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CHAPTER 0

A WEEK AGO, I RECEIVED NEWS THAT MY FATHER WOULD BE released from prison. I had known this was coming—had known his twenty-five-year sentence was concluding—but still the date exploded upon me. I ended the call with the lawyer and sat back in my scaly-walled flat, blinking against the onrush of hot green mulberry leaves outside the window.

In the tall days of summer, family members began to ring my bell.

I hadn’t talked to many of them in years, though we all resided in the same ramshackle complex in North Delhi.

“Beta, will your papa live with you?” one uncle asked nervously, clutching the pouch of skin under his jaw. He stood at the threshold of the flat, not stepping inside, his sandals covered in dust.

I hesitated. Then I told him that was the plan—it was my father’s property, after all.

“Surely there must be another relation he can temporarily reside with?” he said, sterner now.

I said my brother was in America.

A little later, a cousin with a sleek cobra-like forehead and black curly hair arrived. “Bro, I dialed your mobile ten times,” he said. “Please keep it on. It’s important. It’ll be a huge mess if he comes here. It’ll be a tamasha. I don’t want that for us, I don’t want that for the family. So I hope you’ll choose to do what’s correct. I know he’s not fully in your control, but I’m warning you, bro.” He declined my offer of tea.

“We strongly advise you, beta, that your father stays elsewhere.” That was my grand-aunt Vibha, the only one who deigned to enter the flat; and it was when she sat down on the burgundy sofa, with its rivers of wheatish discoloration, that I saw how neglected everything was, how unchanged from when I had taken it over at the age of eighteen. I am now forty-four.

I clasped my hands together, eyes following the fantastical vine system in the petrified Kashmiri carpet, so hard with dirt one might have been able to smash it with a hammer. “I understand your issues, Buaji,” I said. “But Papa’s no longer the man he was. He’s old. He’s reflected and changed. In jail, they make them do yoga and meditation all day, and he’s become spiritual.” Lies. “Also, rents these days—” Seeing that Buaji was about to interrupt, I accelerated: “But the most important thing is that he’s carried out his sentence to the letter of the law—no bail or clemency was granted. In that sense, justice has been served.” Here I was consciously appealing to the memory of the late patriarch of our clan, SP Chopra, one of the framers of India’s Constitution and a former Reserve Bank governor. The great SP Chopra had sired nine children with his wife. His six sons’ descendants occupied individual flats in this sun-eaten brick complex, along with sundry renters.

Vibha Bua, in her eighties, had a face made for tough irony, with merry incisors she wielded as exclamation points at the end of sentences. But now, sipping tea, she was forced to keep her face hard and serious. She rippled her fading eyebrows. Then she nearly spat out, “If there had been justice, your father would have been hanged.”

Evening. I was slouched on one of the old hairy sofa chairs, which reprimanded me with its wooden bones. I peered into the canyon between the two ageless, squat, rough-brick buildings of the complex.

What would it be like for my unstable father to return to this compound covered in pictures of the very man he had killed?

In the intervening years, I had been inside the other flats only half a dozen times, and that too mostly for religious occasions when a cousin in a forgiving mood decided it was time to rehabilitate me, the family black sheep; and it was during these havans, conducted on dhurries laid on top of gray terrazzo, fires mumbling within black iron pots, people’s mobiles ringing at odd times before they clumsily answered them, that I would stare at the framed, garlanded photographs of my grand-uncle Laxman adorning the bluish walls.

Laxman Chacha had been a politician—or, rather, a political henchman, a kingmaker. He had had great affection for me and my brother, constantly slipping us bull’s-eyes and orange boiled sweets. Before he began his political career, he would take our mother and us to the local temple. He had a long face, small testing eyes, and an emphatic bushy mustache projecting from above his lip. His vigilant upright stance was that of an athlete. “Eat some pershad,” he was always saying, handing people the consecrated religious food.

Once, my great-grandfather SP Chopra, the freedom fighter, had been the deity of the family, but now, in Hindu nationalist India, Laxman had replaced SP as the foremost member of the clan.

“Congratulations, Bhai!” a neighbor had greeted me one morning when I was out for a walk in our colony—a colony which is a long blur of green clenched between a main road and train tracks, the peace of the genteel whitewashed bungalows intermittently harrowed by the bawling of an express. “Yesterday I was watching Parliamentary TV,” he went on, “and Modiji himself mentioned your Laxman Chacha in his speech! Such an honor.”

Did he really not know my connection to Laxman Chacha’s murderer?

Another time, this same gentleman, who ran a cement company, said, “There’s movement in the colony association to name the main road after your uncle.” Meaning: the Muslim name—Mir Taqi Mir Marg—would be scrubbed, replaced by Laxman Chopra Marg. “Let us be proud of our heritage as Hindus,” he said.

During the prayers, as I sat in a ring of chanting relatives in the complex, my eyes would drift helplessly to the photographs of Laxman Chacha with their brown smut of age.

I would try to look beyond them and make meaning of it all.

But I couldn’t.

Say what you would about Laxman Chacha, but he had been exactly what he appeared to be. There was no artifice. He saw the world and he took and took. He never apologized.

Big day coming up, beta.

The message was from my aunt Gita. And before I could respond, more messages poured in.

he committed a crime but then the man he finished also was a criminal.

don’t let this family bully u.

It’s only your safety I worry about, bache.

I was so overcome by her concern that, at first, I didn’t write back.

Thank you :], I finally managed.

Gita Chachi had been a central player in this drama. She is the wife of my father’s only brother. After our father’s imprisonment, she had helped us immensely, overseeing our daily needs—though I hadn’t appreciated it then. I was a fresher in college and full of angry confusion. But, over the years, after Gita Chachi had moved out of the complex, my appreciation for her had grown, and I now sometimes responded to her long emails.

As I typed, I could summon her square, sweet, dimpled face in my mind.

Imagining another’s face: Is this why we write?

I have never written, even as an exercise, about my dead mother. Her visage is fading.

If there’s an issue let us know, Gita Chachi messaged. We r very happy his long suffering is coming to an end. God bless.

It was nice of her, but I knew it was more complicated than that. Before my father shot Laxman, he had threatened to shoot her too.

What had I done all these years? Odd jobs, some marketing work, but mostly I had moved my life onto the internet. Beginning in the late ’90s, aided by my first asthmatic VSNL dial-up connection, I had made many online friends—through IRC, message boards, and finally Reddit and Twitter.

When Gita Chachi’s messages had arrived, I had been writing an email to my Russian friend Lev. Lev and I had known each other for a few years and I was trying to explain to him the story of my family’s decline.

Now I found myself typing: An email is not enough. I’ll have to write you an entire book.

Which, God help me, is what I did instead of escaping from the complex.

—Mohit Chopra
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CHAPTER 1

THE YEAR GITA “ENCOUNTERED” LAXMAN AS AN ADULT— she didn’t like to return there even in her mind—was 1980. It was on her first solo trip to India as a (relative) newlywed. She was happy to be back in Delhi, but it was even more important, she felt, to project happiness, given how lackluster things were for her in the US. Her husband Sachin and she had had a dream courtship, mailing each other eloquent letters across continents while he was pursuing his master’s in materials engineering at Brooklyn Poly and she was working as an assistant editor in a publishing house in Delhi. But once she got to the US, she found he wasn’t the man she’d expected. So effusive in his letters—some were written in spiral shapes, as if his love couldn’t be held in straight lines—he was in person taciturn, absent-minded, work obsessed, particular. “Don’t put this clock in the kitchen,” he told her one day, having just returned from his new job as a packaging engineer at Trident Foods Co. “It’s a bedside clock,” Sachin went on, his bushy eyebrows lashed together, “it doesn’t look nice there.”

Gita, who had waited all day to see him, couldn’t help herself. “What if I were to retort that it looks better here?”

They were in their first flat in America, a small basement-level dwelling in Elmhurst, the building the color of a sky spoiling toward rain, the siding peeling so dramatically that parts of it were bunched like scrolls.

“Gita, please, let’s not fight. I’m tired. I’ve said this before: If you want to rearrange things, you should discuss it with me.”

“But this is the first bloody decision I’ve made in this country!” Gita said.

What was she to do? He had a life beyond these walls, at work. Whereas she was a newlywed housewife in Queens, too afraid to ride the subway with its aura of piss and murder.

In India, she had been an editor. Well, almost an editor—an assistant, on her way up. But here, in the great US of A, upon landing, she had discovered quickly that work experience in the “boonies”— one of those American words that had amused her so much till she had realized it applied to her nation—counted for nothing. When Sachin urged her to accept secretarial posts as “a foot in the door,” she said with a (she felt) sexy sigh, “Don’t make me become a Ramu-Shamu type, darling, come on.” Then she had put her hand on his broad chest, felt the resistance of his bouncy thatch of black chest hair, which she had a habit of smoothing and tugging when they made love. Gita did not come from a rich family in India— her father was a bank manager who owed his job to SP Chopra, Sachin’s grandfather—but she had attended the best schools and she expected the best for herself. Hence her marriage to a brilliant man from a great family.

Sachin’s voice came out in a reluctant choke of desire. “But, Gita, it’s not like that here. Here they have dignity of labor no matter what you do.” He was a short man with strong convictions.

She knew he was right—he was trying to be helpful—but couldn’t he tell she was hurt by the rejections? By how the blond Beatlehaired interviewer at the publishing house had questioned her about her bindi and bangles the entire time and then told her she was most suited for a secretarial role and, when she had said she was interested, not even called her back? Was she so obviously beneath them? It was nice to be complimented on her English—the interviewer had asked if she had studied at Oxford!—but not entirely.

How to describe this? But that was the problem—Sachin and she loved each other but could apparently talk about nothing.

They were good, she knew, when they were quiet together, when they went out to see foreign films at the Thalia or to meet his Indian college friends, a mutual system of comprehension, a double mind making sense of the sights of this new nation: observing the couples shrieking at each other in the streets of Queens; discussing the way Americans insisted on hearing “warder” when Gita and Sachin said “water”; passing crushed bills to the Indian auntie who sold spices out of her cupboard in lower Manhattan; and snickering kindly at the comic bewilderment of the Indian students who, stranded at JFK, having missed their connections, would look up Indian names in the phone book, call, and ask for a place to stay.

And sometimes, in these moments, Sachin would squeeze her hand and apologize for being so stressed about work. “I’m the only Indian in R and D and I need to show these idiots we’re smarter than them.”

But alone—facing each other—that was harder.

After the first year in New York, things got worse, because they moved to the small, perpetually overcast town of Midland in Michigan, where Sachin’s company was headquartered and where there were zero other Indians. Without a surrounding culture, Gita felt they were nothing but strangers with different schedules, energies, interests—people without enough individual excitement in their lives to generate a culture for each other.

When Sachin had suggested they take a trip to India together, she had been thrilled. When he had had to cancel because of work, she had not been surprised.

She went ahead on her own, plunging into her past.

“I’m very happy,” she told people when they asked her about the US. “But I’m even happier to be home!”

Gita was twenty-nine. She was a compact woman with a bob haircut; mobile, intelligent eyes; and a long nose that extended out a tiny bit at the tip, like the downward snout of a Concorde. When cornered, she turned that nose even farther down, so that it seemed to point to her modest chest. On this first trip home, she was naturally staying with her parents in déclassé Karol Bagh but went soon after arriving to see her in-laws in the Chopra mothership at A-19 Modern Colony. She had known the complex from childhood but now she was coming as Sachin’s wife, and the very proportions of the place felt different as she disembarked from the tilting auto, a gunny bag of gifts—Melmac plates, perfumes, dolls—clutched in one hand. She felt strangely naked when she put her palms to the black wrought-iron gates to enter. The two scabby, sooty, sour brick bungalows of the complex sat one in front of the other, their geometry-protractorshaped windows teary with age and irritated with swiftly moving, watching human shapes. The black iron gate shrieked within its parabolic groove. A balding servant salaamed from the garden, releasing the fair-skin-colored rubber hose in his hand and sending a snake of blackening water into the soil.

The complex had been built by Sachin’s grandfather, the great SP Chopra, right after Partition. But now he was dead. Sachin’s father—SP’s second son—was dead. Sachin’s mother was dead. But the rest of the family was close—unlike the country, it had suffered no partition.

In the small pink-hued drawing room with its surprisingly bare floor, Gita encountered a dozen Chopras gathered around SP Chopra’s unmarried eighty-year-old sister, Bimla Behnji.

“Come in, come in,” the relatives croaked, getting up, their long, proud faces seeming to have leaked down from the photos of the patriarch displayed above them.

Gita touched the feet of the elders. Then the questions came quickly from all sides. How was Sachin doing? What did one cook there? Had Gita taken up a job, the way she had been an editor in Delhi? No, of course not, they said, why bother when one’s husband earns so much? And do you do all the cleaning yourself? (When she told them about central vacuums that sucked in dirt and mechanized sinks that gobbled up garbage, they were as amazed as she had been.) And what about kids, when will you give us good news? It was only this last question that rankled Gita because Sachin and she had been trying for a year and nothing had happened. It’ll happen when it’ll happen, Sachin’s enragingly calm voice came to her—he was calm about everything except his job.

Having another person’s voice in your head: That was marriage.

“Soon,” Gita said to Vibha, a forty-something aunt of Sachin’s whom she liked. “We’ll know when the time is right.”

Vibha wore a chunky silver watch on her slim wrist. “No one knows when the time is right, isn’t it, Bimla Behnji?” she said, her sharp incisors showing.

Bimla Behnji stirred in her chair. Ever since the death of SP Chopra and his wife, Sheela, Bimla had been elevated to the queen bee “elder” of the complex, presiding over its population of thirty Chopras and half a dozen servants. A tall, thin lady, she sat with her feet outstretched louchely on a bamboo stool, her stout maid hovering behind her. Though she had never married, Bimla wore widow’s whites—perhaps she wanted people to think she was a widow, to attribute to her a more dramatic tragic past. Her hair was dyed and cut in a girlish curved helmet. She had wide, twitching lips and donned round black spectacles. Perpetually at her side was a glass of milk and a card deck, which she cut to play a game of patience.

She was saying something and Gita had to draw closer to hear her.

Bimla repeated, in her gasping voice, “How much does Sachin earn after taxes?”

It was at a wedding three weeks later, in the complex, that Gita ran into Laxman.





CHAPTER 2

“YOU’VE LEFT YOUR HUSBAND IN AMERICA AND COME alone?” Laxman was asking bluffly.

He had materialized next to Gita under the wedding shamiana once Gita had been separated from her parents and brother.

Gita had returned to the complex to attend the wedding of one of Sachin’s younger cousins. Someone or the other was always getting married in the enormous clan. SP Chopra’s nine kids had had kids of their own—though, thankfully, no more than two apiece—and those kids needed to be floated out into the world like diyas on a river.

Gita smiled in hello and said, “What to tell you, Laxman, it’s expensive to fly—”

“Oye, bache, tell the waiter to bring whiskey for your chachiji,” Laxman said to a passing nephew.

The tone of the Punjabi man at a wedding; Gita recognized it. Her whole childhood in Delhi appeared to have consisted of such weddings, including those held in this grand Chopra complex, draped in nets of festive light bulbs, where SP Chopra, then alive, had held court in his safari suits and turban, welcoming each person individually, slapping people on their backs and laughing so hard you felt he might never stop, that he might get stuck in one of his own laughs. Overweight, hobbling a little, his mouth puffed and eyes small and folded shut with merriness, he knew everyone, greeted each person with a kind of mirthful disapproval, and somehow found time to talk even to nobodies like Gita and her parents. “What a smart girl,” he had said on one occasion, perhaps when she was only ten. “When she’s older, she can marry one of my sons.” Then, turning to her father, “They’re such duffers, nah, Prakashji, someone needs to improve them.” Swiveling back to Gita. “Will you teach them? You came first in your class, no?”

In the end, she had married one of his grandsons instead of a son.

“No, not for me,” Gita said with a smile, refusing the drink from Laxman.

“The most shocking thing is you’re calling her ‘chachiji.’” This was another Chopra daughter-in-law in her twenties, Suman, who had sidled up to them, her eyes tiny with mischief and the spiky gold fringe of her black sari afire under the lights.

“Do I have to call her behnji”—old lady—“then?” Laxman asked, his teeth showing from under his mustache. Tall, broad, and agile, with a small mouth, he blinked chaotically. Laxman, at thirty-three, was the youngest of SP Chopra’s six sons—not much older than Gita. He left his red tongue between his teeth after the witticism, as if to signal it was a witticism. Gita, who had known Laxman, like she had known Sachin, from childhood, noted his stylish white bandhgala with its twist of a rose in a pocket, the thick mustache that accordioned as he smiled, the trim hair. For the first time since she’d known him as a child, he seemed handsome, presentable. His wife’s style and touch, perhaps.

“You don’t have to make our glamorous American sister-in-law sound so old,” Suman said.

“There’s no hope for me. My glory days are behind me,” Gita said, though she was feeling ebullient in her wedding sari, which she was wearing for the first time since her own wedding on this very lawn.

The three of them now shifted under the shamiana, the dewy remnants of the grass trampled in all directions by hundreds of black boots and elaborate sandals while waiters zipped through the gaps with platters of kebabs, the gaps closing as platoons of guests cornered these waiters to sample their smoking wares, the other wedding-goers huddled in tight circles around aromatic smoldering sigris in the cold night or striding with anticipation toward the buffet, as if staring at the silvery lids of the platters would make them snap open and divulge their oily treats …

Laxman took a squat, chilled glass of whiskey from his nephew and handed it to Gita.

“But I hardly drink,” Gita said, grasping the glass.

“Come on!” Laxman said, his eyes flitting toward other relatives coming through the entrance. “Don’t make us drink alone! It’s a major wedding, after so many years. A daughter of the family is getting married. And it’s a tradition in our house to have whiskey on such occasions. Try it at least!”

“I’ve tried it before,” she said.

“Then give me the glass,” Laxman clucked. He took hold of her wrist. Surprised, Gita dropped the glass on the lawn. It bounced off a scaly mound of mud without breaking.

“What did you do?” Laxman asked as the liquid seeped between the puzzle pieces of the thirsty winter-cracked earth.

“I’m so sorry,” Gita said, now flustered.

Suman laughed bawdily to mask the awkwardness of the situation, her supari breath perfuming the air.

“Anand!” Laxman shouted at his nephew. “Call the waiter again.” Then he turned to Gita. “Oh, I see—you don’t drink Indian whiskey, is it? Only foreign?”

It’s Johnnie Walker, you idiot, Gita wanted to say, but remained quiet, surprised by her own anger.

“Bring me a cognac also,” Suman told black-suited Anand huskily.

“See, your sister-in-law drinks,” Laxman said, gesturing with his eyes at Suman. “What—you only drink with your American friends? Chalo. I tried the whiskey you brought for your brother-in-law. The brand was good, but when I drank it, I could tell something wasn’t OK.” He paused, smirking at Suman. “I know the techniques people use; I also used to live abroad.” Gita knew he had been posted in the US for two months of training almost a decade back and now oversaw a piddly women’s bobby-pin factory in Shahdara. “Instead of bringing two brand-new bottles of whiskey, people take one bottle of whiskey and pour it into two bottles and then add water. And then they give that as a gift here.”

“For that you still have to buy two bottles, don’t you,” Gita said.

“But your husband’s a packaging expert,” Laxman said, accurately.

Gita said, “You’re talking through your hat. We can try that bottle together and see if that’s the case.”

There was a tense pause. Then Laxman bared his small, bluish teeth and let out his thunderous laugh. “Suman, what did I say—I could get her to drink!”

And then Suman held out her palm and Laxman slapped it.

Gita eventually broke away from Laxman’s grasp and searched for her parents and brother. On this trip, she had noticed something strange about friends and relatives—a simultaneous desperation for what she could bring them from America, as well as resentment. When she had told her friend Anamika that she wanted to permanently return to India, Anamika had said, “Gita, you live there, so you see everything in a romantic way, but I guarantee it, if you move back, you’ll run away screaming.”

Why, Gita had wondered, is she treating me like an outsider after a mere three years?

Another friend, Vasundhara, had criticized the materialism of Americans and then asked Gita if she had extra forex. You could skip the waitlists for goods like fridges and scooters in socialist India if you paid in foreign exchange. When Gita had said that, unfortunately, Sachin and she were still struggling, rents were high where they lived, a Democrat was in power, taxes had gone up, Vasundhara had said sourly, “I was just asking out of curiosity.”

It wasn’t all bad, there were plenty of nice, supportive, proud people too, but of course it was the negative interactions that stood out. At these times, Gita remembered a conversation Sachin and she had had before she had left. “They’re complexed,” Sachin had explained to her. “The whole country is complexed thanks to Nehru’s socialist policies.”

Gita, who loved home, had said, “We’re a young nation. We’re growing.”

Now she missed Sachin. They had their problems, but he was the only one who could possibly understand what she was feeling, and he was thousands of miles away, in a heavy, pilled sweater, with long, disordered hair, in a big, warm, lonely house in a town that was barely a town, snow-capped houses sparsely dotted all around, and horse pastures beyond.





CHAPTER 3

GITA’S PARENTS ALWAYS SEEMED TO BE ON THE OPPOSITE end of the lawn thronged with liveried, turbaned waiters and wedding-goers; and as the evening progressed, she ran into Laxman again, this time with his wife, Archana, a short, sleepy-looking, lively woman.

“So, is it true that all the maims are … very fast?” Archana asked Gita. Maims: the white women.

“Yes, they walk around naked,” Gita joked.

“Then you need to keep Sachin away from them,” Laxman said.

“Shut up, yaa, they’re not all like you,” Archana responded. Then to Gita, “Thank you for the Ray-Bans you brought my husband, Gita. You don’t know how happy they made him.”

“It’ll only be forty dollars,” Gita said, turning to Laxman.

Laxman looked surprised.

“Just joking!” Gita said with a burp.

It was time for the feras—the ritual of the bride and groom circling the fire. People began to congregate near the mandap. The pundit intoned his meaningless Sanskrit verses, throwing up memories, for Gita, of childhood boredom rather than of God. Everyone else kept chatting, oblivious to what was going on under the mandap. The wedding-goers could hardly be blamed.

The astrologer had scheduled the wedding for midnight; and as the ritual progressed, even Sukhdev, one of SP’s older sons, playing the role of brother to the bride for the ceremony, dozed off on his stool, a spoonful of oil vibrating dangerously in his hand by the fire.

Cold rushed in between flickers of the fire and Gita tightened her pashmina shawl around herself, protecting her inky Banarasi silk sari from the cinders whizzing like miniature glowing kites. She was short of breath. She could appreciate, from here, what an adventure America had been: the Big Apple, Michigan, road trips, the time she had flirted (innocently) with a handsome Mexican man in a nighttime marketing class (He had a girlfriend! It was innocent!). She was now standing next to her parents and her tall, bespectacled brother—her brother who had a little daughter who was asleep this very minute at home.

How much Gita had enjoyed seeing three-year-old Anjali on this trip, with her habit of pretending she was the “mother” and putting you, her “baby,” to sleep!

Gita and Sachin were both good with kids. They had learned this about each other mere days before their marriage, when they had been in the Chopra complex to arrange some details of their wedding, and Sachin’s nephew Mohit had been left briefly with them in the drawing room. Mohit had climbed between them on the sofa and had hidden under Gita’s shawl because a “bhooth”—a ghost— “was coming.” They had all screamed till an irate uncle of Sachin’s had come and dressed them down, which made it even funnier.

How much more pleasant it was to think of your husband—your life!—from a distance!

“What, something’s funny?” Laxman asked, suddenly appearing beside her.

“No, just watching and trying to remember the steps,” Gita said.

“Auntie,” Laxman said, turning to Gita’s mother, Shanti. “I’ve told your daughter that now she’s part of our family. And if she’s part of this family, she should adhere to our traditions: You agree, right?” He seemed drunker; he wasn’t quite making sense.

“Of course,” Shanti said with her downward smile, her face wrinkled in embarrassment. In her sixties, her skin was loosening like wax on an overused candle. With her hunched high shoulders and slight build and rust-colored sari, she resembled a shriveled bird.

“But, Auntie,” Laxman went on, “your daughter has become very American. She doesn’t listen. So please teach her.”

“Mummy, he wants me to eat meat and drink whiskey,” Gita said, trying to sound flippant. She was vegetarian.

“But, Auntie, you tell me, is there anything wrong with this?” Laxman asked. “It’s our tradition. It’s good for the bones to eat meat. If she wants to have a child, it’ll help with that.” He grinned at Gita after saying this, and she hated him for it. “We’re not bad Hindus. We’re Sangathanis like you,” he said, referring to the reformist sect of Hinduism to which the Chopras and many Punjabis in Delhi belonged.

Gita peered off to the side, pretended to wave to an acquaintance, and walked off. She moved quickly, even within the tightly wound tube of her sari. She realized her bladder was full. She strode past the mandap’s concentric crowds and toward the house. She opened a screen door and went into Bimla Behnji’s now-deserted pinkish drawing room. The room smelled of mothballs. A single tattered National Geographic lay on a low table, its edges a froth of paper. She immediately felt calmer. Then she heard a careful clicking behind her.

“I was going to the toilet,” she said, seeing that it was Laxman who had come in behind her. His face looked grave, pained even.

“This one downstairs isn’t working,” he said. “I’ll show you the one upstairs.”

“No need,” Gita said.

“I need to use it also,” he said, serious, no longer the clowning performer of the wedding.

Gita knew, as she walked up the grimy old stairs, Laxman following her, that she ought to make an excuse and turn around. But even as her tension mounted, she kept climbing, pinching the fabric of her sari to keep it from dragging on the steps. The crowd came to them only as sudden squeaks of music and an oceanic hush.

She walked up quicker.

Then Laxman, his eyes dull with duty, went past her on the landing and opened one of the white-painted doors in the spartan corridor—everything in the house was simple, bare-bones. Still, it was surprising how empty the building was; it had vomited everyone onto the lawn.

“Use the one in this bedroom,” he instructed her, leading her into a room with a single boxy bed and a bedside table with a pile of Reader’s Digests on it. She noticed two large circles on the front of his bandhgala—sweat or spilled alcohol?

“Thank you, Laxman,” Gita said. She went quickly around the boxy bed and to the bathroom door and pulled at the silver handle. But the door didn’t budge; it was latched at the top. Then, before she could even lift herself on her toes, Laxman’s body was around her and he was reaching up for the latch and pushing his crotch into her behind.

“What are you doing, Laxman?”

He was whispering, his breath blaring with drink, into her ear, “Gita, why did you torture me so much?”

“Laxman”—she giggled; why was she giggling?—“Laxman, just let me use the toilet.” She slipped out from under his grip. But then, as she turned, her foot hit the side of the boxy bed and she fell lightly backward on it and Laxman reached down and placed his hands on either side of her, tenting his body above hers.

Voices came from outside the door—including the voice, Gita realized, of her friend Anamika’s husband.

What would Anamika, that huge gossip, say if she heard about Gita in such a position?

Laxman was slurring his words over her. “But you never even said one word—you never even gave a reason—”

“Please move,” Gita said.

“I liked you first, I sent the first proposal from the family—” he went on. “One word at least you could have said!”

A proposal? But this was madness! But of course, when she had been single, eligible, she had been the object of many such proposals. Suddenly her father’s face swam into view, with its squarish jaw and chunky glasses. Prakash had worked for years as a teller, and then a manager, in a bank established by SP Chopra, but had always thought SP’s son Laxman an idiot. She could picture him turning down the proposal in quiet fury—so what if it was the son of the great SP himself!—respecting his daughter too much to even tell her about it.

It was not a time for fathers.

Laxman was kissing her neck. Then he collapsed on her.





CHAPTER 4

GITA WOULD NOT TALK ABOUT THIS INCIDENT FOR YEARS: How could she? She had let it happen, she told herself. She had known he was following her and had let him come up and then had not resisted. Who was to blame but herself?

At least he had not ejaculated inside her, and he had had the decency to leave her alone when she went to the bathroom to clean her sari.

How she had wept in that bathroom!

What she was weeping for was … well … what if she had an infection?

What if she became pregnant—from this fool?

What if everyone found out?

“Remembering your own wedding?” Shanti asked, clutching Gita’s arm.

Gita had returned to the spot next to her parents and was gazing at the bride and groom as they crouched before the fire. But as she had walked toward them on the grass, her slipper had pressed down on a fold of her sari and it tore a little. Her wedding sari!

“Yes, what a lovely wedding you gave me, Mummy.”

“My sweetie,” Shanti said. In a strange way, Shanti had always been competitive with her daughter—putting down her looks and so on—till Gita had gotten married. Then their relationship had changed. Maybe she knew I would enter the same plane of suffering as her, Gita thought.

“You took a long time in the loo,” her dapper brother, Hari, said. Only a lightness in his manner betrayed his drunkenness.

“Bas, they’re almost done,” Prakash said. He was staring right through the fire, the orange light dancing and dreaming on the lenses of his boxy spectacles, the knot of an ascot scarf showing through his over-buttoned tweed jacket.





CHAPTER 5

OBLIGATIONS DON’T END JUST BECAUSE SOMETHING BAD has happened to you.

Gita needed to go to the complex at A-19 Modern Colony again— for a post-wedding luncheon and then to say goodbye before she returned to the US. She skipped the former, pleading a stomachache, but could not put off the latter, and so she went over one warm winter day, attired in more layers than were required.

She had been feeling very exposed, as if people could see on her skin evidence of the crime she had committed. Going through her wardrobe, she noticed that she owned very provocative clothes, that the lehenga she had worn to the sangeet had exposed too much stomach, especially notable in the winter.

She timed her visit for when she knew—or hoped—Laxman would be at his bobby-pin factory, and was relieved to not see him in that drawing room full of relatives, where the usual hangers-on asked the usual questions.

The deadness of this room. A family in decline. She saw it now and was shocked. Is this why Sachin keeps away? What will I say to him?

Nothing—there is nothing to say. You betrayed the love of your life.

“I heard you had a lot of fun at the wedding,” a voice said. That was Sachin’s older brother, Brij. She had walked to the back building and up a flight of covered stairs to the guest area to say goodbye to Brij and his wife, Karishma, who did not live in Delhi and were visiting to attend the wedding.

“No, no, it was nice to see everyone,” Gita said, surprised and afraid.

“So you had fun,” Brij said again, with his ironic Cheshire-cat grin, his mustache jumping a little. Brij, at thirty-two, was a distortion of his younger brother. He had the same wide-set eyes and an inverted triangle of a face, but, unlike with Sachin, Brij’s eyes were coal black and unblinking, instruments of judgment and slyness, so that you had to look at the minute variations in the cast of his thin lips to know what he was thinking. He grew a bushy goatee but the rest of his fair face was furiously and fussily shaved. He was several inches taller than Sachin and had the wide shoulders of an ex-serviceman, which he was: He had been in the air force for several years before he had resigned and started managing a plantation for a paper mill.

Now he and his wife and two kids lived in the middle of a forest in Madhya Pradesh in a British-style bungalow that (Gita had heard) dropped snakes and scorpions on the mosquito netting above the beds, and had no electricity for weeks at a time.

“Oh ho, don’t bother her,” Karishma suddenly said. A tall, self-contained woman, she had gotten up from her chair to lift an Archie comic that her older son, seven-year-old Mohit, had left on the ground.

Gita noted that Mohit had become rather sullen with age. The impish loving child of four years ago was gone. Or was she projecting her own sadness?

“How am I bothering her?” Brij said, raising his voice. “Did she have fun or didn’t she?”

A few moments later, Gita followed Karishma to the guest bedroom so she could give one last toy to Karishma’s second child, four-year-old Deepak, who was, in his parents’ words, “a holy terror” and had been locked up there to play on his own. “I only today noticed it was still in my suitcase, you know how we wrap things up to avoid customs,” Gita explained.

Actually, struck by fear the day after the wedding, Gita had frantically looked in her suitcase to see if there were more American gifts she could bestow on the Chopras—to buy their loyalty, as it were, if Laxman ever told anyone what had happened.

But would he? She saw his admonishing face as in a nightmare. “Look what you made me do. Poor Archana. Gita, please don’t tell anyone. It was a moment of passion.” He had gotten up and was wiping his neck with a towel that had been lying on a chair. “Men need a release.”

“Get out,” she had said.

“Just remember—Archana and Shilpa and Vaishnavi,” he had said, stepping out so she could weep alone.

America. How eager she was to run away. And how little she understood the cargo of poison she would carry wherever she went.

Pain knows no country.

When Karishma and Gita entered the guest bedroom, Deepak was calmly on his belly, drawing scenes of incredible violence—one man shooting another in the face—on torn-out pieces of lined paper. After giving him the tiny American football she had brought, Gita said to Karishma, “Does Laxman force you also to drink whiskey?”

“I don’t consume alcoholic substances,” Karishma said opaquely. Karishma had a snub nose, a powdery complexion, gleaming solid teeth, darkly knitted eyebrows, and short wispy hair that dangled in hooks at her temples and that she was constantly tucking behind her ears. She smiled often, but without warmth. She was about Gita’s age. “Deepak, baby, look at this,” Karishma said. She held up the American football, and when Deepak reached for it, snatched it away. She did this two more times and Deepak finally began crying.

“Oh, baby,” Gita said.

“Let him cry,” Karishma replied. “That’s how he’ll learn patience.”

This struck Gita as cruel. “But … he’s pushy, no?” she said, returning to the subject of Laxman.

“Meaning?” Karishma asked.

“He bullies people.”

Karishma hooked a lock of hair behind her ear and emitted a charming, tinkly laugh. “That’s just his style. He’s like that with everyone, a big boy.”

“But with daughters-in-law, it’s not … right, is it?” Gita asked. At that moment, sitting in the Chopra guest room, Gita realized: Karishma will never be my ally. I’m a fly from the West that buzzes in and out and who she tolerates as an irritant that arrives laden with gifts. So it was with many other people in Delhi. Once you were abroad, they wrote you out of the family story. She had tried keeping in touch with Karishma and Brij, mailing them long letters from the US, hoping to make up for Sachin’s distant relationship with his only brother, a relationship that had grown only more distant after Brij and Sachin’s parents had passed away. But Karishma always sent back the shortest missives. “I apologize in advance for the briefness of this letter,” Karishma would write in her surprisingly large, jostling handwriting, “but I have been unfortunately busy with Mohit.” She would list the minor illnesses Mohit had suffered: diarrhea, a touch of flu. “However, we are all sending you oodles of our love.”

Why this desperation to be liked by people who dislike me? Gita wondered.

But as soon as Gita fell silent, Karishma loosened up. Karishma was like a cat who needed to operate on her own terms. She became brusquely friendly and instructed Gita on how to distract Deepak from his tantrum as he paced the room, squealing. “Don’t give him bhav,” she told Gita. “He just wants attention. You’re so intelligent but when it comes to children you have zero common sense.”

“Aha ahaaa, aha ahaaa,” Gita sang to Deepak, realizing she was making the same twitchy sounds her awkward father made around kids, his dancing arms outstretched like a scarecrow’s.

“When you have your own son, you’ll learn,” Karishma said. “Me—I didn’t even like children.” Gita could believe it. “But when you have your own children,” Karishma said, “everything changes.”





CHAPTER 6

NOTHING CHANGED. SACHIN KNEW NOTHING AND SO nothing changed.

Sachin picked her up at the airport, and on the never-ending drive, proudly described the Indian dishes he had managed to cook for himself in her absence.

Long strands of hair fell across the top slope of his prominent Roman nose, and Gita was surprised anew by how short he was— five feet five, lovably so—and, by comparison, how big his hands looked on the gearshift.

She spied a few razor cuts on his cheek. He was a workaholic who did most other things with impatient haste.

The street in Midland, Michigan, was still flat as a map, sentried on the sides by stripped, diseased Dutch elms with fey branches and, beyond, evergreens showing off their multiple belts and pleats of snow.

When Gita disembarked from the car, two of the neighbors, white and middle-aged—always threatening legal action over trees falling across their property lines—were shoveling snow. They waved and came out to ask her about her trip.

Inside, the heat was turned low—an old habit from the energy crisis.

Sachin nuzzled her neck but she refused to make love to him.

He was hurt.

“No, no, I’m having some women’s issue—I need to see the gynie,” she lied.

“I hope it’s a good sign for having a baby,” he said.

A day later, secretly, she got tested for disease. Nothing. Thank God.

That evening, she embraced Sachin on the bed.

Their lovemaking was awkward—she couldn’t tell who was to blame—but she was relieved.

For the next few months, she threw herself into the project of getting pregnant with such fury that … well, at first Sachin was flattered, then disquieted, then worried, so much so that, after a year of basal-temperature taking and appointments with the OB-GYN and tests that (frustratingly) announced them “normal” (since there was nothing to do if you were “normal”), Sachin said to Gita, “Darling, why don’t you make a plan to go home this year?”

Among Indians, this—a visit again so soon—was the height of generosity.

How had a whole year passed? Gita wondered. What had she done? Cooked meals every day; shopped frequently at Giant Food, the local supermarket; learned to play euchre with the neighbors, Dana and Martha, who had also invited her to her first pajama party, where the neighborhood women sat around with goblets of purple wine and gossiped about their husbands; driven with Sachin to Niagara Falls and Mackinac Island … it wasn’t a bad life, yet under everything she felt a gnawing emptiness, a wish to prove to the world that she was a good person, a good woman, a good wife, a good daughter, that what happened with Laxman was an aberration— even though, of course, no one knew about it. Or did they?

“It’ll be nice to go and meet everyone together,” Gita said now, sunlight coolly burning her feet on the blue-red carpet in the fall afternoon, threaded vines—vines stitched together by the fingers of Kashmiri craftsmen—lighting up and then dying away: India flashing in and flashing out.

“That’s the only issue,” Sachin said. “This is the one year I definitely can’t.” He talked about his projects at work; the pressure put on him to develop a new type of squeezable plastic ketchup bottle for his company, Trident; the way the EPA was constantly interfering by declaring certain plastics carcinogenic so that they had to start all over again.

“Then let’s go next year,” Gita said.

“I just think …” Sachin said, “last time … it made you so happy. And the winter here—”

Happy? Did he know her at all? That same sense of total disconnection, the feeling she had carried on her previous trip, came back to her. “Do you want me to go?”

“Arre, why are you taking it the wrong way? Not at all. I’m just worried.”

Gita suddenly saw herself as he saw her: a housewife, depressed over the lack of kids, unable to commit to a new career because the kids might come at any minute.

She had turned the encounter with Laxman over and over in her mind thousands of times. What had happened? Why did she freeze? Why this inability to fend for herself?

Strangely, she didn’t feel that she had betrayed Laxman’s wife. She just prayed for Archana, that Archana didn’t have to sleep with him.

But the odd thing was that Laxman had the unique reputation in the Chopra clan of being a pretty decent husband. The standards were low, of course, in a family of shouters and abusers, but it was said that he rarely raised his voice at Archana or the children and was a doting father.

It was one reason Gita had felt forgiving toward him when he had first come up to her on the lawn during the wedding. He bullied me as a child, she had thought, but he’s grown and I’m grown and I’m married to his nephew, and we’re all friends.

Nonsense! No one was friends in any family. It was just another network of power masquerading as a nest of love.

No one in this life loved anyone, she was coming to believe. It was power all the way down.

What about you and Sachin?

---

Sachin had noticed a change in his wife since the day she’d returned to the US. It’s jet lag, he had thought. It’s loneliness. She needs a job. Then a visiting relative had mercilessly interrogated her—and Sachin—about their childlessness, and he had watched his wife’s mouth tighten.

Is that why she doesn’t want to go home?

Is that why I don’t want to go home?

When Sachin was young, in the crowd of the family, there was a cruel tradition named “jalus” that was in vogue with the Chopras. In this game, a gang of cousins would chase down the youngest one in the vicinity—usually Sachin, already derided for being short—and strip off his pants and underwear, screaming, “We’re taking Sachin’s jalus,” or “taking him on a public procession.” How many times had Sachin’s pathetic penis been exposed as uncles and aunts—and even his grandfather—sat around cackling in the courtyard? And what about the time on his fourteenth birthday when his cousins had given him “birthday bumps” in a slick of keechad, lifting him by the arms and legs like a human bridge and kicking his butt between every bump, so that he had been unable to shit for a day and had feared that he had fractured his behind?

He hated his violent relatives—Laxman and his brother included— but, strangely, he also felt some affection for them. Hadn’t he, after all, done this to his younger cousins in turn?





CHAPTER 7

“DON’T WAIT, COME NOW,” GITA’S BROTHER WAS SAYING on the phone. Phone calls were rare, reserved for emergencies or celebrations, and this was an emergency: Her seventy-three-yearold father had had a stroke.

Two years had passed since Gita had declined Sachin’s offer to send her to India. She had been working as a secretary for a stonecutting warehouse, and Sachin and she had continued trying for a child. The topic of adoption had been broached. “To adopt here, one of us will need to become a citizen,” Sachin had pointed out. “I don’t know if I should—there’s the land in India.”

Would she have to become a citizen of a country she didn’t love?

All these considerations were put on hold after her brother’s call. She quit her job and booked a ticket to India.

This time, when she landed, on a dry, warm mid-March night, she felt like a stranger. Not because she wasn’t Indian—no, no, she was Indian down to her organs—but because, with a sadness, she could see India for what it was: shabby, poor, slow. The men were small and malnourished, badly shaved, scarred. The women were lumpy. The stink of urine rose in one’s nose as one stood in the endless line at customs and waited to have one’s suitcase prodded.

“Madam, who is this garment for?” a customs agent asked. Gita hadn’t taken Sachin’s advice of crushing the new (gift) clothes to make them look old. She paid the outrageous duty and went out of the terminal and into the arms of her waiting mother, brother—and father!

“Oh, Daddy, why did you come?”

“I’ve started feeling better!” he said hoarsely.

In fact, as her brother, Hari, explained in the car, he had shed all his post-stroke symptoms in the last few days.

“Your coming must have done it,” Shanti said, squeezing Gita’s hand as Delhi honked into polluted life all around them.

They all looked older—her mother and father did. Death traveled equally in all directions. But three years of aging in the US were six years of aging here. Her father appeared thin and brittle in his natty leather-elbowed jacket; her mother kept rubbing one eye under her scratched eyeglasses.

“We pray that this year you have a baby,” Shanti said in the car.

“It’s good that you’re visiting now,” her father said, as if he were going to add, We’ll help you now. Instead, he said, “All the Asian Games madness is over, and we can enjoy Holi together.” Then he began to fill her in on all the Indian news events in the past year— that had always been their relationship.

A few days later, when it was time to visit the in-laws, Gita brought her mother along. But if she had thought that having her mother with her would reduce the Chopra family’s inquisitiveness about her infertility, she was wrong. In Bimla Behnji’s pink drawing room, Bimla silently playing patience, the ten gathered relatives were full of advice.

“Auntie, Gita should see an ayurved,” goaty Leela Bua said to Shanti, her bloodshot hazel eyes fully open.

“Yes, why not,” Shanti said, her hands folded on her lap, not looking at Gita, who was seated next to her. Shanti always made herself small in the presence of these gigantic Chopra personalities.

Vibha cut in. “Gita, you’ve tried allopathy—what’s the harm in trying this? Laxman is friendly with a famous pahalwan.”

“You’ve never heard of pahalwans?” Leela asked. “They’re like vaids. They’re bone specialists, but they also deal with other issues. No, no, they’re not wrestlers—they’re called pahalwans because they used to be specialists for wrestlers in akharas. This pahalwan makes his own balms that are more effective than any medicine you can buy from a chemist. Yes, Laxman can take you.”

Gita, sitting on the L-shaped sofa, was horrified to hear Laxman’s name in such a context.

More advice poured out. Drink amla sherbet. No, the milk of crushed almonds. Eat ragi. Wash yourself with besan every day. Visit the Chamundi Shrine in Mysore—that had worked for a family friend. And finally, inject medicated ghee—though Vibha, who was usually direct, wouldn’t say where or how to inject it. “Don’t take this personally,” Vibha said, seeing Gita’s eyes filling, “but you must try these things; they’re in our heritage; they’re made for our bodies. What do you say, Laxman?” she asked as Laxman walked in.

And just like that, Laxman was back in her life.





CHAPTER 8

“NAMASTE, AUNTIE,” LAXMAN SAID, BOWING AND touching Shanti’s feet, his voice throaty and enthusiastic. Unlike everyone else, Laxman looked trimmer and even younger than before, sweaty in a striped short-sleeve white shirt, khaki pants, and brown sandals.

“Aur, how’s Sachin, Gita?” Laxman asked, as if nothing had happened between them.

Had it? It was so many years before! Why was she holding on to it?

She decided she would not be bothered by his presence, even as she stiffened. “Fine,” she said.

“You’re not going to bring him?” Laxman asked.

An image came to Gita of that cold, secluded top-floor room, held aloft on a tempest of shrill steel music.

“Where does he get a holiday,” Gita said in Hindi. The longer she was gone from India, the more she resorted to colloquial Hindi, like someone scrubbing herself desperately with the soil of her country.

Each visit back was harder, as if the soul could reenact the primal loss only so many times before shattering. It would have been better to lose something for good than to lose it every few years.

“But we hear he’s doing so well, they should give him some kind of holiday, right?” Laxman said.

“Making bottles and all,” Vibha said, approvingly.

“Designing them,” Gita corrected her. She now delivered what would become a familiar spiel about her husband’s work: how, previously, ketchup had come in heavy and expensive and breakable glass bottles; how Sachin and his team had found a way to blow a stable plastic ketchup bottle using a new heat-setting technique; how they’d had to use six layers of plastic to keep oxygen from invading the bottle and drying out the ketchup; how the patent had been successfully registered; but how he had received only a token dollar from the company for his efforts.

Was this her job—to be an emissary for her husband? What about those years in publishing? That was all behind her, drowned in the chasm between America and India.

“He should have come to India for research,” Laxman said. “Our ancestors used this design.”

“Where did they do this, Laxman?” Gita said with a sigh. And why was Laxman away from work in the middle of the day? Had he heard she was visiting?

“Our gharas. And if you take a look at the bottles the Rajputs used in the seventeenth century—”

“Were they made of plastic, Laxman?” Gita asked with a smirk that could have been charitably interpreted, by an observer, as playful.

“Yes, what kind of comments are you making?” Vibha said to her brother with furious affection.

Laxman got up and stood over Bimla Behnji, his hands on the wood frame of her chair. “Have you had your glass of hot milk, Behnji? No? Where’s Lata?” Bimla’s maid.

Bimla Behnji, in her eighties, muttered something back.

“Let me call her,” Laxman said, and went off to get Lata.

Gita became depressed in this nest of women. Her sadness grew when Laxman’s wife, Archana, entered the fray, leading her and Laxman’s younger daughter, Shilpa, now seven, by the pinky. “Howdy-doody, Chachi,” Shilpa said in a fake American accent, grinning—Laxman’s electric mischievous smile. Shilpa was adorable in her tucked-in man’s striped shirt, and Gita kissed her on both cheeks and said that if she sat next to her for a while, she would have a special gift for her.

“No need,” Archana said.

Tejaswini came in next. This was Sachin’s twenty-five-year-old cousin—the one whose wedding Gita had attended, where Laxman had cornered her.

Tejaswini’s one-year-old daughter—her second child!—was slung over one of her hunched shoulders. The baby was drooling amiably, with a large, inky birthmark on her forehead. Gita came forward to give the baby a kiss, swooning, but also feeling her own lack, or perceiving herself as lacking through the eyes of the eight other Chopras in the drawing room.

It was hot in the drawing room. The electricity went off. No one seemed to notice. Life went on in the darkness.

This was when an aunt said that Brij and Karishma were returning to Delhi for Brij’s posting at the Delhi office of Bijapur Paper Mills, and that, to save money, they would stay at A-19.

“Oh, they didn’t tell us,” Gita said.

“Brij said he writes letters to Sachin but you don’t reply,” Archana said.

“That’s nonsense,” Gita countered. “If anything, I’m always sending them letters.”

“Chalo, be that as it may,” Archana said. “I’m just relating his view.”

“And where will they stay?” Gita asked, looking around at the aunts. “I thought the Chopra complex has no vacancies.” She smiled to indicate the joke.

“They’ll stay with us!” Archana said. “Arre, don’t look so shocked, yaar. We all live like this. They’re family—isn’t it, Vibha Didi? We’ll adjust. Laxman has even told Brij that we’ll get him a job if he wants to leave Bijapur Paper—he’s being treated quite unfairly, poor fellow. His supervisor is a Muslim and has some communal feeling against him.”

“I see,” Gita said.

“We were telling Gita about Mohan Pahalwanji,” Vibha said to Laxman when he returned from calling the maid.

“Well, if you want to discuss your issues, it’s better if both husband and wife are present,” Laxman said, breathing heavily and sitting down in the pinkish room with its single florid Tanjore painting on the wall.

No taste in this house, Gita thought, strangely out of breath herself. No sense of style. A village family in a big city.

Then Laxman said, “But still it might be worthwhile to go—why not? I’m going tomorrow to see Pahalwanji—he’s in Kirti Nagar.”

“I’m not free tomorrow,” Gita said, adding quickly, “I have to meet an old school friend.” A lie.

“The problem is that Pahalwanji’s leaving for the Kumbh after that,” Laxman said.

“You should go, Gita beti,” Gita’s mother said, finally piping up. “There’s no issue, Laxman—she can meet her friend another day. I’ve also heard great things about Mohanji.”

“You’ve probably listened to his pravachans,” Laxman said to Shanti. “Not all pahalwans are like that, but he’s a man of religion.”

“For years I played them every morning,” Shanti said.

“Well, he’s stopped doing that now,” Laxman said, “to focus only on medicine. He can help more people that way.”

Gita felt trapped. “OK, we’ll let you know—but I feel bad telling my friend Anamika I can’t come.”

“Oh ho, what’s more important, this Anamika or your child?” Vibha said.

There was silence, broken only by the baby’s playful burbling. Gita smiled. But she was burning up. How had her sex life—her sex problems—become public knowledge?

In one sense, it was sweet that everyone was collaborating on her problems, that they cared enough about her as a daughter-inlaw to help—but no, Gita knew: No one cared. It was all ego and contempt. Their advice was an overflow of ego, and she was the pool into which their certainties crashed.





CHAPTER 9

THAT NIGHT, AT HER PARENTS’ HOME, SHE DEVELOPED A migraine. “Please Mummy, call A-19 and tell them I can’t go to this pahalwan or vaid or whatever he’s called, I’m not well.”

“Oh, my poor little girl,” her mother said, bringing Gita a wet towel to press on her head. Shanti was no stranger to intractable, untraceable bodily problems: Once a week, usually on a weekend— the period of maximum work for a woman—her entire body would feel scorched and aflame, as if an evil in-law had poured kerosene on her for not giving enough dowry. Not far from the truth of what had happened to Shanti as a young bride under her late mother-in-law’s thumb, Gita thought.

“We’ll call him tomorrow—you can call him,” Shanti said, “they’re your in-laws.”

“Mummy, but they’re all so pushy!” Gita burst out. Then: “All they want to do is offer advice. None of them actually want to help.”

“Shh, my sweet daughter, you’re just tired from travel—sleep and tomorrow you’ll feel better.”

“But I have such a bad headache!”

But the next day, before she could make a call to A-19, Laxman surprised her—and everyone else—by strolling into the Karol Bagh house when the family was at breakfast. Laxman was dressed in smart black pants and a crisp white shirt that made him look like a mid-level babu. “Namaste, namaste,” he said, hurriedly glad-handing everyone at the table; asking Gita’s brother, Hari, about the insurance business; making charming remarks to Hari’s wife about her (disheveled) clothes; even quizzing Anjali, Hari’s older daughter, about why she was home from school today, was she unwell? “Sorry I came so early,” he said to Gita with unusual courtesy, standing across from where she sat at the dining table. “But I heard Mohan Pahalwanji is free for a consultation in one hour, and I thought I should come now.” He turned to her father, Prakash, who was also eating breakfast. “Mohanji is going to the Kumbh tomorrow,” he said. Prakash was bashing the top of his boiled egg in a katori with a spoon, but upon hearing the word Kumbh, launched into a foggy historical lecture on the reason the religious festival existed, how there were several iterations of the Kumbh, and the way the British had initially tried to clamp down on it. Laxman, obviously hearing nothing of this, turned to Shanti, who was framed in the door to the kitchen. “What a learned man your husband is, Auntie. A gem. That’s why your daughter also is a woman of learning,” he said, his eyes darting down to Gita’s face.

“Don’t we have to see the shawl-wallah?” Gita said to her mother, inventing an errand that she hoped Shanti would collude on. But Shanti was now walking barefoot toward the kitchen.

According to Laxman, we need to rush, Gita thought, but now Mother’s going to bring out cut-up pears, apples, chikoos, dahi with sugar, whatnot.

When a visitor arrived, Shanti frantically turned herself into the perfect hostess.

At least I’m home, Gita told herself.

It was as if America didn’t exist.

No America—no husband—no troubles. If she hadn’t gone to America, would any of this have happened? She’d heard it said, more than once, that some of her fertility problems may have come down to the change of diet and air when she immigrated to the US. “People eat a lot of meat there,” a sympathetic but slightly scattered female Indian doctor had told her during her first few days in Delhi. This doctor was an acquaintance from Amritsar, with a hunch and a habit of twitching her left shoulder and throwing her dupatta over her back even if it wasn’t trailing. “Even the animals there are fed all sorts of chemicals,” she said.

“But Doctorji, I’m a vegetarian,” Gita had responded.

“But you eat eggs?” the doctor asked.

“Yes. And milk.”

“There.”

It could be that; it could be anything.

Meanwhile, her flaxen-haired, perpetually winded gynecologist in the US, Dr. Tomlin, had his own theories. Perplexed after years of treating her, he had suggested she be examined by an epidemiologist, since he had heard that genital tuberculosis was “a leading cause of infertility in India”—he had put it like that, as if quoting from a paper.

That’s a poor person’s disease, Gita had wanted to shout, but she had seen the epidemiologist anyway and submitted to his tests. When the results came back negative, Dr. Tomlin sighed, fiddling with his stethoscope, and said, “The trouble is, women face a far greater range of environmental stresses in a third-world country like India, don’t they? An Indian doctor friend—do you know Dr. Vara?—told me that farmers there still spray their fields down with DDT.” Theory after theory. No answers. How many more times would she have to sit on a hospital bed, her legs in stirrups and thighs apart as he inserted a cold speculum inside her and cranked it open—as he stuck two fingers within her and palpated her breasts while speaking to her about pesticides in India? During her first visits, a nurse had accompanied him, and he had offered detailed warnings before every invasive step, but now he proceeded as if she were a piece of familiar machinery on which certain switches had to be thrown. And as he failed to cure her, he also seemed to lose interest in her as a person, focusing on her instead as an abstract everywoman from India, destroyed by India rather than … Laxman.

Was Laxman to blame? But that was a convenient excuse. The problems had preceded him. He had probably come after her because she was a barren bitch. Barren bitch!

Gita, trying to distract herself from Laxman’s presence in her house, thought: Never leave home. Your system goes haywire. You either can’t produce—or you produce too much.

“Beta, I won’t be able to come,” her mother said, returning from the kitchen. “Anila is visiting in an hour.” A cousin from Amritsar. “But you go.”

When Gita protested again that she had a headache, Shanti said, “Then it’s even better that you see Pahalwanji.”

How could her mother be so clueless? Was it cluelessness? Was it possible that, under her innocence, Shanti wanted Gita to suffer as much as she had as a young bride?





CHAPTER 10

GITA STEELED HERSELF AS SHE GOT IN THE CAR BESIDE Laxman.

“I thought you were going to sit in the back seat like a maharani,” Laxman said.

“Hmmm,” she said, smiling despite herself—and hating herself for it. A vein in her neck twitched.

He started the smog-blue Fiat, with its reluctant choking sound, the front windows open—no A/Cs in cars here, or in homes. Had she become a first-world snob?

Driving, he asked her about the US, his eyes hidden behind the dark aviators—the same aviators, she realized with a shock, she had gifted him years before.

“America’s fine,” she said, sitting defensively, her arms folded as she looked away.

He told her he was considering going into business with an Indian in Detroit named Malhotra—did they know him?

She shook her head. “We don’t know every Indian in America.”

They had pulled onto the colony’s main road when she suddenly spoke up, “Stop the car right now.”

“Huh, why?” he said, with a small smile on his face.

“I said stop the car. Stop the car or I’ll scream bloody murder,” she said. Her voice was hoarse and low.

“OK, OK, relax,” he said, putting his hand on her knee. She flung it away with force. It struck the ribbed black steering wheel and ricocheted off. But even the slight touch of his hand, the feel of the hair on the back of that hand, the rings on his fingers, which bounced off the steering wheel with lifeless plunks, disgusted her.

He pulled into a narrow street off the main road—the backside of a large gurdwara. “Why are you acting this way with me?” he asked. His voice, astonishingly, was full of hurt.

Gita had practiced this moment in her head so many times. But what came out was: “Haramazade, kameene, you think, you think—” That old stutter, the old habit of tears rising in a crisis.

“But what have I done?” Laxman asked.

He had stopped the car in the middle of the road; no other car would have been able to muscle past.

“Do you have no shame? No concern for your own nephew? What you did was wrong. Forget it, let me out. I’ll walk home.” She twisted the beaky silver handle of the Fiat door—how flimsy and lousy everything in this country was! Yet the handle made a satisfying click as it pressed down, inciting the invisible machinery of gears and pulleys hidden in the door with its maroon padding. But when she opened the door a crack, he leaned across her and pulled the door back. “Gita, don’t do this. What happened between us was a mistake, it’s in the past—”

Gita shouted, “I’ll tell everyone! I’ll disgrace you.”

He sputtered, “As if you didn’t want it!”

And then he was making a shooshing sound and his arms were around her and even as she heaved and wriggled he was nuzzling her neck and saying, “Be calm, be calm, it was nothing,” his hands now between her thighs. “I knew you would come back to me, I knew it when I saw you yesterday—”

She shrieked. He backed away, looking tired.

She opened the door and got out. As she turned instinctively toward the car, he leaned toward her open window and said, “Try to tell people, see who’s believed.”

“Everyone knows what you’re like,” she said. How was it possible that she was having this conversation in daylight, in the morning— where were the crowds? The hawkers? The hijras? The lost-looking postmen prowling the streets? The loiterers? She had never known one could be this alone in India.

As she walked away from the car, she began to feel an icy panic on her back—as if a frozen pane of glass had been shattered on it. She quickly looked over her shoulder.
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