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*hardly original. Italo Calvino has
~offered us a tree dweller in 7 banme
rampante (The-baron in the trees) )
- Jerzy Kosinski has bequeathed to’
* us his simple-minded philosopher -
-Chance the Gardenerin the pages
-of Being There, and Susan Trott has

t
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Kiran.Desai’s first novel

doesn ¢ waste a word

HULLABALOO IN THE GUAVA ‘
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BY PAUL SIGNORELLI

guava tree and 1mmed1ately be-
comes the village wise man;- his
“mother, who dispiays a-penchant
for cooking with unorthodox items;
his sister, whose beloved hardly no-
- tices her until she bltes off a plece

of ‘his.ear; and

The elements of the story are

. entertained us with her two “Holy

Man” books, featuring a charac-

_ter who dlspenses simple: w1$dom

to the masses.

Desai prov1des a dlvertlng ad—'
- dition. to-this partxcular canon of.
- works with her charmingly liter-~

“.ate and poetlcally scripted- fable,

and there is hardly a wasted word:
in the book:'We enter the storyin

. the drought-plagued village of

Shahkot, in India, where Kulfi

. Chawlais pregnantwith her soon:
to-be-born son Sampath (Good
“Fortuney. The drought breaks just
“ when Kulfi’s water-does, with the:

onslaught of a ﬁerce elemental ‘

storm.:

- The neighbors assure her that
“her son was destined for: great
ness, that the world large and mys-
terious beyond Shahkot, had takeir

_notice of him.” Imagiiie the fami-

ly s surprise, then, when this for-
tunate child has a less than stellar

scholastic career—failing his cours-
es and displaying little initiative.
Picture their mortification. when
he barely manages to function in

~ his job as a low-level postal em-

ployee, spending his time surrep-
titiously reading everyone’s mail.
Relish the scene in which he loses
his job because he disrupts his
boss’s daughter’s wedding by dress-

ing in her finery and then disrob-

ing, before the wedding guests, in
a foumam on the family estate.
It’s not difficult to understand
why Sampath, at this point in his
life, might seek refuge in-a guava
tree, and Desat effectively exploits
the material on behalf of her read-
ers. Every twist of the.plot is deli-
cious. There are the crowds of peo-

‘ple who; unaware of his postal

voyeurism, stand in awe of Sam-
path’s ability to reveal the most in-
timate details of their lives. There’s

the father who immediately finds.

ways to make money— by selling
advertising space in the abandoned
guava orchard, staging a photo ses-
sion in the tree, and reselling the
alms purchased on-site and then
left in homage at the base of Sam-
path’s tree each evening. There’s
even Sampath’s groundbreaking
“Sermon in the Guava Tree”—in
which he establishes a reputation
for delivering comforting apho-
risms—and his disciples, a pack of
unruly, thieving, inebriated mon-
Keys who provide his spiritual
name, “the Monkey Baba.”

His family is entertainingly
poignant and bizarre at the same
time. His self-absorbed sister Pinky,
for example, has a unique way of
expressing herself during moments
of passion. Her ear-biting gesture is,
of course, not easily understood by
the poor boy or his family, and
Pinky must take extraordinary
steps. Desai outdoes herself with
the letter of apology she creates for
Pinky:

“I am so sorry to have bitten your ear,”
the girl writes. “But it was done only out
of affection. Please understand,-the sight
of you. filled my heart with so much emo-
tion, but it unfortunately came out in
the wrong way. Here’s wishing you a
speedy recovery.”

Pinky, of course, can be expect-
ed to find a way to ruin this twisted
expression of remorse. She finds
the object of her affection leaning
out of the window of his parents’
house, decides to deliver the mes-
sage by attaching it to a rock and
tossing it to him, and succeeds in
hitting him squarely in the jaw.

“An hour later, he sat still
dazed ...,” Desai writes, “pondering
the strange. possibilities of affec-
tion. Was this love? he wondered.”

Whether it’s love or a perverse
twist of fate, it is indicative of the
delicacies awaiting those readers
who will create a hullabaloo in local
bookstores as. they try to obtain a
copy of this fanciful novel.
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