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About the Book


Anand is a Bangalore success story: successful, well-married, rich. At least, that’s how he appears. But, if his little factory is to grow, he needs land and money and, in the New India, neither of these is easy to find. 




Kamala, Anand’s family’s maid, lives perilously close to the edge of disaster. She and her clever teenage son have almost nothing, and their small hopes for self-betterment depend on the contentment of Anand’s wife: a woman to whom whims come easily. 




But Kamala’s son keeps bad company. Anand’s marriage is in trouble. And the murky world where crime and land and politics meet is a dangerous one for a good man, particularly one on whom the wellbeing of so many depends. 
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One

Anand K. Murthy had two windows in his office. The first, narrow and with a stiff latch that he struggled to open, provided a glimpse of the factory campus. The second, his favorite, was a soundproofed scenic window that overlooked a production bay. Anand was long past the stage where he needed to supervise the workings of the factory floor in minute daily detail, but it was a sight that gave him an unfailing sense of satisfaction.

He stood there now, the weight of the approaching day settling about him. He was not prone to nervousness, no, certainly not, but today he was unquestionably experiencing a phantom version of it: dry mouth, quickened breathing, a pulse that danced uncontrollably up and down his spine. He reached for a glass of water set on a plastic coaster that had the words CAUVERY AUTO embossed in orange letters upon an indigo blue background.

A knock on the open door; he put down the water glass and smiled in welcome.

‘Come in, come in, good morning.’ The sight of Mr Ananthamurthy did something to soothe him.

The operations manager had worked with Anand since the early years of the company. Fifteen years previously, Ananthamurthy had been an older man whose quiet manner belied years of operational experience; now Anand realized, with a sudden shock, that he was looking at someone approaching retirement. Physically, the years had not changed Ananthamurthy beyond turning the few long hairs combed over the bald surface of his head a little grayer and lining the outsides of his eyes. Otherwise, he was still the same: lean, upright, with that quality of absolute reliability, like an old Swiss watch, forever accurate and unfailing.

‘Good morning, sir. You have eaten?’ For fifteen years, Ananthamurthy had started their workday with this ritual query.

‘Yes, yes,’ said Anand, though that was rarely true. He was never hungry in the mornings. Later, he might have a glucose biscuit with his coffee. ‘And you?’

‘Yes, sir, thank you.’ Ananthamurthy did not, as was his wont, turn briskly to the work ahead. Instead, with a shy diffidence that overlay his usual gravity, he ceremoniously placed a plastic box on Anand’s table.

‘My wife and daughters insisted, sir,’ he said. ‘Such an important day for the factory, we visited the temple in the morning and they have sent this prasadam for you. Please take, sir.’

Anand obediently placed a tiny morsel of the sanctified sweet halwa in his mouth, feeling the sugar and wheat dissolve across his tongue. ‘Please thank your wife for me.’

‘I will, sir. She has plans to continue prayers through the day.’

Ananthamurthy would not say so, but Anand saw in his eyes a reflection of the same eager hope that burnt within him.

Anand pressed a button on his phone to speak to his secretary. In a fantasy world, this would be a young woman, perhaps from Goa, who answered to a name like Miss Rita and sported daring short skirts and blouses that clung to her bosom. Reality, however, was Mr Kamath, bald and so frighteningly efficient, he was one of the bulwarks of Anand’s professional life, never to be voluntarily sacrificed. ‘Kamath? Where is everybody? And later, I want to see that computer fellow.’

His words served as an automatic trigger to Ananthamurthy.

‘That fellow,’ he said, referring to the newly hired computer service engineer, ‘is not able to take direction.’ Anand listened patiently, knowing that Ananthamurthy’s complaints were not really against the person but about the process. The increased automation in the factory premises was spreading with virus-like pervasiveness, to the great perturbation of Ananthamurthy, who, with aging consternation, was still unsuccessfully grappling with the notion of email, tapping out his correspondence letter by letter, glancing feverishly between screen and fingers with every stroke. Anand often thought it was time to organize a mandatory course on word processing for all his employees.

Two more people entered his office, and Anand assessed them with new eyes, as though seeing them for the first time.

Mrs Padmavati of the accounts department was the first to arrive. She walked in as she usually did, with a brisk air and a quick step. Her efficiency was legendary – as was her quick temper at the careless mistakes of others. Her appearance, like her work style, was excessively tidy: her cotton saree neatly folded and pinned at the shoulder, her long hair severely quieted with coconut oil and tied into a braid that lay in a thick line from her neck to the base of her spine. Her decorative accessories were few and not beyond the obligatory: small gold earrings at her lobes, a thin gold chain with her marriage mangalsutra at the end. No rings, no bangles, all her accessorial energies seemed to revolve around the enormous handbag that accompanied her to every meeting, a bag so capacious that awed male colleagues had witnessed the emergence of infinite objects from within, from wallets to a laptop, magazines, a present for a colleague, and, improbably, a tiny videogame console that Mrs Padmavati claimed belonged to her nine-year-old son but in fact was spotted feverishly attacking on the commute home on the factory bus. She had worked with the company for five years, gaining seniority, and this was the first time Anand had invited her to a senior-level management meeting.

If he was honest, it hadn’t been very often that he had had a management meeting. Until recently, ‘senior management’ had consisted of just himself and Ananthamurthy, each of them undertaking a variety of tasks.

But it was time to change all that. He had broached the idea with Ananthamurthy a few weeks previously, and Ananthamurthy, who had recently been gifted a management book by his son-in-law and was reading it in his spare time, had agreed with him: ‘We must professionalize, sir. That is the key.’

Accordingly, Anand, who had kept the company finances under his strict control, was now toying with the idea of making Mrs Padmavati his CFO. She was pleased to be included in the meeting and, Anand could tell, was both nervous and eager to prove herself. She placed her handbag on the floor and sat erect, holding a notepad, a pen, and a calculator at the ready. In addition, they had hired a new HR person, who trailed into the meeting after her.

‘Okay then,’ said Anand, after they had liberally partaken of Ananthamurthy’s box of sweet prasadam. ‘Let’s review our preparations, so we know exactly where we stand.’ He hesitated, pushed his glasses up his nose, and then stated what everybody in the room already knew. ‘Tomorrow can be the most important day for our company, I think.’

The sheet moldings and pressings made by Cauvery Auto were sold to automotive companies that assembled passenger cars and other vehicles out of them for the Indian market. They had built the business painstakingly over the years, chasing after orders, waiting for hours, sometimes days, for meetings with purchasing managers, godlike beings in sanctified inner offices who were seemingly unaware of Anand in the waiting room, his 9:00 A.M. appointment ticking past lunch and through the afternoon until he was asked, sweaty, hungry, angry, but still patient, to come back the next day. Yes, so sorry, sir is very busy, hopefully he will be able to see you tomorrow.

But now, finally, they were on the cusp of a different phase. The following morning, their largest customers would arrive, bringing with them representatives of the Japanese parent company. They would tour the facilities, scrutinize, inspect, and have endless discussions on production capabilities and future scope. If the day went well, Cauvery Auto could end up supplying the international market as well. The thought of that was unbelievably heady. Anand could not fool himself; this was a rare prize; there would be plenty of other companies competing for it, many of them (he feared) better positioned than Cauvery Auto.

If they won the order, it would transform all their lives. It would spell stability, growth, profits, not just for the company but for all of them – him, Ananthamurthy, Mrs Padmavati, everyone – easing the financial struggles of their lives and allowing very different futures to bloom for their families.

In the late morning, Anand went on a tour of inspection. The production floor was always kept in good working condition, but some of the workers’ uniforms had been replaced, and the accounts department had used the occasion to purchase new ergonomic chairs in a bright orange for their workstations. Anand did not mind; these things contributed to workplace efficiency, ease, and bonhomie, and he had overridden Ananthamurthy’s muttered objections to the expense. ‘After all,’ the operations manager had said, ‘we are not one of those American-style call centers, is it not?’ His own daughter worked in one such call center in the city, and Mr Ananthamurthy had visited her workplace one day and come away slightly scandalized. ‘Too much waste,’ he said. ‘And all for what? For answering a few phone calls. Where is the skill in that?’

Neat flower beds lined the outside walls of the factory buildings; the gardeners were scouring them for weeds. Anand felt the knot in his back ease, an involuntary welling of pleasure within, a shy disbelief that his efforts had yielded this campus, this precision, this grace.

He paused outside one of the warehouses, whose freshly painted sign said: GOWDON 2.

‘That is a wrong spelling, no?’ he said. ‘That is not how you spell godown.’

‘I’ll check, sir,’ said the painting supervisor and made a note.

The watchmen saluted as he walked past. Their uniforms were in the corporate colors – orange shirts and indigo pants, chosen in line with his mother-in-law’s suggestion, in the days when her opinion mattered. ‘So pretty, these colors,’ she had said. ‘Like bird-of-paradise, my favorite flower.’ Anand had blindly agreed – and was aghast to learn that in her youth she had once been referred to as a bird-of-paradise herself, a compliment never forgotten. She now spent her time telling acquaintances of her son-in-law’s delicate tribute. He in turn ignored her arch references to the subject, which, in his mind, made the best of an awkward situation.

The clock ran faster than Anand; he didn’t pause for lunch, satisfying his hunger with passing cups of coffee and glucose biscuits grabbed off the plates Kamath supplied for every meeting in his office. They were without end, everyone nervous, running plans and presentations by him relentlessly.

After the initial faux pas with the bird-of-paradise colors, his wife had recommended the anonymous safety of an interior designer who could create for Anand an office as it ought to be: well carpeted and tastefully furnished. Anand had ignored her suggestion. His office was just as he liked it: simple, uncluttered, a large desk, some chairs to one side that could be dragged up for a conference, and best of all, the soundproofed scenic factory window.

At 6:00 P.M., Ananthamurthy, Mrs Padmavati, the HR person, and Kamath assembled in his office, a collective air of exhaustion about them. They had done all that they could; tomorrow was in the hands of the gods. Ananthamurthy, on the principle of leaving no stone unturned, was detailing the early morning prayers he would conduct on the morrow to ensure divine favors. For Anand, divinity consisted of preparing meticulously and leaving nothing to chance. He did not know quite how to articulate his next concern; he said: ‘I will be wearing a jacket, I think. And a tie.’

‘You will be very hot, sir,’ said Ananthamurthy, with mild surprise at this suggested deviation from the customary dress code of polyester pants and cotton shirts.

It was Mrs Padmavati who grasped the underlying point Anand was trying to make. ‘Everyone should wear ties, sir, is it not? Or, in my case, a silk saree. For smart appearance.’

‘Yes,’ said Anand in relief. ‘Yes. I think so.’

Ananthamurthy stood next to him, gazing down at the large, high-ceilinged bay, the machinery gleaming, the room flooded with light, so clean, so sterile; the very air seemed subdued and devoid of the dust particles that circulated outside the factory. The others had filed out, leaving the two of them alone.

Anand was normally the one to energize, to reassure, but now he gave way to sudden doubt. ‘We are ready, no?’

‘I think we’re ready, sir,’ said Ananthamurthy.

‘A great success if it comes through,’ said Anand. ‘A great success for us, Ananthamurthy.’

‘If it comes through,’ said Ananthamurthy, prosaically, ‘we will be in urgent need of more land, sir. At least ten acres. Without it, we will not be able to proceed. As it is …’

Anand sighed. ‘Yes, yes.’ Land outside the city for industrial development was notoriously difficult to organize. ‘I’ll get on to it right away, Ananthamurthy.’

On the way home, on a sudden impulse, Anand took a small, unplanned detour into a low-grade industrial area. It was just a few kilometers from his factory, but it was an entry into a different, desperate world. The roads were hasty-made, unplanned, unpaved, and ravined by the rains. There were no large, graceful factory compounds here, no high-roofed shop floors, no landscaping. These factory sheds were little more than utilitarian shop floors built in desperate confinement, cheek by jowl, not wasting space, aesthetic-free, populated by workers who wore no uniforms and belonged to no unions. Anand’s low-bottomed car was out of place here; this was an area frequented by scooters and hardy transportation vans.

He parked on a muddy side slope, setting his hand brake, ignoring the few curious glances he received, and made his way to a shed in the distance. It was indistinguishable from its peers, tin-roofed, coated with grime and soot, the dark enfolded within barely alleviated with a few tube lights. He ignored the somnolent watchman who sat on a stool below a board bearing the name of the current proprietor and peeped in.

The hot-oil odor of the place, the clangorous noise of overworked secondhand machines remained unchanged. He didn’t know the present owners, whoever they were, but this shed held the history of his first years as an independent businessman. He could not afford a car then and had driven to work through mud and rain on a sky-blue scooter, license number KA O4 R 618, which, by the end of its days, had sported dents and a long rip on the backseat.

Anand had recently watched, mesmerized, a National Geographic television program about early American pioneers pressing into the hostile western regions of their country – and had thoroughly identified with them. Like those pioneers, he had survived an unimaginably hostile world. A world where everything had to be fought for, every detail planned. Things that could go wrong, would. Things that shouldn’t go wrong, did. Add to that the Indian government, a strange, cavernous beast that lay hidden in grottoes and leapt out, tentacles flailing, suckers greedy for bribes. When things broke down, one kept moving, for to stop was to signal the end. To complain was to waste breath. To fuss was a luxury. And the next time around, one planned even more cautiously, as best as one could, creating backup at every level, for untrained workers that the law did not easily allow to fire, for insufficient power, for no water, for no sewerage, for telephones-on-the-blink, potholed roads, disintegrating ports, for whimsical suppliers, careless of quality, who had to be chased and cornered to deliver on their promises – yes, sir, of course, sir, I am delivering today, sir. Oh, sir, don’t say that, of course I am delivering today. God promise, sir. Problem is, sir, my sister’s husband’s niece’s wedding.

There were times, in the early years, when the battle fatigue hit Anand so hard he would almost stop, dreading the next phone call, harbinger of trouble, of something gone wrong, of chaos unanticipated. But something in him had clung on, blindly, and he had managed to pull himself out of the primordial slime and say, very simply, yes, we can do it. We can produce things of world-class quality, and we can deliver them on time. And in him lay the strength that comes from such alchemical magic, the power discovered within himself to take environmental dross and turn it into pure gold.

He walked back to his car and reversed slowly out of the area. He would mention this visit to Ananthamurthy, who had toiled in this old, greasy shed by his side. Or perhaps not. Neither of them was particularly given to romanticizing their past; Ananthamurthy would probably stare at him in surprise and wonder why Anand was telling him things he already knew.

On the drive home, Anand found himself rehearsing parts of the speech that he would be making the following day. ‘Welcome,’ he said, to the steering wheel. ‘Welcome.’ He fell prey to his usual insecurities for a fleeting moment and wished that he had certain natural advantages: of height, a better speaking voice, the ability to size up people at a glance and the charisma to instantly win them over. ‘Welcome,’ he tried. The highway bestrode a gentle ridge, covered by the rising tide of the endless city, colored cinder-block houses topped with black plastic water tanks racing up the slope in a wave. His car nudged past stained city walls layered with cinema and political advertisements, the film actors posed with an engaging artfulness not quite mastered by the politicians: plug-ugly, with odd hair and shifty smiles like wanted crime posters gone coy and desperate to please. ‘Welcome,’ he said, in passing. Not. Behenchuths.


Two

The shiny little hatchback car appeared in exquisite contrast to its surroundings, the metal glossy, the padded interior cool with air-conditioned comfort. The road it traversed was composed of tar and dirt and fetid garbage and flooded with a wash of pedestrian traffic that spilled into the path of the car in careless, dusty profusion. There was little room to maneuver within the press of human habitation: shops, dwellings, tiffin rooms, all crammed together, higgledy-piggledy, dangerously one-atop-the-other, falling right off, a miracle of wishful architecture and denuded finances.

From where she stood, next to the onion seller’s cart, Kamala studied the passage of the vehicle with something akin to pride. She did not own the car, it was true. She had never been inside this or any other car. But she had watched the owner grow into his current eminence from a dusty schoolboy (not too different from her own) playing cricket in the gully outside her home and being scolded by his mother, who, like her, cleaned houses for a living.

The car stopped next to a new building painted a cheerful pink. He was here to visit his parents after a break of several months; Kamala, along with the rest of the neighborhood, knew all the details. Who could have anticipated it? That he would win a scholarship, that he would study engineering, that he would find employment with a company in Pune, and flourish so well that his parents could give up their jobs cleaning houses and tending gardens and live, like royalty, in bright pink homes and have him visit, driving all the way from Pune in his bright new car.

She would pay them a visit later, Kamala decided, carrying some fruit with her. That would be perfectly acceptable. To visit, and to congratulate them on their success – and find out how such success was to be achieved.

She turned her attention back to the onion in her hand, testing the weight of it on her palm. It was still warm, trapping within itself the dregs of the day’s heat and of the various human hands that had handled it. Unlike with other vegetables, there was no real art to the purchase of an onion. For tomatoes in season, for instance, one might bide one’s time through the day – wait for the morning rush of customers to subside, for the remaining tomatoes to ripen further in the noonday sun, turning lush and red and plump with juice, until evening time, when the vendors were eager to get rid of them at any price; the tomatoes would not survive the damp of the night. That was the judicious time to buy. But onions were different; hardy, unromantic vegetables, their price did not change with the passage of the day but with seasonal supply. At times, a kilo of onions cost five rupees and, frugally husbanded, could last a week, but in the low season, the prices went up by so much that one usually did without.

‘Sister, are you going to purchase it or not? What is so special about that one onion?’

Kamala started. ‘Forgive me, brother, I’ll take these,’ she said and picked out two more, handing them to the onion seller for weighing.

The paper-wrapped onions joined the other vegetables inside her woven plastic bag. In addition to onions, she had bought a quarter kilo of green beans, some potatoes, carrots, and two tomatoes. She would cook them into a rich kurma, she decided, the stew thickened with coconut and spices and oil, and serve it on steaming hot rice to her son for dinner.

She walked homeward, passing the parked car on her way, and could not resist peeping in through the glass window, touching the metal door handle for good luck.

The gully she lived in was off the main alley and narrow enough that she could span the gap between the houses by stretching out her hand. ‘Stop, stop,’ she called to the young boys hitting at a cricket ball. ‘Rest your game a moment till I pass.’ Until recently, her son would have been one of their number, playing cricket in the gully and getting scolded when the ball bounced and crashed against the walls of the houses that ran down each side, but, as he grew, he discovered new pursuits that took him farther afield. Right now, he was nowhere to be seen, but he would come home as soon as dinner was ready, as though summoned magically by the scent of fresh-cooked food.

She entered a small, narrow courtyard with several single-story dwellings clustered around it. The largest comprised four rooms and was the home of the landlord. The smallest, a single room, belonged to Kamala.

She put her bag of vegetables down and went to the bathing area to wash her hands and feet. By the time Kamala was seated on the stoop outside her door, the pile of vegetables washed, a plate and a knife laid ready on the ground, the landlord’s mother had emerged from her own house, as she usually did, with some of her own dinner preparations in hand. The chopping of vegetables and the cleaning of rice gave them an opportunity to inspect each other’s menus, proffer suggestions, and enjoy a gentle gossip.

‘Oho!’ the landlord’s mother said. ‘You are planning a feast of vegetables.’

‘I got a little greedy, yes, amma,’ said Kamala. ‘It’s been a time since I prepared a nice vegetable kurma for my boy.’

‘Kamala-daughter, he is at the age when he could eat all the vegetables in the world and still be hungry for more,’ said the landlord’s mother. ‘His schoolwork, it’s going well?’

Kamala grimaced; a boy as clever as her son should not find it so difficult to sit quietly at his studies. ‘His studies would go well,’ she said, ‘if he paid them a little more attention.’

‘He is very smart,’ the landlord’s mother said placatingly. ‘He is sure to do well, do not worry. He is smart and full of ambition.’

Kamala was unable to explain why it was her son’s sense of ambition that made her so uneasy.

‘And your good son, amma?’ she asked. ‘He is well, and your daughter-in-law also?’ This was a delicate question, since the landlord’s wife had recently quarreled with her husband and was now living at her brother’s house. The courtyard had echoed with raised voices and slammed doors, an unusual occurrence for an otherwise quiet-spoken couple, but with three children fully grown, they had not planned for her current pregnancy and it seemed to throw both of them into turmoil. ‘As well as can be expected. Pregnant, after all these years! What a pair of fools they are, at this age.’

Mindful of her audience, Kamala didn’t give full rein to her enjoyment of such an intemperate latter-day romance, though she could not resist saying, ‘Blame it on the full moon, amma. Even Radha and Krishna were not immune to it.’

The old lady regarded her with a fulminating eye. ‘Radha and Krishna were not old enough to be grandparents themselves!’ She laughed reluctantly. ‘Well, a baby is always welcome. Such a joy, unlike us old ones, always grumbling …’

The peace of the evening settled about the courtyard; the sounds of cicadas and crickets mingled with the voices from the other rooms, pleasantly close, pleasantly hushed. An old kerosene lamp warmed Kamala’s room and filled it with a gentle yellow light that made strange shadows upon the walls.

Her ears caught the creak of the courtyard gate as the vegetable kurma was on its last simmer. The air was redolent with spices and coconut, and her son came nosing through, sniffing like a starving puppy.

‘No! No!’ she said. ‘Not a mouthful until you have washed yourself.’

The mug’s worth of water splashed over his face and hands and feet was more a ritual of pleasing his mother than any real attempt to clean himself; Narayan flung himself on the ground next to Kamala as she heaped his plate with hot rice and ladled the vegetable stew over it. At first he was too hungry to do more than eat, mixing the rice and gravy quickly with his right hand and shoveling it into his mouth, his fingers ready with the next morsel before he had swallowed the last. His eyes, though, held the sparkle of news, and Kamala waited patiently for him to finish. There was a simple contentment in watching him eat that never went away.

The fact was, and she accepted it now, that no matter how much she fed him, his skin would never achieve the soft luxuriance that the children of the wealthy possessed, ample with flesh and free from city dust. The bread and coffee she gave him for breakfast, the three rotis she packed with pickle for his lunch, the rice and vegetables she fed him at dinner could not compete with the quantities of food available in the homes where she worked, their kitchens filled with eggs and meats and packets of chips and milk and cake. They ate so much, those children, that their plumpness frequently distended to fat, their bellies bursting forth to hang above their trousers.

Not so, her son. His body used every scrap of food ingested, much as hers did. His face was lean, his naked body thin and corded with muscle and bone. For all that, he was strong; he could lift his mother and swing her about, laughing while she shrieked. And his mind was ever alert, constantly devising new ways of getting himself into trouble. When he had been younger, she had been charmed by his inventiveness, laughing with pleasure at his antics and comparing him favorably to his peers, especially that stolid Ganesha who lived opposite, whose mud-encrusted mind was free from independent thought and always looked to his mother’s face for answers. But now, that same stolid Ganesha had grown into a boy who worked at his studies in the evenings and gave his mother no trouble.

‘Did they give you much homework today, in school?’ she asked. Narayan’s eyes met hers, so brimful of mischief that her heart immediately sank. She gazed sternly at him, trying to decipher his actions. And immediately understood. ‘Bad boy!’ she raged. ‘How could you! Do not tell me you have missed school again! Bad child! Why do you do this!’

‘Don’t shout, Amma,’ he said. ‘It was for a very good reason. See what I have brought for you.’ He emptied out his pockets and displayed, before his mother’s astonished gaze, a collection of notes and coins. ‘All for you! See?’

‘But where did you get this? Child, what have you done!’

But Narayan, with his inborn air of a showman, was not to be hurried. He ate the last scraps of his food. He washed out his plate and placed it to dry. And when he judged his mother was ready to explode, he sat down and told her his news.

‘It was that Raghavan’s idea,’ he said, not quieting Kamala’s anxiety a bit. Raghavan was three years older than her son, and a product of the streets. His father was a drunk, his mother something worse, and he had survived doing god-knows-what. He was tough, resourceful, and in Kamala’s view, not at all to be trusted. Not for Raghavan a life of decent hard work; he had about him an air of raffish dissoluteness and was always talking of ways to make money quickly.

Kamala disliked him and absolutely hated his friendship with her son. He would lead Narayan down wrongful paths, Raghavan, with his heavy-lidded eyes, and his pack of lazy, good-for-nothing friends, who thought that smoking cigarettes like their favorite movie star was sufficient to render them just like him. And if in his movie roles, the star stared with disrespectful, lustful eyes at passing girls, so must they. As he fought and defeated the corrupt lathi-stick-wielding policeman with his bare hands, so too must they mock and harass the local traffic policeman, who did nothing worse than stand tiredly at the street corner occasionally misdirecting the traffic. When his movies suggested that outspoken, defiant damsels needed acid thrown on their faces or were indeed asking to be raped, they nodded wisely. When he played a poor man who challenged the authority of the rich, he did so to the untrammeled appreciation of Raghavan and his friends, who refused to recognize that the actor lived, in his off-camera life, an existence fully as wealth-encrusted as the ones he opposed on-screen. Kamala could not accept any of it. That irritating young male braggadocio, besides being unpleasantly disrespectful, conveyed, at its base, a distinct lack of common sense. That wretched actor, instead of (in his latest comedy) portraying a young man who defied his parents and survived on his wits by resorting to robbery along with a pretty female companion, why couldn’t he have played a young man who studied hard and listened to his mother and aspired to a job offer at a nice city office? Then all his besotted young male followers would follow suit, and all across the state, mothers would light lamps in thankfulness and young girls (and policemen) would sigh in relief. Or if the movie star should plead innocence and say, why, my work is just entertainment, why should I be asked to behave like a pious temple priest a-blessing the poor, then why couldn’t young idiots like Raghavan, thought Kamala, coming to the nub of the matter, realize that movies were one thing and real life something quite different? Fools.

So now she prepared to listen to Narayan with a certain amount of prejudice in her mind and a dread that the money he held had been acquired through illegal, dubious means.

‘Guess where I got this from, Amma,’ he said. She was in no mood to play guessing games over his latest deviltry. ‘Nonsense,’ she said. ‘Tell me immediately, how did you receive this money?’

‘From the street corner,’ he said.

‘What do you mean, from the street corner. What nonsense have you been up to? That policeman is going to catch you and give you a beating! And perhaps that would be a good thing!’

‘No, he will not, Amma. Don’t worry. He knows what I was doing; he is now my friend. Don’t worry so, it’s nothing wrong.’

And, trying her patience no further, he told her: he had spent the day selling magazines and newspapers to vehicles that halted at the traffic lights on the main road. ‘It works like this,’ he said. ‘The agent for the area gives us a full ten percent for selling magazines, and for some, even fifteen, twenty percent. And, Amma, I am really good at this; even the policeman said so. After just two hours I was selling as much as the senior boys who have been doing this for a long time.’

‘And that useless street-rascal Raghavan also did this? He sold magazines?’

‘Yes. Actually, he was the one who told us about it. But after a while, he went off to see a movie. I kept at it the entire day!’ Narayan counted out the money he had made – it was almost a hundred rupees. ‘Do you see?’ he said, gloating. ‘If I do this every day, Amma, I can earn as much as you do in a month!’

Kamala had not anticipated something like this. That her son, her little Narayan, should find out this clever way of making money and then proceed to do so very well at it – and not let himself be distracted by those louts who went off to the movie. The money he had made was not insignificant at all, not a sum she could dismiss. If what he said was true, if he could indeed sell these magazines so well – it made her mind spin giddily with the notion of suddenly having twice as much money at her disposal and the great easing of burden that would bring. But hard on the heels of such fantasy came a sobering reflection: if she let Narayan get seduced by such earnings today, then she would seal his fate; he would give up his hated studies immediately and settle into selling magazines for the rest of his life. There would be no school, no English, no office.

She paused a moment more, fighting the temptation of money. She met the brightness of her son’s eye with a smile and bit back her uncertainty. ‘It is a wonderful thing you have done,’ she said. ‘The little Lord Krishna, with all his mischief and cleverness, could not have done better!’

‘Tomorrow, I am going to go extra early,’ he said, ‘and make still more.’

‘You may do so,’ she said, ‘and again the day after, for it is the weekend. But on Monday, you will have to go back to school.’

‘But, Mother …’ he said, aghast at her foolishness.

‘No, Narayan,’ she said. ‘You cannot be selling things on the roadside your whole life. Do you not want to learn to speak English nicely and then get a job where you will make much more money?’

‘I can speak English,’ he said indignantly, and demonstrated by saying in that language: ‘I speaking English. I speaking English very good.’

She laughed. ‘See?’ he said, encouraged. ‘I do not have to go to that stupid school to learn that. I can speak Hindi and Tamil too; I have even learned a few words of Telugu.’ This was true; her son had, over the course of his life, magically absorbed these languages right through the pores of his skin from the very air in the city, which throbbed and thrummed with the spoken words of people from all over the world.

But she would not let his linguistic facility change her mind: Narayan must complete his schooling.


Three

The compound wall of his house stood tall, white, unadorned, and forbidding. When they had finally been able to afford the land, Anand had imagined a small, neat house with a large garden, his mind fondly resting on the old-fashioned Lakshmipuram bungalows in Mysore with their monkey-top gables and sloping roofs, but his wife had thrown her hands up in horror, oh, dear lord, no, let’s have a modern aesthetic for goodness’ sake, and since he knew nothing of such matters, he acquiesced and found himself with a sharp-angled house that seemed far too large for their needs. Far too large, certainly, for his: an overweight, cantilevered structure coyly trying to squeeze itself into a space several sizes too small, bursting at its plotular seams, almost spilling over onto the neighbors, leaving room for a small patch of grass in front and little else, sucking up air and space and whatever financial resources he could muster. Each month, Anand diligently paid off a segment of the bank loan that had funded the land and the construction; it would be another five years, he estimated, before the house was theirs. Longer, perhaps, for him to feel entirely at home in it.

All seemed quiet when he entered, the house settled in for the night, but this impression was deceptive. His wife erupted out of the bedroom.

‘You’re coming, no?’ Vidya said. ‘Don’t ditch, now!’ Her long hair spilled in sheaths down the front of her blouse, its manicured straightness a sign that she had spent the afternoon in the beauty parlor. ‘Don’t tell me “tomorrow is a very important day so you can’t come.”’

Anand took refuge in dignity. ‘I do have an important day tomorrow,’ he said, ‘but I’m coming. Of course I’m not ditching.’

‘Then come quickly,’ she said. ‘I’ve been ready for half an hour already.’

Anand could tell, by the way she was inserting large golden hoops into her ears as she walked downstairs, that this was not strictly true. ‘I won’t be long,’ he said. ‘The children are upstairs?’

‘Yeah,’ she said. ‘Valmika has some studying to do. Ey, she got an A on her bio test. Damn good, no? … And, listen, I just settled Pingu down to sleep, so don’t go disturbing him now.’

‘I won’t,’ he said, running up the stairs.

He went straight to his son’s bedroom. Vyasa was tucked into bed; Valmika, fourteen years old and seven years older than her brother, was seated on a rocking chair by his side, her toe balanced on the edge of the bed, swaying gently to and fro as she read aloud from a storybook. Anand paused a moment in the doorway watching their absorption in the story before they noticed him with matching smiles.

He hugged his daughter. ‘An A in bio, well done, yaar!’

‘Appa!’ said his son, impatiently claiming his attention. ‘I got hurt today. Mama shouted at me, and Akka laughed.’

Anand gave in to temptation. He flopped onto the bed next to Vyasa and arranged his arm about him. ‘How did you get hurt?’ he asked. ‘And why did Mama shout?’

‘I fell down in cricket, and I failed in maths so Mama shouted.’

‘Why, what happened?’

‘I was running to catch the ball and tripped. Then we had maths. My foot was hurting, and that’s why I forgot to study for the test, Appa.’

‘And I laughed,’ said his sister, poking at him with her big toe, ‘because you’re a goose … You should have studied for it the previous day, nut-mutt.’

Anand quieted his son’s indignation and kissed him good night, fighting the urge to surrender himself to the fatigue of the day, to be lulled into a gentle doze by the ebb and flow of his daughter’s voice as she resumed her storytelling. His children: a powerful joy, so simply achieved – a pleasant, straightforward act, and, nine months later, like magic, an exquisite happiness. He had expected to feel delight at the birth of his first child – for indeed, like everyone else, he had been weaned on ancient Indian tales of parental love on an epic scale: fathers who died when separated from their sons; mothers commanding respect from the strongest of men; daughters swept away by matrimony, carrying with them their fathers’ broken hearts; parents cursing those who harm their children through endless birth cycles – but he had yet been startled by the intensity of emotion that swept through him when his daughter was first placed in his arms. And, once again, two miscarriages and seven years later, at the birth of his son. And startled still further when such intensity didn’t fade with time; when, instead, it continued to manifest itself at odd moments, when he unexpectedly caught a glimpse of his children or heard their voices on the stairs and felt his heart tighten; when he listened to their accomplishments at school with a pleasureful, bashful pride; when he disciplined them for misbehavior and felt himself softening with tenderness even as he lectured them with stern voice.

‘Appa,’ his daughter hissed. ‘Mama’s coming.’ His wife’s tread sounded on the stairs and Anand ran for the shower, leaving his giggling children behind.

The drive to Amir and Amrita’s house was a relatively short one, twenty minutes rendered unpleasant by the shriek and grind of late evening traffic. Vidya was busy with her cellphone, returning the calls and messages that ran through the social arteries of her life; Anand alternately cursed at the traffic and worried if all was ready for the following day’s presentation.

The flat on Cunningham Road was plunged in darkness when they arrived. The sleeping watchman had to be roused, and Anand and Vidya followed his sluggish, waving torchlight down a path and round the back of the building. Vidya stumbled in her high heels on the pavement stones and Anand held out a hand to steady her.

‘God,’ she said, clutching tightly to his fingers, ‘I can’t believe they gave up that gorgeous Whitefield bungalow for this place. All that money from selling their software company – a deal that’s in all the bloody newspapers – and they move to a building without a generator. I mean, it’s all very well that they are giving all their money away to charitable causes, but at least they could live some-place decent!’

‘I don’t think they’re giving it all away, no?’ said Anand. ‘Just some of it.’

‘Don’t always disagree with me,’ she said, pulling her hand away as they reached the apartment.

‘Unscheduled power cut,’ their hostess laughed as she opened the door. ‘Watch the step.’ She ushered them through the house, her guests moving all by guess and to the sound of her voice urging them to step this way, mind that side table – through the living room and out to a little verandah.

Vidya might differ, but for Anand this verandah, facing a tiny garden, had a relaxed, comfortable charm that he missed in his own house with its studied, stylish formality. A long, low table was littered with candles and wine bottles; the surrounding divan piled with block-printed cushions. Anand sank down into the cushions next to his host, Amir, who was absentmindedly plucking chords on his guitar.

Though he had met Amir through Vidya, they had formed an instant friendship, the ease that Amir and Amrita shared with each other spilling over onto their friends and acquaintances. Anand sipped at his whiskey, lying back luxuriously and feeling the tension within him ease for the first time in hours. This was his notion of hospitality: casual, unfussy, a few good friends.

Amir was discussing road signs. ‘“Pederastrian Bridge,”’ he said, ‘my favorite of the day. And there were actually people walking through, right under that sign. Quite shamelessly. Some holding children by the hand too.’

‘“Bed shits,”’ Amrita called. ‘Saw that yesterday outside a linen sale. And “Ladies Bottoms.”’ She placed a bowl of nuts and a plate of kebabs on the low table and picked up her wineglass.

‘Ah, few things nicer than well-made ladies’ bottoms,’ her husband lazily said, putting aside his guitar and reaching for the nut bowl. ‘You should have bought a few.’

‘I’m gifting you with bed shits instead,’ Amrita said. ‘Vidya! A drink?’

Vidya flipped her phone closed. ‘Sorry,’ she said and sat on a cushion, slipping off her high-heeled sandals, ‘these endless calls are so annoying … You know, so nice to have an evening like this! So relaxing.’

‘Have a drink,’ said Amir.

‘Lovely!’ Vidya sipped at her vodka-tonic but left the glass sweating on the table when her phone rang. ‘Oh, it’s Pingu. Yes, baby? Couldn’t sleep …? Yes, I’ll be home soon, you just close your eyes and think of something nice … Akka’s there, but don’t disturb her, okay? She’s studying hard …’

‘Who else are you expecting?’ Anand thought he knew the answer to this, but couldn’t resist asking.

‘Just another couple,’ said Amir. ‘Colleagues from our old software days … Nice people. And Kavika. I’ve barely met her since she’s been back – be good to see her again.’

Anand glanced around. Vidya was busy with another call, another message. ‘What is Kavika doing here? She was with the UN, wasn’t she?’

‘That’s right! And really successful too,’ said Amrita. ‘But she’s given that up and she’s back with her baby. Well, toddler. She seems to be exploring options, but in the short term, she is going to be working with me on fund-raising for that scholarship program for underprivileged schoolchildren.’ She tapped Anand on the knee and smiled. ‘Thanks for your contribution, by the way. That was really generous.’

He shrugged it off, embarrassed, and asked instead: ‘She’s going to be here for some time?’

‘I hope so,’ said Amrita. ‘She’s brilliant. Fun. Quite unconventional, but her heart’s in the right place.’

‘Lord,’ said Amir, smiling at old memories, ‘we used to be such a neighborhood brat pack growing up; all of us: Kavika – such a rowdy, like my brother, Kabir … Vidya was better behaved, I remember. Kabir and Kavika stole Harry Chinappa’s cigarettes once and hid them under my pillow … Ammi gave me such a walloping! Jesus. Who knew she had such powerful biceps?’

Amrita shook her head reprovingly, and Anand burst out laughing. Amir’s mother was famously gentle and mild. Vidya joined the conversation: ‘Oh, that cigarette story! So funny! All the parents were so angry!’ She waved her phone at them. ‘Kavika should be here in two minutes.’

He had met her once before, one evening at his father-in-law’s house the previous week. She had worn a Fabindia kurta that covered her to her knees, a girl of four cuddled sleepily into her lap. Smiling and chatting on the chintz sofa, sandwiched between Ruby Chinappa and another guest like a thin slice of meat in the soft, enfolding cheeks of a bun. Anand had said very little.

‘You won’t believe!’ Vidya had eagerly burst out when she first heard the news, for after years of absence, a glamorous international professional existence, and a complete loss of contact with her old childhood friends, Kavika had returned home with a child – but no husband – and, more interesting, no record of a husband ever having been. ‘My god, can you imagine!’ Vidya had said to Anand. ‘Can you just imagine! God, yaar! I can’t believe her mother didn’t tell us!’ But Harry Chinappa, perhaps in deference to Kavika’s mother, had soon deemed her acceptable and Vidya had immediately followed suit. None of it was particularly his business and Anand had paid it no attention – until he met her that first time and some comment she made in passing, something trivial, something humorous, had caught his surprised interest.

Tonight she was dressed far more casually, her tall, slender, narrow-chested frame in a white tank-top ganji and loose block-printed cotton pants that were not too different in pattern from the cushions on the verandah. Her gray-flecked hair was cut so short it framed her skull in an almost military style, adding distinction to a face that was much younger than its thirty-five years. She had knotted a thin dupatta around her neck in a manner that left her shoulders bare.

She settled cross-legged on a large cushion, her chappals kicked away in a corner. She was close enough that he could lean over and touch her. Anand was conscious of the presence of his wife and of all the other people on the verandah, the other couple who had just arrived, Amir pouring drinks before rejoining Kavika and Amrita in conversation. He schooled his face to polite indifference, and perhaps he overdid it, for eventually he heard Vidya’s voice at his ear: ‘Oh my god, at least try to appear interested!’

‘Amir, I’m stunned that I was able to reach your house without paying a single bribe to anyone,’ Kavika was saying. ‘All week, I haven’t been able to get a single thing done without somebody asking me for baksheesh! Crazy!’ In the glow of the candles, her skin gleamed smooth, flushing occasionally as she laughed. As far as he could tell, she was wearing no makeup.

‘It is crazy – and the first step to changing things,’ said Amir, climbing onto one of his favorite hobbyhorses, ‘is for people like us to stop paying bribes completely. Not the fifty rupees to the lineman to get the electricity line fixed. Not the few hundreds to get a copy of our marriage certificate, let alone for bigger things …’

‘Now that’s a novel idea,’ said Kavika and dodged the peanut Amir threw at her.

‘Seriously, Amir,’ Anand said, ‘nice in theory. But come on, you know as well as I do that sometimes there is just no other way. Those buggers won’t do anything otherwise.’ As soon as the words left his mouth, he rolled over onto his back and closed his eyes in regret. He was going to get Amir’s ‘be part of the solution, not part of the problem’ lecture.

Sure enough.

‘Tell me,’ Anand interrupted, after listening dutifully for a while. ‘Are you guys going to that music gig next week?’

‘Yes! You? … Excellent!’ Amir was diverted.

Anand’s eye eventually fell to his watch, and he scrambled up. He had already informed his hosts that he would be leaving early; Vidya was to stay behind and get a lift home with Kavika.

‘You don’t mind?’ Anand asked. ‘It’s out of your way …’

‘I don’t mind at all,’ Kavika said, cheerfully. He smiled back awkwardly. Vidya, he was aware, was frowning after him as he left the party.

At home, he made straight for his little office on the ground floor, the room his wife referred to as ‘the study’ and he referred to as ‘mine.’ This was his territory. The one corner of the house he claimed as his own and valiantly defended against all comers, spreading his paperwork just how he liked, easing into his comfort on the long sofa, forbidding maids from dusting even the shelves which Vidya had filled with glossy leatherbound books he never looked at. They had not called in an expensive professional for the house interiors; Vidya had bought a couple of books on the subject and wanted to experiment. Her efforts were praised by their friends; she had spoken briefly of pursuing it as a career before losing interest.

At his desk, Anand flipped open his laptop, clicking on the following day’s presentation. His thoughts were turbulent and ill-timed; he could not concentrate.

The study door opened. ‘Aha! I thought I heard you come in.’ Valmika peeped in.

‘Hi, kutty,’ he said, smiling, his preoccupation instantly banished. ‘Homework done?’

‘Yup.’ Valmika slouched over to the sofa. ‘I hate physics. And it hates me.’

‘Pingu’s asleep?’

‘Yeah.’ She noticed the files and laptop open on the desk. ‘You’re working right now?’

‘Yeah. Some important meetings tomorrow, Valmika,’ he said and, seeing her inquiring gaze, ‘some people are coming over to the factory, and if all goes well, we could actually enter the export market.’

‘Appa! That’s wonderful! Will you know by tomorrow itself?’

‘No, kutty.’ He smiled at her glee. ‘It will take a few months … And nothing is definite … but one has to prepare …’ She yawned hugely. ‘Tired? You should go to bed. It’s late, no?’

‘Yes. I suppose. If Newton had sat down under a coconut tree instead of an apple tree, we wouldn’t have had his stupid laws to study because he’d have been struck dead. Which would have been a good thing. Are you staying up late?’

‘Probably.’

‘If tomorrow is important, Appa,’ she said, parroting what he always said to her on the eve of an exam, ‘you should sleep early so you will be bright and fresh for it!’

He laughed. ‘Good night, laddu.’

The front door slammed at midnight; he hastily frowned at his laptop.

‘I can’t believe you left so early.’ Vidya seemed undeterred by his apparent absorption elsewhere. She sat on the couch and pulled off her sandals. Her makeup was slightly shop-soiled, the eyeliner slipping at the edge of one eye, the lipstick eaten away until no more than a bright pink outer ring remained. ‘And I can’t believe you said you pay bribes …’

I try to avoid it, said Anand.

‘I was talking to Kavika tonight … The things she’s done! I think she is just fabulous … I’m going to meet her again tomorrow.’

He kept his eyes on the computer screen. Good, he said. That’s good.

Her slight frown was speculative. ‘Ey, I know what it is! I know why you left early. It’s Kavika. Isn’t it?’ she said, with an uncomfortable, unexpected perspicuity.

He looked up, not daring to speak.

‘You know, Anand,’ his wife said. ‘There’s nothing wrong in being a strong, independent woman like her. You should learn to handle it.’


Four

The next morning, Narayan was ready before
   Kamala was. He stuffed his bread and coffee into his mouth and proudly told her not to bother with making and packing his lunch. ‘I will buy something,’ he said, ‘with the money that I earn.’

Eat things that will give you strength, she wanted to say. Do not overtire yourself. Do not get into mischief. Be careful with your earnings; do not spend it all on some nonsense. But she said none of it, watching him run off.

She turned to lock her door and stopped, glaring. The pile of garbage was still there. Insouciantly resting against the wall by her door like a guest who has every intention of outstaying his welcome. It had been there the previous day – and there it was still. In fact, it had indisputably grown larger overnight.

She could hear them inside their room, her neighbors, in sweet newlywed tones that could change with lightning speed to sharp words and shouts that echoed around the courtyard and disturbed everyone else. She wondered whether to slap on their door. Just then, as though summoned by Kamala’s angry thoughts, the new bride emerged, dressed in the most slatternly way, her face unwashed, her hair uncombed, in a thin polyester kaftan that immodestly delineated the ridges and valleys of her body.
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