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prologue

calcutta, 1951
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Let’s start in reverse and make the two of them walk backwards. All the way back from the closed doors of Hangar No. 13, back through the thicket of waiting Dakota airplanes, back out through the gates of the military area, back over the asphalt that is already tremulous under the ten o’clock sun of April, back half a mile to the makeshift bus stop where the old Leyland has come to an unconvincing halt. Let’s make the bus driver take his foot off the hot brick of rubber that is his brake, make the bus push its long rear end blindly back to the big road that goes all the way to Jessore if you let it. Make the vehicle undo its right turn towards the aerodrome and go back to the north-eastern edge of Calcutta, to Ultadanga and its morning market with its smells of fish and overripe kumdo, make the rusty rear of the bus push impossibly back through the poke of rickshas and thhelas of Narkeldanga and Belgachia. The cream-coloured grille on its nose dripping steam and diesel vapour, let’s pull the old monster back from the tangled lanes at the edge of the city to the centre of town, where the avenues are straight and wide and watched over by the big European buildings. Let’s reverse it all the way from Dum Dum aerodrome and squeeze it back between the horse carriages in narrow Waterloo Street on the south side of the big hotel. Let’s bring the two of them, mother and child, out of the bus and make them stand again at one end of the huge portico that shades the fancy stores that flank the entrance of the Great Eastern Hotel.

Her name is Nirupama Majumdar. At some point the tall guy tried to get her to answer to ‘Nellie’ for a couple of weeks, and then ‘Pamela’ for another five days, until she started twisting his name into Indian and calling him first ‘Balaram’ and then the more revolutionary ‘Bijon’ instead of his real name. He didn’t like the sound of that ‘Ball-o-ram’ one little bit, and that ‘Bee-John’ even less, and so he stopped. Went back to trying to say her name right, as he had at the beginning. In the end, the last thing he called her was what she wanted: ‘Niru’, the ‘r’ tripled by his foreigner’s tongue, made into a stream jumping over a hollow place, only slightly different from how he said ‘Nehru’, as in ‘that guy Nihrrru needs to get himself a better hat’.

They’d said goodbye a few streets away from here, him touching her on the shoulder, very light, which was more than she allowed him in public, and walked away to the idling jeep. ‘So long, Niru,’ he’d said. No ‘baby’, no ‘honey’, no ‘my love’, and certainly not the one she liked best of all, ‘sugar’. Just ‘so long’, and then the stress on ‘Niru’, cutting her name out to keep in the top pocket of his fatigues, like a photograph from a newspaper, leaving all the surrounding columns hanging in strips.

He’d had no name for the boy because, at the time he left, he didn’t know the kid was going to come into existence.

The tall guy leaves towards the end of 1944, and we are now sweating in the April of 1951. The boy, born in August 1945, is therefore, already nearly six years old. Niru keeps thinking that he doesn’t look at all like his father, that he could pass for an ordinary Bengali kid except he’s tall for his age. His hair is straight, his nose sharp, very much hers, his eyes are his – meaning the tall guy’s – ever so slightly elongated, which, ironically, makes them more Bengali than anything else. Where she really sees his father sometimes is in the boy’s expressions. His wide grin, which topples sacks of tightly packed mischief; his anger, which simmers like Krakatoa before the eruption; his clever look which is not so clever.

Having brought the two of them back to the hotel where the boy was conceived, let’s look at them: dwarfed by the huge white building, taking shelter at the very edge of the shade of the portico, away from direct sun, but close enough to make sure the bus doesn’t leave without them. Nirupama is in a plain yellow cotton sari with a thin maroon border, a large purse hanging from her left shoulder, her right hand not holding the umbrella she has foolishly forgotten to bring. The boy is wearing half-pants of an indeterminate colour not far from khaki and a clean white shirt that is not at all frayed at the collar. On his feet are leather chappals, what the tall man called ‘Indian slippers’. At the moment, one of the slippers is empty because the kid is balancing on one foot and using the nail of his big toe to scratch the back of his other knee. With one hand he holds his mother’s shoulder, exactly where she feels the weight of the purse most, and his nose is up in the air sniffing at something like a puppy.

Today, there is a smell of fresh bread wafting over Waterloo Street, and Nirupama can see the boy smelling it, absorbing it for later examination. Leaking out of the hotel’s bakery, the bread smell is strong enough to challenge the horse whiff of the carriages and the almost human mix of odours the bus exudes as it stands there and rumbles in the heat. The Markin officer, when he arrives, clipboard in hand, smells of some cologne. When Nirupama looks at him, her eye trips on the tiny spot he has missed out while shaving, a small upside-down terrace of brown stubble just under the jut of his left jaw. Unlike the Britishers, the Markin wastes no time.

‘Okay, folks. Let’s go,’ he says, more warm than brisk. ‘I’ll take it for clear everybody here understands that…’ he looks down at his clipboard to get his points right, ‘that this is not an auction. This is a sale of US Army Air Force property that the army wishes to… dee-vest. On a first come first serve basis, with no returns allowed. Once you pay for something it’s yours forever, and Uncle Sam will not take it back, okay? That there is to be no fighting or shoving or pushing. Or shouting.’ He pauses to pull his goggles down from his forehead and then, to the stare of a black-eyed insect, he adds a grin. ‘Once you get to Depot you will see that there will be no need for any of this behaviour. As always with the US Armed Forces, there is Plenty for All!’

The Markin pauses to catch his breath. ‘Oh. One more thing. Anything you can’t carry and fit into this bus to bring back, you will have to arrange to transport within two days. And, folks, please bear in your minds, that’s two American working days, not Calcutta or Bengal working days! So, be careful what you put into your shopping baskets!’

The bakery yeast joins with the Leyland’s simmer of diesel and warming leather as they climb in. Normally, when getting into a bus or a tram, Nirupama puts her arm around the boy to protect him from the jostling. Today, she leaves him alone. She can see he is happy with the smell of the whole mysterious adventure, and the dozen or so people around them aren’t pushing anyway. They find seats in front of two old Anglo-Indian men who’ve decided they need to wear suits on an April day in Calcutta, ties and all, and just behind a young couple, also Anglo, the woman in an outrageously thin cotton frock, the man in a bush-shirt and trousers, two people who can barely keep their bodies away from each other on a bus seat. On an April day in Calcutta.

Watching them, something comes back to her about the tall man, his hand flicking away a fly, a smell of sweat, or maybe the lingering taste of whisky from his tongue, and she moves slightly away from the boy to try and reel in the memory better. The boy has his head perched on the window rim and doesn’t notice. His puppy nose is still trailing different spoors as they come and go.

Immediately close to the hotel, sparks fly from a tram connector and he gets a nostrilful of burnt electricity; then there is a row of sweet shops, smells he knows well, jilepis, fresh shondesh, milk warming, the sugar world suddenly cut by a sharp tang of onion filluries frying in an open kodhai; a little later, they pass through a factory area and different profitable chemistries briefly fill his nose; then the fresh rot of the bajaar at Narkeldanga, this time the bananas and jackfruit winning out over the fish; the small stretch of open highway brings motor odours: petrol, melting grey-black road, burnt rubber.

On the short road from the bus stop to the aerodrome gates, the whole straggle spreads out behind the Markin officer, the suited-booted men, the young couple, the sharp-looking, racecourse-type characters also in suits but no ties, the fat old man in a dhoti-kurta and a monocle who is the only one who’s thought to bring an umbrella. As the asphalt nibbles stickily at his chappals, the boy smells a small pond they pass that reminds him of their village visits, and then a different kind of petrol smell. As they are led through the parked Dakotas, this new petrol is very strong in his nose, and now mixed with the smells of metal and leather cockpit toasting under the pre-noon sun.

Walking under a slanted wing, he asks, ‘Ma? What are these?’, even though he knows.

‘Havai jahaj. Iron birds that fly in the sky,’ she replies, knowing that he knows.

‘Can we climb on one and fly?’ he asks, again with the answer already in his pocket.

‘Yes, when you are older,’ she replies.

Coming out from under the aircraft, the boy notices there are white marks on the ground: arrows fatter than the spread of his feet that curve or point straight, large English numbers, occasionally a huge capital letter from the English alphabet that he recognizes – an AB, an AC, and then a longer series painted in a slightly smaller size, USAAF SQD 4XB. When he looks up from the signs, he sees they’ve stopped before a line of huge, green houses made of tin. Houses with no faces and closed doors that are far too big for humans.

The hangar is one in a row of similar big structures, with a large ‘13’ painted on the massive sliding doors. In front of the doors there is a small desk shaded by a large umbrella of the kind Niru has seen in foreign postcards of the seaside. There is a fat sergeant sitting behind the desk, and in his mouth is a fat little stick they can all smell from quite far away. The sergeant gets up when he sees the Markin officer, puts down the stick, and gives the officer a salute that looks as if he’s trying to slice off the top of his head with the tips of his fingers. The officer pulls out a packet of cigarettes and lights one. The sergeant picks up his stick and puffs on it as well. The two of them confer, the sergeant sweating under a soft cap, the stub of his cigar held slightly away from the officer, the officer fiddling with his goggles.

Without being told, the group has formed a loose rank about ten feet away from the desk, and none of them can quite make out what the two Markin are saying to each other. The unclear drawl of the soldiers’ voices is suddenly drowned out by a loud clattering roar. The sound drops down from above and swirls around them, making one or two people cover their ears with their hands. The two Markin hardly seem to notice it – the officer just looks over to the vast field on his right and glances at his watch.

The boy follows the officer’s gaze, and he sees the sound has narrowed into a huge havai jahaj that is falling very fast out of the blank glare of the sky. The plane comes down and, miraculously, begins to roll very quickly on the ground without breaking into pieces. A few seconds later, it goes past, about three hundred yards away, its body flashing against the dark green line of trees at the other end of the aerodrome. As their spinning slows, the boy realizes the bird has four fans, two on each wing, as compared to only two on the ones he has just walked past. Also, the nearby planes are painted a dull grey-green, while this big rakkhosh is all loud and proud silver and white, with big blue letters above the windows and smaller ones on the tail. The boy puts the strange alphabet together in his head: big B, full stop, big O, full stop, big A, full stop, big C, no full stop, because they must have forgotten.

Niru watches the machine disappear behind the line of hangars and only half hears the boy’s excitement, ‘Four fans, Ma, four fans,’ and, ‘What is B.O.A.C? What is a boac, Ma?’ Someone else says something loudly and knowledgably about this being the flight from Tokyo via Hong Kong and Singapore that will go all the way to London, via Karachi, Cairo and Rome… the names of these strange places meld with the alien machine she has just seen so closely for the first time, as if the plane itself was carrying each unreachable city within its belly. She doesn’t imagine she will ever see the inside of an aeroplane – not probable, given the work she has chosen for herself – but she often imagines the boy taking off, older, taller, looking more and more like his father, waving goodbye to her from the top of the stairs before disappearing into the dark hole.

And she has often imagined the tall man leaving, walking on ground such as this, what did he call it? ‘Tarmac’. Walking on this tarmac, the huge bag on his shoulders tugging him back. Imagined him climbing up the ladder and into one of these fat, green, metal frogs with his ‘buddies’, and then she has imagined him getting out at the other end. When her imagination reaches ‘home’ or ‘stateside’, she becomes him, the heavy bag suddenly weighing a lot less on her shoulders as she heads towards the exit, a bite of the cold Chicago air he’d described so often coming in through the open door to welcome her. But, but, always, as soon as she reaches the opening, all she can see outside is a wall of white, a wall in which she can make out no snowstorm, no ladder down, and no tarmac.

‘I asked, how many do you want, lady?’ The sergeant is talking to her, snapping slightly with humid impatience.

‘I… beg your…’

‘You are allowed five claim tokens to start with,’ he repeats slowly. ‘I’m asking, how many do you want? How many pieces do you think you will buy? Three? Four? Ten? Do you want to corner the whole stash?’ He grins now at his own joke, and the stub of his cigar dances like a stamped cockroach poking out of his teeth.

‘I am just looking for one particular thing.’

‘Ain’t we all, lady, ain’t we all?’ The fat man snaps out three from a clutch of little cards. ‘Here, keep three, just in case you change your mind. It’s a big old place in there, long walk back to me. Your purchaser number is 17.’ He hands her the tokens and moves on to the next person and the next until everyone has their tokens. Then he leads them to where the hangar doors meet, before turning around and folding his arms as if to say, ‘You know what? I don’t think I want to let you people through.’

‘Okay, folks! Everybody understand the system? You see an item you want, you take the price tag off the item and replace it with one of your tokens, which has your purchaser number. You do this till you finish your tokens. Then you come out to me and the quartermaster here. Then you give me the tags and pay me the cash. Then we walk you back to your chosen items and help you move them aside into your very own little pile. Then you get five more tokens to play with!’ He pauses to signal to his men to open the hangar doors. ‘Remember! My men are here to help you, but they are also here to stop any hanky-panky behaviour! Any fighting, and you are OUT! Any stealing, and you are IN! In jail!’

The doors slide open with a metallic gurgle as the fat Markin finishes speaking. The ‘1’ of the ‘13’ slides left, while the ‘3’ goes right, like two lovers parting in a puppet opera. A few of the people, the sharp racecourse types, the young couple, are fast off their marks, and they disappear into the darkness before the soldiers have finished rolling open the doors. Nirupama firmly takes the boy’s hand in hers and walks across the track lines for the door rollers.

There are bulbs hanging from a grid, but they are no match for the harsh sun outside and it takes a few moments for her eyes to open. The boy’s eyes adjust a touch quicker and he gives off a small yelp of fear. Once Nirupama can focus, she sees why. Standing there, grouped together like that, they are almost human: weird creatures lined up like soldiers, with huge lower bodies and crazily thin necks jutting up into small, curlicued, backward-pointing heads. She takes a beat to recognize them, or it, for she has never seen more than one at a given time, and then she is all right.

‘Ma…?’

She holds his hand tighter and takes him over to the stencilled sign hanging off a petrol drum. She squats down to the boy’s height and runs her finger over the writing.

‘Double?’ She points to the first word.

‘Dobbol,’ repeats the boy.

‘Bass,’ she says, getting the second word right in the nick of time.

‘Baize,’ repeats the boy.

‘Say it: double bass.’

The boy repeats obediently and then he’s on to the next line: ‘Q… t… y?’

It takes Nirupama a while to work it out, but she gets it, ‘Q-t-y means quantity. Means how many there are. How many double bass.’

‘3-5-0, meaning thirty-five!’ says the boy triumphantly.

‘No… 3-5-0… means many more than that. It means three hundred and fifty.’

‘Oh,’ says the boy, ‘shall we count them, Ma? I can’t count that far.’

It takes them a long time to walk past the double bass section. As they go deeper into the cavernous space, Nirupama figures out how the Markin have organized things. The phalanx of double basses forms the left side of a corridor, while the right border of the path is made up of pianos. Grand Pianos: Qty 100. Beyond them, catching the light from the windows on the side of the hangar, Uprights: Qty 175. Then come Assorted Xylophones and Mini Organs. Once the bass section ends, they are in a vast terrain of drum sets on both sides of the aisle, Drums: Qty 1200, incl. Conga Drums and General Percussion Instruments.

She imagines her fellow bus passengers trying out the instruments, the pluck of the bass and the high chink of the cymbals ganging up to arch her back as she waits for the tall guy to come in with his horn, but no, the cymbals and hi-hats are packed away, stacked next to the large bass drums. She imagines the young couple, the woman perched on a a piano, her thin dress riding slightly high, sneaking above the knee, the crew-cut bush-shirt man’s fingers, since they cannot be under the hem of her skirt, probing instead the piano keys, checking the tuning. The woman starts scatting in a low voice, and the man looks up and smiles encouragingly as she goes into some fast riff from a standard, perhaps ‘How High the Moon’ or, by that time, maybe even ‘Miss Brown to You’. Around them, pools of reflections on the tops of the pianos, the pugnacious dolphin noses of the Dakotas outside the long windows turned upside down in the lakes of dark polish, the spoke of their props fanning across the memory of evenings put to sleep on a bed of blues and booze. Suddenly, the thin-skirt Anglo breaks loose from all the scattered tinkering going on around her, takes her voice high and makes it reverberate from the hangar roof… no, stop. Niru forces herself back to the present.

The monocled babu with the umbrella is checking things against a list on his clipboard; the card sharps from the racecourse are diligently removing tags and replacing them with their purchaser numbers, bent, it seems, upon cornering the stash of pianos, if nothing else; the two old men in suits are fingering large saxophones, not putting their mouths to the mouthpieces which have no reeds, examining the state of the levers and keypads before one of them pulls out his wallet to figure out how many pieces they can actually afford.

At the edges of all this are Markin soldiers, balancing their little folding chairs on the back legs, chewing the rubber paan they call chewing gum, busy with their shiny magazines, not looking and yet looking. In and out of this are the flies, lording it over a universe of their own, buzzing back and forth across the hot darkness, across time, across checkposts and heart-borders, not listening to us, not listening to anybody, landing with equal arrogance on Niru’s arm and the nose of the private from Alabama flicking through a new copy of Life magazine.

Passing the border between percussion and brass, Niru loses both music and child. She realizes the boy is no longer holding her hand. She glances around for him, expecting him to be close by, but he’s gone. Nowhere to be seen. She spins a slow circle, searching. Nothing huge, just a small bob of disbelief in her heart – what if she loses him forever in this maze? What if he’s sucked up in the slow whirlwind of this departing army and taken back in the mess of tanks and grilling ranges to some distant desert base, with canyons on the horizon and nobody who can speak Bangla within the whole hemisphere? What if he ends up not even in America, but in Germany or Japan?

She spots him, down on all fours between two sets of drums, pushing the foot-lever of the mallet for a bass drum. ‘Na–’ she stops herself and calls out the shorter version of the kid’s name in her most threatening voice: ‘Saki! Come back here!’ She follows his progress as he comes crawling through the drum sets. A conch-shell-coloured handle passes her, protruding out of a belt, and, at first, she wonders what instrument it is. Once her attention shifts, Niru sees that she’s standing not far away from a big officer. The big officer has a junior officer in attendance and he’s muttering something to the junior as he looks down into a file. After six years of disuse, her Markin English is not good enough to make out what they are saying, but her eyes alight, greedy as the flies, on the pistol poking out of the big officer’s holster. It is what she knows is called an ‘automatic’, and she has seen one or two before, but none with this pearly-white handle.

She has heard what one of these Markin handpieces can do, much more dangerous than a three-nought-three rifle even, and she finds herself thinking about how she could snatch it. Use the boy as a distraction? Faint on the officer? Set fire to the acres of inflammable wood? She thinks about arriving back in the village, about taking the gun out of her purse and placing it before the others in her cadre; the arguments that would follow, as the men claimed it was too heavy for any of the women to use, as one of the women picked it up and weighed it in her hands, as someone figured out the way to unload and load the big calibre bullets. As he comes out of the jungle of drums, the boy has the sense to get up and curve his path around the big officer, who doesn’t even notice him. Niru grabs the kid’s wrist and moves on, reminding herself that the days of the gun, effective or not, have gone for now.

As they walk ahead, the kid yanks on her left arm as if he’s pulling a chain on a train, sending pain through her elbow.

‘Ma? Ma, can we go home now?’

‘No. Not yet. We are still looking, remember?’

‘Yes, but I want to go now! Home!’

Niru keeps walking without replying, every now and then letting the boy pendulum his whole heavy body on her other arm. The musk of wood varnish changes slowly. Maybe she imagines it, but with the first breath of brass polish the boy eases up on her. Soon the air is heavy with Brasso, a headache of shining gold. Niru finds herself slightly dizzy and more than a bit nauseated. She is the one who now wants to turn back and get away, but the boy is tugging her forward. She gathers herself and turns to her son.

‘Eijey, Saki!’ she snaps in a mock schoolteacher’s command. ‘We are looking for a sign that says…?’

‘Traaampett!’ cries the boy.

‘Or Horn. Or even Cornet,’ adds Niru.

‘Look, Ma! Here’s a T! T for traampet!’

‘Yes, but this says… t-u-b-a-s. Tuba is different from trumpet.’ Niru is now speaking through a handkerchief held against her nose. ‘Look, a baby haathi which is all just nose!’

‘Qty… thirty-seven!’ says Saki, correctly this time.

They walk through the 37 tubas, 22 trombones, 8 baritone saxophones, 150 tenor, and an equal number of sopranos. The swathe of altos and clarinets is too far away for them to read the quantity. The boy, now drugged by the smell, tries to slip away to the obscured sign. Niru pulls him back.

‘No, Nagasaki, look! We’ve found them. Look! Horns and trumpets!’

‘6-0-0…’ the boy reads out, ‘Ma? Is that six hundreds?’

It is, my beautiful baby, it is. Without warning, her mind slips back to the moment she first laid eyes on her newborn. Six hundred trumpets ring out together, sharp, pumping in perfect unison, rising up and blowing open the sky.

The birth, in the small hospital in Bolpur, was difficult; the baby was too big for her pelvis the doctors said, and she collapsed right after they did the episiotomy and pulled him out. By the time she came to properly, two days had already passed. It was on the evening of that day that she saw the Ingreji newspaper someone had abandoned on the next bed – The Statesman from Calcutta, already over a day old, dated 10 August 1945.

Later, when they travelled through villages and small towns performing shadow plays, the sound they used for the bombs had nothing at all to do with trumpets. For the build-up to the first bomb, they had used a single drum and the menacing twang of a khamak; for the actual dropping and explosion, all the drums and cymbals came in with a huge, sustained crash. Then, for the second bomb, the one on Nagasaki, they had taken her idea and the only sound you heard was that of a single, wailing infant.

Niru’s own child was older by then, at two, no longer on the breast and no longer always with her, but the name had been given and it had stayed. There had been intense arguments among the comrades while trying to decide: some found the name of a Japanese city too foreign, no matter what the significance, others pointed out that they were remembering the proletariat of Nagasaki who had been as trampled upon by their feudal-imperialist warlords as Bengal’s peasantry was, first by the British all these years, and now by the new bourgeois satrapy of the Indian Congress; others yet pointed out that the child was born not only on the day the second atom bomb was dropped but also just two days after Rabindranath Tagore’s fourth death anniversary, and perhaps that was important too. Nirupama was adamant about the first name she had thought of, but she also saw the point about Rabindranath. After much discussion, the boy’s birth certificate finally read ‘Rabi Nagasaki Jones-Majumdar’, the patronymic first, followed by the mother’s family name, in the Spanish way, in a salute to the Republican comrades of the Spanish Civil War.

Saki and Saki’s mother slowly find their way into the trumpet section. The things are stacked in cases, with a sample instrument placed on top of each stack. There are different sizes and makes, and different prices. Saki sees one he likes and points to it. Niru picks it up carefully and shows it to the kid. As Saki watches his face distort in the curve of the bell, Niru fingers the price tag. Thirty-five rupees. It’s steep, but she knows it’s cheap at the price. Later, when speaking about this moment in an interview, she will point out she had brought a whole fifty rupees for the purpose.

The boy tries to grab the trumpet, to blow on it. Niru lets him have control of it, but without taking her hand off.

Let’s start moving away from them as the boy brings his lips to the mouthpiece. We have brought the child to the trumpet and to the beginning of all the frustrations he will go through before he can get a coherent sound out of it. Let’s leave him to it, because this is not his story anyway, not really.

The light changes outside, a stray cloud covers the sun for half a minute and then moves, leaving behind a sharper light which bounces off the tarmac and comes through the long windows into the dark hangar. It first catches the trumpets erect as sentinels, and then the forest of saxophones tilted on their stands, before dimming again as it does in April in this part of the world.

As we move back through this warehouse of past and potential sound, we know the Americans are finally leaving after nine years. Though they don’t know it, we now know they aren’t going very far, that they aren’t going to be away for very long, but, again, this is not about the time they return. This is not even about what they leave behind, though, as we move away from the gates of the military area, we do catch the mother and child again, walking in front of two small hills made entirely of glass. Closer inspection reveals that one is a pile of empty beer bottles, the other one of empty Coca-Cola bottles, both about three floors high and together covering half the area of a football field. The sunlight refracts off the bottles into thousands of little prickles which Niru feels as she trudges behind the boy, now carrying the trumpet case which is too big even for her large handbag. The boy is now furiously pushing air into the mouthpiece and getting nothing more than his own saliva spitting back into his face.

Let me take the two of them out of this deep-focus Hollywood set and put them in flat silhouette behind the lit curtain of a shadow play, with night moths and mosquitoes dancing in front. As they walk past cut-outs of palm trees, the boy falls behind, concentrating on his new toy. Niru walks in front, humming a Tagore song: If no one heeds your call, if no one comes along, then walk alone, walk alone, walk alone, walk alone, my friend, walk alone…




epilogue

paris, 1979 
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There is a garden in the body,

A flower opens in the garden,

The fragrance drives the body wild,

But Lalon is not moved,

But Lalon, Lalon he’s not—

I hate to cut in before a song is over, but I turn the lever to stop because the taxi is waiting and the train will not wait. I wait a beat, and then switch it to rewind. The ribbon of tape vibrates and blurs as the left spool takes back what belongs to it, ending in a thin, plastic whip of sound as the reel whimpers to a stop. I return the spool to the box and flip the lid shut. The label on it is in Elko’s neat handwriting, in thin orange marker: Noni Khepa / Night performance / Tarapith / Jan 1966 / Deben Bh. And then in pencil underneath, in a smaller scrawl: ‘Acc’ding DB probably NK’s last performance before fatal car crash…’

I love this particular recording, and I wonder whether to take the tape with me. I decide against it. I will be back sooner or later, and I will need some of this music to be here. I take a last look around at the house, making sure all the windows and doors are shut, not that there’s anything valuable to steal, except maybe the Marantz reel-to-reel. I’ve gutted the place of Elko’s stuff, meaning of all his work, though I haven’t touched the books or posters or any of the kitchen things.

Just yesterday, the movers have taken the last canvas and packed it, right after I’ve shot some slides of it on my Minolta, but it’s as if the thing is still lowering at me from the easel on which it stood for so many years. God knows what it will look like in a gallery, what meaning it will take on or not, how it will behave with other paintings, Elko’s or other people’s, but for now I’ve put it down in my notebook as the last of his works to leave the house in Provence. The paintings are all gone, but his stuff is still there, the paints, the brushes, the long-dead knobs of unused colour on the makeshift palettes he had balanced on different tables and stools. I’ve photographed the studio, both wide and in detail, but perhaps I’m getting ahead of myself – there may be no interest in the paraphernalia of a minor painter.

We’ll see. But for now, I’m done with the house.

Done with it at least until spring, if not later. Missus says she doesn’t know if she’ll ever come back to this place, but who knows? The report from her doctors in London is positive: amazingly, there is no obvious sign of cirrhosis or any alcohol-related disease. She is a little older than Nirupama, pushing sixty-four now, but hopefully there’s still some life-juice left in her batteries.

Gaston is waiting for me in his taxi, which is actually a van. I take one last look around and switch off everything before I lock the door. As we bump our way down, I look back at the property in the late January light. I tap Gaston on the shoulder and ask him to stop. I walk back up the track to the gate. I’ve just noticed that the little wooden sign Elko and Missus had put up is hanging vertically against the stone wall, one screw gone from the two that were holding it up. I tug at the sign and pull it off. If I do inherit the place – as Missus keeps threatening – this is not what I would want to call it. I find a place for it in one of my suitcases.

The train back from Avignon to Paris is uneventful. I don’t have too much luggage this time, thank god, and taking the metro back from Gare de Lyon is easy enough. As D&D would put it, I ate Paris and I ate Calcutta. Currently, I ate Provence too. At the moment, I ate Paris the least, and that’s good because that’s where I have to be.

I come into the apartment and find space for the wooden sign on the big mantelpiece of the dead fireplace where, I have to say, it goes quite well with all the other stuff that’s there; all the other objects on what I think of as my altar. Just as I don’t want that house name next to the gate in Provence, I avoid putting the sign anywhere near the centre of the mantlepiece, but it looks just fine on the left, at the very end of the array.

I look around the apartment and, yet again, realize to what extent these characters have taken me over. The timeline stretches on the windows, the tape coming off at points, making the acetate sag. There are two spiderwebs, a small one at the very start of the timeline where it says RT Dies and then a larger one crossing over January 1943 and the first place where I’ve written in Bangla: mannantar – aakaal. The spiders have found no purchase on the acetate itself, but somehow they’ve managed to make complex bridges of web over and across the material from glass to glass, putting those particular dates and words in silver cages, as if they too know the history and the importance of those two dates.

On the big dining table that I never use for eating are spread my notes and stacks of photographs. Here too, some of the paper has already yellowed a bit. Typically, it’s the paper that I’ve picked up in India that has aged while the local stuff looks untouched by time. Sticking out of a file is something I’d typed on a trip back to Calcutta in 1972, just after the Bangladesh War. The paper I was using was exceptionally cheap newsprint from a stack of pads that a friend had stolen from his job at The Statesman. The paper is a dirty brown and, for some reason, the ink ribbon was a red-blue one on the little Olivetti portable that I had then. The first part of the typing is in blue and the second bit in red.

Calcutta, 1944 – Kyd Street/New Market

So, yes, let’s do this to jazz: the percussion sound of bone-crack, not full crack, just the light crunch of skeleton upon skeleton, the long trombone of the 9 o’clock siren, the long whimper of the truck engine dying down, good old Bedford 4-stroke bass, the bone-beat still going, the scat of morning dogs about to be left hungry, their food being trucked away like a tune being pulled on them, but, but, but, just before the half-number ends the horn yowl of ‘maaaaago, O! maaaaago’, some poor dame’s voice shiny as if through brass rubbed paper-thin, but still full, all the timbre of life, not clear if she’s going high for some husbandman’s face she’s seen on a body drumming into the morning transport, or if it’s just her own face she sees there tomorrow, or her third or fifth’s baby’s, or her old mama she’s just seen going down. 

In grand and meaningless memory, hey man, let’s put the sharpest cook-knife into the carcass of jazz, between the luscious dead meat and the marrow-rich bone, between the smooth score and the maverick high-hat, between the slothful, slumberous, deep sax – bar-y-tone sax, since you akse – and the hopped-up guitar strangling its own strings, between the LieutCol’s white-ass double-bass, who does the motherfucking-motherfucker fucking think he is, Motzart? and the mewling of the rear-gunner’s clarinet, hope for his crew’s sake he shoot sharper than he blow, hope for all of them a quick and early death, a clean wipe-out, unlike the bone-bags being shuffled here in front of my sad and sorry eyes, a clean go a mile above the whitest mountains on earth, maybe as many as five seconds, ten, maximum fifteen, of knowing that this is your end, your big hello to Hell-heaven, and then you’se goooooone, either the record-finish scratch of nothing-type eternity or, or, or, or floating in that ocean of air like one of these statues these people love to float into the river after their carnival, floating and knowing you managed to take a few slant-eyes with you, who knows whether foe or friend, Jap or Chink, but knowing for sure the flak can’t touch you no more, knowing the shell-puffs is now like some sort of celebrationary send-off to you, your life, who you used to be.

But not like this, not like this, not like this card-pack shuffle of bodies, filthy with the ghost of a shit they managed to pass before their passing, their stomachs still craving, empty as a beer-barrel on Monday morning. Even after death, their eyes looking for food, their mouths looking for a taste they was unlucky enough to have when they was kids. Sound of an ungrown kid, all of this rattling, sound of a mass kid that never grew up, sound of something that learnt to dream too damn early for its own good, like a bunch of mosquitoes trying to write poetry, like a band of cockroach trying to follow a tune-sheet. 

It’s like someone drop a big slow bomb on these fuckers, a bomb bigger than god, that spreads and spreads and spreads, something like the Universe, big four, eight, twelve-engine silver bird dropping a big piece of resonance, and you know what? It’s gonna come down the old Mississippi one day, just like it come down this here delta wearin the face of hell. But what hell, where in hell is hell except right here, right in front of my burning eyes, and maybe I shouldn’t feel so bad for them, at least not for them that’s dead because they done got away, the whole daily stack of them. Hell maybe gets carried away to the river every morning, in three camouflage-green trucks, the backs filled to the top, and baby there’s nothing you did-could give me, nothing you can take away, that plays any tune with this. So, let’s do this to sound, let’s do this to jazz, let’s just do it.

Something stands firm behind Byron’s head, doesn’t swim and slide like everything else around him, and he realizes it’s the wall he’s been leaning on. As he stares, trying hard to stop his eyes from prancing, the men pull down the tarpaulins, curtaining the packed corpses. One by one, the Bedfords growl to life, their exhaust pipes blasting out in sequence, first one, then the other, then two together, then all three going at once in smoky agreement. The scraping of the horn rim against the wall comes to Byron much after he finds himself tottering in the middle of the lane, much after he has pushed himself away from the support and walked right into the exhaust fumes. As the first weary lorry creaks away from the narrow pavement, he looks down and sees: without any permission from him, his feet have spread themselves into playing position. That’s right, he thinks, let’s do this.

As the trucks nudge themselves into line and head towards New Market, Byron brings up his cornet and presses the mouthpiece to his lips, not too hard, just so. He breathes in everything, the smoke, the morning air on Kyd Street, the whole dirty blue sky above him. Then he narrows it down to his instrument and lets go of it all.

I’ve had no choice but to imagine him, imagine him the best I could, and now I realize I have no need to imagine any more of him. Byron Jones is finally a ghost that the missile of time has shot off my radar; I have other ghosts, the ones I actually knew when they were alive, who’ve taken over my airspace. The ones I knew when they were alive and the ones who are still alive; the elusive ones like Gopal/Ganesh/Big Man/Chaar-Paanch Ustad, the I-hate-to-talk ones like Nirupama, the drunken ones like Missus.

Looking back at all the material, I now realize there was no way there was a novel in this, or no way that I, at least, could have forged a proper narrative, but it was useful to try, I guess, because it helped to illuminate things. Trying to arrange the stories into a unified narrative helped clarify the fact that history, or life, can’t always fit into a suit of plot. Once I finished putting most of the stories together, the completed jigsaw looked more like an Escher print with Bosch and Kalighat elements than a straightforward fictional text that could be bound within the covers of a book.

There’s other stuff, photographs, the tapes I recorded with Elko and Missus, though I was always careful to label them with their proper names or initials, always Kedar Lahiri or KL and Imogen Snell or IVS for Imogen Valerie Snell, and then the date of the conversation.

Tacked up a little bit away from the photos of Imo and Niru at Flurys and Niru and Keya with the rifles, there is a picture of Kedar with Eva at some afternoon party, probably at the Royal Golf Club taken by Imogen. A young couple, both beautiful, looking at each other, laughing, possibly in love; both in Western dress, the man just a bit darker in complexion, but the hair equally rich and black on both heads. Then there is a blurred photo – another Jodhpur Park find – of a peasant family carrying all their belongings crossing the tramlines, on the reverse a note in Imogen’s hand which says Near Hazra Road, 24/11/41 – snapped on the day we met! Ixx. There are other bits of paper, some throwaway sketches by Elko and his notes, which I will never make public – Husain is a hustler! Souza is a Peon! – Husain would probably ignore this, but Souza might take fresh offence and Elko doesn’t need rewarmed enmity, even posthumously.

Besides the small photos on the acetate timeline, there is also another wall where I’ve pinned or taped larger photos of Elko’s work, mostly black-and-white but some colour prints too, made from slides. Of the three or four paintings he was working on when he died, the Victoria Iceberg works fine in black-and-white, but the other really large one, the last painting the transporters packed from the house, definitely needs a colour print.

In the painting, the river is flat, seen straight from above at the centre of the canvas, the grey-green liquid rug roiling gently under smudges of mist. The Goalundo ferry seems to be going down a slope of water, its funnels tugging smoke, heading to the north of the frame and a bank of opaque silver fog that forms the top border of the image. The much smaller police launch chugs away down a mirroring slope, heading south and, it seems, almost under the planet of the canvas. In the flat, central bit, you have the faint whitish wake of the ferry going straight up, with a sharper scar curving away from the straight line, going down and slightly to the left until it meets up with the launch, together the two marks looking like the tantric markings you find in Bankura and Birbhum.

I must make colour prints from the transparencies and send them to Ganesh, along with the prints I promised him of the photos I took of the hotel when he arranged for me to visit the dilapidated old monster.

It’s late afternoon and I debate between having an early aperitif or a late coffee. I choose the coffee and put the kettle on to boil. Unlike the orderly displays at Alexandra Mansions, my museum spreads its tentacles all over the apartment, objects ambushing me from strange places. For instance, the Kepi from Saint Ant hangs next to the pots and pans over the kitchen counter, and when I go to the turntable, I see the flat, thin tin box next to the records, the Caran D’Ache colour pencils that I’ve brought back from my last visit, the pencils still untouched, the shine of the box somewhat dulled after twenty years. I pick out Miles from the stack of albums; Kind of Blue, because I’m in a mood for a classic. Just as the second track starts, the peal of the phone interrupts the sax solo. Who can it be now? I push back the lever to lift the arm off the record.

‘Oui? Ici Madjumdar.’

The first operator is French, the second one seems to be in Delhi, and the third one, finally, has a proper Bengali accent to her English. ‘Mr Mojumdar? Please hold! Trunk call from Cyalkata!’

‘Hello, Ma? What’s happened?’

‘Saki, can you hear me? This is Ma speaking.’

I can hear her voice, and it sounds strong. I’ve last seen her about a month ago in Calcutta and she was fine. We speak on the phone about once every two months, me usually pre-arranging a call on her neighbour’s phone via aerogramme. For her to call me, she would have had to ask for a major favour from the neighbour or some friend.

‘I can hear you clearly, Ma, what’s happened?’

‘No, I just thought I’d let you know.’

‘Yes? Let me know what?’ Nirupama is usually direct and clear on the phone, so when she answers at an angle, my anxiety begins to shoot up. ‘Ma! Will you kindly tell me what’s happened!’

‘No, you see, we are hearing these people have just killed a lot of folks… and just dumped them into the delta waters.’

‘Who has killed who, Ma? There’s nothing in the news here!’

‘Killed women and children also, my sources are telling me. If it’s true, it’s a massacre, in English you could definitely call it massacre. But we don’t know if it’s true. So I’m going there. Some of us are going there tomorrow to investigate, so I thought I’d let you know.’

The operator’s voice cuts in sharply. ‘Three minutes is ovar! Do you want to continue?’

‘Please continue!’ I snap.

‘You cannot continue. Only calling party can continue. Madam, three minutes over, do you want to continue?’

‘Yes, please continue.’

‘Okay. Three more minutes only. I have to connect another call after that.’

The operator crackle recedes.

‘Ma. I’m not understanding. Who has killed women and children?’

‘The CPI-M, who else? They are trying to evict people from an island in Sunderban. They may have killed some people. Dozens of refugees in Marichjhapi. Police, apparently helped by local gangsters, people are alleging these were direct orders from the chief minister. Reports say the women were raped before being killed. So I’m going to find out what really happened.’

‘How many of you are going, Ma? Who all?’

‘I don’t know yet, but Mango-mashi for sure, and three or four other women. But it may be… not safe, so I’m telling you, just in case.’

‘Thiik achhey, all right, I’ve understood. Be careful. And try not to rush into situations on your own. I’ll wait to hear from you, so once you are back call me from Mango-mashi’s or whoever’s phone. I’ll call you back after three minutes.’

‘I’ll try. Or I may just send an international telegram. I hope you’re well?’

‘I’m well, Ma. Everything is fine here, don’t worry. The weather’s turning nice. Work is going well.’ It’s the nature of these international calls and what they do to you – my mother was talking about heading to investigate possible killings by the government and I was babbling about the weather.

‘Okay, babu. Lal salaam, inquilab zindabad.’ Red salute, long live the revolution. She almost never says that to me.

‘Inquilab zindabad, Ma.’

She puts the phone down and the rough static of absence snakes all the way from Calcutta into my ear.

I stop the turntable and garage the needle arm. Suddenly, I want silence. But after a while, as I pour more coffee, I find myself humming something not quite out of tune. I can’t place it at first. I sift through a few rock ’n’ roll and jazz suspects before I realize that old man Rabindranath has bushwhacked me yet again – the tune I’m humming is Nirupama’s war song:

If no one heeds your call,

Walk alone, walk alone, then walk alone, my friend. 

Tawbey ekla cholo, ekla cholo, ekla cholo, ekla cholo rey… 

I remember in school, in class 7, I’d tried to play it on the trumpet and D’Mello, our Western music teacher, had smacked my ears. ‘That instrument is not for local music!’ he’d snarled. I hope that old bastard is still alive and someone is forcing him to listen to Don Cherry blowing Raag Malkauns and McLaughlin playing quasi-Carnatic on his guitar. He was a fool, D’Mello, but he’d inadvertently put his finger on a problem that’s alive and well.

Elko’s paintings also fall between the stools. They don’t obey the rules set for modern paintings by Indians, nor do they fit into any properly understood vernacular of Western art. As he always complained, not without some satisfaction, ‘Both sides hate my work because neither understands it. The goras scratch the left side of their heads and the deshis scratch the right side. Between them, my work turns into dandruff!’

Well, thanks to Eva Margenik, née Attali, the mass of the precious dandruff is now safely stored in an art warehouse near Aubervilliers, paid for by the Attali-Margenik Foundation of Oakland, CA. We will now look for a first posthumous retrospective somewhere in France and then in Calcutta, and also money for the catalogue. All this I will do later, right now I’m exhausted with the long exhumation of the work and I need to take a break. Right now, I need to do something else, to get back to my real work and the book about Chandigarh and Ahmedabad and Corbu and Kahn.

I remember Kahn’s observation about ruined buildings actually being the most complete. Mixing metaphors, I wonder if a period of time can be seen as a building, and the remnants of that history examined as you would a ruin. My eye falls on the sign that I’ve just rescued from the house in Provence. The board is in weather-damaged white, and the scarred letters were once in deep blue, painted not by Elko but by one of the local sign painters. Given the curve of the brush, at first you automatically read for French, but then you realize this is in English and it says:

Great Eastern Hotel. 

This was Elko and Missus’s little joke, their little nod not just to the hotel but also to Calcutta, the much greater Great Eastern Hotel. As I look at the sign, it occurs to me that this Great Eastern Hotel is not a ruin, not dead, it’s alive and constantly moving across the planet, sliding from Bengal to Biafra to Cambodia and then back to Bengal, and then going god knows where else.

To the right of the sign, not exactly in the middle of the array on the mantelpiece, is the cornet Ma bought me when I was seven or so. I still remember the smells of aircraft fuel and brass polish mingling in that hangar at Dum-Dum. I still remember the feel of the foreign paper when I touched the cover of a Life magazine some Markin had left on a chair and the sting of Ma’s hand as she slapped mine, telling me not to touch what didn’t belong to me. There are times when I’ve wondered if these stories were mine at all to tell, if I had any right to excavate them. There are times I’ve felt that sting of Ma’s slap – Don’t touch what’s not yours! – times when I’ve come close to abandoning the whole mess, when I’ve been close to walking away from all the chipped tiling of memory. When I came back today, I found myself wondering again. After the phone call I realize that these stories haven’t really ended. I have a lot, but I don’t have enough. I realize that I’ll need to get back to them.

All I need is a break.
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