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“YOU’RE LIKE YOUR UNCLE. What a sorry excuse for a husband I got. He was so skinny he ended up breaking like the lead in a pencil. The girls like a good rounded man, they always have.”

I stared at my aunt’s appallingly satisfied smile and wondered if my uncle Jyoti really had died by snapping in two. It might have been a dire answer to his wife’s taunting disparagement. A single-minded hunger strike to whittle himself down to the dryness of a stick, until one day, after finger-tapping his torso to prove its ultimate brittleness, he flung his body against a table’s edge with a terrible karate cry. I imagined him cleft into two neat, bloodless halves, his upper body resting peacefully on the table top while the legs sprawled from a narrow waist on the floor.

If the horror lingered, it was only because I feared my aunt may have spoken the truth.

The gods speak to us in many guises, I knew that. In a word that leaps out from a newspaper, in the eyes of a saddhu, or a night bird’s song on the warm wind. Appropriating even the mean tongue of my aunt, I decided, the divine message of love might be knocking on the door of my consciousness. I slipped out of the house to thread my way through the city and its permanently dense and heaving traffic as far as the parcel delivery office.

“Good morning, sir!” I greeted the manager. “Tomorrow without fail I shall bring your order of high-rising rockets, lively firecrackers and gushing showers of many colours.”

“So come back tomorrow. Go away and let people work, won’t you—and take your foot off that before you break it.”

I swung down from the heavy scale for weighing parcels on which I had been casually resting, allowing the long needle to swing back to zero, and nodded a smile as I left.

Forty-three kilos. 

As I walked back to my aunt’s house, where I had been lodging for a year since my move from the country, I saw again in my mind’s eye the needle’s exaggerated arrowhead pointing at the number and wondered what a city boy of nineteen ought to weigh. Because I clearly wasn’t enough for the one I desired.

It was as if my life itself was in the balance. 

The full-bodied girls gave me looks alright, but it was Neela—slim, lithe, blue-and-gold Neela—who danced across my heart at night. Every day I would pass her by outside the souvenirs shop where she worked, and every day her doe eyes would look straight through me as if I wasn’t there. My heart was a kite, flying high in the air, fluttering all its colours for her, but all she saw was a string.

~ ~ ~
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At least I was never hungry, unlike back home when the rice failed. I was even saving, both dollars and rupees. It was November in Kathmandu, a busy month for the backpacker hotel where I had a job as a night porter. The pay was poor and backpackers never tip, but I was working a sideline in fireworks and also sold incense sticks on the streets to tired tourists, whose resistance I consumed with my importuning. Eventually, I had enough to put down a deposit on a Yamaha motorbike the colour of butterscotch. 

Girls love to jump on motorbikes. The moment she saw the shiny new machine, my cousin, who resembles a corn-fed buffalo, insisted on being taken for a pleasure ride. This was not to be. As she deposited her substantiality on the seat behind me, the motorbike sank depressingly low, rearing the front end up and me with it, so that I was left hanging in the air like a small boy suspended on the wrong end of a see-saw. When I told my cousin that the trip was off, her eyes glared as red as a demon’s. I thought steam might shoot from her nostrils.

~ ~ ~
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I soon became one more amongst the countless scooters and motorcycles that shunt and shift their way through this clogged city of motor vehicles, pulled carts, pedestrians and rickshaws, all manoeuvring eventually if painstakingly past potholes, cows, each other, and the fruit sellers seated on the ground with their little piles of apples and limes.

The day came to make an impression on Neela. Wearing a clean, orange shirt, I slowed to a halt outside the souvenir shop. There she was, sitting in the doorway, appealing to stony-faced westerners to step inside.

“Hallo, Neela. It’s me. Raghu!”

She squinted and frowned, but said nothing until I lowered the large sunglasses I had borrowed from a Swiss guest at the hotel.

“Oh, it’s you,” she said. She treated me to an incredulous look, as if she expected me to start juggling or something.

“Want to come for a ride? Feel the freedom of the road?”

“It’s a bit big for you, isn’t it?”

“I’m a big shot, yo! Didn’t you know?”

Without thinking, I raised my hands to make the hip-hop gesture with splayed fingers and in doing so released my hold on the clutch. The bike lurched forward as it stalled and then fell, wrestling me down to the ground. My right leg lay trapped under the hot engine and I watched helplessly as the borrowed sunglasses, dislodged and out of hand’s reach, were snapped and splintered under the wheel of a bicycle rickshaw.

When I turned my head, Neela was no longer on the doorstep, having retreated to the discretion of the shop. The monkey had performed and the spectator had left. 

~ ~ ~
[image: ]


The mortification I took home with me reawakened the sting that my aunt’s jibe had left in my lean hide. Neela was never going to love a scrawny kid. There and then I resolved to flesh myself out to a huggable irresistibility. Reaching behind the books in the bedroom that I shared with my male cousins, I retrieved the small cedar box where I kept the remainder of my savings and took out the banknotes. One half I put aside to replace the broken RayBans. The other half I spread out on the floor like a fortune teller’s cards.

Butter, they said to me. And ghee. Cakes and honey. Sugar buns, tarts and pastries.

I was going to be a heavyweight.

For the next month, I gorged myself on all the sweet, sticky foodstuffs that the city had to offer and washed them down with hot, milky chai. When I came home from my night job, I breakfasted on porridge, eggs and potatoes and buttered toast, paid for by me, and which my unusually tight-lipped aunt cooked on the single gas ring in our kitchen. After that, I snacked all day like an American and ate a plate of chicken rice at midnight.

Before my hotel shift started, I would climb the steps of a pagoda in Durbar Square, above the stone lions and schoolchildren, to sit out the last hour of the sun. Settling my new weight on the high temple step, I chewed peanuts and belched like a small Buddha.

When, at last, my reflection in the shop windows hinted at a rosy chubbiness, I visited the parcel office again. The manager was absent having an abscess lanced and I asked his deputy to remind the respectful sir that I had the most select festivity fireworks at the very best price.

“How much to post myself first class to New York?” I grinned, setting a sandaled foot on the heavy scales and raising myself up.

“Not much. About the same as a penny flute,” said the spectacled fellow.

I turned to look over my shoulder and saw the black arrow pointing in blunt obstinacy at the number 43.

I hadn’t put on an ounce. 

~ ~ ~
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That evening I was curt with the hotel guests I liked and rude with the others. There was a weedy Canadian who went about with his head shaved and robed like a monk.

“How are you enjoying the Buddhist theme park?” I snapped at him.

“I’m sorry?” he said.

“You will be when the Communists take over,” I told him.

My co-worker, Mahendra, apologized profusely, smiling and pressing his palms together to encourage the spiritual tourist to maintain his display of saintliness. 

“What is it that is the matter?” I demanded to know of them both. “Do I not also have a human body? I have put enough calories inside of me for a small elephant. Where have they all gone?”

“The body comes and goes. Everything is impermanent,” said the tourist.

“Including you, I hope,” I told him.

“We will both lose our jobs if the boss hears you talking to customers like a foolish person,” Mahendra said in our native Nepali, as soon as we were alone. He wasn’t unsympathetic
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