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    For Ranju and Malu,




    who delight in telling people




    that they own a cow.


  




  

    





    “You can catch the tail of a cow and walk all the way up to the heavens,” says the priest. “That is why a cow is so important in Hinduism.”




    —HINDU PRIEST, paraphrasing from the Garuda Purana


  




  

    





    Ayurveda classifies milk—and every substance, for that matter—not just on its taste (rasa) but also on its qualities (guna). This five-thousand-year-old indigenous healing system has analyzed milk in a dizzying array of ways and has come up with injunctions. Among them:




    

      	Don’t drink milk, which is a coolant, along with horse gram, which has heating properties. Not that you would impulsively come up with such an idea—“Oh, let’s drink a glass of milk after chewing some horse gram”—but just in case you did.




      	Don’t drink milk after eating pineapple and sour-tasting fruits like berries. Probably because it will cause the milk to curdle in the stomach. I tried blending pineapple with milk. It didn’t hold together.




      	Warm, fresh milk straight from the cow’s udder is like ambrosia. If you cannot for some reason drink raw milk, boil it. Drink it warm, not cold. Don’t pasteurize or homogenize it. These processes help companies preserve and transport milk, but reduce the milk’s intrinsic goodness.




      	Young maidens should anoint their breasts with herbal butter to improve shape and size. Victoria’s Secret, take note: maybe lace some butter into your push-up bras?




      	Milk from a black-colored cow is best because it balances all the three doshas (imbalances) of the body. Milk from a red-colored cow balances vata, the air element that causes arthritis, gas, and bloating. Milk from a white cow is the worst: it causes kapha (mucus). What about milk from patchy black-and-white cows such as the Holsteins? Open to interpretation, I guess.




      	Milk drawn from a cow early in the morning is heavier in consistency, since the cow has rested through the night. Hindu priests use this early-morning milk for their rituals and drink the lighter, evening milk after the cow has frisked around a bit. If you don’t have access to a frisky cow, could you vigorously shake the milk can to simulate the effect?




      	If you want to use milk as an aphrodisiac, choose milk from a black or red cow that has eaten sugarcane stalks. The cow must have given birth to a calf—but only once. It helps if the calf is the same color as the mother. The horns of the cow should point upward. The udder should have four nipples, not three. The milk should be thick, and the cow’s disposition, calm. If you find such a cow, milk it in the evening; mix with honey, ghee, and sugar, and drink up. Have a nice night!


    


  




  

    Prologue




    Sarala, my milk woman, needs a cow. She tells me so when I chide her for giving me less milk one morning. It is 7 a.m. The school buses have left. I am standing outside my Bangalore home, waiting in line for fresh cow’s milk. Sarala’s youngest son, Selva, squats nearby, milking his mother’s favorite cow, Chella Lakshmi.




    I have known Sarala for ten years. I see her when I cross the road to buy milk. She asks me for many things but, so far, not a cow. Sarala is not sure how much a Holstein-Friesian cow will cost. She thinks it will be one thousand dollars or so. She has it all worked out. She will repay my loan through a supply of free milk—two liters daily, which costs about one dollar a day. Within a year “or two, give or take,” the loan will be repaid, she says.




    When I look dubious about her rate of return, she offers an explanation. “I need you to buy me more cows. How will you do that if I don’t repay your loan?” she asks.




    Then she lays it on thick. “You know, the family in the apartment below yours wanted to buy a cow for us. They like to do that, these Jains. Good karma, you see. But the timing didn’t ‘set.’ When they were ready to buy, I didn’t have space in my cowshed. When I had space in my cowshed, they didn’t have the money. It didn’t work out. You are lucky. Else why would I approach you instead of them when I need a cow?”




    As a kicker, Sarala gives me naming rights to the cow that I buy—as long as the name ends with Lakshmi, the Hindu goddess of wealth. Otherwise, she says, the name won’t set.




    If you had told me years ago that I would write a book about cows, I would have done the “Elaine.” I would put both my hands on your shoulders and push you hard, yelling, “Get out,” as Elaine so often did to Jerry Seinfeld. In the late 1990s and early 2000s, I was a harried, working mother living in New York City. I liked dogs, not bovines. The only cows that I noticed were the wildly painted, acrylic sculptures of cows that had popped up all over the city, and those only because tiresome tourists would accost me on the street to have their picture taken in front of a pink or purple cow. Even then, I didn’t link cows to India, the homeland I had left.




    If you had told me then that this cow story would come to me, I would have laughed in your face. Not unkindly, but laced with a scorn I couldn’t have hidden. Freshly graduated from journalism school, I would have said that waiting for stories to come to you was passive and fatalistic, so Old World. This was America, where you went after what you wanted, where you changed your destiny, made things happen.




    I am older now and I don’t have the boundless confidence of youth, the eternal sunshine of the unsullied mind. I realize now that opportunities sometimes present themselves in forms that you don’t initially recognize as a story. I didn’t know then how much Sarala, my milk woman, had to teach me about living in the moment and about framing misfortunes in a way that makes for resilience.




    No, I didn’t plan to write a book about my relationship with a cow. It literally walked up to me.




    Cows are a cliché in India. They make headlines and are displayed on billboards. Sometimes, they eat billboards. They are the subject of parodies and exclamations, and like most stereotypes, epitomize an underlying reality: cows are indeed holy in India. Cows appear in the Rig Veda—one of Hinduism’s oldest texts, written around 1200 BC—and in every Hindu text since. The cow makes an appearance in the magical and imaginative Purana (ancient) literature—whose stories encompass the collective myths and legends of a culture. Cows play many roles in these Hindu myths: warrior-princess, mother-to-the-world, primordial fertility goddess, fulfiller of all wishes, sacrificial mother, and harbinger of immortality.




    The cow in India is a quagmire of contradictions and controversies, and also a symbol of the country’s sometimes polarizing politics. That said, this is not an explicitly political book. It gives some amount of context about why the cow is so important in India. It isn’t, and doesn’t wish to be, a magisterial work on all aspects of the cow. Well, it sort of wishes to be a magisterial work on all aspects of the cow, but isn’t one.




    With these caveats, read on.


  




  

    





    Part One
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    The Cows—and Humans—Come Home




    The elevator door opens.




    A cow stands inside, angled diagonally to fit. It doesn’t look uncomfortable, merely impatient.




    I reflexively move forward, and then stop, trying not to gape.




    “It is for the housewarming ceremony on the third floor,” explains the woman who stands behind the cow, holding it loosely with a rope. She has the sheepish look of a person caught in a strange situation who is trying to act as normal as possible.




    “Hey, hey,” she shushes, as the cow fidgets. “Don’t worry, the cow and I will get off on the third floor and send the elevator down.” She smiles reassuringly.




    The door closes. I pull out bug spray from my handbag, stare at it for a moment, and then put it back in. Does bug spray work against bovine germs?




    I shake my head and suppress a grin. It is good to be back.




    Although I grew up in India—in Chennai, or Madras, as it was then called—I left for undergraduate studies in the United States and didn’t come back for close to twenty years. Returning to India was a long-cherished dream. Living here is like being in a dream sometimes, replete with surreal “only in India” sights, sounds, and smells that would have given Salvador Dalí either a ton of inspiration or a run for his money.




    Like encountering a cow in an elevator.
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    Outside the apartment building, a large, red moving truck is parked near the curb. Two burly men are unloading cardboard boxes labeled “Crown Relocation.” My husband stands on the sidewalk, checking off boxes from the list he carries: bedroom, kitchen, toys, and so on. Pink bougainvillea grows on the compound wall of the building named “Ivory.” We are moving into a newly constructed apartment building named after a banned product created from elephant tusks that, quixotically, is painted in a shade called “ebony.”




    “You will never guess what I saw inside the elevator,” I say.




    There is no response.




    “A cow.”




    Now he looks up, my husband.




    “It is a busy time for cows,” says the relocation guy. “A new building in Bangalore, many people moving in. They all want cows to walk through their homes.”




    Yes, I know what he means.




    For Indians like me—equal parts global citizen and traditional Hindu—the role that the cow plays in Indian society, both as a symbol of Hinduism and as a reality that roams the street, is a matter of acceptance and embarrassment, much like what parents become to teenage children. On the one hand, Hinduism is intricately linked with this particular quadruped. On the other, you’d think that a modern democracy like India would get over this cow obsession already. What is the point of talking about software and IT and development if you can’t cut off pastoral links with an ungulate that harks back to when nomadic tribes became settled civilizations?




    Psychologist and professor Martin Seligman, often called the father of positive psychology, made a list of the six character traits that were valued by cultures across the world. The six traits, per Seligman, are wisdom, courage, temperance, transcendence, justice and humanity. In India, the cow is imbued with all these qualities in folklore, myth, and poetry.




    Take justice, for example. The story goes that a king of the Chola dynasty, famed for its stunning bronzes that adorn museums across the world, hung a giant metal bell outside his palace. Citizens, he said, could pull on the bell’s rope and summon him if they wanted justice. The king probably thought that it was a grand, if unnecessary, gesture. The rope was just for show, because who would have a grievance against his perfect kingship?




    One morning, he woke up to see a cow pulling on the rope. Apparently, the king’s son, the crown prince, had killed the cow’s offspring under his chariot wheels. Mother Cow wanted justice. What would you do in this situation?




    King Manu Needhi Cholan didn’t offer the cow-mother a lifetime of hay as compensation. He didn’t ask his son to go and apologize to the cow or to make nice. He ran his son down under chariot wheels—just like the prince had done to the calf. The son died, of course. Today, this king’s statue stands at the entrance of the Madras High Court as a potent if largely ignored reminder of how the scales of justice ought to work.




    My mother used to tell us about the “cow that rang the bell to seek justice.” For a while after hearing this story, my brother, Shyam, and I tried ringing a bell in lieu of yelling an outraged “Mom!” when we got into a fight that needed an adjudicator.




    Unlike the king, my mother ignored us.




    A modern version of this tale plays out in the state I live in, Karnataka. It is captured not in ageless mythological manuscripts but on YouTube, in a video titled “Soul Touching Story of a Cow in Sirsi Asking for Justice.”




    The video shows a white cow that chases and stops a blue public transport bus in the town of Sirsi. We learn that her calf had been killed under the bus wheels weeks earlier. For five long minutes, in a honking, crowded Indian street, the cow stubbornly stands in front of the bus, looking below the bumper for her calf. A crowd gathers to stare at the cow; some people attempt to shoo it away from the front of the bus, while the bus driver turns the steering wheel to try to circumnavigate the cow. Every time that particular bus plies the road, the cow appears, we learn. Bloggers report that officials tried repainting the bus a different color. They even stopped its service for a few days to shake off the cow, but to no avail.




    If myth is the smoke of history, as historian John Keay wrote, then some animals appear in its wisps more than others: the sheep in Christianity and the cow in Hinduism. India’s link to the cow is both pervasive and perplexing when viewed through the lens of modern science. Do some Indians—not just Hindus—view cow urine as a cure-all? Yes. Do they use cow dung both ritually and in daily life? Yes. Do Hindus worship every aspect of the cow? Yes. Do they believe that the goddess of wealth resides in the anus of the cow? Yes. Are cows a symbol of growing Hindu intolerance and nationalism? Yes.




    Ever since the Hindu nationalist Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) took power, men posing as gau rakshaks (cow protectors) have assaulted Muslim and Dalit Indians. In September 2015, an angry mob of such cow vigilantes lynched and killed a Muslim ironsmith, accusing him of eating beef. In July 2016, cow vigilantes assaulted four Dalit men who skinned hide for a living. Muslims in India live in fear of these cow brigades who reserve their compassion for this animal at the cost of human lives. As for me, I love cows. I actually think that Hinduism’s claiming them as an iconic symbol is pretty cool. But killing people for them? That is taking the sacred cow to a sacrilegious limit.




    If you ask an Indian why cows are viewed as sacred in his country, he will probably say something like, “They herald good things.” As a schoolgirl, I often saw cows with pink tassels around their horns being led ceremoniously into construction sites. A band walked in front, the cow walked next, and the construction crew followed, to break ground for the new structure. Inviting cows to warm houses is a tradition that continues in India. Fitting one into an elevator is a creative take on it. The Hindi word for this is jugaad.




    Jugaad is makeshift ingenuity; improvisation; recycling, precycling, and upcycling; finding new uses for everyday objects—and for that matter, animals. Indians are masters at jugaad. It is the product of a resource-constrained culture. When you don’t have enough, you figure out how to make do. You tie empty Coke and Sprite bottles around your waist in order to float in the water; you line up tattered shoes as goalposts when you play football; and you figure out how to get an animal to the third floor. But you don’t give up on culture and tradition, particularly when they bring good luck. You don’t give up on inviting a symbol of prosperity and good luck to walk through your home. You smuggle said symbol into an elevator. If it urinates during the course of this passage, you carry a bottle so that you can catch the urine, not because it will desecrate the place, but because cow urine and dung bestow good vibes on a house for complex reasons that have to do with ritual, tradition, habit, culture, and, yes, beneficial bacteria.




    I used to be one of those “modern young people” who rolled my eyes and made snarky remarks about Indian traditions, particularly those that involved scatological remnants from ruminants. Now, I am not so sure. Early Indians found uses for cows and their by-products. Those traditions continue to this day. Beyond the milk, which is converted into yogurt, buttermilk, butter, cream, and ghee, there was the cow dung, which is used for cleaning courtyards of village homes and to make methane gas, or “gobur-gas,” as it is called in India. The word gobur means “benediction from a cow.” A part of me wants just such a benediction for my new apartment. The moving man provides the impetus.




    “You should ask that lady to bring her cow through your home as well,” says one of the movers. “After all, the cow is already in your building. She will give you a discount.”




    I glance at my husband. Before he says anything, before he protests, I turn and walk back into the building. I ride up the elevator to the third floor.




    The apartment door is open. Sandalwood incense perfumes the air. A colorful rangoli drawing decorates the floor. As is custom, mango leaves, considered auspicious, are strung together above the door. If you ask elders why mango leaves, they will say, “because it is tradition,” or “because it is good luck,” answers that can apply to any of the countless things that Hindus do. I suspect mango leaves are hung because they attract gnats and insects that will feed on the leaves and then forget about entering the house—kind of like leaving Halloween candy outside so that boisterous kids don’t bother knocking on your door.




    Outside the apartment stands the slightly fidgety cow with the woman beside her. “The cow cannot walk on marble floors,” she says in explanation when I walk out of the elevator. “She will start skating.”




    Inside, the people, dressed in silk, are scrambling to line the floor with newspapers and old gunnysacks so that the cow’s hooves will gain traction and not send her flying across the apartment. Finally, the floor is covered. The lady and cow gingerly walk in. A bare-torsoed priest begins reciting Sanskrit mantras. When they see me, the people smile with reflexive hospitality. A woman in a beautiful sari comes forward. She is clearly the mistress, beaming with pride for her new home.




    “Please come,” she says. “It is our housewarming. You are moving in upstairs, aren’t you?”




    I nod and smile.




    “We are so lucky to have found a cow,” she says, folding her palms prayerfully. “Now it is as if all the gods have come home.”




    “Amen to that,” I say rather inappropriately. “All hail the holy cow.”




    My new neighbor stares at me, as if trying to figure out if I am joking or mocking. Probably both, even though I didn’t intend to. “All thirty-three thousand gods live in the cow,” she says huffily. “Her four legs are the Vedas; her eyes are the sun and moon; her neck holds the trinity. Even her dung holds Lakshmi, the goddess of wealth. Gomaye vasathe Lakshmi; go mutre Dhanwantri. Her urine contains Dhanwantri, the celestial physician. You didn’t know this?”




    I have a choice: to fudge and say that, of course, I knew every detail of her account. Or to tell the truth and say that I sort of knew what Hindu scriptures said about the cow without knowing the details.




    “Of course, I knew,” I say, a trifle too loudly. “That is why I came. I was wondering if I could hire the cow to walk through my home as well. After you are finished with her, of course.”




    The woman pauses and frowns slightly. I know what she is thinking. Will sharing the cow dilute the good luck that she hopes to accumulate?




    “You could ask the cow’s owner, I suppose,” she says finally. “She sells milk to this neighborhood apparently.”




    I don’t know my neighbor’s name but we are already sharing cows. Our sojourn in Bangalore is off to a swimming start.




    I nod at the milk woman. Her cow moos in response. Her name, I am told, is Sarala. The cow, too, has a name, but we haven’t yet been introduced.




    The priest calls my neighbor to minister to the cow, feed it sugarcane stalks and green bananas. She does so prayerfully, glancing at me every now and then as if to say, “See, this is how it is done.”




    A few minutes later, a young girl clad in a mango-yellow skirt hands me a bowl of milk payasam. “Please have it,” she says. “My mother made it.”




    By now, I am convinced that this is my neighbor’s ploy to show me up not just in the cow-hiring but in the culinary area as well. Or maybe she is just being hospitable. I nod my thanks and spoon up the warm, milky payasam. Flavored with roasted cashew nuts, it is sickeningly delicious. Much better than my uninspired version.




    The priest calls everyone to feed the cow.




    “Those who want the blessings of this goddess of wealth can feed it,” he announces as we line up. I pick up my token, which happens to be fresh green grass. As we stand in line with our offerings; the priest recites some mantras. He explains their meanings to us.




    “Daughter of Surabhi, the fragrant one, who is framed by the five elements of wind, water, earth, sky, and ether. You are, holy, pure, and benevolent. You have sprung from the sun and are laden with precious gifts. Mother of the gods, sister of the original progenitor of the world, and daughter of the ancient creators: the Rudras, Vasus, and Devas. Accept this food from me as a salutation to thee. Namaste!”




    “Namaste,” I intone just to blend in.




    The cow stands in a dignified fashion and quickly eats everything that we offer. Her raspy tongue tickles my fingers.




    After the cow is relieved of her official duties, I follow her and her owner as they amble out the door. Can she come up to the fifth floor and parade the cow through my apartment as well?




    “Normally, they give me one thousand rupees [about fifteen dollars] for this, but since we are already here, you can pay us seven hundred,” Sarala says.




    We have a deal. I run up two flights of stairs while the cow and accomplice take the elevator. I feel that I ought to welcome the cow properly but there is little at hand in my empty apartment. I think about allowing it to lick my cellphone instead of a banana but decide against it.




    “Welcome to the cow,” I say formally as they come out of the elevator. My floor thankfully is not marble. It is red oxide and therefore rougher. The cow walks through my empty apartment, somewhat bemused and a little impatient.




    “At some point, you should buy her some bananas as a thank you,” says Sarala as she pockets the seven hundred and leads the cow outside. “Just as a gesture.”




    “That’s why I gave you the money,” I reply, wondering if she is negotiating for more cash.




    “Yes, but cows can’t eat money,” she replies.




    “Cows eat paper in India,” I say. “I have seen them.”




    “Those are poor homeless cows, Madam,” she sniffs. “Not my cows. My cows like bananas.”




    “So why don’t you buy her some bananas with my money?” I have to ask.




    “I will, but it has to come from your hand. Cows remember that sort of thing. The scent of your hand giving bananas will please her. She will know that you gave her a gift, you see? She will think well of you and bless your entire family.”




    “Does the cow know the scent of my hands?” I can’t help myself.




    “Oh sure,” she replies. “A cow’s memory is second only to an elephant’s. It remembers everything and everyone. You just watch. When this cow sees you on the road, she will recognize you. She will shake her head, wag her tail, and bound towards you.”




    I am not sure if that is a good thing, but say nothing.




    “Help me push her into the elevator, will you?” Sarala asks. “I’ll go in first with the rope and you push from the back. The cow is used to wide open spaces, you see. The elevator is starting to freak her out.”




    I nervously follow the lady and the cow to the elevator. She asks me to put my hand on the cow’s rear and gently push.




    “But what if she poops on me?” I ask.




    “That is a good sign for your house,” she replies. “Do you know how many people give me a bonus to get the cow to poop in their construction sites? But what can I do? I cannot make her poop on demand. I have even tried feeding her extra sugarcane on the day before a housewarming. Sugarcane has lots of fiber, you see, but sometimes it happens and sometimes it doesn’t. Just pray that she poops before she leaves. I won’t charge you extra.”




    The elevator comes. I put both hands on the cow’s rear and push.




    “Don’t touch its tail,” Sarala says.




    The startled animal sort of jogs into the elevator. It does not poop.




    The doors close. I have sanctified my new abode with the cow. For reasons that I cannot put my finger on—that may or may not have to do with keeping up with the Joneses, or, in my case, the snarky neighbor who lectured me about holy animals—I am inordinately pleased.




    The elevator doors open. This time, it is not an animal that exits but a human—my husband.




    “What happened?” Ram asks. “You look happy.”




    I shrug. “I got the cow to walk through our house,” I say. “My uncles will be thrilled.”




    “But not the kids. Don’t tell them.”




    After Ram, the movers come, carrying large boxes filled with our belongings. Within moments, we get caught up in directing them to the different rooms. The boxes smell of New York—a potent combination of subway, hot dog, petrol fumes, and smoke. I gulp. What have we done?
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    Bangalore




    We used to live on Sixty-sixth Street and Central Park West, in the shadow of Lincoln Center. In many ways, it was an idyllic life. We walked across Sheep Meadow—had sheep ever grazed on that particular meadow?—to pet the animals in the Central Park Zoo. We woke up before dawn to move our car across the street depending on the day’s alternate-side parking rules. We bought Priscilla’s Pretzels from a cart down the street before ducking into the Museum of Natural History to see dinosaurs on winter afternoons.




    I knew exactly which subway car to get into so that I could escape through the turnstile at the 116th Street station before anyone else in order to sprint up the steps to Columbia University’s Journalism School when I was late for class. I knew the cashiers at Fairway, and could catch the eye of the baker behind the counter at Zabar’s—a decided privilege, particularly on weekends when the suburban hordes descended. He would nod slightly and throw me a box of chocolate rugelach.




    We used nebulous words—culture, identity, and homeland—to explain the impending move to our friends, our two young daughters, and mostly to ourselves. Both Ram and I grew up in India. Though we became naturalized American citizens, we ate vegetarian Indian food at home and went to the Hindu temple in Queens. We spoke to our daughters in English and to our parents in Tamil. We have American passports but listen to Carnatic and Hindustani music. I watch House of Cards, Homeland, and The Good Wife rather than Indian soap operas; indeed I cannot relate to their high-octane histrionics, which make Jane the Virgin seem tame in comparison.




    Exile, wrote Palestinian-born cultural critic and scholar Edward Said, is the “unhealable rift forced between a human being and his native place; between the self and its true home. It’s an essential sadness that can never be surmounted.” For immigrants like Ram and me, this is a double whammy. Born in India, we came of age in America. We could relate to both cultures, yet belonged to neither. We were like the primordial Trishanku of Indian mythology, who hung between heaven and earth, unable to choose his home. We straddled India and America, sandwiched between our Indian parents and American-born daughters.




    Heritage is a hazy concept but that’s what we used to explain our move to the children. We wanted them to know their heritage, we said, while hoping that they wouldn’t ask if we knew it. The more tangible reason was our parents—both sets were still in India. They were getting old. Their annual trips to the States to spend time with us wore them out. We wanted our kids to know their grandparents, their cousins and relatives. After much heartache and discussion, we pulled the plug on our life in New York and moved to Bangalore.
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    Having my brother and sister-in-law in the same city makes the transition easy. Their son and daughter get along famously with our girls. My sister-in-law, Priya, helps me figure out which schools to put my girls in. When they buy an apartment on St. John’s Road, we decide to follow suit and buy a place in the same building. My parents live around the corner and so we recreate a new avatar of the old Indian joint family: both endearing and aggravating.




    Across the street from our new building is a large army settlement, reflecting Bangalore’s colonial roots. The British army was stationed in Bangalore, thanks to its temperate climate. We live in what’s called the cantonment neighborhood, with the barracks now used by the Indian military and their families. Winston Churchill served here in his youth and still owes thirteen rupees to the Bangalore Club—a private club with a waiting list of thirty-two years for membership. Prince Charles offered to settle the account when he visited Bangalore in the late ’80s, but the club, which proudly displays young Churchill’s outstanding dues in a glass-enclosed ledger, refused.




    The self-sufficient army enclave has schools, churches, clinics, homes, training grounds for its staff, and, as I come to find out, a milk woman to service their dairy needs. From our terrace, we look out at meticulously maintained roads bordered by flowering trees, clean sidewalks, and no garbage, all unusual for a large Indian city.




    It is from this vantage point that I first see Sarala the cow-lady again. As I drink coffee at around six thirty in the morning, I watch army families enter and exit the campus. Cadets in khaki uniforms march out for training exercises nearby. Security guards are stationed at the entrance to ask if you are “phriend or phoe” (friend or foe), parroting a wartime instruction in a language that means little to them. Army wives clutch the hands of their children and walk them out to school buses. Civilians need to show a special permit, or answer questions before they are allowed inside. They can enter the army quarters to pray at the temple, church, or mosque inside, but that is about it. Cows and their caretakers, however, are granted a visa-free, no-questions-asked entry. The cows are led in to graze on the pastures that surround the barracks.




    At the entrance is a cement culvert, about the length of a park bench. Here the milk woman sells her wares from a large, stainless-steel drum. Her cows are milked right there on the sidewalk so that her customers buy fresh milk straight from the source.




    Three days later, I see her again. She is walking into my building as I am walking out.




    “Got milk?” she asks. She is carrying a stainless-steel container filled ostensibly with milk. “Have you finished your paal-kaachal [milk-boiling] ceremony?”




    Milk is the first thing that Hindus boil after moving into a new home. They allow it to froth, rise, and run over. The Hindu equivalent of “my cup runneth over.”




    “Yes, I have,” I reply. “I used packet milk.”




    “Packet milk is inferior to fresh cow’s milk,” she says. “Just ask those army folks across your street.”




    “Do you sell your milk in my building also?” I ask.




    “I’m carrying this milk for the new family that has moved in on the eighth floor. Do you want some?” she asks.




    “It is very nice of you to ask, but no thank you,” I hear myself reply with the exaggerated politeness people use when they want to shake someone off. With years of practice, Indians have a highly honed instinct for spotting artifice, power hierarchies, and the limits of negotiation. From across the room, in a crowded wedding hall, for example, people can zero in on another guest as a useful ally or useless loser. They might accost perfect strangers at the reception to ask if they know of any “good boy or girl” with whom they can forge “an alliance” for their daughter or son. There are subtle undercurrents that hinge on several questions that are occasionally at odds with each other: will she take advantage of me, or can I take advantage of her? Even if I take advantage of her, how can I preserve the relationship? How can I win this particular negotiation without pissing her off?




    And on a daily basis: How far can I push the vegetable vendor/milk woman/insert choice of profession into reducing the price of his goods so that I don’t get scammed?




    Raised in India and trained on the streets of New York, I am already a master of this. I know that the milk woman views me as not just a potential customer but also a potential marketer who will find her new clients in this brand-new apartment building of seventy families.




    “My name is Sarala,” she says.




    I nod. I remember her name.




    “You can find me every morning and evening across the street with my cows. We have been supplying milk for the last ten years. Ask anyone in the neighborhood. It is the best milk you can find. Here, have a taste.”




    She opens the container and waves it under my nose. Inside is frothy, white milk. Having drunk only pasteurized milk from plastic containers for twenty years, I am nonplussed by the earthy, grassy smell of fresh milk.




    I shake my head. “No, thanks,” I say. “But if I ever need it, I will come to you.”




    Sarala tells me that the army wives are tough, discerning customers who keep her on her toes. They demand the best milk, she says. You will get the same high-quality milk. You ought to try it, she says.




    I nod distractedly. I have bigger problems to deal with—an elephant of a problem, to be precise.
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    Ram and I have joined the building’s volunteer maintenance committee, taking turns attending meetings.




    “We have a situation,” Ram announces one day as he walks in after a meeting.




    Apparently the German tenants want to hire an elephant to give rides at their daughter’s birthday party. When our building committee refuses, they produce photographic evidence of a cow in the elevator. Since we have allowed cows into the building, why not an elephant? they ask.




    Unlike our co-op in New York, our home here is part of a complex. There are three high-rise buildings arranged in a triangle. In the middle are a swimming pool, party hall, gym, and pool room. The entire complex is enclosed by a boundary wall. Around the towers is a driveway built to accommodate fire trucks but used mostly for walking or jogging. It is here that the German family wants to parade the elephant. There is only one problem: our parking garage is underneath the driveway.




    No one on the committee is against elephants. In fact, it would be nice to get a ride on an elephant. The problem is whether our driveway can withstand the weight.




    “The parking garage is a hollow space, which could collapse under the weight of an elephant,” says Ram. “Heck, the whole building could collapse if the elephant walks on our driveway.”




    There is no way an elephant can be accommodated. What next, we think with outrage, but can’t even come up with a bigger animal. We need a compromise. So we negotiate with the Germans. A horse is out of the question, they say. They have ridden horses in Germany. They need an exotic animal. What about a cow? we ask. There are plenty of cows around. The Germans look interested.




    The committee deputizes me to approach the milk woman when they hear that I have interacted with her. My assignment is to make nice and secure one of her cows to give children rides around the building.




    Now it is my turn to ask Sarala for something, and her turn to view me with suspicion.




    “Cows don’t carry people, Madam. They give milk.”




    What about bulls? She must have bulls in her stable of animals. After all, a cow needs a bull to fornicate and reproduce, yes?




    She looks at me with pity. “Urban dairy farmers don’t keep bulls,” she says. “They rent bulls on demand. Most of the impregnation of cows is done through injection [artificial insemination] anyway,” she says.




    Can she find us a bull? I ask. The Germans will pay good money for the animal. There is a bull parked outside the post office down the road. I have seen it every day “with my own eyes,” I tell her. A beautiful sleek animal with curved horns and a shiny white coat, loosely tied to the metal fence.




    “Oh that,” says the milk woman. “That’s a Kangeyam bull. It belongs to the brick mason who lives behind the temple. It pulls his bullock cart filled with bricks. Would the children like to sit in a bullock cart? That we can arrange. Instead of the bricks, we pile on kids.”




    I am not sure. I have a feeling that the German kids would prefer riding a bull in the buff, as it were, sans bullock cart. They want it raw and real.




    “What about a buffalo?” I ask.




    Sarala shakes her head.




    “Buffaloes are the vehicle of Yama [the Hindu god of death],” she says. “Why would you want children to ride death? Plus buffaloes are lazy. They won’t carry children. Even if a crow sits on top of it, the buffalo lumbers.”




    “Can you find any animal that can carry children on its back?” I ask, desperate at this point. “It can be a cow, buffalo, or bull . . . ”




    The milk woman shakes her head. She knows people with bulls, but they won’t carry twenty giddy seven-year-olds on a sugar high around the building. It isn’t safe for the bull or the children. Bulls hate red. If a child wearing a red dress approaches, it will throw off the offending child and run away. Worse, it might bend down and ram its horns into the child.




    “What about a tractor?” she asks. She can find a tractor with a trailer. All twenty kids can be given a single ride around the building. That is possible.




    But that isn’t acceptable to the German family. They want to send home photos of their daughter astride an animal, not merely sitting on a giant red tractor, the likes of which they can find back in Düsseldorf. They want an experience on the wild side, of true India. Finally, the maintenance committee agrees to let them use a camel for the birthday rides. How they find the camel is up to them.




    A few days later, I encounter a camel when stepping out on an errand. It is a testament to German—and Indian—enterprise. A joint venture like none other. An Indian camel carrying German schoolchildren. I am not even fazed. I am getting used to India.
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    Bangalore, now officially called Bengaluru, has a population of about 12 million people. The city’s booming economy has attracted some ten thousand expats and an equal number of foreigners who fly in every day for meetings with software firms and startups. In fact, if you only take in the glass-and-steel high-rises of South Bangalore and ignore the beggars, jasmine-flower sellers, squeegee men, vegetable vendors, transvestites, and of course cows, it is possible—difficult but possible—to imagine that you are driving through California’s Silicon Valley. The buildings come quick and bold—Cisco Systems, Google, Hewlett-Packard, Microsoft, Sun Microsystems, Yahoo—and together they give this city its rather uninspired moniker: India’s Silicon Valley.




    In the beginning we all miss New York. The kids miss ice-skating on the rink and the Christmas tree at Rockefeller Center, and their friends from school. I miss small things: stopping off at Isabella’s for molten chocolate cake after walking through the Museum of Natural History; the sound of sirens at night; Ray’s pizza, made with sauce, cheese, grease, and love; the breathtaking sight of the New York skyline from the Long Island Expressway; the crowds on Fifth Avenue during Christmas; the wispy smoke from vendor carts; the smell of roasted chestnuts, the fleeting sight of tulips in spring along Park Avenue; the clatter of the cash register at the Korean deli where I picked up milk on my way home; Jazz at Lincoln Center. Okay, I didn’t actually attend Jazz at Lincoln Center very often, but it was nice to know that I could.




    Slowly, though, we make friends and set down roots. We run into expats everywhere—or perhaps we seek them out. My yoga teacher, Javed, is from Iran; my daughter’s piano teacher, from Hungary; and one of the reasons I go for a haircut at Talking Headz salon, on busy Brigade Road, is to get a jolt of stylist Seth Lombardi’s Brooklyn accent. We go out for Italian, Mexican, Thai, or Japanese food—French and Belgian chefs headline five-star hotel kitchens here—and we can cook good Indian food at home now. The spices are readily available and they taste fresh, unlike the ones I got in Little India in Queens or at Kalustyan’s in lower Manhattan.




    Our kids adjust well. They like their new school and the fact that their very Indian and Hindu names—Ranjini and Malini, Ranju and Malu, for short—aren’t mispronounced by their friends. They like the bone-rattling yet perversely exciting rides on auto-rickshaws. Basically taxis with three wheels, auto-rickshaws are my favorite Indian vehicle. Yellow and black, as iconic to Indian cities as the yellow cab is to New York, they are variously referred to as “auto rickshaws,” “autos,” “rickshaws,” and, more fashionably, “ricks” by young people, as in “I’ll just take a rick home.”




    In India, my kids succumb to the warm embrace of grandparents and the pleasures of living in a land where everyone looks like them. They start making their own memories: tennis lessons in Cubbon Park, rollerblading in Coles Park, trekking in Nandi Hills, and going for Sunday brunch with friends at Garuda Mall.




    Ram is the wildcard. He was head of emerging markets in Morgan Stanley with a portfolio of investments that went from “Chile to China,” as he would say. How is he going to reinvent himself in a new land that, from a Wall Street – finance perspective, is still considered a developing economy—a backwater, to put it bluntly? Not to mention, a country of glaring inequalities. As it turns out, over the next ten years, Ram morphs into someone with fingers in many different companies that range from retail to micro-finance. The one who was most doubtful about our move back home ends up having the time of his life.
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