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            The Revolution smells of sexual organs.

            —BORIS PILNYAK, “Ivan and Maria”

            
                

            

            Oh, he loves her: just as the English loved India and Africa and Ireland; it is the love that is the problem, people treat their lovers badly.

            —ZADIE SMITH, White Teeth
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            Jennifer

         

         

         

         

         
             

         

         
             

         

         
            Researchers found that people are attracted to people who are attracted to them. This from a clipping pasted in a notebook kept while writing this book.

         

         

         

         
             

         

         
             

         

         I was a new immigrant, eager to shine, and if self-abuse were to be omitted from the reckoning, pure of body and heart. The letters I sent my parents in India were full of enthusiasm for the marvels of my new life. To those who welcomed me to America, I wanted to say, without even being asked, that E.T. ought to have won the Oscar over Gandhi. I had found the latter insufficiently authentic but more crucially I felt insufficiently authentic myself. Not so much fake as insubstantial. I understood that I needed a suitable narrative to present to the people I was meeting. There was only contempt in my heart for my fellow Indian students who repeated stories about trying to educate ignorant Americans in barbershops who had asked how come they spoke such good English or if they belonged to tribes or grew up among tigers. The nostalgia I had come to treasure was a hypertrophied sense of the past as a place, a place with street signs and a figure atop a staircase that I recognized. This desire had nothing to do with the kinds of claims to civilizational superiority that make men demolish places of worship or want to bomb cities into oblivion. I knew this and yet I was uncertain about my story. I lacked calm self-knowledge. If a woman spoke to me, particularly if she was attractive, I grew excited and talked too much. 

         I’m talking of what happened more than two decades ago; my first years here and my first loves. But the reality of my becoming who I am now, this evolution, as it were, goes back in time to the monkeys that surrounded me as an infant. This is my own, personal Origin of Species. The red-bottomed monkeys of my childhood would leave the branches of the big tamarind tree and peel the oranges left unattended on the balcony of Lotan Mamaji’s house. This was in Ara, in eastern India, in the late sixties. A war with Pakistan was over and another loomed in the future. Prime Minister Nehru had been dead only a few years. In the language of the history books, the nation was in turmoil.

         Lotan Mamaji was my mother’s younger brother. A giant of a man, immense and bearded, paan tucked under one dark cheek like a secret that he didn’t want to share. One winter morning, while everyone on the balcony sat listening to the radio, following the cricket commentary from Eden Gardens, a monkey stole into Mamaji’s room. He climbed on the huge white bed and finding Mamaji’s pistol brandished it—they say—at my cousin who was born two months after me and still in her crib. No one moved. Then, turning the pistol around, the primate mind prompting the opposable thumb to grasp the trigger, the monkey blew his brains out. He was a medium-size young male. Bits of flesh, bone, hair, and gray matter had to be cleaned from the pictures of the long-dead family patriarchs hanging on the wall.

         There were so many lies repeated in the family, so many half secrets, I don’t know why I never asked anyone if the monkey story was true. For a long time, it had been lodged in my mind as a baptismal tale that taught me the nature of fear, or maybe provided a lesson about fate. But then the past lost its authority and the meaning of the story changed. I had by then come out of my teen years. The main questions now were about the fiction of the past, the idea I had of myself as a person, and what it meant for me to become a writer.

         For so many years, the idea of writing has meant recognizing and even addressing a division in my life: the gap between India, the land of my birth, and the United States, where I arrived as a young adult. If and when I imagine an audience for my writing, it is also a divided one. But the two places are connected, not only by those histories that cultural organizations celebrate through endlessly dull annual gatherings but by millions of individual yearnings, all those stories of consummated or thwarted desire.

         Consider the monkeys in Ara, the Rhesus macaques. They were not just visitors to my maternal uncle’s home. They have a place in my imagination because they too were unheralded immigrants in America. A few years ago, I read in a newspaper report that the problem Delhi residents were having with monkeys went back to the early years of Indian independence, when thousands from that region were sent to America for scientific purposes. As many as twenty to fifty thousand monkeys were exported each year. A newly independent India was in need of foreign exchange. The Americans needed middle-aged male monkeys for their experiments. The result of the selective trapping, according to a primatologist interviewed for the report, was the disruption of the ecological balance. The disruption took place because the family unit was broken and the monkey groups entered a process of division that the primatologist termed chaotic fission.

         But let’s take a step back from the political and enter the riskier domain of the personal. I want to focus on why monkeys came to mind when I started work on this book. I claim kinship with the monkeys of my childhood because of what I read in a magazine in 2010: Rhesus macaques, who normally are not self-aware, will, following brain surgery, examine their genitals in a mirror. Similar evidence of self-awareness was previously limited to higher primates, dolphins, magpies, and an elephant named Happy (“Findings,” Harper’s Magazine, December 2010, p. 84).
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         In America, the land of the free and home of the brave, it was possible, figuratively speaking, to discuss genitalia in public.* I discovered this when I turned on the radio one Tuesday night in my university apartment in Morningside Heights and heard a woman’s voice. A foreign accent, except the surprise was that she was talking about sex. She sounded like Henry Kissinger. Her name was Dr. Ruth. Unlike Kissinger, she wanted us to make love, not war. 

         In India, the only public mentions of sex were the advertisements painted on the walls that ran beside the railway tracks. I read the ads when I traveled from Patna to Delhi for college and was filled with anxiety about what awaited me when, at last, I would experience sex. On the brick walls near the tracks, large white letters in Hindi urged you to call a phone number if you suffered from premature ejaculation or erectile dysfunction or nightly emissions. A nation of silent sufferers! Men with worried brows holding their heads in their offices during the day and, back at home, lying miserably awake beside quiet and disappointed wives in the dark.

         But not in America, where Dr. Ruth was talking to you cheerfully on the airwaves. I had no accurate idea of what epiglottis and guttural really meant, but those words vibrated in my mind when I listened to Dr. Ruth. Her voice on the small black radio in the privacy of my room offering advice to the males among her audience. Even if they themselves had already climaxed, they could help their female partners achieve orgasm.

         —You can just pleasure her.

         I hadn’t heard that word used as a verb before. I also spoke in an accented English; I wondered if Dr. Ruth’s usage was correct.

         —And for women out there, a man wants an orgasm. Big deal! Give him an orgasm, it takes two minutes!

         Such relief. For more than one reason.

         There were details about her that I discovered later. Dr. Ruth grew up in an orphanage. Her parents perished at Auschwitz. She was very short but had fought in a war. She was once a guerrilla in the Haganah, and now, in this country, she was famous for talking about masturbation and penises and vaginas on the radio. She was on her third marriage.

         Listening to Dr. Ruth on the radio that Tuesday night in upper Manhattan I was transported in my mind back to a morning in Delhi earlier that year when we were enjoying three days of spring. The year I left, 1990. My friends were in my room in the college dorm. The daughter of the warden walked past the window on her way to work, her hair still hanging damp on her yellow dupatta. She was a postdoc in history and would become a lecturer soon. And then we were running to the end of the corridor to watch the warden’s daughter open the little wooden gate on her way to the bus stop. Her prepossessing calm, her very indifference to the existence of gawking others, was an incitement to collective lust. She was soon gone, and still excited but also somewhat let down, the group returned to my small room with its dirty, whitewashed walls.

         —There is nothing purer than the love for your landlord’s daughter, said Bheem.

         —No, said Santosh, after an appropriate pause. If you are looking for innocence, the purest gangajal, you have to be in love with your teacher’s wife.

         As if to sort out the matter, we looked at Noni, a Sikh from Patiala. He was the only one among us who wasn’t a virgin. 

         Noni took off his turban and his long hair fell over his shoulders.

         —You bastards should stop pretending. The only true love, true first love, is the love for your maidservant.

         This was duly appreciated. But Noni was not done yet.

         —She has to be older than you, though not by too much, and while it’s not necessary for you to have fucked her, it is important that she take your hand in hers and put it on her breast.

         There was the usual silence that greets the utterance of grand truth. Three of us were sprawled next to each other on the bed, our heads pillowed against the wall. Dark, oily smudges behind us indicated where other heads had pressed in the past. Then someone started laughing.

         —You are a bunch of pussies, Noni said, to dismiss the laughing. When you went back home during the winter, did any one of you get laid?

         He smiled and announced his own success with another question.

         —Has anyone slept with a friend’s mother?

         —I have, Bheem said. He had light-colored eyes. He was smiling a soft, secret smile.

         —Whose mother? Noni asked.

         —Yours.

         Noni was my Dr. Ruth before Dr. Ruth. My naïveté was the price of admission I paid for his tutorials. Noni had discovered that the medical definition of a kiss was the anatomical juxtaposition of two orbicularis oris muscles in a state of contraction. This made the unfamiliar even more unfamiliar. He told me that the word fuck was an acronym derived from for unlawful carnal knowledge; this terminology was itself a rewriting, Noni said, of the medieval rule to which fuck owed its origins, fornication under consent of the King. Noni was completely wrong; at that time, however, I marveled at his knowledge of sex.

         Until I met Noni in Delhi, my familiarity with sex was limited to what I had learned from the censored movies screened on Saturdays in Patna. I’d be sitting with others in the dark, the air warm, the smell of sweat around me, and somewhere a cigarette being smoked. There were probably two hundred others in the theater, almost all men and most of them older than me. In the local paper the theater advertised itself as “air-cooled,” but what you breathed was the effluvia of restless groins being shifted in fixed seats that had coir stuffing poking out of torn imitation-leather covers. It was no doubt cooler in the apartment in Prague where the on-screen action was taking place. A middle-aged man had unclasped the hook on the bra that an impossibly young woman was wearing. She turned to face him, her breasts milk white, with pale pink drowsy nipples. There was a cut and a jump in the film there—the duo now in an open car on an empty road, driving under leafy trees, in bright sunlight.

         But a child had started crying in the audience near me.

         —Scene dikha, baccha ro raha hai, a man shouted from a further seat, wanting us to return to the bedroom. “Show a breast. Because if you don’t, the baby will cry.” The rough remark, bewildering at that time, soon lost its confusing aspect: glinting like mica in a piece of granite, it sat for a while in the nostalgic narrative about my late teenage years.

         
            *

         

         Ten years later, for the benefit of a later generation, a sex advice column in Mumbai Mirror had become popular in India. I made this discovery during a visit to India when my laundry came back to my hotel room wrapped in newspaper.

         
            Q. My girlfriend kissed the tip of my penis and the next day she suffered a stomachache. Could she be pregnant? Should she take some pills?

            A. She must have had dinner afterward and that probably led to the stomachache. Oral sex does not cause pregnancy and she need not take any pills.

            Q. I am a twenty-five-year-old man. Please tell me if regular masturbation can increase the size of one’s butt.

            A. Just as your nose, fingers, and tongue will not increase in size, neither will the butt.

            Q. When it comes to sex, my partner allows me to use only a finger for just a few seconds. Please tell me why. Also, when I hold my bowels for too long, my testicles swell and hurt. What could be the reason for this?

         

         The good doctor, the Sexpert, had once again exercised a grim matter-of-factness, the humor in his eyes hidden behind the thick glasses he wore in the grainy photograph.

         
            A. She is probably scared by your intentions—pregnancy or an infection. Why not ask her? And, doyou mean “balls”? “Bowels” refers to the intestines. Why would you want to hold them? Please explain.

         

         In 2014, The New York Times ran a story on the Sexpert, introducing Dr. Mahinder Watsa to the United States. Watsa’s editor said the doctor had received more than forty thousand letters seeking advice. He had tried to promote sex education but many of his own colleagues said it was pornography. Dr. Watsa was the first to use words like penis and vagina in the newspapers. A reader filed an obscenity suit against the doctor, charging that the editors fabricated letters to increase readership. In response, the editor delivered a sack of unopened letters at the judge’s table. He read them over the lunch hour and dismissed the case. Dr. Watsa recently turned ninety-one.

         The Sexpert column can now be read on the Internet. There was nothing like this when I was growing up in India. At that time, if I could have written one, which letter would have been mine? The range of problems people present to the doctor is stunning but yes, this one: 
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               Not my parents, but my forebears nonetheless. Dr. Ruth and Dr. Watsa, who ushered me into a world lit with the light of new knowledge.

            

         

         
            Q. In the last semester, I failed one subject. My parents wereworried and took me to an astrologer. He asked me to remove  my pants. He said the ejaculate after masturbation is equal to 100 ml of blood, hence my weakness. I am regretting showing him my penis. Please help.

            A. The astrologer is a hoax and completely ignorant of sexual matters. Masturbation is completely normal. Visit your college counselor instead to discuss your not doing well in one subject.
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         After arriving in New York, I would have a constant conversation in my head with a judge who was asking me questions. I had been called an impostor; I was told that what I wanted was not mine. This was my true, secret life, where I was witness to a courtroom interrogation during which another me, more articulate and unafraid, delivered long, defensive soliloquies about who I was, my reasons for being here, and why I liked what I did. The imaginary judge was white; we were in a court for those accused of false pretenses and indecent acts. Standing quietly in a dock, I recalled lines that had been spoken by others. Sisters and Brothers of America, I thank you in the name of the mother of religions, and I thank you in the name of millions and millions of Hindu people of all classes and sects, Swami Vivekananda had said, in Chicago in 1893, at the Parliament of the World’s Religions. Unlike Vivekananda, I addressed the judge from a less exalted place but I wasn’t lacking in conviction. I am telling you all this in Immigration Court, Your Honor, because I want to assert that I knew about sex, or at least discoursed about sex, prior to my arrival on these shores. I have chosen to speak in personal terms, the most intimate terms, Your Honor, because it seems to me that it is this crucial part of humanity that is denied to the immigrant. You look at a dark immigrant in that long line at JFK, the new clothes crumpled from a long flight, a ripe smell accompanying him, his eyes haunted, and you wonder whether he can speak English. It is far from your thoughts and your assumptions to ask whether he has ever spoken soft phrases filled with yearning or what hot, dirty words he utters in his wife’s ear as she laughs and embraces him in bed. You look at him and think that he wants your job and not that he just wants to get laid. I offer you the truth without shame and thank you, Your Honor, in the name of the dark hordes that have nothing to declare but their desire. 
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         Despite such declarations, I remained as celibate as Swami Vivekananda. But I was starting up a friendship with a woman named Jennifer.

         While waiting for classes to begin, I landed a job at the university bookstore. My fellowship payment wasn’t going to start till a month and a half later. I had no money and I couldn’t ask my parents for anything more. After the airfare had been paid for, every additional demand for a purchase had been met with a look of panic on my poor mother’s face. I had overheard my father dramatically declaring to Lotan Mamaji that because my education was important they were resigned to getting by on eating bread with salt. This wasn’t entirely true, and he would never have said that in front of me, but I was aware that money was scarce. The bookstore paid very little—the job was classified as “work-study” and we didn’t make minimum wage—but I liked handling books. I told Jennifer, with only the slightest trace of uncertainty in my voice, that I was a poet. Jennifer had been employed there for years and was now in charge of the humanities section. She was tall and thin and she tied her long brown hair at the back in a ponytail. I guessed she was about ten years older than me but I could be wrong. I never asked her because I had been told it would be impolite. I learned that Jennifer had suffered a nervous breakdown on the night before her master’s exam and quit grad school. I was told this by our Zambian co-worker, who had also dropped out. His name was Godfrey, and everyone just called him God. He had worked in the bookstore beside Jennifer for years, and they both knew all the professors, some of whom had been their teachers long ago.

         —It was very tragic, very tragic, God said about Jennifer, the vivid whites of his eyes expanding with a fine appreciation of horror.

         He said Jennifer’s boyfriend used to bartend at a place downtown. He was killed in a motorcycle accident on FDR Drive late one night. She was riding behind him and her lover died in her arms.

         This glimpse of a tragic past gave Jennifer’s life depth. But I was more immediately drawn to her clear skin and wondered what she smelled like. Jennifer dressed simply and while standing across from her on the stockroom floor I was conscious of the slope of her breasts under her pale cotton shirts. When I was alone, I imagined the white of her thighs inside her blue jeans. I had never seen a woman’s naked thighs before. Everyone at the bookstore liked Jennifer because she was smart and had read more widely than any of us. She was also kind to me. When I complained to her once that I didn’t want to go to the International Student social, she took me instead to a screening of Michael Moore’s documentary Roger & Me.

         Moore wanted the chief of General Motors, Roger Smith, to come back to his Michigan hometown and meet the people who were losing their jobs. The film confirmed what I was already discovering about America. Poverty or homelessness wasn’t something I needed to associate only with India. Roger & Me explained the reality I had seen outside the university gates. Only a hundred yards from the Cathedral of St. John the Divine, where people with cameras stood in line to gain entry, I saw an old white woman walking along slowly with shit running down her swollen legs. A middle-aged woman passed me with her little girl. As she came close to the old woman, the mother covered her daughter’s eyes.

         The film rescued me from my passivity. It made me think about the outside world but I was thinking also of Jennifer. I would have liked to kiss her as she lay naked in my arms; I also wanted her to see me as a man with a camera. Michael Moore was honest and funny even while he seemed to embody a shambling slovenliness. I aspired to be a witty raconteur, open about wanting to seduce Jennifer with sparkling essays about ordinary people dropped in the maw of late capitalism. But that probably wasn’t how Jennifer saw me. Near the checkout counter at the bookstore, there was a postcard stand and one day she picked up a card and called out to me.

         —Is this you? She looked amused. She said, I recognized the hair.

         I looked at the card. There was a sketch of a man sitting at a table, holding a mug, his eyes downcast. He had black curly hair. Below the sketch was a short story:

         
            The waitress came over and took his order for iced tea. She did so without flirting at all, something that disappointed and depressed him.

            —R. KEVIN MALER, “Counterfeit”

         

         The story made me laugh, and though I was happy that I was the cause of Jennifer’s amusement, I knew she was being critical. Her remark made me feel shallow. I decided I would spend more time with her. And even after classes had started, and I no longer worked at the bookstore, I stopped by each Tuesday and Thursday to eat lunch with Jennifer.

         —Kailash, have you ever gone apple picking?

         When Jennifer put this question to me I explained that apples in India grew in the mountains, in Kashmir, or in hill stations like Shimla. I had never been north of Delhi.

         —I am from the burning plains, I said to her melodramatically, and she smiled at me then, kindly, but with enough restraint to stop me from going further.

         Jennifer was one of the few people who called me by my full name. In one of my classes, a fellow graduate student had given me a nickname. Although names were shortened in America, this wasn’t true in my case. My German friend Peter had begun calling me Kalashnikov instead of Kailash. It was a mouthful, but people were sufficiently amused and so he never gave up on the joke. Then someone shortened Kalashnikov to AK-47. On occasion, people called me AK or, sometimes, just 47.

         On a Saturday morning, Jennifer rang the downstairs bell and called my name on the intercom. This was another thing about her; she never said her own name, even on the phone. This was a lesson to me in intimacy. You gave someone you loved a new name, or you uttered the name as if it were your own.

         We left in her beaten-up blue Volvo, driving an hour or more north of the city. I had no idea that apples grew on short trees so close to the ground or that there were so many different varieties. We picked our apples and then bought cider doughnuts. I returned that evening with two paper sacks filled with fruit. When I bit into one and the sweet juice filled my mouth I immediately sat down to write a letter to my parents in Patna. I told them that my room smelled fresh and sweet. At least for the moment, I forgot my anxiety about money, forgot too the necessary practice of converting dollars into rupees, or weighing apples against the dwindling balance in the account book—will I again be nine or ninety dollars short at the end of the month? While I was writing the letter, my worries receded. Even my loneliness acquired a pleasant hue, the way objects appear to glow in the light of the setting sun. Earlier that day, I wrote, I had walked between the long rows of trees and I had plucked apples with my own hands. I talked about autumn and the way in which the leaves changed color in this country. I did not say anything about Jennifer.

         The truth, Your Honor, is that the immigrant feels at home in guilt. How could I deny guilt and wrongdoing? I’m not talking only of the lies I had uttered when I applied for the visa, no, I’m aware at this moment only of the guilt of having abandoned my parents. A slippery slope, this. My father, my mother, my motherland, my mother tongue.
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         Hello, USA, 212-555-5826? That is how the telephone operator from India began. Yes, I shouted, yes. It appeared that the ocean that separated us was roaring in my ear. I switched to Hindi but the operator kept speaking English and then confirmed my name. Next, my father hurriedly greeted me, and asked me how I was, before giving the phone to my mother. These calls were expensive, I knew. When my parents requested the call, they would have paid for the first four minutes at the post office. After those minutes were up, the operator would break in to ask if we wanted to continue talking. This was only the second phone conversation with my parents. The first conversation had been about my having reached New York City.

         —Why have you not written? No word for so many days.

         —I have, I said to my mother. I did, just last night.

         —Is it very cold there?

         —No, no. I went to an apple orchard yesterday.

         —We took a rickshaw and came here to call you because I woke up from a dream …

         She wouldn’t tell me what she had seen in her dream, and so I told her that the only reason I hadn’t written was my classes. I had been busy. I knew the cost of the call was prohibitive but felt secretly happy when my mother said, Extension, please.

         They were going to visit my grandmother in the village for Diwali.

         —Send her a postcard too, my mother said. You don’t need to write anything much. Just write, Mataji, I am well. Just four words and she will be happy.

         My grandmother couldn’t read or write. She would have asked someone in the village, perhaps a kid walking back from school, to read my letter aloud to her. Or my cousins Deepak and Suneeta, if they weren’t stealing anything at that time from her garden or her granary. About once a month, I sent my grandmother a postcard. I would sit down to write and then imagine a school-going child reading out my words. To bring to the young student a sense of wonder I would add a line or two about life in America:

         
            When it is midnight in India, it is the middle of the day here.

            Even the people who collect garbage have their own truck.

            You cannot travel in a train without a ticket.

            To go from one part of the city to another, I use the train that runs underground.

            When I cook, the supply of gas is just like water. It is delivered through a pipe connected to my stove. No standing in long lines here for gas cylinders.
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         It was a Saturday afternoon during the early fall of 1990. Jennifer and I took the subway down to Lincoln Center. The plan was that we would walk across Central Park and emerge on the other side near Hunter College. We were going to the Asia Society to see an exhibition of photographs by Raghu Rai. As we were coming out of the subway station at Lincoln Center, Jennifer caught sight of a sign that said: GANDHI WAS A GREAT AND CHARITABLE MAN. Beneath, in smaller type, were the words HOWEVER, HE COULD HAVE USED SOME WORK ON HIS TRICEPS. It was an advertisement for a gym. If you joined early, you could save $150.

         I said to Jennifer that the Mahatma would have found the price of the packet a bit steep. But he would have liked the thriftiness of the early-membership plan. Jennifer asked if I was offended by the ad, but I said I wasn’t.

         In India, Gandhi had been a face smiling from the walls of the decrepit offices in the small towns of Bihar. This use of his image for a New York City gym returned me to his different purpose, one that took the Mahatma out of the museum. This wasn’t unknown in India, it was just ignored by official pieties. This was the irreverent Gandhi of the Indian marketplace. Long live Gandhi Safety Match. Long live Bapu Mark Jute Bag. Long live Mahatma Brand Mustard Oil.

         A poster with the arrow pointing down to the exhibition space had a quote from Raghu Rai: A photograph has picked up a fact of life, and that fact will live forever. The exhibition, made up exclusively of black-and-white images, was in a long room in the basement of the building. Upon entering, our eyes fell on the photographs on the facing wall. These were pictures from the Union Carbide disaster in Bhopal from six years ago. On the other walls were images that Rai had made in Delhi and Bombay. We went up to the Bhopal pictures first. There were three of them. One was the iconic image of the unknown child being buried, its eyes wide open, a hand covering the body with ash and rubble. There was a second picture of a child’s corpse. This was a girl. A piece of paper was pasted on her forehead, with her name, Leela, in Hindi, and also her father’s name, Dayaram. I hadn’t seen the third picture before. It showed a man on the deserted road outside the Union Carbide factory carrying a bundle on his shoulder. Jennifer took my hand in hers when I went closer to the picture to read the caption. Then I saw what she had already seen. What I had at first thought was a quilt or a heavy blanket was the man’s wife. A pair of stiff, naked feet protruded from under the paisley pattern of the dead woman’s sari.

         The pictures from Delhi were on the wall to the right. In the center was a photograph of Indira Gandhi sitting in her office with her back to the camera. She was the prime minister at that time. A lone woman with about twenty men in white dhoti-kurtas, Nehru caps on their heads, all of them caught in poses of genuine servility. Another of a young swimmer, outlined against the sky, about to leap into the pond inside a sixteenth-century monument. In the background, in the far distance, the modern monuments, the tall skyscrapers in Connaught Place. My favorite image was one that Rai had shot from a rooftop in Old Delhi. The dome of Jama Masjid, its minarets, and the tops of other buildings formed the far horizon; dusk was creeping in, evident from the lights that had come on, and occupying the foreground but still far away, so that one didn’t seem to disturb the privacy of the act, was a woman in an illuminated room. It appeared that the call for the evening namaz had just come from the mosque. The tile work and the trellis formed a delicate pattern around her, while the woman herself, or what we saw of her, was bathed in white light. She had her head covered, her hands open in front of her in prayer.

         Jennifer and I walked over to the Bombay pictures. These were new to me, a different order of urbanity. Two men reading newspapers, islands of serenity, while around them were the moving, blurry bodies of commuters at the Churchgate railway station. Women arguing at a fish market; a socialite sitting in her living room in front of a giant, expensive oil painting; men in crisp white holding dark briefcases near the Jehangir Art Gallery; dabba wallahs; workers building a skyscraper in Colaba. In this air-conditioned space in New York, you didn’t feel the heat in which the photos had been snapped; perhaps because Rai had made expert use of the flash, the pictures were so evenly lit, you seemed to have stepped into a land without shadows. Jennifer wasn’t saying anything, but as I’ve said, she had taken my hand in hers. I liked this. We stood in front of an image of thin-limbed boys playing a game of marbles in a backstreet. All around them were crumbling walls, tin roofs, and dirt, but Rai had caught the fluid movement of the boys and their extended limbs.

         
            *

         

         When I was in school in Patna, I wanted to be an artist because the placid expanse of the river Ganga close to my home, and sometimes a solitary boat with a dirty sail or a red pennant, looked beautiful and somehow easy to draw. It wasn’t easy, of course. But even my failures perhaps were teaching me how to see the world around me. I could be sitting in a crowded bus bringing me back from school and a voice running in my head would name the objects I saw being sold on the street, their colors, the look in the eyes of the sellers.

         Jennifer and I were standing in front of a Raghu Rai photo of about a dozen buffalo feeding in a khatal (in Bihar and Bengal, khatal or khataal is the word for a cow pen) in Bombay. Hanging above the dark beasts, which were linked together by chains, and suspended from the roof of the shack were cots on which men sat or slept. Around them, from hooks and nails, dangled buckets for milk and also items of clothing. Small, cramped lives, but I was familiar from my childhood with what was shown here. I knew the smell of that khatal, the stink of animal waste and the hum and buzz of flies, and I knew I could speak the language used by those men sitting bare-chested near the buffalo. I turned to Jennifer.

         —If I ever write a book, I want this picture on the cover. It will be called Migrants.

         —It is an amazing picture, she said. There’s so much happening here.
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         Jennifer brought me sandwiches made of hummus and olives. I had never eaten this food before. We crossed the university quad and sat on the stone steps of the library. Just the previous week the weather had been chilly, and one night I had seen the glitter of raindrops on my window, but this day was unseasonably warm. Bright sunlight falling on the windows of the buildings and on the faces and limbs of students sprawled on the grass. The day felt a little like those days in India when the exams were over and you could sit out in the sun peeling an orange. Jennifer took off her blue sweater. She was wearing a T-shirt with thin black horizontal stripes. I studied the freckles on her pale arm and then I took off my jacket too.

         —Last year on this very day, Jennifer said to me, I returned from a three-week trip to Nicaragua.

         —Nicaragua?

         —I went there with my friend Lee. We stayed with campesinos and worked on a farm and then on a small dam near Managua.

         This little detail produced a twinge of jealousy.

         —Is Lee a man?

         —Interesting question. Lee used to be a woman. Laura. She went to school with me. Then she decided she would prefer to be a man.

         New food, new knowledge.

         —Tell me something about your childhood, she said to me after a while.

         I didn’t have a story like the one about Lee. I found myself describing the red-bottomed monkeys outside Lotan Mamaji’s home, and then told her the story of the monkey finding my uncle’s gun and pointing it at my cousin in her crib. Jennifer wasn’t as surprised as I had hoped she’d be.

         —Kailash, what happened to your cousin, where is she now? 

         That was all she wanted to know.

         She wouldn’t have thought it a very big deal, so I didn’t tell Jennifer that I couldn’t even make it to my cousin’s wedding. But I had felt guilty about it for years. I couldn’t tell her that in a photo I saw of the ceremony years later, the sign that the painter had put up outside, with a lotus flower and a colorful pot with a coconut on it, also contained a spelling mistake: RAJESH WETS SHALINI. So, instead, I told Jennifer about the summer afternoons when we were teenagers and my cousin would listen to sad Hindi songs on her radio: songs of unrequited love during those months when we waited for rain. In the blind alley below us, a cycle-rickshaw, the sun’s glare reflected off its metal rims. The rickshaw appeared defeated, skeletal, because it was now missing both a rider and a driver. With a gurgle, the water supply from the municipality would resume at three each afternoon. My cousin sighed when a favorite song of hers, from the film Guide, started playing. If we were lucky, there would be another sound—louder, more insistent, filled with greater yearning than any sound heard all afternoon—the call of the koel hiding in a mango tree. The heat left everyone lethargic, even stoic, but not this koel, who was unafraid to make a spectacle of his suffering. No, not just spectacle, he was making a song. Such unabashed glory, such art. Years later, in college in Delhi, I wrote a short poem about the koel and mailed it in a yellow envelope to Khushwant Singh. I was surprised when the old writer sent back a letter, praising the poem’s simplicity and my art, encouragement enough for me to wax poetic when, sitting on the steps of the library, Jennifer asked me what I missed most about India. That afternoon, I was only imitating the koel.

         The next day, she put a simple white card in the mailbox in my department. It had a haiku by the poet Basho¯.

         
            
               
                  Even when I am in Kyoto

                  When I hear the call of the cuckoo

                  I miss Kyoto

               

            

         

         To show my gratitude for her gift of lunch and the card, I gave Jennifer a packet of jasmine incense. It had sat unopened in the suitcase that I had brought with me from India. She put the roll up to her nose and thanked me sweetly, and then said that one day she’d have me come over to her apartment for dinner. That remark made me think that Jennifer liked me, and that maybe I ought to cook an Indian meal for her when the opportunity presented itself.

         The semester’s work took up my time. Once or twice, we went to campus events together. A Diwali festival organized by the South Asian students, chaat and spicy chana masala from a Bangladeshi restaurant close by, each plate costing three dollars. Pepsi and Sprite in small plastic cups for a quarter. The organizers asked everyone attending to pick rose petals from a plate and throw them at the plastic idols of Ram and Sita while they screamed “Happy Diwali.” One of the women, an undergrad from Jackson Heights wearing a salwar-kameez, went around putting red tikas on our foreheads. When I thanked her, she laughed nervously and said loudly that when we went back to our apartments the other students would say that we had ketchup on our foreheads.

         I talked to a couple of the Indian girls there, and I caught them looking at Jennifer while they spoke to me. During that first semester, there was at least one girl in my class whom I liked. Well, there were several I liked, but there was one in particular. I hadn’t spoken to her much. I would have found the prospect of talking to her daunting, but Jennifer was easier to be with. She had slipped down the social ladder when she dropped out of school. It made her approachable. Or maybe it was because she was older and lived frugally. Is that what I thought at the time? More than once, offhandedly, Jennifer had indicated that she found me good company, and I felt pleased, as if she had recognized a hidden part of me.

         One evening, we went to listen to Edward Said playing Bach piano concertos in the chapel. Jennifer had taken classes with the famous professor. I spotted two of my own professors there, including Ehsaan Ali, who had come with his wife, who was white. Western music was new to me but I saw that Jennifer was moved by it. I was in classes where Said’s writings were discussed and in the weeks to follow I would start to speak of my own identity in ways that were influenced by him, but on that night, the night of his performance, Jennifer introduced me to a new idea of music that had come to her from Said. This was during dinner at my apartment after the concert. We were eating the mattar paneer and biryani I had prepared for her, and she was speaking about music in an even, clear way, telling me about polyphony and counterpoint. This kind of talk made her at once more interesting and mysterious to me. If this were a movie, I imagine a montage of scenes, like this one, that introduced me to America—a discussion about Bach, the first taste of Mexican food, the first rock concert, lectures by the teachers I came to admire. And the footage of the first snowfall. The blue of the cold afternoon, and as if someone had cut the sound from the universe, snow drifting down in the stillness. When it stopped snowing, we went sledding down a hill in a park on the other side of Morningside Drive. This was a pleasing discovery, but even as I was riding down the slope on a sled I asked myself if what I had with Jennifer was love. Every week, I spent time with my other friends, those whom I saw in my classes. I didn’t discuss Jennifer with them. In the beginning at least, I wouldn’t have known what to say.

         But testaments to distant love were an entirely different matter, Your Honor. I was getting better and better at that. In a literature class that fall, my class presentation was about a poem that described Indian Fulbright scholars in Egypt coming across millennia-old mummies swathed in muslin from Calicut. What a surprising connection! The poem marked for me the discovery of India, and the extraordinary richness of its past. In that same class, I read about a young Sarojini Naidu, homesick and feverish with love in Cambridge, writing letter after letter to a doctor in the nizam’s army who would later become her husband. I imagined writing similar letters myself—even if my lover in India was nameless and faceless. Before the semester ended, I sent a letter to the editor of the student newspaper describing the previous night’s experience of attending a concert-performance by the tabla player Zakir Hussain. I had never loved India as much as I did now, when I was so far away.
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         The one activity that was perhaps the most stable part of my identity that first semester was the seminar I was taking with Ehsaan Ali. His class Colonial Encounters was held on Friday afternoons. The seminar participants required his special permission to join. I had heard that he brought red wine each week to his classes and you sat around discussing the day’s readings while sipping wine from small plastic cups. When the semester began, I went to Ehsaan’s office in Philosophy Hall to get his signature. Third floor, after the set of dual radiators, next to the notice board covered with announcements. The door was open and I saw that he was on the phone. With his right hand, he pointed to a chair. The tenor of the exchange suggested that he was being interviewed. Then it became clear that the interview was about the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait.

         —Well, Bush has said that a line has been drawn in the sand. He claims that he has no dispute with the Iraqi people. His war is going to be against Saddam. Do you believe the ordinary Iraqi, suffering in her home or in a hospital, is going to think our president is being honest? No, let me explain …

         While he was speaking on the phone, he was looking directly at me, and I found myself nodding. The window was open behind him and on the wall to his right was a framed poster for The Battle of Algiers. I had watched the film, when I was in my teens, in Pragati Maidan in Delhi. The poster’s background showed grainy black-and-white warren-like homes in the qasba, and leaning into the frame from the sides were the Algerian Ali La Pointe on the left, and on the right, the French military colonel Mathieu.

         The film’s director, Gillo Pontecorvo, had sought out Ehsaan when making the film. Pontecorvo had arrived in Algeria with his screenplay but accidentally left it on the top of a car. Parts of the screenplay soon appeared in a right-wing paper. So Pontecorvo recast the story, basing it on interviews with revolutionaries: a fiction written under the dictatorship of facts. Ehsaan was in Algeria then and became one of his advisers. Except that the student who told me all this, a thin, saturnine man from Gujarat, was not a credible source. He would even have put Ehsaan in the film as the main actor, a man from a scrappy background emerging, not without charisma but mainly due to the pressure of history, into the forefront of a glorious struggle. Truth be told, I wasn’t too far from holding the same view myself.

         
            *

         

         Ehsaan was a man born in a village not too far from mine. He migrated to Pakistan during the bloody Partition, and later came to America on a scholarship. Awarded a doctorate at Princeton, he toured the globe and made friends with Third World leaders, especially in Africa. He had been tried for having conspired in a plot to kidnap Kissinger! How could I not look up to him? He was our hero—and thus, all heroic. He had crossed boundaries. He was a man who was without a nation, and a friend to the oppressed peoples of the world.† When Ehsaan died, in 1999, after a battle with cancer, Kofi Annan would pay tribute at his funeral. But all this was still in the future. Even the immediate deaths in Iraq were far away. Two days after the cease-fire went into effect, planes from the USS Ranger bombed and strafed thousands of Iraqi fighters fleeing in their vehicles. That road came to be called the Highway of Death. How did the men die? I would know the answer when a photograph was published many months later, showing an Iraqi soldier burned alive while reaching out of his truck. But on the day that I met Ehsaan for the first time, this massacre had not yet taken place. The Iraqi soldier was still sitting on a chair outside the barracks listening to music or to the excited report of horses galloping around the old racetrack in Baghdad. 

         
            *

         

         —You can do the math, yes? Clearly, some kids can die to make us feel safer. And the tragedy is doubled because we are not going to be safe … Listen, I have a student waiting to see me. I have to go. But if you have any questions about what I have said, call me back. I’ll be here till four.

         Without saying anything, Ehsaan reached out and took the yellow form that I was holding in my hand. He quickly signed it and then leaned back in his chair.

         —Where were you born?

         —India.

         —That is obvious. Where in India? My guess is Uttar Pradesh.

         —Next door, sir, in Bihar.

         —A fellow Bihari. I was born near Bodh Gaya.

         He was grinning when he said this. I smiled too but I didn’t want to tell Ehsaan that I already knew a lot about him. There was a reason for my silence. I had read in an interview that as a boy Ehsaan had witnessed his father’s murder. This was several years before Ehsaan left for Pakistan, traveling alone in a column of refugees. He was only five and lying in bed next to his father when his father’s cousin and his sons came in with knives. Ehsaan’s father knew they were going to kill him, but he covered the child’s body with his own. I didn’t want to acknowledge my awareness of the sadness in Ehsaan’s past. I didn’t know then that, as the weeks turned into months, and then into years, the details of Ehsaan’s life would become a part of my life and the life of a woman I loved.
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         One night Jennifer called me to ask if I’d go ice-skating. She said that we could rent skates at the rink. Back in Patna, I had learned to use roller skates on the smooth straight road, lined with gulmohar trees, that led to Governor House. Ice-skating required a different kind of movement and control. I held Jennifer’s hand and skated around, following her instruction that we sketch a figure eight on the ice. Jennifer was wearing a woolen hat, and so was I. We wore scarves. The hands that we extended toward each other were gloved. Just then a tight group of men wearing fluorescent suits winged by like a flock of geese. I gave chase, hamming it up, and inevitably, stumbled and fell. I was laughing, and Jennifer was too, and when I was back on my feet with her help, I kissed her, first on the cheek and then, my gloved right hand cupping the back of her head, on her lips. It seemed the most natural act in the world, and yet it filled me with intolerable excitement. We skated for a while longer on the hard ice, and as we went in widening circles under the night sky surrounded by the lights of the city, I felt a euphoria that made me weightless and lifted me to the stars.

         —Are you in a hurry to get home? Jennifer asked this question on the subway. 

         —No, no, I have nothing to do. The effort required, Your Honor, to not sound overexcited and instead only a bit bored.

         When I tasted the scotch in Jennifer’s apartment, I imagined that her mouth too would soon offer the same taste to my tongue. Yet she didn’t kiss me. Saturday Night Live was on, with Dana Carvey imitating President Bush. I kept my eye on the television and then, weak from waiting for something to happen, I stretched out on the futon. Jennifer came closer to me and, leaning down, unbuckled my belt and smiled through sleepy eyes. Then she took me in her mouth. I hardly dared look down at her head, and even less at her parted lips and her tongue. I didn’t dare to look, yes, but I did, amazed. Her eyes were closed. I stared at her open mouth and at my cock in her hand. Could she sense that I was looking? I jerked my eyes away, noticing on the side table a new book by Geoffrey Wolff that I had seen at the bookstore, and the glass of scotch beside it, and further away, beside the door, the dark stain of melted snow where Jennifer had taken off her leather boots. For weeks I had asked myself if the two of us would have sex. It had often seemed possible, at least in my fantasies, and then not. Now it really had happened—I wanted to be able to tell someone and didn’t know whom. That’s what I thought when I looked down at Jennifer’s head again, her hair golden and shiny except for four or five, I didn’t count them, gray hairs, her body close to me but also distant in my mind, removed far enough to allow me to compose an excited report from the front. And then none of these thoughts mattered.

         Before I left India for America, one of my friends made me promise that as soon as I had finally fucked someone, I would send a postcard saying, I have eaten cherry. I had mailed the post-card after only my second week in the country, as a joke, laughing to myself. Now I wished I had waited.
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         Jennifer would shop at a co-op close to her house, buying half a dozen kinds of tea. Peppermint tea, green tea, and also black tea with chocolate or blood orange, the more austere Sencha, the cloying and unpalatable cinnamon spice, the smoky flavor of Lapsang souchong, which I came to prize. She would get me to try foods that she thought I would like. Pasta, baby corn with lemon juice and tarragon, roasted leg of lamb without the spices I was accustomed to, or shrimp sautéed lightly and served with chopped scallion. One afternoon, in the green plastic basket, she also added a strip of condoms. I recognized the brand; Jennifer kept a similar strip under her mattress and reached for it on days that were marked with an X on her wall calendar. I had never bought condoms in my life. The woman at the counter didn’t even look up when she rang up the condoms, a bar of Kiss My Face soap, a candle, celery sticks, a cucumber, a bottle of tomato sauce, and a packet of ravioli. In Jennifer’s apartment, I learned to enjoy tea from China and South Africa and Malaysia; I liked sitting on her rocking chair, which I would drag into a rectangle of sunlight; I spent afternoons reading books from her shelves, writers like Jean Genet and Angela Carter, whom I hadn’t encountered before. She had a black cat and this was new too, stroking the cat as it lay on the wooden floor. I discovered that Jennifer had played the piano since she was a child, and gave lessons to little kids on the weekends. Young mothers, who appeared to be of Jennifer’s age, brought their children to the apartment. When they saw me, they hesitated at the door, hands resting nervously on their children.

         The inquiring gazes of those women at the door made me ask myself the question, Are we now an item? This was a phrase that I had recently acquired; the words appeared strange to me. And also the sentiment. The truth was that even at the end of the summer, although I hadn’t told anyone at the bookstore that we spent time with each other, people had noticed. Often, I would be asked where Jennifer was, or what time she was coming to work. Jennifer hadn’t changed her behavior with me—or she had changed it in ways that only I noticed. I was content with this; I didn’t want anything more at that time. There was an imbalance in our histories. I felt she had lived a full life and I hadn’t; I had only begun to experience life, which is to say, sexual life. If I were living in Patna, I’d have immediately thought of marriage, but not here. Here, just a few months into my stay in America, I was finally leading a fuller existence. I understood that this newness couldn’t be shared with those I had left behind. I couldn’t imagine writing and telling my friends in Delhi, those who had sat laughing and hooting in the dorm only a few months ago, that I was sleeping with Jennifer. At least I couldn’t tell them anything about her that wouldn’t appear a betrayal. The reverse was also true. Was there any way of introducing my friends from Delhi into my conversations with Jennifer without turning them into sex-obsessed hooligans? Twenty-year-olds who looked at women and acted like the two adolescents I was later to watch on American TV, Beavis and Butt-Head. It was easier to keep the worlds apart, even if doing so meant seeing myself as split or divided. I was already learning that I was moving away from my parents; their world now seemed so different from mine. I wrote them fewer letters. My classes, everything I was learning, made up my new reality. Except that one day I looked in the mirror and felt the sudden clutch of vertigo. I saw a future in which Jennifer and I would be married, living in a small town maybe in Ohio, where I’d find a job teaching at a college while trying to write on the weekends. During family holidays we would drive to her parents’ home and each year someone would look at me and repeat the joke about Indians coming to Thanks-giving. We would return home the next day, the road winding endlessly into the future. Were there hills in Ohio? I felt I was rising and sinking with each passing breath. Then I realized that the mirror was moving. The wind made the sound a kite makes when struggling to get off the ground. When I looked outside through the grimy bathroom window I saw that the few leaves left on the branches of the trees outside were in danger of being swept away. I was safe in my apartment, and there was no immediate peril of any sort, but I was overcome by a feeling that took root then and has never left me, the feeling that in this land that was someone else’s country, I did not have a place to stand. 
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         Two or even three times each week that semester, I would be at Jennifer’s apartment. I preferred going to her place rather than having her come over to my cramped room. Her apartment was a two-room space, in the shape of an L, and it was located above a drugstore off 148th Street in Harlem.‡

         On a Friday morning, while I was there, Jennifer went downstairs to the store to buy a pregnancy-test kit. She had called me late the previous evening and said she wanted me to be with her. I didn’t ask any questions. I thought perhaps her father in Ohio, who had suffered a mild stroke the previous May, had taken a turn for the worse. But when we were getting ready for bed, she said, matter-of-factly, that her period was late. I felt ashamed. Here I was, standing close to her, thinking that we were soon going to fuck. And now this news. I didn’t know what to say. Then I asked whether she had seen a doctor. She shook her head and turned off the light. In the dark, I tried to work out when she could have become pregnant. I saw that during the previous week the calendar on her kitchen wall had empty black and white squares. What had gone wrong?

         In the morning, I woke up first and began making coffee. Jennifer lay in bed longer than was usual, perhaps more than an hour. When she got up, she opened the front door and said she’d be back in a minute.

         She appeared carrying a blue-and-white paper bag in her hand. Through the half-open bathroom door I caught sight of her sitting on the toilet bowl. After a few moments, she shut the door.

         Jennifer hadn’t spoken to me but I heard her on the phone saying she was calling to set up an appointment to confirm a pregnancy. Her period was late, she said, by five days. I heard her ask how long one had to wait for an abortion. Then she asked how much the operation would cost. In answer to a question by the person from the other end she mentioned the name of her insurance provider.

         When she hung up, she stood at her window looking out. I went up to her and put an arm around her.

         —If we split it equally, she said, it’ll cost us each a hundred seventy-five. Do you have the money?

         —I do, I said. I’m sorry.

         Her face didn’t look sad as much as blank, as if she hadn’t slept at all the previous night, and who knows, she probably hadn’t.

         
            *

         

         The bookstore’s insurance plan provided its employees access to three abortion clinics and Jennifer chose one on Seventy-eighth Street. The doctor’s name sounded Hispanic. The receptionist had told Jennifer that she could wait a few more days but Jennifer didn’t want that. An appointment was made for Monday morning.

         —Stay in the waiting room. I don’t want you to come inside with me.

         —Do they allow others to come in?

         —I don’t know. I haven’t done this before.

         I thought I should protest, just in case Jennifer was doing this to spare me. But spare me what exactly? I didn’t know, but also felt that I couldn’t ask. She was brittle, maybe she was angry and blamed me. I felt I ought to show that I was big enough to understand this.

         A five-minute walk from the subway station and we were standing outside the clinic’s beige-colored walls. The first floor had three large rectangular windows with one-way mirrors. For a minute or two, Jennifer searched in her bag and then took a card out.

         We passed through a metal detector and, once inside, we waited together in silence. After maybe twenty minutes, a nurse called out her name and held the door open for her. Jennifer didn’t look at me as she left. I picked up a National Geographic from the stack of magazines. I was skimming through the pages, looking at pictures of alligators in Australia, when I suddenly saw Jennifer’s oxblood Doc Martens next to me. She had come to tell me that I could go. There was going to be a consultation and blood tests and an ultrasound. It was going to take hours.

         Are you sure, et cetera.

         After that, there was another wait. Was it two weeks? I didn’t keep a journal till another year had passed and I don’t have any records with me now. Nevertheless, I remember the afternoon we went to watch a movie at a theater on West Fifty-eighth Street. Cyrano de Bergerac, with Gérard Depardieu as the lead. There was a forty-minute wait. I suggested watching Green Card instead. It was playing in the same theater and just about to start. Jennifer said no. She said she couldn’t stand Andie MacDowell’s smile. The annoyance I felt was sudden and unexpected—I frowned but then said that we ought to get a drink after we had purchased our tickets. It goes without saying, Your Honor, that theaters are dramatic spaces. They unlock our instinct for performance. Histrionics. You look at the outsize posters showing faces presented in vivid colors and you immediately want to express yourself and, if it suits you, vent.

         Across the road was the Ulysses bar, where the white-aproned waiter, short, his hair in a ponytail, took my order for a beer. Jennifer didn’t even look at the man when she said she didn’t want anything.

         —Why don’t you have a beer too? I asked, when the waiter had gone.

         —I don’t want it.

         —I thought that when we agreed to have a drink you were going to have one too.

         —It’s okay, she said. You can have your beer.

         —I will but I don’t think you’re getting my point.

         —You can tell yourself that, of course. I don’t remember our discussing what each one of us wanted. 

         The waiter brought the beer in a frosted glass. I drank half of it in one go.

         —You know, I intoned in a wet voice, after a pause during which I weighed the implication of what Jennifer had said, the medical advice against drinking doesn’t apply to pregnant women getting abortions.

         It was the wrong thing to say, and I regretted it the moment I had said it. A stupid, cruel remark. I had justified it by telling myself that I had not hidden what I wanted. I had said I wanted a beer. More to the point, was it I who had remained locked in my own silence ever since finding out about the pregnancy? But Jennifer was standing up. She unclasped her purse and took out her keys.

         —I’m going home. You’re such an asshole. I’m sorry I came out with you.

         I didn’t get up. I told myself I needed to pay for the beer. Jennifer’s dismissal of me seemed so final, so complete, that I didn’t think I should accompany her. I paid and crossed the street. It was dark and quiet in the lobby of the theater. I took in the silence and the emptiness. A youth with a large blue visor over his forehead leaned on the counter near the popcorn machine. It felt wrong to be inside, however, and I rushed back out into the street to look for Jennifer. It was improbable that she had lingered. Soon I was running toward the subway stop. She was wearing a thin brown coat and I wanted to catch sight of her shoulders. The sidewalk wasn’t very crowded. A smattering of people and small dogs. A hand holding a briefcase raised high in the air to hail a taxi. A woman was walking toward me, pushing a stroller with twin girls. Then I saw Jennifer. She was waiting for the light to change, or maybe the light had changed once already and she hadn’t moved.

         When I was close, I called her name, and she turned around, her face crumpling. Without warning, she sat down on the ground. This was so uncharacteristic that I first thought she was sick. My appearance had released something in her, or weakened her, it was impossible to tell. She was crying helplessly and people turned to stare. An old woman stopped near us; she was thin, gaunt even, wearing glasses, and she looked at me sternly. She bent down and asked Jennifer if she was okay. Jennifer said loudly, still wailing, I’m not okay, I’m not okay. At the same time, however, she reached out and took my hand. I pulled her up gently. The feeling in my heart was one of relief, sure, but also a lot of love. As we quickly walked the two blocks to the subway, I put my arm around Jennifer’s shoulders and kissed her hair.

         When we woke up the next morning, Jennifer was her composed self again.

         —Oh man, she said, her voice strained with cheer. There’s something definitely happening with my hormones. I want this to end.

         
            *

         

         The next time we went to the clinic it was a Friday. I left during Ehsaan’s lecture on Heart of Darkness to meet Jennifer at the bookstore at two in the afternoon. This time she had brought her car. She broke the silence to say that her friend Jill, who worked at the campus ID office, had said that she ought to have made the appointment for the morning. I didn’t ask her why. We were late by about five minutes. A man had been standing outside, his head bowed, and it was only because Jennifer stepped away from him that I even looked at him a second time. The man was praying. Inside, the same guard we had seen the other day, a middle-aged, gray-uniformed black man, fat, with gold-rimmed glasses, checked a register in front of him and said that he didn’t have Jennifer’s name on it. He spoke in sonorous tones and acted officious, as if he were calling Congress into session.

         —I’ve been talking to someone named Colleen, Jennifer said to the man.

         He picked up the phone and dialed three digits.

         —Yes, I have an individual named Jennifer here for a two-thirty, but I don’t see her name on the list here … No, you see, I cannot properly do my work if you don’t do yours …

         He looked up.

         —You go ahead, ma’am. You have to understand we keep this list here for your safety. It has to match what is inside. We have security—But

         Jennifer wasn’t going to wait for him to finish.

         Once again, I stayed in the waiting area. Although I had expected to see other men there, the only others in the room were two matronly women, maybe in their forties, sitting together with their bags in their laps. One of them wore a bright red sweater and the other a dazzling white one. I was reading a book by Rachel Carson but now and then my eye wandered outside. The man who had been praying near the door hadn’t moved at all. What would happen if he said anything to Jennifer? She was a quiet person but religion brought out her rage.

         A young woman came in alone, wearing dark glasses, teetering on high heels, giving to the room a sudden slightly illicit air. After a while, I stopped looking at her and went back to my reading. More than two hours passed. I began to worry why Jennifer wasn’t coming out. The woman called Colleen had told Jennifer on the phone that the operation wouldn’t take long. They were going to run a couple of tests—“merely procedural”—and that part lasted only a few minutes. Colleen had said the whole affair would take an hour.

         The door to the inside opened and a young woman and a man in a camouflage T-shirt came out. They headed for the two women seated together. The women got up and hugged the couple. It was unclear whether the woman had been operated upon, or whether she had only gone in for a consultation. I thought she looked fine. I began to pretend I was reading, aware that my stomach was churning. At least another hour passed. Then the door opened again but it was only the nurse.

         I went back to my reading and the nurse came closer and spoke to me.

         —Are you with Jennifer?

         What had happened to her? Who was to be called in case of an emergency? People died during childbirth in India, I had heard this all the time when I was a boy. Just a few years ago, Smita Patil had died soon after giving birth. But this was an abortion, what could possibly have gone wrong?

         The nurse’s tag said PAULA. She was in her forties. 

         —Jennifer would like you to come inside.

         A door opened into a narrow hallway and Paula allowed me to walk into the room alone. Jennifer was lying on a bed, a sheet covering her up to her waist. She had been crying, her eyes were red. An untouched cookie and a cup of water waited on the side table. When I asked if she was in a lot of pain, she shook her head and, as if she was cold, pulled the sheet up to her neck.

         —I don’t want the car to get towed. Can you put more quarters in the meter?

         Why hadn’t I thought of this myself?

         —Yes, yes. Do you want anything else? Would you like me to get you some tea or juice? Why did it take so long?

         Jennifer wasn’t really saying anything and that is why my questions were so rushed and confused. I went out in a hurry, not waiting at the door for the Middle Eastern woman who was coming into the clinic. She wore the hijab and holding the door for her was a thin man with a toddler in his arms. I shouted back an apology. There was a ticket under the wiper. Twenty-five dollars. I put it in my pocket, telling myself that I would pay it immediately but wouldn’t tell Jennifer about it. And, with my hand still inside the pocket of my jacket, I thought I’d cook basmati rice and chicken in coriander for Jennifer. She liked that. And I’d make some dal. Keep some red wine handy, if she wanted it. I must bring her flowers. And wash her sheets if they were bloody. Would the sheets at her home get blood on them? I didn’t know the answer to the question but I was certainly going to be generous and attentive.

         I didn’t recognize at that moment what I already knew, that nothing I could do would ever be adequate. It seemed that Jennifer had made a discovery about me, a discovery that I wasn’t privy to. It was as if a policeman had stopped by one evening when I wasn’t there and asked a few disturbing questions about me. And at the end of the conversation, Jennifer had risen and gone to a drawer in my room and found the evidence. All that was required now was for an accusation to be aired in the open.

         Late evening. I had placed a bouquet of fresh flowers near her bedroom window, white and red carnations, a couple of asters and yellow daisies, a stem of tiny white spray roses. Now I brought her dinner with a small glass of red wine on the tray. Jennifer sat up on the bed and looked at me.

         —I appreciate what you’re doing but really I’d just like to be alone. Will you please take that bottle of wine and leave?

         —I’ll go in a bit. Why don’t you first eat? I want to make sure you eat something.

         —No, I’m sorry … Why am I even saying sorry? I’d like to be alone. Go. Please go.

         My first thought, Thank god I’m wearing these sandals. I had brought them from India. They were inappropriate for the season. But they were proving useful now, I didn’t at least have to upset her by taking time to put on my shoes.

         Stepping out of her door, I wondered why she had insisted that I take the wine. Then I realized it was unimportant. I had failed. I knew I had failed in the way one knows one has failed in a dream: you might not know the cause, but the proof is available to you, the train is coming closer, you hear a clanging, there is only the feeling of vast regret that you have no legs and you can’t possibly snatch away to safety the small bundle lying on the tracks.

         A man was sitting at the bottom of the steps that led up to Jennifer’s apartment. He didn’t move when I came out. His right hand, with a large sore on one of the fingers, was resting on a shopping cart filled with black garbage bags spilling with rags. I pulled the door shut a bit too forcefully and stepped onto the street telling myself that I needed to eat some rice and curry chicken. The bottle of wine was in my hand. I would eat a bit and drink, and yet, as I said this to myself, I also experienced a clutching sadness.

         The world had darkened. A giant hand in the sky had painted the city around me with a black, smudgy substance. Two blocks down, I saw that a basement door opened to a tiny Lebanese restaurant. There were no other customers. I took a seat in the corner and asked for lentil soup and bread. Whenever the waiter was out of sight, I took swigs from my bottle in a manner that wasn’t very pleasing. The food and the wine disappeared in some empty place inside me. I called Jennifer’s number the next day and for several days that followed but the phone just rang in her apartment. Once I called the bookstore, and God said Jennifer was sick, and that she wouldn’t be back until after Christmas. Did he know what was wrong with her? He had heard it was pneumonia. But that couldn’t have been correct.

         A week passed and I got a card from Jennifer. The first line said that she was sorry but she couldn’t talk to me anymore. I didn’t read any further than the next line, which said, All possibilities are stillborn. The language appeared heavy-handed to me, the too-deliberate, and somewhat inaccurate, metaphor dragging me into waters muddy with misery. I understood that Jennifer was upset and disappointed. I also knew that it wasn’t anything I had said, but instead everything that I had left unsaid. She knew that I didn’t love her in a deep or lasting way. I felt guilty at first but then another thought took its place. Over the coming weeks, I would start telling myself that it had been a good thing we had done by getting together. We had seized an opportunity for happiness. A part of me would always feel that I had been shallow and opportunistic. But we had also been happy. She had changed me, and I had changed her. This part of what had happened had been a gift.

         I was not to see Jennifer till a year had passed and it was winter again. I was with a young woman I liked. We had gone in for a hurried lunch at Ollie’s, the Chinese restaurant near the university gates. We had eaten spicy mock duck with steaming bowls of rice. When we stepped out in the cold, I touched my friend’s elbow. I was about to tell her that I wished I had drunk a Tsingtao. I stayed silent because I was looking at Jennifer. I knew the coat she was wearing and also the gloves. Our eyes met. She didn’t acknowledge me but her upper lip curled up over her teeth in such distress that I was transported to the room in the clinic where I had seen her lying on the bed with the sheet drawn up to her neck. I looked away and walked briskly ahead of my new friend, who, after she became my lover, never asked me anything about Jennifer and so we never discussed what had happened between us. 

         
            * Bill Clinton on President Obama’s reelection: He’s luckier than a dog withtwo dicks.

            Of course, Bill Clinton deserves a footnote in any book on love. My writing notebook also has this quote in it: I—but you know, love can mean different things, too, Mr. Bittman. I have—there are a lot of women with whom I have never had any inappropriate conduct who are friends of mine, who will say from time to time, “I love you.” And I know that they don’t mean anything wrong by that.—Bill Clinton, testimony before grand jury

            † I wanted to title this book The Man Without a Nation. I applied for a grant but failed: that made me regard the title with suspicion. But the title was inappropriate for a novel. It seemed more suited to a nonfiction study about a kind of discrepant cosmopolitanism that develops as an antidote to sectarian conflicts and murderous nationalism. For a brief while I thought the book would be called The History of Pleasure. I had picked up the phrase in a Philip Roth novel where the narrator had this to say about himself: But I was a fearless sort of boy back in my early twenties. More daring than most, especially for that woebegone era in the history of pleasure. I actually did what the jerk-off artists dreamed about. Back when I started out on my own in the world, I was, if I may say so, something of a sexual prodigy. Sexual prodigy? Your Honor, a hunger artist, more likely. The proposed title overwhelmed me with its ironies, and so it too was abandoned.

            ‡ Orgasms of twenty years ago leave no memory, wrote Elizabeth Hardwick in Sleepless Nights. Is that really true? I’m thinking now of the day only last year when I had walked past the store above which Jennifer had lived. It was a cold autumn day. The pale green paint on the wall of her apartment was still the same and looked dirty. The window where I had often sat and read books had a white fan placed in it. I wondered who lived in the apartment now. I thought I might buy something in the store. A large handwritten sign with jagged edges, orange in color, had been pasted to the front door: NO PUBLIC RESTROOM.
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