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The old man's wheelchair is audiblc today as he creaks by in the
hallway: on some days it'sjust a smooth whirr. Maybe the way he
slumps in ig or the way his wreight rests has something to do with ir
Down to the lobby he goes, and sits there mostof the timg,talking
to people on their uay out or in. That's where he first spoke to rne
a few days ago I wx wa:iting for the elenator, back from Eatons with
my newpair of swimming.trunks

"Hullo," he said. I nodded, smiled.
"Beautiful summer day wdve got."
"Yeq" I said,"it's lovely outside"
He shifted the wheelchair to face me squarely. "How old do 1ou

think I arn?"
I looked at him blankly, and he said, "Go on, takea guess."
I understood the game; he seerned about seventy.five although

the hair was still black, so I said, "Sixty-five?" He made a sound
between a chuckle and a wheeze: "I'll be scventy.s€ven,next month."
Closeenough

I've heard him ask that question several times since, and
cveryone plap by the rules. Their faked guesses range from sixty to
seventy. They pick a lower numberwhen he's more depressedthan
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usual. He reminds me of Grandpa as he sits on the sofa in the lobby,
staring out \a.cantly at the parking lot" Only difference is, he sits with
the stillness of stroke victims, while Grandpa's Parkinson's disease
would bounce his thighs and legs and arms all over the place.
When he could no longer holdthe Bornbay Samachar steady enough
to read, Grandpa took to sitting on the veranda and staring empti
ly at the traffic passing outside Firozsha Baag Or waving to anyone
who went by in the compound: Rustomji, Nariman Hansotia in his
1932 Mercedes-Benz, the fat ayahJaakaylee with her shopping.bag
the htchrawallf with her basket and long bamboo broom.

The Portuguese wciman across the hall has told me a little about
the old man. She is the communicator for the apartment building.
Ib gather and disseminate information, she takes the liberty of
unabashedly throwing open her door when newsworthy events
transpire. Not for Portuguese Woman the furtive peerings from
thin cracks or spyholes. She reminds me of a character in a movie,
Barefoot InThe Park I think it was, who left empty beer cans by the
landing for anyone passing to stumble and give her the signal. But
PW does not need beer cans. The gutang.khutang of the elevator
opening ar.rd closing is enough.

The old man s daughter looks after him. He was living alone till
his strokg which coincided with his youngest daughter's divorce in
Vancouver. She returned to him and they moved into this low.rise
in Don Mills. PW sa)ls the daughter talks to no one in the building
but takes good care of her father.

Mummy used to take good care of Grandpa, toq till things
became complicated and he was moved to the Parsi General
Hospital. Parkinsonism and osteoporosis laid him low The doctor
o<plained that Grandpds hip did not break because he fell, but he
fell because the hip, gradually growing brittle snapped on that
fatal day. That's what osteoporosis doeq hollorts out the bones and
turns effect into cause. It has an unusually high incidence in the
Parsi community, he said, but did not say why.Just one of those
mysterious things. We are the chosen people where osteoporosis is
concerned. And divorce. The Parsi community has the highest
divorce rate in India. It also claims to be the mostwesternized com.
munity in India. Which is the result of the other? Confusion again,
ofcause and effect.

Swimmi,ngl-essons 231

The hip was put in raction. Single-handed, Mummy struggled
valiantly with bedpans and dressing;s for bedsores which soon
appeared like grim spectres on his back. Mamafi, bent double
with her weak back, could give no assistance. My help would be

enlisted to roll him over on his side while Mummy changed the
dressing. But after three monthq the doctor pronounced a patch
upon Grandpa's lungs, and the male ward of Parsi General
swallowed him up. There was no mon€y for a private nursing
home. I went to see him once, at Mummy's insistence. She used to
say that the blessingp of an old person were the most valuable and
potent of all, they would last my whole life long. The ward had
rows and rows of beds; the din was enormous, the smells
nauseating and itwasjust as well that Grandpa passed most of his
time in a less than conscious state.

But t should have gone to see him more often. Whenever Grand'
pa went out, while he still could in the days before parkinsonism,
he would bring back pink and white suga.r-coated almonds for Per'

cy and me Every time I rememberGrandpa, I remember that; and
then I think I should have gone to see him more often. That's what
I also thought when our telephone-owning neighbour, esteemed

by all for that reason, sent his son to tell us the hospital had phoned
thatGrandpa.died an hour ago.

Ttu pstman rarry ttu doorb€tt ttu way tu aluays did, tong artd contintmw;

Mother went ta opm it,wanti:ng tn giae hilnapiece of hnmindbut thottght

betta of it, slu di.drwtwant tarisk tluvmgeame of postmm, i.twas so easy

for tlwm ta destroy lettns; worhcrs rwwadays thonght no md of thcmselaes,

strutthg amurd likc peanchs, an shue all thb Shia Sma agitalion afuut
Malurashtra for Maharashtrians, threatming strihcs and Bornbay

bundh aJl tlu tinu, with no respct for tlu fublic; brx drians and confurc'

tors une tlu worst, behaaing as if they oumed, the buses and were dning

faaours to comnutfrs,Pulling tlu bell beforeyouwqe in the bus, tlu d'riuq
purposely braking andnwainguith bigjilhs ta ma,he llu stardzes lose tlvir
balanue, the condwtor so rufu if you d,idnot lwae the right change.

But whm slu sattt tlu airmail mvelnpe with a Canad,ion stanp hnfan
litup, sfu saidwait n th.cpostman,and,wmt infw afi,fty paisapiece,alib

tle baksheeshfor you, she told him, thm shut the daor ard kissed the

maelope, wmt in running, saying my son has turittm, my son has smt a
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lettn,and,Fatha loohzd,upfrom tlunewspaper and, sail,, dan't get too ac-
ciled,firstreadit,W krwtttwlnt hindof letttrs lu unites, afatt lirws of m!
ty words, I'mfine, hope you are all right, your loaing son - that ki.nd of
wri.ting I don't call letter-tariting.

Then Motho apmed, the mvelope and took out one smalt page and.
began to read silently and the joy brought to hafau \ tlu lcttrb a,rriaal
beganto ebb; fatlwr saw it happmingandkneut luwasright,he sai.dread
ahud, let me ako hear wh,at our son is uriting this timc, so Mothq rea.d:
My dear Mummy and, Ddd.y l,ast winter was terrible, we had record.
breaking low temperatures all throrqh Febnnry and March, and ttufirst
offuial day of sprtngwas colder than thefirst offuial day of wintn had
been, but itb gettingwwmn natt laohs lihe it will fu anbe warrn flonman
You ashed, about ny nru apartmmt. It\ small, but nat bad at all. This is

fist a qubk rwtt to ttt you knma, I mfine, so you won't worry abouf nu. Hop
anrythingis ohay at home.

Aftn Mothu put it bafi in the mvelope, Fathn said. anrything about
his lW is l,ochcd in silmce and secrecy I still don't undmstand. why he
botlured ta aisit us ln"st year if Iu had rwthing n say; amy letbr of his has
bem aquhknnte sowewon'tworry - what does lu thinkwewomy about,
his health, in tlwt country aler)one eats well whethn they work or rwt, lu
slwuld be worryhg about us with all the black marhet ond rationing, has
luforgottm already how he used to go to the ration.shop andwait in line
amy week; and what kind of apartment fusmiption is that, ntt bad, at all;
and if it is a Canadian weathr report I needfron him, I can, go with
Narimon Hansotiafron A Blnch to thz Cawasji Framji Morcrial Library
and. rcad all about it, there they get nalspapers from all over the world.

The sun is hot today. Tho women are sunbathing on the stretch of
patchy lawn at the periphery of the parking lot. I can see rhem
clearly from my kitchen. They're wearing bikinis and I'd love to
take a closer look. But I have no binoculars. Nor do I have a car to
saunter out to and pretend to look under the hood. They're both
luscious and gleaming. From time to time they smear lotion over
their skin, on the bellies, on the inside of the thighs, on the
shoulders. Then one of them gets the other to undo the string of
her top and spread some there. She lies on her stomach with the
straps undone I wait. I pray that the heat and haze make her forg"t,
when it's time to turn over, that the straps are undone.
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But the sun is not hot enough to work this magic for me When
it's time to come in, she flips ovea deftly holdingup the cups, and
reties the top They arisg pick uP towels, lotions and maga.zines,

and return to the building.
This is nry chance to see them closer. I race down the stairs to the

lobby. The old man sap hullo. "Down again?"
"Mymailbox," I mumble.
"It's Saturday," he chortles For some reason he finds it extremely

funny. My eye is on the door leading in from the parking lot.
Through the glass panel I see them approaching. I hurry to the

elevator and wait. tn the dimly lit lobby t can see their eyes are hav'

ing trouble adjusting after the bright sun. They don't seem as at'
tractive as they did from the kitchen window The elevator arrives

and I hold it open, inviting them in with what I think is a gallant
flourish. Under the fluorescent glare in the elevator I see their
wrinkled skin, aging hands, sagging bottoms, varicose veins. The
lustrous trick of sun and lotion and distance has ended.

I step out and they continue to the third floor. I have Monday
night to look forward tq my first swimminglesson' The high school

behind the apartment building is offering among its usual assort'

ment of macram6 and ceramics and Pottery classe$ a class for non'
swimmingadults.

The woman at the registration desk is quite friendly. She even

gives me the opening to satisfy the compulsion I have about ex'

plaining my non-swimming status.

'Are you from Indid" she asks. I nod. "I hope you don t mind rny

asking, but I was curious because an Indian couple, husband and
wifg also registered a few minutes ago' Is swimming not encour-
aged in Indid"

"On the contrary," I say. "Mostlndians swim like fish' I'm an ex'

ception to the rule. My house was five minutes walking distance

from Chaupatty beach in Bombay. It's one of the most beautiful
beaches in Bombay, or was, before the frlth took over. Anyway, even

though we lived so close to it, I never learned to swim. It'sjust one

of those things."
"Well," says the woman, "that haPpens sometimes' Thke me, for

instance. I never Iearned to ride a bicycle. Itwas the mounting that
used to scare me, I was afraid of falling." People have lined up
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behind me "It's been very nice talking to you," she sa),rs, "hope you
enjoy the course."

The art of swimming had been trapped between the devil and
the deep blue sea. The devil was money, alwap scarce, and kept the
private swimming clubs out of reach; the deep blue sea of Chaupat-
ty beach was grey and murky with garbage too filthy to swim in.
Every so often we would muster our courage and Mummy would
take me there to try and teach me. But a few minutes of paddling
was all we could endure Sooner or later something would float up
against our legp or thighs or waists, depending on how deep we'd
gone in, and wdd be revulsed and stride out to the sand.

Water imagery in my life is recurring. Chaupatty beach, now the
high-school swimming pool. The universal symbol of life and
regeneration did nothingbut frustrate me Perhaps the swimming
pool will overturn that failure.

When images and symbols abound in this manne4 sprawlingor
rolling across the page without guile or artifice, one is prone to say,

how obviouq how skilless; symbolq after all, should be still and gen.
tle as dewdrops, tiny, yet shining with a world of meaning. But what
happens when, on the page of life itself, one encounters the ever-
moving all.engirdling sprawl of the filthy sea? Dewdrops and
oceans both have their rightful places; Nariman Hansotia certainly
knew that when he told his stories to the boys of Firozsha Baag.

The sea of Chaupatty was fated to endure the finales of life's
everyday functions. It seemed that the dirtier it became, the more
cfowds it attracted: street urchins and beggars and beachcombers,
looking through thejunk that washed up (Or was it the crowds that
made it dirtier? - another instance of cause and effect blurring
and evading identifi cation.)

Too many religious festivals also used the sea as repository for
their finales. Its use should have been rationed, like rice and
kerosene. On Ganesh Chaturthi, clay idols of the god Ganesh,
adorned with garlands and all manner of finery, were carried in
processions to the accompaniment of drums and a variety of wind
instruments. The music got more frenzied the closer the proces-
sion got to Chaupatty and to the moment of immersion.

Then there was C<lconut Day, which was never as popular
as Ganesh Chaturthi. From a bptander's viewpoint, coconuts
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chucked into the sea do not provide as much of a spectacle We

used the sea, toq to deposit the leftovers from Parsi religious
ceremonieq things such as flowers, or the ashes of the sacred

sandalwood firg which just could not be dumped with the regular
garbage but had to be entrusted to the care of Avan Yazad, the
guardian of the sea. And things which were of no use but which no
one had the heart to destroy were also given to Avan Yazad. Such as

old photographs.
After Grandpa died, some of his things were flung out to sea. It

was high tide; we alwap checked the newsPaPer when going to per'
form these disposals; an ebb would mean a longwalk in squelchy

sand before finding water. Most of the things were probably
washed up on shore. But we tried to throw them as far out as

possible, then waited a few minutes; if they did not float back right
away we would pretend they were in the permanent safekeeping of
Avan Yazad, which was a comforting thought. I can't remember
everythingwe sent out to sea, but his brush and comb were in the
parcel, his ftusri, and some Kemadrin pills' which he used to take to
keep the parkinsonism under control.

Our paddling sessions stopped for lack of enthusiasm on my

part. Mummy wasn't too keen eithef because of the filth. But my
main concern was the little guttersnipes, like naked fish with little
buoyant penises, taunting me with their skills, swimmingunder'
water and emerging unexpectedly all around me, or pretending to
masturbate - I think they were too young to achieve ejaculation.
It was embarrassing. When I look back, I'm surprised that Mummy
and I kept going as long as we did.

I examine the swimming-trunks I bought last week. Surf King,
says the label, Made in Canada'Fabriqu6 Au Canada. I've been

Iearning bits and pieces of French from bilingual labels at the
supermarket too. These trunks are extremely sleek and stream'
lined hipsterq the distance from waistband to pouch tip the barest

minimum. I wonder how everything will stay in placg not that I'm
boastful about my endowments. I try them on, and feel that the tip
of my member lingers perilously close to the exit. Too closg in fact,

to conceal the exigencies of my swimming lesson fantasy: a

gorgeous woman in the class for non'swimmers, at whose sight I
will be instantly aroused, and she, spying the shape of my desire'



236

will look me straight in the eye with her intentions; she will come
home with me, to taste the pleasures of my delectable Asian brown
body whose strangeness has intrigued her and unleashed uncon.
trollable surges of passion inside her throughout the duration of
the swimminglesson.

I drop the Eatons bag and wrapper in the garbage can. The
swimming-trunks cost fifteen dollarq same as the fee for the ten
weekly lessons The garbage bag is almost full. I tie it up and take it
outside. There is a medicinal smell in the hallway; the old man
must havejust returned to his apartment.

PW opens her door and sa1n, "Two ladies from the third floor
were lying in the sun this morning. In bikinis."

"Thatt nicg' I say, and walk to the incinerator chute She reminds
me of Najamai in FirozshaBaagexcept that Najamai employed a
bit more subtlety while going about her liffs chosen work.

PW withdraws and shuts her door.

Motha had n reply because Fatlwr said lw did.rwt want ui urite ta his son
till his son had somcthing smsible to write to him, his qtestions had bem
igwred long motqh, and if lw wantzd ta hcep hit life a wcret,firw, lw would
get no letttrs from his father

But afin Mathn starbd the letter he wmt and lookcd ovn ha shadd4
telling hn what tn ask him, because if thq hept on writing the samz ques-

tions, maybe he would, understand how interested thq wne in knowing
about things over there; futha said go on, ask him what his work is at the
insurarce compony tell him tn tahe somz courses at night schaol, tlnt\ lww
amryone ,noaes aluad ouer thne, tell him not to be discouraged if his job is
just clerical right now, hard work uill get hirn ahead, remind him he is a
boastrian: manashni, gavashni, kunashni, bettn unib thz translation
also: good tlmtghtq goad words, good d.eed"s - hc must have forgottm what
it means, and tell hirn ta say prayns and do kusti at least twice a d,ay.

Writing it all daum sadly Motho did.nat belieue lu wme his sudraa,rd
kusti anymare, she would, be aery surprised if he remembered any of the
payns;ulvnslu had.ashedhimif luneededneu sudraslu saidrnt ta tahc
any troubl.e becuue tlw Ttroastrian Society of Ontaria imported tlun,f.rom
Bombayfor tluir mernbers, and this sounfud lihe a story ltc was making up,
but she was leaving it in the hands of God, ten thousand miles away thoe
was nothing she could d,o but write a letter and hopefor the best.
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Thnt she sealed it, and fathcr wrote the address on it as usual because

his unitinguas muchneater than,hcrs, hutdwritingwa.s imprtant in tlu
add,ress andslw didrwtwant tlu postma.n.in Canadatnmahc ony mistahe;

slu took it to the pst offue hnse$ it was i,mpossible to trust onyonc ta nail
i.t ner sinre thzposwratzsuentup becau^se popl,e just We offtlu stanps

for tluir oun use and threu away the letl,er, tlw only safe wq was to lmnd
it oau the counter and, mahc the clerk cancel tlw stamps before your own

qes.

Berthe the building superintendeng is yelling at her son in the park-

ing lot. He tinkers away with his van. This happens every fine'
weathered Sunday It must be the van that Berthe dislikes because I've

seen mother and son together in other quite amicable situations.
Berthe is a big Yugoslavian with high cheekbones. Her nationali'

ty was disclosed to me by PW. Berthe speaks a very rough'hewn
English, I've overheard her in the lobby scolding tenants for late
rents and leaving dirty lint screens in the dryers. It's exciting to
listen to her, her words fall like rocks and boulders, and one can
never tell where or how the next few will drop. But her Slavic yells

at her son are a different matte! the words fly swift and true, well'
aimed missiles that never miss. Finally, the son slams down the

hood in disgust, wipes his hands on a rag, accompanies mother
Berthe inside.

BerthCs husband has ajob in a factory. But he loses several days

of work every month when he succumbs to the boozg a word Ber'
the uses often in her Slavic tirades on those days, the only one I can

understand, as it clunks down heavily out of the tight'flying forma'
tion ofYugoslavian sentences. He lolls around in the lobby, submit'
ting passively to his wife's tongue.lashings. The bags under his
bloodshot eyeg his stringy moustachg stubbled chin, dirty hair are

so vulnerable to the poison-laden barbs (poison works the same

way in any language) emanating from deep within the powerful
watermelon bosom. No one's presence can embarrass or dignify
her into silence.

No one except the old man who arrives now. "Good morning,"
he says, and Berthe turns, stops yelling, and smiles. Her husband
riseg positions the wheelchair at the favourite angle The lobby will
be peaceful as long as the old man is there.
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It was hopeless My first swimming lesson. The water terrified me
When did that happen, I wonde4 I used to love splashing at
Chaupatty, carried about by the waves. And this was only a swim.
ming pool. Where did all rhar rerror come frorn? I'm rrying to
remember.

Armed with mySurf KingI enter the high school and go to the
pool area. A sheet with instructions for the new class is pinned to
the bulletin board. All students must shower and then assemble at
eight by the shallow end. As I enrer rhe showers three young bop,
probably from a previous clasg emerge One of them holds his
nose. The second begins to hum, under his breath: Paki Paki, smell
like curry. The third says to the first two: pretty $oon all the water's
going to taste of curry. They leave

It's a mixed clasq but the gorgeous woman of my funtasy is miss.
ing I have to settle for anothe6, in a pink one.piece suit, with brown
hair and a bit of a stomach. She must be about thirty.five.
Plain.looking.

The instructor is called Ron. He gives us a pep talk, sensing some
nervousness in the group. We re finally all in the wate4 in the
shallow end. He demonstrates floating on the back, then asks for a
volunteer. The pink one.piece suit wades forward. He supports her,
tells her to lean back and let her head drop in the water.

She does very well. And as we all regard her floating body, I see
what was not visible outside the pool: her bush, curly bits of it,
straying out at the pink Spandex V. Tongues of water lapping
against her delta, as if caressing it teasingly, make the brown hair
come alive in a most tantalizingmanner. The crests and troughs of
little waves, set off by the movement of our bodies in a circle
around he4, dutifully irrigate her; the curls alteruatelywave free in-
side the crest, then adhere to her wet thighs, beached by the in.
evitable trough. I could watch this foreve4 and I wish thb floating
demonstration would never end.

Nextwe are shown how to grasp the rail and paddle, face down
in the water. Between practisingfloatingand paddling t}re hour is
almost gone. I have been trying to observe the pink one-piece suit,
getting glimpses of her straying pubic hair from various angles.
Finally, Ron wants a volunteer for the last demonstration, and I go
forward. To *y horror he leads the class to the deep end. Fifteen
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feet of water. It is so blug and I can see the bottom. He picks up a
metal hoop attached to a longwooden stick. He wants me to grasp
the hoop,jump in the wate4 and paddle, while he guides me by the
stick. Perfectly safq he tells me. A demonstration of how paddling
propels the body.

It's too late to back out; besides, I'm so terrified I couldrft find
the words to do so even if I wanted to. Everything he says I do as if
in a trance. I don t remember the moment ofjumping. The nert
thing I know is, I'm swallowing water and floundering hanging on
to the hoop for dear life. Ron draws me to the rails and helps me
out. The class applauds.

We disperse and one thought is on my mind: what if I'd lost my
grip? Fifteen feet of water under me. I shudder and take deep
breaths. This is it. I'm not coming next week. This instructor is an
irresponsible person. Or he does notvalue the lives of non-white
immigrants. I remember the three teenagers. Muyb. the swimming
pool is the hangout of some racist group, bent on eliminating all
non-white swimmers, to keep their waters pure and their white
sisters unogled.

The elevator takes me upstairs. Then gutang-khutang. PW openr
her door as I turn the corridor of medicinal smells. "Berthe wag

screaming loudly at her husband tonight," she tells me.
"Good for her," I say, and she frowns indignantly at me.

The old man is in the lobby. Hds wearing thick wool gloves. He
wants to know how the swimmingwas, musthave seen me leaving
with my towel yesterday. Not bad, I say.

"I used to swim a lot. Very good for the circulation." He wheezes.

"My feet are cold all the time. Cold as ice. Hands too."
Summer is winding down, so I say stupidly, "Yeq it's not so warm

any more."
The thought of the next swimming lesson sickens me. But as I

comb through the memories of that terrifying Monday, I come
upon the straying curls of brown pubic hair. Inexorably drawn by
them, I decide to go.

It's a mistakg of course This time I'm scared even to venture in
the shallow end. When everyone has entered the water and I'm the
onlyone outsidg I feel a little foolish and slide in.
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Instructor Ron says we should start by reviewing the floating
technique I'm in no hurry. I watch the pink one-piece pull the
swim-suit down around her cheeks and flip back to achieve perfect
flotation. And then reap disappointment. The pink Spandex
triangle is perfectly streamlined today, nothing stra)rs, not a trace of
fuzz, not one filament, not flen a sign of post depilation irritation.
Like the airbrushed parts of glamour maga.zine models The bar'
renness of her impeccably packaged apex is a betrayal. Now she is

shorn like the other women in the class. Why did she have to do it?
The weight of this disappointment makes the water less

manageablg more lung.penetriting. With trepidation, I float and
paddle my way through the remainder of the hour, jerking my
head out every two seconds and breathing deeply, to continually
shore up a supply of precious, precious air without, at the same

timg seeming too anxious and losing my dignity.
I don t attend the remaining classes. After ['ve missed three, Ron

the instructor telephones. I tell him I've had the flu and am still
feeling poorly, but I'll try to be there the following week.

He does not call again. My Surf King is relegated to an unused
drawer. Total losses: one fantasy plus thirty dollars. And no watery
rebirth. The swimming pool, like Chaupatty beach, has produced
a stillbirth. But there is a difference Water means regeneration on-

ly if it is pure and cleansing. Chaupatty was filthy, the pool was not.
Failure to swim through filth must mean something other than
failure of rebirth - failure of symbolic death? Does that equal suc-

cess of symbolic life? death of a symbolic failure? death of a sym-

bol? What is the equation?

The postman d,id rwt bring a letter but a parcel, he was smiling because hc

hrw) that anry thne som,cthing camefrom Canada iis baksheesh uas
guarunteed,andthis timt becaweitwas aparcel Mothn gave hirnawlwle
rupee, she was quite etuited, there were so many sticherc on it besi.dcs the

stamps, oru for Small Pwcel, another Printed Papers, a red stichn sayirry

hwured; slu shawed it ta Fathn, and, opmed, it, thm Put both lunfu on lw
clueks, nat able to speak because the surprise and happiness was so grea,t,

tcan came tohn eyes andslu could,nat stap smilirytiVFathq beeamz irn'

Patisnt ta know and,fi.nally got up and came ta thc nble.

Whm he saru it he was surprised and. happy too, he began to grin, thm
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hu,ged Mothn saying ou,r son k a uniter, andwe didn't ann knoat it, lu
ncun nld us a thing ttne we arc thinking le i.s still clnking aruny at tlu in

surance company ond he lta.s writtm a book of storics, all these ycars in

vlwl and cilbge tu Wt his tnttnt hidden" making us thin)t lu uas iust lihe

onc of ttu boys n tru naA stwuthg and playirg tlu f@l in tlw compowtd,

andrww what asurprise; thm Fathn opened tlu booh ardbcganrcdd"lg

il, heading buk to ilw easy cttai.r, and Mothn so ercitcdo still lnlding h;s

*rrr, *ol.td rith him, saytng it was not fai.r hin reading it first, slu ttanted

tareadit no, ail they agruttttwt hewoutdrcadtlwfirst stor1, tlungiuc il,

to hn so she could ako read it, and thq wouw tahe turns in tlnt manncr.

Mother remaued' the staplesfrom the paddzilmaelopc inwhirhluhd
ma,ited, the book, and, threw them away thm s traightmed' the lolded alga

of the maelope anl.put itaway safetywith tfu otlwr muelopes andhllcts

slu had collected since he left,

The leaves are beginning to fall. The only ones l can identi$ ane m*
pleThe dap are dwindlinglikethe learcs I'rrc startedahabitof aking

tng walks arery evening The old man is in the lobby when I learq he

wavis as t go by. By the time I'm back" the lobby is usually empty'

Today I was woken up by a grating sound outside that made my

flesh crawl. I went to the window and saw Berthe raking the leaves

in the parking lot. Not in the expanse of patchy lawl o1.th9

periphery butln the parking lot ProPer. She was raking the black

L.rea surface. I went back to bed and dragged a pillow over my

head, not releasing it till noon.
When I return fiom my walk in the evening PW, summoned by

the elevator's gutang'khutang, says, "Berthe filled six bigblack gar'

bage bags with leaves todaY"'

"Sixbag"s!" I saY. "Wow!"

Since the weather turned cold, Berthcs son does not tinker with

his van on Sundays under my window. I'm able to sleep latc
Around eleven, theres a commotion outside. I reach out and

switch on the clock radio. It's a sunny day, the window crrrtains are

bright. I get up, curious, and see a black Olds Ninety'Eight in the

par:ting tot, ty the eritrance to the building. The old man is in his

wheelcilair, bundled up, with a scarf wound saeral times round his

neck as though to immobilize it,like a surgical collar. His daughrcr
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and another man, the car-ownel ane helping him from the
wheelchair into the front seat, encouraging-trim witfr words like:
that's it, easy does ig attaboy. From the open door of the lobby Ber.
the is shouting encouragement too, but hers is confined to one
word: yah, repeated at different levels of pitch and volume, with
variations on vowel.length. The stranger could be the old mans
son, he has the samejet black hair and piercing eyes.

M"ybe the old man is not well, it's an emergency. But tr quickly
scrap that thought - this isn tBombay, an ambulance would have
arrived. They're probably taking him out for a ride If he is his son,
where has he been all this timg I wonder.

The old man finally settles in the front seat, the wheelchair goes
in thb trunk, and they're off. The one I think is the son looks up
and catches me at the window before I can move away, so I wavg
and he waves back.

In the afternoon I take down a load of clothes to the laundry
room. Both machines have completed their cycleq the clothes in-
side are waiting to be transferred to dryers Should I remove them
and place ihem on top of a dryer, or wait? I decide to wait. After a
few minutes, two women arrivg they are in bathrobes, and smok.
ing. It takes me a while to realize that these are rhe two disappoint-
ments who were sunbathing in.bikinis last summe:x,

"You didn t have to waig you could have removed the clothes and
carried on, dea1" says one She has a Scottfuh accent. It's one of the
few I've learned to identify. Like maple leaves.-

'\{ell," I say, "some people might not like strangers touching
their clothes."

"You're not a strangeq dea4," she say$ "you live in this building
we've seen you before."

"Besideq your hands are clean," the other one pipes in. ..you can
touch my things any time you like."

Horny old cow. I wonder what they've got on under their
bathrobes. Not much, I find, as they bend over to place their
clothes in the dryers.

"See you soon," they say, and o<ig leaving me behind in an erotic
wake of smoke and perfume and deep images of cleavages I start
the washers and deparg and when I come back late4 the dryers are
emPty.
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PW tells me, "The old rnan s son took him out for a drive today.
He has a big beautiful black car."

I see my chancg and shoot back: "Olds Ninety.Eight."
"\{haO"
"The car," I explain, "it's an Oldsmobile Ninety.Eight."
She does not like this at all, my giving her information. She is

visibly nettled, and retreats with a sour face

Mathn and. Father read thefirstfiae storits, and she was ucry sad aftn
rcad,ing sorne of them, she said he must be so unhappy thcrc, all htt
stories are about Bambay he remembns nuy little thing about his
childltood,, la is thinking about it all the ti,ne wm thongh lu is tctt
thousand. miles away my poor son, I think he rnisses hb home ard u
and, amything he left behind,, becawe if he lihts it ovn thnc why would
he notunitc stories about that, thne must be so many nan idtas that his
wttt life couldgiae him.

But Fathtr d,id not agree with this, hc said it did rwt mean that lw wa.s

unlruPpy, all unitas worhcd, i.n tlu same way tluy used tfuir memmbs atd
apnimces andmade starics out of thmt, changing somc things, ditq
sonc, ittosiniry some, allunitas wne verl good at remenbning detaib of
tlwir lives.

Mother said, hout can you be su,re tlrut lu is ranem.bning because lu is a
tnit*, or wluth,u he stafied ta write because lw is unhappy and thinlu of
his past, andwants b soue it all bl mahing stmies ofit; and Fatlvr said llat
isrwt asmsible guestimt,anyuayitis rww my turn taread tluncxt stary

The first snow has fallen, and the air is crisp. It's not very deep
about two inches,just right to go for a walk in. I've been told that
immigrants from hotcountries alwap enjoy the snow the fint pa4
maybe for a couple of years more, then inevitably the dread setr in,
and the approach of winter gets thern fretting and moping On the
other hand, if it hadn t been for my conversation with the woman
at the swimming registration desk, they might now be saying that
India is a nation of non.swimmers.

Berthe is outsidg shovelling the snow off the walkway in the
parkinglot. She has aheavy, wide pusherwhich she wields expertly.

The old radiators in the apartment alarm me inccssantly. They
continue to broadcast a series of variations on death throeg and go
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from hot to cold and cold to hot at will, there's no controlling their
temperature.I speak to Berthe about it in the lobby. The old man
is there toq his chin seems to have sunk deeper into his chest, and
his face is a yellowish grey.

"Nothin6 not to worry about anything' saln Berthe, dropping
rough-hewn chunks of language around me. "Radiator no work,
you tell me" You feel cold, you come to mg I keep you warm,".and
she opens her arms wide, laughing. I step back, and she advanceq
her breasts preceding her like the gallant prows of rwo ice.breakers
She looks at the old man to see if he is appreciating the ace "You
no feel scared, I keep you safe and warm."

But the old man is staring outside, at the flakes of falling snow.
What thoughts is he thinking as he watches thern? Of childhood
days, perhaps, and snowmen with hats and pipes, and snowball
fighm, and white Christmases, and Christmas tree$ What will I
think of, old in this country when I sit and watch the snow com€
down? For me, it is already too late for snowmen and snowball
fights' and all I will have is thoughts about childhood thoughts and
dreamq built around snowscapes and winter.wonderlands on the
Christmas cards so popular in Bombay; my snor4rrnen and snowball
fights and Christmas trees are in the pages of Enid Blyton s bookq
dispersed amidst the adventures of the Famous Fivg and the Five
Find-Outery and the Secret Seven. My snowflakes are even less
fiorgettable than the old manq for they never melt.

It finally happened. The heat went. Not the usual intermittent
comingand going,but out completely. Stone cold. The radiators
are like ice And so is everything else TherCs no hot water. Natural-
ly. It's the hot water that goes through the rads and heats them. Or
is it the other way around? Is there no hot water because the rads
have stopped circulating iO I don t carq I'm too cold to sort out the
cause and effect relationship Maybe there is no connection at all.

I dress quickly, put on my winterjacket, and go down to the lob-
by. The el€vator is not working because the power is out, so I take
the stairs Several people are gathered, and Berthe has announced
that she has telephoned the officg they are sending a man.I go
back up the stairs It's only one floo4 the elorator isjust a bad habit"
Back in Firozsha Baag they were broken most of the time The stair.
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way enters the corridor outside the old man's apartrnent, and I
think of his cold feet and hands. Poor man, it must be horrible for
him without heat.

As I walk down the long hallway, I feel therCs something dif'
ferent but can't pin it down. I look at the carpet, the ceiling the

wallpaper: it all seems the same Muyb. it's the freezing cold that
imparts a feeling of difference.

PW opens her door: "The old man had another stroke yesterday.

They took him to the hospital."
The medicinal smell. That's it. It's not in the trallway any more.

In the stmies that twldread sofm fathn said tlnt all tlu Parsifamilicswcte

poor or midd.le-class, but that uas oha1; nor di.d he mind. that the seeds for
the stories wne pichzd from the suffni,ngs of their own liaes; but thne

should also haue bem something positive about Parcis, there was so mtrch

to be proud, of: the great Tatas ond, their contribution to the steel industry

or Sir Dinshaw Petit in the tutile industry who mad,e Bombay tlu Man'

chestn of the East,or Dadabhai Naarojiin thefreedomrnovemmt,wherc

he was the first ta use the word swaraj, ond tlw first ta be elected to the

British Parliammt whne he carried on his camparyi he should' haae

fmtrutsome way nbringsomc of tfusewmdefulfansinn hLs staries,what
-wuttdpcople 

read.btgthese stmizs think, tlwsewlw dilrwt Pnow about Par.

sis - ihat the whole community was full of cranky bigoted people; and in

reality it was the richest, most aduanced. and philanthropic comrnunity i'n

India, ud ho didnot need to tell his oun son that Parsis had,areputation

for being gdvrolts and. family'orimted. And he could haue arittm
-something 

also about the historic batkground, how Patsis came l'o Ind'b

ftom Pniia becawe of klamic pnsecution in tlu snmth cmtury and' were

tlw dtscmdnnts of Cynu the Great and the magnificmt Pnsian Empire'

He could, have madc a stary of all this, couldn't he?

Motlw said wlwt slw l,ihed. best was his remcnbuing anything n wcll,

hw beautifully lw tnote about it all, eum the sod things, ond llwtqh he

changcd some of it, and used his imagination, there was truth in it'
tWy nape X, fath,er said, ttnt thqe will be some story based on his Cana'

d,ian aperbrce, tlnt way wewillhnau something about ru'r sonl lifc tlere,

if not throrqhhislettqs thminhis stori,es; sofar thq are all abru't Parsis

,"d Brrr,fuy and ttw one with a tittte bit ahutt Toront4 wlwe a man pmlus

on np of the toilet, is shameful and disgusting olthotqh it is lunny at

valerija
Highlight
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times and,did,mahc me lat4h,I haue ta adnit,butwltcrc docs tu ger nuhan
inryiNwtion from" what is ttte pint of such a fantasy ; and Mottter sid tlwt
shc would olso mjoy some storics about Tbronto and tlw peoptc there; it
pttdts me, slu satd,why lw rnitzs rwthing about it, espcialty si*e Wsay
tlnt unitns use tlwir oum acperimce n ma,he starizs out oJ

Tlrm Fathq said this ii hta but lu is pobably rwt usirg his Tbrmto ac-
pai,mce because.it is too early; what do you mean, too early ashcd Mottw
atd Father acplahwd it takes a writer about tm years timt aftn an a,.
primce befme he is abte tousc it in hisurittngU tahes thatling n beab.
smbed, intannlly and wdastood, tlwryht aut and tttoryht obrut, ouer and
wr agairy lu haun* it and it haunts hirn i.f it is valwble mough, till tlu
rnitcr is comfortablewithit ta beablc a rueitas hewants;but this is onty
one tluory I read somathn4 it rnay or mayrwt be hue.

Tlwtmeorc, soid Mothtr, that his childhoodin Bombq andour home
lwre is the most aahnble thing in his life jtut now, becawc he is abb to
rarunbq it all ta utrite about it, andyouwne so bitWly saying lu isforgct-
tirrywhae lu camefrom;and,tlatm,ay be true, sail,Fathr,hd tt&t isnat
wlmt tlu thcmy means, anord,ing ta tlu tluory lw is wititrg of thew things
beiause they arclar moughin the pastfor hin to dcalwithobjectiaetylw
is ablc ta mhiatc what cri.ti.cs call artistic distarue, without emotions in-
bfnhs; andwhat dayoumcan ematimts, said, Mothcr,ymt are saymgtw
does notfecl anythingfor his clurarters, how can he utritc so beautifully
&oul so many sad thhgswithout anyfeelings inhis hea.rt?

But befmc Fatlw couW mph,in more, about beruty and enotimt and, in-
spiratian and hnryirntion, Mo ther took tlw book and said it was lter tum
nout and too much theary slw did nnt want ta listct t4 it was confiuing ard
d.id,rwtmaheas m:uch smsc asreading tlu stories, sluwouldreadttan lvr
way and Fatlw couldread thtm his.

My books on the windowsill have been damaged. Ice has been
forming on the inside ledge, which I did not notice, and melting
when the sun shines in. I spread them in a corner of the living-
room to dry out.

The winter drags on. Berthe wields her snow pusher as o<pertly
as €ver, but there are signs of weariness in her performance.
Neither husband nor son is ever seen outside with a shovel. Or
anywhere elsg for that matter. It occurs to me that the son's van is
missing, too
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The medicinal smell is in the hall again, I sniffhappily and look
forward to seeing the old man in the lobby. I go downstairs and
peer.into the mailbox, see the blue and magenta of an Indian
aerogramme with Don Millg Ontario, Carrada in Father's flawless
hand through the slot.

I pocket the letter and enter the main lobby. The old man is
therg but not in his usual place He is not looking out through the
glass door. His wheelchair is facing a bare wall where the wallpaper
is torn in places. As though he is not interested in the outside world
any morg having finished with all that, and now it's time to see in.
side What does he see insidg I wonder? I go up to him and say
hullo. He says hullo without raising his sunken chin. After a few
seconds his grey countenance faces me. "How old do you think I
arrf" His eyes are dull and glazed; he is lookingeven further inside
than I first presumed.

"Well, let's seg you're probably close to sixty.four."
"I'll be seventy-eight next August." But he does not chuckle or

wheeze. Instead, he continues softly, "I wish my feet did not feel so
cold all the time. And rny hands." He lets his chin fall again.

In the elevator I start opening the aerogrammg a tricky business
because a crooked tear means lost words. Absorbed in this while
emerging I don't notice PW occupying the centre of the hallway,
arms folded across her chesu "They had a big fight. Both of them
have left."

I don t immediately understand her agitation. "What. . . who?"
"Berthe. Husband and son both left her. Now she is all alone."
Her tone and stance suggest that we should not be standing here

talking but do something to bring Berthe's family back. "That's
very sad," I say, and go in. I picture father and son in the van, driv.
ing away, driving across the snow.covered country, in the dead of
winte4 away from wife and mother; aw:ry to where? how far will
they goP Not son's van nor father's booze can take them far enough.
And the further they go the rnore they'll remember, they can take
itfrom me.

All the slaries wne read by Fatho and Moth4 and. ttuy wae sony wlvn tlu
bookwasfinished, thqfek they had.comc ta know tluir son bettcrruu,)ct
there was much more to know, thq wished there were rnany more stories;
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and. this iswlwt theg mean, said Fnthn,when, they say tlut tlw wlwlc story
can neaer be told, tlw whole truth can rmter be knoun; whnt do )(ru mcan,
lhey say askcd Mothnr, who thqt, and Father said unitas, poets,

philosophers. I don't care what they say said Mothcr, my son will writa as

mwh or as little as hewants to, and.if I canread it Iwill bt l*pp).
Tlw last story thq lihedtlwbest of allbecaue it had the *nst initabwt

C-anada and now tluy felt they knatt a,t bas t a little bit, nm if it uas a vny
little bit, about his day-n-day life in his apa.rtrnmt; and Fath* said if he

continrus towrite about snch things hewill become popul,ar because I am
ru,re th,ey are intcrestcd thcre in rmd,ing abrut life throryh tlw eyes of an im,
migrant,it proaides adiffnentaia$oint; the only dangn is if lu clwnges
and becom,es so rnuch lihe them tlat he will unite lihe one of them and lose

t he impor tant differ mc e.

The bathroom needs cleaning. I open a new can ofAjax and scour
the tub. Sloshing with mug from bucket was standard bathing pro-
cedure in the bathrooms of Firozsha Baag so my preference now
is alwap for a shower. I've never used the tub as yet; besideg it
wouldbe too much like Chaupatty orthe swimming pool, wallow.
ing in rny own dirt. Still, it must be cleaned.

When I've finished, I prepare for a shower. But the clean gleam.
ing tub and the nearness of the vernal equinox give me the urge to
do something different today. I find the drain plug in the
bathroom cabinet, and run the bath.

I've spoken so often to the old man, but I donit know his name. I
should have asked him the last time I saw him, when his wheelchair
was facing the bare wall because he had seen all there was to see
outside and itwas time to see whatwas inside Well, tomorrow. Or
better yet,I can look itup in the directory in thelobby. Why didn t
I think of that before? It will only have an initial and a lasr namg
but then I can surprise him with: hullo Mr Wilson, or whatever it is

The bath is full. Water imagery is recurringin mylife: Chaupatty
beach, swimming pool, bathtub. I step in and immerse mpelf up to
the neck. It feels good. The hot water loses its opacity when the
chloring or whatever it ig has cleared. My hair is still dry.I close my
eles, hold my breath, and dunk my head. Fighting the panig I stay
under and count to thirty. I come out, clear my lungs and breathe
deeply.
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I do it again. This time I open my eyes under wate6 and stare

blindly without seeing it takes all my will to keep the lids from clos-

Ing Then I am slowly able to discern the underwater olrjects. The
drain plug looks different" slightly distorted; there is a hair trapped
between the hole and the plug it waves and dances with the move-

rnent of the water. I come up, refresh my lungs, o<amine quickly the
overwater world of the washrootn, an{ go in again. I do it several

times, over and over. The world outside the water I have seen a lot
of, it is now time to see what is inside.

The spring session for adult non-swimmers will begin in a few
dap at the high school. I must not forget the registration date

The dwindled days of winter are now all but forgotten; they have

grown and attained a respectable span. I resume rny eveningnalkq
itls spring and a vigorous thaw is on. The snowbanks are melting
the sound of water on its gushing gurglingjourney to the drains is

beautiful. tr plan to buy a book of trees, so I can identi$ more than
the maple as they begin to bloom.

When I return to the building, t wipe my feet energetically on
the matbecause some people are enteringbehind me and I want
to set a good example. Then I go to the board with its little plastic
letters and numbers. The old mart's apartment is the one on the
cornef by the stairway, that makes it number 201. I run dorrn the
list, come to 201, but there are no little white plastic letters beside
irJust the empty black rectangle with holeswhere the letters would
be squeezed in. That's strange Well, I can introduce mpelf to him,
then ask his name.

Howwe4 the lobby is empty. I take the elevato4, exit at the second

flool wait for the gutang-khutang. It does not come: the door closes

noiselessly, smoothly. Berthe has been at work, or has made sure
someone else has. PW's cue has been lubricated out of existence.

But she must have the ears of a cockroach. She is waiting for me
I whistle mywaydown the corridor. She fixes mewith an accusing
look. She waits till I stop whistling then says: "You know the old
man died last night."

I cease groping for my key. She turns to go and I take a step
towards he4 my hand still in my trouser pocket. "Did you know his
name?" I ask, but she leaves without answering.

I

I

I
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Morhw said, the pail I lihe best in the last slarry b dout Ctandpa,
whne lu umdtrs if bandpab spirit is rcally wabhing hi,. and blntlry
hbn, bnause you htcout I really told him that, I told hin Mphry an ,A *j
fn;rg pson wlw b war death is the most blzssd thnrg to d4 baawc ttat
person will ata after wabh wcr yulrom heawn, I totd him this when tu
wa.s d,i"rgntzd, with C,randful runitu.bttte ard. wou,ld wt totwh it, umid
not hand it to him atm uhat I was not at hwtu

Are 1mt xre, said Fathq tlut pu rmlly told him this, w 1ou futieoc yu
told him becaasc you like tlu sonrd of it, yt nid yourse{ thc otha day iluit
hc changes andails andaltas things in ttw stories ktt lwwiusii alt so
beautifutJy that it seems tnu, so lww can yr bc xne; this sourds lilu
owtha theory,uid Motha,htt I don't carqlu says I toldhimatdl belian
fiau' I taW him, so anen if I did wt talt him thm it does rnt matt€r ntxt ;

bn't ytu sec, sai.d fathcr, that yurtnre confitsingfutionwithfacts,fro.
tjondusrwtoeatzfad$fictioncancowfronfat\itcmgrwotilogfu *
by conp@W transposhg augmmrtng, dininishing or atringit clt
in 

-any 
uyy; fur you mtst rwt cot{use causc attd efiecl, yut ntnt not cotyt sc

ulat redly happaud with wltat tlrc story sqs lwp@d, you mtst rut imse
Wr grasp mreality th,at way madruss lie*

Thm Motltu snffed listatbtg bccatue, as she told Fathq so ofim, slu
was rwt any fond of tlwmies, and slu took out hn utrif@ pad efid starbd
a lettq to ltct son; Fathn,loolud oa* hr slwuWcf UUt rg t €, to say lwt
Fotndthcl werc of him andwere waitingfor his naet boali lu aki said,
lcave alittle spacefwnu at tlw and,Iwant towiite afat lituswtunl put
tluMcssottlumaelgpc.
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