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  Praise for Indra Sinha’s The Cybergypsies





  ‘Not only is it an exhilarating read but it is a demonstration of why we need to read’




  The Times




  ‘A vivid exposé of a social evil, accompanied by an equally vivid evocation of the pleasures of addiction’




  Observer




  ‘An engrossing tale of modern morality’




  Face




  ‘Truly extraordinary’




  Independent
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  Dedicated with affection and respect to




  Mulk Raj Anand




  who told me when I was a child to write,




  and when I was grown up to write about my childhood.




  





  




  ‘Bhalu, call this story fiction if you want, but you must write it for three reasons. First because it is true, and at its heart is that murder of forty years ago which

  people in India still remember. Second, because its threats1 are still alive, running unbroken into the future. Third, you must reveal that the uproar and

  sensation of the Nanavati trial hid another monstrous crime, which remains undiscovered, its perpetrator unpunished, except by these words that you will write.’


  




  1 A slip. I was trying to type ‘threads’. Phoebe claimed this was a message from Maya, received at a second

  seance in Brighton, after I had left for Bombay in July 1999.




  





  PROLOGUE




  





  RETRIBUTION (BOMBAY, APRIL 1959)




  Last night on Juhu beach I startled a prostitute, hard at work beneath a client in the cigarette-butt salted sand. She saw me over his shoulder and let out an ululation of pure

  terror. How elating that shriek was. Mostly, my fellow citizens are impervious. If they notice me at all, they don’t know what they are seeing. All kinds of tricks I have tried to gather an

  audience. I staggered among the traffic at Kemp’s Corner, but instead of the expected chorus of horns and abuse, drew a solitary beep from one rattled motorist. I climbed onto the statue of

  the black horse at Kalaghoda and perched behind King Edward VII, waving to the people below, but only a few looked up. I have roamed Bombay city from end to end and everywhere I meet eyes that

  stare through me as if I weren’t there. Those who can see don’t want to. They look hastily away. Well, I am not a decent sight in my blood-soaked attire, my hair curded with dried gore.

  A disgrace, the averted faces proclaim, father of his own misfortune. They can tell from the bottle I am carrying, whose miserable translucence proclaims it to be empty, that I am no good-hearted

  village drunk, driven by a harsh life and an unjust world to drown his sorrows in honest country mash. My stuff is Scotch at four hundred chips a bottle. Across its label strides the top-hatted,

  monocled, red-coated figure which our Indian cinema has translated into hero man ‘Jahnny Walkar’, screen maestro, last slurred word in comedic drunkenness. If this story ever becomes a

  movie, I fear it’s he who will play me.




  To be hated is one thing, to be ridiculed is worse. I am accused of unpleasant crimes, to some of which I may even plead guilty, but I was never a figure of fun. Those who know me well could

  tell you that I am a quiet man, a gentle soul – if only my friends would speak up – but many of them now deny having known me. I want the chance to tell my own story, to put my side of

  things. Look, I am described (I am thirty-six) as ‘an ageing Lothario, who maintained his sleek and deceiving looks with the help of Vasmol, “the hair darkener that keeps its

  promises”, although this heartless seducer did not . . . He drinks foreign liquor, obtained on the black market from a bootlegger, and buys Macropolo’s brown perfumed

  cigarettes in tins of fifty. More than forty of his gold-tipped butts were found at the scene of the crime.’




  I am, it seems, a louche villain, a cynical genie of the whisky bottle, given entirely to vice, ‘a symbol of those wealthy, corrupt, immoral and basically un-socialist forces which are

  holding the nation and its integrity to ransom’. This last is a quotation from Blitz, our city’s beloved scandal sheet, which would like its readers to believe

  me capable of murder.




  ‘Some,’ writes Blitz, ‘may attribute this sickening event to the intolerable heat of the season, but this is a mistake. Persons such as he do not

  share the lot of the common man. They live and move in a world of privilege. For their sins, their outrages, their crimes, they and they alone are to blame.’ Please, do me a favour. The thing

  that happened was inexplicable, mad, and only an imbecile would blame the weather – but it was not my fault.




  The heat in Bombay, in those last few weeks before the rains, is famous for driving people crazy. Such clamminess, such moisture that turns armpits into oozing swamps and crawls like insects

  under the clothes, such oily clinging dirt, collars and cuffs made black by an hour’s wearing, such a swelter of bodies, and nights when sleep is impossible because the heat hangs like a

  contagion in airless rooms. In the poorest parts of the city, in chawls and shanties, there are more murders at this time of year than any other. But these are, of course, socialist areas.

  Blitz reports, ‘A labourer has cut his wife’s throat because she refused to make him a cup of tea. His advocate in the Sessions Court jokes that at this season

  the only defence is “heat of the moment”.’




  Even where modest incomes permit each family to have its own living space, things are no better. Across the city, people in thinly-partitioned rooms switch on their fans and open their shutters

  to catch the faintest breeze; but the sea has the foetid breath of a beast and its faint exhalations are soon lost in the maze of alleys. The prurient eye of Blitz notes,

  ‘The young men lie on their backs and hear people going to their mating beds, and the dark snake crawls in their veins.’




  The wealthy, no doubt, escape. On Malabar Hill, where the mansions and fancy apartments look out over the Arabian Sea, with servants camped outside the big front doors, chowkidars to guard each

  entrance and conclaves of drivers playing cards in the car parks, we siesta-ing rich seal ourselves into our air-conditioned rooms and lock out the glare, the heat and the suffering world.




  On such a day, in such a room, I was lying naked on my bed, thinking of the women I had had in it. Fish-kites wheeled outside my window, and forty feet below, the sea was shouting. There were

  quite a few women, I will admit, but a seducer I am not. I never set out to make a woman fall in love with me. It happens naturally. I know how to be charming. Many lovers have told me, though

  it’s hard to see while my face still carries marks of a violent struggle, that I have the looks of a film star, a firm jaw, a straight nose, thick eyebrows that frame eyes capable of great

  tenderness. My mouth is wide and broadens readily into a smile. In the back-streets off Mohammed Ali Road one can buy all sorts of potions which are supposed to make one irresistible to the

  opposite sex. A man I know used to mix a tincture of gold costing hundreds of rupees with his own semen and dab the mixture behind his ears, but such things are for the ignorant and desperate. A

  sincere smile costs nothing and is more effective.




  Particularly galling is the suggestion (Blitz again) that I used drugs to get women into bed. An Anglo-Indian who calls herself ‘Angela’ has come forward

  with a pitiful story about how, ignoring her tears and wretched protestations about the trusting husband and small child at home, I cajoled her out of her underwear. These sessions – there

  were several – took place each time against her will and better judgement, while her moral faculty was paralysed. How could this be? She offers no explanation, other than that once, when she

  was ‘nauseous with self-loathing’, I produced a paper with a yellow powder in it and told her to take it because it would make her feel ‘sparkling and alive’. Months later,

  on a train in South India, she overheard a sinister-looking man mention a certain yellow love philtre which, he said, when administered to a victim, would produce in her ‘a feeling of lively

  exuberance’. It is a pity that I am in no position to mount a libel action because I know exactly who ‘Angela’ is and can certainly vouch for the happy gusto of her adulteries,

  but the only powder I recall was the stuff caked on her upper lip.




  No, I never make the first move, and if I do have a reputation for walking up to beautiful women at parties and saying, ‘You look lonely, would you like to dance?’ simple acts of

  human kindness don’t make me a seducer. Nor, wallah, am I a deceiver. I admit that I have often carried on more than one affair at a time, I have never pretended otherwise. Always at the

  outset I made it clear, ‘We will be friends. We will have fun, but don’t expect me to give up other friendships.’ Is it my fault if some chose not to hear? I am not ready to be a

  husband. This is why I made it a rule only to see married women. So much the better if they had children, it made their marriages harder to leave. ‘At thirty-six years old he is still a

  bachelor,’ say my detractors, ‘because no decent woman wanted to marry him.’ Ah, if only it were true.




  But I must not allow present troubles to get in the way of my story. Let us go back to that intolerable, steamy afternoon before the rains. The evil event had yet to happen and other thoughts

  occupied me as I lay on my bed, listening to the thin screaming of kites. It was four. Outside, on city streets, people were leaving footprints in the tarmac. My habit was to come home from my

  office at this time for a nap. Usually the sea, crying of birds and dyspeptic gurgles of the air-conditioner send me to sleep at once, but that day I was lying awake, a thin pillar of cigarette

  smoke rising from the vicinity of my pillow, the ashtray near my head accumulating gold cigarette-ends. I had a problem. I needed to get rid of my girlfriend . . .




  Two was a mistake. I’d known it from the outset. Most of the women who come to my bed are pragmatists, they know exactly what they are doing and have their own reasons for deceiving their

  husbands, but Two was dangerous. She was a romantic, a thing I’ve noticed before in Englishwomen who, although no more inherently faithless than their Indian counterparts, have a naive belief

  in true love, which most Indian women, who must learn to love the strangers they marry, do not.




  ‘I put myself in your hands,’ Two said to me not very long after we met. ‘I want to belong to you completely.’ Normally I despise that kind of sentimentality. I should

  never have encouraged her.




  I met Two because I was carrying on an affair with one of her best friends, to whom she bore such an uncanny and complete resemblance that they might have been twins. Both were English. They

  were almost exactly the same age and favoured the same look – Ava Gardner from The Barefoot Contessa – dark waving hair and highly arched brows above eyes that

  seemed to challenge men to meet them. To make confusion worse, even their names sounded alike. People constantly got them mixed up. Once, when they were still friends – before they fell out

  over me – they spent a whole evening at the Willingdon Club impersonating each other, flirting extravagantly in one another’s names. ‘My husband is away next week, do give me a

  ring,’ breathed One, dancing with an iguana-jowled Lebanese banker, and whispered Two’s number. Two smiled her sweetest smile at the High Court judge who was stroking her arm and

  offering to teach her Hindi, and gave him One’s calling card. Little did his wrinkled and famously lecherous Lordship know, but my affair with One had already begun.




  Later One came laughing up to me, bringing Two with her, and introduced us.




  ‘I’ve heard all about you,’ said Two, when her friend had gone off again, leaving us together. ‘You’ve got quite a reputation.’ She was still in a flirtatious

  mood. ‘Is it safe to be seen talking to you?’ Her likeness to One was startling. She had the same grey, slightly-hooded eyes, and a practised through-the-lashes stare which she probably

  thought of as languorous.




  ‘Reputation is one thing, truth is another.’




  ‘They say you can’t see a woman without making a pass at her.’




  ‘Well, what do you think? Have I made a pass at you?’




  ‘No,’ she said, ‘so I expect you don’t find me attractive.’




  As a matter of fact I did, but not for the reasons she might have imagined. It isn’t usually beauty that attracts me, but some small peculiarity. If, for example, I see a pair of thin

  lips, which their owner has tried to disguise by painting a voluptuous shape around them, it makes me want to find out how a woman so aware of the ugliness of her mouth will use it for kissing. The

  elusive thing that catches my interest needn’t be physical. If I see amusement, alarm, or even contempt – it has been known – in a woman’s eyes when she is talking to me, I

  can’t help wondering what message they will convey when they are inches from mine during the love act.




  Two’s peculiarity was her likeness to One.




  Well, of course it was irresistible. Imagine. How deep would it run? Two’s kisses, would they taste like One’s? One was noisy in bed, she grunted and gave little squeals. And Two?

  One liked the missionary position. How about Two? Well, after sex, when One re-did her face in my mirror, she would sit very upright, suck in her cheeks, raise her eyebrows and stare at herself

  like a haughty duchess. Two leaned forward, peered, scowling and pulling her mouth into strange quadrilaterals. But there were times when the face looking back out of the mirror could have belonged

  to either of them. During one of our early sessions I called Two by the name of her double. It was an easy mistake. I only realised what I’d done when I noticed the doppelganger face in the

  glass glowering at me. More errors followed.




  Two liked to plunge her nails into my back – God knows where she had learned this unpleasant habit – and once, in bed with One, I surprised her by asking to examine her fingernails.

  They were chewed to the quick. She apologised and told me that for special occasions she wore false nails glued on top of the real ones. The glue wasn’t very good and they were apt to lift

  away on sticky strings. At a smart party where plates of food were being passed round, she was appalled to see a scarlet claw circulating among the guests, stuck in a cucumber sandwich. Two would

  never have told such a story against herself. In fact, as I soon discovered, the chief difference between them was One’s sense of humour.




  When, inevitably, it became clear that I was seeing both of them, they reacted quite differently. One tried to laugh it off – most admirable, because I could tell she was hurt – but

  Two flew into a rage and damaged my cheek with her finger-daggers.




  ‘What did you expect?’ I demanded. It was essential to nip this in the bud. ‘You knew when we met that I was seeing your friend. What made you think I’d give her up? If

  you’re going to behave like this, I can’t go on seeing you.’




  She began weeping and said she was in love with me. Then she made that remark about putting herself in my hands. I should have kicked her out. Instead – why, I don’t know – I

  softened my tone and said, ‘She has fallen for me. She wants me to marry her, but you know my feelings . . .’ Some minutes passed. Back in bed, the gouges on my cheek

  still bright with blood, Two said, ‘I want to marry you too. You do realise that, don’t you?’




  So began a period – it did not last long, perhaps four months – during which, if I am honest, I behaved very badly. I played them off against one another. Rivalry made them all the

  more ardent. Each wrote me letters which I read aloud to her rival. To each of them I insisted that the other meant nothing, that I no longer slept with her. I stopped protesting when they talked

  about marriage, I let each believe she was winning. I even spoke of it myself. Neither of them, of course, liked the situation. One, putting on her best brave face, said she felt sorry for Two.




  ‘I saw Two yesterday,’ One wrote to me. ‘She must hate me. Her face was so hard set, her lips so tight, her hands shook when she lit a cigarette. She was coldly

  polite . . . You said you had to beware of her, but couldn’t remember the expression you wanted so I thought of all the sayings beginning with “Beware” for you.

  Beware of the Dog? Beware of Pity? Beware the Ides of March? Beware of Greeks bearing gifts (bootleg whisky)? Or Christ, was it, saying “Beware of soothsayers”?’




  Two wrote to me, ‘Sweetheart, in these last few days something has happened and I find myself so much in love with you and so much wanting to be with you that everything else seems quite

  unimportant. I’ve never thought of myself as a particularly selfish person, but now, I want to be wholly selfish and think only of myself . . . For the first time I know what

  it is going to mean if we lose each other and perhaps for the first time I realise that much unhappiness has to lie ahead for someone anyway . . .’




  These letters arrived within days of one another. I put them away in the cardboard box I kept under my bed for such things.




  One of them had to go, but which? I had decided to drop Two, with her talent for temper and sulks, when One, without warning, upped the stakes. She came to the flat and let herself in –

  she had a key, Two did not – and the first I knew of her presence was when she was in my bedroom, laughing, already pulling off her clothes. Later, lying in my arms, she said she had good

  news.




  ‘Tell me,’ I said. I was leaning over her, affectionately tracing her lips with my finger, expecting to hear, I suppose, that her husband was going away again. He often made long

  trips, during which we could be free. In my mind arose the possibility of whole nights together, perhaps a run down to Goa. Instead she announced that she was pregnant.




  I was horrified. I had not believed her capable of such deceit. Why had she stopped taking precautions? I hid my anger as well as I could and explained that marriage at present was impossible.

  She would have to be patient. Meanwhile I’d take care of things. There would be time in the future for other children.




  Two was overjoyed by the news. ‘She’s scared of losing you,’ she said. ‘Hey presto, she’s with child. Anyway, it couldn’t be yours, could it, because

  you’ve stopped . . . you know?’ There was something very vile about her triumph.




  ‘At least you’ve nothing to worry about,’ I told her. ‘She won’t be speaking to me again. Not after what happened.’




  ‘What?’ she demanded. ‘Tell me. What happened?’




  So I told her. One and I had argued. One grew angry and began yelling, ‘What’s got into you? Have you gone mad?’




  ‘It’s you who are mad,’ I told her. ‘Do you seriously expect me to marry every woman I sleep with?’




  But One did speak to me again. She phoned next day to see if I had changed my mind. I said I refused to be blackmailed. I could hear her crying at the other end of the line. Then she asked in a

  cold voice if I realised that she would have to have an abortion.




  ‘Do what you need to,’ I replied.




  There was a long silence, then she spoke my name, the name that means Love, and said, as if chiding a child, ‘Darling, please come to your senses. We’re talking about your child.

  Abortions are dangerous. They’re illegal, and they’re expensive. Surely you don’t want to put me through that?’




  ‘If it’s a question of money,’ I replied, ‘I’ll pay for it.’




  She put down the phone.




  Some weeks later I had another call from her over a crackling fading line, interrupted by loud crashes, bangs and booms, as if djinns were shifting boxes around an empty house. She said there

  was a thunderstorm outside. I could barely hear her voice. She informed me that she was no longer pregnant and – much of the rest was garbled by the bad connection – seemed to be

  alluding to an obscure legend from the past. But her last words, before she put the phone down, were perfectly clear. ‘It’s not unborn children, but men like you who deserve to die. I

  promise you, there will be retribution!’




  Two arrived shortly after this, to share an evening with me – arrived with hair in rats’ tails, clothes soaked from getting caught in a twilight downpour. I told her about the

  call.




  ‘Retribution!’ she said. ‘Is she threatening to kill you?’




  I told her how I’d said to One, ‘What is this? A death threat? Am I in danger? Should I get a gun and keep it under my bed?’




  Two laughed. Nine months passed.




  And so I am drawn back, reluctantly, to the moment I have been dreading, to the sea, the crying of birds, and the heat. Lying on my bed, longing for the cool touch of fingers other than my own

  on my body, I wish that things had turned out differently. With One out of the way, Two has become a bore. She yatters endlessly about marriage, but unlike One, has found no way to twist my arm. I

  am desperate to be rid of her. I have tried to damp things down. I told her we should test our feelings by not seeing each other for a month. Reluctantly, she agreed. We are halfway through our

  month apart, but she writes to me every day, her letters growing steadily more desperate, about the futility of continuing in her marriage and how she can’t bear the idea of life without me.

  She is ready, she says, to sacrifice everything, to do something drastic. Her greatest fear is that I no longer want her. Her letters repeat themselves. The last few have gone unopened into the box

  under my bed. Soon I will have to face Two, endure her rage, her tears and her ‘something drastic’. The month is almost over and the evil moment can’t much longer be deferred.




  Stretched on my bed, what I do not know is that my future has already been decided. Registering a distant ring, I have no inkling of who is at the front door of my flat, is about to open the

  door of my bedroom, that I will have time only to snatch up a towel before I find myself staring into the black eye of a revolver, that I am already halfway through the last minute of my life.




  





  I MAYA




  





  THE SILVER GANESH (AMBONA, 1958)




  My mother Maya, who was a storyteller – her name, aptly, means ‘illusion’ – used to say that writers have a special responsibility to the world because

  they have the power to change it. They must be careful how they tell their tales, and to whom, for storytelling is an act whose effects are incalculable and endless.




  Only now as I pick up my own fountain-pen do I begin to understand why my mother never told this story herself.




  It was always there. I can trace its threads in the pattern of my childhood, as far back as those evenings of the late fifties in India, when Maya was surrounded by her clever

  friends – artists, musicians, film-makers – in our drawing room full of candles (kept for power cuts, but used regardless) and . . . in my mind’s eye I see bottles

  of wine, but this is the memory playing tricks. Forty years ago there were no Indian wines. Nowadays grapes may grow on the slopes of the Ambona Hills, but in those days an untouched forest covered

  them, and Maya’s guests had to do their merrymaking with whisky distilled in Bangalore and obtained, on my father’s account, from the naval stores.




  Music, laughter, intense discussion, this is what I remember, my mother moving round the room in a silk sari that changed colour as the light caught it, putting a record on the gramophone,

  pulling a book off a shelf to show someone, holding a match to an incense stick, calling to Yelliya, our surly South Indian cook, to bring the food. Dinner was rarely served before midnight. How

  Maya loved those gatherings. She wore a large red kumkum dot in the middle of her forehead and this seemed to accentuate her eyes, which were dark and huge and shone with excitement as she talked.

  I would creep out of bed and hang, half-hidden in a curtain, watching and listening. I was always caught, of course, and dragged in my pyjamas before the company to be scolded and petted and

  praised, after which I would be allowed to sit for a while, with a glass of lemon squash, listening to the conversation.




  Thinking of the story I have now to begin, a particular night from that time comes to mind; the night my mother told her tale of The Silver Ganesh. She was talking to a

  bear of a man with a beard that lay like a bib upon his chest. He wore the long muslin kurta that is practically a uniform for Bengali intellectuals. A twig-like pipe stuck from his hairy mouth.

  His name was Babul Roy and I remember thinking how funny it was that they called him ‘Bubbles’. Bubbles was in those days an arty and rather unsuccessful film director and Maya was

  eager to tell him about her new story. (It was her screenplay period, cinema was exciting, Satyajit Ray had just released Pather Panchali, two of her scripts had recently

  made it to the screen.)




  ‘How should we behave,’ my mother was saying, ‘when we don’t know what the result of our actions will be? Not even don’t know, can’t

  know?’




  ‘You won’t catch me with this bait again,’ said Bubbles, sucking on his pipe in a way that made it chuckle in sympathy. ‘This is your favourite impossible

  question.’




  Catch with this bait . . . ? Did Bubbles really say that? It seems unlikely, but is what comes to mind – my eight-year-old brain was obsessed with fishing. In any case, Maya

  got what she wanted, which was not an answer, but the chance to launch into her plot.




  ‘Let’s make you the hero of the story,’ she said. ‘One day you leave your house and, outside, find a street-boy being beaten by two policemen. They have tied his wrists

  to your railings and are thrashing him with lathis. He’s the same age as Bhalu here, but a lot smaller. He’s howling. His dirty face is streaked with tears. When they see you the

  policemen stop. You ask what the hell they’re doing. They say they are interrogating him because they suspect he may be about to break into your house. You, decent

  soul, are outraged. You order them to release him. They grumble that people like you are the first to complain about crime, and now you’re stopping them doing their job. Ten rupees shuts them

  up.’




  ‘Ten rupees? I wouldn’t give those bahinchods ten annas,’ said Bubbles.




  ‘Not even ten pice!’ I shouted. It was a horrible story. I felt sorry for the boy. I could feel the blows of the policemen’s sticks landing on my head

  and back. Bubbles, who had forgotten I was listening, was mortified. He said to me, ‘Hey Bhalu, champ, you forget what I just said.’




  ‘He already knows that word,’ said my mother. ‘You should hear his grandfather. My God! Every second syllable!’




  My father’s parents had come down from Kumharawa to visit us in Bombay before we moved to the hills. The old man complained about every bahinchod thing. The fruit, the fish, the

  vegetables. He quarrelled with the bahinchod dhobi and the twice-bahinchod milkman. This isn’t the right moment to tell the story about the cow. After they left I missed him horribly, and

  Maya said she had forgotten how coarse village ways were.




  ‘So, anyway,’ she resumed, ‘you take the boy inside, and tell your servants to feed him. They, of course, think you’ve gone mad.’




  Bubbles nodded. I was fascinated by the way his pipe shot out little cannonballs of smoke, like the engines that chuffed through Ambona station.




  ‘He eats like the starving animal he is. You ask him about his family, life on the street, but he won’t talk. He doesn’t trust you. What he does do is ask you for money. You

  give him five rupees. After he leaves, you discover that your silver Ganesh is missing.’




  ‘And the servants say, “See, I told you so” . . .’




  ‘Your servants urge you to report the theft,’ said Maya.




  ‘Otherwise suspicion falls on them.’




  ‘You’re angry, of course, about the statue, the boy’s contempt for your kindness, but mostly with yourself for being bourgeois enough to think that one decent act can erase a

  lifetime’s brutality. Reluctantly, you go to the police station . . .’




  ‘While you’re there the kid and his gang come back and clean out the rest of your silver . . .’




  ‘No, no!’ said Maya. Looking back, I see her trying to hide her irritation at these constant and asinine interruptions. Poor woman, she didn’t know it, but she was wasting her

  time. Bubbles Roy would make one more lacklustre ‘social’ movie before diving into the popular ‘filmi’ culture of the sixties. Could she have looked ten years ahead and seen

  the titles on which his director’s credit would appear – Meri Manzil, Gawaar, Sadhu Sadhini, and the

  risible but hugely popular Sheikh Peeru – she would not have bothered. But we are still in 1958. Everything is possible.




  ‘No, no!’ said Maya. ‘Wait. A fortnight later the silver statue reappears. No one can explain how, or why. All along, the boy was innocent. You misjudged him, and now

  you’ve set the police on his back, with a real crime to bend their lathis on. You feel wretched. You must stop them. You decide to trace the boy, find him before the police do. The foolish

  hope revives that your kindness may, after all, have made a difference. You tell yourself fate has ordained you to do something significant for this child. You fantasise.

  You’ll clothe him, make sure he has enough to eat. Send him to school. Maybe he should live under your roof . . .’




  Bubbles was still nodding. Only now does it occur to me that here was the seed for his sentimental and nauseating Gawaar (Yokel, 1965, Dev

  Anand stars as a childless philanthropist who, against the wishes of his wife, played by Vijayantimala, adopts an orphaned village boy).




  ‘. . . But first you must find him. You send your servants out looking. They report that he has vanished. You go yourself. But where do you start looking for one small boy in a

  city like ours?’




  ‘It would make a most cinematic sequence,’ said Bubbles, and began to sketch out the camera hunting through angles of light and shade in the hopeless alleys and chawls of back-street

  Bombay.




  ‘Your search becomes an obsession,’ my mother informed him. ‘Day after day you return home defeated. You sit and brood. Then, being a storyteller, you sit down at your desk and

  begin to write. But in your tale it is the boy who creeps back to replace the statue before disappearing into the teeming back-streets. In your story too, you begin a

  search for the boy. Now there are two searches going on. The one in real life and the one in your story. Our movie follows both. We intercut between them . . .’




  In my mind’s eye I see the boy leave Babul Roy’s house with its stone gateposts and creep past the wrought-iron railings where he’d been tied. His wrists are raw, circled by

  weals raised by the rough coir strands. He peers nervously up and down the street. Maybe the cops waited nearby, went somewhere for tea and paan, biding their time. But the coast is clear. Now that

  he has escaped, is no longer in the power of the black-bearded man with the weird wooden chillum, he starts to sniffle. His shoulders hurt. There is a lump on his head where the police sticks

  repeatedly hit. It’s painful, a hillock compared to the tiny lumps raised by the sucking of lice, but his fingers can’t feel it well under the matted hair. The boy begins to run,

  looking behind. He is afraid. The police, as they left, threatened to get him. He runs for a few hundred yards along this sedate street, its tall houses growing quietly shabbier, and reaches a main

  road where the traffic roars. We are near the big market. Men pushing handcarts piled with melons, wooden crates, wicker baskets of chickens, shove through a confusion of bell-jangling bikes,

  lorries with roped-on loads of sacks and boxes, buses with oily aromatic exhausts, swarms of black and yellow taxis. The boy calls out to a pair of Sikhs who are riding scooters side by side, each

  with a shalwared, dupatta’d wife sidesaddle behind, clinging to his waist, the women facing each other so they can talk. All four ignore him. An old man, lifting the corner of his dhoti clear

  of the ground, begins to thread a route across the road. The boy darts to his side and uses him as a moving shelter. The old fellow barks at him and the boy grins. On the other side they stand

  together and something passes between them. I think the old man has given him a coin. The boy walks freely now, and no longer looks behind. Without my knowing how, it has become evening. I follow

  him along the main road, past the entrance to a busy railway station, where he stops for a moment and speaks to a beggar girl about his own age. She has a sweet face and is wearing a ragged, but

  clean, red dress. He wanders inside, through the throng of home-bound commuters, onto a platform where a man – he might be drunk, or perhaps dying – lies sprawled, urinating, the pool

  of his piss spreading away from him. The boy ignores him, skips over the yellow streams and leaves the station by a different exit, emerging onto a lesser road where traffic is passing. A few yards

  along a man is lying on a step outside a shop, wrapped up for the night in a dirty cotton shroud. He is coughing. The boy takes this street, passing a row of shops selling cheap gold bangles,

  perfume merchants – all mirrors and Islamic calligraphy – and a clinic where women with covered heads queue patiently to be seen by the compounder. Some handcarts, like wheeled seesaws,

  are pulled up by the wall. Perched on the end of one of these, a pretty woman is trying to persuade her baby to drink something from a steel glass. The baby chuckles and throws the glass into the

  gutter. The woman reaches down, retrieves it, wipes it on her sari and tries again. The baby throws it down. The boy stops, picks up the glass. Is he going to run off with it? He hands it back to

  the mother. After about a mile he steps into a side lane, its first few dozen yards brightly lit, with shops on either side: cloth merchants, a shop full of pots and pans with a row of aluminium

  buckets hanging above its entrance, an open-front café from which film music blares, where they are frying pakoras in a huge curved pan. The boy stops, and motions with his hand to his

  mouth. The cook reaches down with his ladle and flips a pakora sizzling through the air. The boy catches it, cries out in pain, and the man laughs to see him juggling to save it. He continues past

  a bicycle repair place, a tinsmith, a shop empty save for a fat man in dhoti and vest asleep on a string bed, fingers clasped on his stomach rising and falling with the swell of his belly. Nearby,

  a child squatting in the gutter is setting fire to some paper, watching the burning flakes float upward. Light from a street-lamp catches her hair, haloing it golden. Further on the shops give way

  to a row of brick hovels, and the road surface is pitted, muddy, as though the municipality doesn’t bother here. There are puddles (it must be monsoon time), his bare feet tread through the

  slush. He walks without hesitating, a small figure caught now and again in the glow of a street-lamp. His hand goes to his mouth, he is still eating the pakora. There is a haze of woodsmoke in the

  air. The lamps grow fewer, their dull spillages of light at first one, then two hundred yards apart, until at last they peter out. Now the only illumination is the dim flicker from doorways. People

  passing are shapes in the gloom. Five men are sitting on a string bed with their knees drawn up, backs to a brick wall, five points of orange fire in the darkness. Somewhere, dogs are snarling. The

  boy ducks into an alley, a few feet wide, margined by clogged gutters, that leads away between shacks made haphazardly of wood and beaten-out tin cans. Some are roofed with dry coconut fronds

  weighted down with tyres. Inside one of these, glimpsed by the smoky light of a kerosene lamp, a woman with a cruel face is nursing a baby. In a brighter hut, lit by a naked bulb, a man is chopping

  meat with a cleaver, casting lumps of flesh into a pile. Shreds hang from his fingers like snot on the nails of an inexpert nose-blower. Blood has pooled on the floor. It trickles out of the open

  doorway, leaks in black veins into a drain full of furry growths. I notice that where a patch of light falls through a door, the boy steps round it, passes on the shadow side. Some way ahead, a

  single bulb emits a feeble tobacco glow. Beyond, the alley dwindles to a muddy path and the plank-and-can shacks give way to dwellings hung with rags, plastic sheets and torn sacks. It is becoming

  hard to see. The boy hurries on, and then he’s gone. The alley has come to an end, debouched into darkness. Blind air thick with the stench of garbage reaches my nostrils, and nearby,

  incongruously, the scent of cobra-jasmine. My eyes acclimatise to a wide, rubbish-strewn space, across which smoke is blowing. Weeds and broken bricks catch my feet as I cross the uneven ground

  towards a well of deeper darkness, a perfectly round hole in the night. It is the empty mouth of a concrete pipe, a yard across, that must have been lying here a long time, because beneath its

  curve a lantana bush has grown up. Moths fly up in a cloud from its tiny, bitter flowers . . .




  ‘The poor go unheard,’ my mother was saying, ‘We know nothing of their lives, but they touch ours at every point. Our stories are rooted in their silence. Our

  characters enter bearing scars from untold tales and leave to pursue unguessable adventures. So you just can’t say, “My story starts here.” It’s older than you. It has a

  thousand beginnings, each of them in someone else’s life. You can’t say, “It ends here.” What you do reverberates after you’re gone. Who knows where it ends?’

  She was speaking in Hindi and one phrase sticks clearly in my mind – ‘Hamari kahaniyan apné aaramb sé pahlé aaramb hotin hain, aur apné

  anta ké baad tak jaari rahtin hain’ – ‘Our stories begin before their beginnings and continue beyond their ends.’ Switching to English, she added,

  ‘Really there are no individual stories, only the story, coiling and weaving through all our lives.’




  ‘What do you say, Bhalu?’ asked Bubbles, turning to me. ‘Is your mother right? Does what she’s saying apply to all stories, or only to true

  stories? What about fiction? What about a story that deliberately tells lies? What about fairy tales?’




  I thought about this for a long time, then said, ‘I don’t know, Uncle. What is the answer?’ Bubbles laughed so much he had a coughing fit and had to give his pipe to Maya to

  hold. It was in her hand when she led me back to my bed. As we went I could hear Bubbles still laughing and the boom of his voice.




  ‘What is the answer? Wah! Such innocence!’




  Such innocence! It ought to be my epitaph. I was in awe of my beautiful, clever mother and it took me a long time to realise that she was not as brilliant and successful as I

  imagined her to be. Her aphorisms, which sounded profound to a child, and inspired loyalty enough to figure in the diaries of my student years, came gradually to seem like old lovers for whom one

  can remember having felt passion, but not why.




  ‘The past is never finished with,’ she once told me, ‘because the present is its perpetually unfolding consequence.’




  I remember all Maya’s stories, but the one I loved best – it still moves and horrifies me – was Silver Ganesh. I don’t mean the film they made

  of it, Doraaha (Two Ways, 1962 – not, incidentally, directed by Bubbles Roy), but the tale as told that night in Ambona more than forty

  years ago. It haunts me, the image of that child walking alone into the dark. For years I have followed him in dreams and in obscure byways of the waking imagination. Always, I lose him. Always,

  the blackness is pricked by points of wavering light and I find myself back in our candle-lit drawing room, with its book-lined walls, Persian carpets, and carvings that were once part of Goan

  churches and South Indian temples; back among the chink of glasses and the sweet smoke of cobra jasmine.




  Maya would later claim that she had based her screenplay on something a friend had told her, and couldn’t remember whether the whole thing had been invented, but in truth I no longer

  recall more than a few images she conjured that night for Bubbles Roy.




  When I think of that boy now, it’s my own memories I see.




  





  BURNING ANGEL (LEWES/LONDON, SEPTEMBER 1998)




  I was making a cup of tea in my bookshop in Lewes (if you know the High Street you would recognise it at once, it is one of those crooked timber houses made from the bones of

  old sailing ships, more or less opposite the castle), when the phone rang. It was Maya, to tell me about an interesting new play at the Royal Court. As an afterthought, she informed me that she was

  dying.




  ‘I don’t want you to make a fuss, Bhalu,’ she said, not giving me a chance to interject. ‘These things happen. As I was saying, it’s just the author on stage

  talking about his visit to Palestine and the people he met. Jew and Arab both.’




  ‘Oh!’




  ‘If it’s any good, I’ll write to Zafyque. He could adapt it for Bombay—’




  ‘Wait!’




  My immediate thought was that she was testing my powers of repartee. It may seem odd to have had such a consideration at such a moment, but my mother had a wicked streak of – what? Humour?

  Mischief? She loved saying things to cause commotion and I could never be sure, when she behaved outrageously, whether she was being droll, or engaging in some subtle form of banter and I had

  missed the point. She was notorious for spiking conversations, when talking to people she disliked or who were boring her, with what she called ‘durrellisms’ – remarks like

  ‘We live by selected fictions,’ or ‘Truth is what most contradicts itself in time’ – always adding with a sweet smile, ‘Don’t you agree?’ She once

  gave my father, who prided himself on being an expert crossword solver, a cryptic clue, something like ‘Backwards leaning platonic in catastrophic endgame (8–3),’ and watched him

  puzzle over it for three months. There was of course no answer. Shortly before we moved to the forest-covered hills of Ambona, my father joined the Bombay Natural History Society and attended

  lectures on birdspotting. Maya found this hugely amusing. ‘What’s that?’ she would ask, pointing to a tree, in order to hear him reply, ‘Oh, just some sort of brown

  bird.’




  She had decided that I must be educated properly, which to her meant the Russian authors. (India was in the honeymoon stage of its affair with the Soviet Union.) We had Russian children’s

  books, and I know Russian tales – Baba Yaga the Witch, The Malachite Casket, The Adventures of Dunno – far

  better than the Brothers Grimm. At the age of eight she started me on Gorky and when I complained that Childhood was depressing (it opened with a funeral) she said

  sharply, ‘Don’t be so childish!’ then broke into giggles and said, ‘Oh, but I keep forgetting, you are a child!’ Paradoxically, as I grew

  older she perfected the knack of making me feel more and more like one. All of these things were subsumed in my replies of, ‘Oh!’ and ‘Wait!’ Then I collected myself and

  said, ‘What do you mean, these things happen? This isn’t exactly an everyday occurrence.’




  ‘I told you I don’t want a fuss,’ said my mother, with a testy edge to her voice. ‘I was not feeling well. In my dream a burning angel folded me in its

  wings . . .’ She allowed a silence to let this enigmatic statement sink in and then, to my astonishment said, ‘Bhalu, you remember when Zafyque came to London and told us

  about the riots? All those years he’d lived in Bombay, it was the first time he’d ever felt unsafe—’




  ‘Maya!’




  ‘—the mobs were going to areas like Malabar Hill looking for Muslims. Poor Zafyque kept an iron bar by the door of his flat.’




  ‘Oh, Zafyque is all actor,’ I said sourly, remembering the visit, his insistence that we all go to see a trans-gender Othello in which the Moor was played

  by a petite actress, and how ludicrous was the scene where she smothered a hulking male Desdemona:




  

    

      



          DESDEMONA: (bass-voiced, blond-bearded, in striped pyjamas)




          O, banish me, my lady, but kill me not!




          OTHELLO: (slim, wearing lacy negligée, brandishing pillow)




          Down, strumpet!




      


    


  




  and how Zafyque had entertained us all in the trattoria afterwards by flirting with the waitress in what he imagined to be an Italian accent. As Maya segued into memories of

  Bombay in the mid-fifties, when she had been a member of Zafyque’s Theatre Troupe, my feelings were a mixture of irritation, worry, resentment and relief. When my mother babbled, it meant she

  was invoking a tabu and the real, forbidden subject must not be mentioned, except on her terms. Thus had it always been. We must never, for example, allude to her strange

  marriage. Although she had not lived with my father for twenty-five years, and had clapped eyes on him only once in the last dozen, they were still officially man and wife. In the early seventies

  she had followed me and my sisters to England, where we had been sent for our education, on the grounds that children should not be in a strange country without a parent, but when Suki, the

  youngest, graduated, she showed no sign of wanting to leave, thus effectively making sure that we also stayed. Such violent upheavals in a family do not occur without reason, but what the reason

  was she would never tell us, save only that after two decades of marriage she had tired of my father’s irritating habit of stroking his moustache, his obsession with roses and his lack of

  interest in his children. She had not sought a divorce, she said, because it was unthinkable in our family. There was no more she would say on the subject, except to drop the occasional

  grenade.




  ‘Your father has got a woman!’ she announced once, when we were gathered for lunch at her flat. ‘Homi wrote to warn me. What should I do?’




  ‘Go back and be a wife to him?’ my sister Suki suggested. She had always had a soft spot for poor old Captain Sahib. But Maya glared and the discussion was guillotined. She had

  never, so far as we knew, taken a lover herself, although one of her closest friends was an elderly Greek gentleman, a Mr Sefiriades, an expert in early Christian apocrypha, with whom she lunched

  regularly and had once joined on an over-sixties’ cruise to Ephesus and Patmos, ‘Separate cabins, no hanky panky’.




  So I did not know what to make of this latest drama except that it was probably another false alarm. I remember her phoning once in the middle of the night screaming that the man downstairs was

  trying to break into her flat. In fact the poor chap was ringing her bell and banging desperately on her door to tell her she had left her bath running and it was about to bring his ceiling

  down.




  ‘Anyway,’ said my mother, ‘I can’t stay here talking, Marjorie’s coming to lunch. Come and see me.’ Click. Whirrr.




  I reached London in the grey pigeon-light of a September dusk. Maya’s flat was in one of those overheated mansion blocks round the back of Sloane Square. Coming out of

  the tube station I saw the Royal Court was running a play called Via Dolorosa and wondered if it was the one she had mentioned. I would have gone over, but the foyer was

  full of smart people and I was suddenly aware of being still in my bookseller’s gear, baggy jumper holed at the elbows, trousers with knees like ears. I hate being conspicuous. If I had been

  wearing a suit and the theatre had been thronged with shabby second-hand booksellers I would still have avoided it.




  I knocked and let myself into Maya’s flat, and found her sitting up in bed flicking through a magazine. She was wearing lipstick, as if expecting visitors. Her eyes were made up as they

  had been ever since I could remember, swipes of kohl lifting the outer edges to emphasise their hugeness. I had always thought this made her beautiful when she was young; it did not seem

  incongruous at seventy-six, although her hair was white and there were deep lines running down either side of her mouth. She looked up, and performed a small moue of unexpected pleasure.




  ‘So you have come.’




  ‘Well, naturally. What did you expect?’




  She offered her cheek to be kissed. I perched on her bed and held out the bunch of flowers I had bought at the tube station, a spray of freesias wrapped in cellophane.




  ‘How lovely,’ she said, not taking them. ‘Put them in some water. You’ll find a vase in the kitchen.’




  With what adeptness she could turn me back into a small boy, stupid and awkward, always doing the wrong thing. I found a pot, sluiced some water in and stood the flowers on her bedside

  table.




  She leaned over and wrinkled her nose. ‘Wonderful. It always reminds me of mogri. You remember there was a wild one growing by the door in Ambona and it perfumed

  the whole house.’




  There seemed nothing wrong with her and again I felt that familiar mixture of irritation and relief.




  ‘Come nearer.’ Her kiss settled like a fly on my cheek. ‘I don’t want you to be upset,’ she said. ‘That’s not why I telephoned. But I wanted to see you.

  How are Katy and the lovely I & I?’




  ‘Katy sends her love.’ Our twin daughters were in Greece. I & I. Imogen and Isobel. We’d had a postcard from Crete. ‘Maya, what has happened?’




  She sighed and leaned back on her pillows, shading her eyes as if the light hurt them. ‘Now Bhalu, please, no fuss. You know how I hate all that blather. As a

  matter of fact, I want to discuss my will.’




  She must have misinterpreted my expression, because she said, ‘Don’t look so horrified. It’s a good Hindu tradition to execute your will before you

  die. The idea is to get rid of all your stuff, make sure your duties are done. To depart without leaving a trace.’




  ‘You’re not departing. You’ve just had flu.’




  ‘Your sisters are coming over later. We’ll settle who’s having what and you can start taking it away. All these things,’ she said, waving her arm. ‘I want them all

  gone.’




  I looked round the shabby room, full of relics of her past. It was furnished in a stubbornly Indian manner, as if she were trying to pretend she had not spent the last quarter of a century in

  England. From one corner, perched on a carved pillar, a gilded angel stared at us, its hands thrust forward cupping nothingness. Once they had held a beeswax candle to light a Goan church. Beside

  it, on a small table, stood a cage from which came a sudden scutter of wings. For as long as I could remember, my mother had kept bulbuls. She played old gramophone records to them, hoping that one

  day they might open their beaks and sing like Bhimsen Joshi. It occurred to me that these things had combined to fan her fever into a nightmare.




  ‘I’ll move the candlestick. Let me put it in the other room.’




  ‘Take it away with you,’ she said. ‘I want you and Katy to have it anyway . . . Great-grandfather’s case of butterflies, take that too. I’m leaving

  Khurram and Mumtaz in your care. Promise you’ll look after them.’ Her bulbuls. ‘But leave them until after I’m gone.’




  I can’t bear to cage birds. If they really did outlive her, they could take their chances in the Sussex woods.




  ‘Maya, why are you so sure that—?’




  She said, ‘Don’t start again. I warned you not to get upset.’




  ‘I’m not upset. I want to know what the doctor said.’




  ‘I have already told you.’ She picked up her magazine. It was one of the Indian titles – Stardust, Filmfare – she had

  delivered from the ABC in Southall, ‘to keep track of my friends in the monkey business’, by which she meant the Bombay movie industry. ‘People from a time when Indian cinema

  could have become something worthwhile,’ she used to say. ‘Before all this Bollywood nonsense.’ Most of the people she had known, however, Shailendra, Guru Dutt, A.K. Abbas,

  Bubbles Roy, were dead.




  ‘Pan made a fuss too,’ said Maya. Panaghiotis Sefiriades, her Greek boyfriend. Extraordinary that she should have given him her news before her children. ‘When I told him he

  urged me to pray.’




  ‘Maya, I don’t believe you’ve seen a doctor.’




  ‘We Hindus don’t have the comfort of the confessional and wiping the slate clean at a stroke. It isn’t that simple. I have never understood the store that Christians set by

  sincerity of repentance. Sincerity changes nothing. It’s insulting. What use is regret when one’s actions are already at work in the world? I told Pan, it is not dying that frightens

  me, but thinking of what I’ve set in train. Things done, things undone.’




  ‘You haven’t seen a doctor, have you?’




  She sighed. ‘Honestly, Bhalu, it’s impossible to discuss anything with you. As a matter of fact he was here this morning.’




  ‘What did he say?’




  ‘He told me what I told you.’




  ‘I mean, what was his diagnosis? What is wrong?’




  ‘I don’t know.’




  ‘How on earth can you not know?’




  ‘I didn’t ask. I don’t want to know. I said to him, “Are you sure? Is there any possibility of a mistake?” And he said no. So that was that. That’s

  all.’




  ‘Surely something can be done. A second opinion, if we know what’s wrong.’




  ‘What is wrong? Why do you keep on asking what is wrong? Nothing is wrong. I’m seventy-six. Isn’t that enough?’




  ‘Grandfather lived to be ninety-six.’




  ‘Yes and you know what they used to say in Kumharawa?’ she retorted. ‘That the old man lived so long because he was so fond of you. He was hanging on, waiting for your visits,

  which never came. And when you did go it was because he’d given up.’




  My grandfather’s funeral, twelve years earlier, was the last time either of us had seen my father.




  ‘This is ridiculous,’ I said, determined not to let her change the subject. ‘I’ve never heard of a doctor making such pronouncements without a second opinion. You say he

  came here? What tests did he perform?’




  ‘He felt my pulse.’




  ‘Hardly conclusive.’




  ‘And read my palm,’ said my mother defiantly.




  ‘My God!’ I suddenly realised what she had done. ‘You called in Srinuji.’




  ‘Well, of course. I had a fever and that dream – an angel with wings of fire. I had a headache like monkeys crouched on each shoulder pounding nails into my skull. Look!’ She

  leaned forward. ‘One on this side, one on that. Little faces fringed with fur. Nasty sharp teeth. Small orange eyes.’




  ‘Srinuji! What did he do, chant mantras over you?’




  ‘Their nails, I fancy, punch neat holes through which ideas leak away. There are worrying blanks in my thoughts, sometimes even in sentences. A word I have known all my life is no longer

  there when I need it. There are gaps in memory too.’




  ‘Let me call the doctor,’ I said, getting up to do so.




  ‘What for? I am taking Srinuji’s ghee naswaar.’




  ‘Oh, for God’s sake. I meant your real doctor.’




  ‘Real? You mean western? What does he know about medicine?’




  ‘You could at least let him take a look.’




  ‘Don’t be silly,’ she said. ‘There is nothing he can do.’




  ‘He could give you some pills for your headache.’




  Maya hunched her shoulders and lowered her head to hide her face. Her body began to shake. It took me a few seconds to work out that she was laughing.




  ‘Oh Bhalu, you are so funny. Pills for my headache! And please tell me, what pills will he give for my karma?’




  





  KARMA




  Srinuji was her astrologer, an elderly, bleary person who moved in a pother of stars and planets, aspects, ascendants and exaltations, and was held by her in unfathomable

  regard. His pudding-basin belly rode on two stick legs. Trousers belted tightly just beneath the breast pocket swallowed up most of his shirt front. A scrawny neck and thrust-forward head, mouth

  often crimsoned by paan, gave him the air of a short-sighted but bloodthirsty tortoise with its shell on back-to-front. He had originally been her accountant, but as he aged and his interests

  inclined more and more to the supernatural he started offering his clients mystical as well as financial consultations. Maya took to asking his advice about her personal affairs and when my sisters

  and I protested she said, ‘I won’t allow you to laugh at him. He is a remarkable man.’




  Certainly he was, and became more so. He grew the moustache and straggly beard of a tortoise patriarch, abandoned his cheap jacket and shabby overcoat (which used to make him look like one of

  those old Asian men you see sitting on benches in Southall, lost in baffled contemplation of their cold, grey lives), threw a shawl round his shoulders like a Himalayan baba and began wearing a

  necklace of rudhraksh beads wrinkled as scrotums.




  Over the last few years Srinuji had come to see himself as the spiritual godfather of our family. We would receive cards at Holi, Diwali and New Year, always signed ‘Srijunis’. My

  sisters and I learned to feel dismay whenever his name was mentioned, yet my mother had a great deal of time for him and introduced him to Panaghiotis, who also seemed to find much in him to

  respect.




  ‘Pan says Srinuji is a gymnosophist,’ Maya told us.




  ‘What does he mean by that?’




  ‘I have no idea at all,’ she replied, smiling.




  Never underestimate the resources of a bookseller. A quick forage through my shelves produced a tatty volume of the OED. (The compact edition, micrographically

  reproduced four-pages-to-a-page, cocked spine, bumped corners, sadly minus magnifying glass – lor, the work involved in cataloguing my so-called best stock.) The magnifying glass being lost,

  I deciphered the tiny text with the help of a milk bottle, found in the kitchen at the back of the shop, which had first to be rinsed and then held, half-full of water, at a tilt above the page. Of

  course it dripped, thereby further diminishing the book’s value, but revealed that the gymnosophists were ‘a sect of ancient Hindu philosophers of ascetic habits (known to the Greeks

  from the reports of the companions of Alexander) who wore little or no clothing, denied themselves meat and gave themselves up to mystical contemplation’; none of which shed any light on the

  enigma of Srinuji (who I could not imagine naked or performing yoga), nor explained his hold over my mother. Then one day the mystery was solved. I let myself in to Maya’s flat and discovered

  them sitting on the sofa side by side. They leapt apart and I thought, Oh, surely not! Not Srinuji! But Maya explained in a rather embarrassed voice that he had asked to hear some of her poems.




  ‘I had no idea you were interested in poetry,’ I said. I had always imagined Srinuji’s reading stopped at shastras and tantras and magazines like The

  Urinologist.




  ‘Your mother is a great woman!’ he exclaimed. ‘It is a privilege to sit at the feet of someone who has achieved so much. Who has known the great ones of our culture.’




  So that was it. A writer who had abruptly stopped work at the very edge of success and produced nothing new for twenty years had at last found an audience in this solitary fan.




  ‘I’m afraid I have been boring Mr Srinuji with my stories of long ago,’ said Maya.




  He laid his hand on hers. ‘Maya-ji, you are incapable of being boring.’




  But there was something else, unsaid, between them . . .




  Recently, he had made the baffling decision to shave off his moustache. The combination of naked upper lip and beard, a style favoured by Muslims, all but unknown among Hindus,

  made him more peculiar than ever.




  ‘I won’t allow you to laugh at Srinuji,’ my mother had once said. Now she was sitting up in bed, laughing at me.




  ‘You are an appalling woman.’




  This seemed to strike her as even funnier. She laughed until she was sobbing, heehawing for breath, and the gasps caught in her throat and turned into a fit of coughing. ‘Oh, oh,

  oh . . . Bhalu, you are a great fool. Just like your father – that’s what he used to say.’




  ‘All this tamaasha turns out to be only Srinuji!’




  This set her off again. Eventually she found a handkerchief and blew her nose. ‘Poor Srinuji. Of course! It’s his fault that I am ill. He must be more careful in future. If Katy

  falls off her horse tomorrow, or if you catch cold, he’ll be to blame.’




  ‘Don’t be silly, Mother. It’s Srinuji who has made you believe, if you really do, that you are . . . that you’re . . .’




  ‘Bhalu, if you dislike tamaasha, don’t create one.’ (Tamaasha, used in Hindi/Urdu to signify ado-about-nothing, a stagy uproar.)




  ‘Well, I’m not the one who’s behaving irrationally.’




  ‘I didn’t want a fuss. I detest hysterics,’ she said, picking up a hand-mirror and peering at it to check whether the kohl had run from her eyes. ‘What possible good can

  it do, all that rushing around, hair-tearing and hullabaloo? It robs one of dignity and makes a difficult thing harder to bear.’ She folded her hanky, drew one corner into a peak, licked it,

  and applied it to a smudge.




  Was that a hint of tears? She could be such an actress. After her peculiar phone call I’d rung Katy and told her what had happened, that I was catching the next train to London and would

  probably stay the night with one of my sisters. ‘Do you think she’s really ill?’ asked Katy, with the scepticism of one who had been Maya’s daughter-in-law for twenty-two

  years.




  So I looked at my mother, who had composed herself on her pillows like a small, outraged but defiant, owl.




  ‘Sorry, Ma, no sympathy. See a proper doctor, or don’t expect me to believe you’re . . .’




  ‘I’m what? What upsets you more? That word you can’t utter? Or that I made the vulgar error of telling you?’




  ‘Don’t be like that.’




  ‘I thought you’d want to come and see me. So sorry to waste your time. Mr Very Important Bookseller.’




  ‘Oh please!’ I said. Let her not start about bookselling. ‘I came running, didn’t I, when I got your call? But you must see, this stuff of Srinuji’s, karma,

  palm-readings . . .’




  ‘One day, Bhalu, you’ll realise what a friend Srinuji has been to this family.’




  ‘Ah yes, the family witchdoctor.’




  ‘As for karma, you of all people should know what I mean.’




  ‘I’ve never understood.’




  ‘Poor boy, my karma is this room and everything in it. Which includes you . . . And now, as my eldest son, it’s your duty to make sure my wishes are honoured.

  It’s not much to ask. I’m doing you a favour by dying in England. You realise that if we were still in India you’d have to crack my skull.’




  ‘You are incorrigible.’




  ‘You think I’m joking? Don’t tell me you’ve forgotten Grandfather’s funeral.’




  ‘As you please,’ I said stiffly.




  After this we sat in a silence broken only by intermittent and dispirited whistling from the bulbuls in their cage. Outside, it had grown dark. I went and stood at the window. From its bay I

  could see the lights of the theatre, the crowd on the pavement outside. A taxi with a yellow cyclops-eye turned into the square followed by another, its eye put out, which pulled up below. I

  wondered if it would disgorge my sisters. If they came soon I could still get a train back to Sussex. But a young couple got out.




  A curious keening made me turn. Maya was humming.




  ‘Bhalu, can you guess what’s been running through my head all day?’




  ‘No.’




  ‘You really can’t guess? Shall I tell you?’




  I was expecting a line from Ghalib, or perhaps something from Tolstoy, or the Upanishads. Instead she sang: ‘O doctor I’m in trouble! Well, goodness gracious me!’




  Placing one finger on the point of her chin, she cocked her head, simpered, and gave an astonishing display of eye-rolling.




  ‘My heart goes boompity boomputty boompity boomputty boompity boomputty boomboomboom . . .’




  ‘You are a complete disgrace.’




  

    

      

        

          ‘O from Delhi to Darjeeling I have done my share of healing




          And I never once was beaten or flumm-o-o-o-o-oxed . . .’


        


      


    


  




  She would sing this song to us when we were small, and had fevers, or toothache, or when we fell over and hurt ourselves.




  

    

      

        

          ‘I remember how with wunjab of my needle in the Punjab




          I cleared up beri-beri and the dreaded dysentery,




          But your complaint has got me truly foxed!’


        


      


    


  




  In spite of everything, my feelings rose up and overwhelmed me. I couldn’t help it, I never could be cross with her for long. I put my arms round her, hugged her. She

  looked pleased. I said, ‘Now, Mother, no more silliness. Let’s talk about getting you better.’




  She drew my head to her shoulder and stroked my hair as if I were a child. ‘So, so serious, Bhalu,’ she said. ‘So stiff, so solemn. You always were, even as a little

  boy.’




  What was I to do with her?




  My mother had a Hindu mind, her world organised with that genius for taxonomy which has minutely subcategorised everything from music to lovemaking – she told me once

  that she imagined the hordes of Hindu deities arrayed in rows, each god and goddess in its own little jar, like a spice, with its own special virtue, Laxmi for money, Ganesh for luck, Saraswati for

  skill with the pen – but she was unorthodox to the extreme and loved to present herself as an enigma. For example, she claimed to be an atheist, but put in daily requests to Ganesh, denying

  that this amounted to prayer. ‘It’s not that I believe in him, it’s just that my wishes always seem to be granted.’




  Maya did not see such statements as contradictions, which, in any case, she regarded as trifling obstacles to understanding. We would often hear raised voices from the room she used as an

  office, and it would be Maya arguing both sides of the case with equal vehemence. If the imagined adversary was a man, she would even put on a gruff voice to make his

  points. When we teased her about talking to herself, she claimed that the creatures of a writer’s imagination could not be counted as self, and besides, she was the

  only person she knew capable of giving her an intelligent debate.




  Among the many odd things she wished me to inherit, besides bulbuls and the case of fading butterflies that had once belonged to my great-grandfather, the Kotwal, was her view of history as a

  cascade of consequences. She did not believe in past lives or in the conventional Hindu notion of paying in the next life for the sins of this one. For her, karma was experienced every second, here

  and now, because our lives are the continuously unfolding effect of all the caroming actions ever performed by ourselves and our forbears. ‘We are born with free will, but are forced to

  expend it trying to un-live the lives of our predecessors.’




  Maya worried about our family legends as if they still haunted us, in which case we had much to fear. To her, the stories of our selfless servant Lajju, and of Nafísa Jaan, who was killed

  for being too lovely to let go (the Kotwal Sahib’s butterfly collection having been started for much the same reason) were not just tales of long ago but dark eddies in the blood.




  ‘If Lajju had not picked you up and carried you despite the bullet in him, if Nafísa hadn’t fallen in love, a luxury a woman in her profession could hardly

  afford . . .’ She rarely noticed that she said ‘picked you up’, whereas the ten-year-old boy Lajju was said to have rescued from the

  British on a battlefield in 1858 had actually been my great-great-grandfather . . .




  ‘If Grandfather’s first wife hadn’t come from a house full of smoke that ruined her lungs, she wouldn’t have died young, he wouldn’t have married again, and your

  father wouldn’t have been born. If a scorpion hadn’t fallen onto your father’s stomach as he slept in the courtyard – the night sky in Kumharawa is really quite luminous

  – and stung him fourteen times because he foolishly rolled on it – but of course he was in agony, a line of punctures, like pits of fire – he would not have been rushed to Lucknow

  to Doctor Sahib, and wouldn’t have met me. So you see, Bhalu, you owe your life to smoke and a scorpion.’




  She might as well have added, since many years would intervene between that meeting and their marriage, that had the gunners on the Scharnhorst been more accurate, had

  they used their radar instead of aiming at British gun-flashes in the nacht and nebel of the North Cape, they might have sunk my father’s cruiser during the war (Boxing Day 1943) and with it

  his as yet unimagined and unconceived heir.




  She had always been a law unto herself. When it suited her she could be thoroughly old-fashioned (deciding that her will should be executed while she was still alive) but was modern enough to

  have abandoned my father at a time when divorce was all but unthinkable for Indian women. She had been as daring, thirty years earlier, in making a love marriage. She met my father at the house of

  his uncle the Lucknow doctor, and straight away set her cap at him, a most unladylike thing to do, but as she told it, she was due to start at Isabella Thoburn College, reckoned herself the equal

  of any man and, besides, had chosen well, for Captain Sahib had the right caste and family background with prospects that any in-laws could wish. He was about to join the Royal Indian Navy, one of

  the first Indians to be selected as an officer and be sent for training in England. This was 1938, and it had taken eighty years and five generations for our family to go from being rebels to loyal

  servants of the Crown. Maya taught me the dates of my ancestors like a history teacher rehearsing parades of kings and viceroys. I still have a school ‘copy’ in which she had listed,

  for some reason reversing conventional order:




  

    

      

        

          

            	

              Bhalu the Great


            



            	

              – 1950–?


            



            	

              You


            

          




          

            	

              Captain Sahib


            



            	

              – 1918–?


            



            	

              Father


            

          




          

            	

              Bahadur Sahib


            



            	

              – 1890–?


            



            	

              Grandfather


            

          




          

            	

              Kotwal Sahib


            



            	

              – 1865–1940


            



            	

              Great-grandfather


            

          




          

            	

              Bhalu the First


            



            	

              – 1847–1915


            



            	

              Great-great-grandfather


            

          




          

            	

              Panchhazari Sahib


            



            	

              – 1823–1888


            



            	

              Great-great-great-grandfather


            

          


        


      


    


  




  Maya knew all their stories. I remember thinking how strange and sad it was that the familiar bugle call that floated out over the Bombay docks at sunset (this was before we

  moved to Ambona), and which signalled bedtime and stories to me, was the identical sound the shivering child of a century earlier must have heard rising from the enemy lines on the eve of the

  battle that would alter all our destinies. Was it also his bedtime? With what stories did Lajju stop his ears? Did the boy pray for his father and Lajju not to be killed next morning? With clenched

  fists and tightly shut eyes, already knowing how the story ended, I used to wish backwards through time for his prayers to be answered because Maya had taught me that time is an illusion and since

  history, or karma, as she thought of it, exists only in what currently manifests, it can be undone.




  ‘There is no past,’ she said, ‘because all its effects are with us now. Only appearance changes, underlying reality does not.’




  No doubt this is why she called me Balachandra, and gave me the same nickname that long-ago Lajju affectionately bestowed on that other small boy, who had begged to accompany his father to

  war.




  Bhalu, known to his playmates from an early age as Bhola Bhalu. Bhalu the Innocent. Bhalu the Fool.




  





  A STORY-SHAPED HOLE




  ‘The money is equally divided,’ said Maya. ‘There isn’t much left, but the flat will be worth a bit. My gold jewellery will go to the girls, I

  don’t expect Katy would like it. She gets my good Kashmiri shawl. I’ve left the painting of the old nawab to Suki, because she loved it as a child. The clock with the silver

  pomegranates I thought Ninu would like. I’m leaving you my books. Try not to sell them all at once.’




  ‘Of course not.’




  ‘You promise?’




  ‘If you insist.’




  ‘My books are old friends. Many of them were written by old friends. Bhalu! Next door in the bookcase is Mulk’s Untouchable. Would

  you mind . . . ? And while you’re there,’ she called after me, ‘get me a rum! . . . Oh, don’t be so stuffy, Bhalu. There are limes in the

  kitchen. Make us both one.’




  So I brought her rum the way she liked it, the old Navy way, with sugar, lime-juice and hot water in a jug, and she sent me back to her bookshelves for Gorky and Ismat Chughtai, Tolstoy, Manto

  and Lawrence, Faulkner and Qurratulain Hyder. The piles of books mounted. She laid them out on the bed, ran her fingers with fondness over them (most, noted the bookseller’s covetous eye, in

  their original paper jackets).




  Soon she was transported back to that world she had loved and left behind. Picking up a book with a bright flourish of Urdu on the cover, she cried, ‘Look at this! Majrooh’s

  Ghazals! I knew him when he was beginning to make a name for himself as a lyricist in the movies. One used to meet everyone at parties. There were endless parties in those

  days. My God, how people drank. Everyone had told Majrooh that a poet couldn’t make a living in Bombay. He was successful, but would still get depressed. People would protest, “But

  Majrooh sahib, you are doing so well.” He would always quote a line of Kabir’s: “I am selling mirrors in the city of the blind”. They sing his songs still, but nobody

  remembers his books.’




  As well as the film crowd (Charles Subramanium, who staged a bizarre public celebration of his wife’s infidelities, Shankar Rao, who threw a jug of orange squash over the Education

  Minister for saying that Meena was a worse actress than Nargis), she had known many writers of the time.




  ‘Hai, Qurru! We were together at Isabella Thoburn College. So young when she made a name for herself. And a woman! And look, here’s Ismat, who wrote Lihaaf

  and was prosecuted by the British for obscenity. What a victory that was – delicious to think that we had stepped into the modern age while our rulers were still in the Victorian era. It took

  the British sixteen more years to decide that their wives and servants could be permitted to read Lady Chatterley . . .’




  She talked and talked, about India, incidents and anecdotes, people she’d known, always about the past, the life that had ended in 1973, the year she left. Most of it I had heard before.

  Lately, like many old people, she had developed the habit of repeating herself, but listening to her, as she caressed her books and told their stories, I was struck by how passionately she had

  lived.




  ‘Sometimes I think it would have been better if the British had never left. While they remained, they united us against them. We had purpose, a sense of destiny. So exhilarating.

  Inqilaab (revolution) was in the air, victory round the corner . . . then along came Independence and ruined everything. Partition was the Crown’s

  final act of revenge for 1857. Bhalu, did you ever read Jyoti Bhatt’s story, Vengeance? No? During the riots of 1947 a very, very ancient man remembers his

  grandfather, who’d fought in the Mutiny, describing how Hindus and Muslims stood side by side in 1857, and how the British took revenge for Kanpur, or Cawnpore as they called it, by blowing

  people from the mouths of cannons, forcing them to lick blood from the road – why do you think Thrice-Great had to hide in the jungle? – the old man’s grandfather said that after

  1857 the British worked to drive a wedge between Hindus and Muslims, and that their cruellest revenge was to pass an Act in 1903 partitioning the Hindustani language, which was a richly polyglot

  tongue, into Urdu and Hindi. Urdu for Muslims, Hindi for Hindus. All traces of Persian and Arabic were to be eradicated from Hindi, and of Sanskrit from Urdu. Thus the common language, which had

  evolved to unite us, became a tool of division. But peering out of his window at the flames and mobs of 1947, the old man concludes that his grandfather was wrong, because the last revenge of the

  British Sarkar was the horrifying things happening in the lane outside his door.




  ‘Imagine, Bhalu, the lunatic irresponsibility of it. Someone draws a line on a map and one morning millions of people wake up to find themselves on the wrong side of a new border. Could no

  one have predicted that they would panic? Were they expected to abandon homes, fields, cattle, jobs, friends, children’s education? Were the British really surprised when Hindus and Muslims

  who’d lived side by side for years were filled with fear, or madness, and began cutting one another’s throats?




  ‘Across the fields of blood each side stared at the other. How had one become two? Everyone had friends on the other side. Why was it happening? Gandhi went on a fast to the death and at

  last the killing stopped. Would it resume? Was it enough? Then – three shots in a temple garden – and Gandhi himself was gone.




  ‘The miracle really is that we recovered. But what else? We were young, and ahead was nothing but the future. Our country had been torn in two, yet we’d build a great future in the

  half that was left to us. We must bring about a healing. During the fifties everything blossomed. We could reach people, talk to them, via the cinema. The first real proletarian art form. So

  exciting. Oh, in those days how I wrote, wrote, wrote. I was always tapping something on a typewriter. And you know, our work wasn’t mere entertainment. It was dedicated to those things that

  nowadays sound so fustian, like justice and compassion. Above all, peace.




  ‘We vowed that the bad times would never return, but now it is happening again in Bombay. So we failed. And who is left to speak out against it? In those days, so many people wrote on this

  theme. Listen to their names, even their names make a poem: Qurratulain Hyder, Ismat Chughtai, Mulk Raj Anand, Majrooh Sultanpuri, Kaifi Azmi, Krishan Chander, Khwaja Ahmed Abbas, Rajinder Singh

  Bedi, Firaq Gorakhpuri, Josh Malihabadi, Faiz Ahmed Faiz, Ali Sardar Jafry, and of course, the unforgettable Manto . . . If the tears of poets could heal wounds, there would be no

  India and no Pakistan, we would all be living in Toba Tek Singh . . .’




  Writing this, and I’ve kept it to her part of the conversation because my own was largely interjectory, I am surprised to realise how hard all this would be to explain even to my own

  children, neither of whom can speak a word of Hindi, and who know little enough about life in India and Pakistan, let alone a congerie of poets and writers, most of them unknown in the West, from

  half a century ago. I would have to explain that Toba Tek Singh was a village in an Urdu short story by Saadat Hasan Manto, his most famous story, in which the governments of the new nations of

  India and Pakistan decide that having exchanged refugees, they must also exchange inmates of insane asylums.




  ‘If we’re going to talk about Manto,’ said Maya, ‘we ought to have another rum.’




  So we sat and got quietly ‘rummed-up’ together – that was the old Bombay phrase – and we raised a glass to Manto’s memory and Maya said he was the finest short

  story writer that ever lifted a pen. ‘Better than Maupassant, better than O. Henry.’




  Manto was a genius. It is said that, in his later days he would take a tonga (horse-drawn cab) to his publisher’s office, ask for a pencil and sit there until he had written three or four

  stories, for which he invariably demanded to be paid on the spot. He would then take the tonga, which was waiting outside (he always hired them by the day), to the nearest liquor shop. He died aged

  forty-three after composing his own epitaph: ‘Here, under tons of earth lies Saadat Hasan Manto, with all the secrets of storytelling buried in his breast, and the question still unresolved

  as to who is the better short story writer – he or God.’




  ‘Hai,’ said Maya. ‘No one will ever ask that about me.’




  Why then had she stopped writing? This was the big mystery of her life. She might have had success, might even have earned a place in that list of names. Whence came the bitterness that she

  packed so carefully along with her books and her carvings and furniture when she left India?




  ‘You should have stayed,’ I said. Then asked, as my sisters and I so often had before, ‘Why did you leave?’




  She was silent.




  ‘You gave up everything, your work, your friends.’




  Silence.




  Why did you leave? Why didn’t you go back? How many times had we asked these questions? How many different answers? . . . I didn’t plan to stay on, it just happened.

  (Incredible. One does not lightly give up husband, friends and career.) After a while there was nothing to go back for. (Begging the question.) I thought I’d make a better career in England.

  (Nonsense, she was lost. She did a bit of journalism, and some writing on Indian cookery.) Once you married an English girl I knew our future would be here. (Why? There were lots of Englishwomen in

  India. Hadn’t one of her best friends been English?)




  After the twins were born, I’d suggested to Katy that we might try living in India. Maya was horrified.




  ‘You’re going to ask that poor girl to take her young babies to a country where if you want unwatered milk you have to keep a cow? Does she like cockroaches? Where will she ride in

  Bombay? Englishwomen have a rough time in India.’




  ‘What about your friend?’ I’d asked. ‘Your English friend?’




  ‘That’s how I know.’




  None of these answers stacked up. Now she sat, cradling her glass, staring into the distance. What was she thinking about? Manto? Her lost career? We were both getting drunk.




  I remembered a thing Srinuji had once told me. ‘Your mother has made great sacrifices.’ (Never said what these might have been.) ‘She’s had many disappointments in her

  life.’ (By which I assumed he meant me.) ‘Whatever I can do, in my own small way, to ease the passage,’ he had added as if he were tackling an ugly case of piles, ‘that I do

  and do gladly.’




  I knew at least what Maya must have said about me: ‘Bhalu is a strange boy. Nearly fifty, yet I find it impossible to think of him in other terms. So awkward, so shabby, why has he buried

  himself in that bookshop? He could have done something useful with his life. He grew up surrounded by books and art and I thought he could have made a life for himself in that field. Even if not as

  a first-rate writer, as a journalist. There is such a thing as genius in bookselling; a bookshop can be like a work of art, if the bookseller chooses his books as carefully as a novelist his

  characters. Unfortunately Bhalu is not a genius.’




  These were all things that, at different times and with varying degrees of unsubtlety, she had conveyed to me herself.




  But no one could be more disappointed with my life than me. I’m not talking about bookselling, which is a noble calling – the bookshop was the first time I’d been happy in

  years – I mean what happened before. The lost years. My life had been filled with Maya’s stories: endless, endless stories, anecdotes, yarns, recitals, chronicles, sagas, narratives of

  now and then, mysteries, legends, adventures, dramas, parables, fables, tall tales, wonderful stories pulled from histories or squeezed back in again, stories, stories without end, and

  yet . . . as the years went by I began to feel that there was one story missing, a big story, a secret, something not being said, that had never been talked about, which nevertheless

  sat at the centre of our lives and had shaped them, a void bounded by other stories, a story-shaped hole into which explanations fell and vanished. This untold story corresponded in some way which

  I could not explain, nor begin to understand, to the hole in my own life, the gap where my destiny should have been.




  For the first time, I said all this to Maya.




  The room slowly filled again with silence. Even the bulbuls were quiet. They must have been asleep, little heads hidden under their wings.




  At last she said, ‘Bhalu, in the bedroom. The old almirah is full of files. My work. I was going to leave it to you anyway, but I think you should take it

  tonight. Look through it, then we’ll talk.’




  ‘What am I looking for?’




  ‘Foolish!’ she said. ‘Do you suppose you’ll find an essay entitled Why I Left India by Maya Sahib?’




  ‘I don’t know what to suppose. This is your idea, not mine.’




  ‘Don’t argue, Bhalu.’




  ‘Are you feeling all right?’ She was seventy-six, recovering from a temperature, and we’d had how much grog?




  ‘It’s not a question of this bit or that bit.’




  ‘What then?’




  ‘There are things . . .’ She stopped as a new thought occurred to her. ‘In music there are two kinds of notes. Those which are played. And “unstruck

  notes”, the so-called “anhad naad”. The unstruck notes are not played, but they are there, we hear them. Without them music makes no sense. It’s the same with stories. You

  just described it. “The untold story, the story-shaped hole into which reason vanishes.” Yes, I like that. I like it very much. You should consider picking up a pen, Bhalu. It’s

  never too late, not even at your age.’




  ‘Things such as?’ I asked, trying to find patience. ‘I have read all your work.’




  ‘Things you know, things you don’t. Things you know without knowing you know – this rum is twisting my tongue. In a writer’s work, stories are

  never really separate. They reach out to one another. They touch, merge, diverge. They slide in and out of each other. There are stories hidden within stories, hidden in the work as a whole –

  a bit of this story, a piece of that. Suddenly parts of different stories combine to reveal a new, surprising tale. That’s the one to look for.’




  ‘Why do I always get the feeling that you’re laughing at me?’




  ‘Bhalu,’ she said reproachfully, ‘I am your mother.’




  ‘As my mother, you were always quick to point out what a dull swamp my life had become. Why won’t you talk about this?’




  ‘You don’t understand. It’s not that I won’t talk about it. I can’t talk about it. I promised I

  wouldn’t.’




  ‘Who did you promise?’




  She said sadly, ‘There was no choice, Bhalu. We agreed. It was necessary.’




  ‘Who agreed?’ She was as maddening drunk as sober.




  ‘Bhalu, I am so sorry . . . Over all the years, all your ups and downs, and the drinking,’ she said, oblivious to the groggy irony of our

  situation, ‘I prayed you were happy. No, of course I don’t pray, not exactly, but I hoped . . . You had Katy, the twins.’




  ‘What was necessary?’




  ‘I promised your father I would not tell you, but the fact is that we agreed, your father and I – and it was the only thing we had agreed upon for years –’




  ‘Maya!’




  ‘– that it was necessary that you leave. The girls and I simply followed. So really, the answer to your question is that I did it for your sake.’




  ‘My sake?’ I was amazed. ‘You left India for my sake? Why?’ This was her revelation and it made no sense at all.




  Inside the wardrobe – only Maya still called it an almirah – were nearly two-dozen box-files. Willing though I was to humour her, I would never be able to carry

  them on the train. I said I would ask Katy to drive me up at the weekend.




  ‘No, no. There’s no time. I have an account with a minicab firm. Phone them now. Take everything to Sussex tonight.’




  Then she said, ‘Bhalu, don’t waste your life.’




  Whether she meant this as a moral to be drawn from her own life, or as a comment on mine, I never found out, because at that moment the doorbell rang.




  





  POMPLOOMICALLY SPEAKING




  Sun throbbing into the bookshop’s tiny kitchen. Operated kettle, found coffee, dark-clotted spoon stuck upright in the jar. Milk off. Yesterday’s. Everything here

  just as I had left it the day before, as if the world had not changed. Mother’s dying swan routine. What did she mean, she had done it for me? Sugar on the draining board, ants at it already.

  Stirred in three, took the mug into the bindings room, as we called it, really my lair, where Maya’s files were stacked in an untidy ziggurat.




  Quarter to nine. Sun leaping too sprightly off the gold-blocked lettering on Mayhew’s London Labour and the London Poor (Cass & Co, 1967, 4 vols, reprint of

  the enlarged 1861–2, v.g.c). Strange that such a subject should be given so lavish a binding. I shouldn’t drink. It plays havoc, and I’d promised Katy.




  Last night, well after one by the time I got home to the cottage, walls washed white by the moon, no lights on. Note from Katy in the kitchen (nearly said oven), If hungry,

  Shepherd’s Pie in oven (not very nice I’m afraid). By the kettle she had left a waiting mug in which was a teabag, half-buried under a small heap of sugar and ginger-dust. My

  habitual bedtime guzzle. Thoughtful of her. Tiptoed into our bedroom to find, as so many times before, a lozenge of moonlight spread across the floor, Katy’s head on the pillow, gentle purr

  of her breath (Rolls-Royce of snores). ‘Why do I feel so guilty?’ Lay awake with my mind racing. Garbled dreams involving exotic birds, large claw-waving crabs, my mother and a man,

  a pussyistic man, from whom, pomploomically speaking, I must run away and hide. I rose, still groggy, stood under the shower for twenty minutes

  and came downstairs to find Katy staring at the huge pile of boxes that contained Maya’s work – she could never say ‘my work’ without that

  inflection, a self-conscious lilt followed by a minute pause, – work –. As Katy, in a crackling, bubbling, hissing, sputtering cacophony, prepared breakfast, I

  told her the whole, weird tale.




  ‘She isn’t dying,’ I said, ‘she’s up to something.’




  ‘What will you do with these?’ Katy asked, indicating the box-files.




  There was no room for them in our tiny cottage. She drove me to the bookshop and we carried them, six at a time, through the shop to the bindings room. I sat and ignored them while I opened the

  morning post. Bill. Bill. Junk mail selling health insurance. Bill. Letter from someone asking could I supply a set of Household Words. ‘Editor, Charles

  Dickens,’ the sender had written, as if I wouldn’t know. Had, as it happened, volumes I, II, III, IV, V, IX and X in the original green cloth, vols XIII and XVI in half-calf. So,

  neither a complete nor a matching set. Still, a start. But I couldn’t reach them because Maya’s temple was in the way, a black pyramid at whose heart was a story-shaped chamber.

  Somewhere in there were the pieces I must assemble. Hot coffee abs. no effect on headthrobbing. I opened the first box.




  The work comprised:




  Several drafts, in English, of an unfinished novel, The Cowdung Factory, about a village whose harmony is shattered when one family acquires an apparatus for turning

  cowdung into gas. Maya liked to grow her tales, like pearls, round bits of grit from the real world and The Cowdung Factory was based on feuding families in my

  father’s home town, Kumharawa.




  Five screenplays in Hindi, of which two, Doraaha (Two Ways) and Badnaami ka dilaasa (The Solace

  of Infamy), had been produced.




  A chaos of handwritten notes, magazine cuttings and smudgy photocopies (made by flattening book so its spine bends back on itself like a circus acrobat, and type arches up and out of a dark

  central gutter – ruinous to bindings, bookseller speaking here) collected in different boxes according to subject.




  Themes which interested her (there were dozens, I am being selective, choosing those with a bearing on this story) included:




  – the 1857 Mutiny (First War of Independence). Accounts of battles, particularly Jaura Alipur, 1858. My father’s recollection of accompanying his grandfather on hunting trips in

  Nepal, c1926, with muzzle-loading muskets of the Brown Bess type as used by the rebels of seventy years earlier. A peevish note complaining that the conflict had never

  been properly documented by the Indian side. Even Savarkar, the Hindu revolutionary, had to rely on British sources in his account. In another file I found a news-cutting describing

  Savarkar’s funeral procession (Bombay, 1966), led by a saffron-capped horseman, the body carried on a truck, flower-heaped, in slow procession from Dadar to Chandanwadi followed by a huge

  crowd, a hundred thousand people at least, including, Maya had pencilled, the film producer V. Shantaram and his ‘keep’, a girl called Sandhya, ‘a better dancer than she was an

  actress’.




  – the Mahratta leader Shivaji, 1627–80, whose file, a manila folder marked M.E.S. STORES, AMBONA, contained an account of the giant

  ghorpats, monitor lizards, of the Deccan plateau.




  – sayings and lore collected from villagers, some of which I remembered, for example the verse people chanted as they carried statues of elephant-headed Ganesh (these were gaudily-painted

  clay idols, often very large) to the lake at Ambona, wading until they were in over their heads, only the statues riding the waves




  

    

      

        

          Ganpati bappa morya




          purjya varsha laukarya




          Ganpati geley gavala




          chaiin pade re amhala


        


      


    


  




  until the statues would tilt, dip, and the lake softly ungarland them, widening rings of marigolds and roses on the water.




  – research on the opium trade as conducted by the East India Company. An account of going with my father and ‘that mad afimchi’ Zaz Qaradaghi to an

  open-air concert in Poona to hear maestro Bhimsen Joshi. ‘Joshi-ji was at his best, only a little the worse for wear. He sang his favourite raga, Miya ki Malhar – the critics used to say he was too fond of it.’ Zaz (real name Zahir, a regular at her Ambona soirées) was the only opium addict she knew. When Zaz

  listened to music, he would lodge a small, gummy ball of the bitter stuff behind his front upper teeth, and swore he could see the sound. Maya gave a page to his

  description of the patterns and colours of the raga: ‘I lost sense of time and place and grew aware of graceful designs that swam before my eyes, the music carving shapes, inscribing bright

  arabesques in the dark air before me. I remember a slash of gold, a blue blob, scarlet dots and a yellow object shaped somewhat like a frog: my mind despairs of communicating these

  visions.’




  What a romantic she was. And what pleasure she’d had in that world of art and discourse and dandified friends, some of whom behaved as if they were living in the eighteenth century. How

  did this reconcile with her crusading for the poor? No contradiction. Romantics have always been drawn to revolution. It is a small step from ‘Man was born free and is everywhere in

  chains’ to ‘The philosophers have only interpreted the world, the point is to change it.’ Maya believed in the power of art to change things.




  – Mahatma Gandhi, assorted sayings. News reporter: ‘Mr Gandhi, what do you think of Western Civilisation?’ Gandhi: ‘It would be a good idea.’ Philosophy of

  non-violence. Not a weapon for the weak. One must be capable of violence and choose not to use it. His assassination at the hands of Nathuram Godse, a Hindu nationalist

  and follower of Savarkar, in the garden of the Birla temple, Delhi, on 30 January 1948. Godse brought up as a strict Hindu (cf Srinuji), as a child forced to recite Sanskrit verses from the

  Rig Veda and Bhagavad Gita, proud of his Hindu upbringing but – one of those quirks impossible for a novelist to invent – was an

  addict of Perry Mason detective stories. He apparently spent the night before the assassination in loud enjoyment of The Case of the Fan-Dancer’s Horse. Also in this

  file, Maya’s comment on the film Gandhi, ‘more swamiography’. A side-note that Jinnah had been played with great élan by an old acquaintance from

  Zafyque’s Theatre Troupe.




  – corruption in government service (a lot of cuttings, some quite recent). A series of articles published in a Bombay paper by a journalist who had made his name writing

  ‘scandalographies’ of Indian movie stars.




  – the Bombay riots of 1993, aftermath of the Babri Masjid business, when thirty thousand Hindu zealots, among them whole tribes of ash-smeared but otherwise naked ascetics, tore a Muslim

  mosque apart brick by brick because, they said, it stood on the place, the very spot where Lord Rama, incarnation of the god Vishnu, had been born. Violence then, inevitable, predictable. Riots in

  Bombay. In Radhabhai Chawl, a Hindu family burned to death. Hindu mobs went looking for revenge. Not just in the poor areas to which previous troubles had been confined. Went to posh localities

  like Malabar Hill and checked the apartment blocks for names of Muslim residents. Missing names a giveaway. In some buildings, all names were removed to protect Muslim occupants. Zafyque had come

  to us later that year with tales of knifings, burnings and beheadings, which horrified Maya in some intensely personal way, as if she held herself to blame.




  I also found a sheaf of poems and about thirty short stories in manuscript, among them many old favourites I had known from my childhood: Silver Ganesh, Nafísa Jaan (in two versions, ‘meethi’, sweet, and ‘teekhi’, bitter), Badnaami ka dilaasa (The Solace of

  Infamy, several drafts, plus notes for screenplay).




  Thoughts in post-rum disarray jostling and squabbling like a posse of Trafalgar Square pigeons . . .




  Among the Badnaami material, sweet revival of old delight. A mass of notes, and photos of Johnny Walker, actor man, comic genius, my childhood

  favourite, Bombay’s raspberry at Jerry Lewis.




  JW’s real name was Badruddin Jamaluddin Qazi. At the start of the fifties he’d been a conductor on a B.E.S.T (BOMBAY ELECTRIC SUPPLY

  TRANSPORT) bus, red with yellow lettering on the side, streaked with paan spit. Number 132. Ding-ding. Ran from R.C. Church in the naval cantonment, up past Sassoon Dock (fishwives in

  parrot-hued saris reeking of pomfret and Bombay Duck, the sun-dried and aptly-named sardine Bummalo bummalo) to the Regal Cinema, Churchgate, Marine Drive, Chowpatty Beach

  in a fug of sweat, tobacco, jasmine and cheap hair oil, people running alongside executing balletic last-minute leaps onto the platform, the conductor pulling them aboard. He liked an audience and

  would cheer up his customers with jokes and silly faces, comic soliloquies, songs and scraps of ribaldry. The actor Balraj Sahni saw this performance (yes, in those innocent days film stars rode on

  buses with their public) and got him a screen test. The rest, as they say, itihaas.




  Such a long time since I’d seen a Hindi movie. To hire one meant a trek to Southall or that little shop in Drummond Street, off the Euston Road – just across from the Bengali grocer

  where Srinuji used to buy Alfonso mangoes in season, a presentation box for my mother, always one or two gone pulpy in the straw at the bottom, packed cheekcheekcheekcheek six thousand miles away

  in Crawford Market, corner of Mohammed Ali Road near Victoria Terminus (boy’s trail in Silver Ganesh), on the other bus route from Colaba,

  the noble 123, a two-cinema journey from R.C. Church through the bummalo stench to the Regal, Flora Fountain, Dhobhitalao (Washermen’s Tank, stop for Metro cinemagoers) and Girgaum (through

  which passed the horseman, drums and multitude of Savarker’s funeral procession) thence to Lamington Road, where huge hoardings, each a unique handpainted work of art, ice-cream pink

  heroines, villains’ green faces, announced the latest films – such a pity you couldn’t get them in Lewes, but once in a while I would see one at Maya’s. She used to watch

  them with gloomy pleasure. ‘The monkey business going to the dogs.’




  Monkeys, orange-eyed. After her Srinuji confession, impossible to take this supposed illness seriously. Punching holes in the skull. Yes, I knew how that felt.




  O my head.




  Six large ones, it must have been. Maybe seven. Sisters livid. Naturally, blamed me. Bhalu up to his old tricks. Maya greeting them gaily.




  ‘Isn’t this a treat?’ she cried. ‘I haven’t had you all together for ages. You see? I really don’t mind being ill. It’ll be such fun. In bed with my

  favourite authors. Munching chocolates. Fresh flowers every day.’ Not long before her genius for infuriating her family worked its customary effect.




  

    

      

        

          A man come back home from a meeting,




          Catch he wife with a next man cheating . . .


        


      


    


  




  Rummed-up last night in the back of the minicab, Maya’s boxes rattling beside me. The driver was a chatty Trinidadian. He drove the first mile elbow on seat-back,

  half-turned to talk.




  ‘I take your mother round a lot of times. She’s a nice lady.’




  ‘Where does she like to go?’




  ‘Two three places. St John’s Wood.’ (Panaghiotis.) ‘Harrow.’ (Srinuji.) ‘Couple weeks ago I take her to Peckham.’ (??)




  But he did not know.




  

    

      

        

          Somethin on yuh mind Ah want to know




          Darling why you behaving so . . .


        


      


    


  




  ‘You like calypso music?’




  ‘I like reggae.’




  Bob Marley. ‘No Woman, No Cry’. Those were the days. Before the bad times. When the twins came along, we named them Isobel and Imogen, so they became I & I. Inseparable

  ‘I’s. Twins, a theme in my life.




  ‘Welcome to the Mighty Sparrow,’ the driver was saying. ‘Litta bitta sunshine from home. One of these days I’ll go back, get myself a house on the beach. Not Trinidad.

  Tobago. People work in Trinidad, retire in Tobago . . . So, what do you do?’




  ‘I’m a bookseller.’




  ‘Your mother tells me she writes stories. You must be selling plenty of your mother’s stories.’




  Most of these exchanges took place within a few miles of her flat. He told me that he was homesick, was hoping to get back for the next North Trinidad v South Trinidad cricket match,

  didn’t see enough – ‘Lara, there’s a graceful bat’ – and the date of birth of his dog (Alvin, labrador, 31/3/94).




  

    

      

        

          Pomploomically speaking you’re a pussyistic man




          Most elaquitably full of shitification . . .


        


      


    


  




  Acute discomfort. Not just the motion, trees reeling past. The sour rum aftertaste brought back bad memories. Years ago. Fifteen at least. Pre-bookshop. That life long gone, but

  the shame survives. Home too often from London by the company’s taxi service, too curdled to walk straight. Late-night taxis like this one weaving through nauseous country roads. Hither, yon,

  thither, on. Bidding the driver stop at roadside inns or (if passing through a town) at one of those Bangladeshi restaurants that masquerade as Indian, ordering with a lordly air. ‘And one

  for my chauffeur.’




  Yes, shame. Guilt. Fear, too. Katy’s anger. ‘Won’t be a bloody doormat. I’ll make my own life.’ Did as well. Why be surprised?




  

    

      

        

          Your splendiferous views are too catsarstical




          Too cuntimoratic and too bitchilistical . . .


        


      


    


  




  Somewhere after Gatwick, we left the motorway at the wrong exit and got lost on little back roads. Well after midnight. Open heath heaving to horizon. Oak woods in last summer

  leaf. Cypress besoms trying to sweep the sky of stars. Headlights picking out a sign that read ‘Pennybridge Lane’.




  ‘Boss, we are miles out of our way.’




  But I didn’t know either. What strange trigonometry of fate had triangulated his Calypsonian and my Indian sorrows on this night to this lane in this most English of landscapes?




  





  ELEVEN O’CLOCK PIGLET




  The clock on the church opposite began to strike the hour. From my window I could see a cascade of roofs descending Castle Hill, bent roofs, crooked roofs, tiles of various

  colours. The early sun was gone. From a few chimneys smoke was trying to push upward, beaten down by a thin rain. Eleven. Maya’s papers were spread out across my desk. I pushed them aside.

  Time to revive the kettle. Any moment now the doorbell would go and Piglet would stoop through the undersized doorway, turn, flap his umbrella in the street, snap it shut, execute a semi-military

  about-face and zigzag between the bookcases to my inner sanctum where, with rain dripping from a nose reddened and shined by whisky, he would ask the question he came in to ask on most mornings at

  this hour.
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