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For my friends




It was fashionable, back then, to name houses. And the Red House was an abandoned, partially constructed one that sat on the only dead-end street in the neighborhood. It was three floors high, had slabs and pillars but no parapet walls beyond the first floor. The stairway wasn’t cemented, the brick lay exposed, and instead of a handrail there were iron rods jutting out from the sides of each stair at threatening angles. It was an attempted grand mansion, but had fallen into an inheritance fight. A litigation building―as it was called; the court case had dragged on for as long as anyone could remember, and it remained in that state of semi-built emptiness. The wooded land beyond it, almost two acres, was swollen with thornbushes and knee-high grass. There was a caved-in outhouse with the asbestos roof split exactly in half, you could see it from the gate. At various times over the years, it acquired various different reputations―whether or not it was a notion held by children that it was a place where the mafia stashed ‘evidence,’ certainly nobody tracked down whoever owned it. It was childish also to say ‘haunted,’ but all the same a person familiar with the area wouldn’t go inside if you paid him. The name of the house itself is something of a mystery, it came from the three faded alphabets on the rusted plaque affixed to the gate: R E D, remaining of whatever was supposed to have been the name of the house.



“Do you remember her, Arjun?” my mother said.

“Who?” I said, though I’d heard her well enough.

“Ruhee,” she repeated. “Ru-hee. When you were little, you asked me if you could marry her, so she could come and live with us.”

“I said no such thing,” I said.

“Yes you did! You must have been six or seven.” My mother looked delighted at finding reason to mention this. “I remember it well, it was that day we bought you the BSA cycle, with the lights on the handlebars. You sat on the cycle and asked us. We all laughed about it. Didn’t we?”

“Leave him alone,” my father replied from the living room. The TV was on, and the intro to the evening news was playing.

“Don’t talk about things you don’t understand,” my mother snapped, though loud enough for only me to hear.

I’d just returned home from work. I’d taken my shoes off at the door but, as was my habit, I kept my socks on, even though they were damp. I picked up a bottle of water from the dozen my mother kept in a neat row on the dining room table, poured myself a glass. I stood there drinking while my mother talked. She said that she’d met Ruhee and her parents at the temple. Run into them and it was so remarkable how they immediately recognized one another despite the many years that have passed. The family had moved to Udupi where Ruhee’s parents both found jobs in the same telephone company. Now they were retired. They were here for a visit, a wedding. To see the old neighborhood. And also to spend time with Ruhee, who had moved back to Hyderabad last year.

“Ruhee is a doctor now,” my mother said, and added, barely able to hide her pleasure, “and she gave me her phone number.”

“Obviously,” she continued, when I did not respond, “she wanted me to give it to you. So that you’d call her―almost said as much. I told her about your job, where you worked. How old you were. Her mother asked me what your birth date was, what your birth star was.”

She said, “Here it is,” and thrust the slip of paper at me.

The two e’s in Ruhee’s name were curled together, the way she’d written it since we were children. Of course, I remembered telling my mother that I wished to marry Ruhee someday. She was the first girl I ever loved. First I ever kissed.

Ruhee used to live down the street from us. She was an only child, and when we were little, she used to spend every Sunday at my house. Hello Uncle, is Arjun home? she used to ask in a mellow, endearing voice when my father answered the door. We used to sit in the veranda together, eating frozen mango puree, playing pachis or chess, waiting for the heat outside to abate. When it cooled, we rode our bicycles; racing up and down the street, chased by stray dogs and scolded by retirees. She wore her hair into two silken ponytails which sat on either side of her face and swung around, brushing her cheeks whenever I made her laugh. She always sat with her back to the papaya tree that grew in our yard and never declined a second helping of mango puree. I always lost to her, usually on purpose, and when my fingers brushed hers while stacking wooden chess pieces or while passing the cowrie shells for pachis, my heart always beat in my throat.

Then sometime in the eighth grade, her parents caught us kissing in her room. It was Ruhee’s idea. After that, they put her in a girls-only convent and she stopped coming over to my house. And every time I went to her house, her mother answered the door but didn’t let me inside, told me that Ruhee wasn’t home. After a while I stopped going, and didn’t see her again for years. Then, one summer when we were sixteen, we ran into each other again. That was the summer my father left us.

Left. Eloped. Ran away. Runaways? It is hard to nail down an English translation for the word that was used in those days; it both communicated what had occurred, in the specific, while also assigning the lurid implication―the shame―there is when a married man, father of two children, runs away with his young mistress. Sex―being the unsaid thing happening just out of sight.

The summer we met again, almost everything went back to how it was when we were children. Almost because this time we didn’t kiss. I never even got the chance to tell Ruhee I loved her, because of Ganesh.

Ganesh, with his long muscly arms and curly brown hair and a fuzzy green tattoo on the inside of his forearm, he was someone I’d met at the gymkhana while playing cricket. He wasn’t in school, was older than both of us; eighteen, he used to guess. I introduced them. And soon enough, Ganesh and Ruhee were lovers―which is exactly how they described it to me, separately and together. It didn’t hurt though. Because Ganesh and Ruhee never left me out, the three of us were always together, and whatever we did that entire summer we did together. They always wanted me, and I understood why: it was strangely uncomfortable, unnatural even, when one of us wasn’t there. Together the three of us made something of a family, inseparable from one another, something that none of us had on our own.

My mother was watching me.

“What’s wrong?” she asked. “Are you tired? Did you have a lot to do at the office?”

She liked to pretend that I went to an office. And that I was ‘a manager’ at the municipal water supply, which was how she described my job to relatives. For her sake, I dressed in a shirt and trousers and wore shoes and socks―an outfit that the person assigned to train me laughed at, when I showed up on my first day. What was his name even? I can’t recollect; it’s been twelve years. But I remember him gawking at me, his own trousers rolled above knees, his collar and sleeves sopping wet, a spanner in his hand. He said I didn’t need shoes or socks, made me take them off. Then he took me down into the tunnels, shouted instructions on how to note the water pressure over the thundering sounds of water, the walls gleaming wet, the ground trembling frighteningly beneath us. He’d given me such curious looks. Then, before he left, he came out with it, asking me why a young man like myself, clearly from a well-to-do family, a proper education, wanted a job that did not require even a twelfth-pass certificate. When I didn’t answer him, he answered for me. “Circumstances, isn’t it?” he said.

Nowadays, I sat at a desk facing digital monitors; they did away with the analog meters sometime in ’03. I made a phone call to the engineer if the numbers went below a certain point. Or answered the phone when an irate housewife called to say that the taps were dry. After coming home, I left my damp socks in the laundry bucket and bathed using the soap Priya, my sister, favored before she left for college―Lux Rose: luridly pink, sickly sweet, artificially scented. It was the only soap that could overwhelm the smell of chlorine on my skin.

I put the water glass down and took the slip of paper with the two e’s curled together. The rice cooker was beeping loudly and my mother went into the kitchen to turn it off. I sat down at the dining table, put the slip into my phone book. My father turned the TV volume down but remained in the living room. I knew what he was thinking. My father was the only one who knew something of the truth about what happened at the end of that summer. Not the whole truth, of course, but something of it. I was the one who told him, after Ganesh, bloodied and spreadeagled, was discovered in the woods behind the Red House.

At that age, I thought that seeing someone dying would be something extraordinary. Shocking. Approaching the fantastical. Frightening. Like darkness. But it wasn’t. Someone is there and then they aren’t. Looking closely, peering into the darkness, it needn’t even be a dead person, it could just be a drunk lying amongst the thornbushes behind the Red House. The bushes flattened from the weight that fell on them. The sound, a thump, the crumpling of twigs and brambles, then a sudden silence. The small white fleshy bits scattered all around Ganesh’s broken face needn’t be shattered teeth. The fluid pooling around his caved-in head needn’t be blood or brains. It could be something more pedestrian. Sap. Or something. What did his life matter? Who came asking after him? Nobody. He wasn’t even in school.







I
The Lovers



But first, the cricket bat. You see, it is as good a place to start as any. At the time, it felt like an inconsequential thing that happened, but if it hadn’t, how differently things would have turned out. I wouldn’t have run into Ruhee or Ganesh that summer, and all our lives would have continued along the same path we’d been put on since we were born.

It was blond willow―the bat―and Kashmiri-willow, no less. It had a red, rubber-cased grip handle that didn’t yet have the marks that came from being handled with sweaty hands. It was the single most expensive thing I possessed. Yet, I made the mistake of leaving it propped against the gate of the apartment building when I went upstairs to my friend Arjun’s flat. (We shared the same first name, Arjun Wadhwa and I, and it had been a running joke between us―Arjun, pass the bat. No, not this Arjun, that Arjun, you pass the bat. Ha-ha.)

I rang Arjun Wadhwa’s doorbell once, then twice. Then knocked on the door when there was no answer. The door didn’t open.

“The Wadhwas have gone.”

This was the neighbor. He was an older gentleman, a friendly-looking grandfather. And like a retired grandfather, he always wore pressed, tailored, going-out clothes even at home; his white hair combed back, a fountain pen in his shirt pocket, a leather-strap watch on his wrist. Smelling gently of coconut oil, he playfully chided us for playing cricket in that narrow space between where the owner’s car was kept and the gate, where the thrill was in the possibility of hitting a sixer and breaking either a windowpane, or even more dangerously, the windshield of the parked Ambassador.

“Old fucker,” Arjun Wadhwa replied under his breath.

Arjun Wadhwa swore freely and frequently. He and I went to different schools, and such language was never allowed at mine, seldom encountered even. They were rabidly strict about proper language at my school. Strict about uniform checks. Manners. Arjun Wadhwa was an outside-school friend and outside-school friends were whom I’d sought out in the summer months of my father’s leaving. Outside-school friends did not have shared anxieties. Secrets. The freedoms of games period, library period, film period, the terrors of being found without canvas shoes during PT. I used to have such dreams regularly, of having forgotten not just the shoes but even the PT uniform, waiting in the uniform line while a disembodied cane made its way down the line. The snapping noise the cane made on contact with my bare knuckles. The pain that seared so brilliantly I couldn’t think straight for a few moments.

“They are gone. The place was emptied overnight, the owner said they hadn’t paid rent in three months. What’s your name, son?”

“Arjun.”

“That was the Wadhwa boy’s name too.”

A baby’s wail emanated from the door behind the grandfather. “Coming, sonny boy!” he said over his shoulder, a delighted smile spreading across his face.

When I came back downstairs, my bat was gone. I searched behind the gate, along the interior compound wall, inspected the length of pavement across the street even though I hadn’t crossed the street at all, knew exactly where I’d left it.

I chewed my lip. A rubber practice ball was clenched in my fist. I traced the tips of my fingers over my almost bare scalp, backwards and forwards. The severe, military-like haircut was mandatory at my school.

Satti, the building’s watchman ambled towards me.

“Why are you loitering? What do you want?”

“My bat is missing.”

“What bat?”

“My cricket bat.”

“Why should it be here?” Satti came and stood very close. His breath stank. His shirt pocket was ripped. “Do you think I have nothing better to do? Steal some boy’s bat?”

I took a step back. I wondered, like I was beginning to always wonder whenever anyone looked directly at me, if Satti knew about the circumstances of my father’s leaving. All the shameful facts. Everyone at school knew of course, our immediate neighbors knew. My stomach clenched at this thought. Was that the reason Satti, a caretaker, a habitual drunk, felt brave enough to step up to me like this? If my father had been around, I thought, I would have gone home and returned with him, and he would have terrified Satti into admitting he took it, and if it was really lost and unrecoverable, he would have gotten me a new one at the sports dealers straightaway. My father was capable of this. Once, when we’d been at a train station, my father had caught a pickpocket red-handed. He’d dragged the pickpocket by his collar and slapped his face, at least a dozen times, while the crowd looked on. Until the station master hurried over and said: let the police handle him, why the bother, Sir.

To see such physical, bodily violence, erupt so spontaneously and suddenly, was quite something. Especially from my position, the lush safety of hanging on to my father’s leather wallet while the beating took place, with no possibility, the full, soothing reassurance that I myself would never come to such harm.

I took a deep breath and backed away from Satti. I waited until that would feeling ceased and ebbed away, until it fled into that brooding, salty place in my mind designed to hold all the things that made my stomach clench.

My father was―had been―a teacher at my school, where Priya and I both attended. He taught mathematics for the upper classes. Every day, he returned home later than us, smelling faintly of chalk and tea biscuits, and now, while I sat in the same classroom all day, a cloud of chalk powder always around me as though haunting me, it was a daily test of willpower; to sit still; to not remember the way he walked down the stairs at school with his attendance book and his ruler tucked underneath his arm, watching where his feet landed, carefully, as though stepping into water. Or the glimpses I used to catch of him and Gita Miss, the red rose she always wore in her hair, near the language rooms.

Gita Miss was my Sanskrit teacher. She was a north-Indian, which to me had always felt like an exotic place, where there was snow, falling like bolls of cotton from the sky. She was young, a new college graduate who looked more like the students in the twelfth grade than like the other teachers. She was frightfully pretty. Slender, with a long black braid that fell to her hips, brushing the top of her waist when she turned around. She had terribly dark, graceful eyes. She didn’t have to do much in the form of discipline in Sanskrit class, she merely had to stand and smile, and we all fell in line. The boys captive, attentive, receding to the back of the class; the girls diligent, wanting always to sit in the front, as close to her as possible as though wanting to touch her.

Gita Miss did not wear a sari like the rest of the female teachers at our school. She wore cotton dresses that brushed her shins. High heels, wide buckle belts. Large hoop earrings. Once, she wore a sari, and it had caused such a ruckus at school―everyone wanted to catch a glimpse of her walking down the corridor, the kind of thing that happens when the first rain of the monsoon slams down on the school grounds; people pausing everything they did just to Look and Look again―that she never did a second time.

The first time I saw my father with Gita Miss, I didn’t think anything of it. All the teachers were very polite towards one another, and never addressed each other by their first names, using the appendages of Miss or Sir next to their names, or ji or garu in the case of the language teachers. I saw them outside the language rooms while coming out of the library. I’d asked permission to go to the bathroom. The corridors were empty, and they were standing a little apart from each other, just outside the language room door. I waved to my father as I passed. My father waved back. On returning to the library, to the book I’d been assigned to read, it came back to me.

Gita Miss hadn’t said Prashant-sir, or Prashant-ji, or Prashant-garu. She said Prashant. Softly. In a tone that emanated with something mysterious and intensely personal. Beyond my understanding.

There was some snickering whenever they were seen walking down the corridor together. I’d never paid attention before because this was common, teachers were often linked up for sport. It was harmless really, a luridly imagined togetherness of the teachers. Dirty jokes, things scratched on the undersides of benches with the tips of compasses. But I began to pay attention. I made excuses to leave class during school hours, walk through the deserted corridors, listening to the thrum of voices beyond the concrete walls. I searched. Then I saw them go into the language room together one afternoon. I followed.

I couldn’t see my father’s face in the language room. From where I hid, I could only see Gita Miss’ face. Her expression. The line of her exposed thigh. Her dress crumpled between them like cake. Ecstatic. That was the expression on her face. A look between lovers.

At school, after it came out, my classmates treated me as though I were something contaminated, to be excluded. Priya, on the other hand, got treated delicately, with pity and sympathy. Even after a month had passed, I was only spoken to if it was strictly necessary. Then summer break came around and I could get away.

And I took to wandering the neighborhood making outside-school friends. That was how I’d run into Arjun Wadhwa. Our neighborhood, and specifically our street, was settled by fleeing landlords and their families, those escaping death at the hands of the Naxalites in the countryside. Upper class. Money. Certainly old money, but missing the landholdings, the opulent gadis and the prestige and the servants. But holding on to the drivers and the domestic help, the last evidence of that old grandeur in this new world. It was in their nature to own land, so as soon as they built their homes, they bought up all the land around it, holding on to it for a few years before dividing it into smaller plots and selling it to people like my father, salaried men with young wives and small children. They called the layouts ‘colonies’ and generally named the ‘colony’ after themselves. Most of the families built an additional floor on top of the house, divided it into two or three cramped Portions and let them out to tenants, the kind of place in which Arjun Wadhwa and the grandfather lived.

But to an outsider it was a neighborhood with quaint streets. Tree-lined. Beautiful old tamarinds, ashokas and neems shading the tar road every few feet, single-story cottage homes sitting within compound walls painted in pastels, wrought iron gates, near identical yards, here and there bounded by lone coconut trees. There was one kirana shop, where I was sent now instead of my father, to stand behind the counter and hand over the list of groceries; waiting while Sugunakar Rao, the shopkeeper, packed up the jute grocery bag, noting the bill in the ledger and telling me to let my mother know, that he’d be happy to send the shop boy over to our house if she needed anything else, since my father wasn’t around.

“It would have been better if he’d died,” my mother said, when I told her what the shopkeeper said.

Also, she never asked me where I went every day, whom I met, why I came back so late.



My bat. Without it, I felt adrift. I ran my fingertips again, through my stubby hair once more, and began walking in the general direction of home.

When I turned the corner into my street, the traffic noise ebbed and the sound of rustling leaves was all I heard. I passed the Red House. It was a superstitious thing to do, but I turned away from its façade and crossed the street over to the other side. It was then that Ruhee passed me. I didn’t immediately recognize her, and wouldn’t have turned to look a second time if it wasn’t for a slow motorbike stopping and idling across the street from us, its engine thrumming gently.

“Ruhee?”

Ruhee did not look my way. Those black eyes far too big for her face. I would have recognized them anywhere in the world. On instinct, I grasped her arm lightly. She kept walking and my fingertips grazed the length of her forearm.

When she met my gaze, Ruhee’s face broke into a smile, and it was just as bright and shattering as I remembered. Both her cheeks dimpled. Her teeth were small and even.

“Arjun?” she said, her voice just as mellow as I remembered.

I caught the scent of papaya. The one that grew in our yard. It came so suddenly, so inexplicably and powerfully that it disoriented me, as though the leaves overhead stopped rustling and all I could see were her eyes, the shape of her face, the color of her skin, like toffee left in the sun. I had the sudden desire to stand as close to her as possible, rest my cheek against hers, put my palms against her shoulders. I suppose I was remembering vividly how it felt like to kiss her.

“Aren’t you in the eleventh grade now?” she said, tentatively, when I didn’t respond.

With regret, I let go of her elbow, ran my fingers again through my stubby hair and nodded.

“Are you still doing watercolors?” she said. “You used to be so good!”

When I heard the motorbike again, I turned to look.

The boy astride it had a broad face, looked to be slightly, but not that much older than me. His eyes were fixed on Ruhee, so intensely that it made me want to look away, as if I was intruding on something extremely private.

“Do you know him?”

“No,” she said, without seeming all that sure. “Why is he looking at you like that?”

“He’s looking at you,” I said.

Abruptly the boy turned the motorbike around and sped away.

Ruhee said she was running late for her math tutor near the water tanker place, said goodbye, see you, and walked away in the opposite direction. I watched her walk all the way to the end of the street.

I continued loitering and after a little while, I found myself standing in front of the gates of the gymkhana grounds. I could see people playing cricket inside so I went in.

It seemed like a random assortment, the boys playing. These were public grounds, not a private club. It seemed like a section of them was made up of schoolboys around my age―this group seemed to know each other already, so I drifted over to the other section. The boys in this group were sitting a little apart from one another, consisted of some who looked like the boy on the motorbike I’d just seen, some even shabbier. I took them to be boys who worked in the area, drawn from tenements around, or those who both worked and lived in small rooms at the back of the house they were employed in. Servant boys, was how they were addressed. I felt like I was intruding, but also felt like I was allowed.

The game began. The schoolboys had their own bats. From their position of bat-owning superiority, they wouldn’t easily accept an out; only acceded the batting position on a clean-bowled or a catch. We were delegated to the less glamorous positions on the field; bowling, fielding, wicketkeeping. Both sides seemed unsure where to put me. When I offered up the practice ball, I was asked to field, but when I caught two outs in a row, I was moved to wicketkeeping―a useless position it seemed, because the schoolboys covered up the wickets and even committed the most blatant LBWs. Illegal of course, but no one could say otherwise.

Soon, dusk fell. The schoolboys left together. I fell in with those remaining. Only when the group drifted to the stands did I begin to notice them individually. There were six of them. All barefoot. Some in jeans, some in trousers. Some in T-shirts that announced the brand name across the chest in wide, misspelled letters. One of them asked my name. Arjun, I said. The boy said his name was Ganesh. The remaining did not volunteer their names, seemed to look me over warily, as though wondering what I was doing with them.

“This is yours, isn’t it?” Ganesh said, throwing my ball at me. “It is very nice. It’s a professional ball isn’t it?”

“It is,” I said, confidently. “My father got it from Bombay. On a trip.”

It was a lie, of course. I’d gotten it at the sports dealers. And it wasn’t a professional cork ball either, with the gleaming red leather whose stitching came at you like little flashes of lightning. Clearly, Ganesh did not know what a professional cricket ball looked like.

“How do you know her?” Ganesh said.

“What?”

“How do you know her? I saw you talking to her.”

This seemed to draw the attention of the rest of the boys. I stared at Ganesh. Really looked at him, and it was only then that I realized he was the boy on the motorbike staring at Ruhee. He was stocky, his arms slightly, disproportionately longer. Thick veins ran up his forearms. He had a tattoo, on his inner forearm, something green and fuzzy. He was handsome in a rugged way. He didn’t seem to belong with the schoolboys, and although he seemed familiar with them, he did not seem to wholly belong with the servant boys either.

“She’s my friend,” I said, tentatively.

“Do you love her?” he asked.

I laughed.

Ganesh was still looking at me intently, waiting for an answer.

I said I didn’t.

“I love her,” Ganesh volunteered. His voice was oddly deeper when he said this. It seemed to radiate.

“Will you introduce her to me?” Ganesh asked. “Come, sit.”

The boys made room. A welcoming gap opened up in front of me. As if I were being drawn into this other dimension. A place where I had friends.

I told Ganesh I knew Ruhee very well. Would I put in a word for him? would I engineer a meeting between them? Would I know if she might love him too? Would I know if she had an egalitarian character or a high-minded character? Yes, of course. To all of it: Yes. I didn’t even have to think.

I felt so upbeat that I went home straightaway, forgetting to roam the neighborhood like I usually did, until the streetlights came on and the gentle waft of burning mosquito coils rolled in with the evening breeze. I went into my house through the kitchen door in the back, which could be accessed from the yard so I needn’t ring the doorbell.

I found the door bolted from the inside. I looked through the window, intending to reach in and unbolt the latch, but stopped. Priya and my mother were at the dining table having dinner. Priya was eating a sweet bun with gusto, and our mother was gazing at her with a pleasurable smile on her face. She reached to ease the bun away from Priya, hurriedly spreading a thick layer of butter over the bun, saying ‘wait a minute sweet thing!’ over Priya’s protestations, then handed the bun back to her.

I sat for a while on the kitchen stoop, until I heard the sound of the table being cleared, the chairs pushed back in, the lights switching off. When I heard footsteps in the kitchen, I moved closer to the door and pulled my feet in, so no part of me would be visible through the kitchen window. I heard the click of the door being unlatched.

I stayed on the stoop until darkness fell, and the mosquitoes chewed my ankles and I had to wave them off by sound alone.



“I love her,” Ganesh said again, this time in a more contemplative way.

It was how it used to be in those days. You saw someone and felt inexplicably drawn to them; a sudden heat crept over your body and mind and soon, crossing paths with them again and again you were utterly in love with that person, without ever having spoken to them. It was a binding choice, to love a person, and you couldn’t ever take it back. That was the idea of love passed down to us, and the world was limited to what was passed down.

Ganesh wanted me to meet him outside Ruhee’s house. “At five,” he said, “that’s when she goes to her tutor’s.” He knew where she lived, which surprised me, but I said Okay.

I went to Ruhee’s house at a quarter to, and loitered. Her house was a one-story cottage with a green gate. Rosebushes across the borders. It didn’t have a flat roof, the way most people poured the slab, with the expectation of Portions. It was pitched and tiled. I could spot sparrow nests in it.

I made a turn at the end of the street and came back up again, just as Ganesh arrived on his motorbike. I went up to where he was parked.

Ganesh was wearing a black T-shirt, blue jeans, and sneakers. The T-shirt had a small tick at the pocket that I recognized as the Nike tick. If I squinted a little, the white spots on his cheeks could easily be dismissed as the side effects of a summer tan. His hair was thick, curly and short. He could pass as someone from my school, easily.

“They belong to my parents’ son,” he said. “Took them out of the washing.”

The way he phrased it was so odd. Not just that he didn’t say, ‘they belong to my brother.’ But it was the way he said ‘my parents’―his tone was as if they owned him; as if he was a car.

“What school do you go to?” I asked.

He shrugged and looked sideways as if I were making fun of him. I waited and he said, “I don’t.”

“What do you mean you don’t?”

“I have work,” he said.

“What work?”

Ruhee came out. Ganesh nudged me, briefly, with only the tips of his fingers grazing my elbow. “Arjun!” Ruhee said, smiling widely. She was surprised to see me.

“This is my friend,” I said, “his name is Ganesh.”

Ruhee said Hi, and asked which school he went to. I said he went to mine, before Ganesh could answer. Ganesh looked at me quizzically but did not contradict me.

We began walking together. First Ruhee and I talked, while Ganesh wheeled his motorbike behind. I glanced back. He met my eyes. Only then did it occur to us the complication of the motorbike’s presence.

We were coming up to the Red House, and I began to automatically cross the street, going over to the other side. But Ruhee stayed where she was. She laughed at me.

“You are being so silly, Arjun,” she said, pushing her hair behind her ears.

I shrugged. I loved how she said my name, playfully. The mild pressure on the R.

“Do you really believe the ghost stories?” she said.

I made a noncommittal head motion. I assumed that everyone did.

“Ganesh,” she said, turning around, walking sideways so that her hair fell into her eyes and she had to hold it behind her ears with both hands. “Do you believe in ghosts?”

“No,” he said, holding her gaze. “I’m not afraid.”

Ganesh was doing his best, wheeling the motorbike as fast as he could to keep pace with Ruhee, who seemed intent on telling him all she heard about the Red House. She asked if he grew up around here. He said yes. He gave her the location of his house. It was already beginning to feel as if I’d served my purpose. But then Ganesh stopped, and said that he and I played cricket at the gymkhana. And he praised my fielding abilities. Ganesh and I were the same height, I noticed for the first time. Standing side by side.

If I was being honest, I thought that Ruhee would see through Ganesh. See through him as if he were invisible, and see only me. But I was wrong.

“I’m not bringing the bike tomorrow,” Ganesh said, after we saw Ruhee off at her tutor’s.

“She said that she goes back at seven-thirty or eight.”

“Oh?”

“Let’s go to the gymkhana and then come back, walk her home again.”

Maybe because of the black T-shirt with the Nike tick, the schoolboys allowed Ganesh a batting position. Perhaps they did not even recognize him. That he strode up to them and asked with so much confidence was surprising to me. I was kept in my usual position mid-field. Ganesh could have been more cautious and held the batting position for longer, hitting mid-wicket or a single runner, but at every ball he went for a sixer, and he hit three in a row, the clop of the ball against the bat echoing in what felt like absolute silence. On the fourth ball, despite it being a spin, Ganesh left the crease line and came forwards and swung madly. He missed and the ball hit the wicket.

“Howzzat!!” the schoolboys jeered in unison. The bowler made that Punjabi dance movement made famous in the World Cup.

Instead of ceding the bat with an upset, thrusting motion at the next batter, Ganesh laughed jovially. He mimed the exact movement of the losing shot, squaring his elbows and raising and lowering the bat, repeating the wrist position and the shoulder position like a professional batsman.

After the game, his friends left, and we sat together in the stands. I was sweating and thirsty. The ground was baked, and even in the semi-darkness it seemed to radiate heat. The groundskeeper was making his way towards us, likely to ask us to get lost, but on seeing Ganesh he said, “Do you want to lock up? Drop the keys off at my room later.”

“Where are you from?” I asked, after the groundskeeper left.

“Here,” Ganesh said, and shrugged.

“No,” I said, “where are you really from?”

He met my gaze. He said nothing but did not break away. His eyes were the same color as his hair, neither brown nor black. We were close enough that I could see his pupils dilate. I looked away.

It was a hot day, everything felt too warm.

“My people are Gonds. From Adilabad.”

It was Adivasi, the tribe called Gond. It was a major one, even listed in the Scheduled Tribes of India, according to my social studies textbook, which I checked after going home. Ganesh was tribal, and Ganesh couldn’t even be his real name; he didn’t know his birth name. Sold first into child labor at a shoe factory, then rescued, placed in an orphanage after a fire killed most of the children who slept alongside him in the makeshift dormitory.

“Been here since I was this high,” Ganesh said, wiping sweat from his forehead with his sleeve and placing an open palm level with his waist. “Worked for the old man first. But he died, so his son and his wife took over the house. Been with the same parents ever since.”

Again, the strange phrasing. How does one be with their parents? But I didn’t press him.

“How old are you?” I asked.

He shrugged. “I don’t know. Eighteen, maybe.” Absently, he touched his tattoo. The spot on his forearm.

“What does it say?” I asked, looking at the tattoo.

“I don’t know.”

When it was nearly seven, Ganesh and I made our way out of the gymkhana. I watched him lock up the gate and slip the key into his pocket. He started the motorbike, and waited. It occurred to me that he was waiting for me to get on. I got on, holding the sides of the seat for support rather than his shoulders. How normal all of it felt, to get on a friend’s motorbike, to go and see about a girl I liked. And this was going to be our story―mine and Ruhee’s―how it all started, today. There always was an interloper in love stories, and Ganesh―he was our interloper, we’d laugh about him in later years.

The back of Ganesh’s neck was drenched in sweat, his shirt was sticking to him, his hair was dripping. He ran a hand through his hair, and a few drops of his sweat sprayed across my face. I wanted to wipe them away, but it was curious how I let the drops sit. Thinking it needn’t be sweat, what fell on my lips could simply be water. Ganesh started the motorbike.







II
The Hospital



On Sundays I went to the Hospital with my shaving kit. I both dreaded and looked forward to this pilgrimage all week, though I’d been doing it for the last twelve years; ever since I’d graduated from college. Unlike Priya, I attended college from home, but when I graduated I had a job lined up in Bombay. My mother had asked that I stay back for a little while longer, only a couple of weeks until I got my certificates in the mail. But I never left.

It was the same cycle of emotions in the same order every week: fear, first. Then lethargy, complete and utter unwillingness to move. Followed by an irresistible need to move, unbearable restlessness till I got to the Hospital.

Before leaving I’d check the shaving kit to make sure it had the good Gillette in it, then I’d set out, taking the same route―walk down the street, pause on the corner from where the Red House was visible, then turn and go the other way, to the bus stop.

Only this morning, when I awoke, for the first time in twelve years, I didn’t immediately think about my pilgrimage to the Hospital. I thought about the slip of paper with Ruhee’s number on it. Though I didn’t need it anymore. In the week since I’ve had it, I’d dialed and hung up so many times I had the numbers memorized. It was unsettling, the fact that Ruhee was living in the city. Every action I took felt watched, I was almost afraid to go to the Hospital.

My mother’s ritual for Sunday mornings was to make puris. Puri with mutton curry; a ‘special’ breakfast that once used to be reserved for when our relatives visited; before our eviction from decent society. My father would be at Gita Miss’ apartment on Sundays. Though no one ever said so.

I stayed in bed for as long as I could. My room smelled like old newspapers. My mother had run out of room in the storage attic, so she’d begun storing things under my bed. Old newspapers she was gathering to be sent away to the junk dealer. Old clothes she wanted to neither throw away nor donate. It smelled nice, the old newspapers. I heard Priya in the kitchen, talking to our mother.

Priya was studying textile design at the NID. It was a prestigious program at a prestigious institution. It was also urbane, hip, sophisticated. Soon after starting, she came home with a tattoo of Shiva sitting in meditation snaking up her arm, smoking, drinking, and not bothering to hide either habit. Our parents watched her with awe, her mannequins and her drapes of fabric and the fluidity with which she talked of old looms, weaver villages, Pochampally and Gadwal, as if she were an exotic foreigner touring our home. Priya wanted to stay at a hostel rather than at home, even though her college was only an hour by metro.

“You’ll have Arjun,” she’d said.

When Priya was six or seven, I remember she brought our mother’s needle out of the biscuit box in which the sewing things were kept, and without warning she stabbed me in the arm with it. At a point above my elbow. I’d screamed out in pain. But she looked so scared that I said it was okay, it didn’t hurt.

I made myself get out of bed. Brushed my teeth, washed my face, straightened up my room. This was the room I’d occupied as a child and as a teenager. There were gluey impressions on the walls where my He-Man and SWAT Kats stickers used to be. But the faded newspaper cutouts of Sachin Tendulkar and Sourav Ganguly at the World Cup still papered the wall above my desk. The desk was too small to be used now, but my terracotta pig with the coin slot on its back was still there; I’d never broken it open. If I opened the top drawer, it would still have my junior college notebooks, underneath them a stack of pink report cards numbered in reverse order, from kindergarten through tenth grade, the last page stapled with my class photograph, noting my height and weight at the beginning of the school year and again at the end. In the first eight photos, Ruhee would be there.

I changed into my jogging pants and an old T-shirt I’d gotten in college. I threw the window open, fished a cigarette out of a pack I’d left in the trousers I’d worn the day before. My window looked out onto the street, the small yard, and the gate. The window grille used to have loose screws, that was how I used to sneak out at night to go to the Red House with Ganesh and Ruhee. The first time we went there, it was only Ganesh and me. Ruhee hadn’t showed. I smoked my first cigarette that day, Ganesh was the one who gave me one, taught me how to smoke.

I had the sudden urge now, to get out of the house through the window. I stuck the cigarette between my teeth and tested the grille. It did not even rattle. I put the cigarette out on the sill, left the butt there. At some point, my mother let it pass, me smoking at home.

When I went out, Priya was sitting on the kitchen counter. She met my eyes and made a face and I knew that my mother had already told her about Ruhee, and she’d been recruited into the plan of making me call her.

In the kitchen, my mother wiped her face with the end of her sari. The puris were piled high in a wide steel basin she used for that express purpose. I took a plate from the dish rack mounted on the wall and picked a couple of puris from the top, but my mother made me put them back.

“Go sit at the table,” she said.

She always wanted me to have the ones that came off the wok. She checked the wall clock, “Why don’t you go a little later than usual today?” she said. “Go later in the afternoon.”

I shrugged. She said this every Sunday, and each time I shrugged and left for the hospital at the same time.

Priya came to join me at the table, pulled the bowl of mutton curry towards her and said mockingly, “Okay if I take some first, Arjun-sir?”

Our mother bustled in, not paying attention to Priya. She pulled the bowl of mutton towards me and ladled some onto my plate.

“I don’t know why I bother coming home,” Priya snapped.

“What are you going on about? Look how skinny you’ve gotten. What are you eating? Are you dieting? If you tell me you’re dieting I’m going to make you live at home again, you hear?”

“Won’t you eat?” I asked my mother.

She shook her head the same way she always did, as though I’d asked her to commit something sinful. She fasted on Sundays. She only ate when my father returned, no matter how late that was. It used to be that my father disappeared for a few days at a time. But that was years ago, before my mother began her fasts. She cleared her throat, looked meaningfully at Priya.

“Won’t you wear better clothes?” Priya asked me, imitating the tone I’d used with our mother.

“What?”

“She called. Asked if she can come today, it’s her day off.”

I was on the point of eating but stopped. “Ruhee isn’t coming here,” I said.

Priya looked sideways at me.

“Tell me she isn’t.”

“What is the big deal, Arjun. It is as if you’ve never met a girl in your life.”

I said nothing else. I ate as fast as I could. I went back into my room.

Priya called after me, “Wear a button-down, but not the ones you wear to your office. Remember that green and black pinstriped one I gave you for your birthday? Wear that. With jeans. It makes you look less old.”

I stopped near the hall closet and slid the toolbox from its shelf. In my room, I shut the door. I went into the bathroom first, got the shaving kit out from under the sink, opened it to make sure it still had the good Gillette in it. Then using the tool kit I unscrewed the window grille as soundlessly as possible. My mother would make up a completely believable excuse; she’d say I had to leave earlier than usual. She was good at it; making excuses. She was even capable of convincing Ruhee to stay until late evening. I knew I could only safely return home at nightfall. It took some effort, but I managed to pry the window grille out of the casing. Dropped it into the garden below.

Walking down the street, I realized that I was still in my jogging clothes, but it didn’t matter, nobody at the Hospital cared what I wore. As long as I brought my wallet with me, the compounder would expect that. The shaving kit rattled as I walked. At the end of my street, before turning left for the bus depot, I stopped and gazed at the Red House on the dead-end street.

In all these years, I haven’t gone any closer. I looked at the rusting gate from here. Made out the caved-in roof of the outhouse, near the end of the property, beyond the woods. The cement stairs still did not have handrails, or even wooden posts for safety, just metal spikes jutting out at odd angles, just like the first time we went there.

The plan became that we’d sneak into the Red House at night, after dinner. Ruhee and Ganesh and me.

“We’d need a torchlight,” Ganesh had said.

He asked if I could bring it. I said I could. He asked if Ruhee could sneak out of home after dinner. Ruhee gave him a look, an intense, glowing expression, then said, “Yes.”

Back then, my window bars were screwed in so lightly that they rattled when it grew windy. That night we first went to the Red House, all I had to do was insert a coin into each of the four screws and turn. I’d lowered the frame into the garden outside much the same way. The night had been cool, the sky blue-black, the papaya tree in the yard smelled of sap, softly acidic, but sweet underneath. The Gurkha was coming up the street, tapping his big stick against the road now and then. I hid in the shadow of the papaya tree and waited for him to pass.

When I arrived outside the Red House, Ganesh was already there. He was sitting on the pavement opposite. I watched him touch his breast pocket in the manner of grown adults. He looked tense, expectant. He was wearing the jeans and the Nike shirt he’d worn the day I’d introduced him to Ruhee. I was wearing my pyjamas and the slippers I reserved to fetch the paper or the milk from the stoop.

“Why hasn’t she come yet?” he asked, when he saw me.

Another twenty minutes later he said, “I don’t think she’s coming.” He stood up, and his manner shifted, the stiffness he carried with him whenever Ruhee was around fell away. Perhaps it fell away from my manner as well.

“What shall we do?” I said, feeling both relieved and disappointed.

“Let’s still go in,” he replied.

We crossed the street. The gate was locked. There were large patches of rust on the gate, and climbing down the other side I scraped my ankle. It was too dark to see, but I could tell by the dampness on my pyjama cuff that my ankle was bleeding.

“Show me,” Ganesh said. He knelt down and lifted the cuff of my pyjama.

He raised my foot and balanced it on his knee. He drew close and pinched the skin close around the gash. He said it looked bad. “Do you want to go home?”

I looked down at him and said that it didn’t hurt. I pulled my foot away at the same time that he let go. He stood up.

We made our way to the staircase. Going up, I was careful not to look down, or be stabbed by the iron stakes.

Arriving on the top floor, it became obvious to me that it was a place Ganesh frequented. It wasn’t a first-time thrill like he’d let on.

Ganesh led me to the edge of the building, to a spot behind the overhead water tank where a section of the parapet wall was missing. He sat down and dangled his feet over the edge of the building.

Very carefully, I followed him. Edging closer to the roof, I copied him, lowering myself onto the ledge next to him, dangling my feet off the roof like him. I could see nothing but darkness below us. It felt tactile, the darkness, like something I could touch, brush my fingers through and sift like flour. In the distance, I could spot the highway lights, the occasional rushing noise of a sand lorry going by. I felt breathless, my heart was pounding. I couldn’t see well, but I could sense Ganesh sitting a few inches away from me. I was so scared I did not even turn to look at him.

After a minute or so passed, I began to relax. The solidity of the overhead tank behind me was reassuring. My eyes adjusted to the darkness and I could see Ganesh, his tightly curled hair, the distant highway lights reflected in his eyes. He touched that spot in his pocket again, from it he fished out a box of matches and a pack of cigarettes.

My father did not smoke, and I had never been in close proximity to cigarettes. Ganesh slit the top of the gold foil. “I took it from my parents’ room,” he said. The way he said took meant he stole. He lit the cigarette, puckered his lips, inhaled deeply, and blew the smoke out. He handed it to me as though a matter of course. When I didn’t take it, he turned to look at me. “Between these two fingers,” he said, grasping my index and middle finger firmly. I took the cigarette, shifted it between my fingers like he said, put it between my lips and inhaled. The first sensation I felt, was an intense, burning feeling at the back of my throat.

I coughed. Ganesh pulled the cigarette from my hands. “Like this,” he said, taking a puff and holding it in. “Watch me,” he said, letting the white smoke stream out of his lips gently. “Not too much.”

He handed it back to me. This time, I got better at not coughing. The tip of the cigarette grew damper with each turn we took. We passed it back and forth until only the yellow stub remained. I waited to see if Ganesh would bring out another. He didn’t. And I was too shy to ask.

“What does your father do?” he asked.

“Schoolteacher.”

“Does he beat you?” he asked, in the tone of asking me whether he watered the lawn. A matter of daily course.

I shook my head, letting an expression of something like disgust escape me.

“That’s nice,” he said. He drew the pack of cigarettes out again, fished one out but did not light it.

I felt the need to remedy my mistake. “He doesn’t live with us,” I said.

“Why not?”

“He lives with his mistress,” I said. But I substituted ‘mistress’ with the crassest word I knew. Something like kept woman, loose woman? Something that abutted prostitute, whore. The things my mother said about Gita Miss when Priya wasn’t around. But as soon as I said it, I felt regret. Gita Miss was not a kept woman. Not a prostitute. She was my Sanskrit teacher. I suppose he saw it all on my face, plain as day. Ganesh always could.

“Is that really true?” he said.

I shook my head.

I thought Ganesh would ask me to tell the truth then. But instead he asked, “Have you ever been with a girl?”

They saw me. Gita Miss did, first. I tried to leave, but I couldn’t. I heard the clink of my father’s belt, a sound I overheard every day when he changed after coming home from school, now displaced into the empty language room. “Say good afternoon to Miss,” my father said. I said good afternoon. Then he walked me back to the library, a hand on my shoulder.

“Yes,” I said.

“You have?” Ganesh looked amazed.

“There are these language rooms in my school,” I said. “All day they remain empty, you know, used only during language period; an hour a day. No one sees what’s going on otherwise.”

Ganesh leaned forward, he seemed like he was holding back a question, or questions. I could see them sitting on the tip of his tongue.

“She was wearing a skirt,” I said.

“But how,” he said. He looked confused, excited.

“Just pressed it inside,” I said.

“Does it hurt?” he asked.

“It didn’t hurt,” I said. I looked at the highway lights, the sand lorries passing.

“Is that really true?” he said.

I shook my head. I drew my legs back in, and slowly, bracing my palm against the overhead tank I stood up. Ganesh watched me but did not react. A moment later, he put the pack of cigarettes back into his pocket and stood also.

We did not speak, on the way downstairs. Even at the gate outside, I said nothing, I simply nodded in his direction before walking towards home.



At the Hospital, I walked past the general admission ward on the second floor with the dark green curtain separators and white metal beds and its fracture-patients and eye-injury patients and laboring women. The staff knew me here, and strictly speaking I did not need to go through the general ward at all; I could reach the staircase for the long-term care ward from the ground floor. But once in a while there would be a new supervisory nurse who’d glance at me inquiringly, and I could tell she wanted to ask me who I was, who I was visiting, what I was to them, to tell me off, catch me out. But then she’d notice my clothes and my manner and let me pass. Today nobody noticed me pass.

At the entrance to the long-term ward, Raja, the compounder, was sitting on his stool. He was waiting for me.

I didn’t need anything from Raja, but I tipped him every week. The tip was to not do the job he was supposed to do. I didn’t like that Raja used the same razor blade on all the patients. I hated the very thought of it. It made me sick.

“Busy day today, Arjun-sir?” Raja asked politely in Hindi, glancing at my clothes, but nevertheless putting out his hand.

“Not at all,” I said, tucking my shaving kit under my arm and fishing my wallet out of my pocket.







III
Puli Raja



The next day around noon my desk phone rang.

I picked up the receiver out of habit. “Municipal water office.”

Had I known who it was, I wouldn’t have answered at all. My mother must have given her the number.

“You are going to meet me,” Ruhee said. “You will, Arjun.”

Her voice sounded more or less the same. The sweetness in it, the edginess, the demand; she claimed me now, impatiently, the same way she used to claim Ganesh.

“I know where your office is,” she said. My instinct told me to hang up, but at the last minute I changed my mind and pressed the receiver against my ear again.

I glanced around the room as if looking at it for the first time. Everything offended me―the meters, the desk with the paperweight, even my shoes. She couldn’t see me here. She couldn’t see me in my parents’ house. It was all wrong.

“Somewhere else,” I said finally.

“Fine. I have an hour off this afternoon―”

“Today?”

“Yes. Today. The water will keep coming even if you aren’t at the office, you know. Come―this afternoon―there is an Irani chai place near my hospital. Café Niloufer―you know where it is, right? You live in the city after all. 2 p.m., Arjun. If I don’t see you, I’ll come to your office.”

Even after she hung up, I held on to the receiver for a few moments. My heart―when was the last time I felt it beat so rapidly? Felt my pulse quicken like this, making me breathless, the tremors at my fingertips, my palms all sweaty? When was the last time I was so afraid? Before I could remember, the tremors ceased, I felt all right.

It was only Ruhee, after all. The girl I wished all my life was my wife. The only girl I ever loved.

I thought of my mother, how much she liked the idea of it. And most of all, a wedding―my wedding―would be the one way she could have everything that she missed and never stopped missing―a sense of ‘society’ as my mother called it; meaning our relatives. My mother’s parents had passed when I was a newborn, she had no siblings, no friends of her own, had never maintained ties to people she’d known from school or college. Ever since she married my father and moved to the city, he―and later Priya and I―were her everything. And the people that connected her to the web of society―my father’s sister and brother, their spouses, their in-laws, second cousins, their children; she’d considered each of them her own. But after what our father did, they abandoned my father; excommunicated him from their family. But they did not consider how that would affect my mother. Or us. We were all of us equally tainted as far as they were concerned. But a wedding―one that was occurring so far away from the domino that fell, at a place in time when the shadows of the past could not reach, would be an occasion for them to re-enter my mother’s life again. And this was Ruhee, after all. I should try.

I made my way across the city, took the metro and then the city bus at the next junction feeling perfectly calm. The bus crept through traffic over the Khairatabad flyover, I began once again to feel the tremors at my fingers. Ruhee always caused these tremors―the first girl I ever loved―first I ever kissed―whose idea it was to go up to the Red House. Always they were her ideas.

Outside Café Niloufer, I waited. A few minutes later, I went inside and sat down at the first unoccupied table. I motioned at the server for chai. I was halfway done with my cup when Ruhee showed.

What did I expect? She wasn’t a faceless being in a white lab coat, a stethoscope hovering over her head like a halo. My imagination, I realized, was comical. Of course, she’d change before she left the hospital. Of course, she was not sixteen still, she was nearing forty like me. Simply being Ruhee was not enough to arrest time.

She did not spot me straightaway, she was checking the tables at the very front. When her eyes met mine, I raised my hand, and she came over. She didn’t sit down. She stood beside me and checked the other tables behind us. “That one is empty,” she said. “Near the window.” I picked up my teacup and saucer, and followed her towards the last table in the café, next to the window. My cup rattled as I set it down. Instead of waiting for me to finish, she told the busboy to get two cups of chai. She glanced at my half-finished cup as she did so. She always was like this―forceful, but in a way that made you feel like you were the center of her world. All her attention would be showered on the person she chose to heap such a gift upon, and all the force would be applied to the surroundings; people, places, to make things happen―as she used to say, pausing after each word for effect. It was like this back then too, the way she heaped her attention on Ganesh, and all the force on me. Like the time she made me steal condoms from my house for her and Ganesh to use. I turned away from that memory. It was unpleasant.

“So,” Ruhee said, pulling up her hair into a ponytail. “Where were you yesterday? Tell me the truth.”

“I couldn’t―”

“Wait―first off, Arjun, I have to say this. You are so good-looking. I mean! It is unbelievable. You look like Milind Soman. I mean―when did that happen? I haven’t recovered from it yet, I cannot stop staring at you. Your eyes have this … spark? I feel like you are looking into me.”

I laughed.

She widened her eyes and pressed her lips together. “See? Even that laugh. How in the world are you single still? Unbelievable.”

The server placed two cups on the table, and Ruhee motioned at him to take away my half-finished cup.

“Cheers,” Ruhee said, clinking her cup against mine. “Well, Arjun, what about me then? What do you think?” she said, turning her face this way and that. Her cheeks still dimpled. Her skin was pink from walking.

I swallowed, but she didn’t notice.

“This is the first time I’m choosing to have myself appraised,” she said. “Instead of someone doing it to me―after I spend an hour draping a tissue sari that refuses to fall right. And doing my makeup, which I hate doing. And matching my bangles with my earrings and enduring the weight of jhumkas on my earlobes for an hour. See now, I just walked out of work and you think I’m stunning, Arjun. I can see it on your face. You always thought me stunning.”

Ruhee didn’t look away, as though she wanted to see the effect of her words on me. Her eyes were roving over my face and it was difficult to look away.

Of course, I thought her stunning. What chance did I stand of thinking otherwise.

“It was never about how you looked,” I said. “It was about how you made the people around you feel.”

Something, some emotion, passed over her face. She waved her hand, as if say that such things never mattered anyway.

“It was all fine till I was twenty-nine. That is the cutoff age until which I could still do the rejecting―which I did a lot of, by the way. But after that things took a nosedive, Arjun. I got a whole roster of divorcés, which was still OK, but mostly I got the unmarriable ones. The ones who thought their wives should serve them tea in the morning and press their office clothes and wait at home all day between the washing and the cooking. This one guy told me what I’ll be expected to wear, at home and outside. So. Here I am. Being appraised by the unbearably handsome Milind Soman.”

“I am not appraising you,” I protested. “And I do not look like Milind Soman.”

“I disagree,” she said, smiling. “And how did it all go for you?”

I shrugged. The truth was that in all the years my mother had been bullying me into meeting women, it was now, and only now that I’d relented. I’d never been with a woman in my life. A fact that I hoped Ruhee wouldn’t guess, by the way I couldn’t take my eyes off her lips when she talked. I didn’t want her to think I was strange. Unsocial, friendless, stuck in life, at home with no society―an unmarriable. So I lied.

“There was a close call once,” I said.

“Arranged?” she asked.

“No,” I said. “It was love.”

“Did your parents say no?”

“Didn’t ask.”

“I’m sorry, Arjun.”

I swallowed, I nodded, I took a sip of tea.

On the street afterwards, she asked me whether I was glad she made me come. Of course, I was. “You always needed to be bullied into doing things you like,” she said. I laughed, brushed my hands through my hair and said it was true. She was watching me keenly, and I suspected I saw something tender in her eyes. It was a strange, haunting sensation I experienced when she looked at me like that. I wasn’t happy, or sad exactly. I felt shy. And a little afraid.

“I’ll call you again,” she said. “Or maybe I’ll drop by your house without calling first.”

I shrugged.

“Watch out, Arjun. I’ll catch you,” she said playfully.



It was after rush hour when I returned. The bus was less crowded. Unconsciously I found myself adding up everything I had in my bank account: my fixed deposit, my savings accounts at the post office, the mutual fund, and my stock portfolio. I liquidated it all, I bought a home, a car. We’d live in Udupi. Everyone outside speaking a language I did not understand, it would be comforting. I could stay home, look after the children when Ruhee was at the hospital. I had no trouble with that, I’d give her anything, be anything she’d want.

I used to give into fantasies like this in the brief periods Ruhee occupied my life. I was doing it again, like swimming or cycling it was muscle memory that came right back. This is why I climbed out of my room’s window yesterday, I realized. And the thing about stealing condoms for Ruhee, it also came back.

This was before protection and safe sex and STDs and AIDS were things one could say out loud. The government had just begun an aggressive safe-sex campaign to prevent AIDS around that summer we were all sixteen; on every billboard, hoarding and blank wall there were intriguing and mysterious questions along the lines of Do you think you have only one partner? Do you think there are only two people in your ‘small’ house? The phrases were written above countrywide AIDS death counts. Refutable facts next to irrefutable facts. Who knew so many people were having sex? Also on every such poster was the face of the campaign: the fictional everyman Puli Raja; a man drawn in silhouette, looking towards the phrase ‘Does he have AIDS?’ Nobody could look away from Puli Raja, not housewives, not children, not teenagers. It was the perfect balance between insinuation and threat. Is it your friend? Is it your father? Is it you?

Anyway, one Sunday afternoon Ganesh and Ruhee and I were sitting on the top floor of the Red House and it came up. By then, the summer season was on us, and there was absolutely nothing to do all afternoon except to while away our time on idle chatter, find a place to hide from the billowing gusts of heat, try to find ice cubes to chew, wait for rain or wait until dusk before attempting to go to the gymkhana. The math tuitions Ruhee was taking were over, though Ruhee let her parents think she still had them; we went to pick her up outside her house, and the three of us would head straight to the Red House. When we asked her why she didn’t come that night, she bent down to adjust the strap of her sandal, and when she stood up it was possible she hadn’t heard, and neither Ganesh nor I asked again.

In the daytime, the Red House had a quaint, almost homely quality in the manner of under-construction homes―the smell of drying cement and wet plaster, pools of water here and there, the ferrous odor of iron bars lying about. Because the building was so large and empty, whatever sounds entered it―children playing in porticoes nearby, the whine of desert coolers in neighboring homes, hawkers pushing ice-covered palmyra fruits up and down the street―diffused upwards to the top floor, where we hid out, and surrounded us. It was like entering an alternate world where everything was beautiful.

Ruhee had no reason to suspect we were lying to her about Ganesh being in my school. But she was so unpredictable that neither of us knew how she’d react if we told her. What Ruhee also didn’t know, was that Ganesh didn’t have summer holidays in the same way as we did. He didn’t even have Sundays free. Morning till late afternoon he’d be doing ‘Work’ such as driving their cook to and from the market, keeping watch over the laborers his father hired to build a cottage behind their house, driving his brother to and from summer art class, straightening up the storeroom, driving his mother to her kitty party in Banjara Hills. That he drove was a surprise to me, and that he was not only allowed, but relied on to drive so much was impressive.

When we were at the Red House, I liked to clamber onto the overhead tank and sit with my feet dangling off the building’s edge. But Ganesh and Ruhee sat next to each other below me, their backs resting against the tank. Sometimes, when I glanced their way I’d see some form of contact between them; Ganesh pulling a piece off kite thread away from her ankle, Ruhee saying something in a lowered voice, holding Ganesh’s collar to make him angle his ear towards her lips.

We wondered what a condom would look like, in between the idle chatter. Each of us saying the taboo word aloud, trying not to cringe away from it. Afterall, the government said we were allowed to say it. It was just like when the sanitary napkin campaign came around, and all the girls got free sanitary pads and watched videos on ovulation and puberty. And all of us started saying ‘sanitary pad’ in class all the time, until the teachers made us stop. As though following this train of thought Ruhee asked me, “Did they give you samples at your school? No chance at mine.”

I said no, we were probably too young.

Ruhee looked at Ganesh. He glanced at me before shaking his head.

Ruhee fished out a piece of chalk from her pocket, knelt down and began drawing Puli Raja’s face in profile on the water tank’s wall. She seemed obsessed with this new thing now.

“Arjun, there should be some at your house, right?” she said, looking equal parts scared and embarrassed. I glanced at Ganesh, but Ruhee didn’t do the same; she seemed reluctant to make this request of Ganesh for some reason.

The situation in my house; it must have reached Ruhee’s mother, surely, but she didn’t seem to have told Ruhee. And Ganesh didn’t know if his parents knew. In any case, that was not the kind of conversation he’d have with his parents.

I went into my parents’ room later that day. My mother was at the bank, I think. I opened the almirah, equally divided between my father’s pressed shirts and my mother’s pressed saris. On the inside door there was a small drawer. I pulled it out. In it were wedding photos, some crumpled, some shiny. In one of the crumpled ones they were standing next to each other on a decorated stage, jasmine garlands around their necks. Despite myself, I sat on the bed to look at the photos; relatives, so many of them, flanking them, crowding out the edges of the photo. I realized after looking at two or three photos that I was searching for myself, among the sea of faces crowding out the bride and groom. There were none at all with just the two of them. What a family affair marriages were. I re-stacked the photos and put them back where I found them.

And there was also a box of condoms. I forgot the name on the box, only that the color of the package was black. I felt terrified and excited, but I turned it upside down into my palm. I kept one of the packets and stuffed the rest of them back inside. I took one last look at the crumpled wedding photos, put back everything just as I found it. In my room, I hid the shiny square black packet in the center of my chemistry textbook. In the end, I gave it to Ruhee. And I know that she and Ganesh used it the first time they had sex.



My mother did not know I met Ruhee, I was sure of this, judging by the unhappy expression on her face when she answered the door when I arrived home. Once in a while she ‘fell into her glooms’ particularly after an intense, excited period when things did not come to fruition―such as her setting me up with Ruhee. I could sense her glooms coming before anyone else, and I knew the only way to avert them: giving her what she wanted. Just inside the door, taking off my shoes I said, “Ruhee came to see me. At the office.”

The change was instantaneous. She was thrilled. She was trying and failing to suppress her glee. “I knew it,” she said.

“I knew it. Such a nice girl, didn’t take offense to you running away the way you did! Such a nice girl. No ego at all, isn’t it?”

I nodded.

“Are you tired? Will you eat? Did you have a lot to do at the office?”

I sat down at the dining table, my socks still on my feet. I heard her turning off the rice cooker. The clatter of the steel ladle when she drew it out of the drawer. My father wasn’t home, I realized. That was unusual, it was a weekday evening. When my mother came to the dining table bearing a plate and a water glass, I didn’t ask her where he was. It was instinct, of course, to not ask.

After dinner, I went back to my room. I crouched underneath my bed and soon enough I spotted the thing that had unconsciously occupied my mind all the way home, all evening. My bat.

I heard the gate creaking, the rattle of the stopper falling into the holder. Through the window I spotted my father. Instead of coming inside, I saw him stop by the garden tap. He turned it on, and after a minute he picked up the hose and began watering the hibiscus tree. In response, I heard my mother pull out the dining chair, set down a plate, the chink of a spoon, the ice tray in the freezer, the chink of cubes hitting the crystal glass in which my father drank brandy. Just one glass, every night. My mother stood by his side every day, for as long as he ate, serving him the stir-fry or the rasam without him needing to ask, neither of them saying one word to each other the whole time. This is how their truce held, and continued to hold for twenty-two years. It was as strong as it was delicate.

I continued to watch my father. At his age, most men looked shrunken; smaller. But my father had remained a handsome man, had maintained his posture, his head thick with mostly gray hair. When talking on the phone, if anyone interrupted him, he still snapped his fingers, just once, but in such a decisive, authoritative way that it would quieten you in an instant. I was his spitting image, anyone who ever saw us together always said so, my mother said so with pleased resignation. It was comforting to know my future, what I’d look like twenty years from now.

My father finished watering the plants, he turned off the tap and came inside. I hesitated, went into the hall and asked my mother to give me a rag. She looked at me quizzically but she was distracted; we could hear my father in the hall, turning up the television, the news jingle. She went into the kitchen and brought me a clean rag. In my room, I began dusting. I pulled out all the books from the shelf next to the door, wiped the shelves clean one after the other. I banged the books against the floor before putting them back on the shelf in order. They were a jumbled mess, I sorted them by height and color. After that, I went into the bathroom and washed the rag in the sink. I squeezed out the dirty water, washed and wrung it again and came back out. I took everything off my desk, wiped the surface, rearranged everything. From my pen stand, I fished out my fountain pen, and everything else I emptied into the rubbish bin. I cleaned out the bottom of the pen stand and put the fountain pen back in. I opened the drawers, upturned them on the floor. I crouched and sorted through the things there. The report cards, I hesitated for a moment, I opened them and closed them. Kindergarten, first grade. The comments from my teachers. Obedient child. Plays well with others. Does not fight. A yellow plastic star badge for good behavior. A class leader badge from sixth grade.

I ripped up the report cards into fourths, put them in the waste basket along with the star badge. The class leader badge was metal, it was old and rusty, I tossed it on top of the report cards. I was wiping the wet rag against the empty bottom of my desk drawers when my father came into my room. He turned on the lights. I hadn’t realized how dark it had gotten.

In clear light I saw that on my bed I’d upturned everything from the closet. The piles of old clothes. He didn’t sit down. He looked around the room for a moment, then met my gaze. “Don’t start all this,” he said.

“Your mother told me. You know why you shouldn’t. You won’t be able to control yourself, you’ll tell her. It is not easy to keep secrets from the people you love. You marry her. Then what? You’d have ruined both your lives for no reason. Stop it now, all right?”

“I won’t tell her,” I said.

He looked at me incredulously. He lowered his voice, “Need I remind you, Arjun? Do you really need me to say it out loud? Maybe it has been long enough that you forgot. You need to be reminded, Arjun.”

I shook my head, “Please, Daddy, don’t―” He snapped his fingers, and I fell quiet.

“You murdered the boy she loved. You beat his head in with a cricket bat. And if you start things with her now, you will tell her. Your life will be over. Your mother’s life will be over. You will not see this girl again, is that clear?”

“Yes, Daddy.”

He turned to leave, but frowned and turned back again.

“What is that?”

His eyes were on the cricket bat leaning against the windowsill. “Surely it is not the same bat. It can’t be.”

I turned to look as well. I always wondered if my mother stood where I was standing now. If she saw us―me and my father―standing in the yard outside, the tap turned on. Standing there in my underwear, in the dark, not wincing when the ice-cold water from the rubber hose hit my body. My father telling me to scrub my nails with an old toothbrush. Ganesh’s blood, trickling down my body into the roots of the hibiscus tree.

“No,” he shook his head. “No. No. Surely it is not the same bat. Surely you are not that stupid.”

“No, Daddy.”

“No. You aren’t. You are my son.”







IV
The Bat



I was reunited with my bat exactly one month to the day that I’d met Ganesh. Ruhee was gone that week, she was at her grandmother’s place for a family function.

I’d been walking towards the gymkhana to meet Ganesh when I saw Arjun Wadhwa standing outside his house, holding my bat. I exclaimed, sprinting the last few paces towards him. He grinned, and held it out to me. Arjun Wadhwa said something, but I barely heard him. I examined the bat. The wood was chipped and stained here and there, the handle had grease marks. I held it to my chest and suppressed the urge to cry.

Just inside the gate, Arjun’s father was standing across from Satti. Mr. Wadhwa was a bear of a man. He was broad and tall. He towered over Satti. Mr. Wadhwa lowered his voice, I couldn’t make out the words, but whatever it was Satti looked frightened. Mr. Wadhwa drummed his fingers against the side of Satti’s head forcefully, Satti staggered but remained standing, his eyes on his feet, his arms folded. With a flick of his wrist Mr. Wadhwa dismissed Satti. Though I had no reason, I felt afraid when he turned towards me. I thought he might berate me for losing the bat. But he called me son, in Hindi. Beta, he said. Beta be careful, don’t leave it here and there, that guy is a complete thief. And a drunk to boot. Beats his wife even. What will your papa say? You have to take care of your belongings. “Look, Arjun-beta,” he said, addressing his real son, “don’t stay out too late. Your ma’s making chicken.”

“Arjun Wadhwa,” I said, when his father left. “Come to the gymkhana! That’s where I’ve been going to play all this time.”

He looked unsure, “Can’t we just play here? All those rowdy boys go there.”

“Come!” I demanded.

At the gymkhana, reunited with my bat, Arjun Wadhwa by my side, I felt like a different person, I felt like myself.

Ganesh came towards me, he was smiling. “You’ve found it!” he said, holding his hand out. He took the bat from me and examined it, lifting it to arm level and putting it down. He held a batting position and flicked it. Arjun Wadhwa raised his eyes at me, a puzzled look on his face. Who’s this guy? he mouthed. I shrugged, grimaced, and when Ganesh handed the bat to me again, I took it and followed Arjun Wadhwa without a backwards glance.

I fell in with the schoolboys. My bat was the ticket. I played against Ganesh and the others. I cheered when one of them was run out. I committed an LBW and refused to concede it. I missed this feeling―winning―and being amongst those who were like me. I screamed ‘Fuck’ and put my hands on my head when Ganesh hit a sixer.

I stood in a huddle with the schoolboys, put my arm around Arjun Wadhwa. Ganesh never told me how he felt about that. The way I refused to meet his gaze even by accident. Amongst the schoolboys I spotted someone from my own school, I waved at him, and the summer holidays seemed to have finally brought me to level ground where everyone else stood.

I felt a distinct pressure between my shoulder blades throughout, like someone was pressing their foot against my back and holding it there. It disappeared only when dusk fell, when it didn’t matter where I looked, I could barely see the ball, much less anyone’s face. Ganesh could be Arjun Wadhwa, or anyone else in that semi-darkness. Ganesh did not try to talk to me, or approach me in any way. I appreciated that he understood our social contract, what reason did he have to expect anything else?

When I noticed Arjun Wadhwa falling into conversation with the others, the group making its way towards the gates, I fell back. I knew Ganesh would sit in the stands, stay behind after his friends left. Sometimes he and I stayed there awhile before going to Ruhee’s tutor. At night, and only at night, Ganesh was allowed to stay out as long as he wanted. He could also choose not to go home if he wanted, he told me. There was no work to do, and his parents let him watch as much television as he wanted alongside them, sitting on a cane easy chair next to their sofa; soap operas or singing contests or old Telugu movies or the news. But he stayed at the gymkhana until the stars came out. Why did he do that? I asked him once. Why don’t you want to watch TV? He said that it was only when he was alone―not around his parents, not around his friends―that he could truly be a nobody. It was wonderful, he said. To be a nobody is such a natural state of being. What about with me, I asked. Or Ruhee. Only with you, he said. It felt wonderful to hear him say that.

Arjun Wadhwa yelled from the gate, asked if I was coming along. I said I was right behind him. He left with the last of the schoolboys. I waited until the grounds emptied completely. Then I walked towards the stands where Ganesh was sitting.

He watched me come closer. Did he look doubtful? Why did he stand up? He was not wearing his Nike shirt, he was in his regular clothes, a chocolate-brown shirt that was a size too small for him. I asked him if he wanted to go to the Red House again. But before his lips formed the words I said, “Did you bring your bike?” He did not reply. I looked over my shoulder again. I felt my body relax. The flood lamp above us turned on, its orange glow falling in a circle around the two of us. When I turned Ganesh’s face was in sharp relief. He was so close. I was scared, to mention going to the Red House again, to say anything. He looked angry, he looked like he hated me. He wanted me to leave, I realized. But I didn’t. Stubbornly I remained standing there. I was sweating, but I did not wipe my face, I felt a bead of sweat slide down on my nose, fall away and dampen the front of my shirt. Ganesh was the first boy I ever kissed. I don’t know what he meant by this, kissing me, or what I understood. But from this moment on, I knew Ganesh was going to abandon me. I was sure of it. He and Ruhee would reject me the way my mother was rejected by her society of relatives. I wished there was some way we could keep standing there in that orange light of the flood lamp, his lips against mine, never having to step outside its lighted borders, be pulled by the lurking things.

A moment later he made that motion with his head that meant Let’s Go. I followed him to his bike. When he slowed at the Red House, I said, “No.”

“Where then?” he said.

“My house.”

When I pushed the gate open, it creaked loudly at the hinges. I stopped. “Here,” Ganesh said, “give me the bat.” I used both hands to bear weight on the gate’s hinges, then inched it open. I lifted the window grille and we climbed into my room. There was enough light from the streetlight falling into my room that we didn’t need to turn the lights on. Ganesh moved through my room freely. He stopped at my desk and examined my He-Man stickers, touched the pencils in the pen stand, he unscrewed the ink bottle and smelled the ink inside. He opened the slim tin in which I stored the 2H graphites I used for sketching my watercolors, he opened my Faber-Castell geometry box, took out the compass, put it back in its slot.

I crossed the room and shut my door, bolted it. “This is you?” Ganesh said. He was stooping to look at a picture on my desk from our family trip to the sea. Priya and me, flanked on either side by my mother and my father, standing on the beach at Visakhapatnam. My mother laughing, holding on to the end of her sari so it didn’t fly up, my father pressing down on the top of my head. Priya, her arm wrapped around mine.

“They’re nice people,” Ganesh said, examining the photo.

Then he said, “I shouldn’t―couldn’t―wish for more. They are nice people too.” I knew he meant his parents.

“I came to them when I was seven or so, can’t remember. Lived with another family before, they were not nice people.”

I sat on the edge of my bed.

“Here, when I went to bathe they insisted on giving me hot water. Insisted on a toothbrush and white foamy toothpaste. Insisted on giving me new clothes. A trip to the barber to cut my hair, comb out the lice, scrub my nails. A trip to the doctor for my skin rash, an ointment to heal the scabs. Medicine for tapeworms in my stomach. And they let so many things slide, you know? Never said they’d send me away for the things I did. I broke cups, they said nothing. And all those nights in the beginning when I used to scream and scream, remembering the fire and the shrieks of the other children, Rekhamma used to wake me up, make me drink ice water. She’d stroke my head like this,” Ganesh said. He came closer and moved his palm across the top of my head. I felt like crying.

“Let’s not go to the gymkhana anymore,” I said.

“What?”

“Let’s not go there. We should only meet at the Red House. Ruhee too.”

“She told me that she loved me,” Ganesh said conversationally.

It felt as though he’d punched me in my stomach.

“Who?” I said.

“Ruhee. Ru-hee. She said she loved me. She said that when she’s older she wants to marry me.”

Then I knelt, slid my bat underneath my bed. I didn’t turn around for some time, I pretended to search for something underneath my bed. The pressure between my shoulders returned. I sat back, touched the spot, massaged it. When I finally turned around Ganesh was at the window. He’d eased himself out, perched like a large brown bird on my windowsill. But instead of climbing out, he stopped, he turned to look straight at me and said, “When I’m older, Arjun, it won’t be like this. I’ll be somebody. You’ll see.” Then he was gone.



“The harm,” Priya said, “is that you’ve disturbed the truce.”

She’d overhead my mother talking on the phone. “She’s asking me to move back home!” Priya cried. “‘What will people say? It won’t look good that the groom’s sister lives on her own.’ Ugh. And did you know?” she added, “Shital-atha is sending over this year’s mango pickles. Ugh.”

Shital-atha was my father’s sister.

“She’s forgetting everything Arjun. She’s forgetting how they made her leave when she went to visit them. They didn’t even let her cross their thresholds. What was her fault? Was she the one sleeping with our Sanskrit teacher? They made her pay because they were too afraid of him. And it was in his power to make them treat Ma well―you know that. To repair things at least on the surface, for her sake, make it so that she was invited around for things, some courtesy phone calls. He could’ve done it, but no. He let them punish her. Because somebody has to be punished―it can’t be him―it can’t be his keep―so it’s Ma. And look, she’s testing the waters again,” she said. “The least you could have done was see Ruhee in secret. Why did you have to tell her? That was idiotic. Not to mention selfish. It isn’t even like you know for sure Ruhee wants anything to do with you. And knowing you, even if she’s interested, you’d be too chicken to do anything about it!”

I was at my desk at work. Priya was screaming at me. She’d come all this way to do it. It must have been two metro connections and a long walk.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “I’m sorry! I just get so angry sometimes. It makes me so mad that she has no self-respect. Why’s she like that? I’m not like that, you aren’t. Why didn’t she just tell him to get lost. Cut him off from any contact with us. Taken the house, and taken every penny he was worth. Make him pay alimony. Child support. And she’d have gotten everything too. She could’ve―and she did!―raise us all by herself.”

“That’s not true.”

She rolled her eyes, took a deep breath, massaged her temples. “Why do you always defend him? Why can’t you hate him?”

“Here, have some water,” I said. She was going hoarse. “Or we can go out for some tea. I’m sorry you feel so angry with me. I shouldn’t have told her. She looked so sad and I wanted to cheer her up…”

Her face softened. She pulled out the chair and sat down. “Well. What’s the verdict then? Do you like Ruhee? Do you really?”

In the two weeks since our meeting at Café Nilofer, Ruhee hadn’t called again. Now I had opposing promises to keep, one to my mother and one to my father.

Maybe I’d been wrong, read too much into the way Ruhee said she couldn’t look away from me, how attractive she thought I was. I remembered that it was how Ruhee had always been: sweet, flattering. Always making you feel like the center of her world. How can I say that she really meant it? For the tenth time that day, not even caring that Priya was there to witness it, I picked up the receiver and quickly put it back in the cradle again. Yes, the dial tone was present. No, there were no crackles on the line. Yes, it had retained the ability to ring.

“What did he say?” Priya said, meaning our father.

“Nothing,” I lied.

Priya could generally tell when I was lying, but not if the lie was about our father. She was so emotional about him that she couldn’t think straight where he was concerned, couldn’t apply logic or reason to anything remotely connected to him. She hated him, that was the real reason she moved away at the first opportunity. Maybe it was because she was a girl, as Priya often said―she was a girl, and so was our mother, and that seemed to make them interchangeable. But I admired that my father never responded to Priya’s open hostility, nor did he use her as a stand-in to vent his feelings about our mother. He was as good a father to her as he was to me. I never told Priya that our father knew about the man Priya was living with now; an unpublished novelist. Tall, bespectacled, lanky-framed. Utterly shy and completely unlike my sister. My father was the one who convinced the landlord into renting the apartment to them, even though he did not allow unmarried couples. She is an intelligent girl, my father told me. I trust her to make good decisions, and if this turns out to be a bad one, it will only each her how to make good ones. I don’t want her to live her whole life trying to gain my approval.

I picked up the phone again.

“Play hard to get,” Priya advised. “Or you won’t get. Trust me.”



Every other day, my mother asked me if Ruhee called, if there was ‘any news.’ I shrugged. I shook my head. She looked disappointed, but I could tell she hadn’t lost all hope yet. She was pleased, therefore, and not completely surprised when the doorbell rang on Sunday morning.

Priya and I were eating. The house smelled of hot oil and mutton curry. While Ruhee and my mother exchanged pleasantries in the hall, Priya watched me scarf down whatever was left on my plate. I went into the kitchen, put the plate in the sink, hurriedly washed my hands with soap. Ruhee was still in the hall. I went into my room, brushed my teeth at the sink, changed into a long-sleeved T-shirt and pair of soft joggers like the ones I wore when I escaped Ruhee the last time she was here. My heart was hammering wildly, my hands were chilled. I cupped them, blew into them, checked my breath. I was so glad my father was at Gita Miss’ house. Ruhee, the only girl I’d ever loved, the girl I wished to marry for twenty years was here, in my house. I think I might have said it out loud. “Are you talking to yourself?” Ruhee said. I turned around.

She stepped into my room, glanced around without particularly noticing anything. “I wanted to talk in private,” she said, motioning at the door with her head. I crossed the room and pushed the door close, but not all the way. I left a sliver open. But Ruhee pushed it closed.

Ruhee sat on the edge of my bed.

She smiled at me but I could see that something was the matter. I didn’t press her. She got up and walked around my room, looked at the old cricket posters on the wall. She sat at my little desk and ran her hands along the edge. So cute, she said, picking up my terracotta pig and shaking it. The coins jingled inside. She looked at my family photograph, the ink pen in the pen stand. Absently she pulled out my drawers, which were empty. “It’s adorable that your mother left things exactly the way it was. And so clean,” she said.

“I wish I could go back to my old house,” she said sadly. “Hey, do you remember my room?”

I did. Her walls were ink blue. Her window looked into the veranda of her house. You could always hear sparrows fluttering about the windowsill, sometimes they came inside to peck at the mirror on her dressing table. She had a poster of Marat Safin over her desk. I went and stood beside her. My hand on the back of the chair, I realized I was standing quite close to her, I could smell her hair. “He always looked so angry,” Ruhee said, looking up at me. “I guess you liked that, the way he smashed tennis rackets when he got mad,” I said. She laughed.

“Ruhee,” I said. “I could take you. We could ask the owners to let you look around the house, your old room, they won’t mind.”

Abruptly Ruhee stood up and went to sit again on the edge of my bed. She looked frightened.

It was surreal, to hear Ruhee tell me she wanted me. Asking me if I wanted her too, sitting on the edge of my bed, in my childhood bedroom. It was as if a dream had suddenly come true.

I think the answer to her question was written so plainly on my face that she nodded. She took a deep breath and looked away.

When she talked again she kept looking away, her eyes fixed on a spot near my window.

“For the longest time I did not want to come back here. This street we are on. It reminds me of everything that happened. Reminds me of him. You remind me of him, the way you stand, speak, even the clothes you are wearing right now, everything reminds me of him. You were the last person I wanted to see again, Arjun. I’m sorry if that hurts to hear―”

“―It doesn’t hurt.”

She looked at me sadly and said, “What’s the last thing you remember? There isn’t anyone else who remembers.”

The last thing I remember? Suddenly Ganesh flashed in my mind, the memory more clear and brilliant than anything else I recalled. Ganesh jumping into the water tank on Gita Miss’ terrace, coming up briefly for air, to take off his sopping shirt. Going back into the water again, aware that I was watching him, and letting me, brilliant water foaming the surface of the water tank.

“Just being around you, Arjun, it … it brings up all this stuff…” Ruhee dug her fingers into her hair, pulled lightly at the roots.

She said, “Arjun, I want to be honest with you. I want you to have the chance to say walk away from me. It is important that you know that I can never be … normal? Whatever that means. I understand that about myself. Whole? You cannot have me whole.”

I went to Ruhee. I touched her cheek. I knelt in front of her.

“I don’t want all of you,” I said.

She slid down from the bed. “Make no noise,” she said. And in a minute it became clear what she meant by that.

The whole time, I was thinking about the cricket bat, still leaning against the window, exactly where it was when my father came in and told me to break things off. It was a different bat, surely I was not stupid enough to keep it. After all, why would I? All I had to do was walk down to the trash yard and toss it inside. Who’d come asking after it? Who came asking after Ganesh? Nobody. He was a nobody. What did his life matter? Flashes. It came in flashes. Why did I go to the Red House that night? Surely I was jealous. Jealousy was the right word, after all I loved Ruhee, and they were having sex at the Red House. I couldn’t let him have her. I went there to protect Ruhee. That’s what I told him.

When Ruhee sank into me, I gasped. “Make no noise, Arjun,” Ruhee whispered, putting her face against mine. I felt her teeth graze my lips, just for a second. She was biting down on her lip, the effort it was taking her to make no noise herself. I reached up and held her hair away from her face. I wanted to see her face, the only girl I ever loved, whom I wished to marry, what her face looked like with all the weight of her body resting on mine, what did she look like with such unbearable desire, pleasure, pain on her face? She pulled my hand away. She held it and slid it underneath her skirt. Here, she whispered. I sensed the place where she wanted me to push my fingers. She wouldn’t let me see her face, but what she wanted, the pleasure or pain; is this what you want? I said; is this what you want? Anything, Ruhee. Anything you want. Now, she said. Now, Arjun.



Afterwards, I took the shaving kit and went to the Hospital.

I don’t know if Priya suspected what happened in my room. We had been quiet. We had made conversation in the aftermath. She asked me, looking at my windowsill, if it was the same cricket bat from when we were children.

I said no.

When I arrived at the Hospital, I went in the gate, traced the same route I’d been tracing for―how many years now?―a decade? since college? My father had only managed to keep it from me for a few years. I counted the cracked cement steps of the long-term ward as I climbed. Twenty-eight, the same as before. I repeated the number to myself. Twenty-eight. Twenty-eight. What was I reassuring myself of? No, the world hadn’t split down the middle―twenty-eight, twenty-eight―no, the world hadn’t split down the middle and swallowed me whole simply because Ruhee and I had sex in my childhood bedroom. At the top stair, I heaved and threw up over the balcony railing.

I shut my eyes, breathed through my nose until the nausea ebbed. Twenty-eight. Twenty-eight. Twenty-eight. There were still twenty-eight steps to Ganesh’s room at the hospital, I told myself. Same as before.







V
Mirrors, Their Faces



Ruhee. Ru-hee. She always made us place emphasis on the u so that the syllables afterwards fell forwards lightly. Once, Gita Miss had asked me who my closest friend was. It was the first time I went to her flat. And it wasn’t Ru-hee’s name I took then, it was Ganesh’s.

About three months after my father left, we were leaving the gymkhana when I spotted my father standing underneath the awning of the closed stationery store, about halfway up the road from the gates. I ran towards him so fast that my legs hurt. I crashed into him. It was the only occasion in my life that I remember hugging my father, and he hugged me back.

What was strange about that first time wasn’t that my father brought me to Gita Miss’ apartment. It was that when she answered the door, he left. I did not see them together in domestic surroundings: the fridge humming, the building watchman going up and down the stairs, a knife-sharpener on the street outside calling out loudly, the sparks chipping off his metal wheel. This was a newer place in a newer part of the neighborhood. The outskirts. It had light-colored ceramic tiles on the floors; not stone, the way ours had. The walls were all the same color, white; not pale pink laid over blue; the way ours did, because my mother had the interiors repainted every few years for Diwali, and she always picked a color that wasn’t white. Gita Miss stood up and went to the fridge. There was barely anything in it, and everything was in its place, neatly organized, clean; not like ours, stuffed with fruits and vegetables and leftovers and pickles and eggs and milk. There was a neat row of Vijaya Dairy almond-flavored milk on the inside door. Gita Miss brought a bottle to the table but did not pour it into a glass for me, the way my mother would have. She put the straw into the bottle and handed it to me. She said it was okay if I didn’t like it.

I remembered my mother telling me gleefully that Sugunakar Rao, who ran our local kirana shop, refused to sell groceries to Gita Miss. That she had to go all the way to the supermarket on the other side of the city to get her groceries. Though he didn’t tell me, I supposed my father intervened when her flat owner wanted to evict her.

I’d thought that outside school, without the glamour of being different from everyone else, fallen from grace, unemployed, Gita Miss had to be less in some visible, tangible way.

She wasn’t dressed in ‘going-out clothes’―as my mother called them. She was wearing an old chocolate-colored sweater and blue jeans. She wore her long hair pushed back, with an elastic headband; the kind Priya wore to school―wide, black, worn just far back enough that a section of her hair was visible around her face, spilling around her ears, falling around her shoulders, all the way to her waist. She looked so beautiful and sweet I wanted to hug her.

“Ganesh … not from our school?” Gita Miss asked. I shook my head. And what did it matter if I told her the truth? She had no society. It was only Gita Miss, who used to be my Sanskrit teacher, who was removed from her job, who went all the way across the city on the bus and lugged back heavy jute bags of groceries, never forgetting to bring the glass bottles of almond-flavored milk I liked even though her palms turned red from carrying it up all those flights of stairs.



“Didn’t she feed you?” my mother said when I returned. “The whore cooks, does she not? Or does she only know how to let him lie on top of her?”

Priya was at the dining table, having dinner. She was watching television, not paying attention. I thought it would all be over that day. That it was in this way that my father chose to end things with Gita Miss―taking me to her apartment while he worked it out with my mother, apologized, made reparations. It was okay that Priya could overhear them, she was too young to understand anyway, only I had to be kept somewhere else.

But no. My father did not stay. After bringing me home, he went back to Gita Miss’ apartment. I wondered, seeing all that anger on my mother’s face, if she was as disappointed as I was. It was painful to miss someone who rejected you, and my mother and I, we understood that about each other.

“What did you eat? Did you eat in her house?” my mother demanded.

The almond milk was sweet. Cloyingly sweet and cloyingly rich. There was a quarter inch of milk fat on the surface, and because Gita Miss did not shake the bottle before she opened it, it was the rich cream that filled my mouth first. And the bottom of the bottle was coated in powdered almonds, I pushed with my straw but they did not budge. The fridge hummed all the time I was there. “Come again,” Gita Miss said. “Bring your friends.”

I said no. I ate nothing.

“Did she offer you anything?” she asked.

I said yes. “Almond milk.”

“And you didn’t drink it?”

“No.”

“What did you say?”

“I said no.”

“How did you say it.”

“I made a face, like I smelled garbage.”

“The nerve of her!” My mother screamed. “Offering my child food. Go take a bath right now, I can’t even look at you.”

In the bathroom, I turned on the tap. Over the sound of water striking the bottom of the metal bucket, I could overhear my mother sobbing in the next room.



The next morning was the book fair.

In the middle of the summer holidays, my school organized a book fair to buy textbooks for the following school year, and parents came to meet the new class teachers. We wore civil clothes and not uniforms, and they gave us a ‘snack box’ in the afternoon after the fair ended, along with mango ice cream.

Because of what happened the night before, I went to the book fair by myself. I did not ask my mother. I went to the auditorium, where the teachers were speaking to parents. One of the teachers saw me standing there alone, and seemed like he was going to say something, but I got scared and left. If I didn’t buy the textbooks now, I’d have to go to Abids and buy them from the wholesalers, if they were still in stock. Sometimes they ran out. I knew this because I lost a textbook in the middle of the year once, and I had to make do with Xerox copies from the teacher. The next time my father came to take me to Gita Miss’ house, I’d have to tell him. I knew he’d come again.

Outside, in the grounds there was the Scholastic stall for primary school children, where they could buy Goosebumps, or comics like the Tinkle Digest.

I stayed in the Scholastic stall the whole time the fair went on. I sat on a small plastic table in the back, re-reading Goosebumps Series 2000: Jekyll and Heidi―half human, half beast. There was a small girl beside me reading a picture book, she glanced at my cover and averted her eyes. It was still scary, the cover. I still did not know what a ‘parka’ was. Yet, I still heard the zipper-sound when Heidi pulled it up. And when she got off the bus and knocked on the door of the creepy mansion over the hill, I still had the same trepidatory feeling; despite knowing exactly what would happen to her there.

After the fair ended, we could take our snack boxes and mango ice cream and go home, but most of the students stayed and ate them in the corridors. Despite the trepidatory feeling, I stayed too. Nothing had changed. Everyone still ignored me. Still, I stubbornly refused to go home. I loitered. The others from my class were playing corridor cricket, jovially throwing the grid-paper ball against the exam pad, stopping now and then to munch on some khara mix from the snack box. I leaned against the windows, and waited for the ball to accidentally come my way, and when it did I threw it back.

It was then that my mother arrived.

She was wearing a freshly pressed, starched sari. It was pink, stiff at the creases. She looked like a powdered, paper doll. A deathly silence fell as she walked through the corridors. A ghost everyone could see. She was weeping.

We were all standing next to the staff room door. What was beyond the staff room’s redwood double doors had always been a mystery to me, until that day, when my mother threw it open and asked the teachers, one after the other, to please tell her, if they knew where my father was. She wouldn’t blame them for knowing. Please, tell me. As the students crowded into the mouth of the staff room, I saw over their heads. The teachers were all eating. First they were bewildered, then they were ashamed for her. They wouldn’t look at her face. They looked at the contents of their steel tiffin boxes. The same stacking style boxes that my mother used to pack for my father every morning.

A moment later, someone calmed her down, gave her a kerchief to wipe her face. Sympathetic, pitying. Gave her a tumbler of water to drink. Think of your children. You must think of your children.

When she came out of the staff room, she was still sniffling. Everyone parted way for her. I thought she didn’t see me.

“Arjun,” she said. She stopped in front of me. Held my gaze. “Arjun. Do you know where your father is?”

I said I didn’t know.

After she left, I could see the faces of my classmates. Their expressions. They were kinder, their faces. All of them mirrors of one another.

Up until then, the tide had been one way. A young, impressionable girl trapped in the clutches of an old lecher. Positively a kidnapping. But now, my father wasn’t a lecher. It was Gita Miss. It was all Gita Miss, her cotton dresses, her high heels, her beauty, her evil, trapping gaze. How different she was, they all knew from the start, from the very first glimpse, that loose, tarty north-Indian.

Now, if my father returned to teach at the school again, nobody would blame him, they’d give him his job back, and nobody would blame me either. It wasn’t my father’s fault, it wasn’t my fault, that he was taken in, made a terrible mistake. And he had a wife, two children, after all. This poor woman, his wife, they’d welcome my father back for her sake. Allow everything to go back to how it was, for her sake, and for the sake of her children. Pretend as though nothing happened, so long as he returned to be with his family.







VI
Living Things



The papaya tree was the one living thing in our home that my father loved. He pruned its wilted leaves, trimmed the branches at forty-five degree angles, sometimes applying Vaseline on the cut stems to protect them from germs. Because the tree bore fruit year-round, he always watched for the next ripening papaya, bringing it to the dining table with great ceremony, scoring it open, scooping out the squiggly black seeds and chopping it up into pieces small enough to be picked up with a fruit fork. It was the only food-related chore I’d ever seen him perform. I’m not even sure he knew where things like sugar or salt were kept in the kitchen.

The morning after the book fair was a Sunday. Priya and I were home. My mother said she wanted the papaya tree cut down.

Priya stared. “But why?” she said, not taking the tumbler of Horlicks my mother was handing her. Priya looked like she might cry.

“This is my home,” our mother said, shoving the glass into Priya’s hand. “And you are my children.”

There was something tender in the way she said it, my children. Her voice was full of possession, like every blade of glass in the yard belonged to her, and she belonged to it. “In my home, what I say goes. If I say I want that tree cut down, it will be.”

Before going back inside, my mother gave me gardening chores alongside cutting down the papaya tree. I was to pull up the weeds that were growing between the pavers in our front yard, water the hibiscus tree and pull off all the flowers from it. But I wasn’t to throw the flowers away like my father did. She was going to dry the flowers in the sun and boil them in coconut oil for her and Priya to use on their hair.

The gardening chores were things our father used to perform for us, doing them so efficiently and constantly that it had taken months to recognize the unkemptness of our front yard. By the time I was finished with the weeds, the sun was shining brightly. I went inside and changed into a pair of old shorts, took off my T-shirt and threw it in the laundry bucket. Back in the yard, I enjoyed the sensation of sunlight prickling my back, beads of sweat sliding ticklishly down my armpits. I pulled off the red hibiscus flowers. There were hardly any flowers on the tree, and no matter how slowly I went, I was done in less than two minutes. I checked for weeds again, and I was thrilled when I saw one growing around the roots of the hibiscus. I got on my knees and tried to pull it up. It was buried deep, and the leaves of the weed were like blades; sharp-edged and prickly, but they were only leaves, so I didn’t let go, I kept pulling. I felt as though my palms were being scored by blunt knives. There was the bloodless stinging sensation of papercuts all along my palms, in the grooves where my fingers met my palms. I crouched on my heels and pulled harder, using all my weight. When it came out, I fell back but righted myself.

I threw the weed into the pile I’d made so far and looked at my palms, flexed them; all the places the skin was split and separating. It was like when I was little, at school with friends, I’d run a safety pin under my skin to scare and awe. I liked that sensation, the stinging pain. It felt so good. I wiped my palm against my shorts.

I really had no choice but to turn to the papaya tree. I stared at it. How sweet the tree looked, dappled in yellow sunlight. Its wide leaves were so green they looked almost wet. It smelled like Ruhee.

“It isn’t going to cut itself,” Ganesh said.

He was standing at the gate, watching me. He was holding a long and wide blade by its hilt, resting the flat side on his shoulder. “It isn’t very sharp,” he said, handing it out to me.

How was he here?

“What?” he said. “Your mother called mine.”

When I didn’t reach for it, Ganesh took the blade back. “This tree?” he said, opening the gate without having to look at the latch, as if he lived there.

“Go sit in the shade.”

I sat in the shade, on the stoop, and watched Ganesh cut down the papaya tree. He started with the branches. They fell one after the other, making rustling or swishing noises. I stood up and sat back down several times. In my mouth I could taste the shoots―my father used to break them off, the supple and soft newly sprouted ones, for Priya and I to blow soap bubbles. From amidst the pile of soft green leaves, Ganesh bent and broke the branches, sometimes hacking with the long knife, sometimes with his hands. It was awful.

Ganesh wiped his cheek on his sleeve and turned around to glance at me but stopped. I don’t know what was on my face. Might be I looked terrified, or sorrowful, or tormented. Whatever it was, Ganesh snorted, letting the air out through his nose, then the laughter reaching the back of his throat he guffawed, still meeting my gaze. It really wasn’t funny, it was so sad, but Ganesh couldn’t stop laughing, and suddenly neither could I. It was a tree, a sweet-smelling beautiful tree, a tree like any other. It simply got caught between a husband and a wife. Who cried because a tree was chopped down? Stupid boys, that’s who, Ganesh said. What a stupid boy.

My mother came to the door. We stopped laughing immediately, and I remembered Ruhee. How the papaya tree belonged to her memory too. Who cared? It was nice not to think about her for once.

“Arjun,” my mother said. “Ask your friend to come inside.”

She had her glasses on her nose, and a newspaper in her hand. As we went in, I saw her sit on the stoop to read the newspaper, a small glass of tea in her hand. I’d never thought of her getting older before then, with her newspaper and her glasses and her hot glass of tea she looked older, but cheerful.

We went in my room and I showed Ganesh the laundry bucket. I turned to my closet and picked out a shirt for him to wear, a gray shirt I used to wear for football practice. He walked around my room as if he lived there, pulling the shirt over his head and running his hands through his sweaty hair in a single movement. He picked up my cricket bat and put it over his shoulder and peeked out the window. Then he went and lay back on my bed, said Phew! Turn on the fan will you? I switched on the fan, picked up the bat from near his feet and went to my desk, leaned it against the window. I don’t know, I felt so happy just then, doing nothing. Outside the birds were singing playfully, fluttering from tree to tree. Some or other municipal worker was yelling about mosquito fumigation down the road. Some or other banana seller was yelling mauz! My mother was on the stoop reading the paper, the bright new sunshine falling into the clean yard. I felt so happy.



When my father came to pick me up, Ganesh was still there.

We’d just had lunch. It had been some time since my mother had spent a substantial amount of time in the kitchen. She’d made ukkera; a dish that took hours to prepare. The taste of roasted sesame and green chilies and fried egg was still in my mouth.

My father rang the doorbell. He stood in the yard, his back to us. He was gazing at the place where the papaya tree stood. The pile of branches and leaves. I felt tremors at my fingertips. “Who did this?” he said, without turning around. I opened my mouth but Ganesh touched my arm with the back of his hand. “I did,” Ganesh said. My father turned around to look at Ganesh, but his face betrayed nothing.

Then he said to me, “Tell your mother to send Priya out.”

Not taking Priya to Gita Miss’ house had been a kindness he was doing our mother, I realized. I was a man after all, like my father. And Priya wasn’t. It made Priya more intensely my mother’s child than I could ever be. I was afraid of doing this task, and Ganesh did this for me as well. I sat on the stoop and did not dare go back inside. My father looked at me sitting there, with my eyes on my feet and I knew what he was thinking. Cowardly. Not self-possessed. Say hello to Miss.

I felt ashamed, sitting out here, letting Ganesh do what were my duties. I felt ashamed but it wasn’t enough to make me want to go inside and deal with whatever it was that my mother was saying or doing. I couldn’t bear the thought of hearing her crying again the way she did on the night I went to Gita Miss’ house the first time. Was it really so bad? Not wanting to hear one’s mother weep?

Almost twenty minutes later, Priya came out. Ganesh too.

At the gate, Priya and I went one way, Ganesh went another. But my father said, “Call your friend.”

Ganesh didn’t say no. Then it struck me that my father and Ganesh recognized one another. They were people in whose nature it was to do as they willed. Will―willpower?―it ran through their veins like blood. These were people who weren’t afraid of life.



At the apartment gate outside Gita Miss’ building, Priya threw a tantrum.

She sat on the pavement and refused to come inside. “I want to go home,” were the only words she said no matter what our father asked. Ordered. She was the only one who could disobey him like that. He told us to go upstairs, he’d bring Priya.

“So, this is Ganesh,” Gita Miss said, smiling brightly when she answered the door. “Arjun’s best friend.”

It was so childish. Girlish? Juvenile? The words best friend, when Gita Miss uttered it in front of Ganesh. Even Ganesh seemed to think so; he snorted and it made my face burn. She shut the door behind us, “Priya is here too,” I said.

“Oh?” she said, but didn’t open the door again.

This time, being in Gita Miss’ apartment felt different. I saw it through Ganesh’s eyes, the refrigerator humming all the time, the smooth tile floors. This time I grasped what it was about Gita Miss’ apartment that was truly different from our home. There was an emptiness in it, but not gloomy. It was a place that carried no history, had only the things that reflected who she and my father were at this moment in time. It hadn’t seen life, hadn’t seen what life can do to people. In my house there was so much furniture. Diwans, sofas with long histories. The television remote and the deck remote from when having a remote control was a novelty. The old cassette player sitting on its own table; the table itself covered with a pale pink crochet throw that my mother had knitted when she was pregnant with me.

Gita Miss’ apartment carried no such history. I was not a polluting presence. Here, I could be anyone. Not the Arjun who did not want to cut down the papaya tree, live at home, go to school, the gymkhana. Even the Arjun who was happiest around Ruhee. Here, in Gita Miss’ clean apartment, I liked myself, I was a nobody.

Gita Miss went to the fridge and got two bottles of almond milk. But she did not ask us to sit, or attempt any conversation.

“Do you want to go up to the terrace?” she said. “The view is terrific. They’ve put up new furniture.”

Then she put on her shoes and went downstairs.

Gita Miss’ apartment was on the fifth floor, so it was only a short flight of stairs to the terrace. I held Ganesh’s almond milk bottle while he opened the terrace door.

The view from the terrace, like Gita Miss said, was terrific. We were on the outskirts, and we were higher than any nearby buildings. Beyond us there were only undeveloped grassy lands, deciduous thornbushes, massive Deccan boulders perched atop one another in formations. And as far as the eye could see was only the big blue sky and the tops of trees, touching each other in the far away hills. I was taken aback, if anything, because of how clean the air was; I’d gotten so used to the grungy atmosphere of the Red House’s terrace, the noise of people living closely together. I could see that the train tracks ran quite near, almost behind the building. There was cane furniture placed under a striped awning, artfully surrounded by flowerpots. The water tank was on the far end; here, unlike the one on the Red House, the water tank wasn’t built directly on the slab, it was built in the new style; raised on tall pillars and accessible by a freshly painted, wrought iron staircase fastened to the side of the tank.

Though it was still early in the afternoon, the sun was bearing down on us. It was windy. Ganesh and I went to look over the parapet wall, at the scene Priya was making outside the gate.

Gita Miss was crouched on the balls of her feet in front of Priya; whose hands were firmly tucked under her armpits, heading off any chance that someone would hold her hand and drag her. Gita Miss was saying something with an understanding expression on her face, pointing down the street with her index finger. Despite herself, Priya leaned forward, arms tucked, to look down the street. When Gita Miss offered her an open palm, Priya, tentatively, held it. Ice cream―that could be the only reason Priya gave up the tantrum.

I turned to look at him, to see what Ganesh saw. “It is nice that you have two families,” he said.

It had never occurred to me that our family’s situation could be put that way.

When Ganesh went to the water tank, began clambering up the iron stepladder, naturally I followed him.

He left his slippers at the bottom of the stepladder, so all the way up, the soles of his feet were all I saw. The stepladder was hot to touch, it burned my fingers, but Ganesh didn’t seem bothered by it, so I didn’t react either.

“Hey!” he shouted from above, over the gust of wind that was whipping our clothes this way and that. “Hey Arjun! It’s unlocked!” he yelled, his face breaking into gleeful, mischievous laughter. I pulled up beside him, sat on the edge of the tank while Ganesh drew open the metal covers. The sun, bright and hot and yellow, dazzled us up here, the wind got into our shirts and whipped them around. My grin mirrored Ganesh’s. For no reason whatsoever, I felt utterly euphoric. It was the happiest I’d ever felt in my life. Ganesh, still grinning wildly, pulled his shirt over his head and threw it down the stairs. He jumped into the tank. I followed and didn’t tell him that I could not swim. What else was there to do? There was no other place in the world I’d rather be.

The water was chilled, and because the lid was long and narrow and split into two, I could see two hollowed out sections of the bright blue sky. A lone eagle cut across the sky soundlessly. There were metal bars around the sides, presumably for when the tank was cleaned, and I held on to one and watched Ganesh dive under. “Hey!” Ganesh yelled, when he came up for air. “This is terrific! God!” He dove in again and disappeared for a few seconds and came up for air again, “My god! This is terrific!” his voice chimed against the walls.

Inside the tank, it felt like we were the only two people in the world. It smelled thickly of clean water and chlorine. The walls were gleaming wet, the water splashing about and echoing noisily. I could not reach the bottom with my feet, so I gripped the support bar tightly and went under, letting the water flood my vision. I came up, my heart hammering forcefully, thrillingly. It was thrilling and ridiculous, what we were doing, where we were doing it. There came a moment, when we both came out of the water at the same time, and our gazes fell on each other and there was nowhere else to look, nothing to say, keep looking. Did a minute pass? I don’t know. A minute is too long. Then he went under and did not come up.

I felt the water move beneath my feet, the surface ruffle and foam. And nothing.

“Ganesh!” I yelled.

Did a minute pass? I don’t know. A minute is too long. In my panic I let go of the support rail and went under. Water flooded my vision, I swallowed a lot of it. Then he came up and pushed me forcefully towards the support rail. “You can’t swim, you stupid boy,” he said. It felt like that moment in the grounds with the light from the overhead lamp falling around us in a circle. I wondered if he would kiss me again. I told him we should get out now, someone will catch us out. The sound of water chimed against the gleaming wet walls, and beneath his palm, my heart pounded and pounded. He held the support rail behind me, the green tattoo on his forearm inches from my face. No one will catch us out, he said, and grinned in his mischievous way. He climbed out, and the water that fell off his body was warm, not chilled like the water in the tank.

It was so hot that morning, the cotton shorts we’d worn while doing the gardening chores dried and turned stiff to touch, like fresh laundry, in no time at all. Still we continued sitting on the cane furniture, talking about nothing. How that wicket was lost the other day, what I should have said when Sugunakar Rao made a sniping comment about my father, the coincidence of him and I having scars on our left ankles from falling off a bike, and stepping on a garden implement respectively, the eagle that was still soaring above us, skimming air. On the patio furniture, a bit in the sun and a bit in shade, I remembered my holiday homework. I couldn’t ask him about his holiday homework because he wasn’t in school. So instead I asked, “Which school does your brother attend?”

“Clover,” he said.

“Clover!” I said, a little rudely surprised.

Ganesh acknowledged my surprise with a flattened smile.

Clover was what we called a ‘posh’ school. It was nowhere within reach of someone who went to a school like my own, and most certainly out of reach for those at the gymkhana; someone like, say, Arjun Wadhwa. Ruhee went to a posh convent, I suppose, but that was a girls’ school and we knew very little about them. Nobody went to Clover by walk, or public transport. They got dropped off in German cars. Suddenly I saw that Ganesh, someone who looked like him and behaved like him, would have fit into a place like Clover.

Afterwards we went downstairs. Priya, my father and Gita Miss hadn’t returned yet. So we locked the door and left the key under the doormat. We walked home, the feeling of good spirits and Sunday happiness evaporating from my mood the closer we got to my house. When we turned in to my street, I felt jumpy and threatened, realizing too late that I should have remained at Gita Miss’ place, returned only when my father brought us home. Why did Ganesh have to come along? If he hadn’t, I would have done just that, waited outside Gita Miss’ door by myself until they came back.

Without the papaya tree hovering over the gate, it took me a second longer to recognize my house. A piece of my home had disappeared. I understood what Priya did now. When we came up to my house, I too sat on the pavement outside. I didn’t want to go in.

“Do you want to come to my house?” Ganesh said.

I looked up at him.

“Why not?” he said, gesturing towards the end of the street.

I did not know what I was expecting, but Ganesh did not live in a normal house; one like mine―a single story home on a moderately sized plot of land, with a terrace, or with Portions, or with iron rods jutting out of exposed pillars, with a front porch or a garden, a rusting gate affixed to compound walls continually aged by rainwater. But no. Ganesh, despite what he told me about being tribal, being sold, rescued, raised by people who weren’t his parents―he lived in a mansion: a real, historic-looking mansion. It was one of the old houses that belonged to the landlords who’d originally settled the neighborhood.

I’d passed it before, but I thought it was a government building of some sort. It wasn’t square in shape, or like a group of rectangles stuck together. The building was circular. With pillars supporting the domed roof. Ganesh lived here? The boy who didn’t quite know how old he was? With the green tattoo? Who didn’t even go to school? It made no sense.

The house was built on such high ground that the driveway rose at a precipitously steep incline, wrapping around the house and disappearing into the back. There were no steps leading up to the carved front door, instead there were boulders. Real, Deccan boulders each the width of my entire body; not cut down or polished or shaped or anything―they simply were laid there at the feet of the house. Suddenly, I did not want to go inside. But Ganesh was standing behind me so I climbed up the boulder-steps, rang the doorbell.

I gaped at the doors. They weren’t like normal doors, they looked like they’d been taken from a museum and affixed to this neighborhood house. It occurred to me that they might have been salvaged from a manor house in the countryside. Is this what Ganesh walked in and out of every day? I couldn’t understand it.

Ganesh’s brother―his parents’ son, as Ganesh referred to him―answered the door. He was plump, with round babyish cheeks and thick eyelashes. He was wearing cricket whites.

Up until then, judging by Ganesh’s manner of talking, I’d assumed his brother was older.

“Hello,” I said, touching the boy’s head.

He jerked his head away and ran his hands through his hair.

“How are you?” I said. “I’m Arjun, your brother’s friend.”

He took one look at me and went back inside without saying anything. Ganesh touched my shoulder as if I’d done something I wasn’t supposed to do.

I took my shoes off and left them by the door. Inside, all the windows were closed. The furniture was old and musty-smelling. I sat on the sofa, put my feet on the coffee table, but judging by Ganesh’s expression I took my feet off. Ganesh sat in the cane easy chair opposite mine. “I thought he’d be at his cricket practice by now,” Ganesh muttered. “Otherwise, I wouldn’t have asked you to come.”

I shrugged. “Your parents aren’t home?”

“Not on Sundays,” he said.

“Shall we go to your room?” I said. I was feeling awkward, sitting in the living room on the old fashioned furniture. “Do you have any video games?”

He muttered, “I’m not allowed to bring anyone into the house. But my parents ignore it, when they aren’t home. They know I do that. But―” He gestured towards the other room where I could hear Ganesh’s brother playing on his Game Boy. Sonic, judging by the music. “He won’t allow it.”

I laughed. It was so funny. Cute. That little boy? He looked younger than Priya. But Ganesh didn’t laugh, he was serious.

“But you can stay here,” he said earnestly. “You don’t have to go home.”

Ganesh seemed like a different person. Not even remotely like the person who jumped in Gita Miss’ water tank and yelled Hey! This is terrific! He didn’t look directly at me, or anywhere else in the room. He looked at his feet, but even that in a disconnected way. His shoulders assumed a somewhat hunched pose. In the semi-darkness of the room, it was possible that someone entered the room and their eyes did not spot Ganesh at all. He had turned invisible.

I stood up, went to the glass showcase that lined the entirety of the back wall. I could barely make out the objects behind the glass. Copper figures, crystal bowls, old brass snuffboxes. I tried to slide the glass open, it rattled but didn’t budge. There was a tiny steel lock; the kind that is fixed to the place where the two sliding panes met. I could have been considerate, made up an excuse and left. Saved Ganesh from embarrassment. But I was selfish, I didn’t want to go home so I stayed. We didn’t speak, so the only sound was from the Game Boy in the next room for almost an hour. Then the driver rang the doorbell. Ganesh’s brother came to the door with his kit bag, not looking our way. He didn’t turn off the Game Boy, so we could hear the eow-eow-eow noise when Sonic the Hedgehog got mauled. Opening the door, he thrust the kit bag at the driver and left without turning back to look at us.

Finally, when we heard the sound of cars wheels fade from the driveway, Ganesh stood up and beckoned me. We crept into the next room. Though room was an understatement because there was a gigantic, curved stairway right in the middle of it. And a strange round basin made of gray stone beside the bottommost stair. I walked towards it, it had a spout at the center; I gathered that it was an electric water fountain.

“Do you want a chocolate?” Ganesh said.

I followed him to the kitchen. The fridge had three doors; two side by side, and one at the bottom. Ganesh opened the fridge and took out a gold-colored cardboard box. “He won’t miss the dark ones,” Ganesh said. I took the one Ganesh pointed out. The chocolate was so bitter I almost spat it out.

The Sonic music was annoying. “Should we turn it off?” I said.

“He leaves it like that on purpose. He’ll know that I touched it.”

The chocolate was awful, and I didn’t like how eating it made me feel like I’d stolen something. Even when I took what belonged to Priya―without telling her―I didn’t have this burning-sickening feeling in my stomach. It wasn’t just the stealing-feeling. I didn’t like seeing Ganesh for who he really was: this person who lived in the middle of this enormous mansion pretending invisibility. But I was overcome by curiosity to see more of this house, and seeing that Ganesh, for a change, was at pains to make a good impression on me, I stayed.

I remembered the way he’d touched all my things in my room. I asked to see his room so we went upstairs. The ceiling was made up with panels done in plasterwork. I thought the curved staircase beautiful, the way the banister gleamed, the cold marble underfoot. His room had a view of the land behind the house, the small cottage whose construction Ganesh was overseeing this summer. I sat on the window ledge and glanced around surreptitiously. A bed, closet on the far wall. His room did not have a desk.

“When is your brother coming back from practice?” I asked.

“He’s not my brother.”

I looked at him in surprise. Though he’d always referred to his parents and his brother in an oblique manner, he’d never denied it outright.

“He’s my nephew,” Ganesh said. “But I’m not supposed to tell anyone that.”

It was amusing even, the idea of Ganesh being the little, kit-toting boy’s uncle.

Ganesh gestured at me to follow him and we went back to the landing. Wait here, he said. He went towards the room opposite. Clearly he was doing something he’d done before, but even so it was scary. The house was so big, how can one be sure it was empty?

There was a small bureau in the hallway, Ganesh stopped to open it, rummaged a bit underneath some papers and drew out a key. He glanced around as if by habit, and unlocked the room.

While he was in the room, I waited restlessly. After a little while he came out. He was a holding something in his hand. He unfolded a sheet of card paper, took out a photograph from the center and handed it to me.

The ‘old man’ who adopted Ganesh from the orphanage in Adilabad was laughing in profile, a small boy in his lap. “Oh, it’s you,” I said, looking at the photograph. Ganesh was easily identifiable. I glanced up at him and looked at the photo again. He came to stand beside me, I glanced at him again. The same tightly curled hair, the eyes were the same, only larger, almost too big for his little face.

“What is that?” I said.

He was still holding the card paper the photo was wrapped in, but I realized it was a school report card. I’d just about managed to see his name and the numerals IV on the cover before he closed it up. I would’ve liked to look inside, what section he was in, what marks he got on his subjects, what comments his teachers gave him, how tall he was in class IV. But Ganesh was using the report card like wrapping paper, to store an old photograph.

Back in his room, he told me that the ‘old man’ was very fond of him; that room? It used to be his before he died. Though Ganesh only had a handful of memories of him, like family photographs, few and far between what went on day to day. “He wrote me this house,” Ganesh said.

“He wrote you this house?” I repeated.

“In his will. This house is in my name.”

It took me a moment to absorb this information.

“But why aren’t you in school,” I asked.

Ganesh looked irritated, as if he’d confided something wonderous, and instead of admiring him I was finding fault.

“People go to school so they can go to college,” he snapped.

“And they go to college to get a job and earn money, and buy a house. I already have a house.” As he said the last part, his manner shifted from irritated to earnest, as if he were trying to convince me.

“Isn’t it?” he said. “Why waste all that time and money on school and whatnot. My parents are very happy with me, they tell me all the time, how glad they are to have someone like me to help them.”

“But you want to go,” I said.

“When did I say that?” he snapped again. “I don’t want to go. I don’t want to waste time. Time is everything.”

I didn’t think time was everything. It sounded like something a supercilious older person would say: education is everything, good behavior is everything et cetera, but he seemed so utterly convinced of what he was saying, so much older even, that I felt stupid for not grasping what he was trying so hard to tell me.

“No, it makes sense,” I said.

In the days following my visit to Ganesh’s house, I lost the desire to go to the gymkhana. Instead I stayed in my room reading comic books, or I loitered in the neighborhood on my own, avoiding Ruhee’s house, Ganesh’s house. Often I went to the lending library on the main road. Except that one time when I spotted Gita Miss at our bus stop, trying valiantly not to be seen by anyone, I did not leave the neighborhood.

The longer I avoided Ganesh, the easier it was to despise him. I despised him. I’d liked him better when he was a boy with a fuzzy green tattoo on his forearm, didn’t know his birth name. A tribal boy from a burned-down shoe factory who made friends with the servant boys in the neighborhood because the schoolboys rejected him. I didn’t like him in that big house. My good schooling, where I lived, my father, my cricket bat; the big and small things that gave me position in society, the things that placed me above him with Ruhee. None of that mattered if Ganesh lived in that big house, for all intents and purposes he owned it, he had rich parents who were living together in the same house, drove a German car, had a brother at Clover. Handsome. Self-possessed. Jumped in cold water while the sun kissed his skin. Said in a radiant voice that he loved Ruhee. This Ganesh? I didn’t stand a chance against him. I could never have Ruhee.

Musing in this way, one of those days I was loitering the neighborhood, I made a mistake. One afternoon, I found myself outside Ganesh’s big house. I climbed up the boulder-steps and rang the doorbell before I realized what I was doing. I tried to make my escape but the door was swiftly answered: Ganesh’s brother-nephew again, but looking more cheerful and personable than the last time. He was wearing going-out clothes, but wasn’t headed out. In the room behind him I caught a glimpse of Ganesh, sitting in the invisible way. There was a plastic chair beside the sofa set. I didn’t catch who else was in the room, but I caught sight of the person in the plastic chair, a young woman with a baby in her arms.

The baby was sleeping soundly but the woman’s eyes, though downcast, were throwing furtive glances around the room in the manner of servants.

The nephew walked me out, he said Ganesh can’t come right now, he was meeting his wife.

I laughed.

The cottage whose construction Ganesh was overseeing, that was where he was expected to live with his new wife and her child. I felt sick. I also thought it made sense, that was what the parents would do, isn’t it? Better be kept close, strung up with a wife who was not allowed to sit on the family sofa set, a small child towards whom he would no doubt feel a responsibility to raise. Because that was what a marriage was: a union in which fates were linked forever and shared over a lifetime. Whatever happened inside the marriage was right and just, sacred even. Besides, where else was Ganesh going to go? He had no education, no prospects. No way to exercise rights. No society.

I saw the shoe factory once, the splintered plate glass windows, the ruins, the layer of fuzzy green moss covering the burned, soot-blackened walls.

The big house stayed exactly the way it was, even years later, though the family moved away to a newer part of the city. Only the property acquired bigger gates. I saw Ganesh’s brother-nephew again, sitting in the back seat of a white Audi, pulling out of the big gates. Our gazes met for a second. Even when he was in his thirties, Ganesh’s nephew retained the same boyish chubbiness, the sullen skulking expression. For a moment, I really believed I could hear the eow-eow-eow music from the Game Boy echoing around that giant, ugly room, that terrible home Ganesh had to grow up in.

I waved. But he ignored me. Then the car pulled away.







VII
Train Dreams



After we had sex in my room, I’d told Ruhee I loved her. That she was the first and only girl I’d ever loved. First and only I’d ever kissed. She looked at me, smiled in a sad way and said nothing. I really didn’t feel hurt. I didn’t feel anything, I never did.

But my father was right. I wasn’t stupid. Nothing good could come of me continuing this with Ruhee. I didn’t call her. She didn’t, either.

“Give it time,” my mother said.

“That’s great,” Priya said.

Then a whole month went by. But something came of this whole thing―my mother re-establishing contact with my father’s relatives, for one. She told me that she was now included in Shital-atha’s kitty parties. And she insisted that I drive her there in my father’s car. “I can’t go by bus,” she said. “It won’t look good.”

When I borrowed the car from my father, I knew my mother had told him about things ending with Ruhee. I could see it on his face, the approval or affection for me.

All day long at the office, I would stare at the telephone. I would never pick it up and call Ruhee, defy my father like that. But nobody said I wasn’t allowed to stare at the phone.

“Don’t you want to see her again, Arjun?” Priya asked. “Tell me the truth. You like her, don’t lie.”

Priya was the only one in our family who refused to live with her eyes shut. It was what made her the unhappiest of us all.

It was Ambedkar Jayanti, or Gandhi Jayanti. I don’t know, a public holiday for which I was home. I’d driven my mother to her kitty party. I parked the car outside, along the compound wall. It took me three of four tries to get the angle right, still the tire hit the pavement outside. I got out and checked to see if I’d scraped the wheel well.

I didn’t even notice Ruhee until I was almost at the door. She was sitting on the stoop, in that same way I did when I found myself incapable of cutting down the papaya tree. Ruhee’s papaya tree; as I’d come to refer to it over the years.

Ruhee said, “I live with two other residents, all on rotation, and one of them is always asleep on the sofa.”

I didn’t understand why she was telling me this. I asked her inside.

After that, we began to have sex in my room regularly. Whenever my mother was at her kitty party, I called her. I didn’t insist we go to her place because I sensed that it was only possible in my house, in my childhood bedroom that bore all the marks of being stuck in time. It was as if all those objects floated around us when we were together―the old newspapers, the He-Man stickers, the impression of the papaya tree outside. The teenaged ghost of Ganesh, stepping through the window. And I felt something like happiness. Always we were quiet.

Every time Ruhee came after that, I’d want to say No. If she showed up, I wanted to turn her away. But then a remembrance would pass through my mind―the graceful way in which her hair fell down her back, or the childish way she touched her cheeks as though wiping something away. I couldn’t help it, I couldn’t say no. I would let something escape from my heart when Ruhee looked at me like that.

Ruhee mourned Ganesh. She mourned him when she smiled at me sadly. Her being with me was a kind of grieving, I came to understand. She loved him all her life, and in me she saw a person who also loved Ganesh.

My father had been wrong; I didn’t tell her the truth. He was alive―I didn’t tell her. He was at the hospital―I didn’t tell her. I put him there―I didn’t tell her. Every Sunday, I didn’t tell her, I went there to see him, talk to him, ask him what he needed of me. Ganesh’s cheeks, for instance, I touched them, ran my hands down his cheeks, felt pinpricks. Not like when we were teenagers. That’s why I took my shaving kit, my straight razor. The Gillette. It was my way of looking after him.

I didn’t tell Ruhee that my Sunday visits to the hospital were the only reason I was put on this earth, allowed to live and breathe and live and breathe, only because I could return Sunday after Sunday to lay my fingers against Ganesh’s cheeks for a second, put my thumbs under his chin, let the light catch in his curls, scatter across his skin, then fall on me, because I too was a living thing.

Though I loved Ruhee, though she was the only girl I’d ever loved, I didn’t tell her.

One afternoon she was getting dressed, her back towards me. She bent her neck to gather her hair, pulled it through an elastic band she’d left on her wrist. I don’t think she knew I was watching her. She took a deep breath and remained still.

I didn’t understand what she wanted from me, what I could give her. I wished to enter her mind and hear her thoughts, see myself through her eyes, see through the window into the yard. Something. Anything. Give me anything, I thought. Perhaps she felt like apologizing for the distance she’d maintained between us, because she said, turning towards me, “Arjun, my friends are coming over tonight. Just a small get-together. Do you want to come?”

“Yes of course,” I said, wishing I’d paused, at least waited for her to turn away before answering.

In the evening, I dressed carefully. A button-down shirt, which Priya said made me look ‘less old’ and pressed khakis. For whatever reason, when I told my mother I was going to Ruhee’s for a party with her friends, she looked annoyed. She said she didn’t want to be up late to let me in, she was tired and her legs hurt.

I told her the party was bound to be a bore. I was going to be back very soon. Sorry Ma.

I took a cab to Ruhee’s apartment even though I could have walked, I didn’t want to be sweaty or smell like road dust. I was nervous about getting there too early so I arrived well after the apartment was packed, the music was blaring, and Ruhee nowhere I could see. At first, I walked through the house in an attempt to locate Ruhee, and then I kept doing that on the pretext of trying to find Ruhee, though I’d established not finding her at this point. Nobody said hello or looked at me for longer than it took to flash a quick, polite smile. It seemed as though I was the only guest who had come alone. It was excruciating and baffling to be in a room full of strangers talking amongst themselves. It was a birthday party I surmised, because there was a badly disfigured cake in the kitchen, likely because someone’s face was in it; but, looking back it seemed more like a mixer for the senior doctors to meet the juniors. Still, I imagined it was a nice thing to be celebrated like that, an apartment full of people showing up to sing Happy Birthday and press your face into sweet icing. Ruhee, when I finally saw her, grinned with her eyebrows raised, as if surprised to run into me. She did not come closer, or hug me or say anything else. Someone said something in her ear and she turned their way. I waited for them to finish, but then someone else touched her elbow, or steered her or hugged her hello or goodbye. How elegant she looked in her long blue dress, her hair pulled up into a sleek knot, her burgundy lips, a gold watch with a rectangular dial on her wrist. Watching her, it made sense she’d become this person. Her charm, her elegance, I felt proud watching her.

I picked up a beer from the fridge and retreated to the balcony. Today I was glad to be a smoker; it was something to do, room to draw away from others. And there were always other smokers, fellows in arms; a balcony full of doctors smoking away, what a joke. Just as I had this thought, the man next to me turned my way and said, “say, anyone tell you that you look like Amitabh Bachchan?”

That was a new one. I wondered if he expected me to feel insulted―I didn’t look sixty for sure.

“No. Not from right now,” he said, blowing smoke out of the side of his mouth. “You look like Amitabh from Zanjeer. Not while he’s throwing chairs or smashing people’s heads in or whatnot, but when the heroine asks him to give up vengeance. Something about the eyes…” He waved his cigarette hand around his eyes.

I laughed.

He said his name was Jiten, oncology. He shook my hand and said, “Let me guess … hmm, actually you are hard to guess. Say, PM&R?”

I said no. Before I could say I worked at the municipality he said, “Oh don’t tell me,” he groaned. “Psych?”

“I’m not a doctor,” I said, laughing.

“Oh thank god. Someone interesting. How do you know Ruhee?”

“We grew up together … just down the road from here, actually.”

“Childhood friends. That’s cute.”

“What’s cute?” the smoker next to Jiten said.

“Zanjeer here is Ruhee’s childhood friend.”

“That is cute.”

So long as I wasn’t a doctor none of them cared or asked what I did. I was referred to as Zanjeer, and I found it wonderful. When Ruhee finally had a moment, she came over to where I was standing with Jiten, an appreciative smile on her lips at how well I was getting along with her friends. For whatever reason they all seemed to share a hatred for psych, or perhaps it was specific to this hospital. I realized with a jolt that I did not know Ruhee’s specialty―I was ashamed to ask now, and stayed on the alert in case someone dropped a hint. Jiten seemed to know Ruhee the best, as if he spent more time with her than others; so perhaps it was oncology. In the middle of Jiten’s story about being stranded in a village med camp during the rainy season, Ruhee leaned her head against my shoulder and I didn’t hear the rest of the story. It was really nice, beautiful like that, as if I’d entered another dimension, a place where I had friends. Ruhee wrapped her arm around mine, and glancing at her watch I remembered my promise to return home early.

“Stay awhile,” Ruhee said. “What’s the rush?”

“I’m sorry,” I said. And I really was.

“Bring him around more,” Jiten said. “Where’ve you been hiding him. See ya, Zanjeer.”

Zanjeer. I liked that, who cared why? It was comforting and exhilarating to be amongst strangers and new friends. I walked home in the dark night, the stars glinting above, feeling at peace.



At the end of September, about six months after Ruhee and I met at the Irani café for the first time, she came to the water office unannounced. I was at my desk.

“Do you want to get married?” she asked.

“My mother, did she call you?” I said. “Just ignore her.”

“No. I’m asking you. Do you want to get married?”

She looked sad in the same way she did when I said I loved her.

All my life, I’d wanted to marry her. What reason did I have to say anything but yes?

Afterwards, though it wasn’t a Sunday, I went to the hospital. I climbed the twenty-eight steps, ran into a new orderly who insisted it wasn’t visiting hours until I slipped him a rolled-up fifty-rupee note.

I told Ganesh. “We are getting married,” I said. I held his warm hand for a while. “I won’t marry her if you don’t want me to,” I said.

Of course, Ganesh said nothing.



On the anniversary of my grandfather’s passing, my father performed a ritual called ‘the remembrance of fathers past.’ It was during the period, that summer, when I was avoiding Ganesh after visiting his home.

I was sitting cross-legged in our yard, between the priest and my father, wearing a dhoti, a cotton towel covering my torso, a shrine to my grandfather in front of us. My job during the ritual remembrance of fathers past, was to stay by my father’s side. To repeat the Sanskrit verses the priest asked us to repeat, to touch my father’s elbow, just a little resting of my fingertips against his skin, when he touched the three rice cakes in front of the shrine, one each for every father that came before him. Touch his elbow, while he repeated the name of his father. We offered water to the departed souls. Sesame seeds. Barley. Milk. Honey.

My father uttered the names of our forefathers in my ear, and I memorized them and repeated them out loud. Then we stood up and I washed my father’s feet with water.

And just like the day he’d cut down the papaya tree, Ganesh arrived at my house, opening and closing the latch of our gate as if he lived there.

He was holding a bundle of dry grass. As he came near I looked up at him, to show him I felt annoyed by his intrusion into this private family ritual, or that I didn’t want him there, or that I expected to see contrition from him for not trying to reach me, but when I looked, I saw that he felt sad and emotional, watching me and my father, as though something liquid and painful was moving around inside him. And I felt it too, his pain, a sensation that brought a sharp ache to the center of my brow. I wiped the tears in my eyes with the cotton towel around my shoulders. I felt so sorry for him.

Ganesh handed the bundle of grass to the priest. I held out my hand, alongside my father, for the priest to tie blades of grass around our ring fingers, offer blades of grass to the departed.

After the priest left, I was told to put the rice cakes near the trees, for the crows to take away. Ganesh stood up when I walked towards him, waited until I placed the rice cakes near the roots of the hibiscus tree.

“Stay for lunch,” I said.

Though my mother had made it a point to take Priya and leave before even the priest arrived, in the kitchen she’d cooked and left a hot lunch; just like she sent for the special dried grass Ganesh brought us. She’d also left a covered bowl full of the round jaggery frites made only on the day of remembrance. My mother did all this for me, so I could have this experience.

Ganesh and I sat on the kitchen stoop together, eating the sweet treats and saying nothing at all. What a good day that was, with the sky a clear pale blue, sifted here and there with white rolls of clouds, the sounds of songbirds and crows, the garden tap dripping away.

“Did you see your stepmother again?” Ganesh asked. “She’s such a nice lady.”

He was the first and only person to address her as such. Of course they never married, because my mother would never divorce my father, but that’s who Gita Miss was, whether or not the society said so. My stepmother. I told Ganesh no, I hadn’t seen her. There was no reason for me to lie, and perhaps if Ganesh hadn’t referred to her as my stepmother I would’ve told him that I saw her at the bus stop that day and followed her home. For some strange reason, she was at our neighborhood bus stop near the lending library. She was changing buses, I realized; she might have missed the one that went to her apartment, or maybe the route was canceled that day. She looked so frightened to find herself in our neighborhood, carrying the heavy bags of groceries. I stayed in the library, to avoid her the discomfort of being seen by me, but when she got on the bus, I’d gotten on too.

Ganesh was saying something, but I didn’t hear him. “Do you want to come?” he said.

“Where?” I asked.

“Ruhee and I are going.”

I didn’t like that: Ruhee and I. What an irritating phrase. There was no Ruhee and I. The only reason they know each other at all was me. I said, “Where?”

“We’ll see.”

Though I had absolutely nothing to do, and was already planning my route around the neighborhood to avoid the time my mother would arrive home with Priya, I said, “What time?”

“What time? What big plans have you got? I’ll pull up to your gate and beep the horn. You’ll come.” With that he left.



As I waited for them on my stoop, I wondered how far their plans to have sex in the Red House had come.

That whole summer, I can’t think of a single day we weren’t together. At least a few hours together if not the full day. Ruhee had continued to go to her ‘math tutor’s’ and we hung out at the Red House instead. It used to be that Ruhee and I spoke to one another, recalled funny events from our childhood, or chatted about Priya or her school or my school, and Ganesh, who had no way to contribute in these topics, was the listener-in. But now, even those who knew Ganesh only in passing at the gymkhana would tease him, yelling, “There goes Tiger!” or make growling or hooting noises when we left the grounds, and he’d respond with, “Shut it!” looking equal parts pleased and annoyed. The noises or the Tiger comments weren’t meant for me, of course. It wasn’t a wonder they knew something was going on between him and Ruhee; people were always watching for these things.

Back then, love suicides were all the rage. It was the transitional decade between strict arranged marriage culture and love marriage culture; if the parents don’t agree, you’d make a pact to die together. Sometimes, falling in love was enough reason to make the death pact, without needing to ask the parents at all. Because love suicides were common, love stories were also common; in fact, the more improbable the better, because it didn’t make sense to go to all that trouble for a probable love story. Improbable ones had the ring of believability. Take Gita Miss and my father, for instance; wasn’t that improbable?

Stepmother. How easily Ganesh had said it.

On the day I followed her home from the bus stand, Gita Miss had stuck out. This wasn’t the neighborhood for dresses that bared one’s ankles, gauzy blouses; really anything abutting western clothing stuck out. By the time I made it through the rear entrance of the bus, taking care not to be seen by Gita Miss, I was comfortably obscured by the throng of people between the ladies section in the front and the gents section in the back. I wasn’t carrying any money, but I knew the conductor wouldn’t have time to reach me. She was standing, holding two heavy jute bags of groceries, her delicate wrists straining with the weight. She was being too polite, not nudging the women around her to make room for her bags. At her stop, I got off before she did.

For a few yards, I trailed her. The idlers and loafers sitting on the pavement, variously smoking or shooting the breeze, turned their heads to look her up and down.

We were coming up on a bullock cart parked on the street corner where Gita Miss would turn, to head down the smaller road to her apartment building. I recognized the cart driver; he’d come to my house once, to haul away old newspapers and metal scrap my mother was sending to the junk dealer. As she approached, the driver lifted up the loose robe covering the bottom half of his body. He leered and grinned when Gita Miss averted her face.

I was sorry that happened to her. As I approached him, he dropped the robe and covered himself again, giggling like a boy, as though what he committed was only a small mischief. Perhaps he recognized me. The revolting leer on his face, it was the same when he came to my house, only I didn’t notice, because his manner was also marked by subservience. Standing in our yard, a hand outstretched to accept the coins my mother was giving him.

I wished Gita Miss dressed more like my mother; it would have covered up her beauty and allowed her safe passage. I registered this observation for the very first time, watching her upright form bearing the heavy weights, valorously ignoring the cart driver. The road turned left, and I somehow lost sight of Gita Miss behind a group of vegetable sellers. I doubled back to the main road and cut through the railway tracks. I couldn’t understand why Gita Miss didn’t take an autorickshaw, why she was using public transport and walking on that awful road; it would cost sixty rupees or less from the supermarket, the price of a Hero fountain pen; she used to have a forest-green one filled with red ink. Good effort, Arjun. Double check your grammar next time! 8/10.

I climbed over her apartment building’s compound wall on the rear side and just about managed to arrive at her gate moments before her. I’d scraped my elbow on the wall and carried the stinging sensation as I waved at her. Though I was clearly in her view she did not really see me. I kept waving and said, “Gita Miss, hello.”

Then she saw me. Puzzlement, then delight. “Arjun,” she exclaimed. “What a nice surprise!”

She put the bags down, touched my cheek and smiled with pleasure. I picked up her jute bags and she let me without resisting. Her palms were red and sore. I walked ahead of her and she immediately saw my bleeding elbow. I said it didn’t hurt. It really didn’t. I don’t even remember where I got it. All the way up in the lift, she was preoccupied by my scraped-up elbow. She pulled open the lift gate before it came to a complete stop on the fifth floor. We went down the corridor and she fished for keys in her handbag. The lock went into the door, unlike the old-fashioned padlock we used at my house; a brass Godrej one that brought to mind my front yard, hibiscus flowers drying in the sun, colorless wiggling earthworms. When we went in, Gita Miss forgot to take the key out of the door, so I put down the grocery bags and took the key out. It didn’t even have a key chain, just the thin steel ring that came with it. She brought out a neatly organized first-aid box and dabbled Savlon on my elbow, telling me that Savlon didn’t sting while Dettol did; how they bothered the children with the awful Dettol at school. Standing so close to her, it wasn’t as if Gita Miss had become less beautiful because of her familiarity. In fact it was the opposite. There was an alarming goodness on her face that made her more beautiful. Alarming, precipitous goodness that was also somehow maternal. I felt like hugging her. I told her she was a good teacher, and she looked up at me and smiled.

When I returned to my own house, I was surprised to find the living room occupied. My mother was hosting tea. With a jolt I realized she was hosting the other teachers from my school. On the teapoy were empty cups, snack plates with crumbs, empty cold pastry boxes. She was so animated and so happy looking that she did not notice me. I went into my room but kept my ears trained toward the main door. After some time it was shut, the gate rattling and creaking as the guests exited. My mother putting the teacups in the sink, taking the tea pan off the stove, banging the sieve against the garbage pail. In a moment I realized that I was still holding the key I’d taken out of Gita Miss’ door. I upturned my pen holder and hid it at the bottom. Somehow I felt happy, cheerful, enjoying the smell of the Savlon that was dabbed on my elbow. It was nice to be taken care of like that.

There were the love suicides, and then there were the love failures; when only the boy kills himself, and the girl doesn’t. It didn’t mean she agreed or disagreed, only that the boy loved the girl so much he had to prove it with death―winning―he had to be the winner by dying. Obviously there was resentment towards the survivor, not only for causing the death but also for not dying themselves. We did not take death seriously, everyone had to die someday. There were acid attacks, on girls, for spurning a boy, perhaps resolutely with no room for trying again. Of course it was not accepted or encouraged, but to a degree it was understood, in the manner of how vengeance was understood. Zanjeer―shackles―the shackles of vengeance.

Anyway, that was the environment we grew up in. Death and love and acid. One day, I remember, Ruhee and I were walking towards the Red House, going to meet Ganesh there, and an autorickshaw pulled up behind us. Just in time, I heard the boys chanting the word ‘maar.’

Maar, Maar.

I fell back and switched sides with Ruhee abruptly. Ruhee stumbled mid-sentence and said what? And I said nothing. Holding her elbow to steady her so she was facing the road rather than the fence.

The autorickshaw with the boys chanting maar fell quiet, went past, and Ruhee noticed nothing. She rolled her eyes and kept walking, continuing her tirade against a nun at her school who had it out for her. Ruhee went to a girls’ school, she did not know how boys her age thought, and so she did not know how men thought. She was too naive, and I felt it my duty to protect her. Even if my instincts were absent, or if I was too late to act, and the boys in the autorickshaw did hit Ruhee, or push her into the fence, scrape up her elbow and cheeks for no reason other than that she was walking down the road, it wasn’t like we’d tell anyone. Even someone as brashly self-possessed as Ruhee would hide it from her parents. Because the experience of being tormented for girlhood, though not permitted, was understood. Why should she be understood without her permission? Like Gita Miss, she did not know to dress conservatively, because the culture of her mind did not match the culture of the society she lived in. Ruhee wore trainers and jean shorts with fringe borders, or sleeveless cotton blouses, high heels with clear plastic straps, knee-length plaid skirts. She wore beads in her hair, and chewed pink-colored gum sometimes with her mouth open. Of course, I went to a school with uniforms so it wasn’t as though I knew how girls my age are supposed to dress, but I knew how women are supposed to dress. It was the same. They were both fragile, women and girls, and in a moment society could turn against them and attack them.

I had been waiting on my stoop for what felt like eternity, going over things in my head like this confusedly. I was afraid my mother and Priya would turn up before Ganesh and Ruhee; she wouldn’t stop me from leaving, but I didn’t want my friends to see her not care. I wondered if Ganesh and Ruhee had forgotten about me. I felt particularly sad at the second thought. More time passed. The street hawkers ceased their parade up and down the street.

The first orange rays of sunset were falling into my eyes when a shiny black Lancer came to a screeching halt in front of my gate. Beeped the horn.

I approached the car with some trepidation. It was a very nice car, a Mitsubishi Lancer with a rear spoiler; a car with strikingly masculine looks, at a time when owning a car, any car, was aspirational. I remembered the line of ash the priest had swiped across my forehead that morning and wiped it away; I didn’t want to look provincial getting into a Mitsubishi Lancer.

The car had black tinted windows so I immediately did not see who was sitting on the passenger side. I tried the door on the passenger side but it didn’t open. Then I spotted Ruhee, in mid-conversation with Ganesh, reaching behind her to pull up the lock on the back door. I got in and sat quietly. It was air-conditioned, smelled very nice.

In the car with them―Ganesh driving, Ruhee beside him―I wondered again how far their plans to have sex in the Red House had progressed. I was certain it hadn’t already happened. “Where are we going?” I asked.

Ruhee was in the middle of putting a cassette in the stereo and she didn’t answer. I observed with discomfort, how comfortable she was with handling things in Ganesh’s car. The familiarity bothered me. I didn’t ask again and sat back quietly. Ganesh, with one hand on the steering wheel and another on the back of Ruhee’s seat, looked in the rear windshield and expertly U-turned the car. He didn’t even meet my eyes, as if his presence at my home this morning had never happened. Who did he think he was? This imported car with the rear spoiler belonged to his parents who were not his parents. Who was he? Adopted, sold, bought, soon going to be married to a servant girl.

After we got on the main road, we stopped at the kirana shop. Ganesh lowered the window on the passenger side, leaned over Ruhee and asked the shop boy to come over. He told him to get three packets of chips and three Coca-Colas. Cans not bottles. Chilled. From behind the counter in the shop, I made out the expression on Sugunakar Rao’s face. Pure astonishment. I thought it irresponsible of Ganesh to let Ruhee be sighted in a car with boys, wearing jean shorts and listening to music, asking for chips and Coca-Cola with the window lowered; it was the worst place in the neighborhood to be seen, the kirana shop. What a terrible gossip that man was, it was why my mother hated him.

We got back on the main road and again stopped at the petrol bunk. When Ganesh got out, Ruhee turned and smiled at me and took a deep, loud breath as if looking at me for the first time. Her smile was so sweet, her cheeks dimpling like that. She said she’d missed me, and said how many days had it been; but she kept starting her sentences with “it feels like…” Before I could repeat my question on where we were going she said, “We’re going to the Exhibition.” That she’d heard me before but was answering me only now felt much worse than if she’d never answered me at all. I could have pretended she hadn’t heard me. I glanced out of the window and saw Ganesh take out his wallet, hand a hundred-rupee note to the petrol bunk attendant. He watched the meter click and turn as the petrol sloshed into the tank. Suddenly I had the sense of how Ganesh would look like as an adult.

From their conversation after we got back on the road, I gathered that they’d been to a movie together. Dil Se. They talked about the train song Chaiyya Chaiyya. They talked about the tragic ending. I realized that, in the past weeks, they’d been meeting without me. They’d even gone to a movie. Why didn’t they ask me? And they weren’t even trying to hide it from me; if they did, it would’ve meant I was a person.

We arrived at the Exhibition grounds and went straight to the place with the carousels and the giant wheel. There was a long queue at the giant wheel so we joined it first. Though I hadn’t eaten a meal since the morning, because of the chips and the Coca-Cola I wasn’t hungry. Ganesh and I were standing beside each other, Ruhee was between us; resting her elbows on each of our shoulders she was laughing so much, with so much lightness about her, telling us about the gardener they used to have, who loved their plants so much he drowned them in water all the time until all the plants died. Then the gardener had to leave because he didn’t have a job anymore and they only kept a small lawn with a few rosebushes. I remember this part because this conversation was immediately preceding a commotion at the front of the queue, some argument about cutting the line, as people are wont to do, and as expected everyone else wanted to see what was going on. There was some pushing and jostling and after everyone settled down again, Ruhee grew very quiet and asked if she could stand ahead of me. I moved to make room and glanced at the group of boys standing directly behind us, guffawing amongst themselves. Ganesh noticed nothing.

When the giant wheel cart went up, I held Ruhee’s hand. She returned the pressure, her lips stretched over the shape of her mouth, but she was no longer smiling.

After we came back down, Ruhee stayed close to me. Ganesh wanted to join the queue again, have another go on the giant wheel. Ruhee said no, and Ganesh looked annoyed. “Fine,” he said, as if Ruhee was an inconvenience.

“Let’s get something to eat,” he said.

no.

“Popcorn?”

no.

“Cotton candy?”

no.

“What’s the matter?” he said roughly.

Tears ran down Ruhee’s cheeks but she turned away, wiped her face against her sleeve. She said she wanted to go home.

There was a fuming, irritated silence all the way to the parking lot. Ganesh didn’t want to go home, obviously, all that trouble, the stops, the petrol, the planning, the air-conditioned Lancer, all to arrive here and leave immediately; she was being difficult. I didn’t say anything because it was Ruhee’s wish to say or not say. But I sensed that whatever Ganesh was going to say in the car on the way home, whatever he might say later, was going to hurt Ruhee even more, and Ganesh would be ignorant of why she was being so difficult.

Ruhee sat in the car but I loitered. Ganesh came over. He fished out his cigarettes and lit one as if to calm down. He leaned against the driver side window. So I told him what happened in the queue near the giant wheel. I was sorry to have violated Ruhee’s confidence, but I didn’t want Ganesh to be mean to her on the way home.

His face was expressionless when I told him. He finished his cigarette and stubbed it under his shoe. With no explanation to Ruhee―he had the car keys, she was going to wait―he took me back into the grounds. We searched near the giant wheel, and the length and breadth of the entertainment area. Ganesh didn’t give up, didn’t care that Ruhee had been waiting for thirty minutes or so by herself, with no explanation.

Finally we found them near the eating area, jovially sharing a table and laughing over plates of pav bhaji or pani puri. I said I didn’t know who exactly, but they were all laughing. Ganesh did not care that I couldn’t pick out the person. He grabbed one of them from the table at random. They were only boys, around school age like us, but probably went to respectable schools like mine; I thought this because the rest of them did not come forward to defend the one that Ganesh picked to beat on.

Ganesh was strong and tall, and most of all, his face was frightening.

It is untranslatable, the things he said while he beat on the boy, kicking him in the gut. Untranslatable not because there aren’t literal, English equivalents, but because I am ashamed to say them. It was possible that the boy getting the beating at Ganesh’s hands was innocent of direct crime; just like the pickpocket who had the misfortune of crossing paths with my father might’ve been innocent. The misfortune being visited upon them could be horribly scarring, lifelong experiences, and they might be unearned, might be unjust.

Ganesh used expletives that made the hair on my arms stand on end. He called the boy’s mother something foul, said he’d pay a visit to his sister. It was all of it so unseemly in a way my father’s beating of the pickpocket was not. I didn’t know such language. Ganesh did, because that was who he was; that was his society, the society of servant boys who screamed ‘maar’ as they dove by Ruhee in an autorickshaw. Yes, I recognized those boys as Ganesh’s friends from the gymkhana. Ganesh, with his long gangly arms and fuzzy tattoo, who cared what language he used? Whom he beat up, how he behaved? Who came asking after him? He wasn’t even in school.

Now it wasn’t just Sugunakar Rao, it was a whole lot of people who witnessed this sight of Ganesh claiming Ruhee. And Ruhee, what would she say if I told her what Ganesh did? She was waiting in the car for us. How would she prefer him to act? What would she want? She was so unpredictable, she might even be okay with it. But she wasn’t asked.

We went back to the car, got in. Not even caring that I was in the back seat, Ganesh leaned over and drew Ruhee to him, he held her chin and kissed her on the mouth. She made as if to draw away, but not completely. He lingered, his face close to hers, he wiped her cheeks, ran his fingers over her lips and kissed her again.

It broke my heart.



Later that week, I went to watch Dil Se by myself. The plot of the movie goes like this: A radio journalist meets a beautiful and mysterious woman at a train station in a remote hill station in Assam. He buys her a cup of tea, then she disappears. He is caught in an obsessive attraction to this woman, though his fiancée, vivacious and trusting and dimpled, is picking out the invitations and the wedding clothes and the jewelry. Later, he runs into the mysterious woman unexpectedly―she shows up at his door and asks him for a job at the radio station and a place to stay. She becomes the new tenant in a Portion in his palatial house. They circle each other, clearly in the throes of a desperate awakening, while the nuptials are being organized. And she is mysterious for a reason; she is an insurgent, a suicide bomber, part of a terrorist group with a plan to blow up the Red Fort on Independence Day. What bad luck to fall in love with an engaged journalist. The movie pitches towards the ending with various dramatic roundabouts, and finally the journalist must decide whether he will let the love of his life die; kill innocents but protect himself, or betray her to the police; no one takes kindly to terrorists, even beautiful women, he knows what will happen to her. Or find a way to be with her, but how? Everything in the movie, despite the dramatic plot, the exotic locations, folk dancers on top of the train singing chaiyya chaiyya reminded me of Ruhee and Ganesh and me. As if I were watching this episode of my life from the outside. It was ridiculous.

That night I dreamt of trains, passing me by, on and on and on, always passing me by. Of course, I did not know that the train dreams would return to haunt me for many years afterwards.







VIII
Sweetness of Water



One night, after my engagement to Ruhee was announced, I saw my parents sitting in the living room together.

They were together in the way they used to be when Priya and I were little, before everything. It used to be an old ritual: after dinner they sat together on the living room sofa without turning on the TV or reading the paper or making the grocery list or talking about the bills or about me or Priya. They’d talk, intently to one another, now and then turning their faces towards each other, about how their day had gone, the unexpected thoughts that had passed through their minds, the small irritations of daily life. I used to recognize it as a moment when I was expressly not needed, and made myself scarce. Even Priya knew she could sit near them with her dolls, but she wasn’t to intrude. Like the people in their wedding photographs, they were like people who’d met in a world in which their children did not exist. How nice it was to once again feel like we were a family. It meant a lot to me that I made it happen.



Then, one Sunday my father stayed home. He ate breakfast with me and Priya; of course Priya hardly said a word. When he finished, we went to wash up, but he came back to sit at the table.

“You should pay a visit to Gita, invite her to the wedding. Ruhee should go also, if she wanted, but it is her wish, of course.”

My father had called her Gita. Go to Gita’s house.

Our mother wasn’t in the kitchen or the garden or in her room. She was right there, near the table, holding a bowl of fresh puris. It was as if he didn’t see her.

Involuntarily I looked at her. My father staying home on a Sunday like this, she too had, like me, let herself believe that my getting married caused this, caused him to return to make our family whole again.

Neither Priya nor I dared to speak until he left. He took his time, gathering his things, closing the gate behind him.

Quietly we ate what was still on our plates. A moment later I turned to my mother, but she wasn’t there.

“You’re not going!” Priya burst out. “What’s the matter with you Arjun? You are an adult. You can’t let him dictate your life.”

“I’m the one who disturbed the truce,” I said.

“So you’re going to go?”

“I haven’t said that.”

“But you are considering it, aren’t you? Don’t lie, Arjun.”

I said nothing.

I smelled oil burning and went into the kitchen to find the stove on. I turned the gas off and came back to the table.

“I need to get out of this place!” Priya fumed. She washed up, gathered her things and left before I attempted to stop her. I picked up her plate, stacked it with mine and our father’s. The maid didn’t come on Sunday so I found a bar of Vim and washed the plates in the sink, left them drying on the rack. I disposed of the oil in the trash and left the wok to cool outdoors, beside the kitchen stoop. I felt like sitting on the kitchen stoop but didn’t. Instead I wiped down the counters, drank a glass of water. Then I went into my mother’s room, which used to be my parents’ room.

I rarely ever came in here. There had been no changes to the Decolam furniture, the bed, the dresser beside it, the almirah in the far corner. The curtains were drawn so the light was dim. She was resting on the bed, her head on the pillow, facing away from me. I knew she was awake, knew she didn’t want me to see her like this, but didn’t want me to go either. So I stayed awhile and said nothing. On the dresser there were some photographs in plastic protectors. I picked them up and leaned against the dresser, looked at the photographs.

They weren’t family photographs. In them, my mother was a young woman, thin like a rail, with large beautiful eyes, fashionable-looking hoop earrings dangling from her ears. She was standing with four other women on a beach, the waves crashing against their feet. My mother was laughing, her face open and cheerful. With one hand she was picking up the edge of her sari so it didn’t get wet, with the other she was keeping strands of hair away from her face.

In another photograph she was eating Chinese food someplace cold, judging by the scarf around her head, the sweater draped loosely over her shoulders. There were a pair of sunglasses on the table beside her plate.

The protectors had neat holes punched alongside the edges. Meant to be put into an album. But I could tell they had never been in an album. It made me sad. I wished she could have continued being the woman in the photographs, I’d never even seen her wearing sunglasses.

For weeks after, my mother stayed in bed. I cooked after I got home, took her meals to her, asked her to take a walk. She said nothing, didn’t move, didn’t eat unless I made her, didn’t bother when my father stayed at Gita Miss’ Sunday or not. It had broken her, Gita Miss’ name being uttered so casually under her roof. All the joy she’d had in my engagement had drained out of her. A ghost of my mother from years before, the mother from the first months after my father’s leaving―the ghost who cared nothing of me emerged. I stayed at work for longer, and with difficulty I prevented myself from falling into the old childhood habit of loitering in the neighborhood. Of course, I didn’t tell Ruhee anything. It would make a bad impression.

I let things go for a month, then I went to speak to her.

“Ma,” I said. “I won’t marry Ruhee. I’ll tell her that I can’t. And I won’t meet Her. If there’s no wedding, there’s no reason to invite her. Ma, nothing needs to change. Things can go back to how they were.”

She looked at me, touched my cheek. “You are a good son,” she said. “Every mother should be so lucky.”

I kissed her hand. “Please come out,” I said.

“Don’t you worry about me. It is a parent’s job to worry about their child, not the child’s.”

I stood up, put out my hand to help her up, but she shook her head. She held her palms together as if praying, then covered her face and swept her hands away.

“Don’t you say anything to that beautiful girl,” she said, sitting up.

“Ma, I’ll simply tell her that I changed my mind. She’ll understand.”

“No!” she said. “Don’t you dare.”

I must have looked confused.

“You are marrying Ruhee,” she said. “Listen to me, Arjun. I want you to take Ruhee and go and meet Her. Invite Her. Tell Her to come to the wedding. Make it so that she does come Arjun, I want her there.”

Only she didn’t say Her. She said that thing.



We had to wait a week or so until Ruhee was off rotation. I asked that she not tell her parents about Gita Miss. It’ll look bad, they’ll disapprove.

“I wasn’t going to, Arjun,” she said. “Families are complicated. I understand.”

It occurred to me that Ruhee liked my mother, and was doing this for her, not for me or for my father.

I couldn’t believe it when I saw it, but Gita Miss still lived in the same apartment. The same compound wall, the same gates, the same life. Only everything was aged, here and there on the building’s façade there were cracks from the foundation settling. They were filled in with cement but not painted over.

On the stoop, before ringing the doorbell, Ruhee and I looked at each other. I don’t know what I wanted to say to her. The last time I was in this exact place it had been with Ganesh. I didn’t need to go to the roof, I knew the surrounding area had developed; there was a timber mill, shops, newer apartment buildings, stretching far beyond the railway tracks. But I still saw the view in my head, the stream and boulders, the open sky, the lone eagle skimming air. My god, this is terrific!

There began a ringing silence in my ears. Ruhee said something and rang the doorbell again, but it came to me muffled as if I were underwater. I reached out to hold Ruhee’s hand, but before I could, Gita Miss answered the door.

What had remained the same about Gita Miss was her sweetness. I didn’t know what else to call that quality. Sweetness and such distance. She welcomed us inside, she and Ruhee exchanged pleasantries, but I didn’t really hear it because of the silence, the loud, ringing silence filling my ears, for the second time in my life. It was so loud it felt like there was something burning, splitting away skin from bone, in both my ears.

I avoided looking directly at her, kept my eyes a few inches above her head. She said hello, how nice it was to see me after all these years. How tall I am. How handsome. How much I resembled my father.

The last time I heard her voice was the night Ganesh was discovered in the woods behind the Red House. It was late, and my father was with her. I rang their phone and asked to speak to him. Maybe I was shivering so badly I was incoherent. I had to repeat myself, and in her eagerness to be helpful she made me repeat everything thrice, asked that I tell her what the matter was; she’d help, let me help. Only when I stubbornly said the same thing again and again: I need to speak to my father did she finally wake him up. Those few minutes might have made all the difference in the world. Who knows? Who else did I have to call?

We went inside, but I didn’t notice the apartment. We sat at the kitchen table. The ringing in my ears.

“Would you like some almond milk, Arjun?” Gita Miss said. “You always used to like it when you were young.”

When I looked at Gita Miss’ face, her pale, heart-shaped face, her thin sweaters and her long skirts, all I wanted to do was close my fingers around her small throat, choke the life out of her. I would really do it, I didn’t even care that Ruhee was there.

Only once before had I experienced such intense, uncontrollable hatred. But unlike the last time, it passed.

What reason did I have to despise her? She’d shown nothing but kindness towards me. Gita Miss had cared for me all these years, I realized. She cared and she remembered such little things.

I said yes, and she went to the fridge and brought out two bottles of chilled Vijaya Dairy almond-flavored milk.

We sat at the same kitchen table. Ruhee and I were on one side, Gita Miss across from us. A gentle pitter-patter rain began falling against the windowpanes, like it did in someplace blissful. I felt like crying. How long had it been since I felt like crying? This clenching feeling inside my stomach, my ears thudding, the back of my throat tight, the nerves in my neck straining to keep everything together. The pitter-patter rain. God! This is terrific. All the memories came up. The sweetness of water in my mouth, the pitter-patter rain. I took the handkerchief Gita Miss handed me and wiped my tears. They kept running down my cheeks and I kept wiping them away.

It was so wonderful. I could have stayed like that forever.







IX
The Red House



It hadn’t been Ganesh’s idea to have sex in the Red House. I knew that.

It had been Ruhee’s. But that didn’t make me feel any better. And what did it matter? They had both kept it a secret from me. Excluded me. And the manner in which I found out made everything so much worse. Ruhee still had the condom I’d stolen from my parents’ almirah, I knew. That had been the thing that made them both sure they wanted to do it.

It was the last week of the summer holidays. An end to these days of grace, before the return to school, the absence of my father from it, all the unhappy things. I went to the gymkhana, Ganesh was there. After the game ended and everyone else went home, we sat in the stands. The evenings weren’t murderously hot anymore, the monsoon was coming. The sun was brilliantly red, quickly turning blue. Flocks of birds, like panes in the sky, were heading home. The habitual evening silence was falling on the neighborhood.

“How’s your brother?” I asked Ganesh, looking his way.

Ganesh shrugged.

“How’s the cottage coming along?”

He didn’t answer immediately. “It is done, Arjun.”

It was curious how good that made me feel. Hearing him say my name, hearing where his home, the rest of his life, was going to be. I might’ve even smiled involuntarily.

When Ruhee arrived, my heart leapt in my throat the way it always did when I saw her. The three of us sat in the stands without talking for a little while.

Then Ruhee said, “Let’s go to the Red House.”

I shrugged. Why not? I could stay out as late as I wanted, who was there to ask after me?

She and Ganesh looked at each other for the briefest moment, but I didn’t pay that exchange any special attention. I picked up my bat and led the way―this, I was used to doing: trailing them, or leading them, because nowadays Ruhee and Ganesh always walked side by side.

“Give me the bat,” Ruhee said, when we arrived. It was sweet, seeing her hold my bat. It was as if she was wearing my clothes. I tried not to smile too much.

We went up to the roof, sat near the overhead tank like we always did. We spent a few minutes throwing pebbles off the roof, until it got too dark to see where they landed in the overgrown woods behind. “Oh!” Ruhee said.

“What is it?” I said.

“I think I left your bat downstairs, near the gate. Shall I go and get it?”

“I’ll get it, don’t worry,” I said, standing up.

Downstairs, I spotted the bat leaning against the gate. “Is it there?” I heard Ruhee call from the roof. I looked up, Ruhee was kneeling over the parapet wall, holding the iron stakes that jutted out of the exposed pillars. “It’s here,” I called back.

“Good,” she said. But when I made to walk toward the stairs she called my name again.

I looked up. “You go home now,” she said. “We will see you tomorrow.”

Then she said, “Bye.”

She said it meaningfully, as if I understood. I must have looked puzzled, because she smiled and waved and said Bye in that same meaningful tone again. I realized that Ruhee wanted me to leave, and she was going to keep waving until I left.

It did not occur to me to defy Ruhee. To tell her what a bad idea it was. That Ganesh wasn’t who she thought he was. I lied to her when I brought him into her life. Or that this―what was going to happen on the roof of the Red House―it had been Ganesh’s plan all along. Remember? He asked me if I’d been with a girl before. Why else would he ask me that?

I left. Kept walking towards home but I couldn’t go inside. I sat on the pavement for a little while, then came all the way back. I don’t know, I might have cried.

Sometime later, perhaps an hour later, I watched Ruhee leave the Red House. I remember each and every gesture she made, the way she pulled her hair out of her hairband, gathered the strands and tied them up again. She walked past me sitting there in the darkness. She did not even notice me.

What was my plan? I only remember the ringing, burning silence in my ears. And one word: family. Family, family―I kept thinking. And there was that white hot hatred in the pit of my stomach, in the pit of what felt like my very soul. The ringing silence in both ears. I couldn’t bear that hatred, the ringing, it wanted me to do something, anything. Family, family― I kept thinking. Ganesh, Ruhee and I. We were a family. All I wanted to do was to protect my family. I had to, because it was my responsibility.

It was all so terrible.

I had my bat with me. I went up. I threatened to tell Ruhee’s parents. What do you think is going to happen to you? You think you can keep up this pretense? They will skin you alive, I said. They will put you in jail, I said. It won’t matter that it was Ruhee’s idea. No one would listen to her.

Does she know about the cottage? I yelled.

What about the cottage?

That you are going to marry that servant girl and live in it!

On his face there was shock. As if I were bringing home news he hadn’t yet fully registered.

I should have stopped there. But I didn’t. And you? I said. What are you? A servant. A driver. Worse than a pickpocket, I said. At least pickpockets weren’t sold and bought. That’s what you are, I said. A tribal that was sold and bought. You have no position in society.

He looked livid. Rageful. The way he looked when he beat up that boy at the Exhibition.

He said something about my father. Something about my position in society, that I was the son of somebody who fucked a teacher while his son watched.

Then he spat on me.

I remember the wetness on my cheek, his spit. Something happened to me. We grappled. I can’t remember exactly what came next. Was there a point when we stopped grappling, and he stood and simply stared at me, and was that my opportunity, to push Ganesh off the third floor of the Red House? See his eyes widen in shock? I don’t know.

But no. I didn’t push him.

I picked up my cricket bat and bashed it against his head with all the force I could muster.

When I think back to that time, I wonder who that person―the boy―who was he? That Arjun, I don’t know him. He is utterly unrecognizable. He might have thought that seeing someone die; or even to see a simple dead body would be something extraordinary. Shocking. Approaching the fantastical. Frightening. Like darkness.

But it wasn’t. I know it wasn’t.

Someone is there and then they aren’t. Someone is alive. Then they aren’t. One might try to wake them up again. Scream, shout, say they’re sorry. They didn’t mean it. Beg them to wake up. One might even carry them downstairs because they said your name. Said, “Arjun, Arjun. What did you do? Arjun, Arjun. Don’t let anyone see.”

Then, after carrying them downstairs, they might stop speaking altogether. Then you may lay on top of them, cover their body with yours, ask them to wake up, forgive you. Kiss their lips and say you’re sorry. But looking closely, it needn’t even be a dead person, it could just be a drunk lying in the street, or behind the Red House, amongst the thornbushes where you left them when you ran home and called your father. Yes, a drunk. Simply a drunk in the thornbushes. And the sound, a thump, the crumpling of twigs and brambles underneath them, you didn’t hear it. You only heard the sudden silence afterward. And if it wasn’t that day, Ganesh would have died on another unremarkable day. The small white fleshy bits scattered all around his broken face needn’t be shattered teeth. The fluid pooling around his caved-in head needn’t be blood or brains. It could be something more pedestrian. Sap. Or something. What did his life matter? Who came asking after him? His death had no price. He had no position in society.







X
Slut



In the end, Ruhee and I decided on a registrar marriage.

“Marriage rituals needed all sorts of gestures,” Gita Miss said. “With mothers and fathers.”

It seemed like she was the only person who knew a way out of this quagmire. “It’s better this way,” she said. “And afterwards, make it a small reception. I will attend that. I’m sure I will be on time.” Which meant she’d arrive an hour before anyone important.

For the reception, we chose a small banquet hall at a hotel rather than a proper function hall. Neither of us had enough relatives that could attend anyway. Hers were all in Udupi. Mine didn’t want to come, though I shouldn’t tell Ruhee this―my mother insisted. Even Shital-atha hadn’t committed to coming. It would be embarrassing, my mother said. “Seventy or hundred people scattered across a function hall that can accommodate a thousand? They’d ask questions, wouldn’t they? It’s better we have a small hall that feels overcrowded.”

“She’s coming, isn’t she?”

“It won’t affect me one bit. You’ll see, Arjun. He will also see. I’m not a weak woman.”

The flower decoration fellow came the day before. A cheery, skull-capped Muslim man bearing photo albums full of past functions. He seemed, on the entirety, like the only person who resembled a wedding guest. The way normal people organized weddings, felt excited about them. I couldn’t explain it, but I felt such overwhelming affection for the man. I chose one of his most expensive designs; the entire backdrop of the stage would bear white and baby pink roses set closely together. “It is better if bride and groom wear clothes that match the background,” he advised. “Yellow or orange outfits won’t look good, for example.”

Priya had already made the clothes I was going to wear. She said she didn’t care, but she spent hours and hours on my outfit. A navy bandhgala suit with gold buttons and a blood-red pocket square. She made me try it on thrice. All three times I said it fit well, it was beautiful, she should take it easy, but she stood there and shook her head, a pin stuck in her mouth, a tape around her neck. She altered it again and again until she was satisfied.

“Will he come,” I asked. “Your boyfriend, the novelist?”

She smiled absently but didn’t say anything.

Ruhee said she hadn’t picked out her clothes yet.

“But the wedding is only a week away,” my mother protested. “Why is she leaving it so late. Shall we do the shopping for her?”

Though I said no, she and Priya went and bought her a ridiculously expensive pink and gold Kanjeevaram sari from a weaver Priya knew. “It can just be a gift if she doesn’t want to wear it,” my mother said, wrapping it in muslin and putting it back inside the box. “But it will be there if she needs it.”

Nowadays the house was empty quite a bit; my mother was out on errands or paying visits all day. But when I asked Ruhee if she wanted to come over, she said no every time. Since the day she asked me to marry her, we didn’t have sex. I couldn’t understand it. When she and her mother visited us, Ruhee would be quiet, not saying anything unless her mother asked her a pointed question. Now and again, when her mother threw a sharp glance at Ruhee, she’d say something, smiling forcefully. Of course, my mother noticed nothing.

Still, I went to Ruhee’s hospital to talk to her. I’d never been there before. It wasn’t a very large hospital. I simply went up to the uniformed nurse at the reception and asked for Dr. Ruhee. She asked who I was to the doctor, and I told her unhesitatingly that I was her fiancé. The change in her manner was instant. She took me to the doctors’ lounge, sent an orderly along with a cup of tea in a saucer, alongside a tray of orange cream biscuits laid in a semicircle.

I waited almost an hour. Doctors went in and out of the lounge but none of them asked me who I was. Chatting amongst themselves, they smiled and nodded my way.

Finally, Ruhee came. She looked upset. I said I was sorry I came without telling her.

“I just need to know if you are okay,” I said. “With things happening. You seem … you seem like you don’t want this.”

“Oh,” Ruhee said. She sat down next to me and looked into my face as though seeing it for the first time. She shook her head. “I’m sorry. I’m making you marry me.”

How could she make me? It is what I’d wanted my whole life. But I didn’t say so.

“Ruhee, I love you,” I said.

She looked away. She bit down on her lip, but she couldn’t stop herself from crying. She wiped her cheeks, tried to act like she wasn’t.

“None of this is your fault, Arjun,” she said.

“Is this about Ganesh?” I wanted to say.

“You wanted to marry him, but instead you are marrying me,” I wanted to say.

“I know where he is,” I wanted to say.

“Not ten kilometers from here. I can take you, Ruhee. You will see that being dead would be better than what he is now. He can open his eyes. He can blink. Sometimes he looks at me, I think. But no more. You see he is like an old man, a baby. All shriveled. All gray hair, skin sliding over bird-bones, gums missing teeth. He is nothing. He is some living thing.

“Every Sunday, I go and shave his cheeks. I do it with the window open and the curtain drawn back, the sunlight skimming across his skin. I don’t suffer the way you suffer, Ruhee, because I do not care about him. I suffer differently. I suffer because he refuses to die.”

For now, I said nothing. I let her apologize to me. Reassure me that she wanted to marry me.



Ruhee became my wife.

We rented an apartment close to her hospital, close to her friends who worked at the hospital. I bought a car, stopped taking the bus. On Sundays, we went to the flower market and got fresh-cut roses and lilies that we put into vases all around the apartment. Sometimes we had sex on the floor, the roses and lilies littered all around us. I love you, I told Ruhee. And sometimes it was possible she could almost say it back.

After these sudden, frenetic encounters, I tried not to ask any questions. Why would I? I was willing to take whatever she gave me, I didn’t deserve her whole. I’d get dressed and go into the kitchen and fill the vases with water. But once, we were so loud that the neighbors turned on their television. We did not stop, the bass from the music channel was radiating from underneath us. I crumpled a rose in my hand and said, “Do you, Ruhee? Do you love me?”

Five seconds passed. Ten seconds passed. Then she pulled away.

Ruhee knelt and pushed her hair behind her ears, her bare knees touching mine.

I don’t know what was on my face, but she put her thumb on my bottom lip, brushed her fingers through my hair and said, “That first time, Arjun, in your room?” she said.

I nodded.

“I wanted that part over. Before anything. I was afraid that was only thing you wanted from me.”

“The way Ganesh wanted,” I wanted to say.

Who else was she going to talk to about Ganesh? I was the one who brought him into her life, ruined her.

This what she thought happened: Ganesh had gotten what he wanted from her and simply vanished from her life. He didn’t wait for her outside her house anymore, didn’t bring around the Lancer to take her to a movie, didn’t meet her at the Red House, didn’t even come to the gymkhana anymore. And her going to the gymkhana asking after him was a terrible mistake, the boys weren’t nice boys. They came up to her with angry, hateful faces, seemed to think that Ganesh committed love suicide because she rejected him―it was beyond ridiculous, a rumor like that. Why would she reject him? She didn’t. She loved him. Why would he abandon her?

So she didn’t go back to the gymkhana, didn’t like being attacked as if she were the monster; the injustice of it. Instead she came to my house.

Hello Uncle, is Arjun home?

He’s sick beta, he has chicken pox, we’re keeping him home from school.

Uncle, can I see him?

No beta, he can’t see you.

Even months after school started, and I was still being kept in my room, Ruhee came around to my house again and again, never allowed inside. One day my mother answered the door.

“Oh, Ruhee!” my mother had said, “Why aren’t you at school?”

Ruhee said. “I wanted to see if Arjun was home.”

“Oh … no dear. His chicken pox is almost over, thank god. But we sent him to his grandaunt’s place in the village. Some greenery and clean air will do him good. He missed so much school we thought what’s a few more days. Anyhow Uncle is a teacher, Arjun will catch up, and anyhow he is so bright.”

Ruhee stayed at the door as if to say something.

“Do you want to come in and have some buttermilk, beta?”

Then Ruhee asked about Ganesh―Our friend Ganesh was how she put it―“Oh,” my mother replied. “I don’t know, dear. Arjun never mentioned him. Ganesh, you said? Is it that boy who used to live at the big house? He came here once, to cut down the papaya tree for us.” Ruhee said something I couldn’t hear. “Oh, everyone thought he was one of the sons but no, he was some tribal kid they kept, to help around the house. He was even going to be married soon … I can’t think of why Arjun would know him well. Those tribal louts … who knows? Drunks, all of them. Uneducated. Runaways. Exploiting schoolgirls up and down the street.”

I watched her go, close the gate behind her. She looked so forlorn. I wished she dressed more conservatively, it would have been protection against what my mother was about to do to her.

After all, it was a small, insular neighborhood. The same maids were employed up and down the street. People talked.

When my mother sent me to Sugunakar Rao’s to bring home groceries, he actually said to me: “Glad to see you aren’t roaming around with that girl anymore, Arjun. You’re a good boy. Tell your mother Hello.”

Ganesh was assumed to have committed love suicide at the Red House because of Ruhee. It became neighborhood lore. And like the lore around the Red House, the truth of the thing did not matter, something real could be made from part-truths. For their part, Ganesh’s parents did not participate in confirming or denying the neighborhood gossip; for their part, they thought he’d run away from home. In any case, they were not in the habit of talking to their neighbors. They did not try to find him, and for every reason, his disappearance suited them.

In her opinion, Ruhee said, it was her own fault. She thought the rumors about the love suicide began because she’d asked one too many people, one too many times; his friends at the gymkhana; the groundskeeper; the maid who worked at Ganesh’s house. One too many times she’d said, “My friend Ganesh.”

“It was so awful,” Ruhee said. “They used to wait outside my house, Arjun, his friends. For what? What did they want from me? Take revenge on me? They followed me everywhere. At first I pretended as if they didn’t exist, but then they’d throw things at me. Pebbles. Crumpled paper they’d pick up from the street…” She touched the heel of her hand to her forehead. “One of the boys used to walk right behind me, always too close, and once, when I went to the shop to get milk … he followed me, and opened a bottle of something. I ran but he splashed it across my face. I screamed, because I thought it was acid. I still remember him laughing.”

I tried to draw her close but she said no.

“I could never go anywhere without being given dirty looks. Even at my math tutor’s place, it was as if I was contaminated. None of the other girls would talk to me. And one of my classmates from school went to the same tutor … and word reached my school. I couldn’t escape it anywhere.”

“My mother did this to you Ruhee,” I wanted to say. “She thought this was how my name would never come up, this was how she was protecting her family.”

Ruhee said: “One day, I came out of my house―remember my old house, Arjun? With the tiled roof and the little green gate?―I came out of my house and on our compound wall they’d written Slut. Big blocky letters, in chalk, like they do on the notice board at school. I washed it off the wall with the hose before my parents saw it. But the next morning, it was there again. Slut.”

Why should I be allowed to look away from Ruhee’s anguished face?

Ruhee’s voice shook. When I tried to touch her, she nudged my hand away.

“It’s so stupid,” she said, sounding angry and distressed. “Why should I feel ashamed, Arjun? What did I do wrong? Nothing. What did anyone gain by tormenting me like that? I’m older now, I know better, I know that is not how you treat a sixteen-year-old girl, what was done to me was despicable, but why do I still feel so horribly ashamed of myself?”

Tears ran down her cheeks.

Never once did she think that Ganesh left her because something terrible happened to him. That he left her on his own volition was easier for her to believe. And she wasn’t one to go around begging for anyone’s affection, no she wasn’t. She mourned herself, the girl―sweet, trusting, unmarked―that she had been before she met him.

Her parents found jobs in Udupi and moved. A fresh start. In Udupi, every morning for months and months, she would be covered in cold sweat leaving her house, her heart beating in her throat she’d check the compound wall to make sure nothing was written on it. It was how the summer ended for her, an end to the days of grace and joy in both our lives.

“He did that to me, Arjun,” she said. “We thought we knew him. But he did that to me. Left me to the mercy of his friends.”

Ruhee put her arms around me and rested her cheek against my shoulder. When she spoke again I felt her lips move against my skin. She said, “But you make me feel free of it, Arjun. I’m still there, but so what? I’m also here.”

Why should I allow the horrific clenching sensation around my heart to rise into my throat? Why should I be allowed to cry? I won’t tell her because I was my father’s son. So I listened to her tell me all this and never once did I look away. Never once did I betray my family. I had to protect them, it was my duty.

On my own first day of school, long after that summer ended, my mother came into my room with my ironed uniform and my polished black shoes. I had the chicken pox you see. And now that it has passed, I was going to be out of doors for the first time in months.

She laid the uniform on my bed, put the shoes on the floor and told me to hurry up, my breakfast was getting cold. Then she said, in the tone of realizing something, “You are your father’s only son. For you alone he will do anything.”

I didn’t fully grasp what she meant until I got dressed and went into the dining room.

I was aware of my father being in and out of the house these months. But seeing him at the dining table, also dressed for school, reading the newspaper, I realized that he’d moved back in. He wasn’t living with Gita Miss anymore. He’d left her. I made that happen.

My mother handed him a cup of coffee and he took it without looking at her, just like when he lived here before, as if he’d never left. My mother met my gaze, and I felt a rush of sympathy and understanding. This was how I was meant to live my life―in the lush, soothing reassurance that I would never come to harm. I had him, and because of me, my mother did too.

All our evenings together needn’t mean that Ganesh was loved, or that he was someone worthy of dignity or tenderness. All of what happened that night could have been something pedestrian, like my father said. Somebody was there, and then they weren’t. It needn’t even be Ganesh, it could simply be a drunk lying amongst the thornbushes behind the Red House, like my father said. What did his life matter? He wasn’t even in school. Believe it, my father commanded, the cold water from the hose hitting every exposed bit of my skin. It was so painful I could have shrieked. All that blood need not be blood, it could be something pedestrian. Like sap. Or something. Believe it, my mother whispered, putting a thick towel around me and telling me to bite down on one end to keep my teeth from chattering. It was so painful I could have shrieked, but I didn’t. I was my father’s son, for me he would do anything. I owed him at least this much.







XI
Travel & Living



On Sunday Priya rang. “Arjun, you’re coming right? Ma’s expecting you.”

Instead, we took a trip to the Golkonda Fort; I didn’t tell Ruhee that we were supposed to go to Ma’s for lunch. I was happy, living in someplace blissful with Ruhee. I didn’t want to leave.

Monday. Tuesday. Wednesday. Thursday. Friday. Saturday―Ruhee was working this weekend, and that suited me just fine. Priya called me every single day; but even Priya’s temper couldn’t make me go.

Sundays came around one after the other, and each time I refused to go home.

Every morning, I got dressed in my office going clothes, made breakfast, dropped Ruhee off at the hospital and went to the water office. In the evening I went home before her, did the dinner shopping, cooked us a simple meal, switched on the water heater in the bathroom, laid the table before she arrived. It was nice, to see how delighted she was by everything I did.

When my beard grew, I did not shave. I’d left my shaving kit at my parents’ house.

I took the scissors from the kitchen drawer and trimmed my beard as neatly as possible. I told Ruhee I’d joined a gym near work, when she asked why my shirts looked a little big for me. She thought it suited me, the beard and the baggy clothes. “You look very artistic,” she said.

One afternoon, Priya caught me before I left the office.

“Arjun, don’t ignore me―listen! You didn’t come to my graduation, fine. You didn’t call to congratulate me when I started at my first job, Arjun. That’s mean. But fine, don’t be there for me, but go to Ma’s. She doesn’t understand why you’ve cut everyone off. She’s worried.”

When I went home I switched on the TV and put on Travel & Living. Tarla Dalal’s hour with Sudhanshu; Travel & Living played reruns of the old cooking show. I loved Tarla Dalal, she had the best recipe for tomato soup. I wanted to cultivate an interest in continental cuisine. One night I made spaghetti, but for the sauce, I used a sweet and spicy ginger chutney, diluting it with cream and pasta water. Ruhee loved it. She ate with gusto.

Priya stopped calling every day, but she got into the habit of ringing me at work just before I left each Friday. Then again on Sunday mornings; she rang from our house, and I knew the conversation would be happening within my mother’s earshot. “Arjun, you don’t even have to bring Ruhee, okay? Visit her, Arjun. She suffers.”

Instead we met Ruhee’s friends from work, sometimes for lunch at a new restaurant, or we went to a movie, or to a show at the auditorium, or some art exhibit. Once we went to the old temple ruins outside of town, another time we went away for the entire weekend, drove to Goa. I imagined the phone rang in our empty apartment.

I made it a point to not step into the old neighborhood under any circumstances. Ruhee worked alternate weekends. On those days I cooked, did the dishes. Watched Travel & Living to pick up new recipes.

One evening, my father came to the apartment.

He sat across from me on the sofa and looked around with a neutral expression. I was glad I hadn’t started cooking yet, didn’t have things on the stove I needed to attend to. Because Ruhee wasn’t home I didn’t offer him anything to eat or drink, I knew it would be awkward for him to sight me in such domesticity.

My father was graceful and dignified, always had been. But now he looked uncomfortable, looking around the apartment with the neutral expression. I was uncomfortable too, I didn’t know how to act in a place that did not belong to him.

He didn’t comment on my appearance, didn’t tell me to go home, visit my mother, he didn’t bring her up at all. Instead he told me that he’d been to the hospital. Learned from the compounder that I hadn’t visited Ganesh since Ruhee and I got married. He approved of it.

“I’ve been wrong,” he said.

“What?”

“I’ve been wrong, Arjun,” he said.

He said he’d take care of whatever needed taking care. I could live my own life, that was what he always wanted for me. “Priya got a childhood,” he said. “But you didn’t.”

How strange it was to sit across from him like this, hear him talking to me as if to an equal, worthy of being addressed. It was unreal. He said, “You made the right choice with Ruhee, letting all that awful stuff go. She’s a good girl.”

On his face was something like approval or affection for me. He said that he respected the decision I made as an adult, and he should have trusted that I would be able to keep my secret. Something about this made it seem like we’d had a vague contract all along, but it had only been cemented now. Proof, that I could keep my secret, the way he would have if he were in my place. Graceful and dignified. That finally, I was my father’s son.

It was an emotion I’d had rare occasion to feel.

Before he left he asked that Ruhee and I visit him and Gita Miss at their apartment. “It will be nice,” he said. “But come earlier in the day. In the evening she has her pupils. She gives Hindi tuitions for kids in the building.”

There was a note of pride in his voice. I said I’ll bring Ruhee and visit, I wouldn’t mind seeing Gita Miss again.



A few days before Ruhee’s birthday, I called Jiten from the water office.

“Zanjeer, my man,” he said. “How’s the life.”

“Life is great,” I said. “Jiten, it’s Ruhee’s birthday on Friday, I’m thinking of having a birthday party, but I don’t know very many people from her hospital…”

“Oh don’t worry, I’ll take care of inviting people round. When shall I say?”

“Friday night, at six?”

“Bit early. Make it eight or nine,” he said.

I hung up, but the phone rang again. I thought it might be Jiten calling to tell me something else. “Yep!” I said.

It was my mother.

She asked if we could come for lunch, on Friday because it was Ruhee’s birthday. Could I ask Ruhee’s parents too? It could be a big family lunch.

If she felt the way Priya described she felt, she didn’t show it.

I told her Ruhee would be at the hospital, and would be home only late in the evening. She said we could make it dinner in that case.

I told her about the birthday party on Friday night. “Will you come here instead, Ma?” I asked.

“Oh it’s a young people’s party, dear, what will I do there. Perhaps Ruhee can take the day off. Why don’t you let her decide? Also, why not have your young people’s party on Saturday night?” she said. “Birthdays are for family. Friends can come later.”

I said that sounded like a good idea.

“Don’t forget to invite Priya to your party,” she said. “She won’t feel nice if she were left out.”

I called Ruhee but she didn’t answer. I called Jiten, but he didn’t answer either.

Then I called Priya and told her about Ruhee’s birthday and the party at our apartment. “Being social aren’t you?” she said. I thought she might say no, because of how I’d been avoiding her. But she said: “I’ll definitely come, Arjun. I just have to see you acting all cool and whatnot.”

I laughed, then Priya laughed. I said bye seriously and she laughed again. For no reason we laughed a little more and then hung up without saying goodbye.

I recalled every detail of the party that Ruhee had thrown for her friends in her apartment that day; the way people kept touching her elbow or hugging her or turning her attention this way and that, and finally how she’d rested her head against my shoulder. Jiten calling me Zanjeer and her friends not caring what I did for a living, how they accepted me simply because Ruhee accepted me. When I really thought about it, it was the day I’d truly fallen in love with her.

On Friday I woke up early and set the breakfast table: a cup of coffee, two slices of buttered toast, green sprouts, and a banana. I packed Ruhee’s tiffin box with fried rice, roast cauliflower florets, and ragi pudding. When she got out of the shower and came to the table her whole face lit up in surprise. “Happy birthday, Ruhee,” I said. She kissed my cheek. Her hair was wet and I let the wetness remain on my cheek, I didn’t feel like wiping it away.

I called my supervisor and said I was taking the day off as leave. He was so surprised by the leave request he didn’t even ask me for an explanation.

It was nice, to not have to go to work. I spent the day cleaning and preparing for the party. I went to the flower market, the vegetable market, the fish market, the supermarket. I went to the balloon shop but changed my mind; it was too childish. I saw on Travel & Living how to make appetizers with crackers; continental food wasn’t something I was in the habit of making or eating, but I brought cheese slices at Spar and gave it a try. I went to the wineshop and bought beer, whiskey, brandy; whatever I remembered as being served that day at Ruhee’s old apartment. I also remembered there wasn’t any actual food that day, only snacks, so I went to the bakery and ordered a tray of curry puffs, a smaller tray of onion samosas, a mixed tray of dilkhush and dilpasand. I hoped it was enough. Actually it was a lot, embarrassing even, to be so excited for a birthday.

But Ruhee was thrilled, that was all that mattered. She laughed with pleasure at all the things I’d done. I felt so happy.

“You seem like the person you were always meant to be,” Priya said cryptically. She came to the party alone.

“You didn’t bring your boyfriend,” I said.

“No,” she said cryptically. She said something else.

“What?” I said.

“How was lunch?”

“Fine. Well, I didn’t eat much I was so busy.” I took a big gulp from my can of beer.

“She can’t have liked that.”

Oh.

“Must have gone all out because her favorite child came home. And for the first time since you’ve been married, it sounded like.”

Then she saw the expression on my face and said, “No!”

She grimaced and widened her eyes. “Arjun!”

I touched my forehead with the heel of my hand, my heart was racing and I felt chilled to the bone. She must have worked hard, cooking, waiting for me and Ruhee all by herself all day. I hadn’t even called. Suddenly the party felt too loud, too irritating, why did there have to be so many people?

“Well,” Priya said, putting a hand on my shoulder and suppressing a smile, “You know she’ll blame Ruhee―let her. It can’t be that her favorite child forgot, is avoiding her, no way.”

“I’m not her favorite child,” I said.

“You’d think so,” she said cryptically.

She saw someone she recognized behind me, exclaimed in surprise and went away to say hello.

The cake was strawberry, there was ice cream. I forgot all about not calling my mother. We might’ve had too much to drink, Ruhee and I; when we finally went to bed, the stragglers sent away, the house a mess, at the door she kissed me and told me it was the happiest she’d felt in a long time. Me too, I said.



For a few moments after I woke up in the morning, I forgot everything. Ruhee was asleep, breathing softly. She looked so peaceful, so content. I leaned forward and kissed her forehead. “Sorry,” I said.

“No, I need to be up,” she said, refusing to open her eyes.

“What time is it?” she said.

I checked the bedside clock, “Nine.”

She groaned and made herself get out of bed. She only had alternate weekends off, despite the late night she had to go in, she was already late.

Because the maid didn’t come on Sundays, the house was a mess. I had to fix things today―I resolved to go over to my mother’s as soon as Ruhee left for work; I made Ruhee breakfast and saw her off at the door.

The entire length of the kitchen counter was littered with empty bottles, plates, glasses, food wrapping papers. The warm months were already on us, and I knew that if I left the kitchen like this, by evening everything would be crawling with ants.

I brought a garbage bag and cleared the counters, walked through the apartment and picked up every empty bottle and paper plate left on the floor or on window ledges. When that was done I brought out the dustpan and swept the house. While I was at it I could mop the floors just as well. Then I sprayed and wiped the kitchen counters, did the dishes. In the bedroom I made up the bed, then changed my mind and stripped it, tucked in the corners of the fresh sheet, fluffed the pillows. When I took the garbage bags downstairs, I took the stairs; I didn’t want to stink up the lift.

By the time I came back I was sweaty and out of breath. But it was nice to return to a clean apartment. I opened the windows, feeling satisfied with my work. I took a long, hot bath. When I came out I saw the laundry pail was full. Might as well, I thought and loaded up the washing machine, began the cycle. In the kitchen I made myself an omelet and toast and switched on the TV, flipped to the news channel and didn’t pay any attention to the newsreader. I changed into my office clothes because they were the cleanest ones not in wash, wore my socks and set my shoes near the door. When the machine beeped, I briefly considered leaving the clothes in, but Ruhee always complained that the maid left the clothes in too long and it made them smell off-putting. I took the clothes out of the machine, put them in the pail, and took the elevator to the roof.

It was very sunny, I was sure the clothes would dry in a couple of hours if not less. I’d forgotten to bring the clothespins but someone had left a whole pile of them on the line, and I got to work.

I was going to go back downstairs, put on my shoes and go to my mother’s but then I saw the overhead water tank.

On a whim, I climbed the metal ladder and went to edge of the water tank. I took in the view. The air smelled clean, what a simple pleasure it was to have clean air filling my lungs. It was as if I’d never smelled such clean air before. Suddenly I was glad that Ruhee was working today, it was nice to have a moment to myself. Just as well, I sat down and dangled my feet over the edge of the roof. Our building was ten stories high, and I could see quite far, I knew the general direction of the old neighborhood, Ruhee’s hospital, the market, the railway tracks, the water office. I looked up. Last I heard, the eagles were dying. There were no more eagles in Hyderabad, because of pollution. No more Deccan rocks, boulders split by thin streams, no deciduous brush or silty soil suitable for grape growing, because of development. The eagles were dying and it was saddening.

I’d been there too long. Because all of a sudden the sun was setting, and everything was tinted orange. The nearby mosque was beginning the call to evening prayers. Children let out from school were running up and down the apartment parking lot. And instead of fresh air, what was entering my lungs was the evening creeping dread.

The train dreams would come back tonight, I just knew. I hadn’t had them since graduating from college, lining up that job in Bombay. Ma asking me not to go. Really the train dreams were ridiculous. Nothing happened. I’d be at the abandoned station from Dil Se. On and on again the trains would tear across the rails, not once stopping. Each time it left I wanted to scream, it was so painful to be left behind like that. I wanted to scream. I’d wake up covered in sweat, wishing it would stop.



In the morning I got dressed in my office clothes, made us breakfast, dropped Ruhee at work, but instead of the water office I returned to our apartment and tried to sleep for a little while. Later I cleaned the house, did the dishes, cooked. All day I put off doing the clothes until the very end. It was too tempting. When finally I had no choice, I ran the machine, let Travel & Living play on the TV until the machine beeped. Then I unloaded the washer, filled the laundry pail, gathered the clothespins and took the lift to the roof.

I told our maid to go visit her family in the village, paid her three months’ salary. When the maid came back from her village and rang the doorbell I did not answer. She came back for two or three days but then stopped coming.

I made us dinner each night, choosing a recipe from a book of Mughlai dishes I found among Ruhee’s things: usually something elaborate that took all day to make, including shopping and prepping and cooking and cleaning afterwards. I made appetizers like hara bhara tikka, or seekh kabab. A gravy dish like malai kofta or matar paneer, along with two varieties of naan. I chilled beers in the fridge, set up the table before she arrived. I didn’t make dessert because Ruhee didn’t eat sugar on weekdays.

And it made sense that one day I got a phone call from the district supervisor telling me that I was being let go. Unless I could give an explanation.

I gave up going to my job.

The doorbell rang twice a day, the newspaper boy left the paper on the threshold around 6 a.m., and the milk boy around 8 a.m.; both left before I answered the door.

One day I opened the door and the milk boy was still there. He said he needed to be paid, he held out the bill. “My name is Puli Raja,” he said. “You can tell Ruhee-garu. She knows.”

“Puli Raja?” I repeated and burst out laughing.

He glared at me.

The phrase must have brought up some unhappy memories for him, I could tell. Surely, with a name like that, he must have been bullied cruelly at school. Rumors and whatnot.

“Puli Raja ki AIDS vasthunda?” I said. I laughed again. I waited for him to join in the joke, but he just glared at me.

Of course, I was sorry. I paid him twice the amount owed but he snatched the money and left without counting the notes, tossing the crumpled receipt at my feet.

After he left, it occurred to me that I must have misheard him, he might have said his name was Raja or Raju; both very common names. Who would name their child Puli Raja? Of course his name can’t have been that. But I didn’t go after him to apologize or ask him to clarify, I would have appeared insane. Better to be mistaken for cruel, rather than crazy.







XII
The Eagles Are Dying



“I’ve moved. I won’t ask you to do anything, just come to my new place. Please.”

It was Priya again. My sister was relentless.

“Your place?” I said. Nobody got invited to Priya’s, not even our parents. I was tempted.

“Bought it,” she said.

“You bought a house?”

“I bought a flat. You’d know, if you bothered to talk to me.”

“I’m sorry, Priya,” I said.

“Say congratulations, Arjun.”

“Congratulations, Priya.”

“I need you to come, Arjun. Please.”

I said I will, and took down the address. It was in the old neighborhood. I changed into my office clothes but didn’t look in the mirror before leaving.



“He hasn’t been coming home at all,” Priya said of my father.

We were in her kitchen. She was filling up a saucepan with water.

“It’s funny. The last time he left like this? Not returning for days or weeks, he did that when you graduated from college, and you were supposed to move to Bombay for that job. He didn’t do this when I left.”

By her tone, Priya was interpreting this as a lack of affection for her.

Her apartment was large and sparely furnished. The door to the smaller bedroom, which her boyfriend was using as an office, was shut. I could hear him puttering inside, but it didn’t bother Priya; she didn’t seem to think it awkward at all that he didn’t come out to say hello. I really wouldn’t mind saying hello.

“What’s with the stupid beard?”

I laughed.

“It looks terrible on you. And you’ve gotten so skinny. Are you dieting? Tell me the truth, I’ll make you live at home again you hear.”

I laughed.

Priya looked over her shoulder and smiled at me. She lit the gas under the saucepan. She opened the cupboard and took out the tea box, put in two spoons. She went to the large steel fridge and brought out the ginger box, broke off a nub, smashed it in the pestle and added it to the saucepan, turned up the heat. I admired her looking so capable like this. So domestic. So grown up. So independent. I loved that for her.

While the tea boiled, she came to sit at the granite island. “I really like the apartment, Priya,” I said. “It’s great.”

“We bought it,” she said.

“We?”

“Yeah,” she said, tilting her head towards the smaller bedroom.

Priya’s new place was on the top floor of a giant new apartment building, erected across four plots of land which previously contained old-fashioned cottage homes. Up and down the street the old homes were being razed to make room. The choice did not suit Priya, I thought. I saw her as a person who’d buy an old house, admire the value of old-fashioned things.

“Ma helped me.”

“Oh,” I said.

“Did you get married, Priya? Is that what you’re telling me.”

“I don’t believe in marriage.”

She got up and went over to the stove, turned it down to a simmer. She added milk, swirled the saucepan to check the color and added some more. “Do you like it sweet?”

I nodded, because I knew Priya liked her chai sweet.

She added sugar, a few pods of cardamon, put the tea back on the stove and came back. “Anyway, I told her to stay out of it, we will never get married, and we could buy it whether or not I contributed, it didn’t matter. But she wouldn’t hear of it. She seemed to think that would put me ‘in debt.’”

I was certain it was our father who was behind it. He wouldn’t let her buy an apartment with someone and not have tangible rights over it.

“Where do you think she got it? The money?”

I shrugged.

Priya rolled her eyes and said: “‘Who else is there to look after me in my old age, anyway? Other than my daughter.’”

“I see.”

“She’s really angry with you, Arjun. I know I said I won’t ask you for anything, I’m sorry, but you really should go see her.”

I went to the stove and checked the color. “Where are your teacups?”

She pointed to the cabinet above the sink.

I brought down two teacups, opened a drawer out of habit as if it were my own kitchen. But the drawer had a sieve, and I poured out the tea.

Priya said: “It is a good thing. If she gets over it, it’s a good thing. We are both grown up and living away. They can finally be rid of each other forever.”

Priya did not know the first thing about our mother. But I didn’t tell her that, I let her have the mother she wanted. She was the little one, and she will have her childhood; that’s what it meant, to not say anything to disrupt her memories, even if it was the truth. In carrying within her a mother wanted, she also carried a brother she wanted. Someone pure, unmarred. She alone knew a part of me that remained so, because she’d kept it safe within her. I went to her and hugged her. Priya stopped mid-sentence, and hugged me back. We stayed like that awhile.

Leaving her apartment, I took the stairs. At each landing I looked over the parapet wall, at the solid ground below. They used granite tiles to pave the driveway; what a ridiculously expensive choice, I thought. We were pretty high up. The air was so good, the building brand-new; it all reminded me so much of Gita Miss’ apartment when she and my father first moved in together. Then I understood Priya’s choice, why she chose to live in a new place like this. All new apartments had that smell of fresh paint, ceramic floors, brand-new electrical wiring, spare furnishings. Cleanness―that’s what it smelled like. Like cleanness. I wished that Ruhee and I could live in new apartments forever, and never have anything that grew old and permanent. That ridiculous granite driveway solidly under my feet, I walked out of the gate.

I attempted to return home straightaway. Travel & Living was doing a show on Italian food. I liked Italian, it was a flexible and adaptable cuisine, but most importantly, it took well to spice and heat, took well to veg, didn’t suffer from the problems of other continental cuisines that necessitated using beef or pork. I’m sure Ruhee would love this dish I wanted to try: chicken alla diavola. It sounded like chicken vindaloo, though the Italian version was a dry item. On the street outside I ran into the maid who worked at my mother’s house, as one is wont to do in this neighborhood. “Arjun-sir, going to see your mother is it?” she said. “How’s your missus?”

What freedom to loiter the old neighborhood again, dusk falling, the smell of mosquito coils enveloping me like a warm blanket. Before I knew it I ended up at the Red House.

You see, the land behind the Red House on good days―when the rest of the city was covered in pollution and development, when the eagles were dying, the monkeys were homeless and the landscape of streams and dry brush and massive boulders of Deccan rock have all vanished―on good days the woods behind the Red House remained caught in time, it was almost two acres, swollen with thornbushes, the ground wild with weeds and white chrysanthemums, like an ode to my childhood. I went up the stairs to the roof. I looked at the beautiful chrysanthemums covering the ground below. It was as perfect a place as I could ever imagine. My god, it was terrific.

Remember love suicides? Who committed those anymore, who loved like that anymore? What a joke.

Gita Miss’ apartment was on the outskirts back then, at any rate it was too far. I couldn’t walk or run there, couldn’t risk her knowing what I did. When finally she gave my father the phone I only remembered the instruction he gave me: Don’t touch anything. Stand in the yard outside, near the hibiscus tree. Wait for me, don’t do anything. I don’t know how long I waited, only that it was too long. When my father came he sprayed me with the hose and told me what to believe. Yes, Daddy.

Time made all the difference. How alone Ganesh was in this perfect place, all the while I called and my father answered and he told me what to do, Ganesh was alone. Time made all the difference.

I looked at the welcoming field of thornbushes and chrysanthemums below me and thought, god, it was terrific. My god. How wonderful it would be to fall into the flowers.

But it wasn’t graceful or dignified, standing like this on the roof of the Red House. The maid had seen me, Ruhee would be ringing the doorbell. I moved. Got myself out of the woods, the gate, and managed to keep walking towards home.







XIII
The Doors



Ruhee proposed a move back to Udupi. I hadn’t told her about being let go from the water office. Nobody noticed anything. Sometimes, when the maids came up to the roof to hang the drying, I moved to the other side of the water tank where I wouldn’t be visible. Ruhee said she didn’t want to be in Hyderabad anymore. I knew what she meant. Happiness did not fit here.

“I miss Udupi,” she said. City living got on your nerves if you weren’t used to it. The crowds, the vertical lives. Queues everywhere. The small irritations. She needed somewhere without traffic noise, where at night things grew hushed. Udipi was on the seaside. There were beaches, clean air.

The other day when she came home and I had the chicken alla diavola ready on the table, though she complimented the dish and ate well, I sensed something like restlessness about her. Maybe it was the cooking that got to her, I thought, and resolved to skip cooking now and then, keep the fridge empty of leftovers, let the house go a little.

She took a breath and broached the next subject carefully: In Udipi, I could attempt a new line of work, she said.

She sighed and sank into the sofa and rested her face in the heel of her hand. She’d been in surgery all morning, I knew. She hadn’t even changed out of her surgery clothes. I was sorry to have been such a burden on her, I wanted to say, but I knew it would make her feel worse, so I kept that to myself.

She said, “You know, Arjun, I always thought you would be an artist of some kind when we grew up.” She smiled involuntarily, as if she were seeing me as a child. “Remember the watercolors you used to make when we were little? All summer we used to sit on your porch, playing pachis, or eating mango puree your ma made us.”

“Those were nice days,” I said, and touched her cheek.

I said yes, we could move to Udipi. For Ruhee, I’d move anywhere.

All my old calculations came back: what I had saved in the savings account, the fixed deposit, the provident funds, the stock portfolio. We’d live in Udupi, close to the beach we’d take a shingled house where stepping out the door we’d hear the noise of waves, smell salt in the air, the soil underfoot so silty and rocky we wouldn’t even need to keep a garden.

I caught hold of an agent and asked him to find us a two-bedroom close to the beach; I knew the name of Ruhee’s old hospital, so I asked that he keep the distance to work in mind also. Even before he found us a place, I went to the hardware shop and bought large boxes. I put up the furniture and the washing machine for sale. I gave the flower vases to the building watchman. At the railway station I reserved two first-class tickets with open dates.

I told Priya, and in retrospect that was a mistake. Because my mother showed up one night, just as we were sitting down for dinner.

“Oh, Aunty!” Ruhee said, when she answered the door. “Did you come alone? It is so late.”

Quickly, I picked up our beers and went into the kitchen, shoved them into the spice cabinet and closed the doors.

When I returned to the living room, I was reminded forcefully of the time my mother showed up at school after my father and Gita Miss eloped. She was dressed the same―a crisp cotton sari, her face neatly arranged. It felt as though two distinct moments of my life were colliding. I’m outside the redwood double doors of the staff room again. I simply knew what was going to happen next.

It was all my fault, of course. I shouldn’t have abandoned my mother. Gone one Sunday when she wanted me, took Ruhee with me instead of going to the flower market. Gone alone instead of wasting away all my time on the water tank. Priya had never abandoned her when she moved out. I did. I’d devalued my mother in the same way that my father had.

What happened the last time I tried to leave her? The job I had lined up in Bombay after graduating from college. My mother asking me to stay in Hyderabad, my father telling me I shouldn’t. And there it was one morning―a sheet of paper laid on the dining table next to my breakfast plate. A medical bill on the Hospital’s letterhead. Amount due. Patient’s age. Patient’s name. What my father had managed to keep from me.

“Will you eat dinner, Ma?” I said.

“No. Priya came home unexpectedly,” she said, addressing Ruhee. “‘Ma―I simply felt like seeing you,’ she says. Then we had a family dinner together. The two of us.”

I swallowed. Ruhee glanced my way. She liked to believe in the best of people. Generally everything escaped her notice. But that glance did not escape my mother’s.

“It made me want to see you, Arjuna. How are we even a family without you?” she said, touching my chin. “And Ruhee, you too, of course.”

“That is so sweet, Ma,” Ruhee said, putting her arm around my mother and giving her a sideways hug. My mother needed confirmation that none of this was Ruhee’s doing, and she got it now. It was all me.

Over the course of the next forty minutes, we had dinner, the beers growing warm in the cabinet over the stove. Ruhee got all kinds of gently general advice, all laid together with flattery. That she must focus on her career, that being a doctor―and a woman, at that―was an extraordinary achievement that she must never take for granted. While society may make a woman think that having a family, or children, or behaving or living exactly the way expected of a woman was what fulfilled you, what gave you dignity, position; the only accomplishments that mattered, it simply wasn’t true. That if she herself had known better she would have remained unmarried, childless. Pursued a career. A meaningful life could have been hers. Alas, such was fate.

Ruhee was visibly touched.

I went into the kitchen and took a swig of beer from the cabinet. Then I ate some fennel seeds to cover up the smell that lingered on my breath. When I returned they were talking about childhood. My childhood. What a sweet baby I was; I rarely cried, never disobeyed even as a toddler. Or a teenager. “He was such a good child,” my mother said. “My sweet baby. Not like some other neighborhood kids,” she said. “Remember that adopted tribal boy?”

Ruhee turned to me. I didn’t meet her gaze. I was looking at my mother. I was sorry, I wanted her to not do this.

“Oh, it was so terrible. People think he ran way, or committed suicide, or something, but no―he got drunk at the Red House and fell off the roof! No matter what you give some children, they are bent on turning out to be bad seeds. Disobedient children.”

“Arjuna, remember?” she said to me. “Remember once he came to our house to cut down the papaya tree?”

My mother knew I was sorry. Of course, she did, but she did not stop.

“My Arjun is so very soft-hearted,” she said to Ruhee. “He made his father take care of the boy. He goes to see that boy.”

“You know, in the hospital?” she said to Ruhee.

My mother looked at me again.

I would have fallen to her feet, begged her not to say any more.

“He goes every Sunday. Used to―until your wedding.”

“Doesn’t Ruhee know?” she asked me. “I thought she knew that boy, for some reason.”

Ruhee looked disoriented, confused. She scrunched up her face. Her mouth was gently open, her lips parted, a sliver of her teeth visible. She wasn’t blinking. She was in shock. Even so, how beautiful she was.

It grew quiet.

“No,” I said. “She didn’t know.”

When my mother got up to leave, Ruhee walked her to the door, and I went into the bathroom. I looked in the mirror, the glass with our toothbrushes on the sink, the towels drying on the metal bar. Our clothes crumpled on the floor. There was still a little wetness lingering in the air. I wept. Wept loudly, in a way that was audible over the sound of water hitting the ceramic basin. When I came out, the lights were turned off. Ruhee was in the bedroom, the door locked from inside.







XIV
Sweet Baby



I went to Ruhee’s hospital but didn’t go inside. I sat on the lawn amongst other hospital visitors, chose a spot from where I could see the oncology ward. I stayed for an hour or so, and for a few moments I was able to catch sight of Ruhee, her back to the window. She was leaning over a patient, speaking, talking to a nurse, noting things down on a clipboard, all the gestures of the person she’d become and remain.

I was sorry that Ruhee found out. Glad, however, that she hadn’t found out earlier in life. It would have ruined her, like it did me. Ganesh was so passionate. Full of lifeforce, the will to live. People like that should not be confined to a room all their lives, as immobile quadriplegics, able only to blink, look at me and me alone with bright brown eyes. Say nothing, even when I laid down next to him and held him and said I was sorry. It didn’t bring him back to life. Nothing I did would bring him back. My father knew that.

I didn’t insult her by asking her to stay, or giving her an explanation. In any case words were useless, they caused more harm than good. She would leave me and move back to Udupi, I knew that. I left a note at the front desk for Ruhee: Ganesh’s room number, the address of his hospital.

When Ruhee came it was already evening.

The sun was bright red turning to blue, the lovely light filling every inch of Ganesh’s room. I sat on the metal stool by his bed. I closed the shaving kit and put in on my lap, wiped the moisture from his cheeks with a soft dry towel. I straightened his new clothes. I smoothened a piece of stray hair that was falling across his forehead. When I looked up, Ruhee was there. I don’t know how long she’d been standing there.

In the hospital room with Ganesh and me, Ruhee didn’t look angry. Or livid, or disappointed, or rageful. Instead, on her face was something unexpected. She looked from me to Ganesh and back again, as though it brought home something she hadn’t really registered.

For a brief moment she hesitated: It was a chance to take it back, step away, tell her I was stepping out so she could have a moment alone with a man she’d once loved. But I stayed where I was. I couldn’t bear it, couldn’t bear the thought of taking the shaving kit off my lap and leaving it on the floor, standing up, taking a step back. Instead, I grabbed Ganesh’s hand, as though I was afraid Ruhee would take him away from me. I don’t know, I might’ve cried. I don’t know.

“Oh, Arjun,” Ruhee said.

His hand was so warm in mine, I couldn’t care about anything else. I held his hand to my chest and wiped my tears against my sleeve, the way a child wept, not a man. Ruhee said my name again, said she would have understood. If not her, who else was there to understand? She was my friend, I should have told her.

What do you understand? I wanted to say but didn’t.

I hope I gave her peace.

She moved back to Udupi and lived in the shingled house I’d rented for us. It didn’t have a garden, and at night everything grew hushed, the waves rolled in, the crickets chittered and the bullfrogs gave out long croaks. It suited her enough that she got a dog, a chocolate-colored Labrador that pranced beside her when she went on beach walks. Ganesh had lied to her about who he was, but he had loved her. Their future had been snatched away from them by an act of god. He hadn’t abandoned her, hadn’t left her to suffer, wouldn’t have permitted it. Remember how he beat on the boy to protect her honor? I remember vividly his anger, the way he’d lingered on her face afterwards, allowed her, in his own way, to let things go. How beautiful this life was, things came around and around again.

Still, it was a nice feeling. To hold Ganesh’s hand in front of another person. To see in her eyes the dawning look of understanding and recognition. All love stories had interlopers. Me? I was their interloper, she’d forget about me in later years; just someone who’d gotten in the way, as interlopers are wont to do.

I was glad to have given her this small peace, she deserved it.

Some weeks afterwards, I was cleaning out our apartment, and I discovered the beers still sitting in the cabinet. I wanted to drink them, taste one sweetly rotting mouthful of such brief happiness. I poured them down the sink, but kept the bottles. I put them on my desk, in my room. Next to my terracotta pig.

Whoever was hired to replace me at the water office rarely answered the phone, rarely reported the pressure readings to the engineer on time, according to my supervisor. They’d had an expensive main line accident, they were happy to have me back. There was my desk facing the digital monitors, looking undisturbed, there was the phone that only rang when someone called to complain that their taps were dry. Leaving the office, I stopped at the supermarket and bought a few bars of my old soap again, to overwhelm the smell of chlorine on my skin.

When I returned home, I left my shoes outside but kept my socks on. My feet were damp. I stopped and picked up a bottle of water from the neat row my mother kept on our dining table. The rice cooker was beeping. The TV was on, the intro to the evening news was playing. Anyway, it was Sunday tomorrow. Priya would come home for Sunday breakfast. I’d leave with my shaving kit, spend the day with Ganesh. To be completely truthful, this is the only rhythm of life that fits me, one that contains some living thing to love. I really believe that.
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