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Conflict

Anu Kandikuppa

It is about eight a.m., and Raj and I are in the kitchen getting our breakfast at the same time, in a 
confluence of morning schedules that hardly ever happens any more because I try to avoid it. I try 
to avoid it so that I do not have a fight with Raj before I go to work, because fighting with Raj turns 
my brain to jelly, which affects my work terribly. Lately, the idea has taken hold of me that it’s very 

important that I keep my job so that I can support myself financially if 
the need arises. This is why, some months ago, I began to lie in bed in the 
morning with my eyes closed until I heard Raj go to the kitchen so that, 
by the time I dress, he has left for work and I do not have to see him until 
the evening, when there is the television and dinner and the newspaper to 
distract us and lengthen our period of truce, which I define as the absence 
of raging conflict.

But somehow my plan failed today, and we are here together in our 
little kitchen, Raj smelling of lavender from the shower he took in the 
guest bathroom, having self-removed there months ago, though we still 
sleep in the same bed. But I know the smell of lavender will soon fade, 
and I will get a whiff of him, fried foods and chicken and whatever else 
he ate yesterday, as if the food is oozing from the pores of his skin. At the 
scent of him, a prickly sprig of irritation will sprout and grow and grow 
inside me. There are things I have always known about myself—such as 
that I am irritable and that I bear grudges. There are things I knew about 
Raj before we got married—such as that he is refined and good and 
even-tempered. And there are other things I guessed about him—such as 
that he would work hard and would not cheat on a wife. But I did not 
know or guess that his food would ooze from his pores, and I did not 
know that it would matter to me until it was too late and we had walked 
seven times around the fire, my little hand clasped in his, my head down, 
filled with wonder at what I was doing: marrying.

Five minutes have passed. Raj has said nothing and neither have I, 
though I have been thinking of things to say and discarding each thing 
because it is meaningless or because I know what Raj will say back and 
am not interested in hearing it. Ordinary conversation ceased between 

us months ago. I once mentioned this to Raj, post-fight, when I was 
exfoliated of all bad feeling and receptive to anything that might improve 
matters, when I notice again his strong forearms and remember his 
puckish sense of humor, when I tell myself, why all the drama, Priti; he is 
not so bad, make it work. “Did you notice,” I said in low, confiding tones, 
“that we talk in parallel lines? I say one thing; you say back something 
completely unrelated? Why don’t we pay more attention to each other?” 
“You think too much,” he said. “Parallel lines? What parallel lines? Why 
are you so complicated? Spare me. I’m just a simple man,” and he gave 
me his simple-man look.

Steel bands tighten around my brain. I wonder whether to make a 
dash for it, get my bag and run for my train, but I do not do it. As if 
I have to undergo this test of endurance, I stand doggedly at the sink, 
working inefficiently, rinsing strawberries too long, then slicing them too 
small, slicing more of them than I need, telling myself to calm down: 
surely I can get through five minutes in the kitchen with Raj? It is not as 
if I have never done it. It was only in the third year of our marriage that 
things started to go bad.

Raj has taken out the egg carton from the fridge and is looking at its 
contents intently, apparently trying to choose the perfect egg. Raj takes 
his food very seriously. It is not that he eats a lot, but that he is paranoid 
about the quality of what he eats—only the best eggs, the finest onions, 
the purest juices—while I don’t give food that kind of attention. I don’t 
care about the brand of orange juice I drink or whether it has pulp or 
calcium or Vitamin D. I think nothing of eating the same meal for a 
whole week, wearing the same nightclothes for a whole week. Raj thinks 
I pretend not to care because he cares. “You’re pseudo-intellectual. You 
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like to think you are above what preoccupies 
99% of human beings. Show me what you’ve 
done to deserve to think that way,” he says, and 
we have a shattering fight.

I run ahead in my mind now, thinking about 
this omelet Raj is making. I see it on his plate, 
running with melted butter. I see the three 
slices of toast loaded with butter. I see him 
impale a piece of the omelet with his fork and 
raise it to his pink mouth, shove it in, chew it 
in that intent way he has that make his eyes pop 
from their sockets, and a fresh wave of irritation 
engulfs me.

There is no good reason for my irritation. 
There is no good reason for me to imagine an 
ordinary man eating an omelet, imagine the 
sound of his chewing, and the popping of his 
eyes, but logic and reason have nothing to do 
with it. Raj and I just do not get along. There 
is no figuring it out. Something mind-altering 
radiates from his person and turns me into a 
monster, prickly and irrational and detestable. 
My brain feels furred, and my thinking slurs, 
and I want to hurt and anger him, and I have 
for years. For years, I have rattled my spoon or 
walked away when he is eating to indicate that 
I cannot bear his chewing. I’ve told him not 
to slurp his tea, told him he is dull and has no 
interests beyond food. In the days when we still 
used to go out with other people I would cor-
rect his pronunciation in front of them, remind 
him he has told a certain story fifteen times. 
The only people we used to meet were other 
Indians, couples who sat on sofas with their 
arms entwined or their shoulders touching, 
their sweet, happy faces replete with domestic 
bliss. They would stare at me, bemused, not 
believing that I could be this rude in public to 
my husband. They would assume it was a joke 
and laugh politely. To save face, Raj would, too.

For months Raj let me prevail. For months 
he walked around wearing the hurt, baffled 
look of a puppy smacked for no reason. He 
refused to argue with me. He listened carefully 
to my ravings and tried to understand me.

Raj’s niceness, his refinement, they were what 
I noticed first about him when we met in college. 
People come in two kinds or classes: nice and 
not nice. I am not nice. I am not refined. I have 
failings of character, a quick temper, a propensity 
to hate things and people. Then there are people 
like Raj, who consider the world with mild, 
friendly eyes filled with optimism and trust. 

They smile often and keep in touch with old 
friends and send each other daily jokes. They’ve 
figured out how to be happy. It’s possible that, 
when I married Raj, I was hoping he would 
elevate me out of my class, make me nicer, make 
me happy.

I brought him down, though. I broke him. 
By our third year together I could goad him into 
a fight in a snap, make his skin go tight across 
his cheekbones, make his upper lip quiver and 
lift in a tiny snarl. He grits his teeth and thrusts 
his face at me, scares me with the softness of 
his voice and clearly superior strength. I am 
shaken by his transformation, but I do not 
stop getting at him, and we fight, stalk each 
other from room to room, jerk our arms up 
and down. But within an hour Raj is popping 
potato chips in his mouth and doing things for 
me, asking me if I want tea, yelling through the 
bathroom door: do I need anything from the 
store because he’s going out? And I am sitting 
on the toilet, crying, and I don’t answer him. I 
am saying to myself: How is his brain not pulp? I 
crawl out much later, still shaking.

In the kitchen, the silence has grown heavy 
and sticky like glue. I’ve thought of twenty 
things to say and dumped each thing, my mind 
a jumble of truncated thoughts. The sounds 
Raj is making come to me magnified, and I 
know what he is doing, though I can’t see him. 
When you have lived with someone for a long 
time, he ceases to be a person and becomes 
a presence, an aura that surrounds you and 
permeates your brain, yet remains distant and 
separate. You think about him even when you 
are not thinking. He becomes a set of odors and 
sounds and habits and preferences. You know 
lots and lots of things about him, all of which 
add up to nothing. You cannot purge this 
useless knowledge from your brain. Raj trims 
his nails with scissors and hates drivers who do 
not signal. He will roll his window down and 
yell Idiot! at them. When he answers the phone 
he says, Yello? He has three kinds of smiles. I 
know which smile he will use when and that 
the second toe of his left foot is longer than the 
second toe of his right. I know which story he 
will tell when and how he will smile when he 
is telling it.

I hear a knife scratching; it’s Raj buttering 
toast. He flips his omelet onto his plate and 
walks past me to the dining table. I stare at his 
brimful plate and sniff his sweetish smell. His 
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left arm touches my shoulder. I shrink toward 
the sink, a movement that is completely out-
side my control, even though I try to control 
it, because I know it makes him angrier than 
anything else I do, and I don’t want to have 
a fight, not now. He sits down and takes a 
bite of his omelet. In measured tones, he says, 
“What a cold bitch you are. You only know 
how to hurt.”

He speaks in his usual low voice. The more 
hurtful Raj’s words are, the more calmly he 
delivers them. Raj has a British accent. He was 
born in England, where he lived for seven years 
before his family moved to the small town in 
India where we met. He managed to keep his 
accent. His family had memberships to the 
one club in the town. Servants would iron his 
clothes every day, including his underwear. 
Servants laid the table with real cloth napkins 
for every meal. There were always nice things 
to eat.

Raj unfolds his cloth napkin and dabs his 
lips and looks at me. In five years of marriage I 
have learned one thing: you can never get used 
to being insulted. You can never be indifferent 
when you are assailed. You will never stop 
imagining that one day your better half will 
suddenly realize the beautiful person you really 
are. My heart beats fast as if Raj has hit me. 
Sudden tears leap to my eyes, and I turn so he 
will not see.

When Raj and I first began to fight, I dis-
covered an innate ability to tune my voice to 
a very high pitch, a shrill animal cry bearing 
words. The first time the alien sound emerged 
I thought it was someone else screaming. 
After that first time, my scream became my 
instant weapon, my deployment of it an 
awe-inspiring performance; although, in 
quieter moments, I would recall an obscure 
word my mother would use to describe low-
er-class women, fisherwomen, washerwomen, 
sweepers. Gayyali, she would spit. “What does 
that mean?” I asked her. “A woman who yells 
at her husband,” she said. My mother herself 
never fought with my father. She spent her 

whole life making difficult foods for him out 
of banana flower and jackfruit and custard 
apple. She didn’t have much choice.

But I do not unleash my scream today, not 
yet. It is time for me to catch my train. I must 
defer a fight because I have to get to work. I 
have to keep my job, so that I’m assured an 
income if I ever have to live on my own. I 
know no such situation will ever arise. No 

matter how much we fight, Raj and I will not 
separate. We are Indian. Years ago we peram-
bulated a fire and gave birth to a marriage 
and died in the process. Only the marriage 
survives. I can only hope that things will not 
get worse (they will), but I cannot leave Raj, 
and Raj cannot leave me.

I mutter something, get my keys and my 
bag, and leave.

•  •  •

The commuter rail rushes through a tunnel. 
I catch sight of my face in the window. I look 
normal, the expression on my face no different 
than that of the woman next to me, who 
has earphones stuck in her ears. I have spent 
twenty-five minutes studying a stack of paper 
about my current project at work, made notes 
in the margin in my neatest handwriting. My 
brain is working beautifully. If anything, I feel 
sharper than ever. My face looks like it belongs 

to someone with a different life. I’m disturbed by 
my apparent calmness. How can I look this way 
when the quality of my life is so poor? You are 
living two lives, I say to myself. Home and outside 
home, with Raj and without Raj. You’ll never try to 
change the first because you can escape to the second. 
You are two people. The day will come when you 
won’t cry after a fight; you won’t even flinch, because 
fighting will be as normal as breathing.

Raj and I met in college. Like the rest of the 
country, our town, on the east coast of India, 
was very conservative. Boys and girls did not 
speak to each other alone, never mind go out, 
although it was all right to look at each other 
with interest. On campus I would walk with 
the other girls in a tight cluster, look at the boys 
from under my downcast lashes, get their mea-
sure as they skulked under trees and by walls, 
beasts in camouflage. I tried to figure them 
out. This one dressed awfully. That one was 
too loud. That other one had an air about him. 
Like all the girls, I wanted to find my husband 
before my parents found me one. It was going 
to be my best chance at undiluted happiness, 
my best chance at a blithe, airy life.

One day Raj entered the classroom behind 
me, picked up something I had dropped, and 
held it out in his square, fair hands. “Is this 
yours?” he said. When he saw my face, his own 
acquired the look boys get when they see a girl 
they like. This one can be mine, I thought. Right 
away I smelled his refinement, his niceness. It 
took him a whole year to speak to me, but this 
was normal in that time and place. Meanwhile, 
I watched him and tried to figure him out. I 
didn’t like that he was fastidious, that he would 
take an ironed handkerchief out of his pocket 
and dust a surface he wanted to sit on, then 
fold the handkerchief back into a neat square. 
Once I saw him run and didn’t like that he ran 
awkwardly, his knees bending to the side, his 
feet pointed sideways. He gave me no goose 
bumps. I would have liked goose bumps, a 
heightened awareness, a beating-fast heart. But 
I knew he came from a superior family. He 
would be responsible, make a good living, not 
cheat on his wife.

A month after we finished college we were 
married. The second day of our honeymoon, 
I said to Raj soulfully, with disarming candor, 
“Raj,” I said, “This is really important. Never 
do anything to make me dislike you.” I was 
as nervous about my irascible nature as a self-
aware alcoholic might be before a big dinner 
party. Forewarned should be forearmed, should it 
not? I thought. Raj laughed and picked up my 

THERE ARE THINGS I HAVE ALWAYS KNOWN ABOUT MYSELF—SUCH AS 
THAT I AM IRRITABLE AND THAT I BEAR GRUDGES. THERE ARE THINGS  
I KNEW ABOUT RAJ BEFORE WE GOT MARRIED—SUCH AS THAT HE IS  
REFINED AND GOOD AND EVEN-TEMPERED.

THE ONLY PEOPLE WE USED TO MEET WERE OTHER INDIANS, COUPLES 
WHO SAT ON SOFAS WITH THEIR ARMS ENTWINED OR THEIR SHOULDERS 
TOUCHING, THEIR SWEET, HAPPY FACES REPLETE WITH DOMESTIC BLISS. 
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phone and wiped its face fastidiously. “Why 
don’t you keep your phone clean?” he said. 
“You’ve got to keep it face up. Keep it turned 
off so you don’t run out of battery.” He held 
up my phone to the light and inspected it for 
fingerprints, polished it with his handkerchief. 
My spine prickled with irritation, but I only 
said, “I will.” I thought it would be simple. I 
would keep vigil for the onset of conflict and 
banish it with the exercise of reason and good 
sense. I was shiny with resolve.

•  •  •

I march into my office building with a tre-
mendous smile, take a mint from the bowl at 
the front desk, and get straight to work. No one 
knows anything is amiss with me. A coworker 
asks me about my plans for the weekend (it 
is Friday). With a laugh I say, “Oh, Raj and I 
will think up something. We’re very good at 
last-minute plans. And yours?” She is going to 
drive up to see the fall colors. “That’s a great 
idea,” I say. “Maybe we will too.”

The day wears on. Around 2 p.m. I let 
myself think about the coming fight. I look 
away from my screen for a minute at a time, let 
myself remember what Raj had said, condition 
myself for the evening with small doses of the 
morning’s unpleasantness. Raj seems remote 
and inconsequential, the danger of him diluted 
by distance. I take bites of my burrito. It still 
tastes good. What are you doing to yourself, Priti, 
I think. Be happy. It’s easier than you think. I look 
at the phone, but he does not call (of course). 
We don’t call each other at work, or ever. 
There’s never been a reason to call. We have 
never had an emergency. We have always been 
free to fight, to luxuriate in conflict. The world 
has its wars, nation to nation, rebels to rulers, 
rich to poor. We have ours. We battle on in our 
comfortable, furnished trenches.

It’s evening and people are clearing out, early 
because it is Friday. My heartbeat quickens, and 
the muscles of my face tense. Finally, at six, I 
stand, pack my computer, and make my way to 
the train station, heavy with dread.

•  •  •

Raj has made dinner by the time I get back, 
and the smell of roasted cumin seeds fills the 
air. When I enter he is heating pieces of frozen 

Indian bread, moving briskly between the tiny 
island and the stove. I drop my bag by the door. 
“Hi,” he says in his regular voice. “Busy day? I 
made some gobi. It’s pretty good if I say so my-
self.” It is how he always behaves, post-provoca-
tion and pre-fight, as if nothing has happened. 
He tried to explain this behavior to me once. “A 
few arguments need not change everything,” he 
said. “Why must you think in black and white? 
Why don’t you consider the times we are not 
arguing?” “It’s not just one argument for me,” I 
said. “For me it’s a state of conflict. I’m engulfed 
by it.” “I’m a simple man,” he said and gave me 
his simple-man look.

On the train I gave myself pills of positivity, 
made myself remember good things about Raj. 
I was able to come up with a few. He is a good 
human being who would never hit me. He has 
a funny way of mauling the words and tune 
of a song. He ties the tops of vegetable bags 
like turbans and lines them up comically in 
the fridge. It makes me smile to see them. He 
puts dishes away haphazardly, does not seem to 
know the difference between a cereal bowl and 
a mixing bowl. He is attractive when he rolls 
up his sleeves.

As always in these conditions—when time 
has passed since the original provocation—I 
have two choices. I can pretend Raj has not 
said anything incendiary, or I can rake up the 
matter and have it out. As always, I do not 
know what I will do until I open my mouth 
to speak. In the long run, either choice leads us 
to the same place of ruin. Suppressed hurt will 
coalesce inside you with other suppressed hurt 
and will one day explode in the biggest fight of 
all time. More and more often I am deciding 
to have it out. More and more often I seek the 
satisfaction of screaming my opinions, being 
irrational and free.

I take a few steps in and stand by the 
island. “Don’t you remember what you said 
this morning?”

“What?” he says. “What did I say?” and flips 
a piece of bread.

“You called me a bitch.” I say bitch extra 
loud, make it sound extra ugly. “You said I was 
cold. You said I only knew how to hurt people.” 
I’m working myself into a frenzy. I have noticed 
that once I have decided to have a fight, I am 
not satisfied unless things get really ugly.

He stops flipping bread. When he turns to-
ward me, he isn’t smiling anymore. “You want 
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to dig it up, fine,” he says. “Did you forget what 
you did? You cringed when I came near.” He 
imitates me and shrinks against the counter, 
pulling his lips down in a grimace.

I see he’s not going to back off. He is going 
to be aggressive. He has his choices, too: 
sometimes he’ll cover his ears and walk away 
and not engage. Years ago he would even have 

apologized. But it isn’t going to be any of 
those things today. Ill-willed chemicals flood 
my brain.

“I’m sorry,” I say, at maximum scream, “but 
I don’t have to want to touch you all the time 
just because we’re married. You were eating a 
smelly omelet. I hate the smell of eggs. I hate 
brushing against people,” Everything I’m 
saying is irrational. Some of it is untrue. I don’t 
hate the smell of eggs. I have an omelet myself 
now and then.

“How would you feel if I did that to you?” he 
said. “I don’t shrink from you, so you’ll never 
know how it feels.”

“Don’t pretend to be a saint. You’re the one 
who called me names.”

“You deserved it, and you know it. You 
walked in grumpily, said nothing. You’re cold 
and hard, Priti.”

“Don’t give me that. I’ve no trouble getting 
along with people at work. Have you wondered 
that you are the reason I behave the way I do 
to you?”

“That’s right, put the blame on me. That’s the 
other thing you’re good at.”

“You have no right to pass judgment on me. 
I’m not cold. You are just not the right person 
for me.”

I’m now standing by the door of the guest 
room. My throat’s hoarse and my lips are loose 
and wet with spit. My arms hang unattractively 
by my side and my shoulders droop. My stom-
ach sticks out grotesquely. I am saying, look at 
me, pity me. But Raj stands with his back to me, 
one hand covering an ear, still flipping bread 
though I can tell he is rattled, working without 
thinking. He has already warmed a mountain 
of bread, enough for four people. If he even 
looked at me, it might have made for a quicker 

truce.
“You just aren’t the right person,” I say again. 

It is not something I had planned to say. The 
thought had never ever crossed my mind 
before. But more than anything else I need it 
to be true. I need it to be true that I am not a 
force of universal destruction. That everything I 
touch will not go to ruin, that there is someone 

in the world with whom I could have been con-
sistently good and happy, even if I would never 
have him. The force of my longing catches me 
by surprise, and tears course down my cheeks 
before I can turn away. I never cry in front of 
Raj. I’m mortified, but I cannot stop. My tears 
curve around my chin and slip to the floor.

He must know I’m still standing there, but 
he only turns on the TV and gets a plate. I close 
the bedroom door and get on the bed with my 
shoes on and cry silently, my mouth wide open, 
strings of thick, sticky spit bridging it. Doing 
this always gives me relief. It is such a debasing 
thing to do that, soon, I will feel that nothing is 
worth being in such a state.

I cry like this for ten minutes, which is about 
normal. Raj doesn’t come in to placate me. We 
stopped making gestures like that long ago, 
but, as a result, closure is impossible. Fights 
happen then simply end. There is only raging 
conflict and the absence of raging conflict. I 
have a plan: lie here until Raj goes to bed, eat 
something, then crawl into bed next to him.  
No matter how badly we fight, we still sleep in 
the same bed.

An hour passes. My tears have dried on my 
face. I try sarcasm: don’t I prefer this to the even 
keel and therefore boredom that must charac-
terize other people’s marriages? At least I can 
appreciate calm. I feel calm. What I really am 
is spent, but it feels very much like calm, a state 
in which my thoughts range freely, over the 
past, the world, the universe, and I try to regain 
perspective. How short our lives are, I think 
(solemnly). How puny and inconsequential we 
are in the great scheme of creation.

You are not the right person for me, I had said. 
There had been other boys who liked me in 
college. One used to follow me home after class 

every day for months. Another suffered badly 
from acne—a rash of it always burned lividly 
on his forehead. He was unusually aggressive 
in his pursuit of me. One day, when Raj and 
I had not yet spoken to each other, this boy 
came up to me in the library. He got down on 
his knees next to me, the way people do when 
they want not to disturb other people. Pimples 
flared angrily on his forehead. “Why do you 
avoid me?” he whispered. “Why won’t you even 
look at me?” “I don’t like you,” I said. “Leave 
me alone.” I was sure that Raj would soon talk 
to me. I was sure we would be good together.

Raj turns off the TV, and I hear the clatter 
of dishes and the rush of water. Then I hear his 
footsteps outside my door. “Cheer up,” he says. 
“Why do you make such a spectacle of yourself? 
I left a plate of food if you want to eat.”

What if I stopped thinking? What if I eased up? 
What if I took my pod of calm—or defeat—and 
turned it into something permanently healing? I 
straighten my clothes, go to the kitchen and eat 
what Raj has left for me. In our bedroom the 
lights are off, and Raj is in bed, peering at his 
phone. I change, cross the room to my side, fix 
my pillows. The purity of my purpose gives me 
courage. “We can’t live like this, Raj,” I say, my 
voice throaty with emotion.

“Like what?”
“Like this. Please don’t pretend everything 

is okay. You called me horrible names. I’ve just 
been screaming at you.”

“It’s up to you,” he says. “You always start it.” 
Which is the truth.

A long time ago I read something in a 
book that stuck with me. It seems all living 
creatures emit waves, and only if their wave-
lengths match will two people get along with 
each other. I think I know what this means. 
I get the feeling sometimes that I know a 
perfect stranger, someone I have only just 
met: a hairdresser, a cashier, a client at work.  
I share a joke with him or her and laugh, and 
all the barriers fall away and there is nothing 
between us but understanding.  I try hard to 
hold on to the moment, feel desolate when I 
have to leave. But I have had such moments 
with Raj too, for instance, when he handed 
me what I had dropped all those years ago 
and our fingers touched and our eyes met 
and we understood each other for a moment. 
A brief, insubstantial moment, now here, 
now gone. i

LIKE ALL THE GIRLS, I WANTED TO FIND MY HUSBAND BEFORE MY PARENTS 
FOUND ME ONE. 




