The Speckled Bracelet
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T

his is the story of Isabella, as narrated by herself. The story is peculiar, just like her.

During my vacation in the year of 2001, I was introduced to Isabella by my best  friend, Ajmal. Then he was working as a counselor in a reputed social service organization in Trivandrum. He had done post graduation in social work, prior to his joining that organization. He was my batch mate during graduation and still remains as my best friend.

I went to see him in the NGO, located in the outskirts of the city, where he was working. It was about 9.00 am on a cool morning in December.  I greeted him in my usual style,

“If I want to see you on a particular day, I need to start my journey at least a month back. Your location is such a God forsaken one.”

“Let the poor people like me, also live my friend” This would be the humble reply from him and the same happened that day also. Every time we meet, we do the same kind of leg pulling, never forgetting to hug each other.  We had to talk a lot as I missed his company for one year. I met him during the vacation prior to that.

“Jose, did you have breakfast?”, he asked, remembering the fact that I must have had a long travel to reach his place early in the morning.

“Obviously not, it’s your job to get me something to eat” I replied as usual.

“There are no restaurants nearby. If you don’t mind, I have a  lunch packet with me. Probably poori and curry. Will that be Okay for my executive friend, who eats continental food nowadays?’. He continued his leg pulling business along with the hospitality.

“You bring lunch packet everyday?” I asked.

“No, Isabella brings that for me too”, he said with a smile

‘Oh! Your Isabella…. Where is she?’ I was curious to see her. Ajmal used to write in his letters about a girl named Isabella Fernandez whom he met  in an NGO.  Since his meeting with her six months back, he used to write a lot about her in his letters. From his narration, I had a virtual image of Isabella in my mind. 

Ajmal, rang up Isabella in her extension and asked her to bring the lunch packet to pantry. Then he took me through the L shaped corridors and finally we reached the pantry. We sat on chairs made of bamboo, kept near the dining table. Few minutes after Isabella joined us. She  had an elegant look in the dress she was wearing. Her slightly curled black hair was neatly combed, but a few flocks were dancing in the air with the breeze, as she walked in. 

‘This must be Jose, am I right Ajmal?’ She asked Ajmal with a pleasant voice. 

‘Look Jose, she knows you very well, though you have not me her. Ajmal told me, while grabbing the lunch packet from Isabella’s hands. Without being formal, I started eating the breakfast, while Ajmal and Isabella talked to me. The way she talked, and the words she used made me realize the intellectual level and the personality of Isabella. 

‘I have eaten the lunch you have brought for you. Now what are you going to have for lunch? I asked her.

‘I am going to ring up the guest house people and order for our lunch. By 1.00 pm we will have it. So don’t worry’. Isabella told me.

‘Jose, I am not going to leave you till evening. Your visits are like prime minister’s visits, once in a year. Spent at least one day with me. I will drop you back to your home. Today is Friday and we don’t have that much work today’ Ajmal told me.

Some more people came to the pantry and went back. I finished the breakfast slowly, while listening to Ajmal and Isabella.  I could notice the childish behavior of Isabella, like hitting Ajmal with her fist for the small pranks he played on her, sometimes laughing loud in her sweet voice. The rhapsodic tone in her voice was as sweet as Isabella. When she went near the coffee vending machine, I whispered in Ajmal’s  ears

“Ajmal, you two look like made for each other”

“Yes Jose, we are..but the the orthodox people made blind by religion in our families do not understand it” 

Before he could say anything further, Isabella came back with three cups of coffee in a plate. The first cup she gave to Ajmal and the second one to me. While accepting the coffee from her, I noticed a speckled bracelet on her wrist. It had a peculiar appearance with the azure speckles on it. Though it had a metallic luster, I was sure that it was not made of metal.  Except that I couldn’t see any other ornaments like ear rings, or chains on her. That speckled bracelet was looking like the ornaments worn by tribal people.  Really it had an awkward appearance in her slim beautiful hands

“It looks very strange. From where did you get this Isabella?” I asked her with an expression in my face hinting that it doesn’t suit her. 

On hearing my question, all of a sudden she became serious. While she made a deep sigh, I could make out similar changes in Ajmal’s face too. 

“ I fear I said something wrong” I said 

“It was gifted to her by an old woman in a village in Andhra Pradesh” Ajmal told me.

We passed one hour like that in the pantry. I came to know more about her. She was a descendant from Goa. After passing MSW from a university in Bomaby, she was working as a counselor in the A AIDS awareness cell in the same NGO  where Ajmal was working. That NGO had many branches all over India. Ajmal was in its Trivandrum branch. For the last six months she has been working in the Trivandrum branch as a counselor to increase awareness on family planning in some selected rural villages in the outskirts of Trivandrum. There she met Ajmal, and through him I came to know about her.

In the afternoon they had a plan to go to the nearby village. As they insisted I agreed to go along with them. 

“Jose, just see how hard is the life of a social worker is. This is not like clicking the buttons of the keyboard, sitting in the air conditioned room” Isabella told me with a smile. 

Ajmal drove an open mahendra jeep, with Isabella sitting with him on the front seat and  me on the back seat.  As it cut through the unpaved village roads, dust rose high as if created by a caravan. In half an hour, we reached the destination. As planned before, the main person, a community leader of that area was waiting for us. He led us to a small tiled building. With faded paints, plastering broken here and there, tiles broken at some places, that building looked like the symbol of some past glory. It was the only concrete building I could see there. Inside that there were about fifty people, most of them women. Knowing that I have nothing to do there except being an observer, I took a seat in the backside of the room.  Isabella and Ajmal started their work like professionals. Using the laptop and portable  LCD projector, they showed many slides, small documentaries in Malayalam, each followed by explanations, to increase the awareness on family planning.  They distributed booklets to all the people who had gathered there. I was getting interest in their work as it was something new which I have never been through. The talk was over in an hour. We thanked the community leader for all the helps he had arranged and proceeded towards the jeep. Isabella was in a happy mood as she could complete the job in a way better than what she thought. As we were climbing down the steep road from the building, towards the jeep, Isabella stepped over a boulder lying on the road. Her high-heeled shoes couldn’t balance her and she slipped. When she fell on the ground, her arms hit the ground heavily. The bracelet on her arms broke into three pieces. When she stood up, she realized that the bracelet is lying in pieces. Even before trying to wipe the blood coming from the scratches, she knelt on the ground and collected all the pieces of the bracelet. I could see her weeping. Surprisingly Ajmal didn’t even try to console her.

“Hey Isabella, come on, get up. What’s there in this bracelet to cry for. You will get better ones in the market” I said trying to console her.

On hearing my words she looked at me. Holding the pieces of bracelet in her hands, she murmured with trembling lips

“Jose, please don’t try to see this as a cheep commodity available in the market. Probably you can never understand why it is so valuable to me”. 

Minutes of silence prevailed between us. I took one piece of that bracelet from her hand. Then I realized that it was made up of porcelain. On our way back I asked Ajmal to stop in front of a stationary shop. I bought a tube of fevicol. I assured Isabella that at least I can put those pieces together with fevicol. 

Back in the office, we were sitting in Ajmal’s room. May be he knew the mood well, Ajmal didn’t speak much.  Suddenly the phone rang and Ajmal had to rush to his boss’s room. 

“Give me half an hour Jose, I will be right back. Please don’t go” Ajmal told me while he was running towards his boss’s room.  By then I had carefully glued the broken pieces of the bracelet with fevicol. Giving that to Isabella I said

“Isabella, keep it as it is for  one full day. It will be exactly like it was before.  Take care not to break it again. And if you don’t mind, I would like to know why it was so dear to you?”

Holding the bracelet and keeping it carefully inside the rack on Ajmal’s table, she looked at me with gratitude. Then she said

“ A long story and lot of sentiments, which you probably cannot understand. But still I will tell you”

Then Isabella Fernandez started telling her story to me, as if someone narrating the incidents in life to his or her biographer.

“My father, Fernandez works as the sales and marketing manager of a private firm in Bombay. My mother, Agnus Fernandez, died while I was in kindergarten. My father was and still he is everything to me. I graduated in commerce and then I opted for MSW for post graduation. I always had the encouragement from my father for pursuing my career in social work. 

During the second year of MSW I traveled a lot, to the remote villages as a part of the curriculum. I had been to the villages of Andhra Pradesh, Maharshtra and Karnataka. In that year I had to go to a village in Nellore district of  Andhra Pradesh. It was in the month of December and Christmas was not that far. When I informed my father about my travel to Nellore, he said

“Isabella, if you are going to Nellore, please give this box to the addressee. She would be happy to meet you. Tell her that you are the daughter of Fernandez and Agnus.”

He handed over a small packer to me with the address scribbled on its top


Mrs. Kasthurba


C/o Mr. Ramdas


House Number 14/2, Nellore, District Nellore, AP

“ Dad, is it the same lady to whom we send card and gifts on every Christmas?” I asked dad.

“Yes my dear, she is the same old friend of Agnus” my father said

I remembered that my father never stopped sending gifts, cloths, and sometimes money to Kasthurba, even after my mother died.  I thought  I should take some time out of my busy schedule in Nellore, to meet Kasthurba.

We were 18 students in the study tour team, which went to Nellore. We were given a cordial welcome by the director of the NGO we were visiting in Nellore.  While she had a long discussion with our professors, some of her team members explained to us about their organization, what they are doing and their modus operandi.

In that afternoon, I took permission from my professor to go out and meet Kasthurba. I had to take my friend Harikrishna with me, as he was from Andhra, and could help me from the language problem.  From the main bus stand we had to walk at least one kilometer on a graveled road to reach the village. We walked through some narrow streets before we could reach the front yard of house number 14/2. It was an old fashioned house, probably made of mud certainly not of bricks. The small verandah and the surroundings were kept clean. The main door was kept opened. Beside the heap of yellow leaves and waste papers on the ground, a broomstick was lying. The fine dust on the ground wore the marks of the scratches made by the broomstick. I was skeptical about entering inside the house, without knocking on the door. By then an old lady, wearing specks and clad in an orange sari, came to the front yard through the side of the house. Though she had covered her hair by the tip of her sari, I could guess her age by looking at her face and the gray hair.  She was nearly black, must have been in  her late forties  and had a pleasant smile on her face.

“Whom are you looking for daughter” she asked in the native language.

“we have come to see one Mrs. Kasthurba” Harikrishna  replied

“Its me, I am Kasthurba…Please come inside” She said politely.

While she was going inside the house to welcome us, I said loudly in English

“ Kasthurbaji, I am the daughter of Agnus and Fernandez”

My words stopped her at once. She didn’t turn around for few seconds. After that she came forward, removed her specks, caught me in my arms and starred at my face for long time.  She was looking at me in disbelief.  She touched my cheeks with her rough hands and started crying. Driven by her instincts she held me tightly onto her chest, keeping me bewildered. Then she started saying something in the local language, which I couldn’t understand.  All I understood was my mother’s name which she uttered many times.  I asked Harikrishna what she was telling. I found Harikrishna, struggling to explain.  But then he said

“She says that, you are like her daughter, never born for her.”

Then Kasthurba took me into her house.  Inside the dark room on a wooden coat an old man was lying. He looked sick with old age. When Kasthurba mentioned the names of my father and mother, with much difficulty, he moved up and with folded hands wished me. Kasthurba called two teenagers by their names. They were reading something inside the house.  When Kasthurba told them something they fell on my feet.  I was totally embarrassed by their act. Then Harikrishna said to me

“the lady had asked the teenagers to wish their sister. That’s why they fell on your feet”

Though she spoke a language unknown to me, though I was in an atmosphere alien to me,  I felt some strange feelings pulling me closer towards Kasthurba.  She gave us many things to eat, but still she was not satisfied. Occasionally she used to ask many questions and Harikrishna used to be the translator.  But it was not clear to me what connection she had with my parents. I handed over the packet my dad had given to me to give her. 

While I was about to leave she embraced  me tightly  and kissed me on my forehead. She removed this bracelet from her hand and gave it to me. I took it as a gesture of gratitude towards my parents or the affection towards the daughter of her old friend, …but I had to correct me later on.

On my way back to Bombay, Kasthurba, and her hospitality in that little house, filled my thoughts.  Back at my home, when I met my father, I told him everything I experienced. I showed him the bracelet given by Kasthurba.  When I finished the narration, I asked my father

“Dad, please tell me more about Kasthuraba.  All these years, I haven’t thought of asking anything about her, as I thought she was only a friend of  mom. Now I feel that she is more than that. I don’t know why…but I feel so”

“Yes, she is more than that” . This was my father’s reply.

Pouring then hot coffee from the kettle into two glasses, my dad told me the story of Kasthurba.

Many years before, even before my birth, my father was working in Hyderabad. It was at that time he met my mom. After six months of courtship, they married.  Since they belonged to the same religion, same caste, and even the ancestral places same, they didn’t have any problem in getting married. From my dad’s description, Agnus, my 

Mom was beautiful, with curly black hair, and wheatish complexion. He often says I had only inherited half of her beauty.

Two years they were happy. They had been blessed by god in all respects except for the fact that they didn’t have kids.  They consulted many expert doctors and spent lot of money in fertility clinics.  Following an ectopic pregnancy, she had to undergo an operation for uterus removal. It took much time for my parents to come in terms with  the reality that my mom can never carry a child. They were thinking of adopting a child. It was at that time they met Dr.Chidambaram, the chief surgeon in the Chelsea hospital in Hyderabad.  After going through the case history, he suggested a solution to my father. 

As an alternative to adoption, for which they were willing half heartedly only, Dr. Chidambaram  advised them to go for a surrogate mother.  My parents readily agreed to that solution though the practice of surrogate motherhood was  hardly heard in India. The feeling that they will have a child of their own genes, though coming out of some other woman’s womb made my parents happy. It was at that time, Kasthurba's husband was admitted in the same  hospital,  with serious kidney trouble. The cure for him was a kidney transplantation and the perfect donors were available in the hospitals database of kidney donors. For Kasthurba, the bottleneck was money only. Dr. Chidambaram thought of a possible connection between two cases. He had a long discussion with Kasthurba, her husband and my parents. My father promised to bear all the expenses of the kidney transplantation. In return Kasthurba was to bear the child of Agnus and Fernandez, as a surrogate mother.  After getting the consensus from both the parties, Dr Chidambaram, started his work in a case rare in India at that time. 

Kasthurba was brought to our home and my mom took care of her, making sure that all the need of Kasthurba were fulfilled and her health in good condition. She was bearing the child of Agnus and Fernandez. The noble sacrifice she did, lending her womb for someone else’s child, was to give a new life to her husband and thus to her. On a Monday night in December 1980, I was born as Isabella A Fernandez, born out of the womb of Kasthurba, an ordinary lady from a farmer’s house. Kasthurba stayed with my parents for couple of months more. Dr. Chidambaram took care of the kidney transplantation and my father paid all the expenses. Three years later my father got transferred to Bombay and there, my mom succumbed to the diseases which had been eating her away slowly. Thus my dad became my everything.

The day I returned home from Nellore was the day of enlightenment for me. I understood the mental agony my parents had undergone, while trying in vein to have a kid of their own.  I thought of the pain they must have buried in their hearts when each and every door of hopes was closed, and the happiness they must have had when I was born through a surrogate mother. Also I understood the reason behind the strange feelings I had when Kasthurba held me close on to her chest and told that I am liker her daughter never born for her.  She is my surrogate mom…. This bracelet is so invaluable for me. May be I will meet her again one day. She may give me something else then. But this is the first gift from my surrogate mom. The warmth of a hug from Agnus Fernandez, my mom, is probably not in my memory as I was still a kid when she passed away. But I felt that warmth when Kasthurba hugged me. ….and ..Jose…Thanks a lot..you put  together those pieces of  the bracelet.  At least I can keep it like this.”

She finished her narration by saying this and wiping the wetness of her eyes. Through her narration I felt that I was taking part in the pains of Fernandez and Agnus.  As if in a film, I could visualize Isabella’s journey through the village in Nellore. 

While coming back to my house, leaving Isabella and Ajmal to their private world, I thought

‘Never one should belittle any gift, however small, cheep, or bad looking it may be…the emotional sentiments attached with them can never be priced.’ 

Jose Varghese

