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A butterfly flapped its wings and I caught my toe on a cobblestone. Spinning left round the corner rather than straight on, and struggling for balance, I became aware of images: her nose pressed into the windowpane of that second-hand bookshop, her intense, almost child-like concentration, the shape of her legs between black ankle boots and short black coat. Just images, just mind photos, but also something more; some instinct deeper than desire which made me stand at Julia’s side and follow her gaze through the bookshop window.


Aligning my sight with hers, I saw she was looking over the first row of books towards a worn copy of MacDonell’s Sanskrit-English Dictionary. This was unexpected, not to say extraordinary, not only because she seemed to be studying the MacDonell, albeit at a distance, but that the bookseller should have put it in the window. Apart from me and our cadaverous (though most eminent) Professor Pilikian, no one in St Andrews had the least interest in the subject, certainly none of my students. I immediately realized that the bookseller, an otherwise astute individual, must have been moved by forces more powerful than he himself understood. I took this as a favourable portent.


A hazy image shimmered in the air in front of the MacDonell, the reflection of Julia and myself in the glass. We were standing apart, but not the distance of strangers, closer, in the same frame, as if some tenuous post-MacDonell connection now existed between us, a connection that reinforced a growing feeling within me that the universe, for once in its life, might be on my side.


‘Excuse me,’ I said, ‘but are you interested in the Sanskrit dictionary?’


She turned towards me, her eyes fixed on mine, green and pale like spring leaves caught by frost. ‘Me? That Sanskrit dictionary?’ She pointed. I nodded. ‘Erm, not really. I was looking in that general direction, it’s true, and was vaguely aware of it, but I wouldn’t say I was interested. In fact, I was thinking of something else altogether.’


‘Oh … sorry to have disturbed you. I hope you don’t mind. It’s just that for a moment I thought I recognized the look.’


‘The look?’


‘The dead language look.’


‘And what sort of look is that, exactly?’


‘Open … reflective … far-sighted … broke.’


‘Well, I’m certainly broke,’ she said laughing. ‘And, as it happens, I was thinking of something from an ancient language.’


‘You were,’ said I, much encouraged by the turn things had taken, ‘what, if I may ask?’


‘Something from ancient Icelandic, an old poem.’


‘Really. I don’t think I’ve ever heard ancient Icelandic. Could you recite a line or two?’


‘Gáttir allar, áðr gangi fram / um scoðaz scyli / um scygnaz scyli / þvíat óvíst er at vita, hvar óvinir / sitia á fleti fyrir.’ No preamble, her voice alive in melodious chant, her eyes almost closed. Then her lids lifted and I saw the dawn.


‘That’s lovely. What does it mean?’


‘It means, “Before passing through a doorway, look carefully. There may be enemies on the other side.”’


I laughed, both at the sentiment and at the way she seemed to suck the words before letting them go. ‘You’re not exactly Scottish, are you?’ I said.


‘No, not exactly.’


I waited.


‘Born Provideniye. Left for the West. Now I am here.’
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It seems so long ago—before my mother’s funeral, before Detective Sergeant McCorquodale, before the first box was opened and my blood’s secret came dripping out—that day when I first met Julia, when I ran back to my flat and looked up Provideniye, arctic cold, bedraggled and god-forsaken as it seemed to be.


And yet providence might never have had a chance, had not Séamus announced his discovery of a new pub on the outskirts of town. ‘Rouse yourself, Stephen,’ he exhorted. ‘The stout they serve in there, it’s good stuff alright, as fine as I ever drank.’ Though I sincerely doubted there’d be the slightest discernible difference between this and most of the other stuff that had gone down the wee man’s throat in the time I’d known him, I said I’d meet him there. So, I was walking out past St Salvator’s and into the Big Quad with its old stone and its lecture theatres and there she was, Julia, her books under her arm, another girl with her and the pair of them all lit up. I’ve no idea what they were talking about but it was enough to have them both holding on to each other’s arms and laughing with that infectious mixture of humour and goodwill which you hear in the laugh of young women and—improbable though it may sound—hyenas. Then they stopped suddenly, kissed on both cheeks, goodbye goodbye, and the other girl, glancing sharply at her watch, turned and left.


I moved closer casually, doing my best not to appear to sidle (hyena-like) but, rather, as if lost in my own thoughts. When I was almost upon her, I looked up and said, ‘Oh. Hello. It’s you.’


‘It is,’ she replied. Whether she had noticed my approach or not, I wasn’t sure.


‘You must be a student,’ I suggested, ‘you know, being here, in the Quad. With the students. Are you an undergraduate, a postgraduate or something else altogether?’


‘I think I must be something else altogether,’ she replied and a broad smile sent little wrinkle lines of pleasure wandering down her nose. ‘I go to lectures which interest me.’


‘And did this one?’


‘The Songs of Odin are always interesting.’


‘And always enemies on the other side of the door?’


‘Sometimes. Not always.’


‘Sometimes friends?’


‘Sometimes.’


‘That’s a relief,’ I said. ‘Would you feel safe then in entering a coffee shop with me?’


‘Relatively,’ she replied laughing. I would have liked to link arms with her as we walked but thought better of it.


‘Sanskrit?’ she queried. ‘Strange choice, isn’t it? Why?’


A simple question but, as I would come to understand, the truth of intimate things is never simple. ‘I can’t say precisely but I was always drawn to it … family connections … my mother.’


‘Your mother knows Sanskrit, does she?’


‘That’s the last thing she’d learn. Much too close to what she tries to forget.’


Julia looked at me as if noticing something she hadn’t noticed before. ‘Is she Scottish?’


‘Half.’


‘And her other half?’


‘Indian.’


And then, because Julia widened her eyes expecting more—an appeal I couldn’t resist—I added, ‘She’s spent her life bleaching out the dark stains on her genes.’ My index finger made screw-turns into my temple.


Perhaps the indicators of insanity are universal because this signing seemed to mean something to her. Laughing, her eyes pointing skyward, she said, ‘So your half-white mother is also half-mad?’


‘Let’s just say she has problems with reality.’


‘Well, it’s common enough. Not in Provideniye. When reality is as harsh as it is there, you can’t escape it. But, here, there are too many distractions, don’t you think, too many ways of turning away from what’s real.’ She tapped her chest. ‘You know, real on the inside, I mean.’


I said nothing. My mother and her distractions; that was a subject in itself, but not one I wanted to think about, not then, not with Julia.


‘Where is your mother now?’ she continued.


‘She lives in Dundee … where I was born. Though I don’t see her much now. Hardly ever really.’ And then I added, I don’t know why, the words I hoped were true. ‘The fact is you and I have both escaped: you from Provideniye, me from Dundee.’


‘Ah, the distant Dundee,’ she said smiling.


‘Escape is not a matter of mileage,’ I replied, wondering as I spoke what precisely it was a matter of, and hoping she wouldn’t ask.


‘So you never go back?’


‘I go back when I have to, that’s all.’


‘That’s all?’


‘More or less.’


She looked at me quietly, appraising me and, so I imagined, coming to her own conclusions. ‘Mothers, eh,’ she said, the brown-and-white straggles of her llama hair collar flicking the leather of my jacket as she rose to leave.
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In a corner, a man with a moustache played the accordion. He stood up every so often and said Sankeyoo. I assumed he was Hungarian, like the owner, like the music, like the food; a foreigner making a living from what he knew best, clinging to his old familiar like any foreigner in a foreign place.


The restaurant was busy. Diners on the move brushed against each other, their apologetic hands on the arms of strangers. Crockery clacked. Conversation hung thick over the tables. I hoped Julia would like it.


I was sitting, waiting, just watching. I watched the owner and his son at their station by the kitchen door like two balding vultures, beaky and hunched, a lifetime and a half of carrying too many plates, also watching in case a crumb should fall. Which it did, the crumb, from a single table by the wall, a seeded roll to be precise, but was felt for and found by a man with loaf-thick glasses before the vultures could spread their wings. Gobbled down too. A hungry man in a restaurant. Or greedy. Or just the blind fear of things being taken away.


It was then, semi-vacant, disinterested, my eyes sweeping mindlessly over the heads of the diners, that I thought I saw her sitting in a dark corner with her back to me: my mother; the baggy blue cardigan, the leggings, the cigarette hanging out of her mouth, its smoke losing itself in the wisps of her lank piebald hair, white and black, striped, the product of age and inheritance and misuse. I shrank back.


Was it my mother? Could it be? Hardly likely since I’d seen her the day before and one visit normally kept us going for months. At least. She turned to stub out her cigarette. She raised her hand for the bill. No, not Kitty, some other woman, not like my mother at all, not from where I was sitting. I breathed out. Relief. God! I may even have laughed. Now she wouldn’t come between me and Julia, not today anyway.


Julia showed up soon after. She angled her cheek and waited for me to kiss her; which I did, first on one side, then the other, and then, because I thought it was the thing to do, on the first one again. She put the books she was carrying—a grammar, Hrafnkel’s saga, and something else I couldn’t make out—on the floor. Looking round, she said, ‘An accordion in St Andrews, that’s nice. Sorry I’m late, I asked the lecturer a question about Hrafnkel’s mother.’


I cast about in the dim distant. ‘I don’t remember Hrafnkel having a mother.’


‘Most people have mothers,’ she replied, eyes wide, offering me the joke. ‘Even half-good, half-bad heroes like Hrafnkel have mothers … So, how is yours?’


‘I survived,’ I replied.


‘That’s good.’


‘It was just lunch. We got through it. My uncle, my father’s brother, was there, thank Christ. We were both on our best behaviour.’


‘You all talked about the weather?’


‘More or less …’ I hesitated, a flash of green, her don’t fob me off, that look. ‘Though there was something strange going on.’


‘Strange? In what way?’


‘With the phone.’


Julia waited.


‘The first time, it rang for God knows how long, I mean ages, ring, ring, on and on. The second time it rang even longer, as if whoever was on the other end knew that someone was in.’


‘So what did she do?’


‘Nothing. She did nothing. You’d think from looking at her she hadn’t heard it. And when it stopped, all she said was, “More custard, Stephen?”’


‘And what did you say?’


‘I said, “Yes please.”’


Julia laughed. ‘No. About the ringing phone?’


‘What could I have said?’


‘You could have said, “Mother, please answer the phone before it drives me crazy and I kill somebody.”’


‘You think that would have made any difference?’


‘So, what are you telling me? That you all just sat there, little spoons in hand, eating custard. Wow, Stephen, impressive. So British.’


‘If Kitty could only hear you,’ I told her. ‘God, she’d lap it up. So British! For her, that would be the highest compliment in the book.’


‘She’d think British was a big compliment?’ She paused trying to make sense of it and then said, ‘Your mother … when will I meet her?’


‘Soon,’ I murmured, wondering how to get out of it.


Just then, a powerful, brown-skinned man with long black hair and a leather jacket barely managing to stretch across his shoulders got up from a table in a corner. I hadn’t noticed him earlier, perhaps he’d been looking away, though once he moved I was sure he’d been there for a while. He made his way towards the door, but when he reached our table, he stopped. He pulled up a chair and sat down, leaning his elbows on its back. ‘Smith?’ he said. ‘Stephen Smith?’


‘Yes.’


He looked at me slowly, without blinking. His eyes seemed to weigh him down like time, or death. ‘Tell your mother,’ he sighed, the reluctant messenger, ‘that we wish to avoid unpleasantness, if at all possible.’ He paused. ‘Of course, if we can’t, we can’t,’ and here he seemed to gather into his unblinking eyes the inevitable cruelty of a world about which he knew too much. ‘Just business, you understand,’ he said, ‘so, please, tell your mother to be a good girl.’ He looked at Julia. ‘Sorry to disturb. Enjoy your dinner.’
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One day, in the early afternoon, Julia knocked at the door of my flat.


It was opened by Séamus, who was dressed in pointed shoes, a green jacket struggling to find its way around his barrel chest, and a yellow cap of the sort men used to wear to bed a hundred and fifty years earlier. Séamus, at four foot eleven inches tall—an inch or two shorter than Napoleon—was not a man to do things by halves.


The opening of the door was followed by a moment of silence which I put down to the fact that Julia was clocking Séamus for the first time. Then I heard her say, ‘I have come to see Stephen Smith. Is he here?’


His reply came up rumbling and deep. ‘Are you from the electricity?’


‘Me? Electricity? No,’ replied Julia.


‘Environmental Health?’


‘No.’


‘Benefits?’


‘Benefits? No.’


‘Are you an evil spirit?’


There was a pause. ‘Do I look like an evil spirit?’


‘Well now, come to think of it, you do not.’


This was followed by more silence in which I imagined Séamus pinching his ear between his thumb and forefinger and staring at the girl as if in search of revelation. After a while, I heard him say, ‘Are you here for potatoes, then?’


Nothing from Julia. At least, nothing I could make out.


‘Well, is it a book? It must be that. What else can it be?’


‘A book it is,’ replied Julia. ‘At last, that is the truth of it,’ and something about the way she said it made me sit up: I could have sworn she was trying on an Irish accent. Was she taking the piss? Or were the pair of them, in the two seconds they’d known each other, in on some private game of their own? It must have been that because the next thing I heard was the sound of Séamus’s boot heels beating in pleasure on the stone landing outside the flat. No doubt he was also giving her one of his little winks, or tapping the side of his nose, or being Séamus, both at once. And she? Was she bending down to reward him with a kiss?


I couldn’t let that carry on. ‘Who is it?’ I called out.


‘’Tis a beautiful woman.’


I appeared. ‘Julia,’ I said, summoning a note of surprise.


Séamus bowed to Julia and kissed her hand. It’s the kind of thing he does. Then he went on his way, an unwhistled whistle seeming to hang in the air behind him: and with Julia’s eyes on him. I couldn’t help noticing that.


A fragment of an ancient Upanishad came to me and, thinking it might retrieve the situation, I let it out.


‘A person of the size of a thumb


Stands in the middle of yourself,


He is Lord of what has been and what is to be:


Don’t shrink away!’


Before she could respond, I kissed her, took her by the arm and said, ‘You don’t want to listen to everything Séamus tells you.’


‘But didn’t you just tell me not to shrink away?’


‘Did I? I suppose I did. Well, yes, don’t shrink away but don’t take any notice either. Anyway, look,’ I said, changing the subject, ‘come in.’


I rinsed a couple of glasses and filled them with wine. The afternoon sun streamed through the window and filled the space between us with particles of sun dust.


‘I hoped you might lend me a book,’ she said.


‘Well, I have plenty of those,’ I said pointing at the books piled up against the walls of my room. Which one?’


‘You choose. Something good.’


‘Good for what? Good for laughing or good for crying?’


She considered the alternatives. ‘Today laughter, but tomorrow who knows? Don’t forget where I come from.’


‘Never,’ I promised. We clinked our glasses. ‘Here’s to a thousand years of misery.’


Julia laughed. ‘Only a thousand?’


‘Julia … is that a common name in Provideniye?’


‘Julia is my Western name. It’s a small concession.’


‘Do you make many concessions?’


‘Me? What do you think?’


I leaned forward to inspect her. At close range, her eyes didn’t seem—not in any nuance of reflection that I could detect—to be interested in concessions. Nor her eyebrows which lifted slightly with amused questions of their own; nor her upturned nose; nor her lips, soft, coral pink and apart, with their hint, no more, of a willingness to yield. She was so self-contained, so entire in herself, that I wondered then, and not for the first time, what she could possibly want from me.


‘Not many concessions that I can see,’ I said, slipping down onto the carpet. I put a cushion under my head.


Bending over, she drew the tips of her fingers through my hair and touched them to her nose. ‘Coconut oil?’


‘My mother hates it.’


Neither of us spoke for a while after that, and then I reached up for the back of her arm, pulling softly. I didn’t know if she’d let me bring her to the floor. I didn’t think she would. I wondered even if I should try. But she did. She laid her head on my chest.


‘Tell me what you like about Sanskrit,’ she murmured. ‘Let me in on your secrets.’


‘I like its stories, I suppose; very nuanced, very open to interpretation. That’s what most of Sanskrit is; stories: the Ramáyana, the Mahabhárata, especially the Mahabhárata, the greatest epic of them all. But you like old stories too, don’t you; Before passing through a doorway, look carefully … remember?’


‘Yes, I like stories: old, new, any kind. Tell me one please, Stephen, will you?’


‘Okay,’ I ventured, ‘if you want me to,’ and no sooner were the words out of my mouth than I found all my stories gone clean out of my head. I searched but found only fragments, phrases, nothing that came to me whole. So I went through the motions and hoped that one sentence would lead to another. ‘Once upon a time, a girl, let’s call her Julia, wearing only a simple … ’


Julia sat up sharply. ‘In Provideniye, the telling of stories is not a trivial matter.’


‘Trivial? No, well … I was hoping that as I went along it might turn into something good.’


‘No story with a beginning like that ever turned into something good, not here, and certainly not in Provideniye. There the storyteller always pauses before he starts. He gathers himself. He looks into his heart and digs for what lies within, because only by doing this can he hope to win the prize.’


‘There are prizes for stories?’ I asked.


‘There are.’


‘What sort of prizes? An extra mouthful of food?’


‘Sometimes.’


‘A seat closer to the fire?’


‘Perhaps.’


‘Are there other prizes?’


‘Of course there are other prizes. What do you think? That Provideniye is like St Andrews? No, it is a desolate land, beautiful but desolate, where no one comes to visit, where there are no distractions, no televisions or fancy restaurants, only polar bears hunting outside our meagre cabins of wood and tin. It should not surprise you then, Stephen, that in such a place women find special ways to reward their menfolk through the endless shivering hours.’


‘They have special ways of rewarding their menfolk?’


‘They do. So, Stephen, tell me the story that comes from your heart and, who knows’—did I imagine it, her index finger tiptoeing up her tights, whispering its promises, playing with the hem of her short cotton skirt?—’maybe, if you are worthy, I will reveal the secrets of the women of Provideniye.’


I became aware, then, of the breath catching in my throat which, for the sake of the bigger prize, I did my best to ignore.


‘Can the story be true or false, fact or fiction?’


‘True, false, fact, fiction … anything at all.’


‘Must it be my own, or could it have been told before?’


‘Everything has been told before. But to win a prize in Provideniye, you must give birth to your story as if you are its first mother.’


‘Okay,’ I said. I gathered myself, I concentrated, I asked myself the question she wanted me to ask: what is the story that comes from my heart? And with the question came the answer: Karṇa. I laughed at the obviousness of it. Karṇa’s story had been mine from the beginning. No story was better than his. ‘Then I shall let India’s most magnificent, yet most derided, hero speak for me. In his own words.’


‘Mmm … sounds like good,’ said Julia, poking fun at herself or at me, I couldn’t be sure. Her head wriggled down, making itself comfortable just above my navel. ‘I am not sleeping you know,’ she said.


Anticipating prizes, or at least hopeful, I cleared my throat. Acchh. This was to buy time while I considered voice: epic or contemporary? There was a lot riding on it.
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‘I, Karṇa, have spoken to my mother for the first time. And for the last. I made her promise to suckle me bare-breasted on the battlefield after I am killed. That’ll teach her.


‘But all that comes later; the battlefield, the promises, hers and mine. First I have to be born.


‘I have been accused of many things—I don’t intend to lower myself by repeating tittle-tattle—but no one has ever accused me of being ordinary. I was not ordinary even on the day I was born. Well, look at my father for a start. But that, again, is to get ahead. First up—if we’re considering how I came to be—is Kuntῑ. She’s in her father’s house greeting an unexpected guest, a holy man: holy but filthy, stained loincloth, twigs sticking out of his hair, mud caked all over. Kuntῑ approaches him with a smile. She bows so low that her hair falls forward and causes the bell on the silver bracelet round her ankle to tinkle as if shaken by a breeze. When she straightens, she offers him a tasty sweetmeat.


‘That’s how it started.


‘The holy man, unused to the attention of young women, doesn’t know what to make of it or, perhaps, makes more of it than he should. He laughs. His fingers reach out. He presses the sweet thing to his mouth. Then he beckons Kuntῑ closer, puts his calloused lips to her ear and whispers into it a secret, a mantra: any God she wishes for, she has only to say the words and he will appear.


‘My mother is curious. When alone, she thinks, Any of the gods, all I have to do is ask, and before she can help herself, Surya, God of the Sun, slips into her mind and the mantra from her tongue.


‘The Sun God appears, as only the Sun God can, splendid, bathed in honey, irresistible. “O beautiful black-eyed maiden,” he declares, “tell me your desires.”


‘Seeing Surya standing before her, Kuntῑ swoons. “Forgive me,” she begs. “I was given this mantra and I only wanted to see if it worked. It was a whim, nothing but girlish meddling. I didn’t wish to drag you all this way …”


‘“No trouble,” he says. “When I have a beautiful woman in my arms, I can forgive her anything.”


‘My mother is frightened. She is young. She knows nothing of men, let alone of gods. In his arms? What can he mean? She steps away, raising her hands to cover her breasts.


‘“Beautiful girl,” says Surya, his voice of molten gold, “I have travelled so far”—he points lazily at the heavens—“I must be … rewarded.”


‘Kuntῑ looks away, a blush of modesty (or is it desire?) on her cheeks. “No, no, it is not possible, it cannot be.”


‘“Ah, but it can, and so easily. Come.” He takes her tenderly by the chin and turns her towards such sights of burning passion as only a god can put into a woman’s mind and as only a woman can imagine. And when the show is over, when Surya’s fingers touch lightly the cloth that covers her, she does not resist.


‘… And I, Karṇa, am the result, conceived and delivered on that same day. Kuntῑ swelled and pushed me out, remaining nonetheless—so it was reported—a virgin throughout.


‘I was unusual, even then. I did not mewl in amniotic stew like other babies. Not me. I emerged in armour, fully coated. Not only armour (cuirass, cuisse, cubitiere): also earrings, dazzling lights of amṛta. Amṛta, the deathless, impenetrable substance of the heavens. I was, in other words, invulnerable.


‘Not a bad sort of baby for a mother to have, so you might have thought. Yet, on my first day, the Sun disappeared from my mother’s life, and I from hers. I was kicked out by convention; a baby but no husband, what would people say? And love didn’t enter into it.


‘She put me in a small boat and floated me on the river, the earrings on my little ears flashing in the night.


‘Do I remember the moment when I was cast out? Do I recall how I yearned for my mother’s breast? Do I smell the faeces that clung to me when I was found? No. I remember nothing. I feel nothing. What I tell you now is what I have been told.


‘I would have been in that boat until I starved had not a charioteer and his wife pulled me from the water and taken me to their mud hut where we lived the three of us, with their other sons. As for Kuntῑ, my mother whom I never knew, she married Pandu, the king, and lived in a palace. She provided the kingdom with heirs. They were the Pandavas, the sons of Pandu, though Pandu could not have sons of his own. They were, like me, God begotten, mantra born.


‘Remember their names, these brothers of mine: Yudhiṣṭhira, the pure, the wise, sprung from Dharma himself; Bhῑma, the mighty, who could hurl elephants across a battlefield, whose father Vayu the Wind fertilized Kuntῑ with his breath; and Arjuna of celestial accomplishment, sired by Indra, the thunderer. They haunted my dreams all of them, but especially Arjuna, whom I was born to kill.


‘Kill or be killed. Him or me.’
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I couldn’t help myself. Every questioning part of my body—my forehead, eyebrows, cheeks, lips, hands—strained for an answer. ‘How did I do?’


‘You did okay,’ she said.


‘Okay? How okay? Good okay, or bad okay? Would my story win a prize in Provideniye?’


‘Look,’ she said, ‘in Provideniye, you would have been kicked out of the hut by now, and, by morning, chewed to your bones by bears. But that is Provideniye. Since coming to the West, I have learned to accept less exacting standards. Let’s just say’—and here she started to undo the waist button on my jeans—’that for an opening, and remember please that the stories of Provideniye continue for weeks, sometimes months, in one case three years (though that was an exception: the storyteller was fishing on an ice floe when it broke loose); for an opening it was not all bad … we’ll have to see, of course, how it develops …’ The zip was now on its way down.


‘Does that mean,’ I asked, raising myself off the floor to ease the passage of my trousers, ‘that you might share with me one tiny secret from the women of the land of ice and snow?’ Unconsciously, as I was speaking, I found the fingers of both my hands taking from their holes the buttons of her blouse.


‘Secrets,’ she replied casting my trousers aside, ‘are difficult things. Not precise. Not always the same for the one who tells as for the one who receives. They make demands. They may cause you to ask yourself, “Am I worthy?”’


At which, as if to illustrate the point, she removed her bra, and watched me follow the lines of her magnificent form with my eyes.


While my field of vision was now filled completely by the sublime upward undulation of her breasts yet, at the same time, through some other means of perception, I was aware of her eyes gazing into mine. Without observing them in direct line of sight, or indeed at all, I could see in them the presence of questions, unspecific and unstated, waiting to be asked.


My fingers had by this time reached up to touch with their tips the points of her nipples, but there, perhaps because of her eyes upon me or because of other thoughts entering my mind, they remained, in intimate contact but somehow arrested. The sensations of her nipples received through the ends of my fingers, and of the soft lines of her breasts both real and processed in my imagination, together with my awareness of her hands now reaching across the small hairs of my stomach, were at variance with her fixed concentration on my face and, taken together with whatever else my mind chose to add to my imaginings, were enough to transfix me, to hold me motionless, to let me neither move on nor fall back.


I don’t know how long I remained in that state of vibrant paralysis, but sometime after I shook from top to bottom, like a dog that’s swallowed rat poison. The muscles in my chest and shoulders, as well as in my thighs, made sharp twitching movements: spasms they were really, one after the other, and entirely involuntary. I can’t explain it, unless it was the result of suspension, of the natural flow being baulked: or of awe, of wonder, of moving too close to the sun.


I have no idea what she thought but, rolling me over onto her, and applying gentle pressure with her hands, she was able to soothe me until my juddering stopped. I lay with her for a while, gathering myself and, when I opened my eyes, was conscious of shafts of sunlight dappling her face. Her lips were parted and the sun, entering between them, flashed, revealing what appeared to me in that moment as a suddenly illumined cave from which radiated a warmth I had never felt before and an invitation whose glow I could not resist.
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Stephen Ahimsa McLeod Smith, D.Phil. Oxon (to give me my full title). McLeod was my grandfather who was also called Stephen, and Ahimsa was my mother’s aberrant acknowledgement of where she came from: a momentary lapse which I had to cart around with me all those years I was growing up. A-hiṁsā: non-hurting or injuring, much advocated by Gandhi. When they found out about that at school, they were surprisingly generous. ‘Ahimsa?’ they said, making sure they’d got it right, and then beat me to a pulp no more than two or three times.


Smith was my father, and it’s his suit I’m climbing into. I don’t mind wearing it, in memory of. He’d barely married my mother when he died. Natural causes: he didn’t commit suicide or anything like that, as far as I know. The suit’s okay, a little worn but it fits. I thought it was the only thing I’d inherit and then I discovered my grandfather had left these old wooden boxes with their strange drawings on the outside and who knows what within. Typical of my mother not to tell me about them: just another in her long line of secrets; big secrets, small secrets, who knows what secrets. When I was young, I used to ask her the obvious questions about her father, about her mother, about India, but I soon learned that, where I lived, mum was the word. Always and forever.


My uncle brought the boxes round yesterday. ‘Pleased to get rid of them,’ he said. ‘Makes a bit of space in the attic.’ I asked him what they were and he just shrugged and said, ‘Your grandfather’s life apparently. Courtesy of Angus. “You can give them to him when I’m dead. Dead. Not before.” Those were Kitty’s instructions. Too close to the bone, I suppose, you know Kitty.’


I put on black socks and shoes. A quick buff of the leather, a last fiddle with the tie, and that’s me. Ready for the off. Ready to pay my last respects. I decide, while I’m waiting, to conjure a fond memory, something to focus a little mourning on. My mind doesn’t focus, not on her anyway: on everything else but, and most particularly on what I have to look forward to today; the arrival of the car, the miasma of solemnity, the marsh gas of affected grief, mine as well as theirs, the whole bogus processional. And while all this is going round, I suddenly see myself playing in the closey again, running up and down the stone stairs, ducking under the lines of washing on the green at the back. Then I’m in her flat, our flat as it once was; the drab old carpet with its clusters of faded cherries; that smell of cleaning fluid, her housework binge of the morning after, her obsessive, ritualistic vacuuming which removed all traces, everything that got in its way, whatever its right to exist; the lead piping, the candlestick, regiments of horsemen; they were all sucked up past her dead-to-the-world eyes into that great mother sow of a hoover bag from which there was no escape.


The doorbell rings. The car is waiting. My uncle nods and says, ‘Come along.’ He makes a show of helping me in and sits looking at me, as if suggesting, by feats of self-delusion I can hardly imagine, that in his ripe, ruddy face I might find comfort. My aunt, in black, with a veil hanging down from her hat, damps her cheeks with a handkerchief.


The car pulls away. I stretch my hand absent-mindedly across my chest and remember a note I almost left for Julia. I take it out of my jacket pocket.


The car hiccups as it passes over cobbles. The tyres hum.


‘What’s that you’ve got there?’ asks my uncle.


‘A note.’


‘Oh. Condolences, I suppose. People are kind at a time like this.’


‘Mmm.’ I wonder if she knows. Probably not … and who would tell her? I wanted to tell her myself. I almost did, it was on the tip of my tongue: ‘Julia, my mother’s dead, come with me to the funeral.’ I couldn’t get the words out. I tried, but they wouldn’t come. Old habits. The words hung and the moment passed. Old habits rooted in old fears: that my mother would cost me one way or another, that I’d be tainted by association, that I’d have to look in Julia’s eyes and imagine what she saw.


We stare in silence out of the windows as the car crawls along. Ten miles per hour in the town. People stand and watch, their interests personal, peripheral: ‘Who …? Anyone I …? Is that …?’ At the zebra crossing on South Street, a drunk with a half-empty bottle weaves across in front of us.


‘That’s claret, see that,’ says my uncle turning round, ‘drunk on claret at ten thirty. One of your students?’


I peer out as the man disappears into a crowd. ‘I never see them from the back.’


We turn right. Bell Street. A car stops to let us go ahead. Then Greyfriars Gardens, left into North Street and, picking up speed, on and out of town. Leafless trees, winter sun. ‘It’s a beautiful day,’ I announce, loosening my arm by flicking it downwards. My aunt sniffs. Under her veil, a handkerchief inches up and dabs the end of her nose.


‘Never pleasant, these journeys,’ remarks my uncle. ‘How are you feeling? Holding up?’


I provide reassurance in the form of a restrained smile. An object, oblong and yielding, shifts in my trouser pocket as the car bounces over a bump in the road.


We reach the Tay Bridge. Flat water below. Do the carriages of the dead pay the toll like everybody else? And what about the mourners? How would they know, who was a mourner and who wasn’t? Am I?


The driver winds down a window. Bells. The hollow sound of a half-remembered delusion tolling for itself. The car slows, a phone rings. A workman in blue overalls reaches into his pocket, puts it to his ear and says, ‘No me, eh nivir, it wisna …’ to which my mother from the coffin in front replies, ‘It was you, wasn’t it, Stephen?’ She digs into her purse for a coin and hands it to me. ‘Here, you pay,’ she says in that voice of hers which could almost have been Scottish but for the undertow of something not quite right, something made up. Pride in there somewhere. Endeavour, determination … fear. The man in the restaurant holds out his hand, takes the money. From the north. Pathan. Second generation. The window closes.


Traffic lights. The Nethergate. Debenhams. A shopping centre on the site of old slums. Up the Lochee Road, a modern third-rate hotel, tall concrete crumbling multis, old stone tenements like the one we lived in, second-hand car yards, and Cox’s stack, the big chimney, a million and one polychrome bricks, a monument now as it was then and silent as it has been for fifty years. We pass a newsagent, windows boarded, its door open. An Asian man in a turban watches with the same curiosity as those on the other side of the river. The car stops.


My uncle steps down and holds out a hand for his wife. He shepherds us forward. We edge past a huge limp-eared hound, whimpering and fawning under its chain.


‘See that. Beaten. You can always tell. Disgraceful,’ says my uncle. ‘I can’t abide cruelty to animals myself. Good dog.’


The crematorium is single-storey and concrete, mock medieval shields on the whitewashed wall, empty except for a handful of people sitting separately to the side and the back. ‘The usual scroungers,’ whispers my uncle confidentially as he removes from the fold-away wooden chairs the white sheets marked reserved.


The coffin is wheeled in to the accompaniment of an organ making a determined attempt at a raga. How my mother would have hated it: reminding her of where she came from even when she was dead. My mother, the chee-chee, half British and the other half air-brushed out. And me? I’m drawn to that other half, to the cradle. In a previous life, who knows?


My uncle steps forward, red-faced, dewlapped, serious.


‘Thank you all for coming.’ He regards the empty chairs with no indication of irony. After a short interval, his lips resume. ‘Just a few words, Kitty was never one for sermonizing …’


It’s morning, we are walking together, somewhere, anywhere, not Dundee, she and I with him, he whose splendour was like the newly risen sun, bālārka-samatejasam, and in me is his frustration, his desperate sword-swinging need to cut himself free.


‘… always a sad occasion, particularly when …’


There are trees. I am young, six, seven, ten. Was she how I found out about him? Seems unlikely. Probably added in later, one memory layered onto another.


‘… she had a difficult life, with all its ups and downs, but what life doesn’t have them? Perhaps Kitty had more than her share, who can say, but she was a brave woman, a good wife, a good mother to Stephen, and a friend to all of us.’ My uncle searches the room for confirmation. ‘And such a sudden end, so unexpected … into the furnace, burn everything, leave no trace behind, that’s what she would have wanted.’ I notice his eyes on me. Then he sits down.


The bearers at the back come forward and roll the coffin towards an opening in the wall. The organ starts up. My mother disappears behind curtains where the incinerator waits. A man in a raincoat crosses himself. I suppose I’ll be sent the ashes. By post? And whose will they be anyway? Last week’s business will have left its own residue. A dozen strangers in a jar marked ‘Mother’.


Outside, the hound has turned nasty, growling and slavering. My aunt holds tight to my arm. A sort of instinct leads my free hand into my trouser pocket where I find something squashed and wrapped (a honey-coated breakfast bar). I lob it towards the beast and observe his great eyes following its flight, his back legs positioning themselves for the catch, his tongue lolling to the side, his cavernous mouth agape. I ferry my aunt past. She turns to watch the bar go down, then pats my wrist. The wrapper has disappeared with the rest of it.


At the hotel, it is sherry, an appropriate send-off: a small glass of sherry, her favourite euphemism. And also little things to eat. I fill a plate with prawn vol-au-vents, asparagus tips and some sort of mushroom spread on small squares of brown bread. Hardly have I got the first half-dozen mouthfuls down, than the man in the raincoat comes up to me and shakes my hand. ‘McIntosh,’ he announces. ‘I knew your mother. A startling, splendid woman. A great loss, I just wanted to say.’


‘Thank you,’ I reply.
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