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In memory of my father
and
For my family, both Indian and American




“Nothing that grieves us can be called little:
by the eternal laws of proportion, a child’s loss of a doll
and a king’s loss of a crown are events of the same size.”


—MARK TWAIN, Which Was the Dream?





Chapter 1


The sleeper class compartment was dirty. The noisy family of four that had occupied the berths opposite had alighted sometime in the middle of the night. But they had left their presence behind, in the peanut shells and crumpled newspaper strewn over the floor. The alley was wet with rainwater. Each time the train slowed down or pulled into a station, the stink of urine emanated from the toilets three compartments down the corridor, overpowering Tara’s senses.


The West Coast Express spewed black columns of smoke that trailed over the coaches. The soot had settled over Tara, darkening her face, lodging under her fingernails. The wind mangled her short hair as she peered into a vast canvas from the window-side seat. Her happy thoughts splashed everything she saw in bright watercolors. The rain gods had worked furiously all night. The rice fields were waterlogged along the way, shimmering emeralds. There were dark clouds too, smudges of dense black ink that threatened to let their wrath loose again, but she only saw how an orange sun reached out, dousing everything he embraced in his glow.


Beside Tara sat Amma, her beautiful face still clean, hair coiled into a neat bun—like Belle in Beauty and the Beast. But her eyes, like the ink clouds on the horizon, were mist laden. Her blue-and-yellow sari with the geometric patterns fluttered every once in a while, revealing her taut, bloated belly. Amma’s belly reminded Tara of a birthday balloon every time she looked in her direction, but she didn’t smile, because Amma looked sad.


Every now and then, when her happy thoughts permitted her, Tara wondered about it: Why was Amma sad? A few times, Tara put her dirty little hand on Amma’s swollen, hard belly and gently stroked it. Amma said little; she only looked at Tara with those large, melancholic Belle eyes that threatened to brim over. But Tara’s thoughts were whimsical; they strayed and inevitably wandered back to Pinky, her new doll, and a gush of joy erupted in her chest.


Daddy was still asleep on the top berth, as if he were the one under the sleeping spell. He had slept almost all the way—during the first leg of their train journey from their town by the Great River off National Highway 5 to Madras Central—and now, from Madras to Mangalore. He had come down once last night, though, to order railway meals for the three of them, his usually slickly brushed, lush hair unruly, and his handsome face a bit frog-like from all that sleeping. He had ordered two plates, and the three of them had eaten in bland silence, amid the cacophony of their travel companions across the berth.


Amma and Tara had shared a plate. Tara had hard, flaky puris dipped in sambhar. Amma had the rice with the rest of the sambhar, yogurt, and lime pickle. The mother from the opposite berth had offered Tara a ripe, black-spotted plantain after their meal. Aunty from the opposite berth looked kindly, but Tara had declined, with an uncertain shake of her head, because she had received no cues whatsoever from Amma—no nod or subtle nudge on her elbow to indicate that she should accept the plantain. Amma was busy staring at the palms of her interlocked hands that guarded her belly, as if there were so much to decipher in them. And Daddy had already reclaimed his spot on the top berth. Soon, his snores had wafted down, rhythmic over other human sounds and the steady clanging of the moving train.


Tara had slept well and dreamed long dreams of lovely Pinky. She remembered only snatches of her dream, but every shard of what came back to her was imprinted with pink skin, luminous golden hair, and violet-blue eyes that closed and opened and closed and opened.


Pinky was like a real person, not a doll. She even wore a real blue-and-white-striped frock, and her soft feet were encased in white rubber shoes. If only Amma had thought of giving her the doll before her best friends Pippi, Leenika, and Runa had left for the summer. What a smashing hit Pinky would have been! She could imagine the wonders that came with owning the prettiest doll in their neighborhood, the clamor of her friends to play with Pinky at her house. She had never had that standing before.


The day Amma gifted Pinky to her, Tara had spent all afternoon in the square shoe room next to the verandah, the only calm spot in a chaotic house. Seated among empty shoe racks, she had brushed Pinky’s golden hair, fed her make-believe tea and biscuits, run her forefinger over her long curled up lashes, stood her up and laid her down again and again to make her open and shut her beautiful eyes.


The packers had come in. Twelve sturdy wooden boxes were being filled with household items. Daddy and Amma were busy packing the two metal trunks, a green canvas holdall, and the large, brown, leather-trimmed suitcase they would be traveling with. Tempers were frayed, and Tara knew better than to be in her parents’ way. In the evening, Daddy had peeped into the shoe room, a frown on his sweaty brow.


“You can play with it at your grandparents’ house in Mangalore,” he had pointed toward Pinky. “It needs to go into the trunk now.”


She knew better than to displease Daddy when he was tired and irritable. She had handed Pinky over to him, and then followed him to the bedroom and watched as he laid her down in one of the two identical trunks, over Amma’s peacock-blue-green-yellow sari, the one with the whirlwind-like swirls.


One afternoon in a shoe room; brief enough to seem like a dream. Almost. But Pinky was real, even if she was not of flesh and blood. She felt more real than their long train journey.


Tara turned toward Amma, tapping her arm. “Amma, how much longer?”


“Soon.” Amma had turned monosyllabic as soon as they had left home.


“Soon,” repeated Tara, then in a whisper, “Don’t worry, we’ll get you out of the trunk soon, okay?”
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Pinky didn’t get out of the trunk soon. The day they arrived at Shanti Nilaya, Amma only opened their brown, leather-trimmed suitcase to draw out essentials—home clothes and toiletries. The next morning, Amma had just unlocked the trunks when Grandfather Madhava, Daddy’s father, called out, rather loudly, his older son’s name. The urgency in his gravelly voice made Amma stop her job at hand and follow Daddy downstairs to the verandah. Tara had no choice but to do as Amma did. The prime minister had declared internal emergency in the country, Grandfather Madhava said. The Philips radio that sat on the blue-linen-clad round table in the verandah was crackling, and over the shortwaves, a child-like voice filled the room. It drew Grandmother Indira and Daddy’s younger brother Uncle Anand out to the verandah as well. They huddled around the radio as the prime minister used big words in her speech—widespread conspiracy, inciting our armed forces to mutiny, country’s stability to be imperiled, deliberate political attempts to denigrate, and she used the word democracy many times, even though, Daddy said, Madam Prime Minister had just suspended the democratic rights of six hundred million people when the country was under no threat of war.


When the speech ended, the prime minister’s subjects, those circled around the Philips radio, found themselves in uncharted territory.


“Emergency may not be such a bad thing. We need discipline to progress,” Grandfather Madhava said in his gruff voice.


“Such a bold woman,” whispered Grandmother Indira, of her namesake.


Uncle Anand only shook his head, the slightest hint of a smile on his face, as if he had secret insight into the matter.


Amma, seated at a distance on a wicker chair, muttered to herself with a big heave of her chest, Emergency in the country and emergency in my life!


Tara knew what the emergency in Amma’s life was. It was the poop that was accumulating in her balloon belly. Also, perhaps this gloomy antiquated house was growing more real to Amma, as it was to Tara.


From down the dirt road leading up to Morgan Hill, Shanti Nilaya had looked like an imposing castle—the kind that fairytale princes and princesses lived in. But now it was just a large old home with a moss-ridden compound wall and narrow blue front gates. Its ample front yard was thick with coconut palms, mangos, and jackfruit trees that formed a thick canopy and kept the sun out. The semicircular verandah was large, but the many inner rooms were small and dark. The kitchen was dungeon-like, and the flames from the wood stoves danced and leaped like dragon’s tongues. At night, the incandescent bulbs threw strange shadows upon the walls, and biscuit-colored lizards with bulbous eyes lurked on the wooden beams of the ceiling.


All of yesterday, Tara had latched on to Amma, clutching a fistful of her sari like a handkerchief. At night, the family had slept in an ornate teak bed in Daddy’s childhood room upstairs, and the wooden floorboards had creaked like in a haunted mansion when Tara stepped on them.


Daddy said he had happy memories of his room, which smelled of dusty old books, because bookshelves filled with hardcovers and paperbacks lined almost the entire far-end wall. But Tara couldn’t help but focus on the rickety fan that rotated slowly, as if burdened with age and secrets, and wonder if it would come unhinged and crash over them. Back at home, they had large air-conditioned bedrooms. Their living room was flush with sunlight and furnished with beautiful colonial-style furniture, and their garden was a profusion of colors. If only she had Pinky in her arms, she could make her new surroundings fade away from her mind.
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After the unnecessary, endless flutter created by the voice on the radio had died down, Amma finally swayed up the stairs, her breath a series of whistles, to unpack the trunks. In their room, Tara hopped from foot to foot and clasped and unclasped her hands.


“Amma, Pinky!” she cried every now and then, lest her mother forget the most important thing in the trunks.


“Stop whining. You are not three years old, Tara.”


“I’m only six.”


“I am trying to find her, no?”


Soon, both the trunks and the suitcase were empty, Amma’s peacock-blue-green-yellow sari—the one with the whirls—was in the pile on the bed, and Pinky still had not been found.


Amma’s eyebrows furrowed. She turned to Daddy, who was lolling in bed with the Hindu newspaper.


“I don’t understand it. Are you sure you put the doll in one of the trunks?”


“Positive,” Daddy replied.


“Strange. I don’t understand it,” Amma repeated, pulling Tara to her bosom. She sounded too anxious to be reassuring. Daddy must have made a mistake, she said. Instead of packing the doll in the suitcase, he had dropped her in one of the boxes that were being shipped into Mangalore. The boxes would arrive by ship next month. “That’s not very long, is it? That’s less than thirty days.”


What? How was it possible? How?


For a moment Tara was bewildered. Then she was shaking like a boat in a sea storm. When her wails, loud and piercing, drew Grandmother Indira and Uncle Anand into the room, Tara buried her face deep in Amma’s sari and continued her howling.


“What happened?” asked Grandmother. “Did she hurt herself?”


“I cannot find her doll,” said Amma, stroking Tara’s hair.


“Make her stop crying,” Daddy said to Amma. “You’d think she hurt herself or something.”


“She hardly got to play with the doll, poor thing.” Amma turned to Tara. “Shhh, now. Good girls don’t cry.”


Tara stopped sobbing and cleaned her running nose on Amma’s sari. She didn’t feel like a good girl, but she was afraid of upsetting Daddy.


Uncle Anand stooped down and wiped the tears from Tara’s cheeks with the pad of his fingers. “It’s only a doll. Come, let’s go to the barn. I’ll show you a real baby. Amba delivered her new calf only last week.”


Uncle Anand was tall and lean like Daddy, but his face was younger and kinder. Also, his voice wasn’t commanding like Daddy’s voice usually became when she cried. Tara let go of Amma’s sari and allowed Uncle Anand to lead her to the barn.


They watched from the barn door—and it was fascinating—Amba fawning over her newborn, Appi, and Appi, her soft black coat twitching, trying over and over again to stand, as if her legs were on slippery ground.


That night, Tara dreamed that she had morphed into a calf. She struggled to stand, bounced about in the barn, then dropped on her fours, palm-hooves deep in dung, searching, desperately searching for Pinky.





Chapter 2


The calf emerged before her eyes now, a quarter century later, as she gripped the handrail and steadied her feet on the escalator. It was easy to feel lost in this enormous gleaming airport, even for an adult. The sudden burst of people who emerged into view at the top of the escalator crowded her mind. She blinked a couple of times. She had finally made it to the arrivals lounge after walking through a labyrinth and riding a train. She scanned the crowd—past people holding placards and others waiting for their loved ones—for the brown face among the different shades of humanity.


She was relieved when she spotted him finally, but her chest heaved involuntarily at the sighting. He stood—as broad shouldered as she remembered him—one hand in his pocket, a flip-top cell phone in his other, looking dapper without trying. He wore faded jeans, a blue-and-white-plaid cotton shirt that was open down to the second button, and a faraway expression on his face.


Tara knew him as an enigma, the stranger she had married three years ago. She felt lightheaded with apprehension as she waved to catch his attention, to see a glimmer of recognition in his lost eyes. He pursed his lips into a straight thin line when his eyes fell on her. She tried to read his smile—if it was a smile at all, because it fell short of reaching his eyes—but a fresh bout of nervousness impeded her deduction abilities. He motioned her to walk toward baggage claim, then caught up with her in a few giant strides. She was tall, but he was many inches taller.


She wondered if she should give him a hug. She didn’t.


“Hi,” he said. “You had a good flight?”


“Hi, Sanjay,” she said self-consciously. “Yes, it was comfortable.”


“Was it smooth sailing at immigration?”


“Yes. They even welcomed me to America.”


“Good.”


“This is a huge airport.”


“Hartsfield–Jackson airport is the busiest in the world,” he said. “I hope you took the train?”


She nodded. “I followed the others.” She left out the silly details, like feeling weak-kneed as she stepped out of the aircraft into the looming unknown, or her anxiety at the immigration line, or her fear of not being able to get into the right train to get to baggage claim.


His American twang seemed even more pronounced now, after three years. It made her acutely aware of her own convent school English accent. He said her baggage would arrive at Aisle 5, so they walked up to it and waited. The bags were slowly being loaded on to the conveyor belt; the early ones traveled in an elongated circle, waiting to be picked up. She wondered who the bags belonged to. Were they people like her, on the cusp of a new life? Not one person seemed nervous—tired and sullen maybe, but not nervous. They looked like they were eager to get home—to love and warmth, to comfort and cheer. She didn’t know what awaited her.


He said little; his eyes were fixed on the conveyor belt. She filled the silence with senseless non-thoughts that weighed her heart down. She wished her bags would arrive quickly. It seemed like an eternity since she had left home. She was hungry and tired. She looked around again. Her mind swam as it absorbed the picture—the deeper picture. It cast her under the spotlight because she looked so different from everybody around her; so different even from the man next to her. A deep yearning arose in her chest for the comfort of the familiar.


She had waited three years to get here. Now, she was being ridiculous. That is what Daddy would say; perhaps Amma would concur. Stop being ridiculous, she said to her mind, to her heart, to the tight knot in her belly. Tara, you are finally where you belong.
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Marriages are made in heaven, but theirs had been made through a matchmaker. Their families were both from Mangalore but weren’t known to each other, although a distant common family connection had been discovered during the bride-viewing three years ago.


Sanjay’s family’s visit had been brief, the party small. Only his father and mother had accompanied him and the matchmaker to Tara’s home. Amma had insisted on an Indian-English high tea—triangle-shaped mint chutney sandwiches, vegetable cutlets, and her homemade fruit cake with tea, all set out in their fine old china—because she didn’t want to appear clueless about Western ways before the groom. Small talk was made. Daddy had been extra courteous. Amma had talked too much, as usual. Then Tara’s parents had suggested that she and Sanjay take a stroll outside to learn more about each other.


It was a humid summer evening. She had felt overdressed and sweaty in her yellow chiffon salwar suit, her short curls tamed with hairspray, as they walked down a by-lane in the quiet but ostentatious Mangalore neighborhood. He had been a dashing figure in his pressed black dress pants and starched white shirt, hands in his pockets.


The stroll was a short one. He had been polite but brooding. She had been anxious to get back home, to not be overwhelmed by the onus placed on her to be liked by this suitor. Her throat was parched, her tongue dry. But she had liked the aquatic notes of his cologne, the way he rolled his R’s, the Americanness that exuded from him.


“So, you are a journalist at the Morning Herald.” His first question had sounded like a statement.


“I am a backroom journalist, not a reporter,” she had replied. “I mostly edit news reports and give headlines.”


She had not cared to mention that she sometimes wrote features for the magazine section of the newspaper. That a feature she had cowritten with a senior colleague, a deathbed interview with a victim of domestic violence, had won several national media awards. He had asked her no further questions about her job.


“What are your other interests?”


“I like to read,” she had said.


“Do you watch movies?”


“Oh, yes, I like movies, too. I watch them all, Hollywood and Bollywood.”


He said he hated soppy Bollywood trash, but watched Hollywood movies that had good reviews. His great love was for American football and, as an Atlantan, he felt compelled to root for the Atlanta Falcons, although he was a New England Patriots fan.


She didn’t tell him she had never heard of the Atlanta Falcons or the New England Patriots. “What about cricket?” she had asked.


“What’s to watch? The matches are fixed. I’d watch if I were in the betting game,” he had said with a dry laugh.


She had forced a smile to her lips. His Americanness had become a bit too much for her. Did they have nothing at all in common?


When they returned, she had slipped into the kitchen and whispered her doubts into Amma’s ear.


“It takes years to know a person, build common interests,” Amma had whispered back in a dismissive tone. “Besides, there will be plenty to talk about once the children come along. Don’t you worry about that.”


She understood Amma’s desperation. Tara was desperate too, because at twenty-eight, everybody else in her age group was married. It embarrassed her, the questions from the community that seemed like thinly veiled barbs directed at her and her parents. They made her feel like a defective piece of merchandise.


Sanjay’s proposal had come as a relief. When his dad turned in a positive verdict the day after the bride-seeing high tea, her doubts had seemed suddenly flimsy, even to herself. She had looked at Amma and Daddy’s shining, happy faces, and felt only relief that they had finally been relieved of their burden, and she, of hers.
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And three years later, here she was, at Aisle 5 of Hartsfield–Jackson International Airport’s baggage claim lounge, finally spotting her two suitcases. He helped her yank them off the conveyor belt. She wished Daddy hadn’t insisted on binding them with fluorescent green plastic rope. The straps looked so absurd here. She glanced at Sanjay, almost expecting to see scorn between his dark brows, but his face was a wall.


He loaded her bags into his silver BMW sedan.


“Nice car,” she said, once they were in it.


“I’ve always wanted a Beemer. Finally bought this baby last year.”


She got a whiff of his cologne, of his masculinity over the smell of new leather, and the newness of it all hit her senses with acuity.


“You’ve got to wear your seat belt. It’s the state law,” he reminded her. She struggled to get it on and felt stupid when he showed her how it was done. Daddy had a showroom full of cars. They had two at home. Why had she not practiced buckling up when it was still a trifling thing to learn?


He pulled the BMW out expertly into the night. The interstate was a revelation to Tara. Not one honk. The cars moved quietly, smoothly, within their lanes, at speeds that seemed inconceivable in Mangalore. Such discipline! Soon, the BMW was passing through downtown Atlanta. He pointed to the Georgia State Capitol, CNN Center, the Bank of America Plaza, and some other tall, impressive buildings the names of which did not register in her mind.


Soon, downtown Atlanta was past them, and the buildings and shimmering lights made way for smaller, less impressive buildings that lay in semi-darkness.


“I’m sure you are hungry,” he said, as he pulled into an exit. “There’s a Chinese and a Mexican restaurant close to my apartment. Or are you craving Indian?”


He had said “my apartment.” And yes, she craved rice, dal, and fried mackerel.


“Chinese or Mexican is fine,” she said.


But he didn’t take her to the Chinese or Mexican restaurant. They pulled into the driveway of a Wendy’s. He ordered a chicken sandwich for her and a cheeseburger for himself.


“This is faster,” he explained. She nodded.
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The apartment was on the second floor of a three-storied structure in a sprawling community of silhouetted sloping roofs. He had furnished it well. The living room was populated with deep leather—a three-seater sofa, a loveseat, and a reclining chair. A large TV console occupied one corner. A couple of tall floor lamps lit the room. An array of magazines lay, neatly arranged, on the glass coffee table. Glass balcony doors covered one section of the wall, partially hidden behind venetian blinds. The carpet felt soft to her bare feet.


The far end of the living room contained a small dining table of dark wood and four chairs. Tara peeped into the open semicircular kitchen. The four-burner stove was clean. The counters sparkled. A white fridge stood in one corner. The kitchen was lined with white cabinets.


The living room led to a short hallway that lay in darkness, beyond which were the two bedrooms. Tara walked back to the living room and flopped on the sofa. She had stressed about traveling alone for so long, and she was glad the journey was over. And yet . . . She took her light jacket off and dropped it on the sofa beside her. It felt good to get all that weight off her.


“There’s a coat closet to hang coats. Do you mind hanging your jacket?” He pointed toward a white door near the entrance to the apartment.


“Yes, of course.” She pulled herself up, feeling her cheeks burn.


The closet was neatly lined with his coats. It smelled mildly of leather, of the unfamiliar. She found a spare hanger for her jacket.


They ate in the living room, the rustle of the wrappers filling the silence. He had occupied the loveseat adjacent to her. Tara cast sideward glances at him, thinking of something to say. Such distant eyes on such a handsome face, she thought. In the end, she said nothing, but was careful about disposing of the wrapper immediately, and not embarrassing herself again. After they had eaten, he showed her the bedrooms. The master bedroom was furnished with a queen-sized bed that was dressed in a russet-and-sand-brown duvet and matching pillow covers. The bedside tables, of dark wood, each supported a lamp and other assorted items. A dresser stood at one end of the room. On the other side was a walk-in closet, next to which was the door to a beige tiled bathroom. She noticed that a blue, green, and white-striped plastic shower curtain covered the beige bathtub.


So this was her new home, the space she would be sharing with the man next to her. A mild shiver emanated in her chest. She had tried very hard, every single moment of the past two months, to bury the resentment she felt toward him for abandoning her, then resurrecting her on a whim, as if she were mere clay in his hands.


She walked into the guest bedroom. He said he used the room as his study. It had a desk with a computer, a swivel chair, and a large bookshelf.


“You can use the closet in the study for your stuff,” he said. “That way, you can have the whole closet to yourself.” He had already parked her two suitcases there.


“Oh, I have some food stuff in the luggage,” she said. “I’d better take them out and leave them in the fridge. Amma sent some laddoos for you.”


“Laddoos?” Was that irritation in his voice? “Okay, I’ll have them tomorrow. Listen, why don’t you relax now? Take a shower if you wish. Go to bed. I have some work to finish. I’ll join you later.”


Tara nodded. She made her way to the guest bedroom closet. She sat on her haunches and opened the smaller suitcase. She got her nightclothes and toiletries out. She found the laddoos, felt them through their plastic cover. She could tell that they had retained their ball shape, despite the long journey. They had fared better than her spirits. The sharp, spicy aroma of the masala packets that Amma insisted she take hit her nose. They made her violently homesick. She pulled them out too and held a packet to her cheek.


“I have some work to finish,” he had said. Did he work this late every night? The truth was that she knew nothing more about his life in America than she did when they got married three years ago in an elaborate four-day Hindu ceremony. He was a handsome but stoic groom; she was a nervous bride bedecked in silk, gold, and flowers. After the initial bride-seeing visit, they had met only once before the wedding, at a restaurant, where the din of chatter around them and his complaints of the noise had made their silence acceptable. Her heart didn’t leap and flutter like a burning candle, a feeling she knew she was capable of, not even when they consummated their relationship the night of their wedding, in Sanjay’s childhood room at his parents’ terraced home. She didn’t see romance, even in the bed that was sprinkled with soft fragrant flower petals, like in the movies.


“It is a bit awkward being with him,” Tara had confessed to Yvonne, her best friend from high school, when she and Sanjay returned to her mother’s house for the night, as tradition demanded, after Sathyanarayana Puja the next day. “We don’t seem to have anything to talk about.”


Yvonne had tittered like it was a joke. Her own two-month-old marriage to her boyfriend made her a pundit on the matter.


“You did it without saying a word to each other first?”


“Does small talk count?”


“Did you bleed?”


“Yeah, it was so painful.”


“At least he knows you were a virgin.”


“I am not sure he cares.”


“Of course he cares. You can take an Indian out of India, but you cannot take Victorian values out of an Indian.”


It would get better, Yvonne promised. Once Tara got comfortable with her husband, she would get addicted to him.


Yvonne was right. Like a waxing moon, Tara had felt a new need for her new husband warming her body on the fourth night, probably because he was leaving for Atlanta the next day, and that made it a suddenly emotional experience for her. His two-month vacation had come to an end. He had to get back to work. She had felt a rush of regret at not having had enough alone time to know him better. She wished her in-laws’ middle-class house was not filled to the seams with relatives, that the marriage rituals and lunch and dinner invitations hadn’t consumed all four of the five days that Sanjay had left of his vacation.


He would apply for Tara’s dependent visa and send for her soon, he had promised before leaving. At the departure lounge of Bajpe Airport, with her in-laws flanking her, she was given no opportunity for an intimate farewell. She had stood with clasped hands as he said his good-byes, quelling a desperate need to rest her head on his shoulder, to claim his attention only for herself. On her way back from the airport, her eyes had misted. She was missing him already.


His first call had come after Tara had returned to her parents’ home so she could resume work at the Morning Herald. She had taken the call in the living room, a little breathless, her heart racing. Daddy left the room, but Amma hovered, making Tara self-conscious and inhibited.


The conversation had been formal, polite. He asked her how things were, and she asked him about the Atlanta weather, his work. When he was ready to end the call, she had stalled, looked around the room furtively and, spying Amma’s back at the far end of the room, whispered a quick, “I miss you.”


He hadn’t heard her; she should have been louder.


“Bye now. I’ll call again soon,” he had said in response.


After Tara put the handset back in its cradle, she had hurled an angry verbal missile at Amma for being so clueless about privacy and personal space.


She tried again the next time he called, a week later. This time she knew he had heard her, because Amma had cleared out of the living room in a hurry, and Tara had said it boldly, clearly into the receiver. His response had been inappropriate this time, too.


“All right. I’ll call next week,” he had said blandly.


Tara had felt letdown but learned soon—after four weeks and four calls from Sanjay—that disappointment is an easier emotion to bear than despair. Sanjay stopped calling. Tara had tried to reach him, out of her own volition in the beginning and because of pressure from her parents later, but he didn’t ever take her calls, not even accidentally.


It must have been something she said or didn’t say. A very inappropriate response to something he said, perhaps? Maybe he hated how she sounded over the phone. Or hadn’t he found her desirable in bed?


He has an American girlfriend, Yvonne suggested. That was the simplest explanation. Amma vehemently disagreed. Sanjay had asked his parents to find a bride for him. No one had forced him to get married.


Tara’s mind was in a whirl, always in a whirl. She now had a stamp on her forehead that said Abandoned Wife. She imagined a dark veil over her head, woven of shame. She would spend the rest of her life in his house trying to figure out which was worse—the whispers and taunts of all around them, the exaggerated sympathy of relatives, the tears of her mother, or the silent despondency of her father.
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Now she looked at her watch. She had remembered to set it to Eastern Time at the immigration line. It was past nine at night. She wondered if Amma and Daddy were up. It was after six thirty in the morning where she came from. She would have to call and tell them she had arrived.


She deposited the laddoos and masalas in the fridge and walked out into the living room. He sat on the recliner, leaning far back, his legs up. The TV was on CNN, but he wasn’t watching, and certainly not working. His eyes were closed. The back of his right hand rested on his forehead, fingers curled in.


She wasn’t sure whether he was asleep and if she should wake him up.


“Sanjay?” she said softly. He opened his eyes with a start.


“Sorry!”


“Oh, uhm, I was relaxing a bit before getting back to work.” He squinted and looked a little sheepish, she thought, as he shifted position on the recliner.


“Can I call Amma? They . . . Amma and Daddy will worry if they don’t hear from me.”


Sanjay helped her dial the number to her maternal home. It was odd, thinking of home as her maternal home. As if she didn’t belong there anymore. As if she were suspended midway between the past and her family’s hopes for her future.





Chapter 3


Tara slipped under the bulky covers of the master bed and rested her head on a soft pillow. She felt better after her warm shower. She had changed into her nightclothes, floral pajamas and a pink T-shirt. It felt good to get out of her jeans and tunic and scrub herself clean. She left the lights on, not knowing when he would come in. Her heart raced in anxiety and anticipation at the thought of him joining her in bed.


She waited a long time until her eyes began to feel heavy. Somewhere in the apartment, a clock ticked, and it was mildly comforting that its mechanical tick-tock sounded the same in this part of the world. She could still hear the faint hum of the TV, although he had turned the volume down low. Her thoughts drifted. At the other end of this vast country was her brother, Vijay, making a mark in a new job. She wondered how far San Jose was. She wondered what Amma was fixing for breakfast. Had Daddy set out on his morning walk? They had both been relieved when she finally boarded her flight to America. She was, too. Three years was a long time to be married and not set eyes on the groom after the wedding month. Why the sudden change of heart? What had prompted the email out of the blue two months ago—a very brief and formal one asking her to scan and send the necessary documents to file for her dependent visa? She and Amma had wondered, with no answers.


“What’s gone is gone. Look ahead and make it work,” was Amma’s advice to her.


Tara’s mind flitted between sleep and wakefulness. How does one make it work, she wondered drowsily. What was required of her? At thirty-one, she was still so utterly clueless about marriage.
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She opened her eyes, took a moment to clear the fog inside her head, and was wide awake. The blinds were closed but aglow with the sun outside. The room looked unfamiliar. Of course. She was almost nine thousand miles away from home.


The spot next to her did not look slept in. So, he never had come in. She wondered if he had gone off to sleep on the recliner. He was in the bathroom now. She could hear the shower. She turned her attention to the sound of spattering water. She tried to imagine what he looked like under its stream, naked, with lather on his chest. But the water stopped, and she got up hurriedly to make the bed.


He came out of the bathroom, a towel wrapped around his torso, before she could finish. He was a strapping, strong-armed man with fine chest hair.


“Good morning,” she said softly.


“Good morning,” he said, ruffling his wet hair, not looking at her.


“You did not come in to sleep.”


He ignored her last statement. “Got to rush. I have a meeting at eight.”


“How far is your office?”


“Not too far, but it takes me longer in rush hour traffic. About twenty minutes.”


“What about breakfast? I can make an omelet if you have eggs.”


“Don’t worry. I had oatmeal.” He disappeared into his closet, then stuck his head out.


“Listen, see what you can fix yourself for lunch. There’s some instant noodles, or you can make yourself a sandwich.”


“Oh, don’t worry. I’ll find something,” she said.


“I’ll try to be back a little early in the evening. I’ll take you grocery shopping.”


“Okay.” Tara sat on the bed she had just made. And waited.


He came out of the closet fully dressed. He looked smart in a powder-blue shirt and khaki pants. She had heard so much about software professionals going to work in shorts and T-shirts. Apparently, this software professional was not one among them. She caught the notes of his cologne; they whipped up in her an alchemy of desire, fear, resentment.


When he left, Tara loosened up, relieved to have her space. She opened the glass French door in the living room that led to the balcony and stepped out barefooted. The sun had warmed the wooden floorboards, but the air was still cool and felt good on her skin. She inhaled deeply. How peaceful it was out there. The balcony overlooked a clean, empty road, on the other side of which was a serene red brick structure with a sparkling white steeple tipped with a cross. It was a church, no doubt. A sign near the entrance confirmed this. It read:




WEST HILL BAPTIST CHURCH


SUNDAY WORSHIP: 11 A.M.


BIBLE CLASS: 9:30 A.M.


ALL ARE WELCOME





Past the church, on the other side of the road, were red, brick-fronted homes with green manicured front yards and tall pine trees. One little house looked like a cottage straight out of Enid Blyton’s books. It had a white, wood-paneled exterior and a white picket fence that enclosed a green, grassy yard lined with red flower bushes. She absorbed the newness, the expansiveness of the panoramic view, and tried not to feel alone. Or trapped.


She spent the morning unpacking and arranging her clothes in the guest closet. It felt good to have something to do. She had left most of her Indian dresses behind. Not that she had too many of them. She had never been very interested in dressing up. Yvonne had said she would have no need for Indian clothes, so she had brought only pants, blouses, and tunics. Amma had tried to shove a couple of chiffon saris into her suitcase, but Tara could not be persuaded to leave them there.


When she was done with the arranging, and the closet looked a little fuller, she had exhausted her options for keeping busy. She peered at the stack of books in Sanjay’s study. They were technical manuals, every one of them. Does he not read at all? The manuals, of course, might as well have been in Greek. She was grateful for the copies of Time and Newsweek on the coffee table in the living room. She curled up on the sofa and began to read. The phone rang, its shrillness shattering the silence. It made her jump. She wondered if it was her brother, Vijay, and if she ought to pick up.


What if it was Sanjay? She picked up the third time the phone rang, around mid-morning. It wasn’t Vijay or Sanjay. She didn’t understand much of what the guy at the other end said. Only that he asked for Sanjay Kumar, although it sounded more like Saanjay Koomar.


“He is not at home,” she said. “I beg your pardon?” Did the American voice just ask her when he could call back? She wasn’t sure. She never had trouble following the American accent in the movies, but it sounded so foreign over the phone.


“After six o’clock,” she said anyway, and disconnected.


She made herself a frugal bowl of microwaved instant noodles for lunch and felt her eyes getting heavy thereafter. She shuffled into the bedroom and crawled under the sheets. She was out in seconds. The phone rang a couple of times, but she was lost in a deep stupor.
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Somewhere, a phone rang. She was back in Mangalore, and back in her bed, asleep but awake. She was trying desperately to open her eyes. “Tara, phone!” she heard Amma call out. She tried to wriggle out of bed. But her body was immobile, it weighed a ton.


“Tara, that was Sanjay,” Amma’s voice sailed through her head. “You lost your chance.”


She tried to move her head side to side, but every bit of her was paralyzed.


“Still sleeping?” That wasn’t Amma’s voice.


She snapped her eyes open. He was in the room, at the foot of the bed, looming large before her. She got up with a start, but her head collapsed in her hands. She felt woozy.


“Sorry. I think I am jet-lagged,” she slurred, rubbing her face.


“Why didn’t you take my calls? Did you sleep all day?” He made no effort to hide his annoyance. “I tried a couple of times in the morning, too.”


“I didn’t know.” Even her embarrassment wasn’t waking her up fully.


“Didn’t know what?”


“I—I didn’t think you’d call.”


“Seriously?” He shook his head, and disappeared into the bathroom, leaving her to stare stupidly at the footboard. When he came out, the scowl on his face was even deeper.


“So, who did you think it was?”


“What?”


“Who did you think called you?”


“I took a call in the morning. It wasn’t you.” Her embarrassment was growing. She looked down at her hands.


“Who was it?”


“I don’t know. I could not follow the accent. Somebody asked for you, I think.”


“You think? Are you from the bush country? From some tiny, godforsaken hamlet? Aren’t you supposed to have a master’s in English literature?”


She fled to the bathroom, knocking about on unbalanced feet, locked the door, and sat on the rich blue cover of the toilet seat, blinking. She couldn’t let him see the tears. She felt so stupid. She had already rubbed him the wrong way. The tears flowed, hot and earnest.


“All right,” he knocked on the bathroom door. “Get dressed. Don’t you want to go to the market?” His voice had mellowed.


She splashed water on her face, trying to fix the ugly puffiness of her eyes. She felt a little more composed after she had scrubbed her face clean of emotional residue with bar soap. He was out of the bedroom by the time she came out. She could hear the TV blaring in the living room. She had changed into khaki cargo pants and a midnight blue T-shirt, brushing her short, curly hair until it was reasonably tame. She always sought the help of strong hair spray to keep her hair in place. She sprayed some now, all over her curls, and applied a light coat of plum lipstick to her dry lips.
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The farmers’ market in Decatur was a surprise. She had never seen so many varieties of fresh fish or colorful vegetables and fruit in her life. Row after row of produce, some with names and forms and colors she had never even heard of. She looked for the familiar ones, running her fingers over shiny red apples, picking a large head of crinkly cabbage, and scanning the orderly line of jumbo-sized kingfish in their bed of ice, before pointing to the one she thought was the freshest one of the lot. Sanjay was happy to let her pick and choose, silently pushing the cart behind her.


They stopped at an Indian store on their way back, where she bought a sack of rice, a five-pound bag of split lentils, small packs of turmeric and chili powder, and whatever else she could think of that was essential to Mangalorean cooking.


Back in the apartment, she got busy in the kitchen. She put a cupful each of lentils and rice to cook in two identical containers, which she inserted into the small stainless Hawkins pressure cooker that Amma had insisted she carry. She marinated kingfish fillets for a while in Amma’s spice blend, and then fried them with a little vegetable oil on a hot griddle. She shredded one half of a cabbage head, and made upkari, a dry side dish, which she garnished lightly with grated coconut.


“The fish is stinking up the place,” he complained from the living room. She had the fan on; what else was she to do? She covered the griddle with a large lid and was relieved when the fish looked brown enough to cut the flame.


She thought the plates looked pretty. It was not as if she had much experience with cooking. If she weren’t so anxious about his approval, she would probably have been proud of her culinary creations. The red-brown, spiced kingfish was a stark, inviting contrast to the white rice, yellow lentils, and the mild green of the cabbage. But he ate silently, scantly, setting his fork down again and again. Sweat beads formed on his dark brows. The fish lay largely untouched.


“You don’t like fish?” she asked, surprised. She couldn’t imagine somebody from the coast not liking fried fish.


He shrugged like an American. “Not much of a seafood lover. Besides, I can’t handle too much spice anymore.”


“Oh! Is it too spicy?” What was she going to cook tomorrow? It was a worrisome thought that she crumpled and stuffed into the back of her head for now.


They ate silently. After dinner, he accepted one laddoo that Amma had specifically sent for her son-in-law, and she ate three before stashing the box back in the fridge. She cleared the plates and loaded the dishwasher. He showed her how to run it. She set about cleaning the kitchen. When she was done, she took a shower and changed into her pajamas.


When she joined him in the living room, he was on the recliner, his back propped far back, in a gray T-shirt and khaki shorts, which were probably what he slept in. He had his laptop, but his attention was on the sitcom that was playing on TV. He was grinning from ear to ear. She had never seen him smile this wide before. His face was less granite-like and more handsome. But the smile waned a bit and turned plastic when he saw her. She sat on the sofa and tried to follow the antics of the TV family. It was much easier to follow the American accent on TV than it was over the phone.


“What show is this?” she asked.


“Everybody Loves Raymond. It’s quite funny,” he said.


She attempted to watch what he watched for the next hour, but she didn’t see much because her thoughts kept scattering here and there. She missed watching Kyun Ki Saas Bhi Kabhi Bahu Thi (Because mother-in-law was once a daughter-in-law, too). She missed arguing with Amma that the soap saga was such a lowbrow, pedestrian insult to Indian sensibilities. She wondered whether they’d have had some conversation, if not for the TV. There hadn’t been much talking on their way to the farmers’ market or back. The guy on the TV show had an amiable nature, and his wife was pretty and dominating. But they talked and talked, like normal families—except when they paused for canned laughter.
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Sanjay did not come in that night either. Sleep did not come to her aid quickly. She wished she hadn’t slept all afternoon. She lay still on her back, her focus on her breathing, on the small heave and fall of her chest. Many a time, this technique had helped relax her mind and put her to sleep. Not tonight. She wondered if she should get up and warm a cup of milk in the microwave. She was so used to the hot milk and banana routine every night. She decided against it. She didn’t want to wake him up, in case he had gone off to sleep in the living room.


No stray dog barked. If the moon was up, she did not see it, because it was eclipsed by the streetlight, thin strips of which slipped into the room through the blinds. The light was just enough to keep the room from darkness. Occasionally, she heard a car pass by. The TV was still on; it was his companion, she had learned.


Again, for the millionth time in three years, she wondered why he had married her if he didn’t like her. And he most certainly didn’t like her. She waited in darkness for the void of sleep. In the meantime, she wallowed in the larger void she felt suspended in. She put her hand over her chest, felt the rhythm of her heart. It was a beat she had known for thirty-one years, and yet, she felt, it was yet to assume meaning.


[image: Image]


Tara had almost been engaged once, when she was twenty-four, to a doctor from Bombay, but the alliance had fallen through, because, after rounds of discussions over tea and snacks, and after the elders had planned out the nitty-gritty of a summer wedding, the groom-to-be’s father had demanded a fat dowry. Shaken though he was at being ambushed with the uncouth demand, Daddy had refused to give in.


Amma had cried herself silly, even threatening to go on a hunger strike if Daddy did not change his mind. But Daddy was not one to bow down.


“If the educated amongst us do not take a stand against this evil practice, what hope is there for this society?” he had said.
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