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Robbie Clipper Sethi

                             GracePRIVATE 


Grace met Surinder at a party in Philadelphia.  He was one of the few people there who knew anything about design, perspective, the recreation of life in two dimensions.  She asked him if he'd care to see her paintings.


He liked her geometric heads, their crossed eyes and twisted lips.  "I wanted to study photography," he said, "but we were middle class."


"We're middle class."  Lower:  her father worked the line at Campbell's Soup.  


"In our family we cannot afford to study arts."  He'd come to America for graduate school, like his cousin Deshi.


"I can't support myself painting," Grace said.  Meanwhile she was waiting tables, resenting every minute away from her easel, her feet aching, a constant ringing in her head.  Living with a well-paid man made more sense than struggling to support herself.  Surinder liked photography; he'd be willing to spend some of his salary on paints and canvases.  


Her parents didn't approve of cohabitation, but they had spent all their lives avoiding conflict; they went out of their way not to mention marriage.  "What is he," her mother asked, "a Hindu?"


Her father said, "At least he's not a Catholic."


When Surinder finished his degree, his parents and his sister wrote him letters asking him to come back and "settle down" with "a good girl of your own choice."


"That means they're finding me a wife," he said.


"Don't they know about me?"


"You?  They'd be over here in a minute, trying to persuade me that I've been seduced, that you were only interested in my money."


"You have been seduced," she said, "and your money is keeping me out of the bar six nights a week."


"I can't go anyway," he said.  "Without a green card immigration would never let me back."


They were married in City Hall, the statue of tolerant, immigrant William Penn standing over them.  They didn't dare tell Deshi, though he'd married an American himself.  They didn't even tell Grace's parents.  Only after the marriage certificate had secured Surinder permanent residence in the United States did he write his mother and father telling them that he was planning a trip to India, that he had met someone he very much respected, that he would like to bring her with him.


The first call came in a week:  Surinder's mother was ill, he had to come right away; his father was weak, only God could say whether he would live to see his son again; his sister shouted so that Grace could hear her voice across the room.


Surinder went to India without her.  She couldn't paint, couldn't even draw until she got his call:  come right away; he couldn't tell his parents they were already married, but they had agreed to a quick Sikh ceremony in New Delhi.


Days passed in the courtyard of Surinder's parents' house.  His mother barked instructions while Surinder sat, hardly reacting, on a cot made out of ropes strung across a wooden frame.  Grace could never talk to him alone, his sister would not leave her side, would not leave Grace's hand unheld unless Grace sat on it or hid it underneath her arm.  Surinder's uncles came, their wives, their grown-up sons.  Deshi's parents telegrammed with their congratulations.  Surinder's sister wrapped one of her saris around Grace, rose silk embroidered with silver marigolds, and Grace stood before a crowd and heard a bearded priest say her name--"Ga-race Mad-i-son."  Then she and Surinder walked four times around the holy book and stood under a shower of marigold petals, the same flowers used to decorate their bed, the only double in the house.


She woke up to Surinder's rhythmic breathing and smelled dung smoke drifting in from the streets.  The urge to capture that smell in a cityscape got her up.  She sketched the sunlight coloring the cement walls of the courtyard, until her father-in-law sat down beside her.  Then her mother-in-law advised her to take her bath while there was still hot water while Paenji leaned over her shoulder to admire each stroke.  Grace finally slammed her pad closed, packed it in her suitcase and counted the days until she could recreate the oranges and golds that she glimpsed on the streets of Delhi.


Back in Philadelphia in the bigger and sunnier bedroom of their new, two-bedroom apartment, she painted the evil eyes of peacock feathers, the stripes of the Bengal tiger.  She framed the few batiks and Rajasthani paintings she'd bought.  Then she started on a series of Philadelphia girls, their breasts bulging out of midriff tops.


Surinder left her alone, the only man who had never tried to tell her what to paint.  It was the most productive summer Grace had ever had.


In the fall his mother came.  Bibiji cleaned the apartment every morning, stopping only to burst in on Grace with a handful of corner dust for her inspection.  Every time Grace opened a tube of paint, Bibiji coughed loudly.  Toward evening she banged pots in the kitchen.  


Grace watched, speechless.  Unlike Surinder's sister and father, his mother spoke no English, and Grace spoke no Punjabi.  At Penn she could have studied Hindi-Urdu, which was close, but she didn't want to take the time away from painting.


"When is your mother going home?" she asked.  "Two months is a long time to visit." 


"I can't tell her to leave," Surinder said.  "In India a parent is always welcome."


"But this is not India."


"I'm her only son.  She wants to make sure I'm well settled."


"Well, tell her.  You're very well settled.  She can go home and get on with her life."


"She will.  She misses my father and my sister."


And she did, but only after her four-month visa had been extended for four more months.


Another summer and Grace painted folds of fabric, cascading hair, the sun on russet skin.  She and Surinder bought a house across the river in New Jersey and made love on the screen porch, waking to the songs of birds.  "This is even better than last summer," Grace said, and she wished it could go on forever.  But just as the nights were turning cold again, Bibiji came back, with Surinder's father.


"I cannot live alone," he said.  


"What is he talking about?" Grace asked.  "They live with your sister."


"He's retired," Surinder said.  "His pension won't pay the taxes, let alone the bills, and in India, you don't take money from your daughter.  People say you're stealing from her dowry."


"Your sister's forty years old!"


"They can't leave her there alone.  They'll go back.  Just give them four, five months."


"Four, five months!"


In the mornings after Surinder went to work, Grace's father-in-law joined her for coffee.  Her mother-in-law wiped the table, scowling while her husband commented on the weather or recommended products he had seen advertised on television.  One day Bibiji shouted from the family room, where she was on her hands and knees dusting the floor.


"Bibiji wants a baby," her father-in-law said, almost blushing.


"Isn't she a little old?" Grace asked.


He laughed.  "Not hers," he said.  "She is impatient for a grandson to carry on the name."


Grace waited until she could speak to Surinder alone.  "If I thought you wanted babies, I wouldn't have tied you down with me."


"What are you talking about?" he said.  "I don't want babies."


"Well, your mother does."


"Of course she does.  She has no other chance for grandchildren.  And in India, sons are everything.  Haven't you heard my aunt complaining about Sally and Deshi not having any kids?"


"I don't understand your aunt's language.  Tell her:  if I had a baby, I'd never get any work done.  Even now I can't concentrate on a simple sketch."


"You can do any thing you want," he said.  "I've never told you what to do.  Have I?  Have I?"


She had to admit that he never had.


"It's only temporary, Grace.  A few more months.  I just don't want to hurt them."


She stuffed her ears with wax, couldn't hear even when Darji knocked on the door of the third bedroom, which Grace had turned into a studio.  He would walk in silently and stand behind her, for how long she never knew.  She'd turn and let out a little scream.  "We have no milk, no eggs," he would say and ask her what she was planning for dinner.


When Surinder came home, she cornered him in the bathroom.  "They're not children.  They can buy their own groceries."


"They can't drive.  You know that."


"Teach them."


"Me teach my father how to drive?  He never even drove in India."


"This is not India."


"They'll only be here for a few more months.  If they need groceries, I can pick them up on the way home."


But Bibiji and Darji never asked Surinder to run errands for them.  Darji said that Bibiji didn’t want to worry him.  Grace took them to her friend, Joel, a doctor she confided in when she was still supporting herself serving double scotches to medical students.  Darji translated Bibiji's symptoms then revealed his own muscle pains, fatigue, indigestion, confusion with the fast talk on the television.


"Get a little exercise," Joel said.  "Your wife too.  Walk at least an hour every day."


"We cannot walk," Darji said.  "Our legs are weak."


Joel sent them out into the waiting room.  "I could order tests," he told Grace, "but my suspicion is it's arthritis, lack of exercise, old age.  And tests can be expensive.  Do they have insurance?"


"I don't know."  She felt like crying on Joel's shoulder.  The urge to rub her face against his auburn stubble propelled her back into her Japanese subcompact.  Her in-laws' presence--Darji on the seat beside her, his turban pressed against the roof, Bibiji in the back in her polyester pantaloons and 1940's dress--made her want to stop the car and hang out with the Philadelphia boys loitering in their tight black pants and tank tops.


Grace had never been able to approach a conflict with anything more flammable than paint.  But she had to make her in-laws a little less dependent.  "Darji," she said, "why don't I enroll you in a driving school, so you can drive yourself wherever you want to go?"


"I cannot drive," he said.  "My legs are too short!"  The old man's eyes filled with tears, and he shouted, his voice breaking:  "It is for the children to care for the old.  What is time to them?  We have little time left.  How much trouble can it be for you to take your Bibiji and Darji to the shopping center so that we will have a round outside our paint-smelling house?"


Grace tore home and left them in the driveway.  Then she took off and screamed at the highway for two hours before she felt spent enough to come home.  She found Darji and Bibiji watching a situation comedy with a laugh track so loud that she could hear it from the yard.  "Hello, daughter!" Darji shouted.  "Did you bring the milk?  Potatoes?  Cooking oil?"


She found Surinder in the bathroom.  "Call your sister," she said.  "Write a letter.  Tell her that she has to take them back."


"Just let them get their green cards."


"Their what?"


"Not to stay.  Just so they can come back any time they want without bothering with immigration."


"I'm not sure I want them to come back any time they want!"


"They won't," Surinder said.  "They're bored.  They're missing my sister.  Do you think they like being so dependent?"


"I don't know what they like," Grace said.  "Except for afternoon TV, shopping and, oh, yes, babies."


"It's hard for them," Surinder said.  "Everyone they know is dying."


"It's hard for me," Grace said.  "I'm dying--"


"Don't say that!"


"I'm dying, you're dying, we're all dying!"


He put his arms around her.  "Don't even say it.  If I ever lost you, I'd lose everything."


She wanted to believe it.  His arms felt good.  Even with his parents downstairs, he was sexy, dark like the Philadelphia boys, but different--he had a future.  

 
It took him another month, but he finally wrote his sister.  Paenji answered by telephone, collect:  she had no money, no husband, no son to take care of her; she had rented the house to Uncleji, who had moved in with a woman of questionable morals; Surinder had three bedrooms, air conditioning; she threatened to commit suicide if she could not see her mother and father again.


They put her in the third bedroom.  Grace moved her canvasses to the basement.  While she carried a still life of mangoes and chili peppers down the stairs, Surinder's sister stood in the doorway, apologizing:  "Do not worry.  When you start your family, I will sleep in the room with the baby.  When he cries, I will bring him to you in the bed."


The track lights in the basement ruined her colors.  The dampness warped the canvases.  She bought a dehumidifier.  The noise helped drown out the TV, the floorboards groaning under Paenji's weight, Bibiji's shouting from the kitchen, but the smell of onions, spices and simmering meat drifted down the stairs.


Grace was tracing a perfect jawline, dead-set on recreating the face in her mind.


Paenji knocked on the door.  "Am I disturbing you?"


Grace clung to the image just behind her eyes.  


"One second," Paenji said.  "Mummy is afraid you'll ruin your eyes, so I have ground up almonds with milk.  You must drink it.  I will not disturb you.  One second only."


It was hours before Grace could even think of that face again, and by then the jaw was ruined.


She sent resumes to every college and private school within a hundred-mile radius.  With her portfolio, the few successes she had had in shows and galleries, she hoped to get at least one painting course.  She accepted a low-paying part-time position teaching drawing.  


"When you're working," Surinder said, "it won't be all that bad.  You'll come home late, and they're all in bed by nine o'clock."



She saved her salary unti she had enough to rent a studio across the river in Philadelphia.  She set her easel in front of a long, bare window overlooking the street, then went out and bought a mattress, sheets, a comforter and two feather pillows.  In the waning light of the afternoon, she made a cup of coffee and stared at her half-done portrait of a gray-faced man.  


She called Surinder at work.  "Move in with me," she said.  "Let them have the house.  We can go back to being lovers."


"I'd like to be irresponsible, but--"


"You can be anything you want.  You used to say that."


"I meant it.  I'll be getting six figures by the time I'm forty, and you'll have so many shows you'll have to hire 

someone--"


"I don't want to hire anyone," she said, sobbing.


After she hung up she unwrapped her palette and stroked a little paint on the canvas.  Then she walked to Surinder's office.  "Let's go home," he said.  "They'll stay up all night if we don't come home."  He looked as gray as the paints she had been pushing around.


"No," she said.  


She threw her energy into teaching, spent too much time with her students, though she couldn't wait to get home and work on her new series:  gray, lugubrious faces, their eyes mere holes.


After three weeks, Surinder called.  "You've got to come over."


"Are you alone?"


"They need to feel they tried to reconcile us.  It's how things are done in India." 


"This is not India!"


She rushed into class one morning to find Darji peering at a student's sketch.  When he saw Grace, he took the turban off his head and placed it on the floor at her feet.  Grace snatched it up and held it out to him.  His thin hair wrapped in a bun on top of his head looked more naked than her model.  "What are you doing?"


"I am elder of the family," he said.  "I forbid you to divorce my son."


"Class canceled," Grace said.  Her students stared, clustered behind Darji.


He fell on his face in the threshold.  "I have humbled myself," he said.  "Witness:  I have touched my daughter-in-law's feet!"


Grace put off filing for divorce.  She knew Surinder would be putting it off too.  She loved him.  She always would.  But she'd loved other men.  She'd gotten over them.  Such memories could be sweet, productive.  


Then Paenji's letters started coming:  Darji was dying, Bibiji had lost ten years of her life; Surinder did not eat; he shouted at the family.  In two months Darji was better but would never smile again; Bibiji was eating, but only small-small bites; Surinder had a wicked temper and would listen to no one.  And finally:  Surinder was cold, he'd been spoiled by too much love, if the family had found a husband for Paenji she would not have had to live on his charity. 


Grace finished a portrait of a gray-faced man, abstractly outlined with a skeletal jaw, a hanging, startled mouth and big, uncomprehending eyes.  In the corner she had turned into a rudimentary kitchen, she watched half a pot of coffee materialize, feeling as if with this little space that no one else trod, no one else dirtied, no one else cleaned, she owned the world.  Pouring a cup, she unwrapped her paints and began to put the finishing touches on a new piece she liked even better than the man--two gray-white faces, women, with just a touch of yellow.  Elongated, the figures stretched from crown to abdomen as if they were hanging from the skyline behind them.  They wore the same wide-eyed stares as the man, but she'd managed to work a touch of comprehension into the women's eyes.


Someone knocked on the door.  She held her breath.  Paenji stood in the hallway lugging two big bags.  She dropped the suitcases and threw her fat arms around Grace.  "Sister!  We will not be alone."


"What is this?"


"All that I own in the world."


"I told you," Grace said.  "Surinder and I are no longer together.  There's no changing our minds."


"I know, sister.  I am reconciled.  Even Bibiji and Darji are reconciled.  Oi!  So many steps!"


Her big haunches spread out on Grace's mattress.  "We need furniture, sister."  From the mattress she could see the portrait.  Its dual stare turned her face as pale as the paint.  "You made that?"


"I haven't made it yet."


"I won't disturb you," Paenji said.  "I'll unpack quietly.  Like a little mouse."


Grace shook her head.  "How can I make you understand?" She pulled a chair up next to Paenji.  "Would you like a cup of tea?"


Paenji shook her head.


"Then listen, Paenji, please.  I can't work when you're around.  I can't work with anyone around.  And I need to work, all the time, even if it's only in my head."


"Everyone works too hard in America."  Paenji stared at Grace's portrait, her eyes glistening with tears.  


"Shall I call you a cab?" 


"I can manage," Paenji said.


After she left, Grace found herself not liking her work in progress nearly as much.  She dialed Surinder's office.  "Your sister was here.  I think you should pay her back that dowry."


"What?"


"It wouldn't take much:  her own apartment, driving lessons, and if you're feeling generous, a car, some employment counseling."


"Are you coming home?"


"I am home."  Neither one of them hung up.  "If your sister can stop by, I don't see why you can't."


"If I stop by," he said, "I'll be caught in the middle."


The lines of her portrait blurred in front of her.  She tried a wash.  By nightfall she had managed to blend the foreheads of the women into the cityscape behind them.  They no longer stood out as distinctive figures, individuals, together; they were disappearing fast into the big, gray city.  Still, the painting needed something.  Grace opened a tube of primary red, put a dab of paint on the tip of her finger and touched a dot above each figure's eyes.




