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      FOREWORD

      
      It is good to know that Bhairavi Parekh has written a novel around the theme of water. It is critical that younger generations
         in India understand that their future well-being depends on how we value and use water.
      

      
      Today, we are in a very dire situation when it comes to water availability and its quality, for all the myriad uses we want
         to put it to – from critical uses like irrigation for growing our food, to hydro-power for electricity, and now to swimming
         pools and jacuzzis for aspirational lifestyles! Everyone in India needs to internalize the fact that the environment has first
         claim on water, for all the ecosystem services it provides us, and human beings can sustainably draw water only after that
         need is met. This means that we have to find better ways to fairly and equitably use our limited water resources ‘quota’ across
         urban and rural domestic needs, livelihoods, agriculture needs and industry needs.
      

      
      Water is a finite but renewable resource. If we can renew our relationship with it, there is no reason India, with all the
         munificence of its monsoons, its many perennial rivers, its massive aquifers, and more, cannot become a water wise – and prosperous
         – society and economy. So let’s do that. Let us, each one, renew our relationship with water. It’s the right time!
      

      
      Rohini Nilekani

      
      March 2013
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      UNDER THE MUMBAI SKY

      [image: image]

      
      If you ride up in a helicopter and kick a football from it over the city of Mumbai, you can bet it will bounce off a building.
         That’s because there are more than a million buildings there and not much space between them. Of course, it might whizz past
         one of the thousands of black crows that squawk across the city night and day. If it found a space between, it might bounce
         on the roof of a car, the top of a train, or finally, the head of one of the twenty one million people rushing to and fro
         in the city to find their dream.
      

      
      
      Chintan’s building was sandwiched between a new multi-storeyed apartment block and the local grocer who also had a photocopying
         machine and sold SIM cards for mobile phones. The lane next to the grocer was the regular haunt of the cow lady. She hired
         a cow for the day and slung a sack of fresh grass along the brown back of the cow. Passersby gave her a few coins, received
         some grass, fed the cow, took its blessings and walked on. At the corner of the lane, on the footpath, stood the wooden box
         of the rice writer. For twenty rupees, he wrote your name with the thinnest of brushes onto a tiny grain of rice, stuck it
         in a tube of oil and sealed it. Next to him, inside a wire cage, belonging to Abu Chacha, coconuts lay waiting for customers.
         This was Chintu’s favourite spot. He could stand at this corner and view the whole street and its inhabitants as they went
         about their daily life.
      

      
      It was about 6 a.m. and unearthly sounds emerged from the small apartment where Chintu lived. The sun’s rays entered the house
         through the window over the narrow bed. They caressed yesterday’s fading orange flowers placed in front of the picture of
         Lord Shiva, which rested on the old chest of drawers. The early morning sun gradually lit up the room bit by bit, wafting
         over the almirah and lighting up the patterns on the thin curtain that served as a door. It warmed the tousled grey head of
         his grandfather, bent low in prayers over a thick book. As soon as the rays of the sun fell on the book, the grey-haired man
         closed it, touched it gently to his forehead and placed it on a wooden stand in the corner. He slipped his feet into rubber
         slippers, smoothed down his white kurta and strode out of his room. After that, all hell broke loose.
      

      
      
      ‘Chintya!’

      
      Silence.

      
      ‘Chintu, Chintya!’

      
      ‘Groan …’

      
      ’ChintyaMintyaPintyaLalluBalluKalluTallu!’

      
      ‘Mmnhngmm …’

      
      It was 6.30 a.m. and Chintu was snugly ensconced under a light cotton sheet with the fan whirring above. He was in the middle
         of a happy dream about a day without his school, homework, or the dratted Sholay Gang.
      

      
      ‘Chintan Vishnubhai Mansukhlal Shah, get up!’

      
      ‘Mnnnngh … Dada, I’m not five years old anymore!’

      
      ‘No, no! You are the eleven-year-old Formula 1 champ, Schumacher-Bumacher! Start racing, bathe, eat, pack your bag, catch
         your bus! You have fifteen minutes!’
      

      
      ‘Fifteen minutes? That’s all?’

      
      ‘You’ll make it! Remember I’m the best coach! Quick, into the bathroom! Zoom! Now!’

      
      Chintu darted out of bed and zigzagged sleepily into the bathroom with its single tap, a shower nozzle and two plastic buckets.

      
      ‘Quick, quick, quick!’ shouted Dada from outside.

      
      On such rushed mornings, he almost regretted following the Formula 1 races night after night on TV. Dada and he had been addicted
         to the sport. In their excitement, they would have spilled into the TV box and then into the racing action. The thrill of
         it! Car after car zoomed past faster and faster, Ferraris, Renaults, Mercedes … desperate crowds … the sound …
      

      
      Ever since the first match they had watched together, Dada had appointed himself the Formula 1 coach of their household, supervising Chintu’s daily routine with a virtual starting gun. It was fun, but terribly hard for poor Chintu to
         manage on school-day mornings.
      

      
      ‘Have you finished your bath?’ Dada asked through the door.

      
      Chintu grabbed the bathing bucket and struggled with the tap. Oh no! Water cut again! He splashed the half bucket of stored
         water over his thick black hair, towelled himself vigorously and emerged.
      

      
      ‘What? Just dry-cleaned again today? Shiva, Shiva! Soap your hands and face at the sink. There’s some water in that bucket.
         Hurry!’
      

      
      ‘Dada, when you pray to the Lord, do ask him for a jet plane in the mornings.’

      
      ‘Hmm, you know jet planes always take off late these days. Better grow wings instead! Finish eating. Get your bag. Here’s
         your lunch box.’
      

      
      ‘Zoom zoom.’

      
      ‘Put on your glasses,’ said Dada.

      
      Chintu slid the black-framed glasses over his nose.

      
      ‘Here’s the matchstick.’

      
      Chintu took it, lit the lamp in front of Lord Shiva’s picture, prostrated and grabbed his school bag.

      
      ‘Did we beat the Formula 1 record today, Dada?’

      
      Dada’s eyes gleamed behind his specs. ‘Of course! Schumacher uses my clock! Now go!’

      
      A face emerged from the kitchen. ‘Chintya, is all your homework done?’

      
      ‘Yes Ma. Bye!’

      
      ‘Waaiittt!’

      
      
      Chintu swivelled round. Grandfather pointed to the laptop. ‘The Internet. You reset the password yesterday! Now log on quickly
         before you go.’
      

      
      Chintu smiled teasingly. ‘And lose the Formula 1 race? Never! I can’t disappoint my coach!’

      
      He opened the door and took the stairs at a run. ’Okay, okay! It’s your name—Mansukhlal Shah! That’s the new password! Bye!’

      
      He reached the main road and sprinted to the corner where Abu Chacha was sorting out his crates of coconuts. ‘Chacha, how’s
         the baby today?’
      

      
      Abu Chacha patted his ball of a stomach swathed in a blue and brown striped lungi.
      

      
      ‘Growling for its morning tea! See you after school.’ Chacha’s stomach triggered daily jokes between the two of them.

      
      The school bus appeared, rumbling and rocking at the corner of the street. Chintu scampered up the steps, and was swallowed
         up into its noisy interior. He would be gone for the next eight hours.
      

      
      Life began early in Mumbai. Sometimes, it was still dark when Chintan came down to catch his bus. Even so, he would find Abu
         Chacha, the cow lady and the rice writer, all ready to go about their daily business.
      

      
      Every time he saw them, Chintan would think that one could make a living in Mumbai doing the most fascinating things.

      
      What Chintu didn’t know was that one could also make a living in this city by doing some very strange things. For example,
         the water shortage in his house this morning wasn’t due to less supply from the municipal corporation alone, it was also due to a clever water thief in his neighbourhood!
      

      
      Every morning, a municipal lorry drove up. It was a water tanker, delivering water to the buildings in that area which were
         plagued by shortage. The driver parked outside ‘Vijay Drapers’ shop and got down to unload the water into the official government
         cement tank. From here, metal pipes fed the water to the buildings around. On most days, a scowling man with a scruffy black
         beard came up to the driver, clapped him on the back with a lopsided grin and steered him to the corner tea stall.
      

      
      ‘Driving, driving all day. What’s the point of working so hard if you can’t even have a cup of tea every morning, huh? Come
         on, it’s nice and hot.’ The man running the tea stall poured them two tiny cups while the scowling man talked away. ‘What
         a great life! You work your backside off and what do you get? Not even enough money for a half-decent meal every day! Prices
         going up all the time, we need to change the government …’ The tea stall guy poured another cup each.
      

      
      Behind the tanker, the scowling man’s accomplice had already sneaked up and connected two big rubber pipes to the two large
         taps on the tanker. He turned on the taps. The water flowed thickly out of the tanker through these pipes into a large rubber
         container hidden behind ‘Vijay Drapers’. In seven minutes, while the driver was still sipping his tea, this container filled
         up. The accomplice pulled out the pipes, signalled to the scruffy man and disappeared leaving no evidence. The scruffy man
         stopped his complaints and steered the driver back to the lorry. ‘Okay okay, you don’t have to listen to my complaints early in the morning. What would the people of this area do if you didn’t provide them with
         this water?’
      

      
      The driver, who had been silent all through, just nodded. He connected his pipe to the official cement tank built by the government,
         filled it, removed the pipes and waved as he drove off. Good, thought the scowling man. I can make some easy money again today. That much water will be worth at least two hundred rupees and all it cost me was a
            cup of tea. Ha.
      

      
      So while Chintu went to school, Abu Chacha sold coconuts, the cow lady paraded her cow, the rice writer wrote names on a grain
         of rice and the scowling man stole water! Many people never found their dreams. Instead, they spent their waking hours trying
         to earn a living in this city.
      

      
      ***

      
      At home, Mansukhlal or Mansukhbhai, as everyone liked to call him, shut the door and made a beeline for the laptop.

      
      ‘Reset the password, put in my name … there we are! And click to … hmm … Facebook!’ he muttered happily to himself. ‘Such
         an invention, this computer! And Chintu. Such a gagdoo, this boy!’
      

      
      He smiled to himself. Mansukhlal was a whizz at making up names that meant nothing.

      
      ‘Champion Coach, breakfast is on the table. The Internet doesn’t provide food,’ Vimla bantered. She had to leave for work.

      
      ‘Ah, maybe one day it will! Such a wonder, the Internet is!’ His eyes glazed over and his moustache quivered. In his vision,
         the laptop had begun sprouting his favourite delicacies.
      

      
      
      ‘Vimla, I’ll have my poha later. You go on to the office now. I’m at home today.’
      

      
      ‘What’s this new fad with Facebook? Are you chatting with your son?’ Chintu’s father, Vishnu, was on a year’s contract, working
         for a pharmaceutical company in Dubai.
      

      
      ‘Hmph! Does your royal husband, ever take his eyes off his office papers? His office chair must be falling apart due to wear
         and tear!’
      

      
      She laughed. ‘Ah, so then you have some secret search on the Internet!’ She picked up her handbag.

      
      Mansukhbhai looked up. ‘Yes. I’m on a quest.’

      
      ‘What?’

      
      He took off his glasses and polished them on his white dhoti. ‘I was going to tell you all sometime soon.’
      

      
      ‘Hmm.’ Vimla was startled at the change of tone. Her father-in-law could be very dramatic if he wanted to be, but this time
         he looked serious. She looked at her watch and stopped herself from asking more. She would be late for work.
      

      
      ‘Okay. We’ll discuss this after dinner? Chintu’s back at 4 p.m. There’s thepla and milk for him, then he can go downstairs to play, but he must finish his homework by 6 p.m.’
      

      
      They finished the last part together. The chant rarely varied.

      
      ‘I’ll be back for dinner. The food’s in the fridge in case you’re hungry early,’ she added.

      
      Mansukhbhai returned to an easy banter with his daughter-in-law. ‘Chintu’s getting smarter … next year he will outsmart me.
         Then you will have to take over his homework!’ he teased.
      

      
      
      Vimla called out from the door. ‘Yes, then you can start cooking!’ Her laugh rang out as she shut the door behind her.

      
      Mansukhbhai was very proud that his daughter-in-law had a job. The other elders of the community said all kinds of things
         about wives that worked in offices. Her husband doesn’t earn enough. She doesn’t want to cook and clean. Mansukhbhai kept quiet through their comments as he was quite satisfied with the way things were in his own house. He could
         look after Chintu till Vishnu returned from his year’s work assignment in Dubai.
      

      
      After breakfast, Mansukhbhai returned to the computer. Over the last couple of weeks, he had turned into an Internet geek.
         Every afternoon, he would hunch over the new laptop that his son had bought him and surf the Internet for hours.
      

      
      Mansukhbhai would sit on his favourite chair with his long white dhoti tucked under him. This length of cloth, tied at the waist, hung in folds down to his leather slippers, partially exposing
         his brown calves. Chintu was mortified whenever his Dada wore his dhoti and made one of his rare visits to Chintu’s school.
      

      
      ‘Dada,’ he would protest. ‘Can’t you wear a pair of trousers? All the other fathers wear trousers!’

      
      ‘First, I am your grandfather and second, I haven’t owned a pair of trousers for the last fifteen years.’

      
      ‘Then it’s high time you bought some!’

      
      ‘Okay. Let’s go. Where can we buy air-conditioned trousers?’

      
      ‘What do you mean?’

      
      
      ‘Like this dhoti.’
      

      
      ‘Dada, what are you talking about?’

      
      Grandfather bent down and pointed to where the thin dhoti parted at the calves. ‘Look! It is air-conditioned!’
      

      
      Chintu groaned. Trying to convince Dada about something was like batting a googly ball: you never knew at which angle the
         ball would bounce off. But there was always an invisible bag of laughter around him. No. The dhoti would stay. Dada had decided. He said that his father had worn a dhoti, and his father before that. He was the last in the line of Shahs, who tackled the world with their dhotis firmly tucked in place!
      

      
      As Mansukhbhai got engrossed in his computer, the eternal noise of the Mumbai traffic, the raucous calls of the vegetable
         vendors and the watchman’s loud laughter slowly melted away. He sat immersed in the mission at hand.
      

      
      ‘Bhailalbhai Shah … born in Tintodan, Gujarat, in 1951. Married. Two children. Have to study his profile now. I wonder …’

      
      Suddenly there was a gurgle, then a whoosh of water as the taps came alive again.

      
      ‘Oh Shiva, Shiva! Mother Ganga has found my home again!’

      
      He got up to fill the buckets. ‘Welcome, Mother. May our buckets always be filled with your blessings!’

      
      Dada avoided the advances of the scowling neighbourhood ‘water guy’ and tried to keep his buckets full, though his neighbour,
         Chimanbhai, bought water from him occasionally when he had guests over.
      

      
      As he moved back to his laptop again, Mansukhbhai Shah wondered how he would reveal his story to his daughter-in-law and grandson that evening. It was all about peering into that
         line of Shahs in the past and joining the dots with his bloodline. His forehead creased and furrowed as he trawled his way
         through Facebook. As his involvement grew, the end of his moustache disappeared into his mouth. He was deep in his quest.
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