

	
	




a few short

notes on

tropical

butterflies


Stories


[image: butterfly]


JOHN MURRAY


[image: logo]









For Valerie





CONTENTS



1  The Hill Station


2  All the Rivers in the World


3  A Few Short Notes on Tropical Butterflies


4  White Flour


5  Watson and the Shark


6  The Carpenter Who Looked Like a Boxer


7  Blue


8  Acts of Memory, Wisdom of Man





Acknowledgments


About the Author


Credits


Copyright


About the Publisher







1

THE HILL STATION


On the first morning of the training in Bombay, just minutes before she collapsed, Elizabeth Dinakar stood in front of two hundred people in the conference hall, pointed up at the cholera bacteria magnified on the wall in front of her, and said This is your enemy.  The room was long and stuffy, with peeling walls and rattling air conditioners. People coughed and shuffled papers. The bacteria were the size of cars. Elizabeth Dinakar was tall and thin with thick black eyebrows. Her hair was pulled away from her face and held in a bun at the back of her head. She wore a silk shirt and khaki skirt, flat-soled shoes, and no makeup. 


She talked slowly and illustrated everything she said with graphs and photographs. Every child has five to seven episodes of diarrhea a year, she said, and that is a great ocean of diarrhea. People are floating on it. She spoke as if she were reading, had a familiarity with the organisms that cause infectious diarrhea that was precise and detailed. She saw a beauty in the microscopic world that she knew others could not understand. She took it personally. As she spoke she tapped a wooden pointer against the floor. Beads of perspiration ran down her back. At the other end of the room, two stainless-steel tea urns sat on tables covered with white tablecloths. During breaks, the tea was poured into thick British Civil Service cups on saucers, and that morning she had looked over the rim of her teacup out into modern India, framed by the doors, noisy and glaring in the sun.


Blood drained from Elizabeth Dinakars face and she felt light-headed. She had begun with a discussion of cholera, a disease with its origins along the Bay of Bengal that had ravaged white-limbed British soldiers in Calcutta. Cholera is one of Indias great legacies to the world, she said, something that has struck fear into the hearts of men. She flashed a slide of a nineteenth-century lithograph depicting the specter of cholera hanging over New York City like the Grim Reaper. People at the back of the room laughed a little at this image, and Elizabeth said that it was astonishing how far they had come in just a few years; now cholera could be pinned down in the laboratory with culture, biochemistry, and antibodies. All the mystery has gone, she said, and as she spoke her voice seemed to become fainter to her, muffled, as if it were speaking from a distance. It is a conquest, she said, a conquest orchestrated by microbiologists working systematically, using solid bench science. She wondered if she
sounded melodramatic, although she believed that it was dramatic; the triumph over cholera represented a triumph of the scientific method over chaos. 


She stopped talking and let the pointer slip from her fingers. She turned her back to the audience. It crossed her mind that she was going to die. On the wall above her was a large Bakelite clock with a round white face and huge hands that had the appearance of sharpened harpoons. She stared up at the clock. As she lost consciousness, she saw herself as a little girl watching her father shoveling snow. She felt ice crystals on her cheeks, smelled cigarette smoke, and for an instant heard her father speaking to her. Then she fell to the floor.


A private American foundation was paying Elizabeth Dinakar to train local doctors in the principles of microbiology. She was forty years old. She had made a modest name for herself in the infectious diarrheas, studying enteric organisms that ravaged the gut. At the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, she had taken charge of the enteric laboratory and now ran it as an international reference center. On her fortieth birthday she wrote Your shit is my bread and butter in large letters on a piece of computer paper and stuck it to her door. Her birthday made her feel unaccountably optimisticas if she were weightless. Nothing seemed solid. Others saw her as serious and rational, she knew. Forty years old and unmarried. Cold. She felt so different from the way she appeared that it was inexplicable to her.


A photograph of the Eschericia coli, many times life size, grainy and oval shaped, transmitted in apple cider from New England and the cause of many hundreds of cases of bloody diarrhea, sat above her desk in a thin wooden frame. She did detailed work alone at cool laboratory benches. The specimens came to her from all over the world, although before this trip to Bombay, she had never been to Asia or Africa. When she saw the cholera Vibrio, she imagined herself on the island of Celebes in Indonesia, the origin of the seventh pandemic, floating on a colorful reef, smelling sea salt and green bananas. Her thesis, on the Shigella strains causing dysentery in Africa, made her think of salty goat butter in tiny cups of acrid Ethiopian coffee, the bottomless waters of Lakes Victoria and Tanganyika, humming with Nile perch, and tall lean men walking in low scrub with hardwood staves. 


She opened her eyes and for a few seconds did not know where she was. A group of men from the front row had her by the shoulders and ankles and were carrying her out of the conference hall. The men wore cotton suits and monogrammed ties, smelled like fruity aftershave, and were all talking at once. They had shiny faces. They carried her outside and laid her on a wooden bench under a row of mango trees. It was cooler under the trees and dappled sunlight came through the leaves. She blinked and tried to sit up, but they held her by the shoulders. 


Raj Singh, who worked for the NGO in Bombay that was organizing the training, knelt on the ground beside her and put two fingers on her wrist. He was a small man with fat cheeks who wore spectacles that made his eyes swim like fish in a tank. She saw her own face reflected in the lenses of his spectacles.


Thank goodness. Thank goodness, he said. Her heart, it is beating quite vigorously. This is surely a good thing. Beads of perspiration clung to his forehead. He had a thin black mustache running horizontally across his top lip. 


Im sorry, Elizabeth whispered.


Please. It is I who should apologize. It is too hot. Someone handed him a wet handkerchief and he pressed it to her forehead. Drops of cold water ran into her ears and down onto her neck. 


This never happens to me, Elizabeth said. I dont get sick.


Your coloring is getting better. I am thinking that you fainted.


We should go back inside, Elizabeth said.


Please. Raj Singh wiped his forehead with the back of his hand. People are having tea break. There is no urgency.


Im wasting time, she said.


Please. This is no time for heroics. Look up at the mangos and think pleasant thoughts. Please.


The men stood under the trees with their hands behind their backs like benevolent uncles, periodically bending over to look at her face. Elizabeth felt awkward and self-conscious. She would rather have been alone under the trees. She did not think herself worthy of the attention, was already feeling guilty, planning what she would have to do to catch up in the conference hall. 


One of the conference attendees came outside to see her. He was carrying a Samsonite attach case. He put the case on the ground, snapped it open, and pulled a stethoscope into the air, like a conjurer. The tubing of the stethoscope was black and shiny. He listened carefully to her heart and neck, and then pulled a blood-pressure cuff from the attach case with a flourish and wrapped it around her arm. He had fleshy hands. His breath smelled like tea and there were tiny splashes of milk on the front of his shirt. When he had taken her blood pressure lying down, he got her to sit up and then took it again. He said, Splendid.


She will live I think, Raj Singh said quietly.


She will outlive us all, the doctor said. She has the blood pressure of a child. She is in super health.


This is very good news, Raj Singh said.


Common syncope, I think, the doctor said, putting his instruments back into his case. Common syncope. In short, you fainted, my dear lady, you fainted.


Im sorry for the trouble, Elizabeth said. 


If this is trouble, then I welcome it, the doctor said. I am not being troubled. Now cholera, for example, now that is trouble.


Magnificent news, Raj Singh said.


She got to her feet carefully and took a deep breath of air that tasted like dust and rubber. She was taller than the men under the trees and smiled as she stood in front of them. Im all right, she said to Raj Singh and walked away by herself. Cool air blew under the trees and felt like water on her forehead. She felt flushed and awkward in the heat. 


The mango trees stood on the edge of a gravel car park and were heavy with bulbous green fruit. Gusts of wind blew clouds of white dust into the air. Beyond the car park was a narrow road, a strip of cracked gray bitumen, crowded with people and animals. She walked out into the sun and across the car park, placing her hands flat on the hot metal roofs of the parked cars as she walked between them. On the side of the road, a team of men and women were working. The women carried baskets filled with hot tar on their heads and upturned them into potholes, while the men smoothed and filled the holes with shovels and rakes. The soles of the womens feet were black with the tar. Children sat on the side of the road, playing in piles of sand and stones, lobbing fistfuls of warm tar onto passing cars.


It made her feel foreign. Completely foreign, too, in a profound way that she did not quite understand. She had always imagined that she could be Indian if she wanted to. She looked Indian. Her parents had grown up in Bombay and immigrated to the States before she was born. Sitting in a living room in New Jersey, she learned about India from the tropical disease textbooks of her father. The India she had imagined from afar was a place of cholera, dysentery, typhoid fever, and old-fashioned bubonic plague. People dying of tuberculosis of the lung, spine, and brain. When she was a girl, she sat with the books flung around her, looking into photographic plates of ulcers and pathology specimens, and color-coded maps of the cholera belt. Now she was in Bombay for the first time. She had not expected the vividness of it all, the colors, the calamitous smells of decay and animals. She wondered if there was any part of her at all that could really be Indian.


She blinked in the bright light and walked along the road. Two young girls, no more than five years old, with tarry knees, ran toward her clutching straw baskets filled with packets of glucose biscuits, blackened bananas, and warm bottles of orange fizzy drink. Elizabeth bought biscuits and orange drink and watched the children move among other people on the road. A group of men got off a bus and gathered around the two girls. They reached into the baskets and took what they wanted and then dropped coins into the baskets. The girls stood with dusty legs and thin knees, looking at Elizabeth. After a few minutes, they ran back and forth collecting the empty bottles and when they got to her, they took her bottle and put out their hands for money. She got down on her haunches and looked at their hands, so adult and finely formed, and yet so small, and dropped some change into the palms. When they turned and ran away, she knew that they would not remember her.


Plain. That was how her own mother had described her. Too tall and too thin, with a chest that was too flat and a nose that was too large to be considered noble. In her bright and unforgiving passport photograph, taken five years earlier, she looked sad and beaten. Slightly damp. Resigned to her fate. She tried to hide when she was growing up, grew her hair into long, waving tresses and wore baggy clothes and played boys games. She broke two fingers on her right hand playing baseball when she was twelve years old. When her father left, she thought he had left because of her. Indian girls were supposed to be exotic and beautiful. She thought that she deserved to have her father leave. When he walked out, her mother was so shocked, so unbelieving, that they did not talk about his absence for weeks. Just let it hang there above them like a great gaping hole in the roof. Three months later, her mother got a tatty letter from Toronto that at least gave her something to get angry about. He had left with a computer
programmer, barely older than Elizabeth herself, and was living in a studio apartment with four cats and rented furniture. Now at last I am free, her mother said, sobbing into her hands at the kitchen table while Elizabeth did homework and chewed the end of a 2B pencil. 


She lived alone outside the beltway in Atlanta in a new California-style house on two acres of woodland. Deer grazed on her lawn and shed hard red ticks loaded with Lyme disease onto the leaves of garden shrubs. She had remodeled the house and put in extra windows and skylights, filling the wooden rooms with light. Her living room was her workroom and in the center she had placed an enormous desk, her fathers desk, the only remnant of the man who she had learned to forget. On the desk, she arranged her journals, textbooks, articles to be written, correspondence, and other day-to-day papers in neat piles next to a fax machine and a laptop computer. Through the window was a bird feeder and on the desk she put fresh flowers every day, in a clear glass jar. These flowers, bought from the De Kalb farmers market, were her only luxury. By the time she got them home, the flowers would already be sagging in the heat, limp fistfuls of color that she thrust immediately into water.


Raj Singh appeared alongside her in the sun with a cup of tea on a saucer. He had carried it across the car park without spilling a drop. Four flat tan-colored biscuits were fanned out around the saucer, like the petals of a giant tropical flower.


You must get your strength up, he said. Perhaps you should come out of the sun.


She took the tea and held it in front of her. Im feeling better, she said. 


It is excellent that you have come. 


Im glad I came.


Infectious disease is very popular here, he said. Very close to peoples hearts. People are very keen to come and hear you speak. You are an authority.


I hope it is useful.


It is more than useful. It is inspiring. People like it when they see an Indian who has made it big in America.


I was born there.


But really, you are Indian at heart. That is how I see it.


Raj Singh straightened his spectacles and took the cup and saucer from her. He took her elbow with his other hand and steered her away from the road and back toward the trees and the conference hall. He wore a white shirt and had a comb in his top pocket. He had met her at the airport the day before in his white Ambassador. The inside of his car was spotless and smelled of pineapples. He sprayed it every night, he told her, with a pump-action can of insect repellent to kill mosquitoes and other creatures with wings. 


She finished the first day of training an hour late, but managed to make up for the time she had lost. Raj Singh was delighted. He considered the first day to have been a success and took her out to the Gate of India late in the afternoon. But she did not feel as if she had recovered. She felt weak and breathless in the heat, too tall in the milling crowds and embarrassed when stared at. There were too many people. She was so dizzy that she reached out and leaned on his shoulder. He ushered her into a tea shop and away from the crowds and bought her a Coke and four oily samosas on a thin plastic plate. When you are not used to it, it is too much, he said with a flourish of his fat hands, and she nodded and tried to smile. 


On the flight from New York, she had learned the most important street names of Bombay by heart and marked her guidebook with long streaks of yellow highlighter pen. It took a lot of effort to keep Andr out of her mind, and she wanted desperately to forget him. When she thought of him, she could not see him as a whole. She remembered only a few details: his fingernails, the smell of coffee on his breath, the angle of his chin. 


She had met Andr the previous summer. He was from Argentina and had come to Atlanta for a year to continue his work on Chagas disease, an infection transmitted in the feces of the Reduviidae family of cone-nosed beetles. He was put in a free laboratory down the end of her corridor to work on developing his serologic tests and she saw him there in the early mornings before anyone else arrived. He was distracted by his work, looked up at her but did not see her. On one wall he had a large calendar, and every morning he crossed off the day with a large red stroke. He missed his family. They sent him a fat letter, smothered with blue-and-green Argentinean stamps, every week. He read them slowly and carefully with a cup of coffee and wrote letters back with a fountain pen.


His eyebrows met in the middle and he had a fine white scar running along his top lip. He liked red meat and coffee. She surprised herself when she asked him to a meal at a Caribbean restaurant and barely noticed that she had drunk four bottles of cold lager with the food. She was taller than him by an inch, and it was she who had fallen into him in the alley between the restaurant and the car, pushing her fingers up under his shirt as they stood there in orange streetlight. She surprised herself and didnt care as they stood in the street and she recognized that there were parts of herself that she did not want to understand. She had hidden impulses. On Sunday afternoons, she smoked a pack of cigarettes, sometimes more, sitting in her own garden facing the forest, the world still and quiet apart from the flick of the lighter and the warm pillows of smoke reaching back into her lungs, as deep as she could drag them, and the hard, dry rattle of the cicadas in the long grass. 


Andr had warm olive skin and a wedding ring. When she thought of him, she thought of the pampas, a gold-and-brown ocean of grass teeming with brucellosis, yellow fever, and scrub typhus. She looked at the smooth skin of his chest at night, swept down the length of it with her open palm, and thought of the Aedes aegypti mosquito, its gizzard loaded with flavovirus, its tiny sharp proboscis sliding through that soft olive skin and into his bloodstream. When she had him to herself in her bedroom, with the sound of trees in the wind outside, he felt fragile. At risk. A precious and unique thing. 


She took Andr home without his children or his wife, without her calm and orderly scientists mind, and without consequences. When he laughed he giggled, like a girl, a surprising high-pitched laugh that shook him from the waist. He had thick square hands that held small everyday objects with such delicacy and care that she found herself staring at them when he was there, watching him lift a fork or a book as if it were something to be treasured.


His family was all in Buenos Aires, in a three-story apartment in Palermo Viejo. The apartment building had the cast-iron railings, balconies, and window pots of a building you might find in Paris, and when he was home he ate breakfasts of empanadas and real butter croissants in smoky cafes heavy with the aroma of strong coffee. He showed her photographs of his life at home. She saw his children, too, pale faced, with snub noses and blond hair, in perfect navy blue school uniforms and caps. She saw a picture of his laboratory, where he stood with crossed arms in front of a microscope, a pair of bifocals hanging from his neck by a gold chain.


Newspapers were the reason she had given him for not letting him stay with her at night. She had her rituals. She got up every morning and read the New York Times and the Atlanta Journal Constitution, cover to cover, with a pot of coffee and a bowl of raisin bran. In the morning she read mail, made lists, and read the newspapers, and she did it alone, staring out at birds landing on the wooden tray of the bird feeder. She needed that time, she told him, needed it like other people needed exercise.


On a Sunday evening in the summer, she sat with him on her porch and drank beer. The forest was loud and it was warm in the dark.


I cant tell anyone about you, she said.


You are ashamed of what we are doing, he said. 


Im not ashamed. 


But you cannot tell other people.


Youre married. And youre going home.


But that is why you like me. Because I am temporary. You are terrified of anything that could be permanent with a man. Terrified. You think it is weak to want to be with anyone.


I dont think that.


You do think that. I know you better than you think. Your work and your routines, they are tricks. You are the one who doesnt want to get involved. You are terrified of what will happen to you.


Andr wanted to be the center of attention when he was there. He thought that he was doing her a favor, she knew, expected gratitude and a nice breakfast. When she imagined him in the mornings, with his heavy white arms and gray stubble, she had a sense that she had made a mistake, and could not let him stay with her at night. She knew that he did not love her. He had a family. In bed, she felt his wedding ring against her skin and looked up at the ceiling and resolved that she would make him leave as soon as it was over. He would bump into furniture in the dark as he let himself out. Then she would wash herself clean and push open the window and sleep alone with the sounds of the forest filling her room.


There was cholera in the slums of Bombay when she arrived. On the second day of the training, she told Raj Singh that she wanted to visit the slums and see the epidemic for herself. Her parents were Indian, she told him, and she wanted to understand how people lived. She needed observations, real data, to help her understand. The density and chaos, the crippled people, the sheer desperation of the streets were things her parents had never talked about. Her parents remembered houses with trees and servants. They had gone to English schools where they read Walter Scott and Conrad, heard bagpipes played at morning assembly, and stared up at the names of prefects recorded in gold lettering on oak boards in the school chapel. 


She had never seen a case of cholera. In the laboratory at home, she had admired the flat yellow colonies of the bacteria growing on culture plates. They came out of the heavy steel incubators smelling warm and yeasty, like bread. She had a clear understanding of how the cholera Vibrio elaborated a potent enterotoxin that made the cells lining the small intestine pump salt and water into the gut. She knew that people with the infection watched a river of salt run out of their bodies like dirty bathwater, until they died of shock. But she had never seen a person with the disease. In her hotel room, she unpacked her books and papers first and arranged them in neat piles on the bed. She ran her fingers over her hard copies of Hunters Tropical Medicine and Emerging Infectious Disease, the Atlas of Human Parisitology, and The Manual of Clinical Microbiology. When she looked out of her window and out across the chaotic skyline of Bombay, shrouded in tan-brown smoke, half hidden in the gloom, it was as murky as
her own visions of the country where her parents had been born. 


Elizabeth met Raj Singh under the mango trees at the end of the second day. His NGO was working in the Jogeshwari slums, and he took her there in his Ambassador. I am taking you to see my colleague. He is a doctor there. He is working very hard indeed, he said and mopped his face with a piece of lined paper, pulled from the notebook he was carrying. They drove through streets heavy with the hard metallic smell of car exhaust. Thin men in white shirts stared in at her and children hammered on the windows with brown knuckles. She wanted to see the real India and sat still on the slippery red vinyl seat with both hands pressed between her knees.


They walked the last half mile through narrow alleys lined by ramshackle market chawls. The alleys were dark and moist and smelled of sewage and wood smoke. In a market square, they came to a large tent that had been erected on some open ground. The tent was made from bamboo poles, lashed together with rope, and had a loose hessian roof that bulged outward in gusts of wind. The sides of the tent were open and people in the market were staring at the cots inside. At one end, a long line of people were waiting to be seen by a nurse who was standing at a small wooden school desk. The air around the tent smelled of disinfectant. 


This is one of our treatment centers, Raj Singh said. It is the only way we can handle the numbers that are coming. You see. There are not enough clinics and no hospitals for the people here. The only way is to set up these impromptu centers. They have to be large enough to handle the volume. In slums like this, you have a lot of transmission and large numbers of people getting sick.


The nurse stood at the desk with her arms crossed and looked at Elizabeth with desperate eyes. She wore a white uniform and a white cap. The front of the uniform was stained brown and the sleeves were blue with streaks of pen ink. A tall man with a thin neck and prominent Adams apple came out from under the tent wearing a long white coat buttoned up the front despite the heat. Ajit Koomar shook Elizabeths hand. He pushed a thick lock of very black hair away from his face and then put both hands deep into the pockets of his white coat. 


Please wait for a few minutes and I will be finished here. We are understaffed. There are many cases of cholera. I am terribly sorry you had to see this. 


He took a red-felt marker pen from the desk and walked, with long, loping strides, down the line of people waiting to be seen. Raj Singh asked her if she would like to sit down under the tent, but she said no and they followed Ajit Koomar. The clothes of the people waiting by the tent were wet with diarrhea because they did not want to leave the line. The sickest had straw-colored liquid running from them continuously, down their legs, onto their feet. They held wads of cloth up against their buttocks, and cast wide and surprised eyes at Elizabeth as she walked past. The women looked away with embarrassment. Many were on stretchers and Ajit Koomar stooped down and examined the eyes and skin of these cases carefully. In a few minutes, he saw forty people. On the backs of their hands, he marked their treatment classification with the red pen.


We use the World Health Organization system here, you see, he said over his shoulder. Identify the degree of dehydration, classify, and treat. Mild and moderate dehydration gets oral fluids onlyoral rehydration solution. Severe dehydration gets IV Ringers lactate right away. The severe and the moderate get into the tent. The mild get instructions on what to do at home and then go back home. Everyone gets educated on how to prevent the transmission of cholera, you see. This is what we can do.


The market swirled around them. People ran past staring at Ajit Koomar as he examined the cholera cases in the street. Elizabeth sweated in the late afternoon heat. The sun was low over the corrugated iron roofs, reflecting off the metal and glinting into her eyes. Her hands hung limp by her sides and her feet were swollen and heavy in her shoes. She felt out of place, useless, and was still thinking about the look of desperation she had seen on the face of the nurse at the desk. Crows sat in a line on the top of the treatment tent, deep black even in full daylight, watching the ground with steady eyes.


Near the back of the line, a young woman in a green sari lay with closed eyes and sharp cheekbones. Her eyes were sunken and she breathed with shallow breaths through white, cracked lips. Her husband, wearing a blue shirt and a knitted brown-and-white-striped woolen vest, sat next to her. He held a piece of moist cloth in one hand and a banana in the other. 


This one is severely dehydrated, Ajit Koomar said. She will need an IV line straight away. Help me please.


He bent down and clasped the woman around the ankles and Elizabeth took hold of her shoulders before Raj Singh could stop her. The shoulder bones of the woman were sharp and angular and Elizabeth felt the thin bony lattice of her ribs. She was as light as a bird. There were two fine gold earrings in her ears and her skin was the color of beaten egg yolks in a white bowl.


She was all right this morning, her husband said. She was cooking this morning. I saw her with my own eyes and now I do not know what has happened.


The woman was unconscious. The back of her sari was wet with diarrhea and Elizabeths hands were now covered in it. She smelled sour apples and damp wool. The back of the womans sari flapped down onto Elizabeths skirt and the saturated cloth soaked through onto her legs as she walked. They carried her between them, low to the ground, and stumbled into the tent. Some of the people ahead in the line shouted at them as they passed, but Ajit Koomar ignored them. 


Most of the cots inside the tent were occupied. Each patient was allowed one family member to look after them. A single open drain with a steel grill ran along the edge of the tent, and all the waste was thrown into it. Dogs milled at the edge of the drain with their noses in the air. The ground by the drain was thick with a mat of flies. A large steel gar-bage hopper was being used for the solid waste and there was a line of crows on the side of this container. The smell was palpable. We have an issue with waste disposal, you see, Ajit Koomar said as they moved into the tent. Please excuse the mess.


Inside the tent, it was calm and cooler. A thin brown light filtered through the hessian above them. There was a military sense of order and regimentation. Family members sat on stools by each cot with cups and spoons and plastic bottles of liquid. They gave sips of fluid and emptied the slosh buckets of diarrhea. People were grateful to have made it into the tent, and there was a sense of duty there, an eagerness to follow instructions. An old man with leathery skin and a long white beard looked up at Elizabeth as they walked under the tent and nodded to her, and she nodded back, trying to look as if she knew what she was doing.


They found an empty cot in the center of the tent. The cot was covered by a sheet of blue plastic and had a hole cut in the middle. They placed her over the hole so that the diarrhea could run directly out into a bucket positioned underneath. They squared her on the cot and Ajit Koomar asked one of the tent staff for an intravenous needle and giving set. It took him ten minutes to find a vein in her arm with the IV needle and to set up the line. He ran the first liter into her quickly and wrote instructions for the next three liters on a single piece of paper on a clipboard at the head of the cot. The IV bag was hung from a hook that had been screwed into one of the bamboo tent supports above their heads. 


Her husband sat on the edge of the cot, clutching the banana and wiping his head with the strip of damp torn cloth. Her name is Sangeeta, he said to Ajit Koomar. She is my wife. She is a young woman and very healthy. Of course she will be fine. Of course she will.


But Ajit Koomar was no longer listening and walked away. Elizabeth bent down to the young man and clasped him by the shoulder. She will be all right, she said. You stay here with her. She will be all right. She could see that the man was terrified. Raj Singh took her by the elbow and led her back through the maze of cholera cots to the edge of the tent. As they walked away, the young man stood up and called after them, I am accountant. Do you understand? I am accountant. I have means. I am not a poor man. He had a thin mustache and prominent ears and long thick eyelashes. The other people in the tent turned to look at him and he sat down quickly, putting his hands on his knees and watching his wife on the cot in front of him. Now that you have seen it, Raj Singh whispered to her, you can understand what it is like. You do not need to see it again. It is all most regrettable.


She arranged for the taxi to collect her every day after the training. She waited under the mango trees. Big green mangos fell to the ground around her while she waited, and in the warm air under the trees small flying insects attracted to the ripe fruit settled on her eyelids and arms. The taxi took her back to the cholera tent in the Jogeshwari slums. 


On the day after her first visit, she arrived at the treatment tent a little after five oclock. She wiped the sweat from her face with her fingers. Ajit Koomar was surprised to see her. When he smiled, his front teeth were crooked and stained red. The two nurses in the tent looked at her suspiciously and brought her a chair and a glass of hot sweet tea, boiled with milk on a gas ring burner on the floor. They stopped working and gathered around her, and she had to insist that she was all right, and that they should leave her alone. She felt as if she was being watched, and when she walked near the drain she tried not to gag. The dense heat, the vomiting and diarrhea, and the smells of cooking food drifting in from the market made her light-headed and dizzy. She told Ajit Koomar she wanted to see the woman they had saved, and he told her that she was not saved yet and led her through the tent.


Sangeeta, still wearing the green sari, lay flat on the cot with her eyes open. Elizabeth could see that she was very ill. Her skin had a yellow tint and she smelled of ammonia and something sweet and warm. The skin on her face was dry and pale and her eyes were sunken. Her hair, long and black with streaks of silver at the temples, was spread out beside her on the pillow. The IV tube had been taped to her forearm and ran upward to the bag of fluid near the ceiling. She looked up at Elizabeth and moved only her eyes, blinking slowly in the light. She did not acknowledge her but looked straight up into her face. On the narrow cot, she looked small and wasted and her toes were long, with brilliant pink toenails. Elizabeth took one of Sangeetas hands and held it between her palms. The hand was cold and dry and she rubbed it carefully to try and warm it up.


A young boy, seven or eight years old, was sitting on a low stool at the head of the bed holding a green plastic cup in one hand and a white plastic spoon in the other. The boy had two fine silver bracelets on one wrist and was wearing a stained floral smock over a pair of white trousers. His eyes were almond shaped and wide and his hair was cropped to a short black stubble. He offered his mother sips of fluid with the spoon, held it up to her lips and gently tipped it into her mouth. His hands and wrists were tiny and delicate. When he took his hands away, he held them out in front of him, and looked down, away from Elizabeth, toward the floor. 


He is this ladys son, Ajit Koomar said. Her husband is working and the young boy will be sitting here all day and all night if it is necessary. It is the sons duty, you see. 


Where is the rest of the family? Elizabeth Dinakar asked.


None of them have come, you see. She is very unwell. Her son will stay. 


But he is only a baby.


He is the son.


The boy picked up the bucket under his mother and staggered over to the side of the tent to empty it into the sump. When he turned and came back with the rinsed bucket, his clothes were splashed with brown liquid. His eyes were bright blue. He replaced the bucket under the cot, sat down on the stool, and wiped his mothers face with a damp towel hanging on a pole. 


Elizabeth wanted to say something but there was nothing she could say. She stood up and walked out into the dust and the people on the street. In the taxi, she sat back in the seat and let the tears run down her cheeks and into her lap, wondering when she had last cried, and where the tears had come from.


Her mother had given up on India. She blamed India for her husband and for her own sense of failure when he left her. The two of them moved into a small apartment with thin walls. She made Elizabeth American food and watched television in the evenings, crying desperately over the square-jawed men and doe-eyed women she saw embracing on hospital dramas and movies of the week. She saw life as a struggle, never learned to drive, and went everywhere by bus. Elizabeth thought she was beautiful. She had black eyes and a high forehead framed by a cascade of inky hair. 


On weekends, her mother went to the houses of other expatriate Indians, told them that her husband was dead, and ate parathas and dhal. She came home smelling of cardamom and mustard oil. On these days, she dressed up in the silk saris that she kept pressed and stacked in the linen cupboard, sprinkled liberally with camphor and mothballs. When she went out in her saris, she wore pink sneakers on the bus, and carried thin leather sandals in her handbag that she would put on in the street to walk the last block to her friends houses. She wanted to make Elizabeth forget her Indian heritage and her father, bought her a full set of encyclopedias, the collected works of Charles Dickens, the poems of Robert Frost. Educate or perish, she said. They read the dictionary together every evening, a giant heavy Websters, and she made Elizabeth memorize three words a night. Commingle, comminute, commisce. Commiserate, commisas, commissary. I will not have you spread-eagled between two continents, she
told her. You are here now. Accept it. Forget that other place.


Elizabeth read her fathers textbooks to learn about India, studied green-and-orange maps, and rolled rich and unlikely place names off her tongue. India became impossible and exotic to her; the only constant thing in her life; something about which there was no doubt. Her father had disappeared. Her mother cut off all contact with him. When she was young, she sat in her room and wrote her father letters on pink notepaper, mailing them on the way to school, but she never received a reply. From his old textbooks, she understood that everything that seemed inexplicable could have an explanation. There was a precision and symmetry to the microscopic world that made her immerse herself in it. She was convinced that the bacteria that produced epidemics of diarrhea quickly and efficiently, the Shigella species, Salmonella typhi, E.coli, and Vibrio cholerae 01 El Tor, were perfect. Infinitely adaptable.


Her mother had been to university in India and had read Latin and French. She was an educated woman but had never worked. After her husband left, she got a job as a secretary at a firm that made bicycle parts, and worked six days a week. Putting bread on the table, she said, is more important than having a fulfilling life.


One September afternoon when she was fourteen years old, Elizabeth was sent home from school early with a cold. She walked home by herself carrying a green canvas backpack, kicking through clusters of wet brown leaves. The front door of the apartment was unlocked. Her mother was naked on the couch, straddling an Indian man with his trousers around his ankles. The man was wearing a white shirt and a tie, and a pair of polished black leather shoes. Her mother was sitting up high on the man, her breasts heavy and pendulous. Her eyes were shut. One of the mans hands was on her neck. The back of his hand was hairy and he was wearing a bright gold wristwatch. Elizabeth stood by the door and looked at her mothers wide hips and heavy thighs. She had never seen her mother naked. A thin line of black hair ran between her belly button and her groin. Her hair was hanging over her eyes and she was concentrating hard. Elizabeth stood in baggy jeans and a pink down jacket with the backpack hanging damp and heavy
from her shoulders. 


She knew what her mother was doing but could not understand why. She was more interested in her mothers naked body than the man lying underneath her. When the man noticed Elizabeth a few moments later, he said, Bloody hell, and sat up straight on the couch with her mother in his lap. Her mother looked over at her and did not say anything. Elizabeth could see that she was angry, angry with herself, what she was doing, the man next to her. This is what could happen to you if you are not careful, her mothers face said, and Elizabeth walked out through the door, into a cool breeze that blew leaves along wet gray streets. She told her teacher that she felt better, sat through her last class with a tissue in her hand, wrote her name on the desk with a red marker pen, kept going over the letters of her name until she was left with a heavy red smudge. 




Every day of the first week of the training, she woke up in the hotel feeling sick and tired. On the third day, she found a chemist shop on the ground floor of an office building, a bright room with fluorescent lights and walls stacked with multicolored boxes, smelling of sharp chemicals and perfume. She bought a box of pregnancy test kits with American dollars. She could not find the kits on the shelves and had to ask for them. The old chemist at the counter, a tall man with a large bald head and hairy ears, pulled his white coat tightly around his chest and looked at her suspiciously. She blushed as she handed over the money, pushed the box down into her shoulder bag without looking at him. No wedding ring, she thought. Loose woman.


Every afternoon she waited under the mango trees and went back to visit the sick woman and her son in the tent. She took the boy small gifts that she could find around the hotela box of colored pencils, gaudy stuffed elephants and tigers, a teak box carved with scenes of farmers and fishermen, small bottles of perfume, Cadbury chocolate bars wrapped in silver foil. Kneeling down by the cot she held out the gifts, but the boy would never look at her, always at the floor, and Elizabeth put them down on his mothers body, balanced there carefully in her lap, tucked into the folds of her sari. Sangeeta looked up from the cot with still eyes and said nothing. She never moved, just looked with her eyes, and Elizabeth felt judged under the flapping brown hessian roof, kneeling there on the beaten-earth floor. What did she expect? What did she want from this small woman and her quiet son in that tent? It was not clear what she could do to help. 


She washed her hands furiously at a metal spigot with a thin sliver of white soap. Her hands looked smooth and soft in the pale brown light under the tent. She rubbed them over each other for a long time before rinsing them off in the trickle of clear water from the metal pipe. No amount of washing made them feel clean. Ajit Koomar walked with her slowly and showed her the food vendors on the street, and the public pump and how people stored and transported their water, and how they transmitted cholera. He showed her the tiny dark houses where people lived and she watched as sick people were carried outside. He told her about the public education they were doing using the mullahs at the mosques. She barely heard what he said. There were so many people, so many children, that she switched off. She saw a toughness and an openness in the faces of the people in the market that overwhelmed her. 


On the fourth day, Sangeeta and her son had gone and no one told her. She walked to the cot and found it empty. The nurses kept their distance and the patients lying under the tent stared at her. She walked back to the side of the tent and saw the boy, Sangeetas son, by the door. He was standing absolutely still with one thin arm resting up on the wooden tent support. As Elizabeth approached, he picked up a plastic bag on the ground behind him. He held up the bag. Elizabeth took it and crouched in front of the boy, who was staring at her for the first time. He stood there for a moment, his eyes as blue as sky, his eyebrows light and downy, and looked up into Elizabeths face without smiling. And then he ran off, out into the market on his thin legs, out into the people and the dusty afternoon.


Ajit Koomar was outside in the sun.


She died last night, he said. It was very sudden in the night. Her kidneys failed. The son has gone back to his family.


Im sorry, Elizabeth said.


We are all sorry.


Ajit Koomar took her to the carpenters shops where they were making cholera cots for the treatment tent. The men standing at the back of the shops were old men with bony hands and the work was being done by young men and boys, lined up at chipped benches, ankle deep in wood shavings and offcuts, working with planes and saws. Dry wood shavings, curled into tight ringlets, stuck to their hair and the backs of their hands and legs. The fresh dry smell of cut wood made her feel better. Sawdust fell onto her bare arms and her shoes. She smelled it on her skin when she got into the taxi.


She opened the plastic bag on the backseat. All of her gifts were there, each one carefully wrapped in two sheets of newspaper and tied around with lengths of thick twine. Nothing had been opened. She clutched the bag filled with little packages to her side and watched the hands of the driver on the wheel and saw motes of dust floating slowly upward toward the ceiling in the last of the afternoon sun.


When she arrived back at her hotel, the sky over the Arabian Sea was filled with yellow light and the streets were in darkness. In her room she double-locked the door. She pulled the curtains and took off her shoes and gritty socks. In the mirror she was red-eyed and pale, with heavy black rings under her eyes. She threw off her clothes and showered for half an hour in hot water and then wiped the steam from the mirror and stood naked in front of it. Her skin was a light tan. She looked dark against the white tiles on the bathroom wall and the white porcelain of the sink. Her thighs were long and heavy and tufted with fine black hairs. Her belly was flat and her breasts were small, with small brown nipples. 


She left her hair wet and took a plastic syringe and a specimen cup from her bag and the pregnancy test from its cardboard packet and arranged them by the sink in the bathroom. She had always been methodical. Her mother told her that she was too organized to be good at anything. Too systematic. Brilliance came from thinking laterally, she told her, in the fast-food restaurants where they went every night after her father left. Elizabeth arranged things and followed recipes exactly. In her tidy room, she could forget that there were Indian men she didnt know sleeping in her fathers bed. She understood that if you look at small things hard enough, then they become big things. 


She squatted over the toilet and filled the specimen cup with urine and then took the syringe and drew up the warm yellow liquid and put two drops on the lilac-colored plastic test kit. It was shaped like a pen and there was a small window in the side. There were chemical reagents impregnated in the filter paper in the test that would combine with compounds in her urine. The tiles of the bathroom floor were cold under her feet. She was as tired as she had ever been. A black-and-white photograph of Gandhi hung on the wall above the bed. She brushed her teeth and lay down with the towel wrapped around her. 


After a few minutes, she held the test carefully up to the light. Two thin purple lines had appeared in the test window. She had an impulse to run. She felt as if her own life, with its complicated procedures and protocols, had not prepared her. She drifted into sleep and saw, for a fleeting instant, that her instinct to escape came from her father, a man she had never known, whom she both loved and hated simultaneously. 



She had learned about the hill station at Mahabaleshwar from a glossy tourist brochure in her room. The next morning she took one small overnight bag, put the rest of her luggage into storage at the hotel, and got on the first bus she could find from Bombay. She knew that Raj Singh would already be looking for her at the hotel. She could imagine him puffing through his small lips, adjusting his spectacles, and running up to the reception counter with his leather briefcase under his arm. It was the last day of the training, and two hundred people were waiting for her in the conference room. 


The bus was full of women wearing saris. The road climbed into the misty-blue ravines of the Western Ghat Mountains. On the steep road, the bus slowed to a crawl and the driver grated the gears loudly as he changed down, his thin arm smacking the long gear stick with his palm for a minute before it fell into gear with the engine whining. Small cars loaded with people, heavy and low to the ground, sounded their horns and raced past the bus. As they climbed, the breeze freshened and banks of black clouds rolled over the tops of the mountains toward them. By midmorning, the sun had disappeared and they were plunged into a gray twilight. Gusts of wind from the deep valleys buffeted the bus. Elizabeth took a tissue from her bag and wiped her face and hands, then put her head to the open window and let the wind cool her skin. 


A thin young man was sitting next to her. He was clutching a string bag filled with fruit and reading a Hindi newspaper that he held up close to his face. He had large childlike eyes, and wore American jeans and a white shirt. The wind from the open window blew his shirt around him. Under the shirt cuffs he had thin fingers and narrow wrists. 


You would like an orange? To eat, he said, reaching down into his bag. 


Thanks. 


Excuse me, but are you feeling well? I notice that the blood is rushing from your face. Excuse me. I can stop the bus. Give me the word. I will stop it instantly. 


That wont be necessary, Elizabeth said. Its just the movement on the road. And I have eaten something perhaps. But Im all right.


Just give me the word. I can be stopping the bus at any time. This is quite fine with me. I would show no hesitation. Elizabeth nodded again and held the orange in her lap. She did not want to talk, and he went back to his newspaper, holding it in front of his face, licking his thumb and index finger every time he turned a page. The two top buttons of his shirt were undone and a thin gold chain hung around his neck. His skin was the color of olive oil, wood varnish, the crunchy peanut butter that she spooned from bulk tubs in the market at home.


She picked up the orange and plunged her thumb through the skin and deep into the pulp. She peeled it roughly, throwing pieces of peel out of the window. As she pulled pieces from the orange, juice ran over her fingers and onto her lap. She coughed as she swallowed the sour fruit and spat the seeds into the palm of her hand.


A baby began screaming in one of the seats behind her, coughing and pulling wet rasping breaths down into its lungs, while the mother talked to the infant and made clucking noises with her tongue.


The young man put his newspaper down and got out of his seat. He stood up carefully and walked unsteadily toward the back of the bus. She heard him talking quickly and then he came back and sat down and opened the newspaper again.


I have told them that you are unwell, he said. They must be keeping the baby back there quiet. It is a matter of common courtesy.


You didnt need to do that, she said.


It was important that I do it, he said. People in this country do not understand. I have made it clear back there using plain language. The screechings from the lungs of a baby will not make it easier for you. I think the matter is in hand.


The cries from the baby were muffled as they rose farther into the mountains. She felt sick as the bus turned slowly up the road but did not want to stop and get off. The wet sour orange, the movement, the heavy smells of people in the bus only made it worse. If she stopped the bus, she knew that everyone would be watching her, a western woman, as she threw up on the road. It would be an admission that something was wrong. She ran her tongue over her lips, which were dry and cracked, and rummaged in the leather shoulder bag on her lap until she found a tube of lip gloss. She ran the sticky gloss, which smelled vaguely of strawberries, over her lips and watched flies land on the inside of the window.


Thunder rolled in the distance and the smell of rain and wet earth blew in through the window. The sudden darkness stopped people talking and they sat quietly in their seats looking out into the sky. When the rain came, it fell in fat drops like pigeon eggs onto the tin roof of the bus and exploded onto the warm road outside in dark circular stains, and then came down in vertical lines that were so dense and heavy that the valley and the mountains and the road ahead disappeared. The headlights of the bus were insignificant pinpoints of light into the rain. The water spat into the dry soil along the road. Elizabeth did not realize for a long time that they were passing through a small village, and that the blurred colors on the side of the road were people huddling under the lopsided roofs of narrow shops and stalls. The young man sitting next to her put down his newspaper and held it in his lap. It was not until the rain eased after five minutes that she saw that the bus had stopped and that people, barefoot and
drenched, their clothes clinging to their backs, were walking quickly past them.


The bus driver shouted out of the window and then turned off the engine and pulled open the door of the bus. He got out of his seat, ran down the steps, and disappeared into the crowd outside. It was still drizzling and cars were stopped in front of them. Water ran down from the hill above in fast brown streams and filled the drainage ditch at the side of the road. Elizabeth got off the bus with the other passengers and felt the cool rain on
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