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Shine on, Sissy




Epigraph

this past was waiting for me

when i came

—Lucille Clifton,

“i am accused of tending to the past” 
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Blue jean dreams

YOU LIVE IN YOUR STAR-SPANGLED DESIRES LIKE A DREAM.

You want to wear blue jeans the color of the moonlit sky at midnight. To pirouette in red suede shoes, warm in a white sweater you once saw on a mannequin at the expensive mall, your wavy hair out of its fish-scale braids, down past your waist again, kept in place by a silver-tinted barrette the shape of a butterfly. You want to appear to be a quintessential American girl. Just like Katrina, the only freshman voted on the homecoming court two years ago—except with a perfect, sun-kissed complexion. In your daydream, your parents’ refrain is never “No, Heera. No!” when you ask for a high school yearbook or a transistor radio. In your dream, you and your parents do not shout at each other over whether the printed batik salwar kameez the colors of parrot feathers is suitable school attire. You do not fling across the room the handmade leather sandals that are better matched for the arid climate of Kolkata, not high school in the verdant suburbs of Raleigh, galleries of pine trees at every turn. In the dream, you wear mascara, talk for hours on a telephone in your room to your best friend Marie, and kiss Marie’s older brother Marco on Saturday nights when he picks you up for a date in his father’s vintage Chevy. In the dream, you are American: not Heera Sanyal with a multitude of prefixes and hyphens and expectations in the shape and weight of a shifting subcontinent thousands of miles away.




Sleight of hand

MA SEPARATES THE DRAPES AND ALLOWS THE STICKY SUNSHINE to pour into your bedroom. Its concentrated white light shoots across your face.

“Did you forget something?” Ma asks, her Bengali softly spoken, tranquil. She slings the pearl-embroidered, magenta salwar kameez on top of your crumpled sheets, the long tunic and matching pants still encased in plastic from the dry cleaner’s. You picture the pasty-faced proprietor who always asks where you’re from and you always answer, “Born in New York and raised in Raleigh.”

You’d agreed to pick up your clothes yesterday but had forgotten. Clothes she procures from India, brings back in suitcases from friends returning to the United States; clothes she procures from New York’s Little India—that her friends deposit in plastic shopping bags on your scarred wooden coffee table in the living room. You hold up your hand like a visor yet you can’t see the details of her face, just the outline of her form next to the sun. “I’m sorry,” you mumble in English.

“You’ll need this for tonight’s party at the Chatterjees’ house,” she says, ordering you to switch to Bengali.

You reside in America but it is the India of your ma and baba’s past where you live day to day. You blink until everything comes back into focus: a good day for your mother, her hair washed and smelling of hibiscus oil; she is sporting crimson lipstick and a simple  cotton sari with razor-sharp pleats. It is the weekend so she is out of her work clothes—synthetic saris with matching cardigans that make her look like a seasoned stewardess on Air India and not a reference librarian in Wake County.

You don’t want to go out with them tonight; you are tired of performing the perfect smile, the graceful manners, the light laughter as the adults at the party repeat the same questions and offer you sugar-free candy, these people whom you have always called uncle and auntie, these people who are suspicious of everything non-Indian in origin, these people who coach your parents how to raise you.

“I’ve got too much work for school. I can’t spare the time.” You rise, throw off the hand-stitched quilt, and stumble over your bedroom slippers that are two sizes too small, pink and plush and so precious you cannot part with them.

“Well, you can’t replace our friends. These people are our family,” Ma says, her body looming behind you on the staircase, her toes brushing your heels. “Our only relatives in America.”

You know their stories, Ma and Baba are not shy about sharing their stories with you, about retelling their histories, about retelling you what to think, to forget your own struggles, to concentrate on the lessons that can be learned from theirs. In the evenings, their hands warming over cups of milky cha, they hiss their stories at you, about world war and sacrifice and going without as they deny you permission to babysit to earn money for that yearbook that has become so important to you. On the weekends after a truncated call to India, they hiss their stories at you about their ancestors, the ones who died over a slight and remain unavenged, the ones who lost their husbands, the ones who lost their homes—their struggles led to your survival, their struggles led to victory,  living in America. But they are afraid that you’ll become too American, that you’ll forget everything they ever tried to teach you, that you’ll abandon your shared language and culture, that you’ll forget the things they hold in the highest esteem. They do not want you to try out for swim & dive; they do not want you to be a part of any American team.

“Money is better spent in India,” Ma says. “So many aunties with health problems.” She opens the lid to the porcelain sugar bowl and extracts a couple of cubes, drops them into her mug.

“So much money required for medicines and doctor visits for the uncles as well,” Baba adds, offering her his thin stirring spoon. The bowl and spoon part of an anniversary gift set sent by cousins to celebrate your parents’ two decades of marriage. So many expenses, and their American dollars stretch further than any rupee ever could, so many promises that need to be kept. He works in finance, for a textile factory in the next town. These are the stories repeated to you and to those few who are like you, children of Indian immigrants, born in America but raised to live with one eye toward the day your parents left India—the past flattening to a photograph, one forever frozen in time.

You make a show of the stacks of textbooks you need to complete all of your homework, piling them onto the dining room table. A thin layer of dust on the otherwise pristine wood and you glance at the living room, everything in its place yet static. You can see the particles floating in the air where the amber light shines through the window. It is straightened up but not clean, so uncharacteristic for your parents to leave their home in this condition. Ma frowns. Baba changes out of his dhuti and comes downstairs. “Stay home,” he says, his Bengali gentle. They go to the Chatterjees’ party without you, and while they’re gone you finish your history homework in record time, conjugate all the Spanish verbs on the list, finish the rough draft of the chemistry lab report, then invite Marie and Marco over.

When you were younger, you and Marie took swim lessons together, ate lunch afterward at the picnic benches across the street from the aquatic center, hung upside down from the jungle gym bars for what seemed like hours until you saw nothing but the Milky Way hovering before your eyes. But after the Grimaldis’ reaffirmation ceremony (wedding reenactment, as Ma called it), the swim days changed to lessons only, no lunch. You and the Grimaldi kids continue to go to school together, but you can’t go camping with them on the weekends, and even at their birthday slumber parties, you are the only one whose parents come to fetch you after the cheese pizza and grilled hot dogs.

“We don’t know what people are like at night,” Ma had said. “Who knows what could happen?” Ma imagines that out of her sight there are men everywhere, waiting to ruin you and shame the family name.

Tonight, Marco and Marie bring chocolate chip cookies their mother baked and Marco adds a bit of the vodka he stole out of his father’s liquor cabinet to the orange juice in your coffee cup. You take a sip and quickly put it down, unable to hide your grimace. The cookies, however, are thin and crispy and taste like the gold in sunshine. Your mother makes samosas with cauliflower-cashew filling from scratch on Sunday afternoons because they are Baba’s favorite, but turns up her nose at chocolate and American desserts.

The three of you watch a film about a boy whose dog becomes rabid and he has to shoot him. Marie flinches when the gun is fired, while Marco finishes your drink. You shoo them out after the movie is over, and fluff the couch cushions, take out the trash, wipe down the kitchen counter.

You feign sleep when Baba’s car pulls into the driveway, the headlights crossing the walls of your room like shooting stars.

* * *

Ma and Baba acknowledge your love of the ocean, and admit their awe of it, too. The next weekend, instead of dinner at the Dasguptas’ down in Fayetteville, they drive you hours to Nag’s Head, a cooler in the trunk. A cheap motel seaside, two creaky double beds and a picture window with an unobstructed view of the shore. Ma makes chicken biriyani on a glorified hotplate in the bathroom. Baba helps you scoop out sand to dig a moat for the small castle you build on the last morning. Ma tells you about the trip she took with her parents when she was the age you are now, to the seaside town of Puri, and the kathi rolls she bought from the street vendor at India’s Golden Beach.

“My mind is always there,” Ma says as she leans back on the motel lounge chair covered by a faded-starfish-print beach towel from home.

Baba smiles in agreement. “All else is illusion.”

On the way back, homework piled on your lap, you close your eyes and think of Marco, how he held your hand on the sofa, traced circles with his thumb on your skin.

“I’ve never known anyone to waste so much time as you.”

You open your eyes to catch Baba shaking his head. “I’m just resting.”

“You’ve spent the whole weekend resting,” he says. “You only swam in the ocean for a few minutes.” 

The car ride turns stuffy. “I’m thinking about my homework, all the papers I have to turn in before next week.” A lie. Another lie, your mouth is full of them like teeth.

One hand on the steering wheel, Baba reaches down behind Ma’s seat, pulls out a paper bag. “Open it.”

A couple of cereal bars and a tepid bottle of orange-flavored sports drink. Unexpected treats. “Thanks, Baba.”

He nods. “When you’re done, you’ll have to give me twenty-five capitals.”

“All right,” you say, in between bites. Baba is the intellectual equivalent of an army sergeant demanding push-ups. Ever since sixth grade, you’ve been doing Baba’s pop quizzes in world geography. He claims he can still remember every state and national capital he learned in an Indian classroom thirty-five years before. You are required to keep up. Especially now that you’re not too far from the high school finish line.

“Ghana?” his voice intones.

“Accra.” You think of Mr. Grimaldi, his baseball cap thrown on backwards, playing catch with Marco in their backyard on the weekends, punching his mitt to break it in. You consider how Marco has his dad’s easy smile.

Baba grunts. “Morocco?”

You sigh. Too easy. Your stomach growls again, so loud Ma glances back at you for a moment. “Rabat.”

Baba briefly grins at you through the rearview mirror. “Maldives?”

He was on an African–Middle East bent for a while, but now he switches regions. Asia. “Male.”

He switches lanes. “Good, good. You’ve been practicing.”




Maps

YOUR STORY DOES NOT BEGIN WITH YOU; IT INEVITABLY BEGINS with your parents. And their story does not begin with them. Rather, your story begins with a friendship almost a century ago, on a different continent, long before you were a possibility. Your story begins with your grandfathers’ and great-uncles’ friends, the ones who walked to school together from their village on the outskirts of what is now West Bengal. Your story begins as these boys grew up and moved out of the village and into the cities to pursue their education, and eventually lost track of one another with the advent of Independence and Partition and famine and migration. Your story begins with a chance encounter between your maternal and paternal grandfathers, old friends of said village or villages who had not seen each other in thirty years. Your story begins when they recognize each other on a crowded Kolkata street, and the fateful words are uttered: I have a son, and I have a daughter. That’s that.

Your story, though, really begins when your parents marry and your father applies for that fellowship right after the wedding. Your parents leave their continent, their subcontinent, their country, their province, their village, their enclave, their families, their friends, everything they ever knew or recognized or loved, behind. 

Some twenty years before as the position of the stars overhead changed, Ma and Baba lost their place along the dirt roads and pathways carved by the rubber wheels of the buses and sandaled feet of the millions in their home city. They no longer stood in the congested alleys or hung on to crowded buses or waded through the marketplace, no longer breathed the air thick with mosquitoes and flies and bees, incense from the public temples mingling with the kiosks where street food was cooked over open flames and sold for almost nothing. They no longer heard the continuous sounds of bickering and laughing from every open window, songs playing on competing radios, a government sanctioned voice over a loudspeaker in the distance extolling the virtues of socialism.

You know their loneliness as they boarded their first airplane and flew west, first to the bright, empty, and indifferent airport of Frankfurt, then to the international airport in New York. It is the hiss of a bicycle tire going flat as they describe their first moments in America. Far fewer people, all who wore tight clothes, and the women talked as much as the men, their language traveling faster than the airplane they’d stepped out from. You hear again the story of your parents seeing a Black man in person for the first time, as he stood in line ahead of them and ordered a cup of Joe, how they didn’t know what that meant. You know how they ordered the same, and were presented with bitter coffee, opaque and sugarless; how they couldn’t drink the hot brew, and mourned the loss of their converted currency, their mouths parched, their desires unquenched as the vendors shook their heads and said there was no tea.

You know nothing remained the same for them, your ma and baba, from the minute they’d left India, their parents reluctant to give their blessings, extracting promises that they return promptly, that they return before the children came along and anchored them to a different continent and a different life.

Yet you arrived, and everyone’s dreams shifted. You arrived, in New York, on Halloween 1969. Woodstock had happened and so had Neil Armstrong’s walk on the moon. But you don’t know any of that until later.

You return to India with them, infrequently, brief summer stays that leave your parents wistful, unsatisfied, making more promises to return, and then doing the mathematics of moving back and begging off. It has been years since you last visited and there are plans in the works to go before you leave for college.

* * *

And yet, your own loneliness is foreign to them. They shout as they leave the discount Shoe Barn without paying for the athletic shoes you need for PE. “These are not necessities,” Ma says, her voice now carrying several car lengths in the parking lot. The sun wanes in the sky and you cannot see anything but the flash of heat in her eyes, her cheeks pinched from fatigue. She works overtime these days, she comes home in the evenings too tired to cook, and the three of you eat discount sugar-cereal in grimacing silence. From the periphery, you see Marie and her mother entering the shoe store. Mrs. Sanyal and Mrs. Grimaldi do not like each other, yet Ma loves Marie and Mrs. Grimaldi thanks you when she sees you, for being such a good friend to both her son and daughter. You see Marie leave her mother by the boots aisle and appear by your parked car, wordlessly.

“I’m tired of seeing the vice principal at lunch,” you snap at your mother, not wanting another lecture on inappropriate clothes and shoes, not wanting that old man’s eyes running sprints over your shifting form, your breasts that have bloomed early.

“My mother said the best runners touch the soles of their feet to the earth,” Ma says. Her back straight, she is suddenly tall. Like Baba, Ma is an orphan. The people who promised your parents in marriage to each other are all ash and photographs. Although Baba and Ma hail from bigger families, so many uncles and aunts and cousins, they are each like you—an only child.

Your eyes betray you. “Your mother lived eight thousand miles away and never had to smell Mr. Richard’s pastrami Reuben on rye twice a week.” You do not wipe away your stray tears.

Marie squeezes your hand but nods in understanding at your mother.

Mrs. Sanyal tightens the belt around her peacoat. “Baba and I purchase you the finest things money can buy, Heera.”

“In India,” you say. “Those things don’t work here.”

Your father unlocks the door to the car, glares at you and then at his wife. “I did not leave everything behind to adopt the easy-come-easy-go attitude prevalent in America.”

He begins his standard lecture on education as a lifeline, as the only ladder out of your family’s tight financial circumstances. He does not concede on the shoes, he merely muses aloud that athletic shoes are not the issue, it’s your poor attitude. “Ultimately it will reflect badly if she cannot even enter Princeton or Harvard because she cannot persuade the principal—”

You start to argue. “I have no interest in—”

Your mother says goodbye to Marie and commands you to get in the car. “Perhaps boarding school is the answer.” Ma’s voice is low now, almost a murmur. “There’s a good one in Jaipur. She could stay with my cousin.” 

You slip your hand into your pocket, finger the crisp twenty-dollar bill you lifted from your mother’s purse while she made breakfast this morning, and roll it into the shape of a cigarette. Marco taught you how to roll up a bill without looking. You picture the school day, the way the Norton sisters, April Stewart, and even Katrina for that matter, repeat themselves: the smirks at your embroidered kurti tops, eye rolls at homemade chapati egg wraps that your mother insists you eat for lunch, the perpetual questions about the red bindi women like your mother wear (“Is that blood?”) and whether cows that roam unimpeded are worshipped (“So you have mobile churches, then?”). You think of the way the Kaminski brothers elongate your name, “Heeeeee-raah,” every morning as you cross the visitors’ lobby and then rhyme it with Hee Haw, a country music variety show on television that your parents love to watch Sunday evenings.

The bill no longer feels heavy. You slide the money to the palm of your hand. Because your mother hates it when you hug any American, you shake hands with Marie, and watch your friend walk back to the store, alone, the bill stuck to her skin.

“I just want them to stop teasing me,” you say from the backseat.

“Stop being so sensitive,” Baba says. He exits the parking lot onto the narrow two-lane road but without turning on the headlights. A passing car honks. “When they tease you, it means they like you.”

The next day Marie comes in to PE with a pair of cheap sneakers dangling by the shoelaces in one hand and Marco’s navy sweatpants from seventh grade in the other. You are so grateful.

“Christmas has come early,” she says, handing you the loot and then fishing in her pocket for the change.




Cereus cactus

YOU BLOOM AT NIGHT.

Marco calls but Ma says into the receiver you are busy for the next couple of years until you go to college, that perhaps he should finish his senior year by studying. You are awake as Baba falls asleep in front of the TV, the public television channel host droning on and on about some shift in Reagan’s foreign policy ahead of his vice president seeking to replace him next year. You check and learn Ma is already asleep, snoring into her pillow, her small black and white broken. She has not been able to convince Baba to have it repaired. He insists he can fix it himself, and yet all of his efforts to date have resulted in a grease stain on the carpet and a roll of aluminum foil wasted. You clean your room, stridently, making sure you stand atop your chair to drop your history textbook onto the ground—for the loud thud. Baba is startled awake and grudgingly rises, turns off the TV in the den with dark wooden paneling and orange shag carpet, and staggers to the master bedroom. You wait until he turns on the shower, then you turn off your bedroom light and slip downstairs to the laundry room. You put a load of wet towels into the dryer then close the back door behind you, shoes in hand. There is an envelope with your name on it in the mailbox: you open it and find a blank yellow piece of paper stuffed inside. It is a sign that Marco will be out tonight. 

He pulls up alongside you in his old Honda as you are set to walk across a big intersection, and then follow the access road toward the bus depot.

“Water tower or Merrick’s?” he asks, after you exchange smiles and strap on the seat belt. There are still a few untouched water towers in Raleigh, ones you have not yet decorated with anarchy symbols in stolen red paint. It is a clear night, and there are a few friends of Marco’s meeting up for beers and smokes behind Mr. Merrick’s convenience store and gas shop. You do not care for these boys or the cigarettes, but they leave you alone since you are Marco’s friend.

Marco is the kind of boy who worships precision, the kind who, when asked to draw the night sky, enters Mr. Grimaldi’s unused library and looks in a worn atlas to put every star in every constellation in its proper place. He could recite Puck’s monologue from A Midsummer Night’s Dream by the time he turned eleven. His appetite for the encyclopedia’s contents was so great, he mouthed the words when his voice grew hoarse from the recitations to the walls and the chairs and the empty rooms. He is that kind of boy, wasted on his parents, wasted on the neighborhood boys and their adventures riding through the woods on
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