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​Introduction

I grew up with the stories of various Hindu gods and goddesses, mythological figures, legends, and great figures in India’s history. Stories of Ganesha are particularly interesting because he is the first one worshipped, the first songs are sung about him, and a number of stories connect him with other gods and goddesses. He’s also playful and fun, in the way Krishna is, with the added twist of an elephant head. 

Because I grew up in the United States, I also read American fiction and comics, which exposed me to a variety of methods of storytelling - not just myths and folktales, but also contemporary fiction, romance, sci-fi, mystery, Westerns and literature. 

One of these genres is noir. Noir is defined as characterized by “cynicism, fatalism, and moral ambiguity” (Oxford English dictionary). Noir has its own language, and comes from the movies of the 40s. I watched Dick Tracy with my dad, and old black and white films, and detective shows with my mom. Together these created in my mind a sense of darkness, mystery, and intrigue that was compelling and somehow just out of reach. 

I asked myself recently, “What if Ganesha were a detective solving mysteries?” I don’t know where such ideas come from - they emerge spontaneously from the ether and take root in the writer’s mind. So, the two have melded together in this series of stories in which, yes, Ganesha is a private eye, a typical film noir character. It somehow seems apt because the gods of Hindu and other mythologies do exhibit the moral ambiguity essential to noir. They commit atrocities, are saved, and make up for their mistakes with further penances and actions, sometimes creating more havoc. Despite all this, they continue to live their lives and meddle in the lives of humans. 

Hinduism, in particular, also includes a sense of predestination, which might be described as fatalism. One common criticism of Hindu (and perhaps Greek and Roman) mythology is that it is not suited for children because it is violent and disrespects life. Stories may end tragically, or magically, with a somewhat skewed moral compass, as in any good noir film. 

The last of the noir qualities is cynicism. If any god is cynical, it would be Ganesha, given all that he has been through - losing his head, being body shamed, riding on a rat, living with the head of the elephant, mollifying his parents and moody brother. Still, there is something inevitably optimistic about him despite these circumstances. He plods on, even when things are tough, and finds solutions through wit and grit. Maybe that is why he is called the remover of obstacles. 

And you reader, perhaps, will see that this collection is neither mythology nor noir, but simply, like a classic film, a set of stories in which darkness and light come together in stark contrast.
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​Head to Head
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I only know the beginning from what Mom tells me, but I was made from her body. I know, I know, that's what they say about all kids, that they are their parent's blood, sweat, and tears, but in my case it's literal.

I was made from the sandalwood paste that covered her body. Every day before she takes a bath, she coats herself in sandalwood paste. If you've never inhaled the aroma of sandalwood, you're missing something. It's...well...a heavenly scent, if you will. That day, Parvati was lonely. Turned out her squeeze had left her alone while he went on retreat, and she wanted some company. Can't say I blame her, living in that big old place all alone.

So, okay, she wiped the stuff off her skin, and molded it, as only goddesses can do, into the shape of a boy. I was a looker, she told me, all golden-colored and smelling so lovely she just wanted to kiss me. She did, and breathed life into me. What did you expect, Pinocchio?

What? No no, I wasn't born with an elephant head. I really was a pretty boy, in every sense of the word. I thought I was the swankiest, and she dressed me in jewels, earrings, long hair, bangles, flower necklaces, the whole bit.

I fell in love with her, like every little boy does. A true mama's boy, when the whycookie? asked me to stand guard over the house when she took her long, luxurious bath, of course I agreed. Mom said let absolutely no one in, she was not to be disturbed. I took my job seriously, as one should.

When she hit the can, I went outside for my stake out. I don't get bored when I'm alone. I like to dance, write, clean things up a bit around me. I straightened the room, the porch area, helped a couple of people who passed by with some of their problems. You know, standard stuff of the gods.

Then this big guy ambles up, with a mug like thunder, storming in. He was wearing just leopard skin, hair in dreadlocks, dripping water everywhere, all his jewelry made of seeds and nuts, and with this snake scarf around his neck. I thought he was some unhoused person looking to get a handout in this palace. After all Mom, and whoever else must live at this gaff, looked pretty flush. He looked like just the kind of riff-raff Mom wanted to keep out. How was I to know?

See, I'm no stool pigeon. I wanted to take care of this on the quiet, so I stopped him. But he had a rough bark on him, and told me to scram. I thought he was winding me up, but the heel tried it again. I stood my ground. I had some moxie too. I told the palooka to hoof it.

He left and came back with about a hundred of his goons. I wasn't empty handed, though they all had hardware, and the big guy, this trident. Man they made such a hubbub I was sure the dame would come out of there burned up. So I put the skids under em, and they skedaddled.

The punk came back with another thousand spooks. I rubbed em out, too.

Well, that got the egg's hackles up. Out of nowhere, he takes the trident and slices my noggin off!

Let me tell you, having your noodle rolling on the floor and off into the forest is no picnic. 

But gods don’t knock off, we just stay in parts.

And just then, my mother finished her bath and came out. 

If looks could kill! The lady got into a lather, went haywire and really laid into the big fella, who turned out to be the god Shiva.

How was I to know Mom was this guy's moll? That he was a muckety muck himself?

I just stood there while she was jawing. I couldn’t see anyway, so my body just stayed still. If it gives you the heebie-jeebies, don’t worry; as a god, luckily I didn’t leave a mess on that sparkling floor. Still, I was in a heap of trouble. So was Shiva with his missus.

Still, turns out she turned him out - and made him fix it asap. Shiva in turn got on the horn to Brahma, who was sent out to look for a head for me - not that he thought to give me one of his nice four human heads. Instead, he brought the head of the first animal he saw: a baby elephant. With his creation magic, he glued me back together.

It took me a good week or two to learn how to use my trunk, and not bump my big melon into doorways. But the ears keep me cool, the trunk is basically like another arm, and the tusks...

Well, that’s for another story. 

Needless to say, it worked out. We became a family, and Shiva made up for it by being extra swell to me later. He’s a right gee, after all, and made me be the first god the humans worship. We’re copacetic.[image: image]
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​Ashes to Ashes
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9:42pm. I was sitting at my desk, waiting for someone to walk through the door. I had a bowl of my favorite modaks, and I kept my eye on the drawer, where I always stashed my trusty, and dangerous, sidekick. The gal had called me up, and I could tell she was trouble by the sound of her voice.

Then a shadow darkened the window. In walked the ritziest dame I've ever seen. She had a case for me: the lucky guy who was head-over-heels over her (what guy wouldn't be?) suddenly stopped caring and disappeared.

Normally, I'm no gumshoe, but I couldn't believe any chump would fall out of love with this dish without a good reason.

She gave me just one clue: an arrow she found in the cat's office. But this was no ordinary arrow - it was covered in flowers, and it could belong to only one pal I knew.

Kama never missed. Where his arrow landed, the poor sucker would go gaga over the next broad he saw.

I heard through the grapevine that this egg, Kama, had gone to meet one of the biggest bosses in town, Shiva. Turns out, Kama had the nerve to shoot his love-arrows at the big cheese.

But the sap wasn't prepared for Shiva's payback, opening his third eye and burning Kama to a crisp. There had to be a fall guy.

When I reported all this back to the chick, she blushed. The boyfriend who was missing? The big shot himself.

I advised the babe to go to Shiva and make up. I couldn't be responsible for the end of the world, after all. She had powers, too, and she used them to turn the stiff Kama into the spirit of love.

For my efforts, I didn't get any dough, but she left her lipstick on my cheek. She was the cat's meow, that Parvati, walking out of this dump.

What can I say? I'm a pushover for a mother-figure. I put up my dogs, sad that she split, but it turned out swell - my brother, Kartikeya, was created that day.[image: image]
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