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I reorganise my living room

asking each piece

where it would like to placed

I give a new spot to the Sofa and the lamp,
Change the drapes, and

Replace the old rug with a wall-to-wall carpet
When everything is just right

I begin to wonder:

where among these

Should I place myself?

Panna Naik, 'The Living Room'

Journal of south Asian Literature,
Vol.21, No.1, Winter, Spring, 1986

U ARTE BT YT MA@ foly Hed d<1 8l 21 98 39
RISl gfm & el S8 S\ @l GElvigs H o <Edl | 39
Verged # 98 ol ouw Tifd, R, WSy 3R 9 @) Al A #R e
fSpm @ R N w7 R oar 21

AfPT FB IW B W B H 9gd G G B RN & o 89
Faedl €1 I8 ddic 90 g # 9gd @ ol o 71 ¥ FEe B
T 98l & T HAT BT ATCHATT BHRAT BIdT 8 | JACHARIDGROT Bl T8 ufehar
9ga offed B & aifd R aned omu WR OBl BN B W ® fh
faRenmos @ P o oiR SH@T eEe W T Wfed dM g iR |
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I2lp kibihe @REAR ME Db Bk [RY3e b3 @ 13 ble
b PR 2R M B he Dbyl 15D hla lohlab) hakh BbRhA M
2 12 DYER @b [@olh RIGRYE ¢ lhlk k32 o) blie RIb 12 bbb
ikBhalblR b bl k3R bleh 13k 1 pbI3E e beiz ppRhe 1@ |PSh
B [ @lp Blb 3k lodd ¢ IDR:bie GDIGMB e thillk | bhbie ¢l
Lbin] 3 dkablie |3 Do blbhie ¢ 3 bk bhlk 1o [b¥d 3k

13
DA 2Bink ah kb Ikbd RO PIK ¢ (RPAL hhi bR Ik ¢ bd
lrerblbk 2 bhBle 1¢ Abylh BRRJ> & bhib 3h 2 PARIE dh {elbD]in
dioleble DR bh lLadi3p ¢ heh—er dh 2P b 136 @R

12 wde A2 painh b phbke LIE—LRE & leiblbk M Lhbb Lhi
lnlb2yd 1b 19y lklh B2k (eRin] 2 [LI3G dhjlk ®h bR,

12
AMRR & kad RIS 127 B QR 1 LbAh khie Rl @ Bibabllolie

. th Pl pRD eRe @ 3 lde @k 13 R RI2 Mpbie ¢ beh

& hlie khie 3b kb bISh 23 khie 12 ke @ dhh ¢ ®b dYhdb
2] kbR B ReRG ¢ klh b ¢ Ik 3DI3k BPJIE Ae R,

12 1BI2 2R, 13 10 Riktk brey) 2Dh wilb
B2 [k D2p2ldie, lbko pbR 1k A3, [t 130 DO ¢ bR bbb 12
3> bikkidl 230 ph 3b b blh RI2 |G hl bhie b B3k Ak bR
| 4=h (0 2Bl @b 20 12 2k LRI A [L130 b LR Ry, | Plh
Bk 13 b@lld 3 1PI3 DakK QY] ¢ kad bhjller (@ phie B kb khie
A 2oleb Dlb Mg @ bhjldp) & RIbb [ph 20 12 lkih b ke (2B,
Rlo g213b 1o |2 1310 2 1@ pob Wheh (@ LI3e Gpla kibad
fonie, |l 20 23 [ple B A0 @) PRIME @ RIB Ik Dk & he
Bah 1k BRI IDIGBID phin) Ikg] bbb 1o [REI3G M |RY B 2R
® 131k Plnod 18 dlapl] khie bk ARIDS |l B Bl 1@ Mdble

|1:h & |RR3¢ (ko M (93 1mB b
he ¢ Rhpj ¢ BRA BlUs BE & RAIHY ki b} 3 ladld 130 | Abbla (3
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gr aifes): ve uR=rg

YAl oGl # gl iRl ol Uh gWIER € 3@ b dol ol
waifefcas Pfodl € 7 @d A & A S & gl A el
SHD Sdl Bl gAK@ [y wald 2 grEm &1 ok Us
T PV HI A & W IT o YAl oDl | AT el
| I8 yarieal & gl 1 N 01d) @1 gfiedior ® geeh @r Adi-

"...The expenience of the second generation or third generation migrant is
very different from that of the first generation migrant: home becomes
unreal to them, just a space of imagination rather than of nostalgic

n |

recollection".

¥ e @ wHeH & oy dew 3w @ okew 9 g e
o1 ofard BT | YR Ar-fUar @ |Har spr enfeel e o
1967 H e ¥ B3| 96 W D dIe IAPT IHBI URIR FACS
WTH 3T TAT W&l IS Agels AR D H 98 Tel-Igl | I e
TIeraE o R AT RfeT 98 oun gRaR & " derddd
IA—IRl & ot | 30 %A § S Aol B <@ B U gite e |
TP WEhR H I8 g1 W & S0 $p wEial o gl aRd
P ® R BB YTAL B, TH 7 §HST WA <d gU d Pecll &

" When I began writing fiction seriously, my first attempt, for some reason,
were always set in Calcutta, which is a city I know quite well from repeated
visits with my family. These trips to a vast, unruly, fascinating city so
different from the small New England town where [ was raised shaped my
perceptions of world and of people from a very early age. I learned that there
was a another side, a vastly different version to everything. I learned to
observe things as an outsider and yet I also knew that as different as Calcutta
is from Rhode Island, I belonged there in some fundamental ways, in the

way I didn't seem to belong in USA. As I gained a bit more confidence, I



beean to sct stories in the US and wrote about situation ¢lose to my own
experience”.” |
gl A SR IR B WIHR HU TTWER e FolSa &
®Y H r| g9 2000 7 39 BRI B iR A Mar| 39 Adem
ol 94 Fweral gd ¥ & wggier d oy gor of | e g @
IqE 4 A FH SH D IS 99 dTEDHI B g 4 T R | 39
A 3 PIT B eIBIes BIOSTA ERI grE-veaicd Ry o,
JRUAIeIRe &1 % o0 REGR, AT g 3@Ts’ R'E < IARTA
e WRIW RER 4 el €1 Iad e Hebe Bl 3@ T aurd
9T W JETE B g B |

g7 iR A RAE =i # fivad e 21 9 v W 3 foe
o 6 S Aiia o 2 9 16 aeredl ) 99 A S=H o Bl
TRaT 9 fora |

FEE TRA gy W Td 9N B SPRE! Joqfi WX SmeTRd
39 Wdhed @ Yol # favenus ok IHST &€ ©— "Emotional pain and
nostalgia form the basic ingredient of Interprter of Maladies"> 39 THeA

&1 Mifd IT DY G IS IR F FAAT Y& qaR g

" In 1991, I met a student who working at a doctors office, interpreting for a
doctor who had a number of Russian patients who has difficulty explaining
their ailments in English.......... , I thought continueously about what a unique
position it was, and by the time I reached my home, the phrase 'Interpreter of
maladies’ was planted in my head. I told myself, one day I will write a story
with that title. About five years passed. Then one day I jostled down a para

containing the base bones of Interpreter in my notebook".*



SEAGET B Yol B Pl IR Aod B 8U T FEdl & "'l knew
from the beginning that this had to be the title story, because it best
expresses, thematically, the predicament at the heart of the book-the
dilemma, the difficulty and often the impossibility of communicating
emotional pain and affliction to others. as well as expressing it to
ourselves. In some senses [ view my position as a writer, insofar as I
attempt to articulate these emotions, as a sort of interpreter as well.’
g1 Bl g Jifefeas Hi Ue SuRIN B - © N® | U8 SuN
fdee # & @ el uRar & dF qwdi B oitad Hey & femra
g el </fd 3wy & YR 9§ 8 olfda arg H smRet # a9 Ty
g1 A a1 9% a8l B R 39 fory S9%1 W 9Rd & 7| 3
qeEl BT RS H BT & | IAST 97 A -9 g1 8l &
IS WM AU UM B Hehe YT BT 2 | S W g9ieig Bl
g f6 39 SR e Rl ik 7ot &1 <@ o oy Siar 21 98
S 9 MRel 7 dfdd @ 4 WRAR| I8 99 B S9 gE9 AT
T N & AR IRAA B R 9% S usal 81 S
4 € i Sb) ITell il g W qRaTE e Al |

T M UF TN W IEIRG AR R PR g o @ e e
o g0 off 5 Ry S # fRiw ==t 8 <E ©

AT & M ) ' I @il | 39 ORE YA UISHl UG ATArD
P W W QAgw & arell 7R et fBod @ sk 9 e
TP fARaRaar sdme w@ |




| - . . . . -~
That third space: Interrogating the Diaspora Paradigm - page 53.
T wwiw.rigrin.treeservers.com

3 Interpreter of Maladies by Jhumpa Lahiri South Asian Literature in English
An Encyclopaedia Green wood Press. p.167

4 ..
w\vw.ngrm.treeservers.com

3Ibid.
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lifs 122 13 MRP M2} ¢ Lelk [ 2D dfie M
f 2 1k Sldkll 12lb WeRb lpa Bk ARJRE |k 132 R klnk
1 bpffee] R RIRIBRAD| biknpibab] @b Bk 12 kIR |k Bk ke
B DR ¢ 3lbk) GUohR | Lk bRIBR ¢ pRieh & REIE
b LRk PIDMS Lb el 0iicblah  Lbfiele BE RhR (RS @I |ife
33 kD U Rk Ui Lb hb BUA  bin 'k 696} |lke 12 Ik bRh
M @ L [pla RRO L (2D Mb}h GRE Rb b DbLG o) ARY
® k2> RI ¢ o RO INZ 1bp) eh Sle R 2k RE MRwle | Rl RIS
kB2 Rlb ki3 & 2 2l Mo PUok Ll ¢ Lok Plbb jo I8k
Ioike e b2 BD Ik BRD Ik o R 2h bIGD @ Rlb |k b2 b Ik
o o bk BR R I1DUN 3 B [RIJIlb @D fr e 2B 2h [DIAAMR
alb |pSh Bh k@R 2¢Q] k BRI 1z PR Be @ Rebil Bl
kle Rih k Lloklh 2f RIB 0 Ik b3 & DIBIE |l Y LYokl
B> 8B plbd bl ¢ bie phie |k e kiR @ R IR
PR dh Il (02 R OAbBRME B3 RIY I I3 lkad MBS 1D |Mb
hie DR ® ploh pd b e 3 |l RBIBYE ph D3P i [D|od3
MOJ blg) P2 LI b Ik LI b2 dhd G 1M hid g QIR
o PRjeefl by @ Ak ae beB bR L FRARA &
| b D300 (b Likb ¢RI R b bR bd kOh & 1abb]
Gt IDRa L RBO k-l Ale LD M kD hO-Rohd |l Dk
R (ebk olirh DIBLD Rio e B 20 LR U0 133 b 2R RY @) @
lh phidkdy ¢ k2R PO k13 |l 1p3h 213 6D (DA rhi
(o Blb RO & b @ I3 ) b 0d ARIP ¢ b B BY
D3I 3blk BRIRE e @b AMB b | MRS kD RD hih
A L) B Il (1) P Rhl® Blh 2k bD ISIA DA bk bio l b96L

113k kRJe Ale BRP
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BY bl IR U 2 RD3k @b F3L (9 Able khit k RE | PR
1 k0B RRE bl lis [RIb Lk kliadh DIk M2 2k |ls 32
@bp | bail Pgye @ 1Bk Yk (RIb kil B Bh 1 Dk
k lolblie DD Gi-bib-p-bh L2 bR M DD @ Mo |lip [Pls-ple
IRl kb URIRD] L2 20 Ret |l PRY G5B b hdphibg
RRiy) o 0ok PR @) |2 lkk b lklbk kiR 3R @] Ik
133 Ibb PR 1D MhD @ Plbad |l WD R b [SPR [R-DIQ bd
2 Mb(p | e kof b Ae IRRJR @b k ke BE | bR Py, 20lk
2B Mg Bejlie 2Mp REIERY s Rlpivk 8DER R 3R |is Yok
B oBoBl Lhie BR Qlobin ey o Bbin (b @b 3 | QUish
B NRBABL ¢ Do dklbby PR3 DI 230 Iphie ki

12 132 2 LeRIK 12k ®D IRD ki Mb P URR|L
QAR L | lopule 2pa, ‘lplidh] b R kbR I8 kB R R
lgle AR 1D3 Pk f L2 2h 2l gk RYDIe Kpybie @) Myhd
—2 1o lohls |2 B8 RUSR @ kY 2 b RS MhAR @ lpibe
32 12 Rl 2 1RIDb b AP © khid M bik b 20bIh L LADA
2h Sie 53 L2dp (3 Rio blbb| I3 {3k 120 DRl (b beite
DYl 2 20y e e 13k Ll |2 oo |dhlie bh lbpE 3
Lidle B 1R8] Wl [ bbln b lbyuie 200, Mbbie ¢ ©b 2Bl 13
RIBE ok, | klh 2apS Mg 22bRS, [ 201 b |hb Sib @ b
2RItk 1Dl ab R3I> © hSh Layhie ©f Lo bk B @b 931k
e 12gE R 2l le bER2[> L Bh 36 LY DI P30 R LSlA
B2 bl 3 |l laddR Gpihp LGRS U 19h lbNkie Rk 2 83l
2822, bl BR @ LIS | @ Duewl (@ Qo Bk kb WY @
2P 2lb 2lnb dh Me M @ Pl bt Bh M) @ DORG Lise
230 kR 1o 2 Lhle @RI @ Mhb R AN BIb3 BIh e bie



T, A R IE B 39 B he doR G TegH (P or| ofdm gt
SETS BT By < A6l o, Rrawr § s S| agt andien | N
T8l o, f A% A9 aEelied g | IRl 7 Al WA @I g aren
Sl gar oY R T & PE W o1, R H 9 @R wa | H 39 a9
RYIR | ga-T ol o {6 g9 a3 wafv & dRME TR ¥ o
3l IR g H <o @1 Al gTo1 981 81 I8 ol |

gafe § 99 W Joar fagat ¥ g @ S g el
BICI-BICT §HMI &1 HaN q@al 81| ag Sdl JIaarerd § 304 &
R EINR B3 O A9IRTe $189 &) Aehel fhogAr sARd oY | 39§
H STUAT W Gerardl, Ifb TR H U A Ue Ul 3 dfe fhRE W
forar, v @iRed &1 wrell iR e 991 Ioadd | foran & S9
WR (M) &1 am o, {9 # ofed & Siar ar | § gRE guiF T,
Tgi-ggt wferal # gHAT YT, SIS & AT H dgaldn, 3is @ aMl 3R
Al | AT HRAT B3N | 3 H H Y HT UP BITT AT ST 3R TP
HHTrF HT @ forar| sPAR&T # I8 W1 UgAl Wi o | 39 A
AN AT W GRT| TS Y AT A1 Bfe ST W T M| AR
T8 tF ey on, R # A9e@ied @ Sl WY W o Jahdl o |
3@ 3ramar anfl a6 W fory FIE wiw @ aa) & o1 I8 9o b
T GRGA-SNT TR B ff R Ty AT o | Few # gR YaE 'AR
eXATS WR Y ) arel et Sl off | .

FARY Th wxE ¥ H ogaRed @ Far oar) ¥ gaE-um
BT 3R gy ol AR g B fIg FB Dol o ol 3= A
qarE B P F FredR W # S AT 5/ fed A & 4
3R gores WY o off off R gora{® @1 douAd oE §ar R@1 o
(SO 4 TR, TG Al w@ @ fav exlt 8 o #4 o T
§)| &R GIE dM R T TG B WU A T rell A B IR
T goTeR ¥ AT Gores ¥ TR O R o iR @R R IEW AR
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12 k@) bl M) @ X @ L) ke jhek kRaohle 8T 12,
e

1P 2e Mbh> iiblie |@he |16h b 10YL ¢ § 132 Bl b,
Pkl 2 Blie 2 R LY 23
e Rla B LRI le 12 bhjyhle Gb Yt kb RRNY RIS IdbRY
IBY |1k®) bl R Khh ©) RO Me lpg) 2 rbl 16RO L ©BORIL
lkhie ki |l 30k RIK ARl olie abfie & Lhish| lklady) IdiMg]
.EWEEEVEBWMW_%%EEEEE
RIS] IRk Ibh 1 kleb by ob Bh p obde B3 12 bk bobp)
R bleble b pSh Qi @ MY © LR 2k DL Mbb Bl
LRIOIZ @ Rlekd b BB b bl @ 230> phie b e B
I [khlsp) bAikb @ MBS k DR GBS |k bR 2kRlhie SRRl
Slp BB BD dun 13 BB 3R Bin Ab d) IPUN (3 30 MRD Slbdbif
e plhilh 1b [h Rl @f @b bin IR khab) lb b2 b AYRD
Blb @b Ph2 34 bl fp 1 12 10k 13 PE 3b @] lplh b bb IRSR
Bh Ah% ¢ RbPhbid bk bln bl ¢b | DU | MWD & (RSB rh
® 2be 110D b Bk Dbl Az 10 GQYY Ae [Plie ROk LRIILE
bR Plin Lie bl it @i DR RIS RIS lkhie b lbld kB
P2 ah ARl b [lle RIESRME [t M2 Lol blie RRS bl |l lRyjin
logte 1b 1b3 3k fr Ak Dipk> BE || Poh kB Rh (wory 1R
E%_Egﬁwﬁgﬁ%ﬁ%_gﬁﬁ%ﬁﬁg
Bl Bk bin 1R 13 hejlp b Iolp L (30 k@) Bilyy 1DIn 2
bhliBh] Mie Bl @RSk |ls DA 1Dh blo: bDMb I Ak 1B
I5b 1Rlb |RQISEY b [ala RhR 130 bl & bl k0 @ kaih:
kb |l 1R dbEd P (@ (bl b Pib k3 b YR RYEL
ki 3R-Ibb 218 Rl © B2 M2IRIA @ IDRID © (KSR BE Ah kI3
I Mo IR IS 15 B 3k 1® Bb kit |Blh Mplkb kIR [l




BbR b [0 (Rl Ok 2h bp b (SRR &b 2b RS Abe ¢ M3k bi
ik 1bB P ha 10 3D R-21@ 2D ¢ M) ehe leal b Ib bdk
|2l Lnibad | 103k (9B 23k e L-R18 @b 2lb ki o
TR
Rl M@ D @ Bibad 3b @) L 1Y L2k $d kb, Flieop
o L Db 2h blh bl Ry DY (30 L [Rlok PR bl bl
| Itz 1ak)
B 13h 1P pdw 3D h 3k |le 223 PbR bikk 3k (I B3
ft DI [ [210) Lidle R [elbh MbMDA A3 ddy lplbbl | 3k loa
@hE ME I pRbh L) 1b kibk B3 A2 A3 B SIb AbMPE
12 b ppalke o 12 2k k20 Dpjo RY e k103 Phik
lahb33ke 33D [ AEMBIR R b 1R BE o 22 k3h B2 Me
2l L 2oble @ (pl | [Rlie O Blp ¢ PD ¢ klhdh lRIK
el 1@ BB e PUs ke & Tepd Ropkaing o 2l 5h M 1
Pl Y 180 k| lfe RLND b R ¢ L3N] Rl Bk | kL
Rdk) AR fr bn [phie (@ GOk k230 28 Rlle B Rhb |12
RRE id pRb) iob DIR b bl2 Al iRIPE bh 1@ a3 Bh phe
| ‘ JBSh Lo,
2 P2 2h RN bk |& 0D & PPI3 Ip &2 DY k,
Jk
@2, D2 Poln 3k 2 Bhein B IDad hik b kRRIGME b g,
IRP) blbin kit ‘3 DY ¢ YolR|RbD
alie 2EDPAE Ropbalnk @2 @f Ikl kb BRR Rk 13 Rk
£ B @2 R A3 B ppI3 kb,
L& LLeAinle Gk,
0 B2 1k 2pI3,
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lolp |phie 2Pl 1RRR & bid Lhie 3b @ lpIbe L feblie @) 1k
3 20 kb b @B k L2Mp hbi RO DA 13b lklk BYPIe 23hl>
I$ Mppr Big) @ Is 12h kit [4e (@2 Mpb 1P keh 3h & lRKJiR
BRIk leltyh A3 R kb bU2r, kit ikl Lkl RUDKE RIB kD 2
Dhplb) RbB (b Dllin bbb (& bikklle B 121l 198 ¢ rh 2DB
b bip A b Blb B RpAD R b Me (I Lieb phie [3b Mhkie
@ lele iyle @) Ikd) ladbp) lb lodblblb ¢ I3k Mg dk M
® 130 & jblo (phie |lpg| hhkele 1 DB @ ik 30 @b A
ad |l Ikl ® 2D pbh 3 (@ bblke e 3] k RISYE & IR
e 120 bl IBQ T 3RO 2h kb PR bk) & RIRJpRIZ lie
@, Yele wble [l 2 lie BI ADILD | Mk GRA  MbBE QI3
1o |3k L lelir Lolps Jh o 3lb & k2B 2l 2ib kit @b bb
J Sk s,
L2 1818 1 Idbpllie dh Bl —(3 ldkln [ Db BE
12 B0 Rbp plh EbEDE b abd BY Db GBRO (2> RIHIE hbdd 2b
M2 @ Rh ®h 13k (@ kop Bh Ae lklhkhie B kI3 k) b 3bin
RIR Pl BLb i b RO 1Y RS kRO i 20 2b,
| | g Pl 18 @D 3b B 2% | s beil 3k |PAD |3
52 1phRy P o R L 12 1pln P bRA-BRA 20 @ lie Lo lkb
12) @ b2 (PBA b KO |l @2 bh 2k R g [k RIb LRI
Rlp beb ol 53 o ($h 2h [RRILD PRlh PR [l AR )
@ BIpMie e Il lbiig) Pla bhb AbPle ©b e o (22 L [
Bb 28 kb 2h o U o 22 3k P Rl (PR L 10YR B
22 A Bl b IBIOY h LR | 20D B 218 @) $ (PRl bb
lple ke 320 gh 2h bR B 2b bin 2 19h Bl @ PU 22 PRI
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o IBln R hab |d e e R R Ly bhi (o Uoibad @b i

Bblb |Plb b o) M kRiE 1e-lodlkRik @b Bk @) ‘S Rbe di

Ble @ LA bR k ke RO |1k IRR RSk LD b Rbd |

LaR) (Pof kb e Gab [b> b ARIRIL bR DIbAD o2 T3 Pibad
Blh [3b |11 b2k 2h D Rbi (22 BIRID M (08 | kb &

JIR B Db llln, —lis Rl e 1bRA

@ik iz 2B B bibin 3p bRUA [P 12 1k @D bik |k 1L (@b b

b Dib B3 RO b |l L) 23h Ao 13 19lle kr RRNY R 132 L

13k Ieale RGP MG Dib k biblie |9 B 103k 19b o Bk 2

RIE: Ae R lhindSh b blepd b | @R LB 2b @Ub 16h LR35 B AR
th i@ 2ix |pa Mb pib B 2y R 1130 R AR ki CARRR,
| §li2da) 2cp) 1Yk j Mokllz, |3,

|13¢ 3k 8D b |l 122 Siin

Rl ¢ loh ehle BR U bbln 12 DRI kb Ry ‘@i b Ik 1R

22D (@ |plr Db Dykan IN3 bYRh b bin g U 2lk e [Pl

Whte gk BRE 133 PR35 |& olh Db B A0k 'Qp rbAlk IRRIh
© PRjh e Blo fpopy lbp) B RIb ke Gh @ LR

,. lils 1blin eIk 1913h 3R

Re 1B Ik 1208 k bin @) Ielle 2 R ah B Il 133 2 RBak
billkhie B 33D ®d AUe e It 2D Ah 3D 2D RE DRA

J2 AbRIA, @

Plp, 120 kRO Pob GBE |1 2 20 @ bloid M 2b b
£ & 3k Inkiebag

3k kb LR 2h RS bk IS5 2h0 ¢ blp, ‘BlIOR) 13k
g

@2 lbh A% @ LR M| ¢ RRIhRIL khie 03k &) ik 133 b
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"The first words | learned to utter and understand were in my parent's
native language, Bengali. While English was not technically my first language. it

3
has become so..."
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of people navigating between the strict traditions they've inherited and the

baffling New World they must encounter everyday.’
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A Real Durwan

% OORI Ma, sweeper of the stairwell, had not slept in
two nights.’ So the morning before the third night she
{_# shook the mites out of her bedding. She shook the
quilts once underneath the letter boxes where she lived, then
once again at the mouth of the alley, causing the crows who
were feeding on vegetable peels to scatter in several directions.

As she started up the four flights to the roof, Boori Ma kept
one hand placed over the knee that swelled at the start of every
rainy season. That meant that her bucket, quilts, and the bun-
dle of reeds which served as her broom all had to be braced
under one arm. Lately Boori Ma had been thinking that the
stairs were getting steeper; climbing them felt more like climb-
ing a ladder than a staircase. She was sixty-four years old, with
hair in a knot no larger than a walnut, and she looked almost as
narrow from the front as she did from the side.

In fact, the only thing that appeared three-dimensional
about Boori Ma was her voice: brittle with sorrows, as tart as
curds, and shrill enough to grate meat from a coconut. It was
with this voice that she enumerated, twice a day as she swept
the stairwell, the derails of her plight and losses suffered since
her deportation to Calcutta after Partition. At that time, she
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maintained, the turmoil had separated her from a husband
four daughters, a two-story brick house, a rosewood almari,
and a number of coffer boxes whose skeleton keys she still
wore, along with her life savings, tied to the free end of her
sari.

Aside from her hardships, the other thing Boori Ma liked
to chronicle was easier times. And so, by the time she reached
the second-floor landing, she had already drawn to the whole
building’s attention the menu of her third daughter’s wed-
ding night. “We married her to a school principal. The rice
was cooked in rosewater. The mayor was invited. Everybody
washed their fingers in pewter bowls.” Here she paused,
evened out her breath, and readjusted the supplies under her

“arm. She took the opportunity also to chase a cockroach out
of the banister poles, then continued: “Mustard prawns were
steamed in banana leaves. Not a delicacy was spared. Not that -
this was an extravagance for us. At our house, we ate goat
twice a week. We had a pond on our property, full of fish.”

By now Boori Ma could see some light from the roof sﬁill-
ing into the stairwell. And though it was only eight o’clock, the
sun was already strong enough to warm the last of the cement
steps under her feet. It was a very old building, the kind W1th
bathwater that still had to be stored in drums, windows with-
out glass, and privy scaffolds made of bricks.

“A man came to pick our dates and guavas. Another chpped
hibiscus. Yes, there I tasted life. Here I eat my dinner from a
rice pot.” At this point in the recital Boori Ma’s ears started to
burn; a pain chewed through her swollen knee. “Have I men-
tioned that I crossed the border with just two bracelets on my
wrist? Yet there was a day when my feet touched nothing but

marble. Believe me, don’t believe me, such comforts you can-

not even dream them.”

- Whether there was any truth to Boori Ma’s litanies no one
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could be sure. For one thing, every day, the perimeters of her
former estate seemed to double, as did the contents of her al-
mari and coffer boxes. No one doubted she was a refugee; the
accent in her Bengali made that clear. Still, the residents of this
particular flat-building could not reconcile Boori Ma’s claims
to prior wealth alongside the more likely account of how she
had crossed the East Bengal border, with the thousands of
others, on the back of a truck, between sacks of hemp. And yet
there were days when Boori Ma insisted that she had come to
Calcutta on a bullock cart. |

“Which was it, by truck or by cart?” the children sometimes
asked her on their way to play cops and robbers in the alley. To
which Boori Ma would reply, shaking the free end of her sari so
that the skeleton keys rattled, “Why demand specifics? Why
scrape lime from a betel leaf? Believe me, don’t believe me. My
life is composed of such griefs you cannot even dream them.”

So she garbled facts. She contradicted herself. She embel-
lished almost everything. But her rants were so persuasive, her
fretting so vivid, that it was not so easy to dismiss her.

What kind of landowner ended up sweeping stairs? That
was what Mr. Dalal of the third floor always wondered as he
passed Boori Ma on his way to and from the office, where he
filed receipts for a wholesale distributor of rubber tubes, pipes,
and valve fittings in the plumbing district of College Street.

Bechareh, she probably constructs tales as a way of mourn-
ing the loss of her family, was the collective surmise of most of
the wives.

And “Boori Ma’s mouth is full of ashes, but she is the victim
of changing times” was the refrain of old Mr. Chatterjee. He
had neither strayed from his balcony nor opened a newspaper
since Independence, but in spite of this fact, or maybe because
of it, his opinions were always highly esteemed.
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The theory eventually circulated that Boori Ma had once
worked as hired help for a prosperous zamindar back east,
and was therefore capable of exaggerating her past at such
elaborate lengths and heights. Her throaty impostures hurt no
one. All agreed that she was a superb entertainer. In exchange
for her lodging below the letter boxes, Boori Ma kept theit
crooked stairwell spotlessly clean. Most of all, the residents
liked that Boori Ma, who slept each night behind the collaps-
ible gate, stood guard between them and the outside world.

No one in this partlcular flat-building owned much worth
stealing. The second-floor widow, Mrs. Misra, was the only |
one with a telephone. Still, the residents were thankful that
Boori Ma patrolled activities in the alley, screened the jtinerant
peddlers who came to sell combs and shawls from ‘door to
door, ‘was able to summon a rickshaw at a moment’s calling,
and could, with a few slaps of her broom, rout any suspicious -
character who strayed into the area in order to sp1t urinate, or
cause some other trouble.

In short, over the years, Boori Ma’s services came to re-
semble those of a real durwan. Though under normal circum-
stances this.was no job for a woman, she honored the respon-
sibility, and maintained a vigil no less punctilious than if she-
were the gatekeeper of a house on Lower Circular Road, or
Jodhpur Park or any other fancy nelghborhood "

On the rooftop Boori Ma hung her quilts over the clothesline.
The wire, strung dlagonally from one corner of the parapet to -
‘the other, stretched across her view of television. antennas,
 billboards, and the distant arches of- Howrah Bridge. Boori Ma *
consulted the horizon onall four sides. Then she ran the tap at
the base of the cistern. She washed her face, rinsed her feet,
and rubbed two ﬁngers over her teeth After thlS she started to

gy
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beat the quilts on each side with her broom. Every now and
then she stopped and squinted at the cement, hoping to iden-
tify the culprit of her sleepless nights. She was so absorbed in
this process that it was some moments before she noticed Mrs.
Dalal of the third floor, who had come to set a tray of salted
lemon peels out to dry in the sun.

“Whatever is inside this quilt is keeping me awake at night,”
Boori Ma said. “Tell me, where do you see them?”

Mrs. Dalal had a soft spot for Boori Ma; occasionally she
gave the old woman some ginger paste with which to flavor
her stews. “I don’t see anything,” Mrs. Dalal said after a while.
She had diaphanous eyelids and very slender toes with rings on
them.,

“Then they must have wings,” Boori Ma concluded. She put
down her broom and observed one cloud passing behind an-
other. “They fly away before I can squash them. But just see
my back. I must be purple from their bites.”

Mrs. Dalal lifted the drape of Boori Ma’s sari, a cheap white
weave with a border the color of a dirty pond. She examined
the skin above and below her blouse, cut in a style no longer
sold in shops. Then she said, “Boori Ma, you are imagining
things.”

“I tell you, these mites are eating me alive.”

“It could be a case of prickly heat,” Mrs. Dalal suggested.

At this Boori Ma shook the free end of her sari and made her
skeleton keys rattle. She said, “I know prickly heat. This is not
prickly heat. I haven't slept in three, perhaps four days. Who
can count? I used to keep a clean bed. Our linens were muslin.
Believe me, don’t believe me, our mosquito nets were as soft as
silk. Such comforts you cannot even dream them.”

“I cannot dream them,” Mrs. Dalal echoed. She lowered her

diaphanous eyelids and sighed. “I cannot dream them, Boori
Ma. I live in two broken rooms, married to a man who sells
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toilet parts.” Mrs. Dalal turned away and looked at one of the
quilts. She ran a finger over part of the stltchmg ‘Then she
asked:

“Boori Ma, how long have you slept on ) this beddmg?

Boori Ma put a finger to her hps before replymg that she
could not remember.

“Then why no mention of it until today? Do yeu th1nk it’s
| beyond us to provide you with clean quilts? An oxlcloth for
that matter?” She looked insulted. :

“There is no need,” Boori Ma sa1d They are clean now. I
beat them with my broom.”

“I am hearing no arguments ' Mrs. Dalal said. “You need 2
new bed. Quilts, a plllow A blanket when winter comes.” As
- she spoke Mrs. Dalal kept track of the necessary items by
touchmg her thumb to the pads of her ﬁngers | /

“On festival days the poor came to our house to be fed,”
Boori Ma said. She was filling her bucket from the coal heap on
the other side of the roof.
~ “I will have a word with Mr. Dalal when he returns from the

‘office,” Mrs. Dalal called back as she headed down the stairs. -
“Come in the afternoon. I will give you some plckles and some
powder for your back.”

“It’s not prickly heat,” Boori Ma said. |

It was true that prickly heat was common during the rainy
season. But Boori Ma preferred to think that what irritated her
bed, what stole her sleep, what burned like peppers across her
thmnmg scalp and skin, was of a less mundane origin.

She was ruminating on these things as she swept the stair-
‘well —she always worked from top “to bottom — when it
started to rain. It,came slapping across the roof like a boy in
slippers too big for him and washed Mrs Dalal’s lemon peels-
into the gutter. Before pedestrians could open their umbrellas,
it rushed down collars, pockets, and shoes. In that particular
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beat the quilts on each side with her broom. Every now and
then she stopped and squinted at the cement, hoping to iden-
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Dalal of the third floor, who had come to set a tray of salted
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“Whatever is inside this quilt is keeping me awake at night,”
Boori Ma said. “Tell me, where do you see them?”

Mrs. Dalal had a soft spot for Boori Ma; occasionally she
gave the old woman some ginger paste with which to flavor
her stews. “I don't see anything,” Mrs. Dalal said after a while.
She had diaphanous eyelids and very slender toes with rings on
them.

“Then they must have wings,” Boori Ma concluded. She put
down her broom and observed one cloud passing behind an-
other. “They fly away before I can squash them. But just see
my back. I must be purple from their bites.”

Mrs. Dalal lifted the drape of Boori Ma’s sari, a cheap white
weave with a border the color of a dirty pond. She examined
the skin above and below her blouse, cut in a style no longer
sold in shops. Then she said, “Boori Ma, you are imagining
things.” |

“I tell you, these mites are eating me alive.”

“It could be a case of prickly heat,” Mrs. Dalal suggested.

At this Boori Ma shook the free end of her sari and made her
skeleton keys rattle. She said, “I know prickly heat. This is not
prickly heat. I haven’t slept in three, perhaps four days. Who
can count? I used to keep a clean bed. Our linens were muslin.
Believe me, don’t believe me, our mosquito nets were as soft as
silk. Such comforts you cannot even dream them.”

“I cannot dream them,” Mrs. Dalal echoed. She lowered her
diaphanous eyelids and sighed. “I cannot dream them, Boori
Ma. I live in two broken rooms, married to a man who sells
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toilet parts.’ Mrs Dalal turned away and looked at one of the
quilts. She ran a ﬁnger over part of the st1tch1ng Then she
~asked:

“Boori Ma how long have you slept on this beddmg? |

Boori Ma put a finger to her lips before replying that she
could not remember.

“Then why no. mentlon of it until today? Do you think it’s
beyond us:to prov1de you with clean qurlts? An oﬂcloth for
that matter?” She looked insulted.

“There is no need,” Boori Ma said. “They are clean now. I
beat them with my broom.” | |

“ am hearing no arguments,’ * Mrs. Dalal said. “You need
new bed. Qullts a pillow. A blanket when winter comes.” As
she spoke Mrs. Dalal kept track of the necessary items by
touching her thumb to the pads of her fingers.

“On festival days the poor came to our house to be fed
Boori Ma said. She was filling her bucket from the coal heap on’
 the other side of the roof. o |

“I will have a word with Mr. Dalal when he returns from the
office,” Mrs. Dalal called back as she headed down the stairs.

“Come in the afternoon. I will give you some plckles and some
powder for your back.” :

“It’s not prickly heat,” Boori Ma said. |

"It was true that prickly heat was common during the ramy
season. But Boori Ma preferred to think that what irritated her
bed, ‘what stole her sleep, what burned like peppers across her
thinning scalp and skin, was of a less mundane origin.

- She was ruminating on these things as she swept the st air-
well — she always worked from top to bottom — when it
‘j across: ‘¢ roof like a boy in
shppers t00 b1g for. h1m and washed Mrs' Dalal’s lemon peels
into the gutter. Before pedestnans could open their umbrellas,
it rush_ed ‘down collars, pockets, afid shoes. In that.partlcular
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flat-building and all the neighboring buildings, cfeaky shutters
were closed and tied with petticoat strings to the window bars.

At the time, Boori Ma was working all the way down on the
second-floor landing. She looked up the ladderlike stairs, and
as the sound of falling water tightened around her she knew
her quilts were turning into yogurt.

But then she recalled her conversation with Mrs. Dalal. And
so she continued, at the same pace, to sweep the dust, cigarette
ends, and lozenge wrappers from the rest of the steps, until she
reached the letter boxes at the bottom. To keep out the wind,
she rummaged through her baskets for some newspapers and
crammed them into the diamond-shaped openings of the col-
lapsible gate. Then on her bucket of coals she set her lunch to
boil, and monitored the flame with a plaited palm fan.

That afternoon, as was her habit, Boori Ma reknotted her hair,
untied the loose end of her sari, and counted out her life
savings. She had just woken from a nap of twenty minutes,
which she had taken on a temporary bed made from newspa-
pers. The rain had stopped and now the sour smell that rises
from wet mango leaves was hanging low over the alley.

On certain afternoons Boori Ma visited her fellow residents.
She enjoyed drifting in and out of the various households. The
residents, for their part, assured Boori Ma that she was always
welcome; they never drew the latch bars across their doors
except at night. They went about their business, scolding chil-
dren or adding up expenses or picking stones out of the eve-
ning rice. From time to time she was handed a glass of tea, the
cracker tin was passed in her direction, and she helped children
shoot chips across the carom board. Knowing not to sit on the
furniture, she crouched, instead, in doorways and hallways,
and observed gestures and manners in the same way a person
tends to watch traffic in a foreign city.
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On this partlcular afternoon Boori Ma decided to accept
Mrs. Dalal’ s invitation. Her back still itched, even after nap-
ping on the newspapers; and she was beginning to want some
prickly-heat powder after all. She picked up her broom — she
never felt quite herself without it —and was about to climb

upstairs, when a rickshaw pulled up to the collapsible gate. |
It was Mr. Dalal. The years he had spent filing receipts had
left him with purple crescents under his eyes. But today his
gaze was bright. The tip of his tongue played between his
teeth, and in the clamp of hJS thighs he held two small ceramic
basins.
~ “Boori Ma, I have a job for you. Help me carry these basins
upstairs.” He pressed a folded handkerchief to his forehead and
throat and gave the rickshaw driver a coin. Then he and Boori
Ma carried the basins all the way up to the third floor. It wasn't
until they were inside the flat that he finally- annouﬁced to

Mrs. Dalal, to Boori Ma, and to a few other residents who had
followed them out of curiosity, the following thmgs That his
hours filing receipts for a distributor of rubber tubes, pipes,
and valve ﬁttings had ended. That the distributor himself, who
* craved fresher air, and whose profits had -doubled, was open-

ing a second branch in Burdwan. And that, following an as®
sessment of - his sedulous performance over the years, the
distributor was promoting Mr. Dalal to manage the College
Street branch. In his excitement on his way home through the
plumbing district, Mr. Dalal had bought two basins.

“What are we supposed to do with two basins in a two-
room flat?” Mfs. Dalal-demanded. She had already been sulk-
ing over her lemon peels. “Who ever heard of it? I still cook on
kerosene Y@h;;; f'use to apply for & phone;;{;;And I'have yet to see
the fndge you prormsed when we married. You expect two
basms to make up for all that?” |

R
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all the way down to the letter boxes. It was loud enough, and
long enough, to rise above a second spell of rain that fell after
dark. It was loud enough even to distract Boori Ma as she
swept the stairwell from top to bottom for the second time
that day, and for this reason she spoke neither of her hard-
ships, nor of easier times. She spent the night on a bed of
newspapers.

The argument between Mr. and Mrs. Dalal was still more or
less in effect early the next morning, when a barefoot team of
workmen came to install the basins. After a night of tossing
and pacing, Mr. Dalal had decided to install one basin in the
sitting room of their flat, and the other one on the stairwell of
the building, on the first-floor landing. “This way everyone can
use it,” he explained from door to door. The residents were
delighted; for years they had all brushed their teeth with stored
water poured from mugs.

Mr. Dalal, meanwhile, was thinking: A sink on the stairwell
is sure to impress visitors. Now that he was a company man-
ager, who could say who might visit the building?

The workmen toiled for several hours. They ran up and
down the stairs and ate their lunches squatting against the ban-
ister polés. They hammered, shouted, spat, and cursed. They
wiped their sweat with the ends of their turbans. In general,
they made it impossible for Boori Ma to sweep the stairwell
that day.

To occupy the time, Boori Ma retired to the rooftop. She
shuffled along the parapets, but her hips were sore from sleep-
ing on newspapers. After consulting the horizon on all four
sides, she tore what was left of her quilts into several strips and
resolved to polish the banister poles at a later time.

By early evening the residents gathered to admire the day’s
labors. Even Boori Ma was urged to rinse her hands under the
clear running warer. She sniffed. “Our bathwater was scented
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with pet'als and attars. Believe me, don’t believe me, it was a
luxury you cannot dream.” o

. Mr. Dalal proceeded to demonstrate the basin’s various fea-
tures. He ‘turned each faucet completely on and completely
off. Then he turned on both faucets at the same time, to
illustrate the difference in water pressure. Lifting a small lever
between the faucets allowed water to collect in the basin, if
desired.

“The last word in elegance,” Mr. Dalal concluded.

“A sure sign of changing times,” Mr. Chatterjee reputedly
~ admitted from his balcony.

Among the wives, however, resentment quickly brewed.
Standing in line to brush their teeth in the mornings, each
grew frustrated with having to wait her turn, for having to
wipe the faucets after every use, and for not being able to leave
her own soap and toothpaste tube .on the basin’s narrow pe-
riphery. The Dalals had their own sink; why did the rest of
them have to share?

“Is it beyond us to buy sinks of our own> one of them
ﬁnally burst out one morning.

“Are the Dalals the only ones who can improve the condl-
tions of this building?” asked another.

Rumors began spreading: that, following their argument,
Mr. Dalal had consoled his wife by buying her two kilos of
mustard oil, aKaShr_n‘iri'shawl, a dozen cakes of sandalwood
soap; that Mr. Dalal had filed an application for a telephone
line; that Mrs. Dalal did nothing but wash her hands in her
basin all day. As if this weren’t enough, the next morning, a
taxi bound for Howrah Station crammed its wheels into the
alley; the Dalals-were going to Simla for ten days.

“Boori Ma, I haven’t forgotten. We will brmg you back a
sheep s- halr blanket made in the mountains,’ Mrs Dalal sa1d
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leather purse in her lap which matched the turquoise border of
her sari.

“We will bring two!” cried Mr. Dalal, who was sitting beside
his wife, checking his pockets to make sure his wallet was in
place.

Of all the people who lived in that particular flat-building,
Boori Ma was the only one who stood by the collapsible gate
and wished them a safe journey.

As soon as the Dalals were gone, the other wives began
planning renovations of their own. One decided to barter a
stack of her wedding bracelets and commissioned a white-
washer to freshen the walls of the stairwell. Another pawned
her sewing machine and summoned an exterminator. A third
went to the silversmith and sold back a set of pudding bowls;
she intended to have the shutters painted yellow.

Workers began to occupy this particular flat-building night
and day. To avoid the traffic, Boori Ma took to sleeping on the
rooftop. So many people passed in and out of the collapsible
gate, so many others clogged the alley at all times, that there
was no point in keeping track of them.

After a few days Boori Ma moved her baskets and her cook-
ing bucket to the rooftop as well. There was no need to use the
basin downstairs, for she could just as easily wash, as she
always had, from the cistern tap. She still planned to polish the
banister poles with the strips she had torn from her quilts. She
continued to sleep on her newspapers.

More rains came. Below the dripping awning, a newspaper
pressed over her head, Boori Ma squatted and watched the
monsoon ants as they marched along the clothesline, carrying
eggs in their mouths. Damper winds soothed her back. Her
newspapers were running low.

Her mornings were long, her afternoons longer. She could
not remember her last glass of tea. Thinking neither of her
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hardships nor of earlier times, she wondered when the Dalals |
would return with her new beddmg |

She grew restless on the roof, and so for some exercise,

‘Boori Ma started circling the neighborhood in the afternoons.
Reed broom in hand, sari smeared with newsprint ink, she
wandered through markets and began spending her life savings
on small treats: today a packet of puffed rice, tomorrow some
cashews, the day after that, a cup of sugarcane juice. One day |
she walked as far as the bookstalls on College Street. The next
day she walked even farther, to the produce markets in Bow
Bazaar. It was there, while she was standing in a shopping ar-
cade surveying jackfruits and persimmons, that she felt some-
thing tugging on the free end of her sari. When she looked, the
rest of her life savings and her skeleton keys were gone.

The residents were waiting for Boori Ma when she returned
that afternoon at the collapsible gate. Baleful cries rang up and
down the stairwell, all echoing the same news: the basin on the
stairwell had been stolen. There was a big hole in the recently
whitewashed wall, and a tangle of rubber tubes and pipes was
stlckmg out of it. Chunks of plaster littered the landmg Boon
Ma gripped her reed broom and said nothing.

In their haste the residents practically carried Boori Ma up
the stairs to the roof, where they planted her on one side of the
clothesline and started screaming at her from the other.

“This is all her doing,” one of them hollered pointing at
Boori Ma. “She informed the robbers. ‘Where was she when
she was supposed to guard the gate?” A

~ “For days she has been wandering the streets, speaking to

strangers,” another reported. .
“We shared our coal, gave her a place to sleep. How could -
she betray us this Way? a third wanted to know.

Though none of them spoke directly to Boori Ma, she re-

plied, “:Believe\me, believe me. I did not inform the robbers.”
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“For years we have put up with your lies,” they retorted.
“You expect us, now, to believe you?”

Their recriminations persisted. How would they explain it
to the Dalals? Eventually they sought the advice of Mr. Chat-
terjee. They found him sitting on his balcony, watching a traf-
fic jam.

One of the second-floor residents said, “Boori Ma has en-
dangered the security of this building. We have valuables. The
widow Mrs. Misra lives alone with her phone. What should
we do?”

Mr. Chatterjee considered their arguments. As he thought
things over, he adjusted the shawl that was wrapped around his
shoulders and gazed at the bamboo scaffolding that now sur-
rounded his balcony. The shutters behind him, colorless for as
long as he could remember, had been painted yellow. Finally
he said:

“Boori Ma’s mouth is full of ashes. But that is nothing new.
What is new is the face of this building. What a building like
this needs is a real durwan.”

So the residents tossed her bucket and rags, her baskets and
reed broom, down the stairwell, past the letter boxes, through
the collapsible gate, and into the alley. Then they tossed out
Boori Ma. All were eager to begin their search for a real dur-
wan.

From the pile of belongings Boori Ma kept only her broom.
“Believe me, believe me,” she said once more as her figure
began to recede. She shook the free end of her sari, but noth-

ing rattled.
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of marriage, Laxmi told Miranda, her cousin’s husband

had fallen in love with another woman. He sat next to her
on a plane, on a flight from Delhi to Montreal, and instead of
flying home to his wife and son, he got off with the woman at
Heathrow. He called his wife, and told her he’d had a conversa-
tion that had changed his life, and that he needed time to figure
things out. Laxmi’s cousin had taken to her bed.

“Not that [ blame her,” Laxmi said. She reached for the Hot
Mix she munched throughout the day, which looked to Mi-
randa like dusty orange cereal. “Imagine. An English girl, half
his age.” Laxmi was only a few years older than Miranda, but
she was already married, and kept a photo of herself and her
husband, seated on a white stone bench in front of the Taj
Mahal, tacked to the inside of her cubicle, which was next
to Miranda’s. Laxmi had been on the phone for at least an
hour, trying to calm her cousin down. No one noticed; they
worked for a public radio station, in the fund-raising depart-
“ment, and were surrounded by people who spent all day on the
phone, soliciting pledges.

IT WAS A WIFE'S WORST NIGHTMARE. After nine years
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“I feel worst for the boy,” Laxmi added. “He’s been at home
for days. My cousin said she can’t even take him to school.”

“It sounds awful,” Miranda said. Normally Laxmi’s phone
conversations —mainly to her husband, about what to cook
for dinner — distracted Miranda as she typed letters, asking
members of the radio station to increase their annual pledge in
exchange for a tote bag or an umbrella. She could hear Laxmi
cléarly, her sentences peppered every now and then with an
Indian word, through the laminated wall between their desks.
But that afternoon Miranda hadn’t been listening. She’d been
on the phone herself, with Dev, deciding where to meet later
that evening.
~ “Then again, a few days at home won’t hurt him.” Laxmi
ate some more Hot Mix, then put it away in a drawer. “He’s
something of a genius. He has a Punjabi mother and a Bengali
father, and because he learns French and English at school he
already speaks four languages. I think he skipped two grades.”

Dev was Bengali, too. At first Miranda thought it was a
religion. But then he pointed it out to her, a place in India
called Bengal, in a map printed in an issue of The Economist. He
had brought the magazine specially to her apartment, for she
did not own an atlas, or any other books with maps in them.
He’d pointed to the city where he’d been born, and another
city where his father had been born. One of the cities had a box
around it, intended to attract the reader’s eye. When Miranda
asked what the box indicated, Dev rolled up the magazine, and
said, “Nothing you’ll ever need to worry about,” and he tapped
her playfully on the head.

Before leaving her apartment he’d tossed the magazine in
the garbage, along with the ends of the three cigarettes he
always smoked in thie course of his visits. But after she watched
his car disappear down Commonwealth Avenue, back to his
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house in the suburbs, where he lived with his wife, Miranda
retrieved it, and brushed the ashes off the cover, and rolled it in
the opposite direction to get it to lie flat. She got into bed, still
ruripled from their lovemaking, and studied the borders of
- Bengal. There was a bay below and ‘mountains above. The
map was connected to an article about something called the
Gramin Bank. She turned the page, hoping for a photograph-
of the city where Dev was born, but all she found were graphs
,and grids. Still, she stared at them, thinking the whole while
about Dev, about how only fifteen minutes ago he’d propped
her feet on top of his shoulders, and pressed her knees to her
chest, and told her that he couldn’t get enough of her. |
~She’d met him a week ago, at Filene’s. She was there on
her lunch break, buying discounted pantyhose in the Base-
ment. Afterward she took the escalator to the main part of the
store, to the cosmetics department, where soaps and creams
were displayed like jewels, and eye shadows and powders shim-
mered like butterflies pinned behind protective glass. Though
Miranda had never bought anything other than a lipstick, she
liked walking through the cramped, confined maze, which
- was familiar to her in a way the rest of Boston still was not. She
liked negotiating _her way past the women planted at every
turn, who sprayed cards with perfume and waved them in |
v‘[the air; sometimes she would find a card days afterward, fold-
- ed in her coat pocket, and the rich aroma, still faintly pre- |
served, Would warm her as she waited on cold mormngs for
the T.
~ That day, stoppmg to smell one of the more pleasing cards,
Miranda notlced a'man standing at one of the counters. He
held a slip of ,paper covered in a precise, feminine hand. A sales
woman rook one look at the paper and began to open drawers
. She produced an oblong cake of s soap in a black case, a hydrat




INTERPRETER OF MALADIES =~ 86

ing mask, a vial of cell renewal drops, and two tubes of face
cream. The man was tanned, with black hair that was visible
on his knuckles. He wore a flamingo pink shirt, a navy blue
suit, a camel overcoat with gleaming leather buttons. In order
to pay he had taken off pigskin gloves. Crisp bills emerged
from a burgundy wallet. He didn’t wear a wedding ring.

“What can I get you, honey?” the saleswoman asked Mi-
randa. She looked over the tops of her tortoiseshell glasses,
assessing Miranda’s complexion.

Miranda didn’t know what she wanted. All she knew was
that she didn’t want the man to walk away. He seemed to be
lingering, waiting, along with the saleswoman, for her to say
something. She stared at some bottles, some short, others tall,
arranged on an oval tray, like a family posing for a photograph.

“A cream,” Miranda said eventually.

“How old are you?”

“Twenty-two.” .

The saleswoman nodded, opening a frosted bottle. “This
may seem a bit heavier than what you're used to, but I'd start
now. All your wrinkles are going to form by twenty-five. After
that they just start showing.”

While the saleswoman dabbed the cream on Miranda’s face,

the man stood and watched. While Miranda was told the
proper way to apply it, in swift upward strokes beginning at
the base of her throat, he spun the lipstick carousel. He pressed

a pump that dispensed cellulite gel and massaged it into the

drew so close that a drop of cream flecked his nose.

Miranda smiled, but her mouth was obscured by a large
brush that the saleswoman was sweeping over her face. “This
is blusher Number Two,” the woman said. “Gives you some

color.”
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Miranda nodded, glaneing at her reflection in one of the
angled mirrors that lined the counter. She had silver eyes and
skin as pale as paper, and the contrast with her hair, as dark and
glossy as an espresso bean, caused people to describe her as
striking, if not pretty. She had a narrow, egg-shaped head that
rose to a prominent pomt Her features, too, were narrow,
with nostrils so slim that they appeared to have been pmched
~with a clothespln ‘Now her face glowed, rosy at the cheeks
smoky below the brow bone. Her lips glistened.

- The man was glancmg in a mirror, too, quickly w1p1ng
the cream from his nose. Miranda wondered where he was
from. She thought he might be Spanish, or Lebanese. When he
opened another jar, and said, to no one in particular, “This one
smells like pmeapple she detected only the hint of an accent.

“Anything else for you today?” the saleswoman asked ac-
cepting Miranda’s credit card.

- “No thanks.” & |

The woman wrapped the cream in several layers of red
tissue. | “You'll be very happy with this product.” Miranda’s
hand was unsteady as she signed the : recelpt The man hadn'’t
budged |
B »I_gt'hrew in a sample of our new eye gel,” the saleswoman
- added, handing Miranda a small shopping bag. She looked at
Miranda’s credit card before sliding it across the counter. Bye \
bye, eranda

M1randa began walkmg At first she sped up. Then, notic-
ing the ‘doors that led to Downrown Crossing, she slowed
down. -

Part of your name is Indian,” the man sald pacmg his steps
with hers.

She s stopped asdidhe, ata circular table piled with sweaters,
~flanked with pmecones and vel vet bows. eranda?
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“Mira. I have an aunt named Mira.”

His name was Dev. He worked in an investment bank back
that way, he said, tilting his head in the direction of South
Station. He was the first man with a mustache, Miranda de-
cided, she found handsome.

They walked together toward Park Street station, past the
kiosks that sold cheap belts and handbags. A fierce January
wind spoiled the part in her hair. As she fished for a token in
her coat pocket, her eyes fell to his shopping bag. “And those
are for her?”

“Who?”

“Your Aunt Mira.”

“They’re for my wife.” He uttered the words slowly, holding
Miranda’s gaze. “She’s going to India for a few weeks.” He
rolled his eyes. “She’s addicted to this stuff.”

Somehow, without the wife there, it didn’t seem so wrong. At
first Miranda and Dev spent every night together, almost. He
explained that he couldn’t spend the whole night at her place,
because his wife called every day at six in the morning, from
India, where it was four in the afternoon. And so he left her
apartment at two, three, often as late as four in the morning,
driving back to his house in the suburbs. During the day he
called her every hour, it seemed, from work, or from his cell
phone. Once he learned Miranda’s schedule he left her a mes-
sage each evening at five-thirty, when she was on the T coming
back to her apartment, just so, he said, she could hear his voice
as soon as she walked through the door. “I'm thinking about
you,” he’d say on the tape. “I can’t wait to see you.” He told
her he liked spending time in her apartment, with its kitchen
counter no wider than a breadbox, and scratchy floors that
sloped, and a buzzer in the lobby that always made a slightly
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embarrassiﬁg sound when he pressed it. He said he admired
“her for movmg to Boston, where she knew no one, instead of
- remaining in Michigan, where she’d grown up and gone to
college. When Miranda told him it was nothing to admire, that
she’d moved to Boston precisely for that reason, he shook his
head. “I know what it’s like to be lonely,” he said, suddenly
serious, and at that moment Miranda felt that he understood
her ——understood how she felt some nights on the T, after
seeing a movie on her own, or.going to a bookstore to read
magazines, or having drinks with Laxnii, who always had to
meet her husband at Alewife station in an hour or two. In less
serious moments Dev said he liked that her legs were longer
than her torso somethmg he’d observed the first time she
walked across a room naked. “You're the first,” he told her,
admmng her from the bed. “The first woman I've known w1th
| legs this long | | |
‘Dev was the first to tell her that. Unlike the boys she dated
~in college ‘who were simply taller, heavier versions of the ones
she dated in high school, Dev was the first always to pay for
things, and hold doors open, and reach across a table in ‘a
restaurant to kiss her hand. He was the first to bring her a
bouquet of flowers so immense she’d had to split it up into all 3
six of her drinking glasses, and the first to whlsper her name
again and again when they made love. Within: days of meet-
ing hlm, when she was at work, Miranda began to wish that
there were a picture of her and Dev tacked to the inside of
her cublcle like the one of Laxmi and her husband in front
~ of the Taj Mahal. She didn’t tell Laxmi about Dev. She didn’t
 tell anyone. Part of her wanted to tell Laxmi, if only because
Laxmi was Indian, too. But Laxmi-was always on the phone
© with, her cousin these days, who was still in bed, whose hus-
‘band was still in London, and whﬁgsﬁeﬁ son still wasn’t going to
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school. “You must eat something,” Laxmi would urge. “You
mustn’t lose your health.” When she wasn’t speaking to her
cousin, she spoke to her husband, shorter conversations, in
which she ended up arguing about whether to have chicken
or lamb for dinner. “I'm sorry,” Miranda heard her apolo-
gize at one point. “This whole thing just makes me a little
paranoid.” |

Miranda and Dev didn’t argue. They went to movies at the
Nickelodeon and kissed the whole time. They ate pulled pork
and cornbread in Davis Square, a paper napkin tucked like a
cravat into the collar of Dev’s shirt. They sipped sangria at the
bar of a Spanish restaurant, a grinning pig’s head presiding
over their conversation. They went to the MFA and picked out
a poster of water lilies for her bedroom. One Saturday, follow-
ing an afternoon concert at Symphony Hall, he showed her his
favorite place in the city, the Mapparium at the Christian Sci-
ence center, where they stood inside a room made of gloWing
stained-glass panels, which was shaped like the inside of a
globe, but looked like the outside of one. In the middle of the
room was a transparent bridge, so that they felt as if they were
standing in the center of the world. Dev pointed to India,
which was red, and far more detailed than the map in The
Economist. He explained that many of the countries, like Siam
and Italian Somaliland, no longer existed in the same way; the
names had changed by now. The ocean, as blue as a peacock’s
breast, appeared in two shades, depending on the depth of the
water. He showed her the deepest spot on earth, seven miles
deep, above the Mariana Islands. They peered over the bridge
and saw the Antarctic archipelago at their feet, craned their
necks and saw a giant metal star overhead. As Dev spoke, his
voice bounced wildly off the glass, sometimes loud, some-
times soft, sometimes seeming to land in Miranda’s chest,
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sometimes eluding her ear altogether When a group of tour-
ists. walked onto the bndge she could hear them clearing their

throats, as if through mlcrophones Dev explained that it was
because of the acoustics.

Miranda found London, where Laxmi’s cousin’s husband
was, with the woman he’ d met on the plane. She wondered
which of the cities in India Dev’s wife was in. The farthest
Miranda. had ever been was to the Bahamas once when she was

‘a child. She searched but couldn’t find it on the glass panels.
- When the tourists left and she and Dev were alone again, he
told her to stand at one end of the bridge. Even though they
were thlrty feet apart, Dev sa1d they’'d be able to hear each
other whisper.

“I don’t believe you,’ ' Miranda said. It was the first tlme
she’d spoken since they'd entered. She felt as if speakers were
embedded in her ears.

“Go ahead,” he urged, walking backward to his end of the
bridge. HlS voice dropped to a wh1sper ‘Say somethmg She
watched his lips forming the words; at the same time she heard
them so clearly that she felt them under her skin, under her
winter coat, so near and full of warmth that she felt herself
“Hi,” she whlspered unsure of what else to say.

You re sexy,” he whispered back.

At work the following.week, Laxmi told Miranda that it wasn't
the first time her cousin’s husband had had an affair. “She’s
~ decided to let him come to his senses,” Laxmi said one evemng
as they were getting ready to leave the office. “She says it’s for
the boy, She:” ""wtllmg to forgive him. for the boy.” Miranda
waited as Laxmi shut off her computer “He’ll come crawling

- back, and she’ll let him,” Laxmi said, shaking her head. “Not
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me. If my husband so much as looked at another woman I'd
change the locks.” She studied the picture tacked to her cubi-
cle. Laxmi’s husband had his arm draped over her shoulder, his
knees leaning in toward her on the bench. She turned to Mi-
randa. “Wouldn’t you?”

She nodded. Dev’s wife was coming back from India the
next day. That afternoon he’d called Miranda at work, to say he
had to go to the airport to pick her up. He promised he’d call as
soon as he could.

“What'’s the Taj Mahal like?” she asked Laxmi.

“The most romantic spot on earth.” Laxmi’s face brightened
at the memory. “An everlasting monument to love.”

While Dev was at the airport, Miranda went to Filene’s Base-
ment to buy herself things she thought a mistress should have.
She found a pair of black high heels with buckles smaller than
a baby’s teeth. She found a satin slip with scalloped edges and a
knee-length silk robe. Instead of the pantyhose she normally
wore to work, she found sheer stockings with a seam. She
searched through piles and wandered through racks, pressing
back hanger after hanger, until she found a cocktail dress made
of a slinky silvery material that matched her eyes, with little
chains for straps. As she shopped she thought about Dev, and
about what he’d told her in the Mapparium. It was the first
time a man had called her sexy, and when she closed her eyes
she could still feel his whisper drifting through her body, under
her skin. In the fitting room, which was just one big room with
mirrors on the walls, she found a spot next to an older woman
with a shiny face and coarse frosted hair. The woman stood
barefoot in her underwear, pulling the black net of a body
stocking taut between her fingers.
“Always check for snags,” the woman advised.
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Miranda pulled out the satin slip with scalloped edges. She
,held it to her chest.

The woman nodded with approval. “Oh yes

“And this?” She held up the silver cocktail dress.

Absolutely, the woman said. “He’ll want to rip it nght
off you.” |
Miranda pictured the two of them at a restaurant in the
South End they’d been to, where Dev had ordered foie gras
and a soup made with champagne and raspberries. She pic-
tured herself in the cocktail dress, and Dev in one of his suits,
k15$1ng her hand across the table. Only the next time Dev came
to visit her, on a Sunday afternoon several days since the last
time they’d seen each other, he was in gym clothes. After his
wife came back, that was his excuse: on Sundays he drove
into Boston and went running along the Charles. The first
Sunday she ‘opened the door in the knee-length robe, but Dev
didn’t even notice it; he carried her over to the bed, wearing
sweatpants and sneakers, and entered her without a word.
Later, she slipped on the robe when she walked across the
" room to get him a saucer for his cigarette ashes, but he comi-
plamed_ that she was depriving him of the sight of her long
legs, and demanded that she remove it. So the next S,unday she
- didn’t bother. She wore jeans. She kept the lingerie at the back
of a drawer, behind her socks and everyday underwear. The
silver cocktail dress hung in her closet, the tag danghng from
the seam. Often, in the morning, the dress would be in a heap
on the ﬂoor the chain straps always slipped off the metal
hanger. .
~ Still, Miranda looked forward to Sundays In the mormngs
she went to a deh and bought a baguette and little containers
of -things Dev liked to eat, like plckled hemng, and potato
salad, and tortes of pesto and mascarpone cheese. They ate in
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bed, picking up the herring with their fingers and ripping the
baguette with their hands. Dev told her stories about his child-
hood, when he would come home from school and drink
mango juice served to him on a tray, and then play cricket by a
lake, dressed all in white. He told her about how, at eighteen,
he’d been sent to a college in upstate New York during some-
thing called the Emergency, and about how it took him years
to be able to follow American accents in movies, in spite of the
fact that he’d had an English-medium education. As he talked
he smoked three cigarettes, crushing them in a saucer by the
side of her bed. Sometimes he asked her questions, like how
many lovers she’d had (three) and how old she’d been the first
time (nineteen). After lunch they made love, on sheets covered
with crumbs, and then Dev took a nap for twelve minutes.
Miranda had never known an adult who took naps, but Dev
said it was something he’d grown up doing in India, where it
was so hot that people didn’t leave their homes until the sun
went down. “Plus it allows us to sleep together,” he murmured
mischievously, curving his arm like a big bracelet around her
body.

Only Miranda never slept. She watched the clock on her
bedside table, or pressed her face against Dev’s fingers, in-
tertwined with hers, each with its half-dozen hairs at the
knuckle. After six minutes she turned to face him, sighing and
stretching, to test if he was really sleeping. He always was. His
ribs were visible through his skin as he breathed, and yet he
was beginning to develop a paunch. He complained about the
hair on his shoulders, but Miranda thought him perfect, and
refused to imagine him any other way.

At the end of twelve minutes Dev would open his eyes as if
he’d been awake all along, smiling at her, full of a contentment
she wished she felt herself. “The best twelve minutes of the
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week.” He'd sigh, running a hand along the backs of her
calves, Then he’d spring out of bed, pulling on his sweatpants -
and lacing up his sneakers. He would go to the bathroom and
brush his teeth with his index finger, something he told her all
Indians knew how to do, to get rid of the smoke in his mouth.
When she kissed him good-bye she smelled herself sometimes
in his»'h»air;.‘But she knew that his excuse, that he’d spent the
‘afternoon jogging, allowed him to take a shower when he got
" home, first thing.

Apart from Laxmi and Dev, the only Indians whom Miranda
had known were a family in the neighborhood where she’d
grown up, named the Dixits. Much to-the amusement of the
n'eigthrhioc')d; children, including Miranda, but not including
the Dixit children, Mr. Dixit would jog each evening along the
~ flat winding streets of their development‘ in his everyday shirt -
“and trousers, his only concession to athletic apparel a pair of -
cheap . Ked‘s Every weekend, the family — mother, father, two
~ boys, and a girl — piled into their car and went away, to where
nobody knew. The fathers complained that Mr. Dixit did not
fertilize his lawn properly, did not rake his leaves on time, and
\agreed that the Dixits’ house, the only one with vinyl sid-
ing, detracted from the neighborhood’s charm. The mothers -
never 1nv1ted Mrs. Dixit to join them around the Armstrongs
swimming, pool. Waiting for the school bus with the Dixit
children standing to one side, the other children would say
“The Dixits dig shit,” under their breath, and then burst into
laughter. | i
One yeat, all the nelghborhood children were invited to the
birthday parry of the Dixit girl. Miranda remembered a heavy
~ aroma of incense and onions in the house, and a pile of shoes
heaped by the front door. But’ most of all she remembered a



INTERPRETER OF MALADIES =~ 96

piece of fabric, about the size of a pillowcase, which hung
from a wooden dowel at the bottom of the stairs. It was a
painting of a naked woman with a red face shaped like a
knight’s shield. She had enormous white eyes that tilted to-
ward her temples, and mere dots for pupils. Two circles, with
the same dots at their centers, indicated her breasts. In one
hand she brandished a dagger. With one foot she crushed a
struggling man on the ground. Around her body was a neck-
lace composed of bleeding heads, strung together like a pop-
corn chain. She stuck her tongue out at Miranda.

“It is the goddess Kali,” Mrs. Dixit explained brightly, shift-
ing the dowel slightly in order to straighten the image. Mrs.
Dixit’s hands were painted with henna, an intricate pattern of
zigzags and stars. “Come please, time for cake.”

Miranda, then nine years old, had been too frightened to eat
the cake. For months afterward she’d been too frightened even
to walk on the same side of the street as the Dixits’ house,
which she had to pass twice daily, once to get to the bus stop,
and once again to come home. For a while she even held her
breath until she reached the next lawn, just as she did when the
school bus passed a cemetery.

It shamed her now. Now, when she and Dev made love,
Miranda closed her eyes and saw deserts and elephants, and
marble pavilions floating on lakes beneath a full moon. One
Saturday, having nothing else to do, she walked all the way to
Central Square, to an Indian restaurant, and ordered a plate of
tandoori chicken. As she ate she tried to memorize phrases
printed at the bottom of the menu, for things like “delicious”
and “water” and “check, please.” The phrases didn't stick in
her mind, and so she began to stop from time to time in the
foreign-language section of a bookstore in Kenmore Square,
where she studied the Bengali alphabet in the Teach Yourself



SExr'Y ~ 97

series. Once she went so far as to try to transcribe the Indian
part of h;er name, “Mira,” into her Filofax, her hand moving
in unfamiliar directions, stopping and turning and picking up

her pen when she least expected to. Following the arrows in
the book, she drew a bar from left to right from which the-
letters hung; one looked more like a number than a letter,
© another looked like a triangle on its side. It had taken her

‘sever,al ‘tij‘iels;tvo get the letters of her name to resemble the
sample letters in the book, and even then she wasn’t sure if
she’d wrltten Mira or Mara. It was a scribble to her, but some-
where in the world, she realized with a shock, it meant some-
thing.

- During the week it wasn’t so bad. Work kept her busy, and she
and Laxmi had begun having lunch together at'a new Indi‘gh
- restaurant around the corner, during which Laxmi reported

the latest status of her cousin’s marriage. Sometimes Miranda
tried to change the topic; it made her feel the way she once felt
in college, when she and her boyfriend at the time had walked
away from a crowded house of pancakes without paying for
their food, just to see if they could get away with it. But Laxmi
spoke of nothmg else. “If I were her I'd fly straight to London
‘and shoot them both,” she announced one day. She snapped a
_papadum in half and dlpped it into chutney. “I don’t know how
she can just wait this way.”
*_ Miranda knew how to wait. 1In the evenings she sat at her
dining table and coated her nails with clear nail polish, and ate
salad stfaight from the salad bowl, and watched television, and
- waited for Sunday. Saturdays were the worst because by Satur-
day it seemed that Sunday would never come. One Saturday
‘when Dev called Tate at night, she ‘heard people laughing and
talking in the background, so many that she asked him if he
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was at a concert hall. But he was only calling from his house in
the suburbs. “I can’t hear you that well,” he said. “We have
guests. Miss me?” She looked at the television screen, a sitcom
that she’d muted with the remote control when the phone
rang. She pictured him whispering into his cell phone, in a
room upstairs, a hand on the doorknob, the hallway filled with
guests. "Miranda, do you miss me?” he asked again. She told
himn that she did.

The next day, when Dev came to visit, Miranda asked him
what his wife looked like. She was nervous to ask, waiting until
he’d smoked the last of his cigarettes, crushing it with a firm
twist into the saucer. She wondered if they’d quarrel. But Dev
wasn't surprised by the question. He told her, spreading some
smoked whitefish on a cracker, that his wife resembled an
actress in Bombay named Madhuri Dixit.

For an instant Miranda’s heart stopped. But no, the Dixit
girl had been named something else, something that began
with P. Still, she wondered if the actress and the Dixit girl were
related. She’d been plain, wearing her hair in two braids all
through high school.

A few days later Miranda went to an Indian grocery in
Central Square which also rented videos. The door opened to
a complicated tinkling of bells. It was dinnertime, and she
was the only customer. A video was playing on a television
hooked up in a corner of the store: a row of young women
in harem pants were thrusting their hips in synchrony on a
beach.

“Can I help you?” the man standing at the cash register
asked. He was eating a samosa, dipping it into some dark
brown sauce on a paper plate. Below the glass counter at his
waist were trays of more plump samosas, and what looked like
pale, diamond-shaped pieces of fudge covered with foil, and
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some bright orange pastries’ﬂoating in syrup. “You like some

video?” |
~ Miranda opened up her Filofax, where she had written ]
“Mottery Dixit.” She looked up at the videos on the shelves
behind the counter. She saw women wearing skirts that sat low
on the hips and tops that tied like bandannas between their
breasts. Some leaned back against a stone wall, or a tree. They
were beautiful, the way the women dancing on the beach
were beautlful, with kohl-rimmed eyes and long black halr./
She knew then that Madhuri Dixit was beautiful, too:

“We have subtitled versions, miss,” the man continued. He
w1ped his ﬁngertlps quickly on his shirt and pulled out thx ee
titles. -

. “No,” Miranda said. “Thank you, no.” She Wandered
through the store, studying shelves lined with unlabeled pack-
ets and tins. The freezer case was stuffed with bags of pité
bread and: vegetables she didn’t recognize. The only thing she
recogmzed was a rack lined with bags and bags of the Hot Mix
that Laxmi was always eating. She thought about buying some
for Laxmi, then hesitated, wondering how to explain what
she’d been doing in an Indian grocery. -
“Very spicy,” the man said, shaking his head, his eyes travel-
ing across Miranda’s body. “Too spicy for you.”

By February, Laxmi’s cousin’s husband still hadn’t come to his
senses. He“ had returned to Montreal, argued bitterly with his
wife for t_wd weeks, ‘packed two suitcases, and flown back to
London. He Wanted a divorce. | :
~ Miranda sat in her cubicle and listened as Laxmi kept tellmg
her cousin: that there were better trien in the world, just wait- |
ing to.come out of the woodwork. The next day the cousin
said she and her son were going,to her parents” house in Cali-
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fornia, to try to recuperate. Laxmi convinced her to arrange
a weekend layover in Boston. “A quick change of place will
do you good,” Laxmi insisted gently, “besides which, I haven’t
seen you in years.”

Miranda stared at her own phone, wishing Dev would call.
It had been four days since their last conversation. She heard
Laxmi dialing directory assistance, asking for the number of a
beauty salon. “Something soothing,” Laxmi requested. She
scheduled massages, facials, manicures, and pedicures. Then
she reserved a table for lunch at the Four Seasons. In her
determination to cheer up her cousin, Laxmi had forgotten
about the boy. She rapped her knuckles on the laminated wall.

“Are you busy Saturday?”

The boy was thin. He wore a yellow knapsack strapped across
his back, gray herringbone trousers, a red V-necked sweater,
and black leather shoes. His hair was cut in a thick fringe
over his eyes, which had dark circles under them. They were
the first thing Miranda noticed. They made him look hag-
gard, as if he smoked a great deal and slept very little, in
spite of the fact that he was only seven years old. He clasp-
ed a large sketch pad with a splral binding. His name was
Rohin.

“Ask me a capital,” he said, staring up at Miranda.

She stared back at him. It was eight-thirty on a Saturday
morning. She took a sip of coffee. A what?”

“It’s a game he’s been playing,” Laxmi’s cousin explamed
She was thin like her son, with a long face and the same dark
circles under her eyes. A rust-colored coat hung heavy on her
shoulders. Her black hair, with a few strands of gray at the
temples, was pulled back like a ballerina’s. “You ask him a
country and he tells you the capital.”
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“You should have heard him in the car,” Laxmi said. I—Ie s
already memorized all of Europe.”

“It’s not a game,” Rohin said. “I'm having a COmpetitio_n
with a~bo,"y:at school. We’re competing to memorize all the
capitals. I'm going to beat him.” ,

Miranda nodded. “Okay. What'’s the capital of India?”
~ “That’s no good.” He marched-away, his arms swinging like
a toy soldier. Then he marched back to Laxmi’s cousin and
tugged at a pocket of her overcoat. “Ask me a hard one.”

“Senegal,” she said. |

_ “Dakar!” Rohin exclaimed triumphantly, and began runnir_ig‘
in larger-énd larger circles. Eventually he ran into the kitchen.
Miranda could hear him opening and closing the fn’dg.e./

“Rohin, don’t touch without ésking,”'Laxmi*s cousin called
out wearily. She managed a smile for Miranda. “Don’t worry,
he’ll fall asleep in a few hours. And thanks for watching him.”

“Back at three,” Laxmi said, disappearing with her cousin
down the hallway. “We’re double- -parked.”

Miranda fastened the chain on the door. She went to the
kitchen to find Rohin, but he was now in the living room, at
the dinir{ig table, kneeling on one of the director’s chairs. He
unzipped his knapsack, pushed Miranda’s basket of manicure
supplies to one side of the table, and spread his crayons over
the surface. Miranda stood over his shoulder. She watched
as he gripped a blue crayon and drew the outline of an air-
plane. -
“It’s lovely, she said. When he didn’t reply, she went to the
kitchen to pour herself more coffee.

“Some for me, please,” Rohin called out.

She returned to the living room: “Sorne what?”

“Some coffee. There’s enough in the pot. I saw.”

She walked over to the table and sat opposite h1m At tlmes
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he nearly stood up to reach for a new crayon. He barely made
a dent in the director’s chair.

“You're too young for coffee.”

Rohin leaned over the sketch pad, so that his tiny chest and
shoulders almost touched it, his head tilted to one side. “The
stewardess let me have coffee,” he said. “She made it with milk
and lots of sugar.” He straightened, revealing a woman’s face
beside the plane, with long wavy hair and eyes like asterisks.
“Her hair was more shiny,” he decided, adding, “My father met
a pretty woman on a plane, too.” He looked at Miranda. His
face darkened as he watched her sip. “Can’t I have just a little
coftee? Please?”

She wondered, in spite of his composed, brooding expres-
sion, if he were the type to throw a tantrum. She imagined
his kicking her with his leather shoes, screaming for coffee,
screaming and crying until his mother and Laxmi came back to
fetch him. She went to the kitchen and prepared a cup for him
as he’d requested. She selected a mug she didn’t care for, in
case he dropped it.

“Thank you,” he said when she put it on the table. He took
short sips, holding the mug securely with both hands.

Miranda sat with him while he drew, but when she at-
tempted to put a coat of clear polish on her nails he protested.
Instead he pulled out a paperback world almanac from his
knapsack and asked her to quiz him. The countries were ar-
ranged by continent, six to a page, with the capitals in bold-
face, followed by a short entry on the population, government,
and other statistics. Miranda turned to a page in the Africa
section and went down the list.

“Mali,” she asked him.

“Bamako,” he replied instantly.

“Malawi.”
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Lllongwe
She remembered looking at Africa in the Mappanum She
remembered the fat part of it was green.
“Go on,” Rohin said.
“Ma_uritania.”
“Nouakchott.”
“Mauritius.” :
He paused, squeezed hlS eyes shut, then opened them, de
feated. “I can’t remember.”
“Port Louis,” she told him. ,
“Port Louis.” He began to say it again and again, like a chant
under his breath. ,
~ When they reached the last of the countries in Africa, Rohin
said he wanted to watch cartoons, telling Miranda to watch
them w1th him. When the cartoons ended, he followed her to
the kitchen, and stood by her side as she made more coffee. He
didn’t follow her when she went to the bathroom a few min-
utes later, but when she opened the door she was startled to
find him standing outside.
“Do you need to go?” .
He shook his head but walked into the bathroom anyway.
He put the cover of the toilet down, climbed on top of it, and
surveyed the narrow. glass shelf over the sink which-held Mi-
randa’s toothbrush and makeup.
“What's this for?” he asked, picking up the sample of eye gel
she’d gotten the day she met Dev.
“Puffiness.”
"What’s puffiness?”
“Here,” she explalned pointing.
“After you've been crying?”
- “Tguessso.” . :
Rohi‘n‘op”ened the tube and smelled it. He squeezed a drop
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of it onto a finger, then rubbed it on his hand. “It stings.” He
inspected the back of his hand closely, as if expecting it to
change color. “My mother has puffiness. She says it’s a cold,
but really she cries, sometimes for hours. Sometimes straight
through dinner. Sometimes she cries so hard her eyes puff up
like bullfrogs.”

Miranda wondered if she ought to feed him. In the kitchen
she discovered a bag of rice cakes and some lettuce. She offered
to go out, to buy something from the deli, but Rohin said he
wasn’t very hungry, and accepted one of the rice cakes. “You
eat one t00,” he said. They sat at the table, the rice cakes
between them. He turned to a fresh page in his sketch pad.
“You draw.” ‘

She selected a blue crayon. “What should I draw?”

He thought for a moment. “1 know,” he said. He asked
her to draw things in the living room: the sofa, the director’s
chairs, the television, the telephone. “This way I can mem-
orize it.”

“Memorize what?”

“Our day together.” He reached for another rice cake.

“Why do you want to memorize it?”

“Because we're never going to see each other, ever again.”

The precision of the phrase startled her. She looked at him,
feeling slightly depressed. Rohin didn’t look depressed. He
tapped the page. “Go on.”

And so she drew the items as best as she could — the sofa,
the director’s chairs, the television, the telephone. He sidled
up to her, so close that it was sometimes difficult to see what
she was doing. He put his small brown hand over hers. “Now
me.”

She handed him the crayon.

He shook his head. “No, now draw me.”
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“I can’t, *'she said. “It won't look like you.” s
~ The broodmg look began' to spread across Rohin’s face
| agam just as it had when she’d refused him coffee. “Please?”

~ She drew his face, outlining his head and the thick fringe of

hair. He sat perfectly still, with a formal, melancholy expres-
sion, his gaze fixed to one side. Miranda wished she could draw
a good likeness. Her hand moved in conjunction with her eyes,
in unknovs}n ways, just as it had that day in the bookstore when,
she’dytranseribed her name in Bengali letters. It Jooked nothing
- like him. She was in the middle of drawing his nose when he °
wnggled away from the table.

“I'm bored,” he announced heading toward her bedroom._
She heard him opening the door, opening the drawers of her
bureau and closing them.

When she joined him he was inside the closet. After a mo-
ment he emerged, his hair disheveled, holding the silver cock
tail dress. “This was on the floor.”

“It falls off the hanger.” |

Roh1n looked at the dress and then at Miranda’s body. * ‘Put

it on.’

“Excuse rne?”

“Put it On

There was no reason to put it on. Apart from in the ﬁttlng

room at Fllene s she had never worn it, and as long as she was
with Dev_shevknew she never would. She knew they would
never go to restaurants, where he would reach across a table
and kiss her hand. They would meet in her apartment, on
Sundays, he in his sweatpants, she in her jeans. She took the
dress from Rohin and shook it out, even though the slinky
“fabric never wrinkled. She reached!initd the closet for a free
hanger.

“Please put it on,” Rohin asked suddenly standlng behlnd
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her. He pressed his face against her, clasping her waist with
both his thin arms. “Please?”

“All right,” she said, surprised by the strength of his grip.

He smiled, satisfied, and sat on the edge of her bed.

“You have to wait out there,” she said, pointing to the door.
“T'll come out when I'm ready.”

“But my mother always takes her clothes off in front of
me.”

“She does?”

Rohin nodded. “She doesn’t even pick them up afterward.
She leaves them all on the floor by the bed, all tangled.

“One day she slept in my room,” he continued. “She said it
felt better than her bed, now that my father’s gone.”

“I'm not your mother,” Miranda said, lifting him by the
armpits off her bed. When he refused to stand, she picked him
up. He was heavier than she expected, and he clung to her, his
legs wrapped firmly around her hips, his head resting against
her chest. She set him down in the hallway and shut the door.
As an extra precaution she fastened the latch. She changed
into the dress, glancing into the full-length mirror nailed to
the back of the door. Her ankle socks looked silly, and so
she opened a drawer and found the stockings. She searched
through the back of the closet and slipped on the high heels
with the tiny buckles. The chain straps of the dress were as
light as paper clips against her collarbone. It was a bit loose on
her. She could not zip it herself.

Rohin began knocking. “May I come in now?”

She opened the door. Rohin was holding his almanac in his
hands, muttering something under his breath. His eyes opened
wide at the sight of her. “I need help with the zipper,” she said.
She sat on the edge of the bed.

Rohin fastened the zipper to the top, and then Miranda
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stood up and twirled. Rohin put down the almanac. “You're
sexy,” he declared. | |

“What did you say?”

“You're sexy.” ,

Miranda sat down again. Though she knew it meant noth
ing, her heart skipped a beat. Rohin probably referred to all
women as sexy. He’d probably heard the word on television, or
seen it on the cover of a magazine. She remembered the dayin
the Mappanum standing across the bridge from Dev. At the
time she thought she knew what his words meant. At the time
" they’d made sense.

Miranda folded her arms across her chest and looked Rohin
~in the eyes. “Tell me something.”

He was silent.

“What does it mean?”

“What?”"

“That word. ‘Sexy.” What does it mean?”

He looked down, suddenly shy. “I can’t tell you.”

“Why not?” .

“It’s a secret.” He pressed his lips together so hard that a b1t
“of them went white.
“Tell me the secret. | want to know.”

Rohin sat on the bed beside Miranda and began to kick the
edge of the mattress with the backs of his shoes. He giggled
nervously, his thin body flinching as if it were being tickled.

“Tell me,” Miranda demanded. She leaned over and gripped |
his ankles, holding his feet still.

Rohin looked at her, his eyes like slits. He struggled to k1ck
the mattress again, but Miranda pressed against him. He fell
back on the bed, his back straight. as a board. He cupped his
hands around his mouth, and then he whlspered “It means
loving someone you don’t know.”

Miranda felt Rohin’s words under her skin, the same. way
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she’d felt Dev’s. But instead of going hot she felt numb. It
reminded her of the way she’d felt at the Indian grocery, the
moment she knew, without even looking at a picture, that
Madhuri Dixit, whom Dev’s wife resembled, was beautiful.

“That’s what my father did,” Rohin continued. “He sat next
to someone he didn’t know, someone sexy, and now he loves
her instead of my mother.” ,

He took off his shoes and placed them side by side on the
floor. Then he peeled back the comforter and crawled into
Miranda’s bed with the almanac. A minute later the book
dropped from his hands, and he closed his eyes. Miranda
watched him sleep, the comforter rising and falling as he
breathed. He didn’t wake up after twelve minutes like Dev, or
even twenty. He didn’t open his eyes as she stepped out of the
silver cocktail dress and back into her jeans, and put the high-
heeled shoes in the back of the closet, and rolled up the stock-
ings and put them back in her drawer.

When she had put everything away she sat on the bed. She
leaned toward him, close enough to see some white powder
from the rice cakes stuck to the corners of his mouth, and
picked up the almanac. As she turned the pages she imagined
the quarrels Rohin had overheard in his house in Montreal. “Is
she pretty?” his mother would have asked his father, wearing
the same bathrobe she’d worn for weeks, her own pretty face
turning spiteful. “Is she sexy?” His father would deny it at first,
try to change the subject. “Tell me,” Rohin’s mother would
shriek, “tell me if she’s sexy.” In the end his father would admit
that she was, and his mother would cry and cry, in a bed sur-
rounded by a tangle of clothes, her eyes puffing up like bull-
frogs. “How could you,” she’d ask, sobbing, “how could you
love a woman you don’t even know?”

As Miranda imagined the scene she began to cry a little her-
self. In the Mapparium that day, all the countries had seemed
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close enough to touch, and Dev’s voice had bounced wildly off
 the glass.. From across the bridge, thirty feet away, his words
'had reached her ears, so near and full of warmth that they’d
drifted for days under her skin. Miranda cried harder, unable to
stop. But: Rohin still slept She guessed that he was used to:it
now, to the sound of a woman crymg ’

On Sunday, Dev called to tell M1randa he was on hlS way. I 'm
. almost ready. I'll be there at two.” |
~ She was watchmg a cooking show on telev1s1on A woman
pointed to a row of apples, explalmng which were best for
baking. ‘You shouldn’t come today

Why not?” , \

“I have a cold,” she lied. It wasn't far from the truth crymg |
had left her congested. “I've been in bed all morning.” |

“You.do sound stuffed up. There was a pause. “Do you
need anythmg?” ‘

“I'm all set.”

“Drink lots of fluids.”

“Dev?”

“Yes, Miranda?” _

“Do; you remember that day we went to the Mapparium?”

“Of course.” ' j

“Do you remember how we whispered to each other?”

“I remember,” Dev whispered playfully.

“Do you remember what you said?”

Thete was a pause. “Let’s go back to your place "He
laughed quietly. “Next Sunday, then?”

The day before, as she’'d cried, Miranda had believe d she
would: neverv forget anythmg not even the way her name
looked written in Bengah She’d fallen asleep beside Rohin and
when she woke up he was drawing an airplane on the copy of
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The Economist she’d saved, hidden under the bed. “Who’s Deva-
jit Mitra?” he had asked, looking at the address label.

Miranda pictured Dev, in his sweatpants and sneakers,
laughing into the phone. In a moment he’d join his wife down-
stairs, and tell her he wasnt going jogging. He’'d pulled a
muscle while stretching, he’d say, settling down to read the
paper. In spite of herself, she longed for him. She would see
him one more Sunday, she decided, perhaps two. Then she
would tell him the things she had known all along: that it
wasn't fair to her, or to his wife, that they both deserved better,
that there was no point in it dragging on.

But the next Sunday it snowed, so much so that Dev
couldn’t tell his wife he was going running along the Charles.
The Sunday after that, the snow had melted, but Miranda
made plans to go to the movies with Laxmi, and when she told
Dev this over the phone, he didn’t ask her to cancel them. The
third Sunday she got up early and went out for a walk. It was
cold but sunny, and so she walked all the way down Common-
wealth Avenue, past the restaurants where Dev had kissed her,
and then she walked all the way to the Christian Science cen-
ter. The Mapparium was closed, but she bought a cup of coffee
nearby and sat on one of the benches in the plaza outside the
church, gazing at its giant pillars and its massive dome, and at

the clear-blue sky spread over the city.




Mrs. Sen’s

LIOT HAD BEEN GOING to, Mrs. Sen’s for nearly' a
' month, ever since school started in. September The year
B__/before he was looked- after by a university student
named Abby, a slim, freckled girl who read books without pic-
tures on their covers, and refused to prepare any food for ]~110t‘
contalmpg meat. Before that an older woman, Mrs. Linden,
greeted him when he came home each afternoon, sipping cof-
fee from a thermos and working on crossword puzzles while
Eliot played on his own. Abby received her degree and moved
off to another university, while Mrs. Linden was, in the end,
fired when Eliot’s mother discovered that Mrs. Linden’s ther-
mos contained more whiskey than coffee. Mrs. Sen came to
them in tidy ballpoint script, posted on an index card outside
the supermarket ‘Professor’s wife, respon51ble and kind, I will
care for your child in my home.” On the telephone Ehot 's
mother told Mrs. Sen that the previous baby-sitters had come
to their house. “Eliot is eleven. He can feed and entertaln
himself:I just want an adult in the house, in case of an emer-
gency But Mrs. Sen did not know how to drive.

* * *



INTERPRETER OF MALADIES =~ II2

“As you can see, our home is quite clean, quite safe for a child,”
Mrs. Sen had said at their first meeting. It was a university
apartment located on the fringes of the campus. The lobby
was tiled in unattractive squares of tan, with a row of mail-
boxes marked with masking tape or white labels. Inside, inter-
secting shadows left by a vacuum cleaner were frozen on the
surface of a plush pear-colored carpet. Mismatched remnants
of other carpets were positioned in front of the sofa and chairs,
like individual welcome mats anticipating where a person’s
feet would contact the floor. White drum-shaped lampshades
flanking the sofa were still wrapped in the manufacturer’s
plastic. The TV and the telephone were covered by pieces of
yellow fabric with scalloped edges. There was tea in a tall gray
pot, along with mugs, and butter biscuits on a tray. Mr. Sen, a
short, stocky man with slightly protuberant eyes and glasses
with black rectangular frames, had been there, too. He crossed
his legs with some effort, and held his mug with both hands
very close to his mouth, even when he wasn’t drinking. Nei-
ther Mr. nor Mrs. Sen wore shoes; Eliot noticed several pairs
lined on the shelves of a small bookcase by the front door.
They wore flip-flops. “Mr. Sen teaches mathematics at the uni-
versity,” Mrs. Sen had said by way of introduction, as if they
were only distantly acquainted.

She was about thirty. She had a small gap between her teeth
and faded pockmarks on her chin, yet her eyes were beautiful,
with thick, flaring brows and liquid flourishes that extended
beyond the natural width of the lids. She wore a shimmering
white sari patterned with orange paisleys, more suitable for an
evening affair than for that quiet, faintly drizzling August after-
noon. Her lips were coated in a complementary coral gloss,
and a bit of the color had strayed beyond the borders.

Yet it was his mother, Eliot had thought, in her cuffed, beige
shorts and her rope-soled shoes, who looked odd. Her cropped
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hair, a shade similar to her shorts, seemed too lank and sensi-
ble, and in' that room where all things were so carefully cov-
ered, her shaved knees and thighs too exposed. She refused a
biscuit eaeh time Mrs. Sen extended the plate in her direc-
tion, and asked a long series of questions, the answers to which
she recorded on a steno pad. Would there be other children
in the apartment? Had Mrs. Sen cared for children before?
How long had she lived in this country? Most of all she was
concerned: that Mrs. Sen did not know how to drive. Eliot’s
mother W_qued in an office fifty miles north, and his father, the
last she had heard, lived two thousand miles west. |

“I have been giving her lessons, actually,” Mr. Sen said, set-
ting his mug on the coffee table. It was the first time he had
spoken. “By my estimate Mrs. Sen should have her dnvers
11cense by December

“Is that so?” Eliot’s mother noted the information on her
pad. | | |

“Yes, I"'arfn learning,” Mrs. Sen said. “But I'am a slow student.

At home, you know, we have a driver.” .

“You mean a chauﬁ'eur?

Mrs. Sen glanced at Mr. Sen, who nodded.
Eliot’s mother nodded, too, lookmg around the room “And

that sall...in India?”

“Yes,” Mrs Sen replied. The mention of the word seemed to
release something in her. She neatened the border of her sari
where it rose dxagonally across her chest. She, too, looked
around the room, as if she noticed i in the lampshades, in the
teapot, in the shadows frozen on the carpet, something the re st
of them could not. Everythmg is there.”

Ehot dldn t mmd gomg to Mrs. Sen $ after school. By Septem:-
ber the t1ny beach house where he and his mother hved year-
routid was already cold Eliot and hlS mother had to bring a
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portable heater along whenever they moved from one room
to another, and to seal the windows with plastic sheets and a
hair drier. The beach was barren and dull to play on alone; the
only neighbors who stayed on past Labor Day, a young mar-
ried couple, had no children, and Eliot no longer found it
interesting to gather broken mussel shells in his bucket, or to
stroke the seaweed, strewn like strips of emerald lasagna on
the sand. Mrs. Sen’s apartment was warm, sometimes too
warm, the radiators continuously hissed like a pressure cooker.
Eliot learned to remove his sneakers first thing in Mrs. Sen’s
doorway, and to place them on the bookcase next to a row of
Mrs. Sen’s slippers, each a different color, with soles as flat as
cardboard and a ring of leather to hold her big toe.

He especially enjoyed watching Mrs. Sen as she chopped
things, seated on newspapers on the living room floor. In-
stead of a knife she used a blade that curved like the prow of
a Viking ship, sailing to battle in distant seas. The blade was
hinged at one end to a narrow wooden base. The steel, more
black than silver, lacked a uniform polish, and had a serrated
crest, she told Eliot, for grating. Each afternoon Mrs. Sen lifted
the blade and locked it into place, so that it met the base at
an angle. Facing the sharp edge without ever touching it, she
took whole vegetables between her hands and hacked them
apart: cauliflower, cabbage, butternut squash. She split things
in half, then quarters, speedily producing florets, cubes, slices,
and shreds. She could peel a potato in seconds. At times she
sat cross-legged, at times with legs splayed, surrounded by an
array of colanders and shallow bowls of water in which she
immersed her chopped ingredients.

While she worked she kept an eye on the television and an
eye on Eliot, but she never seemed to keep an eye on the blade.
Nevertheless she refused to let Eliot walk around when she
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was chopp’ing.x “Just sit, sit please, it will take just two more
minutes,” she said, pointing to the sofa, which was draped at
 all times with a green and black bedcover printed thh rows of
elephants beanng palanquins on their backs. The daily proce-
dure took about an hour. In order to occupy Eliot she supplied
him with the comics section of the newspaper, and crackers
spread With‘peénut butter, and sometimes a Popsicle, or carrot
sticks sculpted with her blade. She would have roped off the
area if she could. Once, though, she broke her own rule; in
need of add1t10na1 supplies, and reluctant to rise from the cata-
strophic mess that barricaded her, she asked Eliot to fet ch
somethmg from the kitchen. “If you don’t mind, there is a
plastic bowl, large enough to hold this spmach in the cabinet
next to the fridge. Careful, oh dear, be careful,” she cautioned -
as he approached “Just leave it, thank you, on the coftee table
I can reach.” |

She had brought the blade from India, where apparently
there was at Jeast one in every household. “Whenever there is
a Weddmg in-the family,” she told Eliot one day, “or a lalrge
celebratlon of any kind, my mother sends out word in the
evening for all the neighborhood women to bring blades juSt
like this one, and then they sit in an enormous circle on the
roof of our building, laughmg and gossiping and slicing fifty-
kilos of vegetables through the night.” Her profile hovered
protectlvely_ over her work, a confetti of cucumber, eggplant,
- and onion skins heaped around her. “It is impossible to fall
‘asleep those nights, listening to their chatter.” She paused to
look at a pine tree framed by the living room window. “Here,
in this place where Mr. Sen has brought me, | cannot some-
times sleep in so much silence.” .~ .-

Another day she sat prying the plmpled yellow fat off
chlcken parts then. dividing them between thigh and leg. As
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the bones cracked apart over the blade her golden bangles
jostled, her forearms glowed, and she exhaled audibly through
her nose. At one poirit she paused, gripping the chicken with
both hands, and stared out the window. Fat and sinew clung to
her fingers.

“Eliot, if I began to scream right now at the top of my lungs,
would someone come?”

“Mrs. Sen, what’s wrong?”

“Nothing. I am only asking if someone would come.”

Eliot shrugged. “Maybe.”

“At home that is all you have to do. Not everybody has a
telephone. But just raise your voice a bit, or express grief or joy
of any kind, and one whole neighborhood and half of another
has come to share the news, to help with arrangements.”

By then Eliot understood that when Mrs. Sen said home, she

S

meant India, not the apartment where she sat chopping vege-

gableg. He thought of his own home, just five miles away, and
tﬁ‘éwyo‘ung married couple who waved from time to time as
they jogged at sunset along the shore. On Labor Day they’d
had a party. People were piled on the deck, eating, drinking,
the sound of their laughter rising above the weary sigh of the
waves. Eliot and his mother weren’t invited. It was one of the
rare days his mother had off, but they didn’t go anywhere.
She did the laundry, and balanced the checkbook, and, with
Eliot’s help, vacuumed the inside of the car. Eliot had sug-
gested that they go through the car wash a few miles down
the road as they did every now and then, so that they could
sit inside, safe and dry, as soap and water and a circle of giant
canvas ribbons slapped the windshield, but his mother said
she was too tired, and sprayed the car with a hose. When, by
evening, the crowd on the neighbors’ deck began dancing, she
looked up their number in the phone book and asked them

to keep it down.
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| “They might call you,” Eliot said eventually to Mrs. Sen. “But
they might complain that you were making too much noise.”
From where Eliot sat on the sofa he could detect her cur-

jous scent of mothballs and cumin, and he could see the per-
fectly centered part in her braided hair, which was shaded
with crushed vermilion and therefore appeared to be blush-
ing. At ﬁrst Eliot had wondered if she had cut her scalp, or if
something had bitten her there. But then one day he saw her
standing before the bathroom mirror, solemnly applying, with
the head:of a thumbtack, a fresh stroke of scarlet powder,
which she stored in a small jam jar. A few grains of the powder
fell onto the bridge of her nose as she used the thumbtack to
stamp a dot above her eyebrows “l must wear the powder
every day,” she explained when Eliot asked her what it was for |
““for the rest of the days that I am married.”

“Like a wedding ring, you mean?” : |

“Exactly, Eliot, exactly like a wedding rmg Only w1th no
fear of losing it in the dishwater.”

By the time Eliot’s mother arrived at twenty past six, Mrs. Sen
always made sure all evidence of her chopping was d15posed
of. The blade was scrubbed, rinsed, dried, folded, and stowed
away in a cupboard with the aid of a stepladder. With Eliot’s
help the newspapers were crushed with all the peels and seeds

~and skins inside them. Brimming bowls and colanders lined -

the courltertop, spices and pastes were measured and blended,
and evenrually a collection of broths simmered over periwin-
kle flames on the stove. It was never a special occasion, nor was
she ever expecting company. It was merely dinner for her self |

- and Mr. Sen, as. mdlcated by the two.plates and two glasses she

set, w1thout napkms or silverware, on the square Formica table
at one end of the living room.

- As he pressed the newspapers deeper into the garbage pail,
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Eliot felt that he and Mrs. Sen were disobeying some unspoken
rule. Perhaps it was because of the urgency with which Mrs.
Sen accomplished everything, pinching salt and sugar between
her fingernails, running water through lentils, sponging all
imaginable surfaces, shutting cupboard doors with a series of
successive clicks. It gave him a little shock to see his mother all
of a sudden, in the transparent stockings and shoulder-padded
suits she wore to her job, peering into the corners of Mrs. Sen’s
apartment. She tended to hover on the far side of the door
frame, calling to Eliot to put on his sneakers and gather his
things, but Mrs. Sen would not allow it. Each evening she
insisted that his mother sit on the sofa, where she was served
something to eat: a glass of bright pink yogurt with rose syrup,
breaded mincemeat with raisins, a bowl of semolina halvah.

“Really, Mrs. Sen. I take a late lunch. You shouldn’t go to so
much trouble.”

“It is no trouble. Just like Eliot. No trouble at all.”

His mother nibbled Mrs. Sen’s concoctions with eyes cast
upward, in search of an opinion. She kept her knees pressed
together, the high heels she never removed pressed into the
pear-colored carpet. “It’s delicious,” she would conclude, set-
ting down the plate after a bite or two. Eliot knew she didn’t
like the tastes; she’d told him so once in the car. He also knew
she didn’t eat lunch at work, because the first thing she did
when they were back at the beach house was pour herself a
glass of wine and eat bread and cheese, sometimes so much of
it that she wasn’t hungry for the pizza they normally ordered
for dinner. She sat at the table as he ate, drinking more wine
and asking how his day was, but eventually she went to the
deck to smoke a cigarette, leaving Eliot to wrap up the left-

overs.
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Each afternoon Mrs. Sen stood in a grove of pine trees by the‘
main rqad where the school bus dropped off Eliot along with
_two or three other children who lived nearby. Eliot always
sensed that Mrs. Sen had been waiting for some time, as if
eager to greet a person she hadn’t seen in years. The hair at her
temples blew about in the breeze, the column of vermilion
fresh in her part. She wore navy blue sunglasses a little too big
for her face. Her sari, a different pattern each day, fluttered
below the hem of a checkered all-weather coat. Acorns and
caterpﬂlars dotted the asphalt loop that framed the complex of
about a dozen brick buildings, all identical, embedded in a
communal expanse of log chips. As they walked back from the
bus stop she produced a sandwich bag from her pocket, and
offered Eliot the peeled wedges of an orange, or hghtly salted
peanuts, ‘which she had already shelled. o

~They proceeded directly to the car, and for twenty minutes
Mrs. Sen practtced driving. It was a toffee-colored sedan with
Ivmyl seats. There was an AM radio with chrome buttons, and
on the ledge over the back seat, a box of Kleenex and an ice
scraper.-Mrs. Sen told Eliot she didn't feel right leavmg him
alone in the apartment, but Eliot knew she wanted him sitting
beside her because she was afraid. She dreaded the roar of the
ignition, and placed her hands over her ears to block out the
sound as she pressed her sl1ppered feet to the gas, revving the '
engine. ,
“Mr. Sen says that once I receive my license, everything will
improve. What do you think, Eliot? Will things improve?”

“You could go places,” Eliot suggested “You could go any
where.” -

Could I drive all the way to Calcutta? How long would that
take, Eliot? Ten thousand miles, at ﬁfty miles per hour?”

Ehot could not do the math in his head. He watched Mrs |
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Sen adjust the driver’s seat, the rearview mirror, the sunglasses
on top of her head. She tuned the radio to a station that played
symphonies. “Is it Beethoven?” she asked once, pronouncing
the first part of the composer’s name not “bay,” but “bee,” like
the insect. She rolled down the window on her side, and asked
Eliot to do the same. Eventually she pressed her foot to the
brake pedal, manipulated the automatic gear shift as if it were
an enormous, leaky pen, and backed inch by inch out of the
parking space. She circled the apartment complex once, then
once again. |

“How am I doing, Eliot? Am I going to pass?”

She was continuously distracted. She stopped the car with-
out warning to listen to something on the radio, or to stare at
something, anything, in the road. If she passed a person, she
waved. If she saw a bird twenty feet in front of her, she beeped
the horn with her index finger and waited for it to fly away. In
India, she said, the driver sat on the right side, not the left.
Slowly they crept past the swing set, the laundry building, the
dark green trash bins, the rows of parked cars. Each time they
approached the grove of pine trees where the asphalt loop met
the main road, she leaned forward, pinning all her weight
against the brake as cars hurtled past. It was a narrow road
painted with a solid yellow stripe, with one lane of traffic in
either direction.

“Impossible, Eliot. How can I go there?”

“You need to wait until no one’s coming.”

“Why will not anybody slow down?”

“No one’s coming now.”

“But what about the car from the right, do you see? And
look, a truck is behind it. Anyway, I am not allowed on the
main road without Mr. Sen.”

“You have to turn and speed up fast,” Eliot said. That was
the way his mother did it, as if without thinking. It seemed so
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simple when he sat beside his mother, gliding in the evenings

back to the beach house. Then the road was just a road, the

other cars merely part of the scenery. But when he sat with

Mrs. Sen, under an autumn sun that glowed without warmth

throug‘hthe trees, he saw how that same stream of cars made

her knuckles pale, her wrists tremble, and her English falter.
Everyone this people, too much in their world

Two things, Eliot -learned, made Mrs. Sen happy. One was dhe
arrival.of a letter from her family. It was her custom to check
the mallbox after driving practice. She would unlock the box
but she would ask Eliot to reach inside, tellmg him what to
look for, and then she would shut her eyes and shield thern |
with her hands while he shuffled through the bills and maga-
zines that came in Mr. Sen’s name. At first Eliot found Mrs.
Sen’s anxiety incomprehensible; his mother had a p.o. box in
town, and, she collected mail so infrequently that once thelr’
electricity .was cut off for three days. Weeks passed at Mrs..
Sen’s before he found a blue aerogram, grainy to the touch,
crammed with stamps showing a bald man at a spinning -
wheel, and blackened by postmarks.

“Is this it, Mrs. Sen?” |

For the first time she embraced him, clasping his face to her
sari, surrounding him with her odor of mothballs and cumm
She seized the letter from his hands. |

. As soon as they were inside the apartment she kicked oﬁ‘ her
slippers this way and that, drew a wire pin from her hair, and
slit the top and sides of the aerogram in three strokes. Her eyes
darted back and forth as she read. As soon as she was ﬁnished
she cast. a51de the embr01dery that covered the telephone
dlaled and asked, “Yes, is Mr. Sen there please? It is Mrs. Sen |
and it is very 1mportant

Subsequently she spoke-in her own language, rapid and

i
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riotous to Eliot’s ears; it was clear that she was reading the
contents of the letter, word by word. As she read her voice was
louder and seemed to-shift in key. Though she stood plainly
before him, Eliot had the sensation that Mrs. Sen was no
longer present in the room with the pear-colored carpet.

Afterward the apartment was suddenly too small to contain
her. They crossed the main road and walked a short distance to
the university quadrangle, where bells in a stone tower chimed
on the hour. They wandered through the student union, and
dragged a tray together along the cafeteria ledge, and ate
french fries heaped in a cardboard boat among students chat-
ting at circular tables. Eliot drank soda from a paper cup, Mrs.
Sen steeped a tea bag with sugar and cream. After eating they
explored the art building, looking at sculptures and silk screens
in cool corridors thick with the fragrance of wet paint and clay.
They walked past the mathematics building, where Mr. Sen
taught his classes. |

They ended up in the noisy, chlorine-scented wing of the
athletic building where, through a wide window on the fourth
floor, they watched swimmers crossing from end to end in
glaring turquoise pools. Mrs. Sen took the aerogram from
India out of her purse and studied the front and back. She
unfolded it and reread to herself, sighing evefy now and then.
When she had finished she gazed for some time at the swim-
mers.

“My sister has had a baby girl. By the time I see her, depend-
ing if Mr. Sen gets his tenure, she will be three years old. Her
own aunt will be a stranger. If we sit side by side on a train she
will not know my face.” She put away the letter, then placed a
hand on Eliot’s head. “Do you miss your mother, Eliot, these
afternoons with me?”

The thought had never occurred to him.
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“You must miss her. When I think of you, only a boy, sep-
arated from your mother for so much of the day, I am:
ashamed.” | |

“Isee her at night.”

“When I was your age I was without knowing that one day I
would be so far. You are wiser than that, Eliot. You already .
taste the way thmgs must be.” |

_Thé other ;hing that made Mrs. Sen happy was fish from
the seaside. It was always a whole fish she desired, not shell-
fish, or the fillets Eliot’s mother had broiled one night a few '
months ago when she’d invited a man from her office to din-
ner — a ' man who’d spent the night in his mother’s bedroom, -
but whom Eliot never saw again. One evening when Eliot’s |
~ mother came to pick him up, Mrs. Sen served her a tuna cro-
quette, explaining that it was really supposed to be made with
a fish called bhetki. “It is very frustrating,” Mrs. Sen apolo-
gized, with an emphasis on the second syllable of the word. :
“To live so close to the ocean and not to have so much fish.”
In the'summer, she said, she liked to go to a market by the
beach. She added that while the fish there tasted nothing like
the fish in hﬁdia, at least it was fresh. Now that it was getting f
colder, the boats ‘were no longer going out regularly, and
sometlmes there was no whole fish available for weeks at a
time. _ .
“Try the supermarket,” hlS mother suggested. .
* Mrs. Sen shook her head. “In the supermarket I can feed'a
cat thirty-two dinners from one of thirty-two tins, but I can
never find a smgle fish I like, never a single.” Mrs. Sen said she -
had grown up eating fish twice a day She added that in Cal-
cutta people ate fish first thmg in the morning, last thing before
bed, as a snack after school if they were lucky. They ate the tail, -
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the eggs, even the head. It was available in any market, at any
hour, from dawn until midnight. “All you have to do is leave
the house and walk a bit, and there you are.”

Every few days Mrs. Sen would open up the yellow pages,
dial a number that she had ticked in the margin, and ask if
there was any whole fish available. If so, she would ask the
market to hold it. “Under Sen, yes, S as in Sam, N as in New
York. Mr. Sen will be there to pick it up.” Then she would call
Mr. Sen at the university. A few minutes later Mr. Sen would
arrive, patting Eliot on the head but not kissing Mrs. Sen. He
read his mail at the Formica table and drank a cup of tea before
heading out; half an hour later he would return, carrying a
paper bag with a smiling lobster drawn on the front of it, and
hand it to Mrs. Sen, and head back to the university to teach his
evening class. One day, when he handed Mrs. Sen the paper
bag, he said, “No more fish for a while. Cook the chicken in the
freezer. I need to start holding office hours.”

For the next few days, instead of calling the fish market,
Mrs. Sen thawed chicken legs in the kitchen sink and chopped
them with her blade. One day she made a stew with green
beans and tinned sardines. But the following week the man
who ran the fish market called Mrs. Sen; he assumed she
wanted the fish, and said he would hold it until the end of the
day under her name. She was flattered. “Isn’t that nice of him,
Eliot? The man said he looked up my name in the telephone
book. He said there is only one Sen. Do you know how many
Sens are in the Calcutta telephone book?”

She told Eliot to put on his shoes and his jacket, and then
she called Mr. Sen at the university. Eliot tied his sneakers by
the bookcase and waited for her to join him, to choose from
her row of slippers. After a few minutes he called out her
name. When Mrs. Sen did not reply, he untied his sneakers and
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returned to the living room, where he found her on the sofa,
weeping, Her face was in her hands and tears dripped through
her fingers. Through them she murmured something about a
meeting Mr. Sen was required to attend. Slowly she stood up
" and rearranged the cloth over the telephone. Eliot followed
her, walking for the first time in his sneakers across the pear-
colored carpet. She stared at him. Her lower eyelids were
swollen into thin pmk crests. “Tell me, Eliot. Is it too much
to ask?” |

Before he could answer, she took him by the hand and led
him to the bedroom,\ whose door was normally kept shut.
Apart from the bed, which lacked a headboard, the only other
things in the room were a side table with a telephone on it, an
~ ironing board, and a bureau. She flung open the drawers of the
bureau and the door of the closet, filled with saris of every
imaginable texture and shade, brocaded with gold and silver
threads. "Some'were -transpa\rent, tissue thin, others as 1:hiek
as drapes, with tassels knotted ‘along the edges. In the closet
they were on hangers; in the drawers they were folded flat, or
- wound tightly like thick scrolls. She sifted through the draw-
ers, letting saris spill over the edges. “When have I ever worn
this one? And this? And this?” She tossed the saris one by one
- from theé drawers, then pried several from their hangers. They
landed like a pile of tangled sheets on the bed. The room was
filled with an intense smell of mothballs.

“Send pictures,” they write. ‘Send pictures of your new hfe

- What plcture can I send?” She sat, exhausted, on the edge of
the bed, where there was now barely room for her. “They
think 1 live the life of a queen, Eliot.” She looked around the
blank walls of the room. “They | thmk 1 press buttons and the

house is clean They think Ilive in a palace
| The phone rang. Mrs. Sen let it ring several times before
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picking up the extension by the bed. During the conversation
she seemed only to be replying to things, and wiping her face
- with the ends of one of the saris. When she got off the phone
she stuffed the saris without folding them back into the draw-
ers, and then she and Eliot put on their shoes and went to the
car, where they waited for Mr. Sen to meet them.

“Why don’t you drive today?” Mr. Sen asked when he ap-
peared, rapping on the hood of the car with his knuckles. They
always spoke to each other in English when Eliot was present.

“Not today. Another day.”

“How do you expect to pass the test if you refuse to drive on
a road with other cars?”

“Eliot is here today.”

“He is here every day. It’s for your own good. Eliot, tell Mrs.
Sen it’s for her own good.”

She refused.

'They drove in silence, along the same roads that Eliot and
his mother took back to the beach house each evening. But in
the back seat of Mr. and Mrs. Sen’s car the ride seemed unfa-
miliar, and took longer than usual. The gulls whose tedious
cries woke him each morning now thrilled him as they dipped
and flapped across the sky. They passed one beach after an-
other, and the shacks, now locked up, that sold frozen lemon-
ade and quahogs in summer. Only one of the shacks was open.
It was the fish market.

Mrs. Sen unlocked her door and turned toward Mr. Sen,
who had not yet unfastened his seat belt. “Are you coming?”

Mr. Sen handed her some bills from his wallet. “I have a
meeting in twenty minutes,” he said, staring at the dashboard
as he spoke. “Please don’t waste time.”

Eliot accompanied her into the dank little shop, whose walls
were festooned with nets and starfish and buoys. A group
of tourists with cameras around their necks huddled by the
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counter, some sampling stuffed clams, others pointing to 2
large chart illustrating fifty different varieties of North Atlantic
fish. Mrs. Sen took a ticket from the machine at the counter
‘and Warted in line. Eliot stood by the lobsters, which stirred
one on top of another in their murky tank, their claws bound |
by yellow rubber bands. He watched as Mrs. Sen laughed and
chatted, When it was her turn in line, with a man with a bright
red face and yellow teeth, dressed in a black rubber apron. In
 either hand he held a mackerel by the tail.

“You are sure what you sell me is very fresh?”

“Any fresher and they’d answer that question themselves.”

‘The dial shivered toward its verdict on the scale.

“You want this cleaned, Mrs. Sen?”

-She nodded “Leave the heads on, please'.’/’

“You got cats at home?” |

“No cats. Only a husband.”

Later, in the apartment, she pulled the blade out of thel
cupboard, spread newspapers across the carpet, and inspected
her treasures. One by one she drew them from the paper
wrapping, wrinkled and tmged with blood. She stroked the
tails, prodded the bellies, pried apart the gutted flesh. With a
pair of scissors she clipped the fins. She tucked a finger under
- the gills, a red so bright they made her vermilion seem pale.
" She grasped the body, lined with inky streaks, at e1ther end

- and notched it at intervals against the blade. | «

“Why do-you do that?” Eliot asked.

“To see how many pieces. If I cut properly, from this fish. 1
will get three meals.” She sawed off the head and set it on a ple |
plate. = | |
In November ‘came 4 series of -days' when Mrs. Sen refused to
practice dr1v1ng The blade never emerged from the cupboard,-
newspapers were not spread on the _ﬂoor She did not call the
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fish store, nor did she thaw chicken. In silence she prepared
crackers with peanut butter for Eliot, then sat reading old
aerograms from a shoebox. When it was time for Eliot to leave
she gathered together his things without inviting his mother
to sit on the sofa and eat something first. When, eventually,
his mother asked him in the car if he’'d noticed a change in
Mrs. Sen’s behavior, he said he hadn’t. He didn’t tell her that
Mrs. Sen paced the apartment, staring at the plastic-covered
lampshades as if noticing them for the first time. He didn’t
tell her she switched on the television but never watched it, or
that she made herself tea but let it grow cold on the coffee
table. One day she played a tape of something she called a
raga; it sounded a little bit like someone plucking very slowly
and then very quickly on a violin, and Mrs. Sen said it was
supposed to be heard only in the late afternoon, as the sun
was setting. As the music played, for nearly an hour, she sat
on the sofa with her eyes closed. Afterward she said, "It is
more sad even than your Beethoven, isn’t it?” Another day she
played a cassette of people talking in her language —a fare-
well present, she told Eliot, that her family had made for her.
As the succession of voices laughed and said their bit, Mrs.
Sen identified each speaker. “My third uncle, my cousin, my
father, my grandfather.” One speaker sang a song. Another re-
cited a poem. The final voice on the tape belonged to Mrs.
Sen’s mother. It was quieter and sounded more serious than
the others. There was a pause between each sentence, and
during this pause Mrs. Sen translated for Eliot: “The price of
goat rose two rupees. The mangoes at the market are not
very sweet. College Street is flooded.” She turned off the tape.
“These are things that happened the day I left India.” The next
day she played the same cassette all over again. This time,
when her grandfather was speaking, she stopped the tape. She
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told Eliot she d recelved a letter over the Weekend Her grand
father was dead.

A week later Mrs. Sen began cooking again. One day as she sat
slicing cabbage on the living room floor, Mr. Sen called. He
wanted to take Eliot and Mrs. Sen to the seaside. For the
occasion Mrs. Sen put on a red sari and red lipstick; she fresh--
ened the vermilion in her part and rebraided her hair. She-
knotted a scarf under her chin, arranged her sunglasses on top
of her head, and put a pocket camera in her purse. As Mr. Sen
backed out of the parking lot, he put his arm across the top- of
the front seat, so that it looked as if he had his arm around
Mirs. Sen. “It’s getting too cold for that top coat,” he said to her
at one point. “We should get you something warmer.” At the
shop they bought mackerel, and butterfish, and sea bass. Thls
time Mr. Sen came into the shop with them. It was Mr. Sen
who asked whether the fish was fresh and to cut it this way
~or that way. They bought so much fish that Eliot had to hold
one of the bags. After they put the bags in the trunk, Mr.
Sen announced that he was hungry, and Mrs. Sen agreed, so
- they crossed the street to a restaurant where the take-out win- -
| dow Wasf still open. They sat at a picnic table and ate two bas-
kets of clam cakes. Mrs. Sen put a good deal of Tabasco sauce
and black pepper on hers. “Like pakoras, no?” Her face was
flushed, her lipstick faded and she laughed at everythmg Mr
Sen said. -

Behind the restaurant was a small beach, and when they
were done eating they walked for a while along the shore, into ‘
a wind SO strong that they had to walk backward. Mrs. Sen
‘pomted to the Water -and said that at a certaln moment, each
‘wave resembled a sari drying on a clotheshne Imposmble"l
. she shouted eventually, laughing as she turned back, her eyes .
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teary. “I cannot move.” Instead she took a picture of Eliot and
Mr. Sen standing on the sand. “Now one of us,” she said,
pressing Eliot against her checkered coat and giving the cam-
era to Mr. Sen. Finally the camera was given to Eliot. “Hold it
steady,” said Mr. Sen. Eliot looked through the tiny window
in the camera and waited for Mr. and Mrs. Sen to move closer
together, but they didn't. They didn’t hold hands or put
their arms around each other’s waists. Both smiled with their
mouths closed, squinting into the wind, Mrs. Sen’s red sari
leaping like flames under her coat.

In the car, warm at last and exhausted from the wind and
the clam cakes, they admired the dunes, the ships they could
see in the distance, the view of the lighthouse, the peach and
purple sky. After a while Mr. Sen slowed down and stopped by
the side of the road.

“What's wrong?” Mrs. Sen asked.

“You are going to drive home today.”

“Not today.”

“Yes, today.” Mr. Sen stepped out of the car and opened the
door on Mrs. Sen’s side. A fierce wind blew into the car, accom-
panied by the sound of waves crashing on the shore. Finally
she slid over to the driver’s side, but spent a long time adjusting
her sari and her sunglasses. Eliot turned and looked through
the back window. The road was empty. Mrs. Sen turned on the
radio, filling up the car with violin music.

“There’s no need,” Mr. Sen said, clicking it off.

“It helps me to concentrate,” Mrs. Sen said, and turned the
radio on again.

“Put on your signal,” Mr. Sen directed.

“I know what to do.”

For about a mile she was fine, though far slower than the
other cars that passed her. But when the town approached, and
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traffic hghts loomed on wires in the distance, she went even
slower. | ‘ |
“Switch lanes,” Mr. Sen said. “You will. have to bear’leftfat'
the rotary.” ‘ | '-
Mrs. Sen did not. : »
“Switch lanes, I tell you " He shut off the radlo “Are you
listening to me?” |
A car beeped its horn, then another. She beeped deﬁantly in
response, stopped, then pulled without signaling to the side of
the road. “No more,” she said, her forehead resting against
the top of the steering wheel. “I hate it. I hate drwmg I won't
goon.” ‘

She stopped driving after that. The next time the fish store
~ called she did not call Mr. Sen at his office. She had dec1ded to-
try somethmg new. There was a town bus that ran on,an
hourly schedule between the umve_r51ty and the seaside. Aﬁer
the university it made two stops, first at a nursing home, then
at a shoppmg plaza without a name, wh1ch consisted of a
bookstore, a shoe store, a drugstore a pet store, and a record -
store. On benches under the portico, elderly women from the
nursing home sat in pairs, in knee-length overcoats with over-
- sized buttons, eating lozenges. '
“Eliot,” Mrs. Sen asked him while they were 31tt1ng on the
bus, “will you put your mother in a nursmg home when she
is old?” : | ‘
“Maybe,” he said. “But I would visit every day” = -
“You'say that now, but you will see, when you are a man
your life will be in places you cannot know now.” She counted.
on her fingers: “You will have a w1fe ‘and children of your own,
and they will want to be driven to different places at the same-
time. No matter how kind they are, one day they will complain
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about visiting your mother, and you will get tired of it too,
Eliot. You will miss one day, and another, and then she will
have to drag herself onto a bus just to get herself a bag of
lozenges.”

At the fish shop the ice beds were nearly empty, as were the
lobster tanks, where rust-colored stains were visible through
the water. A sign said the shop would be closing for winter at
the end of the month. There was only one person working
behind the counter, a young boy who did not recognize Mrs.
Sen as he handed her a bag reserved under her name.

“Has it been cleaned and scaled?” Mrs. Sen asked.

The boy shrugged. “My boss left early. He just said to give
you this bag.”

In the parking lot Mrs. Sen consulted the bus schedule. They
would have to wait forty-five minutes for the next one, and so
they crossed the street and bought clam cakes at the take-out
window they had been to before. There was no place to sit.
The picnic tables were no longer in use, their benches chained
upside down on top of them.

On the way home an old woman on the bus kept watch-
ing them, her eyes shifting from Mrs. Sen to Eliot to the blood-
lined bag between their feet. She wore a black overcoat, and
in her lap she held, with gnarled, colorless hands, a crisp white
bag from the drugstore. The only other passengers were two
college students, boyfriend and girlfriend, wearing matching
sweatshirts, their fingers linked, slouched in the back seat.
In silence Eliot and Mrs. Sen ate the last few clam cakes in the
bag. Mrs. Sen had forgotten napkins, and traces of fried bat-
ter dotted the corners of her mouth. When they reached the
nursing home the woman in the overcoat stood up, said some-
thing to the driver, then stepped off the bus. The driver turned
his head and glanced back at Mrs. Sen. “What'’s in the bag?”
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Mrs. Sen looked up, startled. ‘

Speak English?” The bus began to move again, causmg the
driver to look at Mrs. Sen and Eliot in his enormous rearview
Mirror. " | B

“Yes, I can speak.”

“Then what’s in the bag?”

“A fish,” Mrs. Sen replied.

“The smell seems to be bothering the other passengers. Kld
maybe you should open her WlIldOW or somethlng

One afternoon a few days later the phone rang. Some very
tasty- halibut had arrived on the boats. Would Mrs. Sen like to-
pick one up? She called Mr. Sen, but he was not at his desk. A
" second time she tried calling, then a third. Eventually she went
~ to the kjtchen, and returned to the living room with the blade,
an eggplant, and some newspapers. Without having to be told
Eliot took his place on the sofa and watched as she sliced the
stems off the eggplant. She divided it into long, slender strips,
then into small squares, smaller and smaller, as small as sugar
cubes. ’ |

“ am going to put these in a very tasty stew with fish and
green bananas,” she announced. “Only I will have to do Wlth
out the green bananas |

“Are we going to get the fish?”

“We are going to get the fish.”

“Is Mr. Sen going to take us?”

“Put on your shoes.”

They left the apartment without cleamng up. Outside it.-was
so cold that Eliot could feel the chill on his teeth. They got in
~ the car, and Mrs Sen drove around the asphalt loop several -
times. Bach tirie she paused by the” gréve of pine trees to
observe the traffic on the main road. Eliot thought she was _]llS(_'. |



INTERPRETER OF MALADIES =~ 134

practicing while they waited for Mr. Sen. But then she gave a
signal and turned.

The'accident occurred quickly. After about a mile Mrs. Sen
took a left before she should have, and though the oncoming
car managed to swerve out of her way, she was so startled by
the horn that she lost control of the wheel and hit a telephone
pole on the opposite corner. A policeman arrived and asked to
see her license, but she did not have one to show him. “Mr. Sen
teaches mathematics at the university” was all she said by way
of explanation.

The damage was slight. Mrs. Sen cut her lip, Eliot com-
plained briefly of a pain in his ribs, and the car’s fender would
have to be straightened. The policeman thought Mrs. Sen had
also cut her scalp, but it was only the vermilion. When Mr. Sen
arrived, driven by one of his colleagues, he spoke at length
with the policeman as he filled out some forms, but he said
nothing to Mrs. Sen as he drove them back to the apartment.
When they got out of the car, Mr. Sen patted Eliot’s head.
“The policeman said you were lucky. Very lucky to come out
without a scratch.”

After taking off her slippers and putting them on the book-
case, Mrs. Sen put away the blade that was still on the living
room floor and threw the eggplant pieces and the newspapers
into the garbage pail. She prepared a plate of crackers with
peanut butter, placed them on the coffee table, and turned on
the television for Eliot’s benefit. “If he is still hungry give him
a Popsicle from the box in the freezer,” she said to Mr. Sen,
who sat at the Formica table sorting through the mail. Then
she went into her bedroom and shut the door. When Eliot’s
mother arrived at quarter to six, Mr. Sen told her the details of
the accident and offered a check reimbursing November’s pay-
ment. As he wrote out the check he apologized on behalf of
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Mrs. Sen. He said she was resting, though when Eliot had gone
to the bathroom he’d heard her crying. His mother was satis--
fied with the.arrangement, and in a sense, she confessed to

- Eliot as they drove home, she was relieved. It was the last.
afternoon EIiOt spent with Mrs. Sen, or with any baby-sitter.

From then on his mother gave him a key, which he wore on a
string ¢ around his neck. He was to call the neighbors in case of
an emergency, and to let himself into the beach house after

~ school. The first day, just as he was taking off his coat, the

phone rang It was his mother callmg from her office. “You're a
big boy now, Eliot,” she told him. “You okay?” Eliot looked out
the kitchen window, at gray waves recedmg from the shore,
and said that he was fine.



The Third and
- Final Continent

the equivalent, in those days, of ten dollars to my name.

For three weeks I sailed on the SS Roma, an Italian cargo
vessel, in a third-class cabin next to the ship’s engine, across the
Arabian Sea, the Red Sea, the Mediterranean, and finally to
England. I lived in north London, in Finsbury Park, in a house
occupied entirely by penniless Bengali bachelors like myself, at
least a dozen and sometimes more, all struggling to educate
and establish ourselves abroad.

I attended lectures at LSE and worked at the university
library to get by. We lived three or four to a room, shared a
single, icy toilet, and took turns cooking pots of egg curry,
which we ate with our hands on a table covered with news-
papers. Apart from our jobs we had few responsibilities. On
weekends we lounged barefoot in drawstring pajamas, drink-
ing tea and smoking Rothmans, or set out to watch cricket
at Lord’s. Some weekends the house was crammed with still
more Bengalis, to whom we had introduced ourselves at the

I LEFT INDIA IN 1964 with a certificate in commerce and
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greengrocer, or on the Tube, and we made yet more egg curry, |
and played Mukhesh on a Grundig reel-to-reel, and soaked our
dlrty dishes in the bathtub. Every now and then someone in
the house moved out, to live with a woman whom his family
back in Calcutta had determmed he was to wed. In 1969, when
I was thirty-six years old, my own marriage was arranged.
Around the same time [ was offered a full-time job in America,

in the processmg ‘department of a library at MIT. The salary -
was generous enough to support a wife, and I was honored
to be hired by a world-famous umver31ty and so I obtained a
sixth-preference green card, and prepared to travel farther still.

By now I had enough money to go by plane. I flew first to
Calcutta, to attend my wedding, and a week later I flew to
Boston, to begin my new job. During the flight I read The
Student Guide to North America, a paperback volume that I'd
bought before leaving London, for seven shillings six pence
on Totterham Court Road, for although I was no longer a
student I was on a budget all the same. I learned that Ameri-
cans drove on the right side of the road, not the left, and that
they called a lift an elevator and an engaged phone busy. “The
pace of life in North America is different from Britain as you
will soong discover,” the guidebook informed me. “Everybody
feels he ‘must get to the top. Don’t expect an English cup of

ea.” As the plane began its descent over Boston Harbor, the
pilot announced the weather and time, and that President
Nixon had declared a national holiday: two American men had
landed on the moon. Several passengers cheered. “God bless
Americal” one of them hollered. Across the aisle, I saw a
woman praying.

[ spent my. first night at the YMCA in Central Square, Cam-
bridge, an inexpensive accommodation recommended by my
guidebook. It was walking distance from MIT, and steps from
the post office and a supermarket called Purity Supreme. The
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room contained a cot, a desk, and a small wooden cross on one
wall. A sign on the door said cooking was strictly forbidden. A
bare window overlooked Massachusetts Avenue, a major thor-
oughfare with traffic in both directions. Car horns, shrill and
prolonged, blared one after another. Flashing sirens heralded
endless emergencies, and a fleet of buses rumbled past, their
doors opening and closing with a powerful hiss, throughout
the night. The noise was constantly distracting, at times suffo-

cating. I felt it deep in my ribs, just as I had felt the furious
drone of the engine on the SS Roma. But there was no ship’s
deck to escape to, no glittering ocean to thrill my soul, no
breeze to cool my face, no one to talk to. I was too tired to
pace the gloomy corridors of the YMCA in my drawstring
pajamas. Instead [ sat at the desk and stared out the window, at
the city hall of Cambridge and a row of small shops. In the
morning I reported to my job at the Dewey Library, a beige
fortlike building by Memorial Drive. I also opened a bank
account, rented a post office box, and bought a plastic bowl
and a spoon at Woolworth’s, a store whose name I recognized
from London. I went to Purity Supreme, wandering up and
down the aisles, converting ounces to grams and comparing
prices to things in England. In the end I bought a small carton
of milk and a box of cornflakes. This was my first meal in
America. I ate it at my desk. I preferred it to hamburgers or hot
dogs, the only alternative I could afford in the coffee shops on
Massachusetts Avenue, and, besides, at the time I had yet to
consume any beef. Even the simple chore of buying milk was
new to me; in London we’d had bottles delivered each morn-

ing to our door.

In a week I had adjusted, more or less. I ate cornflakes and
milk, morning and night, and bought some bananas for variety,
slicing them into the bowl with the edge of my spoon. In addi-
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tion 1 bought tea bags and a flask, which the salesman in
Woolworth’s referred to as a thermos (a flask, he informed me,
was used to store whiskey, another thing I had never con-
sumed). For the price of one cup of tea at a coffee shop, I filled
the flask with boiling water on my way to work each morning,
and brewed the four cups I drank in the course of a day. I
bought a larger carton of milk, and learned to leave it on the
shaded f)art' of the windowsill, as I had seen another resident
at the YMCA do. To pass the time in the evenings I read the
" Boston Globe downstairs, in a spacious room with stained: -glass
windows. I read every article and advertisement, so that I
would grow familiar with things, and when my eyes grew tired
Islept. Only I did not sleep well. Each night I had to keep the
window wide open; it was the only source of air in the stnﬂmg
room, and the noise was intolerable. I would lie on the cot
with my fingers pressed into my ears, but when I drifted off to
sleep my hands fell away, and the noise of the traffic would

" wake me up again. Pigeon feathers drifted onto the window-

sill, and one evening, when I poured milk over my cornflakes, I
saw that it had soured. Nevertheless I resolved to stay at the
YMCA for six weeks, until my wife’s passport and green card
were ready Once she arrived I would have to rent a proper
apartment, and from time to time [ studied the classified sec-
tion of the newspaper or stopped in at the housing office at
MIT dunng my lunch break, to see what was available in my
price range. It was in this manner that I discovered a room for
immediate occupancy, in a house on a quiet street, the listing
said, for eight dollars per week. I copied.the number into my
guidebook and dialed from a pay telephone, sorting through
the coins with which I was still unfamlhar smaller and hghter
than shillings; “héAvierand brighter thian Pidisas.

“Who is speaking?” a woman demanded. Her voice was
bold and clamorous. .
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“Yes, good afternoon, madame. I am calling about the room
for rent.”

“Harvard or Tech?”

“I beg your pardon?” |

“Are you from Harvard or Tech?”

Gathering that Tech referred to the Massachusetts Institute
of Technology, I replied, “I work at Dewey Library,” adding
tentatively, “at Tech.”

“I only rent rooms to boys from Harvard or Tech!”

“Yes, madame.”

I was given an address and an appointment for seven 6’clock
that evening. Thirty minutes before the hour I set out, my
guidebook in my pocket, my breath fresh with Listerine. I
turned down a street shaded with trees, perpendicular to Mas-
sachusetts Avenue. Stray blades of grass poked between the
cracks of the footpath. In spite of the heat I wore a coat and a
tie, regarding the event as | would any other interview; I had
never lived in the home of a person who was not Indian. The
house, surrounded by a chain-link fence, was off-white with
dark brown trim. Unlike the stucco row house I'd lived in in
London, this house, fully detached, was covered with wooden
shingles, with a tangle of forsythia bushes plastered against the
front and sides. When 1 pressed the calling bell, the woman
with whom I had spoken on the phone hollered from what
seemed to be just the other side of the door, “One minute,
please!”

Several minutes later the door was opened by a tiny, ex-
tremely old woman. A mass of snowy hair was arranged like a
small sack on top of her head. As I stepped into the house she
sat down on a wooden bench positioned at the bottom of a
narrow carpeted staircase. Once she was settled on the bench,
in a small pool of light, she peered up at me with undivided
attention. She wore a long black skirt that spread like a stiff
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tent to the floor, and a starched white shirt edged with ruffles
‘at the throat and cuffs. Her hands, folded together in her lap,
‘had long pallid fingers, with swollen knuckles and tough yel-
low nails. Age had battered her features so that she almost
resembled a man, with sharp, shrunken eyes and prominent
creases on either side of her nose. Her lips, chapped and faded,
had nearly disappeared, and her eyebrows were missing alto
gether. Nevertheless she looked fierce.
- “Lock: up' she commanded. She shouted even t]hough I
stood only a few feet away. “Fasten the chain and firmly press
that button on the knob! This is the first thing you shall do
when you enter, is that clear?” |
I locked the door as directed and examined the house. Next

to the bench on which the woman sat was a small round table,
- its legS‘fplly concealed, much like the woman’s, by a skirtiof
lace. The table held a lamp, a transistor radio, a leather change
purse with a silver clasp, and a telephone. A thick wooden cane
coated with a layer of dust was propped against one side.
There was a parlor to my right, lined with bookcases and filled
with shabby claw-footed furniture. In the corner of the par-
lor'I saw a grand piano with its top down, piled with papers.
- The piano’s bench was missing; it seemed to be the one on
- which the woman was sitting. Somewhere in the house a ¢ lock
chimed seven times.

“You're punctual!” the woman proclalmed “I.expect you
vshall be so with the rent!”

“I have a letter, madame.” In my jacket pocket was a letter
conﬁrmmg my employment from MIT, which I had brought
“along to prove that I was indeed from Tech.

- She stared at the letter, then handed 1t back to me carefully,
gripping it with'hér ﬁngers as if it'weré a'dinner plate heaped
with food instead of a sheet of paper. She did not wear glasses,
and I wondered if she’d read a word of it. “The last boy was
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always late! Still owes me eight dollars! Harvard boys aren’t
what they used to be! Only Harvard and Tech in this house!
How’s Tech, boy?”

“It is very well.”

“You checked the lock?”

“Yes, madame.” -

She slapped the space beside her on the bench with one
hand, and told me to sit down. For a moment she was si-
lent. Then she intoned, as if she alone possessed this knowl-
edge:

“There is an American flag on the moon!”

“Yes, madame.” Until then I had not thought very much
about the moon shot. It was in the newspaper, of course,
article upon article. The astronauts had landed on the shores
of the Sea of Tranquillity, I had read, traveling farther than
anyone in the history of civilization. For a few hours they ex-
plored the moon’s surface. They gathered rocks in their pock-
ets, described their surroundings (a magnificent desolation,
according to one astronaut), spoke by phone to the president,
and planted a flag in lunar soil. The voyage was hailed as man’s
most awesome achievement. I had seen full-page photographs
in the Globe, of the astronauts in their inflated costumes, and
read about what certain people in Boston had been doing at
the exact moment the astronauts landed, on a Sunday after-
noon. A man said that he was operating a swan boat with a
radio pressed to his ear; a woman had been baking rolls for her
grandchildren.

The woman bellowed, “A flag on the moon, boy! I heard it
on the radio! Isn’t that splendid?”

“Yes, madame.”

But she was not satisfied with my reply. Instead she com-
manded, “Say ‘splendid’!”

I was both baffled and somewhat insulted by the request. It
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reminded me of the way was taught multiplication tables as
child, repeating after the master, sitting cross- legged Wlthout
~ shoes or pencils, on the floor of my one-room Tollygunge
school. It also reminded me of my wedding, when I had re-
peated endless Sanskrit verses after the priest, verses I barely
understood, which joined me to my wife. I said nothing. '

“Say splendld I” the woman bellowed once again.

~ “Splendid;” I murmured. I had to repeat the word a second

tlme at the top of my lungs, so she could hear. Iam sqft-spok.eh'
by nature and was especially reluctant to raise my voice to an
_elderly woman whom I had met only moments ago, but she
did not appear to be offended. If anything the reply pleased her
because her next command was:

“Go see the room!” :

I rose from the bench and mounted the narrow carpeted
staircase. There were five doors, two on either side of an
equally narrow hallway, and one at the opposite end. Only one
door was partly open. The room contained a twin bed under‘a
| sloping ceiling, a brown oval rug, a basin with an exposed p1pe

and a chest of drawers. One door, painted white, led to'a"
closet, another to a toilet and a tub. The walls were covered
with gray and ivory striped paper. The window was open; net
curtains st1rred in the breeze. I lifted them away and mspected
“the view: a small back yard, with a few fruit trees and an empty
clothesline. 1 was satisfied. From the bottom of the stairs I
heard the woman demand, “What is your decision?” |
~ When I returned to the foyer and told her, she picked up the
‘leather change purse on the table, opened the clasp, fished
.about wrth her fingers, and produced a key on a thin wire
~ hoop. She informed me that there was a kitchen at the back of
the house, accessibleithrough che patlor..l.was welcome to use
the stove as long as [ leftit as I found it. Sheets and towels were
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provided, but keeping them clean was my own responsibility.
The rent was due Friday mornings on the ledge above the
piano keys. “And no lady visitors!”

“I am a married man, madame.” It was the first time I had
announced this fact to anyone.

But she had not heard. “No lady visitors!” she insisted. She
introduced herself as Mrs. Croft.

My wife’s name was Mala. The marriage had been arranged
by my older brother and his wife. I regarded the proposition
with neither objection nor enthusiasm. It was a duty expected
of me, as it was expected of every man. She was the daughter
of a schoolteacher in Beleghata. 1 was told that she could
cook, knit, embroider, sketch landscapes, and recite poems by
Tagore, but these talents could not make up for the fact that
she did not possess a fair complexion, and so a string of men
had rejected her to her face. She was twenty-seven, an age
when her parents had begun to fear that she would never
marry, and so they were willing to ship their only child halfway
across the world in order to save her from spinsterhood.

For five nights we shared a bed. Each of those nights, after
applying cold cream and braiding her hair, which she tied up at
the end with a black cotton string, she turned from me and
wept; she missed her parents. Although I would be leaving
the country in a few days, custom dictated that she was now a
part of my household, and for the next six weeks she was to
live with my brother and his wife, cooking, cleaning, serving
tea and sweets to guests. | did nothing to console her. I lay on
my own side of the bed, reading my guidebook by flashlight
and anticipating my journey. At times I thought of the tiny
room on the other side of the wall which had belonged to my
mother. Now the room was practically empty; the wooden
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pallet on wihi‘ch she’d once slept was piled with trunks and old
bedding. Nearly six years ago, before leaving for London, I had
- watched her die on that bed, had found her playing with her
excrement in her final days. Before we cremated her I had
cleaned each of her fingernails with a hairpin, and then, be-
cause my brother could not bear it, I had assumed the role of
eldest son, and had touched the flame to her temple, to release
her tormented sou]l to heaven.

The next morning I moved into the room in Mrs. Croft’s

" house. When I unlocked the door I saw that she was sitting on
the piano bench, on the same side as the previous evening. She
wore the same black skirt, the same starched white blouse, and
had her hands folded together the same way in her lap. She
Jooked so: much the same that I wondered if she’d spent the
whole night on the bench. I put my suitcase upstairs, filled my
flask with'boiling water in the kitchen, and headed off to work.
That evening when I came home from the university, she was
still there.

“Sit down, boy!” She slapped the space be51de her.

1 perched beside her on the bench. I had a bag of groceries
with me —— more milk, more cornflakes, and more bananas, for
my inspection of ‘the kitchen earlier in the day had revealed

'no spare pots, pans, or cooking utensils. There were only two
saucepans in the refrigerator, both containing some orange
broth, and a copper kettle on the stove.

Good evening, madame.”

She asked me if I had checked the lock. I told her 1 had

For a moment she was silent. Then suddenly she declared,
with the equal measures of disbelief and delight as the night
before, “There’s an American flag on the moon, boy!” |

“Yes, madame.”
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“A flag on the moon! Isn’t that splendid?”

I nodded, dreading what I knew was coming. “Yes, ma-
dame.”

“Say ‘splendid’!”

This time I paused, looking to either side in case anyone
were there to overhear me, though I knew perfectly well that
the house was empty. I felt like an idiot. But it was a small
enough thing to ask. “Splendid!” I cried out.

Within days it became our routine. In the mornings when I
left for the library Mrs. Croft was either hidden away in her
bedroom, on the other side of the staircase, or she was sitting
on the bench, oblivious to my presence, listening to the news
or classical music on the radio. But each evening when I re-
turned the same thing happened: she slapped the bench, or-
dered me to sit down, declared that there was a flag on the
moon, and declared that it was splendid. I said it was splendid,
too, and then we sat in silence. As awkward as it was, and as
endless as it felt to me then, the nightly encounter lasted only
about ten minutes; inevitably she would drift off to sleep, her
head falling abruptly toward her chest, leaving me free to re-
tire to my room. By then, of course, there was no flag on the
moon. The astronauts, | had read in the paper, had taken it
down before flying back to Earth. But I did not have the heart
to tell her.

Friday morning, when my first week’s rent was due, I went to
the piano in the parlor to place my money on the ledge. The
piano keys were dull and discolored. When I pressed one, it
made no sound at all. I had put eight one-dollar bills in an
envelope and written Mrs. Croft’s name on the front of it. I
was not in the habit of leaving money unmarked and unat-
tended. From where I stood I could see the profile of her
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tent-shaped skirt. She was sitting on the bench, listening to the
radio. It seemed unnecessary to make her get up and walk all -
“the way to the piano. I never saw her walking about, and
assumed, from the cane always propped against the round
table at her side, that she did so with difficulty. When I ap-
proached the bench she peered up at me and demanded:

“What'is your busmess? |

“The rent, madame.” ’

“On the ledge above the piano keys!”

“I have it here.” I extended the envelope toward her, but her
fingers, folded together in her lap, did not budge. I bowed |
slightly and lowered the envelope, so that it hovered just above
her hands. After a moment she accepted, and ’noddéd her head.

- That night when I came home, she did not slap the bench,
but out of habit I sat beside her as usual. She asked me if I had
checked the lock, but she mentioned nothing about the ﬂag on
the moon. Instead she said:

“It was very kind of you!”

“I ’bég your pardon, madame?” |

“Very kind of you!”

She was still holding the envelope in her hands.

On Sunday there was a knock on my door An elderly |
woman introduced ‘herself: she was Mrs. Croft’s daughter
Helen. She walked into the room and looked at each of the
walls as if for signs of change, glancing at the shirts that hung
in the closet, the neckties draped over the doorknob, the box of
cornflakes on the chest of drawers, the dirty bowl and spoon in
the basin. She was short and thick-waisted, with cropped silver
hair and bright pink lipstick. She wore a sleeveless summer
dress; a row of ‘white plastic beads; and spectacles on a chain
that hung like a swing against her chest. The backs of her legs
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were mapped with dark blue veins, and her upper arms sagged
like the flesh of a roasted eggplant. She told me she lived in
Arlington, a town farther up Massachusetts Avenue. “I come
once a week to bring Mother groceries. Has she sent you
packing yet?”

“It is very well, madame.”

“Some of the boys run screaming. But I think she likes you.
You're the first boarder she’s ever referred to as a gentleman.”

“Not at all, madame.”

She looked at me, noticing my bare feet (I still felt strange
wearing shoes indoors, and always removed them before enter-
ing my room). “Are you new to Boston?”

“New to America, madame.”

“From?” She raised her eyebrows.

“I am from Calcutta, India.”

“Is that right? We had a Brazilian fellow, about a year ago.
You'll find Cambridge a very international city.”

I nodded, and began to wonder how long our conversation
would last. But at that moment we heard Mrs. Croft’s electrify-
ing voice rising up the stairs. When we stepped into the hall-
way we heard her hollering:

“You are to come downstairs immediately!”

“What is it?” Helen hollered back.

“Immediately!”

I put on my shoes at once. Helen sighed.

We walked down the staircase. It was too narrow for us to
descend side by side, so I followed Helen, who seemed to be in
no hurry, and complained at one point that she had a bad knee.
“Have you been walking without your cane?” Helen called out.
“You know you're not supposed to walk without that cane.”
She paused, resting her hand on the banister, and looked back
at me. “She slips sometimes.”
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~For the first time Mrs. Croft seemed vulnerable. I pictured
her on'thef floor in front of the bench, flat on her back, staring
at the ceiling, her feet pointing in opposite directions. But
when we reached the bottom of the staircase she was sitting
-there as usual, her hands folded together in her lap. Two gro-
cery bags were at her feet. When we stood before her she did
not slap the bench, or ask us to sit down. She glared.
“What is.it, Mother?” | '
“It's improper!”

“What's improper?”

“It is improper for a lady and gentleman who are . not mar-
ried to one another to hold a private conversation without a
chaperone' \ |
- Helen said she was 51xty eight years old, old enough to be
my mother, but Mrs. Croft insisted that Helen and I speak to
each other downstairs, in the parlor. She added that it was also

| imi)roper' for a lady of Helen’s station to reveal her age, and to
wear a dress so high above the ankle.

“For your information, Mother, it’s 1969 What would you
do if you actually left the house one day and saw a g1r1 in a
miniskirt?”

Mrs. Croft sniffed. “I'd have her arrested.”

Helen shook her head and picked up one of the grocery
bags. I picked up the other one, and followed her through the
parlor and into the kitchen. The bags were filled with cans of
soup, which Helen opened up one by one with a few cranks of
a can opener. She tossed the old soup in the saucepans into the
- sink, rinsed the pans under the tap, filled them with soup from
the newly opened cans, and put them back in the refrigerator.
“A few years agoash_e' could still open the cans herself,” Helen
said. “She hates that I do it for her fiéw. But the piano killed her
hands.” She put on her spectacles, glanced at the cupboafrds, |
and spotted my tea bags. “Shall we have a cup?” |
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I'filled the kettle on the stove. “I beg your pardon, madame.
The piano?”

“She used to give lessons. For forty years. It was how she
raised us after my father died.” Helen put her hands on her
hips, staring at the open refrigerator. She reached into the
back, pulled out a wrapped stick of butter, frowned, and tossed
it into the garbage. “That ought to do it,” she said, and put the
unopened cans of soup in the cupboard. I sat at the table and
watched as Helen washed the dirty dishes, tied up the garbage
bag, watered a spider plant over the sink, and poured boiling
water into two cups. She handed one to me without milk, the
string of the tea bag trailing over the side, and sat down at the
table.

“Excuse me, madame, but is it enough?”

Helen took a sip of her tea. Her lipstick left a smiling pink
stain on the inside rim of the cup. “Is what enough?”

“The soup in the pans. Is it enough food for Mrs. Croft?”

“She won't eat anything else. She stopped eating solids after
she turned one hundred. That was, let’s see, three years ago.”

I was mortified. I had assumed Mrs. Croft was in her eight-
ies, perhaps as old as ninety. I had never known a person who
had lived for over a century. That this person was a widow who
lived alone mortified me further still. It was widowhood that
had driven my own mother insane. My father, who worked as
a clerk at the General Post Office of Calcutta, died of encepha-
litis when I was sixteen. My mother refused to adjust to life
without him; instead she sank deeper into a world of darkness
from which neither I, nor my brother, nor concerned relatives,
nor psychiatric clinics on Rashbihari Avenue could save her.
~ What pained me most was to see her so unguarded, to hear
her burp after meals or expel gas in front of company with-
out the slightest embarrassment. After my father’s death my
brother abandoned his schooling and began to work in the jute
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mill he would eventually manage, in order to keep the house-

hold running. And so it was my job to sit by my mother’s feet
“and study for my exams as she counted and recounted the
bracelets on her arm as if they were the beads of an abacus.
We tried to keep an eye on her. Once she had wandered half
- naked to. the tram depot before we were able to ‘bring her in-
side agam

“I am happy to warm Mirs. Croft’s soup in the evenings,” I

suggested, removing the tea bag from my cup and squeezing
out the hquor It is no trouble.” |
" Helen looked at her watch, stood up, and poured the rest of ‘
her tea into the sink. “I wouldn't if I were you. That'’s the sort
of thing that would kill her altogether "

That evening, when Helen had gone back to Arlington and
Mrs. Croft and I were alone again, I began to worry. Now that
I knew how very old she was, I worried that something would

“happen to her in the middle of the night, or when I was out

during the day. As vigorous . as her voice was, and i 1mper10us as

she seemed I knew that even a scratch or a cough could kill a

person that old; each day she lived, I knew, was something of a

miracle. Although Helen had seemed friendly enough, a small’
part of me worried that she might accuse me of negligence

if anythmg were to happen. Helen didn’t seem worried. She

came and went, brmgmg soup for Mrs. Croft one Sunddy after

the next. :

In this manner the six weeks of that summer passed. [ came
home each evening, after my hours at the library, and spent a
few minutes on the piano bench with Mrs. Croft. I gave her a
bit of my company, and assured her that I had checked the
lock, and told"Her ‘that the flag on' the" thoon was splendld
Some evenings I sat beside her long after she had drifted off to
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sleep, still in awe of how many years she had spent on this
earth. At times [ tried to picture the world she had been born
into, in 1866 — a world, I imagined, filled with women in long
black skirts, and chaste conversations in the parlor. Now, when
I looked at her hands with their swollen knuckles folded to-
gether in her lap, I imagined them smooth and slim, striking
the piano keys. At times I came downstairs before going to
sleep, to make sure she was sitting upright on the bench, or
was safe in her bedroom. On Fridays I made sure to put the
rent in her hands. There was nothing I could do for her beyond
these simple gestures. I was not her son, and apart from those
eight dollars, I owed her nothing.

At the end of August, Mala’s passport and green card were
ready. I received a telegram with her flight information; my
brother’s house in Calcutta had no telephone. Around that
time I also received a letter from her, written only a few days
after we had parted. There was no salutation; addressing me by
name would have assumed an intimacy we had not yet discov-
ered. It contained only a few lines. “I write in English in prepa-
ration for the journey. Here I am very much lonely. Is it very
cold there. Is there snow. Yours, Mala.

I was not touched by her words. We had spent only a hand-
ful of days in each other’s company. And yet we were bound
together; for six weeks she had worn an iron bangle on her
wrist, and applied vermilion powder to the part in her hair, to
signify to the world that she was a bride. In those six weeks I
regarded her arrival as I would the arrival of a coming month,
or season — something inevitable, but meaningless at the time.
So little did I know her that, while details of her face some-
times rose to my memory, I could not conjure up the whole
of it.
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A few days after recewmg the letter, as I was walking to
work in the mormng, [ saw an Ind1an woman on the other
side of Massachusetts Avenue, wearing a sari with its free end
’_nearly dragging on the footpath, and pushing a child in a
stroller. An American woman with a small black dog on a leash
was walking to one side of her. Suddenly the dog began bark-
ing. From the other side of the street I watched as the Indian
' woman, startled, stopped in her path, at which point the dog

leapt up: and seized the end of the sari between its teeth. The
American woman scolded the dog, appeared to apologlze and
walked quickly away, leaving the Indian woman to fix her sari
in the m1ddle of the footpath, and quiet her crying child. She
did not see me standmg there, and eventually she continued on
her way. Such a mishap, I realized that morning, would soon
be my concern. It was my duty to take care of Mala, to wel-
come her and protect her. I would have to buy her her first pair
of snow: boots her first winter coat. I would have to tell her -
‘which streets to avoid, which way the traffic came, tell her to
‘wear her sari so that the free end did not drag on the footpath
- A five- mﬂe separation from her parents, I recalled with some
1rr1tatlon had caused her to weep. |

* Unlike Mala, 1 was used to it all by then: used to cornflakes
and milk, used to Helen’s visits, used to sitting on the befich
with Mrs. Croft. The only thing [ was not used to was Mala.
Nevertheless I did what I had to do. I went to the housing
office at MIT and found a furnished apartment a few blocks _,
away, with a double bed and a private kitchen and bath, for
forty dollars a week. One last Friday I handed Mrs. Croft elght' |
one-dollar bills in an envelope, brought my suitcase down-
stairs, and inforrited her that I was moving, She put my key
into her change purse. The last thing she asked me to do was
hand her the cane propped against the table SO that she could
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walk to the door and lock it behind me. “Good-bye, then,” she
said, and retreated back into the house. I did not expect any
display of emotion, but I was disappointed all the same. I was
only a boarder, a man who paid her a bit of money and passed
in and out of her home for six weeks. Compared to a century,
it was no time at all.

At the airport I recognized Mala immediately. The free end
of her sari did not drag on the floor, but was draped in a sign
of bridal modesty over her head, just as it had draped my
mother until the day my father died. Her thin brown arms
were stacked with gold bracelets, a small red circle was painted
on her forehead, and the edges of her feet were tinted with a
decorative red dye. I did not embrace her, or kiss her, or take
her hand. Instead I asked her, speaking Bengali for the first
time in America, if she was hungry.

She hesitated, then nodded yes.

[ told her I had prepared some egg curry at home. “What
did they give you to eat on the plane?”

“I didn’t eat.”

“All the way from Calcutta?”

“The menu said oxtail soup.”

“But surely there were other items.”

“The thought of eating an ox’s tail made me lose my appe-
tite.”

When we arrived home, Mala opened up one of her suit-
cases, and presented me with two pullover sweaters, both
made with bright blue wool, which she had knitted in the
course of our separation, one with a V neck, the other covered
with cables. I tried them on; both were tight under the arms.
She had also brought me two new pairs of drawstring pajamas,
a letter from my brother, and a packet of loose Darjeeling tea.
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I had no present for her apart from the egg curry. We sat at a
bare table, ieach of us staring at our plates. We ate with our
hands, another thing I had not yet done in America.

“The house is nice,” she said. “Also the egg curry.’ W1th her
left hand she held the end of her sari to her chest; so it Would
not slip off her head. | |

“I don’t know many recipes.”

- She nodded peeling the skin off each of her potatoes before
eating them. At one pomt the sari slipped to her shoulders. She
readjusted 1t at once. ‘

“There is no need to cover your head,” I said. “I don’t mmd
It doesn’t matter here.”

She kept it covered anyway.

I waitedto get used to her, to her presence at my side, at
my table and in my bed, but a week later we were still strang-
ers. I still was not used to coming home to an apartment that
smelled of steamed rice, and finding that the basin in the
bathroom was always wiped clean, our two toothbrushes lying
side by side; a cake of Pears soap from India resting in the soap
dish. I was not used to the fragrance of the coconut oil she
rubbed every other night into her scalp, or the delicate sound
her bracelets made as she moved about the apartment. In the.
mornings :sll'le was always awake before I was. The first morn-
ing when I'came into the kitchen she had heated up the left- 5
overs and set a plate with a spoonful of salt on its edge on the
table, assuming I would eat rice for breakfast, as most Bengah'
husbands did. I told her cereal would do, and the next morning
when I came into the kitchen she had already poured the
cornflakes into my bowl. One morning she walked with me
down Massachusetts Avenue to MIT, where I gave her a short
tour of the camipus. On the way ‘we stopped at a hardware.
store and I made a copy of the key, so that she could let herself |
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into the apartment. The next morning before I left for work
she asked me for a few dollars. I parted with them reluctantly,
but I knew that this, too, was now normal. When I came home
from work there was a potato peeler in the kitchen drawer, and
a tablecloth on the table, and chicken curry made with fresh
garlic and ginger on the stove. We did not have a television in
those days. After dinner I read the newspaper, while Mala sat at
the kitchen table, working on a cardigan for herself with more
of the bright blue wool, or writing letters home.

At the end of our first week, on Friday, I suggested going
out. Mala set down her knitting and disappeared into the bath-
room. When she emerged I regretted the suggestion; she had
put on a clean silk sari and extra bracelets, and coiled her hair
with a flattering side part on top of her head. She was prepared
as if for a party, or at the very least for the cinema, but I had
no such destination in mind. The evening air was balmy. We
walked several blocks down Massachusetts Avenue, looking
into the windows of restaurants and shops. Then, without
thinking, I led her down the quiet street where for so many
nights | had walked alone.

“This is where I lived before you came,” I said, stopping at
Mrs. Croft’s chain-link fence.

“In such a big house?”

“I had a small room upstairs. At the back.”

“Who else lives there?”

“A very old woman.”

“With her family?”

“Alone.”

“But who takes care of her?”

I opened the gate. “For the most part she takes care of

herself.”
| wondered if Mrs. Croft would remember me; I wondered
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if she had a new boarder to sit with her on the bench each
evening. When pressed the bell I expected the same long wait
as that day of our first meeting, when I did not have a key. But
this time the door was opened almost immediately, by Helen.
Mrs. Croft was not sitting on the bench. The bench was gone.
“Hello there,” Helen said, smiling with her bright pink lips
at Mala. “Mother’s in the parlor. Wzll you be visiting awhile?”
“As you wish, madame.” |
“Then I think I'll run to the store, if you don t mind. She had
a little accident. We can’t leave her alone these days, not even
for a minute.” | :
Ilocked the door after Helen and walked into the parlo»ri
Mrs. Croft was lying flat on her back, her head on a peach-col-
ored cushion, a thin white quilt spread over her body. Her
~hands were folded together on top of her chest. When she saw -
me she pointed at the sofa, and told me to sit down. I took my
- place as directed, but Mala wandered over to the piano and sat
on the bench, which was now positioned where it belonged.

“I broke my hip!” Mrs. Croft announced, as if no time had
passed. | R

“Oh dear, madame.”

“I fell off the bench!”

“I am so sorry, madame.”
“It was the middle of the night! Do you know what I d1d
boy?”

I shook rny head.

“I called the police!”

She stared up at the ceiling and grinned sedately, exposmg a
crowded row of long gray teeth. Not one was missing, What
do you say to that, boy?” |

As srunned as I was, I knew what I had to say. With no
hesxtatlon atall, I cried out, “Splendid!”
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Mala laughed then. Her voice was full of kindness, her eyes
bright with amusement. I had never heard her laugh before,
and it was loud enough so that Mrs. Croft had heard, too. She
turned to Mala and glared.

“Who is she, boy?”

“She is my wife, madame.”

Mrs. Croft pressed her head at an angle against the cushion
to get a better look. “Can you play the piano?”

“No, madame,” Mala replied.

“Then stand up!”

Mala rose to her feet, adjusting the end of her sari over her
head and holding it to her chest, and, for the first time since her
arrival, I felt sympathy. I remembered my first days in Lon-
don, learning how to take the Tube to Russell Square, riding
an escalator for the first time, being unable to understand that
when the man cried “piper” it meant “paper,” being unable to
decipher, for a whole year, that the conductor said “mind the
gap~ as the train pulled away from each station. Like me, Mala
had traveled far from home, not knowing where she was go-
ing, or what she would find, for no reason other than to be
my wife. As strange as it seemed, I knew in my heart that one
day her death would affect me, and stranger still, that mine
would affect her. I wanted somehow to explain this to Mrs.
Croft, who was still scrutinizing Mala from top to toe with
what seemed to be placid disdain. I wondered if Mrs. Croft
had ever seen a woman in a sari, with a dot painted on her
forehead and bracelets stacked on her wrists. I wondered what
she would object to. I wondered if she could see the red dye
still vivid on Mala’s feet, all but obscured by the bottom edge
of her sari. At last Mrs. Croft declared, with the equal meas-
ures of disbelief and delight [ knew well:

“She is a perfect lady!”
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‘Now it Wa_s I who laughed. I did so quietly, and Mrs. Croft
did not hear me. But Mala had héar'd{, and, for the first time, we
looked at each other and smiled. '

I like to think of that moment in Mrs. Croft’s parlor as the
moment when the distance between Mala and me began to
lessen. Although we were not yet fully'in love, I like to think.of
the months that followed asa honeymoon of sorts. Together
we explored the city and et other Bengalis, some of whom
are still friends today. We discovered that a man named Bill
sold fresh fish on Prospect Street, and that a shop in Harvard
Square called Cardullo’s sold bay leaves and cloves. In the
evenings we walked to the Charles River to watch sailboats
drift across the water, or had ice cream cones in Harvard Yard.
We bought an Instamatic camera with which to document our
life together, and I took pictures of her posing in front of the
Prudential building, so that she could send them to her par:
ents. At night we kissed, shy at first but quickly bold, and dis-
covered pleasure and solace in each other’s arms. I told her
“about my voyage on the SS Roma, and about Finsbury Park and
the YMCA, and my evenings on the bench with Mrs. Croft.
When I told her stories about'my mother, she wept. It was
- Mala who consoled me when, reading the Globe one evening, I
came across Mrs. Croft’s obituary. I had not thought of her in
~ several months — by then those six weeks of the summer were
already a remote interlude in my past — but when I learned of
her death I was stricken, so much so that when Mala looked up
from her knitting she found me staring at the wall, the newspa-
per neglected in my lap, unable to speak. Mrs. Croft’s was the
first death I mourned in America, for hers was the first life I
.~ had admired; she had left this world at last ancient and alone,
never to return.
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As for me, [ have not strayed much farther. Mala and I live
in a town about twenty miles from Boston, on a tree-lined
street much like Mrs. Croft’s, in a house we own, with a garden
that saves us from buying tomatoes in summer, and room for
guests. We are American citizens now, so that we can collect
social security when it is time. Though we visit Calcutta every
few years, and bring back more drawstring pajamas and Dar-
jeeling tea, we have decided to grow old here. I work in a small
college library. We have a son who attends Harvard University.
Mala no longer drapes the end of her sari over her head, or
weeps at night for her parents, but occasionally she weeps for
our son. So we drive to Cambridge to visit him, or bring him
home for a weekend, so that he can eat rice with us with his
hands, and speak in Bengali, things we sometimes worry he
will no longer do after we die.

Whenever we make that drive, I always make it a point to
take Massachusetts Avenue, in spite of the traffic. I barely
recognize the buildings now, but each time I am there I return
instantly to those six weeks as if they were only the other day,
and I slow down and point to Mrs. Croft’s street, saying to my
son, here was my first home in America, where I lived with a
woman who was 103. “Remember?” Mala says, and smiles,
amazed, as [ am, that there was ever a time that we were
strangers. My son always expresses his astonishment, not at
Mrs. Croft’s age, but at how little I paid in rent, a fact nearly as
inconceivable to him as a flag on the moon was to a woman
born in 1866. In my son’s eyes I see the ambition that had first
hurled me across the world. In a few years he will graduate and
pave his way, alone and unprotected. But I remind myself that
he has a father who is still living, a mother who is happy and
strong. Whenever he is discouraged, I tell him that if T can
survive on three continents, then there is no obstacle he can-
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not conquer. While the astronauts, heroes forever, speﬁt- mere
hours on 'the moon, I have remained in this new world for
‘nearly thlrty years. I know that my achievement is quite ordi-
nary. I am not the only man to seek his fortune far from home
and - certamly I .am not the first. Still, there are times I am
bewildered by each mile I have traveled, each meal I have
eaten, each person I have known, each.room in which I have
slept. As ordlnary as it all appears, there are times when it is

beyond my imagination.
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