the mahout will invite the elephant courteously to move.’

In late spring each year, as a cooling breeze streams in eastward from the Malabar Coast, the Pooram Festival takes place at Thrissur, in central Kerala. At the town’s maidan, central park, beside the ancient Vadakkunnatha Temple, a crowd of many thousands gathers. Then a cavalcade of thirty great tuskers marches out of the Pecci Forest towards the magnificent temple. Richly adorned in ceremonial finery, the elephants – ridden by students from the Mahout School – have colossal Hindu idols strapped to their backs.

The procession of caparisoned elephants parades forward. Music blares from loudspeakers, children caper about in the moonlight, and fireworks shoot into the night sky.

‘Pooram is our moment of glory,’ said Maruti sentimentally. ‘But the elephants also love the grandeur just as much. They may take slow, dignified steps towards the temple, but inside they are dancing!’

On a self-imposed crusade to teach all mahouts to be friendly to their steeds, Maruti had much to say about evil elephant-handlers.

‘Some mahouts beat their elephants and goad them with sharp spikes,’ he said. ‘If they won’t get up, the mahouts will make them go without food. The saddest thing of all,’ continued Maruti, anxious to share his knowledge, ‘is that over time even the most abused elephant will begin to love its master.’

With no easing of the traffic jam, I wondered how much more elephant talk I would be able to stand. My own deep fascination, conjuring, had made me realise that an obsession is often a good thing. Everyone should be obsessed about something. In the hope of redirecting our conversation to my own interest, I told Maruti that I was heading for Burhana to begin an apprenticeship in conjuring.

Staring out of the scratched window, Maruti clasped his long spindly fingers together, and sighed loudly. It was not a sigh of boredom. For he had not heard a word I had said. It was a sigh of true love. Love for his elephants. His fixation seemed to run very deeply. Here was a man whose whole life had been mapped out – steered by a single devotion.

Maruti prodded me eagerly in the stomach. He had more trivia to vent and was in need of a captive audience. I was that audience. He revealed to me that elephants are the only animals to have four knees,-they have ‘fingerprints’ like humans, and they make different sounds to express their emotions. It seemed as if there was little to tell us apart.

But then, enough of the trivia. Maruti had a more pressing message to pass on.

‘Innocent wild elephants are being attacked daily in Assam,’ he reported mournfully. ‘When I have enough money, I’m going to go and protect them.’

‘Why are they being attacked?’ I asked.

Lowering his head like a vulture, the lanky-framed youth told me of the conspiracy.

‘People say the elephants are drunk – that they’re out of control and stampeding in massive herds!’ ‘Is it true? Are they drunk?’

‘Well, it’s no secret that elephants – like all mammals – enjoy a drink from time to time. They don’t mean any harm. Humans don’t behave well when they’re drunk either.’

‘How do they get the alcohol?’ I asked, picturing a smoky saloon bar filled with tuskers, slurping stout from gallon glasses.

‘They come across illegal stills hidden in the forest, and they have a little sip,’ Maruti replied, sniffing. ‘One misdirected foot, the still falls to pieces, and liquor’s all over the place. They’re thirsty, so they drink it up. It’s not their fault if they become a bit delinquent.’

Some time later an Indian newspaper headline caught my eye: ‘DRUNK ELEPHANTS RUN AMOK’. Maruti had severely underestimated what had become a national problem. A herd of three hundred and fifty inebriated elephants had descended on a small Assamese village, trampling thirteen people to death, and causing destruction on an unknown scale. The report said the creatures had pilfered a vast quantity of rice beer from a ‘tea garden’, and that alcoholic elephants were ravaging communities across India’s north-east every week.

At long last, as the knot of traffic cleared, we sped toward Ghaziabad. At the bus stop in the town centre, Maruti clasped his brown manila envelope to his chest and set off in search of his interview. Just before he disappeared into the frenzy of bobbing heads, he turned. Then, sweeping his right arm in the air like a bull elephant’s trunk, he saluted.
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Land of Warriors

The bus jarred its way towards Meerut. Sprawling pipal trees lined the route, their whitewashed trunks hinting at the days when the region was a cornerstone of the British Raj. It was hard to imagine that May morning in 1857 when discontent led the Bengal Army to revolt. It was harder still to believe that the great Indian Mutiny had begun right here, in the city of Meerut.

History records that the rebellion began when a batch of new Lee Enfield rifles arrived for the Indian troops stationed at the Meerut barracks. When the cartridges were handed out – smeared as they were with pig and cow fat – the troops couldn’t contain their fury. The ranks, comprised of a large number of high-caste Hindus and pious Muslims, saw the fat as a direct insult to their religious beliefs.

Once north of Meerut, the bus turned left, detouring on to a minor road. Thirty miles further along, heading north-west towards Karnal, and we arrived at the small settlement of Burhana.

Without wasting time I hurried from the bus stop through Burhana’s back-streets towards the sepulchre of my ancestor. Hafiz Jan had described the town in extraordinary detail. But there had been no order to the information. He had reported what he remembered, in random sequence. I fought to piece together the best route to the shrine.

I crossed a grassy paddock to the right of the main street. Beyond that, buried in a copse of date palms and encircled by a low wall, stood a large square building. Despite the surrounding foliage, I could make out its basic structure. Fashioned from dandelion-yellow stone, and replete with Mughal-style arches, it was capped by an exquisite dome. This was the mausoleum of Jan Fishan Khan.

Approaching slowly, I made my way to the entrance of the tomb’s enclosure. The tall wrought-iron gates were open. A sudden gust of wind moved the fronds of the surrounding date palms. Several Islamic tombstones poked out from the undergrowth around the main memorial. Inching forward, I walked down the narrow path to the shrine’s portal.

On a stool in the doorway sat a figure dressed in a khaki salwaar kameez and buffalo-hide chappals, with innumerable bandoleers and a black cotton turban. His face was dominated by familiar features: a hooked, aquiline nose, deep-set eyes and ears brimming over with tufts of hair. And longer than ever was the profusion of now greying beard. I stood silently, observing my childhood hero, the incomparable Hafiz Jan.

The Pashtun was honing a bayonet on a smooth block, gritting his teeth as the knife’s edge rasped again and again across the surface of the whetstone. So engaged was he with sharpening the blade that he had not seen me. I continued to stare, capturing the moment.

Unsure of what to do, or how to greet him, I shuffled my shoes firmly on the cement path. The sound rose above the rustle of palm leaves and the scrape of metal on stone. Hafiz Jan stopped grinding. Jumping to his feet, he snatched the bayonet to his chest. Then he looked me full in the face. His mouth opened wide and gasped for air. His features seemed to knot together. I said my name. Still mute, he nodded, dropping the bayonet, his black eyes brimming with tears. In slow motion he struggled to push forward, like a man moving underwater. Then, in a single, awkward movement he picked me up and tossed me into the air.

It was some time before Hafiz Jan recovered from the shock of the reunion. We sat quietly for several minutes as he hyperventilated with satisfaction. I apologised for not providing advance notice of my visit, but the ancestral guardian waved my apologies aside.

‘This is your home,’ he said over and over. ‘Why should you tell the humble guardian of your plans to come? Welcome to this land; your land – the Land of Warriors. Welcome! I have waited for this day for so many years.’

I replied that I, too, had long dreamt of making the journey to the mausoleum of my great ancestor.

Hafiz Jan was eager to serve refreshments and introduce me to his wife and sons. But more important duties came before the pleasantries. Removing his chappals, the guardian led me inside the great sepulchre.

As my bare feet took their first steps on the cool stone floor, I sensed a wave of energy. The chamber was illuminated by light, streaming through the latticed windows set into the wall opposite the door. Tilting my head backwards I scanned the room. As I did so, I sensed a great, unyielding force. It seemed to help me collect my thoughts. Perhaps it was the spirit of Jan Fishan.

The Pashtun pointed at the broad rectangular cenotaph in the centre of the chamber, beneath which lay the crypt. The carved marble was inscribed in Persian lettering.

Hafiz Jan read the legend:

The Prince, Lord of Magnificence, exalted and full of virtue:
From whose aroma itself Paghman was swelled with pride;
He was of the Children of Ali Musa Raza,
A resplendent sun following an auspicious dawning.
From Kabul he came to visit India -
His steps turned Burhana into a garden of paradise.
When the inner urge of a return to Heaven took hold of him:
He left this abode of mortality, taking nothing.
For the date of his going, O Sidq, weigher of words,
Say: Sayed Mohammed fan Fishan Khan.

As dusk fell over Burhana I sat and reminisced with Hafiz Jan on the veranda of his house. His teenage sons served us with pomegranate juice and kishmish, a mixture of fruit and nuts. His wife busied herself arranging an elaborate feast of welcome. The evening muezzin rang out over the rooftops, and as it did so, Hafiz Jan grabbed his older son by the cheek.

‘Mohammed is now fifteen,’ he said, as the boy withstood the vicelike grip of his father’s hand. ‘And what do you want to do when you grow up, Mohammed?’ he probed.

‘I want to guard the tomb of Nawab Jan Fishan Khan,’ came the reply.

Hafiz Jan raked his huge fingers through his beard, satisfied that his son was prepared to continue the family tradition.

A meal of leviathan proportions followed. Three enormous mounds of pilau rice were brought in on brass trays. Chunks of mutton were buried in one, chicken in another, fish in the last. Hafiz Jan’s sons invited me to eat. Their mother remained in the kitchen. An Afghan naan, the size of a lambskin, was ripped up and also set before me. The Pashtun would pick out the largest chunks of meat and hand them to me one by one, like nuggets of gold. Only when I had finished my third helping did my hosts begin to eat.

‘This is a blessed day!’ Hafiz Jan repeated continually. ‘Every anguish passes but the anguish of hunger! You are honouring us. Eat! Eat! Eat!’

Although desperate to ask whether the great conjuror would take me on as a trainee, I bit my lip. The time for such questions would come once the prolonged formalities were at an end.

When the lavish meal was over, Hafiz Jan rubbed his fingers in his beard in his own inimitable fashion. He stretched backwards and thanked God again that I had come. Then he thanked Jan Fishan Khan for drawing me here.

I replied by saying that Jan Fishan Khan had been one of the two magnets that led me to Burhana. The other, I confirmed, had been Hafiz Jan himself.

Then I seized the moment. Charged with as much enthusiasm as I could muster with several kilos of assorted meats digesting inside me, I enquired about the Pashtun’s fascination for magic and illusion.

Hafiz Jan seemed confused for a moment. Then, twisting his ear tufts anti-clockwise, he replied:

‘Oh, those old tricks. Silly, weren’t they?’

‘What do you mean, silly? They were incredible! You taught me how to do so much – how to eat glass . . . how to suck red-hot pokers as if they were lollipops . . . how to . . .’

The Pashtun cut me short:

‘How to almost kill the great-great-grandson of Jan Fishan with a giant ball of fire.’

Silence pervaded as we both thought back, reliving the horror of that moment.

‘That was an unfortunate miscalculation,’ I said weakly.

‘The blunder brought shame on my family,’ asserted Hafiz Jan. ‘From that moment forth I vowed never to perform another illusion. What if something had happened to your father?’

‘Aga,’ I continued, ‘I have come here to Burhana to ask you to teach me all you know about illusion and conjuring. Please consider accepting me as your pupil.’

Thrust into an uncomfortable position, the Pashtun rubbed his beard between his palms. Only when it had furled into one long, rope-like fibre did he reply.

‘Tahir Shah,’ he said, ‘you honour me by requesting any favour. Ask me to be of any service, however great, and it is truly a privilege. Make any request – however impossible, I will rise to the challenge. But sahib, you are asking me to break a solemn oath which I swore on the grave of Jan Fishan Khan. Nearly twenty years have passed since I made my pledge. I have married since, and brought up two sons. I have forgotten – forced myself to forget – all that I knew. I am sorry.’

We sat in silence for several minutes. I understood Hafiz Jan’s position and respected his sense of honour. The hush was awkward. Not because I felt any vein of condemnation – but because, selfishly, I wondered what to do next.

Again thanking God for bringing me to his home, the Pashtun whispered to his younger son to fetch the tea. I attempted to revive conversation by asking about trivial matters. Hafiz Jan did not answer. He was in deep thought.

A magenta porcelain Gardiner teapot, filled with chai-i-sabs, was brought from the kitchen. With great ceremony the tea was poured as if it were a magical potion. Only when he had swallowed three mouthfuls of green tea did Hafiz Jan speak.

‘When you were eleven years old,’ he said in a rather solemn tone, ‘I came to your village in England. Together we practised many illusions and I explained how I had myself been a student of conjury.’

I nodded, rounding my lips upwards in a smile. When the Pashtun had seen that I was listening, he continued.

‘Tahir Shah, when I was a child, I wanted to be the greatest stage magician in the world. I thought about nothing else. I dreamt, ate and talked nothing but illusion. My father thought I was insane, for no member of our family had ever been interested in such a subject before. A doctor was summoned. He looked deep into my eyes. Fearful that I had contracted some potent disease, he ran away. My parents grew more and more worried. They begged God for guidance.

‘In the months that followed I searched for a teacher. Only after much hunting did I find a brilliant tutor at Ghaziabad. He was an expert illusionist and conjuror. He was reputed to be the finest of his kind in Asia. I stayed with him and learnt from him. But, as my father’s eldest son, I knew I could never embark on a career in that profession.’

Hafiz Jan swallowed a second glass of tea in a single gulp.

‘Do you understand?’ he asked.

‘Yes, I do.’

Then, as I resigned myself to the prospect of an early return to Europe, Hafiz Jan addressed me again.

‘I have an idea,’ he said. ‘It is a humble, worthless idea, but you may consider it.’

‘What is it?’

‘In those days when I was fascinated with conjuring,’ he said reflectively, ‘I knew that nothing could satisfy my craving but hard study with a tutor.’

Faltering, as if resolving whether to continue, Hafiz Jan inched his way forward.

‘My teacher . . .’ he went on, ‘left Ghaziabad many years ago. He travelled east and made his home there. I think he now lives in Calcutta. Go to him. He will teach you every trick and illusion ever devised. His name is Hakim Feroze.’

*    *    *    *

That evening another sumptuous meal was borne forth from the modest kitchen of Hafiz Jan. But my mind wasn’t on food. I was considering the Pashtun’s suggestion that I trace his own teacher. I would have preferred to remain at Burhana rather than embarking on what was sure to be a wild-goose chase. Even though the prospect of studying under such a renowned magician was intriguing, would he accept me as a pupil?

On each night that followed, as I deliberated harder, the feasts grew more opulent. The Pashtun insisted that every meal was another special occasion: honouring yet another battle which our forefathers had waged side by side. By the fourth night, the platters of pilau were so heavy that Hafiz Jan’s sons could barely lift them. Beneath the great mounds of rice were buried whole marinated pigeons, an Afghan delicacy. On the fifth evening an entire roasted sheep was trundled in, still attached to the spit. The chunks of tender meat were served on a bed of special rice, flavoured with saffron, pine kernels and cardamoms.

On the sixth day my concern had almost reached fever pitch. Hafiz Jan’s wife was now cooking day and night. I noticed she had dragged her bedding roll into the kitchen and was sleeping in there, too. The Pashtun’s family would be bankrupted for generations if something were not done immediately. I pleaded with my hosts, begging them not to cook such absurd quantities of food. But when I questioned the catering arrangements, Hafiz Jan would rear up like a king cobra preparing to strike.

‘How can we mere mortals not salute the triumphs of our ancestors?’ he would demand.

I feared that Hafiz Jan might be tempted to replicate the fabled Muslim feast of his Bedouin antecedents. The meal, which is customary at great desert weddings, holds the world record for comestible extravagance. Cooked eggs are stuffed into fish, which are packed into whole chickens, which themselves are stuffed into a roasted ewe’s carcass. The sheep is then crammed into the belly of a female camel and borne by stewards to the awaiting guests.

Unable to stand such rich food any longer, I sought refuge in the tranquil surroundings of Jan Fishan’s shrine. A week of feasting under my belt, and I could at last consider the future of my journey. Hafiz Jan’s teacher seemed more appealing all the time. Another week in Burhana and I would be unfit to walk. Although fearful that this man Feroze might have nothing to do with me, I vowed to travel eastwards to Calcutta.

As I sat in the doorway of the tomb, planning my next move, Hafiz Jan approached. He seemed restless. Before I could ask him what was wrong, he voiced his concerns:

‘Tahir Shah,’ he began with his characteristic greeting, ‘I know that you have been thinking about my suggestion of Hakim Feroze.’

I nodded.

‘I recommend him. He is an excellent tutor. Indeed, there’s none finer . . . But beware!’

The Pashtun widened his eyes until they were as large as chestnuts. ‘Feroze is a merciless teacher,’ he said. ‘If he accepts you, he’ll crush you – that’s his method. He expects his students to toil without rest . . . destroying them thrills him. Don’t call on him unless you’re certain this is what you really want.’

‘But surely a simple course in stage magic would be harmless?’

Hafiz Jan’s cheeks turned milky white, his eyes became bloodshot, and his lower jaw dropped in trepidation. I waited for his advice. As I did so, the Pashtun thrust his arms like rockets towards the sky.

‘Are you out of your mind?’ he bellowed. ‘You have no idea who you’re talking about! Hakim Feroze is no ordinary teacher. His training is no simple course for someone with a passing interest in conjury. It’s not a course at all – it’s a way of life ... a tortuous regime – drill after drill under a sadist. As he torments those in his clutches, you wonder what act of insanity brought you to his door. Most of the time he makes you study absurd subjects. You hardly learn any “magic” when you’re studying under him. Now that I think about it, you must not make contact with him. You are too precious to be mishandled by that man!’

‘But respected Hafiz Jan,’ I protested, ‘I can’t believe that your teacher – Hakim Feroze – could be so stern.’

The Pashtun cupped his head in his tremendous hands, and emitted a demonstrative shriek. I feared that recalling his former teacher had driven the man to hysteria.

‘Hush!’ he wailed. ‘Hush . . . don’t say another word and don’t ever say that name aloud!’

‘What name?’

‘Hakim Feroze’s name, of course!’

‘Why? What’s wrong with saying his name?’

Grooming his beard, Hafiz Jan peered to the left and to the right.

‘He has spies, that’s why. Feroze knows what everyone’s doing. I may not be certain where he is at this very moment, but he certainly knows every minuscule detail of my life.’

‘But you haven’t been in touch with him for more than twenty years.’

‘Irrelevant!’ spat the Pashtun. ‘Like I said, he’s no ordinary mortal. He is a magician!’

Feroze sounded more like a monster than a master. Could he really be that bad? There was only one way to find out.

Again and again Hafiz Jan begged me to forget his ‘foolish’ suggestion. He strove to terrify me from engaging in the course. ‘Spend one day with him and Feroze will turn your blood cold!’ he would say. Or, ‘He will tear you apart . . . that’s his way. He thrives on others’ misfortunes.’

The more counselling I received to turn back, the more I longed to go forward: to meet the Master, to meet Hakim Feroze.

I am not sure when it happened, but the point came at which Hafiz Jan ended his outbursts. He came to me late one morning, as the sun’s rays rose up above the tomb of Jan Fishan. I had been reading at my usual spot in the shrine’s doorway. Without a word, the Pashtun held out a clenched fist. The hand opened, revealing a ragged leather pouch. Inside was a curious reddish stone.

‘I am giving this to you,’ he said, ‘as Feroze gave it to me. Present it to him and he’ll believe I sent you.’

‘What’s this inside?’

‘It’s a bezoar.’

‘What’s that?’

Hafiz Jan held the stone to the light.

‘A healer of poisons, an amulet, and the symbol of a searcher for knowledge – this bezoar is said to have come from the stomach of an eagle.’

As I tied the locket’s leather thong around my neck, the Pashtun pulled me out beyond the enclosure’s gates. There, on a large Afghan rug, a picnic lunch had been arranged. But this was no frivolous snack of crustless cucumber sandwiches. It was a meal of dangerous proportions.

Hafiz Jan dug both hands into the mound of rice, pulled out a charred waterfowl, and passed it to me, wincing. It seemed to be a mallard duck, its annual migration terminated by a hunter’s gun.

‘Khalifa Ashpaz!’ cried the Pashtun, as he rammed the back end of another mallard into his mouth. ‘Khalifa Ashpaz!’ he called again. ‘The famous master-chef of the Hindu Kush – this is his recipe!’

Four hours of eating came and went. By late afternoon, mutton, mallards, chickens and immeasurable quantities of pilau had been consumed. I wondered if I would ever need to eat again. By the end of the meal I felt exonerated of any further duty. Hafiz Jan had obviously gone mad. He had decided that we were both to eat ourselves to death. Determined to put an end to this insanity of feasting, I protested vehemently – the food had to stop before someone was injured.

Hafiz Jan stared at me. The furrows of his brow deepened. But then, grinning broadly, he wrung his hands together, exclaiming:

‘Imshab chi pukhta bekunem – what shall we cook tonight?’
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City of Light

The mere mention of the Farakka Express, which jerks its way eastward each day from Delhi to Calcutta, is enough to throw even a seasoned traveller into fits of apoplexy. At a desert encampment on Namibia’s Skeleton Coast, a hard-bitten adventurer had downed a peg of local firewater then told me the tale. Farakka was a ghost train, he said, haunted by ghouls, Thuggees, and thieves. Only a passenger with a death wish would go anywhere near it.

As I passed over a wad of rupee notes, the clerk at Delhi’s railway booking office paused. Without looking up, he mumbled, ‘Yamuna Express or Farakka Express?’ The question was innocuous enough. But the locomotive’s name had triggered a violent subconscious reaction. I started to choke uncontrollably.

The clerk asked again. The next man in the queue was nudging me to decide. ‘Jaldi! Hurry up!’ As always happens in India when you’re deliberating under duress, a crowd gathered. They took it in turns to call out suggestions: ‘Farakka very nice,’ said one, ‘No, no, too noisy,’ replied another. ‘Sahib, you like to buy handkerchief?’ asked a third.

Apologising aloud to the Namibian adventurer, I whispered, ‘Farakka Express, please.’

Later that afternoon I was installed in the second-class carriage, eager to begin the journey to Calcutta, in search of Hakim Feroze. With the bezoar locket hidden beneath my shirt, and a formal letter of introduction from Hafiz Jan, I felt that I was in with a real chance of securing the apprenticeship.

Peering around the compartment, I wondered what all the fuss had been about. The train seemed clean and orderly. Silly old travellers, I thought to myself, they deserve all they get. A knock from outside pulled me back to reality. The door slid away. A boot-boy with stark, beady eyes, dressed in a smart calamanco shirt, stood in its frame. In a single, expert movement, he scanned the cabin.

‘Shoe cleaning, Sahib!’

‘No thanks, I had them cleaned yesterday.’

‘Dirty now, I do good job?’

He motioned in circles with a large patterned rag. I shook my head and he scurried back into the corridor, closing the door firmly behind him.

Ten minutes later, as the train was due to depart, the door slid back once again. A well-dressed couple entered and took their seats. The woman was wearing a fine crimson-coloured south Indian sari; her wrists were tinkling with glass bangles. Her hands and feet had been ornately decorated with mehendi. The extent of the pattern, like an exquisite filigree mesh, suggested she was recently married. Beside her sat a rather scrawny, unshaven figure – presumably the groom.

I broke the silence.

‘Newly-weds?’ I asked.

‘Yes, we were married yesterday,’ said the woman.

‘You better be careful with your jewellery,’ I warned. ‘I’ve heard horrible stories about this train.’

‘I told you,’ the bride protested to her husband boisterously, ‘we shouldn’t have brought my trousseau!’

Unable to contain myself, I expounded the ill-favoured legends of the Farakka Express. I spoke of the ghouls, the Thuggee insurgents and the cunning thieves.

‘The Farakka Express supposedly has its own breed of brigand,’ I summed up. ‘They even dress up in disguises – or pretend to be blind -to win the other passengers’ sympathy.’

‘Why did you take this train?’ asked the bride.

‘Well,’ I said, ‘I don’t believe all that rubbish – look around. This train’s as safe as anything. There’s no getting me, I know all the tricks!’

At eight p.m. a modest vegetarian supper was supplied by a bearer. After a week of gigantic meaty meals, it was a positive delight.

The newly-weds cooed to each other lovingly as I wolfed down my vegetables. When I had finished, the bride peeled a ripe juicy chakotra. She offered me a segment. The perfect way to round off a meal. I accepted gratefully. As the section of fruit slid down my throat, I sprawled out on my bunk. Then, taking care to wish the kind-hearted couple a comfortable night, I fell into a deep trance-like sleep.

Just before dawn I woke up. The train had stopped at a station to pick up supplies. Still half-asleep, I foraged for my travel alarm clock. My fingers fumbled like a blind person reading Braille. The clock wasn’t there. Expecting it to have fallen on to the floor, where I had left the smaller of my two cases, I peered down. The timepiece was not on the floor. Nor was the case. I lurched upwards. Wiping the sleep from my eyes, I called out to the newly-weds; had they too fallen victim to the vile curse of the Farakka Express?

But no one answered. The newly married couple were gone.

Five minutes later, I was huddled on the floor in a ball, my legs hugged up beneath my chin, my hands over ears, my face pressing in against my stomach. My passport, most of my money, and half my luggage were gone. I thanked God that the bezoar locket was still fastened around my neck, and that the letter of introduction in Hafiz Jan’s hand had not been stolen.

The Farakka Express sped towards the rising sun. I shunned the breakfast when it came. And when, at Allahabad, a new passenger entered the compartment, I shunned him, too. Screwing up my face miserably, I gazed out at the agricultural heartland of Uttar Pradesh. Workers were already toiling away, sprinkled across the landscape like peppercorns on a sheet of cloth. Some were busy winnowing grain, others combing ploughs through the sienna-red soil, straight-backed, carrying water-pots on heads, or dragging great spiders of kindling homeward.

I would have continued to stare at the paddy fields and palm-thatch houses, but I sensed the cabin’s new passenger watching me. Twisting round, I gawked back at him. His stout frame was topped by an egg-shaped head. Its face, rough as a loofah, was dominated by overgrown mustachios. His hair was matted with dirt, his clothes were tattered as a scarecrow’s. The figure emitted an odour similar to ripe Camembert.

Rather than glancing away as I scrutinised him, the man gaped back. We leered into each other’s eyes like duelling hypnotists. Neither blinked. Tears rolled down my cheeks as I strained to carry on.

‘Been robbed, have you?’ asked the man, swivelling abruptly to face the window.

‘How did you guess that?’

‘Remember what train you’re on. This is the Farakka Express – or don’t you know the legend of the Farakka Express?’
 
‘I know all about this bloody train, thank you very much!’
 
‘How did it happen?’
 
‘I think I was drugged.’

‘Was it fruit or Bengali sweets?’
 
‘Fruit.’

‘Chakotra or banana?’ ‘Chakotra.’

‘Clever stuff,’ hissed the man. ‘The taste masks diazepam very well indeed.’

‘I feel so stupid. Especially as I’d been warning the couple about the dangers of this train. They must be paralysed with laughter.’

Rising to his feet, the man opened the cabin door and leant out into the corridor. He seemed to be examining its outer glass.

‘Before the train left Delhi Junction,’ he said quizzically, ‘did a shoe cleaner come by?’

I agreed that one had.

‘How did you know that?’

The man pushed the tip of his right index finger towards me. On the end was an ochre-brown smear.

‘The shoe cleaner was in league with the fruit person,’ the man explained. ‘It’s teamwork. First the boot-boy comes scouting for suitable prey. Seeing that you were a lone foreigner, he marked the door with a shoe polish thumbprint. The person with the drugged chakotra just follows the trail.’

‘Ingenious,’ I said weakly.

‘Brilliant!’ he corrected. ‘But then again, I wouldn’t expect anything less than brilliance on the Farakka Express.’

In the hours that followed, the portly, moustached passenger opposite revealed much to me. A private detective by profession -known as ‘Vatson’ to his friends – he put the myth of the Farakka Express down to a few simple scams.
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