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A Good Hand Job
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New Delhi airport 1988

 

‘Madam, pleazzzzzzzzzze.’

A high-pitched wheezy whine in my ear.

‘For the final time, fuuuuuuuck off.’

My low growl through clenched teeth is a shamefully unoriginal, pathetic response, but it’s all I’m capable of at two on Christmas morning. For three days my friend Nic and I have been sitting on plastic airport chairs waiting for the stifling, stinky smog to lift. For three nights I’ve lain on a bed in an airport hotel listening to Nic bounce the sounds of violent double-ender projectile vomits and diarrhoea explosions off the bathroom walls.

India is Hotel California: you can check out anytime you like, but you can never leave.

Tonight, in such a lovely place, the voices down my ear corridor belong to the airport toilet cleaner. He has abandoned his post at the urinal to pursue his part-time job as a professional beggar. Shuffling in a stooped circle, he hovers around us as patient and persistent as a vulture waiting for death. He can smell our exhaustion and weakness, and we can smell him – his blue overalls are stained with urine and stink of mothballs; his breath reeks of paan, the red chewing tobacco that smells like a mix of overripe fruit and fluoride.

At long last a nasal voice calls our flight. The beggar shuffles forward to make his final swoop.

‘Madaaamz, sweet ladies, any spare rupees, please give, please, no wife, many cheeldren, you reesh, me poor, pleeeaze.’

His pitiful eyes pierce consciences swollen with western guilt. His prey surrenders. With her final energy, Nic digs in her pocket and gives the man our last few filthy notes, saved for an emergency toilet supply. The dunny beggar straightens up, grabs her hand and smiles – his teeth a rainbow of green, yellow and red stains.

‘Good money, madamz, so I give you good hand job.’

Taking the horrified look on Nic’s face to be one of acceptance, he bows his head over her palm, looks up and drones, ‘Oh madam, very soon marriage, very soon babies, two babies. Oh dear, only girls.’

He shakes his head and stifles a tear of sympathy.

‘But nice girls, good girls. And madam, goodbye, never India again, goodbye.’

Despite my exhaustion and exasperation, I somehow find the energy to laugh. Nic doesn’t believe in marriage, never wants kids and, despite having shed half her body weight down India’s toilets, is vowing to return.

The old beggar bugger startles, stiffens and wheels around to face me. He grabs my hand in his claw, smooths its lines with his thick thumb, spits a volley of red paan at my feet and perves at my palm. Raising his bloodshot eyes to mine he whispers ominously, ‘You, you, late marriage, old marriage, very sad. You get great jobbing, happy jobbing, meeting big people jobbing, but late loving.’

I yank my hand from his, pick up my backpack and storm towards the plane.

He yells after me, ‘You, madam, you come back to India, you come for love, you love it, you love us again.’

I break into a run, push onto the plane and sink into my seat. As we take off I give smog-swirled New Delhi the finger.

‘Goodbye and good riddance, India, I hate you and I’m never, never, ever coming back.’


CHAPTER ONE
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Through the Looking Glass
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I have a dreadful long-term memory. I only remember two traumatic events of my childhood – my brother’s near-death by drowning and my own near-death by humiliation when I was rescued by a lifeguard while attempting my first lap of butterfly in the local pool. I vaguely remember truth or dare kisses in the back of a bus, aged about twelve, dancing to ‘My Sharona’ at thirteen, behaving like an absolute arsehole in my adolescence, and having a hideous hippie phase involving dreadlocks and tie-dye when I was at university.

For my twenty-first birthday my parents gave me a plane ticket and a blessing to leave home and Australia for a year. This middle-class rite of passage had become a family tradition – my mother had hitchhiked around Europe in the fifties and wanted us all to experience the joy of travel before we settled into careers. My trip through Europe, Egypt and Turkey is a bit of a blur and recollections of the two-month tour of India on the way home are vague. I can see myself roadside squatting and peeing with women in wonderful saris, sunset games of beach cricket with a trinity of fat Goan men named Jesus, Joseph and Jude, and the white bright teeth of a child rickshaw driver wearing a t-shirt printed with ‘Come on Aussie Come on’. I recall angst, incredible anger, deep depression and a love-hate relationship with the country, but I can’t remember why. I’d filed the soothsayer, his prophecies and my vow never to return under ‘young stupid rubbish’ and let it fall deep into the black hole of my brain.

Until now – a month short of eleven years later.

As I walk into the plane in Singapore, a seed starts to sprout in the blocked sewer of my memory; a seed watered by the essence of stale urine and the whiff of vomit coming from my window seat (where the pink and orange paisley wallpaper artfully camouflages the spew). The high-pitched, highly excited jumble of Indian voices almost germinates a recollection. But after too many going-away parties, involving too much indulgence, I’m too wasted to let the bud bloom. I fall asleep.

Somewhere over Chennai I become aware of an increasingly rhythmic prodding of my inner thigh by something long, thin and hard. I open my eyes to see a brown finger with a long curved nail closing in on my crotch. The digit is attached to a scrawny old Sikh in a turban sitting beside me. He is slobbering and shaking with excitement. I’m too sleepy, shocked and, for some reason, too embarrassed to scream, so I buzz for sisterly assistance.

An airhostess with big hair, long nails and drag-queen makeup, slowly strolls over. She looks cranky.

‘What?’

‘This man is touching me when I sleep,’ I bleat indignantly.

The hostess rolls her eyes and waggles her finger.

At me.

‘Well, stay awake and don’t let it happen again, madam.’

She wheels on the spot and strides off, swishing her nylon sari.

Months later a friend will tell me that many Indian trolley dollies are rich girls whose parents pay a massive bribe to get them a job involving travel and five-star hotels. These brats view passengers as pesky intrusions way beneath their status, and detest doing the job of a high-flying servant. But right now, I’m floored, abandoned and angry.

I stay wide-awake and alert until the hostess with the mostest sprays the cabin with foul-smelling insecticide. She aims an extra jet directly at my head. I can almost hear her thinking, Slut germs no returns.

It’s now that I remember that India is like Wonderland. In this other universe everyone seems mad and everything is upside down, back to front and infuriatingly bizarre. I’m Alice: fuzzy with feelings about my previous trip down the rabbit hole, I’m now flying straight back through the looking glass to a place where women are blamed for sleazy men and planes are sprayed when they fly from a clean city to a dirty one. In this world we applaud a dreadful landing that’s as fast and steep as a take-off, we jump up and tackle fellow passengers in a scrum at the door while the plane is still moving, and the airhostess gets off first.

I get off last to be embraced by the cold and clammy smog. The cocktail of damp diesel, swirling dust, burning cow dung, toxic chemicals, spicy sweat and sandalwood wraps me in memories. The soothsayer and his prophecies of a decade ago boil to the surface of my brain.

For the old bloke did give a good hand job.

My friend Nic got married soon after we came home; she then quickly popped out two gorgeous girls and has never come back to India. I’m still single and at thirty-three, by Indian standards, I’m a spinster to be pitied. I’ve had good jobbing – only days ago I finished my last ‘Morning Show’ on the Triple J network. I’ve interviewed famous actors, crazed celebrities and brilliant musicians; I’ve talked with an audience I admire; and I’ve enjoyed a lifestyle of travelling, film premieres, theatre opening nights, music gigs and festivals. I’ve left the best job in the world for a country that I now remember hating with a passion. And I’ve done it for love. My boyfriend, Jonathan, is the ABC’s South Asia correspondent based in New Delhi, and after a year of yearning, soppy love songs and pathetic phone calls, we’ve decided we can’t live apart. I look to see if the toilet cleaner is here to gloat.

A different tarmac welcoming committee emerges from the mist – five men with massive moustaches, machine guns and moronic stares, each of them clutching his own penis.

I then spend hours inching along an impossibly slow passport queue comprised of harassed foreigners, while Indians swan past smiling. It takes half an hour to find my bags in the midst of a screaming and jumping porter mosh-pit and another twenty minutes to have my luggage X-rayed again. By the time I am near the exit I’m frantic that I’m late for my most important date. I rush down a long exit ramp that gets steeper and steeper, pulling my trolley deeper and faster into India. I hit the bottom with a bump and fall over. Dazed, disoriented and dusty, I sense a strange sight and sound emerging from the smog. A huge hurricane fence appears to be alive. It’s rocking and writhing – fingers, toes and small arms reach through wire gaps; heads poke over the barbed wire, and mouths pressed to the steel groan and moan.

‘Taxieeee, taxieee, madam, taxiee, baksheesh, money.’

Before I can pick myself up, an arm breaks through a hole in the fence, grabs my bags and starts to disappear back into the misty melee. I begin a tug of war with a person I can’t see. I start to scream, ‘Stop, come back, I’m getting picked up.’

‘No, no, you are too late, your car not coming, I am taking you,’ yells a voice from the end of the arm.

Could he be right? Could Jonathan have come and gone? Or been held up on a story? My doubt weakens me and I lose my grip on my bags and fall flat on my back.

Then, through the smog, a tall being with a familiar grin emerges. Jonathan rescues me, grabbing my bag from the invisible man and me to his chest. I’m momentarily comforted, then I pull away and hit him.

‘You’re late,’ I wail pathetically. Jonathan recoils like a wounded boy. This is hardly the romantic reunion we’d pictured, and not how I wanted my new life in a new country to begin.

Jonathan bundles me into the ABC car with a promise of a stiff drink and a warm new home. We drive slowly through New Delhi’s winter streets that seem like hell frozen over, or perhaps purgatory. I can’t see beside or beyond the car. Fog horns hail from huge trucks sailing too close for comfort, and every time we stop at a red traffic light, that impossibly instructs us to ‘RELAX’ in large white uneven letters, a ghostly torso or a gaunt face with an expression straight from ‘The Scream’ rises from the milky depths. Long, skinny Addams Family fingers rap on the window – death knocks from beggars. I shrink from the beings as if they’re lepers and then realise many actually are. Still freaked from seeing bits of people through the airport fence, I’m now scared by seeing people without bits.

We stop at a huge black gate opened by a very small man with an extraordinarily large moustache and an even bigger smile. It appears he has won a beauty contest of some sort, as he’s wearing a white pants suit with a red sash that says ‘West End’. Beyond Mr West End looms my new home. I hit Jonathan again: I’ve left a sunny apartment by the sea in Sydney for a dark, dingy first-floor flat on the intersection of two of New Delhi’s busiest roads.

Inside, the flat is large but lifeless; its white walls are stained with diesel and bordered with dark wood; its marble floors are cold, cracked and yellow; its rooms almost empty, bar some ugly, ABC-issue pine furniture. Jonathan is a house-proud bloke, but he left most of his things in Australia and has been travelling almost constantly for a year. He quickly promises we will move or renovate. I try not to look too disappointed and he perks me up with champagne and a bedroom strewn with rose petals.

We fall asleep rocked by the reassurance of a love reunion and the traffic vibrations.

The next morning, after a Sunday sleep-in, we wake wrapped in a noxious cloud of smog and dirty diesel. Marooned inside on the couch we sip chai – gorgeous tea made with cinnamon, ginger, boiled milk and a tablespoon of sugar. When the smog lifts we move to the deck to watch a roaring rough sea of traffic wildlife. All around us a furious knot of men and metal constantly unravels and reforms, ebbing and flowing and going nowhere fast.

Blokes – and a friend or two – perch atop tall, rusty bicycles. Entire families share motorcycles; toddlers stand between dads’ knees or clutch his back, and wives sit sidesaddle while snuggling babies. Auto-rickshaws zip around like tin toys. Ambassador cars – half Rolls-Royce and half Soviet tank – cruise with class. Huge tinsel-decorated trucks rumble and groan, filthy lime-green buses fly around like kamikaze cans squeezing out a chunky sauce of arms and legs. Shoes dangle from back bumpers and black demonic faces poke out red tongues from windscreens; these are for good luck. But it’s probably the holy mantra written on the backs of vehicles that keeps things moving. It’s not ‘Baby on Board’, or ‘Jesus saves’, or ‘Triple M does Delhi’. Instead, hand-painted in swirling childish capital letters is: ‘HORN PLEASE.’

Everyone seems to drive with one finger on the horn and another shoved high up a nostril. The ring-road soundtrack is a chaotic symphony of deep blasts, staccato honks, highpitched beeps, musical notes and a weird duck drone. It’s as if Delhi is blind and driving by sound – except it seems many are deaf. Women are curled up on the pavement sound asleep, and a man is stretched out on the median strip, dead to the danger. On the backs of bikes, on the laps of the motorcycle mums, babies are floppy with dreams.

It’s clear it would be suicide to drive here and luckily I won’t have to. The ABC has a driver, Abraham. Abraham’s thick curls have crawled off his head like furry caterpillars and they now encircle his ears. He wears a mean pair of black Cuban-heeled cowboy boots and fake Levis.

But Abe is no cowboy. Small, skinny and incredibly jumpy, he’s worked for the ABC for twenty-five years but still seems nervous around boss-sahibs. He wrings his hands when Jonathan asks him a question, and whispers answers so quietly we have to lean close to pick them up. This just makes him more nervous and he jumps back as if we are going to hit him. Mild-mannered Abe, however, is Tarzan of the traffic jungle. He knows the strict species pecking order: pedestrians are on the bottom and run out of the way of everything, bicycles make way to cycle-rickshaws, which give way to auto-rickshaws, which stop for cars, which are subservient to trucks. Buses stop for one thing and one thing only. Not customers – they jump on while the buses are still moving. The only thing that can stop a bus is the king of the road, the lord of the jungle and the top dog.

The holy cow.

Eighty-two percent of Indians are Hindus. Hindus revere cows, probably because one of their favourite gods, Krishna, is a cowherd, and Shiva – the Lord of Destruction – has a bull called Nandi.

I’ve always thought it hilarious that Indian people chose the most boring, domesticated, compliant and stupidest animal on earth to adore, but already I’m seeing cows in a whole different light. These animals clearly know they rule and they like to mess with our heads. The hump-backed bovines step off median strips just as cars are approaching, they stare down drivers daring them to charge, they turn their noses up at passing elephants and camels, and hold huddles at the busiest intersections where they seem to chat away like the bulls of Gary Larson cartoons. It’s clear they are enjoying themselves.

But for animals powerful enough to stop traffic and holy enough that they’ll never become steak, cows are treated dreadfully. Scrawny and sickly, they survive by grazing on garbage that’s dumped in plastic bags. The bags collect in their stomachs and strangulate their innards, killing the cows slowly and painfully. Jonathan has already done a story about the urban cowboys of New Delhi who lasso the animals and take them to volunteer vets for operations. Unfortunately the cows are privately owned and once they are restored to health they must be released to eat more plastic.

New Delhi and its cows can wait, though. Jonathan and I need a week’s holiday and a catch-up after a year apart.

Before dawn on Monday morning, Abraham drives us through wide avenues, around green roundabouts, past a flower market, and drops us at the New Delhi train station, which doubles as a pavement hotel.

We negotiate an obstacle course of bodies lying comatose on the concrete as we scamper after a scrawny porter who insists on carrying our backpacks upon his head. The old bloke keeps stumbling and shakes with Parkinson’s disease, so Jonathan ends up carrying our bags and very nearly the porter, who looks at our train seats with an obvious longing for a good lie down. Feeling sorry for him, I hand him fifty rupees (two dollars). But just before the train lurches from the platform, he’s back, yelling at me about ‘no good money’ and throwing the notes on my lap. I look down and swear – I’ve accidentally given him fifty American dollars and the poor guy has no idea of its worth. Humiliated more by his mistake than mine, I hand him one hundred rupees to appease us both. He stumbles off singing with delight and a crowd gathers around him in shock. It’s way too much. (For the next two years the porters at New Delhi station will recognise me as the Mad Madam who paid four dollars for nothing, and demand a similarly huge sum. Some will even shake to arouse my sympathy.)

Early morning is not an attractive time to travel in India. As we slowly pull out of the city we are hailed with the twenty-one-hundred-bum salute of slum dwellers squatting beside the tracks doing their morning ‘ablutions’. Some smile and wave but most don’t even seem to see the train. It’s as if Indians, living in a country too crowded for privacy, have developed a remarkable ability to look without seeing. They don’t notice the child grabbing their shawl, the beggar pulling at their pants, the filth, the misery, the public nose picking, pissing or pooing, and they seem deaf to the call of the country – a violent guttural growling retch: crrrooooooooooaaaaaaaaaaaaaak, punctuated by a giant spit of phlegm: pppppttttttttttttttttttttaaaaaaaaaaab!

It’s a sound that punctuates morning, noon and night. Dawn is obviously peak croak time. Inside and outside the carriage a round of throat-clearing begins and crescendos into a symphony of spitting. At about nine it abruptly stops and everyone slurps chai and settles back to snore, burp and fart like foghorns. The chorus of bodily functions is loud enough to permeate the music playing through the headphones of my mini-disc.

By nine-thirty the ablution hours have ended and it’s safe to look outside the window again. Beyond the gap between the two panes (where a grey mouse is having a great time) we see village after village that look as if they’ve been bombed. Concrete bunker homes have roofs of rubble and twisted metal, plastic is piled up on earth huts, and the streets of sandy soil are covered in rubbish. Battered buffaloes, black-bristled pigs, skittish goats, horribly thin horses and red-arsed mangy monkeys graze the waste. We never lose sight of humanity. Women in bright cotton saris are shopping, sweeping, threshing, planting, weeding, water-collecting, plaiting hair and carrying huge loads of produce on their heads. Children play cricket, fly kites, scrub clean for school and scamper about. Men are mostly sitting on string charpoy beds, drinking small cups of chai, playing cards or just squatting on their heels and watching the world go by.

Five hours later we chug into the small town of Derradun where we organise a taxi to take us the two hundred kilometres to Rishikesh. After haggling over the price – that is ten times what it should be, because we aren’t Indian – a scrawny, dopey-looking driver who speaks some English promises to be ready in an hour.

‘I am Kunti. Kunti will come in one hours,’ he yells.

We duck into a fly-infested restaurant, where we are pointedly ignored by cheesecloth-clad tourists in trainee dreadlocks who seem determined to believe they are the only travellers to have discovered the delights of Derradun. We eat and wait. And wait. And wait.

After two hours Jonathan waits by the restaurant door while I walk up the long dusty road where we saw Kunti heading earlier. While attempting to avoid a scuzzy dog that has half its brain showing through its scalp, I accidentally walk through a circle of men who gape and giggle hysterically at my arse. I’m wearing hideously baggy pants and vow to buy a sack for future travels. I come across some sort of a taxi rest stop and find our driver lying on a charpoy rope bed holding hands and linking legs with another man. I hate to break up such an intimate scene, but after being ignored for a couple of minutes I walk over to the end of the bed with my hands on my hips and say in my best hey-I-don’t-mind-if-you’re-gay-but-you’ve-got-a-job-to-do voice, ‘You are our taximan to Rishikesh.’

‘Yes, madam, I am Kunti.’ He wobbles his head and doesn’t take his eyes off his mate, whose arm he is now stroking.

‘You’re late.’

‘No, madam, on time.’

He’s still not looking at me.

‘You were meant to come an hour ago,’ I sigh (I’m getting really cranky now).

‘Yeeeeesss,’ drawls his friend.

‘We’ve come, we’re there,’ snaps Kunti.

‘No, you are here.’

‘And there.’

‘So you are here and there?’

‘Yes, madam.’

They both roll their eyes as if I’m mad.

‘So you are in two places at once, are you?’

My eyes are now rolling back in my head.

‘Yes.’

The driver now moves his eyes to focus on his friend’s crotch.

‘Can you say no?’

‘Yes, madam.’

‘Say it then.’

‘Yes, madam.’

I stomp back to the restaurant ranting and raving like a lunatic and remembering more and more about why this country drove me mad. Jonathan is sympathetic but more practised at patience.

‘Just think, I have to work here,’ he laughs but his eyes betray a rising fear that I’ll leave him within a month.

The Tweedledee and Tweedledum of Derradun turn up an hour later pretending it’s three hours before and that the previous conversation never happened.

But their Ambassador cab makes up for their shortcomings. It has brown velour seats, an orange roof and a back-window curtain of purple paisley, and it doubles as a mobile temple. The dashboard has a fluorescent Ganesh (the elephant god), an orange toy cow, a snow dome of Satya Sai Baba (the Afrohaired living god of Bangalore), and a blue plastic Shiva god bouncing on a spring. A brown, four-armed Barbie in a sari stands on a lotus and she has an aura of tiny lights that flash when we brake.

‘She is Lakshmi, goddess of money,’ states Tweedledee.

‘Our favourite,’ adds Tweedledum, who is practically sitting on his boyfriend’s lap.

‘Undoubtedly,’ laughs Jonathan, clearly amused by the antics of the daft duo.

Below Lakshmi is a faded photo of the driver’s parents, a tiny national flag saying ‘Proud to be Indian’ and a CD spinning on a string. During my last trip to India I was an extreme atheist, contemptuous of all religion. I’d arrogantly ignored the colour and spectacle of Hinduism and its acceptance of a multitude of ways to the divine. Now I find myself immediately tickled by the kitsch aesthetic and within half an hour I’m almost a convert – praying to all these gods and more – because Kunti, the most annoying man in the world, drives like the maddest, playing chicken with everything on the road, including the chickens. With one hand on the horn and another on his friend’s horn, Kunti steers with his knees and speeds straight towards anything that could kill us, veering just as we are about to crash. I shut my eyes, Jonathan swears and the driver and his friend sing along to a tape featuring the high-pitched wail of a woman obviously being tortured.

Then, of course, after assuring us they know exactly where they are going, we get hopelessly lost.

‘You don’t know where Rishikesh is, do you?’ I say.

‘Yes, of course, madam.’

‘Well, why are you stopping and asking everyone and why do you keep changing directions then?’

They turn the tape up.

Jonathan yells over the top, ‘Are you lost?’

They ignore us.

Some time later, on a narrow road where grey stones cascade down a sharp valley, we get out to wee behind some rocks. Just as I’m yanking up my pants a schoolbus pulls up and all the children get out and run towards us with cameras and autograph books. We bolt like Beatles having a hard day’s night, pursued by schoolboys screaming ‘photo, photo’, and girls with long neat plaits giggling ‘autograph, Auntie, autograph’. They trap us beside the car, and we give in.

This is my first photo op this trip, but I’m already on mantelpieces all over India. I now remember that I spent hours on my last journey posing for snaps while holding young babies, hand-in-hand with shy daughters and with boys trying to put their arm around their easy western girlfriend. It’s again time to abandon shyness, personal space and privacy and to become spectacle as well as spectator. Eleven years ago, as an awkward post-adolescent, this annoyed me intensely, but now I see it’s a fair exchange for my voyeurism.

Besides, I’m now better at being public property and ready for a change in my public role. Being a broadcaster at Triple J isn’t just a job; it’s a life. In Australia my identity has been defined through the airwaves and the television. I really enjoy being part of people’s lives but I’ve grown weary of the pitfalls. F-grade celebrities get the sperm-covered letters without the sex, the death threats without the protection, and the stalkers without the psychological assistance. A persistent, psychologically troubled bloke had been pestering me for the last year, and while one of my bosses thought it must have been ‘flattering’, it just made me feel scared, vulnerable and violated. Stalkers colonise your mind and I wanted mine back. Leaving my wonderful job was the hardest thing I’ve ever done but perhaps I didn’t just do it just for love. A part of me wanted to reclaim myself, to redefine my identity, to grow up professionally, to embrace anonymity and to get rid of the stalker. In some ways I’m already regretting my move away from the good life but right now I’m enjoying the fact that here in India I’m famous for just being white.

In trade for our photo, the schoolbus driver gives us the first sensible directions to Rishikesh and we head up the Himalayan foothills to stay in a hut in the grounds of a handsome old hunting lodge. We tip Tweedledum and Tweedledee handsomely for not killing us and then kiss the ground. Here, a gorgeous garden somehow grows out of crumbling dry dirt: white and pink poppies, yellow chrysanthemums, deep crimson buds, orange star-shaped things and some bizarre cabbage-like vegetables. Steep, jagged cliffs with profiles like steak knifes rise above us. Tiny villages perch perilously on top. The buzz of a billion Indians and their noisy cars is so distant I can now hear subtle sounds: the caw of crows, the squawk of myna birds, and the chattering squeak of a tiny squirrel. Yet it’s a landscape of tired splendour. The sky is too exhausted to be blue and it sits low on my shoulders; the earth seems drained of its vitality and the trees are limp and dusty. The only thing showing any sparkle is the Ganges – it burbles over small rapids swirling blue-green and broad.

Swimming in India’s most holy river is meant to cleanse you of sin and a sign in front of our hut reads: ‘IF YOU STAND ON ONE LEG IN GANGA WATERS FROM ONE NEW MOON TO THE NEXT – NOT ADVISABLE – IT WILL HEAL YOUR BODY OF ANY PROBLEM IN ANY ORGAN.’

Jonathan and I decide to take our host’s sensible advice and let our eyes be healed by a quiet look at the holy waters.

But even here, in the middle of nowhere, there’s someone. Within twenty seconds two young imps with fishing rods appear and squat beside us to exchange the usual dialogue of the traveller. This involves exchanging ‘good’ names (everyone’s names are good in India), admitting we are Australian and agreeing that Shane Warne is a great cricketer but a naughty man. That’s the end of the boys’ English but they seem content to stay and stare at us with absolute fascination and intense concentration. We sing them a few verses of ‘Waltzing Matilda’ as if to earn their adoration, but then resolve to shake them by walking through the scrub.

Deep within the faded foliage we’re still not alone. Women with long skirts, silver anklets and broad backs unload huge bundles of sticks from their heads as they take time out from their work to laugh at us. We escape by climbing a mountain. Right on the lip, an ancient lady with a weathered, leathery face decorated with tiny tattoos emerges from nowhere and blocks our way. She reaches out, cups my face in her huge, hard hand, and babbles in Hindi. I don’t understand a word but I’m spellbound. It seems she’s telling me something I can’t hear but need to know, perhaps that in India solitude is a selfish pursuit and there are rewards for going without.

One day we take a trip into Rishikesh itself, the Ganges holy town where the Beatles came to meet the Maharishi. It’s a dirty, dusty strip of clogged streets, ashram yoga centres and mad markets. Spirituality is for sale.

We walk past three-D photos of Indian gods, plastic key rings of saints, t-shirts saying ‘Om’, vials of holy Ganges water, photos of fat movie stars and even the ratty, dust-clogged dreadlocks of shorn sadhus. Sadhus are men who have abandoned their families to travel India’s sacred sites and dedicate their lives to worship. They and the shopkeepers seem to worship us as walking dollar signs – we are constantly surrounded, followed, hassled and ordered to give money or buy crap at one hundred times the local price.

We tire of inane chats that always end in ‘come to my shop’, free guided tours that inevitably lead to a beg for funds and offerings of assistance with puja (prayers and offerings), which inevitably descend into demands for a huge donation to the nearest Brahmin (a member of the priestly caste). It seems these people are either deaf to the word ‘no’ or they are the biggest optimists in the world –they follow us for miles still trying their sales pitch, their begging plea or their speech about the delights of Rishikesh. One little girl chases me and pulls my shirt for half an hour. I give in and buy her little pots of coloured powder for forehead tikka spots, but when I open them I realise the gold and silver containers are empty. I return to complain but the imp has gone and in her place is a woman begging.

She hasn’t got a face.

Above her neck is a mass of melted flesh like burnt candle wax. Two pools of black stare out and stumps of burnt flesh wrapped in rags plead up at me. I retch in horror and run. This is my first glimpse of a dowry burning – where a woman is set alight in a ‘cooking accident’ because her husband or mother-in-law want more dowry money and attempt to kill to get it. If the bride dies, the husband can marry again and collect another dowry; if she lives, she can be shamed into leaving the house as damaged, useless goods. I want to scream with shock, fury and sadness but there’re too many people staring at me, following me and grabbing me. There’s just no room for rage.

I cross a huge bridge but India is on the other side as well, everywhere there’s a mass of begging, pleading, needing, naked wretchedness.

It’s Christmas Day and I think I shall go mad here.

In an effort to find some peace on earth, Jonathan pulls me down dark twisting alleyways stretching away from the river. In a street that oozes black mud a man emerges from behind a curtain to hail us warmly. He points to his sign: ‘WEL-CUM ASTROLOGER TO THE STARS’.

Jonathan, camera ever by his side, sees an opportunity for a story that the ABC will love for the cliché-ridden Christmas silly season – a prediction piece for the new millennium. Our astrologer, Mr Rakesh, grins at the request and, with a flourish and a bow, pulls aside a curtain to admit us into a tiny room cramped with clumsy, ugly furniture, and adorned with photos of himself and photos of his parents ringed with leis of saffron marigold flowers. Dressed in a stiff white shirt and flared brown hipster pants, Mr Rakesh orders chai from a street urchin, then combs his bright red hennaed hair into a rockabilly quiff and twirls his moustache in readiness for filming. Deadpan and directly down the barrel of the camera, he yells at breakneck speed without pausing for breath.

‘The year 2000 will be a great year for India, Sonia Gandhi will not become Prime Minister because she is not an Indian, we shall win the cricket because we’re the best sportsmen in the world and India will continue to be the most intelligent, most scientific, most spiritual and best country in the universe.’

I remark that his predictions sound very pro-India. Mr Rakesh nods vigorously.

‘Yes, you noticed, this is so, but I am telling you, it is usual. We are, of course, genetically superior to all other races, so I find it difficult to be less than modest. What to do?’

While I splutter into my tea, the astrologer rants about India’s accomplishments.

‘We invented the zero, the Taj Mahal is one of the Seven Wonders of the World and Varanassi is the oldest city in the world.’

I’m brimming with all I can’t say: I’ve heard that Damascus invented the zero and is also the oldest continuously occupied civilisation on the planet, and that the Taj, while wonderful, is actually not an official World Wonder. I bite my tongue, until he continues.

‘We are, of course, dear madam, also the land of peace and truth.’

I crack and can’t resist a snarl.

‘Mr Rakesh, if India is the land of truth, why have I been hassled and lied to and ripped off from the moment I got here?’

He nods sympathetically.

‘Sister, I am sorry, there are some bad people everywhere, isn’t it? Let me atone for my compatriots’ crudity. You will do one thing. Tell me your details and I will tell you your future in our country for no charge.’

Jonathan laughs and submits, giving his date and time of birth. Mr Rakesh beams and somehow calculates his stars on the spot.

‘Sir, you are loving India, you will work very hard here, next year you will face danger and have great success. This year you will finally learn to dance.’

I beg to be excused, telling Mr Rakesh that my mother has no idea of the exact time of my birth. The astrologer waves this aside.

‘Madam, don’t be worrying, I’ll do it by numbers.’

He allocates a number to each letter of my name, scribbles a long complicated equation involving dividing and subdividing and multiplication. Mr Rakesh then leans back, scratches his head, rubs his butt and says, ‘Oh.’

That can’t be good.

He calculates again, sighs and leans forward with a stern expression and a tone that bids beware the Jabberwock.

‘Well, madam, I will tell you one thing. You must listen. You are back in India for a good shaking. Here you will dance with death and be reborn. You will be a chameleon of karma and there are many guides to show you the way. You will search India’s land of gods and find faith.’
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