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            What is this untellable tale about?

            The ogress and the dog make bedroom eyes;

            The big cat prowls the jungle;

            In my family of five, all hell breaks loose.

            Led by drum-beating rabbits, a herd

            Of antelopes mounts an attack;

            The hunter’s around, though all he does is watch.

            The sea’s ablaze, the forests turn to ash,

            But the fish are out looking for game.

            The true pundit will get the story, says Kabir.

            He’s my guru. He’ll save himself and save me too.

            
                

            

            Kabir, 138

            (trans.) Arvind Krishna Mehrotra
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         It’s not about land, it’s about money. He whispers his mantra as the world drops away, swinging like a pendulum around the plane. The glittering ribbon of the Thames, the official stamps of the Royal parks, a bald white dome spiked with a yellow crown, are swallowed by summer’s deep twilight. The plane lifts, the clouds quilt beneath it, tucking England into bed to dream of better times. It is still yesterday, according to his watch. He winds the dial forwards. Now it is tomorrow, only eight hours to go.

         He’s landed the window seat with the broken touchscreen: it’s either in-flight information or Slumdog Millionaire, the last movie he ever took Ma to. They went on release weekend. The entire line of people had been brown so for once Ma didn’t hunch in his shadow as if his jeans and camel coat would protect her, explain her. Instead they had the same old fight about Iris, and as he bought toffee popcorn she began to sniff: she said she was catching a chill. She kept up the sniffing as the credits rolled over the entire cast line-dancing on the set of an Indian train station. When they got outside he thought she’d been crying. He put his arms around her: her head was the perfect place for his chin to rest. He asked her if she liked the movie, she said she didn’t at all. It was not real India, except for the songs.

         It’s been a long haul from JFK to the LHR stopover. He’s half shot with the comfort of Johnnie Walker, knows it’s not the best but he appreciates the label. It feels bespoke to him, like a child in a gift shop who finds a mug with his own name on it. No gift shop in America has a JIVAN mug so he borrowed JON, and that’s been it since he did this trip the other way. Thirteen-years-old: sold on leaving India by the promise of his first time in the air.

         Forward, forward, he wills the plane, drumming his hands on his tray-table, earning himself a sideways glance from the woman wedged into the seat next to him. She’s using her iPhone (4) to photograph the back page of the in-flight magazine: Ambika Gupta: offering you the miracle of advanced Numerology: a digit for your future. She pokes the man on her other side: Sardarji in a blue turban, matching jersey stretched over his belly, stitched with a white Number 5. Dude looks like he’s birthing quintuplets under there. She smiles at him, sits back in her seat. There are thin red lines traced all over her hands in fading bridal henna as if she’s been turned inside out, painful, beautiful, the pattern of her is all paisleys. Her ring is a platinum band with a square cut white diamond and her bag is Longchamps like all the pretty-pretty girls have; navy waterproof with brown leather trim, but small, the cheapest. Don’t you know, pretty girl, that no bag is better than trying too hard? She’s flicking through the magazine: ads for Marc Jacobs, Charlize Theron, flicks to the gadgets, flicks to the movies, clink-chime-clink go the red glass bangles stacked up her wrists.

         It sounds like the overture to Ma’s practice music. Played for her to dance Kathak, with precision, while Jivan kept time. Fist thumping into palm, Dha-din-din-dha. His memories are coloured by her last months – Ma, fading from brown to yellow, a bruise that would not heal against the hospital white. Dha-din-din-dha became her fingers beating lightly on his temples – blurring into the rattle of her breath towards the end – the background hum of the plane’s engine in his ears. They are cruising high over the mountains of who knows where.

         He pulls out his own magazine. The cover is a cartoon illustration – a tiny brown body topped with an oversized head. Under a halo of white hair, two puffed cheeks blow out candles on a vast birthday cake the shape of an udder. India, sprouting with the turrets of heritage hotels, factory chimneys. Cars race off its surface, bolts of cloth unfurl, tigers hunt goats through spurting oil rigs. The orange headline shouts: Happy 75th Birthday Devraj Bapuji! The spotlight falls on the wily old face. This man, on this cover, on this flight – this is what Ma would have called a sign.

         —Sir, beverage?

         The airhostess is white bread, plum jam lickable; her smile promises drinks, upgrades, a hand to hold if the plane goes down. Jon wants to show-and-tell the magazine to her, Hey, my real name is Jivan! When I was a kid, I knew this guy! He is Bapuji, my half-brother’s Godfather. He’s like my Uncle, not blood, but you know. I grew up with his daughters, Gargi and Radha. I remember when Sita, his youngest was born. He might even speak the verboten words: Have you heard of Ranjit Singh, Bapuji’s second in command? He’s my actual, like, Pa! He should just draw her a cast list complete with family trees.

         —Nothing, he says. For me.

         The plane turns east. On screen its tiny replica inches forward, crossing out half the world with a thin red line. He shifts again, trying to keep his shirt from creasing, his suit from getting crumpled. His tie has a stripe that confirms a certain university (Harvard); his shoes are handmade English (Lobbs). These are the spoils he is returning with. After fifteen years. To Delhi, city of his childhood, a diamond inside a diamond on the map.

         
             

         

         The cabin lights fade. The passengers recline, stiff like store dummies, eyes masked against each other. He opens the magazine.

         Birthday Greetings, by Barun J. Bharat.

         J.J.J. Maybe, Jivan thinks, Barun’s one of those guys who needs that extra initial, like some men need a tie-pin, to make him feel safe. Or maybe he has a more famous brother.

         The Age of Devraj, writes Barun. We salute him, founder of The Devraj Company, one of India’s most loved tycoons, who has just achieved his Seventy Fifth year.

         Devraj. Grinning from a double page spread, dressed in a safari suit and hat. Up to his knees in the watery, fragile Sunderbans, a tiger cub cradled in his arms. Visionary Business man, Guru to millions, employer of thousands, head of the hundred-hotel Company, father of three lovely daughters, Gargi, Radha and Sita, the caption says. Adoptive father to Tipu Sultan, a two-year-old tiger cub, who was raised by Devraj Bapuji, Animal Lover and Environmental Hero, in the Company private zoo.

         And also – also – Godfather to one lucky bro called Jeet. How could Barun J. Bharat, in-flight journalist, miss that? What about the textile mills from Punjab to Trivandrum, busy spinning silk into gold? Or the cement and brickworks in some serious backwaters? Huff and puff, said the big, bad wolf, aré, of course the house won’t blow down. Don’t forget the transport industry that runs on parts made in Company factories, from steel, mined and smelted in Company concerns – Barun needs a lesson in proper research: the kind of deep Googling a person might do if they were banished to a galaxy far, far away, surviving in exile, waiting.

         There is some news. The Company is moving into cars. It will produce, in the name of Devraj’s youngest, most precious daughter Sita, and in recognition of her commitment to many causes, but particularly to Mother Nature, India’s first hybrid, the world’s smallest vehicle, aimed at the common man. The Company reach is only growing in these times when India, Barun writes, is claiming her rightful place on the global stage. All has been brought into being by Devraj Bapuji’s sheer determination, his far-reaching gaze. One of our most venerated business leaders, his spirituality ever feeding his superlative business ethos, his work for the girl-child in education recognised by a special Businesses in Charitable Endeavours Award given to him by the honourable Minister of Human Resource Development and the President of India. A close personal friend of left and right and an adviser on fiscal policy, his skill with a skillet at family barbecues is most appreciated by his friends. He is a man whose fearlessness in business has grown from grassroots to luxury hotels into one of India’s leading brands yet he remains humble.

         Wow, could Barun use a class in white writing. His prose is cloying like Diwali sweets, clogging the throat. Jalebi language, full of twists and turns, slick with the street oil it’s fried in. Yet, Jon can taste his longed-for Delhi in the words. Could he speak Barun, if he tried? He has the core skills. Before he was sent to America, his father would task him to take the daily national newspapers, to search and cut and read out loud any coverage that mentioned Devraj, Ranjit or the Company concerns. He was an obedient nine-years-old: he only told the good stories. In those days it seemed that was all there was: it looks as if nothing has changed.

         He smiles. Who would guess from this report that Devraj used to wear specially dyed, saffron coloured Y-fronts every day? That some guru told the old man he would live past a hundred if he did? Those are true facts. Once when he was still called Jivan, and only about ten, he was playing The Bold and the Beautiful with Radha (it was her idea), somewhere they should not have been (Devraj’s walk-in closet). In a drawer under the kurta pyjama, the handloom shawls, the ties hanging flaccid from a rack, he saw the stacks of orange underwear for himself. Radha told him what the guru had said for longevity of body and name: saffron must be worn each day, next to the most precious skin. Was that the first time Radha showed Jivan her own panties? Pink they were, with frills. Then, she cried because he would not show his.

         He skims the pages until a smaller headline stops his eye. Devraj Celebrates as Company forays to Kashmir. This, he did not know. Soon, according to Barun J. Bharat, the discerning tourist will be able to holiday courtesy of the Company in seven-star luxury in the coolest (literally!) new destination for domestic and international travellers, reclaiming the world’s most beautiful memory of love. Where the latest iteration of the iconic Company Mukti Spa, the article says, will make you say ‘Ahh.’

         New car launching, new hotel opening. Domestic tourist market growing in a city ripe for takeover. The whole world in recession except at Devraj Company, Main Street, New India. He sits back, the magazine a baton in his hands.

         It’s not about land, it’s about money.

         
            *

         

         The article ends with a love letter to Sita. One of Delhi’s top young beauties-with-brains: elegant, accomplished, so devoted to Bapuji that since she returned from UK she is at his side for every public engagement. Still single aged 22, she is India’s most eligible Bachelorette, writes Barun.

         There is a picture of Devraj in a white kurta pyjama and brown shawl. He is looking down at Sita, her back is to the camera – her sari blouse is laced like an old-school corset, pinching her skin to diamonds. In the final shot they are under a banner Green Delhi Clean Delhi! with the Minister for Tourism, he’s having a great trip with his arm around Sita’s shoulder. She is holding a hand over her mouth as if yawning or laughing, it’s hard to tell which. Jivan examines the picture. There it is, on her third finger – Gargi, Radha and Jeet all have a ring like this – Devraj’s initial twinned with theirs carved out in the flat-faced gold.

         The caption says Devrajji, Sita Devrajkumari. Special VVIP guests at the Annual Convention of Indian Tourism and Heritage dinner function, hosted at The Company Delhi Grand Hotel and Mukti Spa.

         Mukti again, mukti. Jivan cannot remember what it means. He closes his eyes. Liberation. Sita was five when Jivan left. All he remembers is a little princess, attached to her Lottie, who was never allowed to play out. Held in the sky and the world is turning. Perhaps he has always been here, ageing on this plane. Perhaps the last years in America are no more than Disney dreams.

         Outside: nothing. He calls for another whisky.

         —Sorry sir, we only serve unlimited drinks in First Class.

         The flight attendant walks away, her hair so neat, her makeup so pat she could be Company-made, remote-controlled. She sweeps behind the red curtain that divides the rich from the not so much. Beyond that curtain is wonderland. Drinks and legroom; stewardesses who never say ‘no’.

         The captives of economy surround each other. A tangle of saris, plaits, cardigans, high-heeled sandals slung into empty Dunkin’ Donuts boxes, torn-up Glamour magazines. The men stretch across the seats, the women clutch the children; the children won’t let go of their Nintendo DSis even as they sleep. Dinner is given, not served: brown plastic lumps in a Makhani sauce, rice and pickles. Or white plastic lumps with herb sauce instead. He chooses Indian, then Western, cannot stomach anything. Next to him, the newlyweds try to keep food, sachets, cutlery on the tray, to eat without elbowing each other. The bride’s fork breaks: she uses her fingers for rice. The smells are of rehydrated flesh, the toilets, feet.

         Jon’s face is reflected in the touchscreen. It looks warped, as if he has become his own old man. Ranjit Kumar Singh, the Company’s Head of New Business, a taste for bright socks and matching breast-pocket handkerchiefs. Suits bespoke from Heritage, fabrics fresh from Company supplies.

         The bride beside him is finishing her food, wiping the plastic tub with her fingers. He shifts to avoid any falling grains of rice. On this kind of journey, it is impossible to keep clean.

         
             

         

         Six weeks ago, he wore this suit for visiting hours. Ma in the bed, getting more quiet and thin. He thought she might dissolve. Slide off the plastic sheet to be mopped away by a hospital orderly. Yet she smiled when she saw her Jivan dressed up. When she was lucid, she said, in her lilting singer’s voice:

         —Go to your father like this only. He will see that you are my boy. Please water my window boxes in Nizamuddin. Don’t forget.

         Nizamuddin. The house where he grew up, the son of Ranjit and a Ma so light she seemed to rise from the ground when she danced. She was from a family of Punjabi performers. She always said her distant cousin was Roshan Kumari, who danced for Satyajit Ray. Her skin pale, her head draped with her silken dupatta, her eyes photographed for all the best magazines. She was seventeen when Bapuji and Ranjit saw her dance in Chandigarh. They summoned her to Delhi, to sing exclusively for them. Both men were already married, both dashing, Ma said, with gold Raybans and side-parted hair. They wore collar shirts tucked into their pants, creased down the middle, such style. And love happened. In the early 80s, sex happened. Unto Ranjit a second son was born.

         Tucked away somewhere in Punjab, Ranjit’s real wife heard all of this in whispers telegraphed across hundreds of miles. She, apparently, did not blame him or Ma, but locked herself up in shame. The story was: she went mad in her father’s upper storeys. Before she did that though, she sent Ranjit’s real son, Jeet, quiet, a gem of a boy, to live with his father in his beautiful house in Nizamuddin. It had once belonged to an army officer: it even had stables, and a yard where iron rings to tie horses still protruded from the walls. That yard was perfect square, exactly proportioned for marching games, or exercise, for playing Generals and Subalterns when Jeet got home from school. Unless Jeet had extra tuition in Sanskrit or math or whatever Bapuji and Ranjit thought he should have, they would stay out until Jeet’s ayah came to get him.

         In Jivan’s memory, Jeet was always there, a detail of that house like the ring of the doorbell, deep, thrilling, like the clock chimes that came on the stroke of each midnight from the BBC world service radio. The polished floors covered in silk rugs, rolled up all summer, sometimes, with one of them inside. The main part was for Jeet and Ranjit; Jivan lived in the converted stables, with Ma. One front of house, the other backstage, Ma said. In Jivan’s two rooms, Ma’s beauty, the sound of her voice, held his life safe. They also had a small kitchen, with a gas stove and a fridge. Their own squat toilet tiled in white, with a bucket and jug for showers. Two brushes in the toothcup. Living like this, Ma always insisted, was her own choice.

         When the 80s gave out, Delhi changed. Tongues started spitting red shame. By the mid-90s, Devraj decreed enough was enough. Ranjit did not demure: Jivan and Ma had to go. There was an older second cousin in America – a widowed bank manager wanting a wife. A flight to Boston followed: American passport, a house with a double garage, dishwasher, freezer, a square of lawn to strim. Ma, only a little bit older than Jon is now, wrestling every night with an Urdu/English dictionary, Martha Stewart on TV. In America, language is the power, Jon-beta, Vivek Uncle said. Mom and Jon make breakfast, lunch and friends. Do sports, argue, shop. High school diploma, one for Jon, one for Mom, rewards of TV in English only (except on Sundays, when Vivek Uncle played golf). Slowly, Jivan’s tongue loosed from his past. Words, never spoken, sank to sediment so easily. Jivan was fourteen, fifteen, sixteen – he did not really notice, nor much care. The old world was sounded in movie phrases – hum aapke hain koun – and fragments of songs. Rupees became dollars, earned working service jobs – not because he had to, but because Vivek Uncle said he should. Later, Jon only dated white girls: a choice of which his step-dad approved.

         Ma refused to take a job in an estate agency or Visitor Information Centre like the other brown moms. Nor would she become a Yoga instructor or Bollydancerxiser like the white ones. She worked instead as a receptionist for the local water board. After Vivek Uncle died (heart attack, too much golf laced with piña coladas) Ma was promoted to sample collector, pushing her implements deep into designated ground to test for contamination. Bad water causes breast cancer, she said.

         Jon can still feel her soft, lined hands in his. She always had perfect nails, painted a dark maroon. Five weeks ago, he stood in the Chapel of Peace (a box room attached to the crematorium’s oven), trying to recite the only line of prayer he could remember. Om bhur bhuvah svaha. The place was lit by a green exit sign, on which a white man was running for the door. He waited alone for the standard issue urn, then stored Ma in a bank vault in Boston: he did not know what else to do.

         A week later, he called Jeet.

         
             

         

         Thank God for Jeet, who, in the first year after Jon came to America, answered his Mickey Mouse-embossed letters with notes on Ranjit’s thick, Company-headed paper. After the Internet happened, there had been emails, sometimes texts, then Viber. In his final year of college, they began to use WhatsApp, with messages months apart. Sometimes, Jon thought about Skyping, but had not mentioned it; neither did Jeet.

         Gargi wrote three times in the first year, once in the second. Saying, look after Ma, don’t forget us! Nothing ever came from Radha. Once upon a time, Radha’s moods, her big feet, her way of kicking the ground to get what she wanted, were more familiar to him than he was to himself. He could not bring himself to ask Jeet about the girls.

         His contact with his half brother dwindled to birthdays. Sometimes a song lyric that brought childhood to mind appeared in a text. Selfies of nights out; sent when one was getting up, the other coming down. If they spoke, they stuck to movies and music, dating, financial news, Jon’s American life.

         Which is over. Ma is in the bank and the house has been sold, the money swallowed up in mortgage and fees. He is here because of Jeet, who promised to get him home.

         —What are big brothers for? Jeet said. How long will you stay?

         —I’ll see. It depends.

         —Fine, Jeet said. Wait for me to call you after I have talked to Dad. I’ll get Radha to persuade him. Then I’ll meet you at Indira Gandhi International with a flower garland, a box of suji ke ladoo and a big old Namaste. We’ll give you a traditional VIP Welcome Home.

         Jon doesn’t eat Indian sweets. He didn’t tell Jeet that. When the time came, he would eat whatever was offered, he would swallow it down.

         
             

         

         It took just three weeks to shut up America. Jon told Iris he loved her, ignoring any hints that she would come with him, if he asked. Iris, his blue-eyed girl. With her lawyer Pop, and stay-at-home Mom and just enough security to major in comp lit. Lithe, mocha-loving Iris, always trying to get him to read Orwell or Baldwin or Morrison or Lahiri, names she scattered like birdfeed in the park, talking about racial prosestyling and postpoetic realism while combing her fingers through her butter-blonde hair. Iris, who thinks Jon will be coming back to her soon. (He won’t, he has decided, even if India doesn’t work out. It’s not a question of her hair, her precious stack of Korla Pandit vinyls (a gift from her mother), or her preference for generic Nina Simone over the specificity of the Rolling Stones. Is it her land? No. It is her lack of appreciation for money.)

         Another week passed. No call from Jeet. Three more days. Jon had stood in Ma’s empty kitchen, barefoot in his shorts and vest, staring into the microwave as it went round and round. Heating up the last of the freezer meals Ma prepared for him before she went into hospital. All his favourites, labelled in capitals. His plan was to spoon up the KAALI DAAL straight from the carton, dredge the Black Label, then start writing his resumé for Pierce & Pierce – he had heard they were hiring in the Far East. Then his mobile rang. International call.

         It was Ranjit himself. His father’s unmistakable cigar-scarred voice, with no preamble, asked:

         —Who wants to be a crorepati? Jivan Singh, your number is up. Ticket booked. Time to come home.

         It was the first time they had spoken in ten years. Mothers, alive or dead, were not mentioned.

         
             

         

         The plane dips, the blinds are raised. Sunlight floods the cabin as the whole of Delhi rushes up to meet him. He is caught by the city below. His mantra is right: from the air there is no sight of earth. Instead, miles after miles of corrugated rooftops, unfinished brick buildings and a dump covering the ground as far as he can see.

         Picking over it, inside it, giving it life, he imagines all those legs, arms, heads, eyes: with no idea how big the whole is, or care for how little they own of it. All crushed together breathing in, and out, and in. Bodies covering the land, children squatting in the mud: wanting and working to have enough money to survive and then to thrive. Not a patch of dirt left free.

         He can make out flyovers strewn like necklaces across the city, jewelled with billboards promising reincarnation in this life, and ways to afford it, because it must be achieved. There will be ads for new cars, mobiles, modified milk for bachchas’ bone strength and protein powder for abs; ads for Company hotels full of romance, for new detergents and washing machines. For flour to make perfect chapatis: pictures of fat young execs and good Indian girls promising hot married sex with their homemade bread.

         Now they are cruising over acres of flat white rooftops dotted with satellite dishes, hundreds of ears all listening for his arrival. The bride in the seat next to him puts on her pink lipstick, her mouth a silent O.

         —So we return, humare apne India, says Number 5, smiling.

         Is he for real? Right on, man. Then, Yaar, Jon corrects himself; he’s about to land: talking the talk is a key methodology to winning trust. He considers America where land is king, where everything works to make it pretty or make it yield. In America, the pundits talk about India Rising like they used to talk about the Russians Coming. Here, they talk about India Shining. Come visit Incredible Ind!a. Rising, shining, waking, sleeping. He knows the habits, he really does. In America he could star as a standard TV Asian in a supporting role: good schools, a sense of humour and a Ma fixation. Here, of course they will see his American smile, his suit and tie, first class, pure gold. The truth is: he is Jivan Singh, half brother to Jeet Singh, son of Ranjit Singh. He was born on this Indian earth, has waited all this time to return.

         —Hari Om, Number 5 mutters.

         The plane lands with force.

         A smile he cannot stop splits his face. Jon has left the building. It is time for Jivan to greet the hordes.

         He joins the other passengers swaying down the aisle. It is high noon and a hundred degrees fahrenheit or more. On the bridge, Jivan can smell his India: fuel, dust, the choking air. This day has waited for him like his mother used to after grade school, arms out to press his face into her damp breasts. He wants to shout (but doesn’t) where’s my milky-doodh?

         He is half expecting Jeet to have got past security. To be here, right at the plane. When they were boys, some nights they would be escorted to this point by armed police. They would clutch their bottles of Company Cola, playing with their bendy-straws (red for Jivan, yellow for Jeet) while they waited for the jet to land. Devraj and Ranjit would appear, wearing those dark glasses even at night, cradling their briefcases to their chests. He would trail Devraj, Ranjit and Jeet all the way through security and into the Arrivals Hall. Where groups of stick-thin men leaned on each other, eyeing up the white girls and the rich sons of Sahibs as if the girls were marrowbone, the boys were sauce. Through the hall the Company entourage progressed, dripping petals from their welcome-home garlands, bright orange tears on the dirty ground.

         No Jeet. Jivan must get through immigration. He might have to dodge the porters and the trolley-boys alone. If Jeet hasn’t come (but he will, of course he will), then Jivan will change the last of his dollars to a wad of rupees, go outside and find a black and yellow beetle cab with clean as possible seats. And then? To the house in Nizamuddin, for lunch.

         
             

         

         He is inside. Instead of the old, airless immigration hall tiled in speckled grey, a floor that belongs in a Maharaja’s palace stretches out for anyone, for everyone to walk on. Enormous bronze sculptures hang above each booth, blessing arrivals as they pass through. It is air-conditioned.

         Only the lines are the same. Emirates slaves hoist their bundles, middle-aged men carrying imitation Samsonites eye up the young bloods with leather weekend bags; there are the Juicy Couture wives, all don’t-touch-velour and overdone hair. Last come the whiteys, panicking politely as they try to keep some space between themselves and the natives without actually pushing anyone out of the way. He is none of them. He feels himself being checked out; he cannot tell whether it is with admiration, or something else. Is it his suit? Is it too much? He takes off his jacket. He loosens the Harvard tie. In America he had wanted to take off his skin, as he peeled onions in his step-dad’s friend’s restaurant for his first job. When he was young, in India, his illegitimate blood made him an outsider. His blood, which sometimes it seemed, everyone could see.

         
             

         

         The immigration guard has a full chest of medals and a deep-set frown. He looks exhausted by combat, bored of protecting the border from cut-price bandits and thieves; he flicks through every blank page of Jon’s passport until a lonely Indian tourist visa reveals itself. To picture, to visa, to picture.

         —Main Jivan hoon, says Jon (and does the guard smile?). Main bahut saal ke baad ghar aaya hoon.

         —Good job! Welcome back, Foreign Return, the guard says. He rolls his r’s, ‘foe-reign.’ Emphasises both syllables, equally.

         —Thank you, sir.

         Jivan is stamped, and can enter. In Arrivals, the visions duplicate, triplicate: on the walls, ads for HSBC mock him, they show the same stubble-faced guy, hands up and grinning. First in jeans, then a suit, jeans, then a suit. Leader, says the caption, follower, says the next. Leader/ follower/ leader/ follower: can you spot the difference between the two? Which one, Jivan are you? Everything has caught up, grown up, without him.

         He fixes on a crowd of men outside. Who can’t afford shoes, forget proper suits. They cup their faces to the windows, trying to see into the hall. No matter how much has changed, those poor bastards still hang out here. He catches the desire to bow.

         Where is Jeet? There are families spilling over Louis Vuittons to get to each other, drivers holding signs, people at coffee bars and kiosks like any other international airport in the world. No Jeet. Homecoming. Pah. He wants to spit (but doesn’t). His eyes follow a worker, uniform grey as a spent cigarette, using a machine to polish the floor. Standing still, rotating the brush over the same spot again and again and back again.

         Move, Jivan!

         A thin red carpet leads him out of the terminal, into the glaring day.

         
             

         

         For a freak moment, he wonders if he’s landed in the right city. The crowd is only one-deep. The honking, bleating black and yellow Ambassadors he remembers are gone, replaced by a line of shiny white sedans waiting politely for fares. A few people stand in quiet groups. And Jivan himself is nothing. Just a clean-shaven young man who was teased as a child because his skin was so light. Like a girl, his father used to joke. Before sending him to America, where pale enough cheeks and dark eyes helped him to navigate being the brown one through college and grad-school while working every service industry from door-man to tech. Back on demand, with his US accent, his dutiful bottle of black label in his Duty Free bag, how should he speak now? Barun would know. He takes a step, feels sweat bathe his sides under his jacket. The attention of the crowd has waned, as if he was the warm-up act and they are restless for the main event.

         Then it comes. Beyond the line of cabs, the 4×4s and bags and bodies, a powder blue Bentley is nosing everything out of its way. He wants to pretend he hasn’t seen it – but everyone can see it. The people in the planes circling the sky over the airport can probably see it, even through the smog.

         Jeet, he thinks. What are you playing at?

         Any boy can get a nice suit, a briefcase and a pair of good shoes. Such a boy might indeed ride in a taxi to a hotel in the city. But see the gleaming beauty of the rare, vintage car; see it pull up on the curbside near that tired looking Foreign Return! See the driver, sharp as if his wife irons him each morning, jump out and salute as he opens the doors. And the two passengers who climb from the back, each a mirror of the other – black linen Nehru collar suits, silverplated hair, like two handmade domino tiles. This you could only be born to, if your past lives decree it and God loves you. And look – one is carrying such a handsome bone-topped cane. What style! This is to be worshipped, and prayed for in the next life. Who are they?

         This is not Jeet, playing the fool. Here is his father, Ranjit Singh, Director of the Devraj Group. With a man Jivan has not seen for over twenty years. Kritik Sahib, Vice President, Intelligence and Research, shadow wolf from boyhood. The right hand and the left hand, come to meet Jivan, straight off the plane. Where, he thinks, is Barun when you need him? Where the fuck is Jeet?

         —Jivan. Welcome, Ranjit says.

         Before America, Jivan had a Kathputli puppet that looked a bit like Ranjit. Wooden face, oval eyes, curling smile. White beard painted close to its chin. He could make it move by putting an arm up its body; make it nod, or make it wave. Shake it and it would blink.

         —Wah, Ranjitji, wah, says Kritik Sahib. What a man you have brought from America!

         Kritik Sahib has kept himself better than Ranjit over the years. He is bigger than Ranjit. Chest wider, arms thicker. At least five-nine to Ranjit’s five-six. His body is more toned, and while Ranjit wears splashes of colour Kritik Sahib has always cultivated a quiet, contained manner, as if he listens without judgement, as if he hears all sound. Looking at him one would think he had a comfortable life, loved his fellows, would do no harm to anyone. But what Jivan remembers clearly about Kritik Sahib is still there: tempered steel around his eyes and mouth. Strangely white teeth. If ever Ma admonished Jivan or even Jeet, Gargi, or Radha, Kritik Sahib was the threat. Now he is smiling. Waiting for Jivan or Ranjit to make the first move.

         Ranjit. Cane hooked over his fingers, holding out his arms at a precise forty-five degrees from his body. Not quite high enough for an embrace.

         —Jivan, beta. Come and greet your father.

         Kneel. He wants me to kneel. All of the curious eyes around Jivan focus into one ferocious gaze. The heat is fierce. His vision blurs, his upper lip turns to salt water; it is the hours in the plane, it is the lack of food. My God. No way. He is an American, he has been in America for fifteen years. Ranjit never came to see him. Or wrote to him. Or called. Or emailed. Or texted. Or thought of him, talked of him, dreamt of him.

         Ranjit waits, standing on the curb. Arms stretched, palms upward.

         We stay still; it is the world that turns.

         Jivan puts down his Duty Free. The driver watches at his window and Kritik Sahib says:

         —Yes, just right.

         Jivan bends towards the earth, hot as the punishing sun. He reaches, palm down, fingers straight, to touch his father’s feet.

         —Aré nahin, beta, nahin, says Ranjit. He laughs, cups his shoulders and guides him upright. Come. Car is here. Chalo.

         Jivan climbs into the back with Ranjit. Kritik Sahib in front. The doors shut, the driver revs. Without checking his rear-view or sides, he pulls into the traffic. The porters and the passengers and all of the families watch them disappear, then go back to their business. Inside the terminal, the floor man keeps shining the floor. Show is over, he thinks. He wants to spit (but doesn’t). Time to get back to work.

         
             

         

         The movement of the Bentley: its preserved hush. As if Jivan is back in the crematorium, watching the coffin glide towards the incinerator. He has to have a short, brutal battle with the lump in his throat. The cold air makes him sniff. Only girls get sick-sick. The last thing Ranjit said to him before waving him off to America. Jivan sniffs again. His father and Kritik Sahib do not look at him.

         The sounds from the road are muted, the car windows frame and colour everything sepia. Scenes from old India reel out before him, comforting after the airport, the things he wants to see. A sabzi wala shambles down the lane, his cart loaded with wrinkled root vegetables dug up from centuries ago, whole families stacked onto mopeds, eight legs dangling over the sides. There are women balancing bricks and bundles, walking barefoot on the broken sidewalks. Half-naked children grin to each other as they clean their teeth with dirty fingers, their hair in helmets of crazy around their heads. All of it seen as if from far, far away, punctuated by Mercedes and 4×4s, Toyota, Honda, all the big boys. Jivan takes in these shining beasts as visions from a future-possible; at the same time, he wants to shout freeze-frame! He’s thinking, How long has the party been going on? Why didn’t you invite me? There are even new buses with doors that fully close. But the trucks still say Horn Please! in fading yellows and pinks, and everyone still drives as if they don’t need sight. There are still a few white cows standing dumb as temple paintings, white against red walls – this, at least, has not changed.

         The brightness of July and August, so hot that you could not believe the monsoon once came, is coming, will come again; in summers like this, Jeet and he would wait through all the long days until their excitement broke the sky. The thrill as fat drops began to fall; the painful delight of playing ‘sink or swim’, racing paper boats when rain swallowed the horizon and turned the earth into muddy sea. Once, Ranjit even umpired a game – and for the first time, in that very game, his boat beat Jeet’s. The memory douses him like water from the too-hot-too-cold bucket-and-jug baths he has not had since then. He almost says – Papaji, remember – but swallows the words and breaths deeply in the conditioned car air.

         There might still be scraggy dogs running on the verge, but everywhere there are signs of the future that has happened without him. Apple, Nokia; there is even a metro system like a giant web spun high above the city. The car is caught in it, driving under and alongside it; he is not surprised to see the Company logo, D.C., stamped on the concrete clawing the sky.

         He lets his head droop, his eyes focus on the back of Kritik Sahib’s neck.

         —So, beta ghar aa gaya! This is your son.

         Kritik Sahib turns and reaches his arm back. His nails are buffed to shine. His knuckles and age spots are like fine heritage wood, the kind you have to remember not to put your drink on when invited to the offices of Harvard dons.

         Kritik Sahib smiles, taps Jivan’s knee once, twice.

         —I’m sure he is a fine boy Ranjit. Just like his father.

         —Aré nahin, says Ranjit. Kritik Sahib, you’re too kind. But nine-ten years he’s been gone, a long time, no? His mother wanted him with her, so what could I do?

         It has been fifteen years. Jivan keeps quiet, staring out of the window. A young woman alone on a moped overtakes them, her skinny jeans tucked into snakeskin cowboy boots a pale shade of blue. Her hair streams out from under her helmet. Ma would have chi-chi’d at that. Wouldn’t she?

         —Kritik Sahib, do you remember this one’s Ma? Ranjit says. She was a beauty. A young man’s heartfelt mistake. But really, I was seduced. My first years with Devraj, I was just an uncouth boy from Amritsar. Such elegance they had, these old performance families. Who could resist? When we are young we are foolish in love. Aré, who can blame a man for falling under the spell of a veshya when she is packaged like a royal princess? And such a voice she had! A rare, beautiful bird. A Bulbul-e-Punjab.

         A pause.

         Kritik Sahib removes his hand from Jivan’s knee, draws his arm back, and wipes his palm thoughtfully on his own trouser leg.

         —Well, he says. His smile shows his teeth, still so white, as cared-for as his nails. No matter. You’ve got a fine son out of life, who cares which glass he was mixed in? A man is made by the honour he brings today to his father’s name, not by what-all activities his mother indulged in last night! Aré don’t give our Foreign Return the wrong idea. This is New India after all.

         —Rightly spoken, of course, says Ranjit.

         The two nod together: puppets, pulling each other’s strings. Then Ranjit says,

         —Jivan, did you greet Kritik Sahib properly? Do you remember him?

         He remembers, as a boy, being told to stay out of Kritik Sahib’s way. Devraj’s shadow. Don’t anger him. Always show respect. Even Ma was careful around Kritik Sahib. Get out of the car, flag down an auto. Take me back to Boston phata-phat, Jivan thinks. Then he remembers: he has no rupees.

         —Kind of, Papaji.

         Sorry Ma. Sorry, he thinks. I promised myself I would never call him ‘Papaji.’ Here I am and you are gone.

         Ranjit frowns.

         —Well, Kritik Sahib is a very important man. You should love him like a father only. He might just find a place for you in Security and Intelligence, if he considers you up to the mark.

         —Yes, why not, why not? Kritik Sahib’s voice is warm. A starter position, we will see how you do. After all, we have plenty of time to get to know each other. Are you interested? Of course. Ranjit’s son is absolutely welcome. Company Security-Intelligence always has room for boys with initiative. And you have that, no? For here you are.

         —Thank you Kritik Sahib. That would be great. But ah, don’t I need some kind of different visa? A permit?

         —So upstanding, Kritik Sahib says. Just what I like to see. Don’t worry, Jivan, all in good time.

         —My friend, says Ranjit. Don’t spoil him. He has to earn it. We should send him to the north, he must see the Company properly, get to know the lie of the land. Yeh Foreign Return kuch nahin janta hai.

         The two men laugh together, scripted.

         
             

         

         Jivan wakes with no sense of how much time has passed. The car is looping around a high, redbrick wall; beyond it he sees the tops of trees, and an ornate tower made of similar rust bricks. They slow for a tourist coach, offloading a cargo of swollen white ladies, Scholl sandals, floral skirts. He watches them turn through an arch, UNESCO world heritage site, says the board overhead.

         —Where are we? he wants to say.

         His mouth is so dry, his lips won’t move. He watches the road widen, shaded by more trees, aged by dust. The traffic thins, there are few houses – they are not in south Delhi at all.

         —Chalo, says Kritik, we have reached.

         They turn off the highway. Clip a tumble of shacks by the side of the road and plunge. Into a maze of high, white walls. No graffiti, no flybills: just white gleam, even through the car’s tinted windows. The road becomes a potholed track; the Bentley lumbers around as if in some great processional. Every so often a glimpse through a gate: tended grass. A sense of palaces, hidden beyond. Were there so many walls when I left? Jivan could only just see out of the windows then: he was short until he was fifteen, only grew after two years of drinking Dairy Pure. Now he knows where they are going: The Farm.

         Googling Devraj, the Company, the girls, he has never found a picture of it. He sits forward. They edge around a crater and arrive at a set of ornately carved wooden gates. Lions and tigers and bears. A dark skinned man in a white and gold uniform rests his gun, salutes the car through. Now he opens his window. Sepia gives way to a long shot of heart lifting technicolour: it is a bright blue day, fresh as if issued to ad-men for a shoot. Sunken palm trees like giant pineapples frame the pale brick drive, sorbet scoops of lemon and orange marigolds ring the place, a garland for a long-awaited groom. There is a frosting of giant daisies at each corner of the lawn. He faces into the air with his mouth slightly open to see if it will taste as sweet as it smells. A leafy vine curves up the nearest palm, its white flowers like tiny stars scattered all over the trunk. He breathes in.

         —Chameli. Jasmine to you, says Kritik Sahib. The Company signature scent. We sell it only in our most exclusive boutiques. Turnover is almost one hundred lakhs a year. Not bad for a perfume made from a climbing weed.

         This place was once a wild kingdom, where Radha and Jivan used to dig for treasure, play Hunters and Chirus or whatever game she wanted. Gargi and Jeet let them join in with exploring the land as the pigs were evicted, as the fields were dug up and drained so foundations could be laid. The builders put up bamboo scaffolding and crawled all over it: he remembers the construction of the long, curving façade, the erection of the colonnades. As they reach the top of the drive, the finished house reveals itself: a wide, elegant structure that sucks up all the light and breathes it back out over the lawns.

         He gets out of the car. After the stink of the plane, the dust of the airport, the relentless roads, he is washed by a gentle breeze. Lime green parrots swoosh above, he wants to point (but doesn’t) and say Look! A parrot! There is even a fat-bodied peacock pecking across the grass to check him out. As he watches, it cocks its head, measuring him up: Jivan beta! Haven’t you grown. How is your Ma? Why didn’t you bring her with you?

         —Don’t worry, you’ll get over it, Kritik Sahib says. Acclimatise toh karna hai. Set your watch. India time.

         —I’ve done it, he says. I’m ready.

         Kritik Sahib does not look surprised. He folds his hands under his chin, begins his first lesson: why we call this place the Farm. It is true that Jivan did not know the deeds for the land are only sold on the promise of cultivating at least eighty per cent crops from it. What do they produce here? Kritik Sahib invites him to take a guess, then says:

         —Base matter into gold. We print money for the rest of the country, I think those government-wale can let us off being sabzi-wale. The Farm. English language, Indian meaning – a bastard word, hey Jivan?

         Kritik Sahib laughs. So ends the first lesson.

         —Ah, don’t pull his leg too much, says Ranjit. Green is the colour of gullibility, not just dollar bills. But say thank you to Kritik Sahib, for his time and insights.

         —Thank you, sir, Jivan says. He stretches. Shrugs them off. Kritik Sahib and Ranjit. Wants to run around to the back of the house to find the feral puppies he used to play tag with, their wild, trusting eyes, frantic tails and vivid, twisting bodies; they trembled and tried to bite when they were caught. And even when he was twelve-years-old, he felt a jumbled longing – love mixed with pain – and understood as he held them that this is what it might feel like one day, to have a child of his own. Why did Ranjit favour Jeet when he had Jivan? Thinking this, he would take his shoes and jacket off and roll around with the pups in the mud, and chase after Gargi and Jeet with dirty hands and face. He half expects them to be there: the little dogs and children, warned not to spoil their clothes, unable to obey.

         He lets go of the stretch. The ache of travelling settles back into his bones. There are no more wild dogs; instead, another dark skinned, white-liveried doorman salutes. Ranjit’s hand presses lightly on his back, the only touch he ever offers: to push his son forward or hold him back. Jivan feels his adulthood evaporating. How to fit in? He will offer the not-so-Duty-Free black label to Devraj.

         
             

         

         The atrium is so ugly that he almost snorts. Ornate tables in every corner, gold picture frames and carpets hang on the walls; the floor is circular, laid with checked tiles, an infinite game of squares that somehow curves: his dizziness returns, he stretches out an arm and steadies himself against a plinth topped by a vase of laughing pink lilies. They have no scent. He looks up. A chandelier hung with pearls and diamonds drops from a vicious hook above him. A man in a ragged shirt and cut off pants is splayed flat across the outside of the dome, Shit, is he dead? No, there’s a rag in his hand; he’s polishing the glass. It looks like he’s waving. Jivan almost lifts a hand in response. It is only just past noon. Dude must be getting fried out there. Jivan’s stomach groans.

         He clings to the outside world of sun on the lawn, the breeze, the jasmine. He feels again as if something is gathering around him, as if the house has been waiting for him – and so have Gargi and Radha – and Jeet, his big brother, all this time. They must be here somewhere. Hiding, seeking. It could be that Ranjit wanted to come to the airport, and asked Jeet to wait for him here. It could be they are all gathered around the table for a welcome-home lunch. He catches the rich nutty scent of daal and ghee undercut by spices, of meat being roasted in a real tandoor. Thank God. He shakes his father’s hand off his back.

         —Come Jivan. Want to see the homestead? Kritik Sahib claps him on the shoulder.

         —Yes. Go with Kritik Sahib, Jivan, says Ranjit. He flicks his wrist as if he is chasing flies away from his face.

         
             

         

         Jivan puts on his shades (Raybans, vintage). He leaves Ranjit to follow Kritik Sahib around banks of lilies, so white, so pointed, the classic offerings for grief. Focus. The positive. Think bright. Not bad, Jon: a job offer, a private tour and you only touched down three hours ago. They go through French doors to a garden that stretches the length of the house. The sun beats down. His suit has wilted onto him. Behind Kritik Sahib’s back he pulls off his tie, stuffs it in his pocket. He wants to shower, to change before he meets the girls – then his eye is caught by a courtyard to one side, workers are crawling all over a platform, putting up or taking down a childlike banner with the words ‘Welcome Home’ painted on it in red. Yes, he thinks. There it is!

         —It’s for Sita, says Kritik Sahib. You know, she just got back from studying economics at Cambridge University in UK. At Trinity College, the same as Pandit Nehruji, as our own Professor Amartya Sen.

         Right. Sita. Does anyone speak of him that way now that Ma is gone? Does anyone say, Jivan Singh, a Harvard graduate, a self-made man has come home? Where the fuck is Jeet?

         —Do you know who Professor Sen is, beta? says Kritik Sahib.

         —I went to Harvard, Kritik Sahib. Business School. I saw him give a lecture on welfare economics, right in the middle of the financial crisis. It brought the house down. Must have been about ten years after he won the Nobel Prize.

         —Nobel toh achcha hai, but his writing on India lacks a certain… what shall I say… love for our country, says Kritik. Criticism so fine, but at least acknowledge our contribution to progress, no?

         —Uh, sure. Even I thought that, at the time.

         No response. As they cross the gardens there is a gap in the neat hedge wall, a glimpse of glinting blue. The pool. He fights the urge to run, get naked, tip sideways, sink to the bottom then let the water lift him so he can play dead while it holds him safe, floating.

         They reach an enclosure where pink and red roses stare barefaced at the sun. Not one petal has fallen on the grass; again, the flowers have no scent. He sees workers in stiff white suits and red cotton turbans, clipping the hedges straight, even though each leaf is already standing to attention. More men squat on the paths: for a moment he thinks they are having a crap, Indian style.

         —The sight of these guys always arrests the foreign eye, says Kritik Sahib. All they are doing is picking out the weeds from between the stones. Some tasks one has to do by hand, no?

         —Where does this place end, Kritik Sahib?

         —If you need a tour, beta, I’ll find someone to take you later. Or Gargi will arrange it and you can ask all your questions, OK?

         —Is she here? I mean, do you think she’d do that?

         —Of course! Now I’ll give you lesson number two. This will be all you need. Our Indian women are a special breed in the world. Like beautiful phools they bloom best in beds, when they are well tended. They are strong willed but only when it comes to three things. One: household politics. I mean, who says what to whom and when. Two: household economics. I mean, husband making money, of which she will save some and always spend the rest wisely. Three: household sustenance. That is, food to feed the family, home-cooked preferable except on Sundays when she likes to go out for whatever outside khaana is currently in style. Right now it is Royal China dim sum and Peking duck, according to our wise Radha beta. In 2012, India is only hungry for Chinese. And, in exchange? She must be worshipped by the gifting of quality diamonds. Solitaires – a pair at least, no less. Finally: no matter what they say, and this is the most important thing of all, so listen carefully: just tell her what you want, she will never say ‘No.’ At least to your face. (Kritik Sahib grins.) We could all learn from this natural female survival strategy. Come. We are almost there.

         Jivan tries to picture Gargi wearing diamonds, eating dim sum, saying No, and meaning Yes, or the other way around. He cannot. To him, she is still twelve-years-old, all Bapuji Girl Scouts and turtlenecks and long pleated skirts or school uniform tartan salwar kameez. Her hair is always looped in two fat braids garlanded around her ears and tied with bows – or maybe he saw that in a movie. She would not choose meat, she does not eat it because she is sure animals feel pain. She didn’t want to drink water because she believed it was too precious to waste; she kept cacti in her room, a whole prickled planet of them – she said she thought she could learn from them. It gave them permission to laugh at her, back then.

         They cross a courtyard inlaid with circles of orange, white and green mosaic; at the centre is an enormous sundial set into the ground. Twelve fifteen, two twenty, five forty, nine thirty: their shadows chase each other, the time is impossible to read. He follows Kritik Sahib through an archway of vines covered in thorns and pursed pink flowers, and then they are in the next clearing. Here is a shock of wild grass, a miniature prairie frontier, riven with faint lines where people have walked before them. They wade to the far end where a tired looking bungalow with a cheap screen door sits sunken, waiting for them.

         —Follow me, says Kritik Sahib.

         
             

         

         Inside he must wait for his eyes to adjust. Then feels he is back in the airport, being frisked by security and left with the grimy sense that though nothing is missing, he has been robbed. Sita gets a banner, the works. He gets this. After the whole long journey, Ranjit’s appearance, the newness of the old places; his throat closes, he cannot speak. He is standing in a near perfect reconstruction of his rooms in Nizamuddin. Is this where he is to stay?

         Nostalgia is a sickness, he caught it from his Ma. He used to wait in a room just like this, for Jeet to get back from school. Then he would cross the courtyard and they would play at being Ranjit, dressing up in his clothes, threatening each other with a bamboo cane they found and kept just for this purpose. In a room just like this, Ranjit would come visit Ma at least once a week. She would tie her heavy gold ghunguroo tight around her ankles and then she would sing and dance. Hiding in the bedroom he shared with her (unless Ranjit was there), he would keep time with his fist thumping into his palm.

         There is mustard-coloured paint peeling off the walls, a fan turning sardonically overhead. There is the old wood furniture with the woven wicker covering: tiny diamond peepholes stretched over the chair seats. There is the cupboard: fake walnut, cracking veneer. The faint lemon smell of machar repellent: someone has left a mosquito coil and an incense stick burning to ash on a tin plate alongside a tiny bronze model of the elephant God, Ganesh. The plate sits on a grey metal filing cabinet, covered in a faded block-printed sheet, the kind he used to sleep under until he left India. The small windows are covered with mesh, a broken AC unit is suspended on one wall. In a corner is the final touch: a lacquered hostess trolley with a few dusty, half-finished foreigners: Gordon’s Gin and Jack Daniels, an ice bucket and two heavy tumblers. Ma always had these drinks waiting for Ranjit.

         You could find a version of such a room in every common home across India, in any office, in any school. He once saw a perfect reconstruction in a New York gallery. Middle-aged brown men in white collars stood three deep, gazing at it. The mask of assimilation – bland eyes, neutral smile – had dropped from every face. Their mouths were open; their chins trembled. They clutched their sari-clad wives as shields against the mirage, and tried to pretend it did not affect them by whispering, Hain. This is art?

         Kritik Sahib is watching him. He holds out a pink striped cake-box with curled red writing, The Company Delhi Deli And Bakery.

         —Croissants, he says. They do them very well in the deli. Want one?

         —What is this place, Uncleji? Jivan almost chokes on the word but can’t help himself: it’s this room, the jetlag, the fucking croissants. This would have been the moment to take off his wilted jacket, his damp shirt: sit down and tell Ma all about his strange day.

         Kritik Sahib smirks, dumps the cake-box and crosses to the trolley to pour three fingers of whisky into each glass. He takes a sip from one and holds the other out.

         —Midday cooler?

         The sweat trickles down his neck, his stomach is about to eat itself. He thinks whisky might kill him. Kritik’s eyes are on him. He walks forward, takes the glass.

         —This is my office. What do you think?

         He looks around again. There is even a picture of Sai Baba on the wall, eyes painted wise, lurid orange robes, red dot on his wrinkled forehead.

         —There’s no desk, he manages.

         —What else? Kritik Sahib smiles.

         —There’s no phone, no fax, no computer even. It doesn’t look very secure.

         Kritik Sahib laughs.

         —Quite right beta, I knew you were clever. Don’t worry. We are never as backward as it appears. Come.

         There is an old door behind him. He holds it open.

         —After you. He gestures down the staircase.

         Jivan can feel Kritik Sahib’s breath on his hair, his belly almost in his back as they go down the stairs; he tries not to turn and scrabble his way up to the sunlight. They get to another door: this one thicker, metal. Kritik Sahib enters a code.

         The room opens up, much bigger than the box upstairs. Cool air, strip lighting. The plastic scent of everyday offices. Apple logos shine at him like so many forbidden fruits, scattered across eight or so islands of desks. There is a sign hanging over each one with the name of an Indian city on it. Hyderabad, Jivan reads. Mangalore. Around the walls are framed maps of Company holdings, pictures of Company hotels, photos of storefronts selling Company silks and woollen shawls. Half a dozen young men sit tapping at the screens, faces backlit, flickering. Their shirts are too big on their shoulders, the sleeves balloon on their arms. They all have pens in their top pockets like Indian extras in sci-fi movies. Central casting Hollywood, Bond in India, Act 1, scene 1, he thinks and wants to laugh.

         —Kuch funny hain kya? says Kritik Sahib. Upstairs is for relaxing only. But if you are interested in working for me, this is where it happens. Come. Observe.

         They sit at the central island of desks, in front of a bank of monitors. The sign above them says Devraj Farm. Kritik Sahib presses a switch and six screens come to life. Screen 1: a foreshortened view of a soft looking woman in a dark green sari. She paces between long tables, where about thirty girls in navy blue Company salwar kameez slide cake boxes into plastic sleeves, stick round, gold stickers, tie red ribbons. She gives instructions to an older man: sharp faced and concentrating on a clipboard as he ticks down a list. As she leans close to him, they laugh together.

         —Gargi. Kritik Sahib says. Remember Gargi? Such a good student before she got married. Such a shame she’s getting so plump these days.

         Jivan’s hand reaches for the screen. Gargi. Who he used to follow around and spy on until she got annoyed. Who he laughed at but always obeyed. Gargi. Life radiates from her like the light from the house over the gardens. He feels it right through the screen. He will not cry. Her hand is on the older man’s arm. Her hair is loose and long; she doesn’t play with it like some girls might. It is just there, hanging in ripples to her waist. No, he will not cry. What it would be like to press his face into her sari silk, breathe in Chanel No. 5? Feel her hands smooth his hair and her fingers pinch his cheeks as she used to, getting him ready to be seen by his father – or was it Ma who did those things? Concentrate, he thinks. Fucking jetlag. Gargi. What, he is twenty-eight now, so she must be… thirty-two? Thirty-three? Ripe, she looks, like Ma became, in America. (Don’t think about it.) OK: Gargi, you’ve got a bit heavier over the years. Could afford to lose a few pounds. She’s wearing her glasses on her head; against her hair the lenses stare at him with nothing but black behind. He looks away.

         Screen 2: another woman, this one polished to a Delhi-girl shine. He used to see girls like this swarming across the Harvard campus each fall, marinated in money, on student visas for their Masters’ year. Hair, skin, makeup all perfect, getting hysterical in American Apparel, in Armani Exchange, in All Saints: matching bags and shoes and nails and thongs. He looks closer and realises again the limitations of his Googling. He wants to laugh out loud. It’s Radha! At her desk in a stiff candy coloured dupatta, over a low-necked pink kameez. It should be vulgar, but she looks like those flowers on the vine outside, fragile, delicate, promising. It’s the fabric she is wearing: shot silk, handloom. It’s her hair, dropping over her breasts in loose curls, the kind that take hours (at least, they did for Iris) to perfect. There is a thickset man leaning over Radha, white collared shirt with a thin gold stripe tucked into his jeans. He is talking, she is smiling, she is flirting: they are stars of the small screen.

         —Radha, says Kritik Sahib. Bubu. Her husband. We did the right thing getting her married at eighteen. What was that, five years after you left?

         —Ya. We’re the same age.

         Jivan stares at Bubu. Jeet had told him about Bubu, called him the ‘Brand Manager’, for he always had Radha on his arm.

         He leans forward. Where is Sita?

         —Watch beta, just watch, says Kritik Sahib.

         The central monitor flickers to life. A sun-room full of wild plants and flowers, a deep wicker chair and a man sitting in it, crossed-legged like a Buddha. Devraj. The Company himself, the man they call Bapuji: father to the girls, to Kritik Sahib and Ranjit, to every employee in this vast corporation and every shareholding consumer of Company goods. He’s there in his white kurta pyjama, with a fine brown shawl over his wide shoulders, his thick white hair gelled close to his head. Liver spots and wrinkles mar his skin and crease his chops, he is fat, with a girth the photos in the in-flight magazine only hinted at. Legs stretched, head back, eyes closed. A business legend. A loving father, a loyal friend and celebrated philanthropist: a man of India. Finally, Jivan sounds like that journalist, Barun J. Bharat.

         At Devraj’s feet is a barefoot girl in loose, rolled up jeans. A yellow T-shirt knotted at her waist – Jivan squints at the screen – says #MakePovertyHis in red letters. Her hair is shorter than Gargi’s or Radha’s; it’s mussed in some kind of hippy crinkle. She presses Devraj’s legs while three yappy dogs tumble about them.

         —Look at them, Kritik Sahib says. His tone is a spoonful of ghee sliding onto hot rotis. Look how happy Bapuji is that Sita has come home. He passes Jivan a pair of headphones. Bluetooth. Put them on.

         —Hallo Chinku, hallo Rinku, hallo Mr Stinku! So, so cute.

         Sita’s voice fills Jivan: strong and light, laughing. Her accent has Indian undertones but something on top – not America, but—

         —England, says Kritik Sahib. You know, Jivan, she came home with a double-first-classification result in Social and Political Sciences.

         Sita. Jivan sighs. Takes off the headphones. Of course she would get the hero’s welcome.

         —You’re tired, Kritik Sahib says. Hungry. You want to eat something? Then come, lunch must be ready. Gargi is gone from there, see? Screen 1 is dark. Cameras respond to movement only.

         Lunch? Like this? With his suit limp, his hair plastered to his head and dried out by air conditioning. The whisky making a comeback in his throat.

         —Thank you Kritik Sahib, he says. I’m OK.

         —After all this time, you don’t want to meet them? They are expecting you.

         —Are they? Wow. But, I mean, I’d like to stay here and get used to all this, you know, if I’m going to work here, to start the job as I mean to go on.

         —Come for lunch now, beta, don’t be shy.

         —I’ll stay here, Uncleji. I’d like to get familiar with all this.

         Kritik Sahib stands. Over his shoulder he shouts,

         —Kashyap? Punj?

         —Sir? A skinny youth with spiked short hair appears, offering a glass of water on a steel tray. His ears stick out like the handles on a speech day cup.

         —Thank you, Jivan says. He takes the water, does not drink it.

         —My pleasure, sir. I’m Punj at your service. He spins the tray between his hands.

         Jivan smiles. He’s sitting in a bunker, this close to his childhood and for the first time in his life, someone is calling him sir.

         —Punj, Kritik Sahib says. Where is Kashyapji?

         —Sir, he has gone to pray at the staff mandir. Then to lunch.

         —Fine. Jivan, Kashyap is my second in command, you will meet him soon. This young man is Punj, appointed by Kashyap as nominal deputy.

         —I’m learning a lot from Kashyapji, Punj says. For example, verses from the Bhagavad Gita: he reads them to us, each day before we begin. He says it creates the right conditions for watching over the Farm.

         Kritik Sahib nods.

         —Punj, Jivan Sahib is our very special guest. An old friend of Gargi Madam and Radha Madam. Just observing for now. Sit here, but zyada der nahin, five minutes and you take him out, OK? Show him around.

         —Yes, sir.

         Gargi has appeared on the central screen. Standing at the table in a large dining room, directing servants. Some set plates and spoons, others bring in burners and dishes, place them, step back, wait for her approval. Kritik Sahib’s hand squeezes Jivan’s shoulder. Then he is gone.

         
            *

         

         Jivan used to watch these hokey Indian serials on Star Plus TV, sitting with Ma in the afternoons when he got back from school. She loved them all: the family dramas with cardboard villains and handsome heroes, non-stop cases of mistaken identity, masters for servants, good girls for bad. Brothers disguised as each other, lovingly beating sisters, wives and mothers-in-law fighting over sons. In the end the good would get rich and the bad were punished. The lovers would be united with parental blessing, kneeling for hands to be raised over their heads in benediction, the parents would kneel and beg their children to bless them right back. It was always happily-ever-after-the-end.

         —Hey Punj, he says. You ever see those serials? What were they called… Hum Paanch, or ah, Doosra Keval?

         —Sure, sure, those old shows, says Punj. How funny that you know them. One had five sisters – and all dreamed of Shahrukh Khan. The other serial starred him, no? I love Shahrukh. He’s the Baadshah of Bollywood.

         —No, it was Salman Khan.

         —OK sir, I’m sure Shahrukh, says Punj. King Khan. Salman Sahib is Bigg Boss only.

         —No, it’s Salman, I’ll bet you, Jivan says.

         —Yes, sir, says Punj.

         It’s clear he’s just being polite because there’s blank fat nothing written through his smile – and doesn’t that ‘sir’ sound a bit sarcastic?

         —I like TV, says Punj. My favourite is American die-nasty. I’m watching it these days via re-runs.

         —Dynasty, right, sure.

         Jivan turns back to the monitors. One by one, the screens go dark until only the central monitor shows life. Enter Radha and Bubu, his arm around her neck in a buddy grip.

         —Radha Madam and Bubu Sahib, says Punj. He’s so cool, no? But see how Radha Madam always modifies for Gargi Madam? PDAs not allowed!

         He’s right: when Radha sees Gargi she pulls away from Bubu and straightens her dupatta. Best behaviour for didi.

         Ranjit comes in. He shakes Bubu’s hand and hugs Radha, eyes closed, pressing her into him, dirty old bastard; he keeps hold of her hands as they talk.

         —Ranjit Sahib, says Punj. I know all sorts of factoids about him.

         —Ah, Punj? I’m trying to watch, Jivan says.

         —OK, sure, sir. Sorry.

         Then comes a man Jivan does not recognise, must be an uncle, or a guest of Devraj’s; he’s quite old, wearing glasses, a golf shirt and whites. He allows Kritik Sahib and Sita to pass in front of him.

         —Sita Madam, she’s truly just a Goddess, no? says Punj. So sweet. And so, you know, such zero tolerance about everything. Always fighting. He grins.

         —Wow Punj, tell me what you really think, Jivan says.

         —Jivan Sahib, says Punj, shielding himself with the tray. Your disapproval is a wound to my sensibilities. Of course, I’m just kidding. But look at her. Everything just feels so fresh around here since she got back.

         Sita is still barefoot. The lettering across her chest is now obscured by her chunni. Her arm is linked through Kritik Sahib’s. She lets go and takes her place at the foot of the table, her back to the camera.

         —Now for the main event, says Punj.

         —Punj…

         —Sorry, sorry, I’ll keep silent. But every two weeks, the game, you know? It gets tense, I swear. Watching this, mera toh keema banega, ek din.

         
             

         

         Enter Devraj. The white kurta pyjama, the shawl. Jivan puts on the headphones, the chairs scrape his eardrums as the whole family stands up. He remembers doing that! Devraj stands at the top of the table, they all sit, and, at his signal, Gargi picks up his plate. She wipes it, and reaches for the dishes on the table. Devraj gestures that he wants more saag. He wants less daal. He wants chicken, no not that leg piece: a thigh and some tari. Roti, not rice. Raita, no, not on top: put it in a bowl on the side. Everyone is silent as this ritual takes place. All Jivan hears is the scrape of the spoons as Gargi serves her father. Everyone is still except Radha, who folds a chapati into a triangle and lays it carefully on a small plate, next to Devraj’s elbow.

         —Jivan Sahib, are you married? says Punj. Me, I’m married since ten years. I never go home for lunch. Today she’s given me aloo paranthe, as if Sunday brunching came early. Can I offer you some?

         He looks up at Punj, finger on his lips.

         —You don’t want? Fasting? OK, perfect, says Punj.

         —No, I – God, never mind, he says.

         Gargi finishes with Devraj then turns to her other side, where the old man Jivan did not recognise is waiting. An uncle? A cousin? That cannot be her husband. But something in the way Gargi carefully takes his plate and places small parcels of sabzi, roti, daal on it so they don’t touch each other; only a wife, a daughter, someone trained or paid would do that. He looks at Punj.

         —Surendra Sahib, Punj says. Such a learned guy.

         —Huh.

         Gargi, Radha and Sita must help themselves. Sita takes gravy but no meat, rice but not roti – and the smallest amount of pickle.

         On Friday evenings, Ranjit would take Jeet and Jivan to Jor Bagh, where the girls lived with Nanu and Devraj in the old Napurthala family townhouse. Ranjit would tell his boys: Sit straight, finish your plate, chew with your mouths shut, don’t forget to thank Nanuji, you especially, Jivan. And you, Jeet. Watch him. Report.

         When they got to Jor Bagh, there would be a children’s table set in a corner of the state dining room for Gargi, Radha and Jeet – and Jivan (if he had been good in the car). Sita was nothing but a baby in a high chair. Nanu was always there, crotcheting endless forget-me-nots onto hand-made lace while she monitored Gargi, and Gargi was Prefect to the rest of them. When she wasn’t looking, Jeet would kick Jivan and make him spit out his food. That would mean extra punishment meted out by Ranjit – example – not being allowed to get down from the table while the others went to play; not being allowed to go to the toilet until his thirteen times tables had been recited up to fifty times thirteen.

         Now Gargi and Radha are married women, Sita is a fox. There is no children’s table.

         —Hai Bhagwan. Devraj’s voice is deep, his vowels long. His invocation envelops the family, silencing their whispered chatter. He raises his eyes as if God is only up there to help him digest. There is not enough salt in the meat, he says. Kya Sita, ghar kya aa gayi tum ne angrezi khaana banwa diya? Everyone laughs.

         What did Devraj say? What does Jivan catch? Not enough. Sita, foreign food. He shakes his head, as if the meaning of the words will form and fall into place. Then Gargi gestures for the servants to start clearing. Devraj puts his hands flat on the table. Gargi makes another signal: everyone stops. Each member of the family sits up and though they cannot see him, he does too. He feels Punj lean forward, breath on his neck. The silence is waiting to spark.

         —Boys and girls, Devraj says. Sita is home, she is about to be married.

         The men around the table smile. Spoons go down, clinking on the plates, chairs scrape as everyone shifts about. Radha claps her hands.

         On the screen, Sita bows her neck and curls her hands under her chin, acting the demure bride. Jivan stiffens. He pulls the headphone from his ears then settles them back. Sita getting married? Why didn’t Barun J. Bharat, or Jeet, or Kritik Sahib say anything?

         —We have binders full of boys, Devraj says. We will show you the shortlist later. But pehle, I want to say something important. So please, he points at them. Meri baat dhyaan se suno.

         Listen carefully. Jivan watches them all watching Devraj. Only Gargi’s husband is still smiling.

         —As you all know, I am getting old, says Devraj.

         Laughter whispers around the table, up into the headphones and huddles in Jivan’s ears.

         Devraj holds up his hands.

         —Seventy-five is a good age, a fine age, he says. I have seen this Company of ours change with the country; getting better with each year. Two of my daughters are married, although no children, we can pray. He looks at Gargi’s stomach, then at Radha’s. Sita now is home. Today I have already decided: tumhaare dahej ki baat karne ka waqt aa gaya hai.

         What is waqt? What is dahej?

         —Dahej? Jivan says. Subtitles would really help here.

         Punj clears his throat,

         —It’s dowry, sir. He bangs his palm on his tray as if cheering a dog in a race. Dahej equals dowry. Every Tuesday almost, Devraj Bapuji promises to give dahej, and each time Gargi Madam speaks and Radha Madam follows. It’s a game, no? For sport. Both play very well. Sometimes the question that Bapuji asks has to do with the Company, like, How much do you love the money we make in profits from the Company Delhi? Or, sometimes, it has to do with staffing, like How many can we sideline to make way for my real friends? Or, Which one of you could find out the most disloyal managers, and how would you punish them? Whatever he asks, whoever answers right or best gets something added to their chit. And you know, they’ve both been married for so much time, and in so much time still, there’s nothing to give to Bubu and Surendra Sahib. It’s too bad. No wonder they both look so pissed.

         —Oh, right. Sure, Jivan says. Dowry. What the fuck is going on here?

         —But Jivan Sir, says Punj. Kritik Sahib wants that I should show you the Farm. Let’s go now only. I have seen this before. I can assure you, nothing will happen now. No dowry. Just desserts.

         If Jivan married Iris, what would he get? A handshake from her dad, help with a down payment on a Back Bay townhouse in buggy-walking distance of Commonwealth Mall, and a complete collection of Baz Luhrmann DVDs. The chance to be introduced to the inner circle of a midlevel Boston club, to work all hours in an investment bank, eat macrobiotic meals at home, drink at Harry’s on Friday evenings with a group of like-minded psychos. Just to keep Iris in a spa membership to use between her social work stints. Just to provide Hamptons summers for their mixed-race kids for the rest of his days.

         Jivan pictures himself at this lunch with her: the Foreign Return and his American wife. He, trading business cards with Bubu, while Iris gamely tries to pull off wearing a sari as a, you know, gesture. No thanksji.

         Behind him, Punj is waiting.

         —Let’s go, Jivan says. Maybe we can find me a steak sandwich or something en route. Think you can manage that Punj, my friend?

         —As the time is, so shall it be, says Punj.

         
             

         

         Outside, the heat is still. Punj is as tall as him, as wide and as snappily dressed in a local kind of way. Long shirt too patterned for Jivan’s taste, and sandals instead of shoes on his feet, showing off wide, flat toes like a frog.

         —But you know, Jivan Sahib, says Punj. Now we are outside I can say this thing. In any case, dahej is prohibited in India. No dowry, by act of law. I learned this from Mr Sri Amir Khan. On Satyamev Jayate. You know that show? Reality talk show format. Very popular.

         —No, never seen that one, Jivan says. I’ll keep it in mind.

         —Very good. Now, what would you like to see? says Punj. That way to Radha Madam’s ice-skating house— (his hand glides the air like a plane taking off). Everything in USA, we have here, sir.

         No shit. Where’s the zoo? Where are the freaking unicorns?

         Behind the bunker, Punj has a golf cart waiting; he gestures to the backseat. Jivan watches the Farm unfold: the tennis courts, the pitch for cricket and boules; a set of dark globes balancing on a bright, flat rectangle of grass. There’s an awning and a small clubhouse and beyond that another prairie: it’s like being on set at Universal Studios, coasting through Ye Olde England to find himself back in the Wild West. In a clearing near the pool, workers are sawing, hammering bamboo, the structure half-decked with more bright orange marigolds.

         —Miss Sita ki welcome-home-cum-pre-Engagement pavilion, says Punj. Tonight, after the Tuesday Party.

         —They still have those?

         —Wow. So you really were here before?

         —Sure. Tuesday Parties, for the Devraj Hundred.

         All of those guys, handpicked by Devraj for a five-year programme of elite training in personal and business development. Money in the bank. Before and after they joined.

         —When I was a kid, Ranjit never stopped shoving their brilliance down my throat, Jivan says.

         —I’d love to hear more, sir.

         Jivan was NFI to those nights when the Hundred would gather, first to listen to the great man lecture on his favourite subject – the twinned future of India and The Company – and then to get steaming drunk and wild.

         —Will you go tonight? he says.

         —No, sir, not for me, says Punj. I was born in Chandigarh to an agricultural family. I graduated in the evening cut-off from GNDU and started with Kritik Sahib’s special contingent because I excel in IT. I don’t get invited for the Hundred – they’re all sons of business, you know? (He grins.) But maybe one day. I’m an entrepreneur. Restaurants. My shares are in up-and-coming Haus Khas Village. Like your Greenwich Village, only ours is better, I am certain. Food is too good: Tibetan–Mexican fusion. You must come try, and tell me what you think.

         Jeez, why not just fry some ice cream and serve it with celery soup?

         —Can’t wait, Jivan says. But Punj I’ve seen the house and the formal gardens. Why don’t you show me the rest of this place? Take me to some part where you hang out.

         The golf cart veers to the verge and then stops.

         —Jivan Sahib, says Punj. I have to confess I was hoping you would ask me this. Today is an auspicious day, a very special day. Miss Sita is home, you know? We are going to have a wedding. Gargi Madam has promised many opportunities for staff to enjoy. In an unprecedented move, Miss Sita asked for this as her wedding request.

         —Really? he says.

         —I’m serious, says Punj. All the staff. At her planning conference. Gargi Madam promised that Miss Sita said, ‘No one should be left out. Those who serve should be served on my wedding.’

         —With her own sweet hands?

         Punj gets out of the cart and stands looking at him.

         —Sir, this is no joke. Come let me show you what Miss Sita’s return means.

         
             

         

         They get back into the cart. Punj drives off the main pathway, turning around raised flower beds, where he points out the places where special shrubs and flowers have been selected and planted by Sita herself. Where she used to gather all the Level 1–3 servants (diggers, waterers, tenderers, wipers, waiters, drivers) and host them for lunch once a month. Where she once – and Punj remembers this with awe in his voice – went against Bapuji when he wanted to install a boating lake, because, she said, it was a waste of India’s most sacred life, Ma Ganga, its water. According to Punj, only Miss Sita could stand up and do that.

         Then Punj stops the cart. They get out, and go meet and greet. Here Punj works in a special handshake, which is specifically noticeable because every time it seems to change slightly, as if he has developed this relationship with each manager and wants him, Jivan, to clock it. Punj introduces him as:

         —Kritik Sahib’s special guest, childhood friend of Gargi Madam, Radha Madam and Miss Sita—

         And this is met with smiles and murmurs of, Miss Sita, she came just this morning to see us.

         They are following the scent, playing a game of chase Sita through the Farm. The stories of her beauty and kindness and bravery get bigger and better and the more he hears, the more he believes. There’s the old-school manager at the family gym, busting out of his whites (whose handshake with Punj is two palm slaps and a right fist bump). He tells them (his voice choking in his throat):

         —I taught Miss Sita her backhand when she was nine, and this morning she came to give me her Cambridge University tennis jacket which she won for her great prowess.

         As he speaks, actual tears form in his eyes.

         They wait while the manager summons his deputy, who brings the blazer into the light. It seems tiny and sad without its wearer, as if she has shrunk and then disappeared.

         —They call this a ‘Blue,’ the manager says. They give this instead of a gold statue. She said she owed it to me as the father of her skill.

         They all three stand around stroking the soft jacket, imagining it on a podium holding a medal, thanking the sports centre back home with heart on sleeve.

         —Sita, says the manager. Only she would do this.

         On to the Head Gardener at his greenhouse (handshake: a short grip and thumb turn) who tells them, kasam kha ke, which Punj (unnecessarily – for this phrase is one of the few Hindi movie lines Jivan knows) interrupts to translate as Truthfully, he eats the truth, before the Gardener says:

         —Miss Sita used to take so much interest in every plant and tree in the Farm. For each and every one, she knew the Latin name, the Sanskrit name and also gave her own trans-planting name. This one: Naomi, this one, Germainey, this one, Sontagi Susisthus. And these plants they were like her dolls. Such love she showed! In fact, she had no fear – even in the wild wood she would always go, first to explore, and then to hide, and then to make her den.

         They pause again, to appreciate the nature of such a girl. All around them the emerald tennis courts sparkle, the cobalt sky reflects. Between the two are the men in white uniforms like links in a chain, keeping land and sky connected. It is so lush: Jivan’s throat is so dry. He asks for water but no one seems to hear him. There are no sprinklers anywhere.

         —Punj, he says, let’s go find her den.

         Punj looks doubtful.

         —She might even be there…

         —Wild wood is that way, Jivan sir, says the Gardener. Come, leave the cart, we can walk. I will show.

         
             

         

         Once upon a time the Farm was covered in trees; and when they were cleared for landscaping, only this part of the wood remained. On weekends, and after school and tutors’ hours, and if they had been good, Jeet, Radha, Gargi and he would be granted free time; they would beg to be brought here to play. The ferns were so large, like wild claws trying to grab them; the trees had a strange, snakeskin bark that peeled into strips like real life pythons. The place was full of birdsong they never heard in the city; it was the best place for a hideout. After he left for Boston, every other country park, every copse and clump of trees, it all seemed tame in comparison.

         Jivan shares none of this. He follows Punj and the gardener, moving from the burning sun into the shade of the tallest trees, still those snakeskin ladies keep watch. There are spreading oaks and delicate new saplings, but the ferns have been clipped. Everything looks smaller, less vivid. They walk for what seems like half an hour but can’t be more than ten minutes. The place is alive with the sound of cicadas, sawing like a thousand tireless lumberjacks. He stumbles over a root and wants to laugh. The route to your roots, he thinks, then, dammit, where is that slogan from?

         —Here, says the Gardener. And over there, our spy hole. Whenever she was in situ, we kept an eye out on her.

         In front of them is an ancient Banyan tree. This he recognises. Here they would rendezvous and play ‘house’. Mom-and-Pop-and-sister-brother, running through the Banyan’s dangling fingers, using them as whips and ropes, daring each other to steal tin cups from the labourer kitchens and bring them for Radha to make invisible chai and serve it on leaves with sweets made of air. Did he carve his name in its trunk? No – but Jeet did, and so did the girls. He looks for the marks, scratched and gouged, but layers of saucer-shaped fungi have invaded the base.

         The Gardener kicks at the growth; rotten wood falls away.

         —Poisonous, he spits. An infestation we will get under control.

         Now the cicadas sound as if they are calling, Sita, Sita, Sita, Sita, Sita. Why didn’t she carve her name? Once he climbed up this old Banyan and fell asleep, got covered in tick bites which made Radha laugh. Jivan didn’t tell Radha that while he was up there he had spied on Gargi, twelve-years-old and trying to kiss Jeet. She had begun to cry when he taunted her. No, he said. Your face is too fat. And you should not offer yourself to boys.

         He felt for Gargi, but he had not moved from his hiding place.

         The forest is so still around them, as if waiting for all these years for him to act.

         —Punj, we should get back, he says.

         —OK, great idea. Kritik Sahib will be finished with lunch by now.

         They turn. Begin to make their way, single file through the trees. The birdsong thins. They are almost out of the woods.

         —But one more place, Punj says, over his shoulder. Please indulge me, Jivan Sahib, this is my favourite of all.

         They reach the golf cart, and Punj starts it up, pressing with his wide, flat foot on the pedal.

         They skirt around the perimeter away from the house, then veer left, skidding through a gate which is not guarded or locked. Green grass gives way to a fine white chalk that mists up from the ground and covers their skins, clagging in their throats, in their eyes. It clears to Punj, standing, laughing, one hand on his hip and the other beak-like in front of his mouth, taking the pose of the statue next to him. They are in a graveyard of stone goddesses, handless, armless. Where there are torsos there are no legs, where there are heads there are no noses, some have full lips and almond shaped eyes stretched back under cones of carved braids, some have pierced navels. All of them are frozen in postures of service or dance.

         —What is this?

         Punj breaks his pose and takes up another one, arms squaring face.

         —Vogue, he says, then relaxes. Jivan Sahib, you know stone cold fox? You know this American term? They use it to appreciate women.

         —Er, kind’a…

         —Actual, you know, stone-cold. But not real foxes, no.

         Now Punj laughs: it comes out strange and high as if sprung from his wiry shoulders, his skinny torso and chest.

         —This is the only place I’ve ever been where the girls don’t walk away on me.

         Punj drapes his arm over a goddess; his fingers graze its breasts, he grins and moves his eyebrows up and down.

         —Do you remember Jeet Sahib? Punj says. Did you know him before? This is his storage yard only.

         Jivan looks carefully at Punj, wondering if he is for real, whether he’s just pretending not to know that Jivan and Jeet are brothers. Sorry, half brothers. He looks around more carefully. On one side of the yard are thirty or so statues; their marble skins have a sheen to them, the carved flowers in their hair, the detailing of muscle around their navels; the fingers and toes decorated with rings and bangles, their ankles entwined with carefully patterned snakes. Facing them, where Punj is standing are their plasterwork twins: some with smiles half finished, or missing a snake or a hairpiece; some with bigger breasts and fuller lips and thinner around the waist.

         He feels that Punj is studying him, his gestures and expressions. He relaxes his arms from their tight fold. Punj moves into the same stance.

         —Sure, Jivan says. I used to know Jeet.

         —Jeet Sahib is an entrepreneur and an artist, says Punj. Every piece he collects comes here for repro. All these (Punj indicates the plasterworks) will decorate the wedding garden. Each lady has her special place.

         —Punj, Jivan says. Let’s go. I gotta getta drink.

         
            *

         

         Punj drives back to the bunker. Jivan’s body flops, mind floats. He knows this feeling well: for days after his mother’s funeral he gave in to it, riding troughs of grief, rage, hilarity, hearing her, during her chemotherapy saying khichdi ban gayi as clumps of her hair, black strands and white, came out in her swollen hand. Laughter in her voice, tears in his eyes. Empty, he felt, without bones.

         Since he landed, his eyes have been looking for Ma, or for Gargi. Instead Sita is everywhere, the whole garden springs from her, and Jeet is underneath and behind it all. Eyes sting, every nerve feels pinched and if the only way he could save himself was to lift a glass of water to his lips, he could not do it. Sita would care, he thinks, taught by Gargi: she would care for me as if she was my own. The image of Sita tending to his thirst will not be banished. She has kind, firm hands. She smells of jasmine and marigolds.

         They reach the edge of the praire. Across the grasses, the bunker sits, hiding its secrets in the earth.

         —So, tour is over, Punj says. I must go. Kashyapji will have returned from prayers, from lunch. He keeps proper time. So, I leave you here.

         Jivan gets out of the cart. He raises his arm, a half high five, then drops it. He watches Punj rev up the cart, drive away.

         
             

         

         Alone for the first time since Boston. Jivan’s suit traps every atom of heat, steaming his clothes to his skin. The grasses are still. Above his head no clouds, around him, no sound. He walks towards the bunker, climbs the steps slowly. Standing in the upstairs room, eyes closed, he swigs from the bottle of whisky. Looks for the Company Deli croissants – the box has been cleared away. The room presses on him, the incense catching in his throat.

         A roar from outside – he almost drops the bottle, as if he’s been caught in a thieving lie. He opens the screen door, goes out to the verandah; sees Kritik Sahib stumbling through the grasses, his face sheened in sweat. He has a wild startled look, nothing like the man Jivan always feared. He has lost his Nehru jacket; his white shirt is stained with red earth. He trips up the steps, Jivan moves to catch him; they end by almost embracing, the JD held between them. Is that panic or terror in the old man’s eyes? Jivan thinks, he’s just a man, after all.

         —Still here? says Kritik. Chal, hat! He grabs the whisky bottle, stumbles onto the verandah and into one of the old split-cane chairs.

         —What did you see? Kritik tries to catch his breath; hand to his chest, he presses down, sweat or tears dripping from his chin.

         —I should call someone, Jivan says. Punj was just here.

         Kritik slumps over, staring into the long grass. Then he clears his throat and spits. Pulls himself upright in the chair. He holds up the bottle.

         —So, beta, he says, one hand smoothing his hair. Come, sit, have another drink with me. Now you’ve seen everything.

         —I’ve had the tour – Punj took me around, Jivan says. What’s happened?

         —Is that so? Well. Come – be the first to celebrate with me, Kritik says. As of now, I am quitting the Company.

         The heat on Jivan’s head, the whisky inside him make the words seem song-like, as if Kritik Sahib is inviting him to a party or reading cricket scores. But his face is dripping, almost, it seems to be melting. He is ashen. Quit? What is going on?

         —Ah, I think I’ll go and find Ranjit. Get settled in.

         —As you like, Kritik says. You must do as you like. Go then, get gone. And Jivan? Don’t you breathe a word of what you saw.

         Jivan nods; he backs down the steps, into the grass. Turns, keeps moving, walking the path Kritik cut. Then hears him shout:

         —Get lost you bastard! After all these years!

         Jivan starts to run, back through the courtyard, where his shadow crosses the sundial; back, he wants to go, to the Banyan tree in the wild wood, and from there find his way to the house in Nizamuddin, where he was a boy with a mother and a brother and some kind of father sometimes. In the garden squares of the Eastern enclave there were crumbling mosques to explore and badminton titles to defend. There was standing on the runner of Jeet’s bicycle and swooping around, minding the cobbler on the street-corner and the men getting shaved. At home there was his desk, and on it the models of Table Mountain, the pyramids, the Empire State Building made by him from chuski sticks licked clean. On the walls, his posters of Bon Jovi, Bruce Springsteen, Samantha Fox tacked underneath. There was Ma, and her music: tabla and sitar. There was always the promise of seeing Gargi for love, and Radha for fun, and water from the nalka and hot cooked food. There was no Sita, then.

         In the rose garden he bends double, hands on knees, breathing in dust. Sweat drips from his temples to water the earth, he drops to a weed-picker’s squat. His mouth falls open, he rubs his fists in his sockets, salt and dirt. His vision fills with red dots dancing over each blade of grass, over and under and over each other. Beneath the surface of the garden, thousands of ants are churning the soil, piercing it with tiny holes, working without orders, without mind.
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