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For Holter






Sage Narada challenges the divine sons of Shiva and Parvati: 
“The first to circle the world thrice eats this, the sweetest mango.”

 

Skanda mounts his peacock, flies three times around the world 
Wingbeats swift like time and death, three times around the world.

 

Dismounts, demands the prize. “Nah,” says Narada. “Your brother won.” While Skanda flew, Ganesh walked, palms pressed together, three times around his parents.






What follows is real, and imagined.






YOU HAVE GIVEN ME A COUNTRY

December 25, 1980

 

This place; that place. You have to stand someplace. I pledge allegiance to the in-between.

I am six. My mother: thirty-two. It is our first visit to India, my father’s country. On Christmas Day, we leave New York with our rolling suitcase, my father delighted that the ancient invention of the wheel still improves human life in new ways. “Such elegant machinery,” he says, “Revolutionary. One hundred percent guaranteed.” We have never before owned a suitcase on wheels.

Half an hour before the plane lands, my mother walks me to the bathroom and I change from a tracksuit to a salwar kameez of green paisley. I believe if I stand too close to the toilet I will be sucked out into the clouds. My mother changes to a pink salwar kameez stitched with rows of black beads. She pats the beads gently, then laughs, “Christ Almighty, it’s like I’m sewn into a rosary. Walk a mile in a man’s shoes. . . .” She raises a finger as she speaks so I know it is a lesson.
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At Dum Dum Airport, Calcutta, the hot air is fluffy with mosquitoes that hover but do not bite. My mother gives me a candy cane wrapped  in plastic. “Little bit of Christmas,” she says. The air blooms with zinnia-colored saris and flashes of gold. Doors, windows, flung open to the long dark hem of horizon, the sun rising like a bloody egg. A woman sweeps the floor with a broom of sticks, moving in a squat like a crab. Two policemen with black guns lean against a wall. I tighten my fingers around my father’s pant leg. He looks down at me and says, “Calcutta,” his loss, joy, mingled.

Just past the baggage claim, the Vaswani-Jhangiani clan stands shoulder to shoulder. My father waves and nineteen hands wave back. “Oh, she looks just like Dadi, oh, so sweet, chhoti babi, Arrey, why are you cribbing? Let me get closer, guee a me sura. Arrey, so fair, keeyañ ah eeñ, beri hi paar.”

I am comforted by the faces and bodies like mine. The stories come true. Everyone speaks like my father, a jumble of Sindhi, Hindi, English. My father meets the children born in his absence. They shake his hand solemnly and call him Uncle. The women study my mother’s blue eyes, the vivid white streak in her reddish-brown hair. Someone says, “Like Indira Gandhi.” My mother replies, “White hair. Curse of the Irish.”

I unwrap the candy cane. It sticks to my hand. Minty sweetness, distant Christmas. I suck the red stripes into white while my parents dole out bottles of duty free Johnny Walker Black Label and Revlon lipsticks that sweat in the heat. My cousins are suspicious of the Michael Jackson poster rolled in a tube. “Counterfeit,” they whisper.

I lie on my back on top of the wheeled suitcase and play my favorite game: Unfocus Your Eyes. Everything goes indistinct, indefinable. No man, no woman, no table, no chair. The world, a soft blur. Swashes of color, flickering shapes.

I snap back to focus.

A pigeon. Inside the airport, flapping near the rafters. In the Indian comics I read, there are peacocks, crows, sparrows, hawks. But no pigeons. I think it is an American bird. This one must have flown from New York to Calcutta, like me. I love pigeons. Their orange eyes and pink feet. Their necks, iridescent purple and green, mysterious as an oil slick in a parking lot.

A woman with my father’s face leans over me. “I am Gagi Auntie. What are you looking at, beti?”

I point. She says, “Ah. Kabootar.”

The pigeon, so universal, it has a name everywhere. Not American. Not Indian. Just pigeon. It flies, loyal to itself. Citizen of the air, waving the flags of its two grey wings.

“Come,” my aunt says, reaching down to lift me off the wheeled suitcase, “Chhalo, it is time for home.”

I link my arms around her neck, lean my face against her shoulder. Feel a pin hidden under a fold of her sari. I shift my nose. Through the fabric, I smell the pin, like an old nickel at the bottom of my grandfather Kent’s change purse. I think of him alone in America. He loves pigeons, too. He says they are fattest outside the library because readers are generous. He says they always find their way home.

At Dum Dum Airport, Calcutta, just arrived, I feel the grief of leaving. Everything is a temporary reunion. It will be painful to leave my family in India, as it was painful to leave my grandfather and America. No matter where I am, I will think of lives being lived across the world. India, America. This place, that place. You have to stand someplace.

My lips harden to beak; my fingers melt to the softness of feathers. I look down at the world: a soft blur. Always in-between. And, in-between, home.
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THIS PLACE, THAT PLACE

On April 1, 1973, my mother married in Elkton, Maryland, a brackish wind off the Susquehanna tweaking her violet sari as she stood on the front steps of City Hall signing the license against my father’s proffered back, her signature slanted where the pen bumped over his spine. No church, no priest. No family present. In marrying an Indian citizen, in later bearing a mixed baby, she broke her religion. Broke from the long line of close-knit Irish-Catholic Sullivans. Broke the extant anti-miscegenation law in Maryland’s constitution, struck down six years earlier but still in the pages and memorized by law students.

Two years before my parents married, my father had flown into JFK with his forehead pressed against the slick window of the plane. Forty-four dollars, an H1 work visa, and a photocopy of his medical degree, stuffed in the right front pocket of his grey polyester pants. He was alone with one tiny suitcase. As the plane turned south, he saw the green arm of the Statue of Liberty, a speck in the harbor, felt the same crash of wonder my great-grandmother, Catherine Sullivan, felt when she saw that forearm in 1897 from the deck of a coffin ship bound for Ellis Island from Dingle Bay. She had noted its thickness: an arm capable of bearing harvests, children, sorrow. It was the bulk of the arm, the hard beauty of the woman’s face that made my great-grandmother believe in America. She did not believe in an endless supply of butter. She did not believe that anything in life could be easy or free. Nor did my father. He stared at the  foreign skyline and whistled a bit of Beethoven’s Symphony No. 7 for courage, his cheeks sucking in and out like slim bagpipes.
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To my father, nationality was fickle, unreliable. He was born in the province of Sindh, British India, in 1945. By his second birthday, Sindh was in Pakistan. Sindh had not moved, but it changed countries. This fact, this dark absurdity, impressed itself upon my father.

On August 15, 1947, the newly independent nations of India and Pakistan were carved out of what had been British India. Partition made one country into two, segregated by religion. At the stroke of midnight, the Radcliffe Line went into effect and the country of India cracked.

Although the split was expected, the territorial parameters were not revealed in advance. The redrawn borders divided the states of Bengal and Punjab, and evicted the state of Sindh from India. Jammu and Kashmir were contested and remain so to this day. Fourteen million human beings were uprooted, relocated, rendered homeless and landless. Muslims in India fled to Pakistan; Hindus, Sikhs, etc. in Pakistan fled to India. They left behind everything and passed each other, going in either direction. It was a crisis of category and identity, and one of the largest migrations in human history. The region drowned in riots, reciprocal violence, and revenge killings. Trainloads of mutilated and burned corpses pulled into stations on both sides. New hatreds, permanent losses, lethal suspicions. Up to 1.5 million people were murdered, and at least 100,000 women—Sikh, Muslim, Hindu, alike—were raped and abducted. The nations of India and Pakistan steeped in grief from the moment their borders appeared on paper—an arbitrary line drawn by an English lawyer who at least had the decency to decline his fee of 40,000 rupees when he realized the damage done.

My father’s first memory is of my grandfather explaining the word partition in English. He slapped his open palm against a wall and said, “This separates one side from the other.” The wall my grandfather slapped  was in Bombay. Neither he nor my father ever returned to Sindh or the city of Hyderabad or the house on Vaswani Street, named for the eight generations who had lived and died there before them.
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The Vaswanis fled Sindh with only the jewelry on the women and a doctor bag. Sindhis were both Hindu and Muslim and had always lived side by side in peace, but the sudden influx of refugee Muslims from India bloated the province, inflamed tensions, and forced Hindus to flee. It was unexpected and crushing.

My grandfather left a patient’s house, vials of blood clicking in the bag squeezed against his chest. He ran from a back alley into a street hung with drying green and yellow dupattas. Swept forward by the surge of people. On a doorstep, a dead woman, severed arms in her lap. A standing child, screaming. The library on fire. Choking smoke of murdered words. The head of an unconverted cousin in the gutter, braid undone, long hair flowing. Her chin, just like his mother’s, exactly.

My grandfather ran home using shortcuts he never knew existed. By instinct, by necessity. When he found his family huddled together on Vaswani Street in front of the house and the peepul tree, he counted them. Over and over again. Hiku, ba, tey, chaar. One, two, three, four. Sita, Gagi, Chandru, Ashok. The howls of abandoned dogs shook the neighborhood. He stepped in the street, took a rope from the mango seller’s tipped-over wagon. Flies, cows, monkeys, scorpions, fighting over bruised fruit. He thought of the fragile bones in the human wrist. Tied the forearms of his wife, daughter, eldest son to his own. He picked up his youngest, my father. Said in the boy’s ear, “Don’t let go of me.”

They used two necklaces to pay and pushed onto a train going south. The bleeding conductor said the previous train had been hijacked. Set afire. Barred windows. All the people burned.

The train crept forward. Desert air lashed the bars. Land blurred by. At every lurch, waiting for the stink of gasoline, heat of flame. They wept  on the shoulders of strangers. Fought the sway and lull, an offensive balm. They slept standing up, leaning into each other, then awakened as if slapped, certain they had forgotten something. Someone. Sand slashing. Stinging cheeks. Sun baking the train’s metal skin. Sweat. Wet as swimmers. No shadows in space tight with bodies. Fear sudden, mysterious as mold. They slept then awakened. Each time, strangers’ faces, more familiar. Lip, nose, ear, braid, bangle.

When my grandmother took the children to the toilet, they bumped against her legs and clung to the blue paloo drawn tight over her head. Their first train ride. She anchored herself, held their waists. One by one. Kept them steady above the squatter. She stared through the hole to the ground speeding by. Wondered which country they were in. The wheels of the train banged out the question. India? Pakistan? India? Pakistan?

A total and complete loss, like the disappearance of the sun. All that remained of the land was the dirt of Sindh on the soles of their shoes. Somewhere around Thana, my grandfather said, “Stick out your feet,” and scraped that Sindhi earth from his own shoes and the shoes of his sons, daughter, wife. He collected the soil in a scrap of newspaper that he folded into a funnel then shook into an empty vial. When my father’s stomach gnawed, he shed thin, dehydrated tears, and my grandmother dangled the doctor bag from her hand so it swung back and forth, playful. “Here, here, take it.” Her voice a croak.

Fifty-three hours later, they arrived in Bombay, five of fourteen million refugees. Before the train pulled into Churchgate, my grandfather tied the family back together with the mango seller’s rope. Forearm to forearm. Picked up my father. Said in his ear, “Don’t let go of me.”

They were put on another train to Kalyan Camp, sixty miles from Bombay. Concrete barracks built by the British to contain Italian WWII prisoners. Each family quarter defined by a hanging grain sack. A water tap here and there. No toilets. The young, anguished Indian government gave refugees reserve stocks of horse feed—one kilo of red wheat. Milk, cooking fuel, a settlement of 4,000 rupees.

On their second day in camp, the vial of collected dirt was crushed  by an epileptic girl thrashing in seizure. The refugee dirt of Sindh mixed with the dirt of Kalyan and the blood of a girl. The glass glittered in the dirt and her flesh as my grandfather turned her over and extracted it from her back with long thin tweezers flashing in the blunt sunlight. The blunt sunlight. Shining on India, Pakistan, Sindh.

At night, they populated dreams of home with faces from the train, where people spoke Sindhi, ate Sindhi food, sang Sindhi songs with Sindhi mouths set in Sindhi faces. They woke to the crying of children. Coastal clouds, dark and lumpy in a sky as yellow as smoker’s teeth. Their desert lungs rejected the air: too wet, too full. They took small breaths. They whispered. They told the story, over and over again, with the urgent need of new love.
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A year later, the family left Kalyan. My grandfather was hired as a railroad physician, a government job that came with free housing next to the tracks of his assigned station.

He treated amputations and sudden births, conductor flus, porter backaches, malaria, tuberculosis, minor surgeries, the vice president’s gout, third-class to first-class motion sickness. Among children, he was known for his compassionate hands. He folded newspapers into flying birds and put on shadow performances: his right hand, a tree; his left, a dog lifting its leg. He spoke Sindhi, Hindi, Pashto, Marathi, English, Punjabi, and ran a free clinic out of the rear of the house.

My father was the youngest child in the extended family. His sister, ten years older, his brother, seven. He often played alone at a pole in the middle of the house. The pole, riddled with pea-sized holes, was home to hundreds of ants. One of my father’s entertainments was to set out pieces of misri—rock candy—and watch the ants hoist it onto their segmented backs. He skipped out the front door, past the red-faced monkeys grooming each other on the roof, and sat at the edge of the tracks mimicking lonesome steam whistles in his high-pitched voice.
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Every two years, the railroad moved the family to a new house. Up and down the tracks of the countryside around Bombay they settled, uprooted, settled again. Murtazapur, Akola, Nagpur. Last of all, Thana, thirty kilometers northeast of Bombay and tucked against the Yeoor Hills.

The house in Thana, just past the railroad bridge, was surrounded by green mango trees and giant orange hibiscus bushes, the blossoms so big and heavy they bent the stalks and laid their faces on the ground. At night, the southern sky glowed with far off city lights. Fleets of fireflies rose from the grass as if answering their call. Trains in the distance, the barely detectable sound of mourning. In summer, the family dragged wooden charpoys outside and slept beneath the stars. A few cousins and uncles came to visit; sometimes they stayed a week, sometimes three years. On the west side of the house was a field and pond where Sindhi-speaking Romanis camped and washed a water buffalo. My father watched its great curved horns and sleek black hide steaming as handfuls of water flowed over its flanks. When it shook itself, its skin swung loose around its body and a spray of mist caught the sunlight. A thousand little rainbows fell through the air.

Every day, after school, my father joined my grandfather on patient visits. It was his job to carry the doctor bag and, because he was meticulous and precise, cut bandages to size and mix cough syrups. He and my grandfather were known up and down the railroad line. The doctor and his youngest son.
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Sometimes they took the train to Mahim to see Rookie, an old friend from Sindh. A devout Hindu, Rookie spoke Sindhi with a crisp country accent. Small, plump, white-haired. Always in a sari. One morning, Rookie awakened at 5 AM to pray. She had a bath at the faucet, covered her head, sat in prayer an hour, and shuffled to the kitchen to make mooli paratha for breakfast. On the countertop: a basket of onions. She picked up the top onion and felt a coarse energy flow from the vegetable into her palm. The onion had changed overnight. It appeared to be growing as she held it. A large green lump sprouted from its side; thin brown skin flapped open around the white flesh. A green growth, almost a foot long, stood straight up from the top of the vegetable. She held it close to her face and cried out. It was Ganesh. Wearing a crown. Swaying over his little potbelly: a pearly white trunk lined with the dark green veins of onions. One tusk a broken stub. As she stood clutching the onion, the trunk lengthened then stopped. She fell to her knees. Placed Ganeshji in the living room niche. Garlanded him with marigolds and bells. Smeared a red tilak on his broad, intelligent forehead. Woke everyone to witness the miracle.

Word spread through the villages. Bombay newspapers ran the story. People arrived in droves. Thousands, every day, for weeks. Rookie did not sleep. She prayed, and ate food if it was placed in her mouth. She stayed next to Ganeshji, on the ground, at his feet. She did not let anyone touch him. After six weeks, the onion rotted, overnight, and Rookie submerged it in the sea. She became known as Onion Auntie. There was always a full basket of onions in her kitchen, though she herself never again ate one, shuddering at the thought of the knife going through its godly flesh.
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January 20, 1957. My father, eleven years old, riding his bicycle around the garden in Thana. He saw my grandfather leave the compounding office and called after him, “Wait for me.” My grandfather turned, said, “Nahin, beta, you keep playing. I will be home soon,” then walked to the tracks.

He stood waiting on Platform Number 5, the doctor bag hanging from his right hand, the air weighted, shimmering, the strength of his wiry arms showing dark through his white shirt. He had just been to the barber. A strip of untanned skin paralleled his hairline.

That afternoon, crossing Dadar Bridge to catch the Bombay line to Churchgate, a truck ran him over and drove away. Strangers carried him, bleeding, broken, to the hospital.
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There was a huge funeral along the train line, from Bombay to Kalyan Station. The light, tattered. My father too young to carry the white-shrouded body of his father to the pyre. The skin on my grandmother’s face tight with grief, the whites of her eyes shocked into yellow.

During the twelve days of puja, throngs of people filled the house. By the pond, my father heard my great-uncle Laludada bellow to my grandmother, “Yes, of course, you must come live with us now.” The railroad house, a government loan that went with the job. The family had to move from country to city; had to start over.

They took the train, free for the last time, and relocated to Merreweather Road in the heart of Bombay. A small two-bathroom, one-kitchen apartment, filled with a flux of fourteen to eighteen people.

The first few months, my father had trouble crossing the city streets. It seemed impossible, the traffic volatile. He leaned out the window at the end of the hallway and stared through the buildings at the taut sky. To be alone, he locked himself in the bathroom and looked at the walls, at the random colors of drying laundry. He fell behind in his schoolwork and suffered for his mother, widowed, in the smallest cubicle, sharing a bed with him. They lay awake at night in a desperate stillness, lost without the cacophony of trains. He thought about his father’s final moments. With the glasses knocked from his face, Nanikram’s last glimpse of the world: blurry, uncertain.

My father did all his sums for math and chemistry in chalk on his cubicle wall. He talked out loud to himself while working. Sometimes a voice floated up over the partition, “Chha tho chain?” What are you saying? “Nothing, just homework.” He began to feel strange, a permanent visitor, living off the charity and temperamental good will of his family.

There were the usual squabbles and squeezes of a large extended household. On hard days, everyone stayed apart and Cousin Giddu played his violin, the music floating around the apartment. No one knew where he had found the violin; he was self-taught. Giddu played Deutsche Gram-mophon records for my father—Beethoven, Mozart, Bach—records he bought from an old blind man who squatted at the corner and sold music from a bamboo crate. The man ran his hands over the faces of the records, knowing each by the feel of its grooves, the spaces between songs.

My father loved Western classical music. On weekends, he borrowed Giddu’s record player, placed a record on the turntable, and set the speed to 78 rpm. The slight crackle as the needle coasted over dust. He stretched out on his back, hands clasped behind his head, and drifted on the yearning, wordless tones. The music sewed his emotions together, created a moat of privacy. Clear, fractal notes hanging in the air like planets. Sometimes he sat up and focused on the bright yellow labels at the center of the records turning round and round. He missed the freedom of the countryside. The tick-tick of wheels against track shaping his days. He missed his father.

The apartment on Merreweather Road was partially owned by Uncle Laludada, a Sindhi from Quetta, near the border of Afghanistan. He was tall, bearded, loud, and had married my grandfather’s eldest sister. Sometimes Laludada, equal parts charisma and bad temper, pushed his way into my father’s compartment and talked over the music, his voice climbing to compete with brass and violin. He often carried a bottle of homemade sugarcane alcohol and gave sips to my father, complaining about bills and responsibilities until the record ended.

Laludada lied as easily as a hungry cat and loved like an open green bottle. A few times a day, someone’s baby started screaming, and  he pounded his fists on the dividing wall, his voice booming, “Why the hell don’t they take care of their children?” He had owned a one-car dealership—a room so small the doors of the lone dusty Austin would not open. When the business collapsed, he stayed home and harassed the family, thriving on the chaos.

One day, Laludada stood in the doorway of his room and screamed that he wanted everyone out: “It’s my house, my fucking house, all of you get out!” He grabbed my father, who was walking down the hallway, and whispered to him that the house was partly his, too. Laludada and my grandfather had bought the apartment as an investment seven years before and told the rest of their struggling brothers and sisters to move in.

My father had felt he was living on family charity. Poor fatherless Ashok, taken in out of kindness. Now he thought to himself, “I am not a guest.” Laludada stood in the hallway, made a cave of his hands, and lit a cigarette. He looked at my father and said, “None of you Vaswanis will ever amount to anything.”

My father went still. Vaswani was his father’s name. His brother’s name. His mother’s and sister’s name. He had always thought of Laludada as a Vaswani, too, yet here he was denouncing the family.

He stopped talking to Laludada. He was only thirteen years old, but he went silent. Listening to his mother breathe next to him in bed, the cars honking outside, my father decided he would one day leave Merreweather Road. He had never known anyone who lived alone, without family or friends. The sentence pricked against his skin, his eyelids: “None of you Vaswanis will ever amount to anything.” He now had something to work for. He would become a doctor, like his father.

Over the next five years, the family fractured. Older cousins married and moved to Calcutta or Bandra, aunts died, and Laludada sold Merreweather Road. My father demanded his family’s share of the sale, and my grandmother used the money to pay for his medical schooling.
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In 1964, at the age of nineteen, my father went to the housing office at Topiwala National Medical College and said, “Even though I’m from Bombay, I’m a nonresident because my family has moved and I have no place to live.” The clerk rifled through a folder. The tip of his pen impressed a paper. He said, “There is a room for you in foreign housing but you will not want it.” My father said, “Why not?” “Your roommate’s from South Africa. His name is Deva.” “So? Give me the key.” “He’s an untouchable.” “So? Give me the key.” The clerk held the key in his hand but would not open his fist. “You’ll have to spend the whole semester with him.” My father pried the man’s hand open and took the key. He and Deva lived together two years and played Scrabble almost every night.

My father was the first person in his class of 110 medical students to touch the dead human laid out for dissection. Five corpses floated in five tanks of formaldehyde as big as cars. A group of twenty-eight students was assigned to each body. A paper banner, limp with humidity, stretched across the front of the classroom: THE DEAD TEACH THE LIVING. Along the back wall: CHILDREN’S BONES GROW FASTER IN THE SPRINGTIME.

On the first day of class, the teacher swung his pointer over a mungi, a black biting ant, crawling on his desk. He told the class of Shushruta, a sixth-century BC doctor who used mungi during intestinal surgery. Pinching them, alive and wriggling, he touched the ants to an open incision. When the ants bit down, Shushruta clipped their bodies from their locked jaws. Absorbable, natural sutures. “The lesson is: use everything,” the teacher said, and turned a crank on each tank, raising the cadavers from the formaldehyde then lowering them onto galvanized steel tables shining in the fluorescent light. He said, “Start cutting,” and left the room.

The formaldehyde planed off the tables and ran in fast streams along the floor to the drain at the center of the classroom. The students held hankies to their faces against the stench of pickled death. Most of them were upper caste and wealthy and adhered to the caste system in their daily lives. But, to get through medical school, they had to touch a corpse. Every day, four hours, for six months.

My father sat for a minute, then abruptly stood and laid his hands on the dead man closest to him. His father’s trade, passed on. He believed in the vocation of medicine. Science and compassion. The art of the human form. If, to know that better, he had to touch the dead, so be it. He set to work by himself. One by one, the rest of the students joined him.

They named their body Pawan because of his fast-looking runner’s legs. Six students worked on Pawan’s arms, six on his legs, six on his abdomen, six on his chest, four on his head. The abdomen team worked with the arm team so they wouldn’t get in each other’s way. Chest and leg came in together. The head team arrived whenever, and shared with the dental school. Everyone rotated to a different quadrant of the body throughout the semester. By the end of six months, each person had dissected an entire cadaver.

Once the work started, the students grew used to it and cracked jokes. They salivated at deltoids like salmon. Biceps pink and lean as chicken cutlets. Intricate embroidered nerves. The beige and spongy heart: an involuntary muscle, its own willful thing. They laughed at the bladder, the size of a plum, “No wonder we are always having to pee.”

They unpacked the body. The tongue and its sixteen muscles. The butterfly-shaped sphenoid bone connecting to every bone in the skull except the mandible. Pawan’s was large; his voice must have been resonant as a cave. He had been a smoker, his larynx covered in little bumps like a toasted marshmallow. Shoulders flanging wide and sturdy. A rash from a rengas tree on his hands. The straight uncomplicated route of his digestive tract, from mouth to anus. When they opened his skull and saw his brain, they said the word in unison: stroke. There, a  dark spread through the tissue. They stood over him, silent. His muscles laid out on the table like wings.

The cadaver next to theirs was a woman. She was lithe and tall, a long poem. You could see she had been graceful by the way her knees cocked. Her pelvis was somehow erotic. She seemed more human, less specimen, than the others, as if a bit of her soul still lurked beneath her skin. She had died twenty-four weeks pregnant. The baby tucked inside her, a girl, a perfect fit to the womb. When they shined a flashlight behind the baby’s hand, her bones glowed red. Tiny as the legs of spiders.

They named the baby Kalpana. Imagination. At the end of each day, someone different drew the shades, sang her a lullaby, and then turned off the lights and locked the door of the lab.
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In 1965, tensions over the still undefined states of Jammu and Kashmir erupted. What became known as the Second Kashmir War, or the Indo-Pak War of 1965, was not, militaristically speaking, large-scale, although approximately 6,800 lives were lost in a series of skirmishes and bungled operations.

While historians tend to agree that Bombay was never besieged, my father recalls an oppressive time of suspicion and bunker mentality. Topiwala National Medical College, against the Arabian Sea and flanked by fields, was considered a choice area for mines, bombs, submarine landings, and parachuting Pakistanis. My father and most of the other male students joined the army, and all medical students, women included, were asked to aid in the war effort. They went out into Bombay neighborhoods and painted the top half of civilian headlights black, to reduce light. They raided the hospital storehouse, bursting with boxes of defunct medical files, and took scissors to old X-rays. They snipped around the clear white of bone and healthy tissue, using only the spaces between ribs, black of tumors, opaque livers. They collaged the dark and grey pieces together on windows, blocking indoor light from streets.

After class, in the evenings, my father donned his khaki uniform and patrolled a five-mile area with a lathi, beating rhythms into his palm as he walked. The moon rose blurred and blood red. He marched the coastline, football fields, racecourse, cricket fields, peering into the darkness, sweeping the ground for mines, watching the sky for planes, the black shushing sea for boats. When he heard gunfire, he lay on his face in the dirt. He had nothing but the baton to fight with. Once he heard something following him. His flashlight illuminated a fox—ribs stark through patchy fur, clouded cataract eyes. It looked at him and sat down like a dog, starving. My father squatted and shined his flashlight into a thick stand of grass. Watched the fox pounce, hunting for mice, moles, or nothing, in the long white beam. By three in the morning, he returned to his dorm and sat in the room with Deva behind the random bits of quilted X-rays. They discussed Dr. Hiranandani, who performed seven-minute tonsillectomies with no blood. His fascinating use of adverbs, such as this adenoid is prototypically small.

Wherever Sindh was, wherever it had been, my father was defending India. But he was always careful to avoid anti-Pakistan and anti-Muslim sentiment. He was a traditional Sindhi, part Muslim, part Sikh, part Hindu, part Buddhist, and had been educated by Jesuits. Religion was fluid in his family and community—Sindh, an ancient cultural melting pot and the cradle of the Indus-Valley civilization. My father understood that it was the mistakes of governments and individual hatred that caused Partition. As much as his refugee heart ached to return home, he never allowed himself to lay blame. He believed in the pluralism of India.

Ultimately, the five-month Indo-Pak War was considered a draw. India gained 1,184 km (710 miles) of Pakistani territory, and Pakistan gained 545 km (210 miles) of Indian territory, and both sides inflated the numbers. Rumor and innuendo replaced reality. The Indian warship that Pakistan claimed to have trapped in Bombay Harbor was in fact in dry dock for repairs. An Indian general’s claims to have used almost all the ammunition at the front lines turned out to be wrong to the tune of eighty-five percent.
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In his last year of medical school, my father did a rural rotation, performing mass injections of streptomycin and aspirin on tuberculosis patients in villages across Maharashtra. The streptomycin soaked in through his fingers in large quantities; he developed lifelong tinnitus. His fellow students called him “the American” because of his good English, affinity for Pat Boone, and democratic egalitarianism. When he grew out his hair like John Lennon, they called him hajaam, barber, with a fond irony. He was slender as a broom, constant ringing in both ears. He loved constellations that wheeled into predictable spots in the sky and the unexpectedness of a shooting star. Diseases that manifested as published and tumor anomalies. The planned and unplanned, both.

Twenty-five years old, he graduated with a medical degree. That night, celebrating over a beer with a cousin, he learned his father had been murdered. It was often done that way: hire a truck to mow someone down. Everyone in the family knew, everyone but my father, who had been a boy at the time of his father’s death. The family believed the murderer was a distant relative, someone who owed my grandfather money. His book of accounts, the small sums he had loaned friends and family, without interest, had disappeared the same day he died and never been found.

The news broke my father. A feral sorrow crawled into his chest. His gentle, beloved father, murdered, and the truth kept from him. His sense of trust, shaken. Another home destroyed.

It was 1970 and my father was a young doctor seeking a job in a parched Indian economy—20,000 unemployed physicians and a surplus of 100,000 engineers. Like so many of his generation, he was enamored with the idea of America; he decided to take the ECFMG exams (Educational Council for Foreign Medical Graduates), which the U.S. government required of immigrant doctors. The two exam sites closest to India were Afghanistan and Sierra Leone. If he made it to Freetown, Sierra Leone, he could stay with his cousin Pratap who worked at Chainrai and Company,  a small Sindhi-run supermarket in the city center. There he could take the exam, and, if he passed, go on to America.

My father wanted to go to the United States because it was not England. He intended to learn Western medical practices and return home when job opportunities improved. He bought a ticket to Sierra Leone. His first plane ride. His mother, brother, sister came from Calcutta to see him off at the airport. They held each other, in a circle, for a long time. He took with him an American medical textbook, as heavy as a newborn baby, and one small suitcase, the size of a pillow. Black plastic handle, black plastic sides, red and black plaid face bordered by black zipper. Bombay Tartan. Cheap, functional, hybrid. Red as the sindhoor in a married woman’s hair.

He arrived in Freetown on June 20, and moved in with his cousin. The Sindhi way. A network of uprooted family. When he wasn’t studying for the exam, he played cricket behind the university with a gang of doctors running in flapping white coats and stethoscopes, the sky twisting from metallic grey to burning pink as they bowled and batted around a herd of grazing goats with a penchant for chewing on wickets. Once a week the doctors lugged an old projector to the Lebanese ex-pat pub and ran movies against the back stucco wall that pimpled the faces of movie stars. Everyone’s favorite was a pirated television reel—ten episodes of an American show called Star Trek. My father loved Spock, his pointy ears and rationality. He and the Freetowners catcalled so loud for Lieutenant Uhura, no one knew what her voice sounded like.
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My father was playing snooker at the pub when the cholera epidemic broke out. The first known case diagnosed on a cargo ship in the Port of Call. He heard about it from the bartender, dialed the international operator, and asked for the Center for Disease Control in Atlanta. He said to the woman on the other end of the line, “Hello, my name is Dr. Vaswani. I am phoning from Sierra Leone where a cholera epidemic has just reached.” The CDC took his cousin’s address and promised to mail  vaccines. Two days later, 1,500 vaccines in a military crate stamped with the American flag arrived at the basement door of Mr. Chainrai’s house. The dry ice steamed as my father lifted the Styrofoam lid. The cold and burning scent of particles realigned.

He and a doctor friend borrowed a car and packed the heat-sensitive vaccines into the backseat, shading the windows with black burkas borrowed from a Muslim neighbor. They immunized the docks and the entire western half of Freetown. After the second day of immunizing, when they entered a neighborhood, people stood waiting for them in a zigzag line, sleeves pushed up, arms extended. The final number of cholera cases in Sierra Leone in 1970 was reported at 340, with forty-seven deaths. In neighboring Ghana, there were 16,000 cases and 829 deaths.

The next week, my father passed the exam and applied for a U.S. work visa. He had been away from India and his immediate family for seven months, and was now accustomed to being alone, to washing his underwear and socks in the sink every night.

The day he left Freetown was the day Sierra Leone switched from driving on the left side of the road to the right, to celebrate ten years of freedom from the British. The streets bristled with raucous energy. Mass chaos and collision. Signs were dragged down, moved to the opposite side of the street, mixed-up and re-bolted to the wrong pole. An entire city lost, confused, delighted, free. It took my father six hours to go thirty miles to the airport. When he speaks of it now, pride rings his voice. He always says the same thing: “It was a mess. But it was their mess.”

He was on his way to the United States.
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America’s first documented Indian immigrant jumped off a merchant clipper in 1790, freestyled ashore at Salem, Massachusetts, and is described in history books as an unnamed man from Madras who disappeared into the slave population. Between 1820 and 1898, 523 more Indians immigrated to North America, most converted Christian slaves or  indentured servants from colonial England. Between 1898 and 1913, Punjabi famine and American labor needs conspired to bring 7,000 Indian farmers to the United States. In 1907, under the auspices of the Asian Exclusion League, several hundred Americans destroyed Indian living quarters in Bellingham and Everett, Washington, and then attacked and drove the immigrants from the cities—acts sanctioned by local police and President Theodore Roosevelt. Ten years later, Congress passed a law citing all of Asia a barred immigration zone, and in 1923 the Supreme Court legislated Indian policy with United States v. Bha-gat Singh Thind, a case that categorized Indians as “not white people,” meaning a population Congress had never intended for naturalization. This ruling had a fourfold effect: Indians were denied citizenship, previous naturalizations were annulled and deemed illegal, Indian landowners in California (where the bulk of the population lived) were forbidden from buying or leasing land, and previous land purchases were revoked. By 1940, the number of Indians in America had dropped to 2,405. Many married into the Mexican-American community.

Truman’s pen outranked the Thind decision with the Luce–Cellar Act of July 3, 1946. An annual Indian immigration quota was set at 100 per year. This legislation remained status quo until October of 1965, when, standing at the base of the Statue of Liberty, flanked by two Kennedys hunched against the blowsy Harbor wind, Lyndon Baines Johnson signed the Immigration and Naturalization Act.

The 1965 Immigration Act was my father’s point of entry into the United States. The Act offered quotas for families and educated professionals to enter the country and work. At the time, the United States suffered a shortage of native doctors and engineers, and turned to immigration to solve its labor crisis.
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January 29, 1971. On the plane to New York, my father wore all his socks at once, three pair, causing his Bata sandals to squeeze in the toes. He  arrived to snow-frosted pavement. The air crackled with the harsh scent of jet fuel.

He felt a slight vertigo as he looked out the window of the cab, taking in the orderly pace of traffic, the great distance between buildings. The taxi drove him twenty-five miles nor theast into Long Island, dropping him off at the Glen Cove Hospital Emergency Room. He stood in front of the doors, on the sidewalk, gripping his suitcase. The doors slid apart, suddenly. Like Star Trek. Futuristic. No need to stop and fumble when wheeling a gurney. A secretary ran forward, “Oh! You’re here! From India!” She handed him a key that seemed too small and sleek to be real.
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At intern housing, my father lay down on a naked mattress and shivered himself to sleep. When he woke up, he walked. On the streets, no honking, no muezzins, no goats. Just a few cars rolling by on silent, thick tires. One crow, perched on a light post. Kawaa, he said to it. The smell of wet wool in a grey landscape under a sky that looked sketched. He walked six miles, and saw a brick building with a white cupola: FRIENDLY’S. The heavy door sucked against his pull, his feet sank into thick carpeting. Salt and pepper shakers on every table. Long luxurious paper napkins. The waitresses gathered by the coffee machine to look at him. A different one wandered over every few minutes and asked if he was ready to order. Finally, a little blonde approached. He liked the coconut waft of her shampoo, how her skirt lay over her pantyhose. He calculated the time  it would take his body to metabolize a Fribble and decided, yes, it was the cheapest and most sensible thing to eat.

At Glen Cove Hospital, where he would later meet my mother in a waiting room, my father worked six-and-a-half days a week, double shifts, and blinked in bright sunlight. He was known among interns as an intuitive diagnoser, reading a patient’s breath, pupils, gait. He considered his patients sick people, not Americans. The body is always the same in its need, function, and response to disease. The body never lies.

He converted everything into litres, kilos, Celsius, in order to understand its true quantity. For a while, he slept on a piece of wax paper ripped from an examining room table, then borrowed a set of sheets from the ICU. He met a nurse with a long, horsey face and grey eyes that slanted. She wore gardenia perfume, like his sister. He watched for the elevator doors to close behind her before pressing the up arrow. When the elevator returned to his floor, he stepped into the small space and inhaled the concentrated scent of his sister.

In March, at the end of a two-day shift, he walked out through the automatic doors of the ER. On the other side, under a lukewarm sun, he realized he had not felt his customary nervous flutter. The doors had glided apart and he had walked through, unthinking. For the next few weeks, he had a recurring dream of standing in a long line, waiting for something, a family of women behind him speaking a dialect known only to themselves. Once he dreamt in kilograms, a whole dream where he spoke nothing but kilograms and the trees whispered in his father’s voice.

On the way to the ICU, on the second floor of Glen Cove Hospital, there was a waiting room. Green plastic chairs, muted green walls, two fake ficus trees. Near the end of a shift, an hour before midnight, on March 31st, 1971, my father passed that room. In the second chair from the wall, long dark hair falling toward her book, sat a young woman.
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My mother was born in Manhattan in 1948, but from the age of five, she was a child of the largest island in the contiguous United States.

Long Island: 118 miles long and twenty-three miles wide, stretching just east of Manhattan and northeast into the Atlantic Ocean. Its history is one of influx and changing demographics: from Lenape, Shinnecock, Corchaug, and Montauk, to Dutch, British, and American. Until the 1883 completion of the Brooklyn Bridge, the only connection between Long Island and the rest of the country was by boat. The island remained largely rural, covered in pine forests and small farms, until an advertisement ran in Newsday on May 7th, 1947, offering 2,000 homes for sixty dollars a month in a new development on open plains. By the end of May, more than 6,500 veterans had filed applications for the housing units of Levittown—the first town in the United States to mass-produce houses for GIs returning home from war.

Nassau County, Long Island, changed from agrarian pastures to the nation’s largest suburb. From 1950 to 1960, the population doubled to 1,300,700. The majority of the new inhabitants were Italian and Irish Catholic, and Jewish American. Postwar Long Island culture was marked by the unique cohabitation and mixing of these groups.

The town where my mother grew up, Hicksville, Long Island, was named for Valentine Hicks, a member of a famous abolitionist and Quaker family and the second president of the Long Island Railroad. Hicksville began as a station stop in 1837, and was a long-standing depot for produce, particularly pickles. After a blight destroyed the pickle crop on Long Island, farmers in the area switched to potatoes, a crop that continued to thrive throughout my mother’s childhood. Contemporary Hicksville is home to Nassau County’s Little India, but during my mother’s time, it was a Catholic enclave in an old Protestant stronghold.
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My Irish family’s American history begins and ends in New York. My grandfather grew up at the far end of Flatbush Avenue, Brooklyn, back when it  had more cows than people. My grandmother’s family, the Sullivans, came from Ireland in 1897 and settled in a tenement apartment in the neighborhood of Hell’s Kitchen, Manhattan. There were eleven Sullivan children (nine living): Jo, Kay, Bea, Peggy, Julia, Mary, Jimmy, Dan, Bart. The girls shared one bed, sleeping like stacked spoons, and the boys shared another. They grew up on two meals of bread and butter a day, a steady stream of Communion wafers, and, at Christmas, one extravagant orange each. The youngest girl, Julia, my grandmother, finished high school and was the only child who didn’t turn over her wages to help feed the family.

My great-grandfather, James Sullivan, made his living breaking rock for the Manhattan Bridge. My great-grandmother, Catherine Sullivan, was a washerwoman, an unwavering, Irish matriarch. When her first child Bart was two, there was no one to take care of him. But she was pregnant again and needed money, so she tied the boy up in the chicken coop behind the tenement and went off to work. “It was fine,” my mother always said when telling this story. “He was safe there. There was nothing else to be done. Besides, for the rest of his life he loved chickens.”

It was an economic coup when my grandfather, Elwood, and my grandmother, Julia, moved to Long Island in 1953 and put their two children in Catholic schools. By then, my uncle Woody was eleven, and my mother, five. A Catholic education, the cleansing and firm influence of nuns, had been an unaf fordable dream of my great-grandparents.
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Julia’s suburban relocation capped the Sullivan rise from poverty. All her sisters and brothers came to take stock of the Hicksville house. My mother remembers her Uncle Jimmy arriving in his WWII uniform; he always thumbed a ride faster in navy togs. He stood in the Hicksville bathroom and looked around: pink laminate counter speckled with gold, pink muslin curtain hanging at the window, framing a pink dogwood planted just outside. Pink toilet paper. Jimmy put his big square hands on the counter, laughed, and said, “We’re moving up in the world. Wiping our arses with pink tissue paper instead of the headlines.”

My mother recreated that pink bathroom in every apartment and house we lived in—more than thirteen homes in eighteen years. A coat of pink paint, a pair of pink towels, pink soap in a pink soap dish. A roll of pink toilet paper perched on the back of the toilet, and a cheaper white roll on the spindle. Whenever we had company, expected or unexpected, the white roll miraculously disappeared and was replaced with the pink. When company left, the white roll returned. I knew my mother was comfortable with someone if she left the white roll on the spindle. She dropped appearances. Showed her thriftiness, upbringing. She never forgot the Sullivan lesson that toilet paper is a luxury.
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My grandfather was an accountant, but, on a whim, in 1953, he put all his money into a rifle-parts factory on Long Island. He ran it for five profitable years before it burned to the ground in a suspicious fire that left him in debt and unemployed. The police believed the fire was arson because my grandfather had just been elected to the Hicksville Board of Education—their first ever Irish-Catholic. He had run for office to get free bussing for Catholic children, like his son and daughter, who were minorities in a community with a large Ku Klux Klan membership.

A week after the fire, my grandmother went to the dentist to get an abscessed tooth pulled and was told she had stage-three mouth cancer.

It was 1957 and my mother was nine years old.

My grandfather said God had forsaken them and yanked the Sacred Heart of Jesus off the living room wall before leaving for church. When he returned, the Sacred Heart of Jesus was back on the wall and the Sullivan sisters and brothers filled the living room sofa and chairs. They drank coffee and swapped miracles:Mrs. Garrity from the old neighborhood who took in sewing till she saved enough for a coach seat to Spain. She stood before St. Teresa of Avila’s thumb, a crooked arthritic bone sealed in wax, and her emphysema disappeared in a blue zag of light.

Great-uncle Timmy, as Irish as Paddy’s Pig, who lost his teeth on the subway tracks and ate nothing but soup for six years and prayed to St. Jude every night. One morning he awoke with sparkling gums, pink as taffy, and teeth like a wealthy child. Praise be.





And so on.

My grandfather knelt on the living room floor, Julia’s ringed hand dangling over the side of her chair and moving like a moody river through his hair. He crooned her name as only he could: Jool-ya, Jool-ya.

He sold the scorched factory land and got a job working for Federal Home Loan auditing books for banks. He stayed on the road five days a week, traveling from bank to bank throughout the South, living out of his Buick to save money for hospital bills and the children’s Catholic educations. His diabetes worsened. He shrugged before eating a doughnut as if weighing the consequences, then accepting them. He lost a kidney. Had a heart attack. Recovered from colon cancer. He ironed his shirtsleeves against the backs of doors in gas station bathrooms and, on weekends, drove seven hundred miles north to take my grandmother to radiation treatments. He dressed in pink and white suits and glossy shoes, a white fedora with a yellow band. My grandmother said only a man as broad and red-haired as Elwood S. Kent could get away with that.
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Julia was known for her electric wit, straight-talk, and lustrous beauty. Like the rest of the Sullivans, she had jet-black hair, dark brown eyes, and a milky complexion—Black Irish looks. She started smoking in 1924 to show she was as good as a man. She was tall for a woman, 5’9”, with long legs she accentuated with pumps made for walking to work in Union Square or dancing at Harlem clubs. Her dazzling smiles were the pride of the family. White and even, what Jimmy called “star teeth.”
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My mother said men would often halt in the street to stare at my grandmother. She was beautiful like birdsong that people fall silent to hear. Unknown women on the subway spilled their secrets to her, random children and dogs pressed against her legs. She was magnetic, a blend of tough and tender. The Sullivans were generous and affectionate, but they were also a brawly bunch, holding grudges for decades, throwing unexpected punches, acting out petty jealousies. When the family came to Hicksville, especially the uncles, Julia leaned in the doorway and said, “When you’re in my house, you don’t fight.” And they didn’t. Everyone called her The  Peacemaker. A veil of calm descended in her presence. She was a woman of her word; if they fought in her house, she would not hesitate to throw them out. They sent their sons and daughters to her for wry, profound advice. And the sicker she got, the more the family valued her opinion. She never complained or asked for anything. Her only sign of bitterness was toward her religion; she stopped going to church but insisted that my mother and uncle continue, saying: “Do as I say, not as I do.”
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In the 1950s, the five-year survival rate for women with stage-three mouth cancer was nine percent. My grandmother lived thirteen years. Chemotherapy was not used at the time, and radiation was new and barbaric. Treatments took pieces of patients, bone by bone.

My grandmother’s oncologist would sit across from her, smoking, and tell her not to smoke. He recommended she switch to filtered cigarettes and try different brands till she found one less addictive. On her doctor’s advice, she tried Chesterfields, Kools, Parliaments, Camels, Winstons, Virginia Slims, and Pall Malls.

The first assault on Julia’s body was two days after her diagnosis. Radiation treatments cause teeth to rot and create a risk of infection, so the oral cancer protocol, pre-radiation, is removal. Every single one of my grandmother’s teeth, all of them healthy, were pulled—her bottom teeth one day, her top the next. Her jaw bone was filed smooth and her face mummified in padding and gauze.

She lost forty pounds, and quit her job as a bookkeeper for the florist division of the Brooklyn Diocese, but still dressed every morning for work. She sat on the couch, in a baggy pencil skirt and blouse, a pen tucked behind her ear, a smoking Parliament like a sixth finger on her bony right hand, and her purse beside her. She kept her cigarettes in her purse because she always had and because, one day, she might get better.

My grandfather turned Julia’s radiation treatments into big city excursions. He would arrive home late Friday night, usually from South  Carolina or Georgia. On Saturday morning, he rousted my mother, uncle, and grandmother into the Buick and drove them over the Kosciuszko Bridge to Brooklyn and Long Island College Hospital. A nurse took my grandparents behind a lead door marked: DANGER: RADIATION. Another nurse brought a chair for my uncle Woody to stand on, then picked up my mother so she could see through the tiny glass window. The children looked through as Julia was strapped down under a betatron radiation machine. The nurse said, “See now, everything will be okay. The doctors are helping your mommy.” They watched as my grandmother’s head was tightened into an iron mask and a long thin tube that looked like a gun was pointed at her jaw.

After the radiation treatments, my grandfather took the family to Gage and Tollner’s, a famous steak restaurant on Fulton Street in Brooklyn that maintained its original nineteenth-century décor. A long room with mirrored walls and mahogany tables, menus like bound books, live piano music, and handsome men in white jackets who parked the Buick and brought my mother Shirley Temples bobbing with shiny red cherries. In winter, there was turtle soup and gas lighting. The family could not afford the restaurant but lunches were cheaper than dinners and it was something to look forward to, something separate from the horror of radiation. My grandmother chewed her meat carefully. Her dentures didn’t fit her filed jaw; she said they felt like a mouthful of rocks. She never ate much after her teeth were removed, and usually gave my mother and uncle half of everything on her plate. She liked to crack jokes about McCarthy coming after her. They all associated radiation with infiltration, dead Japanese, bomb shelters, and the Cincinnati Reds changing their name so as not to appear unpatriotic.

The day after a radiation treatment, the burn scars on Julia’s neck, jaw, and shoulders turned purplish and she would be overwhelmed with nausea and vomiting. She said radiation tasted and smelled like a combination of a rusty metal rake and burnt flesh. She developed food allergies and became too weak to cook, although she would, by sheer force of will, make dinner every Friday night. She hated fish and had  grown sensitive to the smell of it, so she declared Catholic Fridays “World Cuisine Night,” and whipped up recipes from her old Hell’s Kitchen neighbors: Italians, Swedes, Ukrainians, Armenians, Germans. My mother and uncle would research each country at the library and read out snippets of history between bites.

In 1957, the year my grandmother was diagnosed, the Surgeon General stated that evidence pointed to a mild relationship between smoking and lung cancer. A Gallup Survey conducted in 1958 found that only forty-four percent of Americans believed smoking caused cancer. In 1969, the year after my grandmother died, cigarette advertising on television and radio was banned, and in 1970 the warning label on cigarette packs was made in the name of the United States Surgeon General.
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After a few months of radiation, my grandmother had surgery that removed half of her jawbone, half of her tongue, and the lymph nodes in her neck. She came home with her entire head bandaged except for her eyes. It looked like someone had taken lopsided bites out of her. Her cheeks, collapsed.

She was mortified by the devastation of her beauty. She called her doctors “monster-makers” and avoided mirrors. The few times she left the house, people stared in shock and fear. My mother would hold my grandmother’s hand and fiercely stare down strangers. She was ten years old in 1958—the year Reader’s Digest published an article saying cancer was contagious. The children at school shunned her and their parents wouldn’t let her come to their houses. Only the nuns weren’t afraid.

It was difficult for my grandmother to talk with an incomplete tongue and jaw. Her words sat in the air like the stumps of trees. As her voice receded, her face grew more expressive. Scowls, smiles burst across her sunken cheeks like summer storms. Her index finger: a bloodcurdling scream. She spoke in shotgun blasts. Bed Now. Love You. Stop That. Good. She sat on the couch, and the family swirled around her. A cigarette, long  ashed, in her right hand. One elbow buried deep in a pillow. Every crisis, tragedy, venial sin, went past her.

My mother understood my grandmother’s language and translated for doctors, nurses, priests, family, as if Julia were foreign. When the uncles and aunts crossed the bridges and tunnels for a Saturday Sullivan party, Julia could no longer stand to greet them, but she picked the records and danced the Charleston seated, legs kicking sideways, head thrown back, singling out the trumpet and following its voice with her hips.

At age eleven, my mother took on the responsibilities of cooking and cleaning. She watched everything from atop a wooden stool at the kitchen sink. Chapped hands in scalding water, piles of flowered dishes and copper-bottomed pots. When the dishes shone and dripped on the dry-rack, she scrubbed the sink and starched her brother’s and father’s shirts. She liked them to stand up like soldiers. Like nuns in their wimples.

She turned the living room couch to face the kitchen and my grandmother propped herself up and taught my mother how to make Sunday dinner: a capon, creamed pearl onions, and cauliflower with cheese sauce. When Julia didn’t have the energy to talk, she wrote out recipes, and said, her voice going in and out like a fuzzy radio station: “If you can read, you can cook.”

My uncle Woody cheered them both. He had joined the track team but there was no afterschool bussing and my grandmother could not drive to pick him up. So on track nights, he would hitchhike home from Mineola, picking up rides on Jericho Turnpike and the Northern State, usually arriving in time for dinner. He’d come in with funny stories about the people who had driven him home. A half dozen men with wedding rings put their hands on his leg or said something suggestive. At least a dozen Jehovah Witnesses and/or Mormons tried to convert him. Once a woman tried to sell him a pet cheetah that was stretched out in the backseat of her Chevy. He would come home and act out the situations, leaving Julia and my mother breathless with laughter.

Woody was brilliant but reclusive. When he was ten years old, he read the entire children’s section of the Hicksville Library. He won a free  trip to the U.N. for doing so and was the first child in Hicksville to be given an adult library card (with the condition he not read anything dirty). He let my mother count his freckles, and introduced her to Willa Cather, his favorite author. But he would often withdraw and didn’t have many friends. His ears stuck out and when the kids at Sunday School called him Dumbo, my mother fought them with her fists and teeth. The nuns said, “She’s a Sullivan, all right,” and sent her to confession. Even though she was a Kent, Sheila Kent, she—and her father and brother—were always Sullivans, as if her mother’s blood and presence eclipsed all else.
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Sometimes she found her brother in the kitchen, staring into the flame of a candle. He did that for hours, without moving or speaking. Once he threw a butcher knife at her. Once they sat on the front steps listening to birds. He told her what human ears hear as music is nothing but avian war-mongering. His bouts of shyness and suspicion intensified but so did his brilliance. People always noticed his intelligence but no one except his eighth grade teacher, Sister Mary Kevin, who called one night during the dinner hour, ever suggested mental illness.

It wasn’t until after Vietnam, after he moved to Arkansas, married, and had a child, that he had his first schizophrenic break.
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My mother’s closest friend was her cousin John, who was three years her junior and lived down the street. He walked over to the house almost every afternoon and sat at the kitchen table with his owl glasses, crisp shirt, acerbic wit, and copy of Modern Teen with Bobby Rydell on the cover that he smooched when he thought no one was looking. My grandmother let  him smoke her cigarettes and talk like Montgomery Clift playing Father William Logan in I Confess. He ran away from school a few times a week and sat at the kitchen table with Julia, pouring out his heart, waving his hands like language, like opera. When Julia talked on the telephone, he liked to dance the Limbo under the cord stretched across the kitchen to try and make her laugh. Sometimes he stood quietly and watched the phone cord dip into a pot of goulash boiling on the stove, the bubbles breaking in soft pops, like souls released.

If there were bruises on John’s arms, Julia called his father and berated him and John spent a few nights sleeping on a cot in my mother’s room. Those nights, the family stayed up late and ran old home movies against the kitchen wall, watching the Sullivans in their twenties, tap-dancing on the roof in Hell’s Kitchen to aggravate the Italian neighbors downstairs. There was the old patriarch, James Sullivan; his hard wife, Catherine; the eight older siblings; and Julia, the baby girl of the family, dark eyes flashing, black hair blowing, the buildings of the city and grainy sky rising behind her.

In the dim kitchen, Julia’s cigarette smoke wafted in the triangle of projector light. It was not my grandmother’s flickering beauty that made my mother and John cry. It was that she moved without wincing, without pain. It was the realization that there is always a Before and an After.
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My grandmother was a reader, a self-educator. Every Sunday after church she sent my mother to the library with a list of seven books, one for each day of the week. She said the library was church without the collection plate. She sat on the couch and read, using just her eyes and fingers, which still had life in them.

The Hicksville Library was two-and-a-half miles away from the house. My mother would walk there, stopping to pick up John. They’d swing their arms in unison and talk about everything. They’d rest at the public school (an exotic, forbidden place), and stand on the cavernous front steps to echo their voices. On the way back home from the library, my mother would carry three of Julia’s library books, and John would carry four.

The seven library books sat stacked on top of the piano that no one in the family could play. When Julia finished a book, she put it at the bottom of the pile. When pain gripped her, she closed her eyes and threw things. A small red mark above the TV from East of Eden. A black smudge near the front door from Exodus.

On radiation weeks, Julia only left the couch to retch in the pink bathroom. She tented her book on the coffee table, lurched to the toilet. When she returned, she picked up the book and read the same sentence over and over, her eyes moving in slow ticks like a typewriter then pushing back to the front of the line. My mother rubbed dollops of Jergens into the radiation burns on Julia’s shoulders, careful not to wobble the book in her hands.

It was on Jack Paar that Julia first heard of Lady Chatterley’s Lover and Mrs. ’Arris Goes to Paris. Both in violation of the Legion of Decency—a listing of books and movies that rotted your brain, infected your soul, curved your spine, and kept the country from winning the war—printed on the back page of Long Island Catholic, the newspaper my grandmother read cover to cover every week.

Julia read Lady Chatterley’s Lover on a Wednesday, around three packs of Pall Malls. She propped the book on her knee and dipped her face down to it, eyes moving fast, hands light and tender against the pages.  My mother went to bed before Julia finished the book, and at breakfast, asked if she had liked it. “It’s beautifully written,” my grandmother said. “I can’t see what all the other fuss is over. It’s about living your own life. And a rich woman loving a poor man.”

My mother slipped Lady Chatterley’s Lover from the bottom of the pile and brought it to school. All day, she felt the book burning a hole in her schoolbag. She felt the nuns could smell it. It took her three nights, reading in her closet with a flashlight and a pile of batteries, her dry aching eyes flying across the sentences. An hour after she had slipped the book back to the bottom of the pile, her mother casually asked, “So, how was it?” My mother blushed and stammered. Julia said, “I thought so, too.”

My mother returned the book late to the library. She did not have money with her and the librarian, a brittle woman with eyes like sunflower seeds, took pity on her and waived the fee.

When she told my grandmother, Julia slapped her and sent her back to the library with the last dollar bill from her purse and a note: Thank you for your kind gesture. We do not take charity. We take responsibility for our actions. Please excuse this late book.
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The year my mother turned thirteen, a nun paddled her open palm for asking why God allowed slavery. Her cousin John went with her to buy her first bra, her father gave her a silver charm bracelet dangling with the word HOPE, her mother lost another quarter of her jaw and tongue to surgery, her brother got a 1600 on his SAT and a full scholarship to Notre Dame (the first boy in the family to go to college), and Uncle Jimmy divorced and remarried.

Uncle Jimmy was my grandmother’s favorite brother. He had a prescient streak, and believed in dreams, fairies, and gut instinct. He always set his table for ghosts: an empty chair with a pillow for back support; an extra plate, knife, fork, glass. He was the Sullivan baby boy:

black-headed, black-eyed, with a thrice-broken nose. He worked as a waiter at the swanky Stork Club on 53rd Street and owned a white Studebaker convertible that he drove with the top down, rain or shine. He’d won a rickety little motorboat playing the ponies and liked to take the family out on weekends, especially when the radio predicted bad weather. Bobbing on the choppy Long Island Sound, he guzzled beers in five swallows and told hateful stories of the war. It was a kind of therapy, everyone out on the creaking boat, eyeing the rearing whitecaps as Jimmy drank and talked.

One weekend, a storm came in fast. Clouds stacked the horizon, sucking the light from the sky. Waves slopped onto their feet and the rusty old motor stalled. The women shrieked at Jimmy. He got down on his knees and poured a Coke over the engine. It sizzled at the rust and the boat started up. Jimmy laughed: “You should see how much it takes to start an aircraft carrier.” The women threw their shoes at him, and he turned the boat south, driving fast and bumpy over the waves till my mother thought her stomach would heave out her mouth and fly backward to Connecticut. By the time they got to shore, Uncle Jimmy was what the family called Gallic Drunk. Aunt Edna teased and hugged him while sliding the car keys from his pocket. He heard the jingle, drew his fist back to hit her. When my grandfather stepped between them, Edna reached around him and gave Jimmy the keys.

Uncle Jimmy had fallen in love with Edna at thirteen, and got her pregnant at sixteen. No one could figure out where they’d managed to do it with twelve people in a tiny Hell’s Kitchen apartment. “Where there’s a will, there’s a way,” my mother always said.

They were married at seventeen. Later, after the navy, after the war, Jimmy divorced Edna for a Swedish woman named Lillian, who looked and acted Irish with her flaming red hair and relentless jokes. When Edna found out about Lillian, she sat out on her fire escape and drank a bottle of bleach. She didn’t die but for the rest of her life she spoke in a whisper—the bleach had seared the lining of her throat.

Before moving upstate, Edna came to Hicksville to see Julia. They  sat on the couch and gossiped in their ravaged voices. “The pain of love and the pain of cancer,” they laughed to each other in wheezes. On the coffee table, they spread an assembly line of food and made the children’s Friday Catholic lunches: tuna fish, and date bread with cream cheese.

Jimmy and Edna’s two children never forgave him and he didn’t try too hard to mend the wounds. He and Lillian, who was childless, chose my mother as their pet. When Jimmy got free tickets from famous restaurant patrons wanting a good table, he and Lillian took my mother to plays and musicals. Whenever she went out with them, she came home floating. It was a respite from housework and her mother’s long struggle.
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In 1963, my mother was greasing the kitchen window tracks with Vaseline to combat the salty island air that swelled the wood every spring. She looked outside and saw my grandmother digging in the yard. Exhausted, skeletal, Julia hacked at the strong roots of dead yew bushes. My mother knocked on the window then ran outside. Panting, Julia looked up at her. She lifted the back of her wrist to her forehead and pushed aside a strand of hair. She gripped the shovel and said, “Gotta cut back these roots or the lily-of-the-valley will die. You leave me alone, now, and let me defeat something.”

My mother would lay awake at night, consumed with thoughts of injustice. Julia was a good person and still she suffered. My mother thought about death. Heaven, Hell. Nothingness. She said fifty Hail Marys a day. Father Fitzpatrick lectured her on God’s Plan, his sorrowful eyes magnified by the thick lenses of his glasses. The words provoked her. She dug her nails into her palms. Her mother said, “Try a rabbi.” She found a synagogue in the yellow pages and walked five miles to it. The rabbi too talked about God’s Plan. The united conviction like a pillow over my mother’s face—she wanted a reason for my grandmother’s pain. A reason.

The only person she could talk to was John. When JFK was assassinated, John wept for days and my mother punched a classmate who said it was “no great loss.” This time, the nuns didn’t punish, and when she told John, he stared in awe and called her his hero. They spent their free time together, going to movies, walking to and from the library, talking about boys. Sometimes they climbed out their respective windows and met in the middle of the night at the public school. They sat with their backs against the wall and watched the sky in silence. After years, there was one brick, close to the front door, with a dark black line through it, from John scraping out his cigarettes.

In 1964, when Julia entered a mild remission and Woody was home from college for the summer, they went as a family to Jones Beach. My mother took Somerset Maugham’s The Razor’s Edge from the bottom of the book pile. Her brother drove them in the Buick with his new license and itchy radio finger. Julia sat cranked back in the passenger seat and did a crossword puzzle, one pen in her hand, one tucked behind her ear. My grandfather, and Cousin John, sat in the back and thumb-wrestled over my mother’s lap.

The aunts and uncles met them in the parking lot. Just like that, seventeen Irish-Catholics collecting towels and loved ones from a Buick. They planted the beach umbrella close to the shoreline. My grandfather built sand pillows then spread out the towels, kneeling on their flapping edges. At the edge of Long Island, the sky opened up. Waves sizzled over shells, a music like frying bacon. Salt. Seaweed. The horizon in shades of blue. Every now and then, a flush of cold wave swallowed their toes then retreated, leaving a bubbly trail in the sand.

My mother lay there, steeping in the sun, absorbing The Razor’s Edge, her white legs swaddled in a towel. She identified with the war-scarred Larry Darrell, looking for answers, living with a yogi in India, seeing his past life in a candle. She read to the high-up drone of airplanes. Waves foamed over seagull tracks like trails of tiny kites. The hilarious syncopation of Uncle Jimmy’s hiccups. Julia ashing at will: “All the beach’s an ashtray.” The uncles and Woody tossed a football back and  forth, skimming purposefully close to John, who was stretched out on a towel. The surf slammed and groaned. The tight pinch of sunburn across her nose. The dark shape of clouds over the ocean. This was the landscape of my mother’s revelation. She read and felt the top of her head lifting away.

The concept of past lives was a comfort. What was the reason for her mother’s suffering? She must have done something in a past life. There was justice in that, an Old World kind of justice. In a customized Irish-Catholic way, it made sense.

When everyone got up to swim, they left my mother reading, now shaded by a hat. The ocean heaved and broke upon itself like slabs of granite. She was so engrossed she didn’t notice the waves snaking up, and when it was too late, she chose to save her book from the sea. The sandwiches were ruined. The towels soaked. The uncles scolded and teased her, “We can’t live on words, Sheila. Some of us need actual food.” Julia threw back her head and laughed.

She read Siddhartha at fifteen and found solace in the Buddha’s words: “Life is suffering.” Now that was an answer. Why? Because life is suffering. She said it to herself a hundred times a day: Life is suffering. She did not say it with doom or gloom; she said it matter-of-factly: Life is suffering. She read The Tibetan Book of the Dead and The Eightfold Path. The Bhagavad Gita. The Ramayana. The Koran. She read to understand, to find a place for her mother’s agony, to hold up her religion against others, dogmatically. She took copious notes in margins, in pencil, and spent hours erasing before returning library books. She starched and ironed the family’s clothes, cleaned the house, cooked three meals a day, went to high school, emptied ashtrays, learned to drive, babysat the neighborhood children, and became a self-educated expert in East Asia and India by the time she was sixteen.

In late 1964, she bought her first pair of blue jeans and ironed a pleat. John laughed till his freckles disappeared in his flushed cheeks, “That’s the whole point of jeans, Sheila. You don’t have to iron them.”

“Well, at least I’m not ironing my underwear and sheets,” she  snapped. “You know I can’t abide a wrinkled cloth.” She was disciplined, austere. She picked small, careful indulgences and had a fantasy of living as a cloistered nun. Books and a broom in a cell with one window. Her face changed, radiated light, when a smile cracked across it. The sudden beauty of an unlocked gate.
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When my mother turned seventeen, the World’s Fair came to Queens. Its theme: Peace Through Understanding. The year of Vietnam, Johnson’s War on Poverty, 25,000 marching from Selma to Montgomery, Charlie Brown on the cover of Time. My mother stuck a “Dissent Is Patriotic” pin through her purse-strap, and when Dr. Zhivago hit movie theaters, she fell hard for Omar Sharif.

Robert Moses, urban planner, designed and hosted the World’s Fair. The Sullivans bore a grudge against him over the demolition of Coney Island and, later, the fact that he refused to name the Triboro Bridge after Bobby Kennedy. The family felt it anti-Irish-Catholic, to say nothing of stupid. But worst of all was Moses moving the Brooklyn Dodgers to California. The newly built Shea Stadium only mollified them slightly. The Sullivans would never support the Yankees. When the Dodgers left, there was nothing to do but turn into a Mets fan.

My grandfather brought my mother to the World’s Fair the day after it opened. April 22, a spring day, bursting with madness and hope. Croci, daffodils, edging the pavement in purple and yellow. The trees swayed with soft green buds. My mother and grandfather parked the Buick and squinted through the half-mile lot, brilliant with the reflections of cars.

They wanted to see the old Feltman’s Carousel first, removed from Coney Island when it was decided the Astrotower would make more money. All the Sullivans had gone to Coney Island on weekends in the 30s and 40s, when it cost a nickel to take the subway from the city. And my mother, Woody, and John had gone in the 50s, walking fast-footed over the splintery boardwalk, squealing when they accidentally stepped on the big bronze nail heads burning in the sun. My mother loved the stutter of the Ferris wheel, the briny smell of vinegar fries, the foaming surf bobbing with cans and sodden magazines. She and John watched the painted carousel horses, rearing in space, tiny light bulbs embedded in their saddles. The heavy up and down motion. The drift through time.

And now here was Feltman’s Carousel, at the World’s Fair. Even the misspelled sign was revived: CAROUSELL. A striped pink, blue, and white canopy covered the ride and matched the umbrellas shading the picnic tables. Pigeons rose from the pavement and flew between strings of incandescent bulbs.

As they walked, my mother felt like a buoy, lonely in the growing darkness. She felt old. She hunched her shoulders and moved closer to her father. They browsed the Transportation Area, thick with crowds staring up at the Sinclair Dinoland. Sparklers in the hands of children spat and glittered. A Brontosaurus, seventy feet long, twenty feet high, its head swinging back and forth. Next to it, a five-ton T-rex and Triceratops. My grandfather wondered aloud why Sinclair was so taken with dinosaurs. My mother said, “Daddy, it’s an oil refining company. Oil comes from dinosaur bones.” He saw her intelligence then, a mobile thing on her face. The way she made connections, understood the world around her, in context. He was proud of her but irritated by her tone. “Nobody likes a smart aleck,” he said. “Just because you know things don’t make you better than anyone else.” She stuck her chin out, defiant. “Doesn’t, Daddy. Not don’t.” He turned his back on her and she walked behind him, hurt. Then she ran forward and grabbed his hand. He squeezed her fingers, forgiving.

They passed a row of sleek metal huts, Bell’s new touch-tone dialing system, and they used the showcased speakerphone to call Julia. My mother took a deep breath and listed everything they’d seen, talking fast, her words smearing to fit into a dollar of time. She kept wringing her hands; it felt strange to not hold a receiver.

Julia, wheezing, said, “Sheila. You’ll be the first. Girl. To go. To college. With that mind. And the way you love to boss people around. You’re meant to be. A teacher.” My mother flushed with pleasure. Then the line went dead.

At the India Pavilion, she admired the look of black braids, the casual, crisp way women adjusted the cloths that kept their breasts covered. The shocking peek of a brown belly. She had read in Newsday that the warring nations of India and Pakistan were to have their pavilions placed a mile apart at the Fair to avoid any problems. She noted Indira Gandhi’s careful words suggesting increased tensions between the two countries.

My grandfather tried to keep up but eventually sat down beside a rug exhibit to have a nap. My mother browsed with deliberation. The woman working the sari stall showed her how to wear one. My mother practiced three times and bought a shimmery green sari and a matching set of green tin bangles. She felt kindled. Her books flashed in her mind like fireworks. Her chest burned with a derelict love.

When she shook my grandfather awake he looked at her curiously and asked, “Why India?” She said, “It makes more sense to me.” He laughed and shrugged.

At home, she modeled the green sari for Julia, who lit a cigarette, shuddered, and said, “What is it, for God’s sake, a tablecloth?” My mother twirled around, “Isn’t it beautiful?” Julia blew smoke out her nose in two long lines, a crashing contrail, and said, “What would the nuns think?” My mother shot back, “I’m a free-thinker, like you.” Julia ashed delicately into the Stork Club tray Uncle Jimmy had lifted from work. A sudden knowledge sharpened her gaunt face. Her voice took on a tone of prophecy: “You’re going to go there someday, aren’t you. You’ll marry one of them.”

My mother went four more times to the World’s Fair. Twice with my grandfather and twice with Cousin John. Each time, she spent at least three hours in the India Pavilion. She saved money from babysitting and bought Julia a Rajasthani necklace and bracelet. I used to play fancy dress up with them as a child.

In 1939, my grandfather had escorted his young wife to the World’s Fair at the Grand Concourse. In 1964, he took my mother to Queens. Throughout the 80s and 90s, he and I went to Mets games at Shea Stadium, hollering for Gary Carter, Darryl Strawberry, Mookie Wilson. Filling out scorecards, stuffing peanuts and popcorn into our mouths. Stomping and clapping and screeching “Damnation” at every foul ball, me thinking we were saying “Damn Nation,” and wondering why we were mad at the country. After the game, as we waited in traffic to exit the parking lot, we’d look over at Atlas shouldering his steel globe, the pink and orange Long Island sky shining through the open bars. My grandfather chucked his chin toward it. “World’s Fair 64–65,” he always said. “Your mother loved that.”
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They buried Julia at Holy Rood Cemetery on Route 110, beneath a pink granite stone lit by the erratic flicker of a gas station sign. Then they held a three-day Irish wake at the Hicksville house. Cars crammed the neighborhood; plates of food came and went. Fiddlers and whiskey, wild laughing, wild stories. My mother went to her room to lie down, sorrow gusting through her. She crawled under the covers just to feel weighted down and wept a terrible, certain, immobile weeping. Her brother came running, saying Uncle Billy, John’s father, had put his hands on Aunt Lillian, and it wasn’t the first time either. She wiped her face and got out of bed.

The uncles, drunk, grieving, dragged Billy outside. The family, dozens of Sullivans and a handful of Kents, stood on the front lawn watching as they beat him. The neighbors didn’t bother to call the police because the police were Irish, too, and would have understood.

The sun set on the Sullivan men taking turns holding and punching Uncle Billy. His face as red and contorted as something newly born. The bloom of big city lights tinged the clouds to the west. The women gathered the children, sent them down the street with burlap sacks to Van Sise Farm. The potatoes and lima beans had just been harvested and  the neighborhood was invited to glean remainders. Aunt Lillian and my mother got out the two biggest pots, the ones Julia had called the head-boilers. When the children returned, the men were still beating Uncle Billy on the lawn. The children dragged the bulging sacks of vegetables past the bloodshed and shelled the lima beans right into the pot.

Finally, the uncles dragged Billy inside and cleaned him up. They propped him on the couch and the women fixed him ice packs and whiskey and a plate of food, though his mouth was too swollen to open. It was understood, if he touched Lillian again, he would be killed. Nothing was forgotten but all was forgiven. Family was family.

My mother went back to her room. John found her there, weeping. She said, “Mommy wouldn’t have let them fight.” John arranged a white pillowcase over his head like a wimple and quietly sang, “How Do You Solve a Problem Like Maria?” He sang until my mother stopped crying and began to laugh. He said, “First Dr. King, then Bobby, then Julia. 1968 hasn’t been a good year.”

They ran the old home movies against the kitchen wall. My mother held a wet washcloth to Uncle Jimmy’s bloody knuckles. Her father fell to his knees in grief. She leaned her head on John’s shoulder. She was a Sullivan. They swapped miracles and sang “Scarlet Ribbons.” The aunts and uncles filled the living room sofa and chairs, their eyes fixed on the Sacred Heart hung on the wall.
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Until I was twenty-one, my parents told the story of how they met this way: in 1971, Cousin John was in nursing school and had a diabetic episode. The hospital put him in a bed overnight to make sure he was okay. My mother went to visit him and while she was sitting in the waiting room, my father, an intern, walked by.

On the day of my college graduation, I asked my father to tell the story again. He looked at me then said, “Ask Mommy.”

I did, and the story changed:

John had a bad back, juvenile osteoporosis. That hump, always there, even when he was a kid. They called him The Hunchback of Notre Dame ’cause he was Irish. All of us have bad backs. Bursitis, scoliosis, osteoporosis. You name it. Well, John was in nursing school at Glen Cove Community Hospital. A doctor there gave him pills for his pain. First time in his life he got relief. He became a nurse partly ’cause he liked to help people and partly ’cause it was easier to get pills.

He came out to me when he was fifteen years old; only person in the world he told. You know how the family is. Staunch Catholics. We’d gone sledding and were at the bottom of the sump. Can’t find a hill on Long Island unless you’re in a sump. We’d fallen off the Flying Saucer he insisted we ride together. I’d carried it all the way from the house. I always did what he wanted ’cause he was younger than me. It was my brother’s sled and believe you me, he’d check it for dents when I got back. So John and I had fallen off and were lying there in the snow. We were laughing but I was a little mad ’cause I had snow up my back and we’d scraped down to mud so I’d have to waste time later washing my coat. He said, “Sheila, I’m gay,” and started to cry. He was hysterical. Truly hysterical. I said, “John, I know.” He said, “Do you hate me?” I said, “I love you, Eejit.” We called each other Eejit, the Irish way, back then. He sat smoking cigarettes and I held his other hand and we looked at the trees. I had given him my red nail polish earlier that day. I never used it, too busy taking care of my family and cleaning toilets at Tobay Beach to sit around painting my fingernails. My hands always smelled like bleach. Bleach and starch. John had painted first my mother’s fingernails, then his own, sitting at the kitchen table, the two of them smoking while I did the week’s ironing. She was too sick to do anything then. Could barely lift the cigarette to her mouth. John’s nail polish was chipped from where he’d tried to flake it off so his father wouldn’t see it and kick the shit out of him. We bought some remover after we left the sump.

One time when John was in nursing school, he made me go with him to this gay bar in Locust Valley, only gay bar on Long Island at the time. Called the Farquar. He wanted me to go with him in his car but I had one of my feelings and said no, I’d follow him in my own car. Well, the Farquar was in a bad part of town. Across from a grown-over lot and a falling-down church. Someone  had spray-painted a white cross on the side of it. The bar still had Christmas lights up, even though it was spring. One of those balmy nights on the Island. Salty rain. Felt like it’d come in right off the ocean and skipped the clouds. John was ahead of me in his car, one hand holding a cigarette out the window. I could tell he was already dancing from the way his head bobbed. He took the Northern State and I turned on behind him. Woulda been faster to take the LIE but we both loved the trees on the Parkway and the mist floating around the streetlights. That night, he met his first boyfriend. I can’t remember his name, but he was in his thirties and was a social worker. They were together about a year. I never liked him. He had five earrings in his left ear. I’d never seen that before. Wasn’t any ear left with all those earrings. One gold cross, two gold studs, two gold hoops. God gave us a certain amount of holes. Why make more? The ones we got cause enough trouble as is. If I hadn’t had my own car that night, John woulda kept me out till five in the morning while they hung all over each other dancing to Dolly Parton and Diana Ross and Barbra Streisand and all those other ambitious women gay men love. John never cared when I had work or school the next day. He’d keep me up all night long. And he was always late for everything. Drove me crazy. You know me. Call me anything but late for dinner.

For six years, I was the only one in the family who knew John was gay, although how they didn’t know is beyond me. He dressed like Elton John. Same glasses and everything. Tight little bell-bottoms, always swishing around. But they didn’t seem to know, or they didn’t want to know. When I was twenty-four and John twenty-one, he decided to come out to the whole family. Every night on the phone I’d say, “Did you do it?” And he’d say “Not yet,” and go into some elaborate story. Even when you were gutsy fighting Irish, like John, it wasn’t an easy thing to do. Especially not in those days. Especially not to a family of Hell’s Kitchen Irish-Catholics. Holy Mary Mother of God. What a nightmare. So John had a party one night. He invited all the nurses from his program and me. At first, the party was fun but then everybody got drunk and started doing those drugs they did back then. I always told John he’d be reincarnated as a snake ’cause of the drugs he took. I didn’t like the drinking and drugging. I was working two jobs to get myself an education. I’d lost my mother. My brother  was getting shipped out to Vietnam. So when they got stupid I went into John’s roommate’s room to sleep. I had to get up the next morning and go to work. About eleven o’clock at night, this girl, a nurse that everybody called The Mouse, woke me up. She was screaming, “John’s killed himself; John’s killed himself!” I got up and followed her into John’s room. He was lying on the bed. Couldn’t see his chest moving. At all. The Mouse took his pulse. Said it was barely there. She went to call an ambulence. John looked dead. So flat and still. I started screaming. He’d taken the wooden cross from the wall behind his bed and was holding it in his hands. There was a note under the cross. I pulled it out and read it: “Dear Mom and Dad, I’m sorry. I’m gay. I can’t stand the shame. I’ve seen a priest and there’s nothing I can do.” I’ll never forget it. There was a bottle of pills next to his bed. He’d taken every one of the pills his doctor had given him for back pain. It was all very dramatic, all very John. I left the room to find the others. They’d left. Gone. Just like that. So I sat next to him. Patted his face. Said his name. Tried to keep him alive. At first they wouldn’t let me on the ambulance with him. I said, “I’m his cousin, get out of my way.” They kept asking me what he’d taken. I’d given them the bottle of pills and told them he’d been drinking. I didn’t tell them he’d been doing drugs in case he got in trouble. John was unconscious, like a vegetable. They kept saying he was dying. When we got to the hospital, I stayed in the room while they pumped his stomach. He looked so flat and tiny. Skin was yellow. Eyes moving in weird jerky circles behind his lids. I was so scared. And for the first time I was glad my mother was dead so she wouldn’t have to see him like that. Woulda killed her. She and John adored each other. Well, someone called his parents. And in they come, looking self-righteous and useless. I gave them the note. They read it and said it was all my fault, that I should have told them he was gay, they would have taken him to a whorehouse. I said, “What good would that do? He’s gay, just leave him alone.” Uncle Billy said I was disgusting, that I should be ashamed of myself. Now that’s the pot calling the kettle black. I never talked to the son-of-a-bitch ever again. Never. He’s still alive and if I ever see him, no words will cross these lips of mine.

When John’s parents got there, I wasn’t allowed in the room anymore. I went and sat in the ICU waiting room. Green chairs. Hard plastic. Ugly as sin.  Had my Chinese workbook in my purse. I took it out and started studying. Too much work to be done to sit around crying, but I couldn’t stop my cheeks from vibrating like I was riding a bike over a bumpy road or something. I was heartbroken over John. And I was pissed off. Pissed off at his asshole father. Pissed off at his friends. Pissed off at the Church. Pissed off that my mother was dead and I was cleaning toilets and my brother was going to war and my father was up to his ears in medical bills and my cousin had just tried to off himself.

John had told me about two Indian doctors at Glen Cove. One guy from Guyana, the other from Bombay. They both always signed up for overtime. Said they were pitiful, stringy guys, working themselves to death. John never had a kind word for foreigners. I said they were probably sending money back home to their families and trying to a make a living. I was right. They were both starting from scratch. One from Guyana had a wife and kid so the other one, from Bombay, covered his extra shifts. They said he was crazy, one from Bombay. Everybody called him the Hospital Ghost ’cause he never left and walked light on his feet and scared people when he came up behind them. He’d work double shifts three weeks in a row, take one day off, then come back again. Sometimes they put two chairs together, pushed him down on them and slid him under the nurse’s station so no one could see him and he’d sleep a few minutes. John said he was always unshaven. Thin as a rail. Didn’t seem to eat or sleep. Just worked like a dog. John had told him I said he’d be reborn as a snake for doing all those drugs and this son-of-a-bitch doctor said, “You can’t be reborn beneath the human station.” So John would say I was wrong, that he could keep doing drugs ’cause a real Indian had told him he wouldn’t be reborn as a snake. So there I am, sitting in the ICU waiting room, grieving for my cousin who’s just killed himself, and in walks this unshaven Indian in a Dr. Kildare intern jacket. And he stares at me. Told me later all he saw was a pretty girl with long brown hair reading what looked to him, at first glance, to be Hindi. He came right up next to me, looked down at my book. I snapped it closed. He said, “What are you doing?” I said, “What does it look like I’m doing? I’m studying Chinese.” I opened the book and kept reading. He didn’t go away. So I said, “I bet you’re the doctor who told my cousin John he couldn’t be reborn as anything less than a human. Well, let me tell you something about  Hinduism . . .” and gave him a good lecture. He just stood there listening, sometimes interrupting me. He might have been a Indian but he hadn’t read anything about the religion he’d been born into. All the nurses and doctors kept coming in and talking to me ’cause everybody knew John. Your father never left. Just kept standing there. It turned April 1, 1971 while we were talking. He told me his Mataji said it was foretold in his horoscope he’d meet the woman he’d marry on April 1,1971. Later he told me Mataji also said the woman would have a funny nose. You know me and my sinuses. Well, he said he was going on a break, that he lived across the street in medical student housing, that I looked tired, why didn’t I come back to his place, someone would call him if anything happened with John. So I did. I went over there with him and when he opened the door, Jesus, Mary, and Joseph, the smell. It was terrible. I took one look at his bathroom and started cleaning. God, I hate a dirty bathroom. Looked like he was growing penicillin in the tub. Holy Mary Mother of God, it was filthy. And the dishes, stacked ceiling high in the sink. Well, I couldn’t stand it. Man had no money, worked around the clock trying to help people. He was far from home, too. You know, the only doctor my mother ever liked was an Indian at Long Island College Hospital in Brooklyn. She’d call him a heathen when he left the room but she trusted him. Well, I cleaned. Scrubbed everything in the apartment till it sparkled. Got down on my hands and knees, too, and did the kitchen floor in jig time. Well, if you’re gonna do something. I cleaned till four in the morning and he followed me around, talking, handing me little cups of tea. I cleaned till that entire apartment was Virgin Mary immaculate. I told him if nothing else, he should keep his apartment clean so he didn’t give his people a bad name. People say Indians are dirty, you know, I told him. So you can’t be. I told him the Sullivans might have been poor but they kept a spotless house. No one could call them dirty Irish and have it be true. He went in the bathroom and took off his glasses and washed his face. I stood next to him, talking. Saw those dents at the sides of his nose. Deep and red from his heavy glasses. Thick as Coke bottles, they were. He reached for the towel with those long hands of his. I liked his nose. And that shiny black hair. Could tell he kept his own counsel. And he wasn’t afraid of a mouthy broad like me. He reminded me of Omar Sharif.

Well, we went back over to the hospital and he sat with me in the waiting room. They said John was probably going to live. That’s when I started crying. When I knew he’d live. My hands stank of bleach even more than usual from cleaning your father’s apartment. I was so tired. I knew my right eye was going cross-eyed like it does. Your father asked me out on a date to see that movie, The Hospital. I shoulda known right then he’d be married to his work. Inviting me to The Hospital, for God’s sake, and him spending every waking minute in one.

John stayed in Glen Cove a week. When they decided he didn’t have brain damage, they sent him to the King’s Park nuthouse. His parents kept him there a month. I went to see him every day. There was one guy who walked around wearing two pairs of pants. Poor bastard didn’t remember putting on the first pair so he’d put on another. Musta had Alzheimer’s or something. John hated it there. Said he wished he’d finished himself off so he didn’t have to live with a bunch of crazies. They made him talk to social workers, priests, you name it. Every day, for hours. Finally, they just gave up. He was gay. That was that. They let him out. He went back to nursing school and loving men. His parents stopped talking to him. Nobody but me and my father and Aunt Jo stood by him. Divide and conquer, like the British. That’s what the family did. I said, John, this is their problem, not yours. You’re just being who you are. You’re not doing anything wrong. He’d cry and cry. He was so unhappy. We’d always been a close family. Fighting and loving hard, the Irish way. I hated to see him suffer like that. He never hurt anybody but himself. Never.

You know I was dusting downstairs the other day and I found that little white bell, remember it? Had it with me in my purse, the day John committed suicide. Yeah, I know he didn’t commit suicide, I was there, remember? He didn’t die, but after that night, he was a new man. Killed the old John. The one that was afraid. Couple years later he moved out to San Francisco. Met Jim. You want to hear the story or not? Well then shut your mouth. I’d been paid from the beach that morning, for cleaning the Godforsaken toilets. There was less work to do in the cold months. You can’t imagine what it was like in summer. Every woman who went into those bathrooms dropped a little pile of sand from the crotch of her bathing suit. Pissed all over the seats, too. Especially those North Shore women. Rich as Croesus. They’d stand on line staring at me while  I mopped, like, Hurry up bitch, get it done. There’s nothing more futile than cleaning sand at a beach. Well, there was less work in winter, at least. And I’d gone straight from Tobay to Hofstra. Paid my tuition. Gassed up the car. Had a little money left over. Right there in my pocket. Decided to go to Macy’s and look at the nice stuff. I saw that little bell in the Homewares Department and knew my mother would love it. She had been dead two years. But she woulda loved it. It was like something from the top of a wedding cake. White bone china. Shaped like Scarlett O’Hara. Pink and blue flowers at the top. Little white clapper inside. It was something. I bought it for my mother. Had it with me all that night at the hospital with John. Next day, I drove home from Glen Cove and put the bell on the mantle. When Daddy saw it he said, “Wouldn’t your mother love that?” He stood there looking at it for a long time. I tell you. Men like your grandfather are scarcer than hen’s teeth.

Your father took me to Montauk on our second date. We bought that towel you like so much, the one with the seagulls. It was expensive so we split it. He said we could share it so I knew I’d see him again. He said my eyes were as blue as water on maps. We went out to the Big Duckie, too. Your father liked that big wooden duck. Made him laugh. Long Island was still all farms back then. Farms and fishermen and hard-working Jews. Good quiet place.

A little while after we started dating, your father and I took the train to the City so I could introduce him to Uncle Jimmy. I had a key to his apartment so we let ourselves in. I remember there was a stew in a Crockpot on the counter and the whole place smelled like garlic. Jimmy was the only man I knew in those days who used garlic in his cooking. It was something he’d picked up in Italy when he was a cook in the navy. Well, Jimmy was sitting on the couch, drunk. He took one look at your father and went red in the face and scalp. He pulled me into the bedroom and said I had to stop seeing your father. He said it wasn’t right, wasn’t natural. I tried to reason with him. I said I loved your father, and that your grandfather and uncle did, too. I said people used to treat us bad for no reason, how can you do this to someone else? But Jimmy wouldn’t listen. He staggered around, saying awful things. When he started opening dresser drawers and hurling clothes on the bed, I left the room and took your father’s hand and we walked out of there. I never saw Jimmy again. He didn’t  call to apologize and he didn’t stop by to see us, not even after we were married and you were born. It broke my heart, losing him.

That hospital. Glen Cove Community. One fine day, about two years after we had our first date, your father called me up and said he had a pain between his bellybutton and hip. “In McBurney’s Point.” I said, “Sounds like a good place for a picnic.” His appendix was about to burst. Said he was gonna hang up the phone, walk across the street to the ER, and ask Dr. Lewis to operate. Well, I rushed over. Skipped class. Traffic was terrible. Took me forever. When I got to the hospital, I said, “I’m here to see Dr. Vaswani, his appendix burst.” All the nurses went silent. They said, “Who are you?” I said, “I’m his girlfriend.” They all looked at each other. One of them took me by the arm into a back room and drew a curtain. She said, “Keep your voice down. I’m sorry to tell you the doctor died last night.” I said, “That’s impossible, I just talked to him an hour ago.” All the other nurses came behind the curtain and crowded around. I said, “He’s not dead. I spoke to him.” They looked at each other and then at me like I was ranting and raving, out of my mind with grief. I said, “I’m telling you, I just talked to him; he’s not dead; check the papers and tell me what room he’s in.” I was getting hysterical. It was all so surreal. Finally someone asked me to write his name down. All those foreign names sounded alike to them. Turned out a Dr. Viviani, an Italian guy, had died the night before. He was married so when I said I was his girlfriend, they thought he had a little something on the side. So for twenty minutes there, I thought your father was dead. Feel? How did it make me feel? What a stupid question. How do you think it made me feel? I loved the son-of-a-bitch.
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My parents told me of the Vaswanis, the Sullivans. They told stories as an act of love, as resurrection. Something to be turned to in a time of need.

Sometimes, as a child, I would lie awake thinking about that fight on the day of my grandmother’s funeral. I had lived with my parents, grandfather, and Uncle Woody, in that Hicksville house for two years, although I was a baby and don’t remember it. But I have breathed that  air and I learned to walk on those floors. It hurt me to think that Uncle Billy’s sins could be forgiven, but ours and John’s could not. The sin of difference, of going outside your own kind, worse than molestation on the day of a funeral.

By the time I was born, most of the Sullivans were dead from hard, full living. The ones that remained were a generation away from Hell’s Kitchen and always seemed vaguely disapproving of my father and me, of my mother and her peculiar choices. She always said, “Blood is thicker than water,” but it seemed to me that my mother’s blood had deserted her.

My father, a refugee, could never go back to Sindh: Pakistan did not let Sindhis re-enter for fear of land claims. My father said, “Homeland is in the body,” and, “Land is in the blood.”

When I was a child, I imagined dirt running in my veins, clotting thick, sweeping around my bones and sinew. My favorite toy was The Visible Woman. I twisted and punched her skeleton and organs out of a plastic rack, painted them, and placed each in the proper spot in her body cavity. I glued her shut, but she broke soon after. So I filled her with dirt, dug a shallow trench, and buried her in the same earth that filled her guts.
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