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One


Picture this: an imposing, three-storey mansion on Calcutta’s tree-lined upscale Southern Avenue. The house and its grounds are surrounded by a fifteen-foot-high wall, topped with glittering shards of glass. To passers-by nothing of the interior is visible, neither the manicured gardens, nor the four garages, nor the warren of staff quarters at the rear. The main entrance is sealed by a forbidding steel gate, pierced only by a peephole through which the durwans can scrutinize would-be visitors. On one of the gateposts hangs a large gilt-bordered nameplate embossed with a single word: ‘Guptas’.

The Gupta family has risen, in one generation, from modest to quite extravagant wealth. This is largely the doing of the seventy-five-year-old patriarch who has expanded a small jute-processing company into a commercial and industrial empire that sprawls across much of the country. Now semi-retired, Harihar Gupta (or ‘HH’, as he is known in business circles) lives with his seventy-year-old wife on the ground floor of the mansion, keeping a keen eye on the garden, and the malis who tend to it, making sure that earthworms, grasshoppers and the like are not ill-treated or wantonly killed. Being Marwari Hindus, the Guptas are strict vegetarians, but they follow their observances even more strictly than most members of their community because the patriarch has continued to uphold many of the beliefs and practices of his late mother, who was a deeply religious Jain: the family, therefore, goes to great lengths to avoid harming any form of life.

On the upper storeys of the mansion live the patriarch’s two sons; they each have an entire floor to themselves to accommodate their families and their domestic help, including the ayahs who look after their children. The patriarch’s younger son, Abhay, thirty-nine, and his family live on the top floor in a spacious, breezy apartment that commands a fine view of Dhakuria Lake, which stretches away into the distance, flanking Southern Avenue. Abhay Gupta has two children, a five-year-old boy, Sandeep, and a three-year-old girl, Varsha.

Sandeep is a plump child with pouty lips and an easy-going disposition; he is generally good-natured, except when provoked by his younger sister, of whom he is more than a little jealous because she is the apple of their father’s eye.

Varsha is a pretty, cherubic girl with nut-brown eyes, short black braids and a sparkling smile that lights up her whole face. For a three-year-old she is very precocious, fluent not only in Hindi, the language mainly used in the Gupta household, but also in Bengali, which is the language she speaks with her ayah. But apart from displaying an occasional streak of stubbornness, Varsha too is an equable child who has never done anything surprising or untoward—at least not until 20 September 1969.

There are certain years when time seems to speed up: for India and its neighbours, as for the world, and even beyond, 1969 is one such, for it is in July that Neil Armstrong becomes the first human to set foot on the moon. This is also the year when the Earth’s temperature is measured by a satellite for the first time, and the reports seem almost unbelievable today: the average temperature worldwide in 1969 is no different from what it was in 1877, almost a century earlier. Around the planet the weather is relatively cool and clement, which is not surprising since the concentration of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere is a mere 325 parts per million.

The political climate, on the other hand, is neither cool nor clement. In recent months the world has been rocked by a succession of events: mass uprisings in the nascent nation of Bangladesh; race riots in Malaysia; the deployment of British troops in Northern Ireland; a coup in Libya led by Colonel Muammar Gaddafi; and intensifying protests against the Vietnam War in the wake of Ho Chi Minh’s death on 2 September. In the midst of the worldwide turmoil an apparition of the Virgin Mary, which first appeared a year ago, above the Zeitoun Church in Cairo, is still attracting huge crowds: the glowing figure outlined within a shimmering sphere of light has since been witnessed by hundreds of thousands of people, including Egypt’s President Gamal Abdel Nasser. It has also been extensively photographed and filmed.

In India a major political crisis is brewing which will soon cause the Congress Party to split into two factions, one of which will become the dynastic fiefdom of Indira Gandhi and her family. A still more ominous set of events, with even grimmer portents for the future, is unfolding in Gujarat. For months tensions between Hindus and Muslims have been building in Ahmedabad, and on 18 September a wave of violence sweeps over the city. Over the next few days, innumerable shops, houses and places of worship are reduced to ashes, and hundreds of people, Hindu and Muslim, are killed.

While the events in Vietnam and Libya and on the moon have barely registered with the Gupta family, the riots in Gujarat have touched them directly and personally because they have extensive familial and commercial connections with Ahmedabad. They have spent hours on the phone, placing trunk calls to their relatives: the scratchy lines and the anxiety in their relatives’ voices have only deepened their alarm, putting them even more on edge.

This being 1969, the phones in question are heavy, black objects with circular dials. To possess even one of these is a mark of privilege for an Indian family, but the Gupta mansion, by virtue of the wealth that it houses, boasts no less than three telephones, one on each floor. The instruments are on conspicuous display in the respective sitting rooms, each placed atop a shrine of its own, often with an incense stick burning under it.

For the last few days the phones have been the centre of attention on every floor of the mansion. Whenever one rings, the very air seems to vibrate, as if a shock wave has passed through the house. Everyone holds their breath until an adult member of the family answers; every ear strains to listen, waiting for news of the dire situation on the other side of the subcontinent, a thousand kilometres to the west.

Little do the Guptas know—and who can blame them?—that the event which will have the greatest bearing on their lives will occur in their own house, and in the most innocuous of settings: the pantry on the third floor, where little Sandeep and Varsha take their midday meals.

On 20 September, when the children begin eating, there is no indication of anything untoward in the offing. They sit at a small table, wearing large bibs, while their respective ayahs hand-feed them mouthfuls of roti soaked in bright yellow panchmel dal. Varsha’s caregiver is bringing one last morsel towards the child’s lips when, instead of obligingly opening her mouth, Varsha slaps her hand away, splattering the floor with marigold-hued lumps of food.

Then, in a loud, clear voice she declares, in Hindi, ‘I want rice and fish. Give me some fish.’ A moment later, as if to underline the urgency of her demand, she says, in Bengali, ‘Ami machh-bhat khabo. Machh dao.’

This is greeted as a joke by the ayahs, who titter mildly as they clean up the mess on the floor. ‘All right,’ says one of them, humouring the child. ‘Tomorrow we’ll give you a big, big fish to play with. But only if you eat your food quietly now, like a good girl.’

This has no effect: the next piece of roti and dal that is brought to Varsha’s mouth meets the same fate as the one before. The child strikes her ayah’s hand away from her face and cries out, ‘I want fish now! I don’t want rotis and dal.’

Her shocked caregiver stares at her uncomprehendingly. ‘We can’t give you fish, Varsha beti. You know that. There’s no fish in this house.’

‘Then I won’t eat anything!’ screams the normally even-tempered three-year-old. ‘I won’t eat anything at all until you give me some rice and fish.’ Varsha’s eyes are blazing, not with frustration or peevishness, which would not have been untoward in a child of her age, but with an anger that seems almost adult in its intensity.

By this time the sound of the child’s voice has reached the kitchen, bringing several other members of the household staff into the room. On hearing the outlandish demand repeated again and again, they understand that Varsha is, in some sense, serious. But how could this be? The child has never been near a fish, let alone tasted one.

Maybe she had a dream, someone suggests.

Or perhaps she wants a toy that looks like a fish?

These speculations are put to rest by the child, who says, ‘No! I want to eat fish. Why do you never feed me any fish and rice?’

It is clear now that something must be done, that the family must be told. But who will do it? Even at the best of times to carry such a shocking tale to Varsha’s mother, Dipika, would mean risking a berating and possibly even dismissal. And today is far from being the best of days for the child’s mother: she has been consumed with worry for her family in Gujarat since early in the morning and this, in turn, has meant that she has been unusually cranky and short-tempered with the domestic help. To everyone’s relief, she is now closeted in her bedroom with her hairdresser, having her hands hennaed, as she does once every month; this is her special, private time, and everyone in the house knows that she is never to be disturbed during that hour. No employee can even contemplate intruding on her, much less with news like this.

As if by mutual consent the ayahs turn to little Sandeep. ‘Jao, beta! Go, tell your mother what Varsha is saying.’

Sandeep is nothing loath to make trouble for his annoyingly precocious little sister. He runs out of the pantry without even washing his hands, his voice echoing down the long corridor: ‘Mummyji, Mummyji, Varsha says she wants to eat fish!’

The boy’s shouts put an instant end to the hennaing; Dipika bursts out of her bedroom, holding her mehendi-encrusted hands out in front of her, kangaroo-like, and comes bounding into the pantry, where she stands looming over her daughter. ‘Is this true, Varsha? Did you ask to eat fish?’

Dipika is high-strung and volatile and the children are usually careful not to provoke her. But today little Varsha looks her right in the eye and repeats, loudly, ‘I want to eat rice and fish. Don’t you understand? I want fish!’

Taken aback, her mother recoils, and it falls to her ayah to chide the child. ‘What is this, Varsha baby? You shouldn’t talk to your mother like that.’

At that things get even worse.

Looking Dipika directly in the eye, Varsha says, loudly and clearly, ‘That is not my mother. My real mother’s name is Jhorna. She doesn’t live here. Our home is beside a river.’

This would have been bad enough if it had been said in private, but the presence of so many members of the Guptas’ staff makes it even worse because the story is bound to spread through the compound in a matter of moments. It is too much for Dipika; choking back a sob, she does something she has never done before. She gives her daughter a faltering little slap, marking her cheek with a filigreed imprint of the hennaed patterns that are still drying on her palms.

In the Gupta mansion the sound of a raised voice carries easily from floor to floor because the doors of the apartments are often left open. Now footsteps are heard rushing up from the floor below, and Varsha is soon surrounded by her aunt’s retinue of maids and household staff. Then her aunt, a stout, formidable woman, arrives herself and goes into a huddle with Dipika, demanding to know whether it is true that Varsha has asked to eat fish. When this is confirmed she looks around the room with a scowl and mutters, ‘Maybe someone has been feeding her fish in secret?’

As always, suspicion falls immediately on the domestic help and caregivers. The staff are mostly from Bihar and are vegetarians; the only Bengalis are Varsha’s ayah, Bhola’r-ma, and a couple of others, hired on condition that they renounce meat and fish forever. And they have shown every outward sign of having done so, often loudly expressing their disgust at the dietary habits of their fellow Bengalis. But not everyone is convinced of their sincerity, and there are many in the household who believe that their local co-workers stuff themselves with fish and fowl every time they visit their families: it is well-known, after all, that Bengalis cannot do without their fish, rice and mustard oil. Don’t they even have a saying which they brazenly boast about: Machhe bhate Bangali (Bengali by fish and rice)? Perhaps one of them smuggled some fish into the house and gave Varsha a taste behind the family’s back?

The first to be questioned is Bhola’r-ma. A buxom, placid Bengali with red paan-stained teeth, she indignantly denies having served Varsha fish, pointing out that she is a widow and, in keeping with the customs of Bengali Hindus, has been a strict vegetarian since she lost her husband many years ago. Nor could she have acquired fish on the sly since she almost never leaves the compound, having been kicked out of her son Bhola’s house by her domineering daughter-in-law.

It is Varsha herself who puts an end to her aunt’s interrogation of Bhola’r-ma. ‘What does she have to do with it?’ she cries. ‘She’s never given me any fish.’

‘Then why are you talking about eating fish? How can you even mention such a dirty, stinking thing?’ her aunt demands, pinching her nose at the very thought of that fishy odour. ‘Do you have any idea how horrible that fishy smell is?’

‘I know how fish tastes and smells,’ says Varsha with perfect equanimity. ‘I’ve eaten it all my life. I know how to catch fish too, with a net.’

‘What?’ cries her aunt. ‘How can you talk like that, you shameless girl?’

Word of what is happening in the pantry has now spread through the whole mansion, as becomes evident when the patriarch and his wife appear suddenly at the top of the staircase. They are a distinguished-looking couple, both dressed in immaculate white clothes: HH in a stiffly starched dhoti and kurta, and his wife in a crisp Kota sari. The venerable patriarch is leaning heavily on an ebony cane, and is followed closely by his personal assistant, a bald gnome of a man, armed with a notebook and pencil. That the older Guptas have taken the trouble to climb two flights of stairs is itself a sign of the gravity of the situation because they rarely venture all the way up from their ground-floor apartment.

The ring of onlookers parts respectfully as the elderly couple approaches their granddaughter. ‘Listen, beti,’ says HH and the room falls silent, except for Dipika, who is sobbing quietly in a corner. ‘You know that fish has never been brought into this house. So why are you talking about it? You have never eaten anything of the kind.’

‘I ate fish at my other house,’ says Varsha. ‘The one by the river, where I lived with my real mother.’

‘But you don’t have any other house,’ her grandfather says. ‘And your mother is right here. This house is the only place you have ever lived.’

‘No,’ says Varsha, her voice rising. ‘I have lived in another place— a house by a river. It wasn’t like this house. It had mud walls and the roof was made of leaves. Behind it was a pond where I caught fish with a net. There were many kinds of fish in the pond and I used to cook them in different ways.’

The stupefied onlookers turn their gaze to the patriarch, hoping that he, who has so long been the family’s helmsman, will know what to do.

The elder Mr Gupta is not unaware of what is expected of him. Smiting the marble floor with his cane, he immediately takes charge of the situation. Where, he demands, is Abhay, Varsha’s father?

He is out of town, HH is informed by his assistant. He has gone to Kharagpur to visit a cement factory that he has been placed in charge of, but he is due to return this afternoon.

Everyone is relieved to hear this. Varsha is deeply attached to her father. He, if anyone, will be able to talk sense into the child.

‘All right then,’ continues the patriarch. ‘While we are waiting for Abhay, call Dr Monty Bose and tell him to come over immediately. If the phone lines are down, send a peon with a note.’

This too is greeted with collective approbation; everyone recognizes that this is the right thing to do. Dr Monty Bose is Varsha’s paediatrician and a friend of Varsha’s father, with whom he sometimes plays tennis at the Tollygunge Club. Dr Bose knows the family well, having tended to both of Abhay Gupta’s children since their birth. And Abhay reposes great trust in the doctor because he, like Abhay himself, has studied in America and is very highly qualified. No time is lost in summoning the paediatrician.

Through all this, even though the family is now in a state of panic, Varsha is completely ‘normal’, busy with her favourite plaything, a length of yarn which she is tying into knots. Everyone leaves her alone, out of fear of what she might say next if provoked.



Dr Monty Bose lives on the far side of Dhakuria Lake, on a road that branches off from Southern Avenue at a right angle. He arrives fifteen minutes later. He is in his early forties, wiry and of medium height, with a sharp-featured, mobile face and a full head of gently greying curly hair. As always, he is dressed stylishly in crisply ironed trousers and a loose, colourful shirt.

The Guptas receive the paediatrician in the sitting room on the top floor, where they are seated on plush velvet sofas under gently clinking chandeliers. After a few muted greetings an uneasy hush descends on the room. This is disconcerting for the paediatrician, who, on the rare occasions when he makes house calls, is accustomed to being met by anxious parents who are all too eager to tell him about their child’s symptoms. But the Guptas seem to be in no hurry to do this; instead, they fidget and awkwardly shuffle their feet while exchanging surreptitious glances with each other. In the end Monty has no recourse but to glance at his watch: ‘I’m afraid…’

This prompts Dipika to speak up at last: ‘A very strange thing has happened, Dr—’ Then she begins to choke on her own words so her sister-in-law intervenes. ‘Dr Bose, what happened was that suddenly today Varsha started talking about another life, in which she was a Bengali woman living in a village…’

And now she too chokes, so the patriarch steps in. ‘And then Varsha started demanding fish.’

‘Fish?’ says Monty in puzzlement. ‘You mean, like in an aquarium?’

‘No.’ The old man drops his eyes. ‘She wants to eat fish. She says she won’t eat anything else until she’s been given some fish.’

Now Dipika breaks in, breathlessly. ‘I think she’s sick, Dr Bose. It must be some kind of brain fever, maybe meningitis.’

‘Well, I’d better examine her then,’ says Monty, picking up his bag. ‘Where is she?’

He is led to Varsha’s room in the interior of the flat, where, with Dipika looking on, he takes one instrument after another out of his bag and proceeds to check the girl’s temperature, heartbeat and breathing.

‘Varsha, are you in any pain?’ he asks, shining a flashlight into her eyes.

She shakes her head. ‘No, I am fine.’

Having failed to detect any symptom of illness, Monty then decides to test Varsha for signs of cognitive impairment. He asks her a series of questions: What is the colour of her dress? What are her cousins’ names? How old are they? and so on—all of which she answers correctly.

‘So tell me then, Varsha,’ says Monty, seating himself on a chair, ‘is it true that you have been talking about your other house, in a village?’

The question has been asked in Hindi but Varsha answers in Bengali, growing quite animated. ‘Yes, it was a house with earthen walls and a thatched roof. Behind it was a pond where I would catch fish.’

‘And where was this village, Varsha?’ says Monty. ‘Why did you leave it?’

‘I left because I had to.’

‘Why?’

‘Because I died.’

‘How did you die?’

‘I was bitten by a snake.’

‘A snake?’ cries Dipika, her voice rising. ‘Did you say a snake?’

At the sound of her scream the rest of the family rushes into the room. ‘What happened?’

‘Now Varsha says she was bitten by a snake,’ Dipika says, drawing a collective gasp from the others.

‘Please! Please be calm,’ Monty begs them, before turning back to Varsha. ‘Tell me,’ he says, ‘where did the snake bite you? On which part of your body? Do you remember?’

Varsha nods and points to the left side of her ribcage, where she has two tiny birthmarks shaped like circles. Monty has seen the marks before, when he examined Varsha as a newborn, but now he looks at them again, leaning over the child with a magnifying glass.

‘What are you looking at, Dr Bose?’ whispers the patriarch, craning over Monty’s shoulder.

‘Do you see these spots?’ says Monty, tapping the magnifying glass. ‘These birthmarks are tiny now, but in a few years they will be exactly the same shape and size as the puncture wounds of a snakebite.’

The Guptas stare at him in open-mouthed horror.

Monty turns to look at the birthmarks again. ‘What’s puzzling,’ he says, ‘is that the marks are on the ribs and not on the legs, as is usually the case with snakebites.’

‘What are you saying, Dr Bose?’ cries Dipika, her voice rising to a wail. ‘How could Varsha have been bitten by a snake? What is happening to us today? Everything was all right this morning, it was just a normal day, and now…’

‘Whatever the problem,’ says Monty, ‘it is not physical. It is something else, something that I cannot deal with.’

‘Then what do you suggest, Dr Bose?’ says the patriarch. ‘What should we do?’

‘I think you should consult a psychologist.’

‘Can you recommend someone? Someone we can trust—who will keep this matter confidential?’

Monty smiles. ‘I know just the person,’ he says. ‘My wife, Shoma, is a highly qualified therapist and psychologist.’

‘Has she worked with children?’ the old man inquires.

‘Actually,’ says Monty, ‘she has dealt with several cases of this type.’

‘What type do you mean, Dr Bose?’

‘I mean children who remember past lives.’







Two


Monty’s wife, the psychologist Shoma Bose, was my mashima, my mother’s younger sister. Shoma and I were unusually close because she had no children of her own and she had taken care of me for the first six months of my life when my mother was laid low by serious postpartum complications. After that, either out of gratitude or generosity, my mother had continued to ‘share’ me with her younger sister, to whom she was deeply attached; it was no great deprivation for her anyway since she already had two older daughters. In those days, in Indian families, such arrangements, whereby a child was semi-adopted by childless relatives, were not unusual.

This meant that I had to learn, very early in my life, to adapt to two markedly different sets of circumstances. When at home, I lived in a cramped flat with my parents and my two sisters. My father was an accountant in a firm that made rubber tyres; we were by no means poor, but money was tight. Since our flat had only two bedrooms I, as the boy, had to sleep on a charpai in a narrow corridor. It was understood that minor discomforts had to be borne without complaint because significant sacrifices were being made to send me to an expensive school where the medium of instruction was English.

Shoma and Monty, on the other hand, lived in a large two-storey bungalow that had a paved courtyard, a garage and a somewhat unkempt thicket of greenery at the back, towering over which were a couple of coconut palms and an ancient mango tree that produced prodigious quantities of deliciously sweet, golden fruit of the prized Himsagar variety. The tree was so big that some of its branches arched over the bungalow, creating a shaded arbour on the roof.

Monty had inherited the house from his father, who had been a doctor in the British Indian Army and had served in Burma during the Second World War. Monty’s father, Colonel Bose, had built the house himself, in an Art Deco style, on land that he had acquired very cheaply on the advice of a friend of his when the neighbourhood was a sparsely populated suburb. As was common in Calcutta in those days, the house and its compound were known by a name, rather than a number, as if to proclaim that it was not a sterile copy of other houses but a little realm that had its own distinctive character. The name that Colonel Bose had chosen for his house was ‘Tavoy’, after a picturesque seaside town on Burma’s Tenasserim coast, where he had spent some time recovering from a wartime injury.

Monty’s clinic, where he saw his patients, was housed in the ground floor of the bungalow. Since he was a much-sought-after paediatrician, his clinic was a sprawling network of rooms that occupied the entire lower half of the bungalow: it was noisy, raucous and crowded down there, with receptionists, compounders and nurses bustling about as they shuffled people between the medical examination rooms, the holding areas and the dispensary. During Monty’s working hours there would sometimes be so many children waiting to see him that the courtyard at the back of the house would look like the playground of a school; on Fridays, when he did not charge any fees, the line would often stretch from the door of the clinic to the cinema down the road.

Tavoy’s upper floor was my aunt Shoma’s domain. The atmosphere there was very different: quiet and studious, as befitted a place where people talked about their inner lives in lowered voices. This part of the house had a rambling, haphazard feel to it, with the kitchen, dining room, living room and bedrooms dissolving into each other through curtained doorways. The only room that was set strictly apart was the study, where Shoma did her writing and met clients. On one side of the study stood a comfortable recliner, which, like Freud’s famous couch, was buried under colourful rugs, in this case woven shotoronjis. The shelves that lined the room were filled with interesting bric-a-brac—masks, an old radio, film posters, unusual chess sets, odd-looking dolls with nodding heads and so on.

At Tavoy there were many nooks and crannies where a child could hide and daydream, but my favourite part of the house was the curved veranda in front, which looked out onto the park that surrounded Dhakuria Lake. Shoma and Monty loved to sit on the veranda, especially when the sun was going down. They would sink into their easy chairs and sip tea while flocks of birds came home to roost, led by a committee of vultures that always perched in a long line on a tall Java almond tree on the far side of the lake.

At the entrance to the park people would gather around the carts of competing brands of ice-cream, bright orange for Magnolia and blue-and-white for Kwality. Others would converge on jhalmuri vendors, who would entertain them by making a great show of mixing puffed rice, mustard oil and chillies in tins that they wielded like shamans’ rattles.

I loved sitting on the veranda with Shoma and Monty when I stayed at Tavoy, watching people go by as dusk descended on the park.



When I think back to that time in my life, what I remember most vividly is the darkness, the like of which I have never again experienced anywhere in the world. When the lights went off in Calcutta and the fans stopped beating the warm, humid air, we would lie awake in the inky stillness, feeling the sheets go damp under us and listening to sounds that came floating in from great distances—trucks backfiring, jackals howling, someone blowing their nose with slow, patient concentration, as if to scrub their sinuses clean.

Almost daily, in the 1960s, there would be long spells of load shedding during which large swathes of the city would lose power. Sometimes there would be no electricity for eight hours at a time, or even longer. On days when there were no power cuts we would be on tenterhooks, thinking: ‘This is too good to be true. Can’t we just get it over and done with?’

But power cuts were just one aspect of the city’s tumult, an effect rather than a cause. Calcutta was then in a state of almost permanent rebellion with daily strikes, or marches, or morchas, or gheraos. Best of all were the bandhs, which would shut down the whole city: there would be no buses or cars or trams on the streets, so we were free to spend the day outside, gleefully playing wherever we wanted so long as we stayed within the precincts of our para, where everyone knew everyone.

All around the para there were walls that were thickly plastered with posters, most of them stamped with some variation of the hammer-and-sickle icon. Back then Bengal had more varieties of socialists and communists than any other part of the world. The plainest variety was the old Communist Party of India, which was then in decline, having been outflanked by its more radical offshoot, the Communist Party of India (Marxist). But this faction too was locked in a deadly struggle with an even more radical breakaway faction, the Naxalites, who, in a grand gesture of one-upmanship, had named themselves the Communist Party of India (Marxist–Leninist).

It was all very confusing for a child, but Shoma, who was very good at explaining things, simplified it for me one day. ‘Just remember, the longer the name of the party, the more radical it’s likely to be.’

Certainly, even though we were only children at the time, we understood very well that the Naxalites were a particularly fearsome group, so we avoided peeing in the empty lot where they tended to fix their posters. The CPI’s wall was thought to be better suited for this purpose, especially because it had a large sign stencilled on it to warn away would-be micturators: DO NOT COMMIT NUISANCE HERE.

Every day, towards sunset, when our mothers would come swarming out to summon us home to do our schoolwork, we would run back indoors, hoping that someone had remembered to fill the buckets in our bathrooms so that we would have some water to wash up with before getting to our desks. The pumps stopped working when the power went out, so forgetting to fill the buckets could lead to major domestic upheavals.

If the lights happened to be out, as was the case more often than not, I would wrap myself in a sheet, to hold the mosquitoes at bay, before I sat down at my desk and lit a kerosene lamp. Immediately, my world would shrink into the circle of light cast by the lamp, which was not entirely a bad thing when you were trying to do your homework.

Looking back now, it seems to me that the Kolkata of today is as different from the Calcutta of my childhood as the letters in the spellings of those names. The city that I remember was not an easy place, to be sure, but there was something about it that left an indelible mark on all of us who grew up in it at that time: we were always prepared for uncertainties, knowing that everything around us could be plunged into darkness at any moment.

Is it any wonder then that, despite all the difficulties and inconveniences, many of us look back on those years with a certain tenderness? To have lived through that time in Calcutta is to have been prepared to endure a world that would no longer be able to sustain its specious hopes and delusional promises.



My memories of the city of my childhood had ebbed until they came flooding back half a century later on the other side of the planet, in Brooklyn, during the plague year of 2020. I suppose the reason those locked-down days reminded me of Calcutta was that during the pandemic too there was a sense of darkness closing in, or rather, of an artificial brightness leaking out of the world.

Every morning, on waking up in the preternatural quiet that had descended upon my neighbourhood, I would begin my day by checking a series of websites and apps. The page that I visited most often provided daily readings of the amount of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere: I followed the data so closely that my spirits would rise when the concentration of CO2 in the atmosphere dipped below 400 parts per million; conversely, I would sink into a depression when the figure soared to 415.

And that was just the beginning. Among my next few go-to websites was one that listed the number of species that had gone extinct the previous day—when the number was below ten I would feel a wild surge of optimism, and when it was above twenty I would find it hard to get out of bed. And so it went on: deforestation, droughts, wildfires, migrants on the US–Mexico border, refugee boats on the Mediterranean and so on.

All of this I did before it was time for me to call Shoma in Calcutta, hoping that she would be out on her veranda in her wheelchair, rather than in bed, strapped to her BiPAP machine. It was a convenient time for me because I could talk to her while I pottered around my apartment with my headphones on, making coffee and preparing for the day. As we spoke I would envision the scene on Shoma’s veranda in all its details: the park beyond, emptied of the usual cricket games and courting couples, but doubly thronged with birds, and maybe a mustering of storks on the old Java almond tree since the committee of vultures had long since been wiped out by diclofenac—all of this would float past my eyes almost as if I were sitting there myself with my aunt.



Earlier that year, in January, shortly after her eighty-fifth birthday, Shoma had fallen and broken her hip. Fortunately the fall had occurred while I was already in Calcutta for my usual winter sojourn, so I was able to supervise all the arrangements for her operation. Afterwards, while Shoma was still under anaesthesia, her primary physician, Dr Romy Das, who happened to be a relative of ours, told me that the procedure had gone well—or as well as could be expected for a woman of her age—but a full recovery was scarcely to be hoped for. Despite having been quite spry before her fall, Shoma’s days of getting about on her own were probably over: from now on, when she was not in bed, she would likely be confined to a wheelchair.

‘Looking ahead, what do you think we should do?’ I asked Romy. ‘Do you think we should move her to a nursing home? Or an assisted-living facility?’

‘Knowing her, I doubt she’d agree, but it’s certainly a conversation that needs to be had when she’s in a condition to have it.’

Since Shoma was childless and I was the relative who was closest to her, it ultimately fell to me to broach the subject of moving to a nursing home.

The conversation went pretty much as I had thought it would. Shoma heard me out without interruption while breathing heavily into her BiPap mask. After I had finished speaking she pushed a button on a remote control to raise the backrest of her hospital bed. When her face was level with mine she pulled her mask down to her chin and gazed directly into my eyes with an intensity that made me flinch.

‘Dinu,’ she said in a voice that was firm as ever despite its wheezy rasp, ‘you know perfectly well that I’ve lived in my house ever since the day I married Monty. Please don’t talk to me about moving into an old-age home. I’m not leaving Tavoy until I’m carried to the cremation ghat.’

‘I just want you to think about it, is all,’ I said. ‘It’s possible, you know, that things would be easier for you in a nursing home. You’d have round-the-clock care and there’d be a doctor on call whenever you needed one.’

Shoma frowned. ‘Is it really me that you’re thinking about, Dinu? Or is it yourself? Would it be easier for you if I were tucked away in a nursing home?’

‘It’s not that—’ I cut myself short almost as soon as I began because I realized that Shoma had, as always, gone straight to the heart of the matter.

‘Listen, Dinu,’ Shoma continued quietly. ‘What I want now is to spend whatever time I have left in my own home with my own people. When I go, I want to go peacefully, in my own bed, not in some hospital room among strangers.’

I knew then that there was nothing to be gained by prolonging the argument. ‘I understand,’ I said. ‘Don’t worry; I’ll take care of it.’

From that point on, I made it my business to ensure that Shoma would have the same kind of care in her own house as she would have had in a hospital or nursing home. First, with Romy’s help, I hired a complement of caregivers, headed by an experienced and highly recommended nurse called Sumita Biswas. Then I acquired a high-end, fully adjustable hospital bed with remote controls, two overbed tables, a fancy motorized wheelchair and an array of other equipment. And so, by the time Shoma was released from the hospital, her bedroom was fully the equal of anything the city’s best nursing homes could have provided.

Putting all this together took a great deal of work but the effort was well worth it: once the new systems and equipment were in place and Shoma was properly installed in her bedroom, there was an immediate improvement in her condition. Within a day or two she was sitting up with her shiny new tablet in front of her, following the news as avidly as she always had.

The sight of this newly invigorated Shoma was deeply gratifying for me and I would sometimes pause at her door just to look at her: her hair was now so white that it matched her pillow covers, and her skin had become almost translucent, which made the capillaries and bones beneath stand out like the veins of a dried leaf.

On the night table beside Shoma’s bed was a framed photograph of her and Monty taken decades ago, when they were in their forties. But in the picture they looked even younger, she slim and petite in a blouse and trousers, and he decked out in one of his colourful shirts. Monty had been wearing one the last time I was with him, shortly before he died of a sudden heart attack. That was more than fifteen years earlier, and he was still vigorous and sprightly then, much as he looked in that photograph. Shoma, on the other hand, had aged so much in the interim that Sumita, the nurse, had been hard put to believe that her patient, with her thinning white hair, pinched mouth and hollowed-out cheeks, was none other than the vibrant woman in that photograph. For my part, I was more conscious of the less obvious changes in my aunt: even though Shoma’s mind was as sharp as ever, I often had the sense that she was no longer fully engaged with the world around her, that she was looking ahead to something else.

The thought filled me with deep misgiving and I began to worry about returning to Brooklyn at the end of February as planned. I postponed my departure by a couple of weeks and would have tried to stay on even longer except that I had matters to attend to back home that could no longer be put off. I decided then that my best option was to fly to the US as scheduled on 11 March and come back to Calcutta a short while later, maybe at the end of the month, after taking care of all that I needed to in New York. I kept all of this to myself, however, knowing that Shoma would try to dissuade me if she knew that I was changing my plans because of her. So, on 11 March, when I went to see her on my way to the airport, she had no idea that I intended to return in two or three weeks. Nor did I let on, not even after she beckoned me over to her bed: ‘Dinu, come here! Quickly.’ She pointed at the screen of her tablet.

I went over to peer at the glowing screen and found myself staring at a headline posted on a local website: ‘World Health Organization Declares Global Pandemic; Fifteen Covid-19 Cases Already Detected In Kolkata’.

Little did I know then that the word ‘pandemic’ would soon be seared into public memory the world over. It embarrasses me now to recall that I, who was accustomed to keeping a weather eye on the planet’s many crises, had completely missed this one. The truth was that I had been so busy dealing with the arrangements for Shoma’s care that I had not had much time for anything else.

I cringe to think of it now, but all I did when I saw the announcement of the pandemic was scratch my chin in puzzlement and ask, ‘What the hell is this Covid-19 thing anyway?’

‘It’s a new flu that seems to have originated in China. Haven’t you been following?’

I shook my head. ‘No. I’ve had other things to think about. Anyway, it’s probably a false alarm. Do you remember the fuss they made about SARS and the swine flu? But in the end things went on pretty much as usual, didn’t they?’

‘All the same,’ said Shoma, ‘I’m glad you’re going back to Brooklyn. The air is so much better there than in Calcutta. And your girlfriend is there too, isn’t she, the scientist, what’s her name?’

This caught me unawares and I became a little defensive, as often happened when Shoma asked me personal questions. ‘Do you mean Piya? No, she lives in Oregon, and she’s not my girlfriend, more’s the pity.’

Shoma pursed her lips. ‘I was hoping that she’d be the one you would settle down with.’

I shook my head. ‘That’s not going to happen. We’re both too set in our ways. Piya likes being on her own, in Oregon, and I’m perfectly happy where I am, in Brooklyn. Speaking of which’—I glanced at my watch—‘I’d better be off to the airport now; I don’t want to miss my flight.’

‘Wait, Dinu.’ Shoma reached for my hand and gave it a squeeze. ‘There’s one last thing I want to ask of you before you leave.’

‘Yes, of course.’

‘Promise me that whatever happens you won’t let them put me in a hospital again.’

This startled me. ‘Shoma, you have nothing to worry about. We’ve already set up a hospital for you here, in your bedroom. You won’t need to go anywhere.’

She still wouldn’t let go of my hand. ‘Dinu, all I want now is a good death, a peaceful death, amongst my own people, in my own house. That’s the last thing I’ll ask of you. Please grant me that.’

‘Shoma!’ I said in a scolding tone. ‘It’s much too early for you to be talking like that.’

‘Dinu, there comes a time in your life when thinking about death is healthy … necessary even. It’s nothing to be afraid of.’

‘But you’re not there yet. You still have many years ahead of you.’

Shoma’s lips curled into a wry smile. ‘Dinu, what makes you think I want many more years?’

‘It’s not up to you to decide,’ I said firmly. ‘It’s our job to make sure you have all the time you possibly can, whether you want it or not.’







Three


Had it been possible, Monty would have told Shoma the story of his talk with Varsha the moment he got home from the Gupta mansion. But on reaching Tavoy he found a long line of patients waiting to see him, so it was not till sunset that he was able to go upstairs and join Shoma for their usual cup of tea.

Once he had slipped into his favourite easy chair, Monty wasted no time in getting started. ‘I have quite a tale for you today, Shoma! It’s about a house call I made this afternoon for Abhay Gupta’s daughter, Varsha. It was the strangest call I’ve ever been on.’

‘Why? What was the matter with the girl?’

‘Maybe it’s best that you see for yourself. I’ve made an appointment for you to visit the Gupta house at ten-thirty tomorrow morning.’

‘Oh, you didn’t, Monty!’ Shoma protested. ‘I have a client coming tomorrow morning at ten.’

Monty smiled. ‘Well, wait till you hear the story; I think this is one appointment you’ll want to keep. It’ll be of great interest to that professor you’ve been working with.’

‘You mean Cathy?’

‘Yes,’ said Monty with a grin, ‘Cathy the ghost-doctor.’

This was Monty’s private nickname for Dr Catherine Booth, an American professor with whom Shoma had been collaborating for several years. The moniker derived from the professor’s surname, which was often mispronounced, or misheard, by Bengalis as ‘Bhoot’, or ghost, and since she also had ‘doctor’ appended to her name, people sometimes jumped to the conclusion that she was a ‘bhoot-daktar’ (ghost-doctor or exorcist), a fact of which she was happily unaware.

Dr Booth was in fact a senior member of the Faculty of Psychology and Neurology at the University of Virginia in Charlottesville, where Shoma had earned her doctorate. However, their collaboration had started not in Charlottesville but some years later when, on the recommendation of a colleague, Dr Booth had written to Shoma to ask whether she might be interested in helping her with some field research. She was planning to travel to Calcutta to do some interviews, she wrote, and she needed a Bengali translator.

The letter had made no mention of the subject of Dr Booth’s research nor did Shoma have any idea of her areas of interest. Finding out was not easy either, but after much searching Shoma eventually managed to get hold of an academic directory that listed Dr Booth’s name and publications. This was how she discovered, to her great surprise, that Dr Booth was one of the world’s leading experts on ‘cases of the reincarnation type’.

When she first came upon that phrase Shoma had assumed that it was some kind of joke; it was unimaginable to her that reincarnation could be the subject of serious scientific research. The fact that phrases like ‘in my next life’ or ‘in my last life’ often tripped off her tongue was immaterial; these were just stock expressions, uttered in everyday conversations; they were emphatically not assertions of belief. As far as Shoma was concerned, reincarnation as a phenomenon was no more real than the flying chariots and talking animals of Indian mythology. Nor was she alone in thinking this, for Indian academic circles had long been dogmatically materialist. Shoma knew that if her colleagues learnt that she was collaborating with a specialist on reincarnation she would face ridicule if not downright hostility.

But she could not dismiss the opportunity out of hand either since it was quite possible that a senior American professor like Dr Booth would be able to open some important doors for her, career-wise. So, after much thought, Shoma had written back to the professor to say that she would be happy to interpret for her, but in order to do the job properly she would need to read some of Dr Booth’s publications, which, unfortunately, were not available in Calcutta.

A few weeks later a large parcel had arrived, filled with papers and books written by Professor Booth and her mentor, one Dr Ian Stevenson, who was evidently extremely prolific. It turned out that between them the two professors had produced a large body of research on ‘cases of the reincarnation type’ (the phrase had apparently been coined by Dr Stevenson).

It was in a mood of deep scepticism that Shoma began to leaf through the books and papers, fully expecting them to be filled with crackpot theories and wild conjectures. To her surprise she discovered that many of Dr Booth’s articles had been published in prestigious academic journals and were written in a dry, empirical style that wholly belied the outlandish nature of the subject.

Soon, almost against her own will, Shoma found herself being drawn into the material but try as she might she could not bring herself to believe that aspects of a person’s selfhood could not only outlive them but also be transplanted into the body of some randomly chosen, newly born infant: the notion ran counter to everything her education had taught her.

Only after Professor Booth arrived in Calcutta did Shoma’s doubts begin to subside. Cathy Booth was a tall, broad-shouldered woman with a freckled face, close-cropped grey hair and a brisk, no-nonsense manner. She did not seem at all the type to be in the thrall of fanciful ideas: Shoma was not surprised to learn that the professor had started her career as a psychologist for the Marine Corps and that she had served in Korea.

Dr Booth had come extremely well-prepared, armed with a list of names and addresses of possible cases of reincarnation provided by various associates and informants in India. Her plan was to interview each of these children, and their families, to determine whether the children’s claims could be empirically verified.

It became clear to Shoma during the very first interview they did together that no one was a greater sceptic than Dr Booth herself. The ‘case’ in question was a ten-year-old boy from a family that lived in Howrah, on the other side of the Hooghly river. On arriving at the specified location Shoma and Dr Booth were received by the child’s parents, who explained at great length that they believed their son to be the re-embodiment of a rich relative who had died in an accident shortly before the boy was born; as evidence they cited various events that he had described from his earlier life. But the parents were oddly slow to produce the boy himself, and when at last he did appear, his accounts of those events sounded like stories that he had been told rather than memories of his own.

It did not take long for Dr Booth to come to a conclusion. ‘The kid’s clearly been coached by his parents,’ she said on the way back from Howrah. ‘They probably want to get some money out of their relatives. Fraud is quite common in these cases.’

The next couple of interviews were similarly disappointing, but for other reasons. One girl could no longer recall her past life, although her parents remembered her describing it in great detail when she was younger. Then there was a six-year-old boy who claimed to be the reincarnation of a famous holy man. Dr Booth wrote him off almost immediately. ‘It’s always a red light when they say they were famous in their past lives,’ she said. ‘It’s when a kid remembers an ordinary life that you know there may be something to it.’

Soon Dr Booth’s list led them to exactly such a case: a five-year-old boy in Baruipur, a small town to the south of the city. When Shoma and Dr Booth arrived at the local school as instructed, they were met not only by the parents of the ‘case’ but also by some two dozen other people. It turned out that some of them belonged to the five-year-old’s current family and some to his previous family; they included a young man and two adult married women who had come to accept that their father had been reborn as the boy.

The case’s father was a schoolteacher and had compiled an extensive collection of notes on his son’s claims about his past life. Since early childhood the boy had exhibited extreme fear of two things: motorcycles and water. His aquaphobia was so powerful that giving him a bath was a daily struggle. As for motorcycles, he would hide at their very sight; the mere sound of one passing by, even at a great distance, would make him shiver and cry. The boy also had a strange habit: he liked to make small red flags which he would hold up while standing stiffly upright.

Shortly after turning three, the child had begun to mention details of his previous life: he had worked at a railway station, he said, as the stationmaster, and had lived in a nearby house with his two daughters and one son, all of whose names he remembered. One day, while travelling in a bus with his father, the boy had become very agitated after spotting a railway station in the distance: ‘That’s where I worked! Take me there!’ They got off the bus and were walking towards the station when the boy pointed to a house and said, ‘That’s where I used to live! I want to go there.’

On the threshold of the house they were met by a man in his early twenties whom the boy immediately recognized as ‘his’ son; he even addressed him by a nickname known only to close relatives. When he entered the house it quickly became clear that he was intimately familiar with the inside layout; he even knew where ‘his’ flag and lantern were stored. Then he asked after ‘his’ two daughters, naming both of them correctly. As a test, the young man showed him a photograph of several people taken at a wedding and asked him to point out ‘his’ daughters: the boy unhesitatingly picked the right women.

It turned out that the young man and his two sisters were indeed the children of a stationmaster, a man who had been very proud of the red signal flag. The stationmaster had drowned after being knocked into a river by a speeding motorcycle.

Later, the stationmaster’s son had organized a large gathering of his family to see if the boy would recognize their relatives. The child correctly identified several of them, in many instances mentioning details about their lives that were known only to them and the late stationmaster. So convincing was the boy’s performance that his former children had believed his claims and the two families had begun to exchange regular visits. Odd though the situation was, they had adapted to it as a fact of life.

On the way back to the city Shoma and Dr Booth had tried to pick holes in the boy’s story but they could find none. Even Monty, who prided himself on his ability to spot a hoax, could find no discrepancies when Shoma told him about the case, but he had dismissed it nonetheless: ‘Oh, they just made up a tall tale to get some money out of you.’

‘But they didn’t ask for payment,’ said Shoma. ‘And we wouldn’t have given them money anyway; that’s a strict rule with Dr Booth.’

‘Maybe they just want publicity.’

Shoma had laughed. ‘What publicity? At best they’ll be mentioned under pseudonyms in some academic journal that no one reads.’

But Monty was not convinced. ‘You wait and see,’ he had said darkly. ‘When that boy grows up he’s going to stand for election, saying he’s a reincarnation.’

‘And how would that help him?’ said Shoma. ‘Why would anyone vote for a candidate who remembers being a stationmaster in a past life? Why would anyone care? Monty, it’s you who’s being absurd now.’

The night before her departure Dr Booth had joined them for dinner at their house, and Monty, like Shoma before him, was won over by her unpretentious, down-to-earth manner. The fact that she had specifically asked for a proper Bengali meal also made Monty warm to her, and she charmed him further still at the dinner table by ignoring the knife and fork that had been laid out for her and using her fingers instead. ‘The food tastes better that way,’ she said.

‘That’s exactly what we say!’ cried Monty. ‘In any case it’s impossible to eat our local fish with knives and forks.’

Inevitably the conversation had turned to some ‘cases of the reincarnation type’ whom Dr Booth had recently interviewed in Bihar and Haryana: one was a girl from a rural Brahmin family whose memories of an earlier existence as a sweeper were so vivid that she had insisted from a very early age on sweeping the house, and had even volunteered to dispose of her siblings’ faeces; another was a boy from a prosperous family with a long tradition of soldiering, who, to the great embarrassment of his relatives, had manifested behaviours that suggested that he remembered being a gardener, frequently getting down on his haunches to cut grass with a scythe, something that was considered beneath his family’s station.

‘In both these cases,’ Dr Booth added, ‘we were alerted to the children by their paediatricians.’ She turned to Monty with a smile. ‘I understand you are a paediatrician too, Dr Bose. Have you ever come across any such case?’

‘No,’ said Monty with a vehement shake of his head. ‘Never. I just treat children’s fevers and infections. I don’t talk to them about their dreams and fantasies. I like to think of myself as a scientist. I deal with real things.’

‘Well, as a scientist I’m sure you know that Niels Bohr once said that everything we call real is made of things that cannot be regarded as real.’

Monty had answered by knocking on the table. ‘I know that this table is real. I don’t believe in anything I can’t touch or see with my own eyes.’

‘Well, you can’t see or touch quantum waves, can you?’ insisted Dr Booth. ‘But I’m sure you acknowledge that they exist?’

‘That’s different. Quantum waves can be experimentally verified. There are theories to explain their behaviour. What’s the theoretical explanation for reincarnation?’

Dr Booth sighed. ‘There are some theories out there—parallel universes, time loops and stuff like that. But to be honest I don’t care at all about explanations. The world is full of stuff we can’t explain—hell, who can even explain why people fall in love? I’m a hands-on kinda person; all I care about is collecting the evidence and seeing if it holds up.’

‘I don’t have a problem with that,’ said Monty. ‘I’m fine with it as long as it’s just anecdotes, like stories about ghosts and yetis. Just so long as no one claims it’s science.’

‘But science isn’t just a set of received ideas, is it?’ said Dr Booth. ‘If it were, it would be just another religion. As I see it, science is a method and it requires us to study everything that happens in the world, even if we can’t explain it.’

‘But—’

Here Shoma had interrupted. ‘I don’t think this is going to be settled tonight, so let’s just get on with the dessert, shall we? Here, Cathy, do try some rasgullas and sandesh. We Bengalis are very proud of our sweets.’



Now, after listening to Monty’s account of his examination of Varsha Gupta, Shoma remembered something that Cathy Booth had once said, about there being certain patterns that recurred in textbook examples of ‘cases of the reincarnation type’. From what she had just heard about Monty’s house call, it seemed to Shoma that Varsha Gupta might well be an example of that kind.

To begin with there was the girl’s age: in such cases children generally began expressing their memories of earlier lives between the ages of three and five. Such children were also often very precocious and sometimes displayed exceptional, and even inexplicable, linguistic abilities. Another somewhat more unusual pattern in such cases was the carrying over of physical traces of an earlier life, in the form of birthmarks and scars. Often these traces would indicate the location of wounds that had resulted in the termination of the earlier life—for example, by marking the entry points of bullets, knives and other weapons (Dr Ian Stevenson had written about haemangiomas of this kind at some length). It was quite possible that the birthmarks on Varsha’s ribcage were instances of this phenomenon.

All things considered, Shoma had to concede that Monty was right: this was indeed an incredible opportunity for her, not least because it was exceedingly rare for a case of this kind to come to the attention of a qualified professional immediately after a child’s first declaration of their memories of their former life. Often years went by before their initial claims could be recorded and investigated. To be able to interview a child the day after their first declaration was almost unheard of.

So, just as Monty had foreseen, Shoma decided to reshuffle her appointments so that she would be able to meet Varsha the next day.







Four


Monty liked to joke that my mother and Shoma had nothing in common apart from their complexion, which was the colour of dark honey (a trait I inherited from them). There was more than a grain of truth in his joke: despite being deeply attached to each other, my mother and Shoma were so different that people sometimes found it hard to believe that they were siblings.

My mother was a homebody whose life revolved around my father, my two sisters and me. Plump and large-bosomed, Ma flaunted the markers of conservative Bengali matronhood like a uniform: she was never seen in anything other than a sari, usually with a huge bunch of keys jingling at the end of her anchal, and a large dab of vermilion in the parting of her waist-length hair. Her taste in reading did not extend beyond gossip magazines and the occasional romantic novel.

Shoma, on the other hand, was a self-identified ‘bluestocking’ and proud of it. Trim and upright, her hair tied up in a tight little bun, she was always elegant, no matter whether she was wearing slacks or a sari. Her small face was shaped like a banyan leaf, broad on top and pointed at the bottom, and her features were delicately shaped—except for her eyes, which were very large and seemed especially so because they were magnified by heavy-rimmed eyeglasses.

The sisters’ differences had a lot to do, I think, with the gap in their ages: eight years older than Shoma, my mother grew up before India gained independence, at a time when Bengal was convulsed by war, famine, communal violence and the struggle against colonialism. The atmosphere was such, I imagine, that dropping out of college and getting married early, which is what my mother did, must have seemed the sensible thing to do. Shoma, on the other hand, came of age in the euphoric period after Independence when young women felt increasingly empowered to assert themselves. So, instead of allowing her parents to find a husband for her, as my mother had done, Shoma chose her own spouse: Manabendra ‘Monty’ Bose, who was a few years older than her. This was the first ‘love marriage’ in either of their families, but it met with no opposition because Monty was regarded as an eminently eligible match, having recently qualified as a doctor. Moreover, Shoma and Monty were from similar backgrounds and were very well-suited to each other, with many common interests and tastes. They were both proudly atheist, for instance, although that did not prevent them from celebrating Durga Puja and other Hindu festivals with their families and friends. They also shared a passion for quizzes, which was how they had met, and they frequently teased each other about the mistakes they had made in long-ago competitions, like the time when Shoma hadn’t known that Scotland’s official animal was a unicorn, or when Monty had mistaken coulrophobia for the fear of cauliflowers. They were both also scientifically minded and were inordinately proud of their connections with eminent scientists. Shoma liked to boast about a cousin who had married into the family of Jagadish Chandra Bose, the physicist who was famed for his pioneering work on semiconductor prototypes and plant physiology. As for Monty, he never wasted an opportunity to talk about his equally obscure connection with Satyen Bose, who, along with Albert Einstein, had developed the Bose–Einstein statistics and after whom the subatomic particles known as bosons were named.

But even as Monty and Shoma’s wedding was being planned by their families, far away and unbeknownst to them, wheels were being set in motion that would ultimately have a huge impact on their lives: amidst the intensifying tensions of the Cold War, a US senator came to the fateful conclusion that ‘a stockpile of international friendship is worth far more than a stockpile of bombs’. This led to the establishment of an organization that handed out fellowships to Indians for higher studies in the United States. So it happened that the couple was able to spend six years in America, where they both earned advanced degrees: Shoma from the University of Virginia, and Monty from the storied hospital of Howard University in Washington, D.C.

Monty and Shoma were in America as McCarthyism was coming to an end and the Civil Rights Movement was beginning, a time that seems immeasurably distant now because there were very few Indian students in the country then. But this was immaterial to Shoma and Monty, who were newly married and had each other for companionship. Later, they would say those years in the States were an extended honeymoon, the best time of their lives—but they never failed to add that the principal reason they felt that way was because they had known all along that they would eventually return to Calcutta. It was this awareness that enabled them to shrug off the daily vexations of living in deeply segregated cities like Charlottesville and Washington, D.C., never knowing which restaurants they could enter or where they should sit on buses and trains.

In the event, they did indeed return to Calcutta after finishing their higher degrees. However, leaving the United States did not mean letting go of America: Tavoy was always full of American sounds and tastes—jazz and rock ’n’ roll, pancakes and peanut butter. But of all the baggage that Shoma and Monty brought back with them nothing was more important, at least to me, than their counter-cultural attitudes to education and child-rearing. Their views on these matters were completely different from those then prevalent among most middle-class Indians.

To be middle class in India at that time was to live with a certain kind of precarity because the spectre of poverty was never far from the door, and education was seen to be the only means of keeping it at bay. As a result there was a feverish focus on examinations and bad grades were treated as calamities that heralded ruin. My parents subscribed to this ethic even more fervently than most, and the slightest straying of attention or failure to do well in school resulted in punishments that were sometimes quite painful.

At Tavoy punishments were unheard of. Instead, Monty and Shoma were indulgent of me in ways that seemed eminently modern, liberal and forward-looking. They never said, for example, that if I didn’t do my homework I would end up on the streets, pulling rickshaws for a living; nor did they tell me that my brain would rot if I read comic books; or that I would be a ‘fail case’ if I didn’t come first in my algebra exams and would, therefore, be unable to study engineering or medicine, and would have to spend my life in a slum, like a refugee. At Tavoy I was never forced to study Bengali grammar, as I was in my own home. Shoma encouraged me to follow my own interests and would often say that examinations didn’t measure anything important and instead created a lot of unhappiness by making children compete against each other.

I revelled in all of this, of course: it thrilled me to listen to Shoma and Monty speak to each other (and to me) in their American-accented English; I loved that they insisted on my using their first names instead of the customary ‘Mashi’ and ‘Mesho’; I was dazzled by their sleek and modern furniture; I delighted in breakfasting on pancakes and honey; and I couldn’t get enough of the exotic music that boomed out of their gramophone (my parents listened only to Rabindra Sangeet and Hemant Kumar). Moreover, their house was filled with books and being a bookish child I was always making unexpected discoveries on their shelves, of titles that I would never have come across at home (like The Kama Sutra).



Little did I know then that my father’s retirement in the late 1980s would coincide with the rapid expansion of the Indian economy and that he would invest his savings to such good effect that he would become the owner of not just the flat in which I had grown up but the entire building! After my parents’ passing, I inherited a small but comfortable apartment to which I returned seasonally, year after year, from Brooklyn to Calcutta, like an overwintering bird, thus continuing the pattern that was established early in my life, of going back and forth between my parents’ strictly Bengali home at one end of Southern Avenue and the Americanized cocoon of Tavoy at the other.

Eventually, over many years of travelling back and forth between Calcutta and New York, I grew so accustomed to the transition that when I arrived in either of those cities it was as if I had never left.

But that too changed in the plague year of 2020.

At the time of my departure from Calcutta everything was more or less normal there. It wasn’t that people were unaware of the deadly new disease that had appeared on the horizon, but there had been similar outbreaks many times before without proving particularly disruptive for India. Besides, Indians, like early European settlers in North America, tended to think of their bodies as being supercharged with immunities, having been bathed in pathogens since birth. The prevailing opinion was that foreigners, especially Westerners, were prone to getting worked up about things that Indians took in their stride, like air pollution. The fuss around Covid seemed to be very much in that vein: it was something that merited nothing more than a kind of shoulder-shrugging nonchalance.

This being the extent of my exposure to the pandemic until my arrival in New York, I was completely unprepared for the ambience of what was then already being described as ‘the epicentre of the epicentre’: Brooklyn, where the hospitals were under such strain that bodies were being stored in refrigerated trucks. It took a series of minor jolts to alert me to the changed reality. I was astonished, for example, to be brought home from the airport by a taxi driver who was wearing not just a home-made mask but also a protective cloak made from plastic trash bags.

On arriving at my address, I spotted my neighbour Amanda, a tall, broad-shouldered woman, with close-cropped hair and a handsome, strong-jawed face. We were the only occupants of our four-storey townhouse which was divided into two duplexes: Amanda had the two lower floors and I had the upper ones. We had bought our apartments around the same time—when real estate was cheap in the neighbourhood—and had always got on well together. I would water her plants and her backyard when she was away, and she would sometimes drop off containers of food at my door. Since Amanda was the restaurant critic for a multimedia giant, these were treasured treats. However, it was only when Amanda’s wife of two decades died of a ruptured aneurysm a few years ago that we became good friends: talking to me seemed to provide her with some consolation, so we often went for walks together.

Usually, after long absences, Amanda and I would exchange hugs, so on catching sight of her coming down our shared stoop I took a couple of steps in her direction. To my shock she backed away quickly, her eyes widening in terror, mumbling something about no-contact zones.

The next morning, scrolling through the news, I came upon an article about the city of Bergamo in northern Italy, and was suddenly presented with a glimpse of what the future held: hospitals running out of ventilators, people dying in corridors, bodies piling up faster than they could be buried, and total lockdowns with no one but emergency workers allowed to stir from their homes. That was when I realized that it would be impossible for me to return to Calcutta at the end of the month as I had planned. I would have to wait until travel restrictions were lifted, which would only be a matter of a few weeks, at most a couple of months—or so I thought at the time. Meanwhile, it would fall to Shoma’s caregivers to try to keep her safe; there was nothing I could do from here other than help them prepare for the total lockdown that was bound to be declared quite soon in India.

Over the next few days, knowing that Shoma was exceptionally vulnerable to Covid-19 by virtue of her age as well as her severely compromised respiratory system, we took every possible precaution, stocking up on food, water and medicine, along with emergency equipment like oxygen cylinders and a generator. Our preparations were so thorough that when a lockdown was eventually declared in India in the third week of March, the transition was more or less seamless for Shoma and her caregivers. As cars and buses began to disappear from Calcutta’s streets, the air went through a miraculous cleansing and suddenly Shoma’s condition began to improve. A day came when she was even able to leave her bedroom and go out to her veranda in her wheelchair.

‘It’s strange to see the park so empty of people,’ Shoma said when I called her that day. ‘But there are more birds than ever and the sky is unbelievably clear! It’s like it used to be when I first moved into this house after my wedding.’

The lockdown had emptied Brooklyn too, I told her. There were very few people outside and the streets were eerily quiet—except for the wails of racing ambulances.

I must have painted a grimmer picture than I intended because a note of concern entered Shoma’s voice now. ‘Are you finding it difficult to cope, Dinu?’

‘No,’ I said. ‘Actually, for me, the lockdown hasn’t made much difference.’

Indeed, as my friend Piya pointed out to me one day over a video call from Eugene, Oregon, I had nothing to complain about. ‘Look, Dinu, I’m sure you know you’re really lucky. You’re a semi-retired, middle-aged antiquarian living in Brooklyn in your nice, airy apartment, surrounded by all those old books you love. Just think of what life is like for your sisters in Kolkata, trying to get their children used to online learning. Or for all those essential workers who don’t have a choice about whether they want to go to work or not.’ After a moment she added, in a slightly accusatory tone: ‘Or me for that matter.’

Looking at Piya’s thin, fine-boned face on the screen, I could see that she was under a good deal of strain: dark circles had appeared under her eyes and her curly hair, which she usually wore short-cropped, had grown into a fuzzy and bedraggled mop. What she had said was true; there was no denying that her circumstances were much more difficult than mine. As a professor of marine biology she was accustomed to an outdoorsy life and it was a punishment for her to be at home, teaching courses over Zoom. On top of that, she was saddled with the responsibility of running an NGO on the other side of the planet—the Badabon Trust on the island of Lusibari, deep in the mangrove forests of the Sundarban.

Piya’s association with the trust had begun many years ago, when she was a research student studying the Irrawaddy dolphin (Orcaella brevirostris) population of the Sundarban. Over time, she grew close to the trust’s founder, the legendary social worker Nilima Bose, to whom I was distantly related and through whom Piya and I had met.

Shortly before her death in 2018, Nilima had handed over management of the organization to Piya, which was a considerable responsibility because many people depended on the trust’s projects for basic healthcare, primary education and income generation. At the best of times, managing the trust was challenging, given the distance between Oregon and the Sundarban, but it had become doubly difficult after the lockdown because many of the trust’s local employees were stuck in villages that did not have any connectivity. Fortunately for Piya, her semi-adoptive son, Tipu, had recently returned to the Sundarban with his partner, Rafi, and the two young men had volunteered to take over much of the day-to-day running of the trust. This had come as a surprise to Piya—and to me—because Tipu, even though he was twenty-four now, remained as much of a trickster as he had been when I first met him several years ago; never had he shown the slightest inclination for shouldering responsibilities of any kind.

I, for one, tended to attribute Tipu’s fecklessness to the circumstances of his upbringing. He had had a difficult childhood, having suffered a terrible loss when he was very young: his father, a Dalit fisherman with a deep knowledge of the mangrove forest, had died while assisting Piya with her research on Orcaella brevirostris. His death had left Piya guilt-ridden, feeling a deep sense of obligation towards Tipu, which she had tried to discharge by supporting him and his widowed mother financially and by sharing the responsibility for his education. She had tutored the boy online and had even brought him to Oregon for a couple of years of high school, but the experiment had not worked out well and Piya had ultimately been forced to send Tipu back to India. He had spent the next few years seething with rage and resentment until at last, in a great act of rebellion, he and Rafi, who was also from the Sundarban, had joined a caravan of migrants that was heading to Europe.

Miraculously, Tipu and Rafi not only survived the journey but also ended up as minor celebrities in Italy, speaking up for a plethora of causes ranging from climate change and migrants’ rights to issues of gender and sexuality. For two years they dwelled in the limelight, leading marches, joining sit-ins, chaining themselves to the gates of big energy corporations and getting arrested on TV.

But then, on 7 March, just before a lockdown was imposed on all of northern Italy, Tipu and Rafi disappeared, only to resurface in Lusibari a week later. Shortly afterwards Tipu had reached out to Piya and offered to help with the management of the Badabon Trust.

Tipu’s offer put Piya in a quandary: on the one hand she badly needed help, and Tipu, an acknowledged wizard with computers, had many other skills as well. But, on the other hand, she knew him to be a fickle and unreliable person, and none too honest either; nor had he ever shown any interest in the trust’s work before then.

‘I think Tipu’s not being straight with me,’ Piya said to me one day. ‘That would be par for the course with him, of course. But isn’t it strange how he and Rafi left Italy just before the lockdown? It’s almost as if they knew that something dramatic was going to happen.’

‘Italy was hit earlier than other places,’ I said, ‘so they must have sensed that things were going to get pretty bad.’

‘Maybe,’ said Piya. ‘But I have a feeling he’s up to his usual tricks—there’s something going on that he’s not telling me.’

I could tell that Piya was half-hoping that I would make a case for Tipu, whom she loved deeply despite all her misgivings. Nor was I at all reluctant to be the boy’s advocate, though I too had a strained relationship with him and had not heard from him in years. But I followed both Tipu and Rafi on social media and was grudgingly grateful to them for opening my eyes to the multiple crises that were unfolding around the planet.

‘If you think of everything that Tipu has been doing of late,’ I said to Piya, ‘then it makes sense that he’d want to get involved with the trust. Perhaps he just wants to get it more invested in environmental issues. That would be a good thing, surely?’

‘Maybe,’ Piya retorted. ‘But you know how Tipu is—he gets bored with things almost as quickly as he gets into them. And to do the kind of work the trust does you need to be steady and detail-oriented. I just don’t know if Tipu has it in him.’

‘All right then,’ I said, ‘here’s an idea. Why don’t you let Rafi deal with the day-to-day management of the trust? He’s a well-balanced, grounded fellow; he’ll do a good job. Tipu can do the back-of-the-house work, digitizing accounts, keeping track of funds … that kind of thing. You could start them on it in a small way and take it from there.’

A week later Piya rang me to say that she had taken my advice; Tipu and Rafi had started working at the trust the day before. Rafi was now trying to restart some stalled programmes, while Tipu was trying to get the trust’s archives in order, especially the papers that had been left behind by Nilima Bose and her husband, Nirmal, who had worked as a schoolteacher in the Sundarban for more than thirty years.

‘In fact,’ said Piya, ‘Tipu said he would be calling you soon.’

‘Me? Why me?’

‘I think he wants some help with the archive. You’re kind of an archivist, aren’t you?’ 



A few days later my phone rang in the small hours of the night and I knew even before I had put my glasses on that it was Tipu.

‘Hey there, Pops!’ he said in an annoyingly exaggerated version of the drawl that he had picked up during his time in Oregon. ‘How’s it hangin’?’

I glanced sleepily at the face on the screen: there was a silver stud glinting in one of Tipu’s ears and his hair was pulled back in a ponytail. This was a new look for him but Tipu was always fiddling with his hair so the ponytail did not come as a surprise. What really caught my attention was his left eye, the pupil of which seemed to have faded in colour.

‘What’s going on, Tipu? What’s happened to your eye?’

‘Oh, so you noticed, huh?’ he said, baring his teeth in his usual feral, ferret-like grin. ‘Thought you couldn’t see past your nose.’

‘I may be short-sighted, Tipu,’ I said, ‘but I can see perfectly well when I put my glasses on. So tell me, what’s going on with your eyes?’

‘You should know, Pops. You were with me when it started. The day I met you in fact.’

‘Is that so?’

I sensed that Tipu was trying to get a rise out of me by reminding me of a trip we had taken together in the Sundarban, which had ended with an unfortunate encounter with a king cobra. But I couldn’t tell whether he really believed the snake was responsible for the condition of his eye, or if he was merely trying to stoke my sense of guilt for having taken him there.

‘Are you trying to tell me, Tipu, that your eyes are changing colour because a snake bit you several years ago?’

‘Nail on the head as always, Pops. That’s when it began: my left eye began to slowly lose pigmentation. It’s called heterochromia; the doctor says it’s NBD.’

‘I don’t know about that. I’d be scared out of my wits if I looked in the mirror and saw that one of my eyes had changed colour.’

Tipu guffawed. ‘I’d be scared too, Pops, if I looked in the mirror and saw your ugly mug staring back at me.’

‘Laugh all you want, Tipu, but I think you should get a second opinion. It could be dangerous for all you know.’

‘Don’t knock my “ghost-eye”, Pops. There’s folks who think they’re very special; that they can show you stuff others can’t see. And anyway, Rafi loves my ghost-eye and that’s good enough for me.’

‘Have it your way then, Tipu,’ I said, growing tired of his nonsense. ‘Now tell me, what do you want? Why are you calling me at this time of night?’

‘Okay, I’ll get to the point. I have a question about someone you know.’

‘Who?’

‘Her name is Shoma Bose.’

‘What?’ I was taken so much by surprise that I almost dropped my phone. ‘What about Shoma Bose?’

‘She’s your aunt, right?’

‘Yes, but how did you know that?’

‘Piya told me.’

‘And why were you talking to Piya about my eighty-five-year-old aunt?’

‘Because I came across the name Shoma Bose in the trust’s papers. Do you have any idea what she was doing here in Lusibari on … let me see…’—I heard the sound of papers rustling in the background—‘on 5 October 1969?’

‘How should I know, Tipu? I was seven years old then.’

‘She’s never talked about it?’

‘No, never. I had no idea that Shoma had ever visited the Sundarban. My parents went there once, but that was before I was born and I don’t think Shoma was with them.’

‘Can you ask her if she was in Lusibari in 1969? Do you think she might remember?’

‘It’s possible. She’s been very sick and she sometimes forgets what happened yesterday or the day before. But her long-term memory is as good as ever.’

‘So could you ask her?’

‘All right. I’ll be talking to her later today. But why do you need to know?’

‘Because she talked to the old schoolmaster, Nirmal, while she was here, and it says in his diary that she was asking a lot of questions about someone and I need to find out who that was.’

‘Why? Why is that so important to you?’

‘Never mind, Pops. Just ask her, okay, and let me know what she says.’

And then, just as abruptly as it had appeared, Tipu’s face vanished from the screen.







Five


On the morning of her appointment at the Gupta mansion, Shoma arrived punctually at 10.30 and was shown into a sitting room on the top floor, where a maid told her that Varsha’s mother wasn’t ready yet but would be with her soon.

As she was waiting, Shoma’s eyes strayed to a set of large framed photographs of gritty, industrial scenery that hung on the walls, looking completely out of place amidst the silk curtains, crystal chandeliers and plush furnishings. She went up to one of the pictures and was surprised to see the name ‘Abhay Gupta’ written in the bottom right-hand corner. Although she had met the man several times, all she knew of him was that he occasionally played tennis with Monty. She had had no idea that he was a photographer—and an accomplished one too, by the looks of it.

‘Namaste!’ Dipika Gupta entered the room in a flurry of swirling silk and clinking gold jewellery.

Shoma had a passing acquaintance with Dipika, whom she sometimes ran into at the Tollygunge Club. She knew her to be a rather stiff, somewhat awkward woman who dealt with her social anxieties by wearing a lot of make-up and jewellery. Today, though she was draped in an expensive sari as always, she looked very unlike her usual self: it was clear from her red eyes and smudged kajal that she had passed a difficult night.

At first, in what was clearly an effort to put off mentioning the reason for Shoma’s visit, Dipika fluttered about nervously, offering tea, biscuits and water, prattling on all the while in a mixture of Hindi and English. Shoma took this in her stride: drawing on her experience as a clinician, she kept quiet until Dipika calmed down a little. Then, much as Shoma had expected, a torrent of words came pouring out of her.

Evidently what had upset Dipika the most—and understandably so—was her daughter’s assertion that her ‘real’ mother was another woman, a stranger. It had felt like a rejection or an accusation of neglect, and almost as if to reassure herself, Dipika began to recount everything she had done to be a good mother: she had breastfed each of her children for almost a whole year instead of hiring a wet nurse as her sister-in-law had done; she often bathed her children herself even though it meant getting wet and risking a cold; and so on.

‘It’s not your fault, Mrs Gupta,’ said Shoma. ‘Please don’t blame yourself.’

This seemed to reassure Dipika a little and her thoughts wandered off in a different direction: she began to speculate about possible explanations for her daughter’s strange behaviour. Maybe she was just repeating a story she had heard somewhere? Maybe she was hallucinating, or delirious? Lowering her voice, Dipika whispered into Shoma’s ear, ‘Maybe Varsha has developed a mental problem, hai na?’

Shoma understood now that Varsha’s memories of her past life were so abhorrent to Dipika that she would prefer to have her daughter diagnosed as mentally ill rather than allow any credence to her claims. Glancing at her watch, she saw that an hour had already passed. By this time she had established enough of a rapport with Dipika to feel able to hurry things along a little. ‘I think it’s time for me to see Varsha. I need to talk to her in order to form an opinion.’

Dipika nodded and led Shoma into the interior of the sprawling apartment, down a corridor where incense clouds were pouring out of what was evidently the family’s puja room. Dipika stopped at the door to look inside. Lying on the marble floor, under the gaze of innumerable bejewelled gods, was a corpulent man dressed in the white dhoti of a pujari. His eyes were closed and his belly was rising and falling tremulously while a sari-clad maid fanned him with a palm-leaf pankha.

‘Is panditji all right?’ Dipika asked the maid in a hushed voice.

‘Yes, he’s better,’ came the answer. ‘He’s just resting now.’

As they were stepping away, Shoma said to Dipika, ‘What happened?’

‘I asked our panditji to perform a havan for Varsha this morning,’ Dipika whispered. ‘I thought it should be done, just in case an evil spirit or something had got hold of her.’ She glanced nervously at Shoma. ‘You don’t think that’s foolish, do you?’

Shoma smiled reassuringly. ‘No, it’s not foolish at all. You must do whatever is necessary to put your mind at rest. Was your panditji able to help?’

Dipika shook her head. ‘Not at all. Varsha kept telling him about her other house by the river, and when he tried to give her some prasad she said she wouldn’t eat it if it wasn’t fish. Can you imagine? Talking about fish in a puja room? Panditji was so shocked that he fainted.’



Shoma entered Varsha’s room to find her sitting on a cot and playing with a length of twine under the watchful eye of her ayah. When Varsha looked up, Shoma was struck by the sharpness of her eyes; the rest of her face was soft, dimpled and childlike, but her gaze seemed to belong to someone much older. Equally striking was the fact that Varsha, unlike her mother, her ayah and everyone else in the household, showed no signs of stress and seemed quite cheerful.

‘Has she eaten anything today?’ Shoma asked the ayah.

Bhola’r-ma shook her head. ‘She had some water and juice but nothing else. All she wants to do is play with strings and tie knots. She pushes her food away when I try to feed her … won’t eat anything.’

The words were overheard by the child, who looked up with a mischievous grin and said, in Bangla, ‘That’s right, I won’t eat anything until you give me some fish.’

Shoma turned to Dipika, who was standing beside her. ‘If you don’t mind, I’d like to be alone with Varsha for a bit,’ she said. ‘You can leave the door open if you want, but it would be helpful if your daughter and I could have the room to ourselves.’

The two women left and Shoma went to sit next to Varsha, who seemed almost unmindful of her presence, her attention totally focused on the length of twine.

‘What are you doing?’ said Shoma with a smile.

‘I’m playing a game,’ said the child. ‘Look.’ She held up her hand with the twine knotted around her fingers. ‘Isn’t that pretty?’

‘Yes, it is,’ said Shoma. ‘What do you call it?’

‘I call it…’ She seemed to search for a word that was eluding her. Then suddenly she said, ‘I call it playing with a fishing net—jaal khela!’

Shoma smiled. ‘You speak Bangla very well.’

The girl nodded matter-of-factly. ‘In my old house we always spoke Bangla,’ she said. ‘It was only after I came to this house that I learnt Hindi.’

Shoma noticed now that the child’s pronunciation had changed: she had switched from the standard, urban Bangla that she spoke with her ayah to a rustic dialect. What was even more striking was that she had used a dialectal word, ‘basha’, to refer to her old dwelling. For her current home, on the other hand, she had used the word ‘bari’, which was standard Bangla.

‘What do you remember of your old basha?’

‘It was different from this one. It was a bhite bari, a mud house thatched with rice stalks and palm leaves. Sometimes the wind would blow the straw away and the sun, or the rain, would come in. Every year we would put more straw on the roof.’

‘What else do you remember?’

‘There was a big river nearby.’

‘Was it right beside your house?’

Varsha giggled as though she had been asked a silly question. ‘Of course not! We couldn’t even see the river from our house; there was a tall embankment, a bandh, between us and the water—otherwise we would have been swept away whenever there was a flood.’

‘Were there many floods?’

‘Yes. Many. Usually the embankment would hold the water back. But sometimes, at high tide, the water would come over the bandh, especially when there was a cyclone. One time our house was flooded and we had to climb onto our neighbour’s roof. Theirs was a pucca house, built of brick, not a bhite bari like ours.’

‘Were there many houses around yours?’

‘No, not many. And they weren’t close by.’

‘Was there a village nearby?’

Varsha closed her eyes and was quiet for a moment.

‘Yes. We often walked to the village. There was a big brick house where children went to study.’

‘A school?’

‘Yes.’

‘Did you go to that school?’

Varsha shook her head. ‘No. I couldn’t read and write. I wanted to but nobody taught me. And I had no time…’

‘Why? What were you doing?’

‘I had so much to do. I had to plant rice and catch fish and do the cooking. I was very good at cooking fish; everybody said so.’ Suddenly her eyes filled with tears. ‘Why won’t they let me eat fish? I miss it so much. Can you ask them?’

Shoma gave her a wan smile. ‘I can’t do that, Varsha. Eating fish is against your family’s dharma. They are strict vegetarians. Neither fish nor meat can enter this house, not even eggs.’

‘Maybe I could eat fish outside the house then?’

‘Your family would never allow it.’

‘Can’t you talk to them?’ She directed a piercing glance at Shoma. ‘You eat fish, don’t you?’

Shoma smiled. ‘Yes. I’m a Bengali, and most Bengalis eat fish.’

‘And the fish you will eat today when you go back to your house is a koyi, isn’t it?’

Shoma gave a startled laugh. ‘It’s true that I am going to eat fish today—you are right about that. But it won’t be koyi-machh.’

‘How do you know?’ said Varsha. ‘You don’t do the cooking, do you? You don’t even like to cook.’

‘No,’ Shoma admitted. ‘We have someone who does the cooking at home. Her name is Husna.’

‘My mother was very good at catching fish,’ said Varsha. ‘She taught me how to catch and cook fish. We would often prepare food together for weddings and pujas. Sometimes we would go on bhotbhotis to cater for people who came from the city.’

‘Bhotbhotis? Do you mean steamboats?’

‘Yes. I would work on those boats, and my mother would help me.’

‘And what would you cook?’

‘Fish, mostly.’ Her eyes filled with tears once more and suddenly she was a child again, intent on getting her way. ‘Why can’t you bring me some fish from your house? You’re not going to eat all six of them yourself, are you?’

Shoma threw up her hands helplessly. ‘Varsha, I would be glad to bring you some fish, but I can’t. Your family would be very upset.’

At that Varsha stretched out on the bed and turned over to face the wall. ‘Then I’m not going to talk to you anymore.’

‘Don’t be like that,’ Shoma pleaded. ‘You know there’s nothing I can do about it.’

The girl made no answer and after repeatedly failing to get a response out of her, Shoma said, ‘All right, I’m leaving now.’

Stepping outside, Shoma caught sight of Varsha’s ayah and went up to her. ‘I need to ask you something. Have you ever talked about fish with Varsha?’

Bhola’r-ma shook her head. ‘No, didi, never. They’ve asked me about this, and I’ve told them many times: I gave up eating fish when my husband died, many years ago.’

‘Have you ever told Varsha about your village?’

‘No, didi. I don’t know anything about villages. I’m a Kolkata girl, from Beleghata.’

All of a sudden, Dipika swooped in and whisked Shoma away.

‘What do you think? My daughter’s sick, isn’t she? She needs medicine and treatment, no? Maybe we should call an ambulance?’

Shoma took a deep breath. ‘Let’s sit down and I’ll try to explain what I think.’

Once they were comfortably seated on a sofa, Shoma said, ‘I know this is very difficult for you, Mrs Gupta—I can’t even imagine just how difficult. But I don’t think your daughter is sick. You should know that what is happening to her is not unusual: in fact it’s much more common than you might think. Scholars who have studied this subject believe that it’s not unusual for children to be born with some memories of a previous existence. The only reason we don’t hear about this is that it’s not a recognized medical condition.’

‘Hai!’ With a cry of despair Dipika struck her forehead with a bunched fist. ‘What are you saying? Are you telling me that my daughter—the girl I gave birth to—is remembering a previous life in which she ate fish? And caught fish? I just can’t accept that. Everyone knows that to be reborn, especially into a family as fortunate as this one, you must have very good karma and punya. How could someone who caught fish have had good karma? It’s impossible!’

‘I understand why you find it so hard to believe,’ said Shoma. ‘But the truth is that no one knows why some children remember past lives and others don’t; it seems to be quite random. Your daughter, for instance, knows the Bengali names of fish, like koyi, even though she’s never tasted them, certainly not in your house.’

‘Hai Bhagwan!’ Dipika cast her eyes heavenwards in despair. ‘Someone must have cursed me in my last life. Why else would I give birth to a Bengali? That too one who used to catch fish? And who now wants to eat fish…? Why fish? Why not rasgullas or sandesh? Don’t you Bengalis love those too?’

‘Please, Mrs Gupta,’ said Shoma. ‘You mustn’t let it upset you so much.’

But Dipika was no longer listening. Clapping her hands over her ears, she ran out of the room crying, ‘No! No! I can’t accept it.’



It was lunchtime when Shoma returned to Tavoy. Monty was already in the dining room, impatiently awaiting her arrival. The table was bare except for their plates because Monty liked to have his food brought out piping hot when he was ready to eat.

‘So how did it go at the Guptas?’ he asked as Shoma sat down. ‘Did you talk to Varsha?’

‘Yes, I did,’ said Shoma. ‘I had quite a long talk with Varsha. I think your diagnosis is correct: there’s nothing wrong with her, mentally or physically. On the contrary, she struck me as being exceptionally bright.’

Just then their cook, Husna, came in and placed a bowl of rice and a serving dish on the table. Nestled inside the serving dish, swimming in a puddle of reddish-brown gravy, were six fish, each about a hand’s length in size and with a spiky comb of dorsal fins running down its back.

Shoma started in surprise when she caught sight of the fish. ‘What’s this?’ she said to the cook. ‘Why did you make koyi-machh for us today? I thought I asked for some other kind of fish, pabda or something?’

Husna made an apologetic gesture. ‘What to do, didi? The fish-seller didn’t have any pabda today. He told me to try these instead. They are a new kind of fish that is grown in farms: “tilapia”, although some people also say “American koyi” because they look a lot like koyi-machh. The fish-seller said they’ve become very popular so I thought you might like to try them for a change.’

‘Oh?’ Shoma slumped back in her chair and let her eyes drift up towards the ceiling.

‘What’s the matter, Shoma?’ said Monty, helping himself to some fish and rice. ‘You look dazed.’

Shoma shook her head as if to bring herself back to earth. ‘It’s just something that Varsha said. We were talking about fish and out of nowhere she said that you and I would be eating koyi-machh for lunch today. I said no because I thought we’d be having pabda. How did Varsha know that Husna would buy these other fish instead? She even knew that there would be six of them.’

Monty snorted dismissively. ‘But she didn’t get it right, did she? We’re not eating koyi-machh—we’re eating this other kind … What’s it called? Tilapia. It’s not bad at all, by the way.’

‘But don’t you see, Monty?’ said Shoma. ‘That’s the strangest part. This tilapia looks so much like koyi-machh that even I mistook it for that. It’s only natural that Varsha would make the same mistake. She … rather whoever she was before, would not have been familiar with tilapia because it’s not a native species: it’s newly introduced and it’s farmed, not caught in rivers, so she wouldn’t have seen it before.’

‘I think you’re making too much of it.’

‘Maybe, but don’t you see how odd this is? Varsha wasn’t remembering this; she was seeing it, she was visualizing something that hadn’t even happened at that moment. Not only that, she was seeing it through someone else’s eyes.’

‘Or it could be that she was just trying to impress you by naming various kinds of fish.’

‘But isn’t that surprising in itself, Monty? That a three-year-old Marwari girl who’s never eaten any fish should know about koyi-machh at all? And I’ll tell you something that’s even stranger: when Varsha was talking about her memories, her diction changed. At first she was speaking ordinary Kolkata Bangla, which I suppose she could have learnt from her ayah. But when she was describing the house she had lived in before, she switched to a rural dialect, using words like “basha” and “bhite bari” for house. How would a girl from a rich Marwari family even know words like that?’

‘You’re going too far now,’ said Monty. ‘After everything I’ve heard from you and Cathy, I’m willing to accept that some shreds of memory can be passed on between one life and another. But entire languages and dialects? Impossible!’

‘But language is a memory too, isn’t it? And in cases like these it’s not all that uncommon for languages to be passed on. There are many recorded instances of children who suddenly started speaking languages that were unknown to their birth-families.’

‘So you’re suggesting that Varsha switched to a dialect because that’s what she associates with her village?’

‘I don’t know,’ said Shoma. ‘But do you have a better explanation?’

Monty frowned. ‘What exactly did she say about her village?’

‘She remembered a house, a river, an embankment and a town nearby with a school. I was hoping she would remember some place names because that happens quite often with such cases, but she didn’t come up with any.’

‘Did you ask her if she remembered any people?’

‘I couldn’t. We’d only been talking for a few minutes when she abruptly stopped. Said she wouldn’t speak to me anymore unless I got her some fish.’ Shoma shrugged helplessly. ‘But I don’t think there’s any chance of that happening. Her mother broke down at the very thought of it.’

Monty made a face. ‘It’s strange that of all things this child is so obsessed with fish.’

‘Not really,’ said Shoma. ‘Cravings for certain kinds of food are quite common when there are past-life memories. There are several recorded cases of children demanding to eat something that their families didn’t or couldn’t eat. In India it usually happens when the child remembers an earlier life when they were born into a caste or community that was different from that of their current birth-families. Cathy once interviewed a boy from a strictly vegetarian bania family who had memories of eating meat and had a strong craving for it. And I once read an article about a girl born into a family of non-vegetarian farmers who remembered an earlier life as a Brahmin and wouldn’t touch fish or meat. Not only did she make her parents buy her separate utensils, but she also kept pestering them to adopt upper-caste habits. Eventually they gave in and stopped eating meat.’

Monty looked up from the fish that he had carefully picked apart with his fingertips. ‘Can you imagine what it would be like to be lectured about your food habits by your own child?’

‘Exactly. That’s why these situations are often very difficult for families. Here the problems usually stem from a difference in caste, but there are even stranger cases elsewhere in the world. Cathy told me that she had interviewed several Burmese boys, and even one girl, who remembered past lives as Japanese soldiers. They claimed they had been killed in Burma during the Second World War. Some of these children would insist on wearing Japanese-style trousers rather than Burmese sarongs; some would refuse to eat Burmese food because it was too spicy for their taste. Some even demanded raw fish!’

‘Hah!’ Monty let out a hoot of laughter. ‘Can you imagine the conniptions the Guptas would have had if Varsha had asked to eat raw fish?’

‘At least they were spared that.’ Shoma frowned at Monty, who was still chuckling. ‘Really, Monty, it’s not funny. For the Guptas this is a tragedy; you shouldn’t joke about it.’

Monty wiped his eyes. ‘But seriously, what happens in these cases? What became of that vegetarian boy who wanted to eat meat?’

‘That was a “solved” case, in the sense that his previous family was actually traced. They happened to live nearby so the boy would occasionally go to their house to eat meat. But it was only a phase. After a few years, as the child grew more accustomed to his body, the memories faded. He learnt to fit in with his birth-family and was happy to eat whatever they ate. His longing for meat disappeared.’

‘Well, you should explain to the Guptas that this could be just a phase for Varsha too. Maybe they’ll be less upset if they think Varsha will get over this soon. And maybe they’ll be less fanatical about their vegetarianism and allow the child to eat some fish instead of letting her starve herself?’

‘It’s not fanaticism, Monty,’ said Shoma sharply. ‘Things are often very hard for vegetarians. There was a Gujarati girl in Charlottesville who often went hungry because it was so difficult to find anything vegetarian in the cafeteria—people there weren’t familiar with the concept. I really admired her for sticking to her diet; I thought it showed a lot of character. Just because you and I grew up eating fish doesn’t mean it’s the only way to live, you know.’

‘The reason we Bengalis grow up eating fish,’ said Monty sharply, ‘is that our rivers are full of them and many poor people wouldn’t survive without this source of protein. It’s that simple.’

‘I don’t dispute that. But it shouldn’t prevent us from understanding why people might find it shocking when their child demands to eat something they’ve never even seen.’

‘But shouldn’t we put Varsha first?’ said Monty. ‘Surely it would be better to give the poor child a little fish instead of letting her starve?’

‘But how, Monty? The Guptas would never let any fish into their house. It would make the whole house unclean and inauspicious; they wouldn’t be able to go on living there.’

‘Well then, what if Varsha ate some fish outside the house? Perhaps you could drive over with some rice and fish packed in a tiffin carrier? You could park outside the house and Varsha could eat in the car. I don’t see how the Guptas can reasonably object to that: it’s not like they never let fish-eaters into their house. After all, they let me in for house calls, don’t they?’

Shoma chewed her lip, as was her habit when she was thinking hard. ‘That’s an idea. But I don’t know that the Guptas will want to see me again.’

Hardly had the words left Shoma’s mouth when the phone began to ring. Monty took the call and broke off moments later to whisper to Shoma, ‘It’s Abhay Gupta. He just got back from Kharagpur. He’s asking if you could go over to their house at six-thirty today to meet with his family.’

‘I suppose I could,’ said Shoma, raising an eyebrow. ‘But don’t we have your cousin’s wedding to attend in Howrah?’

‘I thought you didn’t want to go to that,’ whispered Monty. ‘You said it was bound to run late, and you have early classes tomorrow. Now you have the perfect excuse: I’ll tell my cousins you couldn’t make it because a client needed to see you urgently.’

Shoma brightened: she liked quiet nights at home, reading under the mosquito net. ‘All right then,’ she said. ‘Tell Mr Gupta I’ll be there at six-thirty.’







Six


Tipu called me again a day later—at a more reasonable hour this time. I had just sat down at my desk with my first coffee of the day.

‘Hey there, Pops!’

‘Tipu,’ I said in the long-suffering tone that I was often forced to adopt with him, ‘you do know I have a proper name, right?’

‘Sure, I do: Dinanath Datta, aka Dinu in Bangla, Dean in English and Dino in Italian.’

‘Yes. You can take your pick.’

‘Thanks, but no thanks. Doesn’t work for me to be dealing with a chameleon who changes between languages. I think I’ve got you where I want with Pops.’

‘Okay, have it your way then.’

‘So did you talk to your aunt? What’d she say?’

‘Shoma wasn’t well today, Tipu. Wheezing heavily and unable to leave her bed.’

‘But did you ask about her visit to Lusibari in 1969?’

‘I did. She told me that she remembered going there once, with Nilima, a long time ago. She couldn’t recall the exact date, but she thought 1969 sounded right.’

‘Did you ask her why she went?’

‘I did.’

‘And?’

‘She said she couldn’t talk about it because it was a professional matter related to her therapeutic practice, and she had been sworn to confidentiality.’

‘Whaaat? You’re not serious, Pops? C’mon now!’

‘I’m completely serious, Tipu. Shoma is a trained therapist and she has always been very professional about these things.’

‘Did you tell her that it’s me who’s asking?’

‘How would that help, Tipu?’

‘I’m sure you’ve talked to her about me. In fact I wouldn’t be surprised if you’d told her all kinds of stories about me.’

‘There you go again, Tipu. Never low on the ego.’

But Tipu was right: I had talked to Shoma at length about Tipu and she knew the story of his miraculous rescue off the coast of Sicily from a sinking refugee boat.

‘As a matter of fact, Tipu, I did tell her it was you who was asking, and just so you know, it made no difference. She said she’d given her word as a professional and she wouldn’t go back on it.’

Tipu fell silent for a bit as he mulled over what I had told him.

‘All right then, Pops,’ he said after a while. ‘We’re going to have to figure this out the hard way. But at least we know where to start.’

‘And where is that?’

‘Okay, so we know your aunt’s visit to Lusibari had something to do with someone she was treating in her capacity as a therapist, right? So now we need to figure out who that person was.’

‘Really? Pray tell me why we need to figure out who my aunt was treating fifty years ago.’

‘Fifty-one, Pops. Get your math straight.’

‘Okay. But tell me why this is important.’

‘Why d’you think, Pops? Don’t you see how the world is burning up and drowning at the same time? New pathogens flying around the planet; the extreme right surging everywhere; and everything going to shit.’

I sighed. ‘Of course I know about that stuff, Tipu. I follow these things very closely as a matter of fact. But I don’t understand what my eighty-five-year-old aunt in Calcutta, who has trouble breathing without a machine and can hardly get out of bed, has to do with wildfires and droughts and neo-fascists.’

‘If I told you straight up you wouldn’t believe me anyway, Pops. Just wait a bit and you’ll find out why it’s so important that we work this out. For the time being just trust me, okay?’

‘All right,’ I said grudgingly, trying to silence the voice in my head warning me never to trust a trickster.

‘Now tell me, Pops: How old were you in 1969? Thirty? Forty?’

‘No, Tipu, I’m not a hundred years old.’

‘Could’a fooled me! So how old were you back then?’

‘Seven.’

‘So it’s not like you were a little baby, sucking on your mom’s tits, right? Or were seven-year-olds doing that back in those days?’

‘No, they were not.’

‘So you must remember lotsa stuff from that time.’

‘Yes, I do.’

‘Okay then, shoot. Tell me everything you remember about your aunt. Who else was in that house apart from your uncle? Did she have any people working for her?’

‘Of course. Back then every middle-class family in India had lots of domestic help, and Shoma and Monty were better off than most.’

‘Okay, so tell me about them. You got time, right?’

‘I’m locked down over here, Tipu. Of course I have time. But instead of telling you all this over the phone, I would prefer to write it down. It’ll be slower, but I think you’ll get a better picture of what things were like at Tavoy back then.’

‘Great, Pops! Even better.’ 



Between them Shoma and Monty employed several people who did all kinds of jobs: cleaning, fixing, repairing, coconut-plucking, mango-picking, errand-running and so on. But back in 1969 their household depended principally on two sturdy pillars, one of whom was their cook, Husna Mondal, a small dynamo of a woman who had been with Monty’s family since he was a teenager.

Husna was a Bengali Muslim from a village to the south of Calcutta where people of different faiths had lived peacefully for generations. But after the Partition of 1947 the village had come under attack by Hindu refugees, who were pouring over the border in great numbers to seek refuge in India. Husna’s husband had died trying to defend his family and property, and she had been wounded too, but she had managed to escape with her son and daughter. She had wanted to join the stream of refugees who were travelling eastwards to the Muslim-majority region across the border, but because of her injuries she ended up in an army field hospital where she was treated by Colonel Bose. Seeing the dire straits that Husna and her children were in, Colonel Bose brought them to Tavoy, where she eventually started working as their cook. For several years, Husna and her children had lived in the service quarters behind the garage, but after her son grew up and found a job in a factory the whole family had moved to a small house across the railway line on the other side of Dhakuria Lake.

Inevitably her experiences had left deep psychic scars on Husna and there were days when she was so moody and difficult that Shoma felt the woman was as much her client as her employee. This could also have been said of many others who worked at Tavoy, for Calcutta still teemed with people struggling to come to terms with their violent displacement from the places they had once called home. But Husna was honest and reliable, and an excellent cook as well, with seemingly limitless knowledge of seasonal varieties of fish and vegetables, which was a boon for Shoma, who didn’t care to go to the bazaar and was glad to leave the kitchen in her capable hands.

This too was a point of contention between Shoma and her older sister. My mother took great pride in her cooking and thought it shocking that her sister showed so little interest in her kitchen. ‘What is there in life that is as important as food?’ Ma liked to say. ‘Food is the foundation of life itself; it’s what makes everything else possible. But someone who lives in their head, like Shoma does, can never understand that food is what connects us with reality.’

Often when Shoma came over to our house for a meal my mother would tease her by asking if she knew what kind of fish she had been served. And if Shoma got it wrong, which she invariably did, my mother would huff triumphantly: ‘You call yourself a Bengali but you can’t even tell the difference between puti and pabda! Chhi!’

These barbs would miss their mark because Shoma was not at all ashamed of her culinary shortcomings; on the contrary she took pride in having liberated herself from the drudgery of the kitchen—an idea that would have been incomprehensible to my mother, who never felt more free than when she was cooking.



The other mainstay of the Bose household was Dev Thapa, their driver, who had come to live with them when he was in his teens. Dev (or Dev-bhai, as I called him) was my great friend and ally, and since he was the one who usually drove me to and from Tavoy I spent a lot of time listening to his stories.

Dev was from a village near the town of Lashio in Burma’s Shan State. His father was Nepali, a member of a community that had been settled in Burma for generations, while his mother was ethnically Burmese, and it was her language he had mainly spoken growing up. His Burmese name was Htay, or rather Maung Htay, but only a few people occasionally called him that; I was one of them.

Before the Second World War, Dev’s father, Shyam Thapa, had been a stoker on the Mandalay–Lashio railway, but in 1944, when the Allies invaded Burma, he was recruited to work as an orderly for a medical unit of the British colonial army. This was how he had met Monty’s father: Shyam Thapa had been assigned to look after Colonel Bose when he was convalescing on the Tenasserim coast. They had stayed in touch long afterwards, exchanging occasional postcards.

In the aftermath of the war, when the newly independent Republic of Burma was engulfed by civil strife and the armed forces of the Rangoon government were pitted against sixteen different insurgent groups, the area around Lashio had become a battleground, bitterly fought over by soldiers and insurgents, not to speak of mercenaries from the Kuomintang, which by then was securely established in northern Thailand. Inevitably, many bystanders were drawn into the conflict and many were killed, Shyam Thapa among them. Shortly after his father’s death, Dev’s mother was prostrated by typhoid. As she lay on what would soon become her deathbed, she handed Dev a bunch of postcards, saying, ‘You have to leave this country; there is nothing for you here. You should go to Calcutta and find the address that is written on these cards. The doctor who lives there will look after you. That is what your father would have wanted you to do.’

So, after cremating his mother, Dev had fallen in with some other Nepalis who were headed for India and they had travelled together from the Shan State to the town of Monywa on the Irrawaddy plain. After crossing the Salween River they trekked over the mountains to Imphal in Manipur. From there they took a bus to Tezpur in Assam, and then a train to Jalpaiguri in northern Bengal. Most of the others veered off after that, either in the direction of Kathmandu or towards Darjeeling, but Dev continued southwards and eventually arrived in Calcutta.

By that time Monty’s parents were both dead, and he had already set up his practice on the ground floor of Tavoy. He was in the middle of seeing patients one morning when one of his receptionists came in and said, ‘Sir, there’s someone asking for you. A Gurkha boy. He says he walked all the way from Burma.’

‘I can’t see him now,’ said Monty irritably. ‘Tell him I’m busy.’

‘I did, sir, but he won’t go. He wanted me to tell you that his father was your father’s orderly during the war.’

This caught Monty’s attention. ‘Is that so?’ Stepping out to the courtyard, he found a gangly, half-starved boy of some fourteen or fifteen years standing there, timidly hanging his head.

‘Kaun ho? Who are you?’

‘Dev Thapa,’ the boy said in a whisper.

‘Why are you here?’

The boy answered by silently handing over a stack of postcards. Turning one over, Monty saw that the back was covered in Colonel Bose’s sloping handwriting. ‘How did you get these?’

‘Mera buba…’ mumbled the teen. ‘Daweima thiyo.’

Suddenly, Monty remembered his father’s stories about the Gurkha orderly who had looked after him during his hospitalization in Burma. ‘Are you the son of Shyam Thapa?’

The boy nodded. ‘Ho. Mero naam Dev ho.’

Monty flashed him a big grin and put a hand on his shoulder. ‘Don’t be afraid, Dev; you’ve come to the right place.’

Dev looked at him directly now through a shock of unkempt black hair and Monty saw that he had a corn-coloured complexion and very high cheekbones, above which sat a pair of inky black eyes. Those eyes were now quickly filling with tears and the boy’s teeth were chattering lightly, either in fear or in relief.

Monty was not a soft or sentimental man; in those days Calcutta was filled with so many refugees and so many stories of tragedy and displacement that most people had developed a protective shell of what Shoma called ‘emotional scar tissue’. And though Monty had more than his fair share of this, it peeled away at the sight of that bedraggled boy.

‘Here, come with me,’ he said. Taking hold of Dev’s elbow, he led him up to Shoma’s study.

‘Who’s this?’ Shoma asked in surprise, looking up from her desk.

‘His name is Dev Thapa. He’s trekked here all the way from Burma. His father looked after Baba when he was in hospital. We need to take him in, at least for a while.’

Shoma nodded. ‘All right. Leave him to me.’

It was obvious to Shoma that the boy was traumatized, possibly in shock, so she asked him very few questions and focused instead on getting him cleaned up and fed. Finding a place for him to sleep was more complicated, for the service quarters in the back were already occupied by Monty’s compounders and durwans. But up on their roof, nestled in the shade of the mango tree’s overarching branches were a shed and a toilet that was used by workmen and mistris.

Leading Dev up to the shed, Shoma asked, ‘Would you be able to sleep in there?’

At this a smile broke out on the boy’s face, producing dimples on his sunken, emaciated cheeks. He nodded vigorously.

‘You won’t be afraid here, alone in the dark?’

Dev answered with another vigorous shake of his head, so Shoma had no further misgivings about letting him move into the shed on the roof.



Soon Dev began to make himself useful around the house in ways that established him firmly in Shoma’s good graces.

Bluestocking that she was, and absent-minded to boot, Shoma was always mislaying things, usually her house keys or her purse or the book she was reading.

One day, when Shoma was frantically searching for her keys, Dev appeared out of nowhere and asked, ‘What is it, didi? What are you looking for?’

‘My keys,’ said Shoma, all hot and bothered because she was running late. ‘I’ve looked everywhere but there’s no sign of them.’

Dev turned his back on her and disappeared for a couple of minutes. When he returned, he had the keys in his hand. ‘Here, didi.’

Shoma stared at him in astonishment. ‘Where were they?’

‘In that room where you study, didi. They had fallen under a shotoronji.’

‘How did you know they were there?’

‘I just looked, didi,’ he said shyly.

Thereafter Dev became the first person Shoma turned to when she misplaced anything, and he seemed to have a real knack for finding whatever it was that she was looking for: keys, books, pens, even files with titles in English.

‘You don’t even read English,’ Shoma remarked once. ‘How did you know that was the file I was looking for?’

He replied with his stock answer, reddening as usual. ‘I just looked, didi.’

On one occasion Shoma’s favourite fountain pen fell out of her handbag while she was walking in the park with a friend. That pen was important to her because it had brought her luck in many examinations; the thought that she might never see it again was deeply upsetting. She mentioned it to Dev in passing, not expecting him to look for it, but he retraced her steps and successfully retrieved the pen from the park’s undergrowth.

‘That’s amazing,’ said Shoma in disbelief. ‘You must have very good eyesight, Dev.’

‘Yes, didi,’ he said and quietly slipped away.

Shoma was particularly impressed by the speed with which Dev picked up languages. When he had first arrived at Tavoy, he knew very little Bengali, but it had taken him only a few weeks to become fluent in the language. This convinced Shoma that the boy was unusually intelligent, and when he let slip that he had attended a school back in his village in Burma, she tried to persuade him to enrol again. But he reacted so negatively to the suggestion that Shoma concluded that he probably associated schooling with some childhood trauma and decided not to insist.

By this time Dev was no longer the scrawny boy who had turned up at their gate: he had grown into a lanky, muscular lad and had shown himself to be good with machinery. So Shoma got him an apprenticeship at the Automobile Association, where, apart from displaying considerable ability as a mechanic, he also learnt to drive.

This worked out very well for all concerned because Monty had recently acquired a white Ambassador from the Hindustan Motors factory at the other end of the city. They had thought that Shoma, who had enjoyed driving back in Virginia, would take the car to work instead of the buses and taxis that she usually did. But she had quickly discovered that navigating the dense traffic on College Street was far from being a pleasurable experience, and so when Monty mooted the idea of bringing Dev on to his payroll as the official driver of the Ambassador, Shoma was only too glad to agree.

The story goes that no one was happier about this arrangement than me. Apparently, I had formed an instant attachment to Dev when he first came to Tavoy, although I was then only three years old. One of his duties after being appointed Monty’s driver was to fetch me from my home when I was staying over, so I spent many long hours in the car, listening to his stories of his village.



‘So what’s become of those guys?’ said Tipu. ‘The cook, the driver? Any of them still around?’

Husna had passed on a long time ago, I told him, but Dev-bhai was still at Tavoy, living on the ground floor with his family. After Monty retired and shut down his clinic Dev had moved in there with his wife and three children—a daughter and two sons. Monty and Shoma had seen to it that Dev’s children were sent to good schools and they were all successful professionals now, with children of their own. As for Dev, he looked every bit the grandfather, with bushy eyebrows and deep crevasses lining his cheeks, though he remained as lean and upright as ever. He was still officially Shoma’s driver, but he had now become, in effect, her principal caregiver as well, and it was he who was in charge of running her household. When I called Shoma from Brooklyn it was usually Dev who answered and we often chatted for a bit before he handed the phone over to her.

‘Uh-huh?’ said Tipu, in a tone that suggested that a scheme was cooking in his head. ‘So d’you think this Dev dude might be able to help us get the name of the mystery patient?’

‘Don’t even think about it, Tipu,’ I told him. ‘Dev-bhai would never do anything behind Shoma’s back. He’s completely devoted to her.’







Seven


Shoma stepped into the Gupta compound promptly at 6.30 p.m. as arranged and found Abhay Gupta pacing the lawn and smoking a cigarette. She had met him several times at social events but theirs was merely a passing acquaintance; unlike Monty, Shoma did not know him well enough to be on first-name terms.

Tall, lean and slightly stooped, Abhay wore his hair neatly parted and had always struck Shoma as being fairly typical of Calcutta’s commercial circles. But that was perhaps because she had never seen him in any setting other than the Tollygunge Club, where he was always dressed in conventional, businesslike attire, as required by the club’s dress code. Today, by contrast, he was dressed in a colourful khadi kurta and loose pyjamas, and was looking very much like a College Street bohemian—all that was missing was a jhola hanging from one shoulder.

His manner, however, was as subdued as ever when he joined his hands together and greeted Shoma. ‘Namaste, Dr Bose.’

It came as a pleasant surprise to Shoma that he had chosen to address her as ‘Doctor’ rather than ‘Mrs Bose’: this was a good beginning, she thought, since she was hoping to conduct the family meeting in a strictly professional fashion.

‘Namaste, Mr Gupta.’

‘Had you been to our house before today, Dr Bose?’

‘Yes, Mr Gupta,’ said Shoma. ‘I came here once with my husband when he was making a house call on your son. But I didn’t go in; I stayed in the car with our driver and my nephew, who was not feeling well that day.’

‘Oh, when was that?’

‘More than three years ago, as I recall. Varsha had not been born yet.’

‘Well, I’m glad you’re here now,’ said Abhay with a smile. ‘The whole family is waiting for you.’

Despite Abhay’s self-possessed demeanour, Shoma got the impression that he was under a good deal of strain—and she understood why when he led her into his parents’ austerely furnished sitting room. Assembled inside, along with HH, his wife and Dipika, were Abhay’s older brother, Subodh, and his wife. Their faces were uniformly glum and the atmosphere in the room was tense and heavy: Shoma sensed that she had interrupted an argument.

After a perfunctory exchange of greetings the Guptas began to pepper Shoma with questions, the most aggressive of which came from Subodh Gupta: a pear-shaped man with a protuberant paunch, dressed in the standard uniform of Calcutta’s entrepreneurial class—an ochre-coloured safari suit—with a row of gilded pens glinting in the breast pocket. Although he was several years older than Abhay, he gave the impression of being the same age, if not younger, because his thinning hair was dyed jet black, as was the caterpillar-like moustache that clung to his upper lip.

It soon became clear that Subodh Gupta’s most pressing concern was confidentiality. Their family had been having trouble with their labour unions, he said, and they didn’t need any domestic secrets leaking out: it was absolutely imperative that no one should know the family was consulting a psychotherapist because of Varsha.

‘Please don’t worry about that,’ said Shoma. ‘Confidentiality is sacred in my profession. I should also explain that in the kind of therapy that I practise, we don’t use the word “patient” because of the stigma that is sometimes associated with it. We prefer to say “client”, and I can assure you that I have the utmost regard for the privacy of my clients.’

And then, sensing that doubts still lingered in the minds of some members of the family, Shoma offered to take a vow of confidentiality, but with the proviso that she would be free to discuss the case with her husband since he already knew about Varsha’s condition and was her paediatrician. This seemed to reassure the family. Abhay said there was no need for a vow; they would take her word for it that she would never mention this matter to anyone other than her husband.

Once that had been settled, HH asked whether it was true that Shoma had some experience in dealing with cases like Varsha’s. Shoma confirmed that she had indeed worked with one of the world’s leading authorities on ‘cases of the reincarnation type’, a highly regarded American professor.

No sooner had she said this than Dipika began to wipe away tears, demanding to know why Shoma had already assumed Varsha to be a ‘case’? Wasn’t it possible that she was unwell or had been hallucinating?

With every eye trained on her, Shoma explained that neither she nor Monty had detected any signs of illness in Varsha. On the contrary, she had seemed perfectly cogent when she narrated her memories of her past life.

‘Moreover, Varsha’s memories are quite detailed,’ said Shoma. ‘She talked about living in a hut that was separated from a river by an embankment. The hut had a straw roof that was repaired every year, she said. These are things that no city child would know anything about.’

Varsha’s grandmother gasped. ‘Then you think it’s true that in this other life Varsha was a poor fisherwoman who lived in a mud hut?’

As gently as she could, Shoma said, ‘That’s certainly the life she seems to be remembering. She even knows the name of a kind of fish that would be unfamiliar to most Bengali children her age.’

At this Dipika looked stricken, as if a mortal illness had been announced. ‘But what evidence do you have for all this?’ she asked, dabbing her eyes with a handkerchief. ‘Varsha could have made up a story; children love to tell stories.’

‘I don’t see how she could make up a story about a Bengali village. Has she ever visited one?’

‘No,’ Dipika admitted grudgingly. ‘She’s never been anywhere except Ahmedabad and Calcutta.’

‘Yet she seems familiar with rural Bengali life, doesn’t she? And the interesting thing is that when she was talking about her village, she switched to a dialect of Bangla that even I barely understood at times.’

HH and his wife exchanged meaningful glances. ‘Yes, that is very peculiar,’ the grandmother acknowledged, her eyes widening behind her gold-rimmed glasses. ‘It was strange enough when Varsha began to speak Bengali at an early age, and now you say she also speaks a dialect?’

Shoma nodded and proceeded to explain that it was not uncommon for ‘cases of the reincarnation type’ to exhibit inexplicable linguistic abilities, and that Dr Ian Stevenson, a professor, had written many papers on this subject.

At this point Dipika broke down completely and began to sob, covering her face with her hands. The old lady leaned over and rubbed her back solicitously. ‘Bechari. This is a difficult time for her,’ she explained to Shoma. ‘Dipika is very worried about the riots in Ahmedabad; one of her father’s warehouses was burnt down the other day. And now, on top of that, there’s this thing with Varsha.’

‘I’m sure it’s very hard for all of you,’ Shoma murmured. And then, in an effort to console the distraught family, Shoma said that it was very likely that Varsha would soon forget her past life. The bulk of the academic research on such cases suggested that these memories usually began to fade around the age of five and were often completely gone by the time the child reached adolescence.

‘You really have nothing to worry about,’ said Shoma. ‘You just need to be patient for a year or two. It’s very likely that these memories will be forgotten by the time she’s six years old.’

‘But how will we manage until then?’ said the grandmother. ‘What if Varsha continues to ask for fish? She’s already gone without food for a day and a half.’

Once again, Shoma tried to reassure the Guptas by telling them that such cases, where the children remembered foods from their past lives, were not uncommon, and that many families dealt with such demands by satisfying the child’s cravings.

However, instead of reassuring the elderly couple, this only deepened their gloom. ‘The problem,’ said the grandmother, ‘is that even if we agreed to let Varsha eat fish, how would we go about it? None of us has any idea where to get fish. And no matter what, we could never allow it to be cooked in the house.’

‘Maybe I could be of help? My husband had a suggestion…’ Shoma said hesitantly.

‘Please go ahead, Dr Bose,’ said Abhay.

The Guptas listened with keen attention as Shoma told them about Monty’s idea. When she finished, Abhay said, ‘Let me get this right: You would bring over some rice and fish in a tiffin carrier? And you would feed her in your car, outside our compound?’

‘Yes,’ said Shoma. ‘That’s what my husband suggested.’

‘I suppose we could try that,’ said Abhay.

‘What!’ The word exploded out of Subodh Gupta’s mouth. ‘Abhay, you can’t be serious! How can you even think of letting Varsha eat fish?’

Turning on his heel, Abhay confronted his brother directly. ‘What should we do then?’ he asked in a tight, angry voice. ‘Let Varsha starve?’

‘Bas! Enough!’ HH rose unsteadily to his feet and placed himself between his sons. ‘We need to discuss this amongst ourselves before we come to a decision.’

Shoma decided that it was time for her to leave. As she reached for her handbag, she said, ‘Yes, talk it over amongst yourselves. And in the meantime, for all we know, it’s quite possible that Varsha will relent and call off her hunger strike.’



Shoma had planned to walk back from the Gupta house to Tavoy since Dev had taken Monty to Howrah in their car. On hearing this Abhay offered to drive her home himself, and Shoma couldn’t think of any reason not to accept.

As he was putting his car in gear Abhay said, ‘You must find it strange, Dr Bose, that my family has responded so negatively to Varsha’s revelations. After all, as Hindus, we are taught that reincarnation is just a fact of life. Then why should anyone be shocked?’

‘Actually, Mr Gupta,’ said Shoma, ‘your family’s reaction is not at all unusual.’

One of the surprising findings of the academic research in this field, she went on to explain, was that even for people who accepted reincarnation as a metaphysical or religious truth—which included not just Hindus, Jains and Buddhists but also some indigenous groups, like the Druze of Syria and various Native American tribes—the occurrence of such a case within their own families was quite distressing.

‘And with Varsha,’ Shoma added, ‘we have to remember that her memories are of a life that was completely different from her present circumstances in every sense: caste, community, economic status, dietary habits and so on. In such instances it’s quite common for families to react very adversely.’

‘Is that so?’ asked Abhay in surprise. ‘Does that mean that there are many such cases?’

This was correct, Shoma confirmed. There were many recorded cases of children being reborn in different castes or communities, sometimes in the same town or village, and sometimes in places that were hundreds, even thousands, of kilometres from where they had lived in their past lives. Nobody knew why one case was so different from another. Although a good deal of research had been done on the subject, the data showed no distinguishable patterns in these matters: it was all very random and inexplicable, like picking numbers out of a bowl.

‘I suppose,’ said Shoma, ‘that’s one of the reasons why the idea of karma was invented—to try to make some sense of chains of rebirth, to impose some kind of order on something that doesn’t seem to follow any rules.’

‘Are you saying you don’t believe in karma?’ asked Abhay, raising an eyebrow.

Shoma shook her head. What she believed personally wasn’t important, she told him. It was just that the data didn’t support the idea that people could earn themselves a better future life by accumulating merit and doing good deeds in this one. What the research showed, in fact, was that a disproportionate number of such cases were the result of violent deaths. In other words, ‘cases of the reincarnation type’ often remembered past lives that had ended because of murder, suicide, war, plane crashes, accidents, animal attacks and so on—it was as if people whose lives had been cut abruptly short were seeking to come back into the world. It was one of the few discernible patterns in such cases.

‘Varsha’s case also conforms to this pattern, doesn’t it,’ said Shoma, ‘since her past life seems to have been ended by a snakebite?’

‘That’s true,’ said Abhay. ‘But the thing I don’t understand is what happens between one life and another. Where do they—where do we—come back from? Is there some unknown, unseen place where we go to wait for our next chance?’

‘That’s the big question,’ Shoma replied with a smile. ‘What happens between one life and another? I wish I knew. It’s a mystery—and that is exactly why people react so negatively when such cases occur in their families. They’re suddenly forced to ask questions that would never arise otherwise. That is why your wife is finding it so hard to deal with this situation. I think I would too if I were in her shoes.’

‘Yes, it has been very hard for Dipika,’ said Abhay. Then, clearing his throat, he added, hesitantly: ‘Actually, Dr Bose, I had a request for you. I am a little worried about Dipika. She’s always been moody—sometimes upbeat and sometimes down in the dumps for long stretches—and this has grown worse since Varsha was born. And now, with Varsha saying that Dipika isn’t her real mother, I think there’s a real danger that she might become seriously depressed. I feel it might help if she could talk to you.’

‘Are you asking if I will take her on as a client?’

‘Yes, exactly.’

‘I could certainly do that,’ said Shoma. ‘But you must understand that it would be on a strictly professional basis. Which means that she would have the same right to confidentiality as any of my other clients—in other words, I will not be able to tell you anything she says to me in my professional capacity.’

‘Of course, that goes without saying,’ said Abhay. ‘So when do you think you could see her?’

‘Let me have a look.’ Pulling her diary out of her handbag, Shoma said, ‘I have an opening tomorrow at eleven-thirty if that’s convenient for her.’

‘I’ll suggest it to her and let you know. Thank you for considering it.’



Just as Shoma was walking into the courtyard at Tavoy, the electricity suddenly went off all over the neighbourhood, leaving her immured in total darkness. Since no one was at home, there was not a glimmer anywhere around her until she switched on the small battery-powered torch that she always carried in her handbag.

With the torch showing the way, Shoma went upstairs and turned on a neon tube light that was powered by an inverter made of stacks of car batteries: the jerry-built contraption supported only a couple of lights and fans, and that too for no more than a few hours at a time. Shoma always used the inverter sparingly, preferring to conserve its scant reserves of energy for the ceiling fans, so she kept the neon tube on for only as long as it took her to light a few candles to show the way to the dining room, where Husna had laid out her dinner. As she seated herself at the table, flickering shadows appeared on the walls, and when she began to eat, it was as if there were dark presences all around her, mimicking her every movement.

After clearing the table Shoma went to the master bedroom and switched on the fan. Then, knowing that Monty would not be back till midnight or later, she crawled under the mosquito net and lay in bed, reading by torchlight, while the ceiling fan lazily churned the air, making the netting billow and ripple like a windblown sail. In a while she switched off the torch and drifted off to sleep, watching the white fabric sway and heave restlessly around her, conjuring up all kinds of shapes and forms like a moving Rorschach test.

The next thing she knew she was being shaken awake by Monty. ‘Shoma! What’s the matter?’

She sat up and looked wildly around her, until at last her eyes settled on Monty’s frowning, alarmed face. ‘You’re back,’ she said dully.

‘Yes. You were asleep when I got home so I didn’t wake you. And then suddenly, a few minutes ago, you started crying out and thrashing about.’

Shoma wiped her face on the sleeve of her nightdress. ‘I had a dream … a nightmare.’

‘About what?’

‘I thought I saw Varsha over there,’ she said, pointing to the side of the mosquito net that faced her pillow. ‘I saw her face outlined by the netting; it was as if she were watching me through a veil.’

Monty scowled. ‘That’s not too bad as nightmares go. Nothing to be spooked about.’

‘You’re right.’ Shoma shook her head as if to rid herself of the dream. ‘What time is it?’

‘Six in the morning.’

‘Time to get up anyway.’

As she was climbing out of bed, Shoma’s eyes fell on the bindings that secured the net to the bedpost. ‘Look, Monty!’ she cried. ‘Look at the string over there—there are three knots in it. I don’t remember seeing them before.’

‘Shoma!’ said Monty sharply. ‘Of course there are knots in the string. That’s what it’s there for—to hold up the net. It has to be tied, doesn’t it?’

Shoma began to chew her lip. ‘It’s just that when I went into Varsha’s room yesterday, she was playing with a piece of string, tying knots. Her ayah said that she’s been doing that a lot lately.’

‘What does that have to do with our mosquito net?’ said Monty in astonishment. ‘Shoma, get a grip on yourself—’

Monty was interrupted by a loud thumping on the stairwell door. He went to see who it was and came back looking puzzled. ‘It was Dev,’ he said. ‘He wanted to know if you were all right.’

Shoma stared at him. ‘You mean he knew I had a nightmare? How is that possible?’

‘Who knows?’ Monty shrugged. ‘Let’s go and sit on the veranda; it’s nice and cool out there.’



‘I just can’t stop thinking about that dream,’ Shoma said, sinking into her easy chair. ‘To be honest, it didn’t even feel like a dream; it was as if Varsha was really there, watching me through the mosquito net.’

‘Now, now, Shoma,’ said Monty. ‘You’re just imagining all this.’

Outside, as happened every day at dawn, municipal workers were washing the street with hosepipes, and in the distance, across the lake, vultures were slowly taking wing, rising into the sky, one by one, on an upwelling early-morning thermal.

Monty, meanwhile, was leaning over the veranda’s balustrade, waiting for the newspaper boy to throw up the two dailies, English and Bangla, that were delivered to them every day, both rolled into stiff batons and secured with strings made of coconut husk. Monty liked to think that if he succeeded in catching even one of the papers in mid-air, the day would be off to a good start. As for the occasions when he caught both, he would radiate good cheer all day.

‘Ah, there he is!’ cried Monty, and a moment later two paper batons came flying up, one of which he managed to snatch out of the air while the other landed directly in Shoma’s lap.

‘Well, at least I got The Statesman first for once,’ Monty consoled himself as he sat down.

‘Oh my god!’ cried Shoma, looking down at her copy of the Anandabazar Patrika. ‘The riots in Ahmedabad are getting worse and worse. A Muslim man was burnt alive by a mob.’ Thrusting the paper at Monty, she mumbled to herself, ‘I don’t think Dipika Gupta is going to make it today.’

‘Were you planning to see her today?’

‘Abhay Gupta asked me if I would talk to her and I agreed. But they haven’t confirmed, and I doubt it’s going to happen with all this going on.’

‘So how did it go at the Guptas’ yesterday?’ said Monty, with a sideways glance. ‘Did you ask them if it might be possible for you to feed Varsha in the car?’

Shoma nodded. ‘I did tell the Guptas about your idea. They were revolted by the very thought of it … all of them, with the exception of Abhay Gupta. I got the impression that he’s very different from the rest of the family.’

‘That’s possible,’ said Monty, ‘although I would never have thought it. I’ve only ever talked to him at the bar in the club and always took him to be the usual businessman-type, but at the wedding yesterday I ran into someone who knows the Guptas well. He told me that Abhay’s considered a bit of a black sheep in the family. Apparently he didn’t even want to go into the family business. Would you believe it, his life’s ambition was to become a professional photographer?’

‘I’m not surprised. I was impressed by the pictures in their sitting room.’

‘Oh, those are his, are they?’ said Monty. ‘I didn’t know, but after what I heard yesterday it makes sense.’

‘Why?’

‘You know those years Abhay spent in the States? I thought he went to a business school, like his brother. But no, it turns out he studied photography at the Pratt Institute and even freelanced in New York for a while!’

Shoma frowned as she took this in. Suddenly it all made sense: Abhay’s unconventional clothing and the differences between his attitudes and those of his family.

‘So why did he come back to Calcutta?’

‘It seems that he ended up in debt and was forced to return by the old man. After that it was the usual story: pushed into the family business, then an arranged marriage and all the rest. But Abhay’s heart isn’t in it, I think, which is why his brother is running the main company while he’s only managing a couple of factories. It can’t be easy for him— I gather there’s no love lost between Abhay and Subodh Gupta.’

‘That was clear enough when I met the family yesterday,’ said Shoma. ‘I think the two of them would have been at each other’s throats if the old man hadn’t stepped in.’

‘It must be worrying for HH,’ said Monty. ‘I’m told their businesses are in big trouble with the labour unions. The workers hate Subodh Gupta because he’s a by-the-book business-school type and doesn’t care about anything except profits and cost-cutting. It was different when the old man was running the business.’	

‘Look!’ said Shoma suddenly, tapping her copy of Anandabazar. ‘It says here the trade unions have called for hartals against the Guptas’ companies. Subodh Gupta was gheraoed yesterday and there was a big fire at one of their factories.’

Monty leaned over to peer at the story. ‘I think that’s one of the factories Abhay manages.’

‘Poor man,’ said Shoma. ‘I feel sorry for him. No wonder he’s so bonded with Varsha—she’s probably the one bright spot in his life.’

‘But don’t you think that might change now that Varsha’s turned out to be not quite the sweet little girl she was thought to be?’ said Monty.

‘I don’t think so. He actually seemed quite keen to arrange for Varsha to eat some fish. But with everything that’s going on in their lives it’ll probably be a while before I hear from the Guptas again.’

Barely had the words left her mouth when the phone began to ring.

‘You get it,’ said Monty, burying himself in the paper. He did not look up again until Shoma came back a few minutes later, looking startled.

‘Who was it?’

‘Dipika Gupta. She’s coming here at eleven-thirty.’







Eight


Over the following weeks, as I began to write this story in the stillness of locked-down Brooklyn, I was drawn so viscerally back into the city of my childhood that almost everything else faded from my mind: the rising toll of the pandemic; the rumours about its origins; the soaring rates of addiction and gun violence around the United States; and even the bewildering rants of the President. Only when Black Lives Matter protesters went marching down my street did my absorption dissipate: I would rush out to follow the demonstrators into Fort Greene Park, where everyone would assemble without any regard for the rules of social distancing. This too transported me back to the Calcutta of my childhood, when not a day went by without protesters assembling somewhere, heedless of every attempt to disperse them.

Sometimes, when I took a break from my writing and went to the window of my study, I would be startled to find myself staring not at a lane in Calcutta but at a street in Brooklyn instead. And then I would look at my neighbourhood anew and marvel at how much it had changed over the decades that I had lived there. Once upon a time my neighbours had primarily been African Americans of my own vintage, many of them musicians or artists. But most of them were gone now, having been replaced by young, mainly white, professionals who tended to cluster together with their own kind; rarely, if ever, did they make eye contact.

One night, amidst a great din of wailing sirens, three police cars pulled up to a building on the opposite side of the street. The building’s entrance was visible from the window of my study so I knew that a young family lived on the ground floor: a couple with two preteen children. I sometimes wondered what it was like for them to be shut into that small apartment for days on end, the children unable to go to school and the parents working from home.

Calcutta was so present in my mind then that I vividly recalled the flat in which my parents, my two sisters and I had lived, packed together; me sleeping on a charpai in the corridor, doing my homework by candlelight. I remembered how hard it had been, and my heart brimmed with sympathy for that young family across the street, who had probably moved to New York imagining the life they saw on popular sitcoms, only to have the pandemic come crashing down on them like the sword of an avenging angel.

Still I was taken aback that night to see the father of the family being led away in handcuffs by the police. I learnt later, from Amanda, that there had been an incident of domestic violence there: the young man had evidently snapped under the stress of the pandemic.

The sense of being trapped inside an ongoing catastrophe was so oppressive that I stopped checking my doomsday apps at the start of the day. Instead, as soon as I had made my morning coffee, I would hurry over to my desk and start scribbling down my memories of my childhood.



One of the main reasons why I liked to spend time at Tavoy was that Tarun Barua, my best friend, lived just down the road in a big house called Lankasuka.

The proximity of the two houses was not accidental. Monty’s father had been close to the family and it was on Tarun’s great-grandfather’s advice that the colonel had invested in the plot of land on which he built his bungalow. Reinforced by neighbourliness, the ties between the two houses had endured over generations. Shoma, for example, was a good friend of Tarun’s mother, Jaya. As for Monty, he had been in and out of Lankasuka since his childhood and had grown up with Tarun’s relatives: one of them had given him his first camera and had encouraged him to take pictures, and Monty in turn had passed it on to Tarun.

Tarun was two years older than me, and since his was also the bigger, more forceful and more impressive personality, it was only natural that I came to share his tastes in music and books. But in no other way could I aspire to be like him: I was a bookish type of the sorriest kind in that I had nothing to show for it since I wasn’t good at exams and was hopeless at mathematics. Tarun, on the other hand, was an ‘all-rounder’ who excelled at everything, had a prodigious memory and was charming and good-looking as well. (Monty said he had inherited his looks from his grandmother who had been a famous beauty.)

But Tarun was not all of a piece: although he radiated confidence and good humour in public, at home he was often brooding and sullen, prone to sudden changes in mood and apt to say very wounding things. More than once had I overheard him describing me as a sidekick and a loser, but no matter how hurtful or belittling his words, I always forgave him because, as Monty had explained to me, there was a history of tragedy and misfortune in his family that went back to the Second World War and the devastation of Burma, where his grandparents and great-grandparents had lived.

Indeed, theirs was an especially tragic version of the stories of exile and dispossession that were then so common in Calcutta. Tarun’s mother, Jaya, had never known her parents, who had both died after the Japanese invasion of Burma; she had been brought up by her unmarried aunt, Bela, who lived at Lankasuka. Tarun, who was born in Assam, had lost his father at the age of two, which was when Jaya had brought him back to Calcutta, where they had moved into her ancestral home. Thus Tarun, the only child of a mother who was also an only child, had no brothers or sisters; he did not even have any cousins or close relatives of his own age nearby, which was a rare thing in our world. Perhaps I filled some gap in his life, which was lucky for me since I could walk in his shadow, like a younger brother. And, as would have happened if he had really been my brother, it was taken for granted that I would go to the same school that he attended—and if I was not bullied mercilessly there, it was largely because I was known to be under Tarun’s protection.

It was usually in Tarun’s company that I visited Lankasuka, and on these occasions his high spirits and laughter would light up the house. Yet a sense of melancholy, brought about by the absence of so many people who should have been there but were not, was always palpable, in no small part because the departed were ever present in the memories of the three elderly people who lived in the house: Tarun’s grand-aunt, Bela; his great-grand-aunt, Uma; and his great-grandfather, Rajkumar Raha.

Rajkumar Raha had spent most of his life in Burma and was reputed to have made and lost a vast fortune there in the timber industry. I remember him well, even though he died before I entered my teens: he was a big man with very dark skin, whose every hair, from the great mane on his head to his eyebrows and the furry pelt on his arms, was brilliantly white. He was a wonderful storyteller, with a huge stock of tales about his life in Burma. I’ve forgotten most of them now, but there’s one I still remember, and the odd thing is that the reason I got to hear it was a series of strange events at Tavoy.



For the most part, it was on weekends that I stayed over with Shoma and Monty, so on Mondays I went directly to school from Tavoy. This meant that instead of boarding the school bus at Gol Park, which was the stop closest to my own home, I would wait for it at the other end of Southern Avenue, at Rabindra Sarobar Stadium, a kilometre and a half away. The bus was the same and so was the driver; the only difference was that on Mondays Tarun and I would walk down together to the bus stop, dressed in our blue-and-grey uniforms, satchels slung over our shoulders (strange to think we had no backpacks in those days, only satchels).

When we were little, an adult, usually Dev, or Jaya-mashi, would walk us to the bus stop. But after Tarun turned thirteen, we rebelled, insisting that we didn’t need to be accompanied; he was a teenager after all, and I, at eleven, was no longer a little boy. We managed to win that battle, which added an element of adventure to the start of the week, making Monday a day not altogether to be dreaded.

On one such morning at Tavoy, just as I was getting ready to go downstairs to wait for Tarun, I was brought to a halt by a piercing cry from the thicket of trees in the backyard: ‘Shaap! Shaap beriyechhe! Shabdhaan!’ (Snake! A snake has come out! Be careful!)

I recognized the voice: it belonged to one of the durwans who kept watch at the gate. His shouts set off a stampede, sending people darting off in all directions.

Although sightings of snakes were rare in Calcutta, when they happened, they invariably created a great commotion, often resulting in panic-stricken, mob-like attacks on the unfortunate creatures. This was exactly what took place now: by the time I reached the courtyard, the durwan, a barrel-chested bully of a man, had already battered the snake to death. Bearing the limp, black body of the dead reptile triumphantly on his lathi, he went off to dispose of the corpse in the lake, a crowd of stragglers following on his heels, gawking at the spectacle.

Such was the furore that Tarun and I almost missed our bus, but fortunately the driver spotted us running frantically down the road and made an unscheduled stop.

Dev wasn’t present at Tavoy during this incident—he had left early to drive Shoma to the university—and it was not until the following weekend, when he came to pick me up in the Ambassador, that I got to ask whether he had heard about the killing of the snake.

The expression on Dev’s face darkened at that. ‘Yes, I heard the durwan screamed “Shaap beriyechhe!” as if it was going to attack him. But it was his own stupid fault. He chews paan from morning to night and every now and then he sneaks off to spit it out behind the tree, even though I’ve told him not to a thousand times. The only reason the snake came out was that the durwan was spitting into its den. Otherwise it would never have appeared—it never used to emerge during the day, only at night.’

‘So you knew all along that it was there?’

‘Of course I did,’ said Dev. ‘That snake was a big help to the mango tree. There have been lots of rats around there recently and it kept them under control.’

‘If you knew the snake was there,’ I said, ‘why didn’t you tell anyone?’

‘Because I knew what would happen if I did,’ said Dev. ‘These stupid city people can’t tell the difference between a dangerous snake and a harmless rat snake like that one. I knew they’d kill it if they saw it and then there would be trouble.’

He said this in a way that sent a shiver down my spine. ‘Trouble? For whom?’

Dev answered with a scowl. ‘Let’s just wait and see.’



A couple of weeks went by without anything of note happening so I thought no more about what Dev had said. But then mango season arrived and we learnt, to our great disappointment, that the usual delivery of golden Himsagar mangoes from Tavoy would not be forthcoming.

‘Their mangoes didn’t ripen this year,’ said my mother. ‘Shoma said they’d barely sprouted before they were eaten by rats.’

A few days later I overheard a phone conversation between my mother and Shoma, and when the word ‘durwan’ was mentioned I knew immediately whom they were discussing. It turned out that the snake-killer had ventured into the thicket again and had been hit by a falling coconut. Fortunately for him, it had crashed into his shoulder, narrowly missing his head, or else he might have died.

‘They had to take him to a hospital,’ my mother told me afterwards, ‘and the fellow said he didn’t want to go back to Tavoy, that it was too dangerous for him there, so he left the job.’

‘Good,’ I said, ‘I never liked that man.’

That should be the end of it, I thought … but it was just the beginning.

Tarun and I were out for a stroll in the lakeside park late one afternoon when he recounted to me, in graphic detail, the story of ‘The Birds’ by Daphne du Maurier, which he had just read. I got goose bumps as I listened, perhaps because there was a volt of vultures circling above us while masses of smaller birds converged on the lake amidst a great cacophony of cawing, cackling and screeching.

This was a daily occurrence, of course, and I was so accustomed to the racket that I never paid any attention to it, but that day there seemed to be something sinister about the hordes of winged creatures around us. As if to underline this, Tarun said, ‘Look at that crow over there. Doesn’t it look like it’s watching us?’

I flapped my arms at the crow, trying to scare it off, but it merely retreated a few steps without taking its beady eyes off us. I shouted, ‘Hutt! Hutt! Go … get away!’ But it remained motionless, so I picked up a pebble and flung it at the bird. Still the crow lingered, its eyes fixed on us, until Tarun threw a pebble at it too. Then, at last, it flapped its wings and flew away, cawing furiously.

Following the crow with my eyes, I saw that it was heading in the direction of Tavoy. ‘Maybe it lives in Monty’s mango tree,’ I said. ‘There’s a big bunch of crows there.’

‘Hah!’ said Tarun, who never missed an opportunity to score points over me. ‘You’re such a bloody loser, Dinu.’

‘Why?’

‘The proper word is “murder”—a “murder of crows”, not a “bunch”.’

‘You’re making that up,’ I said. ‘I don’t believe you.’

‘Take a bet then. Pack of Wrigley’s.’

‘Done.’ I slapped his outstretched hand. ‘Let’s ask Shoma to settle it. She’ll know.’

‘Come on!’

Jumping over the park fence, we crossed the street and sprinted towards Tavoy. As we stepped through the gates, a crow swooped down from the mango tree and flew right at me. I managed to duck but I could feel its talons slashing through my hair.

‘Look out! Here comes another,’ shouted Tarun, as he too swerved to one side.

Suddenly the crows were all around us, their wings beating up a storm, repeatedly raking our collars and sleeves with their beaks and talons as we stood there dodging, waving and flailing our arms. Providentially, Dev appeared just then and ushered us into the house, sheltering us with outstretched arms. Tarun and I stood in the stairwell for several minutes, trembling and staring at each other in shock and disbelief.

‘What just happened?’ I said.

‘It was like that “Birds” story, wasn’t it?’ Tarun pointed at my cheek. ‘Look, you’ve got a cut there.’

I ran the back of my hand over my cheek and it came away stained with blood. ‘I’d better show it to Monty,’ I said, stupidly studying my hand.

‘Don’t forget to ask Shoma about the collective noun for crows,’ said Tarun. ‘You’ll find you owe me a pack of Wrigley’s.’



It turned out that Tarun was right, which only added insult to injury. On top of that I had to go to bed during a power cut that night, a dressing on my cheek and a throbbing pain in my butt where I had been given a tetanus shot. As I lay in the dark, sweating copiously, a sudden creak of the ceiling fan announced the end of the power cut. An instant later I was jolted out of bed by an ear-splitting cacophony of Hindi film music blasting at full volume from somewhere inside the house. I ran to the door of the bedroom just in time to see Shoma and Monty rushing into her study, where an old radio console seemed to have suddenly come to life.

Of all the objects in Shoma’s study, none was more peculiar than that radio. It was a big, solid Murphy model, and the front of the console looked disconcertingly like a face with two sagging cheeks: the black tuning knobs resembled eyes and the panel of ivory-coloured keys below them looked like a row of bared teeth.

Turning the volume down, Monty scratched his head in bewilderment as he stared at the dimly glowing light of the tuning panel. ‘Were you listening to the radio before the power went?’ he asked Shoma.

‘No,’ said Shoma. ‘I haven’t listened to the radio in days. Besides, I would never have left it on at that volume.’

‘Maybe someone got into the house?’

We went around the house, checking all the doors and windows, but found no sign of an intruder.

Monty returned to the study and examined the radio again. ‘There must have been a power surge when the lights came on—that could have boosted the volume.’

‘But look at the frequency, Monty,’ said Shoma, pointing at the ivory keys. ‘It’s the AM key that’s down. I never listen to AM stations. I’m sure I didn’t push that key.’

‘You must have done it by mistake,’ said Monty. He turned the volume dial until the tuning panel went dark. ‘Anyway, it doesn’t matter. The radio is definitely off now, so let’s get some sleep.’

We went back to our beds and I was just about to drift off, when the radio suddenly came to life again. This time it was blasting the voice of an American newscaster: ‘Today the USSR performed another underground nuclear test…’

I reached the study before Shoma and Monty this time, but I could not bring myself to go inside: the radio’s face was glowing brightly in the darkness and the black knobs were staring fixedly at me.

Brushing past me, Monty switched on a light and turned the volume down again. ‘There must have been another power surge,’ he said exasperatedly. ‘The humidity has probably got into it and made it extra sensitive to voltage fluctuations.’

‘We’ve had this radio a long time,’ said Shoma, ‘and I don’t remember it ever turning itself on before.’

‘Didn’t a mouse get inside it once?’ said Monty. ‘It must have made a mess of the wiring. I’ll get Dev to take it to the repair shop tomorrow.’

‘Look over there, Monty!’ said Shoma, pointing to the frequency keys. ‘It’s switched itself from AM to SW. How did that happen?’

Monty scratched his head. ‘Must have been a humongous power surge. Maybe there was a lightning strike or something. Anyway, I’ll just unplug the damn thing so we can get some sleep.’

Yanking the plug out of the wall socket, Monty dusted his hands, as if to celebrate his victory over the radio. ‘There! That should take care of it.’

But just as I was beginning to feel drowsy again, the radio came on once more, blasting a newscast in a foreign language.

By the time I got to the study, Shoma and Monty were already there, staring at the radio’s plug, which was back in its socket. The tuning panel was flickering enigmatically, while a stream of incomprehensible words continued to pour out of the speaker.

‘I wonder what language that is,’ said Shoma abstractedly.

‘Japanese, I think,’ said Monty. ‘I thought I caught the word Sapporo.’

‘Capital of Hokkaido prefecture,’ said Shoma, in a mechanical monotone.

It fell to me to ask the obvious question. ‘How did the plug get into the socket again? I saw you pulling it out a few minutes ago.’

‘I can explain that,’ Monty declared. ‘I think I left the plug too close to the socket after I took it out. The metal pins must have been sucked in by a sudden burst of magnetism. Happens all the time.’

Shoma gaped at him. ‘I’ve never heard of anything like that! Where does it happen all the time?’

‘Everywhere,’ said Monty airily. ‘I’ve read articles about it.’

‘Or maybe it was a mouse?’ I suggested, trying to be helpful.

‘I wouldn’t rule out the possibility,’ said Monty.

‘How would a mouse push a plug into a socket?’ said Shoma.

‘Mice can do all kinds of stuff,’ said Monty. ‘Didn’t you know that mice can hear a wider range of frequencies than humans? They’ve got all kinds of abilities, which is why they’re so useful to science.’

Our speculations were interrupted by a loud knocking on the stairwell door. It was Dev.

‘That old radio keeps turning itself on,’ Monty explained as he let Dev in. ‘It’s probably some kind of electromagnetic malfunction.’

‘Or it could be a mouse,’ I insisted, having grown attached to the theory.

Dev stared at the radio for a bit, without saying anything. Then he picked it up and tucked it under his arm. ‘I’ll take it up to the roof,’ he said. ‘It won’t give you any more trouble.’

‘Be sure to take it to the repair shop tomorrow,’ said Monty. ‘See if they can find out what’s wrong with it.’

There were no further interruptions that night. The radio was duly taken to the workshop the next morning and when I saw Monty at lunch, my first question was: ‘Did they find out what was wrong with the radio?’

‘Humph!’ snorted Monty dismissively. ‘They claimed there was nothing wrong with it and we were just imagining things. But what do they know? I’m sure they’ve never heard of ionization anomalies or asymmetric quantum phenomena. Science doesn’t mean anything to them, useless rascals.’ 



I went over to Lankasuka later that afternoon and told Tarun and Rajkumar about everything that had happened at Tavoy the night before. Rajkumar nodded as he listened, occasionally running his fingers through his great mane of white hair. Then he told us a story of his own, about something he had witnessed in the mountains of eastern Burma when he was a teenager, not much older than Tarun.

It happened in a logging camp situated on a thickly forested slope above the mighty Sittang river, some three days’ journey north of the township of Taungoo. The camp belonged to a British teak-processing company and was managed by an Englishman who could not have been much older than twenty. He had only been in Burma a couple of years and spoke very little Burmese, so he spent most of his time alone in a small hut propped up on tall stilts; in the evenings, at the end of the workday, he would sit up there drinking whisky and playing a clarinet.

Not far from the camp was a stockade where some twenty elephants were tethered: it was these animals, and their mahouts, who stacked and transported the giant logs of teak that were cut down by the timbermen. For the elephants the sound of the manager’s clarinet was, for some reason, very unsettling, but nobody could tell the Englishman this because he was prone to fits of rage, especially when he was drunk.

In that encampment, as in all such logging camps, the people with the hardest jobs were the mahouts, who had to make their elephants stack the massive logs of teak and then carry them down to the river. To do this the mahout and his mount had to function as a single unit, each trusting the other to the fullest. The men who did this best were those who were themselves a little elephant-like in spirit and were, therefore, able to understand their animals’ moods and needs and whims. And unlike ordinary elephants these creatures depended on their mahouts for everything they would have received from other members of their herd in the wild. Besides, these elephants were also wounded souls because they were being made to do something that they would never have done otherwise: participate in the wanton destruction of a forest. So in their hearts they were angry, torn animals, and because they were so close to their mahouts, those men too came to be filled with resentment and sadness.

The most dangerous part of the work consisted of rolling the timber down the slope: logs sometimes broke loose and went crashing down, crushing and killing everything in their path. It so happened that one day a mahout was killed on the slope by a runaway log.

In those Burmese logging camps it was the custom that when a man died, the manager would provide a certificate of release, which would be buried or cremated with him, thus setting the dead man’s soul free. So, as was the custom, the dead mahout’s co-workers went to the manager to ask for a certificate. But nothing came of it: the young Englishman was drunk and refused to provide that slip of paper, telling them to come back some other day. The men gave up and went away because they saw that it would serve no purpose to explain to him that the weather was too warm for the burial to be delayed, and so the dead mahout was buried without his certificate of release.

The next morning a storm broke and it rained through the day and into the night. When darkness fell the Englishman began to play his clarinet again, its piercing sound carrying deep into the forest. Then came another sound, the tinkling of an elephant’s bell, which should not have been heard at that time of night because the animals were supposed to be tethered in the stockade. But the sound kept coming and it soon became clear that an elephant had broken loose and was fast approaching the camp. When it came into view it was seen to be none other than the dead mahout’s elephant, an old, experienced animal who had been inconsolable since its rider’s death. It was advancing at a run, alone, with no one guiding it.

Up in his room the Englishman heard the sound too, and when he looked out of his window he saw that the elephant was headed towards his hut. Panic-stricken, he picked up his big rifle and began to fire at the animal. He hit it once, twice, three times but still the old elephant kept coming, blood streaming down its forehead, until at last it flung its full weight against the hut’s bamboo stilts. When the Englishman fell to the ground the elephant collapsed on top of him, killing him instantly.

‘We were not far behind,’ said Rajkumar. ‘As we followed the elephant’s tracks we saw something very strange: beside the big marks of the animal’s feet there was another set of footprints, a man’s. It was raining so heavily that the prints were soon washed away, but we all saw them clearly: footprints made by some invisible presence that had brought the elephant out of the stockade and guided it to the camp—and since that elephant had never obeyed anyone but its dead mahout, there could be no doubt as to who it was.’



‘Wow, Pops!’ said Tipu over Zoom, baring his teeth in his usual feral grin. ‘That was quite a story you sent over today.’

‘It certainly made an impression on me, which is why I still remember it almost fifty years later. But I should tell you that Tarun remembers it a little differently.’

‘How do you know?’

‘Because he wrote a book about his family, in which Rajkumar is the main character and this story is in it. His version has many more details.’

‘You’re still in touch with him?’

‘Yes, of course. Coincidentally Tarun is at the University of Virginia in Charlottesville, which is where Shoma did her PhD. He teaches something called “cultural studies” and writes about photography. I see him from time to time: he’s twice divorced and was never very attentive as a father, but he’s trying to make amends to his children now. One of them lives in New Jersey, so he often comes this way.’

‘Does his book give any explanation for what Rajkumar saw?’

‘No. Tarun once told me that his grandfather was never able to make sense of how those footprints had appeared out of nowhere. All he would say when Tarun questioned him was maybe there’s another reality that exists alongside ours, and sometimes, when some calamity or disaster strikes, or is about to, this hidden world reveals itself to remind us that it is still there, and that it can change the course of everything that we take for granted.’

Tipu nodded sagely. ‘D’you think that’s what happened at your aunt’s house after the snake was killed? This other reality was sending you a message?’

‘What do I know, Tipu? Your guess is as good as mine.’







Nine


Very early one morning my phone began to ring and for some reason, even without glancing at the screen, I was filled with dread.

It was Romy: Shoma had had a heart attack the day before, he said. Fortunately it was a mild one, and Sumita had known exactly what to do. She had managed to keep Shoma alive until Romy arrived in a taxi, twenty minutes later, rigged out in full protective gear. He had found Shoma breathing but unconscious and had immediately given her an injection. This had turned her around and she was now breathing more or less normally and had a steady pulse. He was confident that she would recover fully in a week or two. For the time being she just needed to be on bed rest.

‘Shouldn’t she be hospitalized?’ I asked.

‘In ordinary circumstances, maybe,’ said Romy. ‘But given that we’re in a pandemic, she’s much better off at home. These days in Kolkata, hospitalization is like a death sentence. Covid is rampant everywhere and the last thing we want is for her to catch it: with her emphysema, it would be fatal. Besides, there’s nothing she would get in a hospital that she can’t get at home.’

Feeling frantic yet helpless, I said, ‘I think it’s time for me to come back to Kolkata.’

‘There’s no way you can come,’ said Romy bluntly. ‘There are very few flights arriving in the country, and even if you could get one, you would have to spend two weeks in quarantine. And then there’s the risk of getting Covid yourself, in a plane or at an airport. Besides, even if you were here, it wouldn’t be safe for you to go into Shoma’s bedroom: she has to be completely isolated. No, it’s best that you stay where you are for the time being. Sumita and I will keep you posted.’

‘Can I talk to her at least?’

‘You’ll have to wait a while,’ said Romy. ‘I’ll let you know when she’s ready.’

I was now so worried and restless that going back to bed was out of the question, so I went for a long walk and ended up at a little corner stall where a woman was selling potted plants. I was looking at the succulents and cacti when the stall owner thrust a plant at me and mumbled something in Spanish behind her mask.

The plant had a label on it: Euphorbia neriifolia. I ran a search on my phone and learnt that the plant was known as the Indian spurge tree and was native to South Asia. Suddenly a Bangla website popped up and I discovered, to my astonishment, that the plant’s Bengali name was phonimonsha and that it was considered sacred to Manasa Devi, the goddess of snakes.

With a trembling hand I paid for the plant, took it home and placed it on a windowsill beside my bed.



A month went by, during which I got daily updates from Sumita: for the most part they were about Shoma’s respiration rate and her oxygen and glucose levels, all of which seemed to indicate that her condition was improving. But one day Sumita let slip something that took me aback: she said that Shoma had been speaking a lot of late, but when I asked what she had been saying, I was told that most of it was just ‘nonsense talk’.

‘What does that mean?’ I asked Sumita. ‘What has she been going on about?’

Sumita explained to me then that ever since the day of her heart attack Shoma had been complaining about being forced to come back to her sickbed: apparently it was her belief that after losing consciousness she had gone away to another place from where she had been able to observe everything that happened to the body that she had left behind: she had seen how Sumita had given her CPR, how Romy had arrived in a taxi because his car wasn’t working that day, and she had even noticed that he had been wearing a yellow protective suit instead of his usual white one.

Here I interrupted to ask whether it was true that Romy had worn a yellow suit, and Sumita confirmed that it was.

‘But wasn’t Shoma unconscious all through?’ I asked. ‘How could she have known?’

‘I don’t know,’ said Sumita.

‘Anyway, go on. What else does she talk about?’

Another subject that Shoma kept returning to, said Sumita, was the injection that Romy had given her. She was adamant that that was what had brought her back, tearing her away from those she wanted to join: her husband, her sister and many others. If not for that, she would have remained in that other place rather than being back in her bed, struggling for every breath, wanting nothing more than to be gone from this earthly life.

‘She weeps all the time,’ said Sumita, ‘and blames us for bringing her back. The only thing that consoles her is when she has visitors.’

‘Is she allowed to have visitors?’ I asked. ‘I thought she was meant to be in strict isolation.’

‘Yes, she is completely isolated,’ said Sumita. ‘No one ever comes into her room except me and the doctor. But Auntie insists that she has visitors from another place and sometimes I overhear her talking to them: I can tell that she thinks her husband is with her, or her sister. Sometimes there are others whose names I don’t know.’

‘Does she ever ask about me?’

‘She says she hears about you almost every day from one of her visitors who was a friend of yours. Just this morning she said that the weather must be nice where you are because there are red-and-yellow flowers in the garden behind your house.’

‘Really? How strange. She must be hallucinating.’

‘That is how she is nowadays.’



I called Romy as soon as I got off the phone with Sumita to tell him that Shoma seemed to be hallucinating, and to ask whether this might indicate the onset of a neurodegenerative disease. Romy brushed off my fears; it was nothing serious, he said, just some harmless rambling. He had given Shoma several cognitive tests and she had done fine on all of them. In fact, said Romy, in some ways her mind was every bit as sharp as it had ever been.

‘But she must be hallucinating,’ I insisted. ‘She told Sumita that there were red-and-yellow flowers in my downstairs neighbour’s yard.’

‘Maybe she’s just talking about something she saw in a dream?’

‘Maybe.’

The idea that there might be flowers in Amanda’s yard was absurd: I knew that she had a couple of small trees and a herb garden but not much else. Indeed, I was so sure that I didn’t even bother to look out of my window until a couple of hours later. And when I did, I discovered, to my utter astonishment, a line of variegated tulips blooming under Amanda’s trees.

That evening I happened to run into Amanda as I was putting out the trash.

‘I see you’ve planted tulips,’ I said through my mask. ‘When did that happen?’

‘Oh, a friend of mine gave me some bulbs,’ she said. ‘I planted them last fall. They look good, don’t they?’







Ten


Back in 1969, even more so than today, Indians of wealth and consequence thought nothing of keeping people waiting; indeed, they assumed this to be their natural right. Being well aware of this, Shoma did not expect Dipika to be on time for her 11.30 appointment, and nor was she. But even after she arrived, half an hour late, Dipika showed no signs of wanting to get down to the matter at hand. Instead, she kept up an unending stream of small talk as she wandered around Shoma’s study with a cup of tea in her hand, examining the objects and artefacts that were displayed on the room’s shelves.

Shoma saw no reason to hurry Dipika: it had often happened in the past that one object or another had prompted her clients to open up about themselves—and this was exactly what transpired now. The item that brought Dipika to a halt was a colourful picture of a goddess with a cobra coiled around her neck: it was a poster for a film made three years before, in Dhaka, on the legend of Manasa Devi, by a director whom Shoma had once met.

Transfixed by the picture, Dipika said in a shaky voice: ‘Is that … is that a picture of the goddess of snakes?’

‘That’s right,’ said Shoma. ‘That’s a poster for a film made by a Muslim director, Zahir Raihan.’

‘Oh?’ Dipika’s hands began to shake and, before Shoma could intervene, the teacup that she had been sipping from tumbled off its saucer to the floor and broke into pieces.

‘Oh my god!’ cried Dipika. ‘What have I done? I’m so sorry!’

‘It’s nothing,’ said Shoma, picking up the fragments. ‘The cup was almost empty so there’s not much to clean up.’

Tossing the bits of broken china into a wastebasket, Shoma put an arm around Dipika. ‘Come, why don’t you sit down?’

‘I’m so sorry,’ Dipika said in a strangled voice as Shoma led her to the couch. ‘It’s my fault. You must let me pay for the cup.’

‘There’s really no need.’

Dipika was so thoroughly disconcerted now that when she sank onto the couch, Shoma felt she had to sit beside her and do whatever she could to comfort her.

‘Why are you so upset, Mrs Gupta? Is it something to do with the picture?’

Dipika nodded. ‘It’s…’

‘Take your time. There’s no hurry.’

‘It’s something that happened many years ago … Before my marriage.’

‘You can talk about it if you want.’

Dipika swallowed convulsively.

‘When I was in college I once went to Orissa with my brother and some friends. My father owns a number of iron and bauxite mines there, near Rayagada, so we spent some time in the countryside. It’s a very beautiful part of the country, very different from Gujarat or Rajasthan: the soil is rich and red, and there are tall, old trees whose shade stretches over entire villages. Sometimes we went for drives in a couple of jeeps. We always took a few armed guards with us because we were told that there were many rebels among the tribal people who live in that area.

‘One day, while we were driving, one of the tyres got punctured and we had to stop to fix it. As soon as we came to a halt the tribal people who lived in the jungles around there began to gather around us. Among them was an old woman with wild hair and red eyes, and she said to us, in broken Hindi: “Aren’t you the people who dug up that hill over there?”

‘We didn’t answer but she knew who we were. “Do you know how many trees you have destroyed?” she said to us. “Aren’t you meant to be vegetarians? Do you know how many animals you have slaughtered? Why do you cause the death of so many living things?”

‘We were frightened by the way she was talking to us, so we asked the guards to intervene. They shouted at her but she ignored them. “Do you know that on that hill were a rock and a spring of water, and they were sacred to Manasa Devi? That rock was Manasa Devi’s temple and four times a year, when we gathered there, she would appear to us, as a bright light floating above a tree. Many miracles happened there: people with crippled limbs were healed, the blind were given back their sight. Now all of it has been eaten by your machines—there’s nothing left.”

‘“Stop her, stop her,” we begged the guards, and they shouted at her again but she carried on: “Where is that rock now? You have ground it into dust and you have killed Manasa Devi’s snakes and you have destroyed her spring—and all for what?”

‘And then she produced a snake … You can imagine how terrified we were. “This is Manasa Devi’s kala naag,” the woman said, “and look, it’s dead, like the land, the forest, the hill, the spring … All dead, and you are the killers, the murderers!”

‘At this point we could no longer stand it. “Isn’t this enough?” my brother said to the guards. “What are you waiting for? Stop her!” So a guard hit the old woman with a rifle butt and she fell to the ground. But as she was lying there, bleeding, she looked me directly in the eye and said, “Remember: Manasa Devi does not forget.”

‘It was a very frightening incident and I could not sleep for days afterwards, but as the years went by I put it out of my mind.’

Dipika paused, a hand clasped over her heaving chest.

‘Do you want to rest a little?’

‘No, I want to be done with it.’ She drew a deep breath. ‘So, as I said, I had forgotten all this until the day after it was confirmed that I was pregnant for the second time. I remember that your husband, Dr Bose, had come to our house that morning to make a house call for my son, Sandeep.

‘Late that night, I woke up suddenly and sat up in bed. And as I was sitting there, staring into the dark, that old woman I had seen in Orissa, with wild hair and red eyes, appeared before me. “Don’t be afraid, Dipika,” she said. “Don’t be frightened by what I am going to tell you. You are going to have a daughter. She will be a very special child. To be a mother to her will not be easy but you must always remember that she has very important work to do in the world.”

‘My husband was away in Kharagpur that night. This happened two more times when he was travelling—that old woman came again and said the same things.’

‘Wait!’ said Shoma. ‘When you say that she “came again”, do you mean that she came to you in a dream?’

‘No!’ said Dipika emphatically. ‘These weren’t dreams. I was awake every time. She was really there. But it was not like seeing a ghost. I just don’t know how to explain it.’

‘Had you ever had this kind of experience before?’ said Shoma. ‘Did the woman resemble anyone you know? Perhaps your mother, or an aunt?’

‘No!’ said Dipika. ‘As I told you, it was not like a dream where you see people whom you know or remember. She wasn’t in my head; she was outside it, just like you are, except that I did not see her enter or leave the room. It was as if a door had opened between the normal world we live in and some other world.’

‘How many times did this happen altogether?’

‘Three in all.’

‘Did you tell anyone about it?’

‘Yes,’ said Dipika. ‘I told one of my sisters, and she said that it was natural to have strange thoughts and dreams during a pregnancy and I found that very reassuring. And then, when Varsha was born, everything seemed all right because she was so normal…’

Dipika’s tears began to flow again and she paused to wipe them away.

‘For three years Varsha was fine. Everything was all right until that day … Until Varsha suddenly began to ask for … you know.’

Dipika buried her face in her hands and her words came out muffled by her fingers. ‘After that everything came crashing down on me. I thought I would go mad…’ Wiping away her tears, she looked Shoma directly in the eyes. ‘I know you thought I was overreacting to the situation at the time; I could sense that you were judging me. But maybe now you will understand, at least a little.’

‘I’m sorry,’ said Shoma in a small, contrite voice. ‘I’m sorry that I made you feel like I was judging you. But what you’ve told me has helped me understand the situation better. I cannot imagine how confusing and difficult it must be. But if it is any help at all, you should know that your dream, or vision, or whatever you want to call it, is not uncommon in cases of rebirth. It happens fairly frequently that the mother of a reincarnated child has dreams during her pregnancy in which the rebirth is announced to her. In fact researchers even have a term for it. They call them “announcing dreams”.’

‘Is that true?’ There was a note of reluctant relief in Dipika’s voice now. ‘Knowing that does make me feel a little better. At least not so much of a freak.’

‘You really shouldn’t feel that way, Mrs Gupta. It’s just a question of time. As I told you, Varsha will forget all of this in a year or two. You just need to be patient in the meantime.’

‘How can I be patient, Dr Bose? It’s been two days since Varsha ate anything. She says no to everything we try to feed her. It’s always the same cry: “Give me fish! I want fish!”’

‘Well,’ said Shoma, ‘as I explained to your family the other day, sometimes, in this kind of situation, the child’s cravings are too powerful to resist. Varsha seems to be very strong-minded so it might be a good idea to let her indulge her cravings. Who knows, it might even put an end to the matter. Maybe Varsha will find that she doesn’t really like fish after all … I think it’s worth trying, and I would be glad to help.’

‘Yes, you mentioned that yesterday.’ Dipika clasped her hands gloomily on her lap. ‘We have been discussing your suggestion, my husband and I. He feels very strongly that we should let you feed Varsha some…’—here, unable to utter the word ‘fish’, Dipika faltered—‘… he feels we should let you feed her some of the food that she wants outside the house. I resisted this because I was hoping Varsha would change her mind, but she is very stubborn, so I think it might be time…’

‘As I said, I’d be glad to arrange a meal for Varsha,’ said Shoma.

‘How would you go about it then?’

‘I would pack some…’—just as she was about to say ‘fish’, Shoma bit back the word for fear of offending Dipika’s ears, and chose another one—‘… some food and then I would drive over and park in the lane behind your house. If Bhola’r-ma could bring Varsha to me, I’ll feed her in the car. It wouldn’t be at all difficult.’

‘When would you do it?’

‘Well, since Varsha hasn’t eaten anything in two days we should do it soon, I think. But I’ll have to buy the … food … and make the arrangements, so maybe tomorrow, at noon?’

‘And you’ll bring your own utensils, of course,’ said Dipika. ‘If Varsha were to use ours, they would have to be thrown away. We could never allow them to re-enter the house.’

‘Of course. I completely understand.’

Dipika sighed resignedly. ‘Very well then. I’ll tell Bhola’r-ma to be ready at noon tomorrow.’



Husna was taken aback when Shoma announced that the two of them would be going to the fish market that evening. ‘But why do you want to go to the bazaar, didi? Why not just leave it to me as you usually do?’

‘Because I want you to teach me about fish.’

At this Husna’s mouth fell open. ‘But why, didi? Why do you suddenly want to know about fish?’

‘It’s because of a patient, Husna,’ said Shoma quietly. ‘That’s all I can say.’

Shoma had many other things to attend to that day, so it was dark by the time she and Husna got into the Ambassador to be driven to the Gariahat Bazaar. They arrived during a power cut so the usually bustling, brightly illuminated market was oddly quiet and sleepy, with the shopkeepers and stall owners sitting drowsily behind their candlelit counters.

Husna led the way through the market’s dimly lit alleyways. ‘Follow me, didi, I’ll take you to the part of the market where they sell fish.’

Humouring her, Shoma pretended she didn’t know which part of the labyrinthine bazaar housed the fish market, although she remembered it well, having visited it a few times with her father when she was little. As was common in Bengali families in those days, her father had been in charge of doing the daily shopping for their household. Every morning before going to work he would walk down the road to Gariahat Bazaar, dressed in a lungi and banyan, carrying an empty shopping bag that would come back from the market with the heads or tails of various kinds of fish peeping over the top amidst an assortment of leafy greens: the contents of the bag would dictate what would be cooked in their house that day. On the few occasions when Shoma had accompanied him to the fish market she had been put off by the smell and the sight of the glistening scales and piled-up entrails. But those visits had all taken place early in the day, with the sun shining down brightly on all the detritus of the marketplace.

This was the first time Shoma had gone there when it was dark and she was surprised to find that the bazaar did not match the picture in her memory. The fishmongers were seated cross-legged on the floor, under lamps and candles, their wares laid out on bright green banana leaves. With the light of the flickering yellow flames glinting off their scales, the fish, in their myriad shapes and shades, seemed as colourful and varied as the wares of a florist. The sight was mysteriously beautiful in a way that Shoma would not have thought possible for a fish market.

Looking around, she was amazed by just how many different kinds of fish were on sale; it embarrassed her to think that she could identify none but the few that appeared regularly on her own table.

‘Do you know the names of all these fish?’ she said to Husna.

‘Not all of them, didi,’ said Husna. ‘How could I! There must be more than a hundred kinds here. But I know some of them: that long, thin one, like a snake, is baim; that big one over there with a curved hump is chitol. You’ve eaten it many times, when I’ve made muittha, but I’m sure you didn’t know that those little fishballs came from a creature that was so big.’

‘No,’ said Shoma, peering at the fish which had the outline of a scimitar and a huge silver blade of a body.

‘Do you see how the chitol’s body is shaped?’ asked Husna. ‘The Hindus in our village used to say that in his Matsya avatar Lord Vishnu took this knife-like form and came to kill the demon Hayagriva.’

‘Really?’ said Shoma, taking out a notebook; Husna’s knowledge of Hindu mythology never ceased to surprise her. ‘And what about those pretty little ones over there? With the golden fins?’

‘Those are darkina; people say they can fly. And that one over there is a pomgash; it tastes a bit like a pabda. That one is a neftani; they carry their eggs in their mouths and you can’t put them in a vessel with other fish because they always fight. It’s rare to see them in the city but in my village they were quite common. Do you see those small silvery fish over there? Those are called lotey. They’re so soft that if you fry them in mustard oil with some tomatoes and green chillies, they melt into a delicious, spicy mash, bones and all. My husband loved lotey-machh; it makes me sad that my children have lost the taste for it.’

Husna’s eyes began to fill with tears, as often happened when she remembered her late husband. Shoma hurried to distract her: ‘Why don’t you ever cook it for us?’

Wiping her eyes with the end of her sari, Husna said, ‘You are city folk, didi, you only eat city fish. Fishermen know what kinds of fish townsfolk like so those are what they send to the cities. But there are many other varieties in our rivers and ponds and some of them are better than the kinds you are familiar with. But of course you people don’t know anything about them.’

‘You should teach us then—’

Shoma broke off as a thought entered her mind. ‘Tell me, Husna, if you were serving fish to someone who had never eaten any before, what kind would you give them?’

Husna scratched her cheek meditatively. ‘I think it would be best to give them that one,’ she said at last, pointing to a large, heavy-bellied variety of carp they often ate at home. ‘Rui-machh. It’s not very bony and is easy to eat.’

‘And how would you cook it?’

‘Let me see … I would cut it up and rub the pieces with some turmeric and chilli paste, and maybe a little ground onion. And then I would fry the pieces till they’re crisp.’

Shoma noted this in her pad and added, ‘What other fish would be good for a beginner?’

‘Maybe catla?’ said Husna, pointing to another carp, even more fat-bellied than the rui. ‘I’ve got some nice sour curd at home and I could use it to make a simple sour-sweet doi-machh.’

‘Yes!’ Shoma’s eyes lit up at the mention of one of her favourite dishes. ‘You must make doi-machh, but maybe not with catla—that’s too common. Why don’t you make it with’—her eyes strayed to another similar-looking fish—‘why don’t you make it with that one instead? What is that called?’

‘Karfu-machh,’ said Husna. ‘It tastes a lot like catla, so it would be good for doi-machh. But it’s a new fish, didi; it’s not even been twenty years since it began to appear in the markets.’

‘Twenty? Are you sure?’

‘Yes, something like that.’

Then, in a sudden flash of illumination, an idea came to Shoma. If it was true that Varsha’s craving for fish derived from a previous existence as a fisherwoman, then surely she should know just as much as Husna did about the myriad fish species of Bengal? In that case should it not be possible, in theory at least, to design her meal as a test, to plumb the depths of her knowledge of the fish of the region? As she was warming to the idea, it occurred to Shoma that a test of this kind could lead to a revolutionary breakthrough in the study of ‘cases of the reincarnation type’.

It was sad, of course, that only she, Shoma, and a few others would know about Varsha’s case, since the Gupta family was so insistent on confidentiality. But no matter—for Shoma this could amount to a revelation about what lay beyond life itself.

‘Husna, listen,’ said Shoma. ‘I’ve just thought of a plan. I want you to buy four kinds of fish: rui, karfu, tilapia and koyi. I’ll tell you tomorrow how I want them cooked.’

While Husna went off to make the purchases, Shoma clutched her hands together as if in prayer and spun slowly around, drinking in the sights of the fish market: never had she imagined that it would be in a place such as this that she would have her own moment of Newtonian inspiration.







Eleven


For several weeks Shoma refused to get on the line with me, until suddenly one morning, Sumita surprised me by saying: ‘Auntie was asking to speak to you today.’

When Shoma came on I was glad to note that her voice was stronger, the wheezing barely audible. ‘Tell me, Dinu,’ she said casually, as though we were picking up the threads of an interrupted conversation, ‘you had a friend called Cinta, didn’t you?’

‘Yes. Her name was actually Giacinta, but everyone called her Cinta.’

I was puzzled that Shoma had brought this up apropos of nothing. She knew well enough that Cinta had been my mentor, patroness and guardian angel, and that it was she who had made my life in Brooklyn possible. It was because of her that I was able to leave the Midwest and take up a job in New York. She had even left me some money, which was why I didn’t have to work full-time anymore.

‘But she died, didn’t she?’

‘Yes, five years ago.’

‘She must have been very fond of you.’

‘And I was very attached to her. But why are you asking about Cinta?’

‘I was just wondering: Did she have a flat from which you could see a canal?’

‘Yes. In Venice. That was where she lived. How did you know? Did you see a picture somewhere?’

There was a brief pause, and then Shoma said, ‘Yes. That’s right. I saw a picture.’

‘Where?’

‘You know. Where all the pictures are.’

‘You mean social media?’

‘Yes, that’s it.’

‘I didn’t know you were on social media!’

‘There’s a lot you don’t know, Dinu.’

‘What’re your handles, then? Tell me. I’d like to follow you.’

‘That’s a secret,’ she said with a wheezing laugh. ‘Now tell me about yourself. How have you been?’

‘Actually I’ve been very worried about you. I heard that you’ve been crying and that you keep scolding Sumita and Romy for bringing you back from somewhere.’

For a long moment she wheezed into the phone without saying anything. Then I heard her whispering, ‘It was my time, Dinu. I should have been allowed to leave instead of being brought back against my will. They were all there, waiting for me.’

‘Who?’

‘Monty. Your mother. I so wanted to be with them—and I would have been if Romy hadn’t given me that injection. I watched him doing it from above and I wanted to stop him but I couldn’t. Now I can’t forgive him.’

‘Shoma!’ I said sharply. ‘Of course he had to give you that injection. It would have been medical malpractice if he hadn’t.’

‘I don’t care what you call it,’ said Shoma. ‘That was not what I wanted. Shouldn’t I have had some say in it?’

‘You don’t understand … Romy would have risked his career if he hadn’t done everything possible to save your life.’

Shoma grunted. ‘Anyway, like it or not I’m still here.’

‘Yes, thank god.’

‘Now tell me about yourself, Dinu. How are you? What have you been doing?’

‘Well,’ I said, ‘mainly I’ve been keeping myself busy by writing about my memories of Tavoy.’

‘Which memories?’

‘Do you remember that night when the radio kept coming on?’

‘Oh yes,’ she said with a wheezy chuckle. ‘And then things got even worse. There was that fire … The whole house would have burnt down if it hadn’t been for Dev.’

This made me stop and think back. ‘I wasn’t there then, but I remember you telling me about it later. Dev saved your lives, didn’t he?’

‘Yes. I can never forget what he did for us that night.’



It had happened at the end of what Shoma later called their ‘time of tribulation’.

Late one night Shoma and Monty were woken by a furious pounding on the stairwell door. It was Dev and this time he was shouting: ‘Agun, agun! Fire, fire!’

They got up to find that a candle that they sometimes left burning as a night light had fallen over and rolled across the room, setting the hem of their mosquito net on fire. The flames had just begun to rise when Dev woke them. A few more seconds and their bed would have been engulfed in a blaze and they would have been incinerated. As it was, they had a hard time putting the fire out.

Later, sitting on the veranda, Monty said shakily, ‘That boy saved our lives today. We owe him big-time.’

‘We certainly do,’ said Shoma. ‘If not for him, this house and everyone in it would have been reduced to a pile of ash. What I don’t understand, though, is how he knew that our mosquito net had caught fire. It’s just like that other time, four years ago, when I had that nightmare about Varsha. Dev seemed to know what was happening in our bedroom even though he was up on the roof.’

‘Probably just coincidence.’

‘No,’ said Shoma firmly. ‘These aren’t coincidences; they’re synchronicities.’

‘Oh, for god’s sake,’ Monty groaned. ‘You’re not going to spout that Jungian stuff at me again, are you? It’s all just unproven speculation.’

‘Proven or not,’ said Shoma determinedly, ‘I think there’s something going on with that boy—and I’m going to find out what it is.’

‘Poor fellow,’ said Monty. ‘I hope you’re not going to interrogate him.’

Shoma sniffed. ‘Of course not. I’m a licensed therapist … It’s my job to draw people out.’



A few days after the fire at Tavoy, when Dev was driving her to College Street, Shoma said, ‘Dev, I want to ask you something. This whole spell of trouble we’ve been having—do you think it has something to do with the killing of that snake?’

‘Why do you say that, didi?’

‘Dinu said you’d told him so. Is it true?’

Shoma was in the rear seat so she couldn’t see Dev’s face, but she noticed his shoulders stiffen. Then, with an almost-imperceptible nod, Dev said, ‘That snake wasn’t doing anyone any harm and it was helping the tree by keeping the rats away. That was why it was there … The tree had called it.’

‘What are you talking about, Dev?’ said Shoma. ‘How can a tree call a snake?’

Dev cleared his throat. ‘All trees are not the same, didi. Your mango tree has been there a long while and its spirit has grown very strong over the years. It was the spirit who called the snake, and now that it has been killed, the spirit is very angry.’

This was not the first time that Shoma had been told that the mango tree had an invisible inhabitant: every now and then Husna would light a candle or leave some fruit at the foot of the tree. When asked why, she would say that the offerings were for a being who lived there, a jinn. But the word that Dev had used was ‘jeebi’, which came from the Sanskrit ‘jiva’, meaning ‘living spirit’ or ‘soul’.

‘Dev, was it the jeebi of the tree who told you that our mosquito net had caught fire?’

For a few minutes Dev’s attention was completely focused on the road. But then he snapped out of his trance and glanced back. ‘No, didi,’ he said tentatively. ‘It was someone else … a different jeebi.’

Shoma sat up, startled. ‘Who? Which jeebi?’

‘My nat.’

‘Your nat? Who is that?’

‘A jeebi from Burma,’ said Dev hesitantly. ‘There are many such jeebis there.’

Then, seeming to run out of words, he threw her a pleading look over his shoulder. ‘Didi, I can’t explain these things. But my sayagyi could tell you about it.’

‘What is a sayagyi, Dev?’

‘He is what you call a guru, a teacher.’

‘You have a teacher?’ said Shoma in astonishment. ‘Who is he? How did you find him?’

‘I found him in the hpongyikyaung, didi.’

‘Dev, you’re using words I don’t understand. What was that you just said?’

‘Hpongyikyaung, didi. It’s like an ashram for Burmese Buddhists.’

‘And there’s one of those here in Calcutta?’

‘Yes, didi,’ said Dev, checking the rear-view mirror. ‘In Bowbazar, very close to your college. I often go there while you are teaching.’

‘What?’ Shoma’s head began to spin. She had long pitied Dev, thinking he had no Burmese friends or connections in Calcutta—when all the while, unbeknownst to her, he had been quietly building up his own little world with other exiles from his homeland.

Feeling duly chastened, Shoma said, ‘All right, Dev, I’ll come with you to your ashram to meet your guru.’

Dev’s face lit up in the rear-view mirror. ‘When, didi?’

‘Today, if you like.’

‘Yes, didi. We can go this afternoon.’



A few hours later Shoma followed Dev down one of the city’s busiest and most crowded thoroughfares, through throngs of pedestrians and clouds of diesel fumes. As she picked her way past densely packed street-food stalls and piles of accumulated refuse, Shoma began to doubt that there was an ashram anywhere in that area. She was about to ask Dev to turn back when she ran into her neighbour Jaya, who was heading in the other direction.

‘Shoma-di! Where are you going?’

‘Dev says there’s a Burmese ashram somewhere here. I have to say I find it difficult to believe that there is an ashram in the heart of Bowbazar.’

‘But it’s true,’ said Jaya. ‘It’s very close by. Why are you going there?’

‘Dev wants me to meet his saya-something.’

‘Ah, the Sayadaw, U May Oung! You’re in luck. I just saw him: he’s there now, and he’s on his own. You won’t have to wait for hours to see him.’

‘Is there usually a long wait to see him?’ said Shoma.

‘So there is,’ said Jaya. ‘The Sayadaw is a very famous astrologer and people come from all over to consult with him. Maybe you should get him to cast your horoscope?’

‘Monty would kill me if I did that,’ said Shoma drily. ‘Anyway, I’d better run now.’ 



Shoma’s doubts were rekindled when Dev came to a stop in front of a run-down, soot-blackened building that looked as if decades had passed since it had last seen a lick of paint. But in this it was no different from the buildings around it: it was as if the noise and the clouds of diesel fumes had so overwhelmed the neighbourhood that people had abandoned all hope of keeping their buildings in good trim.

‘Are you sure this is the right place?’ asked Shoma dubiously. ‘It doesn’t look like there could be an ashram here.’

‘There is, didi. Just come with me.’

The climb, up three flights of stairs, was arduous enough that Shoma was wheezing by the time she reached the top floor. There she found Dev taking off his sandals in front of a door, and she did the same before following him into a hallway that was startlingly clean and filled with light. The floor was strewn with rush mats, and in every corner there were tall clusters of flowers rising out of colourful vases. Even though the windows were open, the noise and the fumes seemed to fade away, as if some unseen power in the monastery was holding the outside world at bay. At the end of the hall stood a gilded image of the Buddha in the bhumisparsha mudra. Seated beside the statue was a shaven-headed monk, dressed in saffron-coloured robes. His face was moon-like, its roundness underlined by metal-rimmed glasses, and on his right cheek there was a mole with a single long hair growing out of it. A thick ledger in which he seemed to be performing some calculations lay open in his lap. But he looked up when Dev fell to his knees in front of him, bowing low over his joined hands. The two of them conferred for a while in Burmese, glancing occasionally in Shoma’s direction. Then Dev came over to her. ‘Come and meet the Sayadaw, didi. He will explain everything.’

On approaching the monk, Shoma tried to sink to her knees, as Dev had done, but the Sayadaw stopped her, smiling gently. ‘It’s not necessary,’ he said in English. ‘Can you sit cross-legged on the mat? Or should I ask Dev to bring a chair?’

‘I can manage on the mat, I think,’ said Shoma, carefully folding her legs under her.

‘Good. Maung Htay—Dev, that is—tells me you want to know about his nat.’

‘Yes, please.’

‘Listen then.’

Speaking slowly and distinctly, the Sayadaw explained that nats were semi-divine spirits and that there were exactly thirty-seven of them, a number that had been fixed centuries ago by one of Burma’s most revered monarchs. Some nats were humans, he said, who had entered the spirit world after meeting violent deaths, and some were sprites who served as guardians of mountains and forests. These spirits played a very important part in Burmese life and they coexisted in complete harmony with Buddhism. However, nats had their own officiants, known as ‘nat kadaws’, or ‘wives of the nats’, who conducted ceremonies in which the spirits would take possession of them, and in that state the adepts would themselves become something other than human, impervious to flames, embers and blades. Dev’s mother had been one such adept, serving the Shindaw Nat, who, in real life, long, long ago, had been a novice monk. The Shindaw Nat had been Dev’s guardian spirit ever since he was a child and it was because of him that Dev was sometimes able to see and hear things that were hidden from the eyes and ears of others.

‘Is it the Shindaw Nat who helps Dev find things that I’ve lost?’

‘Yes, sometimes he helps Dev find things, but there are also times when he himself hides things from you. He loves to play tricks on us.’

‘And is it the nat who tells Dev about our mango tree and things like that?’

‘Yes,’ said the Sayadaw with a slow, wide smile. ‘In their own world, spirits of many kinds can speak to each other—animals, trees, rocks, fish and even humans. We believe that all living things are the same in essence; the differences between us are only in our outward shapes. For us, consciousness exists prior to the material world, and everything that we see around us is but a manifestation of that pre-existing consciousness in an infinite number of forms. That is why we are reborn in many different incarnations until at last it is granted to us to attain nibbana.’

Shoma was not unfamiliar with Buddhist doctrines, but being of an empirical bent of mind, the first thought that came to her was a practical one. ‘Sayadaw, do you think Dev’s nat could help us solve our problem with our mango tree?’

The Sayadaw nodded and the hair in his mole moved with him, bobbing up and down. ‘Yes, I think he could. The Shindaw Nat is very powerful.’

‘What would we have to do?’

‘You will need to make some offerings and perform a ceremony: something like a puja, you could say.’

Turning away from Shoma, the Sayadaw exchanged a few words in Burmese with Dev. Then he looked at Shoma again with a beaming smile. ‘Do not worry; we will arrange everything.’



Shoma went home, dreading the thought of telling Monty about the nats, knowing that he was likely to go off on one of his sceptical tirades. Nor was she mistaken.

‘Are you telling me that Dev—our driver!—has an invisible friend who talks to him? Is that even safe? What if his friend suddenly starts talking to him while he’s driving, and he gets into an accident? What am I going to say to the police? “Oh, please, sir, please: it’s not my driver’s fault—it’s just that he has a nut loose in his head.”’

‘Oh, come on, Monty,’ Shoma protested. ‘You know perfectly well that Dev is a very safe, cautious driver. And wasn’t it you who said the other day that we owe our lives to him?’

‘Yes, but I refuse to believe that it was because he was helped by his imaginary friend from Burma. I mean, why would this nut follow him all the way to Calcutta, for god’s sake? Wouldn’t he be better off in Burma?’

‘Be that as it may,’ said Shoma patiently, ‘since Dev says he’s here I think we should take his word for it. I don’t see what harm there can be in doing a little puja.’

‘What would this puja involve?’ said Monty querulously.

‘Just some offerings of flowers, and some chanting, I think.’

‘Chanting, eh?’ There was a sudden change in Monty’s tone. ‘I read an article about chanting the other day. A scientist did an experiment and found that cows increase their milk yields when they listen to chanting. They ran a Mann–Whitney test on two groups of cows and it turned out that there was a non-trivial differential in the yields of the cows that were chanted to and those that weren’t. There’s a theory that chanting creates sound waves that activate certain subatomic particles.’

‘You mean bosons?’

‘Exactly!’ cried Monty, snapping his fingers. ‘Just the other day Meghnad-da, the physicist, was saying that if they ever find a god-particle it’ll probably be a boson.’

‘Well, that’s settled then,’ said Shoma, smelling victory. ‘You can’t very well object to people chanting to bosons now, can you? I mean, didn’t Virginia Woolf say one must be scientific above all things?’

‘Quite right too,’ said Monty, warming to the theme. ‘In fact I think this would be a good opportunity for an experiment.’

‘You mean with a crescograph?’

‘Exactly! Don’t you think it would be interesting to find out whether mango trees respond to chants in the same way that cows do?’

‘But where will you find a crescograph?’

‘Don’t you worry about that! My old science teacher Mr Pillai built an exact replica of Jagadish Bose’s crescograph many years ago. He used to bring it to class when I was in school. I’m sure I can get him to come over and set it up.’ 



A few days before the ceremony, Tarun persuaded Dev to show us some printed images of the Shindaw Nat. We were immediately entranced: the pictures depicted the nat as an athletic young man in colourful robes, wearing a hat on his head and holding a palm-leaf fan in one hand and a rosary in the other. For children whose visual imaginations had been nurtured on a rich diet of comic books, it was easy to imagine the Shindaw Nat as a cloaked superhero, using his fan to zoom around the planet and lassoing evildoers with his rosary.

Then, when we heard that Monty’s old teacher Mr Pillai had agreed to conduct an experiment during the ceremony with his own hand-built crescograph, our excitement rose to a yet higher pitch. Tarun and I were both familiar with the story of the crescograph because Shoma often talked about it. It was the instrument the scientist Jagadish Bose had used in Europe to demonstrate before rapt audiences that plants could react to stimuli like animals, and were, therefore, in some sense, sentient. Bose had paid a price for his fame: the idea that plants, and even metals, could be sentient was so utterly repugnant to what was then considered to be the ‘scientific outlook’ that there was a huge backlash against him in Europe, and he came to be pilloried as a mountebank and charlatan.

But even though Jagadish Bose’s reputation suffered greatly in the West, he had remained a revered figure in India, perhaps because his ideas—plant sentience, for instance—did not seem at all far-fetched to Indians. Mr Pillai was one of many students who fell under Bose’s spell: in his case, being very talented mechanically, he had been able to not only construct a replica of the crescograph but also make a few minor improvements in it.

It was this very instrument that was revealed to us on the day of the ceremony, when Mr Pillai assembled the crescograph and attached it to Monty’s mango tree with a set of wires. The instrument was about the size of a tabletop sewing machine: its base consisted of a plinth of polished wood upon which was affixed an intricate assembly of tiny wheels, gears, levers and pulleys. These delicate mechanisms were grouped around a metal column that supported a wooden box with glass panels on all its sides. Inside the box, mounted on a small upright brace, were two thin metal rods that scratched patterns on a sheet of smoked glass.

It was a marvel to behold.

Of the ceremony itself I have only vague recollections. I remember that Tarun and I were seated directly behind the Sayadaw and that we were both fascinated by the long hair that protruded from his mole and the way it vibrated during the chanting. I remember also glancing up at the tree and seeing a line of crows perched upon a branch, observing us interestedly, their heads moving from side to side as they looked now at the crescograph and now at the ceremony.

But what I remember most of all is the scratching sound of the crescograph’s needle and Monty’s shout at the end: ‘Yes! The tree listened! We have proof, scientific proof!’

Holding the glass plate triumphantly aloft, he was hurrying over to show us the proof of his experiment’s success when a branch suddenly fell from the tree and tripped him. The plate toppled from his hands and was smashed to smithereens.

That was the only time I saw Monty cry.

Dev said later that it was the Shindaw Nat who had tripped Monty because he had become jealous of all the attention that was being paid to the crescograph.







Twelve


Shoma’s epiphany in the fish market left her so excited that on reaching home she raced upstairs to a bookcase that was crammed with her late father-in-law’s books and charts. Colonel Bose had been a keen angler and had enjoyed educating himself about his hobby. And while Shoma had taken no interest in his books before, on examining the shelves now she was delighted to come upon several works of reference on the aquatic fauna of Bengal.

As she leafed through those volumes in the flickering light of a hurricane lamp, Shoma discovered that ‘tilapia’ was the name of an African fish, Oreochromis niloticus, that had recently been introduced to the Indian subcontinent. She also learnt that Husna’s observations about many of the species that she had pointed out in the market were factually correct: the neftani, or noble gourami, known to science as Ctenops nobilis, was indeed a mouthbrooder, with males incubating the females’ eggs in their mouths. It was also known to be a very aggressive species, just as Husna had said. She was right also about the darkina (Esomus danricus), which was such an accomplished leaper that its English name was ‘flying barb’. Equally impressive was Husna’s knowledge of the karfu, which was nothing other than the common carp (Cyprinus carpio): it was indeed a ‘new’ species in that it had been introduced into India only a few decades ago but was now found everywhere in the waterways of Bengal.

Soon Shoma was so deeply immersed in the ichthyology of the Bengal delta that she lost track of time. It was as though she were a woman possessed: she who had always been oblivious to all things piscine could now think of nothing but fish. When the old grandfather clock began to chime at midnight, she glanced at her desk and was taken aback to find that she had made dozens of pages of notes. How had this happened? Why was she investing so much time and effort into what was, after all, a simple matter of feeding some fish to a three-year-old?

But Varsha was evidently no ordinary child and Shoma had a feeling that this was not going to be an ordinary meal. Or was she merely imagining things?

Her mind wandered back to a long-ago class at the University of Virginia in which the professor had told a story about a chess prodigy called Bobby Fischer: at the age of thirteen the boy had defeated a highly ranked grandmaster in an extraordinary game, sacrificing his queen and then unleashing a series of unstoppable combination moves that completely overwhelmed his much older and more experienced opponent. Although the defeated grandmaster possessed an encyclopaedic knowledge of chess, he had been dumbfounded by the boy’s gambits because they were completely novel: he could not believe that such moves could be produced spontaneously by a child.

‘How do you explain something like that?’ the professor had asked. ‘Or, for that matter, Mozart composing a minuet at the age of five? Or a mathematician like Srinivasa Ramanujan waking up with theorems spinning around in his head, and no idea of how they got there? The truth is that we don’t know: it’s just a fact that certain minds function in ways that we’ll probably never understand. The best we can do if we ever come across a prodigy is to recognize them for what they are.’

Ever since then Shoma had wondered whether she would be up to the task of dealing with a prodigy if she ever encountered one. It occurred to her now that maybe that was exactly what Varsha was. This was the hypothesis she needed to test, so the child’s meal would have to be thought through very carefully with that end in mind.

As a student Shoma had enjoyed finding the right words with which to frame questions for diagnostic tests. But in this case the challenge was that the test would be framed not with words but with food, so each item would have to be chosen with an eye to exploring a different facet of Varsha’s received memories. At the same time Shoma had to caution herself not to get carried away. The truth was that the meal that she was planning was neither a game, nor an experiment, nor a lab test. Serving fish to a child who had never eaten any was potentially hazardous since the varieties of fish that Bengalis preferred to eat were mainly freshwater or estuarine species with complicated skeletal structures: many of them were filled with tiny spines that could skewer your tongue or your cheek or, worse still, your gullet. It took many years to learn how to eat those fish without coming to harm. And even experienced fish-eaters had been known to choke on bones, which was why, as a rule, small children were never served whole pieces of fish: their parents or caregivers generally picked through the flesh to make sure that it did not contain hidden hazards.

Shoma decided that she needed to offer to do this for Varsha: if the child declined and chose to use her own fingers instead then that too would be a test of sorts to demonstrate how familiar she was with the anatomy of different kinds of fish.



Shoma spent much of the night thinking about the meal, and was ready with some very precise instructions for Husna the next morning: she was to cook four kinds of fish, prepared in three different ways: the first dish would consist of small pieces of Labeo rohita fried with a coating of spices; the second would be doi-machh made with fillets of Cyprinus carpio; the third would include two similar-looking varieties of fish, Anabas testudineus and Oreochromis niloticus, both cooked whole in the same pot with ginger and tomatoes in the style of the richly flavoured and ever-popular preparation known as tel koyi. Of course, Husna would have to cook some rice as well since no Bengali meal was complete without it, but instead of the aromatic kataribhog or kalojira varieties they usually ate at home, Shoma asked Husna to make a kind of rice that was better suited to her own, more rustic, taste: dudheswar. Husna had always claimed that this was a variety that country folk generally preferred; it would be interesting to see if it held any special associations for Varsha.

Leaving Husna to get started on the cooking, Shoma went downstairs to take stock of the Ambassador, which Dev had just brought out of the garage for its daily cleaning. Since the car would serve as the setting for the meal, its role too would need to be carefully considered: today the Ambassador was not just a vehicle; it would double as the laboratory for administering the most unusual diagnostic test Shoma had ever devised.

Fortunately, Ambassadors were spacious cars, with two rows of wide bench-like seats. The rear seat, Shoma decided, would work nicely as a surface on which to set out a meal, perhaps over a covering of some sort. Then, struck by a stray thought, Shoma raced upstairs to her study and snatched a shotoronji off her Viennese couch. On her way down she also picked up a large chessboard, thinking that it could be used as a table for the meal.

Returning to the Ambassador, Shoma got Dev to help her spread the shotoronji on the rear bench, taking care to tuck the thick fabric into the seam between the backrest and the seat, so as to hold it firmly in place. As she was doing that she noticed one of Dinu’s toys, a stuffed otter, lying half-hidden between the two seats; pulling it out of the gap, she placed it on the shelf below the rear window.

Stepping back to look at her handiwork, Shoma suddenly remembered that the term ‘shotoronji’ derived from the Persian word for chess, ‘shatranj’, which was itself a variant of the Sanskrit term ‘chaturanga’, or ‘four-sided’: these coverings were traditionally spread on the floor for people to sit on while playing board games.

And this was exactly what the back seat of the car looked like when the chessboard was placed on it: the perfect setting for a match with a prodigy.

‘I am going to drive the car myself today, Dev,’ said Shoma. Given the Guptas’ insistence on confidentiality, she had decided that no one else would be present when she served Varsha her meal. ‘You don’t have to come.’

Dev expressed no surprise. ‘Yes, didi.’

All that was left now was for Shoma to change and gather her things.



By the time Shoma returned to the kitchen, the cooking was almost done; Husna was putting the final garnish on the dish of koyi and tilapia, sprinkling the unctuous, russet-hued pool of gravy with gleaming, emerald-coloured chillies. Half-submerged in the gravy, lying side by side, were four whole fish, all about six inches in length and similarly shaped with spiky dorsal fins. They were so alike that Shoma could not tell them apart. Husna had to identify them for her.

‘Those two there are koyi,’ she said, pointing them out. ‘And the other two are tilapia.’

It did not surprise Shoma that Husna, being the seasoned cook that she was, was able to identify the species by sight. The more interesting question, however, was whether she would be able to tell them apart by taste.

‘Husna, I’m going to try a little test on you,’ said Shoma. ‘Could you go to that corner over there? And don’t look this way till I say I’m ready.’

Husna went off to stand in the corner, mystified, while Shoma picked up a spoon and carved a small piece of white flesh from one of the koyi. Placing the spoon on a saucer, she carried it across the kitchen. ‘Husna, you can turn around now,’ she said, handing over the saucer. ‘Can you tell me which fish I took this from, koyi or tilapia?’

Husna took a taste of the fish and shook her head sheepishly. ‘No, didi. I can’t tell whether this is the koyi or the tilapia. The taste of the masala is too strong.’

This was exactly what Shoma had been hoping to hear. ‘That’s fine,’ she said with a smile. ‘It’s useful for me to know that even an experienced cook like you couldn’t tell the two fish apart in a blind tasting. Now let’s start packing all this food. Where’s the tiffin carrier?’

‘Here, didi,’ said Husna, producing a four-tiered stack of stainless-steel containers.

‘That’ll do nicely,’ said Shoma. ‘We’ll use a separate dabba for each of the three dishes you’ve cooked, and we’ll put the rice in the fourth one. But it’s important that the dabbas be stacked in a precise order. The bottom one should have a single whole tilapia and a little bit of gravy, nothing else.’

‘What about the koyi?’

‘We can leave the koyi out; the tilapia’s enough for today. In the dabba above the tilapia we’ll put some of the doi-machh made with karfu; and after that we’ll have another dabba with some pieces of the fried rui. And the rice should go in the topmost container. That way I can serve it all in reverse order, with the rice and fried rui as the first course.’

‘Yes, didi.’

Once the dabbas had been fitted in the proper order and the metal clasps on the sides snapped on, Shoma lowered the tiffin carrier into a picnic hamper along with a shining steel thala, a flask of water, some serving utensils and a towel. The hamper was then carried down to the car and placed securely beside the driver’s seat.

As she was putting the Ambassador in gear, Shoma glanced in the rear-view mirror and caught a glimpse of the back seat, where the chessboard was sitting upon the shotoronji. She was reminded of a story she had once read, by Munshi Premchand, about two eccentric noblemen in nineteenth-century Lucknow. So obsessed were they with chess that when the city was invaded by the British, all they did was wander about the streets in a horse-cart, looking for a safe place to play.

It occurred to Shoma that if her colleagues ever found out about her driving around with a chessboard and four varieties of cooked fish, they would probably think she was just as crazy as those chess-loving noblemen.



All too soon the Ambassador was nosing past the Gupta compound and into the lane beyond, where Shoma parked carefully in the shade of a tree. She stepped out, unpacked the hamper and began to prepare for lunch, setting the steel thala on the chessboard and placing the tiffin carrier on the car’s floor.

And suddenly there was Varsha, coming down the lane, waving a sheet of paper. Bhola’r-ma was chasing her, carrying a pitcher of water. Shoma waved as Varsha came scampering up to the window of the car, the ribbons on her two pigtails fluttering behind her.

‘I’m here!’ the child cried, handing Shoma the sheet of paper that she had brought with her. ‘And this is a present for you.’

Sketched on the sheet was a drawing of something that Shoma could not immediately identify. ‘What have you drawn?’ she asked. ‘Is it a squid? Or maybe a jellyfish?’

‘No,’ said Varsha. ‘It’s a light in the sky.’

‘Where did you see it?’

‘It hasn’t appeared yet,’ said Varsha. ‘But it will.’

‘I’ll take your word for it, Varsha,’ said Shoma, sticking the sketch in her bag. Then she turned to Bhola’r-ma. ‘Have you washed her hands?’

‘Yes, didi,’ said Bhola’r-ma. ‘I’ll go and wait at the end of the lane. They told me to leave Varsha with you for just half an hour.’

‘That’s all the time I’ll need,’ said Shoma as she held the door open and waited for Varsha to climb in. But the child was so small she couldn’t do it on her own; she had to be picked up like a doll and placed on the seat.

Circling around to the other side of the car, Shoma got in and sat down. She and Varsha were now both sitting cross-legged on the shotoronji, facing each other across the chessboard like two players waiting for a game to begin. It was a breezy day, and with the windows open it was pleasant inside the car.

‘What kinds of fish did you bring?’ said Varsha.

‘I’ll show you in a minute,’ Shoma replied. ‘But before that I want to ask you something: Would you like to play a little game?’

‘Ooh!’ cried Varsha, gleefully clapping her hands. ‘I love games! What sort of game do you want to play?’

‘A guessing game,’ said Shoma. ‘I’m going to serve you some fish and you have to guess what kind it is. Do you understand?’

‘Yes!’ Varsha nodded eagerly, her cherubic three-year-old face lighting up with a smile. ‘And will we score points?’

‘Of course. For every correct guess you’ll get a point; and if you make a mistake, the point will go to me.’

Varsha nodded. ‘Let’s start! I’m hungry.’

And so it begins, Shoma thought to herself as she unsnapped the clasps of the tiffin carrier and opened the first container.

As soon as she had spooned some rice onto the thala, Varsha took a taste. ‘I like this rice! What is it called?’

‘It’s called dudheswar—milky rice.’

‘It’s what we used to eat in my old house! In my new house they always eat the same old basmati.’

Shoma froze. Innocuous as Varsha’s comment was, it sent a tingling sensation down her spine. The rice had been an afterthought; Shoma had not imagined that Varsha’s sensory memories would be so fine-tuned as to allow her to recognize a particular variety.

As Shoma reached for the tiffin carrier, a shiver ran through her: she realized that she might well be poised on the brink of an epochal discovery. If this child succeeded in identifying the fish that she would shortly be served, it would be proof that the world was nothing like it seemed, that behind the everyday reality that humans could see and smell and touch, there existed another spectral dimension that mediated between the living and the dead.

‘Are you ready for the fish now, Varsha?’

‘Yes! Cholo, cholo, taratari!’

With a flourish, Shoma uncovered the dabba below the rice, laying bare several golden-brown nuggets of rui. As the smell of fried fish began to fill the car, Shoma took a few pieces out and placed them on the mound of steaming rice.

‘Before you start eating, Varsha,’ said Shoma, ‘there’s something I want to say. Since you’ve never eaten fish before, we need to be careful. I think I should pick through these pieces to make sure that there aren’t any bones in them. What do you say?’

Varsha looked at the fish and then directed an astonished glance at Shoma. ‘I don’t understand,’ she said. ‘These pieces are from the fleshy part of a rui-machh, aren’t they? There won’t be any bones in them.’

Shoma gasped; she had not imagined that the child, prodigy or not, would be able to identify the species of fish so casually, merely by glancing at the fried pieces on the thali. Taken aback, she said, ‘How are you so sure? It could be catla, you know.’

Popping a morsel of fish in her mouth, Varsha began to chew pensively.

‘Varsha, are you sure it’s not catla? Rui and catla are very alike.’

An expression that was almost a sneer appeared on Varsha’s cherubic face. ‘You may not know the difference between rui and catla. But I do.’

Shoma found herself reeling with disbelief. She had learnt from her research of the night before that Labeo catla and Labeo rohita both belonged to the Cyprinidae branch of the carp family and were so alike that even seasoned ichthyologists sometimes mistook them for each other; only by comparing intact specimens were they able to tell them apart. Yet this little child had been able to make the identification through taste alone because of a memory that had been imprinted upon someone else’s tongue in another time and place.

In mounting amazement Shoma watched as Varsha thrust her tiny fingertips into the nuggets of fried fish and expertly picked apart the soft white flesh; it was abundantly clear from her movements that a knowledge of the fish’s anatomy was embedded not just in her eyes but in her very sinews. It was as if the child was remembering, with perfect recall, the sensory experience of eating fish. Yet Shoma was aware that, theoretically speaking at least, sensory memories were meant to be so fleeting that they were almost instantaneously lost. How then could they have been transmitted across the greatest divide in human existence, the gulf that separated the living and the dead?

‘Do you like the rui, Varsha?’ said Shoma.

Varsha paused to consider. ‘It’s not bad. But I would have used a little more chilli in the coating. And I think the fish was an old, fatty one. I always preferred to cook the smaller, younger rui.’

These pronouncements brought a smile to Shoma’s face: there was something endearingly absurd about a three-year-old girl passing judgement on culinary matters with such confidence.

‘I guessed right, didn’t I?’ said Varsha, looking up from the thali, which was now empty of fish.

‘Yes,’ said Shoma. ‘You did.’

‘So do I get a point?’

‘Yes, that’s one point to you.’

‘And zero to you!’ said Varsha gleefully. ‘I like this game. What’s next?’

‘I’ll show you,’ said Shoma as she uncovered the third dabba, releasing the delicate aroma of tempered whole spices. ‘What’s in here, Varsha? Can you guess?’

Inside, amidst a pool of pale, aromatic gravy, lay a few flat, oblong pieces of fish, tinged with the translucence of mother-of-pearl. Scattered amongst them were some pods of cardamom, a curl of cassia bark and a brilliantly scarlet fresh chilli.

Varsha examined the container with an appraising frown. ‘It’s doi-machh, isn’t it?’

‘Yes,’ said Shoma. ‘That’s the preparation, but do you recognize the fish?’

‘No,’ said Varsha, shaking her head. ‘Those pieces are from the underbelly of a big fish. They could be from rui or catla or even kalibosh.’

Shoma gave her a smile while silently congratulating herself on having asked Husna to cook the doi-machh with karfu, instead of catla, as was the common practice: this was, in a sense, the equivalent of a trick question and it seemed now that Varsha was on the verge of making her first major mistake. Though many years had passed since Shoma had last participated in a quiz, she still retained more than a smidgeon of the competitiveness of her youth: she would not have been at all sorry to win a point against her young opponent.

‘It’s time for a taste,’ she said, serving Varsha a couple of pieces of doi-machh. ‘Tell me what you think.’

A frown appeared on Varsha’s face as she chewed on a mouthful of fish. Then suddenly she looked up at Shoma with a beaming smile. ‘I know what this is! It’s karfu! I used to cook it sometimes because it was cheaper than catla and rui, and most people didn’t know the difference anyway.’

Shoma gaped at her: she was certain now that what she was witnessing was incontrovertible proof that life did not cease at death, that there existed another dimension where something continued. But what was that something? The soul? Atman? But how could a disembodied soul inherit another person’s bodily senses?

Thousands of questions began to take shape in Shoma’s mind now. What else was there in that other dimension? Did animals and trees and plants and rivers figure in it, or was it merely a site of human consciousness? Were there any physical objects? Did space and time exist within it or was it unaffected by all temporal laws, including those of cause and effect?

As these questions whirled through her mind, Shoma had to remind herself that Varsha was just a child, and that even though she had performed a miraculous feat, she was not herself a miracle; she was a being of flesh and blood who, in her present avatar, had tasted fish for the first time.

‘So did I guess right?’

‘Yes,’ said Shoma. ‘That’s one more point to you.’

‘And zero to you!’ said Varsha triumphantly.

‘That’s right, 2–0, a perfect score so far.’ And then in genuine wonder, Shoma blurted out, ‘How do you know all this?’

‘I told you,’ Varsha said with a touch of impatience. ‘I used to catch and cook fish. Why don’t you believe me?’ Letting her breath out in a huff, she cast an inquiring glance at the tiffin carrier. ‘What else have you got?’

Inside the fourth dabba was the fish that was meant to bring the game, the test and the meal to a climax: the tilapia. Shoma had decided to include it in order to test her hypothesis that the cognitive processes that were at work in Varsha’s mind were fundamentally sensory. If the child was indeed using the visual, olfactory and gustatory apparatus of a fisherwoman accustomed to the native fish of Bengal, then it followed that she should not be able to identify this recently introduced species of farmed African fish.

Holding the dabba up for Varsha to look at, Shoma asked, ‘What kind of fish do you think this is?’

‘I think…’ A puzzled frown appeared on Varsha’s tender forehead as she peered at the ridged dorsal fins of the fish in the container. ‘It looks like a koyi,’ she said tentatively, ‘but I’m not sure.’

‘Here, try it.’ Shoma spooned the whole fish onto Varsha’s thali and sat back to watch as the girl tasted the fish gingerly, lifting a little bit of the white flesh to her lips.

After a few mouthfuls Varsha shook her head. ‘It’s not koyi-machh, even though it looks similar. I’ve never tasted this fish before.’

It was all Shoma could do to stop a cheer from bursting from her lips: her theory was now confirmed beyond a shadow of a doubt.

‘You’re right, Varsha. This is a new kind of fish.’

‘What’s it called?’ said Varsha.

‘It’s a variety that’s just been introduced from overseas. Its name is tilapia; it’s cultivated in fish farms.’

Varsha wrinkled her nose and pushed away the barely tasted tilapia. ‘I don’t like this fish. It tastes strange, like medicine. Our koyi tastes much better because it grows up walking on land and climbing up trees.’

Again Shoma was taken by surprise: she knew it to be true that the species that was known as koyi-machh in Bangla (Anabas testudineus) could wriggle considerable distances on land and was even able to climb trees, which was why its name in English was ‘climbing perch’. But she had discovered this just the night before while reading a book: how Varsha had become aware of the fish’s habits she could not imagine.

‘How do you know that koyi can climb trees?’

‘Because I’ve seen them,’ said Varsha. ‘There was a tree next to the pond behind our house, and we would see them climbing into the branches. Sometimes we would hear them falling into the water like ripe fruit.’

Tears rose to Shoma’s eyes now as she looked around the interior of the Ambassador. Who would have thought that the greatest revelation of her life would occur in this absurdly banal setting, that it would be here, in this dusty lane, that she would receive proof positive of life beyond death, of the presence of another dimension that existed alongside the everyday world people inhabited? She knew that she would never again be able to sit in this car without shivers going down her spine: it would forever remain sacred to this moment.

‘So who gets the last point?’ Varsha demanded.

‘I think I do,’ said Shoma, with a smile.

In an instant Varsha went from being a culinary know-it-all to a thwarted child. ‘That’s not fair!’ she cried. ‘You cheated. You gave me a fish I hadn’t seen before. It wasn’t fair!’

Shoma hurried to make amends. ‘Wait, Varsha, there’s no need to cry. Let’s just say no one gets the last point. So you win 2–0!’

Immediately Varsha began beaming again. ‘Two to me, zero to you. I win, you lose!’ she chanted happily.

Somewhere deep down Shoma was beginning to sympathize with every grandmaster who had ever been bested by a child prodigy. But she managed to feign a smile. ‘Yes, that’s right, Varsha, you win!’ she said. Yet the truth was that it was she, Shoma, who had won, for she had made the most momentous of all possible discoveries.

Meanwhile Varsha’s attention had drifted to the stuffed otter that was sitting on the shelf beneath the rear window—it had slipped forward and seemed to be looking her in the eye now. ‘What is that?’ she said to Shoma.

‘It’s a toy, a stuffed otter. An udbiral, as we say in Bangla.’

‘It’s not yours, is it?’ said Varsha. Taking a deep breath, she closed her eyes. ‘No. It belongs to a boy; he’s older than me.’ Suddenly her eyes flew open and she looked directly at Shoma. ‘I think he’s related to you.’

Eyes widening, Shoma stared at her in a state that bordered on alarm. ‘Yes, Varsha,’ she said at last in a whisper. ‘You’re right. The boy is my nephew and he is four years older than you. His name is Dinanath, but we call him Dinu.’

‘Can I play with him?’

Shoma shook her head. ‘No, Varsha, you can’t play with him or even meet him.’

‘But I want to,’ said Varsha, tearing up once again. ‘I want to meet him and play with him.’

‘I’m sorry, Varsha. It’s not possible—your family wants our meetings to be a secret.’

‘Can I at least have Dinu’s toy then?’

‘Of course. You can have it if you really want it; he has many others like that one. But I would be glad to buy you a new one instead. Wouldn’t you prefer that?’

‘No! I want this one! Do you think Dinu would mind?’

Shoma shook her head. ‘I don’t think he’ll mind. And anyway, I can always get him a new one.’

‘Can I have it now?’

Shoma shook her head. ‘Not until you’ve washed your hands. But first, tell me: How did you know that toy belonged to my nephew? How do you know these things?’

Varsha pursed her lips in a strangely adult way. ‘Sometimes I see things. Pictures. I don’t know where they come from. Sometimes they frighten me and I begin to cry.’

‘Why do they frighten you?’

‘Because sometimes I see dead people. Thousands and thousands of them … floating in the water. Their houses have been washed away … most of the trees too. Only the coconut palms are still standing. The fields are under water and there are dead bodies everywhere.’

‘How did this happen?’

‘There was a storm with very strong winds. And then a great wave came from the sea and flooded everything, sweeping away houses and people and animals.’

‘Where did this take place?’

‘Not far from here. But here too.’ Varsha gestured at the lane outside. ‘All of this will be underwater when it happens—my grandfather’s garden too. There will be water everywhere, and when the water goes there will be people shooting and killing each other.’

‘A war?’

Varsha nodded. ‘Yes, but that’s not the worst part.’

‘What’s the worst part then?’

‘It’s the woman under the river. It’s she who sends the pictures.’

‘What woman?’

‘A young woman, dressed in red, with sindoor in her hair—a bride. She just got married to a man who works on a ship.’

‘A sailor?’

‘Yes. She was with him on the ship. It was carrying a lot of things.’

‘A cargo ship?’

‘I don’t know what those ships are called, but she was on it with him when the winds picked up and the sky went dark. Then the ship shook and water rose everywhere. And as it was sinking the woman in the sari screamed—“Bachao! Bachao!”—but there was nothing anyone could do.’

‘She drowned?’

‘Yes.’ Varsha’s eyes filled with tears. ‘It’s she who shows me the floods and all the dead people.’

‘When did the flood happen, Varsha?’

Tears were streaming down Varsha’s face now. ‘It hasn’t happened yet,’ she said, hiccupping, ‘but it will soon.’

‘How soon?’

‘I don’t know. That’s why the woman in the red sari comes to me. She says I should warn people that this will happen soon. But what can I do? Who will listen to me? I told Bhola’r-ma, but she just laughed.’

Leaning over the chessboard, Shoma wiped Varsha’s face with the end of her sari. ‘Don’t cry, Varsha. It was just a bad dream, that’s all. Nothing like that is going to happen. There are no women on cargo ships—they have all-males crews. There’s no reason for you to worry, none at all—’

Shoma was interrupted by a knock on the Ambassador’s rear window: it was Bhola’r-ma. She had come to collect her charge. Opening the door, Shoma let Varsha out.

‘Remember to wash her hands and mouth before you go back into the house.’

‘Yes, didi, don’t worry.’

‘And when you’ve washed her hands,’ said Shoma, handing over the stuffed otter, ‘give her this.’

‘Yes, didi.’

Varsha was all smiles once more. As they walked away, she turned to say, over her shoulder, ‘I love this game. Can we play it again soon?’

‘I hope so,’ said Shoma. ‘But I’ll have to ask your parents first. For now, we have to say goodbye.’







Thirteen


The story of Dev and the Shindaw Nat excited Tipu so much that he called me within minutes of receiving the pages.

‘Hey, Pops, this is really great! Something tells me this Dev dude could be a ghost-eye brother.’

‘But Dev’s eyes aren’t of different colours,’ I protested.

‘Don’t be so literal, Pops.’ Tipu chuckled. ‘All I meant is that he might be a more-than-normie.’

‘But if he is actually a ghost-eye, wouldn’t you have known about him through all your friends?’

‘No, it doesn’t work like that. Most guys and gals who have more-than-normie abilities don’t want to have anything to do with others of their kind. They just want to fit in … be normies.’

‘I suppose so. Anyway, Dev-bhai is perfectly happy with the life he has—I don’t know anyone who is as content as he is. And yet, despite being extremely intelligent, he’s functionally illiterate. It’s so strange.’

‘That’s not strange, Pops. Many ghost-eyes don’t read or write, and that’s by choice. They say it diminishes their powers because it makes their brains overactive.’

‘But wouldn’t it be good for them? To have their brains working really hard?’

Tipu snorted exasperatedly. ‘Jeez, Pops, you really don’t get it, do you? Do you think these abilities come from the brain? If so, you’re wrong—that’s not it at all. They come from inside you, from your body, your senses. That’s why these guys who think machine intelligence can replace human thinking are so mistaken. AI just mimics the brain, and that’s not where we get our forebodings and premonitions and all the other things we humans can feel—the stuff that gives us goosebumps and makes the backs of our necks prickle … All of that comes from the body, the flesh, everything that gives us our humanity. The brain only gets in the way. That’s probably why Dev chose to be illiterate—his relationship with his nat is more important to him than anything he could learn from books.’

‘Well, if you really think he’s a ghost-eye, maybe you should pull him into your network?’

‘That’s not how it goes, Pops. It has to come from him.’

‘And what would that take?’

‘I can’t tell yet, Pops. Right now I just need to know more about Dev. Like, do you remember when he got married?’

‘Of course I do.’

‘Okay then, that’s your cue. Better get started on it.’



Dev was in his late twenties when he met his wife. He was then living above the garage at Tavoy in a small apartment that Monty had built for him in gratitude for his intervention on the night of the fire. By this time Dev’s life had expanded in many directions. Besides getting to know people in Calcutta’s small Burmese community, he had also begun to explore his connections with Nepal and had made a couple of trips to Pokhara and Kathmandu, which was then a hub of hippiedom, with many discos and music clubs and markets that were filled with all kinds of Western goods, sold off by stranded backpackers. After one such trip Dev returned with a Philips cassette player and a stack of albums that he had bought on Kathmandu’s Jhochhen Tol, better known as Freak Street.

From then on Tarun and I took to spending hours in Dev’s room, listening to Simon & Garfunkel, Leonard Cohen, Joan Baez, Deep Purple and Crosby, Stills & Nash. Even though we knew very little about the contexts in which this music was produced, it quickly established a powerful grip on our imaginations; we couldn’t get enough of it. Dev was not quite as enthusiastic as we were: deep down he remained wedded to old-fashioned Burmese ways and beliefs. He placed a lot of faith, for example, in his Sayadaw’s predictions, even though some of them caused him a great deal of unease. Regarding his romantic life, the Sayadaw’s prediction was as unsettling as it was enigmatic—it was that Dev would court his future wife through a set of iron bars.

One of Dev’s duties was to go to the Tollygunge Post Office to send mail and collect letters and parcels. On one such trip, upon approaching the counter after a long wait, he found himself facing a rather severe and harried-looking young woman. That day Dev happened to be wearing a T-shirt that he had snatched up by mistake. He had bought it in Nepal and it had ‘Kathmandu’ printed across the chest in several different scripts. The shirt often elicited comments from strangers because the film Haré Rama Haré Krishna, in which Freak Street featured prominently, had been a smash hit and its songs were still hugely popular. Sure enough, when the shirt caught the eye of the woman behind the counter, her expression changed. A smile appeared on her face and Dev saw that she was pretty and about the same age as himself; he noticed also that she had no vermilion on her forehead and concluded that she was probably unmarried.

‘Are you from Kathmandu?’ the woman asked him. ‘I’ve wanted to go there ever since I saw that film with Zeenat Aman.’

‘I’m not from there, but I’ve visited,’ said Dev. ‘I’ve seen the place where Zeenat Aman sang “Dum Maro Dum”.’

‘Really? I hope I can visit Kathmandu one day.’

Dev would have liked to say more, but the people behind him were getting restive so he thrust a hand into his pocket and pulled out a few banknotes to pay for his stamps. Only when he was pushing the money through the barred window did it strike Dev: here was a woman who was sitting behind iron bars! And he understood also why he was wearing that shirt—the Shindaw Nat had put it out for him that morning.

A few days later the Shindaw Nat did Dev another good turn: while running an errand he lost his way and ran straight into the woman from the post office. From then on the rest was easy.

The woman’s name was Kamala and like Dev, she was an orphan. A Bengali Hindu, she had grown up across the border, in Dhaka, where her parents had been schoolteachers until they were killed by the Pakistani Army in 1971, during Bangladesh’s war of independence. Kamala had survived because her parents had sent her off to Khulna to stay with some Muslim friends of theirs. Those friends had later helped her get to India, where she had relatives. Being a college graduate, she had been able to find a steady job at the post office.

It was not hard to see why Dev was attracted to Kamala: she was pretty, intelligent and strong-minded, but there was also a wounded tenderness in her that must have resonated with Dev’s own life experiences. Nor was it hard to see why Kamala was drawn to Dev even though she was a college graduate while he was an unschooled driver and mechanic: Dev was a good-looking young man with the build and carriage of the kung-fu stars who were then all the rage in Calcutta. He also had a certain flair about him, dressing as he did in jeans, T-shirts and sneakers, a style that was vanishingly rare in Bengal at that time.

When things began to get serious between them, Dev took Kamala to meet his Sayadaw to see if their horoscopes were compatible. It turned out that they were a perfect match, so U May Oung found them an auspicious date for their wedding. He also predicted that if they married on that day, the Shindaw Nat would send them a special present.

I was fifteen at the time of Dev and Kamala’s wedding and I remember it well for many reasons. One was that the ceremonies were an interesting fusion of Hindu and Buddhist, Bengali and Nepali–Burmese customs. Instead of the dhoti and topor that were customary for Bengali grooms, Dev wore a gaung baung turban, a long-sleeved tunic and a silk longyi; and when the borjatri procession went to bring Kamala to Tavoy, it was led by the Sayadaw, looking very regal in his saffron robes.

The ceremonies went off without a hitch, and Dev’s only disappointment was that he had not received any gift from the Shindaw Nat.

‘Wait and see,’ said the Sayadaw. ‘There’s still time.’

On Kamala’s side, all the usual Bengali customs were observed, including that of sending the bride to her new home with a tattwo, an assortment of wedding presents arranged on wicker trays. Traditionally, one of the most important of these gifts was a whole catla, and the one that had accompanied Kamala was a prime specimen, fat-bellied and almost three feet long. It occasioned much admiration, especially from Husna, who declared it to be one of the finest catlas she had ever seen.

The fish of the tattwo was believed to be especially propitious, so Husna went to the kitchen early the next morning and started working on the catla. No sooner had she cut the fish open than a shriek burst from her mouth, setting off a great rush to the kitchen.

‘What is it?’

‘What happened?’

‘Look, didi, look!’ cried Husna. ‘See what I found in the catla’s belly.’

Holding out a clenched fist, she opened her fingers to reveal a small golden object nestled in her palm. Dev recognized it at once: it was a pagoda-shaped bell, one of the eight auspicious objects of Burmese Buddhism.

We all stared at it in awe: it was as if the universe itself had contrived to confer its blessings on the newlyweds. 



That was not the only shriek heard at Tavoy that morning; shortly afterwards it was Shoma’s turn. In her case her cry was caused by a newspaper picture of a great burst of light hanging in the night sky. The towering flare had a curious squid-like shape, with long tentacles hanging down from an oblong body. It was reported to have been seen two days before, on 20 September 1977, over Petrozavodsk in the Soviet Union. It had been observed by thousands of people over a vast area ranging from Russia to Finland and Denmark.

Both Monty and I were puzzled by Shoma’s agitated response to the report: while the phenomenon was certainly strange, it hardly seemed to merit an unrestrained shriek.

‘It was probably a geomagnetic anomaly, or an effect of the northern lights,’ said Monty. ‘Why are you getting so worked up about it?’

‘I’ll show you why,’ said Shoma. Rising to her feet, she went to her study and came back with a sheet of paper. ‘Look!’

Sketched on the sheet was a shape very similar to that in the newspaper picture.

‘Is that a picture of an actual squid?’ I asked.

‘No!’ said Shoma. ‘The person who drew it said that it was a light that would one day be seen hanging in the sky.’

‘Who was this?’ I asked.

‘I can’t tell you. It was a client.’

I stared at the picture. ‘When was it drawn?’

Shoma turned the sheet of paper over to show us the date that she had written on the back. ‘Almost eight years ago.’



Twenty minutes after I hit the ‘Send’ button on my computer I got a video call from Tipu.

‘Hey there, Pops. Hope you don’t mind me calling? Is this a bad time?’

I found, somewhat to my surprise, that I was glad to see him and hear his voice, fresh and energetic as it was. ‘No, I’m good. Tell me, what’s on your mind?’

‘I was just wondering … Do you remember the date that was written on the back of that sheet of paper, Pops?’

‘No, Tipu, forty years have passed since then.’

‘But you’re sure your aunt said “almost eight years ago”?’

‘Yes, I do remember that quite clearly.’

‘So which year would that be, Pops?’

‘That’s easy to look up. Just google the date of the Petrozavodsk phenomenon and subtract eight.’

Tipu was already on it; I could see him muttering as he typed. ‘Petro … zavodsk pheno … 20 Sep 1977.’ And then a triumphant yell burst from his lips. ‘That means the drawing was made in 1969! Probably just a few days before 5 October.’

Suddenly Tipu’s face disappeared from the screen as he danced around whatever room he was in. Then, returning to his chair, he leaned forward and kissed his camera twice, with loud smacks.

‘Those are for you, Pops.’

‘Why? What did I do?’

‘You hit paydirt, Pops. Don’t you see? If the drawing was done “almost eight years” before 20 September 1977, then it must have been made around the time your aunt visited Lusibari. Which means the person who made that drawing was probably the one who brought her to the Sundarban!’

‘Yes. You’re probably right.’

‘See? All this writing you’re doing is worth it after all. We’re making progress here, Pops. This is a real breakthrough!’

‘Okay, Tipu, I’ll take your word for it.’







Fourteen


Monty fell silent after listening to Shoma’s description of Varsha’s first encounter with cooked fish. ‘It’s impossible,’ he said, shaking his head in disbelief. ‘It simply doesn’t make sense that this little girl, who has grown up in a strictly vegetarian house, would be able to differentiate between several different kinds of fish.’

Shoma had been pacing the veranda but now she returned to her easy chair and took a sip of her cup of tea. ‘You’re the sceptic, Monty. Why don’t you suggest an explanation?’

Monty chewed his lip. ‘The best explanation I can think of is that someone in that house has been feeding her fish on the sly.’

Shoma scoffed. ‘Oh, come on, Monty! You know that none of the Guptas’ servants would dare to smuggle fish into their house; they would be sacked instantly if anyone found out. Besides, Varsha and her brother have always been fed by their ayahs. How could Bhola’r-ma have fed Varsha fish without the other ayah knowing about it? It just would not be possible.’

‘I’m not saying the ayahs did it,’ said Monty. ‘It could be some- one else.’

‘All right,’ Shoma countered. ‘Let’s assume for the sake of argument that someone has been feeding Varsha fish on the sly. Is it really conceivable that they would have been able to train her sense of taste to such a point that she would know the difference between the taste of tilapia and koyi? Even Husna couldn’t tell them apart.’

‘What’s the answer then? Voices in her head? Reincarnation?’

‘Rebirth might be a part of it,’ Shoma said hesitantly. ‘But it seems to me that even among “cases of the reincarnation type” Varsha is an exception. While it’s not uncommon for such children to remember foods they had eaten in past lives, I don’t know of any previous case where the memories were so detailed and precise. The truth is that Varsha’s is not just a case of rebirth; my feeling is that she’s some kind of prodigy.’

‘Prodigy?’ Monty laughed. ‘Who’s ever heard of a fish-eating prodigy?’

‘That’s exactly the point, Monty. We marvel at mathematical and musical prodigies because we are highly educated middle-class people, and therefore we tend to be blown away when a child can do something that we know to be difficult even for well-trained adults. But why should we assume that these are the only prodigious talents that children can be born with? Or that prodigies are only born into middle-class, literate families? What about the whole world of people out there who are neither middle class nor literate, like the majority of our country’s population? Statistically speaking, if one in every five or ten million children is a prodigy, then why shouldn’t that hold good also for the hundreds of millions of people who make their living with their hands, by fishing or farming or hunting? Isn’t it just prejudice to assume that children with unusual mental abilities are not born to poor farmers and fishermen?’

Monty nodded and pursed his lips. ‘As I remember, Antonin Carême, France’s greatest culinary prodigy, was the son of a poor construction worker.’

‘You see! Prodigious talents don’t have to be restricted to music or mathematics or chess. Isn’t it possible that some prodigies are especially well-adapted to their environments? That they can recognize and understand birds, or trees, or fish, or the qualities of the soil? Doesn’t it make sense that among the hundreds of millions of children who are born into the families of fisherfolk and farmers there are some who possess exceptional abilities that are directly related to the environments in which they live? People like us would not recognize those children as prodigies because their abilities are meaningless to us, but objectively speaking, don’t you think a child who can identify different kinds of birds or fish is just as remarkable as one who is born with a talent for quadratic equations?’

‘Wait a minute,’ said Monty. ‘Let’s not forget that Varsha wasn’t born into a family of farmers or fishermen. The Guptas are rich, well-educated industrialists.’

‘Exactly! She happens to have taken birth in a family where her abilities have no value—worse, they are actually offensive. But had she been born in a fishing village, I’m sure her parents would have been as proud of her talents as middle-class parents are of children who are gifted at mathematics or chess.’

‘Ah, but isn’t there an important difference? Parents take pride in talented children because they feel they’ve played a part in nurturing their gifts. And the truth is that prodigies are almost always introduced to mathematics or music by someone in their own family, as happened with Mozart and his father. That was true even of Ramanujan, the mathematician—there’s a myth that he was completely self-educated, but the truth is that he was introduced to numbers by his mother, who was, as I recall, an astrologer. That’s what’s so different about Varsha. No one helped her cultivate her talents; she seems to have been born with them.’

‘You’re absolutely right,’ said Shoma, ‘and that’s what makes Varsha’s case so complicated. But here’s a hypothesis. Suppose it’s true that one in every twenty thousand children is “a case of the reincarnation type”. Then surely there’s a non-trivial chance that one such child will be born with the past-life memories of someone who had a prodigious understanding of their native flora and fauna?’

‘I suppose so,’ Monty conceded grudgingly as a car pulled up to their gate.



A few minutes later an unexpected visitor was brought up to the veranda by Dev. It was Varsha’s father, Abhay Gupta. He was wearing his work clothes, trousers and a bush shirt, and was evidently on his way home from his office.

‘I hope you don’t mind my dropping in like this.’

‘Not at all,’ said Shoma. ‘We love to have our friends drop in, especially around sunset. That’s what these chairs are for.’

‘Yes, please sit,’ said Monty, gesturing at a chair. ‘I’m glad to see you, Abhay, although I must say I’m surprised you could get away from work. We’ve been reading about your problems with the unions.’

Abhay sighed. ‘Do you mind if we don’t talk about that?’ He pulled out a packet of Gold Flake. ‘Is it all right if I smoke?’

‘Yes, it’s fine,’ said Monty. ‘There’s an ashtray on the table in front of you.’

‘Thank you.’ Lighting a cigarette, Abhay turned to Shoma. ‘Dr Bose, I dropped by because I wanted to ask about your meeting with my daughter earlier today. I thought it would be better for me to see you here rather than have you come over. At home things are … Let’s say they’re very unsettled.’

‘I’m sorry to hear that.’

‘It’s not just Dipika. My parents are also extremely distressed. The whole thing is very … I don’t know how to describe it. It’s quite disturbing when a perfectly normal, ordinary child suddenly becomes someone else.’

‘I completely understand,’ said Shoma. ‘It’s only natural for your family to be upset. But the truth is that your daughter is not an ordinary child; she probably never was. In fact I was just saying to my husband that she might be some kind of prodigy.’

Abhay raised his eyebrows. ‘What do you mean?’

‘Well, Mr Gupta, to cut a long story short, I served Varsha three kinds of fish today. In two cases she had no difficulty in identifying the species of fish that she was given. In fact she was even able to distinguish between two species of carp that are so closely related that even experts often confuse them. She also mentioned another variety of carp that I had never heard of: kalibosh. I looked it up later and it turns out that it’s from the same family as the other two fish. And she did all this solely by tasting the fish.’

Abhay stared at her dumbfounded. ‘But how is any of this possible? Varsha’s never eaten any fish in her life!’

‘Are you sure about that?’ said Monty.

‘Absolutely,’ said Abhay. ‘Look, to tell you the truth, I’m not personally as strict about things as the rest of my family. I drink, I smoke, and like many other Marwaris I sometimes eat fish and chicken when I’m not at home. But I would never dream of bringing anything non-vegetarian into our house; I completely respect my parents’ rules when I am at home. And that goes for everybody in the house, including the staff. There is no way anyone could sneak fish into the house. You may not know this, but people who’ve been brought up as strict vegetarians can smell fish from a mile away; I can smell it in your kitchen right now, even as I’m sitting here. If someone tried to smuggle fish into our house, they would be caught instantly.’

‘That’s what I thought,’ said Shoma. ‘And even if Varsha had been given an occasional taste of fish, that could not have prepared her to recognize the exact species, as she did with the first two courses that I served her. But it was the third course that was the most interesting, in a way. What I gave her was tilapia, an African species that has recently been introduced to Bengal and is grown mainly on farms. It looks similar to our koyi-machh.’

‘The Japanese koi?’

‘No, this is a local variety, known in English as climbing perch.’

‘Did my daughter recognize it?’

‘Varsha knew what she was eating wasn’t our local koyi, but she wasn’t able to identify it as tilapia. And that is itself very revealing, because it suggests that the person whose memories and tactile senses she has inherited was not familiar with the species either. This is completely consistent with what she has told us so far about her past-life memories—that she was a woman who lived in a village and cooked and caught fish. Such a person would not have recognized a recently introduced non-native fish.’

‘Interesting,’ said Abhay Gupta. ‘What made you think of serving her that kind of fish?’

‘Actually it was Varsha herself who gave me the idea. The first time I went to see her at your house she made a strange remark, seemingly out of nowhere: she said that for lunch that day I would be eating koyi-machh, which surprised me because I had asked our cook to prepare a different kind of fish. But when I came home it turned out that the fish I had asked for had not been available in the bazaar that day, so our cook had made tilapia instead. We had never eaten tilapia before, and I mistook it for koyi initially. I think Varsha made the same error, which I found to be quite significant.’

‘Why?’

‘I think what happened was that Varsha saw a picture of what I was going to eat for lunch in her mind. But she interpreted the image through the eyes of someone whose knowledge of fish varieties did not extend to the tilapia. Do you see how amazing this is, Mr Gupta? Your daughter can catch glimpses of events in the future but she doesn’t yet have the mental equipment to interpret what she sees.’

Abhay’s eyes widened in disbelief. ‘Are you telling me that my daughter can see the future?’

‘I know it sounds bizarre,’ said Shoma, ‘but obviously something very unusual is going on in her head. Clearly that day when I first met her, she knew I wasn’t going to be served the kind of fish I had asked for—and she knew this even before our lunch had been cooked!’

‘I don’t know what to say,’ murmured Abhay, looking utterly dumbstruck.

‘Mr Gupta, has Varsha ever done anything like that at home?’

‘No…’ Abhay stopped himself and began again. ‘Actually, now that I think about it, a rather strange thing did happen in our house one morning, a few months ago. My mother was with us in our flat upstairs, and my father had just left for the office in the car. My mother suddenly remembered that she had wanted to tell my father to bring something back from the office. I told her it wasn’t a problem, that she could just call my father later. But then Varsha suddenly spoke up. She said, “You won’t need to phone Dadaji because he is coming back.” This startled us. “Dadaji just left in the car. Didn’t you see it drive away?” we said. Varsha’s reply was: “Yes, he did leave, but he forgot his lathi so he’s going to come back for it.” We laughed and said, “Don’t be silly, Varsha!” But sure enough, five minutes later the gates opened and my father’s car entered. It turned out that he had indeed left his cane downstairs. We were all puzzled by this incident, but we didn’t talk about it.’

‘Maybe,’ said Monty, ‘Varsha had spotted the lathi and guessed that her grandfather would come back for it?’

‘She couldn’t have seen the lathi,’ said Abhay. ‘It was downstairs and Varsha had not left our flat all morning.’

Shoma let out a long exhalation. ‘What this suggests, Mr Gupta, is that apart from her past-life memories, Varsha might also have precognitive abilities.’

‘What does that mean?’

‘That she sometimes sees flashes of the future. It’s not as unusual as you might think. We all have moments of intuition now and then. Like when you think of someone, and suddenly they call, or you run into them unexpectedly.’

‘Baap re!’ Abhay ran his fingers through his hair. ‘I’m out of my depth here, Dr Bose. I need your advice. What would be best for Varsha? How should we handle this?’

Choosing her words carefully, Shoma said, ‘The first thing to understand, Mr Gupta, is that Varsha is going through a genuine psychological crisis. Her past life may seem imaginary to us, but to her it’s almost as real as this one. Past-life attachments are often very powerful, visceral even. In many such cases the children have an overwhelming desire to return to their old homes to see their former loved ones. Differences in status between the child’s former and current families are immaterial—having been poor in their former lives does not seem to diminish the children’s love for the people they left behind. When children express that kind of yearning, it can help if they are able to re-establish some connection with their past life. This might be the case with Varsha too, since she has spoken of her mother and her village home several times.’

‘Are you suggesting that we try to find her former home?’

‘Yes. Exactly.’

‘But how?’ said Abhay. ‘All she’s ever said is that she remembers a village, a river and a thatched hut. She could be speaking of any place in Bengal.’

‘Has she said nothing more since then?’

‘No,’ said Abhay. ‘She’s stopped mentioning her other life now. Probably because she saw that the subject was upsetting my wife and my parents.’

‘That’s not surprising. Children are very good at picking up on their relatives’ feelings. But the fact that she’s not talking about it doesn’t mean that she’s not thinking about her former life. It may be that she needs to talk to someone who’s not a member of the family.’

‘Like who?’

‘Well,’ said Shoma, ‘I think I might be able to draw her out, and if I could get her to mention a few details, like the name of a place or a landmark, that could help us find the location. It might help if I were to serve her another meal.’

‘It’s kind of you to offer,’ said Abhay, glancing at his watch. ‘I’ll certainly think about it, and I’ll let you know as soon as possible.’







Fifteen


Two more lockdown weeks went by, during which Shoma seemed to be doing well, although she was still a little distant with me. Then one day she called me of her own accord again.

‘I was trying to remember the name of your friend, the scientist,’ said Shoma. ‘Slim and petite with short curly hair…’

‘Piya?’

‘That’s right. When was the last time you spoke to her?’

‘I don’t know. Maybe three or four days ago?’

‘Is she all right?’

‘I think so. Why?’

‘I think you should call her.’ And then, abruptly, the phone went dead.

I looked at the time: 8 a.m. Too early to call Piya on the West Coast. For some reason I couldn’t understand, I was rattled.

I decided to call Piya when it was 8 a.m. in Oregon, but as the minutes ticked by I grew impatient and called her at 7.30 instead.

Piya sounded surprised when she picked up. ‘Hey! How come you’re calling so early?’

‘No reason. How’re you doing?’

She grunted. ‘I’ve been better. Got knocked off my bicycle by a delivery guy on an e-bike. Sprained my ankle, but it could have been worse. At least I wasn’t run over.’

I caught my breath. ‘Have you seen your doctor? Are you okay?’

‘Yes. I’m fine.’

‘When were you going to tell me?’

‘Today, probably. I mean it just happened, and it’s no big deal anyway. How are you doing? How’s your aunt?’

‘She’s hanging on, although reluctantly. Most days when I talk to her she’s full of complaints.’

‘About what?’

‘She says we’re holding on to her against her wishes. She’s furious with her doctor for reviving her after her heart attack … says she was ready to go then but he didn’t let her. I’ve tried to explain to her that it would have been malpractice for a doctor or nurse not to intervene when a patient has a chance of survival, but that doesn’t cut any ice with her. And now another weird thing’s happening with her. She’s started seeing things.’

‘What things?’

‘She says they’re like pictures on social media. Actually it was she who called me today asking how you were. It’s almost like she knew you’d been in an accident.’

I heard a sharp intake of breath. ‘That’s weird. Between your aunt and Tipu, I don’t know who’s weirder.’

‘Oh, that’s easy. Definitely Tipu.’

‘So I hear you guys are BFFs now. Talking every day.’

‘Yes, he’s full of questions,’ I said. ‘In a way it’s quite flattering.’

‘What does he want to know?’

‘Let me see.’ I glanced at my texts. ‘So today he wants to know how I ended up writing a thesis on the legend of Manasa Devi.’

‘Hmm?’ said Piya. ‘Well, you’d better tell him, I guess.’



When I was an undergraduate if anyone had told me that I would write a thesis on the legend of the goddess of snakes, I would have laughed at them.

My college years in Calcutta had happened to coincide with the heyday of Naxalism, and, as luck would have it, I fell in love with a woman who was at the forefront of the Maoist movement, a firebrand fellow student called Durga. She and I were polar opposites: I was shy, awkward and bookish, and she was incandescently charismatic, with a magnetic personality; I shrank from expressing opinions in public, while she had a gift for oratory, and was known for the brilliance of her political analyses; I was cautious and risk-averse, while she was given to tempting fate—and it was perhaps for these reasons that I was just as intriguing to her as she was to me. Or maybe she saw me as a refuge from the unending sound and fury of her political life. In any event we had a wild, youthful romance that pulled me onto the fringes of her circle of would-be revolutionaries. I stopped wearing denim jeans because they were regarded as the ‘nether garments’ of imperialism, and began to dress in khadi kurtas and pyjamas, accessorized with a handwoven jhola that hung from my shoulder and was weighted down with weighty tomes like the Grundrisse.

My new persona astonished Tarun when he first encountered it after a long absence from the city. Being the wunderkind that he was, he had won a scholarship to an Ivy League university straight out of school and had gone off to the US several years before my political awakening. Since international travel was prohibitively expensive in those days, his visits home were often punctuated by long gaps.

On one of those rare visits we went for a walk in the park—he in his jeans and sneakers, and I in my khadi kurta and sandals. Almost at once we began to sneer at each other’s clothes and from there things escalated quickly, with my denouncing him as a sellout and careerist, and him yelling, ‘You know what, you’re not the first desi lefty I’ve come across; my school is full of them. I’ll bet my boots that you’ll end up in the US just like me. I give it a couple of years.’

Then we stomped off in different directions.

My sudden turn towards leftist politics came as a shock to Shoma and Monty as well, leading to many arguments, much rancour and a long falling-out. Back then, I ascribed their disapproval of my political involvements to their being class enemies, petits bourgeois to the core. But the truth was that Shoma knew me better than anyone, and she understood that the course I was on could only end badly.

And it did.

Durga sometimes served as a courier, carrying messages and supplies to armed insurgents in rural districts. On one such trip she was ambushed and killed by the police. I was told later that she had been betrayed by her comrades, who had grown distrustful of her because of her relationship with a highly suspicious ‘left adventurist’—me, that is. I was also told that the police had found evidence to implicate me in the insurgency as well, so I needed to get out of Calcutta as soon as possible.

At this juncture, much to my surprise, Shoma and Monty rallied to my side, and our differences were instantly forgotten. Shoma whisked me off to New Delhi, where she arranged for me to stay with some relatives of ours as a ‘paying guest’. It was she who planted the idea of applying to American universities in my head: I was then so mired in my grief for Durga that I was not capable of thinking for myself.

It so happened that Tarun was passing through New Delhi around this time, and we somehow reconnected and met up for dinner one evening at a restaurant in Pandara Park. Neither of us mentioned our quarrel, and when I said that I was applying to American universities he tactfully refrained from reminding me of his prediction. Instead he smiled at me and said, ‘It’ll be nice to have you on the same continent.’



For several months my applications to American universities met with nothing but rejections. I might well have given up then if not for Shoma. It was she who helped me understand that what I was doing was merely throwing darts at a wall in the hope that one would stick. That was not how it worked, she explained. If you were applying for graduate studies, you had to be more focused; you had to match your skills and abilities to the strengths of the university in question.

It was Shoma too who came up with a solution. She found out that, thanks to the Food for Peace Act and the US government’s PL 480 programme, a big land-grant university in the Midwest had come into possession of a large collection of Bengali manuscripts and rare books. Nobody there knew quite what to do with the collection since the university’s faculty did not have any specialists on Bengal. This, said Shoma, was a promising opportunity for me because I could design a research project that was especially focused on the collection, which was known to contain, among other works, several early tellings of the legend of the goddess of snakes, which would make for an interesting thesis.

‘That’s not a subject for serious research!’ I protested. ‘It’s just a children’s story.’

‘No, Dinu,’ Shoma insisted. ‘It’s much more than that. The story of Manasa Devi has existed in the soil of eastern India for thousands of years, even before the arrival of the Vedic gods. The reason the legend has survived so long is that its protagonists are archetypes who have lives of their own. They are presences that literally arise out of the land and inscribe their stories upon the world.’

‘That’s all very well,’ I said, ‘but I don’t see how that could be a subject for research, especially for a historical materialist like me.’

Shoma quizzed me with a raised eyebrow. ‘Is that what you are? Still?’

I nodded somewhat guiltily. ‘Even though I was never very involved politically, I do believe in the theory.’

‘That’s not an issue,’ said Shoma. ‘I think a materialist study of the legends might be very interesting. You could treat the texts as sources for all kinds of historical data: on diet, trade, climatic patterns and a lot else.’

I groaned. ‘Oh, I don’t know.’

‘Just try it, Dinu. Nothing else has worked for you so far, has it, so what’s the harm in it?’ 



The legend that Shoma had chosen for me is, at its core, the story of a profiteering merchant called Chand who finds himself locked in an epic struggle with Manasa Devi, the goddess of snakes. The goddess reveals herself to Chand, expecting to claim him as her devotee, but the merchant refuses to submit, thereby inviting her wrath, and so she punishes him with plagues of snakes, droughts, storms and other calamities until he is forced to flee overseas. She then turns her wrath upon his son, Lakkhindar, and sends her kala naag, the great king cobra, to kill him. Lakkhindar dies but is brought back to the world by his devoted wife, Behula, who travels to the underworld, like a Bengali Demeter, and prevails on Manasa Devi to have pity on him and on her.

Only when I started writing the proposal did I realize how deeply the legend was implanted in my mind. When I was a child episodes from the story were often narrated to my sisters and me on those dark Calcutta nights by Shoma and my mother and many others. The story’s characters peopled my dreamworld; they were the equivalent of the superheroes, werewolves and vampires on which the children of today are weaned. Like these other fantastic beings, the characters of the legend turned the world into a place where anything was possible and nothing was beyond imagining.

Of course, my childhood was long behind me by the time I decided to make the legend the subject of my research. Not only was I an adult, but I was also a deeply disenchanted one, and I took comfort in a certain kind of dogmatic materialism, especially the belief that nothing existed that could not be verified by empirical methods.

So, just as Shoma had suggested, I treated the texts as storehouses of data, as elements of a superstructure that mechanically reflected the underlying realities of the Asiatic mode of production. This was a comfortable approach because it stripped the story of any element of mystery and made it conform to the expectations of an academic system that was premised on making everything in the world predictable and subject to control.

And as Shoma had foreseen, it worked. One day I found myself opening with trembling hands something that was new to my experience: a letter of acceptance.

To say that I was overjoyed would be an understatement. I could not believe my good fortune! The first thing I did after putting the letter down was go to a public call office to phone Shoma. ‘You were right!’ I said. ‘I’ve been accepted, and it’s all because you chose that legend for me!’

‘No, no, Dinu!’ she protested. ‘Trust me: it’s not we who choose the myths that guide our lives; it’s they who choose us. But once you’ve been chosen, beware, because they’ll always be with you.’



Soon after I hit the ‘Send’ button, my phone pinged.

Tipu had sent me a text: ‘So is that what happened to us, Pops? U & me & Dev & yr aunt? & maybe her mystery patient too? We’ve been chosen by a myth & there’s no way out?’

I glanced at the phonimonsha plant on my window sill. ‘It does look like that, Tipu, doesn’t it?’

‘Sure does.’







Sixteen


In Shoma’s experience, therapeutic breakthroughs often came about by happenstance, because of a chance phrase or a random word association. But this was not what happened with Varsha: in her case the breakthrough was entirely the result of careful planning and preparation, a process that began the moment Abhay Gupta’s unexpected visit to Tavoy came to an end.

Monty, for his part, thought Shoma might be getting a little bit ahead of herself. Noting that Abhay had not made any definite commitment to allow her to see Varsha again, he did his best to prepare her for a disappointment. The Guptas were up to their necks in labour problems, he told her; serious threats had been issued against the family; there was even a rumour that the Naxalites were planning an attack on their house … Given the circumstances, it was highly unlikely that Abhay would have time to think about his daughter’s peculiar fish-fixation.

But his counsel went unheeded; by now Shoma was too invested in Varsha to stop thinking about the next test. She spent hours immersed in books about the aquatic fauna of Bengal, and when she was not reading about fish, her mind was wholly occupied with deciding exactly when, where and how the next meal would be served.

And so when a trunk call from Kharagpur was announced—contrary to Monty’s gloomy predictions, the call came through just two days after Abhay’s visit—Shoma knew exactly what she was going to say.

She was not surprised, she told Abhay, to hear that Varsha was asking for fish again, and she would, of course, be glad to arrange another meal for her. But this time she would prefer to do it later in the day, at 5 p.m., and afterwards she would like to take Varsha for a short drive.

‘Would that be all right, Mr Gupta?’

‘I don’t see why not,’ said Abhay. ‘But please be careful, Dr Bose. Varsha tends to get restless in cars. She keeps trying to stand up on the seat.’

‘Don’t worry; I have a child safety seat that I brought back from England for my nephew. I’ll keep her strapped in.’

‘Good. That’s settled then. She’ll be waiting for you tomorrow at five. I won’t be in Calcutta then, but I’ll drop in on you and Monty the day after at six to learn how it went.’



Despite all the thought that she had given to preparing another test for Varsha, it was only now that Shoma realized that her objective this time would be very different from the last: her main aim would be to get the child to speak freely about her past-life memories. Establishing trust was always essential in getting clients to open up, and in Varsha’s case perhaps the best way to do this, she figured, would be to play another round of the game the girl had enjoyed so much the last time.

As with the first round, Shoma decided she would again serve Varsha three kinds of fish—but which ones? With hundreds of species of fish to choose from, the possibilities were endless. How was she to narrow the field to just three? On what principles was the choice to be based?

Shoma decided that her best option was to follow the science, in the sense of allowing her choices to be guided by scientific classifications of the ‘families’, or groups of families, into which the aquatic fauna of Bengal was divided. Was it possible that Varsha’s sensory apparatus was so highly developed that she would be able to distinguish between three closely related and very similar kinds of fish? This, Shoma felt, was the question the meal should be designed to answer.

The challenge now was to settle on a single family of fish from which to choose the three specimens. The Cyprinidae, or carp, family, which accounted for one of the largest groupings of Bengali fish, could be ruled out since Varsha had already demonstrated her familiarity with Labeo catla, Labeo rohita and Labeo calbasu. Among the other options was the Channidae family, the members of which, Shoma had discovered, were known as ‘snakeheads’ in English. A glance at an illustration was enough to explain the name: many Channidae had large and rather sinister-looking heads. So repulsive was their appearance that Shoma was inclined to discount the idea that snakeheads were widely eaten in Bengal, as the reference books asserted; certainly she could not imagine eating them herself. But then she noticed the snakeheads’ Bengali names and realized, to her astonishment, that she had been eating them forever, and for a moment she felt as foolish as the Frenchman who discovered he had been speaking prose all his life without knowing it! She remembered very well the delicious bhuna of gojar-machh that her mother had often cooked. It turned out now that the gojar, which could grow to lengths of six feet or more, was none other than the great snakehead, or Channa marulius! She remembered also the light and simple preparations of taki-machh that often awaited her in the afternoons, when she got home from school; apparently taki was the deceptively innocuous Bengali name for the spotted snakehead (Channa punctata).

Hardly had Shoma recovered from this shock when she discovered that she had also been feasting on eels all her life. In her imagination eels were an exotic European species that travelled back and forth between the battlefields of Normandy and the wide Sargasso Sea. Now she found that the waters of Bengal also abounded in eels, some of which Husna regularly served up on her own dining table—like the firm-textured baim cooked in a korma and the pan-fried finger-length pakal, which Monty always ate with relish. She learnt now that the former was the Indian mottled eel (Anguilla bengalensis bengalensis) while the latter was the barred spiny eel (Macrognathus pancalus).

Now, as she was preparing her shopping list for the next test, it occurred to Shoma that it might be interesting to serve Varsha three species of eel. Since there was no time to be wasted, she hurried to the kitchen. ‘Husna, do you think we might be able to find some pakal-machh at Gariahat Bazaar tomorrow morning?’

‘Why do you want pakal-machh, didi?’

‘I want to feed it to a client tomorrow.’

‘Didi,’ said Husna patiently, ‘you won’t find any pakal-machh in the market tomorrow.’

‘Why not? I don’t mind paying extra.’

‘It’s not a question of money, didi,’ Husna responded in a long-suffering tone. ‘It’s just that this is not the season. Pakal is available mainly during the monsoon—that’s when farmers catch them in their fields.’

‘Oh!’

Shoma was suddenly ashamed of herself. It had never occurred to her before that in shunning her own kitchen she was also cutting herself off from the fields and ponds and rivers of Bengal, not to speak of its seasons. ‘So what fish do you think we’ll find in the market tomorrow?’ she asked Husna a little sheepishly.

‘There’s no telling, didi. It depends on what the farmers and fishermen bring in that day. We’ll find out when we get there.’

At the market the next morning it quickly became evident that Husna was right: the question of what Varsha was to be served would be answered not by scientific classifications but by the fish-sellers of Gariahat Bazaar, who happened to be short of snakeheads and eels that morning but were rich in varieties of catfish. So Shoma opted to buy three similar species: the common pabda (Indian catfish, or Callichrous pabda), the aar (long-whiskered catfish, or Sperata aor) and magur (walking catfish, or Clarias batrachus).

This decision was welcomed by Husna, who, on the way home, explained to Shoma exactly how each variety was prepared: the common pabda was generally served in a mustard-flavoured curry; the aar was lightly pan-fried; and the magur was traditionally cooked in a mild, watery jhol and was thought to be particularly beneficial for people who were recuperating from an illness. This gave Shoma an idea: Why not mix up the traditional recipes, just to complicate things a bit? But Husna would not hear of it; every kind of fish had to be cooked in a specific way and none other. This was what she had been taught by her mother, and she was too old to change her ways.

A few hours later, at lunch, Shoma decided to stage a trial run of her test on Monty. She served him her three chosen varieties of catfish in serial order and asked him to identify each of them.

To Monty’s considerable chagrin he was able to identify only one: the common pabda because it was served whole. With the other two, which were cut up in pieces, his guesses were wildly off the mark: he mistook the magur for bati-machh (broad-mouthed mullet, or Paramugil parmatus) and the aar for a taki (Channa punctata).

‘Those aren’t even catfish,’ said Shoma scornfully. ‘And you call yourself a fish connoisseur?’

‘Humph!’ snorted Monty. ‘Look who’s talking. The only reason you know anything at all about fish is because of a three-year-old vegetarian.’

‘True enough,’ said Shoma. ‘And I’m willing to bet that the three-year-old vegetarian will fare much better in this test than you did.’

And as expected, Varsha aced the test, faltering only once with the long-whiskered catfish. Here too, her initial identification was correct, although she later changed her mind and said that it was a kani-tengra (Glyptothorax cavia), a similar variety of catfish. But Shoma awarded her the point anyway, since her first instinct had been right.

‘You get all three points, Varsha! A perfect score!’

‘Three to me, nothing to you!’ Varsha began to chant, licking her fingers.

Shoma was delighted to see the child in such a good mood; this augured well for their upcoming conversation.

‘Yes, Varsha,’ she said. ‘You win, as usual. Now let Bhola’r-ma wash your hands and then we’ll strap you into the car seat and go for a little drive.’



‘Tell me, Varsha,’ said Shoma as she pulled the Ambassador out of the lane and turned onto Southern Avenue, ‘which of the three fish did you like best?’

Varsha answered without hesitation: ‘The aar. There were many in our pond and my mother and I would often catch them. She taught me how to cook them with just a sprinkling of kalo jiré.’

‘So your mother was a cook?’

‘Yes,’ said Varsha. ‘She was a very good cook, but not as good as me. I was so good that the bhotbhotis would pay me to cook for their guests. My mother would come along to help me.’

‘What was her name? Do you remember?’

‘Yes, her name was Jhorna.’

‘And your father?’

‘His name was Binu.’

‘And what was your name?’

‘Isha. Isha Mondal.’

‘And these bhotbhotis that you and your mother cooked on—where would they sail?’

‘Along rivers.’

‘Do you remember the names of any of those rivers?’

Varsha stared out of the half-open window, allowing the air to blow through her hair. Shoma let her take her time. She saw now why Abhay had been concerned about her safety: the girl was so small that without the car seat her head would not have reached the window, and she would probably have been tempted to get up on her feet. Shoma would have had a hard time restraining her while also keeping her hands on the steering wheel.

‘I remember the name of the river beside our house,’ said Varsha suddenly. ‘It was called Raimangal.’

Here at last was the breakthrough Shoma had been hoping for! She had never heard of that river but it would not be hard to find out where it was.

‘Do you recall the name of your village?’

‘Yes,’ said Varsha. ‘Lusibari.’

This name was distantly familiar to Shoma but she could not remember where she had heard it.

‘So Lusibari was where your basha was? The home you talked about—with mud walls and a thatched roof?’

‘No,’ said Varsha. ‘Our home was a little way outside the village, next to the bandh. We had a protima of the goddess in our house, and when we performed pujas for her, I would cook for the people who came.’

‘Who was the goddess?’

‘Manasa Ma.’

The answer startled Shoma. ‘The goddess of snakes?’

‘Yes. Manasa Ma protected us when we went into the jungle. Because of her the tigers never attacked us.’

A picture was beginning to form in Shoma’s mind.

‘Were there many wild animals around where you lived?’

‘Yes,’ said Varsha. ‘There were many tigers in the jungle on the other side of the river. Sometimes they would come over to our side and take a goat or a cow. They even killed one or two people.’

‘I see,’ said Shoma. ‘Varsha, this place where you lived—could it have been the Sundarban?’

Varsha spun around in her seat. ‘Yes!’ she said excitedly, her eyes fixed on Shoma. ‘That was what it was called. The Sundarban.’

Shoma’s pulse began to race now. ‘Varsha, would you like to go back to the Sundarban? To see if you can find your old basha?’

‘Yes,’ said Varsha, her eyes filling with tears. ‘I really, really want to go. I want to see if the image of Manasa Ma is still there.’

‘Tell me, Varsha, you say that Manasa Ma protected you. But didn’t you die of a snakebite? Why did the goddess let that happen?’

‘You don’t understand,’ said Varsha. ‘Manasa Ma was protecting me. The snake was my friend; it was protecting me too—that was why it bit me. I called it.’

‘What was it protecting you from?’

Varsha shut her eyes and a shudder went through her. ‘I don’t want to talk about it anymore.’

‘That’s fine, Varsha. You don’t have to.’

Suddenly Varsha sat up and pointed ahead. ‘Isn’t that the house where you live?’

Shoma realized now that she had been so absorbed in Varsha’s revelations that she had absent-mindedly turned into the road that ran past Tavoy. ‘You’re right,’ she said. ‘That’s where I live. But how did you—’

‘And who’s that standing by the gate?’

‘That’s Dev, our driver.’

‘Oh?’

Looking at them, Shoma got the distinct impression that Dev and Varsha were exchanging glances of recognition. ‘Have you seen Dev somewhere before, Varsha?’ she said in surprise.

‘Yes,’ said Varsha. ‘He lives on your roof, doesn’t he?’

This left Shoma dumbstruck. ‘How … how do you know that?’

‘I saw him one day, early in the morning.’

‘How could you have seen him? You’ve never been to our house.’

‘I didn’t go to your house. I was at home, in bed. But I saw him up there.’

‘Varsha!’ Shoma knew her voice was rising but she could not control herself. ‘What are you talking about? You couldn’t have seen my house from your bed! It’s too far.’

She regretted the words as soon as she had said them, because Varsha retreated instantly into her shell. ‘I want to go home now. Can you take me home?’

‘It’s still early, Varsha,’ Shoma pleaded. ‘We can talk some more.’

‘No,’ said Varsha firmly. ‘We’ve talked a lot already. Now I want to go home.’







Seventeen


Piya must have said something to Tipu because the next time I heard from him he sounded very excited about Shoma’s visions.

‘Hey there, Pops. Is it true that your aunt’s been seeing pictures in her head?’

‘That’s what her nurse tells me.’

‘Is this something that’s been going on for a long time?’

‘No. Not at all. At least I don’t think so.’

‘But you don’t really know, do you? She could have started having these visions after you left India. I’m guessing you didn’t have much contact with her once you moved to the Midwest, seeing how it was before the internet?’

‘The internet existed then, Tipu, but yes, it was a mystery to most of us. We mainly wrote letters in those days. Phone calls were very expensive, beyond the reach of impoverished foreign students. But Shoma and I wrote to each other regularly and she even visited me once, in the mid-1990s, when I was living in the Midwest.’

‘Do you remember the visit?’

I paused to search my memory. ‘I remember two incidents—and now that I think about it, they might be of some relevance.’

‘’Kay, Pops! There you go! Can’t wait for the next instalment.’ 



I was in my mid-thirties when Shoma came to visit me in the Midwest. After completing my doctorate, I had tried to find an academic job, only to discover that there was no market for my skills, such as they were. So when the library where I had done my research offered me a position as a custodian for its Bengali collection, I leapt at the opportunity, not least because it came with a long-term visa.

Now I could finally indulge my fantasy of moving out of student housing. I would have liked to rent a cute little ranch-style house of the kind that I had seen in Archie comics but I couldn’t afford anything like that on my catalogue assistant’s salary. Instead, I rented a rather dingy apartment in a red-brick building in the centre of town. Shabby as it was, the apartment had two bedrooms, so when I heard that Shoma was planning to attend a conference in Chicago, I drove all the way to the city in my second-hand Honda Civic and brought her back to spend a few days with me.

Shoma was an undemanding guest, perfectly happy to lounge around the apartment with her head stuck in a book, but I felt obliged to entertain her, which was not easy, since apart from watching football there wasn’t much to do in that town. So I did something that I generally avoided: I brought Shoma to the library where I worked and showed her the collection of books and manuscripts that I was then cataloguing.

There was nothing picturesque about the collection. It was housed in a brightly lit cube of a room lined with grey metal shelving and beige file cabinets. The stark white walls were bare except for two matched black-and-white photographs, both of which depicted, from different angles, the same figure: a white-robed, turbaned yogi, lying on his side, his body fully extended and his head resting on one hand. At first glance the yogi seemed to be reclining casually, like a toga-clad Roman stretched out on a couch. It took a closer examination to notice that there was nothing under him, neither a bed, nor a divan, nor a platform: his body had no support whatsoever except for a single stick hanging aslant from one hand.

In other words the yogi was floating in the air, some four feet above the ground.

The photos had been taken in southern India, on 6 June 1936, in the bright light of the noonday sun by an English planter, one P.T. Plunkett. The name of the yogi was Subbayah Pullavar, and he was reported to have levitated for four minutes that day in front of a crowd of one hundred and fifty people. Attached to the pictures were cuttings from an article in Time magazine, which explained that Mr Plunkett and his friend Pat Dove, on whose property the levitation had occurred, had been careful to ascertain that no trickery in the form of hidden supports had been used in accomplishing the feat. The yogi had told the Englishmen later that he had been levitating for twenty years and that his family had been practising the discipline for centuries.

The pictures of Pullavar were originally published in The Illustrated London News and they caused a sensation because they could not be explained away by the theory of mass hypnosis, which was commonly used then to debunk claims of levitation and such like. After all, cameras could not be hypnotized and nor, at that time, could photographic images be easily altered.

The photographs had eventually found their way to the Midwest after being acquired, at great expense, by a cattle baron who left them to the university in a bequest. For a decade or so they were prominently on display in the library’s lobby, but from the 1960s onwards they became a source of increasing embarrassment for the university. Evangelicals complained that the pictures glorified witchcraft, while others criticized them for stereotyping India as a land of magic and trickery. Consequently, long before I joined the university, the pictures had been dispatched to the little-frequented part of the library that contained the collection that I was cataloguing.

The pictures were, in a sense, an affront to a materialist like myself. For a while I tried to have them removed, but to no avail, and so I had resigned myself to tolerating their presence. Having them there was no great hardship because I soon learnt to ignore them and the few visitors who came by did not usually notice them.

But that was not the case with Shoma: observant as always, her eyes fell on the pictures the moment she stepped into the room.

‘Very interesting,’ she said, after hurrying over to read the captions. ‘I’ve never seen an actual picture of a yogi levitating.’

‘Oh, don’t pay any attention to those stupid photos,’ I said dismissively. ‘They were probably airbrushed or something.’

‘Are you suggesting these pictures are fakes?’

‘Of course. They must be.’

‘But haven’t they been examined by experts?’

‘Yes, a couple of times.’

‘Was any evidence of tampering found?’

‘Not that I know of.’

‘Then why do you think they’re fakes?’

‘Because how could that man just be floating in the air like that?’

Shoma turned to look at me with raised eyebrows. ‘Dinu, has it escaped your notice that those pictures are hanging right above a shelf of books on Sahajiya Vaishnavism? Some of those texts are literally manuals on how to achieve “laghima”—extreme bodily lightness.’

This caught me off-guard but I did my best to rise to the challenge. ‘Those are just poetic metaphors; they’re not meant to be taken at face value. The reason Western scholars interpreted them literally was that they wanted to represent India as a land of illusions and mystery, where people believed they could float in the air like balloons.’

Shoma brushed this aside with a flick of her wrist. ‘Dinu, are you under the impression that India holds the copyright on levitation? If so, you’re wrong. Many Catholic saints are known to have levitated in Spain and Italy in the late Middle Ages—they were observed by thousands of witnesses over many years.’

I could almost feel my jaw dropping. ‘Don’t tell me you believe those stories?’

‘Why wouldn’t I?’

‘Because those witnesses were obviously in the grip of some kind of mass delusion.’

Shoma now turned the full focus of her large-eyed gaze on me. ‘Dinu, many of those witnesses were soldiers and statesmen who produced important historical documents. If we believe their accounts of wars and statecraft, why should we disbelieve what they had to say about a phenomenon they themselves were sceptical of until they witnessed it with their own eyes?’

‘You’re not serious?’ I said. ‘You know as well as I do that people can’t fly!’

‘That’s certainly true of the two of us,’ she shot back. ‘But just because you and I can’t fly doesn’t mean the same is true of every human being who has ever lived. After all, you and I can’t divide twelve-digit numbers in our heads either, but that doesn’t mean that no one can.’

‘That’s different. It’s a mental ability.’

‘And why can’t levitation be a mental ability as well? That seems impossible only if you assume that the mind can never prevail over matter. But if you believe, like I do, that the material world is just an aspect of a universal consciousness, then it seems eminently possible that people can temporarily free themselves from physical constraints.’

‘What becomes of the laws of nature then?’ I asked.

‘Well, perhaps there are certain moments when the laws of nature can be held in suspension.’

‘But then they wouldn’t be laws.’

Shoma laughed. ‘Dinu, surely you aren’t naive enough to think that all laws apply equally to everyone, everywhere, at every moment in time?’

‘The law of gravity certainly does. It’s impossible for any human being to escape it.’

‘Maybe seemingly impossible things do happen sometimes.’

I scoffed. ‘Come on! Next you’ll be telling me that Bugs Bunny is in this room with us.’

I had barely finished speaking when there was a thumping sound in the corridor outside. Spinning around in unison, we were startled to find a small white rabbit crouching in the doorway; it was there for the blink of an eye and then it was gone. We looked at each other, speechless.

On the way out I told a security guard that I thought I’d seen a rabbit somewhere in the stacks.

‘Oh, you mean Bugs?’ He chuckled. ‘Yeah, that darn rabbit’s figured out how to get in here … Maybe through a vent or something. But he’s not doing no harm so we just ignore ’im.’



The next day the local news channel began to issue warnings of a strong likelihood of tornadoes over the weekend. This did not come entirely as a surprise for it was peak tornado season, and we had had several alerts in the preceding weeks as well.

I was a bit hesitant about telling Shoma because I thought the prospect of a tornado might frighten her. But her response to the news was altogether unexpected. ‘How exciting!’ she cried. ‘I’ve always wanted to see a tornado. Ever since I watched The Wizard of Oz.’

‘Well, you may be in luck then,’ I said. ‘But you shouldn’t expect too much: all that happens is a siren goes off and you spend fifteen minutes in the basement, exchanging nervous pleasantries with the neighbours.’

‘Even so, it’ll be an experience,’ said Shoma. ‘And if we do get one, I hope it’s during the day and not at night. I’d like to see something of it.’

Shoma’s wish was soon granted: we woke up the next morning to find the sky filled with rapidly changing cloud formations of varying colours. It was a riveting spectacle: my apartment was on the fourth floor, and since there were very few tall buildings in the town, my windows provided a view that was interrupted only by a faraway football stadium. In every other direction the surrounding countryside stretched away, flat as a sheet of glass. Now, with multi-hued clouds churning above, it was as if the prairie had turned into a mirror, reflecting the turmoil raging in the heavens.

At around 3 p.m., through a pair of binoculars, I spotted a dark cloud that seemed to be in the throes of childbirth, contorting itself into myriad bulging shapes until a small, whirling filament appeared under it—only to bounce back, as if yet unready for the world. But then it appeared again, no longer a filament now but a spinning tentacle that reached halfway down to the ground before suddenly changing its mind and retreating into the womb.

‘Here, look,’ I said, handing Shoma the binoculars. ‘There’s a tornado forming over there.’

Even as Shoma was raising the glasses to her eyes, yet another tentacle shot out of the cloud, and this time it dropped all the way down and its churning edges began to spit up ever-growing waves of debris.

‘Do you think it’s coming towards us?’ Shoma seemed apprehensive.

‘Maybe, but I think it’s going to hit the football stadium first. Do you see that big round building in the distance?’

‘Yes, I see it.’

A moment later the stadium disappeared into the vortex and the sky was filled with a spinning torrent of bleachers, benches and torn-up sheets of Astroturf.

In the meantime the wind had strengthened and my windows were beginning to shudder and rattle. When the town’s sirens sounded, I tugged at Shoma’s elbow: ‘Come on, we’ve got to go down to the basement now.’

We hurried out of the apartment and joined my neighbours, who were also running down the stairs. One of them was a pink-cheeked, white-haired woman called Beth, who occasionally baked me cookies.

‘Beth!’ I said. ‘This is my aunt Shoma. She’s visiting from India.’

‘Nice to meet you, Summer,’ said Beth. ‘We’re putting on quite the show for you today, aren’t we? Did you see the stadium getting hit?’

‘I did.’

Beth chuckled. ‘I bet we’ll see that ol’ Mr Randall on the TV news this evening. They always have him on when one of his predictions comes true.’

‘What?’ said Shoma. ‘Do you mean someone had predicted the stadium would be hit?’

‘Yes, I’ll tell you about it when we get down.’

Once we were all safely seated in the basement, Beth said to me: ‘You ever heard of Charlie Randall? No? He’s pretty well-known in these parts ’cause he’s the best dowser in the state.’

‘Dowser? You mean water diviner?’

‘Yup! Made plenty of money doing it too. My brother’s a farmer out in the county and a few years ago when he needed a new well he brought a bunch of agricultural scientists from the university down to the farm. They dug all over the place but couldn’t find a drop of water. Then my brother went to ol’ Charlie Randall, as he shoulda done right from the start. It took Charlie only an hour to locate the aquifer.’

‘And it was this Mr Randall,’ Shoma inquired, ‘who predicted that the stadium would be hit by a tornado?’

‘Sure was. Every now and then ol’ Charlie Randall gets what he calls an “inkling” and sometimes he writes them up and sends them to the Weekly Courier. I believe it’s over a year ago that he wrote the paper to say the stadium would soon take a hit from a twister.’

The walls above us had begun to shake now, and there was a sound like that of a jet plane passing overhead. Clapping our hands over our ears, we held our breath till it passed. Then a deathly quiet descended for a few minutes before it was shattered by the ‘All Clear’ siren.

As we headed towards the stairs, Beth said, ‘Keep an eye out for Charlie Randall on the news tonight.’

‘We sure will. Thanks for telling us that story.’

We got back to my apartment to find that the tornado had broken a window, so the place was littered with shards of glass, papers, leaves and other debris. It took us till dinnertime to clear away the mess and get everything tidied up. After that, I made a simple dish of pasta, which we ate off our laps while watching the television coverage of the damage the tornado had caused. The star item was, of course, the football stadium, which had been refurbished recently at considerable cost and was now reduced to a shambles.

Then, just as Beth had predicted, the feed cut away from the ruined stadium to the interior of a well-appointed mansion, where a reporter was interviewing a man who was described as ‘Mr Charles Randall, President of the Midwest Dowsers Union’.

I had expected Mr Randall to be an ancient Methuselah, shouting out prophecies from a mountaintop. But evidently Beth had used the word ‘ol’’ as a mark of respect rather than an assessment of the man’s age: he was in his forties and was conservatively dressed in a suit and tie. He looked like a chartered accountant or an actuary.

‘Mr Randall,’ said the reporter, ‘is it true that you sent a letter over a year ago to the Weekly Courier saying the stadium would be hit by a tornado?’

‘Yes, it’s true.’

‘How did you know?’

‘I really can’t say how,’ Mr Randall replied somewhat apologetically. ‘I was driving by the stadium one day and when I looked in my rear-view mirror I saw something like what you’re seeing today. I can’t explain it.’

Shoma was watching intently and when the camera cut away, she remarked, ‘Wasn’t that interesting?’

‘Really? You call that interesting?’ I reached for the remote and switched off the TV. ‘Sounds like credulous nonsense to me.’

‘What makes you say that?’

‘Didn’t you hear how he was rambling on about seeing the future in a rear-view mirror? That’s absurd, don’t you think?’

Shoma shook her head. ‘It’s not at all absurd, Dinu. Premonitions are quite common, especially when it comes to natural disasters and extreme weather events. In fact I wrote an article on this subject twenty years ago. I’ll try to find a copy for you. I should have an off print lying around somewhere at home.’



Tipu called me shortly after he received these pages. ‘So what happened, Pops? Did your aunt send you the article?’

‘No. It never came. I asked her about it once and she said the journal that had published it had closed down and they’d never sent her any off prints. This was before the internet, remember.’

‘Yeah, but everything’s been digitized now. It’s hard to escape it. Do you remember the name of the journal?’

‘It was something very obscure. Maybe The West Bengal Journal of Parapsychology or something like that.’

‘’Kay. I’m on it. I’ll get back to you if something turns up.’

I didn’t hear from Tipu through the rest of the day but when my phone pinged late at night I knew it was him even before I checked. He had sent me an email with an attachment. The message said: ‘Here it is. Let’s talk tomorrow.’







Eighteen


Shoma began to keep minutely detailed accounts of her meetings with Varsha from the day of her first encounter with the child on 21 September 1969.

This was the part of her therapeutic practice that Shoma most enjoyed. There was something deeply fulfilling, she liked to say, about turning an evanescent flow of spoken words into a written text that she could consult again and again, sometimes learning from her youthful insights and sometimes detecting long-ago errors of judgement. That these files would never be seen by anyone else was immaterial; what mattered was to create an archive that she could draw upon to enrich her own professional practice.

Writing these notes often took a lot of time: as a rule, for Shoma, an hour of talk therapy required around three hours of writing. But even this generous ratio proved insufficient for Shoma’s meetings with Varsha. The child was an entirely new kind of client and in order to do justice to the case Shoma had to change her methods of note-keeping. Instead of allowing her sentences to flow uninterruptedly across her lined pads, she divided every page into two vertical columns: in the right-hand column she would jot down a straightforwardly factual narrative in English, written in her best convent-school copperplate with her favourite fountain pen; the column on the left was reserved for scribblings in pencil in an untidy jumble of languages and scripts, Hindi, English and Bengali. These scrawls consisted of various kinds of marginalia—impressions, commentaries, questions and annotations—and they sometimes spilled over to cover the back of the page.

Thorough though she always was, Shoma’s note-keeping was never as prolix as after her second session with Varsha, in the car. She stayed at her desk till late at night, working by candlelight, and was back in her study again at dawn, her hand flying over sheet after sheet of paper. So absorbed was she in her work that she scarcely looked up until Monty placed a cup of tea on her desk.

‘I was standing at the door for five minutes,’ he said with a quizzical grin, ‘and you didn’t even notice me. You were completely lost to the world, like a yogi meditating atop a mountain.’

Shoma brushed a hand across her forehead. ‘It’s just that I have classes and meetings all day long, so I wanted to get my notes done while everything’s still fresh in my mind. I won’t have a moment to spare after this.’

‘So I take it you won’t be back for lunch today?’

‘No,’ said Shoma. ‘After my classes I have to go to a shraddho, remember? My cousin’s khur-shoshur died ten days ago.’

‘Ah yes, you told me.’

‘But I’ll definitely be back in time for Mr Gupta’s visit.’

‘Oh? Is Abhay coming today?’

Shoma nodded. ‘He said he would come at six to get a report on the meeting I had with Varsha yesterday.’



In the event, Shoma’s day was even fuller than she had expected, and by the time she got home Monty was already seated on the veranda with a cup of tea. She was just about able to wash her face and change her sari before Abhay came up the stairs, looking dusty and windblown.

‘Hope I’m not late?’

‘Not at all,’ said Monty as he rose to greet him. ‘Have you driven straight here from Kharagpur?’

Abhay nodded. ‘The traffic was terrible. I didn’t even have time to go home and change.’

Monty clicked his tongue sympathetically. ‘I don’t understand why you insist on driving yourself. Wouldn’t it be easier to let a driver do it?’

Abhay ran a hand through his neatly combed hair. ‘To be honest, I don’t like being stuck in a car with a driver, not for four hours anyway. I’d rather do the driving myself—that way I can smoke all I want and I’m free to stop when I want, for a beer or to take a picture.’ He pulled out a pack of Gold Flake from his pocket. ‘You don’t mind if I smoke, do you?’

‘No,’ said Monty. ‘I’ll get you an ashtray. Would you like a drink as well? Maybe a gimlet? I mixed some already. We actually have some ice in the fridge today despite all the power cuts.’

Abhay nodded eagerly. ‘A gimlet would really hit the spot, thanks.’

‘Same for you, Shoma?’

‘Yes, thank you.’

Monty went inside to fetch their drinks while Abhay lowered himself into a chair and lit a cigarette.

‘You look like you’ve had a long day, Mr Gupta,’ said Shoma.

Abhay narrowed his eyes as he drew on his cigarette. ‘Not really. Driving is easy compared to spending the day at the factory.’

‘Oh? Is it very hard work then?’

‘Not particularly,’ said Abhay. ‘It’s quite boring for the most part, unless you’re being gheraoed or having slogans shouted at you.’ He waved a hand in the air as if to dispel a cloud of smoke. ‘But enough of that. Tell me about yesterday. How did your meeting with Varsha go?’

Shoma’s face brightened. ‘It was amazing!’ she said. ‘We had what we call a breakthrough in my line of work. There’s so much to tell you that I hardly know where to begin.’

‘Please start,’ said Abhay. ‘I’ve been waiting all day to hear about it.’

‘Well—’ Shoma broke off as Monty returned with a tray that had three clinking glasses on it, along with a brass ashtray and bowls of peanuts, chanachur and other nibbles.

‘Here you are, Abhay, Shoma.’ Monty handed them their drinks. ‘Cheers!’

‘Cheers!’ said Abhay, stealing a glance at his watch. ‘Please do begin, Dr Bose. I’m afraid I don’t have a whole lot of time.’

Shoma cleared her throat. ‘So yesterday’s meeting started with a meal in which I served Varsha three different kinds of fish, just as I had done the last time. Again I chose the fish carefully to see if she would be able to identify the species correctly, only this time I added an extra degree of difficulty by giving her three varieties of catfish that aren’t easy to tell apart.’

‘And what happened?’ said Abhay.

‘Varsha did something truly phenomenal,’ said Shoma with a smile. ‘She identified all three species correctly. To properly appreciate just how difficult that is, you should know that I gave Monty, who considers himself a great connoisseur of fish, the same test. But despite being a Bengali, and having eaten fish all his life, he was able to identify only one of the three species correctly.’

Monty groaned. ‘Go ahead, rub it in. Tell me again how I lost to a three-year-old.’

‘There’s no shame in losing to Varsha,’ said Shoma. ‘She’s very far from being an ordinary three-year-old. Whatever doubts I may have had on that score have now been put comprehensively to rest. It’s clear that what Varsha’s former self has passed on to her is not just a set of past-life memories but also a very, very finely tuned haptic system.’

‘What’s a haptic system?’ said Abhay, drawing on his cigarette.

‘I’ll let Monty explain.’

Placing his thickly beaded glass on a teapoy, Monty leaned forward. ‘The haptic system is the sensory apparatus through which individuals gather information about their environment. To put it simply, it’s through our haptic systems that we assess and understand everything we touch or feel. The skin, which is, of course, the single largest sensory organ of the body—and possibly the most important of all our body parts after the brain—is a key element in this sensory apparatus, but so are the mouth and the tongue.’

‘Exactly,’ said Shoma. ‘And it seems to me that in Varsha’s case, along with her past-life recollections, she’s also inherited a completely intact set of haptic memories.’ Shoma’s gaze drifted away towards the lake. ‘At least that is what I would like to believe, because it is the most material explanation I can think of. Otherwise we would have to allow for something even stranger—’

‘What?’ Abhay interjected.

‘The possibility,’ Shoma said softly, ‘that when Varsha tastes the fish she experiences some sort of connection.’

‘With what?’ said Abhay, cocking his head.

Shoma shrugged. ‘I don’t know. Maybe with a magnetic or energetic field—perhaps with what some might call a “spirit”…’ Her voice dissolved into a long, uncertain sigh.

Abhay shuddered. ‘I can’t even bear to think of that … of what it would mean.’

‘I know,’ said Shoma. ‘That’s why I prefer to believe that Varsha is recalling a haptic memory.’

Abhay stubbed out his cigarette in the ashtray with an impatient jabbing motion. ‘I don’t understand what you mean by “haptic memory”.’

‘It’s like when you’re reaching for a hammer,’ said Monty. ‘Your memories of holding a hammer, or any other heavy object, tell you what to expect when you pick it up so that you don’t exert too much or too little force.’

‘Similarly,’ said Shoma, ‘when you put food in your mouth you know what to expect because of the memories that are fed into your haptic system not just by your tongue but also by your nose and your fingertips. It seems to me that Varsha has inherited an enormous assemblage of haptic memories from her previous self.’

‘Is that common in such cases?’ said Abhay.

‘It’s not unheard of,’ Shoma said. ‘Children who remember past lives also often remember certain tastes and smells. But those memories are generally fuzzy and unspecific; I’ve never heard of a case of inherited haptic memories that are as finely calibrated and as sensitive as Varsha’s. From what I’ve seen, I would say that Varsha has inherited all her former self’s sense memories of the world. This is completely astounding if you think about it. But’—Shoma paused to add emphasis to what she was about to say—‘that’s not her only anomalous mental faculty. When you were here last I told you that she has precognitive intuitions. But I suspect she has another unusual ability.’

Abhay scratched his temple. ‘You’re scaring me now,’ he said. ‘What is this ability?’

‘In our jargon it’s known as a “remote viewing” capability. It is the gift of being able to visualize places from afar without ever being physically present at that location. You could think of it as the spatial analogue of precognition—in other words, just as some people can see fragments of the future, others can visualize faraway places that they’ve never visited or seen.’

‘I can’t make any sense of that,’ said Abhay, lighting another cigarette. ‘Can you give me an example?’

‘Umm … sure,’ said Shoma. ‘Yesterday, for instance, as you and I had agreed, I took Varsha for a drive after she had finished her meal. Somewhere along the way, without really meaning to, I turned onto the road outside, the one that leads past this house. I was so absorbed in what Varsha was saying that I wasn’t aware of where we were until she pointed at this house and asked me if it was where I lived.’

Abhay’s mouth fell open. ‘That’s impossible. How could she possibly have known that?’

‘Wait,’ said Shoma. ‘That’s not all: Varsha also recognized our driver, Dev, who happened to be standing by the gate. She even knew that he lives in a room on our roof! “Who told you that?” I asked her, and she said no one. She said she had seen him up there one day while she was in her own room, in her own bed.’

‘There’s no way she could see this far,’ said Abhay. ‘Not even with a telescope.’

‘Exactly,’ said Shoma. ‘I told Varsha that she couldn’t possibly have seen Dev from that distance. She didn’t explain, but I remembered later that she once told me that she sometimes sees pictures in her head—pictures from faraway places.’

‘Unbelievable!’ said Abhay, blowing out a cloud of smoke.

‘I know it seems bizarre,’ said Shoma. ‘But it’s a fact that certain people do have the very special gift of being able to visualize places from great distances. Strange though it may sound, this faculty has even been recognized by the US military.’

Abhay shook his head in wonderment. ‘Let me get this right: What you’re telling me is that Varsha was somehow able to conjure up mental images of your house?’

‘Yes, that is one explanation,’ said Shoma, ‘but I think something even stranger occurred. I have a feeling that Varsha was somehow able to actually project herself into our house.’

‘What?’ Thunderstruck, Abhay half-rose to his feet before falling back into his chair. ‘Are you trying to tell me that Varsha somehow entered your house?’

‘Well, a very weird thing happened the morning after I first met Varsha,’ said Shoma. ‘I’ll let Monty tell the story.’

‘Right,’ said Monty. ‘That evening when Shoma went to meet your family I had to go to a wedding in Howrah. By the time I got back it was late, and Shoma was fast asleep so I didn’t wake her. I crept into bed and dozed off myself. But then, very early in the morning, Shoma began to shout and thrash about in her sleep, and when I shook her awake, the first thing she said was that she had had a nightmare. She had dreamed that Varsha was looking at her through the mosquito net.’

‘It was like I was seeing her through a veil,’ said Shoma. ‘She wasn’t here physically yet her presence was strong enough to leave a trace. When I got out of bed I found that there were little knots, like the ones Varsha ties, in the strings of our mosquito net, just where her face had been. It was the strangest and most uncanny thing. It was as if she had followed me home because she wanted to know where I lived.’

Abhay let a cloud of smoke drift slowly out of his mouth. ‘Do you think Varsha can do this kind of thing whenever she wants?’

‘No,’ said Shoma. ‘Actually nobody can completely control these abilities; they can’t be switched on and off at will, like a machine, which is why they are very difficult to weaponize. It’s also why these abilities are easy to debunk: they can’t always be replicated in laboratory settings. The people who have these gifts are very sensitive and often they can’t perform if they know that they are being watched, especially when the researchers are hostile sceptics. These are mental faculties after all, and the mind can play tricks on highly gifted people just as it can on all of us. In Varsha’s case I think her visualizations happen almost inadvertently: she had met me for the first time that day and she was curious about who I was and where I lived.’

‘Whew!’ said Abhay, staring at the glowing tip of his cigarette. ‘That’s a lot to take in.’

‘Oh, this isn’t even the half of it,’ said Shoma quickly. ‘There’s much more. I haven’t told you about the breakthrough that happened yesterday.’

‘What was that then?’

‘I got some crucial information out of Varsha about her previous life. She said that her former name was Isha Mondal, and her parents were Jhorna and Binu. She also recalled the name of the river that flowed past her house, and the village that was nearby. The river was called Raimangal and the name of the village was Lusibari. She mentioned some other details that led me to suspect that the village was in the Sundarban. And the moment I uttered the word she recognized it.’

‘Ah, the Sundarban!’ said Abhay. ‘At last we have some idea of the place she’s been talking about.’

‘That really is a breakthrough!’ said Monty. ‘Now that we know this village is in the Sundarban, it should be possible to trace its location, shouldn’t it?’

Shoma flashed them both a triumphant smile. ‘Already done!’

‘What?’ said Monty incredulously. ‘When did you do that?’

‘This afternoon,’ said Shoma. ‘At the shraddho.’ She turned to Abhay. ‘I was at a funeral ceremony earlier today, and I met a distant relative of mine—I call her Nilima-mashi, even though she’s not that much older than me. She’s a really remarkable woman: she and her husband have lived in a village in the Sundarban since 1950. He’s a schoolteacher and she runs a women’s union that does all kinds of good work in healthcare, poverty alleviation and so on, so she knows the area very well.’

‘Did your aunt recognize this village?’ said Abhay. ‘What’s it called? Lusibari?’

‘Not only did she know it,’ said Shoma with a laugh, ‘but it turns out that she actually lives in Lusibari! The name should’ve rung a bell because Nilima-mashi has often invited us to visit her there. I never went, but my sister did go once with her husband. She said there was mud everywhere and it was no place for a holiday.’

‘What are the chances,’ said Monty in a tone of wonder, ‘that it would turn out to be the very place that Varsha’s remembering?’

‘One in a billion maybe?’ said Shoma. ‘You can imagine my excitement … Of course I couldn’t tell Nilima-mashi why I was asking all these questions. But she saw that I was really interested in Lusibari and she invited me to go there with her when she returns next Friday. The opportunity seemed too good to miss, so I asked if I could bring some friends with me.’

Abhay was now perched on the edge of his seat. ‘And what did she say?’

‘She said I was welcome to bring anyone I wanted.’

‘You’re suggesting then,’ said Abhay, ‘that Varsha and I go with you to this place?’

Shoma nodded. ‘Yes. Varsha said she wants very much to go back to her old village—and I think this might be our best chance to help her put her memories to rest. What do you say?’

‘I don’t know…’ Abhay Gupta looked up at the sky, scratching his chin pensively. A few moments passed and then, all of a sudden, he came to a decision. ‘Yes, why not? Let’s do it!’

‘Are you sure?’ said Shoma. ‘I believe it’s quite a difficult journey because one needs to change boats several times.’

‘I think I can find a way around that,’ said Abhay. ‘One of our companies owns a motor launch; we use it to go to our factory in Haldia. To get there one has to pass through the Sundarban, so our crew is familiar with the area. And if we took your aunt with us, maybe she could show us the way?’

‘Good idea,’ said Shoma. ‘I’m sure Nilima-mashi would be glad to come with us, and I think she’ll be able to arrange a guide to show your crew the way. But be warned, she will probably have quite an entourage with her.’

‘That’s no problem,’ said Abhay. ‘Our launch is quite spacious. There’ll be room for all of us. But what will you tell her? How will you explain why we want to go to Lusibari without mentioning Varsha and her past-life memories?’

Shoma chewed her lip for a moment. ‘Here’s what I’ll do: I’ll tell her that you and Monty are keen photographers and you want to take pictures of the Sundarban.’

‘That sounds believable enough,’ said Abhay. ‘Okay, we’re all set then. I think you’re right—we can’t miss this opportunity. It’s a miracle that we’ve not only found the village but also made a connection with someone who lives there. What an astonishing set of coincidences.’

Shoma smiled. ‘In my line of work there’s no such thing as a coincidence, Mr Gupta. When events begin to intersect in strange ways, it’s often a sign of a deeper meaning. In fact one of the founding fathers of psychology, Carl Jung, believed that “coincidence” was not a useful word—he preferred to use the term “synchronicity”. And the curious thing about synchronicities is that they tend to occur in clusters, which means that we need to be prepared for more.’



The prospect of going to the Sundarban drove Shoma back to her late father-in-law’s bookshelf, which once again yielded up a treasure, this time in the form of a nautical chart that mapped the islands and waterways of coastal Bengal in minute detail. The chart was so old that it depicted no borders; it showed the mangrove forest as an unbroken continuum stretching over 800 kilometres, from Sagar Island in the west almost to Chittagong in the east. When fully rolled out, the chart covered Shoma’s biggest shotoronji in its entirety, and when she examined it from above, it looked like an abstract painting with long dribbles of colour dripping from the mainland into the sea. Nor did the chart limit itself to the water’s edge: it included contoured outlines of the ocean floor, where the terrestrial delta was mirrored by a vast underwater fan with innumerable channels winding through the great banks of silt. Bisecting the fan was a deep marine canyon, the so-called ‘Swatch of No Ground’, that had been carved into the seabed by the titanic force of the Ganges and Brahmaputra river systems as they debouched into the Bay of Bengal.

To trace specific locations within this vast labyrinth was not easy but when at last Shoma found Lusibari, she saw, to her surprise, that it was less than 60 kilometres from Calcutta as the crow flies. But it was easy to see why getting there would be extremely time-consuming: between the city and the island lay a maze of tangled waterways through which it was difficult to trace a clear route. A closer look at the map revealed that Lusibari was the name not just of a settlement but also of the island on which it was located—finally Shoma understood why Varsha had insisted that she had lived in Lusibari, but not in the village, which seemed to be tucked into one small corner of the island.

Looking at that chart, with its islands, sandbanks and winding rivers, she could see why the very word ‘Sundarban’ evoked fear on the mainland. It was not just because the forest teemed with man-eating tigers and other predators: what this jungle represented, above all, was the antithesis, the undoing of a grounded, settled existence.







Nineteen


The article that Tipu had sent was so compressed in size that I wasn’t able to read it until I got a printout. When the first page appeared I found myself looking at the words: ‘Dissociative Memories and the Great Cyclone of 1970: A Preliminary Study’ by Dr Shoma Bose, Professor of Psychology, University of Calcutta; 3 December 1971.

The article began with a couple of paragraphs explaining Shoma’s collaboration with Dr Catherine Booth and the research they had done in the early 1960s on cases of what she called ‘dissociative memory’. In the most common cases of this kind, she wrote, the people concerned were able to recall fragments of earlier existences in minute detail—popularly known as reincarnation, or rebirth. Less common, but not non-existent, were cases in which a subject was able to preview events from the future—popularly known as precognition. Even rarer were cases where the subject could do both—recall events from the past and preview fragments of the future. This was why she preferred the term ‘dissociative memory’ because the subjects who could do both were clearly using a faculty that ranged freely along the spectrum of space and time.

Her interest in these subjects had been piqued, Shoma continued, in 1966, when she was spending a few months in London on a fellowship. Three weeks into her stay a terrible tragedy had occurred in the mining town of Aberfan in South Wales: a waste dump in a colliery collapsed, burying a neighbourhood school and killing 116 children and 28 adults. In the aftermath, a forty-two-year-old British psychiatrist called John Barker, who had an interest in anomalous mental conditions, travelled to the site and discovered that several local people had been visited by premonitions of the disaster. For instance, the day before the accident, a child had told her mother that she had dreamt that her school was buried under a mass of coal. Her mother had made her go to school anyway, and the girl had perished in the incident. In another instance, weeks after the event, the mother of one of the victims, an eight-year-old boy, had found a drawing the child had made the night before the disaster: it was an image of men digging, with the words ‘The End’ written on top.

But locals weren’t the only ones to have these premonitions. Barker managed to persuade a newspaper, London’s Evening Standard, to run a notice asking people who had had forewarnings of the calamity to send reports of their experiences. The paper received over seventy responses, and twenty-two of these premonitions were later verified to be authentic. One of them had happened the evening before the collapse during a spiritualist meeting and was witnessed by many: a woman had described a scene in which an old schoolhouse in Wales was swamped by an avalanche of coal. The evidence was strong enough to convince both Barker and the Evening Standard that inklings of this kind occurred with some regularity amongst ordinary people, and for years afterwards the paper had run a column featuring stories sent in by readers.

John Barker’s accounts and the Evening Standard’s coverage of the Aberfan premonitions had had a profound impact on her, wrote Shoma. And so in September 1969, when a client of hers in Calcutta, whom she would refer to henceforth as ‘Case J’, described dreams and visions of a coming storm, she had paid careful attention. Particularly striking were Case J’s descriptions of a cargo ship with a woman on it capsizing amidst whirling winds. At the time Shoma had been dismissive of this detail as it was very rare in those days for a cargo ship to have a woman on board—a fact that had thrown the credibility of the entire story into doubt.

But a little over a year later, in November 1970, Bengal was indeed struck by a monster of a cyclone. Half a million people or more were killed in what was said to be the worst natural disaster of the twentieth century. Shortly after, Shoma had seen an article in a newspaper that verified Case J’s premonition. It said that a cargo ship had sunk during the storm with a woman on board: she was the newly married wife of the first mate.

Shoma’s article ended with a paragraph that made a strong case for premonitions to be studied seriously since they could potentially provide forewarnings of disasters.



I could hear the glee in Tipu’s voice when I called him to talk about the article.

‘So you read it, Pops? Whaddya think?’

‘I know what you’re going to say, Tipu: that Case J was the same person who drew the picture of the Petrozavodsk phenomenon. But I don’t think we can jump to that conclusion.’

‘But, Pops! Look at the dates. Case J has these premonitions in September 1969. On 5 October your aunt goes to Lusibari. Are you telling me this was just a coincidence?’

‘Who knows? I can’t say.’

‘Pops, if Case J was the same person who brought your aunt to Lusibari, then she’s already broken her professional code of confidentiality by writing this article, hasn’t she? So what’s to stop her from telling us who this person was—or is?’

‘No, Tipu, Shoma did not break the confidentiality code: there’s absolutely nothing in that article about the identity of Case J, not their age, not their gender, nothing.’

‘Still, Pops, she did write about the case. So please, Pops, please, could you ask her who that case was? It’s more important than you can imagine.’

‘Okay, but if you want me to do that, you have to explain why it’s so important.’

Tipu swallowed audibly. ‘Okay, Pops, remember how you said there’s a hidden world that sometimes reveals itself when a calamity or disaster happens or is about to?’

‘That wasn’t me, Tipu, that was Tarun’s great-grandfather. But what about it?’

‘Just think about those words, Pops,’ said Tipu, his odd-coloured eye glinting brightly on the screen. ‘“Calamity”, “disaster”—these are words we hear a lot nowadays, don’t we? Like this pandemic we’re in.’

‘What are you getting at, Tipu?’

‘Think about it, Pops. You’ll figure it out. But in the meantime, please, please don’t forget to ask your aunt about Case J.’



Tipu’s question was very much on my mind when I called Shoma shortly afterwards, but I didn’t get an opportunity to put it to her because she flatly refused to talk to me.

‘Auntie’s very excited,’ Sumita told me. ‘She says there’s a big storm coming, a cyclone, and she has to make preparations.’

‘What preparations?’

‘She wanted some files and papers to be brought to her, so Dev-bhai came upstairs in a protective suit and gave her what she wanted. Now she’s going through them and says she has no time to talk.’

‘All right. I’ll call tomorrow then.’



After I got off the phone I spent a couple of hours on the internet, checking the Indian weather reports and the bulletins of the Indian Meteorological Department. There was no mention anywhere of a possible storm in the Bay of Bengal.

Later in the day I called Piya just to be sure: I knew she kept a close watch on the weather in that region because the Sundarban was often hit by cyclones. She confirmed that there were several low-pressure areas in the Bay of Bengal, but none had been upgraded to a tropical depression yet, far less a cyclone.

‘I wouldn’t be surprised if it happened, though,’ she said. ‘The sea surface temperatures in the Bay of Bengal are off the charts, so a big storm is very likely. I’ll let you know if I hear of anything.’

A few hours later—it was early morning in Brooklyn by then—Piya called to say that she had received an alert in the small hours of the night: a low-pressure area a couple of hundred miles to the east of Sri Lanka had moved northwards and the superheated waters of the Bay of Bengal had turbocharged it into a tropical depression. It was being closely watched by meteorologists but there was no cause for alarm yet.

‘I’ll keep you posted,’ said Piya. ‘Let’s see how it goes.’







Twenty


Horen Naskar, the guide that Nilima had arranged for their trip to Lusibari, was a barrel-chested youth with a broad, flat face and eyes that were permanently narrowed against the sun. He explained to Shoma and Monty that it was possible, in theory, to make the journey from Canning, the main railhead and river port of the Sundarban, to Lusibari and back within a day. Promising to do his best to make this happen, he said he would go ahead to Canning to advise the crew of the Guptas’ launch on the quickest route—but he also warned that the navigable channels of the rivers could change overnight because of siltation so it was best to be prepared for any contingency.

On the morning of the trip, Shoma and Monty went down to their gate very early with a case of photographic equipment and a couple of overnight bags, which they had packed as a safeguard against unexpected delays. With daybreak still two hours away, the street was completely dark and deserted as Shoma and Monty waited for the vehicle that Abhay had offered to procure from a branch of the Gupta conglomerate: a large Land Rover, which came with a driver who would remain with the vehicle until the launch returned from Lusibari. As to how many members of the Gupta family would be joining the expedition and who they would be, Shoma had no idea until the Land Rover pulled up to the gate. Apart from the driver, there were only three passengers: Abhay, Varsha and Bhola’r-ma. Why neither Dipika, nor Sandeep, nor any other members of the family had come with them, Abhay did not explain and Shoma thought it best not to ask.

It was dark for the better part of the journey to Canning and Varsha slept through most of it, cradled in her father’s arms, sometimes snuggling against his shoulder and sometimes using his elbow as a pillow. This was the first time that Shoma had seen the two of them together and she understood now why Varsha was said to be her father’s daughter: there was obviously a very special bond of love, understanding and trust between them.

Varsha did not awaken until daybreak, when they were approaching the outskirts of Canning. Then suddenly she sat up and began to look around as though the sights of the roadside had prompted memories to surface in her mind.

‘Varsha’s never been on this road before, has she?’ Shoma whispered to Abhay.

He shook his head. ‘No, never.’

This elicited an indignant protest from Varsha: ‘Yes, I have, Papa! I have!’

And then, as if to prove her point, she gestured at a roadside stall and cried, ‘Stop! Stop!’

‘Why, baby?’ Abhay asked in surprise. ‘Why do you want to stop here?’

Whispering in her father’s ear, Varsha explained that she and her other mother had often stopped at that stall because it was known for its moas.

‘What’s a moa?’ Abhay asked Monty, who explained that it was a popular Bengali snack made of jaggery and puffed kanakchur rice.

Abhay pulled a face. ‘Baby, the crew of the launch are preparing a nice breakfast. Why do you want to spoil your appetite?’

‘Please, Papa, please?’

Reluctantly Abhay got out of the car and came back with a paper packet filled with sweet brown balls of puffed rice. Varsha broke off a piece and popped it into her father’s mouth. ‘Aren’t they good, Papa? Aren’t they good?’

‘If you say so, baby,’ said Abhay, pinching her bulging cheek. ‘You’re never wrong, are you?’

Even as she was devouring the moas, Varsha kept looking from side to side as though she were trying to match her memories of the town with what she was seeing around her. When Abhay asked if she knew where they were going, she answered without hesitation. ‘We’re going to the jetty, which is over there. That’s where all the boats and bhotbhotis are.’

Shoma, Monty and Abhay silently exchanged glances: there could be no doubt now that Varsha was somehow familiar with the layout of this town even though she had never set foot in it before.

‘You’re right again, baby,’ said Abhay. ‘See the jetty up ahead? That’s where our launch is.’ He pointed to a vessel that stood out prominently among the ramshackle steamers that were ranged along the waterfront: it was a smart-looking, well-trimmed craft with a covered main deck and a row of portholes below.

‘Nice boat!’ said Monty, impressed. ‘Two decks if I’m not wrong?’

‘That’s right,’ said Abhay. ‘There are several cabins on the lower deck. You can pick any one you like.’

As the Land Rover drew up to the jetty, a half-dozen uniformed crewmen came down the gangplank to greet Abhay. The guide, Horen Naskar, was standing slightly apart, dressed in a lungi and shirt.

Varsha was still in Abhay’s arms when he stepped out of the Land Rover, and on catching sight of the youth, she craned her head to look at him before shyly burying her face in her father’s shoulder.

‘What’s the matter, baby?’ said Abhay.

‘Shh!’ said Varsha, digging her chin deeper into his shoulder. ‘Not now!’

Abhay carried her up the gangplank to the deck of the launch and when they were out of earshot of the youth, he asked, ‘Did you recognize someone, Varsha?’

‘Yes,’ said Varsha. ‘That man in the lungi. His name is Horen Naskar. He sometimes operated a bhotbhoti on which my mother and I cooked.’

‘Did you know him well?’ said Abhay.

Varsha giggled as though she had been reminded of something that aroused a complicated mixture of feelings. ‘My mother thought I should marry him when I was older,’ she said softly.

‘And did you want to?’

Varsha giggled again. ‘I don’t know … Maybe.’

‘Would you like to talk to him?’

‘No!’ Varsha yelped. ‘He mustn’t know who I am. No one must know. You won’t tell them, will you, Papa?’

‘No, I won’t, baby,’ said Abhay. ‘Don’t worry.’ 	

Listening to this exchange between father and daughter, Shoma was amazed to see how easily and quickly Abhay had accepted the possibility that Varsha might not only recognize people she had known in an earlier life, but also remember how she had felt about them—to the point where she could even be overcome by shyness at the sight of a youth for whom she may once have harboured romantic feelings.

Shoma couldn’t help wondering how Varsha’s other parent would have responded in Abhay’s place: Dipika would almost certainly have been deeply shocked at the idea that her three-year-old daughter could recall having contemplated marriage with a lungi-clad youth from the Sundarban. All her instincts would have been outraged: her sense of status and caste, no less than her ideas of female modesty.



It had been arranged that Nilima and her companions would travel from Calcutta to Canning on an early commuter train so that they could all board the launch before 6 a.m. It was ten minutes to six when Shoma spotted them at the far end of the jetty: ‘There they are!’

Abhay had been snapping pictures all this while, but he now lifted Varsha up in his arms and went to stand beside Shoma and Monty, who were waving to the approaching women from near the guard-rail.

‘Which one is your aunt?’ said Abhay.

Shoma pointed to a diminutive, plump figure in a simple cotton sari. ‘The little one with the round glasses.’

Suddenly Varsha spoke up. ‘Papa, why are those women coming this way?’

‘Those are friends of Dr Bose’s,’ said Abhay. ‘They are coming with us to Lusibari.’

Varsha peered at the group for a moment, and then she began to squirm and push against her father’s arms. ‘Papa, put me down! Put me down!’

‘Of course, baby, here.’

The moment her feet touched the deck Varsha took off and went scampering down the companion ladder that led to the lower deck.

‘Varsha!’ shouted Abhay in alarm, running after her. ‘Stop! Where are you going?’

Treading carefully, so as not to lose her footing on the steep wooden steps, Shoma followed Varsha and Abhay down the companion ladder. On reaching the deck below, she spotted an open doorway ahead. Abhay was inside the cabin, sitting on a bunk with Varsha beside him, clinging to his waist.

‘I think she recognized your aunt,’ Abhay whispered to Shoma. ‘She seems to be scared of her or something.’

Shoma knelt and lowered her head until her eyes were level with the child’s. ‘Tell me, Varsha,’ she said gently. ‘Do you know who that lady is?’

Varsha averted her eyes and burrowed even deeper into her father’s waist.

‘There’s no reason to be afraid, Varsha,’ said Shoma. ‘We are not going to tell her about you and you don’t have to go anywhere near her if you don’t want to.’

‘You’re safe, baby,’ said Abhay, caressing her neck. ‘There’s nothing to worry about.’

Then, all of a sudden, Varsha began to speak, her head still buried in her father’s ribcage. ‘Everyone calls that lady “Mashima”. She is married to Saar, the schoolteacher. They live in a house in Lusibari, and some women go there to make clothes and things like that.’

Shoma and Abhay exchanged glances.

‘Varsha, why did you run away when you saw her? Are you afraid of her for some reason?’ Shoma asked softly.

‘We don’t like her, my mother and I,’ said Varsha in a muffled voice. ‘She refused to help when my father was arrested and taken away. My mother said we should never speak to them again.’

‘That’s fine, baby. You don’t have to talk to her.’ Kissing the top of Varsha’s head, Abhay comforted her by gently stroking her back. ‘It’s all right, baby, it’s all right. You don’t have to go anywhere near her and neither do I. I’ll stay with you as long as you want.’

Yet again, Shoma marvelled inwardly at how Abhay had unquestioningly and unflinchingly accepted the possibility that his beloved Varsha, now cocooned by his family’s vast wealth, had in her past life been a poor fisherwoman with a troubled family history.



The launch had been sailing for an hour when the stewards served breakfast—simple vegetarian fare of puffy fried luchis, stuffed parathas, dahi and a potato subzi. Everybody agreed that it was uncommonly delicious, either because of the cool breeze that was blowing from the river, or because of the soothing sound of the water rushing by.

As they were finishing their meal, the launch made a wide turn, heading away from the Matla river and entering another waterway. Now slowly the landscape began to change: signs of habitation yielding to ever-denser clusters of mangroves rising upon ramparts of dark mud.

Having never been to the Sundarban before, Shoma had imagined a forest of tall trees with looping vines and dense undergrowth, but what she saw around her now was nothing like the jungles of her imagination. The trees were short and misshapen, with leathery leaves and strange twisted roots that sat upon the mud like giant spider legs: for Shoma this profusion of gnarled, twisted forms was both mesmerizing and menacing.

For Nilima, on the other hand, this was home, and seeing that Shoma was a stranger to the Sundarban, she waxed eloquent, explaining that the name ‘Lusibari’ meant simply ‘Lucy’s House’. One Sir Daniel Hamilton, a wealthy Scottish businessman, had bought up large tracts of the mangrove forest during colonial times with the intention of settling the islands with farmers who would cut down the mangroves and prepare the land for rice cultivation. To that end he had founded several settlements on the islands, naming them after relatives of his—and as a result this part of the Sundarban was now dotted with places that had names like Jameshaat, Emilybari, Lusibari and the like.

Lusibari was the southernmost of the inhabited islands, said Nilima. The forested tracts beyond belonged to the government and were strictly protected in order to preserve the habitat of the royal Bengal tiger. Settlers who strayed into the reserve were apt to be severely punished by the officials of the Forest Department if they got caught.

Of the settled islands, said Nilima, Lusibari was one of the smallest, yet its population still consisted of several thousand people. Some were descendants of early settlers, who had come to the region in the 1920s, and some had come later as Partition refugees. The overwhelming majority of the settlers were Hindu and Muslim Bengalis, most of whom belonged to poor and marginalized castes and communities. But even more marginal than them were small groups of Adivasi forest people of the Munda tribe, from Orissa and Jharkhand, who had moved into the Sundarban in the distant past.

Altogether, Nilima explained, there were around four million people living in the Indian part of the Sundarban.

This took Shoma by surprise because she, like most mainlanders, had imagined the Sundarban to be a jungle that was inhabited largely by dangerous animals. She could not help asking, ‘Are there any tigers around Lusibari?’

‘There are tigers on the island across the river,’ said Nilima with a twinkling smile. ‘But Lusibari itself is mainly just farmland, although tigers do cross the river sometimes to hunt cows and goats.’

‘Do those tigers ever kill people?’

‘Not in Lusibari,’ said Nilima. ‘Most tiger-related deaths happen when foragers go into the forest to collect honey, firewood, palm leaves and things like that.’ She gestured at the women who were seated in the chairs around the dining area. ‘These ladies are all tiger-widows whose husbands died in the jungle. In certain parts of the Sundarban there are entire villages of tiger-widows.’

Nilima broke off now to indicate a vast stretch of water whose far shore was barely visible: it was like an inland sea encircled by a smudged green line in the distance. ‘This is what we call a “panchamukhi mohona”,’ she said, ‘a five-mouthed confluence.’

‘It’s spectacular,’ Monty shouted over his shoulder as he clicked away with his camera, pointing his lens this way and that. ‘I hope Abhay won’t miss all of this.’

As if on cue Abhay appeared too now, his camera at the ready.

Seeing that Varsha was not with him, Shoma stood up and crossed over to his side. ‘Where’s Varsha? Do you want me to sit with her in the cabin?’

‘No need,’ said Abhay. ‘She’s asleep and her ayah’s with her.’ Then lowering his voice, he added, ‘Varsha knows exactly where we’re going. She was able to name every river we’ve been on. I wrote the names down and asked Horen about them. He confirmed that they are correct. He was very surprised—apparently it’s pretty rare even for locals to be able to name all these rivers. It’s such a maze that it’s hard to tell one from the other.’



Looking out of the porthole of her cabin, Varsha turned suddenly to face her father. ‘There it is,’ she said, pointing to a barely visible speck of land on the horizon. ‘That’s Lusibari over there.’

Climbing into her father’s arms, Varsha asked in a shaky voice, ‘Do you think the house is still there, Papa?’ 	

‘It should be, baby. Why wouldn’t it be there?’

‘I don’t know.’

Varsha cast another glance at the island, clinging tightly to her father. ‘You won’t leave me alone, will you, Papa?’

‘Of course not, Varsha beti,’ murmured Abhay. ‘Of course I won’t leave you alone, not for a minute. But what are you afraid of? Tell me.’

Varsha stuck her thumb in her mouth. ‘There are some bad people there, Papa.’

‘Don’t worry, baby, no one can harm you. We’ll all be with you.’

‘You won’t tell anyone who I was, will you, Papa? Not Mashima or anyone else. They mustn’t know.’

‘They won’t know, baby,’ said Abhay in a gentle, soothing voice. ‘I’ll tell you what: we’ll let Mashima and her friends get off the boat first and we won’t step out until they’re gone. That way you won’t cross paths with them at all. How about that?’

Varsha nodded, her pigtails bobbing up and down. ‘Yes, Papa, let’s do it like that.’

‘But are you sure you want to go ashore at all, baby?’ said Abhay. ‘You don’t have to, you know. We could just look at the island from the launch and then return to Canning.’

‘No, Papa, no!’ said Varsha. ‘I want to see the house … and the pond. I want to see if they are as I remember.’



The tide was running high when the launch pulled up to Lusibari. There were no jetties or piers along the shore, only a mud-spit that led up to the flat-topped embankment that encircled the entire island. Had the level of the water been low the passengers would have had to flounder through knee-deep mud to make their way to the top of the embankment, but the water was high enough now that the crew were able to lower a gangplank directly onto the mud-spit. It came to rest at a steep angle with a drop of a couple of metres below.

After taking a look at the bank of mud under the gangplank, Abhay said, ‘Varsha, I’m going to carry you across. I don’t think you’ll be able to make it on your own.’

Varsha said nothing but when Abhay reached down to pick her up, she evaded his hands and scampered sure-footedly over the gangplank, pigtails flying. Then she turned to wave, smiling mischievously. ‘Come on. Why are you waiting? Are you scared of falling?’

Just how much practice it took to be able to run so easily over a narrow length of wood became evident to Shoma when she gingerly stepped on the gangplank: a mere glimpse of the mud bank below set her head spinning and she quickly retreated to the safety of the deck. It took two crewmen to help her climb down the gangplank, which she did by inching forward sideways while holding on to their hands. As for Bhola’r-ma, she flatly refused to leave the launch.

From the top of the embankment Shoma could see that the settlement of Lusibari was just below, and that it consisted of nothing more than a cluster of thatched mud-brick dwellings and an open-air bazaar. The only pucca cemented building was the school, which, along with its playground, occupied the centre of the settlement.

Pointing at the school, Varsha said, ‘See? Didn’t I tell you? That’s where the children go to study.’

‘Would you like to go there to take a look?’ said Shoma.

‘No. I want to go to my old house,’ said Varsha, pointing along the embankment, which curved away into the distance. ‘It used to be in that direction.’

The path that topped the embankment was broad enough for two people to walk side by side. Varsha led the way, holding on to her father’s hand, while Shoma and Monty brought up the rear. They had only gone a few paces when they were stopped by a shout. It was the guide, Horen Naskar.

‘Do you want me to come with you?’ he asked.

‘No, that’s all right,’ said Shoma. ‘We aren’t going far.’

‘Be very careful,’ said Horen. ‘There’s a breach in the bandh up ahead. Watch out for it, or you could get swept away.’



The interior of the island looked much like any stretch of farmland in Bengal: clay-coloured thatched dwellings scattered among rice fields and freshwater ponds with here and there a tree or a coconut palm. On the island across the river, by contrast, there was no trace of habitation at all—only a solid wall of tangled greenery, stretching away into the distance. With the tide running high, the island was mostly submerged and the mangroves seemed to be floating on the river, their trunks barely visible.

It was evident at a glance that if not for the embankment, the island of Lusibari too would have been submerged at high tide since its fields were well below water level. Taking in her surroundings, Shoma realized that it was the island’s raised rim that kept it dry. It frightened her to look from the river to the fields: the man-made bank of clay that separated the two elements seemed very fragile, and it was easy to see how a breach in the embankment might result in a disastrous inundation.

To Varsha neither the rice fields nor the forests across the river appeared to be of any interest: she was single-mindedly focused on walking towards her destination, her excitement mounting with every step. Abhay had to interrupt his picture-taking every now and again to tug at her hand and slow her down.

‘Where is the house, Varsha beti?’ said Abhay. ‘Can you point it out?’

‘You can’t see it from here,’ said Varsha. ‘It’s just around that corner.’

But on turning the corner Abhay and Varsha were brought to an abrupt halt: directly ahead of them a thin sheet of water was cascading over the embankment, flooding the land below.

Varsha clapped a hand over her mouth as she stood staring at the lagoon-like pond that had collected at the foot of the embankment. Then she let out a cry, tugging at her father’s hand. ‘It’s gone! It’s all gone!’

Abhay immediately stopped clicking pictures and picked her up.

Placing her head on his shoulder, Varsha began to sob piteously. ‘It’s all gone, Papa! All of it.’

‘What’s gone, Varsha baby?’

‘The house, the pond, everything. They’re all flooded.’

‘That’s very sad, baby,’ said Abhay, stroking her back. ‘But at least you’ve seen the place for yourself, just as you wanted. Now you can put it out of your mind.’

Shoma was moved to see that Abhay’s own eyes had filled with tears as he consoled his daughter: it occurred to her that only he, perhaps, fully understood the complexity of Varsha’s feelings at this moment.

With Varsha sobbing on his shoulder, Abhay whispered to Shoma, ‘I think I’d better take her back to the launch. She’s really upset. This whole thing has been a big strain on her; she needs to get some sleep.’

‘I agree,’ said Shoma. ‘And now that she’s seen the place, maybe she’ll be able to get over those memories of hers.’

‘Let’s hope so,’ said Abhay. ‘But do you think she was remembering the right place? I couldn’t see any trace of a house over there.’

‘Nor could I,’ said Shoma. ‘But it was a mud house so it could just have melted into the flood.’

‘Maybe,’ said Abhay. ‘I must admit, though, that I’m a bit disappointed that we haven’t been able to find out if there really was someone called Isha who lived here with a mother called Jhorna and a father called Binu.’

Shoma nodded. ‘You’re right. It would be a pity to leave Lusibari without learning a little more. Maybe I should go and talk to Mashima? She might be able to tell me something, and perhaps Horen too?’

‘Yes, I think that’s a good idea,’ said Abhay. ‘But please be careful and do it in a roundabout way, without mentioning Varsha.’

‘Of course.’

‘All right then. We’ll see you back at the launch. I hope you’ll have the whole story for us then.’







Twenty-One


Piya called me when it was very early in the morning in Brooklyn.

‘Listen, Dinu, I have some news about that tropical depression. It’s gone through a phase of incredibly rapid intensification, as has been happening more and more often nowadays. It’s now a full-fledged tropical storm; they’re calling it Amphan. They’re not sure of the track yet but it seems to be moving northwards, on a trajectory that looks set to hit Bengal. Your aunt was right after all.’

‘You’d better warn Tipu.’

‘I’ve already talked to him. He and Rafi are going to close the trust’s office and start helping with the evacuation of Lusibari.’

‘Is it going to be that bad?’

‘As I said, Amphan’s already gone through a phase of very rapid intensification, and it’s still strengthening.’ 	

‘I won’t hear from Tipu for a while, I suppose?’

‘No, he’s going to be pretty busy.’



I wasted no time in calling Shoma and to my great relief she got on the phone without a fuss.

‘You were right,’ I said. ‘There’s a big storm coming towards Calcutta. It’s called Amphan.’

‘Yes, I know,’ she said. ‘I told Sumita and Dev yesterday that it was coming.’

‘So you did. But how did you know?’

There was a pause. ‘I saw it—it was like a picture that floated up in front of my eyes. I just knew it was coming.’

‘Have you always seen these pictures?’

‘No, never. They only started coming to me after I went away … After my heart attack, I mean. But I see them often now. And the visitors too.’

‘What visitors?’

‘Monty. Your parents. And sometimes there’s your friend Cinta.’

‘Her too?’

‘Yes. She visits me quite often.’ Shoma made a sound that was somewhere between a wheeze and a laugh. ‘Did you know that Cinta also spends a lot of time with you? She tells me what you’ve been doing.’

I began to laugh. ‘Oh, come on, Shoma! Is she with me now?’

‘No, she’s with me. And she’s trying to tell me something. Wait.’

A minute went by before I heard her voice again. ‘Cinta says she helped Tipu find my article on disaster premonitions, and she wants you to know that she had one too. Many years ago she had a nightmare in which she saw a great wave of water tearing down from the mountains near Venice, drowning entire villages in a matter of minutes. She tried to warn people, but no one would listen. And then it happened.’

‘When was this?’

‘Wait.’ She paused, as if she were asking someone a question. And then: ‘In 1963. Look it up.’

I had barely typed in ‘1963 – Veneto – disaster’ when the internet provided the answer: ‘Vajont’.

On 9 October 1963, in Vajont, in the Dolomites in Italy, an entire hillside had crashed into the reservoir below that was held in by a massive dam, one of the tallest in the world. The dam had held, but the rocks and debris displaced fifty million cubic metres of water, which leapt over the top and poured into the Piave Valley in a giant tsunami-like wave, flooding several towns and villages and causing some two thousand deaths. The corporation in charge of the dam had been warned repeatedly that the mountainside was geologically unstable but had chosen to ignore or conceal the reports.



Over the next two days, taking full advantage of the superheated surface of the Bay of Bengal, Amphan changed its original eyewall and replaced it with a bigger and stronger one, which allowed it to continue to intensify until it became a super cyclone, the most powerful storm ever recorded in the Bay of Bengal, with wind speeds exceeding those of the great cyclone of 1970. At the same time, Amphan also steadied itself, settling on a track that seemed to be aimed directly at Calcutta.

With every update on the cyclone I became more and more frantic. Every morning I would call Sumita and Romy to check on the preparations at Tavoy. Had they stocked enough food and water? Did they have enough rope and duct tape to secure the doors and windows? Was the generator functioning properly? The house would almost certainly lose power, so Shoma would need the generator to keep her BiPap machine and oxygen concentrator going.

Romy told me not to worry. Everything was under control, he said, and the most important thing was that Shoma was holding up very well.

This was, if anything, an understatement.

In marked contrast to myself, Shoma seemed to be growing increasingly lighthearted as the storm approached. I called her a few hours before Amphan was scheduled to make landfall, and she seemed almost joyful. ‘You shouldn’t worry so much, Dinu. Nothing bad will happen to me.’

‘You don’t know that,’ I said. ‘Superstorms like this one are giant engines of destruction. If the eye passes directly over Calcutta, there could be a sudden drop in air pressure, which might interfere with your breathing.’

She chuckled wheezily. ‘Don’t be afraid, Dinu. I’m not. Whatever happens, I know my visitors will help me through. And as for myself, I’m ready. My affairs are all in order. I’ve left Tavoy to Dev and his family and I know they’ll take good care of the house. Promise me that if anyone from our family tries to contest my will, you’ll testify on Dev’s behalf.’

‘Of course I will, but, Shoma—’

‘I’ve left a present for you too. Be sure to ask Dev about it.’

I found myself choking up. ‘Shoma, why are you talking like this? It’s still too early for you to go.’

‘No, it’s not, Dinu. It’s time for you to let go of me. It’s wrong to hold someone back against their will.’

I began to sob into the phone, so she fell silent for a minute. And then she said, ‘Dinu, do you still think of Durga a lot?’

‘Yes.’

‘And you’ve not met anyone else since then?’

‘I’ve had relationships, yes, but none that lasted.’

‘That doesn’t mean you should stop trying.’

‘I haven’t.’

‘Dinu, there’s something I should tell you. I’ve been thinking about it for a long time.’

‘Go on.’

‘You remember U May Oung, the Burmese Sayadaw?’

‘The astrologer? Yes, I remember him.’

‘Dev had a lot of faith in the Sayadaw, as you know, and many years ago, when you were fifteen or sixteen, he got him to cast your horoscope.’

‘What?’ I was so startled that the phone nearly fell out of my hand. ‘Why would Dev do something like that?’

‘Because you are his friend, and he wanted it to be a nice surprise, a gift.’

‘Since he never told me about it, I’m guessing the surprise wasn’t particularly nice?’

‘You’re partly right,’ said Shoma with a sigh. ‘That’s the reason we never told you. The Sayadaw’s reading was kind of sad. Not entirely, but a little.’

‘Well, you’d better tell me now.’

‘He said that as a young man you would suffer a terrible bereavement and it would leave you heartbroken for a long time.’

‘Well, he certainly got that right, didn’t he? What else?’

‘He said that you would forge many deep and meaningful friendships with women who had also been bereaved, and that you would end up with one of them at a time when you’d have almost given up hope.’

‘Then I guess all is not lost. I do have something to look forward to after all?’

‘You most certainly do. You have everything to look forward to. Never forget that.’

I knew then that this was the last time I would speak to Shoma: it was as if she had communicated a premonition to me. My throat tightened and tears began to flow from my eyes.

‘Dinu?’

‘I’m here,’ I managed to say in a strangled voice.

‘Dinu, listen. Whatever happens, you mustn’t worry. I’ll be with you, always. You must remember that. I’ve done everything I needed to do in this world. The only thing I worry about now is Eartha.’

‘Who’s that?’

‘She’s a crow that I’ve adopted. She often visits me at sunset when I’m on the veranda and I give her some bread. Who’s going to feed her when I’m gone?’

‘I’m sure Dev will take care of her.’

‘All right then, Dinu.’

‘Wait, wait—’

But Shoma had already handed the phone over to Sumita, who began to say something, but I was in no state to talk, so I hung up. 



Amphan made landfall when it was late at night in Brooklyn. I couldn’t sleep, and neither could Piya, so we kept each other company over the phone, following the cyclone’s progress as it carved a trail of devastation through the Sundarban.

‘I can’t bear to think of what it’s like down there now,’ she said. ‘This one is even more powerful than the one I was in twenty years ago.’

Piya drifted off to sleep when it was 3 a.m. in Brooklyn, just as the storm was approaching Calcutta. I called Sumita, knowing that it might be the last time I’d be able to get through to her before the storm passed. When she picked up I could hear the roaring of the storm over the line. She had never seen winds like these, Sumita said; the sound was terrifying. But strangely, Shoma was sleeping peacefully, completely oblivious to the noise and the shaking of the house.

An hour later I tried to call again but couldn’t get through. I dozed for a while and woke to find that the sun was up and it was a beautiful day in Brooklyn. I tried to call Calcutta again but the line was still down so I decided to take a walk in the park. I was almost out the door when a thought struck me and I went back inside and stuffed a couple of slices of bread into my pockets—to feed the birds, as Shoma might have done.

After walking for a while I began to look for an empty bench, but that proved surprisingly difficult, because the rules of social distancing dictated that benches which could otherwise have seated four or five people were now permitted to accommodate only one or two. After some time I did find a bench that was unoccupied but it had a magazine lying open on it, suggesting that the reader might soon be returning. So I hovered around for a bit, and when nobody showed up, I sat down and cast a cursory glance at the magazine.

Staring up at me from the open page was the title: ‘The Psychiatrist Who Believed People Could Tell the Future’ by Sam Knight.

Although I knew it was dangerous in this time of contagion to touch anything of unknown provenance, I couldn’t stop myself from picking up the magazine.

Sure enough the article was about John Barker and the premonitions column of the London Evening Standard.



As I was sitting there, mulling over the article, a crow appeared in front of me and looked me directly in the eye as if to remind me of the bread that I had stuffed into my pocket.

Tearing the slices of bread into pieces, I tossed them to the crow, who devoured them hungrily before looking me in the eye again. I made a gesture to show that I had already given it all the bread I had brought with me. But the crow continued to stare at me. Then, to my astonishment, it leapt up on to the bench and pecked at my pocket. I jumped up in shock and reached into my pocket—and that was when I realized that I had left my phone at home.

I went hurrying back and ran into Amanda near the entrance of our brownstone. She looked surprised to see me.

‘Dean!’ she said through her mask, standing a safe distance away. ‘Were you out for a walk?’

‘Yes, I was in the park.’

‘That’s strange,’ she said. ‘I thought you had just buzzed in a visitor.’

‘No,’ I said stupidly. ‘I couldn’t have because I wasn’t at home. Why, did you see someone?’

‘Yes. As I was coming out I caught a glimpse of a woman in a sari going up the stairs.’

‘Oh? I’d better hurry then.’

I ran up the stairs and stopped at the door of my apartment: there was nobody in sight and above me there was only the roof.

I went into my study and found my phone lying on my desk: there were several missed calls from Romy. I called him back and to my surprise we were able to connect.

‘Dinu? I’m sorry to have to tell you this, but we’ve lost her.’

I slumped into my chair. ‘When did it happen?’

‘About an hour ago, when the cyclone was over the city. I would have called earlier, but the phones weren’t working. Sumita and Dev and I were with her till the end. She went peacefully, without waking from her sleep, and with a smile on her lips.’

‘It was what she wanted—a good death.’

‘Don’t worry about anything, Dinu,’ said Romy. ‘Dev and I will see to it that everything is taken care of.’

At the end of the call, I looked out of the window and suddenly, inexplicably, everything I could see—the leaves on the ginkgo tree in a neighbour’s backyard, the squirrels on the telephone cables, the mourning doves perched on the windowsills, even the steel girders on a skyscraper ten blocks away—seemed luminous and alive in a way that I had never before noticed, so much so that they even seemed to return my gaze.







Twenty-Two


For the first two hours of the journey from Lusibari back to Canning, Shoma closeted herself in a cabin with a notebook and wrote without a break. By the time she emerged, Varsha was fast asleep, and Monty and Abhay were sitting under the canopy of the front deck, sipping beers.

‘So, Dr Bose,’ said Abhay, ‘are you ready to tell us the whole story now?’

‘I think so,’ said Shoma. ‘But it might be best if I just read my notes out loud, although they are still in a very rough form.’

‘Yes, please do that. I can’t wait.’


5 October 1969

I was taken to Mashima’s house in Lusibari by Horen and on the way I asked him a few questions about the breach in the embankment.

He told me that it had happened about three and a half years ago during a cyclone. That part of the bandh had crumbled, causing massive flooding. Ten acres of land had disappeared under saltwater. The islanders had managed to repair most of the bandh, but every now and then, when the tide is unusually high, the river still flows over the top. Every year they rebuild that section of the bandh, hoping for the best, but the area continues to flood again and again. There seems to be nothing they can do about it.

I asked Horen whether there was a dwelling there before the flood, and he said yes, there was a bhite basha, a thatched hut, where a widow lived with her seventeen-year-old daughter. There was a pond behind their house as well as a katha of land where they planted rice.

What were their names, I asked him, and he said the mother’s name was Jhorna and the daughter’s was Isha. I asked him whether he had known Isha and he said yes, but he became somewhat shy and reticent so I thought it best not to press him. But I did ask what had happened to the two women, and he said they had both died about four years ago, a few months before that stretch of land was inundated. When I asked him how they had died, he again became reticent and said that I should ask Mashima, and that she would be able to tell me all about it.

On reaching Mashima’s house we found that she was busy with a women’s meeting so I was not able to talk to her. But this turned out to be a stroke of luck because I ran into her husband, Nirmal Bose, instead: he is a schoolteacher and very well informed about everything that happens on the island. It took very little prodding for the story to come tumbling out of him.

Nirmal confirmed that a girl called Isha had lived in a mud house at that spot. Her family was very poor, but they were also unusual in many ways. Her parents were from the most marginal of the communities of this region, he said. The father, Benoy Mondal, was a Bengali shapure, reputed to be the best snake-catcher in this part of the Sundarban, and he was also the only remaining fisherman who knew how to tame and train otters so that they would drive fish into his nets. Benoy Mondal was also a devout follower of Manasa Devi, and there was an old stone protima of the goddess in their house, which they would bring out for the pujas that they regularly conducted—the family would feed all the devotees who attended with fish from their own pond.

Isha’s mother, Jhorna, was from the Munda Adivasi community and was said to be one of the few women who knew all the mantras needed to keep foragers safe in the jungle. Her knowledge of the forests and rivers was said to be unmatched. Nirmal told me that an ichthyologist of his acquaintance had once interviewed Jhorna while conducting research in the area and had found the depth of her knowledge to be astonishing: she was apparently able to identify and differentiate between hundreds of different species and subspecies of fish that lived in those waters. She even had a good understanding of the anatomy and behaviour of crustaceans and molluscs.

Isha too was unusually gifted: from a young age it was she who did the cooking for the family and for their regular Manasa pujas. Even though she was only a teenager she became so well known for her skills that people would pay her to cook for pujas and weddings. Sometimes she and her mother would earn extra money by cooking for tourists on bhotbhotis.

But the family ran into trouble some years ago after the cultivation of tiger prawns was introduced to the island by development experts who promoted this kind of aquaculture as an income-generating measure. Investing in prawn cultivation, however, requires a certain amount of capital, so the people who actually benefited tended to be those who had money to begin with.

One person who grew rich from prawn cultivation was a politically connected gangster known as Chhoto Sardar, who was always looking to expand his operations. Since his own land adjoined Benoy Mondal’s, he tried very hard to persuade Benoy to sell his property to him, and even offered him good money. But the shapure flatly refused, saying that the site was sacred to Manasa Devi, and that filling the freshwater pond with saltwater for prawn cultivation would destroy everything around it. Chhoto Sardar took to threatening Benoy Mondal but the latter remained unmoved. Then one day, a squad of guards from the Forest Department came and arrested the shapure on the grounds of being a poacher and illegally capturing snakes. He was carted off to jail.

Soon after Benoy Mondal’s arrest, Isha and Jhorna went to see Nilima and Nirmal. Jhorna told them that Chhoto Sardar had bribed the forest guards, and that Benoy Mondal would be killed if they did not intervene. But there was nothing that either Nilima or Nirmal could do, for the Forest Department was a kingdom of its own and they had no influence there. This was a bitter disappointment to Isha and Jhorna and they never forgave Nirmal and Nilima for not helping them.

What happened after that is unclear but it’s generally believed that Benoy Mondal continued to refuse to part with his land even after being imprisoned and it is likely that Chhoto Sardar had him murdered because of that. In any event Benoy Mondal never returned to Lusibari, and his body was never found.

Chhoto Sardar probably believed that with Benoy Mondal out of the way, his wife and daughter would have no option but to give in to his demands. But the two women also adamantly refused to sell despite a great deal of pressure, including threats of rape and murder. They managed to hold out for a while but around four years ago the gangsters acted on their threats: Jhorna and Isha were brutally attacked inside their house. Jhorna was knifed to death and Isha was stripped naked and pinned to the ground, for what purpose we can readily imagine.

But then something extraordinary happened.

Somewhere near their house, as is commonly the case with sites associated with Manasa Devi, there lived a king cobra which had never been known to harm anyone. This serpent now appeared and tried to frighten away the attackers and even managed to bite a couple of them. But the men were too many and they were armed with scythes and das and country-made pistols, and the snake soon suffered a mortal wound itself. But with its last breath, just before it died, the cobra bit Isha near her heart as she lay on the ground, killing her instantly. The belief among people on the island is that the snake had been sent by the goddess herself to save Isha from being violated. If she had lived, Isha would almost certainly have been sold to traffickers, as often happens with women in the Sundarban.

With Jhorna and Isha out of the way, Chhoto Sardar was able to acquire Benoy Mondal’s house and the pond behind it. Such was his influence that he did not have to face any consequences for the murders. But he was never able to use Benoy Mondal’s property as he had planned. A few months after the murders a cyclone caused a breach in the embankment, sweeping away the house and flooding the pond. Since then no one has been able to completely repair that part of the embankment—the breach opens up again after every storm, so every time they try to seed the pond with fry, a flood comes and sweeps the prawns away. This too, people say, is the goddess’s doing (though scientists contend that it is due to the underlying geological structure of that part of the island).

Nor did Chhoto Sardar enjoy his wealth for long: one day, while in an inebriated state, he fell into one of his own ponds and drowned.

It is to be noted that this story is completely consistent with everything that Varsha has told us about her past life, and it even explains the odd location of her birthmarks. The only discrepancy is with the father’s name, but it is quite possible that Benoy Mondal was known to his close friends and associates as ‘Binu’. It is also noteworthy that a comparison of the dates shows that Isha’s death preceded Varsha’s birth by seven months. This is a common spacing between death and rebirth in ‘cases of the reincarnation type’, although gaps of several years have also been recorded.





A week later, Abhay sent a driver over with a large leather portfolio case and a note: ‘Some pictures to thank you both for organizing our trip to Lusibari.’ Inside were some two dozen large-format black-and-white photographs of the Sundarban.

After looking through the pictures, Monty said, ‘They’re stunning! I think Abhay’s developed them himself; you can’t get that kind of quality from a commercial studio. He must have a darkroom at home.’

‘You should develop some of your own pictures from the trip,’ said Shoma. ‘And maybe we could send him a return gift?’

‘Good idea,’ said Monty, ‘although I don’t know that I can match his work. But I guess I won’t know until I try.’



The next morning, Shoma was in her study with a client when there was a sudden furious drumbeat of knocks on her door.

‘Shoma! It’s urgent.’

The voice was Monty’s; Shoma knew that her husband would never dream of interrupting her when she was with a client unless it was a matter of pressing importance. Excusing herself, she opened the door.

Monty was standing outside, looking shaken and wild-eyed. Shoma put a hand on his arm: ‘What is it, Monty, tell me?’

Pursing his lips, Monty led her to their bedroom and shut the door. In a hoarse whisper, he said, ‘I just got a phone call. Abhay Gupta is dead.’

‘What!’ Shoma’s hand flew to her mouth. ‘That’s impossible. I don’t believe it. We were with him in the Sundarban just the other day.’

‘I know. I can’t believe it either.’

‘What happened?’

‘Abhay was coming back from Kharagpur and he stopped at one of their factories, not knowing that there was a hartal going on there. When the strikers tried to gherao his car, he swerved to avoid them and was hit by a truck. He died instantly.’

Shoma’s mind went blank. All she could think of to say was: ‘I suppose he was driving himself?’

Monty nodded. ‘Yes. He liked to do that.’

‘Are you sure about this?’

‘It’s been confirmed.’

Shoma glanced at her watch. ‘My client is waiting. I’d better go back to her.’

‘Are you going to carry on with your session?’

Shoma shook her head. ‘No, of course not.’

Her head reeling, she went back to her study and explained to her client that she needed to end the session early because she had just received word of the death of a friend. Then she sat in the empty room, staring out of the window, unaware of the passage of time until Husna came by to tell her that lunch had been served.

Compelled by habit, Shoma went to the dining room and found Monty staring at an empty plate. ‘I don’t think I can eat anything,’ he said, pushing the plate away.

‘Nor can I,’ said Shoma, but she sat down at her usual place anyway. ‘Is there going to be a funeral or something?’

‘Not in Calcutta,’ said Monty. ‘The cremation is going to be in the Guptas’ ancestral village near Jodhpur. The whole family is flying there with the body. They’ve chartered a plane.’

‘So there’ll be no ceremony? Nothing?’

‘Not here at any rate,’ said Monty. ‘I suppose they’ll perform their rituals somewhere in Rajasthan.’

Shoma could feel tears welling up in her eyes. ‘It’s difficult not to have any closure.’

‘It is,’ said Monty. ‘But you can’t blame the Guptas for wanting to get away. They feel they’re under attack here—and they are in a way.’

Shoma wiped her eyes with the end of her sari. ‘It’s so strange—until a couple of weeks ago Abhay Gupta was just a passing acquaintance, like a hundred other people at the club. But then, all of a sudden, he and Varsha took over our lives.’

‘I know,’ said Monty. ‘I hardly knew Abhay until this business with Varsha—we just played tennis or were part of the crowd around the bar.’

Shoma rubbed her eyes. ‘I’d like to remember him as he was that day when we went to Lusibari. He seemed truly happy, taking pictures and just being with Varsha. I’m sure you took some pictures of them together, didn’t you?’

They were both silent for a while, lost in their grief. Then, struck by a thought, Shoma turned urgently to Monty. ‘Do you think I’ll ever see Varsha again?’

‘I doubt it,’ said Monty. ‘I can’t imagine that Dipika will ever come back to Calcutta. She never liked it here anyway. I think she’ll go back to Ahmedabad with the children.’

‘Do you think you could get me Dipika’s address in Ahmedabad? I think I should at least write her a letter of condolence. It’ll give me some kind of closure.’



A year and a half went by before Shoma received an answer to her letter of condolence. It was a brief and conventional note of thanks written by Dipika. The only thing of interest in it was the postscript, which was longer than the note itself: ‘P.S.: Dr Bose, please be informed that since the day of her father’s death, Varsha has never again mentioned the matter on which we consulted you. Nor has she ever asked for any Bengali foods. It would seem that the shock was enough to cure her of her illness. She is now in kindergarten and doing well.’

It was clear from Dipika’s tone that she wanted to forget that part of Varsha’s childhood, and everybody associated with it, so Shoma never wrote to her again. Nor did she ever hear from her.

But some months later Shoma happened to run into Bhola’r-ma on the street. ‘What are you doing here?’ she asked in surprise. ‘Didn’t Dipika take you away with the family?’

‘No, didi,’ said Bhola’r-ma. ‘They let me go the day after Abhay-ji died, when they flew off to Rajasthan.’

‘Oh? What are you doing now?’

‘Working for another Marwari family.’

‘Good, I’m glad you found another job,’ said Shoma. She was about to walk away when Bhola’r-ma tugged at her elbow. ‘Didi, can I tell you something?’

‘Yes, of course.’

‘You know, didi, the day Abhay-ji died…? Varsha was in a terrible state that morning, weeping and screaming: “Tell Papa not to come back today! Tell him not to get in the car! Call him! Call him!” She made so much noise that in the end Dipika-ji locked us in a room and wouldn’t let us come out.’

‘Did Dipika call Abhay?’

Bhola’r-ma shook her head. ‘No, didi. What would she have said?’

‘And how did Varsha react to the news of her father’s death? Did they tell her?’

‘No, didi. No one told her but she knew anyway, and then she had a kind of seizure. She flung herself on to her bed with her head thrown back. Her eyes were wide open … You could only see the whites, and her mouth began to foam. It was like she was having an epileptic fit. Fortunately I knew what to do: I put the handle of a toothbrush in her mouth so that she wouldn’t bite her tongue.’

‘Had she ever had a fit like that before?’

‘No, didi. It was the first time.’ 	



The last note in Varsha’s case file was dated March 1987. It was handwritten by Shoma on a page stamped with the logo of the India International Centre in New Delhi, where she often stayed when she was attending conferences and seminars.


At the conference yesterday Dr Lohia talked about a patient of his, a twenty-one-year-old woman from a wealthy family who had been suffering from schizophrenia for many years. Her condition dated back to her childhood and the shock of her father’s death in a car accident, for which she had never ceased to blame herself. An extremely intelligent and capable person, this woman had of her own volition sought electroshock treatment to control what she described as blindingly powerful visions.

Dr Lohia’s practice is based in Ahmedabad, and I feel fairly sure that this patient was none other than Varsha.









Twenty-Three


On the day of Shoma’s cremation Calcutta was still reeling from Cyclone Amphan. One of Dev’s sons livestreamed the proceedings, including the journey in a hearse from Tavoy to the Keoratola crematorium, which allowed me to catch glimpses of the devastation the storm had wrought: entire neighbourhoods had been flooded and every road was littered with toppled trees and fallen branches.

Next morning Dev put through a video call to me and for a minute or two we simply stared at each other with brimming eyes. When I began to thank him for everything he and his family had done for Shoma, he brushed me off. ‘What else could I have done? She was like a mother to me.’

‘And you were like a son to her, Dev-bhai. She was lucky to have you and your family there to look after her.’

‘She looked after us too, didn’t she? And you should know that she was thinking of you till the very end, Dinu. One of the last things she talked about was the bequest she left for you.’

‘Ah yes, she mentioned that when we last spoke. But she didn’t say what it was.’

‘Come, I’ll show you.’

Dev turned his phone around and his face disappeared from the screen as he started to walk down a corridor. When he came to a halt, I realized that I was looking at the door of Shoma’s study: it was closed and there was a big brass lock hanging from its old-fashioned latch.

‘Shoma-didi has left everything in her study to you, Dinu. She said you can take whatever you want when you come here next.’

I must admit that this did not come entirely as a surprise; Shoma must have known that her books and papers would be of more interest to me than to anyone else.

‘Dev-bhai,’ I said, ‘could you open the door and show me what’s inside?’

‘No, Dinu,’ said Dev firmly. ‘Shoma-didi said the door has to stay locked until you come back. She said it was not to be opened for any reason other than the occasional dusting.’

Then he pointed to an envelope that was wedged behind the door latch. ‘She also left this letter for you, Dinu. It was the last thing she wrote.’

With a sigh of resignation, I asked Dev to take the letter out of the envelope and send me a scan. A few minutes later I found myself looking at a short letter written in a wavering hand:


My dearest Dinu,

I am leaving you the entire contents of my study and library; I know no one will value them as much as you. By the time you get this letter I will have been relieved of my oath of confidentiality, having already left your world, so you can make whatever use you wish of my papers and case files—my one request is that nothing be placed, under any circumstances, on the net.

As for the case you were asking about, it should not be hard to find. You will need to look for a folder labelled ‘Case file J, 1969’.

The file has haunted me for more than fifty years. I hope you can make good use of it.

With all my love,

Your aunt, Shoma





Three days later Tipu called.

‘Hey there, Pops. I was really sorry to hear about your aunt.’

‘I appreciate that, Tipu, but really, there’s no need to be sorry. Shoma felt that the time was right for her.’

‘But still. Must’a been tough on you, Pops, not being there with her.’

‘Yes, that was the hardest part. But Dev and his family were with her at the end so she went as she would have wanted.’

‘Good to know.’

‘And what about you, Tipu? How did you fare during Amphan?’

‘It was real scary, Pops. I’ve been through many storms but never one like this. The good thing was that the evacuation worked. The death toll wasn’t very high considering how heavily populated this region is. But millions of people are destitute now—homes swept away and lands flooded with saltwater. It could be years before they can go back to growing crops again—unless we can find some way of speeding up the process.’

‘And how do you plan to do that?’

He grinned. ‘By finding out who it was that brought your aunt to the Sundarban and why.’

‘Really, Tipu? That’s your key to the restoration of the Sundarban? Finding out who my aunt was treating fifty years ago?’

‘Believe it or not, Pops, that could be the key.’

‘Well then, Tipu, you’ll be interested to know that Shoma has left me the entire contents of her study, including her file on that case.’

‘What!’ Tipu’s voice rose to a screech. ‘Why didn’t you say so already, Pops? So who was Case J? Do you have a name yet?’

‘No, I don’t. And I won’t find out until this pandemic is over and I’m able to come to Calcutta. My aunt left strict instructions that the study was to remain under lock and key until I’m there in person—she didn’t want anything to fall into the wrong hands.’

‘But, Pops!’ Tipu wailed. ‘We don’t know how long this pandemic is going to last. Couldn’t you ask Dev to let me into the study? Maybe I could find the file?’

‘Impossible. Dev would never do it.’

‘Geez, Pops,’ said Tipu dejectedly. ‘So d’you have any idea when you’ll be able to come?’

‘That’s easy to answer: I’ll come when there’s a vaccine and the airlines are flying again.’

‘That could be quite soon, Pops, maybe only a few months from now. You’ll need to get on a plane as soon as the skies open up.’

‘I might do that, Tipu,’ I said. ‘But only if you can convince me that it’s necessary.’

‘What do you mean, Pops?’

‘Tipu,’ I said quietly. ‘I’ve been very patient with you so far; I’ve been sending you pages and pages about my aunt and everyone around her. But it’s your turn now. If you want any more information out of me, you’re going to have to tell me exactly what’s going on and why you’re so interested in Case J.’



‘Okay, Pops, since you’re trippin’ on me, I’ll spill the tea. Look, like you know, Rafi and I were all up in the activist life for a couple of years. I don’t need to tell you how the animals are dying out, insects are disappearing, the planet’s getting hotter and all that shit ’cause you know it all anyway. For us the question was: What could kids like us do to make a change? All we could think of back then was hitting the streets, joinin’ protests, going to meetings about the climate … You name it, we did it, and I don’t regret any of it. But after a while it became clear to us that none of it was making a dent. And it wasn’t because people didn’t know that the world is going down in flames. Nah, it’s because the people in charge already know everything you and I know, and more. But they have their own game plan for dealing with the mess and it’s nothin’ like you and I might think.’

‘What’s their plan then?’

‘We got our first li’l hint of this when we hit up a climate summit in a country that’s pushin’ fossil fuels like it’s goin’ outta style. But after we’d hauled our asses all the way there, we found that us activists wouldn’t be allowed within a mile of the fuckin’ venue. So there we were, standin’ under the hot sun, miles from anywhere, while a bunch of billionaires jetted in and went straight into meetings where they talked up a storm about how they were gonna save the world.

‘So we did a li’l bit of diggin’ and soon found out that these same fuckin’ billionaires are also busy building themselves doomsday bunkers on remote islands—little castles that are stocked with so much food, water, medicine and other stuff that they can hole up in them for years and years. That’s how we began to figure out what’s going on in their heads: they know the world is headin’ towards some kind of catastrophe—maybe another pandemic, or a massive AI malfunction, or runaway nanobots or some shit like that. They don’t care what causes the Apocalypse as long as the outcome is the same: chaos around the world, billions dying, billions more killing each other—and all of it leading to a massive collapse in the global population.’

‘You mean a mega-death event?’

‘That’s right, Pops. They call it a “Malthusian correction” and it’s their wet dream; they think getting rid of the world’s surplus population will help make things right again: some of them even talk about it as the “Great Cleansing”. Meanwhile they’ll be sittin’ pretty, hunkered down in their billionaire bunkers, doin’ nothin’ but waitin’ until all the trash has been swept away, and they can come out and take over again.

‘But here’s the deal, Pops: Who do they think will be doin’ the dying? Who do they want dead? Who’s the surplus population? No secret there. The people they want dead are Rafi and me, and others like us. They’re basically waitin’ for a bunch of poor black and brown folks to die so they can go on livin’ like they do with their fancy toys in their big houses. And it ain’t just the billionaires, Pops. Most rich people think that way ’cause they believe it’s the poor who’ll get screwed, not them. And that’s true also of rich, upper-caste folks here in India—they’ve always thought of us Dalits and tribals as disposable meat. There’s nothing they’d like better than to see us gone.

‘So after I figured this out I got into some history and shit and realized that what’s goin’ on is not a problem that’s gonna be solved with high-tech fixes. What’s goin’ on here is a fuckin’ war—a war of extermination like those that white settlers fought against native peoples in America and Australia. In plain English, they want to eliminate us by weaponizing the environment, just as they did back then.

‘Now here’s the big question, Pops. What do you do when you discover that you’re at the receivin’ end of a war of extermination? No mystery here. You gotta figure out a way to screw up their big plan. And how do you do that? Easy-peasy, you survive—and help others in your community survive as well. And what’s the best way to do that? Seems to me that you’ve gotta be in a place you know well, and if that place knows you too, it’ll help you. I mean, isn’t that what forests and deserts and oceans have always done? Haven’t they always taught people who were willing to learn how to survive even when the going got rough?

‘Many of my activist friends get all this, but there’s nothin’ they can do about it ’cause they’re city kids who’ve been to college and have fancy degrees. They know a lot about science and stuff, but they don’t really know any place well. But me and Rafi, we’re not like them—we grew up here in the Sundarban, we know this land and its rivers. Over in the West, guys like us can’t be of much help, but over here there’s a lot we can do for people, especially because we have some other resources as well.’

I chuckled inadvertently. ‘So you’ve got other resources, have you, Tipu? Pray tell me what they are.’

Tipu flashed me one of his feral, sharp-toothed grins. ‘We’ve got people like me, Pops. Ghost-eyes. You know what Native Americans say about us? They say ghost-eyes can see two worlds: One of them is the ordinary one that everyone can see. But the other one—that’s just for us ghost-eyes.’

‘Come on, Tipu,’ I said, laughing. ‘Are you telling me you have some kind of shamanic viewing ability?’

‘Not really, Pops, because I can’t control it the way other ghost-eyes can. But I gotta tell you, ever since I got bitten by that snake in the Manasa temple, I … I don’t know how to explain it, but I have these flashes where I see things and hear things. As I said, I can’t control it ’cause I’ve never had any proper training, which is why I’m pretty low down on the ghost-eye ladder. But there are some guys and gals who do have very special gifts, and they can do things that I couldn’t even dream of. Remember what happened off the coast of Sicily when I was in that sinking refugee boat?’

‘You mean the miracolo?’

‘Jeez, Pops, why d’you gotta talk like you’re a thousand years old? You gotta keep up with the jargon. It’s called an “irruption” nowadays.’

I stared at him in bewilderment. ‘You mean like in a volcano?’

He shook his head. ‘No, Pops. Not e-ruption; we’re talking about an ir-ruption. That’s what it’s called when the world’s hidden potentialities burst out and suddenly two plus two adds up to five, or six, or one gazillion. Remember how everything went quiet all of a sudden and the birds and dolphins and whales began to circle around our boat in Sicily?’

‘Yes, of course I remember. How could I forget?’

‘Yeah, well that was a real, genu-wine, asgoodasitgets irruption. It may have lasted less than a minute but it changed everything, didn’t it? Those Italian coastguards who’d been trying to turn us back suddenly understood that they had to save us because what had happened there was truly out of the ordinary. And the thing is, it was mainly the work of one woman—the one who was standing up in the boat with her eyes closed and her arms outstretched.’

‘Who was she?’

‘She’s a Druze woman from Lebanon. Her name is Noor. Her gifts are powerful enough that she can make the inborn creativity of all things burst spontaneously into the open, like they did that day. Noor’s very special, but we all helped a little. Everyone on that boat was a ghost-eye in one way or another, and it took all of us trying our darndest to make it happen as it did. But mainly it was Noor who did it—and she’s not a ghost-eye in just this life. She’s been through many lives before, and the knowledge that people like her have could be one of the most important resources to help us survive this war of extermination that we’re trapped in.’

‘How?’

‘Because Noor, through her past-life memories, remembers how things were done before this machine of destruction that we call “progress” started doing its dirty work. She’s already been able to help some people by reintroducing old cropping patterns and showing them how to use fire to make the land more productive. Our ancestors knew these things but their knowledge was destroyed when European colonizers imposed their own technology on the whole world. Do you know, Pops, that before the disaster they called the Green Revolution, India had more than a hundred thousand varieties of rice? Now there’s just a fraction of that left. And that sorta thing is still going on, you know. A lot of the stuff that’s being presented to us as “solutions” is just rich guys trying to push things down our throats so they can get even richer. That’s why everything we ghost-eyes do has to be done in secret, because if the peddlers of “progress” catch a whiff of it, they’ll do everything they can to destroy us.’

‘I’m with you so far, Tipu,’ I said. ‘But I still don’t understand where my aunt and Case J come into the story.’

‘Okay, I’ll cut to the chase: we think it’s possible that Case J could be someone like Noor, and we need her really, really bad right now because of fuckin’ Amphan.’

‘What does Amphan have to do with it?’

‘Lemme break it down for ya, Pops. So I told you, didn’t I, that thousands of acres of land had been flooded by salt water? It’s gonna be a minute—like years—before folks can grow them fancy hybrid rice types the government, Big Ag, and all them fuckin’ international NGOs got everybody addicted to. ’Cause that stuff just ain’t gonna grow out here in these conditions. But back in the day, there used to be these salt-resistant varieties of rice that farmers could plant on saline land; some of them could survive under three feet of water for months. That’s all gone now, though—thanks to the government bein’ in bed with Big Ag, pushin’ what they call “development”.’

‘Oh, I get it,’ I said. ‘You think Case J will be able to help you find those salt-resistant varieties?’

‘Nail on the head, Pops. That’s exactly what Noor’s done with drought-resistant millets. That’s why we really need to find Case J.’

‘I don’t understand, Tipu. Why can’t you get Noor to help you? Wouldn’t that be easier?’

‘C’mon now, Pops; you’re not gettin’ it. Noor ain’t plugged in with the Sundarban, not like Case J is. You gotta understand—the ghost-eye way is all ’bout what’s right here, ’bout bein’ from the soil. You can’t just copy-paste a gimmick that’s worked for someone, somewhere else and force it on everybody, everywhere. That’s just the old normie way of doing things and that’s exactly what’s gotten us into this mess.’

I couldn’t help smiling. ‘But why can’t you get your network of ghost-eyes to find Case J, seeing that you have all these special powers?’

Tipu shook his head. ‘Nah, Pops, it don’t work like that. We can’t get through to somebody if they’re blockin’ us, or if they’ve shut down that whole side of who they are. A lot of folks born with these gifts end up doin’ just that, ‘cause they’re scared of what they can do. We can’t reach her if she ain’t lettin’ us in. And my gut’s tellin’ me she spent her whole life tryna bury that part of herself. That’s real common in the ghost-eye world; they just wanna be normies so fuckin’ bad. Or maybe she just lost the memories—that happens too. So when—and if—we find her, chances are she gonna fight us tooth and nail on bringin’ all that back. She probably ain’t even gonna wanna look our way.’

‘So what will you do then? How will you bring them around?’

‘See, that’s where you come in, Pops. This story you been writin’? That’s the key right there. That’s what’s gonna wake her memories up, and all her powers with it. All that stuff ’bout your aunt, and you and that house? That’s gonna be the brew that brings her memories back. That’s what’s gonna make it real to her. That’s why you gotta keep doin’ what you doin’, Pops. You can’t stop now—you gotta keep your story goin’.’







Twenty-Four


I had hoped to claim Shoma’s bequest as soon as a vaccine became available and travel became possible again. But Covid decided otherwise: I fell ill the day before I was to get my first shot, and that delay was followed by many others so it was not until a long time afterwards that I was finally able to get myself to Calcutta.

Dev was waiting for me at Netaji Subhas Chandra Bose Airport when I landed.

It was so good to see him, looking benignly grandfatherly with wrinkles and crow’s feet and grizzled hair, that when he put his arms around my shoulders to give me a hug, something broke inside me and tears began to flow from my eyes.



Instead of going to my own apartment we decided to go straight to Tavoy, and as we were approaching the house, I suddenly became aware of how much Southern Avenue had changed over the years: many of the old mansions that had once lined the street had been replaced by ugly multistoreyed apartment buildings. Tavoy was actually one of the last surviving bungalows on the street—even Lankasuka was barely recognizable now that several new floors had been built on top of the original house.

Tavoy was not unchanged either: Dev’s oldest son, a techie, had moved into the ground floor with his wife and children, while Dev and Kamala were now living upstairs in what had once been Shoma’s domain. Now a dignified matriarch, Kamala had replaced and rearranged the furniture, and had also hung new curtains and pictures, so this part of the house looked very different from when I had seen it last.

But when Dev unlocked the door to Shoma’s study I was instantly transported to the world of my childhood. Everything was exactly as I remembered: even the old Murphy radio was in its accustomed place, staring back at me with its two black knobs. On stepping inside the room my eyes went straight to the shelf where Shoma had stored her case files. She had always kept her papers in very good order so it took me only a few minutes to find the folder that was marked ‘Case File J’.

Pulling the folder off the shelf, I placed it on the desk and stepped back to take a good look. Its cardboard covers were yellowed with age as was the length of moth-eaten tape that held it together. It was strange to think that this faded and long-forgotten object might unlock the mystery of the person who had come into Shoma’s life in 1969.

‘I’m going to take this home with me, Dev-bhai,’ I said. ‘I hope that’s all right?’

‘Yes, of course, Dinu,’ he said with a smile. ‘It’s all yours now; you can take whatever you like.’



The next few weeks were filled with discoveries and disappointments. Even as the general story was beginning to take shape in my head, certain key elements continued to elude me, most of all, the names of Case J and her family. I soon realized that Shoma had been extraordinarily careful about not giving away their real identities. Instead of names, she had used acronyms and abbreviations: JF, for example, was ‘Father of Case J’; and JFF was ‘Grandfather of Case J’, and so on.

Despite these setbacks, I persevered, hoping to provide the names to Tipu before it came time for me to return to New York. But nothing turned up over the next few weeks, which was intensely frustrating.

Luckily, Tipu had too much on his hands to pester me: he, Rafi and Piya were all still occupied in dealing with the long-term effects of Cyclone Amphan so I saw nothing of them during my stay in the city. When Tipu was finally able to come up to Calcutta to take a look at the Case J file, it was almost time for me to go back to New York.

Several years had passed since I had last seen Tipu in person and I was startled by the difference that heterochromia had made to his appearance. While his left eye remained dark, the other one was now a pale shade of grey, which gave his gaze a disconcerting quality: when he looked at you, it was almost as if he were peering directly into your soul. I was reminded of a husky that belonged to one of my neighbours in Brooklyn—it had one grey and one blue eye, and when it looked at you it seemed to become something altogether different from a dog, although it was that too. And the same was true of Tipu: despite his ghost eyes, he still had the affect of a perennially distracted, fast-talking teenager. He looked the part too, dressed as he was in baggy knee-length shorts and a T-shirt, with all kinds of bling sparkling in his ears and around his neck.

When I led Tipu to the desk where Shoma’s papers were spread out, he let out a long, slow whistle. ‘Jeez, Pops. Your aunt sure did a lot of writing.’

‘That’s true, but she was also very careful. I’ve looked and looked and I still haven’t been able to find Case J’s real name. But maybe I’m missing something—would you like to take a look?’

I handed him a sheaf of papers, but he returned them after barely a glance. ‘Pops, these are all in cursive. I’m a screenager—cursive isn’t our thing.’

‘So you won’t be able to help me then?’

‘No, Pops. But you can do it on your own!’

‘Do what?’

‘Write the story, Pops, that’s what you gotta do—you gotta tell Case J’s story right from the start. I’m sure you’ll find her real name some day, and then all you gotta do is run find-and-replace on the document. You’ve already written the story of your relationship with your aunt Shoma. Now that you have her papers you’ve gotta write the story of her relationship with Case J. Then, when you put the two of them together, maybe you’ll find that they aren’t two different stories but the same one.’



I went back to Brooklyn with a suitcase full of materials from Shoma’s study, and after what seemed like an unbearably long time, I finally found the key I had been looking for. The names and details of Case J and her parents were revealed to me by an unpromising-looking booklet that turned out to be Shoma’s appointment book for 1969.

No sooner had I matched the dates to the names than I called Tipu. ‘I have it!’ I announced triumphantly. ‘Case J’s name is Varsha Gupta!’

‘Can you spell it for me?’

‘V-A-R-S-H-A G-U-P-T-A.’

‘Okay, got it. But are you sure about this, Pops?’

‘Yes. Absolutely sure.’

‘Did you try googling her?’

‘I did—nothing turned up.’

‘So at this point we don’t even know whether she’s dead or alive, right?’

‘That’s right.’

‘Okay, let me see what I can find out.’



Over the next many months, Tipu spent most of his free time trying to trace Varsha Gupta. But every search he ran on her came up blank.

‘She knows how to cover her tracks, Pops. It’s not easy to scrub yourself off the net these days, but she’s done it. She’s obviously smart AF.’

Since Varsha had grown up in the analogue era, online searches for her educational records led nowhere. The only clues Tipu was able to find came from the publicly available information on the Gupta family’s companies. It turned out that after the death of H.H. Gupta, the patriarch, his oldest son, Subodh, had seized control of the conglomerate by buying out the shares that Abhay Gupta had left to his wife and children. But the buyout had not been cheap because Dipika, with the assistance of her family, had put up quite a fight.

The struggle over the control of the Gupta conglomerate had been extensively covered by India’s financial papers, so it was also public knowledge that on coming of age, both of Abhay Gupta’s children had inherited very large sums of money. Sandeep Gupta had reportedly used his share to enter the real-estate market in Bengaluru just as the Indian tech boom was gathering steam, thereby earning himself an enormous fortune. But as to what had happened to Varsha’s portion of the settlement, no information was available, and Tipu’s efforts to dig bore no fruit whatsoever.

All other means having failed, I suggested to Tipu that we reach out to Sandeep Gupta to see if he might be willing to help us locate his sister.

Tipu dismissed this suggestion out of hand. ‘What, are you kiddin’ me, Pops? No way he’d ever talk to us—the Guptas have a reputation for being very private. Besides, we don’t know how Varsha feels about her brother. She might decide to have nothin’ to do with us if she finds out we’ve tried to talk to him.’

‘What about the mother then? Dipika Gupta?’

‘Too late for that, Pops. She moved into an ashram in the mid-1990s and died soon after.’

After mulling this over, I said, ‘I think we’re going to need help, Tipu. And I think I know who might be the person to turn to.’

‘Who?’

‘Dev-bhai. He evidently had some sort of connection with Varsha once. Maybe he’ll know something about her present-day whereabouts.’

‘Good idea, but you’ll need to be very careful about how you go about asking him, Pops.’

‘I know. I’ll wait till I’m in Calcutta again so I can talk to him in person.’



As it happened, during my next visit to Calcutta, Dev was mostly busy with his daughter’s wedding, so it was not until quite late into my stay that I was finally able to talk to him about the matter that was uppermost in my mind.

It was Dev himself who provided me with the opportunity.

One day, when I was going through some books in Shoma’s study, he came in with two cups of tea and seated himself in a chair opposite me.

‘Dinu?’ he said in his usual quiet way. ‘You haven’t been yourself recently; is there something I can help you with?’

With a sigh of relief, I said, ‘You’re right, Dev-bhai. I’ve been meaning to ask you about something that happened many, many years ago. I was just a child then but Shoma wrote about it in her papers so I even know the date—22 September 1969. On that morning Shoma woke up from a nightmare, screaming and thrashing about, and somehow you knew she’d had a bad dream. Do you remember that?’

Dev nodded, lowering his eyes. ‘I remember. She dreamt that she’d had a visitor.’

‘Who was that person? Do you know?’

Dev shifted his feet uncertainly, looking as though he wasn’t sure where to begin.

‘Wait, Dev-bhai,’ I said and led him to Shoma’s shotoronji-covered couch. ‘Why don’t you lie down here? Close your eyes and talk to me as if you were describing a dream.’



It was the Shindaw Nat who had woken Dev: someone was approaching the house, he had said, a little girl who was looking for Shoma.

Dev knew that Shoma would be frightened if she sensed a child was visiting her in that way. He tried to reason with the girl and told her not to go inside the house, but she wouldn’t listen. She had slipped around him and gone in, and when Dev heard a scream, he knew that she had found her way to Shoma’s bedside. Luckily Shoma’s cry had scared the child and she had vanished instantly.

Later, the Shindaw Nat had laughed at Dev and said that it was beyond his abilities to stop this child. She had lived through many lifetimes and was too strong for him, and even though Dev knew this to be true, somehow that encounter created a kind of bond between them, Dev and the child. She visited him several more times with questions for the Shindaw Nat—she had felt a special connection with Dev’s tutelary spirit because he, like her previous avatar, had died of a snakebite.

But their relationship had lasted only until Abhay Gupta’s death: after that the child disappeared from the shadow-world and even the Shindaw Nat was unable to locate her. Sometimes cracks would appear and they—Dev and the Shindaw Nat—would sense that she was trying to send them a message. But then all of a sudden she would disappear again, almost as if she were forcing herself to stay away.

She had been gone from their sight for many years when suddenly one day she herself reached out to Dev, saying that she desperately needed help from the Shindaw Nat.

‘Help with what, Dev?’ I asked.

‘Mantras,’ said Dev. ‘She needed help in choosing some mantras.’

‘Why did she need to choose mantras?’

‘I don’t know,’ said Dev. ‘But she really needed help, so the Shindaw Nat gave her the information that she wanted. She thanked him as though he’d saved her life, then she vanished again, only to return a few months later. Once more the Shindaw Nat helped her. And so it went on for many years.’

‘And do you know where she was during that time?’

‘No. The Shindaw Nat said she was somewhere far, far away, and that every time she reached out to us, she was in a noisy room that was crowded with many other people, all shouting loudly.’



After hearing what Dev had told me, Tipu dropped everything and came rushing up from Lusibari to Calcutta, bursting with excitement. He was so eager to hear the story from Dev’s lips that he would have dragged me to Tavoy straightaway. ‘What are we waitin’ for, Pops? Let’s get goin’!’

Now it was my turn to tell Tipu that it didn’t work like that; Dev wouldn’t allow himself to be interrogated by a stranger. ‘He needs to size you up so he can decide whether he trusts you or not. When I told him you wanted to meet him, he invited us over for breakfast. I think they’re going to cook us something Burmese.’

‘Eeew! You mean like rotten fish and stuff?’

‘Let’s wait and see.’

Next morning we turned up at Tavoy to find that Dev and Kamala, helped by a bevy of chattering grandchildren, had made mohinga, a soup with rice noodles and minced fish swimming in a broth scented with lemongrass and garnished with fried shallots, slices of lotus root and crisp split-pea fritters. It was delicious, and no matter what his initial misgivings, Tipu was soon digging in, heartily slurping up noodles and vying with the children for the split-pea fritters. Towards the end of the meal Dev gave me a smile and a nod as if to indicate that Tipu had passed muster and that he would not mind telling him what he had told me.



After listening to Dev’s story, Tipu quickly zeroed in on one detail. ‘What were these mantras that she needed to choose? Were they like “Om Mani Padme Hum…” and “Namo Amitava…”?’

Dev scratched his chin. ‘No, they were not like meditation mantras; they were different. They were combinations of English letters, like ABC, JKLM and others like that. She would give us two or three of these combinations and ask which one she should choose.’

‘And you say that she was always in a crowded, noisy room when she asked about these things?’

Dev nodded. ‘Yes, that’s right.’

Tipu’s eyes widened and he began jumping up and down, shouting triumphantly: ‘I got it, Pops! My ghost-eye guess is that she’s a day trader!’

‘What’s that?’ I asked.

‘A day trader at a stock exchange, Pops! Those mantras she asked for? They were ticker symbols. She was gettin’ the Shindaw Nat to pick stocks for her—that’s what she was doing.’

I gazed at him, stupefied, before turning to Dev. ‘How’s that possible? Does the Shindaw Nat even know what ticker symbols are?’

Dev shook his head. ‘Maybe not, but it doesn’t matter because he’s a master of symbols. He doesn’t need to know their purpose in order to decide which ones are better.’

The more I thought about it, I realized that what Tipu was saying made sense—it was quite possible that Varsha had inherited the Gupta family’s talent for business and was indeed a speculator on the stock market.

‘But, Tipu, even if you’re right, how does that help us?’

‘Narrows the field, Pops. There aren’t all that many stock exchanges in the world, and my ghost-eye guess is that she was trading either on Mumbai’s Dalal Street or on Wall Street in New York. The names of the certified day traders who’ve worked at those exchanges are bound to be registered somewhere—that gives me a place to start lookin’. And since we know Varsha’s age and stuff it shouldn’t be difficult to get a fit. There can’t be that many desi women among them.’



Tipu and I were about to leave when Dev stopped us. ‘There’s something else I need to give you, Dinu. I keep forgetting so let me give it to you now.’

After disappearing for a couple of minutes, he came back carrying a large leather-bound artist’s portfolio. ‘This was something else that Shoma-didi wanted you to have, Dinu.’

Carrying the case to Shoma’s desk, I unzipped it carefully. Inside lay two stacks of several dozen large-format black-and-white photographs, each print protected by crepe paper. Both stacks had labels on them, written in Monty’s handwriting. One read: ‘Taken by Abhay Gupta, 5 October 1969’. The other one said: ‘Taken by Dr Manabendra Bose, 5 October 1969’.

The two sets of photographs were strikingly different. Abhay Gupta’s pictures were mainly of patterns of leaves, water, clouds and twisted tree trunks—the compositions were almost abstract, but the prints themselves were of a very high quality. Monty’s pictures were more rough-edged, and mainly of Shoma and a man and young girl. I guessed they were Abhay and Varsha Gupta.

The most arresting of all the photographs was a picture in which Varsha was looking straight at the camera, her chin resting on her father’s shoulder and tears streaming from her eyes.

Looking over my shoulder, Dev said, ‘I think Varsha would give anything to see these pictures, especially the one with her father. If she knew about them, she wouldn’t be able to rest until she tracked them down.’

I turned to face him. ‘And where do you think she is, Dev-bhai?’

Dev paused to scratch his stubbled, leathery cheek. ‘I would say she’s likely to be some place that she associates with her father—he meant the world to her, you know.’



Later that week I was lounging in bed on what was a cold day for Calcutta when my doorbell rang several times in succession. It was Tipu, of course: his mismatched eyes were sparkling with excitement and no sooner had he stepped in than a shout burst from his throat. ‘I’ve found her, Pops! I’ve found Varsha Gupta … and SHE’S ALIVE!’

Reaching into his pocket, he handed me a rather badly printed picture of a woman with rounded cheeks and very large eyes framed by thick-rimmed black glasses. Despite the poor image quality and the blurred details, I somehow knew, intuitively, that these were the same eyes that I had seen in Monty’s photograph. At the bottom of the image was a date and caption: ‘October 2011: Legendary Wall Street investor Monsoon Abhayaputri announces her retirement. In response to a question from an interviewer, Ms Abhayaputri clarified that although she was retiring, she would continue to actively manage her personal investment fund, which she says has been entrusted to her for an as-yet-undisclosed purpose.’

I glanced at Tipu and nodded. ‘Makes sense! Varsha—Monsoon; Abhayaputri—daughter of Abhay. But doesn’t the name sound more Indonesian than Indian?’

‘Yeah, she’s got an elaborate cover story goin’ on about how she grew up in Bali.’

‘So tell me about her. What do you know?’

It turned out that there wasn’t much to be gleaned about Monsoon Abhayaputri from the net other than the fact that she had made a fortune as an investor and day trader. She was known to pay out large sums of money to protect her privacy: it was rumoured that she had an account with a prominent cybersecurity company that had a bespoke team of techies working day and night to scrub every mention of her from the internet.

‘Do you have any idea where she lives?’ I asked.

‘Nope, but I’m pretty sure she’s in New York.’

‘Why?’

‘Because she made her money on Wall Street, right? And besides, you heard what Dev said—she’s fixated on her father. And her father’s happiest days seem to have been spent in New York. Didn’t you say he studied photography at the Pratt Institute in Brooklyn?’

‘That’s right.’

He flashed me one of his sharp-toothed grins. ‘She might even be a neighbour of yours.’

‘Really?’ A shiver ran down my spine. ‘Have you tried to find an address for her?’

‘No, as I told you, Pops, it’s she who’s got to come to us, of her own free will. That’s how it works with ghost-eyes.’

‘And how do you plan on getting her to come to us?’

‘I’ve got an idea, Pops. Wanna hear it?’

‘Sure.’

‘Remember what Dev said about those pictures?’ Tipu gestured at the leather portfolio that was propped up against a wall on the other side of the room. ‘That if Varsha knew about them, she would be desperate to track them down?’

‘Yes. So what?’

‘So we’ve gotta find some way to let her know that the pictures exist.’

‘And how are we going to do that?’

‘That’s where you come in,’ said Tipu, stabbing my chest with a fingertip. ‘What you gotta do is get back to New York and arrange for a public showing of those pictures. Then you gotta put out an ad that’s got Abhay Gupta’s name in it. I’m pretty darn sure Varsha has a standing alert set up for any mention of her father so she’s gonna see it the moment it hits the net. And once she does there’s no way she’ll be able to resist coming to the show.’

‘And then what?’

‘We’ll get to that later, Pops. First things first: Do you, like, know any galleries in New York City?’

I paused to think. ‘I don’t know any myself, but Tarun has a friend who owns a gallery in Brooklyn—a Goan woman who made a lot of money working for a hedge fund. She sometimes puts on shows of Indian art—it’s kind of a vanity thing. I could ask Tarun if she’d be willing to do a show.’



The very same day I sent Tarun a few scans of Monty’s and Abhay’s photographs but without mentioning either of their names. Instead I sent him a text saying that I had stumbled upon a trove of old pictures of the Sundarban taken more than fifty years ago. I was sending them to him because I wanted his opinion on whether they were any good or not.

Tarun texted me back half an hour later in great excitement, say- ing the pictures were first rate: some of them seemed to show the influence of the great Sunil Janah, while others reminded him of the early work of Raghubir Singh. Did I know who took those pictures?

When I wrote back to say that half the pictures had been taken by Monty, he responded immediately with a ‘wow’ emoji followed by several GIFs to express his delight: he had always been very fond of Monty and was glad to see evidence of his talent.

‘Can’t wait to see the prints,’ he texted. ‘Are you bringing them to New York?’

‘Yes. Hope you’ll come up to take a look. If you like them, maybe we could put on a show at your friend’s gallery? I think Monty would have liked that.’

‘Hey, that’s an idea! But I’ve got to see the pictures first, of course.’

‘Sure. I’ll send you my return date soon.’

When I reported this exchange to Tipu, he wanted me to drop everything and take the next flight back to New York. But I had many things to take care of so I stayed on in Calcutta for another couple of weeks.



The evening before my departure for New York, when I went to say goodbye to Dev, we sat in Shoma’s study and talked about her last days, and how she had busied herself with tidying up her affairs—almost as though she had known that Cyclone Amphan was going to whisk her away from this world and send her to another. As we were talking, I remembered something Sumita had mentioned shortly before the cyclone struck the city.

‘Dev-bhai, is it true that Shoma asked you to find a certain file for her the day before she died?’

Yes, said Dev, Shoma had asked him to fetch a file that she had described in some detail and he had been able to find it for her, although not without some difficulty. But when he took it to her, Dev was astonished to hear her say that she wanted it burnt. Why, he had asked her, but all she said was: ‘Just do as I’m telling you, Dev.’

So, of course, he had done as she had asked and set fire to the file and all its contents.

This intrigued me because destroying a file seemed completely out of character for Shoma.

‘Do you have any idea what that file was about?’

‘No,’ said Dev. ‘It looked like all her other files, so it must have been about a case that she had treated long ago.’

I looked up at the shelves that lined Shoma’s study. ‘Dev-bhai, can you show me where you found that file?’

Dev nodded and rose to his feet. Stepping up to one of the shelves, he tapped on an empty space. ‘It was here,’ he said, glancing at me over his shoulder.

All of a sudden a slip of paper came fluttering out of that empty space.

‘Arre, what’s this?’ said Dev, surprised. He stooped to pick up the slip of paper. ‘Oh, it must have fallen out of that file.’

I went over to see what he had found. ‘Do you know what it is, Dev-bhai?’

Dev examined the slip of paper carefully, turning it this way and that. ‘I can’t read what’s written on it, but from the look of it I’d say it’s an old post-office receipt for a registered airmail letter. It must have been one of the first that I took to the Tollygunge Post Office.’

I took the piece of paper from him and held it next to a lamp. Examining it closely, I was able to make out a name and an address written in fading ink: To: Dr Cathy Booth, Dept. of Neurology and Psychology, University of Virginia, Charlottesville, VA 22902, USA.

Above the address were a few letters and numbers that Shoma had scrawled in pencil as a note to herself. It took me several minutes to decipher the note, and when I did I could scarcely believe my eyes.

It said: ‘Re: Dinu, 12 July 1966’.







Twenty-Five


A few days after I landed in New York, Tarun came up from Virginia to inspect the photographs I had brought back from Calcutta.

It had been a while since I had last seen him but he never changed much from one meeting to the next; the only difference I noticed this time was that his hair seemed, for the first time, to have more salt in it than pepper. Otherwise he was still trim, square-jawed and intimidatingly upright in his posture.

We wasted no time on pleasantries. Tarun had always had the bearing of the head prefect of a boys’ school so I was not at all surprised when he abruptly emptied his cup of coffee and rose to his feet. ‘Okay, so where are the pictures then?’

I had gone to a good deal of trouble to arrange the photographs on my bed and in my study so that Tarun would see them to their best advantage. Ushering him up the short flight of stairs that separated my kitchen and living room from the upper floor, I showed him where they were.

‘Take your time. I’ll be downstairs in the kitchen.’

I thought he would be done in fifteen or twenty minutes, but almost an hour went by before he came down—and I knew from the look on his face that he was very favourably impressed.

‘They’re even better than I thought,’ he said. ‘I always knew Monty had a lot of talent, but who was this other guy? Was he a professional or something? What was his name?’

‘His name was Abhay Gupta, and yes, he was professionally trained. Right here in Brooklyn in fact. At the Pratt Institute. He worked as a photographer in New York for a few years but I think he couldn’t hack it as a professional so he went back to India. He was from a rich Marwari family and they wanted him to settle down and join the business.’

‘I’m surprised I’ve never heard of him.’

‘He died young … in a car accident—just a few days after he took those pictures actually. He was a good friend of Monty’s and those pictures were taken during a trip they took together to the Sundarban in 1969. Shoma went with them and so did Abhay’s daughter, Varsha.’

‘That’s the kid in the picture?’

‘Yes, that’s her.’

‘There’s something really arresting about that girl. I think that picture of her looking over her father’s shoulder with tears in her eyes could be the centrepiece of the show. We could put it on the flyers and posters too.’

I raised my eyebrows. ‘So you think it might be possible to do a show?’

Tarun nodded. ‘Yeah, I should be able to talk my friend Lynn into it. It’s very unusual for photographs of this quality to turn up after fifty years. I feel pretty sure she’ll be interested.’

I had to make an effort not to seem overly eager. ‘I suppose you’ve done that kind of thing before, haven’t you? Personally I don’t have a clue about what it takes to put on a show.’

‘You can leave all the upfront arrangements to me,’ said Tarun. ‘You can deal with the publicity and the media-related stuff.’

‘Of course, I’d be glad to help. How long will the show be up, do you think?’

‘Maybe a week. It would be great if you could be at the gallery for the duration. It would save us having to hire a staffer.’

‘Sure. You can count on me. I’ll be there.’

I was aware of a sharp twinge of guilt for not telling Tarun the whole story. But to do it properly I would have had to show him the story I was piecing together from Shoma’s papers and I didn’t feel ready for that yet.



I had never been to East Williamsburg, the part of Brooklyn where Lynn’s gallery was located. I had to change buses to get there and on disembarking at the designated stop I was surprised to find myself on a street that was lined with what appeared to be abandoned industrial warehouses—forbidding structures of grey concrete that could easily have been mistaken for jailhouses.

One of the buildings had a sign posted outside, with the show’s title on it: Magic of the Mangroves: The Sundarban as Seen by Abhay Gupta and Monty Bose. On stepping inside, I understood why these unpromising-looking buildings were being turned into galleries and showrooms. The pictures made a stunning, almost overwhelming impression within the cavernous interior, the focused spotlights making each frame leap out of the darkness. Because the space itself was so neutral, it was almost possible to imagine oneself in the Sundarban, amidst its tangled shadows.

I had arrived a couple of hours early to help set up for the opening, but in the event I found that everything had already been taken care of by Tarun and his friend Lynn, a briskly competent woman with tightly coiffed hair and a bright, hostessy manner. She complimented me effusively on my efforts to promote the show on the net, and on the imaginative design of the posters: apparently she had never before received so many inquiries for an exhibition at her gallery.

I accepted the compliments as gracefully as I could, making a mental note to pass them on to Tipu and Rafi, who between them had designed everything and done all the outreach with the help of their various networks; I was scarcely aware of how much work they were putting into it.

As it turned out, all I had to do for the opening was stand behind a table and pour glasses of red and white wine. But this kept me busy enough because there were many more visitors than I had expected: there wasn’t a moment when there weren’t at least twenty or thirty people in the gallery, so the show must have had at least a hundred visitors, if not more. In between my bar-keeping duties, I kept a careful eye on the crowd but much to my disappointment the hours went by without any sign of a woman even remotely matching Varsha’s description: the visitors were mostly young and studenty; the few older people who were there were all friends of Lynn’s and Tarun’s.

At 9 p.m., when we closed the doors, I glanced through the visitors’ book and found nothing of interest there. I was composing an email to Tipu in my head, to give him the bad news, when I caught the sound of Lynn’s voice across the room. ‘Tarun, did you see who turned up? I couldn’t believe it—the Mumbai Monsoon herself!’

‘Who the hell is that?’ said Tarun.

‘A Wall Street legend,’ said Lynn. ‘Monsoon is her first name and since she has an unpronounceable surname, everyone calls her the Mumbai Monsoon.’

‘A Wall Street legend, huh?’ said Tarun with a laugh. ‘Why didn’t you introduce me? Maybe I could have got a few stock tips.’

‘She didn’t actually come inside,’ said Lynn. ‘I was showing some friends out when a fancy car with a turbaned chauffeur pulled up. Then a small woman who seemed to be dressed in hijab got out and came up to the door of the gallery and peeped inside. A stock trader friend caught a glimpse of her and said, “Fuck me if that isn’t the Mumbai Monsoon!” and I thought to myself, “I’ve got to meet her!”’

‘Did you?’ said Tarun.

‘I couldn’t,’ said Lynn in a tone of regret. ‘She got in her car and took off before I could get to her. There were a lot of people milling about in the gallery and I think they scared her off. She’s known to be a recluse—never mixes or goes anywhere.’

‘That’s a pity,’ said Tarun. ‘Do you think she’ll come back?’

‘It’s possible,’ said Lynn. ‘She seemed interested. Though it’ll probably be during the day, when there won’t be anyone else here.’

‘Except Dinu,’ said Tarun, turning to me. ‘Dude, did you hear that? A Wall Street legend may come to the gallery at some point. You’d better keep an eye out for her.’

‘What does she look like?’ I said to Lynn.

‘She was wearing a long, shapeless black dress,’ said Lynn. ‘And she had on these big tinted glasses and a scarf around her head—you can’t miss her really.’

Tarun punched my shoulder playfully. ‘Dude, if you see her, be sure to get her number for me. I really need a rich wife with all the alimony I’m paying out.’



The next day I opened the gallery at 11 a.m. and spent some time vacuuming the floor and carrying a bag of trash out to the waste disposal area at the back.

The moment I re-entered the gallery I saw her: a small woman dressed in a shapeless, robe-like dress, with a scarf wrapped around her head. She had come in quietly and was standing in front of a picture with her back to me. There was no one else in the gallery, but through the front door I could see her chauffeur standing protectively outside, his turbaned head silhouetted against the light.

She gave me a cursory glance as I made my way to the front of the gallery. At the front desk, I looked at the visitors’ book and saw a single name written in it, presumably her chauffeur’s: Patwant Singh.

For the next hour, I stayed seated at the desk, taking care not to make a sound or even look over my shoulder. Only when I heard footsteps approaching did I pick up the visitors’ book and turn to face her.

She was heading straight towards me, her tinted glasses pushed back high up on her head; the moment we made eye contact I knew I was looking into Varsha’s nut-brown eyes.

She stopped dead, her eyes boring into mine. Then, after opening and closing her mouth a couple of times, she said, in a soft, hoarse voice, ‘Who are you? I feel like I’ve seen you somewhere. Do I know you?’

‘In a way. My name’s Dinanath Datta. But people call me Dinu.’

She frowned as she searched her memory. ‘Dinu Datta, eh? So tell me, Mr Datta, how did you get your hands on so many of my father’s photographs? Who gave you permission to put them in this show?’

Suddenly I felt like a tongue-tied schoolboy, quaking under a teacher’s accusatory glare. ‘It’s a very long story,’ I said.

‘I have time,’ she said imperiously.

‘No.’ I shook my head vehemently. ‘I’ve got it written down. It’s best that you read it for yourself, else it won’t make any sense.’

She raised an eyebrow. ‘Is that so? Do you think this story of yours will be good enough to convince me not to sue you?’

‘You can decide that for yourself,’ I said. ‘Either way, you’ll have to read it first.’

‘And how am I going to do that? Will you send it to me?’

‘No,’ I said firmly. ‘I’m afraid I can’t let it out of my sight. You’ll need to come to my apartment to read it.’

‘What?’ Her eyes flared wide open in disbelief. ‘Are you crazy? Why would I come to your apartment? I don’t even know you.’

‘Didn’t you just ask me how I got your father’s pictures? I promise you, the story will explain everything.’

She looked me up and down with a quizzical frown. ‘How do I know you’re not just some random stalker?’

‘Why would a random stalker have your father’s pictures in his possession? And if you’re really worried, you can bring him with you,’ I said, gesturing at her chauffeur.

She stroked her chin as she turned this over in her mind; I could sense that her eagerness to learn more about her father was getting the better of her cautionary instincts.

At last, almost reluctantly, she said, ‘When do you want to do it?’

‘Whenever you like,’ I said. ‘You could even come this evening.’

‘All right. Where do you live?’

I scribbled my address on a Post-it and handed it to her. Looking at it briefly, she said, ‘What time should I come?’

I explained that I couldn’t leave the gallery until six in the evening, when someone else would be coming over to relieve me.

‘I’ll come to your place at eight. Please be ready.’ She walked out without giving me a second glance.



The moment the door closed behind Varsha, I called Tipu and told him what had happened. After hearing me out, he said: ‘Okay, Pops, you still got a few hours, right?’

‘That’s right.’

‘Good. What you gotta do now is bring the story completely up to date, including how we arranged the show and why … Everything. You gotta be totally honest ’cause we need her to trust us, and she’s not gonna do that if she thinks we’re hidin’ somethin’. Got it?’

‘I’ll do my best, Tipu.’

Fortunately I had my laptop with me and by the time 6 p.m. came around I was done. On my way home I stopped at a print shop and got the whole document printed out and nicely bound, after which I had just enough time to grab a quick sandwich.

My bell rang promptly at 8 p.m. and instead of buzzing them in, I went downstairs to open the door. Varsha was outside, looking diminutive beside the towering figure of Patwant Singh. We exchanged namastes but neither Varsha nor Patwant Singh said a word.

As I was leading them upstairs to my apartment, I tried to lighten the atmosphere by making small talk. ‘Did you have any trouble finding the place?’

‘No,’ Varsha replied brusquely. ‘Patwant knew where it was.’ And then, as if to warn me against trying any funny business, she added, ‘You should know that he’s a trained commando.’

Looking him up and down, I had no difficulty in believing this: he was so tall and brawny that his muscles seemed to be straining against the fabric of his grey suit.

I ushered them in deferentially and gestured to the couch in my living room. ‘Won’t you sit, Patwant Singh-ji? And if you would like some tea, please help yourself. The kitchen is right here.’

Acknowledging this with a grunt, Patwant Singh seated himself on the couch and put on a pair of earbuds as if to indicate that he had no further interest in the proceedings.

‘He’ll be fine here,’ said Varsha. ‘What about your story? Is it ready?’

‘Yes.’

‘Where is it then?’

I led her up to my study and handed her the bound printout. ‘You can read it in the living room,’ I said. ‘Or here, if you like.’

She glanced around the room. ‘Is this where you wrote it?’

‘Yes.’

‘Then I’d like to read it here.’ Without waiting to be asked, she curled up in an armchair and opened the printout to the first page.

‘Would you like me to get you anything?’ I asked, but she was already absorbed in the story so I shut the door and crept away to my bedroom.

After two hours had passed with not a sound coming from the study, I went to the door and was about to knock, when I heard her voice: ‘I don’t need anything. Please go away and let me read in peace.’

I went back to my bedroom and texted Tipu: ‘She’s been reading for two hours now and doesn’t seem to want to stop.’

‘That’s a good sign, Pops. Means you’ve written a good story.’

At some point I fell asleep and did not stir until I was awoken by a loud knocking on my bedroom door.

Varsha was standing outside, her face grim and set, the bound document in her hands. She shoved it at me brusquely without saying a word.

Completely unnerved, I stared at her, open-mouthed. ‘Well?’ I blurted out at last. ‘What did you think?’

She answered with a matter-of-fact shrug. ‘I don’t believe any of it. I don’t think what you’ve written here is true. It’s just a story, and it’s not going to stop me from suing you.’

‘But…’ I stammered, ‘maybe I could show you the file my aunt left me? Would that help? Tell me what I can do to convince you?’

‘Actually,’ said Varsha expressionlessly, ‘there’s only one thing you could do that would change my mind.’

‘What’s that?’

She cleared her throat. ‘You would need to serve me some fish, like you say your aunt did. If I ate the fish, and my body remembered the taste, then I would know.’

‘But I can’t cook like Husna! And for your body to remember the taste, I would have to cook you the exact same kinds of fish. Where would I find them? They’re native to Bengal; you can’t get them in New York.’

‘I don’t care.’ She shrugged. ‘You asked me what you could do to convince me and I told you. It’s up to you to prove yourself.’ Pulling out a pen, she scribbled something on the back of the printout that I was holding in my hands. ‘If you ever feel up to the challenge, you can send me a message at this address.’ Then she poked my chest with the tip of her pen and gave me a tight little smile. ‘It’s you who’s being tested now, Mr Dinu Datta. From here on, it’s all up to you.’







Twenty-Six


It was out of necessity that I had learnt to cook, after that providential fellowship took me to a small Midwestern university town where my dining options were limited to cafeterias that served tasteless pastas, overcooked vegetables and stodgy casseroles. Since I could only rarely afford to eat at the only palatable place in that town—a Chinese restaurant—I had no choice but to teach myself how to prepare food that was more to my taste.

My primers were recipe books with titles like Easy Indian Cookery, Curry in a Hurry and the like, and over time, with lots of practice, my culinary skills developed to a point where my table became the first to sell out on International Students’ Day. The popularity of my curries was not unmerited, for some of the dishes I learnt to prepare at the time were (even if I say so myself) quite flavourful. However, none of them bore any resemblance to the distinctively Bengali food that I had eaten when I was growing up. But how my mother prepared her delicacies, I had no idea at all. She didn’t like to have us hanging around the kitchen—that was her stronghold and sanctuary, closed to all but a few hired helpers. Nor, to be honest, were my sisters and I at all tempted to set foot in that smoky, soot-blackened scullery-like room, where my mother was usually to be seen sitting on the floor, boti blade clutched between her toes, furiously chopping vegetables, while a helper squatted beside her, grinding spices with a pestle that looked like a weapon from the Stone Age. None of us, as far as I remember, ever expressed a desire to learn to cook from my mother: already then we were drawn to the fashionably modern foods that we read about in comic books and magazines—sandwiches, pastas and the like. And, of course, all around us there were many exciting street foods to choose from as well: noodles, dosas, biryani, kathi-rolls and much else. Those were the flavours we hankered for (but were rarely permitted to taste); by comparison, the food that my mother served seemed embarrassingly provincial and old-fashioned, and the fact that it was undeniably delicious was almost a guilty secret, to be hidden from our more stylish friends.

It was inevitable then that when I started to cook, it wasn’t the food of my childhood that I learnt to make, but rather the kinds of dishes that Calcuttans ordered in north Indian restaurants: butter chicken, paneer masala and the like, things we never ate at home but would enjoy every once in a while when we went out. Nor could it have been otherwise, because Bengali ingredients were not available in that small Midwestern university town—and the flavours, in any case, would have been too strong and unfamiliar, not just for my American colleagues and roommates but also for most of my desi friends.

So it was not until I was confronted with the challenge of recreating the meals that Husna had cooked for Varsha back in 1969 that I became cognizant of the full extent of my ignorance of the cuisine on which I had been reared. What made it worse was that I was deeply aware that this gap in my knowledge could not be filled by cookbooks and how-to manuals: Bengali cookery is a domestic art, practised in secluded niches of the household by people who rely on memories that are stored not in their heads but in their hands and fingers: their methods cannot be easily reduced to printed instructions because the very fact of their being committed to paper often vitiates their authenticity. This is a cuisine, or rather a system of nourishment, that lives neither in the brain nor in the conscious mind, but in the senses. So the challenge that I was confronted with now was precisely that of serving Varsha a meal that would resuscitate the entire haptic system she had inherited from her former self.

What was more, I knew that to do this successfully I would need to use ingredients that were very close in taste to the originals. But where was I to find these ingredients? Did they even exist after the passage of a half century in which food systems across the planet had been radically altered and disrupted? I knew from personal experience that the tomatoes and carrots I bought in American markets tasted nothing like those of my childhood. If this was true of fruits and vegetables, then how much more likely was it to be the case with fish—provided the varieties I needed were even available in the US?

The more I thought about it, the clearer it became that what had initially seemed like a minor matter—cooking fish in the Bengali style for Varsha—was actually a challenge of monumental proportions, requiring the undoing of decades of disruptions in the ways that people ate, and indeed in how they experienced the world. GMOs, hybrid seeds, chemical fertilizers, antibiotic-heavy aquaculture practices and industrial packaging had made the taste of many foods almost unrecognizable. What were the chances that I would ever succeed in recreating the flavours of my childhood in my kitchen in Brooklyn? Close to nil, I reckoned, which made me wonder whether it was even worth trying.

But Tipu would not let me give up. ‘You can’t just walk away from this, Pops. Not now, not after having come this far. You’ve gotta see it through.’

‘Why, Tipu, why?’ I demanded. ‘Explain to me why I’ve got to see it through.’

‘Look, Pops, you’ve gotta remember, you’re not just cooking fish. Your real mission is to reawaken the avatar that’s dormant in Monsoon … Varsha, that is.’

‘And why is that important? What purpose is it going to serve?’

Tipu sighed. ‘Pops, I know you don’t believe me when I say you could be helping to save the world, but it’s true, you know. Take it from me.’

‘Yeah, sure, Tipu,’ I said sarcastically. ‘Since you’re saying it, it must be true that I’m going to save the world by cooking catfish for Varsha. What kind of idiot do you take me for? You’ll need to do better than that if you want me to go through with this.’

Tipu went silent for a minute as though he were weighing his words, something that was rather unusual for him.

‘Okay, Pops, I’ll give you another reason if you’ll hear me out.’

‘Go ahead.’

‘Now don’t get me wrong, Pops, but as I remember, doesn’t it say somewhere in your story that you, Dinu Datta, were going to meet the true love of your life when you’d almost given up hope?’

‘What does that have to do with anything?’ I snapped. ‘It was just some silly astrological prediction.’

‘That’s just it, Pops. Hasn’t it ever occurred to you that Varsha may be the One? For you—as well as for us? Just think about it…’

My tongue tied itself into knots as I tried to answer these questions without betraying the fact that Tipu, with his uncanny knack for divining my deepest hopes and fears, had done so once again.

But Tipu already knew that he had me in the palm of his hand. Before I could speak again, he put an end to the matter. ‘Let’s face it, Pops, you need to find out for yourself who Varsha is just as much as we do. And you’ll never know unless you get to the end of this, will you?’

A strangled gargle emerged from my throat to indicate that I was neither agreeing nor dissenting.

‘I don’t know if I can carry on, Tipu,’ I said at last. ‘This is very, very difficult. I’ve never done anything like it before.’

‘Pops, that’s what you said when I asked you to write the story—and look how good it turned out! Just think of this as if you were writin’ a story. How would you go about it?’

I stopped to think.

‘I would need to break the whole thing down into manageable bits and pieces—sentences, paragraphs, chapters.’

‘Yo, Pops, there you go, that’s somewhere to begin. So which bit do you want to start with?’

‘The fish, obviously. Where am I going to find native Bengali species in New York City?’

‘Wait, let me ask Rafi—he’s right here.’

After some whispering, Tipu came back on the line. ‘Rafi says findin’ the fish should be the easy part—you can walk into any Bangladeshi shop in the city. There are dozens of them in Brooklyn and Queens, and they all sell the kinds of fish that Bengalis like to eat.’

I snorted in exasperation. ‘Come on, Tipu! Do you think I hadn’t thought of that? Of course I have! The problem is it won’t work. The fish in those Bangladeshi shops is shipped over frozen, which changes the taste. I need freshly caught fish of the same species that we eat in Bengal.’

Tipu hummed to himself for a moment, and then added brightly, ‘Maybe try asking Piya?’

‘Why Piya?’ I said dismissively. ‘She doesn’t know anything about food.’

‘Yeah, but she does know about fish and stuff, doesn’t she? It’s worth a shot, I think.’

‘All right, I’ll give it a go.’

I called Piya the next day, somewhat reluctantly; I honestly did not think that she would be of any help. She had never had any interest whatsoever in food and often subsisted on a steady diet of protein bars. But when I described the problem to her, she surprised me by sharing an interesting piece of information. Lots of Asian species had been introduced into the US by the commercial fishing industry in recent years, she said. Some of those fish had since escaped and were now regarded as invasives in certain parts of the country.

‘There’s a graduate student in my department who’s writing a thesis on Asian invasives,’ she added. ‘He’s an amazing guy. He’s of Hmong ancestry and he moonlights as a forager part of the year, picking matsutake mushrooms and medicinal herbs. I’ll have a chat with him and get back to you if he has any useful suggestions.’



‘That’s great, Pops!’ Tipu said when I reported this conversation back to him. ‘I had a feeling Piya would be able to help. But while we’re waitin’ to hear from her, is there anything else we could be doin’ to get started on Varsha’s big dinner?’

I scratched my head. ‘I suppose the next step is to start figuring out how the fish is to be cooked. Do you think you or Rafi could help with that?’

Tipu guffawed. ‘You know we can’t cook for shit, Pops. But we’ll ask around. How about askin’ your sisters in Calcutta? Maybe they’d have some suggestions?’

‘They don’t cook much,’ I said. ‘But they might have some ideas. I’ll ask anyway.’

I called my sisters the next day and much as I had expected our conversations didn’t lead anywhere: neither of them liked to cook, nor did they have any memory of my mother’s recipes. They were both busy professionals, and more often than not they ordered in from Punjabi restaurants or pizza delivery services. However, my oldest sister did refer me to a friend of hers, saying she was known for cooking very good Bengali food. I called this lady the next day and discovered very quickly that her repertoire was limited to the usual ‘city fish’ that urban, middle-class Bengalis liked to eat: expensive trophy varieties such as Tenualosa ilisha and Macrobrachium rosenbergii. She had never even heard of the species that were relished in the countryside, like baim and pakal.

I was about to relay these disappointing updates to Tipu, when he called me himself. ‘Hey, Pops, do you ever watch anything on video-sharing sites?’

‘Only old Russian films. Why?’

‘’Cause there’s a whole new genre of cooking videos made by women who live in Bengali villages. Rafi and I have been watching some and we’re really getting into it. I’ll send you a link. Take a look.’

Within minutes I found myself watching a video of two women, one young and one elderly, wading into a pond in their saris and pulling out a thrashing yard-long snakehead. Then one of them sat down with a boti between her toes and carefully scaled, gutted and sliced the fish, while the other squatted beside her, grinding spices on an old-fashioned stone shil-nora.

I watched with rapt attention as the two women marinated the pieces of fish in a paste of salt, turmeric and red chillies, and then fried them lightly in a cast-iron korai over a wood-fired earthen stove. Once the pieces of fish had gained a little colour, they were taken out, and a paste of onions, garlic and ginger was added to the oil. A couple of minutes later a little water was poured in, and when the mixture came to a boil, the pieces of fish were dropped in and simmered for few more minutes: that was all. The entire process took no more than half an hour, and there was nothing very daunting about it.

Greatly reassured, I searched for other similar videos, and quickly found dozens, mostly filmed in rural districts in Bangladesh and West Bengal. It seemed that hundreds, if not thousands, of people in remote villages had taken to meticulously documenting their cooking techniques as well as their methods of catching and cleaning the fish that lived in the ponds and rivers around them—and these happened to be exactly those species that Husna had cooked for Varsha back in 1969: snakeheads, eels, catfish and various kinds of carp.

I watched for hours, mainly in slow motion, making careful notes about the recipes and cooking techniques. One ingredient that recurred frequently was mustard oil, which worried me because I knew it was not easily available in the US because the FDA had not certified it for culinary use.

Suddenly, as if in answer to an unspoken question, a video appeared of two women in a village making mustard oil at home. The procedure seemed simple enough: large quantities of black and yellow mustard seeds were gently heated and then crushed and squeezed. Before I knew it I was on the website of a delivery service, ordering very expensive non-GMO mustard seeds. They were delivered the next evening and I set to work at once, heating, grinding and wrapping the oily slurry in cheesecloth before squeezing with all my might. The final extraction occurred in my bathroom, with me stomping barefoot on a colander-ful of mustard-seed pulp. Strangely, at the end of this messy, sweaty, time-consuming procedure, I was transported back to the winter mornings of my childhood in Calcutta when children were rubbed down with mustard oil after a bath. Looking down at my oil-soaked boxers, I realized that this was my madeleine, the pungent, acrid smell of virgin mustard oil.

Fortunately, all that effort yielded enough oil for at least one Bengali meal. But when I went through the list of the other ingredients I would need, I was overcome by panic and couldn’t stop myself from putting through a call to Tipu, oblivious of the fact that it was 3 a.m. in Lusibari.

Tipu took a while to answer. I was about to hang up when I heard him saying sleepily, ‘Hey there, Pops. What’s up?’

‘I’ve been watching those videos, Tipu, and I have no idea where I’m going to find all the stuff I’m going to need to recreate the authentic tastes of those dishes for Varsha.’

‘Spill it, Pops. What do you need?’

‘A shil-nora, to grind the spices, and a korai, for the frying.’

‘You don’t need a korai, Pops. You can just use a wok. You must have one, right?’

‘Right. Yes, I do have a wok; I suppose I could make do with that. I’ll also need a boti.’

‘You mean that knifey thing they hold between their toes? With its head curling up like a cobra’s?’

‘I wouldn’t have described it that way, but I guess that’s what it is … a knifey thingamajig that you hold between your toes, with a head like a cobra’s. Where the hell am I going to find one in New York?’

‘Wait…’ Tipu broke off to confer with Rafi for a minute.

‘Okay, Pops, here’s the deal. Rafi has a friend whose cousin works in a Bangladeshi shop in Queens. He’s going to call him and find out where to get all that stuff. Don’t worry; we’re on it.’

‘Oh … okay, thanks.’

‘Are we good now? Can I go back to sleep?’

‘Tipu! Wait, that’s not all! I’m also going to need parboiled rice and whole spices, as fresh as possible—chunks of turmeric root, dried chillies of the kind we eat in Bengal, cumin, coriander and so on.’

‘It’s okay, Pops. Don’t sweat it. We’ll get you everything you need.’	



A couple of days later it was Piya’s turn to call me. ‘Listen, Dinu,’ she said. ‘I just spoke to Leo, the graduate student I was telling you about, and I have some good news for you: he’s given me the names of several species of Bengali fish that are now found in the US. Some of them arrived as recently as you and me—varieties that are beloved in Asia, but here they’re regarded as worthless and are just dumped in the trash or left to rot. Can you imagine? At a time when the oceans are so hugely overfished?’

‘What are these species then?’ I said, reaching for a pad and a pen. ‘Give me their names.’

It turned out that the first fish on the list was none other than the common carp (Cyprinus carpio, or karfu in Bangla). This species was widely distributed across Eurasia, Piya explained, and was revered in China and Japan because of its tenacity and longevity. It also had a long history of being farmed, going back to ancient Rome, where this kind of carp had been grown in fish ponds and had been much prized.

Cyprinus carpio had been brought over to the United States in the late nineteenth century, said Piya, and for a while it had been vigorously promoted as a food fish by the government. But over time the common carp and several other kinds of Asian carp had spilled out of fish farms and into local rivers and waterways. They had soon become so abundant in the Mississippi–Missouri river system as to pose a serious threat to native species. One of these varieties, the silver carp, had even become a hazard to human beings because it was a prodigious leaper and was apt to slap unwary boaters in the face, giving them lacerations and black eyes, and sometimes knocking them senseless. These accidents happened so often that carp-concussions had now become a recognized diagnostic condition in parts of the Midwest. Despite many eradication campaigns, these Asian carp species had continued to flourish in the Mississippi and its tributaries, leading to serious concern that they might establish themselves in the rivers’ headwaters, bringing about irreversible changes in the ecosystems of the Great Lakes. Thus it was that the common carp, that peaceable denizen of Asian waterways, had now found a place on the list of the hundred most dangerous invasive species in the United States.

Also on that list was Clarias batrachus, the species known as the walking catfish in the United States, and magur in Bengal. This fish possessed special gills which allowed it to breathe air and fins that enabled it to wriggle along the ground, making it exceptionally well-equipped for the colonization of new terrain. How much so had become clear after the species was introduced into southern Florida in the 1960s: within a few years walking catfish had begun to invade vast swaths of the region, finding their way into rivers and canals, and infiltrating commercial fisheries, where they caused havoc by devouring huge quantities of farmed fish. In some parts of Florida, they had reached extraordinary levels of abundance, surpassing 3,000 pounds per acre. Sometimes they would swarm across roads and highways and be run over in such numbers that the tarmac would become slick with their remains, causing many accidents and confounding insurers, who were apt to get into fights with customers over catfish-related claims.

The third invasive on Piya’s list hadn’t yet made its way on to the hundred-most-dangerous list, even though its first sighting had created an extraordinary furore, leading to an outbreak of collective hysteria. It was the species known to Bengalis as gojar-machh, or Channa marulius, the great (or bullseye) snakehead.

Piya’s description of the species sent a twinge up my spine, a sensation akin to a shiver of recognition. Great snakeheads could grow to enormous sizes, and were efficient omnivorous predators endowed with wide, powerful jaws and razor-sharp teeth that enabled them to eat reptiles, large fish and small mammals like voles, muskrats and even otters. Their sinuous, muscular bodies could shoot through the water at great speed, and they often hid at the bottom of lakes and streams, launching themselves like torpedoes upon spotting their prey.

Snakeheads were perfectly adapted to flourish as invasives, said Piya, because they got much of their oxygen intake by breathing air, and could therefore survive on land for considerable stretches of time, during which they would often slither from one waterway to another. Because they could breathe air, snakeheads were also able to live in muddy, oxygen-depleted bodies of water where few other species of fish could survive. Moreover, they were able to multiply at great speed, spawning several times in a season, and both males and females of the species were known to aggressively defend their eggs and their young.

In 2002 one very large snakehead had been discovered in a pond in Crofton, a Maryland suburb. The discovery had made national headlines, causing panic in the town and leading to the pond being nuked with large quantities of a toxic fish poison: six adult snakeheads and a thousand juveniles were killed. Such were the repercussions of the reports of suburban America being invaded by snakeheads that a slew of horror movies had appeared with titles like Snakehead Terror, Frankenfish and Swarm of the Snakehead. Bounties of up to $200 were offered to incentivize anglers to hunt the species. However, the campaign had misfired, largely missing its intended target, and instead causing great harm to a similar-looking native fish, the bowfin (Amia calva), which suffered disproportionately from the exterminatory frenzy.

Listening to Piya’s account of the snakehead panic of 2002, I found my own levels of anxiety rising uncontrollably. Was Piya suggesting that I take myself off to Maryland to hunt gigantic snakeheads with my bare hands? The very thought struck terror into my heart. My fear must have communicated itself to Piya, for she explained patiently that snakeheads had now become commercially available in the US in certain specialized shops that catered to Asian Americans.

‘And it turns out,’ said Piya, ‘that Leo has a cousin called Mike who works in a Chinese fish shop in Brooklyn: he’s going to call him and explain what you need. Leo said it’s an amazing shop, and that’s where people go when they want really big fish. It’s almost like an aquarium.’

‘Really? Right here in Brooklyn?’

‘Yes, of course. Brooklyn’s full of homesick Asians looking for their favourite kinds of fish. All you have to do is go to the shop and tell Mike you’ve been sent there by Leo Chang. Here’s the address,’ she said, holding up a card in front of her. ‘It’s not far from where you live.’

‘Thank you, Piya,’ I said, taking a screenshot. ‘I’m really grateful.’



Scarcely had I got off the phone when my doorbell rang. I went down to the front door to find a tall young man waiting outside with a large package in his hands. To my surprise, he addressed me in Bangla. ‘Are you Mr Dinu Datta?’

‘Yes.’

‘I’ve been asked to deliver this to you by my cousin’s friend Rafi.’

‘Oh, thank you.’

No sooner had he handed me the package than it almost dropped out of my hands: it wasn’t very large and didn’t look very heavy, so my haptic system was deceived into thinking it was lighter than it was.

‘It weighs a lot,’ said the young man. ‘Be careful.’

Nodding my thanks to him, I slowly made my way upstairs to the kitchen, where I opened the package and discovered that its weight was due to the fact that it contained a flat stone mortar as well as a pestle: together they must have weighed at least 12 kilograms.

Along with the stone shil-nora, there was a new boti, a package of dudheswar rice and all the spices I had asked for.

I was staring bemusedly at my acquisitions when Tipu called. ‘You got the package, right, Pops?’

‘Yes, it’s here.’

‘Good. Are you ready to start cooking now?

‘No, Tipu,’ I said. ‘I’m going to need to practise for many months.’

‘What?’ squealed Tipu. ‘Why so long?’

‘I have to be sure of getting things right before I invite Varsha over. And to do that I’ll need to run a taste test on Tarun.’

‘Why Tarun?’

‘Because he often ate at Tavoy when we were kids. I’m sure he remembers Husna’s food, which makes him just about the only person in the world who can judge whether my cooking is up to her standards or not.’







Twenty-Seven


The shop that Leo Chang had recommended was called Fuzanglong Fisheries, and when I ran a search for it, an ad turned up: ‘FUZANGLONG IS THE DRAGON OF HIDDEN TREASURES; here you will find every kind of fish for your needs’.

The address was in Brooklyn’s Chinatown, on 8th Avenue in Sunset Park, a half-hour ride from Atlantic Avenue on the D train. I set out to look for it on a blustery day, wrapped up in a rainproof hoodie. On reaching 8th Avenue, I spotted the shop straightaway, because of the brightly coloured serpentine dragon that was painted on its awning, under the words ‘Fuzanglong Fisheries’. But other than that there was nothing out of the ordinary about the place; it was just a narrow storefront, tucked between two much larger shops. Facing the sidewalk was a three-tiered display case in which many colourful varieties of fish were laid out on beds of ice. Sticking up above each of them, like a flag in a glacier, was a little label with Chinese lettering.

Behind the counter, three men wearing heavy plastic aprons were busy scaling and gutting fish. Somehow I knew at a glance which of them was Mike: a tall, burly man with heavily tattooed arms, and a huge topknot on his head covered by a blue hairnet. He had a dour, forbidding look about him, but his demeanour changed the moment I mentioned Leo Chang. His mouth relaxed into a floppy smile and he beckoned to me to step into the shop. ‘Come on, I’ll take you to the stash.’

I followed Mike down a staircase to the basement, where we came to a heavy metal door that had a fire-breathing dragon painted on it. Mike slowly pushed it open with his shoulder and suddenly I found myself looking into an interior that seemed to belong to another world, a cavernous, luminous space where rows of glowing aquariums were stacked high against the walls with hundreds of live fish swimming in slow, deliberate circles. Standing aside, Mike ushered me into the frigid room. ‘Take a look around,’ he said, ‘and choose what you want. I’ll be back in a bit.’ Then the door closed behind him and I was left alone amongst the stacks. The lights were at floor level and they filled the room with a greenish glow that cast the shadows of the fish upwards so that their silhouettes were circling slowly on the ceiling: glancing up, I had a momentary impression of being at the bottom of a pond, looking up at a spiralling column of aquatic life.

The highest tier of tanks was level with my head, and as my eyes gradually grew accustomed to the dimness, I began to recognize several species, among them the ones that I had come in search of: walking catfish, great snakeheads and common carp in various stages of growth.

I gawked at the fish as if hypnotized and after a while I realized that I too was being examined, especially by the invasives, which seemed to pause every now and then to come up to the glass so that they could size me up. Among them were specimens of golden-hued carp, some of them as big as overweight Labradors, with bellies like footballs and stubby little barbels twitching at the corners of their mouths. There were some enormous black catfish too, with antenna-like whiskers clumped around their gaping mouths. But largest of all were the adult snakeheads with their hungrily gaping jaws, pointy teeth and patterned skin.

One in particular seemed to be staring fixedly at me, its gaze level with mine and its monstrous jaws snapping open and shut rhythmically. Looking into its eyes, I suddenly had an overwhelmingly powerful sensation of what it would be like to be in the water with that gigantic creature, trying to elude those vice-like jaws. As if by instinct, my hands rose and my fingers curled into claws as though I were preparing to fight off a predator.

Then, almost as if it were reading my mind, the snakehead began to rock from side to side, its eyes still fixed on me, moving faster and faster until it was thrashing about, twisting this way and that, flailing its enormous serpentine body so that its tank began to rattle and shake, spilling water over its sides. Raising its head, the fish lashed out with its tail, striking a tremendous blow against the side of its tank, which, to my utter horror, suddenly tipped over sideways and fell to the floor with a deafening crash, drenching me with water and depositing the fish on the floor. The water blinded me for a moment until I swept the back of my hand across my eyes—and there it was in front of me, lying on its belly, the gigantic body writhing, the glittering eyes boring into mine as it came slithering directly towards me.

I took a step backwards and all at once my shoes slipped, my feet slid out from under me and I landed on the wet floor with my back against a wall. Frantically, I began to claw at the empty air with my outstretched hands and a terrified cry burst from my mouth: ‘Dev-bhai, bachao! Help me! Dev-bhai, where are you?’

A moment later the door burst open and Mike rushed in, followed by his colleagues. Slipping and sliding on the wet floor, they righted the fallen fish tank, which was made of some kind of synthetic material and was still intact. Then the three of them caught hold of the great snakehead, lifted it up and dumped it back in the aquarium. While the others busied themselves with refilling the tank, Mike hurried over to me and helped me pick myself up off the floor.

‘What happened?’ he asked when I was back on my feet.

‘I don’t know,’ I said. ‘That fish thrashed around so wildly that it managed to tip the aquarium over by itself. I had nothing to do with it.’

My terror must have been evident on my face for Mike took pity on me and led me to a plastic chair and offered to pour me some green tea. I accepted gratefully, and as I was raising the cup to my lips with shaking hands, I saw that I was sitting beside a shrine to a red-faced guardian spirit who was protecting the shop with a drawn sword. For some reason I found this deity’s presence strangely reassuring.

Suddenly my phone, which was in the inner pocket of my hoodie, began to ring. I pulled it out and Dev’s name flashed up on the screen.

‘Dinu,’ he said, without preamble, ‘are you all right? What happened?’

‘I don’t know,’ I said, rocking back and forth in the chair. ‘I don’t know. It was as if I were having a nightmare.’

‘Dinu, listen to me,’ said Dev. ‘Put the tips of your thumb and index finger together in a circle, and say: “Buddham pujemi; dhammam pujemi—”’

‘Thangam pujemi,’ I finished, the words rising to my lips like bubbles floating up from a long-buried layer of silt.

‘Yes,’ said Dev. ‘Now say it again and again.’

I closed my eyes and repeated the words over and over until slowly my terror began to recede. By the time Mike came back I had more or less collected myself and was able to explain that what I needed was a small walking catfish of around a pound or so, cut into bite-sized pieces.



I left the shop with the pink plastic bag containing the pieces of fish hanging from my hand. Being too shaken to take the subway, I took a taxi home, and once inside, I shoved the package into the fridge and went straight to bed.

The next morning, I pulled up a video of my favourite village cooks—the perky young woman and her elderly mother-in-law—making a simple preparation of Clarias batrachus in a watery jhol of exactly the kind that my mother would feed me in my childhood when I was ill.

The video included a graphic demonstration of the process of cutting up a whole catfish but I skipped this part since my fish had already been chopped into conveniently small pieces. Besides, my attempts to work with the boti had all ended in abject failure: the implement was designed to be used while sitting on the floor, with the toes of one foot pinched around the base of the blade to hold it steady, and on attempting to do this I had quickly discovered that my ageing joints were too stiff to permit me even to sit on the floor, far less with one foot curled under me while gripping a razor-sharp blade with the other. Recognizing my limitations, I gave up and relegated the boti to the back of my kitchen counter.

Learning from this experience, I adopted a different tactic with the shil-nora: instead of placing it on the floor, as was the custom in Bengali homes, I put it on the kitchen counter, at a height that was convenient for me. After a few hours of practice, I became quite adept at grinding spices and even learnt to rock back and forth on my heels as I rolled the cylindrical pestle over the mortar, imitating the practised techniques of rural video stars.

With my haul of chopped-up catfish waiting in the fridge, I noted down every step in the Clarias batrachus video. When I finally felt ready, I began by rubbing a paste of ground turmeric, red chillies and salt on the pieces of fish. This was quickly done, after which I heated up some mustard oil in my wok, dropped the pieces of fish gingerly into the smoking puddle and allowed them to acquire a few spots of colour before spooning them out again. Then, as wisps of smoke began to rise from the reheated oil, I threw in a teaspoonful of whole cumin, a tejpata and some dried red chillies, followed by some chopped tomatoes. A couple of minutes later, the pieces of fish went back in again, along with a cup of water, a few pinches of salt and some fresh green chillies.

As the reddish-brown mixture was coming to a boil, I got a call from Amanda, my downstairs neighbour.

‘Hey there, Dean! What’s cooking up there?’

‘A kind of catfish. Don’t tell me you can smell it down in your apartment?’

‘Sure I can. Smells amazing.’

‘Like to try some?’

‘You bet.’

Amanda came bounding up to my kitchen, and on taking a taste of my simple preparation of Clarias batrachus, looked up at me in wonder.

‘I love this! What do you call it?’

‘Magur-macch’r jhol.’

‘Okay, I’m never going to get my tongue around that, so I’m just going to call it Dean’s catfish soup. Is it something you make often?’

I shook my head. ‘No. This is the first time. I’m trying to teach myself how to cook the food I ate as a child.’

Amanda’s eyebrows rose. ‘Why?’

‘Because I’ve been told that in order to save the world, we have to remind ourselves of the old ways.’

Amanda burst into laughter. ‘That’s great, Dean! I’ll help you save the world by being your taster.’



Of all the recipes in my repertoire, the most challenging to execute was doi-machh even though it involved nothing more than simmering some pieces of shallow-fried Cyprinus carpio in some lightly spiced yoghurt. But precisely because the recipe was very simple it was easy to get the balance of flavours wrong, as quickly became apparent when my first few attempts to prepare the dish yielded bland and tasteless results.

After a string of failures, it dawned on me finally that the problem was the mass-produced cow-milk yoghurt that I was using, a product that bore little resemblance to the thick buffalo-milk doi of my childhood. It was Amanda who came to my rescue then: she told me she had a farmer friend in New Jersey who made buffalo-milk products, mainly mozzarella, but also small batches of yoghurt that she sold to a few select customers. It so happened that Amanda was due to visit the farm the next day and she promised to bring me back a few jars of buffalo-milk yoghurt.

The following evening I made sure that I was in my apartment at 7 p.m., which was when Amanda had said she would be back from New Jersey. But in the event she was almost an hour late.

‘Sorry to keep you waiting, Dean,’ she said, placing four jars of buffalo-milk yoghurt on my kitchen counter. ‘A bunch of coloured lights appeared in the sky just as I was about to leave my friend’s farm. It was some kind of drone swarm, she told me, and it’s been going on for a few weeks now. No one knows where they’re coming from.’

‘Really?’ I said. ‘Drones should be easy to track, shouldn’t they?’

‘Yeah, that’s what you’d think. But these weren’t like any drones I’ve ever seen. They were as big as buses, and they were twisting and turning every which way but without making a sound, and then they’d suddenly fly off and disappear into the night.’

‘How strange!’ I said. ‘It must be worrying for the people who live there…’

‘You bet!’ said Amanda as she turned to leave. ‘People are really worked up. It’s all over the news.’

I shrugged absently. ‘Anyway, thanks for the yoghurt.’

‘No problem.’

After Amanda left I turned on the news and saw to my astonishment that what she had told me was true: there were dozens of news reports about drones swarming over some of the biggest towns in New Jersey. Some of the reports included visuals of multicoloured objects of various shapes and sizes hurtling around the night sky. Yet these drones apparently had no heat signature and were not emitting any radio signals.

On CNN, a New Jersey state official was railing at the FBI and the Department of Homeland Security for not making a proper statement about the drones.

‘We’ve been calling for a state of emergency, and all we’ve been given so far is a press release that says: “Nothing to see here, move on”—as if millions of people in New Jersey are having some sort of collective hallucination. It’s offensive! To us, and to the American people.’



The taste of my doi-machh began to improve once I switched to buffalo-milk yoghurt, and after a few trials I finally felt like I could ask Amanda to come up for a tasting.

Her verdict—‘Exquisite!’—delivered with dreamily closed eyes was a huge boost to my confidence, and it could not have come at a better time because I had invited Tarun to dinner the following evening. Now at last I felt I was ready for him.

The next morning I went to Sunset Park earlier than usual and surprised Mike by asking not for one variety of fish, as in the past couple of weeks, but for all of the three species I had been experimenting with: Clarias batrachus, Cyprinus carpio and Channa marulius.

On returning home with the three different varieties of fish, all cut up into bite-sized chunks, I got to work immediately, grinding, chopping, stirring and tasting, hoping to get everything done by 6.30 p.m., when Tarun had said he would be coming.

But several minor setbacks made me realize that I would not be done in time so it came as a relief when Tarun sent a text saying that he would be an hour late.

‘Sorry abt that. Weird stuff going on here in Jersey.’

I texted back: ‘You mean lights in the sky?’

‘Yes,’ came the answer. ‘It’s unbelievable.’

When at last he arrived, Tarun was full of apologies: ‘I’m sorry, dude, but I just had to stop. I’ve never seen anything like it in my life.’

‘Hey, no worries! In your place I would have stopped too.’

‘You wouldn’t believe it,’ said Tarun. ‘Everyone was kibitzing—the traffic got so wonky that I bailed off the Turnpike and pulled into a rest stop that was totally mobbed. Everyone was gawking at the sky: there were drones everywhere, coming from all over, dozens of ’em just hovering and swooping. Apparently, it’s been going on for weeks. And the freaky thing is, nobody’s ever seen these things take off or land.’

‘Yes, bizarre, isn’t it?’

Suddenly Tarun’s attention shifted and he began to sniff the air. ‘Hey! What the hell, dude? Have you been cooking?’

I nodded. ‘Yes, I have.’

‘Really? So what have you made?’

I was about to disclose the names of my three favourite invasives when I heard a tapping sound on my kitchen window. Looking over my shoulder, I saw that it was my friend the crow from the park: I had taken to leaving a few bits of bread for her on the windowsill, so she visited me almost daily. But she usually came during the day; she had never come after nightfall.

‘It’s my friend Eartha, looking for some bread. Just a moment.’

‘Sure.’

As I was putting a crust of bread on the windowsill, I suddenly remembered Shoma’s fish-market epiphany and it occurred to me that I too could structure this meal as a game. Tarun had always been very competitive, especially with me, and by testing his memory perhaps I would be able to garner some clues as to whether or not I was succeeding in creating convincing approximations of the dishes that Husna had cooked back at Tavoy.

Eartha was still on my windowsill, watching me with her beady eyes, and I gave her a quick nod of thanks: if not for her singularly well-timed visit I might have lost a golden opportunity.

‘Are you hungry, Tarun?’

‘Starving!’ said Tarun, seating himself at my dining table, where I had already laid out two large stainless steel thalas. Rolling up his sleeves, he cocked an eyebrow at me. ‘So what have you cooked?’

I gave him a smile as I brought a bowl of rice to the table. ‘I’m not going to tell you. I want you to guess. It’s kind of a game.’

Tarun’s eyes lit up. ‘A game, huh? May I remind you, Dinu, that you’ve never once beaten me at any game?’

‘There’s always a first time.’

‘We’ll see about that.’

There was a look in Tarun’s eyes that I recognized; this was how he watched his opponents on the tennis court when he was waiting to see what sort of serve they would come up with.

And right on cue, Tarun said, ‘Okay, serve it up then! Let’s see what you’ve got.’

I decided on the spot that I would present the three varieties of fish to Tarun in ascending order of difficulty, starting with the Clarias batrachus since catfish was the species he was most likely to remember. Sure enough he guessed correctly: ‘This has to be magur-machh. One taste of it and I feel like I’m lying in bed with a temperature.’

I laughed. ‘That’s the easiest point you’re going to get.’

‘What’s next?’

‘Here, try this,’ I said, ladling a few pieces of fish and some gravy onto his plate.

He peered at the creamy puddle for a moment. ‘This is doi-machh, isn’t it?’

‘That’s the preparation,’ I said, borrowing a line from Shoma. ‘But what’s the fish?’

After chewing meditatively on a morsel, he declared, ‘Tastes like rui to me.’

‘Wrong!’ I cried triumphantly. ‘It’s what we call karfu in Bangla. In other words, the common carp, Cyprinus carpio. Rui is Labeo rohita. So this point goes to me.’

‘You mean we’re even now?’ said Tarun, bridling. ‘No way this can end in a draw! You better have a tiebreaker coming up.’

‘Of course,’ I said with a nod.

I had decided to serve the Channa marulius last because it was the species that Tarun was least likely to identify: I was fairly sure that he had only ever tasted this fish at Tavoy when Husna was working there.

‘Here you are,’ I said, placing a few pieces of the great snakehead on his thala. ‘Go ahead, try it. What do you think it is?’

Tarun tasted the fish gingerly, cocking his head to one side. Then he sniffed his fingertips and took a few more tastes, frowning all the while. With the score even now, I knew I could rely on him to do a careful search of that prodigious memory of his.

‘I know what this is,’ Tarun announced suddenly. ‘I remember it: it’s taking me back a long time—to Tavoy, when Shoma and Monty had that amazing cook … What was her name? Husna?’

I nodded. ‘That’s right.’

‘She used to cook something like this, didn’t she? I remember asking her once what kind of fish it was and she said … she said … It was with “go—” something.’ Then, with a snap of his fingers, he cried, ‘Got it! Gojar-machh! That’s what it was and this is exactly how it tasted.’

All of a sudden I knew how Shoma had felt when Varsha had simultaneously defeated her and delivered her a great victory.

‘That’s correct, Tarun. You’ve got it—it’s Channa marulius, the great snakehead as it’s known in English and gojar in Bangla. You’ve won yet again.’

He scowled. ‘If I’ve won, why are you smiling, Dinu? Dude, you lost. Your record of losing to me remains unblemished.’

My smile turned into a grin. ‘You may have won the point, Tarun, but I won the game. Don’t you see? I cooked something that’s worthy of Husna. That counts as a victory in my book.’



Through those long months of preparation, I had never allowed myself to believe that my cooking might be even remotely reminiscent of Husna’s: this had been my principal alibi for dithering over inviting Varsha to dinner. But now that Tarun had struck down this excuse, I could no longer procrastinate. As soon as I had said goodbye to him, I went to my study and looked up the email address that Varsha had given me. Then I sat down at my computer and typed out a message: ‘I’m ready for your challenge now.’

She answered within minutes. ‘When do you want to do it?’

It struck me that it would be best to have her over as soon as possible, while the recipes were still fresh on my fingertips, so to speak. ‘What about dinner tomorrow—at seven, my place?’

Ten minutes went by before she responded. ‘What time will you begin cooking?’

‘Around four-thirty, I suppose.’

‘All right,’ she shot back, ‘then that’s when I’ll come. At four-thirty. I want to watch the whole process.’

I quailed at the thought of having to cook under Varsha’s watchful gaze. But there was no turning back now. ‘No problem,’ I said, trying to sound unfazed. ‘I hope you understand, though, that I’ll have to do the shopping earlier?’

‘That’s fine. You can do the shopping, but don’t start prepping until I arrive.’

‘All right. But one more thing: this time you’ll have to come on your own. I’m sure you know you have nothing to worry about from me.’

‘Done. I’ll see you tomorrow at four-thirty.’



I was still staring at my computer screen, trying to process the enormity of the challenge ahead, when I got a notification that Tipu was trying to video call me. I clicked ‘Accept’ and a moment later Tipu’s face appeared on my screen: ‘Yo, Pops!’

He was sitting at a desk, talking directly into his phone, which seemed to be propped up in front of him. ‘How’d it go with your old pal today, Pops?’

‘It went better than I could have imagined. Tarun actually said my cooking reminded him of Husna’s.’

‘Woohoo! Does that mean you’re ready for Varsha now?’

It was gratifying to be one step ahead of him for once. ‘Actually, I’ve been in touch with her already,’ I said. ‘She’s coming over tomorrow at four-thirty. She wants to watch me prep and cook.’

Tipu pumped his fist. ‘Way to go Pops! We’ll all be rootin’ for ya. Game on!’

Something about his cheerful insouciance annoyed me. ‘Is this really a game for you, Tipu?’ I asked irritably. ‘If so, since I’m the one who’s going to be playing, you should explain exactly what you’re hoping to get out of it and where it’s meant to lead.’

‘What do you mean, Pops?’

‘Let’s say that Varsha does have an “Aha!” moment after eating what I’ve cooked. What happens after that? What am I meant to say to her?’

‘That’s easy, Pops. All you’ll need to do is explain that some friends of yours want to be in touch with her. And if Varsha is okay with that, then just give her my number.’

‘And then?’ I said. ‘What happens after you establish contact with her? What are your plans for Varsha going forward? What are you hoping to get from her?’

Tipu shrugged evasively. ‘I don’t want to bore you with that stuff, Pops. It won’t make any sense to you anyway.’

‘Don’t patronize me, Tipu!’ I shot back. ‘After all the trouble I’ve gone to, I think I deserve to know what you’re planning. I don’t want to sign on to some goofy scheme without knowing what’s going on.’

This sent Tipu off on one of his long-winded spiels with all his usual riffs and cusses. I listened to him bemusedly for the most part, reflexively dismissing much of what he had to say—and yet, despite myself, it slowly began to dawn on me that what he had in mind was not wholly misconceived.

As I understood it, Tipu’s plan for the immediate future was to focus on a coal-burning power plant that a giant energy corporation was planning to build on an island in the Sundarban. The project was apparently inspired by a similar facility in Bangladesh, which had already had disastrous ecological impacts, so it was entirely predictable that the new one would repeat that story of ruin. Confronted with this looming disaster, diverse environmental groups and local activists had come together to launch a joint campaign to prevent the project from going forward—but to no avail, because the energy corporation that was behind it was owned by an immensely powerful crony capitalist who had ensured the media’s silence on this issue. In other words, as was happening increasingly everywhere, all conventional forms of political protest had proved powerless against the might of a corporate juggernaut.

It was this dawning realization that had prompted the activists to pay heed to Tipu’s advocacy of a more unconventional approach. What he had suggested was a tactical change. It so happened that there was a ruined structure, believed to have been a temple of Manasa Devi, on the island where the power plant was to be built. What if, instead of relying primarily on environmental impact studies, many of which were difficult for ordinary people to understand, the campaign were to foreground the temple as a site that the inhabitants of the forest considered sacred? Building a coal-powered plant there could then be framed as an act of sacrilege, as well as a desecration of the environment. (After all, wasn’t Manasa Devi a figure who represented all the creatures of the forest?) This approach, Tipu had contended, would attract much more attention and mobilize many more people than a conventional environmental protest movement.

‘What do you think, Pops?’

After some hemming and hawing I told him that though I could see the logic of his argument, I was not entirely persuaded; I could not imagine that a big energy corporation would give a fig for the beliefs of people who lived in a remote swampland.

Tipu waved my doubts away. The matter would ultimately hinge, he insisted, on the numbers; if enough people could be drawn to the site, then they might even be able to rebuild the temple overnight which would effectively checkmate the corporation, because tearing the temple down was sure to result in a tidal wave of negative publicity and popular outrage.

That was all very well, I said to Tipu, but how were people beyond the Sundarban to be persuaded of the sacredness of a site they had never heard of?

Tipu answered without hesitation. ‘That’s why we need Varsha, Pops. We need her to show us a sign.’

‘What kind of sign?’

‘An irruption, Pops! Something like the Petrozavodsk phenomenon right over the ruined temple. Can you imagine how many people that would bring to the site?’

My mouth fell open in dismay.

‘Tipu, I hope you’re not planning to stage some kind of fake illusion? You do realize, don’t you, that if you’re found out, you’ll have done more harm than good to your cause?’

Tipu responded with a calm shake of his head. ‘No one’s going to fake anything, Pops. Don’t you remember the bit of your story where someone says that sometimes portals open up between our everyday world and another unseen one? Well, here’s something you may not know: when those portals open, what comes through to this side often manifests as a play of lights, and usually that happens when things are going really wrong with the world, as they are now—except there’s never been a time as bad as this. So if a whole bunch of us ghost-eyes got together, and Varsha was there to take the lead, who knows what might happen? That’s why we need her so badly … because she seems to have a personal connect with the Devi.’

‘Tipu—’

I surprised myself by biting back the objections that had risen to my lips. Looking into his eyes, one dark and one almost translucent, but both shining with eagerness, I could see that he was sincerely hopeful about his plan, and I could not bring myself to pour cold water on it. Indeed, what he was suggesting seemed no more far-fetched to me than the fairy tales told by ‘experts’ and billionaires about miraculous new technologies that would magically suck carbon out of the atmosphere or make Mars habitable. That there were resources on our home planet, within universes that existed in parallel to the everyday one, seemed much more likely to me than those fantastical techno-utopian dreams. Nor could I, having lived so long with Shoma’s file on Case J, doubt that ‘the other side’ really did exist and that portals sometimes did open up between that side and this one. Moreover, deep down, I was whole-heartedly in agreement with Tipu: with everything else having failed, the time had come to try to rekindle that sense of awe and wonder on which human faith in the sacred is founded.

It seemed to me now that my doubts were actually more about myself than Tipu: Why, despite all the strange and marvellous things that I had experienced over the last few years, did I have so little faith in those other worlds that I knew existed alongside this one?

A wave of envy began to well up within me as I listened to Tipu go on about his fellow ghost-eyes and how they had never been able to join forces before because they tended to be very territorial, and quarrelsome as well, and how that was quickly changing as the planet plunged deeper into crisis. Whether it was true or not, I found it moving to think that this motley crew of seers and mystics had agreed to put their disagreements aside because they understood that humanity was hurtling towards an abyss.

Was Tipu exaggerating when he said that the ghost-eye guild had agreed at the highest levels to support him in creating an irruption in the Sundarban, as a test case, to see if the strategy might be effective, and if the trial run provided proof of concept, then the principal stakeholders would consider scaling it up to a global level? I had no way of knowing, but I had to admit that it was mesmerizing to hear him describe his plan with words that an economist might use when discussing a rural health programme.

Why did all of this come so easily to Tipu, but not to me?

Like a child hankering to be an astronaut or an Olympic sprinter, I found myself chafing against the injustice that allowed some people to have special abilities while denying them to others: Why, despite the urgency of my yearning, was I so sadly lacking in gifts? Why was I so limited, so earthbound, so deficient in imagination?

And then, all of a sudden, my phone began to vibrate, shaking me out of my trance. Amanda had sent me a text: ‘Come on down! There’s a drone circling over us.’

Jumping to my feet, I raced downstairs to Amanda’s apartment. She had left her front door open so I was able to go straight through the living room to the backyard. She was standing in the middle, her head thrown back. When I went to stand beside her, she pointed straight up—and there it was! A strange oblong shape, emitting a bright beam from its centre, while other lights of varied colours periodically appeared around its edges. At first it seemed stationary, hovering silently, but then it darted off to one side only to return moments later. After hovering for a few more minutes it began to rise in spiralling circles until it shot off suddenly in the direction of the Atlantic Ocean.

‘Whew,’ I said to Amanda. ‘Did we really see that?’

‘Yes,’ she said. ‘We did—and so did our neighbours, and thousands, maybe millions, of others.’

‘Thanks for texting me.’

‘You’re most welcome.’

When I got back to my study, Tipu’s face was still on my computer screen.

‘What happened, Pops?’

Half in shock, I mumbled, ‘There was a drone above the house.’

‘A drone, huh?’ Tipu’s grin spread all the way across his face. ‘Are you sure that’s what it was?’

I cut him off abruptly. ‘You don’t need to say anything more, Tipu. I may not have any of your gifts, but you can count on me to do my best when Varsha comes over for dinner tomorrow.’







Twenty-Eight


I woke up to find that the display of lights from the night before had had a strange effect on me: everything seemed to have a febrile vividness, almost as though I were hallucinating. When I went into the shower, it was as if I had stepped under a Himalayan waterfall; when I sipped my usual cup of tea, the taste seemed utterly new, filling my nose with the scent of vanilla and jasmine. When I stepped into the subway car, for my now almost-daily journey to Sunset Park, every jolt and tremor seemed to reverberate through my body. I had never felt as intensely awake and alert as I did that day.

This strange feeling of dislocation continued when I got to the fish shop.

‘I’ve got something special for you today,’ said Mike with a wink. ‘You’re gonna like it.’

Reaching under the counter, he pulled out a fillet of fish as long as his tattooed arm and slammed it down in front of me.

‘What’s that?’ I said, recoiling.

‘It’s your friend the great snakehead,’ he announced with a grin. ‘We had to cut him up yesterday ’cause he did it again.’

‘Did what?’

‘Knocked over his fish tank. It was the weirdest thing…’

The day before, Mike said, just as evening was turning into night, a drone swarm had appeared above Sunset Park, one of which had hovered right above 8th Avenue. Mike and his colleagues had run out to the sidewalk to see what was going on. As they were looking up at the sky, they heard a tremendous crash from the basement, where they kept their fish tanks. On rushing down they had found that all the fish were acting weird, thrashing about in their tanks—all except the great snakehead, which was on the floor, having once again succeeded in knocking over its tank.

It was decided right then that the fish was more trouble than it was worth.



After getting home and putting away all my shopping, I went up to my study and was surprised to see that one of my desk drawers had rolled open; lying face up inside was the post-office receipt that had fallen out of Shoma’s bookshelf in Calcutta.

Dr Cathy Booth’s name and the address under it were staring up at me.

I had tried not to think about that receipt since returning to New York, but now I sat in front of my computer and went down a rabbit hole, trying to figure out what had become of Professor Booth and the Faculty of Psychology and Neurology at the University of Virginia. After running several searches I learnt that Professor Booth had died many years ago, and that her old faculty had reincarnated itself as the Division of Perceptual Studies: apparently it was still considered the world’s leading centre of research on anomalous phenomena, and several members of its faculty, most notably one Professor Jim B. Tucker, had continued Dr Ian Stevenson’s work on reincarnation, focusing particularly on North American cases.

As I was taking this in, my phone rang. It was Tarun, calling me from his car while driving southwards on the New Jersey Turnpike.

‘Hey, Dinu,’ he said. ‘I just remembered that I didn’t thank you properly for that amazing dinner yesterday.’

‘I’m glad you enjoyed it,’ I said. ‘I did too.’

‘Yeah, it took me back so many years and made me think of Tavoy, and of all the time I spent hanging out with you and Monty and Shoma.’

‘Interesting you should say that because I was just thinking of Shoma too,’ I said. ‘Actually, I wanted to ask you a question: Do you know anything about the Division of Perceptual Studies at your university?’

The line went quiet for a moment and when Tarun began to speak again, his voice was unusually hesitant. ‘I know a little bit, but that’s only because I play tennis with a guy who works there. The division generally keeps a very low profile so most people in the university don’t even know that it exists. And these guys like it that way.’

‘Why is that?’

‘I think it’s because the stuff they do there is considered “woo-woo” by a lot of mainstream academics. In fact the university would probably have closed the division a long time ago if it could, but they have a big endowment of their own, which is why they’ve been able to go on with their work. But why are you asking me about this out of the blue?’

‘Because Shoma used to correspond with someone who worked there. I think they might still have her letters in their archives. I was thinking I’d come down to Charlottesville to take a look.’

‘You should,’ said Tarun. ‘And, of course, you’re welcome to stay with me any time—my house is just three blocks from the division’s offices. I’d be glad to introduce you to Ted, my tennis buddy.’

‘I’m going to take you up on that one of these days.’



After I got off the phone with Tarun, I glanced at the time and was startled to find that I had less than an hour left to prepare for Varsha’s arrival. Rushing downstairs, I hurriedly straightened up my living room and began to lay the table. I had placed two thalas on the dinner table and was reaching for some ceramic bowls to serve the fish in, when it occurred to me that it might be better to use the dabbas of an old tiffin carrier that I had once brought back from Calcutta.

By the time I fetched the tiffin carrier and washed the dabbas out, it was almost 4.30 p.m. I was trying to think of what other last-minute things I needed to do, when Tipu called.

‘Hey there, Pops. How’s it going?’

‘As well as can be expected,’ I said. ‘I’m ready to begin as soon as Varsha gets here.’

‘Good luck, Pops. Dev and I have our fingers crossed over here.’

‘Is Dev with you?’

‘Yup. It’s all hands on deck today, waiting to see how it goes. The rest is up to you now, Pops.’

‘Thanks! As if there wasn’t enough pressure already…’

Tipu cackled. ‘You’ll be fine, Pops. Don’t sweat—’

Suddenly the bell rang, making me jump. ‘She’s here! I’ve got to go.’

I buzzed Varsha in and then went to the landing to greet her. She came up the stairs wearing a black coat, and under that, a green sari. Her head was uncovered and I saw now that she had shoulder-length hair with broad streaks of white running through it.

On reaching the landing, she sized me with unsmiling distrust. ‘Are you ready?’

‘Yes, everything’s ready. I can begin whenever you want. Come on in.’

As soon as she stepped into my apartment, Varsha froze and began to sniff the air, her eyes closed. ‘You’ve been doing a lot of cooking recently, have you?’

‘Yes, I’ve been practising for today.’

‘Ah!’ Her eyes flew open and she stared at my kitchen, which was on the far side of the living room. Then she slipped out of her coat, kicked off her shoes and walked straight through the room, her gaze fixed on the kitchen counter. I was following a step behind, and it took me a minute to figure out exactly what she was looking at.

‘That’s my boti,’ I said. ‘I’m not —’

She silenced me with a loudly hissed ‘Shh!’ and continued to stare at the implement as if transfixed. She stood there for a while, absolutely still, then a shiver went through her and her right hand extended itself, as if of its own volition, and fell gently on the boti’s wooden base. After a moment’s hesitation, Varsha picked up the boti, flipped open the blade and ran her thumb along its edge.

It was my turn to watch transfixed as she sank to the floor and curled her left leg under her in a single, graceful movement while gripping the blade of the boti with the toes of her right foot. Without casting so much as a glance at me, she put out a hand, palm upwards.

‘Onion.’

Handing her an onion, I placed a shining stainless steel thala in front of her and stood back to watch.

Varsha’s first few strokes as she put the onion to the blade were tentative, but soon she began to move with gathering speed and confidence, and it took only a few moments for the onion to be reduced to thin slices, far finer than anything I could have achieved with a knife. Then, with practised movements of her hand, using the side of her palm, just as I had seen Husna do, in the kitchen at Tavoy long ago, Varsha moved the chopped onions to one side of the thala, piling them into a neat little heap. As soon as that was done her hand came out again, palm upwards.

‘Garlic.’

And so it went with ginger, and tomatoes, and green and red chillies, and when there were some half-dozen colourful little mounds ranged around the rim of the thala, she pushed away the boti and said in the same peremptory tone, ‘Shil-nora.’

I knew better now than to suggest that she do the spice grinding on the counter, so I silently picked up the flat mortar and placed it in front of her. Then I handed her the pestle, along with my circular stainless steel spice container, with its eight individual sections. Again I watched in awe as she filled another thala with neat little mounds of ground spices, squatting on her heels and rocking expertly back and forth, with her weight bearing down on the pestle.

From then on there was nothing for me to do except play the role of a silent sous-chef, whisking away thalas and fetching ingredients and utensils until all the prep was done.

Only after she had washed her hands did Varsha speak again. ‘What kinds of fish have you bought?’

It took me a moment to register that she was now speaking to me in Bangla. Recovering from my surprise, I collected myself and told her that I had bought rui, gojar and magur.

‘Bring them to me one by one. And the rice too.’

There was not the slightest hesitation in her movements now as she washed the rice and put it in a pot to boil, nor when she poured mustard oil into my wok and placed it on the burner: it was as though with every movement of her limbs, with every aroma that she inhaled, her body was remembering what she needed to do and executing it flawlessly. All of the cooking, which would have taken me at least two hours, took her less than half that, and before I knew it, we were sitting down at the dining table with four stainless steel dabbas between us, three filled with fish and one with rice.

When the moment came to taste what she had cooked, Varsha hesitated again, briefly, as if anticipating a great shock, and when her fingers finally carried the food to her mouth, a shudder ran through her body. Closing her eyes, she slowly began to eat, lingering over every morsel, inhaling deeply the aromas that were ris- ing off her thala.

And now, at last, I began to eat as well, and soon I too could feel shudders going through my body. I had never before tasted anything like this: to call it ‘food’ seemed inadequate, for each bite was filled with the vitality of the earth itself.

When we had both finished eating, we washed our hands, and then Varsha sank onto the couch, her eyes closed, and murmured: ‘It’s all coming back to me now: Lusibari, our bhite basha with the pond behind it, the Shindaw Nat, everything. Even you and Dev.’

Seeing an opening here, I was quick to seize it. ‘I’m glad you remember Dev,’ I said. ‘He’s been thinking of you too … Actually, he wanted me to tell you that he really needs to connect with you. In fact a friend of his asked me to give you his contact details.’ I handed over a card on which I had written down Tipu’s number and email address.

She gave it a cursory glance as she rose to her feet and reached for her coat. ‘All right, then,’ she said. ‘I’ll be in touch with them as soon as I get home.’

‘Thank you,’ I said, holding the door open for her.

On her way out she stopped to flash me a mischievous smile. ‘When I see you next,’ she said, ‘I’d like to tell you a story.’

‘A story! About what?’

A sparkle came into her eyes as she turned away and headed for the stairs. ‘It’s a story I’m planning to write,’ she said over her shoulder. ‘Just like you did. I think you’ll like it.’







Twenty-Nine


W hen next I heard from Tipu, I was given to understand that the initial conversations with Varsha had gone very well and that she was now fully on board with the plan for an irruption in the Sundarban. In order to prepare for it she had gone into training at some undisclosed location, and now some of the most accomplished adepts of the ghost-eye guild were reaching out to help her reawaken her powers and develop them to the fullest. She would not emerge from this initiation until just before the irruption, so from this point on it was up to Tipu to make sure that large numbers of people were present to witness it when it happened.

To my surprise, Tipu seemed to be confident that he would be able to make all the necessary arrangements. For my part, I was inclined to be sceptical because he had never struck me as someone who had the organizational skills to put together a grassroots campaign; nor was it easy to imagine him as the impresario behind an event that would bring thousands of people together. And from what I had heard about his fellow ghost-eyes, I very much doubted that there was anyone in their network who might be suited to those tasks either. Would this omnium-gatherum of apparitionists and spirit-whisperers ever be able to accomplish anything practical? It seemed extremely unlikely to me.

Even to pick a date for the Sundarban irruption seemed to be an impossibly difficult task for them; every time I asked Tipu about this he would fob me off. ‘Hold your horses, Pops; we’re working on it. I’ll let you know a-sap when we come to a decision.’

But when at last a date was selected, I was obliged to change my mind about Tipu’s competence: it turned out that he and his network had chosen to time the Sundarban irruption so that it would coincide with one of the most important days in the Vedic astrological calendar—Makara Sankranti, which is when the sun moves from the zodiac sign of Dhanush (the Bow, or Sagittarius) to the house of the Makara (Capricorn). This transition, which happens in mid-January, is invested with so much gnostic significance that it produces innumerable effects in the real world, from influencing the food people eat to the games they play and, perhaps most importantly, the directions in which they travel.

Nowhere are the real-world effects of that cosmic passage felt more powerfully than in the Sundarban, where Makara Sankranti is perhaps the most festive and frenetic day of the year. This is because two very important events take place there on that day: a puja that celebrates the guardian spirit of the forest, Bon Bibi, and the annual pilgrimage to the sacred Hindu site of Sagar Island on the eastern edge of the Sundarban, where the Ganga meets the sea. Between them, these two events draw hundreds of thousands of pilgrims and devotees to sparsely peopled parts of the Sundarban. If Tipu and his network succeeded in enticing even a fraction of that vast crowd to veer off towards the site of the irruption, then they would have marshalled a force far greater than any conventional protest could even dream of. This was, I had to grudgingly acknowledge, a very clever move.

As it happened, I too had occasionally visited the Sundarban on Makara Sankranti, but that was because of another entirely secular event, in the inception of which I had played a small part.

Many years ago, apropos of I don’t remember what, I had explained to Piya that the zodiacal symbol of the astrological house of Makara was a marine animal with a long snout, and that this was believed by some to be a dolphin. In Hindu mythology, this sea creature was the carrier of the goddesses of the Ganga and Yamuna rivers as well as of the god of the ocean, Varuna. The story had made a great impression on Piya, whose doctoral research had been focused on Orcaella brevirostris, the Irrawaddy dolphin. These animals were now in steep decline in the Sundarban, as was the other species of river dolphin that inhabited those waters, Platanista gangetica, or the Ganges river dolphin. Piya was very passionate about educating people, especially children, about marine mammals, so when she learnt that the most important day of the year in the Sundarban was symbolized by a dolphin-like creature, she felt it would be the ideal occasion for an educational festival. She named it ‘Save the Dolphin Day (Makara Bachao Dibosh)’ and the Badabon Trust immediately set about arranging an ambitious line-up of lectures, films and children’s games as part of the celebration.

Being sceptical by nature, I was prepared to be disappointed when I attended the first Save the Dolphin Day. But in the event, I was hugely impressed by the enthusiasm of the participants, particularly the children, and from then on, Save the Dolphin Day—and, therefore, Makara Sankranti—became one of the high points of my winter sojourn in Calcutta. But, as with so much else, this routine was upended by the Covid pandemic and its many aftershocks, which led to the cancelling of several successive Save the Dolphin days. I knew, however, that this was due to change soon: I had heard from Piya, who was already in Lusibari, that she was planning to revive the festival this coming January—and now that I knew 14 January would also be the date of Tipu’s Sundarban irruption, I was more determined than ever to be there in person.



A few days later I had to admit once again that I had underestimated Tipu: it turned out that he and his network had taken their campaign in a whole new direction by enlisting a lawyer who was a prominent figure in the Rights of Nature movement. The lawyer had just filed a motion petitioning the Calcutta High Court for a stay order on the energy corporation’s plans on the grounds that the site it had chosen for its power plant was sacred to the inhabitants of the Sundarban.

The motion was very cleverly drafted and cited precedents and cases going back to 1971, when a law professor at the University of California, Berkeley had published an article that proposed that rivers, mountains, forests and other such entities should be legally recognized as sentient beings endowed with rights of their own. This idea had been derided at the time, but a popular movement led by Ecuadorian activists in 2010 had succeeded in enshrining in their country’s constitution clauses that recognized that rivers, forests and all else that fell within the domain of Pachamama (Earthly Mother) had the right to exist, to be maintained and to be restored when damaged.

These clauses had become, I learnt, the founding charter of the Rights of Nature movement, which achieved its most spectacular success in 2017, when New Zealand’s Parliament passed a law recognizing that the Whanganui river was not only alive but was also the ancestor of a Māori tribe of the same name. After that landmark victory, the idea that rivers, forests and glaciers were living beings with legal rights had apparently spread like a virus through the planet’s judicial systems. The Indian cases cited by the petition included one in which the Uttarakhand High Court had ruled that the Ganga and Yamuna rivers were living entities, and another in which the High Court of Tamil Nadu had granted recognition, in a very strongly worded judgment, to Rights of Nature across the state.

This history was new to me and I was astonished by it. I had always imagined that judges, lawyers and legislators were, of all people, the least likely to give credence to unconventional ideas. And yet it had come to pass that they had actually enshrined in law an idea that flouted all the conventional beliefs of the modern world: they had acknowledged that alongside the world of our normal existence, there were other concurrent universes, in some of which mountains, rivers and forests were not only alive but also endowed with the ability to interact purposefully with human beings!



With news of the lawsuit making headlines, the energy corporation’s owners, who controlled some of the most important news outlets in India, began to plant stories alleging that the claim of sacredness was a hoax thought up by meddling outsiders who wanted to deny people the benefits of progress. This set off a storm of angry responses from activists who pointed out that similar promises had been made before in regard to dams, mines, roads and many other projects that were supposed to deliver ‘progress’, but which invariably ended with the local population losing their land and becoming homeless vagrants, while a few corporations, mostly owned by crony capitalists, siphoned enormous quantities of wealth into their own pockets.

Meanwhile Tipu and his network had already started to take their campaign to the next level by making a direct attempt to prove that the site of the old Manasa temple was a geophysical anomaly that could not be explained except by reference to an otherworldly power. They called a press conference at which it was announced that a team of scientific experts had tested a spring that flowed through the site and had found that its water was significantly less saline than that of other nearby streams. Moreover the spring was also free of any traces of arsenic, which was itself unusual for the area.

Realizing that they now had a real fight on their hands, the energy corporation’s managers then dispatched their own specialists to examine the spring. A couple of days later it was announced to the press that the corporate experts had determined that the so-called ‘sacred’ spring was no different from any other water source in the Sundarban and that its salinity was only 12 per cent below that of others around it.

Now began a storm of competing opinions. A major environmental group descended on the scene and dispatched another team of scientists to inspect the spring. The results were subsequently announced at another press conference. This set of findings largely matched the results of the first test: both confirmed that the water of the spring was not only 45 per cent less saline than other nearby streams, but it was also free of any traces of arsenic.

This announcement was greeted with jubilant cheers from a crowd of devotees: Joy Manasa Devi! Joy Manasa Ma!

The cheering offended some members of the League of Indian Atheists, Rationalists and Sceptics who were present at the scene. The very next day, the League issued a statement saying they were assembling their own team of hydrologists and geologists to conduct further research on the spring. Shortly afterwards, in yet another press conference, it was announced that the League’s experts had indeed found the spring’s water to be free of arsenic, but they had also uncovered an important discrepancy in the findings of previous analyses of the salinity of the water—it had only 30 per cent less salt than other similar streams, not 45 per cent as claimed by earlier analysts! Moreover, the League’s spokespeople triumphantly proclaimed, the stream was a perfectly ordinary hydrological feature with nothing remotely sacred about it; all rumours to the contrary were malicious lies spread by superstitious obscurantists and scoundrels deficient in the scientific temper and the modern outlook.

Not surprisingly, the League’s announcements went largely unheeded: by this point the disputes over the exact percentage of the stream’s salinity had so muddied the ground that almost everybody was able to find some support for their view. As for Tipu and his network, the controversy had already served their purpose: increasing numbers of people, some driven by curiosity and some by faith, had already started flocking to the site.

Devouring these reports in Brooklyn, I became more and more anxious to be on the scene myself. Long before it was time to leave I had my suitcases packed and ready.



And then, just as I was about to fly to India, everything fell apart.

I woke up one morning with a sore throat and aching joints, and on dragging myself over to a nearby primary care practice, I was told that I had caught a new viral fever that was making the rounds of the city. The doctor warned me to be prepared for extreme fluctuations in temperature and very high fevers that might induce hallucinations. How long would the illness last, I asked, and was told that I would be in bed for at least a month, if not more: this was an exceptionally debilitating and persistent fever, and it would be a while before I could travel anywhere.

Summoning whatever strength I had left, I got back home, ordered a pile of groceries and medicines, and shot off messages to Tipu and Piya to inform them of my condition.

Thereafter began a strange pattern of communication. Almost always Tipu would call me when my fever was high and I was beset by febrile imaginings, and in those strangely altered states of mind I would listen to his accounts of the initiations that Varsha was going through, and of all the adepts who were assembling astrally to show her the Way (or rather Ways). Oyuns and Udaghans from the Khrebet Kisilyakh; Sangomas and Inyangas from the Sine-Saloum Delta; Babalawos and Iyalawos from Abeokuta; Mudangs and Baksus from Jeju Island; Shenhans and Shenpos from Pingyang; Bokors and Mambos from Gonaïves; Noros and Yutas from Mount Osore; Jigaris and Abjiyas from the Darkhad Valley; Kereis from Siberut and Sipora; Pawang Ulars from Sukabumi; Nat kadaws from Mount Popa …

I would ask: And how do you know all this, Tipu? Aren’t you busy making arrangements for the irruption in the Sundarban?

He would answer with mysterious cackles, mumbling something about how the Shindaw Nat was sending him visions of the great etheric gathering of ghost-eyes that was helping Varsha rediscover her being.

A day or two would pass and he would be back again while I lay shivering uncontrollably under a hillock of quilts, talking about all the ghost-eyes that he had encountered in the ether thanks to Varsha and the Shindaw Nat: Gurung Pachyus, Hunzakut Bitans, Buryat Shanars, Inuit Alignalghis, Sindhi Pirs, Oraon Ojhas, Dayak Dukuns and Gorakhpanti sants, not to speak of innumerable Kapalikas, Siddhacharyas, Bonphos, Hathayogins, Tantrics and Kaanphata yogis.

‘I can’t even name them all, Pops! But this I can tell you, no matter where they’re from and who they are, they’re unanimous about one thing: Varsha has phenomenal abilities! She just has to learn to use them properly.’

I would shake my head in incomprehension and mumble cantankerously: ‘But what exactly are they teaching Varsha? I wish you would explain to me, Tipu.’

‘Hell, Pops, that’s way above my paygrade! I’m too low down on the ghost-eye ladder to know what the higher-ups’ teaching methods are. All I know is that Varsha has the blessings of the Sahajasundari as well as of Lady Chen the Fourteenth, and that the Houngans have declared that the Vodou mystères are with her now, as are the Tengri of the high steppes and the seven gods of the Scythians. There’s a rumour that Varsha’s even learnt to drink the Yanomami’s yãkoana and has seen the spirit-dances of the Xapiripë and Urihinari…’

Sometimes, as I soaked in these marvellous words and names, I would fall into a daze, and it so happened once, when I woke from my stupor late at night, my eyes were drawn to the phonimonsha plant sitting on my windowsill and for a long, electrifying moment, I had the sense that I too was watching the spirits of the rainforest as they danced among those spiny leaves.



In between these fever dreams there were many hours of lucidity and somehow it was always during these quiet spells that Piya, who was in Lusibari now, would call me with updates to keep me abreast of what was happening on the ground in the Sundarban. It was a relief to me to have something to do during those hours, and from the reports and videos that Piya forwarded to me I was able to piece together a fairly detailed picture of what was going on there.

It appeared that the contested site was a large stretch of open ground bordered on three sides by the mangrove forest. On the fourth side lay a mud bank that sloped down to a river of middling size: it was from this direction that the site could be approached by boats and launches. In the centre of the ground, right beside the controversial spring, were a few broken-down red brick structures. These were the ruins that were said by devotees to mark the location of what had once been a Manasa temple. The energy corporation, on the other hand, claimed that the bricks had been dumped there surreptitiously by activists and meddlers.

Whatever the case, the ruins had now become the focal point around which protesters, activists and devotees of Manasa Devi had gathered. These seemingly disparate groups had got along surprisingly well and had even succeeded in creating an encampment, one that bore a family resemblance to similar camps at protest sites in other parts of the world. There were shacks covered with blue tarpaulin; there was a communal kitchen, a small library, a communications tent and even a little clinic.

The reason the corporation tolerated the encampment for a while was that it was relatively small, and the number of protesters barely exceeded a few hundred. But the company’s upper management must have got wind that a qualitative change was about to occur because the week before Makara Sankranti a large security force appeared at the site and tore down the encampment, violently evicting the protesters. Then, almost overnight, a large fence appeared, encircling the entire site and a sizeable contingent of security guards was sent in to make sure that neither activists nor devotees would be able to enter the enclosure.

Initially, it seemed that the corporation had achieved a total victory. But the harshness of its actions only lent credence to everything that was being said against the project: that the coal-burning plant would poison the surrounding waters, that fish would disappear, that the people who depended on them for their survival would starve, and that the desecration of the site would bring Manasa Devi’s wrath upon the people of the area—and all of this gained greater credibility when some unusual patterns of animal behaviour were observed in the area. Twice in two days, royal Bengal tigers (Panthera tigris tigris) appeared and circled around the fenced enclosure in full public view, something that was almost unheard of in the Sundarban. One morning a murder of crows appeared and began to harry the security guards as they patrolled the fence.

However, the event that caused the greatest consternation happened on 11 January, three days before Makara Sankranti, when there was a huge fish die-off in the river that ran past the site: hundreds of thousands of dead fish floated up to the surface, clogging the waterways so that boats had difficulty getting through. A team of scientists rushed down from Calcutta and after testing the water announced that the mass mortality event was the result of oxygen depletion.

But the locals came to their own conclusions, and this added to the general sense of foreboding and anticipation that was now building across the region.

It was at this time that Varsha reached Lusibari in a private launch, and even though she was nowhere near the disputed site, her presence was immediately felt within the enclosure. That same day four security guards saw, and even photographed, an eighteen-foot king cobra (Ophiophagus hannah) coiling itself around the ruins of the Manasa temple. But when a search was organized, no trace of the reptile was found.

Next morning, with Makara Sankranti just twenty-four hours away, a pod of six gigantic creatures, some of them thirty feet in length, beached themselves on the mud bank that bordered the site. Although whales were not uncommon in and around the Sundarban, these animals were of a kind that had never been seen in those waters: they had glistening, elongated snouts and looked uncannily like the representations of the Makara that were to be seen in temples across the land.

The beaching created an instant furore and was widely interpreted as a divine augury. For days now the area had been rife with rumours that Manasa Devi would appear above her old temple on Makara Sankranti, and when images of the beached whales began to hit social media, more and more people, many of whom had been heading to Sagar Island, began to make their way to the temple site instead.

News of the beaching reached Piya just as she was preparing to board Varsha’s launch along with Tipu and Rafi. They arrived at the site within the hour, and after identifying the creatures as Bryde’s whales (Balaenoptera brydei), Piya sent out an SOS to environmental networks, asking for help in getting the beached animals back into the water.

A group of activists happened to be lurking nearby on a boat of their own and they lost no time in rushing to the scene. Between them, Piya, Tipu, Rafi and the activists were able to push two of the whales back into the water. But then officers from the Forest Department arrived and declared that they would prosecute anyone who had been involved in the rescue effort because they had not gone through ‘the proper channels’.

‘Do you even know what species of animal they are?’ Piya demanded. ‘Can’t you see that they are going to die if they don’t get help?’

This infuriated the forest officials who, as soon became evident, were more interested in protecting their turf than in rescuing the whales; they now began to threaten Piya and the activists at gunpoint. Things might have escalated even further except that a TV reporter happened to show up with a camera. Facing the prospect of being filmed, the officials relented just in time for the rescuers to save the rest of the whales.

That night, with Makara Sankranti now only hours away, thousands of people began to gather around the site to keep vigil. Most of them were on boats, launches and bhotbhotis, but as darkness descended more and more people were able to get to the island, where they assembled around the enclosed site.

What happened next was therefore witnessed by thousands of people: the ground was suddenly shaken by two massive thumps, as the tigers that had been seen circling the enclosure a couple of days ago leapt over the fence and landed inside. Stricken by terror, the security guards hurriedly abandoned their posts and fled, leaving the gates open. No sooner had they gone than the tigers melted back into the forest, as if to signal to the crowd that they were now free to enter the site.

That was when Tipu texted me: ‘Wish you could see what it’s like in here, Pops. There’s barely any room to stand. Must be 30,000 people here. All waiting.’

‘For what?’

‘For the apparition, of course.’

‘When’s it going to happen?’

‘Around dawn, I think. Will you be awake, Pops?’

‘I’ll try … but my fever is really bad today, so I don’t know. Anyway, I hope you’ll remember to call me.’

‘Of course I will, Pops. Don’t worry. Just wish you were here.’



My phone began to ring around 9 p.m., waking me from a feverish stupor.

It was Tipu, and he was almost beside himself with excitement. ‘It’s happenin’, Pops! It’s happenin’ right in front of us.’

Rousing myself, I said, ‘What’s happening? Show me.’

Tipu turned his camera upwards and I caught a glimpse of something that seemed to be hanging above the ruined temple—a sphere of light glowing around the outline of a female figure. But the screen was flickering so much that it was difficult to tell, especially with my fever-blurred eyesight.

‘I’m not sure what I’m seeing, Tipu. It’s a bad connection.’

‘Just take my word for it, Pops!’ cried Tipu. ‘It’s an apparition! Varsha did it, Pops! She did it! Just listen.’

He held the phone up again and I heard a chorus of ecstatic cries in the background: ‘Joy Manasa Devi! Joy Manasa Ma!’

Through the rest of that day, and the next, every time I woke from my fever I found new text messages from Tipu.

‘TV channels are running footage of the apparition! Everyone can see it now.’

I texted back: ‘You mean there are no debunkers there?’

He answered almost immediately: ‘The League of Rationalists is claiming that it was just a gas flare or something, lol. But no one’s paying any attention. BTW, did you notice that the league’s acronym is LIARS?’

Soon afterwards: ‘Can you believe it? The Calcutta High Court has issued an emergency stay order on the power plant! We’re winning on all fronts, Pops!’

An hour later, there was a message from Varsha: ‘You were much missed, Dinu. It wouldn’t have happened without your story.’

I fell asleep staring at Varsha’s message and did not wake up until my phone pinged to announce another excited text from Tipu: ‘Believe it or not, Pops, we’ve been given the go-ahead to go global! The higher-ups in the ghost-eye guild are now fully on board. It’ll take a while to set it all up but it’s going to happen, that’s for sure now that we’ve provided proof of concept.’

‘What does that mean?’ I texted back.

Tipu’s reply was not long in coming. ‘What it means, Pops, is that we are on track to prove that the other side will be there to help us if we change our ways.’

‘And how are you going to prove that?’

‘With the greatest show the world has ever seen, Pops: International Apparitions Day!’







Thirty


During my long, slow recovery I discovered to my great delight that there was a direct train from New York to Charlottesville and that it was possible to book a roomette for the eight-hour journey. It amazed me to think that after all these years in America I had never been on an Amtrak sleeper train. I would have booked a ticket immediately had I not been unsure about when I would be well enough to travel again.

I was still trying to figure this out when Dev called to check on me, as he occasionally did, and I asked him, as a joke, ‘Dev-bhai, could you ask your Nat what would be a good day for me to travel to Charlottesville?’

Dev answered in the same spirit: ‘You know how nosy the Shindaw Nat is. He’ll want to know why you’re going there.’

‘Tell him that I’m going partly to see Tarun and partly to look at some old papers of Shoma’s.’

This seemed to startle Dev. ‘Oh?’ he said in a tone that was markedly less jocular than it had been a moment before. ‘All right then, I’ll ask him if I can catch him in a good mood.’

When Dev and I bantered about the Shindaw Nat, it was understood that none of it was to be taken seriously so I didn’t expect to hear back from him. But much to my surprise I received a voice message from him a few hours later: ‘The Shindaw Nat says your visit will be auspicious if you go in exactly two weeks.’

I shrugged nonchalantly but couldn’t resist looking up the date: it turned out that a roomette was available on that day. ‘Why not?’ I thought and clicked the link.



Exactly two weeks later, after a pleasant journey in a surprisingly comfortable roomette, I stepped off the train onto the platform at Charlottesville’s quaint little Amtrak station. Tarun was waiting for me in his car and it took us less than ten minutes to reach his house, which was on a narrow, sloping street lined on both sides by picture-perfect clapboard cottages with wraparound porches.

Tarun had set up an appointment for me to meet his tennis buddy, Ted, the next morning at the offices of the Division of Perceptual Studies. The weather was pleasant and a short walk brought me to the right street. However, locating the exact address took quite a bit of time because the offices were discreetly tucked away inside a nondescript commercial building. When I finally got there I found Ted waiting for me at the reception: he was about the same age as Tarun and me, with a thatch of white hair, and a jovial, friendly manner. We had exchanged a few emails while I was planning my visit so he knew exactly why I had come.

‘I managed to find the file you’re looking for,’ he said. ‘It’s got the entire correspondence between Cathy and your aunt. Cathy was always very careful with her record-keeping.’

‘That’s great, thanks,’ I said. ‘I take it you knew Professor Booth then?’

‘Yes, I knew her well,’ came the reply. ‘Cathy was still teaching here as an emerita when I joined and we became good friends. A very interesting woman.’

‘I’m sure. So was my aunt.’

We stopped at Ted’s office to drop off my jacket and then he led me to the Division’s pleasant little library. A folder was waiting for me on a pinewood desk: it was half an inch thick and consisted mostly of notes and correspondence that I had already seen in Shoma’s files.

But at the bottom of the pile of papers were two documents I had not come across before. The first was a carbon copy of a typed letter dated 3 April 1966.


My dear Shoma,

I have been meaning to write to you for a long time, indeed, ever since I got back to Charlottesville six months ago. I can’t believe so much time has already gone by since I left Calcutta.

My head is still whirring from everything I saw and did in India, particularly from my long conversations with you. The whole trip was rewarding, but possibly the most interesting part of it was my encounter with your nephew Dinu. I have devoted much thought to the question of his supposedly psychotic behaviour, including the episode that I myself witnessed at your house when you so kindly invited me over for dinner. (By the way, I cannot thank you and your husband enough for that delicious meal and the stimulating conversation.)

On the evidence of what I saw that evening, I can understand very well why little Dinu’s mother has sent him to live with you. Behavior of that kind from a three-year-old would undoubtedly be very difficult to deal with for any family, especially one living in a small apartment. It was brave of your sister to try to manage Dinu on her own, but since she has no experience in administering sedatives, it is not surprising that she was unable to cope. Your generosity in offering to have him stay with you is to be commended—and given the circumstances, I think you have done an excellent job of dealing with his recurrent episodes, although I’m sure they have taken a considerable toll on you too.

However, I feel convinced, more than ever now, that a diagnosis of schizophrenia or psychosis would be misplaced in Dinu’s case. Considering his behavior during these episodes, and the fact that they often seem to be triggered by aquatic fauna, I think we must look elsewhere for an accurate assessment. Indeed, I am thoroughly persuaded that this is an instance of a trans-species ‘case of the reincarnation type’. This is, as you know, the most difficult kind of case to document because it involves the transference of a non-linguistic consciousness into a human body. But several recorded instances of such cases do exist, including one of a Burmese child who recalled an earlier existence as a python, and even recognized the man who was responsible for the death of his previous self.

However, it is when we turn to literature, especially classical literature, that we find an abundance of examples of this phenomenon. The last few pages of Plato’s Republic, for instance, consist of a disquisition on what is known in the Western tradition as metempsychosis, or the transmigration of souls between species. In modern times, characteristically, scholars have tended to treat this part of the Republic as an allegory or metaphor, which is a tactic, very typical of our times, for brushing aside everything that is not in accordance with a materialist and mechanical understanding of the world. Never do they ask: Why this analogy? Why this metaphor? Never do they ask why a thinker universally acknowledged to be the father of Western philosophy would use these particular analogies and metaphors to end his masterwork if he did not intend them to be taken seriously.

In my view, no one who reads Plato with an open mind can doubt that he took the phenomenon of metempsychosis as a literal and self-evident truth. Consider for instance the story he tells about Er, son of Armenius, who was killed in a battle but came back to life again on the twelfth day and recounted what he had seen during (as we would say today) his near-death experience. Plato tells us that Er bore witness to a scene in which the souls of many Greek heroes chose to be reborn as animals. So the soul of Orpheus chose the life of a swan; the soul of Thamyris chose to become a nightingale; the soul of Ajax chose the life of a lion; and the soul of Agamemnon, embittered by all that he had endured in his life, chose to be reborn as an eagle instead of a human.

Another example is Pythagoras, whom Plato acknowledged as one of his preceptors. Pythagoras spoke often about both reincarnation and metempsychosis. One of the few surviving records of Pythagoras’s life, written by one of his contemporaries, is a fragment that says: ‘Once when Pythagoras was present at the beating of a puppy, he pitied it and said: “Stop, don’t keep hitting him, because it is the soul of a man who was dear to me. I recognized him when I heard him yelping.”’ Indeed, a major reason why Pythagoras was so greatly revered by his contemporaries was that he was able to recall many earlier lives.

Is it not strange that today every child learns about Pythagoras’s contributions to mathematics, yet that part of his thinking that he and his contemporaries considered to be of far greater importance is known only to a few?

Anyway, I digress: what I wanted to tell you is that I have decided that metempsychosis shall be my next research project, and I hope to begin with Dinu’s case. If I can secure the funding (and my preliminary conversations with the dean suggest that this will not be a problem), I would like to return to Calcutta in a few months’ time to conduct interviews with Dinu and his family. Of particular interest to me would be the question of his mother’s whereabouts during her pregnancy, since this can sometimes provide clues as to the case’s earlier existence.

Of course, none of this will be possible without your permission and cooperation. So this letter is really intended as a request, to ask whether you and your sister, Dinu’s mother, would give me permission to proceed with this. Needless to add, no names will be mentioned in any publications that may come out of this project, and you have my absolute assurance that confidentiality will be strictly maintained.

In eager expectation, I remain,

Yours faithfully,

Cathy Booth



Dazed, I flipped through these pages many times before turning to the last document in the file, which was a handwritten letter from Shoma to Cathy Booth, dated 12 July 1966.


Dear Cathy,

Thank you for yours of 3 April. Let me begin by saying that I too have given much thought to our conversations about Dinu and his condition and I too have come to be convinced that you are right: his episodes are not ‘psychotic’ as such, but rather reenactments of certain behaviours related to his previous self, and there can be little doubt in my judgement that this self was an animal, perhaps an aquatic one. Hence it is very likely that Dinu represents an instance of what you call metempsychosis.

However, you should know that a very strange (and extraordinarily fortunate) thing happened a few months ago, shortly after you left Calcutta. A boy of around fifteen or sixteen found his way to our house, having walked over the mountains all the way from Burma. His name is Dev Thapa and he is half-Nepalese and half-Burmese. It turns out that his father attended to my father-in-law, the late Colonel Bose, when he was recuperating from an injury in Tavoy in southern Burma. The boy is an orphan, and since he had no other place to go, we took him in without knowing much else about him.

Much to our surprise, Dev developed an almost instantaneous rapport with Dinu, who clung to him so much that he would hardly ever leave his side. The effect that Dev had on my nephew was almost miraculous: soon after his arrival, the intervals between Dinu’s episodes began to lengthen until they stopped altogether. How this came about, I do not know, but it was quite marvellous to behold, and as you can imagine my family and I are grateful beyond words to Dev.

I have tried to get Dev to explain how he effected this cure, but all he can tell me is that he taught Dinu a Buddhist mantra and told him to repeat it whenever he felt an episode coming on. It is a very simple and well-known Buddhist mantra which begins with the words ‘Buddham Saranam Gacchami’ (except that Dev has taught Dinu the Burmese version).

After receiving your letter, I questioned my sister regarding her whereabouts during her pregnancy. She assures me that she was in Calcutta throughout, except for a brief trip to the Sundarban to visit a relative of ours at a time when she did not even know that she was pregnant.

However, with deepest regret, I must inform you that my sister has categorically refused to give permission for any research involving Dinu. She and her husband feel that an investigation may lead to a recurrence of his condition, so they do not want any of us to ever make any mention of these episodes. I too have been sworn to confidentiality, and since I am very close to my sister, I intend to observe my vow to the best of my ability.

This setback notwithstanding, I do hope you will continue with your project on metempsychosis. I must admit that I was a bit of a sceptic on the matter of reincarnation until I met you, and I will always be grateful to you for opening my eyes, especially in relation to Dinu, who might otherwise have been subjected to ‘treatments’ with powerful (and possibly harmful) drugs. I’m sure there are many other children who will similarly benefit from your research.

I remain, as ever, yours faithfully,

Shoma Bose

P.S.: You will be interested to know that the only element of Dinu’s past behaviours that have persisted is his attachment to his stuffed animals, with which he frequently exhibits ‘nesting behaviours’.



I sat at the desk for a while, letting the letters sink in. Then I put the papers back in the folder and went to Ted’s office, which was right beside the library. He looked up from his computer screen as I stepped in. ‘Did you find everything you were looking for?’

‘Yes, I did,’ I told him. ‘But I have a question. Did Professor Booth ever finish her book on metempsychosis?’

Ted shook his head. ‘No, she never got around to it. It was one of the great regrets of her life.’



Stepping out of the building, I walked down the street in a disbelieving stupor, trying to absorb the import of what I had just read.

It was as if a daimon had lain dormant inside me through most of my life so that I would not know that I was completely different from what I had believed myself to be. How was it possible that I knew so little about my past, even about the real reason why Tavoy had become a second home to me? How much time and trouble had it taken Shoma to scrub her papers of all mention of this aspect of my childhood?

I walked blindly along a sidewalk until I came to a small park that was empty except for a couple of students. Seating myself on a stone bench, I took out my phone and called Dev’s number.

To my surprise, he answered almost immediately, even though it was quite late in Calcutta: it was as if he had been expecting my call.

‘I’m sorry to bother you at this time of night, Dev-bhai,’ I said, ‘but there is a question I need to ask you.’

‘I think I know what it is. But go on.’

‘Back when you first came to Tavoy, were there times when I would behave strangely?’

He answered without hesitation, as though he had prepped his answer: ‘Yes, Dinu, you would have these strange episodes when you would act like a wild animal; you would bite and scratch your mother and your father, saying that they were not your family, that your real family was somewhere else. I believe your sisters were sent away to live with relatives so that they would not see you in that state. Sometimes you would become so violent that your parents could not cope with you—and that was why Shoma-didi, seeing how much distress you were causing her sister, offered to have you stay with her for a while, to see if she could help you.

‘You had been living at Tavoy for only a couple of months when I arrived there. The first time I witnessed one of your episodes I too was frightened by the transformation in you—your uncle had to give you injections to calm you down. Had it not been for the Shindaw Nat, I would have stayed away from you, but he explained to me that you were probably remembering a past life as an animal, but of what kind he did not know, and nor did he think you would be able to tell us yourself. After all, why should animals know the names that we give them? He said that the best way to find out was to get you to talk about your dreams so that was what I did.

‘At first you didn’t want to talk, but when you realized that I was your friend you told me that you often saw yourself deep underwater, looking up, and that there were other creatures all around you, but they were different: some were large and frightening, and some were small, which you hunted yourself to share with your real family, especially with their daughter, who looked after you and whom you loved with all your heart. I asked if this daughter also swam in the water with you, and you said no, she couldn’t, because she was human, and her father was your master who had found you and your four brothers and sisters in the forest when you were very small. He had taught all of you to hunt for him, but your brothers and sisters had run away; only you had stayed, and that was because of the girl.

‘When the Shindaw Nat heard your story he understood who you had been in your past life, because in Burma too there are fishermen who use animals of the forest to hunt for them: he said that you were what Bengalis call an “udbiral”—an otter. Your master had trained you to hunt for fish, but it was not for him that you stayed; you stayed because of your feelings for his daughter.

‘But there was a price to pay for your devotion, because all the wild creatures of the river hated you and thought of you as a traitor because you hunted them to please humans. The worst of your enemies was a giant fish, almost as big as a crocodile, which was determined to kill you because you had hunted many of its kin. For a long time you managed to stay away from those huge snapping jaws, but there came a day when that fish suddenly attacked you from below and you were unable to escape.

‘You flew out of your body with a great scream, hoping the girl would hear you and she did. “I will not let you go,” she said. “I will bring you back.”

‘Day after day, she prayed to Manasa Devi, going from shrine to shrine alone in a boat, like Behula searching for her husband, and such were the powers of this girl that the Devi relented. She could not give you back your life, she said, but she would allow you to be reborn but only to a woman of her own choosing.

‘“And who will the mother be?” the girl asked, and Manasa Devi pointed to a woman who happened to have come to the island to visit a relative; she was pregnant, said the Devi, although she did not know it yet, and it was to her that you would be born.

‘At this the girl became distraught because the woman was a stranger from the city and if you were born to her then she would never see you again. But the Devi consoled her and said there was nothing to grieve about, for the two of you would be reunited one day—and she also said that it was you who would help the girl achieve her destiny.

‘After he had told me this story the Shindaw Nat said that I should teach you the Buddhist mantra. I did as he asked and slowly your condition began to improve; you grew calmer and your fits went away. Everyone was happy to see you well again and we believed that you had put all of it behind you. But then, one day, just as Shoma-didi was about to send you back to your mother, you had a relapse. You woke up one night, screaming and acting even more wildly than you used to before. Your aunt begged me to do something so I brought you up to my little room on the roof and asked you: “What is it? What has happened, Dinu?”

‘It took a long time for you to quieten down but finally you whispered, “She died, Dev-bhai. She was killed.”

‘And suddenly I too felt the girl’s presence; she was there, waiting, watching us. I asked the Shindaw Nat to make her go away, but he said he couldn’t, she was too powerful, and that she also had the blessings of a Devi.

The next day your agitation was so uncontrollable that your Uncle Monty wouldn’t let you out of his sight. He had a house call to make that morning, on a special patient of his in Southern Avenue. He made all of us go with him, you and your aunt and me, so we could hold you down in case he needed to inject you with sedatives.

So we all went with him in the car and your uncle parked outside the compound—I wasn’t their driver yet—and he went in through the gates for his visit, leaving us on our own in the car. After ten minutes a strange thing happened: you had been agitated all along but suddenly you grew calm again and murmured in my ear, “She’s gone.” I too could no longer sense her presence so I knew that she had left us because she had found the new home in which she was to be born.

‘After that you grew well again and never needed any more sedatives, and slowly all of this disappeared completely from your memory. Shoma-didi told me once that it was normal for children to forget their past-life memories after they reach a certain age, and that was what happened with you.’



For many minutes all I could do was sit on the bench, shaking my head and wiping my eyes. When at last I was able to summon the words, I said in bewilderment, ‘Why did you never tell me any of this, Dev-bhai?’

‘Because the Shindaw Nat told me not to. He said a day would come when you would ask of your own volition and that it would be the best day of your life.’

‘Are you making fun of me?’ I shouted into the phone. ‘Today is probably the worst day of my life.’

Dev listened to my sobs in silence for a minute or two, and then he said in a voice filled with laughter, ‘The Shindaw Nat says to look around you: Maybe you’ll see someone you recognize?’

I looked to my left and then to my right and suddenly there appeared a robed and turbaned figure, heading straight towards me from across the park.

‘No!’ I felt the phone dropping from my hand. ‘It can’t be.’

I shut my eyes until I heard Varsha’s voice whispering into my ear, ‘Dinu, I’m glad Dev told you the story. I don’t think I could have done it myself.’

‘Were you listening in? Was it all done by arrangement?’

Sitting down beside me on the bench, Varsha nodded. ‘Dev informed me two weeks ago that you had told him you were coming to Charlottesville to look for your aunt’s letters. I knew right away that we needed to do something, that you couldn’t be left alone after you heard the story. So here I am.’

A soft, gentle smile appeared on her face now as she placed her hand on mine.

‘We’ve been together many times before, Dinu. And now here we are again.’




For little Casper

from his doting Dadu
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