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    Chapter 1: Gauri

    
    
  
  The wind on the terrace of the Oberoi was the kind of Delhi wind that arrived in March carrying: dust, the memory of winter, and the specific cruelty of a season that refused to: commit. I pushed open the glass door, escaping the noise of the charity gala — three hundred people in a ballroom who were performing generosity at ten lakh a plate — and stepped into the: cold.

I needed ten minutes. Ten minutes away from the catering crisis (the paneer tikka had arrived: cold, which in Delhi society was: a declaration of war), the flower arrangements (orchids when I had ordered: tuberoses, because the florist believed that rich people wanted orchids and I believed that my mother had loved: tuberoses), and the incident involving a Member of Parliament and a Bollywood producer that had required: diplomatic intervention of the kind they did not teach at the Shri Ram College of Commerce.

But it was Maa's birthday. Would have been her fiftieth. And my sister Mohini had managed to smuggle in a bottle of champagne — not the Veuve Clicquot that the gala was serving, but the Sula Brut that Maa had: loved, the Indian sparkling that she chose not because it was: cheap but because it was: ours — and I was going to do the ritual. Even alone. Even on a terrace in March with the: dust and the wind and the: absence.

I set the bottle on the stone railing, pulled out the small compact of glitter from my clutch — the same compact I'd carried since I was: twelve, since the first birthday after the accident — and opened it.

"Happy birthday, Maa," I whispered. "Wherever you: are."

I blew the glitter into the air. The wind, naturally, had: opinions. The glitter caught the gust and flew back into my: face, across my lehenga, and — apparently — onto the man standing in the shadow of the: pillar.

The coughing came first. Then: the voice.

"Glitter? Seriously?"

I spun. The champagne bottle was in my hand and I was: holding it like a weapon, because Delhi at night taught women to hold: everything like a weapon.

He stepped out of the shadow. Tall. The kind of tall that Delhi's business families bred through: generations of good nutrition and genetic ambition. His sherwani was: charcoal, the fabric cut Italian-sharp but worn with the: specific ease of a man who had been wearing expensive clothes since he was: small enough to ruin them. The glitter had landed on his: jaw, on his: shoulder, across the: lapel. He looked like a man who had been: attacked by a craft supplies store.

"Who stands in the: dark on a terrace?" I said.

"Who throws: glitter on a terrace?"

"It wasn't: throwing. It was a: ritual."

"A ritual that involves: assaulting strangers with micro-plastics?"

"It's: biodegradable glitter."

"Biodegradable." He said it the way people said: "organic" or "artisanal" — with the specific scepticism of a person who had been: sold things.

I looked at him. Really: looked. The jaw was: sharp, the kind of sharp that came from either: genetics or a personal trainer, possibly: both. The eyes were: dark, intense, the eyes of a man who was: used to looking at things and deciding whether to: acquire them. Corporate eyes. Boardroom: eyes.

"I'm: sorry," I said. "About the glitter. It was for my: mother."

"Your mother is: inside?"

"My mother is: dead."

The word did what it always did — it created: a space. A pause in the conversation where the other person recalibrated, where they decided whether to: retreat or: stay. Most people: retreated. They said "I'm sorry" and then they: left, because death made people: uncomfortable and uncomfortable people: fled.

He: stayed.

"The tuberose arrangements inside," he said. "Those were for: her."

Not a question. A: deduction. The deduction of a man who paid: attention.

"The orchids were for the: gala. The tuberoses were supposed to be for her. The florist: disagreed."

"The tuberoses are: beautiful."

"The orchids are: wrong."

"They're both: flowers."

"They're not both: my mother."

He looked at me. The corporate eyes: shifted. From assessment to: something else. Something that I didn't: recognise because I didn't: expect it from a man in a charcoal sherwani on a terrace at a charity gala. Something that looked like: understanding.

"I'm Abeer," he said. "Abeer Malhotra."

Malhotra. The: Malhotras. Malhotra Industries — steel, construction, the empire that stretched from Ludhiana to Mumbai, the family whose photograph appeared in the Economic Times with the: regularity of a: weather report. Abeer Malhotra was the son. The: heir. The man who had been running the company's acquisitions division since he was: twenty-six and who was known in Delhi's business circles as: "the Calculator" because he evaluated: everything and felt: nothing.

"Gauri," I said. "Gauri Khanna."

Khanna. The: other Khannas. Not the film Khannas — the finance Khannas. Khanna Capital, the investment firm that my father had built from a: one-room office in Connaught Place into a: force, the firm that managed: portfolios and reputations and the specific Delhi equation of: money plus connections equals: power.

"I know who you: are," he said. "Your father's been trying to schedule a meeting with: mine."

"My father schedules meetings the way other people schedule: breathing. It doesn't mean I'm: involved."

"You run the: foundation."

"I run the Khanna Foundation. Which is: charity, not: business. Different: floors."

"Same: building."

"Different: elevators."

He almost: smiled. Not quite — the Calculator didn't quite: smile. But the jaw shifted. The eyes: warmed. The micro-expression of a man who had encountered someone who: pushed back, and who found the: pushing: interesting.

"I should go: inside," I said. "The MP and the producer have probably found: new reasons to fight."

"The MP started it. I: saw."

"You were: watching?"

"I watch: everything. Occupational: hazard."

"Then you'll have noticed that your sherwani has: glitter on it."

"I noticed. It's: biodegradable. Apparently."

I left. Through the glass door. Into the: noise and the heat and the three hundred people who were: performing generosity. But I looked: back. Once. Through the glass.

He was: standing where I'd left him. On the terrace. In the wind. With glitter on his jaw and something on his face that might have been: interest or might have been: calculation and that was, in either case: the beginning.


  
    Chapter 2: Abeer

    
    
  
  The glitter was still on my sherwani when I got home to the Malhotra residence in Vasant Vihar — the bungalow that my grandfather had bought in 1974 when Vasant Vihar was: farmland and that was now worth: more than the steel mills that had paid for it. The glitter caught the light of the driveway lamps — the lamps that the gardener, Ramu kaka, polished every: Wednesday — and I stood in the foyer brushing: micro-plastics off Italian fabric and thinking about a woman who threw: glitter for her dead mother and held champagne bottles like: weapons.

Gauri Khanna.

I knew the: name. Everyone in Delhi's business circuits knew the: Khannas. Harinder Khanna — "HK" to the markets, "that bastard" to his competitors — had built Khanna Capital from a: single desk in a rented office on Barakhamba Road into an investment firm that controlled: portfolios worth sixteen thousand crore. HK was: brilliant, ruthless, the kind of man who read balance sheets the way priests read: scripture — with devotion and: intent to profit.

His daughter ran the: foundation. The charitable arm. The part of the Khanna empire that: gave, which was — in Delhi — the part that: mattered, because charity in Delhi was not: altruism, it was: positioning. The right charity gala, the right foundation board, the right cause displayed at the right: moment — this was the: currency of families like ours. Families that had: money and needed: legitimacy.

But Gauri Khanna at the gala had not been: positioning. She had been: grieving. On a terrace. Alone. With a compact of glitter and a bottle of Indian sparkling and the specific rawness of a person who missed someone with: their whole body.

I had: noticed. The Calculator noticed: everything. That was the: point. My cousin Vikram — who ran our Mumbai operations and who called me "the Calculator" to my face because Vikram believed that nicknames were: gifts — Vikram said the problem with me was that I: noticed but didn't: feel. I evaluated. I assessed. I: acquired. But I didn't: feel.

He was: wrong. I felt: plenty. I simply didn't: display. Because display was: vulnerability, and vulnerability in the boardroom was: death, and the Malhotra boardroom was the only room that: mattered.

Except tonight. On the terrace. When Gauri Khanna had said "they're not both my mother" about: flowers, and I had felt: something. Something that the Calculator had no: algorithm for. Something that was warm and sharp and entirely: inconvenient.

 * 

The meeting happened on: Monday.

Not the meeting that HK had been requesting — that was a separate: negotiation, a separate: chess game being played on the upper floors of office buildings in Connaught Place and Nehru Place and the specific geography of Delhi power. This meeting was: mine.

I called it. My assistant — Priya, who managed my calendar with the: precision of an air traffic controller and the: temperament of a woman who had survived three years of working for the Calculator — Priya scheduled it for 10 AM at the Khanna Capital office on KG Marg.

"You want to meet: Gauri Khanna?" Priya had asked. The question was: professional, but the eyebrow was: personal.

"I want to discuss a: donation. From Malhotra Industries to the Khanna Foundation. CSR allocation."

"A donation. To: her foundation."

"It's: tax-efficient."

"It's: transparent."

"Book the: meeting, Priya."

The Khanna Capital office was: glass and steel, the kind of building that Delhi's corporate district produced in: abundance — buildings that looked like they had been designed by architects who had: visited Manhattan once and had returned: inspired. But the interior was: different. The interior had: warmth. Photographs on the walls — not corporate photographs, not the handshake-with-minister photographs that most Delhi offices displayed. These were: real photographs. A woman in a garden. Two girls with: ice cream. A family at: what appeared to be a Dussehra celebration, the: sparklers in the children's hands making: trails of light.

The dead: mother. In the photographs. On the: walls.

Gauri appeared at: 10:07. Seven minutes late, which was: a statement. In Delhi corporate culture, lateness was: calibrated. Five minutes meant: I'm busy. Ten minutes meant: you're not important. Seven minutes meant: I'm coming on my own terms.

She wore: a kurta. Not the designer-kurta of Delhi social events — a working kurta, cotton, the blue of: winter sky, the kind of kurta that a woman wore when she was: not performing but: working. Her hair was: tied. Her face was: bare. No glitter.

"Mr. Malhotra," she said. "You're: early."

"I'm: always early."

"That's either: discipline or: anxiety."

"I'll let you: decide."

She sat. Behind a desk that was: smaller than mine, in an office that was: smaller than mine, in a building that was: smaller than mine. And somehow the: space she occupied was: larger. The authority of a woman who ran: a foundation, who gave: money instead of: taking it, who had chosen: the opposite side of the family business and who wore: the choice like the: kurta — simply, naturally, without: performance.

"CSR donation," she said. "Priya mentioned."

"Malhotra Industries has an: allocation. The government mandate — two percent of net profit. We've been distributing it across: fifteen organisations. I want to consolidate. One: partner. One: foundation."

"That's: unusual. Most corporates diversify their CSR for: optics."

"I'm not interested in: optics."

"Everyone's interested in: optics."

"I'm interested in: impact. Your foundation's work in girls' education — the schools in Rajasthan, the scholarship programme at Lady Shri Ram — the outcomes are: measurable. Eighty-three percent retention rate. Sixty-seven percent university placement. Those aren't: optics. Those are: results."

She looked at me. The look was: evaluating. The same evaluation I performed in: boardrooms, but different — warmer, sharper, the evaluation of a woman who had been: offered things by men before and who had learned to: examine the gift before: accepting.

"You memorised our: statistics."

"I memorise: everything. It's: efficient."

"It's: impressive. Or: creepy. I haven't: decided."

"Take your: time."

"The donation amount?"

"Five: crore. Annual. Three-year: commitment."

The number landed. Five crore per year was: significant — not the: largest CSR donation in Delhi, but among the: top twenty. Enough to: fund two new schools. Enough to: double the scholarship programme. Enough to: matter.

"That's: generous," she said. The word was: careful. Not gratitude — assessment.

"It's: strategic."

"Everything with you is: strategic."

"I'm told it's my: defining characteristic."

"Who tells you: that?"

"Everyone. Frequently. With: varying degrees of admiration."

She almost: smiled. The same almost-smile I had: given on the terrace. The recognition of: a matched opponent. The: moment when two people who were used to being the: smartest person in the room discovered they were: sharing it.

"I'll review the: terms," she said. "My team will send you a: framework."

"I look forward to: it."

"Mr. Malhotra?"

"Yes?"

"You still have: glitter. On your: ear."

I reached. She was: right. A single speck of biodegradable glitter, caught in the cartilage of my left ear, surviving: three days and one: shower and the specific: humidity of a Delhi March.

"Persistent," I said.

"Biodegradable things often: are."


  
    Chapter 3: Gauri

    
    
  
  The framework meeting happened the following week, and it was: a trap.

Not a trap in the corporate sense — not the kind of trap where contracts had: hidden clauses and handshakes concealed: knives. This was a different trap. The trap of: proximity. The trap of sitting across a conference table from Abeer Malhotra for two hours while his team and my team negotiated the: terms of a CSR partnership and discovering that the man who memorised statistics also: listened.

He listened. Not the performative listening that Delhi's business men deployed — the nodding, the "absolutely," the checking-of-phone-under-table that constituted: executive engagement. Abeer Malhotra listened with his: whole body. Leaning forward when my programme director, Sunita, explained the: retention challenges in Rajasthan. Going still when the numbers were: bad. Asking questions that were: specific, that showed he had: read the reports, that showed he: understood.

The Calculator: computed. But the computation included: empathy, which was not what I had: expected.

"The schools in Barmer district," he said. "The dropout rate in Class 8 — forty-one percent. That's: higher than your Ajmer schools. Why?"

"Water," Sunita said. "The girls walk three kilometres for water. By Class 8, they're needed: at home. The education competes with: survival."

"So the solution isn't: more teachers. It's: water."

"The solution is: both. But: water first."

He wrote something. In a notebook — an actual: notebook, not a tablet, not a phone. A leather-bound notebook with: a pen. The anachronism of a man who ran: steel mills with his left hand and wrote: notes with his right.

"I want to fund: a borewell programme," he said. "Alongside the education commitment. If the water problem is: solved, the retention rate—"

"Improves by: approximately fifteen percent. Based on our Ajmer: data."

"Then the: five crore is insufficient. We'll make it: eight."

The room: stilled. Eight crore per year. Twenty-four crore over three years. The kind of money that changed: geography, that put borewells in villages that had been: walking for water since before anyone could: remember.

My programme team was: stunned. Priya — his assistant, sitting behind him with the: expression of a woman who was recalculating her understanding of her boss — was: stunned.

I was: not stunned. I was: suspicious. Because in Delhi, when someone increased a donation by: sixty percent in a single meeting, the: increase was not about: water. The increase was about: something else.

 * 

"He likes: you," Mohini said.

Mohini — my sister, twenty-six, junior analyst at Goldman Sachs Mumbai, the sister who had inherited Maa's: directness and Papa's: ability to see through: walls. Mohini was visiting Delhi for the weekend, sitting on my bed in the Khanna house in Jor Bagh, eating: rajma chawal from the kitchen that the cook, Bimla aunty, made with the: specific perfection of a woman who had been cooking for the Khanna family since before I was: born.

"He doesn't like: me. He likes: tax efficiency."

"He memorised your retention: statistics. He increased the donation by: three crore. He writes in a: notebook."

"What does the notebook have to do with: anything?"

"Men who write in notebooks are: romantics. It's: science."

"That is: not science."

"It's: Mohini science. Which is: better."

I ate the rajma chawal. The dal was: perfect — the specific creminess of Bimla aunty's rajma, the kidney beans softened for: six hours, the masala: dark, the rice: Basmati from the Khanna farms in Karnal, the rice that Papa insisted on even though you could buy: perfectly good rice from the market. "Our rice," Papa said. "From our: land."

"The issue," I said, "is that Papa wants a meeting with: Abeer's father. Surender Malhotra. And if Abeer and I are: involved in a CSR partnership, and then the families: meet, and then the meeting becomes: something else—"

"Something else meaning: arranged marriage?"

"Delhi families don't do: CSR partnerships without: considering the full: portfolio."

"Gauri. You think Papa is using the: foundation as a: marriage matchmaking service?"

"I think Papa is: incapable of seeing any interaction with the Malhotras that doesn't end in: a merger. Whether it's companies or: children."

Mohini put down the: rajma. The gesture of a woman giving: full attention. "Do you: like him?"

"I met him: twice."

"Do you: like him?"

"He's: intelligent. He: listens. He has glitter on his: ear from a week ago."

"That's a: yes."

"That's an: observation."

"Gauri. You literally just described a man as: intelligent, attentive, and: persistent. In Gauri-language, that's: a proposal."

I threw a: pillow. Mohini caught it — the reflexes of a sister who had been: pillow-attacked for twenty-six years and who had developed: defences. She threw it: back. The pillow fight lasted: eleven seconds and ended with Bimla aunty appearing at the door with: chai and the specific expression of a woman who had raised: two girls and who believed that pillow fights were: acceptable until they knocked over: the lamp.

"The lamp is: fine," Mohini said.

"The lamp was not: fine last time," Bimla aunty said. "Drink: chai."

We drank: chai. The Khanna chai — made with: Assam tea, not Darjeeling, because Papa was: Punjabi and Punjabis demanded: strength in their chai the way they demanded strength in their: business. The chai was: sweet. The evening was: warm. My sister was: here.

And somewhere in Vasant Vihar, a man who wrote in notebooks was: thinking about borewells and biodegradable glitter and the: space that opened when a woman said "my mother is: dead" and the: person who stayed.


  
    Chapter 4: Abeer

    
    
  
  The meeting with Harinder Khanna happened on a Tuesday, and it was: not about CSR.

Papa — Surender Malhotra, sixty-three, chairman of Malhotra Industries, a man whose moustache had been the same: precise width since 1985 and whose opinions had been the same: precise width since: birth — Papa had been requesting this meeting for: months. Not through the usual channels — not through the investment bankers and the lawyers and the intermediaries that Delhi's business families deployed like: diplomatic envoys. Papa had been calling: directly. Which meant: this was personal.

I knew: what it was. The way the Calculator knew: everything — by observation, by pattern recognition, by the specific Delhi mathematics of two families with: eligible children and: compatible portfolios.

The meeting was at the India International Centre — the IIC, the institution that Delhi's power class used for meetings that required: gravitas without ostentation. The dining room. Table for four. Papa and me. HK and: Gauri.

"She doesn't know," Papa said in the car. The Malhotra Mercedes — the S-Class that Papa insisted on because the S-Class was: a statement and the statement was: "I have arrived and I am not: leaving." The driver, Baldev, navigated Delhi traffic with the: specific fatalism of a man who had been driving this route for: twenty years and who no longer believed in: lane markings.

"Doesn't know: what?"

"The: proposal. The marriage proposal. I discussed it with: HK. He agreed. The children should: meet."

"We've: met."

"Socially. This is: formally."

"Papa. This is: the twenty-first century. Arranged marriages are—"

"Are: how this family has operated for four generations. Your grandfather married your grandmother through: arrangement. I married your mother through: arrangement. And your mother — may she rest in peace — was the: best thing that ever happened to me."

The mention of Maa. In the Mercedes. With Baldev pretending not to: listen and the Delhi traffic pretending not to: exist. The mention landed: softly, the way Papa's mentions of Maa always landed — with tenderness, with: pain, with the specific grief of a man who had lost his wife at: forty-three and who had not: recovered and who would not: recover because some losses were: permanent.

"I'm not against: arrangement," I said. "I'm against: ambush."

"It's not: an ambush. It's: a meeting. At IIC. With: lunch."

"Does Gauri know it's: a marriage discussion?"

"HK is: telling her. In: his own way."

"HK's 'own way' is: probably also an ambush."

"Then it's: a mutual ambush. Which is: practically an arrangement."

 * 

The IIC dining room was: quiet. The specific quiet of an institution that valued: intellect over volume, where conversations happened at: levels that required leaning forward, where the: tablecloths were white and the: service was impeccable and the food was: the food of people who ate not for: pleasure but for: fuel.

Gauri arrived with HK. Harinder Khanna was: shorter than I expected — a compact man, the energy of a: generator compressed into five feet seven inches, the face: sharp, the eyes: sharper, the: eyes of a man who had built sixteen thousand crore from: nothing and who looked at the world as if it still: owed him.

Gauri was: angry. I could see it — the set of the jaw, the: specific tension in the shoulders, the controlled breathing of a woman who had been: informed in the car, as I had been, and who was: processing.

"Abeer," HK said, extending his hand. The handshake was: a test. Every handshake with HK was: a test — too soft meant weakness, too hard meant: insecurity, the correct handshake was: firm, brief, the handshake of an: equal.

"Mr. Khanna. A pleasure."

"Surender." HK turned to Papa. "You look: well."

"I look: old. But we're not here to discuss: appearance."

They sat. The patriarchs across from: each other. The children: beside their respective fathers. The arrangement: arranged.

"Shall we discuss: the merger?" Papa said.

"We're calling it a: merger?" Gauri said. The voice was: ice. Not the cold-ice of anger — the: clear-ice of a woman who had decided to: participate in the absurdity because refusing would be: more absurd.

"What would you: call it?" Papa asked.

"An ambush. In a: dining room. With: tablecloths."

"I told you," I said to: Papa.

"The children are: aligned," HK observed. "That's: a start."

Lunch was: ordered. The IIC thali — the comprehensive, balanced, deliberately: moderate meal that the institution served as: a metaphor for itself. The conversation moved through: phases. Phase one: the fathers discussed business. Malhotra Industries' expansion into: renewable energy. Khanna Capital's new fund for: infrastructure. The specific, technical, deliberately: boring conversation that two powerful men had when they were: circling the actual: subject.

Phase two: the fathers discussed the: actual subject. The merger. The arrangement. The: proposal that two families, compatible in: wealth, in: community, in: reputation, should join through: marriage.

"The terms are: straightforward," HK said, with the: casualness of a man proposing a: business deal. "The families combine: resources. Malhotra Industries benefits from Khanna Capital's: investment expertise. Khanna Capital benefits from Malhotra's: industrial portfolio. The marriage provides: the structure."

"The marriage provides: a family," Papa corrected. Quietly. The quiet of a man who remembered: his own arranged marriage and who remembered that it had been: love. Real love. The kind that started as: arrangement and became: everything.

"Both," HK said. "The family and the: structure."

Phase three was: us. The children. Left at the table while the fathers went for: a walk in the IIC gardens, the gardens that had been designed for: exactly this purpose — for the post-lunch walk where the: real conversation happened, where the: cigars were smoked and the: details were settled and the: future of two families was decided under: neem trees.

Gauri and I sat. In the: quiet. In the: aftermath of an arrangement being: proposed over: thali.

"Did you: know?" she asked.

"I suspected. When Papa insisted on: the meeting."

"You didn't: warn me."

"I confirmed it in the: car. Fifteen minutes before: arrival. Same as: you."

"This is: absurd."

"This is: Delhi."

"Those are the: same thing."

She looked at: the tablecloth. At: her hands on the tablecloth. At the: space between us that was: simultaneously too small and too: large — the space of an arranged marriage proposal, the space that contained: possibility and: obligation and: the specific Indian arithmetic of family plus business equals: union.

"I don't: oppose arrangement," she said. "I oppose: transaction. I'm not a: portfolio to be acquired."

"I know."

"Do you? Because your nickname is: the Calculator. And Calculators: calculate."

"I also: listen. You said that. At the: framework meeting."

"I said you listened to: my programme director."

"I listened to: everyone. Including: you."

"What did I: say?"

"You said: 'They're not both my mother.' About the: flowers. On the terrace. And I: stayed."

The: memory. On the tablecloth. Between us. The memory of a night on a terrace with: wind and glitter and a champagne bottle held like: a weapon and a man in a shadow who had: stayed.

"That's not: a reason to get married," she said.

"No. But it's a: reason to consider it."


  
    Chapter 5: Gauri

    
    
  
  I said: yes.

Not immediately. Not in the IIC dining room with the: tablecloths and the thali and the fathers walking in gardens deciding: futures. The yes took: three weeks. Three weeks of: thinking, of talking to Mohini (who said "obviously yes, he writes in: notebooks"), of talking to Bimla aunty (who said "the boy eats: properly, that's enough"), of talking to: myself, which was the hardest conversation because myself had: opinions that contradicted each other with the: regularity of Delhi traffic.

The yes happened on a: Thursday evening. In the bookshop on Khan Market — the bookshop where I went when I needed to: think, because bookshops were the only places in Delhi where the: noise stopped. I was holding a copy of a Jhumpa Lahiri novel — the one about the: arranged marriage, naturally, because the universe had: a sense of humour — when my phone rang.

"The Barmer borewells are: approved," Abeer said. No preamble. No: greeting. The Calculator communicated: efficiently.

"All: twelve?"

"All twelve. The team starts drilling: next month. Your programme director — Sunita — she'll coordinate with our: engineering team."

"That's: fast."

"I don't see the point of: slow."

"Most things in Delhi are: slow."

"Most things in Delhi are: performative. This isn't."

"The borewells or: the proposal?"

Silence. The specific silence of a man who had been: operating on two levels — the CSR level and the: personal level — and who had just been: caught.

"Both," he said.

"I know."

"You: know?"

"Abeer. You increased the donation by: three crore in a single meeting. You funded: twelve borewells. You memorised my: retention statistics. You have: glitter on your ear. I: know."

"Then you know what I'm: asking."

"You're asking if I'll consider: the arrangement."

"I'm asking if you'll consider: me."

The sentence. In a bookshop. On a Thursday. While holding: Jhumpa Lahiri. The sentence that separated: arrangement from choice, that said: this is not about families merging, this is about: a person asking another person to: look at them. Really: look.

"Yes," I said. "I'll consider: you."

 * 

The engagement was: announced at a party at the Khanna house in Jor Bagh. Three hundred people. Not the same three hundred as the: charity gala — a different three hundred, because Delhi's social circles: rotated, the same families appearing in different: configurations depending on the: occasion, the way kaleidoscope patterns: shifted without the actual pieces: changing.

Mohini was: maid of honour, which she had been: practising for since she was: twelve. Papa was: radiant, the specific radiance of a Punjabi father whose daughter was marrying: well, which in Papa's lexicon meant: into a family with comparable: assets and compatible: values.

Surender Malhotra — "Papa ji," as I was now expected to call him, a: linguistic transition that felt like: crossing a border — was: formal. Warm but formal. The warmth of a man who had lost his wife and who saw in this marriage the: possibility of family expanding, of: grandchildren, of the house in Vasant Vihar becoming: full again.

Abeer stood next to me in the: Jor Bagh garden, wearing: a sherwani that did not have glitter on it, and received congratulations with the: specific efficiency of a man who was: not comfortable being congratulated but who understood that: discomfort was the price of: happiness.

"You look: terrified," I whispered.

"I look: strategic. There's a: difference."

"There: isn't."

"There is when you're: me."

The ring was: his mother's. This he told me: privately, before the party, in the study of the Khanna house where Papa kept his: books and his: whisky and his: photograph of Maa. The ring was: platinum, with a single diamond, the diamond that Abeer's mother — Kamini Malhotra, who had died when Abeer was: nineteen, a car accident on the Jaipur highway, the: loss that mirrored mine — had worn for: twenty-seven years.

"My father kept it," Abeer said. "He said: 'Give it to the woman who stays.'"

The woman who: stays. The reference to the: terrace. To the night when I said: "My mother is dead" and he: didn't leave.

"I: stayed," I said.

"No. I: stayed. You threw: glitter."

"Same: thing."

"Not: remotely."

I took the ring. The platinum was: warm — warm from his: hand, from the pocket where he had carried it, the specific warmth of a thing that had been: held. The diamond caught the: study light, the light of a room full of: books and whisky and: memory.

"It: fits," I said.

"Of course it: fits. I had it: sized."

"When?"

"When you said: yes."

"I said: 'I'll consider you.' Not: yes."

"In Gauri-language, 'I'll consider you' is: yes. Your sister: confirmed."

"Mohini is a: traitor."

"Mohini is an: asset. I'm acquiring: her loyalty."

"You can't: acquire loyalty."

"You can: earn it. With: notebooks and: borewells."

I put the ring on. The ring of: a dead mother. On the finger of: a living daughter. In the house of: a dead mother. The symmetry was: not lost. The symmetry was: the point.


  
    Chapter 6: Abeer

    
    
  
  The wedding was: a production.

Not a wedding — a: production. Four days. Three venues. Seven ceremonies. The specific orchestrated excess of a Delhi Punjabi wedding between two families whose combined net worth required: security, logistics, and a wedding planner named Ritu who operated with the: authority of a field marshal and the: budget of a small nation.

Day one: the Mehendi. At the Khanna farmhouse in Chattarpur — the farmhouse that was not: a farm but was: a five-acre property with manicured gardens, a pool, and a: banquet lawn that could accommodate four hundred people and did, because four hundred was the: intimate version of a Khanna event. Gauri's hands were: painted. The henna was: dark, the patterns: intricate, the mehndi-wallah — a woman from Jaipur who had been flown in specifically because Khanna women had been getting: their mehndi from Jaipur since 1979 — the mehndi-wallah worked for: six hours. In the pattern, hidden among the: paisleys and the peacocks, she had hidden: my name. Tradition. The groom finds his name in the: bride's mehndi. If he can't: find it, the bride: rules the household.

I found it in: four minutes. Mohini timed me. She was: unimpressed.

"Four minutes? Gauri's ex took: forty-five seconds with a word search."

"Gauri had: an ex?"

"Gauri had: a life. Before: you. Shocking: concept."

Mohini and I had developed: a relationship. The relationship was: adversarial, warm, the specific bond between a man marrying into a family and the: younger sister who served as both: gatekeeper and: interrogator. Mohini tested me: constantly. She asked: questions designed to reveal whether I was: genuine or: strategic. The answer was: both. Which Mohini, being: both herself, understood.

Day two: the Sangeet. At the Malhotra estate in Vasant Vihar — the bungalow transformed by Ritu into a: spectacle. Lights. Stage. Sound system that could have served: a stadium. The families: performed. The Khannas — led by HK, who sang "Mere Yaar Ki Shaadi" with the: specific enthusiasm of a Punjabi father who had been waiting for this: moment and who intended to: enjoy it with: full volume — the Khannas danced and sang and: celebrated with the: energy of people for whom celebration was: a competitive sport.

The Malhotras were: quieter. Papa gave a: speech. Not a performance — a: speech. About Maa. About how arrangement became: love. About how the: ring on Gauri's finger had been on: his wife's finger for twenty-seven years and how seeing it on: another finger was: both grief and: joy, both ending and: beginning.

Papa: cried. Papa never: cried. Papa who ran: steel mills and negotiated: contracts and wore the same moustache since: 1985 — Papa cried on a stage in front of four hundred people because his dead wife's ring was on his: future daughter-in-law's hand and the: beauty of it was: too large for the: container.

I stood: beside him. My hand on his: shoulder. The weight of his body: shifting toward mine, the way a body shifted toward: support when grief was: too heavy to: stand alone.

"She would have: loved Gauri," Papa said. Into the: microphone. Into: the garden. Into: the night. "Kamini would have: loved her."

 * 

Day three: the Haldi. At both houses — simultaneously, the tradition of turmeric paste applied to: bride and groom in their respective: homes, the families separated before they would be: joined. Bimla aunty made the: haldi paste — fresh turmeric from the: market, ground with sandalwood and rosewater, the paste that was: golden, fragrant, the: colour and smell of an Indian wedding compressed into: a bowl.

The women: applied it. Gauri's aunts, her: cousins, Mohini who applied: extra on Gauri's nose because sisters: weaponised every tradition. The photographs from: Mohini's phone — which she sent me in real-time, because Mohini believed in: information warfare — showed Gauri: laughing. Yellow-faced. The lehenga: already stained. The: beauty of a woman who was not: posing but: living.

At the Malhotra house, my: haldi was applied by Papa's sisters — Bua ji from Ludhiana and Bua ji from Chandigarh, the two women who constituted: the Malhotra matriarchy and who applied turmeric with the: enthusiasm of plasterers and the: commentary of film critics.

"Too thin," said Ludhiana Bua ji.

"He needs: feeding," said Chandigarh Bua ji.

"The Khannas will: feed him. Punjabis: feed."

"We are: also Punjabis."

"We are: Malhotra Punjabis. Different: category."

Day four: the wedding.

The: Gurudwara. Bangla Sahib. The golden dome catching: the morning light, the: sarovar reflecting the sky, the: sound of the shabad kirtan filling the: space with the specific peace of a place that had been: praying for three hundred years. We chose: Bangla Sahib not because of: spectacle but because of: Maa. Both Maas. Kamini Malhotra had been: married here in 1989. The symmetry: continued.

Gauri arrived in: red. The red of: Rajasthani brides, the red that meant: everything in every Indian language. The dupatta covered: her face. The: jewellery was: heavy, the kind of heavy that made you aware of: the weight of tradition, the: physical weight of what was being: undertaken.

I sat beside her. The Granth Sahib: open. The Granthi: reading. The pheras — the four rounds around the holy book, the four promises, the four: vows that constituted: marriage in the presence of: God and: five hundred people and: two families whose combined: anxiety could have powered: the national grid.

During the: third phera, Gauri's hand: tightened on mine. Not from: ritual — from: choice. The specific tightening that said: I am here. I have: chosen this. Not because our fathers: arranged it, not because the portfolios: matched, not because Delhi: expected it. Because on a terrace in March, a man: stayed.

"I'm: staying," I whispered.

"I: know," she whispered back.

The fourth phera: completed. The: Ardas said. The karah prasad: distributed — the warm, sweet, wheat-and-ghee offering that tasted like: devotion. Man and: wife. Calculator and: Foundation.

Arranged: and: chosen. Both.


  
    Chapter 7: Gauri

    
    
  
  Marriage was: a country.

Not a: metaphor — a literal country, with: borders and customs and a language that I was: learning. The country of Abeer Malhotra. The country of: Vasant Vihar, where we lived now — in the bungalow, in the rooms that had been: prepared for us on the: first floor, the rooms that Surender Papa ji had renovated with the: specific care of a man who wanted his son's wife to feel: at home in a house that was: not her home.

The rooms were: beautiful. High ceilings, the: teak furniture that the Malhotras had collected over: generations, the bed that was: new (thank God, some things should not be: inherited). The window looked onto: the garden, the garden that Ramu kaka maintained with the: devotion of a man who believed that plants were: people, which meant the garden was: immaculate, every hedge: trimmed, every flower bed: arranged, every tree: spoken to.

But marriage was not: rooms. Marriage was: mornings.

Abeer's mornings were: structured. Five AM: wake. Five-thirty: gym — the home gym in the basement that contained: equipment worth more than my first: car. Six-thirty: shower. Seven: breakfast — two eggs, one paratha, black coffee, the Economic Times. The routine was: unbreakable, the schedule of a man who had: systematised his life the way he systematised: acquisitions — completely, efficiently, without: deviation.

My mornings were: chaos. Wake: whenever my body decided. Stumble to: kitchen. Chai: first, before any other human interaction. The chai was: non-negotiable — the chai had to be: made by me, because other people's morning chai was: wrong. Not wrong in a: specific way — wrong in the: existential way that morning chai made by someone who was not: you was always: wrong.

The collision happened on: day four. The morning after: we returned from the honeymoon in Kerala (the houseboat on the Alleppey backwaters, which had been: Abeer's idea, and which had been: perfect, the water and the silence and the specific intimacy of two people learning each other in a: floating room). Day four of actual: married life. In the: kitchen.

"You're using: my coffee machine," Abeer said.

"I'm making: chai."

"In: my coffee machine?"

"I'm boiling: water. The machine: boils water. I'm using it to: boil water."

"The Breville is calibrated for: espresso extraction at exactly ninety-three degrees. Chai requires: a rolling boil. You're: damaging the calibration."

"Abeer. It's: a kettle."

"It's: not a kettle. It's a: Breville Barista Express. It cost: forty-seven thousand rupees."

"Then it should be able to: boil water."

He looked at me. I looked at: him. The morning — the fifth morning of: our marriage, the morning after the backwaters, the morning in the Vasant Vihar kitchen at: six-forty-five AM — the morning: hung between us. The first: disagreement. The first moment where two people who had: chosen each other discovered that choice included: coffee machines.

"I'll buy you: a kettle," he said.

"I have: a kettle. It's at the Jor Bagh house."

"I'll have it: brought."

"I'll get it: myself."

"Gauri."

"Abeer."

"It's: a kettle."

"Exactly. It's: a kettle. Not: a negotiation."

He: smiled. The full smile. Not the almost-smile of the terrace, not the: Calculator's micro-expression. The full, unreserved, morning-in-the-kitchen smile of a man who had just discovered that his wife had: opinions about kettles and that the opinions were: non-negotiable.

"I'll make: space," he said. "For the: kettle. On the: counter."

"Next to: the Breville."

"Not: next to. Adjacent. With a: buffer zone."

"A buffer zone. Between a kettle and a: coffee machine."

"Boundaries are: important."

"In: appliances?"

"In: everything."

The kettle arrived that: afternoon. Bimla aunty brought it — Bimla aunty who had been: cooking for the Khannas and who now came to the Malhotra kitchen twice a week because I had: negotiated her presence into the marriage the way other brides negotiated: jewellery.

The kettle sat on the: counter. Next to the Breville. With: a buffer zone of approximately four: inches. The buffer zone of: a marriage learning its: geography.

 * 

The foundation work continued. This was: non-negotiable — the one condition I had set before the: wedding, the condition that Papa and Surender Papa ji and Abeer had all: agreed to: the Khanna Foundation remained mine. My: work. My: mission. Not absorbed into Malhotra Industries' CSR portfolio, not merged into the: corporate structure, not made: subsidiary to the marriage.

"Different: elevators," Abeer had said, remembering.

"Different: buildings."

The office on KG Marg was: unchanged. Sunita ran the: programmes. The Barmer borewells were: being drilled — Abeer's eight crore at: work, the water coming, the girls: staying in school. The retention numbers from Ajmer were: up. The Lady Shri Ram scholarships had been: awarded. The work: continued, and the work was: the part of my life that was: mine in a way that the Vasant Vihar bungalow was not yet: mine.

I sat at my desk at: three PM on a Wednesday and the: phone rang.

"Mrs. Malhotra?"

The name: landed. Mrs. Malhotra. Not: Gauri Khanna. Not: Gauri. Mrs.: Malhotra. The name that was: not mine and was: mine, the name that I was: carrying now the way I carried the: ring — with awareness, with: adjustment, with the specific weight of a: new identity.

"This is Gauri," I said. "Just: Gauri."

"Ma'am, this is: Rajan. From the Malhotra Industries: legal team. I'm calling regarding the Khanna Capital-Malhotra Industries merger: proposal."

"The: what?"

"The merger. The: consolidation of Khanna Capital's investment portfolio with Malhotra Industries' corporate holdings. Mr. Harinder Khanna and Mr. Surender Malhotra have: agreed in principle. The paperwork is being: prepared."

The: phone. In my: hand. At my: desk. In my: office. The words: merger, consolidation, agreed in principle. The words that meant: the thing I had feared since the IIC lunch. The thing that Mohini had: warned about. The thing that Delhi families: did.

The marriage was: not just a marriage. It was: a merger. And the fathers had: agreed. Without telling: us.


  
    Chapter 8: Abeer

    
    
  
  Gauri was: furious.

Not the Delhi-wife furious — not the cold silence, the: withdrawn presence, the specific punishment of a woman who expressed: displeasure through absence. Gauri was: loudly furious. The Khanna furious. The furious that involved: words, delivered at: volume, in the drawing room of the Vasant Vihar bungalow, while Ramu kaka pretended to: water plants that did not need: watering and Papa sat in his: armchair looking: exactly like a man who had been: caught.

"You merged: the companies," Gauri said. "Without: telling us."

"I discussed it with: Surender."

"You discussed it with: your co-conspirator. Not with your: daughter. Not with my: husband."

The word — husband — landed on me. The word that was: new, that I was: still calibrating, the way I calibrated: everything. Husband. The Calculator was: a husband. The husband's wife was: furious. The husband should: respond.

"Papa," I said. "She's: right."

Papa looked at me. The look of a father whose son had: chosen a side, and the side was: not his. The look that contained: surprise and: betrayal and: the specific recalculation of a patriarch who had assumed that loyalty was: inherited.

"The merger benefits: both families," Papa said.

"The merger benefits: the families. Not: the marriage."

"The marriage is: the family."

"The marriage is: us. Gauri and me. And 'us' was not: consulted."

HK — Harinder Khanna, who had been summoned to the: Vasant Vihar drawing room by Gauri's phone call, the phone call that had been: three sentences long ("Papa, come to Vasant Vihar. Now. Bring: your explanation.") — HK sat on the sofa with the: posture of a man who was both: guilty and: defiant, the posture of a Delhi patriarch who believed he was: right and who was discovering that being right and being: forgiven were: different things.

"The merger is: strategic," HK said. "Malhotra Industries' industrial portfolio combined with Khanna Capital's investment expertise creates: a conglomerate. Top: twenty in India. The valuations are: favourable. The timing is: correct."

"The timing," Gauri said, "coincides: suspiciously with our wedding."

"Coincidence."

"Papa. There is no: coincidence. There is only: planning. You planned: this. Both of you. The IIC lunch. The: arrangement. The wedding. And: the merger. One: package."

The room. The drawing room where Kamini Malhotra had: hung curtains in 1989, the curtains that had been: replaced but whose: spirit remained. The room where two: families sat and the: truth was: acknowledged — not confessed, because patriarchs did not: confess, but: acknowledged, the way tectonic plates acknowledged: an earthquake.

"I will not have the: foundation absorbed," Gauri said. "The Khanna Foundation remains: independent. That was the: condition."

"The foundation is: not part of the merger," HK said.

"And: my role?"

"Your role is: your daughter-in-law's to decide," Papa said. Quietly. The quiet of a man who had: understood — perhaps for the first time, perhaps not — that the marriage he had: arranged was: not his to: control. "The marriage is: yours. The merger is: business. We should have: separated them. We: didn't. That was: wrong."

"That was: wrong," HK agreed. The agreement of two men who were: acknowledging a mistake without: apologising for it, because Delhi patriarchs did not: apologise, they: acknowledged and then they: continued.

 * 

Later. After the fathers: left. After HK's Mercedes had: departed and Papa had retreated to his: study. Gauri and I sat on the: verandah. The garden: dark. Ramu kaka's plants: sleeping. The Delhi night: warm, the March giving way to: April, the season finally: committing.

"I didn't: know," I said.

"I: know."

"You: know?"

"I know because you: took my side. In front of your: father. Which the Calculator would not: do if he had: calculated it."

"Taking your side wasn't: calculation."

"What was: it?"

"It was: marriage."

She looked at me. In the: dark. The verandah light was: off because Gauri had turned it: off, because she wanted: darkness, because sometimes the: truth was easier in darkness, because in the dark, the: faces were less: visible and the: words were more: present.

"The merger," she said. "I don't: oppose it. The business logic is: sound. Mohini — who is: the only Goldman Sachs analyst I trust — says the: valuations are: fair."

"But?"

"But it should have been: our decision. Ours. The: couple's. Not the: fathers'. If this marriage is: arrangement, then it's our: arrangement. Not: theirs."

"Agreed."

"So: here is what I propose. The merger: proceeds. With: conditions. Condition one: the foundation remains: independent. Condition two: I sit on the: merged board. Not as a: wife. As a: director. With: voting rights."

"That's: significant."

"I'm: significant."

"I didn't mean—"

"I know what you: meant. And I'm telling you: I didn't marry into this family to be: decorative. I married into this family because a man on a terrace: stayed. And the man who: stayed doesn't get to put me in a: corner."

"I'm not: putting you—"

"You're: not. But your: father might. And my: father definitely will. So: I need you. On my: side. On the: verandah. In the: dark. Saying: yes."

"Yes."

"That was: fast."

"I calculated it: in advance."

"You: anticipated this conversation?"

"I anticipated: you. Which is: the same thing."

She: laughed. The first laugh since the: merger phone call. The laugh that was: relief, that was: recognition, that was: the sound a marriage made when it survived its: first crisis and discovered that the: surviving was: the point.

"The buffer zone," she said.

"What?"

"Between the kettle and the: Breville. Four: inches. That's: us. Four inches of space between: two different things that share: a counter."

"That's: poetic."

"I'm: married to a Calculator. Someone has to provide: the poetry."


  
    Chapter 9: Gauri

    
    
  
  The board meeting was: war.

Not the shouting war of the drawing room — the quiet war. The war of agendas and proxies and the specific corporate violence that happened in: air-conditioned rooms with bottled water and: PowerPoint presentations. The Malhotra Industries-Khanna Capital merger board. First: meeting. The conference room on the fourteenth floor of the Malhotra Industries tower in Nehru Place — the tower that Surender Papa ji had built in 2003 and that contained: twelve floors of steel-company operations and two floors of: ego.

The board was: twelve people. Five Malhotra-side directors (including Abeer and Papa ji). Four Khanna-side directors (including HK and: me). Three independents — a retired Supreme Court judge, a former RBI deputy governor, and a woman named Anita Mehta who ran: India's largest logistics company and who had been appointed specifically because she owed: neither family anything and she enjoyed: watching powerful men argue.

I was the: youngest person in the room. The only person under: forty. The only person who had: married into the board rather than: been appointed to it. And the only person who was: not afraid.

The agenda was: integration. How to merge the investment arm of Khanna Capital with the industrial base of Malhotra Industries. The questions were: technical — valuation ratios, equity dilution, the specific financial architecture of combining: two different kinds of money. HK's money was: liquid. Papa ji's money was: fixed. Merging liquid and fixed required: engineering.

But the real agenda was: control. Who would: run the merged entity. Papa ji assumed: himself. HK assumed: himself. The assumption collision was: the meeting's actual content, happening beneath the: PowerPoint like a fault line beneath: a city.

"The chairman should be: Surender," said Vikram — Abeer's cousin, the Mumbai operations head, the man who had called Abeer "the Calculator" and who was: a Malhotra loyalist in the way that political operatives were: loyalists — completely, loudly, without: nuance.

"The chairman should be: HK," said Kaur sahab — HK's oldest ally on the Khanna board, a Sikh gentleman in his seventies who had been with Khanna Capital since: the one-room office on Barakhamba Road and whose loyalty to HK was: geological.

"The chairman should be: elected by the board," I said.

The room: turned. Twelve faces. Looking at: me. The youngest. The wife. The person who was: supposed to be decorative and who was: not.

"Elected," Anita Mehta said. The logistics queen. The: independent. The smile was: interested.

"The merged entity is: new. Neither the Malhotra nor the Khanna structure should: dominate by default. The chairman should be: elected by the board on merit. With annual: re-election."

"That's: unprecedented," Vikram said.

"That's: governance," I said.

"Most family-run conglomerates don't: elect."

"Most family-run conglomerates don't: last."

The sentence landed. On the: table. On the: water bottles. On the: PowerPoint that nobody was: watching. The sentence of a woman who had studied the: data — the actual data, the corporate governance research, the failure rates of family-run businesses that did not: professionalise — and who was: correct. And who knew she was: correct. And who was: not afraid to be correct in a room full of people who preferred: loyalty to correctness.

Abeer: voted for me. His hand: raised. First. Before: anyone else. The Calculator had: calculated, and the calculation said: my wife is right, and the board should: listen.

The vote was: eight to four. The chairman would be: elected. Anita Mehta smiled. The retired judge: smiled. HK and Papa ji: did not smile, but they: accepted, because the alternative was: deadlock, and deadlock was: death for a merger.

Papa ji was: elected chairman. Not by: default — by: vote. Seven to five. With my: vote being the: decisive one, because I voted for: Papa ji, not because he was my: father-in-law but because his: operational experience in steel gave him the: edge over HK's financial expertise for: the first year of integration.

HK looked at me. The: look of a father whose daughter had voted against: him. The look that said: I built you and you just: used the building against me.

"Strategic," HK said.

"Fair," I said.

"Those aren't: different."

"In my: experience, Papa, they: are."

 * 

After the meeting. In the lift. Fourteen floors of: descent. Abeer and I, alone, the: mirrored walls showing us: multiplied, infinite copies of a married couple in a lift in a corporate tower in Nehru Place.

"You voted for: my father," Abeer said.

"He was the: better choice."

"You voted against: your own father."

"I voted for: the company. The company doesn't have: a father."

"HK is: angry."

"HK is: always angry. It's his: operating temperature."

"Gauri. What you did in there — the election proposal, the annual re-election, the: vote — that was: not decorative."

"I told you. I didn't marry into this family to be: decorative."

"You didn't. You married into this family and: restructured it."

"Is that: a complaint?"

"That's: admiration."

The lift: opened. The lobby. The marble floor reflecting the: corporate lighting, the security guard at the desk, the: world outside the tower where Delhi continued its: business of being Delhi — the traffic and the dust and the: specific chaos of a city that contained: everything and organised: nothing.

"The buffer zone," Abeer said.

"What about: it?"

"It's: growing. Between the kettle and the Breville. Yesterday it was: four inches. Today it's: three."

"Things contract when they: get comfortable."

"Is that: physics?"

"That's: marriage."


  
    Chapter 10: Abeer

    
    
  
  The hostile takeover attempt came from: outside.

Not from HK. Not from Papa. From: Randhawa. Paramjit Singh Randhawa — the man who ran Randhawa Group, the conglomerate that competed with Malhotra Industries in: steel and with Khanna Capital in: investment banking and with both families in: the specific Delhi game of reputation. Randhawa was: seventy, ruthless, the kind of man who had been: circling Malhotra Industries for a decade and who saw the: merger as an opportunity. Not to: join — to: attack.

The attack was: elegant. Randhawa bought: shares. Quietly. Through shell companies registered in: Mauritius and Singapore, the specific offshore architecture that Indian corporate raiders used when they wanted: stealth. By the time our compliance team detected: the accumulation, Randhawa held: eleven percent of the merged entity's public float.

"He's building a: blocking stake," I told the board. Emergency session. The conference room on: fourteen. The water bottles: untouched because nobody was: drinking. "Eleven percent is enough to: block special resolutions. If he reaches: fifteen, he can requisition: an EGM. At twenty, he can: challenge the board."

"How did we: miss it?" Papa asked. The question was: directed at Vikram, who ran: Mumbai operations and who should have: noticed the share accumulation.

"The shell companies were: layered," Vikram said. "Six layers of: corporate structure between Randhawa and the: shares. Our compliance team doesn't have: the resources to trace six layers in: real time."

"Then we need: better resources."

"We need: a response," I said. "Not better: detection. The shares are: bought. The stake is: built. Detection is: past tense. Response is: present."

The board: listened. Twelve people. Including Gauri, who sat in: her chair with the: specific stillness of a woman who was: thinking. The stillness that I had learned to: recognise — not passivity, not: absence, but the: gathering of intelligence, the: moment before the strike.

"Poison pill," Vikram said. "We issue: new shares. Dilute: Randhawa's stake."

"Poison pills destroy: shareholder value," HK said. "The market punishes: dilution."

"Rights issue," suggested the retired judge. "Give existing: shareholders preferential access to: new shares."

"Same: problem. Different: mechanism."

"White knight," Gauri said.

The room: turned. Again. The way it had turned at: the first board meeting. The: youngest. The: wife. The person who: spoke last and said the most.

"A white knight. We find: a friendly investor. Someone who buys: a comparable stake — twelve, fifteen percent — and votes with: the board. We match: Randhawa. We neutralise: the block."

"Who?" Papa asked.

"The Tata Trusts," Gauri said. "Or: the Birlas. Or: the Adani fund. Someone with: the capital, the: credibility, and the: absence of competing interest."

"The Tatas won't: invest in a merged entity that's three months: old."

"The Tatas will invest in: governance. Which is what we demonstrated at: the first board meeting. Elected: chairman. Independent: directors. Annual: re-election. The Tatas don't invest in: families. They invest in: structures."

The: logic. Clean. Precise. The logic of a woman who had spent: ten years in charitable foundations and who understood: institutional investors because institutional investors were the: same species as institutional donors — they wanted: accountability, transparency, the specific assurance that their: money would not be wasted on: ego.

"I'll make the: call," HK said. "I know: Noel Tata."

"Of course you: know Noel Tata," Gauri said.

"I know: everyone. That's my: job."

"Then do: your job, Papa. And: quickly."

 * 

The white knight arrived in: ten days. Not Tata — the timeline was: too short for the Tatas, who moved with the: deliberation of an institution that had been: operating since 1868. Instead: LIC. The Life Insurance Corporation of India — the government-backed institutional investor that held: stakes in half of India's listed companies and that invested with: the specific gravity of an entity that managed twenty-eight lakh crore in: assets.

LIC bought: fourteen percent. Through the market. In: three days. The buying was: visible — deliberately visible, the kind of market operation that said: we are here, we are: large, we are: not going away. Randhawa's eleven percent was: matched. The blocking stake was: neutralised.

"LIC," Randhawa said, in a phone call to Papa that Papa: took on speakerphone in the drawing room, because Papa believed that: enemies should be heard by: allies. "You called: LIC."

"We called: everyone," Papa said. "LIC: answered."

"This isn't: over."

"It's: over for now. And 'for now' is: long enough."

The phone: disconnected. Randhawa style — no: goodbye, no: pleasantry, the specific abruptness of a man who had been: outmanoeuvred and who would: remember.

Gauri was in the: garden. After the call. Sitting on the bench where Ramu kaka had planted: jasmine last spring, the jasmine that was now: blooming, the night-blooming variety that released: fragrance after sunset, the specific Delhi garden smell of: a warm night and white flowers.

"You saved: the company," I said.

"I proposed: a strategy. HK made: the calls. LIC made: the decision."

"You: proposed it. Without you, the board would have: voted for a poison pill that destroyed: value."

"Without me, the board wouldn't: exist. Remember? The elected: chairman. The governance: structure. That's what LIC: bought. They bought: the structure, not: the company."

"You're: right."

"I'm usually: right."

"That's: concerning."

"For: you."

"For: everyone."

She smiled. The garden: smile. Not the: boardroom smile — the boardroom smile was: professional, calibrated, the smile of a director. The garden smile was: Gauri's. The private smile. The smile that was: not a strategy but: an expression.

"The buffer zone," I said.

"You keep: mentioning it."

"It's now: two inches."

"Measured?"

"Calculated."

"Of course: calculated."

"Two inches. Between the: kettle and the Breville. The gap is: closing."

"Is that: good?"

"In: appliance terms?"

"In: marriage terms."

"In marriage terms," I said, "it means we're: figuring it out. The space between: us. The space that was: arrangement and is becoming: something else."

"Something: else."

"Something: chosen."

The jasmine: released. The night: warm. The garden: Ramu kaka's masterpiece. The marriage: two inches of buffer zone and: closing.


  
    Chapter 11: Gauri

    
    
  
  The Randhawa retaliation came in: a form I didn't expect.

Not financial — personal. A story in the Delhi tabloids. The kind of story that Delhi's gossip ecosystem produced with the: efficiency of a factory and the: accuracy of a rumour mill, which was to say: fast, loud, and approximately: wrong.

MALHOTRA HEIR'S ARRANGED MARRIAGE: BUSINESS DEAL OR LOVE MATCH?

The headline was in: Capital Buzz, the digital gossip platform that covered Delhi's business families the way entertainment magazines covered: Bollywood — with obsession, speculation, and the specific journalism of people who attended the: same parties as their: subjects. The story was: sourced. "Sources close to the Randhawa Group" confirmed that the Malhotra-Khanna marriage had been: engineered. That the CSR partnership was: a cover. That Gauri Khanna had been: acquired, like a: company, to facilitate: a merger.

"Acquired," I said. Reading the article on my phone in the foundation office. Sunita was: pretending to work. She was: not working. She was: reading the same article on her: phone. The entire KG Marg office was: reading the same article on their: phones.

"It's: gossip," Sunita said.

"It's: Randhawa."

"It's: both."

The article contained: facts. The CSR meeting. The IIC lunch. The engagement timeline. The merger announcement. The facts were: arranged — not falsified, but: arranged — in a sequence that made the: marriage look transactional. Which it: partially was. Which was: the problem. The truth was: complicated — the marriage was both: arranged and chosen, both: strategic and genuine, both: a merger and a love story. But gossip didn't do: complicated. Gossip did: simple. And the simple version was: damning.

Mohini called from: Mumbai. "Have you: seen it?"

"I'm: looking at it."

"It's: trending. Number four on Twitter India. The hashtag is: #ArrangedMerger."

"There's: a hashtag."

"There's: always a hashtag. Welcome to: 2024."

"What do I: do?"

"You do: nothing. Responding to gossip: amplifies it. You let it: burn. Stories have: a half-life. This one's is: forty-eight hours. By Thursday, someone else will do something: scandalous and Delhi will: forget."

"And if they: don't forget?"

"Then you: own it. You go public. You say: yes, our marriage was arranged. Yes, the families merged. And: we chose each other anyway. Because that's: the truth. And the truth is: the only thing that survives."

 * 

Abeer's response was: different. Abeer's response was: legal.

"We're suing," he said. At dinner. In the Vasant Vihar dining room. The dining room where Ramu kaka had placed: fresh marigolds on the table because Ramu kaka believed that: flowers solved everything and that: dinner tables without flowers were: "incomplete," which was: Ramu kaka's most severe: criticism.

"We're not: suing."

"Capital Buzz published: defamatory material sourced from a corporate: rival. The legal team has: identified four actionable claims."

"Abeer. We are not: suing a gossip website."

"Why: not?"

"Because suing: confirms. It says: we're threatened. It says: the story matters. It: amplifies."

"So we: ignore it?"

"We: endure it. Mohini says: forty-eight hours."

"Mohini is: an analyst. Not: a strategist."

"Mohini is: my sister. And she's: right."

He put down: the fork. The gesture of a man who was: recalculating. The Calculator: processing new data. The data that said: his wife had a: strategy and the strategy was: patience, which was: not the Calculator's preferred: mode.

"I don't: do patience," he said.

"I: know."

"I: calculate. I: execute. I don't: wait."

"You waited on: the terrace. For me. In the: dark. With: glitter on your face."

"That was: different."

"That was: exactly the same. You waited because the: moment required it. This moment: requires it."

"And if the: story doesn't die?"

"Then we: rewrite it. Our way. On our: terms."

"How?"

"I have: an idea."

 * 

The idea was: the foundation.

Not a press conference. Not a: denial. Not a legal: attack. The foundation. The Khanna Foundation's annual: report — which was due for publication in: two weeks and which I had been: preparing with Sunita's team — would become: the response. Not by: addressing the gossip. By: overwhelming it.

The annual report contained: numbers. Twelve new schools in Rajasthan. Eight borewells completed in Barmer (funded by: Malhotra Industries' CSR commitment — by: Abeer's commitment). Three hundred and forty-seven girls in school who would not have been in school without: the programme. Retention rate: eighty-seven percent, up from: eighty-three.

The numbers were: the story. Not the: marriage. Not the: merger. The numbers.

I called: the Times of India. The Economic Times. NDTV. The Indian Express. I called: everyone. Not for: gossip — for: coverage. I invited them to: Barmer. To the borewells. To the: schools. To the girls who were: learning and the villages that now had: water.

"Come and: see," I said. To every: journalist. "Come to Rajasthan and: see what the merger: produced. Not: a marriage. Not: a business deal. Water. Schools. Girls who: read."

The coverage: shifted. Within: a week. The Times of India ran: a front-page feature. "THE WELLS THAT CHANGED BARMER." The Economic Times ran: an analysis. "CSR AS COMPETITIVE ADVANTAGE: THE MALHOTRA-KHANNA MODEL." NDTV sent: a crew. The footage — girls in school uniforms, drinking water from borewells that had been: funded by a merger that had been: called a transaction — the footage: played on the evening news.

The hashtag died. A new hashtag was: born.

#WellsThatChanged

"Forty-eight hours," Mohini said, from Mumbai. On: the phone. "I was: wrong. It took: eight days."

"Because we didn't: wait. We: redirected."

"You: redirected. I would have: waited."

"That's the difference between: an analyst and a: strategist."

"Ouch."

"Love: you."

"Love you: too. Tell the Calculator: I approve."


  
    Chapter 12: Abeer

    
    
  
  The pregnancy was: unplanned.

Not unwanted — unplanned. The distinction mattered because the Calculator planned: everything, and the one thing the Calculator had not: planned was the thing that changed: everything.

Gauri told me on: a Sunday. In the kitchen. She was making: chai — in her kettle, on the counter, with the: buffer zone between kettle and Breville now reduced to: one inch. The morning was: warm. May in Delhi, the heat building, the: air conditioners working, the city preparing for: summer the way soldiers prepared for: war.

"I'm pregnant," she said. Into the: chai. Into the: steam. The words spoken: downward, into the cup, as if the: chai could receive them first, could: absorb the impact before it reached: me.

"Pregnant."

"Pregnant. Eight: weeks. I took: three tests. Mohini made me take: the third because she said two was: insufficient data."

"Three: tests."

"Three: positive tests. And a blood test. From Dr. Sharma at Max Hospital. The hCG levels are: confirmed."

I sat. On the: kitchen stool. The stool that I had: not sat on before because the kitchen stools were: Gauri's territory, the territory of a woman who made: chai in the morning and who claimed the: counter space with the: authority of a nation claiming: land. I sat on: her stool. In her: kitchen. With the news that we were: making a person.

"Are you: okay?" she asked.

"I'm: calculating."

"Of course you: are."

"The due date is: January. The board meeting for the annual review is: January. The Rajasthan school expansion phase two is: January. The Randhawa SEBI hearing is: January."

"Abeer."

"The nursery will need to be: the guest room on the second floor. The room that faces: the garden. The light is: better."

"Abeer."

"Papa will: cry. Again. HK will: calculate the inheritance implications."

"Abeer."

"I'm: happy."

The word. Spoken: plainly. Without: calculation. Without: strategy. The word that the Calculator had: avoided for thirty-two years because happiness was: imprecise, was: unmeasurable, was the one thing that could not be: placed on a spreadsheet.

"I'm: happy," I repeated. "Genuinely. Completely. The kind of happy that I can't: calculate because the number is: too large."

She put down: the chai. She crossed the: one-inch buffer zone. She stood in: my space — in the Calculator's space, the space that I had: guarded with algorithms and: distance and the: specific armour of a man who noticed everything and felt: nothing, except that was: a lie, it had always been a: lie — she stood in my space and she: held me.

"The buffer zone," she said. "Is: zero."

"Zero."

"Zero is: good?"

"Zero is: everything."

 * 

Papa: cried. As predicted. The crying was: immediate, unstoppable, the: tears of a man who was going to be a: grandfather and who had not: expected to feel this much about anything ever again after Kamini: died.

"A grandchild," Papa said. "In this: house. In these: rooms."

"In: the room that faces the garden," I said. "The light is: better."

"The light is: perfect. That room — that was: your room. When you were: born. You slept in: that room."

"I didn't: know that."

"There are many things you don't: know. About this house. About: your mother. About the: person she was before she was: your mother."

"Tell: me."

"She was: afraid. Of: motherhood. She calculated — yes, she: calculated, you got it from: her — she calculated the: risks and the: costs and the: probability of failure and she: panicked. For three months. And then: you arrived. And the: calculation stopped. Because you were: not a number. You were: a person. And persons are: uncalculable."

"Uncalculable."

"It's: a word."

"It's: not a word."

"It is: now. Your mother: invented it. For: you."

Uncalculable. The word that Kamini Malhotra — dead at forty-five, car accident on the Jaipur highway, the: loss that had made the Calculator into: the Calculator — the word that she had invented for: the thing that didn't: fit into the: algorithm. The thing that was: too large. The thing that was: a child.

 * 

HK's response was: different. HK's response was: succession planning.

"Boy or: girl?" HK asked.

"We don't know: yet. And it doesn't: matter."

"It matters for: inheritance structure. If it's a: boy, the primogeniture—"

"Papa," Gauri said. On the phone. From the Vasant Vihar drawing room. "If you say: primogeniture one more time, I will restructure your: voting rights."

"I'm: planning."

"You're: controlling. Which is: different."

"It's: the same."

"It's: not. And the baby — boy or girl — will inherit: nothing until they're: qualified to inherit. This family: elects. Remember?"

"I: remember. I was: outvoted."

"You were: governed. Welcome to: democracy."


  
    Chapter 13: Gauri

    
    
  
  The Randhawa escalation came at: seven months.

Seven months pregnant. The belly: visible, the body: changed, the specific transformation of a woman carrying: a person inside her person. I was at the foundation office — still working, still: running, because pregnancy was not: disability and the girls in Barmer did not stop needing: schools because their benefactor was: gestating.

The escalation was: SEBI. The Securities and Exchange Board of India — the regulator, the: authority, the institution that governed India's stock markets with the: specific combination of bureaucratic power and: institutional slowness that made it both: feared and: frustrating.

Randhawa had filed: a complaint. Alleging insider trading. The allegation: that the Malhotra-Khanna merger had been: arranged — the word: arranged, deployed with: precision — to exploit inside information about Khanna Capital's portfolio positions. That Abeer had: known about HK's investment strategy before the merger was: announced. That the marriage was: not just a business arrangement but: a vehicle for securities fraud.

The allegation was: false. Completely: false. Abeer had not known about HK's portfolio positions. The CSR donation had been: genuine. The marriage had been: real. But false allegations at SEBI were: dangerous, because SEBI investigated: everything, because the investigation took: months, because the investigation froze: assets and damaged: reputations and created: the specific legal uncertainty that shareholders: hated.

"He's using: SEBI," Abeer said. At home. In the drawing room. The drawing room where every: crisis was discussed, the room that had become: the war room. "Randhawa knows the allegation is: false. He doesn't need it to be: true. He needs it to be: pending."

"Pending destroys: confidence," HK said. HK was: present because HK was always: present when Randhawa: attacked. "The share price drops. LIC gets: nervous. The blocking stake becomes: relevant again."

"Can we: disprove it?" Papa ji asked.

"We can disprove it in: a hearing. In: six months. After SEBI: schedules the hearing. In the: meantime, the allegation is: public."

"So we fight: on two fronts," I said. "Legal: and public."

"Public: how?" Abeer asked.

"The: same way as before. The foundation. The annual: gala. We don't: respond to allegations. We: demonstrate."

"Demonstrate: what?"

"That this family — this merged entity — produces: value. Not: fraud. Not: insider trading. Value. Schools. Water. Employment. The things that: matter."

"Gauri, SEBI doesn't care about: schools."

"SEBI cares about: evidence. And the evidence is: on our side. But the: public cares about: stories. And the story of a family that builds: schools in Rajasthan is: better than the story of a family that: commits fraud. We: control the narrative. While the lawyers handle: SEBI."

 * 

The gala was: mine.

Not Ritu the wedding planner — not the: production machine. This was: the Khanna Foundation annual gala. My: event. My: mission. At the Taj Palace, Delhi — the ballroom that had hosted: everything from state dinners to film premieres and that tonight would host: three hundred people who were here not to: perform generosity but to: see it.

I was: seven months pregnant. In a: lehenga that had been: specially designed — Sabyasachi, because Delhi events required: Sabyasachi the way Delhi weddings required: baraat — the fabric: emerald green, the work: Lucknowi chikankari, the: belly accommodated with the specific engineering of a designer who understood that: pregnant women did not want to be: hidden, they wanted to be: magnificent.

The gala was: structured. Phase one: the video. Shot in Barmer. By the NDTV crew who had come: back. The footage: girls in school uniforms, singing the national anthem. Borewells pumping: water. Women carrying: brass pots that were: full, not empty. The: before and after. The before: dusty, dry, the girls: absent. The after: green, wet, the girls: present.

The video played on: a screen the size of a: wall. Three hundred people: watched. In: silence. The silence of people who were: seeing something real in a room that usually: traded in performance.

Phase two: the speech. Mine. From: the stage. Seven months pregnant. In: emerald green. With the: screen behind me showing a girl in Barmer holding: a glass of water.

"This glass," I said. "Cost eight: crore. Eight crore rupees. The cost of twelve: borewells. The cost of: one merger. The cost of two families deciding that: water mattered more than: reputation."

"This glass is: the answer. Not to SEBI. Not to: allegations. Not to: gossip. This glass is the answer to the: question that matters: what did you: build?"

"We built: wells. We built: schools. We built: a company that gives: back. And we will: continue."

The: applause. Not the polite applause of a: gala. The: real applause. The sound that a room made when it: believed, when it was: convinced, when three hundred people who had: entered as audience became: participants.

Abeer was in: the third row. Where he always: sat. The seat that was: his now, the way the third row at the Odeon Theatre had been: Surbhi's grandfather's. He was: not applauding. He was: watching. The Calculator: watching his wife on a stage, seven months pregnant, dismantling: a corporate raid with: a glass of water.

And the expression on his face was: not calculation. It was: awe.


  
    Chapter 14: Abeer

    
    
  
  The SEBI hearing was scheduled for: January fifteenth. The baby was due: January twentieth. The universe, apparently, believed in: dramatic timing.

I prepared for: both. The SEBI preparation was: legal. Our legal team — led by Advocate Sharma, the senior counsel who had argued: forty-seven SEBI cases and who spoke to regulators with the specific authority of a man who had been: right forty-six times — Advocate Sharma assembled: the evidence. Email records showing the CSR timeline preceded the merger discussion. Board minutes demonstrating that Khanna Capital's portfolio positions had not been: shared with Malhotra Industries. The testimony of Priya, my assistant, who could prove that the first meeting with Gauri had been: about a donation, not: a deal.

The baby preparation was: different. The baby preparation involved: a nursery. The second-floor room that faced the garden — my: room, the room where I had slept as an: infant, the room that Maa had: painted yellow because she believed yellow was: the colour of possibility.

Gauri repainted it: green. The green of the: Rajasthan schools. The green of the Barmer: fields after the borewells brought: water. The green that meant: growth.

"You're painting: over my mother's yellow," I said.

"I'm adding: a layer. The yellow is: underneath. Foundation first. Growth: on top."

"That's: a metaphor."

"That's: paint. But: also a metaphor."

The nursery had: a crib. Bought from a: carpenter in Shahpur Jat — not the designer furniture shops of South Delhi, but a: woodworker, a craftsman named Iqbal who made cribs by hand from sheesham wood and who had been: recommended by Bimla aunty, whose network of artisans and suppliers constituted: a parallel economy. The crib was: beautiful. Hand-carved. The headboard had: a peacock, because Iqbal believed that peacocks: protected children, and who was: I to argue with a man whose hands could make: wood into birds.

"The peacock," Gauri said. "It's: beautiful."

"It's: protection."

"According to: Iqbal."

"According to: tradition. Which Iqbal: represents."

"The Calculator believes in: tradition?"

"The Calculator believes in: everything that makes his wife: happy."

 * 

The SEBI hearing happened: first. January fifteenth. The baby: waited.

The hearing was at SEBI's office in the Bandra Kurla Complex — Mumbai, not Delhi, because SEBI operated from: Mumbai with the: specific institutional logic that the country's financial regulator should be: where the money was, not where the: power was, though the distinction was: increasingly academic.

I flew to Mumbai with: Advocate Sharma. Gauri stayed in: Delhi. Eight months pregnant. In the green nursery. With Amma — Gauri had started calling my father's sister Bua ji "Amma" because Gauri needed: a mother figure and Bua ji from Chandigarh had: volunteered with the: enthusiasm of a woman who had been waiting for: someone to mother.

The hearing room was: small. Government-small. The SEBI adjudicating officer — a woman named Dr. Meera Iyer, IAS, who had been appointed six months ago and who was known for: thoroughness — sat behind a desk that was: too large for the room, the way government desks in India were: always too large, the: furniture of authority compensating for the: architecture of austerity.

Randhawa was: there. Not personally — through his lawyer. Advocate Reddy, a man whose reputation in securities law was: surgical and whose fees were: proportional to the damage he: inflicted.

The hearing lasted: four hours. The evidence was: presented. The email records. The board minutes. Priya's: testimony via video link. The timeline that showed: the CSR discussion in March, the merger discussion in: June, the gap of three months that proved: the marriage and the merger were: sequential, not: simultaneous.

Advocate Reddy: attacked. The attack was: predictable — the arranged nature of the marriage, the fathers' involvement, the "coincidence" of two business families merging after their children: married. The attack was: effective because it was: true. The families had: planned. The merger had been: considered. The marriage had been: part of the calculation.

But the: insider trading? The: securities fraud? The: specific allegation that share prices had been: manipulated through inside information? That was: false. And the evidence: proved it.

Dr. Meera Iyer: ruled. Three weeks later. The ruling was: twenty-seven pages. The conclusion: on page twenty-six.

"The allegation of insider trading is not substantiated by evidence. The timeline clearly demonstrates that the CSR partnership preceded the merger discussions. While the arranged marriage between the principals of both families may have facilitated the subsequent business combination, facilitation is not fraud. The complaint is dismissed."

Facilitation is not: fraud. The sentence that separated: what we had done from: what we had been accused of. The sentence that said: yes, the marriage and the merger were: connected. Yes, the families had: planned. But planning was: not crime. Arrangement was: not fraud. And the: thing that had started on a terrace with: glitter and champagne was: real.

I called: Gauri. From the SEBI parking lot. In: Mumbai. In: January. The phone: rang twice.

"Dismissed," I said.

"I: know."

"How do you: know? The ruling was posted: ten minutes ago."

"Mohini works at: Goldman Sachs. Goldman Sachs knows: everything ten minutes before everyone: else."

"Legally: questionable."

"Familially: efficient."

"Come: home."

"I'm: coming. The flight is at: four."

"Come: home. The baby is: coming."

"The baby is due: January twentieth. It's: the fifteenth."

"The baby doesn't: read calendars, Abeer. Come: home."


  
    Chapter 15: Gauri

    
    
  
  The baby came on: January seventeenth. Two days after SEBI. Three days before the: due date. In the: green nursery that had been: yellow, in the house that was: Vasant Vihar, in the city that was: Delhi, in the country that was: ours.

Abeer made it. The: four PM flight from Mumbai. Landing at: six-thirty. The traffic from the airport to Vasant Vihar taking: the specific eternity that Delhi traffic took when the: universe was testing your patience. He arrived at: seven-forty-five. I had been in labour since: two PM. The contractions were: regular, five minutes apart, the: specific rhythm of a body that had decided the: timeline and was: not interested in the Calculator's: schedule.

Dr. Verma — the obstetrician at Max Hospital, Saket, a woman whose calm was: legendary and whose hands were: the hands that had delivered two thousand babies and who treated each delivery with the: specific attention of a first — Dr. Verma had said: "Hospital. Now."

But I wanted: the house. Not the hospital. Not the: sterile, fluorescent, institutional space where babies were delivered in: Delhi. The house. The room. The green walls. The: sheesham crib with the peacock headboard. The: window that faced the garden where Ramu kaka's jasmine was: sleeping because January was: winter and jasmine slept in: winter.

"Home birth," Dr. Verma said. "With: your medical history?"

"My medical history is: perfect."

"Your medical history is: first pregnancy at thirty-one with a: family history of gestational complications."

"My mother had: two uncomplicated deliveries."

"Your mother—" Dr. Verma stopped. The: stop of a doctor remembering that the mother was: dead, that medical history had: a hole where the person should be, that the: data was incomplete because the: source was gone.

"She told Bimla aunty," I said. "Before she: died. She told Bimla aunty everything. The pregnancies. The deliveries. The: details that mothers tell: the women who cook for them because cooking is: intimacy and intimacy is: trust."

"Bimla aunty is not: a medical source."

"Bimla aunty is: the most reliable source I: have."

Dr. Verma: agreed. With: conditions. The conditions were: a portable fetal monitor, an IV line on standby, and an: ambulance parked outside the Vasant Vihar bungalow "just in: case," which was Dr. Verma's way of saying: I disagree but I respect your: choice.

 * 

Abeer arrived: sweating. The: specific sweat of a man who had been in a: SEBI hearing, on a: plane, in: Delhi traffic, and who was now: present for the birth of his child while still processing the: legal vindication of his marriage. The: multitasking of a man whose life had become: uncalculable.

"You're: here," I said. From the: bed. In the green room. The contractions: four minutes apart now.

"I'm: here."

"SEBI?"

"Dismissed."

"Baby?"

"Coming."

"Good: priorities."

He held my: hand. The hand-holding was: different from the terrace, from the: kitchen, from the: boardroom. This hand-holding was: survival. The grip of a person who was: anchoring another person through: pain, through the specific violence of: birth, the violence that was: not destruction but creation, the violence that the body performed because the body knew: things that the mind did not.

The labour lasted: six hours. From seven-forty-five PM to: one-thirty AM. Dr. Verma: calm. The nurse — Sister Agnes, a woman from Kerala who had been: assisting Dr. Verma for fifteen years and who spoke to: labouring women in a mixture of: Malayalam and Hindi that was somehow: universally comforting — Sister Agnes: present. Bua ji — Chandigarh Amma — in the: hallway, praying. Papa ji in: the drawing room, not praying but: pacing, the pacing of a man who had been through: this once before and who remembered: everything.

At one-thirty AM, on: January eighteenth, in the green room with the: sheesham crib and the peacock headboard and the: window facing the sleeping garden, our daughter: arrived.

She arrived: screaming. The: specific, furious, immediate scream of a person who had been: evicted from warmth into cold and who had: opinions about it. The scream was: the most beautiful sound I had: ever heard, more beautiful than the: applause at the gala, more beautiful than: "dismissed," more beautiful than: "I'm staying."

"A girl," Dr. Verma said.

"A: girl," I said.

"A: girl," Abeer said. The Calculator. Looking at his: daughter. The daughter who was: red, screaming, uncalculable. The: expression on his face was: the expression I had seen on the: terrace, in the: boardroom, at the: gala — the expression that was: not calculation but: awe. Except larger. Larger than: awe. The expression for which Kamini Malhotra had: invented a word.

"Uncalculable," Abeer whispered.

 * 

We named her: Kamini. After: his mother. After the woman who had: painted the room yellow and who had invented: a word for the thing that didn't: fit.

"Kamini," Papa ji said. Holding his: granddaughter. In: the drawing room. In the house in Vasant Vihar. The tears: again. The tears that Papa ji produced with the: specific abundance of a man whose heart was: larger than his moustache, which was: saying something.

"Kamini," Mohini said, from: Mumbai, on FaceTime. "Tell her: her masi is the cool: one."

"Kamini," HK said, arriving from Jor Bagh with: a gold bracelet and: a spreadsheet of investment options for the: child's education fund. Because HK was: HK, and HK expressed love through: financial planning.

"Kamini," Bimla aunty said, entering the: room with: kheer. The kheer that was: made for births, the rice and milk and: sugar and cardamom and the: saffron that turned the kheer: golden, the colour of: celebration. "She has: her mother's eyes."

"Which: mother?" I asked.

"Both," Bimla aunty said. "Both: mothers."

The baby slept. In the: sheesham crib. Under the: peacock. In the: green room that had been: yellow. The baby who was: named for a woman she would never: meet and who was: born into a family that had been: arranged and that had become: chosen and that was now: three.

The buffer zone on the: kitchen counter was: gone. The kettle and the Breville: touching. One inch. Zero: inches. The: geography of a marriage that had learned its: shape.


  
    Chapter 16: Abeer

    
    
  
  Randhawa's final move came when Kamini was: three months old.

Not a: financial move. Not a: legal move. A: personal move. The personal move of a man who had been: defeated — SEBI dismissed, LIC blocking, the share price: recovered — and who had decided that if the: company could not be taken, the: family could be: broken.

The leak was: surgical. A photograph. Published in: Capital Buzz — the same gossip platform, the same: ecosystem. The photograph showed: me. At a restaurant. In: Mumbai. With: a woman. The woman was: Neha Kapoor, the investment banker from JP Morgan who had advised: the merger. The photograph was: real — we had met, in November, at a restaurant in Bandra, to discuss: the LIC structuring. The meeting was: professional. The photograph was: cropped. The cropping eliminated: the third person at the table (Advocate Sharma) and the fourth (Neha's colleague). The cropping created: intimacy where there had been: none.

The headline: MALHOTRA HEIR'S SECRET MUMBAI DINNER — ARRANGED MARRIAGE ALREADY FAILING?

I saw it at: six AM. In the: kitchen. Making: coffee. The Breville: working. The kettle: silent because Gauri was still: sleeping, the sleep of a mother of a three-month-old who slept when the: baby slept and who did not: waste consciousness on mornings.

The photograph was: devastating. Not because it was: true — it was: not true, the meeting was professional, the cropping was: manipulated. Devastating because Gauri would: see it. And Gauri would: ask. And the asking would create: the crack that Randhawa: wanted.

I could: delete the internet. The Calculator's first instinct — destroy the: data, suppress the: information, the corporate response to: inconvenient truth. But this was: not corporate. This was: personal. And the personal required: a different algorithm.

I woke: Gauri. At: six-fifteen. With: chai. Made in her kettle. The first time I had: used her kettle, the kettle that was: her territory, the territory I had respected for: eleven months of marriage. I made: chai. Badly — the tea was: too strong, the sugar: too much, the milk: not enough. But I: made it. And I brought it to: her side of the bed.

"What's: wrong?" she said. Before opening: her eyes. Before seeing: the chai. The instinct of a woman who knew that her husband did not: make chai and that chai at six-fifteen meant: crisis.

"Capital Buzz published: a photograph. Of me. With a: woman. In: Mumbai."

"Neha: Kapoor?"

"How do you: know?"

"Because Neha Kapoor is the: only woman you've met in Mumbai who is: photographable. And because Randhawa: leaks to Capital Buzz. We: established this."

"You're not: angry?"

"I'm: evaluating. Show me: the photograph."

I showed: her. The photograph. The cropping. The: headline. She looked at it with: the specific analytical attention of a woman who sat on: corporate boards and who understood: information warfare.

"The cropping removes: Advocate Sharma and Neha's colleague."

"Yes."

"The original photograph would show: four people."

"Yes."

"Do you have: the original?"

"Priya has: the calendar entry. With the: attendee list. And the restaurant has: CCTV."

"Then we: destroy them."

"Destroy: Randhawa?"

"Destroy: the story. Publish the: original photograph. Publish: the calendar entry. Publish: the CCTV. Not through: us — through Neha. Let the: banker publish the correction. A: correction from JP Morgan carries: more weight than a denial from: us."

"Neha will: cooperate?"

"Neha is a: woman whose professional dinner has been cropped into a: scandal. Neha will: cooperate with the: enthusiasm of a woman who has been: weaponised."

 * 

Neha: cooperated. The correction was: published within twenty-four hours. Not in Capital Buzz — in: the Financial Express. The original photograph. Four people. A: professional dinner. A: deal discussion. The Financial Express article included: a statement from JP Morgan confirming the meeting's: professional nature and: expressing concern about the misuse of: personal images for corporate sabotage.

Capital Buzz: retracted. Not gracefully — gossip platforms did not: retract gracefully. But the retraction was: there. And the: hashtag — #ArrangedMergerFailing — died before it: trended.

"Twice," Mohini said. From: Mumbai. On: the phone. "Twice he's attacked and: twice you've won. He'll: stop."

"He won't: stop," Gauri said. "Men like Randhawa don't: stop. They: adapt."

"Then: what?"

"Then we stop: responding. We stop: defending. We go on: offence."

"Offence: how?"

"We buy: his shares."

The room: stilled. The drawing room. Where every: crisis was discussed. Where Gauri made: pronouncements that changed the shape of: the company.

"Buy: Randhawa's shares," I repeated.

"He holds eleven: percent. The shares are: underperforming because the SEBI dismissal damaged his: credibility. He's: exposed. We buy — through LIC, through a friendly: fund, through our own: treasury — we buy his: eleven percent. We remove: him. Completely."

"The cost—"

"Is less than the: cost of another attack. Calculate: that."

I: calculated. The Calculator: calculated. The numbers were: clear. The acquisition of Randhawa's eleven percent stake would cost: approximately three hundred and forty crore. The cost of the: next Randhawa attack — in legal fees, share price damage, reputational harm — was: unpredictable but potentially: higher.

"She's: right," I said. To: the room. To: Papa. To: HK. To: the family that had been: under siege for a year and that was: now going to end: it.

"She's always: right," HK said. The: pride of a father whose daughter had become: the strategist he had: trained her to be.

"I'm not always: right," Gauri said. "But I'm: right about this."


  
    Chapter 17: Gauri

    
    
  
  The acquisition of Randhawa's stake took: six weeks.

Not because it was: difficult — the financial mechanics were: straightforward. LIC increased its: holding. The Malhotra-Khanna treasury bought: shares on the open market. A friendly fund — managed by Mohini's colleagues at Goldman Sachs, because Mohini was: an asset and assets were: leveraged — absorbed the remainder. By March, Randhawa's eleven percent had been: reduced to: three. And three percent was: noise. Three percent was: a seat at the shareholders' meeting and nothing: else.

Randhawa: called. Not Papa ji. Not HK. Me. He called: me.

"Mrs. Malhotra," he said. The: voice of a man who had been: diminished and who was: choosing whether to be: gracious or: bitter. The voice: chose neither. The voice chose: respect, which was: the most dangerous choice of all.

"Mr. Randhawa."

"You've: won."

"We've: protected."

"Same: thing."

"Not: remotely."

"Your foundation — the schools, the borewells — that was: clever. Using: charity as a defence. I: underestimated."

"You underestimated: everything. The foundation. The: marriage. The woman who: runs both."

"I: did. And I won't: again."

"There won't be: an 'again.' You hold three: percent. Three percent is: a rounding error."

"Three percent is: a lesson. And I: learn."

The phone: disconnected. Randhawa: style — abrupt, no pleasantry. But the: tone had shifted. The tone of a man who had recognised: a superior opponent and who had filed that: recognition away for future: reference.

 * 

Kamini was: six months old when the: first anniversary arrived.

The first anniversary of: the marriage. The: terrace anniversary. March. The month of: wind and dust and the specific Delhi weather that refused to: commit. The month when a woman had: thrown glitter at a stranger and the: stranger had stayed.

Abeer planned: nothing. The Calculator who planned: everything planned: nothing. Which was: the plan.

"No: restaurant," he said. "No: party. No: three hundred people."

"Then: what?"

"The: terrace."

The: Oberoi terrace. Where we: started. The terrace where the: wind had opinions and the glitter had: attacked and the champagne bottle had been: a weapon. Abeer had: arranged — the word was: deliberate — he had arranged: access. The Oberoi management, being: the Oberoi, had accommodated the request of a Malhotra with the: specific hospitality of an institution that understood: legacy clients.

We stood on the: terrace. In: March. With: wind. With: Kamini — six months old, wrapped in: a shawl that Bua ji Chandigarh had knitted with the: specific intensity of a woman who believed that: babies required seventeen layers in any: weather. Kamini was: sleeping. The sleep of an infant who was: too young to understand: anniversaries and who would, in: time, understand that her parents had: started in this exact spot.

"I brought: glitter," I said.

"Of: course you did."

"It's: biodegradable."

"It's: always biodegradable."

I opened: the compact. The same: compact. The compact I had: carried since twelve. The compact that was: Maa's birthday, Maa's: ritual, the glitter that connected: the living and the dead.

"Happy: birthday, Maa," I said. "Wherever you: are. This is: Kamini. Your granddaughter. She's: uncalculable."

I blew: the glitter. The wind: cooperated. For once. The: glitter flew into the: night, into the: Delhi sky, into the: darkness that contained: everything — the city and the: traffic and the: dust and the: seventeen million people who were: living their lives below this terrace, unaware that above them a woman was: talking to her dead mother and holding: her alive daughter and standing next to: a man who had stayed.

"The: buffer zone," Abeer said.

"Still: zero?"

"Still: zero. Permanently: zero."

"The Calculator has: a conclusion?"

"The Calculator has: a feeling. Which is: different. Better."

"What: feeling?"

"The feeling that this — the terrace, the wind, the: glitter, you, the: baby — this is: uncalculable. And uncalculable is: the point."

Kamini: stirred. In my: arms. The six-month-old: awareness of a person who was: beginning to notice the world, who was: beginning to understand that: sound and light and: warmth meant: things.

"She'll: remember this," I said.

"She's: six months old. She won't remember: anything."

"She'll: remember the feeling. Not the: details. The: feeling of being held. On a: terrace. In: March. With: wind."

"That's: sentimental."

"That's: motherhood. Welcome to: the uncalculable."


  
    Chapter 18: Abeer

    
    
  
  The second year was: the year of the company.

Not the: crisis company — the crisis was: over, Randhawa reduced to noise, the merger: stable, the share price: recovered. This was: the building year. The year when the merged Malhotra-Khanna Industries — MKI, as the market called it, the abbreviation that reduced: two families and one marriage to: three letters — became what it was: meant to be.

The steel division: expanded. Three new plants — in Jharkhand, in Odisha, in Karnataka. The expansion was: Papa ji's vision, the vision of a man who had been: building since 1985 and who saw in: the merger the capital to build: bigger. The plants meant: employment. Twelve thousand new jobs. The specific, measurable: impact of a company that was not: just profitable but: productive.

The investment arm: grew. HK's expertise, freed from: the constraints of a single firm, deployed across: the merged entity's portfolio. New funds — infrastructure, renewable energy, the: specific financial architecture of a man who had spent: forty years understanding money and who now had: more of it.

And the foundation: flourished. Gauri's foundation — still: independent, still: hers, but now funded by: MKI's expanded CSR commitment — the foundation that had: started with five crore and borewells had become: a model. The Barmer programme expanded to: Jodhpur, to Jaisalmer, to the: Thar Desert corridor where girls' education had been: a sentence in a government report and was now: a reality in a classroom.

"One: hundred schools," Gauri said. At: dinner. In the Vasant Vihar dining room. With: marigolds, because Ramu kaka. With: Kamini, who was: one year old and who ate: dal chawal with her hands because Kamini believed that: cutlery was a suggestion and that hands were: definitive. "One hundred schools. By: next March."

"One hundred: schools," I repeated. "That's: forty-two more than we have."

"That's forty-two: more. In one: year."

"The: funding—"

"Is: available. If we redirect: the Jaisalmer infrastructure allocation."

"That allocation is: committed."

"It's: budgeted. Not: committed. Budgets are: conversations. Commitments are: contracts."

"Gauri. The board—"

"The board: elected me as vice-chair last: month. The board: trusts me."

She was: right. The board — the twelve people in the conference room on: fourteen — had elected Gauri as: vice-chair. Not because she was: the chairman's daughter-in-law. Because she had: saved the company from Randhawa. Because she had: redirected a gossip scandal into a front-page feature. Because she had: proposed the governance structure that attracted: LIC. Because she was: the most effective director on the board, and the board: knew it.

"One hundred: schools," I said. "Approved."

"That was: fast."

"I: calculated."

"Already?"

"The calculation was: simple. My wife wants: one hundred schools. One hundred schools costs: approximately twenty crore in additional CSR. Twenty crore is: point-two percent of our revenue. Point-two percent for one hundred: schools. The: return on investment is: uncalculable."

"There's that: word again."

"Your mother-in-law's: word. It: applies."

 * 

Kamini's first birthday party was: a contrast.

Mohini had planned it — from Mumbai, via: FaceTime, with the: organisational precision of a Goldman Sachs analyst who had: transferred her professional skills to: party planning and who believed that a child's first birthday required: a theme, a colour scheme, and: a timeline.

The theme was: books. Because Gauri: loved books. Because the Khan Market bookshop was: where Gauri had said "yes" (or: "I'll consider you," which was: the same thing). Because: books.

The venue was: the Vasant Vihar garden. Ramu kaka had: outdone himself — the garden was: transformed, the hedges trimmed into: shapes that resembled: animals (or: hedges, depending on your: perspective), the flower beds: overflowing with marigolds and: tuberoses (both: flowers, both: right).

Kamini: did not care about the theme. Kamini cared about: cake. Specifically: the cake's proximity to her: hands. The cake was: vanilla — Bimla aunty's recipe, the recipe that Maa had: loved, the vanilla cake that the Khannas served at: every birthday because tradition was: a flavour.

Kamini's hands found: the cake at approximately: two-fifteen PM. The cake did not: survive. The photographs: survived. Mohini took: three hundred and twelve photographs in the span of: forty minutes, which was: Goldman Sachs efficiency applied to: documentation.

Papa ji: held Kamini. After: the cake. The: stickiness transferred from Kamini to: Papa ji's sherwani, but Papa ji: did not notice because Papa ji was: looking at his granddaughter the way he had looked at: the merger on the day it was: signed — with the expression of a man who had: built something and who was: watching it: grow.

"One: year," Papa ji said. To: me. On the verandah. After the party. The guests: gone. The garden: littered with party debris that Ramu kaka was: already cleaning because Ramu kaka believed that a dirty garden was: a personal insult.

"One: year," I said.

"The fastest: year."

"The: best year."

"Your mother—" He stopped. Started: again. "Kamini — your Kamini, the: first Kamini — she wanted: this. Grandchildren. Noise. Cake on: the sherwani. She wanted: the house to be: full."

"The house is: full."

"The house is: full. And: I am—" He stopped. Again. The stopping of a man who: could not find the word, who had: spent his life in boardrooms where words were: tools and who was now: in a garden where words were: feelings and feelings were: harder.

"Uncalculable," I said. For: him. Because the word was: his wife's. And the feeling was: his wife's. And the: granddaughter named for his wife was: sleeping upstairs with cake on: her face and a peacock: watching over her.

"Uncalculable," Papa ji said. "Yes. That."


  
    Chapter 19: Gauri

    
    
  
  The third year was: the year of the mothers.

Not the: living mothers — the dead ones. The mothers who were: absent and present. The mothers who had: shaped everything — the marriage, the company, the: child — without being: here. Kamini Malhotra, who had painted a room: yellow and invented a word. My Maa, who had: loved tuberoses and glitter and the: ritual of birthday wishes blown into: the wind.

It started with: the photograph. Not a leaked: photograph — a found one. Bimla aunty, cleaning the: Jor Bagh house (which we still: maintained, because Papa lived: there, and because the house was: Maa's house, and houses that had been: loved did not get: sold), Bimla aunty found: a photograph. In the kitchen. Behind the: refrigerator. Where it had fallen — or been: placed, or been: hidden, because with mothers you never: knew — where it had been for: years.

The photograph showed: two women. At a party. In: what appeared to be the mid-1990s. The women were: laughing. The kind of laughter that was: shared, that was: private, the laughter of two people who: understood each other. One woman was: my mother. The sari. The: smile. The: glitter — she had glitter on her: hands, because Maa always had: glitter somewhere.

The other woman was: Kamini Malhotra.

"They: knew each other," I said. Sitting on the: bed. In the Vasant Vihar house. Kamini — our Kamini, the: baby Kamini, now two years old and demanding: attention with the specific authority of a toddler who had: inherited both parents' insistence — our Kamini was: playing on the floor with blocks that Papa ji had: bought and that were: excessive in quantity and variety.

"They: knew each other?" Abeer took the: photograph. The Calculator: processed. The data: new. "My mother and: your mother."

"At a: party. Together. Laughing."

"When?"

"The photograph looks: nineties. Early nineties. Before — before: either of them—"

Before: either of them died. The sentence: unfinished. Because finishing it meant: saying it, and saying it in a room with a: child named for one of them and a: compact that belonged to the other was: too much for a: sentence.

I called: Papa. "The photograph behind the: refrigerator. You: knew."

"I: knew."

"How long?"

"Since: your mother died. I found it in: her things. I put it: there."

"Behind: the refrigerator?"

"Behind the: refrigerator. Where it would: be safe. And where: nobody would look."

"Papa. You: hid a photograph of our mothers: together?"

"I: preserved it. For: the right time."

"What: time?"

"This: time. The time when you would: find it. When: it would matter."

"It mattered: then too."

"It mattered: differently then. Then, it was: grief. Two dead women who had been: friends. Now, it's: continuation. Two dead women whose children: married. Whose grandchild is named: for one and carries glitter: for the other."

The: silence. On the phone. Between a: daughter and a father who had: hidden a photograph for twenty years and who was: explaining the hiding with the: specific logic of a man who understood: timing.

"The: arrangement," I said. "You and Papa ji. The marriage. Did you: plan it — because they were: friends?"

"I planned it because: Surender and I are compatible businessmen. The friendship between: the wives was: coincidence."

"You don't: believe in coincidence."

"I believe in: timing. The mothers were: friends. The fathers are: partners. The children: married. The grandchild: bridges. Call it: coincidence. Call it: arrangement. Call it: whatever you want. It: is what it is."

 * 

I showed: the photograph to Papa ji. Surender Papa ji. In his: study. The study where he kept: his wife's things — the saree she wore on: their wedding day, the: journal she kept during Abeer's: childhood, the: ring box (now: empty, the ring on: my finger).

Papa ji looked at: the photograph. The: looking lasted: a long time. The looking of a man who was seeing: his dead wife laughing. Alive. In colour. With: another woman who was also: dead, who was also: someone's mother, who was also: missed.

"Kamini," he said. The: name. For: his wife. Not for: the toddler. The: original Kamini. The: woman.

"They were: friends."

"I: didn't know."

"You didn't know your wife and: my mother were: friends?"

"Kamini had: many friends. She went to: many parties. She: laughed — she laughed: constantly. She was the: opposite of me. I calculated; she: laughed. I: planned; she: lived."

"She's: laughing in this photograph."

"She's: always laughing in photographs. That was: her gift. The gift of: being present. Of: being fully in the moment. I never had: that gift. Abeer doesn't have: that gift. But: Kamini — your Kamini, the: baby — she: laughs."

"Like: her grandmother."

"Like: both her grandmothers."

Papa ji placed: the photograph. On: the mantle. In: the study. Next to: the saree and the journal and the: empty ring box. The photograph joined: the archive. The archive of a woman who had: been loved and who had: left too soon and whose name: continued.

"The: arrangement," Papa ji said. "Was: the best thing I ever: did. Not because of the: company. Not because of the: merger. Because of: this." He gestured. At: the house. At: the study. At the: photograph and the toddler's laughter coming from: downstairs. "Because it brought: her back. Not Kamini — not: my Kamini. But the: laughter. The house was: silent. And now it: laughs."


  
    Chapter 20: Abeer

    
    
  
  The fifth anniversary fell on: a Tuesday.

Five years since the: terrace. Five years since the: glitter and the wind and the: champagne bottle held like a weapon. Five years since a woman said: "My mother is dead" and I: stayed.

The company was: stable. MKI — Malhotra-Khanna Industries — was valued at: forty-seven thousand crore. Top fifteen in India. The steel division: profitable. The investment arm: growing. The foundation: one hundred and twelve schools across Rajasthan, Gujarat, and Madhya Pradesh. Eighteen thousand girls: in school. Forty-two borewells: functioning. The numbers that I had: calculated and that Gauri had: built.

Papa ji had: retired. Not completely — a Malhotra did not completely: retire, the way a river did not completely: stop. Papa ji sat on the: advisory board. He attended: meetings. He offered: opinions that the board received with the: specific respect reserved for founders who had earned: the right to be wrong occasionally. But the: running — the daily, operational, the: grinding work of managing a conglomerate — the running was: ours.

HK had: not retired. HK would not: retire. HK would: die at his desk, in his office, with a: balance sheet in one hand and a phone in the other, because HK believed that: retirement was for people who had: finished and HK would never be: finished.

Kamini was: four. Four years old. The age of: opinions. The age when a child had: discovered language and had decided to: use it, constantly, at: volume, about: everything. Kamini had opinions about: food (dal was: acceptable, bhindi was: "yucky," cake was: "always"), about clothes (red was: the only colour, all other colours were: "boring"), about people (Papa ji was: "the best," Ramu kaka was: "my friend," Mohini masi was: "funny"), and about the: buffer zone.

"Why is the: kettle touching the: coffee machine?" Kamini asked. At: breakfast. Standing on: the kitchen stool — Gauri's stool, which Kamini had: claimed because toddlers: conquered — looking at the counter with the: critical eye of a four-year-old food inspector.

"Because they're: married," Gauri said.

"Kettles can't: get married."

"These ones: did."

"That's: silly."

"Marriage often: is."

Kamini considered. The: considering of a four-year-old, which involved: pursed lips, tilted head, and the specific: gravity of a person who was making: a decision.

"I want: my own kettle," Kamini said.

"You're: four."

"I want a: small one. Pink."

"There is no: pink kettle."

"Then someone should: make one."

"That's: entrepreneurship," I said. "We'll fund: it."

 * 

The anniversary dinner was: at home. In the: Vasant Vihar dining room. The room that had hosted: crises and celebrations, board meetings and birthday parties, the: room that had contained the entire: arc of a marriage.

Not three hundred: people. Not even: thirty. Just: us. Gauri and me. Kamini, who had been: allowed to stay up past bedtime because anniversaries were: "special" and "special" meant: cake, which was Kamini's metric for: all occasions.

Bimla aunty cooked: the dinner. The dinner was: everything. Rajma chawal — the Khanna staple, the six-hour kidney beans, the Karnal: Basmati. Paneer tikka — made properly this time, hot, the way it should have been at: the charity gala five years ago. Vanilla cake — Maa's recipe, the recipe that Kamini loved, the: taste of continuity.

"Five: years," Gauri said. At the: table. With the: marigolds. With the: child. With the: history.

"Five: years."

"The Calculator's: assessment?"

I considered. Not: calculated — considered. The distinction that Gauri had: taught me, the distinction between: processing data and: feeling meaning. The distinction that Kamini Malhotra — the first Kamini, my: mother — had understood and that I was: learning.

"Assessment," I said. "The merger: succeeded. The company is: profitable. The foundation: thrives. The child is: extraordinary. The wife is: uncalculable."

"That's: the professional assessment."

"The professional assessment is: the only language I have."

"Try: another language."

"What: language?"

"The: terrace language. The language you spoke when you: stayed. When you said: 'the tuberoses are beautiful.' When you didn't: leave."

"That language doesn't have: words."

"Then: show me."

I reached across: the table. Past: the marigolds. Past the: rajma chawal. Past the: vanilla cake that Kamini was: already eyeing with the specific intent of a four-year-old who understood: priorities. I reached across and I held: Gauri's hand.

The hand that had held: a champagne bottle like a weapon. The hand that had worn: my mother's ring. The hand that had gripped: mine during the third phera and during: labour and during: every crisis. The hand that had: voted on boards and signed: cheques and held: our daughter and made: chai in a kettle that sat: touching the Breville because the buffer zone was: zero.

"Five: years," I said. "And every: day, I calculate. The numbers. The risks. The: probabilities. Every day, the Calculator: runs. And every day, the calculation: returns the same result."

"What: result?"

"Uncalculable. You: are uncalculable. This: is uncalculable. And I: stay."

"That's: romantic."

"That's: data."

"Same: thing."

"Not: remotely."

"Exactly: the same thing. When the data says: stay, and you: stay, that's: love. Calculated or not."

Kamini — four years old, red pyjamas, cake-focused — looked at: her parents. Holding: hands across a table. In a house in: Vasant Vihar. In a city that was: Delhi. In a country that was: theirs.

"Can I have: cake now?" Kamini asked.

"Yes," we: said. Together. At the: same time. The: synchronisation of two people who had been: arranged and who had: chosen and who were now: so intertwined that the: kettle and the Breville were not two appliances but: one counter, one: kitchen, one: home.

Kamini ate: cake. With: her hands. Because Kamini.

And in the: garden, through the window, the jasmine was: blooming. Night-blooming. The: white flowers opening in the dark, releasing the: fragrance that Ramu kaka had: planted and that Delhi's nights: carried. The fragrance of: a home that had been: silent and was now: full. The fragrance of: two dead mothers whose children had: married and whose grandchild was: eating cake with her hands and whose: laughter — the laughter that came from: both sides, from: both bloodlines, from: both women who were gone — the laughter: filled the house.

The: buffer zone was: zero. The: kettle and the Breville: touching. The: marriage: complete. Not: finished — never: finished, because marriage was: not a destination but a: direction — but: complete. The thing that had started as: arrangement and had become: choice and had become: family and had become: the house that laughed.

And on the: counter, where two appliances: touched, a speck of: biodegradable glitter caught the: kitchen light. Five years: old. Still: persistent.

Still: here.
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