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    Chapter 1: Pachaas Ka Matlab (What Fifty Means)

    
    
  
  Ananya Grover turned fifty on a Tuesday, and the universe marked the occasion by firing her.

Not immediately — the firing came at 3:47 PM, after the cake had been cut in the conference room on the fourteenth floor of Grover & Mehta Consultants, after the Cadbury Celebrations box had circulated and returned with only the Gems packets remaining (nobody wanted the Gems packets; the Gems packets were the corporate-gift equivalent of being told "you're a valued member of the team" by someone who was about to make you redundant), after Ananya had smiled for forty-seven minutes straight and her cheeks ached with the smiling and the aching was the particular ache of a woman who had been smiling professionally for twenty-seven years and whose smiling-muscles were, at fifty, finally protesting.

The office was on Senapati Bapat Road. The Senapati Bapat Road that was Pune's corporate corridor — the road that the IT companies and the consultancy firms and the BPO centres had colonised in the 2000s, the colonising being the particular Pune phenomenon of a city that had been known for pensioners and Marathi theatre and was now known for glass buildings and traffic jams and the specific misery of the Hinjewadi commute. Ananya had been at Grover & Mehta for twenty-two years. Twenty-two years of building the regulatory compliance department from nothing — from a single desk and a borrowed laptop — into a team of thirty-four people who kept the company's clients out of legal trouble and who were, as of 3:47 PM on this Tuesday, about to be managed by someone in Bangalore.

Mahesh Deshpande called her into his office. Mahesh who was the managing partner and who was, in the particular hierarchy of Indian corporate firms, the person who delivered bad news with good chai — the chai being the anaesthetic, the anaesthetic being necessary because the surgery was: "Ananya, we're restructuring the management tier."

"Restructuring," Ananya repeated. The word tasted like the conference-room cake — too sweet, manufactured, designed to make something unpleasant go down smooth.

"The board has decided to consolidate regulatory compliance under the Bangalore office. Srinivas will be heading the combined team. I wanted to tell you before the formal process begins on Monday."

The formal process. The Indian corporate equivalent of a funeral with paperwork — the consultation period, the notice period, the calculation of severance, the particular bureaucracy of being told that twenty-two years of your life had been assigned a number and the number was your package and the package was the price of your obsolescence.

Ananya did not cry. She had not cried since 2019 — since Karan, since the divorce, since the moment she'd decided that crying was a luxury the divorced woman could not afford. The divorced woman needed her water for surviving.

"Thank you for telling me, Mahesh." The professional sentence. The sentence that carried dignity out the door alongside the box of personal items: the framed photo of Liza and Vivek, the small Ganesh idol her mother had pressed into her palm on her first day twenty-two years ago (the brass still warm from Aai's hands, the tilak still on the idol's forehead), the succulent that was somehow alive after three years of fluorescent light.

The box and the dignity. That was what you carried out.

She rode the elevator down. Fourteen floors. The security guard at the lobby — Raju, who had been there as long as Ananya — said, "Madam, aaj jaldi?" Early today? She nodded. She could not speak to Raju. Speaking to Raju would crack the surface and the cracking would be public and the public-cracking was the thing that fifty-year-old professional women did not do.

Home was a two-bedroom flat in Kothrud. The flat that had been the family flat and that was now the divorce flat — the divorce having removed Karan and the children. Liza, twenty-one, and Vivek, nineteen, both choosing their father's Koregaon Park house because Koregaon Park was closer to their lives and Kothrud was closer to their mother's sadness and sadness was the thing that children fled from, the fleeing being the particular cruelty that children performed without knowing it was cruel.

The flat overlooked a park where morning walkers walked and evening cricket happened and aunties gathered on benches with steel dabbas of chivda, their commentary sharper than any cricket analyst's. On this Tuesday evening, the park held a group of children playing with a deflated football and a stray dog who appeared to be winning.

Ananya sat on the balcony. The balcony faced west and received, in October, the particular Pune sunset that was Pune's apology for the traffic and the construction dust and the auto-rickshaw drivers who treated red lights as philosophical suggestions. The sunset was beautiful. Beautiful and useless — the way beauty became useless when the inside was broken. When the inside was broken, the outside's beauty was an insult.

She had made paneer bhurji for Liza and Vivek's birthday visit. Liza's favourite since she was seven — the favourite that Ananya maintained the way she maintained the Ganesh idol: faithfully, ritually, regardless of whether the deity was listening.

Her phone buzzed. The vibration against the glass-top side table — a particular frequency that her body had learned to associate with cancellation.

Vivek: "Mummy sorry can't come this weekend. Nana-Nani are visiting Dad's place. They want to see us before they leave for Shirdi. Next weekend?"

Next weekend. The promise that divorced mothers survived on. The next-weekend that rarely became this-weekend — the pattern of two years of divorce, the mathematics of custody without a custody arrangement: the children chose, and the children chose the parent whose house had Netflix and whose refrigerator had imported cheese and whose new girlfriend didn't remind them of their mother's sadness.

Ananya put the phone down. Picked up the paneer bhurji. Ate it standing at the kitchen counter, alone, on her fiftieth birthday. The green chillies she'd added for Liza's taste burned her tongue. The jeera crackled between her teeth. The paneer had been made for two people who were not coming and was, eaten alone, the taste of redundancy. Professional redundancy and maternal redundancy and marital redundancy — the trifecta that fifty had delivered on a single day.

Fifty was efficient. Fifty did not waste time. Fifty said: here is your obsolescence, in three categories, simultaneously.

The paneer needed more salt. She added none. She ate it as it was — undersalted, over-spiced, alone.


  
    Chapter 2: Tampon Wali Ladki (The Tampon Girl)

    
    
  
  The community kitchen was Nikhil's idea — not a ration centre in the government sense, not the PDS shop with the blue card and the queue. A proper community kitchen that Nikhil had been running from the back room of a church in Hadapsar for three years. "The only place in Pune where nobody asks for your Aadhaar card before feeding you," was how he described it, stirring a vat of dal with the particular intensity of a man who believed that food was theology.

Ananya had not intended to volunteer. Her plan for the redundancy period involved updating LinkedIn, networking with the desperation of a fifty-year-old woman in the Indian job market — the market that was ageist and sexist simultaneously, the double-lock that fifty-year-old women hit: interviews where the interviewer was thirty-two and the thirty-two-year-old's face said "shouldn't you be retired?" before their mouth said "tell me about your leadership experience."

But Nikhil lived in the flat below hers. Nikhil who was forty-three and who had been at Infosys until he quit to cook — the particular Pune phenomenon of the IT professional who discovered that the thing they actually wanted was the thing their parents had specifically warned them against. He cooked the way other people breathed. Constantly. Compulsively. The stairwell between their floors always smelled of something — cumin tempering, onions caramelising, the sharp green scent of fresh coriander being stripped from its stems.

"Ek din aa jao," he said. On the landing between the second and third floor, the landing that smelled of phenyl and his morning's garlic prep. "Sirf ek din. Dekho kaisa lagta hai."

Come for one day. Just one day. See how it feels.

Ananya went on a Thursday. Thursday was the kitchen's busiest day — the day after Wednesday, and Wednesday was when weekly wages ran out for the daily-wage workers. The running-out produced the hunger and the hunger produced the Thursday queue that wound around the side of St. Thomas's Church in Hadapsar and down the lane past the paan stall where Ramu Kaka had been selling supari for thirty years and who, on Thursdays, gave free meetha paan to the children waiting with their mothers.

The church had been built in the 1960s. Over the decades it had become less a place of worship and more a community anchor: AA meetings on Monday, women's self-help group on Tuesday, blood donation camp on the first Saturday, and Nikhil's kitchen on Thursday. The kitchen itself was a converted storage room — two commercial gas burners, a refrigerator that hummed with the frequency of imminent mechanical death, and a collection of donated vessels that represented the diversity of Pune's cooking traditions. The pressure cooker (Hawkins, naturally — the whistle being Pune's dinner bell, audible three buildings away). The cast-iron kadhai, pre-seasoned by decades of someone else's tadkas. A steel degchi with a dent that Nikhil claimed improved the dal's flavour. And a tawa so warped it could only make dosas that curved upward at the edges like small, crispy boats.

Ananya was assigned to serving. Standing behind a folding table, steel ladle in hand, distributing dal-rice to whoever came. And the people who came were not what she expected. She'd expected — and the shame of the expecting would sit with her for weeks — the destitute. The obviously poor. What she found was: ordinary. Auto-rickshaw drivers still in their khaki. Housemaids between shifts, their synthetic sarees still carrying the smell of the households they cleaned. Construction workers with cement dust in their hair. Students. And one woman in a pressed salwar kameez with a matching dupatta — the particular sartorial care that middle-class Indian women maintained even in crisis — whose crisis was visible only in her eyes, in the way she held her plate slightly away from her body, as if proximity to the community kitchen plate might make the needing permanent.

And then: the girl.

Seventeen, maybe eighteen. She came to the serving table holding her plate with both hands — the both-hands grip that said: I know the protocol, hold steady, don't spill, there might not be more. Her bag was open and a packet of Whisper sanitary pads sat on top, visible to everyone in the queue. The visibility wasn't a statement. The bag was small, the pads were large, the geometry didn't permit concealment. It was logistics, not feminism.

"Didi, aur dal milegi?" The girl's voice — not begging, not asking. Informing. The tone of someone who had learned that directness worked better than politeness when you were hungry.

Ananya ladled more dal. The warm steam rose between them, carrying the smell of Nikhil's jeera tadka — the jeera that he roasted separately before adding, the roasting being the difference between dal that fed and dal that nourished. And then Ananya said the thing she would later identify as the hinge-moment: "Khana theek hai? Aur kuch chahiye?"

Is the food okay? Do you need anything else?

The girl's eyes performed the assessment — the street-smart teenager's scan of adults: safe or dangerous? Genuine or performative? Going to help or going to lecture? The scan took three seconds. The result was: a nod. Small. Cautious.

"Theek hai, didi. Dal achhi hai."

It's okay, sister. The dal is good.

Her name was Kiara. She was eighteen. She was homeless — not the sleeping-on-the-footpath homeless that Pune's middle class drove past with locked car doors. The invisible kind. Couch-surfing at friends' places. Sleeping at the 24-hour McDonald's on FC Road when the couches ran out (the McDonald's being the unofficial night shelter for Pune's invisible homeless — you could nurse a McFlurry for three hours before the staff noticed, and the staff on the night shift had been trained, by repetition, not to notice). Everything she owned was in one bag: the pads, a phone charger, two changes of clothes, and a library card.

The library card was the document Kiara guarded most carefully. The library was the place where homeless people could sit for hours without being asked to buy something. The air-conditioned reading room at the British Council on FC Road — Kiara had memorised the staff rotation and knew which librarians would let her stay past closing if she was reading something they approved of. (Mrs. Kulkarni was sympathetic to anyone reading Ruskin Bond. Mr. Deshmukh could be swayed by Marathi literature.)

Ananya didn't learn all this on the first Thursday. It came out over weeks — each Thursday another layer peeled back, another fact offered in exchange for extra dal. Kiara's mother had died of cancer when Kiara was twelve. Her father had remarried. The stepmother was the reason for the homelessness, though Kiara never said this directly. She said: "Ghar mein jagah nahi thi." There was no room in the house. The "no room" being metaphorical, the metaphor being the only way that eighteen-year-olds discussed the particular violence of being unwanted in your father's new life.

By the third Thursday, Ananya had stopped updating LinkedIn. By the fourth, she'd stopped pretending this was temporary. Nikhil noticed.

"Dekha? Ek din aaye the, ab har Thursday."

See? You came for one day, now every Thursday.

"Bas dal de rahi hoon," Ananya said, scrubbing the degchi in the church's single sink, the hot water scalding her knuckles.

"Dal dena bhi kuch hota hai." Nikhil's voice was quiet. The quiet of a man who had left a fourteen-lakh-per-annum Infosys salary to serve dal and whose leaving was not the failure but the finding.

Serving dal is also something.

The degchi was clean. Ananya's knuckles were red. The church's single window showed the Hadapsar evening — auto-rickshaws, a man selling roasted corn on a cart, the particular golden light that Pune produced in November when the pollution was low and the sky remembered how to be honest.

She dried her hands on the kitchen towel that smelled of turmeric and years of use. Kiara was outside, sitting on the church steps, reading something on her phone — her face lit by the screen, her bag clutched between her feet, the Whisper packet no longer visible (she'd reorganised, the reorganising being the teenager's response to an adult's noticing: conceal the evidence of need).

Ananya thought: I am fifty and fired and divorced and I am standing in a church kitchen in Hadapsar and my hands smell of dal and for the first time in months, the inside does not feel broken.

She did not say this to anyone. She locked the kitchen, said goodbye to Nikhil, and rode the bus home to Kothrud. The bus that was the 154, the bus that connected Hadapsar to Kothrud in forty-five minutes (if the Swargate traffic cooperated, which it never did, the never-cooperating being Pune's transit system's only reliable feature). She sat by the window and watched Pune pass and did not check LinkedIn once.


  
    Chapter 3: Achha Aadmi (A Good Man)

    
    
  
  Farhan Siddiqui was seventy-three and he had been alone for four years and the aloneness had produced in him the particular condition that Indian men of his generation developed when their wives died: domestic incompetence. Not the incompetence of inability — Farhan was a retired professor of English literature at Fergusson College and his intellect was beyond question. The incompetence of domesticity. The wife had cooked. The wife had cleaned. The wife had managed the house. The husband had read books and gone to college and come home and eaten the food and slept in the clean bed and had not, at any point in fifty years of marriage, learned how the food arrived or the bed became clean. Nasreen's death had revoked the arrangement. The food did not arrive. The bed did not clean itself. And the man who had never learned was required to learn at seventy-three, the learning being the particular indignity that widowhood imposed on men who had been waited on their entire lives.

His bungalow was three doors down from Ananya's building. One of the old Kothrud bungalows that had survived the apartment epidemic — the epidemic that had transformed the neighbourhood from bungalows-with-gardens to towers-with-parking-problems. Farhan's place had survived because of legal complexity: a property held since 1952, family heirs distributed across Pune, Mumbai, Dubai, and Toronto, none of whom could agree on selling. Indian family disagreement as accidental heritage conservation.

The bungalow smelled of books and mild decay. The books being Farhan's life's accumulation — floor-to-ceiling in the drawing room, stacked on every horizontal surface, spilling from the bedroom into the corridor. The decay being the four years of bachelor-maintenance: the kitchen where Farhan made tea and Maggi and occasionally attempted rice (the rice being the particular battleground, the battleground where Farhan's incompetence was most pronounced — the ratio of water to rice being the secret that Nasreen had taken to her grave and that Farhan, despite four years of experimentation, had not recovered, the recovery being impossible because the secret was not a ratio but a feeling, and Nasreen's feeling was not transferable).

Ananya met Farhan at the park. The park her balcony overlooked — the one where morning walkers walked and Farhan walked every day at 6:30 AM with the gait of a man whose knees had been instructed by a doctor to stop and whose knees had instructed the doctor to mind his own business. The walking was the morning's non-negotiable. Nasreen had established it thirty years ago and Farhan maintained it in her absence — the maintaining being the tribute, the tribute being: the body remembers what the mind cannot release.

He was on a bench. His bench — claimed through four years of daily occupation, the Indian mechanism of territorial acquisition that required no paperwork, only consistency.

"Aap naye hain yahan?" he asked. The question delivered with the formal aap, the formality being the elderly Indian man's default with unknown women.

"Nahi, twenty-two saal se hoon. Bas kabhi subah nahi aayi." Ananya sat at the other end of the bench, the gap between them being the particular distance that Indian strangers maintained: close enough for conversation, far enough for propriety.

"Retire ho gayi?"

"Kuch aisa hi." Something like that.

Farhan nodded. The nod of a man who understood that "something like that" was a door marked PRIVATE and who would not try the handle. He waited. The waiting being the courtesy of the educated elderly Indian man — one question, then silence, the silence being the invitation that did not insist.

They did not discuss the redundancy. They discussed books. Farhan being Fergusson College's literature department (retired) and Ananya being a woman who had read voraciously in her twenties and then not at all for twenty years — the Indian corporate career having eaten the reading, the reading being the first sacrifice when the hours expanded and the hours always expanded.

"Premchand padha hai?" he asked, three mornings in. Three mornings being the duration after which park-bench acquaintances in Kothrud could advance from weather and politics to personal recommendations.

"School mein. Bahut pehle."

"Phir se padho. Godaan." He pulled his shawl tighter — the November morning was sharpening, the particular Pune November that arrived like a polite guest and then, over three weeks, turned the mornings into something that required woolens. "Fifty ke baad Premchand alag lagta hai. Twenty mein padho toh kahani hai. Fifty mein padho toh zindagi hai."

Read it at twenty and it's a story. Read it at fifty and it's life.

The sentence landed in Ananya the way good sentences do — not with impact but with recognition. The recognition that someone had said the thing you didn't know you needed to hear until you heard it.

She went to the library. The Kothrud branch of the Pune Municipal Corporation — housed in a building that had been a community hall before becoming a library through the addition of steel shelves and the subtraction of adequate lighting. The particular Indian public library ambiance: dim, quiet, the smell of old pages and Fevicol and the tropical mustiness that accumulated when you stored books without air conditioning in a city where the humidity had opinions.

The Godaan copy was old. Borrowed and returned so many times the stamp page was full and someone had taped in an additional page and that page was also full. The fullness was evidence: this book had been needed. This book was the one Pune's readers returned to.

She read it on the balcony. October evening. The Pune October that was still warm but the warmth was departing, and the departing was pleasure — the knowledge that winter was approaching and winter was Pune's best season and the best season was the hope.

Hori. The farmer who wanted a cow and couldn't afford one. At twenty, Hori had been a character in a book. At fifty, Hori was every person who had wanted what they couldn't have and whose wanting was the life and the life was the wanting.

Ananya was Hori. She wanted the family she'd lost. The cost of the family had been Karan's control — Karan's daily diminishment, the marital economy that said: you can have the family but the family costs your self. The cost had been paid for twenty years and the paying had depleted everything and the depletion was the divorce and the divorce was the loss and the loss was the wanting.

She closed the book at the chapter where Hori borrows money he cannot repay. She would finish tomorrow. She had time now. She had all the time that the career and the marriage had consumed and the consuming had ended and the ending had returned the time and the time was — the time was terrifying. The terrifying abundance of time that the unemployed-divorced woman possessed and that the possessing was not freedom but exposure, the exposure being: when you had no schedule, you had no armour, and without armour, the grief got through.

But the book helped. The book was a shield — smaller than armour, but portable, and the portability was the thing. You could carry a book to the park bench and the park bench became bearable and the bearable was, for now, enough.

Tomorrow she would tell Farhan she'd started reading it.

Tomorrow. Not today. Today she needed to sit with Hori's wanting and her own wanting and the November evening and the chai that she'd made — ginger-elaichi, the elaichi crushed with the back of a spoon the way Aai had taught her, the crushing releasing the scent that was the scent of every kitchen Ananya had ever stood in, the scent that was the autobiography of the Indian woman written in spice.


  
    Chapter 4: Deshpande Sahab Ki Party (Mr. Deshpande's Party)

    
    
  
  Mahesh Deshpande's Diwali party was the annual performance of corporate Pune's social hierarchy, held on the Saturday before Diwali at his Koregaon Park bungalow — the bungalow that his wife Sheela maintained with the ferocity of a woman whose entire identity had been compressed into the role of corporate hostess. The rangoli at the entrance was professional-grade (Sheela hired the Rangoli Rani from Shivajinagar market, the woman who did wedding mandaps and whose hand did not tremble even when working with colour powder in Pune's November wind). The diyas were brass, not clay — the brass being the statement, the statement being: we have taste and we have money and the money enables the taste. The catering was from The Flour Works on North Main Road, the establishment that had achieved the particular Pune distinction of being simultaneously excellent and overpriced, the combination being the marker of legitimacy in Koregaon Park's dining economy.

Ananya went. Not because she wanted to — the wanting had died with the redundancy, the redundancy having killed the social appetite along with the professional identity. She went because the alternative was the flat in Kothrud on the Saturday before Diwali, and the flat in Kothrud on the Saturday before Diwali was the particular loneliness that divorced women experienced during festivals: the festival designed for family, experienced without one. Diwali without family was not Diwali. It was October with extra lights.

She wore the green silk saree — bought at Nalli's on Laxmi Road three years ago for a client dinner that had been cancelled. The silk had hung in the cupboard since then, wrapped in the muslin that Nalli's provided, the muslin smelling faintly of the shop's particular fragrance (sandalwood and commerce, the combination that every Nalli's customer recognised). The wearing of the saree was a decision: to go not as Ananya-the-redundant but as Ananya-who-still-owns-silk. The saree required forty-five minutes to drape (the Maharashtrian style, the nauvari adapted to the six-yard — Ananya's particular compromise between tradition and practicality) and the draping was its own ritual, the pleats folded against her thigh, the pallu pinned at the shoulder, the fabric carrying the body the way silk does: with authority.

The party was what it always was. LED strings instead of oil diyas (brighter, cheaper, less beautiful — modernity's deal with tradition). The garden full of people in festival silk and starched kurtas. Sula sparkling wine circulating on trays (the Indian corporate party's patriotic compromise: we drink wine, but we drink Indian wine). Paneer tikka skewers leaving grease marks on paper napkins. The particular hum of thirty conversations happening simultaneously, the hum being Pune's corporate frequency: networking disguised as celebration.

She circulated with the precision of twenty-two years' practice. Three minutes per conversation. Enough to be polite, not enough to be trapped. Smile, nod, "Happy Diwali," move. The corporate choreography that the body performed even when the mind had checked out, the checking-out being the redundant person's condition: present at the party, absent from the belonging.

And then she saw Karan.

Of course she saw Karan. Karan who was still Karan Grover — the Grover of Grover & Mehta, Mahesh's brother-in-law, the family connection that had given Ananya her job twenty-two years ago and that could not, through the particular irony of Indian family-business dynamics, save her from the restructuring because saving her would be nepotism and nepotism was the thing that boards audited now. Karan in his navy sherwani — the sherwani that he wore to every Diwali event and that looked, every year, more expensive and more deliberately casual, the deliberately-casual being the particular sartorial strategy of Indian men who wanted to appear rich without appearing to try.

With him: Areesha. The girlfriend. Thirty-four. Yoga instructor. The profession that occupied a specific slot in the post-divorce Indian dating ecosystem — yoga instructor, nutritionist, wellness coach. Professions that said "I am spiritually evolved" while the spiritual evolution covered: young, attractive, flexible in every sense. Areesha wore a lehenga that was too heavy for a Diwali party and too light for a wedding, the in-between being the girlfriend's sartorial dilemma: dress up enough to stake the claim, dress down enough to not threaten the ex-wife.

Karan's face did the thing. The brief flicker — guilt? satisfaction? — the expression of a man who had controlled a woman for twenty years and was still running the numbers on whether the control had been profitable. The flicker lasted one second. Replaced by the smile. The Karan-smile. The smile that had charmed Ananya for two decades and that the charming had been identified — by the therapist, by the reading, by the particular education that divorce forced — as manipulation. The smile was a tool. The smile said: I am harmless. The harmlessness was the lie.

"Ananya! Happy Diwali!" The public voice. Warm, inclusive, projected. The voice that told the room: I am the good ex-husband. I am civilised. The private voice — the one that had said, nightly, for twenty years, tum kuch nahi ho mere bina (you are nothing without me) — was stored elsewhere. The private voice was the one only Ananya and the therapist knew about.

"Happy Diwali, Karan." Her own voice. Steady. The steadiness was two years of therapy, one year of antidepressants, and the particular pharmaceutical-and-psychological infrastructure that middle-class Indian women assembled when the marriage ended and the ending revealed the damage.

The pleasantries. Children? Fine. Work? Fine. Health? Fine. Three fines — the divorced couple's conversation at parties, the performance of okayness, the social contract that said: we are fine, the fine being the most functional lie in the Indian social vocabulary.

Areesha squeezed Karan's arm. The squeeze being the territorial gesture — the gesture that said, to Ananya: he is mine now, the mine-now being the claim that the girlfriend made publicly because the claiming was the girlfriend's only power in the ex-wife's presence. Ananya noted the squeeze and felt — nothing. The nothing being the achievement. Two years ago, the squeeze would have produced pain. Now it produced: nothing. Nothing was the upgrade. Nothing was the medication and the therapy and the time doing their work.

She moved on. Three-minute rule. Smiled at Payal from marketing (who was wearing too much perfume, the perfume being the Koregaon Park party's olfactory assault — every woman wearing something different, the cumulative effect being a chemical event rather than a fragrance). Said hello to Ashish from legal (who was already drunk, the drunk being the Diwali party's tradition — there was always one, and Ashish had claimed the role years ago with the dedication that other people brought to their careers).

And then: Sahil.

Sahil Thapar. Mahesh's college friend from COEP — the College of Engineering Pune, the institution that produced Pune's particular species of successful man. Sahil was forty-six and his face was not handsome but interesting. The distinction mattered. Handsome was symmetry. Interesting was the lines around the eyes (smile-lines, the lines of a person who had smiled a lot and whose smiling had been genuine), the grey at the temples (accepted, not dyed — the confidence of a man comfortable with aging), the beard (full, maintained, the beard of a man with opinions about beard oil and whose opinions, you suspected, were correct).

He joined her group — Ananya, Payal, Ashish — with the ease of someone who was comfortable at parties without needing parties. The particular social skill that manifested as: the body relaxed, the conversation light but not shallow, the lightness being confidence rather than indifference.

"Sahil Thapar. Mahesh ka college friend. COEP, '97."

"Ananya Grover. Grover & Mehta. Regulatory compliance." The corporate introduction, delivered on autopilot. Twenty-two years of practice, not yet uninstalled.

He smiled. And the smile was — the smile was different. Different from Karan's smile (the weapon) and different from Mahesh's smile (the guilt) and different from the smiles of the thirty men at this party who were smiling the party-smile (the networking-smile, the smile that said: how can we be useful to each other). Sahil's smile reached his eyes. The eye-mouth synchronisation that was the marker of sincerity — a thing Ananya had not seen in a man's face in years. Years since she had encountered a smile that was not performing something.

"Regulatory compliance," he repeated. "That sounds like the kind of job where you know where all the bodies are buried."

Ananya laughed. The laugh surprised her — the surprise being: she had not laughed at a party in two years and the not-laughing had been the condition and the condition had, for one second, broken. The breaking was small. The breaking was a crack in the wall that the redundancy and the divorce had built. But cracks, once started, did not stop.

"Something like that," she said. And this time, "something like that" was not a door marked PRIVATE. It was an invitation.


  
    Chapter 5: Ananya Ka Sach (Ananya Comes Clean)

    
    
  
  The redundancy became public on a Monday. Not because Ananya announced it — Ananya had maintained the secret with the discipline of a woman who had spent twenty-two years in regulatory compliance, where confidentiality was not a skill but an identity. The redundancy became public because Mahesh sent the company-wide email at 9:15 AM and the email was the particular Indian corporate communication that attempted compassion and achieved bureaucracy: "As part of our ongoing organisational restructuring, certain roles within the regulatory compliance division will be transitioning to our Bangalore operations centre. We are committed to supporting all affected team members through this process."

"Affected team members." The euphemism that replaced "people we are firing" with the passive voice, the passive voice being corporate India's preferred grammatical structure for inflicting damage — nobody fired anybody; roles were transitioning, positions were being restructured, the active agent of the destruction removed from the sentence the way the active agent was removed from the severance discussion: impersonal, procedural, clean.

Ananya's phone began ringing at 9:17 AM. Two minutes — that was how long it took for Pune's corporate network to process the information and begin the calling. Payal from marketing called first (Payal who was not affected but who called because calling was the thing that colleagues did and the doing was the performance of caring, the performance being necessary even when the caring was genuine because in corporate India, caring without its performance was invisible). Ashish from legal called second (Ashish who was affected — Ashish whose role was also transitioning and whose transitioning was, for Ashish, the particular catastrophe of a man who had built his identity around a job he didn't particularly like but that he needed the way some people needed oxygen: not because the oxygen was pleasant but because the alternative was death). Three former team members called. Her immediate subordinate, Priya, sent a WhatsApp message that said "Ma'am are you okay?" with a string of emojis that were the millennial's attempt at emotional support — the heart emoji, the folded-hands emoji, the crying-face emoji, the emojis being the generation's vocabulary for the feelings that words could not carry but that the emojis did not quite carry either, the not-quite being the gap between digital communication and human comfort.

Ananya did not answer any of them. She sat on the balcony with her phone on the glass-top table, the phone vibrating with each incoming call, each vibration moving the phone incrementally across the glass surface toward the edge — a slow migration that Ananya watched with the detachment of a woman who had already processed the news privately and was now watching the world catch up.

She called Nikhil. Nikhil who was downstairs in his flat, probably already cooking something for the Thursday community kitchen — Wednesday was prep day and Nikhil's Wednesday prep was the particular marathon of a man who fed fifty people from a converted church storage room: soaking rajma overnight, chopping onions in quantities that would make a normal person weep (Nikhil did not weep; Nikhil had developed an immunity to onions that he attributed to "years of practice" and that Ananya suspected was simply the stoicism of a man who had made peace with tears).

"Nikhil, I need to tell you something."

"Bol." Say it. Nikhil's phone manner — single-word responses, the single-word being the efficiency of a man whose hands were usually occupied with food and whose verbal economy reflected his culinary philosophy: no wasted ingredients, no wasted words.

"Main nikaal di gayi. Job se. Restructuring." I've been let go. From the job. Restructuring.

Silence. Three seconds of silence, which for Nikhil was an eternity — Nikhil who usually responded in under a second, whose conversational rhythm was the rhythm of a man who chopped onions: fast, precise, no pauses.

"Kab?" When?

"Pichle hafte. Mahesh ne bataya." Last week. Mahesh told me.

"Ek hafte se chupa rahi thi?" You've been hiding it for a week?

"Haan." Yes.

Another silence. Then: "Aaj Thursday ki prep chal rahi hai. Neeche aa jao. Rajma soak ho raha hai, onions kaatne hain. Hath chahiye." Thursday prep is happening. Come downstairs. Rajma is soaking, onions need chopping. I need hands.

The sentence that was not "I'm sorry" and not "that's terrible" and not "what will you do now" — the three sentences that everyone else would offer and that the offering would be the performance of sympathy that required Ananya to perform gratitude and the double-performance was exhausting. Nikhil's sentence was: come chop onions. The come-chop-onions being the particular comfort of a man who understood that grief needed activity, not words, and that the activity of feeding people was the activity that contained the most healing because the healing was in the hands and the hands needed something to do and the something was: onions.

Ananya went downstairs. Nikhil's flat smelled of soaking rajma (the particular overnight-soak smell: earthy, slightly musty, the smell of legumes releasing their stored sugars into water) and the ginger-garlic paste he'd ground that morning (the grinding being done in a stone mortar that had been his grandmother's and that Nikhil refused to replace with a mixer-grinder because "the stone knows the proportions"). His kitchen was the opposite of hers — every surface occupied, every vessel in use or recently used, the kitchen of a man who lived in his kitchen the way writers lived in their studies: permanently, obsessively, the room being the person.

"Onions wahan hain." He pointed with a knife — the knife being the particular Indian kitchen knife, the heavy-bladed boti that his mother had used and that required a technique that Nikhil had tried to teach Ananya once (the teaching being unsuccessful because the boti required sitting on the floor and pulling the vegetable toward the blade rather than pushing the blade into the vegetable, the pulling being counter-intuitive for anyone raised on Western-style cutting boards, the counter-intuitive being the point: the boti was designed for a different body position, a different relationship between hand and food, a different philosophy of cutting — you came to the blade, the blade did not come to you).

Ananya sat at his kitchen counter (the counter, not the floor — the compromise between Nikhil's traditional boti and Ananya's modern-kitchen-trained hands) and began chopping onions. Five kilos of onions. The five kilos that Thursday required — the five kilos that Nikhil transformed into the base of the dal and the sabzi and the onion-tomato gravy that was the community kitchen's signature, the signature being: Nikhil's food tasted like someone's mother had cooked it, the someone's-mother quality being the highest compliment in Indian cooking and the compliment that Nikhil had earned through the particular alchemy of caring about food the way other people cared about money.

She cried. Not because of the redundancy — the redundancy was processed, the redundancy was the thing she had already digested privately on the balcony. She cried because of the onions. Five kilos of onions producing the tears that the redundancy could not, the onions being the biochemical trigger that the emotional trigger had failed to activate and the activation being — the activation was relief. The tears were relief. The tears were the body saying: finally, a reason to cry that does not require explanation.

Nikhil did not comment on the crying. Nikhil was chopping garlic and the garlic-chopping was the accompaniment to the onion-crying and the accompaniment was: silent. The silence being the respect of a man who understood that sometimes people needed to cry and the needing did not require commentary and the commentary would, in fact, ruin the crying, the ruining being: if you name the thing, you make the person defend the thing, and the defending stops the release.

After the onions, she told him. Not the redundancy — he knew that. She told him about Karan. About the twenty years. About the daily tum kuch nahi ho mere bina. About the children choosing the other house. About the paneer bhurji on her birthday, eaten alone. About the green silk saree at Mahesh's party. About Sahil's smile — the smile that reached his eyes.

Nikhil listened. Chopping garlic. The rhythm of the knife on the wooden board — thak thak thak — the rhythm that was the conversation's percussion, the percussion being the steadiness that Nikhil provided while Ananya's words were unsteady.

When she finished, he said: "Sahil wala smile achha sign hai."

The Sahil smile thing is a good sign.

She laughed. The second laugh in a week — the first being at Mahesh's party when Sahil had made the joke about buried bodies. Two laughs in one week after two years of not-laughing. The mathematics of recovery: small numbers, disproportionate significance.

"And the rest?" she asked. "The job, the ex-husband, the children who don't come?"

Nikhil scraped the garlic into a steel bowl, the metal-on-wood sound sharp in the kitchen. "Those are onions," he said. "You chop them. You cry. Then you cook with them and they become something good." He looked at her. "Tu already chop kar chuki hai. Ab cook karna hai."

You've already done the chopping. Now you need to cook.


  
    Chapter 6: Hello Netta Wilde — Naya Naam (New Name)

    
    
  
  The name came from Kiara. Not deliberately — Kiara did not know she was naming anything. Kiara was eating dal-rice at the community kitchen on a Thursday and talking about the fake IDs she'd had as a teenager (the fake IDs being the particular survival skill of homeless teenagers in Pune: the IDs that got you into the 24-hour McDonald's without questions, the IDs that said you were twenty-one when you were sixteen, the IDs that were not for drinking or clubs but for the basic infrastructure of existing — a phone SIM, a hostel bed, the things that required proof of identity from people whose identity was the thing they were trying to escape).

"Maine ek baar apna naam badal diya tha," Kiara said, between mouthfuls. "Ek saal tak main Riya thi. Riya Sharma. Poora naya aadmi." I changed my name once. For a year I was Riya. Riya Sharma. A completely new person.

"Aur phir?" Ananya asked. And then?

"Phir wapas aa gayi. Riya boring thi." Kiara grinned — the grin of an eighteen-year-old who had survived things that fifty-year-olds had not encountered, the grin being the armour. Then I came back. Riya was boring.

The conversation happened on Ananya's sixth Thursday at the community kitchen. Six Thursdays being the duration after which the kitchen had shifted from volunteering to identity — the identity being: Ananya was now "the dal didi," the title given by the regulars, the title that Ananya had resisted initially (the resisting being the corporate woman's discomfort with being defined by a ladle rather than a job title) and then accepted and then, quietly, cherished. The cherishing being: when the regulars said "dal didi," they were naming a relationship, not a function, and the relationship was the thing that the corporate title had never provided.

But the name. The name came later that evening, on the bus home — the 154 from Hadapsar to Kothrud, the bus whose route had become Ananya's Thursday commute, the commute replacing the Senapati Bapat Road commute with its air-conditioned car and its parking-lot politics. The 154 was not air-conditioned. The 154 smelled of diesel and sweat and the particular Pune bus smell that was the combination of every passenger's day compressed into a shared metal tube. Ananya sat by the window (the window seat being the bus's luxury — the luxury of air, even if the air was Pune traffic air, the traffic air being a combination of auto-rickshaw exhaust and the jasmine garlands that the flower-sellers at Swargate draped over their carts).

She was thinking about Kiara's fake name. About being someone else. About the particular freedom of a name that was not attached to history — not attached to Karan's diminishment, not attached to the corporate identity that had been the armour for twenty-two years and that the armour had been removed and the removal had left Ananya exposed and the exposure was the condition.

Ananya Grover. The name that carried: wife-of-Karan, employee-of-Grover-&-Mehta, mother-of-children-who-chose-the-other-house. Every syllable loaded with the history of a life that had been defined by others. The Grover being Karan's name (taken at marriage, the taking being the Indian tradition that Ananya had not questioned at twenty-five and that at fifty she questioned daily). The Ananya being the name her parents gave her (the name meaning "unique," the uniqueness being the aspiration that parents encoded in names and that the encoding was the parents' prayer and the prayer was: be different, be yourself, the yourself being the thing that twenty years with Karan had eroded).

On the bus, between Swargate and Deccan, Ananya took out her phone. She opened a new note. She typed: "Naya Naam."

Not a legal change. Not an official anything. A private experiment. A name that she would use — where? She didn't know yet. At the community kitchen? Online? In the mirror? The where was not the point. The point was the naming. The point was: the woman who had been defined by others' names (Karan's wife, Mahesh's employee, Liza-and-Vivek's mother) would define herself. The defining being the rebellion that did not look like rebellion — the quiet rebellion of a fifty-year-old woman on a city bus typing a new name into her phone.

She tried names. Discarded them. Ananya Sharma — too generic, the Sharma being India's default surname, the default being anonymity rather than identity. Ananya Devi — too much, the Devi carrying the weight of divinity and Ananya was not feeling divine, Ananya was feeling human, specifically and painfully human. Ananya Joshi — her maiden name, the name before Karan, but the before-Karan name carried the before-Karan person and the before-Karan person was twenty-five and naive and the naivety was not something to return to.

Then: Netta. The word arriving from nowhere — or from everywhere. Netta. Which was not a Hindi word or a Marathi word but which sounded like one. Netta. Which sounded like neta — leader. Which sounded like niti — policy, principle. Which sounded like the beginning of something. Netta. Netta Joshi. Netta Wilde.

Wilde. The English word that meant: untamed, uncontrolled, the opposite of what Karan had demanded. Wild. Wilde with an 'e' — the literary Wilde, the Oscar Wilde, the Wilde that Farhan would appreciate. Netta Wilde.

She typed it. Looked at it. The phone screen glowing in the bus's evening dimness, the dimness being the 154's standard lighting — fluorescent tubes, two out of five functioning, the functioning-two casting the particular yellow-green light that Indian public transport provided, the light that made everyone look slightly ill but that also, in its dimness, provided a privacy that the bright corporate office never had.

Netta Wilde. The name that was nobody's wife and nobody's employee and nobody's mother. The name that was: new. The name that was the experiment.

She did not tell anyone. Not Nikhil (who would have approved but whose approving would have made it a thing and the making-it-a-thing would have added weight and the weight was not what the name needed; the name needed to be light, experimental, a trial). Not Farhan (who would have quoted Oscar Wilde and the quoting would have been delightful but the delight would have formalised the name and the formalising was premature). Not Kiara (who had inspired the name and who would have understood the name because Kiara had been Riya for a year and the being-Riya was the same impulse: escape through renaming, the renaming being the poor woman's plastic surgery — you could not change the face but you could change the word that preceded the face and the changing was its own transformation).

She told the mirror. At home, in the bathroom of the Kothrud flat — the bathroom that was the flat's smallest room and that was, therefore, the room where privacy was absolute. The mirror that was mounted above the sink and that reflected: a fifty-year-old woman with silver at the temples (the silver that she had started dyeing and then stopped, the stopping being the particular decision of the post-divorce woman: stop hiding the evidence of time, the evidence being the authenticity that the marriage had not permitted). The woman in the mirror who had been Ananya Grover for fifty years and who was now — experimentally, provisionally, in the privacy of a Kothrud bathroom — Netta Wilde.

"Hi," she said to the mirror. "Main Netta hoon."

The mirror did not respond. Mirrors did not respond. But the woman in the mirror smiled. The smile that was not the corporate smile (the smile that covered) and not the Diwali party smile (the smile that performed) but the private smile, the smile that occurred when the person smiling was smiling for no audience, the no-audience smile being the most honest smile and the honesty being: this is absurd, this is a fifty-year-old woman talking to a mirror, and the absurdity is the freedom.

"Netta Wilde," she said again. The bathroom tiles echoed slightly — the slight echo of a small tiled space, the echo being the only applause.

She brushed her teeth. The toothpaste was Colgate — the red Colgate, the Colgate that her parents had used and that Ananya had used and that the using was the continuity, the one thing that had not changed in fifty years: the toothpaste. She spat, rinsed, looked at the mirror again.

"Goodnight, Netta."

She went to bed. She slept. For the first time in weeks, she slept without waking at 3 AM (the 3 AM being the redundancy's time — the time when the mind replayed the firing, the time when the body remembered the desk being cleared, the time that insomnia claimed as its territory). She slept, and in the morning she was Ananya again (the Ananya who made chai and walked to the park and sat on Farhan's bench and discussed Premchand). But somewhere underneath the Ananya, the Netta existed — the experiment, the possibility, the name that was the seed of the person she might become.

The seed did not need water yet. The seed needed only: to exist. The existing was enough. For now.


  
    Chapter 7: Sant Ananya Aur Rozgar Sahkaari (Saint Ananya and the Job Club)

    
    
  
  The job club was Ananya's idea, and the idea came from the particular place where most good ideas originate: desperation dressed as competence.

It happened like this: on a Thursday, between the dal service and the cleanup, a man named Govind asked Ananya if she knew how to write a resume. Govind was forty-one. He'd been a machine operator at a packaging factory in Bhosari for fourteen years until the factory automated and the automating was the blue-collar version of Ananya's restructuring — the same surgery, different ward, the anaesthetic being not good chai but a photocopied notice taped to the factory gate. Govind had a phone with a cracked screen, a Gmail account he'd made but never used, and a conviction that his fourteen years of experience should count for something and the conviction was correct and the correctness was useless without someone to translate it into the language that hiring managers spoke.

"Didi, resume banana hai. Par kaise banate hain?" Sister, I need to make a resume. But how do you make one?

Ananya knew how to make a resume. Ananya had reviewed thousands of resumes. Ananya had, in her corporate life, been the person who decided which resumes made it to the interview pile and which went to the rejection pile, the piles being the particular sorting mechanism of corporate hiring: your life reduced to two pages, the two pages being auditioned by someone who spent an average of seven seconds per page, the seven seconds being the research-backed duration that HR professionals devoted to each applicant's summary of their entire professional existence.

She helped Govind. On her phone, on the steps of St. Thomas's Church, with Kiara sitting three steps above them eating a banana (the banana being Thursday's fruit — Nikhil added fruit when donations permitted, the fruit being the luxury, the dal-rice being the necessity and the fruit being the thing that made the Thursday meal feel like a meal rather than a ration). Ananya typed Govind's experience into a Google Doc, formatted it, added the particular vocabulary that hiring managers required: "operated and maintained industrial packaging equipment" instead of "ran the machine," "supervised quality control processes" instead of "checked the boxes weren't broken," the translation being the particular skill that corporate people possessed and that non-corporate people needed — the skill of making real work sound like corporate work, the sounding being the entry fee that the job market charged.

The next Thursday, Govind brought his friend Sunita. Sunita who was a former data entry operator. The Thursday after that, Sunita brought her neighbour Manoj. Manoj brought his wife Deepa. Deepa brought her sister's cousin's colleague's friend — the Indian network effect, the effect that was not six degrees of separation but one-and-a-half degrees of connection, the connection being: in India, everyone knew someone who knew someone who needed help, and the needing-help produced the chain and the chain was how Ananya's informal resume-writing on the church steps became, within four Thursdays, a thing.

Nikhil noticed. "Tu toh recruitment agency chala rahi hai church ke bahar." You're running a recruitment agency outside the church.

"Bas resume help hai," Ananya said. But it wasn't just resume help. It was — it had expanded. The expansion being organic, the organic being: the people who came for resume help also needed interview practice. The people who needed interview practice also needed to know where the jobs were. The people who needed to know where the jobs were also needed to know how to apply online (the applying-online being the particular barrier that the digital divide imposed: you could not apply for a job at an Amazon warehouse without internet access and an email address and the ability to navigate a website that had been designed by someone who assumed everyone had a laptop and WiFi and the assuming was the privilege embedded in the interface).

So Ananya started — she would not have called it a job club. She would have called it "helping some people on Thursdays." But Nikhil called it a job club and Nikhil had the naming authority because Nikhil owned the church's back room and the back room was where the job club met, on Thursdays, after the community kitchen closed, in the room that still smelled of dal and where the folding chairs were still warm from the people who had sat on them to eat and who were now sitting on them to learn.

The job club had no funding, no registration, no letterhead. It had: Ananya's twenty-two years of corporate knowledge (the knowledge that had been the career and that the career's death had freed — freed like an organ donor's organs, the organs being useful to others precisely because the original body no longer needed them). It had Nikhil's kitchen (which served as the meeting space — the gas burners turned off, the vessels stacked, the room's purpose shifting from feeding to enabling, the feeding being the body's need and the enabling being the soul's). And it had Kiara.

Kiara who was, it turned out, extraordinary with computers. Kiara who could navigate a government job portal in four minutes when Govind had spent three days trying and failing. Kiara who had taught herself everything on borrowed phones and library computers and the particular self-education that poverty demanded: you learned what you needed, when you needed it, the learning being survival rather than enrichment. Kiara typed at the speed of someone whose entire social life occurred on a phone screen. She could format a document, find a government scheme, fill in an online application — the skills that middle-class India took for granted and that the taking-for-granted was the blindness and the blindness was what the job club illuminated: the gap between having skills and having access, the gap being the particular cruelty of a digital economy that required digital citizenship and that the citizenship had a price and the price was invisible to those who could afford it.

Ananya gave Kiara a role. "Tu meri tech team hai." You're my tech team. The sentence delivered with the mock-corporate formality that had become their shared language — the language that was half joke (the joke being: a community kitchen volunteer calling a homeless teenager her tech team) and half truth (the truth being: Kiara was better with technology than any of the thirty-four people who had been on Ananya's corporate team, the being-better being the particular irony of a system that credentialed the educated and overlooked the skilled).

Kiara accepted the role with the studied indifference of a teenager who was secretly pleased. "Theek hai, didi. Meri fees kya hai?" Fine, sister. What's my fee?

"Extra dal."

"Done."

The job club grew. Week by week. Eight people, then fourteen, then twenty-two. Ananya kept a register — the register being the corporate habit that survived the corporate death, the habit of documentation, of tracking, of knowing who came and when and what they needed. The register was a school notebook that she'd bought at the stationery shop on Karve Road (the stationery shop that had been there since the 1980s and that sold notebooks and pens and erasers and the particular rubber bands that Indian shopkeepers used to bundle everything and that the rubber-banding was the Indian retail's gift-wrapping: functional, unaesthetic, indestructible).

Farhan heard about it. Farhan who heard about everything in Kothrud because Kothrud's information network was the park bench and the park bench was Farhan's office. He asked, on a November morning that had turned properly cold (the Pune cold that was not Mumbai cold and not Delhi cold but the particular Pune cold that arrived through the ground rather than the air, the cold that crept up through the feet and that required socks, the socks being the Pune winter's only concession from the city's otherwise sandal-wearing population).

"Job club?" Farhan adjusted his muffler — the muffler being wool, hand-knitted by Nasreen years ago, the knitting being another thing that Farhan maintained in her absence. "Tu kya kar rahi hai?"

"Log ko resume banane mein help kar rahi hoon. Interview practice. Job search." I'm helping people make resumes. Interview practice. Job searching.

"Toh tu apna kaam dhundh rahi hai ya doosron ka?" So are you looking for your own work or other people's?

The question that was Farhan's particular gift — the question that looked simple and was surgical. The question that cut to the thing that Ananya had not examined: she was helping others find jobs while not looking for one herself. The not-looking being — what? Avoidance? Purpose-substitution? The particular displacement that helping-others provided: you could not feel your own wound when you were bandaging someone else's.

"Dono," she said, the lie being obvious to both of them. Both.

Farhan nodded. The nod that said: I know you're lying, I'll wait for the truth, the waiting being the old man's strategy and the strategy being more effective than confrontation because the waiting gave the truth time to surface and the surfacing was voluntary and the voluntary was the only kind of truth that mattered.

She walked home. The morning was cold enough that her breath was visible — the breath-clouds that Pune produced for six weeks in winter and that the breath-clouds were the winter's proof, the proof being necessary because Pune's winter was otherwise invisible (no snow, no frost, just the ground-cold and the breath-clouds and the sudden appearance of monkey caps on auto-rickshaw drivers).

At home, she opened the school notebook. She wrote: "Netta Wilde's Job Club." Not "Ananya's." Netta's. The new name applied to the new thing. The new thing that was — the new thing was the beginning. The beginning that Ananya could not have planned because the planning required the knowing and the knowing was not available in advance. You did not know, at fifty, what the next life would be. You found it. In a church kitchen. With a ladle and a notebook and a homeless teenager who was your tech team.

The notebook's pages were the particular Indian notebook pages — ruled, with a red margin line, the margin that every Indian school notebook had and that the margin was the boundary and the boundary was the rule and the rules had governed Ananya's life for fifty years and Netta — Netta wrote across the margin. Deliberately. The across-the-margin being the small rebellion, the small rebellion that was all the rebellion available to a fifty-year-old woman with a school notebook and a pen, and the all-available was enough.


  
    Chapter 8: Jo Dushman Nahi Tha (The Nemesis That Wasn't)

    
    
  
  The woman's name was Payal Mehra, and Ananya had spent six years hating her professionally — the particular Indian corporate hatred that expressed itself not through confrontation but through the silent warfare of CC'd emails and strategically-timed meeting invitations and the specific cruelty of replying-all to a message that should have been private.

Payal was Head of Marketing at Grover & Mehta. Had been, until the restructuring claimed her too — Payal's role also transitioning to Bangalore, Payal's twenty years also assigned a number, the number being her package, the package being the price. The difference was: Payal had not gone quietly. Payal had gone loudly. Payal had replied to Mahesh's company-wide email with a reply-all that said, in essence, "This is how you treat twenty years of service?" and the reply-all had circulated through Pune's corporate network with the velocity of gossip — which was faster than light, faster than email, the velocity being the particular speed at which Indian corporate communities processed scandal.

Ananya found out about Payal at the community kitchen. Not because Payal came to eat — Payal was not at the eating stage. Payal was at the furious stage. Payal was at the stage where the redundancy had not yet become grief, where the redundancy was still rage, and the rage needed a target and the target was Mahesh and since Mahesh was unavailable (Mahesh having retreated behind a wall of corporate communications and legal advisors), the rage needed a secondary target and the secondary target became: the system.

Payal showed up at St. Thomas's Church on a Thursday. Not to volunteer. Not to eat. To yell. Specifically, to yell at Ananya — Ananya whose job club Payal had heard about through the particular grapevine that connected Pune's newly-unemployed, the grapevine being: someone told someone who told someone, and the telling had distorted the facts in the way that telling always did, and the distortion was: Ananya was running a charity, Ananya was helping poor people, Ananya had become Mother Teresa, the becoming being the narrative that Payal found intolerable because the intolerability was: Ananya had found purpose in the redundancy and Payal had found only rage and the contrast was the insult.

"Toh tu yahan charity kar rahi hai?" Payal's voice — sharp, the sharpness being the voice of a woman who had spent twenty years in marketing and whose voice was her instrument. Standing in the doorway of the church's back room, arms crossed, designer kurti still immaculate (the immaculate being the armour — Payal would not allow the redundancy to make her look redundant). "Jab se nikali gayi tab se Mother Teresa ban gayi?"

So you're doing charity here? Became Mother Teresa the moment you got fired?

Kiara, sitting cross-legged on the floor with a donated laptop balanced on her knees, looked up. The look that was the teenager's assessment: is this person a threat? The assessment took one second. Result: threat, but interesting.

Ananya did not respond immediately. She was standing behind the folding table with the register — the school notebook, open to the day's page, sixteen names listed. She closed the notebook. The closing being the gesture that said: I am giving you my attention, the attention being the thing that angry people needed more than answers.

"Baitho, Payal. Chai peeti ho?" Sit down. Do you drink chai?

"Chai nahi chahiye mujhe!" The words cracked in the small room like a slap. "Mujhe samajhna hai ki tu kaise itni calm hai! Humein ek saath nikaala gaya. Ek saath! Aur tu yahan dal parosi rahi hai jaise kuch hua hi nahi!"

I don't want chai! I need to understand how you're so calm! We were fired together. Together! And you're here serving dal like nothing happened!

The room went quiet. The quiet of eight job club attendees who were sitting in folding chairs with borrowed phones and printouts of resume templates and who were, suddenly, witnessing a private confrontation between two corporate women in a church back room in Hadapsar. The quiet that was the Indian audience's response to confrontation — not intervening, not leaving, absorbing, the absorbing being the watching that was also the participating.

Nikhil appeared in the doorway. The appearing being the cook's instinct — the instinct that registered disturbance the way a thermometer registered temperature, the registering being automatic. He held a wooden ladle (the ladle being the accessory that Nikhil carried everywhere in the kitchen and that the carrying was not conscious but habitual, the ladle being Nikhil's extension, the way other people carried phones). He looked at Ananya. The look that said: do you need help? Ananya shook her head. The shake that said: I've got this.

"Payal," Ananya said. Her voice — the voice that was steady (therapy-steady, antidepressant-steady, the pharmaceutical architecture holding). "Main calm nahi hoon. Main sirf alag tarike se toot rahi hoon."

I'm not calm. I'm just breaking differently.

The sentence landed. The landing being: Payal's arms uncrossed. The uncrossing that was the body's response to an unexpected truth — the body opens when the mind recognises honesty, the recognising being involuntary, the involuntary being the proof that honesty works even when anger doesn't want it to.

"Alag tarike se?" Payal's voice — quieter now. Differently?

"Tu chilla rahi hai. Main dal parosi rahi hoon. Dono toot rahe hain, Payal. Bas awaaz alag hai."

You're screaming. I'm serving dal. We're both breaking. The sound is just different.

Silence. Four seconds. In those four seconds, the room rearranged itself — not physically but emotionally, the rearranging being: the confrontation had become a conversation, the conversation had become a confession, and the confession was the hinge.

Payal sat down. In one of the folding chairs. The folding chair that creaked under her weight (not because of the weight but because the chairs were donated and old and the creaking was the chair's biography: this chair had been sat in by hundreds of people who could not afford better chairs and the not-affording was the chair's purpose). She sat and she said:

"Meri beti bol rahi hai ki mujhe therapy leni chahiye. Main bol rahi hoon ki therapy first-world luxury hai. Kya lagta hai tujhe?"

My daughter says I should get therapy. I say therapy is a first-world luxury. What do you think?

"Main therapy le rahi hoon," Ananya said. Simply. No shame in the delivery — the no-shame being the particular achievement of the post-stigma Indian woman, the woman who had decided that mental health was not a Western import but a human necessity and that the necessity did not require justification. "Do saal se. Antidepressants bhi."

I've been in therapy for two years. Antidepressants too.

The room's silence shifted. The shifting from awkward-silence to respectful-silence, the respectful being: Ananya had disclosed the thing that Indian women were not supposed to disclose (the therapy, the medication, the admission that the breaking required professional help, the professional-help being the thing that Indian families called "weakness" and that the calling-weakness was the barrier and the barrier was the reason that Indian women suffered privately when they could heal publicly).

Kiara said, from the floor: "Didi, therapy achhi cheez hai. Meri school counsellor ne bola tha."

Sister, therapy is a good thing. My school counsellor told me.

The statement from an eighteen-year-old homeless girl, delivered with the casual authority of someone who had accessed mental health support through the only channel available to her (the school counsellor — the under-funded, over-burdened school counsellor who was also the Hindi teacher and who gave therapy the way Indian schools gave sex education: reluctantly, briefly, with the door open). The statement that was: validation from the most unexpected source.

Payal looked at Kiara. Looked at Ananya. Looked at Nikhil in the doorway with his ladle. Looked at the eight people in folding chairs with their resume printouts. Looked at the room that smelled of dal and chalk and the particular institutional warmth that church rooms possessed — the warmth that was not the warmth of heating but the warmth of purpose, the purpose accumulated over years of AA meetings and self-help groups and blood donation camps and now a job club.

"Theek hai," Payal said. The "theek hai" that was the Indian capitulation — not defeat but acceptance, the acceptance being the door opening. "Mujhe bhi kuch karna hai. Yahan pe kya kar sakti hoon?"

Fine. I need to do something too. What can I do here?

Ananya handed her the register. "Logon ki list hai. Resume banana hai, interview practice karni hai. Tu marketing expert hai — tu logon ko sikhaa sakti hai ki apne aap ko kaise becho."

Here's the list of people. Resumes to write, interview practice to do. You're a marketing expert — you can teach people how to sell themselves.

Payal took the notebook. Held it. The holding being the moment — the moment that Ananya had experienced six Thursdays ago when she'd first held the ladle: the weight of the new thing, the new thing being simultaneously too small (a school notebook) and too large (a life's redirection). Payal opened it. Read the names. Sixteen names. Sixteen people who needed what Payal had: the ability to package a human being for the market.

"Kal se?" Payal asked. Starting tomorrow?

"Thursday se," Ananya said. "Hum Thursday ko milte hain."

Thursdays. We meet Thursdays.

Payal nodded. Stood. Smoothed her kurti — the smoothing being the reassembly of the armour, the armour that had cracked for fifteen minutes and that was now being repaired because the repairing was necessary for the walk back to the car, the car that would take Payal back to her Aundh apartment where she would sit alone and process the fact that she had come to yell and left with a volunteer position and the processing would take the rest of the evening and three glasses of Sula rosé.

At the door, she turned. "Ananya."

"Hmm?"

"Sorry. For the yelling."

"Chilla ke achha laga?" Did the yelling feel good?

A pause. Then: "Haan. Bahut." Yes. Very much.

"Toh theek hai. Thursday ko aur chilla lena. Lekin pehle resume bana dena."

Then it's fine. Yell more on Thursday. But make the resumes first.

Payal laughed. The laugh that was — the laugh was relief. The relief of a woman who had been carrying the rage alone and who had, in a church back room in Hadapsar that smelled of dal, found that the alone had ended.


  
    Chapter 9: Tampon Wali Ladki Ki Wapsi (Return of the Tampon Girl)

    
    
  
  Kiara disappeared on a Wednesday. Not the dramatic disappearance — not the missing-person, police-report disappearance. The invisible disappearance. The kind that homeless teenagers performed when the couch they'd been sleeping on was no longer available and the McDonald's night-shift staff had changed and the new staff enforced the thirty-minute seating rule and the rule-enforcement meant the shelter was gone and the gone meant: movement. The movement that was not travel but survival — the movement from one temporary arrangement to the next, the next being unknown until it became current and the current lasting until it became former and the former being discarded the way temporary things were discarded: without ceremony, without record.

Kiara missed Thursday. This was the fact. Kiara who had not missed a single Thursday in nine weeks — Kiara who was the job club's tech team, the girl who formatted resumes on borrowed laptops and navigated government portals with the speed of someone whose survival depended on digital fluency. Kiara who sat cross-legged on the church floor and who ate dal-rice with the particular focus of someone for whom the Thursday meal was not a meal but a certainty, the certainty being the thing that homelessness destroyed and that the Thursday kitchen restored: you knew, on Thursday, that you would eat. The knowing was the gift.

Ananya noticed at 11:30 AM. The dal service was underway — Nikhil's dal was on the table, the queue was moving, the folding chairs were filling. Kiara's spot — the spot on the floor near the electrical socket where she charged her phone while working — was empty. The emptiness being the particular emptiness of a missing person's space: the space that was defined by absence, the absence making the space more visible than presence ever had.

"Kiara nahi aayi?" Ananya asked Nikhil, ladling dal. The ladle had become her instrument, the way Nikhil's was the wooden spoon and Payal's was the register.

Nikhil shook his head. "Kal bhi nahi dikhi." Didn't see her yesterday either.

Ananya's body registered the worry before her mind processed it. The stomach-tightening — the particular tightening that mothers felt when the child was late, the tightening that Ananya had not felt for Liza and Vivek in two years (the children who were with Karan and who were safe in Karan's Koregaon Park house with its Netflix and its imported cheese and its Areesha). The tightening that was — the tightening was maternal. The tightening was for Kiara. The tightening was the body saying: this girl matters to you and the mattering has crossed the line from volunteer-and-beneficiary to something else, the something-else being the particular unnamed relationship that formed between the woman-without-a-daughter and the girl-without-a-mother.

She served the remaining dal mechanically. Smile, ladle, "aur chahiye?", ladle. The mechanics of service continuing while the mind ran the calculations: where could Kiara be? The McDonald's on FC Road (but the staff had changed). The British Council library (but it closed at 6 PM and it was now Thursday morning, meaning Kiara had been somewhere for at least sixteen hours since the library's last opening). A friend's couch (but which friend? Kiara's friends were as unstable as Kiara — the unstable being the condition of the young-homeless network, the network that was made of similar nodes and similar nodes meant similar precariousness).

After the kitchen closed, Ananya did something she had not done before. She went looking. Not the corporate-looking (the looking that involved phone calls and emails and the particular infrastructure of the connected). The physical-looking. The looking that was: walking. Walking through Hadapsar's lanes with her phone in her hand and Kiara's face in her mind and the particular anxiety of a woman who was looking for a teenager who might not want to be found, the might-not-wanting being the possibility that Ananya had to hold alongside the anxiety: Kiara was not her child. Kiara had not asked to be looked for. Kiara's disappearance might be voluntary — the voluntary-disappearance being the teenager's prerogative, the prerogative that adults were not entitled to override.

She checked the paan stall. Ramu Kaka, who gave free meetha paan to the Thursday children, said: "Woh ladki? Kal yahan aayi thi. Phone charge karne ko bola tha. Maine karne diya. Phir gayi." That girl? She came yesterday. Asked to charge her phone. I let her. Then she left.

"Kahan gayi?" Where did she go?

Ramu Kaka shrugged. The shrug that was the Indian street vendor's response to questions about street people — the response that said: I see everyone but I track no one, the not-tracking being the street's social contract: you could exist without being monitored, the not-monitoring being the freedom that the street offered and that the offering was also the danger.

She checked the library. The Hadapsar branch — smaller than the Kothrud branch, two rooms, the librarian an elderly woman named Mrs. Joshi who wore spectacles that she cleaned every three minutes with the end of her pallu and who said: "Woh ladki nahi aayi do din se. Usually woh rozana aati thi. Current affairs section mein baithti thi." That girl hasn't come in two days. She usually came every day. Sat in the current affairs section.

Current affairs. Kiara read current affairs at the library — the reading being not academic interest but survival strategy: knowing what the government was doing, which schemes were available, which deadlines were approaching. The reading that was the self-education of the systemically excluded: you read the newspaper because the newspaper told you which doors were open and the open-doors were the only doors you could use.

Ananya walked back to the church. The afternoon sun — November sun, the Pune November that was warm during the day and cold at night, the temperature-swing being the season's personality disorder. The church compound was empty. The dal vessels had been cleaned (Nikhil's post-service ritual: clean everything immediately, the immediately being the chef's discipline that Infosys had not taught him and that the teaching had come from his grandmother's kitchen, the grandmother who said "bartan garam garam dho, thande hone pe nichod nahi nikalti" — wash vessels while hot, cold ones don't release their grip).

She sat on the church steps. The steps where she and Govind had made his first resume. The stone warm from the sun, the warmth seeping through her cotton salwar. She called Kiara's number. The number that she had saved as "Kiara - Job Club" in her phone, the saving being the formal designation and the formal designation being the lie — the lie being: Kiara was not "Job Club" to Ananya. Kiara was the girl with the Whisper pads and the library card and the hands that held the plate with both hands and the voice that said "didi, aur dal milegi?" and the voice was the voice that had entered Ananya's life through the serving table and had not left.

The phone rang. Six rings. Seven. Eight. Ananya counted the rings the way you counted contractions — not because the counting changed the outcome but because the counting was the only action available when the outcome was not in your control.

Nine. Ten. Voicemail. The voicemail that was the automated Jio voice, the voice that said "the person you are calling is not available" in English and then Hindi, the bilingual unavailability being the Indian telecom's particular courtesy: your anxiety is served in two languages.

She called again. Voicemail. Again. Voicemail. Three calls — the three being the threshold, the threshold after which continued calling became harassment and the harassment was the thing that Ananya, who had been harassed by Karan's calls for years, would not replicate. Three was the limit. After three, you waited. The waiting being the discipline of the person who had been on the other end of obsessive calling and who knew that the other end was not helped by the calling but suffocated by it.

She texted: "Kiara, sab theek hai? Thursday pe nahi aayi. Main yahan hoon agar kuch chahiye toh. - Ananya didi"

Kiara, is everything okay? You didn't come Thursday. I'm here if you need anything.

The text being — the text was careful. Careful not to demand. Careful not to mother. Careful not to cross the line that Ananya knew existed between caring and controlling, the line that Karan had obliterated for twenty years and that the obliterating had taught Ananya where the line was: you learned the line by having it crossed repeatedly, the repeated-crossing being the education and the education being painful and the pain being useful because the useful-pain was: you did not cross others' lines once you understood what crossing felt like.

She put the phone in her bag. Rode the 154 home. The bus was less crowded in the early afternoon — the early-afternoon 154 being the bus of housewives returning from markets and retired men returning from morning errands and the occasional student skipping afternoon lectures and the student's skipping being visible in the particular body language of guilt: the shoulders slightly hunched, the phone held at an angle that suggested texting excuses to someone.

At home, she made chai. Ginger-elaichi. The recipe she'd made every evening since the redundancy — the recipe that had become the evening's punctuation mark, the mark that said: the day is over, the worrying is done, the chai is the boundary between the day's problems and the evening's rest.

Her phone buzzed. 7:43 PM. Kiara.

"Sab theek hai didi. Thoda scene ho gaya tha. Kal aa rahi hoon church. Sorry."

Everything's fine sister. Had a bit of a situation. Coming to church tomorrow. Sorry.

The relief was — the relief was physical. The relief that lived in the body: the shoulders dropping, the jaw unclenching, the stomach-tightening releasing. The body that had been holding the worry for eight hours and that the holding had been unconscious and the unconscious-holding was: love. The unconscious-holding of worry was the body's definition of love, the definition that the mind had not yet articulated but that the body had already committed to.

Ananya typed a response. Deleted it. Typed another. Deleted it. The deleting being the editing that caring required — the editing that said: don't say too much, don't say too little, find the sentence that communicates availability without obligation.

Final text: "Theek hai. Kal milte hain. Dal extra rakhungi."

Okay. See you tomorrow. I'll keep extra dal.

The dal being the language. The dal being the currency of this relationship — the relationship that was built on Thursdays and dal and church steps and borrowed laptops and the particular bond that formed between women of different ages who needed each other in different ways and whose needing was the finding and the finding was the family that biology had not provided and that the not-providing had been the loss and the loss had been the space and the space had been filled by Thursdays and dal and a girl with a library card.


  
    Chapter 10: Aai-Baba Ka Aagman (Mum and Dad Pay a Visit)

    
    
  
  Ananya's parents arrived on a Friday morning in November, unannounced, in the manner of Indian parents for whom the concept of "calling ahead" was a Western affectation — the affectation being: why would you call your own daughter before visiting? The daughter's home was an extension of the parents' home, the extension being permanent, irrevocable, the irrevocability being the Indian parental contract: we gave you life, we get unlimited visiting rights, the visiting-rights having no expiry date and no terms and conditions except the unspoken one, which was: we will judge the state of your kitchen and the judgement will be communicated through sighs.

Aai and Baba. Sunanda and Mohan Joshi. Retired. Living in Satara — the Satara that was two hours from Pune by car (three in the monsoon, four if you counted the chai stops that Baba insisted on, the insisting being the old man's assertion of control over a journey that Aai otherwise managed with the logistical precision of a military operation). They had been married fifty-three years. Fifty-three years in which Aai had cooked and cleaned and managed and Baba had taught mathematics at the local college and come home and eaten and read the paper and this arrangement had been, by their account, perfect — the perfect being the word that Ananya's generation could not use without quotation marks but that her parents' generation used without irony because the irony required examination and the examination was the thing that their generation had collectively decided was unnecessary: the marriage works, the marriage has always worked, why examine a working thing?

They arrived at 8:30 AM. Ananya was on the balcony with chai and Godaan — she had reached the section where Hori's daughter Rupa was married off and the marrying-off was the transaction that Premchand described with the particular fury of a writer who understood that Indian marriages were, beneath the ceremony, economic events, the economic being the truth that the ceremony's music and colour and ritual were designed to disguise.

The doorbell rang. The doorbell that was the standard Indian apartment doorbell — the electronic two-tone that every flat in every building in every city played and that the two-tone was the sound of arrival, the arrival being either welcome or unwelcome depending on the time and the arrivers and the state of the kitchen.

Ananya opened the door. Aai and Baba. Aai in a cotton saree (the Satara cotton, the Paithani-border cotton that was Aai's uniform — the uniform of the retired Maharashtrian woman: cotton for daily, silk for occasions, the occasions being weddings and Ganesh Chaturthi and the particular hierarchy of fabric that Maharashtrian women maintained with the rigour of a dress code). Baba in his standard outfit: checked shirt tucked into pleated trousers, the trousers being the particular Indian father's trouser — high-waisted, belted, the belt being leather and the leather being the same belt for twenty years because Baba believed that belts, like marriages, should last forever and the lasting was the value.

"Aai? Baba? Tumhi ithay?" Ananya — the Marathi coming automatically. The Marathi that she spoke with her parents and the Hindi-English that she spoke with everyone else and the automatic-switching being the Indian multilingual's involuntary response: the language changed when the audience changed, the changing being as natural as breathing, the breathing being: you breathed differently with your parents because your parents were the original air.

Mum? Dad? You're here?

"Surprise!" Baba said. The surprise being delivered with the enthusiasm of a man who believed that surprising your adult daughter was a charming gesture and not an invasion, the believing being the particular optimism of Indian fathers who had not updated their understanding of their daughters since the daughters were twelve.

Aai walked past Ananya into the flat. The walking-past being the Indian mother's entrance — not waiting for invitation, the invitation being assumed, the assumption being correct because what daughter would not invite her mother and what mother would wait for the invitation? Aai's eyes performed the scan. The scan that every Indian mother performed upon entering her daughter's home: the kitchen (clean? — mostly), the living room (tidy? — adequate), the bedroom (door closed — suspicious but tolerable), the balcony (chai cup and book — acceptable). The scan took four seconds. The scan's results were communicated through the particular exhalation that Indian mothers used — the exhalation that said: not terrible, could be better, I'll discuss it later.

"Kitchen mein kahi chai aahe?" Aai asked. Is there chai in the kitchen?

"Haan, Aai. Banvte." Yes, Mum. I'll make it.

The chai-making. The ritual that Indian visits demanded — the ritual that was the offering, the offering that said: you are welcome, the welcome being communicated through ginger and elaichi and the particular sound of the pressure cooker's whistle that was, in the Indian domestic lexicon, the sound of hospitality. Ananya made chai. Three cups. The three cups that she had not made since — since before the divorce. Two years of single-cup chai, the single-cup being the loneliness measured in crockery, the crockery being the evidence: one cup = alone, three cups = family, the family being temporary (the parents would leave, the cup count would return to one, the returning being the particular mathematics of the visited-divorced-woman: the cups increased and decreased with the presence and absence of others and the presence was always temporary).

Baba settled into the living room. The settling being: occupying the sofa's centre position, spreading the newspaper (Loksatta — the Marathi daily that Baba had read for forty years and that he carried with him because he did not trust Pune's newspaper vendors to stock it and the not-trusting was the small-town man's relationship with the big city: the big city could not be relied upon for the basics), removing his shoes (the chappals placed neatly beside the sofa, the neatness being Baba's contribution to domestic order — the shoes were always neat, everything else was Aai's responsibility).

They sat. The three of them. Chai in hand. The silence that preceded the conversation — the silence that Indian families used as a warm-up, the warm-up being: sip chai, look around, gather the observations that would form the basis of the conversation, the conversation being the interrogation disguised as interest.

Aai began. "Ananya, tu barichi disat nahis." Ananya, you don't look well.

"Mi theek aahe, Aai." I'm fine, Mum.

"Theek nahis. Vazan ghatle aahe. Kiti khat aahes?" You're not fine. You've lost weight. How much are you eating?

The weight-question. The Indian mother's diagnostic tool — the weight being the metric by which Indian mothers assessed their children's wellbeing, the metric being more trusted than any medical test because the metric was visual and the visual was the mother's jurisdiction and the jurisdiction was absolute. If the mother said you'd lost weight, you had lost weight, regardless of what the scale said, because the mother's eyes were the final authority and the authority did not accept appeals.

"Aai, mi naukri gamaavli." The sentence came out. Unplanned. The unplanned-coming being the body's decision: the body had decided that the secret was too heavy and the parents' presence had reduced the strength needed to carry it and the reduction had caused the dropping and the dropping was: truth.

Mum, I lost my job.

Silence. Three seconds. Baba lowered the Loksatta. The lowering that was Baba's equivalent of a gasp — Baba who did not gasp, Baba who processed bad news with the mathematical precision of a man who had spent forty years teaching algebra: receive the variable, assess the equation, solve. The newspaper-lowering was the receiving.

"Kevha?" Baba asked. When?

"Donch mahine zhale." Two months ago.

"DONCH MAHINE?" Aai's voice — the volume that Indian mothers deployed when the information exceeded the acceptable threshold, the threshold being: you may keep secrets for days, perhaps a week, but two months was a betrayal of the maternal information-rights and the betrayal required volume. "Donch mahine zhale ani tu amhala sangitla nahi? Kay chaal aahe, Ananya?"

TWO MONTHS? Two months and you didn't tell us? What's going on, Ananya?

"Aai, shant basa." Baba — the peacemaker-voice, the voice that had mediated between Aai's intensity and the world's imperfections for fifty-three years. Mum, sit quietly. "Tila bolu de."  Let her speak.

Ananya spoke. She told them about the restructuring. About Mahesh's chai-and-bad-news office meeting. About the severance package (adequate but not generous — the not-generous being the company's calculation: twenty-two years at a number that said "we value you" while the number's actual message was "we can afford to lose you"). About the job club. About Nikhil's kitchen. About Kiara. About Payal. About the register and the church and the Thursday routine that had replaced the Monday-through-Friday routine and that the replacement was — the replacement was better.

She did not tell them about Sahil. The not-telling being: too early. Too new. Too fragile for the parental scrutiny that would follow the telling, the scrutiny being the particular Indian parental examination of potential romantic interests that involved: caste, community, income, family background, horoscope compatibility, and the question "uska khandaan kaisa hai?" — what's his family like? — which was not a question but a thesis defence and the defence was evaluated by a committee of two (Aai and Baba) whose standards were non-negotiable.

Aai cried. The crying being the Indian mother's response to her child's pain — the response that was not performance but overflow, the overflow of the particular maternal reservoir that held all the worries that the mother had accumulated since the child's birth and that the accumulation was never depleted because new worries replaced old worries and the replacement was infinite and the infinite was: motherhood.

"Aamhi ithay aahe," Aai said, through the tears. The tears that Ananya had not produced for two years and that Aai produced in thirty seconds on Ananya's behalf, the on-behalf being: the mother cries the tears the daughter cannot. "Tu ekti nahi aahes."

We're here. You're not alone.

Baba said nothing. Baba reached across the sofa and placed his hand on Ananya's knee — the hand that was the hand of a seventy-six-year-old retired mathematics teacher and that the hand communicated what the voice could not: I am here, the here being the permanent here, the here that was not conditional on employment or marriage or success, the here that was the parental here and the parental here was the only unconditional here that existed.

The hand was warm. The warm-hand on the knee being the moment — the moment that cracked the surface. Ananya cried. Not the onion-tears from Nikhil's kitchen. The real tears. The tears that two years of not-crying had stored and that the storing had compressed and that the compressing had made dense and that the density meant: when the tears finally came, they came with everything. The redundancy. The divorce. The children. The paneer bhurji on her birthday. The 3 AM insomnia. The balcony sunsets that she couldn't enjoy. The everything coming out through the eyes because the eyes were the only exit.

Baba's hand stayed on her knee. Aai moved closer. The three of them on the sofa — the sofa that had been the family sofa and that had been the divorce sofa and that was now, for twenty minutes on a November Friday, the family sofa again.

The chai got cold. Nobody reheated it. The cold chai being the sacrifice — the sacrifice that Indian families made when the moment was more important than the beverage and the moment being: the parents were here and the here was the thing and the thing was enough.


  
    Chapter 11: Ek Ehsaas (An Epiphany of Sorts)

    
    
  
  The epiphany came on a Tuesday — not the dramatic, road-to-Damascus epiphany that novels gave their characters, the epiphany that arrived with orchestral swelling and a shift in the light. This epiphany arrived on the 154 bus, between Swargate and Deccan Gymkhana, at approximately 4:17 PM, and it arrived in the form of a thought so simple that Ananya almost dismissed it for being obvious: she did not want another corporate job.

The simplicity was the revolution. For twenty-two years, the corporate job had been the identity — the identity that answered the question "what do you do?" which was, in Indian social vocabulary, the question that actually meant "what are you worth?" The corporate job answered both questions simultaneously: I do regulatory compliance, I am worth my salary. The salary being the metric. The metric being the measure. The measure being the worth. The worth being the identity. The identity being: Ananya Grover, Head of Regulatory Compliance, Grover & Mehta Consultants, Senapati Bapat Road.

Without the job, the question "what do you do?" became a trapdoor. Ananya had been falling through it for three months — every party, every school reunion WhatsApp group, every chance meeting at Dorabjee's supermarket with an acquaintance who asked the question with the particular Indian casualness that disguised the interrogation: "Toh Ananya, aajkal kya kar rahi ho?" The question that was the social audit, the audit that the unemployed woman failed every time because the failing was built into the question: if you were not doing something that produced income, you were not doing.

But on the 154, between Swargate's chaos and Deccan's relative calm, Ananya looked out the window and saw — she saw Pune. Not the corporate Pune of glass buildings and conference rooms. The actual Pune. The Pune of street vendors and auto-rickshaws and the man selling roasted corn on the cart outside Nal Stop (the corn-seller who had been there for fifteen years, whose corn was famous, whose fame was the word-of-mouth fame that Pune's street vendors earned through consistency rather than marketing and the consistency was: same cart, same location, same quality, every day, for fifteen years, the fifteen-years being a career by any measure). She saw the woman selling jasmine garlands at the traffic signal — the garlands strung that morning, the fingers that had strung them already moving to the next bunch while the current bunch was being sold, the multitasking being the street vendor's survival skill and the survival skill being more sophisticated than any corporate competency that Ananya had listed on her LinkedIn.

And the thought: I don't want to go back to an office. I want to be here. I want to be in the Pune that these people inhabit. I want the job club and the community kitchen and the Thursday queue and Kiara's library card and Nikhil's dal and Farhan's bench.

The thought was terrifying. The terrifying being: the thought contradicted everything that Ananya's education and upbringing and career had constructed. The construction being: success is corporate, success is salaried, success is the answer to "what do you do?" that does not require explanation. What Ananya wanted — the community kitchen, the job club — required explanation. Required justification. Required the sentence: "I run a volunteer job club from a church in Hadapsar" and the sentence, spoken at a dinner party in Koregaon Park, would produce the particular silence that followed the socially-unacceptable answer, the silence that said: that is not a job, that is a hobby, hobbies are for weekends, you are a fifty-year-old woman with a regulatory compliance degree and you are wasting yourself on dal and resumes.

The bus stopped at Deccan. Ananya did not get off. She stayed on, past her stop, the past-her-stop being deliberate — the deliberate riding-past being the physical manifestation of the epiphany: she was going past the planned stop. She was going further than the plan. The plan had been: get another corporate job. The going-past was: don't.

She rode to the terminus. The terminus being Katraj — the Katraj that was the 154's final destination, the final-destination being the place you reached when you stopped getting off at your planned stop and instead let the bus take you where the bus went. At Katraj, she got off. Stood in the bus depot. The bus depot that smelled of diesel and dust and the particular institutional neglect that Indian public infrastructure embodied — the neglect that was: the building was functional, the building was ugly, the ugly being the aesthetic of the useful-but-unvalued, the unvalued being: nobody valued bus depots because bus depots were for people who could not afford cars and the not-affording was the invisibility.

She stood in the bus depot and she called Farhan.

"Farhan sahab, mujhe aapki advice chahiye."

Mr. Farhan, I need your advice.

"Bol." The single word. The Farhan-response that was: I am listening, I am not performing listening, I am actually listening, the actually-listening being the rare thing and the rare thing being Farhan's gift.

"Main naukri nahi dhundhna chahti." The sentence spoken aloud. The speaking-aloud being the commitment — the commitment that thoughts became when they were spoken, the spoken-thought being the irrevocable thought, the irrevocable-thought being: once you say it, you can't un-say it, and the can't-un-saying was the point.

I don't want to look for a job.

Silence. Five seconds. Farhan's silences were calibrated — the calibration being: short silence (he agreed), medium silence (he was thinking), long silence (he was about to say something important). Five seconds was medium-to-long.

"Toh kya karna chahti hai?" So what do you want to do?

"Job club. Community kitchen. Jo kar rahi hoon." The job club. The community kitchen. What I'm already doing.

"Toh kar." Then do it.

"Lekin —" But —

"Lekin kya? Income? Status? Log kya kahenge?" The three objections listed with the precision of a literature professor who had read enough novels to know that every protagonist's epiphany was followed by the same three obstacles. "Ananya, main Premchand padhata raha hoon chaalees saal. Ek cheez seekhi: jo log apna kaam dhundhte hain — genuinely dhundhte hain — unhe duniya adjust kar leti hai. Tum apna kaam dhundh chuki ho. Duniya ko adjust hone do."

But what? Income? Status? What will people say? And then: Ananya, I've been teaching Premchand for forty years. I've learned one thing: the people who find their work — genuinely find it — the world adjusts around them. You've already found your work. Let the world adjust.

The sentence that was — the sentence was the second gift. The first gift had been "fifty ke baad Premchand alag lagta hai." This gift was larger. This gift was permission. The permission that Ananya had not known she needed until she received it, the receiving being: someone whose opinion she trusted had said "do it" and the "do it" was the validation and the validation was the scaffold and the scaffold was the structure that the new life needed because the new life was being built without blueprints and without-blueprints needed scaffolding and the scaffolding was: Farhan's voice on the phone at the Katraj bus depot saying "toh kar."

She took the bus home. The 154 back to Kothrud — the reverse journey, the reverse being: the same route, different woman. The woman who had ridden to Katraj on the bus of epiphany and who was riding back on the bus of decision. The decision being: Netta Wilde was not a mirror-game. Netta Wilde was the name of the woman who ran a job club and a community kitchen initiative and who did not have a corporate job and who did not want one and whose not-wanting was not failure but choice and the choice was — the choice was terrifying and correct. Terrifying and correct being the particular combination that all good decisions shared: if it wasn't terrifying, it wasn't big enough; if it wasn't correct, it wouldn't survive the terror.

At home, she opened the school notebook. Crossed out "Netta Wilde's Job Club." Wrote above it: "Naya Aarambh — A New Beginning. Community Employment Initiative. Founded by Netta Wilde."

The founded-by. The founding that was: a woman on a bus who decided to stop looking for what she'd lost and start building what she'd found. The building being: a school notebook, a borrowed church room, a folding-chair classroom, a tech team of one homeless teenager, a marketing department of one furious ex-colleague, a dal-serving operation run by an ex-Infosys cook, and the advice of a seventy-three-year-old Premchand scholar sitting on a park bench in Kothrud.

The building materials were: people. The people being: enough.


  
    Chapter 12: Christmas Lekin Alag (Christmas But Not As You Know It)

    
    
  
  Christmas in Pune was not Christmas the way the West understood Christmas. Christmas in Pune was: the Koregaon Park bakeries putting up tinsel, the malls in Hinjewadi playing Mariah Carey on loop, and the particular Indian phenomenon of a festival borrowed from another religion and repurposed as a commercial event — the commercial event that said: buy cake, buy gifts, say "Merry Christmas" to your Christian colleagues, attend the office party, eat rum balls, go home. The borrowing being the Indian genius for cultural absorption: take the festival, keep the food, discard the theology, add masala.

But at St. Thomas's Church, Christmas was Christmas. Real Christmas. The Christmas of a working church in Hadapsar that served a congregation of sixty-seven families and a community kitchen that served two hundred people on Thursdays and that was, this December, planning a Christmas lunch that would serve everyone who came. Everyone meaning: the Thursday regulars, the congregation, the neighbourhood, and whoever else showed up, the showing-up being the only entry requirement because Nikhil's policy was the policy of the open table: if you came, you ate.

Ananya had not celebrated Christmas since — since ever. Ananya had attended office Christmas parties (the office Christmas party being the Indian corporate event that combined Secret Santa with awkward dancing to "Jingle Bells" remixed with Bollywood beats, the remixing being the DJ's particular Indian contribution to cross-cultural celebration). But actual Christmas — the Christmas of a church, the Christmas of meaning — this was new.

Nikhil was in the kitchen by 5 AM on December 25th. The kitchen that had been transformed: the two gas burners supplemented by three additional portable ones (borrowed from the congregation), the refrigerator's death-hum joined by two cooler boxes packed with ice and chicken (the chicken being the Christmas protein, the protein that distinguished the Christmas lunch from the Thursday dal-rice: Christmas had chicken and the chicken had been marinated overnight in Nikhil's special masala — the masala that was his grandmother's recipe, the recipe that was not written but remembered, the remembered-recipe being the Indian cook's particular inheritance: the recipe lived in the hands, not the notebook).

Ananya arrived at 6 AM. She had walked — the December morning cold enough for a shawl (the shawl that was not Nasreen's but Ananya's own, bought at the Mahatma Phule Mandai market on a November Saturday when the first cold arrived and the arrival sent Pune's population to the market for woolens with the urgency of squirrels storing nuts). The walk from Kothrud to Hadapsar was an hour — an hour that Ananya had walked deliberately, choosing the walk over the bus because the walking was the meditation, the meditation being: one foot, then the other, the rhythm of the body carrying itself through the December dark, the dark that was the 5 AM dark, the pre-dawn dark that Pune shared with every city but that in Pune had the particular quality of being cold at the feet and warm at the face, the temperature-stratification being the Pune December's signature.

Kiara was already there. Kiara who had slept at the church — not on the church pews (the pews being locked) but in the community kitchen, on a bedroll that Nikhil had provided, the bedroll being the particular Indian bedding solution: cotton mattress, thin, rollable, the mattress that Nikhil kept in the storage cupboard "just in case" and the "just in case" being: just in case Kiara needs a place and the needing was now regular, the regular-needing being: Kiara slept at the church two or three nights a week, the two-or-three being the nights when the other options (the friend's couch, the McDonald's) were unavailable and the unavailable-nights were increasing because the network of temporary shelters that homeless teenagers relied on was shrinking, the shrinking being the particular December phenomenon: hosts wanted their couches back for family visiting, the family-visiting displacing the homeless-teenager, the displacement being the cruelty that Christmas performed on the already-displaced.

"Merry Christmas, didi." Kiara, cross-legged on the bedroll, phone in hand (the phone charging from the church's single socket, the socket being the lifeline), her hair tied back with a rubber band (the rubber band being the hairstyle of necessity — no clips, no accessories, the rubber band from a vegetable bunch repurposed as a hair-tie, the repurposing being the homeless aesthetic: everything is multi-use because you carry only what you can carry and what you carry must serve multiple functions).

"Merry Christmas, Kiara." Ananya sat beside her on the floor. The floor being cold — the December cold that came through the stone and the stone being the church's original flooring, laid in the 1960s, the stone retaining the night's cold the way that memory retained grief: slowly releasing, but the releasing took all day.

"Didi, mere liye ek gift hai?" Kiara's voice — mock-casual, the mock-casualness covering the real-casual, the real-casual covering the actual question which was: does someone remember me on Christmas? The remembering being the thing that Christmas promised and that the promise was only kept for the remembered, the remembered being: the people who had families and homes and stockings and trees and the having was the barrier and the barrier excluded Kiara and the excluding was the particular violence of a festival that said "peace on earth, goodwill to all" and that the "all" had exceptions.

"Haan." Ananya reached into her bag. Pulled out: a scarf. Wool. Handknitted. Not by Ananya — Ananya could not knit (the not-knitting being the skill-gap that her generation shared: the generation that could code and present and negotiate but that could not knit or pickle or any of the hand-skills that their mothers' generation had possessed and that the possession had been lost in the generational transition from manual to digital). The scarf had been knitted by Aai — Aai who had, upon hearing about Kiara (the hearing being: Aai had visited the community kitchen on her last Pune trip, had met Kiara, had assessed Kiara with the maternal scan, and had, upon returning to Satara, begun knitting), sent the scarf by ST bus with a note that said: "Tya mulichi garmi sanbhal. Thandila tar sagli mula marnaar." Take care of that girl's warmth. Otherwise these children will freeze. The note being the Aai-language: practical instruction disguised as concern, concern disguised as criticism, criticism disguised as love, love being the thing that Aai communicated through every channel except the direct one.

Kiara took the scarf. Held it. The holding being — the holding was the moment. The moment that Christmas was designed to produce: the giving and the receiving and the space between the giving and the receiving where the gift was just an object and then the object became a meaning and the meaning was: someone thought of you, someone knitted this, someone's hands moved needles for hours to make this thing that will keep you warm and the warm is the love.

"Yeh kisne banaya?" Kiara asked. The voice — different. The street-smart assessment was absent. The teenage indifference was absent. What was present was: the girl. The girl underneath the armour. The girl who was eighteen and who had not received a gift since — since when? The "since when" being the question that Ananya did not ask because asking would have required Kiara to count the giftless Christmases and the counting would have been cruel.

"Meri Aai ne. Satara se." My mother. From Satara.

"Aapki Aai mujhe jaanti bhi nahi." Your mother doesn't even know me.

"Jaanti hai. Tu kitchen mein mili thi na? Tab se teri chinta mein hai." She knows you. She met you at the kitchen, remember? She's been worrying about you since.

Kiara wrapped the scarf around her neck. The wrapping being careful — the careful-wrapping of a person who had learned to be careful with things because the things were few and the few meant precious and the precious meant: treat gently, this might be the last good thing.

The Christmas lunch was chaos. Beautiful chaos — the particular Indian chaos that occurred when you invited "everyone" and everyone came and the everyone-coming was: one hundred and forty-seven people. One hundred and forty-seven people in a church hall that seated eighty and that the eighty-seating was overcome by the Indian seating solution: sit on the floor, sit on the steps, sit on the compound wall, hold the plate on the lap, eat. The Indian body's ability to eat in any position was the architectural workaround that Indian poverty had developed and that the developing was the adaptation: when the building is too small for the people, the people make themselves smaller, the making-smaller being the squatting, the cross-legging, the wall-sitting that allowed one hundred and forty-seven people to eat in a space designed for eighty.

Nikhil's chicken was — Nikhil's chicken was an event. The event being: the chicken that had been marinated overnight in the grandmother's masala (ginger, garlic, Kashmiri chilli, coriander, cumin, a fistful of garam masala that was "approximately this much" — the approximately being the Indian recipe's standard measurement, the standard being: the hand knows) and slow-cooked on the portable burners for four hours and the four-hours being visible in the chicken's texture: falling apart, the meat separating from the bone with the particular surrender of long-cooked protein, the surrender being: I am done resisting, I am ready to be eaten, the readiness being the metaphor that Nikhil would deny was a metaphor because Nikhil did not believe in metaphors in cooking — "it's chicken, not literature," he'd say, the saying being the protest of a man who was, in fact, a poet of protein.

Farhan came. Farhan in his Nasreen-knitted muffler, walking from Kothrud with the particular determination of a seventy-three-year-old man whose knees disagreed with the journey but whose social obligations overrode the disagreement. He sat in a folding chair (the chair being reserved for the elderly — the reserving being the Indian social hierarchy of seating: elderly in chairs, middle-aged on benches, young on the floor, the hierarchy being one of the few that Indian democracy had not disrupted). He ate Nikhil's chicken. He said: "This is the best thing I've eaten since Nasreen's biryani." The sentence that was — the sentence was the highest compliment and the deepest grief in the same breath, the same-breath being: the compliment acknowledged the new while the grief remembered the lost, the lost and the new coexisting in the same sentence the way they coexisted in every widower's life.

Payal came. Payal who had been volunteering every Thursday for five weeks and who had transformed the job club's interview-prep module into something that Ananya privately called "Payal's Marketing Bootcamp" — the bootcamp being: Payal teaching job-seekers how to sell themselves with the ferocity that Payal had once sold consumer products, the ferocity being repurposed from corporate to community and the repurposing being the transformation that the job club performed on everyone who entered it: your old skills became new tools, your old identity became new purpose.

Vivek came. This was the surprise — Vivek, nineteen, who had not visited the Kothrud flat in a month and who had, without telling Karan, taken an auto-rickshaw to Hadapsar to see what his mother was doing. The seeing being: curiosity. The curiosity being: the children had heard, through the family network, that Ananya was doing "something at a church" and the something had been described variously as "charity work" (by Aai, approvingly) and "a waste of time" (by Karan, dismissively) and "some kind of social thing" (by Liza, indifferently) and the variety of descriptions had produced in Vivek the particular nineteen-year-old's response: I'll go see for myself.

He arrived at noon. Stood in the doorway of the church hall. The doorway framing: one hundred and forty-seven people eating Christmas lunch on the floor and on benches and on walls, his mother serving chicken from a steel vessel, a teenage girl with a wool scarf helping distribute plates, a large man with a tattoo (Nikhil's forearm tattoo — a Devanagari script that said "anna" which meant "food" and also "elder brother" and the double-meaning being Nikhil's particular brand of self-description: he was both) stirring something enormous, and an elderly man in a muffler eating with the particular concentration of the deeply satisfied.

"Mummy?" Vivek's voice — the voice of a nineteen-year-old encountering his mother in an unexpected context, the context being: outside the roles he knew (mother, wife, employee) and inside a role he did not know (community leader, dal didi, Netta Wilde). The voice carried confusion and respect in equal measure, the equal-measure being: this is not the mother I know and the not-knowing is interesting.

Ananya looked up. Saw Vivek. The seeing being — the seeing was the mother's seeing, the seeing that registered: he is here, he is standing, he is healthy, he is wearing the jacket I bought him last winter, the jacket still fits, the fitting being the evidence that the mother's choices persisted even when the mother's presence did not. The seeing was: her son was here. At the church. On Christmas. Without being asked.

"Vivek! Aa, khana kha." Come, eat.

He ate. Chicken and rice, served by his mother, on a steel plate, sitting on the church steps next to Kiara (Kiara who assessed him with the one-second scan and determined: not a threat, related to didi, acceptable). He ate and he looked around and the looking-around was the seeing and the seeing was: his mother was not wasting her time. His mother was feeding one hundred and forty-seven people on Christmas Day in a church in Hadapsar and the feeding was not charity and not hobby and not waste-of-time. The feeding was: work. Real work. The work that mattered the way corporate work had never mattered — the mattering being visible, tangible, measured in plates and faces and the particular sound of one hundred and forty-seven people eating together, the sound that was the sound of community, the community being the thing that Vivek's generation talked about on social media and that his mother was performing in real life.

"Mummy," Vivek said, between mouthfuls of Nikhil's chicken. "Yeh bahut achha hai."

Mum. This is really good.

The sentence that was — the sentence was the Christmas gift. The gift that was better than scarves and sweaters and perfume and any object that could be wrapped. The gift that was: your child sees you. Your child sees what you do. Your child says: this is good.

Ananya did not cry. She served more chicken.


  
    Chapter 13: Aadhi Birthday (The Half-Birthday)

    
    
  
  Six months after the firing — six months that had rearranged the molecular structure of Ananya's life the way monsoons rearranged Pune's geography: invisibly, fundamentally, the fundamentally being: the ground was the same ground but everything on it had shifted — Ananya turned fifty-and-a-half. The half-birthday being a thing that nobody celebrated except Kiara, who had invented the concept specifically for Ananya, the invention being the teenager's gift to the woman who had everything except the thing she wanted most (the children, present and choosing her) and the gift being: a reason to eat cake.

"Didi, aaj teri aadhi birthday hai." Kiara, matter-of-fact, standing at the community kitchen's serving table on a Thursday morning in April, holding a Monginis cake box that she had acquired through means that Ananya chose not to investigate (the not-investigating being the particular accommodation that adults made with street-smart teenagers: you accepted the gesture, you did not audit the procurement).

"Aadhi birthday kya hota hai?" What's a half-birthday?

"Birthday ka six months baad. Obviously." The "obviously" delivered with the particular teen disdain for adult ignorance that Kiara wielded like a martial art — precise, devastating, affectionate.

The cake was chocolate. Monginis chocolate — the Monginis that was Pune's default celebration cake, the cake that appeared at every birthday and farewell and office function, the Monginis that was not the best cake (the best cake was at The Flour Works or Kayani Bakery or the home baker in Aundh who did custom orders) but that was the most democratic cake, the democratic being: everyone could afford Monginis, everyone had eaten Monginis, Monginis was the common ground of Pune's celebrations, the common-ground being the thing that luxury bakeries could never achieve because the luxury excluded and the excluding was the luxury's purpose.

They ate it. At the serving table. Before the Thursday regulars arrived. Ananya, Kiara, Nikhil (who had opinions about the cake — "chocolate icing mein vanaspati hai, taste karo" — the taste-karo being the chef's compulsion to educate, the educating being unwelcome at a birthday celebration but also correct: the icing did taste of vanaspati, the vanaspati being the hydrogenated fat that Indian commercial bakeries used and that the using was the compromise between cost and quality and the compromise was what democracy tasted like). Payal arrived mid-cake, assessed the situation, and said: "Monginis? Really? Main kal Kayani se leke aaungi."

Monginis? Really? I'll bring Kayani's tomorrow.

"Kal birthday nahi hai," Kiara pointed out. "Aadhi birthday aaj hai."

Tomorrow isn't the birthday. The half-birthday is today.

"Toh kal bhi celebrate karenge. Full birthday, aadhi birthday, quarter birthday — jab tak cake milta rahe." Payal, whose relationship with celebration had transformed in the five months since her own redundancy: the rage had composted into a particular gallows humour that served the job club well, the humour being: when you've lost your career, your identity, and your illusions, the only thing left is the ability to laugh about it, and the laughing was the healing, and the healing was ongoing.

Six months. In six months, the job club had placed thirty-one people in jobs. Thirty-one — the number that Ananya tracked in the school notebook with the attention that she had once devoted to regulatory compliance metrics. Thirty-one people who had walked into the church back room with nothing (no resume, no interview skills, no knowledge of how to navigate the job market's digital infrastructure) and who had walked out with something (a formatted resume, practice-interview confidence, a government portal login, and Kiara's phone number for tech support). Thirty-one was the number. Thirty-one was the evidence. Thirty-one was the answer to "what do you do?" that did not require explanation because the number spoke — the number said: thirty-one people have jobs because of what we do on Thursdays.

Govind was working at a warehouse in Chakan. Sunita had found data entry work at a hospital in Wakad. Manoj was driving for a logistics company. Deepa had started a small tailoring business from home using a government loan that the job club had helped her apply for (the applying being Kiara's specialty: the girl who could navigate a government portal could navigate a government loan application, the navigating being the skill that separated the eligible from the funded — everyone was eligible, but only the navigated were funded).

The Rajdoot had been Kiara's suggestion. Not the restaurant itself — the idea. The idea that the job club's success should be celebrated, and that the celebration should not be at the church (the church being the work-place, and the celebrating at the work-place was the corporate mistake that Ananya had learned from: you did not celebrate in the room where you struggled; you celebrated elsewhere, the elsewhere being the acknowledgment that the struggle was work and the celebration was reward and the work and the reward needed separate spaces).

The Rajdoot was a restaurant. Not a fancy restaurant — an old restaurant. The old-restaurant that had been on FC Road since the 1970s and that served North Indian food with the particular confidence of a place that had not updated its menu in thirty years because the not-updating was the confidence: what we make is good, it has always been good, we will not add avocado toast to prove we are relevant. The Rajdoot's relevance was its irrelevance — the restaurant that time had left alone and the left-alone was the authenticity and the authenticity was what people craved when they were tired of restaurants that tried too hard.

They went on a Saturday evening. The going-together being: Ananya, Nikhil, Kiara, Payal, Farhan. Five people at a round table at The Rajdoot on FC Road, the round table being the table that said: no head of table, no hierarchy, the round being the shape of equality and the equality being the thing that this group had built without naming it.

The ordering was chaos. Indian-restaurant ordering — the ordering that was never individual but collective, the collective being: everyone suggesting, everyone vetoing, the veto-power being distributed and the distribution being the democracy of the Indian restaurant table. Nikhil vetoed the paneer ("yahan paneer nahi khana chahiye, chicken order karo" — don't order paneer here, order the chicken). Payal vetoed the dal ("hum dal rozana khaate hain, something different" — we eat dal every day, something different). Kiara ordered for herself — butter chicken and naan, the order of someone who had spent years eating whatever was available and who, given the choice, chose the thing that tasted most like luxury, the luxury being: butter, cream, the richness that poverty denied.

Farhan ordered biryani. The biryani that he compared, inevitably, to Nasreen's. The comparing being the widow's reflex — every biryani compared to the dead wife's biryani, the comparison that the dead wife's biryani always won because the winning was not about the rice but about the hands that made it and the hands were gone and the gone-hands' biryani existed now only in memory and memory was the kitchen where the food was always perfect.

"Nasreen ka biryani aisa nahi tha," Farhan said, tasting. "Lekin yeh bhi achha hai." Nasreen's biryani wasn't like this. But this is good too.

"Farhan sahab, koi biryani Nasreen aunty ka nahi hoga," Nikhil said. "Lekin hum try karte rehte hain." Sir, no biryani will be Nasreen aunty's. But we keep trying.

The sentence that was — the sentence was the grief acknowledged and the future permitted in the same breath. The same-breath being: we honour what was lost, we eat what is here, the eating-what-is-here being the particular wisdom of people who had lost things and who had learned that the lost things were honoured not by refusing the present but by living it.

Ananya watched the table. The watching being: the observation from within, the observation that was also the participating, the participating being: she was watching and she was part of what she was watching and the being-part was the joy. Five people. Five people who had found each other through a community kitchen in Hadapsar — found each other the way that lost things found other lost things: by being in the same place, the same-place being the church, the church being the location that had held all of them when their previous locations had ejected them.

"Cheers," Payal said, raising her glass of mango lassi (the lassi being The Rajdoot's particular specialty — thick, sweet, the mango taste being the Alphonso that The Rajdoot sourced from Ratnagiri and that the sourcing was the restaurant's one extravagance: everything else was standard, but the mango was Ratnagiri Alphonso and the Alphonso was non-negotiable).

"Cheers," they said. Five glasses of lassi, raised.

"To Naya Aarambh," Ananya said.

"To Naya Aarambh," they repeated.

The toast that was — the toast was the naming. The naming that made the thing real. Naya Aarambh — A New Beginning — the name that Ananya had written in the school notebook and that was now spoken aloud at a table in a restaurant and that the speaking-aloud was the founding moment, the founding that occurred not in an office or a boardroom but at a round table in a forty-year-old restaurant with five people and five mango lassis and the particular Pune evening that FC Road provided in April: warm, chaotic, the traffic outside a constant river of headlights, the headlights being the city's circulatory system and the system working and the working being the background to the foreground and the foreground being: five people who had found their work and who were, on this Saturday evening, celebrating.


  
    Chapter 14: Rajdoot Mein Wapsi (Returning to the Rajdoot)

    
    
  
  Sahil called on a Wednesday. Not texted — called. The calling being the particular gesture of a forty-six-year-old man who had been raised in an era when calls meant intention and texts meant convenience and the distinction mattered, the mattering being: a call said "I am giving you my voice and my time" and a text said "I am giving you my thumbs and my spare attention" and Sahil chose voice.

Ananya was at Nikhil's flat, helping with Thursday prep — the Wednesday-prep that had become her Wednesday ritual, the ritual of chopping and soaking and the particular meditation that kitchen work provided: the hands busy, the mind free, the freedom being the state in which the mind processed things that it could not process while sitting still.

Her phone rang. The screen showed: "Sahil Thapar - Mahesh's party." The contact name she'd saved after the Diwali party four months ago — four months of silence, the silence being the particular post-party silence that meant: we met, we talked, we smiled, and then life resumed its regular programming and the regular programming did not include follow-up.

"Hello?" Ananya's voice — cautious. The caution of a woman who had been trained by divorce to approach male attention the way bomb-disposal experts approached suspicious packages: carefully, at a distance, with an exit strategy.

"Ananya? Sahil Thapar. Mahesh ki party mein mile the. Yaad hai?" Remember?

She remembered. The smile that reached the eyes. The "bodies buried" joke. The laugh that had been her first in two years.

"Haan, yaad hai. Kaise ho?" Yes, I remember. How are you?

"Achha hoon. Suniye, yeh awkward lag sakta hai but — Mahesh ne aapka number diya. Maine maanga tha. Diwali ke baad se soch raha tha ki call karun, lekin himmat nahi thi. Ab kar li." The sentence delivered in one breath — the one-breath delivery of a man who had rehearsed the call and who wanted to complete the rehearsed part before the courage evaporated.

I'm good. Listen, this might seem awkward but — Mahesh gave me your number. I asked for it. I've been thinking about calling since Diwali, but didn't have the nerve. Now I have.

Nikhil, across the kitchen, was pretending not to listen while chopping onions with the precision of a man whose ears were entirely focused on the phone conversation happening three feet away. The pretending was obvious — the pretending being: Nikhil's knife rhythm had slowed from its usual rapid thak-thak-thak to a deliberate thak... thak... thak, the slowing being the auditory equivalent of leaning in.

"Awkward nahi hai," Ananya said. And meant it. The meaning-it being the surprise — the surprise being: a man calling because he'd been thinking about her was, at twenty-five, expected, and at fifty, remarkable, and the remarkable was not because fifty-year-old women were unworthy of calls but because fifty-year-old women had been taught by the culture that calls stopped at a certain age and the certain-age was the lie and the lie was cracking.

"Main soch raha tha — coffee? Ya dinner? Jo comfortable ho." I was thinking — coffee? Or dinner? Whatever's comfortable.

The "whatever's comfortable" being — the being was the marker. The marker of a man who understood that comfort was not a given, that the asking was a request and not a summons, that the woman's comfort was the boundary and the boundary was to be respected. The marker that distinguished Sahil's asking from Karan's commanding — Karan who had never asked, Karan who had stated ("we're going to dinner") and the stating was the control and the control was the twenty-year pattern and the pattern had been the prison.

"Dinner," Ananya said. "The Rajdoot pe. FC Road."

The Rajdoot. The choice being deliberate — The Rajdoot being the restaurant where Naya Aarambh had been toasted, the restaurant that belonged to the new life, not the old. Not Koregaon Park (Karan's territory). Not a new place (the new-place anxiety). The Rajdoot — familiar, warm, the forty-year-old restaurant that did not try too hard, the not-trying being the comfort.

"Rajdoot? Perfect. Saturday?"

"Saturday."

She hung up. Nikhil's knife had stopped entirely. He was standing at the counter holding an onion and looking at her with the expression of a man who had just witnessed an event and who needed three seconds to process the event before commenting.

"Sahil wala?" he asked. The Sahil one?

"Haan."

"Saturday ko?"

"Haan."

Nikhil nodded. Resumed chopping. The chopping that was now faster than before — the speed increase being Nikhil's emotional response: excitement processed through velocity, the velocity of the knife matching the velocity of the news.

"Kya pehne gi?" he asked, not looking up from the onions. What will you wear?

"Nikhil, tu mera fashion consultant nahi hai." You're not my fashion consultant.

"Main tera neighbour hoon. Neighbour ko haq hai." I'm your neighbour. Neighbours have rights.

Saturday arrived with the particular intensity of a day that has been anticipated. Ananya spent the morning at the park with Farhan (Farhan who had been told about the dinner because Farhan was the person to whom Ananya told things, the telling being: selective but honest, the selective being: she told Farhan the emotional truths and Nikhil the logistical truths and Payal the strategic truths and Kiara nothing because telling Kiara about a date would produce the particular teenage response of excessive interest that would be unbearable).

Farhan's advice: "Apne aap ko le jaao. Sirf apne aap ko. Kisi aur ko mat le jaana — na Karan ko, na job ko, na divorce ko. Sirf Ananya. Ya Netta. Jo bhi ho tum abhi." Take yourself. Only yourself. Don't take anyone else — not Karan, not the job, not the divorce. Just Ananya. Or Netta. Whoever you are right now.

The advice that was — the advice was Premchand-informed. The advice of a man who had spent forty years teaching literature and who understood that every character carried their backstory into every scene and that the carrying was the burden and the burden was what made scenes collapse: too much backstory, not enough present. Be present. Leave the backstory at the door.

She wore: jeans and a kurta. Not the corporate saree (the corporate-Ananya costume). Not the community-kitchen cotton (the Netta-at-work costume). Jeans and a kurta — the outfit that was Ananya's weekend outfit, the outfit that belonged to no role, that was simply: clothes. The kurta was indigo — block-printed, bought at Fab India on MG Road (the Fab India that was India's particular solution to the "what do educated middle-class women wear when they want to be casual but not sloppy" question, the answer being: Fab India, always Fab India, the Fab India kurta being the uniform of the Indian woman who read and voted and had opinions about organic food).

The Rajdoot at 8 PM on a Saturday was half-full. The half-full being the restaurant's standard Saturday — enough people for atmosphere, not enough for noise, the balance being The Rajdoot's particular Saturday quality: you could hear your companion without shouting, which was the minimum requirement for a dinner that was also an audition.

Sahil was already there. At a table by the wall — the wall-table being the choice of a man who understood restaurant dynamics: wall tables offered privacy, centre tables offered visibility, and the choosing of the wall said: this dinner is between us, not for the room.

He stood when she arrived. The standing being — the standing was gentlemanly in a way that was not performative. Some men stood as a gesture; Sahil stood as a reflex, the reflex of a man who had been taught that you stood when someone arrived and the teaching had become the body and the body did not perform, the body simply did.

"Hi." His smile. The same smile — the one that reached the eyes, the one that had cracked the wall four months ago.

"Hi." Her smile. The smile that was — the smile was nervous. The nervous that fifty produced when the body remembered what attraction felt like and the remembering was: do I still know how to do this? The "this" being: sitting across from a man who was not Karan, eating food that was not obligation-food, having a conversation that was not the divorced-couple's performance of fineness.

They ordered. Sahil let her order first — the letting being the small act that the post-divorce woman noticed with the hypervigilance of someone trained by twenty years to notice the small acts because the small acts were where control hid. In Karan's world, Karan ordered. Karan decided what they ate. Karan's restaurant, Karan's menu, Karan's choices imposed on Ananya's plate. Sahil's "aap order karo" was the opposite of Karan's "main order karta hoon" and the opposite was the safety and the safety was: exhale.

She ordered dal makhani and roti. The dal makhani at The Rajdoot was — the dal makhani was the reason The Rajdoot had survived forty years. The dal that was slow-cooked overnight, the black lentils absorbing cream and butter until the lentils forgot they were lentils and became something else, something that was not dal and not butter and not cream but the alchemical product of time and heat and patience, the patience being the ingredient that no shortcut could replicate.

Sahil ordered chicken tikka and a biryani. "Share karein?" he asked, gesturing between their orders. Shall we share?

The sharing-question. The question that was, at surface level, about food and that was, underneath, about: are we the kind of people who share? The sharing being the first intimacy — not physical but social, the social intimacy of eating from each other's plates, the eating being the Indian first-date test: if you can share food, you can share other things, the other-things being left undefined because the undefined was the future and the future was the open question.

"Haan." Yes.

They talked. Not the corporate-talk (the networking disguised as conversation). Not the Diwali-party talk (the three-minute circulating). They talked the way two people talked when the two people had both been through things — the "things" being the universal euphemism for: damage, recovery, the particular education that suffering provided. Sahil had been married. Divorced. Two years ago — the same timeline as Ananya, the same-timeline being the coincidence that was not a coincidence but a demographic: the mid-forties divorce wave that was sweeping through urban India, the wave that was the generation's delayed reckoning with marriages made in the 1990s and sustained through the 2000s and shattered in the 2020s.

"Meri wife — ex-wife — usse lagta tha ki main kaam mein bahut dooba rehta hoon." My wife — ex-wife — she felt I was too absorbed in work.

"Aur the?" And were you?

"Haan. Bahut." He said it simply. The simply being the honesty that did not deflect. The honesty that said: I was wrong, I know I was wrong, I have done the work of knowing I was wrong and the work was therapy and the therapy was the particular investment that the post-divorce person made in understanding their own contribution to the failure.

"Karan — mera ex — ek controller tha." The sentence that Ananya had never spoken to a man outside therapy. The sentence that she'd spoken to Nikhil (friend, safe) and Farhan (mentor, safe) but not to a man who was sitting across a restaurant table with biryani and who was — who was potentially more than safe. Who was potentially: wanted. The wanted-man receiving the truth of the previous man's damage.

"Controller?" Sahil's face — not shock (shock would have been the wrong response), not pity (pity would have been the patronising response). Recognition. The recognition of a man who had been through the post-divorce education and who understood that the word "controller" carried twenty years of compressed damage and that the compressed-damage did not need to be unpacked at dinner but did need to be acknowledged.

"Haan."

"Toh ab?" So now?

"Ab main khud ki controller hoon." Now I'm my own controller.

He smiled. She smiled. The smiling being — the smiling was the ease. The ease that arrived when two damaged people discovered that the damage was shared and the shared-damage was the bridge and the bridge was not built on attraction alone but on understanding and the understanding was the foundation and the foundation was: we have both been through it, we are both still here, the still-here being the credential.

The dal makhani was perfect. The biryani was good. They shared. The sharing being the first intimacy, confirmed.

He walked her to her auto-rickshaw. The walking being — FC Road at 10:30 PM, the road alive with the particular Pune night-energy that FC Road possessed: college students from Fergusson and BMCC, the ice-cream carts, the book vendors packing up (the book vendors who sold pirated paperbacks on the footpath and whose pirating was Pune's particular contribution to literary access: books that cost six hundred rupees at Crossword cost one-fifty on FC Road, the one-fifty being the price that made reading democratic).

At the auto-rickshaw, he said: "Main phir call karun?"

Can I call again?

"Haan," she said. The "haan" that was — the "haan" was permission. Not the permission that a woman granted to a man (the patriarchal framing). The permission that a person granted to a possibility. The possibility being: this might be something. The something being: undefined, fragile, new, the new being the only adjective that mattered at fifty, because at fifty, new was the rarest thing and the rarest thing was the most precious.

The auto-rickshaw drove away. FC Road's lights in the rearview — the pirated bookstalls, the ice-cream carts, the college kids. Ananya sat in the back of the rickshaw, the vinyl seat cracked and warm from the day's sun, the meter ticking, the night air coming through the open sides — the open-sided rickshaw being Pune's particular vehicle, the vehicle that offered no protection from the weather and that the no-protection was the freedom: you felt the city, the city's air and noise and temperature, you were not sealed inside metal but open to the night.

She texted Kiara: "Dinner achha tha."

Kiara replied in four seconds: "SAHIL WALA?!?! DIDI KAISE THA BATAO ABHI"

The all-caps enthusiasm of a teenager who had been told nothing and had figured out everything — the figuring-out being the particular intelligence of Kiara's generation: they noticed, they inferred, they texted in all-caps.

Ananya typed: "Achha tha. Goodnight."

Kiara typed: "YEH TOH KUCH NAHI BATAYA. KAL POORA SUNAUNGI. GOODNIGHT DIDI."

You told me nothing. I'll get the full story tomorrow. Goodnight sister.

Ananya smiled. In the back of the auto-rickshaw. The Pune night air on her face, the meter ticking, the streets alive. The smile that was — the smile was the new-smile. The Netta-smile. The smile that belonged to no role and no person and no obligation. The smile that was: fifty, divorced, fired, riding in an auto-rickshaw on FC Road after dinner with a man whose smile reached his eyes.

The smile was enough. For tonight.


  
    Chapter 15: Bure Sapne Aur Golem (Bad Dreams and a Golem)

    
    
  
  The dreams started in May — the May that was Pune's cruelest month, the month when the pre-monsoon heat arrived and the arriving was not gradual but violent, the violence being: one day it was April (warm, tolerable, the evenings still pleasant) and the next day it was May (forty-one degrees, the air thick as daal, the city's trees wilting, the auto-rickshaw seats burning through clothes). The heat was the trigger. The heat that Ananya associated with — the heat of the years when Karan's control was at its worst, the worst being: the summer months when the children were on school holiday and the family was compressed into the flat and the compressing increased the contact and the contact increased the control and the control increased the damage.

The dream was always the same. Ananya was in the Koregaon Park flat — the flat that had been the marital flat, the flat she'd left two years ago. The flat was exactly as she remembered: the Italian marble flooring that Karan had insisted on (the insisting being the particular domestic tyranny of a man who expressed control through furniture — the furniture being chosen by Karan, arranged by Karan, the arrangement being the manifestation: this is my house, these are my things, you live here at my permission, the permission being the invisible lease that Ananya had signed by staying). In the dream, the flat was empty. Not empty of furniture — empty of light. The dark-empty that was not night but erasure, the erasure being: the light had been removed the way Karan had removed Ananya's confidence, incrementally, until the darkness was normal and the normal was the prison.

In the dream, there was a figure. Standing in the corridor between the bedroom and the living room — the corridor where Karan had stood, many times, blocking the way. The figure was not Karan. The figure was larger than Karan and less defined than Karan and the less-defined was the terror — the terror of the thing that was not a person but a shape, the shape being made of clay, the clay-shape that Jewish mythology called a golem and that Ananya's subconscious had borrowed (the borrowing being the mind's particular multiculturalism: the mind did not respect cultural boundaries when constructing nightmares, the mind took what it needed from wherever it found it).

The golem was Karan and not-Karan. The golem had Karan's posture (the particular lean — the lean-forward that was Karan's intimidation posture, the posture that said: I am taking up more space than I need because the space-taking is the dominance). But the golem's face was blank — blank clay, no features, the featurelessness being the particular horror of the abuser who had no face because the abuser was not a person but a system, the system being: the control was not Karan's personality but Karan's method, and the method could be performed by anyone, the anyone being the golem, the golem being the method made flesh.

Ananya woke at 3:17 AM. Sweating. The May heat in the Kothrud flat — the flat that had no air conditioning (the no-AC being the divorced woman's economy: the AC was at Karan's Koregaon Park flat, the AC being one of the things that the divorce had distributed to the person who could afford the electricity and the affording was Karan's and the not-affording was Ananya's). The ceiling fan spun at maximum — the maximum that produced the particular Indian ceiling-fan sound: the rhythmic whup-whup-whup that was the soundtrack of Indian insomnia, the insomnia that was managed not by medication but by the fan and by the particular Indian insomnia ritual: get up, drink water, stand at the window, look at the darkness, return to bed.

She stood at the window. The park below — dark, empty at 3 AM, the park that was benign in daylight and ominous at night, the ominousness being projection rather than reality, the projection being: when the inside is afraid, the outside becomes threatening.

She called the therapist the next morning. Dr. Meera Kulkarni — the therapist who had been Ananya's therapist for two years, the therapist who worked from a clinic in Baner and who charged ₹2,500 per session and whose ₹2,500 was the particular Indian middle-class negotiation with mental health: affordable enough to continue, expensive enough to take seriously, the taking-seriously being the patient's investment and the investment being: I am worth ₹2,500 per week and the worth was the belief and the belief was the treatment's prerequisite.

"The golem is back," Ananya said. On the phone. The phone-session that they'd adopted during COVID and maintained after — the maintaining being the pandemic's one gift to Indian therapy: the phone session, which removed the commute to Baner and the commute's particular anxiety (the anxiety of being seen entering a therapist's clinic, the being-seen being the stigma, the stigma that was India's particular contribution to mental health: we'll suffer privately rather than be seen seeking help publicly).

"Tell me about the dream," Dr. Kulkarni said. The voice that was — the therapist's voice was the particular Indian therapist voice: warm but clinical, the warm-clinical combination that said: I care about you but I am also analyzing you and the caring and the analyzing are the same thing.

Ananya described the dream. The empty flat. The clay figure. The blocked corridor. The featureless face.

"What do you think the golem represents?" The question that was the therapist's question — the question that the therapist already knew the answer to but that the answer needed to come from the patient because the patient's naming was the healing, the healing being: not the therapist's insight but the patient's articulation.

"Karan." The obvious answer. The answer that was correct and incomplete.

"And what else?"

"Mera darr." My fear. "The fear that — the fear that even though I've left, even though the divorce is done, even though I'm building something new — the fear that the control is still inside me. That I've left the controller but the control stayed. That the golem is not Karan but the Karan-inside-me — the voice that says tum kuch nahi ho, and the voice doesn't need Karan to say it anymore because I've internalized it and the internalized voice is the golem and the golem doesn't die when you leave the house because the golem lives inside the person, not inside the house."

Silence. The therapist's silence — the particular silence that said: yes. The yes that was not spoken because the spoken-yes would have been validation and validation was not the goal — the goal was the patient's own recognition and the recognition had occurred and the occurring was the progress.

"So what does the golem need?" Dr. Kulkarni asked.

"To be named. And once named — to be faced."

"And how do you face it?"

Ananya thought. The thinking being: the real thinking, not the corporate-thinking that produced strategies and memos, but the personal-thinking that produced truth. The truth that arrived after a pause.

"By being Netta. By being the person that the golem says doesn't exist. The golem says tum kuch nahi ho. Netta says: I run a job club that has placed thirty-one people. I have a community kitchen that feeds two hundred people on Thursdays. I have a teenager who calls me didi and a chef who is my neighbour and a Premchand scholar who sits on a bench and a woman who used to hate me and now makes resumes beside me. I am not nothing. The golem is wrong."

"Write that down," Dr. Kulkarni said. "Write it and put it where you'll see it."

Ananya wrote it. On a Post-it note — the yellow Post-it, the corporate-supply that she still had stacks of from the office (the office-supplies being the last material connection to the corporate life: the Post-its, the pens, the paperclips that lived in a drawer and that the living-in-a-drawer was the corporate afterlife, the afterlife of objects that had served one purpose and were waiting for the next). She wrote: "Main kuch hoon. Golem galat hai." I am something. The golem is wrong.

She stuck it on the bathroom mirror. The mirror where she had first said "Hi, main Netta hoon." The mirror that was becoming the wall of the new life — the Post-it next to the reflection, the reflection being: the woman who was something, and the Post-it being: the proof.

The golem came back. Three more times in May. Each time, Ananya woke, drank water, stood at the window, and then — instead of the insomnia-ritual, the new ritual: she went to the bathroom, read the Post-it, said "Main kuch hoon" to the mirror, and returned to bed. The returning being: the choosing. The choosing to go back to sleep and to trust that the golem would shrink and that the shrinking was the therapy's work and the community's work and Netta's work and the work was ongoing and the ongoing was the life.

By June, the golem's visits reduced to once a week. By July, once a month. By August — the monsoon August, the August when Pune's rain was so heavy that it washed the roads and the air and the particular psychological residue that the summer had deposited — the golem stopped. Not forever (the not-forever being the honest assessment: golems did not die, golems went dormant, and the dormancy was the best that survivors of control could expect and the expecting was the realism and the realism was the health).

The monsoon washed the heat away. The heat that had been the trigger. Ananya sat on the balcony, in the rain, drinking chai — the monsoon-chai that was ginger-heavy because monsoon required ginger, the ginger being the monsoon's medicine, the medicine that Pune's mothers had prescribed for generations ("baarish mein adrak khao" — eat ginger in the rain — the instruction that was both medical advice and cultural identity, the identity being: I am Maharashtrian, I drink ginger chai in the monsoon, the drinking being the belonging).

The rain was warm. The warm-rain that was the Mumbai-Pune monsoon's particular gift — rain that was not cold but body-temperature, rain that you could stand in without shivering, rain that was the sky crying with relief after the May-June heat and the relief being shared, the sharing being: when the rain fell, everyone was relieved, the everyone being the city and the people and the trees and the particular Pune landscape that turned green overnight and the green was the forgiveness and the forgiveness was the monsoon's annual act of grace.

She texted Sahil: "Baarish ho rahi hai. Chai pi rahe ho?"

It's raining. Are you drinking chai?

Sahil: "Haan. Ginger wali. Tum?"

Yes. Ginger. You?

"Same."

The exchange being — the exchange was the intimacy. The small-intimacy that couples-in-formation shared: the simultaneous experience of weather, the weather being the bridge between separate lives, the bridge that said: we are in different places but under the same rain and the same-rain is the connection.

The golem was dormant. The rain was falling. The chai was ginger. The connection was growing.


  
    Chapter 16: Hisaab Ka Din (The Reckoning)

    
    
  
  The reckoning came in September — not the dramatic reckoning of cinema (no courtroom, no confrontation across a mahogany table, no background score swelling to tell you that this was the moment). The reckoning came in an email. From Karan. At 11:47 PM on a Tuesday. The particular time that Karan chose for his communications — the late-night email being Karan's weapon of choice, the weapon that arrived when the recipient was tired and the tiredness reduced the defences and the reduced-defences were the strategic advantage that Karan had exploited for twenty years: say the damaging thing at night, when she's too exhausted to fight.

The email said: "Ananya, I've heard from Liza that you are running some kind of NGO from a church in Hadapsar. I need to discuss the financial implications. Our divorce settlement included provisions based on your employment status. If you are now self-employed or running an organisation, the terms may need to be revisited. Please contact my lawyer at your earliest convenience."

The email being — the email was Karan. The email was Karan in his purest form: the form that used legal language to disguise personal control, the legal-language being the new weapon (the old weapon had been the voice, the nightly tum kuch nahi ho; the new weapon was the lawyer's letter, the lawyer's letter being the post-divorce tum kuch nahi ho, the same diminishment delivered through a different medium). The email that said: you are building something and I will make the building cost you. The building-costing-you being the controller's response to the controlled person's independence: if you cannot control the person, control the consequences.

Ananya read the email at midnight. On the balcony. The September night — the monsoon's afterbreath, the air still humid but the humidity departing, the departing-humidity being September's particular gift to Pune: the first indication that the heat and the rain were ending and the winter was approaching and the approaching was the hope. She read the email and the email produced — not the old response. Not the stomach-dropping, the panic, the immediate compliance that Karan's communications had produced for twenty years. The email produced: anger.

The anger was new. The anger was the thing that therapy had been building toward — the anger that replaced the fear, the fear being the old response and the anger being the healthy response and the healthy being: when someone tries to control you, the healthy response is not compliance but fury. Dr. Kulkarni had said: "The day you feel angry instead of afraid, that's the day the golem starts dying." The golem had been dormant since August. The anger was the confirmation: the golem was dying.

Ananya did not reply at midnight. Ananya did not reply at all. Ananya forwarded the email to her own lawyer — Advocate Shweta Patil, the lawyer who had handled the divorce and who was, in the particular taxonomy of Indian lawyers, the species known as "the woman who takes no shit." Shweta Patil operated from an office in Camp that was the size of a large cupboard and that was decorated with law books and framed photographs of Shweta with various judges and politicians, the photographs being the wall-resume that Indian professionals displayed, the displaying being: these are the powerful people who know me, the knowing being the credential.

Shweta called the next morning. 8:15 AM — the time of a woman who started early because the early-starting was the work-ethic and the work-ethic was the weapon.

"Ananya, yeh mail padhi. Karan ka lawyer — Deshmukh na? Deshmukh ek tharki hai aur iska koi legal basis nahi hai." The assessment delivered in the particular Pune Marathi-Hindi-English blend that lawyers used — the blend being the professional's trilingual weaponry. "Tere divorce settlement mein koi clause nahi hai jo tere employment status se linked ho. Yeh sab dhamki hai. Karan ko pata chal gaya hai ki tu kuch kar rahi hai aur usko control nahi hai aur control nahi hona uska worst nightmare hai."

I read the email. Karan's lawyer — Deshmukh, right? Deshmukh is a creep and this has no legal basis. Your divorce settlement has no clause linked to your employment status. This is all intimidation. Karan's found out you're doing something and he has no control over it and no control is his worst nightmare.

The sentence that was the legal analysis and the psychological analysis in one breath — the one-breath being Shweta's style, the style that made her effective: she understood that legal problems were personal problems wearing suits and that the suits needed to be removed before the problem could be addressed.

"Kya karun?" Ananya asked. What should I do?

"Kuch nahi. Bilkul kuch nahi. Reply mat kar. Uski taraf se koi legal notice aaye toh mujhe forward kar. Main handle karungi. Aur Ananya — sun — yeh aadmi tera golem hai. Golem ko reply nahi karte. Golem ko ignore karte hain. Ignore se golem marta hai."

Nothing. Absolutely nothing. Don't reply. If a legal notice comes from his side, forward it to me. I'll handle it. And Ananya — listen — this man is your golem. You don't reply to golems. You ignore golems. Golems die from being ignored.

Shweta knew about the golem. Shweta knew about the therapy, the dreams, the Post-it note. Shweta knew because Shweta was not just a lawyer but the particular Indian professional who, in the absence of adequate mental health infrastructure, became the client's therapist and advisor and sister-in-arms, the becoming being the Indian professional's particular burden: you were hired for one thing and you delivered five things because the client needed five things and the needing was the reality and the reality did not respect professional boundaries.

Ananya did not reply to Karan. The not-replying being — the not-replying was the revolution. For twenty years, Karan's communications had been replied to immediately. The immediately being the controlled person's reflex: respond, comply, de-escalate. The not-replying was the breaking of the reflex. The reflex that had been installed through twenty years of conditioning and that the conditioning had been so effective that the not-replying felt physical — the body wanted to reply, the fingers wanted to type, the compliance-muscle wanted to contract, and the not-contracting was the exercise and the exercise was the strengthening.

She went to the community kitchen instead. Thursday. The Thursday that was the ritual and the ritual being: the antidote. The antidote to Karan's midnight email being Nikhil's morning dal. The dal that was cooked with the particular care that Nikhil brought to everything — the care that said: this food is for people who need it and the needing is the reason and the reason is enough and the enough is the love.

She told Nikhil. Between the dal service and the job club session, in the five-minute gap that they used for the particular communication that kitchen-colleagues developed: efficient, shorthand, the words carrying more meaning than their syllable-count suggested.

"Karan ne email bheja. Lawyer ki dhamki."

Karan sent an email. Lawyer threats.

Nikhil's knife paused. The pausing being the response — the response of a man who had witnessed Ananya's transformation over eleven months and who understood that Karan's name in any sentence was the trigger and the trigger required careful handling.

"Reply kiya?" Did you reply?

"Nahi."

"Good." The single word. The Nikhil-approval that was more effective than any speech because the approval was earned and the earned-approval was the respect and the respect was: you are doing the right thing and the right thing is hard and the hard thing does not need commentary, the hard thing needs only the acknowledgment that it was done.

"Shweta bol rahi hai ignore karo." Shweta says ignore it.

"Shweta sahi bol rahi hai. Karan ko attention chahiye. Tu attention nahi degi toh woh marr jayega." Shweta's right. Karan wants attention. If you don't give it, he'll die.

"Golem nahi marta." Golems don't die.

"Golem nahi marta, lekin chhota hota hai. Har baar jab tu reply nahi karti, golem chhota hota hai. Itna chhota hoga ki chappal ke neeche aa jayega." Golems don't die, but they shrink. Every time you don't reply, the golem shrinks. Eventually it'll be small enough to step on with a chappal.

The image — the golem under a chappal. The chappal being the Indian mother's weapon, the weapon that was the solution to all problems: cockroach? chappal. disobedient child? chappal-threat. golem? chappal. The chappal being the great equalizer, the equalizer that reduced all threats to the size that a rubber-soled sandal could handle.

Ananya laughed. The laughing being — the laughing was the reckoning. Not the reckoning in the legal sense (that was Shweta's job). The reckoning in the personal sense: the moment when the threat became absurd and the absurd was the power-shift and the power-shift was: Karan's email had been designed to produce fear and the fear had been replaced by laughter and the replacement was the victory.

She served dal. The Thursday queue was forty-three people (the queue growing: the growing being the evidence of need and the evidence of word-of-mouth and the word-of-mouth being: "Hadapsar church mein dal milti hai" — you can get dal at the Hadapsar church — the sentence that had spread through the neighbourhood like a beneficial virus, the beneficial being: unlike the pandemic's virus, this virus's spread produced nourishment rather than destruction).

After the service, Kiara asked: "Didi, kya hua? Tu aaj alag dikh rahi hai."

Sister, what happened? You look different today.

"Alag kaise?" Different how?

"Strong. Pehle se zyada strong." Strong. Stronger than before.

The assessment from an eighteen-year-old who had survived things that Ananya had not and whose survival had given her the particular diagnostic ability of the street-smart: the ability to read people's emotional weather the way farmers read the sky — quickly, accurately, because the reading was survival and the survival required accuracy.

"Kuch nahi. Bas ek golem ko chappal dikhayi." Nothing. Just showed a chappal to a golem.

Kiara looked confused. The confusion being the correct response to a sentence that made no sense outside the context of therapy and folklore and Nikhil's particular brand of comfort. But Kiara did not ask for explanation. Kiara accepted the sentence the way she accepted many of Ananya's sentences: as adult-code for things that adults processed through metaphor and that the metaphor was the adult's version of Kiara's own survival-code, which was: don't explain, just survive.

That night, Ananya slept. No golem. No 3 AM awakening. The sleep being the deep sleep — the monsoon-aftermath sleep, the sleep of September when the air was cooled and the body was cooled and the mind was cooled because the threat had been met and the meeting had been: not-replying, not-fearing, laughing, serving dal.

The reckoning was not the email. The reckoning was not the lawyer. The reckoning was the sleep. The deep, uninterrupted, golem-free sleep of a woman who had been threatened and who had responded with silence and laughter and dal.

The dal was the answer. The dal was always the answer.


  
    Chapter 17: Kutte Se Pyaar (Becoming a Dog Lover)

    
    
  
  The dog arrived before the house. This was the order of things — the order that Ananya had not planned because the not-planning was the condition of the new life: the new life did not follow the corporate-planning model (objective, strategy, execution, review). The new life followed the Kiara model: things happened, you adapted, you survived, you discovered that the surviving was the living.

The dog was a street dog. A Pune street dog — the particular breed that was not a breed but a category, the category being: Indian pariah, mixed, the mixing being generations of Pune's street-dog evolution producing animals that were medium-sized and brown and possessed of the particular intelligence that street survival required. This dog was female. This dog had been living outside St. Thomas's Church for three weeks, the three weeks being the duration of the dog's particular tenancy: she had arrived, assessed the church compound's food-availability (high, owing to Nikhil's kitchen), and stayed, the staying being the street dog's version of a lease — no paperwork, just presence, the presence being the contract.

Kiara named her. "Betty," Kiara said. "She looks like a Betty." The naming authority that Kiara had assumed — the assuming being the teenager's prerogative: teenagers named things, the naming being the claiming, and the claiming being: this dog is ours, the ours being the community kitchen's, the community kitchen being the family and the family needing a dog because all families needed a dog and the needing was the instinct.

Betty was not a cute dog. Betty was a functional dog — functional in the way that Indian street dogs were functional: alert, cautious, loyal to whoever fed her, the loyalty being the street dog's economy: food = love, the equation being the simplest truth in the animal kingdom and also, if Ananya was honest, in the human kingdom. (Nikhil's dal had earned more loyalty than Karan's imported cheese had ever managed.)

Betty attached herself to Ananya. The attachment being inexplicable except through the particular logic of dogs: dogs chose the person who needed them, not the person who wanted them, and the person who needed Betty was Ananya because Ananya came to the church carrying the particular energy that dogs detected — the energy of a person who was rebuilding and who needed a companion for the rebuilding and the companion needed to be non-verbal because non-verbal companions did not judge or advise or ask "what are you doing with your life?" or say "tum kuch nahi ho." Dogs did not say "tum kuch nahi ho." Dogs said nothing. Dogs sat. The sitting being the love.

The attachment manifested practically: Betty waited for Ananya outside the church on Thursdays. Betty walked beside Ananya when Ananya walked from the church to the bus stop. Betty, on one memorable Thursday, followed Ananya onto the 154 bus and sat under Ananya's seat for the entire journey from Hadapsar to Kothrud, the under-the-seat sitting being the dog's particular bus-etiquette: make yourself small, don't attract the conductor's attention, exist in the space between the seats where the conductor does not look because the conductor is looking at tickets and not at the floor and the floor is the dog's domain.

The bus conductor noticed at Swargate. "Madam, yeh kutta aapka hai?" Is this dog yours?

Ananya looked down. Betty looked up. The looking-up being the particular dog-expression that combined innocence with calculation — the calculation being: if this woman says yes, I get to stay on the bus; if this woman says no, I get removed. The calculation visible in the eyes, the eyes that were brown and wet and possessed of the particular emotional blackmail that dogs performed without guilt.

"Haan," Ananya said. The "haan" that was — the "haan" was the claiming. The claiming that had not been planned, the claiming that was the response to a dog's eyes under a bus seat, the claiming that was: yes, this dog is mine, the mine being the first thing that Ananya had claimed since the divorce. Everything else had been: unclaimed. The flat was the divorce's flat. The furniture was the division's furniture. The job club was the community's club. But Betty — Betty was mine. The mine that the divorced woman needed: something that was hers, something that chose her, something that would be at the door when she came home and the being-at-the-door was the love and the love was unconditional and the unconditional was the thing that the divorce had destroyed and the destroyed thing was being rebuilt by a brown street dog under a bus seat.

Betty came home. The Kothrud flat gained a resident — the resident that changed the flat's status from "the divorce flat" to "the flat with the dog" and the with-the-dog was the transformation: the flat that had been defined by absence was now defined by presence and the presence was: a dog who shed hair on the sofa and who barked at the morning walkers in the park and who needed to be fed and walked and attended to and the attending-to was the structure and the structure was the thing that the redundancy had removed (the 9-to-6 structure of the corporate day) and that Betty replaced with the dog-structure: 6 AM walk, 8 AM food, 4 PM walk, 7 PM food, the structure being the rhythm and the rhythm being the life.

Farhan met Betty at the park. The meeting being: Betty pulled Ananya toward Farhan's bench with the determination of a dog who had identified a potential source of biscuits and whose identification was correct — Farhan, it turned out, kept Parle-G biscuits in his kurta pocket. The Parle-G being India's universal biscuit, the biscuit that every Indian had eaten and that every Indian dog had been given and that the giving was the inter-species common ground: Parle-G, the biscuit of democracy, shared across species.

"Yeh kaun hai?" Farhan asked, as Betty consumed his Parle-G with the efficiency of a dog who understood that park-bench biscuits were a limited resource and that the limited-resource required speed.

"Betty. Church ki kutti thi, ab meri hai." Betty. Was the church's dog, now she's mine.

"Kutte achhe hain," Farhan said. The assessment being the retired professor's assessment: categorical, definitive, requiring no elaboration. Dogs are good. The statement that was the truth and that the truth was sufficient. "Nasreen ke baad maine bhi socha tha kutti le loon. Lekin mujhe lagta tha ki main sambhaal nahi paunga."

After Nasreen, I also thought about getting a dog. But I thought I wouldn't be able to take care of one.

"Kutte khud ko sambhaal lete hain," Ananya said. "Aapko bas hona chahiye." Dogs take care of themselves. You just need to be there.

"Bas hona chahiye." Farhan repeated the phrase. The repeating being the old man's method of processing wisdom — the method that said: the phrase is being stored, the storing is permanent, the phrase will be retrieved later at the appropriate moment. "Yeh toh Premchand ne bhi kaha tha, differently. Hori kuch nahi karta — Hori bas hota hai. Aur uska hona hi sabse bada kaam hai."

"Just being there." Premchand said this too, differently. Hori doesn't do anything — Hori just exists. And his existing is the greatest work.

Betty finished the Parle-G. Looked at Farhan. The looking that said: more? The more-question being the dog's eternal question, the question that was also the human's eternal question: is there more? And the answer being — the answer being the same for dogs and humans: sometimes there is more, sometimes the Parle-G is finished, and the finished is the acceptance and the acceptance is the peace.

"Kal aur laaunga," Farhan said to Betty. I'll bring more tomorrow.

The sentence that was — the sentence was the commitment. The commitment of a seventy-three-year-old man to a street dog, the commitment that was: I will provide for you, the providing being the thing that Farhan had stopped doing when Nasreen died (the stopping being: who was there to provide for? The providing needing a recipient and the recipient being gone and the gone being the stopping). Betty was the new recipient. Betty was the reason to carry Parle-G. The Parle-G being the currency of the commitment and the commitment being: purpose.

That evening, Ananya sat on the balcony with Betty at her feet. The September evening — the monsoon fully departed now, the air clear, the particular Pune September clarity that was the city's apology for the monsoon's violence (the violence being the flooding, the traffic, the waterlogging that turned Pune's roads into rivers and the rivers being the monsoon's particular contribution to Pune's chaos). The clarity was: you could see the hills. The hills that surrounded Pune — Sinhagad, Rajgad, the Sahyadri range — the hills that were invisible in the monsoon haze and that became visible in September and the visibility was: the landscape remembering itself, the remembering being: we are here, we have always been here, the haze was temporary.

Betty's head on Ananya's foot. The weight of the dog's head — the particular weight that was not heavy but present, the present-weight being the anchoring, the anchoring that said: you are here, I am here, the here is shared. The sharing being the simplest form of love and the simplest form being the most reliable.

Ananya texted Sahil: "I got a dog."

Sahil: "What kind?"

"The kind that follows you home on a bus."

"The best kind."

The exchange being — the exchange was becoming regular. The regular-exchange that couples-in-formation developed: the daily text, the checking-in, the sharing of small events that were, in their smallness, the building-blocks of intimacy. The blocks being: a dog, a bus, a Parle-G, a September evening. The blocks that, accumulated, became the structure and the structure was the relationship and the relationship was being built — one small text at a time, one small event at a time, the one-at-a-time being the patience that fifty had learned and that twenty had not known.


  
    Chapter 18: Kiara Ka Sach (Kiara's Truth)

    
    
  
  Kiara told the truth on a Monday. Not a Thursday — Mondays being the day that truths chose because Mondays had no ritual, no community kitchen, no job club, no structure that could absorb the truth's impact. Mondays were bare. Mondays were the day that the week offered without padding, and the without-padding was why truths arrived on Mondays: truths needed bare ground to land on, and Monday was the barest ground.

Ananya was at home. The Kothrud flat — Betty asleep on the sofa (Betty who had claimed the sofa the way colonizers claimed continents: by sitting on it and refusing to move, the refusing being the dog's particular sovereignty, the sovereignty that Ananya had conceded because conceding to a dog was a pleasure that conceding to a husband had never been). The phone rang. Kiara.

"Didi, main aa sakti hoon? Abhi?" Sister, can I come? Now?

The "abhi" — the urgency-word. The word that in Kiara's vocabulary carried weight because Kiara did not use urgency casually. Kiara, whose entire life was urgent (the urgency of the next meal, the next couch, the next charge for the phone), used the word "abhi" only when the urgency exceeded the baseline and the exceeding meant: this is real.

"Haan, aa jaa." Yes, come.

Kiara arrived in forty minutes. The forty minutes being the Hadapsar-to-Kothrud journey by bus and autorickshaw — the journey that Kiara made on Thursdays but not on Mondays, the Monday-journey being the evidence of the urgency. She arrived wearing the scarf — Aai's scarf, the hand-knitted scarf that Kiara wore in every weather, the wearing being: identity. The scarf was Kiara's first gift and the first-gift was the talisman and the talisman was worn always.

She sat on the floor. Not the sofa (Betty's territory) and not the chair (the chair was Ananya's and the Ananya's-ness was the unspoken furniture hierarchy of the flat). The floor. Cross-legged. The position that was Kiara's default — the cross-legged floor-sitting being the homeless person's posture, the posture that said: I am comfortable on the ground because the ground has been my furniture.

Betty moved from the sofa to the floor. Lay beside Kiara. The lying-beside being the dog's diagnostic: the dog detected the distress and the detecting produced the response and the response was: proximity, warmth, the animal's particular therapy that cost nothing and required no appointment and had no ₹2,500-per-session fee.

"Kya hua?" Ananya asked. Sitting on the chair. Looking down at Kiara on the floor and the looking-down being the geometry of the conversation: adult above, teenager below, the above-below being the accidental hierarchy that Ananya noticed and did not correct because the correcting would have been: sitting on the floor, and the sitting-on-the-floor would have been the performance of equality and the performance was not what Kiara needed. Kiara needed: the chair. The chair being the stability. The stable person in the chair while the unstable person was on the floor and the floor was where truths were told.

"Didi, mujhe kuch batana hai. Bahut pehle se batana tha. Par himmat nahi thi."

Sister, I need to tell you something. I've wanted to tell you for a long time. But I didn't have the courage.

"Bol." Ananya — the single-word response that she'd learned from Nikhil and Farhan, the single-word that meant: I am here, I am listening, I will not fill the silence with my own words because the silence is yours and the yours-ness of the silence is the respect.

Kiara told. The telling took twenty-three minutes. Ananya knew because she saw the clock on the wall move from 3:07 to 3:30 and the moving was the only thing she tracked because the tracking was the anchor — the anchor that kept her in the room while Kiara's words threatened to pull her out of the room and into the particular space that other people's pain created: the space where your own pain was irrelevant because the other person's pain was larger and the larger-pain demanded all the oxygen.

Kiara was not from Pune. Kiara was from Kolhapur — the Kolhapur that was three hours south of Pune, the Kolhapur of jaggery and chappals and the particular Marathi that Kolhapur spoke, the Marathi that was rougher than Pune's Marathi, the roughness being the accent of a town that was proud and poor and proud of being poor, the being-proud-of-being-poor being the Kolhapur identity.

Kiara's father was alive. This was the fact that Kiara had concealed for ten months — the concealment being: Kiara had implied orphanhood, the implying being the particular half-truth that homeless teenagers used to explain their homelessness without explaining their homes. The father was alive. The father was in Kolhapur. The father was the reason Kiara was in Pune.

"Papa peete hain." Dad drinks. The sentence that was the euphemism — the Indian euphemism for domestic violence, the euphemism that placed the blame on the substance rather than the person, the substance being the excuse that Indian families used to explain the violence: he drinks, therefore he hits, the therefore being the false causation that protected the family's narrative from the truth, which was: he hits because he chooses to hit, the choosing being the active verb that the passive "he drinks" concealed.

"Mummy ko maarte the. Phir mujhe bhi." He used to hit Mum. Then me too.

The sentence that Ananya received — the receiving being physical. The sentence entered through the ears and the ears transmitted to the stomach and the stomach clenched and the clenching was: recognition. Not the recognition of shared experience (Karan had not been physically violent — Karan's violence was verbal, emotional, the violence of "tum kuch nahi ho" which was the violence that left no bruises and therefore, in Indian society, did not count as violence, the not-counting being the particular cruelty of a system that measured harm by visible damage and the visible-damage criterion excluded the invisible-damage that was equally destructive). The recognition was: the pattern. The control-pattern. The father who controlled through hitting and the husband who controlled through words and the controlling being the same disease in different bodies, the different-bodies being the variation but the disease being identical.

"Mummy gayi. Jab main chhoti thi." Mum left. When I was small.

"Kahan gayi?" Where did she go?

"Pata nahi." The two words that were the worst two words — the worst because the not-knowing was worse than any knowledge, the not-knowing being the permanent wound, the wound that could not scar because the scarring required the wound to close and the wound-closing required information and the information was: absent. The mother was: absent. The where was: unknown. The unknown being the child's particular torture: the child who did not know whether the mother was alive or dead, near or far, free or trapped, the not-knowing being the torture that Kiara carried every day and that the carrying was the weight and the weight was invisible because Kiara's armour (the street-smart armour, the teenage-indifference armour, the mock-casual armour) concealed the weight the way armour was designed to: by covering the body's vulnerability with something harder.

"Tab main bhaag gayi. Fifteen mein." Then I ran away. At fifteen.

Fifteen. Three years ago. Three years of Pune — three years of the McDonald's couches and the library and the borrowed phones and the surviving that had produced the person sitting on Ananya's floor with a dog beside her and a hand-knitted scarf and the truth finally spoken.

"Kisi ko bataya?" Did you tell anyone?

"Nahi. Pehli baar bata rahi hoon." No. This is the first time.

The first time. The first-time being — Ananya understood the first-time. Ananya understood what it cost to speak the unspeakable for the first time. Ananya had spoken her own unspeakable to Dr. Kulkarni two years ago (the unspeakable being: "my husband controlled me for twenty years" — the sentence that had cost Ananya three sessions of circling before the circling produced the landing and the landing was the sentence and the sentence was the beginning of the therapy and the therapy was the healing). Kiara was speaking her unspeakable now. On the floor. With a dog. The dog being the therapist that the system had not provided — the system that had school counsellors who were also Hindi teachers and that the counsellors were the bandwidth and the bandwidth was insufficient and the insufficient was the failure and the failure was the system's, not the child's.

Ananya moved from the chair to the floor. The moving being — the moving was the only response. Not words (words were inadequate). Not advice (advice was premature). Not tears (tears would have made Kiara the comforter and the comforting was not Kiara's job in this moment). The moving was: the body going to where the other body was. The floor. The shared floor. The geography of solidarity, which was: same level, same ground, same surface under the same bodies.

She sat beside Kiara. Not touching — the not-touching being deliberate, the deliberate-not-touching being the respect for a body that had been touched violently and that the violent-touching had made all touching suspect until the suspect-touching was proven safe and the proving-safe was Kiara's decision, not Ananya's.

Betty adjusted. Betty's body now between both of them — the between-both being the dog's particular diplomacy: shared warmth, distributed evenly, the distribution being the animal's solution to a problem that the humans had not yet solved.

Kiara cried. The crying that was not loud — the quiet crying that abused children learned because the loud crying attracted the abuser's attention and the attention produced more hitting and the more-hitting produced the conditioning and the conditioning was: cry quietly, cry invisibly, the invisibly being the survival and the survival being the scar.

Ananya did not say "it's okay." Ananya did not say "you're safe." Ananya did not say any of the sentences that the moment seemed to require because the requiring was the expectation and the expectation was the script and the script was: adult comforts child with words. But Ananya had learned — had learned from therapy, from Nikhil's onion-silence, from Farhan's calibrated pauses — that some moments did not need words. Some moments needed: presence. The being-there that Farhan had described. The "bas hona chahiye" — just be there.

She was there. On the floor. With a dog between them and a truth in the room and the truth being: spoken, finally, after three years of carrying, and the carrying was over and the over was the beginning of something else and the something-else was: help.

After the crying, Kiara said: "Didi, mujhe koi nahi chahiye. Main theek hoon." Sister, I don't need anyone. I'm fine.

The sentence that was the lie — the lie that every survivor told, the lie that said: I am fine, I need nothing, the needing-nothing being the independence that was actually the fear: the fear that needing someone would produce the dependency and the dependency would produce the control and the control would produce the hitting. The equation that abused children carried: need = vulnerability = harm. The equation that was false but that the falseness did not make it less believed because the believing was the conditioning and the conditioning was: years.

"Tu theek nahi hai," Ananya said. Simply. "Aur theek nahi hona bhi theek hai. Lekin akeli theek nahi honi chahiye."

You're not fine. And not being fine is also fine. But you shouldn't be not-fine alone.

The sentence that was — the sentence was the therapy's echo. The sentence that Dr. Kulkarni had said to Ananya two years ago and that Ananya was now saying to Kiara and the saying was the transmission: the healing passed from the healed to the healing, the passing being the chain and the chain being: someone helped me, I help you, you will help the next person, the next-person being the future and the future was the chain's purpose.

"Main ek therapist jaanti hoon," Ananya said. "Dr. Kulkarni. Bahut achhi hai. Main appointment le sakti hoon, agar tu chahti hai."

I know a therapist. Dr. Kulkarni. She's very good. I can make an appointment, if you want.

"Therapy affordable nahi hai, didi." Therapy isn't affordable, sister.

"Mujhe pata hai. Main manage karungi." I know. I'll manage.

The "I'll manage" being — the "I'll manage" was the commitment. The commitment that was: I will pay for your therapy because your healing is my investment and the investment is not charity and not pity and not the saviour-complex that middle-class India brought to its interactions with the poor. The investment was: you are my person and my people get therapy. The my-people being the family-that-was-not-biological and the not-biological being the choice and the choice being: stronger than biology because biology was inherited and choice was earned.

Kiara did not say thank you. Kiara said: "Betty ko bhi therapy chahiye."

Betty needs therapy too.

The sentence that was — the sentence was the armour re-engaging. The armour that said: the vulnerability has ended, the defence is back, the defence being humour and the humour being the signal: I am okay enough to joke, the joking being the recovery's first sign.

"Betty ki therapy yeh hai," Ananya said, scratching Betty's ear. "Free of cost."

Betty's tail wagged. The wagging being the only opinion in the room that was uncomplicated — the uncomplicated opinion of an animal who understood that ears were being scratched and that scratching was good and that good was sufficient.


  
    Chapter 19: Sahil Ka Ghar (Sahil's House)

    
    
  
  Sahil's house was in Aundh. Not the new Aundh — not the Aundh of glass towers and IT parks and the particular Pune development that had turned farmland into apartments with the speed of a time-lapse. Sahil's house was in old Aundh — the Aundh that remembered being a village, the village-memory preserved in the narrow lanes and the banyan trees and the temple at the corner that had been there since before Pune was a city and that the being-there was the village's anchor: everything else changed, the temple stayed.

Ananya visited for the first time on a Sunday in October. The visiting being the next step — the next-step that dating at fifty performed with the particular caution that dating at twenty did not require: at twenty, you went to someone's house because the house was where the kissing happened and the kissing was the point. At fifty, you went to someone's house because the house was the person — the house being the autobiography that the person had written in furniture and paint and the particular arrangement of shoes at the door, the shoe-arrangement being the first page of the autobiography, the first page that said: organised (shoes in a rack) or chaotic (shoes in a pile) or indifferent (shoes wherever they landed).

Sahil's shoes were in a rack. A wooden rack. Handmade — the handmade being visible in the joints, the joints being imperfect in the way that handmade joints were imperfect and the imperfection being the evidence of human hands, the human-hands being the authentication that factory-made furniture could not provide. Ananya noticed the rack before she noticed the house because the noticing was the habit — the habit of the woman who had lived in Karan's house where the shoe-rack was Italian marble (the marble being the announcement: I am wealthy and my shoes rest on imported stone) and who was now standing in front of a wooden rack that said: I made this, or someone I know made this, and the making is the value.

"Andar aao." Sahil at the door — jeans, a grey kurta, barefoot (the barefoot being the Sunday state, the state of the Indian man at home: barefoot, unshaved, the state that was the opposite of the corporate state and the opposite being the truth, the truth that the corporate state concealed). He smiled. The smile — the same smile, the one that reached. Five months of dating and the smile had not diminished, the not-diminishing being the evidence that the smile was not performance but structure, the structure of a face that smiled because the person behind the face was, genuinely, pleased to see her.

The house was — the house was Sahil. The house was: books (engineering texts on one shelf, Hindi novels on another, the two-shelf system being the two-hemisphere system: the engineering brain and the literature brain, the two brains coexisting in the same man the way the two shelves coexisted in the same room). The house was: plants (the balcony full of them — tulsi, money plant, the particular Indian balcony-garden that every middle-class Indian man maintained with varying degrees of competence, Sahil's competence being high: the plants were alive, the alive-being being the evidence of watering, the watering being the daily ritual that said: I care for things that need caring). The house was: clean but not sterile, the clean-but-not-sterile being the bachelor's particular aesthetic — clean because Sahil cleaned (not a maid, not a service — Sahil himself, on Sundays, the Sunday-cleaning being the ritual), not-sterile because the house was lived in and the living-in produced the evidence: a coffee mug on the side table, a book face-down on the sofa arm, the remote control between the sofa cushions.

"Chai?" Sahil asked.

"Tum banaoge?" You'll make it?

"Haan. Meri specialty hai." The claim that every Indian man made about his chai — the claim that was the Indian man's particular culinary territory: the man who could not cook anything else could make chai, the chai-making being the minimum-viable-cooking that Indian masculinity permitted, the permitting being the cultural contract: you don't have to cook, but you have to make chai, the chai being the test.

Sahil made chai. In the kitchen — the kitchen that was small and functional and that had the particular evidence of a man who cooked for himself: spices in labelled jars (the labelling being the engineer's instinct — categorise, organise, the organising being the COEP mind applied to the kitchen), a single frying pan, two saucepans, a pressure cooker (the pressure cooker being India's essential kitchen instrument, the instrument without which Indian cooking was impossible the way Western cooking without an oven was impossible, the pressure cooker being the oven's Indian equivalent: the device that transformed raw into cooked through the alchemy of pressure and time).

Ananya stood in the kitchen doorway. Watching. The watching being the particular observation that new lovers performed — the observation of the domestic, the domestic being the territory where the person was most themselves because the person-at-home was the person without audience (except that Sahil now had an audience and the audience was Ananya and the being-audience was the intimacy: watching someone make chai was the intimacy that preceded all other intimacies because the chai-making revealed the person — the speed at which they added sugar said something, the moment at which they added the tea leaves said something, the whether-they-used-loose-leaves-or-teabags said everything).

Sahil used loose leaves. Wagh Bakri — the particular brand that said: Gujarati family or someone who had been introduced to good tea by a Gujarati colleague. He added ginger (fresh, grated — not the ginger powder that lazy chai-makers used, the powder being the shortcut and the shortcut being the failing). He added elaichi (crushed, not whole — the crushing being the effort and the effort being the care). He boiled the milk (full-fat Amul, the blue packet — the blue-packet Amul being the Indian household's dairy standard, the standard that said: we drink real milk, not toned, not skimmed, the full-fat being the commitment to flavour over fitness).

The chai was good. Not as good as Ananya's (Ananya's being better because Ananya had Aai's recipe and Aai's recipe was the benchmark and the benchmark was unbeatable because the unbeatable was maternal and the maternal was the flavour that no one else could replicate because the replication required the mother's hands and the mother's hands were unique). But good. The good that said: this man cares about tea, this man adds ginger and elaichi, this man uses full-fat milk, this man's chai-making is the metonymy for this man's character and the character is: careful, warm, real.

They sat on the balcony. The Aundh balcony that overlooked the lane — the lane with the banyan tree and the temple and the particular Sunday-morning activity that old-Aundh lanes produced: children playing cricket (the cricket being the Indian lane's default sport, the default being: you needed only a bat, a ball, and a wicket made of stacked bricks, the stacked-bricks being the Indian child's innovation, the innovation that had produced more cricketers than any academy). An elderly woman walking with a walking stick (the walking-stick being the metal walking-stick that Indian pharmacies sold, not the wooden walking-stick of Western imagination, the metal being practical and the practical being Indian). A vegetable cart — the vendor calling out his inventory: "Tamatar! Bhindi! Palak!" — the calling being the Indian retail's original push-notification, the push-notification that had worked for centuries before phones and that continued working because the cart came to the door and the door-delivery was the convenience that the apps had copied from the cart.

"Tumhare ghar mein kitaabein bahut hain," Ananya said, sipping chai. You have a lot of books.

"COEP mein engineering padhi, lekin mann literature mein tha." Studied engineering at COEP, but my heart was in literature.

"Toh literature kyun nahi padhi?" Then why didn't you study literature?

"Indian middle-class mein literature padhne ka option nahi hota. Engineering ya medicine. Baaki sab 'scope nahi hai.'" The answer with the mock-quotation — the mock-quotation of the Indian parent's phrase: "scope nahi hai" — there's no scope — the phrase that had killed more artistic dreams than any other sentence in the Indian language, the phrase being the Indian parent's particular weapon against the humanities, the weapon that was wielded with love and that the love-wielding made the weapon more effective because you could not argue with love.

Ananya laughed. The laughing that was the recognition — the recognition being: she had been told the same thing. "Scope nahi hai" — the phrase that her parents had used when she expressed interest in journalism, the phrase that had redirected her toward commerce, the commerce redirecting toward regulatory compliance, the regulatory compliance being the career that "scope nahi hai" had produced, the producing being the irony: the career with scope had been the career that ended in redundancy and the career without scope — journalism — was what Kiara was doing at the library every day, reading current affairs with the hunger of someone who understood that information was power.

"Farhan sahab tumhe bahut pasand aayenge," she said. You'll really like Farhan sir.

"Woh Premchand wale?" The Premchand one?

"Haan. Woh kehte hain — literature padhne ka scope hamesha hota hai. Scope nahi hai sirf un logon ke liye jo scope dhundhte hain paiso mein."

Yes. He says — there's always scope in reading literature. 'No scope' is only for people who measure scope in money.

Sahil smiled. The smile that added something — the something being: understanding. The understanding that Ananya and Sahil shared the particular background of the Indian middle class that had been raised on "scope nahi hai" and that had survived the raising and that the surviving had produced a particular type of adult: the adult who read literature secretly, the secretly being the rebellion, the rebellion that was so quiet that it was invisible and the invisible-rebellion being the Indian middle class's particular form of resistance: we do what we were told (engineering, medicine, commerce) and we also do what we wanted (reading, writing, painting) and the also-doing was the life and the life was dual and the dual was: Indian.

He showed her the house. The showing being the guided tour that new lovers performed — the tour that was the autobiography's public reading, the reading that said: this is the room where I sleep (the bedroom: queen bed, cotton sheets, no bedspread — the no-bedspread being the bachelor's particular omission, the omission that said: I have not been trained to make a bed look decorative and the not-training being the bachelor's honest aesthetic), this is the room where I work (the study: a desk, a laptop, engineering drawings pinned to a corkboard — the corkboard being the engineer's Pinterest, the physical display that the digital generation had abandoned but that Sahil maintained because the maintaining was the habit of a man who thought with his hands as well as his head).

On the study wall: a photograph. A woman. The woman being — Sahil did not need to explain. The photograph was the ex-wife. The photograph that was still on the wall was the particular statement that Indian divorcees made: the photograph stayed because the removing was the erasure and the erasure was the lie and the lie was: she did not exist, the marriage did not happen, and the not-happening was the falsification of the autobiography and the autobiography-falsification was the thing that honest people did not do.

"Tumne photo nahi hataayi?" Ananya asked. Not accusatory — curious. The curious being: a woman who had removed every photograph of Karan and who was now looking at a man who had not removed the photograph of his ex-wife and the not-removing was the difference and the difference was: interesting.

"Nahi. Woh meri zindagi ka hissa thi. Hissa hatane se zindagi chhoti ho jaati hai." No. She was part of my life. Removing the part makes the life smaller.

The sentence that was — the sentence was the most attractive thing Sahil had said. More attractive than the smile, more attractive than the chai, more attractive than the books. The sentence that said: I do not erase. I do not pretend. I keep the photographs because the keeping is the honesty and the honesty is the person I am.

Ananya thought of her own flat. The flat where she had removed every photograph of Karan, the removing being the defensive measure — the measure that said: if I cannot see him, he cannot hurt me, the cannot-seeing being the visual equivalent of the not-replying (the not-replying to Karan's lawyer email that had been the reckoning). The removing and the not-replying being the same strategy: absence as protection.

But Sahil's strategy was different. Sahil's strategy was: presence as honesty. The photograph stayed because the photograph was true and the truth was not optional.

"Tumhara tarika achha hai," she said. Your way is good.

"Tumhara bhi," he said. "Alag hai. Par achha hai."

Yours too. It's different. But it's good.

The exchange that was — the exchange was the acceptance. The acceptance that two people could handle their pasts differently and that the differently did not mean one was right and the other wrong, the differently meaning: two people, two strategies, two ways of carrying the history, both valid, the both-valid being the maturity that fifty provided and twenty could not.

He walked her to the auto-rickshaw stand. The walking being — the Aundh lane walk, the banyan tree walk, the temple-corner walk, the walk that took four minutes and that in those four minutes Sahil took Ananya's hand. Not dramatically — not the cinematic hand-grab. The quiet hand-hold. The hand that moved toward the other hand and the other hand accepted and the accepting was the contact and the contact was: warm. His hand was warm. Her hand was — her hand was in someone else's hand for the first time since the divorce and the first-time was the earthquake that registered on no seismograph except the internal one, the internal seismograph that said: the ground is moving, the moving is good, the good is terrifying, the terrifying is correct.

At the auto-rickshaw stand, he did not let go immediately. The not-letting-go being the three extra seconds — the three seconds that said: I am not ready to not-hold, the not-ready being the feeling and the feeling was mutual and the mutual was the confirmation.

"Phir milenge?" he asked. We'll meet again?

"Haan." The single syllable that carried the weight of: yes, and yes, and yes, the triple-yes being the body's response to a hand that was warm and a question that was honest and a man whose photograph wall included his ex-wife and whose chai included fresh ginger.


  
    Chapter 20: Naya Naam, Nayi Zindagi (New Name, New Life)

    
    
  
  One year. One year since the Cadbury Celebrations box on the conference room table and Mahesh's "restructuring" and the clearing of the desk that had been the clearing of the identity. One year since Ananya Grover, Head of Regulatory Compliance, Grover & Mehta Consultants, Senapati Bapat Road, Pune, had ceased to exist — the ceasing being the corporate death that was also the human birth, the birth being: Netta Wilde. The Netta who had been a mirror-whisper and was now — was now a life.

The birthday was on a Saturday. Fifty-one. The fifty-one that was not the crisis-birthday (fifty had been the crisis — the crisis of the number, the number that the culture had assigned meaning: fifty was old, fifty was over, the over being the lie that fifty-year-old women were expected to believe and that the believing was the compliance and the compliance was the cage). Fifty-one was the post-crisis birthday. Fifty-one was the birthday that said: the crisis happened, and I survived, and the surviving was the becoming.

Ananya — Netta — woke at 6 AM. Betty was on the bed (Betty who had migrated from the sofa to the bed in October and who had defended the bed-territory with the determination of a creature who understood that beds were the highest-value real estate in any flat and that the highest-value demanded the highest commitment to defence). Betty's head on the pillow — Ananya's pillow, the pillow being shared the way all the best things in the flat were shared: the sofa, the balcony, the leftover roti.

The morning was November again. November — the month that had started everything. The November of last year: the firing, the community kitchen, the job club, the naming. This November: the anniversary. The year's circle completing itself, the circle being the shape that Indian philosophy assigned to time (not linear, not progressive, but circular — the circular time that Farhan had explained with Premchand: "Hori's life is a circle, not a line. He ends where he begins. But the circle is not the same circle — the circle has expanded").

She made chai. The birthday-chai — the chai that was the same as every chai (ginger, elaichi, full-fat milk, Aai's recipe) and that was different because the context was different and the context changed the taste: birthday-chai tasted like hope, the hope being the particular flavour that anniversaries added to routine beverages.

The phone rang at 7:03 AM. Aai. The Aai who had been calling at 7:03 AM on November 12th for fifty-one years — the 7:03 being the exact time of Ananya's birth (the exact time that Aai remembered because the remembering was the mother's particular archive: the time, the weight, the first cry, the data of the birth stored permanently in the maternal memory and retrieved annually on the anniversary).

"Vaadhdivas chya hardik shubhechha, bala." Heartfelt birthday wishes, child. The Marathi that was the birthday-language, the language of the original relationship, the relationship that preceded all others and that all others were measured against and that all others fell short of because the original was the standard and the standard was: unconditional.

"Dhanyavaad, Aai." Thank you, Mum.

"Baba phone var yet aahe. Thaamb." Dad is coming to the phone. Wait. The wait that was the particular wait of the Indian landline household — the household where the phone was in the living room and the husband was in the bathroom and the wife had to wait for the husband to emerge and the emerging was the delay and the delay was the domestic comedy that Indian families performed daily.

"Happy birthday, beta." Baba — the English "happy birthday" being Baba's particular code-switch, the switch that said: I am modern enough to wish in English and traditional enough to add "beta" and the adding was the bridge between the two and the bridge was Baba.

She walked Betty. The park — Farhan's bench. Farhan was there (Farhan who was always there, the always-being being the constancy that the park provided and that the constancy was Farhan's gift to the park rather than the park's gift to Farhan: the park was a park with or without Farhan, but Farhan was Farhan only with the park, the park being the stage and the stage being necessary for the performance and the performance being: the old man on the bench with a book, the performance that was also the life).

"Happy birthday," Farhan said. The Parle-G already in Betty's mouth — the Parle-G that Farhan now carried daily, the daily-carrying being the commitment that Betty had earned by being Betty.

"Thank you, Farhan sahab."

"Ek saal ho gaya." It's been one year.

"Haan."

"Aur? Kya seekha?" And? What have you learned?

The question that was the Farhan-question — the question that a Premchand scholar asked on a birthday because the birthday was not a celebration but a checkpoint and the checkpoint required accounting and the accounting was: what did you learn?

"Ki main kuch hoon." The Post-it note's sentence — the sentence that had been written in May and that had been read every day since and that the reading had become the truth and the truth was: I am something. The golem was wrong. The golem had always been wrong. The wrong had taken fifty years to identify and one year to correct and the correcting was ongoing and the ongoing was the life.

"Bas?" Farhan — the "bas?" that was the teacher's "is that all?" — the question that was the challenge: dig deeper.

"Ki main Ananya bhi hoon aur Netta bhi. Ki dono ek hi hain. Ki naam se kuch nahi hota — kaam se sab hota hai. Lekin naam se shuruat hoti hai, aur shuruat ka matlab hota hai."

That I'm both Ananya and Netta. That both are the same person. That names don't matter — work matters. But names are where it starts, and starting matters.

Farhan nodded. The nod that was — the nod was the grade. The A-grade nod. The nod that said: the student has learned, and the learning is correct, and the correctness is the teacher's fulfilment.

The community kitchen's Thursday fell on Ananya's birthday week. Not on the birthday itself (the birthday was Saturday) but close enough that Nikhil declared: "Is Thursday ko special hoga." This Thursday will be special.

Special meant: Nikhil cooked biryani. Not dal — biryani. The biryani being the escalation, the escalation from the Thursday-standard to the Thursday-celebration, the celebration-biryani being Nikhil's particular expression of love: when Nikhil cooked biryani, it meant the event was significant and the significance was honoured through rice and spice and the particular four-hour slow-cooking that biryani demanded and the four-hours being the temporal investment that said: you are worth four hours of my attention.

The biryani was — the biryani was the event. Two hundred and twelve people came. Two hundred and twelve — the queue that now stretched from the church door to the compound gate and that the stretching was the evidence of the year's work: the community kitchen had grown from the Thursday-experimental to the Thursday-institutional, the institutional being: the neighbourhood knew, the neighbourhood depended, the depending being the trust and the trust being the gift that the community gave to Naya Aarambh.

Payal ran the job club session while Ananya served biryani. The job club had placed sixty-seven people in one year. Sixty-seven — the number that Payal announced with the particular pride of a marketing professional who understood that numbers were the language of impact and the impact needed to be spoken because the speaking was the evidence and the evidence was the funding and the funding was — the funding was the thing that needed to happen next.

Kiara was there. Kiara who was now — Kiara who was different. The different being: Kiara was seeing Dr. Kulkarni (the therapy funded by Ananya's severance package, the severance-funding being the particular irony: Grover & Mehta's redundancy package was paying for a homeless teenager's therapy and the paying was the best use that the package had found, the best-use being the poetic justice that life occasionally provided). Kiara was different. Not healed — the healing was ongoing, the ongoing being the therapist's honest prognosis: "Kiara's trauma is years of accumulated harm; the healing will take years of accumulated care." But different. The different being: Kiara slept at the church less (three nights a week was now one night, the reduction being Dr. Kulkarni's first goal: stable housing, the housing being a shared room in a women's working hostel in Hadapsar that the job club had helped arrange and that the arranging was the system-navigation that the job club performed: finding the room, negotiating the rent, connecting Kiara to the government subsidy that made the rent possible). Kiara was studying for her Class 12 exams — the exams that she had missed at fifteen when she ran and that she was now preparing for at eighteen through the National Institute of Open Schooling, the NIOS being the particular Indian educational infrastructure for the interrupted: the students whose education had been interrupted by poverty or violence or the particular Indian circumstances that interrupted education with the regularity of monsoons.

Vivek came. For the second time — the first being Christmas, the second being now. Vivek who came alone (without Liza, without Karan, the alone-coming being the statement: I am here by choice, the choice being independent of the family's opinion). Vivek ate biryani. Vivek helped serve. Vivek wore the community kitchen's apron — the apron that was too large for his nineteen-year-old frame and that the too-large was the image that Ananya kept: her son in an oversized apron, serving biryani, in a church in Hadapsar, on his mother's birthday week.

Sahil came. For the first time to the community kitchen — the first-time being the introduction, the introduction that Ananya had delayed because the delaying was the caution and the caution was: introducing the new man to the new family was the combining of the two new things and the combining was the risk and the risk was: what if they don't fit? What if the community kitchen rejects the boyfriend? What if the boyfriend rejects the community kitchen? The what-ifs that fifty produced and that twenty had not imagined because twenty did not imagine rejection.

But Sahil came and the coming was — the coming was natural. Sahil who was an engineer but who was also a man who cooked his own chai and who cleaned his own house and who kept his ex-wife's photograph on the wall and who held hands in the Aundh lane with the particular warmth that honest people possessed — Sahil fit. Sahil fit the way a correct puzzle piece fit: not forced, not trimmed, but shaped by his own life to match the shape of this community, the community that was shaped by its members' lives: irregular, imperfect, and therefore beautiful.

Nikhil approved. The Nikhil-approval being: Nikhil served Sahil extra biryani. The extra-biryani being Nikhil's love-language — the language that said: you are welcome, the welcome being measured in rice.

Farhan approved. The Farhan-approval being: Farhan gave Sahil a copy of Godaan. "Padho," Farhan said. Read. The single-word assignment that was the professor's welcome — the welcome that said: you are in my circle, my circle reads Premchand, welcome to the circle.

Kiara's approval: "Didi, yeh achha hai. Sahil uncle theek hain." Sister, this one's good. Sahil uncle is alright. The "theek hain" being the highest compliment that Kiara's vocabulary permitted — the vocabulary of a teenager who did not distribute approval generously and whose "theek hain" was the equivalent of a standing ovation.

That evening, after the kitchen closed and the biryani vessels were washed (Nikhil's hot-water ritual: wash immediately, no exceptions, not even on birthdays), Ananya sat on the church steps. The steps where she had helped Govind write his first resume. The steps that were — the steps were the beginning. The steps where the ladle had first entered her hand and the hand had first served and the serving had first felt like purpose.

Betty lay at her feet. Sahil sat beside her. Nikhil was inside, finishing the cleaning. Kiara was on her phone, texting someone (the texting being the teenager's constant state — the state that Ananya had learned to accept as Kiara's version of being present: the teenager was always on the phone and also always here and the also-always was the generation's particular superpower). Farhan had gone home (Farhan who left at 7 PM always, the 7 PM being the old man's curfew — self-imposed, respected, the curfew being the discipline of a man who knew his body's limits and who honoured the limits the way Sahil honoured his ex-wife's photograph: by acknowledging what was).

Payal sat beside Ananya. Payal who had arrived at this church screaming and who was now — Payal who was now the job club's heart, the heart that pumped the blood of interview-prep and resume-formatting and the particular energy that Payal brought to helping people sell themselves, the selling being: not marketing's selling but the genuine-article selling, the selling that said: you are worth hiring and the worth is real and the real is what we present and the presenting is the work and the work is love.

"Ek saal," Payal said. One year.

"Ek saal," Ananya repeated.

"Agle saal?" Next year?

"Agle saal Naya Aarambh ko register karenge. NGO banayenge. Properly. Legally. Paisa aayega. Aur log bhi." Next year we'll register Naya Aarambh. Make it an NGO. Properly. Legally. Money will come. And people.

"Aur tera naam kya hoga? Ananya ya Netta?" Payal's question — the question that was the question.

"Dono." Both.

The answer that was the truth. The truth that the year had produced: Ananya and Netta were not different people. Ananya was the history — the history of the marriage and the redundancy and the children and the years. Netta was the future — the future of the community kitchen and the job club and the naming and the becoming. And both were the same woman. The same woman who was fifty-one and who was sitting on church steps in Hadapsar with a dog at her feet and a man beside her and a notebook in her bag (the school notebook from Karve Road, the notebook that was Naya Aarambh's founding document, the document that held sixty-seven names and that the names were the evidence and the evidence was the life).

She looked at the sky. The November sky — the same November sky as last year, the sky that had been there when she walked home from the conference room with the Cadbury Celebrations box in her bag. The same sky. Different woman underneath it.

"Happy birthday, Netta," Sahil said. Softly. The name used for the first time by someone who was not the mirror and not the notebook but a person, a warm-handed person, a person who held hands in Aundh lanes and kept photographs on walls and made chai with fresh ginger.

"Happy birthday, Ananya," Kiara said, from her phone, not looking up. The "Ananya" being deliberate — Kiara who knew about Netta (Kiara who had been told, eventually, because Kiara had earned the knowing) but who used "Ananya" because Ananya was the name that Kiara knew first and the first-name was the loyalty and the loyalty was Kiara's particular gift.

Two names. The same woman. The woman who was both, and who was — for the first time in fifty-one years — enough.

The church steps were cold. November cold — the cold that came through the stone. Betty's warmth at her feet. Sahil's warmth at her side. The particular architecture of the November evening: cold below, warm beside, the stars above (the Pune stars that you could only see in November and December, the rest of the year the pollution hiding them, the hiding being the city's modesty: the city did not display its stars except in winter).

She opened the notebook. Turned to a blank page. Wrote: "Year One: Complete."

Below it: "Year Two: Begin."

The page was the particular Indian notebook page — ruled, with a red margin line. She wrote across the margin. Again. The across-the-margin being the habit now — the habit that had begun as rebellion and had become identity and the identity being: Netta Wilde writes across margins. Ananya Grover stays within them. Both are the same woman. And the same woman was enough.
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