
    Table of Contents

    
        
            
        
            
                
                    	
                        Prologue: Dastak (The Knock)
                            
                        
                        
                    

                
            
                
                    	
                        Chapter 1: Sitapur Gali (Locust Lane)
                            
                        
                        
                    

                
            
                
                    	
                        Chapter 2: Gayab (Vanished)
                            
                        
                        
                    

                
            
                
                    	
                        Chapter 3: Andhera (Darkness)
                            
                        
                        
                    

                
            
                
                    	
                        Chapter 4: Sachai (The Truth)
                            
                        
                        
                    

                
            
                
                    	
                        Chapter 5: Chinmay Ka Ghar (Chinmay's Home)
                            
                        
                        
                    

                
            
                
                    	
                        Chapter 6: Samaira Ki Khoj (Samaira's Search)
                            
                        
                        
                    

                
            
                
                    	
                        Chapter 7: Jungle Mein (In the Forest)
                            
                        
                        
                    

                
            
                
                    	
                        Chapter 8: Naya Naam (New Name)
                            
                        
                        
                    

                
            
                
                    	
                        Chapter 9: Vandana Akeli (Vandana Alone)
                            
                        
                        
                    

                
            
                
                    	
                        Chapter 10: Insaaf Ka Raasta (The Path of Justice)
                            
                        
                        
                    

                
            
                
                    	
                        Chapter 11: Mumbai Mein Samaira (Samaira in Mumbai)
                            
                        
                        
                    

                
            
                
                    	
                        Chapter 12: Pyaar Aur Jung (Love and War)
                            
                        
                        
                    

                
            
                
                    	
                        Chapter 13: Haldhar (The Drug)
                            
                        
                        
                    

                
            
                
                    	
                        Chapter 14: Galat Ghar (The Wrong House)
                            
                        
                        
                    

                
            
                
                    	
                        Chapter 15: Prerna Ka Patan (The Fall of Prerna)
                            
                        
                        
                    

                
            
                
                    	
                        Chapter 16: Takraar (Confrontation)
                            
                        
                        
                    

                
            
                
                    	
                        Chapter 17: Panchgani Mein Naya Ghar (New Home in Panchgani)
                            
                        
                        
                    

                
            
                
                    	
                        Chapter 18: Raju Bolta Hai (Raju Speaks)
                            
                        
                        
                    

                
            
                
                    	
                        Chapter 19: Milap (The Meeting)
                            
                        
                        
                    

                
            
                
                    	
                        Chapter 20: Ghar Wapsi (Homecoming)
                            
                        
                        
                    

                
            
                
                    	
                        Epilogue: Dastak (The Knock)
                            
                        
                        
                    

                
            
                
                    	
                        About This Book
                            
                        
                        
                    

                
            
        

    

  
    Prologue: Dastak (The Knock)

    
    
  
  Nagpur, August 26, 1978

The knock came at 11:47 PM, and the knock was three knocks — not two, not four, three — and the three knocks were the kind that Lata Jadhav would remember for the rest of her life because the three knocks were the last sound she heard as a child and the first sound she heard as something else.

But before the knock: the evening. The evening that was ordinary. The evening that was a Saturday in late August in Nagpur, the city that sat at the geographic centre of India and that experienced, in late August, the particular heat that the rest of India had already finished experiencing, the monsoon heat that was not the dry heat of May or the wet heat of July but the exhausted heat of August, the heat that had been heating for four months and that was tired of heating but that heated anyway because Nagpur's heat did not take vacations.

Lata was twelve. She was in the backyard — not a large backyard, the backyard of a two-storey house on Sitapur Gali, the gali that connected Dharampeth Main Road to the temple lane, the gali that was narrow enough that neighbours could hear each other's televisions and wide enough that neighbours could pretend they couldn't. The backyard had a tulsi plant (every backyard in Sitapur Gali had a tulsi plant; the absence of tulsi was, in Nagpur's Brahmin-adjacent neighbourhoods, a social offence worse than playing music after ten PM), a clothesline (the clothesline that held, at this moment, three of Lata's school uniforms drying in the non-existent breeze), and a patch of earth where Lata's mother grew coriander and mint and the particular variety of green chilli that Nagpur called "Nagpuri mirchi" and that the rest of India called "unnecessarily aggressive."

"Lata! Jevayला ये!" Lata's mother called from the kitchen window. Come eat.

Lata's mother was Vandana Jadhav. Vandana was thirty-four, worked as a secretary at Patil & Sons Construction (the construction company that had built half of Dharampeth and that was, by 1978, building the other half), and made the best pohe in Sitapur Gali — a claim that was contested by Mrs. Kulkarni at number 14 but that was, by the consensus of everyone who had eaten both women's pohe, accurate. Vandana's pohe had the particular quality that Nagpur pohe required: the flattened rice not soggy, not dry, the turmeric visible but not dominant, the peanuts roasted to the exact point where the crunch was satisfying without being dental, and the garnish of fresh coriander and a squeeze of lemon that made the entire plate taste like a Saturday morning should taste.

Tonight was not pohe. Tonight was dinner — dal-bhat, the rice and lentil combination that was Maharashtra's baseline meal, the meal that said: this is a weeknight and the weeknight does not require spectacle. The dal was Vandana's toor dal — pressure-cooked with turmeric and salt, tempered with mustard seeds and curry leaves and a single dried red chilli that provided warmth without violence, the particular Maharashtrian tempering that was not the aggressive tadka of North India but the measured phodan of a cuisine that believed in subtlety.

Lata walked inside. The kitchen was — the kitchen was Vandana's kingdom. Not large (no kitchen in Sitapur Gali was large; the houses were built for families that cooked in small spaces and ate in the same small spaces and whose cooking was calibrated to the smallness, the efficiency of a cuisine that could produce a five-item thali on two burners and a single pressure cooker). The kitchen had a gas stove (two burners, the blue flames), a steel rack (the vessels arranged by size, the arrangement that Vandana maintained with the particular obsessiveness of a woman whose life contained things she could not control and whose kitchen was the thing she could), and a window that looked onto the gali and through which the neighbour's television was audible (tonight: Chitrahaar, the Wednesday film-song programme that someone was watching on Saturday because the neighbour had a VCR, the VCR being the 1978 equivalent of declaring to the gali that your family had arrived).

"Baba kuthay aahe?" Lata asked. Where's Papa?

The question that she asked every evening. The question that had, in the last three weeks, acquired a different answer. Three weeks ago, the answer was: he's at work, he'll be home late, eat your dinner. Three weeks ago, Tushar Jadhav still lived in the house on Sitapur Gali. Three weeks ago, Tushar Jadhav's suitcase was still in the bedroom closet and Tushar Jadhav's shoes were still at the front door and Tushar Jadhav's presence was still the thing that made the house smaller — not physically but atmospherically, the presence of a man whose drinking made the rooms contract and whose anger made the walls close in.

"Baba gela," Vandana said. The same answer she'd given for three weeks. Papa's gone. Not: Papa left. Not: Papa and I are separating. Gone. The word that was vague enough to be true and specific enough to be a lie, because Tushar had not just gone — Tushar had been asked to leave, by Vandana, after the night when the asking became necessary, the night that Lata did not know about in full but that she knew about in pieces, the pieces being: the sound through the wall, the morning after when Vandana's arm was in a sling and the explanation was "I fell in the kitchen," and the suitcase that appeared by the front door and the shoes that disappeared from beside it.

Lata ate the dal-bhat. The dal was perfect — Vandana's dal was always perfect, the perfection being the control, the kitchen being the kingdom where the queen's word was law and the law was: the dal will be perfect regardless of what happens outside the kitchen. The rice was Nagpur rice — short-grain, slightly sticky, the rice that absorbed the dal and became, in the absorbing, the particular comfort food that every Maharashtrian child associated with safety, with home, with the mother's kitchen.

After dinner, Lata asked: "Aai, TV baghoo ka?" Can I watch TV?

"Ho, ja." Yes, go.

Lata watched Chitrahaar on the neighbour's sound — not on their own television (they did not have a VCR; Vandana's salary at Patil & Sons did not extend to VCRs) but through the wall, the sound carrying, the songs identifiable by melody even without the picture. Lata hummed along — she knew all the songs, the particular musical literacy of a twelve-year-old in 1978 India whose entertainment was Doordarshan and All India Radio and the film songs that floated through gali walls like ghosts of Bollywood.

At 10 PM, Vandana said: "Zop, Lata." Sleep.

Lata went to her room. The room that was — small. The room of a twelve-year-old in a two-storey Nagpur house: a bed (single, the mattress that was cotton-stuffed and that needed re-stuffing and that Vandana kept promising to get re-stuffed and that remained un-re-stuffed because re-stuffing cost money and money was the thing that Tushar's departure had made scarce), a desk (for homework, the desk that held schoolbooks and a pencil box and a photograph of Lata at age six in a frock that she no longer remembered wearing), and a window (the window that looked onto Sitapur Gali and through which the gali's nighttime sounds entered: the dog that barked at 10:30 every night, the autorickshaw that idled at the corner, the particular acoustic signature of a Nagpur gali settling into sleep).

Lata did not sleep. Lata lay in bed and listened to the gali and thought about her father and thought about her mother's arm in the sling and thought about the pieces that she had assembled into a picture that was not complete but that was clear enough to understand: her father hurt her mother, and her mother had made him leave, and the leaving was better.

At 11:47 PM, the knock.

Three knocks. On the front door. The front door that was — at this hour — bolted. The bolt that Vandana slid every night at 10 PM, the bolt that was the barrier between the house and the gali, the barrier that was not strong (the bolt was old, the wood was old, the security was the security of a neighbourhood where crime was not the regular concern) but that was present, the presence being the ritual of closing, the ritual that said: the day is done, the house is sealed, the inside is safe.

Lata heard the knock. From her room — the room that was upstairs, the sound carrying through the old house's bones, the knock audible because the house was quiet and the gali was quiet and the knock was the only sound.

She heard her mother's footsteps. Vandana going to the door — the particular footsteps of a woman who was not expecting a visitor at 11:47 PM and whose not-expecting produced the cautious walk, the walk that was not the daytime walk (quick, purposeful, the secretary's walk) but the nighttime walk (slow, careful, the mother's walk, the walk of a woman who was going to a door that should not be knocked on at this hour).

The bolt sliding. The door opening.

A voice — a woman's voice. Not Vandana's. A voice that Lata did not recognise. The voice saying something that Lata could not hear from upstairs — the words lost in the stairwell, the meaning lost in the distance, only the tone carrying: urgent, low, the tone of a person who was at a door at 11:47 PM and who needed something.

Then: a sound. Not a word — a sound. The sound of Vandana — the particular sound that a woman makes when she is surprised and the surprise is not pleasant, the sound that is not a scream but a gasp, the gasp that said: something is wrong.

Lata got out of bed. Down the stairs — the stairs that were narrow and wooden and that creaked at the third step and the seventh step and that Lata had learned to navigate in the dark by avoiding the creaking steps, the particular knowledge that children accumulate about their houses, the knowledge that is not taught but absorbed.

At the bottom of the stairs: the front door. Open. Vandana — not visible. The doorway showing the gali — dark, the streetlight at the corner providing the only light, the light that was sodium-yellow and that made everything look like a faded photograph.

And in the doorway: a woman. Not tall, not short. The woman's face lit by the sodium-yellow streetlight — the face that Lata would remember: angular, determined, the face of a woman who was doing something she had decided to do and who was not going to be stopped from doing it.

"Lata," the woman said. The woman knew her name.

And then — the cloth. Over Lata's face. The smell — sweet, chemical, the smell that was not a Nagpur smell, not a kitchen smell, not any smell that Lata had encountered in twelve years of smelling — the smell that was the last thing she registered before the world went dark.

The knock had come. The knock had been answered. And Lata Jadhav — twelve years old, resident of Sitapur Gali, Dharampeth, Nagpur — was gone.


  
    Chapter 1: Sitapur Gali (Locust Lane)

    
    
  
  Lata Jadhav, August 1978

The thing about Sitapur Gali that nobody told you was that the gali knew everything. The gali knew who was fighting, who was pregnant, who had bought a new sari, who had failed their board exams, who was drinking, and who was pretending not to be drinking. The gali knew because the gali was narrow and the houses were close and the walls were thin and the women talked and the women talking was the gali's nervous system — the information travelling from house to house at the speed of chai, which was, in Nagpur in 1978, faster than the telephone network and more reliable.

The gali knew about Tushar Jadhav's drinking. The gali had known for years — since Lata was seven, since the first time the sound had carried through the wall and Mrs. Kulkarni at number 14 had paused mid-sentence and looked at her husband and the looking had said everything that the words could not say because the words would make the knowing official and the official knowing would require action and the action was not something that Sitapur Gali did in 1978 because what happened inside a house was inside and the inside was the family's business and the family's business was not the gali's business even when the gali's walls were thin enough to make it the gali's business.

Lata knew this. Lata knew the gali knew. Lata knew because she was twelve and twelve-year-olds in Nagpur were not stupid — twelve-year-olds in Nagpur were, in fact, the most perceptive humans in the city because twelve-year-olds had the particular combination of intelligence and powerlessness that produced hyper-observation, the observation that said: I cannot change what is happening but I can understand what is happening and the understanding is the thing I have.

What Lata understood was this: her father drank Old Monk rum from a bottle that he kept in the bottom drawer of the bedroom almirah, the almirah that was supposed to hold winter blankets but that held, instead, three bottles of Old Monk and the particular smell that Old Monk produced when it was spilled on wood, the smell that was sweet and sharp and that Lata associated not with rum but with the hours after nine PM, the hours when the house changed.

Before nine PM, the house was — a house. The house on Sitapur Gali was a two-storey brick building with a green front door (the green fading, the paint peeling at the bottom where the monsoon rains splashed) and a front room that served as both living room and dining room and a kitchen that was Vandana's and a staircase that led to two bedrooms upstairs (the parents' bedroom and Lata's bedroom) and the bathroom that both bedrooms shared. The house was, before nine PM, a house where a family lived and where the living was — ordinary. The ordinary of dal-bhat and homework and Chitrahaar and the neighbour's television and the gali's dogs barking and the autorickshaw at the corner idling and the particular Nagpur ordinariness that was not exciting but was safe.

After nine PM — on the nights when Tushar drank — the house was different. The difference was not visible. The walls did not move. The furniture did not rearrange. The difference was atmospheric — the air changed. The air became the air of a house where a man was drinking and where the drinking was producing the particular transformation that alcohol produced in Tushar Jadhav: the transformation from a man who was competent and quiet and professionally successful (Tushar was assistant manager at Nagpur Municipal Corporation's engineering department, the department that approved building plans and that was, in 1978, approving the building plans that were turning Nagpur from a medium city into a large city) into a man who was loud and unpredictable and whose unpredictability was the fear.

Not the violence — the unpredictability. The violence was the consequence. The unpredictability was the cause. Because Tushar did not always become violent when he drank. Sometimes Tushar drank and fell asleep on the sofa and the falling-asleep was the best outcome, the outcome that Lata and Vandana prayed for silently (the prayer being: let him sleep, let him sleep, let the Old Monk be the sedative and not the accelerant). Sometimes Tushar drank and became sentimental — the weeping drunk, the man who cried about his own childhood (his own father had been — the cycle, the particular cycle that abuse followed, the cycle that was not an excuse but was an explanation) and who held Lata on his lap and whose holding was suffocating because the holding was the guilt and the guilt was heavy.

And sometimes — not always, not most times, but sometimes — Tushar drank and became the other thing. The thing that the gali heard through the walls. The thing that produced the sound. The sound that was not always Vandana's sound (the gasp, the muffled protest, the particular sound of a woman trying not to make sound because the making of sound would make it worse) but was sometimes Lata's sound (the crying, the closed-door crying, the crying that happened after Tushar took Lata to her room and the taking-to-the-room was the punishment and the punishment was for things that did not require punishment: the homework not done fast enough, the plate not cleared quickly enough, the existing-in-the-wrong-place-at-the-wrong-time that was the particular crime of being a child in a house where the adult was drunk and the drunk adult needed a target).

Lata's arms. The bruises that she showed her mother and that her mother saw and that her mother's seeing produced the expression that Lata would remember more than the bruises: the expression that was horror and guilt and rage and helplessness, the four emotions simultaneous, the face of a woman who was being shown proof of the thing she already knew and who was now confronting the knowing with evidence and the evidence was her daughter's arms.

"Baba tula maarto ka?" Vandana had asked. Does Papa hit you?

"Ho." Yes.

The single syllable. The syllable that changed everything. Not immediately — the change was not immediate. The change was the slow accumulation of a mother's decision, the decision that took three more months and two more incidents and the night that produced the sling and the "I fell in the kitchen" and the suitcase by the door.

 * 

But before the suitcase: the days. The ordinary days that Lata lived between the nights. The days that were — good. The days were good because the days belonged to Vandana and the days were the hours when Tushar was at the Municipal Corporation and the house was the house-before-nine-PM and the house-before-nine-PM was safe.

The mornings: Vandana made pohe. The pohe that was Sitapur Gali's benchmark, the pohe that Mrs. Kulkarni contested and that everyone else conceded. The pohe began at 6:30 AM — the flattened rice soaked for exactly four minutes (not three, not five — Vandana's pohe timing was religious), drained, set aside. The tempering: oil in the kadhai, mustard seeds (the popping, the particular percussion that was Vandana's morning alarm, the sound that said: the kitchen is active, the day is beginning), curry leaves (the sizzling, the fragrance that filled the kitchen and the house and the gali), turmeric (a pinch, the yellow that made everything golden), green chillies (two, slit, the Nagpuri mirchi that was unnecessarily aggressive but that was, Vandana argued, necessarily Nagpuri), peanuts (roasted in the tempering oil until they were brown and crunchy), and then the soaked pohe, tossed gently, the sugar (a pinch, the sweetness that balanced the chilli), the salt, and the garnish: fresh coriander, a squeeze of lemon, and a sprinkle of fresh coconut.

The pohe was served on steel plates. The steel plates that were Vandana's — the plates that she had brought as part of her trousseau, the trousseau that every Maharashtrian bride assembled and that included, among other things, steel vessels sufficient to establish a kitchen. The plates were old now — fourteen years old, the age of the marriage — and the steel had developed the particular patina that old steel developed, the patina that was not tarnish but character, the plates telling the story of fourteen years of meals served and meals eaten and the particular history of a family's feeding.

Lata ate the pohe. Every morning. The eating was the ritual, the ritual was the safety, the safety was the morning. The morning that was Vandana's.

The school: Lata went to St. Joseph's Convent, Dharampeth. The school that was run by nuns (the nuns who were strict and kind in the particular combination that Catholic education in India had perfected: strict about uniforms, kind about everything else) and that produced girls who could recite poetry and solve equations and argue about history and who were, by the standards of 1978 Nagpur, overeducated for a marriage market that valued cooking and compliance over poetry and arguments.

Lata liked school. Lata liked school the way a prisoner likes the yard — the liking that was not about the school itself but about the not-being-home, the hours that were guaranteed safe, the hours that belonged to mathematics and English literature and the particular pleasure of Sister Margaret's history class (Sister Margaret who was seventy and who had been teaching history at St. Joseph's since independence and who treated every history lesson as a personal affront, the history being things that had happened to the world and the world having no right to have had these things happen).

After school: the backyard. The hours between 4 PM and 7 PM that were Lata's — the hours when the homework was done (at the desk, the pencil box, the photograph of six-year-old Lata in the frock) and when the backyard was available and when the backyard was the particular freedom that a twelve-year-old required: the freedom to lie on the ground and look at the sky and think about nothing and think about everything and the thinking being the processing, the processing of a life that required processing because the life contained things that a twelve-year-old should not have to process.

The coriander grew. The mint grew. The Nagpuri mirchi grew. The tulsi was maintained — Vandana watered the tulsi every morning, the watering that was religious (tulsi being Lakshmi's plant, the watering being devotion, the devotion being the particular Maharashtrian Hinduism that was not ostentatious but daily, the faith that lived in the watering-can and the morning prayer and the kumkum on the forehead).

And the evenings: the return. Tushar's return. The sound of the motorcycle (the Bajaj Chetak scooter, not a motorcycle, but the sound was motorcycle-loud because Nagpur's roads were motorcycle-loud and the Chetak's exhaust was failing and the failing exhaust was the announcement: he's home). The announcement that changed the house. The announcement that shifted the air from safe to uncertain, from Vandana's to Tushar's, from the before-nine to the approaching-nine.

Lata learned to read the signs. The particular literacy that children of alcoholics developed — the literacy that was not taught in schools and that was more useful than any school-literacy because the literacy determined the night. The signs: the way Tushar parked the Chetak (straight: sober, the night would be fine; angled: drinking had started at work, the night was uncertain; not parked at all, the Chetak left running in the gali: the night was going to be bad). The way Tushar entered the house (shoes removed at the door: sober; shoes not removed: uncertain; shoes thrown: bad). The way Tushar greeted Vandana (by name: fine; by silence: uncertain; by complaint: bad).

Tonight — the night before the knock, the last ordinary night — Tushar was not home. Tushar had been gone for three weeks. The Chetak was not parked in the gali. The shoes were not at the door. The house was Vandana's. The house was safe.

The last ordinary night.

Lata ate dal-bhat. Listened to Chitrahaar through the wall. Said goodnight to her mother. Went to her room. Lay in bed. Listened to the gali.

The gali was settling. The dog at 10:30. The autorickshaw at the corner. The television at number 14 going quiet. The particular acoustic signature of Sitapur Gali going to sleep, the signature that Lata had memorised the way she had memorised the signs of her father's drinking: completely, automatically, the memorising being survival.

At 11:47 PM, the knock.

And the ordinary ended.


  
    Chapter 2: Gayab (Vanished)

    
    
  
  The woman's name was Bharati.

Lata did not learn this immediately. Lata learned this later — after the darkness, after the van, after the hole. But the name belonged to the woman in the doorway, the woman with the angular face and the determined expression, the woman who had knocked three times at 11:47 PM and who had, when Vandana opened the door, pushed past her into the house with the particular speed of a person who had rehearsed this moment and who was executing the rehearsal.

What happened at the door — the full sequence, which Lata would reconstruct later from fragments — was this:

Vandana opened the door. The woman (Bharati) was standing in the gali, alone. The woman said: "Vandana-tai, tumchi mulgi dhoka-at aahe." Your daughter is in danger. Vandana's face changed — the change that was the gasp, the sound that Lata heard from the stairs. Vandana said: "Kon aahat tumhi?" Who are you? The woman said: "Mala aatmadhe yeu dya." Let me inside. And Vandana, because the sentence "your daughter is in danger" overrides every security instinct a mother possesses, stepped aside.

The woman entered. Behind her — a man. The man who had been standing in the gali's shadow, the shadow that the sodium-yellow streetlight did not reach. The man was large — not fat, large, the largeness of a body that had been trained for physical work and that carried the training in its shoulders and its hands and its particular way of occupying space, the way that said: I am accustomed to rooms being too small for me.

The man's name was Keshav.

Lata saw them from the stairs — the third step, the creaking step, the step she had avoided but that she was standing on now because the avoiding required the calm that she did not have. The creak announced her. Bharati looked up. The looking was — Lata would remember this — the looking was not the looking of a stranger seeing a child. The looking was the looking of a person seeing the person they had come for. The recognition. The purpose.

"Lata," Bharati said.

And then the cloth. Keshav's hand — the large hand, the trained hand — from behind. The cloth pressed to Lata's face — the sweet chemical smell, the smell that was chloroform (Lata would learn the name later; in the moment, the smell was nameless and terrifying and the last thing before the darkness).

Vandana screamed. The scream that was — not the gasp from before. The full scream. The mother's scream. The scream that said: you are taking my child and the taking is the worst thing and I will scream until the taking stops or until I stop.

But Vandana did not stop the taking. Because Keshav was large and Bharati was fast and the sequence had been rehearsed and the rehearsal included the mother's scream and the rehearsal's response to the mother's scream was: Bharati held Vandana. Not violently — firmly. The holding that said: I am not hurting you, I am preventing you from following, the preventing being necessary and the necessity being — what? What necessity justified the taking of a twelve-year-old from her mother's house at 11:47 PM?

The necessity that Lata would not understand for days. The necessity that was: the danger was real. The danger was Tushar Jadhav, who was not "gone" but who was planning to return, and whose return was planned for that weekend, and whose return included the particular plan that men like Tushar made when they had been expelled from their homes and whose expulsion produced not remorse but rage, the rage that said: if I cannot have the family, no one will have the family.

Bharati knew this because Bharati's network knew this. The network that was not police (the police in 1978 Nagpur did not intervene in domestic matters; the domestic being the private and the private being the sacred and the sacred being the untouchable, the untouchability of a man's right to his family). The network was — other. The network was women. Social workers. Teachers. Nurses. The particular informal intelligence service that existed in every Indian city in 1978 and that operated below the law because the law did not operate above the violence, the law being the thing that was supposed to protect and that did not protect and that left the protecting to the women who built the network.

But Lata did not know this. Lata knew: darkness.

 * 

The van was a Matador. The Swaraj Matador — the Indian van that was not a van but a multi-purpose vehicle, the vehicle that served as bus and truck and ambulance and, tonight, kidnapping vehicle, the vehicle that was white and that was unmarked and that was parked three galis away from Sitapur Gali because the parking three galis away was the rehearsed distance, the distance that was far enough to not be associated with the house and close enough to reach quickly while carrying an unconscious twelve-year-old.

Lata woke in the van. The waking was — not the waking of a morning. The waking of a person who had been chemically rendered unconscious and who was now regaining consciousness in an unfamiliar space and whose regaining was accompanied by nausea (the chloroform's gift, the particular nausea that was not stomach-nausea but brain-nausea, the brain protesting the chemical that had shut it down) and confusion (where am I?) and fear (the fear that was not a single emotion but a cascade, the cascade being: I am not home, I am in a moving vehicle, I cannot see my mother, I do not know these people, I do not know where I am going).

Her hands were tied. Not rope — cloth. A dupatta, folded and knotted, the particular restraint that said: we are not professional kidnappers, we are people who used what was available, and what was available was a dupatta. The knot was — not tight enough to hurt. Tight enough to prevent escape. The particular calibration of a restraint that was made by someone who did not want to restrain but who had determined that the restraining was necessary.

"She's awake," Keshav said. From the front of the van. The voice deep, the Hindi carrying the particular accent of someone from further north — not Nagpur, not Maharashtra. The accent that Lata would later identify as Madhya Pradesh, the accent of a man who had grown up in Bhopal and who had joined the Indian Army at eighteen and who had left the Indian Army at twenty-five for reasons that he would explain later and that were not dishonourable but were complicated.

"Lata." Bharati's voice. From beside her — Bharati was in the back of the van, sitting next to Lata. "Ghabru nakos." Don't be scared.

"Mala ghari jaaycha aahe!" I want to go home!

"Mala maahit aahe." I know.

"Mala sodha! Aai!" Let me go! Mama!

"Lata, aiku." Lata, listen.

But Lata did not listen. Lata did what twelve-year-olds do when they are tied up in a moving van and terrified: she fought. The fighting that was not effective — the dupatta held, the van moved, Bharati's hands were firm — but that was necessary, the necessity being: the body's refusal to accept the unacceptable, the fighting that was the twelve-year-old's declaration that this is wrong and I will not cooperate with the wrong.

The fighting exhausted itself. The particular exhaustion that terror produces — not the physical exhaustion of effort but the emotional exhaustion of sustained fear, the fear that could not be sustained at its initial intensity and that, like all emotions, eventually reduced, not to calm but to a lower register, the register that was: I am still afraid but I am also tired and the tiredness is winning.

"Bathroom jaaycha aahe," Lata said. I need the bathroom.

The van had — Bharati opened a small curtained area. A plastic bucket. A bottle of water. The particular arrangement that said: this van has been prepared for a passenger who will need a bathroom, the preparation being another sign that this was rehearsed, planned, the abduction that was not impulsive but methodical.

Lata used the bucket. The humiliation of using a bucket in a van while a stranger waited behind a curtain — the humiliation that was the first of many humiliations and that was also, paradoxically, the first sign that Bharati was not a monster: a monster would not have provided a bucket, a monster would not have provided a curtain, a monster would not have looked away.

When Lata emerged, she tried. The door. The side door of the Matador — the handle visible, the door reachable. Lata lunged. The lunge of a twelve-year-old who had been a sprinter at the St. Joseph's sports day (second place in the 100 metres, behind Anjali Deshpande who was taller and who had longer legs and whose longer legs were the injustice that Lata had complained about for a week) — the lunge that was fast and that was almost fast enough.

Almost. Bharati caught her leg. The catching that was — again — not violent but effective. Lata fell against the door. The falling that produced a bruise on her shoulder (a new bruise, the bruise that would sit alongside the fading bruises from Tushar, the body becoming a map of being handled by people who should not have been handling her).

"Mala jail nahi vhatla ki tula baandhava lagel," Bharati said. I didn't want to have to tie you up.

"Mala ghari jaaycha aahe." I want to go home.

"Aapan javal aalo aahe. Tithe pochlyavar me sarva saangein." We're almost there. I'll explain everything when we arrive.

The van moved. Through roads that Lata could not see (the windows curtained, the curtaining being another rehearsed element). Through what felt like hours. The van's engine — the Matador's particular diesel grumble, the sound that was every Indian road-trip's bassline, the sound that was designed for distance and that covered distance with the particular patience of an engine that was not fast but was relentless.

Lata slept. Not by choice — by exhaustion. The chloroform's residue and the fear's depletion and the van's diesel-lullaby combining to produce the particular sleep that was not rest but collapse, the body shutting down because the body could not sustain the alertness any longer.

 * 

The hole.

When Lata woke, she was in the hole. The darkness was — complete. Not the darkness of a room with curtains (some light always leaked, the light that eyes adjusted to). This was the darkness of underground, the darkness that was geological, the darkness that the sun had never reached and that contained no light-memory and that was, therefore, absolute.

She was lying on something — a blanket. Under her head — a pillow. The hands were untied. The body was — intact. Fully dressed, still in the nightgown she had been wearing when the knock came. The nightgown that was Vandana's old cotton nightgown, re-hemmed for Lata, the cotton soft and familiar, the familiarity being the only familiar thing in a world that had become entirely unfamiliar.

Lata explored. On hands and knees — the floor was stone. Cold stone. The cold of underground, the cold that was not temperature but absence, the absence of sun-warmth, the stone retaining the earth's baseline temperature which was, in August in Maharashtra, cooler than the air above but not cold-cold, the particular coolness that was initially a relief (the Nagpur heat) and that became, over hours, uncomfortable.

The space: she could lie down if she curled her legs. She could touch both walls if she extended her arms. She could not touch the ceiling — the ceiling was above her reach, the space being not a box but a shaft, a vertical space that was narrow at the bottom and that extended upward beyond her arm's reach.

She listened. Sounds: water, distant. Running water — a stream or a pipe, the sound muffled by earth and stone. No other sounds. No traffic. No gali-sounds. No Chitrahaar through the wall. The absence of Nagpur's acoustic signature told her: she was not in Nagpur. She was somewhere else. The somewhere else that was defined by silence and stone and underground darkness and the distant sound of water.

"Help! Koni aahe ka? Mala baher kadha!" Is anyone there? Get me out!

The shouting produced — nothing. The sound absorbed by the stone walls, the sound travelling upward through the shaft and disappearing. The particular acoustics of underground spaces: the sound went up but the response did not come down.

She shouted until her throat was raw. She cried until the tears ran out. She sat in the darkness and she was — twelve. Twelve years old. In a hole. Without her mother. Without anyone. The darkness the only companion and the darkness not being a good companion, the darkness being the thing that took everything — the seeing, the knowing, the orienting — and replaced it with nothing.

Hours passed. Or what felt like hours — the darkness removed time the way it removed sight, the removal being the particular cruelty of sensory deprivation, the deprivation that was not pain but absence and the absence being, in its way, worse than pain because pain was something and absence was nothing and the nothing was the thing that drove the mind sideways.

Then: a sound from above. Bharati's voice.

"Hey, bacche." Hey, kid.

A bucket descended on a rope. The bucket that was the bathroom. The bucket that was — the first kindness and the first indignity simultaneously, the first sign that Lata was being kept alive (the bucket meant: they planned for her to be here, they planned for her bodily needs) and the first sign that Lata was a prisoner (the bucket meant: she was not getting out, the bucket was the accommodation to the imprisonment, the accommodation that made the imprisonment bearable and that therefore made the imprisonment permanent).

"Bhook lagli ka?" Bharati asked. Are you hungry?

"Mala kiti divas zale khaayla milala nahi. Shevtcha Lucky Charms khalle." I haven't eaten in I don't know how many days. Last thing I ate was Lucky Charms. The cereal that Vandana had started buying because Lata had seen it on television and that Vandana considered a waste of money but that she bought anyway because the buying was love and the love expressed itself in cereal.

A cloth bag descended on the rope. Inside: a paratha. Not a Nagpur paratha — a different paratha, thicker, the flour coarser, the paratha made by hands that were not Vandana's and that did not make parathas the way Nagpur made parathas. The paratha was stuffed with aloo — potato, mashed, seasoned with jeera and dhania and green chilli. The paratha was warm. The warmth said: this was made recently, this was made for her, the making being intentional.

A steel canteen of water. Cold. Clean.

Lata ate the paratha in the dark. The eating that was — the eating was survival. Not the eating of Vandana's pohe (the eating that was love and ritual and morning). The eating that was: I am in a hole and I am hungry and the hunger overrides the fear and the paratha is food and the food is necessary. The eating that reduced her, temporarily, from a person to a body, the body requiring fuel and the fuel being an aloo paratha in a dark hole delivered by a woman who had kidnapped her.

"Aiku," Bharati said from above. Listen.

"Mala ghari jaaycha aahe." I want to go home.

"Ek diwas me saangein ki aapalyala tula ka aanla. Aaj nahi. Pan ek diwas." One day I'll tell you why we brought you. Not today. But one day.

Bharati left. The sound of footsteps above — receding. The silence returning. The darkness returning. The hole returning.

Lata sat in the dark and held the steel canteen and the canteen was warm from her hands and the warmth was the only warmth and the warmth was — not enough. Not enough to replace the mother. Not enough to replace the house. Not enough to replace the gali and the pohe and the tulsi plant and the dal-bhat and the Chitrahaar through the wall. Not enough.

But present. The warmth was present. And the presence was — something. The something in the nothing. The something that kept the nothing from being total.

Lata held the canteen and waited.


  
    Chapter 3: Andhera (Darkness)

    
    
  
  The darkness had a texture. Not the metaphorical texture that poets assigned to darkness — the actual texture. The texture of stone walls that Lata's fingers learned by tracing, the tracing that became the twelve-year-old's cartography, the mapping of a space that could not be seen and that could therefore only be known by touch.

The hole was — Lata measured it on the second day (or what she decided was the second day, the deciding being arbitrary because the darkness had no days, the darkness being the particular environment that removed the distinction between day and night and that therefore removed time itself, the removal being the cruelty that Lata did not yet have the vocabulary to name but that she felt in the disorientation, the particular seasickness of a mind without temporal anchors).

The hole was approximately two metres by one and a half metres at the bottom. The walls were stone — not cut stone, natural stone, the stone of a cave or a cellar carved from rock, the stone that was cool and rough and that retained moisture, the moisture that Lata's fingertips found in the crevices and that said: water is near, the water that she heard (the distant running sound) was connected to this place, the place being part of a larger underground system.

The ceiling — the shaft above — was beyond reach. When Lata stood on her toes and stretched (she was twelve and not yet at her full height, the full height that would eventually be 168 centimetres, the height that her mother was and that genetics promised), her fingertips touched air. Just air. The shaft went up. How far up — she did not know. She threw the steel canteen upward — the canteen hit something at approximately three metres and fell back, the falling producing a clang that echoed in the shaft and that told her: three metres, the distance that was too high to climb without holds and that the smooth stone walls did not provide.

Three metres between her and the world.

 * 

The routine established itself. Not by Lata's choice — by Bharati's schedule. The schedule that was: morning (or what Bharati declared was morning — a voice from above, the voice being the only indicator of time), bucket descends, Lata uses it, bucket ascends. Then: food descends. The food that was — consistent. Parathas (aloo, or gobhi, or plain with achaar — the lime pickle that was sharp and sour and that Lata ate because the eating was the thing and the thing did not require enjoyment). Sometimes: a banana. Sometimes: a steel tiffin with sabzi — aloo gobi, or bhindi, or the particular dal that was not Vandana's dal (nobody's dal was Vandana's dal) but that was — competent. The dal of someone who knew how to cook but who did not cook with love, the cooking being functional rather than devotional, the food being fuel rather than expression.

Water: refilled daily. The canteen that Lata held and that Lata's hands warmed and that was, in the hole's unchanging cold, the thing that Lata held the way other children held stuffed animals — the holding being comfort, the comfort being the canteen's warmth which was her own warmth reflected back, the particular physics of loneliness: the only warmth available is the warmth you generate yourself.

The crying stopped on the third day. Not because the sadness stopped — the sadness did not stop, the sadness was the baseline, the sadness was the atmospheric pressure of the hole, constant and invisible and pressing. The crying stopped because the crying was — unproductive. The crying produced: sore throat, dehydration, exhaustion. The crying did not produce: escape, rescue, mother. And Lata was — Lata was practical. The practicality of a twelve-year-old who had lived with an alcoholic father and who had learned, from the living, that the things you could not change were the things you did not waste energy crying about, the energy being a finite resource and the finite resource requiring allocation.

The allocation was: morning — eat, drink, use the bucket, shout once (the shouting that was not the sobbing-shouting of the first days but the strategic shouting, the single shout that said: I am here, I am alive, I have not surrendered, the shout that was more flag-planting than help-seeking). Afternoon (estimated) — explore the hole, trace the walls, look for weaknesses (there were none; the stone was stone and the stone did not have weaknesses, the stone being the thing that had been stone for millions of years and that was not going to stop being stone because a twelve-year-old was pressing on it). Evening (estimated) — think.

The thinking was the dangerous part. The thinking was where the darkness lived — not the physical darkness, the mental darkness. The thinking that started with: where is my mother? And that spiralled to: does she know I'm alive? And that spiralled to: does she think I'm dead? And that spiralled to: is she looking? And that spiralled to: will she find me? And that spiralled to the place that Lata did not let the spiral go, the place that was the bottom of the spiral, the place where the question was: will anyone find me? And the answer in the darkness was: silence.

Lata learned to stop the spiral. The stopping was a technique — a technique that she invented, that no one taught her, that was born from the particular necessity of a mind that needed to survive its own thinking. The technique was: Vandana's pohe. When the spiral started, Lata would — in her mind, in the darkness, with her eyes open or closed (it did not matter, the darkness was the same) — make Vandana's pohe. Step by step. The flattened rice soaked for four minutes. The oil in the kadhai. The mustard seeds — pop pop pop, the sound in her mind's ear. The curry leaves — the sizzle, the fragrance in her mind's nose. The turmeric, the chillies, the peanuts, the tossing, the sugar, the salt, the coriander, the lemon, the coconut. Each step held in the mind. Each step a room in the mind's house. Each step a wall against the spiral.

The pohe took four minutes to make in reality. In Lata's mind, the pohe took twenty minutes, because each step was savoured, was expanded, was held the way a drowning person holds a rope — not with the grip of strength but with the grip of the last thing between her and the nothing.

 * 

On the fifth day (Lata's count — the count being the marks she scratched into the stone wall with the edge of the steel canteen, the marks that were the first writing she had done since the kidnapping, the writing that was not words but numbers, the numbers being the only narrative she could create: day 1, day 2, day 3, day 4, day 5, the narrative of survival reduced to its smallest unit), Bharati came and did not leave.

"Lata." From above. The voice that Lata was beginning to know — the voice's patterns, the voice's registers. Bharati's voice had three registers: the business register (the bucket-lowering voice, the food-delivery voice, the voice that was efficient and that said: this is the transaction and the transaction does not include conversation), the soft register (rare — the voice that had said "ghabru nakos" in the van, the voice that contained something that might have been guilt or might have been tenderness, the two being, in a kidnapper's voice, hard to distinguish), and the explaining register (the register that Lata had not yet heard but that was, on the fifth day, activated).

"Lata, mala tuzha-shi bolaycha aahe." I need to talk to you.

"Mala ghari jaaycha aahe." I want to go home. The response that was automatic now — the response that was not a request but a declaration, the declaration that preceded all conversation the way the national anthem preceded all cricket matches: compulsory, formulaic, the thing that had to be said before anything else could be said.

"Mala maahit aahe. Aiku." I know. Listen.

A ladder. A rope ladder, descending through the shaft. The rungs appearing in the darkness — not visible (the darkness was still complete) but audible, the rungs hitting the stone wall as the ladder descended, the sound saying: the world is coming down to you.

"Chadh." Climb.

Lata climbed. The climbing that was — the climbing was the first upward movement in five days, the body that had been horizontal and sitting for five days now going vertical, the vertical that was the direction of escape and that produced, in Lata's chest, the particular acceleration that hope produces: the heartbeat that said: something is changing, the changing might be good, the good is possible.

At the top of the shaft: light. Not sunlight — lamplight. A kerosene lantern, the lantern's flame the first light that Lata had seen in five days, the flame that was — Lata's eyes. The eyes that had been in darkness for five days and that were now confronting light and that did what eyes do when the darkness ends: they wept. Not the crying-weeping. The physiological weeping, the tears that the eyes produced to protect themselves from the light's assault, the tears that were not sadness but biology, the body's response to the returning world.

She was in a room. A cave — no, a cellar. An underground room that was larger than the hole, the room having a stone floor and stone walls but also: a wooden table, two chairs, a kerosene lantern on the table, and Bharati.

Bharati, seen for the first time in light. The angular face — confirmed. The face that Lata had seen in the sodium-yellow streetlight was, in the lantern-light, older than Lata had thought. Not old — late thirties, maybe forty. The face that had lines (the forehead-lines of a person who had been thinking hard for years and whose thinking had left marks) and that had eyes that were — the eyes were the surprise. The eyes were not the kidnapper's eyes. The eyes were tired. The eyes were the eyes of a person who had not slept well in five days and whose not-sleeping was not about the kidnapping's logistics but about the kidnapping's morality, the eyes of a person who was doing something she believed was right and who was not entirely certain that the believing was correct.

Keshav was not in the room. Bharati was alone.

"Baith." Sit. Bharati gestured at the chair.

Lata sat. The chair was — the chair was the first furniture in five days. The sitting-on-a-chair that was so ordinary and that was, after five days of stone floor, extraordinary, the ordinary-made-extraordinary by deprivation, the particular recalibration that captivity performed on the senses: the chair was just a chair and the chair was the most comfortable thing Lata had ever sat on.

"Pani?" Bharati offered. A glass — not a canteen. A glass. With water. The water in a glass was — the water was the second ordinary thing that was extraordinary, the glass being civilization and the canteen being captivity and the distinction being the distinction between the hole and the world.

Lata took the water. Drank. The water was different from the canteen water — fresher, colder, the water that came from a stream or a well rather than from a stored canteen. The water that tasted like — like outside.

"Lata," Bharati said. "Tula aata saangaychay ki aamhi tula ka aanla." I'm going to tell you now why we brought you.

"Kidnap kela." Kidnapped.

"Ha. Kidnap kela." Yes. Kidnapped. Bharati did not flinch from the word. The not-flinching that was — the first honest thing. The first acknowledgment that what had been done was what it was, without the softening that Bharati had attempted in the van ("you haven't been kidnapped") and that Lata had rejected with the particular fury of a child who knew the truth and who was being told the truth was not the truth.

"Tuza baba — Tushar — to ya week-end la parat yenaar hota." Your father — Tushar — was coming back this weekend.

"Mala maahit aahe ki to gela." I know he left.

"To gela nahi. Tuzya aai-ne tyala kadhla." He didn't leave. Your mother threw him out.

"Mala maahit aahe." I know.

"Tula maahit nahi ki to ka parat yenaar hota." You don't know why he was coming back. Bharati paused. The pause of a woman who was about to tell a twelve-year-old something that a twelve-year-old should not need to hear. "Tushar cha plan hota. Ghari parat yaycha. Vandana-tai-shi bhandan karaycha. Bhandan — violent bhandan. Aamchya network la — aamchya lokan-na — tyacha plan kalla. Plan mhanaje — plan mhanaje worst-case." Tushar had a plan. Come back to the house. Fight with Vandana. A violent fight. Our network — our people — learned about his plan. The plan was — worst-case.

"Worst-case?" Lata's voice. Small. The voice of a twelve-year-old who was beginning to understand something that she did not want to understand.

"Worst-case mhanaje — Lata, tuzya baba-la plan hota ki tumha doghinna — tula aani tuzya aai-la — tyala asa vatla ki tyachi family tyachya-shivay rahata yenaar nahi." Worst-case means — Lata, your father planned to — he believed his family couldn't exist without him.

The sentence. The sentence that was not complete because the completing would be too much for the lantern-lit cellar and the twelve-year-old in the chair and the water in the glass. The sentence that Lata completed herself — in her mind, in the darkness that was no longer the hole's darkness but the knowledge's darkness, the particular darkness that understanding produced: her father had planned to kill them. Her father had planned to return and to do the thing that men like her father did when the expulsion produced the rage and the rage produced the plan.

"Aamhi tula tithe-un kadhla karan police kahi karnaar navhte." We took you from there because the police weren't going to do anything. Bharati's voice — the explaining register, steady, the steadiness of a person who had given this explanation before, to other children, in other cellars, the explanation that was the justification and the justification being: we are not the criminals. The system is the criminal. The system that does not protect. The system that leaves the protecting to us.

"Aani Aai?" Lata whispered. And Mama?

"Tuzhi aai surakshit aahe." Your mother is safe. Bharati's voice — the soft register now. "Aamchya lokan-ni tuzya aai-la halvalya. Dusrya thikani. Tushar-la nahi sapdat. Police-na kharach kalal ki Tushar dangerous aahe. Tyanna tyala pakadla." Our people moved your mother. To another place. Where Tushar can't find her. The police finally realised Tushar was dangerous. They arrested him.

"Police-ni Baba-la pakadla?" The police arrested Papa?

"Ho. Tuzya aai-ne complaint file keli — case. Police-ni tyala pakadla. To custody-madhe aahe." Yes. Your mother filed a complaint — a case. The police arrested him. He's in custody.

Lata sat in the chair. The glass of water in her hands. The water that tasted like outside. The information that tasted like — the information did not have a taste. The information had a weight. The weight of a twelve-year-old understanding that her father had planned to kill her and her mother and that a stranger had kidnapped her to prevent the killing and that the kidnapping was the saving and the saving was the kidnapping and the two being the same thing was the thing that the twelve-year-old's mind could not resolve because the mind was twelve and the resolution required a maturity that twelve did not have.

"Mala ghari jaaycha aahe," Lata said. For the last time. The sentence that was the same sentence and that was also, this time, different. The sentence that was not the demand of a captive but the request of a child who had just learned that home was not the home she remembered and that the gali was not the gali she knew and that the safety she had thought existed was a safety that had been built on the edge of a violence that she had not fully understood.

"Lata," Bharati said. "Ghar aata safe nahi aahe. Tushar custody-madhe aahe, pan custody kayamchi nahi. To baher yeil. Aani to tula shodhel."

Home isn't safe yet. Tushar is in custody, but custody isn't permanent. He'll get out. And he'll look for you.

The lantern flickered. The flame that was the first light in five days, the flame that was showing Lata a world that was not the world she had left, the world being rearranged by information, the information being: everything you knew is changed. The father who was mean when he drank is a man who planned to kill you. The mother who made pohe is a woman who filed a police case. The house on Sitapur Gali is a house you cannot return to. The gali that knew everything did not know enough to save you.

But someone did. Someone who knocked three times at 11:47 PM. Someone who put a cloth over your face and took you to a hole and fed you parathas and now sits across a table in a lantern-lit cellar telling you the truth.

The truth that was: you were saved. The truth that was also: you were taken. The two being the same. The two being irreconcilable. The two being the thing that Lata Jadhav, twelve years old, was now required to live with.

She drank the water. The water that tasted like outside.


  
    Chapter 4: Sachai (The Truth)

    
    
  
  Bharati's truth came in pieces, the way all truths come when the truth is too large for a single telling and the teller knows that the listener is twelve and that twelve cannot hold the entire truth at once.

The first piece: Bharati was a social worker. Had been a social worker — the had-been being the distinction that mattered, the distinction between the institutional social worker (the woman who worked within the system, who filed reports, who followed protocols, who believed that the system would protect) and the woman who sat across from Lata in a lantern-lit cellar (the woman who had stopped believing in the system and who had built a different system, the system that operated outside the law because the law had failed and the failing was not an accident but a design, the design of a legal system that treated domestic violence as a private matter and that treated the private matter as sacred and that treated the sacred as untouchable).

"Main Bhopal ki social worker thi," Bharati said. "Mahila Kalyan Vibhag — Women's Welfare Department. Eight years. Eight saal maine case file kiye. Reports likhe. Magistrates ko appeal kiya. Courts me gayi." I was a social worker in Bhopal. Women's Welfare Department. Eight years. I filed cases. Wrote reports. Appealed to magistrates. Went to courts.

"Aur?" And?

"Aur kuch nahi hua." And nothing happened. The sentence delivered flat, without bitterness, the flatness being worse than bitterness because the flatness said: the nothing-happening was so consistent that the bitterness had been exhausted and what remained was the fact, the fact being the foundation on which Bharati had built the other system.

The other system was: the network. The network that Bharati had started building in 1971, when a woman named Pushpa — a woman Bharati had filed seven reports for, a woman whose husband had been the subject of three police complaints and zero arrests — when Pushpa was found dead in her kitchen, the death ruled "accidental" (the burns consistent with a kerosene stove explosion, the burns that were convenient and that were investigated by a police inspector who was the husband's cousin and whose investigation lasted four hours and whose conclusion was: accident).

"Pushpa ke baad, maine system chhodh diya," Bharati said. "System ne Pushpa ko nahi bachaya. Reports ne nahi bachaya. Courts ne nahi bachaya. Toh maine socha — agar system kaam nahi karta, toh koi aur karna padega." After Pushpa, I left the system. The system didn't save Pushpa. Reports didn't save her. Courts didn't save her. So I thought — if the system doesn't work, someone else has to.

The someone else was: Bharati. And Keshav. And, eventually, others — the network that grew the way networks grew in 1970s India: through trust, through whispered connections, through the particular infrastructure of women who knew women who knew women, the infrastructure that was invisible to the institutions because the institutions did not look for it and the not-looking was the institutions' blindness and the blindness was the network's protection.

The network did three things. First: intelligence. The network identified women and children in danger — the danger that the police would not address, the danger that the courts would not prevent, the danger that the system classified as "private" and that the network classified as "imminent." The intelligence came from the women who were everywhere — the nurses who saw the bruises, the teachers who saw the absences, the neighbours who heard the sounds through the walls, the particular army of witnesses who witnessed and who were, by the system, ignored.

Second: extraction. When the intelligence identified a case where the danger was imminent and the system had failed and the failing was going to produce the outcome (the death, the injury, the particular violence that men like Tushar planned when the expulsion produced the rage), the network extracted. The extraction was — kidnapping. The word that Bharati used and that Lata had used and that was accurate: kidnapping. The taking of a person without their consent from their location to another location. The taking that was, by every legal standard, a crime. The taking that was, by every moral standard that Bharati had developed in eight years of watching the system fail, a necessity.

Third: relocation. The extracted children (always children — the network extracted children, not women, because the children were the most vulnerable and the most unprotected and the most unable to protect themselves) were relocated. Not to institutions (the institutions being the system that had failed). Not to relatives (the relatives being, in most cases, either complicit or powerless). To — Bharati. To the network. To the places that the network maintained: safe houses, rural properties, the particular geography of hiding that India's vastness provided.

"Kitne bacche?" Lata asked. How many children?

"Tu saatvi hai." You're the seventh.

Seven. Seven children in seven years. Seven kidnappings. Seven extractions from homes where the danger was imminent and the system had failed. Seven children who were, at this moment, alive because Bharati had done the thing that the law called criminal and that the law's failure had made necessary.

"Aur baaki ke chhah?" And the other six?

"Safe hai. Sab safe hai. Do ko naye families mein bheja — adoption, lekin legal nahi, informal. Teen apne aap bade ho gaye — ab woh kaam karte hain, apni zindagi jeete hain. Ek — ek abhi bhi hamare saath hai." They're safe. All safe. Two were placed with new families — adoption, not legal, informal. Three grew up on their own — they work now, live their own lives. One — one is still with us.

"Hamare saath?"

"Keshav aur mere saath. Aur Chris — Chinmay. Chinmay ko tu milegi." With Keshav and me. And Chris — Chinmay. You'll meet Chinmay.

 * 

The second piece of the truth came the next day. Bharati brought Lata up from the hole — not to the cellar this time but to the surface. The surface that was —

Lata blinked. The sunlight — the first sunlight in six days. The sunlight that was assault and gift simultaneously, the eyes weeping again (the physiological weeping, the biology of light after darkness) and the skin feeling the warmth that was not the canteen's reflected warmth but the sun's warmth, the actual warmth, the warmth that came from outside the body and that entered the body and that said: you are alive, you are on the surface, the world has a sun and the sun is warm.

They were in a forest. Not a city — a forest. The particular forest of central India: deciduous, the trees tall and thick, the canopy providing shade that dappled the ground, the ground being earth (not stone — earth, the earth that was soft and that had leaves and that had the particular smell of forest floor: decomposition, moisture, the smell of things growing on the remains of things that had grown, the cycle that was the forest's metabolism).

The cellar's entrance was hidden — a wooden door set into a hillside, the door covered with vines and leaves, the covering making the door invisible from more than ten metres away. The location was — remote. No road visible. No buildings. No sounds of civilization — no traffic, no Doordarshan, no gali-sounds. Only the forest-sounds: birds (the particular birds of central India's forests — the coppersmith barbet's repetitive tonk-tonk-tonk, the peacock's distant complaint, the myna's chatter), the wind in the canopy, and the water — the running water that Lata had heard from the hole, the water that was, she now saw, a stream, the stream running twenty metres from the cellar's entrance, the stream that was clear and cold and that came from somewhere uphill and that went somewhere downhill and that was, in its running, the most beautiful thing Lata had seen in six days.

"Kahan hai hum?" Where are we?

"Satpura." Bharati said. "Satpura ki pahadiyon mein. Nagpur se teen ghante." Satpura. In the Satpura hills. Three hours from Nagpur.

The Satpura hills — the range that ran across central India, the hills that were forested and remote and that contained, in their remoteness, the particular geography of hiding: the geography where people who needed to not be found could not be found, the geography that the British had used for their hill stations and that the tribals had used for their settlements and that Bharati was now using for her safe house.

Keshav was at the stream. Washing — the morning wash, the man's routine, the routine that was military (Lata could see, now, in the daylight, the military in Keshav's body: the posture, the efficiency of movement, the particular way that military-trained bodies moved through space, the economy that was trained into the muscles). Keshav looked up. At Lata. The looking was — different from Bharati's looking. Keshav's looking was not the kidnapper's looking or the social worker's looking. Keshav's looking was the looking of a man who had done something he considered necessary and who was not interested in discussing whether the necessary was right or wrong, the looking that said: it is done, it was required, the discussion is optional.

"Chai?" Keshav asked. The single word. The word that was, in India, both question and greeting and offer and assessment, the word that said: I see you, you are here, the here requires chai.

Lata drank the chai. Keshav's chai was not Vandana's chai and was not Bharati's chai — Keshav's chai was military chai, the chai that was strong and sweet and that had been made in a steel patila over a wood fire and that had the particular flavour of chai made outdoors: the smoke, the wood-fire taste, the taste that camping gave to chai and that made the chai better not because the recipe was better but because the context was better, the context being: outside, forest, sun, stream, the context that was freedom even though the freedom was provisional.

"Yahan kitne din rehna hai?" Lata asked. How long do I have to stay here?

"Jab tak safe nahi hota." Until it's safe.

"Kab safe hoga?" When will it be safe?

"Pata nahi." I don't know.

The honesty. The particular honesty that Bharati practiced — the honesty that was not diplomatic, not institutional, not the honesty of a system that promised outcomes and delivered excuses. The honesty that said: I don't know. The I-don't-know that was, paradoxically, more comforting than any reassurance, because the I-don't-know was real and the real was the thing that Lata needed after six days of darkness and the darkness being the opposite of real.

 * 

The choice came on the eighth day. Not the choice that Bharati offered — Bharati did not offer choices, Bharati made decisions, the decision-making being the particular trait of a person who had spent eight years watching committees and courts and panels make decisions that were slow and useless and that arrived after the damage was done. Bharati made decisions. The decisions were fast. The decisions were unilateral. The decisions were — most of the time — correct.

But this decision was not Bharati's. This decision was Lata's.

"Tu ja sakti hai," Bharati said. On the eighth day. At the stream. The morning that was becoming routine — the routine that Lata was building the way she had built the routine in the hole, the routine being the survival technology that worked in darkness and in light: morning, chai, stream, the day's allocation of energy. "Main tujhe Nagpur wapas le ja sakti hoon. Teri maa — Vandana-tai — woh Nagpur mein nahi hai, lekin main unhe dhundh sakti hoon. Tujhe unke paas pahuncha sakti hoon." You can go. I can take you back to Nagpur. Your mother — Vandana — she's not in Nagpur anymore, but I can find her. I can get you to her.

"Par?" But?

"Par — Tushar bail pe aa sakta hai. Six months, ek saal. Courts slow hain. Bail mil jaati hai. Aur jab woh bahar aayega, woh tujhe dhuundhega." But — Tushar could get bail. Six months, a year. Courts are slow. Bail is granted. And when he gets out, he'll look for you.

"Toh?" So?

"Toh tu choice le sakti hai. Ek: wapas ja, apni maa ke paas, Tushar ke saaye mein ji. Do: yahan reh, hamare saath. Yahan tu safe hai. Yahan — yahan tu nayi zindagi shuru kar sakti hai." So you can make a choice. One: go back, live with your mother, live in Tushar's shadow. Two: stay here, with us. Here you're safe. Here — you can start a new life.

The choice. The choice that was not a choice — the choice that was the thing that twelve-year-olds should not have to make, the thing that required the maturity of an adult and the experience of a lifetime and that was being asked of a girl who had been in a hole for five days and who was sitting by a stream in the Satpura hills drinking military chai.

Lata looked at the stream. The water running — the water that did not stop, the water that went somewhere and that came from somewhere and that was, in its running, the particular metaphor that Lata did not need because the metaphor was too obvious and Lata was twelve and twelve did not think in metaphors, twelve thought in concretes: the stream was cold and clear and it went downhill and downhill was Nagpur and Nagpur was home and home was — home was the place where her father had hit her and where her mother had made pohe and where the gali knew everything and where the knowing had not saved anyone.

"Reh sakti hoon kya?" Lata said. "Yahan?" Can I stay? Here?

The sentence that was not a choice but was a question, the question being: is the staying possible? Is the staying real? Is the staying something that a twelve-year-old can do — stay in a forest with strangers who kidnapped her, stay away from her mother, stay in a life that is not the life she had?

"Haan." Bharati said. "Reh sakti hai." Yes. You can stay.

"Aur Aai?" And Mama?

"Teri maa ko pata chalega ki tu safe hai. Main use message bhejungi. Woh jaanegi." Your mother will know you're safe. I'll send her a message. She'll know.

"Woh aayegi?" Will she come?

"Nahi. Nahi aa sakti. Agar woh aayegi, toh Tushar follow karega. Distance hi safety hai." No. She can't come. If she comes, Tushar will follow. Distance is safety.

Distance is safety. The sentence that was the sentence of Lata's childhood ending and her other life beginning. The sentence that said: you cannot have your mother and your safety at the same time. The sentence that was the particular cruelty of a world where a twelve-year-old's safety required the twelve-year-old's exile.

Lata chose the staying. Not with certainty — not with the adult certainty that decisions acquire when the decider has experience and perspective. With the twelve-year-old's certainty, which was: the hole was dark, the forest is light, the stream is cold, the chai is strong, Bharati is honest, Keshav makes chai, home is the place where the hitting happened, and the not-home is the place where the not-hitting is.

She chose.


  
    Chapter 5: Chinmay Ka Ghar (Chinmay's Home)

    
    
  
  Chinmay played the harmonium the way some men breathed — without thinking, without effort, the playing being the thing that the body did when the body was not doing other things, the playing being the default state, the silence being the interruption.

Lata met Chinmay on the tenth day. The tenth day of the staying — the staying that was becoming, gradually, the living, the living that was not the Sitapur Gali living (the living that was pohe and school and the before-nine-PM safety) but a different living, the living that was forest and stream and Bharati's honesty and Keshav's chai and now — Chinmay's harmonium.

Chinmay was twenty-three. Tall — taller than Keshav, which was saying something because Keshav was large. But Chinmay's tallness was different from Keshav's largeness: Keshav was a wall, Chinmay was a tree, the particular difference between a body that was trained for impact and a body that was trained for — nothing. Chinmay's body was not trained. Chinmay's body was the body of a man who had been neglected as a child and whose neglect had produced the particular thinness that was not slimness but insufficiency, the body that had not received enough food during the years when the body was supposed to receive enough food and that had, therefore, grown upward instead of outward, the height being the genetics and the thinness being the deprivation.

Chinmay's face was — kind. The word was insufficient and also accurate. The face that had been beaten (Lata could see the scar — the scar on the left cheekbone, the scar that was old and that was the particular scar that a ring produced when the ring was on the hand that was swinging, the ring-scar that Lata recognised because she had seen a similar scar on Vandana's forearm and the recognition was the particular literacy of children who lived in houses where hands swung). The face that had been beaten and that was, despite the beating, kind — the kindness being not the absence of damage but the presence of something that the damage had not destroyed, the particular resilience that some faces had, the resilience that said: the hitting happened and the hitting did not win.

"Tu Lata hai?" Chinmay asked. In Hindi — not Marathi, not the Madhya Pradesh Hindi that Keshav spoke, a different Hindi, the Hindi of someone who had grown up speaking multiple languages and whose Hindi carried traces of other languages the way a river carried traces of other rivers, the traces being audible to anyone who listened carefully.

"Haan."

"Main Chinmay hoon. Harmonium bajata hoon." I'm Chinmay. I play the harmonium. The introduction that was — the introduction of a man who defined himself by the thing he did rather than the thing he was, the thing-he-did being the harmonium and the thing-he-was being more complicated and less suitable for introductions.

The harmonium was old. A portable harmonium — the kind that itinerant musicians carried, the kind that bhajan singers used in temples, the kind that was designed to be carried on the back and set down on the floor and played with the left hand pumping the bellows and the right hand on the keys, the particular Indian instrument that was not Indian (the harmonium was European, the harmonium had been brought to India by missionaries and had been adopted by Indian music the way India adopted everything: completely, irreversibly, the adoption making the thing Indian in a way that the original inventors would not recognise). The harmonium was battered — the wood scratched, the bellows patched with tape, the keys yellowed, the instrument having the particular appearance of a thing that had been loved hard and carried far and that was, in its battering, more beautiful than a new harmonium, the beauty being the evidence of use, the use being the evidence of need.

Chinmay played. The song that Lata heard from across the camp (the camp — the clearing near the cellar's entrance, the clearing that was becoming, through the accretion of daily life, a settlement: Keshav's fire-pit for chai, Bharati's area under the banyan where she sat and wrote in her notebooks, the stream for washing, and now Chinmay's spot — the flat rock near the stream's edge where Chinmay sat with the harmonium and played). The song was — Lata recognised it. "Lag Jaa Gale" — the Lata Mangeshkar song, the song that was about embrace and longing and the particular beauty of holding someone when you know the holding is temporary, the song that Vandana hummed when she cooked and that Lata associated with the kitchen and the pohe and the morning.

The recognition hit Lata in the chest. The physical sensation — not the metaphorical chest-hit of poetry but the actual physical sensation of hearing a familiar sound in an unfamiliar place and the familiar sound activating the body's memory faster than the mind's memory, the body remembering Vandana's kitchen before the mind could say "this is the song my mother hums," the body saying it first: the tightening of the throat, the moisture in the eyes, the particular grief that music produced when the music was connected to the person who was absent.

Lata cried. The crying that she had stopped doing on the third day in the hole — the crying returned, the crying triggered by the harmonium's version of a song that a woman in a Nagpur kitchen hummed while making pohe, the crying that was not the helpless crying of the hole but the particular crying of recognition, the crying that said: I remember, the remembering hurts, the hurting means I am still connected to the thing I remember.

Chinmay stopped playing. Looked at Lata. The looking that was — the looking of a man who understood. The understanding that was not intellectual but experiential, the understanding of a person who had been twelve and in a place that was not home and who had heard a sound that connected him to the home that was not home anymore and who had cried the same crying.

"Teri maa ka gaana hai?" Your mother's song?

Lata nodded. Could not speak. The throat closed.

Chinmay waited. The waiting that was — the waiting was the kindness. Not the speaking-kindness (the words that adults used when children cried: "don't cry," "it's okay," "everything will be fine," the words that were lies and that children knew were lies and that the lying made worse). The waiting-kindness. The kindness that said: cry. The crying is allowed. The crying is necessary. I will be here when the crying is done.

The crying was done. Lata wiped her face with her sleeve — the sleeve of the kurta that Bharati had given her (the nightgown replaced, on the seventh day, with clothes that Bharati had produced from somewhere: a kurta, salwar, a dupatta, the clothes that were not new and that were not Lata's size but that were clean and that were — clothes, the clothes being another marker of the transition from captive to — what? Not guest. Not family. Something between. The between that did not have a name.).

"Tu bhi?" Lata asked. You too? The question that was not specific but that was understood — the question that asked: were you also taken? Were you also a child who was extracted from a home that was dangerous?

"Haan. Main bhi." Yes. Me too.

"Kitne saal?" How many years?

"Gyarah saal ki umar mein. Ab main teis ka hoon. Barah saal ho gaye." I was eleven. Now I'm twenty-three. Twelve years.

Twelve years. Chinmay had been with Bharati and Keshav for twelve years. Chinmay had been the first — the first child, the first extraction, the first experiment in the system that Bharati was building, the system that started with one boy and a harmonium.

"Meri maa —" Chinmay started, and stopped. The stopping that was the particular stop of a sentence that the speaker had started many times and that the speaker had not finished many times because the finishing required the saying and the saying required the reliving and the reliving was the thing that the scars said had happened and that the mouth did not want to say.

"Meri maa nahi thi," Chinmay said. "Matlab — woh thi, lekin woh nahi thi. Woh wahan thi, lekin woh kuch nahi karti thi. Mere pitaji — mere pitaji bahut maarte the. Aur meri maa — dekhti thi." My mother wasn't there. I mean — she was there, but she wasn't. She was present, but she didn't do anything. My father — my father hit a lot. And my mother — watched.

The watching. The particular form of complicity that was not active violence but passive witnessing, the witnessing that was — Lata understood. Lata understood because Lata had lived in a house where the violence happened and where the witnessing happened and where the difference between Vandana and Chinmay's mother was: Vandana eventually stopped witnessing. Vandana eventually acted. Vandana filed the case, threw Tushar out, put the suitcase by the door. Chinmay's mother did not act. Chinmay's mother watched.

"Bharati-didi ne mujhe bahar nikala," Chinmay said. "Ek raat. Jaise tujhe nikala. Ek raat, ek van, ek hole. Same." Bharati-didi took me out. One night. Like she took you. One night, one van, one hole. Same.

"Aur ab?" And now?

"Ab — ab main yahan hoon. Main harmonium bajata hoon. Main Keshav-bhai ke saath kaam karta hoon — network ka kaam. Intelligence, logistics. Aur main — main safe hoon." Now — I'm here. I play harmonium. I work with Keshav-bhai — network work. Intelligence, logistics. And I — I'm safe.

Safe. The word that Bharati used and that Keshav used and that now Chinmay used, the word that was the network's currency, the word that was the thing they provided and the thing they had been denied and the thing that, in its providing, justified everything — the kidnappings, the holes, the darkness, the separation from mothers. The word that was — Lata was beginning to understand — not just a condition but a philosophy. Safety as the foundational right. Safety as the thing that every child deserved and that not every child received and that the not-receiving was the system's failure and that the failure was the reason for the network.

 * 

The harmonium became Lata's — not the instrument (the instrument was Chinmay's, the instrument was Chinmay the way the kitchen was Vandana's), but the learning. Chinmay taught Lata. In the afternoons, at the flat rock by the stream, the afternoons that were the hours that Lata had once spent in the backyard on Sitapur Gali looking at the sky and that she now spent at the stream learning the keys.

The harmonium's keys were — the keys were the first new thing. The first thing that was not the hole and not the darkness and not the fear and not the grief. The first thing that was — forward. The keys being the future rather than the past, the keys being the thing that Lata did not know and that the not-knowing was exciting rather than terrifying, the not-knowing that was curiosity rather than darkness.

Chinmay was a patient teacher. The patience of a man who had twelve years of his own healing and who understood that the healing was not linear and that the healing sometimes looked like learning harmonium and sometimes looked like crying and sometimes looked like refusing to eat and sometimes looked like sitting by the stream in silence and that all of these were the healing and that the healing did not require management, the healing required — presence.

Lata learned "Lag Jaa Gale." First. The song that had made her cry — the song that she learned to play so that the playing replaced the crying, so that the active-making of the music replaced the passive-receiving of the music, so that the song was no longer the thing that happened to her but the thing she did, the doing being the reclaiming, the reclaiming being: this is my mother's song and I will play it because the playing is the connection and the connection is the thing that the distance cannot destroy.

The first time Lata played the song without mistakes — the complete melody, start to finish, the keys pressed in the correct sequence, the bellows pumped at the correct rhythm — Chinmay did not clap or praise or say "well done." Chinmay nodded. The nod that was — the nod was enough. The nod of a man who understood what the playing meant and who did not diminish the meaning with words.

Bharati listened from her spot under the banyan. The listening that was — Lata saw Bharati's face. The face that was, for the first time, not the angular-determined face of the social worker or the kidnapper or the network-builder. The face that was — the face was soft. The softness that said: the seventh child is playing the harmonium by the stream and the playing means the seventh child is going to be okay and the being-okay is the thing that justifies the kidnapping and the hole and the darkness.

Keshav brought chai. The military chai, the wood-fire chai, the chai that was becoming Lata's chai — the taste that was replacing Vandana's chai-taste in Lata's memory, the replacing that was not forgetting but supplementing, the two chais coexisting in the palate the way the two lives coexisted in the mind: the Sitapur Gali life and the Satpura life, the before and the after, the daughter and the — what? The what that did not yet have a name.

The forest was — the forest was becoming home. Not the home that Sitapur Gali was (the home that was Vandana's pohe and the gali's gossip and the school and the before-nine-PM safety). A different home. The home that was the stream and the harmonium and Bharati's honesty and Keshav's chai and Chinmay's patience. The home that was — smaller. Four people instead of a gali. A clearing instead of a house. A fire-pit instead of a kitchen. The home that was smaller and that was, in its smallness, safer — the smallness meaning: everyone was visible, everyone was accounted for, the unpredictability that Tushar had brought to the Sitapur Gali house was absent here because the here did not contain a Tushar, the here contained only the people who had chosen to be here and whose choosing was the foundation.

Lata looked at the stream. The water running. The water that did not stop. The water that came from somewhere and went somewhere and that was, in its running, the thing that Lata was becoming: a person in motion. A person who had left one place and who had arrived at another place and who was, in the arriving, becoming someone new.

The becoming did not have a name yet. The name would come later. The name would be: Leela.

But for now — for now, the harmonium. The keys under the fingers. The bellows pumping. The song — Vandana's song, the kitchen song, the morning song — played by a twelve-year-old girl in a forest in the Satpura hills, the girl who had been taken and who was staying and who was, in the staying, beginning.


  
    Chapter 6: Samaira Ki Khoj (Samaira's Search)

    
    
  
  Mumbai, December 1978

Samaira Apte did not become a private investigator because she wanted to. Samaira Apte became a private investigator because the police did not do their job and somebody had to and Samaira was the somebody who could not stop herself from being the somebody.

The office was on Lamington Road, second floor, above a shop that sold transistor radios and that filled the stairwell with the particular hum of twelve radios tuned to twelve different stations simultaneously, the hum that was the acoustic equivalent of Lamington Road itself: chaotic, layered, the kind of sound that you either learned to ignore or that drove you out of the building within a week. Samaira had been in the building for three years. She had learned to ignore the hum. The ignoring was a skill — the skill that private investigation required: the ability to filter signal from noise, to hear the one relevant frequency in the twelve-station chaos.

The office was — small. The word "office" was generous. The room was three metres by four metres. It contained: a desk (steel, government-surplus, the desk that every government office in India had and that Samaira had bought from a government-surplus auction for forty rupees), a chair (behind the desk, also government-surplus), a second chair (in front of the desk, for clients, also government-surplus — Samaira's entire furniture collection was government-surplus, the collection being a monument to the Indian government's inability to keep track of its furniture), a filing cabinet (steel, four drawers, the drawers labelled with masking tape: ACTIVE, COLD, CLOSED, PERSONAL), and a window that looked onto Lamington Road and through which Mumbai's December light entered — the winter light that was not cold (Mumbai did not do cold; Mumbai did warm and less-warm, and December was less-warm) but that was — clear. The December clarity that made Mumbai's buildings sharp and Mumbai's streets bright and that was, for an investigator, the good light, the light that showed things.

On Samaira's desk: a file. The file was brown manila, the manila that every Indian government office used and that Samaira used because the manila was cheap and because the cheapness was the economy that kept the office on Lamington Road open, the economy of a woman who charged two hundred rupees per case and who solved approximately half her cases and who was, by every financial measure, barely solvent.

The file was labelled: JADHAV, LATA. MISSING. NAGPUR.

Samaira had received the file three weeks ago. The file had come through the network — not Bharati's network (Samaira did not know about Bharati's network, the not-knowing being the particular irony that the story would eventually resolve) but the investigator's network, the informal chain of private investigators and retired police officers and court clerks and journalists who shared cases the way doctors shared patients: when a case was beyond your geography, you passed it to someone in the right geography.

The case had been passed from a Nagpur investigator named Pradhan — Milind Pradhan, a retired police sub-inspector who had started a private investigation practice in Dharampeth and who had been hired by Vandana Jadhav (or rather, by Vandana Jadhav's brother, because Vandana herself was — the file said — "relocated, location undisclosed, emotional state: severe distress"). Pradhan had done the initial work: interviewed the neighbours (the gali that knew everything and that told the police nothing because the police had not asked and that told Pradhan everything because Pradhan knew how to ask), examined the house (no signs of forced entry — the door had been opened from inside, the opening suggesting that Vandana had opened the door for the abductor, the opening suggesting that the abductor was known or appeared trustworthy), and identified the timeline (Lata last seen by neighbour Mrs. Kulkarni at approximately 7 PM on August 26, 1978, when Lata was in the backyard; Lata reported missing by Vandana at approximately 6 AM on August 27, 1978, the gap between 7 PM and 6 AM being the window).

Pradhan had hit a wall. The wall that every Nagpur investigator hit: the police had classified the case as "suspected domestic incident" because Tushar Jadhav was in custody for domestic violence charges and because the police's working theory was that Tushar had arranged the abduction (the theory that was wrong, but that was plausible, and that the police preferred because the theory closed the case without requiring actual investigation). The police were not cooperating. The courts were slow. The witnesses were — the witnesses were the gali, and the gali had seen a white van (a Matador, the gali said, or maybe a Tempo, the gali was not sure about vehicle models, the gali was sure about the colour: white) parked three galis away on the night of August 26, and the gali had heard — nothing. The gali that heard everything had heard nothing on the night that mattered.

Pradhan passed the case to Samaira because Mumbai was where the trails went when the trails left Nagpur. Not because there was evidence pointing to Mumbai — because Mumbai was where everything went. Mumbai was the gravitational centre of western India, the city where people disappeared and where people appeared and where the distance between disappearing and appearing was the distance that private investigators covered.

Samaira read the file. The reading was — Samaira read files the way musicians read scores: with full attention, with the particular literacy that years of practice had developed, the literacy that saw patterns where others saw facts and that heard harmonies where others heard noise.

The pattern she saw was: this was not a domestic abduction. The pattern said this because the pattern of domestic abductions was different — domestic abductions (father takes child, family member takes child, known-person takes child) left traces. The traces were: communication (the abductor contacted the family, the contact being ransom or custody demand or threat), travel (the abductor used known routes, the routes being family connections, the routes leading to the abductor's own network), and motive (the motive being possessive — the abductor wanted the child because the child was theirs, the wanting being ownership).

This case had none of those traces. No communication. No ransom. No custody demand. No travel to known associates. No possessive motive (Tushar was in custody and had not arranged the abduction — Samaira was certain of this because Samaira had, on her own initiative, called the Nagpur central jail and had spoken to the duty officer and had confirmed that Tushar had been in custody since August 20, six days before the abduction, and that Tushar had received no visitors and had made no phone calls).

The pattern said: this was organized. This was planned. This was done by someone who knew the family's situation (knew about Tushar's violence, knew about his arrest, knew about Vandana being alone with Lata) and who used that knowledge to time the extraction. The word "extraction" was Samaira's word — not "abduction," not "kidnapping." Extraction. The word that military operations used. The word that suggested: this was not random. This was targeted. This was precise.

"Kaun karta hai aisa?" Samaira said to herself. Who does something like this? The question that was the beginning of the investigation and the beginning of the obsession, the obsession being the particular disease of private investigators: the question that you could not stop asking, the question that kept you at the desk at midnight and at the filing cabinet at dawn and at Lamington Road when you should have been at home.

 * 

Samaira's method was — Samaira's method was not method. Samaira's method was instinct refined by practice, the instinct that said: start with the person, not the crime. The crime was: a twelve-year-old was taken from her home. The person was: who takes twelve-year-olds from their homes?

Not pedophiles — the pattern was wrong. Pedophile abductions were opportunistic, quick, the abductor taking the child from a public space (the school gate, the market, the park). This abduction was from the home, at night, planned. Not pedophile.

Not family — already eliminated. Tushar in custody. Vandana's family (the brother who had hired Pradhan, the parents who were in Pune, the extended family that was the particular sprawl of a Maharashtrian joint family) all accounted for, all cooperating.

Not ransom — no demand.

The remaining category was: ideological. The abductor had a reason. The reason was not money and not desire and not family. The reason was — something else. The something-else that Samaira could not yet identify but that she could feel, the feeling being the investigator's instinct, the instinct that said: this was done for a purpose and the purpose was the key.

Samaira went to Nagpur. The train from Mumbai Central — the Vidarbha Express, the train that connected Mumbai to Nagpur in sixteen hours and that was, in 1978, the bridge between western India's financial capital and central India's geographic capital, the bridge that Samaira crossed with her government-surplus briefcase and her manila file and her instinct.

Nagpur in December was — cooler than Mumbai. The coolness that was Nagpur's December gift: the mornings that had fog, the fog that sat on the streets like a blanket and that lifted by ten AM and that left the air clean and sharp, the air that was the opposite of Mumbai's air (Mumbai's air was heavy, the weight of twelve million people breathing and cooking and living and dying in a city that was designed for one million). Nagpur's air was — Samaira breathed and the breathing was easier and the easier breathing was the first thing she noticed about Nagpur.

The second thing was Sitapur Gali.

Samaira went to Sitapur Gali because the gali was the scene and the scene was the starting point. The gali was — narrow. The houses close. The walls thin. The particular geography that Samaira had read about in Pradhan's file and that she now saw: the gali that heard everything.

She knocked on doors. Not three knocks at 11:47 PM — the daytime knock, the investigator's knock, the knock that said: I am here to ask questions and the questions are important and I am not leaving until the questions are answered.

Mrs. Kulkarni at number 14 answered. Mrs. Kulkarni was — Mrs. Kulkarni was the gali's memory. The woman who knew everything and who told everything to everyone except the police, the exception being the particular mistrust that Indian neighbourhoods had for the police, the mistrust that was earned and maintained and that was the reason that Pradhan (retired police) had gotten more than the active police and that Samaira (private investigator, not police) would get more than Pradhan.

"White van?" Mrs. Kulkarni said, offering chai (the chai that was — Mrs. Kulkarni's chai, the chai that was not Vandana's chai and not Keshav's chai but the gali-chai, the chai that was the social lubricant of Indian investigation, the chai that said: I will talk to you because you are drinking my chai and the drinking is the contract). "Haan, white van thi. Teen gali door. Main ne window se dekhi thi — bathroom jaate waqt. Raat ko gyarah ke baad." Yes, there was a white van. Three galis away. I saw it from the window — going to the bathroom. After eleven at night.

"Aur kuch dekha?" Did you see anything else?

"Ek aurat. Van ke paas. Lambi nahi, chhoti nahi. Normal. Lekin — jaldi mein thi. Jaise kuch karna ho aur time kam ho." A woman. Near the van. Not tall, not short. Normal. But — in a hurry. Like she had something to do and not much time.

A woman. The abductor was a woman — or one of the abductors was a woman. The detail that Pradhan's file had noted but that Pradhan had not emphasized, the detail that Samaira's instinct said was important: a woman taking a child from a home where the father was violent. A woman who knew the family's situation. A woman who was organized.

"Social worker," Samaira said to herself. On the train back to Mumbai. The Vidarbha Express rocking, the rocking that was the particular rhythm of Indian Railways, the rhythm that made thinking easier because the rhythm was steady and the steadiness was the thing that thinking needed. "Social worker ya koi jo system se bahar kaam karta hai." Social worker or someone who works outside the system.

The hypothesis. The hypothesis that was correct — the hypothesis that Samaira would spend years confirming, the years being the investigation that became the obsession that became the life, the life that would eventually bring Samaira to the woman she was looking for and to the child she was looking for and the bringing being the convergence that was still years away.

For now: the file. The manila file. JADHAV, LATA. MISSING. NAGPUR. The file that Samaira put in the ACTIVE drawer and that would remain in the ACTIVE drawer for years, the years during which other files would move from ACTIVE to COLD to CLOSED but this file would remain ACTIVE, the remaining being the obsession, the obsession being: a twelve-year-old was taken and the taking was done for a reason and the reason was the thing that Samaira could not let go.

The reason was the key.


  
    Chapter 7: Jungle Mein (In the Forest)

    
    
  
  The Satpura hideout was not a hideout. The Satpura hideout was a life.

Lata understood this on the third week — the third week of the staying, the week when the staying stopped being the temporary-staying (the staying that was waiting for something, the staying that had an end) and became the permanent-staying (the staying that was the thing itself, the staying that had no end because the staying was the life and the life did not end, the life continued, the continuing being the thing that the staying required her to accept).

The acceptance was — not instant. The acceptance was the work of weeks. The work that looked like: learning where the water ran cleanest (upstream, past the rock that looked like a sleeping cow, the rock that Keshav had named "Gaumata" and that the naming had made into a landmark). Learning which wood burned hottest (teak, the teak that the Satpura forest provided in abundance and that Keshav split with the axe in the mornings, the splitting being the sound that woke the camp: thwack, thwack, the percussion of a man who understood that the day's first task was fuel). Learning where the wild turmeric grew (the haldi that Bharati used for cooking and for medicine and for the particular Maharashtrian practice of applying haldi to cuts and bruises, the haldi being the antiseptic that India had used for three thousand years before the British arrived with Dettol). Learning which paths led where (the forest had paths, but the paths were not the straight-line paths of cities; the paths were the winding paths of animals and tribals, the paths that followed the logic of terrain rather than the logic of destination, the paths that said: the shortest distance between two points is not a line, the shortest distance is the path that avoids the steep places and the thorny places and the snake-places).

Keshav taught her the forest. Not as a lesson — as a life. The teaching that happened by doing: Keshav walked, Lata followed. Keshav pointed, Lata looked. Keshav named, Lata remembered. The particular pedagogy of a military man who did not believe in classrooms and who believed in terrain, the terrain being the only teacher that did not lie, the terrain saying: this is the ground, this is the slope, this is the water, this is the danger, the saying being true because the terrain could not be false.

"Yeh samajh le," Keshav said, on the fourth week. At the stream. The morning chai finished, the teak wood stacked, the camp's routines completed. "Jungle mein teen cheezein zaroori hain: paani, aag, aur dikhna nahi." Understand this. In the forest, three things matter: water, fire, and not being seen.

"Dikhna nahi?" Not being seen?

"Haan. Hum log chhupe hain. Yahan koi nahi jaanta ki hum hain. Agar koi jaane — police, ya Tushar ke log, ya koi bhi — toh sab khatam. Isliye: dikhna nahi." Yes. We are hidden. Nobody knows we're here. If anyone finds out — police, or Tushar's people, or anyone — it's over. So: not being seen.

Not being seen. The skill that Lata learned the way she learned the harmonium — by practice, by repetition, by the particular discipline that survival required. The not-being-seen was: walk without breaking branches (the branch-break being a sound that carried in the forest's silence and that said: something human is here). Build fires with dry wood only (the dry wood producing flame without smoke, the smoke being the visible signal that said: something human is here). Wash clothes in the stream but dry them under the canopy (the canopy hiding the clothes from any aerial view — not that helicopters were likely, but Keshav's military training prepared for the unlikely and the preparing was the habit that kept you alive). Speak quietly after dark (the dark amplifying sound, the sound travelling further at night than at day because the night's coolness created the atmospheric conditions that carried sound the way telephone wires carried voices).

Lata became good at not being seen. The goodness that was — the goodness was surprising. Lata was twelve and city-raised and Nagpur-bred and the forest should have been foreign, the foreignness being the expected response of a child removed from brick-and-mortar and placed in tree-and-stream. But the foreignness did not arrive. The forest felt — not foreign. The forest felt like an extension of the backyard on Sitapur Gali, the backyard where the coriander grew and the mint grew and the Nagpuri mirchi grew, the backyard being the small-scale version of what the forest was at full scale: the growing, the living, the cycle of soil and water and sun that produced life.

Lata understood the forest because Lata understood growing things. The understanding that Vandana had planted — not literally (Vandana had not taught forest survival) but fundamentally: the attention to living things that Vandana practiced in the kitchen (the pohe's timing, the dal's tempering, the particular respect for ingredients that was Vandana's cooking philosophy) was the same attention that the forest required. The forest required: notice. Notice the soil (is it wet? is it dry? the wet meaning: water is near, the dry meaning: water is not near). Notice the trees (are the leaves green? are they yellow? the green meaning: the season is favourable, the yellow meaning: the season is changing). Notice the animals (are the birds singing? are they silent? the singing meaning: nothing is wrong, the silence meaning: something is wrong, the something being a predator or a human and the distinction being, for Lata's purposes, irrelevant).

 * 

The training began on the fifth week. Not the forest-training — the other training. The training that Bharati called "kaam" — work — and that was, Lata would later understand, the training that turned a twelve-year-old child into a member of the network, the member who would eventually become the network's most effective operative, the operative who would be known not as Lata but as Leela.

The training was: observation. Bharati's first lesson — the lesson that was the foundation, the lesson on which all other lessons were built.

"Dekho," Bharati said. At the camp. In the morning. The two of them sitting under the banyan, the banyan that was Bharati's office and that provided the shade that made thinking possible in the Satpura heat. "Keshav ko dekho. Kya kar raha hai?" Watch Keshav. What is he doing?

Lata watched. "Lakdi kaat raha hai." Cutting wood.

"Aur?" And?

"Aur — aur kuch nahi. Lakdi kaat raha hai." And — nothing else. He's cutting wood.

"Phir se dekh. Dhyan se." Look again. Carefully.

Lata looked again. Keshav was splitting teak. The axe rose and fell. The wood split. Keshav stacked the split wood. The routine that Lata had seen every morning for five weeks.

"Ab bata: kaunsi taraf se maarta hai? Daayein ya baayein?" Now tell me: which side does he strike from? Right or left?

Lata did not know. She had watched Keshav split wood every morning for five weeks and she did not know which side he struck from because the watching had been the passive watching, the watching that registered the activity without registering the detail, the watching that said: Keshav is splitting wood, and that did not say: Keshav is right-handed, the axe rises over his right shoulder, the strike comes from the right, the wood is positioned accordingly.

"Daayein," Bharati said. "Keshav right-handed hai. Iska matlab: uska left side weak hai. Agar Keshav se ladna padhe — jo nahi padega, lekin agar — toh left side se aao. Yeh observation hai. Yeh kaam hai." Right. Keshav is right-handed. This means: his left side is weaker. If you ever have to fight Keshav — which you won't, but if — come from the left side. This is observation. This is the work.

The work was: seeing. Not looking — seeing. The distinction that Bharati drew with the precision of a woman who had spent eight years in the Women's Welfare Department watching women tell her things that the women's faces contradicted, the watching that had taught Bharati the difference: looking was the eye's activity, seeing was the mind's activity, the two being different the way hearing was different from listening, the way eating was different from tasting.

Lata learned to see. The learning took weeks. Weeks of Bharati pointing and Lata watching and Bharati asking "aur?" and Lata saying "aur kuch nahi" and Bharati saying "phir se dekh" until the "phir se dekh" was internalized, until the seeing became automatic, until Lata could not look at a person without seeing: the dominant hand, the posture (confident or nervous — the spine telling the truth that the face lied about), the shoes (worn or new — the shoes telling the economic story that the clothes tried to hide), the eyes (where the eyes looked — the eyes looking down meaning submission or guilt, the eyes looking away meaning evasion or calculation, the eyes looking directly meaning confidence or confrontation).

"Bahut achi hai tu," Bharati said. On the eighth week. The compliment that was — the first compliment. Bharati did not compliment. Bharati assessed. The assessment being: satisfactory or unsatisfactory, the binary of a woman who did not believe in gradations. The "bahut achi hai tu" was, therefore, not a compliment — it was an assessment that landed above satisfactory, the above being the distinction that Bharati rarely made and that, when she made it, meant: you are better at this than expected.

"Main school mein bhi achi thi," Lata said. I was good at school too. The sentence that was — the sentence was the first time Lata had referenced her old life without the referencing producing grief. The referencing producing, instead, the comparison: the school that had taught her mathematics and English literature and Sister Margaret's personal-affront history was the same school that had developed the cognitive infrastructure that Bharati's training was now using, the infrastructure being: the attention, the memory, the pattern-recognition that school had trained and that the network was repurposing.

 * 

The other children came. Not all at once — in the way that Bharati's network operated, which was: carefully. The children were not concentrated in one location (the concentration being the risk, the risk that Keshav's military thinking identified and eliminated). The children were distributed — two in the Satpura hideout, two in a location that Bharati called "the farm" (a property in Vidarbha, the dry farming region east of Nagpur, the property that was registered in a name that was not Bharati's name and that was maintained by a woman named Parvati who was the network's Vidarbha operative), and two who had already aged out of the network's protection and who were living independently.

The child in the Satpura hideout was: a boy. Raju. Eight years old. Raju had arrived three months before Lata — Raju had been the sixth extraction, the sixth child taken from a home where the danger was imminent. Raju's story was — Raju's story was not Lata's story. Raju's story was worse. The worse that Lata understood from the not-telling: Raju did not tell his story. Raju did not speak. Not could-not-speak — chose-not-to-speak. The choosing being the particular response of a child whose speaking had been punished and who had learned that the not-speaking was safer and who maintained the not-speaking even in a place where the speaking was allowed, the maintaining being the scar that was invisible and that was deeper than the scars that were visible.

Raju followed Keshav. Everywhere. The following that was — the following of a child who had found the safe-person and who would not let the safe-person out of sight because the out-of-sight was the danger, the danger being: the safe-person might leave, the leaving being the thing that every person in Raju's short life had done.

Keshav allowed the following. Not with words — with the particular non-acknowledgment that was acknowledgment, the not-sending-away that was the welcoming, the space-beside-him that was always available for a silent eight-year-old boy. Keshav split wood, Raju sat beside him. Keshav walked the forest, Raju walked behind him. Keshav made chai, Raju held the steel tumbler with both hands and the holding was the drinking and the drinking was the trust, the trust being: this chai is safe because the man who made it is safe and the safe is the thing.

Lata and Raju did not become friends. The word "friends" required the reciprocity that Raju's silence did not permit. Lata and Raju became — companions. The companionship of two children who had been taken from homes that were dangerous and who were now in a forest that was safe and whose shared experience was the foundation that did not require words, the foundation being: we both know. The knowing was enough.

Lata played harmonium. Raju listened. The listening was — Lata saw it — the listening was Raju's version of speaking. The listening was Raju's engagement with the world, the engagement that did not require the mouth (the mouth being the thing that had been punished) but that required the ears (the ears being the thing that had not been punished and that were, therefore, the safe channel). When Lata played "Lag Jaa Gale," Raju's face changed. The change was — subtle. Not a smile. The not-quite-smile that was the particular expression of a child who was experiencing beauty and who was not yet sure that the beauty was allowed, the not-sureness being the caution that abuse installed, the caution that said: good things might be traps.

"Raju ke liye baja," Bharati said to Lata. Play for Raju. The instruction that was not musical but therapeutic — the harmonium being the medicine, the music being the treatment, the treatment being: a twelve-year-old girl playing songs for an eight-year-old boy who could not speak, the playing and the listening being the healing that the system could not provide because the system did not know about Raju and the not-knowing was the system's failure and the failure was the reason for the forest.


  
    Chapter 8: Naya Naam (New Name)

    
    
  
  1981

Three years changed everything and nothing.

Everything: Lata was fifteen. The twelve-year-old who had been pulled from Sitapur Gali was gone — not metaphorically gone (the metaphor was too easy) but actually gone, the girl replaced by a different person, the different person being the product of three years of forest and observation and Bharati's training and Keshav's discipline and Chinmay's harmonium and the particular alchemy that happened when a child was removed from one life and placed in another and the placement lasted long enough for the new life to become the life.

Nothing: Lata still made Vandana's pohe in her mind. Every night. In the dark (the camp had no electricity; the dark was the kerosene-lantern dark, the dark that was not the hole's dark but that was, at night, complete enough to trigger the technique, the technique that Lata had developed in the hole and that she maintained because the maintaining was the connection and the connection was the thing she would not surrender). The mental pohe: four minutes soak, mustard seeds, curry leaves, turmeric, chillies, peanuts, toss, sugar, salt, coriander, lemon, coconut. The recipe that was her mother. The recipe that was her prayer. The recipe that she could perform physically now — Bharati had taught her to cook, and Lata could make pohe that was good, that was competent — but that she performed mentally with a precision that the physical cooking did not require, the precision being devotional, the devotion being: I remember you, Aai. Every ingredient. Every step.

The name changed on a Tuesday. Not a significant Tuesday — a Tuesday in March 1981, a Tuesday that was hot (March in Satpura was the beginning of the hot season, the season that would peak in May and that was, in March, still building, the heat being a promise rather than an assault). A Tuesday on which Bharati returned from a trip.

Bharati's trips were — Bharati's trips were the network's business. Bharati left the camp for days, sometimes weeks. The leaving was the network's requirement: intelligence to gather, contacts to maintain, cases to assess, the particular infrastructure of an underground organization that required its founder to move, to be present in the cities where the network operated (Nagpur, Bhopal, Mumbai, Pune — the circuit of central and western India that was Bharati's territory). During Bharati's absences, Keshav ran the camp. The running that was: routine. Chai, wood, water, training, evening harmonium, sleep. The routine that Keshav maintained with the particular discipline of a man who understood that routine was safety and safety was the thing.

Bharati returned. On the Tuesday. With information.

"Tushar Jadhav ko bail mili." Tushar Jadhav got bail.

The sentence that changed the air. The air in the camp — the Satpura air, the forest air, the air that was clean and sharp and safe — the air changed. The changing that was not physical but atmospheric, the particular shifting that Lata recognized from Sitapur Gali, the shifting that said: the safe is no longer safe, the safe is provisional, the provisional means the danger is present.

"Kab?" Keshav asked. When?

"Do hafte pehle. Court ne bail di. Surety amount — chaar hazaar rupaye. Tushar ke bhai ne diya." Two weeks ago. Court granted bail. Surety amount — four thousand rupees. Tushar's brother paid.

Four thousand rupees. The price of a man's freedom. The price that was — the price was nothing. Four thousand rupees was nothing. The nothing that was the system's valuation of a woman's safety, the woman being Vandana and the safety being the thing that the system had now removed by granting bail to the man who had planned to kill her, the bail being the system's declaration: the domestic matter is resolved, the man can return, the returning is the man's right.

"Vandana-tai?" Lata asked. The name — the mother's name, the name she had not spoken aloud in weeks because the speaking was the connection and the connection was the pain and the pain was the thing she managed by not-speaking. But now — the speaking was necessary. The speaking was the fear: what about my mother?

"Safe hai. Hamare log uske saath hain. Tushar ko pata nahi ki woh kahan hai." She's safe. Our people are with her. Tushar doesn't know where she is. Bharati paused. The pause that Lata had learned to read: the pause meant more information was coming and the information was not good. "Lekin — Tushar dhuundh raha hai. Tujhe bhi. Police ne Lata Jadhav ka missing case reopen kiya hai — Tushar ne demand kiya. Woh keh raha hai ki tujhe usse milne ka haq hai, as a father." But — Tushar is searching. For you too. Police have reopened the Lata Jadhav missing case — Tushar demanded it. He's saying you have the right to see him, as a father.

The right. The father's right. The right that the law recognized and that the law enforced and that the law did not question: the father's right to his child, the right that superseded the child's right to not be beaten, the right that was the system's foundational assumption and the assumption's lie, the lie being: fatherhood is inherently protective, the inherent protection being the thing that Tushar Jadhav disproved with every swing of his hand.

"Toh?" So?

"Toh — tujhe naya naam chahiye." So — you need a new name.

The sentence that was the sentence that ended Lata and began — something else. The sentence that said: the name "Lata Jadhav" is now dangerous. The name is on a police file. The name is being searched. The name is the thing that connects you to Tushar and the connection is the danger and the danger requires the severing and the severing is: a new name.

"Kaunsa naam?" What name?

Bharati looked at Chinmay. Chinmay was sitting at his flat rock by the stream, the harmonium in his lap, the harmonium that was always in his lap. Chinmay looked back at Bharati. The looking was — the looking was the conversation that did not need words, the conversation between two people who had been working together for twelve years and whose working had developed the particular telepathy that long collaboration produced.

"Leela," Chinmay said.

The name. The name that Chinmay offered — not randomly, not without meaning. The name that meant: play. The name that was, in Hindi and Sanskrit, the word for divine play, the cosmic game, the particular concept that Indian philosophy had developed to describe the universe's creative force: leela, the play of creation, the play that was not frivolous but foundational, the play that was the reason things existed.

"Leela," Lata repeated. The sound of the name in her mouth — the sound that was — the sound was close to her own name. Lata. Leela. The two names sharing the L and the a and the particular music of two-syllable Indian women's names, the sharing being the bridge between the old and the new, the bridge that said: you are not losing yourself, you are translating yourself, the translation being the thing that survival required.

"Leela kya?" Leela what?

"Leela. Bas." Just Leela. Bharati said. "Surname nahi. Surname connection hai — surname se log trace karte hain. Leela. Ek naam. Bas." No surname. Surname is connection — surnames can be traced. Leela. One name. That's it.

One name. The name that was the severance from Sitapur Gali and from Vandana and from Tushar and from the gali that knew everything. The name that was the new identity — the identity that the network required, the identity that would allow Lata-now-Leela to move in the world without the world connecting her to the missing-person file that had her photograph and her old name and her father's claim.

 * 

The first mission came six weeks after the renaming.

The mission was — Bharati called it a mission, Keshav called it an operation, Chinmay called it "kaam." The three names for the same thing: the network's work. The work that was, Lata-now-Leela was learning, not just the extracting-of-children but the preceding work, the intelligence work, the work that determined which children needed extracting and which children's situations could be resolved through other means (the other means being: intervention with local authorities, connection with sympathetic police officers — they existed, rare and scattered, but they existed — placement with extended family, the particular menu of non-criminal options that the network preferred but that the network was prepared to bypass when the non-criminal options failed).

The mission was intelligence. In Bhopal. A case that Bharati's network had identified: a woman named Sunanda, married to a government engineer named Vikram, the marriage containing the particular violence that Bharati's network specialized in identifying, the violence that was hidden behind the government-engineer's respectability and the respectability's door and the door's closing.

Sunanda had two children. Girls. Ages seven and nine. The girls were the network's concern — not Sunanda (Sunanda was an adult, and the network's position on adults was: adults had agency, adults could leave, the leaving being the adult's responsibility; children did not have agency, children could not leave, the not-leaving being the system's failure). The girls were — the intelligence suggested — in danger. The danger that was the escalating danger, the danger that started with the hitting and that moved to the more-hitting and that was, Bharati's experience told her, approaching the threshold, the threshold being the point where the violence stopped being intermittent and became constant and the constant-violence was the thing that killed.

"Tera kaam," Bharati said to Leela. "Ja. Dekh. Wapas aa. Bata." Your job. Go. Watch. Come back. Tell me.

The instruction that was the test. The test that Leela understood was a test — not a trick-test, not a trap-test, the honest test that said: can you do this? The can-you-do-this being: can you go to a city you do not know (Leela had not been to Bhopal; Leela had not been anywhere except Nagpur and Satpura for three years) and observe a family and return with the intelligence that the network needed to make the decision?

Leela went to Bhopal. On a bus — the state transport bus from Pachmarhi to Bhopal, the bus that was crowded and slow and that smelled of diesel and sweat and the particular smell of Indian state transport buses: the combination of human bodies and engine exhaust and the plastic-covered seats that absorbed and re-emitted every smell they had ever encountered. The bus ride was — Leela was fifteen. Fifteen and alone on a bus to Bhopal. The aloneness that was — the aloneness was terrifying and exhilarating simultaneously, the terror being: I am fifteen and alone in the world, the exhilaration being: I am fifteen and alone in the world, the two emotions being the same emotion from different angles.

In Bhopal, Leela found Sunanda's house. The finding that was Bharati's training in action: the address provided, the observation conducted. Leela spent three days watching. Not inside (the inside was not accessible) but outside — the chai stall across the street, the temple at the corner, the particular vantage points that a fifteen-year-old girl could occupy without attracting attention because a fifteen-year-old girl was, in India, invisible. The invisibility of gender and age — the intersection of being young and being female, the intersection that meant: nobody looked at you, nobody questioned your presence, the not-looking being the particular advantage that the network exploited and that Leela was now exploiting.

She saw: Vikram leaving for work at 8:30 AM (the government engineer's schedule, the schedule that was predictable because government jobs were predictable). She saw: Sunanda at the market at 10 AM (the morning-market trip, the trip that Leela followed at a distance, the distance being the not-being-seen, the observation that Bharati had taught). She saw: the girls at school (the government school two streets from the house, the school that released at 2 PM, the girls walking home together, the older girl holding the younger girl's hand, the hand-holding that said: I am protecting you, the protecting being the older sister's self-assigned role).

She saw: the evening. Vikram's return. The door closing. And after the door closed — the sounds. Not the sounds from Sitapur Gali (Sitapur Gali's sounds carried through walls; Bhopal's houses were different, the walls thicker, the sounds more muffled). But — sounds. The sounds that Leela's trained ears identified because Leela's ears had been trained by years of listening for these sounds, first as a child in Nagpur and now as an operative in Bhopal, the sounds that said: the hitting is happening. The sounds that were not screams (the screaming was the advanced stage; the hitting-sounds preceded the screaming-sounds, the hitting-sounds being: thuds, muffled impacts, the particular percussion of violence that was happening behind a closed door).

Leela returned to Satpura. Three days. Report delivered: Vikram's schedule, Sunanda's movements, the girls' school, the evening sounds, the layout of the house, the available exit points, the neighbours (cooperative or not — the assessment that Bharati needed to plan the extraction).

"Bahut achha." Bharati said. The assessment. The assessment that was, this time, not surprised — the assessment that was: confirmation. The confirmation that Leela was what Bharati had suspected: a natural. The natural-operative who could observe and report and remain unseen and whose remaining-unseen was the skill that the network needed more than any other skill.

"Toh ab kya?" Leela asked. So now what?

"Ab — ab hum unhe nikalte hain." Now — now we get them out.

 * 

The extraction was not Leela's job. The extraction was Keshav and Bharati's job — the extraction requiring the physical capabilities that Keshav provided and the planning that Bharati provided and the fifteen-year-old providing the intelligence that made the extraction possible but not the extraction itself (the extraction being dangerous, the danger being the thing that Bharati shielded Leela from, for now, the for-now being the particular limit that Bharati placed on Leela's involvement: observe, report, but do not extract, the not-extracting being the line that separated the operative from the soldier).

The girls — Sunanda's girls — arrived at the Satpura camp four days after Leela's report. Two girls, seven and nine, the girls who were — the girls were afraid. The fear that Leela recognised because Leela had been the girl, three years ago, who had been afraid in the same way, the fear that was the not-knowing and the not-trusting and the where-is-my-mother and the particular terror of a child who has been removed from the known (even when the known was violent) and placed in the unknown (even when the unknown was safe).

Leela did for the girls what Chinmay had done for her. Leela played the harmonium. Not "Lag Jaa Gale" — a different song. A children's song. "Lakdi Ki Kaathi" — the song from Masoom, the film that had not yet been released (the film would be released in 1983, two years in the future, but the song existed already in the popular consciousness because songs in India preceded films the way thunder preceded lightning, the songs arriving in the culture before the culture knew where the songs came from). The song that was about children and that was light and that was the particular music that frightened children needed: the music that said nothing is wrong, the music that lied beautifully, the lie being the kindness.

The younger girl stopped crying first. The older girl stopped crying second — the older girl needing more time because the older girl had been the protector and the protector's crying was the deeper crying, the crying that included the guilt: I should have protected us better.

Leela gave them chai. Keshav's chai — the military chai, strong and sweet. The chai in steel tumblers. The tumblers that the girls held with both hands — the same way Raju held his tumbler. The holding that was the trust. The trust that Leela could see forming because Leela had formed the same trust, three years ago, in the same place, with the same chai.

Leela was — Leela was home. Not in the place-home sense (the place-home was still Sitapur Gali in the part of her mind that made mental pohe every night). In the person-home sense. The home that was: I know what to do here. I know who to be here. The knowing that was the identity, the identity that was: Leela. Not Lata. Leela.

The name that meant play. The name that meant creation. The name that was — hers.


  
    Chapter 9: Vandana Akeli (Vandana Alone)

    
    
  
  Nagpur, 1982

Vandana Jadhav did not die when her daughter disappeared. Vandana Jadhav did something worse: she continued.

The continuing was the cruelty that nobody warned you about — the cruelty that was not the sharp cruelty of the disappearance itself (the night, the knock, the scream, the daughter gone) but the blunt cruelty of the morning after and the morning after that and the morning after that, the mornings that kept arriving and that kept requiring the living, the living that was: wake up, get up, breathe, eat, exist. The existing that was the punishment. The existing without the person who made the existing worth doing.

Vandana was in Pune. The network — Bharati's network, which Vandana knew only as "the people who took my daughter and who told me my daughter was safe and who I believe because I have no choice but to believe" — the network had moved Vandana to Pune three days after Lata's disappearance. The moving had been: a woman named Kaveri (the network's Pune operative, a retired schoolteacher who ran a women's shelter that was not officially a women's shelter but that was, functionally, a place where women who needed to not be found could not be found) arriving at the temporary location where Vandana had been taken after the night of the knock, arriving with a train ticket and a new name and the instruction: "Pune jao. Kaveri-tai tumhala saambhaltil. Thamba. Safe raha." Go to Pune. Kaveri-tai will take care of you. Wait. Stay safe.

Vandana had gone. Not because she wanted to go — Vandana wanted to stay in Nagpur, wanted to be at Sitapur Gali, wanted to be at the house where the tulsi plant needed watering and where the coriander was probably dying and where the neighbours probably thought she was dead or gone or both. Vandana wanted to be where Lata might return. The wanting that was the mother's logic: if I stay here, she'll come back. The logic that was emotional and not rational and that Vandana knew was emotional and not rational and that she wanted to follow anyway because the rational — the rational said: Lata is not coming back to Sitapur Gali, Lata is somewhere else, the somewhere-else being the place that the network controlled and that Vandana did not know and that the not-knowing was the safety and the safety was the torture.

But Vandana went. Because Kaveri said: "Tushar bail var aahe. To tumhala shodhtoy." Tushar is on bail. He's looking for you. And the looking was the danger that overrode the wanting, the danger that said: if you stay, Tushar will find you, and the finding will be the thing that the network took Lata to prevent.

Pune was — Pune was not Nagpur. The distinction that mattered because every city in India was specific and the specificity was the identity and the identity was the home, the home being not just the house but the city, the city's sounds and smells and rhythms being the larger home that contained the smaller home. Nagpur's identity was: heat and oranges and dal-bhat and Nagpuri mirchi and the particular Maharashtrian Vidarbha culture that was not Pune's Maharashtrian culture, the two being related the way cousins were related — the same family, different personalities.

Pune's identity was: moderate weather and educational institutions and the particular Brahminical intellectualism that the city had cultivated since the Peshwa era, the intellectualism that made Pune's conversations longer and Pune's opinions stronger and Pune's chai weaker (Pune chai was, in Vandana's assessment, a disappointment — the chai that was milky and mild and that did not have the strength that Nagpur's chai had, the strength being the particular Vidarbha boldness that expressed itself in chai the way it expressed itself in mirchi: aggressively, unapologetically).

Kaveri's shelter was in Kothrud — the western suburb that was, in 1982, still semi-rural, the suburb that had fields between the buildings and that had the particular quality of a place that was becoming urban but that had not finished becoming and that therefore retained the rural elements: the open space, the quiet, the cows that wandered the roads and that were, in their wandering, the most reliable indicators that a neighbourhood was not yet fully city.

The shelter was a house. A three-bedroom house that Kaveri owned (the ownership being in Kaveri's name, the name being real — Kaveri was not hiding, Kaveri was sheltering, the distinction being: Kaveri's identity was known and Kaveri's identity was protected by the community that knew her, the community of Kothrud knowing Kaveri as the retired schoolteacher who took in "relatives" and whose relatives were always women and whose relatives stayed for varying durations and whose varying durations were not questioned because Kothrud's community, like all Indian communities, had learned the art of knowing-without-asking, the art that was the foundation of Indian social survival).

Vandana lived in the shelter. With two other women — Meena (from Aurangabad, whose husband had broken her jaw and whose jaw had been wired shut and whose wired-shut jaw was the particular evidence that no court had been interested in examining) and Geeta (from Solapur, whose father-in-law had been the perpetrator and whose husband had been the enabler and whose enabling was the complicity that the law did not recognise). Three women. In a house in Kothrud. The house that was the hiding place and the healing place and the place where women who had been broken by the men who were supposed to protect them sat in a kitchen that was not their kitchen and drank chai that was not their chai and tried to figure out how to continue when the continuing was the punishment.

 * 

Vandana cooked. The cooking was — the cooking was the thing. The thing that Vandana could do. The thing that Vandana's hands knew. The thing that did not require the mind (the mind being the dangerous territory, the mind being where Lata lived — not the real Lata but the imagined Lata, the Lata-in-the-mind who was sometimes safe and sometimes not-safe and whose sometimes-not-safe was the thought that Vandana could not think and that Vandana's mind thought anyway, the thought being the particular torture of a mother whose child is missing: is she alive? is she hurt? is she scared? is she calling for me? the questions that had no answers and that the no-answers made worse).

Vandana cooked because the cooking was the hands and the hands were the present and the present was the only tense that was bearable. The past was Sitapur Gali and the tulsi plant and Lata's face at the dinner table and the dal-bhat and the pohe and the particular heaven of ordinary evenings that Vandana had not known were heaven until the ordinary ended. The future was — the future did not exist. The future was the place where Lata was either returned or not-returned and the not-returned was the thought that Vandana could not think.

The present was: the kitchen. Kaveri's kitchen. The kitchen that was not Vandana's kitchen (no kitchen would ever be Vandana's kitchen the way the Sitapur Gali kitchen had been Vandana's kitchen) but that was — a kitchen. A stove. Vessels. Ingredients. The ingredients that Vandana could organize and prepare and combine and that the combining produced food and the food was the thing that the body needed and the body's needing was the reason to cook and the cooking was the reason to be in the kitchen and the kitchen was the reason to be alive.

She made pohe. Of course she made pohe — the pohe that was her signature, the pohe that was her identity, the pohe that was the thing she could do perfectly in a world where nothing else was perfect. The pohe in Kaveri's kitchen: the flattened rice soaked for four minutes (the four minutes that were sacred, the four minutes that were the only reliable truth in a world of unreliable truths), the tempering (mustard seeds — the popping that was the morning's percussion, the sound that was home even in a kitchen that was not home), the curry leaves, the turmeric, the chillies (not Nagpuri mirchi — Pune's chillies were milder, the mildness being another of Pune's disappointments), the peanuts, the toss, the sugar, the salt, the coriander, the lemon, the coconut.

Meena ate the pohe. Meena, whose wired-shut jaw had been unwired after six weeks and whose eating was now possible but painful, ate Vandana's pohe and cried. Not because the pohe was sad — because the pohe was good. Because the pohe was the first good thing. Because the pohe was the evidence that good things still existed in a world where jaws were broken and daughters were taken and husbands were the danger and safety was a house in Kothrud with a retired schoolteacher and two other broken women.

Geeta ate the pohe. Geeta, who was twenty-two and who had been married at eighteen and who had spent four years in a house where the father-in-law did the things that father-in-laws did in the dark and the husband pretended not to know, ate the pohe and said: "Tai, tumchi pohe — mi kadhi itki changla pohe khalleli nahi." Tai, your pohe — I've never eaten pohe this good.

The compliment. The compliment that was — the compliment broke something in Vandana. The breaking that was not the breaking of damage but the breaking of the dam, the dam that Vandana had built to hold the grief and that the compliment cracked because the compliment was Lata's compliment, the compliment that Lata had given every morning at the Sitapur Gali table — "Aai, pohe khup bhari aahe!" Mama, the pohe is amazing! — the compliment that was the ritual and that the ritual's absence had turned into the thing that the dam held.

Vandana cried. In the kitchen. Over the pohe. The crying that was — the crying was months of not-crying. The crying that was the compound interest of suppressed grief, the grief accumulating daily and the accumulation finally reaching the threshold and the threshold being: a stranger said the pohe was good and the saying was too close to the daughter's saying and the too-close was the breaking.

Kaveri came. Kaveri, who was sixty-three and who had been a schoolteacher for thirty-five years and who had, in the schoolteaching, developed the particular ability to manage crying (children's crying, adolescents' crying, the particular crying that Indian educational institutions produced with their examinations and their failures and their particular cruelties) — Kaveri came and did not say "don't cry" or "it will be okay." Kaveri came and stood in the kitchen and waited.

The waiting. The Chinmay-waiting. The waiting that was the kindness that did not speak.

 * 

The years passed. The passing that was — the passing was not dramatic. The passing was the drip of days, the days accumulating into weeks, the weeks into months, the months into years, the years being: 1979, 1980, 1981, 1982. Four years. Four years of Vandana in Kaveri's shelter, making pohe and cooking dal-bhat and maintaining the kitchen that was not her kitchen and that was, through the maintaining, becoming hers the way all spaces became the inhabitant's through the daily act of inhabiting.

Four years of: no Lata. The messages came — Bharati's messages, delivered through the network's channels, the channels being: a note passed through three intermediaries, the note saying: "safe hai." She's safe. Two words. The two words that were supposed to be enough and that were not enough because enough would be: Lata's face, Lata's voice, Lata's hands at the dinner table reaching for the pohe, the enough that was the presence and that the two-word note could not provide.

Vandana wrote letters. Letters that could not be sent — letters that Vandana wrote in a notebook that Kaveri had given her, the notebook being the outlet, the outlet being the only channel between Vandana and Lata that was available, the channel being one-directional and imaginary and necessary.

Lata, aaj me pohe banvli. Tuza aawdta tashi. Peanuts jast ghatle karan tula jast peanuts aawdtat. Mi jaante ki tu khaat nahis pan mi tuzya saathi banvli.

Lata, today I made pohe. The way you like it. Extra peanuts because you like extra peanuts. I know you're not eating it but I made it for you.

Lata, aaj paaus aala. Pune la paaus Nagpur peksha vegla aahe — halka, shant. Nagpur cha paaus jasa bhandan karto tasa nahi. Mi tula sangaychay ki paaus aala aani mi tuzya saathi ek cup chai banvli aani terrace var basli aani tuza vaatchat basli.

Lata, it rained today. Pune's rain is different from Nagpur's — lighter, quieter. Not aggressive like Nagpur rain. I wanted to tell you that it rained and I made a cup of chai for you and sat on the terrace and sat waiting for you.

The letters that accumulated. Notebook after notebook. The notebooks that Kaveri stored in the shelter's storage room, the room that held the shelter's archives — the letters and documents and evidence of women who had passed through and who had healed and who had left and whose leaving was the shelter's success and whose letters remained as the record of the pain that the leaving overcame.

Four years. And Vandana was — Vandana was not healed. The healing was not the word. Vandana was — functioning. The functioning that was: wake up, cook, eat, exist, write a letter that cannot be sent, sleep, repeat. The functioning that was not living but that was not dying and that the not-dying was the thing, the thing that said: I am still here. I am still the mother. The mother who makes pohe. The mother who writes letters. The mother who waits.

The waiting that was Vandana's life. The waiting that had no endpoint. The waiting that was not patient (patience implied acceptance; Vandana did not accept) and not impatient (impatience implied action; Vandana had no action available). The waiting that was — endurance. The endurance of a woman who had lost her daughter and who had not stopped being the mother and who would not stop being the mother because the mother was the thing that Vandana was and the thing-she-was could not be removed by distance or time or the network's two-word notes.

"Safe hai."

Two words. Repeated across four years. The words that kept Vandana alive and that did not keep Vandana whole, the alive and the whole being different things, the different being: you can be alive without being whole, you can function without being complete, you can make pohe without the person who eats the pohe.

Vandana made pohe. Every morning. In Kaveri's kitchen. The four minutes. The mustard seeds. The popping. The coriander. The lemon. The coconut.

The extra peanuts.

For Lata.


  
    Chapter 10: Insaaf Ka Raasta (The Path of Justice)

    
    
  
  1983-1985

The network grew the way banyan trees grew — not upward but outward, the roots dropping from branches and becoming trunks and the trunks becoming new trees and the new trees being connected to the original tree by the root-system that was invisible and that was, in its invisibility, the strength.

By 1983, Bharati's network had twelve operatives across four states: Maharashtra, Madhya Pradesh, Gujarat, and Karnataka. Twelve women (and Keshav, who was the exception that proved the rule — the rule being: the network was women, the women being the intelligence and the infrastructure and the trust, the trust being the thing that the network ran on and that women provided to other women in a way that men could not provide, the providing being the particular intimacy of shared experience, the experience being: we know what it is to be unsafe in our own homes).

The twelve operatives were: Kaveri in Pune (the retired schoolteacher, the shelter). Parvati in Vidarbha (the farm, the rural hideout). Sunita in Mumbai (a nurse at KEM Hospital, the hospital being the intelligence-source — the nurse who saw the bruises that the women did not report, the bruises being the language that the body spoke when the mouth could not). Jyoti in Bhopal (Bharati's hometown operative, the woman who maintained Bharati's original contacts). And eight others — scattered, connected, the scattering being the safety and the connection being the network.

Leela was seventeen. Seventeen and — Leela was, by 1983, the network's primary intelligence operative. Not by title (the network did not have titles; the network had functions, the functions being the thing you did rather than the thing you were called). By function: Leela gathered intelligence. Leela went to cities. Leela observed families. Leela identified the cases where the danger was imminent and the system had failed. Leela returned to Satpura with the information that Bharati needed to make the decision: extract or not-extract.

The decision was — the decision was always difficult. Bharati made the decision with the particular anguish that Leela could see in Bharati's face every time: the anguish of a woman who was deciding whether to commit a crime (kidnapping) to prevent a greater crime (murder, severe violence, the particular destructions that men like Tushar inflicted on their families). The anguish that was not indecision — Bharati was decisive, Bharati was the most decisive person Leela had ever known — but that was the moral weight, the weight that the decision carried and that Bharati carried and that the carrying was the cost.

"Har baar main sochti hoon: kya main sahi kar rahi hoon?" Bharati said to Leela. 1984. At the camp. The evening — the evening that was the thinking-time, the time when the day's work was done and the fire was burning and the chai was made and the thinking was possible. "Har baar. Ek bacche ko uski maa se alag karna — yeh sahi hai? Yeh zaroori hai? Agar main galat hoon — agar danger utna nahi tha jitna main samjhi — toh maine ek bacche ki zindagi barbaad ki." Every time I think: am I doing the right thing? Every time. Separating a child from their mother — is this right? Is this necessary? If I'm wrong — if the danger wasn't as much as I thought — then I've ruined a child's life.

"Aur agar sahi ho?" Leela asked. And if you're right?

"Agar main sahi hoon, toh maine ek bacche ki jaan bachayi. Lekin — yeh dono saath nahi chal sakte. Sahi hona aur galat hona — dono ka keemat hai." If I'm right, I saved a child's life. But — the two don't balance. Being right and being wrong — both have a cost.

The cost. The cost that Leela understood — not abstractly, not philosophically, but personally. The cost was: Vandana's pohe. The cost was: the mother who made extra peanuts for a daughter who was not there. The cost was: the mental pohe that Leela made every night, the technique that kept the darkness at bay and that was, simultaneously, the reminder that the darkness existed and that the darkness was the distance between a daughter and her mother and that the distance was Bharati's decision and the decision's cost.

 * 

The missions multiplied. 1983: four extractions. 1984: six extractions. 1985: eight extractions. The multiplication that was — the multiplication was not ambition. The multiplication was need. The need that existed because the violence existed and the violence was not decreasing and the system was not improving and the not-improving was the condition that the network operated in and that the network's growth responded to: more violence, more need, more extractions.

Leela's role expanded. From intelligence-only to intelligence-and-logistics. The expansion that was — the expansion was natural. Leela was good. Leela was, Bharati acknowledged, the best operative the network had produced. The best being: the most perceptive (the seeing that Bharati had trained, the seeing that Leela had taken beyond the training, the seeing that was intuitive now rather than learned), the most invisible (the fifteen-year-old girl who was invisible had become the seventeen-year-old young woman who was invisible — the invisibility of ordinariness, the particular skill of looking like everyone and no one, the looking that said: I am not remarkable, I am not memorable, the not-memorable being the operative's superpower), and the most — Bharati did not have the word. The word was: empathetic. Leela could see the violence not just in the evidence but in the absence of evidence, the particular perception that identified the danger not from the bruises (the bruises being the late evidence, the evidence that arrived after the damage) but from the patterns (the patterns that preceded the bruises: the household's rhythm changing, the children's behaviour shifting, the particular atmospheric change that preceded violence the way atmospheric pressure preceded storms).

Leela saw this because Leela had lived this. The seeing that was experiential — the seeing that started in Sitapur Gali, in the house where the Chetak's parking angle predicted the evening and where the shoes at the door predicted the night, the seeing that was the child's survival-sight adapted for the network's purposes.

But the expansion brought the line closer. The line that Bharati had drawn: observe, report, do not extract. The line that was — the line was moving. Because the network was growing and Bharati and Keshav could not be at every extraction and the extractions were multiplying and the multiplying required more hands and the more-hands were — Leela's hands.

The first time Leela crossed the line was in Indore. 1985. A case that was — the case was urgent. The urgency being: the father (a textile-mill supervisor named Pramod) had beaten his son (Arjun, age nine) badly enough to hospitalise the boy, and the hospital had discharged the boy back to the father (the hospital's decision being: the father was the legal guardian, the legal guardian had the right, the right was the law, the law was the hospital's shield against moral responsibility), and the network's intelligence said: next time, the hospitalisation would not be enough. Next time would be the last time.

Bharati was in Bhopal. Keshav was in Pune. The Indore operative — a woman named Rekha — had the intelligence but not the capability. The capability being: the physical act of extraction, the act that required entering a house and taking a child and leaving with the child and the leaving being the part that required — not strength, exactly, but the particular combination of speed and calm that the extraction demanded.

Leela went. Not with Bharati's permission — with Bharati's implicit acknowledgment, the acknowledgment that was: the network needs this done and you are the one who can do it and the doing is the crossing of the line and the crossing is necessary.

Leela was eighteen. Eighteen and — Leela crossed the line at 2 AM on a Wednesday in Indore, in a textile-workers' colony on the city's eastern edge, in a house that was — a house that was like Sitapur Gali's houses: small, thin-walled, the walls that let the gali hear everything. Leela entered through the back door (the back door that was not locked because the textile-workers' colony did not lock back doors, the not-locking being the particular vulnerability of communities where the crime was internal rather than external, the crime being the father and the father being inside the house and the inside being the place where the locks did not protect).

Arjun was — Arjun was in the back room. The small room. The room that Leela recognised because the room was the room she had been in on Sitapur Gali — the child's room, the room where the child was sent, the room that was supposed to be the bedroom and that was, on the nights when the father was the danger, the room where the danger visited.

"Arjun." Leela's voice — quiet. The quiet that was the not-being-seen applied to sound, the quiet that Keshav had trained. "Mere saath aao. Tumhe koi nahi marega." Come with me. Nobody will hit you.

Arjun looked at Leela. The looking that was — the looking was the looking of a nine-year-old who had been hospitalised and discharged and who was waiting for the next time and whose waiting was the particular terror of a child who knew what was coming and who could not stop what was coming. The looking that said: are you real? Are you the rescue? The rescue that children dream about and that rarely arrives?

"Aao." Come.

Arjun came. The coming that was — the coming was trust. The trust that a nine-year-old gave to an eighteen-year-old woman who appeared in his room at 2 AM and who said "nobody will hit you" and whose saying the boy believed because the saying was said in the voice that the boy's survival-sight recognised: the voice of a person who had been hit and who was not going to hit.

The extraction was — the extraction was smooth. Rekha's car (a Fiat, the Fiat that every middle-class Indian family owned and that was, therefore, the most invisible car in India). The drive to the Satpura hills. Arjun in the backseat, asleep — the sleep of a child who had been afraid and who was now, for the first time, not afraid, the not-afraid producing the particular exhaustion that the absence of fear produced: the body realising that it could stop being vigilant, the body responding to the realisation by shutting down, the shutdown being: sleep.

Leela carried Arjun from the car to the camp. The carrying that was — the carrying was the thing that broke the line. Not the entering or the speaking or the driving. The carrying. The carrying of a sleeping nine-year-old boy from a car to a camp in the Satpura hills — the carrying that was the act of taking responsibility, the responsibility that said: this child is now mine. Not in the ownership sense. In the protection sense. This child is now in my protection and the protection is my job and the job is the line-crossing and the line-crossing is the becoming.

The becoming of Leela into — Leela. Fully. The name that meant play. The name that meant creation. The name that now also meant: protector. The person who entered houses at 2 AM and took children from the danger and carried them to the safety. The person who had been carried (from Sitapur Gali, in a Matador van, by Bharati and Keshav) and who was now the carrier. The cycle that was not the cycle of violence (the cycle that Tushar had inherited from his father and had inflicted on his family) but the cycle of rescue, the cycle that said: I was saved, so I save. The saving being the meaning. The meaning being the name. The name being: Leela.


  
    Chapter 11: Mumbai Mein Samaira (Samaira in Mumbai)

    
    
  
  Mumbai, 1985

Seven years. Seven years since Samaira Apte had opened the manila file labelled JADHAV, LATA. MISSING. NAGPUR. Seven years since the file had entered the ACTIVE drawer. Seven years since the drawer had held the file and the file had held Samaira and the holding was the obsession that had not loosened.

The office on Lamington Road was the same. The transistor-radio shop downstairs had added a television repair section (the television being the 1980s' upgrade from the transistor, the upgrade that was changing India's entertainment infrastructure the way the Green Revolution had changed India's agricultural infrastructure: slowly, unevenly, with the particular Indian combination of ambition and improvisation). The twelve-station hum had become a twelve-station-plus-television hum, the hum that was louder and that Samaira had learned to ignore the way she had learned to ignore the original hum: completely, automatically, the ignoring being the investigator's skill applied to the investigator's environment.

The filing cabinet had changed. The ACTIVE drawer was fuller — not with the Jadhav file alone, but with the files that had accumulated around the Jadhav file, the files that were the investigation's children, the cases that Samaira had found while looking for Lata and that had become, themselves, cases.

Because Samaira had found a pattern.

The pattern was: children missing. Not the missing-children pattern that the police tracked (the runaways, the stranger-abductions, the trafficking cases — the cases that had explanations, terrible explanations but explanations). A different pattern. Children missing from homes where the father was violent. Children missing without ransom demands. Children missing without traces. Children missing from Nagpur, from Bhopal, from Indore, from Pune — the geographic spread that said: this is not local. This is organized. This is — a network.

Samaira had seven files. Seven missing children over seven years — the seven that she had identified, the seven that matched the pattern. Seven families where the father (or the uncle, or the grandfather — the violence being patrilineal, the violence following the male line the way property followed the male line, the following being the inheritance that nobody wanted and that everybody received) had been documented as violent. Seven children taken without trace. Seven cases classified by the police as "unresolved" — the classification that was the police's admission of failure and the police's relief, the failure meaning: we don't have to do anything, the relief being: we don't want to do anything.

"Saat bacche," Samaira said to Pradhan. On the phone — the phone that connected Mumbai to Nagpur, the STD call that cost eight rupees per minute and that Samaira made because the eight rupees was the investigation's currency and the investigation required the spending. "Saat bacche, saat saal, sab ek jaisi pattern. Koi organization hai — koi group — jo bacchon ko nikalta hai violent gharon se." Seven children. Seven years. All the same pattern. There's an organization — a group — that extracts children from violent homes.

Pradhan's response: "Samaira-ji, yeh bohot bada claim hai. Police isko nahi manegi." This is a very big claim. Police won't accept this.

"Police ko manane ki zaroorat nahi. Mujhe bas yeh samajhna hai ki yeh kaun kar raha hai aur kyun." I don't need the police to accept it. I just need to understand who's doing this and why.

The who and the why. The two questions that were the investigation's engine — the engine that had been running for seven years and that showed no signs of stopping because the engine was Samaira and Samaira did not stop.

 * 

The breakthrough came from a hospital. Not the breakthrough that solved the case — the breakthrough that opened the case wider, the wider being the thing that investigations did when they were approaching the truth: they expanded before they contracted, the expansion being the gathering of evidence and the contraction being the focusing of evidence and the focusing producing the answer.

The hospital was KEM — King Edward Memorial Hospital, Mumbai. The hospital where Sunita worked — Sunita being one of Bharati's operatives, the nurse who saw the bruises. Samaira did not know that Sunita was an operative. Samaira knew only that KEM's emergency ward saw domestic violence cases that the police did not see, because KEM's emergency ward was the place where women came at 2 AM with broken bones and split lips and the particular injuries that the women explained as "main gir gayi" (I fell) and that the nurses documented as "fall-related injuries" because the documenting was the system and the system required the lie and the lie was the form that the truth took in a world where the truth was not accepted.

Samaira went to KEM. Not as an investigator — as a volunteer. The volunteering that was the investigator's cover, the cover that allowed access without suspicion, the access that Samaira needed because KEM's records were not public and the not-public required the inside.

Samaira volunteered in the emergency ward. Three evenings per week. The volunteering that was: fetching water for patients, holding the clipboards for the doctors, the particular uselessness that volunteer work entailed and that was, for Samaira, not uselessness but positioning — the positioning that put her in the emergency ward at the hours when the domestic violence cases arrived (after 9 PM, the particular timing that Samaira had identified: domestic violence peaked after 9 PM because the drinking peaked after 9 PM and the drinking was the accelerant and the accelerant was the clock).

She saw: the women. The women who came in after 9 PM with the injuries and the lies and the particular look that Samaira recognised because Samaira had spent seven years studying the look — the look that was not shame (shame was the word that outsiders used; the look was not shame) but calculation, the calculation being: how much can I say? How much will I be believed? How much will the saying cost me? The calculation that produced the lie ("main gir gayi") because the calculation's answer was: the saying will cost more than the not-saying.

She saw: the nurses. The nurses who documented the lies and who knew the lies were lies and who could not, within the system, say that the lies were lies. The nurses who — Samaira noticed — some of the nurses had a different reaction. Most nurses documented and moved on, the moving-on being the system's requirement and the requirement being the coping mechanism (the coping that said: I cannot save everyone, I can only document, the documenting is the job and the job is the boundary). But some nurses — one nurse in particular — did not just document. One nurse — Samaira noticed — one nurse also wrote things in a separate notebook. A small notebook. Not the hospital's notebook. A personal notebook.

The nurse was Sunita. Sunita who was, Samaira would later learn, Bharati's Mumbai operative. Sunita who was documenting the cases not for the hospital but for the network — the network's intelligence, the intelligence that identified which women and which children were in danger and which danger was approaching the threshold.

Samaira watched Sunita. The watching that was — the watching was the observation that Bharati had trained in Leela and that Samaira had trained in herself, the training being different (Bharati's was deliberate, Samaira's was self-taught) but the result being the same: the seeing. The seeing that noticed the separate notebook. The seeing that noticed Sunita's after-shift behaviour (Sunita leaving the hospital at 11 PM, not going home — going to a chai stall on the road behind KEM, the chai stall where Sunita met a woman, the woman being — Samaira did not know who the woman was, the woman being a connection, the connection being a link in the chain that Samaira was trying to trace).

Samaira followed Sunita. Three times. Three evenings of following — the following that was the investigator's work, the work that was patience and distance and the particular skill of being present without being noticed, the skill that Samaira had perfected over seven years of investigation.

The third evening, Sunita went to the chai stall and met the woman and the woman gave Sunita an envelope and the envelope was — Samaira did not see the envelope's contents. Samaira saw the exchange. The exchange that was: envelope given, envelope received, the two women's conversation lasting four minutes (Samaira timed it; the timing being the investigator's compulsion, the compulsion that said: measure everything, the measurement being the evidence and the evidence being the case), the conversation ending with a nod, the nod being the agreement, the agreement being — what?

Samaira did not approach Sunita. Samaira did not approach the woman. The not-approaching being the investigator's discipline: observe first, approach later, the later being the time when the observation had produced enough understanding that the approaching would yield information rather than alarm, the alarm being the thing that made people stop talking and the stopping being the investigation's death.

Instead, Samaira followed the woman. The woman who had given Sunita the envelope. The following that took Samaira from KEM's back road to a bus stop on the Western Express Highway, the bus stop where the woman boarded a BEST bus (the 83 Limited, the bus that went from Parel to Andheri, the bus that was crowded at 11:30 PM because Mumbai was never not crowded, the crowding being the city's constant and the constant being the investigator's cover: you could follow anyone in Mumbai because Mumbai was full of people following people and the following was anonymous).

The woman got off at Andheri station. Entered the station. Took a train — the Western line, the train that went north. Samaira followed. The following that was now — the following was now the deeper following, the following that said: I am on a trail and the trail is leading somewhere and the somewhere is the answer.

The woman got off at Borivali. Walked from Borivali station to a residential area — the residential area that was, in 1985, still developing, the area that had new buildings and old chawls and the particular mixture of old-Mumbai and new-Mumbai that characterised Borivali in the 1980s. The woman entered a building — a chawl, a four-storey chawl, the chawl that was the particular Mumbai housing that was not apartment and not house but community, the community being the chawl's defining feature: shared walls, shared staircases, shared lives.

Samaira noted the building. The address. The floor (second). The time (12:15 AM). The data that was the investigation's raw material, the raw material that would be processed and analysed and that would, eventually, produce the understanding.

She went home. The home that was the office on Lamington Road (Samaira lived in the office; the living-in-the-office being the economy of a woman who charged two hundred rupees per case and who could not afford both an office and a flat and who had chosen the office because the office was the work and the work was the life). She opened the ACTIVE drawer. She took out the Jadhav file. She added the note: KEM nurse — personal notebook — possible network connection. Borivali chawl — second floor. Follow up.

The follow-up would take months. The months being the investigation's rhythm — not the television-investigation's rhythm (the rhythm that solved cases in sixty minutes minus commercials) but the real-investigation's rhythm, the rhythm that was slow and repetitive and that required the patience that Samaira had and that most investigators did not have, the patience being: I will keep watching. I will keep following. I will keep adding notes to the file. The file will grow. The growth will produce the answer.

The file grew. The answer approached. The approaching being — the approaching was still years away. But the direction was correct. Samaira was on the trail. The trail that led from a missing twelve-year-old in Nagpur to a nurse's notebook at KEM Hospital to a woman in a Borivali chawl to — the network. The network that Samaira did not yet know existed but that Samaira's instinct said existed, the instinct being: someone is saving these children. The saving is organized. The organized-saving has a structure. The structure has people. The people can be found.

The finding was Samaira's life. The finding was the obsession. The obsession was the file in the ACTIVE drawer. The file that said: JADHAV, LATA. MISSING. NAGPUR.

Seven years. And counting.


  
    Chapter 12: Pyaar Aur Jung (Love and War)

    
    
  
  1986-1988

Bharati and Chinmay fell in love the way people fall in love in war zones — not with the leisure of courtship but with the urgency of proximity, the proximity being: two people doing dangerous work in close quarters for years and the years producing the particular intimacy that shared danger created, the intimacy that was not romantic (not initially) but operational, the operational-intimacy being: I trust you with my life and the trusting is the foundation and the foundation, one day, becomes something else.

Leela saw it. Of course Leela saw it — Leela saw everything (the training, the seeing that Bharati had installed and that could not be uninstalled, the seeing that was now Leela's default state, the state that observed the world the way other people breathed: automatically, continuously, without choice). Leela saw: the way Bharati's voice changed when she spoke to Chinmay (the explaining-register softening, the softening being imperceptible to anyone who was not trained to perceive and that was, to Leela, visible as a signal fire). The way Chinmay's harmonium playing changed after Bharati returned from a trip (the playing becoming — what? Lighter? More complex? The particular musical expression of a man whose emotional state had shifted and whose shifting expressed itself through the keys). The way the two of them sat at the evening fire — closer. Not touching (Bharati did not touch; Bharati's body-language was the body-language of a woman who had spent years in professional contexts where touching was not done and whose not-touching was habitual) but closer, the closeness being the gravitational pull that proximity to another body produced and that the body acknowledged before the mind did.

Keshav saw it too. Keshav's response was: chai. Keshav made extra chai on the evenings when Bharati and Chinmay sat close, the extra-chai being Keshav's commentary, the commentary that did not require words, the commentary being: I see and I approve and the approval is expressed in the additional tumbler.

"Tu jaanti hai?" Chinmay asked Leela. 1987. At the stream. The morning — the morning that had become their morning, the morning when the camp's routines were established and the routines included: Chinmay and Leela at the stream, the harmonium between them, the teaching-and-learning that had evolved from teacher-student to equals, the equals playing together rather than one teaching the other. "Bharati-didi ke baare mein?" Do you know? About Bharati-didi?

"Sab ko pata hai," Leela said. Everyone knows.

"Raju ko bhi?" Even Raju?

"Raju sab se pehle jaanta tha." Raju knew first. And this was true — Raju, who still did not speak (Raju was thirteen now, thirteen and silent, the silence having become not a wound but a choice, the choice of a person who had decided that the world was better observed than participated in and whose observation was, like Leela's, complete), Raju had seen the closeness first because Raju saw everything from the position of silence, the silence being the particular vantage point that granted the widest view.

Chinmay smiled. The smile that was — the smile was Chinmay's face at its most honest, the face that was kind despite the scar and that was, when smiling, the face of a man who had survived and who was, in the surviving, finding the things that surviving made possible: love, music, the morning at the stream with a girl who was not his daughter but who was the closest thing, the closest-thing being the particular relationship that the network produced — not family by blood, family by choice, the choice being the thing that made the family real.

 * 

The war was real. The war that Bharati fought — the war was not metaphorical. The war was the particular conflict between the network and the system, the conflict that existed because the network operated outside the law and the law, eventually, noticed.

1987. The notice came in the form of: a police investigation. Not a targeted investigation — a bureaucratic investigation, the kind that the Indian police conducted when the missing-persons files accumulated and the accumulation triggered the procedural requirement that the files be reviewed and the review produced the pattern that Samaira had identified independently: children missing from violent homes, no traces, no ransoms, organized.

The police investigation was based in Nagpur — the Nagpur Crime Branch, the particular unit that handled cases that local police stations could not or would not handle. The investigation was led by an inspector named Deshpande — Inspector Suresh Deshpande, a man who was competent (the competence being the exception rather than the rule in the Indian police, the rule being: incompetence was tolerated and competence was suspicious) and who was, Bharati's intelligence reported, actually interested in solving the cases rather than closing them, the interest being the danger because the interested-competent police officer was the particular threat that the network feared.

"Deshpande serious hai," Bharati said. At the camp. The evening meeting — the meeting that the network held when threats were identified, the meeting that included: Bharati, Keshav, Chinmay, Leela, and (via messages carried by the network's couriers) the regional operatives. "Woh pattern dekh raha hai. Woh saat cases connect kar raha hai. Agar woh connect kar lega — agar woh samajh jaayega ki yeh ek organization hai — toh woh hum tak pahunchega." Deshpande is serious. He's seeing the pattern. He's connecting the seven cases. If he connects them — if he understands this is one organization — he'll reach us.

"Toh?" Keshav asked. The single word. The word that was Keshav's — the word that said: what is the response? The military mind requesting the operational directive.

"Toh — hum dhyaan rakhte hain. Deshpande ko follow karte hain. Uski investigation ko track karte hain. Agar woh kareeb aaye — hum badal jaate hain." So — we stay careful. We follow Deshpande. We track his investigation. If he gets close — we change.

"Badal jaana matlab?" Change meaning?

"Safe houses badalna. Routes badalna. Communication badalna. Sab kuch badalna." Change safe houses. Change routes. Change communication. Change everything.

The changing. The changing that was the network's survival technology — the technology that Bharati had developed from the necessity of operating outside the law, the necessity being: if you are a criminal organization (and the network was, by the law's definition, a criminal organization — the kidnapping being the crime, the crime being the law's classification regardless of the motive), then you must be able to change, to move, to become invisible when the visibility was dangerous.

Leela's role in the change was: Deshpande. Bharati assigned Leela to follow Inspector Deshpande. The assignment that was — the assignment was the first time Leela was assigned to follow not a victim but an investigator, the following being the inverse of Leela's usual work: instead of watching the dangerous-household to identify the danger, Leela was watching the dangerous-investigator to identify the threat.

Leela went to Nagpur. For the first time since the night of the knock. Nine years since Lata Jadhav had been carried out of Sitapur Gali in a Matador van. Nine years since the gali, the tulsi plant, the dal-bhat, the Chetak's parking angle. Nine years.

Nagpur was — Nagpur was the same and different. The same: the heat. The heat that was Nagpur's identity, the heat that August provided with the particular generosity of a city that sat at India's geographic centre and that experienced, therefore, the maximum of every season. The same: the galis. The narrow galis, the thin-walled houses, the televisions audible through walls. The same: the smell. Nagpur's smell was specific — the particular combination of oranges (Nagpur was the Orange City, the oranges being the industry and the industry's smell being the city's baseline) and dust and the particular central-Indian air that was drier than Mumbai's air and hotter than Pune's air and that carried, in August, the exhausted monsoon heat.

Different: Leela. Leela walking through Nagpur was not Lata walking through Nagpur. Leela was twenty-one. Leela was — Leela was invisible. The invisibility that was the operative's skill applied to the operative's hometown, the skill that said: walk as if you belong, walk as if you have always been here, the walking being the cover and the cover being: a young woman in a salwar kameez, unremarkable, unnoticed, the un-noticing being the city's gift to the operative.

She did not go to Sitapur Gali. The not-going was — the not-going was the discipline. The discipline that said: Sitapur Gali is the past, the past is the danger, the danger is: being recognized. Mrs. Kulkarni at number 14 would recognize her (Mrs. Kulkarni recognized everyone; Mrs. Kulkarni was the gali's facial-recognition system, the system that was more reliable than any computer and that was powered by chai and gossip). The recognition would produce: questions. The questions would produce: answers or lies. Both were dangerous.

So Leela did not go to Sitapur Gali. Leela went to the Nagpur Crime Branch headquarters. The headquarters that was on Civil Lines, the administrative area where the British had placed the government buildings and where the government buildings remained, the remaining being the particular Indian inheritance of colonial infrastructure: the buildings designed for rulers and now occupied by administrators, the occupation being the continuity that nobody questioned.

Leela watched Deshpande. Three weeks. The watching that was — the watching was professional. Deshpande's routine: arrive at the office at 9 AM (the punctuality being the competence-signal, the signal that said: this man takes the work seriously), meetings until noon, field visits in the afternoon (the field visits being: Deshpande going to the families of the missing children, the families that the police had ignored and that Deshpande was not ignoring, the not-ignoring being the competence that was the danger), evening at the office until 7 PM (the paperwork, the case-building, the particular bureaucratic requirement that Indian police investigations entailed: the files, the reports, the chain of evidence that the courts required and that the police usually fabricated and that Deshpande actually compiled).

Leela reported. To Bharati. The report: "Deshpande kareeb aa raha hai. Woh saat cases ko ek file mein laa raha hai. Woh pattern samajh gaya hai — organized extraction. Woh ek term use kar raha hai: 'network.' Woh jaanta hai ki yeh ek network hai." Deshpande is getting close. He's combining the seven cases into one file. He understands the pattern — organized extraction. He's using a term: 'network.' He knows it's a network.

"Woh hamare tak kaise pahunchega?" Bharati asked. How will he reach us?

"Hospital records. KEM. Sunita-didi ke records agar Deshpande ko mil gaye —" Hospital records. KEM. If Deshpande gets Sunita's records —

"Sunita ko warn karo." Warn Sunita.

The warning went. Sunita destroyed the personal notebook. The notebook that Samaira had seen — the notebook that was the evidence and that was now ash, the ash being the network's response to the threat, the response that was: destroy the connection before the connection is traced.

 * 

The war continued. The war that was not the violence-war (the violence was the thing the network fought against, the violence being the enemy). The war was the survival-war, the war of a criminal organization (by law's definition) against the law that defined it as criminal, the law that could not distinguish between the kidnapping-for-harm and the kidnapping-for-rescue, the law that was blind to motive and that saw only act, the act being: children taken from their homes, the act being: crime.

Leela returned to Satpura. Three weeks in Nagpur had produced the intelligence that Bharati needed. The intelligence that said: change everything. And the changing began.

Safe houses relocated. Routes altered. Communication protocols changed (the network switched from physical messages to a coded system that Chinmay had designed — the coded system using Hindi film-song lyrics as code, the code being: "Lag Jaa Gale" meant "extraction confirmed," "Dum Maro Dum" meant "abort," the particular encryption that was unbreakable because the encryption key was cultural knowledge and the cultural knowledge was so widely distributed that no one would suspect it was encryption).

The network survived. Deshpande's investigation continued — the investigation that was competent and serious and that was, ultimately, unsuccessful, the unsuccessfulness being the result of the network's changing and the changing being the survival and the survival being: the network continued to operate, the children continued to be extracted, the extractions continued to save lives.

Bharati and Chinmay married. Not legally — the marriage being the network's marriage, the marriage that was witnessed by Keshav and Leela and Raju and the children who were currently in the network's care, the marriage that was performed at the Satpura camp by the stream, the stream being the altar and the forest being the temple and the harmonium being the wedding music.

Chinmay played. Of course Chinmay played — the harmonium that was his voice, the harmonium that said what Chinmay's words could not say (the words being insufficient for the saying, the saying being: I love you and the love is the thing that the war cannot destroy and the not-destroying is the victory). He played "Tujhe Dekha Toh Yeh Jaana Sanam" — the song that would become famous when the film released years later but that Chinmay had already composed his own version of, the version being the particular adaptation that musicians made when they heard a melody and made it their own.

Leela watched. From the edge of the clearing. The watching that was — the watching was not the operative's watching (the watching that saw patterns and threats and evidence). The watching was the girl's watching. The twenty-one-year-old who had been twelve when she arrived and who was now watching two people she loved marry each other in a forest and whose watching was the seeing that was not professional but personal, the personal seeing that said: this is family. This is my family. The family that was made, not born. The family that was chosen, not inherited. The family that was — despite everything, despite the war and the law and the danger and the darkness — the family that was real.

Raju attended. Raju, who did not speak, who had not spoken in nine years, Raju stood beside Keshav at the wedding and Raju — Leela saw it, Leela who saw everything saw it — Raju moved his lips. Not speaking. Not quite. The lip-movement that was the shadow of speech, the shadow that said: the words are there, the words are inside, the words are approaching the surface. The surface that was not breached, not today. But approaching.

Keshav made chai. The wedding chai. The chai that was — Keshav's chai was always strong and sweet and wood-fire smoky. The wedding chai was the same chai. The sameness being the point: the marriage did not change the chai. The marriage did not change the camp. The marriage changed only the sleeping arrangement (Bharati and Chinmay now in the same space, the space that had been Bharati's alone) and the particular atmospheric quality of the camp, the quality being: warmer. Not temperature-warmer. The warmth of two people who had acknowledged the thing they had been building for years and whose acknowledgment made the thing visible and the visible made the camp warmer.

Leela drank the wedding chai. By the stream. In the evening. The evening that was — the evening was beautiful. The Satpura evening that was always beautiful but that was, tonight, more-beautiful, the more-beautiful being the particular quality that celebrations gave to ordinary places, the celebrations saying: this place is not just a camp, this place is a home, and tonight the home is celebrating.

She made Vandana's pohe in her mind. The evening mental pohe — the technique that persisted, the technique that would persist, the technique that was not the darkness-survival anymore but the connection-maintenance, the connection that said: Aai, today Bharati-didi got married. You would have liked Chinmay. He plays harmonium. He is kind. The kindness is real.


  
    Chapter 13: Haldhar (The Drug)

    
    
  
  2001

The world changed on September 11, and then the world changed again on September 12, and the second change was the one that mattered for Leela because the second change was: the world stopped looking at domestic violence.

Not that the world had been looking before — the world's looking had always been the peripheral-looking, the looking that saw without engaging, the looking that registered without responding. But after September 11, even the peripheral-looking stopped. The world's attention pivoted — pivoted to terror, to borders, to the particular geopolitics of fear that the twenty-first century opened with and that consumed the attention that had been, in the 1990s, slowly turning toward the domestic, toward the gender, toward the particular violence that happened inside houses rather than between nations.

Leela was thirty-five. Thirty-five and — Leela was, by 2001, the person that Bharati had built her to be. The person who had been the intelligence-operative at seventeen and the extractor at eighteen and who was now, at thirty-five, the network's operational leader — not by title (the network still did not have titles) but by function: Leela ran the operations. Bharati ran the strategy. Keshav ran the logistics. Chinmay ran the communications (the coded film-song system had evolved into a more sophisticated system that used multiple channels and that was, by 2001, incorporating the new technologies: the mobile phone, the SMS, the particular revolution that mobile communication was bringing to India and that the network was adapting for its purposes).

The network had extracted, by 2001, forty-seven children. Forty-seven children over twenty-three years. Forty-seven children who were alive because the network had done the thing that the law called criminal and that the children called rescue. Twenty-nine of the forty-seven had grown up and were living independently. Eleven were still in the network's care — distributed across safe houses in six states. Seven had — seven had not survived. Not because of the network. Because of what had happened before the network. The particular damage that abuse inflicted on young bodies and young minds, the damage that was sometimes too severe for the rescue to repair, the damage that produced: two suicides (fifteen and seventeen years old, the suicides being the network's darkest hours, the hours that Bharati carried like scars on the inside), three deaths from medical conditions that the abuse had caused or exacerbated (the untreated infections, the internal injuries, the particular medical neglect that accompanied the violence), and two who had disappeared — walked away from the safe houses into the world and who had not been found, the not-finding being the particular failure that Leela could not accept and that she had spent years trying to rectify and that remained unrectified.

But the new threat was not violence. The new threat was chemical.

 * 

Haldhar arrived in Mumbai's slums in 2001. Not with a label — Haldhar was not a branded drug, Haldhar was not pharmaceutical. Haldhar was the street name for a synthetic compound that combined methamphetamine precursors with something else, the something-else being the chemical signature that distinguished Haldhar from ordinary meth: the something-else was a psychotropic additive that the manufacturer had developed (or stumbled upon — the distinction between development and accident being unclear in the underground pharmaceutical economy) and that produced, in the user, the particular combination of euphoria and aggression that made Haldhar the most dangerous drug Mumbai had seen.

Euphoria and aggression. The combination that was — the combination was the weapon. The euphoria said: everything is possible, everything is permitted, the world is mine. The aggression said: and if the world disagrees, the world will be destroyed. The combination producing: users who were simultaneously blissful and violent, the bliss making the violence feel righteous and the righteousness making the violence escalable, the escalation being the thing that the families experienced, the families being: the wives, the children, the particular collateral damage of a drug that turned men (always men — Haldhar's user base was almost exclusively male, the male being the market that the manufacturer targeted because the male market was the largest and the most profitable and the most destructive) into versions of themselves that were amplified and distorted, the amplification being: the violent man became more violent, the controlling man became more controlling, the unpredictable man became entirely unpredictable.

Leela encountered Haldhar through the network. Through Sunita — the KEM nurse who had survived the notebook destruction and the Deshpande investigation and who was still operating, sixteen years later, still seeing the bruises, still documenting the cases that the system did not address. Sunita's message to Bharati was: "Naya drug. Haldhar. Slum areas mein. Isse jo maarte hain — woh zyada maarte hain. Cases badh rahe hain. Bohot zyada." New drug. Haldhar. In slum areas. The men who use it hit harder. Cases are increasing. A lot.

Leela went to Mumbai. To investigate — not the drug (the drug was the police's problem, or should have been the police's problem, or would have been the police's problem if the police had been interested, the interest being the thing that the police did not have because the slums were the slums and the slums' problems were the slums' problems and the slums' problems were not the police's priority). To investigate the families. The families that Haldhar was destroying.

What Leela found was — what Leela found was worse than the intelligence suggested. The intelligence had said: cases increasing. The reality was: cases exploding. The particular exponential growth that a new drug produced in a population that was already vulnerable — the slum population, the population that was economically stressed and socially marginalized and that lived in the particular density of Mumbai's slums, the density that meant: the violence was not private, the violence was communal, the violence spreading through the chawl walls the way sound spread and the spreading being the normalization, the normalization being the particular horror that Leela identified: the Haldhar violence was becoming normal.

Normal. The word that was the enemy. The word that said: this happens, this is how things are, the how-things-are being the acceptance that the system relied on and that the system maintained, the maintaining being: if the violence is normal, the violence does not require response. If the violence does not require response, the system is not responsible. If the system is not responsible, the system continues unchanged. The circle that was the system's design and the design's perfection: the perfect system was the system that maintained itself by normalizing the things that should not be normal.

Leela reported to Bharati. The report: "Yeh drug — Haldhar — yeh sirf violence ka problem nahi hai. Yeh scale ka problem hai. Hum ek-ek bacche ko nahi nikal sakte jab hazaaron bacche danger mein hain. Network itna bada nahi hai." This drug — Haldhar — this isn't just a violence problem. It's a scale problem. We can't extract one child at a time when thousands of children are in danger. The network isn't big enough.

"Toh?" Bharati's word. The word that meant: what is the response?

"Toh — drug ko rokna padega. Bacchon ko nikalte raho, lekin — source ko rokna padega." So — we need to stop the drug. Keep extracting children, but — we need to stop the source.

The source. The source that was — the source was the manufacturer. The manufacturer that the police did not know (or knew and did not address, the not-addressing being the particular corruption that protected drug manufacturers in exchange for the particular payments that drug manufacturers made to the particular officers who received the particular payments). The manufacturer that the network would need to identify, understand, and — what? What did the network do with a drug manufacturer? The network's skill was extraction — taking children from dangerous homes. The network's skill was not counter-narcotics. The network's skill was not law enforcement. The network was, by design and by necessity, a rescue operation, not a military operation.

But Haldhar was changing the design. Haldhar was changing the necessity. Haldhar was — Haldhar was the thing that required the network to evolve or to fail, the evolution being: expand beyond extraction into intervention, the intervention being: stop the drug before the drug creates the families that require the extraction.

 * 

Keshav's response was military. Of course Keshav's response was military — Keshav's response to every problem was military, the military being Keshav's language the way the harmonium was Chinmay's language, the language that the person thought in and that the thinking produced the particular solutions that the language made possible.

"Source identify karo. Supply chain samjho. Chain tod do." Identify the source. Understand the supply chain. Break the chain.

"Yeh army nahi hai, Keshav-bhai," Leela said. This isn't the army.

"Nahi. Lekin principles same hain. Enemy ko samjho. Supply ko tod do. Enemy bina supply ke lad nahi sakta." No. But the principles are the same. Understand the enemy. Cut the supply. The enemy can't fight without supply.

The principle was — the principle was correct. The principle was also dangerous. Because the drug manufacturer was not a violent father in a house on a gali. The drug manufacturer was — the intelligence that Leela gathered over the following months said — the drug manufacturer was a pharma company. Not a major pharma company — a second-tier company, the company that operated in the grey zone between legitimate pharmaceutical manufacturing and illegitimate chemical production, the grey zone that India's pharmaceutical industry contained in abundance because India's pharmaceutical regulation was under-resourced and the under-resourcing was the gap and the gap was where the Haldhar manufacturer operated.

The company was registered in Hyderabad. The company's name was Prerna Pharmaceuticals. The company's legitimate product line was: generic painkillers, cough syrups, the particular low-cost medications that India's public health system purchased in bulk and that the purchasing provided the cover for the illicit manufacturing, the cover being: the factory that produced the legitimate drugs also produced the illegitimate drugs, the producing being done in the same facility with the same equipment and the only distinction being the shift schedule (day shift: legitimate, night shift: illegitimate, the night being the time when the Haldhar precursors were synthesized and the synthesis produced the compound that was destroying Mumbai's slums).

"Prerna Pharmaceuticals," Leela reported. "Hyderabad. Factory Medchal district mein hai. Raat ko Haldhar banate hain. Din ko legitimate drugs. Owner ka naam: Dinesh Rao. Rao politically connected hai — MLA ke saath business partnership hai. Police touch nahi karegi." Hyderabad. Factory in Medchal district. They make Haldhar at night. Legitimate drugs during the day. Owner's name: Dinesh Rao. Rao is politically connected — business partnership with an MLA. Police won't touch him.

"Toh hum touch karenge," Bharati said. Then we will.

The sentence that changed the network. The sentence that was the evolution — the evolution from rescue-organization to intervention-organization, the intervention being: the network would now not only extract children from the violence but would address the cause of the violence, the cause being the drug and the drug's manufacturer and the manufacturer's political protection.

The war was expanding. The war that had been Bharati-versus-violent-fathers was now Bharati-versus-the-system-that-produced-violent-fathers. The system that included: the law that did not protect, the police that did not investigate, the pharmaceutical company that manufactured the destruction, the politician who protected the manufacturer.

The banyan tree was growing new roots. The roots dropping from branches. The branches reaching further.


  
    Chapter 14: Galat Ghar (The Wrong House)

    
    
  
  2003

Samaira Apte was fifty-one years old and she had been looking for Lata Jadhav for twenty-five years and the looking had become the thing that Samaira was, the way breathing was the thing that lungs were — not a choice but a function, the function that defined the organ.

The office on Lamington Road was still the office on Lamington Road. The transistor-radio shop had become a mobile-phone shop (the evolution of Indian retail compressed into a single storefront: transistors to televisions to VCRs to mobile phones, the compression being the particular Indian technology-leap that skipped the intermediate stages and went straight from analogue to digital, the leaping producing a population that had never had landlines and that was now texting). The twelve-station hum had been replaced by the particular cacophony of mobile phone ringtones — the polyphonic ringtones that played snatches of Hindi film songs and that were, Samaira reflected, a worse noise than the transistor hum because the transistor hum was constant and the ringtones were unpredictable and the unpredictability was the aggravation.

The ACTIVE drawer still held the Jadhav file. The file that was no longer a single manila folder but a manila folder inside a cardboard box, the box being necessary because twenty-five years of investigation had produced twenty-five years of notes and the notes had exceeded the folder's capacity. The box was labelled, in Samaira's handwriting: JADHAV, LATA. NETWORK. 1978-PRESENT.

The word "NETWORK" was the addition. The addition that represented Samaira's understanding — the understanding that had grown over twenty-five years of investigation, the understanding that said: Lata Jadhav was taken by a network. The network extracts children from violent homes. The network is run by a woman. The network is based somewhere in central India. The network has operatives in multiple cities. The network is — the network is, in its way, doing the thing that the system should do and does not do.

The understanding that was — the understanding was complicated. Because Samaira was an investigator. Samaira's job was to find. The finding was not the judging — the finding was the locating, the identifying, the producing of answers to the question "where?" The judging was someone else's job (the courts, the law, the system that Samaira operated within even as she operated alongside its failures). But twenty-five years of investigation had produced, alongside the finding, the understanding. The understanding that the network's kidnappings were not malicious. The understanding that the network's kidnappings were — Samaira resisted the word "justified" because "justified" was a moral judgment and moral judgments were not the investigator's business — the understanding that the network's kidnappings were motivated by rescue.

The rescue-motive did not change the investigation. The investigation continued. The investigation continued because Samaira was an investigator and the investigation was the thing and the thing did not stop because the thing's target was sympathetic. The thing stopped when the thing was complete — when the finding was done, when the answers were found, when the file could be moved from ACTIVE to CLOSED. And the file was not closed. The file was not closed because Samaira had not found Lata.

 * 

The wrong house was in Nashik. The wrong house that was — in the twenty-five years of investigation, there had been many wrong houses. The wrong houses were the leads that did not lead, the connections that did not connect, the particular dead ends that investigation produced and that the investigator walked down and turned around from and walked down the next one. The wrong houses were: a house in Aurangabad that belonged to a woman who was connected to a women's shelter that was connected to a network but that was not Bharati's network (the other networks existed — Bharati's was not the only one, the existence of multiple networks being the particular evidence that the problem was systemic and that the system's failure had produced not one but many responses). A house in Bhopal that had been a safe house in the 1980s but that had been abandoned when the network changed (the Deshpande-era changing that Leela had triggered). A house in Pune that was — the Pune house was close. The Pune house was Kaveri's shelter in Kothrud.

Samaira had found Kaveri's shelter. In 2001 — the year that Haldhar arrived and the world changed and Samaira's investigation, which had been slow and methodical for twenty-three years, suddenly accelerated. The acceleration caused by: a tip. The tip from Pradhan in Nagpur (Pradhan who was now retired-retired, the retired from the retired-from-police, the man who was seventy-three and who still maintained his contacts and who still, after twenty-five years, cared about the Jadhav case because the Jadhav case was the case that had defined his career's final chapter and the defining was the thing that old investigators did not let go).

Pradhan's tip: "Ek mahila hai Pune mein. Kaveri naam hai. Retired teacher. Woh women ko shelter deti hai. Vandana Jadhav — Lata ki maa — shayad wahan thi. Kaafi saal pehle." There's a woman in Pune. Name is Kaveri. Retired teacher. She shelters women. Vandana Jadhav — Lata's mother — may have been there. Many years ago.

Samaira went to Pune. To Kothrud. To the house that was — the house that was still Kaveri's. Kaveri who was now seventy-eight and who was still operating the shelter and who was still, after thirty years, the Pune node of Bharati's network.

Samaira knocked. The knocking that was — Samaira knocked on doors differently now than she had knocked twenty-five years ago. The twenty-five-year-ago knock was the investigator's knock: assertive, professional, the knock that said "I have questions." The now-knock was the experienced knock: gentle, patient, the knock that said "I have been doing this for a long time and I know that the person behind this door may not want to talk and the not-wanting is information too."

Kaveri opened the door. Kaveri who was — Kaveri was old. The oldness that was not frailty but compression, the body compressed by time into a smaller version of itself, the smaller version retaining the essential: the eyes (the teacher's eyes, the eyes that assessed), the posture (the teacher's posture, straight, the straightness being the particular discipline that thirty-five years of standing in front of classrooms had installed), and the voice (the teacher's voice, the voice that carried).

"Haan?" Yes?

"Kaveri-tai, mera naam Samaira Apte hai. Main Mumbai se hoon. Private investigator. Mujhe Vandana Jadhav ke baare mein baat karni hai." Kaveri-tai, my name is Samaira Apte. I'm from Mumbai. Private investigator. I need to talk about Vandana Jadhav.

Kaveri's face did not change. The not-changing that was — the not-changing was information. The not-changing said: this woman has heard the name before and the hearing did not surprise her and the not-surprising said: Kaveri was prepared for this question, Kaveri had been prepared for this question for years, the preparation being the network's training — the training that said: one day, someone will come asking. When they come: nothing. Give nothing. Say nothing. The nothing is the protection.

"Vandana kaun?" Kaveri said. Vandana who?

"Vandana Jadhav. Nagpur. 1978. Uski beti Lata gayab hui thi. Vandana ko yahan laaya gaya tha — aapke shelter mein." Vandana Jadhav. Nagpur. 1978. Her daughter Lata went missing. Vandana was brought here — to your shelter.

"Mujhe nahi pata," Kaveri said. I don't know. The sentence that was the wall. The wall that Kaveri had built and that Kaveri maintained and that was, Samaira could see, immovable — the wall of a woman who had been protecting people for thirty years and whose protecting was not going to be breached by an investigator's questions.

Samaira did not push. The not-pushing was the experience — the experience that said: pushing produces walls, the walls being higher than the original walls, the higher walls being the response to pressure and the response being: less access, not more. The experience said: retreat, return, try again. The retreat being: "Dhanyavaad, Kaveri-tai. Maaf kijiye." Thank you. I'm sorry to bother you.

Samaira left. But Samaira did not leave Pune. Samaira stayed. Samaira watched. The watching that was — the watching was the investigator's weapon, the weapon that was patience, the patience that said: I will watch and the watching will produce the thing that the asking did not produce.

Three days of watching produced: Vandana.

Not inside the shelter — outside. Vandana leaving the shelter. At 6 AM. The morning — the morning that was Vandana's. Vandana who was now — Samaira calculated — fifty-nine. Vandana who had been thirty-four when her daughter was taken and who was now fifty-nine and who walked out of Kaveri's shelter at 6 AM and went to the market and bought — Samaira followed at a distance, the distance being the skill — and bought: flattened rice. Peanuts. Green chillies. Fresh coriander. Lemons. Coconut.

The ingredients that Samaira did not recognise as significant because Samaira did not know about the pohe. The ingredients that were — to Samaira — groceries. To Vandana — the ingredients were the prayer. The ingredients were the daughter. The ingredients were the four-minute soak and the mustard seeds and the popping and the morning that was the only morning that mattered.

Samaira photographed Vandana. From a distance. The photograph that was — the photograph was the evidence. The evidence that Vandana Jadhav was alive and was in Pune and was in Kaveri's shelter and was, therefore, connected to the network that had taken Lata.

"Vandana Jadhav, Pune mein hai," Samaira reported to Pradhan. "Kaveri ke shelter mein. Woh twenty-five saal se wahan hai — ya intermittently wahan rahi hai. Matlab — network ne usse yahan rakha hai. Network real hai. Network active hai." Vandana Jadhav is in Pune. In Kaveri's shelter. She's been there for twenty-five years — or has stayed there intermittently. Meaning — the network placed her here. The network is real. The network is active.

"Toh Lata?" Pradhan asked. So Lata?

"Lata bhi network ke saath hogi. Kahin. Agar main Vandana se baat kar sakoon — agar woh mujhe bataaye ki network ne Lata ko kahan rakha —" Lata must be with the network too. Somewhere. If I can talk to Vandana — if she tells me where the network placed Lata —

"Woh nahi bataayegi." She won't tell you.

"Shayad. Lekin main poochungi." Maybe. But I'll ask.

 * 

Samaira approached Vandana. Not at the shelter — at the market. The market that was Vandana's morning space, the space where the shopping happened and the shopping was the routine and the routine was the thing that Samaira could enter without entering the shelter, the entering-the-shelter being the thing that would trigger Kaveri's protection and the protection being the wall.

"Vandana-tai?" Samaira said. At the vegetable stall. The stall where Vandana was selecting coriander — the selection that was careful, the coriander examined leaf by leaf, the examination that was the cook's examination, the examination that said: this coriander is not good enough, this coriander is good enough, the good-enough being the standard that twenty-five years of cooking had established.

Vandana looked up. The looking that was — the looking was not Kaveri's looking (the teacher's assessment, the wall). Vandana's looking was — the looking was the mother's looking. The looking that was tired and that was alert and that was, beneath the tiredness and the alertness, the particular looking of a woman who had spent twenty-five years waiting and whose waiting had not ended and whose not-ending was visible in the eyes, the eyes that were still looking, still searching, the searching being the permanent state.

"Haan? Tumhi kon?" Yes? Who are you?

"Maza naam Samaira Apte aahe. Mi private investigator aahe. Mumbai-hun. Mi — mi tumchya mulichi shodh ghetey. Lata chi." My name is Samaira Apte. I'm a private investigator. From Mumbai. I — I've been looking for your daughter. Lata.

Vandana's face. The face that changed — not the wall-change (Kaveri's change, the not-change that was the protection). The real change. The change that was: hope. The hope that flashed and that was immediately suppressed, the suppression being the survival-skill that twenty-five years had installed, the skill that said: do not hope, the hoping hurts, the hurting is what happens when the hope does not produce the thing hoped for.

"Lata?" The word. The word that Vandana said and that the word's saying produced the crack, the crack in the twenty-five-year wall, the crack being: the mother's name for the daughter spoken aloud in a market in Pune and the speaking being the thing that the wall could not contain.

"Haan. Mi pacchis varsha shodhtey." Yes. I've been searching for twenty-five years.

"Pacchis varsha?" Twenty-five years?

"Haan. Tumchya mulichi case — mi sodli nahi. Kadhi sodli nahi." Yes. Your daughter's case — I never let go. Never.

Vandana's eyes. The eyes that were — the eyes were filling. Not with tears (tears were the simple thing; Vandana's eyes were filling with the complex thing, the thing that was twenty-five years of suppressed hope being unsuppressed by a stranger in a market who said "I never let go" and whose saying was the thing that Vandana had not heard from anyone — not from the police, not from the courts, not from anyone — the saying being: someone else cares, someone else has been looking, the looking is not mine alone).

"Aapan bolu shakto ka? Kaay maahit aahe tumhala?" Can we talk? What do you know?

The talking. In a chai stall near the market. The chai that was Pune chai (milky, mild — Vandana's twenty-five-year disappointment) and that was the medium through which the two women exchanged the things they knew.

Vandana knew: Lata was alive. The network's messages — "safe hai," two words, delivered through channels that Vandana did not fully understand — the messages had continued. Not frequently (the messages came once every six months, sometimes once a year, the frequency having decreased as the years passed and the decreasing being the particular cruelty that Vandana had learned to live with). Vandana knew: Lata had a new name (the network had informed Vandana, once, that Lata had been renamed, the renaming being the protection and the protection being the necessity and the necessity being the thing that Vandana accepted because the acceptance was the only option). Vandana did not know the new name.

Samaira knew: the network existed. The network had operatives in multiple cities. The network was run by a woman (the woman near the van that Mrs. Kulkarni had described twenty-five years ago — the woman who was "not tall, not short, in a hurry"). The network had a medical connection (Sunita at KEM). The network had safe houses.

Together, the two women knew more than either knew alone. The together-knowing being the particular alchemy of investigation: the data points that, separately, are fragments, become, together, a picture. The picture was not complete — the picture was missing the centre, the centre being: where is Lata now?

"Mi tila shodhin," Samaira said. I'll find her.

"Promise?" Vandana said. The word in English — the English word that carried, in Vandana's Marathi-accented pronunciation, the particular weight of a mother's request, the request that was not professional (the professional promise was the investigator's stock-in-trade) but personal, the personal being: find my daughter. The personal being: twenty-five years. The personal being: I make pohe for her every morning and she does not eat it. Find her.

"Promise," Samaira said.


  
    Chapter 15: Prerna Ka Patan (The Fall of Prerna)

    
    
  
  2004

The plan was Keshav's. The plan was military — of course the plan was military, the plan being the product of the mind that had been trained by the Indian Army and that had spent thirty years applying the training to non-military situations and that had, in the applying, discovered: the principles worked. The principles of military operations applied to civilian operations the way mathematics applied to music — the application was not obvious but was, once understood, inevitable.

The plan had three phases. Phase one: intelligence. Phase two: disruption. Phase three: exposure.

Phase one was Leela's. Leela who was now thirty-eight. Leela who had been the intelligence operative for twenty-three years and whose twenty-three years had produced the particular skill-set that Keshav's plan required: the ability to enter a place, observe, and exit without the place knowing she had been there.

The place was Prerna Pharmaceuticals. The factory in Medchal district, on the outskirts of Hyderabad — the factory that manufactured generic painkillers during the day and Haldhar precursors at night. The factory that was protected by Dinesh Rao's political connections and by the police's selective blindness and by the particular Indian infrastructure of corruption that made pharmaceutical crime profitable and prosecution improbable.

Leela went to Hyderabad. Not alone — with Chinmay. Chinmay whose role in the network had evolved from harmonium-player and communications-manager to Leela's operational partner, the partnership being: Leela observed, Chinmay documented. The documentation being: photographs. Chinmay had learned photography the way he had learned harmonium — by obsessive practice, the practice producing the skill that was now the network's critical capability: the ability to photograph evidence that the courts would accept (the courts being the eventual destination of the evidence, the evidence being the weapon that the network was forging against Prerna Pharmaceuticals).

The factory was — the factory was ordinary. The ordinariness being the cover. The factory looked like every other pharmaceutical factory on the Medchal industrial strip: a two-storey building, the ground floor being the manufacturing space and the first floor being the offices, the building surrounded by a compound wall (the wall being the pharmaceutical industry's standard security: the wall keeping the inside in and the outside out, the keeping being the regulatory requirement that the industry followed and that the criminal enterprise exploited). The sign at the gate: PRERNA PHARMACEUTICALS PVT. LTD. — QUALITY MEDICINES FOR A HEALTHY INDIA. The sign being the lie that was also, during the day shift, the truth — the truth being: Prerna did manufacture quality generic medicines, the quality being the cover's quality, the cover needing to be good to be effective.

Leela got inside. The getting-inside being: a job. Leela applied for a job at Prerna Pharmaceuticals — a clerical job, the clerical job being the inside-access that the operation required. The application was made in the name "Leela Kulkarni" (the surname borrowed from Mrs. Kulkarni of Sitapur Gali, the borrowing being the network's operational humour, the humour that only Leela and Bharati understood). The qualifications were real — Leela had, over the years, acquired the education that the network's operations required (the correspondence courses, the self-study, the particular Indian infrastructure of distance education that allowed a person to acquire a degree without entering a college, the acquiring being the network's investment in Leela's cover).

Leela worked at Prerna for six weeks. Six weeks during which she was Leela Kulkarni, clerical assistant, the assistant who filed papers and answered phones and who was, to the Prerna staff, unremarkable — the unremarkable-woman who was invisible the way all clerical assistants were invisible, the invisibility being the class-invisibility that Indian workplaces maintained, the maintaining being: nobody looked at the clerical staff, nobody remembered the clerical staff, the not-looking and the not-remembering being the operative's paradise.

During the six weeks, Leela documented: the night-shift schedule (Tuesday, Thursday, Saturday — the three nights when the factory produced the Haldhar precursors). The staff (the night-shift staff being different from the day-shift staff — the night-shift staff being paid triple the day-shift rate and being required to sign non-disclosure agreements, the NDAs being the legal instrument that Rao used to ensure silence). The supply chain (the precursor chemicals arriving from three sources: two in Gujarat and one in Andhra Pradesh itself, the arriving happening in unmarked trucks that entered the factory compound at 10 PM and that departed at 4 AM). The financial records (the records that Leela found in the office safe — the safe that the clerical assistant had access to because the clerical assistant held the keys and the holding-of-keys was the particular negligence that Indian offices practiced, the practice being: security was the guard at the gate, not the keys in the office).

Chinmay photographed. From outside — from a rented room in a building across the road from the factory, the room that had a window that faced the factory's loading dock and that provided the vantage point that Chinmay needed. Chinmay photographed: the unmarked trucks. The night-shift workers entering. The loading-dock activity. The particular evidence that said: this factory does something at night that it does not want the world to know about.

Phase one was complete. The intelligence gathered. The documentation thorough. The evidence — the evidence was not judicial-grade (the judicial-grade being the standard that Indian courts required and that the evidence did not yet meet because the evidence was photographs and observations, not chemical analysis and laboratory reports). But the evidence was sufficient for Phase two.

 * 

Phase two was disruption. Keshav's word — disruption. The word that the military used for the particular operation that did not destroy the enemy but damaged the enemy's capability, the damaging being the intermediate step between intelligence and exposure, the intermediate step that said: we know what you're doing, and we're going to make it harder for you to do it.

The disruption was: the supply chain. Keshav's principle — cut the supply, the enemy cannot fight without supply. The cutting was — the cutting was not violent. The network did not do violence (the non-violence being Bharati's rule, the rule that was absolute, the absolute being: we do not become the thing we fight). The cutting was: information. The information delivered to the right people at the right time.

The right people were: the trucking companies. The three trucking companies that transported the precursor chemicals from Gujarat and Andhra Pradesh to Prerna's factory. The trucking companies that were, themselves, not criminal — the trucking companies were legitimate businesses that had been hired to transport chemicals and that did not know (or did not care to know) that the chemicals were Haldhar precursors. The trucking companies that would, if they knew, stop — not because of morality (the trucking business did not operate on morality; the trucking business operated on liability) but because the knowledge made them accessories and the being-accessories was the liability and the liability was the risk that the trucking companies' insurance did not cover.

Leela delivered the information. To the trucking companies. Anonymously — the anonymous letters that said: the chemicals you are transporting for Prerna Pharmaceuticals are Haldhar precursors. The Haldhar precursors are illegal. Your transportation of these precursors makes you an accessory. The accessory-liability is yours. The letters included: photographs (Chinmay's photographs, the photographs of the unmarked trucks at the factory loading dock) and chemical data (the chemical analysis that the network had commissioned from a friendly chemist in Pune, the chemist being one of the network's newer contacts, the contact being: a retired pharmaceutical chemist who had been appalled by Haldhar and who was willing to provide the analysis that the network needed).

The trucking companies stopped. One by one. Over three weeks. The stopping being: the first trucking company stopped on a Monday (the Monday being the day that the company's legal advisor reviewed the anonymous letter and the legal advisor said: stop), the second stopped on a Wednesday (the Wednesday being two days later, the two days being the time that the second company's owner took to verify the anonymous letter's claims), and the third stopped on a Friday (the Friday being the day that the third company's owner received a call from the first company's owner saying: "bhai, yeh kaam band karo, mushkil mein phasoge" — brother, stop this work, you'll get into trouble).

Prerna's supply chain was disrupted. Not destroyed — disrupted. The disruption being: the factory could not produce Haldhar without the precursor chemicals, the precursor chemicals could not arrive without the trucks, the trucks had stopped, therefore: no Haldhar production. For now.

Dinesh Rao's response was — Rao's response was what the network expected: Rao found new trucking companies. Within two weeks. The two weeks being the disruption's duration — the duration that was, Keshav acknowledged, insufficient. The disruption was not the victory. The disruption was the provocation. The provocation that said: someone is watching. Someone knows. The provocation that was designed to produce the response, the response being: Rao would investigate who had disrupted his supply chain. Rao would search for the source of the anonymous letters. Rao would — and this was the phase that Keshav's plan anticipated — Rao would make mistakes. The mistakes being the particular errors that provoked people made, the errors of urgency, the urgency producing the sloppiness that the careful-Rao had not previously exhibited and that the sloppy-Rao would exhibit in his search for the saboteur.

 * 

Phase three was exposure. The exposure that required the mistakes. The mistakes that Rao was making — the mistakes that Leela was documenting.

Rao's mistakes: Rao met with his political protector (the MLA named Reddy, the MLA who was the shield) in public. At a restaurant in Banjara Hills, Hyderabad. The meeting that had previously been private — conducted in offices, behind closed doors — was now public because Rao was panicked and the panic produced the urgency and the urgency produced the public meeting and the public meeting produced the photographs. Chinmay's photographs. The photographs of Dinesh Rao and MLA Reddy at a restaurant table, the photographs that were not, in themselves, criminal (two men eating dinner was not a crime) but that were, in context (the context being: pharmaceutical manufacturer meets political protector after supply-chain disruption), the evidence that the media would find interesting.

The media. The media being the weapon that the network had never previously used — the network having operated, for twenty-six years, in complete invisibility, the invisibility being the survival and the survival requiring the absence of media attention. But the Haldhar operation was different. The Haldhar operation was the evolution — the evolution from rescue to intervention, the intervention requiring the tools that rescue did not require, the tools being: exposure, public attention, the particular Indian mechanism of media-pressure that was, in 2004, becoming more powerful because of the 24-hour news channels that India had recently acquired and that were, in their 24-hour-ness, hungry for stories and the hunger being the network's opportunity.

Leela delivered the evidence to a journalist. The journalist being: Rohini Deshmukh, a reporter at a Mumbai-based news channel, the news channel being one of the new 24-hour channels, the channel being hungry. Rohini was — Rohini was not a network contact. Rohini was an independent journalist who had been covering the Haldhar crisis in Mumbai's slums and who had been, in her covering, looking for the same thing that the network had found: the source.

Leela met Rohini at a chai stall in Andheri. The meeting that was — the meeting was the crossing. The crossing of another line: the line between invisible-operation and visible-operation, the line that said: once you give evidence to a journalist, the invisibility is compromised. Once the evidence is public, the network's existence becomes — not known, not yet, but — closer to known. The closer-to-known being the risk. The risk that Bharati had approved because the risk's alternative — the alternative being: Haldhar continues, the children continue to be destroyed, the destruction continuing at a scale that the network's extractions could not address — the alternative was worse than the risk.

"Yeh photos hain," Leela said. "Prerna Pharmaceuticals, Medchal, Hyderabad. Night-shift Haldhar production. Supply chain documentation. Dinesh Rao aur MLA Reddy ki meeting photos. Chemical analysis — independent lab se. Yeh sab real hai. Verified." These are photos. Prerna Pharmaceuticals, Medchal, Hyderabad. Night-shift Haldhar production. Supply chain documentation. Dinesh Rao and MLA Reddy meeting photos. Chemical analysis — from an independent lab. This is all real. Verified.

"Tumhe yeh sab kaise mila?" Rohini asked. How did you get all this?

"Woh important nahi hai. Important yeh hai ki Haldhar ka source yeh factory hai aur yeh factory band honi chahiye." That's not important. What's important is that this factory is Haldhar's source and this factory should be shut down.

"Tumhara naam?" Your name?

"Naam nahi hai." No name. The sentence that was Leela's — the sentence that was the operative's, the sentence that said: I am invisible and the invisibility is the thing and the thing is not negotiable.

Rohini ran the story. Three days later. The story that was — the story was the bomb. The bomb that detonated on national television and that produced: public outrage (the outrage that 24-hour news channels amplified and that the amplification sustained for a news cycle that lasted three weeks), police investigation (the investigation that the police could not avoid because the media attention made the avoiding visible and the visible-avoiding was the thing that police commissioners feared more than actual crime), and — the factory's closure.

Prerna Pharmaceuticals was raided. By the Hyderabad police. The raid finding: the night-shift equipment, the precursor chemicals, the financial records that Leela had photographed and that the police now photographed again (the police's photographs being the official version of the evidence that the network had already gathered, the official version being the version that the courts would accept).

Dinesh Rao was arrested. MLA Reddy was — MLA Reddy was not arrested (the political protection extending beyond the factory to the politician himself, the protection being the particular Indian immunity that political office provided), but MLA Reddy was politically damaged, the damage being: the association with Haldhar, the association being the thing that opposition parties used and that the media amplified and that the amplification produced: Reddy losing his seat in the next election.

Haldhar production stopped. Not permanently — the permanently being the impossible, the impossible because the demand existed and the demand would produce the supply from other sources. But Prerna's production stopped. The stopping being: the network's first intervention-success. The first time the network had moved beyond extraction (saving individual children) to intervention (addressing the systemic cause).

Bharati listened to Leela's report. At the camp. The evening. The teak fire. The chai.

"Kya keemat thi?" Bharati asked. What was the cost?

"Koi keemat nahi. Koi hurt nahi hua. Koi pakda nahi gaya." No cost. Nobody was hurt. Nobody was caught.

"Keemat hamesha hoti hai," Bharati said. "Abhi nahi dikhi, lekin hogi." There's always a cost. You can't see it yet, but there will be.

The cost that Bharati anticipated and that would arrive — the cost that was: visibility. The network had used a journalist. The journalist had used the evidence. The evidence had closed the factory. The closing had produced the media attention. The media attention had produced the public awareness. The public awareness had produced the question that someone, eventually, would ask: who provided the evidence?

The question that Samaira Apte was already asking.
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The cost arrived. The cost that Bharati had predicted — "keemat hamesha hoti hai" — the cost arrived not as a single event but as a convergence, the convergence of three forces that had been moving toward each other for twenty-seven years and that were, in 2005, approaching the intersection.

Force one: Samaira. Samaira who had found Vandana. Samaira who had the promise. Samaira who was, in 2005, fifty-three years old and who had been investigating for twenty-seven years and who was — Samaira was close. The close that the investigator felt before the close was confirmed, the feeling being: the data is converging, the threads are thinning, the answer is near. The near that was — the near was: Samaira had traced the journalist. Rohini Deshmukh. The journalist who had broadcast the Prerna Pharmaceuticals story. The journalist who had received the evidence from an anonymous source. The anonymous source who was — Samaira's instinct said — connected to the network. The network that had taken Lata. The network that Samaira had been chasing for twenty-seven years.

Samaira contacted Rohini. The contacting that was — the contacting was professional. Investigator to journalist. The professional courtesy that existed between the two professions: both seekers of truth, both operating in the space between what the system knew and what the system hid, the space that was their shared territory.

"Tumhe Prerna ka evidence kisne diya?" Who gave you the Prerna evidence?

"Source confidential hai," Rohini said. The journalist's reflex — the reflex that was correct and that was legal and that was the wall that journalists built around their sources the way Kaveri built walls around her shelter's residents.

"Main jaanti hoon ki source confidential hai. Main yeh nahi pooch rahi ki kaun hai. Main pooch rahi hoon: kya yeh source ek woman thi? Young? Thirty-something? Marathi-Hindi bolti thi? Koi naam nahi diya?" I know the source is confidential. I'm not asking who. I'm asking: was the source a woman? Young? Thirty-something? Spoke Marathi-Hindi? Gave no name?

Rohini's silence. The silence that was — the silence was the confirmation. The silence that said: you are describing the person accurately and my silence is the confirmation that I cannot give verbally because the giving-verbally would be the breach and the breach is the thing I cannot do.

"Dhanyavaad," Samaira said. Thank you. The thank-you that was: enough. The silence was enough. The silence confirmed: the network's operative — the operative who had given Rohini the Prerna evidence — was a woman, young, Marathi-Hindi speaking, no name. The description that matched the pattern that Samaira had been building for twenty-seven years: the network was run by women, the network operated across central and western India, the network's operatives were invisible.

Force two: Dinesh Rao. Rao who had been arrested and who had been released on bail (the bail being the system's consistency — the system that released violent husbands on bail and that released drug manufacturers on bail, the releasing being the system's default and the default being the thing that the network existed to counter). Rao who was out and who was — Rao was angry. The anger of a man who had been exposed and whose exposing had cost him: his factory (closed), his political protection (Reddy defeated), his reputation (the media's three-week cycle having imprinted Rao's name on the public consciousness as "Haldhar manufacturer"). Rao was angry and Rao was looking — looking for the source of the exposure. The source that had disrupted his supply chain and that had given the evidence to the journalist and that was — Rao's investigation (funded by the wealth that the Haldhar production had generated and that Rao had wisely distributed across untraceable accounts) was cruder than Samaira's investigation but was, in its crudeness, more dangerous, because Rao's investigation was not seeking justice. Rao's investigation was seeking revenge.

Force three: Inspector Deshpande. Deshpande who had been the competent-dangerous investigator in 1987 and who was, in 2005, retired — but whose retirement had not ended his interest. Deshpande who had been the one police officer who had seen the pattern and who had, in his retirement, continued to maintain his files (the files being the particular obsession that investigators developed and that retirement did not cure, the cure being nonexistent because the obsession was not a disease but a condition, the condition being: I saw something, the something was real, the something was never resolved, and the unresolving is the thing I cannot let go).

Deshpande contacted Samaira. In 2005. The contacting being — Deshpande had heard of Samaira. The hearing being: the investigator's network, the informal chain of investigators who knew investigators who knew investigators, the chain that had produced the original referral (Pradhan to Samaira, twenty-seven years ago) and that now produced the convergence (Deshpande to Samaira, the convergence of the retired inspector and the obsessed investigator).

"Aapko network ke baare mein pata hai?" Deshpande asked. On the phone. The STD call that was now cheaper (the telecommunications revolution having reduced the eight-rupees-per-minute to two-rupees-per-minute, the reduction being the particular Indian progress that made obsession more affordable). Do you know about the network?

"Haan." Yes.

"Mujhe bhi pata hai. 1987 se. Main unhe pakad nahi paaya — woh badal gaye. Lekin — main jaanta hoon ki woh real hain. Aur ab — Prerna case ke baad — main sochta hoon ki woh bade ho gaye hain. Sirf bacche nahi nikalte — drugs ke against bhi kaam karte hain." I know too. Since 1987. I couldn't catch them — they changed. But — I know they're real. And now — after the Prerna case — I think they've grown. Not just extracting children — working against drugs too.

"Aap kya chahte hain?" What do you want?

"Main unhe dhuundhna chahta hoon. Aap bhi dhuundh rahe hain. Saath mein dhuundhein?" I want to find them. You're looking too. Shall we look together?

The together. The together that was — the together was the convergence. The convergence of the retired inspector and the obsessed investigator, the two people who had been looking for the same thing from different directions and who were now, in 2005, close enough that the together-looking would be faster than the separate-looking.

Samaira agreed. The agreeing that was — the agreeing was the acceleration. The investigation that had been Samaira's alone for twenty-seven years was now Samaira-and-Deshpande's, the adding of Deshpande bringing the police files (the files that Deshpande had maintained, the files that contained the evidence that the police had gathered in 1987 and that the police had not followed up on and that Deshpande had kept) and the police contacts (the contacts that Deshpande maintained, the maintaining being: retired police officers maintained contacts the way retired generals maintained networks, the maintaining being the habit that the profession installed and that retirement did not uninstall).

 * 

The convergence produced: the Satpura lead.

Not immediately — the lead came through a chain of connections that Deshpande's files provided. The chain being: a report from 1987 that mentioned a "suspected hideout in forested area, Hoshangabad district, MP" — the report that Deshpande had written and that the police had not followed up on because the police had not had the resources and the not-having was the system's chronic condition. The report that said: the network has a base in the forest. The forest being — the Satpura range. Hoshangabad district being the district that contained the Satpura hills.

Samaira and Deshpande went to Hoshangabad. Together. The going that was — the going was the expedition. The expedition of a fifty-three-year-old investigator and a sixty-seven-year-old retired inspector, the two of them in a rented Maruti 800 on the roads of Madhya Pradesh, the roads that were — the roads were the Indian-road experience: partly paved, partly not-paved, the not-paved being the majority, the majority producing the particular driving experience that Indian roads provided: slow, bumpy, the body being shaken the way a mixer-grinder shook, the shaking being the physical cost of Indian investigation.

They did not find the camp. The not-finding being — the not-finding was the network's success. The network's camp had been moved. Moved in 2004, after the Prerna operation, the moving being Bharati's precaution, the precaution that said: the Prerna operation exposed us (partially), the exposure requires the change, the change is the survival.

The camp had moved from Satpura to — the camp had moved to Panchgani. The hill station in Maharashtra. The hill station that was, in the network's strategic thinking, the better location: closer to Pune (where Kaveri's shelter was), closer to Mumbai (where the network's operations were increasingly focused), and more populated (the population being, paradoxically, the hiding-place — the city being the place where invisibility was easier than the forest because the city had more people and the more-people was the cover).

But Samaira and Deshpande found evidence. Not the camp — the evidence of the camp. The evidence being: the clearing in the Satpura hills where the camp had been. The clearing that showed the signs of habitation: the fire-pit (cold, months-old, the ashes compressed by rain), the flat rock by the stream (the rock where Chinmay had played harmonium and where Leela had learned harmonium and where Raju had listened), the cellar (the cellar where Lata had spent five days in darkness, the cellar now empty, the emptiness being the particular desolation of a place that had been lived-in and that was now abandoned, the abandonment being the evidence that life had been here and was now gone).

"Yahan the," Deshpande said. Standing in the clearing. The clearing that was — the clearing was beautiful. The Satpura beauty that was indifferent to human occupation and human abandonment, the beauty that continued regardless: the stream running, the canopy providing shade, the birds singing (the coppersmith barbet still tonking, the tonking being the constant that human presence and human absence did not affect).

"Haan. Yahan the. Ab nahi hain." Yes. They were here. They're not here now.

"Kahan gaye?" Where did they go?

"Pata nahi. Lekin — yeh evidence hai ki woh real hain. Yeh camp real hai. Twenty-seven years of evidence, aur ab — yeh jagah. Yeh jagah kehti hai: they were here. They lived here. They operated from here." I don't know. But — this is evidence that they're real. This camp is real. Twenty-seven years of evidence, and now — this place. This place says: they were here. They lived here. They operated from here.

Samaira stood at the stream. The stream that she did not know was the stream where Leela had learned harmonium. The stream that she did not know was the stream where Bharati and Chinmay had married. The stream that she did not know was the stream where Keshav made chai every morning for twenty-six years. The stream that was — the stream was running. The water that did not stop. The water that went somewhere and came from somewhere and that was, in its running, the particular persistence that matched Samaira's own: I do not stop. I continue. The continuing is the thing.

She took a photograph. Of the clearing. Of the stream. Of the flat rock. The photograph that went into the file — the file that was now a box that was now two boxes, the two boxes being the twenty-seven years of evidence that Samaira had accumulated and that was, she felt, approaching the critical mass, the mass that would, when achieved, produce the answer.

The answer was: where is Lata Jadhav?

The answer was close.


  
    Chapter 17: Panchgani Mein Naya Ghar (New Home in Panchgani)

    
    
  
  2005-2008

Panchgani was not the forest. Panchgani was the compromise — the compromise between the forest's safety (the safety of isolation, the isolation that the Satpura hills had provided for twenty-six years) and the city's utility (the utility of proximity, the proximity to Mumbai and Pune where the network's operations were increasingly concentrated). The compromise that Bharati had made because the Prerna operation had changed the calculation: the network needed to be closer to the action and further from the evidence, the closer-and-further being the particular spatial paradox that Panchgani solved.

Panchgani was a hill station. The hill station that the British had built for the same reason that the network now used it: the climate. The climate that was moderate when Mumbai was brutal and cool when Pune was warm and that provided, in its moderation, the particular comfort that allowed thinking and planning and the long-term operational management that the network now required. The hill station that was, in 2005, a mixture of old British bungalows and new Indian tourism and the particular tension between the preserved and the developed that all Indian hill stations experienced, the tension producing: a town that was busy during tourist season (October to February) and quiet during the off-season (March to September), the quiet being the network's operational window, the busy being the network's cover.

The new base was a bungalow. A British-era bungalow on the road to Table Land — the flat-topped plateau that was Panchgani's tourist attraction and that was, for the network, the landmark that oriented the geography. The bungalow was — the bungalow was different from the Satpura camp. The difference being: walls. The walls that the forest did not have and that the bungalow had and that the having produced the particular sensation that Leela experienced on the first night: enclosure. The enclosure that was not the hole's enclosure (the hole being the darkness, the darkness being the terror) but the house's enclosure, the enclosure that was — Leela had not lived in a house since Sitapur Gali. Twenty-seven years of forest and camp and clearing and stream, and now — a house.

The house had: four bedrooms (Bharati and Chinmay, Keshav, Leela, and the rotating room — the room that held whatever children were currently in the network's immediate care), a kitchen (the kitchen that became, immediately, Leela's — the kitchen that was the first kitchen Leela had since Sitapur Gali, the first kitchen in which Leela could make pohe not in her mind but in reality, the reality-pohe being the thing that the forest camp had not provided because the forest camp's cooking was Keshav's fire-pit cooking, the fire-pit being the limitation), a sitting room (the sitting room that became, through the placement of Chinmay's harmonium and Bharati's notebooks and Keshav's maps, the operations room), and a verandah (the verandah that faced the valley, the valley that dropped away from Panchgani toward Wai and that was, in the mornings, filled with fog and that the fog made beautiful the way all Indian hill-station valleys were beautiful in the fog: the obscuring being the beauty, the beauty being the not-seeing, the not-seeing being the rest that the eyes needed after years of forest-seeing).

Leela made pohe. Real pohe. In the kitchen. The first morning in the bungalow — the first morning that was the beginning of the new life, the new-new life, the life that was: house, kitchen, walls, ceiling. The pohe that was: flattened rice soaked for four minutes (the four minutes that were sacred, the four minutes that had been maintained mentally for twenty-seven years and that were now, for the first time, physical — the timer on the kitchen counter, the counter that was real, the kitchen that was real, the four minutes that were real). The tempering: mustard seeds in the oil (the popping — the sound that was the morning, the sound that was Vandana, the sound that was Sitapur Gali transported to Panchgani through the medium of a woman's hands and a woman's memory and the memory's refusal to fade). Curry leaves. Turmeric. Green chillies — Nagpuri mirchi, because Leela had, in twenty-seven years of not being in Nagpur, maintained the Nagpuri mirchi standard, the standard being: hot, unapologetically hot, the hotness being the Vidarbha identity that the Satpura forest had not erased and that Panchgani would not erase.

Peanuts. Extra peanuts.

The extra peanuts. The extra peanuts that Leela added because the extra peanuts were Lata's preference and the preference had been maintained across twenty-seven years and the maintaining was the connection and the connection was the mother, the mother who was in Pune (forty-five minutes from Panchgani by road, the forty-five minutes being the closest that Leela had been to Vandana since the night of the knock, the closeness being the particular cruelty of proximity-without-contact, the proximity saying: your mother is forty-five minutes away and you cannot see her and the cannot-seeing is the price and the price is the safety).

Bharati ate the pohe. Chinmay ate the pohe. Keshav ate the pohe.

"Yeh pohe —" Bharati started. And stopped. Because Bharati recognised the pohe. Bharati who had been in Vandana's kitchen on the night of the knock. Bharati who had smelled the pohe that Vandana had been making. Bharati who understood — with the particular understanding of a woman who had spent twenty-seven years carrying the weight of the seventh extraction — that the pohe on the Panchgani kitchen table was Vandana's pohe, made by Vandana's daughter, in a kitchen that was not Vandana's kitchen.

"Bahut achha hai," Bharati said. It's very good. The words that were insufficient and that were enough and that carried, in their insufficiency, the weight of twenty-seven years of: I took you from the woman who taught you this and the taking was necessary and the necessary does not make the taking less heavy.

Raju ate the pohe. Raju who was now thirty. Thirty and still silent — but the silence had evolved. The silence was no longer the trauma-silence (the silence of a boy whose speaking had been punished). The silence was now the choice-silence, the silence of a man who had decided that his contribution to the world was not words but presence, the presence being: Raju was there. Raju was always there. Raju was the network's constant, the person who did not speak and who did not leave and whose not-leaving was the stability that the network needed, the stability being: in a world of change and danger and moving and hiding, Raju was the fixed point. The point that did not move. The point that said: I am here. I will be here.

Raju ate the pohe and held the plate with both hands. The holding that was — the holding was Raju. The boy who had held the chai tumbler with both hands at eight was now the man who held the plate with both hands at thirty, the holding being the constant, the constant being: trust, expressed through grip, the grip saying what the mouth did not say.

 * 

The network's operations expanded from Panchgani. The expansion being — the expansion was the Haldhar aftermath. The Haldhar aftermath being: Prerna was closed, but Haldhar was not gone. The demand existed. The demand produced the supply from other sources — the other sources being: smaller manufacturers, the manufacturers that did not have Prerna's scale but that had the chemistry and the will and the market, the market being Mumbai's slums and now, spreading, Pune's slums and Nagpur's slums and the particular geography of Indian urban poverty where the drugs found their customers and the customers' families found the violence.

The network's response was: both. Both extraction (continuing to rescue children from violent homes, the continuing being the network's founding purpose and the purpose that did not change) and intervention (continuing to address the systemic causes, the causes being the drug manufacturers and the political protectors and the police's selective blindness). The both-response being the evolution that the Prerna operation had initiated and that was now the network's operating model: rescue and prevention, the individual and the systemic, the child and the system.

Leela ran the operations. From Panchgani. The running being — the running was the job that Leela had grown into over twenty-seven years, the growing being the particular development that the network had produced: from twelve-year-old kidnap victim to intelligence operative to extractor to operational leader. The development that was — Leela reflected, on the verandah, in the fog, in the mornings — the development was Bharati's design. Bharati who had seen, in the twelve-year-old Lata, the potential that the twelve-year-old did not see. Bharati who had trained the potential into capability and the capability into mastery and the mastery into leadership. The design that was not cynical (the design was not: I will take this child and shape her into a weapon). The design was — the design was rescue. The rescue that included not just the taking-from-danger but the building-into-person, the building being: you were in danger, I took you from the danger, and now I will help you become the person that the danger would have prevented you from becoming.

But the operations brought the dangers closer. The dangers that were — the dangers were multiplying. Samaira was close (Leela knew about Samaira — the network's intelligence had identified Samaira years ago, the identifying being: a Mumbai-based private investigator who has been investigating the network for decades, the investigating being persistent and competent and approaching the answer). Rao was searching (the revenge-search that Rao funded and that Rao's hired investigators conducted, the conducting being cruder than Samaira's but more dangerous because Rao's investigators did not seek justice, Rao's investigators sought the person who had destroyed his business). And the police — the police who had, after the Prerna media exposure, developed a renewed interest in the "child-extraction network" that had been a footnote in their files since Deshpande's 1987 investigation and that was now, thanks to the Prerna connection, a headline.

"Hum exposed hain," Leela said to Bharati. At the operations meeting. In the sitting room. The sitting room that was the operations room. The harmonium in the corner. The maps on the wall. The tea on the table. "Samaira Apte kareeb hai. Rao ke log kareeb hain. Police kareeb hai. Teen taraf se — teen threats — aur hum Panchgani mein hain, ek jagah pe. Agar koi bhi ek hamare tak pahunch jaaye —" We're exposed. Samaira Apte is close. Rao's people are close. Police are close. Three directions — three threats — and we're in Panchgani, in one place. If any one of them reaches us —

"Toh?" Bharati's word. The word that said: what is the response?

"Toh — disperse. Network ko distribute karo. Hum sab ek jagah nahi reh sakte. Bharati-didi, aap Pune jao. Kaveri-tai ke saath. Keshav-bhai, Mumbai. Chinmay-bhai, aap — aap Bharati-didi ke saath. Raju, mere saath. Main — main yahan rehti hoon." Disperse. Distribute the network. We can't all stay in one place. Bharati-didi, go to Pune. With Kaveri-tai. Keshav-bhai, Mumbai. Chinmay-bhai, you go with Bharati-didi. Raju, with me. I — I'll stay here.

The dispersal. The dispersal that was — the dispersal was the breaking of the family. Not the permanent breaking (the network would remain connected, the connection being the operation that continued even when the operatives were distributed). The physical breaking. The breaking that said: the people who had lived together in a clearing in the Satpura hills for twenty-six years and in a bungalow in Panchgani for three years would now live separately, the separately being the safety and the safety being the price and the price being: loneliness.

Bharati's face. The face that was — Leela saw it. The face that aged. Not physically (Bharati was sixty-two and had been sixty-two for the entire meeting). The face that aged emotionally — the emotional aging that happened when a person realized that the thing they had built was being disassembled, the disassembling being necessary and the necessary not making the disassembling less painful.

"Sahi hai," Bharati said. You're right. The two words that were the approval and the grief simultaneously, the approval being: the operational logic is correct, the grief being: the family is splitting.

Chinmay played the harmonium. That evening. The last evening before the dispersal. The playing that was — the playing was the farewell that did not use the word farewell. The playing that said: we are separating and the separating is necessary and I will play the music that holds us together even when the togetherness is physical-absent, the music being the thread that distance could not cut.

He played "Lag Jaa Gale." The song that was the beginning — the song that had made Lata cry on the tenth day, the song that Leela had learned as her first song, the song that was Vandana's kitchen song. The song that was, now, the family's song — the song that meant: embrace me, because the night is passing and the passing is the separation and the separation is the thing we cannot stop.

Keshav made chai. The last chai. The chai that was — the same. Strong, sweet, wood-fire — wait. Not wood-fire. The Panchgani kitchen had a gas stove. The gas-stove chai was different from the wood-fire chai: cleaner, lacking the smoke, the lacking being the particular loss that modernity produced and that the chai-drinker noticed and that the noticing was the grief in miniature: even the chai has changed, even the constant is not constant, the not-constant being the condition of a life in motion.

Leela drank the chai. By the verandah. Looking at the valley. The valley that was foggy and beautiful and that was, tomorrow, going to be Leela's alone — Leela and Raju, the two of them in the bungalow, the two who had been the youngest and who were now the remaining, the remaining being the particular duty that the youngest inherited when the elders dispersed.

She made the mental pohe. That night. In bed. In the bungalow. The mental pohe that she could now make physically but that she still made mentally because the mental-making was the ritual and the ritual was the connection and the connection was: Aai, tomorrow the family is separating. But I am still here. The pohe is still four minutes. The mustard seeds still pop. The extra peanuts are still for you.


  
    Chapter 18: Raju Bolta Hai (Raju Speaks)

    
    
  
  2010

Raju spoke on a Tuesday in March. The Tuesday that was — the Tuesday was not special. The Tuesday was ordinary: the Panchgani morning, the fog in the valley, the kitchen where Leela was making pohe (the real pohe, the physical pohe, the pohe that she had been making every morning for five years since the bungalow became her home). The Tuesday that became extraordinary because on this Tuesday, after thirty-two years of silence, Raju opened his mouth and words came out.

The words were: "Pohe mein namak kam hai."

The pohe needs more salt.

The sentence that was — the sentence was the most ordinary sentence in the world. The sentence that was the kind of sentence that people said in kitchens every morning across India, the sentence that was domestic and unremarkable and that contained, in its ordinariness, the extraordinary: a man who had not spoken since he was eight years old was speaking. A man who had chosen silence for thirty-two years was choosing words. A man whose mouth had been the wound was now using the mouth as the tool, the tool that mouths were designed to be, the tool that said: I have an opinion about the salt.

Leela dropped the ladle. The dropping that was — the dropping was involuntary, the hands responding to the shock before the mind could process the shock, the shock being: Raju spoke. The two words that the mind processed and that the processing produced: tears. Not the grief-tears. The other tears. The tears that came when the thing you had stopped expecting happened, the tears that were the body's response to the impossible becoming possible.

"Kya bola tu?" Leela whispered. What did you say?

"Namak. Kam hai." Salt. It's less. The sentence repeated — but not the same. The repeated sentence was different because the repeated sentence was confident, the confidence being: I said it once and the saying did not produce punishment, the not-punishment being the evidence that the saying was safe, the safe being the thing that thirty-two years of silence had been waiting for: the confirmation that the mouth could be used without the mouth being punished.

Leela stared at Raju. Raju who was — Raju was thirty-two. Thirty-two and tall (the tallness that had come late, the growth-spurt at sixteen that had taken the small, malnourished boy and stretched him upward, the stretching producing a man who was lean and tall and whose body carried, in its leanness, the evidence of the early deprivation). Raju whose face was — Raju's face was calm. The calm that was not the absence of emotion but the management of emotion, the management that thirty-two years of silence had perfected, the perfecting being: the face that showed what the face chose to show and that hid what the face chose to hide.

"Raju." Leela's voice. The voice that was — the voice was the older-sister voice. Not the biological-sister voice (Leela was not Raju's sister; Leela was Raju's — what? The what that the network produced and that the network's relationships defied the standard categories: not sister, not mother, not friend. The between that was the particular category that found-families created). The voice that said: I hear you. I have been waiting to hear you. The waiting has been twenty-four years (the twenty-four years since Leela arrived at the camp and met an eight-year-old boy who did not speak).

"Bees saal se pohe bana rahi hai," Raju said. "Kabhi namak sahi nahi hota." You've been making pohe for twenty years. The salt is never right.

The sentence that was — the sentence was a joke. The joke that was: Raju's first communication in thirty-two years was a complaint about seasoning. The joke that produced: laughter. Leela's laughter, which was the laughter that was also crying, the crying-laughing that was the particular response to the absurd-beautiful, the absurd being: thirty-two years of silence broken by a salt complaint, the beautiful being: thirty-two years of silence broken.

"Tu — tu bol sakta hai?" You — you can talk?

"Haan. Bol sakta hoon. Bohot pehle se bol sakta hoon. Bolta nahi tha." Yes. I can talk. I've been able to talk for a long time. I chose not to.

"Kyun?" Why?

Raju looked at Leela. The looking that was — the looking was the look that Raju had been giving for thirty-two years, the look that said everything, the look that was the communication-system that Raju had built in the absence of words. The looking that now, for the first time, was accompanied by words.

"Kyunki — kyunki bolna dangerous tha. Mere ghar mein — jab main bolta tha, maara jaata tha. Bolna matlab — bolna matlab danger. Toh maine band kar diya. Aur jab band kiya — band kiya itne time ke liye ki — kholna mushkil ho gaya. Band karna easy tha. Kholna — kholna time laga." Because — because speaking was dangerous. In my home — when I spoke, I was hit. Speaking meant danger. So I stopped. And when I stopped — I stopped for so long that — opening was difficult. Stopping was easy. Opening — opening took time.

"Aur ab?" And now?

"Ab — ab safe hai. Bahut saal se safe hai. Lekin — safe hone ka pata chalna — woh alag cheez hai. Safe hona aur safe feel karna — dono alag hain. Main safe tha Satpura mein. Safe tha Panchgani mein. Lekin safe feel karna — woh aaj hua." Now — now it's safe. It's been safe for many years. But — knowing you're safe — that's different. Being safe and feeling safe — they're different. I was safe in Satpura. Safe in Panchgani. But feeling safe — that happened today.

Being safe and feeling safe — they're different. The sentence that was — the sentence was the sentence that contained the network's truth, the truth that Bharati had been working toward for thirty-two years: safety was not a condition, safety was a feeling. The condition could be created (the taking, the hiding, the protecting). The feeling could not be created. The feeling had to arrive. The feeling arrived when it arrived — not when the protector decided it should arrive, not when the years accumulated enough, not when the logic said "you should feel safe now." The feeling arrived when the person's interior clock — the clock that counted not years but trust, not time but evidence — when that clock reached the threshold. And the threshold was different for every person. And the threshold was: unknowable in advance.

Raju's threshold was: thirty-two years. Thirty-two years of being safe. Thirty-two years of Keshav's chai and Chinmay's harmonium and Bharati's honesty and Leela's pohe. Thirty-two years of evidence accumulating on the interior clock, the evidence being: nobody hit me. Nobody punished my voice. Nobody punished my presence. The nobody being the evidence and the evidence being the trust and the trust reaching, today, on a Tuesday in March, in a kitchen in Panchgani, the threshold.

"Raju." Leela put the ladle down. Properly this time — not the dropping but the placing, the placing being deliberate. She walked to Raju. She stood in front of him. She did not hug him (the hugging being the instinct but the instinct being wrong — Raju's body-space was Raju's and the entering of the body-space was the thing that had to be invited, not assumed). She stood and she looked and the looking was the communication that they had shared for twenty-four years and that was now, with the words available, supplemented but not replaced.

"Namak zyada daal deti hoon," Leela said. I'll add more salt. The sentence that was the response — not the therapeutic response ("I'm so proud of you," "this is a breakthrough," the sentences that adults used when children achieved milestones and that reduced the achievement to the adult's assessment). The response that was: your first sentence was about salt. My response is about salt. The salt being the ordinary and the ordinary being the respect — the respect that said: you are not a patient. You are not a case study. You are a person who commented on the seasoning and the seasoning will be adjusted.

Raju smiled. The smile that Leela had seen thousands of times — the not-quite-smile, the cautious smile, the smile of a person who was not yet sure that the smiling was allowed. But this smile was — wider. The wider being the word-effect, the words having opened the face the way they had opened the mouth, the opening producing the smile that was not cautious but actual, the actual-smile that said: I am here. I have arrived. The arriving took thirty-two years and the arriving is now.

 * 

Leela called Bharati. In Pune — Bharati was in Pune, with Kaveri, with Chinmay. The dispersal having held for five years, the five years during which the network operated as a distributed organization and the distributing having worked: Samaira had not found them, Rao's people had not found them, the police had not found them. The distributing was the safety.

"Raju bola." Leela's words on the phone. The two words that were — the two words that produced, on the other end of the phone, silence. Bharati's silence. The silence that was not Raju's silence (Raju's silence was the wound; Bharati's silence was the overwhelm, the overwhelm of a woman who had been carrying the weight of thirty-two years of a boy's silence and who was, in two words, told that the weight had been lifted).

"Kya bola?" Bharati's voice. The voice that was — Leela could hear it — the voice that was crying. Bharati crying. Bharati who did not cry. Bharati who had made the hard decisions without crying, who had built the network without crying, who had watched two children die without crying (not publicly — privately, in the dark, in the Satpura nights, the crying that Bharati did where nobody could see because the leader could not cry in front of the people the leader led). Bharati was crying on the phone because a thirty-two-year-old man had said: the pohe needs more salt.

"Namak kam hai." The salt is less. Leela repeated Raju's words. And laughed. And cried. And the laughing-crying was the same as before: the absurd-beautiful, the beautiful-absurd.

"Namak kam hai," Bharati repeated. And laughed. And the laughing was — the laughing was the sound of a woman who had been doing this work for thirty-two years and who had, in this moment, received the evidence that the work was worth it. Not the logical evidence (the logical evidence was: forty-seven children saved, twenty-nine living independently, the numbers that justified the network on paper). The emotional evidence. The evidence that arrived when a man who had not spoken for thirty-two years said: the pohe needs more salt. The evidence that said: this person is safe. Not safe-by-condition. Safe-by-feeling. The feeling that could not be created, that had to arrive, and that had, on a Tuesday in March, arrived.

 * 

Raju spoke more. Not immediately — the speaking was not a flood. The speaking was a trickle, the trickle that became a stream, the stream being the particular metaphor that Satpura provided and that Raju's speaking matched: slow, steady, the water finding its path not by force but by persistence.

Raju spoke to Keshav on the phone. "Bhai, aapki chai ki bohot yaad aati hai." Brother, I miss your chai a lot. The sentence that produced, on the other end, a sound that Leela (listening, of course listening — Leela always listened) identified as: Keshav clearing his throat. The throat-clearing that was the military man's equivalent of crying, the crying that the military training did not allow and that the throat-clearing replaced, the replacing being: the emotions are here, the emotions are being expressed through the acceptable channel, the acceptable channel being: throat-clearing.

Raju spoke to Chinmay. "Bhai, ek gaana baja do. Phone pe. Kuch bhi." Brother, play a song. On the phone. Anything. And Chinmay played. Through the phone's speaker. The harmonium sound that was compressed and tinny and that was, through the compression, more beautiful than the live sound because the compressed sound was the sound of distance and the distance was the thing that the family was enduring and the enduring was the love and the love was the music.

Raju spoke to the children. The children who were currently in the network's care — three children, ages eight, ten, and twelve, the three who were in the Panchgani bungalow's rotating room. Raju spoke to them the way Chinmay had spoken to Lata thirty-two years ago: with patience, with the particular understanding of a person who had been the child and who knew what the child needed, the knowing being: the child needed to see an adult who had survived. The child needed to see: the damage does not win. The silence can be broken. The speaking can return.

"Main bhi tumhare jaisa tha," Raju said to the children. At dinner. In the kitchen. The kitchen where the pohe had the right amount of salt now because Raju's feedback loop was operational and the operational-feedback-loop was the particular gift of speech: the ability to say "more salt" and the saying producing the adjustment. "Main bhi nahi bolta tha. Bahut saal tak. Lekin — ab bolta hoon. Aur tum bhi bologe. Jab ready ho. Koi jaldi nahi." I was like you too. I didn't speak either. For many years. But — now I speak. And you will too. When you're ready. No rush.

The eight-year-old looked at Raju. The looking that was — the looking was the looking that Raju recognised. The looking that was: is this real? Is this person real? Is the speaking real? The looking that Raju had given to Keshav, thirty-two years ago, when Keshav had offered chai and the offering was the first-safe-thing.

"Chai piyo," Raju said to the eight-year-old. Drink chai. The sentence that was — the sentence was the inheritance. The inheritance of Keshav's single word ("Chai?") passed from Keshav to Raju and from Raju to the next child, the passing being the network's tradition, the tradition being: the first-safe-thing is offered, the offered-thing is chai, the chai is the trust, the trust is the beginning.


  
    Chapter 19: Milap (The Meeting)

    
    
  
  2015

Samaira Apte found Leela on a Wednesday in November. The finding that was — the finding was not dramatic. The finding was not the cinematic finding (the chase, the confrontation, the reveal that happened in a single explosive scene). The finding was the investigator's finding: slow, methodical, the culmination of thirty-seven years of work condensed into a single moment that was, itself, quiet.

The finding happened in Pune. At a hospital — not KEM, not Mumbai. A hospital in Pune called Sahyadri, the hospital where Bharati had been admitted three days earlier. Bharati who was — Bharati who was seventy-two and whose seventy-two years had finally produced the thing that seventy-two years produced: the body's decline. The decline that was not dramatic (not cancer, not heart attack, not the sudden-decline that dramatic narratives preferred). The decline that was: age. The aging that was the particular aging of a woman who had spent forty-four years doing the work that should have been done by the system and that the system did not do and that the not-doing had been carried by Bharati's body and that the body was, now, declining under the weight of the carrying.

Bharati was in the hospital. Chinmay was with her. And Leela had come — Leela had come from Panchgani to Pune because Bharati was in the hospital and because the hospital was the place where the family gathered when the family-member was in decline, the gathering being the network's version of the family's gathering, the version that was dispersed and that required the re-gathering and the re-gathering being the vulnerability.

Samaira found Leela because Samaira had been watching the hospital. Not specifically — Samaira had been watching Kaveri's shelter. Samaira who had, over the twelve years since she had found Vandana at the market, maintained her surveillance. The surveillance that was not constant (Samaira was sixty-three, Samaira did not have the endurance for constant surveillance) but periodic — the periodic watching that was: visit Pune quarterly, observe the shelter, note the visitors, the noting being the investigation's heartbeat, the heartbeat that kept the investigation alive.

On this visit, Samaira noted: unusual activity at Kaveri's shelter. A car — a car that Samaira had not seen before, a white Maruti Swift (the car that had replaced the Maruti 800 in India's middle-class fleet, the replacing being the particular Indian automotive evolution that Samaira tracked the way she tracked everything: automatically, compulsively). The car arriving at the shelter at 7 AM. A woman getting out — a woman who was approximately fifty. Not tall, not short. Dark hair, no grey. Wearing a salwar kameez that was ordinary and that was, in its ordinariness, the particular clothing of a person who did not want to be noticed.

The woman entered the shelter. Stayed for twenty minutes. Exited. Got in the car. Drove — not back the way she had come. Drove toward Sassoon Road. Toward Sahyadri Hospital.

Samaira followed. The following that was — the following was Samaira's skill, the skill that thirty-seven years had refined to the point where the skill was instinct: follow at three cars' distance, vary the distance, never make eye contact in the mirrors, the mirrors being the danger and the danger being: if the followed-person saw the following-person in the mirrors, the following was over.

The woman parked at Sahyadri Hospital. Entered. Samaira parked. Entered.

Inside the hospital: the woman went to the third floor. Ward 307. Samaira waited — waited at the nurses' station, the waiting that was the positioning, the positioning being: I am a visitor, I am waiting for someone, the waiting is unremarkable.

Samaira waited forty-five minutes. The woman exited Ward 307. The woman's face was — Samaira saw the face and the face was the face that the investigation had been seeking for thirty-seven years. Not because Samaira recognised the face (Samaira had never seen Lata Jadhav's face as an adult; Samaira had only the childhood photograph from the 1978 missing-persons file). Because the face matched. The face matched the description that Samaira had built over thirty-seven years of investigation: the woman near the van (Mrs. Kulkarni's description — but that was Bharati, not Lata; the description had been misattributed). The woman who gave Rohini the evidence (Rohini's non-verbal confirmation — young, Marathi-Hindi, no name). The woman who was the network's operative.

But it was the eyes. The eyes that Samaira recognised. Not from the photograph — from Vandana. From the market in Pune, twelve years ago. From the woman who selected coriander leaf by leaf and whose eyes were the eyes of a mother who was waiting. Leela's eyes were — Leela's eyes were Vandana's eyes. The particular genetic inheritance that mothers passed to daughters and that daughters carried without knowing and that the carrying was visible to anyone who had seen the mother, the visible being: the shape of the eyes, the depth of the looking, the particular quality that said: I am searching for something and the something is the thing I lost.

Samaira approached. In the corridor. Third floor. Sahyadri Hospital.

"Leela?"

The name that Samaira used — the name that Samaira guessed, the guess being: the network renamed the children, the renaming being the protection, the new name being unknown. But "Leela" was the name that Vandana had told her — the name that the network had communicated to Vandana once, years ago, the name that Vandana had given Samaira at the market and that Samaira had held for twelve years.

The woman stopped. The stopping that was — the stopping was not the startle-stop (the stop of a person who is surprised). The stopping was the professional-stop — the stop of a person who has been trained to respond to unexpected situations with calm rather than panic, the calm being Bharati's training, the training that said: when the unexpected arrives, stop. Assess. Respond.

"Kaun?" Who?

"Mera naam Samaira Apte hai. Main private investigator hoon. Mumbai se. Main — main tumhe bahut time se dhuundh rahi hoon." My name is Samaira Apte. I'm a private investigator. From Mumbai. I've been looking for you for a very long time.

Leela's face. The face that — the face that Samaira watched for the response. The response that would tell Samaira: run or stay? The run being the network's trained response (the response that said: when found, flee, the fleeing being the survival). The stay being: something else. The something-else that Samaira hoped for — the hope that thirty-seven years of investigation had produced, the hope being: when I find her, she will stay. She will talk. She will tell me.

Leela stayed.

"Bahut time matlab?" A very long time meaning?

"1978 se. Saintees saal." Since 1978. Thirty-seven years.

"Saintees saal?" The repetition that was — the repetition was the processing. The processing that said: this woman has been looking for me for thirty-seven years. This woman has spent more years looking for me than I have been Leela. This woman — who is this woman?

"Main Vandana-tai ki taraf se hoon," Samaira said. I'm on Vandana's side. The sentence that was — the sentence was the key. Not the investigator's key (the evidence, the files, the connections). The human key. The key that said: I know your mother. I am here because of your mother. The mother being the thing that unlocked the door that the network had locked thirty-seven years ago.

"Aai?" The word. The word that Leela said — "Aai," the Marathi word for mother — the word that Leela had not said aloud in thirty-seven years and that the saying produced the same response that Raju's first words had produced five years ago: the crack. The crack in the wall. The crack that let the inside-thing out, the inside-thing being: the daughter who had been hidden inside the operative, the daughter who had been submerged by Leela, the daughter who was, in the saying of "Aai," surfacing.

"Haan. Tumchi Aai. Vandana-tai. Ti Pune madhe aahe. Ti pachhattis varsha vaatchat aahe." Yes. Your mother. Vandana. She's in Pune. She's been waiting for thirty-five years. Samaira switched to Marathi — the Marathi that was Vandana's language and that was, therefore, the language of the mother, the mother-language being the key that turned in the lock.

 * 

They talked. Not in the corridor — in the hospital cafeteria. The cafeteria that was the particular Indian hospital cafeteria: fluorescent lights, Formica tables, the smell of sanitiser and idli-sambar simultaneously, the simultaneously being the Indian-hospital experience: the clinical and the domestic coexisting in the same space.

Samaira told Leela: thirty-seven years. The thirty-seven years that were: the file on Lamington Road, the ACTIVE drawer, the Nagpur visits, the KEM surveillance, the Borivali chawl, the Kaveri encounter, the Vandana encounter, the Deshpande partnership, the Satpura clearing (the empty clearing, the cold fire-pit, the flat rock), the Prerna connection, the Rohini trail. Thirty-seven years of: I did not stop. I did not let go. The not-stopping being the thing that Samaira was and that the being-of-the-thing had consumed Samaira's life, the consuming being: no marriage (the investigation was the relationship), no children (the investigation was the child), no retirement (the investigation was the purpose, the purpose being: find Lata Jadhav).

Leela listened. The listening that was — the listening was the operative's listening (the listening that heard everything and that filed everything and that assessed everything). But the listening was also — the listening was the daughter's listening. The daughter who was hearing, for the first time, that someone outside the network had been searching for her. That the searching had lasted thirty-seven years. That the searching was one woman's obsession. That the obsession was funded by two hundred rupees per case and that the two-hundred-rupees was the particular Indian economy of dedication, the dedication that could not be bought but that could sustain itself on almost nothing.

"Aai kashi aahe?" Leela asked. How is Mama? In Marathi. The Marathi that Leela had not spoken regularly for thirty-seven years but that the tongue remembered because the tongue's memory was older than the mind's memory, the tongue remembering the mother-language the way the hands remembered Vandana's pohe: automatically, deeply, the depth being: this was the first language, this was the language that the mouth learned before the mouth knew it was learning.

"Ti theek aahe. Ti strong aahe. Ti — ti roj pohe banvte. Tumchya saathi. Jasta shengdane. Tumchya saathi." She's okay. She's strong. She — she makes pohe every day. For you. Extra peanuts. For you.

Extra peanuts. The extra peanuts that — Leela's hands. The hands that went to the face. The hands covering the face. The covering that was — the covering was the crying. The crying that was not the operative's crying (the operative did not cry; the operative assessed) and not the leader's crying (the leader could not cry; the leader led). The crying that was the daughter's crying. The daughter who had been making mental pohe with extra peanuts every night for thirty-seven years and who was now told that the mother had been making physical pohe with extra peanuts every morning for thirty-seven years and the two-directional pohe-making was the connection that the distance had not destroyed and that the destruction-failure was the evidence that the connection was real.

"Roj?" Every day?

"Roj. Pachhattis varsha. Roj." Every day. Thirty-five years. Every day.

Leela cried. In a hospital cafeteria in Pune. Under fluorescent lights. At a Formica table. Over chai that was too milky and too mild (Pune chai — the twenty-five-year disappointment that Vandana had experienced and that Leela was now experiencing, the disappointing-chai being the particular genetic inheritance: mother and daughter both disappointing-chai drinkers, the drinking being the shared complaint that neither knew the other shared).

Samaira waited. The waiting that was — the waiting was the skill that thirty-seven years had taught: wait. The waiting produces the thing that the pushing does not produce. The waiting produces: trust.

"Main unhe milna chahti hoon," Leela said. I want to meet her.

"Haan." Yes.

"Par — Bharati-didi. Hospital mein hain. Main — main abhi nahi ja sakti. Bharati-didi — woh —" But — Bharati-didi. She's in the hospital. I can't go right now. Bharati-didi — she —

"Main samajhti hoon," Samaira said. I understand. The understanding that was — the understanding was the investigator's understanding, the understanding that said: this woman has two families. The born-family (Vandana, the mother, the pohe) and the made-family (Bharati, the network, the mission). The two families existing simultaneously and the simultaneously being the particular condition that the network had produced and that the network's children lived with: the dual-belonging, the belonging to the before and the after, the before being the family that was born and the after being the family that was made and the two families being, both, real.

"Jab ready ho, bolo. Main Vandana-tai ko laaungi." When you're ready, tell me. I'll bring Vandana.

"Promise?" Leela said. The word in English. The same word that Vandana had used. In the market. Twelve years ago. The word that mother and daughter both used, the using being the inheritance that neither knew the other shared — the English word in the Marathi conversation, the word that said: this is too important for Marathi, this is too important for Hindi, this word needs the English weight, the English-weight being the particular gravity that bilingual speakers assigned to the borrowed word.

"Promise," Samaira said. For the second time. The first promise made to the mother. The second promise made to the daughter. The two promises being the investigator's burden and the investigator's purpose and the purpose being: reunite. The reuniting that had been the goal for thirty-seven years and that was now — close. Not complete. But close.


  
    Chapter 20: Ghar Wapsi (Homecoming)

    
    
  
  2016

The reunion happened on a Sunday. A Sunday in January — the January that was Pune's best month, the month when the weather was what Pune's weather wanted to be all year: cool mornings, warm afternoons, the particular pleasantness that January provided and that the rest of the year revoked. The January that was — the January was the month that Vandana had chosen. Not Samaira, not Leela. Vandana. The mother who had been waiting for thirty-eight years and who, when told that the waiting could end, had said: "January madhe. Mi pohe banvin. Ti yeil tevha pohe tayar asel pahije." In January. I'll make pohe. When she comes, the pohe must be ready.

The pohe must be ready. The sentence that was — the sentence was the mother's sentence, the sentence that said: after thirty-eight years, the first thing is the pohe. Not the words (the words would come). Not the crying (the crying would come). Not the questions (what happened, where were you, why didn't you come back, the questions that thirty-eight years had accumulated and that the accumulation had compressed into a pressure that would, when released, produce — what? Vandana did not know. The not-knowing being the particular terror of a reunion: the not-knowing what the reunion would be). The first thing was: the pohe. The pohe that Vandana had been making for thirty-eight years for a daughter who was not there and that would now, for the first time, be made for a daughter who was there.

Kaveri's shelter. Kothrud. Pune. The shelter that Vandana had been in for thirty-eight years — not continuously (Vandana had moved, had lived in other places, had spent years in a flat in Shivajinagar that the network had arranged, the arranging being the gradual normalization of Vandana's life, the normalization that said: you are no longer hiding, you are living, the living being the thing that the hiding prevented and that the not-hiding allowed). But Kaveri's shelter was the place. The place that was the beginning — the beginning of Vandana's after-Sitapur-Gali life — and that would now be the place of the reunion.

Vandana woke at 4 AM. The 4 AM that was — the 4 AM that Vandana could not sleep past because the sleeping-past was impossible when the waking was going to produce the thing that thirty-eight years had been waiting for. The 4 AM that was dark (Pune's January dark, the dark that was cool and that had the particular quality of pre-dawn: the quality that said: the day is coming, the day is extraordinary, the extraordinary is approaching).

Vandana went to the kitchen. Kaveri's kitchen — the kitchen that had been Vandana's for so long that the possessive had shifted, the kitchen that was now Vandana's kitchen even though the kitchen was in Kaveri's house, the shifting being the particular claim that daily cooking established: the kitchen belongs to the person who cooks in it, the cooking being the sovereignty.

The pohe. The pohe that Vandana began at 4 AM because the pohe needed to be perfect and the perfect needed time and the time was the four minutes (the soaking, the sacred four minutes) but also the preparation-time, the time that preceded the four minutes: the selecting of the flattened rice (the best quality — not the thick flakes, not the thin flakes, the medium flakes that absorbed the water at the right rate and that produced the right texture, the right-texture being: soft but not mushy, each flake distinct, the distinction being the standard that thirty-eight years of daily pohe-making had established and that today's pohe would meet or exceed).

The mustard seeds. Selected. The curry leaves. Fresh — the freshest, from the curry-leaf plant that Vandana maintained on Kaveri's balcony, the plant that was the descendant of the plant on Sitapur Gali (not literally — the Sitapur Gali plant was long dead; but the maintaining of a curry-leaf plant was the continuity, the continuity being: the plant is the same even when the plant is different, the same-ness being the act of maintaining rather than the genetics of the plant). The turmeric. The green chillies — Nagpuri mirchi, because Vandana had never accepted Pune's mild chillies, the never-accepting being the Vidarbha stubbornness that was Vandana's inheritance and that Vandana had, unknowingly, passed to Leela, the passing being the particular transmission that genes accomplished without the transmitter knowing: the mother's stubbornness in the daughter's palate.

The peanuts. The peanuts that Vandana selected — the best peanuts. The extra peanuts. The extra peanuts that were for Lata, that had always been for Lata, that were — today — actually for Lata. The actually being the word that thirty-eight years had been waiting for: actually. Not mentally. Not symbolically. Actually.

 * 

Leela arrived at 10 AM. In the white Maruti Swift. Alone — Raju had offered to come ("Main bhi chalunga" — I'll come too) and Leela had said no, the no being the particular decision that said: this is between a mother and a daughter, this is the space that only two people can occupy, the two being the two who had been separated and who were now being reunited and the reuniting being the intimate-thing, the thing that witnesses would diminish.

Samaira was there. At the shelter. Not inside — outside. On the street. The investigator's position — the position that said: I brought this moment into existence and I will watch from outside because the inside is not mine. The inside belongs to the mother and the daughter. The watching from outside is the investigator's completion: the case is closed. The file can move from ACTIVE to CLOSED. The moving being the thing that thirty-seven years had been working toward.

Leela parked. Got out of the car. Stood on the street in Kothrud and looked at the shelter — the shelter that was an ordinary house, the ordinary house in which Leela's mother had lived for decades, the living being the waiting and the waiting being the love and the love being the thing that distance could not destroy.

Leela's hands were shaking. The shaking that was — the shaking was not the operative's shaking (the operative did not shake; the operative was trained for calm). The shaking was the daughter's shaking. The daughter who was forty-nine and who had not seen her mother since she was twelve and who was now standing on a street in Pune and who was shaking because the shaking was the body's response to the impossible: I am going to see my mother. After thirty-eight years. I am going to see my mother.

Leela walked to the door. Knocked. Three knocks — and then stopped. Stopped because the three knocks were the knocks that had started everything, the three knocks at 11:47 PM on August 26, 1978, the three knocks that had been the beginning of the taking. And the taking had begun with three knocks and the reunion was beginning with three knocks and the symmetry was the thing that Leela noticed and that the noticing produced: a laugh. A small laugh. The laugh that said: the knocking is the story. The knocking began the story and the knocking is ending the story and the story is thirty-eight years long and the story's symmetry is — ridiculous. Beautifully ridiculous.

The door opened. Kaveri — Kaveri who was now eighty-nine and who was smaller than ever but whose eyes were the same teacher's eyes and whose posture was the same teacher's posture. Kaveri who looked at Leela and who said: "Aat ye." Come in. The two words that were — the two words that were Kaveri's gift: not drama, not tears, not the making-of-a-moment. The making-of-an-entry. The simple: come in. The in being the place where the mother is.

Leela entered. The shelter — the shelter was a house. A house that smelled of — the house smelled of pohe. The smell that was — the smell that was everything. The smell that was Sitapur Gali and the kitchen and the morning and Vandana's hands and the four minutes and the mustard seeds and the curry leaves and the turmeric and the chillies and the peanuts and the — the smell that was home. Not the Satpura-home. Not the Panchgani-home. The first home. The original home. The home that the nose remembered before the mind could say "this is the smell of home" and that the nose's remembering produced: the crying.

Leela cried. In the doorway. Before she saw Vandana. The crying triggered by the smell — the smell that was the mother's smell, the cooking-smell that was the love-smell, the love that the nose knew before the eyes confirmed and the confirmation being: the nose was right. The mother is here. The mother has been cooking. The cooking is for me.

Vandana was in the kitchen. Of course Vandana was in the kitchen — where else would Vandana be? The kitchen being the place, the only place, the place where Vandana was Vandana and where the Vandana-ness was the pohe and the pohe was the love and the love was the thing that had not stopped for thirty-eight years.

Vandana heard the crying. Turned. From the stove. The turning that was — the turning was the slow-motion turning that happened when the body moved but the mind was ahead of the body, the mind having already processed what the turning would reveal and the processing producing the particular preparation that the body needed: brace yourself. The thing you have been waiting for is here.

And then Vandana saw Leela. And Leela saw Vandana. And the seeing was — the seeing was thirty-eight years compressed into a single visual exchange, the exchange being: the mother seeing the daughter (the daughter who was twelve the last time and who was now forty-nine, the forty-nine being the time that the mother had missed, the missing being written on the daughter's face in the particular language of aging: the lines, the maturity, the twelve-year-old's face grown into the forty-nine-year-old's face, the growth that the mother had not witnessed and that the not-witnessing was the cost, the cost that Bharati had carried and that was, now, visible). And the daughter seeing the mother (the mother who was thirty-four the last time and who was now seventy-two, the seventy-two being the time that the daughter had missed, the missing being written on the mother's face in the particular language of aging: the grey hair, the smaller body, the thirty-four-year-old's strength compressed into the seventy-two-year-old's resilience, the compression that the daughter had not witnessed and that the not-witnessing was the price of safety).

"Aai."

"Lata."

The two names. The original names — not Leela (the operative's name, the network's name, the name that meant play). Lata. The name that the mother had given and that the mother spoke and that the speaking returned the daughter to the daughter's original self, the original-self that had been hidden inside Leela for thirty-eight years and that was, in the mother's speaking of the name, un-hidden.

Vandana put down the ladle. (The ladle. The ladle that Leela had dropped five years ago when Raju spoke. The ladle that was the kitchen's instrument and that was, in the putting-down, the relinquishing of the activity in favour of the person. The ladle put down the way weapons were put down: the laying-down that said: I am done with the doing, I am here for the being, the being-with being the thing that the ladle could not provide.)

Vandana walked to Leela. Leela walked to Vandana. The walking that was — the walking was the closing of the distance. The distance that had been: Nagpur to Satpura to Panchgani to Pune. The distance that had been: thirty-eight years. The distance that was now: three metres, two metres, one metre, zero.

The embrace. The embrace that was — the embrace was the thing that the body had been waiting for. Not the mind (the mind had been occupied with survival, with the network, with the operations, with the being-Leela). The body. The body that had been twelve when it was last held by this body and that was now forty-nine and that was being held again and that the being-held produced the particular sensation that the body remembered: the mother's arms. The mother's chest. The mother's heartbeat (the heartbeat that the twelve-year-old had heard in the womb and that the body remembered from the womb and that the hearing-again produced the regression, the regression being: forty-nine years old and a child, a child in her mother's arms, the being-a-child that was possible only in the mother's arms and that was, after thirty-eight years of not-being-a-child, the rest, the particular rest that the body needed and that only the mother's body could provide).

Vandana held. Leela held. The holding that was — the holding was tight. The tight that said: I will not let go. The not-letting-go that was the promise that both bodies made to each other and that the promise was: this is the end of the distance. This is the end of the separation. This is the end of the thirty-eight years.

They stood. In the kitchen. Holding. The holding that lasted — minutes. The minutes that were — the minutes were outside time. The minutes that did not count because the minutes were the reunion's time, the reunion's time being the time that was not clock-time but emotional-time, the emotional-time being: as long as the bodies need, the needing being the measure and the measure being: longer than minutes, shorter than forever, the exact duration of a mother holding a daughter who has been gone for thirty-eight years.

The pohe was on the stove. The pohe that was — ready. The pohe that had been made by a seventy-two-year-old woman at 4 AM for a forty-nine-year-old woman who was, in this kitchen, twelve again. The pohe that had extra peanuts. The pohe that was perfect.

"Bas, bas," Vandana said. "Pohe thanda hotoy." Enough. The pohe is getting cold.

The sentence that was — the sentence was the most mother sentence. The sentence that said: the crying is done, the holding is done, the reunion is happening, but the pohe is getting cold and the getting-cold is the practical matter that the mother addresses because the mother is practical and the practical is the love and the love is: eat. Eat the pohe. The pohe that I made for you. The pohe that I have been making for you for thirty-eight years. Eat.

Leela sat at the table. Kaveri's table — the table in the kitchen where Vandana had fed Meena and Geeta and all the women who had passed through the shelter over the decades. The table that was now the reunion-table.

Vandana served the pohe. On a plate. The plate placed in front of Leela the way plates had been placed in front of Lata on Sitapur Gali — with the particular care that the serving required: the pohe centered, the garnish (coriander, lemon wedge, coconut) arranged, the arrangement being the aesthetic that Vandana maintained because the aesthetics was the respect, the respect for the food and for the eater and for the act of eating, the act being sacred.

Leela ate. The first bite — the first bite that was — the first bite was: four minutes of soaking (perfect), mustard seeds (perfectly popped), curry leaves (fresh, from the balcony plant), turmeric (the yellow, the colour of home), green chillies (Nagpuri mirchi — hot, unapologetically hot, the Vidarbha identity in the bite), peanuts (extra, the extra that was Lata's, the extra that was the love), sugar (a pinch, the Nagpuri-style sweetness that balanced the heat), salt (correct), coriander (fresh), lemon (squeezed), coconut (grated).

The taste that was — the taste was home. Not the home-metaphor. The actual taste of home. The taste that the tongue remembered from thirty-eight years ago and that the tongue confirmed: this is the same. This is the same pohe. This is the same woman's hands. This is the same recipe. This is the same love.

"Aai." Leela's voice. Small. The smallness being: the daughter. "Pohe khup bhari aahe." Mama. The pohe is amazing.

The sentence. The sentence that was — the sentence was the ritual. The ritual that had been interrupted thirty-eight years ago and that was now, in this kitchen, resumed. The ritual that said: the mother makes pohe, the daughter eats pohe, the daughter says the pohe is amazing. The ritual that was the morning. The ritual that was the family. The ritual that was the thing that the taking had interrupted and that the reunion had resumed and that the resuming was the proof: the connection was never destroyed. The connection was stretched. The connection was attenuated. The connection was reduced to mental pohe and unsent letters and two-word messages. But the connection was never destroyed. The connection was pohe. The connection was extra peanuts. The connection was: Aai, pohe khup bhari aahe.

Vandana sat down. Across from Leela. At the table. And Vandana — Vandana did not eat. Vandana watched. The watching that was — the watching was the mother's watching. The watching that said: I am watching you eat because the watching-you-eat is the thing I have missed for thirty-eight years and the watching is the joy and the joy is enough and I do not need to eat, I need to watch, the watching being the nourishment that the mother receives from the daughter's eating.

Outside, on the street, Samaira Apte sat in her car. The car that was parked across from the shelter. The car in which Samaira sat and from which Samaira could see, through the shelter's kitchen window (the window that was open, the January air being cool enough to require the window's opening for the cooking-smoke's exit), two women at a table. One eating. One watching.

Samaira took no photograph. For the first time in thirty-seven years of investigation, Samaira did not document. The not-documenting being: this is not evidence. This is not the investigation. This is the thing that the investigation was for. The thing that the file was for. The thing that the ACTIVE drawer held for thirty-seven years. The thing that was now happening and that did not need to be documented because the thing was not data. The thing was: a mother watching a daughter eat pohe. In a kitchen in Pune. On a Sunday in January.

The file was closed.


  
    Epilogue: Dastak (The Knock)

    
    
  
  2028

Fifty years.

Fifty years since the knock — the three knocks at 11:47 PM on August 26, 1978, the three knocks that had started the story, the three knocks that Lata Jadhav (twelve years old, Sitapur Gali, Nagpur) had heard and that had been the beginning of the taking and the beginning of the becoming and the beginning of the life that the twelve-year-old could not have imagined and that the sixty-two-year-old now sat inside, the sitting being: a verandah in Panchgani, a January morning, the fog in the valley, the harmonium in the corner, the chai on the table.

Leela — Lata — the two names that were now one, the one being the person who contained both and who no longer needed to choose between them: Leela for the network, Lata for the mother, both for the self, the self being the person who had been twelve and kidnapped and trained and named and renamed and who had, over fifty years, become the person who sat on a verandah in Panchgani and watched the fog and drank chai and was — at peace. Not the peace of resolution (resolution was too clean, too complete; the story was not clean, the story was messy and imperfect and human). The peace of acceptance. The acceptance that said: this is the life. The life that was made from violence and rescue and forest and harmonium and pohe and silence and speaking and distance and reunion. The life that was — all of it. All of it being the truth.

Vandana was in the kitchen. Of course Vandana was in the kitchen — Vandana who was now eighty-four and who had moved to Panchgani two years after the reunion, the moving being the decision that Vandana had made and that the decision was: "Mi ithe rahnar. Mazya mulishi. Aata." I'm living here. With my daughter. Now. The now being the word that contained forty years of not-now, the not-now being over, the over being permanent.

Vandana was making pohe. The pohe that was — the pohe was the constant. The constant across fifty years of change: Sitapur Gali kitchen to Kaveri's kitchen to Panchgani kitchen, the kitchens changing and the pohe remaining, the remaining being the particular resilience of a recipe that was not a recipe but a prayer and that the prayer's resilience was: the prayer did not need the temple, the prayer needed only the hands and the ingredients and the four minutes, the four minutes that had been sacred in 1978 and that were sacred in 2028 and that would be sacred in whatever year came after 2028 because the sacred was not in the year but in the act.

The mustard seeds popped. The sound that was the morning — the sound that had been the morning for fifty years, the sound that was Vandana and was Sitapur Gali and was home, the home that was portable, the home that was: wherever Vandana made pohe, that was home.

"Pohe tayar aahe!" Vandana called. The pohe is ready! The voice that carried — the eighty-four-year-old voice that was not the thirty-four-year-old voice but that carried the same, the carrying being the voice's persistence, the persistence that aging could compress but could not silence.

 * 

The verandah was full. The fullness being the family — the family that the network had produced, the family that was not the biological family and not the institutional family but the particular family that rescue created: the family of the rescued and the rescuers, the family that was bound not by blood but by the shared experience of danger and the shared experience of safety and the two experiences being the bond.

Raju was there. Raju who was fifty-two and who spoke now — not constantly (the speaking had never become constant; the speaking had become selective, the selective-speaking being Raju's particular mode: the mode that said: I will speak when speaking adds something and I will be silent when silence adds something and the adding is the criterion, the criterion being: does this word improve the silence? If no, silence. If yes, word). Raju was drinking chai. The chai that was not Keshav's chai — Keshav's chai was irreplaceable, the irreplaceable being the particular quality that a specific person's making gave to a specific thing, the making being the person and the person being the making and the two being inseparable.

Keshav was gone. Keshav who had died in 2019 — the death that was the military man's death: quiet, controlled, the dying being the last operation and the operation conducted with the discipline that Keshav had maintained for fifty years. Keshav who had died in Mumbai, in a hospital, with Chinmay playing harmonium at the bedside (the harmonium through the phone, the phone placed on the hospital table, the tinny-compressed sound being the last sound that Keshav heard, the last-sound being: music, the music that Chinmay had been playing for Keshav for forty-one years and that the playing was the farewell and the farewell was the harmonium and the harmonium was Chinmay and Chinmay was the love).

Keshav's chai was now made by — everyone. Everyone made Keshav's chai. The recipe that Keshav had never written down (the recipe being: strong, sweet, the proportions being Keshav's instinct rather than Keshav's measurement) and that everyone remembered differently and that the remembering-differently produced: four different chais that were all Keshav's chai and that were all not-Keshav's chai, the all-and-not being the particular tribute of a recipe remembered by loved ones, the loved-ones' versions being the approximation that was the honour, the honour being: we try to make your chai and the trying is the remembering and the remembering is the love.

Bharati was there. Bharati who was eighty-five and who was — Bharati was diminished. Not in spirit (the spirit being the thing that could not be diminished, the thing that was Bharati's core, the core that had built the network from nothing and that had maintained the network for forty-four years and that had, in the maintaining, changed the lives of — the number was now: one hundred and twelve. One hundred and twelve children extracted over forty-four years. One hundred and twelve children who were alive because Bharati had done the thing that the law called criminal and that the children called rescue). Diminished in body. The body that was eighty-five and that moved slowly and that required Chinmay's arm for the walking and Chinmay's steadiness for the standing and Chinmay's presence for the being, the presence being the thing that sixty-year-old Chinmay provided to eighty-five-year-old Bharati: the steadiness of a man who had been rescued at eleven and who had spent his life being steady for the woman who had rescued him.

Chinmay's harmonium was on the verandah. The same harmonium — the harmonium that was now fifty years old and that was, in its fifty-year-ness, more patched than original, the patches being: new bellows (three times replaced), new keys (twice replaced), new tape on the wood (constantly replaced). The harmonium that was the ship of Theseus: every part replaced, the whole remaining, the remaining being: the harmonium was Chinmay's and the being-Chinmay's was the identity that the parts could not change, the identity being: this is the instrument that played "Lag Jaa Gale" in a forest in the Satpura hills in 1978 and that plays "Lag Jaa Gale" on a verandah in Panchgani in 2028 and that the playing is the same even though the parts are different.

Samaira was there. Samaira who was seventy-six and who was — Samaira was the guest. Not the outsider-guest (Samaira had not been an outsider since the hospital corridor in 2015). The honoured-guest. The guest who was honoured because the guest had kept a file in an ACTIVE drawer for thirty-seven years and the keeping was the dedication and the dedication was the thing that had produced the reunion and the reunion was the thing that the family celebrated and the celebrating included the person who had made the celebrating possible.

Samaira's office on Lamington Road was closed. Closed in 2020 — the closing being the retirement, the retirement that Samaira had resisted for years (the resisting being: the ACTIVE drawer still had files, the files being the cases that Samaira could not let go) and that Samaira had finally accepted when the body said: enough. The enough that was the body's decision, not the mind's decision, the mind still wanting to investigate and the body saying: the investigating is done. The investigating's greatest case is closed. The file is in the CLOSED drawer. The CLOSED drawer being the place where the Jadhav file now rested, the resting being the completion.

 * 

The children came. Not children — adults. The adults who had been the network's children, the children who had been extracted from violent homes over forty-four years and who had grown up and who were now adults with their own lives and their own families and their own kitchens and their own pohe (or their own dal-bhat or their own idli or their own roti — the their-own being the particular cuisine of the region they had settled in, the settling being the network's graduation: the point at which the rescued-child became the independent-adult and the independence was the network's success).

They came for the anniversary. The fiftieth anniversary — not of the network (the network did not celebrate its own founding, the founding being the crime that was also the rescue and the celebration being complicated by the duality) but of the first extraction. The first extraction being: Lata Jadhav. August 26, 1978. The extraction that had started everything.

They came from: Mumbai, Pune, Nagpur, Bhopal, Indore, Hyderabad, Bangalore, Delhi. The geography of rescue, the geography that mapped the network's forty-four years of operation, the operation that had covered most of western and central India and that had, in the covering, saved one hundred and twelve children.

They came and they brought: food. The food that was the network's language, the language that said: I am here, I am alive, the alive being the thing that your rescue made possible and the possible being celebrated through the bringing of food. The food being: pohe (from Nagpur, from Pune, from Bhopal — the regional variations, the variations being the evidence of the network's geographic spread), dal-bhat (from the Vidarbha contingent, the dal-bhat that was central India's staple and that was, in its staple-ness, the comfort-food of the network's earliest children), samosas (from the Mumbai contingent, the samosas that were Mumbai's street-food and that were, in their bringing, the particular tribute of a city that expressed love through fried food), and — chai. Chai made in four different styles, the four styles being the four approximations of Keshav's chai, the approximations being the tribute, the tribute being: we remember. We remember the man who made chai. We remember the first-safe-thing.

 * 

Leela — Lata — sat on the verandah and watched. The watching that was — the watching was the fifty-year watching. The watching that had started in Sitapur Gali (the watching from the backyard, the watching of the sky, the watching that was the twelve-year-old's version of contemplation) and that was now the sixty-two-year-old's watching, the watching that was: the family on the verandah, the fog in the valley, the harmonium in the corner, the pohe in the kitchen, the chai on the table.

She did not make the mental pohe anymore. She did not need to. The mental pohe — the technique that had been the survival-technology in the hole, the connection-maintenance during the thirty-eight years, the devotional-practice that had kept the mother alive in the daughter's mind — the mental pohe was no longer necessary. Because the mother was in the kitchen. The physical pohe was being made. The physical pohe made the mental pohe unnecessary.

But — sometimes. Sometimes, at night, in bed, in the dark, Leela closed her eyes and made the mental pohe anyway. Not because she needed to. Because she wanted to. Because the mental pohe was not just the technique — the mental pohe was the memory. The memory of the hole. The memory of the darkness. The memory of the twelve-year-old who had found, in the darkness, the recipe that was the light. The recipe that was the mother. The recipe that was the survival.

And the memory was important. The memory said: remember where you came from. Remember the hole. Remember the darkness. Remember the mustard seeds popping in your mind. Remember the four minutes. Remember the extra peanuts. Remember — because the remembering is the respect, the respect for the twelve-year-old who survived and for the woman who built the network and for the man who made chai and for the man who played harmonium and for the man who was silent for thirty-two years and for the mother who made pohe every morning for thirty-eight years for a daughter who was not there.

Remember.

 * 

The knock came at 6 PM. Not three knocks — one knock. The single knock that was the evening-knock, the knock of a person arriving for dinner, the knock that was not the 11:47 PM knock (the 11:47 PM knock being the particular knock of a story's beginning, the beginning that was violent and necessary and that had produced the fifty years that followed). The evening knock that was — the knock of a young woman. A young woman who was — twenty-two. Twenty-two and — the young woman was one of the network's recent rescues, the recent being: three years ago, the three-years-ago being: this woman had been nineteen when she was extracted from a home in Kolhapur where the violence was imminent and the system had failed and the failing had been the reason.

The young woman's name was: Ananya. Ananya who had been extracted and sheltered and who was now independent and who had come for the anniversary and who had brought: pohe. The pohe that Ananya had learned to make from — from Vandana. Vandana who had taught Ananya the way Vandana had taught all the network's children who passed through the Panchgani kitchen: the four minutes, the mustard seeds, the curry leaves, the turmeric, the chillies, the peanuts, the extra peanuts.

"Tai, mi pohe aanle," Ananya said to Leela. Tai, I brought pohe. The "tai" being: older sister. The honorific that the network's children used for Leela, the honorific that was not the institutional "ma'am" or the familial "didi" but the particular Maharashtra-specific "tai" that said: you are my elder, you are my family, the family being the network-family.

Leela tasted Ananya's pohe. The tasting that was — the tasting was the assessment. The assessment that was: perfect. The four minutes (perfect), the mustard seeds (perfectly popped), the curry leaves (fresh), the turmeric (the yellow of home), the chillies (Nagpuri mirchi — hot, unapologetically hot, the Vidarbha standard maintained), the peanuts (extra).

"Khup bhari aahe," Leela said. It's amazing. The sentence. The sentence that was: the ritual continued. The ritual that Lata had given to Vandana and that Vandana had given to Leela and that Leela was now giving to Ananya: the compliment, the specific compliment that said: the pohe is amazing, the amazing being the recognition, the recognition being the love.

The recipe passed. From Vandana to Lata to Leela to Ananya. The passing that was — the passing was the network's real legacy. Not the one hundred and twelve children (the number was the institutional-legacy, the legacy that could be counted). The real legacy was: the recipe. The recipe that said: you are safe. You are loved. The pohe is four minutes. The mustard seeds pop. The extra peanuts are for you.

 * 

Night. The verandah. The fog gone — the night's clarity replacing the morning's obscuring, the stars above Panchgani being the particular stars of a hill station at altitude: bright, numerous, the brightness being the altitude's gift, the altitude keeping the stars closer, the closer being the particular privilege of high places.

Chinmay played. The harmonium — the fifty-year harmonium, the patched-and-replaced harmonium, the harmonium that was itself and that was Chinmay and that was the network's voice. He played "Lag Jaa Gale." The song that was the beginning (the tenth day in the Satpura forest, the song that made Lata cry) and the middle (the wedding by the stream, the farewell before the dispersal) and the end (tonight, on the verandah, with the family gathered and the stars above and the valley below and the harmonium's voice being the voice that held them all).

Embrace me. The night is passing.

Bharati listened. Bharati whose eyes were closed. Bharati whose face was — soft. The softness that Leela had seen once before (the day that Lata played "Lag Jaa Gale" without mistakes, the day that Bharati's face had softened for the first time). The softness that said: the seventh child is on the verandah and the seventh child became the operative and the operative became the leader and the leader became the daughter-who-returned and the returning is the evidence that the work was worth it.

Vandana listened. From the kitchen doorway. The doorway that was — the doorway was the particular vantage point of the mother: the kitchen behind her (the kitchen that was her sovereignty, the kitchen that was the pohe, the kitchen that was the love) and the verandah before her (the verandah that was the family, the family that was the network's family, the family that was — despite everything, because of everything — the family that was hers).

Raju listened. Raju who had spoken and who was, tonight, choosing the silence — the chosen-silence, the silence that was not the wound but the preference, the preference of a man who understood that some moments were better witnessed in silence, the witnessing being the participation and the silence being the respect.

Leela listened. And Leela — in the dark, on the verandah, with the harmonium playing — Leela made the mental pohe. One more time. One more time because: fifty years. Because: the twelve-year-old in the hole. Because: the mustard seeds pop. Because: four minutes. Because: extra peanuts.

Because: Aai.

The harmonium played. The stars turned. The fog would return in the morning. The pohe would be made. The pohe would always be made.

The knock had come. The knock had changed everything. And everything — everything was, in the end, the pohe. The pohe that was the recipe and the prayer and the connection and the survival and the love.

Dastak.

The knock.
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