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When Ravi Kapoor, an over-worked London doctor, is driven beyond endurance by his obnoxious father-in-law, he asks his wife: ‘Can’t we just send him away somewhere? Somewhere far, far away.’ His prayer seems to have been answered when his entrepreneurial cousin, Sonny, sets up a retirement home, recreating a lost corner of England in a converted guesthouse in Bangalore. Travel and set-up are inexpensive, staff willing and plentiful - and the British pensioners can enjoy the hot weather and take mango juice with their gin.

The Best Exotic Marigold Hotel is a brilliant comedy of manners, mixing acute observation with a deeper message about how different cultures cope in the modern world.
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Part One


1

The Truth will set you free.

(Swami Purna)

MURIEL DONNELLY, AN OLD girl in her seventies, was left in a hospital cubicle for forty-eight hours. She had taken a tumble in Peckham High Street and was admitted with cuts, bruises and suspected concussion. Two days she lay in A & E, untended, the blood stiffening on her clothes.

It made the headlines. TWO DAYS! screamed the tabloids. Two days on a trolley, old, neglected, alone. St Jude’s was besieged by reporters, waylaying nurses and shouting into their mobiles, didn’t they know the things were forbidden? Photos showed her lolling grey head and black eye. Plucky pensioner, she had survived the Blitz for this? Her image was beamed around the country: Muriel Donnelly, the latest victim of the collapsing NHS, the latest shocking statistic showing that the British health system, once the best in the world, was disintegrating in a welter of under-funding, staff shortages and collapsing morale.

A hand-wringing why-oh-why piece appeared in the Daily Mail, an internal investigation was ordered. Dr Ravi Kapoor was interviewed. He was weary but polite. He said Mrs Donnelly had received the appropriate care and that she was waiting for a bed. He didn’t mention that he would kill for an hour’s sleep. He didn’t mention that since the closure of the Casualty department at the neighbouring hospital his own, St Jude’s, had to cope with twice the number of drunks, drug overdoses and victims of pointless violence; that St Jude’s would soon be closing because its site, in the centre of Lewisham, was deemed too valuable for sick people; that the private consortium that had taken it over had sold the land to Safeways who were planning to build a superstore.

Exhausted, Ravi drove home to Dulwich. Walking up his path, he paused to breathe deeply. It was seven in the evening; somewhere a bird sang. Beside the path, daffodil blooms had shrivelled into tissue paper. Spring had come and gone without his noticing.

In the kitchen Pauline was reading the Evening Standard. The story had gathered momentum; other cases were printed, outraged relatives told their tales.

Ravi opened a carton of apple juice. ‘Thing is, I didn’t mention the real reason the old bat wasn’t treated.’

Pauline fetched him a glass. ‘Why?’

‘She wouldn’t let any darkies touch her.’

Pauline burst out laughing. At another time – another lifetime, it seemed – Ravi would have laughed too. Nowadays that place was unreachable, a golden land where, refreshed and rested, he could have the energy to find things funny.

Upstairs the lavatory flushed.

‘Who’s that?’ Ravi’s head reared up.

There was a silence.

‘I was going to tell you,’ said Pauline.

‘Who is it?’

Footsteps creaked overhead.

‘He won’t be here for long, honestly, not this time,’ she babbled. ‘I’ve told him he’s got to behave himself –’

‘Who is it?’

He knew, of course.

Pauline looked at him. ‘It’s my father.’

Ravi was a man of compassion. He was a doctor; he tended the sick, he mended the broken. Those who were felled by accident, violence or even self-mutilation found in him a grave and reassuring presence. He bandaged up the wounds of those who lay at the wayside, unloved and unlovable; he staunched the bleeding. Nobody was turned away, ever. To do the job, of course, required detachment. He had long ago learnt a sort of numbed empathy. Bodies were problems to be solved. To heal them he had to violate them by invading their privacy, delving into them with his skilled fingers. These people were frightened. They were utterly alone, for sickness is the loneliest place on earth.

Work sealed him from the world which delivered him its casualties, the doors sighing open and surrendering them up to him; he was suspended from the life to which he would return at the end of his shift. Once home, however, he showered off the hospital smell and became a normal person. Volatile, fastidious, a lover of choral music and computer games, sympathetic enough but somewhat drained. Of course he was compassionate, but no more or less than anybody else. After all, the Hippocratic Oath need not apply on home territory. And especially not to a disgusting old sod like Norman.

Barely a week had passed and already Ravi wanted to murder his father-in-law. Norman was a retired structural engineer, a monumental bore and a man of repulsive habits. He had been thrown out of his latest residential home for putting his hand up a nurse’s skirt. ‘Inappropriate sexual behaviour’, they called it, though Ravi could not imagine what appropriate behaviour could possibly be, where Norman was concerned. His amorous anecdotes, like a loop of musak, reappeared with monotonous regularity. Already Ravi had heard, twice this week, the one about catching the clap in Bulawayo. Being a doctor, Ravi was treated to Norman’s more risqué reminiscences in a hoarse whisper.

‘Get me some Viagra, old pal,’ he said, when Pauline was out of the room. ‘Bet you’ve got some upstairs.’

The man cut his toenails in the lounge! Horrible yellowing shards of rock. Ravi had never liked him and age had deepened this into loathing of the old goat with his phoney regimental tie and stained trousers. Ruthlessly selfish, Norman had neglected his daughter all her life; ten years earlier, however, pancreatic cancer had put his long-suffering wife out of her misery and he had battened on to Pauline. Once, on safari in Kenya, Ravi had watched a warthog muscling its way to a water-hole, barging aside any animal that got in its way. He retained, for some reason, a vivid image of its mud-caked arse.

‘I can’t stand much more of this,’ he hissed. Nowadays he and Pauline had to whisper like children. Despite his general dilapidation, Norman’s hearing was surprisingly sharp.

‘I’m doing my best, Ravi, I’m seeing another place tomorrow, but it’s difficult to find anywhere else to take him. Word gets around, you know.’

‘Can’t we just send him away somewhere?’

‘Yes, but where?’ she asked.

‘Somewhere far, far away?’

‘Ravi, that’s not nice. He is my father.’

Ravi looked at his wife. She changed when her father was around. She became more docile, in fact goody-goody, the dutiful daughter anxious that the two men in her life would get along. She laughed shrilly at her father’s terrible jokes, willing Ravi to join in. There was a glazed artificiality to her.

Worse still, with her father in the house he noticed the similarity between them. Pauline had her father’s square, heavy jaw and small eyes. On him they looked porcine, but one could still see the resemblance.

Norman had stayed with them several times during the past year – whenever he was kicked out of a Home, in fact. The stays were lengthening as establishments that hadn’t heard of him became harder to find. ‘The man’s a menace,’ said the manager of the last one, ‘straight out of Benny Hill. We lost a lovely girl from Nova Scotia.’

‘Thing is, he’s frightened of women,’ said Ravi. ‘That’s why he has to jump them all the time.’

Pauline looked at him. ‘At least someone does.’

There was a silence. They were preparing Sunday lunch. Ravi yanked open the oven door and pulled out the roasting tin.

‘I’m so tired,’ he said.

It was true. He was always exhausted. He needed time to revive himself, to restore himself. He needed a good night’s sleep. He needed to lie on the sofa and listen to Mozart’s Requiem. Only then could he become a husband again – a human being, even. The house was so small, with her father in it. Ravi’s body was in a permanent state of tension. Every room he went into, Norman was there. Just at the Lacrimosa he would blunder in, the transistor hanging on a string around his neck burbling the cricket commentary from Sri Lanka.

‘He uses my computer.’

‘Don’t change the subject,’ said Pauline.

The place stank of Norman’s cigarettes. When they banished him outside, the patio became littered with butts like the Outpatients doorway at St Jude’s.

‘He downloads pornographic sites.’ When Ravi entered his study the chair was skewed from the desk, the room felt violated. Fag-ends lay drowned in the saucer underneath his maidenhair fern.

Pauline slit open a packet of beans. They both knew what they were talking about.

‘I’m sorry.’ Ravi stroked her hair. ‘I want to really. It’s just, the walls are so thin.’

It was true. At night, when they lay in bed, Ravi could almost feel her father a few inches away, lying in the pigsty that had once been the spare bedroom.

‘But he’s asleep,’ said Pauline.

‘Yes, I can hear that, all too distinctly.’

‘He is amazing,’ she replied. ‘I’ve never known anybody who can snore and fart at the same time.’

Ravi laughed. Suddenly they were conspirators. Pauline put the beans on the counter and turned to her husband. Ravi put his arms around her and kissed her – truly kissed her, the first time in weeks. Her mouth opened against his; her tongue, pressing against his own, gave him an electric jolt.

He pushed his wife against the kitchen unit. She was hot from cooking. He thrust his hand down her slippery cleavage, down beneath her blouse and her stiff butcher’s apron. He felt her nipple; her legs buckled.

‘Sweetheart,’ he said. She moved her body against his. He slid his hand into the small of her back to cushion her from the cupboard knobs.

‘Let’s go upstairs,’ she whispered.

There was a sound. They swung round. Norman came in, zipping up his trousers.

‘Just had the most monumental dump. Must be those chick peas last night.’ Norman rubbed his hands. ‘Something smells good.’

Norman Purse was a vigorous man. Never any problem in that department. His work, building bridges, had taken him all over – Malaysia, Nigeria. He had sampled the fleshpots of Bangkok and Ibadan and was proud of his linguistic fluency; in six African languages he could say ‘Show me your pussy’. Oh yes, he had plenty of lead in his pencil.

His wife Rosemary hadn’t put up a fuss. She had been a pretty girl once, nicely turned ankles, a bloom to her. That was the trouble: she was too bloody nice. There were certain things a chap couldn’t do with a well-bred English rose. Besides, she was his wife. After a few years, like all roses, she was past her best. She had grown into a mousy, middle-aged person who cooked his meals and scuttled around doing whatever women did, hardly a peep from her. To be perfectly honest, the woman wasn’t a barrel of laughs. The only time he heard her giggle was behind closed doors with their daughter Pauline. ‘What’s so funny?’ he would ask, opening the door. They would jump like rabbits. Then, when he went away, they would start all over again. Women were strange creatures.

And now Rosemary was long since dead and his own daughter had become a middle-aged matron herself. Pushing fifty, if he remembered it right. One of these career girls, travel agent, never seen her way to give him a grandchild. But a damn good cook, like her mother, better than that slop at The Beeches. Ravi could rustle up some decent grub too, he said it helped him relax. Norman liked teasing his son-in-law. ‘Fancy a takeaway?’ he would ask, wandering into the kitchen and rubbing his stomach. ‘I could murder an Indian.’

Norman had been living with them for a month now and very comfortable it was too. He couldn’t go back to the bungalow, of course, because it had burnt down. All the fault of that damned electrician, what a cowboy. They blamed Norman, said he must have nodded off with a fag in his hand but that was a lie and a slander. What were they suggesting, that he was losing his marbles? He might have a dicky heart and an occasional problem with the waterworks but at least he had kept his wits unlike some people in the various penal institutions, a.k.a. Homes, in which he had been incarcerated. Stark raving bonkers, most of them, wandering around in their nighties muttering to themselves. His daughter had a heart of stone, sending him there. The Dettol-smelling corridors, the tap-tapping of Zimmers, the rows of chairs facing the rain-lashed sea, those ghastly prison warders who couldn’t handle a red-blooded male, the miserable old hags. Lesbians, the lot of them.

And they called these places Homes. Somebody had a sense of humour. Home was with his daughter in Plender Street. It was her duty to look after her old Dad. And it wasn’t as if it were a one-way thing. He made himself useful looking after the place when they were at work. Plenty of burglars around, even in Dulwich.

It was a gloriously sunny morning in May. Norman filled the saucepan, squirted in some Fairy Liquid and put his hankies on to boil. He was in a good mood. He’d had his morning wank, he had emptied his bowels and had thoroughly cleared his nasal passages. What with one thing and another, he got through a lot of handkerchiefs. He had eaten a hearty breakfast – Bran Fibre and three slices of toast with Cooper’s Old English and that blithering low-cholesterol spread Pauline bought for him. The transistor around his neck – he hung it there to keep his hands free – burbled the morning news. ‘The pensions time bomb’, it said, ‘is a disaster waiting to happen.’ The water came to the boil; grey scum rose to the surface. ‘Over the next thirty years the elderly population will grow by two-thirds.’ Norman turned down the gas and let himself out of the house.

Plender Street was a pleasant street of Victorian villas – quiet; leafy; Neighbourhood Watch stickers in the windows. Ravi had done well for himself and Pauline must bring in a few shekels too. TWINKIES, they called them: Two Incomes and Something or Other.

A comely housewife pushed a buggy along the pavement; Norman doffed his hat to her as he walked past. She looked startled; good manners were a rarity nowadays, of course. He gazed after her as she quickened her pace; nice arse. Probably wasn’t getting much rumpy-pumpy, not with a little kid around. He whistled cheerfully; another thing you didn’t hear nowadays, whistling. This place suited him, it was his home, for God’s sake. Nice room, meals on tap. No, they weren’t going to get rid of him this time. He knew Pauline was searching for another penitentiary, she was doing it on the internet, but no luck so far.

Norman was having too much fun. Ravi was such a fusspot; he had grown worse with the passing years. Everything had to be just so. Norman knew just how to tease him – flicking his fag-ends into the gas-log fire, removing his bottom teeth when he watched TV. He enjoyed his son-in-law’s sharp intake of breath. Just that far, no further. Norman had a well-developed sense of survival.

And the man was such a prude. Funny, that, considering he was a doctor, plunging his hands God-knows-where. Norman had told him his joke about the gynaecologist’s wife, ‘Had a good day at the orifice?’ Not a titter. A while ago he had asked him to get him some Viagra. ‘I’m afraid that’s impossible,’ Ravi had said. What a goody-goody! Once, on a train, Norman had seen his son-in-law reading the safety leaflet. On a train. The safety leaflet. He hadn’t let Ravi forget that.

Norman pushed open the door of Casablanca Food and Wine. A dusky maiden stood behind the counter. He had never seen her before.

‘Good morning, my dear.’ He raised his hat. ‘What’s a lovely girl like you doing in a place like this?’

‘My Dad owns it,’ she said.

‘Ah. And what’s your name?’

‘Sultana.’

Norman spluttered. ‘Sultana! Fancy a date then?’

The girl gazed at him, coolly. Oh well, he thought, never mind. He bought his packet of fags and two cans of Tennants. Sultana was doing that text thing on her mobile, thumb skittering. Even so, she could see him. Norman gazed longingly at the rack of magazines. Just for a moment he felt that rare thing: embarrassment. He couldn’t, not with this lovely creature here, so young and dewy.

There was nothing for it but to go down to the high street. It took him a good ten minutes, his back was playing up. Finally, however, he reached its welcome anonymity, cars thundering past, and went into a newsagent’s.

‘Morning,’ he said to the man behind the counter. He scanned the top shelf of magazines. Lifting his walking-stick, he dislodged a copy of Asian Babes. It fell to the floor.

Norman bent to pick it up. A spasm shot up his spine. He froze. Bent double, he waited for the pain to pass.

‘Here, Grandad.’ The man came over and picked it up for him.

‘It’s for my son-in-law,’ Norman muttered at the floor. ‘He’s Indian.’

‘I’m sure he is.’ The man grinned. ‘I expect he’ll be wanting it in a bag, too.’

Clutching the carrier, Norman hobbled back along the road. A siren screamed. He jumped. A fire engine rushed past. Suddenly he wanted to be home, safely ensconced on the sofa. Today the world seemed more than usually hostile – the traffic, the heedless passers-by, the newsagent with his insolence. Somebody unloaded a crate of bottles. Norman jumped again. He wanted his daughter to be home, instead of miles away in some office or other. She would bring him a cup of tea. She would rub Ibuleve into his back and tell him he wasn’t that old, it was all right, he wasn’t going to die. Everything was going to be all right.

Norman paused, leaning on his stick. Suddenly he saw himself as others must see him. Just for a moment, like the clouds parting. Then they closed again.

He thought: I miss my wife. Rosemary would understand.

This surprised him so much that he didn’t notice what was happening at the end of the street. Something was up. What looked like a fire engine seemed to be parked outside his daughter’s house. A crowd of people stood watching.

Norman hobbled closer. He stopped and stared. At 18 Plender Street, black smoke was billowing out of the side window.
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Let us meditate on the Divine Light that is inherent in us, May it dissolve all Ignorance and Darkness.

(Gayatri Mantra)

RAVI HADN’T SEEN his cousin Sonny for years. The man lived in Bangalore, for one thing; they had grown up four thousand miles apart. Besides, they had nothing in common. When they met they regarded each other with mutual incomprehension. But Sonny was in London for a couple of days, en route to somewhere or other, and none of the other family members was around to pick up some stuff he had brought over.

They had arranged to meet in the lobby of the Royal Thistle Hotel, Bayswater. Ravi spotted his cousin straightaway – a portly man in shirt-sleeves, pacing up and down and shouting into a mobile. The fellow had put on weight. Hard to imagine that he was once a playboy, bopping the night away in the Lotus Room at the Oberoi Hotel, Bangalore, in the company of Bollywood starlets. Still talking, Sonny snapped his fingers at a waiter. ‘Bacardi and coke, plenty of ice!’

Ravi’s heart sank. Sonny was a wheeler-dealer, a businessman of boundless energy. Ravi had forgotten how sapping that could be for someone in a fragile state. He longed to go home.

Sonny turned. ‘Ravi old chap!’ He barked something into his phone and clicked it off. ‘Come over here! You look terrible, you poor fellow. Overworking as usual?’

‘No –’

‘Don’t know how you stand it, your hair’s gone grey. You should try the stuff I use, Tru-Tone, I’ll get you a bottle, you’ll feel a new man.’ Sonny snapped his fingers again and ordered Ravi a drink.

‘And you should lose some weight,’ said Ravi. ‘You’re storing up trouble for later.’

‘Aye aye, doc.’ His cousin’s face was shiny with perspiration, he had always been a sweaty man.

‘Think of your heart.’

Sonny patted his chest. ‘Sound as a drum.’ He heaved over a carrier bag and dumped it at Ravi’s feet. It said Surinama Silk House. ‘Mangoes for you and your lady wife. Brought them from Lalit’s farm – remember Lalit, your uncle’s cousin? The best mangoes in Karnataka.’

Ravi watched two men cross the lobby. They fetched their keys from Reception. Suddenly, the thought of checking into a clean, empty hotel room was so seductive he nearly swooned.

‘Flying to Frankfurt tomorrow,’ said Sonny. ‘You know Meyer Systems? They’re relocating to Bangalore, to our very own Silicon Valley – these tekkies, they have their heads screwed on, they all want a piece of the action. You wouldn’t recognise the place, yaar, you know how much software we’re exporting? We have the satellite links, we have the know-how …’ He counted on his fingers. ‘Motorola, Texas Instruments … The world’s shrunk, my friend …’

Ravi’s temples throbbed. Outside an ambulance sped by, its siren wailing. Today he had failed to revive a cardiac arrest. Asthma attack, a young man with newborn twins.

The drinks arrived. Sonny was still blathering on. Ravi took a sip of orange juice and put down his glass.

‘Sonny,’ he said. ‘I’m having a terrible time.’

That he confided in his cousin of all people, a man not overly interested in others, took him by surprise. Once he started, however, the words gushed forth.

‘Pauline’s father’s come to live with us, we can’t get rid of him and I’m going out of my mind. Last week he set fire to the kitchen. He was boiling up his revolting old hankies in my Le Creuset saucepan, nearly burned the house down. I can’t tell you how disgusting he is. The toilet stinks of pee, prostate problem, scatters it everywhere, he babbles on when I’m trying to concentrate, he makes horrible slurping noises on purpose, he tells the most offensive jokes, he farts, he belches …’ Ravi’s voice rose. ‘He strains his tea through the fly-swat, he never lifts a finger to help, he drops biscuit crumbs everywhere, I can’t stand him, I can’t get any sleep, Pauline and I are quarrelling all the time, sooner or later I’m going to have to move out, I can’t stand it any more, I think I’m cracking up.’

Ravi paused for breath. He thought: What a sign of my desperation, that I’m telling all this to a coarse, Bacardi-swigging little man I hardly know. Who I don’t even like much.

‘Jesus.’ Sonny let out his breath.

Driving home, Ravi felt violated. He only had himself to blame. This, of course, only made it worse.

Ravi was a private man. ‘Knock knock, anybody there?’ Pauline would ask. After the miscarriage he had never spoken of his grief. Twenty years ago, that was; their child would be an adult now. During the Flower Power years he had never let it all hang out, he was busy studying. Confidences made him uneasy; it was like handing over your luggage for somebody else to unpack, picking through your underwear.

Now he had blurted it out and soon it would be all around the family. His Aunty Preethi in Chowdri Road, Delhi would be phoning her sister, his mother, at present visiting his brother in Toronto (The world’s shrunk, my friend). They would be discussing his problems, shaking their heads sorrowfully, hissing at their grandchildren to turn down the TV …

Ravi parked outside his house and sat there in the darkness. He had betrayed his wife and, much as he loathed him, he had betrayed the old boy. In the main, he considered himself a man of integrity. If Norman were lying on a hospital bed, he would be all compassion. But then, work was easy. It was appallingly, drainingly difficult, but it was easy.

Ravi looked up at the house. It was dismal, this reluctance to enter one’s own home. The upstairs window was steamed up. Pauline must be having a bath. Downstairs, needless to say, Norman had not closed the curtains. The room was exposed to the street. None of the lamps was lit, just the ceiling bulb which cast a pitiless glare like an operating theatre. Norman, the cuckoo in the nest, sat in a haze of cigarette smoke, watching TV.

Ravi let himself in. He had made up his mind: he would phone Sonny and tell him to keep mum about tonight’s conversation. The living-room door was ajar; he glimpsed a pair of veined ankles in bedroom slippers. Tiptoeing past, he dumped the bag of mangoes in the kitchen. A burnt smell still lingered.

As furtive as a teenager, Ravi crept up the stairs. Even his study felt polluted now; he was certain that Norman masturbated in it. The bedroom was his only refuge.

Ravi sat down on the bed. Royal Thistle Hotel. He didn’t know the number. The phone book was downstairs in the living-room.

I hate him, thought Ravi. Why can’t he just go gentle into that good night? Why can’t we just throw him into the care of the community like we do schizophrenics and psychopaths? Why can’t we leave him to stagger round the streets of London, stealing ladies’ knickers off washing-lines? He could get arrested for lewd behaviour. Why don’t the old know when to give up the whole damn business and call it a day? ‘Hope I die before I get old.’ Who sang that, the Kinks? Why didn’t I have a misspent youth?

Ravi reached for the receiver, to dial directory enquiries. As he did so, the phone rang.

It was Sonny’s voice, shaking with excitement. ‘Listen, man,’ he said. ‘I’ve got a hell of an idea.’

Pauline’s job as a travel agent had shaped her theory about love. Sexual attraction is triggered by the unknown. A foreign destination quickens the pulse. Even the anticipation of this made her customers fidgety, watching her with bright eyes as she downloaded hotel availabilities on her computer. She imagined them stepping into an unknown city, as alert as foxes sniffing the air.

Within a week, however, the senses became blunted and routines established (Why isn’t there any grapefruit? We had some yesterday); what was thrilling became mundane (Not another ruin). She had experienced this herself, often enough. It was a speeded-up version of love’s exhilaration, so soon dulled by domesticity.

In fact Ravi was the domesticated one. It was he who dug the garden and did most of the cooking, it was his way of unwinding from work. He liked things just so – soft lights, real napkins – a sense of style that had been sorely tested in recent weeks. Any taste, she had learnt from him. Left to herself, she would be as slovenly as her father.

The trouble was, Ravi had ceased to surprise her. No doubt this was mutual, though he was too well-mannered to say. The beach on to which she had once run, whooping for joy, had reverted to a strip of sand. She wasn’t exactly bored; Ravi was an intelligent man and his beauty still had the power to startle her – fastidious profile, greying wings of hair. It was simply that, during a long marriage, a holiday mentality was hard to sustain.

Ravi wasn’t an adventurous man. She put this down to his job. At work he coped with the victims of chance, its random brutality. Many years ago she had tried to get close to him by reading books about Hinduism. ‘Surely it’s all about predestination?’ she said. ‘If somebody’s going to be knocked down by a lorry, that’s their karma.’ Ravi had looked at her, puzzled, as if she were talking a foreign language. He wasn’t an Indian Indian at all. He was a doctor.

Hence her astonishment the next evening. She went straight from work to the restaurant. It made her uneasy, not to check in at home first; her father, like a dog, should not be left alone all day. But Ravi was insistent – seven-thirty prompt – and things were strained between them; she felt obliged to obey.

Sonny sat beside a bubbling aquarium. He was talking on his mobile phone. His shirt was strained across his chest. ‘Every button doing its duty,’ her mother would have said. Black hairs sprouted from the gaps. ‘Sit down, sit down!’ he said to her, patting a chair.

Ravi was reading a fax. He looked up briefly and smiled at her as if she were a waitress. What was up? Both men had loosened their ties; there was a conspiratorial air to them. More papers, anchored by a salt pot, lay on the table. Their edges stirred in the breeze from the ceiling fan.

Sonny switched off his phone. ‘That was my accountant,’ he said. ‘Tip-top man.’

‘You remember Sonny, my cousin?’ said Ravi. ‘You met at Samina’s wedding.’

Pauline nodded. ‘Lovely mangoes. Thank you.’

Sonny waved this away. ‘This evening, Pauline, is an evening to remember. Your husband and I are cooking up a plan.’ He looked at Ravi. ‘Who shall begin?’

Ravi opened his mouth but Sonny leaned across the table. ‘I have a business proposition.’ He gripped Pauline’s hand. ‘Big bucks all round, and a benefit to humanity. Sounds good so far, eh? Ravi’s a good fellow, he and me, we’re going to be business partners.’

Pauline looked at her husband. ‘But you don’t know anything about business.’

‘Listen to Sonny, sweetheart. It’s an ace idea.’

Ace? Ravi never said ace.

‘I’m talking about the old people business,’ said Sonny. ‘In my country we care for our olders and betters – know what our pension scheme is called? It’s called the family! Here in Britain what happens to them? There is nobody to look after the poor old buggers, their families are scattered hither and thither. People like yourself, what do you care for your old apas and ammas?’

‘I care for mine,’ said Pauline.

‘Where’s the money to pay for them?’ asked Sonny. ‘Your National Health Service is cracking up under the strain –’

‘Don’t I know it –’ said Ravi.

‘– this Muriel lady, I see her on BBC Worldwide out of her trolley, discarded like rubbish –’

‘That’s because she wouldn’t let –’ Pauline began.

‘That’s not the point,’ said Ravi. ‘I know she was a racist old bigot. The point is that we’re facing a huge increase in the number of old people –’

‘And what will be facing them?’ Sonny interrupted. ‘Poverty! People are living longer, my dear lady, and there isn’t the money to care for them –’

‘You and I will have to face that soon,’ said Ravi.

‘Not that soon!’ snapped Pauline. She disliked being harangued. And she wasn’t that old.

‘The pensions time bomb!’ Sonny spread out his hands. ‘It’s a disaster of epic proportions, my dear, already it’s happening and it’s going to get worse. First your Equitable Life, then the others, company after company is pulling the plug on final-salary schemes –’

‘– low interest rates and the fall of the stock market –’ said Ravi.

‘– all that hard-earned money is vanishing into the air!’ Sonny snapped his fingers. ‘Year after year it’s getting worse.’

Beside them, a waiter cleared his throat. ‘Are you ready to order, sir?’

‘No!’ barked Sonny.

‘Something has to be done!’ Ravi’s eyes were glazed; there was a hectic look to him that Pauline had never seen before. She felt a surprising throb of desire. Behind her husband the fishes darted to and fro, bright with their secrets.

‘All day I have been on the telephone,’ said Sonny. ‘I should be in Frankfurt now but I have postponed my trip. This brainwave, it is a once-in-a-lifetime thing, the great eureka!’

‘We’re going to set up a retirement home,’ said Ravi.

‘A chain of retirement homes!’

‘First things first,’ said Ravi.

‘OK, OK.’ Sonny swung back to Pauline. ‘Your good husband and I, we’re going to set up a retirement home.’

‘In India,’ said Ravi.

She noticed, then, that one of the fish had died; it floated on the surface, buffeted by the bubbles from the pump.

Ravi was indeed a changed man. He surprised not just his wife, but also himself. The plan was so bold it felt like a shot of adrenalin. His normal caution had disappeared, for the scheme made sense, there was a large and beautiful logic to it. Only someone with vision could see this. Sonny had recognised this capacity in Ravi and had singled him out.

Ravi stepped out of the side door for a breath of air. Cigarette butts littered the concrete. Rubbish had collected in the gutters – a dusty baby’s dummy, a crumpled examination glove. The maintenance contractors had gone bust and St Jude’s had no funds to hire anyone else.

Third world conditions, thought Ravi. I’ll give them third world conditions. As Sonny said: ‘If we can’t take Muhammad to the mountain, we’ll bring the mountain to Muhammad.’

It all made sense, such staggeringly obvious sense he was amazed that nobody else had thought of it. Perhaps they had. Perhaps, at this very moment, retirement homes were being built in developing countries. Sunshine, cheap and plentiful labour, low costs. The elderly could be looked after at a fraction of the price, thus unburdening the social services. He and Sonny would form a company and set up a deal with local authorities. Sonny already had his eye on some premises, a run-down guest house near his office in Bangalore.

‘It’s not so far,’ he said. ‘Look at me, Stuttgart one day, Houston the next, fellows hop on a plane like they hop on a tonga, easy-peasy!’ He clicked his fingers. ‘We’re all global travellers now, old boy, cheap packages to God knows where, Maldives, Seychelles, our own beauteous state of Kerala, cheaper than Connex bloody South-East to Worthing and probably faster too, went there myself on Monday and it took all bloody day. Who wants to be stuck there in some nasty little room smelling of cabbage? Why should they be mouldering away in rainy, dirty old Britain when they could be sitting under a palm tree, tanning their wrinkles and getting their false teeth stuck into a nice juicy mango? What would you do, eh?’

‘Actually I’d stay here,’ said Ravi, who hated India.

But he didn’t have to go; he would be the London end of the operation, using his medical contacts, liaising with the residential sector. Sonny was right; even older people were sophisticated travellers nowadays, visiting children in Johannesburg, playing golf in Florida. This was where Pauline came in; Blenheim Travel Agency, where she worked, could fix a deal for low-cost fares to Bangalore. Sonny, who was now back in the subcontinent, was working on it that side. ‘The head honcho at Air India, he’s a pal of mine. Once we’re up and running we’ll put on special flights, discounts for relatives, sightseeing packages … mark my words, cousin, they’ll be a lot keener to come to Bangalore than bloody Worthing on a wet Thursday afternoon.’ Down the phone line, his voice crackled with excitement. ‘This time next year, we’re going to have some very satisfied customers.’

‘They’re not customers, Sonny, they’re people.’

‘Ah, Ravi man, you’re such a prig.’

Back home, Pauline seemed doubtful about the whole business. ‘It’s a huge risk. Where will you get the money?’

‘Sonny’s raising the finance.’

‘Do you trust him?’

‘Of course,’ said Ravi. ‘He’s a bigwig in Bangalore, got a finger in a lot of pies.’

‘What sort of pies?’ she asked.

His wife irritated him with her misgivings. It wasn’t like Pauline, to be so unsupportive.

‘You’ll never get people to go,’ she said. ‘I mean, a nice warm country’s one thing – but India. Think of the disease.’

‘It’s not all mud huts, you know.’ Ravi felt a rare stirring of patriotism. ‘If you’d been, you’d realise that.’

‘You’ve only been back a couple of times yourself.’

‘That’s because I don’t like it,’ he said.

‘Well, they might not either.’

‘Then they can come home,’ Ravi replied. ‘It’s not a life sentence. They can go out for the winter and see if it suits them.’

‘Old people like the familiar.’

‘What’s familiar about the world they live in now? Britain’s a foreign country to most of them these days, it’s frightening, it’s confusing –’

‘And full of darkies,’ said Pauline.

He looked at her sharply. Was she teasing him? ‘Well, they’ll feel at home in India then.’

Touché. They were lying in bed, whispering. Norman’s snores were audible through the wall.

‘I know the real reason you want to do this,’ hissed Pauline.

‘Why?’

‘So you can get rid of my father.’ She turned away, pulling the duvet with her. ‘You want to send him there, don’t you?’
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