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A new film delves into the subject of
mental iliness, something the community
prefers 10 sweep under the carpet,

says Aseem Chhabra

hate hospitals,” Pooja Kumar says as she sits down in a quiet lit-
tle corner — a play space for children at Barnert Hospital in
Paterson, NJ. “I hate the smell of hospitals. This is a real hospi-
tal, not a fake one. People actually work here.”
Kumar is not sick, nor is she visiting a patient. The former Miss
India USA, and the face on the billboards and posters of Andrew
Lloyd Webber and A R Rahman’s Broadway production of Bombay
Dreams, is in the hospital to shoot a feature length film — Hiding
Divya, a story about an Indian American woman with a history of
mental disorder.

“This is an extremely tough role to play,” Kumar says. “It has been
tough beecause all my other roles have been those of submissive and
nice Indian girls. Now I am playing a rebellious single mom who has
rejected her Indian identity, in part because of her strained relation-
ship with her own mother.”

Veteran Indian-American actress Madhur Jaffrey plays Divya, a
woman with bi-polar disorder and a mother who just was not there
for her daughter Palini (Kumar). Palini in turn becomes a mother
at 16, and then runs away from her home. Lo

Heading the project is Rehana Mirza, a 27-year-old New J i
York-based Pakistani-Filipino playwright and screenplay ¢
writer, directing a narrative feature for the first time. She Fi ’ .

-

wrote the script inspired by a suggestion from her older #
sister Rohi (who is producing the film) and other friends ¢
that she tackle the subject of mental illness — an unspo- &
ken issue among South Asians.

The family connections in the making of Hiding 4
Divya do not end here. The film’s two executive pro-
ducers are actor Deep Katdare (American Desi and «
Bombay Dreams), and film publicist, box-office spe- # %
cialist and Rohi Mirza’s husband Gitesh Pandya. ‘i 4
Katdare and Pandya were also executive producers . 5
for American Desit. ¢

“They are a hard-working group with good con- ;i '
nections,” says Jaffrey. She is dressed in a hospi- . » *
tal gown, ready to play Divya who will be admit-
ted in the hospital in the final scene, to be shot » h o
this day. The 70-plus-years-old Jaffrey hasjust . & %
woken from a nap, while Hiding Divya’s cast ' Y
and crew (most of them younger than Jaftfrey’s | .
three daughters), were shooting another scene, . B
and then took a late lunch break at 4.30 pm.

Jaffrey does not think her years of work experience
would intimidate the film'’s cast and crew. “These kids have
so much gumption,” she says. “They are not intimidated one
bit. They are tackling big subjects and they are writing [about
them]. They aren’t atraid.”

Jaffrey started her film career four decades ago with two other
independent filmmakers, producer Ismail Merchant and director
James Ivory, and she sees similarities in the enthusiasm of the two
set of filmmakers.

“They (Merchant and Ivory) started off by making films set in India,
and the westerners were coming to India,” she says. “So the films had
a different feel. Here it’s about the Indian community in America and
it has a different feel. I relate to both, because I grew up in India and
now I have lived here for so many years.”

Jaffrey says she was drawn to Mirza’s script and the character of
Divya. “It’s so rare to get something that is good. I do feel that if it is a
good script, I am obliged to help in some way, because there is no

money 1n these films. And if I do not help out who will? And we are
dying to see ourselves in America on television and on film.”
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Katdare got involved with the project last November, just
as Bombay Dreams was about to wind down its nine-
month run and the actor was still considering moving to
Los Angeles (he has since moved there).

He remembers meeting Mirza, Rohi and Kumar (who
had already committed to the project) after a performance
of Bombay Dreams. “Rehana had written the basic first
draft,” says Katdare, sitting in the space reserved for recep-
tionists at the Barnert Hospital. “I read the piece and 1
really liked it.”

Katdare plays Ravi Das, a medical doctor and the male
romantic lead. “I guess you can say he does all the wooing
and she (Kumar’s Palini) has a hard time giving him very
much back.” Mirza’s Das is an underdog — an intelligent
Indian doctor, yet somewhat socially misfit.

“He 1s shy and he comes across as geeky. But there is cer-
tain amount of charm in him.”

About Mirza’s script, Katdare says: “One of the qualities,
which is rare in South Asian films, is that the writing is fan-
tastic. There are a lot of scripts out there that have South
Asian content, but they are not well-written and so the
actors can only rise above the writing to a small level.”

References to recent American indie films figure all the
time amongst the cast and crew of Hiding Divya. Mirza
says that in writing the script she drew inspiration from
recent films like Garden State and Pieces of April, both of
which tackled the issues of mental illness and the impact
on families to a greater or lesser degree. And Kumar
watched episodes of Gilmore Girls and the indie film
Thirteen, to observe the dynamics of young mothers and
their daughters.

Both feel that certain elements of the South Asian com-
munity will find it hard to accept the fully etched charac-
ters of Hiding Divya.

“Some people will be turned off, while others will say ‘My
God, we have this in our family,” Kumar says. “There
might be people saying ‘Oh you are portraying Indians in a
negative way. But it is not about that. The film is about the
relationship of three women. They have some beautiful
moments and they have ugly moments, which we all have
in our families. But we need to tell this story so that people
will say it is OK, that it is more of problem when you hide
mental illness.”

Inspiration for making Hiding Divya also came from the
huge successes of Mira Nair's Monsoon Wedding and
Gurinder Chadha’s Bend it Like Beckham. Katdare
observes the current state of South Asian-themed films as
compared to the more-barren field when American Desi
was released in early 2001.

“The number of South Asians films in the market were
very limited (when American Desi opened in the US),” he
says. “In today’s market a South Asian film can have a lot
of possibilities. There are studios out there on the look out
for these films.”

“Hiding Divya 1s a dramatic film,” he adds. “There are
very serious issues involved — the issues of mental illness
in the South Asian community and its tendency to sweep it
under as rug. What that does is that it opens the market. I
think there is a possibility of the film getting mainstream
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