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Reviews of Neem Dreams

 


Baranay has risen above her feminine voice and
foreigner perspective to strike a neutral unbiased language as far
as basic values and issues are concerned. She uncannily conjures
splashes of Indian reactions, attitudes or relationships with as
much authenticity as she does the American, Australian and British
ethos. What makes the novel endearing is the high voltage resonance
of the poignant tales of the protagonists woven around the theme of
globalisation, leaving a sea wave effect on the readers long after
they have finished the read.

The Hindu, 21 November 2003

 


Despite the neo-hippy vibe of its title . . . Neem Dreams is
not your average culture cuisine, the ‘how I got the shits in
Shirdi’ kind of novel about white people who ‘find’ themselves
leper-hugging in India before they return to their monotonous
life-sentences in Manchester or Melbourne, immersed in mortgage and
middle-managerhood. Woven around four characters and a neem tree,
this is a novel about globalisation, corporate rapacity,
environmental annihilation and political villainy. . . .

Never
just scratching the surface, the novel digs deep, both
psychologically and socially, evoking the varied realities of all
four characters. Machiavellian machinery of contemporary Indian
politics and the brewing communal conflicts are in the background.
A lot happens in this book. It is as much a tirade against MNCs and
First World myopia as it is against Hindutva, sexism and Indian
masculinity . . . .

There
is outrage in every page, enough to ignite the passion of the
droopiest of cynics, and a palpable sense of mourning for lost
traditions and ancient wisdoms. It is fiercely philosophical,
written in paragraphs of poetic prose, but really, the reason you
keep reading is because the book is about life, journeys and that
intoxicating affinity of spirit we sometimes find in total
strangers. A book totally worth exploring for the ‘wanderers in
search of an authentic moment’.

Tara
Sahgal, India Today September 1, 2003

 


There are many good
reasons why I would wholeheartedly recommend Inez Baranay's Neem
Dreams to anyone. . . . Its location in India is not your usual
outsider's perspective on India. . . . The novel educates. . . .
The narrative technique is engrossing. . . . The language is
liquid, it flows. It is poetic in parts, self-reflexive at most
times and the idiomatic English spoken by some of the Indian
characters does not read as some sort of gimmicky parody: the
author is careful to delineate the different 'Englishes' spoken in
India based on class, community and nature of education.

Swati Pal The Sunday
Pioneer September 14. 2003

 


For full reviews and more please
visit the author’s website

http://www.inezbaranay.com
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1. The neem tree

 


It is the best tree in the world. It is the miracle
tree, it is the tree of blessings, it is the free tree.

It is large, spreading, old, it gives a generous
shade and grows in places shade is needed. It grows in places too
dry and too hot for most things to grow, it thrives in hard
seasons. Its roots spread deep into the most arid of soils,
deep-mining for the earth’s nutrients. The tree’s fallen leaves and
twigs turn into a rich humus and the arid soil is regenerated. You
will hear of many more of its multifarious boons.

Is it still the free tree? Under these branches the
patrons of a tea stall debate, seated upon the shaded wooden
benches. A fat man sits, cross-legged, dressed in often-bleached
white clothes, making tea all day long at the entrance of a simple
cement structure, painted a chalky blue. The creamy golden-brown
liquid arcs and loops in the air as it is swirled from the vessel
in the right hand to the vessel in the left hand. Sugar, spices and
milk flavour the chai. Its fragrance is a river, the spirit floats
and rises stimulated, perceptive, capable, convivial. At the Jolley
Tea House a perfect chai will perfectly quench a dusty thirst, and
even a stranger finds it a friendly place. Soon two strangers will
sit here.

Foreigners seen around here usually come only on the
daily bus tour, stay an hour and photograph the nearby ruins. They
do not come to drink tea at Jolley Tea House or to see the tree.
Though there is a story that President Kennedy, when he came to
India, said I want to see two things, the Taj Mahal and the neem
tree.

 


2. Pandora was a stranger at a
stranger’s door

 


Pandora was a stranger at a stranger’s door. She
hesitated, she knocked, she listened for footsteps, glancing around
her. Dogs had been barking and now fell silent.

She was a foreign stranger, a female stranger if you
look again, a type you didn’t often see around here. A westerner, a
muscular woman dressed in khaki pants and a white shirt, the frizzy
dark hair pulled back, no, look closer, clipped very short. A
stranger with a purpose.

A small item in an international journal had led her
to an article in an Indian magazine, and illumination, certainty:
this was it, this was what she had to do next, and she had booked
her ticket and submitted her visa application that day, and told
li[f]esciences magazine that she would accept the commission.

On the dusty sweaty ride from the junction in the
late morning heat she had reflected again that there was no reason
to be sure that she would find this place, or any place, get to the
door, get past the door, know the right door. But she hadn’t given
up yet, not even in sick misery, sobbing on the bed in that hotel
room two days ago. And there was someone behind this door. A car
motor started up, the taxi she’d left at the gate beyond the large
neem giving shade to a couple of empty white chairs. The driver was
only making a turn and the engine was stopped again. He had
promised to wait, she was paying him to.

The door opened.

Pandora had memorized the name, just as well, she
could not have forced her gaze to the paper in her hand.
‘I’m sorry to intrude, I’m
looking for Meenakshi. . . ’

‘I am Meenakshi.’ This Meenakshi was not very
surprised. She had been expecting someone. Probably a movie
producer come to beg her to play the heroic warrior princess in a
cinematic action romance. Was it like this in all the country
houses, all those new and ancestral villas hidden in the
hinterlands beyond the foreigners’ usual trails?

She was young, but assume she was the right
Meenakshi - as if! but as if she were, that’s how you handle
this. ‘I couldn’t get on
to you by phone . . . ’

The number rang out, or rang engaged, or sounded
defective, every time something else. Better to just turn up. This
was India.

‘Oh the telephones.’ Meenakshi’s tone was
philosophical, familiar with phone deficiencies, but not resigned.
‘They keep changing our numbers. Come in.’ This Meenakshi would be
gracious and unperturbed to any alien creature at her
door.

As if, here she was, right place, right person. Come
in. As if, you’re welcome, let’s talk, let’s work together. As if
the tide has turned, here’s a beginning, you’re going to witness
the exemplary and produce the new work and show Lauren and forget
Lauren and open up opportunities and put a rocket under your career
and discover Right Action and fulfill your life’s purpose, become
an instrument of justice and vengeance.

The long room was full of light and space; neat,
plump sofas were set in an L-shape at one end.

Pandora’s hands fluttered for a moment in front of
her chest, revealing her uncertain notion she was obliged to make a
namaste. Being on the other’s territory. Being determinedly
knowledgeable about cultural sensitivity. But Meenakshi offered her
hand, her handshake firm, the skin silken. Her jeans signified,
what, she’d worn jeans before, they were as natural to her as the
drapes of a sari, as natural as her elegant youth, the fall of
licorice-black hair, her radiant confidence. She lived in a hybrid
space, was familiar with the foreign, empathised with the
existentially alien.

‘Why I’m here.’ Pandora reached for the
photocopied pages in her bag, the magazine article, as if
incomprehension and embarrassment were not sure to follow, but this
Meenakshi recognised these pages.

‘You are not buying for the store in New York?’
said Meenakshi. ‘I didn’t totally think you were.’

Pandora could not stop to wonder about this.

‘I am a feminist scientist’ she explained, handing
over her card. She’d had extra cards printed in India, people gave
out their cards prolifically. What might Meenakshi think of the
embossed design, a bit much? She’d thought it was a bit much
herself, who more normally chose austere plainness. It had been the
thought of classical elegance, but now it looked vulgar. So, the
right Meenakshi . . .

. . . going to the door, opening it slightly, a
few words in another language. Was there always a servant waiting
there? A stacked CD tower stood next to a hi-fi and a television on
a metal stand. Here in this remote estate in a remote area. So
you’d expected something more, well, local. Preconceptions, get rid
of them.

An aroma in the room, a spicy wood fragrance,
purifying, arousing. Sandalwood. Meenakshi took a tray from an
invisible someone and placed it on a round side table. The tray did
not quite cover a mosaic of hundreds of tiny tiles, no picture or
pattern evident in the apparently random design.

‘Our water is filtered, then boiled and filtered
again,’ Meenakshi said. ‘A scientist?’ She poured out of a vacuum
flask into glass tumblers.

Meenakshi had not heard about Pandora’s book,
naturally, though a silly little hope does frolic.
‘An eco-feminist. My, er,
credentials,’ Pandora said, offering the volume she had brought, a
paperback original from a university press.

Meenakshi consumed the cover, surveyed the contents.
She did not seem bored, intimidated or repelled. Nor was her
interest merely polite.

I’m here, thought Pandora, relief and assurance as
cooling and sweet as the water. Meenakshi would probably appreciate
the book, look at what she says here in the magazine article she
had recognized, she would want to know more, not only where did you
get the idea and how long did it take. What was going on in your
life, how did it change you, what do you think now, let’s talk some
more. They would talk some more, hanging out at the project.
Clearly they already agreed on sound principles. Look at the
magazine article’s highlighted quote from Meenakshi about honoring
tradition and learning from its wisdom while recognizing the need
for new programs appropriate. Look where Pandora asserts that
development aid has often caused or contributed to ecological
disasters and this would not be the case if women. . .

‘So,’ Meenakshi asked, looking up at Pandora with
a blatant clear-eyed scrutiny, ‘you are interested in our
project?’

 


3. India. The way you always say
it.

 


India. The way you always say it. The very word, the
sounds that say India. The syllable of intrusion, introdirection,
consuming, in. The tongue caressing the palate, a deep-stroking
nnn. Arrested on a dental stop: d. Swooning on a widening
exhalation of sensation and wonder eee-aahh. Iinnddiiaa, say it,
let it roll in your mouth, tasting of cloves and quinine.

Suddenly the multitudes. Pandora knew there’d be
multitudes, and teeming. But you can never see everything you’re
looking at. You need more than the usual five or six or seven
senses. The language of gestures and the shapes made by objects are
consumed in the megatude of randomness and caprice. How can you
apprehend these lineaments and comportments, varieties, cruelties,
allures? The number of voters in India is the number of all the
voters of all the democracies of all the other continents.

Desperate for a private bathroom, a quiet bed, a door
she can shut upon the world, Pandora dares not consider a search
for another hotel. Was the guidebook informant mad, doped, bribed,
here a long time ago or not ever actually here? Newer, box-like
buildings, a shantytown of street stalls and the inexorably active
bus station jostle at the hotel’s boundary hedges, the jagged
energy invading the abbreviated circular lawn before the door. The
Ritz, if you please, and she has a reservation.

Life is suddenly sudden. Everything is in the past.
This was for aeons the future. That you would be in India. That you
would suddenly have to be here. On every level, you say to
yourself, it’s the next thing to do. Suddenly a certainty rhyming
with a tickling little joy.

India, says Lauren, you always wanted to go. Scathing
or approving or put out. Don’t get sick, she says, keep well with
the thoughts of wellness. Yeah yeah, says Pandora.

A tsunami of sensation. Currents and tides of
disgust. Shit. There is shit everywhere. You see how some people
can’t get past that. Actual human shit, people shit in the street,
shit on floors, shit on public monuments, shit on the rims of
toilet bowls. But hang on, that’s only some places sometimes. You
deal with it, you find meticulous cleanliness, you find where it’s
all inconsequential. Don’t rehearse that weary traveler/tourist
thing one more time but okay, suppose there’s a distinction to be
made, it boils down to how flexible you can be with your bathroom
arrangements.

Pandora sees a cow with two heads in the street and
it takes her a moment to figure exactly why that’s unusual. Maybe
it was two cows after all.

It’s an India of signs and portents and Pandora is
thinking she’s got the hang of it and there are no more obstacles.
She’s on her way to the junction in the south, the place of the
disputed ruins, she’s close, she’s near. All she’s got is a
magazine article and a place marked on a map and a dream of turning
up at the right door. That’s enough.

But this is the day in every traveler’s life where
she is so vilely, lingeringly sick that it is all she can do to be
interested in staying alive. Even Pandora, intrepid as she is,
eschewing of luxury or privilege, finds herself insisting to the
clerk at the desk, over a western woman waiting to check out, that
she needs to get to her room now. A nauseating smell of frying meat
pervades the entrance area. The book did not tell you the Ritz was
proudly ‘non-veg’.

She doesn’t stop to talk to the western women but we
can stop a moment. That blonde teenage girl standing silently apart
from her, staring at the wall, that is her daughter. She has
suffered from severe depression, drug addiction, attempted suicide.
Mother has made the girl accompany her on a trip to India. India’s
famous suffering to serve as a cure. There are western people who
want to go to India to see the suffering, suffering on that scale.
And then they will be happy and appreciate the life they have.

Upstairs, a boy is showing Pandora her room. He picks
up a spray can and sprays, it takes her a moment to realise what he
is doing, begin to protest, he keeps on spraying, he doesn’t
understand at first, he sprays the thick air with a ghastly
chemical. The label calls it jasmine-scented room freshener.

The book says this city smells like jasmine.

Contemplating the can of so-called jasmine so-called
air freshener with its fake chemical scent, Pandora is sickened
with a fine disgust. Shit on monuments is one thing, you can’t help
a little shudder but you remember to understand that there are
multitudes teeming without bathrooms. This, though, this shitcan of
shit, this is the triumph of greed of artifice of commodification
of ripoff of exploitation of environmental vandalism.

She is waving the can at the bewildered room boy,
ranting, realises he has no notion of the nature of her objection.
She tells him to go and shuts the door.

Pandora is sobbing on the bed.

The scent of jasmine should come from the flowers of
nature’s jasmine plants. Incense, even, that is an honourable
traditional product, incense.

And go away, she tells the spectre of Lauren who is
looking up crying and anger in the index of her book.

Equilibrium. Maybe she should have kept up the yoga,
that’s what it’s supposed to teach you, equilibrium. So that you
aren’t ruled by the urge to ricochet out of the deepest arenas of
misery up to the heights of daft, rabid joyfulness, from which you
fall. You remember the palm tree line is creeping away from the
equator and find there is more reason to cry. Pandora, you never
were this moody.

But this is India. You don’t know who you are until
you are here or you know only until then. There could be other
places that have this effect but this one’s famous for it.

You do not by nature wallow and will not wallow in
miserable self-pity, self-pitying misery made murkier still by
guilt and the awareness of the uselessness of the guilt, the
confusions of compassion and horror, the need to hurry up and get
to where you’re going.

But what’s the hurry? Do you ever get to where you’re
going. Find a refuge, a comfortingly comfortable room, just a clean
room with a tree outside the window, or even this room, this will
do, a place to rest in and be restored by, so as to feel that
things-are-going-right feeling when you get to this place, this
destination, this Meenakshi, this chimerical village project.

Pandora, wait, here is a reason for this sick misery:
slow down, stop, be where you are, stay another night in this town,
this is India. India teaches the art of lingering as well as
quickness.

Go out tonight, Pandora tells herself, go out,
there’ll be somewhere nice to go, the book says a rooftop
restaurant, just go out and just eat some plain rice.

 


4. This was it, a minor
junction

 


This was it, a minor junction of five roads on some
off-the-map district. The auto rickshaw driver did not speak a word
of English. This is where you asked for, he indicated. Andy had
found his way here, that meant he could find his way out again.
What was the worst thing that could happen? Everyone was staring at
him, of course, and he was going to have to decide who to pick on
to start an interrogation that would, though this could take a
while, lead to a hotel. He was in some kind of empty lot, a bus
station apparently – there was a bus, but it was shut empty, going
nowhere today. There were stalls and food carts around and, of
course, people, but it wasn’t the crowd of the cities. No, here
there was a sense of space, enough for everyone, and quiet, and
no-one came running to him to beg alms or sell postcards. They’d
stopped staring, most people, and returned to their own
business.

Andy looked around him. He had nothing to gain from
the big-city bluff act like the street is yours and you’re in an
important hurry. Nothing to gain from the demeanor that had served
him in India so far: Hey so I’m a tourist but under this blandly
polite exterior I’m also well aware of all scams and pitfalls. He
looked around with the frank scrutiny of the stranger who knew he
was so unmistakably, glaringly foreign that he could let you see he
wasn’t sure which way to turn.

‘May I help you?’ It was a boy in a long-sleeved
striped T-shirt, white pants and trainers, a polite teenage boy
wanting to be helpful. A boy who spoke English, a boy with liquid
black eyes and an air of intelligent grace, a boy picking up Andy’s
bag. ‘You are looking for hotel? This way please, I can
show.’

Those of us who rarely have bookings choose our
hotels according to our temperaments – the first one we see, or the
first one we like, or look up the book, or see what’s over that
way, or ask a local. Andy had never stayed in a hotel that had not
been booked for him by a reliable travel agent aware of his
standards and requirements.

‘No that’s okay I can do that.’ Andy made a
gesture toward a tussle and gave it up figuring the boy wanted an
extra-assistance fee.

‘Hotel Chandra. Tourist can stay. You study
temple?’ Just beyond the bend in the road, the boy stopped. He
pointed across the road to a triangular building of two floors,
with its entrance cut into the apex. Probably the only hotel in
town, though this wasn’t quite a town. The punitive blaze of early
afternoon was beginning to die down into a softer heat. Andy hoped
he was very close to having a very long shower. It was going to be
a bucket and that was fine.

‘Ah no.’ So they’d had strangers like him here
before, and that’s what they did, study the temple. That old ruin
they had round here that gave the place a line in the book, no
mention of a hotel.

‘Old temple ruin, this way.’

‘Yes I heard about that.’

‘Very interesting,’ the youth informed him,
sounding polite about it rather than really interested. ‘No-one
knowing for certain. Some say from first century, some say from
another century, some say from old religion, some say
no.’

‘I’ll go take a look.’ He probably would too. It
might turn out to be the only thing he did around here.

‘You can take photo?’

Andy tapped the side of his head.
‘Only in here.’

The boy, after a quizzical moment, smiled as if
delighted by this oddity; his teeth were very white.
‘Only in here. Very good. First
you take room. First you take rest.’

‘My sentiment exactly. Look, thank you. . . ’ Andy
pulled a clip of rupee notes from out of his belt.

‘No,’ the boy said, meaning it, ‘please’. All he
wanted was to see that the stranger was where he wanted to be.
You’d insult him.

Andy put his hand out. ‘My name’s Andy.’

The boy returned a brief firm grasp, and shyly met
Andy’s eyes. ‘My name,
you call me Jolly.’

‘Jolly? Might see you round then,’ Andy said, as
hopefully as he dared.

‘You like to see something? I can show
you.’

‘Maybe you could tell me where one obtains a
refreshing cup of tea around here?’

 


5. The soft pink streaky sky of
sunrise

 


The soft pink streaky sky of sunrise tints the city a
pale rose. People come here to die. They’re from all over India,
you can see them all over town, Andy can see for himself today,
pick out the women in white saris, widows, young some of them, some
of them ancient, here to spend the rest of their lives waiting to
die, so that they would die right here. At least they don’t climb
onto their husbands’ funeral pyres any more. But still, what kind
of a life. It isn’t up to him. Old people, sick people, washing in
the river along with corpses and ashes, filling bottles with the
waters, welcome to it. He recoils at the sight of some bloated
white thing bobbing in the water next to the boat, it is the belly
of a cow. Are you here, Patrick? Is it all holy, where you are?

There are no gongs, no chorus of chanting priests, no
rending of the sky, only a quiet moment, okay here it is, goodbye
my love. Andy opens the box. The ashes now the repository of all
our body contains, what, our what, essence? Soul? That is as much
of a religious thought as he can summon, it seems to have the right
resonance, pursue it one day. One of these days, death says, look
right at me, think about me. The ashes are curiously heavy in their
plastic bag, and that is ground bone among them. Part of Andy’s own
life is there. There is no wind as he tosses it all out and it lies
on the grim water. He stands in the wooden boat and looks for some
long moments at the constellation of scattered ash, the shape of
life, of chaos, a random figuration your mind stitches into a
template. This is what you wanted, pal, are you smiling? The ashes
lie on the dark water; golden yellow flowers and tiny flames lit in
simple clay lamps bob alongside like stars in a night sky and all
of it soon will become ancient debris.

All right, he says then, and Krisna takes up the oars
and slowly begins to row, not to the ghats, to the other shore. So
far this is ok with him. No rush to get back anywhere. Now this is
done and what comes next is the rest of his life. Smoke rises from
the cremation ghats, visible, then too distant, too far round that
bend.

 

Krisna rows down the river.

 


6. She was thinking about the
poppyseed

 


She was thinking about the poppyseed strudel at the
Hungarian pastry shop on Amsterdam Avenue, actually. Whoa, New
York, miss it? the Australian says as if the only answer could be
No way; but I loved it Meenakshi says, surprising herself, her mind
filled with a sudden scent, the walk down to Riverside on a crisp
fall day, the elegant brownstones redolent with those many lives,
the sororities of scholarship, of exile and becoming.

‘I’m thinking about the Australian woman.
Pandora,’ Meenakshi answered her husband.

Prashant did not think this was a good time to be
starting with the foreigner and her magazine article, not even
several illustrated pages in the glossy and prestigious
li[f]esciences, not even the right writer, this eco-writer with a
very positive attitude, wanting to spend a few days to report on
her own experience of a project that was exemplary.

‘Some other foreigner is sure to come at some
better time,’ Prashant suggested.

Yes we are back in his family home of generations, a
long way from the cities, and no we haven’t turned our back on the
world. Yes our life is about back to India, and reclaiming
tradition, and no, not all foreign influence is bad – we know our
history, how swiftly the foreign becomes the traditional – and yes
we say let’s be proud of being Indian and no we don’t want to ban
the English language, the English in English language is not the
English of people from England. The world speaks English, we’ve
spoken English all our lives, English is an Indian language and
here in the South Hindi is no less foreign. Yes we can eat and
enjoy both Indian food and foreign food but guess what, we end up
in a place where you will never be able to buy proper pizza cheese
let alone strudel, and Meenakshi ladled another mouthful of dal
onto her husband’s dish. It was his mother’s fasting day. She was
also thinking of seven different things she’d rather be eating for
lunch but Prashant was right about the way Americans – the Users –
think the purpose of desire is its gratification.

‘She’s here,’ said Meenakshi, ‘and you might even
enjoy talking with her, she writes books on ecology. And things
might settle down. But what are you thinking about?’ She knew what
he was thinking about.

‘There is no settling down,’ reported Prashant.
‘Only unsettling up.’

‘So it’s true.’ Meenakshi sat again. ‘And the
workers who’d been dismissed . . . ’

‘Were good reliable workers. The Amed
family.’

‘What did Lal say?’

Lal had made various claims. The sacked workers had
been miscreants, he claimed; then, questioned, he modified the
claim to they had been remiss. Up to now, Prashant had left all
day-to-day factory decisions to Lal, who had been the manager of
the factory for a long time, long before Prashant had returned home
from abroad. Now Prashant tried to warn Lal that he might have to
prove his claims, but they both knew, the way things were going, he
wouldn’t have to prove anything.

‘And who was leaving the factory when I arrived?’
Prashant offered when the servant had left with the
dishes.

‘Dinesh.’ His tone of voice told her. ‘To see Lal?
What did he want?’

‘Do you think he would tell me?’

‘Do I think you asked? But you must know,’ she
said.

Soon after Prashant’s return with his new bride,
cousin Dinesh had claimed an interest in the factory, although his
side of the family had never been very involved in it. You had to
look no further to work out why Lal sacked some good reliable
workers. ‘Dinesh did say
something. He said that now the factory training and employment
program is ‘more feasible’.’

So, the message was, as long as Dinesh got his way in
the matter of dismissals he would allow Meenakshi to continue
working on her project. Dinesh had that power. His father was the
Sitting Member. The family knew and the employees knew and everyone
knew. Dinesh and his father had their schemes and their strategies
and they opposed any opposition.

When cousin Dinesh was not present, Lal finally had
explained that he had sacked the workers because he had to, or the
factory would be burnt down. There had been threats.

‘Threats that are hot air only?’

Prashant shrugged, not only to say he didn’t quite
know, but that it was not the point. ‘All have lived in harmony in this district for
nearly fifty years. Now these elements have been coming
in.’

Lal’s father had once been the factory manager and
his grandfather had also worked for this family. The Amed family
had worked for them in turn and their religion had been an
incidental matter. Even at Partition people had not turned on each
other, not here, not in this region.

And now Lal was saying in defense These people cannot
be trusted. Their loyalty is elsewhere. Guess where he heard
this?

Their local politician. Dinesh’s father.
‘Your uncle,’ said Prashant,
‘now proclaims that to be skeptical of so-called hindutva is to be
anti-Hindu. Communalist tactics are the resort of
scoundrels.’

‘Your uncle,’ Meenakshi said. The Sitting Member
was her mother’s brother-in-law; the Sitting Member also was
Prashant’s late father’s cousin. It wasn’t done lightly, to call
your own uncle a scoundrel. ‘Why is he doing this?’ she
said.

Was it just Dinesh being competitive, was it
political opportunism, was it that, apparently, Dinesh was trying
to get control of the factory? A sudden flash: a memory of a blue
suit, four men in suits. That tour of businessmen or political
cronies or lobbyists. Dinesh had been showing them that he had a
controlling interest in everything around here.

He had the power to order dismissals, he had the
power to help the village project or to hinder it, to help or
hinder Meenakshi’s work for the village project.

‘The Users have a saying,’ said Prashant, getting
up from the table: ‘follow the money’.

Prashant refused to call the citizens of the United
States of America Americans. Would you allow only the French to be
known as Europeans and so on. Then what were we to call the
citizens of the USA? Usasians? Users? Yes, he says, and that’s what
he called them, not always only joking.

‘What money?’

He did not answer. Prashant, of diligent routine,
left, to visit his mother and then to read yesterday’s newspapers
outside under the tree.

And I had better start thinking and acting, Meenakshi
told herself. Get going, girl, you’ve been waiting for a way to do
this and today has provided it, the Australian woman, Pandora. Call
Dinesh. He won’t like it, he’ll say maybe next Tuesday week, but
make him come over at once. And get changed out of your jeans.

 


7. Describing her life to the New
York Girlfriends

 


Describing her life to the New York Girlfriends, it
becomes one of their episodes, a comedy of adjustment.

Leave him, start a new life, come and visit anyway,
have a break.

You don’t understand.

Well do you love him?

You don’t understand.

It’s the old traditional wife thing, right?

You don’t understand.

We could go shopping.

It’s been a while since any of them has called. The
losing touch episode.

Meenakshi is married. The mere statement is a
bulwark, concealing armed battalions of implication, revelation;
like a lie so little does it show of the facts or the mystery of
the matter.

Prashant lives inside a fortress, inside an invisible
Prashant-sized fortress, something impenetrable, defensive, living
with her in their gone-foreign apartment at the front of the house.
But everything is simple, Meenakshi declares, when the furnishings
have been delivered, and he does not express pleasure at what he
sees; good quality is good economy, she declares (her family’s
motto). He says, then you and I are different when thinking of
simplicity. Simplicity is what they agreed on. Simplicity is his
credo. She says, But you like it don’t you?. But it’s cruel of her
to try and make him say he likes a room even though he would be
aghast if she asked how she could better obey him.

Yes the justifications of oppression must be
challenged and yes we are friends and companions and equals and yes
no yes no men and women are different, essentially different. They
are a husband and wife who sit together at meals and converse over
the second and third cup of tea, milk and sugar served in separate
vessels, sliced lemon for Meenu. Without her, though, Prashant
drinks and offers masala chai only, his politics and his personal
preferences chiming the same note.

In certain company Meenakshi, sari-clad, serves the
others first, stands at their side urging another spoonful of this,
another taste of that, and refuses her own plate until they finish,
a good Indian wife. She attends the special puja, the seasonal
ceremony. She visits her mother-in-law and that’s an easy pleasure:
this is not the mother-in-law well known in comedy, tragedy and
life who takes her turn in a post-menopausal vocation of vexation,
revenge and tyranny. Prashant’s mother showers her with blessings
and welcome and never reproaches her even when Prashant asks for
certain changes. Changes he also wants, he is the one who’s already
worked out how to put it.

Yes we value-cohesive communities, the common
interest of extended families, the deeper significance of our
custom. And yes when it is just the two of us we might sit side by
side in our jeans and eat pizza and watch the foreign film videos.
Certain customary behaviors are appropriate; don’t scorn them or
discard them entirely (he has never been known to scorn them; she
is the one with the Bombay cousins); certain tradition has its
fundamental wisdom. But customs may be modified, maybe, and she is
the one who’s already worked out that they had better design their
own living quarters, a quite separate new wing of the sprawling
family house. And let his mother know before the wedding how often
they would eat alone together. And that they didn’t expect to need
a nursery for a few years.

To marry Prashant she must have been guided by a
wisdom wiser than she has ever had. Karma. Her destiny. Luck.

You ok, you really ok?

I’m ok.

We miss you.

Oh.

You miss us too, right.

Oh just a bit.

You’re not crying? I can’t modem a tissue down the
line.

I’ll write, I will write again.

Life is life and movies are movies. Really the only
question is, What is her duty? Tradition has its fundamental
wisdoms.

 


8. The neem tree 2

 


The stories about neem are told in many countries.
The neem has its web pages, its bulletins, its newsletters, its
advocacy groups. Those multifarious boons are becoming widely
known.

You know that people use twigs for brushing their
teeth; this tree provides them. Snap a twig off the tree and first
scrape your tongue, cleansing away the body’s toxins, then chew the
end of the twig allowing its antiseptic action to clean the teeth
and refresh the mouth, then with the little brush you have thus
made brush the teeth and massage the gums. Teeth are white and
strong where this is done, even into old age.

Its name is Neem, Margosa, Azadiracht indica A. Juss,
Nimba, Bevinamara, Aruhundi, Azad Darakhul e Hind Arishtra, and
numerous other names. In northern Australia it’s known as Pride of
India. In southern USA, Chinaberry. Here, in this district in
southern India, they call it neem, kai-bevu or veppa. The tree has
through ages been found all over the sub-continent and they say
India has eighteen million neem trees. Now neem is widely
distributed in many countries of the world by cultivation.

Take a few fresh new leaves in the morning and chew
them to settle your stomach. If your digestive system is in order
then well-being must come. Take the leaves this way for twenty-four
days to give you immunity from diabetes or hypertension. People
have known these things for as long as forever or since the first
of the sages. The tree is mentioned in the Upanishads and that
sacred text claims an antiquity older than the Old Testament, as
old as the dreamtime. The leaf tastes pleasantly medicinal.

 


9. Another sudden swerve

 


Another sudden swerve, her driver pulling over to the
side as a large car came at them from behind, its horn blaring, and
overtook them. A Mercedes with tinted windowpanes. Dust blew into
the taxi. It regained speed and did not slow down to pass a
buffalo-drawn cart coming from the other direction slow and
steady.

Having achieved the location, ordering and dispatch
of most of the goods on her list, Jade was about to put the icing
on the cake. Go to the top, Louis said he did, find out where the
top is and that’s where you go. The factory manager was not the
top, not when the owner lived a taxi ride away and somehow there
was a taxi, and the driver knew exactly where you wanted to go, as
if he drove foreigners here all the time.

Cows and peace and clean air made her nervous, Jade
had always said so, and served only to prove urban life superior.
Those cow paddocks surely concealed a seething, perplexing underlay
of esoteric manners and peculiar concepts that took an eternity to
get to the bottom of. No, they weren’t cow paddocks, those weren’t
weeds but some kind of crop, and the cows were holy, remember, and
were not contained by paddocks but got to scavenge in streets and
markets. Land was given over for cow paddocks in places where cows
were simply unholy potential meat. This was the kind of thing.
Indians had eternity, she didn’t. Just think about what is
important. Jade sat in a steam of urgency in the back seat. Thrown
across by a sudden jolting, she made note that the driver, who’d
ambled along on the straight part of the road, sped up at curves
and potholes.

They turned off the bumpy dirt road and came to an
abrupt stop, dust settling around them. She heard dogs bark and
hoped they were tied up. The gate in the low stone fence stood
open; she walked up the driveway, kicking up dust that soon coated
her espadrilles, towards a large house, with a number of flat
roof-top areas, in the local manner, at different levels, the
perfect adaptive design for this dry hot climate, and all kinds of
angles and annexes and turrets, as if the house had accumulated
extensions over the years. This was not your nuclear family home.
This was where your satisfactions lay in a culture of strong family
ties with fifteen in-laws and second cousins at breakfast.

The man, sitting in the shade of a large tree before
the house, was attired in a white dhoti and a white tanktop. The
kind of thing old men wore. Made, she saw as she approached, of
that homespun cloth, the khadi. And he was young.

Would he be friendly? Did he speak English? Would he
know the man she was looking for? Yes, yes, and he was the man.

He folded his newspaper and stood. So this is what
a foreign-educated factory owner wore. It was the boys who’d never
gone anywhere who wore the baseball caps. She held out her
hand. ‘I’m Jade Joseph,
nice place you’ve got here, you’re a hard man to track down, call
me Jade, can I call you Prashant?’ It was an English language paper
and another newspaper in an Indian script lay beside it.

He took her hand, briefly and lightly, sat again
on a backless wooden bench. ‘How do you do? My wife told me you have come.’ His wife?
Maybe the wife had already heard she’d been raising hell. Being a
typical bloody foreigner, they probably said. Differently, now,
with the owner. Be nice. She took a white plastic chair, tossed her
long red scarf around her as she sat. It was cooler here in the
tree’s shade. Maybe she shouldn’t have worn red.

‘I believe that personal contact is good
business.’ Which she had probably blown after the stink she’d made.
It was the effect of India, the way she’d reacted. Satisfaction
rather than regret crackled in this thought. She added,
‘Unfortunately, with Mr Lal, agreement was not reached.’

‘Mr Lal? You have been seeing Mr Lal?’ Why was he
asking like that? As if she were suddenly less
explicable.

‘To order the Neem Care products, but we must
confirm their satisfactory presentation.’

As if something dawned on him: ‘You are not here to see the village
project?’

‘Better moisturizer for all skin types – that’s my
project.’

‘You talked to my wife just now?’

‘I don’t think so, was she at the
factory?’

‘Sorry, can we start again? I thought you were
someone else.’

She stopped herself trying for a joke and
said, ‘I was hoping I
was expected, as we actually have had a reply from here, though
lately trying to call has not worked – new numbers I believe? I’m
buying for our store in New York, orientalisme. I went to the
factory this morning.’

‘Please, you will take tea.’ Prashant clapped his
hands. An elderly woman in a white sari appeared at the door of the
house and he called something to her.

Don’t even think of saying you’d like black tea.
Bravely drink your tea brewed in sweet milk and cardamom in the
interests of good business relations. You are thirsty and this
could be the promised moment when you find you suddenly like
chai.

Jade noticed the Mercedes with the tinted windows
parked alongside the house. ‘How are things in the United Sates?’ Prashant was
inquiring. ‘I believe you will re-elect your president.’

‘The lesser of two evils.’ Jade held her shrug, a
momentary pose of complicit arch knowingness. ‘That’s the best spin
I’ve heard through really,’ she said. ‘I’m actually Australian,
only working in New York. Sister-nation to India,’ she remembered
to add, ‘as Australia was once ruled by the British
too.’

He wasn’t bad-looking, she noted, those large brown
eyes, that faint and impersonal smile. Good move to have inspired
him to regard her in a fraternal, rather than indifferent light,
indifferent or hostile. She rolled her shoulders back but the
seductive impulse fizzled and the movement ended in a slump. Not
him. Fraternal was enough. Fraternal was good.

She should wait for the tea, she supposed, before
getting to the point, that was the custom in this country where
getting to the point was meant to be an abhorrence. But no,
actually she hadn’t found that. Maybe there were different ideas on
what the point was. Cultures, etiquette, traditions, she was all
for them, that’s what the store was all about – but come to
business, today’s world, half a decade to the end of the century,
anywhere you go the world is getting more global. He would know
that.

‘The reason I came to you. Getting down to it:
look at this. Neem soap. This is the sample Lucas brought us. From
here. From your factory, not many months ago. This packaging is so
very lovely, the rough brown paper – hand-made isn’t it? – the
earth colours, the Indian script, the naturalness. This says hello!
This says authenticity, this says traditional, tried and true. I
come to your factory this morning, I get this . . . ’ She shows him
the shiny new package. ‘This says same old, this says imitation,
this says, quite frankly, why bother? Your manager tells me this is
what foreigners like. I say look at me, I am a foreigner, I do not
like it, this is what I like, and they say but that is sold only in
India. I say, I want the soaps I buy to be packaged like this, and
they say what I had was for Indian only. They say it is the same
soap. I say that is not the point. Then he also said it was not the
point and there were already too many points on his plate. I come
to you.’

‘Ah,’ Prashant said. ‘New packaging for export,
that is really my wife’s area. Now the factory is changing, some
new structures are there. Some of these are still in early stages.
It will take some time. I hope you will get what you want, but no
guarantee.’

On this trip Jade had already come across other
orders that could not be guaranteed and she’d put them on another
list. This order was on a list of its own. The old woman in the
white sari put down a metal tray holding two cups of milky
tea. ‘Thank you,’ Jade
said. Very western of her, she knew; they had no word of thanks to
a person of lower caste as she presumed the woman to be. ‘I see,’
she said to Prashant, not seeing at all. ‘So should I talk to your
wife?’ Would he let her? Did they let wives talk to foreign
businesswomen out here in the bush? Maybe she’d have to go behind
some kind of purdah. Fabulous.

‘In New York,’ said Prashant, ‘they are having
every kind of soap available. Ours is a humble product made for
local markets.’

People always want something new, she began to
explain, wondering if he were teasing her, refusing to see he was
trying to put her off. The newest thing is the oldest thing. Clay,
mud, oils, ancient recipes. That ayurveda and that neem and that
yogic tantric thing, people want it. And when she had it to market
and sell, people would know they want it. Jade smiled to show she
was being ironic and also that she meant it. ‘And your soap and cream, so
perfect.’

He made no move, only drank the tea. She began to
tell him about the store.

The owner, Louis Siegel, is famous in New York for
his first store Access/O/ where everyone always went to find the
sublime in accessories – socks, bags, ties, cufflinks, collars,
everything. A glimmer of amusement from Prashant, all the
encouragement she needed. Always mentioned in major magazines,
everyone copied what he did. This new shop was also going to be a
specialist store, in a very fashionable district, lots of tourist
trade, a beautiful store designed by – well you won’t have heard
unless you follow the design thing, but Jive Saskian did the Bar
Oak and the Bar Sinister, designs from heaven. Scheduled to be
opened in the fall, maximum fanfare and media awareness. A new
store full of the magic of India – sandalwood, silk saris, statues,
but no hippie ticky-tacky. And – and, she emphasised – all kinds of
products made of neem. That neem soap from here, that neem gel,
that neem lotion. Maybe there could be new lines, maybe little
bubbles of neem bath oil beads. First of its kind and all set with
a major promotion on the age-old wonders of your fabulous neem, the
best tree in the world.

‘So now the west is discovering neem.’

‘Oh yes,’ said Jade, beaming, refusing to consider
he was not impressed. ‘We know India is more that saris, curries
and your adorable accents, though we love them too.’

‘We have been happily using neem for centuries
without fanfare, packaging or New York.’

‘Absolutely!’ Jade enthused. ‘One of the ideas we
have is to have actual neem twig toothbrushes, though there are
import issues . . . So, should I meet your wife?’

‘Right now she is occupied, there is a
meeting.’

The Mercedes. ‘Shall I wait for her?’ Sit in oriental patience, make
notes on the hilarious impossibility of zero anxiety waiting for a
meeting at no known time with no known person.

‘Better if we send for you tomorrow. Where are you
staying?’

Was this his strategy? Pretend not to be interested
in doing business? What did they want? They had new packaging for
export, so they wanted export.

But the meeting was over. He hadn’t promised a thing,
or had he? As soon as he could, she said, she had an American-type
schedule and soon was good for her, could she expect them no later
than tomorrow morning?

Her taxi was waiting in the driveway. She got in.

Damn. At what point do you just give up? It would
have been that moment back in that Indian Coffee House when she had
made up her mind to come here, a moment that had led to this, to
nothing yet. She wouldn’t be able to get away till tomorrow, she’d
book a train for the afternoon and see if this lot turned up. God,
the night ahead of her in that shabby little hotel. There could not
possibly be anyone she could talk to. She would write Louis a long
letter. Where would she mail it? He’d only get it long after she’d
got herself over to Madras or whatever they’re calling it now and
found a fax. This Neem Care mob were meant to have one, there’d
once been a fax received from here, some no-longer operative
number. All this trouble, how to make it pay? Make something of it,
a story, a short film, a performance. How I finally got a bottle of
Neem Care. A monologue, like Spalding Grey, Lily Tomlin, Sandy
Stone. She’d been developing some concepts. Get back to the room
and make some notes. One more wholesaler to see then outta here,
with a new business and a new show.

She was still sitting in the car in the driveway.

The taxi driver couldn’t get the car started.

The Mercedes had started up over by the house, came
down the drive and stopped next to her at the gate.

 


10. It is the last city she’d been
shopping

 


It is the last city she’d been shopping for neem skin
care. The traffic circles a high pedestal set in the centre of a
large intersection. On the pedestal rest the feet of the statue of
a man. Wearing his simple loincloth, leaning on his staff, barefoot
and penniless, commanding the hearts of millions of Indians and
millions of others, shaming into retreat the imperial battalions
that rule his country in their supremacist dreams. Look him up in
the book.

Jade stops a moment, shades her eyes and squints up
through the cacophony of blaring horns and blasts of petrol-laden
exhaust fumes. She knows who that is, he’s really famous, the
famous great soul, she once saw the movie; and the statue is the
landmark and right over there, thank heaven, is the Indian Coffee
House.

They mocked him as a half-naked fakir; his body is
now a sacred text. He ensures the world’s headlines can not resist
these brilliantly succinct gestures – a handful of salt gathered
from the sea at the end of a long march, the spinning-wheel that
makes the simple cloth which is all he wears to Buckingham Palace.
Indian salt belongs to Indians. Indians won’t be made to buy
foreign cloth. The spinning-wheel is the icon of Indian pride and
resilience and self-sufficiency, of swadeshi. He is the icon of a
universal philosopher saint. He is the icon of unassailable
defiance and ahimsa, the way of non-violence. He looks down the
length of the road, its saviour, its guardian angel, its compassion
and tenacity, presiding at the intersection.

They still argue about him. It was a Hindu extremist
who shot him dead, and he is still not Hindu enough for some. For
others his so-called simplicity is a display of antique quaintness
that creates an image of India that is never going to help the
project of an internationally respected modern state. His
non-violence is naïve in a world where nothing is won without armed
struggle. His schemes were never going to solve the nation’s
problems. His voluntary poverty makes a mockery of real poverty –
remember how they said it costs a lot of money to keep the mahatma
in poverty. And really, he isn’t really a saint.

At the Indian Coffee House they make mango lassis and
masala dosa that are not only very good but also you sit inside in
air-conditioning at cloth-covered tables and waiters are in uniform
and the street is locked out, locked out of this restaurant, locked
out of the boutiques, locked out of the arcades. In Jade’s bag lie
the disappointing neem cosmetics from she has just obtained from
the headquarters of the local Empress of skin care. She looks at
them again, the lurid colours. They will not do. Able to think
straight again in this cool comfortable hour, she knows she must go
to the source of Neem Care.

That decided, it’s time to go out again. Past a
rubble-filled building site where barefoot women are the labourers,
hauling massive stones in their undulating thin cotton saris. And
over to the air-conditioned arcades of costly fashion boutiques,
full of silks and shoes and jewels and machines for the modern
house. They are entered from the pavement lined with stalls that
sell cheap western-style clothes, sports shoes and transistors.

You’re surrounded by beggars, stop anywhere a moment.
To look for a rickshaw, to wait till the road is clear to cross it,
to contemplate lengths of organza in a window or the vegetables and
fruit being sold at a wheeled barrow on the street. Some fruit in
her hotel room, Jade decides: a break from the oily food and she
can rest and watch TV before tomorrow’s return to central
Bombay.

You’d do this beat too if you begged for a living,
the competition might be fierce but all the rich people come here,
there are dentists and dermatologists in the high tower of the
expensive hotel with its air-conditioned sweet shop full of halwa
and barfi. And foreigners, tourists and ashramites, loading their
bags with silk scarves from the shops and cheap tank-tops and
baseball caps from the street stalls. Jade begins to fill her
string bag. Luscious papaya and crisp little apples, cucumbers and
tomatoes and peppers.

She is pressed on all sides by imploring children,
some with babies in their arms: children tugging at her clothes,
grabbing at her, committing assault upon her as she considers how
many mandarins and whether to get passion-fruit, is she supposed to
bargain. This cannot be quite totally ignored; she silently
calculates that she will give alms as she departs, to escape the
stampede of beggars who are watching all the way down the street to
see when this foreigner will open her wallet. Jade suddenly yelps
as her leg is pinched hard, and, alarmed, finds that there is
nowhere safe to look. Stop that, go away, Jade snaps at an
insistent urchin tugging at her skirt, then, stricken, says, she
has to explain, they were grabbing. The fruit vendor yells at the
children and they retreat a little. Jade takes her money out to
give him the thirty-five rupees. She strips four tens off an
obscene roll. The children are gazing at her intently, some begging
silently with their eyes fixed in dreadful steadiness upon her,
repetitively making the fingers-to-mouth gesture, or rubbing their
empty little bellies, others tugging at her bags and yabbering in
shrill voices. How much? indicating a bunch of bananas. Three
rupees, that one, says the vendor; take this one, five rupees.
Reasonable: he gets two more rupees, the kids get a few more
bananas, she wouldn’t notice the difference. Jade hands the bananas
to a couple of the nearer bigger children, indicating it’s for all
of them. Jesus! Naïve! They tear off, the lucky ones, with their
spoils, others in pell-mell pursuit, a couple managing to tear a
banana or two off the bunch. Some continue to chase them out of
sight, others return and begin screeching harangues, shrill and
violent, the assault now harder to fend off with arms full, bags of
fruit added to the spoils of the morning.

She actually expected these starving, desperate
children to dole out the bananas fairly and methodically, like nice
well-brought-up elder sisters and brothers, one for you and one for
you and you and the last one for me.

Dive into the nearest auto rickshaw and escape the
furious cries of the children deprived of food by the ignorance of
careless wealth.

What do you do? When they grab like that.

Kids, you only get more if you line up with your
belt-buckles polished and say please and thank you. Steadying her
parcels in the jolting rickshaw, wondering what the comforting
thought can be, but among the beggars of India she is only feeling
the same dumb things.

Observe the Indians, they’ll chase a beggar away,
they’ll tell you beggars have bank accounts, then they’ll throw
coins in the bowls of the beggars who line the entrance to temples.
The right beggars, the wrong beggars.

Only give to the ones who are crippled. Only give to
the ones who’ll never be able to get a job.

As if the able-bodied were unemployed through their
own defects.

Weren’t they reaping karma?

As if this were consolation. As if you believed that.
As if they did.

 


11. The heat caused a corrosive
shimmer

 


The heat caused a corrosive shimmer off the sunlit
areas. As Pandora shifted her gaze back to the display, she could
not see anything at all for a brief moment. ‘Ganesh, this name, Ganesha.’ The man
presiding over the sidewalk display of the gaudy picture posters
said the name with a tinge of pride and familiarity. As if a flower
in his garden, something especially his and not really
his.

As if this, this shiny picture on shiny paper, were
not only a depiction of Ganesh, but in some way Ganesh himself.

The image or the icon was often the thing itself in
this land where statues are said to talk, move and eat prasad, and
are fed and dressed and garlanded as if they were themselves the
gods they depict. Wasn’t it Ganesh in the newspaper story she’d
read at the hotel in Bangalore, Ganesh who in several places all
over India had been witnessed drinking offerings of milk? There
were pictures of statues of Ganesh accepting milk from the devout
and even the skeptical had not been able to explain what they had
seen. Crowds were flocking to the place of these miracles, making
pilgrimages to achieve cures and fortunes and blessings.

She picked up the picture of Ganesh again, and handed
over the few rupees. She didn’t even think of bargaining. Pandora
wasn’t in India for the shopping. She had not bought herself
fabrics or clothes, bijoux or bibelots. She traveled in the same
pants and shirts she wore at home.

‘You bought the elephant god,’ a voice said, an
English voice, she knew that voice. ‘Hello,’ he said as she turned,
‘g’day mate.’
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