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August 2, 2008

Dear River,

I cannot tell from your name if you are a boy or a girl so I will just write to you like you are a human being.

You are the first American I know whose name means something, so I think maybe you are not from this country. My brother says you are. He says all people in Kentucky are Americans — not like in New York City, where most people are from everywhere in the world.

My brother is seventeen years old. He has a big smile and strong legs because he is a bike messenger. All the girls love him, which makes him very conceited. Personally, I don’t think the girls would love him anymore if they had to pick his smelly socks up off the floor, like I do.

When I first came here, I didn’t like NY, but my brother helped me find appreciation by telling me interesting things. For example, did you know there’s a curse on the Brooklyn Bridge? When my brother looks at something, he sees how it works. He is like that about things like skyscrapers and subways. Next year, he will be a student at CUNY. He wants to make a great invention so he can go to MIT for free. He may have smelly feet, but he is still my favorite human being. I say human being because I have a favorite dog (his name is Cuba) and a favorite parakeet (her name is Xie-Xie).

You know what goes with rivers? Fish. My name is Meena and that means “fish.” Everyone in my family calls me Mee-Mee. I am twelve years old. I like to run up and down the stairs of our building, and I can go all five flights without stopping. I like to feed pigeons, even though it’s against the law, and I like to read books from the Seward Park Library, which is eight blocks from here. This week, I borrowed A Tree Grows in Brooklyn, a novel by Betty Smith. I am on page 92, and it is sad and very exciting.

I think you’re like me and don’t have a computer, since your name was on the snail mail list. I could go to the library and send you an e-mail from my brother’s Yahoo, but the line is always long and you only get a half hour and I type very slow like a turtle. Kiku (that is what we call my brother, but his real name is Karan) has a computer, but he always keeps it with him in his backpack. Anyway, I am used to writing letters, because my grandmother doesn’t have a phone. And I am reading in my book about a girl named Francie who lived in 1912 when there were no computers. I have decided that I want to be like her.

I wonder what you look like. I am short and skinny. This is a good thing for squeezing on the subway. But I would rather be like Kiku’s secret girlfriend, Ana Maria, who is so pretty she stops traffic. I do think my hair is nice. It is long and black like Ana Maria’s, but hers is curly and mine is straight.

I guess I should tell you more about myself. I was born in India, in a town called Mussoorie, in the youngest and highest mountains in the world. Mussoorie is the most beautiful place I have ever seen. Everywhere you look, there is mountain and sky, and some days we are lost in the clouds. The trees are always full of birds with clear voices and monkeys with long tails and bad tempers.

When I was nine years old, Dadi (my grandmother) brought me to New Delhi (the capital of India) on the train. It took eight hours to get there. Then we went to the airport and I flew to America by myself. That took twenty-two hours, with a stopover in Germany. I felt cold and sick in my stomach the whole entire time. I think if human beings were meant to fly around in the sky, we would have been born with wings.

Mum and Daddy and Kiku have been in America nine years. They got here two years before 9/11. They left Mussoorie when I was three years old. It took them a long time to save enough money to bring me over, and I did not recognize them at the airport. It was strange to look into all the faces and not know if any of the people were my mother or father.

I came here on the H-4 visa. That means I can’t work but I can go to school. Daddy says I should always tell Americans about my visa so they don’t think I’m illegal. This year, my parents will apply for naturalization. They just got their I-551 Alien Registration Cards in the mail, so in about a year, maybe, maybe, they will be citizens. You should see the amount of papers and phone calls it takes to become an American. Mum says it is like having another job. I think it’s funny that we have Alien Cards — as if we come from outer space! I promise, I don’t have any antennae on my head. I am 100% Homo sapiens.

Daddy says soon we can bring Dadi over to this side. I do not think she will come. I do not think she could wake up in the mornings if the mountains were not there. In New York, the buildings are like mountains in some ways, but they are only alive because of the people living in them. Real mountains are alive all over.

Have you ever been to New York City? It is hot and smelly in the summertime. Our street smells like dog pee and garbage. Everything bakes on the pavement, and there are so many tourists you can’t take a step without someone asking you for directions.

I love to walk around and look at everything and everyone. I love to ride the subway, especially the 7 train because it pops above ground in Queens. We live in Chinatown, on the corner of Orchard and Hester. The F train on Delancey is very nearby. Every Friday afternoon, I take the laundry to the Suds-o-Rama in my neighbor Mrs. Lau’s little red cart. She gives me quarters for the machine, and in trade I do her laundry with ours. She is seventy-two years old and has hard times getting up and down the stairs.

My mum takes care of two little children, one boy, one girl, on the Upper West Side. She is their nanny. Our family doesn’t have a nanny or a maid, so I do our laundry. I hate dragging the big bag up and down the stairs, but if I didn’t do it, none of us would have clean clothes. This is what I tell myself every Friday. I do the laundry on Friday afternoons before Mum comes home so that we have time for fun on the weekend when she does not have to go away.

Daddy works at a big restaurant in New Jersey. It is thirty miles away from here, but in NY it takes two hours to go thirty miles because of all the traffic. Daddy rides a bus home one weekend a month, and even then he is tired but he tries to pretend that he isn’t and he takes us out someplace nice to have a good time. Mum always cries when he packs. And when it is time for him to go, he has to pull her fingers away from his arm and rush out the door.

Even though we live on the corner, it’s quiet on the fifth floor because we are high above the street. We live in a one-bedroom apartment with rent control. We have five windows, and two of them have a view onto Orchard Street. The other three windows face shaftways where there are piles of stinky garbage. It’s dark in the apartment except in the bedroom, where the sun reaches. Since it is summer, the sun goes across the bed from 1:00 to 3:00 P.M. Mum says Orchard Street is depressing. She says India is better for her and Daddy, but here is better for me and Kiku.

When Daddy comes home, I sleep on the couch and Kiku sleeps on the cot. When Daddy is away, Mum and I share the bed and Kiku sleeps on the couch. I want to get a job and help like Kiku does, but Mum says not till I am older. I want to make a lot of money so I can always keep my family together, and so I can get them a dishwasher and an air conditioner.

Right now I am sitting on the fire escape, where I can see the street and all the cars and the tops of people’s heads and a little square of blue sky between the buildings. It is so hot today that the delis on Delancey have brought their flowers inside. Mrs. Lau, who has the NY1 channel, says there is a smog alert.

If I lean over the railing, I can see the pagoda trees. There are four on our side of the street. I know they are pagoda trees because the middle one has a tiny sign nailed to the trunk that says, PAGODA TREE.

This morning all of these trees let go of their flowers. Pagoda flowers look white on the tree, but when they fall on the pavement, they look yellowy green. Just a few hours ago, I helped Mrs. Lau down the stairs, and we swept up the yellow petals in front of our building. Swish swish went our brooms, up and down the street.

Cuba sat on the stoop and watched. He is old now, and when I walk him, I don’t have to use a leash. He stays close to me, and if he gets ahead, he stops and waits at the corner. Cuba is black except for the white star on his chest. He gets very hot in the sun in his thick fur. Today, he lay on the steps, panting, with his tongue hanging to the pavement and his body going fast, up and down, up and down.

When the ice-cream man drove by, Mrs. Lau flagged him down by waving her handkerchief, and she bought me a raspberry ice. The man also gave us a little bowl of water for Cuba, and when I put it in front of him, he wagged his tail to say thank you. He has the prettiest brown eyes and very good manners. I gave him the last bit of my ice because he looked at me like he wanted to taste it. I guess maybe he hypnotized me. You know how dogs can do that? Kiku calls it “canine mind control.”

After sweeping, we sat on the stoop and watched all the people walking by, and Mrs. Lau told stories. One story she told was about how Cuba got his name. Guess how! OK, since this is a letter, I’ll just tell you. She named him after the country her best lover came from!!!! She said he’s been dead for thirty years but she still misses him. Isn’t that funny and kind of sweet?

Mrs. Lau has been in America twice as long as she was ever in Hong Kong. She has lived in her apartment for fifty-five years. She says NY Chinatown is home. In six years, I will have been in America for the same number of years as India. I still miss the mountains every day.

By the way, I used to speak English more like a British person, because that is how we do it in India. But when I came to the States, Kiku taught me how to talk like an American.

I wonder how you got your name.

Here is a picture I drew of Mrs. Lau and Cuba on the stoop:
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I don’t usually talk this much unless I’ve had a Coca-Cola. Usually I am quiet. But you’re easy to talk to, River. My hand really hurts, and I bet, if you’re still reading, that your eyes are hurting. My brother is looking over my shoulder now and saying I wrote too much and you probably won’t write me back because you will think I am a crazy person. But he is a big dummy and smelly, too, which is not surprising because he is wearing his OBAMA FOR PRESIDENT T-shirt for the third day in a row. (He is completely obsessed with the election and goes around quoting Obama all the time, like a lunatic.)

I hope you do not think I am a crazy person. It is very nice to meet you, River. I hope you are having lots of good fun in Kentucky, and I hope you will write and tell me about yourself.

Your (hopefully) pen pal,

Meena Joshi



P.S. My brother says there was a famous movie star who died a long time ago with your name. Is this true?

P.P.S. We live five blocks away from the East River in New York City. Do you live near a river, too? Also, what kind of music do you like?

 

10 August 2008

Dear Meena,

I am real pleased to meet you. I am going to just get right at it and answer your questions and tell you everything I can think of, as I have been wanting to write you ever since receiving your letter, which I have read four times now.

Well, I am a boy. My mother named me River because she loved growing up on the Cumberland River and because her and my father’s first date was at this restaurant down on the Powell River. We have all kinds of rivers and creeks here. Did you know that Kentucky has more waterways than any other state except Alaska? I always thought that was real interesting. I like knowing things like that, although nobody else I know really cares.

I have never met anybody from New York City before. I’ve always heard that people from up there are real rude and will not hold the door for you, and you’ll get mugged if you walk down the street. Is this true? My mamaw says it is probably a stereotype, which I looked up in the dictionary and it means “an oversimplified opinion.” She also said to remember the Golden Rule, which she says a lot. She is real big on the Golden Rule, which is from the Bible, I guess. I don’t have time to look it up right now. Do you believe in the Bible? Since you are an Indian, I don’t really know.

Mom used to make me go to church with her every Sunday, but she doesn’t go anymore, because she’s sick. It wasn’t too bad, I guess, but I didn’t much like going to Sunday school, where it always smelled like chalk and they only had grape Kool-Aid, which I despise. Mamaw quit going to church a long time ago because the preacher said something about women’s rights that made her mad, and she never did go back. But every Sunday she reads to us from the Bible and she prays all the time, loud.

My mother and I live with Mamaw now. We used to have our own good house up on Free Creek, but now we live over here right outside the town of Black Banks, in the house my daddy grew up in. Daddy used to be a coal miner who went waaaaay back in the mountain to work, but the underground miners are all losing their jobs, so he had to go down to Biloxi, Mississippi, to find work. He is having to live down there while they rebuild Biloxi from where Hurricane Katrina ruined everything. My mother used to work in the school lunchroom, but now she has the blues all the time. She also gets sick headaches and has to take to bed. Sometimes I hold a wet washrag to her forehead and tell her all about my day, but usually I am with Mamaw most of the time.

You said your brother was your favorite human. Well, mine is Mamaw. Almost every day we climb the path up the mountain and she tells me the names of all the trees, or we go along very quiet and watch the ground for treasures. We have a nature collection that has things in it like feathers from blue jays and redbirds, chips of quartz, buckeyes, acorns, hickory nuts, and lots more. My other favorite thing to do with her is when we go fishing together in Lost Creek, which is full of bluegill (my father and I used to go fishing all the time, before he left). Mamaw and I clean them together and then she dips them in milk, and then meal and flour, and fries them. They’re delicious. Mamaw is the best cook in the world. This evening she is making my favorite meal: pork chops, biscuit and gravy, fried potatoes, and fried apples. I can’t wait. What’s your favorite meal? I guess my second favorite meal is fish, hush puppies, and fried potatoes.

The reason I’m not on the e-mail list is because I thought it’d be cooler to write letters to somebody, since I can write e-mails to anybody. Lots of my friends just play Nintendo or get on the Internet all the time, but I have never been much for that. I only like to get online if I’m looking up something, not to play games or check e-mail. I don’t know why. I think it’s boring.

I’m weird I guess. I mean, none of my friends really wants to spend that much time with their grandmothers. Or at least they don’t admit it. Mamaw says it is all right to be weird and that if the end of the world came I’d know how to survive, and the rest of the people my age would only sit in front of their dead computers and not know what to do. I believe Mamaw likes being on the computer better than I do. She is on there all the time researching stuff, because she is what is called an activist.

Anyway, that’s why when Ms. Stidham put out the sign-up sheet for pen pals that I only put down my mailing address and not my e-mail address (I have one, but I just don’t check it much). Mamaw was real proud of me because of this. She says that everyone used to write long letters all the time and it is a lost art form. I don’t see what’s so arty about it, but I like to do it. Sometimes I think I’d like to be a newspaper reporter.

I can’t tell any of my friends at school these things because they’d make fun of me too bad. I am real good at basketball, so that’s all I talk about with them. Let’s say right now that we can tell each other our secrets and we won’t make fun of each other. Don’t take this the wrong way, but you sound weird, too. I am glad of it, because I can be my own true self with you. Maybe it’s because of your looooong letter. Nobody ever wrote me that much, ever. I’m glad it was long, though. And maybe because our names go together so good.

Why did you pick me to write to?

I’ve never read A Tree Grows in Brooklyn, but I looked at it in the library and it’s pretty thick. It looks kind of girly. Is it? When I was little I was obsessed with the Spiderwick Chronicles and Beverly Cleary, especially Dear Mr. Henshaw and Strider. But my favorite author ever is S. E. Hinton, especially The Outsiders. That book has characters in it who are their own true selves, only with each other, too, and I guess it’s my favorite of all time. S. E. Hinton (who is a GIRL if you can believe it!) was only four years older than me when she wrote it. That blows my mind. I don’t get to read as much as I used to because of basketball practice. If you’re wondering why I underlined the titles it’s because you’re supposed to, to be grammatically correct. Ms. Stidham is real strict about stuff like that. She says that since people all over the world think we’re stupid here in Kentucky, we have to make sure we have good grammar skills. She says that we can have accents and talk any way we want to as long as we’re speaking correctly. So I try to have real good grammar. She’s the only teacher I know who makes us all want to learn and doesn’t tell lame jokes.

I would die if I had to do the laundry. That’s like the worst possible thing I can think of. What are you some kind of saint or something? LOL.

I liked your drawing of Mrs. Lau and the dog. Did you REALLY draw that? It’s REALLY, REALLY good. You should think about becoming an artist. You have good handwriting, too. I don’t see how you wrote all of that looooooong letter by hand. I would have been worn out. Once I had to write “I will not talk during arithmetic class” 500 times for my teacher, and I thought I was going to fall over dead before I got finished. I put two pencils together, one on top of the other one, so that I could write it twice at one time. Have you ever tried doing that? It works pretty good, but better if you’re doing it on college-lined paper, because the lines are closer together. Just a little trick in case you ever get in trouble for talking in school.

I better go. Time for basketball practice.

Take it easy, Cheesy (ha!),

River Dean Justice

 

August 16, 2008

Dear River,

Hello from New York City!! Thank you for saying you liked my drawing of Mrs. Lau and Cuba. I think my handwriting is messy, so I am glad you think it’s neat.

It was nice of you to say those things, but I am wondering, why did you call me weird and cheesy? Also, I’m not “some kind of saint.” You wrote LOL after that but I couldn’t tell if you meant it nice or mean. I don’t mind doing the laundry, even on a Friday. I don’t think you would mind either if you had lived far away from your mom and dad and brother for seven years. I am glad to finally be with them. If you want to know the truth, I think Americans have it easy. I was raised to do whatever is best for everyone in my family — even if it is something that is not fun or relaxing for me. Mum would say I shouldn’t say rude things about Americans to an American. But I guess I already said it, so it is too late.

You asked how come I picked your name and address, so I will tell you. Kiku always says, “Tell the short version of the story or I’m not going to listen.” He thinks he is Mr. Cool and he is so not. Anyway, I like long stories. I hope that is OK with you.

I think this has been a lucky summer. First, I got into the Arts and Humanities Summer Program by writing an essay about Mrs. Lau and how we are friends. Second, Ms. Bledsoe, my teacher at the Summer Program, is really nice. Every week we go someplace new, and it is all free. This week we went to Ellis Island. It was so interesting, all the different people and photographs. My favorite picture was of a little boy who got sent back to Italy alone because he had tuberculosis. I liked the picture because I could see what he was feeling by looking at his face. Everything at Ellis Island reminded me of our family, except that we came on planes not boats.

Last month we went to the Van Cortlandt House, where Dutch people lived a long time ago; the Brooklyn Botanic Garden, where the red hibiscus is blooming; and the Tenement Museum, where we saw what life was like in Chinatown in the 1880s. Back then it was a Jewish, Italian, German, and Irish neighborhood. We also wrote a group letter to Mayor Bloomberg. I love to write. Whenever I put my pen on paper, I cannot stop. When I grow up, I want to be a poet.

I also love fruits and vegetables, and actually that is how I came to be writing to you.

Ms. Bledsoe took the Summer Group to the supermarket last week. Everybody said it was a lame field trip, but I was excited. Ms. Bledsoe says city kids don’t think about where things come from, especially food. She’s from North Carolina and grew up on a farm. She talked about how food is shipped into the city and how big trucks use a lot of gas and that young men and women fight wars over things like gas. She told us to be mindful of what we waste and use. I like that word: mindful. It makes me feel like my brain is a big bowl brimming over.

So we went to a D’Agostino (that’s a grocery store) on Essex Street and stood in the vegetable section. Some of the lettuce was getting watered from little sprinklers and we got wet. Ms. Bledsoe picked up an apple and said that in NY, apples get picked off the trees in October, so for us to have apples in August means they have traveled a great distance.

We looked at the labels on the apples. Some were from Israel. Some from Washington State. Ms. Bledsoe said we should picture those places on the map, to see how far the apples had come. While she was talking I saw a pile of okra. I thought maybe it had come from India, like me. It was in a wooden box that said KENTUCKY on the side, and there was a picture of mountains. I looked at the okra and the mountains and I wanted to go to Kentucky. It looked just like home.

When we got back to class, Ms. Bledsoe handed out a list of names and addresses. She said the assignment was to pick a pen pal and write a letter. Everyone said this was stupid and babyish, but I thought it sounded like fun. All the other kids wanted to do e-mails, but I wanted to write a real letter and put a pretty stamp on it, so I got a different list. There were lots of names and addresses on the list, kids from all over. Malaysia, Scotland, Hawaii, Trinidad, Moscow. Everyone, even Ms. Bledsoe, thought I would pick someone from India. But all the addresses were in New Delhi, and I didn’t like it there the one day I saw it. When I saw your name and that you live in Kentucky, I wanted to write to you.

Do you grow okra? If you do, I will send you my grandmother’s recipe for bhindi. That’s how you say okra in Hindi.

[image: ]

Hmmm. I guess I told the realllllly long version of the story. Sorry about that.

I have to go help Mum make dinner now, but I will write you more very soon. I am wanting to talk to you about basketball and those nice walks you take with your mamaw.

I hope you are having a nice day.

Your pen pal,

Meena Joshi

P.S. Please write a longer letter next time.

P.P.S. Sorry if that was bossy.

 

23 August 2008

Dear Meena,

Sorry my last letter wasn’t longer. I was running late for basketball practice and just wanted to get something in the mail to you. But I still don’t think I can write as much as you.

You asked what I look like. I am redheaded, with freckles all across my nose and shoulders. Mamaw says the freckles are because our people are originally from Scotland and Ireland. So I guess when you really think about it, we are all from some other place, way off across the ocean. Mamaw is half Cherokee, so I have her big nose. People give me a hard time about it and call me Toucan Sam sometimes, but I don’t care. I kind of like my nose. Mamaw says I will grow into it and it will be the best thing about me. I wish I was taller so I could be a better basketball player. Lately I have been doing this leg-stretching exercise my buddy Mark told me about, where you squat down and put one leg at a time out behind you as far as you can. It’s supposed to make you taller. I’ve only been doing it a week and already, according to my measuring tape, I have grown 1/16 of an inch. It’s pretty amazing.

It’s weird that you are originally from the mountains, because that’s where I live now. I looked up where you were born online, and it’s cool because the mountains there look so much like mine, with pine trees and everything. I always expected India to only have big palm trees, for some reason. You said your mamaw wouldn’t come to America because she would miss the mountains too much, so maybe she could move here instead of New York City. At least that way she’d be way closer to you than she is now, way over in India, and I bet she’d like the mountains here. My uncle sells houses and could find her a place. Let me know if you need help with this.

We have an Indian who lives here, Dr. Patel. My mamaw goes to him because she has sugar diabetes, and they are always laughing together. He says that she reminds him of his mother, and you should hear the way he says “Mama Justice” (that’s what he calls her). It’s funny with his accent, although Mamaw says it’s not polite to laugh at him over that and that he must be real smart to be able to even learn our language and to be a doctor besides. We have seen him and his wife at the Piggly Wiggly before, and she has a red dot on her forehead. Do you? I would like to know how those things work. Are they glued on there, or is it a Magic Marker, or what? I don’t understand, and Mamaw always elbows me when I stare at her.

My father is nothing like Mamaw, though. He is always making fun of anybody who is different. He used to say the N-word all the time (especially when we were watching basketball), but now he is friends with all kinds of black people down there in Biloxi. He works with them. So I wonder if he still says that word. I hope not. It makes me feel tight inside, like I am smothering.

You asked if I have been to New York City. HA!!! I’ve never been anywhere except to Dollywood, which is a big amusement park not too far away, with this awesome roller coaster called the Thunderhead. You should ride it sometime. When somebody is real sick they get sent to the hospital in Knoxville, and that’s where Mom used to go to shop for my school clothes on Tax Free Day, so I have been there a few times. It’s the only city I really know, but it’s too loud and there are too many cars. The houses are right on top of each other. I don’t believe I could stand it without my woods.

You asked me about music. (We have been studying poetry at school and how it doesn’t have to rhyme, so I think I’ll write this next part like a poem.)


I mostly like music that my parents

were always playing back when we all lived

together on Free Creek. Sometimes, in the

evenings, Daddy would put on his

favorite album, which was by Tom Petty,

and he’d play this song called “Wildflowers.”

Daddy would put me up on his hip and

Mom would lean in real close and we were like

a circle going round and round the room.

This one time I remember Mom putting

her head against Daddy’s and singing all

the words with her eyes closed. Sometimes I think

that was the last time we were all together,

but I don’t know if I just have that mixed up

in my mind or not. When I am missing

my parents real bad I put on that CD

and listen to it and feel sadder,

even during the real fast and happy songs.



Actually, one reason I did that was because my English teacher gave us homework to write a poem about a memory, and so after I typed that I realized it was a memory and I could kill two birds with one stone by writing to you about it but also making the poem for English class. Do you think it’s any good? Ms. Stidham says that the main thing is to make every line of poetry a mystery so that the reader wants to go on and read the next line. I thought that was pretty cool, when she said that, because I always thought the most important thing was to make it rhyme, but she said, no, and that nowadays poems that rhyme are kind of lame. We all laughed because it was funny to hear a teacher say something is lame. Don’t you think so? The only poetry I have ever really read is Sharon Creech stuff, like in Love That Dog. And I love this poem by Joyce Kilmer, but the only part I know by heart is “I think that I shall never see a poem lovely as a tree.” Mamaw recites the whole poem sometimes when we are out walking in the hills. She says it real loud, the way preachers will boom out a big prayer sometimes right in the middle of church.

Anyway, I did try to put in as much mystery in my poem as I could, but I still don’t know what to call it. I’ve been reading it over and over but I can’t think of a title. I think I’ll just call it “My Memory Poem.” Or maybe “Wildflowers” or maybe “A Memory.” I don’t know.

Oh, there is one more thing you need to know to meet me. I also have a dog, Rufus, who is the best dog that ever was. Everybody says so. I have had him since I was four years old (I am 12 now), and he is the best friend anybody could ever ask for. He will run around and play with me if I’m in the mood for that, or he will sit real quiet with me and look out at the mountains, too, if that’s what I’m in the mood for. He always goes along with me and Mamaw when we go walking in the cool of the day. That’s what Mamaw calls it, the cool of the day. When we go fishing, Rufus just lies down on the creek bank with his chin on top of his paws — until we start to reel in a fish. Then he gets so excited that he runs back and forth along the water’s edge with his tail wagging and his whole butt shaking, he’s so wound up.

Rufus smiles all the time. Have you ever seen a smiling dog? I don’t know what kind he is. “You old mutt,” Daddy always says, and gives him a good pat on the side. Mamaw thinks he has beagle, blue heeler, Jack Russell, and maybe even some pit bull. I’ve put a picture of him in here. It’s not a very good one because he moves around so much that it’s hard to take a picture of him. But I got him to lie still by rubbing his belly.
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About that okra: Mamaw grows a big garden and okra is one of her favorite things. She says it’s beautiful to look at and delicious to eat. When it’s ready, she slices it up and soaks it in buttermilk, then rolls it in meal and flour and fries it in the skillet. It’s delicious, especially with fried green tomatoes. One time Daddy was eating some of Mamaw’s okra, and he said, “This is so good you have to pat your foot to eat it,” and we all laughed like it was way funnier than it really was. Have you ever had a fried green tomato? It is the best thing in the world, guaranteed.

I guess I better go and get my chores done. I have to mow the yard this evening. I can’t believe I wrote so much, but that’s what happens when I get to typing. My mother taught me to type when I was only eight because she said that a person can’t do anything nowadays if they don’t know their way around a computer. And I can type almost as good as I can play basketball. I’m not meaning to brag, it’s just that those are the only two things I can really do good at all. I suck at lots of things, especially mechanical things. Mamaw is all the time having to put the chain back on my bicycle, because I never can figure out how. I’m terrible at cooking, too. I can’t even make a peanut-butter sandwich right. I always tear the bread when I’m trying to spread the peanut butter.

What are you good at?

I sure hope you’ll write me back. Tell me more about New York City. I can’t imagine what it is like to live there with all those taxi cabs and people in suits and going to plays all the time and eating at the Rainbow Room. I don’t believe I’d like it, but it sounds like an exciting place to visit.


Sincerely yours,

River Dean Justice

P.S. The movie star your brother is thinking of is River Phoenix, who died two or three years before I was born. My mother always loved him, but I’m not really named for him as much as I am for the rivers of this place.

P.P.S. Sorry this letter is typed on paper that has already been used on one side, but Ms. Stidham taught us all about the environment last year and she says that it’s better to reuse before you recycle, so that’s what I’m doing here. Just ignore the writing on the back; it’s just stuff Mamaw had typed out about some kind of mining she’s getting informed about. She is always saying that she’s getting informed about something.
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August 27, 2008

Dear River,

Thank you for your letter!!! It was as good as reading a book. I put Rufus’s photograph under my library card in my box of Special Things. I keep the box hidden behind the sack of rice in the kitchen closet. Nobody, not even Kiku, knows about this hiding place. It is also where I keep my watch set to India time so I always know when Dadi is sleeping.

I have been thinking of what you said — that we can tell each other secrets and be our own true selves. That sounds very nice to me.

I think it is cool that you play basketball. There is a basketball court near here, and I like to watch Kiku and his friends play. Kiku taught me H-O-R-S-E, and sometimes he picks me up so I am almost as tall as the basket and I toss the ball into the net. I guess that is cheating in real basketball, but Kiku says for me it is OK. What is it like to play a real game? It must feel good when everyone cheers for you.

I would like to try eating okra the way your mamaw makes it. It sounds delicious. Dadi and I used to watch the okra leaves in her garden turn to follow the sun across the sky, from east to west. It was like a kind of magic. I am so happy to know that you live in mountains full of okra. And no, I have never eaten a fried green tomato before.
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I wonder if we can mail things like tomatoes to each other?

I like that your poem is about how things used to be in your family. You should keep writing lots and lots of beautiful poems until you have enough to fill a book. And I think it’s super funny that your teacher said “lame”!

On the subway, there is something called Poetry in Motion. Poems are printed up above the seats so that when you are sitting there on your way to the next station, you have something to think about. I read a poem on the subway that rhymed called “I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings.” I never knew before that the title of a poem could be a whole long sentence, did you? Actually, maybe you could do that for your poem! Maybe you could call it “We Were Like a Circle” or “What We Used to Be.”

This month there is a poem printed in the subway called “Quarrel.” It’s like something you’d overhear walking down the street. I memorized it because it’s short and because I was on the F train for a long time. It doesn’t rhyme, so maybe you will like it:


Bob and I

In different rooms

Talking to ourselves

Carrying on

Last night’s

Hard conversation

Convinced

The other one

The life companion

Wasn’t listening



Sometimes Mum and Daddy act like that.

After I read that poem, I started listening in on people’s conversations, and all of a sudden, it was like everybody was talking in poem. Here’s something I overheard this morning while I was walking to the library. A lady in denim shorts and red high heels, carrying a package of toilet paper she’d just bought at the deli, said it into her cell phone.


If you had been there

It would have been

The best bus ride ever.



It’s nice to have someone to talk about poetry with. Thanks!

Are freckles bumpy? I have always wondered. I think red hair is beautiful. My best friend in Mussoorie, Anuradha, has red hair and gray eyes. She is light skinned, like a white person, but she does not have freckles. Kiku says my skin is the color of tea in a cup. He says that in America, being dark and foreign can get people in trouble. He says that is clear if you look around the world and read the New York Times. I didn’t know what he meant until last month when we were at the library waiting in line at the photocopy machine. A crazy man called us terrorists. Then Kiku called the man an _______ and the security guard made us leave the library. I had never heard Kiku say a bad word before. He was so mad he punched a garbage can. I wish Kiku had explained that we are not terrorists. I am afraid the security guard at the library thinks I make bombs. I walk by him very quickly now. I never told anyone about this because Kiku said not to. He said it would make Mum cry.

Kiku says there are only two ways to be American:


	Being born one


	Getting papers from the government




He says once you are an American, even if someone calls you a terrorist, you can get a lawyer for free, and you can vote for Barack Obama.

I have never heard that people in Kentucky are stupid. If I ever hear someone saying that I will tell them they are wrong. I wonder why feeding pigeons is against the law but saying mean things about people isn’t. That doesn’t make any sense to me.

I think New Yorkers are very nice. On the subway, people give their seats to the elderly or children or pregnant ladies. Strangers carry strollers and heavy suitcases up the stairs for one another. People talk to each other, just because. When I first came here, I thought everyone was scary because they walked so fast and said a lot of bad words. But now I walk fast, too, and sometimes I say, “What the hell?” I have never been mugged and neither has Mrs. Lau, who has lived in Chinatown for fifty-five years. I told her what your mamaw said about stereotypes, and she said it was true. She said, “There’s good and bad people everywhere.” I wrote that down in my journal.

Maybe I’ll try it out now like a poem:


There’s good

And bad

People

Everywhere



That was fun. Kiku says tourists who come here get drunk and shop and sightsee, but they do not understand the city. They think it is a playground, not a real place to live. He says it is because in the movies, New Yorkers always have a lot of money or are shooting each other. One thing I like about New York is that everyone is different. So nobody is weird because everybody’s weird. Maybe that doesn’t make any sense. But I am not going to cross it out.

I have never been in a cab, but my daddy’s friend Sushil-Uncle drives one. We walk and take the subway and sometimes the bus. Even Mayor Bloomberg takes the subway to get to work. I think it would be fun to raise my hand for a taxi and see it stop. But it is expensive.

Do you have a brother or sister?

I have not answered all your questions, but I have to go now and wash the dishes before Mum gets home. There are a lot in the sink and Kiku never does them.





August 28, 2008

It is one day later. I think I will write this letter like a journal. I have just taken Cuba for a walk. First I had to clean the sofa, because Kiku got bicycle grease on it. He doesn’t notice that it is always on his legs.

Your grandmother sounds very interesting. We learned about activists last year on Martin Luther King Day. I wrote a paper about how he was like Gandhiji, who fought the British. Can you tell me what is your mamaw fighting for? I hope she will win.

Is it fun to mow the lawn?

How many windows are in your house?

Do you have your own room?

Last night a big storm rolled in off the river. When I heard the thunder, I went out the window and stood on the fire escape so I could see the sky. It was grey and OMINOUS. I looked down in the street and saw everyone walking fast. Nobody had an umbrella because it had been sunny all day. The wind got strong and cold, and a garbage can on the corner blew over and rolled in the street and a taxi almost crashed into it. Then it started to rain so hard that people ran and flattened themselves against the sides of buildings. I could hear the gutters filling and the wind howling in the shaftways. I love when storms come and remind everyone that Mother Nature is stronger than anything. It is easy in New York to forget that.

The rain sounded different all over, hitting the garbage bags on the curb, the tops of air conditioners, the big cloth awning above the bodega, the windows, and the rusty fire escape. Then the lightning came. I was completely soaked and Mum leaned out and scolded me and told me to come inside. When I came in she gave me a towel for my hair, and I heard Cuba barking next door and remembered that Mrs. Lau had her windows open, so I went over there. I always wear the key to Mrs. Lau’s apartment around my neck.

Cuba was shaking, and his ears were flat against his head because thunderstorms scare him. All the parakeets were puffed up and squawking, and Mrs. Lau was trying to shut her window but it was stuck. I wish the landlord would come and replace her windows. She has been asking him for two years. They are not safe and they leak.

When I went back to our apartment, Kiku and Mum had lined up three chairs in front of the bedroom window. They had their feet on the sill and they were getting wet and laughing and passing a bowl of popcorn back and forth. They had left the middle chair for me. “Arrey, come, come, Mee-Mee!” Mum said, and we sat there and held on to each other and screamed like crazy every time the thunder came. It sounded like the storm was right on top of us. The curtains blew straight out and Mum rolled up the peacock bedspread so it wouldn’t get wet. We sat there and watched the storm like it was a movie, laughing and screaming and having so much fun. But you know, even though I was happy, I missed Daddy. He should have been having fun with us. And I missed Dadi. That is just what me and her always did when a big storm came in off the mountain. We’d stand together in the doorway and wonder at such a strong thing in the world. “God is great,” Dadi always said, especially during storms. Now there is no one to close the windows for her. There is no one for her to watch storms with. I am here and she is all alone. Just like Daddy, poor Daddy, who has to eat his meals standing up in the restaurant. He says the best thing about coming home is getting to sit down and eat all together as a family.

At one point during the storm, Kiku looked over at me and said, “I hope Ana Maria’s doing OK.” Then his face got pinched and scared because the big dummy had forgotten that Ana Maria is a secret!!!! He’s SO in love with her that he HAS to talk about her all the time!!! Anyway, Mum frowned, then raised her eyebrows like she does when she is both interested and suspicious. She said, “Who is this Ana Maria?”

I thought Kiku was going to fall down dead. He opened and closed his mouth like a fish. I felt so sorry for him that I made up a lie. I said, “She’s a girl at my school who is scared of lightning. Kiku thinks it’s funny so he’s being a jerk.”

Mum tsked and sighed and said, “Oh, Kiku. You be nice to that Ana Maria.”

Kiku looked at me and made his eyes wide and laughed his head off. He said, “If you say so, Mum.”

Whew. It was a close calling.

By the way, the reason why Ana Maria is a big secret is because Mum wants Kiku to marry an Indian girl. She says if he marries an American girl, she will die of GRIEF and SHAME. She also says I’m not allowed to EVER go on a date EVER and that she will pick out a nice boy for me when it’s time to get married. Kiku and I already have a plan that I will look ugly and act like a wild animal whenever I meet these boys Mum wants me to marry. And when I am seventeen, I will have a secret boyfriend FOR SURE.

When I was in India and it was just me and Dadi, we had a world map from National Geographic. We would unfold it and count all the mountains and rivers and countries and cities in between us and Mum and Daddy and Kiku. I think about that and I wonder if now Dadi counts alone. It is so sad to be far away from each other. We write Dadi letters, and we call Daddy on the phone, but it is not the same. Sometimes I get so sad that I have to stop in the middle of the sidewalk and stand still. It’s like my legs won’t move. All the people keep walking and all the cars keep driving and after a few minutes I know that I have to keep going. I know there is nothing to do but keep going like everybody else in the city. I think that, and then I am able to move again. But some days I worry so much I feel like my head will break into a zillion pieces.

I don’t know why I just told you all that. Sorry.

After the storm, Mum and myself wiped down the sills and floor and put the fans in the windows to drag in the cool air from the outside. The air was clean, the buildings were dripping, and the pavement was steaming and smelled like stones. I love the smell of summer pavement after rain. It is funny because Francie in my book also loves that smell. I want to try drinking coffee because she likes it. I think we have a lot in common.

By the way, I think A Tree Grows in Brooklyn is not girly. I knew a girl in Mussoorie who would not wear her glasses, so she always got bad grades. She said she would rather be pretty than see properly. I think that is girly. But A Tree Grows in Brooklyn is an amazing book for anyone. I am not sure, though. I have never had a friend who is a boy, except for Kiku.

One more by the way . . . I CAN believe that S. E. Hinton is a girl and that she wrote a book. Girls can do anything.





August 29, 2008

It is another day later and I am sitting on the fire escape. The sun is setting and the tops of the buildings look pink and gold. I can hear the couple on the fourth floor fighting. Kiku says they should get a divorce and stop keeping us awake at night.

You ask a lot of questions, so I think you will be a very good newspaper reporter some day. I have read your letter so many times that I have it memorized. It is good that the Summer Program has ended, because I have lots of time to write to you.

The red dot you asked about is called a bindi. Mum had a laugh that you thought it was Magic Marker. She said to tell you the bindi marks a place of wisdom on the body. It is a decoration, like jewelry. I’ve seen Christian people who wear a cross around their neck. A bindi is the same kind of thing. Mum wears a small one made of felt. It is only as big as the tip of a pencil, and it works like a sticker. It is red because she is married. I wear one during the festival season in October and November, if we go to temple or a party.
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There are some famous white people who like to wear bindis, too, like Madonna and Gwen Stefani. I think it is kind of weird that they do that. Kiku says they are both Italian.

I have never been asked what I am good at, so I had to think about that question for a long time. I think I am good at reading and noticing things. I am also good at making a bundle of firewood on my back as I walk through the forest. But I cannot do that in New York City. Also, I have a very good sense of smell.

It would take a zillion pages to list all the things I am NOT good at.

At the library this morning, I looked at the book by your S. E. Hinton called The Outsiders. It was missing pages, so I didn’t take it out. I have put in a request for a copy from another library. It took me three months to get A Tree Grows in Brooklyn because all the copies in the city were missing or on hold. I think it is a very popular book. I have already finished reading it, and I am now halfway through it again. It has some hard words but they are beautiful. My favorite new word is SUCCULENT. Since reading this book, everyone I pass on the street seems full of stories and dreams and a secret sadness.

My favorite meal is chawal (rice), kala dal (black lentils), roti (bread), raita (yoghurt), spicy mango pickle, and sitaphal (a kind of fruit). Dadi and I ate this meal all the time. Actually, I do not know if it is still my favorite, because I cannot eat it with Dadi and part of what made it taste good was being with her. I think Dadi would like where you live. If she comes to America, I will tell her about your uncle who sells houses. She does not speak English, so I would live with her and be her interpreter. Then we could all be neighbors.

It is very exciting that your mountains look just like mine. I googled Black Banks at the library and read that is in the Appalachian Mountains. Mum always says, “People are people.” I guess mountains are mountains. I never knew that before. In Hindi, the word for pine tree is this:
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I don’t think I believe in the Bible because I am Hindu. But in our bedroom, Mum has an aarthi/puja space, where she keeps a picture of the Virgin Mary right next to Lord Krishna. Also, Mum always says, “Do unto others,” and I think that is from the Bible. In Mussoorie, I went to St. George’s School, where there were many Christian teachers. There are lots of missionaries in Mussoorie because the British used to go there when they felt hot. Kiku says Christians think that everyone should change to be like them or we will all go to hell. You are a Christian and it does not seem like you think I should be one, too. Do you?

Sometimes Kiku says mean things because he is a teenage boy with a lot of hormones. I wasn’t going to tell you this, but I had to ask him what “the N-word” means. He told me, and then he said a white person who uses the N-word hates Indian people, too. I am telling you this so I am not keeping secrets from you, but I hope you are not upset.

I asked Mrs. Lau what kind of dog Cuba is and she said, “He’s a New Yorker.” She said he followed her home from work twelve years ago. She thinks he is one of those fight dogs, but he was too nice to fight so he ran away. This was a new story for me. If I had not met you, maybe I would never have asked Mrs. Lau that question. I am so glad to have met you.

I hope your mother doesn’t have a headache today. Has she been to Dr. Patel? By the way, I think it’s not nice that you think the way Dr. Patel speaks is funny. And I think your mamaw elbows you because it is rude to stare at someone just because they look different from you. You said yourself it was bad when your daddy didn’t like people different from him, right?

I bet Mrs. Patel is homesick like me. I don’t like it when people make fun of the way I talk. It doesn’t seem like I have an accent, because I am writing, not speaking, to you. But I DO have an accent, and if you made fun of me for it, I would not want to be your friend anymore and Kiku would probably beat you up.

Next week, the day after Labor Day, school starts. When I first came to New York, it was March, so I could not go to school because of the city rules that say you have to wait till September. That year, Kiku taught me from his books and made up examinations for me and put smiley faces on them. And then for three years, I went to PS 110, but we didn’t do much except read out loud from textbooks. Ms. Bledsoe at the Summer Program got me transferred to PS 20. It is just ten blocks from here. I start there next week. I do not know anyone, so I am a little nervous. I don’t know if I will make any friends.

Mrs. Lau says you shouldn’t have more friends than you have fingers. She says real friends are hard to find. I think she is right. My best friend, Anuradha, has not written me a letter since I moved to New York. I think she has a new best friend and has forgotten all about me. Mrs. Lau says if this is true then Anuradha was never my best friend in the first place, so I shouldn’t sit around feeling sad about it.

Next weekend, Daddy comes home. I cannot wait to see him.

I hope you and Rufus are smiling. Please write back soon and tell me more about your real true self.

Your pen pal,

Meena Joshi

P.S. I have been thinking of what you said about computers. Tomorrow I will practice typing at the library.

P.P.S. Here is how Dadi makes okra:
Heat oil in a pan and throw in a pinch of cumin seeds. Fry till the seeds stop sizzling, then add 1 sliced onion, 6 cloves of garlic, and fry till onion turns pale brown. Next add okra. It will be kind of sticky at first but don’t worry, that goes away as you mix. Add a pinch of coriander powder and a 1/2 pinch of mango powder. Fry it all for a little while, then add 2 cubed tomatoes. Cook for another 2–3 minutes. Eat with rice or chapatti and . . . YUM.

P.P.P.S. I have started doing those leg stretches. I think it’s working.

P.P.P.P.S. Last thing, I promise. I have never been to an amusement park. I am afraid I would throw up on a roller coaster, but the Thunderhead sounds like so much fun it would be worth it.

 

11 September 2008

Dear Meena,

I am writing to you today with real sad news. I don’t know how to say it all, so I will just say it and hope that it doesn’t come out like a big jumbled mess. Here’s what happened:

Yesterday, the bus dropped me off at the end of our driveway, just like always. We have a real long driveway and it takes a while to walk it, but it is lined on both sides by big woods full of old, old trees that remind me of big stone columns like you’d see on an ancient temple. Lost Creek is there, too, which is where we always go fishing. Lost Creek is mostly shallow with big gray rocks, but every once in a while there is a deep fishing hole. Because of the rocks and the rushing water, you can hear Lost Creek from a long way off, so it’s like a music in the woods. I usually walk through the woods instead of taking the driveway because it’s a different world there. It’s cooler, and the birds are louder, and there are all kinds of things to see. Sometimes I take my time and run my hand over all the moss. I get down real low and look at the ferns. This one time last summer I was moving real slow and quiet like that, and I looked up and there was a little fawn standing ten feet away, in the middle of Lost Creek, watching me. We stared at each other a full minute and I felt like it was reading my mind. Then it just eased away and disappeared into the woods.

Anyway, I was in the woods, doing my thing, and then I noticed that the birds had all hushed. This was real weird because it’s always crazy loud in there, with so many birds hollering and singing. So this made me listen harder, and then I could hear a machine running somewhere, even over the rushing of the creek. So I ran through the woods toward the sound, because we’re far enough outside of Black Banks to not hear any traffic usually. I could tell it was a big machine, like the kind you see working on the highway when they are making a new lane.

Finally, I came to where the big drop-off is, which is this line of cliffs that are about fifty feet high. You can see them from Black Banks and they’re what the town is named for, because when you’re in town you can look up and see them like a big set of black teeth on the side of the mountain. Before I got out to the edge where I could see, I stood in the woods, trying to catch my breath. Have you ever run so fast that it feels like something in your side has come undone? That little place was hurting me real bad, so I held my hand over it and breathed hard.

I’m not real crazy about heights, so I kind of eased out as close to the edge as I could. As soon as I got out of the trees I could see it. There were three ginormous bulldozers and a HUGE dump truck working on the mountain over to my left. The ’dozers were pushing down ROWS AND ROWS of trees. I couldn’t believe it. I know we have to cut down trees to build our houses and stuff like that, but they were PUSHING them down into a big mess and piling them up. Then the back of the dump truck raised up so that all these tires rolled out on top of the trees. Then the driver got out and poured gas all over the tires and trees and struck a match and — POOF! — they all caught fire, like somebody snapping their fingers.

I sat there a long time, wondering what in the world they were doing, and they just kept on pushing down more trees. Then I looked down at Black Banks. Looking down on the town from up there, you’d think that everything was perfect below. All the little houses in their neat rows, and the Black Banks River catching some sun on its waves, and the cars going about their business. I could see seven or eight church steeples and my school down there right at the foot of Town Mountain. Everything just right, while a mountain that close to town was getting treated this way.

When I got home Mamaw was worried to death, because I was never that late. When I told her what I had seen, she froze and said for me to tell her every single thing and not to leave out anything, so I did. Then she got on the phone right away and called somebody. She went in the laundry room to talk to them so I couldn’t hear her. I went over to the door and tried to listen in as good as I could, but the washer was running, so it was hard. But I did hear her say the words “mountaintop removal” over and over and over. And when she came back out, she told me that that’s what I had seen.

“I’ve been working with this group on fighting mountaintop removal for about a year now,” Mamaw said. She had set down across from me and was talking to me like I was grown. She has always treated me like I’m older than I am, and she says this is why I make good grades. “I knew that it was happening more and more, but I never dreamed it would get as close as Town Mountain.”

Mamaw said that Town Mountain was public land and the coal company had leased it, and now they could pretty much do whatever they wanted to do to it. She said that mountaintop removal is just what it sounds like: they take the whole top off of a mountain to get to a thin little seam of coal! I took my mother’s camera and got a picture of it and am going to paste it in here:
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Can you believe that used to be a mountaintop, that had birds and deer and foxes and a million trees on it? Do they do this to your mountains in India?

Then whatever dirt and burned up trees or whatever else they have left over, they push down between two mountains and make a valley fill, and this causes all kinds of bad floods. Mamaw said that if a place has coal and poor people, then the coal companies will take it out any way they can and don’t care what happens to the people. She told me so much stuff that I never will remember it all. It was just too much to take in. The thing I will never forget is that she said we might as well prepare, because eventually they’ll get closer to the house, since that land is right up against her property.

I don’t want to think about it anymore, Meena. And I can’t talk to anybody about it except for you and Mamaw. My friend Mark called me this evening, wanting to know if I could come stay all night with him, and I started telling him about it and then he got real quiet and said, “What are you talking about, man? Do you want to come over and play Nintendo, or not?” Like I was mental or something.

All right, so I have to get my mind off of it. I’ll do it by answering the questions you had in your last letter. I’ll try to make my answers brief, since this letter is going on waaaay too long.


	Freckles are not bumpy.


	I’m an only child.


	I wouldn’t say it’s fun to mow the yard. But I kind of like it, too, because I can think the whole time I’m mowing. The thing I hate to do is weed-eat, which takes forever and is so annoying you can’t think about anything while you’re doing it.


	We have three bedrooms, one bathroom, a kitchen, a laundry room, and a living room. So that’s seven rooms. And a total of ten windows (the laundry room doesn’t have one, but the living room has three). That’s a weird question, by the way. Nobody has ever asked me how many windows I have in my house.


	Yes, I have my own room. It used to be Mamaw’s guest room, and when I first moved in it had pink curtains and a big fluffy bedspread, but we finally got rid of that and now the bed has my Simpsons comforter on it and blinds instead of curtains.


	Yes, I am a Christian but I don’t think you’re going to hell. You’re way too nice.




Now I’ll reply to some things in your letter that weren’t really questions but need responding to.


	I’m sorry somebody called you and Kiku terrorists. To tell you the truth, though, I might have thought the same thing before I met you, because I never knew anybody different from me before. I hope that doesn’t hurt your feelings, but it’s the truth. But even if I had THOUGHT that, I would have never been as rude as that moron who called you all that.


	I think it’s really cool that your mayor takes the subway. The only time we ever see our mayor is in the homecoming parade, when he rides in the backseat of a convertible Cadillac and waves to everybody. He has jowls, which tremble when he waves.


	It’s easy to remember that Mother Nature is in charge when you live in Eastern Kentucky, like me. If we stand out at the cliffs where the big black teeth are on the side of the mountain, we can see storms coming from a long way off, and smell them, too, long before they get here.


	I think “Cuba” is the best name for a dog, ever. Besides Rufus.


	Thanks for telling me that the red dot is a bindi. I like learning something new.


	You talk a lot about Obama. I know Mamaw is voting for him, but I don’t think a lot of foks here are. I know Mamaw gets into arguments at the Piggly Wiggly about him. (Do you all have Piggly Wigglys? It’s a grocery store, in case you’re wondering.)


	I see what you’re saying about staring at the Patels, but I didn’t do it to be rude. I just think they’re interesting to look at. I don’t understand how that’s bad of me.


	You said that people made fun of you because of your accent. Well, just like I mentioned above, people do this to other Americans, too. Where I’m from we talk real different from everybody else in the country, so people are always making fun of us, especially on TV and in the movies. Mamaw says that the only people it’s still OK to make fun of out in the open are hillbillies and crazy people. One time Mamaw was in Cincinnati visiting her brother, and some woman called Mamaw a stupid hillbilly, just because of the way she talked. Mamaw told her off, which is what you should do when people make fun of your accent.




I guess that’s all. I’m going to try to go to sleep now. It’s real late and I’ll never be able to get up and go to school tomorrow. I’m going to read a chapter of Old Yeller (that’s what I’m reading now and it’s real good) and then go to bed.

Since you are in New York, I wonder if you are thinking about 9-11, too. It happened seven years ago today. I remember my parents sitting in front of the TV all day and night, crying. We had a moment of silence at school today.

Oh, one more thing. I don’t want to make you mad or anything, but I need to tell you something. In your letter you said that something was “a close calling.” I think what you meant to say is “a close CALL.” I didn’t know if I should mention it or not, but then I thought, a good friend is somebody who will tell you when you are doing something that might be embarrassing. Like if you had a booger on your face or a big trail of toilet paper stuck to your shoe after leaving the bathroom, I’d tell you. So I guess I should tell you that you are saying something wrong.





12 September 2008 (one day later)

Dear Meena,

I was going to go ahead and mail your letter but then today happened, which I HAVE to tell you about.

Today in school, my science teacher, Mrs. Heap, was talking about “cohesion” and giving us instructions on this exercise we had to do in class where we got into groups and tried to see how many drops of water we could get onto one penny. Right while she was telling about this, I figured out that she’d probably know even more about mountaintop removal, since she is a science teacher, so I raised my hand.

She ignored me for a little while, but then finally she put her hands on her hips and looked aggravated and said, “Yes, River? What is SO important?”

I asked her if she could explain mountaintop removal to us.

“We’re not talking about that right now, River. If you were paying attention, you’d know that.” I never have liked that woman. She always sits and eats Skittles right in front of us, even though she knows we’re not allowed to have any kind of candy at school. I think that says a lot about her. Plus, she wears way too much perfume, and sometimes it gives people headaches.

So then I said it was so important that maybe we OUGHT to be talking about it.

“Well, fortunately you don’t dictate what gets talked about in here, mister,” Mrs. Heap said, and laughed a little bit, looking at her daughter, who is also in my class and is the biggest snob in the entire school. She tells everybody she is rich, but Mamaw says that sometimes people just try to act rich and are actually in debt up to their eyeballs, and this must be the case with the Heaps, since they are both teachers and teachers don’t make squat.

Mrs. Heap smiled in this real fake way and took a step toward me. “Why are you so curious about it, anyway?”

“Because they’re doing it to Town Mountain, and a lot of other mountains, and my mamaw says that if something doesn’t change, then every mountain we’ve got is going to be flattened. If the coal companies have their way.”

“Let me remind you, Mr. Justice, that lots of people in this county make their living by working in the coal industry,” she said. “So your mamaw ought to mind her own business.”

Well, that made me real mad. I felt my face go red. So then I told her some of what Mamaw had told me last night. I said that lots of people, like my very own daddy, had lost their jobs because MTR (mountaintop removal) uses more machines than it does people. And then I told her that my mamaw had said that this WAS our business and if Americans hadn’t spoken up for what they believed in we’d still have slavery and women wouldn’t be able to vote and besides that we’d probably still be a colony of England instead of our own country. Right about there Mrs. Heap started telling me to hush and kept coming closer and closer, slapping her pointer across her palm, but I couldn’t hush. I felt like I had to say it all out, to set her straight. I had to take up for Mamaw. So I just kept talking. The last thing I said was “Mamaw said that the only way to be a good American is to speak up for what you believe in.”

So Mrs. Heap sent me to the office for disrupting class. I had to wait forever in the front office because the principal, Mr. Wright, was in the lunchroom breaking up a fight. He finally came in and looked down at me and said, “Let’s go, son,” and swung his arm through the air like a traffic cop directing me into his office. He thinks he’s really cool but I think he’s a big turd. He wears his pants too tight and the back part of his tie is always hanging lower than the front, and he is always fooling with his hair and checking himself out in windows or mirrors or anything that will show him his reflection.

He asked me all about the problem and I told him exactly what had happened, and he just said I couldn’t interrupt the teacher like that and I needed to stay in after-school detention. I got real mad. I couldn’t help it. “But I didn’t do anything wrong,” I said.

He stood up and leaned over his desk and pointed his finger in my face and spoke in a tight little voice. “You better watch it there, buddy,” he said, and widened his eyes at me. Then he said he was calling my mother.

So I had to sit for a half hour and wait again. I had to sit there while he signed papers and read letters without ever saying a word to me or even looking at me. Once I asked him if I could go get my copy of Old Yeller out of my locker so I wouldn’t have to sit there and stare at my shoes, but he just said no without looking at me. I had to miss history class, which I really love. We were supposed to learn about the Boston Tea Party today.

But after a while, here came Mamaw (I knew Mom wouldn’t come; she hasn’t left the house in ages). I was so glad to see her, but she didn’t hug me or anything the way she usually did. She just shot me a funny look like “What have you done?” and sat down and put her big old pocketbook up on her knees and asked Mr. Wright what was the problem.

“River here interrupted class by refusing to stop questioning the teacher today,” Mr. Wright said. He had his elbows up on the chair arms and was touching all ten of his fingertips together the whole time he talked. For the first time, I noticed he had sleep in the corners of his eyes. It was brown.

“Well, that’s not like him. He usually has awful good manners,” Mamaw said, looking at me like I ought to give her some kind of clue as to what was happening. “What were you questioning her about, River?”

“I was trying to get her to tell us about mountaintop removal, and she wouldn’t.”

Mamaw told the principal that seemed like a perfectly good question to ask a science teacher.

“Mountaintop removal is a controversial topic in these parts, as you well know,” Mr. Wright said. “And it’s not appropriate for teachers to be talking about with students.”

“If it’s controversial then that’s exactly WHY she should be talking about it with them,” Mamaw said.

Mr. Wright said “perhaps” I ought to wait out front, but Mamaw said no, she didn’t protect her children or grandchildren from the truth. “Tell me exactly what happened, River.”

So once again I had to tell it, and by the time I got to the part where Mrs. Heap told me that Mamaw ought to mind her own business, I could tell that Mamaw’s blood was boiling. So then she turned to Mr. Wright and said she wanted to speak to Mrs. Heap with him. He sighed and started to make up some kind of excuse, but Mamaw said, “I want to see this woman RIGHT NOW!” So he picked up the phone and called her to the office, and that’s when Mamaw turned to me and said that maybe it was a good idea for me to wait out front so she could talk properly to Mrs. Heap.

When it was all over, Mrs. Heap was the first one out of the door. She shot past me, her arms swinging as she walked away huffing and puffing. Mr. Wright said I could go back to class and there would be no after-school detention. Mamaw winked at me and said she’d see me later. So I went on back to class, but I couldn’t concentrate on anything at all. During my chorus class Mrs. Heap came in and whispered something in the ear of my teacher, Mrs. Greer, and then they both looked right at me. They are real good friends, so Mrs. Heap was probably in there telling her to give me a hard time.

And when I got home, the bulldozers were even louder. After supper (salmon patties and soup beans, which I love), we walked back out to the high cliffs, and you wouldn’t believe how much damage they’ve done in one day. It made me want to throw up. We stood there with the sun setting so red and orange that it seemed like the whole world was on fire, and for a long time Mamaw didn’t say anything. Something about it reminded me of when your grandmother said “God is great” during that big thunderstorm, because it was like Mamaw’s silence was saying that very same thing while we looked out at the good mountains and the one that was being destroyed.

I can’t even talk about it anymore. I’m sorry that I’ve written such a depressing letter, but I had to tell you all of that.

 

13 September 2008 (Saturday)

Dear Meena,

I was going to mail your letter this morning, but then one good thing happened and I wanted to tell you about it, so that I wouldn’t have to send a letter full of bad stuff.

This morning I went in and sat with Mom awhile. She was in agony with a headache and couldn’t even talk to me. I rubbed her temples for a while and then read a whole chapter of Old Yeller out loud to her, and that made her feel better. She kissed me on the cheek and told me to go play.

But I went to the grocery store with Mamaw instead. And sure enough, soon as we got to the Piggly Wiggly, there was Dr. Patel and his wife. Dr. Patel started laughing and threw out his arms for a hug and said, “Mama Justice!” and Mamaw hugged him and they talked and went on, and his wife leaned over just a bit and smiled at me. “Hello, young man,” she said. Meeting you gave me the courage to talk to her, so I said hello. And then I asked her what her name is. It’s Chandra. (What does that mean?) She told me I should call her that, and not Mrs. Patel.

Then I told her I have a pen pal from the mountains of India who now lives in New York City, and she seemed real pleased by that. She asked which mountains but I’m sorry I couldn’t remember, so I just said, “The ones that look like these,” and she laughed a little and said she was from Ahmedabad. I had to ask her to repeat it a couple times, and finally she said, “Here,” and held out her palm and wrote it there with a blue ink pen, so I could see. I told her I wanted to be sure to tell you where she was from, and so she wrote it on my palm, too, holding on to my fingers with her other hand. Her skin was very warm and she smiled the whole time she wrote it. She was leaning down close to my face, so I got to stare at her bindi real close. You were right, too, because hers is made of felt, just like your mom’s.

Mamaw was finally finished laughing with Dr. Patel, and so Chandra put out her hand to shake mine. “I am very pleased to meet you, River Justice,” she said. “I’m always glad to make a new friend.” She has really brown eyes that stare right into you. I liked her a lot.

I wanted to let you know that now I have TWO Indian friends, all because of ONE (you).

I’m looking forward to your next letter.

Sincerely,

River Dean Justice

 

October 17, 2008

Dear River,

I am sorry such trouble has come to you. I think if the top of Town Mountain is cut off, you and the rest of the people of Black Banks will be homesick forever. It is so sad about the trees. I have been thinking of them as they must have been when they were alive: birds singing from little nests, ants running up bark, squirrels sleeping in the shade of leaves, worms clinging to long, deep roots. It is terrible those creatures have lost their homes. It is terrible the trees have been burned and wasted. I don’t understand why those men in bulldozers didn’t at least save the wood.

I did not know that such things as mountaintop removal happened in America. I asked Ms. Bledsoe to teach our class about it. (Remember how Ms. Bledsoe was my Summer Program teacher? Now she’s my regular teacher!) Even though she is an English teacher, I think she will do it, because she is someone who cares when bad things happen — not just to herself but also to people she has never ever met. She had not heard of mountaintop removal before, so I showed her the photographs you sent. She said, “My God,” and went online and started reading. I have noticed that whenever she is upset she bites her lips and blinks a lot. She was doing that when I left to go to history.

I could see and hear and smell everything in your letter, as if I were right there with you. That made some parts extra nice and some parts extra scary. You are a very good writer. You are also realllllllllly brave. I have never been to the principal’s office. If I did go, I would be in trouble in two places — at school and home, both. Nobody would stand up for me like your mamaw stood up for you. At home, they would just yell and say I have to get good grades and do whatever the teacher says and be a good girl, no matter what. Even Kiku would say this, although he himself is always breaking rules in little ways. He will not admit it, but he thinks boys do not have to behave as good as girls.

I found an old cookie tin yesterday that someone had left out by the trash. I cleaned it and am using it to keep your letters safe. In New York City, when you don’t want something, you leave it on the sidewalk so someone else can find it. Mrs. Lau got a lot of her furniture that way. A long time ago she found a ficus tree in a little ceramic pot sitting on the sidewalk next to the trash. The ficus is very big now, on its third pot, and it stretches almost to Mrs. Lau’s ceiling. Cuba used to lift his leg and pee on it, looking very proud of himself, but he got such scoldings that he finally stopped. It seemed like it was a real pleasure for him, but I guess you can’t have a dog peeing indoors. How is Rufus, by the way? Please tell him I say hello.

I am worried the bulldozers will come even closer to your house with ten windows. I hope you will be careful in the woods and on the cliff where you feel nervous. Where I come from, even little children of two years run on the mountain paths without feeling scared. Dadi says when you are born on the edge of a cliff, that is where you always walk best. When she and I were in Delhi, walking on flat pavement made our knees ache, but I have become used to it here in New York.

Thank you for saying you might have thought me and Kiku were terrorists, too. That sounds funny but what I mean is that I am glad we tell each other the real whole truth, and I am glad we can change each other’s mind. I feel like I am learning a lot from you about Americans and what they’re really like. I would have been afraid to go to Kentucky before I met you. Kiku says that everyone in the South wants to hang us by our necks from trees. But since meeting you, I have told him he’s wrong. He doesn’t believe me, of course, because he thinks he’s never wrong.

I will say “close call” from now on. It didn’t make me mad that you told me the right way to say that. And I would definitely tell you if you had a booger hanging out of your nose.

You asked if things like your mountaintop removal also happen in Garhwal. They do. My family lost its farm because of a big dam that took twenty years to build. The farm was small, but it had been in our family so long that no one remembers the name of the ancestor who first turned its soil.

Even though the government came and moved all the people from our village, they didn’t flood the area right away. So we used to go back and visit the land and harvest the crops. The vegetables grew without us, especially the turnips. I only remember a few things about the farm. I remember Dadi and me picking beans in our bare feet and the cool dirt between our toes. I remember falling asleep under a banana tree and getting bitten by a spider. And once, Dadi and I were walking to the river and we saw big crowds of purple flowers on the hillside. I asked Dadi their name, and she said, “They are wildflowers. They would not want a name.”

I guess there are some things that are not meant to be tamed. Like mountains and wildflowers and my dadi.

When the dam came, Dadi had to move to Mussoorie, where Mummy-Daddy were teaching. I was not yet born, but Kiku remembers leaving the farm. He said everyone in our village cried. They shut the doors to their houses and left in a big group, herding the goats and buffalo. When they got to the Naya Road, some people went left and some people went right and then they were separated forever.

There is a big lake there now, and tourists come and rent boats that bob up and down in the water. They pose for pictures right above the spot where our village used to be. What’s weird is that the power from the dam goes to people in Delhi, which is five hundred miles away. Meanwhile, the lights in Mussoorie go out all the time. Often this would happen while Dadi and I were eating dinner. We would feel our way through a meal in the dark and keep talking and eating as if nothing had happened. Later we would light a candle and set it on the table, and I would do my homework and Dadi would practice her letters or knit. I love candles and the way they make a room peaceful when they flicker.

Did you know that the English word “jungle” is the same as the Hindi word for forest? There is something nice about two different languages sharing a word, don’t you think?
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I told Mum about the trees you had seen, and she said that a long time ago, in the 1970s, when she was little, Dadi and many other village ghasayi (grass-cutting) women fought for the trees. They were led by a woman named Gaura Devi, who was Dadi’s childhood friend and who started the Chipko movement.

Mum said Gaura was the smartest person she ever met and was the one who taught her that the trees are our brothers and sisters. (Oh, and “chipko” means to hug.) What happened is that when the contractors came to cut the forest, the women and their children held hands and stood in circles around the trunks of trees. They hugged pine and oak and devdar and saved them with their own bodies. They sang songs and shouted, “First cut us, then the trees!”
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The women did this after working all day, taking care of their families and animals, cutting grass and gathering wood and planting crops. The contractors were too ashamed to hurt women and children, so they left. Later some men came from the city and heard about the women, and they talked to the government and a law was passed that stopped the businesses from taking trees.

Most people have forgotten that the village women started the change, though. Most people have even forgotten Gaura Devi. Mum says this is how it is all over the world. She says often a woman does the work but a man gets the credit. She says the Chipko women were also forgotten because most of them did not know how to read and write, so people did not believe in their intelligence.

My dadi learned to read and write when she was fifty-two years old, and she is the smartest person I know.

It is funny how the government that stopped the bad tree cutting is the same government that created the bad dam. If a government can do one good thing, why can’t it do good things all the time?

Writing this to you has made me remember a song Dadi used to sing. I will translate it for you:


Come, rise, my brothers and sisters,

Save this mountain

Come plant new trees, new forests,

Decorate the earth



I have just sung it aloud. I feel as if Dadi is close, and I also feel hollow inside, as if I am hungry but no food will help.

Today is Karva Chauth, which means Mum is fasting for Daddy to be healthy and safe. I should go and make dinner. The city lights are bright, and it takes a while for the moon to rise above the buildings here. Mum will be eating late. She can only stop her fast once she has seen the moon. This is the first year she will do Karva Chauth. She says it is not something Garhwali women follow, but this year she will do it because her husband is far away.

I have written a lot about home but I have not yet told you what is happening in Chinatown. You and your mountains remind me so much of Dadi. Some days I feel like I am living in two places at once. Garhwal in my mind and New York in my body. I do not yet know where my heart is. Good night for now, River.





October 20, 2008

I also don’t like when people wear too much perfume. I always know when the college girls on the fourth floor have come home, because I smell their tangerine scent coming in through the window. They own their apartment, but Kiku says they did not buy it themselves. Their daddies are rich, and that is why they have loud parties and put out cigarettes in the hallway.

We do not have the Piggly Wiggly in New York City. I was taking the subway with Kiku when I read your letter for the first time. Piggly Wiggly is such a funny name, I laughed out loud and couldn’t stop. A few people on the subway looked at me and either smiled or frowned, depending on their mood. Mostly, though, everyone just kept doing their own thing. You could stand on your head in the middle of a New York subway and no one would ask what you were doing. Piggly Wiggly. Piggly Wiggly. It is fun to say.

School is going pretty OK. I like English class with Ms. Bledsoe the best. I also like history and science and maths. I do not like homeroom because everyone talks, so it is hard to concentrate on reading. In science, I am lab partners with a girl named Valentina. She is from the Dominican Republic. She showed it to me on the classroom map. It is an island near Florida. She speaks Spanish and English and is always singing. When I tell her she sounds beautiful, she says, “Oh, forget about it,” and smacks me on the arm. She was in the school play last year and is auditioning this year. I had a lot of fun helping her “run lines” the other day.

This year, they are doing a show called A Chorus Line. It’s a New York City story about a bunch of actors auditioning for a play. Valentina says the Broadway version is realllllly dirty, so the drama teacher cut a bunch of songs and changed the words to others.

Valentina is trying out for the part of Maggie because she is what is called a soprano. If she gets the part, she will have a solo. Her big competition is Marvel Jenkins, who scares me because she is sooooo confident. Even when she makes a mistake, Marvel manages to look strong. Like the other day in science, we were comparing buoyancy in plain and salt water, and Marvel dropped a beaker and it broke. Glass went everywhere. I would have been very embarrassed if this had happened to me. In fact, I am always careful with the beakers because I do not want to drop one and have everyone stare. Marvel was texting when she dropped the beaker, so she should have gotten in BIG TROUBLE. But she just slapped her own cheeks and rolled her eyes and said in a cartoon voice, “Oh, no, Marvel, look what you did!” It was really funny and everyone started laughing — even the teacher. I don’t know how Marvel changed something naughty into something funny. I wish I could do that.

I am too shy to sing and dance in front of people, but Valentina saw me drawing in my notebook and said I could paint backdrops for the play. I am going to ask Kiku about it. I think I would like to be in the Drama Club. All the drama kids sit together at lunch, and I have heard that people kiss backstage. Apparently Jeffrey Mazano and Amanda Fritz got caught doing that last year. I don’t want to kiss anyone (blech) but it is interesting to hear about.

Today, as I was coming back from school, I saw the exterminator leaving the building. When I went up to Mrs. Lau’s, she said the exterminator had not come to her apartment or to ours or to the Woos’, on the second floor. She said the building manager must have said not to spray the rent-controlled apartments. They are hoping we will be overrun with bugs and will move out, so they can sell our apartments for a half million dollars each. That is also why they do not fix Mrs. Lau’s broken windows or the crack in our ceiling that leaks.

I still have not gotten The Outsiders from the library. All the copies are lost or missing. But I have put in a request for Old Yeller. I have finished A Tree Grows in Brooklyn for the third time. It taught me a lot, and I cried all over its pages because it was so real. When I returned the book to the library, I thought about how maybe someone else will cry over it, too. I like that library books have secret lives. All those hands that have held them. All those eyes that have read them.

I keep forgetting to tell you that Mrs. Lau uses something called Tiger Balm when she has a headache. It is a minty kind of oil, and when you rub it on your skin, you feel warm and tingly and the pain goes away. If you do not have this in Black Banks, I will ask Mrs. Lau if I can put some in a bottle and send it for your mother. Mrs. Lau also puts Tiger Balm on her hands, which have arthritis from sewing in a factory for thirty-three years. The factory used to be on the next block, but it closed down after Mrs. Lau retired, and now there are fancy shops there and a high-rise luxury building.

I was very glad to read about you making friends with Mrs. Patel. Her first name, Chandra, means moon. I knew from her last name that she was Gujarati. Indian last names tell you things about a person, like what part of the country they are from or what their religion is. Now that you and Mrs. Patel are friends, I am thinking you will not make fun of the way I talk. And if you ever go someplace where you are the only person like yourself, you’ll see how it feels to be stared at, and maybe then you will better understand what I was saying.

Today I am writing from Mrs. Lau’s apartment. Cuba is lying across my feet and the parakeets are angry. Mrs. Lau is at the senior citizen center on Gold Street. On Monday nights, they have ballroom dancing. Now that Mrs. Lau is retired and in her “golden years” (this is what she calls them), she goes out and enjoys life. She eats dinner at the senior citizen center two nights a week. It is only $1.25 for a plate of food, either chicken and vegetable, beef and vegetable, or baked fish. Mrs. Lau likes that they have disposable plates. She used to go to the senior center on Essex Street, but they used real plates and didn’t clean them properly.

The sun sets so early these days. This week, the ivy on the building across the way has changed from green to red. The delis on Delancey are selling pumpkins and gourds, and the big oak on 12th is full of acorns. The mannequin in the new boutique next door is wearing a wool hat and a scarf and a big red sweater. Right now, at Mrs. Lau’s apartment, there are six pigeons looking in the window at me. They are wanting Mrs. Lau because she feeds them seed every morning and night. Whenever there is not seed on the fire escape, the pigeons wonder what is wrong, and they look in the window to see if Mrs. Lau is home. If they don’t see her in the living room, they fly to the bedroom window and look for her there. If she is not in the bedroom, they fly back to the living room and wait.

When the parakeets see the pigeons, they get reallllly mad. They scream and flap around their cages. I think it upsets them to see birds that are free. Parakeets are also very jealous animals. They don’t like for Mrs. Lau to love anyone but them. They pull on poor Cuba’s tail with their beaks if he stands too close to their cages. He wants so badly to be friends. He wags politely and tilts his head and cups his ears forward when they squawk. But only Xie-Xie will be his friend. She is a white parakeet with a yellow crest, and when she is out of her cage, she sits on Cuba’s rump and cleans herself. Sometimes she even lets Cuba lick her. She looks a little bit sick about it but also like she knows he does that because he is a dog. When Cuba comes back from a walk, she flaps prettily to show him she is glad, and she makes a crackling sound in the back of her throat. She doesn’t make that sound for anybody but Cuba. Mrs. Lau says if a dog and a parakeet can love each other, then so can anybody. I think she is right.
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October 22, 2008

I don’t know if it is OK to tell you this since you are a boy. Mum and Dad and Kiku would say it is not OK. But I would like to tell you since we agreed to be our real true selves with each other. Well, here goes. Yesterday it was very hot, as if it were the middle of summer. I had on a pair of culottes that came up to my knees. A boy in my maths class said my legs were nasty and hairy and asked me if they had razors in India. Everybody laughed, and I pretended I didn’t care and kept on working. Reepa, an Indian girl who was born in New York, was sitting near me in class and she laughed, too. Later I saw her in the bathroom, and while I was washing my hands she stood next to me and said that her cousins in Bengal also didn’t shave their legs, but no one noticed because they kept them covered. I didn’t say anything. It made me mad that she laughed at me in front of everyone but tried to be nice in private.

When I got home, I was upset and told Kiku what had happened, and I asked if I could borrow his razor. At first he said no, but all of a sudden he changed his mind. We only have a shower, not a bathtub, so he filled the bucket we use to catch leaks with warm water, put the lid down on the toilet, and told me to sit there with my legs in the bucket. He showed me how to apply the shaving cream and how to shake the razor in the water to get the hairs off. Then he left and shut the bathroom door, but he stayed just outside and talked to me about a fight he’d had with Ana Maria. It really helped me to hear his voice. . . . Oh, my gosh, River. Shaving was kind of scary. I thought I would cut myself and bleed to death. I know boys have to shave their faces, but faces are small and legs are long. It took forever to do one leg, and then I still had the other to go! When I was finished, Kiku came in and checked my work. He said, “You missed some hairs on your knees. Girls always do that.” So I shaved them off and wondered if he has seen Ana Maria’s knees up close. I think he has.
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My legs felt so weird. The air stung my skin and I felt like a different person somehow.

When Mum came home, we showed her my legs and she said that was the last time she’d leave Kiku in charge. She said I was too young and that Daddy would be mad at her. Then she gave me some cocoa lotion that burned, and said the hair will grow back thick and coarse and I will have to shave my legs for the rest of my life. But I don’t care. I like how it looks and no one can laugh at me now, and when I am very old, I will let it go hairy and wild again.

Right now I am sitting on the floor, wrapped up in a red-and-purple blanket Dadi knit. It was hot yesterday but today it is freezing. I can see out the window onto Orchard Street. The crispness of the air changes the streetlights. They look brighter and sharper than they do in the summer. I love when it gets cold. Do you? It makes me want to curl up with a book and a hot cup of tea.

I have been saving the best for last. Daddy was home this past weekend. He took the bus in and we met him at the Port Authority and went bowling. There is a bowling alley right at the bus station. Isn’t that funny? Their fountain soda tastes great. Better than soda from a can. Anyway, Kiku won, like he always does, and I got one lucky strike and a lot of gutter balls. It makes us all laugh how Mum kneels at the end of the lane and pushes the bowling ball with both hands. She got three strikes doing that, and we laughed till we cried. Bowling is something we never did in India. Kiku tried it one night with his friends here, then showed us.

After bowling, we stayed up late. I read to Daddy from my journal so he would know what we’ve been doing and wouldn’t feel left out. Mum gave him the muffler she has been knitting. It is blue and the stitches run in long tight chains. I love the way it looks. I have never seen people knit here the way we knit in Mussoorie. Up at Landour Bazaar, the women walk, or sit in a circle, and make sweaters and gossip about whoever is not there that day. Their fingers move faster than their tongues, and they never look down at their work and they never make a mistake. Well, Mum gave Daddy the muffler and said she had thought of him with every stitch. It was not cold that night but Daddy wrapped the muffler around his neck anyway. It went around twice, and he said, “I am a lucky man.” It was sweet.

Have I told you before that Daddy works at a catering hall? I can’t remember. It is a good job that Sushil-Uncle got him. If you work in a restaurant, some nights are slow and you get bad tips. But if you work in a catering hall, you are always guaranteed to make $150 a night, and whatever else you make in tips. Daddy eats for free at the catering place five days a week, and he shares a room in a hotel with three of the busboys, who are all from South America.

Daddy loves to watch people and tell stories. At the catering hall, he sees lots of weddings and sweet sixteens and anniversaries and corporate meetings and confirmations and bar and bat mitzvahs. He has told us about all of these things. It is crazy how much money people will spend on a party that lasts only one night.

Here are the two best stories Daddy told about his work:

#1 One night a sweet sixteen happened at Old Miller Ridge (that is the name of the catering hall). The birthday girl wore a pink dress and a diamond crown. There was a DJ at the party and everybody ate lobster, even the children. The teenagers at the party were rude to the waiters and waitresses, and the girl’s father kept talking about how much money he had. (Daddy said the man never even talked to his daughter. He was too busy showing off.) At one point, the man stood on a table and ripped a $100 bill in half! Daddy said he did that to show he had so much money he could afford to waste it. And all of the teenagers applauded. Well, right when the party ended, someone got sick from drinking beer and threw up in the hallway. Daddy was very irritated and went to get a mop, and when he opened the cleaning closet, he saw the girl’s father in there. The man was kneeling on the floor in the dark, and guess what he was doing . . . he was putting that ripped $100 bill back together with Scotch tape!

Oh, we laughed so hard at that story! Daddy acted out all the parts. You should have seen him leaping on the table.

Here is the other work story he told:

#2 It was a nice wedding with yellow flowers and salsa music. The bride was a pretty girl with a lot of energy. She danced for hours and talked to everyone. She was from Mexico, and only her mommy and daddy had come to the wedding. The rest of her family was still in Mexico. Her husband was American, and Daddy said you could see he loved the girl, and so did his family, because they all kept hugging her. In the middle of the party, the girl came bursting through the kitchen doors. Her dress was white and full and made lots of swishing sounds. She came into the kitchen to tell everyone how good the food was and to say thank you, and then she started talking a mile a minute in Spanish to the cooks, and it turned out her cousin was from a village close to Javier’s (Javier is the head chef at the Miller Ridge). She sat down on a grapefruit crate, with her dress spread all around her. Next to her was a big bucket of potatoes and a peeler, and all of a sudden the girl picked up the peeler and started to work. She sat there for fifteen minutes in her beautiful white wedding dress and peeled potatoes and swapped jokes with the young dishwashing boys, who had all fallen in love with her. She would have kept on working and talking, except that her mother came looking for her, so she had to go. At the very end of the night, the bride and groom came into the kitchen with the leftover wedding cake and champagne and told everyone to enjoy it. Daddy said the cake tasted like butterscotch and the champagne gave him a headache and he couldn’t stop laughing because the dishwashing boys kept fighting over which of them the bride had liked best.

I asked Daddy why the girl had peeled potatoes, and he said he thought the boys in the kitchen reminded her of her family in Mexico, so she wanted to be with them for a little while.

It seems like there are so many homesick people in the world. It seems like so many of us live far away from where we were born. Is it like that in Black Banks, too?

On Sunday Daddy had to go back to New Jersey. I am sorry to have written so much in this letter. I have been trying to tell stories to make you feel better. I hope it has worked. You can talk to me anytime, about anything.

I am still sitting on the bedroom floor, but now the moon is shining bright through the window. It is just two days past full, with a little chip off the top. It is hard to see the page, so I think I am writing crooked, but I don’t want to turn on the lamp and wake Mum. I hope you can read this. Write to me soon.

Your friend,

Meena

P.S. I translated this for you so you could meet Dadi:
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Corn is hung from the ceiling. Loki and pumpkin are done. Cauliflower, garlic, and mooli are coming up. Tomorrow I will plant potato. Anjali is still talking about the chai-wallah who asked if she liked his mustache. When I walk near the school across from the church, I hear the children chanting lessons. They do not teach the months of the year in Hindi anymore. Make sure to practice and not forget. Are you keeping warm? Eating well? Is Kiku? I had a little fever last week but took the musk deer pills and it went away.

This year the snakes are bad. No one is grazing their goats by the river. Still, one was lost. No matter how you plan, something always happens. Bahadur came for a visit and said the Gujjar boy was grazing his goats high up and a huge eagle came and swooped and a baby goat got scared and ran away from its mother. The eagle chased the baby off a cliff, and it fell on the rocks and died. The Gujjar boy saw the eagle flying with the baby goat in its claws. It was beating its wings deep and slow, going towards the high peaks. I know you are feeling sorry for the baby and its mama, but remember that the eagle must also eat. I think it was very smart about getting its dinner.

The autumn festival has started. Much dancing and singing and drumming. The village girls came in their best dresses for Dussera. I saw old Usha and her granddaughters from Kolti. She is still as strong as a bull and stubborn as a mule. We stood with each other and watched the parade. You remember her grandson who always had the hiccups? He is also in America, in a place called Michigan. Usha says they have a lake there as big as an ocean, but it is natural, not from a dam. I am practicing my letters and reading the schoolbooks you left. My spelling is bad, but what can an old woman do. Today I made your favorite mooli paratha for breakfast and sat out under the trees to eat and watch the monkeys. I think of you with every breath and pray that God is keeping you safe.

Grandmother



 

4 November 2008

Dear Meena,

We are out of school for Election Day, but I had to get up early anyway because Mamaw wanted me to go with her to the voting booth this morning. She says that it’s important for me to understand how lucky we are to be able to vote. She votes at the fire station, and even though it was cold and gray and drizzly, there was a long
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                                              long line of people waiting to vote. Mamaw says she can’t remember ever seeing so many people turn out. It’s because people feel so strongly about this election, with lots of them for McCain and Palin and some of them real big on Obama. I wasn’t allowed to go inside with Mamaw when she voted, so I stood there and studied everybody, and I thought it was really cool that people would stand in the rain to make their voice be heard. It made me want to be old enough to vote.

When she came out, Mamaw nodded and smiled to the rest of the people in line, but then this man I’d never seen before — he had a big bushy beard and his mouth was real little and real red — hollered and said, “I bet you enjoyed pulling that lever, didn’t you, tree hugger?”

“You bet your ass I did,” Mamaw said. I had never, ever heard her cuss before. Some of the people in line laughed, but most of them just kept their eyes on the ground. I felt like I should defend Mamaw, but I didn’t know what to do. So I just gave him the dirtiest look I could muster up. He laughed at me, which caused his little red mouth to spread out and show his yellow teeth. I was so mad I couldn’t stand it, but when we got in the car Mamaw told me to let it go. “He’s just stupid, honey. Ignorant people don’t know any better, but stupid people WANT to be stupid. So just forget it.”

I am really glad your dad got to come home. It sounds like you all had a real good time together. Mine won’t be home until Thanksgiving, but I talked to him on the phone last night. Our conversation didn’t go so great because I was telling him how the mine is getting bigger and bigger and how worried I am over it and all that and he said that I should just accept that one person can’t change things.

I don’t believe this. Last year in history we read about a student in China who stood in front of a tank when the government didn’t want to listen to any young people’s complaints. After that, people started to pay more attention to how people in China had lost their freedom.

But when I said that, Dad just said, “Yeah, and he’s never been seen since, either, has he?” So, see, he completely missed the point. Because I think the point is that if that boy hadn’t stood up for what he believed in, then people wouldn’t have paid as much attention. And also that tank driver refused to run over him, although they were killing people left and right. So that says something about him, too. Have you ever heard this story? This happened ages ago, like in the ’80s sometime, if I am remembering right.

When I told Mamaw what Dad said, she just shook her head and she tried to bite her tongue and not say anything, but you know her, she couldn’t stand it, so she up and said that sometimes she didn’t know where he got some of his beliefs, because they sure weren’t from her.

The mountaintop removal is getting worse over on Town Mountain. Mamaw goes over to the cliffs every day and makes sure the ’dozers are not getting over on our land. The coal companies are real bad to just take whatever they want, she says. It worries me because even though Mamaw is a true firecracker of a person, she is still old, and sometimes her head swims because she has the sugar diabetes. So I worry about her being up on the cliffs.

I have to stay after school every day because I have basketball practice. I do love basketball. It is one thing that Daddy taught me that has been of use to me. Sometimes, when I get real frustrated, there is nothing that feels as good as running down that basketball court and jumping up to swoosh that ball right through the hoop. It’s like flying, sometimes. Seems like when I let that ball leave my fingertips, it’s like my troubles are floating away with it, too. Not always. But a lot of the time.

Used to be I liked most of the boys on the team, too, but lately it seems like the only one I can really talk to is my buddy Mark. I’ve been knowing Mark Combs since the first grade, and we have always been good friends. (He’s my best friend here, but you are my best friend period.) He likes to read, too. He’s a real brain, although you wouldn’t know it to talk to him because he only talks about playing Wii and basketball, but when you go over to his house he has shelf after shelf full of books. He loves all those Narnia books and he’s crazy over Harry Potter and he’s dying for me to read The Hunger Games, which is his favorite book, but right now he’s hooked on the Twilight books. He says he only reads them so he’ll have something to talk to the girls about, so he can get them to go out with him, but I think it’s because he really loves them.

Mark’s mom picks us up every day after practice and then they drop me off. Mom can’t come get me because her headaches are getting worse. And Mamaw has started working at this office downtown where they are organizing stuff to fight mountaintop removal.

I always have Mark’s mom drop me off at the end of the driveway (which always bothers her because she feels like she should drive me all the way up to the house) so I can walk through the woods along Lost Creek. Well, yesterday as I was walking through there I saw that the creek was muddied up really bad, the way it gets after a big storm, when all the leaves and branches and sand along the banks have been washed in. But it hadn’t rained. And as the creek ran on I saw that it wasn’t just muddy, but there was some kind of orange gunk in it, too. Our creek has always been as clean as a whistle, so clean that I used to drop down onto my knee and scoop up a handful of it on a really hot day. I told Mamaw and she called some people to come test it.

A couple evenings ago Mamaw and I were out taking our walk in the cool of the day. Rufus was trotting alongside us. Usually he likes to take off occasionally, then come back to check on us, but this time he stayed with us the whole time, like he was afraid to leave us alone. Every once in a while he would look up at me and smile, his tongue lolling out. He’s the best dog. It was so warm that some crickets were even still hollering, and it almost sounded like springtime in the woods. The best thing about Mamaw is that she doesn’t talk your head off about stupid stuff. She only talks when she has something to say. A lot of grown-ups will always ask how things are going when they don’t really care, but she actually wants to hear what you’re saying. Anyway, I really like that sometimes Mamaw and I can just be quiet with each other. And that’s what we were doing. Looking at the night sky. Listening to that little bunch of crickets that were still hanging on into the fall of the year. I love the way Mamaw walks, easy and slow, but determined, like she has somewhere important to go.

All at once, out of nowhere, Mamaw turned her face to me and said, “It may be that I have to get into some trouble over these mountains, River.”

I didn’t know what to say, but I quit walking.

“I mean, it might end up that I get arrested or something. But sometimes the law arrests you to make a point. If I were to get arrested, you remember that I intended to, OK?” She dragged out the word “intended.”

I just nodded. I still didn’t really get it. Still don’t.

“And people might say bad things about me at school. But you just tell them that I’m standing up for what I believe in. If something legal is unjust, sometimes people have to do something illegal to get attention. It’s called civil disobedience. Have you all studied Rosa Parks yet?”

I asked her if she meant the woman who refused to sit in the back of the bus, and she said yes, and that was an example of civil disobedience.

I told her if anybody ever said anything bad about her at school I’d bust their mouth, but she didn’t like that one bit. She talked real fast and loud. She said that was no way to act, and that kind of attitude was what got countries into wars they didn’t belong in and caused many a good soldier to die.

Then we listened to the crickets some more, quiet while we looked out at the darkening world.

Some really cool things in your letter:


	That the Hindi word for forest is “jungle.”


	That those women fought for the trees.


	That old folks can get food for a dollar and a quarter a plate! Everybody always says that food in the city is REAL, REAL high, but I guess not.


	That the parakeet sits on the dog’s rump.


	That there is a bowling alley at the bus stop. Our bus stop is the parking lot of the Burger King. I only know this because Dad had to ride the Greyhound home from Biloxi one time because his car was broke down.


	That the bride peeled potatoes. Mamaw told me that when my parents got married my mother wouldn’t let anyone spend money on flowers from the florist because she thought that was a waste of money. So instead she and Mamaw and Dad went up into the mountains and cut ivy and wildflowers and honeysuckle and decorated the whole church that way. So that girl peeling potatoes reminds me of that somehow. This was back when Mom laughed and danced in the living room and wore lipstick and looked at herself in the mirror. Back before her headaches and before Dad lost his job in the mines and had to go off to the Gulf to find work.




What I did not like about your letter:


	That man who tore up the hundred-dollar bill in front of people and then taped it back together. I can see why you all laughed at that story, but it made me mad! (Mamaw says there are lots of people around here who live in big fancy houses and drive big fancy cars even though they can’t afford them, and that’s why the country’s in a real mess and the taxpayers are having to bail everybody out. She says that’s part of the problem with MTR, because it exists because people are greedy and want something instantly.) I can’t stand people who brag and go on in front of people. What a big phony. And . . .


	I appreciate you telling me everything, but to be honest I have no interest in ever hearing anything else about you shaving your legs or hair of any kind, period. Sorry, but I’m always honest with my friends and, well, that part about you shaving and all that kind of freaked me out.




OK. Moving on.

Have you noticed that I really like to make lists? It’s a weird obsession of mine. When I was little I would make lists of all my books and DVDs and video games. I have notebooks full of lists I used to make. I told you, I’m a weirdo.

I really liked the letter from your grandmother. It made me real sad, though. I thought about if I had to live way across the ocean from Mamaw and how bad I would miss her. I hope that you all get to see each other real soon.

I also forgot to tell you that there is a big mountaintop removal mine over by Mark’s house, too. I didn’t know it, but today I was trying to talk to him about it again, and trying to describe why it is wrong, and he said they were running that kind of mine on the mountain above his house and that it’s noisy and dusty, but his parents told him that was just where they lived so to get used to it. But he says his mother won’t drink the water out of their pipes now.

Basketball practice has been wearing me out lately. It’s hard at first, when you’re not used to practicing that long everyday, but I’ll get back in shape soon and it won’t bother me a bit. Coach says that if I keep up the way I’ve been playing in scrimmages, he’s going to start me this year. I’ve never been a starter before, so this is a big deal. I’m still doing my stretching exercises and I’ve grown 1/8 more of an inch. I am now 5 feet and 7 3/4 inches.

I guess I better go. Mamaw is hollering for me to come watch Obama give his acceptance speech.


Sincerely,

River Dean Justice

P.S. Have you ever heard anything by the White Stripes? Mark made me listen to them the other day on his iPod and I am really liking them now. I usually don’t like hard rock but they are really good. I bet your brother has some of their stuff.
P.P.S. My favorite band ever is the Beatles, though.



 

November 21, 2008

Dear River,

When I got back from school today, there were all kinds of things lined up in front of our building — furniture and boxes and lamps and Kiku’s bicycle with a sign stuck to the handlebars: PLEASE TAKE. It’s lucky I came home when I did because a man was just about to wheel the bike away. I told him he couldn’t have it, and I dragged it all the way up five flights of stairs by myself. I had to take my backpack off and rest on the landings. It was really hard but I did it.
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What happened is that the building manager told the super to take everyone’s stuff out of storage in the basement and put it on the sidewalk as if it were trash. He said if any of the renters want to store their things, they will have to pay fifty dollars a month. That is six hundred dollars a year. We cannot afford that. Mrs. Lau says this has never happened before, storage has always been free, this is just another way to scare rent-controlled tenants. Her son’s high chair from when he was a baby was taken off the street before we could get it. It was something her husband made by hand many years ago. Mrs. Lau is very upset and says one day we will all be pushing shopping carts on Canal Street and begging for food.

When Kiku got home, he hammered some big nails into the wall behind the couch and lifted his bike up there so it would be out of the way. For saving his bike, he made me a peanut-butter sandwich cut into the shape of a heart. It was tasty.

There is something I have to tell you. I haven’t told you before only because it is not just my secret but my family’s secret and Mrs. Lau and her family’s, too.

We are living in our apartment illegally. Only Mrs. Lau’s son is allowed to live here, because it is his father’s name on the lease. But Mrs. Lau’s son lives in Brooklyn. And we live here in his apartment. Mrs. Lau doesn’t charge us one penny more than the rent-controlled amount. She does not make any profit. She says it is enough for her to have people next door who will help an old lady when she needs it and walk her dog.

We were going to move out to Queens and get a legal apartment, but then Mummy and Daddy had to spend all our savings on a plane ticket to bring me to America.

It is very hard to keep a secret like this. It makes me feel like a liar and a cheat, and we are always sneaking around and always afraid of being caught. Mummy-Daddy, Kiku, and Mrs. Lau say if there were another way, we would do it. They say we are not hurting anyone, and as soon as we can change the situation, we will.

I was so scared when I saw Kiku’s bike out there today. No one can know that we live here. Once every three months, there is an inspection in our building, and on that day, we take all our photographs down and put up pictures of Mrs. Lau’s son and his family. We roll up the peacock bedspread and lay down a Chinese brocade sheet. We hide our spices and borrow some of Mrs. Lau’s to stack above the stove. We pack up all our clothes and put them in the trunk of Sushil-Uncle’s cab, and when he drives off we go to the White Lotus Chinese restaurant and drink a lot of tea until Mrs. Lau calls Kiku on his cell phone and tells him it is safe to come back. Sometimes I dream at night about people breaking down our door and throwing us out the window into the street. I always wake up before any of us hit the pavement, and I always wake up crying.

Once, this summer, the building manager saw me sitting on the stoop with Mrs. Lau and he asked who I was. She said I was the little girl who helped her with laundry and groceries. When he asked me where I live, I got nervous and said, “Next door.” Mrs. Lau said I didn’t speak much English and had gotten confused and that I live on Delancey. He asked about her son and she said he was doing business in Hong Kong for two months. Mrs. Lau said she thought he believed her, but I don’t know; he kept staring at me. It will be all my fault if we lose our apartments. I should have been able to lie for my family.

I hope you still want to be my best friend. I wanted to tell you the truth all along. But I wasn’t sure it was something you wanted to hear. It seems like there are some things you don’t want to hear. For example, I am sorry I freaked you out about shaving my legs. I would think it was very interesting if you told me about shaving your face. Since I don’t shave my face, it would be my chance to find out more about it. Anyway, I won’t tell you about that stuff anymore, since it makes you have the nervous breakdown. But I just have to say that you reacted the way Mummy-Daddy would react. Like, because I’m a girl and you’re a boy, we can’t talk about certain things. Well, I think that’s stupid and babyish. Also, if I’m being my true self with you . . . well . . . I’m a girl, so you may have to hear some girlie things. And I don’t understand why boys are always talking about their gas and their poop and all kinds of gross things. But if a girl says something about her body, a boy gets freaked out. Maybe it’s just certain boys who are that way.

We both love mountains, so I figure you’ll know what I mean when I say that mountains have different moods. You know? The city feels like it has moods to me, too. Sometimes the whole city feels happy or sad or tired or silly or angry. Lately it feels nervous. Sushil-Uncle says people are not taking cabs these days. Mum says three of the other nannies she sits with at Central Park have gotten fired. And I heard a man on the news say that the only people who do well in hard times are undertakers.

How is your daddy doing with his job?

I did not get a letter from Dadi last week. Kiku says sometimes mail is slow or gets lost but I feel worried. I am wearing my watch set to India time today. It makes me feel closer to Dadi, and when I need to know what time it is here, I just subtract ten and a half hours. Sometimes I try to send Dadi messages in my mind. I think that’s called telepathy. I don’t know if you believe in stuff like that, but I feel like if I concentrate very hard, Dadi can hear me. Do you think that’s possible?

What your mamaw said about not busting anyone’s mouth, we call that ahimsa in India. It means nonviolence and it was how Gandhiji got rid of the British. One time I tried ahimsa when Kiku sat on me to make me promise not to tell Mum he had been out with Ana Maria. I didn’t bite him or push him or scream. I stayed still with my eyes closed and said very quietly, “You’re hurting me, please get off.” I didn’t move at all. I let him sit on me and yell. After a few minutes, he stopped shouting. He stood up and said he was sorry and gave me a hug. It was really weird how it worked.

Maybe your mamaw has to get arrested so Mark can have clean water and Town Mountain can stay a mountain. It sounds scary but maybe something good would come of it. Gandhiji got arrested many times, and he INTENDED to, like your mamaw. If he hadn’t done that, India would not be a free country today.

If you come to New York City, I will take you to see the statue of Gandhiji in Union Square. Whenever I look at it, I think about how Mum says Gandhiji was a great man with a very lonely wife. She says, “Think of all the people she had to share him with! The whole country, the whole world. There was nothing left for her and the children.” We have to share Daddy with the catering hall. But he is working there for us, so it is different, I think. I don’t know. Maybe it isn’t. Maybe Gandhiji did what he did for his wife and children, too.
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Oh, I forgot to tell you that Valentina got the part of Maggie, and Marvel Jenkins is Diana, with a solo. Every day after school, I have been painting a New York skyline “backdrop” for the “closing number” of A Chorus Line — a song called “One.” I have learned all kinds of new words in theater language, such as “lower the fly” and “in the wings,” and I know where “downstage left” is, because I am always making little x’s with masking tape there so the actors know where to stand. I really like Drama Club. I like the lights and the big red curtain and the way everyone works together. I like how one minute people are laughing and then all of a sudden they are crying, and it isn’t crazy, it is just the way they feel. Most of all, I like the singing and dancing. I think Aamir Khan should do a Bollywood version of A Chorus Line. It would be very good.

You know how I said Marvel Jenkins is so strong she scares me? I’ve been watching her during rehearsal and I’ve noticed that she always takes her shoes off and that she sits down when she talks to boys. I think she feels bad about being tall the same way I feel bad about being short. I didn’t think there was anything in the world Marvel Jenkins felt bad about. Now that I know there is, I don’t feel scared of her anymore.

Lucky you with no school on Election Day! I’m glad you stared down that mean man who shouted at your mamaw. A lot of schools in New York stayed open on Election Day, like mine. We even had a test in history. Our teacher told us there are only five states where all schools are closed, and Kentucky is one of them.

My school, PS 20, was one of the voting stations in our neighborhood, so our gym classes were canceled and the whole gym was taken over by people standing in a loooooong line so they could vote. I peeked in and saw the machines with the big levers and the secret blue curtains. I saw a lady in a waitress uniform standing in front of a cop standing in front of a man in a business suit standing in front of a girl wearing hot-pink Rollerblades (every time the line moved, she rolled forward). Some people were serious and some people seemed giddy. It felt like something special and important was going on.

That night, Mum and Kiku and I watched the TV at Mrs. Lau’s. We all squeezed on the couch, and Cuba stretched out at our feet. Kiku wore his OBAMA T-shirt and booed every time McCain won a state. He really wishes he were already a citizen and already eighteen, so he could vote.

I felt so nervous watching all the numbers and commentary and the US map filling in with blues and reds. It was weird to see New York blue and Kentucky red, like you and I should be enemies or something. And then, when it was announced that Obama had won, I could feel it all through the air. It was sizzly, like thunderstorm air. Kiku jumped up and pumped his fists and shouted, “YES!”

Actually, it seemed like everyone in the city started screaming at once. We could hear people yelling in the building, and out on the street, everyone was honking their horns. The lady who lives below us shouted, “HALLELUJAH!” and started banging pots and pans together, and when I went out on the fire escape, there were lots of people running up and down chanting, “O-BA-MA,” and strangers hugging and slapping five. I wrote Dadi a letter to let her know. She and most everyone in Mussoorie will also be happy. Kiku says there are Republicans in the city, but I didn’t see or hear anybody saying mean things about Obama on our block.

Mum cried during Obama’s speech. She said he was a decent man and she said it was the first time she had ever heard a United States president mention Hindus. She smacked the couch and said, “It is a good country. It is a good place to be.”

Kiku stretched his arms above his head and said, “Mee-Mee, this night is something we will always remember.”

I asked Kiku about the White Stripes, and he played that “Blue Orchid” song for me. It made me jump up and down. Every morning before school, Kiku plays AC/DC while he gets dressed and puts gel in his hair. He headbangs all over the place and makes me and Mum laugh. Sometimes he plays M.I.A. She is my favorite. Have you heard her? I like the Beatles, too. Especially that song with all the violins and lonely people. Which one is your favorite? Kiku told me to tell you that if you like the White Stripes, you should check out the Clash. He says they’re really old school.

It is sooooo cold here that it hurts to smile. The wind feels like hammers against my teeth. All the leaves on the pagoda trees have turned yellow and dropped to the sidewalk. I am getting excited for Thanksgiving. It is my favorite American holiday because I love cranberry sauce. Daddy has to work that whole weekend so he won’t be coming home and that makes me sad. But Mrs. Lau and Cuba and Xie-Xie will come over and eat with us.

In class today, Ms. Bledsoe told us to write up a list of ten things we are thankful for. I wrote fourteen and could have kept on going but the bell rang. Here is my list, copied from my notebook:


I am thankful for my hands and eyes.




I am thankful for Dadi and the way she loves me.




I am thankful for mangoes.




I am thankful I can do a cartwheel.




I am thankful for my brother and my parents, who always make me laugh.




I am thankful they have jobs.




I am thankful Mrs. Lau’s arthritis doesn’t hurt today.




I am thankful for mountains and trees and rain.




I am thankful there was no pop quiz in science.




I am thankful for my best friend, River Dean Justice.




I am thankful for Mussoorie and New York.




I am thankful Cuba has silky ears that feel nice to pet.




I am thankful for the book I am reading, Roll of Thunder, Hear My Cry.



I am thankful for the F train that brings Mum home every night.

Yesterday I went with Mum and Kiku to the free citizenship class at the library. Mum brushed my hair and braided it and tied a red ribbon around the end. Kiku put on some of the cologne that Ana Maria got him for his birthday (he told Mum his boss had given it to him). Mum put on her favorite salwar kameez. It’s yellow with green flowers stitched all over, and whenever I look at it, I smell spring in Garhwal.

The citizenship class was very interesting. It was held in the basement of the library where Mrs. Lau goes to learn English. They have a lot of books down there and tons of computers and everyone is nice. The lady teaching the class is named Mai. She said that ever since Obama won the election, the citizenship class has been full. Mai is American and Chinese. Her hair is very shiny and her skin looks like milk. Kiku kept saying things to try and make her laugh, but she cared more about teaching than boys. She had everyone in class say their name and where they were from. Myself and Mum and Kiku were the only Indians. Mostly people were Chinese and South American. There was one man from the Ukraine who was wearing a grey suit that didn’t have a single wrinkle in it. The teacher talked about how we shouldn’t get too nervous about the test because that would make it harder to think. She said her parents had been naturalized thirty years ago and that the United States was a great country, one to be proud of.

I don’t have to take the test because I am under the age of eighteen. So once Mummy-Daddy are citizens, I can be one, too. It’s called “derivative citizenship” (there are a lot of big words that go along with becoming an American). But I am still going to study for the test, because I want to know how to be a good citizen. Mummy-Daddy have to get their fingerprints done in two weeks, which is another part of the process.

After the class, Mai answered questions. Kiku asked one about how to join the Army so they will pay for your college. I do not want Kiku to be a soldier, but he says it might be the only way to get to MIT.

There was one thing I learned that I didn’t like. I didn’t know that to be an American citizen you have to “give up prior allegiances to other countries.” Kiku defined that for me — it means that once you’re an American, you can’t be loyal to the country you come from. I don’t know why I can’t be loyal to India and America at the same time. Kiku says it’s more complicated than that, but I don’t know, it seems like that’s what the words are saying. I am also worried that if the government finds out about our apartment, they will not let us be citizens. There is something on the paper Mai gave us about “no perjury,” which Kiku says means lying.

We saw Mai leaving the library. She has an iPod. I told Kiku I wanted one, too, and he pinched me really hard. When Mum went to the bathroom, he said that Mummy-Daddy can’t afford to get us those and if I said I wanted one, it would make them feel bad. I hadn’t thought of that before. I hope I didn’t hurt Mum’s feelings.

I should go finish my homework but I want to tell you about one more thing. Something weird happened Monday night, and I can’t stop thinking about it. Mrs. Lau was at the senior center and I was sitting on her couch with Cuba, watching the news. I pressed mute for the commercials, like I always do, and heard the sound of a woman crying. I couldn’t tell where she was because the sound was coming down the shaftway where three different buildings connect. I have never heard anyone cry like that before. It sounded like she was dying. Every time there was a commercial and I pressed MUTE, I heard her. She never stopped. It went on for a half hour. I kept looking at the clock. I was just about to call 911 and tell them someone was hurt when Mrs. Lau came home. I ran over and told her what was going on, and she took off her coat and held it in her arms and listened to the woman. Then she shook her head and said, “Someone she love betray her. Her heart feel like squashed tomato.” She sat on the couch and scratched Cuba’s belly and talked to him in Cantonese.

Isn’t that a funny thing to say? She seemed so sure of what was wrong with the woman. I hope Mrs. Lau has not ever cried like that. I hope Mum hasn’t either. I am still afraid that woman died, but Mrs. Lau says she is positive that she is alive and walking around with a squashed-tomato heart.

I hope you are making good scrimmage and I hope you will start up soon.

Happy early Thanksgiving to you and your family.

Sincerely yours,

Meena

 

7 December 2008

Dear Meena,

Here are all the bad things that have happened since I wrote you last:

Last week, my mother had such a terrible migraine that she had a fit. She was rolling around in the bed, screaming with pain, and when Mamaw went in to try to help her she jumped up and knocked Mamaw down by accident (she hit her head HARD on the end table but she’s OK). By then I had ran in there. She was in so much pain that she knocked everything off the dresser and the chest, then she went to the window and TORE the curtains off the hooks. She ran to the closet and started ripping all of her clothes off the hangers, and finally she fell right down in a heap and put her hands to either side of her head. She pulled out a big hunk of her hair, then screamed from the pain of doing that, too. That’s when Mamaw made me get out.

I went into the living room and sat down on the couch, and this is hard for me to admit — so you better not tell ANYbody, not even your brother — but I sat down there and cried. I couldn’t help it, I was so afraid. Now, you know that I trust you with my life, or I would not tell this. I thought she was going to die, or that she had cracked up and would never be the same. I’m still not sure if she will be.

Before long Mamaw came out CARRYING my mother. I couldn’t believe it. It made me think of you, hauling that bicycle up all those stairs. Mom has lost a lot of weight, though. I hadn’t seen her in the full light of day in what seems like forever. She looked so little in Mamaw’s arms. This made me want to cry even more, but something in me knew that I had to be strong now, too, so I got up and opened the door for Mamaw, then the car door. Then we drove her to the hospital. On the way there Mom rolled all around the backseat, screaming and crying. “I can’t stand it!” she kept saying, over and over.

Mamaw reached over and put her hand on top of mine and said, “It’ll be all right. Not soon, but eventually.” Then she tightened her fingers around my hand and said, “Don’t fret, buddy.”

But I am still fretting, because Mom has been in the hospital ever since. And I heard Mamaw on the phone, telling Dad that it could have been an aneurysm. I looked that up on the Internet and that’s real bad. I’m awful worried.

The other bad thing is that I got into a fistfight at basketball practice, and now I’m kicked off the team for the first game of the season, which is against our archenemy, Blankenship Middle School. That really, really sucks. But I didn’t have any other choice but to fight Sam Brock, who is on the team, too. He got mad because we were playing Shirts and Skins in practice, scrimmaging against each other, and my team was beating the fire out of his. We were twelve points ahead when he fouled me. He accused me of charging him, though, and one thing led to another and he got so mad that his whole body turned red and he was shouting so loud that the whole rest of the gym went quiet and finally he called me a tree-hugging faggot.

His father works for the coal company that is mining Town Mountain, and Sam has had it out for me ever since I brought up the mining in science class that day.

Mamaw was fit to be tied when she heard what he called me. “You mean they let him use that word and didn’t suspend HIM from playing?” I don’t believe I’ve ever seen her so mad. I was the one who got suspended because I threw the first punch, I told her. “But he said that awful word,” Mamaw said.

I told her I had once heard the principal use that word himself, when he told the coach that he better not let “that other team of faggots” beat us. He laughed like it was hilarious, but Coach just looked at him. As soon as I told Mamaw this, I regretted it, because I was afraid she’d go down to the school again. I know you are supposed to always stand up for what you believe in, but she can’t be running down to the school every single time somebody does something wrong. Because she’d STAY down there if I told her every little thing.

That was when Mamaw just sat down on the couch and put her hands over her face. “Lord have mercy,” she said. “What kind of world are we living in?” I thought she might be about to cry herself, her voice was so choked up. But she didn’t. “So full of hate,” she said, and sat there a long while, shaking her head, like she wouldn’t accept it, like it couldn’t be that way.

There is one thing about it, though: Sam is all bark and no bite. He got in one good hit, which busted my mouth. But I busted his mouth AND his nose AND gave him a black eye.

Mamaw grounded me for hitting him, though. After she had sat there and grieved awhile, she got up and had her mad-at-me tone. “And what about YOU, young man? What did I tell you, not more than a few weeks ago, about hitting people?” She put her hands on her hips. Her eyes looked like blue marbles, hard and shiny. “I’ve always been real proud of you, River, but you shouldn’t have hit that boy. Hitting someone is the last thing you should do.”

I asked her what I was supposed to do, then?

She was quiet for a long time, thinking, and for a minute I thought she’d reconsider and agree with me. But then she said, “The best thing would have been to have told him he was a stupid, ignorant boy, and then walked away. Sometimes you have to stand up for what you believe in, and then walk away.”

“But sometimes you have to stand up for what you believe in and fight back,” I said. Mamaw looked at me for a minute, almost like she didn’t even see me before her, and then she turned around and went into the kitchen and started peeling potatoes.

About your secret (which I will never tell another soul, never): what is rent control, exactly? I don’t believe we have anything like that here. I looked it up on the Internet, and the best I can tell is that it means people who have rent-controlled apartments only have them if their family members were living there when rent control started. Right? And that only her family can live there legally. Right? I’m not sure I understand.

It only feels wrong because you all have to lie. But Mamaw says that sometimes the government and other people are so crooked that you have to tell a little white lie for the greater good. Maybe that’s what this is?

And listen, Meena: I would want to be your best friend no matter what. You are the best person I know. But I’m sorry, I still don’t like to talk about shaving your legs and all that. This is something we will have to agree to disagree on. (That’s a saying my father used to say all the time when he would be on the phone, talking to contractors who hadn’t paid him yet.) It’s not about you being a girl and me being a boy. It’s just that I think anything to do with hair is gross, man.

Sometimes you write things in your letters that I thought nobody had ever thought before, except for me. But then there it is in your letter. Like when you said that the city and the mountains have different moods. I don’t know about cities, but I do know about mountains, and I know for a fact that they have different moods.

Today, as soon as I got up, Rufus and I went walking in the woods and went all the way out to the cliffs so I could look at the mountains and see what they were doing over at the mine. Rufus would stay right beside my leg so that I could reach down and cap my hand around his head while we walked, then he would zoom off into the woods like he was tracking a rabbit or possum. Then he’d slink back out of the brush and walk alongside me quietly for a while, then zoom off again. He’s funny that way.

I tried my best to not look at the mine. Since it is Sunday, they weren’t working, so it was quiet. I could hear everything, I felt like. Even though it was cold today, there were lots of cardinals calling to each other in the trees. Their song is “Birdie, birdie, birdie!” which I think is real interesting, for a bird to say that. Maybe that’s why they are called birds in the first place, because of that song? I don’t know.

Anyway, there were the birds and the cold wind, and I know this sounds crazy, but it was like I could hear the mountains breathing. They were all spread out below me, back behind town, and all around, too. It seemed to me they were resting today, which is what you are supposed to do on the Sabbath. Even though we don’t go to church anymore, I know that you are supposed to remember the Sabbath and keep it holy. Daddy is real upset that Mamaw doesn’t take me to church anymore, but she says the woods are as holy as any church and that I’m in them plenty. Mamaw reads the Bible more than anybody I know.

Anyway, the mood of the mountains today was resting and peaceful and sleepy. Maybe it’s the only day of the week that they’re not listening to Town Mountain being torn down. On those days I bet they are nervous wrecks.

I believe in telepathy. I bet we could have telepathy. I am going to think something real hard, right now. It is 6:34 in the evening on December 7. Maybe when you get this letter you will remember hearing a message from me at this time. Let me know.

Sometimes I think I have telepathy with the mountains.

I would love to see that statue of Gandhi. We learned about him in world civ.

I have not heard M.I.A. You said that was a “she.” What kind of girl is named something like M.I.A.? Is it pronounced Mia? Weird, how it has the periods between the letters, like it stands for Missing In Action. My favorite Beatles song is “Here Comes the Sun,” but that’s a secret. I only listen to it when I’m alone. I’ll look up the Clash on YouTube the next time I get online.

That’s cool about the citizenship class you went to. I can’t imagine seeing all those people from different countries together in one room. Here everybody is American, except for Dr. Patel and his wife. Most people are white, too, but there are a few black people and some Cherokees.

I haven’t even told you about Thanksgiving. The main thing about it is that Dad didn’t get to come home. He said he had to work, and that if he didn’t come home for Thanksgiving he’d get to come home for an extra two days at Christmas. I thought he’d come home early because Mom is in the hospital, but he said on the telephone that he couldn’t be of any help to her while she was in there, so he might as well work. I wish he had come home to see her. Used to be when she got a headache, he would make her stretch out on the couch and put her head in his lap. He’d rub her head until she said it felt better, then he’d lean down and kiss her on each closed eye, and after that she’d be well. She said he had a magic touch. And now he won’t even come see her when she’s in the hospital.

He is supposed to be here in two weeks. I am looking forward to seeing him, but for some reason I am dreading it, too. I don’t know why, and it makes me feel bad to say that. But it’s the truth.

I’ve been meaning to ask you, how come you always write out GANDHIJI instead of just GANDHI? In our world civ book is is spelled Gandhi.

I liked your thankful list. I would do one but I’m in a weird mood. I’ve been kind of sad ever since Mom got put in the hospital. But one thing I am thankful for is knowing you. I’ll write you sooner next time. Please forgive me for taking so long. Write me as soon as you can.


Sincerely yours,

River Dean Justice

P.S. The other thing is that they found some kind of chemicals in Lost Creek, so Mamaw has called the government about it. But they haven’t come out to check it yet. It makes me sick when I think about good little Lost Creek being polluted like that. I just hope that someday it’ll be clean again. Mamaw says we can’t fish there anymore because the bluegill are probably poison now. I hate to think about this.



 

December 5, 2008

Dear River,

I hope you are having a nice day. The weather here has been very cold.

It is hard to write this. But Ms. Bledsoe said I should get my feelings out.

Dadi has died.

I have said it out loud three times but this is the first time I’ve written it. Every night since we found out I have dreamed of me and Dadi walking past Jabberkhet, up to Flag Hill. We sit under the banj trees and lean into each other and we don’t say anything. We watch the fog drift. I can hear her breathing and I can smell the amla in her hair. Once, in the dream, she laughed. She sounded like a little bird. When I woke up, I could still hear her laugh in my ears and I felt happy. But then I remembered.

She died on 20 November but we didn’t find out till 23 November when my cousin Anjali called Daddy at work. She’d gone to see Dadi and found her lying on the floor with a fever. Dadi had been grinding corn, which is very hard work. She didn’t recognize Anjali, kept calling her Mee-Mee. Oh, River. She was looking for me.

She was always there when I needed her. She always took care of me, even when my own parents and brother left and went to America. It was Dadi who loved me and fed me and made sure I was not alone. But I wasn’t there for her when she needed me. I am feeling so bad.

Anjali took her to Landour Hospital, but she needed medicines they didn’t have, so Anjali hired a car for Dehradun. It is a very long drive to the city. Anjali said Dadi kept her face pressed against the window all the way down to the valley. She was looking at the mountains. She was saying good-bye. At the hosptial, Dadi went unconscious. Anjali held her on her lap because she didn’t want to put her on the floor. Anjali is skinny like me. They sat like that for seven hours and Dadi died in Anjali’s lap, and only then did the doctor come. He said Dadi had an infection that had gone into her heart. She was 58 years old.

I keep thinking about Gopi, our neighbor’s cow. She is pretty, with a long white tail, and she is very spoiled. Every day she waits for Dadi at the corner of Char Dukkan and they walk together to Sister’s Bazaar. She will not understand why Dadi doesn’t come. She will be standing there, swishing her tail and waiting for Dadi. She will have to walk home alone.

We were not able to go to the funeral. It is too much money for the plane, and we would not reach there in time because it is such a long journey. Poor Daddy is having a lot of trouble. We have not seen him yet, but when I talked to him on the phone, he could not stop crying. I have never heard him cry before. It scared me. Dadi is his mother. I cannot remember if I told you that before. Mum knew Dadi the whole of her life, too. She was their next-door neighbor, and Dadi was the one who encouraged Mum to be a teacher. She always said, “Teachers are the seed.” The thing that makes it harder for Mummy-Dadddy-Kiku is that they have not seen Dadi in nine years.

I used to want to be a poet but now I want to be a teacher. That is what Dadi wanted to do more than anything in the world. She learned reading and writing, but it made her sad that she couldn’t do it as well as she cut grass or cooked or climbed a mountain. She said she would never be able to do it without thinking, the way I did. One time when I got a bad grade at school, Dadi told me how much it hurt that she was not able to go to school as a child. All her brothers were allowed to go but because she was a girl, her father said she didn’t need to learn. She went with her mother into the forest and worked. She used to try to read her brother’s books, but she could not understand them.

Once when Dadi was pregnant with my uncle, a man cheated her out of 300 rupees. The man took her money and gave her a piece of paper. He said it was a prescription that would make her baby strong. But when she brought the paper to the pharmacy, they said it wasn’t real. All the paper said was, “This woman is stupid.” Dadi had kept the paper all those years and she showed it to me. She said she was cheated because she could not read or write. She said she did not want something like that to happen to me. I have never gotten a bad grade since she told me that.

I am angry. For many days I was sad. But now I am angry. I am angry at Anjali for only visiting Dadi once a week. I am angry at Landour Hospital for not having medicine. I am angry at Mummy-Daddy for moving to New York. I am angry at New York for being a place people want to come to. I am angry that Dadi died in a city waiting for a doctor. I am angry at myself. I knew something was wrong when she didn’t write a letter that week. She must have been sick then. I should have asked to borrow Mrs. Lau’s phone. I should have called Anjali then.

There is something terrible trapped inside me. I think if I open my mouth to say anything, even “Hello,” that terrible thing will come out. So I have not been talking. Nobody has. We are all sad and quiet. Mum called in sick to work for two days and Kiku stayed home from school to be with her. She hasn’t eaten anything but grapes and crackers. When I came home from school the other day, she was in bed, staring into space, holding a cup of tea. The tea was completely cold. She must have been sitting like that for a long time.

I feel like a different person. I guess anger and sadness are things that settle in your bones and become a part of you. I am still wearing my watch set to India time. I will never take it off.

 

December 8, 2008

It is three days later. This afternoon, when Mum came home from work, she called Daddy. On Mondays, Daddy’s shift doesn’t start till late, so he and Mum have a chat. I made Mum a cup of tea and she sat in the bed under the covers, and she and Daddy told stories back and forth about Dadi and what she was like when they were young. Kiku wasn’t home yet and I got so sad listening to Mum’s side of the conversation. I wanted to hide. But there is no place to be alone in this city. It is not like home where you can walk out into the trees. I know you will say this is weird, but I will tell you about it anyway. I went into the closet by the front door and sat on the floor. I don’t know how long I sat in there, but when Kiku came home, he opened the closet door and found me. He looked down at me and sucked in his breath like he’d been punched in the stomach. Then he shook his head and took my coat off the hanger and held it out for me to put my arms through. He said, “Come on. I’ll show you something.”

We walked east on Delancey past the men selling Christmas trees and the Golden Chariot Bakery and the boutique that sells winter booties for dogs. It was so cold we could see our breath in the air. When we got to the F train entrance, Kiku put me through on his MetroCard. I followed him to the Downtown side. It was about 6:00 p.m., rush hour, so it was really crowded.

I stopped walking, near the benches, because there was a woman playing the trumpet. But Kiku said, “Keep going,” and took my hand and pulled me farther down the platform. We had to squeeze around people and we kept getting separated and finally Kiku picked me up and carried me, because it was easier that way. Normally I would be embarrassed but today I didn’t care. I put my head on his shoulder and closed my eyes and listened to the trumpet. I don’t know what song it was, but it matched the feeling in my heart.

Kiku kept walking until we were at the very end of the platform next to the little red traffic light and the mouth of the dark tunnel. Then he put me down. I had never been to the end of the platform before. It always looked so far away and scary.

We could still hear the trumpet. We watched a rat running on the tracks. We looked across the platform at the people waiting on the Uptown side. The trumpet kept playing. After a while, we saw the two big headlights of the subway far down the tunnel, like yellow eyes in the darkness. Everyone on the platform who was sitting stood up. Everyone who was standing moved closer to the track. The sad trumpet kept playing. Kiku put his hand on my shoulder and said, “Just watch me and do what I do, OK?” I felt like something really crazy was about to happen.

The lights of the train got closer and brighter and then the tracks began to rattle and all of a sudden we could hear the train, and the sound got louder and louder and it swallowed the song of the trumpet, and then the train came roaring into the station and I could feel the wind of it, so hot and smelling of old nickels and quarters, and I looked at Kiku and he looked at me and then he opened his mouth really wide and squeezed his eyes shut and started screaming. I couldn’t hear him. I couldn’t hear anything but the subway. But I could see that he was screaming as hard as he could. The veins in his forehead popped out and there were tears coming from his eyes. So I started screaming, too. As hard as I could. I couldn’t hear myself but I could feel that terrible thing inside me coming out. I kept screaming and screaming and the train flew by, the cars blinking so fast, and all I heard was the subway and its roar.

We screamed until the subway slowed down and got quiet and stopped. Then the doors opened and all the people inside rushed out and all the people outside rushed in and the doors closed back up and the train pulled away. Me and Kiku stayed where we were and screamed at the next four trains that came into the station. Not a single person heard us. It felt good and we both lost our voices. Poor Mum thinks we have caught a cold. She has such dark circles under her eyes. I am going to make her some of Dadi’s pakoras tomorrow. I hope she will eat them.

So Kiku has figured out a way to be alone in the city. All you have to do is stand at the end of the subway platform and scream as the train comes into the station. I think some of my anger is gone. I keep thinking about it hanging in the air above the F train platform. I hope it doesn’t go inside anyone else. Before I got in bed tonight, I gave Kiku a big hug. He is just like Dadi in his kindness. But he does it in his own Kiku way.

Today in history, Mr. Orff was talking about the New Deal and how if FDR had waited even one more day to start it, many more people would have starved to death and suffered. He said, “Don’t forget that every moment counts.” When he said that, I thought about Dadi. I wish I could have just one more moment with her. I miss her hands. I miss the gap between her two front teeth. I miss the way her knees creak in the morning. I miss everything about her.

You have not written in so long that I think you do not want to be friends with someone who commits perjury. Maybe you are not writing because something is wrong in your life. I hope not. And I hope you hug your mamaw extra tight tonight.

Bye,

Meena




End of sample
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