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			About the Book

			Ania Khurana is bored. Beautiful, clever and decidedly in need of entertainment. She’s wrapped Delhi society around her little finger, and now her creativity requires a new vista. When Ania finds love for her spinster aunt, rescuing her from a life watching Masterchef, she realizes her potential as a force for good. 

			Hugely satisfied with her first success as a matchmaker, Ania selects her friend Dimple for her next quest. But good intentions can go awry, and when a handsome suitor arrives from America, Ania discovers that navigating the scheming gossips is harder than she’d anticipated. For when you aim to please the human heart, things seldom go to plan. 

			Pairing social comedy with moments of true tenderness, POLITE SOCIETY offers a delicious nod to Austen’s EMMA as it romps through the mansions of India’s elite with stiletto-sharp observation, highlighting the adage that there’s no one perfect route to happiness.
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			CHAPTER ONE

			Ania lay on the hardwood floor in her bedroom and grappled with her thoughts. If she were given a choice between saving art or literature for humanity, she decided that she would preserve literature. This seemed only natural, given that she was about to begin her third attempt at a novel. Her bedroom contained a number of Edward Ruscha screen prints, recently transported from the family’s art storage facility in Gurgaon. But she would willingly give them up for a lifetime of excellent books.

			It was not unusual for Ania to contemplate drastic hypothetical choices in this way. The comforts of her own life meant that she was seldom called upon to discriminate or restrict: in the Khurana household, they usually ordered four of everything. As a result, this kind of grandiose conjecture had always come to her as something of an exertion, but also a thrill.

			She sat up and looked at the screen prints, a series of disjointed words poured over a burned-orange sky. They were the most recent constituent in the refurbishment of her bedroom, a process that was as inevitable as the seasons, although far more capricious. Some unexpected good news would involve the replacement of a chaise longue or a reupholstering of the window seat. A foreign trip often resulted in sudden inspiration and a hasty call to Delhi’s most exclusive bed linen suppliers. After she had finished reading I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings, Ania had decided that the hand-­painted wallpaper on the far wall had to be replaced. Its birdcage motif seemed to exude a cruel symbolism. The only constant in the room was the view from the French doors: the reclaimed Andalusian tiles on the balcony floor, the wrought iron balustrade, the rich dappling of the gulmohar trees, and, in the distance, the hum of cars making their way through the grandeur of Prithviraj Road.

			The constant redecoration was no secret, and it was often a delicate matter, having to refuse the eager services of the wives of her fathers’ friends, many of whom had set up interior design businesses a few years into their marriages. But the Khuranas were firm believers in setting boundaries when it suited them.

			“Your aesthetic is simply wonderful, but we try not to mix business with friendship. It would be terrible to jeopardize such a close relationship,” Ania would say.

			The wives would say goodbye and walk down the front steps of the Khurana mansion, casting a forlorn look at the gleaming white façade, the many sets of French doors that caught the evening sun, the stone urns that looked as though they had been in place for generations. But by the time they had swept out of the driveway, the balm of Ania’s expression of closeness would have soothed their wounded pride. In any case, they retained the hope that evidence of their flawless taste would eventually persuade Ania to change her mind. There were, after all, five Khurana homes around the world to accommodate the wives’ ceaseless ­creativity.

			The Ruscha prints were gorgeous, but Ania could live without them. She could live without the mismatched lamps and the antique rosewood desk and the perfectly lit dressing room. But literature was not negotiable. She allowed herself the grace of a few moments to think about her new novel. She had finally settled on a title—­The Enigma of My Effigies—­and, as with her previous attempts, this important decision firmed up her intent and clarified her vision. She was now at the next stage of her creative process. She loved names and planned to spend the next few weeks homing in on the perfect ones for her characters. Ludmila. At the moment, she had a yen for Ludmila.

			The trouble, however, was that Delhi was so uninspiring. Although only twenty-­five, she felt that she had spent many decades trapped in a fishbowl, circling round to the same views and impressions. Something cold and rigid was holding her back. She had never had any doubts about her ability, having been assured of preternatural success all her life; as always, it was a question of the correct milieu in which to flourish. What her creativity required was a glorious new vista, exposure to dazzling minds, a seductive environment, the silvery glint of olive trees as the sun began to dip. She would have to speak to her father about this new enterprise.

			She left the room and walked down the length of the corridor to the other side of the house but found that his study was empty. Behind her, the Khuranas’ ancient basset hound, Sigmund, lay on an Isfahani rug at the top of the stairs, occasionally blinking with a great sense of resignation.

			“It’s all right, Siggy,” said Ania as she stepped past him, “the world really isn’t as awful as you think.”

			Sigmund closed his droopy eyes, and they remained shut.

			At the foot of the stairs, she could see that the lights were on in the conservatory, its blues and greens reflected in the enormous glass panes, but this room too was empty. She walked down another passage, past the screening room. The door was open, and she could see that a film was still playing with the sound low, Humphrey Bogart’s craggy face filling the giant screen. So her father was certainly around somewhere.

			She eventually found him in the breakfast room, staring at a plate of gray crackers that looked like dog biscuits.

			“Are those for you or for Siggy?” she asked.

			“Technically, for me. They’re from Sweden. They’re supposed to increase one’s metabolism.”

			“They’re not the prettiest things in the world, are they?”

			Dileep Khurana shook his head and looked at her much in the way that Sigmund had.

			“Papa, sit down, I need to talk to you. I need to get away from Delhi.”

			“Why? Is there something wrong with your air purifier?”

			“No, I need to be inspired. I need a real change. So, just hear me out, and please don’t look at me like that, it’s really not a big thing. There’s a writers’ residency in Italy, which is absolutely amazing, and it’s the one thing that will really get me going in the right direction with my book.”

			“I see.”

			“I’m completely serious. It’s not a holiday, it’s work, it’s a challenge, it’s growth.”

			Dileep began to look at her with greater conviction.

			She put her hand on his arm and lowered her voice.

			“But it’s obviously horribly competitive. People are judged on sample chapters and that kind of thing, which can be quite unfair for a work in progress. And that’s why I need you to do me a tiny favor. There’s another way of securing a place. We’d have to pay a fee, but the experience will be invaluable, worth every penny. So let’s not worry about that. But I also need a letter of recommendation from someone a bit eminent. So could you please ask Alessandra to ask Clarence Lam? They’re best friends.”

			“Clarence Lam, the Nobel guy?”

			“As it happens, yes, he did win it, but please don’t say ‘Nobel guy,’ that sounds so gross; it’s ‘laureate.’ The thing is, I’ve heard he’s so supportive of new talent. And Alessandra will obviously do anything for us, and they are really close. I found out that she stays with him all summer on some island in, well, I can’t remember, somewhere. So, you know, I think we can swing this.”

			“Clarence Lam. I don’t know.”

			“Papa, have you ever been asked to check your privilege?”

			“Check my what?”

			“Oh never mind, it’s this online thing. But that’s sort of what I’m doing. Lots of writers can’t get into this residency by calling on friends. But since I can, why should I take up one of their places? I think asking Clarence Lam to put in a good word would be the right thing to do. It’s saving other people a lot of time and trouble.”

			“Except maybe Clarence Lam.”

			“He won’t write the recommendation himself. He’ll have people to do that. He just has to sign it.”

			“I could ask Alessandra, I suppose. But you’re serious about this? The book?”

			“I’ve never been more serious about anything. I promise you. You will not regret this.”

			She leaned over and planted a kiss on his shoulder.

			He looked at her and beamed. And it was a beam: an exceptional, coruscating, pearly smile. Dileep had just returned from another visit to Dr. Wiltshire (a seven-­time winner at the Aesthetic Dentistry Awards), one of a series of appointments he had made on Harley Street. Although Dileep’s hearing was perfectly satisfactory, now in his mid-­fifties, what he heard more than anything else was the tick of time. Ania was an adult, his wife long dead, and romantic liaisons thin on the ground. Where did this leave a man like him? A charismatic man, certainly, who could reel off the names of scores of friends and associates; but the question still had to be asked. Money? Everyone had money, some people had even more than him. Power? He often found himself in a group, all of whose members could have gained access to a senior cabinet minister’s office in a matter of hours. Respect? Well, for all of those who had the first two, the third was bound to follow.

			Dileep had a terror of obscurity and irrelevance, and the way he had decided to distinguish himself was by his youthfulness and vitality. In among the paunches and bare pates of his peers, he was a rare object. He lifted up his shirt several times a day in the privacy of his office and gazed at the reflection of his flat stomach from three angles. He employed the services of a nutritionist who had once worked with several stars of The Bold and the Beautiful. His customized smart mattress sent him regular updates on his sleeping patterns. He went sandboarding in Peru and, more reluctantly, Dubai.

			His wardrobe too was kept au courant. He had not abandoned his stiff cuffs, gray cashmere, and handmade brogues, but a series of unexpected elements had been ushered in, often bewildering his housekeeper and amusing his business partners. He had a New York concierge service send him vintage blouson jackets; his jeans were ordered from obscure shops in Tokyo. It was only after a great deal of reflection that he was able to decide that the latest trend for pastel-­colored suits was best avoided.

			Looming always was a great dark mass, the threat of the day when he would bend and sag and crumple in a heap, when no interventions would be able to help him, when he would be exposed in terminal decline. Dileep was adept, however, at keeping the darkness just out of sight. He had had much practice.

			He thrived on the compliments he received but affected a genial nonchalance. When questioned by friends, he was forthcoming about some of his pursuits—­those that demonstrated his vigor and daring. But he said nothing of the sensible care and maintenance that he felt would be read as gross vanity. His visits to Harley Street, he felt sure, would be misjudged.

			He also felt that his ability to be a man who was essentially modern and energetic brought him closer to his daughter. In an odd sort of way, he had begun to seek her approval, and he was sure it came more easily because it was her natural province in which he now paraded.

			Ania kissed her father again, this time on the arm.

			“Please don’t eat those crispbreads; they really look foul,” she said, and returned upstairs.

			Dileep broke one into halves and then crumbled it into a mound. He pushed the plate away and continued to sit at the table.

			He often replayed conversations with Ania, imagining he could divine his wife’s opinions and advice, hearing the gutsy laugh that would emerge when she tried to play for time. She had died when Ania was only a few weeks old—­but the circumstances of her death meant that he had never been able to find the strength to talk about her to his daughter. There had only ever been perfunctory references on purely practical matters. He knew he had failed Ania in this respect, but he had been powerless to act differently. His sister never spoke of his wife in his presence nor did his friends. In their dark verandahs and chilly drawing rooms, old scandals were always carefully tended and stoked at a great remove from the principal players.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			There was one in most of the grand houses in Delhi, usually beached somewhere on the upper floors. A maiden aunt, once expected to marry and move out but whose failure to secure the right kind of alliance during her vernal years confirmed her as a permanent, if slightly unwelcome, resident in the family home. Around her, the neighborhood would change—­apartment blocks sprouting up over gardens, glass-­fronted shopping centers replacing cinemas called Eros or Gaiety, an overpass suddenly visible in the distance—­and the aunt would see it all from an upstairs ­window.

			No one could understand how Renu Khurana had joined their number, least of all Renu herself. In her youth there had been occasional mutterings that she was too educated, too tall, too fussy, but no serious doubt had been expressed about her prospects. And yet, the years had gone by: a few unsuitable proposals, a couple of halfhearted affairs, and one broken engagement. These days it would be fashionable for her to say that she had struck out on her own and chosen to break the mold; that her way of life, in effect, was a political statement. But that would have been untrue. In spite of her unexpressed desire for a traditional kind of life—­a husband, a family—­the flow of men with honorable intentions had waned and then ceased altogether.

			The Khurana house had gradually anesthetized her, diminishing any desire for an independent life. Her twenties softened into her thirties, and these crumpled into her forties. She quit her job as a museum curator and tired of her clamorous friends. Instead there were plump cushions, thick carpets, a bountiful supply of true crime paperbacks, and a swirl of cream in the dishes that came up to her on a little trolley. With each passing year her face accommodated more of her father’s handsomeness, the eyelids becoming heavier, the jaw sitting a little more squarely.

			Every so often her thoughts would spark in a particular direction. She had plans to start an art consultancy, matching Delhi’s rich with works that would earn them the greatest cachet at the lowest cost. Appeals poured in from charities, requesting her to help raise funds—­and from time to time she would feel that she really ought to do what she could. She wondered about moving abroad, perhaps to a Mediterranean island, where she pictured a new and simple life: a large white sun hat, late-night dips in coves, harvesting her own clams. Nothing ever came to fruition. Now in her mid-­fifties, the dreams of a new life had waned completely and any new endeavors were modest and infrequent.

			One year she had decided to learn Persian and engaged the services of an Iranian tutor. This seemed as though it would be the most successful of her ventures until the young man began to unburden himself to her as they sipped mint tea on her balcony. His family had fled Iran immediately after the revolution and, having been cheated out of their Paris apartment by a business partner, were forced to seek refuge in India. It was only the beginning of a chain of indignities. He would speak yearningly of the turtle doves that had flitted around the walnut trees in the garden of their Tehran mansion. There had been two servants whose sole duty was to look after the chandeliers. Would it surprise her, he wanted to know, to discover that he went to school in a Daimler?

			“And now look,” he said, gesturing at the gulmohar-­lined Khurana drive. “I have to come here on a secondhand scooter I bought from a butcher.”

			Renu tried to be sympathetic, but her interest in Persian sprang from a desire to read enchanting verses steeped in romance. She had not really reckoned with the despair of an embittered émigré.

			“They used to bow before us and lie on the ground. And then they chased us out like stinking rats,” he told her.

			Renu couldn’t help but feel that this would have sounded a little more palatable in Persian.

			While Ania loved her bua’s presence in the house, finding in her someone even more indulgent than her father, she was stricken by what she saw as the tragedy of Renu’s life. A firm believer in the elemental nature of soul mates, Ania felt that it was never too late.

			“I’ve set up a discreet profile for you online, and I’ll monitor the responses,” she had told her recently. “Don’t worry, I haven’t used your real name. And there’s no photo. I’m just looking at what’s out there. You don’t have to do a thing until I put together a short list. You have no idea, bua, but there are tons of creeps out there. Even in your age bracket.”

			Renu didn’t take Ania at all seriously and supposed she would tire of this new pastime as soon as something more diverting came along. In any case, Renu had assumed a long while ago that she would remain single for the rest of her life. She allowed herself no measure of hope: it was too wounding.

			While Ania trawled dating websites, squealing or groaning at the expectations of solvent men in their fifties, Renu continued to leaf through wine auction catalogs, even though Dileep allowed her no part in the acquisitions for their cellars.

			While Ania’s websites yielded nothing, events soon proceeded in an unexpected manner in that most unlikely of locales: the waiting rooms of the city’s leading oncologist. Delhi’s smart set would not let anyone other than Dr. Bhatia anywhere near their tumors, and the parking area of his specialty hospital was choked with Bentleys and Jaguars. Ania was an occasional visitor too. She considered public service commitments important to her personal growth and would drop in at Dr. Bhatia’s hospital whenever she had a commitment-­free weekday that took her in that direction. He was, after all, her father’s close friend and had assured her that his patients were among the most desolate and blighted creatures in the National Capital Region. It seemed natural that Ania should visit and spread a little cheer in the wards and waiting areas, distributing handmade get-­well-­soon cards to bewildered patients and chatting with distraught relatives. No one who favored their privacy was likely to object when they discovered that she was Dileep Khurana’s daughter.

			On one of her missions, Ania was delighted to meet a trim man with a face like a genial frog, who managed a buoyant air in those most funereal surroundings. Colonel Suraj Singh Rathore, formerly of the Garhwal Rifles, had an aunt who was grimly hanging on to what was left of her life in a south-­facing room on the top floor.

			“It must be so terrible for you, all this waiting,” Ania said as a waiter brought their coffees in the hospital canteen.

			“Yes, it’s about time. Sad to say, but the poor lady should just go. It’s much worse for her children, of course.”

			“Naturally, naturally.”

			“Just thinking of the fights they’ll have over their inheritance is causing them all to break out in hives.”

			Ania discovered over the next hour in the canteen that he was widowed, with no children, and owned a few bungalows scattered around the Kullu and Kangra Valleys of Himachal Pradesh. He had also been shot in the knee during routine training.

			“In India, dear girl,” he said with a loud chuckle, “the enemy is very much closer than you suppose.”

			Ever since Ania could remember, she had played a game with female friends, cousins, anyone of her age who might be around, called “that’s your husband.” Their gazes would alight on the most uncouth boy, the vilest man, the male most likely to bring forth a great snort of laughter, a shriek equal parts delight and disgust. Leering men with sweat patches under their arms, pimply louts, smelly layabouts with bad teeth: the grosser, the better.

			“That’s so your husband.”

			But occasionally the game would be flipped, and one of the girls would gesture to a shining specimen and say with a sigh, “You know what, he really is my husband.”

			In spite of the colonel’s looks, Ania was bewitched by him and felt that he really was a husband, specifically, one who would be ideal for her bua. On her way home, as the driver sped down the expressway, a plan began to fall into place. There would be no problem inviting the colonel to her home—­she had already discovered at least half a dozen mutual family friends. The difficulty would be her dear, wretched bua, who seemed determined to spend her days like some sort of long-­suffering abbess, albeit one with a colorist trained by David Mallett in Paris.

			A drinks evening was arranged, followed swiftly by a dinner, but matters were not progressing to Ania’s satisfaction. The colonel and Renu would need a little push.

			Ania discussed the problem with her new friend, Dimple, as they returned from their obstacle course training one weekend.

			“Arre, it’s simple, why don’t they go for a picnic in Lodi Gardens?” suggested Dimple.

			“Are you crazy? A picnic in a public place?” asked Ania. “But I like the idea of al fresco. Maybe we could have a little quiet something in the gazebo here, or I could get them to open up the private garden at the Tapi museum. Maybe Jérôme will be able to cater. Not a bad thought, Dee.”

			Dimple almost glowed with pleasure. She had met Ania only a few months earlier at a PR event and was still unaccustomed to the idea that she could be privy to plans involving the Khurana family. She could remember discovering the existence of Ania Khurana on a gossip website a few years earlier in the gloom of her tiny bedroom in her hilltop hometown. To think that they were now friends still seemed an occurrence of great wonder.

			In due course, a little table was set up under the jacaranda tree behind the Tapi museum, and lanterns were hung in its branches. Renu barely touched her salmon, and at the moment when the colonel’s knee grazed hers, the little garden seemed to turn vast and soundless. She didn’t think he looked like a frog at all. A few teas and one lunch later, the colonel proposed.

			Dileep was astonished by this turn of events. Years ago he had suffered bouts of minor irritation at the thought that Renu would be a permanent fixture in the house. But he had learned to appreciate how she always deferred to him, and eventually it became impossible to imagine her living anywhere else. He came to view Renu like the rosewood furniture that he had inherited from his grandmother: handsome pieces with sturdy legs that represented a precious link to the past.

			And now Renu was leaving to become the wife of a well-­liked and charming ex-­army officer, a new status that seemed to delight her. The other day he had actually heard her humming. He couldn’t help but feel a little overlooked, although he tried hard not to show it. Renu’s departure was just another manifestation of the monstrous tick of time.

			They all had their reasons to desire a small wedding: the colonel because he hated any kind of fuss, Renu because she thought drawing attention to herself in this way at her age would be unseemly, Dileep because he was not sure how he felt about these developments, and Ania because enormous Indian weddings were gross.

			But a small wedding would have been impossible in Delhi—­news would get out, and in no time there would be widespread agitation for the right to participate in a Khurana wedding, no matter how antiquated the bride. So they decided to have a quick ceremony in that most unfashionable of foreign locations: London. Everyone knew that the Russians had ruined the place; it was unlikely that it would be overrun by friends and relatives.

			The colonel’s visa was fast-­tracked after a call to a contact at the British High Commission, and they gave the Kensington and Chelsea Register Office notice of their intention to marry. Dileep and Ania would fly in for the ceremony but had been careful to impress upon the new couple that they would be leaving the day after. There would be calla lilies, there would be tears, but Ania was determined that there would also be a grant of privacy and discretion.

			Renu and the colonel stayed at the Khuranas’ company flat on a little lane off Fulham Road, opposite a shop that sold fountain pens. On their second afternoon they unlocked the gate to the residents’ garden in the square but were dismayed to see a sign that said that dogs were prohibited. There seemed little point in being in a park with no dogs, so they took a quick, sullen tour of the paths and left, wet leaves sticking to their boots.

			The idea of having any kind of itinerary quickly lost its appeal, and the discussions about museums and matinees petered out. They also soon discovered that a large number of their acquaintances were still unaware of London’s outmoded status and, as usual, had come to vacation on Bond Street. Instead of ducking into shops to avoid the Mehras and the Chhabras, Renu and the colonel spent their days mostly in the warmth of the upper deck seats of various buses, gazing out at the quiet streets of Pimlico, making out the Royal Courts of Justice through the drizzle, watching people struggle with their umbrellas on a blustery King’s Road. In the window of Peter Jones, there was a wedding dress that looked as though it was made of cobwebs. The colonel gave Renu’s hand a little squeeze. This anonymity felt like a freedom that would not be available to them again. So they kept changing buses and returning to the upper deck to look at London in the rain.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THREE

			In Delhi, the winter smog had descended—­though in restaurants and clubs there persisted the delusional insistence that it was only fog. People continued to sit on patios and lawns, their eyes stinging and temples throbbing.

			In Mehar Chand Market, along one ledge of a café’s terrace, giant chrysanthemums and dahlias, planted in ceramic urns in different shades of blue, jostled for attention.

			At a large table, a business meeting was in progress:

			“We are looking for a range that will have a sophisticated, corporate vibe. But it will be worn by people who aren’t very sophisticated, so you have to bear that in mind.”

			“I’m thinking a palette of grays with a pop of magenta and maybe yellow.”

			“Done.”

			Ania sat down at the next table, having set aside most of the morning for some work on her novel. Her main character was a less beautiful and more philosophical version of herself. She nursed a dark secret, as did most of the other characters. These were all to be eventually revealed in the book-­lined office of a psychiatrist, the novel’s narrator. Before long Ania was deep in contemplation, weighing up the benefits of different venues for her book launch.

			Her tisane arrived in an impractical pot with a choice of tiny cups to match the drinker’s mood. Ania picked “playful.”

			Just as she returned to the mysteries to be revealed, she spotted a man in a navy jacket fiddling with the clasp on his case. She recognized that same jacket, worn day after day; the satchel with a broken zipper; the fraying above the shirt pocket: she was convinced it was all an affectation, a way of indicating to the world that their owner concerned himself only with matters of sublime worth and not mere flummeries. Ania and Dev had practically grown up in each other’s houses. The two families had spent innumerable childhood holidays together, Dev exhorting his brothers and Ania to look at the scenery while they all ignored him and squabbled over a video game. She now felt that she could almost predict his every gesture. She snapped her notebook shut and called him over.

			He approached her table and gave her a stiff peck on both cheeks.

			“You,” he said.

			“You could at least pretend to be pleased to see me.”

			“You know that it’s always a delight.”

			He turned her cup slightly.

			“ ‘Playful.’ I see,” he said.

			She brushed his hand away.

			“Could we please not have some kind of commentary on my character,” she said. “We all know how astute and clever you are.”

			“Don’t worry, I wouldn’t dare attempt anything so complex,” he said.

			He turned the cup back to its original position. She noticed the down on his wrist and the network of veins on his forehand. His nails looked as though he still bit them.

			“Where have you been hiding? I haven’t seen you for ages,” he said.

			“We’re all exhausted and lying low.”

			“And how is married life treating Renu? I heard the wedding went well.”

			“Oh, it was a beautifully intimate ceremony and she’s gorgeously happy. It’s the most gratifying thing to see.”

			“You must miss her though.”

			“Yes, but I’m not even sure I fully believe she’s gone. Just this morning I was on my way to her room to ask her something. Then I remembered. But I still call her all the time.”

			“Is that wise? Shouldn’t you be giving the newlyweds a little space?”

			“Please. Poor bua would be completely lost without me. I mean, how do you think this marriage even happened?”

			“Well, she met colonel sahib, and I suppose one thing led to another. I’m not sure how you’re responsible for the whole thing.”

			“Without me, they wouldn’t have met. Actually.”

			“You can’t say that for certain.”

			“Of course I can. Bua hadn’t left the house in about a hundred years. I was the one who introduced and encouraged them and organized all those teas and pushed her and comforted her and told her it would all be wonderful. If it wasn’t for me, the poor thing would still be up there watching MasterChef. ”

			“So would you say you were an agent of destiny?”

			“You know your sarcasm does nothing for me. I’m not sure why you can’t just admit that they came together because of my efforts and be happy for them.”

			She took a delicate sip of her tea and added, “But I’m sure you have your reasons.”

			“I am happy for them. But even happier for you. Congratulations,” he said. “I’m sure there is a place assured for you in the glorious hereafter. Now, I’d better head back to work.”

			“Have fun.”

			“That seems most unlikely. Another afternoon of banging my head against university bureaucracy.”

			“But don’t they just do whatever you say? You being one of their brightest stars, I mean.”

			“Very amusing. You’ve never tried to get funding for a lecture series from an academic institution, have you?”

			“It’s on my bucket list.”

			Dev smiled and shook his head. Ania caught the resignation in the gesture.

			“Wait, tell me, what lecture series?” she said.

			“I’ve been planning a series of lectures on important archeological discoveries that we’ve made recently. If we don’t make an effort to drum up public interest and pride in this kind of work, we’ll lose the battle against institutional apathy. All those venal assholes in charge.”

			“I’ve never heard you say ‘asshole’ before.”

			“You should come to work with me one day.”

			“So about these archeological discoveries, how are you going to get people interested?”

			“I’m going to talk to them.”

			Dev’s voice was louder now. He had straightened up, and he seemed more alert than she’d ever seen him. It reminded her of the times when Sigmund spotted a squirrel in the garden.

			Ania wasn’t the only person who was taking a keen interest in Dev’s alertness. An attractive woman at the next table was eyeing him with an indulgent smile on her face but looked away when Ania glanced at her.

			She supposed women did often find an allure in Dev’s brand of shambolic intensity. He was tall and occupied space rather imposingly when he was in full flow. His gray-­flecked tangle of hair softened his face; there was a light in his eyes that seemed to come from deep within.

			“Did I tell you about the find in Maharashtra?” he asked.

			“Yes, of course,” said Ania, not remembering.

			“Didn’t you think it was exciting?”

			“Oh, completely.”

			“That’s the kind of buzz I’m talking about. If people knew, they’d be so eager to help us. Just think about it: if our preliminary conclusions are correct, we have found the remains of an ancient Buddhist monastery that no one knew about. It could tell us all sorts of things about the spread of Buddhism, trade routes, the tail end of the Gupta dynasty.”

			He was leaning forward, shoulders tensed, as though surrounded by the ghosts of the Gupta emperors. She felt an immediate ripple of sympathy: partly a desire to help him with a project that he considered vital but also compassion for the fact that these were the matters that governed his inner life.

			“Look, I’ll call some people. Let’s see if we can find some private sponsors for your lecture thing,” she said.

			“Who will you call?”

			“Does it matter? You wouldn’t know them even if I told you. You don’t know anyone. At every party you stand in a corner, being sarcastic, talking to the same four people. Even your sarcasm is too subtle for Delhi.”

			“Kamya said the same thing.”

			“Kamya?”

			“Kamya Singh-­Kaul.”

			“You know her?”

			“Yes, she’s back in town for a bit and happened to witness my terrible attempts at small talk. Maybe I should ask her to help. She seems to know everyone too.”

			Ania looked for signs of mischief in his face, any hints of a deliberate reference to the frustratingly ubiquitous Kamya Singh-­Kaul. But she saw only a clear-­eyed earnestness.

			“You can ask her if you want to, but there’s truly no need,” she said.

			“You really think you can find some sponsors?”

			“Of course I can. Before you know it, the whole country will be stampeding to find out about your monasteries.”

			“Thank you. I mean that. You’re really very lovely when you put your mind to it.”

			He gave her an awkward kiss on the cheek and walked away, raising his hand high above his head to say goodbye. It did not occur to Ania that the funds for Dev’s project could come from her family or indeed his own; their charity extended only to long-­standing, prestigious causes. More minor ameliorations to society would have to be accomplished on someone else’s dime.

			She poured herself a little more tea. The day was getting warmer. She slipped off her jacket and closed her eyes, turning her face up toward the hazy winter sun. The woman at the next table continued to watch her.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FOUR

			Things shimmered. Or they glittered. Or they gleamed.

			Dimple understood that there were fine gradations in the luster of objects, that some kinds of dazzle were far more acceptable than others. But she worried that these nuances would always escape her. In the Khuranas’ drawing room, there were silver photo frames and lamps; on an occasional table lay an antique brass candle snuffer. She presumed that these all gleamed in a legitimate manner. But in some Khan Market shop windows there were those resplendent dinner sets at which Ania and her friends would roll their eyes: the wrong kind of radiance.

			This business of rightful shine seemed to extend to almost all areas of life. There were saris and belt buckles and curtains and cell phone cases and pen tops and earrings and table legs, all of whose sheen had to acquit itself in an appropriate manner. Dimple looked around the room once more. She supposed she would learn.

			Heels sounded on the parquet, and Dimple stood up.

			“Hello,” she said to the tall woman in the doorway, who was holding a bunch of long-­stemmed hydrangeas.

			“Do you know if anyone is here?” the woman asked.

			“I think Ania is coming down now.”

			“Oh, well, I’ll just carry on.”

			Dimple had run into Marina before. The woman came to the Khuranas’ twice a week with an assistant to see to the flowers in the house. She could probably have dispatched the assistant to replace the arrangements, but if someone had free run of the Khurana house twice a week, why wouldn’t they take advantage of it?

			Dimple wondered whether it was appropriate at this stage in their friendship for her to make her own way up to Ania’s bedroom. They had spent hours there in the past months, but she had always been led there. It was difficult to know what to do.

			She could hear the clack of claws on the stairs as poor, ancient Sigmund made steady upward progress. There was a low growl and a snuffle. The clacking stopped. Sigmund had reached the first floor.

			Dimple walked to the entrance hall and admired Marina’s handiwork on the center table. Through an open door came a faint, comforting waft of furniture polish. Soon she returned to the French doors and, using her phone, took a picture of herself with her back to the garden. Sitting on a bench on the patio, she cropped and sharpened the image, applying various filters. And then she deleted it.

			One evening as a guest of the Khuranas at the Delhi Gymkhana, Dimple had overheard the infamous socialite Nina Varkey describing a village in Austria: “It’s pleasant, there is a lovely view of the lake, a clock tower, and those charming wooden houses. A picturesque village, but I would say there is absolutely no need to stop there—­it’s a place to pass through on one’s way somewhere else.”

			Dimple pictured the village as Nina’s words ran through her head. They were oddly familiar words. They seemed to her a perfect articulation of how these people viewed her. She had made herself picturesque over the past couple of years, slimmed down to achieve the correct angles, learned to appreciate the value of a great blow-­dry. But still the gaze was always fleeting, the interest already on its way elsewhere. Even Dev, the most attentive of Ania’s friends, had a dutiful set to his face when he spoke to her, as though he were listening to a hospital patient narrate her symptoms.

			These people. She couldn’t believe she was in their midst. These people who seemed to have been created to sell newspapers. At best, they allowed themselves to be glimpsed getting into a sleek car or being ushered through a faraway door. But she had got much closer.

			Led by Ania, Dimple had seen so many sights for the first time, her face remaining impassive only with great effort. Elderly women, wild with drink, being led down the stairs by a waiter, their diamonds catching the light; duffel bags full of cash heaved onto a table after a game of rummy; girls in high heels asleep in men’s laps; a woman made up for a photo shoot breast-­feeding her five-­year-­old son.

			She thought of her mother, rail thin, clinging to a personal brand of austerity that even their poorer relatives could not understand. A plea for an ice cream on a hot day was to be refused not because of the expense but because acquiescence was the thin end of the wedge. Her mother was nobody’s fool. If there were treats to be had, she would decide when to buy them. When Dimple was ten, she had once stolen loose change from her mother’s purse, bought and eaten three bars of chocolate, one after the other, and then vomited them all up in terrified heaves in a gutter outside the coaching center.

			She heard her mother’s voice again, pitched soft and low, so that the students on her verandah would be forced to concentrate to catch every word. The young men with bobbing Adam’s apples and downy mustaches, heads bowed over their texts, creatures of such habit and discipline: early-morning prayers and patriotic songs, the raising of the saffron flag, an allegiance to all that was pure and righteous. Her mother reveled in their shared beliefs, that India was an exclusively Hindu country and should return to its former Hindu glories. And in the room on the other side of the open window, Dimple would also be listening to her mother while using a razor blade to sharpen her pencils, each shaving cascading into one flawless curl.

			“I think I’m going to try a shorter style for the summer,” said Ania.

			Dimple immediately stopped her exasperated account of a colleague’s idiosyncracies. She had noticed that Ania, like many in her circle of friends, would change the subject with a startling abruptness whenever it suited her.

			“Even the thought of another Delhi summer is making my neck itch,” said Ania.

			“The summer here makes me long for home. There’s nothing like the cool breeze that comes off the lake first thing in the morning.”

			Dimple hardly ever referred to her hometown but felt comfortable enough doing so with Ania, who had displayed a genuine ­curiosity about her life rather than a sneering disdain. It was true that Dimple had been surprised at the extent of Ania’s ignorance. But she also felt energized at the unusual prospect of being the person who could finally impart some useful knowledge.

			“Actually I was in the hills this last weekend,” said Dimple.

			“Where?”

			“Simla.”

			“Ugh. Why?”

			“Ankit and his sisters asked me to go along with them, and I thought, haan, why not?”

			“What the hell is wrong with you? You went to Simla with them?”

			“They’re the first people I met when I moved to Delhi, and they’ve all been really sweet to me. You know, they’re not stupid or anything. You can have really interesting conversations with Ankit. And we all went to a fun fair. It was really good fun.”

			“I can’t believe what I’m hearing. Seriously? A fun fair, for God’s sake?”

			Dimple put her hands in her lap and widened her eyes in apology.

			“I’m sorry, but I didn’t think there was anything wrong with that,” she said.

			“My God, if there’s anything you’ve learned from me, surely it’s the meaning of irony and context. I mean, we’ve all done completely ridiculous things but always knowing that they are ridiculous and awful. But to actually do them thinking they’re normal and acceptable . . . What were you thinking?”

			“It was just a bit of fun.”

			“You’re insane. Anyone could have been photographing you. Imagine turning up on someone’s Instagram looking like you’re having the time of your life at a fun fair in Simla.”

			“People take pictures of you, not me. Anyway, I was happy to be there.”

			“Life isn’t always about fun, Dee. We have responsibilities. To ourselves.”

			At the Khurana home, Dimple had seen a small Chola bronze of a reclining Parvati that cost more than the entire apartment building where she lived. Ania owned a sapphire ring that had once belonged to a famous German aristocrat. Dimple’s interest and anxiety were not motivated by envy but by a vast greed for knowledge. Who made these things? When? At whose request? Who sold them? And how did they end up in a mansion on Prithviraj Road?

			The move to Delhi had been difficult and daunting. When Dimple had first arrived four years ago, there had been everyday arguments in the dirty flat she’d inhabited with five others; a long commute often sharing a single metro seat with two other women; the knowledge that she was being cheated on every transaction by brokers, agents, and middlemen; but now, at last, there was a measure of contentment. She felt that these days she laughed more and worried less, although sometimes when she was with Ania and her friends she had begun to worry more again. At least she no longer fretted constantly about jobs in other industries that paid more and offered increased job security. Her own job was fine, and she found it interesting, mostly, and it had given her the opportunity to meet people who would never have crossed her path before. Her greatest stroke of luck was meeting Ania at the launch party of a restaurant she was promoting at the time. Knowing her tastes now, it was astonishing that Ania had even made an appearance.

			“I think a short style for the summer would be perfect,” said Dimple.

			Along with her acts of mercy at Dr. Bhatia’s hospital, Ania also paid occasional visits to a shelter for stray cats and dogs in East of Kailash. She never seemed to have enough time to contribute to the paperwork or to help with the cleaning or feeding, so she pitched in by taking selfies with the most photogenic inmates, which were admired by her many thousands of followers on social media. The shelter was grateful for her efforts, as each post inevitably led to substantial publicity and at least a couple of animals finding caring homes.

			In some ways, Ania’s initial interest in Dimple’s affairs could be placed on the same spectrum of charitable instincts as the one that led her to the animal shelter. When Dimple stared in confusion, widening her large brown eyes, Ania’s heart gave a little flip. But over time she had become genuinely fond of Dimple and didn’t see why the girl shouldn’t reap the rewards of a superlative Delhi social life just because of her unfortunate beginnings. These handicaps could be overcome, provided one had an excellent instructor. Ania would be able to impart the gloss that Dimple required, acquaint her with the necessary culture, mention her to the people who mattered. Her experience with dear Renu had taught her that people were often unaware that they required assistance; when they found themselves the subject of a kind intervention, they were usually overcome with gratitude.

			In the study fireplace, there was a flare and crackle as the last smoldering log settled. The empty glasses smelled of scotch, and a cold draft pressed its way around the closed door. As she called for one of the maids to turn off all the lamps and prepared to go upstairs, Ania wondered what she could do about the Ankit situation.

			She wondered if she was being harsh but knew that she was acting in Dimple’s best interests. It would be altogether too depressing to see her end up with someone like Ankit, after all her progress. Dimple would defend him, it was in her nature: he had a lovely face, but more than that, he was respectful and honest; she owed his family many kindnesses. Besides, their business was doing so well; in fact, they were opening a second branch of Tip-­Top Fashions soon. But poor Dimple, it would all be such a terrible waste.

			Ania saw the cheap cardigans and gaudy shawls in the shop, the nasty sequins strewn on an ill-­fitting pair of jeans; she could picture, unwillingly, the apartment upstairs with extra chairs and gas cylinders crammed onto the balcony; the cycle rickshaws outside the shop, their drivers throwing their bidis into the churned-up mud; the sapling outside the door almost dead in its pot.

			It was up to her to make Dimple see all this too: that life with Ankit would soon thrum with disappointment, and, even worse, contempt. Ania’s Delhi was unforgiving. If it saw a scar or a wart, it turned away for good.

			She knew that she had to be realistic. There were men in her circle who would try to unbutton Dimple’s blouse in the back seat of a car but would be horrified at the suggestion that they might date her. Dimple had to be protected from those beasts. What was required was a good-­looking and charismatic man whose family was not too overbearing, someone who would appreciate Dimple’s qualities: her curiosity, her loyalty, her good sense.

			She had to arrange matters to Dimple’s best advantage. She would make the people she knew accept Dimple in the way she herself did.

			Now, who?

			Bunty was still unattached. He was sweet and very attentive in bed, apparently, but there was that reptile of a mother to contend with.

			She hadn’t seen Sohail for a year or two: could he have left Delhi? He was presentable and well-­mannered but had an inept air about him. Maybe it was the way his eyes bulged slightly, but he had the look of a man who had never made a woman orgasm.

			Satpal was nice enough and from a reasonably cultivated family who wouldn’t consider themselves too grand for a girl like Dimple. But God, that earnestness and all those bloody Rumi quotes.

			Savio was lovely but too sarcastic to be straight.

			Shantanu was probably one of the most handsome men she had ever seen, but, of course, he was all too aware of that. Plus, it was embarrassing to go out with him, he was so weird about tipping.

			Fahim.

			Ania had known Fahim for two or three years now, perhaps longer; it was so hard to tell. As a journalist, there was a time when no one knew who he was and then, all of a sudden, everyone knew him. He was seen at rooftop parties in Jor Bagh; he would wave from across the room at receptions in foreign embassies; some haughty dame at the next table was always pressing him to have the steamed ginger pudding at the India International Centre. Of course, it was around the time one of his big stories broke, and people did want to know about how he managed to go undercover and whether he was shot at and that sort of thing. But then people lost interest quite soon; and in spite of that, Fahim was still seen everywhere that one went. Perhaps he was still doing stories on unspeakable things. Ania felt terrible that she didn’t know and resolved to take a greater interest in his life.

			She began to prepare for bed, pinning her hair back, making sure the air purifier had been turned on.

			Since her triumph with the colonel and Renu, she was more convinced than ever that providence left little clues for mortals to find, encounters and opportunities that would glow at the right moment in a world humming with hazard. There was, after all, a reason she had recently run into Fahim at an art fair. Someone a few years younger might be preferable, but he was a fine choice.

			The hot-water bottle had been filled for her and tucked under her quilt. She put it in her lap as she dabbed some serum under her eyes. The warmth flooded over her lap and rose up into her chest, a little like the warmth she felt when she knew she had been intuitive enough, humane enough, to transform someone’s life.

			Across the room her phone beeped.

			She picked it up, read Dimple’s message a few times, and walked slowly back to the bed. Ania forgot that she hadn’t yet applied night cream on her neck or her arms and got under the covers, her hands pressing down on the roiling heat of the hot-water bottle. In the dark she listened for another message, but none came after the one she had already read.

			“Oh my God, Ankit is here, look don’t worry, everything’s fine. But I think we’re just about to do it. See you tomorrow!!”
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