

[image: ]




[image: ]




To

Koduvathara L. James, my father
Mariamma K. James, my mother

and

Christine, Neena, & Raj






By me, the hemispheres rounded and tied, the unknown to the known.

—WALT WHITMAN, “Prayer of Columbus”




Silence is the keeper of the keys to secrets.

—AGHA SHAHID ALI, “Things”
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[image: ]HE DAY BEGINS WRONG. Melvin feels it upon waking, as though he has slipped his right foot into his left shoe and must shuffle along with a wrong-footed feeling all day. That today is Christmas Eve brings no comfort at all.

It is not the first morning to begin this way. Throughout his forty-five years, Melvin Vallara has periodically awakened to a nuisance in his stomach, an inner itch of ill portent that could bode anything from a bee sting to a gruesome bull-on-bus accident. Both events occurred on his seventh birthday, and he still has not forgotten that bull, how it bounced on its back before landing on its side.

This is what the Bible says: I tell you the truth … no prophet is accepted in his hometown. Nor, Melvin would add, in his own family. His mother believes that the inner itch has more to do with gas than foresight, and like her mother before her, Ammachi calls upon an arsenal of unwritten remedies. She prepares a murky white goo from the boiled grounds of a medicinal root, while her granddaughter Linno watches from the doorway of the kitchen.

“Which root?” Linno asks.

“The name, I don't remember. A multipurpose root,” Ammachi decides, borrowing an English phrase she heard in a Stain-Off! commercial, one in which a cartoon soap sud possessed eyes and a smile.

Linno delivers the bowl of multipurpose root goo to her father, who is draped across his bed, an arm over his eyes. When he sees the bowl, he responds by turning away, onto his side. He is a man of few words, but clearly he and the goo have met before.

Linno believes. She is thirteen and dutiful, convinced that part of her duty is to champion her father's prophecies, even though he lacks the frothy beard and brooding of biblical prophets and his name falls short of the weight and might of an Elijah or a Mohammed. In fact, he more closely resembles the icon of a gloomy-eyed saint: slight, balding, his forehead growing longer by the year. Linno tries to make up for the little attention he gets by bestowing as much as she can, so she supports his decision to stay home from morning Mass. She also hopes that Ammachi might let her support him from home.

It is not to be. In the end, Linno leaves along with the rest of the family and returns from church to find Melvin still asleep, his hands in fists by his face, as if to pummel ill fortune away.

BUT THEN, there is the Entertainment to consider.

Melvin forgot to purchase the Entertainment from the Fancy Shoppe the day before, and now here they are—Linno and her younger sister, Anju—home from morning Mass with less than sixteen hours until midnight Mass, and no Entertainment? Unacceptable. Unfair. The Entertainment is tradition, a promise upon waking, a beautiful, blinding answer to the holy punishments of morning. Without the Entertainment, there is only the looming threat of carolers who travel from house to house, proud as roosters in their red mufflers, belting melodies and collecting church donations all through the night.

Late afternoon breezes swell the sun-gilded trees that lift and sigh, sifting the light between their branches. There is still time left in the day to visit the Fancy Shoppe, if Melvin can be persuaded. Ammachi refuses to go back out once she has unpinned the Christmas brooch from her shoulder, a brass dove that she nests in its velvet-lined case, where it will remain until next Christmas Eve. She removes the embroidered shawl draped over her shoulder and goes about the house in the white chatta and mundu that all Syrian Christian women used to wear, so few now still starching their blouses and pleating their wraps despite the patterned profusion of saris surrounding them.

Her brow still furrowed from the severity of her worship, she sits in a plastic chair, her eyes closed, her swollen, lotioned ankles perched on the daybed across from her as Linno reads aloud from the newspaper.

Ammachi takes pleasure in knowing the happenings of district politics, lambasting corrupt politicians as if they are standing before her, a row of sulking children. But lately, large-scale developments have been attracting her rebuke, particularly new plans for the construction of a national highway, a network of roads and bridges, three to six lanes thick, that will send vehicles speeding from Kashmir to Bangalore, and west to east in a third of the usual time. “With double the waste,” Ammachi warns. Examining the map, the dark passages splayed across the country, she rejects its unpronounceable given name—the Golden Quadrilateral—and coins it instead “the Golden Colon.”

During Ammachi's indictments, Linno sketches her grandmother along the margins of the newspaper, paying special attention to her bun, a silver-gray swirl that maintains its integrity without help from a single hairpin. These sketches interest Melvin more than the news itself, so much so that he neatly tears out and saves his favorites. Gracie, his wife, used to tease that he would turn anything, even a bottle cap, into a souvenir. He is sure that had Gracie lived to see these sketches, she would have saved them as well. They seem to belong to the hand of someone much older, who understands not only the anatomy of the face but the way muscles hold emotion, the way eyes possess life. He keeps the drawings in a faded cigarillo box that bears the face of a mustached white man on the lid.

WHILE LINNO DRAWS Ammachi, Anju follows her father through the bedroom, the sitting room, and even hovers around the outhouse, reciting in English from the Book of Isaiah as he does his business. At nine years old, Anju is a valiant Bible Bowler, her brain an unbeatable vault of Scripture that she draws upon to give herself authority, even when faced with a sighing audience. Unlike Linno, Anju will not accept defeat; at least five times a day, she pulls on the tip of her nose, believing that her efforts will somehow win her a straighter one. With similar persistence, she follows her father into the sitting room, translating and interpreting the text as verses of fortitude and godly reliance, closing her case with the reminder that he never got her a birthday gift.

When logic fails, Anju's argument devolves. She whimpers, tugging at the hem of her T-shirt (“Eddi, stop stretching it!” Ammachi warns), and threatens to run away, which is a predictable threat, as she is always running away and Linno is always sent to fetch her. The only mystery lies in which neighbor's house Anju might choose as her sanctuary. Usually Linno finds her sitting on someone's front step, bleakly toeing patterns in the dirt until she spots Linno in the yard. Anju always comes away quietly, gradually softening beneath the weight of her sister's hand on her shoulder. Sometimes, after a silence, Anju will ask, “What took you so long?”

Melvin retires to the daybed with his arm over his eyes while Ammachi lectures, while Linno draws, while Anju continues to flit around him with her runaway threats, until at last he says, “Enough.” Melvin sits up and rubs his eyes with his fists, muttering that it is better to disappoint God than to disappoint daughters. “At least God forgives.”

LINNO ACCOMPANIES HER FATHER to the Fancy Shoppe, riding sidesaddle on the back of his bicycle, her heels held away from the spokes. They cut through mingled smells of dung, earth, freshwater, pesticides. They bump along between paddy fields that, in stillness, reflect the sky's blue with such clarity that grass seems to spring from liquid sky. At the water's edge, a medley of palms bends low, each falling in love with its likeness, while webs of light spangle the dark undersides of the leaves. Whenever a bus appears on the horizon, Melvin pulls over to the side and waits for it to groan past, spewing dust and diesel in its wake, before he plunges his foot down onto the pedal. Her view of the road is blocked by his shoulders, dark and tense all the way down to the unsettling clutch of his fingers around the handlebars.

Linno wonders what kind of gut feeling struck Melvin on the day her mother died. Perhaps he had seen her funeral face in dreams, with skin so spackled over with paint that she seemed a porcelain replica of the person she had been. Here was her lineless forehead, every wrinkle erased like a past swept clean. Here was her tiny smile, as though amused by a secret.

After the funeral, the albums were all packed away in trunks, but a single photo of Gracie remains within reach: the newlywed photograph, a black-and-white double portrait that every couple took in those days, tucked in a back pocket of Ammachi's Bible. Gracie appears vaguely pretty but in a sharp, plain way, considerably shorter than Melvin, and cheerless. Husband and wife stand next to each other, shoulders touching, gazing sternly up into the camera as if being summoned into battle.

·   ·   ·

THE ENTERTAINMENT COMES in a paper bag, folded down and stapled shut. Linno and Anju spend the evening dutifully guarding the bag from interference, though no one wants to interfere more than they do. Fixated on the bag, they shove wads of chapati into their mouths. They argue over who should hold the bag and how. Anju tries to educate Linno about a rarely read passage in the Bible, which suggests that younger sisters should always get their way. Anju is a strange little sieve of general knowledge, continually dribbling answers to questions that no one has asked. This one Linno knows not to believe, just as she didn't believe it that last time with her Cadbury Fruit & Nut.

After dinner, the girls have no choice but to wait on the front step, swatting at mosquitoes, the Entertainment placed equidistant between them. Theirs is a small brick and stucco house with a thatched ola roof, humbly crouched among the slanting coconut trees that are charming by day yet spindly, looming and long-armed by night. Two lanky tree trunks span the brook in front, making a shaky footpath that the girls race across, testing their balance and bravery, light as birds on a branch.

AS THE NIGHT SOFTENS WITH FOG, the family collects on the front steps. Dragging a plastic chair behind her, Ammachi mutters that this is a show she has seen before, and what it has to do with Yesu's birth she does not know. For the first time in history, Melvin allows Linno to assist him, while Anju is told to sit on the steps. In mute protest, Anju takes a pose beyond her nine years, legs crossed, head tilted, fingers laced around her knee, like a woman in a magazine.

From the paper bag, Melvin lifts a parcel whose label displays two words in red block letters: rainbow thunder. Out of the parcel, plastic crackling, Melvin pulls a bundle of sparklers.

These Linno lights as reverently as if she were lighting candles at church. All else around her dissolves into shadow and there is only the single captive star, its spitfire warmth belonging, however briefly, to her alone. Even Ammachi accepts a sparkler and, equally transfixed, begins circling hers in figure eights, watching the wild spray of orange light, frowning a little when it dies to a glowing ember.

And then, what fire! One aerial miracle follows the next. There is the Volcano—a small cone that splutters before erupting into a great geiser of liquid flame, rising, rising, borne on a splendid gushing noise. The Mouse, which Melvin lights from the throat of an empty toddy bottle, a faint sizzle before the white-pink bullet shoots into the trees and spirals over the branches. And finally, the Necklace, a length of tiny dynamite that Melvin ties to a low branch of the jackfruit tree. When he lights the fuse, everyone plugs their ears against the sound, a violent rifle crack, mercilessly loud as it pop-pop-pops all the way up to the branch.

A silky smoke roams over the ground as Ammachi murmurs, grudgingly, that firecrackers are not so bad. “But if it were me, I would buy a nice set of mugs over these light tricks any day.” In a rare embrace of Western custom, she cites the examples of other countries where the father gives Christmas gifts to the entire family. Even his mother.

Melvin points out that his sister, Jilu, is American. “When was the last time she gave us anything?”

“Hah, Jilu was American! Now she is in Canada. And what do you mean anything?” Ammachi rattles off a list of items: “Soap, socks, a fitted sheet, Tang …”

“Those socks were used. And that fitted sheet fit only half a bed.”

While Ammachi and Melvin argue over Jilu's largesse, Linno begins untying what is left of the Necklace from its branch. Several links remain on the blown fuse.

Anju calls out, “Eh, Linno, we already lit that one.”

Linno is studying the remnants of the Necklace when she looks up at Anju, then at her father. She is pinned, suddenly, by the look of fear in a grown man's face.

“Drop that—” Melvin says, or begins to say, she cannot tell.

Because from this point, everything happens with a slow grace, in the space of seconds. Linno feels nothing and sees everything, in all its strange clarity. The links exploding in her palm, fire flowering and blazing above the watch that she wears facing in so she can check the time discreetly when she is at school. The face of the watch, splashed with light, now a flickering gold coin and above it, her hand held captive by a star, the shifting folds of flame and heat giving way to that time when her mother slit her finger while scaling a fish, how astonishing it was, the scarlet simplicity of what dripped from her, wet petals on the edge of the sink.

And then Linno realizes that what she thought was the screaming of wind is a sound that only a girl can make, a girl on fire.
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[image: ]INNO'S RIGHT HAND suffers third-degree burns, the rest of her unscathed. Bedridden in the hospital, she winces if so much as a breath rakes the back of her hand, the pain racing up her arm. As a nurse reaches over her, Linno studies the burns, the cooked skin, the pink tissues, wet and peeling. Her stomach lunges. Vomit down the ruffles of her Christmas dress.

For days afterward, her hand is cocooned in gauze, the skin within laboring to forget its wounds. With pills, the pain lessens slightly but never leaves, a slow and steady throb that seems to possess its own resonance, a volume that drowns everything else in the hospital.

Ammachi brings her Bible, from which she murmurs Psalms, squinting and dragging her finger across the pages. While Ammachi is caught up in these verses, rocking back and forth as she reads, Linno recalls another: If thy right hand offend thee, cut it off.

Every time the doctor pulls away the gauze, he looks offended. The flesh has begun to rot. Infection is chewing at her hand and will climb its way farther through the body if left untreated. So two weeks after the accident, the doctor cuts off her hand, just above the wrist.

Gradually, the scars heal, but she will let no one, not even Anju, see the aftermath. Linno rejects all short-sleeved clothing in favor of long sleeves; the right cuff she cuts and ties into a knot. This she does in private, before school, an animalistic maneuvering of left hand and front teeth. She has Ammachi plait her two braids each morning, though the result is clumsier than she would like. The only hair Ammachi can do properly is her own.

These days, Linno rarely looks in mirrors if she can help it, for she knows what others see, not only a deformity of the hand but a deformity of fortune. Accidents belong to the unlucky, and ill fortune can travel along bloodlines, a gene that surfaces and sinks across generations but never disappears.

LINNO WAS SEVEN YEARS OLD when her mother died; Anju was three. Until then they had lived in Bombay as a family, in a flat where the suburbs were hardly less hectic than the city's center. Their mother hung an orange sheet in the doorway between the kitchen and the bedroom, where they all slept together on bedrolls and a charpoy that the last tenant had left behind. The first thing Linno saw upon waking was a luminous red cloth tacked over the window, through which she could hear the magnified echo of the muezzin's call to prayer. Once, she woke in the middle of the night and saw her mother's profile, traced in dim light by the window. Her mother was perfectly still, a cord in her throat taut enough to touch; she seemed to strain for a view that the window could not afford her. Linno assumed it had something to do with the glossy postcard that had arrived that day, the one with the Statue of Liberty on it. “What is that?” Linno had asked, but her mother slipped it into her purse without an answer. Later, when Linno studied the postcard in secret, she was not especially impressed by the massive, mannish, sea green woman planted on the ocean. What held Linno's interest was the writing on the back of the postcard, in Malayalam:


See? Their most famous statue wears a sari. You will have no problem here.

Bird



Where was her mother going and when? Who was this Bird? Every question led to another, none that Linno could bring herself to ask aloud. She was wounded by the woman her mother might be, and choosing not to know further, she convinced herself of the necessity for silence; such is the way that questions in the family remain unasked and unanswered for years. In time, Linno learned how to tuck all her questions away, like the fancy saris that her mother never wore, tightly folded between leaves of muslin in the bottom of a drawer.

AFTER LINNO'S OPERATION, Melvin calls several hospitals which give him the numbers of businesses that deal in prosthetic limbs; the nearest is a hundred miles away, in Thiruvananthapuram. The approximate price of the cheapest prosthetic, quoted to him over the phone, makes him want to laugh and cry at once. Not to mention that affixing such a prosthetic to his daughter's wrist would be as inviting to ridicule as renaming her Hook. Still, he writes down the figure in small, careful numbers and folds the paper into his pocket. Later that day, he loses himself in toddy and cigarettes until he grows sick, then hurries half a mile from home, tight-lipped and retching, to throw up in a place where his children will not see.

For the sake of Linno's rehabilitation, Melvin fashions himself into a general of optimism. Everything, he announces, is mental. If Anju, tugging at her sweat-stained blouse, complains about the weather, Melvin replies, “All in your head. Think positive. Think cool.” He once catches Ammachi weeping while praying in her room, asking God about fate and suffering and other not-positive topics. The next day, when Ammachi opens her prayer book, she finds a magazine clipping inserted between the Psalms. “Today Is the First Day of the Rest of Your Life!” She uses it to line the floor of the chicken coop.

For Linno, Melvin buys a new writing tablet whose cover displays a cartoon elephant in a tiny pink skirt. The pages are thin and gray, with faint blue lines. Using a ruler, he draws dashed lines across the page, like fences, and sample letters at the beginning of each fence.

While her classmates are reducing fractions, Linno is struggling with the alphabet. Until lunch, she sits with her right wrist fixed to the top of the page, the book drastically slanted, her left hand gripping the pencil so hard that the lead breaks. Trying to muscle a steady grace into her left hand—this is not unlike an elephant squirming itself into a skirt.

For months, Melvin makes her begin each day with penciling while he watches and offers bouquets of positive wisdoms loosely translated from the English: “Every cloud has silver in it.” Or: “If someone gives you lemons, make a glass half full of juice.” The quotations were imported straight from America, via a faded self-help booklet written by Dr. Roy Fontainelle that Melvin found in a book stall. The booklet inspires nothing in Linno but irritation. She hates Dr. Roy Fontainelle, with his fishbowl glasses and salesman smile, for using her father as a puppet of positive talk. Hers is a misguided hatred, she will later understand, but it is hate that steers her around the wallow of self-pity. It is resentment that pushes her pencil up and down her father's fences while he sharpens her pencils with a kitchen knife. It takes months for her hand to fully relax around the pencil, but gradually her letters grow less wobbly. Full sentences begin to walk smoothly across the page with a measured calm, hardly a stutter.

Apologies and gratitude would embarrass Melvin, who, likewise, is not given to dispensing praise. There comes a day when he simply stops glancing over her shoulder and speaking on behalf of Dr. Roy Fontainelle. This is also the day he opens her elephant notebook and tears her new signature from the corner of a page. That scrap seems to him like a picture of her, more truthful than any on film.

·   ·   ·

LINNO NEVER NOTICED how quickly the days were rushing by so long as she was swept up in them. But having spent the last two months of school homebound, she returns to find the classroom an altered ecosystem. Her peers have not only surpassed her in studies, but new inside jokes are leaving her on the outside. Girls are wearing jasmine bracelets around their left wrists. There are stories and memories to which she can only listen, popular film songs to which she does not know the words. Her classmates have grown at accelerated speeds, in ways imperceptible to the common adult eye. Linno, in the meantime, has changed only for the worse.

She trudges between classes, her wrist tucked into the pocket of her gray school skirt. She catches other children staring, if only to glimpse what is within her knotted sleeve. Linno is the only student allowed to wear long sleeves among the dozens of bare brown arms and ashy elbows.

One morning, during the earthworm dissection in science class, Linno excuses herself to the bathroom. Opening the door, she is welcomed by the dull stench of bat droppings collected along the sinks; her eyes go to the eaves, where the culprits are roosting. Asleep, the bats are a ceiling of fuzzy heads tucked within leathery wings, but startled by her noise, they ripple into a cloud and escape out the window.

Dank as it is, she takes shelter in the sludgy drains and slimy walls that she remembers, the white nub of soap whose cleansing properties are questionable. She tries to forget how her teacher has just impaled a long pink worm to the tray of tar, between two pins, its shiny ends still writhing. Soon she will have to return; every comfort has its limit. But she continues to rinse her hand beneath the faucet's drizzle for longer than necessary.

Two girls enter the bathroom and, upon seeing Linno, lower their voices. Linno turns off the water. She has seen these girls and knows them to be older from their single braids.

Linno is about to move past them when the tall one addresses her: “Eddi. Don't you have to wash your other hand?”

Linno's feet feel stuck to the floor. She has no idea what to answer, except that she does not have an other hand.

“What does it look like?” the second girl asks, flicking her chin at Linno's knotted sleeve. Her smile is almost kind, almost. “You can't show us?”

“She can,” the other one says.

As Linno moves past them, her eyes on their blue chappals, she notices that the tall one has two wiry hairs on her big toe. In science class, they learned that having hair on the toes is the result of a dominant gene, and some girls curled their toes under, ashamed.

The tall girl grabs Linno's right arm, a gesture that could seem playful, but Linno pushes her away with undue force, sending her staggering back a few steps.

Dominant, recessive. Tiny struggles turned large. Linno steels herself.

And then the girls are upon her. The back of Linno's head hits the wall. She squirms, but there are two of them, laughing at the ease of it all, one with a hand over Linno's mouth, the other clawing at the knot. The tall one squeals at the other to look at it, look at it!

It is here that Linno stops struggling and wilts under their weight. She looks at her wrist, a bump smooth as stone, the bone jutting sharply beneath, and a dark, shiny welt seaming the skin back together. For the first time, Linno sees it as they do, freakish in its simplicity.

The girls release her wrist and step back. They exaggerate their disgust with wrinkled noses and frowns. “Tie it back up,” the tall one orders, as if Linno forced them to see it. But Linno remains pinned to the wall, hardly noticing the sound of their soles peeling from the ground, the door swinging shut behind them.

By the time Linno goes to the sink, she does not know how many minutes have passed. Using her teeth and her left hand, she reties her knot. She smooths her hair. With her fingertips, she drops water into her eyes, to flush the red from the white, and returns to class.

ON THE RARE OCCASION that an assignment requires drawing, Linno excels. Her maps of India and the state of Kerala are scaled and detailed and gaudy as treasure maps, with color pencil legends of sprawling palms and scalloped water waves, tiny symbols of tea leaves and rice sacks to represent the regions where those industries are thriving. While she draws, the classroom falls away. She keeps her chin tucked, her shoulders hunched, as if she might dive into the page.

But words leave her when she is called upon to read or answer a question. “Speak up, SPEAK UP,” her teachers demand. With every order, she shrinks.

Another year goes by like this, with Linno forced to repeat the same grade and Anju surging ahead. Family friends ply Ammachi for hints to Anju's academic success: What does the girl eat? How much does she sleep? When and to which saint does she pray? Ammachi refers to a stockpile of “brain foods,” the tried-and-true diet of intellectual warriors, which includes raw almonds and spinach and Tang over ice. Yet no snack or prayer can account for the fact that Anju can rattle off multiplication tables and African capitals as one might recite her own birthday. No rival can jostle the edifice of her accomplishments, top rank in all her exams and champion of the statewide Kerala Bible Bowl three years in a row, from age nine to eleven. After retiring from the Bowl, Anju skips a grade and Linno again falls back, resulting in their side-by-side seating in Math.

At twelve and sixteen, the Vallara sisters are known as the bookends of the class, both in age and intelligence. On the first day of school, Anju pretends not to notice the general classroom murmur and busies herself by selecting pencils from her National Geographic pencil tin, unaware that her new peers refrain from childish pencil tins. Linno, meanwhile, can feel herself petrifying, growing solid as the bench on which she sits, trapped by the table in front of her. She stares out the window, at a tree thick with birds. Without warning, the birds leap from the tree in one gray conflagration.

Sister Savio takes roll call. When she arrives at Linno's name, she looks up from the spectacles that she wears on a chain around her neck. There is Linno, a head taller than Anju.

“And Linno Vallara,” Sister Savio says. “Next time sit in the middle of the bench. You've gotten so big you might tip the whole thing over.”

Anju goes still, but Linno can sense a quivering within her sister, from rage or maybe sadness, almost imperceptible, a silent tremor as laughter travels around the room. Linno smiles at the surface of the desk, one long crack forking into two like the lines that frame Sister Savio's lips. One must smile at the ridicule, or be consumed.

LINNO NEVER RETURNS to school. To Melvin, she argues that Ammachi is growing older and slower, and help is needed around the house. “Why pay for a servant …,” she begins to say, before realizing the logical end to this sentence: when I could be the servant?

Her father hardly fights her on the topic, as he has just lost his chauffeur job with a wealthy couple, the Uthups, who are moving to California. It is a common sight these days, so many beautiful white houses, all empty, undwelled, like moneyed monuments to the pursuit of wealth made elsewhere. Jobs are scarce so men and now women, bearing degrees and suitcases, are pouring into other countries or going north.

Melvin was once one of those men, peering hopefully through the barred window of a train bound for Bombay, a journey he would later count among his greatest mistakes. Those were optimistic times, but now, for Melvin, optimism does not seem to apply.

“Money leaving my pocket faster than it's coming in,” he sighs.

FOR LINNO, a day spent at school yawns endlessly. A day spent at home is a constant race with the sun.

Linno cooks, sweeps, scrubs, pickles, washes, whisks, dries, irons, and answers the door and the phone. Within the walls she knows, she quickly learns her way. The failure of chewy papadam is brief, excusable, and the very next day, she seals the papadam into an old biscuit tin so that they retain their crisp. Ammachi is happily relieved from most of her duties, so when the traveling handicrafts salesman asks for the woman of the house, Linno answers to that title. He hesitates only a moment before calling her Auntie, which seems to Linno, at sixteen, something of a compliment.

Melvin finds a job with a tea estate, driving a lorry that ships crates of tea to purchasing agents in Kochi. The cab of the lorry is a carnival of blues and pinks and greens, flourishes and florals painted along its sides and below the name: Erumathana Tea Estate, though he would have preferred a girl's name to join the ranks of Priya Mol and Annakutty and all the other lovingly named lorries on the roads. Each evening, Melvin shines his lorry's yolk yellow hood and complains if so much as a small pothole imperils the tires. “If only the Golden Colon came to our house,” he says. The National Highway was all but abandoned in Kerala, after newspapers reported rumors of corruption amid resignations. To Ammachi's relief, the provincial curves and gullies have remained, but the growing number of cars still bothers her. Wealthy families have two, and the round-eyed Ambassadors of old are slowly being retired for Korean and Japanese models.

“In town you can hardly breathe the air anymore,” Ammachi complains. “Someday we won't see the stars.”

“World is changing,” Melvin says to Ammachi. “Two options: eat or be eaten.”

This is his attitude on the days when it seems that Melvin is the eater. Then there are other days when he is told to stay home, as there are too many drivers and lorries, not enough crates. During those times, Melvin wonders if he should sell off the land that came with Gracie's dowry, a small stretch of teak trees that he was planning to divide between his daughters for their own dowries. But he cannot bring himself to carve up their inheritance. He simply watches as his paychecks thin, vanish, and he waits, heart suspended, for his wages to return the following week.
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[image: ]Y THE TIME LINNO REACHES NINETEEN, Melvin has collected too many of her drawings to fit into the cigarillo box, which seems a shabby place to put them anyway. So with an absolute faith in the capabilities of his hands intrinsic to many a man his age, he decides to make her a sketchbook.

This is during a lull in his lorry job, after he has already completed other manlier tasks in order to distract from the most vital of these—bringing home a paycheck. He has patched up the hole in the outhouse wall. He has pulled a whole new batch of ola fronds onto the roof. And now, after running out of tasks: the sketchbook.

THRESIA PAINT HOUSE is owned by Kochu Thresia, a compact bundle of a woman who has a habit of cracking her knuckles whenever Melvin speaks, smiling all the while, as if his very presence is a question she yearns to answer. Though she has always seemed sweet on Melvin, he hardly thinks of women anymore, having assumed that the libido-centered lobe of his brain has iced over, gone dead, except for those moments when a certain lady reporter's sweltering alto comes over the BBC radio. He is soothed by the thought that there may yet be some life beneath the ice, but Kochu Thresia would not be able to restore it. She has so many moles on her face that he has a hard time looking at her without trying to mentally connect them.

As smitten as she is, Kochu Thresia readily agrees to teach him how to make a book. He buys twine, reams of drawing paper, and two thick pieces of cardboard. She shows him how to line up the holes along the spine, how to fold the pages into valleys. She gives him a leftover can of paint, a regal red, with which to paint the covers. Happily bemoaning the ineffectuality of men, she takes over the task and stitches the pages together herself.

After dinner the next day, Melvin presents the book to Linno. He has never made anything for anyone, as far as he can remember, at least not since he was drawing pictures for his mother at age six. The whole ceremony of it all suddenly seems childish. A simple bracelet or necklace would have been more appropriate, black beads on a gold chain.

Linno lifts the book into her lap and stares at the cover. She thanks him quietly, her fingers gliding over the blank pages as if she can see sketches yet to come. Ammachi asks how he crafted such a sturdy, handsome thing, and Melvin admits a tiny bit of guidance, though he prefers not to specify from whom.

“Look what he made,” Linno says, offering Anju the book. “Kando?”

Anju reaches out and strokes the cover, then rubs her fingers against each other. With a vague smile, she says it is nice.

AROUND THIS TIME, Melvin receives a used television from Mr. Uthup, who has returned to sell his property. “For your faithful service,” Mr. Uthup declares, waving to the small, surprisingly heavy television behind him. Melvin hefts it onto a borrowed wheelbarrow which he pulls all the way home, picking up a pain in his shoulder along the way. The family gathers in the sitting room, patting the thing, dusting it off, fiddling with its antennae, ogling its backside, waiting for something besides snow to show up on the screen. Melvin's cousin Joby, who works for the cable company, gives him a discount on the monthly package, whose installation introduces the family to a selection of semi-clear, colorful channels. Immediately Ammachi befriends the television, enjoying its company to a greater degree than she did the radio's. Mostly she watches the news.

But Melvin grows to dislike the very gift he brought home. He does not enjoy the fact that the news is now ever present in his sitting room, a guest that brings unfamiliar faces to dinner (one of whom, the BBC lady reporter, has turned out to be a high-pitched man). Melvin tries to watch as little as possible until an evening in September, when he cannot bring himself to turn the television off.

Family and neighbors gather in the sitting room to watch a plane stabbing an American building through its middle. Another clip shows the building fall while its sister building remains standing, and then another clip in which the sister, too, gives out in a swarm of dust. Over and over, the buildings are folding. Melvin remembers watching the Windsor Castle Hotel rising up in Kottayam over the course of a year, but to watch an even taller building fall in a matter of seconds is like watching rain in reverse, flying back up into the clouds.

Violence seems a global contagion. Later that year, Melvin finds himself sleepless in front of the television again, as India and Pakistan toe the Kashmiri Line of Control. Political pundits foresee nuclear fates. India points a finger at Pakistan. America warns against pointing fingers; the following year, it points its own at Iraq. The television shrinks the world and drops it in Melvin's lap, a Pandora's box of terrors that seems to show how these days every country is stepping up to some line or another, lines that have grown filament thin and are easily crossed, lines that lead nowhere but form a web that make it impossibly unclear who is on whose side anymore.


4.

[image: ]T TWENTY-ONE, Linno goes in search of a job at the Princess Tailor Shoppe, something small to pad the family income. She has been coming to this tailor for years, a stout, laugh-less woman who grows incensed if a customer's opinion conflicts with her own. “You want to be a seamstress?” the tailor asks Linno, eyebrows raised behind her spectacles, implying what the other seamstresses think. They are Linno's age, perhaps younger, one waifish and one chubby, both with oiled braids and chalky hands. The waif darts looks from behind her Usha sewing machine, a blue sari blouse passing beneath the needle. The chubby seamstress is sitting down to her lunch, a steel tiffin of rice with a pocket of vegetable curry. The whole shop is a room no larger than the sitting room back home, with a back doorway that opens onto a dusty patch of yard beneath the bare blue sky.

“I came to bring you more business,” Linno says. “I came to paint you a window.”

The tailor glances at Linno's knotted wrist. “Paint what?”

Prepared for this reaction, Linno pulls her sketchbook from her satchel and opens to what she has designed in pencil. A woman stands smiling demurely in a sari, its fabric like liquid silk over her hips, the pallu billowing behind her and tapering into the needle of a sewing machine. Behind the machine is a plumpish woman in spectacles, smiling with motherly satisfaction at the sari-clad woman, her muse.

The chubby seamstress hovers at the tailor's elbow, cooing over the picture with pickled breath. “This looks just like you, Chachy!”

The tailor makes a noise of grudging agreement and points at the sketch of the woman in a sari. “But my hips should be a bit wider than this.” The chubby seamstress begins to protest but, reconsidering, keeps quiet.

By this time, the waif has come to peer over the tailor's shoulder as well. “Make the sari red,” she suggests.

The tailor waves the suggestion away. “Better to be subtle. Maybe rose … or peach color,” she decides. “You know what peach color is?”

So she is hired! Elated, Linno asks for a measuring tape with which to measure the window, unless—

“Wait, wait,” the tailor says. “Just because a woman can stitch doesn't mean she knows how to work a sewing machine.”

The tailor bends behind a counter, on top of which are binders full of possible dress designs and collar cuts, and surfaces with a large roll of white parcel paper. She unravels a lengthy piece which she slices with a swipe of her scissors.

“Make it in color.” The tailor pats the paper. “On this. Then we will see.”

MEANWHILE, Melvin's job search has become something of a passive hunt, as he spends more and more time in the company of a bottle of Kalyani beer and Berchmans, the bartender and owner of the Rajadhani Bar. Berchmans, named after the seventeenth-century saint, thinks himself a fairly god-fearing and compassionate man, which would have made him an excellent psychologist, if his father had allowed him to take his master's degree in psychology. Instead, his father demanded that Berchmans take over the family tavern.

In all parts of his life, Berchmans exercises temperance: he does not smoke, barely drinks, exercises, and eats well. So he remains younger than his years, with a drum-tight belly and pectoral muscles that he can activate separately—left, right, left—beneath his shirt. At the risk of losing business, he tries to advise his patrons with priestly patience to forgo the next drink or add roughage to their diets or see the argument from the wife's perspective. As well, he watches out for patrons like Melvin, on whom he could rack up quite a bill over time, if he wanted to.

“I found you another driver job,” Berchmans says.

Melvin straightens up.

“For Mercy Chandy's family. She's been looking for someone since their last man left.”

Melvin scowls at his beer. “Abraham Chandy's wife?”

“Yes? So?”

“Don't you know about …” Melvin gestures at the stool next to him, as if the stool will elucidate everything. “My wife. Gracie and him.”

“Edda, they broke it off! So what? That was twenty years ago! You think a rich man like Abraham Chandy, a man with a wife and two sons, you think he even thinks about that old business?”

“He might. Sometimes.”

“Did you know that he has put seven girls through nursing school on his own donations? Seven. Not even relations, simply poor girls whose parents went up to him at church. This is not the kind of man who holds on to petty feuds.” Berchmans pushes his sour-smelling towel across the counter. “It is you who can't put the past in the past.”

IN THE EARLY EVENING, Melvin irons his second-best shirt and leaves for the Chandy house. His best shirt has a pearlescent sheen that Ammachi deemed too “disco.” Melvin has no idea which TV show gave her the word “disco,” but he agrees that this might be the impression he would make under intense lighting. He has a feeling that Abraham is the type to install so many bulbs and fixtures that one might mistake night for day.

Melvin walks slowly, taking the time to inhale the damp exhalations of the earth. After rain, the air always has a gentle, smoky taste, and it was this that he missed most while in Bombay, where the air was ripe with competing odors. At a street corner, he pauses by a cold drinks vendor slouched on a stool in front of his stall. Melvin asks for a cold bottle of Coke, to which the vendor spits over his shoulder, a sickle of crimson paan on the dirt. “No Coke,” he says.

“Pepsi?”

“No Pepsi.”

“Thumbs Up?”

“No Thumbs Up.”

The vendor explains that he, like all shopkeepers in the area, is partaking in the boycott of Pepsi and Coke products. “Anti-var protest,” the man says in clipped English, between chews. He points to a poster on the side of his stall that reads: Boycott superpower business like Pepsi and Coca-Cola! Protest military action in Iraq! Brought to you by the Anti-War Samithy's General Council.

“For how long?” Melvin asks.

The vendor shrugs. “I'd sell it to you, but the Anti-Var Squad will come and bother me if I do. Not worth the trouble.” He scratches his chest and squints at the sky. “But all these things can't go on forever.”

THE HOUSE IS a two-tiered stucco structure with a tiled roof the color of cinnamon and an upper-level veranda where a hammock swings languidly in the breeze. Standing before the house in his second-best shirt, Melvin pictures Gracie in that hammock, her slender arm hanging over the side, a glass of lime water in her hand.

The servant leads Melvin into the sitting room, where Abraham rises from a plush armchair, his hand extended. He is tall with hairy wrists and a chest like a slab of wood. His handshake has all the brevity and precision of a military salute.

“She is in the kitchen,” Abraham says. “My wife.”

“Ah.”

“Hm.”

They stand for a moment, lost without a woman to direct them.

“Sit!” Abraham almost cries out, both shocked at his own ill manners and glad to say something useful.

They sit. On the television is the ever-present Mammootty, the mustached megastar whose classic swagger Melvin had long ago tried and failed to emulate. Here, Mammootty is turning away from a man who possesses two traits quintessential to villains: a sleazy voice and a boulderlike paunch. The villain calls out: “Hey big shot, wait.” He scratches his cheek with a smile. “You can't leave just yet—”

Mammootty turns and smacks the man across the face with a loud dshoom!

In shock, the man clutches his cheek. Mammootty says: “How about I leave now?”

Meanwhile, Abraham is talking about the satellite that he recently installed on the roof so he could capture channels from around the world. “We also get American channels, but all we want is our Mammootty. Isn't it?”

Melvin nods, though he is more of a Mohanlal man, the huskier, equally mustached counterpart to Mammootty.

At that moment, thankfully, Mercy Chandy emerges from the kitchen with a plate of cutlets and a dollop of ketchup in a crystal bowl. Melvin rises. “Sit, sit,” she says, and glances at the TV. “This one again?” Sheepish, Abraham mutes the TV, leaving Mammootty to swagger, slow-motion, in silence.

Mrs. Chandy is one of those women who moves easily through any social circle, whose greetings are like an invisible hand on one's shoulder. Melvin admires the nobility of her chin, something Greek and classical about her profile. As one with a rather prominent nose, Melvin envies those whose prominent noses somehow work in their favor.

The interview is conducted by Mrs. Chandy, though mostly she asks about his family's health. No one mentions anything about the driving job, and Melvin is suddenly stricken by the thought that this is not an interview at all in the Chandys' minds, but simply a house visit.

“About the job,” Melvin says carefully, “I used to drive for the Uthup family. If you need a reference letter …”

“Reference letter?” Mrs. Chandy tilts her head. “What for? This is not an interview.”

Melvin hesitates. “No?”

“Of course not. This meeting is to discuss a schedule. You had the job as soon as Berchmans suggested you to us.” Mrs. Chandy looks to her husband for reassurance.

“No, no, we don't need an interview. We know you. And Gracie, of course.” Absently, Abraham gazes into his glass in which a lime rind is floating like a dead fish. He looks up with a sudden smile. “What more is there to know?”

Melvin clears his throat and thanks them. He feels as though he is courting two people who are both out of his league, a feeling with which he is not inexperienced.

CURRENT CUT.

It is announced from house to house as if the snap-sudden darkness and slowing of ceiling fans were not explanation enough. Small children are ordered to stay still. Fathers tell sons, “Find the torch, the torch,” and sons go blazing the flashlight around the house, attempting to rescue whomever is stuck in the bathroom, mid-bath, without a light to distinguish floor from toilet hole. Out of the darkness, mothers appear around the corner, bearing candle flames behind cupped palms. Candles and flashlights are kept within easy reach in every house because this evening, as with many evenings, the electricity workers are on strike, unsettled by their wages, powerful in their unions.

Linno lowers the candle to the floor, where Anju sits behind a small barrier of books. The past year has thinned some of the baby fat from her cheeks and she has gotten reading glasses that now cast slanted shadows up her forehead, a set of evil eyebrows above her own. She bites her lip, scanning the page as Linno sets another lamp before her, a cylindrical white light that sizzles stray mosquitoes.

Linno crouches on the floor before the large square of parcel paper and a set of oil pastels that Jilu Auntie sent her last Christmas. She has never used them but has repeatedly run her fingers over the sticks of color lined up in the box, hues richer than the words that are found on the sides of crayons. The oil pastels transcend naming. They are made for professionals. They are paralyzingly perfect.

The woman's figure will come smoothly, all the gatherings and ripplings of fabric around the body. To make the fabric recede deep into the page, to create depth through distraction, this poses more of a challenge. But when the page is blank, she harbors no doubt, which makes drawing unlike anything else in her life. It is strange, this pent part of herself, this smallest kernel of confidence, pure as gold, that whatever her mind summons to the page will eventually appear.

From behind her book, Anju watches as Linno maps the ghosts of figures to come. Anju returns to her books, then looks up again. “Is that for the tailor's window?”

Linno nods, drawing an oval shape. A face. She loosens the lines across the figure, the bosom, the hip. Huge, outlandish hips. She slims them.

When Linno looks up, Anju is still watching her.

“I'm bored.” Anju yawns, collapsing on her side. Casually, she adds: “Sister Savio told us about a scholarship today.”

Linno pauses to listen, her pencil hovering over the face.

It will be awarded to the best student in all of Kerala, Anju explains. A panel of judges. Two weeks of indecision. And then, finally, one student sent to a school in New York called the Sitwell School, for a full year. A year—an expanse of time so long, it rolls out like a scarlet carpet. And who knows where it will lead once her visa is renewed? An image comes to Linno, perhaps from a movie, of Anju at the bow of a departing ship. A fluttering handkerchief. Broad-brimmed hats and blown kisses. Linno realizes that she has never even been to an airport.

“Are you going?” Linno asks.

“I'll apply. If I get it, I will go.”

For a moment, there is only the soft scrape of lead and the humming light. Distracted, Linno angles the chin too sharply, throwing the face off-balance, a heart-shaped cartoon. She always knew that this time would come, that Anju would leave, but so soon and so far?

Anju stretches extravagantly. “Did you know that in America, husbands and wives sleep in different beds?”

“No they don't.”

“Not all the time but most of the time. There's so much space in America that everyone has her own bed, her own room, her own bathroom, her own closet.”

“Where do you get all this?”

“That American show, the one with the wife who dropped chocolates down her blouse.”

Linno tries to lighten her voice. “Next you'll tell me there is no color in America, only black and white.”

Anju flips onto her stomach and studies what Linno has drawn so far. Smoky features, a face with plumed lashes and a darkened lower lip. Linno feels suddenly embarrassed by her box of oil pastels, their smallness, how they command such importance in her life. And they do look like crayons.

“Is that supposed to be you?” Anju asks.

“No,” Linno says sharply.

Anju returns to her books. “I was only asking.”

Linno spirals her pastel over the woman's face until a vortex of scribble swallows the features completely. She flips the paper over. The mere suggestion that Linno would be blessing herself with a pictorial, imagined beauty seems pathetic, and more or less true.

ALONG WITH every other eligible student in Kerala, Anju applies for the scholarship. She brings the forms home so that Linno can fill them out, as Linno's penmanship possesses an elegance that Melvin believes might win extra approval. With care, sometimes by candlelight, Linno copies Anju's test scores while Melvin hovers over Linno's shoulder, hands clasped behind his back, as in the Fontainelle days.

During the mornings, Linno is also painting the tailor's window. On the first day, she plots her drawing in chalk, bringing the smaller painting up to scale. The tailor emerges from her store every so often, fists on hips, to offer warnings and criticisms: “Don't make me too dark, understand? I am not a fig.” At the tailor's behest, Linno adds a gold bangle and a dainty, pert nose in place of the one that, in actuality, looks slightly squashed.

With an advance from the tailor, Linno buys paint from Thresia Paint House, where a woman who claims to be Melvin's friend gives her a good discount. Over the chalked lines, Linno strokes the first layer of colors, flat carnation pink and peach, then hollows for the eyes, black frills for the lashes, and lighter accents to pinch folds within the fabric. Over the course of two more days, passersby linger while children on their way home from school stop to watch, unblinking, silently reverent in the presence of one who is allowed to vandalize private property. Uncomfortable with their worship, she takes to painting earlier in the morning, in the few dawning hours before the tailor arrives.

When finally Linno is finished, three days later, she stands back and finds the whole thing a hideous, bosomy, burlesque mess. Is that a colander hiding beneath the rump of the woman's sari? Her eyes are of two different latitudes beneath heavy eyebrows, and the pallu, dear God, is a juvenile rendering, a wrinkly peach mess.

“Aiyyo, look what you did to my cheek,” the tailor says from behind her.

Closing a paint can, Linno begins to stammer that everything is removable with ammonia and water, but the tailor is not listening.

“My cheek,” she repeats, her gaze fixed on the window. “It glows.”

Taking a few steps back to where the tailor stands, Linno looks at the window. Sunrise has filled the colors with rose and in this light, Linno glimpses her dim reflection, all baggy eyes and fuzzy braid, a lick of paint across her forehead. She sees what the tailor sees in the painted lady, an inner phosphorescence at the summit of her cheek.

Over time, Linno gains a small fame as people congratulate her on what they call “Linno's window.” She is hired to paint another window for Frames & Optics, which consists of a giant diapered baby with a pillowy chest, wearing oversized, black-rimmed eyeglasses. Upon the owner's request, she makes the eyes shine like pool blue marbles, though she has never seen a brown baby with pool blue eyes. The tailor's window remains her favorite, and she elaborates upon the parcel paper painting that she initially designed for the tailor. In each corner, she adds a thicket of roses, and in the lower right corner, she draws her name in a tiny, undulating vine unlike the others, thorny and leafless, the green gone brown. Ammachi hangs the picture on the side wall of the sitting room.

Whenever she passes by her windows, Linno slows her step and tries not to linger for too long, but she derives a pleasant vanity from staring, the kind that she assumes a beautiful woman must feel upon looking in a mirror. Sometimes the truth creeps up on her in a quiet, inner explosion—she made these things. On more than one occasion, the tailor has been known to say, “Linno can do more with her one wrong hand than anyone else can do with two!” And for the first time, when she hears mention of her wrong hand, Linno is proud.

IN APRIL, Anju is notified that the panelists have selected her to be one of ten finalists, and that the primary judge, Miss Valerie Schimpf, will interview her personally. Miss Schimpf is an art teacher and counselor at the Sitwell School, and has spent the spring semester on sabbatical, teaching children at a fine arts school in Kochi.

In a letter that is read and recited and handled like a relic, Anju is told that the interview will take place at “the Vallara residence.” Five days of cleaning ensue, but no matter how thoroughly Linno and Anju tidy the residence, the door appears ramshackle, the walls a funereal gray as soon as Miss Schimpf crosses the threshold. Linno notices things to which she rarely gives attention, like the creased poster of three pink-skinned babies in diapers, all sharing frustrated faces of constipation, next to the phrase CUTE AS BUTTONS! She wants to ask her father why he hung such a thing over the doorway, but he is conveniently out driving Abraham Chandy.

Fortunately Miss Schimpf does not seem bothered by the poster. She is a confident pixie, dressed in an out-of-fashion salwar, too short for the times, with a shawl bound about her neck like a noose. Her green glass bangles clink when she presses her hands together in Namaste. “What a lovely home,” she says to Ammachi, bowing low like a geisha girl. After a moment's hesitation, Ammachi tries to bow even lower.

Only then does Linno recognize the awe in Miss Schimpf's gaze, unnaturally bright and bursting with empathy. It calls to mind a celebrity she once saw on the news, an American socialite crouched in the dim hut of a Rwandan family of eight. The socialite was on a two-day mission, her publicist said, “to draw attention to a growing crisis.” Miss Schimpf's eyes move slowly over Ammachi's cracked toes, the starved mattress across the daybed, the stuffed animals trapped in curio cabinets, and Linno's knotted wrist, before returning to Ammachi's elastic smile. Perhaps Miss Schimpf sees something authentic in the shabbiness, the possibility of what could be, a future for which she can pave the way. Unmet need is standing directly in front of her, in the form of a girl, her handicapped sister, and a virtually toothless old woman who pelts Miss Schimpf with her limited English: Havar you? … Es, es, Iyam fine.

Miss Schimpf is ready to give.

While Ammachi takes Miss Schimpf on a tour of the curio cabinets, Anju dumps spoon after spoon of Tang into a pot of water, clouds of orange swelling and settling to the bottom. “Stop it!” Linno whispers. “You want her to pee orange?”

“Which cups, which cups?”

Under normal circumstances, they would provide their guest with the fancy Pepsi glasses from Jilu Auntie, which read on the side: YOU GOT THE RIGHT ONE, BABY, UH HUH. But this time, Linno insists on using their humbler cups, primitive-looking and made of steel.

Linno unscrews the Nescafé jar which has stored sugar for far longer than it has stored coffee, just as the apricot jam jar now preserves pickle, every vessel possessed of an afterlife. Through the jar's glass, she can see a few ants tunneling paths; she spoons around them. A drowned ant floating on the surface of one's tea is exactly the type of thing that might push a woman like Miss Schimpf from pity to revulsion.

Anju whisks the tray of Tang into the living room. From the kitchen, Linno can hear Ammachi saying, “Velcome my house,” as she exits the room.

As soon as Ammachi enters the kitchen, she lets loose a battery of whispered curses, lamenting her idiotic granddaughters for using the inferior drinking vessels, thereby compromising Anju's chance at America. All because of a glass. The idiots.

LINNO CAN HARDLY BELIEVE IT. Anju's interview is going terribly wrong.

From behind the curtain that separates sitting room from kitchen, Linno spies as Anju fumbles over her English, continually asking for questions to be repeated. Over and over, Miss Schimpf reassures her that everything is okay, that they are just having a chat. Is this the same girl who kept Linno awake at night, contentedly purring over her future American adventures? “Why are you so quiet?” Anju whispered. “You know I'll come back for you.”

“So what makes you different from all the other candidates out there?” Miss Schimpf asks. “What makes you stand out?”

Anju crosses and uncrosses her ankles. An errant piece of string is caught in the hair at her temple, resembling a patch of premature gray among the black. Her voice issues forth in robotic monotone: “I have made excellent marks in all exams and have made top rank in all subjects such as in maths, English, all these things, and I also was winning many Bible Bowels throughout Kerala—”

“Bowels?” Miss Schimpf repeats.

“Bowels,” Anju insists.

They go back and forth like this, until Miss Schimpf brightens and says, “Oh, you mean bowls.”

“Yes, this, and also I am leader of my school's band.”

“It's amazing how accomplished all of you are, the candidates I mean. We've got one boy in Malappuram who started his own Koran Competition.” Despite her smile, Miss Schimpf's tentative tone expresses that the question has yet to be answered properly. “I guess what I mean is, what makes you unique? You know that word—‘unique’?”

“You-neek?”

“Yes! Exactly. What is it about your personality, not just your awards and your grades, that makes you unique, different, special?”

A short but tortuous silence as Anju waits, leaning forward, straining her neck as if to peer into Miss Schimpf's mouth, where the definition of “you-neek” lies. She sits back and takes a sip of her Tang, and then, the final blow.

Just as she blurts the first words of her answer (“I think”), out comes a spray of spittled Tang onto the back of Miss Schimpf's hand.

“Oh!” Miss Schimpf gives a small, tense laugh. Anju mumbles “Sorry” over and over, attempting to wipe the Tang-laden hand with her own. “It's all right, it's all right. Let's just take a deep breath …”

Linno takes a deep breath. Last Sunday, she woke from a dream wherein Anju failed her interview, a dream whose aftertaste, in the morning, was strangely sweet. She both wanted Anju to go and wanted her to fail. Not only to fail, but to know the lasting heaviness of failure. Guilt-ridden, Linno spent an hour with Ammachi's prayer book, summoning up long, sorrowful prayers, and for the rest of the day she went on with her chores, taking special care when ironing her sister's school blouse.

And now, her prayers have been answered with this.

“Get away from there!” Ammachi whispers, then begs: “What is happening? What?”

“They are almost finished,” Linno says.

LINNO SITS on the back step just as Rappai's rooster struts into the yard, eyeing her as if she poses some sort of challenge. She hates Rappai's rooster. It boasts all the lesser qualities of its owner: knotty legs, a bulky middle, pecking after ladies in a way that sends them skittering off. Its feet are surprising—large, taloned, and violent—recalling the mightier pterodactyl from which it has descended, disappointingly, into Rappai's yard.

Rappai lives in the house behind theirs; she can see him gawking from his doorway, craning his neck. He wears his usual off-yellow mundu tied far too high above his knees, exposing thighs barely wider than his calves, and a towel over his shoulder. He works in construction, laying down brick and mortar for the new consumer store that is rising up in Baker Junction, and he walks as if he were still supporting an invisible basket of brick on his head.

“Eddi, Linno!” he yells from the doorway. “Did she get it?”

In an effort to quiet him, Linno shakes her head furiously, waves her hand No.

“No?” She can see the dark shadow of Rappai's mother inside the house, lying down on her mat, lifting onto an elbow to hear.

With her finger to her lips, Linno makes a hissing noise. Finding this attractive, Rappai's rooster swells its chest and shrieks while flapping its wings. She claps it away.

Through the space between Rappai's house and an adjacent banana tree, she can see another ola roof and another farther back, all of these and more homes making up Kumarakom, a village at the delta of the Meenachil River, a dot not even mapped on a globe, unlike New York, which seems almost a nation unto itself. The whole family was assuming that Anju would win the award and go traipsing off to that glittering place like Raj Kapoor, whistling with her stick and bundle as she sang her way into the Technicolor hills. Linno even allowed herself to fantasize that she might follow, one or two years from now. But true life, hers in particular, will require far less color, very little imagination.

She wonders sometimes, not often, what it would be like to be married to a man like Rappai, someone whose matinal nose blowing can be heard from the next house over. Maybe after a while, the wife's subtle disgust settles to the bottom of her being, like a sediment, allowing her to wash his underwear, hang his sheddi on the line, and spread Tiger Balm across the shallow basin of his chest without dread, without any feeling at all. It seems quite probable that were Linno ever to marry, her husband would have to be someone poor or ugly or both. Even then, she would have to supply a substantial dowry, though less than what would be required for someone not so poor and not so ugly.

Who has the stomach for this kind of math, when the result—a vaguely repulsive housemate—amounts to so little?

Three days before, Rappai's mother hobbled over to Ammachi, who was hanging damp bedsheets on a laundry line. From the kitchen, Linno listened as Rappai's mother said that she had suggested Linno to a woman whose brother was looking for a wife.

“Is the brother old?” Ammachi asked, already used to and suspicious of these rare inquiries.

“No,” said Rappai's mother. “He is from a good family, very upright. A church man. Only thing—he is blind. Pagathi, not fully. He can see colors and shapes but someone has to help him with stairs.”

“Hm,” Ammachi said, her lips tight.

All this time, Rappai has been lingering in his doorway, arms crossed beneath his chest, gravely waiting for news. At last, he goes back inside, and his rooster, eyeing her for a moment, also loses interest and struts away.

That Ammachi has not mentioned the blind man indicates that she has not dismissed the possibility.

As it did that day, panic flaps in Linno's chest.

LINNO RETURNS to the kitchen to find that Ammachi has taken up the forbidden post by the doorway. Ammachi's eyes are closed, head bowed as she listens through the curtain, gleaning what she can.

“What's happening?” Linno asks.

Ammachi whirls around, caught but triumphant. “You were wrong. Something good has happened.”

“How do you know?”

“I can tell. Lots of ooooh and aaaah.”

And though Ammachi flutters her hands to shoo Linno away, Linno spies through the space between the curtain and the door frame.

The two cups of Tang have been abandoned on the table, still sweaty with condensation. Miss Schimpf is now standing in the middle of the room with her back to the kitchen. She is looking down at something cradled in her arms, speaking in a low murmur while Anju nods like a desperate, loyal child. Before Linno can make out their words, Ammachi pulls her from the curtain and forces her to sit at the kitchen table, beyond hearing, lest Miss Schimpf suspect them of being unmannered.

WHEN THEY GATHER on the front steps to bid Miss Schimpf goodbye, Linno finds it strange that Anju is sweating so much. Dark splotches have appeared under the armpits of her white blouse, which will turn yellow if Linno does not wash it tonight. She nudges a handkerchief into Anju's palm.

Wiping her brow, Anju looks ahead without seeming to see the leaves, the moat, the bridge, or Miss Schimpf. Nothing at all. It is Linno who rushes over to help Miss Schimpf across the twin trunks of the bridge, her eyes on the water not two feet below her, trembling as though she were several stories higher. On the pretense of hospitality, Rappai and his mother come to watch as Linno leads her safely to the other bank, where a driver is leaning out of his auto-rickshaw.

Before Miss Schimpf climbs into her seat, she embraces Linno and says, “Your sister truly has a gift.”

TWO WEEKS LATER, the Malayala Manorama publishes a photograph of Anju receiving a plaque the size of a small window, with her name yet to be engraved. The article explains how she will be given the opportunity to study in New York City for the fall and spring semesters, at the Sitwell School, all expenses paid.

In the picture, Miss Schimpf and Anju are underexposed, their faces smudgy with gray smiles, joined by the plaque between them. The paper quotes Miss Schimpf: “Anju is a true Renaissance woman: an excellent student, a leader, and a brilliant artist. I am especially thrilled about displaying her artwork during the Student Art Exhibition.”

OVER THE NEXT TWO MONTHS, friends and acquaintances ask Linno about every detail of Anju's itinerary, and jot down phone numbers of their second cousins' neighbor's niece who lives in New York and would be happy to help her. No trouble at all, they say, patting Linno on the back, quick to claim their New York connection. Anju is not the only one, ha ha.

“We hear your sister is an artist now!” they say, smiling.

“Of course,” Linno says, attempting an equal measure of joy, as though she were the one awarded. “You never know with her. She can do anything she wants to do.”

Except draw.

But there is hardly time to speak to Anju about such things. She is never at home, rushing around to obtain a student visa, a letter from this school to that embassy, transcripts of school records. Just yesterday, she and Melvin arrived home from an overnight trip to the U.S. Consulate in Chennai, another city that Linno has never visited. And even when Anju is home, she isn't. She casts her eyes around the walls and ceilings, grazing over every possible object before fleetingly meeting Linno's gaze.

And Anju is not the only one. Even Melvin takes care not to mention the scholarship in Linno's presence, except for one evening, when he returns home late from a celebratory night with his friends at the toddy shop. He sits in the good chair, eyes closed, as Linno puts a bowl of banana chips on the coffee table, something to soak up the liquor pooling in his empty stomach. The first drink always goes slowly, harmlessly, but Melvin downs every one after that until he begins to squint, as if caught in his own mental fog, which means that he has long lost count. He squints at the chips, dreamily surprised by their existence, then slowly his gaze swims up to her.

“Abraham Saar says congratulations.”

“Why?” she says sharply. “I didn't do anything.”

“To all of us.” He stares at the table, then abruptly straightens up. “There is good and there is bad, Linno. And then there is bad for good's sake.”

Linno encourages her father to eat some chips.

Melvin selects a single chip and examines it before placing it between his molars. He crunches with concentration. “Your mother, she always wanted to go to New York. It was the one thing I couldn't give her. That and a happy marriage.”

“Did you have dinner?” Linno asks.

Melvin looks at her. “She is doing this for you too.”

“Who is doing what?”

“She. Anju. This …” He shakes his head forcefully, deeply irritated. “This is for the best.”

The word “this” he pronounces with eyes closed, whether from reverence or need of sleep, she cannot tell. Linno knows, has always known, the definition of “this.” She wants an admission from Ammachi or Melvin, both of whom have gone about the house maintaining the careful pretense that Anju's newfound artistry is perfectly natural.

With a hand pressed to the table, Melvin rises out of his incoherence and shuffles to the back of the house.

Linno wades her fingers into the bowl of banana chips. Is this the moment when she should knock the bowl to the floor, drag Anju out of bed, call her thief? But her rage will not come. Instead, she feels a slow-growing sadness in the pit of her stomach which she has tried, time and again, to uproot or ignore. She collects the few crumbs from the table and takes the bowl to the kitchen.

SITTING ON THE BACK STEP, Melvin thinks of what he wanted to explain to Linno, about an old friend known as Eastern Bobby. No richer or poorer than anyone else, Eastern Bobby had aspirations that began with a keen sense of destiny, a conviction that he had a starring role to play in the world. So he was disheartened at having to marry a woman double his heft; more than once his friends had asked him if his Dollie ever got tired of toting him around on her hip. But those same friends had no wives with visas, and it was Dollie's visa that landed him in what he believed might be a dream destination: Normal, Illinois.

On his first trip back from Normal, Eastern Bobby brought a film camera, a heavy, monstrous machine that he set up outside his parents' home. He then ironed one of his grandfather's mundas with a care he had never invested in his own clothes and nailed the munda to the side of the house. At night, he invited all his friends and neighbors to watch the projection. Melvin sat back, his elbows digging into the hard dirt, listening to the symphony of crickets and camera noise beneath a crackling stretch of black. A huge, blurry eye burst onto the munda, watery and blinking, apocalyptic, but out of focus. More black. And then—Eastern Bobby's top half appeared, his slight frame huge on the makeshift screen.

“Namaskaram!” on-screen Eastern Bobby bellowed at the audience. “Thank you for coming!”

On-screen Eastern Bobby waved the camera into the kitchen, while real-life Eastern Bobby watched with the cool appraisal of a film critic, frowning, his chin in his hand.

The cameraman followed Eastern Bobby to the refrigerator. Eastern Bobby opened the door to reveal a giant jug of milk, a blue carton of twelve perfect eggs, a brick of yellow cheese, and a box with several sticks of butter. In the freezer: a slab of steak and a whole chicken, beheaded and plucked, sitting upright like the guest of honor.

“He just bought all that food for show,” someone whispered.

Another audience member disagreed. “Have you seen his wife?”

The screening went on for an hour, beginning with bathroom and closet tours, and ending with greetings from various men and women whom Eastern Bobby had visited in Chicago, sending their best wishes to their relatives. Naming the relatives took up considerable time, and all the camera jostling made Melvin slightly nauseated, but still he watched the nouveau celebrities. Thrilled and sick, he imagined himself on-screen as well, with a fridge of his own full of milk and meat.

This was during a simpler time, when he had only himself to place at the center of his fantasy home in Illinois, with all its wide-open space and stalks of nodding wheat, the Normal supermarkets big as amusement parks. And while on-screen Eastern Bobby pointed out the items in the fridge, Melvin noticed through the window behind him a few children playing. Black children, but still, when Melvin squinted, he could imagine that they were his own.

THE DAY BEFORE Anju's departure to New York falls on a Sunday, and despite the many minor tasks that have yet to be completed, the family attends Mass. It is only proper, Ammachi says, though even she harbors doubts about Anthony Achen's proficiency as a priest. Anthony Achen has cultivated a roundish beard; its pure whiteness disagrees with his black eyebrows, fanning the general belief that he bleaches his beard in order to attain the semblance of divine wisdom. His sermons are lacking in that regard.

“And so,” Anthony Achen concludes, “when the angel Gabriel asked the Virgin Mary to bear the fruit of the world, the Immaculate Conception, did she doubt? No. Did she say, ‘Can I have a minute to think?’ No. Did she say, ‘I am the handmaiden of the Lord. Do with me what you will’? Absolutely yes. Because when God calls, we do not think. We trust. We go. We do.”

In the audience, the Kapyar nods along as if he and Anthony Achen are engaged in a private conversation. As right-hand man to Anthony Achen, the Kapyar keeps his robes as white as his superior's beard, bleached with bottles of Ujala. Sometimes, when Linno is bored, she makes a habit of watching the Kapyar's movements, to see what rowdy boys he is glaring down over his shoulder, which ears he is planning to pinch, a small brutality that has earned him the unofficial title of “the Crab.” He looks over the congregation, his gaze laced with disapproval. Just before he catches her eye, Linno returns to the conclusion of Anthony Achen's homily: “And then there are others who have nothing better to do than to steal ladies' shoes from the doors of our very own church. Whoever has Pearlie Varkey's shoes, please return them.”

The congregation wears grave expressions, not only at Pearlie Varkey's loss, but also the loss of trust among fellow Syrian Catholics. But maybe next time Pearlie Varkey will think twice about wearing her milk-white high heels to church, or any shoes whose insoles declare LIZ CLAIBORNE, and placing them at an obvious distance from the rabble of dusty sandals that belong to everyone else. Pearlie Varkey has family in Toronto and flies back and forth often, always with her tender feet buckled and belted into new styles. Not that theft is ever acceptable. But ask for attention and ye shall receive.

Someday soon, Linno thinks, Anju will return buckled into a shoe like that.

Ever since Anju's plane ticket arrived in the mail, it has occupied a hallowed place behind the curio glass, nestled against her plaque along with her passport. And then came her suitcase, open-mouthed in the living room, collecting the clothes she would wear, the foods she would bring, including jackfruit that Ammachi specially fried and dried for her and hard balls of sugared sesame seed.

These thoughts weave in and out of Linno's prayer, reducing its meaning to a stream of vowels and fricatives. She stands in the back, rows of heads packed thickly all the way to the nave. On the left stand the men, on the right are the women, crowns covered with sari pallus and shawls, and between them the long, wide aisle that leads straight to Anthony Achen. Above him hangs a massive tapestry of Saint George slaying the dragon. With his placid blue eyes, Saint George appears almost benevolent, aloft on his bucking white horse, lovingly plunging his spear into the writhing side of the dragon whose eyes look almost as human, but brown.

On the coir mats, the congregation rises and sits, rises and sits, the soles of their feet stamped with waffled patterns, so they can walk into the world weak-kneed but blessed. The hymns drone through the church like tides of music, a new verse beginning in the front row with the overeager Kapyar before the previous verse has finished in the back.


O Saint Yohannan Nepumocianos!
Your heavenly blessings, priceless blessings
Bestow on us, your humble servants.
We pray you.
We beseech you.



From here, Linno spots Anju standing closer to the front, her hands folded, her shawl draped over her head.

AFTER TWO SOMBER HOURS of church, Ammachi enjoys a bit of socializing. Aglow, she flits through the scrum of people that have gathered around the entrance, asking after children, parents, and ailments. But that day, every question pertains to Anju—when is her flight, which airline, who is to meet her? Restless, Anju excuses herself, claiming that she has several errands to run, while Linno stays behind to wait for Ammachi and, to her dismay, to act as Anju's spokeswoman. The more Linno laughs and thanks everyone for their well wishes, the more it sounds to her ears as if she is laughing at an ugly, exuberant joke in which she has been made the fool.

While Ammachi gossips, Linno makes her way to the nearby cemetery, which is rounded by a short wall, brightly gilded with moss. Teak and tamarind trees fringe the border, shedding dead leaves over the village of crosses and tombs left to bake in the shadeless heat. Linno passes an ivory vault trimmed in pink, a bird-splattered cross planted on top. This is one of the many family tombs that preside aboveground, holding eight to twenty bodies in separate numbered drawers. Those who cannot afford the family tombs are assigned an earthen burial, a mound temporarily marked by a wooden cross.

Once, several years after her mother's death, Linno visited the cemetery with Ammachi only to find strangers at the same gravesite, mourning their dead son. Ammachi told her that Gracie's remains had been dug up and deposited in the Asthi Kuzhi, the Bone Pit on the other side of the church, more than twenty feet deep, gathering to its heart the generations of broken bones that would soften, gradually, to ash and dust. In time, the dead son would be moved to the Asthi Kuzhi as well, leaving the nameless mound to be filled with another body in need, and grieving strangers would continue to converge at the same spot to mourn their different losses. Sorrow was not a space to be bounded.

LINNO FINDS ANJU crouched before the wooden cross that once marked their mother's place. Anju lays a few weak wildflowers atop the mound, her head bowed, her eyes closed as she prays. Her shawl does not match her salwar, two discordant shades of blue. An obvious mistake, but just like Anju to be so careless, and not only with her clothes. A hundred prayers would not change her.

As Anju rises, Linno asks if all is packed.

Anju whirls around. A smile follows, relieved and artificial. Almost done, she says, though she still has to convert her rupees to dollars. Ammachi knows a man who can give them a good exchange rate, under the table of course, since the banks will rob you blind—

“And my painting,” Linno says. “Have you packed that too?”

During the long pause that ensues, Anju's hands fall slowly to her sides. “I promise I will be careful with it.”

“That's only one of my worries.”

“Miss Schimpf wants to put it in some sort of student exhibition.”

“As if it's yours.”

“Yes.”

The softness of her answer, delicate, almost inquisitive, only enrages Linno the more.

“She saw the tailor's painting,” Anju says. “And she asked me if I had more.”

“You showed her my sketchbook?” The thought surprises Linno even as she says it, as the image returns to her of Miss Schimpf looking down at something in her arms, Anju beside her, hungry for approval. “You went through my things and brought her my sketchbook?”

Anju draws herself up and attempts an innocent expression, without remorse, if not for the way she is wiping her hands against each other, over and over, long after they are clean. “But I'll bring all of it back.”

“With your name on it.”

“Not written on it.”

“So?”

“I'm trying to help us get somewhere, Linno. I'm trying to change our lives.”

“Your life first! By stepping all over mine! And then what will happen when you leave? You will go on and I will be here, only a chapter in your life.”

Anju stares at the ground, pained, but not pained enough. Linno knows the way her sister will continue, the way her temporary regrets, with time, will become trivialities, things she will assign to desperation and youth. If only it were as simple as that.

“Put that shawl back on its hanger,” Linno says without emotion. “You always forget.”

Anju looks up, cautiously hopeful, but Linno is already walking away.

Linno tramples over the mimosas that she and Anju used to tickle as children, watching the edgy fernlike leaves fold at the slightest brush. Praying Plants, Anju called them as they shimmered in the wind. After a while, Linno slows her pace, as there are people ahead who will notice her haste and ask her questions, who will hear the tears lodged in her throat. She walks, each step more leaden than the last, toward the distant thrum of voices taking their leave.
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