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4 KIRAN DESAI

LJnperturbed by the fancy gentleman, or the polluting lorries, or
the family upon the veranda, the crows' kaua kaw rose to crescendo.

"Cauliflowe r?" Baurged. "spinach?"

"Potato?" Dadaji said, lifting his feet off the ground. He rubbed

them together as lovingly and extravagzndy as if they were soft, velver

hands. "The Gujarati loves a potato more than most," he said, as if ex-

plaining themselves to an absent anthropologist. They were a displaced

family, Gujaratis marooned in the state of Uttar Pradesh. Years ago

Dadaji's law practice had brought him to the Allahabad court.

Two squat phones-one in the living room corner, one on Dadaji's

desk-rang out like toads in a swamp, trr trr trr, and they knew it would
be a birthday call from Mina Foi's brother, Manav, Dadaji and Ba's

second child. Dadaji picked up the phone on his desk and Mina Foi the

extension in the living room. Ba never spoke on the phone for she had

not the habit, even if she'd had the hearing.
"Long life, Mina," Manav wished his sister.

"It's been too long aheady," said Mina Foi. She wanted to tellher
brother that she hoped the missionary couple would stop by as rhey

had last year with cookies made with chocolate chips brought from
Iowa-but then they may not remember it was her birthday, and she

could not remind them. She was forbidden to make telephone calls on

her own because they were a useless luxury.
Dadaji discussed the rising value of one of his invesrments, and

then, at the end of the conversation, he inquired about the health of his

daughter-in-law, Seher, and his granddaughter, Sonia.

"-W'e are worried about Sonia," Manav answered. Sonia attended

college in Vermont. "She's fallen into a depression. She weeps on the

telephone, then when we call her back a daylater, the same."

"But why?" asked Dadaji. "She's been there three years akeady.
'Why 

is she suddenly crying?"
"She says she is lonely." The last time Sonia had traveled home was

two years ago.

"Lonely? Lonely?"

In Allahabad they had no patience with loneliness. They might
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have felt the loneliness of bei

sucked-dead feeling of Allaln

never to return, which was I

slept in a house alone, neYer

where they were unknown, t
or wishing good morning to

Namaste, Khansama.

Goodmorning, Mummy.
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6 nRAN DEsAr

"Macaroni!" answered her grandfather on the phone extension.
"No, Dadaji," answered Sonia, "the menu is very international. We

have Chinese night, Mexican night."
Mina Foi ventured, "Indian night?"

- "Lunch is sometimes Tomato Tigers, which are tomatoes and

cheese on a toasted English muffin with curry powder on top."
"Never heard of such a thing!" Outrage.

"Pudding?" Mina Foi whispered.

"Brownies with ice cream, pecan pie, and blueberry pie."

Just to contemplate such lavish mysteries made Mina Foi funt with
heartbreak.

"Pie is a very American food," Dadaji confirmed. "'Well, what are

you crying for, you lucky girl?"
Sonia tried to explain. "I've ballooned in my own head. I cannot

stop thinking about myself and my problems. I'm dreading the winter.
In the dark and cold, it will get rvorse-"

"Do somejumpingjacks, get your spirits up, and then pick up your
books. You have to persevere through hardship. If I hadn't left the liG
I was born to, you would be in Nadiad, married at sixteen, not study-
ing in America."

Mina Foi's hands strangled each other in her lap when she remem-

bered her childhood visits to their ancestral home, where the women
scrounged what was left after the men had eaten. 'When the girls men-
struated they were banished-even from this marginal existence-to a

hut at the bottom of the property, where they ate from clay dishes that
were later broken upon the rubbish heap so they would not pollute the

world.
Dadaji had single-handedly extracted them from such backward-

ness. FIe may be iron-willed and furious-tempered, but these were pre-
cisely the qualities that had given Ba a place ar the polished mahogany

dining table every day of the year. 
'When 

he had retired, he'd taken her

on a round-the-world trip along with his younger brorher, Amal Kaka,

and Amal Kaka's wife, because Amal Kaka had not yet stolen rhe ances-

tral property and the brothers were still close.

All these years later, Ba and Dadaji could not remember a single
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to deliver a recorded his::,:'
when they put in the co:::.. ::

the counter was closed tc: .-
utes?" they had asked t}:e .-'
utes?!" the guard had :.:-.
they remembered hor. rh.-

spent a day searching tor ::.
London, at a hotel called T: -

would be honest, ther ra; :
the rate, but it was not. TL=-'

ing rice and lenrils in rhe :-, ':

ing on a chair and dismar::-:. -

disappointed by French cc ,-..

found the same three :..: -''
went. With these tu-o saL.r:

Then. in most foreisr. ., .

no respect for Indian tor-:..:

rvhite ones. Therefore :r '.= ,

and keep to your o\\-n 1:r-:-

world small, Ba and Dada': :.
"Why lonely?" said D;:,

friendly. When we u-ent t. ::

the bus, and a lady got of '
had to wait for the nert'r;'

"They are friendlr-. I ag:-.

"And a beautiful courlr:
"lr is," said Sonia.

"And so much empt' s:=--

"Yes." They heard Sc.: -..-

dead.

They reemerged upon :...

call again. The sun was noi. :
had quieted; and the hunci:



8ur83n1 'daams ot polrrre peq qede pa>peqrpuilI eql pue lperemb perl

srloJf, aqt iezerqeqt e oge dluralq Surru[8 .&\ou se,ro. uns arIJ 'urr8e 1er
ot lueSeae;txe ool eq plnoi. lr lepuere,r eqr uodn pet:eruaar deqa

.PC3P

tuei& euq eql ueqr pue 'daazrr ot ulSeq Eruos pJeer{ deqa ,,'sa;1,,

..1eceds drdure qlnur os puy,
'€ruos pl€s ,,'sI 1I,,

'Ifrprq ples ,,'l:tunor InJrlneeq e puv,,

ecrorr dull s.tluos paer8e ,,'f,1pueu1ere deq,L,,

..'snq lxeu eql JoJ lle a 01 PErl

eqs 'sn 01 lueql e,il3 ol u^.op sn psserlr PuE go ro8 dpel 8 PuE 'snq eql

uo sEuEuEg Jno Uel ezrr' 'uor(ue3 pueJo erll ot tuet . a.^4. uarlrA. 'dlpuepy

lsour su€Jrrerrv PunoJ e1x[,, 'eruos or rleptq PI€s ,,adleuol d.ua.,,

'pegsrlts eruoq paurntar Iitpeq pue Bg '1prus plroltr

6rq eqr eperu SurrreH 'sprepuets snolnrlleur urao rnod ot deel pue

aldosd umo .rnod 6uoue eplseJ ot tseq se.lr lr oroJeJarll 'seuo elrq^l.

eql peJeDrE pue pensrnd deqr srereqrt 's1suno1 uerpul roy tredsar ou

p€q suezruep eqr rtrll pe rasgo p.deqr 'sput1u8raro3 tsoru ur'ua{I
'pPo1r\ er{l Pezrrorrel Peq qluer{ aql 'sef,nts o1!$ eseql qll t 'lue.^a

daqr ereqru.drerr.e secnes o u pue ser{f,r^&pues eeJql erues eql punoJ
(aqa ;rnoqt ssnJ arlt IIE se r rtqm-8ur1oof, rlruou dq peruroddtsrp

ueeq p,deqJ. 'ruJEIE eJg s.uroor Ietoq eqt Euqruerusrp Pue Jrer{r e uo 8ur

-qur{l Ifeprq 'sreuurp rrerll roJ epto>l rrrpele eql ur s[tuel pue acrr 8ur

->loof, dq srre4 ur euntroJ II€us t pe,res p,daql 'lou str\. tr tng 'aler eql

ur papnpur eq plnor& tsel1eerg plol ueeq peq ,(eqr 'tseuog eq ppo. .

aldoed perunsst nod ereqr'r 'rueq8urlcng erlJ pelltl Iaroq e le 'uopuol
uI 'euou punoJ rnq trnu pacr-rd (lqtuostar roy Surqcreas ,(tp r tueds

pue euuor1 ur uortedrlsuor perelns peq daqr ,/v\orl peJeqrueue.r daql

ueqr 'qqr peragrueuer &q1 'dgr8ut peqdar peq prcn8 erll ,,iasotn
-urur druezrr ur ueddeq r{f,unl sooc,, 'pren8 rr{r pe>lse peq deqr ,,asern

-urur ,(lua,nl ur uJnleJ ell& Plnoqs,, 'qrunl JoJ PesolJ st a. Jslunof aql

'ureldruoc or luel. deqr ueqrn pue 'r,upIp tr 'sutof, erll ur rnd r(eqr ueqi .

tnq 'seuoqdpraq q8no-rql utrne1 erlt Jo d.rolsrq papro3ar E relrlep 01

pasrurord teql eurrlf,Eru arll ro nqllrd nr{rery ot dtutr. eqt uo tsol ropnru
ueerS eqt 1o8ro3 rerreu Leqt lng 'urnesnru e lou 'luetunuour e lou 'tq8rs

/ xNNns oNv vINos iIo ssiINIfiINor attr

e13uls e JeqruerueJ tou ppro:
'3sol:

-sef,ue eql uolols red ros * t
'a1e ) pury'raqrorq ra8unoi
roq ue1rt p,eq 'paroar psq aq
(urSoqau peqsrrod egr rE eoE

-e.rd ere.lo. eseql rng paredua:
-Pr€.^Aqrrq qtrns uo5 Ear[r T

eqr arnlod rou PIno6. rir{r -
teqt seqsrp drlc ruog ere {eqr;
€ ol-efuelsrxe pur8rru sr[r
-ueur qrr8 eqt ueql[ -ueta 

F
uauro.,la er{l aJerlr. .auoq 

1eu
-ureureJ erls ueqne dq req ur:

-dpnrs 1ou 'ueolxrs rE potrJru
oJII eqt rJel t.upeq 1R'drwsprr
rnod dn lcrd ueqr pue 'dn nrr

'Jelurr!\ eqr Surpeerp *., -r-l
touuer I 'preq uaro du m pa

eJE leq^, 'llelA.,, 'peurrguoc rfi

II1I \ rUIEJ IoJ eUIIAJ ePflrr serri

,,'erd l:reqonlq pue 
.

'aEE

,,'dol uo -repaa.od d-rrm

PUt seoleulol e-r? qf,rg,r, .sJ:

e1yt 'FuorleuJelur .4..rr-\ sr :. -:--_
'uorsuJtxe euoqd Jql 

--. 
- _:



8 rrRAN DEsAr

a twig broom several times her size. 'With her head and face covered

with her sari, which was the color of dust, she swept the dust from the

house to the veranda, then down each wide, shallow step out into the

guava orchard-which in season produced the famous pink guavas of
Allahabad-fanning the dust into the dust upon the dust, to make a

final pattern of dust scallops all the way to the outskirts of the com-

pound.

By evening, the dust would have fown back and clogged the little
wire squares in the insect screens, covered the philodendrons, shad-

owed the name on the gate that read M. L. Shah, Aduocate, High Court,

sanded the papers and files, imparted a crunch to the typewriter keys.
'When 

Sonia had been a little girl, Mina Foi had shown her-with a

certain pride in her rnisfortune-that when she spat into the sink, she

spat out lorry dust beige.

Ba and Dadaji hadn't taken Mina Foi on their round-the-world
tour, for by then, she had proved herself unlucky, and when someone

is born unlucky, you don't have to make an effort with them. Thirty-
three years ago Dadaji had greeted his daughter's return from a six-

month marriage with silence suffused with blame, although he was the

one who had brokered the engagement. It had Glt like Mina Foi's fault
because she was unfortunate.

"Nothing ever works for Mina," Ba had announced, and it was as if
her tragedy had been washed, folded, and snapped into one of those

black tin trunks {illed with trousseau saris and mothballed woolens

that outlasted generations. On her birthday eachyear, though, to make

it an occasion, the Ambassador was soaped and washed by the driver in
as intimate and friendly a manner as if the car were a buffalo, then

driven to the front portico for mother and daughter to visit Mina Foi's

patrimony, the ancestral jewelry secured in a locker at the State Bank

of Baroda. On the way, they dropped Dadaji offat the Colonel's home

on Thornton Lane to keep his weekly chess-playing appointment.

Clad in a navy blazer and red tie, for he always dressed formally when

he left the house, Dadajijoined the Colonel, also clad injacket and tie,

waiting with the chessboard on his front lawn and he reminded the

women to return for him in two hours' time.
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There was, however, a deeper sense of loss that haunted her, one she

had inherited from her mother, who lamented, over and over, a pre-

cious Burmese ruby the size of a pigeon's egg that had vanished when

the family was forced to leave their business in Rangoon and return to

Nadiad. The loss of the ruby and the downfall of her father's wealth

meant that something had shifted in Ba's sense of self.
'When Sonia had last visited her grandparents in Allahabad, the

surnmer before she left for college in the States, Ba and Mina Foi had

taken her to the bank to visit the family gems. After reciting the story

of the lost ruby from Burma, Ba had dutifully said, "The most beauti-

ful set of all will be for you, Sonia, when you marry." She'd maske d the

pain of uttering this sentence by looking serious, as if discussing ill-
ness, and she had turned away in case Sonia brazenly accepted, "Thank

you, Ba."

Mina Foi had helped Sonia try on a pearl bracelet with a tricky em-

erald clasp, remembering how she'd worn it on her wedding day

with-and this is what still wrung Mina Foi-a giddy hope. She had

been so innocent, and when her innocence was destroyed, she'd felt so

ashamed. It had suddenly occurred to her that she was fastening her ill
luck upon Sonia: "Take it off!"

Ba, unable to stand her plummeting heart, had said, "Come on,

now, put it carefully back!"

But the clasp would not unclasp, and Mina Foi had to wrest the

bracelet off Sonia's hand, scraping her skin.

"They don't wear jewelry in America, just small trinkets," Ba had

said.

Now, on Mina Foi's fifty-fifth birthday, Ba made sure that the gems

were not frivolously tried on, only admired and counted to make sure

no piece was missing. She mopped the sweat from her upper lip with
her hankie. "Fortunately you've never been one for dressing up!"

Did Ba mean that had Mina a taste for dressing up, her divorce at

age twenty-two and the fact she no longer had an occasion to adorn

herself would have been intolerable? That she was fortunate in this

regard? Or did her mother mean it was fortunate she'd been divorced
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"The galawati is a damn tricky kebab," reminded Dadaji. "It must

be smooth as silk."

Ba said, "Khansama uses no egg or any kind of binding agent, and

then it is an exceedingly delicate task to turn the kebab. Bur you can

only eat such rich food occasionally or you will develop gout."
Ba supervised Khansama delicately turning the kebabs, and she

counted so no piece went missing before it was served. She inserted her

nose deep into every dish to sniffclosely and suspiciously, making sure

all was as it should be. She checked the storeroom and the fridge to be

certain everyjar and canister was depleted only in exact proportion to
their meal. The cockroaches that lived inside the warm laboring fridge

didn't bother her-in fact, she couldn't see them, the voltage was so

low. Neither did she notice that atop the greasy jars, daddy longlegs

had got their long legs stuck and died. Nor that at the top of the door

almost as tall as the wall, ahzard had been squashed, and the squashed

leather of its toiso and empty face still dangled from the high door-

frame.

Then she bathed. In Allahabad they took their baths before dinner

and dined formally about the table in their pajamas, nightgowns, and

robes.

"It's Daddy's, it's Daddy's," shouted Ba when Mina Foi reached for
the last bit of potato. Ba never addressed her husband directly, disre-

spectfully, and she rescued the delectable morsel to deposit on her hus-

band's plate. This delivery of a potato to her husband linked back to

the loss of the Burmese ruby. Dadaji ate it with a spoon and a fork and

the disgruntled expression of having to be the person dealing with a

problem as usual. "Everyone likes a potato," he said, "except for our
daughter-in-1aw, Seher. She is the only person I have ever met who
does not like a potato."

Mina Foi's finger zipped out and collected a stray sliver of fried
onion that lay upon the tablecloth, and she put the sliver in her mouth
with an absent-rninded expression, not glancing about to see if anyone

had spotted her because if nobody sees you, you didn't do what you
did. She was brimful of sadness for no particular reason, just a poi-
grrancy, a melancholy that comes from eating such royal food when
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