
    Table of Contents

    
        
            
        
            
                
                    	
                        Prologue: Rang aur Ristey
                            
                        
                        
                    

                
            
                
                    	
                        Chapter 1: Amritsar ke Din — 1978
                            
                        
                        
                    

                
            
                
                    	
                        Chapter 2: Esha — 1978
                            
                        
                        
                    

                
            
                
                    	
                        Chapter 3: Madan ka Tamasha — Present Day
                            
                        
                        
                    

                
            
                
                    	
                        Chapter 4: Sadak par Safar — Present Day
                            
                        
                        
                    

                
            
                
                    	
                        Chapter 5: Madan Mila — Present Day
                            
                        
                        
                    

                
            
                
                    	
                        Chapter 6: Bauji ka Faisla — 1979
                            
                        
                        
                    

                
            
                
                    	
                        Chapter 7: Fergusson — 1979
                            
                        
                        
                    

                
            
                
                    	
                        Chapter 8: Elina — 1981
                            
                        
                        
                    

                
            
                
                    	
                        Chapter 9: Goa Road Trip — 1982
                            
                        
                        
                    

                
            
                
                    	
                        Chapter 10: Chaurasee — 1984
                            
                        
                        
                    

                
            
                
                    	
                        Chapter 11: Baad mein — 1984
                            
                        
                        
                    

                
            
                
                    	
                        Chapter 12: Shaadi — 1986
                            
                        
                        
                    

                
            
                
                    	
                        Chapter 13: Roshni — 1990
                            
                        
                        
                    

                
            
                
                    	
                        Chapter 14: Talaaq — 1995
                            
                        
                        
                    

                
            
                
                    	
                        Chapter 15: Nandini — 2003
                            
                        
                        
                    

                
            
                
                    	
                        Chapter 16: Balli ka Raaz — Present Day
                            
                        
                        
                    

                
            
                
                    	
                        Chapter 17: Esha Phir Se — Present Day
                            
                        
                        
                    

                
            
                
                    	
                        Chapter 18: Ghar Wapsi — Present Day
                            
                        
                        
                    

                
            
                
                    	
                        Chapter 19: Roshni ka Faisla — Present Day
                            
                        
                        
                    

                
            
                
                    	
                        Chapter 20: Subah ka Rang — Present Day
                            
                        
                        
                    

                
            
                
                    	
                        Epilogue: Rang
                            
                        
                        
                    

                
            
                
                    	
                        About This Book
                            
                        
                        
                    

                
            
        

    

  
    Prologue: Rang aur Ristey

    
    
  
  The morning light in my studio has a particular quality that I've spent forty years trying to capture on canvas and have never quite managed.

It comes through the French windows — the ones that open onto the back garden where Sheroo and Bholu, my two oversized Labradors, are currently destroying what remains of the marigolds — and it hits the east wall at an angle that turns the white plaster into something warmer. Not gold, not amber, not the turmeric-yellow of the marigolds themselves. Something between all of these. A colour that exists only in this room, only at this hour, only when the Pune sun is still low enough to be generous rather than punishing.

I've been painting this light for decades. I will probably paint it until I die. It is the one subject that never bores me, because it is never the same twice, and because the act of trying to pin it down is — I have come to understand at sixty-one — not about capturing the light but about the attempt itself. The reaching. The almost-touching. Like most of the important things in my life, the value is in the pursuit.

Choti — the third dog, the small one, the dignified Pomeranian who produced the two Labrador-shaped disasters through a relationship that I still don't fully understand and the vet has declined to explain — trotted between my legs and took her morning constitutional around the garden's perimeter. She maintained a careful distance from her offspring, who were now rolling in the mud near the guava tree with the particular enthusiasm of creatures who have no concept of consequence.

I set out my paints. Checked my brushes — all clean, all ready, the sable tips aligned like a row of soldiers. This was the ritual. The ritual was important. Nandini said I should stretch before painting — she was right about most things, Nandini, which was simultaneously her best and most annoying quality — so I did. One stretch. Perfunctory but sufficient. My back wasn't what it used to be, but then, nothing was what it used to be. I was sixty-one. I had a minor paunch, a full head of hair that was more grey than black, and a back that lodged formal complaints when I sat too long at the easel. These were the negotiations of age, and I was losing them gracefully.

The studio smelled of turpentine and linseed oil and the faintest trace of the chai that Nandini had brought over an hour ago, before she'd left for her morning walk. The chai was cold now — I'd forgotten it, as I always forgot it, because the space between intending to drink chai and actually drinking chai was filled with mixing colours and adjusting brushes and staring at the canvas with the particular intensity of a man who was about to begin something and wanted to savour the moment before the first brushstroke committed him to a direction.

A new canvas. Blank. White. The most terrifying and exciting object in the world. So many possibilities in it. So many directions it could go. Like a life, before the decisions start narrowing the options.

I unscrewed the cap on a new tube of cadmium yellow. Broke the seal. The paint emerged — thick, vivid, the concentrated essence of every marigold that Sheroo and Bholu had ever destroyed. I loaded the brush.

The phone rang.

I looked at the caller ID. Shobha. My sister. I put the brush down, screwed the cap back on the cadmium yellow, and answered, because when your elder sister calls, you answer. This is not a choice. This is genetics.

"Farhan, it's Shobha. Your sister."

"I know who you are, Shobha. Kya hua? Amma-Bauji theek hain?"

"Why do you always ask that? They're fine. Bauji is doing his morning puja and Amma is arguing with the sabziwala about the price of bhindi. They're perfectly fine."

"Then what is it?"

"It's not what. It's who."

I closed my eyes. I knew what was coming. I knew it the way you know the monsoon is coming — not from the weather report but from the particular heaviness in the air, the pressure that builds before the downpour.

"Madan," I said.

"Madan." Of course. Wasn't it always Madan? My younger brother, the family's recurring natural disaster, the man who could charm the gold off a temple dome and then lose it in a card game before the priests noticed. "He's gone missing. Well, not completely missing. There have been sightings."

"Sightings? He's not a leopard, Shobha."

"He might as well be, the way he operates. Firoz bhaiya spotted him. In Goa."

"Goa is a big state. Any particular part?"

"Anjuna. Some beach shack. He was — Firoz's words — 'completely gone.' Drunk. Possibly worse."

"Possibly worse" was Shobha's way of saying "definitely worse" without committing to a statement that would require action on her part. Shobha was a master of strategic ambiguity. She could convey devastating news while maintaining plausible deniability about having conveyed it.

"And you want me to go get him," I said.

"I'm not saying that."

"You're calling me at eight in the morning during my painting holiday to tell me our brother has been spotted drunk in Goa, and you're not saying I should go get him?"

"I'm informing you. What you do with the information is your business."

I looked at the canvas. Blank. White. Full of possibilities. I looked at the tube of cadmium yellow, re-capped, the seal broken but the paint unused. I looked at the French windows, where Sheroo had pressed his mud-streaked face against the glass and was staring at me with the hopeful expression of a dog who believed that all phone calls eventually resulted in biscuits.

"I'll think about it," I said.

"Don't think too long. Firoz said he looked bad. Worse than usual."

She hung up. Shobha did not believe in goodbyes. She believed in delivering information and withdrawing, like a courier who dropped a package on your doorstep and ran before you could refuse delivery.

I stood in my studio. The morning light — that particular, unrepeatable light — had shifted while I was on the phone. It was higher now, sharper, the generous warmth replaced by the more businesslike illumination of a Pune morning that had decided the day had officially begun and the poetry was over.

Madan. My brother. The charming disaster. The man who had been breaking things — hearts, promises, furniture, our mother's composure — since he was old enough to reach the things worth breaking. The man I had spent my entire adult life trying not to become and simultaneously trying to save.

Nandini appeared at the garden gate. She'd returned from her walk — her kurta slightly damp with morning dew, her silver hair pinned back, her face carrying the particular glow of a woman who had spent an hour walking briskly through Koregaon Park and had returned with the serenity that exercise provided and that I could never achieve through any method except painting.

"You look like someone's died," she said.

"Madan's in Goa."

"Ah." She came into the studio, picked up the cold chai, looked at it with the resignation of a woman who had made chai for a painter many times and had accepted that the chai would always be drunk cold or not at all. "How bad?"

"Shobha-bad. Which means actually-bad but described in a way that allows Shobha to claim she never said it was bad."

"Are you going?"

"I don't know."

She put the chai down. Looked at me. Nandini's look was — I had learned this over the years of living next door to her, then being friends with her, then being in love with her — not a single expression but a layered thing, like a painting with underpainting visible through the surface: concern at the top, affection beneath it, and underneath everything, the bedrock of a woman who had survived her own losses and knew that the people we love are also the people who can hurt us most.

"Go," she said. "He's your brother."

"He's a disaster."

"He's your brother who is a disaster. The two things are not mutually exclusive."

She kissed my cheek — a brief press of lips, the smell of her moisturiser and the morning air and the faintest trace of jasmine from the park — and went next door. To her house. The house that was three metres from mine, separated by a garden wall that was low enough to talk over and high enough to maintain the fiction of separate lives, which was, we had both agreed, the ideal architecture for a relationship between two people who loved each other and also loved their solitude.

I looked at the canvas. Still blank. Still full of possibilities. But the possibilities had shifted. They were no longer about light and colour and the shape of a Pune morning. They were about Madan in a beach shack in Goa, Shobha's strategic phone call, and the particular gravity of family obligation that could reach across decades and hundreds of kilometres and pull you away from everything you'd chosen toward everything you'd tried to leave behind.

I picked up the phone. Called Shobha back.

"I'll go," I said.

"Good. Take Balli with you. You'll need someone sensible."

"Balli is many things. Sensible is not one of them."

"He's more sensible than Madan. That's a low bar, but it's a bar."

She hung up again. I put the phone down, looked at the canvas one more time, and covered it with a cloth. The painting would wait. Madan would not.


  
    Chapter 1: Amritsar ke Din — 1978

    
    
  
  The Golden Temple at dawn was the closest thing to God that I ever experienced, and I say that as a man who has spent most of his life unsure whether God exists.

I was eighteen. The year was 1978, and Amritsar was still — for a few more years, before everything changed — a city that could hold its contradictions without breaking. Hindu and Sikh and Muslim lived side by side in the narrow galis of the old city, the boundaries between communities visible but permeable, marked by temple and gurdwara and mosque rather than by barbed wire and burning tyres. The tensions were there — they were always there, simmering beneath the surface like water heating in a vessel whose lid was on too tight — but in 1978, the lid held. Mostly.

Balli and I walked to the Harmandir Sahib every Tuesday morning. Not for religious reasons — Balli was a devout Sikh who prayed with the sincerity of a person for whom faith was as natural as breathing, but I went for the light. The way the sun hit the gold of the temple's dome, reflected off the Amrit Sarovar's still water, and turned the entire complex into something that existed simultaneously in the physical world and somewhere else entirely — that was the thing I wanted to paint. Had wanted to paint since I was twelve. Would spend my life trying to paint and would never quite succeed, because the light at the Harmandir Sahib was not a colour. It was an experience. And experiences resist canvas.

"You're staring again," Balli said. He was eating a parantha from the langar — the community kitchen that fed thousands daily, the food simple and perfect, the act of sharing it across caste and creed the temple's quiet revolution. Balli ate paranthas the way he did everything: with total commitment and zero self-consciousness. He was seventeen, built like a kabaddi player — broad shoulders, thick arms, a turban that he tied with the particular precision of a boy whose mother checked it every morning and whose father would notice if a single fold was wrong — and he was my best friend in a way that only childhood friends can be: the friendship that predates personality, that exists in the bone rather than the brain.

"I'm not staring. I'm observing. There's a difference."

"The difference is that staring is free and observing costs tuition fees. Have you told Bauji about Fergusson College yet?"

I had not told Bauji. Bauji — my father, a man whose emotional range extended from stoic to slightly less stoic — knew that I wanted to study English literature. He did not know that I had applied to Fergusson College in Pune, which was eight hundred kilometres away, in a state where nobody spoke Punjabi, in a city that Bauji had never visited and regarded with the particular suspicion that Amritsaris reserved for places that were not Amritsar.

"I'll tell him when the acceptance comes."

"If the acceptance comes."

"When."

"Your confidence is inspiring and completely unfounded. You got sixty-two percent in your boards."

"Sixty-four. And Fergusson's cutoff for English Literature was sixty last year."

"For reserved category."

"I'm applying on merit."

"Farhan." Balli put down the parantha. When Balli put down food, the situation was serious. "You are a Sikh boy from a working-class family in Amritsar who wants to study English Literature in Pune. Your father is a retired havildar who believes that the only legitimate professions are the army, medicine, and running a kirana store. Your mother, who is wonderful, still thinks Pune is in a foreign country. And you want to go there to study books. Books, Farhan. Not engineering. Not medicine. Books."

"And painting."

"Oh, that's much better. Books and painting. Bauji will be thrilled."

He was right, of course. Balli was always right about the practical things, which was why I needed him — not to change my mind but to prepare me for the resistance I'd face when I tried to change everyone else's. The Oberoi family did not produce artists. The Oberoi family produced soldiers (Bauji, retired Havildar, 4th Battalion Sikh Regiment), shopkeepers (Taya-ji, who ran the kirana store on Katra Ahluwalia), and — in Madan's case — professional disappointments. The idea that the eldest son would pursue English Literature and painting was, in Bauji's worldview, not a career plan but a cry for help.

"I'll handle Bauji," I said. "I always do."

"You handle Bauji by avoiding Bauji. That's not handling. That's geography."

We walked through the old city. The morning was cool — February in Amritsar, the tail end of winter, the air carrying the particular sharpness that preceded the Punjab spring: the smell of mustard fields from the outskirts, the smoke from morning chulhas, the sweetness of jalebi frying in the halwai's shop near Hall Bazaar. The galis were narrow — barely wide enough for a cycle rickshaw, the buildings pressing in from both sides, the upper floors nearly touching, the laundry strung between them like colourful flags marking territory that belonged to everyone and no one.

Esha was waiting at the Dhaba.

The Dhaba — officially "Sharma ji ka Dhaba," a misleading name since Sharma-ji had died in 1971 and the establishment was now run by his daughter-in-law, a formidable woman named Pushpa who made the best chai in Amritsar and tolerated college students the way a tiger tolerates birds on its back: with indifferent sufferance — was our gathering place. A dozen plastic chairs, four metal tables, a counter that had been wiped so many times the laminate showed its plywood soul, and a menu that consisted of chai, samosa, and whatever Pushpa felt like making that day, which was always exactly what you wanted because Pushpa was either psychic or observant enough that the distinction didn't matter.

Esha Sharma — no relation to the deceased original Sharma-ji — was sitting at the corner table with the crowd she usually hung around with: Meera, Preeti, a boy named Vikram who was studying law and who looked at Esha with the particular hopelessness of a person who had assessed his chances and found them wanting. Esha saw me and smiled. The smile was — I have spent forty years trying to describe this smile and have failed as consistently as I have failed to capture the Golden Temple's light — not extraordinary in its components. Lips curving, eyes crinkling, teeth showing. The mechanics were ordinary. The effect was not. Esha's smile arrived in my nervous system before it arrived in my brain, a warmth that started somewhere in the chest and spread outward until my entire body was aware that it was being smiled at by Esha Sharma and that this was, objectively, the most important thing happening in Amritsar at this moment.

She patted the chair beside her. "Where's Madan? Is he not with you?"

I stiffened. The warmth cooled by two degrees. "He's doing homework. Why do you need to see him?"

"I don't need to see him, I just like to see him. He's funny." She caught sight of Balli behind me. "Oh no. What'd you bring him for?"

Balli, who may or may not have heard her but could read a hostile expression across a crowded bazaar, set two cups of chai on the table. "Peace offering, madam. Pushpa's finest. I even asked for extra elaichi, the way you like it."

"I never told you how I like it."

"You didn't have to. I'm observant. Unlike some people who just stare at things." He glanced at me. I glared at him. He grinned — the particular grin of a best friend who has identified your vulnerability and intends to exploit it for entertainment purposes.

Esha was — and I should describe her properly, because she matters, she matters more than almost anyone in this story except the people who came later — not the most beautiful girl in Amritsar. She would have told you that herself, with the particular honesty of a person who had assessed herself accurately and was comfortable with the assessment. She was small — a full head shorter than me — with dark hair that she wore in a single braid that reached her waist, a face that was more interesting than pretty (wide forehead, sharp chin, eyes that were too large for the face and gave her the permanent expression of a person who was paying more attention than you wanted), and a body that was — I was eighteen, I noticed — compact and curved in ways that her salwar-kameez couldn't entirely conceal.

But what made Esha Esha was not the physical description. It was the energy. She occupied space the way a flame occupies a lamp — completely, intensely, with a brightness that drew everything toward it. When Esha talked, you listened. When Esha laughed, you wanted to be the cause. When Esha was angry — and she was angry often, at injustice, at stupidity, at the particular Pakistani cricket team's particular inability to win consistently, which she took as a personal affront — the anger was magnificent. A force of nature dressed in cotton and moral certainty.

She was Hindu. I was Sikh. In 1978, this mattered less than it would later. But it mattered. Her father — a professor at Khalsa College, ironically — was progressive in the classroom and traditional at the dining table, the particular hypocrisy of educated men who believed in equality as a concept and inequality as a practice. Her mother was — I would learn later — the real power in the household, the woman who made the decisions while her husband made the speeches.

"So," Esha said, sipping her chai with the particular authority of a person who had opinions about chai and was not afraid to deploy them. "When are you telling your father about Pune?"

"How does everyone know about Pune?"

"Balli told Meera. Meera told Preeti. Preeti told Vikram. Vikram told me. Amritsar has a faster communication network than All India Radio." She leaned forward. The too-large eyes were intent. "You should go. You should go and not look back."

"What about you?"

"What about me?"

"Are you applying to Pune?"

She held my gaze. The intent softened into something else — something that I would spend years trying to name and would eventually settle on "the look that meant everything was complicated." "I've applied to Khalsa College. Daddy wants me close. You know how it is."

I knew how it was. The daughter stays. The son goes. The daughter waits. The son pursues. The script was ancient and no one had agreed to follow it, but everyone did, because the script was written not in ink but in obligation, and obligation was the one language that every family in Amritsar spoke fluently.

"Come to Pune," I said. The words were out before I could assess them for wisdom. "Apply to Fergusson. Or SNDT. Or anywhere. Just come."

"And tell Daddy what? That I'm following a Sikh boy to Maharashtra because he asked nicely?" She laughed. The laugh was — like the smile — not extraordinary in its mechanics but devastating in its effect. "Farhan Oberoi, you are the least practical human being I have ever met. And I say that with tremendous affection."

Balli returned with samosas. He distributed them with the fairness of a person who understood that samosa distribution was a political act and that any perceived inequality would result in consequences. Vikram received one. He ate it with the quiet despair of a man who had just watched the woman he loved tell another man to come to Pune.

The morning continued. The chai flowed. Amritsar moved around us — the cycle rickshaws, the shopkeepers opening their shutters with the metallic crash that was the city's alarm clock, the call to prayer from the mosque on Sultanwind Road mixing with the kirtan from the gurdwara, the particular symphony of a city that was still, in 1978, holding its contradictions together.

I didn't know, sitting at Pushpa's Dhaba with Balli's samosa in my hand and Esha's laugh in my ears, that I was living in the last years of something. That the lid on the pressure would not hold. That the contradictions would stop being held and start being weapons. That the city I loved would become a city I fled.

All I knew was the chai was good, the samosa was hot, and Esha Sharma had told me to go to Pune with tremendous affection.

At eighteen, that was enough.


  
    Chapter 2: Esha — 1978

    
    
  
  The first time I kissed Esha Sharma was behind the Jallianwala Bagh, in the narrow gali that ran between the memorial's outer wall and the back of a sweet shop that made the best peda in Punjab, and I tasted cardamom and sugar and the particular electricity of doing something that both our families would have classified as a disaster.

She had pulled me into the gali. Not the other way around — I want to be clear about this, because the narrative of the boy pursuing the girl was the one that everyone assumed and nobody checked, and the truth was that Esha Sharma pursued what she wanted with the directness of a guided missile and the precision of a surgeon. She wanted me. She wanted me the way she wanted everything: completely, intensely, with the particular ferocity of a person who had been told her entire life what she should want and had decided, with absolute clarity, to want something else.

"Stop thinking," she said, her hands on my collar, her face tilted up, the too-large eyes close enough that I could see the flecks of amber in the brown. "You think too much. It's your worst quality."

"I thought my worst quality was being impractical."

"That's your second worst quality. Your worst quality is thinking about being impractical instead of just being impractical. If you're going to be useless, at least be useless with commitment."

She kissed me. The kiss was — I was eighteen, I had kissed exactly two girls before this, both at Lohri celebrations where the kissing was more collision than intention — different from anything I'd experienced. Esha kissed the way she argued: with total engagement, zero hesitation, and the implicit understanding that she was right about this and any resistance was a waste of everyone's time.

The gali smelled of peda and old stone and the particular dustiness of Amritsar's back streets in late afternoon, when the sun had baked the walls all day and the stone released its stored heat like a slow exhalation. Her braid had come loose — the end of it brushed my hand, the hair thick and warm from the sun. Behind us, through the memorial wall, the sounds of the Bagh: tourists murmuring, a guide reciting the history that everyone knew but that needed repeating, the particular weight of a place where something terrible had happened and the weight had never fully lifted.

"My father will kill you," Esha said, pulling back. Not far — just enough to speak, her hands still on my collar, her breath warm on my chin.

"Your father is a professor of comparative religion. Surely he appreciates cross-cultural exchange."

"He appreciates cross-cultural exchange in the classroom. In his daughter's love life, he appreciates Brahmin boys with engineering degrees and family property in Jalandhar."

"I have none of those things."

"I know. That's why I like you."

The relationship — if it could be called that, if the word "relationship" could encompass the particular chaos of two eighteen-year-olds meeting in secret at Pushpa's Dhaba, in the galis behind the Bagh, in the back row of the Regal Cinema where the darkness provided cover and the films provided alibi — was a conspiracy. We were co-conspirators, Esha and I, plotting against the expectations of two families who had never met and who, if they had met, would have found that they agreed on precisely one thing: that their children should not be doing what their children were doing.

Balli knew. Of course Balli knew. Balli was my confessor, my counsel, my early-warning system for parental suspicion. He covered for me when I was late for dinner ("Farhan was helping me with my Gurmukhi homework, uncle-ji"), provided alibis when I disappeared on Saturday afternoons ("We went to see the new Amitabh film, aunty-ji — it was three hours, very long"), and offered unsolicited advice with the frequency and gentleness of a monsoon.

"You're going to get caught," he said, for the fourteenth time, as we walked home from the Dhaba one evening. The sky was the particular pink-gold of an Amritsar sunset — the colour that happened when the dust in the air caught the dying light and turned the entire city into a watercolour. I wanted to paint it. I always wanted to paint it. "And when you get caught, her father will come to your house, and Bauji will have to decide between defending his son's honour and admitting that his son has been secretly courting a Hindu girl, and Bauji will choose option three, which is to pretend you don't exist until the problem goes away."

"Bauji won't find out."

"Bauji already suspects. He asked me yesterday if you've been spending time with 'that Sharma girl.' I said I didn't know any Sharma girl. He said, 'The one with the loud opinions.' I said that describes half of Amritsar's female population. He was not amused."

I should have been concerned. I was not concerned. I was eighteen, and I was in love, and love at eighteen is not a rational faculty — it is a weather system, a force of nature that operates on its own physics and regards logic the way a hurricane regards an umbrella: with indifferent disregard.

Esha's home was on Maqbool Road — a respectable street in a respectable neighbourhood, the house a two-storey structure with a small courtyard where her mother grew tulsi and where her father, Professor Sharma, held court in the evenings with his academic friends, discussing philosophy and politics over whisky that he drank with the particular care of a man who believed that moderation was a virtue and that virtues should be practiced visibly.

I went there once. Only once. Esha had decided — with the strategic miscalculation that occasionally accompanied her otherwise flawless tactical instincts — that introducing me to her parents as a "friend from college" would normalize my presence enough to reduce the secrecy required for our meetings.

The evening was — "catastrophic" is too strong. "Illuminating" is more accurate. Professor Sharma was polite. His politeness was the particular politeness of a man who could see exactly what was happening and had decided to give the insects enough rope to hang themselves. He asked about my studies. I said English Literature. He asked about my father's profession. I said retired havildar. He asked about my plans. I said I wanted to paint.

The silence that followed was the silence of a courtroom after the defendant has confessed. Not to a crime — to an inadequacy. An English Literature student. A havildar's son. A painter. In the vocabulary of Professor Sharma's expectations for his daughter's companions, I had scored zero on all three metrics that mattered: caste, income potential, and seriousness of purpose.

Esha's mother — a small, quiet woman named Kamla, whose quietness I would later understand was not passivity but strategic patience — served chai and namkeen and studied me with eyes that were identical to Esha's: too large, too observant, too capable of seeing things that the person being observed would prefer to keep hidden.

"Your mother," she said to me, with the particular gentleness of a woman who was about to say something devastating and wanted the cushion of kindness to absorb the impact. "She must worry about you. Being so far from home in your ambitions."

"I'm not far from home, aunty-ji. I live on Katra Ahluwalia."

"I didn't mean geographically, beta."

I left the Sharma household with the understanding that Esha's mother had assessed me, classified me, and filed me under "temporary." Not with malice. With the particular pragmatism of a woman who had watched daughters and their temporary enthusiasms before and knew that the enthusiasm would pass as reliably as the monsoon.

She was wrong, of course. But she was wrong in the way that practical people are often wrong about impractical things: she had assessed the probability correctly and missed the magnitude of the outlier.

Esha walked me to the gate. The courtyard was dark — the tulsi plants dark shapes against the house's lit windows, the smell of them green and peppery and sacred, the particular scent of Indian domesticity that I would carry with me for the rest of my life.

"That went well," she said.

"That went terribly."

"Terribly is a type of well. Now they know you exist. Existing is the first step."

"The first step toward what?"

"Toward everything." She held my hand — briefly, in the dark, where her parents couldn't see from the window. "Go to Pune, Farhan. Get into Fergusson. Become someone that even Daddy can't dismiss. And then come back for me."

"You could come with me."

"I can't. Not yet. Daddy would — it would break something. Between him and me. Something that I'm not ready to break." She squeezed my hand. The squeeze was — not gentle. Esha did not do gentle. The squeeze was fierce, the grip of a person holding onto something that the world was trying to pull away. "But I'll wait. If you're worth waiting for."

"Am I?"

"I'll let you know."

I walked home through Amritsar's evening streets. The galis were cooling — the stored heat releasing, the stone exhaling, the shops closing one by one with the rattle of shutters and the click of padlocks. The gurudwara's golden dome caught the last light — a single point of brilliance in the gathering dark, the colour that I could never capture, the experience that resisted canvas.

At home, Amma was cooking rajma-chawal — the smell hitting me at the door, the particular warmth of a kitchen where food was not nutrition but love's most reliable language. Bauji was reading the Tribune on the verandah, his reading glasses low on his nose, his face carrying the permanent expression of a man who found the world generally disappointing but had made peace with the disappointment.

Madan was not home. Madan was — Amma said, with the particular tone reserved for her youngest son's absences — "out with friends." Which meant: nobody knew where Madan was, and nobody was surprised, and the not-knowing had become so routine that it no longer registered as concern but as background noise, the particular frequency of a family that had accepted one of its members as unpredictable and had adjusted its expectations accordingly.

I ate my rajma-chawal. Bauji said nothing. Amma said everything — about the neighbours, the sabziwala's prices, Taya-ji's kirana store, the weather, the state of the nation — without saying the one thing she wanted to say, which was: where were you, and were you with that girl?

I went to my room. Took out a sketchpad. Drew Esha's face from memory — the wide forehead, the sharp chin, the too-large eyes. The drawing was bad. All my drawings of Esha were bad. She was, like the Golden Temple's light, an experience that resisted reproduction.

But I drew her anyway. Because the attempt was the thing. The reaching. The almost-touching.

At eighteen, I didn't know that this was the last year of something. That the city would change. That Esha and I would be pulled apart not by our families but by history — the particular, terrible history that was building like pressure in a vessel whose lid would not hold.

I drew. The pencil scratched. The rajma sat warm in my stomach. And outside, Amritsar went to sleep, not knowing what was coming.


  
    Chapter 3: Madan ka Tamasha — Present Day

    
    
  
  Balli answered on the second ring, which meant he was either awake or had fallen asleep with the phone on his chest again, a habit that his wife Paramjeet had been trying to break for thirty years with the success rate of a person trying to train a cat to fetch.

"Road trip," I said.

"When?"

"Tomorrow morning."

"Where?"

"Goa."

A pause. The pause contained multitudes — specifically, it contained Balli's entire assessment of the situation, which was: Madan is in trouble, Shobha has called, Farhan is going to rescue him because Farhan always rescues him, and I am being invited because someone needs to drive while Farhan stares out the window and broods about his childhood.

"I'll pack a bag," Balli said. "Paramjeet will be thrilled. She's been trying to get me out of the house since I retired. Something about 'constant presence being the enemy of marital harmony.' Her words."

"How is Paramjeet?"

"Magnificent. Terrifying. The usual combination. She's taken up yoga and now she can put her foot behind her head, which she demonstrates at dinner parties with the enthusiasm of a person who has discovered that flexibility is a form of social dominance."

"And you?"

Another pause. This one shorter but heavier. "I'm fine. We'll talk in the car."

He hung up. Balli's "we'll talk in the car" was the equivalent of Shobha's strategic ambiguity — it meant there was something to discuss, but the discussion required the particular intimacy of a moving vehicle, where eye contact was optional and the road provided a convenient third party to absorb the awkward silences.

I spent the rest of the day not packing. This is not the same as procrastinating. Procrastinating implies awareness that you should be doing something and choosing not to. I was genuinely occupied — with feeding the dogs, with watering the plants that Nandini had appointed me guardian of while she was at her Tuesday book club, with staring at the covered canvas in my studio and thinking about Madan.

Madan. Where to begin with Madan.

He was three years younger than me and had been, for approximately three of those years — the first three, when he was a baby and therefore incapable of intentional chaos — a source of uncomplicated joy. After that: complicated joy, if joy was the right word. Madan was the kind of person who made you laugh and made you exhausted in equal measure, the kind of person who walked into a room and rearranged its emotional furniture without asking permission. He was charming — genuinely, dangerously charming, the charm of a person who understood people the way a lockpick understood locks: intuitively, mechanically, with the particular skill of knowing exactly which tumbler to press to open a door that the person hadn't intended to open.

He was also an alcoholic. Had been since his twenties, which meant he'd been an alcoholic for longer than he'd been sober, which meant that the alcoholism was no longer a condition but a personality trait — woven into who Madan was as thoroughly as the charm and the chaos and the particular talent for disappearing at precisely the moment when his presence was most needed.

The disappearances had a pattern. Every three to five years, Madan would reach a level of stability — a job, a flat, sometimes a relationship — that suggested permanence. He would maintain this stability for six to eighteen months, long enough for the family to exhale, long enough for Amma to stop lighting extra diyas at the mandir, long enough for Shobha to stop calling me with updates that were really requests for intervention. And then: gone. A phone call from a relative or a friend or, once, a police officer, reporting that Madan had been seen in a state of advanced disrepair in a city that was not the city where he was supposed to be.

Chennai. Varanasi. Shimla. Jaipur. Rishikesh, that one time when he'd decided that spirituality was the answer and had lasted eleven days at an ashram before the ashram had politely asked him to leave, citing "philosophical differences" that I suspected were actually "drinking in the meditation hall" differences. And now: Goa. The destination that, for a certain type of Indian man in a certain type of crisis, was the default setting — the place where the country's rules loosened enough to permit the particular brand of self-destruction that required beaches, cheap alcohol, and the absence of family observation.

Nandini came over at seven. She brought dinner — rajma-chawal, because she knew it was my comfort food, because she knew that Madan's reappearance required comfort, because Nandini understood the particular nutritional requirements of emotional distress with the precision of a woman who had been feeding people through crises for decades.

"How long will you be gone?" she asked, watching me eat with the satisfying attentiveness of a person who expressed love through food and wanted to see the love consumed.

"Two days, maybe three. Depends on how Madan is. If he's functional, we bring him back. If he's not functional, we find him a place to get functional and then bring him back."

"And if he doesn't want to come back?"

I chewed. The rajma was perfect — the beans soft, the gravy thick with tomato and the particular depth of flavour that came from slow cooking and the right ratio of cumin to red chilli. Nandini's rajma was better than Amma's, a fact that I would carry to my grave without admitting to either woman.

"He never wants to come back. We bring him back anyway."

"That sounds like kidnapping."

"It's family. The distinction is largely theoretical."

She smiled. Nandini's smile was — different from Esha's. Everything about Nandini was different from Esha, which was, I had come to understand, the point. Esha had been a flame — intense, consuming, the kind of love that burned. Nandini was a lamp — warm, steady, the kind of love that illuminated. I had needed the flame at eighteen. I needed the lamp at sixty-one. This was not a downgrade. It was an evolution.

"I worry about you," she said. "Not about Madan — Madan is Madan, he'll survive the way cockroaches survive: through pure biological stubbornness. I worry about what going back does to you. Every time you rescue him, you go somewhere in your head that takes a while to come back from."

"Where do I go?"

"Amritsar. 1984. The version of you that couldn't save everyone." She reached across the table and took my hand. Her hand was warm — the warmth of rajma and concern and the particular temperature of a person whose body ran hot, which she attributed to her metabolism and I attributed to the furnace of competence that burned inside her at all times. "You're not that boy anymore, Farhan. You haven't been that boy for forty years."

"Sometimes I am."

"Sometimes you are. And that's OK. Just don't stay there."

I drove her to the gate — the garden gate, the three-metre journey between our houses that we navigated with the ceremonial formality of two people who had agreed that separate houses were the architecture of a healthy relationship and who treated the gate as the threshold between togetherness and independence.

"Call me when you find him," she said.

"I will."

"And eat properly. Not just chai and samosas."

"Balli will be there. Balli doesn't allow nutritional negligence."

"Balli is dealing with his own thing right now. You might need to be the responsible one for once."

"His own thing?"

She looked at me. The look said: you should know this already. The look said: he hasn't told you yet but he should have and when he does, be kind. The look said a dozen things that words would have been too blunt to convey, and then she kissed my cheek and went home.

I stood at the gate. The Pune evening was warm — March, the pre-monsoon heat building, the air carrying the particular heaviness that preceded the city's transformation from pleasant to punishing. The dogs were asleep in the garden — Sheroo on his back, Bholu curled around Choti, the three of them arranged in the particular geometry of comfort that dogs achieved without discussion or negotiation.

In the morning, I would drive to Goa with my best friend to retrieve my broken brother from whatever beach shack had become his latest temporary headquarters. I would navigate the particular minefield of Madan's charm and Madan's damage and the decades of family history that made every conversation with him a negotiation between love and exasperation.

But tonight: the dogs, the warm air, the rajma settling in my stomach, and the knowledge that Nandini was three metres away, reading her book, drinking her chamomile tea, being exactly where she was and exactly who she was, which was the person I loved in the particular way that sixty-one-year-old love expressed itself — not with fireworks but with the quiet confidence that tomorrow would contain the same warmth as today.

I went inside. Set my alarm. Did not pack, because packing could happen at five in the morning with the particular efficiency of a man who had learned that preparation was overrated and adaptability was everything.

The canvas waited under its cloth. Madan waited in Goa. And the morning would come regardless.


  
    Chapter 4: Sadak par Safar — Present Day

    
    
  
  The drive from Pune to Goa was approximately ten hours if you took the NH48, which Balli insisted on because Balli believed that national highways were the arteries of civilization and that smaller roads were the capillaries of chaos.

We left at five in the morning. The city was still waking — the streetlights orange against the pre-dawn grey, the early walkers moving through Koregaon Park with the particular determination of people who had made a commitment to their health and were going to honour it regardless of how their bodies felt about the matter. Nandini was at the gate, wearing the cream-coloured shawl she wore on cold mornings, holding a thermos of chai and a tiffin box that she handed to me through the car window with the instruction: "Poha. Eat it before Shirwal. After Shirwal the roads get bad and you'll spill it."

She had also packed food for Balli — a separate tiffin, labelled in her neat handwriting: "Balli — aloo parantha + achaar. Do NOT share with Farhan, he has his own."

Balli took the tiffin with the expression of a man who had been deeply and correctly loved by someone who was not his wife, and who found this simultaneously touching and slightly competitive with his wife's own tiffin-packing abilities.

"Paramjeet packed me two paranthas," he said, opening his bag to reveal a foil-wrapped package. "And Nandini's packed me two more. I now have four paranthas. This is either generosity or a conspiracy to give me a heart attack."

"Eat Nandini's first. The parantha is still warm."

"If I eat Nandini's first, Paramjeet will know. She always knows. She has a sixth sense for parantha betrayal."

We drove south. The Pune-Satara highway unfolded — the ghats rising on either side, the Western Ghats in their early-morning aspect: dark green, misted, the kind of landscape that looked like it had been painted by someone who understood that beauty was not about precision but about suggestion. The fog sat in the valleys like cotton in a jewellery box, and above it, the peaks were sharp against a sky that was transitioning from grey to blue with the gradual confidence of a thing that happened every day and didn't need to rush.

Balli drove. Balli always drove. He drove the way he ate — with total commitment, both hands on the wheel, eyes forward, the posture of a man who took the responsibility of piloting two tonnes of metal through space seriously and regarded my driving — which he had once described as "impressionistic" — as a threat to public safety.

For the first hour, we talked about nothing. The cricket — India's recent collapse in the second innings at Adelaide, which Balli took as a personal affront. The weather — unseasonably warm for March, the monsoon predictions, the particular anxiety of a country whose agriculture and economy depended on rain and whose rain depended on oceanic patterns that no one could fully predict. Paramjeet's yoga — the foot-behind-the-head achievement and its social deployment.

Then, somewhere past Satara, as the road began its descent through the Amboli ghat and the landscape shifted from plateau to coastal — the vegetation thickening, the air warming, the first hints of Goa's tropical lushness appearing in the roadside trees — Balli said: "I have prostate cancer."

The words landed in the car the way a stone lands in still water — with a splash that was over quickly and ripples that kept going.

I said nothing for approximately eight seconds. I know this because I counted. I counted because counting was what I did when the world delivered information that my brain needed time to process — a habit I'd developed in 1984, when the information being delivered was so terrible that counting was the only thing that stood between processing and collapse.

"How long have you known?" I said.

"Four months."

"Four months. You've known for four months and you didn't tell me."

"I didn't tell anyone. Except Paramjeet. And the doctors. And Paramjeet told the children, who told their spouses, who told their in-laws. So essentially everyone knows except you, which Paramjeet pointed out was 'cruel and unnecessary secrecy' and which I maintained was 'giving my best friend the gift of four months of not worrying.'"

"That's not a gift. That's a crime."

"It's a slow-growing cancer, Farhan. The doctors say I have years. Possibly decades. The prostate is — apparently — the most polite organ in the body. Even its cancers are well-mannered. They grow slowly, they respond to treatment, and they give you plenty of warning before they become serious."

"You're comparing your cancer to a well-mannered guest."

"I'm contextualizing. The doctors said the prognosis is excellent. Ninety-plus percent survival rate for the stage I'm at. I'm on hormone therapy. The side effects are — " He paused. The pause was not strategic. It was the pause of a man who was about to describe something that embarrassed him more than the cancer itself. "The side effects include hot flashes. I am a sixty-year-old Sikh man who is experiencing hot flashes. Paramjeet says it's karma for every time I dismissed her menopause symptoms as 'theatrical.'"

"Balli."

"I'm fine. I promise you, I'm fine. The treatment is working. The numbers are good. The only real change is that I now understand why women in our mothers' generation fanned themselves constantly, and I have developed a new and profound respect for menopause."

I wanted to pull the car over. I wanted to stop the vehicle and look at my best friend — the man who had been beside me for forty-three years, through Amritsar and Pune and 1984 and marriages and divorces and children and Madan's recurring crises and every single thing that constituted a life — and tell him that the idea of a world without him was not a thing I could process, not even with counting.

But Balli was driving. And Balli didn't stop driving for emotional revelations. Balli processed emotion the way he processed food: steadily, thoroughly, while in motion.

"Nandini knows," I said. It was a statement, not a question. Nandini's look at the gate — the look that said he hasn't told you yet but he should have and when he does, be kind — made sense now.

"Paramjeet told her. I told Paramjeet not to, but Paramjeet and Nandini have their own communication channel that operates independently of our wishes. It's like a parallel intelligence network. We are merely the subjects of their surveillance."

"Are you scared?"

Another pause. This one was the longest yet. The road curved through a section where the ghats were particularly dramatic — the cliff falling away on the left, the valley below green and misted, the kind of view that in a film would accompany a moment of revelation but in life accompanied a sixty-year-old man trying to find the right words for whether he was afraid of dying.

"Not of the cancer," he said finally. "The cancer is a math problem. There are numbers and probabilities and treatments and the numbers and probabilities are in my favour. I'm scared of — " He adjusted the rearview mirror, which did not need adjusting, the gesture of a man who needed his hands to do something while his mouth did the difficult work. "I'm scared of not finishing."

"Finishing what?"

"Everything. Anything. The things I wanted to do. The person I wanted to be. Paramjeet and I were going to travel — she wants to see Kashmir, and I promised her, and we haven't gone. And the kids — Ranjit is in Melbourne and I haven't been, and Simran's baby is due in July and I want to be there, and there's — " He stopped. Took a breath. "There's a version of my life where I get all of it. And there's a version where I don't. And the cancer — even slow, even polite, even well-mannered — is a reminder that the second version exists."

"You'll get all of it," I said. "You'll see Kashmir. You'll go to Melbourne. You'll hold Simran's baby. You'll outlive all of us through sheer stubbornness."

"Stubbornness is Paramjeet's department. I'm the flexible one."

"You are the least flexible human being I have ever met. You've been driving in the right lane for forty-three years. You have never once changed lanes."

"The right lane is the correct lane. The left lane is for people who are in a hurry to die."

We drove on. The ghats gave way to the coastal plain. The air changed — heavier, saltier, the particular atmosphere of the Konkan coast where the Western Ghats met the Arabian Sea and the landscape decided that subtlety was overrated. Coconut palms appeared — first a few, then many, then everywhere, their fronds moving in the coastal breeze with the particular laziness of trees that existed in a perpetual state of relaxation.

We crossed into Goa at noon. The border was unmarked — a sign, a toll booth, and the sudden shift in vegetation and vibe that told you that you had left Maharashtra's earnest industriousness and entered Goa's particular brand of cheerful indifference. The buildings were different — Portuguese-influenced, colour-washed in yellows and blues and the particular terracotta that looked like it had been borrowed from a Mediterranean village and adapted for tropical humidity.

"Where exactly in Anjuna?" I asked.

"Firoz said near the flea market. A shack called 'Shanti Shanti.' Which is either a double benediction or a stutter."

"And Madan was — what? Living there?"

"Drinking there. Possibly sleeping there. Firoz was vague, which means it's worse than he described, which means it's bad."

We drove through Mapusa — the market town that served as Goa's commercial heart, the streets crowded with buses and scooters and the particular chaos of a small city that handled traffic the way a juggler handled too many balls: with optimism and frequent drops. Past Mapusa, the road narrowed. We climbed through Vagator, descended toward Anjuna, and the landscape became the Goa of postcards and Instagram — red laterite cliffs, coconut groves, the glimpse of sea between the trees, the particular blue of the Arabian Sea that was not blue but a colour that existed only where the sky met warm water and both decided to show off.

Shanti Shanti was at the end of a dirt road, past a grove of coconut palms, on a stretch of beach that was too rocky for tourists and too remote for the upscale beach clubs that had colonized the better stretches of Anjuna's coastline. It was — I use the word generously — a shack. A structure made of bamboo and tarpaulin and the particular optimism of a builder who believed that structural integrity was a state of mind. A hand-painted sign read "SHANTI SHANTI — Peace & Cold Beer" in English and "Shanti Shanti — Shanti ane Thanda Beer" in Konkani, which I appreciated for its bilingual commitment to lowered expectations.

We parked. Got out. The air hit me — salt and fish and coconut oil and the faint sweetness of feni, the cashew liquor that was Goa's contribution to the world's collection of spirits and that smelled, at close range, like ambition's funeral.

"Ready?" Balli said.

"No."

"Good. Let's go."

We walked toward Shanti Shanti, where my brother was waiting in whatever condition "worse than usual" meant, and the sea glittered behind the shack like a promise that the world could be beautiful even when the people in it were breaking.


  
    Chapter 5: Madan Mila — Present Day

    
    
  
  He was sitting at a table near the back of Shanti Shanti, and the first thing I noticed was not his condition but the painting.

It was propped against the bamboo wall behind him — a canvas, maybe two feet by three, and on it was a beach scene that was simultaneously terrible and heartbreaking. Terrible because the technique was amateur — the brushwork was heavy, the colours muddy, the perspective skewed in ways that suggested the painter had been looking at the scene through a bottle rather than through eyes. Heartbreaking because the subject was the view from where Madan sat: the rocky beach, the coconut palms, the sea, and in the corner, a figure that might have been a man or might have been a smudge but that I knew — with the certainty of a brother who had watched another brother try to be something for sixty years — was a self-portrait.

Madan was painting. Madan, who had never painted anything in his life except a fence (badly, at Taya-ji's insistence, in 1982, resulting in a fence that was three different colours and a neighbour's cat that was one), was painting.

"Farhan bhai!" He stood up. He was thinner than the last time I'd seen him — which was eighteen months ago, at Amma's birthday, where he'd been sober and charming and had made everyone believe, for exactly four hours, that this time was different. The thinness was not the healthy thinness of a man who had been eating well and exercising. It was the thinness of a man who had been replacing meals with liquor for long enough that his body had started consuming itself for nutrition. His hair — still thick, still black, the one genetic gift that all Oberoi men shared — was unwashed and tied in a loose ponytail. His kurta was stained. His eyes were — and this was the thing, the thing that always got me, that always broke through the protective layer of exasperation and reached the love underneath — his eyes were bright. Madan's eyes, even at his worst, were the eyes of a man who was delighted to see you. Who was genuinely, unreservedly happy that you had walked through the door. The eyes of a dog who had been left alone too long and had knocked over the furniture but was so glad you were home that the mess didn't matter.

"You look terrible," I said.

"You look old," he said. "We're both stating facts. Balli! Balli bhai!" He came around the table and embraced Balli with the particular enthusiasm of a man who had not been embraced in a while and was making up for lost time. Balli received the embrace with the stoicism of a man who was being hugged by someone who smelled of feni and unwashed clothes and who was squeezing hard enough to cause structural concern for Balli's ribs.

"You smell like a distillery," Balli said.

"A cashew distillery. In Goa, that's a compliment."

He sat us down. Ordered chai — "Real chai, Shanti bhai, not the tourist chai" — from the shack's owner, a Goan man in his fifties whose name was, improbably, Shantilal, making the establishment's name either his signature or a very committed pun. Shantilal brought the chai in steel glasses — the real thing, strong and sweet and flavoured with ginger and tulsi and the particular love of a man who made chai because chai-making was a vocation, not a job.

"So," Madan said, wrapping both hands around his glass, the warmth of it seeming to ground him. "Shobha called you."

"Shobha informed me. The calling was incidental."

"And you drove ten hours. With Balli. To collect me."

"We drove ten hours to see you. The collecting is optional."

"It's not optional and we all know it's not optional." He smiled. Madan's smile was — like everything about Madan — too much. Too wide, too warm, too willing to include you in whatever disaster he was currently inhabiting. The smile of a man who had learned, very early, that if you smiled wide enough, people forgave you for everything that the smile was concealing. "Amma sent you."

"Amma doesn't know. Shobha called."

"Amma always knows. Amma knew I was in Goa before Firoz spotted me. Amma has a GPS tracker on my soul."

He was probably right. Amma — eighty-three, still sharp, still arguing with the sabziwala, still lighting diyas — had a preternatural ability to track her children's locations and emotional states that no technology could replicate and no distance could defeat. She knew when I was worried before I knew I was worried. She knew when Shobha was angry before Shobha's husband knew. And she knew where Madan was the way a compass knew north: instinctively, magnetically, with the particular accuracy of a thing that had been calibrated by love.

"What happened?" I asked. The question was — I was aware — inadequate. "What happened" implied that something specific had triggered this latest disappearance, when the truth was that Madan's disappearances were not events but processes, the slow accumulation of pressures and failures and the particular gravity of addiction pulling him toward the lowest available point.

"Geeta left me." He said it simply. No drama, no performance, no Madan-theatrics. Just the fact, delivered with the flatness of a man who had been left before and recognized the shape of the loss even as he was experiencing it. "Three months ago. She came home from work, packed a bag, and said — her exact words — 'I can't be the woman who watches you die slowly and calls it love.' Which is, you have to admit, an excellent exit line. She should be a writer. She has a gift for the devastating phrase."

Geeta. Madan's third serious relationship. A schoolteacher from Dombivli — sensible, kind, the sort of woman who entered Madan's orbit and tried to impose order on the chaos and who eventually, inevitably, discovered that the chaos was not a phase but a permanent condition. I had liked Geeta. Everyone had liked Geeta. Geeta had been the latest entry in the family's ongoing experiment: find Madan a woman stable enough to anchor him, then watch as Madan's particular brand of turbulence tested the anchor until it broke.

"And you came to Goa."

"I came to Goa. Because in Goa, drinking alone on a beach is not a cry for help. It's a lifestyle choice."

"It's a cry for help."

"It's a lifestyle choice that looks like a cry for help. There's a distinction. The distinction is cocktail umbrellas." He reached for the painting. Held it up. "Also, I'm painting now. See? Creative expression. Sublimation of destructive impulses into art. I read about it in a magazine."

I looked at the painting. It was — objectively — awful. The beach was lopsided. The palms were cartoon. The sea was a colour that did not exist in nature or in any paint manufacturer's catalogue.

"It's terrible," I said.

"I know. Isn't it wonderful?"

And there — in that sentence, in the delight with which Madan presented his terrible painting, in the particular joy of a man who had found something to do with his hands that wasn't destructive — I saw it. The thing that kept me driving ten hours. The thing that kept me answering Shobha's calls. The thing that made Madan, despite everything, despite the alcoholism and the disappearances and the women who loved him and the women he broke, despite the decades of rescue missions and the exhaustion of loving someone who kept falling — worth the drive.

Madan was still capable of wonder. At fifty-eight, after everything, after the drinking and the leaving and the being left, he could still look at a terrible painting and see something wonderful in it. That capacity — the capacity for delight, for the absurd, for finding the marvellous in the mediocre — was the thing that addiction hadn't touched. The one room in the house that the fire hadn't reached.

Balli excused himself to call Paramjeet. He walked to the edge of the beach — where the rocks met the sand and the waves came in low and lazy, the Arabian Sea in its afternoon mood of benign indifference — and stood with the phone to his ear, his silhouette against the water, and I thought: prostate cancer. I thought: Madan in a beach shack. I thought: we are sixty and the world is still finding new ways to test us.

"Stay here tonight," Madan said. "Both of you. I'll get Shantilal to set up the back room. It has mattresses. They're terrible mattresses, but they're mattresses."

"We're not staying. We're taking you back."

"Back where? I don't have a back. Geeta's flat was my back, and Geeta's flat is now just Geeta's flat. I have no flat, no job, no Geeta, and no plan." He lifted his chai. "I have chai and a painting and a beach. For the first time in — I don't know, years? — I'm not pretending to be something I'm not. I'm not pretending to be sober. I'm not pretending to be stable. I'm not performing the role of Madan-who-is-getting-better for an audience that wants to believe it." He drank. Put the glass down. "I'm just — here. Being the mess. Being the mess honestly."

The honesty landed harder than any performance would have. This was Madan without the charm deployed as defense, without the jokes as deflection, without the smile-wide-enough-to-conceal strategy that he had perfected over five decades. This was the raw version. The unedited draft.

"You can be the mess honestly in Pune," I said. "I have a spare room. The dogs will love you."

"The dogs will hate me. I smell like feni."

"Sheroo once rolled in a dead fish and then slept on my bed. Your smell is within acceptable canine parameters."

He laughed. The laugh was — not the performance laugh, not the charm-laugh, but the real one, the one that came from the belly and shook his thin frame and showed the gap where he'd lost a tooth somewhere in the last eighteen months that I didn't want to ask about.

"Let me think about it," he said.

"That's a yes."

"That's a 'let me think about it,' which in the Oberoi family means 'yes but I need to pretend I have agency.'"

Balli came back from the beach. His eyes were slightly red — from the salt air or from the phone call with Paramjeet or from the particular combination of emotions that a man with cancer experienced when standing at the edge of the sea — and he sat down at the table and said, "Shantilal, three beers," and Madan said, "I thought you didn't approve of my drinking," and Balli said, "I don't approve of your drinking alone. There's a difference."

We sat at Shanti Shanti. We drank beer — Balli one, me one, Madan two (a negotiated limit that he accepted with the grudging cooperation of a man who was used to no limits and found limits novel). The sun dropped. The sea turned from blue to gold to the particular Goa-pink that looked like the sky had been dipped in pomegranate juice. Shantilal brought fish fry — fresh pomfret, battered in rava and turmeric and red chilli, the flesh flaking white and sweet, the coating crisp in the way that only coastal frying could achieve — and we ate with our hands, the way we had eaten as boys in Amritsar, when food was not a meal but a shared activity, a thing you did together because togetherness was the point.

Madan talked. About Geeta, about the months since she left, about the drinking that had escalated from maintenance-level to structural-damage-level, about the morning he'd woken up on Anjuna beach with sand in his mouth and a crab investigating his ear and had thought: this is either the bottom or very close to it. About the painting — how he'd bought supplies from a shop in Mapusa on a whim, how the first canvas had been even worse than the one I'd seen, how the act of putting paint on canvas had done something to his brain that alcohol couldn't: it had made the noise quieter.

"The noise?" I said.

"You know the noise. You've always known the noise. You just found painting forty years before I did."

I did know the noise. The noise was — I had never named it, had never tried, because naming it would make it a thing, and I preferred it as a weather: the background hum of being alive, of being a person with a past and a future and a present that required constant navigation. The noise was what painting silenced. The noise was what Madan had been drowning with alcohol for forty years. And now, at fifty-eight, in a beach shack in Goa, with a terrible painting propped against a bamboo wall, he had discovered that there was another way to quiet it.

"Stay one more day," he said. "Paint with me tomorrow. Teach me something."

"I'll teach you that your sea is the wrong colour."

"There's a right colour for sea?"

"Many. None of them are the one you've used."

He grinned. The grin was the real one. The one that reached his eyes. The one that I had been driving ten hours to see.

"One more day," I said. "Then Pune."

"One more day. Then we'll discuss Pune."

It was enough. For now, it was enough.


  
    Chapter 6: Bauji ka Faisla — 1979

    
    
  
  The acceptance letter from Fergusson College arrived on a Tuesday in April, which was significant because Bauji considered Tuesdays auspicious — Hanuman's day, the day for beginnings — and I chose to interpret this as cosmic endorsement of my decision, even though the cosmos was almost certainly indifferent to my educational choices.

The letter was thin. One page. The bureaucratic prose of institutional acceptance: "We are pleased to inform you... English Literature... academic session commencing July 1979... hostel accommodation available upon request..." The words were ordinary. Their effect was not. I held the letter in the courtyard — standing near the tulsi plant that Amma watered every morning with the devotional consistency of a woman who believed that sacred basil was simultaneously a plant and a prayer — and felt the particular vertigo of a person whose future had just materialized from possibility into fact.

I was going to Pune. Eight hundred kilometres from Amritsar. A city I had never visited. A college whose corridors I had never walked. A life that existed, for now, only in the space between the letter's thin paper and my imagination.

Amma found me in the courtyard. She had the particular radar of mothers everywhere — the ability to detect emotional disturbance in her offspring from three rooms away, through closed doors, while simultaneously monitoring the pressure cooker's whistle count and the neighbour's gossip. She looked at the letter. Looked at me. Looked at the letter again.

"Show your father," she said. Not "congratulations." Not "well done." Show your father. Because in the Oberoi household, news was not real until Bauji had processed it, and Bauji processed news the way a court processed evidence: slowly, thoroughly, with the implicit understanding that the accused was probably guilty.

Bauji was in the front room, reading the Tribune, wearing the expression that he wore when reading the Tribune, which was the same expression he wore when not reading the Tribune: a face that had been shaped by thirty years of military service and had retained the particular discipline of a man who believed that emotions were a form of indulgence and indulgence was a form of weakness.

"Bauji." I placed the letter on the table beside his chai. "Fergusson College, Pune. English Literature. I've been accepted."

He read the letter. He read it the way he read everything: once for content, once for implication, once for the thing that wasn't written but was meant. Three passes. Approximately ninety seconds. Then he folded the letter, placed it back on the table, and picked up his chai.

"Pune," he said.

"Yes."

"English Literature."

"Yes."

"In Pune."

"Yes, Bauji. In Pune."

The silence that followed was not a thinking silence. It was a sentencing silence. Bauji had already made his decision — he had made it the moment he saw the word "Literature" on the letterhead, possibly the moment I was born, possibly before — and the silence was not deliberation but the pause between verdict and delivery.

"No," he said.

One word. The word was — like Bauji himself — without decoration, without qualification, without the particular softening that other fathers might have deployed to make the blow less brutal. No. A complete sentence in one syllable. A closed door in two letters.

"Bauji — "

"You will study at Khalsa College. Here. Commerce or science. Not literature. Literature is not a profession. Literature is a hobby for people who can afford hobbies. We cannot afford hobbies."

"I don't want to study commerce."

"Wanting is not relevant. Capacity is relevant. You have no capacity for commerce, which is precisely why you need to study it — to develop the skills that the world requires, rather than the skills that make you feel important." He sipped his chai. The sip was — like the "no" — complete in itself. A man who had said what he intended to say and considered the conversation concluded. "The Khalsa College application deadline is next month. You will apply. Commerce stream."

I looked at Amma. Amma was standing in the doorway, her face carrying the particular expression of a woman who wanted to speak but had calculated the cost of speaking and found it higher than the cost of silence. She met my eyes. The look said: not now. Later. Find another way. The language of mothers in patriarchal households — not agreement but strategic patience, not submission but timing.

I went to my room. Sat on the bed. Looked at the acceptance letter, which I had retrieved from the table with the particular care of a person saving a document from a fire.

Madan was sitting cross-legged on his own bed — we shared a room, the Oberoi brothers, in the particular closeness of a household where space was a luxury and privacy was a concept rather than a reality — reading a cricket magazine with the concentration of a person for whom cricket was not a sport but a religion.

"He said no," Madan said, without looking up.

"How did you know?"

"Because Bauji always says no. That's his default setting. No is Bauji's resting state. The question is not whether he says no — the question is what you do after the no."

This was — and I note this with the retrospective clarity of forty years' distance — the smartest thing Madan ever said to me. Possibly the smartest thing he would ever say. The tragedy of Madan Oberoi was not that he lacked intelligence or insight — he possessed both in abundance — but that he deployed them exclusively in the service of other people's problems and never his own. He could see everyone's situation with devastating clarity. His own life remained opaque to him, a room whose lights he refused to turn on.

"What do I do after the no?" I asked.

"You talk to Amma. Amma will talk to Shobha. Shobha will talk to Taya-ji. Taya-ji will talk to Bauji. The chain of command. You go around, not through."

"That'll take weeks."

"Bauji's 'no' has a half-life of approximately three weeks, depending on the issue. For career decisions, add another two. Five weeks total. Your college starts in July. You have time."

He was right. The chain of command operated exactly as he'd predicted. Amma spoke to Shobha — twenty-two, newly married, living three streets away with a husband who was an accountant and who therefore, in Bauji's hierarchy of respect, occupied a position of unimpeachable authority. Shobha spoke to Taya-ji — Bauji's elder brother, the kirana store owner, the man whose opinion Bauji respected because Taya-ji had the one thing that Bauji valued above all others: financial independence. Taya-ji, who was pragmatic rather than traditional, who had sent his own daughter to study in Delhi and had not died of shame, spoke to Bauji over chai on a Sunday morning.

What Taya-ji said, I never learned. The conversation was private — two brothers, two cups of chai, the particular negotiation of Punjabi masculinity where arguments were conducted in undertones and decisions were communicated through silence. But three days later, Bauji called me to the front room.

"You will go to Pune," he said. The tone was not defeated. It was modified. Bauji did not admit defeat — he adjusted positions, the way a military man adjusted to changing terrain without acknowledging that the previous position had been untenable. "You will study English Literature. You will also take economics as a subsidiary subject. This is not negotiable."

"Yes, Bauji."

"You will write home every week. Not every month. Every week. In Punjabi, not English. Your mother worries."

"Yes, Bauji."

"And you will not — " He paused. The pause was not military. It was something softer, something that leaked through the discipline like water through a crack. "You will not forget who you are. Pune is a different world. Different people. Different values. You are an Oberoi. From Amritsar. From a family that has served this country. Do not forget that."

"I won't forget, Bauji."

He nodded. The nod was dismissal and blessing simultaneously — the particular economy of a man who could not say "I love you" and "I'm afraid for you" and "I'm proud of you" in words but could compress all three into a single movement of his head.

I left the room. Amma was in the kitchen, making chai that nobody had asked for, the particular displacement activity of a woman whose emotions needed somewhere to go and who had decided that boiling milk was a safer destination than tears.

"He said yes," I told her.

"I know. I heard."

"Because you were listening at the door."

"Because I am a mother. Listening at doors is in the job description." She poured the chai — two cups, one for me, one for herself — and we sat in the kitchen while the pressure cooker hissed its fourth whistle and the afternoon light came through the window and turned the steel vessels on the shelf into small, practical mirrors.

"You'll be careful," she said. It was not a question.

"I'll be careful."

"And you'll eat properly. Not just chai and samosa."

"I'll eat properly."

"And the girl. The Sharma girl." She looked at me over the rim of her cup. Amma's look was different from Bauji's — where Bauji's look assessed and judged, Amma's look simply knew. She knew about Esha. She had known for months. She had known with the particular certainty of a woman who recognized the symptoms of love in her son because she had experienced the same symptoms herself, forty years ago, for a havildar who was too stubborn to say he loved her but who would wait at the bus stop every evening in his pressed uniform just to walk her home. "Be kind to her. Whatever you do, be kind."

"I will, Amma."

"And write. Every week. In Punjabi."

She drank her chai. I drank mine. The kitchen was warm — the pressure cooker, the afternoon sun, the particular heat of a conversation that had covered everything important without saying most of it directly. This was the Oberoi family's communication style: essential truths delivered through chai and subtext, the love expressed not in declarations but in the spaces between the words.

That evening, I went to Pushpa's Dhaba. Esha was there. Balli was there. Meera and Preeti and even Vikram, who had not given up hope despite all evidence suggesting that hope was futile. I told them I was going to Pune.

"Knew it," Esha said. "Bauji always says no. Then he says yes. He's like the Indian government — maximum resistance followed by complete capitulation."

"You should come," I said. Again. Because I would keep saying it until she said yes or until the universe made it impossible.

She looked at me. The too-large eyes were — for once — not fierce. They were something gentler. Something that acknowledged the distance that was about to open between us and the uncertainty of whether that distance would close.

"Write me letters," she said. "Long ones. About Pune. About the painting. About everything. And I'll write you back."

"That's not the same as coming."

"No. It's not. But it's what I can do."

Balli ordered samosas. Pushpa brought them with the efficiency of a woman who had been serving samosas to lovesick college students for decades and who had perfected the art of delivering food at exactly the moment when food was needed to fill a conversational void.

I ate. The samosa was hot. The chai was perfect. Amritsar was Amritsar — contradictory, complicated, the city I was about to leave and would spend the rest of my life trying to return to, not geographically but emotionally, not to the place but to the feeling of being eighteen in a city that held its contradictions without breaking, at a dhaba with chai and samosas and the people who mattered most.

Three months later, I left.


  
    Chapter 7: Fergusson — 1979

    
    
  
  Pune arrived like a sentence in a language I didn't speak but wanted to learn.

The train from Amritsar had taken thirty-six hours — a journey that crossed four states, three time zones of cultural change, and the particular geography of a country that was simultaneously one nation and several civilizations stacked on top of each other like geological strata. I had boarded in Punjab, where the landscape was flat and golden and the language was my own. I had passed through Rajasthan, where the landscape turned to sand and the accents shifted. I had crossed into Maharashtra, where the Western Ghats rose like a wall between the India I knew and the India I was about to meet, and the language changed entirely — Marathi, which I did not speak, written in a script I could not read, the words round and musical where Punjabi was sharp and percussive.

Pune Junction at seven in the morning. The platform was crowded — not with the particular chaos of a North Indian railway station, where crowds were a competitive sport and personal space was a rumour, but with a different energy: purposeful, quieter, the crowd of a city that moved with the particular efficiency of a place that valued education and considered itself, with the quiet confidence of old money, intellectually superior to everywhere else.

Balli was not with me. Balli had stayed in Amritsar — Khalsa College, commerce stream, his father's hardware store waiting for him like a destiny that had been laid out before he was born and that he accepted with the particular grace of a man who understood that his life's work would be in the store and his life's joy would be elsewhere. He had come to the station to see me off. Had pressed a packet of Amma's mathri into my hands — the mathri wrapped in newspaper, the grease already soaking through, the smell of ajwain and fried dough the smell of home being carried away from home.

"Write to me," Balli had said. "Not just to Esha. To me. I want to know if Pune is as boring as I imagine."

"Pune is not boring."

"Pune has no Golden Temple, no Pushpa's Dhaba, and no Esha Sharma. By my calculations, Pune is missing three of the four essential elements of civilization. The fourth being cricket, which Pune presumably has."

Fergusson College was — and I say this as a man who has spent forty years in Pune and has developed the particular fondness for the city that comes from choosing a place rather than being born in it — magnificent. Not in the way that the Golden Temple was magnificent — not with gold and light and the particular splendour of faith made physical. Fergusson's magnificence was quieter: stone buildings that had been standing since 1885, Gothic arches that looked like they'd been borrowed from an English university and adapted for Indian heat, a campus that was green and shaded and crossed by paths that connected lecture halls to libraries to the particular civilization of a college that had been producing thinkers for nearly a century.

My hostel room was on the second floor of New Men's Hostel — "new" being a relative term, as the building had been constructed in the 1940s and had acquired, in the intervening decades, the particular patina of institutional neglect: peeling paint, windows that stuck, a bathroom that served twelve rooms and operated on a first-come-first-served basis that rewarded early risers and punished everyone else with cold water and waiting.

My roommate was Prakash Kulkarni — a Marathi boy from Satara who was studying Political Science and who spoke English with the particular accent of a Maharashtrian who had learned the language from textbooks rather than from conversation: precise, grammatically perfect, and delivered with a rhythm that was Marathi wearing English clothes. Prakash was thin, bespectacled, serious in the way that Political Science students were serious — as if the weight of the nation's governance rested on their shoulders and they had accepted the burden with a sigh and a subscription to the Economic and Political Weekly.

"You're from Punjab," Prakash said, when I arrived with my trunk and my bedroll and the particular bewilderment of a person who had never lived away from home. It was a statement, not a question. My turban — which I still wore in 1979, which I would stop wearing two years later for reasons that had everything to do with what happened in 1984 and nothing to do with faith — had apparently communicated my geography.

"Amritsar."

"Amritsar." He nodded, as if this confirmed a hypothesis he had been developing. "The Golden Temple. Jallianwala Bagh. Good food. Violence." He paused. "I don't mean that last one as a criticism. Maharashtra has its own violence. But Punjab's is — more visible. In the newspapers."

"At the moment, it's mostly in the newspapers," I said. "Not on the streets. Not yet."

"Not yet." He adjusted his glasses. "You study English Literature?"

"Yes."

"Good. We need more people studying literature. Political Science without literature is just data. Literature without Political Science is just feelings. Together, they might produce something useful." He extended his hand. "Prakash. Call me Prakash. Not Kulkarni. Kulkarni is my father, and my father is in Satara, where he belongs."

Prakash would become — over the next three years — my second-best friend, my guide to Maharashtrian culture, my translator when Marathi defeated me, and the person who would, in 1984, drive me to the railway station and put me on a train back to Amritsar when the news arrived and the world broke.

But that was later. In 1979, everything was beginning.

The English Literature department at Fergusson was housed in a building that smelled of old books and chalk dust and the particular mustiness of rooms where ideas had been discussed for so long that the ideas had soaked into the walls. Professor Joshi — the head of department, a woman in her fifties who wore starched cotton saris and spoke English with the particular authority of a person who had read everything and remembered all of it — looked at my application on the first day and said: "Oberoi. Amritsar. Sikh. English Literature. Interesting combination."

"Is it, ma'am?"

"Most interesting people are interesting combinations. The straightforward ones are rarely worth teaching." She handed me a reading list that was two pages long and included names I knew (Shakespeare, Tagore, Premchand) and names I didn't (Kamala Das, Arun Kolatkar, Eunice de Souza). "Read everything on this list. Then read everything that isn't on this list. A literature student who reads only the syllabus is a clerk, not a scholar."

I read. God, I read. I read the way Madan drank — compulsively, excessively, with the particular hunger of a person who had discovered that the world contained more than he'd imagined and wanted to consume all of it before the supply ran out. I read in the library — the Ferguson library, with its high ceilings and wooden tables and the particular silence of a room where concentration was the default setting and noise was an act of violence. I read in the hostel, by the light of a desk lamp that I'd bought from the second-hand market in Tulsi Baug, a lamp whose bulb flickered with the irregular rhythm of a heart that wasn't sure it wanted to keep beating. I read on the campus lawns, where the banyan trees provided shade and the squirrels provided company and the particular peace of an afternoon in a college campus was the closest thing to paradise that an eighteen-year-old who loved books could imagine.

And I painted. This was not part of the curriculum — Fergusson had no art department, no painting classes, no institutional acknowledgement that visual art existed as a serious pursuit. But the campus was beautiful, and beauty demanded response, and my response was paint. I set up my easel on the campus lawns — a second-hand easel, bought from the same Tulsi Baug market that had provided the lamp, its legs uneven, its joints loose, the equipment of a student-painter who could not afford better and who had learned that limitations were not obstacles but creative constraints.

I painted the Gothic arches. The banyan trees. The particular light of a Pune afternoon — different from Amritsar's light, softer, more diffused, the light of a city that sat in a valley between hills and received its illumination filtered through geography. I painted badly, but I painted consistently, and consistency — Professor Joshi told me, when she found me painting on the lawn one afternoon and stopped to look — was the difference between a hobby and a practice.

"You paint," she said.

"I try."

"Trying is painting. Not-trying is decoration." She studied the canvas — a study of the college's main building, the Gothic facade rendered in watercolours that were slightly too watery. "Your colours are timid. You're afraid of them. Don't be. Colour is not an enemy. It's a collaborator."

"You know about painting, ma'am?"

"I know about fear. Fear in painting looks the same as fear in writing. The person holds back. Uses pale words. Avoids the vivid. You — " she tapped the canvas " — are using the watercolour equivalent of passive voice. Active voice, Oberoi. Active colour. The building is not grey. It is — what? Look at it. What colour is it really?"

I looked. The building was — she was right — not grey. It was stone-coloured, which was a dozen colours simultaneously: the brown of laterite, the white of lime wash fading, the green of moss in the crevices, the gold where the afternoon sun hit the carved stonework and turned it into something that was not architecture but light trapped in mineral.

"It's everything," I said.

"Then paint everything. Don't paint what you think you see. Paint what you actually see."

She walked away, her starched sari rustling with the particular crispness of a woman who had just delivered a lesson and expected it to be learned. I looked at the canvas. Squeezed out more paint. Mixed colours I wouldn't normally mix — the brown and the green and the gold and the white — and began again.

The letters from Amritsar came weekly. Amma's letters were in Punjabi, written in Gurmukhi script, the handwriting neat and small, the content a catalogue of domestic events (the sabziwala had raised his prices again, Shobha's husband had been promoted, Madan had failed his exams but was "planning to retake them," which Amma wrote with the particular optimism of a mother who knew her son would not retake them but who had not yet surrendered the hope).

Balli's letters were in English — a concession to my new life, written with the particular effort of a man whose English was functional rather than fluent. He reported on Khalsa College ("boring, as predicted"), the hardware store ("more boring"), and Amritsar ("exactly the same, which is either comforting or depressing depending on your perspective"). He asked about Pune. He asked about the painting. He did not ask about girls, which meant he was asking about girls.

Esha's letters were — I kept them. All of them. In a tin box that I still have, in my studio in Pune, forty years later, the letters faded and the paper soft with handling but the words still sharp, still vivid, still carrying the particular electricity of a young woman who wrote the way she lived: with intensity, with intelligence, with the furious energy of a person who was staying in Amritsar not because she wanted to but because the world had not yet given her permission to leave.

She wrote about Khalsa College. About her father's increasing involvement in politics — local politics, the Akali Dal, the particular tensions that were building in Punjab between Sikh nationalists and the central government, tensions that she described with the clarity of a person who could see the trajectory and the danger. She wrote about missing me, which she expressed not in sentiment but in specifics: "I miss arguing with you about Premchand. Nobody here argues about Premchand. They just accept him. Acceptance without argument is not reading — it is worship."

She wrote: "Come home for Diwali. I'll be at Pushpa's. 6 PM. Don't be late."

I was not late. I was never late for Esha.


  
    Chapter 8: Elina — 1981

    
    
  
  I met Elina D'Souza in the college library on a Thursday afternoon in January, and she was reading Kamala Das with the particular concentration of a person who had found something in a book that she had been looking for in life and was not willing to let it go.

She was sitting at the table near the reference section — the table that nobody used because it was directly under the ceiling fan that made a sound like a dying animal and that the library staff had been meaning to fix since approximately 1967. The fan's noise created a zone of auditory privacy — a cone of white noise that allowed the occupant to read without the particular interruptions that a college library produced: whispered conversations, chair scraping, the librarian's periodic "SILENCE!" which was, I had always thought, a self-defeating instruction given that it required breaking silence to enforce it.

Elina had claimed this table with the particular authority of a person who had identified the optimal location and was not going to share it. Her bag was on one chair. Her sweater was on another. Her books were spread across the remaining surface with the strategic deployment of a person who understood that library territory was claimed by occupation, not by right.

I needed the reference section. Specifically, I needed the Oxford Companion to English Literature, which was on the shelf directly behind her, and which I could not reach without entering her territorial zone.

"Excuse me," I said.

She looked up. The look was — I need to describe this accurately, because it matters — not hostile but not welcoming. It was the look of a person who had been interrupted in the middle of something important and was calculating whether the interruption was worth the attention it demanded. Her calculation took approximately two seconds, during which her eyes — dark, steady, the eyes of a person who looked at you and actually saw you, which was rarer than you'd think — assessed me with the efficiency of a customs officer checking a passport.

"The Oxford Companion," I said, pointing at the shelf behind her.

"Third shelf. Green spine. Behind the Britannica." She returned to Kamala Das.

I retrieved the book. I should have left. The transaction was complete — information requested, information provided, book obtained. But Kamala Das was on my desk too, the slim collected poems that Professor Joshi had assigned and that I had been reading with the particular mixture of admiration and discomfort that Das's poetry produced in a twenty-year-old male reader: admiration for the craftsmanship, discomfort at the honesty, the way she wrote about desire and body and the particular prison of being a woman in a society that wanted its women decorative and silent.

"Which poem?" I asked.

She showed me the page. "An Introduction." The poem that began with Das declaring her identity in a language that was not her mother tongue and that she had made her own. The poem about names and bodies and the refusal to be categorized.

"Professor Joshi assigned it," I said.

"I'm not reading it because it was assigned. I'm reading it because it's true." She closed the book. Not in dismissal but in the particular gesture of a person who wanted to talk about what she'd read and had been waiting for someone worth talking to. "Kamala Das writes like she's bleeding. Controlled bleeding. Surgical. She opens a vein and shows you what's inside, and the skill is not in the opening — anyone can open a vein — but in the showing. The precision of the showing."

I sat down. The dying-animal fan whirred above us. The library continued its quiet industry around us — the turning of pages, the scratching of pens, the particular atmosphere of a room where knowledge was being transferred from book to brain through the ancient technology of reading.

"You're in English Lit," she said. Not a question. She had seen me in classes. I had seen her in classes. The department was small enough that everyone saw everyone, but seeing and noticing were different things, and we had been seeing without noticing until this moment, when Kamala Das had provided the catalyst for actual observation.

"Second year. You?"

"Second year. You sit in the back row. You take notes in what I think is Gurmukhi."

"Punjabi. Old habit. I think better in Punjabi."

"I think better in Konkani. But try getting a degree in Konkani literature from Fergusson." She smiled. The smile was — different from Esha's. Where Esha's smile was a force of nature, Elina's was a decision. She decided to smile the way she decided everything: deliberately, with full awareness of what the smile communicated and to whom. "I'm Elina. D'Souza. Goan. Catholic. Before you ask."

"I wasn't going to ask."

"Everyone asks. 'D'Souza? Where are you from? Goa? Oh, you're Catholic?' As if being Goan and Catholic requires explanation. As if the default Indian is Hindu and everything else is a footnote."

"I'm Sikh. I'm used to being a footnote."

"Then we should sit together. Footnotes should stick together."

We sat together. That Thursday, and the next Thursday, and the Thursday after that, until Thursdays became our day — the day that the dying-animal fan provided its cone of privacy and Elina and I discussed Kamala Das and then Eunice de Souza and then Arun Kolatkar and then the entire constellation of Indian English poetry that existed in the space between the languages we thought in and the language we wrote in.

Elina was — I should describe her completely, because she would become my wife and the mother of my daughter and the woman I would fail more comprehensively than I had ever failed anyone, and the description should be honest. She was tall — nearly my height, which was unusual for a Goan woman and which she carried with the particular posture of a person who had been told to slouch to seem less intimidating and had refused. Her hair was short — cut to her chin in a style that her mother considered "modern" (disapproval) and that her friends considered "brave" (approval) and that she considered "practical" (Elina). Her face was angular — Portuguese ancestry visible in the sharp nose and the particular shape of the jaw — and her skin was the colour of strong chai without milk, a colour that she was sometimes praised for and sometimes mocked for, depending on who was doing the looking and what they valued.

She was opinionated. Not in the way that Esha was opinionated — Esha's opinions were weather, arriving with force and energy and the expectation that you would be moved by them. Elina's opinions were architecture — built, deliberate, constructed from evidence and argument and the particular rigour of a woman who had grown up in a household where her father was a lawyer and dinner-table conversation was a form of cross-examination.

Her father, Advocate Michael D'Souza of Margao, had sent her to Fergusson because Fergusson was the best and because Michael D'Souza believed that his children deserved the best, a belief that he expressed through financial support and emotional distance, the particular combination of a successful man who showed love through provision and withheld it through presence.

Her mother, Conceicao, was — Elina said this without bitterness but with the clarity of long observation — "the most beautiful woman in Margao and the most unhappy." The beauty was visible — Elina had inherited the architecture of the face, the height, the particular elegance that came from a woman who had been raised to be looked at and had discovered, too late, that being looked at was not the same as being seen.

"She wanted to be a musician," Elina told me, weeks later, sitting under a banyan tree on the campus lawn while I painted and she read and the afternoon provided the particular intimacy of two people who had moved from library-conversation to lawn-conversation, which was — in the geography of college courtship — a significant migration. "She played the mandolin. She was — Daddy's sister told me — extraordinary. Concert-level. But she married Daddy at twenty-one, and Daddy needed a wife, not a musician, so the mandolin went into a cupboard and the cupboard was locked and the key was lost, and now she plays at Christmas and cries afterward and tells anyone who asks that she's 'perfectly happy,' which is the most devastating phrase in the English language because it's never true."

"My mother," I said, "wanted to be a teacher. She had a certificate and everything. Then she married Bauji and Bauji needed a wife, not a teacher, and the certificate went into a trunk and the trunk is still in the attic."

"Two women. Two trunks. Two locked things." She pulled a blade of grass from the lawn and twisted it between her fingers — the particular fidget of a person whose mind was working faster than her hands could express. "I will not have a trunk. I will not have a locked cupboard. Whatever I am, I will be it openly. Even if it's wrong. Even if it's a disaster. At least it will be mine."

I believed her. I believed her completely. And the completeness of my belief was — I understand now, forty years later — the first failure. Because believing that another person will be everything they promise to be is not faith. It is the abdication of the particular vigilance that love requires: the watching, the checking, the asking "are you OK?" when the answer might not be yes.

I did not write to Esha about Elina. Not immediately. Not for months. The letters from Amritsar continued — Esha's fierce, intelligent, carrying the particular energy of a woman who was reading and thinking and growing in a city that was simultaneously nurturing her mind and constraining her life. She wrote about the Akali Dal's growing militancy. About Bhindranwale, who was becoming a name that people said with either reverence or fear and rarely anything in between. About her father's involvement, which was deepening — the professor of comparative religion becoming a political actor, the classroom philosopher becoming a street politician.

She wrote: "Amritsar is changing. I can feel it. The way you feel weather before it arrives — the pressure dropping, the air thickening. Something is building and I don't know what it is but I know it won't be good."

I read the letter in my hostel room. Prakash was at his desk, studying for midterms. The desk lamp flickered. Outside, Pune was Pune — the gentle hum of a city that existed, in 1981, in the particular peace of a place where the pressures building elsewhere had not yet arrived.

I did not reply to Esha's letter for two weeks. When I did, I wrote about my courses, about the campus, about the painting. I did not write about Elina.

This was the first lie. Not a lie of commission — I didn't say anything false. A lie of omission — the particular dishonesty of a person who tells you everything except the thing that matters most. And like all lies of omission, it grew in the dark, fed by silence, until it was too large to bring into the light without breaking something.

But in 1981, I was twenty-one. And twenty-one-year-olds believe that silence is a solution rather than a delay. That what isn't said doesn't exist. That you can love two people simultaneously if you keep them in separate rooms of your heart and make sure the doors are closed.

The doors, of course, are never closed. Love is not an architect. Love is water — it finds every crack, fills every space, and eventually, inevitably, the rooms flood.


  
    Chapter 9: Goa Road Trip — 1982

    
    
  
  The road trip to Goa was Elina's idea, because the best ideas and the worst ideas often come from the same person, and Elina was the person from whom both categories of idea emerged with equal confidence and zero warning.

"Spring break," she said. "Four days. My cousin has a house in Panjim. It's empty. We drive down, we paint, we read, we come back. Nobody needs to know."

"Nobody" meant: our families, the college administration, and the particular network of aunties and uncles and family friends who constituted the unofficial surveillance system that monitored the behaviour of unmarried Indian college students with the particular zeal of intelligence agencies monitoring foreign operatives. In 1982, a man and a woman travelling together to Goa without a chaperone was not an adventure. It was a scandal. A scandal that, if discovered, would produce consequences that ranged from disapproval (Elina's liberal-but-not-that-liberal family) to devastation (the Oberoi household, where Bauji would process the information as a personal betrayal of the family's honour and Amma would process it as proof that Pune had destroyed her son, exactly as she'd feared).

"Prakash can come," Elina said, reading my hesitation with the particular accuracy of a woman who had learned to distinguish between my want-to-but-can't face and my want-to-and-might face. "As a chaperone. A male third party. It makes everything respectable."

"Prakash will spend the entire trip talking about Indian federalism."

"Indian federalism is a perfectly respectable topic for a Goa road trip. Better than whatever you were planning to talk about."

"I was planning to talk about painting."

"See? Federalism is better."

Prakash agreed. Prakash agreed to everything Elina proposed, because Prakash was — though he would never admit this, and I would never embarrass him by pointing it out — slightly in love with Elina in the quiet, hopeless way that intelligent men sometimes fall in love with women who are clearly in love with someone else. He loved her the way Vikram had loved Esha: as an audience member loves a performer, with admiration and no expectation of reciprocity.

We borrowed a car — Prakash's uncle's Ambassador, a vehicle that had been manufactured in 1974 and had aged with the particular dignity of Indian automotive engineering: nothing worked properly, everything worked eventually, and the car progressed through the world not with speed but with the inevitable forward momentum of a thing that had decided to move and would not be deterred by minor considerations like hills, potholes, or the laws of physics.

The drive from Pune to Goa through the Amboli ghat was — and I say this having made the same drive forty years later with Balli to rescue Madan — the most beautiful road in India. The Western Ghats rose around us like the walls of a cathedral built by geology rather than faith, the laterite cliffs red against the green of the jungle, the waterfalls — it was late March, the tail end of the dry season, but the ghats held water the way they held secrets: in pockets, in crevices, in the particular places where the rock had memory — catching the light and turning it into movement.

Elina sat in the front seat. She navigated — not with a map, because maps of the Amboli ghat were works of fiction rather than cartography, but with the particular instinct of a Goan woman who had driven this road with her family every summer and whose body knew the curves the way a dancer's body knew the steps.

"Left here," she said.

"There is no left here. There is a cliff."

"Before the cliff. The turning before the cliff. The one with the temple."

The temple — a small shrine to Ganesh, painted orange, the size of a large cupboard, attended by nobody and visited by everyone — marked the turn toward the descent into the Konkan plain, where the ghats gave way to the coast and the landscape changed from dramatic to tropical with the particular shift that happened when altitude surrendered to latitude.

Goa arrived. Not the Goa of beaches and tourists and the particular brand of hedonism that the state would become famous for in later decades. The Goa of 1982 was quieter — a place still shaped by its Portuguese past, the architecture a hybrid of European ambition and tropical practicality, the buildings colour-washed in the particular palette that made every Goan street look like a painting that had been left in the sun: faded but vivid, the colours muted by weather but not defeated by it.

Elina's cousin's house was in Fontainhas — the old Latin Quarter of Panjim, where the streets were narrow and the houses had balconies with wrought-iron railings and the particular beauty of a neighbourhood that had been built for strolling rather than driving. The house was — "house" is generous — a flat on the second floor of a building painted in what had once been blue and was now a colour that existed somewhere between blue and memory. Two rooms, a kitchen, a bathroom with a tap that delivered water at unpredictable intervals and temperatures, and a balcony that overlooked the street and provided the particular vantage point of a person observing life from a comfortable height.

"The bedroom is yours and Prakash's," Elina said. "I'll take the living room. Before you argue: the living room has the balcony, and I want the balcony more than I want privacy."

Prakash, who had been carrying bags with the particular dutiful energy of a man who was pretending that the sleeping arrangements were not awkward, set up his bedroll in the bedroom and opened a book with the speed of a person seeking refuge in text.

The four days that followed were — I will say this simply, because sometimes simple is the only truthful option — the happiest days of my life up to that point. Not because anything extraordinary happened. The opposite. Because nothing extraordinary happened. The days were ordinary. Ordinary in the particular way that happiness is ordinary: it arrives without announcement, it stays without demanding attention, and it leaves without warning, and you only recognize it as happiness afterward, when the ordinariness is gone and you would give anything to have it back.

We painted. Elina and I, on the balcony, our easels side by side, painting the street below — the tiled rooftops, the colour-washed walls, the particular theatre of Fontainhas life: the old woman who swept her doorstep every morning at exactly seven-fifteen with the precision of a person for whom sweeping was not housework but ritual, the baker who delivered pão de casa on a bicycle whose basket was larger than the bicycle, the cat — orange, enormous, the undisputed monarch of the street — who slept in a doorway and moved only when the sun moved, following the warmth with the particular commitment of a creature who had mastered the art of comfort.

Prakash sat inside, reading, occasionally emerging to offer opinions on our paintings that were informed entirely by political theory and had no relationship to visual art. "The composition privileges the colonial architecture," he told Elina, studying her watercolour of the rooftops. "You're centring the Portuguese aesthetic. Where are the Indian elements? Where is the subaltern?"

"The subaltern is sweeping the doorstep, Prakash. She's right there. You just can't see her because you're looking for ideology instead of people."

We ate. God, we ate. Goan food in 1982 — before the tourist economy standardized it into butter-garlic-everything — was the food of a community that had been perfecting its cuisine for centuries and saw no reason to stop: fish curry made with kokum and coconut, the sourness and the sweetness in perfect tension; prawn balchão that was so spicy my eyes watered and so delicious I kept eating; pork vindaloo — real vindaloo, not the British restaurant version, but the original: meat marinated in vinegar and garlic and the particular Goan masala that was a family recipe and a family secret — that dissolved in the mouth with a heat that was not punishment but invitation, the spice saying more, have more, this is what food is supposed to be.

Elina cooked. She cooked the way she read — with intensity, with precision, with the particular focus of a person who treated every activity as worthy of full attention. She chopped garlic with a knife that she'd brought from Fergusson — a small, sharp knife that lived in her bag with her books and her paints, a knife she'd inherited from her grandmother Avó Teresa, who had used it to prepare feasts for twenty and had maintained it with the particular care of a woman who understood that a good knife was a form of power.

"Avó Teresa always said: the knife does the cooking. The cook just decides what to cut." She sliced a kokum fruit — the dark red skin splitting to reveal the tartness inside, the smell sharp and tropical, the particular scent of Goan kitchens that I would forever associate with Elina. "And she said: never marry a man who can't sharpen a knife. A man who can't maintain his tools can't maintain anything."

"Can you sharpen a knife?" Prakash asked me, from behind his book.

"I can barely hold a knife."

"Then by Avó Teresa's standards, you are an unsuitable marriage prospect." Prakash turned a page. "I, however, can sharpen a knife. I learned from my mother. Just putting that information out there."

Elina laughed. The laugh was — I am comparing it to Esha's, because I cannot help comparing, because the two women occupied the same category in my life (women I loved) but different genres (Esha was poetry; Elina was prose): Elina's laugh was not a force of nature. It was a choice. She chose to laugh the way she chose everything — with awareness, with pleasure, with the particular joy of a person who had decided that joy was a practice and not a feeling.

On the third night, we walked to the Mandovi River. The three of us — Prakash slightly ahead, giving us the particular privacy that a good chaperone provides: close enough to be present, far enough to be absent. The river was wide and dark and the lights of the casinos — new, controversial, the first signs of the tourism economy that would transform Goa — reflected on the water in broken columns of gold and red.

Elina took my hand. Not secretly — Prakash could see, and Prakash had long since processed the information and filed it under "accepted reality" — but quietly, the way you take someone's hand when you want to communicate something that words would over-explain.

"I want to live here," she said. "Not in Panjim. In Goa. After college. I want to come back. I want to paint and teach and eat my grandmother's recipes and raise children who speak Konkani and eat fish curry and know that their mother was a whole person, not a locked cupboard."

"Where do I fit in this plan?"

"You paint next to me. On the balcony. With the morning light." She squeezed my hand. The squeeze was — unlike Esha's fierce grip — gentle. Firm but gentle. The grip of a person who was holding something she valued and did not want to damage. "That's the plan. It's simple."

"Simple plans have a way of becoming complicated."

"Only if you let them. The complication is always the letting. The people you let in. The expectations you let accumulate. The compromises you let erode the original shape." She turned to face me. The Mandovi's light played on her face — gold and red, the casino lights, the river's particular alchemy of turning commerce into beauty. "Don't let anything erode this, Farhan. Whatever happens — don't let it become something it's not."

I kissed her. By the river, with Prakash's back turned and the casinos glittering and the particular smell of the Mandovi — salt and fish and the diesel of the ferry boats and the sweetness of the jasmine that grew along the riverbank — surrounding us like a permission.

"I won't," I said.

It was a promise. Like most promises made by the Mandovi at night, it was sincere and it was broken.


  
    Chapter 10: Chaurasee — 1984

    
    
  
  The news came on a Wednesday.

I was in the library — the dying-animal fan, the reference section, the table that had become mine and Elina's — when Prakash found me. He was running. Prakash never ran. Prakash moved through the world with the measured pace of a man who believed that urgency was a form of intellectual panic and that calm was the only appropriate response to crisis. Prakash running through the library was, in the vocabulary of our friendship, the equivalent of a fire alarm.

"Turn on the radio," he said. His face was — I had never seen Prakash's face like this. The glasses were crooked. The careful composure that was his defining feature had cracked, and through the crack I could see something that looked like fear but was actually the particular expression of a person who was about to deliver news that would break something and knew it.

"What happened?"

"The army has entered the Golden Temple."

The words did not make sense. Not because I didn't understand them — the words were simple, the sentence was clear — but because the meaning they carried was so enormous that my brain refused to process it, the way a computer refuses to open a file that is too large: not because it can't but because the processing would require more capacity than the system could provide.

The army. The Golden Temple. The Harmandir Sahib. The place where Balli and I had walked every Tuesday morning. The place where the light hit the gold and the water held the reflection and the langar fed thousands and the world — for a few hours every week — made sense.

The army had entered the Golden Temple.

I left the library. I don't remember leaving — the memory skips, the way a record skips, jumping from the library to the hostel room to the radio that Prakash kept on his desk, the radio that was now playing All India Radio's news bulletin with the particular tone that the broadcaster used when the news was too large for normal delivery: measured, careful, the voice of a person who was trying to contain an earthquake in sentences.

Operation Blue Star. The Indian Army. The Akal Takht. Bhindranwale's militants. Tanks. Gunfire. The holiest site in Sikhism, the place that was not a building but a body — the living body of a faith, the heart of a people — was under military assault.

I sat on the bed. The radio continued. Prakash sat across from me, on his own bed, saying nothing, because Prakash understood that there were moments when words were not a bridge but an intrusion, and this was one of them.

The phone in the hostel corridor rang. It rang and rang and rang, and nobody answered, because the hostel was chaos — Sikh students clustered around radios, non-Sikh students standing at careful distances, the particular geography of a crisis where identity determined your proximity to the pain: if you were Sikh, the pain was yours, and you moved toward the radio as if the information could bring you closer to the event; if you were not Sikh, the pain was witnessed, and you stood back with the particular helplessness of a person watching someone else's house burn.

I ran to the phone. It was Balli.

"Are you watching?" His voice was — I had known Balli's voice for twenty-four years, since we were children, since before puberty changed it from high to low, since before grief and joy and the particular weathering of decades had layered it with the textures of a life fully lived — and I had never heard this voice. This was a new voice. A voice that came from the place where faith lived and where faith was now being shelled.

"I'm listening. The radio."

"They're inside. Tanks. Inside the complex. Farhan, there are pilgrims inside. Thousands of pilgrims. It's a gurpurab — the martyrdom anniversary of Guru Arjan Dev. The complex is full of families. Children. Old people. And they sent in tanks."

"Are you safe? Balli, are you safe?"

"I'm in the shop. We've shuttered everything. There's a curfew. The whole city — everything is closed. You can hear the gunfire from here. From the Golden Temple. I can hear the gunfire from Taya-ji's shop."

The gunfire. From the shop on Katra Ahluwalia to the Golden Temple was less than two kilometres. Balli was hearing the sound of an army attacking his place of worship from behind the shuttered windows of a hardware store.

"Amma. Bauji. Madan. Are they — "

"They're home. Everyone's home. Curfew. Nobody can move. Farhan — " His voice broke. Not the dramatic breaking that films depicted — the crack, the sob, the collapse. This was quieter. A sound like a branch that bends and bends and finally, silently, separates from the tree. "They're destroying the Akal Takht. The reports — the army is using artillery. On the Akal Takht. The seat of temporal authority. They're shelling it."

I pressed the phone against my ear. The plastic was warm from my hand. The corridor was cold — June in Pune, the pre-monsoon humidity making everything damp, the particular chill that preceded the rains. I stood in a corridor in a college hostel eight hundred kilometres from the place where my world was being rewritten by gunfire, and I could do nothing. I could do nothing except listen to Balli's voice and the silences between his words that were filled with the sound of a man's faith being tested not by doubt but by destruction.

"Come home," Balli said. "When the curfew lifts. Come home."

"I'm coming."

"Bring Esha. If her family — her father is — Farhan, the tensions. Afterwards. The tensions will be — "

He couldn't finish. He didn't need to. I understood. The operation was not just an assault on a building. It was an assault on a people. And the response — the rage, the grief, the particular fury of a community that had been attacked in its holiest place — would not stay contained within the temple walls. It would spill into the streets. It would reshape the city. It would reshape the country.

"I'm coming," I said again.

Elina was in my room when I returned. She was sitting on my bed — she had never been in my room before, the boundary between hostel room and the world maintained with the particular care of a couple who understood that proximity and intimacy were different things — and she was holding a cup of chai that she'd brought from the canteen and that was clearly meant for me.

"Drink this," she said. "Then we'll figure out what to do."

"I have to go home."

"I know. I'll go with you."

"You can't. It's dangerous. The city is — Balli said — "

"I heard what Balli said. The entire hostel heard what Balli said. Every Sikh student in the building is packing. I'll go with you." She put the chai in my hands. The warmth of it was — in the cold of the corridor and the particular cold of the news and the deep cold of a person whose body had decided that warmth was a luxury it could not afford during crisis — the first thing I felt. The first physical sensation that broke through the numbness. "You shouldn't be alone for this."

"Prakash — "

"Prakash is getting train tickets. He called his uncle in Satara. There are trains tonight. Reserved compartment. We'll be in Amritsar by Friday morning."

I looked at her. Elina D'Souza, Goan, Catholic, a woman for whom the Golden Temple was a place she'd read about rather than a place she'd prayed at, for whom the Sikh community's anguish was witnessed rather than felt — this woman had mobilized faster than I had. Had assessed the situation, identified the needs, procured chai, and dispatched Prakash for train tickets while I was still processing the radio broadcast.

"Thank you," I said. The words were inadequate. They were always inadequate for the things that mattered most. But they were what I had.

"Don't thank me. Drink the chai."

I drank the chai. It was canteen chai — terrible, oversweetened, the tea leaves boiled into submission rather than steeped into flavour. It was the best chai I had ever tasted, because it was warm and I was cold and someone I loved had brought it to me at the moment I needed it most.

The train left Pune Junction at ten that night. I didn't sleep. Nobody on the train slept — or if they did, they slept the particular sleep of a country in crisis: fitful, shallow, the body resting while the mind continued to process, to worry, to imagine the worst and then revise the worst upward.

We arrived in Amritsar on Friday morning. The city was — the word that came to mind was "stunned." Not destroyed. Not burning. Stunned. The way a person looks after they've been hit — the body still standing, the eyes open but not seeing, the particular blankness of a system that has received a blow too large to process and has temporarily shut down all non-essential functions.

The streets were empty. The curfew had been lifted partially — movement allowed between certain hours, certain streets — but the emptiness was not just the absence of people. It was the absence of the particular energy that made Amritsar Amritsar: the bazaar noise, the rickshaw bells, the call to prayer mixing with the kirtan, the cacophony of a city that lived at full volume. All of that was gone. Replaced by silence. And the silence was the loudest thing I'd ever heard.

Balli met us at the station. He drove us to Katra Ahluwalia in Taya-ji's car — a journey that normally took twenty minutes and that took ten, because there was nothing on the roads. Nobody. The city had emptied itself the way a body empties itself after a blow to the stomach: involuntarily, completely, the contents evacuated by trauma.

At home, Amma wept. She wept the way she did everything — comprehensively, without restraint, the tears accompanied by a monologue of grief that covered the immediate (the Temple), the historical (Guru Arjan Dev's martyrdom, which the army had chosen to desecrate on its anniversary), the personal (her father had been baptized at the Harmandir Sahib, her grandmother had been married there, the family's connection to the Temple was not religious but cellular, encoded in the DNA of generations).

Bauji did not weep. Bauji sat in his chair and read the newspaper — or held the newspaper, because I doubt he was reading — with the particular rigidity of a man who had spent thirty years in the Indian Army and who was now processing the fact that the institution he had served, the institution that had shaped his posture and his discipline and his identity, had attacked the place where his faith lived.

The conflict between these two loyalties — Army and Temple, service and faith — was visible on his face like two tectonic plates grinding against each other. Something was going to break. I didn't know what. I didn't know when. But the pressure was there, visible, in the particular set of his jaw and the particular whiteness of his knuckles on the newspaper.

Madan was nowhere. Of course Madan was nowhere. In the family's hour of greatest need, Madan was — Amma said, with the particular exhaustion of a mother who had stopped being surprised and started being resigned — "with friends." Which meant: drunk somewhere, unreachable, the family crisis providing him with the excuse to disappear that he would have manufactured anyway.

Esha came to the house on Saturday. She came alone — her father, Professor Sharma, was in meetings, the kind of meetings that determined community responses and political positions and the particular strategies by which a wounded people would channel their grief. She came in through the back door — not the front, because the front was visible to the street and a Hindu woman visiting a Sikh household in the aftermath of Blue Star was, in the new geography of the city's fear, a statement that she wasn't ready to make publicly.

"I'm sorry," she said. She said it to Amma. Not to me. Because Esha understood — had always understood, with the particular empathy that was her highest quality and her heaviest burden — that the grief was Amma's first and everyone else's second.

Amma took her hands. Held them. And then — because Amma was Amma, because grief had not displaced the particular practicality that was her deepest nature — she said: "Have you eaten? There's rajma. Sit."

Esha sat. She ate. The rajma was — grief had not changed the rajma. The beans were soft, the gravy thick, the spices precise. In the Oberoi kitchen, love still spoke in its most reliable language, and the language was unbroken.

I sat between two women. Esha on my left. Elina, upstairs, sleeping in Shobha's old room, exhausted from the train and the grief that was not hers but that she had carried anyway because she loved a man whose grief it was. Esha on my left, eating Amma's rajma, the too-large eyes wet with tears that she blinked away because crying in front of Amma felt like adding weight to a woman who was already carrying everything.

Two women. One house. The lie of omission still intact, because crisis does not resolve lies — it merely postpones them, the way a flood postpones the work that the river was doing before the flood arrived.

The lie would break. Everything was breaking. But not yet. Not today. Today: rajma and grief and the particular love of a family sitting together in a wounded city, eating the food that love had made, because there was nothing else to do and food was the closest thing to prayer that the kitchen could offer.


  
    Chapter 11: Baad mein — 1984

    
    
  
  The assassination happened in October.

Indira Gandhi. Two bullets from her own bodyguards — Sikh bodyguards, men who had worn the uniform and taken the oath and then, in the particular logic of vengeance that Blue Star had unleashed, had decided that the oath was smaller than the wound.

I was in Pune when the news came. Back at Fergusson, trying to resume a life that had been interrupted by history and that could not, I was discovering, be resumed — because you cannot go back to studying English Literature with the same seriousness after you have stood in a city that smells of curfew and grief, after you have watched your father hold a newspaper with white knuckles because the institution he served had attacked the institution he worshipped.

The news came in the afternoon. By evening, Delhi was burning.

Not Pune. Not yet. Pune was — in 1984 — still the quiet city, the pensioners' paradise, the place where the pressures that detonated elsewhere arrived as aftershocks rather than earthquakes. But the aftershocks were enough. Sikh students in the hostel locked their doors. Some removed their turbans — not permanently, not as a statement of abandoning faith, but as the particular tactical retreat of a minority that had learned, in the space of a single news bulletin, that visibility was danger.

I did not remove my turban. This was not bravery. This was stubbornness — Bauji's stubbornness, the particular Oberoi inability to bend that was simultaneously our greatest strength and our most reliable pathway to trouble. I walked across campus with my turban intact, and the looks I received were — most of them — sympathetic. Pune was not Delhi. Pune's violence, when it came, would be sporadic rather than systematic, the work of opportunists rather than organized mobs.

But it came.

Three days after the assassination, a group of men — I will not call them a mob, because "mob" implies spontaneity and there was nothing spontaneous about this — appeared on Fergusson College Road. They were looking for Sikhs. Not for conversation. Not for answers. For the particular satisfaction that certain men derived from violence against the vulnerable, the satisfaction that was not political but personal, not ideological but pathological, dressed in the costume of patriotism.

I was in the canteen. Elina was with me. Prakash was at the library. The canteen — a low building on the western edge of campus, the smell of samosa and chai and the particular staleness of institutional food — was crowded with students who had heard about the group and had retreated to the interior of the campus the way animals retreat to the centre of a forest when fire approaches the edges.

"Take off the turban," Elina said.

"No."

"Farhan. Please. Take it off. Put it in your bag. Just until they leave."

"No."

"This is not the time for principle. This is the time for survival."

"If I take it off now, I take it off forever. Because there will always be a 'now.' There will always be a reason. And each time the reason will be valid and each time the removal will be a little easier until the turban is not a choice but a memory and I am not a Sikh but a person who used to be a Sikh before he got scared."

She stared at me. The stare was — I recognize this now, forty years later — not anger. It was the particular expression of a woman who loved a man and who could see, with devastating clarity, that the man's principle and the man's safety were on a collision course and that she was powerless to redirect either.

"Then we leave," she said. "Now. Through the back gate. My flat is on Law College Road. We go there. We stay there until this is over."

"I'm not running."

"You're not running. You're relocating. There's a tactical difference."

Prakash appeared. He had run from the library — again — and arrived in the canteen with the particular breathlessness of a man whose body was not designed for sprinting but whose circumstances demanded it. "They're at the main gate. Six or seven men. They have — " He swallowed. "They have iron rods."

Iron rods. The weapon of choice for the particular brand of violence that India specialized in — not the clean violence of guns and bombs but the intimate violence of metal on flesh, the violence that required proximity, that required the attacker to be close enough to see the person they were hurting. This was not warfare. This was butchery dressed as politics.

"Back gate," Elina said. "Now."

We went. The three of us — Elina leading, because Elina led in crisis the way she led in everything: with decisiveness and the implicit understanding that hesitation was a luxury that the situation could not afford. Through the campus, past the Gothic arches that I had painted so many times, past the library where I had read Kamala Das and fallen in love, past the particular beauty of a place that was, in this moment, not a sanctuary but a maze through which we navigated toward safety.

The back gate was open. We slipped through — Elina first, then me, then Prakash, who turned at the gate and looked back with the expression of a man who was leaving something behind that he hadn't expected to have to leave.

Elina's flat was a single room in a building on Law College Road — a paying guest accommodation that her father funded and her mother worried about and that Elina had made, through the particular alchemy of cushions and books and a small stove on which she made chai, into a space that was hers. The room smelled of books and the particular incense that Elina burned — not for worship but for the smell, the frankincense that reminded her of the church in Margao where she'd grown up and that she'd carried to Pune as a sensory souvenir.

We stayed for three days. Prakash slept on the floor. I slept on the bed — with Elina, and I will not describe this further except to say that in crisis, the body's need for proximity is not sexual but existential, the need to be touching another person not from desire but from the particular terror of being alone in a world that has decided you are the enemy.

On the second day, I removed my turban.

Not because of the men with iron rods. Not because of fear, though fear was present — fear is always present; courage is not the absence of fear but the decision about what to do with it. I removed my turban because, sitting in Elina's room with the curtains drawn and the news on the radio reporting the death toll in Delhi — hundreds, thousands, the numbers uncertain and climbing, the reports of Sikh men dragged from buses and burned alive, of gurdwaras set on fire, of a genocide that the government would later call "riots" because "riots" implied spontaneity and absolved the organizers — sitting with all of this, I looked at my turban and saw not my faith but a target.

And the transformation of a symbol of faith into a symbol of danger was, for me, the final violence. Not the physical violence — the iron rods, the burning, the killing. The final violence was the one that happened inside: the moment when I looked at the thing that connected me to my grandfather and my father and the Golden Temple at dawn and saw not devotion but vulnerability.

I untied it slowly. The fabric unwound — five metres of cloth that had been wound with the particular precision that Amma had taught me when I was twelve, the precision that Bauji checked every morning, the turban that was not an accessory but an identity. It came off. My hair — long, uncut, the kesh that was one of the five articles of Sikh faith — fell to my shoulders.

Elina watched. She said nothing. There was nothing to say. She put her hand on my knee — a touch that was not comfort but witness, the hand of a person who understood that she was watching something break and that the breaking needed to happen without intervention.

Prakash, from his spot on the floor, said quietly: "It doesn't change who you are."

"It changes everything," I said.

"It changes what people see. It doesn't change what you are."

"In India, what people see is what you are. The rest is philosophy."

He had no answer for that. There was no answer. The turban sat on the bed like a shed skin — the particular shape of it still holding, the fabric retaining the memory of the head it had wrapped, the form persisting after the function had been abandoned.

I never put it back on. In forty years, I have never retied my turban. I cut my hair in 1985 — at a barber shop in Pune, a Maharashtrian barber who did not understand the weight of what he was cutting and who charged me fifteen rupees for the most consequential haircut of my life.

Bauji never mentioned it. When I went home for Diwali — the first Diwali after the violence, the first Diwali in an Amritsar that had been broken and was trying to reassemble itself from the pieces — Bauji looked at my bare head and said nothing. The nothing was louder than any words. The nothing contained: disappointment and understanding and the particular grief of a father who saw his son's capitulation and recognized it as a reasonable response to an unreasonable world and hated both the response and the world that had necessitated it.

Amma cried. Briefly. Then she made chai and asked about my studies and did not mention the hair again.

Esha — I saw Esha that Diwali, at Pushpa's Dhaba, which had reopened with the particular resilience of a business that understood that people needed chai and samosas regardless of whether the world was burning. Esha looked at my bare head and her too-large eyes filled with something that was not tears but the thing that comes before tears: the recognition that something has been lost and the assessment of whether the loss is survivable.

"I understand," she said. And then, because Esha was Esha: "I hate that I understand."

We sat at Pushpa's. The samosa was the same. The chai was the same. The world was not the same and would never be the same, but Pushpa's Dhaba operated on a timeline that was independent of history, serving chai and samosas with the particular constancy of a place that had decided, decades ago, that its job was to provide warmth and sustenance and that the world's job was to provide the crises that required them.

Elina was in Pune. Esha was in Amritsar. And I was between them — geographically, emotionally, the particular purgatory of a man who had two homes and no home, two women and no clarity, a bare head and a turban that sat in a drawer in his hostel room and that he would carry from city to city for the rest of his life without ever putting it back on.

The lie of omission was still intact. Esha did not know about Elina. Elina knew about Esha — I had told her, in Goa, on the Mandovi, with the particular honesty that the river seemed to require — but Elina knew about Esha as a past, not a present. As a chapter that had ended, not a story that was still being written.

Both women believed they had all the information. Neither did. And the gap between what they believed and what was true was the space in which the next decade of my life would unfold — a decade of marriage and fatherhood and failure and the particular destruction that comes not from malice but from the inability to tell the truth when the truth is the only thing that could save you.


  
    Chapter 12: Shaadi — 1986

    
    
  
  I married Elina D'Souza on a Saturday in March, in a registered ceremony at the Pune District Court, witnessed by Prakash, two of Elina's college friends, and the particular bureaucratic indifference of a government institution that processed marriages the way it processed land transfers: with stamps, signatures, and a complete absence of sentiment.

We did not have a traditional wedding. Not a Sikh ceremony — I had, by 1986, placed my faith in a drawer along with my turban, the two inseparable, the practice abandoned when the symbol was abandoned. Not a Catholic ceremony — Elina's relationship with the Church was architectural rather than spiritual; she loved the buildings but not the beliefs, the stained glass but not the doctrine. Not a Hindu ceremony — neither of us was Hindu, and the suggestion, made by a well-meaning colleague of Advocate D'Souza's, that we could "just do a Hindu ceremony since it covers everyone" had produced in Elina a response so sharp that the colleague had physically retreated.

The court ceremony took fourteen minutes. The judge — a tired woman in a cotton sari who had performed, by her own weary admission, "more marriages than a temple priest" — read the relevant sections of the Special Marriage Act, asked if we consented, confirmed that we did, stamped the certificate, and wished us "a long and happy life together" with the particular conviction of a person who had seen enough marriages to know that length and happiness were not always correlated.

Elina wore a white sari — not a wedding sari, not the red-and-gold of a traditional bride, but a white cotton sari with a blue border that she had bought from the Tulsi Baug market for three hundred rupees and that she wore with the particular elegance of a woman who understood that beauty was not about the garment but about the confidence with which it was worn.

I wore a kurta. Clean. Pressed. The best kurta I owned, which was not, objectively, a very good kurta, but it was mine and it was clean and Elina had said, with the practical romance that was her defining characteristic: "I don't care what you wear. I care that you show up."

I showed up. Fourteen minutes later, I was married.

The families' responses formed a spectrum that ranged from grudging acceptance to active hostility, with several interesting stops in between.

Bauji: silence. The particular silence of a man who had been informed, rather than consulted, and who had processed the information by not processing it. He did not attend the ceremony. He did not send a message. He existed, for the six months following my marriage, in a state of communicative suspension — present in the house, absent from my life, the particular Bauji-response of withdrawing his attention as punishment, which was, for a man whose attention was already minimal, a feat of reduction that approached the mathematical.

Amma: tears, followed by chai, followed by a letter that arrived three weeks after the wedding and that contained, in her neat Gurmukhi handwriting, the following: "I wanted to dance at your wedding. You took that from me. But I want you to be happy. These two things are both true. I am your mother. I can hold both." The letter was — is — the most honest thing anyone has ever said to me about love. I keep it in the tin box with Esha's letters. The two sets of correspondence: one from the woman I didn't marry, one from the woman who raised me. Both essential. Both painful. Both kept.

Advocate D'Souza: disapproval expressed through legal metaphor. He called Elina the day after the wedding and said: "Marriage is a contract. All contracts require due diligence. You have entered into this contract without adequate due diligence regarding the other party's financial prospects, career trajectory, or family background. I would have advised against this transaction." Elina said: "I didn't ask for advice, Daddy. I asked for your blessing." He said: "Those are different requests and you have received neither." He sent a cheque for twenty thousand rupees the following week, because Advocate D'Souza expressed emotion exclusively through financial instruments.

Conceicao: a phone call in which she wept, then laughed, then wept again, then asked if Elina was pregnant ("No, Mummy, I married him because I love him, not because of biology"), then asked what she should tell the neighbours ("Tell them the truth — your daughter married a Punjabi painter, it's not a crime"), then asked if we needed bedsheets ("We need everything, Mummy, we have nothing"), then sent bedsheets, towels, a set of steel plates, and a crucifix, the last of which Elina hung on the wall not from faith but from the particular affection of a daughter who understood that her mother expressed love through objects and that refusing the object meant refusing the love.

Shobha: pragmatic acceptance. "At least she's educated. Could be worse. Could be Madan's choices." This was, in Shobha's vocabulary, effusive endorsement.

Madan: appeared at our flat three weeks after the wedding, drunk, bearing a gift — a painting. A terrible painting. A painting of two people standing under a tree that might have been a banyan or might have been a mushroom, the figures identifiable as human only through generous interpretation. "Wedding gift," he said. "I painted it myself." I hung it in the kitchen, where it remained for nine years, through the birth of our daughter and the death of our marriage, the one object that both Elina and I agreed was too terrible to fight over in the divorce.

We moved into a flat in Deccan Gymkhana — a two-room flat on the third floor of a building that had been constructed with the particular optimism of 1960s Indian architecture: the walls were thin, the plumbing was ambitious, and the balcony — the one feature that had sold us on the flat, the balcony where we could set up our easels and paint the Pune rooftops — faced west, which meant it received the particular punishment of the afternoon sun and was usable only in the mornings and evenings, which was, we decided, when the light was best anyway.

The first year was — I will use the word that Elina would have used — "correct." Not perfect. Correct. The marriage functioned the way a well-designed machine functions: the parts moved, the output was produced, the system operated within its parameters. We painted in the mornings. I taught English at a coaching institute during the day — a job that paid enough to cover rent and food and the particular expenses of a life that was being built from nothing. Elina taught at a school in Kothrud — art and English, a combination that the school valued because it reduced the number of teachers they needed to hire and that Elina resented because it reduced her from a person into a resource.

We cooked together. Elina's Goan food — the fish curry, the vindaloo, the xacuti that required seventeen spices and three hours and produced a gravy so complex that eating it was not a meal but an education. My Punjabi food — the rajma, the chole, the particular saag that I made from scratch because Amma had taught me and because the act of making saag — the washing of the greens, the boiling, the mashing, the tempering with garlic and butter — was a meditation that connected me to a kitchen in Amritsar and a mother whose letter I kept in a tin box.

The food was good. The painting was good. The marriage was — correct.

The incorrectness began slowly. Not with a fight — Elina and I did not fight, which was itself the problem. Fighting requires engagement, and engagement requires the particular investment of energy that two people must make when they disagree: the energy to argue, to defend, to attack, to repair. We did not invest this energy. We disagreed in silence. The silence accumulated like dust on furniture — invisible at first, then noticeable, then suffocating.

The first silence was about children. Elina wanted them. I did not — or rather, I did not want them yet, which Elina heard as "I do not want them ever," because "yet" is a word that means different things depending on which side of the wanting you stand on. For the person who wants: "yet" is a delay, a postponement, a frustration. For the person who doesn't want yet: "yet" is a protection, a boundary, a reasonable request for time.

The second silence was about Amritsar. I wanted to go home. Not permanently — I was Pune now, the city had absorbed me — but regularly, frequently, with the particular need of a person who had been displaced by violence and who needed to touch the original place the way a compass needs to touch north: to recalibrate, to confirm that the direction was still there.

Elina did not want to go to Amritsar. She had been once — in 1984, the worst possible time, the city stunned and grieving — and the visit had imprinted on her the particular association of Amritsar with crisis. For Elina, Amritsar was not my home. It was the place where my turban had come off. The place where the iron rods had been real and the escape had been necessary. She did not say this — silence, again — but I knew it, the way you know the things that the person you live with cannot say: through the tension in the body, the slight withdrawal when the subject is raised, the particular quality of silence that is not peaceful but loaded.

The third silence was about Esha.

Esha wrote to me. Still. After the marriage. Not frequently — the letters had thinned from weekly to monthly to the particular rhythm of a correspondence that had found its sustainable frequency: four or five letters a year, arriving at the coaching institute rather than at home, because I had given Esha the institute's address rather than the flat's, which was — I understood, even as I did it — a continuation of the lie of omission, upgraded now from omission to active concealment.

Elina did not know. Or Elina knew and chose not to know, which was a different thing — the particular knowledge that exists in a marriage like a locked room: you know the room is there, you know something is in it, but you agree, by unspoken contract, not to open the door because opening the door would require you to deal with what's inside, and dealing with what's inside might be more than the marriage can survive.

The letters from Esha were not love letters. They were — what? Reports from a life that was continuing without me. Esha had become a lecturer at Khalsa College — her father's college, the irony of which she acknowledged with the particular bitterness of a woman who had wanted to leave and had stayed and was making the best of the staying. She taught English Literature. She was good at it — brilliant, probably, because Esha did everything with the particular intensity that made mediocrity impossible. She was not married. She did not explain why. The absence of explanation was its own explanation.

I kept the letters. In the tin box. With Amma's letter. The box was in my studio — the small room off the balcony that I had claimed as painting space and that Elina did not enter, the room that was mine the way the locked room of her knowledge was hers: a space where things were kept that the marriage could not accommodate.

The incorrectness grew. The silences multiplied. And the correct marriage began its slow, inevitable transition from correct to something else — something that did not have a name because we refused to name it, because naming it would make it real, and reality was the one thing that our marriage, built on omissions and silences and the particular fiction that two people could love each other without telling each other the truth, could not survive.


  
    Chapter 13: Roshni — 1990

    
    
  
  Roshni was born on a Monday in August, during the monsoon, and the rain that fell on the day of her birth was the heaviest Pune had seen in a decade — the kind of rain that turned streets into rivers and rivers into statements, the kind of rain that made the city stop and acknowledge that there were forces larger than schedules and traffic and the particular ambitions of human beings who believed they controlled their environment.

Elina laboured for fourteen hours. I was in the room — the delivery room at Sassoon Hospital, a government hospital that we chose not because it was the best but because it was what we could afford, and because Elina, with the particular stubbornness that she deployed in matters of principle, refused to "spend money we don't have on a private hospital when the government provides the same service for free." The government did not, in fact, provide the same service — the corridors smelled of phenol and overcrowding, the nurses were overworked and underpaid and showed it, the equipment was functional in the way that a car with three wheels is functional: it moved, but the movement was neither smooth nor confidence-inspiring.

But the doctor was good. Dr. Meenakshi Patil — a woman in her forties who had delivered, by her own estimate, "more babies than I've had meals" — worked with the particular efficiency of a person who had no time for drama and no tolerance for panic. When the labour stalled at hour eleven, she assessed the situation with the calm of a general reviewing a battlefield: "Baby's fine. Mother's tired. We wait. The body knows what it's doing even when the mind doesn't."

At hour fourteen, Roshni arrived.

She arrived the way she would do everything for the next thirty-six years: on her own terms, at her own pace, with a cry that was not the thin wail of a newborn testing its lungs but a full-throated declaration of presence, a sound that said I am here and I intend to be heard and if you have a problem with that, the problem is yours.

They placed her on Elina's chest. The baby — red, wrinkled, furious, the most beautiful thing I had ever seen — opened her eyes. The eyes were — and I need to be precise about this, because precision matters when you're describing the thing that changed everything — dark. Dark the way the sea is dark at night: not a single colour but a depth, a thing you could fall into and keep falling. Elina's eyes. My mother's eyes. The particular Oberoi darkness that had travelled from Amritsar through generations and had arrived, in this monsoon-flooded delivery room in Pune, in a face that was simultaneously new and ancient.

"Roshni," Elina said. The name had been chosen months ago — Roshni, meaning light, because Elina believed in naming children for what you wanted them to be rather than what you feared they might become, and what she wanted this child to be was luminous.

I held her. The weight of her — barely three kilos, a weight that should have been negligible but that registered in my body as the heaviest thing I had ever carried, because the weight was not physical but existential: the weight of responsibility, of love, of the particular terror that accompanies the realization that you are now responsible for a human being who did not ask to exist and who will, for the next two decades at minimum, depend on you for everything.

"She has your forehead," Elina said, from the bed, her voice carrying the particular exhaustion of a woman who had spent fourteen hours doing the hardest work a human body can do and who was now assessing the result with the critical eye of a painter evaluating a canvas.

"She has your chin."

"She has Madan's nose. God help her."

I laughed. The laugh was — for the first time in months, possibly years — unguarded. The laugh of a man who had been living inside the careful architecture of a marriage that was "correct" and who had, for one moment, stepped outside the architecture into something raw and real and terrifying and beautiful.

Roshni changed everything. And Roshni changed nothing.

She changed everything because — the cliche is true, all cliches about parenthood are true, which is why they became cliches: they describe experiences so universal that originality is impossible — the moment I held her, the world reorganized itself around a new centre of gravity. Everything before Roshni was prologue. Everything after Roshni was consequence. The painting, the teaching, the marriage, the silences, the tin box with its letters — all of it was suddenly secondary to the fact of this small, furious person who had arrived in the rain and who required, from this moment forward, everything I had.

She changed nothing because — and this is the truth that the cliches do not cover, the truth that new parents discover in the weeks and months after the birth, when the euphoria fades and the sleeplessness accumulates and the baby, who was supposed to fix everything, turns out to be a person rather than a solution — the silences were still there. The three silences: children (resolved, technically, by Roshni's existence, but the resolution created new silences: how to raise her, where to raise her, in which language and which faith and which of Elina's and my irreconcilable visions of family), Amritsar (still unresolved, the need to go home still pulling, Elina's resistance still present), and Esha (the letters still arriving at the coaching institute, the tin box still growing, the locked room still locked).

Roshni's first year was a blur of sleeplessness and milk and the particular chaos of two artists trying to parent an infant in a two-room flat with a west-facing balcony and insufficient plumbing. Elina nursed — she nursed with the same intensity she brought to everything, the breastfeeding becoming not just nutrition but a project, a mission, documented in a notebook where she recorded feeding times and durations and Roshni's weight gain with the precision of a scientist conducting an experiment and the anxiety of a mother who believed that the data could protect her from the particular fear that all new mothers carry: the fear of inadequacy, of failure, of not being enough.

I painted less. The studio — the small room off the balcony — became Roshni's nursery, the easel replaced by a crib, the paint smell replaced by the particular perfume of a baby: milk and talcum and the sweetness that emanated from the top of Roshni's head, the fontanelle that was soft and vulnerable and that I touched with the particular gentleness of a man who understood that he was touching the place where his daughter was still becoming herself.

The coaching institute expanded my hours. I needed the money — Roshni required things, an endless procession of things: nappies, clothes, medicines, the paediatrician who charged two hundred rupees per visit and who Elina visited with the frequency of a person who had memorized the symptoms of every childhood disease and who diagnosed new ones weekly. The expanded hours meant less time at home. Less time at home meant — the mathematics of marriage, the particular calculus of presence and absence — more silence.

Amma came for the naming ceremony. She came alone — Bauji did not come, the communicative suspension still in effect, though it had modulated from total silence to the occasional phone call in which Bauji asked about my health, my work, and the weather, in that order, without ever mentioning my wife, my daughter, or the life I had built in Pune that he had decided, with the particular stubbornness that I had inherited and that I recognized even as I resented it, not to acknowledge.

Amma held Roshni. The holding was — I watched this, and I paint it in my memory even now — the particular holding of a grandmother who has waited for this moment and who is receiving, in the warm weight of a grandchild, the compensation for every grievance and every disappointment and every letter that should have been written and wasn't. Amma held Roshni and the tears came — not the brief tears of Diwali 1984, not the comprehensive tears of Blue Star, but the quiet tears of a woman who had been given something good after a long sequence of difficult things and who was allowing herself, for one moment, the luxury of uncomplicated happiness.

"She looks like you," Amma said to me. "When you were born. The same forehead. The same frown."

"She doesn't frown."

"She frowns. She's an Oberoi. We frown first and smile later. It's genetic."

Amma stayed for two weeks. She cooked — rajma, saag, chole, the complete repertoire of the Amritsar kitchen deployed in a Pune flat, the smells filling the two rooms and spilling onto the balcony and into the street below, where the neighbours — Maharashtrians who were accustomed to the gentler aromatics of their own cuisine — registered the arrival of Punjabi cooking with expressions that ranged from curiosity to alarm.

Amma and Elina existed in the same space with the particular diplomacy of two women who understood that they occupied different positions in the same man's life and who had decided, by unspoken agreement, to be kind to each other. The kindness was genuine — Amma admired Elina's independence, her intelligence, the particular way she held Roshni with the confidence of a woman who had decided that motherhood was a skill and that skills could be mastered through application. Elina admired Amma's cooking, her warmth, the particular way she prayed in the morning — the Japji Sahib recited in a voice that was not loud but that filled the flat with the resonance of a faith that had survived assault and displacement and the particular grief of a son who had removed his turban.

"Your mother is extraordinary," Elina told me, on the night of Amma's departure. Roshni was asleep — the particular sleep of a two-week-old infant: total, profound, the unconsciousness of a person who had no worries because worries require awareness and awareness requires experience and Roshni had neither, only milk and warmth and the particular safety of being held.

"She is."

"She reminds me of my Avó Teresa. The same strength. The same — what? Refusal to be diminished. The world keeps taking from them and they keep — making more. More food. More love. More."

"They're a generation that survived by producing."

"We're a generation that survives by protecting. We protect ourselves from loss by not having enough to lose." She looked at Roshni. The look was — I saw it, I catalogued it, I filed it in the particular archive of marital observations that I maintained without Elina's knowledge and that would, during the divorce, become evidence not of surveillance but of love: the particular love of a person who watches because watching is how they understand. "I don't want to be like that. I don't want to protect myself from Roshni by not loving her enough. I want to love her the way your mother loves you — completely, recklessly, with the full knowledge that the love will cost me everything and the willingness to pay."

"You already do," I said.

"I don't. Not yet. I'm still afraid. I'm still — " She touched Roshni's face. The touch was feather-light, the particular touch of a person who is afraid of the thing they love because the love has made them vulnerable. "I'm still me. And me is a person who protects herself. I need to learn to stop."

She would learn. And the learning would cost her exactly what she'd predicted: everything. Not through death or disaster but through the particular destruction that happens when two people who love a child differently discover that the difference is the thing that breaks the marriage.

But that was later. Tonight: Roshni slept. Amma was on the train back to Amritsar. The flat smelled of rajma and baby and the particular mixture of endings and beginnings that a family produces when it is adding a new member and losing the illusion that adding would solve the problems that subtraction had created.

I stood on the balcony. Pune's night was warm — August, the monsoon providing humidity rather than rain, the air thick with water that had not yet decided whether to fall. The rooftops stretched to the horizon — a geometry of concrete and tile and the occasional tree that had survived the city's expansion and stood among the buildings like a witness to what the landscape used to be.

Somewhere in Amritsar, Esha was teaching English Literature to students who were younger than our shared history. Somewhere on a train, Amma was carrying photographs of a granddaughter back to a husband who would look at them in private and feel the particular pride that he would never express. Somewhere in the flat behind me, Elina was sleeping next to a baby who would grow up to be a woman who was fiercer than both her parents combined.

And I was on the balcony, in the humid dark, thinking about painting and not painting, thinking about the three silences and not speaking them, thinking about the tin box and its letters and the particular weight of a life that was full of love and full of lies and that could not, I was beginning to understand, sustain both.


  
    Chapter 14: Talaaq — 1995

    
    
  
  The divorce was Elina's idea, and it was the right idea, and the fact that it was both of these things simultaneously — her initiative and the correct decision — was the particular cruelty of a marriage that had failed not through villainy but through the accumulation of small, quiet inadequacies that neither person had the courage to name until the weight of the unnamed things became heavier than the marriage could carry.

She told me on a Sunday morning. Roshni was five. We were on the balcony — the west-facing balcony where we had once set up our easels side by side and painted the Pune rooftops, the balcony that had been the reason we'd taken the flat and that had become, over nine years, the stage for a play that both actors had forgotten the lines to.

"I want a divorce," Elina said.

She said it the way she said everything: directly, without decoration, with the particular clarity of a woman who had spent weeks — months, probably — arriving at this sentence and who was not going to dilute it with qualifications or softening phrases. The sentence was a structure. She had built it deliberately, from evidence and argument, the way she built all her opinions, and she was presenting it not as an emotion but as a conclusion.

I did not say: "No." I did not say: "Let's talk about it." I did not say any of the things that a husband is supposed to say when his wife asks for a divorce, because the truth — the truth that I had been carrying alongside the tin box and the silences and the particular weight of a life built on omission — was that I had been waiting for this sentence. Not wanting it. Waiting for it. The way you wait for a storm that the barometric pressure has been predicting for days: not with eagerness but with the relief of knowing that the waiting is about to end.

"OK," I said.

"OK?"

"OK."

The silence that followed was — for the first time in nine years — not one of the three silences. It was a new silence. The silence of two people who had just agreed on something important and who were sitting with the agreement the way you sit with a diagnosis: processing, recalibrating, adjusting the mental map to accommodate a landscape that had just changed.

"I expected more resistance," Elina said.

"Would resistance have changed anything?"

"No. But it would have told me you cared enough to resist."

"I care. Caring and resisting are not the same thing. I care about you. I care about Roshni. I don't care about the marriage — not because it doesn't matter, but because it stopped being the thing that holds us together a long time ago. What holds us together is Roshni. And Roshni doesn't require a marriage. Roshni requires two parents who are honest with each other, which we haven't been."

"The letters," she said.

I looked at her. She knew. Of course she knew. The locked room had been opened — not by confrontation but by the particular erosion of denial that happens when a secret exists for too long in a small space. Secrets, like gases, expand to fill the container, and our two-room flat had been too small to contain this one.

"The letters," I confirmed.

"I've known for years. Since before Roshni. The coaching institute address — you think I didn't notice that you gave someone our address and someone else a different address? You think I didn't wonder why certain letters arrived at home and certain letters didn't?" She was not angry. This was the remarkable thing. Elina was not angry. She was tired. The tiredness of a woman who had been carrying knowledge that she shouldn't have had to carry and who was, finally, putting it down. "I read one. Just one. Three years ago. It was on the kitchen table — you'd left it out, which was either carelessness or subconscious confession, I never decided which. It wasn't a love letter. It was — worse than a love letter. It was a conversation. An ongoing conversation between two people who knew each other so well that they didn't need to say 'I love you' because the love was in the knowing."

"I should have told you."

"You should have told me. And I should have asked. We both failed. We failed differently — you failed by omission, I failed by avoidance — but the result is the same. A marriage where the most important conversation is happening outside the marriage."

Roshni appeared at the balcony door. She was five — the age at which children are simultaneously the most self-absorbed and the most perceptive, the age at which they cannot articulate what they sense but sense everything. She was wearing her favourite kurta — yellow, with embroidered elephants, a gift from Amma — and she was carrying a drawing.

"Appa, look." She showed me the drawing. It was a house. A house with a triangular roof and four windows and a door and, in front of the house, three figures: a tall one, a medium one, and a small one. The family. Our family. Drawn with the particular optimism of a five-year-old who believed that families were permanent structures, like houses, and that the people inside them would always be there because where else would they go.

"It's beautiful, Roshu," I said. The nickname — Roshu — was mine. Elina called her Roshni. Amma called her gudiya. Madan, on his rare appearances, called her "the little boss." But Roshu was mine, and the sound of it in my mouth was the sound of the one thing in my life that I had not failed at, or at least had not failed at yet.

"It's us," she said. "You and Mummy and me. In a house. With a garden. And a dog."

"We don't have a dog."

"We should get a dog. Dogs are happy. If we had a dog, everyone would be happy."

The logic was — in the way that five-year-old logic often is — simultaneously absurd and devastating. Everyone would be happy if we had a dog. The simplicity of the solution, proposed by a person who did not yet understand that adult unhappiness was not a problem that could be solved by the addition of a pet, was so pure and so wrong that I felt the particular ache that parents feel when their children's innocence collides with the parents' reality: the ache of knowing that you cannot protect them from the truth and that the truth, when it arrives, will be your fault.

"Maybe a dog," I said. "We'll talk about it."

"Yay! Mummy, Appa said maybe a dog! Maybe means yes, right?"

"Maybe means maybe," Elina said. Her voice was steady. The steadiness was — I recognized this — the steadiness of a woman who was holding herself together for her daughter and who would, when Roshni went to sleep, allow herself the particular luxury of falling apart in private. "Go inside, Roshu. Finish your drawing. Put more colour in the garden."

Roshni went inside. The drawing stayed on the balcony table, held down by a coffee cup, the three figures smiling their crayon smiles at a sky that was not blue but the particular purple that five-year-olds used for skies because purple was a better colour than blue and five-year-olds understood colour better than adults.

"She can't know," Elina said. "Not yet. Not like this."

"How do we tell her?"

"We tell her together. We tell her that Mummy and Appa love her and that Mummy and Appa are going to live in different houses but that the love doesn't change because the address changes." She paused. "We tell her the truth. Which is more than we've told each other."

The divorce proceedings took four months. Advocate D'Souza, Elina's father, handled the legal work — because of course he did, because Advocate D'Souza had predicted the failure of this marriage at its inception and was now providing the legal exit with the particular satisfaction of a man whose due diligence warnings had been vindicated. He was, to his credit, not cruel about it. He was efficient. He processed the divorce the way the court had processed the marriage: with stamps, signatures, and the bureaucratic machinery of a system that dissolved unions with the same procedural indifference with which it created them.

The custody was shared. Elina kept the flat — Roshni needed stability, and stability, we agreed, was the flat with the west-facing balcony and the Maharashtrian neighbours and the school in Kothrud that Roshni attended with the particular enthusiasm of a child who loved learning and who had not yet learned that learning could be disappointing. I moved into a smaller flat in Sadashiv Peth — a one-room flat with a kitchen and a bathroom and a window that faced north, which was, for a painter, the best possible orientation: north light was steady, consistent, the light that didn't lie.

I took the easel. Elina kept the crib. The division of property along these lines — the tools of creation versus the furniture of nurturing — said everything about what each of us had prioritized and what each of us had sacrificed.

I took the tin box. Elina did not contest this. The tin box was mine — the letters, the correspondence, the particular archive of a life that had been lived partially inside the marriage and partially outside it. Taking it was not a victory. It was an admission.

I told Esha. The letter I wrote — the first letter I sent from the Sadashiv Peth flat, the first letter I wrote as a divorced man — was the hardest thing I had ever written, because it required me to do the thing I had been avoiding for fifteen years: tell the truth.

I wrote: "I married someone. Her name is Elina. We have a daughter named Roshni. The marriage lasted nine years. It is over. I am telling you now because I should have told you then, and the fact that I didn't — the fact that I let you write to me for fifteen years without knowing that I was married — is the worst thing I have ever done. It is worse than removing my turban. It is worse than leaving Amritsar. It is the one thing in my life that I cannot justify, that I cannot explain, that I can only confess and ask you to do with the confession whatever you need to do."

Esha's reply arrived three weeks later. It was short. Four sentences:

"I knew. I didn't know who or when, but I knew. You stopped writing about the future, and a man who stops writing about the future is a man who has made decisions about it. I forgive you, not because you deserve it but because carrying this is heavier than letting it go."

I read the letter in my north-lit studio. The light was steady. The letter was steady. And the weight of fifteen years of omission lifted — not completely, not the way a burden lifts when it is removed, but the way a burden shifts when someone else agrees to share it. Esha's forgiveness was not absolution. It was redistribution. She had taken some of the weight because she could, and because she understood — had always understood, with the particular empathy that was her highest quality — that the weight was not mine alone. It was ours. The weight of two people who had loved each other at eighteen and who had been pulled apart by history and geography and the particular inadequacy of a twenty-year-old man who had not known how to hold two truths simultaneously and had chosen to hold neither.

Roshni adapted. Children adapt — not because they are resilient, which is the lie that adults tell themselves to feel better about disrupting their children's lives, but because they have no choice. Adaptation is not resilience. It is the particular survival mechanism of a person who is too young to protest and too dependent to leave.

She adapted by developing a vocabulary for the new arrangement: "Appa's house" and "Mummy's house," spoken with the particular matter-of-factness of a child who had accepted the two houses the way she accepted weather — as a condition of the world rather than a consequence of the adults in it.

She adapted by drawing. Drawing constantly — houses, families, dogs (we never got the dog; the absence of the dog became, in Roshni's mythology, the symbol of everything that had been promised and not delivered, the particular betrayal that she could name because the other betrayals were too large for a five-year-old's vocabulary).

She adapted by being fierce. The fierceness arrived like a weather system — gradually, then totally — and by the time she was six, Roshni Oberoi was the fiercest person in any room she entered, including rooms that contained her mother and her grandmother, which was saying something, because Elina's fierceness was architectural and Amma's fierceness was geological.

Roshni's fierceness was — and I take no credit for this, because the credit belongs to Elina and to whatever genetic cocktail had produced a child who was simultaneously Goan and Punjabi, Catholic and Sikh, D'Souza and Oberoi — Roshni's fierceness was nuclear. It operated at a level of intensity that the sources could not individually explain. She was more than the sum of her parts. She was a force that her parents had created and that her parents could not control, which was, I came to understand, exactly as it should be.


  
    Chapter 15: Nandini — 2003

    
    
  
  I met Nandini Wagle on a Tuesday in November, because she moved into the house next door and because her moving van blocked my driveway and because the argument about the driveway was the beginning of everything.

I was forty-three. Roshni was thirteen. I had been divorced for eight years, during which I had lived in three flats, produced four exhibitions of paintings that had been reviewed with the particular generosity that Pune's art world reserved for local artists who were talented but not famous ("Oberoi's work is accomplished, if somewhat provincial" — Pune Mirror, 2001), and had settled into the particular rhythm of a middle-aged divorced man who had made peace with solitude and who regarded it, with the defensive posture of a person who had no choice, as a lifestyle rather than a condition.

The house in Koregaon Park was the first real thing I'd owned. Bought with the proceeds of a painting — a large canvas, the Golden Temple at dawn, the painting I'd been trying to make since I was eighteen and that had, after twenty-five years of failed attempts, finally achieved something close to what I'd been reaching for. Not the thing itself — the light was still uncapturable — but the reaching. The almost-touching. The painting had sold to a collector in Mumbai for a sum that I will not disclose because disclosing the price of art is vulgar and because the sum, while significant enough to buy a small house in Koregaon Park, was not significant enough to make me comfortable discussing money.

The house was small — two bedrooms, a kitchen, a bathroom, a garden that was optimistic in its proportions (the estate agent had called it "intimate," which is the real estate word for "tiny"), and a studio that I had built in the back by converting the garage, because I no longer owned a car and because the garage had north-facing windows and north light was, I had learned, the painter's most reliable collaborator.

Nandini's moving van arrived at seven in the morning. The van was — I use this word carefully — enormous. The kind of van that suggested either a household of abundant possessions or a woman who was unwilling to leave anything behind, and in Nandini's case, it was both. The van blocked my driveway. My driveway was narrow — wide enough for a scooter, which was my only vehicle — and the van's presence converted my narrow driveway from "functional" to "decorative."

I went out to negotiate. The morning was cool — November in Pune, the post-monsoon clarity that made the air feel washed, the particular freshness of a city that had survived the rains and was now enjoying the reprieve. I was wearing what I wore every morning: paint-stained kurta, old chappals, the particular uniform of a man who worked with colours and who had long since stopped caring about the colours he wore.

Nandini was directing the movers. She stood in the driveway — her driveway, which was adjacent to mine, separated by the garden wall that would later become the threshold between our houses and our lives — and she was pointing at boxes with the particular authority of a woman who had organized things for a living and who was not going to stop organizing simply because the things being organized were her own possessions rather than someone else's.

"Your van is blocking my driveway," I said.

She turned. The first thing I noticed was — I am a painter; I notice colour first, form second, everything else third — her hair. Silver. Not grey — grey is the colour of age surrendering to entropy. Silver is the colour of age deciding that entropy can go to hell. Nandini's hair was silver the way the moon is silver: deliberately, luminously, with the particular radiance of a thing that has chosen its colour and is not going to apologize for it.

"Your driveway is narrow," she said. "It was narrow before my van arrived. My van has merely revealed a pre-existing condition."

"The pre-existing condition was manageable before your van made it unmanageable."

"Then we agree that the problem is not my van but the inadequacy of your driveway. I suggest you widen your driveway. Problem solved." She turned back to the movers. "That box — the one marked 'kitchen' — goes in the kitchen. I realize this is an advanced concept, but I have faith in your ability to match labels to rooms."

I should have been offended. I was not offended. I was — and I recognized this with the particular alarm of a man who had sworn off the complications of attraction and who was now being ambushed by them at seven in the morning in a paint-stained kurta — charmed. Not by the rudeness. By the precision of the rudeness. The way she deployed it — not as aggression but as efficiency, the words sharp not because she wanted to cut but because sharp words were faster than polite ones and she had boxes to unpack.

"I'm Farhan," I said. "Your neighbour. Apparently."

"Nandini. Your new neighbour. Unfortunately." She smiled. The smile was — and here I must resist the temptation to compare it to Esha's smile or Elina's smile, because Nandini's smile was not a comparison but a thing in itself — warm. Genuinely warm. The smile of a woman who was rude by default and kind by choice, who used sharpness as armour and warmth as the thing the armour protected.

"Tea?" she offered. "I've found the kettle. I haven't found the cups, but I have a saucepan. Saucepan chai is the best chai. My grandmother swore by it."

"Your grandmother was right."

We drank chai from a saucepan, standing in her half-unpacked kitchen, surrounded by boxes labelled in handwriting that was — I noticed this, because I notice handwriting the way other people notice faces — neat, small, controlled. The handwriting of a woman who organized her life the way she organized her boxes: with labels and systems and the particular discipline of a person who had learned, through experience, that chaos was not a creative force but a destructive one, and that the only way to survive it was to impose order.

I learned, over the following weeks and months, the story that the boxes contained.

Nandini Wagle, née Karve. Fifty-one years old. Born in Kolhapur. Raised in Pune. Married at twenty-three to Sudhir Wagle, a civil engineer who had been — by all accounts, including Nandini's, which were honest to the point of discomfort — "a good man who was bad at being married." Sudhir had died in 1999, of a heart attack, at the age of fifty, on a construction site in Nashik, which was — Nandini said this with the particular flatness of a person who had processed grief so thoroughly that it had become data rather than emotion — "the only place he was truly happy, so at least he died in his office."

One son: Aditya, twenty-five, software engineer, living in Bangalore, calling weekly, visiting annually, the particular arrangement of an Indian son who loved his mother and who expressed that love through distance and phone calls and the annual visit that was simultaneously anticipated and dreaded by both parties.

One career: school principal. Twenty-eight years at the same school — Wisdom International, a mid-range English-medium school in Kothrud that Nandini had joined as a teacher and had risen to principal through the particular combination of competence, patience, and the willingness to deal with parents who believed that their children were geniuses and that any evidence to the contrary was the school's fault.

She had retired. The house in Koregaon Park was the retirement plan — a new house, a new neighbourhood, a new chapter in a life that had been structured around school timetables and parent-teacher meetings and the particular rhythm of an institution and that now, in the absence of the institution, needed a new rhythm.

"I don't know what to do with myself," she told me, a month after moving in, sitting on my studio floor — she had started visiting the studio, initially to complain about the turpentine smell ("Your studio smells like a hospital for paintbrushes") and then to watch me paint, and then to stay, the visits becoming routine with the particular inevitability of two people who were both alone and both unwilling to admit that they wanted not to be. "I've spent twenty-eight years knowing exactly what to do every minute. Now I have minutes and no instructions. It's terrifying."

"Paint," I said.

"I can't paint."

"Everyone can paint. Painting is not a skill. It's a permission. You give yourself permission to put colour on a surface and see what happens."

"What if what happens is terrible?"

"Then you've made a terrible painting. Which is better than making no painting."

She picked up a brush. I gave her a canvas — a small one, the kind I used for studies, the kind that cost nothing and therefore carried no pressure. She looked at the canvas with the expression of a woman who had spent twenty-eight years telling children what to do and who was now being told to do something and finding the reversal disorienting.

She painted. The painting was — objectively — not good. She painted a flower. The flower looked like a flower the way that a cloud sometimes looks like a rabbit: if you squinted, if you were generous, if you were willing to meet the image halfway. The petals were lopsided. The stem was crooked. The colour was — and this surprised me — bold. Not timid. Not the pale, hesitant colours of a beginner who was afraid of making mistakes. Nandini had used red. A deep, full-throated red. The red of a woman who had been told to put colour on a surface and who had decided, on her first attempt, that the colour would be the loudest one available.

"It's terrible," she said, studying it.

"The flower is terrible. The colour is magnificent."

"You're being kind."

"I'm being accurate. The composition is wrong, the proportions are wrong, and the technique is nonexistent. But the colour — the colour tells me everything about you. You chose red. Not blue, not green, not the safe colours. Red. The colour of courage and blood and things that refuse to be ignored."

She looked at me. The look was — and I was forty-three, and I had been looked at by women before, and I knew the difference between a look and a Look — a Look. Capital L. The kind that said: I see you seeing me, and what I see is someone who sees me accurately, and being seen accurately is the most intimate thing that one person can do to another.

"Can I come back tomorrow?" she said.

"The studio is always open."

"I meant: can I come back to you."

"The studio is always open."

She came back. Every day. For the next eighteen years and counting. Not to the studio — to me. And I to her. Through the garden gate, across the three metres that separated our houses, through the particular architecture that we would build together: close enough to love, far enough for solitude, the wall low enough to talk over and high enough to maintain the fiction of separate lives.

The fiction was — we both knew — a fiction. But it was our fiction. And the choosing of it — the deliberate, conscious choosing of a way to love that was not marriage but was not less than marriage, that was two houses and one garden and a gate that was never locked — was the most honest thing either of us had ever done in a relationship.

We chose each other. Every day. Not because a certificate required it. Not because a ceremony had sanctified it. But because the choosing was the thing. The daily, deliberate, unconstrained choosing. The love that existed not because it had to but because it wanted to.

Nandini painting in my studio. The red flower on the wall — terrible, magnificent, the first of hundreds. The dogs that would come later — Choti first, then Sheroo and Bholu, the family that we built not from obligation but from the particular joy of two people who had been alone and who had found, in each other, not the answer but the better question.

The better question was not: "Will this last?" The better question was: "Is this worth choosing today?"

The answer, every day, was yes.


  
    Chapter 16: Balli ka Raaz — Present Day

    
    
  
  We painted on the beach.

Madan and I, side by side on the rocks at Shanti Shanti, the morning sun low and generous, the Arabian Sea doing its morning performance — the particular display of light on water that the sea produced every day and that no human audience could diminish, because the sea performed for itself and we were merely witnesses.

I had brought supplies from the car — a habit, the painter's equivalent of a doctor carrying a stethoscope: you never knew when you'd need to diagnose a moment in colour. Two canvases, a portable palette, brushes, tubes of paint that had been living in the boot of my car since the last plein air session in Koregaon Park. I set up Madan's canvas beside mine and gave him the basic instruction that I had given Nandini eighteen years ago and that I believed was the only painting instruction anyone needed: "Put colour on the surface. See what happens."

"What if what happens is terrible?"

"Then we'll have matching terrible paintings. I've seen your work. I'm not worried about the competition."

Madan laughed — the real laugh, the belly one — and picked up a brush with the particular enthusiasm of a person who had found, late in life, the thing that made the noise quieter, and who was not going to waste a single morning that could be spent doing it.

He painted the sea. The sea he painted was — as I'd noted the day before — the wrong colour. It was a blue that did not exist in nature, a blue that belonged in a children's book rather than on a seascape, the blue of a person who painted not what he saw but what he imagined, which was — I was beginning to understand — not a failure of technique but a different kind of seeing. Madan saw the world the way he lived in it: brighter, louder, more saturated than reality. His blue was not wrong. It was aspirational.

"Your blue," I said.

"What about my blue?"

"It's — " I paused. Reconsidered. "It's yours. Keep it."

"You were going to say it's wrong."

"I was going to say it's not the sea's blue. But it might be your blue. And your blue is more interesting than the sea's."

He looked at me. The look was — for Madan, whose looks were usually designed to charm or deflect — unguarded. The look of a younger brother who had spent sixty years being assessed by an older brother and who had, for the first time, received an assessment that was not correction but recognition.

"Bhai," he said. "That might be the nicest thing you've ever said to me."

"Don't get used to it. Your perspective is still completely wrong. The horizon is not where you've put it."

"The horizon is wherever I say it is. I'm the painter."

"You're a man with a brush. There's a difference."

We painted. The morning passed. Shantilal brought chai at ten — the real chai, ginger and tulsi, in steel glasses that were warm against the palms and that left the particular ring of condensation on the rock that marked our territory: two brothers, two canvases, two rings of chai on stone.

Balli joined us at eleven. He had been on the phone — the morning call with Paramjeet that was, he explained, non-negotiable: "If I don't call by ten, she calls the police. If I don't call by eleven, she calls my mother. My mother is worse than the police."

He sat on a rock between our easels and watched us paint with the particular patience of a non-painter observing painters — the patience of a person who did not understand the activity but who understood the people and who therefore understood enough.

"How are you feeling?" I asked. The question was loaded — it carried the weight of the cancer diagnosis, the hormone therapy, the hot flashes, the prostate's well-mannered assault on my best friend's body — and Balli received it with the particular grace of a man who understood what was being asked and who chose to answer the surface question rather than the deep one.

"Hot. The hot flashes are — you know what they're like? They're like someone has turned on a heater inside your body and forgotten where the switch is. Paramjeet says I'm finally experiencing what she experienced for eight years during menopause, and that it serves me right for every time I said 'just drink cold water.'"

"Does cold water help?"

"Cold water helps the way a bucket helps a flood. Technically relevant. Practically useless."

We sat. The three of us — the painter, the patient, the disaster — on rocks by the Arabian Sea, at a beach shack called Shanti Shanti, in a state that had once been a four-day road trip in a borrowed Ambassador and was now a ten-hour drive in a car that had air conditioning and working brakes.

"I need to tell you something," Balli said.

"You already told me. Cancer. Prostate. Well-mannered. Hot flashes."

"Not that. Something else." He adjusted his turban — the turban he still wore, forty years after I had removed mine, the turban that he had maintained through every crisis and every decade with the particular fidelity of a man for whom faith was not a choice but a constitution. "Paramjeet and I are — we're not — " He stopped. Started again. The starting and stopping was so unlike Balli — Balli who spoke in complete sentences, Balli who had opinions about lane discipline and parantha priority — that the stammer itself was the message, before the words arrived.

"We're separating," he said. "Not divorcing. Separating. She's moving to Melbourne. To be with Ranjit and his wife. For the grandchild — Simran's baby, the one due in July. She wants to be there. Not for a visit. To live."

The information arrived the way Balli's cancer diagnosis had arrived — as a stone in still water, the splash and then the ripples. But this stone was heavier. The cancer had been a medical fact, processable through numbers and probabilities. This was an emotional fact, and emotional facts were not processable — they were survivable, but survival was not the same as processing.

"Since when?" I said.

"Since the diagnosis. The cancer — it didn't cause it. It revealed it. The way — you know how when you clean a painting, you remove the varnish and you see what's underneath, and sometimes what's underneath is not what you expected?" He looked at the sea. The real sea, not Madan's aspirational blue. "The cancer made us have the conversation that we'd been avoiding for — ten years? Fifteen? The conversation about what we actually wanted. Not what we were supposed to want. Not what Sikh couples who've been married for thirty-five years are expected to want. What we actually wanted."

"And Paramjeet wants Melbourne."

"Paramjeet wants her children. Her grandchildren. The life that happens when you stop being a wife and start being a grandmother. She wants to be there for the milestones — the first words, the first steps, the school plays, all of it. And she can't do that from Amritsar."

"And you?"

"I want Amritsar. I want the shop. I want the gurdwara on Tuesday mornings. I want — " He paused. The pause was the longest I'd ever heard from Balli, a man who processed emotion in motion and who was now sitting still on a rock in Goa with the sea at his feet and his best friend beside him and the particular stillness of a person who was about to say something that he had been carrying alone for too long. "I want to be where I've always been. I want to die where I was born. Not because I'm dying — the doctors say I have years — but because when the time comes, I want it to come in a place that knows me."

"Balli."

"I know. I know how it sounds. But Farhan — I never left. You left. Madan left. Everyone left Amritsar, for good reasons, because the city broke and the breaking drove people out. But I stayed. And the staying was not inertia. It was a choice. The same choice, every day, for sixty years. The choice to be here. In this place. With this faith. In this turban."

I looked at his turban. The particular way he tied it — the precision, the folds, the discipline that his father had instilled and that he had maintained through every decade: the seventies, when turbans were fashionable; the eighties, when turbans were targets; the nineties, when turbans were political; the two thousands, when turbans were — in the West at least — misidentified; the twenty-twenties, when turbans were, finally, simply turbans again.

"She's not angry," Balli said. "We're not angry at each other. This is not a divorce. This is — what do they call it? — an evolution. We evolved in different directions. She evolved toward the children. I evolved toward the place. And the distance between the children and the place is too large for one marriage to span."

"You'll miss her."

"I'll miss her every day. I've already started missing her. Missing is — it's a practice. Like painting. You get better at it. Or you get used to it. I'm not sure there's a difference."

Madan had stopped painting. He was listening — Madan, who never listened, who deflected everything with charm and jokes and the particular armour of a man who treated other people's emotions as weather to be endured rather than experiences to be shared. Madan was listening with the quiet attention of a person who recognized the emotion being described because he had lived it: the missing, the separation, the particular loneliness of a man who loved a woman who was elsewhere.

"Geeta," Madan said. "I miss Geeta like that. Every day. The missing is the first thing in the morning and the last thing at night. Like prayers. Except prayers are supposed to make you feel better and the missing doesn't."

"It doesn't," Balli agreed. "But it keeps the person alive. In you. The missing is — it's a form of loving. You miss because you loved. The missing is the love continuing after the person has left."

The three of us sat on rocks by the sea. Three men, sixty and sixty-one, carrying three different kinds of loss: Balli's negotiated separation, Madan's abandonment, my ancient guilt. Three different shapes of the same thing: the particular loneliness of men who had lived long enough to understand that love and loss were not opposites but partners, two dancers in the same dance, inseparable, the one making the other possible.

"Come to Pune," I said. To both of them. "Both of you. Balli — when Paramjeet goes to Melbourne. Madan — now. Come to Pune. I have a house with a spare room and a studio and three dogs and a woman next door who makes rajma that is better than Amma's, which I will deny saying under oath."

"You're inviting your alcoholic brother and your cancer-patient best friend to move in," Madan said. "That's either generosity or insanity."

"It's family. The distinction is largely theoretical."

Balli smiled. The smile was — like everything about Balli — steady. Not the dramatic smile of a man whose problems had been solved. The measured smile of a man who had been offered something good and who was allowing himself, with the particular caution of a person who had learned that good things could be trusted but should not be taken for granted, to accept it.

"I'll think about it," Balli said.

"That's a yes."

"That's a 'I'll think about it,' which — "

"Which in the Oberoi family means yes but I need to pretend I have agency," Madan finished. "I know. I said the same thing yesterday. We're predictable, bhai. All three of us."

Shantilal brought more chai. We drank it on the rocks, three old friends, the sea doing its performance, the sun climbing, the morning turning from generous to businesslike, and the particular peace of three men who had laid down the heavy things they were carrying and who were sitting, for this one moment, in the lightness.


  
    Chapter 17: Esha Phir Se — Present Day

    
    
  
  The phone call from Esha came on the second evening in Goa, while Madan was cooking — cooking, not drinking, a development that I catalogued with the particular hope of a brother who had learned not to trust hope but who could not stop hoping — a fish curry from a recipe that Shantilal had dictated with the solemn authority of a man passing down sacred knowledge.

"Farhan." Her voice. Forty years of letters, four decades of correspondence, and I could count on one hand the number of times I had heard her voice in that span. Each time, the sound did the same thing: it arrived in my nervous system before my brain, the way her smile had arrived in 1978, the warmth starting in the chest and spreading outward, followed immediately by the particular ache of a door that had been opened and closed so many times that the hinges were worn but the door still moved.

"Esha. How are you?"

"I'm calling because Balli told Paramjeet and Paramjeet told me. Which means the parallel intelligence network is functioning as designed." A pause. "I'm sorry about Madan. Is he — ?"

"He's cooking fish curry. He's — better than expected. Worse than hoped."

"That's Madan's permanent condition. Better than expected, worse than hoped. It should be on his headstone." Another pause. This one longer. The particular pause of a person who had called for one reason and was working up to another. "Farhan. I'm retiring."

"From Khalsa College?"

"From Khalsa College, from Amritsar, from — everything. I'm sixty-one. I've been teaching for thirty-eight years. I've read Premchand to students whose parents hadn't been born when I first taught Premchand. I'm tired. Not of the teaching — of the repeating. The same texts, the same arguments, the same students who accept Premchand without arguing and the same students who argue without reading. I miss the students who did both. I miss — " She stopped. When she spoke again, her voice had changed. Softer. The softness was not weakness — Esha's softness never was — but the particular gentleness of a person who was about to be honest and who needed the gentleness to cushion the honesty. "I miss you."

The words landed on the beach at Shanti Shanti with the particular weight of a thing that had been unsaid for so long that saying it required the speaker to rearrange her entire emotional vocabulary.

"I miss you too," I said. Because it was true. Because it had always been true. Because the missing had been continuous, a background frequency that I had learned to live with the way a person learns to live with tinnitus: you stopped noticing it until someone mentioned it, and then it was all you could hear.

"I'm moving to Pune," she said. "My niece — Meera's daughter, you remember Meera from Pushpa's Dhaba? — she has a flat in Prabhat Road that she's not using. She's offered it to me. I'm coming in April."

Pune. Esha was coming to Pune. The city that I had gone to forty-two years ago on her instruction — "Go to Pune. Get into Fergusson. Become someone that even Daddy can't dismiss" — and that she had never visited, the city that existed in her imagination as the place I had gone and she had stayed, the distance between her staying and my going becoming, over four decades, one of the defining shapes of both our lives.

"That's — " I started. Stopped. Started again. "Nandini."

"I know about Nandini. Paramjeet told me. Years ago."

"And you're still coming?"

"I'm not coming for you, Farhan." The sharpness returned — the Esha sharpness, the particular edge that she deployed when she needed to be clear about something and didn't trust gentleness to carry the clarity. "I'm coming for me. I'm sixty-one. I've lived in Amritsar my entire life. My father is dead — five years now. My mother is in a care home in Jalandhar, near my sister. There's nothing keeping me in Amritsar except habit, and habit is not a reason to stay. It's a reason to leave."

"I didn't say — "

"You were going to say something careful. Something diplomatic. Something about Nandini and boundaries and the complexity of the situation. I'm going to save you the trouble. I know about Nandini. I'm not coming to compete with Nandini. I'm not coming to replace Nandini. I'm coming to Pune because Pune has a better art scene, better weather, better food, and because my niece has a free flat and I'm a retired professor on a pension and free flats are not to be dismissed."

"And because I'm here."

A pause. The longest yet. The pause of a woman who had been honest about everything except the most important thing and who was deciding whether to include the most important thing or leave it out.

"And because you're here," she said. "Yes. Because you're here. Because after forty years of letters and four phone calls and the particular disaster of your marriage and the particular loneliness of my not-marriage, you are the person I want to be near. Not with. Near. There's a difference."

"There's a difference," I agreed.

"Good. Then we understand each other."

"We've always understood each other."

"No. We understood each other at eighteen. Then we didn't understand each other for forty years. Then we understood each other again through letters. And now — I want to understand you in person. In the same city. With the particular complications that proximity creates and that distance avoids."

"Nandini will want to meet you."

"I would expect nothing less. I've read enough about her through Paramjeet's reports — Paramjeet provides dossiers, not gossip — to know that she's formidable and that she loves you and that she will assess me the way I would assess her: with the particular scrutiny of a woman who has found something valuable and who wants to know if the new arrival is a threat."

"You're not a threat."

"I'm always a threat, Farhan. That's not vanity. That's assessment. I'm the woman you loved first. The woman whose letters you kept in a tin box for forty years. The woman who forgave you when forgiveness was harder than anger. I am, whether I intend to be or not, a complication. And complications are threats to stability. Nandini values stability. Therefore: I am a threat."

She was right. She was always right about the things that I couldn't see because I was inside them. This was Esha's gift — the too-large eyes that saw everything, the intelligence that processed everything, the particular clarity of a woman who had spent forty years observing from a distance and who understood the landscape better than the person standing in it.

"Come to Pune," I said.

"I'm already coming to Pune. I told you. This wasn't a request for permission."

"I know. It was — confirmation. That you're welcome. That you're wanted. That the proximity you're describing is — it's good. It's right."

"We'll see," she said. Esha did not make promises. Esha dealt in assessments and observations and the particular currency of a woman who had learned that promises were the vocabulary of people who didn't know what was going to happen and who covered their ignorance with commitment. "We'll see how it is when I'm there. When the letters are replaced by conversations and the distance is replaced by — whatever proximity turns out to be."

"It'll be good."

"You don't know that."

"I know you. I know Nandini. I know Pune. The combination will be — at minimum — interesting."

"Interesting is the word men use when they mean 'I have no idea what's going to happen but I'm pretending to be confident.' Goodnight, Farhan. Give my regards to Madan. Tell him his fish curry needs more kokum."

"How do you know it needs more kokum?"

"Because Madan has never, in his life, used enough of anything essential. It's his defining characteristic."

She hung up. Esha, like Shobha, did not believe in goodbyes. She believed in final statements delivered with authority, followed by the click of a disconnecting phone, the particular full stop of a conversation that had said what it needed to say and was not going to dilute the saying with pleasantries.

I stood on the beach. The evening was — the Goa evening, the particular hour when the sun hit the sea at the angle that turned the water from blue to gold and the sky from blue to the colour that I had spent my life trying to paint and that I called, in my private vocabulary, "the colour of the thing before it changes." Every sunset was the thing before it changed — from day to night, from light to dark, from the visible world to the invisible one. And the colour of that transition was not a colour but a feeling: the feeling of standing at the edge of something and not knowing whether the next step was forward or down.

Esha was coming to Pune. Nandini was in Pune. And I was — as I had been for most of my life — between two women, in the particular space that was not a triangle (triangles implied competition, and neither woman competed; they both simply were, with the particular self-possession of women who had built their own lives and who did not need a man to complete the structure) but a geography. Three points. Three positions. The map of a heart that had loved widely and sometimes well and sometimes badly and that was, at sixty-one, being asked to accommodate one more proximity without losing the proximities it already held.

Balli was behind me. He had been watching — Balli always watched, the way I always watched, the two of us lifelong observers of the world and of each other.

"Esha?" he said.

"Esha."

"Coming to Pune?"

"Coming to Pune."

"Nandini?"

"Doesn't know yet."

Balli nodded. The nod was — like all of Balli's gestures — complete. It contained the entire assessment: the complication, the beauty, the risk, the particular messiness of a man's life when the women he has loved refuse to stay in the separate rooms he has built for them and instead insist on existing in the same city, at the same time, with the particular inconvenience of being real.

"You're going to need a bigger house," he said.

"I'm going to need a bigger heart."

"Same thing," Balli said. "Same thing."


  
    Chapter 18: Ghar Wapsi — Present Day

    
    
  
  We left Goa on a Thursday morning, and the leaving was — like most leavings — simultaneously a relief and a loss.

Madan sat in the back seat with his painting supplies, the terrible canvases stacked beside him like a portable gallery of magnificent failures. He had packed in twenty minutes — the packing speed of a man who owned almost nothing and who had learned, through decades of departures, that possessions were not anchors but barnacles: they slowed you down without keeping you in place.

"Goodbye, Shanti Shanti," Madan said, as we pulled away from the dirt road. "You were a terrible establishment with terrible mattresses and the best chai in Goa."

"The best chai in Goa is a low bar," Balli said, from the driver's seat, because Balli always drove and always would drive until the prostate or the years took the steering wheel from his hands.

"A low bar is still a bar. I've spent my life clearing low bars. It's my specialty."

The drive back was different from the drive down. The drive down had been urgent — the particular momentum of two men heading toward a crisis. The drive back was — the word that came to mind was "domestic." Three men in a car, heading home, the crisis not resolved but recategorized: Madan was still an alcoholic, Balli still had cancer, and I was still a man whose emotional geography was about to be redrawn by the arrival of a woman I had loved at eighteen. But the crises were now shared. They had been spoken. And spoken crises, I had learned over sixty-one years, were lighter than silent ones — not because speaking changed the facts but because it distributed the weight.

We stopped for breakfast at a dhaba on the Amboli ghat — a roadside establishment that served poha and chai and the particular vada pav that the Western Ghats produced: the vada crisp and golden, the pav soft, the chutney a bright green slap of coriander and green chilli that made Madan's eyes water and Balli's turban seem to straighten with the particular Sikh response to spice: acknowledgement without submission.

"So," Madan said, through a mouthful of vada pav. "Esha's coming to Pune."

"How do you know that?"

"I heard your phone call. The shack has no walls, bhai. Sound carries. Esha's coming to Pune, Nandini doesn't know, and you're sitting between two canvases trying not to think about the fact that you're about to become the most complicated man in Koregaon Park."

"I'm already the most complicated man in Koregaon Park."

"No, you're the most boring man in Koregaon Park. Three dogs, a studio, a woman next door. That's not complicated. That's retirement. Esha arriving — that's complicated. That's plot."

Balli ate his poha in silence. Balli's silence during personal conversations was not avoidance — it was the particular patience of a man who listened first and spoke last and who believed that most conversations improved when the participants stopped talking and started eating.

"You need to tell Nandini," Balli said, when the poha was finished and the chai had been ordered. "Before Esha arrives. Not after. Not during. Before."

"I know."

"Do you? Because your history with telling women things suggests that you know what you should do and then do the opposite. You should have told Esha about Elina. You didn't. You should have told Elina about the letters. You didn't. The pattern is: Farhan identifies the right action and then avoids it until the avoidance creates a crisis that forces the action anyway, but by then the action is contaminated by the avoidance and the result is worse than if he'd just done the thing in the first place."

"That's — " I wanted to argue. I could not argue. The assessment was forensic. "That's accurate."

"Tell Nandini. Today. When we get home."

"Today we're arriving with Madan. I can't walk in the door with my alcoholic brother and say, 'Meet Madan, he's moving in, also my first love is moving to Pune in April, how was your week?'"

"Why not? That's exactly what's happening. The truth is not improved by scheduling."

Madan leaned forward between the front seats. "I agree with Balli. Tell her today. Women appreciate honesty delivered promptly. They do not appreciate honesty delivered after they've discovered the truth through other channels, at which point the honesty is no longer honesty but damage control."

"Since when are you an expert on women?"

"Since three of them left me. I'm an expert on what not to do. Which makes me, through elimination, an approximate expert on what to do."

We arrived in Pune at four in the afternoon. The city welcomed us with its particular March energy: hot, building toward the pre-monsoon intensity, the streets crowded with the particular Pune traffic that was neither the chaos of Mumbai nor the order of Bangalore but something in between — a negotiated chaos, the traffic equivalent of a democracy where everyone had rights and nobody had lanes.

I dropped Balli at the station — he was taking the overnight train to Amritsar, to the shop, to the gurdwara on Tuesday mornings, to the life he had chosen to stay in while the woman he loved chose to leave. At the station entrance, he embraced me — the particular embrace of a man who was not a hugger but who understood that some moments required physical contact because words were inadequate and handshakes were insulting.

"Call me," he said. "When you've told her."

"I will."

"And Farhan." He held my shoulders. The grip was firm — the grip of a man whose body was being treated for cancer and whose strength had not yet been diminished by the treatment. "This is not 1986. You are not the boy who hid things in a tin box. You are a sixty-one-year-old man with a studio and three dogs and a woman who loves you. Tell her the truth. The truth is the only paint that doesn't fade."

"That's very poetic for a hardware store owner."

"I've been listening to you talk about painting for forty-three years. Some of it was bound to stick." He released my shoulders. Picked up his bag. Walked into the station with the particular gait of a man who knew where he was going and was content to go there, even if the going now included the particular loneliness of a house that would, soon, be emptier than it had been.

Madan and I drove home. Home: the house in Koregaon Park with the garden and the gate and Nandini's house three metres away and the dogs who would — I was certain — lose their minds at the arrival of a new person who smelled of feni and sea salt and the particular chaos that Madan brought to every environment he entered.

The dogs lost their minds. Sheroo and Bholu, the Labradors, greeted Madan with the particular enthusiasm that dogs reserved for people who smelled interesting, which Madan decidedly did. They knocked him over. He went down in the garden — a man brought to earth by canine affection, laughing his real laugh while two dogs investigated his person with the thoroughness of customs officers who had been tipped off about contraband.

Choti observed from the doorstep. Choti did not greet strangers. Choti assessed strangers. The assessment took approximately forty-five seconds, after which Choti trotted over, sniffed Madan's hand, and returned to the doorstep, having classified him as "acceptable but unimpressive," which was Choti's highest rating for humans who were not me or Nandini.

Nandini was in her garden. She had heard the car — or heard the dogs — or had the particular radar that she deployed for my arrivals, the radar that was not surveillance but attention, the paying-attention-to-the-person-you-love that was, I had come to understand, the foundation of everything.

She came through the gate. Saw Madan. Assessed the situation with the speed of a woman who had been a school principal for twenty-eight years and who could assess a situation the way a chess player assessed a board: instantly, completely, seeing not just the pieces but the positions and the moves that the positions implied.

"You must be Madan," she said. "I'm Nandini. Your room is ready."

"My room is ready? I've been here thirty seconds."

"Farhan called me from the road. I've prepared the spare room. Clean sheets, towels, and I've hidden the alcohol — not as a commentary on your habits but as a practical measure. If you want to drink, you'll have to ask me, and asking creates a pause, and pauses are where decisions happen."

Madan looked at me. Looked at Nandini. Looked at me again.

"I like her," he said. "She's terrifying. I like terrifying women. They're the only ones worth knowing."

"Go shower," Nandini said. "You smell like Goa's autobiography."

Madan went inside. The dogs followed — Sheroo and Bholu because Madan smelled interesting, Choti because Choti went where the action was, even if the action was below her standards.

Nandini and I stood in the garden. The evening was warm — March warm, the particular heat that preceded the monsoon by three months but that the body remembered from every previous year and that triggered the particular Pune anxiety: the hot months are coming, the hot months are always worse than you remember, the hot months will test your patience and your plumbing and your marriage, if you have one.

"Thank you," I said. "For the room. For hiding the alcohol. For — everything."

"Don't thank me yet. He's going to be complicated."

"He's already complicated."

"Then don't thank me at all. Just tell me what happened in Goa."

I told her. About Madan's painting. About Balli's cancer and his separation from Paramjeet. About the fish curry and the beach and the three men on rocks and the particular lightness of heavy things laid down.

I did not tell her about Esha.

Balli's words were in my head — "tell her today" — and Madan's words — "women appreciate honesty delivered promptly" — and my own history, the tin box, the locked rooms, the particular pattern that Balli had identified with forensic accuracy: Farhan identifies the right action and then avoids it.

"There's something else," I said.

Nandini looked at me. The look was — I had learned this look over eighteen years — the look of a woman who already sensed what was coming and who was giving me the space to say it, the particular generosity of a person who could have demanded the information but who chose to wait for it to be offered.

"Esha is moving to Pune. In April."

The silence was brief. Three seconds. In three seconds, Nandini processed the information, assessed its implications, calculated the emotional mathematics, and arrived at a response that was — like everything Nandini did — precisely calibrated.

"The Esha from the letters," she said. Not a question.

"The Esha from the letters."

"The letters in the tin box that you keep in the studio and that you think I don't know about but that I've known about since the first week I started visiting the studio because you keep the box on the second shelf behind the turpentine and I clean the studio every month and I'm not blind."

"You knew."

"I knew about the box. I didn't read the letters. That's your privacy and I respect your privacy. But I knew there was a box and I knew the box contained something important and I knew the important thing was a woman because men do not keep tin boxes on shelves behind turpentine for any other reason."

"I should have told you."

"You should have told me eighteen years ago. But you didn't, and I chose not to ask, and we have both lived with the not-telling and the not-asking and it has not destroyed us. So." She crossed her arms. The crossing was not defensive — it was the particular gesture of a woman who was preparing to deal with something and who wanted her body arranged for dealing. "Tell me about her."

I told her. Everything. Esha at eighteen — the smile, the too-large eyes, the kiss behind the Jallianwala Bagh. The letters. The fifteen years of omission during my marriage. The confession, the forgiveness. The phone call from Goa. The retirement. The niece's flat on Prabhat Road.

Nandini listened. She listened the way she did everything — completely, with the particular attention of a person who understood that listening was not waiting to speak but the active process of receiving information and integrating it into a worldview that was being updated in real time.

When I finished, she said: "I want to meet her."

"That's what Esha said you'd say."

"Esha is clearly an intelligent woman. I look forward to meeting an intelligent woman. Koregaon Park has plenty of women but intelligent ones are in short supply." She uncrossed her arms. "Farhan. I am not threatened. I am not jealous. I am — I want you to hear this correctly — grateful."

"Grateful?"

"Grateful that you told me. Today. Before she arrives. Before the situation created itself without my knowledge. You have a history of not telling women things. The fact that you told me — today, unprompted, without being caught — is the most romantic thing you have ever done. More romantic than the painting. More romantic than the eighteen years. Because it means you learned. And a man who learns is a man worth keeping."

She kissed me. In the garden, with the dogs barking inside and Madan's shower running and the Pune evening settling around us like a warm cloth. The kiss was — Nandini's kisses were always — a decision. Deliberate. The kiss of a woman who chose to kiss the way she chose to paint: with red, with boldness, with the refusal to be timid about the things that mattered.

"Now," she said, pulling back. "Go feed the dogs. They've been insufferable since you left. Sheroo ate a shoe."

"Which shoe?"

"Your good one. The left one. He has a preference for left shoes. I've documented the pattern."

I went inside. Fed the dogs. Checked on Madan, who was sitting in the spare room, clean and bewildered, looking at the clean sheets and the towels and the hidden-alcohol room with the particular expression of a man who had been living in a beach shack and who was recalibrating his expectations upward.

"She hid the alcohol," he said.

"She did."

"Nobody's ever hid the alcohol for me before. They've poured it out. They've yelled about it. They've left because of it. Nobody's ever just — hidden it. And explained why." He sat on the bed. Touched the clean sheets with the particular gentleness of a man who had forgotten what clean sheets felt like. "That's — I think that might be love. Not the romantic kind. The kind where someone sees the mess and instead of walking away or trying to fix it, they just — make the room cleaner. And wait."

"That's Nandini."

"Bhai. You should marry that woman."

"We have an arrangement."

"Your arrangement is a marriage without the paperwork. The paperwork is the least important part. The arrangement — the choosing, every day, the gate, the three metres, the dogs — that's the marriage. The rest is bureaucracy."

He was right. Madan, who was wrong about most things in his own life, was right about this thing in mine. The arrangement was the marriage. The choosing was the ceremony. And the gate — never locked, always open, the three metres that were simultaneously the distance and the connection — was the architecture of a love that had been built not from obligation but from the daily, deliberate, unconstrained act of showing up.

I went to the studio. Uncovered the canvas. The one I'd been working on before Shobha's call — the morning light, the Pune sun through the French windows, the colour that existed only in this room at this hour.

The light was different now. Evening, not morning. The wrong light for the painting. But I looked at it — the canvas with its first brushstroke, the cadmium yellow that had been interrupted by a phone call and a road trip and a brother and a diagnosis and an old love coming home — and I thought: tomorrow morning. The light will come back. It always comes back.

I covered the canvas. Went next door. Nandini was making chai — saucepan chai, the grandmother method, the best kind. She handed me a cup without looking up, the particular ease of a woman who knew when I needed chai and who provided it without ceremony because the providing was the ceremony.

"Tomorrow," she said. "We'll figure out the rest tomorrow."

"Tomorrow."

"And Farhan? The tin box. Move it to the living room. If it's important enough to keep for forty years, it's important enough to not hide behind turpentine."

"Yes, ma'am."

"Don't call me ma'am. Call me Nandini. Ma'am is for school. This is home."

Home. The word settled in the evening like the last note of a raga — not the dramatic note, not the one that made the audience gasp, but the one that resolved the melody, the one that told the listener: this is where the music was going. This is where it arrives.


  
    Chapter 19: Roshni ka Faisla — Present Day

    
    
  
  Roshni called on a Saturday morning, which was unusual because Roshni called on Wednesday evenings — the particular scheduling of a thirty-six-year-old woman who had organized her life with the precision of a person who had grown up watching two parents fail to organize theirs and who had decided, with the nuclear fierceness that was her defining quality, that she would not repeat their mistakes.

"Appa." Her voice was — I listened for the registers, the way a painter listened for colour temperature: warm, neutral, cool. Her voice was warm. Which meant either good news or the kind of bad news that she had already processed and was delivering to me pre-digested, the emotional roughage removed, the information smooth and presentable. "I'm coming to Pune."

"When?"

"Thursday. I have a week off. The firm is between cases and Mehra-sir said I could take the days."

Roshni was a lawyer. Not a corporate lawyer — Roshni would have considered corporate law the moral equivalent of decorating a prison cell — but a human rights lawyer, working at a legal aid organization in Delhi that handled cases involving land rights, tribal displacement, and the particular intersection of development and justice that made India's courts simultaneously the most important and the most overburdened institutions in the country. She was brilliant at it. She was brilliant at everything — the nuclear fierceness applied to law the way it had once been applied to drawing, to schoolwork, to the particular art of being the child of divorced parents and making both parents feel inadequate about their life choices.

"Wonderful. Your room is — well, your room has Madan in it."

"Uncle Madan is living with you?"

"Uncle Madan is staying with me. 'Living' implies permanence. 'Staying' implies hope."

"Appa. You took in Uncle Madan. Again."

"He was in Goa. He was — "

"In trouble. He's always in trouble. And you always take him in. And it always ends the same way: six months of stability, then disappearance, then Goa or Chennai or wherever his particular brand of self-destruction takes him, then you take him in again. It's a cycle. Cycles are not solutions."

"Cycles are not solutions. But they're better than abandonment."

A pause. The pause was — I recognized it — the pause of a woman who had an argument prepared and who was choosing not to deploy it, because the argument was about Madan and the phone call was not about Madan. The phone call was about something else. I could hear the something-else in the particular quality of her silence: the silence of a person who had news and was circling it the way a plane circles a runway, waiting for clearance to land.

"I'm bringing someone," she said.

"Someone."

"Someone I want you to meet. His name is Kabir. He's — we've been together for eight months. He's a documentary filmmaker. Before you say anything: he's not rich, he's not from a 'good family' in the way that Nani would define 'good family,' and he doesn't own property. He does, however, make me laugh, which is worth more than property, and he understands the law, which is worth more than wealth, and he is kind, which is worth more than everything."

"I wasn't going to say anything about his wealth or his family."

"No. You weren't. Mummy would. Which is why I'm coming to you first."

The particular geography of Roshni's loyalties: she came to me with the things she couldn't bring to Elina, and she went to Elina with the things she couldn't bring to me, and the space between us — the divorce's legacy, the two-house childhood — had become, for Roshni, not a wound but a terrain that she navigated with the particular skill of a person who had been trained by circumstance to read both parents separately and to present different versions of the same truth depending on which parent was receiving it.

This was, I understood, the consequence of the divorce. Not the divorce itself — the divorce had been necessary, correct, the right decision made for the right reasons. The consequence was the child who had learned to navigate the space between two truths, who had developed the particular skill of being Farhan's daughter in one room and Elina's daughter in another, and who carried the burden of this bilingual emotional existence with the fierce efficiency that she carried everything.

"Bring him," I said. "Bring Kabir. The dogs will vet him. Choti is an excellent judge of character."

"Choti likes no one."

"Exactly. If Choti likes Kabir, he's exceptional. If she doesn't, he's normal. Either way, useful data."

"Appa." The warmth again. The warmth that I associated with the particular version of Roshni that existed when she was not being a lawyer, not being fierce, not being the nuclear force that her professional life required — the version that was just my daughter, the girl who had drawn three figures in a house with a purple sky and a garden and a dog they never got. "Thank you. For not asking the questions."

"What questions?"

"The questions that Indian fathers ask. 'What caste is he? What does his father do? Where is he from? How much does he earn?' The questions that reduce a person to a spreadsheet."

"I've never been good with spreadsheets. I'm a painter. I deal in colour, not columns."

"Mummy will ask the questions."

"Mummy will ask the questions and then she'll meet him and then she'll like him, because Mummy — whatever else is true about Mummy — has never failed to recognize kindness. She might take a while to admit she recognizes it, but she'll get there."

"How is Mummy?"

"Call your mother. She'd rather hear from you than hear about you from me."

"I call her. Wednesday evenings. Like clockwork."

"I know. She tells me." I paused. The particular pause of a father about to say something that fathers find difficult — not because the words are hard but because the feeling behind them is large and the words are small and the gap between the feeling and the words is the space where most father-daughter relationships lose their signal. "Roshu. I'm glad. About Kabir. About you being happy. That's — that's the thing. That's the only thing."

"Don't make me cry, Appa. I'm at work. I have a reputation for terrifying interns."

"You come by it honestly. Your mother terrified an entire school. Your grandmother terrifies sabziwalas."

"And you terrify canvases."

"Canvases are the only things I've ever terrified."

She laughed. The laugh was — Roshni's laugh was not Esha's and not Elina's and not Nandini's. Roshni's laugh was her own: short, sharp, the laugh of a woman who rationed her joy the way an accountant rationed a budget, allocating just enough to acknowledge the humour without bankrupting the composure that her professional life demanded.

"Thursday," she said. "Afternoon flight. Tell Uncle Madan to be sober. Tell Nandini aunty I'm bringing chocolate — the dark kind, from that shop in Khan Market."

"Nandini will be thrilled. She's been rationing her chocolate since the last box you sent."

"She shouldn't ration. Life is too short for rationed chocolate. That's my legal opinion and it's binding."

She hung up. Roshni, like Shobha, like Esha, did not believe in goodbyes. The women in my life had a collective agreement that phone calls ended with information delivered, not with sentiment lingered over.

I told Nandini. I told Madan. The responses were characteristic:

Nandini: "A documentary filmmaker. Interesting. I'll prepare dinner. Tell me his dietary restrictions — I'm not asking to judge, I'm asking because the last time you brought someone home without warning, he was vegetarian and I'd made chicken."

Madan: "A filmmaker? Does he make money? Don't answer. I know the answer. He makes no money. He makes art. Like us. Roshni has inherited the family disease — the attraction to people who create rather than accumulate." A pause. "I'll be sober. For Roshni. I'll be sober."

Thursday arrived. Roshni arrived with Kabir at three in the afternoon, in a taxi from the airport, carrying a bag that was larger than necessary — because Roshni packed for every contingency, the lawyer's habit of preparing for scenarios that might not occur — and a box of chocolate that Nandini received with the particular reverence that a person reserved for gifts that understood them.

Kabir was — I assessed him the way I assessed everything: visually, chromatically, the painter's appraisal that began with the surface and worked inward. He was tall — taller than me, which meant taller than most people in any room he entered. Dark. Not dark in the way that Indian men were sometimes described by matrimonial advertisements — with the careful euphemisms that avoided saying "dark" by saying "wheatish" or "medium-complexioned" — but dark in the way that good coffee is dark: richly, unapologetically, with the particular beauty of a colour that was comfortable being itself. His face was — the word that came to mind was "attentive." Not handsome in the conventional sense, not the face that would launch matrimonial inquiries, but a face that paid attention, that looked at you and actually saw you, which was — I had learned, through sixty-one years and three women — the rarest and most valuable quality a face could possess.

He shook my hand. The handshake was firm without being aggressive — the handshake of a man who understood that the first physical contact with a girlfriend's father was a negotiation and who had decided to negotiate honestly rather than strategically.

"Mr. Oberoi," he said.

"Farhan. Mr. Oberoi is my father, and my father has been disapproving of my life choices for sixty years. I'd prefer not to inherit his title."

"Farhan." He smiled. The smile was — good. Not performing. Not trying. Just the smile of a person who was in a new place with new people and who had decided to be himself rather than the version of himself that the situation might require. "Roshni talks about you constantly. About the painting. The studio. The dogs."

"She talks about the dogs more than she talks about me."

"Considerably more. But to be fair, the dogs sound very interesting."

Choti appeared. She trotted from the garden — her assessment patrol, the particular walk of a Pomeranian who took her gatekeeping responsibilities seriously. She approached Kabir. Sniffed his hand. Looked at him with the particular Choti expression that was simultaneously judgemental and curious.

Kabir knelt. He did not reach for Choti — the mistake that most visitors made, the reaching that Choti interpreted as aggression and that resulted in the particular Pomeranian retreat that communicated "you have failed the assessment." Instead, he held his hand out, palm up, and waited.

Choti sniffed again. Considered. And then — in a development that Nandini later described as "unprecedented" and that I described as "miraculous" — she licked his palm.

"That's never happened," Roshni said. "Appa, Choti licked him. Choti doesn't lick anyone."

"Choti licked Nandini once. In 2005. Nandini still talks about it."

"Then Kabir has passed the Choti test. Which is harder than the bar exam."

"Considerably harder," Kabir said, still kneeling, allowing Choti to investigate his other hand with the thoroughness that the first hand had apparently warranted.

We went inside. Nandini had prepared dinner — not a dinner party, not the performance of hospitality that some hosts deployed, but the quiet, abundant hospitality of a woman who expressed love through food and who had decided that the expression, tonight, would be comprehensive: dal makhani, jeera rice, raita, papad, the particular Maharashtrian amti that she made for special occasions, and — because Roshni had mentioned that Kabir was Bengali — a fish curry that Nandini had learned from a colleague and that she presented with the particular confidence of a cook who had done her research.

"You made fish curry for him," Roshni whispered to me, in the kitchen, where we had retreated to get water that neither of us needed. "She researched his background and made fish curry."

"That's Nandini. She doesn't just prepare food. She prepares for the person."

"Appa." Roshni's eyes were — the dark Oberoi eyes, the depth that you could fall into — wet. Not crying. The pre-tears. The recognition of something good and the assessment of whether the goodness was real and the conclusion that yes, it was real, and the tears that came not from sadness but from the particular relief of discovering that the world contained people who would make fish curry for a stranger because the stranger was loved by someone they loved.

"I know," I said. "I know."

We ate. The dinner was — as Nandini's dinners always were — perfect. Not in the restaurant sense of perfect — not precise, not architectural, not the kind of food that Instagram rewarded. Perfect in the home sense: abundant, warm, made with the particular love that infused food when the cook cared about the people eating it and when the caring was expressed not in technique but in attention.

Madan was sober. He sat at the table and ate and talked and was, for one evening, the version of himself that the family wished was permanent: charming, funny, insightful, the man who could make anyone feel that they were the most interesting person in the room. He told Kabir stories — about Amritsar, about the family, about the time he had tried to cook a biryani and had set fire to the kitchen in Katra Ahluwalia and had blamed the cat, a cat that did not exist, a fictional cat that Madan had maintained for three days before Amma's interrogation broke him.

Kabir listened. He listened the way I had noticed he did everything: with attention, with the particular care of a person who understood that listening was not a passive activity but an active one, a form of respect that said I am here, I am present, what you are saying matters.

After dinner, Roshni and Kabir walked in the garden. Nandini and I watched from the kitchen window — the particular surveillance of a parent and a partner who understood that watching was not control but concern, the paying-attention that was the foundation.

"He's good," Nandini said.

"He's good," I agreed.

"Choti liked him."

"Choti liked him."

"Then he's family." She washed a plate. The washing was — like everything Nandini did — thorough, efficient, the plate emerging clean and ready. "That's how it works, Farhan. Choti decides. We just confirm."

I watched my daughter in the garden, walking beside a man who made her laugh and who had passed the Choti test and who was, I suspected, the person she would choose. Not because of his qualities — though his qualities were real — but because Roshni had learned, from watching her parents fail, exactly what she wanted: a person who listened, who was kind, who made fish-curry gestures of care. A person who was not perfect but who was present.

The dogs followed them through the garden. Sheroo and Bholu in front, enthusiastic escorts. Choti behind, maintaining the particular distance of a Pomeranian who had approved the visitor but who was not going to be obvious about it.

The evening settled. Warm. March. The particular Pune night that was a pause between the pleasant months and the hot months, the night that was neither and both, the temperature of transition.

My daughter was in the garden with a good man. My brother was sober in the spare room. My best friend was in Amritsar, dealing with his own transitions. My first love was packing her life into boxes in an apartment on the way to Pune. My love was in the kitchen, washing plates.

And I was at the window. Watching. As I always watched. Because watching was how I understood the world, and understanding was how I loved it, and loving was — at sixty-one — the only thing left that mattered.


  
    Chapter 20: Subah ka Rang — Present Day

    
    
  
  The morning light came back.

It came the way it always came — through the French windows, hitting the east wall at the angle that turned the white plaster into the colour that was not gold, not amber, not turmeric-yellow, but something between all of these. The colour that existed only in this room, only at this hour, only when the Pune sun was still low enough to be generous rather than punishing.

I uncovered the canvas. The one I'd been working on before Shobha's call, before Goa, before the road trip and the beach and the brother and the diagnosis and the old love coming home. The canvas with its single brushstroke — the cadmium yellow that had been interrupted and that had waited, patient as canvas always was, for the painter to return.

The studio smelled of turpentine and linseed oil and the faintest trace of the chai that Nandini had brought over an hour ago, before she'd left for her morning walk. The chai was cold — I'd forgotten it, as I always forgot it, because the space between intending to drink chai and actually drinking chai was filled with the same things it had always been filled with: mixing colours, adjusting brushes, staring at the canvas with the particular intensity of a man who was about to begin something and wanted to savour the moment before the first brushstroke committed him to a direction.

But today the savoring was different. Today the canvas was not just a canvas. It was a resumption. The painting I had been making before the world interrupted was the painting I was returning to after the interruption, and the returning was — I understood this now, with the particular clarity that sixty-one years of trying and failing and trying again had given me — the point. The painting was not about the morning light. It was about the return to the morning light. The coming-back. The choosing to pick up the brush again after the interruption, however long, however disruptive, however much the interruption had changed the painter.

I loaded the brush. Cadmium yellow. The colour of marigolds that Sheroo and Bholu had destroyed. The colour of temple domes. The colour of the beginning — not the dramatic beginning that stories required, but the quiet beginning that mornings provided: the light arriving, the brush meeting the canvas, the painter meeting the painting.

Sheroo pressed his face against the French windows. Mud-streaked, as always. The hopeful expression, as always. The belief that all activities eventually resulted in biscuits, as always. Behind him, Bholu was rolling in the garden with the particular enthusiasm of a creature who had mastered the art of physical joy. Choti observed from the doorstep, maintaining her dignity and her distance, the Pomeranian who ruled by restraint.

I painted.

Not the Golden Temple at dawn — that painting, the one I'd been chasing since I was eighteen, the painting of the light that was not a colour but an experience, was finished. Hanging in a collector's house in Mumbai. Gone. The reaching had produced a result, and the result had been sold, and the selling was — I had made peace with this — not a betrayal of the reaching but a completion of it. The painting had found its home. The reaching continued, but the reaching was now about other things.

I painted the morning light. This morning's light. The particular, unrepeatable, never-quite-the-same light that came through the French windows of a studio in Koregaon Park on a Thursday in March, when the Pune sun was generous and the dogs were destroying the garden and the chai was getting cold and the world was — despite everything, despite the cancer and the alcoholism and the divorce and the violence and the turban in the drawer and the letters in the tin box and the forty years of reaching — the world was beautiful.

The brush moved. The paint went down. The colour was not timid — Professor Joshi's voice, forty years gone, still in my ear: active colour, Oberoi, active colour. The yellow was yellow. The white was white. The space between them was the space where the painting happened — the negotiation between what was there and what I saw, between the light's reality and my interpretation of it, between the world and the painter's response to the world.

Madan appeared at the studio door. He was carrying two cups of chai — proper chai, the kind that Nandini had taught him to make, saucepan method, grandmother-approved. He was wearing clean clothes — mine, slightly too large, the kurta hanging on his thinner frame like a sail on a mast that had lost some of its height. He was sober. Three weeks sober, which was — I had learned not to count, because counting was a form of hope and hope was a form of setting up the next disappointment — three weeks sober.

"Chai," he said. "Don't forget to drink it this time."

"I always forget."

"I know. That's why I'm delivering it in person. Hand-to-mouth delivery. The only system that works with painters."

He sat on the studio floor — the spot that Nandini had claimed eighteen years ago and that had become, through the particular accumulation of daily visits, a designated sitting spot, worn slightly smoother than the surrounding floor by the weight of a woman who came every day and a brother who had started coming every morning.

"Your light is good today," he said, looking at the canvas.

"My light is always good. It's the same light."

"It's never the same light. You told me that. In Goa. You said: the sea's colour is different every day and the painter's job is to notice the difference."

"I said your sea was the wrong colour."

"You said my blue was mine. That it was more interesting than the sea's. I remember. I remember everything you say about painting. I don't remember anything else — I forget appointments, I forget names, I forget where I put my shoes. But the painting things, I remember."

"That's because the painting things are the things that matter."

"Maybe. Or maybe it's because you're my brother and the things you say have a particular frequency that my brain is tuned to, the way a radio is tuned to a station. Everything else is static. Your voice comes through clear."

I painted. Madan drank his chai and watched. The watching was — I had come to understand this over the three weeks of his stay — therapeutic. Not for him, though it might have been for him too. For me. Having someone watch me paint — not a student, not a critic, not a buyer, but a person who watched because watching was how they understood and because understanding was how they loved — having that witness was a thing I hadn't known I needed until it was provided.

"Balli called," Madan said. "This morning. He says the shop is fine. Paramjeet leaves for Melbourne next month. He sounded — " He searched for the word with the particular effort of a man who had spent his life using words casually and who was now, in sobriety, learning to use them precisely. "He sounded like a house that someone was moving out of. Still standing. Still functional. But you could hear the emptiness starting."

"I'll call him."

"Call him tonight. He's at the gurdwara in the morning. Tuesday. The Tuesday morning thing."

The Tuesday morning thing. Balli at the Harmandir Sahib. The routine that had started when we were seventeen and that Balli had maintained, through every decade, through every crisis, through the operation and the violence and the recovery and the cancer and the wife moving to Melbourne. Every Tuesday. The golden dome. The Amrit Sarovar's still water. The light that I had spent my life trying to paint and that Balli experienced not through paint but through prayer, the two of us reaching for the same thing through different media.

Nandini returned from her walk. I heard her at the garden gate — the particular sound of the gate that I had learned to identify the way a musician identifies a note: the creak, the click, the footsteps on the path. She came to the studio. She did not come in — she stood at the door, the way she always stood, giving me the space of the studio while being present at its threshold.

"Roshni called," she said. "She's bringing Kabir again next month. And Elina."

"Elina."

"Elina wants to meet Kabir. Roshni arranged it. A family dinner. At our house." She paused. The pause contained the particular calculation of a woman who was about to say something that required diplomatic precision. "Esha arrives next week."

"I know."

"So. A family dinner. With your daughter, your daughter's boyfriend, your ex-wife, your first love, your alcoholic brother, your cancer-patient best friend, three dogs, and me." She smiled. The smile was — Nandini's smile, the warm one, the one that was a decision, the one that chose joy. "That's not a dinner party. That's a census."

"It's a family."

"It's your family. A family that you have somehow assembled from the wreckage of forty years of not telling anyone the truth and that has, despite the not-telling, come together in this house, in this garden, around this table." She came into the studio. Stood behind me. Put her hands on my shoulders — the touch warm, the particular warmth of a woman who had walked briskly through Koregaon Park and whose body ran hot and whose hands carried the temperature of her particular metabolism. "You're painting the morning light."

"I'm always painting the morning light."

"And it's always different."

"And I'm always reaching."

"The reaching is the thing," she said. "The reaching is the painting."

She was right. Nandini was always right about the things that mattered, which was simultaneously her best and most annoying quality.

I painted. The morning continued. The chai got cold — both cups, mine and the one Madan had delivered, because the space between intending to drink chai and actually drinking chai was a space that I had occupied for forty years and would occupy until I died, the particular painter's affliction of being so absorbed in the work that the world's offerings — chai, food, conversation, the voices of the people who loved you — arrived and waited and cooled and were consumed eventually, late, but consumed.

The canvas filled. The light was — this morning's light, this morning's particular, unrepeatable version. Not the Golden Temple's light. Not the Amritsar morning's light. Not the light of eighteen or twenty-one or forty-three. This morning's light. The light of sixty-one. The light of a man who had loved and lost and loved again and lost again and loved still, the losing and the loving inseparable, the one making the other possible.

The painting was good. Not finished — paintings were never finished, they were abandoned at the point of maximum acceptable imperfection — but good. The yellow was active. The white was alive. The space between them held the particular energy of a morning that had been observed by a painter who had been observing mornings for forty years and who had finally — not captured the light, because the light could not be captured — but had come close enough to the capturing that the closeness was its own achievement.

Professor Joshi's voice: Paint what you actually see.

What I actually saw: the morning. The light. The colour that had no name. The studio that smelled of turpentine and cold chai and the faint trace of Nandini's moisturiser. The dogs in the garden. The brother on the floor. The woman at the door.

The family that was arriving — Roshni and Kabir and Elina and Esha and Balli — converging on this house, this garden, this table, with the particular gravity of people who had been scattered by history and choice and the particular trajectories of lives lived separately and who were now, through the strange mathematics of time and forgiveness and the stubborn, unreasonable persistence of love, coming together.

Not perfectly. Nothing about this was perfect. The brother was an alcoholic. The best friend had cancer. The first love was a complication. The ex-wife was a reminder. The daughter was fierce and the boyfriend was new and the dogs were destroying the marigolds and the chai was cold and the painting was unfinished and the morning light was already changing, shifting from generous to businesslike, the poetry ending, the day beginning.

But the reaching. The reaching was the thing. The almost-touching. The brush meeting the canvas. The hand meeting the hand. The gate, never locked, between two houses, three metres, and the daily, deliberate, unconstrained choosing.

I put the brush down. Looked at the painting. It was — not the thing. The thing could not be painted. But it was close. It was the closest I had come. And closeness, I had learned, was not a failure of reaching but the reaching itself.

"It's good," Madan said, from the floor.

"It's close," I said.

"Close is good. Close is — close is everything, bhai. Close is the whole painting."

I picked up the cold chai. Drank it. It was — as cold chai always was — not what it had been when it was warm but still recognizably chai, still carrying the flavour of ginger and tulsi and the particular love of the woman who had made it, the love persistent through the cooling, the love not diminished by the temperature, the love — like all the love in this story, in this house, in this life — surviving the distance between the intention and the arrival.

I drank. The chai was cold and the chai was good and the morning was the morning and the painting was close and the people I loved were coming and the people I loved were here and the light through the French windows was the light that I had spent my life trying to paint and that I would spend the rest of my life trying to paint and that I would never paint and that I would never stop reaching for.

The reaching was the thing.

The reaching was the painting.

The reaching was the love.


  
    Epilogue: Rang

    
    
  
  The painting hangs in the living room now.

Not the Golden Temple painting — that one is gone, sold, living its own life in a collector's flat in Bandra where it is, I hope, being looked at rather than merely owned. The painting that hangs in the living room is the morning light painting. The one I made after Goa. The one with the cadmium yellow and the white and the space between them that holds the thing I've spent my life reaching for and that I have never quite touched and that I will never stop reaching for.

Nandini chose the spot. Above the sofa, between the window and the bookshelf, at the height where the natural light from the garden hits the canvas in the afternoons and creates, for about forty minutes, a secondary painting — a painting of light on painting, a collaboration between the sun and the pigment that I did not plan and cannot control and that is, I think, better than anything I could have planned.

"It's your best work," Nandini says. She says this about every painting I hang in the house, which is either a sign of consistent excellence or consistent generosity, and I choose to believe it is both.

The tin box sits on the bookshelf. Not behind turpentine. Not hidden. The letters are inside — Esha's letters, Amma's letter, the forty years of correspondence that I kept in a drawer and then a shelf and then a tin box and that now lives in the open, in the living room, where anyone can see it and where nobody reaches for it because the box is not a secret anymore. It is a fact. Like the painting. Like the garden. Like the gate between the two houses that is never locked.

Esha arrived in April. She moved into the flat on Prabhat Road — her niece's flat, the one with the balcony that faces east and the kitchen that faces north and the particular acoustics of a building that was constructed in the 1990s and that carries sound between the floors with the fidelity of a concert hall. She can hear her downstairs neighbour's television. Her upstairs neighbour can hear her morning raga practice — the sa-re-ga-ma that she learned at Khalsa College and that she has maintained for forty years, the voice older now but the notes the same, the reaching the same.

She and Nandini met on a Tuesday. I was not present — by design, theirs, not mine. They met at Vohuman Café, on the neutral ground of bun maska and Irani chai, and they talked for three hours. I do not know what they said. Neither of them has told me. The silence is not a locked room — it is a private room, which is different. A locked room holds secrets. A private room holds conversations that belong to the people who had them and that do not require a third party's attendance.

What I know is this: they emerged from Vohuman Café and walked to Jangali Maharaj Road and bought books at a stall that sells second-hand paperbacks for thirty rupees each and that Esha described as "the greatest institution in Pune, including your beloved Fergusson." They bought four books between them. They have since established a reading practice — the same book, at the same time, discussed on Saturday mornings at Vohuman Café, where they have become regulars and where the waiter knows their order without asking: bun maska, two; Irani chai, two; the particular friendship of two women who love the same man and who have decided that the loving is not a competition but a practice, like reading, like painting, like the morning raga.

I do not pretend to understand it. I do not need to understand it. Understanding is the painter's job — and some things are not paintings. Some things are not made to be understood from outside. They are made to be experienced from inside, by the people inside them, and the rest of us — the watchers, the painters, the men who stand at windows and observe — can only see the shape of the thing and trust that the shape is good.

The shape is good.

Roshni married Kabir in December. A registered ceremony — because Roshni is her parents' daughter, and registered ceremonies are the family tradition, the particular Oberoi response to the question of how to make two people legally committed without the intervention of religion or spectacle. The ceremony took eleven minutes. The judge — not the same tired woman who married Elina and me, but a tired man who shared her philosophy of efficient matrimony — stamped the certificate and wished them well and returned to his tea.

Elina attended. She sat in the front row — the row that was, by unspoken agreement, reserved for the parents. She wore a blue sari. Not white — not the white of her own wedding, not the white of endings. Blue. The colour of Goa, of the sea, of the sky above the Mandovi River where we had once walked and promised things we could not keep. She looked — and I say this with the particular clarity of a man who loved her once and who loves her still, differently but not less — she looked like a woman who had built a good life from the materials of a broken one.

I sat next to her. Nandini sat next to me. Esha sat behind us. The geometry was — I was aware of the geometry, because I am always aware of geometry; it is the painter's curse and gift to see arrangement in everything — the geometry was three women and one man, arranged in rows in a government building, watching a daughter become a wife, and the arrangement was not a triangle or a line but a constellation. Each point distinct. Each point connected. The whole making a shape that was visible only from a distance that none of us possessed, because we were inside it.

Madan was the witness. He signed the register with the particular flourish of a man who understood that his signature on his niece's marriage certificate was both a legal act and a personal redemption — the man who had failed at every relationship in his own life providing the official endorsement of his niece's beginning. He was sober. Nine months sober. The longest stretch since the 1990s. I did not count. Nandini counted. Nandini counted because counting was how she loved him — the daily assessment of a woman who had hidden the alcohol and who had created the pause and who had waited, with the patience of a retired school principal, for the pause to become a practice and the practice to become a life.

Balli flew in from Amritsar. The turban was immaculate — the Tuesday turban, the one he wore for occasions, the folds sharper than the everyday version, the fabric the particular shade of navy that he had worn to his own wedding and his children's weddings and that he would, I suspected, wear to his own funeral, if the Sikh tradition of cremation allowed for such sartorial planning. He was thinner — the hormone therapy, the particular erosion of a body being treated for a disease that was manageable but present, the cancer well-mannered but insistent, like a guest who refused to leave but who at least observed the house rules.

He embraced Roshni after the ceremony. The embrace was — I watched, because I always watched — the embrace of an uncle who was also a village, who had been present for the naming ceremony and the school plays and the university graduation and who was now present for this, the latest and largest of the milestones, and whose presence was not obligatory but chosen, the same choice he made every Tuesday at the Golden Temple, the same choice he made every day in Amritsar: to be here, to witness, to hold.

After the ceremony, we ate. Not at a restaurant — at the house in Koregaon Park, at the table that had been extended with a folding table from Nandini's house, the two tables pushed together to create a single surface that could accommodate the family. The family: Roshni and Kabir, Elina and her partner (a quiet man named Rajesh who taught history at Symbiosis and who had entered Elina's life two years ago with the particular discretion of a person who understood that he was joining a complicated arrangement), Esha, Balli, Madan, Nandini, Shobha (who had come from Amritsar and who had assessed the table with the particular expression of an older sister who was simultaneously impressed and unwilling to admit it), Kabir's parents (who had come from Kolkata and who were still processing the fact that their son had married into a family that contained a painter, an alcoholic, a retired school principal, and three dogs), and the dogs: Sheroo and Bholu under the table, hoping for scraps with the eternal optimism of Labradors, and Choti on the sofa, observing the proceedings with the detached authority of the family's true head of household.

Nandini cooked. The dinner was — I will list the dishes because the dishes were the language and listing them is the translation: dal makhani (overnight, the way her grandmother made it), jeera rice (basmati, soaked, each grain separate), fish curry (for the Bengalis), saag (my recipe, Amma's recipe, the recipe that connected this table in Koregaon Park to a kitchen in Katra Ahluwalia), raita, papad, pickle (Shobha's mango pickle, brought from Amritsar in a jar that Shobha guarded on the flight with the possessiveness of a woman transporting national treasure), and — because Nandini understood that a table was not just a surface but a story — Goan vindaloo (for Elina, for the years that Elina had been part of this family and that the divorce had not erased because divorce ends a marriage but does not end a history).

The vindaloo was Nandini's gesture. The gesture of a woman who had never met Elina before this week and who had, in the days before the wedding, called Elina and asked: "What would you like me to cook for your daughter's wedding dinner?" And Elina had said: "Vindaloo. My grandmother's recipe. I'll send it." And Nandini had made it — from Elina's grandmother's recipe, from the handwritten instructions that Conceicao had written in a notebook and that Elina had carried from Goa to Pune to Delhi to the kitchen of every flat she had ever lived in. Nandini had made another woman's grandmother's vindaloo for another woman's daughter's wedding dinner, and the making was not a competition but a collaboration, the two women cooking across the distance of their different relationships with the same man, the food bridging what the history could not.

I stood at the head of the table. Not because anyone asked me to — I stood because standing was what you did when you had something to say and because what I had to say required the particular posture of a man who was about to do something that he had not done enough of in his life: tell the truth.

"I want to say something," I said.

"Appa, no speeches," Roshni said. "You're a painter. Painters don't give speeches."

"This painter gives one speech. One. Then I'll go back to being quiet and painting things that nobody can afford."

Laughter. The table's laughter — the particular sound of twelve people laughing together, each laugh carrying its own frequency: Roshni's short and sharp, Kabir's warm and generous, Elina's musical, Nandini's decisive, Madan's belly-deep, Balli's measured, Shobha's reluctant, Esha's — Esha's laugh was the one I heard clearest, because Esha's laugh had been the first laugh I had loved and the particular frequency of first-love laughter was, it turned out, permanently tuned in, regardless of the decades and the distance and the particular noise of a life lived loudly and imperfectly and with too many silences in the wrong places.

"I have loved badly," I said. "I have loved by omission. I have loved by silence. I have loved by keeping things in tin boxes and behind turpentine and in locked rooms that I should have opened and didn't. I have loved the wrong way more often than the right way, and the fact that I am standing here — at this table, with these people, in this house — is not evidence that I loved well. It is evidence that I was loved well. By every person at this table. Each of you has loved me better than I deserved and more generously than I earned, and the fact that you are all here, at the same table, eating the same food, is the greatest painting I have ever been part of."

The silence after was not one of the old silences. Not the silence of omission or avoidance or the three silences that had broken my marriage. This silence was — the musical term is fermata: the held note, the pause that is not empty but full, the silence that the music requires in order to be heard.

"Now eat," I said. "The saag is getting cold."

They ate. The table was loud — twelve people, three dogs, the particular cacophony of a family that had been assembled from different cities and different decades and different kinds of love and that was, for this one evening, in the same room, at the same table, eating the same food.

I sat down. Nandini took my hand under the table. The touch was — as her touches always were — a decision. Deliberate. Warm. The hand of a woman who chose to hold my hand the way she chose to paint: with red, with boldness, with the refusal to be timid about the things that mattered.

"Good speech," she whispered.

"It was too long."

"All your speeches are too long. But the content was acceptable."

"High praise from a school principal."

"Former school principal. Currently: your neighbour. Your lover. Your pain in the neck. Your person."

"My person."

"Your person. Now eat your saag. You made it. It's rude not to eat your own cooking."

I ate. The saag was — Amma's saag, the recipe unchanged, the taste travelling forty years from a kitchen in Amritsar to a table in Koregaon Park, the garlic and butter and the particular greenness that was not a colour but a feeling: the feeling of home, of continuity, of the things that survive when everything else changes.

The evening continued. The food was eaten. The conversations overlapped — the particular music of a family dinner, where no single conversation dominated but all of them contributed to a sound that was simultaneously chaotic and harmonious, the way a raga was chaotic if you listened to the individual notes and harmonious if you listened to the whole.

Later. The guests gone — Balli to his hotel, Shobha to hers, Kabir's parents to theirs. Roshni and Kabir in the spare room (Madan had insisted, with the particular gallantry of an uncle who understood that newlyweds needed privacy more than he needed a bed, and had relocated himself to the studio, where he slept on the floor among the canvases with the particular comfort of a man who had slept in worse places and who found the smell of turpentine soothing). Elina and Rajesh had left, Elina pressing my hand at the door — a touch that carried thirty years and a marriage and a child and the particular gratitude of two people who had failed at being married and had succeeded at being parents and who were, now, whatever came after both.

Madan was asleep. Choti was asleep — on the sofa, in the spot that was hers, the kingdom that she ruled. Sheroo and Bholu were in the garden, doing whatever Labradors did at midnight, which was probably rolling in things.

Nandini went home. Through the gate. Three metres. The distance that was also the connection. The gate that was never locked.

I was alone in the studio. The morning-light painting on the wall. The turpentine on the shelf. The tin box in the living room — moved, as Nandini had instructed, out of hiding and into the open, the secrets that were no longer secrets sitting in the light.

I picked up a brush. Not to paint — the light was wrong, the night was wrong, everything about this moment was wrong for painting. I picked up the brush because the brush was how I thought. The brush in my hand was the particular weight that aligned my thinking, the way a pen aligned a writer's thinking or a needle aligned a surgeon's.

I thought about the reaching. The forty years of reaching — for the light, for the colour, for the thing that existed in the gap between what was there and what I saw. The reaching that had produced paintings and failures and exhibitions and sales and the particular life of a man who had spent more time reaching than arriving and who had come to understand, finally, at sixty-one, that the reaching was not a failure of arriving but the arriving itself.

The reaching was the painting. Nandini had said it. And she was right.

The reaching was the love. The daily choosing. The gate. The three metres. The saucepan chai. The fish curry for a stranger. The vindaloo from a grandmother's recipe. The tin box moved to the living room. The truth told, finally, after decades of not telling, told not because it was easy but because it was right and because the man who told it had finally learned — sixty-one years and three women and a daughter and a brother and a best friend and a turban in a drawer and a painting on a wall — had finally learned that the truth was the only paint that didn't fade.

I put the brush down. Turned off the studio light. Went to the living room window. The garden was dark — Pune's March dark, warm, the particular darkness that was not empty but full, the way the silence after my speech had been full: full of the people who had been here and who were now elsewhere and who would come back, because coming back was what families did, the returning more important than the arriving, the coming-back more important than the being-there.

The morning light would return. It would come through the French windows. It would hit the east wall. It would produce the colour that had no name. And I would be there. Brush in hand. Reaching.

Always reaching.
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