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START ME UP – Bagging the £1,000 car
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Let me get this straight: you’re planning to drive all the way around India in a Tata Nano?’ Naresh Fernandes, editor of Time Out Mumbai, asked me in a voice that sounded like disappointment. ‘Are you going to be planting lots of trees in your wake to compensate for the emissions?’

It was not the reaction I had hoped for. I sat across from him in his office, pathologically thumbing the retractor button of my biro and thinking of something witty to dredge me out of the mire of his opinion.

‘Umm, not exactly. No trees. But it is a fuel-efficient car, so I doubt it’ll cause too much… damage…’

‘Oh. Is it electric?’

‘No.’

‘Hybrid?’

‘No.’

‘Diesel?’

‘No. But it goes a fair distance per litre.’

‘How far?’

Folding under the pressure of the interrogation, my brain knocked random numbers around before drawing a blank and retreating with a whimper into the dank warren of its own inadequacy.

‘I’m not sure exactly,’ I said, trying to mask my inner dullard with an unconvincing veneer of cockiness, ‘but I know it’s a lot.’

‘What’s your route?’

‘A big circle around the country. Going south first. 10,000 kilometres.’

‘Why 10,000?’

‘Um. It’s a challenge?’

The chat was not going as planned.

I had come to Time Out Mumbai as part of a media outreach strategy intended to generate a level of hype and enthusiasm among the press similar to the one aroused in my loyal circle of support (namely my mum and my two best friends). I didn’t exactly imagine being drowned by a press tsunami, but I thought at least a little corporate nepotism might come into play with Naresh, given that I was a former Time Out editor myself. But this particular fish wasn’t in the least impressed by my plan and was most certainly not biting.

What I was too embarrassed to tell Naresh was that what had really drawn me to the Nano was one of my less virtuous traits, namely my limitless capacity for being motivated by a bargain. The car recently launched by Tata Motors – the company that had bought Jaguar Land Rover in 2008 – was officially the world’s cheapest, and as such it had me at first sight: a hopeless sucker for marketing campaigns aimed at hopeless suckers bent on expanding their collection of easy electronic comestibles, I immediately added the vehicle (four doors, two cylinders and 624 cc of oomph, which, I was vaguely aware, was tantamount to a motorbike with a roof) to the tally of delectable gadgets that were within reach of my credit card limit. It was the first time a new car had ever featured on that list, an event that inspired in me the warm rush of consumer anticipation.

‘What’s that, a Smart Car?’ asked my mum, squinting into the screen of my laptop.

‘Actually, Mum, it’s a Tata Nano. It’s the cheapest car in the world.’

‘I haven’t seen any about.’

‘That’s because we don’t have them here in Jersey.’

‘So where are they, then?’

‘India.’

‘India?’

This was the other part of the story. Although Tata had plans for releasing the Nano globally at some point in the future, for now the only place one could buy a model was in India. I was gutted: it had never occurred to me that, unlike laptops and phones, cars were not altogether international products.

‘So, yeah. I’m thinking of going over there to get one. Drive it around a bit.’

My mother didn’t flinch. In the last few weeks she had become accustomed to my reactionary rhetoric, a horrible regression in behaviour that followed my move back home after the sticky end of a four-year relationship.

‘Haven’t you been to India enough? What about getting a job instead?’

With the vexation of a vilified teen, I inhaled and slowly reeled off the same speech I had been laying on my parents for the last decade, namely that freelance travel writing was a job and a noble one at that. If she had the impression that my time was not sufficiently consumed by the pursuit, it was only because the publishing world was currently in crisis and work was thin on the ground. I had come here to my childhood home – nay, refuge – on the Channel Island of Jersey as an interim measure, to consider my future in the light of the current global climate and to decide what to do next. And whatever that was, I indignantly assured her, it would certainly not involve any job of the nine-to-five variety. I was a free soul, a wanderer; a leaf that floated in the breeze and submitted hotel and restaurant reviews to paying publications. My wings might have been clipped, but I wasn’t about to let that stop me.

‘Anyway, it’s about to be my Jesus Year,’ I reminded my mother.

‘Your what?’

‘My Jesus Year. Thirty-three. It’s when you make things happen in your life. When you make decisions and change things.’

‘Why not make it the year you decide to finally enter a legitimate workforce?’

I opted not to comment.

‘Besides, Jesus died when he was thirty-three. That’s so morbid.’

Mum was right, as she often is, in her assertion that I’d been to India a lot. And that a proper paying job would be something of enormous benefit. This was true: but since I’d started thinking about the Nano, a thought process that coincided with other ideas of immediate escape from the rock of my birth that was now holding me emotional prisoner, I had become possessed by the idea of returning to India. A decade earlier, it had been the land of opportunity for me: a paradise for the youthful, adventurous and relatively broke. It was an anarchic, volatile, often squalid place where my conceited young soul could play out the illusion of influence with as little as a few quid in my back pocket. A world of easy drugs and full moon parties set against a blurred and (for me then) only fleetingly interesting background of social hardship, where for the western traveller hippie type virtually anything could be made possible for the right price, and that figure was a fraction of what it was back at home.

Would those things really still hold any appeal? I knew I was definitely a few years over that level of decadence, but the urge to explore India was still in my veins. My savings account contained several times more than it ever had during my student days when the vacation coffers were only scantly furnished with the proceeds from a job pulping oranges at a doomed juice bar on Charing Cross Road. Now I had the kind of money that could buy me three months in India. I could, I reasoned, purchase myself one of these cheap cars and take it all the way around the country on the drive of a lifetime. What better way, I mused, to take on newly single life and embark on another, more daring chapter?

While I was indulging in these fantasies, hype around the Nano was ballooning globally, as the international media caught on to what the car actually meant in a country with a booming economy and a ballooning new middle class. USA Today echoed the popular opinion that the car ‘may yield a transportation revolution’, while Time magazine pegged it as ‘one of the most important cars ever designed’. ‘Indian streets may never be the same again,’ declared the BBC, and Newsweek asserted that the Nano was ‘changing the rules of the road for the auto industry and society itself’. But it was the Financial Times’ claim that the Nano encapsulated ‘the dream of millions of Indians groping for a shot at urban prosperity’ that really caught my imagination. This was my chance to partake in what was destined to be legend.

I was sold. All that remained was to figure out how to get my hands on one.
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‘Hello! Mr Shah?’ I yelled into my computer. ‘I’d – like – to – buy – your – Nano!’

‘Something something Nano?’ Mr Shah shouted back.

‘Yes, your Nano! I want to buy it! How much for your Nano, Mr Shah? Your – Nano – that – is – for – sale?’

Silence, followed by a low churning noise.

It turned out that trying to buy the most wanted car in India off a bloke in Mumbai from an island in the English Channel was not as easy as I had anticipated. Spurred on by an internet ad I had come across earlier, I had dialled Mr Shah with the aim of coming to some agreement about the sale of his car, and in the hope that he might take credit cards. But I soon discovered that such high-stakes negotiations were not suited to debilitated internet telephony. All I could hear from my laptop speaker was a series of crackles and the voice of a man-bot who sounded like he was trying to physically project his voice 9,000 km into my ear.

‘Mr Shah? How much is it, the car?’

‘Something something two-lakh four.’

I had no idea what he was talking about. ‘Sorry, could you repeat that, please?’

There was no response and I couldn’t tell if he’d heard me. I gave my laptop a caustic shake as though jiggling it might help clear the crud that was blocking the line or the satellite beam somewhere between me and Mumbai. But with Mr Shah’s voice still only coming through in barely fathomable fits and starts, my patience expired and I finally hung up to rethink my strategy.
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When Tata launched the Nano at the Delhi Auto Expo back in 2008, it was not yet ready to go on the market. Due to a controversy surrounding the acquisition of land for its proposed factory in West Bengal, production of the car had been delayed. To keep buyers interested, Tata nonetheless opened the brand up for business and began to take orders. There was a deluge towards dealership offices, as forms were hastily filled out and hefty deposits paid. Around 200,000 orders were placed before Tata decided it would be best to close the lines, as the number was higher than it could realistically produce in the coming months. It eventually accepted half of the orders, which it chose through a lottery, and pledged that the cars would all be delivered by October 2010. In a time of global recession, 2010 was still looking bright for India’s economy, which had been on the rise ever since the liberalization of the country’s financial system in 1991. The advent of the Nano was just another symptom of the boost in trade and industry that was providing hundreds of thousands of people with their first taste of material might, and, for now at least, it seemed they all wanted to buy the same car.

So in January 2010, nine months before the delivery deadline, it transpired that simply snapping up a Nano was an impossible task. Dealerships were only distributing the car to people on Tata’s waiting list, and it was predicted that new buyers might have to hold out for a whole year before getting their hands on one.

As far as I was concerned, this wouldn’t do. I had made up my mind to leave Jersey and circumvent India in the World’s Cheapest Car, and every day I spent getting narky with my mum, or huffing when my dad asked me to close the garage door, was another day of lessening self-worth. In order to bag a Nano, I realized I would need an accomplice in India; a person on the ground, a local, a savant, someone who could pull strings and get me what I damn well wanted. I needed an Indian genie of sorts, so I called on the only person I knew who could fulfil that role, who also happened to be the only person I knew in India at the time. My saviour was Akhil Gupta, a friend of my American cousin who I had met some years ago at a birthday party in Vermont. All I really knew about Akhil was that he lived in Mumbai and was the chairman of a private equity firm called Blackstone India. Our link was tenuous to say the least, so it was with some hesitation that I sent him an email one day out of the blue asking if he could help me buy a car.

Gentleman and inveterate yes-man that he is, he didn’t flinch and responded immediately in the affirmative, as though I’d asked him to pop round the corner for a pint of milk. A few days later, however, he came back to me with grim tidings. After some extensive research, he confirmed that it was not possible to buy a Nano at a dealership anywhere in India.

The project looked on the verge of being shelved, and Akhil was showing signs of relief. He tactfully put some more sensible recommendations on the table: a Toyota Innova, he suggested, would be a far more suitable vehicle in which to tour India, and for £350 a month I could hire the car and the driver. Clearly concerned for my safety, Akhil outlined the following reasons in neat bullet points as to why I should definitely not attempt to cross India in a Nano:

• Nano is not meant for highway driving.

• If the car breaks down, you are in trouble, as there is no AAA, and may not have service stations which have Nano parts.

• Single beautiful girl like you travelling alone will be worrisome.

I wasn’t worried about hiring the driver that Akhil suggested. I’d been at the wheel since before I was legal, the only daughter of parents desperate to desist from their roles as my personal chauffeurs, and in particular a father bent on passing down his driving skills to the son he never had. Many a Sunday afternoon in my mid-teens was spent stalling my dad’s car around various parking lots. ‘Be one with the machine,’ he would intone with uncharacteristic Yoda-ness that made me suspect he had been preparing for this moment for many years: ‘Feel the rise of the car when you take your foot off the clutch. It’s not a car you are driving; it’s a machine you’re fusing with.’

And fuse I did. Within days of my seventeenth birthday I had passed my driving test (of which I can only recall performing an Olympic-grade three-point turn in yet another car park) and was the proud owner of a Parish of Grouville driver’s licence.1 It didn’t take me long to catch the road bug: at eighteen, I devoured Kerouac’s On the Road like every other teenage Beatnik wannabe. It was the stimulus that inspired my first solo road trip at the age of nineteen: an ambitious, though somewhat less degenerate, voyage that spanned the length and breadth of New Zealand in a Vauxhall Viva purchased for $300 from a Japanese woman in Auckland. In the years that followed, I rented a Yugo and drove through the villages of Serbia, a Tofaş Şahin over the eastern plains of Turkey, a Chevy through the American deserts to the Pacific coast, and a pimped-out Jeep Grand Cherokee in the abysmal traffic of Mexico City. I once even co-drove a behemoth eight-bed caravan through France, Italy and over to Greece, redefining the laws of Newtonian physics round Kefalonian hairpin bends. In short, I was no weteared neophyte: my driver’s CV was extensive and for the most part spotless (barring the one-time orchestration of a three-car pile-up on Ladbroke Grove in London, of which I shall not speak here).

But Akhil was not the only person with consternation for my wellbeing. Soon his assistant Prasad, who was charged with the execution of my request, also began trying to coax me into curbing my plans. He extolled the virtues of India’s other much-loved indigenous vehicle, the Maruti, reiterating that in his opinion, the brand had a much more reliable national support network than Tata.

Undeterred and feigning staunch oblivion to the butterflies this lack of confidence in the Nano was inspiring in me, I went back online and decided to consult Google. I searched for ‘second-hand Tata Nano for sale, India’ and within seconds was returned a search result informing me that a certain Mr Shah of Mumbai was selling his newly delivered yellow Nano LX with only 300 km on the clock.

My phone call with Mr Shah having miserably failed, I entreated Prasad to contact him to try to seal the deal. Prasad came back to me within hours with the happy news that the car was still for sale at the price of two-lakh four or Rs 240,000. That was exactly double what I had expected to pay. It turned out the reason was that there were three models of Nano and not just one: the cheapest model was indeed Rs 100,000, or one lakh, but the more expensive version, the one that listed air conditioning and electric windows among other perks, was a damn sight more. And Mr Shah, being in possession of the latter model, was reselling it, of course, at a premium. At double the price of the cheapest car in the world, it was no longer a bargain, but by that point I was so entrenched in the idea of a road trip that it seemed I had no choice: the cheapie version was nowhere to be seen in my subsequent trawl through Indian used-car classifieds. Needs must when the devil drives, and in the knowledge that this could be my only shot at bagging a Nano, I called Prasad and gave him the go-ahead.

The speed at which things moved after that was a little daunting. Within a couple of days, I received an email from Prasad that bore the triumphant words ‘Nano bought’ in the subject line. Accompanying the email was a trio of shakily framed, steamed-up photos of the car taken from his cell phone at varying angles. I sat down to reassess what was to be my trusty steed for a one-woman road trip around India.

The plan now had to be hiked up from a flight of fancy to something that was definitely going to happen. As such, I branded it: I started a blog called The Nano Diaries and set a distance challenge of 10,000 km, which was what India’s circumference roughly measured. I made a tentative map of the ensuing journey: a hand-drawn circle around the country that started and ended in Mumbai and took in all the major cities like Bangalore, Chennai, Calcutta and Delhi, as well as passing through the Nilgiris hills of the south, right down to Kanyakumari at the southernmost tip, before heading back up the east coast all the way to West Bengal. From there I’d head over to the northern plains, to the cradle of Buddhism in Bihar and India’s most holy city, Varanasi, before going north into the foothills of the Himalayas. My trajectory in that direction ended at the Kashmiri border where the mountains looked a little too Nano-unfriendly. Instead, I would work my way back down through Delhi and Gujarat to finish up again in Mumbai.

It was only at that moment – having set up the blog and committed to 10,000 km in the Nano – that I went back to Prasad’s photos and was struck by just how unroadworthy the car looked: it had no discernible front bonnet or boot, and it was painted a ridiculous, attention-drawing bright yellow. It did not in any way resemble the fantasy compact, all-terrain vehicle I had created on the drawing board of my mind that was somewhere between a Smart Car and a Suzuki Vitara. With four doors, and an undercarriage about eight inches off the ground, this was neither a particularly compact car, nor did it look fit for the miles of off-roading I suspected lay ahead. I began to think that the Toyota Innova might not have been such a bad idea after all.

My mum peered at the triptych of yellow cars on my computer screen. ‘Gosh, it’s tiny!’ she exclaimed. ‘Are you sure that’s not a Smart? And where’s the engine?’

Determined not to ignite her incendiary maternal scrub, I tried to sound like I knew what I was talking about and parroted off the specs I had lifted from the Nano website minutes earlier. It might seem small, I began to explain with an air of technical authority, but in fact this particular model boasted a host of luxury features stripped from the mid-range (CX) and standard models in the name of economy. Had she not noticed the beaded roof, the spoiler, the ever-so-subtle tint across the windows, the front and rear fog lamps, the fabric upholstered seats, the – ahem – electronic trip meter, power windows, double cup holder and locks on the passenger side? And of course, it was impossible to tell from these photos, but the car also had air conditioning. Glossing over the scantier safety features and the fact that the front bonnet’s foreshortened size looked like a driver’s legs might take a drubbing from something as light and likely as a bicycle collision, I kept a perfectly straight face when Mum hammered in the final nail.

‘As long as it’s got airbags. Traffic’s a bit hairy over there, isn’t it?’


1

TRIAL BY RUSH HOUR – Girl Meets Traffic

MUMBAI; KM 0

What’s the worst thing about driving in India-aaaaaaarrrrgggghhh?’ I asked Puran from the back seat, my question trailing off into a startled squawk as he narrowly avoided scraping a bus on the left. He didn’t blink before promptly answering, ‘The traffic, madam. Never drive in Mumbai from 8 until 10 morning time.’

I took a mental note, but didn’t really believe that morning traffic was the absolute worst thing about driving in the city. As far as I could see from our little jaunt along the seaside road, every second spent in one’s vehicle here had the flavour of an exhilarating movie car chase, packed with stunts, terror and close calls. Puran drove as though he were auditioning for Mario Cart the Movie: swerving one way then the other, speeding up and slowing down with effortless dexterity in order to overtake, dodge and thread into a gap that looked about half the size of our Skoda. It felt like we were kissing the wing mirrors of every vehicle we passed.

Akhil had instructed Puran to collect me from Chhatrapati Shivaji International and take me to the Gupta residence, where his cook would be waiting for me with toast, tea and, I was starting to hope, plenty of sympathy. My morning landing in Mumbai coincided perfectly with the early rush hour, and within two hours of disembarking into the tepid humidity of a February morning, I sat sweating in the back, tending to a bruise on my lower calf that was the consequence of a trolley skirmish at baggage reclaim. The incident, a split-second pile-up after a luggage belt mix-up, had given me my first insight into how conflicts over right of way were resolved in India. Now I was watching the same principle play itself out on a larger scale.

‘It’s your first time in India?’ Puran chirped from the driver’s seat, clearly trying to distract me from the visceral fear I must have been emitting in waves from behind.

‘Er, no,’ I replied, though from my bewilderment at what I was seeing out of the window, it might as well have been. I’d always known India’s reputation for manic driving, but the detail had somehow faded from my memory. It was as though, through the rose-tinted filter of my recollection, I had hung on to the country’s more charming images – the sunsets, the smiles, the smoke-filled temples – while discarding the chaff of urban congestion and batty driving.

We were in the eye of a tornado of vehicles expanding out to every last inch of available road space, weaving, swerving, revving, braking, doing just about anything in their capacity to execute their objective, which was to keep on moving forward, no matter what. Lorries rushed past in shades of scarlet, orange and blue; yellow and black taxis barged through barely available gaps; sleek-looking coaches cruised proudly through the fray like metal maharajas; while rickety three-wheelers apparently held together by masking tape and string laced a wobbly path along any available breach.

We bolted past an elegiac road sign that read ‘Speed Thrills But It Also Kills’. Speed Kills: the words burned with the power of a dozen stadium lights into my cortex as I contemplated how was I going to negotiate this traffic quagmire alone. I had already had a taste of suicidal trolley drivers and I had a throbbing leg as evidence. If a trolley could impart such a large bruise, I balked at the thought of what the blood-red lorry – momentarily sat beside us at a traffic light – would be capable of inflicting.

Sitting behind Puran as he ploughed through the relentless throng, I wasn’t sure my nerves could take the quick-fire weaving of two-wheelers between cars that were moving at surprising speeds. Many of the motorbikes were loaded with entire families. Old men on rickety bicycles at the side of the road were overtaken within an inch of their lives by lumbering lorries farting clouds of black smoke. A very knackered-looking bullock pulled a cart piled with hay and topped with six lads taking in the view from the top of the unsecured load. How was it possible, I thought, that hundreds of people weren’t dying in this unholy mess every day?

The simple answer to this is that they were. In India, a person dies in a road accident every five minutes.2 That works out to around 288 deaths per day and over 110,000 per year,3 the highest number of road fatalities for any country. I reflected that it was more than the entire population of my home island of Jersey being snuffed out annually by crashing lorries and colliding buses. How in the name of Dick Dastardly was I going to survive this?
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We pulled up outside the gates of Akhil’s apartment building in Breach Candy and I relaxed my grip on the edge of the seat. As we swung into the parking lot, I saw what at first glance looked like a giant lemon stationed under a tree. There she blew (instantaneously a she, a feminine adventurer and sprightly vessel, a she in the way boats and mares are, imbued with womanly dignity and prowess): my Nano, my trusty yellow steed. She was Silver to my Lone Ranger, K.I.T.T. to my Knight Rider, the Tardis to my Dr Who; she was to be my transport, home and confidante for the next three months. I felt like a bride meeting my betrothed for the first time, and I’ll admit to a few tummy tingles as my eyes met her headlights.

I stood back to inspect my Nano in the flesh. At first sight, she was funny looking, sort of awkward and boxy. Her front and back foreshortening made her seem as though someone had sliced off her bonnet and trunk. But what she lost in length, she made up for in height, and from a certain angle she almost looked as tall as she was long. Up close, the tyres appeared smaller even than in the photographs, as did the steering wheel, which you could almost substitute with a large button and not lose much in the way of design or engineering.

Like the several online testimonies I’d read had said, the interior was indeed very spacious. There was legroom galore in the front and a fair amount in the back, with a high roof and wide-span windscreen adding to the sense that a cat could safely be swung without too much damage to either the car’s interior or the spinning moggie.

In terms of the dashboard, a good salesman would exhort its simplicity and straightforwardness of purpose and design. To me, it looked more like I’d been given the factory demonstration model before anyone had thought to put dials on. There was a speedometer, a petrol gauge, an engine thermostat, an air-conditioning switch, two electric window buttons – and that was pretty much all. The radio and speakers I had secretly been hoping for were nowhere to be found, even after I obstinately performed three or four searches inside the doors and under the steering wheel. Neither was there a cigarette lighter/charging socket, an omission that was to be my undoing on several legs of the trip to come.

I took a moment to contemplate the cheapest car in the world. Costs had indeed been cut. Looking at the little Nano, I had the impression that you couldn’t subtract much more from her and still call her a car. I was already extremely uncomfortable with the absence of a passenger-side mirror, and was still fairly stumped as to exactly where the engine could be, as having taken down the rear backrest I found only a small storage space instead of the expected motor.

I sat in the driver’s seat and turned the key. The elusive engine rumbled into life from somewhere behind me and I pushed down on the accelerator to give it a few revs. It growled back with a satisfying snarl, signalling that all was in order and she was ready to go. Relief: against the odds, I’d bought a car in India that I’d never seen before, and it appeared to work. And that was all that mattered. You could put as many ribbons and bells on a car as you like (or not, in this case) in the form of heated leather seats, a mahogany dashboard, built-in GPS, even a flux capacitor. But what was most important was that it ran, and that it would get me from my point of departure – Mumbai – to my intended destination – Mumbai – via a series of exploits all around the country. I had most definitely scored.

‘Why are you buying this car?’ Puran asked me with disarming frankness as he took an inaugural photograph of me standing proudly next to the Nano, one proprietary hand placed on her rear haunch.

‘What do you mean?’

‘Nobody is buying this Tata Nano,’ he said with confidence. ‘Driving it on the highways is very dangerous.’

I couldn’t believe I was hearing these words from a man who minutes earlier could have passed for James Bond’s driving stunt double. He continued, ‘Ma’am, if you crash on the highways in the Nano, you will not be going to hospital. You will be going straight to heaven.’

I shot him a look of annoyance, which must have more truthfully resembled an expression of abject terror, as he immediately followed up with a vindication, mumbling something about how brave I was.

Still, the line between brave and gormless is a thin one. In order to err well on the side that would maximize my chances of survival, I figured I needed to swallow my pride and take some tips from the pros. I handed Puran the Nano keys and asked him to show me how it was done. He couldn’t have looked happier had I gifted him a gold-plated Ferrari occupied by a trio of beauty queens. He grabbed the keys out of my hand and installed himself in the driver’s seat with a sombre sense of authority. In a flash, his consternations about the car’s safety evaporated and were replaced by a boyish euphoria.

‘Ma’am, it’s my first time driving a Nano,’ he beamed as he turned on the engine.

I got in the passenger side and we reentered the chaos of Mumbai. Puran handled the car perfectly, thrusting the gear stick around and performing all manner of sharp U-turns and overtaking, while beating out a short tattoo on the horn to accompany each move. At one point we stopped at a traffic light and got a taste of the Nano’s superstar status, becoming the source of intense scrutiny to the other road users gathered around us.

Not used to being the centre of attention, Puran shifted uncomfortably in his seat. ‘Ma’am, everybody looking,’ he said, staring with intense will at the red lights up ahead.

Within the space of ten minutes, we had swerved, ducked, blown our horn and been honked at more times than I could count. And yet Puran executed all these manoeuvres with impressive ease. He’d give a motorbike in front a terrifying rapid-fire blast of the horn before flooring the accelerator to overtake him within inches of hitting an oncoming truck, while simultaneously pointing out to me the rows of leather shops on the outskirts of the infamous Dharavi slum, where he used to work before he landed a job as a company chauffeur.

Mumbai’s drivers, I concluded, had to be stout-hearted mini-Buddhas. Only a Zen-like ability to detach oneself from this chaos, coupled with the reflex capacity of a Shaolin monk, could pull someone like Puran through years of sitting behind the wheel. And yet, if unflappability was the requisite for professional road users here, then where the heck was all this aggression coming from?

From the safety of my bed that night, far from the revs and horns and exhaust fumes of the great urban road beast outside, I decided that only hard facts could comfort and reassure me. As enchanted as I was at the prospect of discovering India by car, I had no intention of doing so at the cost of my life. I went online to try to find a silver lining in the cloud of my potential annihilation.

It turned out that although the odds of my making it back alive were not great, there was some comfort to be gained at the prospect that they could be worse. The World Health Organization’s Global Status Report on Road Safety told me that India clocked up 16.8 road traffic deaths per 100,000 people in 2007. It was a hell of a lot more than Britain’s impressive figure of 3.59, but then it was also less than countries like Iraq, Afghanistan and Libya, which were losing between 38 and 40 people per 100,000 to road accidents each year.4 Cheer up, I thought; at least you’re not in a war zone.

[image: image]

Puran called me the next morning, offering his driving services for another day. This time, I was forced to decline gracefully. ‘Today, Puran,’ I said, trying hard to hide the wobbles in my voice, ‘I will be doing the driving.’

Puran protested. ‘Ma’am, please, it is really no problem for me to come.’

‘No, no really. It’s fine, thanks. I need to start somewhere, don’t I? I’ll be just, um, fine.’

And I was. For the first part, anyway. From when I put the keys in the ignition right up to the bit when I drove up to the front gate of Akhil’s building – Michael Schumacher himself couldn’t have done it better. But slowly, the gates opened and the reality of a late Wednesday-morning Mumbai revealed itself to me.

This was it: I was going head first into an initiation by fire. My first instinct was to pray. I noticed there was a small plastic figurine of Ganesha stuck to the dashboard, which I presumed had been put there by Mr Shah. I knew little about Ganesha barring that he was an important Hindu god with the head of an elephant and that he was particularly revered for being a skilled remover of obstacles. It followed that he was popular with drivers in India and was to be seen fronting many a dashboard or hanging from a large number of rear-view mirrors. Although I wasn’t a Hindu, I figured it could do me no harm to post a protection request at the door of the local divinities. After all, I was on their territory now.

Ploughing forward at the mercy of weekday traffic, I realized that my appeal to Ganesha was not so much a prayer to preserve me as a plea to spare me the embarrassment of writing off the car on our first excursion. That would be just awful.

A lane led from the gates to the intersection of Bhulabhai Desai Road and August Kranti Marg. I stopped the Nano at the threshold of the main road and took in the sight before me. Mumbai’s cars were out in force, and they were pissed. There was a nasty snarl-up at the crossroads accompanied by a nerve-clenching dissonance of horns. At the junction, I watched the traffic speed past me. The vehicles were moving at about 30 kmph, bumper to bumper, then stopping dead in their tracks when the lights turned red and filling up every square inch of the road. I took a deep breath. How the hell was I going to infiltrate this mass? Whether moving or still, it was solid, impenetrable.

My one secret hope had been that the Nano’s celebrity status might work in our favour in such situations, and that fellow drivers, roused by the glory of India’s new darling, would politely step aside and let us go wherever we wanted. But India’s love for the Nano didn’t stretch as far as gratuitous chivalry. We were no better or worse than all the other vehicles that vied for the tiny space the road afforded us. It wouldn’t have mattered if I were a Porsche or a rickshaw: the struggle was the great equalizer, and I was on my own. This was, after all, the world’s largest democracy.

The thought gave me a warm, fuzzy feeling inside, which was immediately shattered by a sharp klaxon from behind. I looked in my rear-view mirror to see the face of an irate taxi driver, egging me on to take the plunge. Now I had nowhere to go but forward. Shit.

First things first, I went for the indicator, a token gesture given my options. I was stalling for time, hoping that a huge, gaping hole would open its jaws in the middle of the road and swallow me up, thus sparing me the trauma and inevitable humiliation of what I was about to do. Another blast came from behind. I winced and put the gear stick into first. I tapped the accelerator and let up the clutch ever so slightly. We moved forward about an inch to the sound of another, much longer and angrier horn from behind. I snapped back at him. ‘Give it a rest will you, asshole! What the hell do you expect me to do here? Just ram into the traffic?’

He responded with another beep and moved forward enough that the Nano could surely feel him breathing down the back of her bumper.

I put out another inch, and another, holding my breath and hunching my shoulders, bracing for what would be the inevitable impact of metal at my side. No one was relenting, but neither was anyone crashing into me. I didn’t stop to think about it, I just kept going, edging the Nano’s flattened nose further and further out into the road. There were angry-sounding beeps and honks but, as if by a miracle, the other cars started circumventing us. How was this possible? Within seconds I had pulled out completely and joined the flow towards the traffic light, which quickly turned red and forced us to another stop.

I had done it, I thought. I had negotiated my first merge into a main road and had lived to tell the tale. The sky was the limit; Mumbai was my oyster. I was born to do this, born to be the traffic doyenne of… My roll of elation was interrupted by the light turning green again and I realized that in order to go in the direction I had planned, I needed to make a U-turn at the junction. Feeling nothing less than superhuman after my exit from Akhil’s road, I swung to the right and began to dig my way into the crowded lane that was moving the other way. Thinking on my toes, I took advantage of a couple of metres’ space in front of a bulky bus that was hobbling towards us and clearly having trouble gathering speed. I let rip, hauling my button-wheel to the right and getting in the space right before the bus, much to the driver’s annoyance, which he expressed with a succession of galled horns.

‘Bite me!’ I imagined calling back over my shoulder.

My first U-turn. I was on fire. I released a reserved whoop, and another – ten minutes later – after cranking the gearstick into third for the first time. Ebullience manifest in the driver’s seat; this was it, I was doing it. Our first foray into the Mumbai traffic, the Nano and I, and here we were, minutes later, still rolling and definitively not wrapped around a lamppost. And if we could get through Mumbai unscathed, the rest of India would be a breeze. In a rush of maternal tenderness, I smacked the wheel with congratulatory ardour. ‘Nice going, Abhilasha!’

Abhilasha. It was a name that my now ex-boyfriend had suggested to me when he caught wind of my purchase. It meant desire, wish, aspiration and affection in Sanskrit. I had initially spurned the idea of naming the car, never having been much into the practice of anthropomorphizing inanimate objects. Yet since he had offered up the token with such sincere poignancy, I felt compelled to bring it along. A bit of my past mixed in with my present; something old to mix in with this something new.

Despite this epiphany, that night I lay in bed under the flickering ceiling fan while images from the day’s traffic returned in post-traumatic flashback sequence. My brain was trying to process the abundance of incomprehensible and counter-intuitive events I had witnessed from behind the wheel. The worst, and most embarrassing of all, had been my attempt at a parallel park. Stopping outside a street stall to buy a bottle of water, I figured I’d give the manoeuvre a whirl, just to see how I could handle it with my pint-sized steering wheel and no passenger-side window. The results had not been encouraging.

The space that had opened itself to me was bookended by a grey Maruti and a bullock cart carrying a menacing-looking gas tank. The spot was Nano-sized, which is to say it was tight. Unfamiliar with the dimensions of my new car and somewhat inhibited by the explosive potential of the nearby gas tank and the judgemental gaze of its guardian bullock, the operation took me several attempts to execute, though my efforts did provide an amusing diversion for a group of taxi drivers on their tea break. Finally a couple of the guys for whom the pain of the tragi-comedy was too much to bear broke off from their mates and came to help me wiggle my way in. There was a flurry of raised hands, beckoning me in every direction, then sporadically making me slam down the brakes with horrified expressions on their faces and urgent beats on the Nano’s posterior as I came close to blemishing her perfect yellow paint-work. Cars were passing at very close quarters, honking their horns in outraged protest at my blocking the road, and I broke out in a sweat as I heaved the wheel from one side back to the other.

The whole dire episode almost ended in another disaster as a passing teenage boy came so close to the side of the car that I actually clipped his elbow with the wing mirror. Mortified at having caused my first human casualty, I rolled down the window in haste, ready with heartfelt apologies. The lad was frozen to the spot, fixing me fearfully before embarking on a soliloquy of regret. I tried to reassure him it had been my mistake, but he wasn’t having any of it. We parted, awkwardly.
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So, back in Naresh Fernandes’ office, I was being served my backside.

‘The last thing India needs is another 100,000 cars on the road,’ he said, continuing his tirade against the automobile industry, the private sector and scum like me that were needlessly polluting and congesting his country for nothing short of apparent larks. He was currently referring to the Nano’s famous pre-order list and gesturing at the jammed-up Keshav Rao Khadye Marg four storeys below, whose upwardly wafting cacophony of klaxons and horns provided a grumbling backdrop to our conversation.

I started to flush: in my eagerness to take my new Nano on the journey of a lifetime, I had turned a blind eye to the opinions of the car’s detractors. There was, of course, a whole counter-Nano community whose slant on the car ranged from its being a bit shabbily made to its being an unmitigated disaster for Indian society.

The first peeps of dissent I uncovered came, unsurprisingly, from the e-pages of Topgear.com. Its review of the car ran under the headline ‘Cheap Trick’ and could
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