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remember being told a story 
when I was very young about a 
king who loved maps. He loved 
every small detail in them: the 
lines and contours, the colours 
and shading, the symbols and 
legends, the abstractions that 
helped him feel like an omni-

potent god hovering over a puny little 
planet. He hired the best cartographers 
from all across the world and paid them 
handsomely to make beautiful maps, 
intricate ones, maps that brought alive 
the reality of the place they represented 
— maps of his vast kingdom.

As he got older, he demanded that 
the cartographers add more details 
to the maps. He wanted them to 
represent the architecture and physical 
natural diversity of his kingdom. The 
cartographers obliged him by creating 
larger maps that occupied huge rooms. 

Next, he demanded that the maps 
accurately depict the general mood of 
his subjects. He wanted to know if they 
were hungry, or satisfied. He wanted to 
know if they loved him. He wanted to 
know if they loved each other. 

The maps couldn’t get any larger 
— where would the cartographers 
represent all this information? 
Eventually, they would have to make a 
map as large as the kingdom!

I was reminded of the story while 
reading Sampurna Chattarji’s collection 
of 29 short stories set in the city of 
Bombay — Dirty Love. 

Cartographers and writers share 
a common ancestry. They deal in 
abstractions of reality – each perhaps 
trying to create a more detailed map 
– one, of a corporeal entity; the other, 
of a spiritual one. But what if these 
two things overlap? What happens 
if someone tries to map the soul of a 
city? Can a map or a book accomplish 
this? With Dirty Love, Sampurna 
Chattarji has bravely attempted this. 
And succeeded. 

The stories in Dirty Love are set 
in Bombay/ Mumbai (the dichotomy 
of the relationship between these two 
doppelgangers exquisitely presented 
here). But the city is not just a setting 
where the plot points slowly unravel. 
Neither is it a character lurking in 
the background ready to take you by 
surprise. The city is front and centre,  
demanding that its stories be told and 
heard. 

There is a level of self-awareness in 
some of the stories that readers would 
find alarming. Books are not supposed 
to be alive. The stories within them are 
not supposed to be sentient. And yet 
Chattarji plays with the fourth wall in 
varying layers of subtle and sometimes 

obvious ways. Take this passage from 
‘My Revenge on the Beast’ that pays 
homage to the Bombay created in the 
works of several wonderful authors and 
poets:

My memory is paper. 
… What I think I know is actually 

what I remember having read, its 
slow topple into the sea. 

The words I have read are inside 
me. They are my revenge on the 
beast. Change all you like, play your 
games, bare your teeth, chop your 
head off and watch another ten grow, 
snarl at me, shimmy shake shuck off 
your skin a million times, dazzle me, 
confuse me, but I know where I am 
and who you are.
The book is aware that the stories 

within it are creating a memory map 
of this incredibly hard-to-explain city 
— Bombay. Whether you have spent 
a lifetime in Bombay (and a couple of 
years are a lifetime in this city) or have 
passed through it on occasion or have 
ignored its very presence throughout 
your existence, this book will leave an 
imprint of the city on your mind. There 
will be a familiarity the next time you 
are there – perhaps Platonic in nature, 
but mostly carnal – and you will not 
feel a stranger to this beast.

These are stories of betrayal and 
sadness, unfulfilled dreams and the 
rupture of the human spirit. But these 
are also stories of faithfulness and joy, 
the sometimes indomitable humanity 
and its world-conquering dreams. 
These are stories of love — sometimes 
unrequited and on others returned in 
equal measure, sometimes lost and 
on others found in the least likely of 
places. 

But this love is dirty — just like the 
city it represents. It leaves its stench on 
you. It marks you;  you belong to it. 
You reek of it from afar and it will never 
leave you, never desert you.

Those familiar with Chattarji’s 
prose – her first two novels are Rupture 
(2009) and Land of the Well (2012)  – 
are well-versed with the lyrical quality 
of her text. At times, her roots in poetry 
have been unjustly seen as a drawback 
in her prose. But in Dirty Love they can 
only be seen as a strength. The stories 
flow seamlessly: changing characters, 
perspectives, locations and tone 
without hampering the overarching 
narrative — Bombay. 

There is a blissful heaviness in 
these short stories — they seem to be 
anchored. One cannot skim through 
them. They demand attention, very 
much like the city they represent. Italo 
Calvino, the master short story writer 
who perhaps excelled in “lightness”of 

text was also the strongest supporter 
of “heaviness” (his lecture on lightness 
in Six Memos for the Next Millennium 
is a thing of true beauty). Chattarji 
has balanced heaviness of text in a 
commendable manner. 

This is not a book that one can 
finish in a single reading session. Each 
story demands its own mental space. It 
needs to be chewed and digested. One 
can get overwhelmed if one reads too 
many stories at a stretch. One needs to 
take regular breaks from the book. Just 
like any denizen of Bombay would tell 
you, one needs to take regular breaks 
from the city. But you can never leave it 
— you are drawn to it again and again. 
You return to it like an old lover. 

The stories can be indulgent at times, 
but they also indulge the reader. Take for 
example the wonderfully crafted ‘The 
Lost Umbrellas of Udipi’. A wife muses 
about her husband’s irritating habit of 
leaving umbrellas in Udipi restaurants. 
Do all the umbrellas end up in a haven 
for umbrellas, somewhere in an Udipi 
in Bombay? “She could just picture it 
— the permanent resting place for the 
pink parasol, the retiring room for the 
reticent rolled-up, the sanctuary for the 
last of the silk signature series …”

The cameraman who takes 
photographs of tourists near the 
Gateway of India waxes eloquent 
about the big photographers in 
‘Madam, Photo?’ — the ones who 
shoot photographs of the lame dog 
that sleeps on the pavement, next to 
the body wrapped from head to toe in 
a sheet. “… and they will be in black-
and-white, because black-and-white is 
art and colour is tourism”. Dirty Love 
is a bit of both:  art and tourism —  and 
perhaps something more. 

Chattarji plays with pace throughout 
the text. The pace definitely varies 
between two adjacent stories (the 
work editors do in putting together a 
collection of short stories that flow 
seamlessly needs to be appreciated 
here). Sometimes it varies between 
two pages. The reader will feel a little 
breathless as the pace starts varying 
between paragraphs. And when it 
starts varying between sentences, one 
feels akin to riding the rollercoaster 
of a black and yellow cab zigzagging 
its way through the crowded streets of 
Bombay.

In the story ‘Which One?’, a 
character is perturbed by the symbolism 
of awarding someone the key to a city. 
“… as if a city were a safe-deposit box 
or a door or a locker”. And perhaps it is. 
And in Dirty Love, Sampurna Chattarji 
has given us a key that could unlock the 
city of Bombay. 
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