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SILVER
PAVEMENTS,
GOLDEN ROOFS

I’VE LOOKED FORWARD TO THIS DAY FOR SO LONG THAT
when I finally board the plane I can hardly breathe. In my
hurry I bump into the air hostess who is at the door welcom-
ing us, her brilliant pink smile an exact match for her brilliant
pink nails.

“Sorry,” I say, “so very very sorry,” like the nuns had
taught me to in those old, high-ceilinged classrooms cooled by
the breeze from the convent neem trees. And I am. She is so
blond, so American.

“No problem,” she replies, her smile as golden as the
wavy hair that falls in perfect curls to her shoulder. I have
never heard the expression before. No problem, 1 whisper to
myself as I make my way down the aisle, in love with the
exotic syllables. No problem. 1 finger my long hair, imprisoned

in the customary tight braid that reaches below my waist. It
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feels coarse and oily. As soon as I get to Chicago, I promise
myself, I will have it cut and styled.

The air inside the plane smells different from the air T've
known all my kife in Calcutta, moist and weighted with the
smell of mango blossoms and bus fumes and human sweat.
This air is dry and cool and leaves a slight metallic aftertaste
on my lips. I lick at them, wanting to capture that taste, make
it part of me forever.

Fhe little tray of food is so pretty, so sanitary. The knife
and fork sealed in their own plastic packet, the monogrammed
paper napkin. I want to save even the shiny tinfoil that covers
the steaming dish. I feel sadness for my friends—Prema, Vas-
wati, Sabitri—who will never see any of this. I picture them
standing outside Ramu’s pakora stall, munching on the spicy
batter-dipped onion rings that our parents have expressly for-
bidden us to eat, looking up for a moment, eyes squinched
against the sun, at the tiny silver plane. I pick up the candy in
its crackly pink wrap from the dessert dish. Almond Roca, 1
read, and run my fingers over its nubby surface. I slip it into
my purse, then take it out, Jaughing at my silliness. I am going
to the land of Almond Rocas, I remind myself. The American
chocolate melts in my mouth, just as sweet as I thought it
would be.

But then the worries come.

I hardly know Aunt Pratima, my mother’s younger sister
with whom I am to stay while I attend college. And her hus-
band, whom I am to call Bikram-uncle—I don’t know him at
all. They left India a week after their wedding (I was eight
then) and have not been back since. Aunt is not much of a
letter writer; every year at Bijoya she sends us a card stating
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how much she misses us, and that’s all. In response to my
letter asking for permission to stay with her, she wrote back
only, yes of course, but we lLive very simply.

I wasn’t quite sure what to make of it. All the women
I know—my mother, her friends, my other aunts—are avid
talkers, filling up lazy heat-hazed afternoons with long, gos-
sipy tales while they drink tea and chew on betel leaves and
laugh loud enough to scare away the ghu-ghu birds sleeping
under the eaves. I couldnt ask my mother—she'd been
against my coming to America and would surely use that
letter to strengthen her arsenal. So I told myself that was
how Americans (Aunt Pratima had lived there long enough
to qualify as one) expressed themselves. Economically. And
that second part, about living simply—she was just being
modest. We all knew that Bikram-uncle owned his own auto
business.

Now I look down on the dazzle-bright clouds packed
tight as snow cones, deceptively solid. (But I know they are
only mist and gauze, unable to save us should an engine fail
and the plane plummet downward.) I pull my blue silk sari,
which I bought specially for this trip, close around me. The air
feels suddenly stale, heavy with other people’s exhalations. I
think, What if Uncle and Aunt don’t like me? What if I don’t
like them? 1 remember the only picture I've seen of them, the
faded sepia marriage photo where they gazed into the camera,
stoic and unsmiling, their heavy garlands pulling at their
necks. (Why had they never sent any other pictures?) What if
they hadn’t really wanted me to come and were only being
polite? (Americans, I'd heard, liked their privacy. They liked
their lives to be smooth and uninterrupted by the claims of
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relatives.) What if they're not even at the airport? What if
they're there but I don’t recognize them? I imagine myself
stranded, my suitcases strewn around me, the only one left in
a large, echoing building after all the happily reunited families
have gone home. Maybe I should have listened to Mother
after all, I say to myself. Should have let her arrange that
marriage for me with Aunt Sarita’s neighbor’s nephew. Saying
it makes the fear something I can see and breathe, like the
gray fog that hangs above the smoking section of the aircraft,
where someone has placed me by mistake.

Later, of course, I will laugh at my foolishness. Aunt and Un-
cle are there, just as Aunt had promised, and 1 pick them out
right away (how can I not?) from among the swirl of smart
business suits and shiny leather briefcases, the elegant skirts
that swing above stiletto-thin high heels.

Bikram-uncle is a short, stocky man dressed in greasy
mechanic’s overalls that surprise me. He has a belligerent
mustache and very dark skin and a scar that runs up the side
of his neck. (Had it been hidden in the wedding photo under
the garlands?) I am struck at once by how ugly he is—the
garlands had hidden that as well-—how unlike Aunt, who
stoops a bit to match her husband’s height, her fine, nervous
hands worrying the edge of her shawl as she scans the trav-
elers emerging from Immigration.

I touch their feet like a good Indian girl should, though I
am somewhat embarrassed. Everyone in the airport is watch-
ing us, I'm sure of it. Aunt is embarrassed too, and shifts her
weight from leg to leg. Then she kisses me on both cheeks,
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but a little hesitantly—I get the feeling she hasn't done some-
thing like this in a long time.

“Q Jayanti!” she says. “I am having no idea you are
growing so beautiful. And so fair-skinned. And you such a thin
thin girl with scabby knees when 1 left India. It is making me
very happy.” Her voice is soft and uncertain, as though she
rarely speaks above a whisper, but her eyes are warm, flecked
with bits of light.

I don’t know what Uncle thinks. This makes me smile
too widely and speak too fast and thank them too effusively for
taking me in. I start to take out letters and packets from my
carry-on bag.

“This is from Mother,” I tell Aunt. “This fat one
wrapped in twine is from Grandfather. And here’s a jar of the
lemon-mango pickle you used to like so much—Great-aunt
Rama made it herself when she heard-—"

Bikram-uncle interrupts. Unlike Aunt, who speaks re-
fined Bengali, he uses a staccato American English. His ac-
cent jars my ears. I have trouble understanding it.

“Can we get going? I got to be back at work. You women
can chat all day once you get home.”

His voice isn’t unkind. Still I feel reprimanded, as
though I am a little girl again, and spitefully I wonder how a
marriage could ever have been arranged between a man like
Bikram-uncle and my aunt, who comes from an old and
wealthy landowning family.

The overalls are part of the problem. They male him
seem so—I hesitate to use the word, but only briefly—low-
class. Why, even Mr. Bhalani, who owned the Lakshmi Motor
Works near the Mint, always wore a starched white linen suit
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and a diamond on his little finger. Now as I stare from the
back of the car at the fold of neck that overlaps the grimy
collar of Uncle’s overalls, I feel that something is very wrong.

But only for a moment. Outside, America is whizzing by
the fogged-up car window, blurry silhouettes of brick and
stone and tall black glass that glint in the sun, making me
dizzy. I wipe the moisture from the pane with the edge of my
sari.

“What's this?” I ask. “And this?”

“The central post office,” Aunt replies, laughing a litile
at my excitement. “The Sears Tower.” But a lot of the time
she says, “I am not knowing this one.” Uncle busies himself
with swerving in and out of traffic, humming along with the
song on the radio.

The apartment is another disappointment, not at all what an
American home should be like. I've seen the pictures in Good
Housekeeping and Sunset at the USIS library, and once our
neighbor Aditi brought over the photos her chachaji had sent
from Akron, Ohio. I remember clearly the neat red brick
house with matching flowery drapes, the huge, perfectly
mowed lawn green like it had been painted, the shiny con-
crete driveway on which sat two shiny motorcars. And Alaron
isn’t even as big as Chicago. And Aditi’s chachaji only works in
an office, selling insurance.

This apartment smells of stale curry. It is crowded with
faded, overstuffed sofas and rickety end tables that look like
they've come from a larger place. A wadded newspaper is
wedged under one of the legs of the dining table. Uncle and
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Aunt are watching me, his eyes defiant, hers anxious. I shift
my gaze to the dingy walls hung with prints of landscapes,
cattle standing under droopy weeping willows looking vaguely
bored, (surely they are not Aunt’s choice?) and try to keep my
face polite. My monogrammed leather cases are an embar-
rassment in this household. I push them under the bed in the
tiny room I am to occupy—it is the same size as my bathroom
at home. I remember that cool green mosaic floor, the claw-
footed marble bathtub from colonial days, the large window
that looks out on my mother’s crimson and gold dahlias, and
want to cry. But I tell Aunt that I will be very comfortable
here, and I thank her for the rose she has put in a jelly jar and

placed on the windowsill.

Aunt cooks happily all afternoon. Whenever I offer help she
says, “No no, you just sit and rest your feet and tell me what-
all’s going on at home.”

Dinner turns out to be an elaborate affair—a spicy al-
mond-chicken curry arranged over hot rice, a spinach-lentil
dal, a yogurt cucumber raita, fried potato pakoras, crisp
golden papads, and sweet white kheer—which has taken
hours to prepare-—for dessert. I have a guilty feeling that Aunt
and Uncle don’t usually eat this way, and as we sit down I
glance at Uncle for confirmation. But he has already started
on the food. He eats quickly and with concentration, without
raising his head. When he wants more he points silently, and
Aunt hurries to serve him. He has taken a shower and put on
the muslin kurta-pajama 1 brought him as a gift from India.
With his hair brushed back wetly and chappals on his feet, he
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could be any Indian man sitting down to his dinner after a
hard day’s work. As I watch Aunt ladle more dal onto his
plate, I have a strange sense of disorientation, and for a mo-
ment I wonder whether I've left Calcutta at all.

“I think he is liking you,” whispers Aunt Pratima when
we are alone in the kitchen. She stops spooning dessert into
bowls to touch me lightly on the wrist, her face bright. “See
how he is wearing the clothes you brought for him? Most
nights he does not even change out of his overalls, let alone
take a shower.”

1 am dubious. Uncle’s attitude toward me, as far as I can
tell, is one of testy tolerance. But I give Aunt a hug and hope,
for her sake, that she is right. And as I help her pour tea into
chipped cups of fine bone china that look like they might have
once been part of her downry, I make a special effort. I offer
Uncle my most charming smile.

“I can’t believe I'm finally here in the U.S.,” I tell him.
“I've heard so much about Chicago—Lake Michigan, which is
surely big as an ocean, the Egyptian museum with mummies
three thousand years old, and is it true that the big dovmtown
stores have real silver mannequins in their windows?”

Uncle grunts noncommittally, regarding the teacups
with disfavor. He stomps into the kitchen where I hear him
rummage in the refrigerator.

“I can’t wait to see it alll” I call after him. “I'm so glad I
have the summer, though of course I'm looking forward to
starting at the university in September!”

“You will do well, I know.” Aunt nods encouragingly.
“You are such a smart girl to be getting into this university
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where people from all over the world are trying to become
students. Soon you will have many many American friends,
and—"

“Don’t be too sure of that,” Bikram-uncle breaks in,
startling me. His voice is harsh, raspy. He stands in the
kitchen doorway, drinking from a can which glints in his fist.
“Things here aren’t as perfect as people at home like to think.
We all thought we’d become millionaires. But it’s not so easy.”

“Please,” Aunt says, but he seems not to hear her. He
tips his head back to swallow, and the scar on his neck glistens
pinkly like a live thing. Budweiser, 1 read as he sets the can
down, and am shocked to realize he’s drinking beer. At home
in Calcutta none of the family touches alcohol, not even
cousin Ramesh, who attends St. Xavier's College and sports a
navy-blue blazer and a British accent. Mother has always told
me what a disgusting habit it is, and she’s right. I remember
Grandfather’s village at harvesttime, the farmhands lying in
ditches, drunk on palm-toddy, flies buzzing around their faces.
I try not to let my distaste show on my face.

Now Uncle’s tone is dark and raw. The bitterness in it
coats my mouth like the karela juice Mother used to give me
to cool my liver.

“The Americans hate us. They're always putting us down
because we're dark-skinned foreigners, kala admi. Blaming us
for the damn economy, for taking away their jobs. You'll see it
for yourself soon enough.”

What has made him detest this country so much?

I Jook beyond Uncle’s head at the window. All I can see
is a dark rectangle. But I know the sky outside is filled with
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strange and beautiful stars, and I am suddenly angry with him
for trying to ruin it all for me. I take a deep breath. I tell
myself, Ill wait to make up my own mind.

At night 1 lie in my lumpy bed under a coarse green blanket. I
try to sleep, but the night noises that still seem unfamiliar
after a week—the desperate whee-whee of a siren, the wind
sighing as it coils about the house—keep me awake. Small
sounds filter, too, through the walls from Aunt’s bedroom.
And though they are quite innocent—the bedsprings creaking
as someone turns over in sleep, footsteps and then the hum of
the exhaust as the bathroom Light is switched on—each time I
stiffen with embarrassment. I cannot stop thinking of Uncle
and Aunt. I would rather think only of Aunt, but like the
shawls of the bride and groom at an Indian wedding cere-
mony, their lives are inextricably knotted together. I try to
imagine her arriving in this country, speaking only a little En-
glish, red-veiled, wearing the heavy, elaborate jewelry I've
seen in the wedding photo. (What happened to it all? Now
Aunt only wears a thin gold chain and the tiniest of pearls in
her ears.) Her shock at discovering that her husband was not
the owner of an automobile empire (as the matchmaker had
assured her family) but only a mechanic who had a dingy
garage in an undesirable part of town.

I haven’t seen Uncle’s shop yet. Of course I haven't seen
anything else either, but as soon as the weather—which has
been a bone-chilling gray—improves, I plan to. I've already
called the people at Midwest Bus Tours, which picks up pas-
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sengers from their homes for an extra five dollars. But I have a
feeling I'll never get to see the shop, and so—again spitefully
—1I make it, in my head, a cheerless place that smells of sweat
and grease, where the hiss of hydraulics and the clanging of
tools mix with the curses of mechanics who are all as surly as
Bikram-uncle.

But soon, with the self-absorption of the young, 1 move
on the wings of imagination to more exciting matters. In my
Modern Novel class at the university, I sit dressed in a plaid
skirt and a matching sweater. My legs, elegant in knee-high
boots like the ones I have seen on one of the afternoon TV
shows that Aunt likes, are casually crossed. My bobbed hair
swings around my face as I spiritedly argue against the hand-
some professor’s interpretation of Dreiser’s philosophy. I dis-
course brilliantly on the character of Sister Carrie until he is
convinced, and later we go out for dinner to a quiet little
French restaurant. Candlelight shines on the professor’s red-
dish hair, on his gold spectacle frames. On the rims of our
wineglasses. Chopin plays in the background as he confesses
his admiration, his love for me. He slips onto my finger a ring
with stones that sparkle like his eyes and tells me of the trips
we will go on around the world, the books we will coauthor
when 1 am his wife. (No arranged marriage like Aunt’s for
me!) After dinner he takes me to his apartment overlooking
the lake, where fairy lights twinkle and shiver on the water.
He pulls me down, respectfully but ardently, on the couch.
His lips are hot against my throat, his . . .

But here my imagination, conditioned by a lifetime of
maternal censorship, shuts itself down.

45




Arrangec] Marriage

£

After Tunch the next day I walk out onto the narrow balcony.
It is still cold, but the sun is finally out. The sky stretches over
me, a sheet of polished metal. The skyscrapers of downtown
Chicago float glimmering in the distance, enchanted towers
out of an old storyhook. The air is so new and crisp that it
makes me suddenly happy, full of hope.

As a child in India, sometimes I used to sing a song. Will
I marry a prince from a far-off magic land, where the pave-
ments are silver and the roofs all gold? My girlfriends and I
would play skipping games to its rhythm, laughing carelessly,
thoughtlessly. And now here I am. America, I think, and the
word opens inside me like a folded paper flower placed in
water, filling me until there is no room to breathe.

The apartment with its faded cushions and its crookedly
hung pictures seems newly oppressive when I go back inside.
Aunt is in the kitchen—where I have noticed she spends most
of her time—chopping vegetables.

“Can we go for a walkP” I ask. “Please?”

Aunt looks doubtful. “It is being very cold outside,” she
tells me.

“Oh no,” I assure her. “I was just out on the balcony and
it’s lovely, it really is.”

“Your uncle does not like me to go out. He is telling me
it is dangerous.”

“How can it be dangerous?” I say. It’s just a ploy of his
to keep her shut up in the house and under his control. He
would like to do the same with me, only I won’t let him. I pull
her by the hand to the window. “Look,” I say. The streets are
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clean and empty and very wide. A gleaming blue car speeds
by. A bus belches to a stop and two laughing girls get down.

I can feel Aunt weakening, But she says, “Better to wait.
This weekend he is taking us to the mall. So many big big
shops there, you'll like it. He says he will buy pizza for dinner.
Do you know pizzaP Is it coming to India yet?”

I want to tell her that the walls are closing in on me. My
brain is dying. Soon I will turn into one of those mournful-
eyed cows in the painting behind the sofa.

“Just a short walk for some exercise,” I say. “We'll be
back long before Uncle. He need not even know.”

Maybe Aunt Pratima hears the longing in my voice.
Maybe it makes her feel guilty. She lifts her thin face. When
she smiles, she seems not that much older than me.

“In the village before marriage I was always walking ev-
erywhere—it was so nice, the fresh air, the sky, the ponds
with lotus flowers, the dogs and goats and chickens all around.
Of course, here we cannot be expecting such country
things. . . .”

I wait.

“No harm in it, I am thinking,” she finally says. “As long
as we are staying close to the house. As long as we are coming
back in time to fix a nice dinner for your uncle.”

“Just a half-hour walk,” I assure her. “We'll be back in
plenty of time.”

As we walk down the dim corridor that smells, just like
the apartment, of stale curry {do the neighbors mind?), she
adds, a bit apologetically, “Please do not be saying anything to
Uncle. It will make him angry.” She shakes her head. “He
worries too much since . . .7
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1 want to ask her since what, but 1 sense she doesn’t
want to talk about it. I give her a bright smile.
“I won't say a word to Uncle. 1I¥ll be our secret.”

In coats and saris we walk down the street. A few pedestrians
stare at us silently as they sidle past. I miss the bustle of the
Calcutta streets a little, the hawkers with their bright wares,
the honking buses loaded with people, the rickshaw-wallahs
calling out make way, but I say, “It’s so neat and quiet, isn’t
it

“Every Wednesday the cleaning truck is coming with big
brushes to sweep the streets,” Aunt tells me proudly.

The sun has ducked behind a cloud, and it is colder than
I had thought. When I look up the April light is a muted glare
that hurts my eyes.

“It is probably snowing later today,” Aunt says.

“That's wonderfull You know, I've only seen snow in
movies! It always looked so pretty and delicate. I didn’t think
I'd get to see any this late in the year. . . .V

Aunt pulls her shapeless coat tighter around her. “It is
not that great,” she says. Her tone is regretful, as though she
is sorry to disillusion me. “It melts inside the collar of your
jacket and drips down your back. Cars are skidding when it
turns to ice. And see how it looks like afterward. . . .” She
kicks at the brown slush on the side of the road with a force
that surprises me,

1 like my aunt though, the endearing way in which her
eyes widen like a little gitl's when she asks a question, the
small frown line between her eyebrows when she listens, ihe
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sudden, liquid shift of her features when she smiles. I remem-
ber that she’d been considered a beauty back home, someone
who deserved the good luck of having a marriage arranged
with a man who lived in America.

As we walk, the brisk, invigorating air seems to loosen
something inside of Aunt. She talks and talks. She asks about
the design on my sari, deep rose-embroidered peacocks danc-
ing against a creamn background. Is this being the latest fash-
ion in India? (She uses the word desh, country, to refer to
India, as though it were the only one in the world) “T am
always loving Calcutta, visiting your mother in that beautiful
old house with marble fountains and lions.” She wants to

know what movies are showing at the Roxy. Do children still

fly the moon-shaped kites at the Maidan and do the street
vendors still sell puffed rice spiced with green chilies? How
about Victoria Memorial with the black angel on top of the
white marble dome, is it still the same? Is it true that New
Market with all those charming little clothing stores has burnt
down? Have I been on the new subway she has read about in
India Abroad? The words pour from her in a rush. “Imagine
all those tunnels under the city, you could be getting lost in
there and nobody will be finding you if you do not want them
to.” 1 hear the hunger in her voice. And so 1 hold back my
own eagerness to learn about America and answer her the
best 1 can.

The street has narrowed now and the apartment build-
ings look run-down, even to me, with peeling walls and patchy
yellow spots on lawns where the snow has melted. There are
chain-link fences and garbage on the pavement. Broken-down
cars, their rusted hoods gaping, sit in several front yards. The
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sweet stench of rot rises from the drains. I am disconcerted. I
thought T had left all such smells behind in Caleutta.

“Shouldn’t we be going back, Aunt?” I ask, suddenly
nervous.

Aunt Pratima looks around blindly.

“Yes yes, my goodness, is it that late already? Look at
that black sky. It is so nice to be talking to someone about
home that I am forgetting the time completely.”

We start back, lifting up our saris to walk faster, our
steps echoing along the empty sidewalk, and when we go back
a bit Aunt stops and looks up and down the street without
recognition, her head pivoting loosely like a lost animal’s.

Then we see the boys. Four of them, playing in the
middle of the street with cans and sticks. They hadnt been
there before, or maybe it is a different street we are on now.
The boys look up and I see that their sallow faces are grime-
streaked, Their blond hair hangs limply over their foreheads,
and their eyes are pale and slippery, like pebbles left under-
water for a long time. They may be anywhere from eight to
fourteen—I can’t tell their ages as I would with boys back
home. They scare me on this deserted street although surely
there’s no reason for fear. They're just boys after all, with thin
wrists that stick out from the sleeves of too-small jackets,
standing under a tree on which the first leaves of spring are
opening a pale and delicate green. I glance at Aunt Pratima
for reassurance, but the skin on her face stretches tightly
across her sharp, fragile cheekbones.

The boys bend their heads together, consulting, then the
tallest one takes a step toward us and says, “Nigger.” He says
it softly, his upper lip curling away from his teeth. The word
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arcs through the empty street like a rock, an impossible word
which belongs to another place and time. In the mouth of a
red-faced gin-and-tonic drinking British official, perhaps, in
his colonial bungalow, or a sneering overseer out of Uncle
Tom’s Cabin as he plies his whip in the cotton fields. But here
is this boy, younger than my cousin Anup, saying it as easily as
one might say thank you or please. Or no problem.

Now the others take up the word, chanting it in high
singsong voices that have not broken yet, nigger, nigger. until
I want to scream, or weep. Or laugh, because can’t they see
that I'm not black at all but an Indian girl of good family?
When our chauffeur Gurbans Singh drives me down the Cal-
cutta streets in our silver-colored Fiat, people stop to whisper,
Isn’t that Jayanti Ganguli, daughter of the Bhavanipur
Gangulis?

I don’t see which boy first picks up the fistful of slush,
but now they’re all throwing it at us. It splatters on our coats
and runs down our saris, leaving long streaks. I take a step
toward the boys. I'm not sure what I'll do when I get to them
——shake them? explain the mistake they've made? smash their
faces into the pavementP—but Aunt holds tight to my arm.

“No, Jayanti, no.”

I try to pull free but she is surprisingly strong, or per-
haps I'm not trying hard enough. Perhaps I'm secretly thank-
ful that she’s begging me—Let’s go home, Jayanti—so that 1
don’t have to confront those boys with more hate in their eyes
than boys should ever have. There is slush on Aunt’s face; her
trembling lips are ash-colored. She’s sobbing, and when I put
out my hand to comfort her I realize that I too am sobbing,

Half running, tripping on the wet saris which slap at our
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legs, we retreat down the street. The voices follow us for a
long time. Nigger, nigger. Slush-voices, trickling into us even
when we've finally found the right road back to our building,
which had been only one street away all the time. Even when
in the creaking elevator we tidy each other as best we can,
wiping at faces, brushing off coats, helding each other’s
shivering hands, looking away from each other’s eyes.

The light has burned out in the passage outside the
door. Aunt Pratima fumbles in her purse for the key, saying,
“It was here, 1 am keeping it right here, where can it go?”

In their thin Indian shoes, my feet are colder than I have
ever imagined possible. My teeth chatter as I say, “It’s all
right, calm down, Auntie, we’ll find it.”

But Aunt’s voice quavers higher and higher, a bucking,
runaway voice. She turns her purse upside down and shakes it,
coins and wrappers and pens and safety pins tumbling out and
skittering to the edges of the passage. Then she gets down on
all fours on the mangy brown carpet to grope through them.

That is when Bikram-uncle opens the door. He is still
wearing his grease-stained overalls. “What the hell is going
on?” he says, looking down at Aunt. Standing across from him,
I look down too, and see what he must be seeing, the parting
in Aunt Pratima’s tightly pulled-back hair, the stretched line
of the scalp pointing grayly at her lowered forehead like an
accusation.

“Where the hell have you been?” Bikram-uncle asks,
more loudly this time. “Get in here right now.”

I kneel and help Aunt gather up some of her things,
leaving the rest behind.

Inside, Bikram-uncle yells, “Haven’t I told you not to
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walk around this trashy neighborhood? Haven't I told you it
wasn’t safe? Dont you remember what happened to my
shop last year, how they smashed everything? And still you
had to go out, had to give them the chance to do this to
you.” He draws in a ragged breath, like a sob. “My God,
look at you.”

I try not to stare at Aunt’s mud-splotched cheek, her
ruined coat, her red-rimmed, pleading glance. But I can’t drag
my eyes away. Once when I was little, I'd looked down into an
old well behind Grandfather’s house and seen my face, pale
and distorted, reflected in the brackish water. 1 have that
same dizzying sensation now. Is this what my life too will be
like?

“It was my fault,” I say. “Aunt didn’t want to go.”

But no one hears me.

Aunt takes a hesitant, sideways step toward Uncle. It is a
small movement, something an injured animal might make
toward its keeper. “They were only children,” she says in a
wondering tone.

“Bastards,” cries Uncle, his voice choking, his accent
suddenly thick and Indian. “Bloody bastards. I want to kil
them, all of them.” His entire face wavers, as though it will
collapse in on itself. He raises his arm.

“No,” I shout. I run toward them. But my body moves
slowly, as though underwater. Perhaps it cannot believe that
he will really do it.

When the back of his hand catches Aunt Pratima across
the mouth, I flinch as if his knuckles had made that thwacking
bone sound against my own flesh. My mouth fills with an

ominous salt taste.
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Will I marry a prince from a far-off magic land?

I put out my hand to shield Aunt, but Uncle is quicker.
He has her already tight in his grasp. I look about wildly for
something—perhaps a chair to bring crashing down on his
head. Then I hear him.

“Pratima,” he cries in a broken voice, “Pratima, Pra-
tima.” He touches her face, his fingers groping uncertainly
like a blind man’s, his whole body shaking.

“Hush, Ram,” says my aunt. “Hush.” She strokes his hair
as though he were a child, and perhaps he is.

“Pratima, how could I. . . .”

“Shhh, I am understanding.”

“Something exploded in my head . . . it was like that
time at the shop . . . remember . . . how the fire they

started took everything. . . .7

“Don’t be thinking of it now, Ram,” says Aunt Pra-
tima. She pulls his head down to her breast and lays her
cheek on his hair. Her fingers caress the scar on his neck.
Her face is calm, almost happy. She—they—have forgotten
me.

I feel like an intruder, a fool. How little I've understood.
As I turn to tiptoe away to my room, I hear my uncle say, “I
tried so hard, Pratima. I wanted to give you so many things—
but even your jewelry is gone.” Grief scrapes at his voice.
“This damn country, like a dain, a witch—it pretends to give
and then snatches everything back.”

And Aunt’s voice, pure and musical with the lilt of a
smile in it, “O Ram, I am having all I need.”

B
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Silver Pavements

Now it is night but no one has thought to turn on the family-
room lights. Bikram-uncle sits in front of the TV, his feet up
on the rickety coffee table. He is finishing his third beer. The
can gleams faintly as it catches the uneven blue flickers from
the tube. I feel I should say something to him, but he is not
looking at me, and T don’t know what to say. Aunt Pratima is
in the kitchen preparing dinner as though this were an eve-
ning like all others. I should go and help her. But I remain in
my chair in the corner of the room. 1 am not sure how to face
her either, how to start talking about what has happened. {In
my head I am trying to make sense of it still.) Am I to ignore it
all {can I?)}—the hate-suffused faces of the boys, the sv‘velling
spreading its dark blotch across Aunt’s jaw, the memory of
Uncle’s head pressed trembling to her breast? Home, 1
whisper desperately, homehomehome, and suddenly, in-
tensely, I want my room in Calcutta, where things were so
much simpler. I want the high mahogany bed in which I've
slept as long as I can remember, the comforting smell of sun-
dried cotton sheets to pull around my head. I want my child-
hood again. But I am too far away for the spell to work, for the
words to take me back, even in my head.

Then out of the corner of my eye I catch a white move-
ment, It is snowing. I step outside onto the balcony, drawing
my breath in at the silver marvel of it, the fat flakes cool and
wet against my face as in a half-forgotten movie. It is cold, so
cold that I can feel the insides of my nostrils stiffening, The
air—there is no smell to it at all—carves a freezing path all the
way into my chest. But I don’t go back inside. The snow has
covered the dirty cement pavements, the sad warped shingles
of the rooftops, has softened, forgivingly, the rough noisy
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edges of things. I hold out my hands to it, palms down, shiver-
ing a little.

The snow falls on them, chill, stinging all the way to the
bone. But after a while the excruciating pain fades. I am
thinking of hands. The pink-tipped blond hand of the air host-
ess as she offers me a warm towelette that smells like un-
known flowers. The boy's grimy one pushing back his limp
hair, then tightening into a fist to throw a lump of slush. Un-
cle’s with its black nails, its oddly defenseless scraped knuck-
les, arcing through the air to knock Aunt’s head sideways. And
Aunt’s hand, stroking that angry pink scar. Threading her long
elegant fingers (the fingers, still, of a Bengali aristocrat’s
daughter) through his graying hair to pull him to her. All these
American hands that I know will keep coming back in my
dreams.

Will I marry a prince from a far-off magic land
Where the pavements are silver and the roofs all
gold?

When I finally look down, I notice that the snow has
covered my own hands so they are no longer brown but
white, white, white. And now it makes sense that the
beauty and the pain should be part of each other. I con-
tinue holding them out in front of me, gazing at them,
until they're completely covered. Until they do not hurt
at all.
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THE WORD LOVE

You PRACTICE THEM OUT LOUD FOR DAYS IN FRONT OF
the bathroom mirror, the words with which you'll tell your
mother you're living with a man. Sometimes they are words of
confession and repentance. Sometimes they are angry, defi-
ant. Sometimes they melt into a single, sighing sound. Love.
You let the water run so he won't hear you and ask what those
foreign phrases you keep saying mean. You don’t want to have
to explain, don’t want another argument like last time.

“Why are you doing this to yourself?” he’'d asked, throw-
ing his books down on the table when he returned from class
to find you curled into a comner of the sagging sofa you'd
bought together at a Berkeley garage sale. You'd washed
your face but he knew right away that you'd been crying.
Around you, wads of paper crumpled tight as stones. (This
was when you thought writing would be the best way.) “I hate
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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 wasn't 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 Commeon-
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

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 Eliot
containing 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, responsible and kind, I will
care for your child in my home.” On the telephone Eliot’s
mother told Mrs. Sen that the previous baby-sitters had come
to their house. “Eliot is eleven. He can feed and entertain
himself; I just want an adult in the house, in case of an emer-
gency.” But Mrs. Sen did not know how to drive.

* * *
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“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. “Mz. 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, Bliot 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 each 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 worked in an office fifty miles north, and his father, the
last she had heard, lived two thousand miles west.

“I bave 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 driver’s
license by December.”

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

“Yes, [ am learning,” Mrs. Sen said. “But [ am a slow student.
At home, you know, we have a driver.”

“You mean a chauffeur?”

Mrs. Sen glanced at Mr. Sen, who nodded.

Eliot’s mother nodded, too, looking around the room. “And
that’s all . .. 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 diagonally across her chest. She, too, looked
around the room, as if she noticed in the lampshades, in the
teapot, in the shadows frozen on the carpet, something the rest
of them could not. “Bverything is there.”

Eliot didn’t mind going to Mrs. Sen’s after school. By Septem-
ber the tiny beach house where he and his mother lived year-
round was already cold; Eliot and his 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 chopping. “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 with rows of
elephants bearing 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 peanut 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 additional supplies, and reluctant to rise from the cata-
strophic mess that barricaded her, she asked Eliot to fetch
something from the kitchen. “If you don’t mind, there is a
plastic bowl, large enough to hold this spinach, in the cabinet
next to the fridge. Careful, oh dear, be careful,” she cautioned
as he approached. “Just leave it, thank you, on the coffee table,
I can reach.”

She had brought the blade from India, where apparently
there was at least one in every household. “Whenever there is
a wedding in the family,” she told Eliot one day, “or a large
celebration 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, laughing and gossiping and slicing fifty
kilos of vegetables through the night.” Her profile hovered
protectively 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, I cannot some-
times sleep in so much silence.”

Another day she sat prying the pimpled yellow fat off
chicken 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 point 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
meant [ndia, not the apartment where she sat chopping vege-
tables. He thought of his own home, just five miles away, and
the young 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-
ious 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 Bliot 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. “I must wear the powder
every day,” she explained when Eliot asked her what it was for,
“for the rest of the days that | am married.”

“Like a wedding ring, you mean?”

“Exactly, Eliot, exactly like a wedding ring. Only with 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 disposed
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 countertop, spices and pastes were measured and blended,
and eventually 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 herself
and Mr. Sen, as indicated by the two plates and two glasses she
set, without napkins 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 road 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 tme, 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
caterpillars 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 lightly salted
peanuts, which she had already shelled.

They proceeded directly to the car, and for twenty minutes
Mrs. Sen practiced driving. It was a toffee-colored sedan with
vinyl 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 leaving 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 slippered 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?”

Eliot 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, Bliot? 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. Bach time they
approached the grove of pine trees where the asphalt Joop 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, [ 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
through the trees, he saw how that same stream of cars made
her knuckles pale, her wrists tremble, and her English falter.
“Bveryone, this people, too much in their world.”

Two things, Bliot learned, made Mrs. Sen happy. One was the
arrival of a letter from her family. It was her custom to check
the mailbox after driving practice. She would unlock the box,
but she would ask Eliot to reach inside, telling him what to
lock for, and then she would shut her eyes and shield them
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 their
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 cumin.
She seized the letter from his hands.

As soon as they were inside the apartment she kicked off 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 aside the embroidery that covered the telephone,
dialed, and asked, “Yes, is Mr. Sen there, please? It is Mrs. Sen
and it is very important.”

Subsequently she spoke in her own language, rapid and
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riotous to Bliot’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 every now and then.
When she had finished she gazed for some time at the swim-
Imers.

“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, | am
ashamed.”

“I see her at night.”

“When I was your age I was without knowing that one day 1
would be so far. You are wiser than that, Eliot. You already
taste the way things must be.”

The other thing 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 India, at least it was fresh. Now that it was getting
colder, the boats were no longer going out regularly, and
sometimes there was no whole fish available for weeks at a
time.

“Try the supermarket,” his 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 single 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 thing 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 pink 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 transparent, tissue thin, others as thick
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 the 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 life.’
What picture can I send?” She sat, exhausted, on the edge of
the bed, where there was now barely room for her. “They
think I live the life of a queen, Eliot.” She looked around the
blank walls of the room. “They think I press buttons and the
house is clean. They think I live 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.”

“Fe 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. “T 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 a
large chart illustrating fifty different varieties of North Atlantic
fish. Mrs. Sen took a ticket from the machine at the counter
and waited 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 the
cupboard, spread newspapers across the carpet, and inspected
her treasures. One by one she drew them from the paper
wrapping, wrinkled and tinged 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 either 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 I
will get three meals.” She sawed off the head and set it on a pie
plate.

In November came a series of days when Mrs. Sen refused to
practice driving. 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 sctting. 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 Bliot she’d received 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
lknotted 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
Mis. 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. This
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 was 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 everything 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
pointed to the water, and said that at a certain moment, each
wave resembled a sari drying on a clothesline. “Impossiblet”
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 Mx. Sen. Eliot looked through the tiny window
in the camera and waited for Mr. and Mrs. Sen to move closer
together, but they didm'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.” M. 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. Sent said, and turned the
radio on again.

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

“1 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 lights loomed on wires in the distance, she went even
slower.

“Switch lanes,” Mr. Sen said. “You will have to bear left at
the rotary.”

Mrs. Sen did not,

“Switch lanes, I tell you.” He shut off the radio. “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 driving, 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 decided to
try something new. There was a town bus that ran on an
hourly schedule between the university and the seaside. After
the university it made two stops, first at a nursing home, then
at a shopping plaza without a name, which 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.

“Bliot,” Mrs. Sen asked him while they were sitting on the
bus, “will you put your mother in a nursing 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 wife, 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
Jobster 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 Bliot 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.

. Speak1 Enfllsh? The bus began to move again, causing the
river to look at Mrs. Sen and Bliot in hi

. . in his enormous rearvi
mirror. e

“Yes, I can speak.”

“Then what’s in the bag?”

“A fish,” Mrs. Sen replied.

“The smell seems to be bothering the other passengers. Kid
maybe you should open her window or something,” o

One afternoon a few days later the phone rang. Some ver
teTSty halibut had arrived on the boats. Would Mrs. Sen like tz
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 Wént
to the kitchen and returned to the living room with the blade
an eggplant, and some newspapers. Without having to be tolci
Eliot took his place on the sofa and watched as she sliced the
sltlems. off the eggplant. She divided it into long, slender strips,
(t:ut{:jr; Sl.nto small squares, smaller and smaller, as small as sugar
I'am going to put these in a very tasty stew with fish and

green bananas,” she announced. “Only I will have to do with-
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 cleaning up. Outside it wa
so cold that Eliot could feel the chill on his teeth. They got uj
t}le car, and Mrs. Sen drove around the asphalt loop sfveral
times. Bach time she paused by the grove of pine trees to
observe the traffic on the main road. Eliot thought she was just
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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 cur 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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Mirs. 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 Bliot 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 calling from her office. “You're a
big boy now, Eliot,” she told him. “You okay?” Eliot looked out
the kitchen window, at gray waves receding from the shore,
and said that he was fine.
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was no answer we opened it ourselves, as there was no lock to
fasten it.

We found her lying on the camp cot. She was about four
months pregnant.

She said she could not remember what had happened. She
would not tell us who had done it. We prepared her semolina
with hot milk and raisins; still she would not reveal the man’s
identity. In vain we searched for traces of the assault, some sign
of the intrusion, but the room was swept and in order. On the
fioor beside the cot, her inventory ledger, open to a fresh page,
contained a list of names.

She carried the baby to full term, and one evening in Sep-
tember, we helped her deliver a son. We showed her how to
feed him, and bathe him, and lull him to sleep. We bought
her an oilcloth and helped her stitch clothes and pillowcases
out of the fabric she had saved over the years. Within a month
Bibi had recuperated from the birth, and with the money
that Haldar had left her, she had the storage room white-
washed, and placed padlocks on the window and doors. Then
she dusted the shelves and arranged the leftover potions and
lotions, selling Haldar’s old inventory at half price. She told us
to spread word of the sale, and we did. From Bibi we pur-
chased our soaps and kohl, our combs and powders, and when
she had sold the last of her merchandise, she went by taxi to
the wholesale market, using her profits to restock the shelves.
In this manner she raised the boy and ran a business in the
storage room, and we did what we could to help. For years
afterward, we wondered who in our town had disgraced her. A
few of our servants were questioned, and in tea stalls and bus
stands, possible suspects were debated and dismissed. But there
was o point carrying out an investigation. She was, to the best

of our knowledge, cured.

The Third and
Final Continent

LEFT INDIA IN 1964 with a certificate in commerce and

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

For three weeks [ sailed on the SS Roma, an Italian cargo
vessel, in a 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 es-
tablish 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
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greengrocer, or on the Tube, and we made yet more egg curry,
and played Mukesh on a Grundig reel-to-reel, and soaked our
dirty dishes in the bathtub. Bvery now and then someone in
the house moved out, to live with a woman whom his family
back in Calcutta had determined he was to wed. In 1069, when
I was thirty-six years old, my own marriage was arranged.
Around the same time I was offered a full-time job in America,
in the processing 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 university, 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
Caleutta, 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 Tottenham 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 soon discover,” the guidebook informed me. “Everybody
feels he must get to the top. Don’t expect an English cup of
tea.” 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.

I 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 rurnbled 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. [ was too tired to
pace the gloomy corridors of the YMCA in my drawstring
pajamas. Instead I 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-

AT I
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tion I 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 part of the windowsill, as I had seen another resident
at the YMCA do. To pass the time in the evem:ngs I read the
Boston Globe downstairs, in a spacious room with stained-glass
windows. I read cvery article and advertisement, so that I
would grow familiar with things, and when my eyes grew tired
I'slept. 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 stifling
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 1 would have to rent a proper
apartment, and from time to time I studied the classified sec-
tion of the newspaper, or stopped in at the housing office at
MIT during 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. 1 copied the number into my
guidebook and dialed from a pay telephone, sorting through
the coins with which I was stiil unfamiliar, smaller and lighter
than shillings, heavier and brighter than paisas.

“Who is speaking?” a woman demanded, Her voice was
bold and clamorous.
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“Yes, good afternoon, madame. [ 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, 1 replied, “I work at Dewey Library,” adding
tentatively, “at Tech.”

“Tonly rent rooms to boys from Harvard or Tech!”

“Yes, madame.”

I'was given an address and an appointment for seven o’clock
that evening. Thirty minutes before the hour I set out, my
guidebook in my pocket, my breath fresh with Listerige. 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 I 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 offwhite 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 I 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 though 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?”

Ilocked the door as directed and examined the house. Next
to the bench on which the woman sat was a small round table,
its legs fully concealed, much like the woman’s, by a skirt of
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 clock
chimed seven times.

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

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

She stared at the letter, then handed it back to me carefully,
gripping it with her fingers as if it were 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

1
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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 I was taught multiplication tables as a
child, repeating after the master, sitting cross-legged, without
shoes or pencils, on the floor of my one-room Tollygunge
school. It also reminded me of my wedding, when [ had re-
peated endless Sanskrit verses after the priest, verses I barely
understood, which joined me to my wife. [ said nothing,

“Say “splendid’!” the woman bellowed once again.

“Splendid,” I murmured. I had to repeat the word a second
time at the top of my lungs, so she could hear. I am soft-spoken
by nature and was especially reluctant to raise my voice to an
elderly woman whom 1 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 pipe,
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 stirred in the breeze. I lifted them away and inspected
the view: a small back yard, with a few fruit trees and an empty
clothesline. I 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 with 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, accessible through the parlor. I was welcome to use
the stove as long as [ left it 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. I 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. Bach 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. I 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 which 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 soul 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
looked 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 beside her.

I 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 I 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’t”

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 |
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,
0o, 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 standing
on the moon. The astronauts, I had read in the paper, had seen
it fall before they flew 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. |
was not in the habit of leaving money unmarked and unat-
tended. From where 1 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 scemed 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 business?”

“The rent, madame.”

“On the ledge above the piano keys!”

“] 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 nodded 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 [ had
checked the lock, but she mentioned nothing about the flag on
the moon. Instead she said:

“It was very kind of you!”

“I beg 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 spoen 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?”

“Itis 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. [ pictured
her on the floor in front of the bench, flat on her back, staring
at the ceiling, her feet pointing in opposite directions: ]'3ut
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 n.ot mar-
ried to one another to hold a private conversation without a
chaperone!”

Helen said she was sixty-eight years old, old enough to be
my mother, but Mrs. Croft insisted that Helen and I speak to
cach other downstairs, in the parlor. She added that it was also
improper 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 wou.ld .you
do if you actually left the house one day and saw a gitl 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 th'rough the
partlor and into the kitchen. The bags were filled with cans of
soup, which Helen opened up one by one with a few c1janks 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 reﬁ‘i§erator.

“A few years ago she could still open the cans herself,” Helen
said. “She hates that I do it for her now: But the piano killed her
hands.” She put on her spectacles, glanced at the cupboards,
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
itinto 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  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 stll. 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 Rash Behari 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 h’ouse—
hold rurming, 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 h.alf
naked to the tram depot before we were able to bring her in-
side again. o

“I am happy to warm Mrs. Croft’s soup in the evenings, I
suggested, removing the tea bag from my cup and squeezing
out the liquor. “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 Aslington and
Mis. Croft and I were alone again, I began to worry. Now that
1 knew how very old she was, I worried that something would
happen to her in the middle of the night, or Wh(-in I was out
during the day. As vigorous as her voice was, and imperious as
she seerned, 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 anything were to happen. Helen didn’t seem worried. She
came and went, bringing soup for Mrs. Croft, one Sunday after
the next.

In this manner the six weeks of that summer passed. I 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 tbe
lock, and told her that the flag on the moon was splendid.
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 I 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 discoy-
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 receiving the letter, as I was walking to
work in the morning, | saw an Indian 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 apologize, and
walked quickly away, leaving the Indian woman to fix her sari
in the middle of the footpath, and quiet her crying child. She
did not see me standing 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. [ 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-mile separation from her parents, I recalled with some
irritation, had caused her to weep.

Unlike Mala, I was used to it all by then: used to cornflakes
and milk, used to Helen’s visits, used to sitting on the bench
with Mrs. Croft. The only thing I was not used to was Mala.
Nevertheless 1 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 eight
one-dollar bills in an envelope, brought my suitcase down-
stairs, and informed her that 1 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. [ was
only a boarder, 2 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.

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

“T 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 satata
bare table, each 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.” With her
left hand she held the end of her sari to her chest, so it would
not slip off her head.

“] don’t know many recipes.”

She nodded, peeling the skin off each of her potatoes before
eating them. At one point the sari slipped to her shoulders. She
readjusted it at once.

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

She kept it covered anyway.
I waited to 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. T 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 she was always awake before I was. The first morn-
ing when I came into the kitchen she had heated up the left-
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 Bengali
husbands did. T 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 [ gave her a short
tour of the campus. On the way we stopped at a hardware
store and I made a copy of the key, so that she could et 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 reluctantl
but I knew that this, too, was now normal. When I came hom}fr;
from work there was a potato peeler in the kitchen drawer, and
a tablecloth on the table, and chicken curry made with %resh
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 goin
out. Mala set down her knitting and disappeared into the bath%
room. When she emerged I regretted the suggestion; she had
pL:lt on a clean silk sari and extra bracelets, and coﬂec£ her hair
Wllfh 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 T;Jalm We
jwalked several blocks down Massachusetts Avenue loc};kin
mFo the windows of restaurants and shops. Then’ withou%
thinking, I led her down the quiet street where for, 50 ma
nights I had walked alone. 7

“This is where I lived b " 1 sai i

Mrs. Croft’s chain-link fen:ef?re 7on came, L seid sopping
“In such a big house?”
“Thad 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 mos
. ¢ vart
herself.” part she takes care of

I 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 beIlCh ea;:i
evening. When I pressed the bell I expectf?‘d the same olfg v;; "
as that day of our first meeting, when I. did noF have g g;glen
this time the door was opened almost immediately, by . .
Mrs. Croft was not sitting on the bench. The benc':h was ric:; .
“Hello there,” Helen said, smiling with her.blrfght plhil ;Es
at Mala. “Mother’s in the parior. Will you be visiting awhiles
y ish, madame.” ‘
‘fl“sh}::lul :;llsrillk 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
forlalgcl:i:alg?he door after Helen and walked into the pﬁrlml".
Mrs. Croft was lying flat on her back, her head on a peac -I(_:Io -
ored cushion, a thin white quilt spread over ber bod}}lr. er
hands were folded together on top of her ch'est. When s 1 saw
me she pointed at the sofa, and told me to sit dOWI:l. I too dnz
place as directed, but Mala wandered over to the. piano an cis
on the bench, which was now positioned Where_lt belolnge h ;
“I broke my hip!” Mrs. Croft announced, as if no time ha

passed.
“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 did,

boy?”
I shook my head.

“I called the police!” '
She stared up at the ceiling and grinned sedately, exposing a

s “What
crowded row of long gray teeth. Not one was missing. “Wh

do you say to that, boy?” .
f{s smr}lrned as T was, I knew what I had to say. With no

hesitation at all, 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 geta 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 2 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. 1 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 I knew well:

“She is a perfect lady!”
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Now it was I who laughed. 1 did so quietly, and Mrs. Croft
did not hear me. But Mala had heard, and, for the first time, we
locked at each other and smiled.

 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 as a honeymoon of sorts. Together
we explored the city and met 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 Chatles 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, I 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, [ 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 I 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 thete is no obstacle he can-




INTERPRETER OF MALADIES = 198

not conquer. While the astronauts, heroes forever, spent mere
hours on the moon, I have remained in this new world for
nearly thirty years. [ know that my achievement is quite ordi-
nary. I am not the only man to seek his fortune far from home,
and certainly I am not the first. Still, there are times I am
bewildered by each mile I have traveled, each meal 1 have
eaten, each person I have known, each room in which [ have
slept. As ordinary as it all appears, there are times when it is
beyond my irmagination.




