Name: Brinda S. Narayan
Age: 41


All Things Dark and Beautiful, All Creatures Great and Small.

Sharon doesn’t lack motivation. The motor that keeps her purring, waking up everyday a new person with can-do verve, is her call center job and her performance on the phones. Sharon has a marvelous voice. At the call center her vocal chords, slippery-smooth like veena strings, glide across American r’s and t’s, flit across foreign idioms – “face the music”, “bite the bullet”, “stick to one’s guns”. Customers love her. Survey responses glow about the “agent who resolved my billing problem in a manner so courteous, I will recommend your company to all my friends.”

She wasn’t always like this; she was ready to “throw in the towel” when she encountered Keeping Your Thoughts Positive, on one of the interior streets, a few furlongs from her van stop. Despite misprints and the occasional blanking of a paragraph, the author’s thrust was clear. The problem wasn’t fussy customers or her mother tongue’s pesky residues, the problem was herself; more specifically, her negative thoughts. Night after night, call after call, Sharon persisted with positive affirmations, until the thinking seeped into her unconscious. Until she started sounding so much like her callers, even her thoughts had an American lilt. 

§

 

At home, she’s different: a lethargic Sharanya, resigned to an unbending universe. How else can one grow up in a city, where the power fails before a crucial exam or the tap water, boiled for drinking, surges with a green sludge? Sharanya lacks Sharon’s grit and single-mindedness; it’s difficult under her inky skin, a bluebottle coating her mother tones down with Fair and Lovely. “When you’re so dark, men will not agree,” Amma says.

Sharanya goes, once a week, to the bleaching salon across the road, the one with a large hoarding and special Dusshera offer. The pimply receptionist ushers her through a plastic curtain, where uniformed girls who speak a strange language, attend to dark-skinned patrons. She’s been at it for eight months but there’s no visible difference. The salon folk try stronger bleaches, imported creams, laser techniques from the U.K., each session a pricey 1000 rupees but the darkness refuses to pale. Matchmakers are wary, let down by five cases that haven’t worked out. “When you’re a certain colour, you can’t be demanding,” they admonish. They offer failed graduates, unemployed accountants, cases that might hook up for material reasons. “In her situation, maybe love is easier?” says one. 

Sharon rarely heeds their put-downs, pays attention to stuff that matters. Cares for her voice with honey-lime water and saline gargles. Like a professional singer, she does breathing exercises; flat on her back, slowly in to fill her lungs, slowly out. Her mother intrudes sometimes: “Leela suggested a new cream.” Sharon’s not a trained singer but she glides along the notes, holding each for as long as she can. She watches in a mirror as her lips change shape and her tongue slithers across gaps in her teeth, curling into the crevasses of a foreign accent. 

§

 

It’s a paperback, a Dating Guide for Smart Women that goads her online search. She reads it on a park bench, under the canopy of a banyan tree. A mother wheels a squeaky pram towards her and croons to her baby: “Say Hi to Aunty.” Immersed in her book, Sharon doesn’t look up. The author says the first activity before a date is to understand who you are. “If you don’t know who you are,” the author scolds, “how will you know what you want in a man?” Pepped up by the work-book exercises, Sharon decides to cast her net wide. 

Chris, whom Sharon meets at a singles website, lives in Chicago. Too far for a face-to-face meeting but it hasn’t “gotten to that yet”. They haven’t traded pictures, just emails because Chris says, “I’m keen on knowing the insides of a person – outsides don’t count that much.” Chris is a painter, not the artistic sort but a house painter; a high-school dropout who doesn’t believe in formal schooling. He’s a rock-solid guy – firm values, strong opinions – the kind of resolute male Sharon wants to partner with.

Three emails from Chris and Sharon’s life is chock-full. She’s almost afraid, like Sharanya, of fate tipping a “cup brimming over”. Her mother might not call a house-painter a “decent case” for a B.A., First Class daughter but she hasn’t grown up with Sharon’s egalitarian outlook. “In America, waitresses, janitors, maids – they sit with you for dinner – not like here, special plates and mugs for servants,” the call center trainer said. 

Seventh email, he writes: “U know babe, I’d like to see ur pic – can u send me one?”

He sends his pic. Not a Tom Cruise but rugged. A tuft below his chin, a shaggy brown mop on top, safety pins pierced into his nose and cheek and chin. She toys with sending a fake – an internet gif, some Bollywood look-alike but falters in the last minute.  

 

§

 

On the way home, Sharanya halts at the park. It’s that mother again, wheeling her child, “Say Hi to Aunty.” When she looks up, Sharanya’s shaken. There’s something wrong with the kid, mouth drooling, limbs too large for his body, neck askew. And the skin papery, like it’s flaking off from every part. The mother purrs: “Last round, okay?” 

“How old is he?” asks Sharanya, smiling to mask her revulsion. 

“Six,” says the mother. “Can’t walk yet. But I’m so proud. Come a long way since I found him.”

“Found him?”

“Adopted. Parents didn’t want him, rich family but you know how it is. I have two more at home. They’re just like him - beautiful.”

§

 

Sharon emails Chris. “My name’s Sharanya, not Sharon. I live in Chennai and there’s no chance in hell, we’ll ever meet. Here’s my pic anyway.”  The cursor flickers over the Send button and Sharanya squeezes the mouse.  She logs out before he responds. She doesn’t need him to tell her she’s stunning, not anymore.

