
































Mr Tulsi’s Store

Liverpool was a natural choice for me. It is a mini-Fiji, with its
temples, mosques, churches; its spice and grocery shops, video outlets,
fashion houses selling sari and salwar kamiz, restaurants and takeaway
joints. A variety of social and cultural organisations, cacophonous and
competing with each other for membership and funds, serves the
community. Cultural evenings of song, music and dance, the
celebration of festivals such as Holi, Diwali and Eid, are regular fare
there. Newspapers proliferate, disseminating news about forthcoming
events, soliciting contributions for this cause or that, announcing
news of deaths, births and marriages. Pettiness and bickering, the
bane of our community, are alive and well there, causing fissures and
frictions which enliven the mindless suburban life.

The Liverpool shopping centre in the heart of Northumberland
Street is my favourite place to gauge the ebb and flow of our
community. I go there every Saturday. I see people in bright floral
clothes, marvelling at the range of goods displayed in the cheap shop
windows, women haggling over the price of gaudy clothes, men
bunching up around key street corners, surveying the passing human,
especially female, traffic in a quintessentially Fiji way, leering. Keeping
up with the Joneses, people compare notes about what they have,
what they want to buy: which brand of car or refrigerator or furniture.
I also hear sadly of young people on drugs who clog the local court.
And T occasionally see boys with knotted hair, trendily torn jeans
affecting the Rastafarian gait, and wonder how and why they have lost
their way.

I was walking along Northumberland Street one day abour a
year ago when I saw a figure that looked vaguely familiar. She was
assessing a salwar in one of the clothes shops. I instinctively stopped
to take a discreet sidelong glance. Could it be Mumtaz? I could not be
absolutely certain after the long passage of time. I wanted to find out,
but thought it inappropriate at the time. Cultural protocol, even in
Australia, discourages directness, especially with Indian women; and
I am not exactly the extrovert type. Still, the figure — golden brown
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skin, hair stylishly knotted back, a slight flair of the hips from children
— remained with me as I headed for my apartment, bringing back
memories of a past | had nearly forgotten, the smell and touch of
village life, of friends who had dispersed to various corners of the
globe, the heartache of Labasa. I knew, as the week went by, that
I wanted to find out if it was indeed Mumtaz I had glimpsed.

I returned to Northumberland Street early the following
Saturday morning and went straight to the shop where our people go
to buy their bhindi, dhal, atta and spices. In the local parlance, it is
the shop for all reasons and all seasons. Time flew as I paced the
pavement smoking incessantly, feeling slightly awkward and nervous,
like a person preparing for an important interview. Then just before
midday, she appeared from around the bend and headed inside the
shop. It had to be Mumtaz. I followed her, weaving my way through
the narrow space between the shelves, pretending to buy things
myself. Getting close to her, picking up a packet of dhal, I asked
gently, ‘Mumtaz?’ She looked at my eyes for what seemed a very long
time. ‘Mr Akash?” she said tentatively. My smile answered her
question as we embraced.

‘It is so good to see you, Sir,” she said as she pressed my forearm
with both her hands. ‘T am no longer your teacher, Mumtaz,’ I said, as
we headed to a coffee shop across the street. ‘So just plain Akash will
do.” ‘Playing with words again, are we?’ she shot back laughing. Akash
means the sky in Hindi. We talked for hours like two excited children.
Mumtaz looked graceful, at ease with herself; conversation came
naturally to her. But I was all nerves, stuttering, unable to hold my
coffee cup steady. I felt awkward, after the passage of so much time.
Obviously Mumtaz was married. Her clothes and stylish manners gave
her away. She must have married a European, I reckoned; Indian men
would not ‘allow’ their women the freedom Mumtaz evidently
enjoyed. I was bursting to find out more, but common sense and
courtesy dictated a more delicate approach. We exchanged phone
numbers and promised to keep in touch. Mumtaz was genuinely
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several years. Her relations with her family had later soured, embroiled
in petty jealousies which hurt her deeply but that, Mumtaz said, was
another story. One day, after Frank had thrown one of his regular
tantrums in a supermarket and left her, almost penniless, to find her
own way home, Mumtaz decided that enough was enough. She
bought herself a packet of cigarettes and a lighter, which said ‘I am
single and I love it’. The words lodged in her mind like a rock.

The next day, she left Frank, not knowing where she would go,
but she had to leave him. Frank, full of rage, followed her for several
months, threatened to burn down the apartment where she had
sought refuge, begged her to return, but for Mumtaz there was no
turning back. The end had come. The next few years were hell for her,
without employment, without support. The Salvation Army took her
in, fed and clothed her and found her casual employment. To this day,
she remains grateful to them for helping her in her moment of
desperate need when others had looked the other way. After about
three years of an aimless anxious life, she met David, an accountant.
Seven years later, they were still married.

Happily?” I couldnt help asking. “What is happiness, Mr
Aksah, what is love?” And then the thrust, ‘I once loved a man whom
I could not have, who never bothered to come looking for me.” If only
she knew the truth. David was a good husband, understanding and
supportive. She had no reason to complain, she said. Complain? “We
have had our ups and downs,’ she said. There was nothing wrong with
David, but the closeness had gone. The routine of marriage had
snuffed out the physical and emotional intimacy of the earlier years.
‘Cross-cultural marriages can be like that’ I volunteered. All
marriages are like that,” Mumtaz responded emphatically. What she
yearned for, spontaneous picnics, dancing on the kitchen floor, all-
night parties, were missing. Now she was trapped in a mortgage and a
moribund marriage. David was self-contained. He loved his golf and
the occasional outing, but not much else. Mumtaz wanted, more than
anything else, to recover the lost years of her childhood: Hindi music,
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Indian food, social gossip, parties. David did what he could to oblige.
He went along to social functions and entertained Mumtaz's family
and friends at home, but without understanding or cultural empathy
for their way of life.

I realised, as she talked, that despite her modern, westernised
appearance — the smoking, the drinking, the expensive clothes, the
nightclub scene — Mumtaz was essentially a traditional girl at heart.
She told me of her fascination with Hindi movies. Remembering
Labasa, that did not surprise me. I had lost interest in them long ago,
except in the new wave art films by Shyam Benegal and Mrinal Sen:
Nishant, Akrosh, Junoon, Manthan, movies like that. These held no
appeal for Mumtaz. She liked the syrupy ones with long drawn-out
romantic twists and happy endings. Why? She liked them because
they helped her imagine what her life might have been, what she
would have liked her life to be. She, too, would have liked a proper
wedding, the mehdi on her palms, a big feast, the traditional send-off,
the sort of things most village girls dream about. She, too, would have
liked to be a dulban, a bride, in a big family, spoiled, with lots of
children and adoring grandparents. She hankered for a world that fate
had denied her. It was all a dream in her heart, though, for she knew
that, in reality, she had little time for Indian men and the male-
dominated values of Indian culture.

Mumtaz’s is an improbable story of willpower and survival.
I know: I come from a similar background of hardship myself. But for
a girl, the ordeal must have been all that more difficult. Mumtaz's
journey reminded me of the Indian indentured women, including our
own grandmothers, who had rejected violence and poverty and the
constant taunts of intolerant in-laws and, shouldering their lictle
bundles, had left for unknown destinations a century ago. Such
courage, such determination. Mumtaz having to sleep with a lawyer,
from her own community no less, to get visa papers for her family
processed, recalled the rampant sexual abuse of Indian women on the
plantations by European overseers as well as their Indian subordinates.
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I understood perfectly why Mumtaz despised Indian men. Her
personal tragedy, she lamented, was that after they had got their visas
for Australia, her family had distanced themselves from her,
disapproving of her independence and superficially westernised ways.
Mumtaz was not bitter, just sad at the way things had turned out, sad
that all the personal and financial sacrifices she had made over the
years now counted for nought with her family.

‘T am a survivor,” Mumtaz kept saying. That seemed to have
become her motto. I could see her sharply developed survival skills.
Her sharp tongue and an incredible ability to think fast on her feet
were her handiest instruments. She told me about distantly related
married Indian men who rang her for a date, knowing that she was
married with a child but assuming that she was — must be — fair
game, a loose character, just because she had married an outsider.
Most times she would ignore them or quickly change the subject. But
when they persisted, she would cut them down sharply. Like the man
who, trying his luck, remarked casually to Mumtaz at a wedding
reception that she must be a very ‘experienced’ woman, having
married a white man, and he would not mind learning from her. “Yes,
I am experienced,” Mumtaz replied without missing a beat. ‘T have a
good teacher. Send your wife to my husband. He will teach her, and
then you can learn from your “experienced” wife all your life!” I couldn't
hide my amazement at her quickness and my surprise that these things
happened here. ‘I come from the gutter, Mumtaz said. ‘I understand
the gutter mentality.’

Mumtaz was more than a survivor. She had triumphed over
life’s petty adversities, and managed to keep her head high amidst all
the betrayal and tragedy visited upon her by friends and family. She
was a restless soul, though, marooned, desperately wanting to turn the
clock back to her adolescence when life had been so full of promise.
“What might have been: Don’t you think they are the saddest words in
the English language?’ she once asked me. I nodded in agreement, as
we talked wistfully about the lost years. Life with Mumtaz would not
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be easy, I knew, as I got to know her over the months. She was strong-
willed, feisty, pig-headed, touchy to the point of rudeness when she
felt slighted or challenged. She could be manipulative and vindictive
as well. She had an indulgent self-consciousness about her own
physical attractiveness, which she flaunted frequently to taunt and
torment Indian men whom she thoroughly despised. And her casual
attitude to her past marital indiscretions troubled me.

But Mumtaz was also soft of heart, and to friends generous to a
fault. She had an infectious zest for life, an innocent exuberance and
physical vitality that promised adventure and fun. With her, there
wouldnt be a dull moment. I couldn’t help but be attracted to her
once again, fatally, like a2 moth to a flame. One day during one of our
regular meetings in our favourite coffee shop in a quiet corner of
Northumberland Street, I asked Mumtaz somewhat diffidently if we
had a future together. It was a question that had to be asked. Mumtaz
looked away. “There is nothing in the world I want more than to be
with you for the rest of my life.” I couldn’t resist asking why. ‘Because
you give me my bachpana, she said, my youth. With me, she
continued, ‘T can imagine myself to be anything: a little girl, a woman,
a friend, a soul mate.” I was what she always imagined her ideal man to
be, attentive, non-judgmental, unafraid of her independence. ‘But?’
‘Reality, Mr Akash,” Mumtaz said with a tearful smile, recalling our
conversation all those years ago. Her commitments and responsibilities
to her family. She would move one day, but not now. I knew, too, that
despite their present feuds and fights, Mumtaz would one day return
to her extended family. She secretly hankered for the imagined
emotional closeness of her childhood.

She also did not want to break our relationship hoping it might
bear the fruit we both desperately wanted. ‘Can we still be friends in
the meantime though?” Mumtaz asked with a pleading look in her
eyes. | looked away with a welling sadness in my heart, knowing how
difficult that would be for me. Lovers, or people in love, cannot be
just friends. It is a cliché, I know, but it is also true. It would be

204



Kismet

impossible to continue a relationship like this without physical
intimacy and definite commitment. I was also running out of time. In
five or ten years time, I would not be the man I am now. I did not
have the heart to tell Mumtaz this, but I had been diagnosed with
diabetes, and we all know the havoc that disease can wreak on the
human body.

I was overcome by a feeling of betrayal and emptiness, tortured
by the thoughr of having to give up something I had lived for all these
years. The prospect of a life with Mumtaz I had imagined for so long
was now vanishing before my eyes. How I wished things had turned out
differently. Perhaps some things are simply not meant to be. ‘Everything
has its time and place,” I recalled Mr Shamsher Ali saying all those years
ago, as | left the café in the gathering darkness. ‘ Kismer.
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