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SUTLEJ


A pond equals ten wells, a reservoir equals ten ponds, while a son equals ten reservoirs, and a tree equals ten sons.

Matsya Purana, 154:512




October

There was water in the dead well. It might have been a trick of the light, Satnam thought, or his eyes – his contact lenses in the suitcase Air India had lost – or maybe he was seeing things, still a little light-headed from the drive, from the hours of conditioned air in the rented hybrid, driving up to the Sutlej and back to the farm, his parents looking out at the passing view, noting how things had changed, how nothing was the same, and Satnam nodding along, the emptied urn snug between his knees, warm. But here it was, water: a reflection. He looked down at himself looking up.

He’d asked his bibi about the well the last time he was in Punjab, when he was a child. It had been dry for as long as she could remember, she’d said, his dad translating. The farms around Hakra relied on electric pumps to survive, which were lengthened every few years to reach the ever-receding groundwater – perfect, plastic roots. Still, on some evenings, Bibi would walk to the dead well at the corner of her square plot, and that summer Satnam would follow. She would light the candles sheltered in a small makeshift shrine on one side of the well, and then a cigarette, which she didn’t smoke. Satnam would watch it burn out like incense, trying to guess the exact moment the lengthening ash would fall. When Bibi was done thinking, she’d flick the butt into the opening, one more piece of confetti. His parents had explained that the shrine was a samadhi: ‘Tradition,’ his mum said; ‘Superstition,’ his dad. It was about honouring ancestors, they agreed, remembering the dead.

Satnam leant over the edge of the well and felt something move within him, like the bubble in a spirit level. His left ear was yet to pop from the flight, his body caught between varying pressures. A bead of sweat dropped from his lip into the dark, the sun eclipsed on the surface by his shadowy face. Featureless, he could have been any number of people before him, reaching for water.

He picked up the bucket, which he remembered using as a basketball hoop when playing with Pala, whose family lived in the annex. Back then, he hadn’t realised that it was Pala’s family who did the work on the farm. He’d believed that it was all Bibi.

The candles of the samadhi were still in their place, along with a lighter. Satnam lit one of the wicks and lowered the bucket. Pala had bet that he could throw Satnam’s orange bouncy ball so hard into the well that it would come back. Satnam had stood ready to catch. It must still be down there, the ball, he thought, outlasting them all. He pulled the frayed rope across the ragged brick lip as the bucket made contact. There was a satisfying weight to it as he lifted it up. The water was cold, clear. He’d been told to test bottle caps, avoid ice cubes – ‘You’re not made like us,’ his dad had said – but he drank from the bucket anyway, washing his face, feeling human again.

The droplets that fell from his short hair darkened the dirt in spots which were gone when he looked down again. At last, there was the sense of some movement in the air, and a soft breeze cut across the golden crop, lifting the acrid scent of pesticides with a sound like the hissing of mustard seeds blooming in oil. According to Bibi’s will, this farm and the house at the edge of it were now his.

All his. He had no siblings, and his father’s sister had long fallen out with her mother. But why not leave it to his parents? He figured it might have something to do with his recent work at VertiCrop and his interest in growing food when he was young. He’d kept Bibi’s vegetable patch going in Wolverhampton after she’d moved back to Punjab, would wordlessly show her the tomato vines and chillies on FaceTime and she’d say her one English phrase – ‘Good luck’ – which Satnam understood to mean ‘great’, ‘well done’ or ‘goodbye’, depending on tone.

It had been years since Bibi’s small plot had turned any form of profit. The Hakra farm once grew mustard and gram, but Pala, its sole worker, had long given in to the increased demand for rice, shipping in water by the truckload once the monsoon began, forming artificial paddies on the arid land, the weight of the water across the state causing the ground to depress over the exhausted aquifer. The seasons didn’t mean what they used to, the old borders eroding between summer and winter. Bibi had joked that the only seasons she now knew were rice and wheat.

Anyone with sense had sold, his father said; developers were circling. Villages like this, which had seemed so distant from anything when Satnam was a child, were being steadily consumed by aimless sprawl: you could Swiggy a Burger King here now, order manure on Flipkart. As the world changed around her, Bibi was marooned by her stubbornness. She would never sell. She wouldn’t even buy the tractor Pala had asked for – he had only one water buffalo left to help plough. Satnam watched her fanning her tail now, sitting in what was left of the house’s shade.

As a child, Satnam couldn’t understand why Bibi had chosen to live here, with the constant smell of drying dung, instead of in their semi-detached in Wolves, with its time-release Glades in every second plug socket. India, as he’d understood it, was a place for leaving. In the years after she returned to Punjab, he had questions for her but didn’t know how to ask them. On their clipped video calls, he’d stick to the same few talking points, so that a conversation could be performed, even if little was actually communicated. He knew how to ask about the weather, her plans for dinner and how the buffalos were doing. The only buffalo left now was thin. Her skin hung slack from her ribs. She yawned and looked back at the door as Satnam’s parents appeared, followed by the lawyer. He couldn’t believe how quickly they were arranging for the land to be sold, just hours after spreading the ashes.

‘We’ve hardly any compassionate leave,’ Mum said.

‘Not all of us have your free time,’ Dad said.

Satnam was still living off severance. He called them over, wondering, as the lawyer’s scooter turned down the dirt road, raising dust and fumes, how far down the river Bibi’s ash was now, and where it would be by the time they flew back to England. His parents walked through the haze towards him.

‘This has to change the asking,’ his dad said, looking down into the well.

His mum shook her head. ‘My money’s on rain.’



Pala arrived that evening to pay his respects. He said the monsoon, like a bad lover, hadn’t lasted long. There had been no rain in weeks. The nearby Hawthorn Reservoir was empty and the Hakra co-op had agreed to pool funds to order in paddy water.

‘Last day of October and it’s the height of summer.’

The men sat down around a dusty bottle of Glenfiddich. Satnam added flat Coke to his glass; his dad and Pala took it neat. When Pala drank, he winced, revealing wrinkles. He was a few years older than Satnam but dressed as a much younger man. How he could wear such tight jeans in this heat, Satnam didn’t know. He wondered if Pala still owned the lucky Wolves shirt his mum had forced him to leave behind on their last visit. It seemed like it might still fit him.

‘Did you put any of the paddy water in the well?’ Satnam’s dad asked, in English.

‘No.’

‘Strange,’ his dad said, before switching back to Punjabi. ‘So how come you’ve been away?’

Satnam couldn’t follow as the conversation turned, and asked his dad to translate. Pala’s nephew was mute. Bibi had given him money to take the boy to a nearby city to see a specialist. His sister and nephew were still awaiting the appointment, but Pala had come home as soon as he heard about Bibi.

Satnam’s dad gave up on interpreting and talked to Pala in quick Punjabi for two more glasses. Satnam let it wash over him, the language meaning less and less as it sped past, becoming music. In the last few months, Harp had insisted on giving him Punjabi lessons; she wouldn’t date a coconut, and she would certainly never raise one. Satnam had given in when it became clear that Bibi’s memory was failing. She might die before he’d ever truly spoken to her, he thought.

‘Isn’t it weird,’ he’d said to Harp during their first lesson, ‘that, when describing the language of animals, we say “song”: birdsong, whalesong?’

‘We’re not doing this if you start wandering off.’

The filmi that Bibi listened to felt a more pure form of music because he couldn’t understand the lyrics, as did the bhangra Harp liked. At university, Satnam had lived next door to an exchange student who had got him into French rap, and he’d enjoyed not knowing what was being said whenever they hosted pre-drinks, not having to worry if the lyrics were offensive. He thought back to a work trip to Seoul in his Oracle days, stepping into a cinema to kill time before his delayed flight, the film with its incomprehensible dialogue taking on the characteristics of a dream; he thought of how, when the main characters spoke during the sex scenes, whatever they were saying had the potential to be the hottest thing a person could say, which had reminded him, shamefully, of the time when, as a child, his local gurdwara had installed a projector screen at the front of the hall to show translations of the verses that the Granthis were singing. Up until that moment, he’d believed in God because it seemed strange not to – why else would all the adults he knew sit on the floor in silence? He’d assumed whatever was being sung to be transcendent and whatever was written in the holy book he bowed before each Saturday to contain life’s cheat codes. But then, reading from the screens, he could understand what was being sung, and he lost his faith. In an instant, he was a different person, and he’d spend trips to the gurdwara evolving his Pokémon and watching the clock. He’d later liken the experience to the time congregations in England first heard a sermon in a language they understood, abstract Latin giving way to lowly English, the high word of God suddenly commonplace, fixed in meaning, mundane. ‘Something that could have been anything becoming one thing,’ he’d said to Harp. ‘There’s no way that can’t be disappointing.’

Pala and Satnam’s dad talked over one another now, getting louder – Punjabi comprehensible to Satnam in slow straight lines, and then indecipherable at the speed a native spoke. Perhaps this was how infants experienced life, all sound song.

‘One more?’

‘Go on.’

He’d interpreted Bibi more by the tone of her voice than by what she said; he loved her because he couldn’t really know her. Occasionally, his parents would ruin his simplified idealisation of her and he’d catch a glimpse of the real person, her questionable views – too many immigrants, too many handouts – or the different ways she liked to push people, especially her children, away.

‘You were always your own person,’ Satnam’s father had said, on the banks of the Sutlej that morning, before he emptied out the urn.

‘Good luck,’ Satnam said, when the last of the ash was cast out.



‘Again?’ Pala said now, in English, as Satnam’s dad turned in.

‘So, he told you about the water?’ Satnam said. ‘Pani?’

‘Sure, bro.’ Pala topped up Satnam’s whisky with water.

‘No, no. The water. I’ll show you.’

The night sky glinted like new tarmac. Satnam thought back to the first time he’d met Pala and his sister, Reha. After dinner, while the adults talked, they had sneaked out to play, daring each other to take a step into the pitch-black field, to see who made it furthest from the light of the house. They’d lost each other in the dark and Satnam had felt something move against his foot – a snake, a wolf? He wondered if Pala remembered him running across the field, screaming. His lasting memory of that trip was that it had been the first time he’d grasped the concept of time zones, of jet lag. He could vividly recall telling Pala that he existed six hours in the past.

At the well, Satnam lit one of the candles and held it over the opening. The water looked like oil. Pala pulled up the bucket and brought his cupped hands to his mouth as if in prayer. He laughed, drinking another handful and another. He spoke in Punjabi, or maybe Hindi, his speech shifting into the ordered rhythm of hymn, and Satnam noticed a phrase, a word – no, a name – repeated enough that it rose to the surface: ‘Saraswati.’

Grinning, Pala switched to English: ‘They were right. It’s finally happening. It’s really happening.’





November

Satnam slept badly; the village’s Diwali fireworks continued deep into the night. When he woke, his parents had gone. They’d driven into the city and left him instructions to show around a prospective buyer who was arriving that afternoon. He texted them, asking if they could buy him underwear and a change of clothes. Wrapped in a wet towel, he washed his only outfit – thick sweats that had seemed a good idea for the flight – in well water and hung them to dry in the courtyard. After twenty minutes on hold, he made it through to a real person at the airline who, clearly following a script, told him they were doing everything they could to locate his missing suitcase. Pacing the courtyard, he decided to take off his towel and hang it on the line. There was a simple thrill to being naked outside. He had the house to himself, a good square acre. Even if Pala was in, he wouldn’t be able to see anything from the annex. Satnam carried a cot up to the flat roof of the house so that he could sunbathe.

The new height revealed the level landscape, the grids of yellow and gold. Coming here from London felt like a change in aspect ratio, a shift into widescreen. It shouldn’t have been this hot so late in the year, but he wasn’t complaining. He lay down on the cot and watched the clouds drift above. The still scene was disturbed only by the restless buffalo in the courtyard below, the clucking of Pala’s chicken and the odd buzzing of his phone.

Glancing at the screen, he saw a text from Harp.

Just thought I’d check in?

He turned on flight mode and closed his eyes.

She’d always found it somewhat ridiculous that he could fit all his clothes into a single carry-on – ‘Minimalism is so 2014’ – but, when he’d packed for this trip, moments after the phone call about Bibi, she’d questioned why he was taking so much. ‘A raincoat, Satty? Really – when are you back?’

He’d drafted a long message to Harp on the plane but deleted it before the descent. Unable to sleep, he’d tried to think of Bibi, attempted to grieve, but his mind kept drifting, he kept tuning into the film the man next to him was watching – a heist gone wrong, the hero drawn into violence – kept looking at the woman who was trying to get her baby to sleep as she walked away from him down the aisle, and then averting his gaze when she walked back. ‘The fact that children find it easier to sleep in motion,’ he remembered telling Harp, on an early date at a gallery, back when they used to do things like go to galleries, ‘is proof that humans, for most of our history, have been migratory. Our bodies,’ he said, ‘are designed for wandering plains. For walking, constant movement.’

‘All this because I wanted to get one taxi.’ She pretended to take in a nude, stepping back and then leaning in. She’d later say it was best to let him talk himself out when he entered lecture mode.

‘Still water isn’t safe,’ he said, ‘it’s supposed to flow. We’re supposed to move. It’s in us like it’s in birds, who one day seem to know it’s time to get up and leave. All our problems stem from being sedentary. We weren’t supposed to settle. You see it in tribes and stuff. Even the word “settle”—’

‘I think this is the one. It feels more measured than the others.’

The exhibition’s shtick was that one piece in every room was actually a forgery, but was presented as real, so that every painting in the gallery could have been, may as well have been, fake. The lengths they have to go to try to make art fun, Satnam had thought, before carrying on.

‘I was reading this thing…’ he said. ‘No, it was a podcast, and they think it’s because we lack a predator. Like, a predator that evolved with us, to eat us. Or that there was one and we killed it off. And without that threat, we turned inwards. There was no more running. No need to move. We stagnated, built settlements, turned the energy we’d have spent on the beast on ourselves. War and whatever.’

Harp moved on to a window, looking at it as if it were also a piece. ‘Sounds like you’ve latched on to a new thing,’ she said.

Protestors were passing below, and Satnam and Harp briefly joined the crowd as they left the gallery, moving on to one bar, and then another, in thickening smog. In a mock-speakeasy in Soho, they bumped into Satnam’s line manager from Oracle and his much younger girlfriend. All of a sudden, they were on some kind of cursed double date, squeezed into a booth and surrounded by mirrors, his line manager minesweeping an abandoned Beavertown and telling them all about his latest purchase: a freshwater lake in Latvia.

‘A lake?’

‘People used to buy bunkers. Now, it’s freshwater lakes, man. I’ll be laughing.’

A month later, after Satnam had completed a trade with a nut conglomerate in the fertile crescent, on the future price of cashews, his line manager called him into a meeting with exciting news from Chicago. ‘They’re opening futures trading on water,’ he said. ‘A new frontier. We want you on it, pronto. What’s wrong?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘Annual review’s in a month, hombre. It’ll be reflected. All your good work will be reflected.’

Harp wasn’t as excited about his resignation as he thought she’d be. She was already scanning Indeed for him when he got home.

‘Let’s go travelling,’ he said.

‘I’m a doctor, Satty.’

‘There’s Doctors Without Borders—’

She must have mentioned it to Ore, the friend who had introduced them to each other at university, because he messaged Satnam a week later with an interview offer at the start-up he’d just joined, VertiCrop. They were looking for a ‘diversity and inclusion champion’ for their people team.

‘I’d get a referral fee,’ Ore said. ‘Amazon vouchers.’

Satnam had previously been strong-armed into heading up Oracle’s racial equity network during his first appraisal, but this was taking it all too far. He went to the interview to appease Harp, and ended up getting the job.

VertiCrop grew microgreens in controlled UV-lit environments in a warehouse in Tottenham, which they claimed vastly reduced the amount of water and land used, compared to traditional farming, eliminating the need for pesticides and herbicides, cutting the amount of loss and rot in long-haul transport and the carbon footprint of shipping. Welcome to tomorrow, the on-boarding literature said. A not insignificant portion of the job was spent deciding on culturally appropriate snacks for heritage days, ordering in the right bunting. Satnam’s success was getting religious holidays to be granted as free leave – though, only for HQ employees and not for those on the ground, who happened to disproportionately contribute to the company’s diversity statistics. ‘Lettuce doesn’t stop growing on Eid. Well, no, it would stop growing and that would be the problem.’

It was a few days after Rosh Hashanah and Navaratri that Satnam was let go. His redundancy package included a box of kale and chard, along with a generous severance. He cooked the greens down for dinner and called Harp, who was away on a hen do.

‘Wait, give me a sec, I’ll find somewhere quiet.’

‘I was saying they let me go. They’re making cuts. Turns out growing vegetables without sunshine isn’t actually that profitable.’

‘Maybe it’s a blessing. A door opening a window. What did they offer you?’

‘I’ll be all right for a minute. I think the time will help.’

‘What about Oracle? It was a good role—’

‘I’m not going back, Harp.’

‘Just floating an idea, I’m not saying anything. It’s just words. We were thinking about that deposit, is all. Moving in.’

Conversation turned to the housing market, and then the job market, and then the marriage market. She was happy to get a breather from the girls, who, it seemed, had been a bit too liberal with their advice for her. ‘Like, hun, you can’t “quiet quit” the ICU.’

As she talked about her friends and their jobs – they all seemed to work in marketing, everyone in London seemed to be working in marketing – the fire alarm went off in the kitchen. His pan was smoking, everything charred. Satnam muted himself while he opened the windows, and, hearing Harp go on – she seemed utterly oblivious to the fact that she too had a ‘lecture mode’ – he started to speak.

‘Can you hear me?’ he tested.

‘At a certain number of shitty boyfriends, it becomes a question of taste rather than fate…’ She clearly couldn’t.

‘I’ve been having doubts,’ he said, trying it on for size. ‘I’m not sure about moving forward. I like where we are, where we’ve been. But—’

‘But, yeah, I’d call it flirting. If it was me. There’s girl code, but how far do you go?’

‘I feel like you’re supposed to know about these things. To be certain. But I’m not.’ There was no escaping cliché. If anything, he was thankful for the set phrases. ‘It’s nothing you’ve done. It’s just this feeling. Or lack of it.’

‘I shouldn’t say anything though, right? Are you there? Can you hear me?’

He unmuted himself and replied.

After hanging up, he decided to end things the day she got back from the trip. She had such a certain idea of the future, and it scared him that he could just drift into it without ever really knowing what kind of a life it was he wanted himself. The question was at which point in the evening to say anything. At the station, on the bus or on the walk home?

When he did meet her, it was clear the moment wasn’t right.

‘I wanted to be cute,’ she said, as he took her suitcase, ‘but I’m feeling so rough.’ The girls had pulled an all-nighter ahead of their 7 a.m. flight. ‘I feel like death, destroyer of worlds.’

Satnam went for a walk while she took a nap. He left his phone at home, wanting silence. He was the only dogless person in the park. A bad person, ready to do a bad thing.

With new resolve, he arrived home to find Harp waiting for him in the hallway.

‘Your phone was ringing and ringing. So I answered it.’

‘What’s up?’

‘Call your mum, Satty. It’s your bibi.’



There was a knock at the gate below and Satnam woke, struggling to adjust to the glare. The knocking continued. He reached for his phone to check the time, but it was dead.

‘Hello!’ The knocking intensified. ‘Oh, hello!’

Was it the buyer? Had he slept for that long?

‘For the appointment?’ the voice continued.

Satnam looked at himself. He knew he should rush downstairs to put on his clothes and greet the developer, but he didn’t move.

He heard the buyer talk on the phone, probably to Satnam’s parents, who, no doubt, would soon try to reach him. He figured he could claim that he slept through the appointment. Jet lag. His phone had been dead. It was all essentially true. The man knocked on the gate again, shook the chain. ‘We said two o’clock?’

There was a pause. Footsteps. Satnam imagined him giving in, turning back to his car, and let out a long breath. His parents would be pissed, but it was nothing he couldn’t weather. The silence lengthened and he relaxed. But then, a minute later, there was the sound of the chain, of a key in the lock, and then a second voice: Pala.

Pala spoke to the man in quick Punjabi, probably explaining that the seller’s son must have gone out. They walked across the courtyard, one of them wearing flip-flops. There was the sound of the kitchen door opening and shutting, echoed by the mosquito guard.

Satnam felt profoundly naked.

His pubes sparkled with sweat. His towel and the only clothes he had were hanging on the line in the courtyard. Maybe he could make a dash for his parents’ bedroom to get to his dad’s suitcase? Or make it to the toilet, which he could lock? But he could hear running water, the shower, which meant they were up there already, right across the hall from the bedrooms. For a moment, he thought they might not come up to the roof, but the generator was up here, as was the water tank, both of which the buyer would likely want to see. Though, maybe not if the man already intended to knock the building down? The two men laughed about something. A window opened, shutters clattered. A few minutes passed before the back door opened. There was the staccato sound of flip-flops on steps, getting louder, closer.

The house was two storeys tall.

Maybe he could stick the landing?

Pala’s voice was undeniable: he said something, and something else, and Satnam heard an English word in the midst of it all – ‘tank’. He felt himself shrink. He could call out and tell them not to come up, that he wasn’t decent, but what if they thought he was some pervert? Coming naked up to the roof – his dead grandmother’s roof – to do what exactly? Satnam lay down on the cot, resigned to his fate, and shut his eyes. He left his mouth open a touch, turned a little to hide his penis, but tossed again, debating whether it was more humiliating to show cock or arse.

The footsteps stopped. Satnam tensed. Pala cleared his throat, but Satnam remained motionless. After a pause, the men returned down and, when Satnam finally opened his eyes, a towel was hanging on the handrail in the stairway.

Down in the courtyard, he smiled at Pala and the man. ‘There’s no sun this time of year, back home,’ he said in English. ‘I was… yeah. Hello.’

‘Foreign-returned,’ Pala said to the buyer, by way of explanation.

‘Well, I think I’ve seen all that I need to,’ the man said.

‘Not everything,’ Pala said. ‘You have to see the well.’

When they crossed the field, the man couldn’t believe the water had returned.

‘Does anyone know?’ he said. ‘The authorities?’



Due to their limited baggage allowance, almost everything of Bibi’s was given away. Locals arrived in their courtyard, quietly picking over her things – the clothes, the pots, the non-perishables. Satnam felt the need to document, to preserve the moment in case it might register emotionally in the future. He could offset his grief. He was conscious that he was yet to cry.

He photographed her things: the TV remote with three numbers worn smooth, her kirpan and kara, the safe under her bed that they were unable to open, stacks of gossip magazines and a stockpile of cigarettes. It all formed some sort of portrait. Maybe, in the end, we were known by our things, like magpies, pharaohs.

‘Why on earth do we need a picture of cigarettes?’

‘We’ll forget.’

‘What’s worth remembering about her smoking?’

‘The fact that she didn’t smoke.’

His dad picked up the wooden safe and shook it. Something moved inside. He reached for a screwdriver, trying to loosen the screws on the back. Giving up, he returned a few moments later with a hammer.

Satnam had expected money or jewellery, but nothing inside seemed to warrant being locked away. There were seven large pieces of folded cloth, and in among them a notebook, itself containing a small scrap of red fabric, a bookmark between two pages.

His mum inspected the little red square and put it in the bin pile.

Satnam unfolded one of the large cloths and shook out the splintered wood.

‘It’s a phulkari dupatta,’ his mum said. ‘Looks handmade. Rare, these days.’

‘Rare?’

‘People don’t know how to make them anymore. Not like this, anyway – this is impressive. It’s forgotten. Old-folk stuff.’

‘So, Bibi made these?’

‘The only needle she could use was on her record player,’ his dad said. ‘They were probably passed down or something.’

‘So you remember them?’

‘Son, I can’t even tell you what day of the week it is.’

Satnam took the seven phulkari dupattas out into the courtyard and pegged them to the washing line. They hung still in the dry air as he took photos.

The first was green and yellow, the pattern showing crops, fields. The second was patterned around circular rings rather than a grid, and the third was less detailed: several blue lines weaved together on white cotton, all meeting at one end of the piece, the way the branches of a tree meet its trunk. Satnam’s mum unpegged the cloth and turned it upside down, the branches roots: seven rivers coming from one source. The fourth was made up of the colours of fire, while the fifth was completely white. Up close, he could see a white cow stitched at its centre, four white streams of milk coming from her udders. The sixth had an abstract pattern that looked like hair, and the seventh, which seemed unfinished, showed the beginnings of a spiderweb. In each piece there was a line of gold thread, but other than that one detail, there was such a variance of colour and style that they might have been made by different people.

Satnam tried to capture all seven pieces at once. The breeze returned and they danced like prayer flags. As they moved, Satnam, looking through his viewfinder, saw all the way out of the open gate and across the farm, up to the well, where a blurred crowd of people had gathered and a fight had broken out.



A dozen people were talking, shouting, at once. Pala stepped up on to the lip of the well, and it was unclear if he was trying to calm the people down or rile them up. Satnam assumed that most of the men were farmers: the calloused hands, the dirt under the nails. Several of them were clearly Sikh, wearing turbans and kirpans, and Satnam would have guessed that the others were a mix of Hindus and Muslims. They were filming on their phones, taking pictures of the well. The water level had risen even further. If Pala slipped, he wouldn’t have a long way to fall.

Satnam’s parents arrived behind him. His father was out of breath, and listened for a few seconds before shouting himself. Whatever it was he was saying had an effect on the crowd. The other men stopped to listen, and then Pala stepped down from the well. Satnam could slowly make out the gist of the dispute, but none of the specifics. There were a few English words that helped: ‘groundwater’, ‘canal’, ‘government’, ‘science’. And one familiar sound continued to come up in the argument: ‘Saraswati’, ‘Saraswati’.

Eventually, the people left. One of the women, still holding one of Bibi’s old pans, filled it to the brim with well water and walked slowly across the field, careful not to lose a drop.

In the shade, Satnam’s dad attempted to explain. Only a few farms in the area had seen anything return to their wells, and many were complaining about the unfair distribution of water. People wanted it shared, for trenches to be dug—

‘That’s not really it,’ his mum said. ‘There’s all that bakwas about the river.’

‘Don’t get me started,’ his dad said.

‘What river?’ Satnam said.

‘They seem to believe, some of them, that the water is evidence that some river has returned beneath the ground.’

‘A holy river. The Saraswati.’



Pocketing a packet of Bibi’s cigarettes, Satnam walked out to the well that night to find the lighter stored in the samadhi. He crossed the dark field without his phone torch, and let his eyes adjust. The night, which at first appeared utterly silent, slowly increased in volume to accommodate distant cars, nocturnal birds, insects. Despite the light of the moon, which appeared closer here than it did in London, Satnam failed to see the body by the well.

‘Jesus!’ he said, almost tripping over it.

It was Pala.

‘You’re camping out here?’ Satnam said.

After the commotion today, Pala explained, sitting up, he wanted to keep watch over the well. Satnam asked what it was that needed protecting, and Pala told him that the water was the body of the goddess – or did he say the mother? – Saraswati.

‘A long time ago,’ he said, ‘here, there was the greatest river ever. The most special river. More so than Ganga. But then Ma Saraswati disappeared underground, vanished. They tried to tell us she was never here, that it was myth. But here she is, returning.’

‘Right.’

‘I’m not good at putting it in English words, but come tomorrow, you’ll see.’



The next day, Pala’s sister, Reha, and her son, Emperor, returned from the city. At Pala’s instruction, she had cut their visit short, missing an appointment with the language therapist so they could meet the priest. Satnam met them at the well. Reha didn’t make eye contact with him and, as Pala hadn’t properly introduced them, Satnam didn’t strike up a conversation. He tried in vain to play with the child and was glad to be interrupted when Pala’s phone rang. Pala seemed to be giving directions; a few minutes later, a Range Rover appeared on the dirt road.

‘The Brahmin,’ Pala said, for Satnam’s sake. He fixed his hair and grinned wildly at his sister, so that she could check if there was anything in his teeth.

It was a large car for such a small man. As his loose-fitting robes whipped around in the breeze, Satnam could make out the contours of his skinny frame. He looked much too young to be any kind of religious authority. Satnam was conservative enough to believe doctors, police officers and priests should be older than those to whom they administered. It felt wrong to take spiritual advice from someone wearing an Apple Watch, to hear of the divine from a man with an uneven skin fade.

Before talking to Satnam or Pala, the Brahmin looked down into the well. He let out a deep breath, almost a sigh, like a builder assessing a job and mentally calculating a quote.

‘Yes,’ he said, as he drank the water. He then turned to Satnam and shook his hand, without drying it first. ‘Kush Bhatt,’ he said, introducing himself. He had a deep voice for a man with such a soft handshake. ‘It’s a pleasure,’ he said, in received pronunciation.

Without acknowledging Reha, he turned from Pala to the boy. Satnam was able to translate parts of what was said, piecing together the sense of it, if not the sentences themselves, from the disparate words, like someone making constellations from stars.

The boy doesn’t speak.

Kush began a prayer. Pala filled a plastic bottle with well water. He made the boy drink from it, and when the boy turned away, he held him in place, forcing the water down.

‘Speak,’ Kush said, after finishing the lengthy prayer. ‘Speak!’

The boy, unable to move, cried.

Pala said something, excitedly, which Satnam thought might mean, It’s working!

‘Speak!’

Pala continued to douse him with the water, covering his head. The boy’s cry revolved around a repeated sound, which Satnam would have believed meant nothing, were it not for the look of excitement on his parents’ faces and Kush’s satisfied smile. Maybe it was a word. It might well have been.



That afternoon, Satnam received a call from the airline to tell him his bag had been found and was on its way. The courier arrived the next evening.

It wasn’t his. It was the right brand and design, but a darker grey, and the lock was a different make. It was the bag he’d seen disappear and reappear again on the conveyor belt, after everyone from his flight had left, and he hadn’t clocked what had happened then, stressed about being late for the ceremony, but now it was clear. Someone had taken his suitcase, thinking it was theirs.

‘This isn’t mine,’ Satnam said to the courier.

‘They only pay one way,’ the courier said, before driving off.

Inside, Satnam tested his own combination on the lock, pointlessly. He tried to picture the person who’d taken his suitcase, imagining them walking down the airport’s empty halls until they reached their connection. They’d be halfway across the world, arriving at home or a hotel by the time the penny dropped. How had they not noticed the colour? They would turn the numbers at random, curious – it wasn’t beyond the realm of possibility that they might happen upon the code, 1993, or perhaps they’d reach for a knife. They’d then lay out the contents on their bed, before slowly taking off their own clothes. They’d try on his Calvin’s, his Levi’s, and maybe they’d fit, as would the pile of identical black T-shirts, his shed skin. He could see them slipping into his life as it had been – as he felt it could be no longer – as easily as he was slipping out of it.

They’d given away Bibi’s kitchen knife, so Satnam resorted to using a scythe from the farm shed. He made an incision. He imagined the case filled with cash. Or cleverly disguised drugs. Perhaps he was blundering into some crime story, an ordinary man thrust into the extraordinary. He sighed when he finally got the thing open. He was an ordinary man living an ordinary life. There were piles of clothes – a man’s, a woman’s – and some kid’s toys: a fidget spinner, a picture book about a dog. He laid out the men’s clothing. Waterproof-chic. So many pockets and zips. It wouldn’t hurt to have some more things to wear. Maybe the new him would be more adventurous, ready for all weather and terrain.

The women’s clothes were more fashionable. From the size disparity and the difference in style, it was clear to Satnam that the man was punching. He sprayed the woman’s perfume. It was different to the one Harp liked, but smelled the same to him. Deeper into the suitcase he found a set of architecturally intricate lingerie. There were all sorts of straps; it was hard to envision how the thing came together. He wrapped it in a blouse, knowing it would be just his luck for his mum to walk in as he was holding the thing up.

He’d give the women’s stuff to Reha. It occurred to him, though, that it might be taken the wrong way if he gave her a suitcase that included someone else’s lace panties. But to remove them from the suitcase would surely be worse. Holding on to a stranger’s underwear, in his dead grandmother’s house? He was losing his mind. On cue, his phone lit up with a message from Harp.

Any news?

He opened the chat. He couldn’t do it over text. He wasn’t that man. But to do it face to face? To have to continue the fiction for the rest of the trip?

I miss your voice, she wrote.

He was a terrible person – the worst! To think Bibi hadn’t known he had a girlfriend, let alone that he was the kind of person to break up over the phone. She’d known almost nothing of his real life, had never really seen him in his element, only ever accessing a stuttered version of him. He’d known as little of her inner life as she had his. They played their roles. She was the loving grandmother, sneaking him KitKats. He was the good grandson, watering her plants. Perhaps, he thought, as he stared at Harp’s messages, the disconnect he felt with his bibi was just a heightened version of his relationship with anyone. How close could you really get with another person? How could you ever really know them? The body was a black box. What was Harp like at work? He couldn’t picture her tending to a patient, having a meal with colleagues in the cafeteria. Most times, he was sure he didn’t even know himself. He knew he wanted to break up, but he couldn’t understand why.

Harp was still online and had no doubt seen that he was, too. At this point, not to act was to act. To leave the panties in the suitcase he gave to Reha was to give Reha the panties. Not to tell Harp it was over was actively to lie. He put the underwear in a drawer, planning to bin them when his parents were next out, and then he began a voice note:

‘Hey, I feel terrible to say it like this, I wanted to do it in person, obviously, but then, with the circumstances as they are – I love you so much and I really don’t know how to do this, it doesn’t come naturally, that’s for sure, but maybe, I don’t know, a break would be good for me, for us – a pit stop. We’re moving in the right direction, it’s just, it’s fast, right? Everything’s moving. Moving so fast. But I know you’re in a place.’

When it came down to the finer interactions, language was a blunt tool. The voice note wasn’t good enough, but in trying to figure out how to delete it, Satnam sent it, and there it was. Done. Sound waves of his voice saying things that could no longer be unsaid. He threw his phone at the bed and it bounced on to the floor.

‘Everything all right in there?’ his mum called.

The screen had cracked. A spiderweb. ‘All good!’



When Satnam took the suitcase down to the annex the next morning, Pala wasn’t in.

‘He’s at the well,’ Reha said, in English.

Satnam made a mess of explaining the situation with the bags, but Reha seemed to understand, thanking him without meeting his gaze. Emperor watched TV, sucking his thumb.

‘I’ll just leave it here,’ Satnam said, conscious of overstaying his welcome.

‘I can give you some of Pala’s clothes,’ she said. ‘He told me you don’t have anything.’ Her English was much better than her brother’s.

‘Oh,’ Satnam said, ‘that’s OK.’

But she turned into their room anyhow and returned with some kurta pyjamas. ‘I don’t think he ever wears these.’

As a joke, Satnam walked out to the well in Pala’s clothes, to see if he’d notice. He was too busy with a queue of visitors to make the connection.

‘Would you help?’ he said, handing Satnam an empty bottle.

Satnam filled bottle after bottle with water, which Pala handed out to the visitors. He poured some on the knee joint of an amputee, reciting a prayer. A woman lifted her eye patch and poured water on to the socket. They washed their hands, their faces; they drank.

When the visitors left, Satnam asked Pala about his sister. ‘Where’s the dad?’

Pala paused. ‘He took sulfas.’

‘Sorry?’

‘Swallowed pesticide.’ It wasn’t like the old days, he said, when one harvest would lead to another. The crops were designed to be sterile; farmers were forced to buy new seeds each season which wouldn’t grow without certain fertilisers and pesticides. Reha’s husband had taken out loans to keep up with rising costs and diminishing returns. ‘He’d taken it that far, so he could only see putting more into it. And then there was nowhere for him to go.’

They were interrupted by another visitor. Pala muttered a prayer and Satnam lowered the bucket. Another elderly woman approached.

‘Where are they coming from?’ Satnam asked, when they were alone again.

‘Aren’t you on SpeakFree?’ Pala said. ‘I’ll forward a link.’

He found his parents packing when he returned to the house.

‘Gone native?’ his dad joked, pulling at the fabric of Satnam’s new clothes.

Pala’s message arrived as they sat down for a takeaway dinner.

An auspicious moment for all India! A poor villager’s son from UP who passed from IIT with distinctions has created a new app called SpeakFree. Scientists at MIT and Harvard are calling it the best app of the year because it is the first ever app which uses code from Sanskrit. Download now and forward this message to 10 contacts!



The day before their return flight, Satnam and his parents planned to drive to the city to sell the seven phulkari.

‘They’re probably of cultural significance,’ his mum said. ‘They’ll mean something to someone.’

Satnam hadn’t wanted to sell the pieces – the person they meant something to was Bibi. But he didn’t have the fight in him. She was his grandmother, sure, but ultimately she was his dad’s mum. He had less of a claim on her than his parents did, if he had any claim at all.

‘She’d have long forgotten them,’ his dad said, ending the conversation. ‘She’d lost the key.’

The water buffalo was still sleeping in the courtyard when they left the empty house. They paused at the edge of the plot, watching Pala do his morning stretches by the well.

‘The state of it,’ Satnam’s dad said.

‘Someone else’s problem soon,’ his mum said.

When he got into the car, Satnam was forwarded a message on SpeakFree by Pala: May the waters, the mothers cleanse us / may they who purify with butter, purify us with butter, / for these goddesses bear away defilement, / I come up out of them pure and cleansed.

There was a link below the quote – an article about Saraswati, in English.


Our Mother Goddess

We begin with the name. Saraswati comes from ‘saras’, meaning ‘flow’ or ‘water’, and ‘wati’, meaning ‘she who has’. Alternatively, it comes from ‘sara’, meaning ‘essence’, and ‘swa’, meaning ‘self’. Saraswati is one who has flow, who knows herself. There are other translations: she who possesses water, she who possesses speech.

Saraswati is best known as part of the Tridevi: Saraswati, goddess of language, knowledge, speech, art, music; Lakshmi, goddess of wealth, fertility, earthly and material fulfilment; Parvati, goddess of power, beauty, love and spiritual fulfilment.

Mind, body, soul.

The origins of Saraswati are the origins of the universe. Upon creating the cosmos, Brahma looked upon his creation and found it lacking. There was nothing but matter. Nothing had shape or purpose. To help give the universe form, he decided to create the embodiment of knowledge itself. From his mouth emerged Saraswati. To call her his muse would sell her short. She less inspired Brahma than told him what to do. She told him how to create order in the world: the sun, the moon and stars. With her teachings, he learnt to hear the melody of the mantras in the cacophony of chaos. He named her Saraswati, goddess of speech and sound.

It wasn’t long before Brahma fell in love with Saraswati, his own creation. She avoided his incestual advancements, evaded his looks. Brahma wanted to see her at all times, and each time she escaped his gaze, he sprouted another head from which he could view her. This happened four times, until he could look north, east, south and west all at once. His fifth and final head looked up to the heavens. Saraswati fled to the last place she could be free of his gaze: Earth. She became a river, the greatest of all rivers. But even then, he managed to find her, and so she decided to flow beneath the ground, and disappeared from us all.

Until now.



Satnam’s phone buzzed with a call from an unknown number as they approached the auction house. The estate agent.

Even if he didn’t have a voice in the matter, it was Satnam’s name on the will, his signature they’d need to sell the house, and therefore his number on the paperwork. He passed the phone forward to his parents. As they talked, he pieced together that an offer had been made on the land.

‘Just in time!’ his mum said. They were flying out the following night. ‘You must have made quite the impression on him. It’s a decent price. You could finally move into a proper place. It won’t be long until you and Harpreet will be needing a second bedroom.’

While his parents argued about where to park, Satnam unfolded one of the phulkari dupattas and flicked through the notebook that had been stored among them. A photo fell out: his bibi and baba, when they were younger. They stood stiffly, in front of the house. Neither of them was smiling. His baba was holding a lit cigarette. Satnam put it back between two pages.

Bibi’s handwriting was neat, the lines that her letters hung from so straight that they might have been drawn with a ruler. It didn’t have the look of a diary per se, but rather a copy of some other rougher text, presented now without faults. The only thing he could understand from it was the date on the last page. It was from three months ago. Had she lost the key in that short time, or hidden it? He could imagine her tossing it down into the well, trying to keep what they were now selling some kind of secret. He tucked the book under his seat, along with one of the dupattas.

‘Were there only six?’ his mum asked him, as she unfolded the cloth for a prospective customer.



The following afternoon, he noticed the water buffalo was lying down in the exact same spot. Insects flitted about her mouth and her nostrils. A fly walked across the cool surface of her open eye. He called his parents, who were checking in.

‘She was too young,’ his father said. ‘You’d get nothing for the meat.’

When Pala was called over, he explained that there were no Chamars left in the pindh, and therefore no one to deal with the hide. There was nothing to be done but burn it.

Moving the body was quite the workout. Satnam and Pala dragged it by the legs from the courtyard, not wanting to stink up the house. They left it outside the small hut where Pala kept the buffalo’s dung-cakes. He arranged the dried dung-cakes around the body and Satnam used Bibi’s lighter to get the rancid fire going.

‘I’ve got to get back,’ Pala said. ‘Kush needs me. You’re OK to handle this?’

The fire skirted tentatively about the body without actually burning it. Satnam doused the fur in cooking oil, but the flames didn’t catch. He had an image of sitting contemplatively in front of the pyre, ruminating on the transition of the buffalo from subject to object, from the ground to the air, solid and liquid to gas, but here he was, failing even at this. Denying the animal the dignity she deserved. He broke off some twigs from a nearby tree and prodded the body with the lit tips. No dice. There was too much moisture in the body. It was slowly steaming, rather than burning. He searched in the cupboard under the sink for the whisky, and stuffed a cloth into the bottle. He ignited the cloth and placed the bottle into the buffalo’s mouth. He was sweating, out of breath, but finally the body was burning.

He sat before it and tried to meditate. Tried to hold an image of his grandmother in his head, tried to hear her voice. But all he could hear was his own. He could recall photos of her, holding him above a birthday cake, but he couldn’t invent an image of her. He lit a cigarette on the pyre and looked the buffalo in the eye.



His parents called him into the house when it was time to sign. The estate agent had put Post-it notes on all the relevant pages.

Satnam picked up the pen and looked down at the dotted line above his printed name: Satnam Singh Hakra. He took a breath, and then he set the pen back down.

‘Google says traffic,’ his mum said. ‘We’ve got to wrap things up.’

‘We can’t have a repeat of LaGuardia,’ his dad said.

‘I don’t want to sell,’ Satnam said, finally.

‘Excuse me?’ his dad said.

‘I’m not sure I want to sell.’

‘Satty.’

‘I’m not ready to leave.’

‘What’s got into you?’

‘I’d like to stay a bit. Process, I don’t know.’

‘You’ve been off all week.’

‘Well, my grandmother just died. I’m allowed some rope.’

‘She was my mum.’

‘And?’

‘It’s not the point. Just sign, so we can get going.’

‘I don’t want to.’

‘What the hell are you going to do here?’

‘All I want is a little time.’

‘You can’t even speak to these people.’

‘These people?’

‘Bloody hell, your generation.’

‘Bally.’

‘No, I’m serious. Who does he—?’

Once his parents’ car was out of sight, Satnam returned to what was left of the pyre and tossed the paperwork into the embers, his name in the air, smoke. All this was his. He owned the ground he stood upon – the house and the crops, the groundwater. His mum messaged: Just got off phone with Harpreet. You have a lot to explain. It’s hard to recognise you.



Four and a half hours into his digital detox the next day, he caved and dug his phone back out of the ground. He unsealed the Ziplock bag he’d put it in and found no notifications. Watching YouTube in the courtyard, with the sun and the birds, the clean air, the quiet, he felt happiness glance off him like a breeze. He had happened upon an abundance of time. This was good, he thought. This was where he was meant to be.



Pala woke him before dawn. It was time to harvest.

‘Couldn’t you use your England money for another buffalo?’ Pala said, slashing at the rice crop with a sickle. ‘Or, better, a tractor. Green Revolution never reached this farm.’

The moon lit their path through the field, casting a dull sheen on their blunting sickle blades. Satnam ignored the pain in his lower back as he stooped to cut the stems as close to the earth as he could. There was a rhythm to it, like there was a rhythm to everything. Wait long enough and everything repeats. The arc of the universe, he thought, was an orbit. The repetition was coming, even if you wouldn’t live long enough to see it. He was on the verge of waxing poetic about doing the work of his forebears on the land of his forebears, but got the sense Pala was on a short fuse. His breathing thinned as he strained with effort. There was smoke in the air already, cutting sharp at the back of his throat. Sweat dripped into his stinging eyes, into his mouth, dampening the cloth he’d tied around his face to filter the harvest air. The sun rose. They reached the well and drank with abandon. You could lean in now and touch the water.

Pala received a call. The conversation quickly became an argument and, as he raised his voice, his speech quickened to a pace that Satnam could no longer attempt to follow. When he hung up, he seemed content.

‘What’s going on?’ Satnam said.

‘The scientists are coming.’



They retraced their steps with twine that afternoon, tying the cut crop in bundles to dry in the sun.

‘So, they’ve been this way before, the scientists?’ Satnam asked.

‘Yes,’ Pala said. ‘About the palaeochannel.’

The palaeochannel was the underground route of the ancient Saraswati River. Different bodies had been tracing developments along it.

‘There was activity in the Shivaliks, movement in Jaisalmer,’ Pala explained. He was switching between English and Punjabi, but Satnam could more or less follow.

He looked down into the well as they stopped for another water break. ‘But it’s not like the water is moving.’

Pala laughed. ‘This is why you’re not a scientist.’

Within two days, the acre was cleared, leaving nothing but stubble.

‘What now?’ Satnam said, finally getting to sit down.

‘Now? Now, we burn.’



In an effort to reduce water stress, the government tied the sowing of rice paddy to the coming of the first rains. That year, the rains had arrived late. Farmers had stalked the cracked earth, looking up at the simmering sky, awaiting the delayed release. This meant the rice was planted late and harvested late, which meant in turn that there was almost no time at all left to plant the wheat. In normal times, there might have been a fortnight to switch between the crops. But Satnam and Pala found themselves with five days to clear all the stubble from the harvested rice, turn over the acre and plant the wheat. No method of stubble-clearing was as efficient as fire.

Flush out of dung-cakes, they resorted to syphoning fuel from the emergency generator. The fire began to move, turning the stubble black, then white, then black again, grey smoke rising, indecipherable from the grey sky, plots burning for miles, sacrifices to some ancient god. When the work was done, Satnam climbed up to the roof. The horizon, in all directions, was burning. No face covering could keep out the smell and taste of the charred earth come alive in fiery rigor mortis. It was awful, it was beautiful, the land in its death throes, the flowering smoke.




December

The fog lay upon the fields like agricultural fleece. Satnam watched the first of the scientists vanish. It wasn’t clear, from talking to them, whether they were geologists, chemists, cartographers. They took a series of measurements, collected samples of soil and water, appearing and disappearing in the fog. Satnam headed out towards them, the hard edges of his body softening and dissolving into white, until he was gone entirely.

The well came into focus. One of the scientists put down their clipboard, and Kush Bhatt dabbed some well water on the scientist’s acne, reciting a prayer under his breath. The scientists’ speech was dotted with English: ‘community engagement’, ‘town hall’, ‘funds’. And then, ‘Whatever it takes.’

Satnam introduced himself and washed his face. The surface had risen.

‘A few more weeks,’ one of the scientists said, in English, ‘and it will be overspilling.’

‘Are you seeing this anywhere else?’

‘Between us,’ he said, ‘yes.’

‘What does that mean?’

‘There will be more visitors.’



The next arrivals wore uniforms. Their cars were branded with the CRSR logo: Centre for Research into the Saraswati River. Satnam watched the officials take selfies with the well.

‘It’s a different thing altogether, seeing it in person,’ one of them said, wetting his thinning hair and slicking it back with a brush. ‘Many months looking at graphs. But this is real life, you know? We’re at the heart of it. The eye of the storm!’ He took another photo.

‘I can take one for you?’ Satnam asked.

‘No, the angles are better like this, I think.’

They went in for tea – Reha had been cooking all morning. One man had a map of the territory on his tablet. ‘So, this here is you, one of the first sightings.’ He drew a line, from the mountains in the north-east to the sea in the south-west. ‘And this is the ancient route of the Saraswati. From Kailash to Kutch.’

‘As you probably know, we’re aware of movement in the channels,’ another man said.

‘Rising water,’ said the first.

‘And, here, to see it surface – water, where there hasn’t been water for years.’

Their smiles were infectious. Maybe it was just the relaxation that came with speaking in English, but Satnam felt at ease.

‘I don’t need to tell you farmers that water is good news. That fields near rivers prosper. There’s no smoke, no mirrors.’

‘We’ve run all sorts of projections – next slide, Ajay, please – and, as you can see, there’s only upside for a man like you. To be at the centre of a historic discovery, as well as what might prove to be an era-defining project – a project the likes of which the world has never seen.’

‘Project?’ Satnam said.

‘To bring the river back! To return to the world our great river. It really is a deal that can’t be better.’

‘And yet—’

‘And yet, we at the centre are aware that compensation may smooth the wheels. So, on top of your upside—’

‘More upside.’

‘You’d be one of the first to sign – that really is a history-book thing. Tell-your-grandchildren stuff.’

They’d superimposed the river on to a map of his land. Ajay’s next slide visualised the desert in the south-west turning green. After that were several GIFs of farmers grinning with abundant harvests. The other official wrote down a number on a piece of paper. The money from the deal would far outweigh any income Satnam could envision making from the few square metres he’d lose to the river.

‘The last time we visited, a few months ago – was it your grandmother? She was very receptive, too. You come from good stock, I can tell.’



Representatives from CRSR returned a week after Satnam signed, bringing with them politicians and the press.

‘Human chain?’ Pala called, outside the marquee they had set up by the good road.

Satnam jogged across the field. He dipped empty bottles into the well and passed them along the line of villagers, from right hand to left, all the way down to Pala. From the well, Satnam could hear music, chanting, engines. Kids threw pebbles at the news crew’s drone. The marquee rippled with wind.

When they were out of bottles, their makeshift river disbanded, everyone rushing in to find a seat. The tent was so packed, Satnam had to stand. Kush took a while to figure out how to adjust the microphone stand to his height. Once he’d got it down, he was afforded some gravitas by the slight reverb the sound engineer had applied. When he spoke, it seemed as if it were from a great distance, and of things of great importance: the epic past, the uncertain present, the promising future.

A few days after the event, Satnam was able to watch the published footage with the aid of English subtitles, understanding exactly, in retrospect, what he had felt intuitively in the moment.

‘Ma Saraswati is central to all our origins,’ Kush began. He paused for effect. The camera zoomed in. It looked like he’d had his eyebrows done. ‘It was on the banks of the Saraswati River, upon which you now find yourselves, it was on this very land that the rishis first composed the Vedas. This was the very soil that birthed our great nation, our great way of life. Inspired by the mother goddess, the rishis were moved to song, songs that we still sing now, many thousands of years later. And just as their music continues to live, so too shall we soon hear the plentiful waters of Ma Saraswati. Because, friends, our mother goddess has returned to us. It is that simple.

‘The reasons for her leaving us, many years ago, are for my esteemed colleagues to say, but the reason for her return is clear. She wants to return our country back to its former greatness, and, in doing so, make this village prosperous. All that we ask of you is that you believe the science and that you help us to gather support and funding to aid the returning of the river!

‘The river will irrigate your farms, turn the brown ground green. I don’t ask for your faith, for blind belief. I ask that you open your eyes and see the blessings in front of you, on your very doorstep.’

Kush introduced Dr V. M. Singh, a representative of the CRSR, but the video cut to an ad break before the old man walked on stage. Satnam shifted his cot in the courtyard, to reach the moving shade. The glare was still so strong that his reflection was clearer than the video on the screen. The adverts finished, and the applause resumed. Dr V. M. Singh raised the mic.

‘I have been an academic in innumerate fields of scientific study, but, if I were to presume to give myself a title, I would say I am a riverologist. I know how rivers work, to put it in plain language. And I have devoted the last few years of study specifically to the Saraswati River, a river that I believe will soon be one of the great wonders of the world, because we as the Indian people will work together to restore it.

‘You have all had the blessing to live not just upon the ancestral land of the rishis, of the people of the Saraswati Civilisation, of which my decorated associate General Prakash Ji will be deliberating upon in due course, but, in actual fact, you have the blessing to live above the river itself. To have your farms irrigated by holy water. Yes. As it stands, the Saraswati is running beneath the ground, through palaeochannels that date back millennia! We at the CRSR have known for a long time that the Saraswati never truly disappeared; a better word perhaps is that she went into hiding, a riverine hibernation. For thousands of years, as the greatest of all rivers – much larger than the Indus or the Ganga, even – she ran from the holiest of mountains, Mount Kailash, down through Himachal and past us here, in Punjab, across Haryana and Rajasthan, all the way to Gujarat, where she met the sea in what is now the Great Rann of Kutch. In fact, the Yamuna and the Sutlej were mere tributaries of the Saraswati.

‘Well then, what happened to our great river? Why did she disappear? Why does a volcano sit dormant? In the scripture it is said that she vanished beneath the ground to evade the looks of Brahma. And, as always, the scientific answer matches that which was written all those years ago. It is proven in the records that an earthquake changed her course, and the river ran dry into the Thar Desert, no longer able to reach the sea. The Yamuna shifted east, meeting the Ganga. The Sutlej shifted west, meeting the Indus. The Saraswati then had to rely upon the rain, and the rains, they were few, and so she charted a course beneath the ground.

‘But listen carefully, brothers and sisters. Do you hear that?’ The wind shook the tent. ‘That is the sound of the river flowing again, the goddess knocking at our door! She is ready to return. I won’t bore you too much with the science. The data collected at the International Space Station, the thousands of land surveys, the analysis of glacial movements… You are honest, hard-working folk. You don’t need me, here, to talk about numbers and charts. No, I stand before you as a humble translator, to put the science that I have studied into words that you know. And let me make it clear: this is the scientific discovery of a millennium! If you can help support the campaign for returning our great river goddess, we can chart a path to put India top of the podium! In the spirit of the goddess Saraswati, put reason and logic first. You remember praying to Saraswati when studying at school? Doing a mantra in her name before an exam? Why do we do that? Because she is the voice of reason. Let reason lead your decision, and don’t blindly listen to the naysayers and anti-nationalists in the media that may try to lead you astray to further their own perverted causes. Follow your cause. The cause beneath your feet.’

General Prakash Ji walked up next, his bejewelled cane more of a prop than a crutch. His suit was tailored in the tradition of nineties NBA players, his moustache styled in the vein of nineteenth-century European explorers. The starched bristles rustled against the microphone as he spoke. Satnam had met him after the event and remembered him smelling like Brylcreem. Unlike the others, he spoke in English.

‘We gather here today,’ he said, at a volume he might once have used to address his soldiers in battle, ‘to reclaim our history. A history that has for too long been written by our colonial masters. A history that has been upheld by leftist historians, held beyond our reach. Our history tells us who we are, and yet we subcontract it out of India, to those expert purveyors of poppycock that populate Oxbridge, Harvard, what have you. To this I say, it is our land and it is our story. I want this story told using only Indian facts. Unlike the colonists, unlike the leftists, I have no agenda. I have only archaeological evidence, geographical satellite imagery, carbon dating, genetics mapping, linguistic, anthropological and scriptural evidence – and, above all, a little-used tool when it comes to the study of Indian history: common sense.

‘Leftist historians will have it that the great civilisation of our ancient times was the Indus Valley Civilisation. And yet, 80 per cent of the archaeological sites of this civilisation lie not along the banks of the Indus, in Pakistan, but on the banks of the ancient Saraswati – this very land.

‘We have long suffered a history of misnaming. The Greeks, led by Alexander the not-so-Great, only made it as far as Punjab and believed the Indus to be the great river of our nation, and they named the land India after the river. But they got the wrong river!

‘Next came the Arabs, and they found the Sindhu, our name for the Indus. But they couldn’t pronounce the S, so they called us Hindus, our nation Hindustan. Well, they got the river wrong!

‘The Indus is a border river, a line at our periphery. But the centre of the nation – that, my friends, was the Saraswati. It was the greatest of all rivers, the mother of floods.

‘Along this river, Hinduism was born, the Rig Veda, the oldest living, surviving, thriving system of thought and belief on this entire planet! And the Vedic people were direct descendants of the people of the Saraswati Civilisation, as it should be called. And we see the early marks of Hinduism in the most ancient of ancient artefacts from Saraswati sites. Whether that’s figurines with bindis, doing the namaskar, or worship of a Shiva-like god. We have carbon-dated these great cities to 9,700 years ago. The Chinese, the Egyptians, the Mesopotamians can’t hold a candle! And the miracle – let me make it clear – the miracle is not the antiquity, but the continuity. The very things we do now were done by our forebears on this very soil, on the banks of the river that has returned to us. With its water will come a renaissance for the modern rishi, development beyond anything you or I can imagine.’

He paused to catch his breath. ‘They have dammed our history up. But now we’ve been presented with an opportunity to break down their walls, to let the river burst through. To let the water flow where it was supposed to. Before they took over, we were the world’s greatest economy! And now we have the world’s greatest population. And here we have the chance to return our country to its former glory. There are lakhs of acre-feet of sweet water running beneath us. The river will feed your farms, it will green the desert. It’s not just the country’s history arriving on your doorstep, it’s the country’s future. All we ask for is your support.’



In the shaded courtyard, Satnam paused and played the video, repeating new phrases.

‘Voice of reason, voice of reason.’ He felt fraudulent, putting on the accent. But this was who he was, who he was supposed to be, who he would have been were it not for the accidents of history that had led his family to England. ‘Thriving system of thought. Thought. Former glory, former glory.’

‘Are you OK?’ It was Pala’s sister, Reha. She’d been sweeping round the corner. ‘Are you on a call, or…?’ It took a moment to match the voice to her face. He’d rarely seen her without her child, or outside her home.

‘I’m trying to learn,’ he said. ‘I can understand most things, but still find it hard to speak.’

‘I trained to be a teacher,’ she said. ‘If you want help.’

‘I didn’t realise.’

‘I had a whole life,’ she said. Satnam offered to pay for lessons, and she laughed, inviting him in for tea. Emperor was drawing on a page of the picture book Satnam had found in the suitcase.

‘You teach him English English,’ Reha said, ‘and I’ll teach you Punjabi Punjabi.’

‘Deal.’

‘I just need to finish lunch,’ she said. ‘Could you watch him?’

There was an uncanny quality to the child’s silence. There was a sense of knowing in his gaze, one you saw in children in horror movies. It felt as if he were conscientiously silent rather than accidentally so, like he had something to hide.

‘Hello,’ Satnam said, eventually.

Noticing that he was being observed, Emperor discarded the book.

‘Can I read?’ Satnam said, trying too hard to sound approachable.

In the story, a designer puppy, living in a mansion, dreams of adventure. But every time he’s taken outside, he’s confined to his rich owner’s handbag. Unlike dogs of his ilk, he likes to get dirty, to roll in the mud and jump in puddles. He’s bored inside the pristine house, doesn’t even like the taste of the fancy food his owner buys him. Watching the outside world through the owner’s tinted car windows, he sees packs of stray dogs running free through the streets and wishes he could be among them. So, one day, he escapes. He wanders through the dark, scary streets, until he finally finds the strays. They’re suspicious of him, but take him into the fold. They eventually form an unlikely friendship, and the dog starts to get a sense of the hardship the strays face. They often go hungry. Getting dirty is less fun without the chance to then be cleaned. The dog spots his own missing posters around the city, and one afternoon he passes his owner in the street. She’s clearly bereft without him. But she doesn’t recognise him now that he’s transformed into a dirty street dog. He follows her home, and gets into an argument with his pack, who think he is abandoning them to return to his old, spoiled life. Caught between his owner and his friends, he feels totally alone. He calls out into the night, and the owner’s ears prick up. She’d recognise that sound anywhere. They reunite. As they return to the house, she puts him on a leash. But he quickly pulls at the lead, and she’s dragged out into the street, not wanting to let go. He runs through puddles and on to dirt roads, and she’s pulled along – laughing, rather than shouting – stilettos breaking. He runs until he finds his friends. Somehow, the owner realises what he’s trying to say. She calls her driver, and they all head back to the fancy house together. The final pages show all the strays enjoying the height of luxury and wreaking havoc in the mansion as the owner laughs along.

It looked more like it was made by a child than for one. Satnam googled the title as Emperor lost interest, but the first page of news articles were about India’s stray dog problem. People were arguing that sterilising wasn’t enough. There were calls for gunmen. He scrolled, stopping suddenly when he saw a familiar face. It was General Prakash Ji, with his unmistakable facial hair, frozen mid-argument in an Instagram reel. Satnam clicked the link.

‘Now, they talk about our strays. Do you know their real name, the dogs – their scientific name? Indian Native Dog. They are indigenous! You know what they’re called by these anti-nationals? Indian Pariah Dog. The Native is Pariah!’

He went on to the General’s profile and flicked through his videos. Emperor sat in his lap, watching with him.

‘Everybody knows that India invented zero. But they act like that is the sum total of our worldly contributions.’

Satnam followed a link to the AlphaAsian podcast, where the General was frequently interviewed.

‘When I hear these anti-nationals speak, it puts me in mind of a dictum from the colonial masters that we seem not yet to have fully shed. “We must do our best to form a class who may be interpreters between us and the millions whom we govern; a class of persons, Indians in blood and colour, but English in taste, in opinion, in morals and in intellect.” Cut them out of our government, cut them out of our media, out of every facet of our country. We must Indianise our education system—’

‘Ridiculous that tribals can apply for indigeneity, but not a man like me, whose ancestry stretches back to the first Indians, the first men—’

‘You can tell that the people of the West, that fallen Rome, are so distanced from the natural world by the space they put between themselves and the fire that drives their lives. It’s out of sight, somewhere further up the chain, out of mind. They know their car is faulty when they can actually see the smoke coming out of it! As if, when they can’t see it, it isn’t there. What they can’t handle is that we make the fire, we see the fire, and we are comfortable with the fire—’

Reha came in with the tea, and Satnam picked the book back up. ‘See? Dog. Dog. Yes. “The dog is hungry. It’s time to feed the dog.” ’

Reha translated the phrases into Punjabi for Satnam. ‘The dog is hungry. It’s time to feed the dog.’

‘ “The dogs had no owners. The dogs were free.” ’

‘The dogs had no owners. The dogs were free. The dogs were hungry.’



Satnam searched for the General that night and found lots of videos of him on TV debates. His fiery outbursts had given rise to several memes. Someone had cut together clips so that it looked like he was arguing with himself. Satnam clicked a debate compilation – Epic Anti-national Takedowns – and found again the dream of a language that meant nothing, language that was song: a dozen people shouting at one another, over one another, the talking heads increasingly animated, even when muted by the host, who would always come out on top, dismissing factions of his guests, ridiculing them and then getting the last word, shifting into articulate eloquence in an uninterrupted monologue. Tension, release – it was all the same. The people on his screen were shouting about evolution, about Urban Naxals; they were shouting about firmer borders and the dictates of woke, of the brain drain and space exploration; they were arguing about Ayurveda and how the West had lost its soul; they were arguing and agreeing about the significance of the upcoming elections, of the population projections, the dogs roaming the streets turning violent, the violence in the mountains, the violence at the border; but mainly they were saying, ‘Let me speak’, ‘Let me speak’, ‘Let me finish’, ‘If I can just finish’, ‘If you’ll just let me finish’, ‘If I can speak’. Satnam could hear Reha singing on the other side of their shared wall, the baby crying. He played different compilations in separate tabs and turned up the volume until his AirPods were generating pure noise, impenetrable sound. As his mind filled with the words of others, he could finally feel some sort of freedom from his own straying thoughts, all that conflicted doubt.



The man hammered the piledriver into the ground and the white water burst forth. It geysered above head height, covering them all in mist.

‘Praise Saraswati!’

‘And… cut.’

‘I think we’ve got it.’

It was the third attempt at capturing the footage, and now the director seemed satisfied. Satnam and Pala crowded round the monitor to see it played back. It looked real. You wouldn’t have guessed from the footage that they’d had to bury a hose, pump it up to its maximum pressure and perfectly time the releasing of the valve with the falling of the hammer. The final edit would show that the river was swelling, desperate for release. The drama of the video would help capture attention, Satnam agreed. In any case, it wasn’t fake, he thought, because the water they were pumping into the hose was all from the real well.

‘A stretched truth,’ the director said, ‘is still the truth. It just reaches further.’

That afternoon, Kush, Pala and Satnam were asked to appear on camera. They shot a Hindi interview with Kush and a Punjabi one with Pala. Satnam watched on, running through his answers to the two simple questions the producer had provided him with, trying not to think about how many viewers the producer had boasted that they could reach.

Satnam stood by the well while the sound man took room tone – the singing birds, the rustling crop. The level of the water was weeks, maybe days, from the lip. A person chooses their life the way a body of water chooses what it reflects, Kush had said. All this has been fated for you. The last time Satnam had held a microphone was at karaoke with Harp and her friends. Filmi classics, sung by reading phonetics. How distant London felt. If he’d felt a fraud in his previous guise, a trader of futures in the city, what did he feel now? A so-called farmer, caught in the centre of what exactly?

‘The clouds are good for the light,’ the cameraman said. ‘Are you ready?’

‘Sure,’ Satnam said, clearing his throat.

‘We’ll remove our voices, sir, so try to include our question in your answer, if you understand? We’ll begin… What do you think about the government’s plans to bring back the Saraswati River?’

Satnam took a deep breath, wanting to get his answer right, to be clear and concise. But in the moment he took to consider his answer, he became conscious, hyper-aware, of the fact that he wasn’t speaking, that now he was failing to speak, and the journalist was looking at him expectantly, and all that Satnam could think about was how he was, all of a sudden, completely failing, utterly blocked, and that, with each instant that he wasn’t speaking, it was becoming harder to speak, because he needed to say something of a profundity that would have necessitated such a silence, but he could no longer think of anything to say, and as the silence expanded, a balloon filled with emptiness to the point of exploding, he could no longer remember quite what the question, so simple, had been exactly, and now feared speaking and answering something completely different from what had been asked, feared spouting nonsense, noise, and the journalist glanced at the cameraman and said, ‘Sir, it’s OK, we’re not live. Take a moment, take a water, and we can begin again?’



‘There is no surprise it’s anti-national presstitutes who naysay and defame. The truth is they still bootlick Britishers, prostrate themselves before the Mussulmans. This is the India they want: anti-progress, anti-growth. But you, the true Indians, have the sense to vote in favour of your country, rather than against it. And, to do so, vote for the return of our mother goddess. Vote in favour of a New Green Revolution, a desert turned green. In favour of wonderful abundance, record new jobs, the world’s greatest engineering project. Vote in favour of brand new cities. Indian ingenuity made manifest on the world stage. Return us to our former glory. Vote for Narayan Indra and turn India’s most successful chief minister into the prime minister—’

‘Can we turn that off? We have a guest,’ Reha said, making an apologetic face to Satnam as she set the table.

‘This is a historic moment right now and you want us to focus on your chicken?’ Pala said.

Chicken? Satnam was sure they knew he was vegetarian.

‘It’s a rerun from hours ago. It’s not a historic moment right now. But the food is hot right now.’ She came out with three identical bowls. She’d been cooking for hours.

Satnam now noticed, in hindsight, the absence of the clucking sound in the courtyard. If only he could experience an absence as keenly as he could a presence.

‘Our mother’s recipe,’ Reha said, smiling proudly.

Satnam looked down at the bowl. The chicken had been shredded, so the pieces were largely indistinguishable from the gravy. He smiled, and tore off a piece of roti, glistening with ghee, and opened his mouth, reluctantly, eagerly, to eat. He’d broken up with a long-term girlfriend, left his home and his job, left his family, and now he was abandoning his vegetarianism. Untying a knot is harder than tying one, Kush had said. Satnam was finding that easy to disprove.

Reha continued to talk as the news looped on mute. ‘It’s getting dark so early. I don’t remember days so short.’

‘You say that every year,’ Pala said.

‘So, what do you think of the student’s progress?’ Reha asked, nodding at Satnam.

‘His Punjabi? He still hardly speaks. You should have seen him the other day, and that was English!’

‘I can follow,’ Satnam said, laughing. ‘I’m getting better at following.’

There were footsteps upstairs. Emperor had woken up.

‘I’ll handle it,’ Pala said.

As he left the room, Reha dropped her voice and switched to English. ‘I appreciate you staying close to him. Could you keep an eye?’ She paused. ‘I overhear things. You could keep him from trouble.’

‘I’m not sure I understand,’ Satnam said.

‘He’s easily led. He’s a passionate man. But passionate men—’

An alert sounded on both Pala and Satnam’s phones at once.

It was Kush.

Reha picked up the dishes and left for the kitchen, and Satnam copied and pasted the text into Google Translate.

I need some men. It’s time to send a message.
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