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BY THE EDGE OF THE SEA
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IT WAS ONLY FIVE O’CLOCK on a july morning in Toturpuram, and already every trace of night had disappeared. The sun swelled, molten, from the far edge of the sea. Waves shuddered against the sand and left curving lines of golden froth that dried almost instantly. All along the beach, fishermen towed their boats ashore and emptied their nets of the night’s catch. Their mothers and wives, daughters and sisters, piled the prawn and the crab, the lobster and the fish, into large, damp baskets still redolent of the previous day’s load, and then, leaving the shimmering scales and cracked shells for the crows to fight over, they caught the first bus to the market, laughing as other passengers hastily moved to the front and made way for them and their odorous wares.

In a few hours the heat would hang over the town in long, wet sheets, puddle behind people’s knees, in their armpits and in the hollows of their necks, and drip down their foreheads. Sweaty thighs would stick to chairs and make rude sucking sounds when contact was broken. Only idiots ventured out to work and, once there, sat stunned and idle at their desks because the power had gone off and the ceiling fans were still. It was impossible to bat an eyelash without feeling faint. The more sensible folk stayed at home, clad only in underwear, with moist cloths draped over their heads and chests, drinking coconut water by the litre and fanning themselves with folded newspapers.

Even though it was the middle of July in this small town that crouched on the shores of the Bay of Bengal about three hours by bus from Madras, the southwest monsoons that provided a minor interlude between periods of heat had not appeared. So all of Toturpuram longed for December when the northeast monsoons would roar in. The memory of those cool, wet mornings was so appealing that everyone forgot that December was also the beginning of the cyclone season when winds blew at 150 kilometres per hour, smashing everything that stood in their way. They did not remember the torrential rains that knocked out the power lines and plunged the town into stinking, liquid darkness. And they utterly forgot how the sea became a towering green wall of water that dissolved the beach and flooded the streets, turning roadways into drains and bringing dysentery and diarrhea in its wake. There was so much rain that septic tanks exploded all over town, and people woke suddenly in the night to find their belongings floating in sewage.

Today the morning light touched the squalid little town with a tenuous beauty. Even the dozens of angular apartment blocks that marched stolidly from the beach up to Big House on Brahmin Street were softened by the early glow. Sheaves of television antennae bristled up from the roofs of those apartments and caught fire as the sun rose. Big House was the only building on the street that did not flaunt one. Sripathi Rao, the owner, had reluctantly bought a television set a few years ago, but it was an old model that only had an internal antenna. His mother, Ammayya, had been disappointed.

“Nobody will even know we have a television,” she protested. “What is the use of having something if nobody knows about it?”

Sripathi would not be swayed. “So long as you get your programs, why does it matter who knows what we have? Besides, this is all I can afford.”

“If you had listened to me and become a big doctor you wouldn’t have been talking about affording and not affording at all,” grumbled his mother. She never missed an opportunity to remind him how much of a disappointment he was to her.

“Even if I was one of the Birlas, I would have bought only this television,” Sripathi had argued. Or the Tatas or the Ambanis or, for that matter, any of India’s mighty business tycoons. He did not believe in ostentatious displays—of possessions or of emotions.

When the phone rang for the first time that day, Sripathi was on the balcony of his house. As usual, he had woken at four in the morning and was now reading the newspaper, ticking off interesting items with a red marker. He stopped when he heard the high, fractured trill, but made no move to go down to the landing halfway between the first and ground floors to the phone. He waited for someone else to get it. There were enough people around, including—he thought with some annoyance—his son, Arun, asleep in the room across the corridor from his own.

Afterwards Sripathi wondered why he had felt no twinge of premonition. He remembered other times when tragedy had occurred: how uneasy he had been the day before his father’s lifeless body was discovered on Andaal Street, and how strange the coincidence that had taken him there the next morning where he had joined the curious crowd gathered around it. And before his beloved grandmother, Shantamma, was finally claimed by the Lord of Death, his nights had been full of restless dreams. Weren’t disasters always heralded by a moment of immense clarity or a nightmare that rocked you, weeping, out of sleep? This time, however, he experienced nothing.

The phone continued to ring, grating on Sripathi’s nerves. “Arun!” he shouted, leaning back in his chair so that he could see the length of his bedroom through the balcony door. “Get the phone! Can’t you hear it?” There was no reply. “Idiot, sleeps all his life,” he muttered. He pushed the chair away from the square iron table on which he had arranged his writing material, and stood up, flexing his rounded shoulders. As a youth, Sripathi had found that he was taller than all his friends and, because he hated to be different or conspicuous in any way, had developed a stoop. His thick grey hair was cut as short as possible by Shakespeare Kuppalloor, the barber on Tagore Street. An expression of permanent disappointment had settled on a face dominated by a beaky nose and large, moist eyes. After the softness of the eyes, the thin, austere line of his mouth came as a surprise. Once during an argument, his wife, Nirmala, had remarked that it looked like a zippered purse. He remembered being taken aback by the comparison. He had always found her to be like a bar of Lifebuoy soap—functional but devoid of all imagination.

The thought crossed his mind that the call might be from Maya, his daughter in Vancouver, and he paused in his passage across the bedroom. If it was, he didn’t want to answer it. His eyes fell on a photograph of Maya, with her foreign husband and their child, on the windowsill next to Nirmala’s side of the bed, and immediately his mood became tinged with bitterness. Every day, whenever he found an opportunity, he turned the picture face down on the sill and piled some books on it, feeling slightly childish, only to have it reinstated right-side-up by Nirmala. But Maya phoned on Sunday mornings, he reminded himself. At six-thirty when, as she knew, her mother would be waiting, sitting on the cold, tiled floor of the landing, right beside the phone. And every Sunday, for several years now, Sripathi had avoided that moment by setting off for a walk at six-twenty.

His younger sister, Putti, who was also downstairs somewhere, was too scared to answer the phone.

“I don’t know what to talk into that thing,” Putti had explained to Sripathi once, embarrassment writ large on her round, babyish face. “And anyway, it is never for me.” A sad thing for her to say, he had thought then, feeling guilty that he had not done his duty as her older brother and found a husband for her. After living in Toturpuram for forty-two years, Putti had nobody to call a friend. Except perhaps that horrible librarian, Miss Chintamani.

Sripathi’s mother claimed that she was too old to climb the stairs, but Nirmala insisted Ammayya was a fraud and that she came upstairs regularly to snoop around when she was alone in the house.

“She steals my saris,” Nirmala had grumbled. “And I found my comb under her mattress. Did it walk there by itself, or what?”

The phone stopped ringing, and silence draped itself around the house once more. Sripathi went back to the balcony and settled down in the faded cane chair that had survived at least twenty years of ferocious sun and rain. He picked up The Hindu again and started to read it carefully, ticking off articles that he wanted to comment on.

He could hear soft music emanating from the apartments that loomed beside the house, the thin notes drowned almost immediately by the sound of the Krishna Temple bell—a clanging that competed for attention with the nasal call of the mullah from the Thousand Lights Mosque on a parallel street. The temple was straight up the road from Big House, which had been built eighty-two years ago by Sripathi’s grandfather on what came to be called Brahmin Street for the number of people of that caste. However, when the ruling party won the state elections, it decreed that no street could have a name that indicated a particular caste; so Brahmin Street was now merely Street. As was Lingayat Street, Mudaliyar Street and half a dozen others in Toturpuram. This led to a lot of grumbling from visitors who typically spent half the day wandering the town trying to figure out which Street was which. In addition, Brahmin Street had changed so much in the past decade that people returning to it after several years could barely recognize it. Instead of the tender smell of fresh jasmine, incense sticks and virtue, instead of the chanting of sacred hymns, the street had become loud with the haggling of cloth merchants and vegetable vendors, the strident strains of the latest film music from video parlours whose windows flaunted gaudy posters of busty, thick-thighed heroines, and beefy heroes with hair rising like puffs of smoke from their heads.

Older inhabitants of Toturpuram remembered how beautiful Big House used to be—its clean, strong walls washed pink every year before the Deepavali festival, its wide verandah and several balconies in front and along the sides, all held back by painted iron railings cast to look like fish and lotus flowers floating on stylized waves. The gigantic door of carved teak had been custom-built for the house and, in the past, had been varnished annually. The windows had stained-glass panes that Sripathi’s grandfather had bought from a British family that had smelled the winds of change several years before Independence and moved back to England. Since his father’s death, the house itself had slid into a sort of careless disrepair and looked as if it was tired of the life within its belly and on the seething, restless street outside.

“If my husband was still alive, we wouldn’t have descended to this state,” Ammayya complained to her cronies, conveniently forgetting that Narasimha Rao had been solely and utterly responsible for their decline.

The paint had curled away from the decorative railings leaving them cratered by rust. The door had lost its gleam, and the beautiful carvings were now anonymous nubs of wood. Cracks ran across the tiled floors like varicose veins on an old woman’s legs, and it was years since the walls had seen a fresh coat of whitewash or paint. Most of the windows could not be opened any more, so much had they swollen in the moist heat of the place, and the brilliance of the glass was dimmed by layers of grease and dirt. The jammed windows did cut out the constant din of traffic from the road outside, as well as the devotional music that was played late into the night from various local temples, so nobody attempted to pry them open. The tall iron gates, eternally blocked by heaps of granite or gravel dumped by construction truck drivers who appeared to take a malicious pleasure in making the old home inaccessible, leaned inwards as if slowly yielding to pressure from the aggressive new world outside.

The temple bell continued its clamour and Sripathi rustled his newspaper with irritation. A few months ago, the sound of the bell had not bothered him at all. Recently, however, a devotee had paid for a pair of loud speakers, and the bell had become deafening. Sripathi had complained to the temple trustees, but nobody had done anything about it.

“What Sripathi-orey,” the head priest had said with his pious smile. “This is God’s music. How can you object to it? Nobody else has complained. You should learn to be more tolerant. And may I remind you, your esteemed grandfather himself purchased this bell for our temple?”

“Yes, I know all that.” Sripathi was uncomfortably aware that the priest was insinuating that he was not as generous to the temple as his grandfather and even his father, had been. In fact, Sripathi avoided the temple whenever possible and refused to contribute more than fifty paise to the aarathi plate when, on special occasions, Nirmala forced him to go. “All I am saying is, why do you have to make it so loud? God is not deaf, is he?”

The priest had shrugged dismissively. “What to do? The mosque has megaphones. Also the Ganesha temple. So tell me, how will our Lord Krishna hear us with all this competition?”

The bell finally ceased its tintinnabulation. A fragile peace descended. All that Sripathi could hear now was the chittering of squirrels as they raced up and down the old lime tree directly below the balcony, and the fluid trill of the lory bird from the untended garden behind the house. Sripathi remembered how neat that garden used to be before his daughter had left for America. Maya and Nirmala together had lovingly tended the mango and guava trees, the banana plants and coconut palms, and had been rewarded with a steady supply of fruit.

He shook his head to dispel the memory, turned to the last page of the newspaper and scanned it quickly. The Indian cricket team had done miserably in the test match against the West Indies. Although he was not particularly interested in any sport, the cricket fever that swept through the country during the test matches infected him as well. Unlike his colleagues at work, however, he did not spend his lunch hour with the radio glued to his ear, cursing every time Indian batsmen were bowled out or missed a catch, or going into a state of ecstasy when someone hit a sixer. Sripathi read the sports section because he believed in keeping himself informed about every single thing that happened in the world around him. Besides, there might even be a potential letter to the editor buried in the sports page.

When he was a young man, Sripathi had discovered that writing letters to the editors of newspapers and magazines was the perfect way to vent his spleen and express his deepest thoughts—those blatant, embarrassing emotions that he was so reluctant to display in speech or action. He could write about anything under the sun and occasionally his views found their way into print. In the past few years, Sripathi felt that his writing had matured considerably, and to his delight, almost every letter he dashed off to The Indian Express, The Hindu or The Toturpuram Chronicle was published. So it was with a delicious sense of anticipation that he opened the paper each morning. And only after he had read the first page and the second and the third, postponing the moment as long as he could bear it, did he turn to the editorial section and feel a thrill when he spotted his byline—Pro Bono Publico—at the end of a missive. He would reread his piece, surprised at how different and removed from himself it looked in print. Then he’d scan the other letters, his long upper lip curling at a particularly weak piece of prose or an ill-argued point of view.

Sripathi was particularly pleased with his pseudonym. He had found it in an old American legal journal that his father had pinched from the public library on Moppaiyya Street. Pro Bono Publico. On behalf of the people. Like his boyhood heroes—the Scarlet Pimpernel, Zorro, Jhanda Singh the Invisible—he was a crusader, but one who tried to address the problems of the world with pen and ink instead of sword and gun and fist. He wrote every day on anything that caught his attention, from garbage strewn on the roads to corruption in the government, from lighthearted commentary on the latest blockbuster film to a tribute to some famous musician whose voice had filled his soul with pleasure.

Sripathi reached for a large wooden box on the table before him. Like almost everything else in Big House, the box had been in his family for as long as he could remember. He loved the smooth edges, the solid weight, the thick key that locked it. He opened the lid and removed the upper layer that held his collection of pens, a few unsharpened pencils, some erasers and a penknife. Below it was another compartment for paper. There was also a secret drawer that could be opened by sliding a rod out of the side of the box. There was nothing in that drawer. A long time ago, when Maya—or perhaps it was Arun—had asked him why he kept nothing in there, he had replied, “Because I am too ordinary to have secrets.” The box sat under his side of the bed and emerged every morning when he settled down on his balcony.

He contemplated the pens that jostled for space inside. Thirty-two of the finest, and growing. This was his one indulgence, although he added to the collection with diminishing frequency in these days of high cost and low affordability. He touched them one by one, lifted his favourites, and wondered which one he ought to use. The marbled blue Japanese Hero? Or the gold Parker? For letters about politics or government he always picked the Mhatre Writer—the maroon colour seemed authoritative. After dithering over the pens for a few more seconds, he settled for the Mhatre Writer again, unwilling to change his routine. It was pleasantly heavy between his fingers, the angled nib giving his writing a sharpness he relished. He wrote in his usual florid style learnt at the end of Father Schmidt’s bamboo cane at St. Dominic’s Boys’ School almost fifty years ago.


Dear Editor,

The streets are suddenly full of verdant trees, the garbage has been picked up (after months of being ignored by the municipal powers that be), and our walls have been whitewashed overnight. A new government? A government that has suddenly realized that it is of the people, by the people and for the people and has decided to stop taking coffee breaks and holidays and get down to work? Ah, no! Unfortunately not. All this amazing work is in honour of the chief minister’s son’s wedding…



He added a few more lines and signed with a flourish. Yes, that was a good letter. Forceful, to the point, and with an edge of sarcasm to make it truly effective. He was about to go over it again when Nirmala rustled in, fresh in a crisp pink cotton sari, her black hair a sliding knot at the nape of her neck. She had a smooth, sweet-tempered face that belied her fifty-two years, and she looked much younger than Sripathi, even though there were only five years between them. On her broad forehead she had a round, red sticker-bindi. Sripathi remembered that in the past she had used powdered vermilion. She would lean over the sink in the bathroom after her ablutions, her body still warm and damp, her buttocks outlined heavily against the straight cotton of her petticoat, creating a stir of desire in Sripathi, and with the ball of her middle finger would apply a dot of Boroline cream to the centre of her forehead. Then, just as carefully, she would dip the same finger into a small silver pot of vermilion and press it against the creamy circle. But a few years ago she, too, had yielded to modernity and abandoned her ritual of cream and red powder for the packs of felt stickers that came in a huge variety of shapes, sizes and colours. Ever since, Sripathi had had a running argument with her about the bindis that she left stuck to the bathroom mirror like chicken-pox marks on the glass.

She handed him a stainless-steel tumbler of steaming coffee. “Why didn’t you answer the phone?” she wanted to know.

“Why didn’t you?”

“I was busy emptying out the vessels in the kitchen. Today is water day, remember? In between I was trying to make breakfast before your mother started shouting that she was hungry. And you want me to run up to get the phone also? Enh? What were you doing that couldn’t be stopped for one moment?”

She began to remove the towels from the balcony wall, where they had been spread out to dry the previous night. Sripathi caught a glimpse of her bare waist as she leaned forward and the sari pallu fell away. There were extra folds of soft flesh there now, although he remembered how, when Nirmala was young, that waist used to arch deeply inwards before joining her hips. He couldn’t resist pinching a fold of her waist gently, and she jumped, startled, before slapping his hand away.

“Chhee! Old man, doing such nonsense first thing in the morning!” she exclaimed.

“What nonsense? I was just administering the pinch test.” He had read in the Thursday health section about a test that fitness instructors used to determine the amount of fat their clients had to shed.

“I forgot to tell you,” Nirmala said, ignoring his teasing, “yesterday evening at the temple I saw Prakash Bhat and his wife. So uncomfortable it felt. They pretended not to see me. Can you imagine?”

Tilting his tumbler, Sripathi poured a stream of milky coffee into a small bowl on the table, stopping just before it frothed out. Then he poured it back into the tumbler. To and fro he went, expertly, until he had created a hillock of foam over his coffee.

“Maybe they really didn’t see you,” he told Nirmala. “You imagine all sorts of things.”

“I don’t imagine. I know they ignored me. I’m not a fool, even though I don’t have big-big degrees in this and that. That Prakash used to call me Mamma, do you remember? He was almost married to our Maya and now see how little respect he shows me. And I thought that he was a decent boy!”

“Okay, so they saw you. Now leave me alone. I have work to do.” He didn’t want to be reminded of old troubles. And why should she expect Prakash to show any interest in the mother of the woman who had discarded him like a used banana leaf? Why did Nirmala persist in bringing up these memories? The unpleasantness of the incident would stay with him like the bitter taste of kashaya.

Nirmala carried the towels into the bedroom but continued to talk to him. “Prakash’s wife is very plain-looking,” she said. “A potato nose and tiny eyes. Lots of jewellery, but. As if shining stones can blind one to her face. She was wearing the diamond necklace. Do you remember how lovely it looked on our Maya? And now that lumpy creature has it. Tchah!”

Sripathi scowled at Nirmala’s back. She was bent over the bed now, straightening out the wrinkled sheets. “I told you, stop going on and on about forgotten things. I don’t want to hear them.”

She patted the pillows briskly and stretched, her palm pressed into the small of her back, rubbing the tension away. “Yes-yes, it is all right for me to listen to your boring office stories every day,” she protested. “But the minute I open my mouth, you tell me to keep quiet. Anyway, what I wanted to say was that the girl is pregnant, and they were talking to Krishna Acharye about performing the bangle ceremony.”

“Why do you have to listen to other people’s private conversations? Eavesdroppers never hear anything good.”

Nirmala came back to the balcony to take Sripathi’s empty tumbler and looked indignantly at him. “I didn’t listen. Krishna Acharye himself told me. How bad I felt, you can’t imagine.”

“Why should you feel bad about some stranger’s bangle ceremony?”

“Don’t pretend you don’t understand. That girl could well have been Maya, and I would have been the one talking to Krishna Acharye about buying green bangles and saris and all. What an unfortunate woman I am!” She waited for him to say something in response. But Sripathi had decided to put an end to the conversation, so she peered at the letter on the table.

“Who are you writing to?” she asked.

Sripathi quickly covered the letter with a blank sheet of paper, making sure that it was thoroughly concealed from Nirmala’s prying eyes. “None of your business,” he said. He saw the hurt look she gave him and added, “Just some office work that I have to finish. Now stop disturbing me.”

Nirmala hid a smile and turned away, but not before Sripathi spotted it.

“What? What? It makes you laugh to see me work? Henh? I will take retirement today itself, and let us see if you will smile then. Maybe you can support us with your dance classes.”

A year after Maya had left for the United States, Nirmala had agreed to teach a friend’s daughters Bharat Natyam two evenings a week after school. She herself had studied this traditional dance form until she got married. “It will be good for me to pass on what I know,” she told Sripathi obstinately when he teased her about capering around the house with her bulk. Soon the number of students swelled to six, and the living room resounded with the slap of bare feet and the tap-tap of her baton as she beat out a rhythm on the floor. Two of Nirmala’s students were granted entry scholarships to a Bharat Natyam school that a famous dancer from Madras had started, and that was attended by people from all over India and abroad. Word spread in Toturpuram that Nirmala was a good person to get basic lessons from before trying for the school. When more parents arrived at her doorstep, she decided to charge a small fee. She was glad to be making the extra money, although she never told Sripathi that his income was not enough any more. A good Hindu wife had to maintain the pretense that her husband was supporting the family.

The telephone started to ring again. This time Sripathi slapped his letter pad down and hurried across the room, his heels touching the cold floor over the worn ends of his rubber slippers.

“As if we cannot even afford a twenty rupee pair of slippers,” Nirmala remarked. “You might as well not wear anything on your feet!”

“Why should I waste money? These are okay for the house for another year or two. If I am comfortable, why should you be bothered?” Sripathi argued over his shoulder.

He went down the stairs to the landing and picked up the receiver. “Yes? Sripathi Rao here,” he said.

In the bedroom Nirmala shook out a sheet. Snap! Snap! So hard that the sound travelled outwards as sharp as a bullet. She spread the sheet out on the bed, collected an armful of clean shirts, trousers and saris piled on a trunk that doubled as a table, and heaped them in the centre of the sheet. Then she drew the four ends together and tied them into a loose knot. The dhobi’s boy would be here any minute to collect the clothes that needed to be ironed, and she didn’t want him to run away before she had given him instructions on how to press her silk saris. Not too hot, she would have to remind him. The last time the dhobi had scorched a dark patch on one of her favourite saris.

She smiled again. She knew all about Sripathi’s letters-to-the-editor business, had discovered his secret quite by accident while searching the waste baskets for a receipt for a piece of material that had shrunk horribly in the wash. Jain, the owner of Beauteous Boutique, would never acknowledge that she had purchased the fabric from his shop without proof of purchase, even though she was a regular customer. She had rummaged through the shreds of paper, annoyed by Sripathi’s habit of tearing everything into quarters. A sheaf of neatly penned, whole sheets stapled together caught her eye. Had Sripathi thrown away something important by mistake? To her surprise, it was a letter to the editor of The Hindu about the heavy-water plant that had opened on the outskirts of Toturpuram and was dumping its waste directly into the sea. Now she realized what he wrote so busily every morning on the balcony. She had placed the letter on the table and waited for him to tell her about his pen-and-ink crusades. When he said nothing, she decided not to mention it either.

Slip-slap, slip-slap. Nirmala turned at the sound of Sripathi’s footsteps entering the room. “Who was it?”

“God knows. Nobody answered,” replied her husband. He went back to the balcony, flapping an irate hand at a crow that had landed on the table and was inspecting his shining pens.

“You should have waited for a few minutes. Sometimes the line is bad, and it takes time for those repair fellows to let the voice come through.” Nirmala harboured the vague notion that phones were regulated by the telecom maintenance men who spent all day perched atop the lines along the road.

“I did, madam, I did. Waited five minutes. I happen to know how to use a phone.”

“Why do you have to talk to me that way, enh?” demanded Nirmala. “Simply-simply you lose your temper.” She picked up the sheet full of clothes. “Don’t forget, today is water day,” she reminded him. Her voice came out slightly muffled from behind her bundle, and Sripathi couldn’t see her face at all. She had turned into a large, blue cloth turnip. He laughed aloud and she peered around the bundle at him, surprised at the unexpected sound. For a moment Nirmala looked to Sripathi like the young girl he had met thirty-five years before in her father’s house. He had eaten six bondas that evening, he remembered, simply because he had been too shy to refuse another helping and another and another. After their wedding, Nirmala had told him how amazed her father had been by his appetite, and for years after, every time she made bondas they had a good laugh. But somehow the laughter had run away from their lives. They were like a pair of bullock yoked together, endlessly turning the water wheel round and round and round, eyes bent to the earth. Not even a note of eccentricity to set them apart from other couples. Even that pleasure they had denied themselves.

He waited until Nirmala left the room, her toe rings ringing against the cool tiles. Then he skimmed over the letter again and folded it meticulously in thirds. In addition to dinning the rules of grammar into their heads, Father Schmidt had also taught his terrified students letter-folding etiquette. Sripathi placed the letter in an envelope and slid it into his briefcase to mail on his way to work later in the day. Twelve years ago he would have had two letters nestling against the dark, old leather of the case. The thicker one to Maya, full of snippets of information about the family and even the political situation in the country, newspaper clippings, recipes from Nirmala, gossip from Putti, adolescent secrets from Arun. Sripathi suppressed the memory angrily. Had he not banished his daughter from their lives?

[image: ]

Since everybody had forgotten to take her home, she would just have to get there by herself, decided Nandana. She had never done it before, but her father had often said it was only a hop, a skip and a jump away. She knew her address—her parents had made her repeat it nearly every day—250 Melfa Lane, Vancouver, BC, Canada, North America, The World. Her father had always added the last two, and it made her mother laugh and say, “Don’t confuse the child, Alan.”

“How many sleeps before my parents come home?” Nandana had asked Kiran Sunderraj a day ago. And she had replied, “Just one, sweetheart.” But it was already one and a half. Her friend Anjali had gone to day camp and come back, while Nandana was still here in Uncle Sunny’s house. Anjali, also going into Grade Two, was Nandana’s best friend number three, after Molly McNaughton and Yee Loh. It was fun to sleep over, despite Anjali’s tendency to sulk when she did not get her way.

Yesterday evening—that was Sunday—two policemen had come to the door and then Aunty Kiran had started to cry. Uncle Sunny had run out of the house and still hadn’t come home when she and Anjali went to bed.

Nandana was scared. Her parents had never left her anywhere for longer than they said they would. She wanted to go home.

This morning she had asked Aunty Kiran if she could call her parents. “I want to ask my daddy if he can get me some Fuji apples.” She didn’t want to hurt Aunty Kiran’s feelings by asking to go home, so she’d made up the story about the Fuji apples. She knew that Anjali and her family always ate red McIntoshes. “I need Fuji apples for my eyesight,” she had explained. But Aunty Kiran had only said that she would buy her some when she went for groceries in the afternoon.

“You don’t have to buy them. I can get them at my house,” Nandana had reminded her, but Aunty Kiran did not seem to have heard her.

Nandana hugged her cloth cow and peered out of the window. It was drizzling slightly. She picked up the pink-and-purple backpack that her father had bought for her seventh birthday, two months ago. He had filled it with lots of small surprises, such as a matching comb set, a bottle of sparkly purple nail polish, two books by Roald Dahl. It was now her favourite bag. Right at the bottom she had packed her baby blanket, even though she was too big to want it any more. Her father had told her to take it, just in case she felt like being a baby again. She had only recently started going for sleepovers and sometimes wanted to go home right away. The blanket would help if she felt homesick, her father had said. “You don’t need to take it out. Just knowing it is there will make you feel good.”

Earlier today she had tried calling home when Aunty Kiran had gone for her bath. She got the answering machine. “Mummy, Daddy, please come and take me home,” she said to the machine. Then she added, in case they had forgotten where she was sleeping over, “I am at Anjali’s house. It’s the white one with the maple tree, behind Safeway.”

Nobody had called her back or come to get her. She was beginning to think that Aunty Kiran had decided to keep her here for ever and ever. Hadn’t she often said as much to her mother? “Maya, your daughter is such a cutie-pie, I think I shall keep her.” And her mother would laugh, “Ah, not so cute all the time, believe me. She can be a little pest.” Then she would stroke Nandana’s cheek and say, “But I wouldn’t give her away for a zillion dollars.”

She wondered if her mother had changed her mind.
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