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  White Man Falling is that rare and wondrous thing  a perfectly realized serious comic novel. That it is also a first novel makes it all the more
  extraordinary.


  Sarah Dunant


  A rare gem of a comic first novel, Mike Stockss White Man Falling, set in fast-changing contemporary India, delivers an acute, affectionately observed
  satire on modern family life, police corruption and the power of religion.


  The Independent, Books of the Year 2006


  His elegant turn of phrase and cool command of plot are highly impressive.


  Literary Review


  The writing is witty and engaging this is an entertaining read, with all the ingredients of a comedy of errors  confusion, deluded matchmaking, mystical
  absurdity. There are underlying metaphors, but the book is essentially a satire of the search for meaning in the meaningless.


  New Statesman


  It is the precision and originality of Mike Stockss prose that makes this tragi-comedy of Indian manners hard to put down and a joy to pick up.


  Mark Amory, The Spectator


  Stockss poetic background manifests itself in beautiful turns of phrase and in the interweaving of Indian English throughout the text White Man
  Falling is a reminder that a single location and perspective, and linear chronology, can be deeply satisfying.


  The Times
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  Book One


  1


  In 1888, the British laid out a grid of three-room bungalows in the town of Mullaipuram, in the state now known as Tamil Nadu in southern India. The bungalows were built for
  married NCOs in Her Majestys Armed Forces. After Independence, they were acquired by the Indian Police Service and designated as housing for lower- and middle-ranking officers. These
  buildings still stand today, reabsorbed by India, their slipshod extensions pressing this way and that in the search for more space to collapse in eventually. Number 14/B is the home of
  Sub-Inspector (retired) R.M. Swaminathan. He carries a morbid fame in these parts for having once attempted suicide using only a puncture-repair kit.


  With his wife and six daughters, Swami has lived at Number 14/B for ten years. On the day they moved in, he ripped out the interior doors and broke them up for firewood. Why would an Appa and
  Amma put a door between themselves and their children? Better to sleep together, side by side on the floor, your wife snoring like a pond of croaking frogs, your youngest babbling unconscious
  nonsense as her knees twitch amiably against the backs of your thighs.


  Swami, Amma and three of the girls are watching the youngest girl dancing Bharatanatyam-style to a raga playing tinnily on an antiquated Murphy two-in-one tape player. Her name is Leela. She has
  a skinny and imperious facility in the art. There is a language to speak by small modulations in gesture, a semantics to convey with the angle of the elbow. A semi-trained instinct tells her what
  is the best phrase her body should reveal at each moment, leaving her mind to do something else in a place she can never remember afterwards.


  Amma performs the entire dance vicariously, using only one eyebrow. This is a talent that comes with middle age. Very good, she is thinking, very nice  thank God shes still so
  young. Particles of gram flour lie in the wrinkles of Ammas knuckles. Six daughters and no son to lighten the load  thats what people say of her.


  There is something else that people say of this family: Six dancing girls and a father who cant walk! The taunt is almost true. Two years ago, Swami administered a mild
  custodial beating to a Very Guilty Suspect in the lock-up of Mullaipuram Police Station, but whereas the VGS suffered five minutes of terror and a single cracked rib  which was surely the
  least he could expect for being so guilty  Swami suffered an intracerebral haemorrhage in the left hemisphere. The stroke left him with speech and mobility problems. Perhaps hed been
  a sitting duck for it, given his high blood pressure, his greediness with food and his lack of exercise  but he prefers to think that it was set off by the acute stress brought on by
  selflessly beating up a criminal in the line of duty. And for evermore, Amma has resented the VGS for causing this misfortune to befall her husband. Wasnt the fellow the cause of all her
  misery? Because of him, hadnt her husband lost his job and seen his salary replaced by a half-pay disability pension? And worse than any of these hardships, Swami has lost his pride.


  Appa, see! one of his daughters shouts, entranced by Leelas haughty signature in resolving the dance.


  Yes yes, I see. Seeing is something I can still do


  Tea, Appa?


  The question is put a few seconds after the music dies, before Swami has adjusted to its absence. When a father watches his daughter dance like that, he needs a moment to die as well.


  Appa, tea?


  Tea, always tea. Do they think I enjoy passing water every three minutes, when it takes me so long to get there and take my thing out?


  He grunts as he hauls himself to his feet.


  Wife, he says. Tea, he says. My books, he says.


  He can risk short sentences. More than that and he hardly knows what oddities may come sidling out of his sloping mouth.


  His wife carries a white plastic chair and a folding table to the noisy verandah  a fine vantage point for the day-long Mullaipuram rush hour  and sets them up. Jodhi, the eldest
  girl, drags out a plastic crate of books and papers. Swami follows her with his slow, sad limp. Outside, he tests the gradations of the days hustle and blare with a cocked ear, and watches a
  former colleague walking past on his way to an evening shift. The man gives a lacklustre salutation. Swami returns the gesture gravely, with his good hand. That man hasnt stopped to talk
  to me since my stroke.


  Its late afternoon on a January day that will not remain ordinary for much longer. The rainy season has passed, having done its worst. Mullaipuram at this hour is hot dirty air and 110
  decibels of hysterical honking traffic. Swami collapses, in a controlled fashion, into the hard seat. The verandah looks out over a ruined British wall to the busy Madurai road; on the other side
  of the road are shops selling electrical and plumbing supplies. Buses, lorries, old Ambassador taxis and the slick new cars of the middle classes tailgate one another casually, parping without
  cease, scattering the yellow-and-black autorickshaws, the families on scooters and bicycles, and those unfortunates who are merely walking. A fetid ditch lies under the ruined wall, as though to
  catch the crumbling brickwork as it falls. Half the policemen in Mullaipuram piss in it every day.


  Which book, Appa?


  Eight, he says. Songs, he adds. He is tired, and defeated, and in such circumstances what in the world is there to do but read 2,000-year-old poems
  about love?


  Jodhi fingers through the books, head down, frowning slightly. A petal from the jasmine flowers in her hair flutters down. There is a slight dampness visible at the junction of the sleeve and
  tunic of her chudidhar, an odour residing there, not unpleasant.


  The Eight Songs, she mutters dubiously, The Eight Songs What colour is it?


  A nasty whip of temper cracks within Swami  doesnt she know anything about anything?  and Blue! he shouts; then, curiously, Four
  Hundred!


  This puzzling numerical rebuke doesnt seem to faze her.


  Yes Appa, she says. So sorry. Getting tea.


  She places The Eight Songs on the table, and his exercise book and pen, arranges them tenderly and withdraws.


  Swami turns the pages, brooding about his daughters: there is Jodhi, the academic one and the eldest, with her calm unnerving acceptance, who is in the third year of her B.A. in English
  Literature at the Madurai University-affiliated local college, inexplicably studying the books of some foreign devils rather than those of the Sangam poets or the great Kalki; there is Kamala, the
  domestic one, now finished with school and studying, who fusses around them all like Amma at Pongal time, and is forever sewing lurid pencil cases to sell at the market for a few extra rupees;
  there is Pushpa, the witty one, who has a temper on her, and who is the cleverest girl in her school year; there are the twins, Suhanya and Anitha, who live in their own little world, and who were
  the obvious choices to send away to Swamis brother and childless wife in Coimbatore  to give away, almost  after Swamis stroke left him unable to support all his family;
  and there is Leela, the youngest, just eleven years old and everyones spoilt and naughty favourite, who always has something mischievous to say, and who can dance like Nataraja until the
  other five weep in wonder.


  Jodhi, Kamala, Pushpa, Suhanya, Anitha and Leela  Swami recites the mantra of their names while he opens his exercise book and places it to the top right of the table 
  loving daughters, pretty daughters, talented daughters, dutiful daughters, lively daughters


  Six daughters! What was Lord Vadivela thinking of, giving me six daughters and no sons? How could anyone find dowries for six daughters, let alone a cripple like me on a half-pay
  pension?


  Jodhis marriage has been at the forefront of Swamis and Ammas anxieties for a long time. How will we marry this daughter of ours?  this is what his wife
  is always saying, or thinking, or stopping herself from saying, or pretending not to be thinking. Most of their savings have gone on Swamis medical expenses. These days you need a new
  Honda scooter with indicators and everything if you want a very good good-boy dowry, Amma worries. Jodhi would have to be a computer programmer or an engineer to get a good boy
  without a very good good-boy dowry  how can an English Literature student get a good boy, when we cant even afford a new bicycle? What kind of good boy does a bicycle get? Do we want
  some low-down worthless boy wobbling around on a Gupta Hero Bicycle? But if we take out a loan for a scooter, then how will we get very good good-boy dowries for the other five girls? Where will
  they get their good boys?


  Swami does not have answers to any of these questions. He only knows that its a matter of personal honour and inviolable religious duty to marry off his daughters at Bollywood-blockbuster
  expense, and the first instalment of this bankrupting epic could be coming soon. Trusting in Lord Ganesha, the remover of obstacles, some months ago Amma had set to work with one of Jodhis
  numerous aunties in finding a potential match for Jodhi. Oh, these two formidable ladies, they have firm ideas as to what kind of boy he should be: a suitable boy from their own Vanniyar community,
  a dutiful boy, a kind boy with a first-rate education, a boy with prospects, a boy of varied accomplishments, a boy good-looking enough to merit their own lovely Jodhi, a boy whose skin colour
  isnt too dark, a boy without bad smoking or drinking habits, a boy with respect for the old traditions, a good Hindu super gem of a boy into whose A1 household Jodhi can be happily
  entrusted.


  To put it more concisely, Amma has taken it into her head to bag the most expensive boy in India.


  Jodhis auntie claims to have found just such a boy. His name is Mohan. He is a distant acquaintance of the family, and possibly a relation, being a cousin of Ammas sisters
  cousins friends tea-stall owners brothers people, who happen to be related to Swamis brothers wifes sisters father-in-law, via the
  father-in-laws mother, who is dead, but who had close family links with the tea-stall owner, or the sister, or somebody else; and he lives with his parents and extended family in a brand-new
  apartment complex in the third-best district of the nearby town of Thenpalani. His father, whose name is so long and unpronounceable that he is universally known as Mr P, holds a respectable
  position on the railways, while his mother Mrs P is a housewife. There are two other brothers who unfortunately, for the purposes of Ammas six-daughtered matrimonial masterplan, score her
  idiosyncratic and very lowest rating of useless. The younger brother Anand is very useless indeed because he is expert in sleeping and in being expelled from educational
  establishments for world-champion laziness  people say he is so lazy that he eats bananas with the skins on  and he is known to write poetry and also to stare for hours on end at
  mundane objects for reasons no one has succeeded in pinpointing. The much older brother Devan  thirty-two going on forty  is even more uselessly useless than the younger one, because
  he is unforgivably happily married. But the middle brother, Mohan he is not useless in any department, he gets Ammas highest ranking in every aspect, his attributes make her mouth
  water. Take, for example, his educational accomplishments. Not only does he have a first-class degree from Madurai University in Computer Programming, but he has also won a nationally prestigious
  and lucrative scholarship to study for an M.Sc. in Applied Computer Programming at the South Indian Institute of Integrated Information Technology in Bangalore. In a matter of months he will be
  heading off to that place with all the other very clever high-fliers. After another year, hell be earning like a film star. Amma and Jodhis auntie are in full agreement: the boy is a
  very good good boy.


  On the verandah, flicking through The Eight Songs, Swami shakes his head uneasily at the thought of him, this Mohan, this supernatural being. There is something wrong with this
  boy. Of that he is convinced. Why would the parents of this young Krishna even consider his own poor Jodhi, dowryless as she is? But his wife wont listen, and who can control a mother
  when it comes to plotting the welfare of her children? Already the priests of both families have consulted their charts and scrolls, and those two learned gentlemen are as one in confirming that
  with Guru on the ascendant in the sixth house of Mohans horoscope, and with Sukran favourably placed in Jodhis fifth house, everything augurs well for long-term marital bliss.


  Never mind planetary movements and the stars, Swami complains  we dont have any money! But Amma wont listen to such matter-of-fact objections. She trusts in God. She trusts
  in lots of gods. She trusts in all of them, every last one, even the ones that nobody else can be bothered with any more, even the goddess Santoshi Mata, even Maangadu Amman, who is especially
  obscure. The priests have already been asked to decide on an auspicious date and time for the first pre-engagement visit, and that meeting is only a few days away.


  The forefinger of Swamis good hand traces the path of a love poem written in the full glorious flowering of ancient Tamil culture. He nods in melancholy appreciation of the poems
  beauty. As he reads, he can see his moustache lurking at the base of his field of vision. Just as a young woman is considered peculiar unless she is wearing jasmine flowers in her hair, A
  man is not a man without a moustache  so his mother had told him, nearly thirty years ago. And is a man a man, who cannot walk or talk or sing? And is a man a man, who cannot make
  his daughters scream in mock terror by picking them up and trumpeting like an elephant? And is a man a man, who has no work to do and no way of purchasing a brand new Honda scooter  with
  indicators and European crash helmet and all the trimmings  for his daughters, who all deserve their very good good boys? No. There is nothing I am good for but reading and thinking. What
  kind of a man, Swami would like to know, is that?


  He turns back to the poem and digests the words sombrely. A few lines strike him, so his finger revisits them:


  
    
      
        On the night of their marriage ceremony


        the low will be the high and the low,


        the high will be the low and the high.

      

    

  


  He copies out the lines in his notebook, thinking how they are true: not just in birth and death are the rich and the poor equal, but in sexual congress, when all become beasts,
  and gods. Then he writes a comment underneath: Perhaps everyone who has ever lived is somehow one person only. There is a comfort in such notions. And it is insights like these which offer
  a small hint as to the extraordinary fate that is going to overtake him.


  He remembers how much his body had shaken with terror and desire on his own wedding night. His wife had been so very beautiful. Film star matrimonials  some wit had come up
  with the phrase early on, during the morning of the ceremony; a perfect description for such a handsome couple, it was still doing the rounds eighteen hours later on platform five of Mullaipuram
  station, when a vast wedding party had waved them off on their three-day honeymoon. Later, his heartbeat drumming against hers, the train moaning past dark-drenched villages, he had entered her and
  had known she would conceive immediately. That was the beginning of Jodhi, right then at the beginning of the marriage.


  Inside the bungalow, Amma is reaching for a large volume called the Tirukkural that is face up on a shelf, so that, some twenty-two years after creating her, she can chastise her eldest
  daughter.


  What is the number Appa is shouting at you? she scolds.


  Four Hundred, Amma.


  Why are you so naughty, provoking him all the time? she asks, pursing her lips as she searches the pages.


  But Amma, I dont know anything about all this Classical Tamil that Appa reads. Jodhi prefers Graham Greene and Evelyn Waugh and E.M. Forster. Her dissertation is on English
  novelists of the 1930s.


  The Four Hundred with which Swami had rebuked Jodhi refers to a couplet from the Tirukkural, otherwise known as The Sacred Couplets, by the ancient poet
  Tiruvalluvar. There are 1,330 sacred couplets in The Sacred Couplets. And although no one has fully comprehended the scale of Swamis achievement, nor its connotations, since losing
  his employment he has memorized all of them by heart, like some kind of divinely blessed holy man.


  Jodhi, Kamala, Pushpa and Leela wait for Amma to find sacred couplet Four Hundred, suspended as always between sincere filial respect and dread hilarity. Amma mouths the page numbers with
  exaggerated respect  she can read, but she hasnt made a habit of it.


  Sacred couplet Four Hundred is in section forty of Part One of The Sacred Couplets, she begins. She always begins like that. And she always pauses before reciting the
  words of wisdom:


  
    
      
        The learning that you achieve in this birth


        Will benefit you in all seven births.

      

    

  


  Silence from the girls.


  Let us reflect on this thought-provoking nugget of wisdom, she ventures, gamely.


  The girls try very hard not to giggle or to catch one anothers eye. Quite recently Leela, forgetting the number with which Appa had chastised her, had generated an entirely random Nine
  Hundred and Thirteen to Amma.


  Sacred couplet Nine Hundred and Thirteen is in section ninety-two of Part Three of The Sacred Couplets, Amma had said:


  
    
      
        The false embrace of loose women is like


        That of a cursed corpse in the dark.

      

    

  


  Her face! They had all collapsed with laughter. Pushpa and Leela had slumped to the ground helplessly and cried in pain from the general hysteria. Even Amma had joined in. It
  was the tension, which had to find release somewhere in that unhappy bungalow. But Appa had reacted very badly, and in the evening he had tried to drown himself in a bucket of water.




    
  


  2


  Mullaipuram is situated on the hot, flat plains of Tamil Nadu. An isolated goitre of rock protrudes from the face of the settlement. The rock is only seventy metres high, but
  it is visible for many miles. Rival South Indian dynasties  the Cholas, the Pandyas and the Pallavas  fought for control of it for centuries. Then Tipu Sultan, the British and the
  French fought over it for a further two hundred years, bequeathing ungraceful additions to the ancient and ruined fortifications. No one fights over it now. An employee of the Tamil Nadu Board of
  Tourism climbs up it every day and sits in the cool of a dungeon to wait for tourists who do not come, tourists who will never come, tourists who will go to Madurai and Chennai and Pondicherry but
  who will never come to Mullaipuram, not even with a pistol at their temple. This fellow has a pee, eats his tiffin, takes a nap, then climbs down some four hours early and goes back home to his
  wife.


  The rock carries on regardless, like they do.


  Swami often goes on small trips into town. For short distances he limps, although a round trip to the nearest shop might take him twenty minutes. For longer trips he uses an antiquated
  three-wheeled wheelchair purloined from an amputee beggar by police colleagues. Usually one of his daughters pushes him, but when none of the girls is available he employs a thirteen-year-old
  Christian boy called Alexander  the son of a poor widowed flower-seller who lives in a shack built against the crumbling compound wall of the Indian Police Service bungalows. For five rupees
  an hour the boy bounces him across the potholed streets. What are you doing, squandering our daughters dowries on that stupid beggar boy? Amma is always complaining. She has a
  soft spot for that boy. She sneaks him snacks like vadai whenever Swami isnt looking.


  Alexander earns ten rupees today, because none of the girls is available to push Swami into town. They are too busy being harangued, beautified and instructed by Amma, for this is a very
  important day. In only one hour, that mighty young god of the Information Technology Era, Mohan P, B.Sc.  holder of this years illustrious Sri Aandiappan Swamigal Tamil Nadu
  Information Superhighway Endowment Scholarship  is due to descend on Swamis family with his direct relations and indirect relations and maternal confidantes and household
  neighbours and every Raman and Krishnan from Thenpalani who has a nosy nature and an hour to spare.


  Swami has promised Amma that he will be back in plenty of time to wash his face, comb his hair, change his shirt and look distinguished. Alexander is pushing him down Station Street, in the
  shadow of the rock. Swami is thinking about the shocking age of that great outcrop, which mocks the living matter swarming around it. And that, you know, is a consolation. They are returning from
  the police station, which Swami likes to visit once a week or so to listen to the latest goings-on. There is a long-running case gripping Mullaipuram. The dissolute son of a state politician long
  known for his extreme Eve-teasing and sexual harassment of young women has been charged with rape, and although the best and brightest brains of the Indian Police Service have been assigned to the
  case, it looks as though the accused might not get off scot-free.


  Shaani, Swami warns periodically, as the cow pats loom up; Alexander, absorbed in the hostile press of the crowded street and the sheer effort of wheeling a grown man down
  the rubbish-strewn road in the high heat of the day, has a habit of stepping into them in his bare feet.


  Swami looks at his watch. Hurry up, he grunts.


  * * *


  Amma, Jodhi, Kamala, Pushpa, Leela, Granddaddy, Auntie and Uncle on Appas side, Auntie and Uncle and Auntie and Uncle and Auntie and Auntie and Auntie on Ammas
  side, two of Ammas close cousins (fellow gurus in the mysterious arts of matchmaking), and an unmanageable number of random well-wishers and gossip-ravenous neighbours are all crowding the
  little bungalow of Number 14/B. Jodhi has barely said a word from the moment she woke up this morning until now, patiently submitting to whatever Amma tells her to do, even when what Amma is
  telling her to do is incompatible with everything else that Amma is telling her to do. Granddaddy too does not speak. Ever since his wife, Ammas own mother, died ten years ago, he has
  preferred music to people, obsessively playing his flute all day long. It is a special flute, fashioned by his own hand from a storm-damaged sacred peepul tree in his ancestral village; it is a
  flute which he regards as god  god whom he can carry tenderly in his hands, god whom he can render his very breath to and worship with music; it is a flute that he resents being parted from
  for any longer than it takes to swallow the meagre amount of rice and pepper water that his family can persuade him to eat for the sustenance of his scrawny frame, because who in his right mind
  would voluntarily divide from god, even for a minute? As he plays, everyone else except Jodhi is talking non-stop. None of them can imagine the chaos that is shortly going to be unleashed.


  Why did you wear this when I told you to wear that?


  What time will they come?


  Give it to me Auntie, Ill do it.


  Wheres Appa?


  Respected Granddaddy, please stop playing your flute, my head is hurting.


  Father, now remember what I said, as soon as they arrive Im taking the flute, just this once  the boys family dont want to listen to you and your
  flute.


  Sister, what will you do if this boy is the ugliest boy in Tamil Nadu?


  Leela! Dont bother your sister, youve seen his photo, you know hes a nice-looking boy.


  Truly truly ugly, so ugly that we all scream and run away?


  Leela, enough! Leave your sister alone!


  Yes Amma  but what if we all faint from an inability to withstand his skin-puckering ugliness?


  LEELA!


  Wheres Appa?


  Shall I eat this?


  What time is it?


  And then the panic, because Amma, Amma, Amma theyre here!


  What? Dont be silly, dont, you, I Oh my God theyre here, theyre so early, wheres Appa?! Jodhi go and sit, Sisters, Brother come with me, Kamala
  take Granddaddys flute away  oh my God, why are they so early?! Oh my God  wheres Appa?!


  While Amma and Pushpa and a dense crowd of uncles and aunties and a surge of minor hangers-on go out onto the verandah as an advance welcome party, and while Kamala wrestles decorously with
  Granddaddy over possession of the flute, and while other aunties and uncles and sisters arrange Jodhi in the designated chair, Leela and Pushpa rush to the window and ogle in high excitement at
  what is taking place outside. A small burgundy Maruti van is disgorging a village onto the roadside  boys, girls, women, men, middle-aged relatives, antique patriarchs, shifty
  neer-do-wells, chortling householders, bespectacled intimates, incapacitated crones, complaining extras and a range of hungry freeloaders.


  Ayyo-yo-yo its an army!


  I never saw so many people in one Maruti van.


  Which one is the hero?


  Where is he?


  Ayyo-yo-yo look at that fat lady! Who is that fat lady?


  Oh that is so fat!


  That is very fat!


  Did you ever see a lady so fat as that? Is that the Mummy?


  A lady as fat as that must sit in the middle of the van, or it will fall over, isnt it?


  There he is  here is our Mohan! Here is our Sitas Rama! He is coming!


  Dont be so stupid.


  Jodhi, I think your boy is the very tallest person there! He is very handsome!


  But goodness what a very fat lady! Leela repeats. I cant stop looking at her!


  Good afternoon, says a deep and unfamiliar voice.


  Leela turns round to find that half her extended family, and a fair portion of the immediate neighbourhood, is staring at her, limp with dismay, while Mr P  a large, dark, hairy and not
  entirely un-fat personage himself, who has slipped away from the throng outside and has just this moment entered the bungalow  is framed in the doorway of the room. He conducts a slow sweep
  of all the mortified faces looking up at him, and settles his gaze on Leela. She screams.


  Somebody give me my flute, says Granddaddy, into the void.


  * * *


  Swami is looking at his watch every few seconds by the time Alexander gets him to within half a mile of home. Push! and Faster! he is saying to poor
  little Alexander, who is doing his best, but whose skinny undernourished thirteen-year-old body is not best-suited to a task like this. Straining and sweating to keep a good pace going, Alexander
  gives a high-pitched grunt as he forces Swamis wheelchair over a hump of fetid rags. Swami lurches in his seat. Watch it, a woman in front of them says angrily, feeling the
  chairs footrest bang into her Achilles tendon.


  When it happens, it happens as these things ought to happen, in a manner appropriate to the clichs that witnesses will later attach to it  suddenly, in a
  flash, out of nowhere.


  Suddenly, in a flash, out of nowhere, a white man falls out of the sky. He bounces on the hard dirt road, directly in front of Swami  somehow he lands in a gap between the swarming
  pedestrians, although not without knocking a small boy off balance. The screams seem to begin instantly and from everywhere. Swami gazes down at his feet to where the man is lying in the kind of
  mangled position one would expect. He is looking at an ageing hippy with dirty blond-grey locks and a creased face almost orange from years of exposure to the sun. Their gazes lock together, and
  Swami knows that the white man is moments from death. The expression on the mans face is turning from confusion and pain towards a strange new place, somewhere between peace and vacancy.


  A riot is developing around the dying man and Swami, surrounded as they are by angry onlookers, but neither of them is aware of this. Im here, Swami finds himself communicating
  to this man, Im here  it is an instinctive offering, though what is being offered is unclear. And when he does this, he hears in his mind the Im going of the
  white mans dying consciousness  he sees it, and feels it, and knows it; it is as clear and powerful as a panoramic view from a high peak on a cloudless day. The white man is already
  leaving this world.


  I didnt know the white man sighs. Who knows what he didnt know, and to whom he is speaking? His eyes turn inwards to greet the death waiting within him.


  The whole thing is happening in seconds, but to Swami it feels like minutes. He tears his gaze away from the fresh dead face and looks up to where the man might have fallen from, a seven-storey
  building with a neon sign: Hotel Ambuli  full A/C  non-veg.


  Saar, Alexander squeals, trying to hang on to the wheelchair as hundreds of individuals turn into a mob. Swami feels the chair rocking this way and that. A woman is now standing
  over the mangled white man and beating him ferociously with her husbands tiffin can. With her other hand she grips her howling infant, the boy who had lost his balance and fallen over.


  He nearly landed on my precious son! she screeches, thwacking the metal container into a dead mans head. My son could have been killed by this snow-faced sky
  demon! The mob eggs her on. Spittle flies out of her mouth, then springs back on its own trail to hang from her chin.


  Saar! Alexander yelps desperately. He is no longer holding the wheelchair, he has been wrenched away.


  My  little  son, the woman pants, cracking down the unlikely weapon. My  tiny  son is  precious! Now more people have joined in,
  using their bare hands, as men shout to each other, at each other, to God and at the world. Swami is still in his chair, the white mans bloody head inches from his feet. He isnt
  scared at all, he hasnt felt as peaceful for a long time. Snow-faced sky demon, he finds himself thinking, thats good. The chair tips back and hes over, lying
  there in the dirt with the dead man. People are scrambling over him and over each other, piling in to get at the white man and beat him: hes white, after all, which makes a change, and
  hes dead, so it doesnt really matter. Chances like these dont grow on trees.


  Swami briefly sees Hotel Ambuli again through the flailing arms and legs  What a Refreshing Place to Stay, for your Busyness and your Holiday  then feels
  bare feet trampling him. He wonders if this is his death, and hears himself calling God, Rama, Rama, Rama, but not out of fear. It is more out of politeness, as one would call to friendly
  neighbours through the half-open door of their house  quietly, in case they were busy, or sleeping.


  Whistles are ringing, batons are flashing, members of the mob are being grabbed by the collar, by the hair, by the seat of the pants, and sent spinning. The police are here and are weighing in.
  They lash out and force their way through, calling everyone sons of prostitutes in their time-honoured and reassuring fashion. The intent of the people goes this way and that way for a few seconds,
  then sensibly goes that way for good. The mob divides into individuals again, onlookers only.


  Well Brother, what are you doing down there?


  Swami is looking up at the prodigious moustache of his old friend and colleague from Mullaipuram Police Station, Sub-Inspector K.P. Murugesan. He opens his mouth to say something.


  Dead, tiffin  didnt know! he says. It isnt what hed planned to say, but since the stroke he cant be too fussy.


  Are you hurt? Murugesan asks, speaking to him but looking with dread at the corpse.


  No.


  Saar! Alexander shouts, finally wriggling his way through and taking his position behind the toppled wheelchair.


  Dont worry boy, hes very fine. says Murugesan. A bit shocked. Well get him up. Hey! You and you! Come here!


  Two constables lever the wheelchair up, then get Swami to his feet. He collapses into his chair, half-dazed and abruptly exhausted, as Alexander brushes him down with the dirtiest rag in Tamil
  Nadu.


  Go home now Brother, have some tea, leave me to deal with this god-almighty disaster. My God, a dead white man, Murugesan laments, appalled, therell be hell to
  pay!


  Dead before, Swami says, indicating the body with his eyes.


  Yes yes, never mind these details. Murugesan looks disappointed. Dead before they beat him?


  Mm.


  Alive when he landed or dead already?


  Living.


  My God, Murugesan mutters, looking up at Hotel Ambuli, what does it mean?


  * * *


  A choice between Granddaddy playing his flute continuously and Granddaddy continuously asking for his flute back is not much of a choice. Granddaddy is playing his flute. The
  immediate family members of both clans are corralled together in the little lounge. The most significant elders and one unidentified baby have been allocated the shiny blue fraying sofa. Two or
  three dozen other people are thronging the remaining two rooms of the bungalow and the small back plot outside. Some of these people are hungry. They are stripping Number 14/B of edibles with the
  automatic efficiency of a swarm of locusts. Meanwhile, Leela is miles away, mortified and hiding  Such a little monkey, Mr P keeps saying, ambiguously  and Swami is
  missing. A disinterested commentator might hazard the opinion that this is not the smoothest possible start to a pre-engagement meeting, but the principal players in both families are coping.


  Oh yes, Im sure hell be here any moment! Mrs P says in the cosy crowded room. We arent worried, please dont concern yourselves.


  Her husband is mm-hmming enthusiastically in kindly support of his wifes small talk, enjoying being at the centre of so much excitement and activity, so many interested well-wishers.


  Appa is maybe held up at the police station by some important problem, Pushpa suggests shyly, wanting to make her father seem very grand.


  A long career in the police, I heard, chips in an uncle of the boy.


  Oh yes, very long career, Amma answers, more than twenty years.


  And still they are asking his advice! Anand chips in, deadpan and mischievous, causing Ammas left eyebrow to scale her forehead independently of her right eyebrow. She is
  suspicious of this younger brother because he needs a haircut and because he says smart things and because she can feel a funny throbbing near her left elbow. If her right eyebrow scales her
  forehead independently of her left eyebrow, then hell really be in trouble.


  Shut up, says the gloom-laden Devan, scolding his younger brother.


  For a moment Amma thinks he is speaking to her, and her right eyebrow quivers; while she doesnt actively dislike this older brother, she doesnt wholly approve of him because he is
  already married.


  Government desk job is distinct possibility! screeches Swamis brothers wife, from nowhere, and without a shred of evidence.


  Government desk job? No one says anything for a moment, as though to mark the fact that Swamis brothers wife has over-egged the pudding. The unmarried young people on both sides
  examine each other discreetly, Mohan and Anand sizing up the sisters, the sisters sizing up Mohan and Anand. Amma takes a moment to range her unqualified admiration over the petrified features of
  that perfect middle brother, the saintly Mohan.


  How many melodies he knows! says Mrs P at last, nodding admiringly at Granddaddy  everybody turns to look at Granddaddy  from whom a flourish has just emanated; his
  reedy tunes are yet to imprint themselves in everlasting tedium on Mrs Ps neurons.


  But when you ask him about it, he says he cant remember anything, he just plays what comes out, says an unidentified voice from somewhere over by the door, where second-tier
  supporters of the pre-engagement meeting are craning their necks to watch the fun.


  That is the gods, Mrs P says approvingly. Our elders are closest to the God. That is only one of many reasons why we are giving you our respect, she adds, addressing
  her remarks to the oblivious Granddaddy and to a head-waggling stump-toothed aged parent of her own.


  Amma nods gratefully. Amma is in awe of authentically fat women. Not only are fat women rich enough to buy lots of expensive fattening foodstuffs, they have enough free time in which to eat it.
  Amma loves to see two fat wealthy ladies crammed nonchalantly into a creaking cycle rickshaw while some 45-kg fellow with pipe-cleaner legs strains to pedal them up a long, slow incline 
  especially in the hot season. Amma regrets that she will never have enough money or leisure to be grotesquely corpulent.


  There is a quarter-minute of free-falling speechlessness in this small packed room.


  What about your studies and what-all? says Mohan  that human super-entity of cutting-edge computational developments  to Jodhi. Such excitement! Rapt observers near
  and far try not to ease their buttocks into new positions expectantly, or to seem in any way as though this might be a significant incident deserving of the utmost attention. For these are the
  first words spoken between Jodhi and Mohan. Certainly some incoherent mumblings and shy glances of mutual terror were exchanged when Jodhi and Mohan were first introduced, but since then 
  nothing. Just vacant faces staring at whoever is speaking, and flat, clipped voices responding to anything that is being said to them. Who knows if these two youngsters are head over heels in love
  or half crazed with horror? Some say its much the same thing. The couple are sitting side by side in white plastic chairs, like a King and Queen down on their luck; a court of parents and
  elders are seated near them; making up the loyal subjects are brothers and sisters and uncles and aunties and cousins and intimates, all perching on armrests and table corners and small
  protuberances of furniture, or sitting all over the floor.


  What about your studies Ammas eyes bulge out of her head as she gazes at Jodhi and wills her to reply. Jodhi swallows and shifts in her seat. What about your
  studies, Amma thinks, what about your studies, what about your studies DAUGHTER, SPEAK!


  Eng. Lit., Jodhi says.


  I know that, says Mohan. Eng. Lit., he says. Like him, he says, gesturing at his younger brother, before he was


  Very very very very! Mr P bellows, incomprehensibly. He doesnt want his younger sons latest expulsion from college broadcast willy-nilly at the pre-engagement
  meeting, though he knows that everyone knows.


  Amma beams at Mohan. What a beautiful boy, she is thinking. Actually, what an incredible salary hell soon be earning  that is a more accurate rendering of her thoughts  but
  his good looks are certainly a bonus.


  Ammas sister picks up a plate of fried snacks and offers them around.


  No no no, no, Mrs P says, taking one, taking two, taking three murukku as everyone watches admiringly.


  You see, Mr P begins in a new and solemn voice, now that we are having such a jolly time, the thing is, you see, dowry is the thing, wed better think about dowry
  situation, thats the thing.


  Dowry situation, murmurs Amma with a head-wobble like a Thanjavur doll, as though there is nothing that can make her feel more soporifically at ease than this matter, as though
  there is scarcely a topic under the sun or even beyond the edges of the known universe that she would enjoy investigating further than this one, at this time, in this place, under the
  tongue-lolling, neck-craning, eye-bright scrutiny of her neighbours. Husband better come first, she says.


  Who is your favourite English author and what-all? Mohan blurts out at Jodhi. He is on a roll now. He is not so very interested in the dowry situation.


  I dont know, Jodhi answers, startled. I like Graham Greene.


  I can make world-champion-beating anagram out of Graham Greene. Possibly several, her suitor confides.


  Jodhi isnt sure what to do with this information, but she nods gratefully, and the two Ammas share their little smiles. And then there is some shouting and commotion outside, a turning of
  heads, something of a small-scale bungalow-constrained non-fatal stampede, an Oh my God! from a startled Kamala and a bum note from Granddaddy and a booming The little
  monkey! from Mr P as Leela fights her way into the room, panting Amma Amma Amma! She trips over an ankle and dives full-length into the throng, shouting:


  Amma, a flying white man fell on Appa!
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  Swami  bare-chested, slack-breasted and yawning  is standing in the doorless doorway of the bedroom, still in his sheetlike lungi, looking out at Amma and Kamala.
  The mother and daughter rose half an hour ago, bathed themselves in the cool dark, and then went outside to pour water from a vessel and pray to Surya, the sun, who was rising too. Women of
  Ammas caste do not normally worship in this way. Maybe that is why she does it. Now she and Kamala are performing puja to the family gods who live in the little wall-mounted shrine. For
  every dawn of her married life, Amma has sought to see God and to be seen by God in this way. Later, the other three girls will get up reluctantly, and Kamala will draw a kolam design on
  their doorstep with rice-flour paste.


  Swami loosens his lungi so that he can tighten it again around his waist  it is something he has learnt to do with one hand.


  But how many times has the sun risen, Swami thinks. By how many people has the sun been worshipped? If you multiplied the one number by the other number, what kind of number would you get? Swami
  is always thinking thoughts like these, but what else has he been thinking about during this past week? Of how Jodhi has lost her chance of a very good good boy because of him? Of course. Of how
  his wife is embarrassed by him? Yes, that too. Of how hed like to lie down on his sleeping mat, and go to sleep, and never wake up, just like the white man, the dying white man who said
  I didnt know as he left this world for some other place? Yes yes, all these thoughts and more have come to him often in his misery and his wonder, as well as strange
  ruminations and meditations concerning death gazes, the strange pink-white whites of a white mans eyes, and that moment when the balance of power between a new brief light and an old one is
  superseded by a dull glaze. The fellow just  went away Im here, Swami had said to him, from some part of his mind he hadnt known was there.
  Im going, the man had responded. It was neither speech nor thought, it was transparent communication, it existed outside any frameworks I understand, it was
  And the curious thing was, Swami had felt so calm as the white man was dying. Only later, under the indignity of everyones fascination, had he felt even worse than before. For when Swami
  tries to convey the deeper resonances of his responses  to his wife, to his relatives, and to any of the neighbours and acquaintances who have been coming by to enquire after his welfare
   they dont listen properly. They dont want to hear him mumbling about abstract topics, its too difficult. They want to know what it is like to have a white man fall on
  top of you. No one takes a blind bit of notice when Swami grits his teeth in frustration and tries, for the hundredth time, to explain that the white man did not fall on him 
  Not fall me, he fumes. They want to ask yes-no questions as to whether white men bounce, and if the fellow was bleeding, and whether he had blond hair; they want to know what
  she looked like, that spittle-flecked mother who beat the dead white man over the head with her husbands tiffin can, while the little boy in her frenzied grip was sent lurching this way and
  that. As for Amma, what she really wants to know is this: How could this happen at such a time? How could he do such a thing?


  Who knows if it is the white man she is referring to, or Swami.


  When there is no hunger or pain or fear, what is peace or its absence except a state of mind one chooses? Swami knows this, but I cant endure any more is the background mantra
  playing over and over in his mind at this moment as he watches his beautiful wife at prayer; he is at the mercy of fore-thoughts that ricochet between half a dozen extreme problems: the white man,
  Jodhis prospects, his crippled future, ultimate meanings, his humiliation, his wifes anger  and partly, it is true, his breakfast.


  When he was a newly married man many years ago, and he used to watch Ammas morning puja, he would tease her afterwards, saying, Yes yes, this early-morning high devotion is all
  very well in Tamil Nadu, where the sun gets up with us, but there are places on this earth where the sun gets up at 2.30 a.m., and then what would you do? In reply, she would coyly hint at
  how hard it would be to leave her husbands arms at that time  but she would do it, because his welfare and the welfare of their family depended on the protection of the gods. But
  there have been few such teases and loving hints since Swami lost the ability to say four words together in the right order, and there have been even fewer since Jodhis divinely handsome and
  accomplished mate was marched out of the pre-engagement meeting by his mortified family because of the rollicking embarrassment of a white man falling on the father of the prospective bride. Though
  the Vedas and the Brahmanas and the Upanishads make no reference to snow-faced sky demons plummeting from the firmament to expire on innocent Hindus, though the
  Mahabharata and the Ramayana and the Puranas contain no indication as to what such incidents may portend, though the 2,685 verses of the Lawbook of Manu are
  incontrovertibly silent on this topic, nevertheless the parents of Mohan have taken a broad view that such an event is not auspicious.


  The small, roughly made cabinet of the family shrine is fixed halfway up the living-room wall. On the inside of the open doors are cheap prints of Ganesha and the eight Lakshmis. Within, on a
  shelf, amongst flower petals and brass plates showing scenes from the sacred texts, and next to a small stock of oil, wicks, clarified butter and lamps, are murtis of Murugan and Mariamman 
  little statuettes representing the Gods. Samayapuram Mariamman, the feminine power who conquers evil and heals disorder, went wooshing up the family worship rankings shortly after Swamis
  stroke, when Amma desired sight of a god who could really understand her familys plight. But as for Lord Murugan, the youthful warrior god, he can never be displaced in Ammas
  affection. The protection he affords is all-encompassing, and the boons he grants are legendary. And anyway he is so handsome and virile. Sometimes Swami is envious of Lord Murugan, particularly on
  special occasions when Amma bathes him in coconut milk and dresses him and feeds him devotedly.


  Behind Swami, the other three girls are stirring on their mats, under their thin blankets.


  Get up, Swami says in a kindly way, once Amma and Kamala are done.


  Dont snap at them for nothing, Amma snaps, for nothing, brushing past him and into the kitchen to steam some idlis for breakfast. Since the catastrophe, she has barely
  spoken to him except like this. She is still in maternal despair about what happened. For the first time in her married life, she is ashamed of her husband. Swami doesnt blame her, he knows
  she only wants what is best for Jodhi But is it my fault that people think a white man fell on me? Or is it my fate? That second thought is worse than the first. But maybe it is
  his fate.


  Poor Swami, he is a laughing stock. On the day after the incident, he was the lead story in the local newspaper. FLYING FOREIGNER LANDS ON RETIRED WHEELCHAIR COP, was the headline. He is famous. When he goes into town, young men scream
  Keep back! and point at the sky theatrically, as though more foreigners might plummet down at any moment. Jokers follow his painful progress down the streets, arching their necks and
  looking up as they rap out their outlandish predictions:


  Mr George Bush!


  Michael Jackson!


  Bernard Matthews!


  Nobody knows who Bernard Matthews is except the wit who first said it, a fellow who happens to know a thing or two about European turkey-farming, but everyone thinks Bernard Matthews is a
  wonderful name, one that can bear much repeating. And yesterday, as Pushpa was wheeling Swami to the second-hand booksellers who lay their wares out on cloths near the spice market, a plastic
  baby-doll came hurtling down from a second-storey window and bounced off his knee, to the helpless hilarity of a bunch of rowdies.


  There is, Swami now knows, no worse feeling than being roundly ridiculed in front of your own daughter. And is a man a man he had thought to himself at that time, stony-faced,
  almost crying.


  Swami trails past Amma in the kitchen and out into the little yard behind the bungalow.


  Ive lost all my dignity outside this small compound, and most of it within.


  He steps into the toilet, closes the makeshift door and squats down slowly and awkwardly over the hole, with his lungi hitched up over his knees. He winces as burning sensations shoot up his
  left arm; acutely painful, they nearly always occur when he squats down, ever since the stroke dumped one half of his body outside the control of his brain. There is nothing to be done about this,
  the doctor says.


  Since this is the only place in India where Swami can weep, Swami weeps.


  * * *


  Of all the police personnel in the town of Mullaipuram, surely it is K.P. Murugesan who has the best moustache. Not that it is the biggest or the longest or the most
  spectacularly sculpted, for any stupid fellow can break a record, but K.P. Murugesans moustache is generally believed to be naturally fuller and bushier and stiffer and better-shaped and
  altogether more impressive than any other moustache one might encounter across the entire Indian Police Service of Tamil Nadu. The moustache of K.P. Murugesan has been photographed in IPS journals,
  has featured in the nightmares of convicted criminals, and has even been mentioned in passing by an admiring member of the State Legislative Assembly. This moustache: it really is a god of
  moustaches, women look at it and wobble their heads in awe  and who can wonder, when it juts from his face like wings from an aeroplane, like a mighty load of timber in a bull
  elephants strong trunk?


  Murugesan is Swamis oldest colleague in the Police. The two of them attended the Police Training Academy together, more than twenty-five years ago, but they only got to know each other
  very well some twelve years back, when Swami was posted to Mullaipuram. Murugesan had shown Swami the ropes. It has to be said that those ropes, in those days, were not the cleanest ropes around,
  and since then they have only got grubbier. The policemen of Mullaipuram are not consistently renowned for being entirely incorruptible in all circumstances. For example, whenever there is a
  crackdown on a vice den in Mullaipuram, the police and the gangsters negotiate in advance as to how many paid volunteers should be arrested during the raid, thus keeping the newspapers happy with
  photogenic crime-busting operations, whilst safeguarding the kickbacks that flow from the den, through several tiers of the IPSs finest, all the way up to the wife of the District Super, who
  has expensive tastes in European crockery. Even so, amongst this formidable legion of law-enforcers, Murugesan and Swami have always prided themselves on being slightly less corrupt than some of
  the others.


  It is these superior ethical values that are informing Murugesans expression today, as he walks through Mullaipurams early-morning streets to visit Swami. The gaze above his hairy
  outcrop has a slightly harassed aspect; the violent demise of a white man in a small South Indian town was always going to spell trouble for those unfortunate personnel assigned to the case, and
  Murugesan is feeling anxious because he is one of the investigating officers.


  Forces and pressures far above Murugesans sphere of control are pushing and pulling at the case. Aware of the potential damage to tourism that could spread across the entire state of
  Tamil Nadu, various regional government agencies are overtly anxious to see the case concluded as quickly and as tidily as possible; it is known that the Chief Minister of Tamil Nadu is hopping mad
  and advocating a speedy low-profile resolution; and as for DDR  Doraisamy Devanamapettai Rajendran, the filthy-rich domineering Mr Mullaipuram of this town, who is also a State Legislature
  political hopeful and an influential member of Mullaipuram District Police Board of Governors and the owner of five hotels and a score of other businesses, including Hotel Ambuli from which the
  unfortunate white man is suspected to have fallen well, hes got half the town in his pocket. Hes already been telling Murugesans superiors that nothing could be worse
  for the prosperity of Mullaipuram, nothing could be more detrimental to the operation of natural justice, nothing could be more contrary to the principles of effective police investigation,
  than if that bouncing white man is found to have been killed in my hotel! In brief, anyone with a sliver of common sense is agreed that this case is a clear instance of
  suicide by an unidentifiable foreign drifter of low worth and no importance.


  But when did common sense hold unfettered sway over one second of time or one atom of matter? Several western consulates, anxious to know from where the victim hails, have been urging the Indian
  authorities to investigate the nationality and identity of the dead man; central government officials in Delhi, under pressure from a concerned American Embassy, are also dissatisfied with the
  response of the authorities in Tamil Nadu. So pressed this way and that way to do one thing or another thing, Murugesans bosses are trying to find responses which seem proactive and useful
  while being the opposite. This is why it has been decided, at the highest levels of political futility, that Swami will be taken by Murugesan to a Madurai morgue, to confirm formally that the body
  currently lying there is the same one that fell on him a week earlier.


  Murugesan turns into Swamis street, and starts thinking about Ammas breakfast idlis, which are famous.


  * * *


  Jodhi, Kamala and Pushpa are standing outside the toilet waiting for Appa to come out. Kamala has a bar of soap, Jodhi holds a jug of water, and Pushpa bears a small towel. They
  wait in a row, talking in very quiet voices against the background noise of traffic.


  Taking very long time, Kamala hisses.


  Taking longer every day, Jodhi whispers, sadly.


  Everyone is feeling very sorry for Jodhi now that Appa has ruined her life. They marvel at her courage in the face of adversity.


  At last Appa comes out and moves up and down this row of dutiful daughters. First he stares at the top of Jodhis head as she pours water over his hand. Then he looks at the top of
  Kamalas head as she dispenses and receives the soap which he jiggles around in one hand. Then he looks at the top of Jodhis head once more as she pours water again. Finally he looks
  at the top of Pushpas head as she dries him with the towel. It is a solemn process.


  The tops of my childrens heads are beautiful He would like to touch their cheeks lovingly, but darent. It would make him weep again.


  Appa, says Leela, coming out of the kitchen in her school uniform as she hands Jodhi a stiffly ironed and starched shirt, Mr Murugesan is come.


  Swami nods.


  Jodhi hands the shirt to her father, who puts it on awkwardly. She itches to do the buttons up, but Swami does it by himself. He is halfway through when he reminds himself that she has lost her
  happiness because of him; let the girl put my shirt on me if she wants to.


  You girls, Swami says, when shes finished. What, he says, what when, he tries, when what.


  Appa?


  College?


  Yes Appa, going to college today.


  Attending practicals, Pushpa confides.


  Good girl, says Swami.


  No college for me Appa, Kamala says. Staying here with you only, Appa.


  Good girl. Hurry three, he tells Pushpa. To, through  over, he tries. Hurry up is what he was aiming for.


  Inside the bungalow, Amma is speaking on the phone. Something about the way she is saying Okay and Very good and Very happy and I will do the
  needful and Most kindly of you and Yes yes we will fix it without delay most certainly is entering their minds as significant, and drawing them inside.


  Rest assured, says Amma, smiling anxiously as she speaks, we are most happy to hear this news, very happy.


  Inside, Appa greets Murugesan with a nod as everyone gathers around Amma.


  I dont know how to thank you, Amma trills, on the point of tears. Such a good boy! Yes very soon. Goodboy!  I mean, Goodbye! she says, laughing
  girlishly.


  She puts the receiver down, then picks it up again to polish it on the edge of her sari, trying not to cry as all the girls except Jodhi beg her to tell them the news. She replaces the receiver
  back in its cradle, and gently drapes a little cloth over it.


  God is doing this for you, Jodhi, she says at last. Boys family want to visit again, even after everything that happened, even though a white man fell on
  Appa.


  Didnt Appa blurts wearily, but no one takes the slightest bit of notice. Jodhis hand is clamped over her mouth in shock, and her three sisters are
  exclaiming Ayyo-yo-yooooooooooo! over and over again.


  Boy is wanting this most particularly, Amma says, he is insistent, so Mother and Father have finally agreed, despite the descent of the snow-faced sky demon.


  Very happy news, Murugesan says, as Swami burns in shame to be the obstacle that has occasioned such a concession.


  God is all-powerful, Amma says huskily, knowing that this development is an example of the all-encompassing protection, the legendary boons, for which Lord Murugan is famous.
  Go! she barks at Leela, fiddling on a shelf for twenty rupees, run to the market before school and buy three coconuts! Later she will go to the temple and make an
  offering of them.
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