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To
 PapaMaa, RupenPushpa
 my eternal ShivaShakti






Ashramed


adjective





Spending a month away from home and work, sleeping five hours, doing Yoga all day, craving wheat, salt and eggs, exhausted all the time, forgetting past self, finding new self.









Prologue

‘NOW YOU WANT TO TEACH YOGA?’ ASKS MAA INCREDULOUSLY. I hardly blame her eye roll. You might imagine that I am 
a 20-something woman dabbling in this today and that tomorrow, my family failing to keep up with my endless paths to ‘self-discovery’. Used to as we are to the vacillating youth of today, these are commonly heard refrains in most households, where the youth drive their parents up the wall with their spoilt-for-choice existence, something the older generation resent not only for the obvious reasons, but also because this was a luxury they could ill-afford. After all, you need money to experiment being poor! But I digress. I am sorry to disappoint you, my Reader, because as much as I wish I were 25, I am the number’s mirror image. And so, it is at age 52 that I hear my 80-year-old mother express incredulity at my decision to take off for a month to live in an Ashram and do a Yoga Teachers’ Training Course. 

‘I thought you wanted to teach Kathak,’ she says accusingly, referring to the fact that I had returned to dancing five years ago, after a hiatus of 25 years. ‘And what about office?’ she finishes in her no-nonsense tone. Ouch. That one always hurts. Did I forget to mention that I am a lawyer? It figures. At the age when you are expected to be confused enough to go on self-discovery missions you do so only if your parents can fund such idiosyncrasies. Mine could not. Ergo, my self-discovery is self-financed. That it came 25 years too late is par for the course. One has to be a lawyer (ahem… if you’re one who charges $*** per hour, it helps!) for almost 28 years to afford ‘going back to my childhood passion of dance’ or ‘learning how to teach Yoga to spread the message of fitness’!

‘I want to marry Yoga with Kathak and teach that as a path to fitness and wellness,’ I tell Maa in my most righteous tone of voice. A practising gynaecologist for more than 50 years and only having hung her scalpel at age 78, Maa has difficulty in understanding why anyone would want to do anything other than the profession they have chosen. ‘That is very good, but what about work?’ she asks again, though her tone is resigned now. She has already seen her first-born give up the stethoscope for a microphone; what can she be but resigned when it comes to her second and youngest child? 

‘I have not taken a break from work for 28 years, Maa. I think I deserve one now.’ There. That was my most honest admission, and for the first time, Maa bursts into a genuine smile. ‘I think it is a great idea… I think you will be very good at it too!’ 


Female, 52. 
Menopaused. Hair 
dyed. Spectacles not only to read better but also comprehend better. 

What is it that I am 
at 52 that I wasn’t 
at 25?
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Vakratunda Mahakaya Surya Koti Samaprabha |


Nirvighnam Kuru Mey Dev Sarv-Kaaryeshu Sarvadaa ||


O Ganesha, You with a body so large


You with the curved trunk of an elephant


You with the radiance equating millions of Suns


Please bless all my endeavours and remove all obstacles


that come my way


Always…
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In search of my enlightenment 

IT IS A FOUR-HOUR HAUL TO ASHRAM CITY FROM DELHI AND I  could not find any direct connections. I have a class to teach before heading to the airport. It is the last lecture to finish my part of the syllabus of Trademarks and Copyrights in the Short Term IPR course I teach at Delhi University on Saturdays. The rest of the week I am busy practising what I ‘teach’. This class is crucial, as after this, I won’t be able to take another lecture for a month, and my co-teacher-lawyer friend-Patent expert has graciously agreed to step in for the Saturdays I’ll miss. 

‘Are you stressed, Dahlia…? I hope all well physically…’ he asks as I send him my ‘going away’ text. He does not add ‘and mentally’, but I hear it loud and clear. 

‘Yes, yes… just want to practise Yoga… and become a certified Yoga teacher.’ 

He is not convinced and neither am I. I have no idea why I am ‘going away’ and yet something is pushing me so hard that I am shocked by its persuasion. Is it just another whim? A mid-life crisis that I must deal with, because I can? But MID-life? How could that be? Surely, I left that behind at least two years ago. In my lexicon, mid-life means the years between 40 and 50. Frankly even 50 is a stretch. Are we seriously suggesting that the average human lifespan is 100 years? And if it is, then I have left behind those years, and hence, even if this is a ‘crisis’, a mid-life one it is not!

Yesterday was a blur. As I wrote my ‘farewell for a month’ email to my clients reiterating my commitment to them, reminding them of my dedicated team of lawyers who would be available to them at all times, I thought about the 28 long years that I have been a practicing lawyer. Eighteen-year-old me would have never thought I could stick to anything for more than a year, and here I was, having completed 28 years of being the same-old, same-old. I had never taken a break, not even when the boys came. I was too scared of being left behind and had major FOMO (that’s what it’s called, right?). I have had FOMO for as long as I can remember. I walked the lengths of the Delhi High Court fully pregnant, but I did not take a break. I flew to Mumbai with my month-old baby cradled in my arms, breast-fed him on the flight, but I did not take a break. I drove my baby around in his car-seat, dropping him off at Maa’s on the way to Court, but I did not take a break. And now I am taking one? Why?

By the time I say my good-byes and what-to-do-when-I’m–not-there to my team, buy month-long groceries for my family at home, make one last trip to the salon to get my hair done, it is way past 9 p.m. This is not the first time I will be physically absent from office for as long as a month, having travelled across continents for meetings and work assignments several times over the years. But it certainly is the first time I will not be available for my team even on phone, email and the ubiquitous WhatsApp. I have decided to go totally incommunicado. ‘Get in touch only if there is a fire,’ I tell them in all seriousness. One of my lawyers looks and sounds nervous. ‘Ma’am, I am very nervous,’ she states the obvious. ‘It’s a good exercise,’ I tell her. I really do want them to take independent decisions. That’s never possible when I’m just an email away. So this will be good. This will be good? Right? 

When I get back home a little after 9 p.m., I still have to pack. As I bring out the brand-new red suitcase that we bought yesterday specially for my trip, something else awaits me. It is what happens to any ‘married-for-26-years’ couple when one of them is going off on a solo trip: husband and wife start fighting. Emotions are running high. Stupid accusations and allegations are hurled at each other. ‘You don’t want me to go,’ I say angrily. ‘You need to get your head checked,’ he says even more angrily. And so it continues. My packing is forgotten and I furiously stomp out of the house, threatening never to come back. And like any ‘married-for-26-years’ couple, while I know that this fight too shall end and I will happily be back in Husband’s arms, I am a little worried at the timing of it all. I look at the watch. It is 11 p.m. already. I have not even begun packing and I have a class at 10 a.m. tomorrow to be followed by my month-long venture into the unknown. I am nervous now. I silently pray for Husband to end the fight so that my pride remains intact. 

Like all ‘married-for-26-years’ couples, we soon kiss and make up. It is at midnight that I begin packing. I always pack last-minute. But this isn’t ‘any’ trip. It is the mother of all trips. I am going to stay in a Yoga Ashram for one long month, and I have NO idea what to expect. I have consciously stayed away from the online reviews, as I do not want to go with any preconceived notions. And while I have diligently read the dos and don’ts sent by the Ashram, not once but several times over (only to learn later that I was the only one who did so, thanks to my lawyer training), I have no idea what I am really in for. 

But this morning, all is going as planned. My last lecture is successful, and I find myself in tears as I bid good-bye to the very bright set of students before me. They wish me luck and their generous compliments elicit more tears, now threatening to roll down my cheeks. Before I embarrass myself and the students, I beat a hasty retreat. I had already met Maa in the morning and I now say good-bye to Sister-in-Law, who is a professor at the University. 

Husband has come to pick me up and take me to the airport. I had handed him my list of last-minute things to buy this morning. A Forest Essentials face wash, only that one and none other. Pristine white sheets so that I do not have to sleep on god-knows-what-kind-of-bedding at the Ashram, a notebook (only from that shop in GK-I! ‘Don’t you dare go to Kalkaji!’) and a diary to write my journal in. So, like any dutiful husband of 26 years, he made the stops and reached sharp at 12 noon to ferry me to the airport for my 3 p.m. flight. 

Before I embarked on my vegetarian crusade, we make a stop to have a non-vegetarian burger (barely edible) at a university café. Husband and I stick out like sore thumbs and get curious glances from all other customers, aged between 19 and 22! With no excuse left to procrastinate–ah, is that what I was trying to do? –we leave for the airport. We suddenly realize that what had seemed like ample time had now shrunk to barely any time and we ask our driver of 16 years to accelerate. I have this fresh memory from two weeks ago, of one of my lawyers being offloaded by the same airline as she reached the airport 45 minutes before the flight, which dials up my panic several notches. As the likelihood of reaching the airport late goes up, our emotions run high again, and we do what any respectable ‘married-for-26-years’ couple does. We get into a fight. 

In between the war of words, driver-of-16-years meekly asks which terminal and we both tell him in unison: Terminal 2. 

‘Have you checked the flight time?’ my husband snarls. 

‘Yes, have you checked the Terminal?’ I snarl back. 

We finally reach Terminal 2. We get off, knowing we have to end the fight and say good-bye but each is hoping the other does it first so that egos can be maintained. Of course neither of us knows who is keeping count and where the audience that cares about who gave in first is, but we keep playing this game. 

We look at the display board above us and are secretly alarmed at not finding my flight on it, but as our little game was on, neither says anything. Until we both do. Together. With a start we realize we are at the WRONG TERMINAL. The blood drains from my body. It is 2.15 p.m., my flight is at 3 p.m. and Terminal 1, which is the correct terminal for my flight, is at least 14 minutes away, as predicted by Baba Google Devji. The next 10–12 minutes are a series of loud verbal exchanges. Driver-of-16-years, who is nearly always cautioned to drive slowly, has now been asked to ‘HIT IT’, while I scream at Husband for not checking my terminal. 

‘It’s not my job, you know. Why didn’t you check? It’s YOUR flight.’ 

‘You ALWAYS check.’ 

‘I thought it was Terminal 2.’

‘Thought? Why do you say things with so much confidence if you don’t know them?’

‘Oh, so it is all my fault? As usual.’

‘You just don’t want me to go. Now I won’t be able to. There, happy?’ 

We reach Terminal 1 in 12 minutes. I tumble out of the car and rush to the check-in counter, fearing the worst.

‘I have paid extra for the front row, will that get me to the front of the line?’

No, ma’am. 

‘My flight is in 30 minutes.’ 

That catches everyone’s attention. I am pushed to the top of the line and my heart stops beating when I hear the person behind the desk say, ‘Oh, but the gates are closed.’ As I prepare myself to give some ‘valid’, made-up excuse for the delay, this person’s colleague urgently says, ‘Wait, I am printing the boarding card. You load the luggage.’ The gate is still open! I can breathe again. 

I look to my right and see Husband standing outside the glass doors of the airport, both hands on his waist, a worried look on his face. I wave at him and smile an all-is-well smile. I can rather feel than see him heave a sigh of relief. I gesture him to leave. My legs are weak with relief and suddenly I can barely move. Everything moves in slow motion as I am handed my boarding card, but the thought of the adventure ahead finally propels me into action. I rush to Security. 

The bus ride to the aircraft is uneventful. Great. I do not want any more drama until the actual one that begins tomorrow. No such luck. I enter the aircraft and even though I have paid extra for the front-row seat, I am unable to find overhead space for my bright orange American Tourister stroller. The flight attendant shrugs at me and I see the bright orange change several hands, travelling the length and breadth of the aisle before landing right back at my feet. ‘Madam, this will need to be put in the check-in baggage.’

‘But why? This is hand luggage.’

‘We have no space here for it, madam.’

‘What do you mean? I have paid extra money and now you say you don’t have space for my luggage?’ I feel several pairs of eyes on me at this point. 

‘We have limited space in the aircraft.’ The several pairs of eyes swivel to the attendant. 

‘You should say so at the time of booking then, rather than dupe hapless passengers the moment they step onto the aircraft!’ All eyes back on me. 

‘Madam, we have to follow the rules,’ said the attendant, her voice bordering between hostile and practised politeness. Eyes 
on her. 

‘I will not allow you to take my bag away! Call your senior!’ I am practically screaming now. More eyes. All on me. 

At that moment, no one could guess that I was about to embark upon a spiritual Yoga journey. From all accounts, I came out every bit a snobbish professional. I am certain the owners of those eyes were betting about which argumentative profession I might belong to. 

‘I travel all the time, okay? And know of enough instances of luggage being offloaded and lost in flights that have one stop in between!’ The moment I say this, I feel a rolling of eyes all around. 

‘Nuthtingg will happen to your luggage, madam. These airlines peepul are wary kearful,’ says a calm, heavily accented voice from right next to me. 

I now notice my co-passenger, a middle-aged man (okay, WHAT is middle age? He is early sixties, I am 52. Who is what?) from the south of India. He wears brown trousers, a non-descript checked shirt hanging shapelessly outside his trousers and a muffler tied around his head, turban-style. If he was not sitting on the front row, I would have resorted to my preconceived notions about outwardly appearances and pegged him as a porter or cleaning staff. Stereotypes, Ma! My Older One’s accusatory voice sounds in my head. Sorry, beta. 

I ignore my co-passenger-who-is-obviously-not-a-porter and go back to staring the attendant down. She doesn’t seem to have cowered down at all. This is not a court-room and I have been unable to shout down my ‘learned colleague’, which usually I am good at! In fact, her body language suggests she is bracing herself for a good fight. 

All sets of eyes are on her now for her next move, when suddenly she deflates. Her cabin code of ethics must have kicked in, I muse, feeling smug. I have a haughty, victorious look on my face as I mentally rub my hands together in 
glee. I might get my stay order! She retreats into a huddle with her colleagues.

A stalemate has been declared and the audience is awaiting the next move. 

It is then that I hear murmurs from the seats behind me. The voices that go with the eyes.

‘What is her problem?’

‘She can take my space, yaar… at least let’s take off!’

‘She is delaying the flight.’

‘Some people love to fight.’

Wait, is that ‘she’ me? 

Oh.

In that exact moment, it dawns on me why I need to go on this break. 

I need a lesson in calm. A tutorial in patience. 

Spiritual Hibernation. That is how I had termed this ‘break’ in my email to my clients yesterday. I had kept referring it to as a ‘sabbatical’ when one of my favourite clients, a publishing house boss, pointed out to me that a sabbatical has to be at least a year long. Mine is only a month. So I try to search for an apt term to define it, and this is what I come up with. 

Spiritual Hibernation. 

I think it fits. 

And now I know the reason. 

I sit quietly in my seat. The senior attendant has come and gone. I have agreed to my orange appendage being taken away from me, with a softly voiced request for it to be returned at the stop-over so I know it is not lost. 

Your Honour, I withdraw my petition and would like to settle the matter.

Granted!

I settle down. My co-passenger seems like a nervous traveller, even though minutes ago he was giving me assurances on the airline’s efficiency. Is he flying for the first time? Oops. Stereotypes. Again. 

For the duration of the flight, I help my co-passenger whenever I sense the need to, which is quite a few times. Buckling and unbuckling his seat belt, even holding his tray as he struggles to get up and use the washroom. 

The rest of the time, I cry. I cry my eyes out. The outline of what possibly could be the reason I am going suddenly starts to grow a form. Three years ago, I had written an essay about being a lawyer. I thrive on strife, I wrote. All these years of peddling discord have left me bereft of harmony… the discordant notes rendering my songs out of tune. The words come back to me now, stinging me with their coherence. Could I have stepped out in search of that elusive tune that will bring me back my song, my harmony? A final end to the endless strife. But how will I manage? Alone. With my heavy baggage of privilege and entitlement. Impatience and condescension. Arrogance and authority. 

I am blinded by my tears. I try to fold my tray table so I can get up and wash my face. As I struggle with the tea and water cups, I see a hand stretched out offering to hold my cup. I look and smile at my co-passenger-who-is-a-kind-hearted-person. It is a watery smile. But a genuine one. 

The flight attendant apologizes to me as I leave the aircraft. I smile at her. 

I hope ‘the eyes’ have forgiven me. 

I am united with my orange appendage and as I drag it on the aerobridge, my oversized all-purpose canvas satchel hung diagonally across one shoulder and literally reaching my opposite knee, I feel ready. 

Ready for my hibernation. 

Will I undergo metamorphosis and emerge a butterfly? 

Or remain a caterpillar?

After all, hibernation does not transform. It simply rests and relaxes. Secludes and withdraws. Did I choose the wrong moniker? Or will there be a transformation during this hibernation?

I have one month to find out.



I step out looking for answers to questions I do not know yet.
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Torch-Bearer shows 
the way... 

I WAKE UP TO THE FIRST DAY OF WHAT I BELIEVE IS THE NEXT phase of my life. I am 52 years, 3 months and 29 days old. I am in an Ashram somewhere in the south of India. I have been dabbling in some yoga, on and off, for the past eight years, a bit in this gym, a bit in that Power Yoga class. Mostly to give my workout another option fearing a plateau – always a sidekick, never the hero of my physical regimen. Worse, there has been no serious effort to look into its history or philosophy, and so, I have absolutely no idea what to expect from this new phase. 

It is around 7 a.m. and I have overshot the 6 a.m. ‘Silent Walk’ that is on the list of To-Do Things today. No, I did not accidentally oversleep, but the person who checked me in last night insisted that I ‘take rest’ today. What did he mean by that? Does he think I am this city woman who will be unable to take the hardships of Ashram life? He should know better! This city woman thrives on challenges – in fact, she goes around looking for them. Of course, his words would later assume the wisdom brought upon by years of running the brutal one month of Teachers’ Training Course, but how was I to know it then? Here was this person who barely looked more than 18, but obviously was much older, flippantly telling me to take it easy on the ‘first day’. How was I to recognize the message coded in his innocuous sentence? Had he said, ‘Beware, save up on as much energy as possible today, as the next month is going to be the toughest you have lived on this earth,’ I would have probably heeded his advice. But that does not happen. So I brush off his suggestion and make my own plans.

When I had arrived here last night at around 10 p.m., the Ashram gates were closed and everything was shrouded in darkness. The moment I had left from the airport with my cab driver Vishnu, (it seems everyone is named after some deity in this region) I told him I was switching on my GPS. He too had it on, he said. But I was of course on hyper-alert mode and in no mood to take any chances in this ‘foreign’ land. It is true that I have travelled solo around the world for work, hopping in and out of taxis at any time of the day. Even though one needs to be extra careful about the logistics anywhere in the world, especially being a woman, it is in my own country that I feel the most vulnerable during late evenings. Unlike me, Husband had some connections in this part of the country, so I had requested, nay demanded, that he arrange a ‘known’ driver for me. 

‘You are being such a drama queen. It is perfectly safe.’

‘I know what I’m talking about. Just get me a ‘known’ driver.’

Like all others of his ilk, Husband knew better than to argue on this point and did the needful. 

As if to reinforce my fears, while I waited for my driver to bring the car, I was approached by a white lungi-clad man in his late thirties. 

‘Standing alone, madam? Where you from?’ he says leerily. 

I give him a dirty look and haughtily look away. 

‘Angry madam…’ He is cut off mid-sentence as my car screeches to a halt in the space between us.

I show him a mental middle finger and slide into the backseat, where I switch on my GPS and also text the family that I am safely in the car. 

I had ‘allowed’ Husband access to my location and now with several levels of protection in place, I try to relax in the Etios. The operative word here being try.

‘Play some music, na… FM?’

‘All in Tamil, Madam.’

‘That’s okay. Music has no language, no?’ I mentally shake my head at the ‘no’, which I always add to a sentence whenever I am trying to merge in a south-Indian-language-speaking environment.

Far from being even remotely relaxed, I continue to sit on the edge of the seat. We are now on a deserted road, the odd comfort of the crowded city left far behind. Misshapen shops have now given way to handsome mountains. I see farmlands merge into forests, which in daylight would have looked very pretty. But right now, at about 9 p.m., it looks anything but. I have already video-called my family across continents – Husband in Delhi, Older One in Edinburgh and Younger One in Manchester – and oscillated between sudden pauses and distortions on screen. Technology is a bane and a boon all at once. When my Younger One, tucked in the eighteenth-century Hulme Hall in the University of Manchester, begs to be allowed to go back to sleep, as he had been up the previous night working on his assignment, my heart is filled with immense love and sudden despair. What am I doing? Where am I going? I feel a lump in my throat and my eyes brim over. I have a panic attack, as it dawns on me that after we disconnect the call, I will be lost in this alien world, sitting in the backseat of a Toyota Etios, staring at the GPS as if my life depended on it. The connection is so bad that none of them see my tears and I say a cheerful goodbye. 

The forests grow denser, the mountains come closer and the road grows darker. Vishnu barely looks at his GPS, whereas I double-check to see we don’t take a wrong turn. And to my dismay we have overshot our left turn. The only one we had to take on the otherwise straight road so far. It is Vishnu who worriedly asks, ‘Madam, what GPS showing? May be missing turn?’

Ugh.

‘I’m so sorry. Yes, seems we had to turn left.’ In my earnest efforts not to miss a single turn, I had done just that. Missed the turn!

‘No problem, madam. Will reverse.’

Vishnu navigates the pitch-dark road with the white Etios’ tail lights, and it is then that I spot the signboard – old, decrepit, light-blue and screaming: ‘do NOT look at me’. It has an arrow pointing in with the name ASHRAM in fading white paint. 

‘We are okay now, madam.’ I can hear the relief in Vishnu’s voice. 

Yes, we are okay now, Vishnu.

As we near our destination, as indicated by Google Maps, I lose my mobile signal. What? Vishnu’s signal has gone as well. 

We have now driven past the estimated two minutes and no Ashram is in sight. We keep driving but it’s all a dark blur. 

‘Vishnu, I think we have shot past the Ashram. Should we turn back and go slowly?’ 

‘Yes, madam.’

We reverse and drive back on the same road, very slowly. This time Vishnu spots a sign in Tamil. He stops the car and as our eyes adjust to the darkness, a few gates emerge. All locked. My phone is still dead and there is no way I can call the Ashram for directions. 

‘Wait, madam. I will find out.’

I wait inside the car with bated breath. As I wonder what to do next looking worriedly at my lifeless phone, I see Vishnu running back. Behind him I see a torch-light and as Vishnu gets behind the wheel, miraculously a gate opens. 

It is the Torch-Bearer opening the gates to the new phase of my life. 

Vishnu has another brief conversation with Torch-Bearer as the latter looks at me before signalling me to get off. I look around nervously finding no sign to indicate this is the Ashram. 

‘Is this the Ashram?’

‘Yes, yes, madam,’ Vishnu shakes his head from left to right in a rhythmic motion. The typical sideways shaking of the head, which in other cultures might indicate a negative but in ours it means the affirmative. Always. 

Torch-Bearer is wearing his lungi folded so his knees are bare, as are his feet. I hesitatingly get off as Vishnu opens the boot of the Etios and Torch-Bearer heaves out my red suitcase. As Vishnu starts the ignition, I almost do not want him to leave. I have known him all of two hours and yet he is the closest to a familiar face in my life right now. The thought of being alone with Torch-Bearer in the back of beyond, with nothing to indicate this indeed is the Ashram, is not at all palatable. Yet I know I will have to let him go. I give him a generous tip and watch forlornly as the white Etios reverses on the gravel piercing through the silence of the darkness. I wave at him vigorously. 

I turn back to see Torch-Bearer has opened a register and is gesturing at me with a pen. His face is kind and even though neither of us speaks the other’s language, I now feel strangely safe in his company. 

‘How much taxi?’ are the first intelligible words from Torch-Bearer’s mouth.

‘Huh?’

I have no idea what he is saying. He then fishes out a laminated sheet and I notice it has taxi charges written on it. He taps at the name of a taxi company. 

‘How much he?’ He points at the gate. Oh, so he wants to know how much I paid my taxi driver and whether it matches his taxi company’s rates.

‘It’s okay. My car. My driver.’ I say touching my hand to my chest at each ‘My’. 

Whether or not he understands, he sets down the sheet and now jabs at the register with his right forefinger. I pick up the pen, which is now lying on the register, and enter my name, address, phone number and time of entry. I also look at the other entries on that page and am comforted again. While I have still not seen any sign to indicate that this is the Ashram, I reckon I am in the right place. 

I need to inform Husband that I have reached. Or at least that I am okay, considering I have gone from being constantly connected to being completely incommunicado. 

I fish out my phone to see that it is just about coming up for air, as one faint stick suggests that perhaps a call is possible. It is. Husband picks up on first ring. I disconnect within seconds.

Torch-Bearer wheels my red suitcase, as I wheel my orange appendage – eight wheels making a cacophony in the unusual silence of the environs. While I try to find my bearings, I hear a soft voice say, ‘New admission?’

Before I can react or even see the owner of the voice, it adds, ‘Softly. Don’t disturb the others.’ 

And then I see the orange apparition. Not exactly orange, but orangish-red, or gerua – the colour that most Hindu monks, sadhus, swamis, essentially ‘holy’ people wear, denoting renunciation. There is some debate on the thin line between gerua and bhagva, the latter being the saffron colour denoting fire and wisdom, also donned by Hindu sadhus. But in common parlance the attire is referred to as gerua. Dressed from top to bottom in gerua robes, this person is the first affirmation that I am indeed in the right place. This is The Ashram.

Suitably chastened but rejoicing because I am now certain that I have arrived at my destination, I lightly drag my orange appendage as Torch-Bearer drags the red one. 

I have not been able to make much of my surroundings as it is pitch dark, but with my eyes adjusting to the darkness, have managed to make out boards with ‘Dining Hall’ and ‘Tea Hut’ written on them. 

Tea Hut? 

The list of prohibited items in the Ashram, from their website and the confirmation email sent to me, flashes before my eyes, 

‘No coffee, no tea, no nudity.’ 

I remember having laughed at the strange assembly of these three words, the first two obviously having a connection, but the third one almost a forced afterthought. Humour aside, I had been disappointed to know that being in south India I would be deprived of the best that it has to offer, at least to the caffeine connoisseur in me – its filter coffee. But realizing that this was a month of complete detoxification, and caffeine was frowned upon by all wellness institutions, I had willed myself to rise to the challenge. And now this! TEA hut?

While I am trying to figure out this caffeine conundrum in my head, and trying not to miss a step, completely relying on the moon and stars for some light, Torch-Bearer comes to an abrupt halt, unceremoniously letting go of my red suitcase. 

‘Leave luggage here, madam.’ 

Whaaat? In the middle of nowhere?

Before I have time to challenge this absurd suggestion, he has already walked down a few steps and turned left. He stands at a door that is wide open and has some footwear lying outside. He beckons me to follow him, this time gesticulating wildly. Not seeing any other option but to ‘leave luggage’ right there, I let go of orange appendage, thankful that the satchel with my more valuable possessions is safely slung across my shoulder, and go towards the open door, stopping there to take off my Pumas. Torch-Bearer had no such incumbrance as he had walked the gravelled path bare feet. There is a board on the door with the word OFFICE painted on and it leads into a room that is thankfully lit with several tube lights. Aah, so the Ashram does depend upon Edison’s invention and is not solely reliant upon Nature’s bounties! While the outside seemed to follow the diktat of sunset equating complete retreat, the inside of this room has an optimistic hustle and bustle of an office with the clock striking past 10 p.m. not screeching into halt their wheels, like the rest of the Ashram. Three people sit behind the desk, a desktop computer and two laptops clacking in happy disarray. Normalcy, I sigh in relief tinged with a stray sense of disappointment. Wait, what did I expect? Just because it’s an Ashram, should they have been writing with feather quills dipped in ink? And even as relief and disappointment tug at my inner self, I find myself extremely nervous. I barely manage to mumble a very distorted Om Namah Shivaye in response to their cheery, clearer version. 

‘Do you want some water,’ asks half-man-half-boy kindly, obviously sensing my nervousness.

‘No, no. I would like to check in please.’ I realize I am fumbling. A similar scene replays in my head with me standing at the reception desks in plush hotels all over the world, several times over, nonchalantly and self-assuredly responding to check-in protocol. Cool as cucumber. What is it about this modest little room with its simple plywood-topped steel furniture, two steel almirahs, one window, a door and these three kind-looking young men earnestly referring to loose sheets, with their hesitant fingers awkwardly typing into the keyboard, that is making me so nervous?

‘Can you please show your ID, madam?’

I take out my Burberry wallet, a bit embarrassed by it in these modest surroundings, quite sure that the three men are judging me for simply holding it, and start frantically looking for my driver’s license.

I cannot find it. 

‘It was right here,’ I say to no one in particular. 

‘It is okay, madam, take your time. Why don’t you 
sit down?’ 

It is then I realize that I have been standing all this time. I must cut quite a comical figure – twisted into a convoluted shape trying to balance the mini-holdall of a satchel, a bit lightheaded, standing lopsidedly without any support. I also realize, as an aside, that my wallet could have been made of straws and it would have still not invited as much as a glance from these three young men. They were trying to make me comfortable and I was anything but. 

Having not found my license in the wallet, I cast it aside on the table and gingerly sit on the edge of one of the rickety chairs, now rummaging through my satchel. 

It is when we are done with the formalities of producing an ID proof, two photographs and filling a form for which I have to fish out my spectacles, that the slightly older-looking second man in spectacles called Vineet introduces me to the tall person sitting on the same side as I am. 

‘This is Mr Murugan. He is also doing the TTC with you.’

The tall man turns his face to me. He is wearing the same clothes as the three behind the table and, going by the faded appearance of the ‘uniform’ and the ease of his interaction with the Ashram ‘office’, it seems he has already been here for some time.

‘Hi!’ I say hesitatingly. 

‘Om Namah Shivaye,’ he says smiling. 

‘Om Namah Shivaye,’ I smile back. By now I should have figured out that this is the preferred greeting here. No, Hi, Hello, Namaste. 

Just Om Namah Shivaye. Salutations to the God present in you and in me.

‘This time we have 60 TTC students and 100 Yoga holiday guests,’ says Vineet somewhat proudly. 

I manage to give an encouraging smile in response as I know I am expected to. But SO many students? Oh. 

By this time, half-boy-half-man, who is called Kailash, has risen from his chair and I can see him opening the steel almirah standing in the other corner of the room. He expertly takes out some bed linen and asks me to follow him. 

Infinitely more at ease now, I greet everyone with folded hands and ‘Om Namah Shivaye’ and follow Kailash out of the room.

We wear our respective footwear and he easily balances my red monstrosity in one hand and the bundle of bed linen under the other, and nimbly climbs another set of steps. I struggle to keep his pace with my orange appendage and holdall satchel. 

We walk a few steps on a stone-and-grass patch and reach another set of steps. How will I ever get a lay of this land? I look back anxiously trying to memorize the directions but failing miserably to do so. Note to self – Do NOT arrive at an alien space once the sun sets. Definitely not in environs where 10 p.m. is ‘Lights Out’. 

‘Your roommate is asleep,’ Kailash informs me. ‘So we won’t disturb her. I will give you another room today and tomorrow you can move in with her.’

Further note to self. Roommate sleeps at 10 p.m.! Hmm…One month with a roommate who sleeps at 10 p.m. HELP!

We stop when we reach Room No. D-2. Kailash expertly opens the lock and opens the door into…

…My room! 

It is simply lovely. Simple. Lovely. 

It is spacious and although the floor is the old-world, typical Government house dark grey cement and the walls crudely white-washed, I have a ‘coming-home’ feeling here. Two single beds lie along opposite walls. The beds have those wooden frames that are typically used to hang mosquito nets. I am not too worried about mosquitoes, as they usually do not bother me. Whilst I have had some moments of self-doubt about my ‘dusky’ complexion – in a country like ours, with half my relatives belonging to the North and Maa being a Dogra, it is impossible not to be influenced by the accepted definition of beauty, especially of the female form, even though Papa’s Bengali family more than compensated by having declared me the most beautiful Sen girl, much before Sushmita was crowned such by the Universe – I have been grateful to it for keeping the pesky muchhurs at bay. Every time I have sat in a room with someone with lighter skin than mine, the muchhur has always gravitated to that person, and I have been pretty much left alone. 

By way of ‘cupboards’, there are shelves carved into the walls on both sides, so that each bed has a wall of shelves at the foot of the bed. Even though, the whitewash layers each shelf in a thin film of dust, that does not bother me as I heave my satchel up and place it on one of the shelves.

I have chosen the bed on the left side, something to do with not having to see the bathroom door ajar. That it is only for one night, does not affect the fact that I still decide to exercise my choice albeit for a few hours. Would my the-one-who-sleeps-at-10 p.m. roommate have already chosen this side? The thought rankles. 

There is a tiny white washbasin on the left wall, just outside what is the single bathroom to be shared by the two inmates of this room. Right across from the beds is a wall, most of which is a window, outside of which at this time of the night I have no idea what lies. I try to peer outside and make out the faint outline of a… volleyball net? I then see a moving tiny light and a few seconds later, a voice to go with it. Someone is talking on a mobile phone! A mobile phone? The list of dos and don’ts that I have read enough times to have memorized it, comes to mind immediately! Mobile phones were to be used only during certain hours at designated places and definitely not after 10 p.m.! First caffeine, then mobile phone after 10 p.m., next what. Nudity? Ha ha. As I am cracking these pathetic jokes that my boys will surely crucify me for, a loud voice comes from the room next door. 

‘You know mobile phones are not allowed after 10 p.m.? You are disturbing my sleep!’ So this is the-one-who-sleeps-at-10 p.m. and soon-to-be-my-roommate? Dear god! I had fervently hoped for a good roommate. Having never been in a hostel-like situation before, I greedily lap up my boys’ tales of roommates and the good and bad that come with them. No, no, that does not mean that all my degrees are forged! I did go to University, but lived in the comfort of my home. The one chance I got to go to the prestigious King’s College, on a scholarship, no less, Papa bid us all good bye and left the world. A cardiologist and chest specialist, he collapsed outside his clinic from, ironically, heart failure. Losing Papa at the age of 24 was the first and to date the biggest tragedy of my life. Needless to say, going abroad to study was not a viable option any longer. Anyway, coming back to never having a roommate (no, Husband does not qualify), I was so looking forward to it, even if just for a month. But now the thought makes me shudder. The voice next door. No, I did not sign up for that. 

As I plot and scheme about how to avoid going into shared accommodation with her, I find myself very thirsty. The office trio had kindly asked if I had eaten. I had answered in the affirmative. Not that it would have made a difference had I said I was ravenous because immediately after, they informed me that dinner gets over by 7 p.m. There was nothing to eat. At all. The one ‘boutique’, which I am told occasionally sells snacks, also shuts at 7.30 p.m. So what do people who check in after 8 p.m. do? I did not ask the question but it lingered for some time in my increasingly confused mind. 
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