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11 Tbmb o;f Sand

Two women, one death. How nicely we'll get on, us and

them, once we all sit down together!

Two women: one mother, one daughter, one growing
downwards, the other growing upwards. One laughs and says,

I'm growing smaller by the day! The other is saddened, but says

nothing when she sees herself growing bigger. The mother has

stopped wearing saris now that she must stuff more than half
the fabric into her waist and raise the hems of her petticoats a

little higher each day. Does gradua\ growing smaller make

you catlike, so you may slip through tiny cracks and escape?

Puncture a border and slip right through? Develop a knack for
near-invisibiliry?

This must be the reason that the mother was able to slip

through to the other side of the border while the daughter was

still fretting over how stuck they were. It's also possible that the

smaller woman ffuly was innocent when she refused to conGss

to any crime on her part, be it regarding legal permissions,

debates over names, or accusations of theft.
Those who didn't understand her arguments considered her

crazy, rnaybe even vicious. They suspected her of purposefully
nrisleading.

She pointed out that men always get the high-qualiry dal

and women just get leftover mash, don't they? Hmm? She

spoke fearlessly. So? So does that make it right?
But if you stare at them fearlessly, will the border guards

understand? You have crossed the border, they reprimand.
She chuckles. Anything worth doing transcends borders.

Should I do nothing at all?

No, they retort, and no one is fooiish enough not to know
this. Er,'en goats and cows know where not to stray. And your
eyesight isn't so bad you can't see, so how can you be forgiven?

'Whot asking for forgivenessl She roar: ..:

the growing-bigger daughter weeps. And r, :-

see? Perhaps I too have seen a thing or n,,',--

my eyes for once.

If she were to fall, she did not u,ish tor ::
'Wherever the bullet came from, wherer-er r: :-

straight back and lie supine on the gror-rn; i
filled with sky.

Let me practise, she d tell her daughrer.

The mother had started hiccuppine ._
hiccupped and hiccupped and hiccupped I: .

not been in such a state, she'd have 
-s:rcr'-, 

l

rvhether these hiccups were real or fake T...
water; give me a slap on the backl : :
command. If the slap isn't hard enough i--:
kick, booml Tiy it on my back or in nr.. ..
sides, and make sure I fall down, bur on :---'

tbrehead facing up; then the hiccups rr'ii ,--:.
strange remedy, but the daughter did as rh. :

lqcked and kicked, boom boom boom, tn;....'-:-
her mother kept falling over bam b,m :'......

hullabaloo, observers would also burst ou: ---.
beat it? This old ladyt too muchl But r:_. -

Jar-rghter that she needed to be prepared,

Anyway, long story short, whar ha::;:
l,rllet did come flying towards her, bur i-. :

rad become an expert at falling backs;::,
:'rnctured her body, shot through and c,...:

\nvone else would have sprawled face.1o,,., : :

\1. tlipped backwards like she was doin: .
... '636p on the ground in an attitude oi -. 

_
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16 Tomb of Sand

faceup, as though she was reclining on a soft bed, the sky

her coverlet.
Those who consider death to be an ending took this to be

hers. But those in the know knew that this was no ending;

knew she'd simply crossed yet another border.

So theret no harm in starting the story right here, that is,

the way we're doing it right now.

2.

Before all this there'd already been one dearr
rvhose wife refused to lift herself up u.ith hr,
'uvas the husband of this same mother and :..
same daughter. His presence was stiil fe1t. e,.'=

regardless of whether or not he had di::
s'idow certainly had. At least thatt hou' she lc,:
her room.

Their roorn. In a corner of the house. 7l;.:'
Thick quilt. Hot-water bottle. Woollen c.:
hanging from its hook. The cup still sirdns -

rhe bed, with no water in it. 'When he r.. -,
u'here he placed his teeth at night. In rhe n:c:
t-irst for the teeth, then for the cane.

Outside, tooth-chattering cold; inside. ,\1.. :

She was a bundle, shrinking ever nlore ::
:lol-nent, sending out a scrambled signal trc:--_

::rlt that she was still in there someuh;:
,:iunched-up on one side, then slid up a b,r: _

-'-,-ir there. Was she testing to see hou- t.t: .-
.--rselt:- Or was she just turning her face ",'
:.--h on her children and grandchildren. .:.r-:

-::lsing herself towards the wall to pre\\ r--
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18 Tbmb of Sand

her few-years-shy-of-eighry might to see if she could slip into
it entirely?

The wall plays a special role in our story. (As do the doors,

since you use them to get from one side to another, from here

to there, on and on through the centuries, from forever to forever).

Itt not an unusual wal1. No special artistic features. Not a

Thar desert wall studded with tiny mirrors, or a wall covered

with a collaged design of rocky peaks or some such, with
difrerent shapes and colours, or spangled with tinsel garlands

and printed with designs for a wedding; nor was it seized with
a duplicitous desire in the sweep of moderniry to appear old

while being new nor eager to trick our eyes into seeing a

plastic wall as mud-plastered, bristling with fake grasses, or set

with a mosaic pattern in smooth marble; nor still was it an

awesome, colourful, tall, shiny orange-blue-green wall made by

multinationals that would never fade or scratch or peel,

imperishable, immortal, enduring.

It was just a simple brick-and-cement wall-a
yellowing, whitewashed, middle-class wall, holding the

ceiling, floor, window, and door together, with a network
of pipes, wires, and cables arrayed within, enfolding the

entire home in its wallfulness.

This was the sort of wall towards which Ma, now just this

side of eighry was sliding, gradually. A cold wall, during those

winter days, and riddled with cracks, the way ordinary walls

can be.

What can never be known for certain was whether the wall

was playing the greater role in pulling Ma towards it, or
whether it was her own desire to show her back to her family

that drew her in. Ma just kept getting close:

wall, and her back became a wall itselt-. k:.:
rvho came to coax and cajole: Get up, Ma. G.
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