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The author of tonight’s novel is ethnically Indian, a Tamil, but Preeta Samarasan is a Malaysian writer. Like Tan Twan Eng, whose novel The Gift of Rain was well-received by Novel Club readers last year, she is one who has, in one reviewer’s opinion, “broadened our understanding of the region earlier seen largely through the gin-soaked, misty eyes of Somerset Maugham, the Tiger-beer induced nostalgia of Anthony Burgess, or the laconic fiction of Paul Theroux.” She has been explicit in her interviews about what she hoped to achieve: she wanted to write about contemporary Malaysian society and her personal criticism of the way servants, especially foreign workers, are treated. Class and ethnic conflicts loom large. 

Samarasan cites Dickens as an influence, and the connection is easy to see. She wants to tell the big story (history) through the small personal stories in narrative fiction. Her sympathies are clearly with the powerless lower classes. She has an acute sense of class, ethnic and gender tensions. The Rajasekharan family is Tamil, an ethnic group with origins in the south of India, but they are three generations removed from their lower class roots, and the family has prospered in Malaysia. Indians are a minority in Malaysia, where ethnic Malays comprise roughly half of the population, Chinese a quarter, and Indians less than ten percent. The upper class Indians, including the Rajasekharans, speak English and are proud of their inability to understand Tamil, the language of their lower class servants. The Malay language is an additional barrier separating them from their countrymen.
 
Samarasan keeps a tight focus on the Rajasekharan family and their life in The Big House on Kingfisher Lane in Ipoh, a city to the north of Kuala Lumpur. Raju, a successful lawyer and favorite son, his wife and three children live in the house with his mother, the ruler of the roost since 1956 when Raju’s father bought it from one Mr. McDougall, who sold his mines to a Chinese and decamped for Scotland. The house itself represents Malaysia’s transition from a British colony to the multi-ethnic, polyglot nation it became: proud local style annexed to austere original symmetry, unnecessary corridors, unnecessary but ostentatious rooms for smoking, music, orchids. And painted peacock blue, in a gesture to Malayan nationhood that Appa would reassert every five years with a new coat of the same color. 

But a multigenerational mix is not a happy formula, with mothers-in-law determined to inflict their own bitterness and humiliation on the next generation, using the leverage of cruelty and sarcasm in the absence of genuine power, which is held only by the men in the family. The Rajasekharans are a severe example: Paati believed that her son married beneath him, Raju chose Vasanthi because he believed she would be grateful for his tutelage, and Vasanthi (Amma) was desperate to escape her own Cinderella-like circumstances. Dysfunction guaranteed.

Their individual disappointments are the catalyst for all that takes place, as the family’s history progresses in tandem with events changing the political landscape of Malaysia. Well into her writing process Samarasan read Graham Swift’s Waterland and chose a passage from his novel for an epigraph. He writes of history being born of perplexity and regret, with the question Why, followed by the “sly and wistful word If.” Samarasan wants her readers to ask Why, not What. Her readers know what happened immediately: Uma has left for New York, the servant Chellam has been banished and will die in a year, the grandmother is now a ghost seen only by Aasha, the six year old girl who is a focal character in much of the novel. 

Although Samarasan does not mention Hinduism in her interviews, the Hindu worldview pervades the novel, and karma is as much an explanation of the need to go back in time to find answers to all the Why questions as is Graham Swift’s history. Vasanthi’s mother escapes her domestic responsibilities by pursuing, in selfish piety, the vanaprastya stage of the forest dweller, turning her room into a stinking retreat. As the wife of a wealthy man, Amma satisfies her hypocritical, uncharitable guilt by doling out bundles of old clothes, unsuitable as they are for the recipients, and making sure the neighbors see that she feeds her servant’s begging father. The servant Chellam was brought to “Ipoh…by some bustling, self-righteous Hindu sangam society matron eager to rack up good karma by plucking her from prostitution and selling her into a slavery far less white.”  And Paati asks, referring to the same hapless Chellam, “What sins have I committed to be left to the mercy of a servant as useless as that girl?” The servant Lourdesmary, whose husband and eight children were crushed to death when their cave shelter collapsed, performs small gestures of charity, like taking food to Chellam’s father, with the hope of gaining some propitiation, some protection from more misfortune than she has already experienced.

This is not to say that Samarasan has made any of her characters a devout Hindu. Only Vasanthi’s mother is self-consciously “devout,” and hypocrisy and self-delusion are rampant. Karma, in my sketchy understanding of Hinduism, is personal history that doesn’t end with death. The desire to escape from a wheel of misery is not confined to Hinduism (or to Buddhism, which adopted the Hindu cosmology but offered escape in Nirvana). Only Uma finds an escape route: college in America, and with that turn of the wheel the book begins and ends. 

Samarasan’s non-linear, spiral chronology reinforces the wheel pattern. By the end of the first chapter, dated September 1980, we know what happened, essentially, but we do not know why or how. We don’t have details. We don’t have multiple points of view. With each turn of the narrative, back in time, forward, and back again, the author provides details that answer some of our questions but generate more. She is a writer who is very much in control of her story, adding material with each iteration, carefully doling out parts of her story, bit by bit. She experimented with a variety of chronologies in the course of her writing, which took nine years, and the result is more complicated than many novels where flashbacks and flash-forwards are used. I had to draw up my own list of chapters with dates in order to keep track. 

The focus is narrowed to the family, but there is no single focal character. Samarasan describes her style as omniscient but not distant: she likes to “sit on her characters’ shoulders.” In passages where multiple characters interact, particularly in the chapter where Paati’s death is recounted, the shoulder-hopping has a dizzying effect. The author provides us with multiple versions of this critical episode, shifting her focal point from Paati to Chellam, and then to Amma and Uma, with Aasha hiding in the corridor listening and sometimes looking. She gives us the players’ words but also delves into their motives. Amma and Uma engage in surreptitiously pinching and more obviously slapping, as they do elsewhere in the novel. Aasha takes all of this in, without revealing her presence; everyone will have a secret.

Samarasan relies to a great extent on indirect discourse, which takes the reader into the characters’ minds but ultimately weakens the novel. Too often we are told what the characters think, when a more experienced writer might have the characters reveal themselves in dialogue. In either case, it’s the author’s words, but the trick is to make the characters believable, and to let the reader think she has discovered the motive behind the character’s behavior. However, the indirect style is perhaps necessary in a novel where practically every character harbors a secret and, in Uma’s case, becomes deliberately uncommunicative. The style works most successfully with Aasha, in part because she is six years old and she spends much of her time alone, trying to make sense of her world, grasping for love and attention, obsessed with ghosts and the mechanics of death. Because Aasha’s self-understanding is limited by her immaturity, authorial intervention is acceptable. We need Samarasan to help us figure out what is going on in the child’s head.

The same is not true for Aasha’s Oxford-educated father, who might have revealed his prejudice without having the author tell us. Faced with the annoying obsequiousness of Chellam’s father, Appa thinks, Why can’t these people have a little dignity? It’s they themselves who perpetuate all the bloody problems – class, caste, you name it, they’re the ones clinging to all that nonsense because all they know is begging. The more time you spend with them the more you start to see them as animals because that’s what they want. In the end it’s better to close your eyes and pretend they don’t exist.  Samarasan the narrator articulates her character’s private thoughts, revealing opinions he was perhaps too embarrassed to admit out loud. Amma and Paati are more forthcoming, both women unafraid to give voice to their vehement disdain for the lower classes.

Despite my critical observations, I believe that Samarasan has successfully drawn her readers’ attention to the deprivation of the working classes and the uncomfortable guilt of their superiors. She has created a group of complicated characters, including a child of a sort that many writers do not attempt. She does indeed make her readers ask Why, rather than What. Why is Chellam so silent?  Why doesn’t she protest her innocence when a six year old child stands up and blatantly accuses her of giving Paati the fatal push?  How can the man accused of butchering Angela Lim be so easily framed? How is it possible that people live in caves and are given one day off from work to bury eight children and a husband? The servants, especially the foreign workers, know they are thoroughly disenfranchised, and according to Samarasan they have no expectation of basic civil rights. Chellam’s passivity is understandable. In her short life – she is supposedly eighteen but we learn almost at the end of the book that she is probably younger – her experience has taught her that no one will stand up for her, certainly not her father, who appears at the gate of the Big House every month to collect her wages. He spends the money she earns at the toddy shop, not on his unfortunate family.

Amma officiously tells Chellam that she should save her wages so she can buy eyeglasses, but will not intervene when she sees the money disappear with the drunkard father every month. None of her business. Not my fault. Better to close you eyes and pretend they do not exist. Only Uncle Ballroom, like Chellam an object of disdain – but he is ‘family’ – shows some sympathy for Chellam. He confronts her father, who mistakes Balu’s advice for an attempt to buy the daughter, and Uncle Ballroom pays Chellam small amounts for washing and mending his clothes. For this he is suspected of paying Chellam for sex. It is Appa who happens to see a money exchange between the two, and Appa is eager to punish Chellam for discovering his mistress and his second family and revealing this destructive secret to Amma. 

The novel abounds with family secrets, and because the placement of the episodes does not follow chronologically, the reader cannot understand Uma’s motivation, for example, or Appa’s deep disappointment. Uma is silent, sullen and cold except in passages that recall her youth. Aasha misinterprets her sister’s rejection, blaming herself for failing her in some way – she imagines how she must have angered her sister, and her imagination leads her down the wrong roads. Samarasan doesn’t let Uma reveal the source of her anger or her motivation to leave her family and the country. We don’t find out until Chapter 13, near the end of the novel, a chapter titled “What Uncle Ballroom Saw.” The chapter that describes the circumstances of Paati’s death, where we really need to know why Uma is so angry with the grandmother she was once so close to, comes much earlier – Chapter 8, “What Aasha Saw.” This structural device might encourage a reader’s curiosity but by the time I got to Chapter 13 I was tired of Uma’s sullen coldness; even after I learned why she was no longer the generous, happy girl described in her younger years, devoted to her father and grandmother, I found her to be an unsatisfactory character. She let her secret fester, as many people do, but a few clues dropped to the reader would have helped.

That episode takes place in 1978, when Uma was not yet sixteen and Uncle Ballroom is visiting – or as Appa would have it, sponging off his rich brother because he’s squandered his money again.  Uma is happy, dancing with her uncle, listening to his enticing descriptions of life in New York – a scene witnessed by Aasha, age four, who concludes that Uma is going to marry Uncle Ballroom and go to New York with him. Uma is still awake when her father returns home, uncharacteristically shaken by self-doubt, regretful and looking for comfort, having escaped the meat cleaver wielded by his Chinese mistress’ husband, who appeared at his home for a surprise visit. 

[bookmark: _GoBack]Samarasan describes the incestuous incident obliquely. She is more interested in the consequences than what actually happened, which was evidently not as ugly as it might have been. What Uncle Ballroom Saw was his brother coming out of Uma’s room, Uma in the background looking disheveled and distraught, and he reads the situation correctly, regretting that he so often has to be the one who sees too much. (As a ten-year old boy he happened to discover his mother in the arms of her lover, but he ran away with his secret, never revealing it to anyone.) Appa reacts defensively, by taking his customary offense against his brother. Their noisy exchange wakens Paati, who opens her door, sees that it’s the favorite son who has been caught this time, sees the panic and rage on his face and Uma, through the open door behind him. She tells them all to be quiet and go to bed, and sinks back into her own room, thinking, I don’t know, I don’t know. I’m too old for all this.

The fallout from all this is that Uncle Ballroom leaves the following day, Paati moves to a first-floor bedroom and retreats to a life of demanding, arthritic old age, and Uma realizes that her grandmother is not her protector but a selfish old lady, and her little sister’s adoration is in fact a black hole of need that Uma cannot fill. And worst of all, that her father is an unscrupulous liar who turned his own guilt against his brother, manufacturing self-righteousness in the process. Enough anger and disillusionment to motivate Uma’s behavior in the bathroom before Paati died from her fall, but we didn’t know it at the time. 

Neither does Aasha know it; in the intervening years, while she has endured her sister’s silence she blames herself for it, and is consequently moved to tell a big lie herself in hopes of saving her sister and winning her gratitude and love. So Aasha, who was hiding behind a sofa in the corridor and heard everything that transpired in the bathroom, steps forward and declares that Chellam pushed Paati. There are all sorts of reasons why a child in her situation might have behaved as she did; Samarasan takes us into her head and follows the misplaced hopes and flimsy justifications that the six year old invents. She wanted to write about a complicated child whose innocence is assumed but not warranted. (She was already well into the writing of Evening when Ian McEwan’s Atonement was published. That novel, with its similar pivot point, was not an influence.) I’ll leave it to our discussion.

The novel began with Chellam’s Ignominious Departure; chronologically it ends one week earlier with the Glorious Ascent of Uma the Oldest-Eldest. Literally, she ascends in a plane bound for New York, where she will attend Columbia University and study her way to a Nobel Prize, her father boasts. Figuratively, she rises above her unhappy family. She floats away from their demands, their shame, their secrets – including her own secret, for which she offers an unspoken apology to Chellam as she passes her door for the last time. She is sorry that Chellam had to be the one accused of doing what they all wanted to do. “Uma cannot help but believe – she surprises herself with this irrational thought – that Chellam’s act derived its fatal efficacy from all their guilty wishes (and unseen attempts)…The collective force of their frustrations had animated Chellam that day, quickened her shuffling feet, lifted her arm. She’d only been a puppet.” Uma absolves herself and the rest of her family with these thoughts, but the reader, by this time, knows how far from the truth they are. Both Amma and Uma struck Paati, but no one was in the room with her when she fell. When Chellam entered Paati was already dead.

The family ride to the airport together in the silver Volvo, in a display of successful amity that obscures so much. Samarasan uses a wonderful visual anecdote to suggest the shallowness of their public image: the life-size cardboard ladies advertising Visit Malaysia Year 1980. “They are MalayChineseIndian…sleek and beaming ladies of every race, Namaste-ing and salam-ing the wide world in toothy testimony to the country’s legendary Racial Harmony. From the front these ladies seem perfect. Perfectly happy. Perfectly shapely. Perfectly poised. From the side, though, Aasha sees that they are just perfectly flat, that they have no back parts whatsoever.”

Little Aasha, whose biggest lie allowed Uma to float away, consoles herself with a wave and a smile from her sister as she walks out to the plane. Not a real goodbye, not a touch, but Aasha cherishes the smile that she is sure was meant just for her. The author tells us that Uma won’t answer her family’s letters – she is gone. 

******************************************************************
Questions for Discussion

1.  In an interview, Samarasan says that she was influenced by Salman Rushdie, and wanted to write a Malasian Midnight’s Children.  She felt, however, that Rushdie was rather distant from his characters and the result was a political allegory.  Her novel, she thinks, is more “female”.  What do you think she mean by this?

2.  Some reviewers have decided that this is Appa’s book; others say that it is Aasha’s story.  Given the absence of a single focal character, whose book do you think it is?

3.  The inhabitants of the Big House dominate the novel, but minor characters play important roles:  Mr. Muniandy, the man on the train, Amma’s parents.  What do they add to the novel?  One minor character puzzled me, and I hope another reader will explain her:  Kooky Rooky.  What is she doing in the novel, and why does her suicide end the book?

4.  Samarasan says that disappointments are the catalysts for all that happens.  Agree?

5.  I wrote that not many novelists attempt a child characteras complicated as Aasha.  What did you think of her?  Did you understand her motivations?  Is she a psychologically valid character?
