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ABSTRACT

This thesis is a collection of four stories.  All the stories are set in India and have women

characters as the main protagonists.  The stories are about ordinary lives that are neither particularly

admirable nor particularly depraved, but all the characters live through and survive experiences that

change and haunt them forever.  

A Vision of the Mahatma is the story of a marriage between Roshini, a young woman,

who does not have an inner vision about her place or purpose in this world, and John who claims to

have had a vision of Mahatma Gandhi which changes the focus of his life.  John wants to give up job

and wife in the pursuit of a solution to India's problem of widespread poverty.  Their moral power

struggle ends when John gently but stubbornly insists on setting up an ashram in rural India leaving

Roshini to face a future that promises to be bleak. 

Five Hundred Acres of Rubber is the story of Asha, a woman, who finds her life in

rural India dreary and monotonous.  She yearns for life in a city, is fascinated by America and believes
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that her salvation lies in an arranged marriage to someone/anyone with a job in USA.  Asha’s family has

its share of pain and cruelty, love and loneliness, security and insecurity, and it is against this backdrop

that the process of arranging Asha’s marriage takes place.  

Nectar of Kochi is the story of a young girl who is growing up as an only child of

devoted but rather insensitive parents in a Indian city.  The conflict in this story moves and shifts from

one between the narrator and her father who is over-ambitious for her, to one between the narrator and

her mother.  The narrator observes her mother's adultery even while she, as an adolescent, is growing

into sexual awareness.  

In Nice Virgin Girl another young protagonist is terrified to discover herself pregnant. 

The fifteen-year old Angelique is torn between several things – between wanting to keep her baby and

the shame of revealing her pregnancy, between constantly squabbling parents, and between the

traditional Indian culture and the global culture that she accesses

through Television.  Angelique's mother forces an abortion on her, and Angelique is devastated when

she learns that her boyfriend approves of the abortion.  The story ends with her realizing that there are

unforgivable things in the world just as there are irreversible actions -- like pregnancy and abortion. 
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A VISION OF THE MAHATMA

It was the morning after John's vision.  The rain had poured over Roshini’s yard all

night, prying loose the deep red soil, turning it into a clotted, dense slush like the gravy of fish curry. 

Roshini was doing the finishing touches for their breakfast--hers and John's.  She threw the mustard

seeds with the onions into the pool of oil at the bottom of the iron cheenichetty.  The black seeds

jumped up and split open sounding like machine gun shots on TV.  But before the seeds finished

spluttering and before their noise tapered off, Roshini threw in the curry leaves and red chilies.  This

was not her usual style.  Usually she was patient, she'd watch and wait, turning the gas knob to lower or

increase the flame until every seed broke open and the onions turned limp and mellow.  

Today she had things on her mind.  She had to think about John's "so-called" vision. 

"So-called" vision.  That meant that the vision was not really a vision and that it was called so only by

John.  Roshini need not call it a vision.  It could have been a dream.  Or a delirium caused by
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something.  Maybe it was a mild, brief episode of schizophrenia.  Such things were known to happen to

intense people.  Or it could be just the mind playing tricks.  Still, it was scary.  After she woke up on

her bed and found that he was not next to her (and it was raining like crazy outside), she began

searching and found him at the foot of the dining table, near the window, lying in a wet crumpled heap. 

There were shallow pools of water around the room’s edge from the spray that came in through the

window, and the corners of John’s dhothi were soaking wet.  The damp pages of Mahatma Gandhi's

My Experiments with Truth flapped in the breeze.  When she woke John, he told her about the vision

he had--Mahatma Gandhi had appeared to him.  The Mahatma, John had said, was in his usual

uniform--loin cloth and walking stick--and told John that he wanted him, John, to fulfill his vision for

India.

“What nonsense,” Roshini had said.  “You did not see any vision.  It may have been a

dream.  You are tired.  Come, come to bed.”  While John fumbled with the book, Roshini helped him

up, tucked his arm under her own and led him to their bedroom. 

“I'm telling you, Roshini,” John had insisted, “it really happened.  I saw the Mahatma

standing there,” he said, pointing at the arrangement of brass in the corner of their drawing room. 

“There, right next to the lamp.”  In the dim light Roshini could see that John’s eyes were grave.  A

gravity so intense and so definite that it frightened her.  Maybe there really was a ghost in their house.

Maybe John had gone completely crazy.  

“Okay, okay, John,” she said.  “You're just tired.  Come, sleep and then tomorrow

you'll be OK.”  But in the bedroom Roshini could not make him sleep.  In the rectangular glow of the

moonlit curtain she saw the smooth plane and curve of his cheek bone.  He looked grave but tranquil
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too, the way he stared up, eyes open wide, not even blinking as though he was trying to read something

written on the ceiling.  His laced fingers lay flat between his chest and stomach.  When did she herself

fall asleep?  Or did she?  

She could hear John from the verandah, now, talking to the beggar.  His voice, so calm,

so pure, so good, just like the kind of person he was--a nonsmoking, nondrinking gentleman with no

bad habits.  That was how the marriage broker who brought John's proposal to her house, four years

ago, had described him to her parents.

Roshini's kitchen was set at an awkward angle and had one windowless wall  adjacent

to the front verandah.  Their voices--the beggar's and John's--easily carried over into the kitchen.  

“Where are you from?”  John was asking the beggar. 

“From up west--Tamil Nadu.”  The beggar's voice was skinny and dry.  “Don't think I

am boasting, but I had 10 acres of land in my village in Tamil Nadu.”  

Then their voices were drowned in the sound of water pouring into the sink and the

clatter of steel utensils.  The maid was washing the dishes.  Since both John and Roshini were working

they could afford to pay a maid 600 rupees a month for doing all the housework.  And they did. 

Vasanthy, the 47-year-old maid with hip-length, straight, black, silky hair and a single white stone set in

gold on the left nostril of a cute pug nose--was very good at cooking, cleaning the clothes, dishes, floor,

bathrooms, dusting the grills on the windows, folding clothes.  All of that.  Still, Roshini liked to potter

around in the kitchen.  She decided the menu, she inspected the spices before they were ground. 

“Don't put so much turmeric, it will be sour,” she said.  Or, “Don't pour the lime juice now, wait until it

is cooler.”  Vasanthy talked back most of the time.  “I know,” she'd say.  “I've been cooking in bigger
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houses than this for the past 35 years.”  "Okay, okay,"  Roshini would say and keep quiet.  Sometimes

Roshini was afraid of Vasanthy.  In her deep purple nightie and the white stone glinting on her tamarind-

colored pug nose, Roshini thought Vasanthy looked a lot like a Sri Lankan suicide bomber.    

Roshini sensed it when John walked in from the verandah.  He had on his naval officer's

uniform--white pants and shirt with navy blue lapels on the shoulder.  His hair, closely cropped and still

wet from his shower, stuck out upright in thin spikes, giving him the look of a Tamil Brahmin math whiz

kid.  John looks fine.  Fine and normal, she thought, setting the table with straw table mats and white

plates with cherry red flower patterns.

“Come, John, let's have our breakfast,”  Roshini said in a sing-song, TV commercial

voice, pulling out a chair and sitting on it herself.  She opened the stainless steel cover of the idli dish. 

“It's idlis today, John.  Your favorite,” she sang again.  

John set his newspaper on the table but did not sit.  He pulled a plate toward him and

started piling it with idlis.  Six, seven, eight idlis.  Then he poured the coconut chutney over it.  “I

thought I'd give that beggar some food.  He has not eaten in days.”  John picked up the plate and 

turned towards the verandah. 

“I don't believe this.  Are you really giving the beggar food on that plate?”  Roshini

shook her head with quick, vigorous nods so that her hair which was tied into a loose bun near her

shoulders unwound and spread all over her back. 

“Yes.  Why?”  

“John, we can't possibly use this plate after a beggar uses it,” she said.  “And anyway
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did you forget that I have morning shift today, we have to get on with things.”  She gathered her hair

with her hand and brought it across her shoulder.  Then, she walked toward the kitchen.  When she

came back she had a battered and blackened aluminum vessel in her hands.  “If you want to feed that

beggar, you better transfer those idlis into this dish.”  She kept the aluminum dish on the table.  

John's eyes when he looked at Roshini then were glazed with a peculiar, sad light that

flickered, flashed, and then disappeared.  He came back to the table and patiently removed the food

from the plate to the aluminum dish and without a word carried it toward the verandah.  

It was irritating, this perfect sweetness of John’s.  It would have been better if John had

insisted on having his way, giving food to the beggar on the nice plate.  Now all she wanted to do was

hold his face between her hands and kiss him on his lean cheeks.  Or was it that she wanted him to

come to her and kiss her, deep and long?  She did not know.  “Okay, John, it's not that I have anything

against feeding the poor.  It's just that I have to reach office at eight today,” she called out.  John kept

walking and did not turn around.  Roshini took a deep breath.  "Also," she said again loudly.  "India is

full of people who have not eaten for days.  If we think about all of them we will never be able to eat." 

John still did not answer.  On the window pane rain drops fell in small scallop-edged dots and traveled

down in sinuous wet trails.  

When John came back to the room, he sat two seats away from Roshini, pulled his

plate toward him and bent his head as though regarding the patterns on the plate.  One brown forearm,

tapering long fingers bent, knuckles a pale yellow because the skin was stretched taut across them,

delicate black hair scrunched under the gold wedding band.  How beautiful his hands were--shaped

exactly the way she imagined an artist’s hands would be.  
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“You know, John,” she said trying to catch his eye, “these plates

are part of the dinner set uncle Cherian gave us for our wedding.  I'm sentimental about them.”  She

reached across the table to touch John's fingers but couldn't because his arm was too far.  John looked

at her hand and looked back into his plate.  “That's why,” she said, her voice trailing anxiously.  

“That's okay,” John said moving his finger along the plate’s edge.  “I didn’t know that

you were so attached to a plate.”  

It was clear from the way he would not look at her, but instead looked at the plate, the

way he held his shoulders, as though he just wanted to be alone, that he felt superior in some way to

her.  She, Roshini, was just a chit of a girl, a two penny sub-editor, who worried about dinner plates

and he, he was a decorated fighter pilot who was generous to beggars and had visions about

Mahatmas.  There he was, with his nice, serene forehead, sitting across from her, waiting for her to

serve him his breakfast, tracing with his forefinger the gold line at the edge of the plate.  She kept her

hands in her lap.  Let him wait.  Meanwhile she would serve herself some idlis.  The idlis had turned

out well today, smooth on one side and finely textured and creamy on the other, puffed up in the middle

and tapering towards the edges.  After pouring the chutney she looked up at John and their eyes met. 

His eyes, his whole face was calm, so unequivocally calm that it looked as though John had a shutter on

his face.  A corrugated iron shutter that made her feel that he did not really mind if she did not serve him

his idlis.  He would serve his idlis himself because he was not really there at the dining table with her. 

His world was bigger.  He was someplace else, alone, without her, far away from the dining table at

their house.  So Roshini stretched out her hand and with a ladle placed one idli at a time on John's

plate.  Her bangles jingled.
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They started eating.  He twisted off a piece of idli and dipped it gingerly into the

chutney.  The tips of his fingers had coconut grains sticking on them.  John was fastidious about the way

he ate.  Roshini, on the other hand, squished the idlis, smushed them, mixed them with sambhar and

chutney.  If she was alone she would squeeze them until it came out like toothpaste between her fingers. 

A husband who would eat from the palm of one's hand.  A husband in love with her. 

She, Roshini, would never have it.  Of course there is love in an arranged marriage, she had once

argued in an intercollegiate debate.  The love in an arranged marriage is more mature, has more flavor. 

It is based not in feeling but in ideals, she had said.  But what had she really meant?  That there would

be love eventually?  Now, in her own case, she doubted that there ever would.  

The rain had become sparse and light--the rain drops were as delicate as grains of rice;

tiny blemishes in the air.  Roshini did not expect anything in life to come easy.  Certainly not a husband's

love.  She believed in give and take.  There always had to be something given before anything could be

taken.  At least for her everything was like that.  A good figure meant that you had to stop eating

sweets and fried food.  A good complexion meant that you had to eat vegetables, remember to drink

eight glasses of water every day and remove your makeup before going to bed.  A good marriage

meant not expressing yourself, and many other things Roshini could not figure out.  The rules were,

most of the time, small and simple but everything, Roshini knew, added up.  Maybe she should ask him

about yesterday, about the vision, but when she looked at him there was that shutter on his face. 

“How is the chutney?  Does it taste like it has been seasoned with meat masala?”

Roshini asked.  Roshini wanted John to come back from the remote place he had gone to, come back

and be with her in the eating of idlis.  
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“No, it's very good.”  Then there was silence again, except for the tinkles from Roshini's

bangles.  If she lived till she was sixty five, for that was the life span of an average  Indian according to

the latest census, then she calculated she would have to spend forty more years like this with him, with

the cold, clean light coming from his eyes, the shutter on it, his silences, his moods, his belief in his

superiority.  She did not want to eat anymore. 

When Roshini was doing her Masters in Public Administration she had always imagined

that she would one day qualify for the Indian Administrative Service.  “We are not giving you the best

education so you can be just a housewife.  After you get married you should be financially

independent,” her mother kept telling her.  “You should have a job so you don't have to stand in front of

anyone and stretch out your arms for alms,” Roshini's mother said.  “Not just a job,” her father said. 

“My daughter shall not have just a job,” he said stroking her hair. “She will have a career.  Daughter, a

career will empower you,” he said.  “She should write for IAS,” he said.  Roshini agreed with both of

them.  She imagined herself in elegant, pastel-shaded, cotton saris, her hair in coiled buns at the nape of

her neck, her high heels clicking as she walked down the corridors in government office buildings. 

She'd heard that once you get into the IAS you are set for life.  You'll have a chauffeur-driven car and

you'll never have to fetch even a glass of water for yourself, the teacher at the IAS coaching class had

said. 

That was four years ago.  She never managed to clear the main exams.  Now she

worked in a news agency; her office was an old Nair Tharavadu with peeling blue paint, narrow

verandahs jammed with black typewriters, yellow tables in cavernous halls, computer terminals under
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fluorescent industrial lamps.  On the staircase walls there were red betel spit stains.  Roshini traveled by

bus if she managed to get dressed on time.  Today she missed the 7.30 bus, so she had to go in an

autorickshaw.  That's another 20 rupees gone, Roshini sighed in her mind. 

She had been saving up to buy furniture.  Then they could invite people over.  Friends. 

Good upwardly mobile middle-class people like her and John.  They would come to her house and sit

on her furniture and laugh and talk about art and books and politics.  Old Malayalam music would play

in the background and she would light incense sticks.  There would be teak and ivory figurines of snake

boat races, darkly polished teak elephants, sofas with bells on them, and coffee tables engraved with

ivory designs.  She would serve vegetarian and non-vegetarian food, payasam and cakes.  This was

Roshini's dream.  And yes, go for vacations. Now in Kochi everybody was going for vacations.  Sam

spent 16,000 rupees on their last vacation in Kathmandu and Amita went to Udaipur and lived in a

palace for a vacation.  And yes, have a baby.  A smiling baby with a bald head.  This was also

Roshini's dream.   

"Don't open the door to anyone, okay," Roshini said to Vasanthy before she stepped

out, her leather office hand bag slung over her shoulder, a tightly rolled wad of money in her right hand,

a printed pink umbrella in her left.  John had left on his scooter twenty minutes before.  Outside, the sky

was big and blue with gently sloping curves.  In Roshini's mind something unfolded, expanded, filled

with air and buoyed up, like a parachute.  She was a working girl with an elegant bag and a pretty

umbrella.  She held her back ramrod straight and her chin lifted as though she was walking with a book

on her head. 
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There were slushy orange puddles on the red mud road, the black stones on them had

sharp edges.  Near a banyan tree with huge gnarled roots hanging from its branches three

autorickshaws were parked in a straight line.  Roshini approached the nearest, whose driver sat in the

front seat, his head buried in a newspaper.

“Will this auto go?” Roshini said. 

“Where to?” the driver said in a flat, dispassionate voice and then lifted his head from

the newspaper.  There was sandalwood paste on his forehead and a shoeflower petal tucked behind his

ear. 

“Hospital road,” Roshini said.

“No,” he said curtly and looked back into his newspaper.  Such rudeness was the

machismo of the mallu lower class.  It was a result of being raised on communist rhetoric, being

unemployed and literate at the same time, Roshini had read somewhere.  So true, she thought.  

“What are you waiting for,” Roshini said.  “For somebody to ask you for a ride to

America?”   

He laughed a sneering kind of laugh.  “Early in the morning you crack very good jokes,”

he said looking up from his paper.  His nostrils were long and narrow and it looked as though his nose

was stapled together.  

The next auto was parked a little distance away.  Roshini tried to peer through the

windshield and gauge that driver’s expression so she could make out if he would be more willing to go. 

The driver was sitting in the auto, hands over the handle bars as though he was ready to start his auto.  

“Hospital road.” Roshini said when she reached him.  
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He moved his head a bit, a hint of a nod as though he already knew where she wanted

to go.  There was the smell of stale beedi smoke inside the auto.  The driver looked as though he had

just had his bath, his hair oily and shiny black, slicked close to his skull, wearing the auto driver’s

uniform--khaki shirt and pants.  Roshini sat back.  The seat was black vinyl, cold and smooth.  When

the driver kick-started the auto, Roshini lurched forward.  They drove into the 7:45 traffic of the South

over bridge and Roshini held her breath so she didn't have to breathe in the thick fumes curling from

under the buses and cars.  When she finally couldn't hold it anymore she took in a deep breath and

imagined the follicles in her lungs turning black and her blood turning purple.  She had recently edited a

story which said that Kochi was on par with Mexico City when it came to pollution. 

Buses smeared with sandalwood paste were screeching forward, with people  standing

on their footsteps, hanging out their doors.  A conductor, a steel-colored whistle on his lips, stood with

one skinny, khaki-clad leg on the bus’s footboard and the other hanging out.  Another bus came from

behind and overtook Roshini's auto from the right side.  It almost hit the auto, and Roshini closed her

eyes.  The bus roared past without hitting, and a breeze thick with the bus’s smoke whipped Roshini's

kameez and her chunni.  She sat huddled, pulling and pressing her clothes to her.  Roshini had the

sense of someone staring at her, and when she looked into the rearview mirror she could see on it the

drivers face--his eyes fixed on her.  She could see the thick eyebrows dip and join right above the

bridge of his nose, his eyes set deep into their sockets.  He looked young and intense, like Jane Eyre's

Heathcliff, she thought.  Maybe he was a closet poet.  In Kerala, where the suicide, unemployment, and

literacy rates were very high, there were cooks who held masters degrees.  She had done a story on

that recently, which said that literacy and education kindled aspirations and ambition, but since the
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stagnant economy could not meet those aspirations young people committed suicide. 

When their eyes met, she quickly averted her gaze, thought of John, and looked at the

meter.  John with his thick muscular shoulders and spiky hair.  She remembered the expression on his

face when she told him to give the beggar food in the battered aluminum container--the sad, hurt look

of a lamb.  And then the shutters over his eyes and how distant he seemed.  And how she found him

slumped under the table last night.    

Numbers were falling into the open square windows of the meter.  First it was three in

the meter, then it was six, soon it was twelve.  “I think your meter is doctored,” she wanted to say to

the driver but did not because his eyes were still fixed on her.  Roshini quickly averted her gaze again. 

They were still on the bridge and the meter was already showing eighteen rupees.  Through the mildew

stained concrete trestle she could see a  rusty maroon  goods train far below and the black tracks,

shining like a bunch of tangled snakes just fallen from a snake charmer's basket. 

I shall ask him if he knew that something might be wrong with the meter.  But this time

when she raised her head to catch his eye he was still staring at her, and Roshini noticed that his eyes,

although deep inside their sockets, were large and liquid.  Like Kamalahasan's eyes.  Maybe when he

dropped her off he would explain that the meter was not working and would not take more than

twenty-two rupees from her.  Maybe he would tell her that it did not matter to him how much she paid

him.  What mattered was that she was sitting in his auto and that was reward enough for him. 

The driver accelerated and they rode through huge puddles.  Roshini saw the orange

water splash on a brown tree trunk, the undergrowth of dandelions and star flowers.  Maybe something

about her face was very compelling to him and had made him fall hopelessly in love with her.  Why else
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would he stare at her so?  The meter was showing thirty-six rupees now.  The road was flanked by

stacks of concrete building with faded paint and dark patches of moss or mildew.  Black crows with

gray necks moved their heads with jerky movements on telephone lines.  By the time they entered

hospital road the meter was showing forty rupees. 

The driver stopped in front of a high compound wall with two concrete silver lions at

the gate.  The meter now showed forty-five rupees.

“How much?” Roshini asked when she got off.  Inside the auto there had been that

feeling between them, the kind of unspoken feeling that exists sometimes between some people, feelings

that exist only in the air and communicates itself not in words but only in things like the widening of the

pupil, a pull of the muscle at the corner of the mouth, or a burst of shine on the cheek.  

The driver leaned over to the meter.  He was wearing a khaki half-sleeved shirt that

hung loose on his shoulders.  He was probably just a boy; definitely not more than 21.  He turned the

meter towards him and said, “Forty-five.” 

“Forty-five rupees," Roshini said.  “Are you joking?  I thought the meter was not

working.  I usually  come this way and it never goes this high.”  

“Are you saying the meter is doctored?” he asked.  His voice was jerky, high and

angry.  Now she could see his face fully.  He had the kind of intensity that terrorists had.  Roshini had

often studied the photographs of terrorists mounted on the bulletin board in her office, some taken by

the IPI photographers and some from Reuter and AFP news agencies.  And it had seemed to her that

all of the terrorists all over the world--the angry young Khalistanis of Punjab, the Mujahideen of

Kashmir, the Hamas in Palestine, the Taliban in Afghanistan--all those youngsters who covered their
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faces from the nose down with triangular handkerchiefs had the same expression, the same liquid

burning eyes.  Of course, the things she thought existed between the auto driver and her, Roshini now

realized, were not real.  Like all auto drivers, he was dishonest and greedy and she, Roshini was just

another passenger he could ogle at.  Everything else that she had imagined was just that--her

imagination.  

“I don't know about your meter, but I always take an auto for this distance and it has

never come up to more than twenty-two rupees,” she said and shifted her weight from one leg to

another.    

“People like you,” he said, “go around all dressed up, like decent people, but when it

comes to payment for the auto ride you took, you become different.”  On the other side of the road

men in white shirts and dhotis lounged near the  two little box-like shops which sold newspapers,

magazines, big glass jars of candy, bunches of bananas that hung on hooks over their counters.  The

men were smoking cigarettes and reading newspapers or magazines.  At the driver's raised voice, some

of them looked at Roshini and the auto.  Embarrassed, Roshini rummaged in her bag and came up with

45 rupees.  

“Here,” she said, remembering the book on assertiveness, and handing him the money. 

“You can have the money but I am taking down your registration number.”  She took out a pen and a

small paper pad from her bag; her fingers shook as she wrote down the registration number of the auto. 

Then she walked away.  

I should have told him that I am from the press, she thought.  Oh, why, oh, why didn't I

think of it?  But, it wouldn't have made a difference.  I certainly don't look like a powerful journalist with
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connections in the ministry of transportation.  But how rude that driver was.  Life would be so much

better if only people were more civil to each other 

The thirty employees in the Illustrated Press of India (IPI) worked in six-hour shifts. 

The morning shift people were supposed to arrive before the late night shift left the office.  NSP

(Parvathi), the other person scheduled for the morning shift, was sitting at the foreign desk in front of a

computer when Roshini reached the office.  The late night shift had already left.  

“I thought you were never coming,” NSP said with a pout.  She picked up a tea cup

from the top of her computer terminal and looked at Roshini.  In Roshini’s office, everyone was known

by his or her initials.  Roshini’s were RJ.  

“My auto driver was trying to cheat me.  He took forty-five rupees from me for a trip

from the South junction to here,” Roshini said, hanging her bag on the backrest of her chair. She gave

NSP an anxious look.  It said I am sorry, but it also said, It was not my fault.  “Any important stories”?  

“No, no, there is nothing important,” NSP said.  “I've sent some Reuter stories."

“Thanks, NSP,” Roshini said brightly.  Roshini did not want to behave like an average,

lower class, mallu.  

“Are you planning to work at the domestic desk today?” NSP asked, drawing her sari

pallu across her wide stomach in the same manner as warriors in old Hindi movies drew their swords.  

“Well, since you have already started on the foreign desk I thought I would.  Why, do

you want to work here?” Roshini said feigning innocence.  She knew that NSP did not really care
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where she worked.  Whichever desk she was at, NSP would have something to pout about.  

“Well, since I have already started here, I might as well do this,” she said with the air of

taking on a big burden.  

In Roshini’s workstation there were three stories.  One was about a cyclone in

Hyderabad.  One person had even died in a cyclone-related house collapse.  Another was about the

death of a poet at Edapally.  The third was the report of a speech by the General Secretary of the

Youth Congress Party.

“Have you tried the new Baskin Robbins ice cream shop near Parthas cinema?” NSP

called out from across the room. 

“What?”  Roshini had to sigh at the strange things NSP came up with.  The first time

they met, NSP told Roshini that she did not have any kids even after eight years of marriage. The

reason was that her husband worked night shifts at a newspaper office.  And Roshini hadn’t even

asked.

“The Baskin Robbins,” NSP said.  “It just started last week.  They have 75 flavors. 

You should try the pistachio flavored one.  It is too good.”  

“We went to The Woodlands Ice cream Parlor last month,” Roshini said.  “We had

Kassatta.”  It had been John’s idea.  A knot tightened in her chest when she remembered that.  What

had happened to her John?  Why, oh why was he going crazy like this?  

“Pooh, Woodlands.  That is nothing like the Baskin Robbins.  They don’t have the

flavors, the variety.”  NSP walked over to the wall where the duty chart was hung.  Bells tinkled when

NSP walked because she wore anklets with bells that she was too old for.  



17

Roshini read and re-read each story but could not make up her mind about which story

to send first.  Who was the most newsworthy?  A poet who dies due to something natural like old age

or an ordinary man who dies due to a natural calamity like a cyclone?  Is old age a natural calamity? 

Maybe I should ask NSP.  But then she was too eccentric.  Maybe I should call the Chief News

Editor?  Suppose he is having his bath?  Or doing his morning ablutions?  She looked at her watch.  It

was 8:05.  This is the time when they, the editors, do their ablutions.  We juniors have to do it all, early

in the morning.  And if it does not come we have to  groan and push and force it out  so we can avoid

using the dirty IPI bathroom.  Finally, Roshini decided to call the James canteen for a cup of tea.

“If you are calling the canteen, order a tea for me too,” NSP called out.  

“Okay.”  

The cyclone story had been filed by a stringer in Hyderabad and contained  sentences

like “Gale winds between 90 to 100 kilometers accompanied the cyclone.”  Roshini's eyes glossed over

the numbers.  Numbers never did make sense to Roshini.  They were too treacherous.  Winds traveling

at 90 to 100 kilometers per hour indeed.  What does it mean?  Roshini deleted that sentence.  It was

better to write that the “Winds rode ferociously like a mad bull.  They threw down trees and tore  down

houses.”  She could hear the  the dull roar of the teleprinters in the creed room, the muffled sound of

people talking.  The door leading from the creed room opened and a man holding a thick sheaf of

papers walked towards Roshini.  He dumped everything on her desk.    

"So you are the boss today, eh?" he said looking pointedly at her breasts.  When he

smiled his teeth were small and his gums were big, protruding and shiny pink.  His mouth reminded her

vaguely of some strange flower she had seen in The National Geographic.  
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A young guy with a somewhat handsome face wearing a sweat-soaked shirt brought

Roshini's tea in a white chipped cup and a puddle of tea on the saucer.  Roshini tapped on the computer

keys, watching intently the bone white letters on the glowing gray screen.  And then as the words

jumped around on the screen, a change came over Roshini.  It was the words, the way they made their

way about in her mind, where they ran around in circles like children playing ring around the roses;

clung to each other in lumpy clusters like sea anemones; or formed long delicate lines like beads in a

necklace.  Roshini had never been caught in a cyclone.  But she remembered the rains of her childhood. 

She had made paper boats with old notebook paper and floated them on the puddles of rain water in

the front yard of her parents home.  She remembered the rains of her teenage years when, lying on her

bed, feet propped up on a window sill, she used to watch the rain through the green plastic mosquito

netting.  The rain that fell on the ribbed leaves of the plantain, making them bend down, making her

heart grow all warm and gooey like a melting lump of jaggery in a black-bottomed pot over an orange

fire.  Roshini wrote things like “storm of great darkness and immense, tormenting downpour”  She

wrote that the “flood swallowed up houses and marigold patches,” and that the “trees bent and plunged

and fell.”  Roshini cut and pasted, deleted, wrote and rewrote.  It seemed to Roshini then, that perhaps

if she hadn't watched so much rain, if she had used that time for studying, doing something useful,

perhaps, she might have been riding around in a chauffeur-driven car now.  She would not be in danger

of turning into someone like PSN, in danger of having people stare at her breasts so insolently.  A thin

film of brown cream formed over her tea, like a peel-off face mask 

By the time Roshini finished the cyclone story it was 10.30. and she had 27 stories in

the terminal.  The editorial room was filling up and getting noisier.  Both PSN (P.S. Nair) and SAM
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(Sinu Annie Mammen) came in together at 10.  PSN was a senior, at least forty, a shy man and Roshini

admired him very much.  She admired his clearheaded ability to discern the relative importance of

various news items.  Often the stories he sent ended up in the front page of newspapers.  She admired

his doggedness, his ability to sit and edit story after story, and not ever take a break at the James’s

canteen, not even order for tea.  He did not look at anybody’s breasts.  When there was no work, he

went through discarded copies of Reuter and AFP news items and sent grisly stories with headlines like

Woman in China drowns own children.  Or California woman cuts off husband’s penis.  “These

can be used as fillers in news papers,” he said.  

"Hi, RJ,” PSN said, lifting his chin a little.  The way uncles greeted their nephews and

nieces.  “Lots of work?”

"There was just this cyclone story from Hyderabad. I sent it."  Roshini wished everyone

would read her cyclone story and note the fine words she had written.  She turned to look at SAM. 

SAM was adjusting the graceful folds of her chunni.  It was by such incessant adjusting that SAM

managed to keep the folds always graceful, Roshini noted.  Like PSN, SAM was also quiet. But SAM

was not quiet because she was shy but quiet because she was snooty.  She had all the things a girl

needed.  Beautiful clothes, beautiful face, a beautiful husband, a beautiful home, beautiful emotions.  She

did not need anything, or anyone.  Everyone else needed her. 

“Hi, SAM,” Roshini said.  She wanted to talk, but SAM did not, so she only smiled at

Roshini and then looked back into the screen.            

Later when Roshini was editing a story with lots of economic data, MSA pulled a

swivel chair next to her.  MSA was the Deputy Chief News Editor.   His was a job that required him to
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be on back-slapping, gossiping, having-lunch-together terms with the management higher-ups and the

sub-editors.  Before his appointment as Deputy Chief News Editor, he worked as a correspondent in

London.  He liked to send stories about murder, elopement, and over-achieving kids in England’s

Indian community.  Rumor had it that all the stories he sent were culled from the local newspapers.  In

other words he was a terrible journalist.  He owed his present position to some big shot godfather of his

in the ministry of information and broadcasting.  

“Good morning,” MSA said in a hearty, booming way to Roshini.  His aftershave had a

nose-piercing quality to it. 

“Achoo.” Roshini sneezed and hurriedly covered her mouth with her handkerchief.  

“God bless you,” MSA said.  

“Thank you,” Roshini murmured.  She could hear the rhythmic swish, swish sound

MSA made when he rubbed his legs together. 

“RJ,” he said.  “You please get that cyclone story that you sent this morning on the

screen.”  

“Can I just finish what I am working on?” Roshini said.

“This is an urgent matter,” he said.  “You please get that story you sent on screen.”  

Roshini did not like his tone.  Here she had been toiling all morning and he walked in

cooly at eleven and expected her to drop everything to do his bidding.  

“But I have 27 stories in my terminal.  I simply don't have the time.”  Roshini thought

her tone was perfect--polite and rude at the same time.  She enjoyed the recklessness of talking like
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this to a boss.  After all what could he do to her.  She had just finished editing a story so beautifully.  

“See,” MSA said.  “I did not go to English medium convent school like you, and I may

not speak ash push English like you, but I know what to write and what not to write in news agency

copy.  Look at the cyclone story you sent.”  His shaking legs kept making the swish, swish sound. 

“What in the hell you have written?”

“Listen,” Roshini said, looking at PSN and SAM. Both of them were looking hard into

their screens.  “Listen,”she started again.  “I know what I wrote, and I know there is nothing wrong

with it.  Now, if you'll excuse me, I'd like to get on with my work.”  She knew she was pushing her

luck.  She could not, just could not respect someone just because of the position he held.  

MSA rolled back in his chair, pulled out a piece of paper from his pocket.  “Trees

plunged, bent and were swallowed up by flood waters,” he read from the paper.  He was shaking his

head like a Carnatic singer in the throes of his alaapanam.  Then he turned to her and said, “Is this

any way to write news agency copy?”  

Roshini was glad for all the chaos in the editorial office.  MSA's voice was drowned in

the sound of people milling around, talking on the phone, the clatter of keyboards, machines from the

creed room.

“Is this news agency copy or tabloid copy?”  He asked again.  Roshini stared deep into

the screen.  Oh how she hated MSA.  She could feel a sting at the back of her eyes.  The story she was

doing had a Madurai dateline and it was about the Integrated Rural Development Program in TN. 

“You write that trees were uprooted, not that they were swallowed,” MSA said.  

“I don't see anything wrong in writing like that.  I think if you write this way more
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people will read it,” she said turning and fixing him with a gaze that she thought was bold.  But her voice

shook a little.  

“That is not the point.  This is news agency.  We have a reputation to keep.”  He shook

his head.  “This is not right at all.  So change it please,” he said, waving the paper and walking toward

the reporter’s room.  

Neither PSN nor SAM said anything to Roshini after MSA left.  They just kept steadily

working.  The horrible creatures, Roshini thought.  Here I am humiliated by the boss and they do not

have even a word to say to me.  SAM, she could understand, she was Ms.Cold Fish Self-Sufficient,

but how could PSN do this to her.  Et tu, PSN.  

The phone rang and SAM picked up the receiver.  She spoke low and deep into the

receiver, giggling, coiling and uncoiling the cord, shifting her weight from one leg to another.  It must be

her husband, Roshini thought.  SAM's body language said that there was perfect happiness in SAM's

marriage.  When SAM finally put down the phone , Roshini stood up, stretched her arms and asked

SAM casually, “Coming for a break?”

“No, I have tons of work to do.”  SAM said and smiled.  As Roshini walked to the

James canteen she tried to maintain a nonchalant look on her face, she swung her arms a little so her

gait would look casual too.  In the bathroom mirror on the way to the canteen she thought she looked

like a poverty-stricken artist.  Her hair curled in small tendrils on the top of her head, there was an oily

sheen on her nose, her kajal spread across the hollow under her eyes, and her lips were a dark,

brownish pink.  Roshini smoothed the top of her head, but the tiny curling tendrils sprang up again.  She

bit her lower lip hard to get some color into them, and for a second there was a rush of color, and then
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again it was a dark, gray pink. 

When Roshini first joined the IPI in 1995 the James canteen served only idlis, dosas,

vadas and upma.  Of late the menu had diversified and now North Indian snacks like samosas,

kachri, sweet meats like laddu and even things like burgers were available there.  Some one in the

editorial had dubbed it the post-liberalization menu.

Roshini asked for a burger and a cup of tea.  The Formica-top table with brown wood

rings on it looked clean but smelled of a dirty kitchen cloth, Roshini kept both her hands on her lap. 

She thought about John and the shutter on his face.  I'll call mother and tell her about John's vision.  No,

actually I won't.  Mother will want to come over and she'll want to talk to John.  Then she'll go back

and call me up and say that she has a tension headache just thinking about my fate. She would say that

Roshini was always like that, from the time she was born she had caused her mother tension headaches. 

I will not call mother.  Everything will be fine.  I just have to keep my cool.  

The burger buns came oily and hot, a big piece of fried onion and a small  vegetable

cutlet inside them.  It was terrible.  The tea cup had a faint pink lipstick mark on the rim.  She pushed it

away from her.  I should call John, she thought.  Elizabeth Spark said that you should feign an interest in

all that your husband is interested in.  Elizabeth Spark was the author of The Complete Woman, a

book that uncle Cherian gave her as wedding gift along with the dinner set.  It had an 11-point plan to

fix troubled marriages.  When she had got the book a few days before her wedding, she could scarcely

imagine that she would study it so closely or would come to rely on it so much.  But then she had

always thought that bad marriages, like cancer, was something that happened to other people. 

“Go to football matches with him,” Spark's book said.  “Ask him about the goals
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scored by his favorite player.”  Spark lived in America.  Roshini would understand John if he was

interested in cricket.  All her brothers loved cricket.  Roshini herself understood cricket.  When she was

13, she even had a crush on the Pakistani cricketer Imran Khan.  I love Immi, she inscribed on the palm

of her hand with her ballpoint pen.  Immi, Immi, Immi--she carved on her class room desk with the

points of her divider from her Camlin geometry box. 

But what did John mean when he said he wanted to save India?  Roshini was not

against giving alms.  She was not against donations to charitable organizations.  In fact, just the last

week she had given money to her mother who had organized a drive to collect money for schoolbooks

for poor children.  She had given a lot of money.  Roshini was generous.  Nobody could dispute that. 

But what was John saying?  Who could save India?  Can any one person save 900 million people– 450

million of them under the poverty line?  Did he know what he was talking about?  Yet John was so

normal in every other respect.  He was clean, and weren't mad people unkempt and dirty?  He read

newspapers like normal men, he never spoke to himself, he spoke sense except when he spoke about

the vision.  By all appearances he was doing well at his office.  Maybe this will pass.  Maybe he'll

forget.  But, meanwhile, I'll ask him about the beggar.  I'll call now and ask him about the beggar.  I'll

show him that I am a woman with some social conscience, some depth, some substance.   

            

Later, after coming back from her break, Roshini found that her cyclone story had been

killed.  It had MSA’s initials on it.  She decided to go to HSR, the Chief News Editor, to find out about

this.  She liked going to HSR occasionally.  He reminded her of her father.  He even wore safari suits

just like her father.  Today it was navy blue.  A long time ago Roshini had decided in her mind that HSR
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was not the news agency type at all.  He was just like her, slow to react and deeper in feeling.  Like

her, he liked to go beyond the news. 

But HSR shrugged when she asked him.  “I don’t know about it.  Want some coffee?”

he asked.  She came out of his room feeling forlorn.  Something throbbed at her temples and it ached. 

The people milling around in the editorial were talking too loudly.  The phones were ringing too loudly.  

In the two-rupee bus, the driver started with a jerk and Roshini fell against the soft

body of a fat woman who sat with a black plastic handbag on her lap.  She said "Sorry," to the fat

woman.  She pretended not to hear the conductor when he told her to go to the back.  Loud music

from a popular movie was playing.  She thought about SAM, the way she stood there leaning against

the table, with the confidence of a woman who was loved, a woman who had everything in life--clothes

for clothes, husband for husband, love for love, even a boss who admired her.  When the bus turned at

steep corners, the driver turned his steering wheel with a flourish, swaying his whole body in tandem

with the curve of the road.  At the next stop a young girl wearing a red salwar with white polka dots

got on.  She had the perky, chirpy glow of a college girl.  She smiled at the conductor, murmuring how

lucky she was to get into the bus before it rained.  She rested her back against a steel pillar, opened her

palm; inside it was a worn white handkerchief, and inside the handkerchief was a folded plantain leaf

parcel tied with sack thread.  The girl undid the thread, and there was a lump of brown, gooey

payasam inside the leaf.  The smell of ghee and cardamom spread all around.  

The girl offered the payasam to the conductor who came to her with his ticket folder

and money bag saying, “Take, take, this is the prasaadam from Shiva's temple.”  She inched her way
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through the people to the driver's seat and offered him the prasaadam.  Soon she was smiling and

laughing with him, talking to him about the music.  “Did you see the movie?  It’s lovely.”  Then after a

while, “I thought this bus would never come.”  The driver took a lump from her plantain leaf and ate it. 

The conductor, meanwhile, was still trying to make her buy the tickets.  A message passed from the

driver to the conductor, and the conductor turned to Roshini with his tickets.  While Roshini paid the

money, the girl offered her prasaadam to all the people near her.  When the girl caught Roshini looking

at her, she offered it to Roshini too.  The driver asked the women who were sitting in the seat in the

drivers cabin to 'adjust' a little so the girl in the polka dotted salwar could sit too.  The women shuffled,

moved, and squeezed themselves more tightly against each other.  The girl sat down, kept her bag  on

her knee, and wrapping up her banana leaf, put it back in the bag.  The remnants of a smile lit up her

face.  Roshini could not stop staring at her, the wild and frivolous thing who got herself a free ride in a

two rupee bus.  Roshini had spent forty-seven rupees that day just to go and come from office.  

            

The water on the roads had dried up, and orange clay had hardened into a lumpy thing

the consistency of chappathy dough.  Thick clumps of it stuck to Roshini's sandals as she walked back

home from the bus stop.  The sun was high up and blazing.  All the way back she thought about the girl

in the polka dotted salwar kameez.  What was it about such girls?  Some girls in her school had this

same quality; it was like an aura about them.  No, it was not beauty, but something more than beauty,

more vibrant, compelling, and burning in a way that cast a spell.  The thought made Roshini feel rough,

coarse, and lonely.     
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John was in the verandah leaning back on a wicker chair, his feet propped up on the

rails, his white dhothi tucked between his legs, and a pile of books next to him. 

“I picked them up from Paico, on my way back from office,” he said.  Roshini smiled,

and picked up a book from the pile.  It was Teillard a Chardin's Phenomenon of Man. 

“Oh, big philosophy,” she said and made a face.  She kept the book back on the top of

the pile of books.  Then she ducked her head, lifted his hand to look at the cover of the book he was

reading.  It was, My Experiments with Truth by Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi.  Roshini groaned

mockingly.  Smiling, she caught the tip of John’s nose between her forefinger and thumb, pulled it and

said, “So how is the visionary?” 

“Fine.”  He smiled and shrugged.  A panel of sunlight cast a broad stripe across his

face, across his eyes and half his nose.  His pupils glittered, like two precious stones with cobweb

designs inside. 

“Seriously, John,” she said, resting her back against the pillar.  “Now that you have had

time to put things in perspective, do you still think that it was really, really Mahatma Gandhi in our

drawing room last night?”  Roshini threw her head back and laughed at the thought.  

“There is no doubt in my mind.”  John leaned back and looked at her as though he was

waiting for her to ridicule him again.  He opened his mouth as though he was about to say something

and then closed it again. 

“John,” Roshini said.  “Such things don't happen in real life, you know. Really, I'm

telling you, they don't.  Maybe you felt like that because you have been thinking too much about things.” 

Then sighing deeply Roshini took off her sandals, carried them to the outer steps leading to the
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verandah and left them there.  

“Why not?”  John was in perfect lassitude.  The open book rested on his lap, his fingers

laced at the back of his head.  

“Because,” she said, “everything has a rational explanation.  Mahatma Gandhi was

dead and gone, long before you and I were born.  He is not going to come back again to tell us things. 

It is almost as though you believe in ghosts, the way you are going on.  I mean, was it a ghost or what?” 

John shook his head and Roshini was quiet again, for a while.  Then she started again.  “Maybe, if these

things happen again we should see a psychiatrist.”  She ran her forefinger along the edge of the mosaic

railing.  

John laughed and then stopped laughing abruptly.  “There is more to man and human

life,” he said slowly and patiently, with the air of an adult explaining something to an impatient teenager,

“than rational, material things that are easy to understand.  Two plus two is four, always.  That is the

explainable, reasonable part of human life.  But there is this whole, other dimension in the world, in the

human personality which has not been studied enough or explained adequately by science.  That is the

realm of spirit.  You should know more about it than me; women are supposed to be the intuitive ones.” 

John’s eyes brushed over her for a second and then he looked away again.  “Anyway, in that realm, the

other dimension which is as much a part of man as anything else, there are many things that cannot be

explained.  The most powerful aspects of human life have their source in this realm.  Take, for example,

a thing like love.  A powerful thing.  Just think about all that it is.  Its numerous manifestations, its

unpredictability, its power to transform human life and even destroy it when it is perverted.  Unless you

experience love you cannot know what it is.  Similarly, the vision I had is my experience and my
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experience only.  I don’t think anyone can deny what I experienced.  I don’t think you can sit there and

tell me that it is not true.  Believe me, Roshini, I am struggling with it. But whatever you do, don’t deny

it, don’t call me mad.  True, I am unable to explain it in terms of two plus two.  But just because I am

unable to do that does not mean that I did not see a vision of the Mahatma, that all that I experienced is

not valid.  For now, please accept it as something from a part of life that we, as human beings do not

understand yet.”  He leaned forward and adjusted the pile of books.  “History is full of people like me.

People who have been moved by visions, ideas, ideals.  Take Mother Teresa for instance.  What is it

that made her come to this miserable country from Europe?  Well, what is it that makes her spend all

her time, nursing the dying in the Calcutta streets?  Or take, Mahatma Gandhi for instance.  If it wasn’t

for him, and the way he lived his life I’m sure you wouldn’t have the job that you are having now.”  He

was silent for a while, looking down at the book on his lap.  “And I don’t believe in ghosts,” he said in a

very quiet way.  

He had just trusted her with something that was important to him.  She should not spoil

that trust by speaking.  Roshini knew that, but she spoke anyway.  “You know, John, there are many

kinds of mental illnesses where people have visions.  In paranoia, for example, people have delusions

that they are someone else.  I remember reading somewhere about this guy who believed he had a

vision of Napoleon.  Apparently Napoleon told him to go and fight battles.”  Roshini looked at him

through hooded lids.  “See, I’m not saying that your experience is the same, but there is no harm in

going to the doctor.”

John's eyes had that same peculiar expression he had in the morning, when she told him

to remove the idlis for the beggar from the plate into the battered aluminum.  
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"I have nothing to say.  All I can say is that you don't understand."  

"I don't understand," she said.  "You are saying that I don't understand.  Look who

is talking."  Roshini's voice was high and angry.  "That's what all mad people say."  

John stood up, retied the knot of his dhothi over his vest, and gathered up all his books,

as though there was nothing more to be said.  

It made her angrier.  "Really," she said, "have you ever heard of mad people willingly

going to the mental hospital?"

"Say what you wish," John said.  The books he held made a pillar that reached up to his

chin.  Over the books he looked at her with the same mournful expression, then he walked inside. 

There was curly black hair growing on his shoulders, in the deep U of his vest. 

Roshini felt herself grow hot.  She pulled her feet up, and leaned against the pillar.  The

bricks that she and Vasanthy had arranged diagonally around the flower beds were now almost

completely covered with green moss.  Dandelions grew beside them.  Dull brown pools of water in the

flower patches caught the sunlight like funky shaped  mirrors.  Slimy wet leaves clung to the green

dahlia stems.  Now, what did I say to him?  I wish I could close a door over my mouth.  How will I

ever, ever undo what I said to him?  She sat there for a few minutes, and then walked barefooted into

the house. 

In the bedroom, John sat in the yoga posture, legs drawn up on the cot, staring at some

point in space.  Roshini hung her black handbag on a bent nail on the door of the almirah with the

mirror.  She unwrapped her sari, gathered it in a bunch, and put it near John on the cot.  Then, in her

blue and red salwar kameez, she stood in front of John and held out her hand. 
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“Sorry, John,” she said. “I really didn't mean it.”  John looked at her, and tugged her

gently toward him.  She sat on the floor and buried her face in his lap.  John held her hand with one

hand and with the other, stroked her hair. 

“It's okay,” he said.  “Tell me about your day.” 

Roshini rested her head against John's stomach.  She liked the feel of his soft, worn

t-shirt against her temples and cheek.  Here she felt safe, not lonely or ugly, but restored to strength. 

But Roshini couldn't remember what she had done at her office.  She remembered the cyclone story,

the kill message on it, and she remembered MSA and HSR.  But she could not remember the other 27

stories she had done.  She wished John could read the lovely sentences she had written.  

“Nothing,” she said.  “There is a cyclone in Hyderabad, everything else is as usual. 

Come let's have tea.”  

They held hands and walked towards the dining room.  Roshini wanted to tell him but

did not want to remember it yet.  For now she just wanted to feel the roughness of John's fingers

around her own.   

II

In August, in Kochi, the sun is a scoured copper vessel in the center of the sky.  In the

shade of coconut trees, there are fingers of gilded light.  The backwaters are still and satin smooth, as

though a military green tablecloth is spread over it.  Sometimes a few thin waves appear, fringed with

white fizz, like a straggly beard.  The waves roll lazily, making girlish, cooing noises.  Floating clumps of
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weeds near the bund rot and stink.  Ships moor at the horizon as though they were always there and

always will be.  On the sun-flushed faces of the fisherwomen there are deep wrinkles.  Children bunk

school, kick stones, and poke sticks in gutters at fish and other creatures.  Orange mud hardens,

dissolves into dust and lies thick on trees and leaves.  

“In the olden days it never used to get so hot in the month of chingam,” Vasanthy, the

maid, said fanning herself with a magazine.  

“It's the hole in the ozone layer,” Roshini said.  

“It is not any osone kosone,” Vasanthy said.  “It is the time.  Kalam. Kali kalam.  The

world is going to end.” 

“Okay,” Roshini said.  "Please grate the coconut for the beans thoran."  Roshini picked

up her teacup and went to the bedroom.  She should call her mother and tell her that Vasanthy was

terrible.  She did not give Roshini any peace of mind.  

She could hear John and Dipen talking in the drawing room.  Dipen, one of several new

friends that John had made, came often now.  John had met him at one of the meetings he had started

attending since his vision.  Dipen spoke English in polished, hushed tones.  He was a young man with

bushy hair and a smooth boyish face.  After graduating from an exclusive private school in Darjeeling he

threw a dart at the map of India.  The dart fell on Kochi.  That is how he landed here, he said.  He

worked at an ad agency as a copy writer.  He too had a vision for India.  He wanted India to be like

the United States or Japan.  A GDP of several trillion US dollars.  A per capita income of at least

$2000.  He hated Nehruvian 

socialism.  He believed in the market forces.  He wrote to Alan Greenspan and was a member of the
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Ayn Rand society.  Every time he came to Roshini's house he had a copy of Milton Friedman's book

Free to Choose, in his hands.  

Roshini picked up Elizabeth Spark's book from her dressing table.  She adjusted a

pillow behind her back and leaned on it.  Elizabeth Spark's exercise number eleven was to wear fishnet

stockings and baby-doll pajamas when the husband came back home from work.  The idea was to

provide excitement to the husband the same way prostitutes might.  But her John was not that kind of

man.  He never craved excitement.  She knew her John.  He was at a higher plane than most other

people. 

He was the kind of person who looked only at the face of a woman, and that too only

at the eyes, or the forehead or the brow--those parts of the body through which he might hope to get a

glimpse of their souls, Roshini thought.  

So Roshini brushed her hair hard until it shone.  A hundred strokes because you have

curly hair, her mother had said.  She drew her eyes with kajal for that smoky look.  She drew a perfect

round bindi on the middle of her forehead and marveled at how that tiny dot could make her look so

much prettier.  Thus feeling prettier and therefore more powerful she waited for Dipen to leave.  

Far away, she could see construction workers walking in groups along the road.  Some

on cycles pedaled slowly to keep pace with the men who walked.  Bamboo poles, concrete rafters,

and steel rods stuck out of cement pillars.  There were yellow cement mixers splattered with cement. 

She could see the dwarf coconut trees, orange coconuts hanging like 

balloons filled with air.  John and Dipen were still talking.  They were talking about the devaluation of

the rupee.  Why were they so interested in talking about such boring things?  She could hear Dipen say
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heatedly, “What the hell John, a devalued rupee puts India right in the global economic map and that is

an urgent imperative.”  “True,” she could hear John say, his voice was always so calm.  “But the

devalued currency always comes with a price--inflation.  Should we be prepared to globalize our

economy at the cost of leaving the average Indian hungrier and needier than ever?”  It amazed Roshini,

John's ability to say such things.  It made her glow with pride.  It is his intelligence and his love for India,

and all the poor people in India that made him so different from the men in her office.  She couldn't

imagine him talking shop like they did.  Roshini listened to their voices, to the sound and intonation of

their voices, no longer paying attention to the meaning of the words they spoke.  John's voice was

smooth and clear, Dipen's slightly nasal. 

It grew dark outside and the square windows on the apartment buildings were lit yellow

and the long street lights came on.  Roshini fell asleep.  When she woke up John's figure in the gray and

blue striped shirt loomed over her near the bed.  He was patting her on her hand.

“Wake up, Roshini, let's have dinner,” he said.

It was cauliflower curry, dhal, and curd salad.  There was chappathy and rice too. 

John was concentrating on the food.  He was oblivious to her.  He barely glanced at her.  How could

he see that her hair was smooth or that her eyes were smoky or that the color and shape of her bindi

was very becoming?  John tore his chappathy, rather severely, into bite sized pieces.  Then within each

piece he gathered up some cauliflower, dipped it into the dhal and ate. 

“Sorry, Roshini, Dipen took so long,” John said. 

“Oh, it's all right,” Roshini said.  “What were you two discussing?” 

“Oh, generally about India,” John said.  He took a mouthful of  chappathy.  “I don't
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agree with him.”  He started to speak with his mouth full.  “But at least he thinks about India.  In a city

like Kochi, it is so difficult to find someone who thinks beyond the mundane aspects of life.”    

“Really,” she said.  “I thought he was so dumb.  Do you know what he told me about

what he does for a living?” 

“No, what?”

“He said, he was a thinker.  I mean, isn't there something inherently dumb about that?” 

“Why?” John said.  “Socrates was also a thinker.” 

“I know, but that is Socrates.  I mean, is thinking an occupation?  I mean, a thought is

not a product or a service.”  Roshini laughed.  

“Actually, he is very smart.”  John poured curd over his rice.  “He is just 21 and already

he has rejected the mundane, conventional life.  You know, marriage, money, and children.”

What did he have against the mundane, conventional life?  The mundane, conventional

life is so much better that sitting home and talking nonsense all day, but she said, “John, let's go for a

vacation.”  

“Why, what happened suddenly?”  

“Nothing happened,” she said, “it's just so boring out here.  We could go to

Lakshadweep.  That is where Arya–you know Arya, don't you?-well, Arya went to Lakshadweep.  Or

we could go to Thekkady.  Someone in my office did a story on a new ITDC hotel in Thekkady.  It

sounded so nice.  They even have boat rides and horse riding there.”  

“Mmm,” he said, picked up a basil leaf from the pool of curry on his plate, peered at it

and placed it at the edge of the plate.  “We'll think about it.”  Then he sat up straight in his chair and
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said, “Actually, I am not in a frame of mind that would make it possible for me to go on a vacation.”

“You’re such an idiot, John.  Nobody waits to be in the right frame of mind to go for a

vacation.  A vacation will put you in the right frame of mind," Roshini said.  She smiled cheekily. 

He smiled back at her, shook his head.  “You could go home to your parent’s place if

you wish.  Stay for a few days and come back.”

First he has a vision, then he spends all his time talking with strange people, then he

does not want to go on a vacation with me, and then he wants me to go to my parents.  So I really am

expendable.  Dispensable.  Mundane.  Conventional.   It would not matter to him if I go away from him

for two days.  Would it matter to him if I go away for ever?  

“John, so, I am the distraction now from the higher purpose of your life right?”  

“Roshini, now, I didn't say that, did I?  Please let us not have another argument.”  

“Who argued?” Roshini said.  “I just wanted some clarification.”  Her voice was thick. 

“Ever since you had that--that, I don't know what to call it, you've been so wrapped up with those

corny people.  I mean, if this is what you wanted from marriage, I really wonder why you married me,”

she asked.   

Looking at his plate, into the mound of curd and rice on his plate, he said, “I think you

are upset now, Roshini.  I want you to have time to calm your mind, and then we will talk.”

Roshini was crying.  Tears flowed down her cheek and fell from the edge of her jaw

into her plate.  With one end of her chunni she wiped her face.  She pushed her plate, “Excuse me,” she

said, sniffing. 

“Finish your food, Roshini,” John said.
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“I can't eat,” she said between sobs.  “I feel terrible.”  John continued eating.   

 

In bed that night, John lay on his back staring at the ceiling.  His brows knitted together,

a forefinger on his chin, the other arm flat on his stomach.  Roshini lay on her side, her back to John,

facing the wall.  A faint smell of jasmine floated from outside the window.  The whirring fan gave some

relief from the heat. 

“John, can I ask you something?”

“Mmm,” he said.    

Roshini turned over and faced him.  “Why did you marry me?” 

John also turned towards her.  He sighed deeply.  “This is the truth,” he said.  “I will

open my heart and show it to you.”  He held his hands at his chest as though there was a door there

with two panels and he was holding them open for her to look inside his chest.  Roshini could hear a

smile in his voice when he said, “Because, I fell for you hook, line and sinker.”          

Then he shifted, reached out his hand, caught hold of a  clump of her hair.  “Roshini,”

John said, “How many times have I told you not to lie under the fan like this with wet hair.  One of

these days you're going to catch a terrible cold.”  He lifted a handful of her long hair, saying, “See here

it is still so wet.” 

“You sound just like my mother,” Roshini said.  “But, don't change the subject.  Tell me

the truth.  It couldn't have been for my great looks.  So tell me, I want the truth.”  

“Really, Rosh, you are the most beautiful woman in the world,” he said.  “For me,” he

added after a pause.  “Now, look here, Rosh, I don't know about others but I didn't want to be
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affected by a woman's physical, outward beauty too much, when I got married,” John said. “I look at

the person, at the personality, and I thought, you looked like a good and true person and that's what I

wanted.”  

John had turned on his back, his hands flat on his stomach once again.  She took his

hand from his stomach and kissed his fingers.  His eyes were shut.  Then she placed his hand on her

stomach.  It lay there for a few minutes, then, John removed his hand and kept it back on his own

stomach again.  She stared at him.  His eyes were still shut.  She should not say a word.  If she did she

would be breaking into his private world.  His world, not hers even though they were husband and wife. 

What she wanted from him, he would never understand.  Still there was no need for this terrible

distance, was there?  It was all so hopeless.  

John’s breathing grew heavy and slightly noisy.  His chest and stomach and the hand on

it rose and fell steadily.  She could hear Vasanthy clatter the steel vessels in the kitchen, the kitchen pipe

running.  She held her forefinger to John's forehead and drew it up and down along the ridges of his

face.  Down to where it dipped just below his forehead, the slightly rough area between the nose and

the lip, the soft skin of his lips, through the stubble on his chin that grazed her finger.  He was so

handsome.  She could hear the hissing sound of all the night creatures.  The yellow curtains were

drawn.  Why does John always have to draw the curtains?  She got out of bed, went to the window,

parted the curtains, and stared at the riotous silhouettes of creeping branches of Jasmine, the low-

hanging Mango leaves, that looked like some intricate tattoo on dark skin.  A soft breeze lifted her hair. 

I am normal, she thought.  I am married to a nice, normal man.  He did say he loved me, did he not? 

Maybe everybody's life is like this.  Everybody is sad in one way or another.  I should not fail again,
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like I failed the IAS.  There was only one difference between successful people and unsuccessful

people, she had read some where.  The successful ones possessed the power to perceive what was

possible and the unsuccessful ones did not possess this power.  The possibility was that she was

married to John.  She just had to work hard and make it successful. 

     

When Roshini woke in the morning, John was not next to her.  She sat up on the bed

and found him sitting on the floor nearby.  His eyes were closed, legs folded in the yoga posture. 

Roshini stretched her legs and with her toes poked him.  He opened his eyes, smiled. 

“Good morning,” he said. 

“What time did you wake up?”  

“Around four,” he said.  He seemed to be in an open mood.  No shutters.  

“Let's go for a movie today,” Roshini said, rubbing her feet against his folded knee,

feeling muscle and bone beneath her feet.  “You know, Vasanthy was telling me the other day that we

don't behave like young, married people.”

“Really,” John said. “So what did you say to her?”

“Nothing, just that the next time I need her opinion I’d ask her for it.  But I should have

said something meaner, right?  I mean, is it any of her business what we do with our lives,” she said. 

“No, it is not any of her business, but still, she is a poor, uneducated woman.  Why be

mean to her?”  John closed his eyes, as though he was experiencing some kind of nirvana.  “But Rosh,

we cannot go for a movie.  I promised to speak at an inter-religious forum at the Chavara Cultural

Center.”  John looked sad, as though he felt bad about disappointing her. 
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“That is okay,” she said.  She wanted to be the best, most understanding, sacrificing

wife she could be, he could ever have.  She wanted to win his love with her devotion. “You are going

to speak, you idiot, and you didn't even tell me,” she said playfully, pretending to be excited for him.  

“Yup,” he said, smiling.  He looked happy again.  “I'm not going to office today.  I am

going to study all these books.”  He patted a pile of books on his side. 

Don't say a word, Roshini said to herself.  All these things could be remedied with

unconditional love and approval.  But how boring and crazy it is to sit and read religious books instead

of going to office.   

      

By evening, Roshini was still in the heat of her resolution.  I shall make a splendid dinner

today.  Love in a marriage doesn’t just happen.  I have to plan and work hard for it.  When John comes

back we'll have a dinner of rice and fish curry.  John likes fish.  Her tongue tingled at the thought of

something sour and spicy.  

Roshini went with Vasanthy to the fish market.  Sarita, the woman from whom Roshini

regularly bought fish, had arranged all her fish on several plastic sheets, very neatly, in front of her.  

“Decided to eat some fish today?"  Sarita laughingly greeted.  Her brown face was

shining with sweat.  The vermilion dot on her forehead was wet and smudged.

“I'll take this one,” Roshini said, pointing to a medium-sized fish with silver scales all

over.  The fish had a long drooping line for a mouth, that looked like the mouth of a man who had lost

all his savings in the stock exchange. 

“Are you sure you really want this big a fish?  Who is going to eat this,”  Sarita asked. 



41

Why couldn't the woman just give her the fish?  Was it any of her business whether it

will be eaten or not in my house?  

“I want it cleaned and chopped in pieces,” she told Sarita.  “But don't give me the head,

remove it, and remove the skin also.”  

“Two of you are going to eat all of this?” Sarita said, and laughed as though the whole

idea of Roshini and John eating fish was very comical to her.  Why was Sarita always laughing at her?  

“The three of us,” Roshini said.  

Sarita laid the fish on a huge block of wood, and from under the plastic sheet, took out

a large knife.  Roshini could not bear to watch the fish being chopped.  She looked around.  On either

side of the pavement there were people selling fish.  Men wearing sweat-soaked white vests, green

veins on their chocolate-brown biceps.  Women in plaid dhotis, tiny blouses, and muscular midriffs. 

Piles of mackerel, tuna, and eels arranged neatly, big fish with red-stained mouths, little hills of prawns,

flies swarming, people shouting the price of fish to lure customers.  Cats moving, opening their red

mouths wide.  

        

John came back from the meeting excited.  He walked up and down in the drawing

room; he did not even remove his shoes, he dragged orange mud all over the drawing room.  She

wanted to tell him to remove his shoes, but remembered that according to Spark husbands resent it

when there are too many rules in the house.  She asked him how everything went. 

“Very well,” he said, his eyes and cheeks shining.  “I basically talked about the notion

of love as a tremendously powerful, universal, and cosmic force contained within each man and woman. 
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I said that this love that every man has within himself, needs to be assuaged in something higher than

himself or herself.  Only in losing oneself to a cause that is higher than ourselves, something noble, be it

science, teaching, or basket weaving, can each individual’s personality be preserved and completed. 

Knowledge about this is the same as consciousness of God, but only when you have knowledge about

this power or this consciousness within ourselves can we truly liberate ourselves.”  

“Liberate ourselves from what?”  Roshini asked.  She had to feign an interest in all her

husband’s activities although what she wanted most to do just then was to eat the fish curry.  

“From everything that corrupts, bores, destroys in our personal lives,” John said.  “See,

Roshini, there are many, many people in this world who feel a kind of emptiness in their lives.  Great

things can be accomplished if we just convert that emptiness into something creative and positive,

something to build ourselves as a nation.  And it is not as if I am manipulating people.  You see, it is a

symbiotic process.  As you do something for a bigger ideal that is outside of yourself, the more fulfilling

your own life becomes.”  He walked up to the lamp in one corner of the drawing room and then

walked back to the windows on the other side.  The breeze from the fan made the curtains balloon. He

touched the corner of one bouncing curtain, held it for a second and let go.  “See, love is not this mushy

thing that you see in Hindi movies.  Well, it may be that, but it is certainly much, much more than that.  It

is actually the same thing as the energy behind all matter.  It is the reason behind all evolution, all history. 

So you see Roshini, we are talking about something really concrete out here.”

“So E=MC2=love.  Is that what you are saying”  

“Yes, though I did not quite think of putting it like that.  But, yes, that is exactly it.  Oh

how I wish I could get the opportunity to speak like this everyday.”
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“Why?” Roshini smiled.  She was amused at John's enthusiasm and happy that she

could think of Einstein’s equation just at that moment.  At least she proved to John that she understood

his weird philosophy.  Now they were a normal husband and wife.  The husband was telling the wife

things that were important to him.  John was including Roshini in things of his heart.  “Why does this

kind of thing make you so excited?” 

“It makes me excited because, it feels so good to speak what is in your mind and

convince the truth about it to at least somebody,” he said.  He picked up the corner of the curtain again. 

“So what else did you talk about?”

“I spoke about Abraham Maslow and his idea of self actualisation.  Actually what I did

was combine his theory of self actualisation with Chardin’s theory of Totalization by love of individual

action.  We have a unique concept there.”  

“Okay, okay,” Roshin said, “come, let's have dinner.  Today Vasanthy and I made your

favorite curry.  Go, change your clothes and come.”   

After he left, Roshini looked around, and the room, it seemed to Roshini, was beautiful

except for the red mud marks on the floor.  The Chinese paper lantern, which she had painted with

temple designs and mango shapes copied from a Rajasthani bedspread, cast splashes of yellow

brightness on the floor.  The yellow curtains billowed, as though, in response to the roar of buses and

trucks from the main road.  Roshini and John were inside this house, safe and together, secure and

happy.  She could-- amidst all this perfection-- make John love her.  The ability to perceive the

possible is the secret of success.  Beginning with the fish curry there was certainly a lot of possibility.  I
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will yet do it.  So Roshini waited, listened to John splash water in the bathroom, in hopeful expectation,

no confidence, and a tingling kind of excitement.  The rice in the green casserole was cooked just right. 

Creamy and fluffy and soft.  The fish curry was in the white porcelain dish.  When John came and he sat

down at the table, Roshini lifted its lid.  The gravy was red gold.  Basil leaves and mustard seeds floated

on the top.  She had to get the best, most succulent piece for John.  A piece cut from the fish's stomach. 

Roshini dipped the spoon low into the gravy and pulled out a piece, but it was the fish's head. 

Everything was there. The silver glaze of the skin, the black beady eyes, and the sad line of the mouth. 

It turned her stomach.  John also had seen it. 

“Sorry,” Roshini said.  “I'll get you another piece.” 

But John moved his plate away.  He had picked up his plate and was holding it away

from the table.  

"I don't want fish anyway," John said. 

"But you like fish," she said.  "Come on, now, John, it's nice, take this piece.  You

know, it was twenty rupees a kilo, the most expensive that Sarita had.”  Roshini once again dipped the

spoon low in the dish.  John took his plate further away. 

“Why?" she said.  "What's the matter?"  She dropped the spoon back into the red gold

gravy. 

"Nothing.  I just don't eat fish now."  

"Why?  Are you a vegetarian now?"  

"I guess I am," John said.  "But Roshini, don't look so alarmed.  Is there any curd in the

fridge?" 
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“Maybe," Roshini said.  How could he take decisions like this without saying a word to

her?  No, he did not mean it when he said he loved her.  He probably loves me, like he loves the 899

million other Indians.  He was vegetarian indeed.  He was stupid and heartless.  

"John," Roshini said. "I am asking because I don't know--why are you doing this?"    

“Well, all living things are created by God, and what right do we have to kill another

living thing and eat it,” he said.  And looking at him eating plain rice, she felt free, as though she did not

love him, and relieved in an odd way that she did not any more.  

"What about plants?  Aren't they living things created by God too?  Is it okay to eat

plants," Roshini said.  

"Well, plants can grow again.  If we cut off a tomato from a plant and eat it, the tomato

plant can grow more tomatoes," he said.  "But that is not the case with fish, or chickens or cows."  

"But, what about that tomato?  The one, that we eat.  Isn't that a living thing too? When

you bite into that, you are biting into the life of a tomato, and who is to say that just because other

tomatoes will grow, the life of this tomato is insignificant.  I am asking," Roshini said, "because I

honestly don't understand your philosophy."  

John looked at her as though he did not understand what she was saying. 

Was what she said really stupid?  But it did make sense to Roshini.  What is the point in

being so idealistic and principled when you are hurting the people you live with?  Maybe she was just

being argumentative.  When she was a child, her father had encouraged her to argue.  This girl could be

a very good lawyer, he had said.  It seemed to her now that all that her father had taught her to become

was wrong for the world.  She could never become the perfect wife.  Elizabeth Spark said to give in
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without arguing.  Never argue with your husband.  Pretend that what he said was the greatest piece of

wisdom you ever heard.                                           

                                                        

III

December in Kochi is mellow, flavored like a fruit that is almost ripe, with flesh that is

firm, sweet and tart.  The fog in the mornings is white and clouds the masts of the ships in the

backwaters.  The backwaters break into delicately frothing waves that sound like a  thousand girls

walking, wearing long silk skirts that rustle and silver anklets with bells that tinkle.  The high walls of the

churches under vaulted roofs and the low walls of the temples under gabled roofs glow white.  Days

become shorter and the dusk, the time between evenings and nights, becomes longer.  Then, it so

happens that there comes to the virtuous, the romantic, the ones that long for love, the ones that work,

and watch the sunsets on the backwaters, pick flowers and tuck them in their braids, feelings and ideas

of the strangest kind--of love, rounded and curling like smoke from an incense, a circle of smoke

around a bride and a groom, a man and a woman, a boy and a girl, of leaf shaped golden thalis flashing

at the tip of thick gold chains, a ship, the water, the waves, a jasmine flower, the priest, man, woman,

and God, brought deliberately together to put together the jumbled parts of a spiritual puzzle.  

There was no electricity.  Roshini sat in the balcony fanning herself with a magazine to

drive away the mosquitoes.  John had not yet come back from a meeting of The Society for the

Eradication of Social Evils.  Roshini thought about the wedding of her cousin that she had attended that

day.  John had not gone with her.  She thought about all the people she had met at the wedding, about

her other cousin Honey who had come for the wedding with husband Jojo.  Roshini could not stop
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thinking about Honey, who was three years younger than Roshini and six months pregnant, Honey's and

Jojo's pure, perfect love, the resonance of which Roshini could feel even in that crowded church, where

at least six hundred people had come together.  

"Don't you have any good news?" her aunt, Honey's mother, had asked, looking

pointedly at Roshini's stomach. 

"We don't want to add to the population explosion," Roshini had said laughing.  She

had meant it as a joke.  But her comment had made her mother angry.  "Sh, Roshini, don't talk like that. 

God will never give you a baby, if you talk like that."  

"Maybe, Roshini and John are planning now, so they can enjoy," Honey said with a

laugh.  How lovely Honey looked when she laughed.  Her cheeks, now softer and rounder reflected the

shine from her purple and pink double-color kanjeevaram sari.  Roshini stared.  Laughter flowed out

of Honey like fizz from a beer bottle.  It was that easy.  If Honey had a secret sorrow she would not be

able to laugh so easily.  Then when Jojo came and said "Come Honey, let's go," he spoke so

reverentially.  Roshini could feel their love for each other in the words and the look Honey had given

him and the soft as butter, tender, tender gaze Jojo had for her.  Even in that church, even in the rustle

of kancheevaram saris, the smell from Jasmine flower garlands tucked inside buns and braids, the

sandal-wood-paste-smeared foreheads, their love stood.  It existed.  It did not fade or flicker.  Later

everyone she met asked her, "Where is John?  Why did he not come?  Where is your husband?  Why

did your husband not come?"  Too busy with his work.  He has a meeting he cannot miss, she had said,

laughing, pretending that it was no big deal that John did not come.   

She had a headache now, even her mouth ached, because she had smiled too much. 
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Her legs ached too.  Maybe it was the longish walk from the church to the parish hall, in the sand that

was so squishy and loamy that it was an effort to lift the feet up after every step.  Now mosquitoes bit

her wherever her skin was not covered.  But it was way too hot to cover herself up.  The air was still,

and the light dim.  After a while it grew darker, and she could see at least one star, one with a tail--it

must be Venus--she thought, she heard John come in.  Roshini did not get up from the balcony.  Let

him come in here, to me.  She could hear him shut the door behind him, a creak of the chair, maybe he

was sitting down to take off his shoes.  The bells on the bedroom door curtains tinkled.  Finally, finally

John came.  The door squeaked when he opened it. 

"Roshini," he said.

“I'm here," Roshini said.  It sent a shiver down her entire body to have him come

looking for her, say her name in the smoothest voice in the whole world.  She could easily touch his feet

if he wanted her to.   

"What are you doing sitting in the dark like this?" John said.  He sounded breathless.  "I

was looking for you."  John sat on the half wall, rested his back on the pillar. 

"So how was the wedding?" 

"Good, fine, everybody asked me where you were."  She should act calm and cool.  As

though it really did not matter to her that he did not go with her.  She wished she could tell him about

Honey and Jojo and about their love and the baby who was coming.  She should insinuate that other

men, better men, loved their wives.  Made them happy.  But, no, she wouldn't.  

"When did your parents drop you here?" he asked. 

"They waited to see you, but you didn't come so they pushed off.  How was your
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meeting?" she asked. 

“It went very well," he said.  "We submitted the memorandum to the education minister. 

I met with him, had tea.  He seemed to understand the urgency of the problem." 

"Is he a good guy?"  Roshini asked. 

"I don't know," John said as though he was irritated at her question, as though, he was

exasperated at her naiveté that reduced people and the world into good and bad.  They were quiet for

a while, Roshini slapping herself whenever a mosquito bit her.  John shooed the mosquitoes from his

body. 

"Roshini," he said. "I have something to tell you." 

"Tell me," she said. 

"The Andhra Pradesh government has sanctioned 100 acres of land for the Dharma

Vihar project.  After much meditation and prayer, I have decided to go."  There was a tremor in John's

voice, when he said I have decided to go.  

"To go, means what?" Roshini looked at him.  It was very dark now.  She could not see

the expression on his face.  Only the outline of his face, his sticking up hair.  

"It means that I will resign my job and go there to set up an ashram.  Around 150

people have volunteered to help me out.  We will set up an ashram, build a school for the local

community, grow our own food.  That is all I know now." 

Roshini felt as though a huge piece of stone dropped into the pit of her stomach.  The

stone had rough edges.  It bruised her.  If she moved, if she spoke, if she even breathed, there would

be excruciating pain.         
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"So what about me?" she finally said.  John shooed a mosquito away. 

"See, Roshini," he said and stood up.  His eyes were fixed at some point far ahead,

beyond the fallow land where some cows still grazed, beyond the road where the buses, trucks, and

cars rushed by, at a point on the sky curving at the horizon to touch the top of the coconut trees.  "Right

now, everything is in flux.  I have no idea what is going to happen.  Right now, there isn't even a toilet

there.  So, I was thinking that, perhaps you could continue staying here, and after things get settled over

there you could come there.  Or the other option is that you continue with your job here.  Vasanthy will

be there with you, and then I would come once a month or so.  I could use this house as my base for all

the Kerala activities."  He came and stood near her.  She could see the whiteness of his clothes. 

"But John," Roshini  said, "Gandhiji never abandoned Kasturba.  She was always with

him." 

"Yes," he said, "but here we have practical difficulties.  For example, the bathroom. 

For days on end you might have to sleep on the ground without even a sheet.  Of course, and Kasturba

did not have a job.  And why do you think I am going to abandon you?  This is just a change in the

direction of our life."  

Roshini walked up to John.  She held him by the arm.  "You can't go, John," she said. 

She pressed her cheek to his arm.  "You are mine, John, I won't let you go." 

"Sh, what is this Roshini?  Your behavior is worse than small children.  Come now, let's

go to bed, we will talk about this tomorrow.  Don't you want to go to bed?" 

"No," Roshini said.  "Let's sit here and I won't let you go."  Her voice was high pitched

and wailing.  "You and I are one.  We are husband and wife.”  Roshini started crying.  “You talk about
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harnessing the emptiness in people’s lives.  But while you are doing that it is my life that is going to be

empty.  It is not my idea of fun to go and live in some remote village and do social work wearing khadi

sarees.”  She rubbed her face on John's arm.  For a while John sat there and let her cry into his arm. 

"Come now, Roshini" John said.  "We can't sit here the whole night."  Thus saying John

almost tore Roshini away from him and then they walked to the bedroom.  In the bed, John held her

loosely by the shoulders but soon fell asleep. 

Roshini could not fall asleep.  She stared at the darkness in front of her.  It lay thick and

mushy, like melted tar over all the objects in the room-- the almirah with the mirror on its door, over

the table, the high, curved back of the chair, the stork-like angles of the study lamp.  All the objects in

the room looked like shrouded figures of people sitting, standing, and crouching.  Roshini got up from

the bed, walked to the  window, and from the window she walked to the almirah and then to the bed

where she looked at John sleeping, quite simply, sleeping peacefully.  In repose like this, John's face

looked broader, more open, in a worldly sort of way.  Roshini started walking again.  She walked to

the living room.  She sat down on a chair near the phone.  Should she slit her wrists?  Should she bang

her head against the wall?  A tiny red light flickered on the white phone, which was just a shape in the

faint light of the moon.  She went to the bathroom, looked in the mirror and saw that her nose was red

and bloated at the tip.  Her eyes were red too.  She looked very ugly, she thought.  Roshini did not

want to look ugly so she smiled into the mirror. 

Roshini did not remember falling asleep in the bedroom, but when she got up from bed

she felt heavy in the head, and it seemed as though the stone inside her had grown so large, it was all

over her chest, reaching up to her neck, and choking her.  But she still had to go to the office.  She had
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only three casuals and two sick leaves left.  She could not take any more leave.  John was not in the

bedroom.  What should I do?  What should I do?  She peeked in to the dining room and she saw John

at the dining table, a newspaper spread out in front of him.  When Roshini walked to the bathroom,

John followed her.  She could feel his footsteps behind her, but Roshini quickened her steps, trying to

reach the bathroom before he did.  She wanted to close the door before he reached her, but she did

not. 

"Roshini, Roshini," John said.  

He was so close to her now.  She could see his beard, its grainy, black surface all over

his jaw and cheek.  She could see the  long, thin, pink line of his mouth set right in the middle of that

rough darkness.  "Everything will be all right," he said sheepishly. 

"Yes, I know," she said and slammed the door on his face. 

      

In her office, after working on eleven stories, Roshini felt that if she sat in front of the

computer for one more minute her head would burst.  She noticed that MSA was sitting in a chair next

to PSN.  I should rescue her, Roshini thought and called her on the phone for a break.  

PSN was wearing a loud, blue nylon sari and a red blouse with it that did not match the

sari the least bit.  She walked across the editorial swaying from side to side like a child's keyed up toy,

the bells on her anklets tinkled and some people looked up from their work.  

In the canteen over samosas and hot coffee, PSN told Roshini that she was planning to

file a sexual harassment suit against MSA.  

"Did he make a pass at you?" Roshini asked  
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"He does not have to," PSN said.  Her only makeup was a big maroon bindi.  A black

boil on her chin sprouted a strand of curling black hair. .  

.  “He bothers me because I am a woman.  Any harassment generated by the fact of

your sex is enough to file a suit.”  

Roshini nodded.  But I do not want to get involved in messy things like that, Roshini

thought, and did not speak about her own troubles with MSA.  PSN then said that her in-laws--both of

them, were deaf and therefore her husband who was their only son had to live with them.  Her

mother-in-law never allowed her to cook in the house.  She had to drag her husband to the ice cream

parlor every day if she wanted to spend any time with him.  "It's intolerable to live with one's in-laws,"

she said.  "I have suffered it for eight years."  

"Why don't you tell your husband?"  

"He," she said, with a derisive twist to her mouth.  "He will never agree to move out." 

"Then why don't you get divorced?" Roshini was shocked at her own suggestion.

"Sorry, I didn't really mean that."

There was no change of expression on PSN’s face.  "It's OK," PSN said.  "I have a

friend who got divorced."  Roshini wanted to know all about it.  PSN looked hardly the type who

would have divorced friends.

“Her first husband was a very rich estate man.  He had lots of coffee plantations in

Karnataka.  But he used to ill-treat her," PSN said lifting a teacup to her mouth.  

"Like how?"  

"He was cruel to her in many ways.  For example, he knew that my friend was terrified



54

of big Alsatian dogs.  But he made her sit next to huge dogs and laughed at her fear.  He prevented her

from wearing sweaters over her saris.  In Coorg, where they lived, it gets very cold, and he would wear

warm clothes but she could not.  Finally she left him.  They had a son too.  But he would not let her see

the child when she left him.  My friend has now remarried.  Now she is very happy.  Her husband is an

IFS officer."  She leaned back, brushed tiny samosa crumbs from around her mouth

"So how did she meet the IFS man?" 

"He was her brother's boss.  And now she has two children in her new marriage.  They

are so happy and well settled.  The new husband is also a divorcee." 

"Is she pretty?" Roshini asked. 

"Yeah, very pretty.  Other wise it would be difficult."  PSN did not say what would be

difficult.  

"But you know," PSN continued, "how happy can you be if you divorce someone. 

There will always be a sadness in your life because at some point you would have loved that person

you divorced.  You know, I can't imagine how people can call two people their husbands in one

lifetime.”  PSN lowered her voice here, and spoke in a high whisper. "I mean, how seriously do you

take yourself if you can do that?" she said.  "I know, I cannot do it."  She leaned back as though she felt

very satisfied about her inability.     

Roshini had never met anyone who had divorced although she knew that in big cities

like Delhi and Bombay many women were leaving their husbands.  Once there was even a television

serial which showed a just-divorced woman.  She was weeping and crying all the time.  There was so

much crying in the program that Roshini's mother had switched the television off in irritation.  
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After the break Roshini had to do a story on the foreign minister's statement on

Indo-Pak relations.  All the while she edited the story she wondered if she could get divorced too.  If

John did not want her and was going to leave her, then that meant that John did not love her.  Surely

she could marry someone else, and be happy.  Maybe that some else would love her and then all her

dreams would be fulfilled.  She imagined herself in a pink chiffon sari, wearing pearly pink lipstick,

sipping coffee with someone who was not John, someone who wore a creamy white shirt, exactly like

the one John had, someone lean and tall, with the flat stomach and muscular shoulders of John.  In the

picture that Roshini had in her mind, both of them, Roshini and the man in the creamy white shirt, sat on

white cane chairs, in a green lawn, smiling  over steaming cups of coffee, foreheads touching.  Roshini

felt treacherous that she was having such thoughts.  She had no right.  It was not right.  She would

never ever feel complete without John.  She would feel like a woman who went for a movie having left

her sink at home full of dirty dishes, so that all the while she watched the movie she remembered the

sink full of dirty dishes and felt dirty and incomplete and treacherous in some way.     

       John had been fasting for two days when Roshini's parents came to visit.  It was the day

after she called them on the phone and told them everything.  “Oh my God,” her mother had said. 

“What am I hearing?  Let me give the phone to your father.”  “Tell me everything from the beginning,”

her father said when a sobbing Roshini told him that John was leaving her to set up an ashram.  “Has he

changed in any other way,”he asked.  “What exactly does he say he saw in the vision,” he wanted to

know.  “When exactly did this happen? How come you did not tell us before this?  Have you expressed

what you feel?  Then what did he say?”  

“You sound like a journalist, Daddy,” Roshini said to him.  “Like an investigative
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journalist.”  

“We will come there tomorrow.  Don’t worry, child.  Your father will talk to John.”  

“Leave me and go if you wish, don't kill yourself,” Roshini told John when he said that

he would sit with her while she ate but would not eat himself because he was fasting. 

Later when Roshini’s parents came Vasanthy served tea to everyone except John in

white porcelain cups.  John had a glass of warm water in a stainless steel glass.  

“John, Roshini has been telling us that you are resigning your job and going away to

Andhra Pradesh,” her father began.  Roshini's father was a huge man, his skin was dark brown, and he

was wearing a safari suit the same color as his skin.   

“Yes.  That is right.”  John stroked his beard.  This was a new habit, Roshini noticed.     

“Why?” Roshini's father sat back in his chair.  Roshini's mother looked deep into her

tea. 

“Well,” John said, stroking his beard.  “When an important truth has been revealed to

you it is a foolish and costly mistake to hide it and keep it to yourself.”  He took a sip from his cup. 

And then ran his tongue over his lips.  Even his lips had become thinner and paler.  “I just want to spent

whatever time I have left in my life in doing something to teach this truth to others because I believe

much good can be gained out of that.”  He shrugged. 

“And what is this truth?”

“Well, many people think that India’s problems are economic, or that Indians are
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destined to be like this.  I refute that.  I feel that a higher GDP, or per capita income is not going to

solve our problems, nor are we supposed to be like that.  Our problems are spiritual, moral.  Life,

which is supposed to be sacred and beautiful, has become so difficult because somehow we have sunk

into a kind of ignorance. Ignorance of who we are, of our possibilities, of our place in the universe,

ignorance about the power which is within each of us.  If only we look back into history, we can see

that Indians as a nation have many times accomplished great things.  Just fifty years ago, we won

freedom from the biggest colonial power in the world through a nonviolent movement.  What can be a

greater achievement than that?  But now look at what we have done with that freedom.  I want to start

a movement that would aim to counter the mess that we are in right now.  I had requested the three

state governments of Kerala, Tamil Nadu, and Andhra Pradesh for land.  And everything worked well

with the Andhra Pradesh government.  They gave me 100 acres of land. Our plan is that I go first to set

things up, and then later Roshini can join me if she likes.”  

“My dear boy,” Roshini's father said.  He smiled, and when he smiled she noticed deep

lines radiating from the outer corner of his eyes like the rays of the sun in a child's drawing.  The skin on

his neck was a crumpled mess like sheets on an unmade bed.  The sight made her afraid.  “Many

people feel like this when they are young.  I had some friends who sliced their wrists back in 1948

when Mahatma Gandhi was shot.  I myself, you might find this hard to believe, lay down on the road

when the car of Pattom Thanu Pillai passed by.  All that is just youthful feelings.  If you go after such

things you will only spoil your life.  The important thing is to lead a responsible, good, clean life.  Be

faithful to your family.” 

“Daddy,” John said, “you don't understand.  Just leading a good, clean life, as you put
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it, is like making sure that your own house is clean, but letting the street in which you live and the village

or town you live go dirty.  Being in the job I am, I don't feel free to do all that I need to bring about a

change in society.”     

“Why,” her father said.  “We are all free,” he said, as though he was mocking John. 

“Freedom,” he said with a flourish and laughed.  “Ha, ha ha.”  Was her father beginning to make fun of

John?  “All of us are free every moment to do as we wish.  I don't see any problem in staying in the job

that you are in and doing a little social service on the side.”  

John was shaking his feet to and fro, but his voice when he replied was smooth and his

words measured.  “I am not talking about a philosophical kind of  freedom, I am talking about practical

freedom.  And I don't want to do a little social service on the side.  I want to use up my entire life for

India, simply because the task is so enormous.  Daddy,” he said. “It will be a mistake, a sin, if I do not

follow my conscience and do this now,” he said. 

The smile faded from Roshini's fathers face.  “So what about your responsibility to your

family, my child, Roshini,” he said quietly, very seriously.  As though it was only now that he was

convinced of the seriousness of the situation.  

“I don't feel I am doing anything wrong to her,” John said. 

“When you leave family life, against her wishes, you say you are not doing anything

wrong to her?”  Roshini's father's voice was high.  He was sitting on the edge of his chair.   

“You misunderstand, Daddy,” John said.  “I am not going to abandon Roshini.  I am

simply resigning my job to set up an ashram in Andhra Pradesh.  I feel I have only one life, I also have

a responsibility towards my own soul,” John said. 
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“I have only one daughter.  She also has only one life.  If you go ahead with these plans

you are spoiling my daughter's life.  Doing something very cruel, very cruel.  I trusted you when we

decided that she would marry you.”  Then he lowered his voice and still sitting at the edge of his seat,

he joined both hands in the praying gesture, "John, son, I request to you, do not take this drastic step.  I

will touch your feet.  Do not do this to us."  

John rested both hands on his temples, his elbows on his lap.  “You don't understand,”

he said softly. 

“I do, my boy,” he said, “I do.  I was also 28 once.  Once, I also wanted to give up this

world and go in search of truth.  Believe me, it is what everyone feels when they are young.” 

“You don't have a child, that is why you don't understand.  We believed you and

trusted you and gave our daughter in marriage to you,” Roshini's mother said.  

“Sh, mama,” Roshini said.  Her mother tended to get melodramatic.  She preferred it if

her father spoke.   

It was still bright outside when Roshini's parents left.  Her father stroked her hair.  Her

mother kissed her forehead and said, “I don't know why my daughter has to suffer so.”  She wiped a

tear from her eyes.  Roshini's father encircled John's back with one arm.  John smiled wanly.  

John and Roshini walked her parents to the car. 

“We will talk again,” Roshini's father said, looking at John.  

John held the door open for Roshini's mother.  The pallu of Roshini's mother's sari got

caught in the groove of the car door.  John picked it up and gave it to her. 



60

After they went back in, John went straight to the bathroom.  When he came out, he

stood in front of the dressing table mirror, with a comb divided his hair at the side, combed it flat.  Now

his hair was a smooth and glossy black except for the narrow grooves made by the comb.  John

gathered up a pile of books. 

“Going?” Roshini asked. 

“Yes,” he said.  “I have to finish up these things,” he said pointing to his books.  

“John, please sit with me here for a while.”  She patted the pillow next to her. 

“I have a big day tomorrow,” John said.  “Shall I talk to you later?” 

“Please John,” she said.  “Can I please sit and talk with you?” 

“What about?” John said.

“I don't know,” Roshini said and began to sob.  John sat next to her.  And Roshini bent

her head down and cupped her face in her palms and cried.  Vasanthy would surely question her about

her crying.  Damn her, Roshini thought and sobbed.  Then John came to her side. 

“Sh,” he said.  “What is this Roshini?  Come on, now, why do you always behave like a

child?  I should have told your father that you are no more than a child, mentally, I mean,” he said.

Roshini sat there sobbing, her palms wet with tears, unable to look up at John who was

now talking to her, saying such mean things to her, unable to move even.  Did he really not understand? 

John kept his books away on the bed.  He stroked her hair.  She rested her head on his chest.  He

allowed her to--by moving his arms, giving access to her head on his chest.  It was suddenly soothing,

and extraordinarily peaceful to be stroked thus by John and to inhale the smell of his skin--Lifebuoy

soap--and feel the coarse texture of his khadi shirt against her cheek.  Roshini wanted to say a lot of
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things to John, but she was scared that if she talked, or even stopped crying John would pull back and

go away.  He would stop stroking her hair and he would take his chest away from her shoulder.  So

she lay resting, her sobbing subsided.  Roshini wanted to hear John's voice, wanted to hear what he

thought of this moment, of this peace, this complete thing that she felt.  Surely he could feel it too.   

“Our life together means nothing to you, right?” she said.  She could feel his chest

expand against her neck when he inhaled deeply.  

“Yes, it does,” he said.    

“Then prove it, John.”  She lifted her head and looked into his face.  “Don't go, please.

Please let’s have children.  Please let us be a nice normal happy family.  Let us have children and live

happily.” 

“Roshini, what is this?” he said.  “Sh,” he said, making flicking motions with his hand. 

He stood up.  “Don't behave like small children.  You know I am not leaving you and going. Don't be

like this.” 

But that is not it at all, Roshini thought.  Why did he keep insisting that she was childish?

Maybe he was even more treacherous than she thought.    

“Okay,” she said, looking up at him.  “I'm all right. I'm fine.  You go on and read your

books,” she said.  Roshini stared at his back when John left.  She wanted him to say, No, Roshini I will

not go.  I will stay with you here and comfort you.  You are more important to me.  She wanted him to

draw her close and stroke her hair.  But he went away. 

After John left the room, she pressed her face against the pillows.  And then she lifted

her head, rested her elbows on the cushion, looked out the window.  There was grass, a few blades,
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creamy yellow at the bottom where it came out from the ground, bright green, slender and shaped like

little swords at the top.  She could also see the Jasmine bush, lush with leaves and a few buds that

looked like tiny light bulbs.  The Jasmine was shivering slightly in the breeze and she could see the sand

with its pebbles, yellow, green and gray.  She could see the curved trunk of the coconut tree.  The

brown rings on it, the tiny lines and creases, the grainy, golden brown insides sticking out where the

outer bark was broken at places.  It really helped to look at and note these simple things in one's mind,

Roshini thought.  It helped ease the pain to behave thus like a reporter, doing exactly what a reporter

would do at an accident site.  Simply note the details down without thinking or feeling about them.  But

then, how long can you go on like this, without thinking?.  How long can the mind just trip around

daintily at the edges and surfaces of facts?  All of these things that are in this world, all the people and

all the things, the living and the nonliving, it seemed to Roshini, are so separate and indifferent to each

other.  What John was saying was all wrong.  E=MC2= love was all wrong.  That would mean that

there are connections between the things in this world.  That all matter would be empathetic and

sympathetic to all other.  That there would be no cyclones, that everything would co-exist in peace, that

human beings would understand each other, that John would understand at least a little the terrible pain

she felt in her mind.  But didn’t John just leave the room?

A young beggar girl was walking slowly toward the gate of Roshini’s house.  She was

wearing a dirty, faded, half-sari.  The girl held a baby in her arms and had an old battered harmonium

slung over one shoulder.  The girl was no more than sixteen or seventeen years old.  She was very

slender, her hair was dusty and bleached a rich red gold, near the forehead, where it stood up in untidy

tufts.  When she reached Roshini's gate, she stopped and started singing a popular Hindi tune in a deep



63

throaty voice.  The baby listened peacefully.  The baby had small black bangles on his wrists and round

plump cheeks with dirt marks on them.  It was better to accept it like this.  The fact that she had wanted

and wanted John so much and she did not get him.  Perhaps would never get him.  Just as she accepted

Vasanthy, accepted working in IPI, accepted not getting the IAS.  It would have been nice to be a

beggar girl, Roshini thought.  Wander all over India, singing songs, playing a harmonium, holding her

own, very own baby close to her.  In the verandah she could hear John talking to the girl. 

“Where are you from?”

“Andhra Pradesh,” the girl said.  “I lost everything in the cyclone.  My parents are

dead.  My house was destroyed.  This is my brother,” she said. 

— — — — — —
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FIVE HUNDRED ACRES OF RUBBER

Asha lived in rubber country.  Slopes and slopes of trees with rounded trunks soaring

to the sky; winding, red, mud-walled roads carved into those slopes; star-shaped tapioca leaves rising

at intervals out of coconut palm hedgerows; tea-shops with bananas hanging in long bunches on iron

hooks; deep fried savory snacks in glass cases and men in white vests and colorful dhotis lounging

around reading newspapers at wooden tables, sipping frothy tea from dirty glasses.  There were green

rice fields that stretched forever, and little weed-covered ponds, all of which like a great curtain of

greenery sheltered the village of Keechery from the world outside.  The nearest town was 25

kilometers away, and the only bus that took you there came twice a day, at 7.30 a.m. and then again at

5.30 p.m.  Asha had lived in this village all the 25 years of her life except once, when she went away to

college for three years. 

“When you look for a groom for me make sure he has a job in America or at least in

Bombay or Delhi," she would say to her mother after she attained marriageable age.  "I don't want to

live the rest of my life in another place like this," Asha would say.  She said these things to her mother

only at night, because it was only at night that her mother found the time and the patience to listen. 

Asha's mother was a busy woman.  Her days were spent cooking, cleaning, supervising servants and
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worrying about the fate of her daughter whose father was too old and blind to find a husband for her. 

So in the night while Asha talked, her mother listened and with her fingers uncoiled the long panel of

straggly false hair from an egg-shaped bun at the nape of her neck.  She would then shake her head to

let her own hair loose from the bun while she wound the false hair into a coil around the fingers of her

right hand.  Then she would lift up her pillow and place the false hair under it.  There were other things

valuable to Asha's mother under the pillow.  A rosary of pink pearly beads from Rome, blessed by the

Pope; a photograph of her eldest son, posing in a suit and tie near a gleaming black car with chrome

fenders from Kentucky, America; a picture of Saint Antony of Padua with a novena at the back.  And

the long panel of black false hair. 

"Who knows what is written on your head?" Asha's mother would say, looking like

Indira Gandhi, her own hair falling around her earlobes, straggly and limp like long pieces of blackened

banana peel. 

Ever since memory began for Asha this is how it always had been.  Her mother would

go through these same rituals before sleeping on a cot in Asha's room.  Asha's room had three cots,

each against a wall.  The fourth wall had a door and a wooden cupboard with a mirror on its door. 

Asha's father slept in the adjoining room because there was an "attached" bathroom there.  The only

other bathroom in the house was not "attached."  It stood far away from the house, beyond the jackfruit

and the tamarind trees, near the western wall of the house, under the slanting branch of a guava tree. 

Asha's father needed the attached bathroom because he had been going blind from a rare kind of

glaucoma for the past ten years, and although his son from Kentucky had taken him to America for the

most specialized treatment there was no improvement.  
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Asha’s parents had four other children besides Asha.  Benny, the youngest among the

sons was almost 28, unmarried, a dabbler in politics, and a junior lawyer at a law firm in the nearest city

of Ernakulam.  Jose the oldest son was a runaway from the Catholic seminary where he had gone at the

age of 16.  Disillusioned by priesthood and fearing the scandal and reproaches that would meet him at

Keechery, he ran away to America with the help of a visiting American priest.  After six months he

decided that heaven could not possibly be a better place than America.  In Kentucky, America, he

went to Med School by day and washed dishes by night, dated his American nurse because she looked

good enough to eat and also because if he managed to marry her all his troubles with the Immigration

and Naturalization Service would be over.  To make up for all this he sent gifts to his family in

Keechery.  Non-stick cook ware for making dosas, Vaseline Intensive Care Lotion for callouses–for

the mother, Q-tips, eye drops, and vitamin pills, for the father, electric drills; digital organizers and other

electronic gizmos for Benny, and for Asha, creams, lotions and make up articles of various kinds.  He

also sent glossy photographs of his life in America.  Asha loved the things he sent.  She hoarded them

all–even the Q-tips in the drawer inside the almirah with the mirror on its door.  She pored over the

photographs.  She loved the symmetry of the American street where her brother lived, the severe

perfection of the lawns, the shine of his kitchen counter, the carpet that looked softer than her own

mattress, the velvet sofas.  This was America.  This was where she wanted to be.  

Asha’s two older sisters were married to scions of families with huge rubber plantations

in villages similar to Keechery.  The last time Asha visited her oldest sister her sister emerged from the

kitchen, her sari rumpled and her hands wet and smelling of prawns.  On the kitchen counter was a

huge pile of pink prawns all of which she had shelled.  It was a huge bustling household with too many
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servants to manage and too many family members to feed.  

“Amma,” she said to her mother on the way back.  “I will surely die if I am married in a

house like that.”  

Asha's father was a pioneer of sorts in Keechery.  He was the first man to ever use toothpaste

and toothbrush in that village.  Before that, Keecherites used roasted sawdust or the ripe, flame shaped

leaf of a mango tree to brush their teeth.  He was also the first man to wear a shirt with a collar to the

Keechery church, as also the first man to start the Keechery Welfare Bankers, a bank which

introduced to Keecherites sophisticated financial operations like savings bank accounts, fixed deposits

and current accounts. 

Ever since Asha went to college in the city and shared a room with five other girls she

had realized that there was more to life and living than Keechery and the rubber plantations.  Here for

the first time she met girls from different parts of the state of Kerala.  Here she discovered the joys of

going out to movies, eating in restaurants, going shopping and dressing up according to the latest

fashion.  Here she tried on lipstick for the first time, and discovered that nail-polish could be removed

with a cool liquid called Remover and that you did not have to scratch it out of your nails.  Here she

decided that she would never be happy in a village again.  With the money that Benny gave her every

month she bought different shades of lipsticks, nail-polish, foundation, small earrings and big ear-rings,

necklaces with lockets that hung down to her belly button or tiny ones that stayed close to the throat. 

And when the hair accessories called Love in Tokyo became the rage in her college, she was one of

the first one to buy almost all the colors.  Sometimes girls used to come and borrow a Love in Tokyo
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from Asha when they went out for secret rendezvous with their boyfriends.  Once she wrote to her

eldest brother to send her some American shampoo.  Preferably Head and Shoulders, she wrote. 

Two months later the post man delivered a big parcel for Asha.  Honey-colored Head and Shoulders

shampoo in a white plastic bottle with a green cap. 

But now Asha was back home, waiting to get married.  It had been two years since she

finished her degree.  Asha liked the idea of getting married.  Every night her mother would lie down in

bed after placing the false hair under the pillow and start muttering the names of all the saints, calling

upon them to save her.  Asha would close her eyes, and in the darkness her mind became a movie

screen. There, she would see a guy, some guy who did not have a very definite face, sleeping, innocent

like a boy, on rumpled sheets in a beautiful room with white lace curtains billowing, and she would walk

in with a cup of steaming tea.  She would wake up the innocent looking young man by tapping him on

his shoulder and he then would open his eyes.  For a minute he would be disoriented and then he, her

very own husband, would grin--eyes filled with joy at seeing her!  The next reel had Asha standing at a

huge window, looking out at a place that looked like a hill-station with rolling hills; and white fluffy

clouds.  Her hair smelling of shampoo from America would be left loose, covering her back, and a tall,

handsome young man would tiptoe behind her and would hold her by the waist and smell her hair,

deeply burying his face in it. 

Most of Asha's friends were married.  Manju got married during the study holidays of

the final year of Bachelor of Science in Home Economics.  When she came back to college to take her

exams, after her honeymoon, all the girls huddled around her in the night while Manju told them all
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about her "first night."  Of how she took the initiative in taking the clothes off, both hers and her

husband's.  Manju was somewhere in Bombay now and the latest she heard was that Manju was three

months pregnant.  Shanthy was the luckiest.  Her husband was a software engineer in America. 

Shanthy never said anything.  She just got married and took off in an Air India flight that stopped at

New Delhi, Amsterdam and New York on its way to LA.  One needs to be really lucky to get married

and go to America and fly in a plane that stopped at all those places, Asha thought. 

During the first eight months or so of staying home, Asha fantasized during the night,

and during the day she would beautify herself in preparation for her marriage.  Sometimes she changed

the colors of her nail-polish from honey pink to cherry red or from strawberry wine to golden peach

just for the heck of it.  Painting and removing and repainting, like a lizard shedding its skin and growing

them on again in a different color.  Then she'd hold her hand in front of the mirror and admire her long

tapering fingers.  Sometimes she even lifted her feet to see if they were as narrow and pretty in the

reflection as when she found them when she looked at them from above.  She applied masks of

sandalwood paste, and turmeric powder on her face, to rejuvenate her skin and make it glow.  She cut

slices of cucumber and put them over her eyes to vanquish the dark shadows under her eyes.  She

waxed the hair on her legs with a sticky mixture of lime juice and burnt sugar, saying "ouch," every time

she pulled the hair out, made mehndi designs on her hands and drenched her hair in a mixture of castor

oil and yoghurt every morning for extra bounce and shine.  She went with her mother by bus to the

jeweler to select jewelry for the wedding.  She lay down on her bed, her feet propped up on the wall,

reading the Femina, the fashion pages, the Home Truths columns over and over again until she fell

asleep, the magazine open on her chest. 
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There were marriage proposals for Asha.  Responses to the advertisements her parents

placed in matrimonial columns of newspapers.  Proposals invited from parents of professionally

qualified, smart, boys from aristocratic Syrian Catholic families for beautiful, fair, slim, convent-

educated, girl hailing from aristocratic family of central Travencore.  Send replies to P.O. box.  Letters

were exchanged.  Asha's photographs were taken and sent. 

Then there was one proposal from Madras, which looked "promising."  The

prospective groom was doing his MD at Madras Medical College.  Benny went to Madras to check

him out. 

"Not at all smart," he said when he came back.  They were having a family conference

in the dining room.  Asha, her mother, the blind father and the brother.  Benny had just had a bath and

his hair was severely combed back.  Asha's father was sitting at the head of the table, both hands flat

on the table.  Asha's mother kept pushing bowls of achappam and banana chips toward Benny. 

"He is too dark," Benny said, a yellow banana chip teetering on his lips. 

"It is not a big deal if boys are a little dark," Asha's mother said.  She pushed a plate of

undas towards her son.  Two days in Madras and my son has become half, she muttered under her

breath. 

"He is not a little dark," Benny said.  "He is the color of charcoal." 

"He may be dark, Benny," Asha's father's speech was slow and measured. As though

he formed the sentence in his mind before saying it.  Benny's lips were an "O" over the straw in his lime

juice.  "But how is he otherwise?" Asha's father said.  His right hand kept moving, inching forward and

sideways across the table slowly, like a turtle, as though he were  trying to find something.  Asha
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noticed this and realized there was no food near her father and so she pushed a plate of appams to him. 

She felt angry at her mother for being so insensitive, for pushing all the food towards Benny, as though

her father did not exist. 

"No personality," Benny said. 

"Shall I peel a banana for you?" Asha asked her father.  If there was anything that

worried Asha about her marriage it was the idea that her father would be left alone with her mother

who was never solicitous enough of his needs. 

"What do you mean, Benny?" the mother said.  "He is a doctor.  What more personality

does he need?" 

Benny was silent.  He looked at Asha. 

"Mother, Benny has seen the guy.  He thinks he is not good enough for me. Let's drop

it,"Asha said.  She was angry at her mother for ignoring her father, and she had heard that people shat

on the streets in Madras.  So that was dropped. 

"Anyway, doctors are not good," Benny said when everybody was pushing their chairs

backwards, scraping them on the floor and getting up from the table. "I mean their moral side,” he said. 

"They have affairs with nurses."

"And there is shit all over the streets in Madras," Asha said. 

Asha's mother stacked plates one on top of the other noisily.  Her eldest son, the one in

America, the one whose photo she kept under her pillow, was a doctor married to a woman who used

to work as his nurse. 

"You and your brother can wait for a prince to come along and marry you," Mother
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said and walked away in a huff. 

So when Asha did not marry even two years after graduating people started suggesting

that Asha join some "course."

"Let her do some course," the parish priest who came visiting said. "It’s dull for her to

stay at home like this not doing anything.  She can work after marriage if she wants," he said and took

one sip of tender coconut water from the fat green shell of a coconut. 

"We have no desire that she work or anything," Asha's mother said. She held on to a

piece of white muslin which she had draped over her blouse, across her heavy bosom, diagonally, so

that it wouldn't fall off and the priest wouldn't think her immodest.  That evening she spoke to Benny

about enrolling Asha for a computer course.  That is how Asha started going to the National Institute of

Information Technology (NIIT) to do a six-month course in WordPerfect data entry.  She went with

Benny by the first bus that left at 7.30.  She wore a brown salwar kameez with yellow embroidery at

the neck which was wide and round.  She wore a matching brown Love in Tokyo at the end of her

hip-long plait.  She had put on lipstick but wiped it off.  Lipstick might be too much for a computer

class, she thought.  She held a plastic packet in which one of her sarees had come, and in this she kept

her little bead purse full of coins, a note book, a pen, and a handkerchief printed with pink flowers. 

"Take a handbag," her mother said. 

"I don't want a handbag,"she said.  Asha thought handbags made people look grown up

and school marm-ish.  She did not like to look too grown up or school marm-ish until she got married. 

She was afraid people might look at her and say: here goes a school marm-ish spinster, with a handbag. 

"The neck of this dress is not right," Benny said.  "Wear something else."  So Asha
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changed into a pink salwar kameez with a V neck and cap sleeves. She removed the brown Love in

Tokyo and tied a pink one instead.

In the bus, she sat next to a woman with a huge wicker basket full of fish.  It stank and

Asha kept her feet on the aisle.  The room in the NIIT office was green carpeted, crowded and cold. 

Rows upon rows of computers were arranged on narrow tables.  Young women in salwar kameezes

and men in checked shirts sat in front of computer terminals while instructors in green shirts or salwar

kameezes milled around, leaning over the students, looking into screens or just lounging.  A dark guy

with red pimples and square glasses came over to Asha and directed her to a computer whose screen

had colorful baskets in pink, blue and green, undulating, like planets in space.  He pressed some keys

and a little C appeared on the screen with a colon and an arrow beside it.  The instructor typed WP

next to it. 

"WP for WordPerfect," he said.  He leaned close. She could sense his body, green

shirted and skinny, hovering over her head.  Asha looked at the screen. She saw a blue square filling

the screen with a picture of half a pen with a pointed silver nib in it.  Asha worried she might be smelling

of fish. "This is the mouse, " he said. 

Asha looked at his hand, black, with dry patches of grey on the knuckles, covering the

mouse.  He rotated the mouse around on a green pad. 

"See this," he said and clicked. "Like this," he said and clicked again. ‘Now hold it," he

said.  Asha held it.  She was surprised at how smooth it was.  The instructor leaned toward her.  Asha

shifted back in her seat.  He leaned more and then he started breathing heavily.  Asha had heard heavy

breathing in certain kinds of songs and knew what it meant. 
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"Listen," Asha said.  "Stop misbehaving with me."

"What?" he said

"I said, stop misbehaving with me," Asha said.  The girl in the next terminal turned

around.  She wore huge glasses.

"Don't you have a mother and sisters?" Asha said. 

"What's wrong with you?" the instructor said.  "I didn't do anything."

"You breathed heavily into me," Asha said. 

"I like that," he said and placed his hands on his hips, like a woman getting ready to

fight.  "I've never heard of this before.  How can I live without breathing?" he said. 

"I didn't ask you not to breathe, I asked you not to breathe heavily on me," Asha said. 

"I don't want to teach you," he said. 

"I don't want you to teach me," Asha said. 

He walked away.  Asha stared at her computer terminal, where the wandering little

baskets appeared again.  After a while, a girl, in a green sari came and stood next to her. 

"If you know which document to edit, type its name after you type WP.  And then

press Enter," the girl said.  "Like this."  She pressed Enter and a document appeared. 

The class lasted two hours, and when Benny came to fetch her at 12.00 p.m.  Asha

was feeling calm and invigorated. S he walked briskly beside him, staring at the ragged beggars at the

traffic intersections, the cheap, ready-made, export reject clothes spread on the pavement, the flower

girl in her dirty green skirt selling coiled garlands of jasmine flowers on green leaves spread on cane
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trays, the toy merchants selling pumpkin-shaped balloons and plastic birds, dolls on their big stands and

the dark, oily, perspiring skins of people.  When they were waiting at a bus-stop, Asha saw this pale-

skinned foreigner, blond hair falling on his shoulders.  Junkie tourist, Asha thought.  He wore a

sleeveless jacket left open so all his chest and stomach was visible.  His nipples were round, flat and

pink, like two big pink bindis.  With dots in the middle.  What would it be like to be married to such a

man? she thought. 

The backyard was in a stir when Asha reached home that day.  Papy's daughter, who

had just married that morning, was visiting.  Papy was the Untouchable maid who took care of the

cows in Asha's house.  Papy is Touchable since India got Independence, but Asha had never seen

anybody touching her. 

"Did you see my daughter?" Papy said.  She had on her customary small white piece of

cloth tied at the waist, barely clearing her knees.  Her breasts were bare, conical, tapering towards the

nipple.  Like an old balloon which was losing the air inside it.  Wrinkled and soft.  Untouchable women

were not allowed to cover their breasts in the olden times, Asha's mother had told her.  Now there was

no law against Papy covering her breasts but she still did not. 

"Where?" Asha asked. 

"There," Papy said and pointed towards the tamarind tree. 

The bride stood under the prawn tamarind tree, wearing a marigold and jasmine

garland around her neck, doodling in the mud with her right toe.  She wore no slippers.  Only a

blackened silver anklet on her bony ankle.  There were dried Jasmine flowers on her hair and faded
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streaks of kajal on her shining pug-nosed face.  Her eyes were drawn elaborately to resemble the

shape of doe's eyes.  She wore a shining pink sari with golden peacocks sewn on as a border.  Near

where she stood there was a big copper pot on three stones, and steam rose from the pot.  The fire

glowed orange under the sun.  Asha had first seen Lakshmy, for that was Papy's daughter's name,

around eighteen years ago.  Asha was seven or eight years old then. Papy, young then, sat with her

baby, on the stone near the tamarind tree.  Lakshmi was just a naked baby then, with a black thread

around her waist, dribbling milk and saliva from a corner of her open mouth.  Asha stared at her and it

seemed to her as though Lakshmi had not changed all that much.  The woman she had become and the

baby she was and the old woman like Papy she would become, were all there now in her shining pug-

nosed face. 

"She is going to her husband's place by the 5.30 bus," Papy said. 

"Where is his place?" Asha asked. 

"Kottarakkara.  Fifty paisa by bus," she said. 

Asha's mother came from inside and gave Papy two neatly folded saris and a pink

envelope with money. 

"Here, keep this," Asha's mother said.  Papy received the gifts with both hands and

touched them to her head. 

"Papy, has Lakshmi eaten?" Mother asked.  "Give her something to eat." 

"No she hasn't eaten.  I just brought her in to show her to you," Papy said and smiled. 

"Then come have something to eat," Mother said.  So they moved, Papy and Lakshmi,

in a procession towards the outhouse kitchen, circling the tamarind tree, the bathroom and the pond in
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the northern grounds.  When they left, Asha went into her room and looked into the mirror on the door

of her cupboard.  Her skin looked dark, sallow.  She thought she looked as old as Papy. 

Then there was another proposal.  Everything was in a flurry the day the young man

with the H1 visa, working for Microsoft in Silicon Valley, California, was supposed to come with his

parents and aunt to meet Asha.  Benny was at home, dusting the grooves between the curves on the

legs of the dining room chairs.  Mother took out the white plates from the glass cupboard with sliding

doors that opened and closed with a whoosh sound.  The kitchen smelt of cardamom and ghee, things

deep fried and spiced up.  Asha wore a red sari with thin black lines and a yellow thread border.  She

tied her hair in a long plait and wore big gold leaf earrings.  A small red bindi and just a dash of lipstick. 

She put the lipstick on and then pressed a tissue to her lips.  A boat shaped lip with cracks appeared on

the tissue.  She threw it into the garbage. 

Asha sat in her father's bedroom which had a window facing the driveway, waiting for

the Microsoft guy.  She was going through an old issue of Time, one with a blond and boyish looking

Geraldine Ferraro on the cover.  Her eldest brother very religiously sent Time magazines to Benny

every week.  Benny read them and stacked them on his table in the father's room.  When she heard the

roar of a car, she looked out of the window and saw Asokan, the little boy who did errands, running to

open the gate.  Even he was dressed up in a blue shirt and clean white dhoti.  The car revved its engine

and sped inside.  For a second Asha wondered if it would crash into the mulberry tree, but it did not. 

All the doors of the car opened at the same time and a whole crowd emerged from it.  When they

moved towards the door Asha could see better.  There was a fat lady in a blue printed silk sari, another
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fat lady who was taller, in a white cotton sari with a pink border.  The mother and the aunty.  A pot-

bellied middle-aged man.  The father.  And the guy.  He's tall.  Asha was thrilled.  They had reached

the door and Asha could see them no more but could hear them talk. 

"Did you have a tough time finding out the place?" Asha's mother was saying in the

voice she reserved for guests. 

"Oh no.  Benny had given us very good directions," the boy's father said.

"Come in, come in, come in," Benny said.

"Oh, don't bother to take off your shoes, it is really OK," Mother said again.  Their

conversation grew more muffled as they moved into the drawing room. 

When Asha was finally summoned and she walked in, everybody stopped sipping their

tea and turned to look at her. 

"Come here, child, come and sit here," the fat woman in the printed blue silk sari said,

patting the space between her and the other fat lady on the sofa.  So Asha sat down between the two

fat ladies. 

"This is Vinod," Benny said, nodding towards the tall guy. 

Asha looked at the guy for a second and their eyes met.  She quickly looked down. 

"What was your major for graduation?" the father asked.  He sat legs crossed, one on

top of the other, his tea cup on his knee. 

"B.Sc in Home Economics,” Asha said.

"She had very high marks and she wanted to go in for post graduation," Mother said. 

"But we told her to take rest," Mother laughed.  "Now she is studying computers. At NIIT," Mother
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said. 

"Which city in the United States are you in?" Asha’s father asked Vinod, not looking at

him.  

"Silicon Valley.  It’s in California," Vinod said. 

"I visited United States around ten years ago.  You see my eldest son is a doctor there,"

Father said. 

"Really?  How long has he been there?" 

"About ten years," Father said and Asha looked at mother.  Her face was all red. 

Mother got up and walked to the kitchen.  Then she came back and said, "Come on,

let us have some tea."  Benny stood up first. 

"Come let's have tea," he repeated.  And everybody moved to the dining room.  Vinod

was the last one to stand up. 

"Vinod wants to talk to Asha," Vinod's father said, holding Benny by the shoulder and

taking him to the side of the room, as though letting him into a big secret. 

"Uh? Oh, Hmmm," Benny said and stood fiddling with the curtains between the dining

room and the drawing room.  "OK, fine.  Oh, why don't they talk here, in the drawing room and we'll

get their tea in here," he said. 

"Sounds fine," Vinod said, standing up, and then sitting down again. 

Vinod and Asha were alone in the room.  Asha's hands were clammy. Asha looked at

the window and she could see the rise of ground crowned by the tall rubber trees.  The sloping grounds
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were full of brown dry leaves and shadows. 

"Which college did you study in?" Vinod asked.  He sat erect in his chair, his hands flat

on his knees.  The perfect white of his shirt, the dull, brown leather shoes and the perfection of his grey

pants intimidated her.  She felt as nervous as she did when she first went to college and didn't know a

soul. 

"St Teresa's College," she said.  She sat erect too, leaning back, her hands folded on

her lap.  "Where do you work?"

"For a computer company called Microsoft."

"I know," Asha said.  "So is Bill Gates your boss?" 

He laughed.  He threw back his head a little when he laughed.

"I have a brother in Kentucky," she said. 

"I know, your father said.  Does he come here often?"

"Once in five years.  Actually after he got married he has come only once."  She thought

of her sister-in-law tanning herself in the back yard wearing only sunglasses and colorful underwear. 

Her sister-in-law, Gloria, the American ex-nurse, whose thighs wobbled when she walked. 

"Do you like America?" she asked. 

"Yeah, it's nice.  Do you like going abroad? " he asked. 

"Oh yes, I love it.  I think I was born to live in America," Asha said. 

He laughed.  "What are your hobbies?" he asked.

"I like, well, listening to mucic," Asha said.  Then she thought he might think her dull so

she said, "And yes, I like to watch movies, though I don't get to watch too many here," and then she
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asked him about his hobbies. 

"I like visiting old churches and temples." 

"What do you do in old churches and temples?"

"Nothing.  I just like the way they make me feel.  You know the churches are so

beautiful in Europe."

His eyes were liquid brown.  He had folded his sleeves half way up his forearm and his

arms looked lean and strong.  There was hair, soft and dark on his forearm.  In her mind Asha saw

herself bringing tea in a crystal cup into a beautiful bedroom with lace curtains billowing, and Vinod was

sleeping on rumpled sheets.  She patted him gently on his shoulder and he woke up and was delighted

to see her.  And then she saw herself on her wedding day in a white sari shot with gold and gold

jewelry all over. 

After they left, Asha went straight to the mirror to check how she looked.  Will he like

me?  Will he like me?  Then she joined her parents and brother around the dining table.  Mother was

wiping plates with a pink and green checked cloth and putting them away in the cupboard with the

sliding glass door. Half full plates of appams and banana fritters were still on the table. Asha took a

banana and started eating.

"Nice boy," Mother said.  Then she looked around, the cloth in her right hand and a

plate in her left.  "Y'know, the boy's uncle is a judge in the Supreme Court." 

"I know," Father said. 

"They are well connected.  The boy seems nice, like one of my own. He looks a lot like
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Jose before he got married," mother said. 

Benny was stirring the sugar into the tea, looking deep into it.

"So what do you say Benny?" Mother asked.

"We cannot jump to conclusions.  We have to see," he said. 

"What do we have to see?" Mother said.  She pushed the sliding glass shutter of the

cupboard with a whoosh.

"All that glitters is not gold," Benny said looking into his tea.  "For all you know that boy

might be working in some McDonalds in America," he said. 

"What is McDonalds?" Mother said. 

"It is a restaurant," Father said. 

"We can find out all those things.  We can call up Jose and he can find out about the boy."

"It is not so simple, Mother," Benny said.  “You can't find out these things.  It’s like

spying," he said. 

The next day Benny came back early from work.  Asha accompanied her mother and

father to the hospital for the monthly blood pressure and blood sugar check up.  On such trips, Benny

sat in the front seat next to the driver and Asha sat between her parents in the back seat.  They carried

tea in a flask, water boiled with cummin seeds for Mother in a glass bottle, which sloshed whenever the

car braked, boiled eggs in a steel tiffin carrier and two unopened packets of Marie Biscuits.

"I called those people and said we're not looking at proposals for the time being,"

Benny said running his fingers through his hair at the back. 
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They were on M.G. road and buses, cars and trucks were rushing past.  Beyond the

sidewalk there were the big clothing stores–beautiful, blank faced mannequins in exquisite sarees

standing with folded hands inside their glass walls.   Why was Benny doing this to her?  The feeling of

bleakness was intolerable and worse was the knowledge that it would be ruined.  Yes, it was her life

and it would be ruined and Vinod was gone.  A huge column of empty space was winding its way to

the pit of her stomach and it hurt.  She could perhaps jump out of the moving car.   But she would only

fall into the gutter which had evil smelling, pitch black water in it.  Tears stung the back of her eyes, and

Asha determinedly looked at the mannequin family on one shop window, the pattern made by colorful

open umbrellas in the umbrella store.  Mother was shouting.  

"Why?" She said.  "It was such a nice proposal.  Nice boy, good family.  Educated. 

He has a nice job in America.  And it’s not as if we don't have anybody in America. Jose and Asha can

be near each other," Mother said all this in one breath and then inhaled deeply.

"Listen, Mother," Benny said.  "We don't know anything about his life in America.  For

all you know he could be having a wife there." 

"You are mad," Mother said. 

"Don't get hysterical, woman," Father said to Mother.  Then turning to Asha he said. 

"Asha child, pass me a biscuit."  Father nibbled on a biscuit.  Some scraps fell on the shirt.  Asha wiped

them off.  "It is better to be safe than sorry.  Benny has a point," Father said. 

"You are the one who has brought us all to this pass.  You are blind so you don't know

that you have a daughter at home, growing old.  Anytime now she will grow grey hairs on her eyebrows

and teeth in her nose.  Then you will know how difficult it is to get her married," Mother said, half



84

sobbing, a handkerchief at her eyes. 

"Listen," Asha said.  "There is no need to fight about my marriage.  I can do without a

marriage."  And then she, too started sobbing.  "I'll live all my life in Keechery with you.  Or you can

send me to a convent to be a nun."  Nobody spoke after that. 

Asha's started helping her father with his Ayurveda medication.  She took it upon

herself to mix juices of various herbs every morning one hour after breakfast and put 7 drops each into

her father's eyes.  Her father's eyes were big watery pools with red veins cris-crossing the cornea like

bloody cobwebs.  Every morning he would lean back in his chair, resting his head against the rim of his

chair back and look up at the ceiling.  Asha felt a rush of tenderness towards her father at times like

that; his eyes still, the wrinkled bags under his eyes sagging sideways.  Every day her father asked her

the same questions. 

"Has Benny gone?" 

"Yes. He has gone, father," Asha said. 

"What is Mother doing?"  This was another regular question.  Father always wanted to

know what Mother was doing.  It amused Asha to think that her father might be possessive about her

mother.  Once Asha asked him if he wanted to the newspaper to be read to him.

"Yes," he said. 

So Asha started reading every day to him.  Her father always wanted the obituary page

first.  Asha had to read the names of the dead people and if he was interested he said "read on."  And if

it seemed like he did not know the person who had died then he said "next."  With practice Asha often
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could guess the kind of people whose deaths her father would be interested in knowing more about. 

They tended to be people with names like P.P. Thomas or N.M. Joseph, or M.L. Varghese.  New

Testament names with initials.  Belonging to people from aristocratic Syrian Christian families.  He

avoided names like David Thomas or Joshua Alexander, because these were names belonging to

fundamentalist Pentecostal Christians and he had never had much to do with them.  He believed in the

golden mean.  Not too much religion, not too little. 

Asha also knew that her father was not interested in names ending with Nair, Menon or

Iyer because these were Hindu and heathen and he did not have any Hindu friends. Names like Joseph

Stalin, or Lenin Rajendran always angered him and there was an edge to his voice when he said "next.” 

This was because these were the names of communists.  After the obit column they moved to the

foreign page.  Asha had to read the datelines of all the news items, and any place in America was of

interest to him.  He quietly listened to all news about the Florida hurricanes and the California

earthquakes, however long it was, just coughing a little in between. Sometimes Asha's mother would

also come in and listen.  Once after reading a long story about the Kenneth Starr report, Asha's mother

placed her forefinger vertically over her nose and said, "Now who will marry that Monica Girl."

When Asha was alone, she read and reread the Home Truths columns in Femina. 

I am an 18 year old Sardar woman in love with a 23 year old Punjabi Hindu man.  We hail from

respectable well to do families and want to marry each other.  But our parents are against our

marriage because of our religions.  What can we do?  Please help us.  Asha imagined a statuesque

Sardar girl in salwar kameez, standing at the top of an elaborately carved wrought iron banister and
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pleading with parents to let her marry her lover.  Asha wanted to write to the Home Truths column and

sign her name as Miss X, Keechery.  Or maybe she should approach some blond-haired foreigner. 

She had read a news report somewhere that there was a big market for oriental women as wives

because they were considered to be submissive. 

The next proposal came by mail.

"Here is the boy," Asha's mother said thrusting the photo of the groom in front of Asha. 

Asha was reading a Home Truths column in the latest Femina.  Asha held the photograph and looked

at a broad toothed smile, an arched moustache, pockmarks on the cheeks and a tight shirt standing in

the backdrop of a huge coconut palm. 

"He's from Kottarakkara," Mother said.  "If this works out then we can always see you

because it's so close by." 

Asha stared and stared at the photograph and then giving it back to her mother said, "I

like him."  

"Benny," Mother said loudly to Benny who was repairing a fuse with a yellow handled

screwdriver and a ball of copper wire.  "Asha likes the boy."

"What?"  Benny looked up  "You haven't even seen him." 

"I'll see him," Asha said.  "But I like him." 

"But you know he is not very educated," Benny said.  "He just takes care of the family

estate.  They have 500 acres of rubber in Kottarakkara". 

"Five hundred acres of rubber," Asha said.  Fifty paisa from Keechery. 
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— — — — — —

THE NECTAR OF KOCHI

A steel spoon beat against a dish, starting slowly and then picking up speed.  In the

kitchen the father was beating the yoghurt.  He wanted everything blended--the whey, the  yellow

cream on the top and the white fudge like insides until it became a churning, turning, creamy white mass. 

The mother could be heard, muttering to herself, walking up and down the hallway, a book in her

hands, glasses on her nose.  With glasses on, and with her hair puffed up on the top of her head as if

there were tomatoes inside, the mother looked like a judge.  She was trying to learn the whole book by

rote for her exams the next day.  When the mother came to help, the father sent her away saying, “You

study, you concentrate, we’ll take care of the kitchen.”  The girl helped by stacking bread slices on the

marble chappathy board and cutting them into squares.  The father transferred the bread into a bowl

and poured yoghurt over it.  He then mixed it with ketchup, green chillies, and curry leaves. 

“That is one curry,” he said.  “What name do you want to give this curry?” the father
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asked the girl. 

The girl shrugged. 

“Let’s call it the nectar of Kochi,” he said.   

Later, when the father, the mother, and the girl sat down for dinner in the dining 

room, their steel plates piled with rice and the curries, the sun was already setting outside.  The sky,

visible from the top of the frilly yellow half-curtain, was pink all over, like a huge bush of pink

mossanda that was blooming from the base of its trunk.

This was before, much before the house on Marine-drive.  This was in the old house

near the Laxman Talkies when the mother was so sweet.  This was when they all loved each other.  It

was a different world then, a world of endless trust and purity — completely different  from her solitary

world now, where she had to look out for all of them.  It seemed such a short time ago.       

The old house where the girl lived at first, with the father and the mother, was in the

ground floor of a two storeyed building that looked like a satellite.  People called it the sky lab.  It was

made of concrete, painted pink, and its parapets and shingles were black.  It stood like an odd shaped

rock on flat sandy ground.  There was no lawn -- just sand, thick, squishy, light brown and powder

soft.  And in small, orange earthenware pots, there were orchids.       

Loud film music always seemed to blare from somewhere, either from inside the buses

that roared past, the transistor radio at the bus stop, or the purple painted theater called Laxman

Talkies which ran three shows a day of old Malayalam and Tamil movies.  To the girl the purple talkies

building had the shape of something from the heavens, an angel, a saint, or a Vamana after he took the
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third step and turned into a giant, someone who wore a loose purple robe, arms spread out at all times

as though welcoming every one to him.  

The girl thought her mother looked like Hema Malini, the film actress who smiled at the

girl from a calender hung on the wall of the corner vegetable shop.  There were stains and dirt marks on

the glossy calender but whoever went to the shop looked at Hema Malini smiling, wearing a tightly

draped lime green chiffon sari tied below the belly button.  The belly button was a small star shaped

crack on Ms. Malini’s stomach.  

Every day in the summer the mother made the girl solve twenty- five problems from the

book titled Mathematics Made Simple.  This was because the girl’s teacher had told the mother that

she was weak in Mathematics.  It was really true.  The girl had a horror of numbers.  There was nothing

that was completely self evident about them and the girl could not understand what was happening to

the numbers when the problems were solved.   

Numbers belonged to the mother.  Algebraic equations, big numbers.  She could

calculate everything in her brain.  When they went grocery shopping, even before the desk clerk could

calculate the money the girl’s mother knew the amount in the bill.  Perfectly correct, precise to the

paise.             

Sometimes the mother hurt her.  Always it was when she was teaching the girl

mathematics.  A slap on the thigh, or on the cheek, or sometimes she pinched  a bit of flesh from the

girl’s thighs or ears and twisted it until the girl cried out loudly in pain.  Later the mother came back and

applied yellow ointment on the place she had hurt.  The yellow ointment felt cool; like a peppermint

tablet on the tongue. 
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Numbers did not belong to the father.  He read books of poetry while he shaved, and

blood oozed from different parts of his face because he did not see where the razor was going.  Words

belonged to the father.  All the words belonged to the father.  All the words in every language belonged

to the father.  From the beginning the girl knew that this was the problem in her house. 

During dinner, the father talked about the book I’m OK, You’re OK.  When the girl

said, “I hate tomatoes,” he said, “You are being a critical child now.”  When the mother said to the girl,

“Come on, now, eat up your spinach, it is good for your eyes and skin,” the father said, “See, that is the

nurturing parent.”  When the mother said, “Oh, please, will you stop this analyzing,” the father said,

“You are now in the mode of the critical parent.”  “It is very important,” he said, “to make sure that

when you talk your responses are like those of an adult, or like those of a nurturing parent.”  At this the

mother covered her ears with both her hands and although the father laughed his eyes were sad, and

curved lines that looked like sailboats appeared on his forehead.            

But still, in the evenings the girl’s parents went out for parties.  The girl liked to watch

her mother dress up for them.  On the mother’s dressing table there were lots of small bottles of

creams, lotions, compacts and rouges in different shades of red.  There was a powder puff, round like a

puri and pink as a lotus.  In little round cups there were bobby pins and purple tubes of lipstick.  On

the top of each tube was written the lipstick’s name on a gold sticker.  The names reminded the girl of

strange things and far away places that she had not ever seen, but she knew existed.  Things like white

crystal icebergs, castles with pointed spires, ships with billowing sails, mermaids with rainbow colored

tail fins that shimmered on rocks.  

The mother had a trick of making her hair look puffed up on the top as though it was
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stuffed with something.  She pulled a line in the middle of her head with a white tail comb, lifted some of

the hair, and combed under that tuft, smoothed and combed again, twisted and coiled some hair, a

bobby pin here and a barrette there, more pins and finally hair spay and it looked smooth and high like

a bun in the oven that was burnt black on the top.  

“What mama, do you have tomatoes in your head?” the girl asked.  

“Yes, lots of them,” her mother said laughing. 

The girl was not allowed to use any of the makeup and this rule the girl did not like. 

The mother said that the girl, could, however go through the trinkets  in the  sandalwood box lined with

red velvet.  There were many beautiful things in there.  A gold necklace in the shape of tiny mangoes

strung together, a thick coil of gold in the shape of a snake’s head with rubies for eyes and emeralds on

the tongue, earrings with seven different stones set in a circle, a chain of black and gold beads the size

of peppercorns.  Sometimes the girl chose what the mother had to wear for a party.

Then there was Uncle Menon.  Uncle Menon had a clean face, like the face of

someone who modeled for Close-Up tooth paste.  His hair was jet black and combed back with a neat

side parting.  Years later, when the girl was in high school and saw the English movie “Gone with the

Wind,” she thought Clark Gable who played Rhet Butler in the movie looked  a lot like Uncle Menon. 

Uncle Menon usually visited so late that the maid servant was already asleep in the store room, which

smelled of ripening bananas.  The father, the mother, and Uncle Menon sat around the center table in

the drawing room.  The mother served things like banana chips or jackfruit chips, diamond shaped

pieces of burfi or sooji halwa.  The black fan hanging from a long pole from the ceiling made creaking

noises as it went round and round, and the cover of the India Today magazine on the table flapped,
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making the sound that pigeons make when they suddenly take flight.  There were a million sounds

coming from outside – of buses roaring past, transistor radios playing film music, the squeaky, hissing

sound of night creatures coming from flowering bushes.  But inside the father talked earnestly.  He did

not know how to banter or joke.  But Uncle Menon did.  He teased and laughed and the mother

talked, a little louder than usual, with flippant, playful laughter in her voice.  The girl sat behind the

mother’s chair and took out the pins from the mother’s hair and the mother didn’t seem to notice that

her hair had come loose and lay puffed up around her shoulders or even if she did, she did not mind. 

Sometimes the girl sat behind the father’s chair and parted his hair in the center and she thought the

father looked like an old woman who owned property.  Sometimes the mother or the father poured a

little tea for the girl into the saucer of the cup they were drinking from; they blew into the tea to cool it

down.       

The girl did not remember the day Uncle Menon actually gave her the doll because she

did not remember a time when the doll was not there. It was always there and was as old as her

parents but was just like the girl’s own baby.  It had blue eyes that closed when she lay her down and

opened when she stood her up.  That was because the doll was from Denmark where people have blue

eyes.  The girl bathed the doll, combed her brown curls, painted her nails and carefully drew a red,

round bindi on her forehead.  The doll’s red corduroy dress with white piping showed all of its pink

muscular legs.  The girl whispered stories to the doll in the night, and went to sleep hugging it close.  But

sometimes, she liked to scold the doll and then when the doll was upset and crying she pulled the doll to

face her and looked into the tremulous marble blue eyes, the curls of shining brown hair, and holding the

doll close, sang some of the songs that played in the Laxman Talkies.  The girl could, if she wanted to,
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put the doll’s hard plastic hands (with fingers held in such a way that they made the V sign of peace)

over her own shoulders.  Then instead of the girl becoming the mother, the doll could change places

and become the mother.  As if motherhood itself was an infinity.     

The girl had more assignments in summer.  She had to write a hundred words a day in

English.  Her father told her that English is the window to the world and that she had to learn English if

she was to be in the world.  The girl thought of English as a white painted window made of water with

yellow and red handloom curtains.  

The rest of the year the girl went to a crowded school which was part of a convent. 

During lunch recess the children made a lot of noise.  The boys in her class walked and jumped on the

benches and desks.  So sometimes the girl wandered into the parking lot where the huge school buses

were parked.  The mother visited the girl’s school sometimes, to talk to the teacher.  From the bench

the girl sat on she could not see her mother but could recognize her sari, she could see its pallu

fluttering, and the mother’s black hand bag which had a gold button on it.  The girl could recognize the

button from anywhere.  It was plain and smooth with a hole in the middle.  It comforted the girl to see

the pallu of the mother’s sari and the mother’s handbag on the door way to her classroom. 

On Saturday afternoons, the father put nail polish on the mother’s toenails and the

mother put nail polish on the girl’s fingertips.  She sat up on her elbow, legs stretched out, with a

Bournvita jar of banana chips on her stomach.  All three of them dipped their fingers inside the jar and

ate of the chips from time to time.  The mother’s feet were white with blue veins bulging up here and

there and dry white lines on the heel.  

And then in the evenings , when it was not so hot anymore, the girl went with the father
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and the mother to Marine Drive to watch the sunset and eat scalding hot peanuts from slim paper

cones.  They sat--the girl, her father and her mother on the stone and cement parapet, edging the

backwaters.  The water gently lolled and the leaves of the seaweeds were bunched together in sinister

knots that dashed against the walls.  The father had a habit of putting his hands in his pant pockets and

looking expansively at the back waters, the sky, the ships, and the coconut trees far away. 

“Ah, so beautiful,” the father said.  “There aren’t many cities in the world which have

such beautiful sceneries.”  The mother, with no smile on her face wrapped her sari  pallu tightly around

her shoulders.  The mother had no words for the father.  The father bought three paper cones.  One for

the girl, one for the mother and one for himself.  The girl’s mother said she did not want the peanuts. 

“Let’s go, let’s go,” she kept muttering.  “I have a million things to do.” 

“Isn’t it nice  to sit here like this,” the father insisted.  But he stood up and crumpled his

paper cone and stuffed it into his pocket because there was no trash box there.  Sailboats appeared on

his forehead. 

       

The girl noticed that there were many different kinds of rain.  Some rains were like long

fingers groping their way into the earth from the sky.  They were terribly gray and squeezed

haphazardly into the gaps between the pebbles and into the cups made by the orchid leaves. 

Sometimes the rain was invisible and the girl knew it was raining only because the drops were sharp so

when they fell on her hand they pricked her skin and she had to take her hand away in a hurry.  And

sometimes the rain was fine and delicate as grains of white Basmati rice, and it fell in wavy shapes from

the sky.  Sometimes the raindrops were filled with sunshine and  when they fell on the puddles on the
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ground they made mushrooms that appeared and disappeared.  The girl liked to play in the rain.

“Don’t,” said the mother.  “You will get wet and fall sick.”  But the father dressed the girl in a pink rain

coat and pink gum boots and let her go in the rain.  The girl waded through the tea colored puddles,

stamped with her gum booted feet on the puddles until her rain coat, her gumboots and the orchid

bushes nearby were splattered with rain. 

But the mother was happy enough at other times, at home, when the father was not

there.  She was in her element when she bargained with the hawkers, like the man who came with a jute

sack, rusted bicycle and a basket loaded with gleaming steel vessels, to buy old newspapers in

exchange for steel vessels.  

“English newspapers are rupees 2.50 a kilo,” the mother said, her voice soft and

playful.   

“No, no, no, no,” the newspaper man said. “I just bought them for rupees 1.50 a kilo,”

he said, settling down on the red floored verandah, spreading his iron balance and jute sack in front of

him.  He laughed when the mother said that the new government has hiked up the newsprint prices and

that some body has offered to buy newspapers for rupees five a kilo. 

“Don’t say such scandalous things so early in the morning,” he said  and mother

laughed.  The sparring went on until the man ended up talking about his adopted two year old 

daughter.  How mother got him to talk about this or sell her newspapers at 1.85 a kilo you will never

know.  Mother has what father called the gift of the gab.  The girl thought she was not at all like mother

because neither did she look like Hema Malini nor did she have the gift of the gab.  

But the father no longer talked about the book I’m OK, You’re OK because he was
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into “transcendental meditation” now. 

“C’mon, C’mon,” he said, every night after dinner, “let us do some meditation.  Let us

sit on the floor,” and he sat on the floor cross legged, “like this,” he said. 

The mother and the girl sat cross legged on the floor in the middle of the drawing room. 

The father had lifted up the center table and kept it against the wall.  

“Keep your back straight, but relaxed,” he said, “like this,” he said and puffed up his

chest and sat straight.  “Stretch out your arms, like this, like this,” he said.  “Breathe in, slowly, slowly,

and concentrate only on the breathing,” he said and took in a deep long breath.  “And now exhale,

slowly, slowly.”  Together they did this a few times and then abruptly, the mother said, “what a bore

this is.”  She got up and left, leaving behind the smell of a flowery new perfume.  The father stared after

the mother for a while, then he brightened and said a little sadly, “Come, child, you do it, inhale,

slowly,” he said.   

The weekend Indira Gandhi died there was no Hindi movie on televison.  Instead they

showed a movie about Indira Gandhi.  When she was a girl Indira Gandhi had a long, pinched face and

thick eyebrows; and she wore long straight-cut dresses with puffed sleeves.  There were pictures of her

with Nehru and Mahatma Gandhi and then there were grown up pictures of her making fiery speeches,

hugging Fidel Castro at the Commonwealth nations meet, relaxing on an aluminum lawn chair with her

children and grandchildren, dancing with tribals in Assam, her head covered demurely with the pallu of

her sari.  The maid servant and the mother wiped their tears when they saw Indira Gandhi’s body being

cremated.  Indira Gandhi did not even know how to make an omelette but she was the prime minister

of India, the father said to the girl. 
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The father showed the girl a picture of a girl writer, Virginia Woolf, on the cover flap of

a book called The Common Reader.  In the picture Virginia Woolf had bags under her eyes and a long

horsey face.  The father told the girl to read the book.  “It doesn’t matter even if you do not understand

everything in the book, now,” he said.  “Later you will understand.  It is important to read good books

and cultivate and develop your mind.  You must expand your horizons.  You must get acquainted with

ideas.  You must excel yourself in things that matter. Don’t get into the rut of running after clothes and

jewelry and make up.  All that is a waste of time.  You have a mind to develop.  You must be your own

liberated person in the world.  Like Indira Gandhi, like Virginia Woolf,” the father said. 

But the books the father wanted the girl to read were not important to the girl.  The

songs from the Talkies, the songs in the Sunday evening Hindi movies, and the songs played on the

radio that mother switched on in the evenings were important.  The music had the sweet voices of

women and men, and the voices of many people singing together alternating between happiness and a

tender, sadness enveloping everything in its sweet, humid, mist that felt like warm oil on the top of her

head that mother poured and then massaged in, before a bath on Saturday mornings.  Still, the girl sat

diligently with the books that the father gave her.  She sat with her book at the newspaper table while

mother sewed and all she could hear was the whirring of the ceiling fan, the drone of some bee flying

outside, the rush of water in the kitchen sink, where the maid was doing the dishes, the steel vessels in

the sink, tinkling, plate against skillet against glass against spoon.  Sometimes she sat at the verandah

steps where the mother fussed over the orchids, putting charcoal pieces in new pots, spraying medicine

with a white-nozzled orange can.  Sometimes the mother was on the phone, laughing into it, boasting

about the purple blooms in the Malaysian orchids.  And sometimes she looked out the window and
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sighed.   

In the old house there were only two tables.  The dining room table and the newspaper

table with its handloom table cloth which lay between the dining room and the drawing room against the

window.  Here the father kept the six newspapers he subscribed to.  The Indian Express, The Times

of India, the Mathrubhoomi, The Guardian from London, which came  a day and a half late, and the

Le Monde from Paris which came seven at a time, once a week by post.  The Mother did embroidery

at this table, making patterns on the girl’s frocks, skirts, cushion covers, table cloths, a thin needle

trailing a colorful thread.  The girl watched her mother doing the embroidery.  She loved to watch the

way the mother’s forefinger with its painted brown nail, moving in sure movements across the cloth, the

needle piercing, disappearing, returning, winding.  Pictures slowly appeared on the cloth, a leaf, a

flower,  a mango, a rabbit.  

“Waste of time, waste of time,” the father said when he saw this.  He was not angry but

he paced up and down in the room until mother put away her needle work.  The Father told the girl not

to learn embroidery.  “You have to cultivate your mind and do great things in your life,” he said.  

The father took the girl to his office one day.  Inside the office the phones were ringing

and people were shouting at each other across huge rooms strewn with desks and chairs.  A woman in

a brown khadi kurta and jeans talked to the father.  The woman had a pencil stuck in her ear and

black kohl lined eyes.  She wore silver drop earrings but her hair was very short and cut like a man’s,

shaved at the nape of the neck.  The father told the girl to say namaste to the woman. 

“Say, namaste, say namaste,” he said and the girl whispered a namaste. 

“Not like that, not like that, loud and clear, loud and clear.” 
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This time the girl said namaste louder, but, it came out like a croak, as though there

were bubbles in her throat.  Then the father told the woman that the girl wanted to be the first Indian

woman to go to space when she grew up.  The woman said something to the father rapidly, threw her

head back and laughed.  She reached out and touched the girl’s cheek.

“Very sweet,” she said.   

The father beamed.  Then the father introduced the girl to the people who wrote about

politics, about the city, about the environment.  To all of them the father said the girl wanted to be the

first Indian woman in space.  The father took the girl to the teleprinter machine and showed how the

news came in long reams of paper as the machine kept making a ticking sound.

In the office canteen, the father said, “I want you to understand everything there is to

understand about the world.  You must grow up to be your own independent person in this world. 

Then all will be well with you.”  The food in the canteen tasted different from the food at home. 

Everything was spicy, and oily and the curries were watery and hot.  “Your mother and I will not be

with you always.  After some years we will die.  Before that we want to be on your own,” he said.  The

father had black and white brows that formed deep semi circles over his eyes.  Four sailboats appeared

and disappeared on the father’s forehead depending on the his expression. 

Many things changed in 1993.  The Laxman Talkies were demolished  to make way for

a road that connected the Cochin Port Trust to the Mahatma Gandhi road.  So of course, the music

stopped.  There was rubble at the site of Laxman Talkies, piles of sand, cement and black chiseled

stones.  There were trucks with their engines revved up all the time.  Bamboo poles and steel rods tied
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with ropes jutted out of the clouds of dust in the middle of the rubble. 

The girl’s family moved to a new house near the Marine drive.  On the day of the

housewarming the mother wore a silk kancheevaram sari that  was as deep and rich a red as the

hibiscus, with tightly bunched, velvet petals.  She had thrown the sari pallav over her shoulder where it

fell in big, careless folds, from where her bare arms emerged smooth and white as though they were

carved out of white Lux soap. The bindi between her low, sweeping eyebrows was a hotter, more

brilliant red. 

Everyone gathered in the kitchen and the mother kept a brand new copper- bottomed

pan brimming with milk on the stove.  The mother then came and stood next to the girl and she had the

same smell that the girl remembered was in her black leather bag.  Of flowers and transparent black

tea.  Uncle Menon stood next to the Mother on the other side and the girl saw that his fingers were

over mother’s arms, that he was squeezing mother’s upper arms.  The father was behind a lady who

was taller than he and did not see a thing.  The milk boiled over the sides of the steel vessel clouding it

with steam, and white bubbles wove a path over the stainless steel gas stove.  People clapped.  Later

the mother gave the girl milk in a tiny steel glass and the girl saw faint red marks on the mother’s arms. 

Then burners were set up in the pantry and liveried waiters with red and gold maharaja

turbans moved around quietly all over the house serving kebabs and succulent pieces of boneless fried

fish.  The father’s friends and the mother’s friends wandered around the house holding glasses of lassi

or coke in their hands.  There was polite conversation and teasing conversation.  Some men slapped

their thighs when they laughed.  Some women wore pastel shaded chiffon saris and pearls and lots of

powder and rouge.  They were the mother’s orchid club friends.  The women from father’s office, wore
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ethnic printed rajasthani kurtas and silver jewelry.  Some even wore saris but in pale shades of brown

and green, with vegetable dye prints.  They had oily skin and smudged kohl on their lower lids.  The

father’s relatives from the village of Mulunthuruthy and the mother’s relatives from the village of

Chemmanam lounged around looking lost and lonely, with a  pale sad, light coming out of their skins

that shone with coconut oil and faint grey smudges of talcum powder.  They did not know how to

speak in English and they were not used to drinking coke or lassi in such tall glasses.  Later the

relatives huddled around on a bed in one of the ground floor bedrooms, exchanging family news in

Malayalam.  Once, when the mother came to the room to make sure they had everything they needed,

a young woman in a brightly colored sari said, “these sleeveless blouses must be the latest fashion, here,

right.”  She touched the mother on the shoulder.  “Who knows,” the mother laughed.  “I like it, I wear

it,” she said and she left.  

The father milled around the people with perpetually folded hands, a humble and

apologetic expression on his face, as though he was afraid that the house would disappear and all the

happiness he felt would disappear, if he allowed himself to feel pride or complacency.  He kept saying,

“namsakaram, namaskaram” to all the guests.   

“What a beautiful view,” some people said looking out the French windows in the

drawing room which also had curved squiggles on the grill. 

“It is really spacious,” a woman said with coke bubbles on her lips.  “Who is the

architect?,” she asked and nobody heard her question.

The girl kept seeing the mother’s face which became more shining and flushed as the

afternoon wore on, as though the face was catching and reflecting the red of her sari.  She was laughing
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and happy, smiling all the time, at everyone, at everything.  There was a waiter who was serving 

cabbage koftas.  He wore glasses and had a smooth face and did not look like a waiter at all but much

classier than a waiter.  He kept looking at the girl and the girl couldn’t help but want to meet his gaze by

looking back at him.  The girl couldn’t help but go back to him again and again, with her plate

extended, for more and more koftas.  Uncle Menon looked fresh and full, his thick lips shining with

ruddy color as though he had just sucked several lollipops.  He looked satisfied and spent like a baby

who had nursed long at his mother’s bosom.                                

                  

But the things that changed, changed surreptitiously, the way wrinkles appear on human

skin or the way hair grows long or grey or the way countrysides suddenly become suburban townships. 

The changes keep happening all the time but while they are taking place  you don’t know yet that they

are happening and then suddenly, one fine day, you see furrows on the brow or on the sides of the

mouth or a patch of gray on the hair over your temples, or while brushing your teeth a tooth breaks and

falls under your tongue. 

One day when the girl came back home from school, there was no mother in the

garden, sitting like a college kid on the multicolored mosaic steps in the front of the house.  On the

paved yard the gardner Krishna was fussing over the baby orchid plants growing in bright orange pots,

but there was no mother.  Inside the house, in the living room, it was dark and there was no mother in

the living room either, reading a magazine or arranging orchids on the center table.  “Mother, mother,”

the girl called and there was no answer.  There was the sound of water dripping from the steel plates on

the kitchen rack into the steel sink, like the ticking of a clock.  Through the dining-room window the girl
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could see the maid standing in front of a burning pile of dried leaves and fallen branches of trees.  The

maid stood staring at the flames; motionless, like a statue, moving only her hands up and down the

entire length of her waist-length hair, parting and opening up the tangles.  Although the windows were

closed there was a slight smell of burning leaves inside the house too.

Inside the mother’s room there were several saris lying unfurled, half on the bed and

half on the floor.  The  room looked festive and disheveled like a wedding pavilion after the wedding

was over.  The fan was on at a low speed and that made the smell of silk and liquid make up in the

room and the saris on the bed and on the floor turn and rise up and fall down at regular intervals, like

the beat of veena in a sad song.  The girl walked around the room, picking up the saris from the floor

and putting them on the bed.  Was the water running in the bathroom?  The girl opened the bathroom

and the white porcelain sink, and the stain less taps glowed in dim milky light.  In a white cup, there was

a jumble of tongue cleaners and toothbrushes.  The girl walked back to the bed, and rested her back on

an unfolded silk saree.  She turned her head so she could feel on her cheek the crisp silk that smelt of

the mother.  From there she could see the book shelves and the books she had never seen there. There

were no longer any stacks of old Femina and Eves Weekly magazines but instead there were James

Hadlee Chase novels, books that had covers of women holding guns, wearing fishnet stockings, and

black high-heeled sandals.  She had never seen such books in the house before.   

Later the girl understood somehow that the mother was working now, at uncle

Menon’s office.  She would come home late in the evenings and would lie down on all of the saris,

without even changing, without even putting her handbag away, covering her eyes with a forearm, a

smile playing on her lips.  
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“No,” she said if the girl asked her if she wanted tea.  “Just let me rest a while.”  

The mother never seemed to be at home.  When she was, she was upstairs, in her

room, on the phone, talking in a silly, high pitched whisper, or squatting on the floor, pulling a suitcase

from under the bed and arranging and rearranging her folded saris in the suitcase.  Sometimes it would

be time for dinner and the mother would still be up and the father and the girl waited in front of the

television watching BBC waiting for the mother to come down for dinner.  Sometimes the mother

suddenly appeared down stairs during dinner time; she sat at the edge of her seat and stared at her

plate, gathering rice to its edge.  The father tried to talk.  He spoke earnestly about water therapy. 

“Drink 10 glasses of water a day and you will have no constipation, drink 6 glasses of water a day and

you will have no kidney trouble.  Drink eight glasses of water a day to be free of high cholesterol and

blood pressure.  Drink 12 glasses of water a day and you will never get cancer,” he recited fluently and

then he picked up the tall steel glass next to him, which had fluted edges, and in one gulp, drank all the

water in it in a hurry.  Perhaps he saw the lights of mockery coming out of the mother’s eyes and he

was scared too.          

Sometimes the father talked about yoga.  “In America,” he said, “doctors are

prescribing yoga for stress.”  Or sometimes he tried to talk about his work, or he asked questions about

the mother’s work with Uncle Menon.  But Uncle Menon was in Germany attending a trade fair, he

would stop over at Berlin to meet with some buyers.  That is why the mother was having dinner with

them that particular Wednesday night.  But the father could never make connections.  And the mother,

looking abstract, replied in impatient, snapping, monosyllables, like, “Yes,” “No,” “All right,” “OK,” or
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“Fine.”  Then when they sat there like that, it seemed to the girl that  father became something less than

a father and the mother became something more than a mother.  But the father was persevering and

valiant.  He  turned to the girl, as though everything was all right.  What is the per capita income of

India?  He asked.  “What are the directive principles of state policy?”  “What is the formula for Silver

Chloride?”  He would move on randomly from question to question and from one subject to another.  If

the girl gave the correct answer, he would beam.  Sometimes the girl did not say the correct answer

even when she knew it because she did not want the mother to feel left out.  Then the father was upset. 

Sailboats appeared on his forehead and he shook his head saying, “You should have important facts

like these at your fingertips.  This will not do at all.”  He looked agitated, and then struggled to control

his agitation. “Knowledge is power,” he said.  “Without knowledge the world will trample you down.”   

There were wooden bead curtains on the mother’s bedroom window now–a rejected

shipment from Paris.  The beads were round and in different shades of brown resembling rudraksha

beads and they dashed against each other making clicking sounds every time the door was opened. 

The beads gave the room the look of someone strange and scary – like a sanyasin; some one who

wore saffron clothes and chanted Om all the time, sitting in the lotus position and pouring ghee into a

leaping fire.  A red coir mat lay askew in front of the dressing table and there were sparkling, angular

perfume bottles.

The girl liked to see herself in the  mirror in the mother’s bedroom-- the biggest in the

house.  Every time she looked in it, it seemed to her that she looked different, the way the lotus pond

outside changed at the different times of the day.  On the dressing table the lipsticks were arranged in a



106

pink bowl that had a low scalloped rind.  The girl picked out the one that said, Frosted Raspberry and

put it on.  The maroon spread on her thumb and she spread some on her cheeks.  The girl stared at

herself, as though she was seeing herself anew, clearly, not bony or lanky, dressed in her school uniform

of sky blue box pleated skirt, cream shirt with a circle of sweat under each armhole, two waist-length

plaits, tied in sky blue ribbon, shiny nose,  bright red lips and bright red cheeks.  She had kept her

elbows on her knees, her balled fists tucked under her chin, her body, bent over on the short stool.  The

girl sang in a soft, slow but full voice, thinking it was beautiful, the way she sang it–the song from the

Talkies--and for a little while imagining herself as a heroine in a Hindi movie.  She pulled out a sticker

bindi from the mirror and put it on her forehead, singing all the while. 

The brown bead curtains clicked and the mother appeared at the door. She stood there

a minute, staring at the girl.  She had her handbag slung over her shoulder, her forehead  was shiny and

the bangs that curved low over her broad smooth temples were disheveled on one side.  

“So,” she said, dropping her bag on the floor, “this is what you are up to.”  Then leaning

her arm, her full weight  against the ledge of the door, she said, “Wipe that paint off your face and get

out of my sight.”  

After class VII there were no more boys in the school.  The uniform changed from red

and black pinafore over white bouses to sky-blue skirt, cream shirt, white canvas shoes and white

socks and a different colored tie for every class.  You couldn’t wear bangles, you couldn’t wear nail

polish, you couldn’t wear big ear rings. You could wear silver anklets under your socks, and you could

wear a tiny stud ear ring in your ears just to keep the hole from closing off.  
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Zeba was the only girl in the class who wore a bra.  The girl was not sure about this but

Preeti said it was so.  Otherwise her breasts would not look so pointed, she argued.  Preeti wanted to

find out if Zeba actually wore a bra so she poked her in the back, on her creamy terry cotton school

uniform shirt around the place where the bra strap should be.  When Zeba turned around Preeti asked

her with a straight face if she could copy her math homework.  Zeba said something about not having

done the homework but while she said it Preeti burst out laughing.  Zeba’s face was comical at that

time, but the girl felt sorry for Zeba. The girl threw the bra the mother gave her to wear.  She did not

want to wear a bra yet, at least not until Preeti also wore one.  But Zeba called Preeti a Man Chester

because Preeti did not have any breasts at all.       

The mother became alternately present and absent in the house, one moment loving the

girl, stealing up behind the girl when she sat at the dining table doing her home work, running her

finger’s through the girl’s hair; the next moment she was withdrawing from the girl, from the house, like

perverse trunks of coconut trees that grow askew, bending rigidly as they grow.  New cobwebs

appeared on the arrangement of dry evergreen flowers in the corner of the drawing room.  The

cobwebs looked like a delicate rope bridge.  The servant packed rock hard idli’s for the girl’s and the

father’s lunch.  When they went out for outings to the Marine Drive, the mother became so  remote it

filled the girl’s heart  with foreboding.  But sometimes it was all right when  the father flicked a

something from the mother’s shoulder and the mother did not shrink away.  Then the girl relaxed.  Her

eyes searched for a classy guy, like someone in a T-shirt or jeans or a black shirt, not for anything

serious, just so she could tell Preeti.  But in the Marine Drive she saw all these cheapsters with shirt

sleeves rolled up till the elbow, shirt buttons opened at the front, bell bottom pants flapping around the
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blue and white hawai chappals, ogling at Mother and sometimes at her.              

The tunes of the songs from the Talkies rang again and again in the girl’s head. 

Sometimes the girl pushed it away, and sometimes she let it persist, until the tunes filled something inside

her like rain water inside a shell, rising and rising until the water, now warm, overflowed the brim of the

shell.  Then the songs seemed the only thing in the whole day, the whole summer, the whole season of

reading and writing boring books, that made any sense, that was personal and good and true.  But the

girl could not tell why it was so.  It came like a whistle, or a cry -- like the tinkling bell on the ice cream

vendor’s cycle that came from the street on hot afternoons when the mother was putting her feet up, on

the sofa in the drawing room.  The girl half closed her eyes.  It came and trailed off and was lost in the

sultry air.

There were parties for the parents to go.  Sometimes the girl saw the father massaging

the mother’s shoulders persuading her to go with him.  

“No,” she said.  “I don’t want to meet those boring old people,” the mother said. 

“So am I also a boring old man to you now,” the father would begin in his sad humble

voice, and the girl would flee from the room.  It embarrassed the girl to watch them.  When the father

left, the mother was on the phone, lying down and talking, rubbing her legs with her palms up and

down. 

Once the girl saw the mother and Uncle Menon on the road.  The girl had gotten off the

bus on the opposite side of the road and was coming home, her khaki school bag heavy with books,

twirling a purple water bottle shaped like a lotus bud.  The mother was in a cloud of an orange, yellow

sari, walking in a swinging, carefree way, not like a mother but like a college girl, the pallu of her sari
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fluttering in the breeze, its corners touching Uncle Menon on his pristine white shirt whenever the breeze

so willed.  It was 3:30 in the afternoon.  The girl did not know whether she could go up to her mother,

because although the mother smiled at the girl, it was a weird smile and her eyes were not on the girl. 

So the girl crossed the road.          

Once, the girl saw them inside the house.  The girl had come back from school and was

at the dining table, eating banana fritters.  The mother came down the stairs, skipping two steps at a

time. Uncle Menon was behind her, his hair tousled.  The red bindi on the mother’s forehead was

smudged and the pink sari she wore was crumpled.  There were beads of perspiration on the mother’s

forehead and on the sides of her cheeks, as though she had run a long way.

Uncle Menon brushed his hair back with his hand when he saw the girl. 

“Hullo,” he said.  “How was school today?” 

“Fine,” the girl said, while the mother stood politely, near the wall.             

                

“She is very bright, brilliant, in fact,” the father said to Sister Alphonsa at the PTA

meeting.  “Her mother and I think we should encourage her to get into the IIM.  She really has the

potential.” 

“I am sure,” Sr.Alphonsa said, sipping tea from a white porcelain teacup.  There were

small yellow balls on the corners of Sr. Alphonsa’s mouth from talking to parents of girls all evening.

“I do not know if you have had the chance to read her essays in history and English,”

the father went on. “For her age they are very impressive.”  The girl wanted to disappear into a wall.  If

only the mother was there.  She would know what to say to the teachers.  She would know how to
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talk. 

“I am sure,”Sr. Alphonsa said again.  “But,” she said, “I know her to be quiet, very

quiet.  Perhaps too quiet.”  

During the drive back home, the father told  the girl that he would enroll her in public

speaking classes. “You should overcome your shyness.  I shall enroll you in public speaking classes.  It

is not enough that you are a capable and good student.  It is important that your teachers and

everybody else also think that you are capable and good.”   

The girl sighed.

              

Once, the girl asked the mother if she might go for a movie with Preeti. 

“It’s a Saturday. So I won’t have school,” the girl said.  The mother was arranging her

saris, inside the Godrej almirah, in silver hangers. 

“I don’t know,” the mother said. “Ask your father.”

“No,” said the father.  “I do not want you to spend your time like Preeti, watching

video movies all the time.  Work is a sadhana.  It is like sitting for thapas.  You know, the munis and

rishis of olden times who used to do thapas, had tremendous concentration.  Sadhana is practice,

repetitious hard work,” the father said.  “The next three years are crucial in your life.  You have to get

the highest possible marks.  Nobody is going to ask if you were capable of getting 530 marks but

whether you actually got it or not.  You need every minute you have.  Time is one commodity that is

distributed equally amongst all people.” 

But the girl went any way.  Not on a Saturday though, but on a school day.        
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Uncle Menon’s house looked like a Japanese temple from the outside, with clusters of

black sloping roofs curling upwards at different levels.  Inside, in the drawing room, there were dull gold

curtains tied back with golden ropes with tassels, like those in an auditorium.  A peculiar light that

flashed in the mother’s eyes when she sat in Uncle Menon’s drawing room holding a purple silk cushion

on her lap and that same weird smile curled her lips.  Uncle Menon talked about the GATT talks and

how China hogged the US textile markets and how difficult it was for Indian exporters to survive.  He

kept looking furtively at the mother and every time he turned to the mother he looked as though he

wanted to fall at the mother’s feet.  

Sometimes the girl saw the father sitting on the divan, the silhouette of the father’s big

square head nodding, gesticulating with his fingers as though he was talking to someone.  Sometimes

she saw him in the verandah, picking up stones from the soil in the hanging basket of flowing creepers

and throwing it into the lotus pond absently, with a semi smile on his face.  Sometimes she found him

sitting on the rocking chair, drawing or writing things in the air with his fingers.  There would be a

newspaper on his lap, unopened.  May be he knew that the mother did not love him.  Maybe he knew

about Uncle Mohan.  May be he was losing his mind.  In newspapers and magazines the girl had read

the stories of people who committed suicide, renounced the world and went on pilgrimages, when they

were jilted in love.  It frightened the girl to see her father like this.  

The school social was to be held on the 14th of March, right after the model exams and

a month before the final exams.  The Mother showed the girl a big book, with color photographs of

models in elaborate hairstyles. 
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“How do you want to do your hair for the social?” 

“I’ll do it myself,” the girl said, and pretended to read her magazine.  She couldn’t bear

to look at the Mother.  The Mother held open a page and thrust it in front of the girl, over her magazine. 

The magazine had the picture of a model with her hair coiled into a smooth chignon at the top of her

head.  The girl sat still.  The mother played with the girl’s hair then, pulling open the plaits like she used

to do a long time ago.  The girl pushed the mother’s  hand away, jumped up and said, “Listen, I will do

what I need to do for my social.”  Then the girl took her magazine and ran to her  room. 

The girl chose a pink sari with dark pink flowers printed on it and a thick gold border

for the social.  The girl liked the way the pink reflected on her face.  The mother said it made her look

like a healthy teenager.  “Ouch,” the girl said, when the mothers’ blood red finger nails scratched the

skin on the girl’s midriff when she tucked in the sari ends into the skirt’s waist band. 

“Stop slouching, “ the mother said, when she made the pleats with her fingers.  The

mother held  a safety pin on her mouth and the flesh on her lips where the pin was pressed was yellow. 

When the mother brought her face close to the girl while drawing the girl’s eyes with the eyeliner brush

the girl could feel the mother’s breath on her forehead, see the lipstick caked between the cracks of her

lips.  The mother was securing the pleats on the shoulder with  a safety pin when the phone rang.  “I’ll

get it,” mother said.  She left the pin open on the girl’s shoulder.  So the girl knew.  The girl and the

mother reached for the phone at the same time and both of them tried to pull the phone away from each

other. 

“It is for me, give it to me,” the mother said. 

“I know who that phone call is from.  I know what you are doing.  I hate you,” the girl
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said. 

The mother slapped the girl hard on her wrist and the girl slapped the mother right

back.  Her hand fell on the gold bangles on her wrists.  The mother stood still, her hands fell to her

sides and the phone kept ringing.  The mother and the girl looked at each other, not saying a word and

then the girl ran out of the mother’s room, pink sari trailing behind her.  The Father looked up from his

book when the girl reached the drawing room. 

“Child,” the girl heard him calling her.  “Come, let me see; let me take a picture of the

lady.”  

          

Time passed, tossing sorrows, scornfully and without apology.  Seasons unbound, 

twirled like summer mangoes, now facing the sun on fragile twigs wet with sap, now hiding behind dusty

boughs heavy with the smell of jasmine.  Always the rains came punctually, in the first week of June

itself, except in 1998 when due to the El Nino effect it came so late and fell so faintly that it did not

even disturb the sound of the whirring fan, or even of breathing in the houses of people.  That was the

year of the future, the tense in which the girl now lived, and it did look as though the girl had become

like Virginia Woolf or Indira Gandhi.  She merely got married to Sajan, an engineer in the Oil and

Natural Gas Commission.  Seven months later the girl was diagnosed with cancer.   

On the chemotherapy days, the girl was accompanied by the mother and the father to

the hospital.  The mother brought the crucifix which was in the bedroom, along to the hospital.  She

kept it on the table where the numerous medicines were kept on the bedside table, beside a jug of

water.  The father sat all day on a chair.  He kept a newspaper on his lap but never read it.  He simply
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stared out the window.  His gaze stretched to the window, to the blue window curtains, and above it

the sky, a different shade of blue, so dazzling that it hurt your eyes to look at it.  Four times a day, a

servant arrived with food from the house.  Boiled rice and vegetables for the girl, rice and kaachiya

moru for the parents.  “There is no taste in my mouth,” the father complained, like a child, to no one in

particular with a look of pleading on his face.  

“Eat now,” the mother told him.  “Don’t fuss.” 

Every half hour the father or the mother fed the girl the juice of some vegetable.  Beet

root, or cabbage, cauliflower or carrot.  Half a glass, that was all the girl could drink at a time, that too,

slowly, sip by tiny sip, she could hear herself swallow, then she collapsed back into the pillows,

sometimes, a single line of juice flowing down one corner of her mouth.  Sometimes, when the mother

bent down, her face close to the girl, the girl could see the mother’s eyes.  They were neither black, nor

brown, nor grey, nor green. 

A boy in class-IV or was it the servant maid’s daughter?– had, once,  given her a

tawny brown marble; the design inside was like that of a broad mango leaf with frayed edges.  It was

from Kanyakumari-- at the edge of India, where the ocean met land.  Marbles washed to the shore

from the bottom of the Indian ocean to the beaches of Kanyakumari.  The sand in Kanyakumari was

different too.  Maroon and black, with ash colored pointed needles.  The color of the glaze of the

mother’s eyes could have come from somewhere far away, from the beaches of Kanyakumari, from

under the ocean floor, magical, and strange, like the tawny brown marble with the frayed mango leaf

inside.  Instead of round black pupils, the mother had marbles that curved into the white of the eye. 

Washed by ancient waves.  How come she had never noticed them before?    
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Sajan had no leave and had to get back to Bombay where he was heading his firm’s

latest oil exploration expedition in the Indian ocean.  But he called.  Twice a day, sometimes, three

times. 

“What did the doctor say?” he said, or it was, “Chemotherapy! Shit!” or “I miss you.” 

Sometimes he told her about the bonsai orange tree in his flat.  “For the first time, it has started

flowering.  It looks beautiful.  I wish you were here.” 

After two rounds of chemotherapy, the girl’s hair started falling out.  First it started

falling out strand by strand, as though nothing unusual was happening.  Then it came off the scalp in

clumps–fistful of clumps–smooth and painless.  The mother carefully made balls with the hair, untangling

it first and then winding it around her palm, a small bunch at a time.  Then she put it in a plastic bag, tied

it with a rubber band, folded and made a neat square parcel with it and put it in her bag to take home in

the evening.  It was 1998 and the fashion was to wear the hair flat–no tomatoes stuffed inside the head. 

In her nightie which she had taken to wearing all day the girl looked like a Buddhist monk –the head

bald, round and smooth like that of a baby’s.  Sometimes she bared her teeth in a grimace into the

mirror and thought that she looked like the figure of the Devil which came in the advertisement of Onida

Television.  When people visited, the mother tied a chunni, like a turban around the girl’s head, to

protect them from the shock of seeing the girl bald.  

“Read something,” the mother said, thrusting magazines into her hand. 

“I can’t concentrate,” the girl said.  On the window ledge, the white paint had cracked

and orange brown ants that came in a procession and disappeared into the widest corner of the crack. 

They looked like preoccupied, nervous professors coming home with groceries, the way they rode on
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the edge of the crack, carrying tiny bits of white things between their wispy front legs.  Or sometimes

outside on the branch of a tree a bird tried to scratch itself.  With jerking movements, it twisted its soft

body around until it got its beak on its back.  Twisted like that, the bird’s body looked like a conch

shell. 

Sometimes a week went by without a phone call from Sajan.  “You have already

forgotten me,” she reproached, although she had sworn to herself she would never sound pitiable.

“Please don’t be angry with me,” he said, “there was too much work at the office. I

came back home only at 11 O’clock in the night.  I did not want to disturb you,” he said. 

“OK,” she said.  She had not meant it as an OK to end the conversation.  But that is

how he took it. 

“Okay, then.” he said.  There was nothing more to say.   

                    “Life is a Maya,” the twins, Lovelyn and Merlyn Anto, used to say when during cricket

practice they missed a catch.  They were philosophy majors.  Above the blue curtains the sky was a

heavier, deeper blue and there were ragged puffs of clouds, like cotton that was stretched out until it

almost fell apart.  Had she woken up in the night or was she just lying down thinking, not having gone to

sleep at all?  The father was beginning to snore softly, lying down without a pillow under his head,

everything about his body straight but limp.  (This was shavasana–the perfect posture for complete

relaxation of mind and body, he had told the girl and the mother once.)  She had been careless about

the things her father had told her.  About becoming her own person.  But she would if she was given the

chance again.  Oh, if only she was well again, she would be Virginia Woolf and Indira Gandhi and a

Hindi film heroine.  She would go to space too.  My father should be beaming, she thought.  Now, what
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would become of him if she died?  The girl pulled the sheets from her feet all the way up to her hips. 

The silence was tremulous, a holding apart of the air.  The father woke up with a start, 

“Child, did you want something?”  A vein throbbed on his temple, and five sailboats

appeared.  They made deep grooves on the father’s forehead and then disappeared.

“No, nothing.”

The father went back to sleep but that vein on the temple kept throbbing. 

The mother was sleeping too, on the low narrow bed near the girl’s cot.  She let out a 

gasp-- in a dream or a nightmare?  The crumpled folds of her brown Rajasthani print sari rose and fell,

the smooth puff on the top of her head looked puffier, askew–in all these years she had not changed her

hairstyle.  After a while she would get up and go home.  Perhaps to talk to uncle Mohan.  The mother

could not bear to sleep in a hospital.  The father could.  He could bear everything.  There was the

sound of plastic sandals on the mosaic floor in the corridor.  And the pried apart gentle silence.  The

clouds were moving and the sky moving after it–running, churning, turning like yoghurt in a bowl when

beaten with a spoon or an electric egg beater.   

On the second day of the honeymoon Sajan had told the girl that he loved her.  That he

had never loved anyone else as much as he loved her.  She had told him that she had never felt as

happy ever before in her life, as happy as she did when she was with him.  When she was with him and

he had kissed her fingers one by one– her hands were on his knees, they were lying down, they were

snuggled up under a single blanket, side to side, their knees drawn up to form a big W--- he exclaimed

how small and delicate her fingers were compared to his huge coarse ones.  At that moment Indira

Gandhi and Virginia Woolf had seemed foolish.  She could scarcely think it was a thing to be
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remembered.  Something old, worn out, and tattered, from the past.  Or unreal, like something from a

Hindi movie.  

The girl pushed away the sheets and walked to the bathroom.  There, in front of the

mirror, the girl grimaced, and then banged her forehead on the mirror.  There was a crashing sound. 

“What happened? what happened?”  The mother was in the bathroom.

The girl was crying, splashing water on her face,

“Now you know,” the mother said, “what life is all about. There is nothing we can do.” 

She shrugged her shoulders and then she pulled the girl close and rocked her in her arms, swaying to

and fro in front of the bathroom sink.  

— — — — — —         
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NICE VIRGIN GIRL 

Everybody in my class thinks I am a nice virgin girl like them.  I pretend that I am.  Like

everybody else, I wear my hair in two plaits, tie up the ends with black ribbons and wear the yucky

brown and white school uniforms.  I stand at ease and stand at attention during assembly and play

cricket and kho-kho with all the girls during PT.  I do all this, so no one will guess that I am not a nice

virgin girl.  Of course, I know that there is really no point in thinking about it all; I cannot change

anything and I only feel crazy when I think.  But the problem is that I cannot help it.  It is so hard to try

to not think.  The memories are there anyway, always pushing through my thoughts so like right now I

can’t concentrate on my history homework. What are the causes for the failure of the Quit India

movement of 1906?  What are the causes?  I don't know.  I don't care what the causes are.  There is

this perfect circle of light falling from the table lamp on my text book.  On the pictures of Mahatma

Gandhi spinning at the charkha, and Nehru with his Uncle Nehru smile and rose on his Nehru jacket. 

And General Dyer with his handle bar mustache and cold blue eyes.  My beige colored baby is floating

in a bottle filled with some kind of liquid.  He looks cold.  Four hundred people were  killed in the

Jallianwallah Bagh massacre when General Dyer opened fire on an unarmed crowd.  But I wish I could

hold my baby.  There is my  father and my mother and my Mohan and Gigi.  I guess, they are part of
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my homework.  Sometimes, I think it would be nice to have Alzheimer’s disease, so I would not have

to try to not remember. 

I used to tuck my head under Mohan’s chin and watch the bone in Mohan’s throat

move up and down while Mohan read to me the poems he wrote.  Sometimes I touched it, and it was

sharp and slippery.  It did not feel at all like I imagined it would.  These days I don’t ever meet Mohan,

and I don’t want to listen to his poetry but I do listen to Miss Sheela when she reads poetry in class. 

Last week it was John Keats’ “Ode to a Nightingale.”  I really paid attention to the words but it was

still so difficult to understand.  Even Miss Sheela did not seem to know.  She never does, nor does she

care.  You can make that out from the way she hollers through a poem.  She doesn't tell us the meaning

of the poem or anything.  Just the meaning of the words we don't know, and then when she's finished

she talks about other things.  Like how girls like us shouldn't look at movie posters because it is all evil. 

She tells us that we shouldn't wear pants when we get to college because that's immoral influence from

the west.  But I look at movie posters anyway.  And I'll definitely wear pants when I get to college.  I

want to wear tight black pants with broad belts and steel buttons on them.  Like the girls who come to

announce the songs in MTV. 

The first time I saw Mohan, he was in his backyard running up and down with a ball in

his hand, practicing his cricket bowling, and I was sitting facing the seven windows in our dining room. 

I like to sit here always because when my parents argue, I can look out the window and at least watch

the  nature outside.  There are two papaya trees, one mango and lots of dwarf  banana trees right

outside the windows.  I already knew that a family had moved into the house next door but till that time

I hadn’t seen Mohan so I was happy to see this really cute boy practicing cricket bowling.  It was a
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Saturday and my parents always have friends over for lunch on Saturdays.  I like that because when

guests are there my parents are on their best behavior and all our guests think we are this perfect family. 

My father is M. Rajasekharan, LLB, London (Criminal Defense), Anglophile and music lover; and my

mother is Dr. Mrs. Usha Rajasekharan, MBBS, MD Gynecology, social butterfly, and music hater--

though nobody knows that; the daughter, well, me.  I’m this nice, virgin girl in two long plaits in class 10

in Chinmaya Mission high school.  OK, so this is not the truth.  This is what everybody thinks the truth

is.  That day for lunch we had Lion Chacko Kuttikkadan and his wife Lioness Lillykutty Kuttikkadan

and Lion P.K. Paul and Lioness Baby Paul and one other couple whose names I can’t remember now. 

I have always liked to check out cute-looking boys and I know how to do this without

anyone even guessing that I am doing it.  That was why, when I saw Mohan through the windows, I

decided to say excuse me to my parents and all the guests and go to the terrace.  From the terrace I

can have a great view into our neighbors’ yards because my home is the tallest in the area.  The mango

tree in our yard grows as high as the terrace.  And in May, it is full of bunches and bunches of small,

raw mangos.  Sometimes, our servant collects them and pickles them.  I don't know who eats them, but

I've seen in the back shelf of our kitchen there are these rows and rows of old Horlicks glass bottles full

of pickled tender mangoes.  Light green and wrinkled, like the little frogs in formaldehyde solution  at

school.  It was very hot that day and the parapet was like fire so I couldn’t sit on it.  I just stood there

and waited for the boy to appear.  After a while he appeared holding his bat on his shoulder and I think

the ball in the palm of his other hand.  So I settled down for a good mouth looking session.  In our

school, we call cheapsters who keep looking at the opposite sex  mouth looking agencies(MLAs).  Of
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course, I have no respect for MLAs but then it is not every day that you get to see such sweet-looking

guys.  I plucked a mango and started eating.  Mohan’s hair is straight and silky, the kind that never gets

tousled, just always falls back into place, and I think that was the first thing I noticed about him.  I kept

eating because, raw, those mangoes are really delicious.  Suddenly the boy’s ball rolled off toward our

side of the house.  He came after it so I could see him very close now.  His face was very sweet, just

like a little kid's.  I thought he looked better than all the film stars that I liked.  Better than Aamir,

Salman, Bobby, Sunny, Harish or any of them.  So, anyway, I threw the mango that I was eating at

him.  I didn't expect it to hit him.  My aim has never been good.  But it did.  It fell with a thud on his

back just as he bent down to pick up the ball.  He looked around and then up at me.  And I looked

right back very boldly, and I smiled.  We kept staring at each other.  He smiled back and the sun went

behind some clouds and it was not so hot anymore.  

That evening I went for a walk with Gigi.  Gigi is our maid but also my friend.  Because

she is just a kid, my mother makes her do light household work.  Like she folds clothes after they are

washed, polishes the brass once a month, dusts the cobwebs with the big broom, lays the table for our

meals and clears it after we finish.  Things like that.  And then she is a companion to me.  She sleeps in

the same room as me except that I sleep on the bed and she sleeps on the floor on a mat and a sheet

and a pillow.  After Mom goes up to her bedroom, Gigi and I talk, talk, talk talk, sometimes right

through the night.  About boys and movies and fashion.  Actually I talk and she listens.  Sometimes we

go downstairs and watch TV.  There are always film songs and films on Zee TV.  

Gigi and I had given names to all the boys who hung out in front of the ice cream parlor

at the shopping center.  Every evening after a game of cricket or football the boys sat on the grass or on
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the cement railing on the edge of the grass.  Most of them were college boys. Gigi and I never spoke to

those boys because girls and boys are not supposed to talk to each other, but I knew all of them very

well by name and face.  We had given each of these boys names.  For example, we called  the

extremely fair boy with red lips, The White Cockroach.  We called the  boy with the long dark face

IAS, short for Invisible After Sunset.  I told Gigi we'd walk in front of that group just because I thought

Mohan might be hanging out with those guys.  We walked quickly because we did not want anybody to

think that we were trying to flirt with those guys, and that was when I saw Mohan cycling towards us

from the other end of the road.  I knew it was him even though I couldn't see him properly.  He sat

hunched forward, looking fierce, as though he was on a race or something.  I decided to make him look

at me by staring at him.  But he didn't, not even once look at me.  He kept looking fiercely straight

ahead.  When he reached us, he stopped his bike and standing with one leg on one pedal of the bike

and one leg on the ground right next to us said, “Why did you throw that mango at me?”  That was the

first sentence Mohan ever said to me.  

“Why indeed?” I said, because that was the first thing that came into my head. And then

I said, “but why not.”  He laughed.  I thought he was definitely the sweetest-looking boy I had ever

seen in my whole life.  But I did not smile because I know my lips look best when I have a serious

expression.  He then asked me my name, and although I was very embarrassed by my name, I told him. 

And then I asked him his name. 

That was all that day, and he rode off.  My heart raced as though I had run a hundred

kilometers.  Even now when I think about it my heart races.  I knew in my mind that something would

happen.  
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That year Mohan was in his second year at the engineering college.  He came home

only once every month.  He used to come Thursday evenings because he did not have classes on

Friday, and so on Fridays we got to be together.  Every single time I was with Mohan it was as though

something really nice and cold like mango ice cream was filling up inside of me all the way up to my

neck.  When he went back to college he wrote to me.  Mohan told me that he liked poetry and cricket

best of all the things in the world.  Poetry, I thought was a soft thing and cricket, I thought was rough

and tough and although I did not like either, I thought it was cool for a boy to like those two things.  I

mean, it is a strange combination of things to like.  Everytime I got his letter I locked myself in my room

to read them.  Not that my mother was ever at home to find out or my father ever snoops but I just

wanted to be all alone when I read his letters.  I kept Mohan’s letters inside my bra.  Safe and close to

my heart.  Of course, not all of them together.  Just one at a time.  And then when the next letter arrived

the previous one went into my desk drawer.  When I bathed, I left it on the bathroom shelf and then

when I dressed I wore it again.  I still have all of them in my drawer.  Maybe I should tear up all of

them.  What is the use of keeping them now?  

Mohan is a Brahmin, so they don't eat meat and they don't wear slippers inside their

house.  I've seen his mother sometimes, drawing pretty designs on their verandah with rice flour.  She

hitches her sari up whenever she does this, and I have seen that she has very pretty, thin ankles, and she

wears silver toe-rings on her splayed toes.  His parents were always together. Going together and

coming together on his father's scooter.  On weekday mornings I saw them on their scooter around the

same time that I got out to go to school.  They went vegetable shopping on Saturdays on their scooter. 

When they came back they'd have drumsticks and snake gourds sticking out of their pink and blue
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striped nylon bag.  (That is how I know they had been vegetable shopping).  I loved to watch them sit

on the scooter.  They look so lovey dovey and cute.  The father on the front seat, in his faded  golden

helmet and the mother, so demure, with legs to one side, her arms circling the father's waist.  I've never

heard them fight.  Ever.  

          

I don't know why my parents have to fight all the time.  Sometimes they're like children. 

For example, yesterday they had this argument about food.  We were having lunch, and my mother was

going on about her theory on food.  How rice is full of complex carbohydrates, etc., etc., and she was

serving herself some rice when father said, “Rice eaters end up with pot-bellies.” 

“Of course not,” Mother said.  “Japanese and Chinese eat rice, and I haven't seen a

Japanese man or woman with a potbelly.” 

“You haven't seen Japanese men or women, period,” Father said.  “Have you

traveled?” he said applying butter on his bread slice.  “It takes travel to broaden the mind.”  

“One trip to England in the sixties does not make you broad minded.  It makes you

decadent especially if you spend all your parents’ money on music concerts,” my mother said very

quietly.  

OK, mother does have a point.  I mean, my father really doesn't do anything with his

life.  My father has a lawyer's office near the verandah, and it's really nice inside there.  There are glossy

teak book shelves full of books on law and a huge desk with sky blue formica top.  The table has

nothing except two little marble paper weights with cornflower and gold fish in them and a red, plastic

container of pins.  If you brought a pin close enough to the red edge of the container, the pin would
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jump out of your hand, and stick to the red edge. I used to play with it when I was small, and even in

those days I never saw Dad ever work there.  He would just sit, and listen to music on his Siemens

record player.  Sometimes he sang and played his guitar.  And sometimes, very rarely though, some

people came to notarize something.  That's all.  And so the fight goes on and my father says something

about how it takes a special kind of temperament to appreciate music and how he feels sorry for those

who don't have it.   

 

First I thought only grown ups got pregnant.  OK, so I had gone the whole hog with

Mohan but still, I was just a kid.  Oh, I remember so well the first time it happened.  We were in his

room, sitting on the floor across from each other listening to A.R. Rahman’s music.  That day something

was different about Mohan.  I noticed it right from the time I reached his house.  His eyes were larger

and brighter, and he was very quiet.  Once while the music was going on I asked him why he was so

quiet that day.  “Am I?”’ he asked, and looked deep into my eyes, and just kept me locked in his gaze. 

Then after a long time, he reached out his hand, and touched my cheek, and I sat very still but inside my

body I felt everything was moving very very fast, like electrons of unstable atoms.  Then he moved

closer, touched my neck, and except for a shiver that went down the back of my neck I sat very still. 

When he kissed me, first on my nose, and then on my lips I just prayed hard inside my heart.  I don’t

know what I was praying for.  Then he lifted my kameez, and untied the knot of my salwar.  But then I

stopped him, and held my hands tight over my kameez.  He said my name, once, in a whisper, and

looked at me with eyes that were pleading and courageous at the same time.  Then he said my name

again and this time something in his tone made me let go of the knot that tied my salwar.  He kissed me
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all over my body.  Even on my toenails, and I did not know what to do.  I did love him so much at that

time.  After everything was over I felt that I had proved to someone that Mohan and I belonged to each

other.

Then I missed my periods two months in a row, but I did not think much of it because I

know of one girl in my class, Sujata, who got her periods only once in six months.  But then, one day, I

had a blackout during assembly in school.  It was a Friday.  On Fridays we always had some important

person from outside the school who came and spoke to us.  That day it was Swami Chinmayananda

(the esteemed founder of our school--the one who is constantly joyous--Chinmaya=always,

Ananda=joy--the one with the shampooed and blow dried woman's hair).  He was visiting from Delhi

to speak to us about Truth.  He sat under the shade of the tamarind tree in our portico, the wind lifting

his hair from his bare shoulders and puffing it up into a jet black cloud.  We were in the front grounds of

our school listening to him drone on about Satyameva Jayate (Truth always wins),  Satyam, Shivam,

Sundaram etc., etc.  An egg could be fried on my forehead; it was that hot.  I could feel sweat trickling

down the sides of my face.  Then suddenly it became black in front of my eyes, and I sat down, just

sort of  fell down.  Suddenly I felt so empty as though I did not weigh anything.  When I opened my

eyes there was this light breeze, and everybody else was sitting down too.  All I could see were rows

and rows and columns and columns of girls in brown and white.  Two black plaits hanging down each

back.  Like chopped off rail tracks.   

The constantly joyous one had finished speaking.  And our principal Mrs. Nambiar had

started talking.  She was pregnant.  I guess it was then that it actually hit me that I could be pregnant

too.  Mrs Nambiar also talked about truth.  She spoke about how Mahatma Gandhi always spoke the
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truth.  Even when it got him into trouble.  About how, once, Mahatma Gandhi owned up after cheating

in class.                

I always thought my mother would beat me up with a belt if she ever found out.  That is

what Anuradha told me her father did when he found that she had two boyfriends.  One to walk with

her from school to Jose junction and the other one to walk with her from Jose junction till her home. 

Till today I don’t know how my mother came to know about Mohan.   Gigi was the only person who

knew.  I usually tell everything to Gigi. There is nothing in my life that she doesn't know about.  I told

her about the baby even before I told Mohan.  Although she is only my maid, she is my best friend. 

Her mother's family used to work in my father's family for generations.  My father's family is one of

those old aristocratic feudal set-ups. Stinking rich.  That's why they sent my father to England for his

bar-at-law.  Anyway so Gigi's mom used to take care of me when I was born.  Sort of like an ayah to

me. My mother was doing her MD in Bombay at that time.  When I was little.  There are these old

photographs of Gigi's mom holding me when I was a baby. Gigi's mom was thin then, smiling shyly, a

red bindi as big as a 50-paise coin on her forehead, and I'm this pretty baby with big round eyes and fat

cheeks.  My mother says that Gigi's mom took care of me for a year.  After that, my mother was done

with her MD and Gigi's mom left.  And then Gigi was born to her.  So, you see, Gigi is younger than

me, a little. 

My mother says Gigi does not know who her father is.  Now, I think that is sad. I

mean, isn't it awful not to know who your father is.  But my mother thinks it's Gigi's mother's fault.  That

she has no moral values because she doesn't belong to a good family.  That's why she doesn't know
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who her daughter's father is.  The “servant class” has no culture or moral values, Mother always says. 

Gigi's actual name is Angelique.  The same as my name but when she is here we call her Gigi because

mother thinks she ought not to be called Angelique.  My mother thinks Gigi's mom shouldn't have dared

to name her Angelique.  “But it’s a good thing,” my father says, “it’s good that the poor do something,

anything and naming their children after the rich people they know is one way of going about liberating

themselves from the stranglehold of tradition.  That’s how classes transform themselves.  And

societies,” he said once. 

“And that’s why you, I believe, named your daughter after your English girlfriend,” my

mother said with so much scorn in her eyes.  That is my mother's theory--that my father has named me

after an English girlfriend.  I don't think he ever had a girlfriend.  There are all these old photographs at

home of my father in Cambridge, in London, in suits, standing in front of gray dome-roofed buildings in

Cambridge.  My father with his friends, all men, his tie and hair flying sideways and his head tilted to the

side.  I have never seen a single photograph of my father with any girlfriend.  OK, to be honest I hate

this name Angelique.  I'd have preferred a nice Sanskrit sounding name --say like Amrita or

Aishwarya, but I would never tell this to my father. I don't want to hurt his feelings.  

One day my mother called me from the hospital and said she wanted to talk to me. 

Usually my mother is very busy and never has time to talk to me so obviously I was shocked.  Both of

them, my mother and my father, were sitting in the dark when I walked in.  The lights were not on and I

could only see the outlines of their heads. As soon as I came and stood next to mother she threw this

piece of paper in my direction and it fell on the dining table. 

“What is the meaning of this?” she said in a very quiet, very tight voice. It  was the voice
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she used always at the beginning of an argument.  I moved closer and looked at the paper.  It was

yellow and had square fold marks on it. I recognized immediately.  Mohan.  But just to buy time I

picked it up and started reading it as though I did not understand. August is nearing Angelique.  One

of Mohan's earliest letters to me.  So I said nothing.  I just kept reading. Will you be my girl, Mohan

had asked in the letter.  My girl, his girl.  At that time I really believed Mohan so there was nothing else

I wanted but to be his girl. 

“This is a letter Mohan wrote,” I said.  My voice was shaking terribly.

“To whom?” my mother said.  

“To me,” I said. 

“So have you grown that much?”  

I did not say anything to that question because if I did then she would say I was talking back to her and

she hates that.

“Mohan is the Iyengar’s boy,” my father said.  As though my mother did not know who

Mohan was.  Maybe my father was also feeling nervous because he got up from the divan and

switched on the light, and then he sat down again.  There was silence after that and my father’s words

just seemed to hang in the air.  

In our school we always get our report card on Fridays and we have to get it signed by

our parents and take it back to school on Monday.  I don’t remember a single time my mother was

happy with my report card.  She wants me to get full marks in every subject and I just never do.  Even

if I get 48 out of 50 she would be unhappy.  Where did those two marks go? she’d say.  Then she

would give me these lectures about how I have all these facilities to study and how disappointed she
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was in me because I was not making use of those opportunities.  She’d say that when she was a kid she

did not have those opportunities or facilities to study.  So usually I never show my report card to my

mother until Sunday night because I don’t want to ruin my whole weekend.  On Sunday night I know I

have to show it to Mother.  There is no escape because if I don’t give it back to my teacher with my

mother’s signature then I will get into trouble at school.  So after dinner on Sundays I wait for the

perfect moment.  The perfect moment is the moment when my mother is her most relaxed and is sitting

on the red-striped easy chair and my father is sitting on the blue-striped easy chair and my mother runs

her fingers through her hair and her hair is all bushy and puffed up around her shoulders like Swami

Chinmayananda’s.  Then I know I cannot wait and I just go up to her with my report card so I can get

away with the least amount of scolding.  It felt like that then, when we were sitting in our dark dining

room and my mother already knew about Mohan but did not know about the baby.  I had to tell her

then, at that moment.  There was no escape.  But I was so scared I started crying.  My father came and

put his arms around me but I still did not get any sympathy from my mother. My mother is very tough.  

“Mama,” I said, “I think I have a baby in my stomach.”  I saw her eyes grow big for a

second and then I think she became very pale and then after a while her nostrils flared but she still did

not say anything.  I sobbed even more.  “Mama,” I said. “I’m sorry.”  I did not know what else to say. 

One thing about my parents is that whenever I do something wrong my parents become

a team.  Always, always my father agrees with my mother that I should not watch too much TV or that

I should not fail in Hindi.  My father walked up to my mother and held her very softly by the shoulders. 

I really do like it when my parents are friends with each other but I wish it were not over my faults.  

“You know," my mother finally said.  “You disgust me.”  Then she looked at my father
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as though he were also included in her disgust.  When she slapped me on my cheek, it felt hot.  She

slapped me on both cheeks but I did not move.  I guess I deserved it in a way.  My father just held her

by the shoulders and tried to stop her after the first two slaps. 

“How could you do this to me after all that I have done for you? she said.  How could

you? she said.  Answer me? she said.  Don’t you have a tongue? she said.  She kept shouting and her

voice kept getting louder.

"I did not do anything to you, Mother," I said in the end just to say something so she

would stop shouting.  

That made her angrier and she came to slap me again but my father stopped her.  She

said that she did not know that she was giving milk to snakes and how my father and I together

destroyed everything she worked hard for.  Then she turned to my father, told him that he was

responsible for all that happened.  She said I was a hippie like him. 

“One trip to London and you become a hippie.  And now you have a hippie daughter

who is pregnant.”  Then she started laughing. 

My mother was hysterical.  She cried for a long, long time like a little girl, sobbing

loudly.  Whenever my father tried to comfort her she brushed him away but my father was very patient

and tender with her.    

The next morning she came into my room with a tube of Fair and Lovely in her hands. 

“We have to get rid of this,’ she said, squeezing Fair and Lovely cream onto her fingertips and looking

into my dressing table mirror.  She looked at me through the mirror.  



133

“It’s not a this.  It’s my baby.  It’s mine and Mohan's baby,” I said.  She had hit me

enough and I did not feel scared of her anymore.  She put a dot of white cream on her chin, a dot each

on the cheeks and another dot on her forehead. 

“Aren't you ashamed to even talk like this. I am a doctor. I know what to do."  As

though I don't know that she's a doctor.  She thinks that just because she is a doctor she knows the

answer to everything.  

“At least can I write to Mohan and wait for him to say something?” I asked her.

“Don't utter even a word," she said blending the cream on her cheeks, making the dots

into big circles, catching both her lips inside her mouth.  "There is nothing to write to anybody about.” 

I always knew my mother was a very strict and tough person but that day I understood

that my mother’s heart is made of stone.  Real, hard granite stone.  

The night before we went to the hospital, I was just lying down on the bed looking up at

the fan.  I don’t think I slept the whole of that night.  We were supposed to be going to the hospital the

next day, early in the morning at six.  I did not have to go to school the next day.  That was a relief

because ever since I realized that I might be pregnant I hadn’t done much homework..  Anyway, that

night my father came in to my room and sat at the foot of my bed and kept his hand on my feet.  I knew

he was trying to comfort me. 

“Child,” he said. “Don't worry. Everything will be all right.”  My father's lower jaw

extends forward more than usual when he is sad and that night it was so jutting that he looked like some

spy I had seen in a James Bond movie. 
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I just nodded  my head.  I knew my father could not help me.  But I also knew that he

wanted to help me.  That's something. "Shall I sing you a song," he said.  I wanted to cry but I just

shrugged my shoulders.  I was in no mood for any songs but I wanted my father to know that he could

help me.  At least, with a song.  So I said OK, and my father sang “Imagine.”  My father sang in a low

voice so only both of us could hear and anyway, when he finished singing I felt better although I was still

very sad.  My father sings very well. 

I just could not sleep that night.  I wondered if my baby had a soul.  If it did, then it

would still live even after my mother took him away from me because souls don't die.  Once, long ago,

my grandmother told me, when I was a really little kid, about souls that migrate, life after life, into

different living forms depending on your karma.  Life is a cycle, until you get everything right and then

it’s Nirvana, she'd  said.  I imagined the soul like a sun that we used to draw when we were kids. 

Round and yellow and flat with rays coming out from all sides.  

When it must have been 1 or 2 o’ clock in the night, I went to the kitchen for a glass of

water.  I could hear the TV in the drawing room.  I went up to the sandalwood screen and peeped. 

Father sitting there, sprawled on the divan watching the close-up shot of woman's stomach, a yellow

sari tied below the belly button.  I guess my father is an MLA too.

We went early in the morning.  In the car my mother sat next to me and my father sat in

the front seat next to the driver.  I don't know what the driver would've thought--the three of us going

to the hospital early in the morning.  My father switched on the music, and Yellow Submarine came on. 

“Please switch that off,” my mother said in her quiet, tight voice, and my father
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immediately did.  In the hospital my mother held me on my back by the neck of my dress.  I jerked free

and she came and held me again.  Although I had been to my mother’s clinic many times before that

morning, that morning, I noticed so many things that I had never before seen.  There were pictures of

essential nutrients an expecting mother should eat.  Pictures of little piles of green leafy vegetables, dhal,

cheese, rice, nuts and fruits.  There are posters of pretty mothers and babies with bald heads and fat

cheeks sucking at their breasts. 

We went into this room with a very high bed covered with green sheets and a huge

lamp hanging over it.  I was supposed to change.  I hadn't changed in front of my mother in a long time

but my mother insisted.  I wore a hospital green, hospital gown.  My mother told me to keep my feet

apart, and then, in between she'd come and shove her gloved hand inside me.  It hurt like crazy.  She

kept doing this and finally it was over.  My mother helped me wear my panty because I couldn't even

stand up without leaning on somebody.  I kept my hands on her upper arms to steady myself.   

When we came back from the hospital I had these huge, diaper-like things between my

legs and I was bleeding like hell.  I just lay around.  I did not go to school for ten days.  Gigi was not

there anymore.  My mother had sent her away.  She's not a good influence on you, she said.  And I

cried a lot.  There wasn't even one letter from Mohan.  I tried to call him at his hostel when nobody was

home.  A guy picked up the phone, kept saying "hullom, hullom" and then, when I asked for Mohan, he

said, "one minute" and then the line went dead. 

The day I went back to school, they were taking us to a science fair organized by the

All India Institute of Medical Sciences.  We had to walk in a line and ask intelligent questions to the
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medical students behind each counter.  There was a teacher at the end of the line, and a teacher at the

beginning of the line and us in brown and white uniforms in the middle of the line. If we did not ask

intelligent questions we would get a rap on our knuckles when we got back to school.  With a ruler. 

The fair was in the Rajendra grounds near the backwaters so although we couldn't  see

the water, it was windy and all the stalls made with military green tarpaulin and tied to little poles on the

ground with different colored nylon ropes, blew in and out in the breeze like the sails of sailboats. Inside

each tent the exhibits were arranged on low tables covered with white cloth and young medical students

in white coats explained everything to us.  There were separate tents for the different sections. 

Neurology, Cardiology, Gastroenteritis, etc. We saw longitudinal models of the brain that looked like

pressure-cooked cauliflower with yogurt and tomato sauce. Models of the heart made with plastic

throbbed when we switched on a plug and pumped water through plastic arteries.  

In the stall set up by students of internal medicine there was this real corpse in a glass

case opened on the side facing the student. The corpse didn't have any hair and had a brownish,

blackish, leathery skin.  A medical student, a plump guy with a white coat on, showed us the different

parts of the corpse's abdominal cavity.  He wore cream colored gloves on his hands and touched and

showed the large intestine, the small intestine, the gall bladder etc. etc. That was definitely very creepy.  

Then there was this tent for Gynecology that had these rows of bottles of different sizes. 

The smallest bottle had a beige-colored little embryo floating in some kind of transparent solution.  A

girl with curly hair and glasses said that at that stage the embryo has a simple brain, spine and central

nervous system.  The stomach and chest are not yet developed, the girl said.  In a medium sized bottle

there was another beige baby at week eight.  The girl at the counter said that the embryo can now be
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called fetus which means “young one.”  In the biggest bottle there was what the girl in the counter

described as a full grown fetus.  Another beige-colored baby with closed eyes, arms folded across its

chest as though holding something possessively.  The baby's legs were also folded and it floated upside

down in the bottle.  The umbilical cord was curly, and the girl at the counter said it is a rope of three

blood vessels that links the placenta to the baby.  I wanted to know whose babies these were.  But I

didn't know if it was an intelligent question.  And I did not  want a rap on my knuckle so I kept quiet.

When Mohan came down for the semester break over to my school from Smiley's shop

we bought samosas and lime juice.  He paid for it.  Then we walked with it to the woods behind my

school.  We sat on a fallen tree.  And I told him everything.  I exaggerated a little when I told him how

Mother forced me.  I did not want him to think that I gave in willingly.  He just listened to everything as

though it was no big deal and then said that it was the right thing to do. 

"We couldn't have had the baby now,” he said. “We have to be practical.”

“You sound like my mother,” I told Mohan.  Mohan laughed as though what I said

were a joke.  Then he started telling me about the student body elections in his college.  He told me

about all the speeches he made in the classroom to classroom campaign.  He told me about the wild

parties he had to go for because of the campaign.  He did not want to know anything about the baby. 

He did not want to know anything about all that happened to me in the hospital.  All he wanted to talk

about was his college and his elections.  I just stared at his toenails.  He was wearing brown braided

sandals on his feet.  After a while he stopped talking, ate a samosa and then leaned over to kiss my

cheek.  I pulled away because, like I said, I was feeling odd in my stomach.  When he tried to pull me
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close to him with one hand, I stood up.  The brown paper samosa bag fell from my lap onto the

ground.  I did not bother to pick it up.  I turned and started walking back to school.  I heard him call

my name, but I paid no attention, just kept walking.  There were tons of dried and curled up leaves on

the ground.  When I heard his footsteps behind me I started running.   

Today is a Saturday and we have guests for lunch.  I am sitting facing the seven

windows in our dining room.  In the plate in front of me is pulao and chicken curry--my favorites.  Next

to me is Lion Kuttikkadan.  Right now he is eating chicken the way the Neanderthal man would.  He is

holding onto to one end of the chicken and putting the other end of the chicken into his mouth, and now

he is pulling the chicken piece out with a jerk of his head.  Next to him is Lion P.K. Paul and his wife

Lioness Baby Paul.  Lioness Baby looks like Queen Elizabeth.  She keeps this high, curly fringe at the

edge of her forehead and her face is always heavily powdered.  My father is sitting at the head of the

table.  He is in his element today.  He has already sung two Beatles songs and when everybody

clapped there appeared a high pink color on his cheeks.  His cheeks are shining.  Now he is starting on

his sird jokes. 

“How do you keep a Sird busy?” my father is saying.  He is looking around gleefully

with his shining face.  Everybody except mother has stopped eating and is looking at him.  My mother

keeps eating as though my father has not said anything.  That's normal because she is always ignoring

him. 

“By taking him to a circular room and telling him to sit in a corner there.”  All of us

laugh except my mother of course; she never does find my father's jokes funny even when they're really,
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really funny.  She thinks it’s infra-dig to laugh.  Lioness Baby giggles loud and long and her whole

body sways.  My father casually drapes his arm on the back of Baby's chair.  Lioness Baby’s

trademark is the transparent blouses that she wears and the way she binds  her sari around her.  She

never ties it loosely like everybody else; she binds it.  So she always looks like a walking talking

Egyptian Mummy.  Today her sari is blue with designs of fishes on them and her blouse is so

transparent that all of us can see the lines of her black bra.  Maybe my father has a soft corner for Baby

because she laughs at his jokes.  I looked at my mother and her eyes looked scary.  Although I

continue to laugh I don’t want to sit there anymore.  I want to go to the terrace and be alone. 

Once Mohan told me about the rats in his college hostel.  That when he gets up in the

night to study, there are rats scurrying around in his hostel room.  And how once, he caught two of

them and dipped one in red and one in blue paint. When he told me that,  I did not know what to think. 

I mean, I thought that was a cruel thing to do and I did not want to think that Mohan would do a cruel

thing.  

When I reached the terrace I did not look toward Mohan's house at all.  Why should I? 

I rested my head on the parapet and looked up at the sky.  I could hear sounds of laughter coming from

our dining room below–my parents and their friends.  I don’t care if they choose to laugh all day.  The

clouds look pure and simple.  The cool thing about being a virgin is that you don’t have any memories

with you that you don’t want to have.  Once Mohan told me that he liked to lie down on the parapet of

his terrace and look up at the sky.  Then all you can see are the tops of the coconut trees and the sky

and then after a while only the blue sky, and you feel you're all alone in the world and free and

powerful.  “It’s a nice feeling.” he had said.  When I turned my head a little and looked below, I could
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see the municipality workers with blue aprons tied over their saris, shoveling up dirt from the garbage,

and on the horizon I could see the dark tops of coconut trees.  But if I concentrated on the very center

of the sky, right above my face, all I could see was the sky–the hazy blue and white shapes.  But I did

not feel alone or free or powerful like Mohan said he did.  I just feel tired.  

 — — — — — — 
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