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For my family




 

 

Common sense will not accomplish great things. Simply become insane and desperate.

—LORD NAOSHIGE




ACT 1
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DILO

A confidence artist knows more than they’ll ever tell you. They know how to get what they want when they want it, and they make it look near easy. They’re charming. Ten steps ahead, even if you feel like you’re the one leading. You’ll never know how many truths and how many lies made up their story.


If we reached for the stars and happened to tumble thank God there was no lava on the moon.



People need something to believe in. Something to hang on to. Something they can call their own. I could tell you about the shrapnel in my mother’s chest. I could tell you how the sound of thunder sometimes made me piss myself. Maybe you’d shed a little tear for me. But I was no sob story. We all had our own little sadness. Whatever.

[image: ]

OCTOBER 4, 2000

We were at Z-Mart. A big box chain a twenty-three-minute walk or a ten-minute bus ride away from our house. A national treasure proud of its customer service where the customer was always right even though they had been ripped off a thousand times before reaching the checkout. At store 416 in the Malvern Mall in Scarborough, we were the Nobodies. Hoodlums, alcoholics, white trash, or terrorists—majority immigrant—all of us deemed degenerate. The only service we were offered was plastic cups with morsels they had circulating called free samples. The entire store for the month was orange and black, made Halloween spooky.

Anji wore a tight pale yellow shirt with no bra on. You could practically make out the shape and size of her areolae. She knew there were monsters out there, but she was willing to take her chances; after all, she could fire a Kalashnikov and had impeccable aim. She could kill with her bare hands.

Mary wore a bobbled and worn navy jogging set. Her curly hair was brushed to a Sai Baba ’fro. Fifty brush strokes on either side. Mary, so full of grace, born Naagadevi Number One, was a cobra. Yes, that’s what I said, the woman who birthed me was also a snake. Naja naja, of the family Elapidae. Venomous and capable of preying on their own. Immigrant mom, she was only threatening if you asked her about her stance on homosexuality and public displays of affection. She’d pray for acid rain on the Pride parade but make you a sandwich if you were hungry. Mary held Maysha close to her chest.

Maysha was three foot and three years young. She was cute. Real cute, and cute was the biggest distraction. People had less sympathy for ugly. If you were cute and struggling, for sure the world hated you. A demon child lived in Maysha’s belly and made her scream at the top of her lungs. That demon was a pain in my ass.

In the foyer opposite the buggies at the Z-Mart entrance, a little girl in pigtails and an overall dress, with freckles that spotted the top half of her face, stood beside an elderly man wearing an old brown suit, with a red poppy pinned on his chest.

“Spare any change for War Amps?” asked the girl.

“Change for the armed forces?” begged the man.

Terrance was on the other side, standing about six foot. He worked every day except Sundays and had a big belly that was more hard than soft, full of roti and goat curry. His white security shirt was this close to popping if only Terrance sneezed and squeezed his butt. He let out a burp instead. Despite his after-meal lethargy, he mustered every ounce of energy to raise his head ever so slightly, eyeing Anji’s tits jiggling with the vibration of the cart.


Rattle

Clank

Clank



“Sign up and get ten percent off your next purchase. A complimentary bag of easing-into-heart-disease included.”

“Want a credit card? Who wants a credit card?” The echo of workers selling laminated crack.

If the fact you couldn’t afford much made you queasy, there were antacids conveniently located at the end of every aisle. That and all the gum in the world. You could blow bubbles so big you could live in them.


Pop

Pop

Pop



A problem I had was that I couldn’t unsee phony. I was sensitive to fake. I had the makings of the world’s best bullshit detector. I suffered from acid reflux as a result. Two doctors and a specialist confirmed that I had the amount of acid expected for a forty-five-year-old alcoholic. I was meant to be dead a long time ago. A bunch of us were. We ran straight from bombs to carcinogens and consumerism.

The only creatures who knew peace in this hellhole were the HD fish swimming across flat-screens. Invest in a forty-two-inch and get a pair of subwoofers for 25 percent off. Use your store credit card and receive a free lava lamp and blue headlights. Buy in the next few seconds and a troll will suck your genitals for free.

To the right of Health and Beauty was the first security camera. Loitering in Jewelry was our ticket out of the store scot-free. A woman with rollers in her hair. Her chin was an inch from the glass, her breath fogging her view. She eyed necklaces and brooches. Jewelry designed for women over the hill and rolling. Her purse wide open on the counter.

“Oh my God, it’s Sheila,” said Mary.

“Who the hell is Sheila?” I asked.

“She owns a penthouse in the condo I work at. What a stylish woman. Look at her. What a beautiful blouse.”

Mary swept her shoulder-length bush behind her ears, fondly admiring Sheila from afar.

“What’s she doing at this Z-Mart?”

“Our Z-Mart has the best deals of all the Z-Marts. Didn’t you know?”

I threw a pack of fruit snacks into the cart. Mary threw in pads, which I’d later stuff in my backpack. I grabbed a bottle of baby shampoo and a bar of soap. Appear as inconspicuous as a citizen who can afford their basic needs.

We dispersed to complete our individual assignments. Maysha was stuck with me and out of control. She stood between men’s sweaters hanging from a rack, staring off into the distance. A sudden twinkle in her eye, and she was overcome with a burst of energy, or as Mary would say, that child was possessed by the devil. She sped from Men’s Wear to Women’s, picking up her pace to a toddler sprint. Cute was as useful as it was annoying. I ran straight for her, passing Mary stuffing bread rolls into her pockets in aisle seven.

“Maysha!” I shouted, weaving through the evening crowd. I spotted Anji in aisle nine.

“I don’t think you understand. What I need is to be relieved of all that I feel inside,” she said to a store clerk.

A juicy whitehead pulsated on the teenager’s nose. He had a tub of Metamucil in his hands.

I was on the move, but it was in my best interest to speed-walk casually. Teenagers wearing hoodies couldn’t simply run free. Not with unpaid crap in their bag. I turned a corner toward Electronics.

In front of a whole shelf of screens, there was Maysha standing still, watching an old man in a wheelchair in front of an HD thirty-six-inch plasma TV. In an unnamed drought-ridden land, far away from the cold of this place, crisp on the display, was an African boy with kwashiorkor. He stared directly into the lens. His eyes were round, brown, and captivating. His skin was ashy and gray. Flies hovered around his sores. He scratched his bloated belly. The camera zoomed, narrowing in on his face. A cloud of dust hazed the image.

The old man cried in his wheelchair and Maysha couldn’t take her eyes off the man.

“Sir, hang on. Sir?” called a young woman in a bright red Z-Mart shirt. “Just wait right there a second. Sir? Don’t go running from me, now. Did you want to try a free sample of the new scented tissues we just got in stock?” She pointed to a display beside the screen.

“Our biscuits will cheer you up,” said another woman in a Krafty Kon vest. She held up a plate of samples and handed the old man a serving-sized cup. The old man pawed at the contents, the cup looking smaller in his palm. He balanced the morsel on the tip of his finger and stuffed it in his mouth. He took another cup and did the same. He reached for another, but the woman pulled back the plate.

“Sorry, sir. Company policy. Customers are only allowed one sample.”

The man grunted, about to turn and roll away.

“But all right, let’s make it your lucky day.”

She presented the plate to the man again. He grabbed another cup, throwing the bite down his throat. A flake or a grain tickled the wrong pipe, irritating the man’s esophagus. He coughed. And he coughed. Crumbs flew on the woman’s face. At Z-Mart, the customers were always right, so the woman smiled.

I grabbed Maysha by the hood of her coat. We caught up with Anji, pushing our cart as we casually scoped for Mary. I headed toward Jewelry. The bag of the woman Mary said was named Sheila was still open on the counter. Her face was squished against the glass.

“Wouldn’t expect this sort of quality for the price, that’s for sure,” she said to the Jewelry saleswoman.

“So very, ma’am.”

“You don’t think this looks tacky? Be honest.”

“No, ma’am. So nice.”

I peeked into the woman’s bag as I walked by, feigning interest in a set of friendship bracelets. Lipstick, hand cream, vaginal spray. I slipped in a ninety-five-dollar bottle of cologne under a silk handkerchief.

At the checkout, our cashier’s skin was dry from counting money. She had paper cuts on her fingers from opening rolls of coins in a hurry as she watched the line from her checkout meander into Pantry Goods every day well after closing time. Mary bagged our shopping, keeping her arms awkwardly to her side. Attempting to hide the items behind her coat in her bespoke pockets.

Anji eyed our total. Dollar after dollar. She bit her thumb.

Five items left to scan. I still had a clear view of Sheila from our checkout. She pulled out her credit card as our cashier scanned a pack of tea biscuits. Just as our cashier grabbed the box of nuggets, Anji stopped her with her hand.

“We don’t need the last three items, please,” she whispered to the cashier across the register.

The clerk put the goods to the side. Conveniently for us, Maysha was preoccupied. She was drawn to a newly installed screen. Krafty Kon Koyote dancing with a Nail Gun Pro—the millennium edition—shooting nails into a crowd of colored Mylar balloons. The tool for every workingman. Everyone had a Nail Gun Pro, like everyone had the crap on sale at Z-Mart each week.

We grabbed our bags. I led the way, managing our speed, until Sheila was exactly in front of us nearing the exit. In a moment, I saw her catch Mary’s eye. Mary smiled but Sheila walked off, nearing the sensor. Five, four, three, two—the alarm sounded.

“Excuse me, ma’am,” called Terrance, hoisting himself off his chair.

“There must be a mistake,” whined Sheila, quickly digging through her bag, handing Terrance her receipt, finding the box of ninety-five-dollar cologne, unpaid for.

The four of us were out the door with a savings of ninety-nine seventy-five.




MARY

English isn’t my first language. To call it my second, ha, how terrible was second place? Translation required an understanding of culture, you see. Of people. Of history. Of too much to list and explain. For example, if I wanted to be stern with my daughter, I might have said, “You dark dirty dog, if you don’t do well in school, I’ll grab you by the neck and bash your head against the wall to find out, once and for all, if you were born with a brain.”

I sound like a monster, no? Ha! I’m laughing. That’s just our love, no? We don’t really mean everything we say. Our children understood the difference because we showed our love. You see? Verry big difference. I like simple things. I don’t care for the big or spectacular. I wouldn’t say that I ever asked for much. Yes, I grew up with servants, but I went out and played and climbed trees even though it made my mother anxious. I was a rebel in my own way. I could fire a slingshot. That was my knack. Knock down some jackfruit and mangoes in a single shot. I used to wear dresses. Beautiful frocks that showed off my legs, but if you saw my knees you’d know that I played football and jumped fences. I didn’t care for school. I liked fishing and playing netball, swinging from branches on our banyan tree. I wasn’t allowed to do much, now that I remember, but absolutely that made me want to do everything I was told I couldn’t.

I missed our fruit. Those blossoms in the spring. Summer citrus bursting. Putrefying flesh. Stinging sickly sweet. Ha! What else? The sun gave me headaches. The tide played Carnatic chords. The smell of the Indian Ocean was too fishy for me. I may be the only person you meet of my generation repulsed by a bowl of odiyal kool. But don’t stretch this into some pitiful story. I feel that’s what you people do. I come from paradise, that’s true. But it was a place with venomous snakes, land mines, and bullets flying. There wasn’t a single family who didn’t know a person who died from a snakebite or two. There wasn’t a single family who didn’t know a person who’d been killed.

My husband was a biology lecturer, but my father, the magistrate, would’ve preferred if he worked for the embassy. But Kannan loved me even with my “broken tongue and brain,” is how he teased me. He couldn’t afford biriyani some days. His father sold appum from his cart in the mornings. His mother swept the sides of the road. So, Kannan couldn’t afford to buy me gold. Not even on our wedding day.

A thaali is a golden necklace husbands gift their prizes. Sorry, brides. Almost like a dowry, but in reverse, financial security in the guise of a loving gift. Could even be worth $25,000, a quarter of a lakh. My father gifted me two golden bracelets and a thaali that had people down our lane talking. My father and brother were taken hostage during the pogroms in ’57. They survived, thank God. But they were beaten verry badly.
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OCTOBER 6

I was in prayer seated at the edge of my bed with a notice from our landlord beside me. The Tamil Radio, which ran 24/7, played softer than usual that day. There was no shutting off the thing. My suitcase was between my feet. I pulled it from under the bed, patting the leather like it was my favorite ox when I was a child—Ox 43, who never shied from showing off his iron branding.

As I unbuckled the straps and unzipped my suitcase, I remembered as usual that monsoon evening I filled each corner with all I thought we needed for our move. Clothing, a photo album, brand-new socks. Then, in front of me, all that was deemed verry important. Documents. Certificates. Proof of landing. I kept my father’s hanky, which was wrapped around my gold, neatly tucked in the folds of my silk Kanchipuram sari. Every item as I had left them. I pushed my suitcase back under the bed.

What to do? What to do? That was all I was thinking.

I made paruppu. I burned rice. I warmed some leftovers and plated them on the table. Our purple maple tree still had leaves. Dilo’s target board was brought closer to the house from the back fence. Her aim was always improving. Anji had taught the girl how to shoot. How to fight. Rebellion ran in our blood, or Anji had passed it down through all of her stories. Chi! I wish she had taught Dilo how to clean instead. Dilo had used old report cards, past-due notices, pictures of brands and leaders she called “evil,” all target faces for their fun. Can you imagine the extra worries I had? A niece and her aunt had a bond of their own, no? The two as individuals were handfuls, and as a pair, my God! Only Jesus could save them.

What to do? What to do?

I sat at the kitchen table, still in my yellow robe. I placed the notice between a plate of rice and a bowl of fried bitter melon.

The tinkling sound of fifty bells smaller than a lentil entered the room. Anji’s anklets. The best way for us to know when she was near. She marched into the kitchen.

“Bloody hell. Dilo! Dilo!”

Dilo ran from the living room wearing baggy basketball shorts I’d tried throwing away twice. Her sweater was Hugo Boss, at least, which she had found brand-new on the bus, she said.

“Yo, man! I was watching TV.”

“You didn’t do the dishes.”

“I just told you. I was watching TV. I’m with Maysha, man.”

“Did you give her food? Did she eat?”

“She said she wasn’t hungry.”

“She doesn’t understand what her body needs. Maysha! Maysha! Maysha, come here,” called Anji.

I felt their shadows over me. I shut my eyes, turning more toward the wall. I let them speak. My burnt rice. The watery paruppu. Scraps of keerai on a saucer. Rasam made with “no love,” as Dilo often said when the food I prepared with my aching hands wasn’t good enough for them.

“How long have you just sat here, akka? Akka. Akka? I’m talking to you. How long have you just sat here?”

“What do you mean, just sat here? Do you not see the food in front of you?”

Anji turned toward the counter. She clicked through the callers on the phone display. Dilo opened the fridge. Maysha pulled Dilo’s arm. Anji paced. Back and forth. Up and down. That’s what she did. When a situation was more wrong than right, that was her dance. I covered my eyes with my hands.


Wahhhhh!



Her child began screaming. Screaming. The way that child screamed. She screamed like only children in this country can.

“Nuggets! Nuggets!”

In Jesus’s name. I held my tongue.

“We got no nuggets, freak. Want a banana? It’s brown but still yummy.”

I peeked through my fingers. Dilo handed Maysha a banana. The slow rot of flesh and sugar. Maysha tried to peel the top. She moaned. She groaned. She screamed again.


Wahhhhh!



“Put the banana in a bowl. Pour condensed milk. Get two spoons. Dilo and Maysha. Get out of my misery. Go!” I shouted.

Maysha rubbed away the single tear she forced down to her cheek. Dilo rolled her eyes. Her jaundiced complexion. The hairs on her upper lip. Her crooked teeth. Dark girls had fewer prospects. Anji returned from her panicked dance conveniently after her child’s needs were met and the children were no longer in the kitchen.

“What is this?” She picked up the notice from the table, calculating immediately.


Due to excessive recurrent late payments we require all months’ rent for the duration of the year to be paid by 9 a.m. on December 15. Tenants will be required to vacate the property if total payment cannot be made. Failure to cooperate will result in immediate legal action.



“We’ll have enough to pay for August and the last two weeks of July with your next paycheck.”

“With my next paycheck?” I asked.

“We can’t afford any more late payments, and we need to be caught up by the fifteenth of December. What day is it today?”

“Can we manage?”

“Nine hundred for August and September, five hundred for July, plus this month and up to December—what does that work out to?”

“Five thousand dollars, not including food, expenses, and all of my stress. Aiyo kadavuley! How are we this much behind? What happened to your money?” I asked.

Anji huffed. Anji puffed. We kept a nail gun in the bottom drawer for when the house was falling down, for when the foundation was giving up. She pulled the sliding back door open with the gun in her hand. Balanced. Still. She took a breath and pulled the trigger.


Tuck

Tuck

Tuck



Three nails hit the shooting board.

“Why do you look like that?” she asked me, putting the gun away.

“What do you mean? What do I look like?”

“Like you haven’t had any sugar for days. I know when you wish you were dead.”

“I had some grapes,” I told her. “I had grapes maybe two hours ago.”

I stood from my chair to make us some tea as Anji looked out into the backyard. The tea we drank was the color of our mother’s favorite Bata slippers. When we were naughty, she would throw her slippers at us. She aimed for our faces. I put a cup of tea for Anji on the table. I told her to sit down.

“Don’t tell me. Don’t tell me. Look at me, akka . . . they laid you off. Did they? Did they lay you off at the condo? Bloody hell. I knew something was wrong.”

The modern women in our house, even with all the language and imagery made available to them, deliberately chose the filthiest words to use in my presence.

“Did they give you your holiday pay? They need to pay your severance, akka. Are you sure you were paid all of your overtime hours? Akka, do you see those bills beside the telephone?”

Anji suffered from her lack of faith. She had pimples on her back because of it.

“I will do what I always do. I will pray. That’s all I can do, and I can only do what I can.”

Anji rolled her eyes. That’s how Anji was. She thought she could solve every problem, that she would do well on her own, that she didn’t need God because if He was so merciful how could He allow all this suffering. For a philosophical mind, she understood God in simple terms. Anji didn’t fear God’s wrath. Anji didn’t believe in His mercy. God spoke to Moses through a burning bush, and He made a donkey speak to Balaam. What more can I say? Dilo had said I was the real con artist, but she didn’t understand my faith, either. The woman and girls in our house didn’t fear God, and that was our problem. I prayed for them daily.




ANJI

I was a Tamil woman born in the year 1963. Though I was most often seen in camouflage and combat boots, I enjoyed wearing short skirts and tight, fitted trousers. I showed my legs and my shoulders. A little cleavage sometimes and my midriff on special occasions through sheer lace saris. I also had friends born with penises. I whistled. Laughed loudly. Danced and made crude jokes with friends, including any men in my life. For all of these reasons I was called a whore. Terrible, isn’t it?

The Terms and Conditions for Having a Child. I should’ve written out a legal document. I never expected a pregnancy in my thirties, and I never tried. I found men embarrassing to be in public with. I worried about hormonal imbalances. Potential complications. The terror of pushing out a child or an incision along the torso. Hearing myself scream as my vagina was ripped apart. The infinite ways the baby could die.


Dead baby

Dead baby

Still and dismembered on the roadside.



I was not prepared for the literal and figurative evidence that I had been “fucked”—as they say—and forever “fucked over,” by a chimp in a suit. A chimp who would at some point disappoint, embarrass, and hurt me, if he hadn’t already. Necking whores with names like Crossandra as I nursed and cleaned his baby’s bottom. Shit and piss all over me.

No matter; the greatest day of my life was when I gave birth to my baby, Maysha.

I worked as an insurance broker in a twenty-story building downtown. The only place that hired me with decent pay. If I’d had the opportunity of choice, I’d have taught philosophy, for which I got my degree. I was hired in ’91. A year after Dilo and Mary arrived.

The building was gray and white and drab. Imagine a prison with the bars removed. Fresh white paint over concrete and water stains. A very distinct pine-scented cleaning fluid. Classic motivational posters. A cat hanging on a laundry line. Neil Armstrong on the moon. Bill Gates and Mother Teresa holding hands and tonguing, and a painting of a motley star, because that’s what we were to our team.

One day in the staff room after lunch, eating alone on a bar stool facing the window, I noticed a yellow card pinned on the bulletin board.

Give it your all!

Managerial positions will be announced next week.

Have you met your targets?

I marched to the stationery desk and grabbed a black marker.

We’ll blow this place to smithereens!

My period was due, which mattered to no one. Within six hours, I received a complaint from HR. Straight to my email. Not even a call or a tap on my shoulder. I was a “terrorist.” That’s what they called me. I was spreading communist propaganda. And if I wasn’t, I was a sympathizer, guilty of spreading hate.

For my “outburst,” I was given a warning. So, I started arriving at the office half an hour earlier than expected. I had coffee dripping fresh from the filter by the time staff arrived. I was the first or second smile anyone saw in that building.

Kumar Gupta was his name. A man with a wife and kids and fifteen-plus years with the company. He slapped my backside one sunny day in July. I made a complaint, but only after grabbing him by the neck and smashing his head into the wall. Somehow, I was the one they let go on that very day.

A leak in the bathroom. A window that wouldn’t shut. A kid for a fussy eater or a fussy eater for a kid. A teenager I believed sold marijuana from her locker. A sister who was laid off. I was jobless for three months and kept my business private. I was home to catch Dilo cutting cubes of butter on the kitchen counter. She wrapped each serving in Saran wrap. Trimming the edges and neatly tucking the extra plastic. Two weeks later, when the new school year started, her principal, Mr. Nixon, called. Dilo sold those same serving-sized squares of butter for a quarter in the cafeteria. She sold packets of ketchup, mustard, and relish to children on the playground at a nearby elementary school. One of those children was only five. Dilo sold that poor child a packet of ketchup for ten dollars.

Like many families, Mary and I wanted to have more time at home with our children, but we had to work to keep our family. A single day off could throw a whole month into disarray. God forbid, we had a family emergency and had to take time off? Never.


Don’t open the door

Don’t answer the phone

Don’t touch the stove

Don’t talk to strangers



Our children took care of each other as best they could in our absence. But there we were. My sister and I, at home, unemployed, with zero savings.

[image: ]

“Where are you going? Sit down. Will you call the job agency for me?” asked akka, seated at the kitchen table, looking down at her mug. I couldn’t listen to her for longer than seven minutes. The simple fact was that every time Mary spoke about her God, I was losing brain cells. Losing the will to survive.

“I need a break from this,” I said, stepping from the chair. I grabbed my silver tin of rollies and a lighter from the utility drawer. I took my mug of tea to the porch, where the sky that evening was lavender, and Dilo stood facing the road. An owl nestled within a cavity of our neighbor’s pine tree.

Dilo had our machete in her hand, slashing at our front bushes on the lawn. “Dilo! What are you doing? You already know, you use the machete in the backyard. Bring it here! Do you want the neighbors to go












































OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml


Contents



		Title


		Copyright


		Act 1

		Dilo


		Mary


		Anji


		Dilo


		Mary


		Maysha


		Anji


		Dilo







		Act 2

		Anji


		Mary


		Dilo


		Anji


		Dilo


		Mary


		Anji


		Dilo







		Act 3

		Maysha


		Dilo


		Anji


		Mary


		Dilo


		Anji


		Dilo


		Mary


		Dilo


		Anji


		Mary







		Act 4

		Dilo


		Anji


		Mary


		Anji


		Dilo


		Mary


		Dilo


		Anji


		Mary


		Dilo







		Epilogue


		Acknowledgments


		About the Author







Guide



		Cover


		Start








OEBPS/images/line.png





OEBPS/images/title.png
HUSTLE,
BABY

PRIYA
GUNS

‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘
nnnnnn





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
PRIYA GUNS

AUTHOR OF YOUR DRIVER IS WAITING

@

(0 s

'.\ ‘
- ‘ugms”’
NI T PN
‘Q“x: re/ v

[/

)






OEBPS/images/common.png





