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I heard their young hearts crying


Loveward above the glancing oar


And heard the prairie grasses sighing:


No more, return no more!


O hearts, O sighing grasses,


Vainly your loveblown bannerets mourn!


No more will the wild wind that passes


Return, no more return.


– ‘Watching the Needleboats at San Sabba’,
James Joyce







 


 


For B.K. and S.K., for the growing-up years




Prologue


MY grandfather worked as a groundsman in the Thattekkad Bird Sanctuary in the Western Ghats, a job with security but which had little monetary return. One blessing, there were five sons and only one daughter, my mother, who would need marrying off. Another, the family were given a house set in the sanctuary, within the forest, among the birds. When we stayed there, on our returns to India, I would tape-record the calls of the hoopoes, sketch the pelicans that breakfasted with us, collect bits of bark and leaves for my scrapbooks, compile inventories of nests. These activities enchanted me, whereas they had been the norm for my mother, all through her childhood. She had grown up swimming with her brothers in the river that cut through the hills, with full rein of the sprawling forest, so immersed as to be unaware of the luscious, lush natural beauty of the environs.


I remember one hot afternoon when my mother and I were in the water, in one of the secluded lakes that the river fed. My father was sitting on the banks – he could not swim – and my mother was calling out, mocking him. She was wearing an old nylon slip; it was not the custom, at least then, for women in Kerala to wear a Western-style swimming costume, and the wet cloth must have hindered her efforts in the water, but seemed not to. I swam with her, competently enough, but not like her: ducking under and up, her hair sleek and black against her head, as lissom and lithe as a water creature. When, on her instruction, she and I crept towards my father, grabbed his feet, and then pulled him into the lake, I remember – as he floundered, helpless, on his back in the shallow water – how she swam away, as if to show him both her prowess and how she could leave him high and dry if she wished. And then later, as my mother hid behind a tree, in her underwear, wringing out her slip, my father approached her stealthily to take his revenge. He slipped up suddenly from behind her, and tipped her over his shoulder in a fireman’s lift. I watched, wide-eyed, as, my mother bumping against him, he ran back to the water to throw her unceremoniously back into the lake. The sight of my father manhandling my mother, of my mother soaring through the air – her bare legs exposed and splayed – upset me; I was only about six years old. I burst into tears, and my parents, mortified, hurried to kneel in front of me, to console me, even as they were both still helpless with laughter. I remember the sight and feel of my mother, half-naked and wet, her hair plastered against her body, holding me tight against her golden skin; and behind her, my father, his arms encircling us both. All of us shaking like jelly, as my parents tried to regain their composure while I cried hot tears of confusion. But then, not long after, it seemed that my fears that my father’s careless antics would harm her were confirmed: my mother fell ill, was not herself, was given a sabbatical from her teaching duties, in order to convalesce. She spent most days in her nightdress, greeting me when I returned from school as if all was normal, but I could see she had not stirred from the bedroom during the day. For many months, perhaps even a year, she was not the mother I knew. But by the time I was eight, nine, she had returned. She regained her energy, moved around the house and beyond with her usual supple grace. She had always had that harmony with her body. When she was in her teens, she learned to dance, as most girls her age were expected to. But she excelled, performed so frequently that eventually my grandfather demanded that she stop; prospective husbands would not look kindly on the fact that she had shown so much of herself in public. My father, thankfully, was not intimidated by my mother’s loveliness, her tomboyish childhood running free with her brothers. He had grown up in Ernakulam, the youngest of a family of four children, then stayed with an uncle in Mattancherry when his parents died. He had left Kerala to study in the north of India, as foreign a territory as if he had moved to another planet. And then he did just that. Plucked his young wife away from the familiar surroundings, left Kerala and took her to Africa.


Then began a life of shuttling between two countries, two continents: from heat and dust, to warmth and quiet. In Zambia, we lived far from the sea, and my parents talked wistfully of it. Back in India, they thought of the open land with nostalgia. We would travel first into the Ghats, to Kothamangalam, so my mother could visit with her parents, both paysans, people of the land, who looked on our arrival with bewilderment rather than welcome. And then on to my father’s uncle’s home in Mattancherry, for a flurry of shopping, of attending weddings delayed for our return, for First Communions and baptisms. It was from there, braving the annoyance our absence would cause, that my father would kidnap me for a day.


He had made it our tradition to travel further south, to the backwaters in Alleppey, to watch the snake boat races. In the intense humidity of the monsoon season, our clothes would be sticking to our backs within minutes of arriving on the banks of the great lake. My father would place me on his shoulders, my legs dangling down on either side of his neck, and I would clutch at his chin, terrified at being so high, but rigid with excitement. From my vantage point, I had an uninterrupted view of the grey water and the long dark canoes, with their raised prows like snakes’ heads, the oars moving in a precise rhythm, the rowers as dark as the wood they sat in. Just as I would draw the birds in the sanctuary, my task was always to draw the boats, later, on the train back to Ernakulam. And after all this time, I still have the prized sketchbook from my young years, with page after page of hieroglyphic-like gashes – the soaring heads, the long dark tails – one of the strongest, tangible reminders I have of my father, and of what we enjoyed together.


On returning to Zambia, a change. The landscape was less exuberant, more subdued. The soil was a dusty, humble brown. Here, solitary trees dotted the horizon. The sun was different. Not heavy and blurred, but crisp, dry. Long roads, surrounded on either side by open grassland, space, sky, air. It was as if the land was meant to be looked at and loved, not obscured by a mass of people and a thousand coconut trees. Here, it was the openness that was the beauty, under the eyes of the stars and the sun. And under the sun, we lived in a small pink bungalow, up on a hill, set back from the narrow strip of road, backing onto open bushland and scatterings of trees. A bungalow flanked by mulberry bushes and flame trees, with a front yard of acacia trees and a patchwork of aloes, set in the grounds of Roma Girls’ Secondary School, located on the fringes of Lusaka. Ours was one of eight staff bungalows which stood in a row. Two held South Africans who kept to themselves, one an Irishwoman, another remained empty, and four held families from Kerala: transplanted, as were we, from that slender state into that modest campus. The bricks of our bungalow – rose-pink, a shade which deepened in the dusk – were the palest of the whole row, an aberration that made our home stand out from the others; the front door was blue. Opposite our front yard were the steps leading down to the netball courts. And beyond, low school buildings dotted around a pleasantly green space. Down the hill and through gates, a long thoroughfare began, which fed into the dusty central artery of the city, Cairo Road. Once there, I remember a bustle, shops, and the handsome presidential palace.


I know now that we were living in the middle of something much larger. But a child’s view of the past is faulty, ephemeral. Thinking about the city, the overwhelming memory I have is of the smell of the inside of my father’s car, a book that would keep me company while I waited, the sound of the door being unlocked, and my father returning with a parcel from the post office, a bag of shopping. A glimpse of road signs, the taste of ice-cream, the musty smell of a cinema. Back at Roma: the walk from my house to Aravind’s, Bobby’s back door, the space between the houses and the incline of the hill on the east where a clump of trees offered a hiding place from the adults. The school library with its dark parquet floors; the smell of polish and incense in the small chapel. It was a universe for a child. For my parents, it was a scanty, claustrophobic flyspeck.


I returned home to the bungalow from my school in the city at lunchtimes, but the girls at Roma continued their classes into the afternoon. Until the bell rang to signal the end of their school day, I was obliged to stay indoors. I was to finish any homework I had and take charge of my baby brother, at that time seventeen months old. This entailed coaxing him into his afternoon nap by rocking his cot, usually done with my big toe from my position sprawled on my parents’ bed, a book in my hands. While he slept, I could enjoy my freedom, although the bungalow did not offer much space in which to roam. The living room was separated from the dining area by a low stone wall, and on which sat the television. Two doors, one from the living area, one from the dining area, led to our bedrooms. The kitchen stood in one corner at the end, and the bathroom in the other. From the living-room door we walked onto our terracotta-tiled veranda, then into our yard; but all that was out of reach for me until my parents returned. When my baby brother woke up, we would keep each other company. I would lift him out of the cot to change him, manipulate the large safety pin that invariably pricked my finger, and then place him on a rug in the living room with his box of toys. There, my brother would patiently build a tower with his bricks. Then, when the fancy took him, he would knock them down, watch them tumble with fascination, and start again. My role was to ensure that his tower did not fall too early in the process; a testy toddler would then be on my hands. When I grew bored, I would leave him and take up my position by the window, from which there was a view of the garden, the road and the school below. Occasionally, I would glance over and see that he was watching me, his gaze steady, his tiny limbs tensed in expectation. If our eyes met, he often screwed his face up; it was an opportunity to cry. But if I turned away in time, he would whimper, forgoing a protest.


I was looking out of the window – on my knees and leaning against the back of the sofa, my palms laid flat on the windowsill – the afternoon when Ezekiel fell to the floor, clutching his chest. I had been staring at a trail of ants on the other side of the glass, two of which carried a crumb each, held aloft, I imagined, as an offering for their queen. In the next room, my brother was beginning to make the snuffling sounds that heralded the end of his afternoon nap. As I spun around, I saw behind me Ezekiel. He groaned as he lay there, his face creased in agony; his lean arms were wrapped around his body. He gasped, rolled to his side. ‘Get your mother,’ he whispered. When I didn’t move, he shouted, ‘Your mother!’


I fled. I ran out the door, across our front yard, across the strip of tar that we called a road, down the steps, across the netball courts, and down the next set of steps to the science laboratories. I ran up and down the covered walkway until I could hear her voice. Outside her door, I paused, tried to steady my breathing. I had been instructed never to disturb my parents when they were giving classes; this was the first time I had done so. I peeped through the window and saw rows of girls, sitting at lab benches. Some with their hair cut into halos around their heads, others wearing fine cornrows. The dark green of their uniforms reflected on their skin, so that they appeared almost navy in colour. Rows of navy girls, in green dresses. One looked across and caught sight of me; she giggled and nudged her friend, who waggled her fingers at me. Before long, a dozen faces were turned towards me.


The door opened and my mother stood before me, resplendent in her pristine white lab coat, the folds of her sari peeking from the bottom, her feet in the smart heels she wore for work. As always, her face was dominated by her eyes. Large, with edges that curved slightly upwards, framed by her long eyelashes, and punctuated by her eyebrows arching above like wings.


‘You left Danny alone?’


My baby brother. My blood chilled, and I felt the skin on my scalp tighten.


‘It’s Ezekiel,’ I whispered. ‘I think he’s having a heart attack.’


Now my mother’s eyes flared wide open, and she took a sharp intake of breath, a hand flying to her throat. Her reaction both startled and scared me, and I yelped in response, so that for a few seconds we were mirror images, open-mouthed, staring aghast at each other. Then she opened the door to the lab. ‘I have to go, girls, sorry,’ she said. ‘Please copy the notes on the board and . . .’ But she turned away without finishing her sentence and walked briskly down the walkway, then broke into a jog, holding up her sari so that it swished against her calves. Up we trotted, up the steps, past the netball courts, up the second set of steps, across the road, up the short path to our door, by now our breath ragged, my mother not looking to see if I was keeping up. I cantered beside her, my two plaits bouncing off my shoulders. By now, the urgency I had felt had dissipated, to be replaced by a twinge of unease, for my mother’s agitation frightened me more than Ezekiel’s fall. I remembered how his voice had been strong. How he had been a little aloof through the afternoon, not his usual companionable self. As if he had been plotting. Now, I fretted for myself, for I had broken the code of conduct my parents had demanded: I had abandoned my baby brother.


When we stepped into the living room I saw with relief that Ezekiel was still on the floor; I had not imagined his collapse. At that moment I hoped he was, in fact, dead, but on hearing our steps I saw his body move. He shifted to lie on his side, turned to watch us approach.


‘Madam . . .’ he began. His voice was soft, but even I could discern a slyness, a satisfaction.


My mother stared at him, her cheeks flushed from her exertions, her chest beneath her lab coat rising and falling, her hand again at her throat. And I realised then that all through our rush home she had been full of fear: not for Danny, but for Ezekiel. He seemed to realise the same, because as if to assure her of his wellbeing, with a quick, fluid movement, he sat up. My jaw dropped. I saw his eyes slide towards me guiltily as he slowly stood up. His ploy was revealed; he had wished to speak to my mother alone, without the presence of my father.


Now my mother moved; she stepped around him and walked across the living room to her bedroom. I saw her leaning over the cot and I trailed behind, peered around her. Danny was awake, playing contentedly with one of his teething rings. When he glimpsed my mother, he made a slurping sound of surprise. My mother reached into the cot, adjusted his bib, threw me a quick glance, and then turned to Ezekiel. Behind us, Danny began to wail.


‘Madam . . .’ Ezekiel began again. ‘I need money, madam. I need an advance.’


His voice was now barely audible above Danny’s cries. He cleared his throat. I stared from him to her, my head turning from one to the other. My mother’s lips were pressed tightly shut. Ezekiel was looking down at his feet, his hands clasped in front of him. His eyes slithered from left to right, and he raised his hand as if to scratch his head, before letting it drop.


‘Ezekiel? Is it for your medication?’


He became suddenly animated, as if the suggestion offended him, and he shook his head vigorously. ‘No, not for medicine,’ he said. ‘Just my girlfriend is troubling me.’


At that moment, Danny stopped crying abruptly and Ezekiel’s words echoed in our small house. I looked at my mother; she looked dumbfounded. I could not but sympathise; much as I was fond of him, I had never regarded Ezekiel as girlfriend material. Eventually, he raised his head and gave my mother a slow, sheepish smile. That did it for him.


‘Please leave, Ezekiel,’ she said.


He did not persist, did not protest, but moved immediately towards the door. When he had pressed down the door handle, he turned back, gave me another small, apologetic smile. His shirt sloped off his shoulders, he stood with one shoulder higher than the other, his whole demeanour oozing untrustworthiness and indolence.


‘Bye bye, Sissy,’ he said.


Then he was gone.


My mother turned to me, ‘Don’t open the door. I’ll be back soon.’


‘Mama . . .’


But she did not wait. The door closed behind her, and there was silence. I ran to the window from which I could just make out Ezekiel sauntering down the road to the left, with his uneven, lethargic gait, as if taking a leisurely stroll, as if nothing of import had taken place, and just ahead of me, my mother disappearing down the steps to the netball courts.


My brother was now sucking his teething ring furiously, making little grunting noises. We were alone again. I walked over to his cot. He looked compact, busily rolling from side to side, his bottom oversized in proportion to his tiny body, his tiny fists. It would not be long until my parents returned. My mother with her books and lab coat folded into the basket she used; my father carrying a set of essays against his chest. Often, they would meet at the steps by the netball courts and walk the last few hundred yards together; a chance for them to start their catch-up on the day. As soon as they arrived, my duties were over; I could pass the reins for my brother’s safe-keeping over to them. I would dart out the door, into the light of the afternoon, to meet my friends. That day, however, I knew I would not be allowed to escape so quickly. My mother would have relayed the news to my father; there would be a discussion, not only of Ezekiel’s deception, but of my incompetence and gullibility. Indeed, when they opened the door that afternoon, they were in mid-flow, so intent on their conversation that they continued even as they walked into the house. I willed myself not to hope, but there was a flutter in my chest; surely my father would not be angry with me.


‘I never wanted to have him . . .’


‘But we need someone . . .’


‘He shouldn’t be left alone with the children!’


‘We need him,’ my father repeated. ‘Perhaps we can let him make one silly mistake.’


My mother’s eyes flashed, and she deposited her basket to one side, then turned her back to him, kicking off her shoes and throwing her plait over her shoulder with a furious swipe. There was a silence and then: hello, mol. This was directed at me, as if my father had just noticed me. He patted my head, and I felt my stomach unclench. He did not look angry, only amused.


‘Hello, Papa.’


‘You had an adventure?’


I glanced at my mother, and before I could reply, he said, ‘Doesn’t Mama look beautiful in her lab coat?’ and pinched her cheek.


My mother slapped his hand away, but her mouth had softened. She came towards me, tugged at my plaits, then headed for the bedroom, reaching behind herself to catch the end of the palloo of her sari and tuck it in at her waist. She bent down, her long plait falling to one side, as in one graceful movement she straightened up, Danny now on her hip. My brother shoved his fist inside her blouse and she pulled his hand to her mouth. Then she tilted her head at me, raised her eyebrows at my father and moved to the kitchen. I turned my gaze from my mother to my father. I saw that he was looking down at me, a frown line appearing on his forehead.


‘Any appointments to keep?’


I shook my head.


‘No important meetings to attend?’


He opened his arms out, his palms facing me. His expression was serious, but I knew he was teasing. I was usually out of the door in seconds after my parents came home. I did not like to arrive too late for my rendezvous with the boys at the other end of the road. There was a risk that my playmates would move on without me, but it was clear that my father expected me to stay. He held out his hand and I took it, and we sat down on the sofa. I snuggled next to him, my legs folded under me, then reached up to finger the thin gold chain tucked in his shirt, the cross dangling at its end. This he wore, he insisted on telling me, out of my mother’s earshot, because it was a memento from his late father, not for any superstitious beliefs. I leant against him, as if settling in for a story, but knowing that I was only delaying a more serious discussion. His sideburns tickled my forehead, and his hands were gently curved around my elbows.


‘Did Ezekiel scare you?’ he asked.


The question troubled me. Now my father’s voice sounded solemn, his words more portentous than Ezekiel’s ludicrous performance deserved. I thought back. Yes, when I had run out of the house I had been mobilised into action by fear. But my nerves had calmed by the time I had reached the laboratories, I had already begun to have doubts. And not once did any concern for Danny feature in these. I had simply obeyed Ezekiel, just as I would obey a command from my parents, without paying any heed to the implications. I had left my baby brother alone, something I had been ordered never to do. Perhaps I had a chance to mitigate my actions. I felt my head slowly dip down, then up again. My father smiled slightly, but a ripple of sadness moved through his eyes. Whether he was thinking of Ezekiel and his now more tenuous future, or whether he could sense that I was being less than truthful, I could not tell. He patted me on my forearm, kissed me on the forehead. For a moment, I had a close-up view of the open neck of his shirt, the black hair on his chest, the gold cross. Then he cleared his throat and reminded me of my obligations: my baby brother was precious, vulnerable. Yes, I was young to be given this responsibility but, at a few months short of twelve, not that young. And what choice did we have? My mother had been required to return to her teaching duties: the crèche run by the novices in the convent closed after lunch when they had their religious instruction, and when I, fortuitously, returned from my school in town. We each, in our small family, had our contribution to make. Then he smiled, opened his arms wide as if signalling the end of his lecture and freeing me from his embrace, and I slid off the sofa, scampered to the door and out into the sun, grateful that the rebuke had been brief.


But for some reason that day, no doubt because of the strange events of the afternoon, I had not run full tilt to the end of the road. I stopped just after leaving our house, and turned around. I saw that my father was standing at the window, watching me, as if he knew that he had only delayed – not erased – the effect that Ezekiel’s departure would have on my family. The reflection of the trees on the glass meant that my father’s form was not clear; rather, I saw a shadowy shape wearing a familiar white shirt. He was tall by the window, his head near the top, and as I waited, holding my breath, I saw a movement, a flash as he waved me on. And for years and years later, despite my knowledge that this day in my memory occurred weeks, perhaps even months before the actual event, it was that day which I regarded as our farewell.




Part One




1


WHEN, in the year I was to turn eighteen, I took the train from Philadelphia to a small town an hour away, neither that school campus in Africa nor my parents were in my thoughts. Worries about my own future consumed me. I had no idea what I wanted to do with my life. I knew I loved books, and that I would like to work with them. Beyond that, my ambitions were vague at best, murky at worst. I was in the middle of college applications, and was attending an interview at a small liberal arts institution, one into which I felt I was unlikely to be admitted, and even if I did have such luck, one for which I would need to win a scholarship. But I hankered after an intimate, intellectual ambience, and I had sat the national tests and received excellent scores; in effect, the world was my oyster. I feared, however, that, despite my academic credentials, the interviewer would find me an awkward bumpkin. All through the train ride I rehearsed the answers to the questions I expected to be asked. I had not made this journey before and enjoyed the view as the train chugged rather than sped through the landscape. Next stop but one, miss, said the conductor as he punched my ticket. I got off at a quiet, sleepy station and made my way on foot to the college.


I had arrived with an hour to spare, intending to while away the time absorbing the atmosphere. I wandered among the criss-cross of paths under the stately trees; the green of the lawns was just becoming visible through the melting snow. The college buildings, covered in ivy budding into leaf, exuded elegance and learning. Every student I passed looked not only erudite and enlightened, but self-assured, as if they belonged. As the minutes counted down to the time of my interview, I was having grave misgivings; that the buildings and walkways, the lectures and seminars, the professors and their acolytes would chew me up and spit me out. It was with some trepidation, then, that I knocked on the door I had been directed to, but the professor with whom I had the appointment was gracious and welcoming. I had been required to submit a photograph with my application and therefore no more than a quiver of an eyelid betrayed his reaction to my appearance. He showed me around the department before settling me in his office so that we could talk.


I had imagined a scenario not dissimilar to a job interview, with the professor sitting across a desk, a list of questions in front of him, but we settled in the armchairs positioned in front of the floor-to-ceiling late Georgian window that overlooked the lawn and trees in front of the college building. He had arranged a tray with coffee pot, jar of sugar and milk jug, and he poured out two cups of coffee while we conversed. The essence of the interview, it appeared, was to determine whether I could comport myself in a fireside chat, and I felt both disappointed and faintly ridiculous. I would guess he was not much more than forty; he had done well to secure a position in such rarefied surroundings. His accent was anchored in the East Coast, but harked back to the subcontinent, and it was clear from his name – Professor Sanjay Tharoor – that he was Indian. And so it was not a real surprise when he said after an hour or so – it was clear the question had been weighing on him – that I looked Indian but my name didn’t. I said: my stepfather has adopted me. I was Olikara before that.


Olikara? He looked puzzled, then beamed. Well, then you must be Malayalee! When I hesitated, he added: like me. I’m Malayalee! He looked me over with renewed interest; he appeared delighted with the discovery, adding, you don’t look like a Keralite.


Then he cleared his throat self-consciously; perhaps he was worried that I would interpret his comment as a verdict on the scars on my face and neck, scarring which, he would not know, extended to below my shoulder. I smiled to reassure him, and he responded with a grateful duck of the head. He asked: Malayalam parayamo?


I shook my head, dredging up some words, surprising myself. My mother and I had long stopped speaking to each other in Malayalam.


Manassilayam. Pakshe . . . I don’t speak much.


No matter, no matter, he replied, switching back to English. Olikara, he repeated in wonder.


He appeared to make an effort to resume his bookish tone of earlier. We talked a little more about the projects I had done at school and the courses on offer, about the books I had read when I had prepped for the interview. And then he glanced at his watch. Any questions?


I shook my head and stood up, and it was only when we were at the door that he said: it’s been nice to meet a fellow Malayalee. If you don’t mind, could I ask where your family is from?


I told him that my mother came from Kothamangalam but hadn’t visited for many years, not since we had left Zambia nearly six years ago. And that my father was from Ernakulam but had lived latterly in Mattancherry, on the peninsula across from the city.


Yes, yes, he said, smiling, I know Mattancherry well. When I was a student, my friends and I often took the ferry across.


And he asked where the house was exactly. He might even know the street. Was it near the hospital?


I told him that I couldn’t remember. And then, for some reason, I continued, told him that I had not seen my father in those same six years and that I had no idea where he was, that my mother did not talk of him.


He stilled, his hand remaining on the doorknob, but then he dropped it, and stood looking at me.


I’m sorry to hear that, he said.


I shrugged, but something must have shown on my face because he did not move, just stood motionless, looking at his shoes.


That must be difficult for you, he said eventually, and I did not reply, only noticed as if I had avoided looking at it before, the photo in a heavy frame on his desk, taken in a studio; of the professor with his arm around a woman in a heavy silk sari, one small boy standing next to her, the other on her lap.


Sissy. Let me do one thing, he spoke suddenly into the silence. Let me make some enquiries. Can I do that?


Sure, I mumbled, and I continued in the same nonchalant vein as he went back to his desk to take notes. My father would have left Zambia when? Sometime in early September 1978 I would say, I replied. And he studied where? Not sure where in Kerala, a college in Ernakulam I think, but I know he also studied in Aligarh. But he had a degree in history? That’s what he taught but I’m not sure that’s what he studied. And your parents married when? January 1966, I said. And they divorced when? I shook my head.


No matter, no matter, he said briskly, smiling, but his eyes were troubled; my story was certainly strange and unsettling. It helps that your father used his tharavad, you know, his family name, he said. It’s not common in the Syrian Christian community, is it? I shrugged again, and his smile grew wider as if to mask his discomfort. I’ll make some enquiries, he said, leading me back to the door, and I’ll be in touch – as if we were not talking of my father, but a prime real-estate opportunity.


I returned to Philadelphia and my mother did not mention the interview. She was not disinterested, more anxious that I would suffer a slight or disappointment if I aimed too high. Furthermore, I wore evidence of what had happened on my person, as if a physical rebuke: a continual, living, breathing reminder. She talked at length while I helped her prepare dinner, unusual for her. She asked about the train journey, commented on the sunshine that we were enjoying, and passed on some news she had heard about a high-school friend whose mother she had bumped into in the supermarket. She must have been waiting for me to interrupt, to supply her with a debrief of my day at the college. But I offered nothing, not wishing to be drawn into any discussion which would reveal the coincidence that the professor I had met was from Kerala, had ascertained that I was as well, and had then offered to seek out my father. And indeed, as the days passed I questioned the wisdom of telling a stranger about those most intimate aspects of our lives.


I received two letters from the college in the month that followed. I was offered admission and some financial assistance, but by then I was no longer sure I wanted to study there. I had moved on from the idea of post-colonial literature and was now tempted by Italian Studies, something as far removed from anything I had considered before, or which had been considered for me. And why not? The opportunity of spending a year in Rome was enticing. For this, the state college, charging lower fees and, at three hours away allowing me more independence, would be perfectly acceptable. The other letter I received was from Professor Tharoor.




Haverford, April 10 1984


Dear Sissy


It was a pleasure meeting you a few weeks ago, not only because you are a fellow Keralite, but because I enjoyed hearing your views on the works of Rushdie and Naipaul. You certainly showed me a new perspective! It is not often that I make notes of a discussion I have had with a prospective student, but your comments have led me to a new direction for something I am working on. I would be happy to elaborate when we next meet, and I certainly hope to meet you again.


Regarding the other matter, I can tell you that a George Olikara was registered as a guarantor in a court case against one Raju Kumaresan, in 1978, at the High Courts in Ernakulam. The case extended to three weeks but Kumaresan lost and was imprisoned. After that, I have no information on George Olikara, but I can give you some context to the whole affair. Kumaresan was a former Communist Party activist, who later became a journalist. In fact, I am familiar with some of the articles he wrote and some friends I contacted remember his reports as well. He was stationed for a time in Madras, and later in Bangalore, before he was posted back to Ernakulam. It was on his return to Kerala that he became involved in exposing the corruption in the Communist Party of India (Marxist). Most significantly, in July 1978, he wrote a report alleging intimidation and racketeering among the inner circle of the Party. This was a very risky decision on his part and it comes as no surprise that a few months after the publication of his report, Kumaresan was put on trial for money-laundering.


As far as I can gather, Kumaresan comes from a very ordinary background. He has an elderly mother in Trivandrum and two sisters: all illiterate. It is very possible that your father was one of the few people he could rely on. I’m happy also to let you know that Kumaresan secured an early release and left the prison three years later. However, there is no mention of any involvement by George Olikara from that period.


I hope that this information fills some gaps in your knowledge. Please keep in touch, and if you should accept the offer the college has made, I would like you to come and have dinner with my family.


Warm regards


Sanjay





On reading this letter I did not feel much. I read it with interest, certainly, but also with some annoyance at this reminder of the huge hole inside me, one which I was avoiding contemplating, determined as I was to forge ahead and build my own life. The revelations from Professor Tharoor did not ignite a burning desire in me to track my father down, locate this hero, this loyal friend that it transpired he was. But the other name, Raju Kumaresan, stayed with me and embedded itself in me, so that over the months that followed I whispered it, doodled it, dreamed it. It was as if I would rather invest myself in this man than trouble myself over the other man, my father. I did not speak of it to my mother; she accepted my revised study plans without comment. I did not show her the letter, but neither did I discard it. For, much as I tried to dispel any feelings of curiosity or of intrigue, one question persisted, repeated itself in my head. If his friend had been sent to jail, then his work was done, even if he had been unsuccessful, ultimately. Why then, had he not returned?
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THE story of Ezekiel’s fall from grace did not hold the headlines in our circle for very long. Not long after, there came news of a plane, shot down near the border with Rhodesia: the first time – this fact conveyed with some relish by one of the men – that a civilian aircraft had been downed in such a way, in the history of aviation. As another said: it had fallen out of the sky like a dead bird. I turned these words over and over in my head; it was an immense image for a child. With the boys once, I had witnessed their pride in using the catapults they had fashioned to hit a bird that had been sitting on a low branch of a tree. It was a fluke, but its effect was instant. I had always imagined a bird would flutter to the ground, its wings outstretched, a breeze in its feathers. This bird fell straight and undignified in a dark ball to land with a thump, to the whoops and cheers from the boys. I had run away in fright, willing to endure their scorn, unwilling to be party to whatever they plotted with the dead body.


I had worried that my gullibility and Ezekiel’s dismissal would dominate my parents’ concerns, but in the evenings my father gathered with the menfolk, to stand in a circle to smoke and talk of this terrible event: the fate of the plane and the provenance of the incident. Amidst all these late-night ensembles, a few days after Ezekiel left, Grace came to our bungalow. She didn’t knock but called softly from outside the back door: bwana, bwana, it is Grace. I was carrying a stack of plates to the kitchen sink; my mother was in the bathroom with my baby brother. When we heard her voice, my father opened the back door and stepped out onto the small porch. The only light came from the dim bulbs we had hanging up, unshaded, in the dining area. I peeked at Grace from behind my father.


‘Go, mol. Finish clearing up,’ he said to me, his hand gently pushing me back into the house. I heard their two voices as I shuffled to and from the dining table to the kitchen. Neither sounded angry; rather they seemed to be commiserating on a shared disappointment. Often, they made the same noise together, a kind of hum; two parents sharing their disappointment over their errant progeny. When she was taking her leave, through the sliver of space between my father’s body and the door-frame, I caught a glimpse of Grace, as always wearing her red knitted hat. She saw me and raised her hand, gave me a small smile. I felt a surge of relief and chirruped a goodbye: she did not blame me.


Although I cannot be sure whether she did or not. What I can be sure of is that it was innate to Grace to be courteous and deport herself with decorum, even while she might have seen me as a nuisance, a silly girl who had played some part in her son losing his job. Ezekiel would become a burden to her again. I knew that he lived in her modest dwelling with its corrugated iron roof, in the settlement outside the school gates. I knew that in that block, aside from the small attached bathroom, there was only one room, divided into areas by a criss-cross network of rope and cloth. I knew this because a year ago, or more, I had visited with my father. Grace had been unwell, and he had offered to buy her medicine in town and deliver it to her. That evening, seeing Grace in the small pool of dim light, I remembered how she had looked smaller in her own home, her head uncovered.


It was Grace who had first worked for us, coming every other weekday. We were not the best family to work for, because we did not have much work for anyone. At the time there were only three of us; the small space only required a few twists of a dust-cloth, a swipe with a mop and polish. Any competent cleaner could be finished in an hour at most. My mother enjoyed cooking; Grace was only asked to chop a few vegetables in advance. Washing and ironing the clothes were the most onerous tasks; with no washing machines on the campus, the task had to be done outside, and by hand. When Danny was just over a year old, we went back to India to show him off. There he was passed around like a sweetmeat, cooed over and tickled, while I was left alone to reunite with my cousins as if the interim years had been minutes. My parents were in between contracts, and as always there arose the question: should we go back or should we stay? In the end we left again, but on returning to Roma, we discovered that Grace had found a better, full-time position. There was a new American family, who had moved into a large four-bedroom house a few miles away. Mr Cooper had been seconded for a year, to head up a development agency. He made frequent trips to war-torn Mozambique; Mrs Cooper volunteered at an adult education centre; and there were two daughters. The family needed a cook, a cleaner and a caretaker, and she could even live on the premises if she wished. No one expected Grace to refuse the opportunity. And it was then that she had, as if by sleight of hand, suggested her youngest son, Ezekiel.


The first day he came to the house, he bore a letter of introduction from his mother. It was a Saturday, and we had arrived back from India the previous night. Our suitcases, bulging with spices and new clothes, still lay open and unpacked on the floor in my parents’ bedroom. My father had read the letter, standing at the back door. I was inside the house, looking past my father to the young man on the step who held himself in such a way as if he had one leg shorter than the other.


My father said after a long silence, ‘So you are Grace’s son?’


The young man nodded.


‘But I’ve not seen you before,’ my father said.


‘I have been away, sir.’


‘Away?’ my father asked.


‘Yes, sir. I was living in Livingstone. With my father.’


‘And you haven’t found a job?’


‘No one will give me a job.’


‘I see.’ My father turned and caught sight of me. ‘Leave us, mol,’ he said and waited until I went into my bedroom.


It was only later at night that I heard my parents’ discussions: epileptic seizures, but Grace gave assurances that the condition was under control. My mother’s voice: unconvinced, disturbed. She had known a girl in college with epilepsy. What if something happens when we are not here? My father’s: he is Grace’s son and that is the best recommendation we can get.


My father gave his assent and so Ezekiel arrived for his duties a few days later. He was half an hour late. My mother was waiting for him, exasperated, with her lab coat and basket ready. I watched from my bedroom window as he took the pile of clothes to be washed to the small paved area near the outside tap. Then he sat on his haunches, not moving, staring at some space in front of him, for a long time. The minutes ticked by and still he had not moved. I glanced at Danny in his cot and then I opened the back door and stepped tentatively outside. When I was standing a few feet away from him, he looked around and smiled, his mouth lurching to one side on his face: his distinctive crooked smile. He was lean, almost thin, but his teeth were white and straight, and the smile was genuine. We stared at each other for some time. Then he said, ‘Let me begin.’ He scattered some grains of soap powder into the bottom of the tin bucket and then ran the tap; the soap suds began to bubble up to the surface.


I stayed with him, sitting cross-legged on the grass, and thus we began our friendship, based on my skill at relating amusing anecdotes from my day and Ezekiel’s patient, pliant companionship. So how was school? was always his opener when I appeared and crouched down beside him. Followed by: and what did you study today? I regaled him with the minutiae of a convent school education. Ezekiel rarely spoke, and I never asked him questions. He must have found my company appealing in some way, or he may have simply tuned me out as he wrung and rinsed, at times whistling through his teeth. When he started hanging the clothes up on the line, I would hold the basket of pegs for him. It felt like a long, languorous relationship, but it was only for three or four months at most. It had not even been Ezekiel who had taught me my few words of Nyanja, that had been Grace. Perhaps I grew fond of him simply because he seemed so much more content with my company than my usual playmates, Bobby and Aravind.


They were the sons of our neighbours, and their parents were friends, or surrogate older siblings, to mine. There was a gathering that weekend, the week after Ezekiel’s departure, a regular occurrence for which there was an informal rota. By lunchtime we were walking along the road to another bungalow, my mother carrying the plate of appams she had made, Danny on my father’s arm. The women moved inside, into the kitchen, to finish preparing the food. The men settled outside in a semi-circle of chairs, a crate of beer to one side, and immediately reprised their discussions of the plane, of the people who had died, of the inevitable consequences, for consequences there would be, surely. I stayed with the boys, outside, away from the men, under the trees.


I was the youngest, just as my parents were the youngest, and the only other girl, Reeba, who was sixteen, shunned our company and remained with the women. Aravind, Bobby and I set up with the cricket ball and bat in the patch between Bobby’s house and the house of the two male teachers from South Africa who kept to themselves. The older brothers would join us later but for now they were gathered further away, faces shadowed with dark growth, intent on sharing their packet of cigarettes without the adults noticing. Aravind’s brother, Rahul – who was leaving in a few months to go to medical college in Bombay – was my favourite. I had found him sleeping in our living room, the morning after Danny was born. He had stayed overnight when my parents had left for the hospital and we had had breakfast together, after which he had helped me brush my hair. Now, as he passed by, he pulled my ponytail, which always cheered me; he noticed me. But he was gone in a flash and I was left with Bobby and Aravind. The story of my escapade had lent me some valour with the boys. I had already described my flight, my descent down the hill and down the steps to the nether areas of the school, the science laboratories. My insurgence into this zone was at first the garner of some attention, but my fame didn’t last long, and that afternoon I could sense that they were only tolerating my presence.


The door to the house beside us opened, and Miss Munroe, the English teacher from Dublin, emerged, in black Capri pants and fitted white blouse. I saw my father get to his feet and walk over to her, take the suitcase from her hand and carry it down to her car. There, they stood talking for a few minutes. Miss Munroe laughed at something my father said as he stowed away her suitcase in the boot, before she slipped into the car and drove away. She had been invited to the gathering, but I knew the adults were relieved when she declined. Her absence allowed them to lapse into Malayalam; no need for translations into English for Miss Munroe’s benefit. And on her side, I was sure she found being shunted into the kitchen with the womenfolk tiresome, when she always laughed loudest and longest with the men. It was fortuitous that she had offered to house-sit for a friend over the weekend, a house complete with manicured lawn and swimming pool. It was a regular arrangement, and one which I suspected relieved the boredom of the rest of Miss Munroe’s days on campus, surrounded by families with domestic commitments.
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