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Zahra


WHEN, AFTER SQUEEZING her into a small space between a bus stop and a pushcart bearing grapes, I hopped out of my Maruti 800, Zelda, on this, the very last Thursday of our good times together, I discovered that the flat tyre I’d diagnosed was all a work of my imagination. For three long minutes, I, Farhad Billimoria, had been chugging along on one side of the road in first gear, like my grandfather in the 1930s in his Morris Minor, while to my right all the aggressive new money of Bombay zipped past on hot wheels. No flat tyre here—oh no. Just the tender concern of a high-grade Parsi man for his Parsi-owned car—in automobile years as old as Queen Elizabeth and, like her, still classier than whatever came after—and now the rush-hour grime and frenzy that blew black and bilious upon my face and departing soul.


On the pushcart, the grapes of my last Indian March were big, firm and likely sweet, although nothing like the California Red Globes that I’d be scrunching next week, waltzing around my brother’s spare room in my crimson bathrobe, beating time to the sounds of Coltrane and Queen or tightening my muscles in preparation for horizontal days on the beach, immersed in the sky above and the skin below—that is, if there was a clear view of these things, San Francisco being the world capital of clouds (as Bombay is the world capital of clods). But come now, Farhad, I said, it wasn’t fair to apply the same standard, whether to grapes, girls or governments. This was India, and that was America, and that was now the whole argument and direction of my life. As I held a pesticide-coated bunch up to my nose—unwashed, they were the grapes of wrath—the memory came back to me (just as Proust suddenly remembered his Madeleine) of walking in my half-pant years in the heady green half-light under the trellises of the copious vines at my Uncle Mehernosh’s orchards in Nasik. All the world’s forms seemed to fuse: the bright chandelier on the ceiling of an apartment high above me was a bunch of electric grapes, and I remembered that the massed monsoon clouds of Bombay often looked grapey, too, and if so, the sliver of sunlight that sometimes streamed through them was the vine.


Hmm . . . the smells. After a lifetime inhaling the exhalations of our noxious city, lately named Mumbai by the nativist Marathas, and Mumabi by me as a provocation to them (they didn’t seem to notice), my nose was now inured to all but the strongest, most stomach-churning vapours and stenches. Long one of Mumbai’s most peaked Parsi beaks, this disenchanted nose no longer reported any news of the world and had, years before the rest of me, seceded from the Republic of India, established in 1947 with all good intentions and plenty of bad habits just waiting to break free. But now that it—my nose, that is, not the country—had been God-promised that the body would soon be leaving, it had come alive again and was twitching. As I took in a shot of the potent air-cocktail that would soon be removed from my life’s menu, I found I could pick apart all its components: the yeasty aroma of fresh pav from an Irani bakery, diesel farts from a tempo, the diabolical and diabetical tea that Indians love to brew with milk and sugar, Amul cheese over nachos and baked beans at an Udupi restaurant, the sugarcane juice that always makes me crap in streams afterwards, dried fish, jasmine agarbattis, uncleared, well-fermented garbage and . . .


Oh Zarathustra!


. . . and mmm the riddling scent of a woman’s perfume—the sort of smell for which a man’s nose always has time. My nose knew who it was, and after a few seconds my top-five-percentile brain (two degrees, one gold medal, no children) worked it out. Unless I was very wrong, I’d just performed the olfactory equivalent of discovering the proverbial noodle in the haystack. In a city of nineteen million, I’d managed to track down a woman by her perfume, like Sherlock Holmes and the Hound of the Baskervilles all rolled into one. And that woman was none other than—speak the words with rapturous reverence, rolling your r’s all the while—Zahra, a veritable goddess from top to bottom and actually even further down, all the way to her feet.


Already, though, I could see a flaw in my scented syllogism. Was I in the vicinity not of Zahra herself but only the perfume she favoured? Was this another victory of the endless replicability of a capitalistic world over the particularity of human beings? (The day this tension is eliminated, humanity perishes.) If only Dior, Issey Miyake or Bulgari could assure me that they manufactured this swoon-scent in a special edition of one, I’d pay for top-ups for the user the rest of my life. My eyes searched the packed and burgeoning world, hoping, panicking, despairing, until miraculously they came to rest upon Zahra standing behind the glass door of a cosmetics shop across the road.


Hurrah for life and hey-ho to the world! It struck me that for Zahra’s perfume to linger in this odour-dense place, she must have crossed the road just before I had arrived—perhaps right in front of my nose. My eyes had certainly missed her.


Zahra’s back was to me, true, but there was no mistaking that back, possessed of more personality than so many faces that had come my way in this life. I’d studied that back, a sculptor’s dream, with such wonder, such fascination, such longing—when all euphemisms are eliminated, such lust—two nights ago, when I’d seen her for the first time at the Navjote ceremony of twelve-year-old Neville, the grandson of Phiroz and Freny Irani of Rustom Baug, close friends of my late great mother and top benefactors of my psychotherapy practice.


Although Zahra’s back was now covered by a white tunic that went all the way down to her knees (below which her petite frame continued towards the floor in a pair of black tights and met it in a pair of golden slippers), I knew exactly where that small beauty spot lay between those shoulder blades, for I’d had many glimpses of it courtesy of the low-backed blouse she had been wearing two nights ago with a creamcoloured, gold-bordered sari, as, escorted by a cross-eyed, buck-toothed relative, friend or lover she shimmered across the grounds of Colaba Agiary, arousing laughter and blood. But I could see into the whole of the shop: Zahra was alone this evening and there for the taking—or at least the talking. Nothing stood between us but four rows of the martial motorists of Bombay.


Oh delicious syllables! Zah-ra. Ra-zah. Zah-zah. Rah-rah. (Since I was a child, I’ve always had the habit of turning names around to see how they sound. Indeed, doing this to my own name—Had-fur—takes us right back to the origins of our species, to our long, epochal night as monkeys.) America! America! America! As soon as those r’s began to roll, it seemed to me, life began to roll. And even before I could reach America’s generous shore, swelling with the tides of human desire, rippling with the possibility of a more perfect union, it was already offering me its toothsome goods right here at my doorstep in Bombay. Because I’d known, as soon as I’d heard Zahra speak the other night, that she either had lived or did now live in the States. And then I’d literally levitated when she’d revealed—during the two distracted minutes that we’d managed to spend together, bombarded on all sides by naturally exuberant Parsis raised by good food and drink to their most boisterous—that she lived not just in any old place on that vast continent but in SAN FRANCISCO! And I’d said in return—with all the serenity of a bullet leaving a gun, or a sperm its source—that, hey, that was the very place I was headed to next week. She was about to ask why, but just then her cock-blocking companion arrived and broke us up.


And as we drifted away from one another, I knew that I had neither the confidence nor the cunning to circle back into her orbit again and that there could lie many a slip, many a slip between the Bombay cup of this evening and those Frisco lips and the fresco of Zahra and me in America. And when Zahra suddenly disappeared (why do beautiful women always leave parties before anyone else?) without me extracting from her anything like a telephone number, address or neighbourhood—and after Facebook yielded over fifty Zahras—I feared I would never see her again. And that had added a gloomy new note to my departure, even as I put the finishing touches on my twenty-four years of adulthood in Bombay, twenty-three years of ownership of Zelda, fifteen years of marriage (and then two as a single man) and twelve years of independent practice.


The likelihood, therefore, of my running into Zahra again was even lower than that of any of my Gujarati clients paying their bills without asking for a concession. But there you have it. Every man deserves a lucky break at least once in his romantic life, and mine had come late, a few days short of my forty-second birthday.


Entering the shop, I parked myself by the small section for men, conscious of a heart flutter, of my abs retreating inwards from the waistband that enclosed them (and of some other fantastic goods, given many names by the human tongue). One of the two attendants reluctantly disengaged himself from the beauty and came over to the beast. But Zahra herself didn’t turn, not even when I asked for this shaving gel and that hair cream in the suave, Anglo-accented Hindi that so impresses my clients and persuades them that I am The One. I heard her speak to the other chap about matters of great consequence— pH balance and exfoliation—in that husky voice that had given such depths of meaning to the pleasantries we’d exchanged the other night. (‘Oh, Dr Billimoria, I’ve only been back in India a week, but I think I’m already in need of therapy. How do you people ever manage to live in this madhouse?’)


How to move now? I was stumped. Where was the inspiration for which the Billimorias of Bombay (and before that, Surat, and before that, Persia prior to the age of Islam) had been renowned for centuries? I felt myself transported for the second time that evening into my half-pant years. In 1984, on Valentine’s Day, as an ardent and acnaceous schoolboy in braces, I’d given myself ten minutes of the blackest indecision in a corner of the playground of Campion School before approaching a girl with the fourth and subtlest version of a note I’d written her. (Too subtle, as her helpless laughter showed. The art of reading was in danger even then.) I saw that the right way to have dealt with my latest challenge in romance was simply to have walked in, given myself three seconds and said, clear as a bell, like a real or Raymond’s man, ‘Ah! Zahra! Isn’t that you? What a pleasant surprise!’


What if I went out again and got it right on take two? Even George Clooney, to whom some people have said I bear a resemblance from certain angles, presumably required one sometimes. I turned to leave.


‘Dr Billimoria! Hey! Isn’t that you? Remember me?’


‘Oh my God, it’s you!’ I gasped, more surprised than even Zahra. ‘Zahra, isn’t it? We met at the Navjote.’


With only a dab of make-up on, and in flats rather than heels, Zahra looked less spectacular than she had the other day, but more accessible—at a level where she could be engaged with, rather than merely worshipped. I had the curious feeling of being in a dream. I’d only met her the once, and then for two days I’d longed for nothing more than to have her face and frame in front of my own again. But now that the moment was here, I had trouble even looking her in the eye. I really was so badly out of touch with the art of romance!


‘This really is so serendipitous,’ I said, reaching for the word that always calms me and impresses others. ‘So, how’ve you been? Ready to go home, or has Bombay worked its charms on you, so I’m going to discover that there’s still only one member of our faith in San Francisco?’


Zahra laughed in her worldly, disconcerting way, as if able to read the panic behind my jest. ‘Bombay—what a city! I’m more stressed out here than I’ve been at any time in the last ten years. I really think I need your services, Dr Billimoria.’


‘Really? What happened?’


‘I wish something had happened. I spent all of today in the court over a land dispute and nothing happened. Everyone just tried to get the day to end quickly and adjourn for tomorrow. I get more things done in my dreams, baba, than these people do in a working day.’


‘Please call me Farhad,’ I said, faintly aware of a conversation time lag—I was divided by my attention to Zahra’s eyes, her nose, her mouth, her hair, her hoop earrings, her neck, her shoulders, her waist, her legs, her manner and her words all at the same time.


‘Well, I’m not doing anything particular with my evening,’ said Zahra. ‘Shall we get a cup of coffee somewhere?’


‘Um . . . coffee? Yes, coffee. Shall we?’


‘Why not—if you’re free? We didn’t really get a chance to chat the other day at Neville’s Navjote, and you said you’re coming to live in my city soon?’


‘Uh, coffee? I’d love you—I mean, I’d love to—but I’m headed to a family dinner in my honour in Colaba, and I’m already late.’ I saw Zahra looking at me sceptically. ‘Parsis aren’t like other Indians, as you know. They take punctuality very seriously.’


Zahra laughed. ‘Are you scared of me, Dr Billimoria . . . Farhad? Don’t worry, I don’t bite.’


‘Well . . . why don’t you come along with me?’


‘I couldn’t do that!’


‘Well, listen . . . what do you say to . . . to meeting tomorrow evening instead?’


‘Sure. I don’t think I’m doing anything tomorrow after six. Are you a member of the Willingdon Club? I went there many years ago and loved it.’


‘The Willingdon! Oh no, I know too many people there. It’s always full of Parsis. If I get a detail of any story slightly wrong, some little old lady will come across and say, “You’re wrong there, Farhad Billimoria! I know for a fact that the Bapsy Kapadia you’re speaking of married Rustom Sidhwa in 1956. I was there.” And the next day, half the town will know that we met for dinner, and the editors of the society pages will call and offer to publish a picture of us for a fee.’


‘Hee hee—you’re funny!’


Encouraged, realizing that it was not only himself he could keep well entertained, Dr Billimoria now chirped, ‘So, no, never the Willingdon. If anything, I may be escaping Bombay primarily to escape the Willingdon. Why don’t we . . . tell you what, let’s go to Aer, on the rooftop of the Four Seasons Hotel in Worli. It’s got a great view.’


‘Air? Like what we breathe? I don’t know this place,’ said Zahra. ‘It must have opened after I was last here in 2005.’


‘Wow, you haven’t been back for six years? That’s right, it started after that. Are you going the same way as me? In that case, I can offer you a ride in my vintage car.’


‘I’d have loved that, but I have to go the other way, to Breach Candy, to my sister’s.’ Zahra had a way of looking off into the far distance suddenly in the middle of a sentence. ‘So I guess it’ll have to be tomorrow. Where do you live?’


‘Worli Sea Face.’


‘Hmm . . . must be nice.’


‘Yes . . . but San Francisco will be nicer.’


‘How are you so sure?’


‘Let’s talk about it when we meet tomorrow.’


‘Sounds like a—taxi!’


As the passing taxi slowed down, the cars behind it raised a storm of outraged and outrageous honking that drowned out the clarinets and trombones of my heart—while, responding to one or possibly both soundtracks, Zahra whipped open the door of the vehicle and leapt in with astonishing agility. She leaned out of the window, trying not to look extremely pleased with herself. ‘All right, Dr Billimoria, so shall we say seven tomorrow at this Air place?’


‘Seven, yes!’ I shouted, unused to drawing attention to myself in public. The feeling was so wonderful, now that a beautiful woman was a part of the spectacle, that I added, ‘That was an amazing move!’


‘Thanks! I do yoga. You should try it too!’


With a wave, Zahra disappeared into the ocean of humanity—all waves tending to disappear into oceans—and Farhad, not being the same me or man who had crossed the street just a few minutes ago, was left behind to marvel at the miracle of what had just happened.


What a life! What was life? I couldn’t work it out at all. Two romanceless, celibate, stopped-up, self-flagellating years had gone by in this city without my meeting anyone like Zahra. All that while, I’d been going to parties thrown by friends or clients, Parsi dinners and charitable functions, conferences and seminars, book readings and concerts, without ever securing the attention of someone both attractive and unclaimed from the opposite sex. (Yes, there was that swooning widow Gira at cousin Murzban’s Navroze dinner last year, but if I’d gotten involved with her, my main contribution to the marriage might have been a second chapter to her widowhood.) The few single women in their late thirties or ascending forties I met were all curiously withdrawn and morose, as if being left out of the first and best rounds of the marriage carnival had subdued them for good and turned their minds to higher things such as the Art of Living or the education of slum children. Even if I found them interesting, I couldn’t tell at all whether the sentiment was reciprocated—they never invited me to coffee, as Zahra had just done. We talked about all sorts of things—the weather, the Parsi Punchayet elections, the Tata succession, the Bandra-Worli Sea Link—without ever getting to other subjects of consequence. You know, the real subjects. And all the while, my lonely zabb—that, as you didn’t know, is the lovely word in The Arabian Nights for the male member, which also customarily has for its delectation a whole zenana, the lucky bastard— was inflaming my brain with its white heat. I was young(ish)—and free—but what of that? It meant nothing in a world like this.


Slowly, because of these puzzling and peculiar ladies, I lost sight of what was attractive about myself—God, if I was attractive at all—and took to trying out all kinds of poses and roles, some of which were me and some of which were not me. I was silent one night and I was chatty the next, I dressed casual and I dressed formal, I wore my glasses and I wore contact lenses, I spoke in elevated dialects and demotic tongues. But none of these measures seemed to make any difference; it was as if a God’s curse was upon me.


Oh, how I’d suffered the torments of body and soul, dick and dream! I spoke aloud to myself more than I had ever done before, trying, through stern orders and rebukes, to keep the beleaguered Farhadian soul—at some point in this dispiriting period, I’d even begun to refer to myself in the third person to create some distance between myself and my troubles—from sinking underwater. I sometimes caught myself on the border of unprofessionalism with a female client, risking, with one misstep, the cancellation of the licence and reputation I had dedicated my entire youth to acquiring. I went out by myself to late shows at the cinema and took illicit pleasure in the spectacle of teenagers making out in the dark. I gazed at bodies in newspapers and the internet, and the more real they became, the more remote did the real bodies of the world become. I even almost called up Anna to see if she wanted to get back together! Frankly, the day wasn’t far when I’d be needing therapy myself.


But now, as Zahra’s easy, natural conversation—indeed flirtation— with me had proved, the problem wasn’t with my own nature. The problem was with a buttoned-up Bombay, enclosed in the vice-like grip of this watchdog country—it was this that was squeezing Farhad into an ever-narrower space, even as he became richer, smarter and more comfortable in his own newly single, mingle-seeking skin. I’d found out this evening that I was no monster, patriarchally projecting my desires on to the disinterested and the self-sufficient. Rather, I could see better than ever that my surmise had been correct—that once Farhad Billimoria and his environment were cleanly parted, life would begin again. And that emerging life, on the other side of my birthday, was already reaching out for this old one, to shake it energetically, to thrill it proleptically, in the form of this visitor from San Francisco.


It was time to make a New Deal with myself. I’d lived a life of so much learning and labour; of so much polite, domestic and therapeutic talk; of so much devotion (albeit declining by the slightest degrees till finally all dead) to a daunting and disapproving wife; up so many staircases and through so many doors; through so many doors and so many suits; past so many birthdays and so many Navrozes, without really making room for that highest of all sensual pleasures, that greatest of self-erasures. Sexually, I belonged to the middle of the twentieth century—if even that far forward. Like a Brahmin, I’d subsisted too much in mind, too little in body, too much in conformity, too little in freedom. My brain had in every sense always been Master Superior to my zabb, and as a consequence, both were, at the age of almost-fortytwo, lacking in air and fulfilment. Oh Farhad! I couldn’t wait to leave for the promised land. Except that I didn’t want to leave Bombay either as long as Zahra was here.


But why had I been standing aimlessly on this pavement for so long?


Even as Zahra had arrived to fill the Void, another gap had appeared in the universe where Zelda had once stood.


Twenty-three years into her life as the most charming car in Bombay, my precious baby had just been towed away for the first time.


By the time my relatives let me go, it was nearly midnight—not too bad, since it was already past ten by the time I arrived at the dinner party after having rescued Zelda from the yard of the Tardeo police station. I drove back from Colaba to Worli, warm with wine and wish-fulfilment, not hurrying, true, but not feeling anywhere as nostalgic either as everybody seemed to assume I was, for these soon-to-be-forsaken lanes, these neighbourhoods and their old, resonant names, for the cuisine of my community (eggs can never fail you) and for the rest of this city. Not nostalgic for the ex-wife whom I’d romanced in cafes now closed down, and under trees now cut down, and on streets now engloomed by flyovers, and through years now marked off and museumed in neat decades—and not nostalgic for the very relatives who were assuming the presence of these emotions.


The older ones had fussed over me, and brought up the smiling shadows of my late mother and father, and chuckled over the mischief of my adolescence and the shenanigans of my youth (very minor when seen in a twenty-first-century context). And some had said: ‘Don’t settle down there just like your brother! We hope to see you back by the 2014 general elections latest.’ And others: ‘Watch out for those American broads, dikra! They’re all fast, and they all wear push-up bras, and you won’t know what’s hit you.’ (They were so proud that they knew the word ‘broads’.) Cousin Gulshan, who’d had a crush on me when she was thirteen and I, twenty, had given me a card with many sweet reminiscences in it and a picture drawn with her daughter’s crayons. Auntie Farzana had sold me a ticket for a charity raffle. First prize was a washing machine.


No one mentioned Anna, as if the subject was now off bounds forever, when in fact I would’ve been perfectly happy to discuss her, having at last attained the same detachment towards my ex-wife as I had towards my late marriage. About a month ago, a friend had told me that he’d seen Anna at dinner at the Thai Pavilion with an unknown man, and I had pretended unconcern and nonchalance. But today, I was willing not only to concede the likelihood of such an event being a date but even to hope that it was one. Why should anybody be unhappy or loveless? Tonight, I felt newly generous towards our Mumabi of many disappointments.


But hello! Returning yet again to my memory of the axial moment of the evening, I chanced upon something intriguing—and so much at odds with my impression of Zahra that it had to be true and not a figment of my imagination. I saw on her face a flicker of doubt, of anxiety, of vulnerability, as she asked, so very casually, so very naturally, if I wanted to meet her for a coffee. Could it be that . . . perhaps she, too, had thought she was never going to see me again? The entire gulf between human wants and human fears was in that instant exposed— and with that, the reassuring knowledge that we are all the same and in need of the same things. A few more days of such piercing thoughts, and I’d be ready to take over from old Osho and Deepak Chopra.


The mind—it came to me on the downward slope of Peddar Road, between Jaslok Hospital and Haji Ali Juice Centre—was like a sky. A sky, and the winds of the cogito ergo sum self blew thoughts across it continuously (from left to right if you were English-thinking, from right to left if you thought in Persian or Arabic). To be sure, this much had been proffered by many before me—a Billimoria never plagiarizes a thought about thought. But . . . it seemed far too simple a picture of what went on up there, in there. All thoughts were not of the same dimension or consequence, after all, and even the same thought could arrive time after time and wind itself into different clusters of thoughts or generate vastly different emotions.


No, it seemed more truthful to say that the mind was always a mind in time. The mind was less a noun than a verb—it was a series of moods and mental states. And some mental states were so dramatic they stood out just like clouds in the sky, briefly discrete and dramatic, far more immediate and important to the self than the sky-mind behind—but then also fading away. It was this quality that made the self such an interesting place—a self that appeared stable or readable to others, but that might stealthily be drifting into some new place on its own clouds.


And when the mind saw clouds drifting low in its sky, as I was now doing, it knew that something really interesting was going on in that lonesome world—that it was living a life that only it could live. And the therapeutic implication of this was that once the mind had experienced a powerful mood-cloud and perceived how many elements were in dynamic interplay in it—in my case, Bombay, San Francisco, Zahra, Zelda, memory, beauty, Zahra, laughter, farewells, rich language, dreadful puns, sexual tingles, Zahra, even the very thoughts about clouds I was thinking right now—then perhaps it could learn, self-consciously, to compound from the bewildering chaos and variety of life its own clouds of pleasure, peace or animation. Or even to dissolve thunderclouds of self-pity, rage or resentment. The sight of clouds in the sky were like a spur for the clouds of the mind—it was those hot, flat, cloudless blue skies of India that made Indians so complacent, moralistic, fatalistic, monotone. No more of that kind of humdrum mental weather! From this day onwards, in anticipation of America, I’d make every day of mine rich in mindclouds—and I’d show others how to do the same. Perhaps in ten years I’d even be credited for bringing the new art of cloud therapy to the world out of San Francisco. I saw the function in the city hall . . . I was wearing a black suit and my hair was greyer . . . Zahra was sitting in the front row . . .


Something in my field of vision loomed up close—the car in front of me had screeched to a halt. I cried out and hit the brakes, too. The world closed in upon me, and I realized, from a place of curious detachment, that I was going to crash and this was the end. Time stopped entirely. And in that moment—which afterwards seemed the most fine-grained of my entire life—the image came back of the flicker on Zahra’s beautiful face as she asked me out, as if it were not just a tremor in her own being but a premonition of what was going to happen to me. And the loneliness, both of the moment and of the years just past, cut deep into me, with a relief that it would now all be over, and I felt falling over me a happiness that I was saying goodbye to life just when everything was perfectly poised, just as new love had blossomed in my heart that the passage of time might only degrade. In short, I experienced the grace that all people desire when they depart this world. Then there came a grinding noise, and my body was lifted up and sent crashing down again.


Silent was the world, but reverberating—in a way that suggested time and life. I was not in heaven but in Bombay.


The date with Zahra was on!


The door of the other car opened. A dark, good-looking man about my age stepped out. He surveyed the damage, wincing, then broke abruptly into a loud laugh. He brought his hands together in slow, apparently sarcastic, applause.


‘Listen,’ I said, trying to get out, but Zelda’s door handle was jammed. ‘I’m sorry, but . . .’


The bumpee came over, still laughing, and pulled the door open.


‘. . . it really wasn’t my fault,’ I finished. ‘You braked so suddenly and . . .’


He returned in a thick South Indian accent, ‘You have done a very good job with your small car, mister, of buggering my large car. Wait, let me take a photograph.’


‘Listen, sir, let’s not involve the police.’


‘Hmm . . . which angle would be best? I want to get Haji Ali in the background.’


‘I have a flight to catch soon!’


‘Calm down, calm down. By the way, I am Balu. Yourself ?’


‘Farhad. Dr Farhad Billimoria.’


‘O-ho. A doctor. We have to send both our cars to the hospital now, no, Doctor? The problem is, this is not my, but my wife’s car. And I have made so many mistakes in the past that when I make a new one, my wife gets very angry. If she sees the car like this, I will be . . .’ He drew a hand across his throat.


I wanted to say I used to have such a wife, too, but this wasn’t the time and place for male bonding, and so I said, ‘You don’t need to worry. There’s a very good twenty-four-hour garage not far from here, and I’d be happy to pay for the repairs.’


‘Really?’ He paused. ‘Okay, I accept your offer.’


‘Great, here’s my card.’


Balu’s phone rang. He studied the display with a vexed expression before taking the call. An agitated voice hectored him for what seemed like an age. Balu heard him out impressively impassively, while I waited intensely impatiently.


‘Just one more day, sir! The missionaries will definitely arrive by tomorrow, I promise. And they will be fully to your satisfaction.’


The missionaries? Oh Jesus. What was going on? For a whole year, no one I had met had so much as acknowledged that there was something like sex in this world. Then, the night that the greatest of all human forces came flooding back into my life, a chance encounter led to the revelation that even the missionaries of the world were apparently going at it like rabbits.


Balu turned to me and shrugged. ‘What to do with people? Yes, sir, you were saying? Ah, your card.’


A buxom, saried, bindied lady emerged from the other door of Balu’s car. She called out, ‘Darling, I can’t stand it in here any more. You took the key out and the air conditioning isn’t working. Is it very bad?’


Balu laughed. ‘Well, let’s just say I can’t take a car that looks like this home to Hemlata. Meet my good friend Dr Billimoria. Tonight, God has chosen him to be a—how do you call it?—an agent of love. How about we check the car into his favourite garage and ourselves into a hotel for the night?’


‘A hotel? Oh, you naughty boy! There’s always only one thing on your mind.’


On any other day in the age of my recent singledom, the words of this insouciant philanderer, coolly juggling wives, mistresses and missionaries, would have provoked a stab of envy in me. But tonight, they merely reminded me I had ascended to a higher spiritual plane. And all because of Zahra.




We Are in Bombay


WHEN I OPENED my eyes after the sunsleep I had, after long hours, been able to resist no further, I saw before me Eeja, sitting erect in His chair, staring straight at me, into me. Dusk had dawned. The crow that had perched by the window all afternoon had flown off. On the bed next to my own chair, Ooi was taking sleep downstream with long, musical snores, Her unbound red, white and black hair covering the pillow, the folds of Her green sari wrinkles around Her skinwrinkles. Horizontal and vertical, the two of Them rested heavily as boulders, one to my left, one to my right.


Outside our small, bare, sad room, the spirits of night were charging at this world with their heavy, darkening mantles. The air had the sweet smell of old and high-born people, the vapours of ointments and potions, and some other thing that could only be Bombay.


As the light faded, Eeja’s face grew less and less clear, but His head did not move, nor even His eyes in the middle of it, popping-peering from behind His large glasses on His nose.


Could He be dead? A tremor of panic passed through me. Eeja!


I felt a strange excitement, too—because, in passing out of this world, Eeja would at long last have done something new, and I could be home just in time for the election. I was about to rise to touch Him when a small hindwhistle escaped from Him and blew away my doubts and hopes. Nothing had changed. Everything was the same. We sat opposite one another listening to Ooi’s rising and falling snores, as if passing them back and forth between ourselves like chillum-pipes, saying, ‘Here, you,’ ‘No, brother, you,’ ‘All right, brother, now you.’


As with the Lord Jagannath, whose staring eyes pierce all, nothing remained of Eeja now but His gaze. He reminded me of an owl on a tree. The owl, so still—the owl, my friend. But when the wind suddenly blew, and the berries came falling like hailstones from the mahua tree, the owl remembered its wings and flew off, out of the thicket of trees and across the fields of Tininadi, over the low roofs of the village, some thatch, some brick, and past the spires of smoke rising as the first fires of the evening seized the wood. Behind the village, the Cloud Mountain rose steeply up into the sky, long and flat as an elephant’s back. As far as the eye could see, the grey of dusk settled upon the greens and browns of my lovely land, but high in the heavens two fishlike clouds blushed pink, and the last rays of the sun caught the peak of the mountain and then the small blue flag of the Company planted there, as if pointing out what was wrong with the world. The sounds of night piped up and rose slowly until they reached a crescendo—all the tuit-tuits, cooees, squeaks, rustles, plops, eck-ecks, chirrups, moans and mewls calling to one another across earth, tree, mountain and sky. Far off to the west, out of the low hills where the woo-foxes had their hideouts among the copses of fig and broom-flower, two lights suddenly glimmered on the dirt track that linked the state highway to Tininadi. A jeep. Not a Company jeep, but the rattling vehicle of Bhagaban Bhai, my brother, my mentor, my friend, who could make the heaviest time light—as Eeja and Ooi, his parents, could make the lightest time heavy. He was whistling in there and singing songs to his bodyguard. Had I been around, he would be saying to me, ‘So, Rabi, brother, we have succeeded in making a fine, tripping tune, and what we shall see now is a dance—nothing less than the dance of democracy. Oh, the sparks! They will light the way to the top of the mountain, where we shall plant our very own flag, that of Cloudmaker. Is there any better carnival, any bigger party, in our country than an election?’


Ah, the pleasure and freedom of travel in that wide and wonderful world—the calling out of our slogans and songs from the loudspeaker in the back of the jeep, the sudden pause of hands and legs as we passed, the dust clouds raised by the feet of the children running out of their homes, the unrolling of a white screen in clearings and compounds, the projector playing facts and footage we had gathered about the Company. The look of respect and wonder on the faces of people when I spoke my name and mentioned my village, and they realized that I was not an outsider from the city but one of them, risen to a new place of self-respect and power—both a tribal and a modern, as Bhagaban Bhai liked to put it. And the leaflets we handed out asking that, on election day, on the last weekend of March, the people ignore the bicycles and lanterns and sickles and hands they had chosen in the past, and instead put a cross next to our election symbol: the cloud. Such a grand occasion, one we had been working towards for more than a year, but I would not be back in time for it, caught up as I was in Bombay with two old people in whose old gaze I was nothing more than a boy, a bumpkin, a simple-minded tribal of the old times.


Something poked me in the chest—a finger! Eeja was leaning forward in the dark and His face was only a few inches from mine.


‘Where—is—she?’


Yes, Eeja, life’s only about what You see, what You think, what You need. I rose and switched on the light. Ooi woke with a start and looked around the room, dazed by how fast She had vaulted the fence of sleep. Her four gold bangles clinked as She raised Her hand to shade Her face.


‘Where am I?’ She asked.


Eeja said, ‘Welcome, welcome! So, you are here, too?’


‘Where else would I be?’


‘Where are we?’


‘Where do you think we are?’


They’d started—not a minute since She’d woken up, and They were at it again.


Ooi covered Her face with Her hands and groaned, ‘Lord Jagannath, deliver me—deliver me from this world! I’m so tired of answering this question. I’m beginning to think you do it just to annoy me.’


‘I’m asking for a reason. I went over to . . . to the other side.’


Ooi and I looked at each other.


‘I wasn’t in my body any more. I rose above myself and left.’


‘Hss! You were seen by a dream.’


‘What I want to ask is, am I still there, or am I back?’ Eeja mused, a detective contemplating His own mysteries. ‘No, but you’re still here . . . that means I can’t be there.’


‘Here, there, here, there! What other side? God knows we already are on the other side of the country. From the far east, our home, to the edge of the west.’


‘I fell over, and there was a door right beneath me. Not on any wall, but on the floor. And yet, I was standing upright. I drew back the curtains and went in. Then down the long passage, the voice calling from the far end, “Ho, good soul! This way! Come this way!” Who could it have been? It could only have been Yama, the God of Death.’


‘Hss! Don’t talk nonsense. It was all a dream. You’ve been sitting right here all this time like the King of Puri in his durbar. It’s your own fault for not agreeing to lie down. Look, there’s so much room on the bed. It’s the one thing in this wretched city that’s a normal size. I lay down, and I had such a sweet, peaceful dream. The taste of it is still on my tongue. We were on a boat, drifting on a gentle current. I remember the sound of the water splashing against the wood. Across the river, under a big banyan tree leaning out over the water, was the temple of the Goddess. Waiting at its entrance was our son Bhagaban, holding two garlands of flowers—whether for the Goddess, or to receive us, or because he was about to get married, I can’t tell you. We were just about to reach when, dhssh, Rabi turned on the light and destroyed it all. Rabi! Do me a favour and press my legs a little. All my joints have become stiff. I can’t get up. No, not there. There.’


‘Now that I’m back, I want to eat fish,’ said Eeja. ‘Who knows if I will get the chance again? Listen, my fellow householders! Death hangs above me, ready to swoop down any moment. Let us make the most of today.’ He chortled, greatly amused.


‘No, you’re not allowed to eat fish.’


‘Who is this fellow sitting here? You—what is your name? Where is our son?’


Ooi said, ‘Our son is in Bhubaneswar on some important work. He’s left us this lad to take care of us while you recover. We can’t go home until you do.’


‘Why not?’


‘Think about it. We can’t take the train because it’s a ride of nearly two days across our vast country. Nor can we fly before they measure the speed of your heart once again at the hospital. Flying taxes the heart.’


‘This fellow smells like a low caste. He hasn’t taken a bath.’


‘He doesn’t smell. He takes just as many baths as you and me. More, actually, because he gets all wet when he bathes you. And he’s not from any caste. He’s a tribesman, beyond the pale of caste, no matter how much he may want to enter the house of Hinduism.’


‘What are we doing hanging around with tribals in strange houses at our age? Let’s go home.’


‘Don’t fuss. This is home—for the time being. I’ve tried to do my best to make it look like home.’


‘This isn’t home. Here, boy. You tell me, where have we landed? I’ll give you a rupee if you do. Where are we?’


Ooi took a deep breath and cried, shaking with rage, ‘Bombay, Bombay! We are in BOMBAY!’


Ooi had said the very same words in the morning, and the evening before, and so many times in the last month that one could have easily thought it was Her mind that had become windy and not Eeja’s. But as She said on the phone the other day to Bhagaban Bhai, ‘When you live with somebody for sixty years, you repeat some questions hundreds of times. “When is the next new moon day? What will you eat? How much are they selling potatoes for? Are you asleep?” As I see it, it’s just that I sprinkled my questions like salt over the months and the years, while He asks his like raindrops falling fast and thick in the first storm of the monsoon. At the end of the day, it’s all the same thing.’


But no matter how often He heard the answer, not a day passed without Eeja exclaiming—as He did again now—‘What! Are we in Bombay?’


What are we doing here?


Pack up your things.


Let’s go home.


I knew what Ooi was going to say, too, as I knew what They were both going to say for the next hour. ‘This is Bombay, the city of the rich and famous. When the hospital in Bhubaneswar said they couldn’t do the operation needed for your heart, Bhagaban spent so much money to bring us to Bombay and make sure that the best doctors could take care of you. And he put us up in this house while you recover.’


Today, because She was especially annoyed with Eeja, She added, ‘The same son you always thought was a good-for-nothing proved to be the very incarnation of love and parentworship. Yes, if there’s one good thing that has come out of all these months of suffering, it is that our son has proved himself as worthy as any son in the great epics. And soon, he’ll be a shining light not just in our eyes but before the whole world. He’s going to win the election and have his photo in all the newspapers. Because he’s fighting for the rights of these tribal people—the kinfolk of this boy here—who have no one but him to rely on.’


‘Where is he now?’


‘He had to go back. Don’t make that face. It isn’t his fault he’s not here. Have you ever heard of an election being postponed because a candidate’s father wasn’t well? Don’t you remember, he took your blessings before he left and wept like a child?’


‘I remember going to the hospital, yes. After that, it’s a blank. Is my heart fine now?’


‘How does your tongue tattle if your heart isn’t fine? You have a young man’s heart now, ticking like a foreign clock. The doctors said so themselves. A few days of rest, and you’ll be as well as you’ve ever been. Then we can all return to Bhubaneswar and live happily again. Oh, the days we’ve seen here! May no one else in our line ever have to suffer so. Even Rama had an easier time during his fourteen years of exile in the forest.’


Eeja snorted. ‘Never trust a fisherwoman who says the fish is fresh, and a doctor who says you’re cured. Anyway, I want to tell you both to tell the doctors that I am perfectly well. I want to go to Bhubaneswar. That’s where I want to eat my next meal.’


Ooi flew into a rage and shouted, ‘I want to go to Bhubaneswar, I want to go to Bhubaneswar! There’s the door! Get up! Go!’


They both fell into silence—the silence of trapped animals—with no sense that someone was watching Them or that I wanted to go back home as well. They were thinking of Bhubaneswar, and of Themselves in Bhubaneswar. If wishing for something deeply enough had ever made miracles come to pass, the will of these two old Brahmins would have turned Bombay into Bhubaneswar of the bus stand, the spired temples, the weekly markets and the share-autos, the electricity coming and going all the time, making holes in the television serials that the mind then pondered over for days. As the greater world lies behind the clouds, and what we live is only one small verse and moment in the song of creation, so Bombay meant nothing to Them, and all They saw in Their mind’s eye was Bhubaneswar. How could one fault Them? They had never left Their own state until this ripe age, more fit for passing from the world than fighting to stay on in it, while, as Bhai never failed to remind me, I had already, before the end of my second decade, left my people behind once to live in Bhubaneswar with Bhai and be the face and voice of the Cloud people in our fight against the Company. And now I had assumed just as grave a responsibility here in Bombay.


Eeja said, ‘Is this boy a tribal from these parts, or is he from our state?’


‘I really don’t know what to do with you. Here we’ve nearly come to the end of the Ramayana, and then you ask, who is Rama? Come, work your mind a little. Think back through the days. This boy has lifted you, bathed you, fed you, sat in a hospital chair beside you, cleaned up after you when you vomited, urinated, passed stool. We may have the intelligence, but it’s his labour upon which we depend. Wouldn’t it make him happy if you could just remember his name? He’d feel it was nothing short of a blessing.’


Eeja said, ‘I do remember. This fellow is Ranjan.’


‘Ranjan? That’s not his name. That was your nephew’s name. But you’re close. Try again.’


‘Ratan?’


‘It’s Rabi. His name is Rabi.’


‘Rabi? Why, that’s the name of the fisherman.’


‘What fisherman? There’s no fisherman by that name. In Bhubaneswar, our fisherman’s name is Diba. God knows how many times in the last month he’d have come with his catch and knocked on our door. At first, the neighbours would have said to him, “They’ve gone away for a week or so, for sir’s operation. They’ll be back soon. Don’t worry, don’t be sad, you haven’t lost a customer. Everything will be fine again.” But weeks have gone by, and there’s no sign of us. Maybe they think we’re dead. All that wonderful river fish, sweet as nectar . . . not like the nasty fish they eat here, straight from the sea and as smelly as a dog’s breath. Bhagaban told me that hundreds of years ago, this city was nothing but marshland, and the first people to settle here were low-caste fisherfolk. Between them and the British, they corrupted everyone in this city into eating saltwater fish. Some Brahmins, too. How easy it is to tempt even the best.’


Ooi stood up with a long groan and teetered on Her uneven legs. She went hobbling over to the bathroom to wash Her face, then came back and rustled in the suitcase in the corner that had all of Eeja’s things. She handed Him a notebook. ‘Here. Look. What’s in here?’


Eeja opened the book and held it up close to His face. ‘It’s my handwriting,’ He said, pleased. ‘A Sanskrit verse on every page. This one’s from the Chandogya Upanishad. Hmm. That’s from the Sarvadharmasambhava of Madhavacharya. One of the greatest souls of the thirteenth century.’


‘Whether they’re from the holy books or from yesterday’s newspaper, I wouldn’t know. But Bhagaban said you were to write a new verse on a new sheet every day, and then a few lines of commentary in Odia, because Hindus everywhere are falling away from Sanskrit. Then, when the election is over, he’ll have it printed up into a nice book and distribute it wherever he goes, saying, “This is my father’s collection. He was not just a district magistrate but also a great Sanskrit scholar.” It’s got to be done right away. There’ll be so many things for you to attend to when we get back that you’ll never have the time. Our bills, bank accounts, fixed deposits, housing society meetings . . . all the people who come to you to have their palms read.’


‘Yes, why don’t they come to see me here?’


‘No one knows who we are here. This is a new building society. Half the flats are still empty. Else, where would we have found a place to stay this cheaply in this godforsaken city? Apparently, even beggars need to make six thousand a month to survive here. Anyway, it’s time.’


‘Where are you going?’ said Eeja. ‘Are you leaving me alone with this boy?’


‘What! Are my duties to you alone and no one else? Don’t you know what day it is today?’


‘I couldn’t tell you.’


Ooi said in a low, enraptured voice, ‘Today is a very sacred day, the fourteenth day of the bright half of the month of Chaitra, the day of one of the thirteen great festivals of the year in the Jagannath temple of Puri.’


‘The Festival of the Leaves!’ Eeja piped up.


‘You are right. From all parts of Odisha, thousands of people will flock to the Great Thoroughfare of Puri to mark the leaf-gathering of the Gods. Is there a scene like it in the whole wide world? Never. You’ve seen it for eighty years, you don’t need to be there to picture it—the chanting and the crying, the conches wailing and the bells ringing, the smoke from incense sticks and the scent of burning camphor, the flower garlands and the holy water, the travelling preachers and Puri pandas. Since, sadly, we cannot be there, we will call Him down here, the round-eyed Lord of the Three Realms. We will call Him to our little room in Bombay through our love, through our devotion. Here. Look here. Rabi went to the market in the morning and bought me a piece of sandalwood. I’m going to sit down on the floor and grind it into a paste. I’ll chop up some bananas and apples, and lay them out in my copper dishes, so that Jagannath and all the other Gods may eat to Their fill.’


‘Glory be to Lord Jagannath,’ Eeja conceded.


‘In the meantime, you can chant some Sanskrit verses. Bhagaban said you were to do so every evening to keep your memory in good shape.’


‘I don’t remember anything. I want to eat fish.’


‘Try and concentrate,’ said Ooi, as She switched off the light. ‘They’ll all come back to you. Whatever you recall, say it aloud. Remember, just like us, Jagannath is feeling lost here in Bombay. He is hungry for the sights, smells, sounds, things of beauty from that distant world over which He reigns supreme. Can God exist without man’s veneration? Never. When He hears you, His heart will be flooded with tenderness and feeling, even pride, and He will become Himself again. Speak for as long as you like. Rabi here is a tribal and knows nothing about the higher reaches of devotion. It will improve his mind to listen to you. Maybe you can even teach him some verses.’


‘What! Teach him Sanskrit verses? Just because cows can moo, does one try to teach them to sing?’


After all these days of serving Him—or, even worse, because I had been serving Him for all these days—I was apparently for Eeja no better than a three-sound, four-legged animal.


‘O-ho, he won’t recite them. He merely wants to hear you say them aloud. Should we not share the riches of learning with those whose minds are blank? Come, shall I start one for you? Eka bharja . . . I don’t know any more . . .’


‘Eka bharja . . . prakruti mukhara . . .’ Eeja began to chant in Sanskrit, halting and crackling like fire on wet wood, looking at me all the while.


As He was drawn out of Himself by the spell of poetry, a rapid tinkling of the brass bell started up from the corner in which Ooi had perched Herself on a small plastic stool. She whisked away the curtain in front of the Gods. In the flickering light of the two small wicks that Her shaky hands lit with a matchstick, Their fierce, radiant or mournful faces came into view. The stubborn veil of reality was pierced, and even my own spirit was roused and longed to be part of some worship, whether of Cloudmaker or Jagannath. There was such a stark contrast between the piety of Bhagaban Bhai’s parents and Bhai’s own godlessness. Bhai prayed but rarely, nor did he know any Sanskrit shlokas. ‘God knows my old man tried hard enough to teach them to me when I was younger,’ he’d say with a mocking laugh. ‘The more I heard, the more I was persuaded that no world existed but the one in front of us. After a while, I’d close my eyes and pretend I was contemplating the meaning of the verse, when what I was really thinking of was the beautiful women wiggling their hips in the songs in Chitrahaar.’


Eeja poked me again when He saw that I wasn’t looking at Him, and explained, ‘Listen, boy. Try to understand. This is a verse sung by a weary, disappointed follower of Vishnu. It’s also a verse about the weight of families, about the disorder of the world of the Gods above us, no less chaotic than the world we live in.’


The expression on His face changed suddenly. He stopped speaking and tried to hoist Himself up using the arms of His chair. He cried out, breaking Ooi’s reverie and making Her turn around.


‘Sit down! It’s all taken care of,’ She hissed, not wishing to refer to the gross parts of the body.


Eeja wanted to pass water. I settled Him down again and drew away His loincloth to ensure that His plastic pisstube was in place because, like an animal on a leash, He was always trying to undo it and throw it away when no one else was looking. Sure enough, it had partly come free of His life-root—in His old age, a small, shrunken piece of work. I held both root and pipe, and swiftly attached one to the other, while Eeja held His water in, watching it all with the pathos of the helpless. As I put His dhoti back over His legs, Eeja’s whole body untensed, and the golden liquid began to flow through the tube and pool in the plastic bottle to which it was attached.


A grand bugling rent the air—as if tearing through ceiling and sky, through all the realms that separate mortals from Gods. Ooi was pressing Her lips to Her conch shell and blowing and blowing, drawing the Gods down to this place and this moment from Their other life. She gazed deeply into the eyes of each one of Them, murmuring, ‘Make him well again. May my son win the election. Make him well again. May my son win the election.’ She placed the fruit She had just cut in small copper plates in front of each image, then lowered Her head and invited Them to eat. Finally, She hauled Herself up and turned around, victorious and fulfilled, Her face glowing.


‘It was a most wonderful darshan today!’ She exclaimed. ‘Rabi, don’t waste any more time. Clear all this urine away right now before the smell reaches Them. Careful! Stay well clear of me. You’re unclean. If I touch you, I’ll have to take a bath again.’


As I removed His tube and settled His dhoti again, Eeja said helpfully, as though reminding me that it wasn’t any old life-root I was handling, ‘My family used to serve the King of Banapur.’


‘Oh, what a story that is,’ said Ooi. ‘Finish your work and wash your hands properly, and then Eeja will tell us some wonderful stories about the old days, about a world that flourished for thousands of years in our land and then suddenly vanished, the world of kings and queens. By the time he’s finished, it’ll be seven o’clock, and we can give him his red seven o’clock tablet.’


‘Are we going home to Bhubaneswar?’ I heard Eeja ask as I left the room with the bottle.


I washed out the pisstube and bottle in the bathroom, and made myself clean again with my soap slice. It was only during these little breaks that I could get anything done for myself. If something good had come out of my life in Bombay, it was that at last I understood how vexing and heart-rending the tragedy of Cloudmaker was, condemned as He was to spend all His days under the watch and dominion of two old and strict souls. No wonder it was said that He had no sense of time, for it was by detaching each day from the days and ages gone by that He was able to make life bearable.
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