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To Ayesha










What’s the use of getting a son,


if he’s neither virtuous nor wise?


. . . Better that he die as soon as he’s born,


Better even that a daughter be born.


The Panchatantra
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The Ambassadors


My father had been retired five years when he convened a family summit. That sounds too grand for a meeting of four people, three of whom lived in the same south Delhi neighbourhood, two in the same flat, and one of whom, my mother, was never likely to be an important participant. But anybody who knew us could see that my father’s request was unusual. I measured the potential weight of it by the fact that it had taken Rohit, my brother, less than an hour to respond, not with mere agreement but with his flight details.


When Rohit was still a student, it had been so painful to coax him back for short visits that we’d long since stopped trying. Now that he was in the final months of his Optional Practical Training, with no prospect of an H-1B visa, you’d think he’d want to hold firm to every day he had left in New York, and maybe steal an extra week or two there. From April to October, Delhi was too hot for him. From November through February, it was too polluted. That left March, where the weather might be doable, but even so, this was Delhi, so far from the action. The city was dead.


My mother visited him twice a year. Between visits, every few weeks she’d demand that I issue one of those embarrassing Facebook appeals, asking if anybody was flying from Delhi to New York. Sometimes I gave in, and some poor bakra was saddled with frozen parathas, bottles of home-made mango pickle and Maggi noodles. Then one of these kind couriers sent me a bill for his excess baggage fee, and I told Ma I was done indulging her.


As for my father: he had never visited my brother, neither in New York nor in London. Nor was Rohit ever known to seek out Baba’s company when in Delhi. I don’t wish to give the impression that they disliked each other. They just didn’t quite know what to do with each other. They were the sort of people who, encountering each other as strangers at a party, would have diagnosed within five minutes a fatally mutual lack of sympathy. Thrown together irrevocably as father and son, they did what each must have regarded as his best. As a teenager, Rohit would rage against Baba’s dullness, not out of resentment at the fates for having granted him such a father, but out of what he called love. And when Rohit, in the certain knowledge of failure, hadn’t turned up for his Chartered Accountancy exam, my father didn’t even scold him. The only consequences were his agreeing to fund successive foreign degrees in design and filmmaking. By then each had given up on trying to change the other. Even Baba’s failure to visit Rohit wasn’t personal. He never went abroad in his life.


Under normal circumstances, if my father had asked that we all talk, my brother would have suggested Skype. But – at least in Rohit’s eyes – things hadn’t been quite normal for some time. Baba retired on his sixty-fifth birthday. He’d announced the decision two years earlier, after Rohit’s non-exam. With no one to leave his practice to, he gradually wound it up.


You can never predict how someone will respond to retirement, and with my father it was easy to be worried. How would he pass the time? All our lives he had worked twelve hours every weekday, and filled as much of the weekend as he could with more of his practice. My mother was not the sort to push back against this, but if she had, we all knew what he would have said: ‘I owe it to my clients.’


His duty to his clients didn’t allow for outside interests. There were, there must have been, things other than work that he did. Forty-five minutes in the park, starting 6.30 a.m. in winter, 5.30 in summer. Beyond a close reading of the pink papers, which was work, that is duty, he spent three minutes each on Dennis the Menace and Hagar the Horrible, and when he was done, if that day’s strip was up to scratch, the mark of his satisfaction was a single yogic exhalation. In later years he added another five minutes for the Sudoku puzzle; if it took longer than that to finish he passed it on to my mother and got on with his day. Then there were those Sundays when India was playing Pakistan in Sharjah or Toronto, and his brother, my chacha Vikram, would come over for the free beer and larger TV. Baba, his beer pristine, would supply us with statistical permutations at the end of each over. But we knew that he couldn’t spend his retirement analysing cricket scores.


More than worry I felt curiosity. I thought I knew him as well as anyone did. Others said better. And there was nothing stray or accidental in my father’s days. Everything was planned and accounted for. It must be the same with his retirement.


 


He closed the practice on a Friday, and gradually I had my answer. My old bedroom, left untouched all the years since I’d moved to the next block, became his study. Now that he had saved the hour he used to spend commuting to and from Nehru Place, he took out subscriptions to the Hindu and the Indian Express and the weekly magazines, and he read these at the dining table before moving to his study for the equivalent of the working day.


None of us can say much about what he did in that room. No one was ever invited in, but he kept the door three inches ajar, and if my mother or I went in with a question he never seemed to mind. We found him at his desk, taking notes by hand as he read on his desktop or iPad. Sometimes it was a printed magazine or pamphlet, these often in Hindi, and he would place this on the desk with the pages facing up, so I never saw a cover or spine.


Like all lawyers in this city I speak formal Hindi well enough, but I read it only haltingly, certainly not well enough to make a useful spy.


Once a day, for a little under an hour, my father would close, but not lock, the door. This was usually around 4 p.m., the hour at which he used to pause his accounting practice for a session of hatha yoga. It had been decades since he’d needed a teacher.


Later, Rohit would argue that my apparent absence of curiosity proved beyond doubt that I had always known exactly what Baba was up to. Of course I was curious, but I assumed that if we needed to know what he was reading and writing and thinking about, he would tell us in due course.


In the first year of my father’s retirement, Rohit once speculated that Baba was unable to leave work behind and was in fact handing out accounting advice online. That was all I knew him to say or think of the matter, until we were four years into Baba’s retirement and I began to hear from Rohit’s Delhi friends.


These were boys already in the position Rohit would soon find himself: they had studied abroad and, unable to secure work or a visa, had returned to Delhi, one and a half eyes fixed forlornly on that lost world of mixology bars, Peruvian restaurants and blondes who did CrossFit and longed for an Indian man to teach them authentic yoga. Back in Delhi they spent sulky days at the family business, browsing bikini pics on MailOnline, pausing periodically to abuse an underling. Others simply drifted. They usually had some entrepreneurial scheme forthcoming, never actually going – something to make Delhi less unlike London and New York, to bring it into the twenty-first century. One of them once asked me to draft a pre-nup for his (arranged) marriage. I was willing, although I warned him of what in fact ended up happening: the girl and her parents didn’t just refuse to sign, they decided to find a new groom.


All these years, that was the only case of my being contacted by a friend of Rohit’s. Many of them probably never even knew that he had a sister. Until I began to hear from them at the pace of one a month.


Each time it went like this. The friend would message on WhatsApp (they were all born in the late 1980s, seemingly too late for email). Hi Tara, he would begin. I don’t know if Rohit told you that I moved back to Delhi. Anyway, it would be great if we could catch up some time over coffee. There’s some stuff I’d love to talk to you about, someone like you who’s a hotshot lawyer and really knows how to make things work in this city. I’m still trying to get a handle on it [university aside, every last one of them had spent their entire lives here]. Rohit’s always talked about how smart you are and how you’re killing it as a lawyer. Really awesome stuff. Anyway, hope to catch you soon. Serious shit aside, will just be nice to hang! xx Pavit


Pavit was the first, and he was representative. I grew quite fond of it all: the xxs, the agreeably fraudulent flattery, the growing confusion of tone caused by having to forgo the use of the word ‘bro’.


We would meet at my office. They always wore a jacket but no tie, usually cufflinks, loafers or smart sneakers, chinos. Substitute the last for salmon-pink trousers, and it would be what they wore on cocktail bar dates. They would accept my offer of chai once I assured them it could be made without sugar, and then I would do them the kindness of getting straight to it.


‘What can I do for you?’


They never needed any loosening up. A female audience for their passionate blabbering was theirs by birthright. Each time I learned anew about the places they had left, the buzz, the energy – the frisson, one said hopefully – and their student entrepreneurial ventures. Then they would drone on about their plans to shake up Delhi, and their families’ boneheaded refusal to invest in their visions. ‘My dad doesn’t get it,’ they would say. ‘He thinks that because he’s made money one way for the past thirty years, we just keep doing the same shit over again. His loss, he could have had a real stake in the future.’ The more sentimental among them might add, ‘Now he gets to watch someone else’s son do it instead.’


I would be encouraging in terms general enough to avoid outright lying. ‘Always nice to see someone who wants to take a real entrepreneurial risk rather than just join Papa’s business. And you’re right, some of our parents’ businesses don’t make sense going forward,’ I would say, adding that I knew very little about this sector, but I could put them in touch with a former client of mine, etc.


At this point they would move on to their real business. ‘I’m worried about Rohit.’


‘Oh no, what’s wrong? Ma speaks to him every day and she hasn’t mentioned anything.’


With Pavit, that first time, I was genuinely curious.


‘He’s really worried about your dad. It’s getting him down. I hate to see him like this.’


‘That doesn’t sound like Rohit. Besides, there’s nothing at all the matter with Baba. He’s in excellent health.’


‘Physical health, yes. Touch wood.’ This being my office there was plenty of wood to hand, and they always took the opportunity to touch. ‘But hasn’t he become, like, a hermit? Spending all his time hidden away, reading, and not talking to anyone. A lot of Sanskrit stuff, your mom told Rohit. And they didn’t even know he read Sanskrit. And your dad’s never been like, religious, before, no?’


‘He’s as religious as the next person. Plus I’m not religious at all, so I don’t really know too much about that side of him.’


‘But whatever it is, this isn’t healthy. It can’t be right for anyone to live like this. Rohit just wants to make sure that your dad’s OK, that he doesn’t do something silly. And everyone knows the bond you and your dad have. Only you can get through to him.’


On the first few occasions, this was the point where I decided to end things, so as to save them the strain of searching for ways to shake my evident lack of concern. ‘There’s nothing to worry about. No man in the world has ever needed less taking care of than Baba. But, since Rohit is so worried, I’ll look into it a little more.’


And then it was the turn of Kunal, the friend of Rohit’s that I knew best, if mostly by reputation. His sister, Lila, was my age, and twenty years previously we had been in the same maths tuition class. Since then she had been a person I met only once or twice a year, but was immeasurably fond of; a part of me had always thought we ought to be best friends, but was restrained by that other part that said that such fondness depends upon a certain distance. Since she was married, and now a mother, I didn’t think we would get any closer. New mothers of Lila’s age and type seek out others like themselves: the childless no longer interest them. She had recently set up the Indian office of an American private equity firm. There were thirty partners, globally; she was the only woman.


Kunal followed the usual script, but something adversarial lurked beneath his words and tone. He had refused the chai, and each time I answered him he made it too evident that he wasn’t really listening. I couldn’t tell if this was because he simply didn’t like me, or if Rohit was now frustrated at how little I was able to tell his friends.


As I began to say that I would look into it, he cut me off.


‘No,’ he said. ‘Can you really not get it?’


‘Get what?’


‘This isn’t just about your father’s health. This is Rohit’s future we’re talking about. His rights as a son.’


‘The right to know what my father is up to? What he’s reading? As a daughter, I’ve never felt entitled to such a right.’


‘So you don’t get it. Or you do get it, but you get it too well.’ Now he stood up, and took two steps towards the door, planting his feet so he stood at forty-five degrees to me for his valediction.


Lila was right about him: he really did take his ideal of dramatic conversation from the Angry Young Man era of Bollywood.


‘Whatever shit your father is reading,’ he said, ‘it’s easy for you to say it’s not your business. You’ve always been his favourite. He’s never given Rohit his fair shot. What kind of father doesn’t appreciate a son, doesn’t love and cherish him? God only knows. Rohit says he’s gone religious, but I don’t buy it. Our religion doesn’t teach a man to betray his son. He’s been brainwashed, and we all know what happens next. He will say he wants to devote his life to the poor and needy, go full Gandhi, and start giving away what is Rohit’s. And Rohit will lose his chance. But Rohit’s too nice to fight for his rights. Too soft. And you won’t help him, you never have and never will. But I won’t stand for it. It makes me sick to see this happen to a man like Rohit.’


It was only the next day that I realised that I had forgotten to close the door, and that the whole office – my three juniors, the clerk, the receptionist and the office boy – must have heard everything. At the time I found myself fixated on something else. Rohit was thirty, and this was the first time I could ever remember someone referring to him as a man.


 


Before the onset of Rohit’s ambassadors, it had been many years since I had any cause to think about my father’s money. I was financially self-sufficient, and so were my parents, and nothing was likely to change on either side. With no husband or children of my own, I didn’t think of money as a bridge across generations, or of inheritance as a matter of right. Of course I was aware of the privilege that underpinned this lack of concern. At twenty-two, I could afford to pass up corporate law in favour of litigation because I had the option of living rent-free at home – most advocates pay their juniors less than their chauffeurs. Many of my classmates were expected to pay a family cess on their salary from day one, to go towards the medical bills of grandparents or a sister’s wedding. My salary was really pocket money – tiny, but spent all on myself. After three years I started working for a senior counsel, and could afford to move out.


And then I was busy establishing my own law practice. You can succeed – which means survive – in litigation, or you can contemplate matters like your inheritance. That Rohit thought to have his friends scope me out suggests aspiring filmmakers have more free time.


But back when I was still dependent, I had felt the limits more keenly than the privilege. Unlike so many of his friends, and a few of my own, Rohit and I never had any prospect of going abroad for college. As accountants went, honest ones at any rate, Baba was successful, but not to the extent of contemplating dollar fees. When I finished law school, I thought briefly about asking Baba if I should look at an LLM in the US – a one year master’s versus the four that college would have been. At that time India was opening up and felt new to the American touch, and even a slacker from my law school could get into Harvard or Chicago. But what would be the point? I didn’t need an LLM to practise successfully in Delhi. In truth I thought Baba would say yes, and I feared this more than a refusal.


Then came Rohit’s graduation, and his exam no-show. He started work at an ad agency, and said he liked it. I had moved out, but had dinner at my parents’ whenever I got off work in time. Rohit, who ostensibly lived at home, was usually out with friends.


In those months I established a pattern that still holds. I never had to say in advance that I was going to be ‘home’ for a meal. I moved between my parents’ flat and my own barsaati as if they were rooms of the same house.


This was why, when my father convened the summit, I thought immediately of the only previous occasion, six years earlier, on which he had actually requested my presence at home at a particular date and time: Sunday lunch. An hour later he had called again, brimming with apology. Rohit couldn’t do lunch. Could I come at 11 a.m. instead? The thing was, he said, Rohit needs to be there, because we’re going to discuss his future.


I had arrived that day to find my father at the dining table. Rohit was sitting next to him, but he had moved his chair to allow enough space for my mother to stand between them. She never sat if she could help it; it impeded the natural flow between kitchen, living room and bedrooms that kept the house going and her weight down.


Baba had arranged five documents before him, side by side rather than stacked. I recognised them as title deeds.


We had known, dimly, that Baba had always invested what he could in property, beginning in the late 1970s when he bought our Hauz Khas home. It was the first place anyone in the family had ever owned, other than lost village land that had passed from history into myth. But none of us – even my mother – had anything like a full sense of his portfolio. Until now.


‘I’ve called you both here,’ he said, ‘because Rohit has decided to go abroad for higher studies. He applied some time ago; neither he nor his mother saw fit to inform me. He has been admitted to a college in London. I haven’t heard of it, but he assures me it is famous in its field. Designing.’ When my father had to speak at any length he did so in neat chapters, pausing to indicate a narrative break rather than to invite interruption.


Rohit may not have observed this habit of my father’s, or perhaps he thought the point too important, and so he took the opportunity to say, ‘Interaction design!’


Baba made no acknowledgement. ‘Rohit tells me – I know nothing – that no designing college offers scholarships. In England the tuition fees aren’t so high as America. But living is expensive. He says he can work part-time, but your mother says if he works it will distract from the studies that are the point of sending him. I agree. So the question is, how does he pay for it?’


He went through the options, making a show of the tokenism of the exercise, the fact that each had been pre-rejected. It was too late for external scholarships. Loans made little sense for a course in which immediate job prospects were dubious. The trust funds established for our respective educations had not been with a view to foreign degrees. Only then did he come to the point.


Our father, we learnt, owned five flats in addition to the one in which we lived. Each had been, at the time of purchase, in an unfashionable colony; some still were. But over time their value had grown by several multiples of ten. The cheapest would have funded an LLM twice over.


‘Rohit can pay for this degree,’ he said, ‘if we sell one of these. Paschim Vihar is the one I have in mind. The price won’t rise much further. I’m told that this is the right thing to do. It’s our duty; it is an investment in Rohit’s future. What is a flat none of you will ever live in compared to an education? All the same, I don’t know. It’s an asset. The rent alone is more than Rohit’s current salary. Will he earn more as a designer? Maybe I’m wrong, and with the new metro line the value goes up. Plus, right now we own six properties. That’s an even number. But if I talk like this, people will say, Brahm Saxena, he can only think like an accountant.’


It was never spoken but always clear: he was addressing me. And so it was I that resolved the dilemma.


Of course he should sell, I said; Rohit wanted this, and deserved it. He would justify it in time, I said.


The flat sold for so much that when Rohit had to leave London there was enough left over to fund another master’s degree, this time in America. Every six months or so my father would remind me that he had never bought another property.
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The Summit


Six years later, in the days leading up to the summit, I was forced to confront the prospect that my father was going to say what he planned to do with his properties. It was in his nature to want to explain his intentions so as to forestall the interpretive contest that a will might provoke.


I had known, of course, that the properties were on Rohit’s mind. Maybe his impending return to India and the fact that he was now out of degrees had, for the first time, concentrated his mind on his financial future. Like so many other Delhi sons, the value of his potential inheritance was out of proportion with his own earning power. Whether he got half, or everything, the inheritance might determine the course of the rest of his life.


Why was he so worried? He couldn’t seriously think that my father would give me his share. Baba and I might be closer, but my father was a man whose notion of dharma was the performance of duty, not the expression of preference. If he planned to disinherit Rohit, he wouldn’t have spent all that money on his foreign degrees. Maybe it was that remark of Baba’s, six years ago, that bothered Rohit. ‘Right now we own six properties – that’s an even number.’ Then we had six; now we owned five. Maybe he had more subtlety than I’d ever credited him with, and understood what Baba meant by six being an even number. Six properties and two children: an easy division. Five properties and two children: a recipe for litigation.


On the day before the summit, I felt a wholly unfamiliar urge to pray. To whom or what, I didn’t know. All I wanted was this: that my father’s summit be about something other than dividing up our inheritance.


 


I saw Rohit first. This didn’t look to have been an accident. Opening the door to me was his way of saying, This is still my home.


‘Coffee?’ he asked. Only later did he think to hug me. ‘Not the usual crap. I’ve brought home an aeropress.’


‘No thanks,’ I said, adding, quite truthfully, that I was conscious of drinking too much coffee to get through the week and the weekend was a chance to cut down.


‘You look well,’ he said. Was that what you were taught to say in New York? Or London?


‘I am well.’


It was a year since I’d seen him last. There had been longer gaps; but on those previous occasions I’d never consciously observed him, never focused my attention on whether and how he might have changed. Isn’t that how it is with all siblings? I was six when Rohit was born, and for years I’d strained to hold on to every memory I had of life before him, fruitlessly. Siblings are the nearest thing our lives have to permanent fixtures, and they don’t change even as we do – they might change to themselves, and to others, but not to us.


But this time I was vigilant for any sign that this might be a new Rohit. Not new to the eye – he still wore the old morning uniform of basketball shorts and Killers T-shirt – but I watched him as I hadn’t done since he was new, newly born. I wanted to find evidence in his manner of the anxiety and ambition that had propelled him to send his friends to me and for him to rush back for this summit. They were qualities no one had ever known him to possess. He had ‘ambitions’, or said he did, but he had always expressed them in the manner of the child who is asked what he wants to be when he grows up.


I had refused the coffee, but he went to the kitchen anyway to get my mother, who went to get my father. I lingered by the front door, as if in a stranger’s house, awaiting guidance as to where to place myself.


‘There you are,’ said Baba. ‘Let’s do this in the living room.’


This was the room in which we had always done the least living. We ‘entertained’ guests there – but we received guests rarely, by Delhi standards. Growing up I had associated it with the TV that Baba didn’t believe in us watching. Unlike other fathers, he could express this opinion without hypocrisy, because he didn’t believe in watching it himself. The room itself could go weeks without anyone entering it except to dust or mop. Its soft red sofa and armchairs must have looked staid on the day they were bought, but twenty years later they looked new, in the sense of being unused.


This meant that none of us knew where to place ourselves. Unlike those families who do TV dinners, or enjoy a nightly routine of four-way conversation, we didn’t each of us have our spot.


Rohit sat first, manshrinking, occupying as little as he could of the sofa to make clear to my father how much space was available. But my father didn’t sit down at all. Unless I sat, this would leave Rohit as the only one sitting, which was untenable. It took him a minute to stand back up, more confused than irritated by the rest of us. I thought this set-up perfectly appropriate: we were standing to attention.


Ma placed herself behind me, in the space between the chairs and the wall, technically inside the room but outside its social space, as if to mark herself as only an observer to the summit.


We stood, and no one said anything. At least on my part this was deliberate. If the summit was what I feared, I wanted to hold it off as long as I could. And I had the harmlessly cruel thrill of watching Rohit’s curiosity – would it swell up and show on his face, like that of a man who is stuck in a long meeting and needs the bathroom?


Baba, I was certain, had planned every word of what he was going to say. That didn’t mean he knew how to start.


But Rohit, this new Rohit, surprised me. He gave Baba his cue. ‘Let’s go, Daddy?’ If this was a new Rohit, what else didn’t I know? Maybe Rohit knew what was coming – maybe Ma had given him a preview. But that meant she knew, which meant too much revision of a life’s worth of assumptions about my parents and their marriage. No, all this meant was that Rohit had prepared.


Going by his sending the ambassadors, he’d been preparing for a whole year.


‘We should sit,’ I said, so finally we did, except for Ma, who drew closer and placed her hands on the back of my chair.


I felt a shimmer of regret at getting Baba to sit. Standing up, you could properly admire his unblemished slimness, the little miracles of his waist and stomach, his shirt tucked in with the fitted ease of a second skin.


‘OK,’ said Baba. ‘I know you want to know what this is about, and I don’t want to keep you waiting unnecessarily. But I also have to tell this the right way, in the right order. I have to tell you why as well as what.’ He fingered the ball-point pen that stood in his shirt pocket, as of old. ‘I have been five years in this stage of life. What people call retirement. I went into it without plans. Where was the time? Ever since I arrived in Delhi I had known what to do. It was simple – first right foot, then left. Every day I had to look after my clients, provide for the family. But now that had stopped. That work was done. I’m sure you didn’t ask yourselves why I was retiring. You probably thought, everyone retires by sixty or sixty-five. I didn’t ask myself, either. I just knew – this work is done. But I was healthy. I didn’t feel old. I could die any minute, but I could also live thirty more years. Not being Bhishma, it wasn’t in my hands.’


He made his first pause. Had Baba scheduled these pauses, when composing his monologue?


Rohit, the new Rohit, the one who had prepared, had been waiting. ‘You don’t have to explain all this, Daddy. We get it. You were looking for a new source of meaning. Something to give purpose to the rest of your days.’


Baba looked at new-Rohit with the unfamiliar satisfaction of having been understood. ‘Yes. Although you make me sound important. I simply wanted to occupy myself. I needed to know what to do with myself.’


‘It’s OK, Daddy! It’s the universal human experience of retirement.’


‘Why don’t we just let Baba say what he wants to say?’ I said. ‘I know he’s thought through all this very thoroughly.’


It was only later, replaying this scene, that I stopped on my use of the words I know. I knew what Rohit was thinking: Fucking hell, she already knows.


Baba looked gratefully at me, as he had at Rohit a moment before. Whether or not this really was a new Rohit, this was a new Baba – one who was unsure of himself; one who, for the first time in his life, needed someone else’s support and approval. ‘Yes, thanks, Tara.’


I felt Ma withdraw a few feet behind me, to my left. As we waited for Baba to find his place, I saw that the pink dust-cloth that always hung over the TV had been folded back. Ma clearly watched it these days.


‘At first I thought, let me just wait, and something will come to me. I had a vague idea – I have looked after the family, now let me do something for the society – but what? I had no special knowledge or talent. So I started to read the newspapers in the morning, and our scriptures for the rest of the day. Between them, I hoped for my answer.’


Rohit was nodding along, either as a cover for escalating panic or because he liked what he was hearing. Wasn’t this what Ma had told him – Baba had gone religious?


‘On Saturday I would take my walk with Vikram in his colony park, and we would discuss the world. He too was thinking of retirement.’ Baba was still speaking of five years ago: Vikram chacha had been a full-time grandparent for getting on three years. ‘You know Vikram – whatever you say, he will disagree. Normally a disease only lawyers suffer from,’ he said, smiling at me. ‘If I said I wanted to serve the society, he said there was no need, our duties begin and end at home. If I said I was reading all day, he said, do something useful with yourself.’


All this was most unlike Baba, who liked to approach the point with care, but directly, never telling you what you already knew.


‘So what was it, Baba, that you decided to do?’ I asked, with pointed gentleness.


I had scrambled the script. ‘OK,’ he said, ‘maybe there’s no need to tell the whole story. I have called you here to talk about the future. My little future’ – he indicated how little with his hands – ‘and your longer futures. But more than that – all our futures. The question is, what kind of future can you have? Can we have?’


I knew what Rohit was thinking. Something had gone badly wrong. If Baba was speaking this way about the future, with this much uncertainty, did that mean that Rohit’s future, the other still unsold flats, the theoretical but surely real stocks and bonds, were built on sand rather than rock? Unlike Rohit, I knew that couldn’t be what Baba meant. But what did he mean?


‘Baba – who is we?’ I asked.


Rohit looked confused; Baba, suddenly exultant.


‘That,’ he said, ‘is exactly what I wanted to talk about. Look outside.’ It wasn’t clear if this was meant as a literal instruction. The living-room windows faced the street. The potted plants of the balcony obscured, quite successfully, the flats and houses on the other side. That left only the sky, which in March was a weak, watery blue; the winter smog had gone, leaving behind a thin film through which we now saw the sky.


‘Is this,’ continued Baba, ‘a place fit for life? By future, I mean all our futures – all living things.’


‘Whoah,’ said Rohit, ‘Daddy, you’ve gone full Greta. This is not what I was expecting.’


‘No,’ said Baba. And he made a face – of contempt, of hurt by association. I registered the face, but it would be months before I understood it. ‘You think, son, that I’m talking about climate change. Climate change is only a symptom.’


‘The Anthropocene,’ said Rohit, using a word I had heard but couldn’t precisely define, pronouncing it with a mocking drama that was surely involuntary.


Baba said, ‘Do you even know what that word means?’ Rohit composed an expression of sufficient abashment. ‘No? Just a trendy word you know. Well, let me tell you. We – we humans – have decided that we are apart from life. Above life. Nature, after all, has rules that we don’t set. It has limits. It has its own law of Karma. Everything you do has its consequence, has its response. We used to know all this. We have forgotten.


‘Delhi,’ my father continued, ‘well, there is no better place to see this than Delhi. What was Delhi? A perfect oasis. In the middle of near-desert, a slice of green heaven, fed by a strong river. What have we made of Delhi? A place unfit for life. The river is a dry garbage dump. The water in our pipes is liquid refuse. The air – I won’t tell you about the air. Every park is a monument to what we have done. What is a park? A temple of life. Our parks are temples of sickness. Every tree, every bird suffering, as if it has been told it must live but is stuck in a place no longer fit for living. Come to the mandi and you won’t be able to show me one tomato that isn’t sick and decaying.’


I could hear what my father was leaving out; how much he was straining against himself for our benefit. My father dealt in facts, which as far as he was concerned meant figures, the only facts you could be sure of. There was no doubt that he had in his mind every number that measured Delhi’s unfitness for living. When I said at sixteen that I wanted to be a lawyer, he had said only, ‘Of course.’ But later, once I was a lawyer, he would occasionally express a sentence or two of regret. The law, he said, was not really about truth, not about facts: it was about who had the better story, and who told their story better. Now Brahm Saxena, whom they said could only talk like an accountant, was trying to talk like a lawyer.


‘You think you know all this,’ Baba said, skilfully looking at all and none of us at once, ‘but it doesn’t bother you. You complain about the pollution’ – this time to Rohit – ‘but you’re only thinking about how it affects you. You’re thinking, “I don’t want to live in Delhi because of the pollution”, or, “If I have to live in Delhi, which is the best air purifier, which is the best mask for running?” And at least you know there is pollution. The city is full of boys, your age or younger, killing themselves slowly with every breath and sip, and all they’re thinking about is, “Which Chinese phone should I get? Should I get a Voda SIM or Jio? Which will stream porn faster?” ’


Baba was speaking at a pitch and speed that I struggled to associate with his voice, his body. The familiar pauses were gone, too, and with them any question of us interrupting. He had already said more to Rohit this morning than he had in entire years.


‘As I read more, I began to travel around Delhi to see for myself. I saw the way things really are. I said to Vikram, What are we doing? Why are we on this mission of collective suicide? Vikram told me it was all the fault of the West. In the West, he said, they think man is God, or can become God, can own and eat and have everything. It is man’s destiny to control Nature. But if that is true, I told him, we Indians have the least excuse. Our religion says that all life is equal, all life is sacred. I am no better than a tree or an owl or a rat. Our culture says think about your children, your grandchildren, all the generations to come. I said all this to Vikram. He said, OK, maybe you’re right. But why are you worrying about it? If you don’t like Delhi, move to a hill station. You’re old. If you want to take our religion seriously, now is the time to go to the forest. I told him, People like you are the problem. People who think everyone should only think of themselves. And as for the forest – the way we are going, soon there won’t be one for anyone to go to. Vikram said, You can talk all you want. But you are a nobody. It’s not like you can change any of this.


‘So now,’ said Baba, who looked like he wanted to stand up again, ‘maybe Vikram was right. Maybe you agree with him. You’re wondering why I’m wasting your time with this lecture, I who can do nothing about any of this. Well, I don’t care. And I don’t have a choice. With what time I have, I have to do what I can.’


Rohit was the first to stand. Baba and I followed. Rohit thought about hugging Baba, but instead he extended a hand. When Baba didn’t take it, Rohit didn’t look put off. He just beamed at Baba.


‘Daddy, I just want you to know how proud I am. And I’m with you, one hundred per cent. We have to raise awareness. Whatever you want to do, I’m here to help you with. I might even have some relevant skills.’


Given everything that has happened since, I want to stipulate here that I don’t believe Rohit was lying.


‘Rohit,’ I said, ‘I don’t think Baba is finished yet. Are you?’


‘I don’t know,’ said Baba. ‘The truth is that I haven’t yet decided what I can do. I know what has to be done – people have to realise what’s going on, before it’s too late – but I’m still working out my own role. Vikram is right, I’m a nobody, but that just means I have to work harder to find my role, find my purpose. Later, I may ask for your help,’ he said to Rohit, before turning again to face all and none of us, ‘but that’s not why I called you here today. I wanted to talk about how my purpose, whatever it ends up being, might affect your futures. I thought I owed you that. But maybe,’ he said, looking almost sly, ‘maybe you don’t want to talk about that?’


‘No, Baba,’ I said firmly. ‘We do.’


How perversely versatile that word, ‘we’. Here was Rohit, who had waited at least a year for exactly this, now unable to ask for it; and here was me, commanding Baba to tell us what I didn’t want to hear. But I trusted Baba to know all this, because I had always trusted him to know everything.


‘Only if you want to, Daddy.’


Baba looked at me as if he needed further direction. When I didn’t offer any, he said, ‘Tara is right. Of course I must tell you.’


I felt my chest and pelvis contract. What mattered, what needed to be said – what Baba wanted to do with his life – had been said. What was to be said now, no good could come of.


I presume there really are perfect families, orbs of warmth and care and humour, like a four-person lunch that is simultaneously relaxing and invigorating, except lasting a lifetime; and that we don’t see them because you have to be in one to know it, and don’t read about them because perfection is thought insufferable when it isn’t you that’s suffering it. Unhappy families we all know. But most families are neither happy nor unhappy; they find their equilibrium, and as long as they hold it life is essentially endurable.


Our family’s equilibrium contained only two close relationships out of a possible six, and one of those, me and my father, was close in an unexpressive, unphysical way. But the family still worked, as a whole and for each of its members. And it had long passed the point of improvability. We could hold our equilibrium, or we could lose it.


Ma drew close once again. I might have reached back and clasped her right wrist with my left hand, but we were not that sort of family.


‘What I will do, I will do alone,’ Baba said. ‘I may ask for your help, but I won’t expect it, and I will shield you from any consequences. But, all the same, my decisions may affect you. They may affect what you had planned, or what you were expecting. Not that I should presume those things.’


At what point, I wondered, had Rohit stopped beaming? I only noticed it now.


‘When you were born, I wanted to make sure that you could take for granted what I’d had to fight for. I had to educate myself, and then I had to educate Vikram. I know that at various points you wanted more than I chose to offer. You thought I was too strict, and too kanjoos. You were jealous of other children, their toys, their fancy holidays. But I gave you an education. Not only an education, but the kind I never had. On that score, I denied you nothing. What I did not spend on the household and your studies, I saved and invested. Like anyone who starts early, and avoids bad decisions, I did well. Now, what does that mean? It means that, as long as your mother is alive, her needs will be taken care of. That has all been arranged. She has the best health insurance money can buy, and more than enough set aside for her day to day. Whatever happens, she won’t need one paisa from either of you. You don’t have to worry about that.


‘When I understood what I wanted to do with my own life, I thought about my other duties. Vikram and his family are well settled. My children have been set up for life in the most secure way possible, through education. You can lose a house in an earthquake, you can lose any investment in a recession, but education you can’t lose. I believe,’ he said, looking straight at my mother for a few seconds, and then to Rohit and me in turn, ‘I believe that to each of you I have done my duties, and that my duties are done. Fifty years of duties have passed, and now I am free.


‘So all I have left to say is this. I will ask nothing from you. Not money, forget that, but nothing else either. I will not be a burden on you. But now that my duties are done, you can expect nothing from me. I have already given you what you needed. Anything else I have must now go where it is needed.’


When it came, could it really be said to be surprising? When Rohit, in New York, started to dispatch his ambassadors, when those ambassadors hinted that Baba had gone religious, wasn’t it only this that he feared? Not Baba leaving it all to me – even Rohit couldn’t fear that – only this, maybe not in its specific, well-past-Greta form, but in a general sense. Any worst-case preparations Rohit had made were for this. He couldn’t be surprised.


Yet – needed. What could he say to compete with needed? You might fear it was coming, might have feared it for a year, but who’s to say you were ready when it came?


Ma spoke first. ‘Brahm, what is this bakwas? How can you say such things?’


We have to accept that we never fully know our parents. Maybe she’d used this tone with him before, but I doubted it. And – another observed first – he ignored her, and spoke instead to his children.


‘Do you think what I’ve just said is nonsense?’


I looked back at my mother, in search of some appropriate follow-up to this brazen violation of wifely decorum as she’d always understood it – contrition, shock, embarrassment, even confusion – but found only defiance.


Rohit was recovering, or maybe he was finally able to access the responses he’d prepared. ‘Daddy, don’t you think it’s a bit unfair to just spring this on us? Shouldn’t it be a conversation?’


‘This is a conversation. I’m happy to answer any questions you have. I offer total honesty.’


‘But how can this be a conversation?’ I asked. ‘Surely what is Baba’s is Baba’s to decide what to do with. I don’t think Baba is springing anything on us, either. It’s not like we were promised something and he is now reneging on that promise.’


‘Don’t try to lawyer this, Tara. This is a family. Baba isn’t your client. I’m not the other side. We’re trying to work this out together.’


‘What is there to work out? Baba has told us, and he’s given us his reasons.’


‘Brahm,’ said my mother in Hindi, ‘what are you doing?’


Before Baba could respond – if he was going to respond – Rohit returned to his script. ‘Daddy, we are a family. We don’t sign contracts with each other. You never said, I promise you this, I guarantee you that. But in a family, isn’t everything shared? Nothing belongs to an individual, it belongs to us all. What’s mine is my parents’, and my children’s, and my children’s children, even if they haven’t been born yet. I can’t turn around tomorrow and say, “What’s mine is mine, I won’t look after my parents.” How can we suddenly stop being a family?’


Ma looked at Rohit as if he were up on stage at school prize day receiving first place in elocution (she had come to prize day every year; he had never won anything).


Rohit’s claim was baseless, legally: Baba hadn’t inherited any of his property, so we had no intrinsic claim to it. And dubious factually: Baba had made clear that we would never have to provide for him or Ma. Then there was the hypocrisy of a guy who had spent a decade hankering after everything Western, individual freedom above all, appealing to Indian family values. But none of these arguments quite fit the rhetorical needs of the situation. I needed a different approach.
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