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The redness of my beloved is such
wherever I look, I see red
When I went in search of redness
I too became red


KABIR
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ANXIETY









Naren


After eight years in America he finally has a green card, but in the days since it arrived, he has felt neither triumph nor relief. The accompanying brochure is already in the trash, a patronizing guide for new immigrants like they just got off the flight. As for the card, now and then he takes it out of his wallet, this time on the pretext of updating recruiters in Manhattan, and scans the security features, the words ‘specimen’ and ‘void’, and the faint hologram of Ms Liberty, only to doubt he is the person the biometrics claim. ‘Happy Thanksgiving, Na-wren,’ Sally says, the mispronounced name returning him to himself. Beyond his cubicle, the office is already in holiday mode. He returns Sally’s greeting. ‘Rather early for the coyotes, isn’t it?’ she asks. He would like to tell her that there are nights he wants to join them in those high, yipping wails; he would like to say, Can you imagine the release? But when he was a boy, he bit his brother once, and his mother (who believed humiliation worked better than violence) shook his arm and said, ‘Are you an animal?’ ‘I’m not an animal,’ he said, and she made him repeat it to every relative in the room – uncles, aunts, even his ajoba – I’m not an animal, I’m not an animal, I’m not an animal, I’m not … So he looks up from his ergonomic chair, his hair prim, his collar pressed, and he says, ‘Surprising, yeah. Must be the darkness.’


Driving to the client site an hour later, Naren strains against the sleep that infects him on cloudy days. Just as well he has a final meeting at three; he hates being home in weather that pulls you constantly to bed. What he needs is coffee, but passing The Bean, he recalls the old man who accosted him twice at the only window table. The first time, he gave up his spot from deference for age, but as he stood, the man muttered, ‘Ya think ya own this place?’ When it happened again a week later, he remained seated. ‘They own the goddam place,’ the man barked, gripping the rim of the table for emphasis, and before Naren could react, his espresso was running over his wallet and keys, and the barista was rushing up with a towel, but nothing more vociferous than an ‘Excuse me, sir’ as the man stormed out. Now if this were Bombay, Naren would have complained to the management, but here in Waverly, who knows, the old loon might own a gun, and driving past the café, he tries not to overthink his recent mention of the incident in office during a light-hearted exchange on local eccentrics, and how everyone went silent like it was his fault for bringing the subject to an uneasy place until Sally with her secretarial efficiency said, ‘That’s just insane,’ and then, just as efficiently, took the conversation elsewhere.


There are no more cafés on the drive. The GPS points to a machine at the souvenir shop in Lincoln Zoo. The coffee tastes like dishwater, but at least it’s hot. Since he is early for his meeting, he takes his time walking past the cages. At thirty-one, so embedded in his rationality, it is strange to him there are these sentient beings who don’t reflect or reason and simply are. Is that a leopard … no, it is too large. Going closer, every aspect of the beast is incongruent with the other: the black torso is marked by fawn scales, the muscle tone is regal but the face has no mane or stripes, and its kohl-lined amber eyes suggest less of a lion’s valour than a sort of treachery. The plaque notes that the ‘jaguon’ is a hybrid born of the accidental mating of a black jaguar and a lioness. Here on a visit from Ontario, this is one of only two of its kind in the world. That they are of the opposite sex doesn’t matter; ‘the hybrid is sterile’. And Naren feels empathetic towards the cat’s restlessness, the exasperation with which it is pacing a cage barely the size of his kitchen. Should he climb the fence, would the jaguon nuzzle up, expect a ration of beef? Or would it crouch at the smell of his fear, prowl, then leap? What a moment of pure instinct for both! And all the way to the exit, he thinks of how the beast would feel afterwards, its animal brain bewildered by a sudden cellular longing for a non-existent habitat.


Driving down the grey streets, the pumpkins on the doorsteps remind Naren that he has had no invitations to Thanksgiving since he moved to Nebraska. He recalls the last one he attended, the table carved from a single trunk, the candles rising out of an abundance of pears, magnolia, and the pilgrim dolls she had spent the afternoon crafting … Catherine. The name never comes to him except as a lament, the vowels stretched into a sigh. He hardly thought of her by her name then, her presence overwhelmed the fixed points of its syllables, but years later, how the name persists; common yet patrician, she could have no other name; ignore it, and he can’t fully picture her, but take the name, and it lashes through: the blur of her face, the slope of her breast, her walking down an autumn street in a powder blue Mackintosh … Stop. Give him any day an old Midwesterner’s surliness over the superficial civility of New York. To comfort himself, he recalls Sally’s greeting, her smile so Christian you would think it was from compassion for his all-too-visible loneliness, but the thought of his own awkward reply makes him feel so exposed that on reaching the client site, he takes a moment in the loo to break a Xanax and work his face into a jovial, consultant-like air.


The meeting is prosaic, but it keeps him occupied until he returns home and pauses in the hallway, unsure if this is where he lives. Renting a house with a turret instead of a condo was his final attempt at being any more than an Indian middle-class kid whose first taste of finer things came only in his twenties, but in the three years since he moved in, he has imposed nothing of his will on the home; his books remain in boxes, his MoMA prints remain unframed. Passing headlights illuminate the Morris wallpaper, a repeating pattern of thorns and heavy rose heads, and again he feels that he is losing his grip on who he is, not just his name or face this time, but the fact that he is here at all. Afraid of his mind, he turns on the kitchen lights and refreshes his inbox. A reply from the recruiters. He’s got the job. After all this time in exile, Manhattan – but no exclamation follows. His mind turns inwards, a slow scan from the top down in search of a response, but the news simply goes through him like a wave that does not break. What is wrong with him? Whatever it is, he thinks, this can’t go on. He pushes his chair, grabs his coat, ignores his boots by the door. The snow hasn’t fallen, but an icy wind is blowing and it burns his toes numb. Soon he can’t tell the straps of his slippers from his feet, and passing the general hospital, he is certain that if the doctors, often seen by the cafeteria in their pale blue scrubs, were to saw off a toe with one of those small surgical saws, there would be no blood. This can’t go on. He is less than fifty metres from the bridge when a sharp pain surges through the numbness in his left sole. He slows down, driven by an impulse to savour his discomfort, some notion that this pain is necessary, and it feels good, the pain feels good as he walks over the bridge, ducks into a diner, and orders the salty, tasteless food that, on a warmer night, might have brought him to tears.


When the waitress leaves with her notepad, he takes his feet out of his slippers, first squeezing and then rubbing them. He would never jump, of course not, that is why he is here, the cold from his feet leaching into his palms, the kitchen fans louder than the current foaming past the hedge. Even so, he is aware that a thought that had never entered his mind before, now has, and who would think it could come so innocuously as in the shape of those four simple words, but he has learnt the hard way not to take the first flickers of a new neural pathway lightly. Afraid of his mind again, he turns on his phone and browses his social media feeds through his meatloaf and Coke. The only post that has him pause is a couplet by Mir. Bekhudi le gayi kahaan humko, der se intezaar hai apna. For the rest, the East Coast is ranting about the acquittal of a white cop who shot a black teen for leaving a store with candy. Days after the incident, he recalls, he scanned all public places for a glint of metal, but all he feels now is apathy, especially when the outrage comes from educated whites. Back home, campaigns for the national election have taken off, and everyone is raving about the Bharat Party candidate, a Hindu nationalist on a mission to bring India into the twenty-first century. Even Naren’s old engineering classmates, those apolitical market-guru acolytes, have turned devotional to the point he envies their ardour. How much he wants to feel, to feel anything, the burning winter on his toes will do if it makes him feel. The job offer changes nothing; his existence in America is like bread gone stale, it elicits neither pleasure nor disgust, only a desire to toss it without much thought into a bin. He scrolls through his newsfeed until the waitress announces the diner is closing. The chairs are on the tables. She is mopping the floor. And he thinks of Mir again, not the poet’s meaning so much as his sound, and he knows what will cure him.









Amanda


The turkey gleams, herbed and buttered, its shoulders hunched like its head were tucked below, graciously sparing them all its gaze. But she will not have a bite of it and to strengthen her resolve, she fixes on the split in the bird’s rear from where the stuffing spills, while Mom (who thinks everyone’s quirks except her own are affectations) lumps the parsnips and bitter greens before her, and Dad refuses to acknowledge anything amiss as he carves the bird’s leg, his insistence that this is a joyful occasion indulged by Andrei (laughing as he almost spills Nana’s wine), Nana flanked by the same two pies that she and every grandma in Jaffrey has baked for centuries: pumpkin-nut and rhubarb crumble. Then Dad raises the toast, half-registered until she hears the word Andrei, how young couples like her and Andrei give old fogies like them hope, and that he hopes this is the first of many Thanksgivings with Andrei. Nana takes her wine in a shot, Andrei smiles like he’s received a medal, and if she were another Amanda, she would call her father out – What was the need for that, Dad? – but she is not another Amanda, so she silently helps herself to the cranberry sauce. ‘Everything okay, honey?’ Dad asks. She nods, yes.


Later in bed, Andrei repeats the question. It is dark outside the cabin, but she can feel the weight of the old house behind the junipers, the discreet force of her parents’ expectation as they put away the silverware that there will always be five forks, five knives – or more, if she and Andrei cooperate. She says, ‘There was chicken stock in the parsnips.’ Oh. He hugs her. But the point isn’t the meat; it isn’t about health or cruelty, but depriving herself to toughen something inside that is going soft. ‘Your mom doesn’t mean it,’ Andrei says. ‘Not like you need to keep reminding her you’ve gone veg, but you know how she is, she’s an artist’ – as if this were not her mom but his, the problem not with him but them, and that Andrei, who has become the glue in their lives, will fix. ‘You know what, fuck it,’ she snaps, but then he does that thing, the way he scratches the side of his beard in earnest confusion, and it makes her want to cry. She hugs him. Where is the conviction with which she announced that she would move to his shabby studio in town, or even her confused relief when he moved in with her family instead?


The next morning, the snow falls, a comforter under which the house huddles further, the icicles on the window edges inching towards each other like jaws closing in. The heat is on only in the living room and kitchen, which makes everyone press closer still: Mom smudging a sketch by the fire, Dad baking trout, Nana staring, Beau licking his paws, and Andrei editing his report on the river’s dying bass. He seemed so singular (sitting on the same couch when she first brought him home) as he explained his flight from Moldova, a country she had never heard of. It didn’t matter that the New Hampshire Wildlife Board paid him pennies, or that a PhD in America hadn’t neutralized the husky vowels that he compensated for by animating his grey eyes. ‘A bit like a monkey,’ Mom joked later, and Amanda snapped, ‘Gramp was an immigrant too,’ and Nana teased, ‘Joe was English,’ and Dad sighed, ‘You two are impossible,’ by which he meant Nana and Mom, but he was the last to warm up to Andrei, a true Harris snob on whom the surname Martin felt like a mistake. And here he is now, calling Andrei to help with the oven, his ambition to see his little girl become anything more than a research assistant to her aunt or live further than his old cabin suppressed by the fear he will never articulate: that he needs her and her unborn children to keep him from isolation, irrelevance, death. They are all in love with each other, Andrei with her family, her family with Andrei, a symbiotic banquet at which she is the sacrifice, yet they pretend it is all for her, for her that Nana requests Andrei to play the piano, and for her that Andrei says, ‘In a minute, Nan.’


She refocuses on her laptop, her catalogue for Aunt Jess’s monograph – New England’s Historic Homes, beginning with their own – but it is hard to look at the century-old antlers and candle stands without vacillating between their absolute value and utter futility. Online, her friends’ updates are an orgy of feasts lit by imitations of such candle stands. The one surprise is a post from an old … would she call him a friend? After a decade in the States, Naren Agashe has booked a one-way ticket to India. Now there is a country she has always felt a connection to, either on account of her British grandfather or Aunt Jess’s Hare Krishna years, or Naren himself, with whom she shared a sublet for a semester in UPenn, and who reflected none of the harlequin chaos of the East but only a quiet and perfect decency. Then the piano chords invade her thoughts, and she blots them out to the extent she can without sticking her fingers in her ears, that and all the things that nauseate her: the flat odour of trout baking, the gurgle of boiling roots, and the weight of her wool socks, mitts and layers in the house, because Dad looks forward to winter as a time for sweaters and keeps turning down the heat when Mom turns it up. ‘Where are you going?’ Nana asks. ‘Just need some air,’ she says. ‘Shall I come?’ Andrei calls over his sonata, but she is already past the kitchen door.


Virgin snow. Winter grass. The sun’s cold light blanched further by the overcast sky. Her footprints are the first beyond the porch. There is a catch in her throat where her breath meets the frosty air, but it is good to be out, her heavy boots steadying her step, the warmth on her chest and ears sweetened by the cold in her face. A red-tailed hawk soars overhead. She walks down the unshovelled path, past the stand that once sold cider, the Ford heaped with snow, the fields long sold. They have been selling bits of the land for years, but they will never sell that house. Lightning fires, an ice storm, the river rising over the marsh: these are the adventures the house has survived, a rosary of tales she eagerly strung as a girl, a chant she now struggles to suppress. She pushes herself to walk faster, to suspend all thought until she is well up the slope. There she presses her hand to a bark and tunes in to the things that lift her out of herself: the spruce rising like a cathedral, the smell of pine cones in the snow, but nothing in the distance glitters. For two hundred years, the Harrises have worked this stony land.


She pulls her scarf to her chin. Just a few feet to the summit, to the clearing from where there is nowhere to go but back down. Already the shadows are rising, the snow blowing in flurries that settle on her lashes, and she can feel the pull of the oppressive magnet that is the house, a force stronger than the will of each of its nine generations of owners, always drawing them back to its museum-like rooms where she too will leave some pointless doodle or talisman that time will make impossible for her children to throw away. A fog is rising over the junipers at the base of the hill, but the house is still visible, the lights already on in its windows. And suddenly it looks so small, so huddled in on itself with its feeble trail of smoke, pathetic in its determination, but admirable too – oh she loves it, it would crush her if they sold the house, and besides, she loves them. They are all such gentle people, well-meaning and proud, and dear Andrei, any day now he will propose, and how can she refuse? Her restlessness is her own beast, the return of a bull-headed force that defined her as a child, when she insisted on straying past the windbreak to befriend the animals. Who can blame them if, however subconsciously, they are desperate to neuter it with the surfeit of their love, their panic at the slightest droop in her smile, and the uncountable reasons they give her for what she feels? You were always difficult. That’s no job for an English major. You won’t eat meat so you’re always hungry. And she knows she has no right, no right, yet love will not suppress the question fomented by that toast: Is this all there is to life?


‘Right on time,’ Dad says, as she latches the storm door. They are taking their seats around the trout. ‘I’m okay,’ she says from the stairs. No one contests her. Since she can’t stand her old bedroom, she goes up to the attic. The door against her back, in the dark her ears lengthen to the window’s soft rattle, the wet hush beyond, and every voice or clink from below amplified by its echo, but mostly the sounds are muffled, as if the density of time within these walls is too thick, a pall that dwarfs all lesser motion and makes of any trace of life a symbol of its own immutability: Nana’s Singer sewing machine with webs on its needle, the videotapes in the armoire, a mason jar full of marbles – all still; pyjamas on a chair, the iron upright on its board, a tube of ointment by the tap – all still; magazines stuffed over leather spines, a wood and metal chime, the coffee stain on the empire settee, still … Still are the single crooked balustrade, the metal frame among the gilt, the colour print among the oils, the lighthouse or field or bird in it still; still are the cereals on the kitchen shelf, the dishes stacked around the sink, the soggy boots out by the back, the wreath too ugly for the front, and Beau’s empty bowl, and the planters full of snow; still are the plastic tub of rumpled clothes, the water frozen in the pipes, and the nest of odds and ends from which a scoop of infant mice, all blind and hairless, were bludgeoned in the yard, their bones now under layers of dirt and snow and still, all still, all still.









Rohit


It’s fine weed plucked off the Himalayas, ironed through a shirt and flown to Bombay in Gyaan’s boxers, disgusting, yes, but here they are, talking very slowly or unusually fast, dropping ash before a screen in which comedians dressed as politicians prepare a funeral for the Conclave Party’s flag, before a Bharat Brotherhood cadre does a tap dance on the grave. Now Rohit knows every frame, but his friends don’t, and their laughter gets him laughing, and soon none of them can control it; within milliseconds of exposure to a slapstick turn, an electric wave cracks over their brains, their heads taking off like balloons until their throats go raw and their livers knot, and finally, finally it subsides though the video is still running, and Ifra takes an exhausted sip of her whisky, and says, ‘Satire will be dead if the despot comes to power.’ Paws on his paunch, Buddha-like, Gyaan adds, ‘We’re past ifs. The Hindus are going to beat the Indians.’ To speak with as much conviction would sound false from Rohit. He was born in the year the markets liberalized, and any memory of broken mosques and burning trains is too vague to smudge his excitement over the reason for this celebration: Black Box Studio finally has its own address. But to confess to anything other than dread around Gyaan or Ifra is to announce oneself as a moral reprobate, so he listens as they diss the idiot millions all set to vote hate to power.


At the first pause, he asks what everyone thinks of the video. Ifra affirms its relevance. Cyrus confirms that they are finding their voice. Manasi asks when they will make their first showreel. They are being generous, but even generous friends say something good about oneself, and exiting the studio later at night, Rohit tosses his keys high in the February air and catches them with a fielder’s grace. The Audi is an extension of his speed and flexibility, the axles passing the motion to its wheels without a sound. To drive home after work feels like proof that adult life is taking off, and was there any other reason to move the Box out of Imperial Heights? His parents never intruded, visitors could take the elevator straight to his floor, and Mukta Bai came up only twice, once with lunch for him and Gyaan, and then at four with tea. Well, there will be no more of that pampering. Life will be hard and brilliant, and it will carry all the validation of paying your own rent in Juhu, home of the stars. He honks thrice for joy as he turns into Bandra West … Oh damn, it’s the traffic police.


He pulls over, rolls the glass down to the salt sea breeze. There are two of them, one pot-bellied, one pockmarked: Ganesha and his Mouse. ‘Licence,’ Ganesha says in the light of a saffron billboard. Better Days Are Coming. Vote to End Corruption. Rohit should wait silently as the card is scanned, he should say ‘sahib’ and apologize, but he can’t stand such unctuous fuckery. ‘Nice little set-up,’ he says. ‘Sitting where I won’t see the signal because it’s in a corner.’ Mouse looks indignant. ‘Did you break it or not?’ ‘Arey, Mamu,’ Rohit says, ‘I was born in Mumbai and I wasn’t born yesterday, but you’re just doing your job, aren’t you?’ Ganesha continues to singe the English letters on the licence with his flashlight. He must be the higher in rank since Mouse looks his way uncertainly. Rohit has spoken in Marathi and the presence of one cop must make the other sheepish about hounding a decent fellow man. Though Naren’s arrival is still two months away, he says, ‘How much is it? I have to receive my brother at the airport. He was in America for ten years and is coming home for good.’ ‘Isn’t the airport that way?’ Mouse starts, but it is Ganesha’s turn to interrogate him. ‘Didn’t suit him there?’ ‘It did,’ Rohit says, ‘but he wants to work for his soil now.’ Ganesha smirks. ‘So he too has caught the wind. Good. Who will take the country forward if not its youth? Now go, and watch for the signal next time, or what difference between you and some bhaiya driving a rickshaw?’ Rohit takes the licence. Passing headlights flash over a dusty police motorbike. ‘Should I give him something for tea?’ he asks, pointing his chin at Mouse. ‘Do we look like those sorts of cops?’ Ganesha roars and slaps the hood. ‘I have a boy your age I show my face to every night!’


Rohit salutes them. Poor bastards, inspired by Naren to give up padding their pathetic incomes. Even in absence, Naren has that effect. Does Rohit’s urgency to relocate his studio have anything to do with his brother’s return? The last time he saw Naren was at his graduation ceremony at Wharton, a totem of such seriousness that Rohit had to control the impulse to clasp his hands behind his back when they spoke. Back then, Baba had wanted him to study engineering too, and he is smart, he is smooth, but he isn’t rigorous. After losing a year to the entrance exams, his parents were grateful enough when he got into Wilson College for his Bachelor of Mass Media. At last he was in an institution that his brother hadn’t blazed through before him, and it wasn’t long before he came into his own. Then the backbenchers he hung out with started a band, and soon, he became their manager and was on the guest list at all the nightclubs, buying girls older than him drinks. Not that Naren has a clue about any of this. An eight-year gap means he has always been loved and given updates, but restricted on social media. Naren must feel their distance too. A week before Christmas, he forwarded Rohit an email from a cute American with an interest in social development. Rohit passed it on to Ifra, whose boss recommended Amanda for the India Impact Fellowship. She is flying in with his brother and will spend a week with their family, yet Naren refers to her as simply a friend. They have never talked girls, and surely, Rohit hopes, that is in the past. Already he sees himself driving Naren and Amanda through town, stopping at pubs and cafés where all the waiters and the occasional someone famous knows his name.


That’s right, if his brother had gravity at twenty-four, Rohit has charm. For all he knows, it was for his own charisma that the traffic cops let him off. He looks in the rear-view mirror. As a child he was the Agashe runt, browner than his cousins, brown-eyed, a shabby combination on a six-year-old, but it’s what arrests people now, the odd intensity eyes have when they are a shade lighter than the skin, and yet, as eyes are, full of lustre. As if to confirm this, the watchman pulls himself up with a genuine smile. Twelve floors above, the duplex is heavy with sleep. Rohit peels off his T-shirt and flops on his bed, the sheets cool and fresh, the fumigator glowing green, and a glass of iced water by his side just as he realizes he is thirsty. He breathes in the milky scent of his pillow. Soon he will be lost in such wild and variable dreams, it’s like a whole kingdom exists between now and the morning, and as he surrenders to it, he is suddenly nervous he may never be as loved and self-satisfied as in this moment.


An hour later, he is still awake, and the thought keeping him up is that it was neither for Naren nor for himself that the cops refused the bribe. They did it in response to something larger. So he too has caught the wind, Ganesha said. And what of Rohit? Even a year ago, it was enough simply to have started out. Even an hour ago, an office in Juhu was ample validation. But the world is changing fast, and he worries that the videos he once thought cutting edge are too niche. He wants an epic life, a life of authenticity and relevance. What this will entail, he can’t say, but to have articulated what it won’t, he decides, is already a step in the right direction. For now, all he must do is stay true to his every impulse until the whole is revealed, and the one instinct he trusts, the one capacity that will see him through, is that he knows bullshit when he sees it. He will take the world for what it is; he will meet it chest out with his potential, which – since he has no claimable talents (but who can say what will surface, what strains might take hold?) – expresses itself in this excess energy, this sense that he is at the cusp of an era and wants to be at the centre when it all comes together, to be at the centre and to be young.









Naren


At Frankfurt airport, the early April light deepens his pleasure in the ambient music – Bach’s cello suites under Casals’s unsentimental bow – and the thought that, at any moment, he will meet Amanda. He hasn’t seen her since his college years, and from what he recalls (she hardly posts online), he can now locate her in a context he was too newly arrived to when they first met. For instance, there is something of the snow and wooded wild in her clear eyes and finger-run hair, and her jaw, which he once thought masculine, reappears as having a cool, assured beauty, the kind that will sit well with pearls. It is girls like Amanda who grow into women like Cathy, and Amanda must be twenty-seven now, the age he was then. But the thought of Cathy is agitating, so he clicks on his iPad to distract himself. In a landmark election, the Bharat Party has won with a bigger majority than any opposition to the Conclave since Independence. Tweet after tweet celebrates the new prime minister’s speech, his promise to end corruption and policy paralysis, to invest in jobs, and to clean the holy Ganga – all delivered extempore in Hindi, not English, from the central hall of the parliament. Images show him saluting the ‘temple of democracy’ that has given a poor man’s son its mandate. His government will carry everyone along, he says, but it is dedicated to those Indian youth striving for honour, their aspiration his responsibility, and all he asks is that they give their best to their motherland.


Moved by the strongman’s tears, the crowd’s rapture, and the thought that he is flying home, home, Naren notices Amanda only when she is right in front saying, ‘There you are,’ her scarf a faded floral blur as he leans in and pulls back before his chin touches her shoulder. ‘Look at you,’ she says. ‘Look at you,’ he says, though she looks the same, so girlish, as she presses her satchel to her lap, sweeps her hair off her face and sits down all at once. They rehash the serendipity behind this reunion, and that they got the same connecting flight. She thanks him for making her fellowship possible. He tells her to thank his brother. That gets them talking of their kin, and how America is closer to India than Europe in idolizing family, which leads to a chat on city versus small-town life, with both justifying how they landed up in the latter despite their fancy degrees from UPenn. Turns out the move was not as unexpected for Amanda. Philadelphia is the only city she has lived in. And as the conversation proceeds, Naren’s shoulders relax and spread outwards, his voice rolls into a drawl, and his global Indian accent comes awake as he opines on both their countries, his insights augmented by business trips to still others (this is just her second time abroad), and quotes from a recent Economist – or was it the Wall Street Journal – on India’s demographic dividend.


‘See, in every country’s life,’ he says, ‘there comes a golden generation that will ride its transformation into a modern state. That means they will make wealth in a way neither their fathers could nor their sons will. Ask me what makes my generation the one? India won her political freedom in 1947 and her economic freedom in 1991, but it wasn’t until this election that our political and business classes got aligned. And just in time. Two-thirds of our population is under thirty-five. Couple that with a government focused on manufacturing, and we could become the world’s biggest labour force and consumer market in one go!’


‘Sounds exciting,’ Amanda says, and then, as women do when a conversation isn’t exciting enough, she gets personal. ‘Is that why you’re moving back?’


‘This winter, I got my green card and an offer from two top Manhattan firms. So it isn’t like my labour wasn’t bearing fruit … it’s just that, for some time, I’ve had no altar to lay this fruit on.’


Amanda affirms it is a beautiful thought. ‘When I was applying for the India Impact Fellowship, I often returned to this Willa Cather quote. If you visit Jaffrey, you’ll see it on her tombstone. It says: That is happiness, to be dissolved into something complete and great.’


Naren doubts the inscription is a reference to purpose, but he doesn’t point it out. He says it’s interesting, and then, from anxiety at her quoting an author he hasn’t heard of and irritation at her project in India – the usual white thing, coming for the poverty – he adds, ‘To return to your question on what’s taking me back, though back is the wrong word, the word is forward … frankly, it is the numbers. The Indian economy will overtake the US in thirty years. Landsworth, the consultancy I’ll be working for, is shifting its management centres this way. Trade flows are shifting too. My point is, Wall Street may recover, but the future isn’t in the West, it is in the East.’


‘Well, amazing. Good for you,’ Amanda says, and it’s just a manner of speaking, but Naren senses he has lost the common ground they were closing in on. He tries to correct his course, he was just hitting his stride, but her responses get shorter, and she finally yawns like a child and says, ‘I’m so sleepy, Naren. You think I can sleep here?’


Sure, if she is tired. Using her satchel as a pillow, she spreads across the adjacent chairs with enviable unselfconsciousness. What was all that about – the accent, the archaic phrases? Fruit on the altar? Amanda may be paler than Cathy, but he has been out in the world long enough to know the farmhouse in Jaffrey isn’t the Tudor in Weston, that her hair is still finger-run, and where the mention of certain publications brings a sparkle to some eyes, to Amanda’s it brings a mild panic. He isn’t trying to impress her, if only it were that innocent, and given where they are from, his East–West comment was bad form. Over the rim of his iPad, her breathing steadies. Her second time abroad. So, it is not a coincidence they are on the same flight. She has timed her entry with his, her fellowship doesn’t begin until later this month, and in promptly accepting a polite invitation to spend a week with his family, she has secured a safe touchpoint in a new world. A survivor, a small-towner with none of Cathy’s access or sophistication, still she has grace. Even in sleep, her mouth doesn’t open. Her light hair, parted in the middle, catches the sun slanting in through the high glass. Her scarf is printed not with flowers but birds, her high-waist jeans of a well-worn nonchalance that, though retro, seem eternal on her … and though the jacket on her chest is inviolable, and her frame too angular to compare with those reclining women in museums all over the West, she reminds him of their simultaneous frankness and vulnerability, and his own hard-won awareness that the artist’s vision was never intended for the likes of him, his opinion uncalled for, his nostalgia surrogate … Stop. It is the nature of a weak moment to read too much symbolism into things.


Back on the flight, Naren is relieved they aren’t in adjoining seats and that Amanda makes no effort to relocate. By the time they land, both are too bleary for conversation. The terminal is wide awake, the concourse a thoroughfare. Under a welcome sign – Indian at Heart, Global in Spirit – the immigration queues are embarrassing. This is the new privatized airport, its arches stupendous, its operations world class, but what can the authorities do when there are so many people? It is past midnight when they reach the exit. The air outside is leathery with heat and engine fumes, but it feels good to stop justifying the airport inconveniences that Amanda is too polite to complain about, and here is Rohit waving over the chaos of heads, placards and barricades, and their hug would be less awkward if Amanda wasn’t there, but their faces are luminous. Rohit is wearing a dress shirt on shorts, suede sneakers, and his hair waxed into a hawk. He still looks like a boy, but from the way he introduces himself to Amanda and takes her trolley, from his manner that suggests I’ve got this, his quick smile and quick frown like he is alert yet hovering a bit above the scene, Naren can tell he must be good at business. They reach the parking lot. The Agashes have a driver, but they also have a new Audi, and Rohit has driven down himself for the fun of driving it. Taking off like he was born at this wheel, he chats up Amanda, his questions on the social sector informed, his friends of friends in the space all terrific people with whom he will connect her.


This late, the expressway takes no time. On either side, the city lights rise and fall like piano scales, the slums below lost to darkness, and Naren’s chest swells at the sudden expanse of black water, the new Sea Link and the Worli skyline inverted in the sea. Then Rohit swerves into Bandra West, reminding Naren that their family no longer lives in the squat buildings in the East. The shuttered avenues give way to the hush of Pali Hill, and at its peak, a tall wrought-iron gate. Imperial Heights. Five years in, there is still something new about the tower, as if the dust of construction hasn’t entirely settled. Once the marble lobby weathers its gleam, Naren thinks, it will actualize its charm. A security guard salutes them, a second gets their bags, a third the elevator. Then they go up, up, up, until the doors open to his parents’ faces. How small they suddenly seem, either from age or because he has got accustomed to American physiques. ‘You didn’t come to the airport after everything I told Amanda about Indian welcomes,’ he teases. ‘We are getting on, Naren,’ Aai says, reaching for a hug, and Baba thumps his back, but neither are teary. It is old Mukta Bai who brims as she clutches his hands and says, ‘Aaley Naren Baba.’ Stench of coconut oil and sweat. He recoils, embarrassed by her familiarity, she who has massaged his body as an infant, though he regrets saying nothing the moment Aai sends her away.


The duplex is more impressive than its photographs convey. The balcony has a panoramic city view, and the décor a touch of the airport’s ambition. The old lampshades have given way to false ceilings with ambient light, the prints of Hindu gods to framed mirrors and metal art, and while the ‘global at heart’ comes across in the white sofas and French windows, the ‘Indian in spirit’ is retained by the crimson cushions, a brass Ganesha and tropical palms. When Baba sold their ancestral land, this home was his first acquisition, one floor for each son to inherit after the parents are gone, but to Naren, far away in another continent, the sale of the Bandra East flat felt like a harbour demolished, as if from there on, there was no return to childhood’s security and constancy. Such sentiments are astounding now. Either he was so caught up in the American fetish for the Self-Made Man or so confident he would never need his parents’ assets, which put together were still rupee rich, not dollar rich, that he never thought of this capital as his, nor was its extent ever more real than now, sunk in the plush upholstery, taking to the new without the slightest mourning for the old. In fact, he is already acting the part of a man who could have no other home. On the way here, he slipped in mentions of the Agashes’ land, their staff, even their caste, this last offending his progressiveness enough to commit to shutting up and letting his context speak. When Amanda says an emphatic thank you to the girl serving cold guava juice on a tray, he only asks, as if the girl has always been at hand, ‘Coke nahin hai?’


Then he sits back, content to let his mother conduct the preliminaries, her convent-school English complementing this setting so well, one would think the Agashes’ past and not their present was the real aberration … until Amanda compliments the woodwork. Aai reports that nothing is ready-made. She has supervised the carpenters herself, ‘interior decorators are such bullies’, mastering all there is to know about veneers, and she expounds on these choices at length, not that there is any hubris in it, she is simply being generous with her wonder for all the new things she has learned in decorating a home three decades after her first, yet the blood in Naren’s cheeks thickens when Amanda turns to him and asks, ‘Isn’t this the home you grew up in?’ Aai confirms that Imperial Heights is five years old. ‘Wait, is this the first time you’re seeing your new home?’ Amanda asks. Naren admits it is, embarrassed at not making it obvious sooner. ‘Really? How exciting!’ Amanda exclaims. Then Baba offers a tour and they all jump like children delighted at an excursion, looking this way and that as he points out the structural accomplishments, like how a toilet was broken to build the connecting stairwell, and as each door opens, Amanda hesitates before Naren’s parents draw her in, looking at the rooms with new eyes themselves, Amanda politely noting a Chinese lamp or silk duvet as Aai hopelessly confesses to the newness of it all.


On the stairs to the upper floor, Naren can feel every muscle in his face. Divided in his desire to play along or not, or to play along not with his parents but with Rohit, who keeps looking his way with a knowing smile as if to affirm they are spectators at a circus, he excuses himself. In the kitchen, the new maid is warming dinner. He doesn’t know her name, and she seems unsure of what to do other than to look at his feet, when Aai rushes in. ‘Naren, are you okay?’ she asks with a child’s nervousness. ‘Just wanted water,’ he replies. Transformed by his helplessness into a mother again, she exclaims, ‘But you don’t know where anything is!’ With the old self-reliance and efficiency of the Bandra East days, she opens one of the endless modular drawers, takes out a crystal tumbler, fills it from a jet connected to the fridge, and holds it up, the shy pride in her gesture making Naren aware that they are at last alone and he may confess his admiration for everything Baba has achieved and she has actualized. ‘You’ve done the place up really well,’ he says, and he is sorry, so sorry when she replies, ‘I’m happy you like it, Naren. I thought you must have seen much fancier homes in America. Then I told myself he is just jet-lagged, or maybe he is missing the old place.’









Rohit


He is still waking up to the sunny whiff of scrambled eggs and the family’s polite chatter when Sita gets the door. ‘Kedya, how come? Come in,’ Aai says, and Kedar, unlacing his dusty sneakers, replies in Marathi, ‘Aai saw online that Naren has reached, and I was in Mumbai so I thought let me drop by.’ This is just like their cousin, showing up without so much as a text. ‘Kedar,’ says Naren, and Kedar says, ‘Dada.’ Rohit can’t remember the last time he called Naren that, though it’s hard to tell if Kedar means it ironically, and their distance is confirmed when Naren stands and Kedar steps forward, but both stop short of an embrace. Aai promptly introduces Amanda as ‘Naren’s college friend’ before anything else is assumed. Her attentive hello makes Rohit consider what Kedar looks like to a foreigner. He could pass for an Iranian thanks to Chitra Kaki’s pale skin and Ravi Kaka’s height, but whatever part of this impression survives his wire-frame glasses and kurta on jeans is destroyed the moment he opens his mouth. ‘Heylo,’ he says in his thick Marathi accent, with none of the diffidence that accompanied it as a teen. When Baba asks what he will have, Kedar replies, ‘Only water, please,’ and then, oblivious to Amanda, he says to Naren. ‘So, Dada, the party in the West is over?’


‘More like the one here is beginning,’ Naren says brightly.


‘Is it?’ Kedar asks.


Spreading mango jam on her toast, Aai says, ‘Our Kedya is a journalist now.’


Naren asks, ‘For the Express right?’


‘For Nayibhumi,’ says Kedar. ‘I am also freelancing with others. They are not publications you will find in Bandra. They are for the Hindi–Marathi public.’


Now, Rohit would play a better host if Kedar hadn’t annoyed him on his previous visit by saying of his studio, ‘Yaar, amazing, must be easy when Baba is the investor, no’ – as if a parent’s wealth is an original sin you must atone for. This time, Rohit has a good mind to tell his cousin that life isn’t about what your lonely efforts deserve, it is about how you leverage what you get, but the spotlight today is on Kedar, who makes no effort to disguise his lack of sophistication (to Naren’s distress), and worse, sports whatever is least impressive about him like a badge of honour.


‘Are you in Bombay for work?’ Baba asks.


‘I am getting help to file an FIA appeal.’


‘Interesting,’ Naren says.


Baba says to Amanda, ‘He is talking about our Freedom of Information Act. India wasn’t like America where you can ask for a public record and expect a reply. Today, even a sanitation worker can demand a report from a government authority.’


Aai adds, ‘Just look at the irony. The Conclave Party passed the act, then the same act was used to expose all their scams. Ha ha. That is how the middle class woke up.’


Amanda asks what motivated the party. Baba says, ‘They sat on a high horse saying transparency, transparency, but there was pressure. Lawyers, activists, anti-corruption protests…’


The talk turns to the endless scandals in housing, insurance and fuel, the rot seeping through public relief funds, the exposés on the telecom, defence and mining ministries, and everyone gets louder except for Kedar, who maintains a watchful silence. Aai concludes, ‘This is the first time we voted for the Bharat Party. There was no other choice.’


‘There was a choice,’ Kedar says. ‘It was between weak governance and fascism.’


The table goes quiet. Fully awake, Rohit wants to laugh. Who knows when this bland-as-bread cousin acquired such an air of sanctimony, but Naren is unprepared and he looks like he took a sip of dirty water. ‘I think fascism is overstating it,’ he says. ‘The Bharat Party played their sectarian games to become a household name, but parties evolve. What got them elected? Not the promise of a Hindu state. People voted for development under a strong leader. The day after the election, the stock market hit an all-time high!’


Kedar purses his lips. ‘Mumbai people put their garland on the market like it’s Lakshmi and the notes will trickle from her palms to her lotus feet. Don’t mind me, but the swamp is rising under those lotuses. For a farmer in the Konkan, development isn’t a number, it isn’t incremental income. It is about whether to drink pesticide because his field was taken at gunpoint.’


‘Sita!’ Aai shouts in a tone she never uses with the maids. ‘Paani kahaan hai? How long can we wait.’ Who knows what upset her, but Sita isn’t taking chances. She hurries out with a jug of water and glass tumblers on a tray. Aai says, ‘She’s new, that’s the problem.’


As in the presence of a saint, Kedar’s expression goes soft. He leans towards the stunted girl, takes a tumbler, and says with exquisite humility, ‘Thank you, Didi.’ Sita half-bows her way back to the kitchen. Kedar takes a sip. ‘Sorry, Naren. We are embarrassing you.’


‘Not at all,’ Naren replies, a little too sharply. Baba excuses himself. Aai brings up Amanda’s fellowship, but the small talk is strained, and when Kedar rises to leave, no one stops him. In a final courtesy, Aai insists that he leave his empty tumbler on the table, yet he carries it past Sita to the kitchen. He is barely out of the door when Naren says, ‘The corruption he’s investigating defined the last government. What else can you expect when one family runs a country for decades? Now the nationalists want to dredge the swamp, and they finally have a majority, but these damned reporters are so addicted to their pessimism!’


Rohit doesn’t care for Kedar’s views, but Naren’s intensity is startling. ‘He’s just Kedar being Kedar,’ he says, laying his eggy utensils down. ‘He was weird as a kid, and now he’s a journalist, and this talk is the only currency he has.’


And whatever Amanda thinks, she adds, ‘I just found him really funny. Like he stepped right out of a Wes Anderson film.’


Everyone laughs, including Aai who has never seen a Wes Anderson film but gets the idea, and Rohit likes Amanda for it, he likes people with a talent for keeping things sunny. Even so, Kedar’s critical mood drops a shadow over the day. They are done with the usual touristy stuff, like photographing gargoyles in Fort and inspecting botanical drawings at the Prince of Wales Museum, so Rohit drives them to the offbeat alleys of Chor Bazaar. And Amanda is enchanted by the smell of meat and rose water, the antique hawkers wailing, the azan rising from a dozen mosques, but the fury on Naren’s face as he kicks a coconut husk off his brogue tells Rohit he has misread everything. Exotic streets and rotting chawls are not the New India that has brought his brother home and that he defends so passionately. But when showing visitors around, there isn’t much to see or not enough to prove the new prime minister is all the country needs to take the lid off its simmering potential. The business hubs are still grainy with dust and lined by stinking creeks, the elation of driving over the Sea Link tanks into a jam by the slum at its exit. Only the malls with their bowling alleys and rainbows of gelato are impressive, but strolling past the luxury stores in High Street Phoenix, it is embarrassing to take pride in such crass modernity, to not be the ancient, cultured people Amanda expects.


Driving back, the chimneys of dead cotton mills kaleidoscope into blue glass towers, their western façades fracturing the light. In the tired silence, Rohit feels trapped between what Amanda wants to find and what Naren wants to project. At least in Bombay, New India isn’t a vista but a moment: illiterate maids tapping emojis, expats doing non-touristy stuff like buying avocados from carts, the nightlife. He proposes a visit to his studio. By the time they reach Juhu, Gyaan and Cyrus are there to welcome them. Rohit introduces Gyaan as the man behind the camera, Cyrus as the one in front of it, and himself as the man who brings it all together. ‘If I can build an ecosystem in which I’m giving people the right energy to create brilliant stuff, I’m on point,’ he says. Amanda affirms that’s a generous way to be. ‘Not that he’ll do anything he isn’t paid for,’ Cyrus winks. Everyone laughs except Naren. Black Box isn’t bad for a start-up; they have Macs and Canons, leather beanbags, an espresso machine, but like the city, the studio is still a work in progress. Through a visitor’s eyes, it’s just a two-man show on the mezzanine of a deadbeat mall, the equipment basic, the software pirated. Which is fine. Keeping lean is a conscious decision. Beyond the right address, a physical space doesn’t matter much in a virtual world where teams get pulled together from a pool of roving freelancers, clients are found by word of mouth, pitches made in cafés, and equipment rented on a project basis because you get more range and why buy anything when tools get obsolete every quarter? But Naren is of a generation that still needs brick and mortar to be impressed.


To give them a sense of their work, Gyaan plays their showreel. It’s sassy, with new-age brands flying on screen, drone footage of skyscrapers and slums, the haughty faces of brown supermodels, teens grooving in neon light – and Amanda claps and Naren pouts like he is impressed, but when the screen goes dark, he asks if they have plans for anything ‘serious’. ‘Films, absolutely,’ says Gyaan. ‘But a film isn’t an advertisement. You put your name as an artist behind it, so we better be sure what we are doing. We’re still learning our craft…’ It is a spiel Rohit usually joins him in, but the vein on his temple is ticking. Gyaan is wearing what he was when they first met at a party, baggy jeans and a tee that reads: Here for Content. The summer Rohit graduated, ‘content’ was the buzzword; it stood for everything that was the opposite of conservative in media; the internet was exploding in India and the pie is still big enough – there are over a thousand set-ups like the Box in Bombay and Rohit doesn’t know one that isn’t making money – yet he is restless. He would like to make or contribute to a real film, but he is only the dealmaker. Gyaan carries the artist’s gravitas, and to mention Bollywood is to say you’re pulling up your skirts for money. The day’s strain turns to resentment. All this time away, Naren phoned only Aai, and there was nothing to do but accept his ambition and precious time, even as Rohit’s only proof that they were ever close are the marks on his forearm where Naren once bit him as they wrestled on their parents’ bed. Still he has welcomed his brother home with all the heartbreaking optimism of new beginnings, but Naren is only concerned with his impression on a white girl. Kedar was right. ‘Sorry Naren,’ he said, ‘we are embarrassing you.’


As they are leaving, Cyrus reminds him of a party on his boyfriend’s terrace to celebrate Ifra getting profiled in India Forum’s 30 Under 30. They reach as the sun is going down on Versova. The sea and sky are the colour of sherbet, there must be about forty guests, two in three look familiar, and the rest might well be. Here is Rohit’s scene, and his veins dilate in the breezy excitement of running into people you know in the company of others you know who don’t know each other yet, and hanging about the low-lit palms, the clink of crystal in the air, he finally has them both excited: Amanda at being among insiders in the kind of place you won’t find in a guidebook, and Naren by the melon martinis and camembert. More unexpected still is Naren’s delight in the company – first Manasi, now Cy’s boyfriend, Jay – and from his take on subjects like gastronomy and art, Rohit recognizes the global citizen his brother has become, but he no longer feels the impulse to clasp his hands behind his back. Naren is wearing a pink chambray shirt on beige chinos, and such beautiful leather loafers you could cradle them. He insisted on a detour home to dress. Such sartorial care from a man who isn’t naturally flamboyant suggests insecurity, same as the shift in register when Naren tries to balance the lilt he uses in America with the singsong accent of home. Not that a puffed-up bumpkin like Kedar is Rohit’s idea of authenticity. What is, he is still to find out.


He scans the terrace. Whatever effort these people put into dyeing their hair or getting a tattoo or being among the first global thousand to use a hashtag, they are all imitations of each other. In college, after years of feeling misunderstood by perfectly decent teachers and parents, the thrill of just this similarity united his friends. With few exceptions, their parents got rich too late to send them to international schools or to colleges abroad without scholarships, but they all spoke English better than their mother tongue, and they could sniff each other out. Their clothes were flashy, they drove their own cars, they drunk drove, and even if they had to pre-game, they could afford drinks at Blue Frog every week. What skills he graduated with, Rohit can’t say, but he graduated with a network of over two thousand friends across the city’s top colleges. Then their decibel amplified, in part because they got into fields like film, TV and PR, and in part because they became a magnet for similar dreamers across the country and the globe, and in a year or two, everyone knew someone famous or seemed en route to fame themselves. All were active online, retweeted, even trolled, which once gave Rohit the sense that they were the voice of a generation, but since their collective shock at the Bharat Party’s massive victory, his suspicion has been confirmed: what he once thought of as a generation is really a clique.


Breaking away, Rohit goes to the bar. Across a rattling cocktail shaker, Ifra looks glorious in an olive romper and heels, and Gyaan’s genius is heightened by his arm around her waist, but the impression dims when their talk shifts to the national election. They are all outraged that a man with blood on his hands has the nation’s mandate, yet they thrive on their exclusivity, and it is not the otherness of dusty poets in prison, but the snobbery of teens who know they are the in-crowd. The bartender is all gums as he serves up a perfect mojito, the lime sharp, the mint fresh, but Rohit’s mouth stays dry. What was a passing anxiety has turned chronic. He is overworked and can’t see what anything is adding up to, he is over-connected but no longer feels at the centre of things, and hash is not enough to buffer the expectation his peers put on themselves, their parents having slogged nine-to-five so that they might do something more sterling, if not change the world. He wants to knock back his drink and leave, but he has come with guests, and his eyes move from face to glossy face until they rest on Amanda. She is wearing denim shorts with no regard for how nineties that is, a cotton top as soft and faded as a page from an old book, a blue stone from the Atlantic on her sternum. Here she is at the other end of her world, yet he can’t imagine her speaking in anything but her own voice.









Naren


As he comes down the stairs, the sight of Aai arranging lilies on the mirror-top console – each stem cut at a precise slant though the ends will be lost to the vase – fills him with regret. How he wants to take her in his arms and kiss her where the hair on her temple is greying, but such familiarity is Rohit’s preserve. When his parents talk with his brother, there is none of the awe and mild fatigue that dominates their conversations with him, the trophy son around whom no one can relax. ‘Ah, Naren,’ Baba says, looking up from the Monday papers on the table. Aai turns, her smile even lovelier for the faint creases on her skin. ‘Had a good nap? Did Mukta disturb you with her dusting? I told her…’ He says he did. With Rohit at work and Amanda scouting the rental options offered by her fellowship, he finally has his parents to himself. Eager to be useful, he asks Baba about some financial matters that he was to advise them on. The first time he enquired about their corpus, as recently as this winter, he was hesitant, but Baba, warming up to the notion that a family’s achievements are cumulative, welcomed his interest. These days, they frequently consult on their portfolio, and that the market is on a high and Naren’s instincts are on point holds the scope for a new, adult relationship. ‘What’s the hurry?’ Aai asks, wiping the rim of the vase. ‘We can just sit and chat. I’ll tell Sita to make tea.’ But Naren doesn’t trust himself not to wear his parents down. ‘Once work kicks off,’ he says, ‘I won’t have a minute.’


They relocate to the ‘study’, a term his parents must have picked up from the builder’s plan because it is furnished like a TV room except for two teak bookshelves dominated by encyclopaedias, dictionaries, translations of the Gita, family albums, and folders full of documents like share certificates and medical reports. Rummaging through them, Baba constantly turns to Aai for help. As a child, Naren took their equation for granted, but having loved and lost, it is incredible to him that two people who barely knew each other before marriage share such an effortless affinity … Or not so strange, for though Aai is darker, there is something sibling-like about them, an inbred harmony most modern couples lack. And despite the paucity of this library, how far they have come. When they first sold the land, they were still acting their class, treating a windfall like income rather than capital, and spending on expensive cars and stagnant property instead of investments or experiences. But in the years since his father wound up his accounting practice, what was once the dignity of hard work and conscientious living is now a dignity suffused with languor.


‘Look at this,’ Baba says, handing him a frail certificate. ‘It’s a satbara, a tract that shows we own rural land. My father got it made when he purchased the Talne plot. He probably thought it would appreciate because Goa was a new state in the eighties and this was on the border. Then nothing happened for years, so everyone forgot.’


‘Until you found it in his will. I know.’


‘Ravi found it. We were all totally surprised. We called a lawyer and he dug up the deed and said yes, there is this estate. That’s when Asha flew in from Brisbane and we three siblings drove to Talne. A beautiful village in the ghats. We thought maybe we could build a resort there, but the land turned out to be a complete mix – part forest, part hill, part farm – meaning, it was too rustic to develop, and what does any Agashe know of farming? So we decided to sell.’


‘How did Brahma Mines happen? I don’t think I ever asked.’


‘One of my clients connected me with Ankush Jain,’ Baba says. ‘He’s a nephew of R.K. Jain of Brahma Industries. Big shots, I know. Ankush has his own company now, but at that time he was working for his uncle and wanted to expand their operations in the Konkan. The government was for it, a Conclave minister’s son even has a stake and had figured out the clearances. Then suddenly Ravi said, I won’t sell. He had spoken to some villagers and got convinced that mining would spoil the hill. Asha and I couldn’t sell until there was an agreement on how to divide the plot. Brahma tripled the price … but you know your Ravi Kaka. I’ll be honest, Naren, we weren’t on talking terms when our mother died.’


Baba’s eyes are bright with a can-you-believe-these-people mirth, but Naren can see that Kedar’s visit has pulled at the sutures of an old wound and that the satbara was merely an excuse to bring the conversation to what his father has carried for a long time.


‘You never told me,’ he says. ‘I came home for Aaji’s funeral.’


‘We thought why drag the children in, and after her, no one was in a mood to fight. Ravi released us, and the minute we sold our plots, half those villagers in Talne did. Today they are living in pukka houses and own trucks to carry the ore. The Goa government recently imposed a mining ban, and the villagers were praying to Ganapati that Talne isn’t affected! Still our Ravi has not sold his plot. He’s sitting on gold, but because of his tantrum, Asha and I have let him keep the Pune house for nothing. We say never mind, his factory didn’t do well. And now his son has the audacity to sit at my table and talk about miners snatching land at gunpoint.’


‘The land the Pune house is on must be worth a fortune,’ Naren says.


His father nods, consoled by this acknowledgement of his generosity. Even so, Naren’s cluelessness about the extent of the family feud makes him guilty. All these years abroad, he believed he was the one protecting his family from his disappointments; when Aai said all was well, he took it at face value. And it was, in a way. The hurt must surely cut deeper for Ravi Kaka, holding on to his bitter pride in Pune while his siblings live it up in Bombay and Brisbane. Flashes of Prabhat House, of summer holidays spent amidst the happy clamour of three generations, Kedar calling him Dada without irony. Not Naren Dada, simply Dada, for they were the only boys among the cousins, at least until Rohit was born, and Naren the older by three years. How had the distance grown? If he remembers right, it had set in before he left for the States. And if the families meet only at weddings and funerals now, he suspects it has less to do with the feud than the gap in their cosmopolitanism. Why else the whole charade of stopping by and trying to impress with all that reverse snobbery? The Pune Agashes have not amounted to enough to stay relevant, and unlike his Brisbane cousins, they have remained vernacular. Naren aches for a time before he categorized people by rank and class, and the lessons that led to this painful knowledge, but there is no going back. This is the world.


When jet lag makes it impossible for him to concentrate, they shut the folders. Amanda has been offered the guest room below, and he the room next to Rohit’s, but coming up the stairs, the whole upper floor feels like it already belongs to his brother. There’s a lounge with a bar for Rohit’s friends, his bedroom, and his ‘den’, which housed his studio until early this year and has a décor that is utterly distinct: the floor is black, the furniture white, and a stylized city skyline has been painted on the wall by an artist friend. The furthest Naren had ever gone in branding a part of his parents’ home was the stickers of wrestlers on his desk as a boy. There is something off-putting about Rohit’s confidence, his interrupting their parents and showing off his connections … but no, Rohit is a good boy, he’s just trying to make an impression; the real source of Naren’s upset is that he can’t help think what Amanda will make of his home. Taking off his clothes, he recalls the old bathroom from their Bandra East home, the mosaic tiles, the faded walls stained by rust where the pipes crept out, the pump water that smelled of copper, the exhaust fan letting the sunlight in from between its musty blades, light that exposed motes in the afternoon, and in the mornings, left a great star on the rim of the steel bucket. Not that he is nostalgic … if anything, it agitates him to see remnants of the past clutter the present, like the plastic bucket on the glossy Italian tiles, the ugly steel vessels in the French door fridge, or even old Kedar. Of course his gratification in inviting Amanda was that she stay at Imperial Heights, but now that he thinks of it, what a ludicrous name, just the kind to appeal to upstarts come into money by accident.


He turns on the shower, and the spray from the gilded shower head hits his muscles with exhilarating force. His mouth turns sweet as the water drips down his thighs. His hand goes absently to his crotch but stops at a caress. He doesn’t think of Amanda that way, and there is no one else, not even a fantasy that won’t seem pathetic when he is done. He shuts his eyes, and within, he sees the dead soy fields of his exile, the barns and silos so lonely for miles, and he thinks, oh America, either you failed me or I failed you. And when he says America, he doesn’t mean the lifestyle idealized by movies when he was a teen and all it took to recommend a watch or sweater was to say it was from America, he means the values that made him believe that country could be home. Amanda need not own a townhouse; she is the soil of Cathy’s roots, the hark back that Cathy romanticized for all her sophistication, and that he once mistook in her for humility. No, he isn’t trying to impress Amanda. He is merely gratifying himself by recreating a dynamic that he was once at the receiving end of, but as her visit has proved, he can’t even pull that off. Why else does it bother him when Rohit gets her laughing with such a different style? It isn’t envy so much as an affront to something he must protect if he is to remain convinced of his person. He reminds himself of his new pay cheque just in case he is assaulted again by the thought of having invested his twenties in a doomed endeavour and of starting over so late. As for his country, he decides, turning off the shower, it is only a matter of time before this clumsy puberty has passed. The washer and dryer are as much a part of the apartment’s fabric as in the West, and the new brands of yogurt and juice suggest that the days of plastic buckets and steel vessels are numbered. Until then, he must take pride in his present, for to suffer it in this way betrays not just your poor stock or choices but that you don’t stand by your stock and your choices. He presses his face to the towels, the blue detergent smell he has known all his childhood, and reminds himself: This is you, this is yours – love it, love it, love it.









Amanda


At her final dinner in Imperial Heights, she notices afresh all that a week has made familiar: the silk runner, the brass casseroles, and the many little bowls on her plate that Sita, already turning invisible, keeps refilling. The meal is elaborate. There is saag paneer because it is her favourite Indian dish; corn bake, should the curry get too spicy; what she now knows is dal, not soup; yogurt, rotis, pilaf rice and pickle. Her first night here, she asked what order to eat things in, and everyone laughed like it was the most charming thing to say. Tonight, she folds her roti into a roll, one bite for each spoonful of curry, and as the subject of her new rental in Santacruz leads to a discussion on the city’s suburbs, she feels reassured that Nana is right, people are people; no matter where you go and how confusing or daunting or hilarious they seem, there is always room to be kindred. Then again, enough Americans would find it hard to sit at a table like this without feeling or making others self-conscious, but this isn’t the first time strangers are happy to adopt her; who knows why, providence, her blue eyes, her lack of aloofness for a pretty girl, and in this case, a white one too – though this final reflection makes her blush, and she brings her thoughts to focus on the flavours in her mouth: the creamy green of the saag, that hint of cumin familiar from the India Café but with more freshness.
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