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To young adventurers, everywhere:

Travel light. Avoid regrets.
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

A friend who read the first edition of this book complained that it didn’t read like a novel.

I said, ‘Why should it? It isn’t one.’ The note beneath my author bio says explicitly that it’s based on my life. The friend felt the note wasn’t enough to dispel the impression that I had intended to write a fictional account of my youthful jaunt.

So, for this new edition, I’d like to be clear: the book is about a journey I went on, between 1977 and 1978, to the United States and Europe. I have altered crucial details about my family in order to spare the feelings of my older relatives, and I have changed all names except mine. In every other sense, particularly after my arrival in Europe, events happened as described.


BOMBAY


BOMBAY, 1977

THEY ARRIVED OUT OF the rain on a dark afternoon in early September. Bansi answered the bell. I had glanced out of my room at the moment that he opened the door, so I saw him fall back a pace and look up, shading his eyes against the grey glare. ‘Who is it?’ he asked in Hindi.

Their shadows entered the house before they did. They were blocking the light so that the thin vapour blowing in around them from the street was carved into shifting beams. Bansi was asking questions. I could not hear over the sound of the rain what answers he got. But a moment later he was nodding and standing back. They entered then, two huge men, silhouetted against the light, their outlines glistening wet. They stripped off their dripping rucksacks where they stood, water streaming from them in jewelled droplets. I remained at the entrance to my room, staring at the tableau, not recognizing the shape of my own future quickening into substance, there in the hallway. Then Bansi shut the door and the light show ended. I ducked out of sight, wondering who this monumental pair were and what their presence meant in the house. Not residents, surely? Where would they sleep? Sujaya and I shared two rooms between us, as paying guests. Govinda our landlord and his elderly uncle Khushru had one each. That left the unlikely choice of the drawing room or the verandah. Telling myself that they must surely be temporary refugees from the rain, I shrugged and forgot about them till dinner.

That night, at five minutes to eight, I heard a minor commotion from around the dining area. Then Govinda, speaking in his Oxbridge accent with his voice warbling at the edges in the way it did when he was in a high good humour, said, ‘ . . . see here – I’ll strike the gong, shall I, shall I? That should bring the ladybirds out!’ followed by an ineffectual ping! ping! ping!

He was referring to Sujaya and myself, though he knew the nickname annoyed Sujaya. She felt that he was poking fun at us, two unmarried women in our mid-twenties, living under the roof of a highly eligible bachelor.

I looked around to see if she was ready to leave the room so that we could make our entrance together. But she had just returned from work, very wet and very late, having got caught in the rain. She was in no mood for what she called Govinda’s buffoonery.

So I stepped out of the room alone. Govinda turned towards me, saying triumphantly to his guests, like a magician who has successfully caused a griffin to materialize out of thin air, ‘See? I told you – here’s one now . . .’

The two guests were already sitting down. They were so tall that their heads were almost level with Govinda’s as he stood, formally waiting till I got to my seat. In the three months that I and Sujaya had been at Palm View, our places at the elegant table with its pink marble top had been as fixed as the cardinal points on a compass. Govinda was North, Uncle Khushru East, Sujaya South, and I was West. Now, suddenly, I had been moved to North-west. I was disturbed. To be shifted without any discussion was to be reminded that I, too, was only an itinerant, with no permanent control over my position at the table.

I said, ‘Oh . . . hello,’ and sat, feeling oppressed by blind fate.

‘Where’s Ladybird Senior?’ said Govinda. ‘Not home yet?’

‘Recovering from the rain,’ I said.

‘She’ll join us in a moment . . .’ He had turned to the two guests. ‘This is Manjula, our resident artist – Manjula, meet Piet and . . . Japp?’ He pronounced it with a ‘j’ before correcting himself and saying, ‘Wait – that’s with a ‘y’, isn’t it?’ And said it again, turning to me explaining, ‘They’re Dutch! From Holland!’

I smiled thinly and said, ‘Mmm!’ It wasn’t just the change of seat that bothered me. It was the new faces at the table. They would be a distraction for D’Silva, the cook. For ten days now I had been planning to go on a diet. The presence of guests might ruin those plans. But I looked up in their direction anyway.

Both men were bobbing their heads in acknowledgement. Japp was fair, with bulging blue eyes darting like pale fish behind aviator frame glasses. He vaguely resembled Donald Sutherland. Piet had blocky, handspun features and might have been a dark-haired Jon Voight. They were in their early twenties. Both had recently shaved their heads and the stubble covering their scalps was less than half an inch long. Both wore T-shirts and jeans.

Bansi appeared, bearing a tureen of soup on a tray. Sujaya made her entrance just then, looking as if she had spent the whole day preparing for the event. She wore a pale green satin wrap, her skin the colour of honey on buttered toast, her thick black hair coiled in a shining knot at the nape of her neck. She said, as she settled into her seat, now at South-west, ‘Oh, Holland! How nice – lovely country . . .’

Uncle Khushru wouldn’t eat till later, so Bansi began his service, first to Sujaya, then me, then the two guests, then Govinda.

Govinda said to Sujaya, ‘Of course, you must have been there . . .’ He turned to the guests in explanation. ‘Works with the airlines. Been all over the world.’ He adored playing host. His heavy-lidded grey eyes were bright, and his mouth burned cherry-red against the natural blue-white pallor of his skin. His father had been English, his mother, Parsi. They were no longer alive, but in their heyday they had lived at the vanguard of Bombay’s most sparkling era, in the 20s and 30s. Govinda had been born at a time when orientalism was in vogue. The ‘a’ at the end of his name was not an affectation. To hear it was to see hand-tinted photographs of neo-classical male dancers, their torsos bare and gleaming, their nostrils flared, peacock feathers in their hair and kohl under their eyes.

Sujaya said, ‘Well . . . not really – but of course, Amsterdam, you know – cheese capital of the world!’ She flashed her professional smile at the guests. ‘Though I don’t suppose you think of it like that? When it’s your home, I mean . . .’

They smiled back with the bland expressions of people who aren’t quite sure how to respond. Whether to be polite or truthful.

I said, ‘Are you here for a reason? Or for a holiday?’ If it was a holiday, they wouldn’t stay for long. There wasn’t much to see in Bombay during the monsoon.

Donald Sutherland shrugged and arched his eyebrows. Jon Voight started to say something, but Govinda answered for both of them, grinning widely. ‘Yes! They’re here for a reason. A special reason!’ I saw now that his good humour had a specific source, an inner secret that was boiling within him. He looked from one guest to the other with bird-like movements of his head, asking their permission to reveal all. Jon Voight nodded. Govinda said, ‘It’s a spiritual quest!’

‘A quest!’ exclaimed Sujaya. ‘Spiritual!’

‘To meet a guru . . .’ said Govinda.

‘Oh, really?’ I said, my spirits falling. That sounded like three weeks at the least. ‘Which one?’ I wasn’t really interested. The question was a preamble to asking them what the term of their stay in Bombay was likely to be.

Jon Voight answered, ‘Mash-Ree Hoohoo.’

I frowned. ‘Excuse me?’ I said. The name made no sense.

He repeated, ‘Mash-Ree Hoohoo.’

Govinda intervened. ‘Mahashri Guru – that’s just his title, of course!’ He said the correct name now and added, ‘He’s very well known – a sort of guru-superstar – but not for . . . well, us. Only for these chaps. Foreigners. They come from all over. Just to meet him.’ Govinda was a foreigner too, in the sense that he had a British passport. But he liked to choose his moment to be as foreign or as Indian as it suited him. In this situation, in the presence of hundred per cent foreigners, he was playing his Indian role.

I said, ‘How long do you think you’ll be here?’

Jon Voight said, ‘Sree mons.’

‘Three months!’ I exclaimed. ‘Just to see a guru?’

It took Govinda all of dinner, including dessert, coffee and Uncle Khushru’s dinner too, to explain it. The guests had come on the advice of their spiritual guide in Holland. He had been a close friend of Govinda’s parents. They used to see the same guru, a little man who had started life as a bidi-seller. At the age of seventy-six he had wandered away, got enlightenment and come back. He continued to live on the outskirts of the red-light district, continued to sell bidis from his tiny stall and continued to smoke them during his discourses. He had been a great comfort to Govinda’s parents in their final days. The reason that he was popular with foreigners, said Govinda, was that he pooh-poohed ritual and discredited the claims of mystics.

It was past midnight when we left the table. I still did not know what the sleeping arrangements for the two guests were. But my fear that they would get in the way of my diet had been smoothly overtaken, in the course of dinner, by my curiosity about them. In the late 70s, there was no shortage of young foreigners pounding the streets of Indian cities in search of eternal truths. I thought they were mildly insane to imagine that they would go home with anything more eternal than amoebic dysentery.

Yet here, now, were two such seekers, sharing a place at dinner with me. After a couple of hours in their company, I had to acknowledge that they seemed perfectly sane. They were amusing, cool and down-to-earth. I was fascinated. I wanted to know more. I went to bed that night wondering why I had begun the evening feeling that their presence in the house would be a nuisance.


THE DIET

TEN DAYS BEFORE THE arrival of the Dutch guests, I had been to see a doctor about losing weight. His name was Dr Shiva Prasad. He had recently opened a diet clinic highly recommended to me by a friend.

When I called to make the initial appointment, the doctor asked if I was married. I said ‘no’. He asked if I had any friends or relatives in whose company I regularly ate my meals. I said I had a boyfriend called Prashant with whom I spent most of my spare time, including dinner every day. He was copy chief at an ad agency and his workday usually ended around 6.30 p.m. He would collect me from Palm View on his motorbike and we would spend the rest of the evening either at my married brother’s house or at a movie. If we didn’t eat at my brother’s house we ate at a restaurant. The doctor advised me to bring my friend along for the first ‘briefing’. According to him, the cooperation of regular eating companions was essential to the success of a diet.

So I invited Prashant to accompany me. We spent an hour with the doctor. He was a marvellous advertisement for his clinic: slender as a whip and surrounded by framed portraits of the forty racehorses he owned at his stables in Bangalore. The impression he gave was that if his ‘patients’ followed his instructions they might succeed not only in losing weight but in gaining racehorses too. As he put it, ‘It’s not about becoming thin or fat: it’s about becoming successful.’

He showed us progress slides of his prize patient, a woman who, at the start of the diet, looked like a wrestler dressed in a printed silk sari. ‘The first time she came in here, she couldn’t walk on her own! She had to be supported by her husband!’ She lost 60 kilos in eleven months. The slides, taken from the front, back and sides, were like a time-lapse film of the Michelin Tyre Man being deflated very gradually. Even Prashant, who had come with the intention of scoffing, was impressed. So I signed up.

One day later, when I went back to the clinic for the introductory session, the doctor showed me more slides of his former patients. This time, because Prashant was not with us, I saw them unclothed.

They looked terrible. We are so used to seeing pictures of female nudes who look like articulated dolls that when we see the more typical sort of woman without her clothes on, she looks diseased. One girl had a 16-inch waist and 40-inch hips. Her body was like a cartoon, wildly out of proportion. She must have wanted to reduce her hips, but the record showed that she had lost weight uniformly, including on her waist. The last slide revealed her with her middle dwindled to nothingness and her hips more prominent than ever before. She resembled a giant ant masquerading as a woman.

The prize patient, whose success had seemed so spectacular when she was clothed, looked like a sack of loose brown skin standing to attention when she was naked. Her breasts were like used tea-bags. As the weight loss progressed, the sachets deflated gradually, becoming little more than flaps of skin. There seemed to be no nipples, just two tired points aimed at the floor. The huge mound of her abdomen collapsed slowly across the months, but only the mass of it. The skin remained, hanging from her waist down, covering her pubic area. When she posed for the frontal view, the folded skin covered that area like an apron. When she posed for the slides in profile, she held up the lower edge of this fold so that you could see the extent of it.

It wasn’t easy to guess her thoughts. Her face was expressionless. Her appearance suggested that she came from a deeply conservative, traditional background, yet here she was, posing naked for a doctor’s unsympathetic camera. Was the lack of expression a sign of diffidence or confidence? Had she agreed out of her own volition or had her husband forced her? Was he in the room with her when these pictures were taken? Had she agreed because she imagined she was making a valuable contribution to a study of weight loss amongst obese Third World women? Had she been convinced on the grounds that she represented that rarest of breeds, a Third World woman who was yet rich enough to have weight to lose? Did she herself want to lose weight or had she done it, all of it, out of deference to her husband’s wish for a slender wife?

She held her head stiffly, her expression opaque, offering no answers.

The flap bothered me. How did she relate to it, I wondered. Did she despise it? Did she pinch and prod it when she had a bath? Did she wash underneath it with revulsion? Did she sigh when she tucked it away under the waistband of her sari petticoat? Or did she regard it with a certain horrified fondness, the way, I imagined, some people regarded extra digits on their hands? I remember meeting a woman who had a second thumb on her right hand. Its nail was as perfectly manicured as the other nails on the hand. I remember thinking well of her for having accepted her irregularity, for celebrating it rather than slicing it off.

Some of the other patients whose slides I saw that day had resorted to plastic surgery to excise the unwanted folds of skin. But they had been left with scars like livid pink zippers, running across their abdomens.

I felt disturbed. I didn’t want to look like a limp balloon or a surgeon’s embroidery sampler. I couldn’t understand why none of the patients actually looked attractive at the end of their ordeal. But I had already committed myself to being a patient. I paid my non-refundable introductory fee of 500 rupees and meekly produced a urine sample after submitting to having my blood pressure taken and my weight recorded in a clear plastic folder with my name printed smartly on its cover. The initial entry read: 65.8 kg. Height: 5’5”. I wanted to add, Self-image: 0.00 – but didn’t. The doctor was not easily amused, I noticed. Gaining racehorses was a serious business.

The slides were followed by a two-hour ‘psychometric test’. It began with an interview with Dr Prasad’s wife, Mrs Prasad. She told me that she was a practising analyst and that the purpose of the session was to determine my fitness for a course of dieting. ‘Few people realize to what extent their lives can be affected by a change in eating habits,’ she said. ‘We have to know a little about your personality in order to adjust our method to suit your individual type.’

It sounded reasonable. She had pepper-and-salt hair and half-shut eyes which gazed at me with an expression that reduced me to a case number on a shiny plastic folder, cabinet 7b, drawer II.

We began with a résumé of family history. Yes, both my parents were alive. My father had retired from the Foreign Service as Ambassador. He and my mother lived in their own house in Calicut, surrounded by all our extended family of relatives. I had one brother, one sister, both married. Both had children.

She paused in her tracks. ‘How do you feel about that?’ she asked. Her expression was carefully neutral.

‘About what?’ I asked in return.

She may have sighed. ‘It’s quite normal, you know. Two elder siblings, both married, both with children. You’re twenty-four, so it’s not too late, of course, for you to follow their path but . . . it happens. Feelings of inadequacy, a desire to compensate – it could explain your overeating for example . . .’

As I understood the drift of her enquiry, I started to smile in anticipation. ‘Oh, no!’ I exclaimed. ‘I don’t feel inadequate – I’ve never wanted to marry – ’

She cut me off at once. ‘You mean, you’ve never had an opportunity to marry – ’

‘No.’ I was very accustomed to arguing this point. It always surprised me that I faced so much resistance. ‘I am opposed to marriage – as an institution. I don’t believe that it’s the best way for men and women to, you know, live together and . . .’ I shrugged, ‘raise children, whatever.’ I believed that most people had children because they didn’t realize that they could choose not to. If they knew, I believed, hardly any would bother having them. ‘Marriage is too restrictive – it’s an instrument of patriarchy, after all, a method of ensuring that property is passed from one generation to the next through the paternal line. I mean, obviously that’s important, but it’s only a system, not a law of nature – and it’s used to control women’s sexuality – to define it . . .’

She allowed me to carry on for a few moments in this vein. When I paused for breath, she nodded, then asked, ‘Would you call yourself a feminist?’

I said, relieved to be given a chance to reveal my orientation, ‘Oh, yes. Absolutely . . .’

She nodded again and said, ‘Then why don’t you want children? If you feel so strongly about being a feminist shouldn’t that mean you want to explore your feminine nature by having children?’

I said, ‘Ah – but I don’t like children. I’ve never wanted to have any.’

I kept looking for some sign that the statements I made were having an impact on her but she didn’t so much as raise her eyebrows. She said, ‘I see. For how long, would you say, you’ve not liked children? Can you think of a specific period when these feelings began?’

I said, ‘I can’t remember ever liking small children. When I was small, I didn’t like children younger than myself. I thought they were sort of . . . squirmy. And wet. Little children always seemed to be sort of damp.’ She listened without comment. ‘I never wanted to pick them up or have anything to do with them. I don’t understand why other people like them so much. I assume that it’s a survival tactic – protecting the young – raw instinct, whatever. To keep the species alive. That sort of thing – ’

‘Okay,’ she said. ‘So you don’t want to get married and you don’t like children. What would you say you like?’

I said, ‘My work. I’m an artist, you know.’ I thought it so strange that she hadn’t asked me any questions about my professional life. ‘An illustrator, actually. And a cartoonist – though not all the time. I mean, I’d like to be a cartoonist, but I don’t get commissions to draw the sort of cartoons that interest me. I’m a freelancer, so I get paid for each piece of work I complete. No salary, and no one pays on time. It’s quite difficult to keep ahead of my expenses. I stopped accepting money from my parents when I was twenty-one. I’ve been living away from home since then and . . . I’m not very practical. But if I could do what I really wanted, then I would just spend all day drawing and painting.’

I was gabbling, wanting her to show a response. Once more, however, she listened as if what I said was random noise. ‘I also like to write. I don’t get the opportunity to do the kind of work I’d like . . .’ I faltered to a stop.

She asked, ‘What about boyfriends?’ I said I had one. At this, she made a small notation in the notepad open in front of her. I felt I had to hammer home my point, so I volunteered, ‘. . . Though, of course, I don’t plan to marry him.’

She looked, for an instant, straight at me instead of through me and said, ‘Meaning, you don’t love him.’ It wasn’t a question, but a statement. It left me speechless. I believed the reason I didn’t want to marry him was that I didn’t believe in the patriarchal establishment. I tried to explain this, but she cut me short.

She asked me what I liked about food, whether it was the type of food or the quantity that I preferred. Whether I ate the same amount when I was alone or when I was in company. Whether I liked particular types of food more than others or whether I was indifferent to tastes and flavours. I said I just liked to eat, I wasn’t especially concerned about rare and unusual foods, that I was quite happy with, for instance, fried eggs every morning for months on end. Hot toast and butter were what I liked best. Ice cream was good too. I had a sweet tooth.

‘What about cooking?’ she asked. ‘What types of food do you like to cook?’

‘I don’t cook,’ I said. ‘Never go near the kitchen.’

‘All right,’ she said. ‘Do you have any feminine interests?’

And I said, ‘Oh – yes! I like jewellery and perfume!’ The moment the words were out of my mouth, I knew I had failed the encounter.

The correct answer, following the feminist canon, would have been that ‘masculine’ and ‘feminine’ were outmoded concepts. As a woman, whatever I did should be considered adequately ‘feminine’ without requiring external reference points. But I had blundered full-tilt into the trap of sex-defined preferences. It was a rout.

For the remainder of my time with Mrs Prasad, the only thing I was conscious of was the sound, in my head, of my feminist self popping and crackling on a spit of chagrin. By the time I had slunk out of that office I was emotionally gutted. I felt like a frog that has been pegged out on a dissection board with all its vital organs on display but no gentle chloroform to spare it the awareness of this humiliating and spreadeagled fate. Mrs Prasad was followed by Dr Nalini, a psychiatrist researching the link between food habits and psychological disorders. After making a careful list of what foods I liked and the history of my ‘eating disorder’, she brought out her set of Rorschach blots.

It surprised me that they were coloured. I had always assumed that, being ‘ink blots’, they would be black. Instead, they resembled nothing more than the shape of menstrual blood stains on panties. The pinkish-red colour of many of them heightened that impression. In card after card, that’s all I could see. I understood how frustrating it must be to be the needle of a gramophone stuck in a groove, as I heard myself say yet again, ‘Uhhh . . . menstrual stain.’ There was only one in which I felt I saw something different: little fox faces and a couple of bats hovering overhead.

The final hurdle for the day, after the blots, was to draw a picture, one each, of a man and of a woman.

I had read about such exercises. I knew that they were not meant to be tests of skill, but as a tool for digging out unconscious messages embedded in the mind of the test subject. The success of the exercise depended upon the subject’s spontaneous rendering of a man and a woman. But I am an artist. As an artist, I do not draw spontaneously. I labour over my work. How could I short-circuit my natural approach to drawing in order to produce a sketch in the style of someone who doesn’t draw for a living? I was completely paralysed.

I started one drawing, scratched it out, then stared at the blank page helplessly for at least fifteen minutes before finally producing two featureless silhouettes of the type used in physical fitness handbooks. I was painfully conscious that whatever I drew would be picked up for interpretation. Every line would be heavy with meaning, however much I might desire to draw something neutral. Just the desire to draw something neutral had a meaning.

If I drew the man in the centre of the page it could mean that I gave men pride of place. If I drew the man and the woman as a couple, it could mean that I believed in monogamy. Did I in fact believe in monogamy? Did I wish to be typecast as one who believed in monogamy? Did I care either way?

Should I draw the couple facing one another? Clothed? If unclothed then to what extent should I detail their sexual features? Should the woman-silhouette have long hair? And wouldn’t that mean that deep in my subconscious I believed that a True Woman was long-haired and traditional? And, my own being short, did that mean that I had symbolically castrated my femininity by cutting off my hair?

Should I draw both figures the same height, even though I knew that going by averages men are taller than women? And was it honest, anyway, for me to be assessing the significance of what I drew in this manner? Was it morally right to want to influence the results of the test by trying to assess what was expected of me and doing the opposite on purpose? And what exactly was that purpose?

I apologized twice to Dr Nalini for taking so long. I explained that I was an artist by profession and that therefore I couldn’t perform unselfconsciously. I don’t know whether she understood the nature of my dilemma. I think she was tired and wanted to go home.

In the end, I scribbled my two pathetic silhouettes in the slapdash manner I believed non-artists approached the task. I wondered what Rembrandt would have done, what Picasso would have done. And van Gogh? He would have refused the test altogether, perhaps. Or drawn a perfectly detailed ear. Truly great artists do not agonize, they just draw, paying no attention to the petty concerns of researchers.

My woman figure was on the left, facing left, with only the barest minimum of an outline. The man was spaced a decent distance away from her, also facing left. Neither of them had any discernible hair, they were both the same height. The woman had a small breast-bump and the man an equally modest crotch-bump.

I left the clinic feeling profoundly diminished. It was eight o’clock, and the city’s night was alive with the harsh glitter of neon signs, chrome-plated cars, blinding headlights, windscreens flashing hypnotically as they passed under the corner street lamp. There was a relentless drizzle. Umbrellas, slick with rain, were being borne along by a procession of weary commuters.

I saw a taxi stop 10 yards from where I stood. I willed it to remain in place till I could reach it. I willed the driver to be compliant, to be eager to please, to be agreeable to take me in any direction I wished to go. I willed the shadowy figure hurrying towards the vehicle to be stricken with doubts about the validity of his claim to the cab.

And my will prevailed on all counts.

I leaned back on the plastic covers of the taxi’s seat. The despair of a few moments ago had been wiped clear, like water from a car’s windscreen. Outside, the night, the puddles, the damp trouser cuffs and the muddy sari hems. Inside, the warm dry cab and the knowledge that I would be home soon.


THE PATIENT

SUJAYA’S FIRST REMARK WHEN I told her that I was thinking of going on a diet was, ‘D’Silva won’t be able to handle it.’ It had not occurred to me to worry about this, but the moment she said it, I realized that she was right, as usual.

The diet required eight light meals to take the place of three heavy ones. The doctor had explained that so long as the dieter was never hungry, the temptation to binge on junk food could be easily resisted.

Eight light meals! The kitchen had its share of eccentricity to deal with already. Govinda was a pulse-grain vegetarian, having worked out a highly specialized diet which required him to eat mounds of wheatgerm porridge, bananas and milk products. According to him, he liked to feel stuffed after a meal, but didn’t have the time to work off the results with exercise. So he had experimented with various alternatives until he found one that he could sustain with very little difficulty and which allowed him to eat four or five times a day. It meant that he could never find anything to suit his needs in a restaurant or at someone else’s house, but that was of little consequence to him.

Uncle Khushru ate dhansak for lunch and steak or fish for dinner. Sujaya and I ate a combination of what was made for Uncle Khushru and anything else that D’Silva felt like making. Most of the time we ate out, so the arrangement was that we didn’t pay for food unless we wanted something specific, in which case we were free to work it out with the cook.

‘You can’t expect D’Silva to keep track of a separate menu just for you,’ said Sujaya. ‘It would be completely impractical. The simplest thing would be for you to go in there and make whatever it is yourself.’

I hadn’t even seen the diet yet. I said I had no idea what it might involve aside from the eight meals a day. She said that I had better find out before starting, because it would be a mess if I monopolized the kitchen every two hours, poaching eggs and boiling lean meat. ‘You’ll have to be a bit considerate about it, you know,’ she said. ‘Diets can be a big nuisance. I mean, supposing you need to eat 5 kilos of artichoke hearts for breakfast – who’ll go shopping for that sort of thing? Have you ever been to the market? D’you even know where it is? Have you gone there and bargained alongside all the other housewives at eight in the morning? You’d learn a thing or two if you did!’

I stared at her in dismay. I couldn’t understand why something that was so obvious to her was for me entirely invisible until she had rubbed my nose in it. I said I’d think it over, but privately I told myself that if I couldn’t enlist D’Silva’s cooperation, I could kiss goodbye to my non-refundable join-up fee at the clinic.

I fretted over the problem for two whole days, before deciding to take it to Govinda to solve. He grinned broadly when he heard what the matter was. According to him the answer was very simple. ‘Just show your diet to Bansi,’ he said. ‘That’s his department! He adores having someone to boss over. When my parents were alive he was an absolute tyrant with their pills and whatnot!’

I was a little afraid of Bansi. His official position was that of bearer. But he had been working in the house since he was fourteen. He had grown into late middle age within these walls, a man of medium height, his skull domed, his hair thinning on top, wide cheekbones tapering to a pointed chin. On either side of his mouth, the skin was creased into permanent smile-lines, like a pair of parentheses, though there was rarely an actual smile contained between them. His eyes were small and shrewd, with a pronounced lid both above and below. His eyebrows were strongly marked and quirked, as if in perpetual astonishment.

It was very clear that he didn’t approve of Sujaya and myself. He did not think we were suitable companions for the young master and he certainly didn’t appreciate the way that Sujaya took an interest in running the household. For instance, she had dismissed the laundry woman within the first week of our moving into the house. This was an absolute rebuke to Bansi’s housekeeping methods because Sujaya maintained that the woman was charging three times above the industry standard. Peace was restored only when it was agreed that she could continue to do the floors and clothes for the rest of the house, while Sujaya and I made our own arrangements.

Given this background, Bansi suffered our presence with great dignity. He did not so much as permit us the satisfaction of having any complaints to lodge against him. He kept his distance. There was a younger servant called Hari who worked under Bansi. Hari’s official duties included dusting and polishing. Bansi used Hari as the buffer between us and himself, while he patrolled the rest of the house, maintaining the sacred relics of his private temple.

Nevertheless, I followed Govinda’s instructions, and approached Bansi. He listened silently while I told him what I proposed to do. I speak only English and his natural language was Gujerati. The medium of communication we used was an inelegant, pidgin Hindi. I wasn’t sure whether he understood all that I said, but was very relieved when, at the end of my recitation, he said, ‘Show me the instructions. I’ll see what I can do.’

Later that same day, the Dutch guests arrived. I worried that D’Silva would not be able to manage five separate cuisines, but decided to wait till I had seen the diet before calling off the arrangements. My first appointment for ‘treatment’ at the clinic was scheduled for the following afternoon.

The doctor’s system was to see his patients two at a time, for half-hour sessions. In the first week, we would see him every second day. If, in the initial week, we lost weight successfully, then we would be called in every third day. Then once a week. Then once in ten days. He set a target for weight loss. The aim was to reach it and be free from visits for the rest of our newly slenderized lives. If, on the other hand, we did NOT lose weight according to schedule, he threatened to call us in for daily visits. Since he charged 100 rupees per consultation, there was a powerful incentive to someone like myself, who was operating on a tight budget, to lose weight.

I reached the clinic too early for my appointment. I settled down to wait, facing a wall on which a framed drawing had been hung, showing a fat woman appraising herself in a mirror. In the mirror was a reflection of the same woman, looking slim. Not just slim: she was the cartoon equivalent of a sex goddess. Her breasts were large, her eyelashes long, her mouth was a red cupid’s bow with a dot of white to suggest a highlight in freshly applied lipstick. Her fingernails were long and painted the same red as the lipstick. Her short dress was red and on her feet were red heels as high as circus stilts.

She had not merely lost weight. She had metamorphosed from a lower middle-class frump in a plain cotton sari into a glamorous, affluent sex kitten. Being thin was only one element in a complex mutation. Being sexually available was another. Being obviously wealthy was a third. Poor people, for instance, are thin but that doesn’t make them beautiful. It is the slenderness of those who choose not to be fat that is admired.

There is a certain logic to it. The body stores energy as fat against times of shortages. When food intake falls short of energy requirements, the fat gets used up. Poor people look thin because they cannot afford the sort of food intake that produces a surplus of energy to store as fat. Rich people get fat because their intake of food far outstrips their bodies’ energy requirements. But in order to avoid suggesting that they are storing energy against times of need, the rich of today are obliged to look thin and dress expensively. The glamour is essential. Without it, a thin person merely looks poor. Fat is an attention-getting asset, whether it is stored on the body or in the bank.

Another patient had entered the waiting room. She sat across from me, just under the drawing. She was in her early twenties. Her powdered cheeks bulged and her plump white hands terminated in sharp red nails. Diamonds sparkled from every joint of her fingers. Her air of being a human Pomeranian attached to her Lord Husband by a leash of gold chains was sustained by the obvious symbols of marriage she wore, the heavy jewellery, the red teeka on her forehead, the bangles on both wrists, the toe-rings. Every detail of her appearance bespoke wealth of the recently acquired kind, as if she had been gorging on deep-fried currency notes.

The memory of what I’d said to Mrs Prasad two weeks before was still fresh in my mind, however. I wanted to sneer at this apparition in female form sitting across the room from me, but Mrs Prasad’s probing enquiry had shown me that my so-called ideology was thinner than a coat of nail varnish. I tried to imagine what it would be like to be married to the sort of hotshot industrialist who could afford a wife like this young woman in front of me. Would I, too, be weighed down with gold, my face obscured under a mask of rouge and mascara? No! I thought. Never! But I had told Mrs Prasad that I was fond of jewellery and make-up, and here I was, sitting in the same diet clinic as that other woman, seeking the same goal. How different were we, really? It humbled me to realize, not much.

The intercom on the receptionist’s desk beeped. She rose to escort the two of us in.

The visit commenced with a weighing-in. The other patient had already begun her diet, so she was weighed first. The scale used was the kind which had a post with a movable bar attached to it. The bar had a sliding indicator at one end and a counterweight at the other. When the one was correctly balanced against the other, the weight of the person standing on the platform of the scale was revealed. The other patient stood on the scale as the receptionist and the doctor both conferred for several minutes over the exact location of the indicator. Eventually they came to the sad conclusion that our lady’s weight had not gone down by any amount at all. It had even, said the doctor, gone up very slightly.

‘Now,’ said Dr Prasad, ‘if you have been following what is written on your sheet this could not have happened.’ The sheet referred to was the typewritten list of items to be eaten over the course of the two or three days between visits. It was prepared afresh for each patient to take home after each visit, each sheet being added to the red plastic file given to us on the introductory day of the diet. We were required to bring this dossier with us for every session.

My fellow patient handed her file over to the doctor. ‘But, doctor, I followed the diet exactly!’ She pouted. ‘I ate only what is given there!’ She spoke a mixture of Hindi and English.

The doctor was examining the sheet relevant to the previous two days. ‘Now let’s see . . .’ he was saying. ‘On Sunday morning, before breakfast you had a . . . coconut water . . .’ He looked up. ‘Is that right?’ He wore gold-rimmed reading-glasses over which he peered when he looked up from the sheet.

‘Haan, haan, doctor,’ said the young woman, ‘I had only that!’

‘All right,’ said the doctor, referring back to the sheet.

He might have been reading from a police charge-sheet, his expression was so grave. ‘Then at . . . eight o’clock, one slice of papaya, one slice of dry toast . . . ?’ He looked up.

‘Haan, doctor, haan!’ said the girl, wriggling forward in her seat.

He read on. ‘At ten o’clock, one boiled egg, one glass of lime-juice without sugar or salt, one slice of dry toast . . .’ He did not wait for confirmation. ‘At eleven o’clock, one slice of papaya, one cup of tea with skimmed milk and no sugar.’ Then very casually, he asked, ff‘Then . . . at twelve o’clock, what did you have?’

She wriggled, she lowered her eyes. Finally it emerged. ‘See, doctor, I had boiled veg, two chapatis, some dry dal, skimmed milk ka lassi . . .’ She trailed off. Then, in a very, very tiny voice she said, ‘One apple . . .’

The doctor pounced. ‘One apple?’ he said, his voice steely. ‘One apple?’ And he angled his glance at her over his glasses like an archer taking aim.

The fair skin with its fine down of bleached fur and its layer of powder and rouge trembled. ‘See, doctor,’ said the girl, ‘I can’t eat papaya all day long, na!’ She was sitting forward with her plump hands splayed out beseechingly on the doctor’s glass-topped table. Her nails, I now saw, were not quite as well-maintained as they had seemed from a distance. They showed signs of wear. Maybe she bites them, I thought, in the darkness of an airconditioned afternoon. Gnawing at them hungrily, peeling away the shiny red membranes till they hung in unsightly shards, like flayed animal-hide, from the carcasses of two small, five-limbed creatures . . .

‘All right, all right,’ said the doctor, reverting to his examination of the diet sheet. ‘Then at two o’clock. What did you have?’

‘One orange and one . . . one . . . banana!’ She blurted the word out, belligerently. Her hands twitched.

The doctor glanced up to confirm that his victim was writhing in the grip of his inquisition. ‘Then,’ he said, ‘at four o’clock?’

‘Lassi. Papaya. Tea.’ She was fidgeting as she tugged at a tendril of hair curling down from her forehead.

‘Good . . . good . . .’ said Dr P, absently. ‘six o’clock?’

‘Mosambi juice.’

‘Good! And . . . dinner?’

There was a husky silence. The girl looked down at her hands. She looked away at the window. But she was beaten. In a low, still voice she said, in Hindi, ‘Doctor, sometimes you have to go out, na . . .’

She was crushed, she was vanquished. Her full cheeks quivered in delicious agony. Immediately, the doctor switched tactics. He was all charm and concern. In his kindest voice he said, ‘Never mind, my dear, never mind, just tell me – what did you eat?’

The girl said, her eyes downcast, ‘Doctor, we went for Chinese.’

‘All right, all right, don’t worry! Just tell me what you had!’

So it came out, morsel by villainous morsel. Chicken and sweetcorn soup. Sweet and sour pork. Fried noodles – ‘Doctor, I had only this much!’ she cried at one point holding her right hand out, a tender cup fashioned from the tips of her fingers, the thumb cradled between them. Prawns in garlic sauce. Thums Up. Fried rice. Crab spring rolls. Lychees.

At the end of this confession, there was a silence. The doctor closed the red plastic file slowly. He raised his eyebrows as he removed his glasses. When he pulled in the corners of his lips, deep clefts appeared on either side of his mouth. He looked both severe and boyishly handsome. The girl was looking up at him, her slick, red-painted mouth hanging slightly ajar and her eyes wide, as if expecting any moment to be spanked. He paused a long moment. Then he looked at her, with his full, frank stare. ‘So? What shall we do with you, my dear?’ She burst into tears. The whole half hour of my session was taken up with the cajoling, the scolding, the advice and the reassurance the doctor had to give this lady so that she would have the courage to persevere with her endeavours to improve herself. ‘You can do it, of course you can do it!’ he insisted. ‘You just haven’t made up your mind properly yet – just you wait till I speak to your husband . . .’

Long before he was finished with her, however, my mind had been made up. I would eat grilled air and broiled water for a year rather than be reduced to the level of that pathetic plumpness who shared the room with me that day.

I had realized in the course of this first session that the doctor was not the dandified lecher I had mistaken him for. He was suavely intelligent and deviously cunning. In each patient, he discovered a weakness. Then he customized a goad to poke into that weakness. With me it was pride. He had positioned me alongside one of his weakest victims, making me witness her total disintegration. In the clearest possible terms, he had revealed what lay in store for me if I did not follow his formula for weight loss. He had guessed that I would not permit myself that shaming experience.

When I looked at the diet sheet I saw that there was nothing exotic or impossible for D’Silva to create. I began to feel the way a caged animal might, when it sees that the door to its prison has been left ajar: a soaring sense of my ability to flee the Dungeon of Body.

I left the clinic feeling powerful and unleashed. There was a powder-fine drizzle of rain outside, but its wetness did not bother me. I found a cab easily. I glided into my room and I sniffed at all the familiar artefacts from my past life of tame, cage-bound domestication. Sujaya was not yet home. I sprang onto my bed in the darkness, spread my shining whiskers and purred.
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