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The envelope had no stamp and only my name underlined on the front; it had somehow found me in Calcutta. But this was India, where big pink foreigners were so obvious we didn’t need addresses. Indians saw us even if we didn’t see them. People talked grandly of the huge cities and the complexity, but India in its sprawl seemed to me less a country than a bloated village, a village of a billion, with village pieties and village pleasures and village peculiarities and village crimes.

A letter from a stranger can be an irritation or a drama. This one was on classy Indian handmade stationery, flecks of oatmeal in its weave and reddish threads like blood spatter, with assertive handwriting in purple ink. So I dramatized it, weighed it in my hand and knifed it open slowly, as though I were being watched. In populous Calcutta, city of deformities, my being watched was highly likely. But how did anyone know I was at the Hotel Hastings, east of Chowringhee, in an obscure lane off Sudder Street, in every sense buried alive?

I happened to be looking for a story, but Calcutta had started to creep on my skin, and I had even begun to describe how the feel of this city in its exhalations of decay in the months before the monsoon was like the itch you experience when you empty an overfull vacuum cleaner’s dirt bag, packed with hot grit and dead hair and dust bunnies and dander, and you gag and scratch at the irritation and try to claw the tickle and stink off your face – one of my arresting openings.

As I was rereading the letter to see if it was authentic, a wasp began to swing in short arcs and butt the windowpane, seeing only daylight. I opened the window to release it, but instead of flying out it drowsed to another window and butted it – stupid! – then settled on my damp arm. I flicked at it. It made an orbit around my head and finally, though I’d tried to save it, did not fly out of the window but seemed to vanish somewhere in my room, where it would buzz and sting me in the night.

I remembered how my friend Howard at the American consulate had asked me the day before if I’d ever been married. I said, ‘No, and I’m at that stage in my life when I no longer see a woman and say to myself, “Maybe she’s the one for me.” ’

Pretty good answer, I thought. I was surprised at my own honesty. For years I had told plausible lies, saying that I was too busy with work, the travel pieces I wrote. I used to enjoy musing, ‘Maybe she’s the one.’ But travel had absorbed me. It was so easy for a writer like me to put off the big decision – not a travel writer but a travelling writer, always on the move, always promising a book. I had disappointed two women back in the States and after I left I became one of those calculated enigmas, self-invented, pretending to be spiritual but ruthlessly worldly, full of bonhomie and travel advice, then giving people the slip when they got to know me too well or wanted more than I was willing to give. I no longer regretted the missed marriage, though I had a notion that I should have fathered a child. Now, too late, I was another evasive on-the-roader who spread himself thin, liking the temporary, the easy excuses, always protesting and moving on. I have to be in Bangkok on Monday! As if the matter was urgent and difficult. But Bangkok was a lovely hotel, beers with other complacent narcissists like me and a massage parlour, the best sex – hygienic and happy and anonymous, blameless relief.

You’re a nomad, people said to me. It was partly true – if you know anything about nomads, you know they’re not aimless. They are planners and savers, entirely predictable, keeping to well-established routes. I also had a nomad’s sometimes startling receptivity to omens.

The day of the letter, for example, was eventful – strange portents, I thought. First the wasp, then the sight of a twisted paralytic child on Chowringhee creeping on hands and knees like a wounded animal, a new species of devolving human, reverting to all fours. And that afternoon my dancer friend, the willowy Parvati, revealing for the first time that she was adept in a kind of Indian martial art called kalaripayatu and ‘I could break your arm, but I could also set it, because if one knows how to injure one must also know how to heal.’ Parvati wrote sensual poems, she played the tabla, she wanted to write a novel, she wasn’t married – and I was happy knowing her because I never asked, ‘Maybe she’s the one for me.’

That same day, my friend Howard at the American consulate told me about the children disappearing from the streets, kidnapped to work in brothels or sweatshops, or sold to strangers.

‘And get this –’ He knew an expat couple with a young child who could never find their amah at home. The amah explained, ‘We walk in park.’ The child was very calm when he was with the nanny and the nanny was upscale: gold bangles, an iPod, always presents for the kid. ‘I saving money.’ But one day on their way home at an odd hour in a distant neighbourhood the couple saw their nanny panhandling in traffic, another bhikhiri at an intersection, holding their infant son – a classic Bengali beggar, pathetic in her tenacity. And the child, who was drooling and dazed, was drugged with opium.

‘Maybe you can use it,’ Howard said, as people do with writers. Oddly enough, I just did, but it was the letter that changed everything. The letter was obviously from a woman, obviously wealthy.

Rich people never listen and that was why I preferred the woman’s letter in my hand rather than having her bray into my face, one of those maddening and entrapping monologues: ‘Wait. Let me finish!’ I could read the letter in peace. Something about it told me that if the woman who wrote it had been with me, she would talk nonstop. And given the nature of the facts in the letter – a dead body in a cheap hotel room, a frightened guest, his fleeing, the mystery – I needed a clear head and silence and time to think. She was asking a favour. I could reach a wiser decision if I made my judgement on the basis of facts alone – the form of her appeal, her handwriting, the whole tone of the letter, rather than being attracted or repelled by the guilefulness of the woman herself believing that the written word is more revealing than a face.

I knew she was rich from the gold-embossed Hindu symbol on the letterhead and the expensive paper. I knew she was an older woman from her handwriting alone – a younger person would have scribbled or sent me an email. Wealth was evident in her presumptuous and casual tone, even her slipshod grammar, the well-formed loops in her excellent penmanship. The envelope had been hand-delivered to me at my hotel.

‘Post for you, sir,’ Ramesh Datta, the desk clerk, said, handing it over. He too was impressed by the plumpness of the thing: a long letter, a big document, a sheaf of words, as though it represented witchery or wealth, an old-fashioned proposition.

Amazing most of all to be holding an actual three-page letter, written in purple ink on thick paper, like an artefact, and even the subject and the peripheral details were old-fashioned: a wealthy woman’s wish, a corpse, a shocked hotel guest in Calcutta just after the Durga Puja festival.


Dear Friend, it began.

I heard your marvelous talk last night at the American cultural center and wanted to come up afterwards to speak to you, but you were surrounded by admirers. Just as well. It’s better to put this in writing, it’s serious, and I’m not sure how you can help, but I’ve read your travel articles, so I know that you know quite a bit about the world and especially about India, which is my problem.

You see what I mean about the grammar and the presumption?




My son loves your writing and in a way you’re responsible for his coming to India. I think he’s read everything you’ve written. He has learned a lot from you and so have I. I have to admit I get a little jealous when he talks about you, but the truth is that the written word is so persuasive he feels as if he knows you, and I guess I do too. Consider yourself one of the family. We have read many of your travel pieces and shared them with ourglobe-trottingfriends.

A little bit about me. I am an entrepreneur, with homes in New York and Palm Beach, and my hobby for many years was interior decoration – doing it for my friends. They encouraged me to start my business. Doing something you love is always a good way of being successful and I think it happened to me. My son joined me in the business. By the way, I have always felt that it would be a wonderful challenge to decorate a writer’s studio – I’d love to do yours.

I come to India to oversee my charity, which is to do with children’s welfare, and also to look for fabrics – linens, silks, fine cottons, floor coverings and textiles of all kinds, old and new. I often do walls in fabric, cover them with a lovely silk. It’s become a signature with me. I am buying at the moment. I could show you some really exquisite pieces.

Now comes the hard part. First I need your utmost discretion. I am asking you to respect my confidence. I am writing to you because, based on your close relationship with the US consulate, I feel you can be trusted. It is also incredible luck that we are both in Calcutta at the same time, as though somehow preordained, our paths crossing like this. If it turns out that you have no interest in what I have to say next, please destroy this letter and do nothing more and – regretfully – I will never communicate with you again.

But I am counting on you to help me. Given your wide experience as a traveler, I don’t think there is anyone else who could be as effective as you in this sensitive matter.

Here is the problem. My son’s dearest friend, who is an Indian, believes he is in serious trouble. He normally stays with us, but because we were traveling and buying after Durga Puja he was staying at a guesthouse near Chowringhee, not a very nice place but you know what fleapits these little Indian hotels can be. He was there for a few days and then, like a scene from one of your stories, he woke up one night and found a corpse in his room – a dead boy on the floor. He was frantic. He had no idea how it had gotten there. He didn’t know what to do. If he told the hotel they would accuse him of murder. How could he explain the presence of this dead body?

He then did a very silly thing, or at least he said he did. He packed his things and left without checking out, and he hid. Calcutta as you can imagine is not a hard place to hide in. I have spoken to him about this but the fact is that he is terribly afraid of what will happen to him if he is found and somehow connected with that dead body.

Of course, I am also worried that my son will be associated with this business and my worst nightmare would be for my son to end up in an Indian jail.

We are planning to leave India at the monsoon, but first I want to make sure that my son’s friend is safe. I could not live with myself if I abandoned this poor boy. I know I have the resources to help him and it would be criminal if I did not do so.

I have given you no names or dates or helpful facts. This is deliberate. I must use discretion. If you think you can help and want to know more, please get in touch with me at my cell phone number above and perhaps we can have a chat. Perhaps at the Oberoi Grand? Given the parameters of my problem, I would not blame you if you just tore up this letter and went your merry way. If that is so, thank you for reading this far. Bottom line, whatever you decide, my son and I will continue to read you.

Warmly,

Merrill Unger (Mrs)
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Should I have burned the letter? I didn’t. I kept it. I reread it. I was, as jokers say about wines, amused by its presumption.

Even with the boasting, the bad grammar, the clichés and that awful word ‘parameters’, I was flattered. The handmade paper, the letterhead, the handwriting, it all fascinated me. Had it been a man’s letter, I might have tossed it aside. But it was from an American woman, with the lovely name Merrill, in Calcutta like me, offering me a story. And I was far from home with time on my hands, needing a story. My lectures were done: ‘Your time is your own from now on,’ Howard, the public affairs officer, said. It seemed like a hint that I should pursue Parvati. She was lovely and gifted, but her whole life lay ahead of her and mine was mainly in the past.

Yet it seemed that a little vacation had opened up, with the uncertainty and emptiness – and, I felt, pointlessness – of holidays, which in foreign places always left me at a loose end. Because the consulate had sponsored my talks at Calcutta schools and colleges, I had been looked after up until now. I didn’t like the thought of having to fill my days with occasions. Why not have a drink with this Mrs Unger?

I was not persuaded by the letter; it seemed too colourful not to be a set-up. But I was curious. I had nothing else to do. This was a blank period in my trip and in my life. My hand had gone dead too; after that arresting opening about the atmosphere having the tickle and itch of a bulging vacuum cleaner bag, I could not continue. I’d thought I had something to write. I’d never had a dead hand before. I assumed that any day now the mood would strike me, but so far my head was empty. I endured the racket of the city from my cheap hotel and fantasized about places like the Oberoi Grand, and I smiled and didn’t write and felt mind-blind.

At my age, after all that hack work, it was possible that my condition was permanent. The young feel an affliction but always assume they’ll overcome it: a young person encounters an obstacle or a block yet never believes it can last, in fact cannot even imagine extinction or utter failure. I had felt that, but no longer felt the warmth of this hope. Now I knew that the climacteric occurs and there is no going back, you’re losing it, it’s downhill all the way. Your poor eyesight does not improve, there is no hope of your ever matching your earlier stride and you won’t regrow that hair. For the writer I was, there was a chance that the barren period would continue, that I was written out, that I had nothing more, and worse, because the work I had done was not much good, I’d never have a chance to redeem myself. It was probably over.

This sense of diminishing hopes had been with me ever since I’d come to India, when Howard had asked, ‘What are you working on?’ I hadn’t the heart to say ‘Nothing.’ I said, ‘I’ve got an idea,’ and that brought me low – my lying always made me sad and self-pitying. Why was I telling him a lie? Because the truth would have shamed me. Obviously having an idea mattered to me or else I wouldn’t have concocted a lie. I was not fatally wounded; it was simpler and a lot less dramatic than that: I had nothing to say, or if I did have something, I had no way of saying it. ‘Dead hand’ was a devastating expression for writer’s block, but in my case it seemed a true description of what I was facing, a limpness akin to an amputation.

One of my writer friends, a real writer, a writer of good novels, knew Nelson Algren, the great chronicler of Chicago. No one talks about him now, but his books were celebrated once, and electrifying to me. Just the sonorous titles – The Man with the Golden Arm, A Walk on the Wild Side – I heard these titles and thought he had to be a writer to his fingertips. Algren was a Chicagoan himself. He’d had an early and voluptuous success. He’d had an affair with Simone de Beauvoir, in effect making Jean-Paul Sartre a cuckold. He was a great gambler. He was a lone wolf. He’d had an enviable career. He lived simply in a small apartment, but even so he invited my friend and his wife to stay with him on their visit to Chicago.

On the first morning, seeing Algren sitting alone at his kitchen table having a cup of coffee, reading the newspaper, the wife said, Are you one of these writers who gets up early and does all his work before breakfast?’

Algren smiled sadly and said, ‘Nope. I’m one of these writers who doesn’t write any more.’

I dialled the number of Mrs Merrill Unger’s cell phone.

‘Mrs Unger’s line.’ A young man’s voice, not Indian, but a bit put-on and over-formal, making me feel like a petitioner. ‘Who is calling?’

I told him. He seemed even less interested and did not reply with a word, merely grunted.

‘It’s for you, Ma,’ I heard him say.

‘Good. You got my letter. When can we meet?’

Her first words – no greeting, all business, a bossy-sounding woman with a deep, ensnaring voice.

I said, ‘I’m staying at the Hastings.’

‘I have no idea where that is. Why don’t you come over to the Oberoi Grand tonight? We can have a drink and go on from there.’

This was all too urgent and stern for me, much too insistent. I also felt – like a kind of echo – that she had an audience, some people listening to her auntyness, and that her tone was meant to impress them as much as to dominate me, taking charge and making me do all the work. The Hastings was a comfortable enough hotel; it was just snobbish posturing on her part to dismiss it.

Though I had nothing to do, I said, ‘I’m pretty busy. Tonight’s out of the question.’

‘Tomorrow, then.’ That same bossy, over-confident tone.

I almost said Forget it. ‘I’ll check my diary.’

‘What are you waiting for? Check it, then.’

I didn’t trust myself to say anything except ‘I’m looking.’

‘He’s checking his diary,’ I heard her say to her listeners, with a note (so I felt) of satire.

My diary was blank. I smiled as I looked at the empty pages and said, ‘I’m not free until five,’ and thinking she might be an even bigger bore than she sounded, I added, ‘I might have something to do later.’

‘Five, then. We’ll be on the upstairs verandah.’

She hung up before I did, leaving me angry with myself for having weakened and called her. Looking again at the letter, I found it irritating, and I was further irritated by my own curiosity. I was sure I was wasting my time with this bossy old woman. She was not the first person who’d said to me, I have a story for you. In every case I replied, This is a story you must write yourself. I can’t help you. I’m sure you can do it justice.

So I was breaking one of my own rules, giving in to this temptation. I told myself that her letter justified my interest. It didn’t have the insubstantial scrappiness of an email. It was written in purple ink on heavy paper; it was old-fashioned and portentous. And I had nothing else to do.




Before I told them who I was and why I’d come, the staff at the Oberoi Grand seemed to know me: the saluting Sikh doorman, the flunky in a frock coat ushering me across the lobby to the colonnade lined with palms in big terracotta pots and more welcomers – the smiling waitress in a blue sari, the man in white gloves holding a tray under his arm, who bowed and swept his arm aside in an indicating gesture, his glove pointed towards the far table where a woman sat like a queen on a wicker throne, a courtier on either side of her.

I was relieved that she was pretty and slim. I had thought she’d be big and plain, mannish and mocking and assertive. One of the young men was an Indian and for a moment I thought the woman was an Indian too – she wore a sari, her hair was dark and thick. But when I came closer and she greeted me, looking happy, I realized I was wrong. She was an attractive woman, younger than I’d imagined, much prettier than I’d expected, much better natured than she’d sounded in her letter or on the phone.

‘At last,’ the woman said. ‘It’s so wonderful to meet you. I’m thrilled. I’m so glad you came.’

She sounded as if she meant it. I thought, She’s nice, and was reassured: it might be bearable.

And at that moment, as she smiled and held my hand and improved the drape of her sari by flinging a swag of it over her shoulder with her free hand, as Indian women did, I realized that she was not just attractive but extremely beautiful – queenly, motherly, even sexual, with a slowness and elasticity in her manner and movements, a kind of strength and grace. I did not feel this in my brain but rather in my body, as a tingling in my flesh.

‘Please sit down. I thought you might not come. Oh, what a treat! What will you have to drink?’

The waiter was hovering.

‘Beer. A Kingfisher,’ I said.

‘One more of these,’ one of the young men said.

‘I’m fine,’ the other said – the Indian.

‘My son, Chalmers.’

‘Charlie,’ he said. ‘And this is my friend Rajat.’

‘Should I have another drink?’ Mrs Unger asked. ‘I never know what I ought to do. Tell me.’ She winked at me. ‘They’re in charge. I just take orders.’

‘Go on, Ma,’ Charlie said.

‘It’s only jal, water with a little cucumber juice,’ she said. ‘One more.’ The waiter bowed. ‘This is Sathya. He is far from home. He knows that I am far from home. Maybe that’s why he’s so kind to me. Onek dhonnobad.’

‘Dhonnobad, dhonnobad. Kindness is yours, madam,’ Sathya said. He was a gnome-like figure in a blue cummerbund, and round-shouldered with deference. He bowed again, then hurried off sideways, as though out of exaggerated respect.

‘Ma babies him,’ Charlie said. I was still turning ‘Chalmers’ over in my mind. ‘He loves it.’

‘I’m the one who’s infantilized,’ Mrs Unger said. ‘That was the great mistake the British made in India. They thought they had the whip hand here. They were waited on hand and foot. They didn’t notice that the servants were in charge. It took a while for the servants to realize they had the power. And then the flunkeys simply revolted against these helpless sahibs.’

Rajat said, ‘Our love-hate relationship with the British.’

‘Why on earth would you love these second-rate people?’

‘Institutions,’ Rajat said. ‘Education. Judiciary. Commerce.’

‘India had those institutions when the British were running around naked on their muddy little island.’

‘Road and rail system,’ Rajat said, but ducking a little. He was a small, slightly built man in his twenties with fine bones and a compact way of sitting. ‘Communications.’

‘Self-serving, so they could keep India under their thumb,’ Mrs Unger said. Seeing Sathya returning with a tray of drinks, she said, ‘Ah!’

Sathya set down her glass of juice and our beer.

Charlie said, ‘They make their own whisky. That’s a great British institution.’

‘When Morarji Desai was PM he closed down the breweries and distilleries. They turned to bottling spring water,’ Rajat said.

‘Desai had his own preferred drink,’ Charlie said. ‘A cup of his own piss every morning.’ He stared at me. ‘Did you know that, doll?’

‘Chalmers is trying to shock you,’ Mrs Unger said.

Rajat said, ‘Some people think it has medicinal properties.’

‘I am one of those people,’ Mrs Unger said. ‘I’m surprised Chalmers doesn’t know that.’

‘Ma is a true Ayurvedic. You won’t believe the things she eats and drinks.’

‘But I draw the line at tinkle, efficacious though it may be. I don’t quite think my body is crying out for it.’

‘Ma has healing hands.’

‘Magic fingers for Ma,’ Rajat said.

‘I try,’ Mrs Unger said. She lifted her slender hands and gazed at them in wonderment, as though seeing them for the first time.

She told me about her earliest visits to India, recalling cities and experiences, but because she didn’t drop any dates I could not work out her age. Charlie was in his mid-twenties. I took her to be in her late forties – younger than me but forceful, assertive, more confident and worldly, so she seemed older. Charlie did not look like her at all. He was pale, beaky, floppy-haired, languid, his lopsided mouth set in a sneer.

She talked about her business – textiles and fabrics, being funny about how she was overcharged, lied to, and always having to bribe customs officials – while I looked closely at her and at her attentive son and his Indian friend.

Her opinionated humour and energy made her seem generous. She had a lovely creamy complexion, not just the smoothness of her skin but the shine, a glow of good health that was also an effect of the warm Calcutta evening, a stillness and humidity on the hotel verandah. That slight dampness and light in her face from the heat I found attractive, the way she patted her cheek with a lace hanky, the dampness at her lips, the suggestion of moist curls adhering to her forehead, the dew on her upper lip that she licked with one wipe of her tongue.

‘I don’t mind the heat,’ she said. She seemed to know what I was thinking. ‘In fact, I like it. I feel alive. Saris are made for this weather.’

She wore the sari well, the way it draped lightly – her bare arms, her bare belly, her thick hair in a bun. She had kicked off her sandals and I noticed that one of her bare feet was tattooed in henna with an elaborate floral pattern of dots.

She was a beautiful woman. I was happy to be sitting with her, flattered – as men often are – that a lovely woman was taking notice. The very fact of such a woman being pleasant and friendly made it seem she was bestowing a favour.

That was how I felt: favoured. I was relieved too. I had come here because of her urgent letter and now there was no urgency, just this radiant woman and the two young men.

Charlie said something about shipping a container to San Francisco.

‘I don’t want to think about shipping,’ she said. ‘Fill the whole container and then we’ll talk about shipping.’

The Indian had gone silent, so I said, ‘Do you live here?’

‘For my sins, yes,’ Rajat said. ‘I live in Tollygunge. I’m good for about two weeks in America and then I start to freak out.’

‘Poor Rajat, you’re such a love.’ Mrs Unger extended her arm as he was speaking and touched his shoulder, letting her hand slide to his arm, his side, her fingertips grazing his thigh, a gesture of grateful affection. And she smiled, more light on her face, the glow in her eyes too.

‘I could spend the rest of my life in India,’ Charlie said.

‘But Calcutta is a powder keg,’ Rajat said.

Mrs Unger said, ‘Don’t you love it when Indians use those words?’

‘The city is toxic.’ And I heard Mrs Unger murmur the word as doxic. ‘When I was young,’ Rajat went on, ‘I had terrible skin. It was the sweat and dirt of Bengal. I’m from Burdwan, about two hours from here. My face was a mess. My father got a job teaching in Calcutta and as soon as I got here my skin cleared up.’

‘You were going through adolescence.’

‘I was ten!’ he shrieked. ‘I hate dirt. The last time I was in America my skin broke out.’

‘What you needed was a salt scrub and some pure food. Your mother should have known better. I’ll take care of you.’

‘My poor mother,’ Rajat said. ‘All she did was fuss around my father and try to please him. He was a typical spoiled Indian man who couldn’t do anything.’

‘And you’re not?’

‘Obviously I am living my own life in my own fashion,’ Rajat said. He spoke a bit too loudly in a broad accent, too assertively, and then in his echo in a broader accent.

Merrill Unger said, ‘I never had that problem with Ralph Unger.’

‘Ma had him killed,’ Charlie said.

Mrs Unger smiled and said, ‘It was not of my doing. He simply popped off. There is justice in all events.’

‘But he thought Ma was poisoning him.’

‘He had a rich imagination,’ Mrs Unger said. ‘His great fault was that he was an Anglophile. That’s why he hated India. But he couldn’t live in England either – Anglophiles never can. He sat around complaining that the empire was finished.’

‘I think I might have liked him,’ Rajat said.

‘You are a deluded and perverse young man,’ Mrs Unger said with a smile, and I noticed that sarcasm always brought out her brightest smile. ‘Ralph’s other fault was his diet. Know-it-alls and bullies eat so badly. He was a big carnivorous lout, a rather sad man really, if you looked at him objectively, something I never did. I watched him eat himself to death. Is that insensitive? He never listened to me. He thought I was frivolous and faddish. He didn’t realize that he could have saved himself.’ She leaned over to look at my eyes, my whole face. ‘Most people don’t realize it.’

‘I try to be a vegetarian here,’ I said, feeling that a reply was expected of me.

‘It’s way beyond that. Have you seen an Ayurvedic doctor and had a thorough check-up?’

‘I’ve been pretty busy.’

‘I keep forgetting you’re a celebrated writer.’

‘Just articles. I keep meaning to write a book.’

‘You need creative energy for that. Have you done anything about your kundalini?’

Charlie said, ‘Isn’t Mother a doll?’

Rajat shook himself in his chair like a shivering girl, seeming to giggle with his body, and said, ‘I’m one of those people who does all his reading on the Internet. But I’ve seen your magazine articles all over Charlie’s flat.’

‘You don’t know what you’re missing,’ Mrs Unger said to Rajat, so firmly as to sound like a reprimand. She turned to me. ‘I’ve learned so much from you. I’m so grateful.’

‘Very kind of you to say so.’

She said, ‘If only I could give something back to you. I’d be so happy.’

‘This is enough,’ I said. ‘Sitting and talking like this. If I hadn’t met you, I’d probably have just stayed in my room, read a little and gone to bed early.’

They stared at me as though I were being insincere and my statement hanging in this silence began to droop the way exaggerations do.

‘But I thought there was another reason for my being here,’ I said.

As I spoke, Mrs Unger seemed to swell – to straighten, anyway – and Rajat to shrink. In growing smaller he became darker, more distinct and brittle and conspicuous. All the while a kind of suppressed and silent hilarity trembled through the three of them, a tension, as just before someone breaks out laughing in intense and mirthless embarrassment. As Rajat’s face tightened, his knees together, the shrinking man twisting his hands, Charlie looked bored and slack. He stuck his legs out so they touched the table and jarred the pot of flowers and a carafe of water.

‘Do you want to tell him,’ Mrs Unger said, ‘or shall I?’

Rajat twitched a little, as if at a spectral buzzing around his head, then said in a thin voice, ‘Go ahead.’

‘Rajat believes he has a little problem,’ she said in a soothing tone.

‘Not so little,’ Rajat said in a whisper, clutching his knees.

‘May I continue?’ Mrs Unger said, smiling her severe smile. She went on in a breathy, actressy way that was just short of satire. ‘Rajat had an unfortunate experience and as a result he did a very silly thing. Am I right?’

He nodded and looked at his hands, his fingers crooked around his bony knees. Charlie reached over to pat his shoulder, as Mrs Unger had done earlier.

‘What was the unfortunate experience?’ I asked, though I remembered some details from the letter and the words dead boy on the floor.

‘He found something in his room, didn’t you, love?’

‘Found it?’

‘It turned up in the night,’ he said.

‘You woke up and there it was?’

He rotated his head in the Indian way, meaning yes, biting his lip, looking fearful.

‘Tell him what it was,’ Mrs Unger said.

Rajat moistened his lips and said, ‘Body.’

The word bhodee spoken by this Indian sounded sacred and awesome in its density, like a slab of terrifying meat.

‘What was the silly thing you did?’ I asked.

‘He ran away,’ Mrs Unger said and then quickly, in a practical voice, ‘I don’t blame him. I would have done the same myself. And I would have found myself in the same position Rajat is in right now.’ She smiled at him. ‘In a pickle.’

Rajat covered his face with his hands, his skinny fingers over his eyes.

‘Where did this happen?’

‘Right here. Calcutta. In a hotel. A very cheap hotel, I’m afraid,’ Mrs Unger said.

‘It’s clean, anyway,’ Rajat said.

‘Except for the corpses that now and then turn up.’

‘Ma, please,’ Charlie said.

Rajat clasped his cheeks and looked as if he might cry.

‘I’m stating a fact.’

‘Did you report it to the police?’ I asked.

‘We don’t trust the police,’ Mrs Unger said. ‘Can you imagine how one would be compromised? I mean, if the story were true.’

‘I could tell you stories, doll,’ Charlie said to me.

‘Look at him, poor boy,’ Mrs Unger said. ‘He doesn’t know what to do.’

Anxious and compact in his misery, Rajat sat looking glassy-eyed, almost tearful.

‘Was it anyone you knew?’ I asked, not knowing where to go with this.

‘I never thought to ask that question,’ Mrs Unger said. ‘You see? I knew you’d be a shrewd judge of this business.’

But it seemed the wrong question. Rajat began to stifle a sob and then he let go, covering his face again and weeping into his hands.

The show of emotion, his red eyes brimming with tears in this public place, unnerved me. I said, ‘How can I help?’

‘You see? I felt sure he’d be willing,’ Mrs Unger said.

‘I have no idea what to do,’ I said.

‘Take an interest, as you would a situation in one of your marvellous stories,’ she said. ‘The important thing is that this must not be linked to poor Rajat.’

‘Don’t you think the best thing would be simply to let the whole matter go away? I mean, just forget it ever happened?’

She smiled again and I realized that the only times she smiled were when she was being sarcastic or disagreed with something that was said. Her smile threw me at first, since it indicated the opposite of what she was saying; but as soon as I got used to it I was charmed. She had a beautiful smile.

‘Someone knows,’ she said. ‘More than one person, most likely. They have something on poor Rajat. He is open to blackmail. He has already suffered crank telephone calls.’

‘What did they say?’ I asked her, but she inclined towards Rajat.

‘Nothing,’ he said. He swallowed, his eyes widening. Just rang off.’

‘Maybe wrong numbers.’

Mrs Unger beamed one of her brightest, most contrary smiles.

‘I wouldn’t know where to begin,’ I said.

‘Let’s drop it,’ she said. ‘You’re being honest. That means a lot to me. We shouldn’t burden you with this sordid business.’

‘I wish I could help.’

‘You’ve listened. Your sympathy is an enormous reassurance. And I think it helps that we’ve been able to talk about it.’

I said, ‘It might be better if you didn’t say anything.’

She smiled her disagreeing smile and said, ‘Shall we drop it?’

Sathya the waiter stepped into that silence. ‘Fresh drinks?’

As so often happens, the waiter’s appearance to take an order became the occasion for Rajat and Charlie to get up and say they had to go.

Mrs Unger just watched them with her pale, indifferent eyes. She didn’t (as I expected her to) urge them to stay. She said, ‘Please do be careful, Chalmers.’

‘He is knowing his way around,’ Rajat said.

She smiled at that and as soon as they were gone, her manner became more relaxed, less formal, less motherly, less queenly – all the qualities I now recognized because they were absent. People can seem a bit deflated when they’re grateful and frank – she did. She said, ‘I really mean it. I’ve learned so much from your writing. I’d love somehow to be able to pay you back for all the pleasure you’ve given me.’

I almost said, I’ve come to Calcutta to write a story but I have nothing to write. Give me something. But I said, ‘Don’t even think about it.’

‘But you see, I have something specific in mind.’

I said nothing, merely tried to imitate the indifferent glance she had given her son and Rajat.

‘Does Chalmers look healthy to you?’

‘In the pink,’ I said. It was true – he was tall, not thin but slender, with a blushy unsunned face and long light hair swept back, and even his languid way of sitting suggested contentment and good health. Although he did not physically resemble his mother, his disposition matched hers: all-seeing, finding a severe humour in the strain of India.

‘In the pink because Ma knows best,’ she said. ‘Let me take you to dinner. It’s not healthy to eat late. I know just the place. It will be the first step.’

I said yes. I was glad that Charlie and Rajat were gone. Now I could give all my attention to Mrs Unger. I liked the sudden change in her, from motherly to mildly flirtatious, while still making all the moves.

‘Don’t be shocked,’ she said in the taxi. ‘Foreigners are always being shocked in India for the wrong reasons. Of course it’s dirty here. Of course people are poor and the traffic is atrocious. And of course the restaurant we’re going to is very humble. But the food is pure.’

I had been all over India and I knew Calcutta a little, but even so I might have been shocked at the restaurant if she had not said that in the taxi. I did not recognize it as a restaurant. It was a ground-level room, with a verandah open to the street and the crowd, just above a storm drain. Four bare tables, no other people. A man in a gauzy white dhoti with the caste marks of a priest raised his arms and clasped his hands in welcome – some obscure tattoos on his wrists.

‘Madam, madam.’ He showed respect without servility as Mrs Unger swept past him and sat at one of the tables, as though she were entering the Four Seasons rather than this room filled with the noise and the smells of the Calcutta back street.

‘I hope we’re not too late.’

‘Never too late.’

‘This is my friend. He’s a famous writer.’

‘Welcome, sir.’

I sat opposite Mrs Unger. A barefoot boy in shorts and a white shirt approached carrying a basin and a pitcher. Mrs Unger washed her hands in the basin, the boy pouring water over them, and following her example, I did the same.

‘There’s no menu,’ she said. ‘This is really a private home. We’ll have whatever his wife prepares. But I assure you it will be good for you.’

Very soon, the old priestly-looking man in the dhoti stood near our table as a girl set down a tray of dishes and arranged them before us: bowls of lentils and mushy peas, bowls of cooked gluey okra and deep-green spinach-like leaves, a stainless steel tureen of thin soup with a fragrant aroma, a mound of brown rice on a plate. Glasses of nimbu pani, lime water. That was all. The old man gestured over it and then scuffed away.

‘This is what you need. Clean food.’

I spooned some of the okra and spinach and rice on to my plate and tasted. Its bland and earthen hum lingered in my nose. I wondered how much of it I’d be able to force myself to eat.

‘I’m surprised. No spices.’

‘Ayurvedic. Most Indians eat far too many spices. Too much garlic and onion, tons of salt, way too much ghee butter and oil. They love sweets – they’re like children. Did you see that man? He does two hours of yoga every morning. But most Indians get no exercise at all. Probably the unhealthiest people in the world.’

I was staring, because she was eating delicately but with gusto and because she seemed so sure of herself.

‘Really?’

‘Yes. They have all the answers, but they just ignore them. This is an Indian meal, yet how many Indians eat it regularly? They eat junk and rich food, or else they’re starving and hardly eat at all. Have you ever seen people so unhealthy? I don’t mean poor Indians. The poor eat better than the rich ones. Poor Indians eat lentils and roti and rice and green vegetables. The rich eat butter and sweets. Look at the shapes of Indians – the rich man’s belly, the rich woman’s butt. They get no exercise, they play no sports.’

‘Cricket,’ I said.

‘That’s not a sport. It’s a game that hardly requires fitness. Apart from the man that throws the ball, it’s mostly standing around. You never see an Indian kicking a ball or running. Punjabis are tall. But where are the basketball players? Where are the marathoners? Over a billion people and they can’t win an Olympic medal.’

‘I did a story on this once. They average about one medal in each Olympics.’

‘One!’ she screamed. ‘In what sport?’

‘Shooting an air rifle.’

‘That’s my point! You can be a fat air-rifle shooter!’ This fact delighted her. ‘They are weirdly shaped, either stuffed or skinny. Is it sexual? I sometimes think so. Of course, Indian girls can look heart-breakingly beautiful, but the women look fat and frustrated, the men look angry, the boys look wretched and onanistic. The eternal question for an Indian traveller is “Where will we eat?” ’

‘Americans say the same thing.’

‘I know. Americans are fat too, not from frustration but from excess. The poor are fat in America. The rich are thin. It’s the awful food there. Not like this.’

She was chewing as she spoke, as though to prove her point. ‘This is so pure. I can see by your slightly puffy eyes that you don’t have good kidney function. But after you get a thorough check-up, establish your body type and your chakras, you’ll be on the right path.’

‘You’re taking me by the hand, I see.’

‘It’ll do you good. Each of these dishes has value and balance.’

I swallowed, trying to convince myself, and said, ‘I see.’

‘It’s almost sacramental, eating like this. Think of your body.’

Her saying that made me conscious of her lovely body, her hand dipping into the rice, making a ball of it, dipping it into the lentils. Thomas Metcalfe, of the Governor General’s office, could not bear to see a woman eat cheese. I guessed it was not disgust, but probably aroused something within him. Sitting with Mrs Unger I realized I loved to watch a pretty woman eat, especially messy food, her trying to be dainty over it and failing, the flecks of food on her lips, the chewing, the neck sinews tightening with a swallow. I could see more: Mrs Unger’s stomach muscles framed by the bodice of her sari and her wraparound. The pleasure of her eating was also the pleasure I took in admiring her good health. She sat upright with strength and grace, using her fingertips on the rice, the dripping okra, the mushy peas. And I was aroused by the small splash of food on her lower lip, her lapping at it like a cat, making the lip gleam.

‘I assure you that tonight you’ll sleep like a baby.’

The old man came over to make sure we had everything we wanted. He chatted cosily but with respect to Mrs Unger. He directed the girl to refill our glasses of lime water. I struggled to eat a believable portion; the tang of soil lingered on the unsalted, spiceless food.

When the old man had gone, she said, ‘Do you get regular massages?’

‘I wish I did.’

‘That’s what you need.’

All this time I had feared that she would ask me again about what she mentioned in her letter, the body in the hotel room, Rajat’s worry, the danger for him. But she
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