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About the Author

Manoj Palwe knows that the most dangerous deceptions always
happen inside a closed system.

For over two decades, he has operated at the highest levels of global
immigration law. As a Regulated Canadian Immigration Consultant
(RCIC R422575), a CAPIC Fellow (R11592), and President of Taurus
Infotek (Dreamvisas) in Canada and India, his career has been defined
by reading the fine print, analyzing complex international frameworks,
and understanding how rules are enforced—and how they are broken.

Behind this sharp analytical mind is a man raised on the masterpieces
of suspense. As an avid, lifelong reader who spent decades devouring
the works of Sidney Sheldon, Dick Francis, and Frederick Forsyth,

Manoj became obsessed with the mechanics of the perfect plot twist.

He paired this literary obsession with a boundless, high-energy love for
the arena. A truly energetic sports enthusiast, Manoj has spent over
fifty years keenly following, analyzing, and actively playing almost every
single sport featured in his universe—from tennis and cricket to
hockey and football (gladly leaving the high-speed cockpits of
motorsport to the professionals). He knows the physical toll, the

locker-room dynamics, and the psychological grit of these games
firsthand.
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In his groundbreaking 12-book series, Clean Sport, Dirty Games, he
fuses his professional mastery of institutional systems, his athletic
background, and classic page-turning thriller structures. The result is a
premium collection of technical, high-stakes suspense thrillers that
expose the gritty reality behind the glamorous facade of elite sports.
When Manoj writes a cliffhanger, he isn't just inventing fiction—he's
writing from a lifetime of knowing exactly how the world, the game,
and a great book work.
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For the consular officers, asylum officers,
immigration judges, and immigration attorneys
who do their work with care, and for the

applicants whose lives pass through their offices.

— M.P.
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Author’s Note

The United States immigration system, of all the world’s
immigration architectures, may be the one in which the operational
discretion exercised by individual officers — consular officers, asylum
officers, immigration judges, USCIS adjudicators, even the contracted
interpreters and the country-conditions experts — most shapes the
eventual outcome for the applicant. The forms are the same forms.
The statutes are the same statutes. The case rises or falls on the small
reckoning a particular officer makes on a particular Tuesday morning

in a particular room.

These eleven stories sit inside that small reckoning. They are
stories of H-1B lottery fraud and EB-5 receivership, of marriage-based
adjustment and Diversity Visa photo substitution, of asylum on the
southern border and asylum from highland Eritrea, of R-1 religious-
worker sponsorship and I-751 abusive-marriage waivers, of the F-1
student visa whose 214(b) refusal turns on a J-1 violation from 1987,
and of the Hialeah notario whose unwitnessed advice in 2014 saved a

life no one knew was at risk.

The fraud architectures in these stories are real. The fraud
mechanisms are documented in federal enforcement records, in
immigration-court decisions, and in the ordinary working lives of the
consultants, attorneys, and officers who handle these cases every day.

The characters and the specific cases are invented. The recurring
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pattern — the small private reckoning, the chain of consequences
across years and generations, the twist that arrives quietly at the end —
is the pattern that the immigration system, in my twenty-five years of

practice, has taught me to recognise.

If even one of these stories causes a reader to pause before
submitting a form they have not fully understood, before retaining a
representative whose credentials they have not verified, or before
assuming that the immigration architecture they are about to enter will
accommodate them on its standard terms, the stories will have done

their work.

The lawyers, accountants, and officers in these pages are good
people doing difficult work in a system that does not always reward
care. The applicants are people seeking a life. The architectures, on the

longer accounting, are the architectures.

— Mangj Pabwe

Ajax, Ontario - Pune, India 2026
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— END —
The H-1B Lottery

A Short Story

Ms Priya Krishnamurthy of Banjara Hills, Hyderabad, was twenty-

seven.

She had read computer science at the Birla Institute of Technology
and Science in Pilani, had completed a master’s in data science at
Carnegie Mellon University in 2022, and had on the strength of those
two degrees been hired in August of that year by a Pittsburgh-based
actuarial consultancy called Forester Analytics LLC, on a one-year
Optional Practical Training extension, at a starting salary of one

hundred and thirty-eight thousand dollars.

In March of 2023, her employer Forester Analytics LLC had
submitted, on her behalf, a single H-1B registration to the United

States Citizenship and Immigration Services lottery.
She had not been selected.

In March of 2024, on the rules of the OPT extension that
permitted Stem-degree holders a further year, Forester Analytics LLC

had submitted a second H-1B registration.

She had not been selected.
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In March of 2025, on the final permitted year of OPT under the
Stem extension and on the understanding that this would be her last
opportunity at the H-1B lottery before her authorisation to work in the
United States expired, Forester Analytics LLLC had submitted a third

H-1B registration.
She had not been selected.

In April of 2025, on the rejection, she had begun preparing to

return to Hyderabad.

In May of 2025, on a routine internal compliance review that she
had been asked, by her manager at Forester Analytics LLC, to
undertake on the firm’s wider H-1B sponsorship records as a final
piece of work before her departure, she had discovered something that
had caused her, on the third Friday of May 2025, to remain at her desk
in the Pittsburgh office until ten minutes past three the following

morning.

The discovery was as follows.

Forester Analytics LLC was, on its public records, an actuarial
consultancy with thirty-one employees, based in Pittsburgh, owned by
a Mr Alexander Forester of Sewickley Heights and his son Mr
Christopher Forester of Squirrel Hill. The firm had, in the previous

five years, sponsored an average of four H-1B registrations per lottery
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cycle and had, on its actual operational headcount, no need or capacity

to absorb significantly more than that.

Forester Analytics LL.C was also, on the corporate records that Ms
Krishnamurthy had pulled from the Pennsylvania Department of State
on the Friday afternoon, the parent or affiliate of forty-six other small
Delaware-registered LL.Cs, of which thirty-one had been incorporated
between 2019 and 2022, of which all thirty-one had registered as H-1B
sponsoring entities with USCIS, and of which all thirty-one had
submitted H-1B registrations in each of the lottery cycles of 2023,

2024, and 2025.

Each of the forty-six affiliated LLLCs was registered to the same
address in Wilmington, Delaware. Each had a sole director, who was
either Mr Alexander Forester, Mr Christopher Forester, or Mr
Christopher Forester’s wife Mrs Sarah Whitman-Forester. Each had,
on its filings, an ostensible line of business — actuarial consulting, data
analytics, financial modelling, risk advisory — that closely paralleled
Forester Analytics LLC’s. Each had, on Pennsylvania state
employment-tax records that Ms Krishnamurthy was able to pull
through her firm’s standard subscription to a corporate-records

service, no employees.

Each of the thirty-one affiliated LLCs had, in March of 2023, in
March of 2024, and in March of 2025, submitted H-1B registrations on

behalf of foreign workers.
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Ms Krishnamurthy, on the third Friday of May 2025, in the small
senior associates’ office she occupied on the eleventh floor of the
Forester Analytics building on Grant Street, sat at her desk for some
time, drinking the cup of coffee her manager Mrs Whitman-Forester
had left for her at four in the afternoon, and considered the possibility
that the firm’s sponsorship of her own H-1B registrations had been, in
three successive years, the legitimate and operational sponsorship she

had assumed it to be.
She then opened the firm’s shared compliance drive.
She searched the drive for her own name.

She found, in the H-1B subfolder for the 2023 cycle, the standard

registration in her name submitted by Forester Analytics LLC.

She found also, in three different subfolders attributable to three
different affiliated LLLCs — a Cantilever Risk Solutions LLC, a
Wexford Predictive LLC, and a Yarmouth Stochastic LLC — three

further H-1B registrations submitted in her name in the 2023 cycle.

She found four further registrations in her name, in the 2024 cycle,
attributable to Forester Analytics LL.C, Cantilever Risk Solutions LLC,
Wexford Predictive LLC, and a fourth entity called Bedford Loss
Reserve Modelling LL.C.

She found six further registrations in her name, in the 2025 cycle,

attributable to Forester Analytics LLC, Cantilever Risk Solutions LLC,
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Wexford Predictive LLLC, Bedford Loss Reserve Modelling LLILC, a fifth
entity called Carrickfergus Insurance Analytics LLC, and a sixth entity

called Hartwood Capital Modelling LLLC.

Across the three lottery cycles, Forester Analytics LLC and its
affiliates had, on the discovery, submitted thirteen separate H-1B

registrations in Ms Priya Krishnamurthy’s name.

She had been informed, in each cycle, of only the single

registration submitted by Forester Analytics LLC.

She had not, in any of the thirteen, been selected.

Ms Krishnamurthy did not, on the evening of the third Friday of May

2025, leave her desk at any of the standard intervals.

She did not eat the small Indian dinner she had, on her usual
Friday-evening practice, intended to collect from the small restaurant

on Forbes Avenue at seven.

She did, at twenty-three minutes past nine, telephone her father in
Banjara Hills, who at that hour was at breakfast on the Saturday

morning.
“Nanna.”

“Priya.”
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“Nanna, the lottery.”
“Yes, Priya. The third lottery. The result has come.”

“Nanna, I was not selected. I had told you in April. I am preparing

my return.”
“Yes, Priya.”

“Nanna, this evening, on a compliance review my manager has

asked me to do, I have discovered something.”
“Yes, Priya.”

“Nanna, the firm I work for has, in the past three lottery cycles,
submitted thirteen registrations in my name across six different LLCs.
I knew of one in each cycle. The other ten were submitted without my
knowledge. The other ten were on entities that have no employees,
that have no operational capacity, and that exist on the corporate

records solely as registration shells.”
Mr Krishnamurthy did not reply for some time.
“Priya.”
“Nanna.”

“Priya, this is the multiple-registration arrangement that the United
States Citizenship and Immigration Services prohibited in March 2024

by the new selection rule.”
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“Nanna, the new selection rule of March 2024 made each
candidate eligible to be selected only once, regardless of the number of
registrations submitted. Before the rule, in 2023, the multiple
registrations were prohibited but the prohibition was on a beneficiary-
versus-employer level, and the firms had been operating shells to
circumvent it. After the rule, in 2024 and 2025, the multiple
registrations were no longer effective in increasing the candidate’s
odds, since selection was on candidate not registration. The firms
continued, however, on the records I have pulled this evening, to

submit the multiple registrations.”
“Why, Priya.”

“Nanna, on the practice that has continued through 2024 and 2025

despite the new rule, I do not yet know. The discovery is six hours

old.”
“Yes, Priya.”
“Nanna.”
“Yes, Priya.”

“Nanna, the firm I have worked for for three years — the firm
whose senior associates’ office I am sitting in at this hour — has, on its
actual practice, been operating an H-1B sponsorship business of which
I have, in my work as a data scientist on its actuarial models, been an

unwitting front person.”
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“Priya.”

“Nanna, the firm has, in addition to my registrations, submitted
thirteen times the standard number of registrations on behalf of every
Indian, Chinese, and Vietnamese employee on its visa-track payroll.
The firm has thirty-one such employees. The total H-1B registrations
submitted by the Forester family’s LLLLCs across the three cycles, on a

back-of-the-envelope reckoning, is something on the order of eleven

hundred.”
“Elevent hundred.”
“Yes, Nanna.”
“For thirty-one actual jobs.”
“Yes, Nanna.”

Mr Krishnamurthy sat at the breakfast table in Banjara Hills, with
the cup of filter coffee his wife had placed in front of him at twenty-

three minutes past nine local time, for some moments.
“Priya.”
“Nanna.”

“What are you going to do.”
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Ms Krishnamurthy did not leave the eleventh-floor office on Grant

Street until ten minutes past three on the Saturday morning.

By that hour, she had downloaded — onto a small encrypted drive
she kept in her purse for the occasional long-form documentation
projects she undertook for her firm’s clients — the corporate records
of all forty-six affiliated LLCs, the H-1B registration records for the
three cycles in which each had participated, the firm’s shared
compliance drive’s subfolder for each cycle, and a small spreadsheet
she had prepared in the four hours between midnight and three in
which she had cross-referenced each of the thirty-one Indian, Chinese,
and Vietnamese visa-track employees against the registrations

submitted in their names.

The spreadsheet showed, on the tabulation she had completed at

two minutes past three, the following:

Across the three cycles, Forester Analytics LLC and its forty-six
affiliated entities had submitted, on behalf of thirty-one employees, a

total of one thousand and ninety-four H-1B registrations.
The average number of registrations per employee was thirty-five.

The maximum, in respect of a Mr Wei Liu of Squirrel Hill, was

fifty-one.
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None of the thirty-one employees had, on Ms Krishnamurthy’s
separate cross-check against the firm’s human resources records, been

informed of more than one registration per cycle.

None had been informed, on the firm’s sponsorship-onboarding
documentation, that registrations would be submitted in their names

by entities other than their employer of record.
None had been selected.

On the lottery selection rule of March 2024 and the rule’s
assighment of selection on candidate not registration, the multiple
submissions had not increased any of the thirty-one candidates’ odds
of selection. The submissions had, on the rule, been on selection

grounds operationally pointless.

The submissions were not, however, operationally pointless on
every other ground. Each registration carried a registration fee of two
hundred and fifteen dollars. The total in registration fees, across the
three cycles, was approximately two hundred and thirty-five thousand
dollars. The fees were paid — on the firm’s accounting records, which
Ms Krishnamurthy had also downloaded — not by Forester Analytics
LLC, the operational firm, but by the forty-six affiliated LLCs, on
funds that had been transferred into those LLCs from a small group of
Cayman Islands-based investment vehicles attributable, on Ms

Krishnamurthy’s subsequent inquiry through the firm’s subscription to
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the international corporate-records service, to a network of Russian

and Belarusian individuals.

Ms Krishnamurthy sat at her desk in the senior associates’ office
on the Saturday morning, with the encrypted drive in her hand, and
considered for some time what the registrations had, on the
operational practice that had continued through 2024 and 2025 despite

the new rule, in fact been for.

She did not arrive at a complete answer. She did, on the small
reckoning she made between two and three in the morning, arrive at a

partial one.

The registrations, on the partial answer, were not for the H-1B
selection. They were for the appearance of an H-1B sponsoring
infrastructure. The forty-six affiliated LLCs were, on her reading of the
records, vehicles that had been positioned by the Forester family on
behalf of their Cayman Islands-attributable investors as ostensibly
operational employment-sponsorship entities. The investors’ interest in
the entities, on the partial answer, was not in actual H-1B selections —
the rule had made multiple registrations operationally pointless for that
— but in the appearance of legitimate visa-sponsoring activity that the
entities could subsequently use, on whatever further investment-
immigration or business-immigration arrangements the investors were

pursuing.
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The thirty-one Indian, Chinese, and Vietnamese employees,
including Ms Priya Krishnamurthy, were on the partial answer the
unwitting employees-of-record whose names appeared on the
registrations that gave the affiliated LL.Cs the appearance of operating

businesses.

Ms Krishnamurthy, on this partial reading, was not in the firm’s
commercial structure a senior associate working on actuarial models.

She was, in addition to that operational work, a piece of evidence.

On the Saturday morning at six minutes past nine, Ms Krishnamurthy
walked from her apartment on Forbes Avenue to the small Federal
Building at Liberty Avenue, where the Pittsburgh field office of the

Federal Bureau of Investigation occupied the third floor.

The office was open on Saturdays for walk-in tip-line reports

between nine and twelve.
She filed a report.

The report, in its written form which she had drafted at three in
the morning and which she had carried with her in printed form, ran to
eleven pages and was accompanied by a copy of her encrypted drive’s

contents on a USB that she presented at the front desk.
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The duty agent, a Special Agent Patricia Reilly, conducted with her
a brief intake interview. Ms Krishnamurthy was at twelve minutes past
eleven thanked for her cooperation and asked whether she would be
willing, if subsequently contacted, to assist further with the
investigation that the report would, on the agent’s preliminary

assessment, in due course initiate.

Ms Krishnamurthy said that she would. She said that she had, in
any event, three weeks remaining before her authorisation to work in
the United States expired and that her flight to Hyderabad was booked

for the second Saturday of June.
Special Agent Reilly looked at her across the small intake desk.
“Ms Krishnamurthy.”
“Special Agent Reilly.”

“Ma’am, on the cooperation you are offering, the Bureau may be
able to arrange for an extension of your authorisation under the
immigration provisions for material witnesses in active federal

investigations.”
“Special Agent Reilly.”
“Yes, Ms Krishnamurthy.”
“Special Agent Reilly, I am declining the extension. The

cooperation I have offered is the cooperation I have already, on the
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eleven pages of the report and the encrypted drive, provided. The
further cooperation that may, on the investigation, be required, I am
willing to provide from Hyderabad, by video link or by sworn

statement, on whatever instrument the Bureau requires.”

“Ms Krishnamurthy, the standard practice in cases of this kind is
for the cooperating witness to remain in country for the duration of

the investigation, on the material-witness extension.”

“Special Agent Reilly, I am aware. I am declining the extension
because the H-1B lottery, on its three rejections of my registration, has
on the small reckoning of three years given me the answer to the
question of whether the United States is, on the present arrangements,
the country in which my career will, on its longer trajectory, take place.
The answer is no. My continued presence in this country, on whatever
extension instrument is offered to me, is now an arrangement that

does not match my own determination of what to do next.”
Special Agent Reilly looked at her for a long moment.
“Ms Krishnamurthy.”
“Yes, Special Agent.”

“Ms Krishnamurthy, may I ask. Was your initial intention, on first
registering for the lottery in 2023, to remain in the United States

ermanently.”
y
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Ms Krishnamurthy looked, for a long moment, at the small framed
photograph behind Special Agent Reilly’s desk of a younger woman in

graduation robes.

“Special Agent, my initial intention in 2023 was to remain in the
United States permanently. My initial intention in 2024, on the second
rejection, was still to remain. My initial intention in 2025, on the third
rejection, had, on the slow accumulation of the previous two years,
become uncertain. The discovery I made on the Friday evening, on the
operations of the firm I had been working for, has on the small

reckoning made the uncertainty into a determination.”
“Ms Krishnamurthy.”
“Special Agent.”

“Ms Krishnamurthy, the determination is that you would prefer to
return to Hyderabad than to remain in the United States as a material

witness.”

“Special Agent, the determination is that I would prefer to return
to Hyderabad than to remain in the United States on the only legal
basis the United States, on its present arrangements, will offer me. The
first three years of my professional life have, in this country, depended
on a lottery that on the operational practice of the firm sponsoring me
was, on its third year, an instrument I had been entered into thirteen

times without my knowledge for purposes that had nothing to do with

© 2026 Manoj Palwe 26



The Two Aunts Of Edison And Other Stories

my employment. I do not, on this Saturday morning at the Federal
Building on Liberty Avenue, propose to begin the fourth year on a
further dependency on a federal investigation in which my role would
be to provide the testimony that secures the convictions that close the

operations that have used my name without my consent.”
“Ms Krishnamurthy.”
“Yes, Special Agent.”

“You understand that, on your departure from the United States,
the firm and its principals may not be successfully prosecuted in your

absence.”

“Special Agent, I understand. The Bureau has, on the eleven-page
report and the encrypted drive, the documentary evidence. My
testimony at trial would, on the rules of federal criminal evidence,
materially strengthen the prosecution. My absence from the trial may,

on the prosecution’s case, be a difficulty.”
“Yes, Ms Krishnamurthy.”

“Special Agent, I am willing to give the testimony by sworn
deposition before my departure. I am willing to give the testimony
from Hyderabad by video link, on whatever instrument the federal
courts have for taking such testimony from foreign witnesses. I am not
willing to take an extension of my authorisation under the material-

witness provisions, because the extension would itself be a further
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dependency on the same H-1B-adjacent visa architecture that has, on

its three lotteries, given me the answer it has given me.”

Special Agent Reilly looked at her across the intake desk for some

further time.
Then she said:
“Ms Krishnamurthy.”
“Yes, Special Agent.”

“Ma’am, that is, on the small reckoning that the Bureau encounters
in walk-in tip-line reports of this kind, an answer I have not previously
heard. The standard answer, from cooperating witnesses in
immigration-fraud cases, is to accept the extension. The cooperation,
on the standard answer, is also a small private benefit to the witness,
who acquires through the cooperation the further legal status that the
witness was originally seeking when the witness encountered the fraud.

The standard answer is the answer the system, on its design, expects.”
“Special Agent.”

“Ms Krishnamurthy, your answer is that the cooperation will be
given without the small private benefit. The cooperation will be the

cooperation alone.”
“Yes, Special Agent.”
“Ms Krishnamurthy, may I ask. Why.”
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Ms Priya Krishnamurthy looked, for a long moment, at the small

American flag on the corner of Special Agent Reilly’s desk.

“Special Agent, on the small reckoning I made in the senior
associates’ office between two and three this morning, the cooperation
I am providing is the cooperation that I, as the data scientist whose
name appeared on thirteen registrations across three years without my
knowledge, am the appropriate person to provide. The cooperation is
owed, on my reading of the matter, to the other thirty employees of
the firm whose names appeared on registrations they did not know
about, and to the Cayman-Islands-attributable investors whose use of
the registrations went undetected, and to the future Indian, Chinese,
and Vietnamese candidates whose registrations — in 2026 and in 2027
— will be cleaner because the firm has, on whatever the Bureau’s
investigation produces, been closed before they are entered into the

lottery.”
“Ms Krishnamurthy.”
“Special Agent.”

“The small private benefit to yourself, on the material-witness
extension, would have been an additional benefit beyond what is

owed.”

“Special Agent, on the small reckoning, yes. The small private

benefit would have been the H-1B that the lottery did not, in three
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years, provide. The small private benefit would have arrived, on the
extension, by an instrument other than the lottery, but on the same
underlying employment-immigration architecture. The small reckoning
I made between two and three this morning was that the architecture,
on the three years’ evidence, was not the architecture on which I wish

to build the next decade of my professional life.”

Special Agent Reilly looked, for a long moment, at the young

woman across the intake desk.
“Ms Krishnamurthy.”
“Yes, Special Agent.”

“Ma’am, the Bureau accepts your terms.”

Mr Alexander Forester and Mr Christopher Forester were arrested at
their respective Pittsburgh-area residences at six minutes past five on

the Wednesday morning of the third week of August 2025.

The federal indictment, in seventeen counts, alleged conspiracy to
defraud the United States, immigration document fraud, wire fraud,
and the operation of unregistered money-services businesses on the

Cayman Islands transfers.

Mrs Sarah Whitman-Forester, on her cooperation in exchange for

limited immunity, gave evidence at the grand jury and at the trial.
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Ms Priya Krishnamurthy, who had departed the United States on
the second Saturday of June 2025 and had taken up a position as a
senior data scientist at a Bangalore-based actuarial firm called Adyar
Risk Analytics Private Limited, gave her testimony at the trial by video
link from the Adyar Risk Analytics Private Limited offices on Outer
Ring Road in Bangalore in March 2026.

On her testimony and on the documentary evidence the Bureau
had assembled on the encrypted drive she had filed in May 2025, Mr
Alexander Forester was sentenced in June 2026 to nine years’

imprisonment. Mr Christopher Forester was sentenced to seven years.

The forty-six affiliated LLLCs were dissolved by the Delaware Court

of Chancery on a petition by the Department of Justice.

The Cayman-Islands-attributable investors, on the international
cooperation provisions of the United States Treasury Department’s
Office of Foreign Assets Control, were on the further investigation
that followed identified, designated, and sanctioned. The principal
investor, a Mr Pavel Sokolov of Cyprus, was the subject of a sanctions

designation in October 2026.

Of the thirty-one Indian, Chinese, and Vietnamese employees who
had been the unwitting employees-of-record on the eleven hundred
registrations, twenty-nine had, by the time of the indictment, returned
to their countries of origin. Two had remained in the United States on

alternative visas obtained through subsequent legitimate sponsorships.

© 2026 Manoj Palwe 31



The Two Aunts Of Edison And Other Stories

None had, on the Bureau’s subsequent inquiries, accepted the offered

material-witness extensions.

Ms Priya Krishnamurthy continued at Adyar Risk Analytics Private
Limited until 2029, when she was promoted to Vice President for
Predictive Modelling. She continued, in subsequent years, to consult
on a small basis with American firms in legitimate cross-border
arrangements that did not require her physical presence in the United

States.

She did not, in any subsequent year, apply for any further United

States visa.

She did, on the small reckoning that she made over the long
evenings on the small terrace of her flat in Indiranagar overlooking the
Bangalore palace grounds, come to think that the most important thing
she had learned in her three years at Forester Analytics LLC was that
the architectures of immigration enforcement — the lotteries, the
petitions, the registrations, the adjustments — were always larger than
the candidates the architectures processed, and that the candidates who
succeeded under the architectures were not always, on a closer reading
of the records, the candidates the architectures had been designed to

admit.

She had not, on the H-1B lottery, been admitted.
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She had not, on her own determination, accepted the second

instrument the Bureau had offered her in lieu.

She had, on the small reckoning that the third Friday of May 2025
had given her, been the witness who had closed the firm that the
architecture had not, on its operational practice, otherwise been able to

detect.

That, on her own private accounting in Indiranagar in the long
evenings of the years that followed, was the reckoning her three years

in Pittsburgh had been for.

— END —
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The Two Aunts of Edison

A Short Story

Mr Anil Desai of Edison, New Jersey, was thirty-four.

He was an American citizen by birth, having been born at the
Robert Wood Johnson University Hospital in New Brunswick on the
second Friday of October 1991. He had been raised in Edison, where
his parents had run a small Indian grocery on Oak Tree Road since
1990. He had read accountancy at Rutgers, had qualified as a Certified
Public Accountant in 2014, and was, by 2025, a partner in a small four-
partner firm of CPAs in Iselin, with a practice principally serving the

New Jersey Indian-American business community.

In April of 2024, on the family’s long-discussed plan to bring his
mother’s younger sister from Mumbai to the United States to live in
Edison, Mr Desai had filed with United States Citizenship and
Immigration Services a Form I1-130 sibling petition on behalf of his
mother’s younger sister, Mrs Lata Phatak of Vile Patle East, Mumbai,

who was at the time of filing sixty-two years old.

The Form 1-130 was, on the Desai family’s ordinary practice and
on the standard of preparation that Mr Desai had applied to it,

complete and correct in every particular.
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In November of 2024, the petition was approved at the Texas

Service Centet.

In January of 2025, the case was transferred to the National Visa
Center for consular processing through the United States Consulate

General in Mumbai.

In May of 2025, Mrs Lata Phatak attended her immigrant visa
interview at the United States Consulate General on Bandra Kurla

Complex, Mumbai.
She was refused.

The refusal letter, on the standard form that the Consulate General
used, indicated that the consular officer had on the interview formed a
view that the petitioner’s mother and the beneficiary were not, on the
documentary and oral evidence, the sisters that the I-130 represented

them to be.

The refusal letter referred Mr Desai, in respect of any further

inquiries, to the United States Embassy’s public-affairs telephone line.

Mr Desai received the letter at his Iselin office on the second

Wednesday of May 2025.
He read it twice.

Then he drove to his parents’ house on Plainfield Road in Edison.
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Mr Desai’s mother was Mrs Sunita Desai, sixty-eight, who had
emigrated from Mumbai to New Jersey in 1989 on a Form 1-130
sibling petition filed by her elder brother, Mr Vinod Phatak of Edison,
who had himself emigrated to the United States in 1971 on his own
employment-based sponsorship by a Bell Laboratories engineering

position in Murray Hill.
Mr Vinod Phatak had died in 2017 of pancreatic cancer.

Mrs Sunita Desai was, in 2025, the matriarch of the Edison Phatak-
Desai family. She lived with her husband Mr Pradip Desai in the small
two-storey house on Plainfield Road that the couple had purchased in

1995 with the proceeds of the grocery on Oak Tree Road.

She was — on the public records of New Jersey vital statistics, on
the social-security records of the Internal Revenue Service, on the
certificate of naturalisation she had obtained in 1994, and on the family
photograph that hung in the front hallway of the Plainfield Road house
— Mrs Sunita Phatak Desai, born Mrs Sunita Phatak in Mumbai on
the third Tuesday of July 1957, the younger of the four children of Mr
and Mrs Madhav Phatak of Vile Parle East.

“Aai.”
“Anil.”

“Aai. The visa for Lata Mavshi has been refused.”
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“Refused.”

“Aai, the consular officer at Bandra Kurla Complex has formed the
view, on the interview, that you and Lata Mavshi are not on the
documentary and oral evidence the sisters that the I-130 represents you

to be.”
Mrs Sunita Desai did not reply for some time.

She walked, slowly, from the kitchen counter where she had been
chopping methi for the evening’s subzi, to the small wooden chair by

the window.
She sat down.
“Anil.”
“Aai.”
“Anil. Sit down.”
Mr Desai sat down on the wooden chair opposite his mother.
“Anil. The consular officer at Bandra Kurla Complex is correct.”

Mr Desai looked at his mother across the small wooden table on

which the methi was, in a steel bowl, half-chopped.
(‘Aai‘,7

“Yes, Anil.”
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“Aai, what is the consular officer correct about.”

Mrs Sunita Desai looked, for a long moment, at the small framed
photograph on the windowsill that showed a young Indian woman of
about twenty-five in a green sari, standing at the railing of the SS Surat
at the docks of the Bombay Port in 1989, on the morning of the

woman’s departure for the United States.

“Anil. The woman who arrived in the United States on the third
Sunday of October 1989, on the Form I-130 sibling petition that your
Vinod Mama had filed on behalf of his sister Sunita Phatak, was not,

on a strict reading, his sister Sunita Phatak.”
“Aai.”
“Anil.”
“Aai, who was she.”
Mrs Sunita Desai looked at her son for a long moment.

“Anil, she was, on the documents she travelled under, your aunt
Sunita Phatak. She was, on the family she had married into in Bombay
in 1980 and on the children she had borne to that family in 1981 and
1984 and 1987, your aunt Sunita Phatak. She was, on the strict
biological reading that the consular officer at Bandra Kurla Complex

has on the present interview applied to your aunt Lata Phatak, not.”

(CAai"’
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“Anil.”
“Aai, who was she biologically.”

Mrs Sunita Desai sat in the small wooden chair by the window for

some further time.

“Anil. The woman who arrived on the third Sunday of October
1989 was, on the strict biological reading, the second wife of your
grandfather Madhav Phatak. The first wife of your grandfather
Madhav Phatak — the woman who was, on the family records and on
the petition Vinod Mama filed in 1985, my mother and the mother of
Vinod Mama and our two siblings — had died in childbirth in 1956, in
the year before I, on the petition’s claim, was born in 1957. The
biological woman who was born in 1957 to my father’s second wife,
six months after the funeral of his first, was my half-sister Sunita. She
was raised, in the household, on the strict practice of the household, as
my full sister, and was on the family’s ordinary practice and on her

own self-understanding the daughter of my father’s first wife.”
“Aai.”
“Anil.”
“Aai, who am I, biologically, the daughter of.”

“Anil. The woman in the photograph on the windowsill, who

arrived on the SS Surat in October 1989, who has been in this kitchen
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on Plainfield Road for thirty-six years preparing the methi for the
evening’s subzi, who has been to you on every birthday and at every
Diwali and at every wedding the woman you have known as your aai, is
the daughter of my father’s second wife. The petition that Vinod
Mama filed in 1985 was filed on behalf of his sister Sunita Phatak who

was, on the family records he submitted to the United States

Citizenship and Immigration Services, the daughter of his mother. The
Sunita Phatak who travelled to the United States on that petition, on
the third Sunday of October 1989, was the daughter of his father’s

second wife, whom the family had on its ordinary practice raised as the

daughter of the first.”
“Aai‘77
“Yes, Anil.”

“Aai. Where is the Sunita Phatak that the petition was actually filed

2»

for.

Mrs Sunita Desai looked, for a very long moment, at the small

framed photograph on the windowsill.
Then she said:

“Anil, the Sunita Phatak who was the actual daughter of my
father’s first wife was a child of perhaps eleven months at the time of
her mother’s death in childbirth. She did not, on the medical capacities

available in Bombay in 19506, survive the bereavement. She died in the
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third week of January 1957, of a respiratory infection that the family
had been unable to treat. The household, on the small reckoning that
families of this kind sometimes make, did not register her death with
the Brihanmumbai Municipal Corporation. The household, on the
second wife’s pregnancy that had begun in November 1956 and that
produced a daughter in October 1957, registered the second wife’s
daughter, on the daughter’s birth certificate, as Sunita Phatak — the
name that had been given to the actual first daughter, who had not

been registered as deceased.”
“Aai.”
“Anil.”
“Aai, why.”

“Anil, on the family’s reckoning in 1957, the second daughter
would, on her birth, be raised in the household as the only daughter of
my father, and the household considered that the practical and
emotional welfare of the household and of the second daughter was
best served by her being raised, on the household’s ordinary practice,
as the daughter of the first wife who had died ten months earlier. The
death of the first daughter, on the small reckoning of the household,
was a matter that the household preferred not to record on the public
registers. The birth of the second daughter under the same name was,
on the small reckoning, the form that the household’s mourning of the

first daughter took.”
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CCAai.7,
“Yes, Anil.”

“Aai, the 1-130 that Vinod Mama filed in 1985 was for the

daughter of my father’s first wife.”
“Yes, Anil.”

“And the woman who arrived in 1989 on that petition was the

daughter of my father’s second wife.”
“Yes, Anil.”

“Who was, on the strict biological reading, not the sister of Vinod

Mama at all but his half-sister.”

“Yes, Anil. Who was, on the strict biological reading, the half-sister
of Vinod Mama and of our other two siblings, and who was, on her
own self-understanding through the entire course of her life, the full

sister.”

Mr Desai sat at the small wooden table in the kitchen on Plainfield

Road for a long time.

(‘Aai‘,7

“Yes, Anil.”

© 2026 Manoj Palwe 42



The Two Aunts Of Edison And Other Stories

“Aai, the I-130 I filed for Lata Mavshi in April of last year.”
“Yes, Anil.”

“Was filed by me, on the family records I had access to, on the

representation that you and Lata Mavshi are full sisters.”
“Yes, Anil.”

“You and Lata Mavshi are, on the strict biological reading, full

sisters of the second wife.”
“Yes, Anil.”

“Which means that on the family records I have, the I-130
represented you and Lata Mavshi as full sisters of my grandmother
who was the first wife. On the strict biological reading, you and Lata
Mavshi are full sisters of my grandmother who was the second wife.
The relationship of sibling is, on either reading, a relationship of full
sisters — but the parents on the documents and the parents in biology

are different.”
“Yes, Anil.”

“And the consular officer at Bandra Kurla Complex, who

interviewed Lata Mavshi in May, asked questions about the parents.”

“Yes, Anil.”
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“Lata Mavshi answered the questions truthfully, on her own self-
understanding of who her parents were, which is the second wife and

my grandfather Madhav Phatak.”
“Yes, Anil.”

“And the documents the petition relied on — the family records
that established me as your son and you as the daughter of my

grandmother — referred to my grandmother as the first wife.”
“Yes, Anil.”

“Which, on the consular officer’s reading of the interview against
the documents, produced the inconsistency on the basis of which the

visa has been refused.”
“Yes, Anil.”
Mr Desai looked at his mother across the small wooden table.
“Aai.”
“Yes, Anil.”

“Aai, the I-130 of 1985 that brought you to the United States in

1989. On the strict biological reading. Was a fraudulent petition.”

Mrs Sunita Desai looked, for a long moment, at the small framed

photograph on the windowsill.
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“Anil. The I-130 of 1985 was, on the strict biological reading that
the consular officer at Bandra Kurla Complex has on the present
interview applied to Lata, a fraudulent petition. It was, on the family’s
self-understanding in 1985 and on the operational practice of the
Phatak household between 1957 and 1985, a petition for the woman
whom Vinod Mama believed to be his sister, on the family’s ordinary
practice, his sister. The fraud, on a strict reading, was operated by the
family on the consular officer at Bombay in 1989, who interviewed me
as Sunita Phatak and granted me the immigrant visa on which I

travelled.”
“Aai.”
“Yes, Anil.”
“Aai, the naturalisation you applied for in 1994.”

“Was, on a strict reading, also a fraudulent application. The Form
N-400 asks the applicant whether the applicant, in obtaining the
immigrant visa on which the applicant entered the United States, made
any false statement or concealed any material fact. I answered, on the
family’s self-understanding, that I had not. On the strict biological

reading, the answer was incorrect.”
CCAai 2

“Yes, Anil.”

© 2026 Manoj Palwe 45



The Two Aunts Of Edison And Other Stories

“Aai, my own American citizenship. Is acquired through.”

“Is acquired through your birth at Robert Wood Johnson
University Hospital on the second Friday of October 1991, to a
woman who was, on the documents she possessed, an American lawful
permanent resident on the immigrant visa of 1989, and a woman who,
on the strict biological reading, was a different woman from the one

the immigrant visa had been issued for.”
“Aai.”
“Yes, Anil.”
“Aai. My American citizenship.”

Mrs Sunita Desai looked at her son across the small wooden table

for a long moment.

“Anil. Your American citizenship is, on the law of jus soli that has
applied in the United States since the Fourteenth Amendment of 1868,
citizenship acquired by birth in the United States, regardless of the
immigration status of your parents at the time of your birth. Your
citizenship is, on a strict reading of the Fourteenth Amendment, secure

regardless of any defects in my own immigration history.”
(‘Aai 2

“Yes, Anil.”
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“Aai, the consular officer at Bandra Kurla Complex who refused
Lata Mavshi’s visa, on the discovery of the inconsistency in our family
records, will on the standard procedure transmit a report to the United
States Citizenship and Immigration Services in Texas. The Citizenship
and Immigration Services, on the report, will conduct a review of my
own I-130 petition and, in the course of that review, will discover the
same inconsistency in our family records that the consular officer has

discovered.”
“Yes, Anil.”

“The review will, on the discovery, identify the 1985 petition that
brought you to the United States as a petition that, on a strict

biological reading, was fraudulent.”
“Yes, Anil.”

“The Citizenship and Immigration Services will, on the discovery,
refer the matter to Immigration and Customs Enforcement for the

consideration of denaturalisation proceedings.”
“Yes, Anil.”

“You will, on the denaturalisation proceedings, lose your American

citizenship.”

“Yes, Anil.”
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“You will, on the loss of citizenship, become a removable alien

who, on the further proceedings, may be deported to India.”
“Yes, Anil.”

Mr Desai sat at the small wooden table in the kitchen on Plainfield

Road for a long time.

“Aai.”
“Yes, Anil.”
“Aai, the I-130 I filed for Lata Mavshi.”
“Yes, Anil.”

“If 1 withdraw the I-130 this week, before the consular officet’s
report has been transmitted to Texas, the report will not, on the
standard administrative procedure, be transmitted. The report goes
only on a refused visa application. If the petition is withdrawn, the visa

application is void, and the report is not generated.”
(‘Anil 2

“Aai, the inconsistency in our family records will, on the
withdrawal, not be examined further by the Citizenship and
Immigration Services. Your 1985 petition will not be reviewed. Your

citizenship will not be the subject of denaturalisation proceedings.”
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“Anil.”

“Aai, Lata Mavshi will not, on the withdrawal, come to Edison.
She will remain in Vile Parle East. She is sixty-two. The plan that the
family has discussed since 2018, of bringing her to Edison so that you
and she could live together as sisters in the small two-storey house on
Plainfield Road during the years of your widowhood that will, on
Pradip Kaka’s present cardiac condition, in due course commence, will

not on the withdrawal proceed.”
(CAnil 2

“Aai. Lata Mavshi has, on the family’s self-understanding, on her
own self-understanding, on the practice of the Phatak household
between 1957 and the present, been your sister for sixty-two years. The
biological reading is the reading that the consular officer at Bandra
Kurla Complex has applied. It is not the reading on which Lata Mavshi

has lived her life or you have lived yours.”
“Yes, Anil.”

“Aai, the withdrawal of the I-130 protects your citizenship and

ends the chain of consequences. The withdrawal also abandons Lata

Mavshi.”
“Yes, Anil.”

“Aai, what should I do.”
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Mrs Sunita Desai looked, for a long moment, at the small framed

photograph on the windowsill.
“Anil.”
“Yes, Aai.”

“Anil, the decision is not, on the small reckoning of the family,
mine. I have, on the small reckoning that I have made over thirty-six
years on Plainfield Road, used what the 1989 immigrant visa gave me. I
have raised you. I have raised your sister Meera. I have run the grocery
on Oak Tree Road with your father for twenty-eight years. I have, on
the citizenship of 1994, voted in every American presidential election.
The years are the years. The visa, on the small reckoning, has been the
visa that has carried them. The strict biological reading that the
consular officer at Bandra Kurla Complex has applied is, on the strict
reading, correct. It does not, on my own self-understanding of the

thirty-six years, alter the years.”
(CAai"’

“Anil, the decision is yours. The decision is yours because the I-
130 of April 2024 was filed by you, in your name as an American
citizen, on Lata’s behalf. The withdrawal would be your withdrawal.
The continuation of the petition would be your continuation. The
consequences of either decision — the protection of my citizenship by

the withdrawal, or the loss of my citizenship by the continuation —
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would be consequences that you, on the small reckoning that you make

this evening, choose.”
CCAai.7,
“Yes, Anil.”

“Aai, the consequence of the continuation is your removal from
the United States. The consequence of the withdrawal is Lata Mavshi’s
remaining in Vile Parle East alone for the years of her widowhood
that, on her husband Mr Phatak’s recent illness, may in due course

commence.”
“Yes, Anil.”
“Aai. Both consequences are bad consequences.”

“Yes, Anil.”

“Aai, the bad consequence to you, on the continuation, is the
consequence of a small reckoning made in the household of my
grandfather Madhav Phatak in 1957, on a small registration that the
household chose not to make on the death of my grandmother’s actual
daughter and on a substitution that the household chose to make on
the birth of the second wife’s daughter under the same name. The
reckoning was made in 1957. You were born in October of that year.
You did not, on any reading of the matter, participate in the reckoning

of 1957.”
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“Yes, Anil.”

“Aai, the bad consequence to Lata Mavshi, on the withdrawal, is
the consequence of the same 1957 reckoning, on the same registration
that was not made and the same substitution that was. Lata Mavshi did
not, on any reading, participate in the reckoning of 1957 either. She

was born in 1962.”
“Yes, Anil.”

“Aai, the reckoning of 1957 was a reckoning that the household
made on the small understanding that the death of my grandmother’s
daughter and the birth of the second wife’s daughter under the same
name was the form that the household’s mourning would take. The
reckoning was made on a particular family practice that, in 1957 in Vile
Parle East, was a practice that families in similar circumstances did
make. The reckoning was made by my grandfather Madhav Phatak and
his second wife. They are, in 2025, both deceased.”

“Yes, Anil.”

“Aai, the consequences of the 1957 reckoning have, until the
consular officer’s interview at Bandra Kurla Complex in May 2025, not
produced any consequence to anyone living. They produce, on the
consular officer’s interview and on the procedural chain that follows,
the consequence to you of denaturalisation, or alternatively the

consequence to Lata Mavshi of abandonment. The consequence is to
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be borne by one of the two daughters of the second wife. The
reckoning of 1957 has, on the procedural chain of 2025, become a

reckoning that the second wife’s daughters are required to make.”
“Yes, Anil.”

Mr Desai sat at the small wooden table in the kitchen on Plainfield

Road for a long time.

“Aai.”
“Yes, Anil.”
“Aai. I am withdrawing the I-130.”
Mrs Sunita Desai looked at her son for a long moment.
“Anil.”
“Yes, Aai.”
“Have you spoken with Lata.”
“No, Aai. I have not.”
“Will you speak with her, before the withdrawal.”
“Yes, Aai. I will speak with her tonight.”

“Anil.”
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“Yes, Aal.”
“Will you tell her why.”
Mzt Desai looked at his mother across the small wooden table.

“Aai. 1 will tell her about the consular officer’s interview, the
inconsistency in the family records, the procedural chain that the
refusal would, on the report to Texas, set in motion, and the
withdrawal’s prevention of that chain. I will not, on this evening, tell
her about the 1957 reckoning of my grandfather’s household. T will
not, on this evening, tell her that the reason her visa cannot proceed is
that her own birth was registered in 1962 in the household of a man
whose first daughter had been born and had died in 1957 and had not

been registered as deceased.”
(CAnil 2

“Aai, the 1957 reckoning is a reckoning that you and the second
wife’s daughters — you and Lata Mavshi — have, on a strict reading,
the right to know about. Lata Mavshi did not know, on her interview
at Bandra Kurla Complex in May, why the questions about the parents
had been asked. She does not know, this evening, the reason her visa

was refused. She has the right to know.”

“Yes, Anil.”
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“However, Aai, the right to know is, on the small reckoning that I
make this evening, a right that on the procedural chain of the consular
officer’s report and the citizenship-services review and the eventual
denaturalisation proceedings, would not be a right that ends with Lata
Mavshi’s knowledge alone. It would be a right that, on the practical
operation of how families in Edison and Vile Parle East communicate,
in due course produces the conversation in which Lata Mavshi tells her
own children about the 1957 reckoning, and her children tell their
children, and the reckoning of my grandfather’s household becomes
the property of every Phatak descendant in Bombay and New Jersey

for the next several generations.”
“Yes, Anil.”

“Aai. The reckoning of 1957 was made, on the household’s small
private understanding, as the form of the household’s mourning. It was
made by people who are dead. It was made on a practice that, in the
Vile Parle East of 1957, was a practice that the household considered
to be the household’s own private business. The reckoning has, until
the consular officer’s interview, not produced any consequence to
anyone living. The withdrawal of the I-130 is, on my reading, the
action that returns the reckoning to the small private status it has had
for sixty-eight years. The withdrawal does not, on its mechanism, share
the reckoning with Lata Mavshi or with anyone else. The withdrawal is,

on the procedural chain alone, the action that protects you, abandons
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Lata Mavshi, and keeps the 1957 reckoning where my grandfather’s

household intended it to be.”
“Yes, Anil.”

“Aai. Lata Mavshi will, on her remaining in Vile Parle East, live the
years of her widowhood without her sister. You will, on your retention
of citizenship, live the years of your widowhood, when they come,
without your sister. The two of you will lose, on my withdrawal, what
the 1957 reckoning has across sixty-eight years given you, which is the
relationship of sisters that the household constructed in mourning of

the daughter who had died in January.”
“Yes, Anil.”

“Aal. The loss is the cost of the withdrawal. The loss falls on you
and on Lata Mavshi. The 1957 reckoning, on the longer accounting, is

the reckoning that has on its sixty-eighth year produced this cost.”
“Yes, Anil.”

“Aai, am I wrong, on the small reckoning of this evening, to

choose this.”
Mrs Sunita Desai looked at her son for a long moment.

“Anil. The choice is the choice. I am, on the small reckoning, the
daughter of my father’s second wife, who was raised in the household

as the daughter of the first. The 1957 reckoning was the reckoning that
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gave me the household I was raised in. The 1989 immigrant visa was
the consequence of that reckoning. The thirty-six years on Plainfield
Road have been the consequence of the visa. You and your sister
Meera and the grocery on Oak Tree Road have been the consequence
of the years. The 2025 withdrawal is the consequence of the procedural
chain that the consular officer at Bandra Kurla Complex has, on the
strict biological reading, set in motion. The withdrawal is, on its
operation, the small reckoning that closes the chain. The cost of the
withdrawal — to me, to Lata, to the relationship that the 1957

reckoning constructed — is, on the longer accounting, the cost.”
CCAai 2

“You are not wrong, Anil. You are choosing the cost that falls on
Lata and on me, in preference to the cost that falls on you, on Meera,
on the grocery, on the small two-storey house, and on the thirty-six
years. You are choosing the smaller cost. The smaller cost is, on the
small reckoning that grandfathers and second wives in Vile Parle East
in 1957 sometimes made, the cost that the family has across sixty-eight

years been preparing to bear.”

Mr Anil Desai withdrew the Form 1-130 sibling petition on behalf of
Mrs Lata Phatak on the third Wednesday of May 2025, by means of a

Form I-797 withdrawal request submitted to the Texas Service Centet,
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on the grounds of ‘petitioner’s reconsideration of family

circumstances’.

The withdrawal was processed in the standard administrative
manner. The consular officet’s report from Bandra Kurla Complex
was, on the absence of a refused visa application against an active
petition, not generated. No further review of the 1985 1-130 petition
was undertaken by the United States Citizenship and Immigration

Services.
Mrs Sunita Desai retained her American citizenship.
Mrs Lata Phatak remained in Vile Parle East.

Mr Pradip Desai’s cardiac condition deteriorated in the autumn of
2026. He wunderwent triple coronary artery bypass grafting at
Hackensack University Medical Center in November of that year and

recovered to a moderate level of function. He died, of an unrelated

stroke, in March 2029.

Mrs Sunita Desai, on her widowhood from March 2029, lived
alone in the small two-storey house on Plainfield Road. Her son Anil
and her daughter Meera, who lived with her own family in

Bridgewater, visited on alternate Sundays.

Mrs Lata Phatak’s husband Mr Phatak died, of complications of
diabetes, in February of 2027. Mrs Lata Phatak, on her widowhood

from that date, continued to live in the small flat in Vile Parle East.
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Her own children — a son in Pune and a daughter in Sydney — visited

at Diwali and at her birthday in October.

Mrs Sunita Desai and Mrs Lata Phatak telephoned each other on
every Sunday afternoon — morning, at Vile Parle East — from March
2029 onwards. The conversations, on the small private practice that
the two sisters had developed since 1989, addressed the methi subzi
and the grandchildren and the news from the Phatak cousins in

Bombay and Sydney and Pune.

Neither sister, in any conversation between March 2029 and Mrs
Sunita Desai’s death in 2034, raised the question of the 1-130 of April
2024 or the consular officer’s interview at Bandra Kurla Complex in

May 2025 or the 1957 reckoning of their grandfather’s household.

Mr Anil Desai, on his mothet’s death in 2034, found in the small
bureau in his mother’s bedroom, in an envelope marked in his
mother’s hand ‘For Anil, after’, a small folded letter on the back of
which was, in his aunt Lata’s hand and dated September 2025, the

following sentence:

“Anil beta, your mother has, in the long telephone conversation we
had on the third Sunday of May 2025, the day after the consular
officer’s interview at Bandra Kurla Complex, told me everything that
the household of our grandfather did and did not do in 1957. She has
told me that you, in May 2025, will be required to make a decision in

respect of the 1-130 you filed for me in 2024. She has told me that the
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decision is one that, on the small reckoning, falls properly to you. I am,
in this letter that I am giving to your mother to keep until the decision
is made, asking you in advance — from Vile Parle East, on the small
reckoning of a sister who has known her older sister for sixty-two
years — to choose the withdrawal. The 1957 reckoning was, on its
mourning of a daughter who had not survived, the reckoning that gave
me a sister. The thirty-six years on Plainfield Road have been the
reckoning’s extension. The withdrawal that, on the procedural chain,
you will be asked to choose is the reckoning’s closing. I am asking you,
beta, to close it. The cost of the closing — to me and to your mother,
in our coming years — is the cost the 1957 reckoning has, since 1957,
been preparing the second wife’s daughters to bear. We have, in the
sixty-two years between her arrival on the SS Surat in October 1989
and the consular officer’s interview in May 2025, been bearing it
without knowing what we were bearing. The closing of 2025 is, on a
strict reading, the bearing’s completion. With my love, your Lata

Mavshi.”

Mr Anil Desai sat in the small bureau room in the house on

Plainfield Road for a long time.

Then he placed the letter, with his mother’s small folded note, in
the inside pocket of his jacket, walked downstairs, and showed it to no

one.
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— END —
The Border File

A Short Story

Mr Daniel Ortega-Reyes of El Paso, Texas, was thirty-one.

He had been born in Tegucigalpa, Honduras, had emigrated to the
United States with his parents at the age of nine on a Temporary
Protected Status grant arising from Hurricane Mitch in 1998, had read
political science at the University of Texas at El Paso, and had since
2019 been employed as a Spanish-language interpreter, on a contractor
basis, at the El Paso Asylum Office of the United States Citizenship

and Immigration Services.

He had naturalised as a United States citizen in 2017, on his then-

wife’s petition.

By 2025, he was the senior contractor on the office’s rota of seven
Spanish-language interpreters, and conducted on average eleven
credible-fear interviews per working day for the asylum officers of the

El Paso office.

On the third Tuesday of August 2025, at eleven minutes past
eleven in the morning, he was assigned to the credible-fear interview of
a forty-three-year-old Honduran woman called Mrs Marisela Aguilera-

Pineda, who had crossed the Rio Grande on the previous Sunday
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afternoon at a point approximately fourteen miles east of El Paso, who
had presented herself voluntarily at the Western Bridge Border Patrol
station, and who had been transferred to the El Paso Asylum Office
on the Monday morning for the standard credible-fear processing

under section 235(b) of the Immigration and Nationality Act.

The asylum officer assigned to the case was Ms Janet Whitlock, a
forty-six-year-old career officer with seventeen years’ service who was
widely regarded among the El Paso interpreter rota as a fair and

competent decision-maker.

The interview took place in the small interview room on the second
floor of the El Paso Asylum Office, which occupied a single floor of a

federal building on Stanton Street.

Mrs Marisela Aguilera-Pineda was a small woman with greying hair,
dressed in the cotton clothes she had been wearing on her river
crossing four days earlier, with the particular tired alertness of asylum-
seekers who had not, in the four days since their detention by Border
Patrol, had any opportunity to bathe, to change their clothes, or to

speak to a member of their family.
“Sefora Aguilera.”

“Si, sefior oficial.”
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“Sefiora Aguilera, my name is Officer Whitlock. I will be
conducting your credible-fear interview today. The interpreter, who
will translate my questions into Spanish and your answers into English,
is Mr Ortega-Reyes. The interview will be recorded. The interview will
determine whether your fear of returning to Honduras is sufficient, on
the legal standard, to allow you to proceed to a full asylum hearing

before an immigration judge.”
Mr Ortega-Reyes interpreted, in the standard manner.

Mrs Aguilera-Pineda nodded. She did not look up from her hands,

which were folded on the small table in front of her.

Ofticer Whitlock conducted the standard introductory questions
— name, date of birth, place of birth, family circumstances, route of

travel, point of entry, reasons for leaving Honduras.
Mrs Aguilera-Pineda answered each question.
Mr Ortega-Reyes interpreted each answer.

On the question of family circumstances, Mrs Aguilera-Pineda said,
in Spanish: I am a widow. My husband Hector died in 2019, in the
violence in our neighbourhood in Tegucigalpa. We had three children.
My eldest son David died in 2021. My middle son Catlos lives in
Tegucigalpa with my mother. My youngest, my daughter Sofia, is
fifteen and travelled with me to the border. She is in the women-and-

children’s detention facility at Karnes.’
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Mr Ortega-Reyes interpreted the answer.
Officer Whitlock made a note.

Officer Whitlock said: ‘Sefiora Aguilera, what was the cause of

your eldest son’s death in 2021.
Mr Ortega-Reyes interpreted.
Mrs Aguilera-Pineda did not, for some moments, reply.

Then she said — in Spanish, with the careful flat delivery of
asylum-seekers who have been instructed by their accompanying
advocates that the credible-fear interview is the moment at which the
precise factual basis of the claim must be established — a paragraph of

approximately eleven sentences.

The paragraph described the circumstances of David Aguilera’s
death.

Mr Ortega-Reyes did not, for some moments, interpret.

Ofticer Whitlock looked at her interpreter.
“Mr Ortega-Reyes.”
“Yes, Officer Whitlock.”

b

“Can you proceed with the interpretation.’
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Mr Ortega-Reyes did not reply for a further moment.

Then he said: “Ma’am, Sefiora Aguilera-Pineda has stated that her
eldest son David Aguilera was killed on the seventh of June 2021 in
the Comayagiiela neighbourhood of Tegucigalpa, on a small alleyway
behind the Mercado Mayoreo. He was nineteen. He was returning
home from his evening course at the Instituto Superior de Tecnologfa.
He was killed by three members of the local Mara Salvatrucha cell, in
retaliation for his having refused, on the previous month, to join the
cell. The killing was carried out with knives. The body was found by
his mother, who is the witness present, on the Tuesday morning after
the night on which David did not return home. The witness has been,
on the four years since June 2021, the principal informant against the
three members of the cell to the Honduran national police, who have
not, in the four years, made any arrest. The witness has, on the past
nine months, received four written threats from the cell warning her to
cease her cooperation with the police, on pain of consequences to her
two surviving children. The four written threats are, on her account,
the precipitating cause of her departure from Tegucigalpa with her

daughter Sofia in the second week of August 2025.”
Ofticer Whitlock made a note.
“Thank you, Mr Ortega-Reyes.”

Mr Ortega-Reyes nodded.
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Officer Whitlock conducted, on the standard interview structure,
the further questions on the credibility of the precipitating-incident
account, on the protection available from the Honduran state, on the
relocation possibilities within Honduras, and on the consistency of the
account with the country-conditions reporting on the Mara Salvatrucha

and the Comayagtiela cell.
Mrs Aguilera-Pineda answered each question.
Mr Ortega-Reyes interpreted each answer.
By twenty-three minutes past one, the interview was concluded.

Ofticer Whitlock thanked Mrs Aguilera-Pineda and Mr Ortega-
Reyes. Mrs Aguilera-Pineda was returned to the holding area pending

her transfer back to the family-detention facility.

Officer Whitlock and Mr Ortega-Reyes remained in the small

interview room.
“Mr Ortega-Reyes.”

“Yes, Officer Whitlock.”

“Mr Ortega-Reyes, in the eleven-sentence interpretation you
provided of Sefiora Aguilera-Pineda’s account of her son’s death, you
provided more detail than her Spanish account, on my own working

knowledge of Spanish, contained.”
Mr Ortega-Reyes did not reply for some time.
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“Yes, Officer Whitlock.”

“Mr Ortega-Reyes, may I ask. What was the source of the

additional detail.”

Mr Ortega-Reyes looked, for a long moment, at his hands on the

small interview-room table.

Then he said: “Ma’am, the additional detail was, on my own
personal knowledge, the additional detail of an event of which I have,

since June 2021, had independent knowledge.”
“Mr Ortega-Reyes.”
“Yes, Officer Whitlock.”

“How do you have independent knowledge of the death of David
Aguilera in Comayagtela in June 2021.”

Mr Ortega-Reyes looked at the wall of the small interview room

for some time.
CCMa7am")
“Yes, Mr Ortega-Reyes.”

“Ma’am, David Aguilera was, between September 1998 and August
1999, in the year before my family’s departure from Tegucigalpa, my
classmate at the Escuela Primaria Francisco Morazan in the Belen

district. He was at the time eight years old. I was nine. We were in the
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third grade together. He sat at the desk to my left for the entire
academic year. We were not, on any later assessment, particular friends
— we were classmates of the kind that nine-year-old boys at the same

desk row become — but we knew each other.”
“Mr Ortega-Reyes.”

“Ma’am, in 2021, on the small Honduran-American diaspora
online community in El Paso, the news of David’s death in June was
reported through the Tegucigalpa diaspora WhatsApp circle. I read the
report. I recognised the name. I confirmed, on the photograph that
accompanied the report, that the David Aguilera who had been killed
at the Mercado Mayoreo on the seventh of June 2021 was the David
Aguilera who had been my classmate in the third grade at the Escuela

Primaria Francisco Morazan in 1998 and 1999.”
“Mr Ortega-Reyes.”

“Yes, Officer Whitlock.”

“Sefiora Aguilera-Pineda is, on this discovery, your former

classmate’s mothet.”
“Yes, Officer Whitlock.”

“You recognised her, on her entry into this interview room, as the

mother of David Aguilera.”
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Mr Ortega-Reyes looked, for a long moment, at the small

interview-room table.

“Ma’am, the honest answer is that I did not recognise her on her
entry. The boy David and I were nine and eight in the year I knew him.
I had never, in 1998 or 1999, been to David’s house, and had never
met his mother. The recognition came, on the interview, when she
stated her name and her late husband’s name and the dates and the

details of David’s death.”
“Mr Ortega-Reyes.”
“Yes, Officer Whitlock.”
“When, in the interview, did the recognition come.”

“Ma’am, the recognition came on her statement of her son David’s
name and date of death. The statement came in approximately the

seventh minute of the interview.”

“Mr Ortega-Reyes, you continued to interpret the interview after

the recognition.”
“Yes, Officer Whitlock.”

“Why did you not, on the recognition, declare a conflict of interest

and request reassignment.”

Mr Ortega-Reyes did not reply for some time.
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Then he said: “Ma’am, the standard procedure on a recognition of
this kind is to declare the conflict and request the reassignment. The
reassignment, on the El Paso office’s present caseload pressures and
on the limited number of Spanish-language interpreters on the rota,
would have produced a delay of at least seventy-two hours in the
conclusion of the interview. The delay would have been a delay during
which Sefiora Aguilera-Pineda would have remained in detention. The
delay would also have been a delay during which her daughter Sofia,
who is fifteen and is in the family-detention facility at Karnes, would
have remained in detention. The standard procedure was, on the small
reckoning I made in the seventh minute of this morning’s interview,
the procedure that prolonged the detention of a fifteen-year-old girl by

at least seventy-two hours.”
“Mr Ortega-Reyes.”
CCMQQam 2

“Ma’am, you continued to interpret the interview, in the seventh
minute and afterwards, on the small reckoning that the immediate
proceeding of the interview was preferable to the seventy-two-hour

delay.”

“Yes, Officer Whitlock.”
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“Mr Ortega-Reyes, did the additional detail you provided in the
eleven-sentence interpretation of Sefiora Aguilera-Pineda’s account

exceed the additional detail that her actual Spanish account contained.”
Mr Ortega-Reyes looked at Officer Whitlock for a long moment.

“Ma’am, the eleven-sentence interpretation contained two
additional details that Sefiora Aguilera-Pineda’s Spanish account did
not contain. The first was the name of the institute David was
returning from — the Instituto Superior de Tecnologia — which the
witness did not name in her Spanish account but which I added
because I had read the name in the 2021 WhatsApp report. The
second was the precise day on which the body was found — the
Tuesday morning after the night David did not return home — which
the witness stated only as ‘the next morning’ without specifying the day
of the week, but which the 2021 WhatsApp report had identified as the
eighth of June, a Tuesday.”

“Mr Ortega-Reyes.”
“Yes, Officer Whitlock.”

“Ma’am. The two additional details on which the credibility-finding
standard turns are now, on the recorded interpretation, in the interview

record.”

“Yes, Officer Whitlock.”
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“The interview record, on a strict reading by a reviewing officer,

will appear to attribute those two additional details to the witness.”
“Yes, Officer Whitlock.”

“Which, on a strict reading, would constitute a fabrication of the

record.”

Mr Ortega-Reyes looked at his hands on the small interview-room

table for a long moment.

“Yes, Officer Whitlock.”

Officer Whitlock sat in the small interview room for some time after
Mr Ortega-Reyes had left for the staff break room at fifteen minutes

past two.
She did not, for that period, leave the interview room.

She had, on the small reckoning that career asylum officers
eventually make, a decision to make. The decision was the decision of
how to record, on the credible-fear-interview file that would in due
course be reviewed by the supervisory asylum officer and that would
be the basis of her decision to refer Sefiora Aguilera-Pineda to a full
asylum hearing or to issue a negative credible-fear determination, the
discrepancy that her conversation with Mr Ortega-Reyes had

identified.
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The discrepancy, on a strict reading, was an interpreter’s
fabrication of the record. The fabrication, on the recording of the
interview that the office held, was provable. The interpreter would, on
her reporting of the discrepancy, be removed from the El Paso rota
and likely barred from federal interpreter contracting work nationwide.
The interpreter’s livelihood, on his contractor status with no
permanent federal-employee protections, would on the report be

effectively ended.

The discrepancy, on a less strict reading, was an interpreter’s small
inadvertent supplementation of the witness’s account with details from
the interpreter’s independent prior knowledge of the underlying events.
The supplementation was, on the small reckoning, not the
construction of false detail — the additional details Mr Ortega-Reyes
had supplied were, on the 2021 WhatsApp report he had referenced,
true. The supplementation was the introduction of a true detail into the

record by an instrument other than the witness’s own statement.

The witness, on either reading, was a Honduran woman of forty-
three whose son had been killed in 2021, who had received four
written threats from the killer’s cell over the past nine months, who
had brought her fifteen-year-old daughter across the Rio Grande on
the previous Sunday afternoon, and who was, on her own Spanish
account before any interpreter’s supplementation, plainly the kind of

asylum-seeker for whom the credible-fear referral had been designed.
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Ofticer Whitlock walked to her desk in the open-plan area of the
El Paso Asylum Office.

She drafted, in the small careful hand of asylum officers, the

credible-fear-interview record.

She recorded the witness’s account in the form in which the
witness had, on the recording, given it in Spanish — with ‘the next
morning’ in place of ‘the Tuesday morning’ and with no naming of the
institute. She recorded, in a separate annex to the interview record, an
interpreter’s note. The interpreter’s note stated that the interpreter on
the interview, Mr Ortega-Reyes, had on the seventh minute of the
interview recognised the witness as the mother of a former primary-
school classmate, had on a small operational reckoning continued to
interpret rather than declare a conflict in order to avoid a seventy-two-
hour delay in the conclusion of the interview, and had in two specific
places of his English interpretation supplemented the witness’s Spanish
account with details derived from his independent knowledge of the
underlying events. The interpreter’s note appended a transcription, in
Spanish and in literal English, of the witness’s actual statements in the
two specific places, and indicated the precise additional detail that the

interpreter had introduced.

Officer Whitlock signed the interpreter’s note. She did not require

Mr Ortega-Reyes to countersign it.
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She made a positive credible-fear determination on the basis of the
witness’s actual Spanish account — which, on its own merits and
without the interpreter’s supplementation, met the lower standard of
proof applicable at the credible-fear stage. Mrs Aguilera-Pineda was on
the determination referred to a full asylum hearing before an

immigration judge of the El Paso Immigration Court.

She submitted the credible-fear-interview record, with the
interpreter’s annex, to the supervisory asylum officer at twenty-three

minutes past four on the Tuesday afternoon.

The supervisory asylum officer, a Mr Robert Hayes of seventeen years’

experience, read the record and the annex on the Wednesday morning.

He summoned Officer Whitlock to his office at six minutes past

nine.
“TJanet.”
“Robert.”

“Janet, the credible-fear determination on Aguilera-Pineda is
sustained on the witness’s own account. The interpreter’s annex is

appended.”

“Yes, Robert.”
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“Janet, the interpreter’s annex constitutes a record of professional
misconduct by Mr Ortega-Reyes. The annex will, on the standard
procedure, be transmitted to the office’s contracting officer, who will
refer the matter to the General Services Administration’s suspension
and debarment authority. Mr Ortega-Reyes will, on the referral, be
removed from the El Paso rota and likely barred from federal

interpreter contracting nationwide.”
“Yes, Robert.”

“Janet, may I ask. Why did you record the misconduct in the annex
rather than reporting it informally to me on the Tuesday afternoon and
conducting the interview again with a different interpreter on the
Wednesday morning, after the seventy-two-hour delay had elapsed and

Mrs Aguilera-Pineda had been recovered from her travel.”
Ofticer Whitlock looked at her supervisor across his desk.

“Robert. The seventy-two-hour delay would have prolonged the
detention of a fifteen-year-old girl at Karnes. The interpreter’s
reckoning on the seventh minute of the interview, on the small
reckoning he made on his recognition of the witness, was that the
immediate conclusion of the interview was preferable to the seventy-
two-hour delay. The reckoning was, on the small evaluation I have
made overnight, an operational reckoning that I, as the asylum officer

on the case, would also have made on the same operational facts, had I
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been the one to know the witness was the mother of my third-grade

classmate.”
“Tanet.”

“Robert.”

“You are saying that the interpreter’s reckoning was, on the

operational facts, the same reckoning you would have made.”
“Yes, Robert. I am saying that.”

“Janet, you are nevertheless reporting the interpreter’s misconduct

in the annex.”
“Yes, Robert.”
“Why",

Ofticer Whitlock looked, for a long moment, at the small framed
photograph on Mr Hayes’s desk of his daughter at her high-school

graduation.

“Robert, the reckoning the interpreter made on the seventh minute
was the right reckoning for the witness and her daughter. It was not,
on a strict reading of the federal interpreter contracting standards, a
reckoning the interpreter was authorised to make. The reckoning was
an operational reckoning that the asylum officer — me — was

authorised to make. The interpreter, by making the reckoning on his

© 2026 Manoj Palwe 77



The Two Aunts Of Edison And Other Stories

own initiative without informing me, deprived me of the choice of

how the reckoning should be made.”
“Yes, Janet.”

“Robert, had Mr Ortega-Reyes informed me, in the seventh
minute, of his recognition of the witness, I would on the same
operational facts have made, I believe, the same reckoning. We would
have, between us, on the joint reckoning, completed the interview as it
was completed, with the small additional details that Mr Ortega-
Reyes’s independent knowledge had supplied either explicitly disclosed
in the interview record — attributed to the interpreter’s prior
knowledge — or omitted from the record entirely. The decision on the
disclosure or omission would have been the asylum officer’s decision,
made on the operational facts in the seventh minute, with the

interpreter’s recognition known.”
“Robert.”
“Yes, Janet.”

“Mr Ortega-Reyes’s decision to make the reckoning on his own
initiative, without informing me, was the decision that converted what
would have been an asylum officer’s permitted operational
accommodation into an interpreter’s misconduct. The misconduct is
the misconduct of having taken, in the seventh minute, a decision that

on the contracting standards belonged to me.”
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Mr Hayes looked at her for a long moment.
“Janet.”
“Yes, Robert.”

“The annex will be transmitted to the contracting officer. Mr

Ortega-Reyes will be referred for suspension and debarment.”
“Yes, Robert.”
(13 anet 2

“Yes, Robert.”

“On Mrs Aguilera-Pineda’s referral to the immigra