Woman fetching water
Water is what wakes me. It used to be the sound of the
mullah chanting, “Allah ho akbar”, calling the faithful
to morning prayer. Long before that, it was the sound
of the gas stove hissing and clicking when my mother
lit it to prepare breakfast. But now, the sound that
wakes me first in the morning is the water running in
the ditches outside the house.
Water is what propels me up from my pallet on the
floor, and out into the street, buckets in hand, to
fetch as much as I can in the few hours before the
ditches go dry. I don’t bother to change out of last
night’s clothes, knowing that they will be ruined by
the time I’ve finished trudging back and forth over
the increasingly muddy streets, stained by the water
sloshing out of too-heavy buckets. It’s 200 footsteps
from my house to the ditch, three slippery stairs down
into the ditch before I hit the water’s surface. I do this
walk over and over, until I’ve filled every empty vessel
in the house, or until the water stops running in the
ditch. I don’t worry about having too much. What
worries me is the thought that we may have too little.
When it comes to water, politicians make emptypromises. They drive through the neighborhood
before elections, bullhorns in hand, swearing that if
elected, they’ll install running water in the neighborhood, ensure that we have water 24 hours a day. After
they are elected, water runs in the ditches at full force
for a few days. Children sail their boats in the ditches,
play and splash in spillover that fills the streets. But
eventually, impositions come back. Water runs for two
hours in the morning, and the plumbers who are to

install the pipes for running water never show.
But the work of making sure we have enough water
to get us through the day — that is my work. Even
after I’m done fetching water, the work of dealing
with water is not complete. First, I have to boil the
two buckets of potable water we get from the only
working well in the neighborhood. Then I swirl an
alum crystal in the vessels of milky-white ditch water
that I’ve collected, trying to get the sediment to settle
so that the water at least looks clean. I have to heat
the bath water, separate out buckets for washing the
floors, washing clothes, washing dishes, cooking,
cleaning the latrine. In each instance, I am forced to
choose — how much do I use today? How much do I
save for tomorrow, in case we don’t get more water?
Sometimes I wake and it is light outside, yet there is
no sound of water. Those days, I wait. I lay still on
my pallet, trying not to hold my breath, hoping that
the water is just late — that there is a malfunction in
the pipes, or that the person who turns on the faucet
at the dam overslept. Those days I wait in vain.
Sometimes we go four days without water. They say
on the news that in other parts of India, people get
water once every seven days. In some places, people
have begun to shoot and kill each other as they stand
in line waiting for their few precious buckets of clean
water. A person tries to cut line, or to sneak an extra
bucket of water, and that’s cause enough to end their
life. It should be no wonder, then, that water is what
wakes me in the morning. Or that it is also what
keeps me from sleeping at night.

Crossing the street
I look right, then left, then right again. I take a step
out into the street only to see a taxi careening towards
me, and jump back to the sidewalk just in time. A
steady stream of traffic follows the taxi, and I resign
myself to waiting until there is another break in traffic.
In a city where road construction and traffic control
haven’t kept pace with automobile purchase and use,
pedestrians are at a serious disadvantage. Simply crossing the street here can take a half an hour sometimes.
I’ve seen people hail a taxi simply for the purpose of
getting across the street. 5 or 10 rupees will pay for
U-turn, and to many that money is worth it, especially
when the alternative is to pay with your life.
Even those who brave the crossing on foot can never
make it all the way across the road in one go. They
inevitably end up perched precariously on the thin
strip of raised concrete that serves as a median here,
waiting again until the traffic breaks and they can
dash across.
The days of being a pedestrian who actually walks are
long gone. Now, we wait, look, then run; wait, look,
then run.

Tea
Sometimes I think that if you cut open my veins,
you’d find tea coursing where most people have blood.
The same could be said for many Indians, I suppose.
Among the legacies of colonialism, a love of tea is
probably the most prevalent, and the most benign.
We love our tea, yes, but we love it in a multitude
of forms. Some like their chai with more milk than
water, others with more water than milk. Some prefer
it saturated with sugar, others choose to drink their
tea ‘mild’, with very little sugar, if any. Some reserve
masala chai — tea spiced with cardamom, cinnamon,
cloves, ginger, and black pepper — for special occasions, others drink it every day. Some grate fresh
ginger into their tea, others include a few stalks of
lemongrass or a few mint leaves. Even the type of
tea used is up for debate — full leaves, or crumbled
pieces? Red Label, Taj Mahal, or Vagh Bakri? Some
opt to drink out of teacups, others only drink their
tea from the saucer, after it has cooled. If you drink
chai on the street, expect nothing more than a glass or
stainless steel tumbler whose heat will leave red marks
imprinted on your palms.

day. She would brew a cup for herself at 5 each morning, right after the milkman brought the day’s milk.
She’d make another cup for herself and her husband
right before he left for work at 7. After washing the
clothes, taking her bath, and preparing the day’s
lunch, she’d make another cup around 10:30. A
fourth cup would come after her afternoon nap, at
around 3:00, and a fifth when my uncle came home,
around 5:30.
After observing, and marveling at, this routine for
several days, I finally worked up the courage to ask
her, “Mami, why do you make tea so many times each
day? Why don’t you just make it once or twice and
keep it in a thermos?”
Her explanation is one I’ve never forgotten. “Almost
everything I do,” she said, “is for someone other than
myself. Making chai, and drinking it, is the only time
during the day when I get to do something that is
just for me. That satisfies me, that comforts me, that
serves my needs instead of others’.”

I think about my mami whenever I see the rikshawAnd yet, though tea you receive may vary from house
wallahs lined up at a tea stall in the middle of the day,
to house, and stall to stall, be sure of this: Upon
when I am caught in a press of people rushing out of
entering someone’s home, office or storefront, one of the train the moment it pulls into the station to buy
the first questions you’ll be asked is whether you’d like tea, when I pass the tiny clay tea cups littering the
some tea. And though it’s partly about you, and being sides of any major street. For them, for all of us, chai
hospitable towards you, it’s also about us.
is much more than a drink. It’s few moments of solI had an aunt who used to drink five cups of chai each ace, bought on any street corner for 20 rupees or less.

Kumkum river
People come to the river in search of redemption.
They immerse themselves in the murky waters, filled
with silt, feces, ashes, hoping that doing so will
cleanse the mind, body, and soul, and thus allow
them to continue their journeys towards moksha.
I’m not sure I believe that this river, or any river,
can offer the kind of redemption that people seek.
Yet I find myself on its banks each morning, kumkum in hand, ready to offer a tilak to any person
who wants one.
I’ve done this every morning since the first one on
which I donned the white sari that announces to the
world that I am a widow. That morning I was drawn
to the river, drawn to the crowds who gather here,
because of my need for connection. I needed not
to feel alone, and only in the press of people making
their way to and from the riverbank, was I able to
do so.
Whether it’s because of my age, or my grey hair,
or my white sari, I’m not sure. But young people
gravitate towards me each day by the river. They come
and ask for my blessing. And I oblige them, dip my
fingers into the pinkish-red kumkum, press my fingertips against their foreheads, utter a quiet blessing.
But I am not selfless—I, too, gain from this interaction. That moment, when my fingers make contact
with another person’s head, when I feel the
texture of their hair, the heat that is emitted from

their body, is a moment in which I feel connected to
the world, rather than uprooted; purposeful, rather
than purposeless.
Those moments of blessings and kumkum are when
I feel most at home in this world, and precisely the
reason why I continue to come to the river each day.

The bicycle
What you see in front of you is a vehicle on the verge
of extinction. Once the primary mode of wheeledtransportation in India, the bicycle is now endangered, simply a sign that the rider does not have
enough money to buy a scooter, in the same way
that a scooter is a sign that the rider does not have
enough money to buy a car. A car, of course, being
the indicator that a family has finally made it into that
tiny but burgeoning population of India’s billion that
calls itself the middle class.
My grandfather lived his entire life traveling on foot
and by bicycle. My uncles grew up with bicycles, then
transitioned to scooters, and now only travel in airconditioned cars. But so, too, do many of their peers,
making the streets of Indian cities effectively impossible to navigate. To walk or cycle the streets of Bombay, Calcutta, Ahmendabad, or Delhi is to embrace the
likelihood of death by vehicular homicide.
My uncles took my grandfather’s bicycle away after
he had two consecutive accidents on the streets of
Ahmedabad. He died a little over a year later, still
upset over the loss of his bicycle. And while I often
feel a mix of guilt and sorrow over that last year of my
grandfather’s life, I am grateful that he did not live
to see the streets so crowded with motor vehicles that
there is no room for the bicycles he so loved.

Rest
Every day after lunch, when the heat is at its peak, we
pour a bucket of water over the stone floor, use a twig
broom to spread the water across the floor, then direct
it towards the drain in the corner. If we ‘re lucky and
the power hasn’t been cut, we turn on the fan to both
cool the house, and help the floor dry. And then we
lay down on the stone floor for our afternoon nap.
It is not for lack of beds that we sleep on the bare floor on
these summer afternoons. The mattresses are packed

away in the cabinet, ready to be pulled out for use each
night. It’s that, when the temperature is so high that
the numbers stop mattering, and the humidity is so
thick you have no desire to move, the thought of fabric
against your skin, of cotton sheets sticky with sweat,
is unfathomable. Comfort comes in the form of cool,
not of softness, and the stone floors offer up a kind
of cool on your skin that even air conditioners can’t
replicate.
In that moment when I lay down on the floor after
the water has been poured, I can feel the heat being pulled from my body, absorbed by the stone even
as it transfers its cool to me. I close my eyes, let the
temperature change wash over me, will myself to sleep
for just a little while, until the floor warms back up,
I warm back up, and the heat finally makes it impossible to sleep. Then, I am awake and uncomfortable
once more, motivated to move through the rest of my
day only by the thought of returning to the cool of the
stone floor at nightfall.

Sick child
They sit unheeded for hours, through electricity
cuts, emergencies, and the incessant buzz of flies.
The child leans against his grandmother’s chest, in
hospital shirt seven times his size, to sick to move,
or to be frustrated by the time spent in this hospital
waiting room. Around them, patients unable to fit
in overcrowded wards sleep on makeshift pallets on
the waiting room floor. Doctors step over patients on
their way to the wards, unseeing, or desensitized, to
the pleas of those they pass.
“Doctor Sahib, just one minute of your time?”
“Doctor Madam, isn’t there anything you can do?”
But there are not enough doctors, not enough beds,
not enough minutes in the day to see the patients
who fill this hospital. And those with political or
financial connections, or loud and angry voices,
somehow always end up being seen first.
And so the grandmother and grandchild continue
their silent vigil, waiting for the care they need, unsure if they will ever get it.

Flirting feet
We flirt on street corners. We flirt in classrooms.
We flirt in schoolyards at recess. We flirt at bus
stands. We flirt in front of the tea stall outside
school. We flirt on the train. We flirt at movie
theatres on weekends, when we’ve gone there with
friends of our own gender. We flirt at the vada pav
stand where we just happen to meet on Saturday
night. We flirt on “Friendship Day” when we tie
bracelets onto each other’s wrists, imbuing string
and pompoms with extra significance. We flirt on
Utraan, while flying kites on city rooftops. We flirt
on Indian Independence day, dressed in handspun
cotton, white, orange, and green, singing patriotic
songs in the college auditorium. We flirt at Navratri
garbas, made bold by the glitter and lights, and the
crowded of people whirling around the dance floor.
We flirt on school trips, far from our families, trekking in the Indian wilderness. We flirt on the ‘net.
But we never, ever flirt in front of our parents.

Khari singh
I only want khari singh when it rains. And then,
I want them badly. I crave their salty protein, the
crunch that comes from being roasted on coals, the
occasional burn spot on a peanut that adds to its
smoky flavor. I appreciate how their skins flake off so
easily, and slip from my fingers in even the slightest
of breezes. I love the newspaper cone that the peanuts come in, and the way the peanuts’ heat radiates
through the paper to warm my hands.
In my family, we all associate certain snacks with
rainy weather. My uncle loves bhajia when it rains.
For him, the spicy, crispy, batter-fried vegetables are
the perfect snack to combat the monsoon damp. My
mom prefers fried green bananas, which she then
douses with salt and chili pepper, and eats accompanied by a steaming cup of chai. My sister opts for
french fries, and eats them with my aunt’s homemade
spicy ketchup. Truth be told, I could eat any of these
and be content. There is something about the monsoon, and the way it hinders you in your ability to
move freely outdoors, that encourages snacking, encourages gathering around a plate of fried or roasted
goodness and eating until the last piece is gone.
But if you make me pick one snack above all others,
one snack to get me through monsoon season in its
entirety, then the snack I will choose is khari singh,
both because I love it, and because I can find it on
almost every street corner in town.

Clothes drying
Air-drying clothes during the monsoon is a hopeless
proposition, but that doesn’t stop us from trying.
Every morning, we wash our clothes, hang them out
to dry, keep an eye on the sky while we go about the
rest of our morning duties. At the first sight of raindrops marking the concrete, we rush out and grab the
still damp clothes, bring them inside, hang them on
the lines that crisscross the ceiling. We turn the fans
on high and hope that the circulating air will speed
the drying process, but our hope is relatively futile.
Futile because, during the monsoon, the air itself
is full of water, even when it’s not raining. Blankets
and pillows always feel damp, always smell as though
they are on the verge of molding. Clothes, once wet,
never completely dry. We let them hang limply on the
line for two or three days, then pull them down and
wear them wet, knowing that the heat from our bodies is the only method for making them dry.
And yet, once dry, the day is done, the clothes are in
need of washing once again, and the process begins
again. Bhej is the only word that comes to mind when
I think about the monsoon—this damp that comes
with the first of the summer rains, and doesn’t leave
until weeks after the rains have ended. The smell, the
wetness, the overwhelming sense that nothing will
ever be dry again, never completely leave me until the
blankets and pillows have been left in the sun long
enough for the smell of mold to be replaced by the
smell of sunshine, and washed clothes dry on the line
in just a few short, sun-filled hours.

Bus ride
This bus ride is a nightmare. The fact that I have a
seat this time, a blessing. I ride this bus to and from
school each day, and every time, I dread the minutes
that I’ll spend on board.

liked the thrill of it, liked the way it freed them
from the sexual repression of their world, and
felt liberated by the invisibility that a crowded bus
provides.

It wasn’t always this way. As a child, riding the bus was
fun. My friends and I would squeeze into the back,
joke with each other, make fun of other passengers,
and play games for the entirety of the journey. As
a child, I was never scared. Never felt threatened.
Never worried for my own safety.

No one warned me about the hands on the bus.
This experience is shared—I know that it happens
to my friends, I’m sure it has happened to my aunts
and my mother. But we don’t talk about it. Instead,
we experiment with our own survival strategies. To
date, none of mine have worked. It doesn’t matter
what clothes I wear, it doesn’t matter where I board
the bus, it didn’t matter where I try to stand once
I’m on the bus. The hands find me regardless.

The changes in the bus ride happened at the same
time that the changes in my own body were happening. And as with my body, it took me a little while to
realize what the changes on the bus were all about.
The first few times it happened—a hand somewhere it
shouldn’t have been; a pinch; a squeeze—I thought it
must have been a mistake. The bus is always crowded.
People are jammed in so tightly that you often feel
as though your limbs are somehow attached to the
bodies of others. In that press, surely a hand might
mistakenly rest somewhere that it shouldn’t. It might
twitch in a way that felt like a pinch or a squeeze, but
was really just a twitch.
But when the touches, the pinches, and the squeezes
became a daily occurrence, I realized that this was
not happenstance. That in fact, the faceless men
whose hands touched me on the bus each day were
doing so on purpose. Were doing so because they

And so, I am grateful for the days when I find a
seat on the bus. Grateful for the days when I successfully navigate to a place on the bus where I am
surrounded by women and small children, and the
hands cannot reach me. Grateful for those times
when I can walk, or when someone gives me a ride.
Desperate for the day when the bus rides end, and
the hands are gone forever.

This sign
It might just be two words, but the story is easy to
imagine: The person who wanted this sign made is
not the person who actually had to do the work of
making it. The person with the car, and the person
with the paintbrush, are not one and the same.
The person painting the sign followed instructions,
crafted each letter with painstaking precision, did
not leave anything out, but also did not realize the
error inherent in bumping the “G” down to a second line.
The question left untold by this story is, what happened to the painter when the person who ordered
the painting saw how the work had been done?

Boarded-up door
It’s been 10 years since I lived in this house, and not
a day has gone by when I haven’t wished that I still
lived there. That I hadn’t been so foolish as to move
to the city to be closer to my children.
Closer? That’s the irony of it. It seems as though the
closer I am to my children in proximity, the farther
they move away from my heart. I moved because they
asked, or rather, demanded, that I do so. “You’re
too old to live by yourself, Ma. Let us take care of
you now.” Those were the words that lured me to the
city, even though I loved my house, loved my town,
loved the independence that I’d discovered after my
husband’s death.
A few vertigo spells, a fall in the market, an attempted break-in, and I was scared. I thought they were
right. It wasn’t safe to live alone; it made sense to
be near my children. I rented my own apartment in
the same complex as my daughter — close enough to
call for help, but far enough away to maintain some
semblance of independence. I tried, for 10 years,
to make it work. But the rush of city traffic makes it
impossible for me to walk, and the pollution makes it
hard to breathe. I haven’t seen a parrot or peacock in
the 10 years since I moved here, where I used to see
them every day. I miss knowing all the vendors in the
market. I miss the school children who visited me on
their way home each day, knowing that I’d have peppermints to give them. I miss the respect and affection that were reflected in the faces of every person I

met walking down the street. I miss being known, and
being visible. Because that, perhaps, is the worst part
of city living. I am invisible here.
Once, about five years ago, I tried to go back. I left
the house in the morning, calling to my daughter that
I was heading to the market. Instead, I went to the
railway station, and boarded a train headed homeward. Once in town, I decided to walk home instead
of taking a rikshaw. I wandered through the market,
no longer recognizing any of the vendors selling
their wares. I walked down my street, was greeted
by my neighbors with kindness, but on their faces I
saw puzzlement, rather than affection, and concern,
rather than respect.
It was only when I got to my house that I understood
their expressions more fully. The door was padlocked
and boarded up. The house was in shambles. It took
one look for me to understand that “coming home”
was no longer possible.
I went to the station and boarded a train back to the
city. I was in my apartment before nightfall and before anyone even began to worry. 5 years later, I’m
still here, stuck with the knowledge that I can’t go
back, burdened by my own inability to look forward,
or even find contentment in the present. So I wait,
somewhat impatiently, for moksha, for release from
this lifetime, and for the opportunity to merge with
the Universal Truth, and leave all these trappings behind.

Morning chores
We come out to wash our clothes each morning after
the chai has been drunk, and before it is time to start
prepping for lunch. We fill our buckets with water
from the well, soak the clothes in soapy water for a
few moments, then spread each piece of clothing out
over the stone floor and scrub, pound, scrape, and
beat until any dirt on it has been frightened away.
We wash our clothes violently, wring them out with
force, hang them to out to dry each day.
This is a routine that has been in place for years,
and its regularity means that there are no secrets in
this alley. If one of us is missing, the others know. If
someone in the family has gained weight, necessitating larger clothes, the others know. If we have a visitor whose clothes are added to the laundry pile each
morning, the others know. And they know, simply by
looking at those clothes, whether the visitor is from
the village or the city, from India or from abroad.
Our lives are announced to the world by our laundry. And while some might view this public airing of
personal details as intrusive or embarrassing, to me,
it is a relief.
Because on those days when I am not feeling well,
and do not go out to wash clothes, one of my neighbors always comes to check in on me. And when there
are visitors in the house, a neighbor always stops
by with a plate of sweets, a bag of fruit, or a bowl of
pickle—something to add to the meal, and ease some
of the burden that having visitors can cause.

Yes, living, working, and washing in such close proximity means there is no privacy. But for me, the lack
of privacy is a good thing. It means that people know
you, and know how to support you, and that you, in
turn, are able to support them. And if that is the result of washing clothes together in the morning, then
I will gladly continue to air my laundry for all to see.

Crows
In Gujarati, when people want to describe places that
are really deserted, they say that a place is so empty
that you won’t even see a single black crow flying
around. Ek kalo kagdo pan nathi. That’s the phrase
they use.
Thing is, for all the times I’ve heard that saying used,
I’ve never actually seen a place deserted like that.
In a country of over one billion people, it’s hard to
find space that isn’t inhabited. And in a country of
close to one billion crows, as well — that’s how many
it feels like there are — even if a space is devoid of
humans, I can promise you that it won’t be devoid
of crows.

