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      1

      
      The head of the bull had been hacked off cruelly; it looked like the work of a chainsaw. The neck was jagged with new, sharp
         edges. Fine, black sawdust lay all round its feet. I didn’t think you could kill a statue, but this really did look like murder.
      

      
      The camera zoomed out of the close-up, to a mourning crowd, gawping at their bull in mute shock. A doe-eyed reporter, gripping
         an outsize red mike, swung into view.
      

      
      ‘Goa. Paradise Lost. We’re getting used to news of drugs, Russian gangs, murders of foreigners, corrupt land deals. But this
         crime is entirely new to the state. Idol Theft.’
      

      
      The reporter walked backwards slowly.

      
      ‘These Hindu villagers woke this morning to a terrible scene. Their precious murti, a twelfth century Nandi, had been decapitated.
         The Holy bull had guarded the entrance of Goa’s oldest temple for centuries, but could not protect itself from these barbaric
         thieves. I spoke to the son of the temple priest earlier and I asked him, how – and why – this had happened?
      

      
      A small trim man, well-dressed, with a neat grey beard and bright, angry eyes, flashed up.

      
      ‘It’s money. Pure and simple. Like every crime here in Goa, money is at the root. Our Nandi is a legend, a legend not just
         in Goa, across India. Its beauty, its age, its survival. It’s survived colonisers, invaders, evil missionaries. It protects
         the order of lives. It gives us meaning. This isn’t just a theft, this is a crime against God. Against our land and our way
         of life. They must be found,’ he said.
      

      
      Back to the studio. A middle-aged presenter in what looked like a wig.

      
      ‘And we’ve news in just now, the Archeaological Survey of India have requested the National Idol Squad – the crack team responsible
         for waging and winning the war on the Tamil Nadu temple thieves – handle this case. We’ll be back with more on the Goan bull’s
         head later but first let’s pay a visit to Delhi Art Fair, where curators predict a record year of sales for India, who’s economy
         continues to shine. But in a country where ancient art is valued and worshipped – does anyone really care about the modern
         stuff – or is it simply a fashion statement?’
      

      
      A tinny tune from inside my rucksack. My phone. I scrabbled and got to it just in time. It was always right at the bottom.

      
      ‘Hello?’ I answered.

      
      ‘Hi, hi Ruby … it’s Josh from CultureClick.’

      
      ‘Hey. How are you?’

      
      ‘Good. Good. Wondering if you know much about Delhi Art Fair?’

      
      I’m actually watching it on TV right now.’
      

      
      ‘Could you do a piece for us? Usual price – 250 for 1,000 words.’

      
      ‘Ah, sorry Josh, I can’t this time.’

      
      ‘Just something quick? A bit of colour; couple of quotes?’

      
      ‘I’m at the airport Josh. I’m about to go on holiday.’

      
      ‘Oh. OK.’

      
      He sounded pissed off. Freelance journalists weren’t supposed to go on holiday, I suppose. Editors think their lives are an
         eternal holiday.
      

      
      ‘I really need a break. It hasn’t been easy these past few months.’

      
      That softened him up a bit.

      
      ‘Yeah, I can imagine. You going anywhere nice?’

      
      ‘Goa.’

      
      ‘Goa. Cool. I spent a bit of time there, must be ten years ago now. Intense partying. Don’t think I was ever the same again.’

      
      ‘I’m not going for the Full Moon Parties. I’m just going to relax, get some perspective on everything.’

      
      ‘Yeah, well, anyway. Have a good time. When are you back?’

      
      ‘I dunno actually. I’ve given my flat up so I could be down there for a while.’

      
      ‘All right. Well, let me know if any good stories crop up. Culture. If there’s any left in Goa.’

      
      I got off the phone and leant back in my chair. The café was fairly empty. It was an imitation of Starbucks and made milky,
         sugary coffees. Flies flickered heavily from surface to surface. The groaning air conditioning system was working so hard
         to simply stay alive it generated more heat than cool. Two small birds had somehow got into the airport terminal and ended up in here too, twittering
         and crying out and banging their heads on the small windows. They had no idea where they were or how they could get out and
         were pooing all over the tables in fright. I felt sorry for them. The manager became bored of the news and changed to MTV
         India, blaring out some Desi pop.
      

      
      I rummaged through my bag to find my iPod. Sticking my headphones in and shutting out the world had been my default reaction
         to almost everything since Stephen had died. I couldn’t work out whether the obsessive listening habits I had developed were
         an antidote to depression or a symptom of the black hole I found myself in, but I knew it was weird. I would become addicted
         to certain songs and listen to them over and over and over again until I was sick, completely sick on a three-minute song,
         but couldn’t help listening just one more time. I was greedy for chord changes and choruses that made me vibrate, made me
         feel something, touched the lonely bits inside me. Other people’s emotions, other lover’s stories, which filled the empty
         space where my own relationships, my own friendships should have been.
      

      
      My latest choice was Prince, a song about a three-some gone wrong. I was into my fourth play when I felt a hand on my shoulder.
         I turned around to see a skinny guy in a hoodie and baggy jeans with deep bags under his eyes. I took out my headphones.
      

      
      ‘Hey,’ I said.

      
      ‘Hey. Sorry. Excuse me. Sorry. Sorry. I just saw you had a phone and I want to use the wireless in the airport but you need an Indian phone number to get the password texted to you. I got a US number but I don’t have an Indian
         one. Could I get a password sent to you? Is that OK?’
      

      
      He was American. He gabbled his words.

      
      ‘Sure. Er … Have you got a pen?’

      
      ‘Yeah, yeah.’

      
      He patted his trousers down with jerky movements but couldn’t find one.

      
      ‘I’ll just type it in my iPhone,’ he said, pulling a new model out his pants.

      
      ‘OK – it’s 9739024182.’

      
      The guy gave me a tight smile.

      
      ‘Thanks man. What’s your name?’

      
      ‘Ruby Jones.’

      
      ‘Nice name,’ he said, typing the number in.

      
      ‘Thanks. What’s yours?’

      
      ‘Zim Moon.’

      
      ‘Great name.’

      
      ‘A lot of people take the piss. It’s short for Simon. My dad’s Raoul Moon.’

      
      Zim suddenly closed his eyes and shuddered. He looked like he might vomit.

      
      ‘Is your dad really that bad? Or are you ill?’ I said.

      
      He opened his eyes, surprised. Looked at me properly for the first time. Laughed.

      
      ‘A bit of both I guess. Anyway, thanks, will you let me know when you get the password? I’m just sat on the next table, on
         my laptop.’
      

      
      The text came pretty soon. I gave it to him and offered to buy him a coffee or something. He looked like he needed one. Zim
         accepted with a gaze that was more mournful than grateful. He poured five sugars into his already saccharine vanilla latte and took mindless gulps. I went
         back to Prince, though couldn’t help but keep glancing at this guy behind me. He was fixated on whatever he was reading on
         the internet, flicking down fast, kept on running his hands over his head and then rubbing his mouth. He looked up at one
         point and caught me watching him. He came over.
      

      
      ‘Do you know somewhere I can smoke in this place? I’m desperate for a cigarette.’

      
      ‘There’s a little kind of dungeon place by the toilets.’

      
      ‘Sounds awful.’

      
      ‘It is. But it’s the only place.’

      
      ‘Do you wanna come? Do you smoke?’

      
      ‘Yeah, why not, I could do with one too. My plane’s been delayed.’

      
      I’d smoked a ton of cigarettes when I found out Stephen had died and I’d tried to give up after the funeral. It hadn’t worked,
         there were whole days when I went without seeing anyone and the cigarettes helped me mark time, break up the loneliness.
      

      
      I led the way to a tiny windowless room with two plastic-covered settees; a thin fluorescent light cast a green, ill-looking
         glow across both our faces. You could see the bones working through Zim’s skin as he flipped out a cigarette and gripped it
         between his lips. He closed his eyes as he sparked his lighter but opened them again when he went to light mine.
      

      
      ‘This country is shit,’ he said.

      
      I laughed and took in a drag of smoke. It was a US brand, much better then the cigarettes I smoke here.

      
      ‘It’s not that bad.’

      
      ‘It’s dirty and the people are mad. They’re nuts. I stopped in Delhi but took two steps out of the airport and came straight
         back in again.’
      

      
      ‘Why?’

      
      ‘I got mugged.’

      
      ‘No.’

      
      ‘OK; not exactly mugged. But I don’t like being touched. There were all these taxi drivers, pulling my luggage, getting in
         my face, shouting at me. I couldn’t handle it. So I just came back in and re-booked my ticket to Goa.’
      

      
      ‘I’m going to Goa …’

      
      ‘Oh cool. Which airline?’

      
      ‘SpiceJet.’

      
      ‘Yeah me too. Delayed by five hours. Five fucking hours? The flight’s only two and a half. I mean what is that about?’

      
      ‘You get used to it. The flights are cheap at least.’

      
      Zim put his head in his hands and then leant back in a sigh.

      
      ‘I just didn’t need it today. I’m crashing badly.’

      
      ‘What’s happened to you?’

      
      Zim stubbed out his cigarette. ‘Is there anywhere to get a beer round here? I need something to take the edge off.’

      
      A new bar had opened up at the airport and it was full of people who looked like they were on the way to Goa; women in strappy
         tops, guys with pints of Kingfisher. Zim paid for our beers with a credit card painted with a large moon. It was the most
         beautiful credit card I had ever seen.
      

      
      ‘That’s a cool card.’

      
      ‘Yeah. This trip is on Blue Moon. If you want champagne, go right ahead.’
      

      
      ‘Blue Moon?’

      
      ‘Blue Moon Gallery, Los Angeles. Off Sunset Boulevard. You know it? It’s where all the stars go. I can’t say who, but a very
         famous, Hollywood actress bought a bust from us recently. White marble Roman with a shot to his head, blood dripping down.
         I loved that.’
      

      
      I shook my head.

      
      ‘I don’t know it.’

      
      ‘Really? You never heard of it?’

      
      ‘I’ve never been to the US.’

      
      Zim widened his eyes.

      
      ‘Shit. That’s crazy. You came to India before America?’

      
      ‘So?’

      
      ‘I dunno … it’s just … this place?’

      
      He screwed up his face, looked around him.

      
      Despite understanding exactly how he felt, I was offended on behalf of the country. I was sure America did Starbucks better.
         But large coffees weren’t everything.
      

      
      ‘What are you doing here?’ I said.

      
      ‘I was supposed to be going to the Delhi Art Fair. Finding some new Asian artists. Visiting a new client of my dad’s, in Goa.
         A businessman. Paulo Mendes. I just couldn’t handle the fair though you know? After the week I’ve had. I’m just going straight
         down to see Paulo. I shouldn’t have had that stop-over in Thailand. You ever smoked Crystal Meth?’ he said, putting his head
         in his hands.
      

      
      ‘Er, no. My brother tried it once with a prostitute in Cardiff. He got caught by the police round the back of the bus station. He didn’t look good when we picked him up. Went
         to bed for days.’
      

      
      ‘I’ve been vomiting periodically since Bangkok airport.’

      
      ‘Well you don’t smell too bad,’ I said, for something to say.

      
      I was clearly out of practice of conversation, but I thought this was obviously a joke. Zim took me deadly seriously.

      
      ‘I took a shower when I arrived. I can’t stand being dirty. I hate it. I hate bad smells …’

      
      ‘My brother’s room stank. He puked the whole day after we got him home. My parents completely freaked out. They banned him
         from leaving the house for a month. Took his car off him, he’d just got it too, for his birthday. My dad’s a teacher, said
         he’d never seen such behaviour, etc. etc. Lasted forever. I felt sorry for him in the end.’
      

      
      ‘God. I know how that feels. I’ve been banished. I’m supposed to be staying out of trouble. I’m supposed to be redeeming myself.’

      
      ‘Why?’

      
      ‘Ah … you know, I had some girlfriend trouble. They’re well-known. They didn’t like the fuss. Didn’t look good.’

      
      ‘Girlfriend trouble doesn’t sound as bad as smoking meth.’

      
      He shrugged his shoulders. ‘Depends on the girlfriend doesn’t it?’

      
      Zim took a sip of beer and began peeling off the bottle label.

      
      ‘What do you do?’ he asked, more out of routine than interest.
      

      
      ‘I’m a journalist.’

      
      Zim lifted his eyebrows.

      
      ‘Oh really? Really? That’s cool. I’m like, addicted to twenty-four hour news. I can’t stop watching. I love it.’

      
      ‘Oh God. I hate it.’

      
      ‘What kind of stuff do you do?’

      
      ‘Print mostly. Freelance. Culture. Arts. Delhi and sometimes a few trips.’

      
      ‘You working now?’

      
      ‘No, this is a holiday. I needed to get away.’

      
      We sat drinking beer in silence. Zim looked at me and began ruminating my name slowly round his mouth.

      
      ‘Ruby Jones. Journalist. Sounds like you could be famous.’

      
      ‘I’m far from that. Only just make a living.’

      
      We wasted the hours drinking beer. Zim would often put his head in his hands. He felt sorry for himself, needed his suffering
         to be obvious. He made me laugh, something I hadn’t done for a while, with his desperate face, his wretched expressions, his
         lack of any grip on reality. It helped he was good-looking, though not much, because he was far too aware of it. He explained
         that his face had been in his only saving grace.
      

      
      ‘People have called me everything. Everything. People have been so mad at me, they’ve had to be held back from smacking me
         down. But no one has ever called me ugly. And believe me, if I was, they would have said it,’ he joked.
      

      
      I told him he was an egotistical cock. He seemed like the kind you could say what you liked to. He took it on the chin.
      

      
      ‘But not ugly right?’

      
      I shrugged, gave up, laughed. What could you do?

      
      Zim spilled his life out to me like I was his best friend. He was here in India to make a new start, make amends for his misspent
         years.
      

      
      ‘I’ll admit. I’ve acted badly. I dropped out of college and pretended I was still there. Went everyday. I gambled my fees
         and snorted it up my nose. I begged for a job at the gallery and then started massive arguments with clients at openings.
         I’ve just been a shit. I think it’s all been a cry for attention.’
      

      
      ‘Did your therapist tell you that?’

      
      I thought I was being mean, but he didn’t even blink, just took a serious sip of beer.

      
      ‘That’s what she says. She says I have issues with my father because he’s talented and successful and I’m scared to be compared
         to him, so I rebel instead. I have Developmental Trauma Disorder. This trip to India, I’m supposed to be confronting this
         and recovering. I’m supposed to behave.’
      

      
      He pronounced this word carefully, like a foreign concept.

      
      ‘Sounds like you’re a spoilt little rich kid to me.’

      
      ‘I’m rich. I’m not spoilt. My dad swears I was his one bad sperm. My mum always says I must have been abused, not that she
         sounds too worried about it. She replaced any filial bond with botox a long time ago. She’s just not as interested in me as
         she is in preventative ageing technology.’
      

      
      He looked so dismal as he said this, genuinely hurt. I actually felt sorry for him. I put my hand on his shoulder, the most
         emotional gesture I’d made in a long time. He looked up at me, shook off his family and half-smiled.
      

      
      ‘I guess you’re got a great family, loving, normal. You seem one of those really together, over-achieving types.’

      
      He wasn’t too far off, except I was the furthest from together I had ever been.

      
      ‘My dad, he’s a teacher, he’s pretty normal. My mum. She’s pretty crazy, she’s a minor poet. Not really successful. Likes
         to write about blood and wombs.’
      

      
      ‘Gross.’

      
      ‘I know. You know she read us Sylvia Plath as bedtime stories? That was probably the most warped part of childhood. She’s
         not bad though, just wrapped up in her own world. My brother’s kind of like her. I take after my dad.’
      

      
      ‘So how did you get to be a journalist, travelling all over the world?’

      
      He sounded so much more impressed than he should have. I didn’t travel all over the world, I was stuck in India. I’d come
         over with wild ambitions to dig up seminal stories, become a great writer of the new century. In reality I was stuck doing
         colour pieces on Delhi Art Fair. Still, it was nice to be appreciated.
      

      
      ‘I dunno … I guess I do take after mum a bit. I like writing. I just didn’t want to write crazy poems that went nowhere and
         didn’t mean anything to anyone. I wanted to write something concrete, something that would make a difference to people, something
         people would actually read. I went to university, started work on a local paper and then somehow got out here. I’m from Wales originally.’
      

      
      ‘Wales. Is that North England?’

      
      ‘No. It’s a whole fucking country. Have you not heard of Dylan Thomas?’

      
      He looked at me blankly. I was about to start explaining rugby when the tannoy buzzed. Our flight was finally leaving. There
         was no seating plan and the usual scrum to get a seat. I skulked at the back of the plane for a bit, not knowing whether to
         sit by this guy or not. Sitting in close proximity for another two hours would be a commitment, would suggest that I liked
         him maybe. And there was a risk he might vomit. But he was really fun to talk to. I enjoyed listening to him, he was weird
         but at least he made me feel less of a fuck-up myself.
      

      
      Zim took the decision out of my hands, calling loudly to me across the plane.

      
      ‘Hey, I saved you a seat. Come on over.’

      
      I smiled weakly and grabbed some napkins from a sullen air-hostess, just in case things went wrong. There were TVs bedded
         into the backs of our seats and Zim immediately tuned to CNN.
      

      
      I pulled out my book, Strangers on a Train.
      

      
      ‘Hey, hey,’ he said, pulling his headphones out for a moment. ‘It’s like we’re Strangers on a Plane!’

      
      Zim seemed a lot happier now. He chuckled at his own joke, even though it really was not funny. He was still smiling as he
         watched some footage of a bomb going off in Afghanistan. He was the kind that recovered from hangovers by getting high.
      

      
      I tried to concentrate on my book, but I couldn’t. I took out my iPod again.
      

      
      ‘What are you listening to?’ asked Zim.

      
      ‘Prince.’

      
      He shuddered. ‘God.’

      
      ‘What have you got against Prince?’

      
      ‘Ah, it’s personal.’

      
      ‘What?’

      
      ‘I told you, it’s personal.’

      
      I couldn’t just drop it. Even in the depths of depressed self-involvement I was still nosy as hell.

      
      ‘Oh come on, tell me. I won’t tell anyone will I?’

      
      Zim shook his head.

      
      ‘Oh come on, I love a good story.’

      
      ‘OK, but you got to promise never to tell anyone. Or I might have to kill you.’

      
      He looked at me with no humour in his eyes. I tried to match his seriousness.

      
      ‘All right I swear.’

      
      ‘My ex-girlfriend, Melissa. She was obsessed with ‘Purple Rain’. She would only come when Prince was on. I don’t know who
         was turning her on more, me or him. I got a little jealous in the end. I smashed up all her Prince CDs.’
      

      
      ‘God, that’s a bit extreme.’

      
      ‘I’m not proud of myself. I’m not. I just kind of saw red. She was so upset. One of them was signed. And there was a first
         print too. I felt terrible after. We didn’t last much longer.’
      

      
      ‘No wonder. That’s a shit thing to do.’

      
      Zim frowned like a dog who’d just been kicked for no reason.

      
      ‘I didn’t want to tell you. I told you it was personal. You insisted. Now you think I’m crazy and all I was being was honest.
         Damn.’
      

      
      ‘Don’t worry about it. I don’t think your crazy. I’m not listening to “Purple Rain”. I’m listening to “Dirty Mind”.’

      
      ‘OK, that’s not so bad.’

      
      We arrived at Panjim airport late. It was dark and hot as we stepped out the plane and there was a salty breeze.

      
      ‘I booked into the Majestic Panjim online at the airport. Don’t know if its any good, but its supposed to be the best round
         here. Do you fancy coming with me? Get a margarita at the bar?’ he asked.
      

      
      ‘Ah, thanks, but I’ve booked somewhere. Fernando’s guesthouse, in the old town.’

      
      Zim shrugged his shoulders. ‘OK. Suit yourself.’

      
      He didn’t seem bothered either way and that made me regret refusing. Now all I had to look forward to was lying on a bed and
         listening to my iPod. Why didn’t I say yes? Why couldn’t I just relax? Make a friend?
      

      
      A crowd of drivers were waiting for holidaymakers at the entrance of the airport. One man dressed all in white was holding
         a decorated white board with the name ‘Zim Moon’ neatly written.
      

      
      ‘That’s my ride. Do you wanna lift?’

      
      ‘Ah no, don’t worry. I’ll get a cab.’

      
      He looked at me. He had bloodshot eyes with very pale-blue irises. They would have been lovely if he hadn’t just spent the
         whole of his Bangkok stopover smoking weed.
      

      
      ‘You’re independent aren’t you? You had your fingers burnt by someone?’
      

      
      I laughed. ‘I guess I’ve had my fingers burnt but I don’t know if it was by anyone but myself.’

      
      ‘I know all about that. I think I’ve become a master in the art of self-combustion … well … look after yourself.’

      
      ‘No worries. See you. You know, I really have got something to do tomorrow. Or I would have come with you.’

      
      ‘What’s so important?’

      
      I was embarrassed but I wanted to explain. I didn’t want him to think I was some ice queen who couldn’t hang out and drink
         a margarita.
      

      
      ‘I’m going to a festival.’

      
      ‘A music festival?’

      
      ‘No … it’s the festival of a saint.’

      
      Zim looked shocked then faintly worried. ‘Are you religious?’

      
      ‘No, no. God no. Ah. It’s a long story.’

      
      Zim’s driver had taken his bag and had started the engine of his car. He clearly wanted to go.

      
      ‘Well, look I got your number. I’m going to call you.’

      
      ‘OK.’

      
      He looked at me fixedly.

      
      ‘I’m gonna call you Ruby. Is that OK with you? I’d like to hang out.’

      
      ‘Yeah, sure, it is. I said it was.’

      
      He smiled, reached out to stroke my hair, but thought better of it. Maybe it was the expression on my face that stopped him.
         Maybe it said ‘don’t touch’. We hovered for a moment, his hand mid-air. I balanced myself in the night, eventually leant in. But he’d taken his hand up in
         a wave and then he was away in his car.
      

   
      
      2

      
      I woke up the next morning with an aching back and clammy skin. My mattress felt like it has been badly beaten up. The bathroom
         smelt of sewers.
      

      
      Fernando’s guesthouse had seemed old-fashioned when I arrived the night before, with a wooden veranda, dim lights and plaster
         walls. In the morning my overwhelming feeling was that it was dirty. I wished I’d taken up that margarita with Zim.
      

      
      I found Fernando sitting in his mouldy bar, surrounded by the debris of last night’s orders, watching football on TV. I asked
         him for a taxi into Old Goa. He didn’t seem keen to move and just rubbed his tight, round belly.
      

      
      ‘What do you want to go there for? Very busy today. Crowds. The feast day of Saint Francis today. Better to go tomorrow.’
         He said, not taking his eyes of the screen.
      

      
      ‘Tomorrow when the football’s over? I want to go to the feast day. That’s why I’m here.’
      

      
      ‘It’ll be dirty.’

      
      I couldn’t quite make out this comment. Whether Fernando was being a hypocrite or the feast of Saint Francis was truly filthy.
         But I’d travelled thousands of miles down here to see this saint; I wasn’t going to give up now.
      

      
      ‘I don’t care. Just book me a cab.’

      
      He swiped a fly away from his face and looked up at me with new eyes. I was weirder than he’d realised.

      
      ‘You’re religious? OK. I’ll get it for you.’

      
      I didn’t bother protesting. I’ll admit it was a strange way to start a holiday, but it was a start at least.

      
      It had been hard work freelancing in Delhi, but I’d been doing all right, I’d been having some fun. Then Stephen, my flatmate,
         my best friend, my only real friend there, died. I’d pretty much lost it after that. I couldn’t work, hardly at all. Most
         of the time I lay on my bed listening to the wailing train horns from the railway station nearby.
      

      
      I tried to muster the usual discipline, searched myself for the glint of hope that got me up in the morning, made me write
         lists, send emails, make calls. But I couldn’t find it. I think it was the guilt more than anything.
      

      
      Stephen had been pulled out of the Yamuna River and at first we thought it was murder. But it wasn’t. He’d been off his face
         on heroin. He’d fallen in. I found it all out and wrote about his death, my first article for a national newspaper. A big
         break. Now his family won’t speak to me.
      

      
      Before this, journalism, writing, had seemed simple. The only problem was getting commissions. I loved it, believed in it, saw the truth as all-important. Now, I wasn’t sure. I sneered at my old self; naïve, over-enthusiastic, self-righteous.
         I’d lost my vocation and didn’t know how to get it back. Or if I ever would.
      

      
      I discovered the festival of Saint Francis Xavier at Saint James’, church in Delhi, where Stephen was buried. I visited the
         grave most weeks. It was November, getting cooler now winter was setting in and I took my time, sitting in the sun outside
         the church porch. That’s when I saw the poster. A picture of a red coffin, in which lay a gnarled brown body, dressed in golden
         robes. Across this were information banners.
      

      
      
         YOUR PRAYERS ANSWERED BY SAINT FRANCIS XAVIER

         WITNESS THE MIRACLE OF THE SAINT’S SURVIVAL – OVER

         FIVE HUNDRED YEARS OLD

         HOLY EXPOSITION OF BODY – DECEMBER 14TH – BASILICA

         OF BOM JESUS – OLD GOA

         SPECIAL PRICE – 10,000 RUPEES – CALL FATHER JONATHAN

         FOR TOUR DETAILS – 9786445683

      

      
      I googled the old saint when I got home. Founder of the Jesuits. Zealous missionary. I wasn’t sure if this was a totally good
         thing. But the legend of his death hooked me. Saint Francis had died of a fever while trying to sneak into China to convert
         yet more apparent ‘heathens’. He was buried on a deserted island and coated with quicklime to hasten decomposition. When his
         grave was re-opened three months later, the corpse was in perfect condition. Reburied, Saint Xavier was exhumed again after
         five months, fresh as a daisy according to his fans. The body was sent by sea back to Goa, where Saint Xavier had made his home and was more successful in his mission than on the ill-fated trip to China. An examination was made
         to ensure that the corpse had not been artificially preserved and a Jesuit priest was asked to stick his finger into a hole
         in the chest. The finger came out covered in fresh blood. Since then his body had been exposed once every three years and
         was said to have miraculous powers by supplicants to his shrine. Pilgrims gather from around the world to have their prayers
         heard by the saint.
      

      
      Saint Francis didn’t look so fresh now. A few centuries had definitely battered his body. But I liked the idea of having a
         few prayers answered. I needed some way out of the paralysis I found myself in.
      

      
      It wasn’t just work. Sadness had spread into all corners of my life. I couldn’t sleep. I hated where I lived; around an old
         shrine to the Nizamuddin. I’d enjoyed living in a holy place, but now the Muslim saint left me cold. He meant nothing to me.
         Stephen and I had revelled in the mayhem, the pilgrims and their food and their wailing hymns, but without him all I could
         see was the dirt, the mutilated beggars, the kids with their ribs poking out, the scraggy rabid-looking dogs.
      

      
      It would have been easier if I had someone to talk to, to help me laugh at myself, to put a mirror to my wallowing. But everyone
         I knew in Delhi had disappeared, our good times disintegrated, too forced after the horrible way we lost our friend. I emailed,
         I Skyped home, but it wasn’t the same as real-life. All I had was this damn iPod Stephen had bought me for my birthday.
      

      
      Somewhere in my confused and botched up head, Saint Francis Xavier and his screwed-up old body appealed to me. Maybe he could help. Maybe he would cure me. I could at least
         witness a miracle even if I didn’t experience one. And Goa had beaches.
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      I wasn’t the only one desperate enough to think Saint Xavier could solve their problems. Fernando wasn’t joking about the
         crowds. As soon as I got on the road to Old Goa people poured round the taxi. Four-by-fours with stickers saying ‘God’s Gift’
         and buses called Saint Anthony belched out petrol and inched forward slowly. Families dressed in satin sped past on scooters.
         Traffic fumes and best clothes.
      

      
      A market lined the way to the church and hemmed in the pushing, shoving crowds. A dirty, religious Glastonbury. Heavy smoke
         wafted from pans frying oily, red sausage; mixed with the sounds of rattling bells and the low whir of a sugarcane crusher.
         CD stalls competed with one another, blasting Bhangra and gut-busting hymns. Religious vendors sold plastic Rosary beads and
         metallic stickers of the crucifix. Fernando had insisted on writing the address of the guesthouse and the phone number on
         a piece of yellow paper before I left. I’d been impatient – he’d wanted to show off his arduously joined-up writing and his felt tip calligraphy pen – but I was grateful for it now. Shoved it further down into my pocket.
      

      
      Masses of pilgrims, thousands of black heads, queued in a snaking line under cloth canopies to get into the Basilica. Middle-aged
         women in peach polyester skirt suits, babies in pink ball gowns, shrunken old men in sunglasses and sheeny waistcoats. Women
         from the countryside were in their special saris, glittering with sequins. It all looked incredibly sweaty. Hours it would
         take, hours, to go in and see the body of this saint. I didn’t know if I could do it. I was feeling sick. The sweat poured
         off me, and worse, I could smell it pouring off everyone else too.
      

      
      The power of this saint was medieval. Thousands of people; whole families, cripples, the terminally ill, young couples, old
         couples, groups of friends, all pilgrimaging to see if Xavier could help them. Industrial picnics with vats of rice were laid
         out for big parties. A nun was making a mint on cold mango drinks and ice-cream. Camps had been set up in the shade of the
         cathedral museum. Tourists picked their way gingerly between men sucking from a beer can and women cutting vegetables with
         their legs splayed, oblivious to the lack of privacy.
      

      
      I didn’t have their faith. Miracles just didn’t happen in my world. I’d come to this festival on a grievous whim, not burning
         with love of Saint Xavier like these people clearly were. Men offered me wax models to give to the saint, heads and hands,
         babies the size of a foetus, hearts inscribed with crosses and simple candles. They didn’t inspire me. They were ugly. I shook
         my head.
      

      
      I stopped in at a nearby church for some quiet, to gather my thoughts. Shrines flanked the long nave, leading to a grand altar.
         I looked around for a place to light candles and sit. But families were lolling all over the altars, camping out in the chapels,
         eating rice on steps meant for kneeling in prayer. Men napped in pews. A baby was stood up on the tomb of miracles and smiled
         for a photographer. Guys with their hands around each other leant over a figure of Mary, grinning. There was smoke near the
         altar, not from incense, but oil and frying spices. White-haired European women in salwar kameez knelt by the altar saying
         the prayers of the Rosary. The place had a party feel. Everyone was having their own kind of fun with their own friends and
         family. Except me. I was on my own and I wasn’t enjoying myself.
      

      
      It wasn’t much different from the place I’d run away from, Nizamuddin shrine. This was Christianity, this was supposed to
         be my world, but I felt left out. I wasn’t sure what I was doing here at all now. It didn’t matter the religion, I was still
         thousands of miles away from home. I still stuck out as a lonely foreigner.
      

      
      But I guessed giving up at the last minute wasn’t a great start. I should at least go and see Saint Francis, even if it did
         mean a wait of hours. I rummaged through my bag, found some sun cream, applied it all over my face and set off for the queue.
      

      
      Lodging myself firmly in the cattle-like queue stalls, between a family with four children and a tiny, bent over man, I estimated
         two hours till we reached even the door of the church. I got out my iPod again. I scrolled through to ‘P’, but thought again.
         I really should listen to something other then Prince. I wondered what Zim’s girlfriend was like. I put on Ryan Adams. Multilated Country
         music. American.
      

      
      Finally, I reached the door of the Basilica. It was getting exciting now, I put my music away. I craned my neck to try and
         see the body’s casket.
      

      
      It was much calmer inside. People were awed and shuffled along clasping their gifts, heads down. Just as well, the floor was
         marble inlaid with jewels, the roof and paintwork were peeling. The silence thundered with the thousand thoughts and prayers
         every pilgrim carried. I glanced around. Eyes were all lowered in hope and anticipation. This was a serious, serious business;
         being healed, witnessing a miracle.
      

      
      Wax figures and wilting marigolds piled up around the casket. People knelt with their heads closeted, hands clutching unlit
         candles. Flames were forbidden round the shrine. Saint Francis Xavier was pretty brittle by now and the priests couldn’t be
         completely confident of him having the miraculous ability to survive fire.
      

      
      Finally I reached the shrine. In a dark recess of the church. Strong afternoon light streaked through skylights, hitting the
         pilgrims and showing up the dust. But you couldn’t see much of the saint at all, resting high above the crowd. I thought I
         make out a claw of a hand, a couple of grey fingers but it was so shadowy, I wasn’t really sure. I felt myself deflating.
         Did the ecstatic healing happen only when you knelt down to pray? I scanned the faces of the people walking away, but they
         were as closed as before. No one seemed to have blossomed with the experience. There were no smiles, no open joy. Perhaps
         it was all fireworks on the inside.
      

      
      Then it was my turn. I hadn’t bought candles or wax figures or even flowers. I wasn’t sure what to do. I knelt self-consciously,
         asking the saint to help me find a way out of this mess in my head, to unfreeze my fingers and clear up my eyes. I searched
         myself for some spiritual experience, some Damascus moment, but I turned away shortly afterwards, hardly enlightened.
      

      
      I began to shuffle towards the exit. The experience had not been earth-shaking. It was then that I heard shots. They echoed
         and rung out around the church. A jolt of shock ran through the people. More shots, confirming our collective fear. This wasn’t
         a car or a firework, but a gun. The repeated crack, the vicious weight on the ears, the sudden rush of fear. I looked round
         for police, the army, security. There were none, just some officials in badly fitting shirts and large crosses ducking and
         crying.
      

      
      My stomach dropped. Strangled screeches, animal fear, came from around the shrine. More shots, more screams, no room to run.
         People around me began to scream and cry, struggling and shoving to get towards the entrance, knocking over pews. Another
         round of shots, in the central aisle of the church, closer to me. Terror rippled from around the gunman. Was he going to shoot
         us all? Was I going to die here? I heard myself scream and began to claw my way out with the rest of the crowd. My thoughts
         were fast and very slow. My mum, my dad. My brother. I had to stay on my feet. I had to keep seeing the door. I had to get
         away from the gun.
      

      
      There were swells and crushes. My bag got caught and I was sucked down to waist level, smelling fresh and stale sweat mixed. Wet, frightened, bodies. I couldn’t breathe. My arm, caught in my rucksack, yanked away from my body.
         Intense pain jarred through me. I yelled; no one minded. The damp sari of a woman nearby me began to strangle her, the ends
         trampled on, she pulled it off her, ran in just her underwear.
      

      
      I had to let my rucksack go. Either that or my arm. But I really couldn’t lose it. It had everything in it. My passport, my
         wallet, my phone, my iPod, photos; of Delhi, of Stephen. Despite the fear, I clung to it. It contained all the things I needed.
         I couldn’t lose it. I would have to lose it. I let go and pulled my arm back towards me, grabbed on to one man’s shoulder
         to haul myself up. I whipped back round to grab but it was gone, sucked down into the storm.
      

      
      There was nothing I could do. I concentrated on keeping my feet moving forward, in the thick of the crowd, slippery and unsteady,
         crunching on debris, making my way towards the strip of blue above the large entrance. The sound of crashing glass as one
         window fell. More screams. Blood splatters mixed with flickering rainbow lights reflected on the plaster from the smashed
         stained-glass. Then, all at once, I spurted out of the Basilica into bright light and air. The crowd fell on the ground, scrambled
         up and started to run. Chaos. Screaming mothers searched for their children. An old man had collapsed, his wife sobbing and
         moaning by his side. He wouldn’t survive. There was no one to help. My shoulder was shot through with mind-numbing pain. I
         crawled, crying, to the side of the Basilica, to a palm tree hooked round the side of the entrance. I gulped air and choked on my sobs. I heard myself moaning.
      

      
      ‘Here, drink some water. Try to breath normally, deeply.’

      
      A plastic cup held by a fine wrist was suddenly in front of me. I looked up to see a handsome woman, green eyes and thick
         black hair streaked with grey. I couldn’t say anything, my chest shook up and down.
      

      
      ‘Calm down. Sip this slowly,’ she demanded.

      
      I took the water from her. Became conscious of my breath, tried to stop my hands from shaking.

      
      ‘That’s better.’

      
      She watched me drink, crouched down in front of me, put her hand on my shoulder to steady me.

      
      ‘What’s your name?’

      
      ‘Ruby.’

      
      ‘Is there anyone looking for you here?’

      
      I shook my head.

      
      ‘There’s no one here worried about you? Tell me. We’ll need to start a list of people.’

      
      ‘No. No, I came on my own.’

      
      I started to cry.

      
      ‘The police have arrived. They’re going to put emergency buses and ambulances on soon. You’ll be OK Ruby.’

      
      ‘I lost my rucksack. It’s got everything in it, my wallet, my passport, my book, my iPod. Everything. I haven’t got anything.’

      
      This woman’s eyes narrowed slightly.

      
      ‘Why on earth would you take such important things to a festival like this?’

      
      ‘I didn’t know this was going to happen.’

      
      ‘It’s the largest Christian festival in Asia … oh look. Never mind. Listen, I need to go and help. You stay here. Rest. I’ll
         keep an eye out for your bag and come back later with it.’
      

      
      ‘Thanks, thanks. What’s your name?’

      
      ‘Michael, Sister Michael.’

      
      ‘Sister? You’re a nun?’

      
      She didn’t look much like a nun, she was slim, wearing black trousers and a grey cotton shirt. A gold crucifix around her
         neck. Sister Michael rose to her feet and looked down at me.
      

      
      ‘Ex. I’ll be back. Could you looked after this for me?’

      
      She handed me a plate-sized shard of old glass with the face of an angel.
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      Even Fernando was watching the news now. The TV was off the football and on to NDTV. A constant scroller updated the latest
         on Saint Francis.
      

      
      ‘Breaking News: head of saint stolen in Goa. Vatican to send own investigator. Saint Francis Xavier founder of Jesuits decapitated
         at festival.’
      

      
      The same reporter I’d seen yesterday, covering the stolen bull’s head up in the north of Goa, was now standing amid the mangled
         grounds of the Basilica. He was wild with excitement, he’d been sent down here on a minor story and hit the jackpot.
      

      
      ‘What is happening in Goa? First the Tambdi Surla bull and now – its beloved patron saint, Francis Xavier! The most visited
         Christian shrine in Asia is now in chaos. Questions on security and how this happened will come, but for now, the Catholic
         Church in Goa and millions of pilgrims from across India and around the world are simply reeling in shock. Is this a crime
         against Christianity? If so, it’s on a scale not seen since the destruction of the Babri Mosque. The Vatican released this statement earlier today.’
      

      
      The screen flashed to a black-robed, red-capped Cardinal standing outside a heavy marble church. He read from a piece of paper.

      
      ‘The Roman Catholic Church and Jesuit order are shocked and saddened to hear that the head of Saint Francis Xavier has been
         stolen by thieves in the state of Goa, India. Saint Francis Xavier was one of the founders of the Jesuit Order and his missions
         to India shone the light of Jesus on new lands. Not since Saint Paul did a man work more zealously, converting millions to
         true knowledge of Christ. His body, until today, has been a miraculous testament to the Lord, surviving uncorrupted since
         the sixteenth century. The Vatican will be sending two Papal investigators to Rome …’
      

      
      ‘Aw man, these priests, they go on. Can’t we have a bit of cricket Ferny?’ asked Jake, the curly-haired Australian sitting
         with me and Fernando in the bar. The only other guest at the guest house.
      

      
      Fernando didn’t respond, didn’t flick his eyes from the television.

      
      ‘What do you think Rube?’

      
      I got up. ‘Sorry, I’m out. I’m going to check the internet. Is it all right to use your machine Fernando?’

      
      He nodded vaguely, clutching the remote control. I got the feeling Jake wasn’t going to see the test match here, maybe not
         anywhere in Goa. The whole state had gone into shock. Flowers were piled high round the saint’s statue in the square outside
         Fernando’s, crowds of people lighting candles and praying and hugging each other and crying. It was like when Princess Diana
         died.
      

      
      Yahoo! India was all over the story. Eyewitness accounts of the gunmen, dressed in black with black cloths over their faces.
         One man claimed they had diamonds in their ears. An interview with the Idol Squad’s Inspector Srinvasen, who had arrived in
         Goa just before
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