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Preface

This novel is based on a set of short stories that I wrote some years ago about Mr Murthy and the eccentric neighbourhood of Diagonal Lane. The Sambar Queen Cooking Contest, Mr Reddy’s brief, painful brush with ballet, Murugan’s bull fixation, and many other themes and undercurrents that you will come across in this novel all have their origins in those stories. One of these days, I hope to get them published.

The layout of Diagonal Lane is loosely based on a neighbourhood on the outskirts of Bangalore where I lived for a decade as a lonely divorcee, trying to make a living as a humour writer. I wrote over ten comic sci-fi novels, creating a fantasy world of my imagination that ranged all over the globe and even outer space. But in all this time, I never thought of prospecting my immediate surroundings for comedy. It seemed too drab for words. It is only after I married Blandine, and moved to France, that I had the distance necessary to see the comic potential of my previous existence.

The characters and situations in this book are, needless to say, imaginary, although I may have passed on a bit of myself into Mr Murthy, at least with regard to his personal situation. His old-world mannerisms, public spirit and good neighbourliness, on the other hand, are borrowed from a real Mr Murthy that I happen to know.

I dedicate this book to my darling Mémé, Blandine’s mother and mine too. The grand matriarch of the sprawling Chavas clan; she did so much to make me feel welcome in France and as a member of that colourful family. She passed away, surrounded by love, while I was writing the final chapter of this book.


Mr Reddy Kicks the Bucket

Mr Reddy, my rheumy-eyed, half-bald, dim-witted neighbour, had had his scarecrow feet trembling on the verge of the bucket so many long years – ever since I knew him, in fact – that it came as a bit of a shock when he eventually kicked it.

News of his passing beyond the tattered veil was first brought home to me by the banging on my front door in the small hours. Letting go of movie superstar Radhika, whom I was attempting to hoist above my head as part of a complicated choreographed dance move on the cold, misty slopes of Kodaikanal, I lurched awake on my cold, bare bachelor cot. Correctly identifying the thumping sound as coming from my front door and not, as I had initially presumed, from the buxom body of superstar Radhika crashing and careening down a Kodaikanal cliff, I put a leg over the side of the bed and located my battered flip-flops. I noted the time on the luminous arms of the wall clock. It was 2 a.m. The banging continued apace, in time with my beating heart. I shambled up, stumbled through my cold, bare bachelor apartment as quickly as I could, and put a sleepy, fearful eye to the spyglass.

Mrs Reddy stood under the dim light of the landing, her greying hair a frazzled halo around her pinched, wild-eyed face.

Despite the hour being two, she was dressed to the nines. Her svelte figure draped in a rich purple silk sari, lips coated deepish mauve, hair fashionably done up and highlighted with lilac ribbon: she looked not unlike a slim, attractive aubergine. An aubergine, though, with something on its mind.

‘Mr Murthy!’ she squawked, adding voice-over to the sound effects. If I did not move fast, she would wake up all the neighbours. I yanked hard on the sticky latch and threw open the door.

‘Here I am,’ I said, for there I was. I had no secrets from the Reddys.

‘Oh, there you are. You took your own sweet time.’

‘I was sleeping.’

‘A fine time to sleep. And here the world is turning upside down.’

‘This is the time one habitually sleeps, madam. It is 2 a.m. What seems to be the trouble?’

‘The trouble! All hell has broken loose, that’s all!’

‘Yes, but in what precise way?’

‘In the precise way that the old duffer has gone and died on me.’

‘The who has done what?’ I gabbled. One is not at one’s brightest at 2 a.m.

‘The duffer!’ repeated Mrs Reddy, cutting the first few steps of an agitated eggplant quadrille. ‘He’s dead. Expired. Given up the ghost.’

‘Mr Reddy?’

‘Yes, yes, yes. How many duffers do you know?’

‘Dead?’

‘As a brinjal.’

‘Are you sure?’

‘He is cold. He does not move.’

‘He might have fainted.’

‘I stuck a pin into him. Nothing.’

‘Let me check…’

I hurried into her apartment, which is right next to mine; the doors edge on each other. Mrs Reddy followed me, muttering, ‘I told that old soup strainer not to pop off without a 48 hour advance notice. Would he listen? No. Not to the end, he wouldn’t. And what in the name of holy chop suey was he thinking, conking out at this ungodly hour? Couldn’t he have chosen a more decent time? Inconsiderate to the very end, that noodlehead. He always was a bit of a runny omelette, but this time he’s really laid an egg.’

The Reddy apartment was brightly lit, as if for a wedding in the family. The brightness highlighted in delicious detail a layer of grime on the floor, the mounds of clothes pouring out of chests of drawers, the pots and pans piled high on occasional side tables, and the general appearance of a typhoon having passed through the place. Being a long-time widower, I held liberal views on the subject of housekeeping, but Mrs Reddy took things to anarchistic extremes. Her recent celebrity status had made things much worse.

Having become a contestant in Season 10 of Tip-Top Chef, more through gall than through her cooking skills, she had succeeded, against all expectations, to get all the way to the semi-finals with one outlandish creation after another. I believe the organizers had kept her on the show for sheer comic value. Whatever the reason, those six months, when her frail figure, pert Chihuahua face and chirpy singsong voice had danced across our TV screens every Thursday evening, had made her the uncrowned queen of Diagonal Lane. The toast of the city, in fact. Not many of our Southern luminaires ever managed to get onto national telly, having to content themselves with regional stations while uncouth bounders from the North hogged the national airwaves.

Now she was spending her time writing a cookbook, signing autographs and concocting new excesses in her kitchen. All this left little time for washing dishes and doing the laundry. Mr Reddy’s meagre pension could not afford them a maid. In any case, maids never could put up with her tantrums for very long, and usually quit within weeks.

I negotiated the narrow hall and cramped sitting room, and made for the bedroom. Yellow paint peeled from the wall. The chintz curtains had not been washed in decades. A rusty Godrej almirah, once blue, stood at the entrance, discreetly blocking the view of a rattling red plywood bed with mottled green bedsheets. A dispirited, fly-spotted Sri Vitusakan gazed down on the bed from an outdated calendar, hammered into the cracked wall.

Mr Reddy was lying spread-eagled on the bed, one foot on the floor and the other in the air. This curious attitude was in itself not unusual: he had sprained all sorts of delicate body parts in a misguided attempt to learn ballet at a ripe old age and of necessity took his forty winks in a set of thirty-three carefully choreographed positions. But he was still. He made no sound. That was unusual. He writhed in his sleep like a python and snored like the Deccan Express entering a tunnel. Mrs Reddy complained of this often, but I did not need her to tell me. I could hear him for myself in my own apartment. We shared a bedroom wall.

The dim, unshaded 40-watt incandescent lamp glowed dully on Reddy’s bald pate. His veshti was askew, displaying maroon y-fronts covering the essentials between spindly thighs. His sweat-stained cotton mesh vest strained over a bird-like ribcage, ballooned with pride. A smile of ecstasy, as if in the thrall of a pirouette, puckered his nicotine-coloured lips, as did the blissfully shut eyelids. Clearly, he had been dreaming of dance at the point of departure. Except for the fact that his chest was not moving, and no snores emerged from his button-like nose, he seemed extraordinarily alive.

I prodded him to verify. Mrs Reddy was right. Appearances were deceptive. He was deader than a cold storage brinjal.

‘How long has he been like this?’

‘A duffer? Oh, he’s been a duffer as long as I remember. I remember during our marriage ceremony, when the priest asked him to rotate left, he rotated right. When he was asked to sit down, he stood up. “Holy coconut chutney, they’re marrying me off to a duffer,” I remember saying to myself. I should have protested there and then. I didn’t. I took the whole thing as a joke. I thought it might be a whale of a laugh, being married to a weak-in-the-head chap. What can I say? I was a little girl. Wisdom comes late.’

‘I mean, how long has he been out cold?’

‘Oh, that? I have no idea. I just got in. I found him like this.’

‘Oh, you were out, were you?’

‘I had a midnight TV shoot. A panel discussion on Temple Roofing Techniques in the Late Chalukya Period. They like to keep these boring science talk shows in the early hours, when everyone is sleeping.’

‘I did not know that you were an expert on Chalukya Temple Architecture.’

‘Neither did I. They were short of a panellist, so they asked me to jump in. Nowadays, I am called in for just about anything. To be fair, none of the other panellists seemed to know anything about Chalukya Temple Architecture either. There was this maths professor from IISc who kept talking about alien visitations. I believe he was drunk.’

‘When did you see him last?’

‘Who? The maths professor?’

‘No, Mr Reddy.’

‘9 p.m. I gave him dinner, and then I hopped onto a taxi.’

‘Was he all right when you left?’

‘Other than being his usual dufferly self, he wasn’t any worse than he usually is.’

‘No stomach cramps? No breathing difficulties?’

‘He had two helpings of sambar.’

‘Ah, then he had stomach cramps.’

‘It was my celebrated frangipani sambar, renowned for its healing properties.’

‘In that case it must have been a breathing problem.’

‘He was breathing just fine when I left.’

‘Come to think of it,’ I said, chewing on the lower lip, ‘I heard him snoring robustly until well after midnight. I drank a cup of warm milk and managed to doze off after that. So, whatever happened to him, happened in the last couple of hours.’

‘Well, he’s dead now,’ said Mrs Reddy, seemingly uninterested in the post-mortem. ‘The really important question is: Do we call the mortuary or garbage disposal? Who takes care of dead duffers in this city?’

‘I believe the correct procedure is to call for an ambulance,’ I said, crinkling my forehead in thought. Although I have seen a great deal of life, I did not have much experience of death. All of my friends, until now, had had the decency to pop off in my absence, leaving the nitty-gritty details to others less fortunately placed. Even in the case of my dear late wife, a platoon of her cousins and uncles had taken care of everything. I had been too distraught to lend a hand.

‘But he’s dead.’

‘It is not for us to say so. Qualified medical practitioners must certify that our good friend has indeed handed in his banana leaf.’

‘Who cares? I certainly don’t. Avoid all that unnecessary paperwork, I say. Cut him up into small bits and stuff him into the garbage bin. That should do it.’

‘I believe the building committee might have something to say about that. Not to mention the police.’

‘They’ll never come to know. Not if we do it real quick. I’ll sharpen the vegetable knife. You can do the hacking.’

‘I don’t in all honesty think I could…’

‘The question remains: do we use the organic bin or the toxic waste bin?’

‘You know, I really wouldn’t recommend…’

‘Not that it matters. The garbage man mixes them up anyway. Here, this one should do. I use it for cutting jackfruit.’

Mrs Reddy handed me a rusty blade with a broken wooden handle. I realized that I would have to be firm. I had always known her to be somewhat batty, but the departure of her till death-do-us-part partner seemed to have parted her from her inner hinges. Left to herself, she would land herself in a hot pepper rasam. Dragging me along with her and pushing aside the proffered implement, I took a determined step into the hallway and dialled the antique apparatus stationed there. It was dead. I stepped back into my apartment and retrieved my mobile phone and dialled 999. It emitted a curious beep. I realized 999 was my auto-conditioning from reading Agatha Christie. It was something else hereabouts, wasn’t it? I googled. I dialled 108. Another odd beep. Hang on, wasn’t it something else on the mobile network? I googled again. I dialled 112. I got a recorded message saying that my call was important, and would I kindly stay on the line. I tapped out a mridangam solo on the floor tiling. I got the sleepy, rustic voice of a cop on emergency duty. He spoke in an unintelligible dialect. He asked me why I wouldn’t learn proper Kannada. I dialled off. I googled the nearest hospital. I called its emergency line. The hospital did not have ambulances to spare, and told me to call back next week. I googled the next nearest hospital. They did have ambulances, said the receptionist, speaking in a clear, bright voice that defied the ungodly hour, but would I pay by credit card or cash? I said credit card. She said an ambulance was on its way.

I pulled Mrs Reddy away from her spouse’s lower limb, which she was attempting without much success to lop off, and locked her up in the bathroom. The ambulance driver called to say that he had lost his way. The address I had given was wrong, he claimed. I asked him where he was and gave fresh directions. After several follow-up calls from different points in the city, the hospital receptionist called to say that the ambulance had been hit by a truck, that they had sent another ambulance for the first ambulance and that they did not have any further ambulances to spare. I googled the third nearest hospital. My phone died.

By this time, the sun had taken its first peek over the horizon, and Rosewood Apartments was shrugging off its bedsheet and locating the bathroom slippers on the cold floor tiles.

Outside, beyond the narrow brick balcony, Diagonal Lane too was rousing itself. I could hear the clanking and rattling of Murugan, the milkman, on his milk rounds, as the pail of milk – hopefully from Henna the Heifer, the sublime cow we had all pooled together to buy him, and not powder milk dissolved in tap water that he was often wont to give us – clanked against his rattling pre-war bicycle. I heard a rude cry, as he nudged our sleepy security guard awake and got him to open the main gate. The clanks got nearer and nearer, as he poured milk in tumblers kept at the threshold of each apartment. The first floor, the second, the third. I asked Mrs Reddy, through the bathroom door, if she wanted me to take in the milk. She said that she did. Dead hubbies did not preclude partaking of daily nourishment. I located a halfway clean saucepan in her kitchen and went out to meet Murugan.

Murugan was a slim lad with dreamy, poetic eyes, not given to the rigours of running his own dairy farm. Which is why he had almost run his to the ground, having inherited it from his father. But with the help of loyal customers up and down in Diagonal Lane, who rather liked the romance of getting the daily milk from a live cow around the corner than from an anonymous plastic sachet, he muddled on. Today he was dressed, as every day, in baggy black trousers and a plain white shirt.

‘Good morning, Murthy sire,’ murmured Murugan. The early hour indicated a solemn salutation. In any case, he was not given to boisterous greetings. ‘Namaskara.’

‘Namaskara Murugan,’ I said, equally sotto voce. ‘No milk for me today. Only for Mrs Reddy.’

I held out the saucepan. Murugan poured in something that was not entirely unlike milk. Henna was having another off day.

‘Why are you taking Mrs Reddy milk today, sire? Is she not well?’

‘She is indisposed. Mr Reddy passed away last night.’

Murugan furrowed his thin forehead.

‘Passing? Failing? Mr Reddy is taking exams, at his age?’

‘No, passed away means conked out… popped off… satta.’

Murugan’s eyes opened wide.

‘Satta? You mean Mr Reddy is… died?’

‘As dead as a brinjal. He has left for the happy hunting grounds.’

‘Happy…?’

‘Never mind. The poor fellow is dead, and Mrs Reddy is a little under the weather, as you can imagine.’

Murugan made clucking, sympathetic sounds and departed. I stowed away his lactic emulsion in Mrs Reddy’s fridge. She would soon no doubt, whenever I decided it was safe to let her out, separate it into its constituent parts and reassemble into new and innovative forms. Gourmet cooks do not stoop to boiling milk as do you and I. I went back to fret over my charging phone. I heard further knocks and hushed whispers up and down the building, clearly audible in this silent hour, as Murugan spread the sad news. I would soon have company. I was relieved. I could do with reinforcements. This was getting a bit too much for me to handle alone.

In due course, the leading lights of Rosewood Apartments staggered down in bathrobes and bedroom slippers. The room turned into a mass of arms and legs and sleepy heads. It seemed all the able-bodied in the building had swarmed into the sitting room. But that was an illusion created by the small space and Mrs Reddy’s avant-garde decorative style. In reality, there were only four. I and three other elderly statesmen of the building. The rest, I suppose, not being pensioned off like us old codgers, were busy getting ready for work and planning to drop in the late evening.

The Brigadier was the first to come. He lived two floors down.

‘What’s this I hear, Murthy old man?’ he rumbled. Bulky, bullet-headed, bristly Brigadier (retd.) T.V.K. Thimappa was the once and forever military man, although right now he looked distinctly un-military in magenta bathrobe, bleary eyes and unshaved chin. ‘Murugan tells me Mr Reddy has popped the cork.’

‘His cork has indeed popped.’

‘Bad show, bad show.’

‘The show is not good, I agree.’

‘I suppose I better see the good woman.’

‘You can’t. I have locked her in the bathroom.’

‘Locked her in the…WHAT?’

‘The bathroom. She too has flipped a cork. She was attempting to dismember Mr Reddy’s body for easy disposal.’

‘Great Vitusakan!’

Mr Shetty sidled up. He lived across the floor in Flat 301. He was a short, squat has-been businessman. For several decades, he had attempted to run a hardware store down the lane, only to give it up in debt and despair. His eyes were bloodshot and scared, as if he had seen a revenue inspector.

‘Is it right what I am hearing, Mr Murthy?’ he bleated.

‘What have you been hearing?’

‘That Mr Reddy has… how shall I put it…’

‘Pulled the plug?’

‘Shot the bolt, yes.’

‘You have heard right. Having pulled the plug and popped the cork, he has shot his final bolt.’

‘And the Reddy woman is chopping him to bits,’ added the Brigadier.

‘Holy Vitusakan!’

‘Who is chopping who?’ inquired Mr Sharma, joining our crowd. Mr Sharma too lived across the floor, only the other way, in Flat 304. He was a tall, drooping ex-accountant. Right now, he had the look of an accountant who had spent the night tracking down a recalcitrant 55 paise in an attempt to balance the books.

‘Whom,’ I corrected. I was particular about grammatical niceties.

‘What?’

‘Who is chopping whom?’

‘Yes, that is what I asked.’

‘Reddy, Mrs is cutting up Reddy, Mr,’ informed Mr Shetty.

‘Blessed Vitusakan!’

‘Her intention, as I understand,’ I said, ‘is to convert him into convenient chunk-sized portions for easy composting. Cremation is so not eco-friendly. As the law may not see eye-to-eye with her on the subject, I took the liberty of locking her up in the bathroom.’

‘Sound move, sound move,’ rumbled the Brigadier.

‘She is mad, that woman,’ muttered Mr Shetty. ‘You did well.’

‘As a hatter,’ added Mr Sharma, who knew his Carroll. ‘Is the door well bolted?’

‘We will have to let her out, of course, sooner or later…’

‘Later,’ said the Brigadier.

‘Much later,’ said Mr Shetty.

‘Much, much, later,’ added Mr Sharma.

‘… but she must first give evidence of having returned to her senses.’

I took them in to view the Reddy remains. The Brigadier tsk-tsked. Mr Sharma tut-tutted. Mr Shetty burped. I indicated the bathroom door where I had immured Mrs Reddy. The Brigadier tapped on it softly and murmured his commiseration. Mrs Reddy told him to go and boil his head. Mr Shetty stepped in and asked if there was anything they could do. Mrs Reddy said they could start by letting her out, so she could deliver me a swift kick in the seat of my pants. Mr Sharma inquired if she had any special instructions for disposing of the dead body. Mrs Reddy said that composting was the only way to go for anyone with half a concern for the planet.

I raised my eyebrows. The Brigadier dropped his. Mr Sharma blinked. Mr Shetty blinked twice.

It was agreed. Mrs Reddy had not yet come back to her senses. She would remain in statu quo.

I broached the subject of what should be our next move. The Brigadier hemmed. Mr Sharma hawed. Mr Shetty belched. A general discussion ensued on the proper steps to take when a neighbour pulled the plug. Mr Sharma said this. Mr Shetty said that. The Brigadier informed us about what they did on the battlefield. Mrs Reddy added her two bits from the other side of the bathroom door. The eventual consensus (barring Mrs Reddy) was that I was on the right track, calling an ambulance. But of which hospital? That was the tricky question. I had drawn a blank on the two leading candidates. Mr Sharma suggested Apple Cheeks Sanatorium, down Infirmary Road. Mr Shetty was all for Blooming Health Infirmary, down Hospice Road. The Brigadier described how a battle tank could, at a pinch, be converted into a makeshift ambulance. Mrs Reddy reiterated garbage was the way to go. She added garbage vans were just as good as ambulances. Mr Sharma dialled. Mr Shetty dialled. Eventually, the Brigadier got through.

Half an hour later, a great red hulk with flashing lights going Nee-Naw-Nee-Naw blocked the access to our basement parking, making it impossible for anyone to get out. A great deal of commotion could be heard down below. Yells, scuffles. The high whine of our Gurkha security guard registering protest. Our ancient lift banged and rattled and shook in the most alarming manner. Clearly, something large and knobby was in there. We waited with bated breath on the landing for the giant to emerge.

What popped out, when the rusty doors of the lift clanged open, was an underfed midget in a dirty white smock. His wizened face was almost entirely shrouded in spiky grizzled hair, except for the stain of betel juice where the lips should have been. To make up for his lack of size, he ported an outsize metal stretcher, defying gravity, all on his own.

He eyed us warily, raising an interrogative eyebrow. We pointed at the Reddy portal. We led him to the body.

The medical attendant took a good long look at the deceased Reddy. He picked his nose. He waggled his ears. He spat out of the corner of his mouth.

‘Man dead, saar.’

‘We can’t be sure. We need a proper medical examination.’

‘Telling you, saar, man dead. Experience.’

‘Are you a doctor?’

‘Medical attendant, saar.’

‘Exactly, we need a doctor to certify that this man is dead.’

‘No doctor in ambulance, saar.’

‘I thought as much. And doctors are to be found… where?’

‘In hospital, saar.’

‘Ah ha. And to get this gentleman to the hospital, we need what?’

‘Gothilla.’

‘Wouldn’t you say that we need an ambulance?’

The medical attendant was affronted. His voice took on a tone that brooked no backchat.

‘Beda. Not putting dead man in ambulance, saar. Ambulance for half-dead man. Not full dead.’

‘You can’t be sure he’s fully dead. For all you know, he maybe a mere 99.98 per cent dead.’

‘Full dead, saar. Full sure. Experience.’

I was on the verge of losing my patience. Mr Sharma and Mr Shetty were growing cross too. The Brigadier turned a deeper shade of his usual purple.

‘Look here, you worthless scoundrel!’ he roared. ‘Are you putting this blasted civilian casualty in your meat wagon, or not?’

The medical attendant would not bend.

‘Not putting dead man in my ambulance, saar. Bringing bad luck. Not hygiene.’

We yelled. We pleaded. We cajoled. We offered baksheesh.

The man would not budge. He turned on his heel and took the stretcher with him. More banging of the lift doors. More flashing lights and Nee-Naw-Nee-Naw. The ambulance departed.

*****

By this time, Dr U.R.K. Uthappa, Professor of Animal Feed and Mulching at the Agriculture University, had joined us. His apartment was on the top floor, and it had taken time for the news to filter up to him.

‘Look here… do we really need an ambulance?’ Dr Uthappa said. He was a research scholar and had a way of cutting to the core of the problem.

‘Now that you mention it…,’ Mr Shetty said.

‘Looking at it properly, it is merely a means to an end…’ I said thoughtfully. I was tired of this business of calling ambulatory vehicles. I was more than happy to explore other options.

‘I am telling you. We need a garbage van,’ came Mrs Reddy’s muffled voice from behind the bathroom door.

‘Back in ‘71, we had orders to leave causality on the battlefield and keep pressing on,’ offered the Brigadier. ‘It was part of the flowing-water tactic.’

‘I mean, let’s stop pretending the old codger’s anything but stone-cold dead. There is no hope in hell, if you will pardon the expression, of reviving him. What we really need is a doctor to see him and declare him officially dead, so that we can get on with the… the… what’s the word?’

‘…the fun and games?’ said Mr Shetty. He was not at his brightest in the mornings.

‘…the breakfast?’ offered the Brigadier, a man who liked his regular meals.

‘…the garbage disposal?’ proposed Mrs Reddy.

‘I meant, the last rites,’ said Dr Uthappa coldly.

‘That’s what I said… garbage disposal,’ said Mrs Reddy.

‘To repeat: the key is to get a doctor and the body within certifying distance. If the body can’t be brought to the doctor, the doctor must come to the body.’

‘Precisely,’ I nodded. ‘If Mohammad…’

‘Quite,’ Dr Uthappa said hurriedly. ‘Let’s keep things politically correct, shall we? Those kinds of quotes in the classroom can get you into trouble with the university governing board. So, to follow this line of reasoning: who is the nearest doctor that we can get hold of? A Doctor of Medicine, I mean. My doctorate being of little use in this matter.’

There was no debate. The answer was clear.

‘Dr Radhaswamy,’ we said, in one voice.
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