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eading Suketu Mehta’s

Mazximum City: Bombay Lost

and Found is much like
perusing the tabloids. His over-
the-top cityscape evokes the same
guilty pleasure that comes from
pouring over randy stories replete
with salacious details in the guise
of journalism. Mehta returns to
Bombay or Mumbai, as it is now
called, from New York after a long
absence in the hope of
documenting the culture and
chaos of the city where he spent
his childhood.

Although a first-person non-
fiction account, Mehta's book reads
like an epic novel. His exuberant,
irrepressible and often rambling
prose captures the city's character
even more so than the content of
his chapters. And despite the self-
aggrandizing tone employed by
most Indians when they write
about their motherland, one can’t
help but buy into Mehta's Mumbai.
His city is more colourful,
dangerous, funny and feral than
anyone could imagine. And as
Mehta writes about all aspects of
life in the great metropolis, whether
it be Bal Tﬂzkemy or Bollywood,
he's sure to touch on the two topics
that matter most: sex and death.

Indeed, the atmospheric detail
with which each of Mehta's subjects
is explored is impressive. And
that's saying a lot, given the sheer
scope of the book, Over 584 teeming
pages, Mehta delves into the city’s
overwrought psyche, leaving the
reader exhausted but hankering for
more. Mumbai's underworld and
the reach of the Shiv Sena, Film City
and Pali Hill, Dawood Ibrahim and
his not-so-trusty sidekick Chotta
Shakeel, boozy parties in Bandra
and bakra Eid in Madanpura, hijras

and heroes, hit men and headmasters, the Rent Act and the Srikrishna

Commission R

1t, sectarian tensions and sexual relations: all these topics

are touched on by Mehta and inevitably enlivened by the no-holds-barred

testimonies of relevant personalities. We meet Ajay Lal, the honest cop who
orders his men to forture su , and Bal ﬂ\ac;c?ﬁ'y, who speaks to the
author in children’s rhymes. In uncomfortable moments of 1i

voyeurism, we watch as Honey, an ageing eunuch, pins on his frayed wig
and Girish, a ganggter, defecates in the side alley of a slum.

Pakistani readers will find the world Mehta unravels to be fascinating but
all too familiar. For instance, Mehta's extensive discussion of “encounters’ —
during which policemen murder suspects and later claim that they acted in
self-defence — will have no impact on South Asian readers. But his account

does include some eye-po

ing gems for locals. We learn that a preferred

method of torture among Mumbai policemen is to feed a suspect one

Maximum City: Bombay Lost
and Found
Suketu Mehta
Penguin Books India
Ihi, 2004
85 rupees

kilogramme of jalebis and then deny
them a glass of water. To
demonstrate how badly trained the
city's cops are, Mehta recounts the
tale of an officer who could not
shoot an enraged elephant from 10
feet away. Soon after quoting the
chilling maxim of a s
‘shooter’ or mobster - “You should
know a man’s hobbies if you want to
kill him” — Mehta laughingly
informs us that Mickey, another hit
man, is fond of listening to the
Backstreet Boys, a British boy band.
South Asian readers will also
enjoy moments in which they
recognise the failings of their own
city in Mumbai’s quirks. In one
flippant di ion Mehta accurately
describes £i delay tactics: “They
never say outright ‘No' to her. It is
always: Wait, Wait until after
elections. Wait until after the third
hall opens. Wait until the hours are
extended. It is the established
strategy of avoidance in the Country
of the No.” Similar insight into the
common South Asian predicament







