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            A Note

         

         There are two ways to read a story, just as there are two ways to swim.

         At the surface, easy, clear, air accessible, known terrains. Or beneath, within, darker but deeper, breath held, unseen spaces wound tight in the chest. As this is a story about volition, the choice is yours. What transpires remains the same. What you take with you may be drastically altered.

         Much awaits. 2
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            Lina

            Chapter One

         

         lina refused to wipe the mess; it belonged to someone else. Her husband had dropped the piece of condiment on his mother’s tablecloth, glanced at the blotch in false surprise, and then ignored it.

         ‘What do you mean, “never”?’ Aunty M said. ‘What is your life if not family, my dear?’

         Lina looked to Ishaan for help as he mixed mint yoghurt into his biryani in vigorous avoidance.

         ‘I never really gave having children much thought,’ she said. ‘So it’s no big deal.’

         ‘Don’t be foolish, darling,’ Aunty M said. ‘You will curse your womb.’

         Aunty M used refined language to convey primitive thoughts, which only made her notions sound more ridiculous. When Ishaan had first introduced Lina to his mother, Aunty M had said, ‘Lovely to meet you, my dear. I am Meenakshi. I trust only certain people to utter my name, so 4until we can be sure no black magic is at play, you must call me Aunty M.’ Lina had laughed, unaware that Meenakshi Hirani, founder of the Fabulous Fifteen, an elite group of Dubai’s wealthiest Indian housewives, did not lower herself to humour.

         Having attended a prestigious Catholic school in post-colonial Bombay, Meenakshi had been taught to keep ankles crossed and elbows moisturised at all times, behaviour expected of young ladies of the highest order. Her fine brown hair stood at attention at her shoulders, not a strand out of line. Yet despite Aunty M’s compact-mirror composure, she was a woman filled with dread. She feared the stars in the sky, horoscopic disasters; the planets, how their alignment might derail her husband’s diamond business. She feared mismatched things; teacups without saucers, pepper in the salt shaker, Lina’s unkempt curls against Ishaan’s gelled high-and-tight. Aunty M’s superstitions were set in her bones. She paraded them around as Hindu beliefs with no scriptural evidence to show for them.

         ‘There are ways to ensure better results next time,’ Aunty M said, raising her eyebrow. ‘For starters, avoid that green chilli you’ve just put on your plate. Had I known you were trying—’

         ‘We were not—’ Lina said.

         ‘—letting on,’ Ishaan said. He leant over and kissed Lina on the forehead, a kind stamp of his disapproval, and she allowed the lie because he’d learned about the pregnancy test from his mother’s snooping, not his wife.

         The tamarind chutney had now seeped into the white threads of the linen tablecloth, but this was not Lina’s dining table, nor her careless mistake. She placed her wine 5glass over it. Aunty M could find the stain later, the discovery of which would remind her of a panty liner soaked with discarded blood.

         ‘We are all under one roof, isn’t it?’ Aunty M said. ‘There is no need for secrets.’

         ‘It’s not a secret,’ Lina replied, ‘just private.’

         ‘Same thing. And it’s not as if I went sticking my nostrils into it, of course. My stomach troubled, I badly needed the bathroom and when I reached for the toilet paper, I saw the rubbish bin underneath, no lid might I add, and there your results on display.’

         As if the instrument rested in wait, hopes pinned on the next person due in for a shit. Six people would have had to be present at Hirani Palm Paradise, occupying every other one of the bathrooms in the villa – two on the third floor, four on the second in each of the bedrooms, and one on the ground floor – in order for Aunty M to have needed Lina and Ishaan’s for the sole purpose of using the commode.

         A technicality impeded Lina from asking what the hell her mother-in-law was doing in there. The bathroom, neither hers nor Ishaan’s, functioned as space they occupied in a house owned by his parents, gentle reminders of which resulted in rent paid in guilt. Even if no logical reason existed for Aunty M to have been in there, she would have crafted one precisely to thwart the question. Mother-in-laws were the killer whales of the Indian ocean, intelligent enough to devour their prey in one stealthy opening of the mouth.

         ‘Of course,’ Lina said. ‘Could you pass the green chilli, please?’

         Aunty M hesitated before handing over the plate. ‘It’s pickled poison,’ she said. 6

         Lina gobbled up the green spice, crunching her teeth into each of its stubborn little seeds.

         
             

         

         Skipped a period, took a test, simple as that. Lina’s attempts at whispering Ishaan an explanation failed on account of a game of backgammon his mother had scheduled following lunch.

         ‘Shall we?’ Aunty M said, propping herself on the wrought-iron chair. Ishaan took his place opposite, and the lack of a third seat at the poolside deck table ensured Lina’s exclusion.

         She waited a moment, making a point of the discourtesy, pretending to admire the portrait of Aunty M suspended between two floating glass panes on the false wall behind Ishaan’s head. The Meena Lisa had been commissioned by his father in an uncharacteristic gesture of romance, and the artist, unnamed, was rumoured to be a mobster in Dawood’s circle. The enormous rendition, weather-proof and party-ready, hung outdoors where social gatherings of scale were hosted.

         ‘Why are your eyes closed?’ Lina said. An odd depiction of a state she’d not witnessed Aunty M in, as she slept only in the company of her husband and declared common areas of the villa no-nap zones.

         ‘Wasn’t that his signature or something,’ Ishaan said, ‘like Steffi’s bows?’

         ‘Please,’ Aunty M said, ‘must you compare great skill to that madwoman vandalising property?’

         ‘The street artist?’ Lina said. ‘She stencils in memory of her grandmother who wore bows.’ 7

         ‘Graffiti garbage,’ Aunty M retorted. ‘True artists stay off the streets.’

         ‘Shall we play?’ Ishaan said.

         Sticky humidity, a titan equally vicious within the Hirani villa as outside, frizzed Lina’s ringlets and beckoned her towards the beach. Shortbread-coloured sand clung to the sweaty gaps between her toes.

         None of the Hiranis tolerated sand on their skin: too granular, a terror to tidy up, troublesome. Why they lived in a beachfront mansion on an artificial archipelago shaped as a palm tree, Aunty M justified by a fact indisputable amongst the socialites surrounding her: Palm Jumeirah was a hot spot for hotshots. They extolled the order of the design, villas lined up at angles to fit the curve of the frond shapes on which they stood, a community built on an imitation island using three trillion cubic feet of sand dredged up from the Persian Gulf. ‘We live on the Palm,’ Aunty M flaunted frequently, failing to mention that the reclaimed land sank five millimetres a year and the seawater sent a stench through its drains.

         Ishaan had stepped away from his game and called out from the top of the stone steps.

         ‘Mom made her doctor’s appointment for tomorrow morning.’ Throat taut, he took deliberate breaths, fogging up his spectacles. ‘Any chance we pack up your apartment another day?’

         Should have been emptied out three months ago, the very night the place became vacant of her father. To delay now, two days before new tenants took over his lease, relayed a lazy disrespect for the dead.

         ‘If you’re not coming with me, I’ll drive to Abu Dhabi tonight,’ Lina said, ‘sleep at home one last time.’ 8

         Ishaan retreated in disappointment. If he could locate a belonging of Lina’s anywhere in the Hirani villa outside of their bedroom, now a year and four months since she’d married him and moved in, she’d allow his sensitivity over the word ‘home’. Knowing he couldn’t, she ran into the sea until submerged.

         Water flooded the tunnels of her nose, a pain fast and sharp. Drenched ear canals, dehydrated throat. In the crease of her neck, the basin between her blades, the side panels of her waist, fluid filled the gaps, an easy pour. In that suction cup of seawater, blue noise deafened the expectations waiting at the surface. At once weightless and brimming with freedom, she yielded to the element which carried her safely through its currents, neither obliged to do so nor inclined to ask her for the favour returned. The sea’s promise felt more permanent than any contract, verbal or written, that Lina had sealed on land.

         Ishaan had agreed they’d move out after a year. Into a space she carved now with each stroke, swimming through imaginary rooms, a studio where charcoal could spill onto the floor and be left there; an open kitchen, God forbid, where Lina might sit in mismatched pyjamas, or no clothes at all. Her legs dragged long hallways behind her; is that Ishaan she’d bumped into without a spectating parent in sight? Dare they indulge in foreplay, or choose their own bed sheets? Her nostrils flared from aromas of oven-baked meals, bubbling with rosemary, not mustard seeds popping about in canola. No cling film carbon footprint, no lipsticks in the fridge, no baby’s room.

         Lina stayed underwater, fought the need for air. Like a sperm whale, her father would have said, the ancient 9mammal which spent more and more time in the ocean until it stopped traversing land altogether. When her lungs begged her to break the surface, breath entered her body by force, taking more out than it put in.

         ‘Papa,’ she said, for the first time since he’d died. ‘Papa, Papa,’ she called out, softer and softer until the waves forced her lips shut and the teardrops became indistinguishable from the salt of the sea.

         Ishaan waited barefoot on the sand. Within his hold, her shivers settled, his dry clothes soaking up her damp. When she made to pull away, his grip tightened.

         ‘I’m here,’ he whispered.

         ‘I’ll be fine,’ she lied. ‘Go with your mom tomorrow. Needles scare her.’

         He turned. They faced the sea together, shoulders touching. The Atlantis hotel towered beyond the identical Palm fronds, lanes of still water between them.

         ‘I took the test because I was late,’ Lina said. Menstruation was considered non-essential for an Indian boy’s education, so Ishaan didn’t catch on that Lina would not have swum near Hirani property if on her period, having been briefed by his mother that menstruating women were unclean and not to enter bodies of water, temples or kitchens. ‘And you shouldn’t give her hope. She may end up a regular visitor in our bathroom.’

         ‘Leave Mom to me,’ he said.

         Aunty M had grown a tumour after Ishaan proposed. The cells reproduced so quickly, they sped Lina into agreeing to live with her in-laws until the scare passed. After the independence she’d enjoyed in her father’s home, she could tolerate traditional joint family life so long as it was 10temporary. Doctors removed the premalignant mass, cancer never appeared; nor, however, did any mention of moving out.

         ‘We’re late on another date, too, Ishaan.’

         A nod, a solemn acknowledgement. His manner betrayed hope that she’d want to stay, the same way he’d imagined Lina would come around about a child, fall pregnant by error if not, and then develop maternal faculties.

         ‘One loss at a time, sweetheart,’ he said. ‘Let me come with you tomorrow.’

         She shook her head, landing a drop of water on his bottom lip. He licked it. What a sight if she straddled him right there and then, vacuumed out his hesitation with a proper French kiss. Lina was tired of hunger, propriety trumping desire. They walked back towards the pool, holding hands. When they finally escaped this surreal luxury imprisonment, there’d be no Meena Lisa waiting at the summit of the deck stairs.
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            Chapter Two

         

         ‘wait 3 minutes to confirm a “Not Pregnant” result,’ the leaflet read.

         The day’s last prayer call ended in her first minute there, sung from the neighbourhood mosque between sunset and midnight. In the second, Lina started on Papa’s study. Mourning had come with an instruction manual. Daughters must not light the funeral pyre. Colour, absolutely not; only white garments in grief. Cremation fumes should be washed out of the hair. Twice, with shampoo.

         Typical, Lina complained to her father, to have such decorum in death and ignore its aftermath. For that, she’d been left alone to clear out the anarchy of Papa’s belongings. Would it kill you to get a bit organised?

         ‘Sorry,’ she said to the urn in front of where she sat on the floor.

         On her right, a Yes pile held Papa’s treasures: a miniature barquentine carved in real gold, his Visconti fountain pen, a bottle of midnight-blue ink. In the No pile lay yesterday’s First Response box, Barbie pink in colour, a woman’s 12silhouette lurking inside an oversized numeric digit. Was she pregnant or just standing there naked? The branding shouted in caps lock: ‘CAN TELL YOU 6 DAYS SOONER. No brand is MORE accurate.’

         For today’s test, Lina had chosen Clearblue, a landscape and logo colour she trusted.

         In the third minute, she placed the stick between the Yes and No piles, and waited for blue lines to appear in the tiny windows labelled ‘Control’ and ‘Result’, the irony of which had evaded a whole corporation. When the lines came into view, they were two this time, at a crossroads – a presumption of pregnancy as a plus.

         Lina tried jamming the test into the First Response box with the other ‘Not Pregnant’, wishing it were so. How careless of that mother, Nature herself, to allow such an invasion without warning. No baby should begin as a battle.

         Through the open balcony door overlooking the night-time Gulf, a Lebanese pop song blared from a passing dinner dhow piped with tacky lights, merry to the point of maddening.

         Right, where are you? Lina looked around the study, up at the nondescript ceiling, over her shoulder. Inside of her seemed the most unlikely spot. She’d order the presence, who’d been non-existent until moments ago, to please exit before growing too comfortable. The interior walls of her flat stomach would be red, of course. The air, suffocating. Scars hung crooked like paintings. No windows. And the smell, yuck, pungent as the pickled carrots Aunty M served at every meal. ‘Good for low-light vision,’ her mother-in-law prided in saying. The occupant of Lina’s dark womb would need that. 13

         Compounding her shortage of desire for reproduction was her lack of life-altering reasons why. ‘Just not for me,’ she repeated when condemners angled their upper bodies forward to listen disingenuously, leaning in, awaiting adequate justification.

         ‘Rubbish,’ Raja said, sauntering into the room. No knock, no announcement, his chubby hand outstretched for the empty box Lina clutched in hers. ‘Give.’

         A servant by occupation only, Raja’s natural talent was giving orders. He first prevailed against plastic, convincing Papa that cloth nappies should be used on Lina, then pestered his way to oiled braids for school, soaked almonds for breakfast, no boys in her bedroom.

         Raja frowned when the pink cardboard box Lina handed him didn’t buckle.

         ‘What are you searching?’ he said in broken English, taking in the mess on the floor around her. Disorder rarely came over the penthouse the three of them had shared, outnumbered by empty bedrooms. Papa’s degree in marine biology out of its case, an unused Air India ticket, diagrams unhinged from Bindertek binders. In stark contrast was the folded Gulf News, Papa’s name still on the subscription label: Aman Solanki, very much alive in the newspaper’s database. Envelopes lay ripped open on the floor, crisp white sleeves that had failed to produce a single medical document bearing Lina’s mother’s name. Payal, pretty when pronounced, which was never, and in keeping with the word’s meaning: an ornament worn around the ankle, mostly hidden.

         ‘Look at this,’ Lina said, holding up the unsent thank-you card Papa had written for her mother’s sister. Too proud to admit he couldn’t read, Raja would peer over Lina when 14she did her homework, ensuring enough lead filled the page. ‘Mind over moustache,’ he’d say at exam time, patting each end of his untamed growth and clearing her bedroom of romantic distractions: Peter Andre poster, Now That’s What I Call Music CDs, naked one-legged Ken.

         Lina read to him: ‘“After decades of silence, I find comfort in knowing you are not short of the generosity you have shown Lina and myself in the past. Raja is family. We are indebted to you for any act of kindness towards his daughter. You and I are young no more, Pari. Now this terrible quiet has been undone, perhaps we can find a way, begin again.”’

         Raja sighed. Spoken aloud, Papa’s use of her aunt’s first name sounded intimate. Rare was any mention of Pari in their household, the most recent on account of her employing Raja’s runaway daughter. The note betrayed an unprecedented intention to renew a friendship Papa had ended decades ago. Lina put the card in the No pile.

         ‘Sleep,’ Raja said. ‘I finish here.’

         Lina decided against her bedroom and flopped on to Papa’s king-size bed. The Black Swan lay on her father’s nightstand, open and turned upside down with the intention of picking up where he left off. The book cover featured a tagline: ‘The impact of the Highly Improbable’.

         I’m not made for mothering, Papa. I can’t possibly keep it.

         Lina rested on Papa’s pillow and inhaled traces of his scent, pressing her cheek and nose into the softness. The gravity of her father’s absence pulled her into deep sleep. She spotted Papa in a crowd at Grand Central, in line at Abu Dhabi Commercial Bank, and right there, sitting beside her on the bed. Even in her dreams, she knew he was not alive; still, half-awake, she followed him around the house, 15chased him through airport security, sat across from him at the table.

         On Lina’s last birthday with her father, she’d passed him the blue cheese and watched. He pretended he minded the bitterness, just as Lina knew he pretended not to be thinking about his wife’s death.

         ‘I don’t know how you stand the foul smell,’ Lina said.

         ‘It’s not for everyone,’ Papa said, a line he used for subjects his only child had impetuous opinions on: durian, Ali G, parenting.

         ‘Cheese,’ Lina said, ‘and you owe me a classic given how long you’ve been saying that.’

         He grinned, showing all his teeth, a crooked incisor over-lapping its neighbour. They’d invented the game on her eighth birthday when the waiter in Montpellier had brought out a wedge of brie instead of cake. A piece granted for each cheesy pun the other said. The cheesier the sentiment, the more favoured cheese you ceded.

         ‘All righty,’ Papa said. ‘I give you gouda.’

         ‘Well played,’ Lina said. ‘My turn.’

         She wanted to bring up the fact that her mother had died on this day thirty-two years ago, but looking around, Lina found no space for the woman who’d only ever hung like a forgotten clothes hook in their home, the apartment over-loaded with objects of Papa’s affection: the bar they were seated at, a long slab of wood Papa had picked from the bark of a birch tree in Finland for her twenty-first; a stingray painted in oil, bought from an elderly man in Laos who had never seen the ocean; even the wine glass in Lina’s hand, double-stemmed, was the last surviving member of a set of twelve, clumsiness a shared Solanki trait. 16

         ‘You’re taking too long,’ Papa said. ‘What’s on your mind?’

         ‘If I told you, I’d have to kill you,’ Lina said, indicating that she’d made her move in the game. Another mark added to her mental tally of birthdays Papa let pass without mention of the wife he’d lost as a result.

         ‘Sharp,’ Papa said.

         Lina leant across the bar and kissed her father on the cheek, the last time she would.

         ‘I give you a pecorino,’ she said.

         When daylight broke, Lina wished for night. She ached for his apparitions and shut her lids tight, begging sleep to take her back. Failing, she lay still, recreating each vision in detail, afraid she’d forget. She did not want to rise to a morning without her father, put feet to the floor in his empty apartment; she did not want to pick up the phone and call her husband with news assumed good, or drive back to a mansion full of another family’s memories. Now an adult orphan, she would much rather weave in and out of this soul-parched slumber, and ignore the new form rounding in her. The real world was no contest. Lina chose Papa every time.

         
             

         

         That a man one minute hunched over his desk diagramming octopus anatomy could become a powder the week following seemed cruel. Lina placed Papa’s urn on the balcony railing. Fiddling with the rope around its jute shroud, she almost sent the fragile clay toppling over.

         ‘What the hell was Michael Jackson thinking,’ Lina said on the phone to Nour, ‘dangling his son out the window like that?’ 17

         ‘He named the boy Blanket, habibti,’ Nour said. ‘The white Black man had problems.’

         Her I’d-rather-die-than-lie friend, Nour had waxed off Lina’s unibrow in sixth grade. Boys don’t want to kiss a gorilla, she’d proclaimed. Blisters stung Lina’s forehead for a week until a handwritten note arrived from Blake, second in line to her crush, asking her to the ECA. Extra-Curricular Activity, code word for school dance, which the Ministry of Education forbade. An unusual dynamic, teachers and students in on a lie, keeping from the government what both considered an essential part of being young. Slow dances with arms around boys’ clammy necks, shy girls crying in the corner because of mean girls, class clowns placating both bullies and bullied by insisting everyone take a chill pill. Somehow, they managed to recreate a typically American middle-school experience within a strict Muslim country, expatriates from Kenya, Belgium, Syria and Korea dancing to ‘Barbie Girl’ and ‘I Swear’ as though their personhood depended on gettin’ jiggy with those tunes. Underlying that carefree frolicking in the cafeteria-turned-dance-floor was an understanding of what need be concealed for fear not of expulsion from school, but deportation from the country: 1) underage drinking, which was widespread nonetheless; 2) following sexual urges, which no student could resist; and 3) teenage pregnancy, which remarkably never happened despite the majority ignoring both first and second rules.

         ‘I’m pregnant,’ Lina said.

         ‘Fuck,’ Nour said.

         ‘I do believe that’s the cause.’

         ‘Wallah, now what?’

         That Lina did not ache to procreate, had no longing for 18that place within herself others seemed to have colonised with expectant enthusiasm, was a fact Nour helped her to carry.

         ‘Do I really have a choice?’ Lina said.

         ‘Not in this country you don’t,’ Nour said. Single women weren’t allowed Pap smears lest a hymen be broken, unwed couples couldn’t kiss in public, and if a woman was pregnant, she’d better be married or get married. Any alternative was a crime.

         ‘The real crime is a body reduced to a clay pot,’ Lina said, arms securely around the urn.

         Police arrived at the hospital no more than ten minutes after Papa had been declared dead, asking Lina who else witnessed his heart attack, when did she call the ambulance, how long did the medics take, as if a person faced with the sudden death of their father would count the exact minutes between a phone call and the paramedics’ arrival. Nour’s cousin Sami stepped in as Lina’s lawyer just as her eyelids fluttered on the verge of fainting. She heard the instructions he gave Ishaan: pull out cash from the ATM tonight if Lina remembers her father’s PIN; Mr Solanki’s accounts will be frozen by the morning. Later she understood Sami was safeguarding her interests in a country where inheritance law disfavoured women, but at the time she thought his directives downright callous. Locate his will as soon as possible, Sami repeated. Lina had fixated on the many meanings of the word ‘will’, and standing by the ward curtain, willed her legs into paralysis so she’d be incapable of moving one foot in front of the other, away from her father.

         ‘Wallah, let Baba out.’ Nour called Papa what she would have her own father had he not abandoned Nour’s mother 19for another wife pregnant with a prized son. She had her own reasons for leaving pregnancy off a pedestal.

         ‘Pari knows where my mother’s ashes were scattered,’ Lina said.

         The Solanki fathers, grand, great, and otherwise, had been put to rest in pristine Fijian waters. Papa hadn’t indicated he wanted the same. ‘With my wife, probably,’ her father had said, only once, absent-mindedly, when Lina asked the question of where while rambling on about the unfairness of cremations, what with there being no gravestone and all, no physical place for mourners to mourn. Unaware then that Abu Dhabi lacked a cremation ground, that they’d follow Sami’s car out to the desert and pack a wood fire for her father like the one in the opening scene of Kuch Kuch Hota Hai.

         ‘Go and see Houdini Aunty, habibti,’ Nour said. ‘Wasn’t she nice, calling after Baba passed? She’ll help you find a doctor in Bombay.’

         Had Ishaan been with Lina, she might not have considered going. At this distance – he slurping a java chip Frappuccino while waiting for Aunty M at the hospital, and she remembering the agarbathi smell of Pari’s sofa cushions where she pretended to sleep while Papa and her aunt chatted about work, the monsoon season, and Payal – Ishaan’s presence felt new, her history, old. Where she’d grown up searching for mysteries in adult whispers, Ishaan trusted what his parents told him. He’d been shocked the time Lina suggested Papa might have had relationships without her knowing.

         ‘Truck is come,’ Raja said, sticking his head through the gap in the open balcony door and gesturing that she end the phone call. 20

         ‘I’m not leaving,’ Lina said.

         ‘Follow,’ Raja ordered. When Papa had collapsed on the balcony minutes after his afternoon tea, Raja carried her father’s limp body indoors, trying to resuscitate him while Lina panic-dialled three wrong numbers before reaching 999.

         ‘Bye,’ she said. The Persian Gulf spread before her stayed silent: no crashing waves, no sudden fury, a patient sway of turquoise unaffected by the fact that Lina’s family home of three decades would be written off to someone else, the impermanence nothing but new sediments in old waters.

         ‘No speak with sea,’ Raja said. He blamed the Gulf for letting Papa pass under its watch.

         Empty of contents, the apartment looked forlorn and smelt of damp rags. Lina found a Fijian penny by a garbage bag, a round silver coin featuring a gaping hole in the middle. Holding the incomplete currency, she felt a punishment had been handed down. She refused to deliver children and so the world robbed her of both parents. Lina threw the penny in the garbage and left her home for good.

         In the parking lot, movers in brown uniforms loaded the truck, circles of perspiration soaking their backs. The furniture headed for Raja’s house in Nagapattinam, encased in bubble wrap and taped at awkward angles, looked down on them like disfigured robots. Gifting him Papa’s ornate desk, her four-poster bed, or the white leather bar stools didn’t make up for what she couldn’t give: a guarantee of his ability to stay.

         ‘I will ship home,’ he’d said, a way of saying thank you. Home would never be this country for Raja, his visa tied to his employer, both now expired. 21

         ‘Where the hell will I put these?’ Lina said, scanning the dozen boxes on the sidewalk. ‘Apparently there’s only room for six in the precious Hirani garage.’

         Raja made a sound of disapproval as he walked away, pushing his tongue against his front teeth. Across the street, children screeched on swings in the park. Forty degrees Celsius didn’t dry up their cheerful tempers. Cottonmouthed, Lina looked up at a neighbouring skyscraper under construction, cranes sticking out of the building’s frame like branches of a futuristic tree. This coastal promenade formed a sweeping curve along the western edge of Abu Dhabi, outlining a skyline recently secured on a Starbucks mug. As a childhood address, the Corniche sparkled with city lights, blinding her to the ledge that it was, ground rising on one side and falling away on the other.

         Raja returned, wiping condensation off a cold bottle of Masafi water.

         ‘No worry for the box,’ he said.

         ‘I’ll find space,’ Lina said, though she suspected he meant the pink one in her No pile.

         ‘Inshallah,’ he said. If Allah wills it.

         He accompanied the movers in the truck and rode off.

         Driving back to Dubai, Lina rolled the windows down, turned up the radio, pumped the air freshener. She couldn’t shake the feeling of being in company so she thought of Papa’s, how endless desert spanned the highway on their road trips, an occasional train of camels wandering past. He kept watch for ghada shrubs and ghaf trees, she doodled belly down on the back seat, seat belt laws not yet enforced. Powdering charcoal over the car leather, she drew the animals’ humps, noting how they chewed aggressively, spat 22at ease. What might have been considered a vulgar creature, Lina idolised as a survivor who had made peace with an unfriendly habitat.

         Habitats, too, could be forced into change. Now, red-roofed Ferrari World, a circular Aldar Headquarters and Yas Marina Circuit lined the same roads, no camels in sight. The one benefit of construction: fewer mirages on the sandy horizon, those watery illusions that tricked travellers into believing what lay ahead would quench their thirst.
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            Chapter Three

         

         two days Lina kept the pregnancy quiet. A jackhammer pounded within – I’m here, I’m here, I’m here – until a crow perched at the kitchen window took the hit for both.

         ‘Shut up!’ she’d yelled.

         The crow flapped away, and silence.

         On the third day, Lina followed a few yards behind Ishaan without his knowing. Gold for sale in Deira souk was displayed like meat at a butcher’s, thick, chunky necklaces dangling in storefronts, long rows of bangles as though limbs of a glorious animal. Ishaan stopped in front of an armour necklace. She stopped, too, dawdling between approaching and watching the innocence she was on the verge of slaughtering.

         Years ago, when they’d left the Emirates to attend different universities in London, Nour had nudged Lina towards Ishaan and whispered, ‘I dare you to tell him.’

         ‘Cool rims,’ Lina had said, nervously approaching the stranger in her flat. Those were her first words to her now husband, a man who’d arrived uninvited and with magnetic 24ease at their house party. A friend of a friend of a fling, the easy way of relationships back then, pleasantries unnecessary.

         ‘You’ve seen my car?’ Ishaan said, looking out the window on to Pond Place. She didn’t care a button about tyres, but his delight fascinated her.

         ‘Your glasses,’ Lina said. ‘Not everyone can pull off white frames.’

         He touched his face self-consciously, then bowed his head in deference. Happiness was uninteresting, particularly to postgraduates of the Royal College of Art like her who emulated craft fuelled by pain. But how was Lina to ignore happy when there he stood smelling of laundry detergent, earnestly relishing in the joy of a compliment?

         ‘I take no credit,’ Ishaan said. ‘Would you believe my mom bought them?’

         How old is he? she thought. ‘Couldn’t tell ya,’ is what she said. ‘I don’t have a mom.’

         Watching his glee crash, she hoped then that he wouldn’t say a flimsy ‘I’m sorry’.

         ‘Biologically, you must have one,’ he’d said. ‘Though I’d have no trouble believing you were divinity.’

         Bold, bloody move, flirting within question of a dead mother. She was hooked.

         
             

         

         Today, she would tell Ishaan her dire truth just as easily as she’d done back then. Courage would come; hers to say and his to hear. He entered Sultan Jeweller’s ahead of her, adjusting his thick tortoiseshell eyeglasses, unaware he’d agreed on a trip to Bombay for laying to rest more than just Papa’s ashes. 25

         Ali, the store manager, offered them stools and brought out a necklace Lina had ordered for Raja’s daughter, resembling the one she wore around her neck.

         ‘Shobha,’ Ishaan said, reading the pendant spelt in Arabic letters. ‘Sweet.’

         ‘I chose her name,’ Lina said, ‘convinced Raja against Gnanavalli. Even at thirteen I knew silent letters asked to be butchered.’

         Papa had begun the unspoken tradition, every gift for Lina replicated in a package shipped to Nagapattinam: Polly Pocket, Sindy dolls, Tamagotchi, Connect 4. Only when Shobha turned fifteen did Raja announce in his brutal, inoffensive way that the presents Lina wanted were useless for his own daughter.

         ‘Are you nervous to meet her?’ Ishaan said.

         ‘Not if she’s anything like Raja.’

         Lina tried the necklace on and checked the clasps at different lengths. Surrounding customers carried in wafts of seasoning: a sari-clad woman left a trail of sambhar masala, another in a burqa peering over the display case had a strong saffron on her, and the two boys Ishaan stared at as if they might invite him to play their Arabic version of Marco Polo had spilt some quantity of chocolate milk on their matching Spider-Man T-shirts.

         ‘I meant your mother’s sister, sweetheart.’

         The necklace felt tight around Lina’s neck. She suggested Ali add in more links.

         ‘Well, I did take her only sibling away from her,’ Lina said, ‘so there’s that.’ Pari, of all people, knew what thieves babies could be.

         When Lina fired harsh words, Ishaan paused for thought, 26unwilling to be led to war. Early in their relationship, it was his natural tendency for peace that drew Lina in. He withstood her wilfulness, and she needed the calm he offered.

         On their first date, Ishaan had initiated conversation about her mother.

         ‘I killed her,’ Lina had said, surprised by her admission, having known the man a mere week.

         He let the moment be awkward, let the seconds pass though they begged for interruption. Ishaan smiled at Lina – smiled of all things – and eventually she explained the circumstances of Payal’s death.

         ‘Well,’ he said, leaning back on a wobbly chair and sipping a cold beer as if they’d been discussing holidaying in Bora Bora, ‘what I do know about mothers is that, eventually, they forgive their kids for everything.’

         ‘They shouldn’t,’ Lina said.

         ‘To that opinion, you are entitled, sweetheart,’ he said, ‘but that doesn’t change the fact.’

         She hadn’t smiled exactly, but she too leant back against her chair. Unlike most others who avoided the topic of Lina’s mother, Ishaan carried on. A silly story ensued, a retelling of his mother’s reaction when he got arrested for trespassing a sheikh’s property. Can you believe it, he’d said warmly, after a good fifteen minutes of scolding she came back and asked what I thought of the royal window trimmings! He relaxed when he spoke of his family, an effortlessness as unfamiliar to Lina as indoor plumbing, and she welcomed the change. Nothing of his past seemed hidden or ridden with guilt. Even Lina’s intense love for Papa was fraught at times, a fierce attachment she dared not pierce with trivial emotions. If she was mad at her father, she suppressed her 27anger; when she wanted to know more of her mother, she didn’t press for details. She could not let Papa feel inadequate and so ended up swallowing the feeling herself.

         Ishaan unburdened Lina, shrugging off her heavy history – not without care, but without blame. The night she’d told him about not wanting children, they’d kissed in front of a sixty-foot bronze sculpture in Hay’s Wharf, a fantasy sea-creature-cum-iron-ship adding Victorian romance to the cloudy night. Wandering around the city in search of maritime monuments and old seafaring vessels, they held hands for so long that sweat gathered in their palms despite the London chills. Foreplay stretched like taffy. Conversations, in contrast, cut straight in. Papa is my sixth sense. Cooking, only when necessary. Charcoal keeps me alive. Children, not for me.

         ‘Why not?’ he’d asked.

         ‘Why?’ she’d defended. As if she should want them by default. And if not, a general lack of interest in the enterprise wasn’t a good enough reason. Lina had to be either 1) a child hater, which was inapplicable since she found infants better company than adults; 2) career-obsessed, an assumption made most often by those who’d never earned their keep; 3) physically weak, suggested frequently by men to whom Lina liked to describe pregnancy as a wee prick, a bit like getting circumcised every twenty-eight to thirty days for decades until one fine day a Teletubby was shoved into the penis for nine months; and Lina’s favourite 4) selfish, as if all childbearing women went around in their thousand-dollar maternity clothes doing so in service of the human race.

         ‘That’s quite a list for a disinterested person,’ he’d said. 28

         In his intonation she recalled a dangerous hope, temporary acceptance overlaying the expectation that she’d eventually change her mind.

         
             

         

         Lina had not changed her mind. Only now, ten years since that first conversation, her lack of desire applied to a child already in existence. A child doing what children did, pegging one parent against the other while shopping for gold.

         Ali brought out Shobha’s resized necklace and Lina paid for it without trying it on. She hurried Ishaan to the car, planning on delivering a cool-headed I’m pregnant, but I’ve got a plan. Ishaan stopped midway to wipe his glasses.

         ‘So,’ she said, starting the engine, ‘the pregnancy test—’

         ‘I wish it had been positive.’

         ‘It’s hot,’ Lina said, turning the AC dial to max.

         ‘Give it a minute,’ he said.

         She looked at him. How could you?

         ‘Sweetheart, I know we never planned to,’ Ishaan said, ‘but if it happened by mistake, it’s not as if we would—’

         ‘Wouldn’t we?’ Lina said.

         ‘Come on, Lina.’

         She flipped the air vents up. I’m here, I’m here, I’m here, the voice resounded in the invaded space her body had now become, a terrain turned over to a wily stranger.

         ‘I know what happened to your mom is scary,’ Ishaan said.

         ‘I’m not scared.’

         ‘You’re grieving.’

         ‘You’re assuming,’ Lina said. Take those stupid glasses off, she wanted to add. They’re ridiculous.

         Rape, teen pregnancy, compounding debts – those 29horrors were better understood grounds for termination. Pro-circumstance, the movement should have been called, since the choice was condemned when employed by the privileged. Lina had no right making a decision other women made from a place of acceptable distress. Her reasons, being of the presumed self-indulgent variety, required explanation, elaboration, psychological assessment of parental failures.

         ‘All I’m saying,’ Ishaan said, ‘is for a moment there, I was disappointed.’

         He wore glasses for protection – from the sun, from the glare of a computer screen, from dust storms on Emirates Road. The lenses were hexagon-shaped, oval, rectangular; the frames clear, burgundy, at times, neon. Diamond temple tips, personalised nose pads. What he lacked was a prescription. Worn not for clarity of sight, but as an accessory, a spectacle.

         ‘Sorry to disappoint,’ Lina said.

         Foot on the pedal, she adjusted the rear-view mirror and reversed out of the parking spot.

         ‘Mom’s being extra because she desperately wants a grandchild,’ Ishaan said. ‘Not because she thinks you—’

         Lina did not follow his pause with reassurance nor contest the assumption that she’d inherited her mother’s fragility on that front.

         To whom she belonged, and when the transfer of autonomy took place, was no novel deliberation. Gawking construction workers broke her childhood one whistle at a time, ruining Snow White’s tune. From their fenced-off, elevated view, they ripped her apart by sight, devoured her with vulgar kissing sounds, spat out what she was supposed 30to swallow: that the woman inside her body was insignificant. And instead of protecting that vulnerable inner person those collective thieves pickpocketed, she defended the tangible, which was easier to see but harder to steal: her physical body. Stare all you want, shitheads; you’ll never touch this.

         Hands firm on the steering wheel, the distant view of building sites unhinged her still. Less familiar was feeling that same visceral reaction towards Ishaan, shamefully equating a construction worker’s leer with her husband’s desire to procreate. What a cruel result, from years of subtle, socially acceptable violations, that the two requests of her body could unionise in this harsh way, could produce the same fierce guard over herself. Back off, it’s mine.

         ‘Anyways, whether or not you can,’ Ishaan continued, ‘is out of your control. Mom knows that.’

         Lina should have said she’d consider Ishaan’s view, that Aunty M’s fears were not unfounded. After all, Lina was the Solanki who’d left Jaslok Hospital, not Payal. She should have told Ishaan she could, she had, that he’d made his way inside her and produced an ally, another being staking claim. Only there was no unselfish way to say so. It was easier for all parties concerned to believe Lina couldn’t conceive than to know she didn’t want to.
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            Chapter Four

         

         work was where lina promised to deliver, her allegiance plastered on the office accent wall painted deep purple. The computer screen showed one available aisle seat. If nausea hit, Lina wanted to avoid wiggling through a stranger’s knees.

         Check-in bag, no; flammable liquid, no; toxic poison, debatable. Flight to Bombay for one, confirmed.

         The noodle packaging on her desk reeked of printer ink. Lina brought the proof nearer her nose, checking over her shoulder. As glamorous as Director of Brand Marketing sounded, the title did not allow her to sniff in privacy, a practice cultivated to cleanse her palate of commercial pre-conceptions. Now that the position of Brand Head would be vacated by Kurt, headed back to Düsseldorf, Lina could hope for a private office, a promotion, and the long-awaited authority to de-tackify the brand.

         ‘Meenakshi’s on hold,’ Jocelyn announced through the internal line.

         ‘She actually said Meenakshi?’ Lina shouted. 32

         Through the frosted-glass divider allowing Lina a fuzzy view of her assistant’s monitor, Jocelyn signalled she was putting the call through.

         ‘I must know when your next period is due,’ Aunty M said.

         Lina took the call off speaker. ‘Why?’

         ‘He hasn’t told you as of yet? Not his fault, I suppose. You pre-poned your trip in rather a hasty manner, isn’t it?’

         ‘Meetings I can’t miss,’ Lina said, lowering her voice.

         ‘Why on the days Ishu is away for business?’ Aunty M said in a suspicion-lined tone. ‘Better if he accompanies you, isn’t it?’

         To later play the politics necessary for taking over Kurt’s spot, Lina bumped up travel dates. Ishaan bought the reasoning, though the suggestion that they start apartment-hunting upon her return hadn’t gone down as easily.

         ‘Is that why you called?’ Lina said.

         ‘Of course not, my dear. We must bless your father’s ashes before you fly. Any later than next Friday puts us much too close to the solar eclipse. So, tell me, your period? You cannot be dirty on the day.’

         ‘A ceremony isn’t necessary,’ Lina said. ‘We don’t believe in it.’

         ‘We most certainly do.’

         ‘I meant Papa and I.’

         ‘Oh,’ Aunty M said.

         That ‘oh’ would travel back to Ishaan in the form of a complaint. It became impossible for Lina – after she’d kissed her dead father on the forehead, his refrigerated skin against her chapped, desert lips – to console minor disappointments. Or, as she had discovered a week after Papa’s 33passing, to elicit sympathy for a woman whose diamond ring had been flushed down the toilet bowl. It had been unfortunate, an unlikely turn of metallic handle. Lina had even felt a fleeting empathy at Aunty M’s sudden loss of accessory, the cruel way something once is and then isn’t. As Aunty M’s shrieks got louder and shriller, as she blamed the servant, the plumber, the jeweller who made the piece a millimetre too loose, Lina couldn’t bear it. It is a goddamn rock, she had screamed, I will buy you another one. That could be considered the day it all turned, the day Aunty M decided no thirty-something would instruct her what to value and how much.

         Lina attempted amends for reasons she discovered too late had everything to do with her own loss and very little with Aunty M’s. She wrote a note, offered to help locate an identical ring, a similar ring, any damn ring. Then her sorry took the shape of conceding to Aunty M’s preferred yoghurt brand, letting her read the coveted Wknd insert of the Khaleej Times first, and offering to fill her Peugeot 206 with petrol at the hottest hour of the day. Eventually that apology turned into a lifestyle pattern, imprinted in every gesture, every word out of Lina’s mouth, all utterances a measured sound. When Lina figured out acquittal was as futile a cause as friendship, the whole war effort changed course. Like a spurned lover, it became necessary that Lina prove herself above her mother-in-law’s forgiveness, superior in her sincerity, having been the one who’d lost the bigger thing to begin with. Aunty M, who must never have made the connection between the diamond ring and her daughter-in-law’s deceased parent, knew not what Lina begrudged. So when the cause of feud could not be pinpointed, it was pinned on 34the only common factor between the two, the favourite who could be used to favour: Ishaan.

         ‘He did not mention you would oppose,’ Aunty M said. ‘I have begun preparing. What does your menstrual calendar say? Tracking is terribly important, my dear. Imagine, the doctor won’t confirm my menopause until twelve full months have passed without my rags. Begging him for pills but no, let the old woman suffer, isn’t it?’

         ‘I won’t be on my period,’ Lina whispered.

         ‘Tell me your invite list, or will you send an email?’

         ‘Whoever you want,’ Lina said. Papa’s relatives in Suva might have supported such a custom. His local friends – Henri with a cigar permanently lodged in cheek, royally ousted Sultan, and Daya, crusader against feminine hair removal and animal cruelty – would appreciate being spared the subjection.

         ‘He wasn’t my father,’ Aunty M said.

         ‘I’ll tell Nour and Raja.’

         ‘Good, I’ll need extra help on the day.’

         ‘I meant as a guest,’ Lina said.

         ‘He is the servant,’ Aunty M said. ‘Leave the arrangements to me. You must be busy at work.’

         Face down on the desk, Lina pressed her forehead against the proof, the orange Arabic font blurry up close. For someone who’d never bothered to know the man alive, Aunty M sure had strong concerns about Papa’s afterlife. She’d refused his dinner invitations; how could a single Indo-Fijian man decide on a menu?

         Keeping sane while living with the Hiranis required that Lina strengthen a core muscle: the ability to locate jewels of goodwill in a complicated system of societal sewage. Even 35if the ceremony got forced upon Lina and defied what Papa would have wanted, Aunty M was a woman accustomed to convention and this was her way: do right by religion.

         Lina lifted her nose off the proof and noticed the noodle flavour translated in English: cheese.

         
             

         

         Nour arrived at the ashes party unprepared for extravagance. Lina explained in order to excuse soirées of such degree – functions, as they were called in desi terms – the host was required to attach to them a respectable cause. In this case, elevating Papa’s ashes to holy status.

         ‘Holy shit, habibti,’ Nour said, walking past the Om-shaped ice sculpture in the foyer. She frowned at the wreath surrounding the urn. ‘Baba hated roses.’

         Lina led her into the kitchen where the maids, Anne and Mary, scurried about with unappetisingly large plates of food. Buffet-style was best for dinner, the lady of the house had ordered, so guests weren’t forced to sit through all five hours of prayer. Lina didn’t fall into said category and had been instructed to fast until the ceremony’s end.

         ‘Nouri,’ Raja said in greeting as he sniffed a steaming pot and dipped his pinky in a wooden spoon. Defying Lina’s request, Aunty M had assigned him manager of food temperature, responsible for ordering the maids to reheat curries at the first sign of lukewarm. ‘Good you come. Married?’

         ‘Not until you say yes,’ Nour said.

         Years ago, overhearing the serious tone Raja took with his wife on timed nine-minute phone calls, Nour had suggested he marry her instead. She could quit sixth grade and the homework she’d come over to do, and he could save money 36on long-distance bills. Raja wobbled his rotund body around the kitchen, a matryoshka doll hiding comical versions of himself within, ignoring the flirtations Nour would later use on her monthly love interest. He swatted Lina’s hand picking her nose, doled out Smiths Square Crisps and played tabla on the blender. Lina defined Raja by that easy humour, not wanting to accept the frowning, hand-in-pocket Raja on the telephone weighed down by Western Union transfers. Offering money felt disrespectful, so she’d gift-wrapped Papa’s framed Gulf rupee, a note issued in the sixties by the Indian government exclusively for circulation in the Arabian Gulf. Raja seemed touched by the gesture, and also sad. The system had been put in place during British rule, he explained. ‘Independence ruins most all.’

         When the pandit arrived, Lina and Nour moved on from the kitchen into the prayer room where he set up for the ceremony, muttering under his breath. He rearranged the position of idols in the temple: Vishnu and Lakshmi half an inch to the right, back again, then left, playing with them as though plastic toys. From a leather duffel bag, he brought out Parvati, an unusual third party to the duo, usually consort to Shiva, who was nowhere to be seen. Placing the goddess of fertility up front, he glanced back at Lina.

         ‘What’s he looking at?’ Ishaan said, taking his designated place on the floor beside her.

         Dressed in a cotton salwar kurta, starched and modest, he provided relief in that ostentatious room. The mandir stood immaculate in front of them, abundant with religious paraphernalia, emerald curtains on either side pleated in symmetry and embroidered in gold. Lina appreciated the level of detail, the sentiment behind the shindig. Only she 37couldn’t find Papa anywhere. Not in the idols weighed down by jewellery; they weren’t the ones he revered. Not in the sai bhaji and kadhi steaming on the dining table; Papa liked his food cold and not cumbersome: mangoes pickled in chilli oil and fenugreek, doodh poha, day-old pav bhaji.

         ‘He’s located the non-believer,’ Lina said.

         Nour chuckled. Aunty M entered and set a plate in front of the idols, portioning onto the brass a mound of rice grains and one of crimson kumkum powder. The pandit added a coconut, its coarse hairs rising off the surface like elongated goosebumps.

         ‘Why don’t we transfer Raja onto your business visa?’ Lina said, addressing both Ishaan and his mother. ‘Clearly you need the extra help as he’s in the kitchen instead of out here.’

         ‘Why give the authorities reason to raise questions?’ Aunty M said. ‘Room feels stuffy, isn’t it? Someone please lower the temperature.’

         ‘He’ll be forced out for good if I don’t help him,’ Lina said.

         Ishaan held out his hand, which she took to keep steady. Smelling the Dove body wash on him, she recalled the last time they’d had sex in the shower at their usual Le Méridien room, no neighbouring parents or spying ears, only a condom that had failed at its job. She let go of his hand.

         ‘Employing an unskilled man in a diamond empire, my dear? Too risky.’

         ‘Didn’t we do that for Aunty what’s-her-face’s daughter who wanted a third nanny?’ Ishaan said.

         ‘Hire him as the security guard,’ Lina said, ‘or driver. What’s the difference on paper? He’ll be working in the house regardless.’ 38

         ‘I already have a driver,’ Aunty M said, fanning herself with a floppy napkin, ‘and two maids. Besides, you mustn’t spoil your servant in this way, my dear. He is in his fifties. By now he should have financial freedom, isn’t it?’

         A point of pride for the three-generation-wealthy Hiranis, free as they were, birds in an affluent aviary. Hirani Diamonds & Sons turned a higher profit year after year, and so the cars got upgraded, brands replaced by couture, honey, whisky and water shipped in from places where they were purest – simulating a natural environment with such conviction they forgot they were caged in. We can’t be seen in a Toyota, my dear. And what will the Mehtas think if I pour from Reidel, last-season glass?

         ‘You cannot expect us to bend over backwards, my dear,’ Aunty M said, irritably looking about. ‘Where is the AC remote? Did no one hear me? Look, we did not know he would be our responsibility. And you must not feel he is yours either.’

         Lina pulled out the pencil holding up her hair, itching to draw her disbelief on to a page, her hand, anywhere but out of her mouth as rage.

         ‘True,’ Lina said, spinning the charcoal between her fingers. ‘Just because someone cares for you your entire life, drops you to school, lies awake on the bedroom floor when you’re convulsing from a fever, cooks you every meal and makes sure to include sev mani twice a week, doesn’t mean you owe them anything, right?’

         If we paid our mothers, Ishaan wouldn’t be forever in your debt either, she refrained from adding. She didn’t need to; sev mani was Ishaan’s favourite meal, not Lina’s.

         Ishaan looked at her in shock, as if he needed to shield his 39mother from the words on his wife’s tongue. Doing so the other way around rarely materialised.

         ‘For a parent we would have understood,’ Aunty M said. ‘Blood relations are different.’

         After Papa’s back surgery, Aunty M complained about the late nights Ishaan spent at his father-in-law’s ward; couldn’t Lina hire extra help for his care, what was her fancy corporate job for? Though Ishaan was expected to oblige his parents in everything, a daughter-in-law might as well have flung her parents into the wedding fire for all the freedom she’d be given to care for them after marriage, when her loyalty was expected to switch as suddenly as her virginity.

         ‘Fortunately for you, I no longer have one of those,’ Lina said.

         The sandalwood incense, the stupid hairy coconut, the white clothes the Hiranis donned as if their garments trumped her grief, the swinging of a brass plate around an overdressed divinity, Aunty M’s well-decorated intentions – none of it could bring her goddamn father back to life.

         ‘Lie down upstairs, my dear,’ Aunty M said. ‘I’ll send for you when guests arrive.’

         ‘I’ll come when I’m ready,’ Lina said.

         In the bedroom, Lina sketched a woman with a reverse pregnancy, belly protruding out of her back. She curled the woman’s eyelashes up to her forehead, drew hair tied up in a high bun, lips thick and out, almost a pout. Lina tattooed on to her skin: the wicked womb.

         Ishaan came up minutes later and lay down on his stomach next to her. He refrained from commenting on the drawing.

         She disappointed him. What he wanted, she did not give. Even with a child within her, she could not give in. Years 40before Ishaan proposed, they’d talked about children. The reasons he gave back then – that he wanted his parents to have grandchildren, that Hirani Diamonds & Sons should be passed on to a family member, that a future without a full household would be lonely – were easy to refute. She countered that by parents he only meant his mother and that he cared far less about the family business than he made out, secretly enrolled as he was in an interior design course. Eventually he acquiesced on both his profession and procreation, as was in his nature to do in the early years of their relationship. But now, Lina sensed his acceptance had faltered without a safe space for him to say so. He’d accused her of being scared and he was right. She was terrified, suspected her innate, uncontrollable aversion was inherited from her mother, a woman who’d lost herself in the most severe way, to another.

         Making a choice that gave Lina what she wanted at the cost of depriving the man she loved felt cruel. Made worse by the fact that Ishaan had taken the time to consider her point of view, excavate his own, and arrive at a place where they’d mutually agreed not to have children. He made a sacrifice, a fact both knew but neither admitted aloud, and in the silences since, Lina felt culpable for that imbalance.

         ‘I’ll be better with your mom,’ she said. ‘Did you know she’s going through menopause?’

         ‘She is?’ he said, shrugging. ‘Leave Raja’s visa to me. Dad’s back from his trip next week. We’ll talk.’ Lina knew too well how little say Ishaan had in matters of his father’s business.

         ‘When I was seven months old, I threw up milk in my sleep five minutes after Raja put me down,’ she said. ‘I napped for two hours back then so there was no reason for him to 41check on me. But he did, and found me nearly choked. Raja didn’t watch me non-committally while the more important person was away.’

         ‘Papa would joke that Raja was the more important person,’ Ishaan said.

         Lina hid her face in his arm, her sigh returning as warm air. Grief had given her this terrible loneliness, being beside a person so dear, who by the trick of trauma now counted as one of many from whom she kept her truest feelings. Losing Papa had crippled her confidence, made it impossible to articulate the wretchedness of her thoughts. There was no reasonable way to share that nothing held appeal any more, not humour, not food or travel, not a hug or a well-worded condolence card, not a prayer or a party, least of all a baby.

         Avoidance was the common denominator between loss and termination of life; the topic killed conversation. Nour hadn’t brought over her usual sympathetic jar of Nutella to thrash out reasons why Lina wanted to abort, ask how it might strain her marriage, or if the aftermath would upend what she previously thought of as her identity, or lack thereof. Death, and the decision to choose it, was done and done, a finality that could not be argued with even as there it hovered, minutes and months on end. The more others avoided dredging Lina’s emotions out, the quicker the gunk inside her festered, sorry bits of self-pity and anger and shame sticking together into one bitch of a woman with tar for armour. Everything could be justified by what had been taken from her.

         
             

         

         42The ceremony had an after-party. Most of the guests gone for the night, Aunty M requested Lina’s presence in the formal living room for desserts with ‘just us girls’. Lina let Nour escape.

         ‘Your hair is really something,’ one of the women said as Lina walked in. ‘How do you tame the frizz in this crazy humidity?’ She was a young instigator: mid-twenties, attention-seeking, devoid of tact.

         ‘I let it do whatever it wants,’ Lina said.

         ‘I’m trying that with my daughter,’ Ishaan’s cousin Malini said. ‘I can’t keep her under control for the life of me.’ Successful snubbing ran in the Hirani family.

         Lina laughed politely and sat legs up on a round chair, facing the cream L-shaped sofa the women were perched on. Like dolls at a tea party with plates of dessert in front of them they dared not touch, they had mastered the art of looking attractive: cheekbones lifted, lipstick within the lines, fingernails shellacked. Even their expressions appeared drawn on.

         ‘How old is your little one?’ one of them asked Malini, stroking her long, straight hair as if a curl might suddenly develop. ‘I remember she was such a fair baby. So lucky.’ America was on its way to re-electing its first Black president, and upper-class Indians remained slaves to skin colour. A submission they shared with the Arabs whose country they’d migrated to and made prosper with industrious talent, people who in turn discriminated against Indians for that very intelligence, thrive as it did under a pigmentation they both abhorred.

         ‘You should see her now, a burnt portobello,’ Malini said, glancing at Lina whose stock-standard brown complexion 43was considered dark only by Hirani standards, Sonia Gandhi white as they were. ‘She’s seven. Such a difficult age.’

         ‘Aren’t all ages difficult?’ said a woman transfixed by her phone. Lina recognised her from a photograph of a Porsche she’d posted on Facebook which Ishaan submitted in their ongoing competition for who could find the most cringe-worthy status update: Present from hubby. Isn’t my man da best? Luv u sooo much @Hiren Bajaj.

         A vision of her own child appeared in Lina’s mind. A pasty-skinned wind-up doll with her head permanently lowered, staring into a phone she loved more than her mother. Turning the key activated only her fingers so she could parade her insecurities on social media like some validation-seeking psychopath. Do you really want to grow into that, girl?

         ‘You and Ishu mustn’t rush,’ Malini said to Lina. ‘Don’t get pregnant right away.’ Taken aback by this direct order, Lina wondered if she’d been negotiating with the embryo out loud. She quickly realised the warning came as a result of all the women in the room except for her and the twenty-something being mothers, though no children were present. The maids had taken the cranky offspring home, shampooed their hair, put them to bed, and told the lie that their parents would be the first people they’d see when they next opened their eyes.

         ‘I’ve got other things on my mind for a while,’ Lina said.

         ‘That’s right,’ Aunty M said, emerging from the kitchen carrying a tray of chocolate-covered dates. ‘Lina wants to be the boss now, run the whole team of noodle-makers.’

         ‘We don’t make the noodles,’ Lina said. ‘We manage the brand, our leading product line.’ 44

         ‘Not surprised,’ the long-haired lady said. ‘My children eat nothing else. Lucky you get a discount.’

         ‘That’s what I’m in it for,’ Lina said, reaching for carrot cake. She had graduated with honours from Columbia, earned a Masters at the Royal College of Art in London, and after eight years of experience at the biggest food brand in the country, the one value these women recognised in her was retail.

         ‘Well, Meenakshi,’ one of them said, ‘she’s your daughter. You must get the family rate.’

         Lina was only ever Papa’s daughter. How swiftly women were bartered in this community. Boy or girl, the Hiranis would make any child of Lina’s theirs, attach their last name to a being who despite being created in the mother’s womb would follow the dictates of the father’s kin. It was one thing to give up a surname after marriage, but altogether something else, something more sinister, to relinquish a part of yourself like that, to hand over a presence cultivated within your body to a family who still considered you an outsider.

         ‘You must miss your father terribly,’ Malini said.

         Lina’s hands trembled. Once she emptied out the urn, the legacy of the man within would disappear. Of Papa, there would be no proof.

         ‘Don’t upset her, my dear,’ Aunty M said. A ceremony for a pile of ashes sufficed in her mother-in-law’s view. There was no need to speak of the man who had been in its place lest discussing death led to early onset.

         ‘Pandit-ji did the ceremony beautifully,’ phone-lady said. ‘And what an online following he has. You must have known na, Meenakshi, that his speciality is in returning souls?’

         ‘What does that mean?’ Lina said. 45

         ‘I’ve heard at least thirty cases,’ Malini said, ignoring Aunty M’s deliberate knuckle cracks. ‘And most recently, you all know Shikha, right? Her parents died in that hot-air balloon crash. For years she tried for a baby and then just like that, a month after the accident, she got pregnant. And who did she give birth to? Twins, imagine. One boy, one girl.’

         ‘So, like, the idea is that your dad’s soul would come back in your baby’s?’ the twenty-something said.

         ‘He’d never come back here,’ Lina said.

         ‘Where do you mean by “here”?’ Aunty M said.

         ‘I heard he had a soft spot for Ishaan?’ Malini said, clueing into the tension.

         Ishaan had first arrived at Papa’s armed with the knowledge that marine biology classified species based on environment rather than taxonomy. ‘Don’t worry, young man,’ Papa had said after picking up errors in his memorisation, ‘you can stick to being Homo sapiens.’ The joke was corny and permanently extinguished formality, both men’s shoulders down, arms relaxed, the weight escaping out through their fingertips. A year later, diving through Zainab Wreck, Lina had observed Ishaan swim with Papa through the cargo ship, never once leaving his side. Occasionally he checked on Lina, but she knew then that he understood how imperative Papa’s survival was to hers. Putting him in peril was the surest way to lose his daughter.

         ‘Her father knew about their affair long before me,’ Aunty M said, misusing the word. ‘Very forward-thinking man, letting his daughter have boyfriends before marriage. Not like us, keeping our girls clean and polished only for one man.’

         Like bone china. 46

         ‘Papa accepted people as they were,’ Lina said, ‘not who they pretended to be.’ In this regard, Ishaan had lost something precious in her father’s passing.

         ‘But who is pretending, my dear?’ Aunty M said, a question intended to be rhetorical.

         ‘Lots of kids I met in college lived double lives,’ Lina said. South Asians, a classification unknown to her before arriving in America, became an obsession. Drawn to them because she’d had no Indian friends at school, fascinated by their allegiance to sports teams and bewildered by their equally deep attachment to culture. As American as this cohort appeared, they performed arangetrams, promised their parents to marry within minuscule subsets of their community, and sported rakhis with pride. Con artists, too, pros at keg stands who went home for Thanksgiving saying they’d never tasted beer. They shapeshifted between two moulds – Country of Citizenship and Country of Ethnicity – a conundrum Lina never faced. One dare not emulate an Emirati. Being one was out of the question. Left with no choice, no aspirational prototype, Lina had to be who she was, a liberty she was only grateful for after witnessing the sad state of lying families all across North America. ‘Their parents thought they didn’t smoke or drink or pursue another profession or fuck boys – but of course they did.’

         Aunty M looked at Malini, who looked at the twenty-something who merely shrugged and said to Lina, ‘Of course they did.’

         Profanity, much like the truth, did not have a seat at these parties.

         ‘But he was both, wasn’t he, my dear?’ Aunty M said.

         ‘Both what?’ Lina said. 47

         ‘Parents, darling. He was both for you. Perhaps if you’d had a mother’s more feminine touch, things might have been different.’

         There were only two ways for this to go. The scorch, inside of Lina and out, felt uncontrollable. She pictured Ishaan, hoping to muster a gentle approach. He admired Lina’s bluntness, but only in the way you admired a tight-rope walker, knowing you’d never cross that line yourself. For his sake, she could have held back another time. But Lina preferred everything darker: eye colour, skin, humour.

         ‘Yes,’ she said, ‘I’d probably have straightened hair, a dumbed-down intellect, and less balls.’

         Out came the surrounding tar. How dare Aunty M refuse Raja’s visa? Who the hell was she to determine blood as the deciding factor in whether a person was worthy of help? And bloody insensitive, knowing Lina wasn’t blood related and therefore would never be considered family, and then mentioning her parents, as if Lina had multiple instead of bloody zero; and the audacity, paying a pandit to invite back the soul of her father, her papa, so he could be born into a baby that would precede Lina in importance because it carried Ishaan’s blood; and why had Payal been excluded from the returning souls invitation list, probably the same reason Lina’s role would be skipped over once the baby was born, even if Lina haemorrhaged just as her mother had, because as soon as she’d delivered the Hiranis their lineage, she’d have served her purpose.

         Lina would fly across countries, solicit the help of an estranged aunt and risk a shoddy Mumbai clinic before bringing forth one more woman to suffer this crap. Stay put, little girl. You’re better off where you are.
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            Chapter Five

         

         petrol preceded the sea air of Marine Drive. By the building entry gates, a stray dog licked the heel of a baby strapped onto a sleeping woman, her body flat on bare ground, the discomfort no deterrent to motherhood. Lina paid the auto-rickshaw driver, who charged her the foreigner rate even though she disguised her Fiji Baat and haggled in Hindi. Heavy rain doubled the price, he argued, and shook the black canvas curtains he’d pulled down for the entirety of Lina’s journey from the airport, slicing her horizon in half. Clutching Papa’s urn, she’d scrutinised Bombay’s lower layer, trailing the splash of bicycles pedalled by cracked feet, workers napping under the shelter of a single lamp post.

         ‘Get down,’ the driver said in English, the motor running.

         A city without shame, Papa would say of Bombay, a land where he’d inherited property but on which he stood displaced. Forced out of Suva when his father defaulted on a loan, the first time Aman landed in India, an over-educated half-Fijian half-Gujarati eighteen-year-old, he was versed in five languages, none of which could be understood in 49his supposed homeland. There would have been no point in Papa conforming to a culture that considered overseas members artificial replicas. Non-resident Indians – the flocks who flew in at Christmas and bargained for wedding saris in accented Hindi, Bengali, Malayalam – bore the brunt of jibes, excluded from mainstream desiness, and yet came home hopeful they could call it so. Congested as her birthplace was, the city owed Lina a corner.

         The corner came in the form of a yellow art deco building where Payal had spent her pregnancy looked after by her sister while Aman waited in Abu Dhabi.

         Lina counted five storeys and noticed a movement on the third-floor balcony behind Pari’s potted marigolds, a slight hurried shift. Unable to discern its cause, anticipation turned in Lina’s tummy, leaving behind the sensation of falling down as she made her way up.

         She found the door ajar. In the empty living room, two ceiling fans spun at full speed. Picking up the sea breeze, a hanging rattan chair turned side to side as if examining itself in a mirror.

         ‘Shobha?’ Pari’s voice called out from another room.

         ‘It’s me,’ Lina said.

         ‘Look at you,’ Pari said, rushing in. She held Lina’s face between her palms before hugging her with unreserved affection.

         The apartment looked smaller than Lina remembered. Her adult view noticed dampening details: chipped leg of the coffee table, dust in the skirting boards, a broken piece of Lladró Ganesh superglued back together.

         ‘Twenty years,’ Lina said, pulling away. Her aunt bore no resemblance to her mother. Though fuller bodied and older 50now, Pari was striking where Payal had been plain. Lina found her own features in Pari, the same almond-shaped eyes and pointed nose. She almost told her then: I’m pregnant. The urge was strong and sinking as she held down a sob.

         ‘Twenty-two,’ Pari said, touching the ringlet come loose at the side of Lina’s messy bun, a likeness to her mother. ‘Should I ask Shobha for chai? Or do you drink tea like the Angrez? These days you never know, na? Lactose intolerant and gluten ka allergy and new nakhra. Any problems, tell me, okay? All this—’ She stopped short to answer her ringing phone. ‘Now the driver is calling? Showing up so late you hailed a rickshaw. Damn fool I tell you. Hello?’

         Down the hall, a clinking of jewellery followed the sound of flat feet moving across uncarpeted floor. Shobha’s, most probably, though they did not approach. Lina would have gone in and said hello, but waited for Pari’s permission. The walls here had advantage, privy to Payal while pregnant. Upturned corner of the rug, lace trim cloth covering a jug of water, pen and paper by the rotary dial telephone; they predated Lina. Lived here where she was a guest. She could not wander willy-nilly.

         Pari ended the phone call and chatted away with a ferocity suggesting she disapproved of silence. Her ruby nose ring bobbed up and down along her animated expressions as she described working in ‘pre-mat’ at the detective agency, which Lina figured out meant premarital investigations, checking that a man earned the money he claimed, that a woman was as virginal as presumed, that no disfigured siblings or sexual identities were locked in the almirah.

         From the corridor emerged a petite figure holding a tray 51of steaming mugs. Lina sprang up off the sofa towards Raja’s daughter, the veil slipped off Shobha’s head and her eyes opened wide, filled with alarm. She dropped the tray, splashing hot tea over them both.

         ‘Ouch,’ Lina said, jumping back.

         ‘Akka,’ Shobha said, addressing her as sister. ‘Careful.’

         Lina looked up in reassurance but Shobha had her veil back on, head down. Despite the warm fluid everywhere, something frosty passed between them. Shobha ran.

         ‘I startled her,’ Lina said to Pari, disturbed by the unease in Shobha’s murky green eyes. Her irises appeared as though outlined with a Sharpie to hold the colour in place, match the dark centre of her pupil. Lina knew of Shobha’s beauty through Raja’s complaints that her arrogance overshadowed what would otherwise have been a strong commodity in securing a match. But she’d not expected anger under his daughter’s veil.

         Swaying in the rattan chair, Lina held on to both sides in mistrust.

         ‘How did my mother fit in this pregnant?’ she said. ‘I’m worried I won’t get out of it.’

         ‘Only big in the front she was,’ Pari said, fiddling with the bandhani cushions on the couch, her face distorting the way Lina’s had when the plus sign appeared out of the Clearblue.

         NM Medical accepts walk-ins only, the nurse had informed Lina, no telephone bookings. How many weeks along? Before Lina could count, the nurse said, ‘Not necessary, we will do the needful,’ and hung up.

         On the plane ride from Dubai, Lina had sketched Papa with a baby tucked in the nook between his shoulder and neck, his arms wrapped around the newborn legs. Face left 52blank, boy or girl unspecified, uncertain whether the child was hers or Papa’s. Payal had chosen her daughter over herself, a decision Lina owed her existence to and could not feel grateful for. She’d picked NM Medical for proximity to Pari’s. Landing upon the clinic on an evening stroll together, her aunt would gladly walk Lina in, encouraging the self-preservation her sister had forsaken.

         Talkative as Pari had been minutes ago, the mention of Payal brought an uncomfortable quiet.

         ‘Why did Shobha run away?’ Lina asked, lowering her voice.

         ‘Good luck getting answers out of that girl. In a way, impressive, na? Squat she gives about what her family thinks. Smarter than her looks let anyone believe. And damn ambitious, I tell you. I told her once, I know you’ve got those pond eyes set on something special – better job, more money. You know what she said? “People of my class don’t deserve bigger dreams than that or what?”’

         ‘Damn,’ Lina said.

         ‘Her father arranged for some villager to marry her,’ Pari said, ‘but she didn’t want that, na? So she left.’

         ‘I’m not surprised,’ Lina said. ‘She’s only nineteen. She’d probably have two kids by now if she’d stayed.’

         ‘Nothing wrong with that,’ Pari said.

         ‘Papa was grateful you took her in,’ Lina said, remembering the thank-you card she’d thrown away, the intimacy of Papa’s unsent note.

         ‘We spoke just a few weeks before he—’ Pari said, then turned towards the window. ‘Damn good man he was.’

         How casually her aunt dropped the detail, as though the call had been one of many. Admitting her surprise would 53reveal Papa had kept something from Lina so she let the unfinished sentence fly, imagined the fan blades beheading this secret surely containing others.

         Her ten-year-old self never asked Papa why they stopped visiting Pari. Though sad from the loss of her aunt’s exuberant care, Lina had not been burdened then by this now adult suspicion.

         ‘Raja must have been terrified, poor fellow,’ Pari said. ‘They mean well, these villagers. To protect the girls, they marry them off early. What else to do?’

         ‘Educate, train for work,’ Lina said, ‘other options exist.’

         ‘For you girls, yes,’ Pari said. ‘Poor people don’t have such luxuries.’

         ‘Papa would disagree.’ When useless gifts for Shobha had been called out as such, he sent money for school fees, textbooks, uniforms, never a dowry.

         Pari tilted her head. ‘Maybe,’ she said.

         That question mark of a phrase, as though Pari might know Aman better than Lina would Papa, topped the day’s fatigue.

         Lina excused herself and found Shobha sitting cross-legged on the bedroom floor. Writing in a palm-sized book, her veil was pulled back to the crown of her head, features scrunched in concentration, an exquisite contrast of dark skin against light eyes. She imagined Shobha travelling alone from Nagapattinam to Bombay in a crowded train compartment. Her fitted navy scooped-neck blouse would have drawn attention despite Shobha’s flat chest. Modest sleeves cut just above her elbows flattered her arms. Only Shobha’s pavadai, also navy, acted as a barrier, the skirt’s flared rim creating a fabric distance between her body and the space around it. 54

         Shobha stood up.

         ‘You can stay,’ Lina said.

         ‘No,’ she said, making towards the door.

         ‘Wait.’ Lina handed Shobha the jewellery box. ‘Do you like it?’

         Shobha examined the gold.

         ‘No need,’ Shobha said in a tone that rendered the little frame of a girl much larger than her physical stature.

         ‘I have one too,’ Lina said, fingering her necklace.

         ‘Yes,’ Shobha said.

         Lina sat down on the bed, reprimanded.

         ‘Thick skull you have,’ Aunty M had once said to Anne when she’d forgotten okra. ‘You didn’t write on the list, ma’am,’ had been the maid’s response, and by the shock on Aunty M’s face you’d have thought she’d been told to go pleasure herself instead of being informed of the plain truth. Expressions forbidden for people in service – defence, curtness, irritation, sarcasm – were flung about at whim for much less reason by the people being served. Lina had expected acquiescence from Shobha, a quality she herself sparingly gave.

         ‘I’ll help Raja,’ she said. ‘He won’t be out of a job, don’t worry.’

         Shobha snapped the jewellery box closed.

         ‘We do not worry only about money,’ she said in perfect English.

         ‘That’s not what I meant,’ Lina said, but Shobha left the room before the sentence ended.
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            Chapter Six

         

         the next day, aside from adding salt instead of sugar to Lina’s coffee, Shobha had thrown Lina’s white jumpsuit in with a load of colours and switched off the insect repellent plug. They passed as honest mistakes but delivered a clear message.

         Lina scratched the mosquito bites on her arms, and Pari rode in front with the driver, navigating to the site where Payal’s remains had been scattered.

         ‘Why did she choose Haji Ali?’ Lina asked.

         ‘She and Aman met alone there,’ Pari said, ‘before they married.’

         ‘Islamic mausoleum doesn’t scream romance.’

         ‘Arey, it’s a holy place, na? So the families allowed them. Nothing inappropriate could happen there.’

         ‘Funny,’ Lina said.

         ‘Why?’ Pari asked.

         ‘I was born almost too soon for them not to have done the dirty before their wedding night,’ Lina said.

         ‘What rubbish.’ 56

         ‘It’s possible.’ She’d made math of the lowered decibel in Papa’s short retelling of that time. No romance, no description of what Payal wore or whether her hair was braided, let loose, bobby-pinned. What Lina hoped for, of which confirmation never came, was a truth she felt certain of without being told. The reality her father had been shielding her from, an admission about Payal she wished he’d entrusted her with: that her mother had lost her life for a pregnancy she hadn’t planned.

         ‘Don’t fill your head with such nonsense,’ Pari said. ‘All this didn’t happen back then.’

         ‘Sorry,’ Lina said.

         They stepped out of the car at Dargah Road, the half-mile-long narrow causeway leading out to where Haji-Ali stood on an islet off the coast, surrounded by sea on three sides. Hundreds of worshippers had arrived at the dargah to pray, speckles of colourful clothing hovering around the white marble like shape-shifting glitter.

         ‘Not your usual joint for a first date,’ Lina said. ‘Wonder what they did here.’

         ‘How should I know?’ Pari said. ‘She never told me.’

         ‘Didn’t he?’ Lina said, then walked ahead, Papa’s urn pressed against her chest.

         In the mausoleum a months-old baby wrapped in his mother’s sari wailed at her hip. Ignoring the disapproving shuffles of the crowd, the woman stayed by the tomb, silk pleated into position. Lina could not make out where the mother’s fabric began and the child’s ended.

         She followed Pari to the spot where Payal’s ashes had been submerged, a crowd already calf-deep in the shallow water, pouring liquids in, taking sips, bathing. Sludge, 57unwieldy as Lina’s grief, through which no being could wade.

         ‘Not here,’ Lina said.

         Halfway back down Dargah Road, she noticed a girl sitting at the edge of the walkway, shreds of plastic bags washed to the shore at her feet, a stray cigarette by her toe. Veiled in black material resembling a miniature burqa, her copper skin shimmered through worn patches of the cloth. The girl couldn’t have been older than four years. She stared at the knuckles of her left hand, face hidden, covered head rounded inwards. She was the shape of an apostrophe, that little symbol which stood in the place of letters that had disappeared.

         ‘Here,’ Lina said, stopping a few feet away from the girl. No railings bound the road. A slight gust of wind and the child would easily tip over. How similar her composition to charcoal, smudges of black, grey, not fully formed. This, another trick by the littler one inside Lina, an apparition as stubborn as they come, creating an ultrasound image in broad daylight before Lina could diminish her through a scan.

         Distract me not, baby girl.

         Lina hesitated, rewriting her parents’ story without her. She rarely pictured them together, but their disparate histories converged in the muddled water. Payal the historian, delivering lectures on Mughal kings, her favourite subject. Papa would not have given up marine biology for a real estate business that forced him to dine with despicable clients. Maybe parenthood would have been a distant thought, a condition gratefully avoided, a laugh shared aboard a sailboat built with Papa’s sturdy hands, him saying to his wife 58in a mocking tone, ‘Imagine how that might have been?’ But ‘what might have been’ was a sentiment Papa detested, the one time he could be counted on to frown, irritation deep in the creases of his forehead. Nothing could be gained from going backwards, he told Lina, who didn’t agree and kept her nostalgic musings private.

         It struck her then, aware of the shrine behind her, that her mother’s fascination with history was directly at odds with her father’s insistence on a future outlook.

         Lina could not hold Papa back. His ashes would have to go into the squalid water with other people’s fluid and sins and excrement, with rose milk and ghee of celebrations, with threads of ceremonies past.

         ‘Come, bacha,’ Pari said, arms around Lina’s waist.

         Lina stepped into the water, didn’t bother taking off her sandals. I’m emptying you out of this vessel, Papa, but I’m the one left hollow.

         She tilted the urn and scattered his cremains into the sea, shaking the stiff clay to get last bits out. The wind resisted, blowing a handful back straight onto Pari’s mouth. There on her lips landed Papa’s sacred particles, her tongue almost tasting. Pari did not spit out the ash, whether from respect or savour, Lina was too bewildered to care. She watched as her aunt, painfully aware of being watched, flaked off as much as she could, trying to hide what she clearly considered a departing kiss.

         When the remains settled into the water, they eventually joined as one obscure form. Papa would have likened it to the bell-shaped head of a jellyfish. The ashes swam away from Lina, aimless, carried by an unpredictable current. The bottoms of her billowy pants, already cinched at the ankles, 59were soaked, dragging her weight downward. Her feet, heavy, dirty and itchy from the scrapes of passing rocks, prevented her body from leaning forward towards Papa, kept her sunk in place. Under the burn of the sun, she felt cold. When a mosquito landed on her middle finger she did not wince. Let it take her blood. Lina stood like that, stinging and still, and watched until the cloudy white of her father could not be discerned from the foam of the waves. When she turned around to leave, she noticed both Pari and the little girl had vanished.

         
             

         

         On the drive back, Ishaan’s intended-to-comfort chit-chat distracted Lina from her guilt, reminded her of when she’d first considered marrying him.

         ‘Will you be my oyster?’ Ishaan had asked, down on one knee at the McDonald’s in Leicester Square, the least romantic spot in the Northern Hemisphere.

         ‘Are you asking me to sleep with you or marry you?’ Lina said. ‘Though I’m not bound to do either.’

         Ishaan had reached into his back pocket, and she, desperate to pee, sobered up. She’d say yes, though six weeks hardly counted as lasting courtship. Ishaan, diametrically opposed to her in more ways than not, sharpened her. He acted the gentleman; she insisted on opening her own doors. On Diwali, he attended the Indian Association Ball while she got sufficiently pissed at the Irish pub. The more gel he put in his hair, the looser her curls. Against his backdrop, Lina felt brought into focus.

         Ishaan had pulled out his scuffed Oyster card, handed it over to her as a memento of journeys taken together. He 60got off his knees and wrapped his palms around the base of Lina’s neck, caressed her under her curls and whispered, ‘Eventually, baby, I’m bound to do both.’

         It was the first and last time she let him call her that.

         To hide anything from Ishaan felt like a violation of the simple closeness they’d shared from the start, deception an unnecessary insecurity. But no good could come of saying to him now that she was pregnant, just as no good came from using an endearment that equated a lover with a child.

         When Ishaan hung up, Aunty M called and brought back the dread of what was to come, that entitled tone of normality.

         ‘I hope you are staying out of the sun?’ Aunty M said.

         ‘I’m under a metal casing,’ Lina said. ‘How are things?’

         ‘Busy, busy. Renu and her mother are coming over for tea. She insists I make my peach and papaya tarts.’

         ‘Delicious,’ Lina said.

         ‘You mustn’t eat papaya, my dear. The fruit is heaty and most unsuited for pregnancy, causes miscarriages and such.’

         ‘I’m not pregnant.’

         ‘Yes, of course, but better safe than sorry, isn’t it? Now listen, Anamika knows a good fertility specialist in—’

         ‘I don’t want—’

         ‘What is the harm in speaking? Better to stay informed, isn’t that what you youngsters say?’

         ‘On topics that interest us, yes,’ Lina said. ‘Climate change, for example.’

         ‘Who will save the planet after you die? We need children for that, isn’t it? And believe me, you won’t produce eggs for ever, my dear. Hormones are unreliable hags.’

         ‘That I know.’ 61

         ‘Good. Now note down the doctor’s number.’

         Lina drew imaginary digits in the air, repeating after Aunty M.

         ‘Anamika told them a Lina Hirani will call for an appointment,’ Aunty M said. ‘He’s a big-shot doctor, treats the Bollywood actresses.’

         ‘I’ll try my best to wow him,’ Lina said.

         Aunty M said her goodbyes with no mention of Papa.

         ‘Funny you are, I tell you,’ Pari said. ‘She called to check if you are pregnant? I didn’t know you were planning.’ In her aunt’s return to chirpiness was an off-putting hope.

         ‘She called to remind me of my last name,’ Lina said, ‘even though I never changed it.’

         ‘Arey, how did this become about the name suddenly?’

         ‘Because if I’m the only one carrying it,’ Lina said, ‘it’s mine to keep or lose.’

         
             

         

         Back at the apartment, Lina sat on the toilet seat in rebellion, shower stall to her left, sink to her right. Pari had asked her not to use the windowless bathroom for servants only. The segregation paralleled Aunty M, who never let the maids use any washroom but the one in the garage. It must be quite the disease if it only passed through toilet seats, Lina had dared say once, given that the servants hand rolled the dough that went into Aunty M’s mouth, folded the sheets she lay naked in. It irked Lina to note similarities between Pari and Aunty M, especially after that ridiculous phone call. If pregnancy made her body community property, she had no interest in it. Eat this, don’t eat that. No papaya, no coffee, don’t look directly at a green chilli. 62

         Hearing Pari outside the door, Lina let out a loud fart. A pungent smell filled the small space and she turned away from it. To her right, the toilet roll dispenser was jammed in the gap between the toilet and the sink just above the open garbage bin. She wouldn’t have looked otherwise but she was curious if, in a different bathroom, it was possible Aunty M could have seen Lina’s pregnancy test by mistake. She glanced down. Against the concrete wall flickered the unsteady light of a gold necklace. The elegant Arabic script that spelt out Shobha hung off the corner of the bin, swaying just above a pile of toilet trash as if holding on for dear life.

         Lina found Shobha on the floor of the kitchen, sitting unveiled and cross-legged, popping peas and reading a book. She did not flinch until Lina spoke.

         ‘I know there was no need for a present,’ Lina said, holding the necklace, ‘but throwing it away?’

         Shobha’s eyes darted to the gold strands dangling out of either side of Lina’s clenched fist, fingers choking the pendant.

         ‘I found my gift in the trash,’ Lina said.

         Shobha stood up.

         ‘No, Akka,’ Shobha said. ‘I never throw. It is by mistake.’ She straightened her shoulders, adjusted her veil back up to the crown of her head.

         ‘By mistake?’ Lina said. ‘Do you think I’m stupid?’

         ‘I am also not stupid,’ Shobha said. ‘It must have fallen inside.’

         Shobha’s accusing tone, her body language, and the indifference of that assertiveness provoked Lina.

         ‘What Papa did for you, for your whole family, you clearly have no value for what we gave you.’ 63

         ‘That is not correct,’ Shobha said.

         Looking at Shobha’s unapologetic face, Lina saw Aunty M’s face too, and Pari’s – women who failed to understand her.

         ‘How you are Raja’s daughter, I have no idea,’ Lina said. ‘You are nothing like him.’

         ‘No,’ Shobha said, ‘I am not.’ She glared at Lina, unmoved by anger. In Shobha’s face lived the silent mutiny of a teenager. It enraged Lina, this imagining of an ungrateful child. She pictured a future screaming at her own daughter who by then, grown and thankless, would stare back at her just like this, a reminder of how a selfless act had resulted in a selfish product.

         ‘You don’t care, do you?’ Lina said, her voice shaky. ‘You take what you want and don’t give a rat’s ass about the rest.’

         ‘I am thankful to your papa,’ Shobha said in a softer tone.

         ‘Don’t you dare say papa,’ Lina whispered. ‘You couldn’t care less I’ve just put his ashes in that filthy sea. You’ve been nothing but cold since I got here. My father’s gone. Gone! Do you have any idea how that feels?’

         ‘Yes,’ Shobha said, raising her voice. Her shoulders stiffened as she turned her back to Lina, walked to the sink, and started stacking the dirty steel glasses. Lina was halfway out the door when she heard the rest of Shobha’s chilling words. ‘Tumhee ne unako chura liya.’

         You’re the one who stole him.

         On the day of Papa’s cremation, Uncle Dino had arrived in Abu Dhabi, working the grieving crowd like a right flirt, introducing himself as Aman’s brother. Nobody was rude enough to ask why they’d never heard of him, and the estranged sibling managed to charm Aunty M, whispering 64to her as Ishaan handed Lina the wood to place on Papa’s pyre. Ghee thickened the desert air and heat fogged her resolve. There lay her father, stacked between layers of wood. She searched for a hint of his body in the gaps. Uncle Dino caught her looking, smiled and raised one hand, a flaming stick in the other. She read his signal as ‘go’ when he meant ‘stop’. He placed wood to wood and ignited her father before her. Snatched of an honour meant for her, his only daughter, she’d spat on the sand in disgust. Any sense of family obligation burnt away that day with Lina’s rage, spread across the sand dunes of her dead father’s cremation ground. Get him out of my sight, she’d asked of Ishaan, who wavered nervously. Aunty M mumbled about the right being a male relative’s. When neither her husband nor his mother had the courage to wrench Lina’s uncle from his brother’s funeral, it was Raja who marched straight up to the man and ordered him to leave.
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            Shobha

         

         chi. shobha resents fighting in a foreign language. But Hindi words bite better. Not Tamil, round and rolling on the tongue. Hindi spits out of the mouth like chewed tobacco.

         ‘The necklace fell through my clothes,’ Shobha tells Pari madam, ‘when I was changing.’

         Madam knows, because only madams have a safe box in the bank and a cupboard with a key. She does not keep gold in her bra like Shobha. Madam’s blouse is for bosoms only. She is still in the kitchen, standing by the steel sink. Stainless, they call this. As if such a thing can exist.

         ‘Be more careful,’ madam says.

         Ach, if madam stays angry she will cancel Shobha’s leave tomorrow. Do something, Durga, I need only three hours for class. But what will Durga do? Before that warrior devi fights battles she puts bangles on eight arms, pleats a sari, lines her eyes with kajal and fastens one thick, gold belt. Durga can only destroy demonic buffalos, not solve life problems. She has no time to worry for Shobha’s accent class. But accent is what matters. Nobody cares for Shobha’s vocabulary. So66what if she is fluent in English? She should sound as if even her filthiest thoughts are made in Great Britain.

         Shobha cleans up the peas that fell like marbles out of her brain. She should not have spoken to that Lina. Less words the better. Amma says the tongue is a useless organ on a woman. She does not use hers when Shobha calls. Every day one bottle goes down Shobha’s mother’s throat but her mute anger stays floating on top.

         Pari madam gives Shobha the necklace.

         ‘Keep it safe,’ she says. She will not punish Shobha. A miracle of all madams, she is. Not like the others, blaming servants by default. She has a fair heart. Maybe because she has no ungrateful husband to please. Men are how they are, Amma says. Women can adjust. Stupid reason. Big fat brains we have and too small thoughts we hold.

         ‘Thank you,’ Shobha says.

         ‘Lina and I will eat dinner out,’ madam says. ‘Clean the dishes and close up the kitchen.’

         If Shobha married moustached Balakuru, this same work she would suffer. Double maybe, only not getting paid. Cleaning plates dirtied with other people’s spit and picked-off coriander leaves and half-chewed rotis. Chi, she feels like to vomit. Poor people cannot avoid dirty things, Amma says. They cannot be stainless.

         Appa telephones in the night. Shobha presses against the balcony railing, her back to the sea. The moon sticks on the sky like one silver bindi, far away but still nearer than Appa’s loud voice. The city is quiet without Lina, he says. Ishaan has called many times, how nice of him. He calls me Raja bhai, Appa says, proud. Such a solid man. Appa wishes to find Shobha a man, but what will she do with solid? Solid67is that statue of Shivaji standing at Gateway of India, a king made of stone. He cannot move.

         Appa thinks Shobha found Balakuru unsuitable. No, this is not why. I do not want any man. Imagining their desire gives me bad dreams. She cannot say this. Appa is there because here Shobha was born a mistake. Two sons, he could manage. A third child, a girl, he could not afford. Four times the money you will get, they told him. Go abroad. Work as a servant. Appa lost his pride when he needed the money. Then he made his reason worthy, so his pride came back. Only he never did.

         Appa asks if Lina is sleeping.

         ‘Yes,’ Shobha says in English.

         ‘You like the necklace?’

         ‘No.’

         ‘Never mind,’ he says. ‘Wear it. The gift is expensive.’

         ‘Yes,’ Shobha says, ‘it has cost a lot.’

         No value for what we gave you, that Lina had said, emphasis on wrong word. Who ‘we’? Nothing she gave. Lina’s father paid. Taking from rich people means saying thank you, please, very much, thousand times. Better don’t give, Shobha thinks. Keep your black money. I’ll earn my own. But money also cannot be stainless.

         Appa tells Shobha eat well, clean properly, obey Pari madam. He disapproves work done badly. Appa gave his sons one business each. Raghunan repairs bicycles in the day and rides at night to go do wrong things in the dark. Shiva sells insurance and never writes one digit incorrectly.

         ‘Do not worry for your visa,’ Shobha says.

         She counts her debt in his silence. Appa left because of her, one more mouth to feed. Now no more; she must bring68him back or else she’ll be made to marry as he wants. What she wants, no father will pay for.

         ‘By December I will have a better job,’ Shobha says, ‘more money.’

         Sewn into her petticoat is Appa’s return-home pocket with ten thousand kept separate for call-centre class. When her accent is good, she will join. Appa will not agree. But after he sees the thousand-rupee notes, the air-conditioned office, he will not refuse. He will retire as rich people do, removing all tired from his life. Then Shobha will study computer science in the day and work at night. Only men work with machines, Amma says. But Amma does not know computers have language. Shobha is good in that. She learns Hindi by listening. Imagine, Shobha said when last she called Nagapattinam and only Amma’s breath replied. Such powerful sentences you can write, sentences which become commands. Best of all, if something is wrong you go back and fix the problem. See what error was made, change the arrangement, use other letters, then the whole outcome can be made different.

         ‘How was Lina,’ Appa asks, ‘when leaving the ashes?’

         ‘I did not go,’ Shobha says.

         Appa is quiet.

         The sea swallowed Devaki, fastest runner in the village, faster than the boys. From far ahead she teased Shobha, shouting amai, amai! Only that one day, Shobha the slow turtle outran Devaki. She pulled her friend’s davani as they fled, but only the magenta came. The scarf had not been tied around Devaki, flung for stupid fashion over her chest.

         ‘Do not be afraid,’ Appa says.

         What does he know? He did not meet the wave, the giant rakshasa rising up in the sky to devour them. How could69they churn the ocean back or swallow its poison like Shiva? They were not gods, only little girls.

         Absent, Appa was the silent t in tsunami. Telephone lines cut, roofs floated away. More than six thousand are gone, the elders said. From the full district, Shobha cared only for one, her first love.

         ‘I will not forgive it,’ Shobha says.

         Amma got kicked out from the funeral. The rum on Tanishi’s breath could have lit the pyre, the villagers said, so burnt from liquor, that woman’s tongue. The wood stood an empty stack. The sea did not return Devaki’s body. When Amma left, Shobha ran to the flames. She should have lost the race. Control that Tanishi’s tantrum, someone shouted. Three men pulled Shobha back but only that one woman’s words stopped her. Chi. Shobha had been mistaken for her mother.

         ‘Pari madam must have gone with Lina,’ Appa says. ‘She was not alone there, correct?’

         Shobha had made Devaki’s scarf a promise: no drowning. Not in the sea or a glass bottle or sorrow tomorrow after tomorrow after tomorrow. She veiled herself in magenta. When Shobha broke her promise, the cloth kept her from being seen.

         ‘Correct,’ Shobha says. Lina was cared for.

         
             

         

         Fill a box is ih. Feel happy is eee. Fill, feel, fill, feel. Shobha repeats the sound, a fight in her mouth. Do you have any idea how that feels? Lina had shouted. Shobha’s front teeth come out when she says eee, smiling like an idiot. Funny accent it is, so much extra stretching of words.

         Let’s Talk teaches neutral English, the teacher tells the TV70man who sits in on the class today. No, no, it’s not American or British accent, we teach neutral sound pronunciation.

         As if such a thing can exist. If the accent is neutral, why it sounds nothing like Pari madam or Michel? This reporter’s face is different from Michel’s, but he wears the same camera around his neck, one Bhima-size thali.

         ‘May I?’ Michel asked Shobha two days after Devaki’s funeral.

         ‘So you can show the world we are miserable?’

         ‘Je suis désolé,’ he said.

         Later she found him photographing ruined salt pans.

         ‘May I?’ he asked again.

         Shobha took off her veil and he stood up.

         ‘Non, non,’ he said, ‘keep the scarf. I want your person, not your, how do you say, beauté?’

         Shobha never knew the two could be separate. She stared at him until a red sky rose under his face.

         ‘What is your age?’ he asked.

         ‘Eleven.’

         ‘Parents?’

         ‘My father abroad.’

         ‘Do you attend school?’

         ‘English medium.’

         ‘When did you see the wave?’

         ‘Too late.’

         ‘My Tamil not so good,’ he told her.

         ‘I am fluent in English,’ Shobha said, ‘only my pronunciation is wrong.’

         ‘You pronounced pronunciation correctly,’ he said. He laughed and covered his mouth with long fingers, white onion skin. Silly he looked.71

         Michel left Provence to settle in Pondicherry, three hours from Nagapattinam.

         ‘I come here to seek, how do you say, contentement?’

         ‘You go in the wrong direction,’ Shobha told him.

         The teacher taps her stick on the board. Today she puts in extra effort because the TV man is recording. After class, Shobha walks. Not on Marine Drive, on the parallel road. Seven o’clock traffic plays like one radio channel broad-casting film songs and motorcycle engines. Beggars hassle tourists. Shobha does not stick out. Her faulty part is on the inside. Nobody notices. Only Michel saw. His name, both a man’s and a woman’s. His purpose, the same as hers, to hunt in a foreign language for some part of himself missing in his own tongue.

         Shobha smells a cigarette and stops. In the unlit galli next to NM Medical, Lina stands behind a parked taxi. Shobha can make out her shape because of that hair. Tall, rangy body. No car horns sound, nothing barks. Lina is hiding, it seems. Then she should not be standing with a bright orange stick burning between her lips. Her words are at war also. ‘Wah-tuh’ Lina says in British style, ‘tuh-may-to’ like one American, ‘chai’ fully Indian – confusing Gulf accent, not at all neutral. Shobha crosses the road. From the other side she watches until Lina crushes the cigarette with her chappal and enters the clinic.

         Madam is back from the office. So pretty, rock salt rouge playing Ring o’ Roses on her cheek. Shobha’s favourite is madam’s eyeliner, one thick check mark on each lid. In Nagapattinam women this age stop trying even to look good. They worry for their children and take their mother-in-law to the toilet and bicker with lazy husbands. Madam is not72only beautiful. Too good, I tell you, she says when Shobha cooks thiratipal or folds madam’s underwear into squares. This is Shobha’s job so there is no need for thanks. But her madam is full of kindness. How she manages without one husband, Shobha also can.

         ‘And where is that Lina?’ madam says, coming into the kitchen frowning at her mobile phone. ‘Shopping since eleven in the morning? How much can she be buying?’

         ‘I saw her just now,’ Shobha says, ‘by NM Medical.’

         ‘Arey, why she won’t say she’s pregnant? Chal, bring the ladder to the guest room.’

         Shobha stands on the highest rung and feels inside the top cupboard. One more baby, a chinna Lina to take care of. Now Appa will never come home.

         ‘Must be pushed far back, I tell you,’ madam says. ‘I have not removed the box in years.’

         Shobha pulls out a cold tin container and something pricks her wrist.

         ‘Ach,’ she says. The cover falls on the floor.

         ‘That’s the one,’ madam says.

         She takes the open box from Shobha and sits on the bed. Shobha climbs down, picks up the rusting tin cover, and finds a photograph stuck in the corner. The woman’s eyes shout, cutting through the picture. The print is old and the person is no more. Shobha knows because only the dead can look from the past and frighten about the future. She is a bride wearing a mala of pink marigolds around her neck. In her cupped hands, she holds a coconut. Her head is turned down but she is glancing up and to the side. Do not watch me, she warns.

         Shobha wished to say the same to Balakuru and his fat73mother when they made her remove her veil. Ugly fool had dried-up drool on his cheek but Shobha’s mole he found dirty. Dark planet on the nose brings bad luck, his mother said. She passed comments as if buying a tawa for the kitchen: too flat, round in the wrong place, where are the curves? Balakuru looked at her breasts, her hips; told her, lift your skirt and show your ankles. One kick she wanted to give him. But Shobha stood like an idiot, frozen. Balakuru licked his lips. How, Shobha asked Devaki in her dreams, how to bleach myself of men’s looks?

         Shobha hides the photograph in her blouse and folds up the ladder. Her heart beats heavy as a baby buffalo’s.

         ‘No mention to Lina,’ madam says without looking up, searching through the box.

         ‘Promise,’ Shobha says.

         On Sunday, she takes out the photograph after Pari madam leaves for lunch. Under the bride’s neck, the skin is one shade darker, a shadow or a bruise. She wears no lipstick, no powder on her cheeks. The snakes in Shobha’s lower parts awaken. The lady is plain, bewitching. What a word, hiding both beauty and cruelty.

         When Shobha bled for the first time, Amma invited the village women to give their blessings. Only ten years old and Shobha wore a sari, her grandmother’s necklace, jasmine in her hair. To make the womb strong, they fed her ragi and paruppu urundai and raw egg yolk, like one goat mullahs fattened for Eid. Shobha wanted to grow up, but not into a woman. The bride looked at the camera the same way. Trapped in that nest of ringlets on her head like Lina’s, in those betraying breasts and body. Like Shobha, victim of her biology.74

         She knocks on Lina’s door.

         ‘Akka,’ Shobha says. Lina is no sister of hers, but she cannot call her father’s master by first name.

         In the room, an open suitcase lies empty. Lina looks down at the luggage, then at her stomach. She does not want the baby, Shobha knows. What does it matter why? If she does not want it, she should not keep it or else her face will look like Amma’s. Shobha’s mother does not speak because she is ashamed of her liquor-burnt tongue, and Appa delays his return because he does not want to wear the same shame as Amma.

         Shobha sits beside the suitcase and pulls off her veil.

         ‘I’m a cow for shouting at you,’ Lina says.

         ‘Amma shouts louder.’

         ‘Pari told me why you left. You’re brave.’

         Big words big people use. Stay and suffer, or leave. What else is there?

         ‘No choice,’ Shobha says.

         Lina has an asking face like her mother, the bride in the photograph. But her body gives no answers; flat towel hanging where put.

         ‘Disappointing people we love isn’t easy,’ Lina says, ‘even for the right reasons.’

         ‘She is my amma,’ Shobha says. She should not disappoint me.

         ‘Children mean everything to parents,’ Lina says, ‘or so I’m told.’

         ‘We are not medicine,’ Shobha says.

         Tanishi will stop her drinking now, the villagers said when Shobha was born. But the baby cried from colic. The milk bottle did not soothe the child so the other bottle deafened75Amma’s ears. You are no more alone, Appa told his wife, you have Shobha. How could a baby replace a husband? She could not be swallowed like antibiotics to kill Amma’s bacteria. Fools they were, giving her mother hope. Shobha grew and grew until one day the daughter became the infection.

         She tells Lina this because Shobha wants Raja home, not taking care of one more Solanki.

         ‘Safe to say you don’t want your own?’ Lina says.

         Only a man and woman make a baby. A woman and woman, nothing. Shobha knew what other girls in school did in the fields. But Shobha never let men touch her. She spread her own rumour. Those fools, they believed anything. Shobha told them she had let her brother take her so no other man could take it first. She said so without blinking. Good. No one wanted to touch her after that, not even for her drumstick-green eyes.

         ‘Nobody is our own,’ she says. ‘Appa or Shobha, one day we leave.’

         Let her feel bad.

         Shobha has put Appa’s number in the mobile twenty times, has not messaged once. She needs a reason otherwise he will not come back before Lina tells him her news. Amma is sick, Shobha can say. There is a fire, Raghunan has killed a man. All this is not big news for Appa. Even the tsunami did not bring him to Nagapattinam until Lina’s papa also came. Build a new house, he told Appa. Concrete, not mud. He gave Appa money and never asked for rupees back. Three-bedroom house, Appa boasted to the village. A big room for Tanishi and I, two more for my sons and their wives. Nobody asked where Shobha would sleep. Daughters die with a different family.76

         Raghunan burst fireworks for the big opening. Abroad they call this housewarming, Appa said. The next day, Shobha woke up cold. She found her mother in her own wet in the kitchen. Two kicks on the front door to wake her brothers, then she hid. Let the sons clean up. Shobha left her mother on the floor, and how easy it was. From then on no blow was felt when Appa left without guarantee of return. The new house smell faded, replaced with drunken breath and hookah smoke and soiled clothes until nobody could breathe, choked with themselves.

         
             

         

         Lina wakes Shobha late in the night.

         ‘NM Medical refused,’ Lina says, ‘because I’m married.’ She puts an envelope by Shobha’s pillow. Thank Durga the blue mobile phone light does not expose Lina’s mother’s photograph tucked underneath. ‘Can you take me somewhere else?’

         Shobha smells the crisp rupee notes without opening. Only rich people pay for silence. When life or death help they need, khandan, best friend, business partner, nobody they trust. Use the servant first.

         ‘Tomorrow,’ she says. Biggest difference between them is that only. Shobha could never ask Lina to hide her hera pheri.

         In the morning, Pari madam leaves for work. Shobha calls an auto and Lina brings cash in her purse. The clinic smells of iodine.

         ‘Means clean,’ Shobha says. Lina’s face is like Devaki’s before the wave finished her.

         They sit in plastic chairs and wait with other patients.77

         ‘No art on the wall,’ Lina says.

         Shobha points to the red-and-white circle with a diagonal line across. It reads: ‘Here pre-natal sex determination is not done. It is a punishable act.’ At least Lina will not know, boy or girl.

         ‘I’m sorry about Raja,’ Lina says. She uses Appa’s name as though he is her college friend.

         The nurse calls for Solanki and Lina gives Shobha her wedding ring. She comes out in ten minutes, no bill to pay.

         In the auto, Shobha returns the ring, not the hush money.

         ‘The doctor told me it was the size of a lime,’ Lina says.

         Her rupee notes are stacked in lakhs but even rich wives live in poverty of choice. The baby is a fraud Lina will commit for Ishaan, her solid man. Without him, who does she have?

         Never mind, Shobha thinks of saying. You can learn to love even bitter limes. But she keeps quiet. Shobha will not feed lies to any woman. Who you desire, no conscience can force.

         The next day, Lina puts her four-wheel suitcase by the door. In Pari madam’s bedroom, Shobha waits to put the photo of Lina’s mother back. The tin box sits on top of the bookshelf without books where madam puts things with no set place: clothes for alteration, gift bags, sleeping pills. Shobha draws the curtains. Pari madam enters the room, takes out an address book from the box and holds it to her chest.

         Shobha breathes heavily, keeps fitting the bed sheet until madam leaves. Alone, she reaches in her blouse but madam is quick to return.

         Such a small thing Shobha took. Promise, double promise, Durga, I will never steal again.78

         Madam sets the book in the box and brings the tin to Shobha.

         ‘Put it back, please,’ madam says.

         Shobha thinks she will fall from the fear in her heart. She will be forced back to that slum with Roopali. Not a teacher in a big school like her mother boasted to the village; when Shobha found her in Baiganwadi, Roopali was gone and there she was Rosie. Rosie with big breasts and fat lips, her eyes lost to some other world. What she taught in her school, Shobha refused to learn. Thousand rupees more you can get, Rosie said, for those firangi eyes. Never, Shobha decided. Not even when some man shouted cunt behind the door, his hairy body on top of Rosie. Shobha lay like a dog on the floor outside, vomiting and worrying about putting a bad smell in her friend’s place of business. That water she swallowed, which some rat must also have drunk, poisoned her. Shobha called Appa. Tell Pari madam Aman’s Raja sent you, he said. Shobha went to madam’s house with her bones out of her skin. She said Aman, and madam’s face fell. Her heart was soft, Shobha knew from the start. She knew because it was not like Shobha’s.

         Pari madam gives her the box.

         ‘I want this away in the cupboard,’ madam says, ‘far back where we found it.’

         Shobha does not wish Lina goodbye. She runs to the guest room and climbs up the ladder. She lifts the cover and puts the photo back. There she sees the address book Pari madam had held, small alphabet tabs sticking out on one side. Her finger is on T, so she opens. Address fields are empty, but on the left page for Notes there is handwriting. Flipping through, she finds some alphabets are blank;79others, cramped with entries. Heavy, deep ink has sunk English words in the yellowed paper. Shobha knows they have been left there by the bride. Curves in the o’s, a racy slant in the f’s. Shobha touches each line. She imagines the knuckles that bent to write this, mountain slopes of the Western Ghats. The snakes in Shobha rise again.

         To my forsaken foetus (female), the sentence on T begins. Shobha reads all the pages, A to Z.
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            Payal

         

         A

         15 May 1979

         I will die from this heat.

         Open the windows, Pari shouts. Sit on the swing. Drink cold buttermilk.

         Disgusting. Never.

         My big sister, the big boss. She called Aman today from the ISD phone booth and told him I refused breakfast. Tattle-tale.

         C

         Due date: 28 January 1980

         Last period: 1 April (fool)

         Conceived? 1 April + 2 weeks = 15 April

         Marriage date: 16 April

         D

         12 June 1979

         Ate a tub of pistachio ice cream. Aman took me to the81beach for ice cream once before marriage. The vendor, on the verge of scooping, looked at him and asked, ‘What will madam have?’

         ‘Don’t insult her intelligence,’ he replied, agitated. ‘Ask her yourself.’

         I ordered pistachio in a cone. When we walked out I turned to Aman and said, ‘I should have told the poor fellow I’ll have what you’re having.’

         His frown flattened and a speck of vanilla ice cream stayed on his left cheek from that big smile. I made no remark. All day we walked anew on old streets, and each time I glimpsed that smudge of frozen milk on his face, I felt happier than I’d ever been.

         Where does happiness go when you can’t feel any more?

         E

         13 June 1979

         Don’t know why I keep writing. Sidharth sir said history should be recorded truthfully so the future can learn from it. What will be learnt from mine?

         F

         17 July 1979

         Pari never listens. She invites the whole family from Nadiad. They only want to wish you well, she tells me. When my cousin comes he asks how many weeks along I am. That information is for my baby’s father only, I tell him. When no one is looking, I hiss: GO AWAY.82

         G

         22 July 1979

         His ghost is inside me.

         Baby is a girl.

         K

         26 July 1979

         Kalpana paid a visit, my worst and oldest friend. Two days she’s been engaged and she won’t stop about Rajendra, Rajendra, Rajendra. He picks my sari blouse and matching petticoat, she tells me, even the safety pins.

         Imagine? She mistakes submission for flattery.

         Romance is not for me. Aman and I did not brush elbows before marriage. The tiny gap between our bodies became our dearest space. I wanted always to be near him, where the distance was guaranteed. We removed that distance only once, on our wedding night, when he asked permission before doing the deed.

         Now that he is far, I want him close. I keep on thinking of the pistachio ice cream day when the choppy sea wind blew mist onto our faces and he asked me to come away with him. I agreed. But now that will never happen. I cannot go where he promised to take me. The child is here. And as much as I love Aman, he is not the father.

         P

         29 Aug 1979

         Pari thinks I’ve gone mad. Full day I searched for the gift Kaki gave me on my eighth birthday, a baby doll, bald and dressed in a floral pink onesie. She came packaged with a plastic milk bottle full of white liquid which stayed there permanently,83as if my job of feeding the creature would never end. My friends changed the baby in and out of clothes, rocked her up and down, sang aaaaaaala to soothe her asleep. The repetition of their actions drove me mad. What absurdity. When they went home, I undressed the doll, hid her clothes, and left her on the floor with the bottle suspended in her mouth.

         What if this child is the doll come back to avenge my neglect, assert her will, leaving me with no option but to act as her mother? I do not make much of an actress.

         Q

         1 Sept 1979 

         Tell Aman.

         Tell Aman.

         What to tell Aman?

         She is not yours.

         I will go mad like this. I do not want her.

         T

         17 Sept 1979

         To my forsaken foetus (female),

         U

         30 September 1979

         I am frightened of my child. Is everyone? I don’t sing or talk to her. They tell me I should. They also say words of disquiet should not land on a child’s ears, especially one in the womb. I pay no heed to They. They is a beast, a monster with men’s insecurities running through its veins like blood from a fearful time. It feasts from the rise of the sun until the final streak of light has left the horizon. With its belly full84of morsels of judgement, it breaks into the tired minds of those on the verge of sleep and raises havoc. It plunders and badgers and doesn’t leave until the last thread of logic has been ripped apart by its teeth. And when we awake the next morning, the memory of this monster has become a vague half-dream. We go about our daily business and think not of the beast whose saliva still lingers in our subconscious, dripping doubt into our mind like slow, lethal poison. I will not swallow the poison. They say I am to yearn for my child, that I should want for nothing more. But there is darkness in me from which she will not be spared. I have kept enough secret. From her, I cannot. She is inside me. She knows what no one else does.

         V

         1 October 1979

         A boy in ninth standard proclaimed his love for me once. For a week, he used his lunch money to buy me a rose. He copied film songs into his notebook and passed them as love notes in class. He cut himself trying to write my name on his wrist. We had never spoken, but that day I slapped three Band-Aids on his skin and demanded he tell me what exactly he thought he was doing.

         ‘You are beautiful,’ he said, ‘I love you. I have never seen hair like yours.’

         I told him (not very politely) that he knew nothing of me except for my appearance, and if he dared think he loved someone for such a superficial reason again, I would cut his other wrist with my teeth, which were not as soft as my curls. I went to school the next day with my hair chopped to my ears, the same length as his.85

         When I knew better as a student, why did I fall for vanity as a bride? Why did I shape my eyebrows, bleach my facial hair, lighten my skin? If I had kept my unibrow, ugliness would have saved me.

         W

         31 October 1979

         Do not, do not, do not. Tradition insists on protecting women from matters it does not safeguard men from – battlefields, cremation fumes, explicit language. I cannot go to Kaki’s funeral because I carry a child. The child has seen worse, I want to say. And why are you all protecting me now? Where were you six months ago? Why did nobody warn me a bride-to-be was easy game? That a cousin who comes to visit once every few years is no brother. I held no suspicion that the same cousin who patted my father on the back after a round of rami could flip me over as easily as those cards. I wonder, is what passed permissible? After all, the transgression happened in my family’s presence, Mama and Papa on the mattress in the kitchen, Kaka and Kaki down the hall, Nanima’s snores penetrating through the wall. We are raised to respect relatives, males most of all, and so I let him inside me much the same way I let him pour me a glass of buttermilk from the cold steel jug the next morning. I did not speak, assuming the shame to be mine. To this day, I do not speak. I avoid him, fooling myself into believing the horror was imagined, that the first time of what he’d done is still to come.86

         X

         22 December 1979

         Aman writes to say he will return next month for her birth. Now that the child is showing, I grow superstitious. I hide my belly in loose dresses, protecting her from eyes none more evil than my own. I speak little of my fatigue, the swelling of my ankles, the foul smell of my perspiration. Routine holds its reassuring rhythm, but that constant waiting, that frightful anticipation of her arrival, makes a circus of my conscience. There is pain in my pelvis, that epicentre of a woman’s worth. The baby will be with us soon, Aman writes. But for me, the joy is tortured, wringing my tubes into a frayed noose. Without a pull, I will need to push. Each time I imagine sending the child out, I feel only the sharp intrusion of what came in. Him. Vaseline on his skin, buttermilk on his breath, and mint, which I had picked off the stem, lodged between his stained teeth.

         Y

         22 January 1980

         Lina, we do not have much time. By detaching, the placenta puts me in this position, picking who will be saved. A ceiling fan spins above me, a madness. Aman wants to preserve me. I refuse.

         He will be the better parent. The child is innocent, he says. But I cannot rid myself of the feeling that I carry a criminal in my womb. Aman will hold you in the curve of his folded leg between knee and ankle. His muscles are shaped for you. I know because I tell him the truth. There is a chance she is not yours, I say. Not by chance, he answers, she is mine by choice.87

         Do not sit with shadows of the past in your stomach the way I have, your reluctant mother. Aman smells of leathery cologne. He widens the room with his presence. How he respects me, a person whom he has known but ten months, that at this bleak hour he makes of me a romantic. For me, for you, he turned a savage attack into a divine act. I love him. If one day you become in any way like this man who will raise you, then in turn, I love you too. I leave him for you. Do not waste the gift.
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            Lina

            Chapter Seven

         

         by the time lina hoisted her legs into the stirrups, she’d lied twice. First when the gloved receptionist asked if today’s ultrasound was her first and she replied by circling her wedding ring. Shobha had shrugged when Lina walked out of the iodine-infused clinic; she must have known the kind of strength ignoring a child already in existence took, and that Lina hadn’t enough. The black-eyed bean on screen had appeared relaxed in Bombay, lying in her sac as if on a hammock, tiny hands behind a disproportionate head. Go ahead, she provoked, I’m fine either way. Are you? What a brain a head that large could carry, Lina had thought, and who was she to deprive humanity of an intellect that might cure cancer or discover how to keep headphone wires from tangling? Inconsequential reasons came easier, and quicker lessened the burden of survival. Alive at the cost of a dead mother was a hefty enough load, but add on to that her father’s wife, her aunt’s sister, and now her husband’s 89child – a person easier to reject before zoomed in on a giant monitor – no, thank you. Turned out Lina dreaded culpability more than any other responsibility.

         She muttered the second lie minutes ago as the nurse escorted her to Dr Eltahawy’s suite.

         ‘My husband’s just parking up,’ Lina had said. ‘He’s usually on time.’

         The nurse, sporting troll charms on his Crocs, insisted she wait on the examination table instead of the leather armchair. Photographs of babies hung from the ceiling. Unable to spot Dr Eltahawy in any, she wondered if he’d ordered them off eBay, crafting the mobile for parents to aspire up to, sweeten them into forgetting the hours wasted in his frigid waiting room.

         Defying the nurse’s instructions to recline, Lina propped her sketchbook on her pelvis, flipping through the pages as the spiral binding pushed against her full bladder. On the flight back from Bombay, she’d drawn the taunting clouds that shaped into a limb, an oddly crooked toe, an untethered nose. Nothing fully formed but enough to cause turbulence, a sudden emptying mid-drop, the physics of which – feeling weightless while carrying a child – surprised her.

         Now she was afraid her record, a crime in thirty-seven countries, would show up on the monitor, unsound waves reflecting back as spears in utero. What’s that, Ishaan would ask, and Dr Eltahawy would frown, and she would shrug, an indifferent shrug like Shobha’s, hiding the prayer Lina offered a God she didn’t believe in: please don’t let the girl come out and tell her father what I near gone and done.

         Running late, Ishaan messaged. Lina sent him a gif of an animated uterus, elated ovaries bopping about in the 90cocoon of floaty pink fallopian tubes. Then suddenly the pixels raged, grew thick eyebrows, upturned a button nose – the kind of pissed off one might expect from a hormonal organ.

         Dr Eltahawy walked in after a soft knock on the door and stood by Lina’s side, assessing Papa in sketch.

         ‘He was stitching my Halloween costume,’ Lina said. ‘I planned on going as a ghost and ended up a Care Bear covered in cloud.’

         ‘If you can draw the baby that good we won’t need an ultrasound,’ he said.

         Ishaan didn’t arrive in time for the medical interrogation, didn’t hear Lina tell Dr Eltahawy her father had died of a myocardial infarction because saying heart attack brought to mind long-haired Mel Gibson and his sword, that she was estranged from her extended family, that the Hiranis considered discussing genetics improper unless behind the back, and that her husband, who might have known better, was currently absent and unable to represent his side of the chromosomal equation. Dr Eltahawy assured her in a calm, clinical fashion that he’d made note of her mother’s placental abruption but no indicators suggested the same would happen to Lina.

         ‘I almost aborted,’ she said.

         Dr Eltahawy looked up from scribbling notes, said, ‘Ha!’ and returned to his paperwork.

         Acknowledgement would have complicated matters for him, legally and morally, but that he saw Lina as someone who could joke about abortion felt a worse implication.

         When Ishaan arrived, apologetic and sweating, he handed Lina a black thread to tie around her ankle. 91

         ‘For nazar,’ he said, wiping sweat off his temples with the side of his thumb, ‘to protect the baby.’

         ‘From what?’ Lina asked.

         ‘Birth defects?’ Ishaan said, looking at Dr Eltahawy. ‘Weak organs, developmental issues. Isn’t that what we’re checking for?’

         ‘From itself, basically,’ Lina said, and me, she thought. ‘Are you going to return the model if not to your liking?’

         ‘Could you just wear it?’ Ishaan said. There she appeared, Aunty M, his biological dialect. He’d brought to this intimate moment his mother’s superstition, believing a flimsy piece of string might determine the inner workings of their child.

         ‘The thread is useless,’ Lina said.

         ‘Let us begin?’ Dr Eltahawy said. Ishaan tucked the thread in his pocket and kept his hand there. Loops of knotted wires dangled out.

         Lina flinched as the cold gel struck her skin. Dr Eltahawy started at the crown, took measurements as if mapping out a stormy ocean voyage. Kidneys, bladder, stomach, brain, spine; all fine. The image on screen, a grey slate with white haphazard scratches, did not depict a realistic vision. But Lina watched as Ishaan saw the foetus take shape. He found the head, the little arms, what looked like clenched fists. He leant towards the monitor to trace the baby’s body and his lips separated in awe, surrounded by the stars of his stubbled chin. She remembered how he used to watch her in crowded rooms on occasions when she was the centre of attention, retelling a story or gesturing passionately about an art project – his intense gaze invited no one in, proclaiming that what he had his sight on belonged only to him.

         She’d never reciprocated, and disliked that sense of 92ownership. Now her longing for him felt urgent. Like a childish snatch, she wanted possession. She and this oddly shaped form on screen; they were his family. Guilt had better plonk down and get comfortable. Confessing her truth to Ishaan would relieve her but give him nothing of equal value. He, too, had doubts, clear from the nervous shake of his ring finger. Not about wanting the baby, but about performing well in a role he believed his father failed at. When they weren’t planning on parenthood, he’d confessed relief at not being put to the test. In turn, Lina provided reassurance that Ishaan possessed all the necessary qualities and none of the indifference.

         ‘The baby has moved,’ Dr Eltahawy said. ‘You do not want to know the sex, yes?’

         They both nodded, uncertain.

         A heartbeat echoed in the room. That quick thumping sound, exhilarating for others, was caused by the valves of an organ that had failed Papa four months and fourteen days ago, each opening and closing a fatal reminder. Lina’s ache was acute, too sharp for tears. She knew, and suspected it visible on her horrid self for all to see, that she’d give up this beat to get Papa’s back.

         ‘The baby is too active,’ Dr Eltahawy said disapprovingly. ‘Bumping very fast. I cannot see clearly the heart.’

         Lina nodded, afraid her voice would betray her. Pumping, Ishaan mouthed to Lina with a grin. The doctor’s inability to pronounce the letter p, missing from the Arabic alphabet, gave his medical terms a digestible quality: baediatric, benicillin, bost-bartum.

         He suggested trying a vaginal scan, which he angled around inside her. 93

         ‘Ow!’ Lina shouted as the probe was yanked out, a violent pain transmitted from vagina to neck.

         ‘Shit, sorry,’ Ishaan said, ‘my bad. I stepped on the wire.’

         He skipped back over the cord, a casual hip-hop.

         She wanted him gone, from the room, the picture, the guilt. The turn of emotion, immediate. In his innocent misstep, she pictured them years from now with backs turned in bed, cracking belittling jokes in front of each other’s friends, accusing the other of shirking diaper responsibility; she tasted the hangovers from drinking resentment away, overheard him complain to Malini that Lina had changed; watched him ignore her protests and tell his mother they’d shave the baby’s head for prosperity. They needed out – of his home, his blind belief in traditions he didn’t understand, his carelessness of equipment shoved inside his wife’s body as if no big deal, this just one of many appointments, one of many carelessnesses, one of many opportunities to sit there and gawk at his child, never having to bear the pain.

         ‘We can see better in a level two scan,’ Dr Eltahawy said, ‘with higher resolution. Make an abbointment, please.’

         She closed her eyes even though the image on screen had been stilled for their sake.

         ‘Your drawings are clearer than this,’ Dr Eltahawy joked, patting her shoulder.

         When asked what made her portraits strikingly lifelike, Lina gave no answer. Like most real people, they started out a bit of a mess. Scribbly lines repeated over the page, a smudge here and there, pressing the charcoal stick harder for darker lines, taking the risk, being brave, being free. Somehow in that mix of shading in, erasing, chancing out new strokes, an unexpected expression would appear, 94sudden, without announcement. A sad face or a suspecting one, occasionally a jubilant eyebrow. She’d no control over any emotions housed in the depiction just as she had none over her own. When finished with a portrait she was the one left empty, the subject full; by then, it had taken the essence right out of her and plumped up its own ghastly, gleeful, or giddy skin. Oh, you see me, do you? There I am. I’ve been in you all along.

         Lina would not share her ugliness with Ishaan, and not because she hadn’t acted on her intention, and therefore the point was moot, nor because she was selfless and didn’t want to ruin the happiness her decision brought him. She wanted a lasting marriage and the sooner they moved out, the sooner sanity and truth would return to their relationship. Lina could not tell Ishaan about the almost-abortion because then she’d have to say she was glad she kept the baby, and that dishonesty, which revealed far more about who she was than what she’d considered doing, could not be the third lie she told that morning.
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            Chapter Eight

         

         was there traffic? Aunty M asked before either of them had taken off their shoes. What road did you take? Or did you stop and eat somewhere? I’ve prepared a feast, you know, you’d better have beggar stomachs. Lina sat on the sofa next to her father-in-law who didn’t acknowledge her presence. He sipped his daily pour of Blue Label and focused on Satyamev Jayate blaring on the 72-inch screen. Aunty M clucked her tongue at the show and kept glancing towards the hall in anticipation of Ishaan, who had disappeared to mouthwash beef burger off his breath.

         ‘Duckly depressing,’ Ishaan’s father said as the host, Aamir Khan, introduced the show’s guest, founder of an NGO for disabled persons.

         When Lina had first shown her father-in-law her sketches he’d said his brother enjoyed scribbling too, ‘but that idiot never sharpened his pencils’. So on the drive back from Dr Eltahawy’s when Ishaan envisaged blowing up a set of pink and blue balloons and Lina suggested they simply tell his parents they were expecting, her doing so was both a result 96of her own aversion to announcements and wanting to save Ishaan from another moment of his father’s enthusiasm falling shorter than his own.

         ‘Depressing as a duck,’ Aunty M said.

         ‘At least Aamir’s using his celebrity to raise awareness,’ Lina said, ‘instead of posing for fairness cream ads.’

         ‘Arey wah,’ Ishaan’s father said, flicking his pinky inwards as if spinning a top, ‘first-name basis.’

         He expected she hated Bollywood heroes and the songs they lip-synced, especially those starring in misogynistic storylines of the eighties. But scrawny Aamir singing ‘Ae Mere Humsafar’ in his mustard popped-collared shirt won Lina over long before she knew the term feminism. The video cassette broke after years of rewinding and replaying his dreamy stroll through the green hills of Ooty, wind flapping through voluminous, bouncy hair, hopeful for a future he did not know would end as Romeo and Juliet’s had. At Columbia, boarding-school snobs from Dehradun made clear they thought less of Lina because of her fondness for Hindi movies, not realising that being critical of India’s billion-dollar industry was a privilege of proximity. What they distanced themselves from, Lina identified as a means for getting closer. She adored Aamir, and not because she wanted him to look at her the way he did the fabulous leading ladies. She wanted to be him, love and be loved in that intense, soul-altering way, dramatic music and all.

         ‘We are aware people, my dear,’ Aunty M said to Lina. And to her husband, ‘We should send money for the handicaps, don’t you think? Poor things.’

         Ishaan’s father didn’t answer. His eccentricity must have developed over the years as a distinct coping mechanism, 97but the pattern of dismissing his wife’s words offended Lina even as she wished for the same.

         ‘Differently abled,’ Lina said. ‘And they don’t need pity.’

         ‘Isn’t Aamir Khan like the highest paid Bollywood actor?’ Ishaan asked, assessing the screen upon entry.

         ‘He is not like anything,’ his father said. ‘Useless word.’

         ‘One of the top,’ Aunty M said.

         ‘That’s beside the point,’ Lina said to Ishaan.

         ‘I only answered my son’s question,’ Aunty M said, emphasis on ownership of child. No wonder announcements needed packaging. Blurting out thoughts risked being misconstrued as insult; spontaneity, a scare tactic. ‘And we must pity them a little, isn’t it? Who knows what wrong they’ve done in their past lives to deserve this punishment. Most unfortunate.’

         ‘Disability is not a punishment,’ Lina said, opening for Ishaan.

         Though his childhood stuttering had ended years before, he’d confessed to Lina on their second date that he kept on with speech therapy. What stunted him was people expecting him to mess up. His mother blamed a ghost, some visitor from his prior life preventing Ishaan from speaking. How safe Lina felt in those early days, Ishaan’s mother merely a distant concept on a different continent, she the one he shared intimacies with, insecurities he admitted nowhere else.

         ‘Lucky parents of these other abled, I say,’ Ishaan’s father said. ‘No waste of hard-earned money on foreign degrees.’ How unlike Papa he was. Rarely listening, hardly present, barking judgements when he was. He hadn’t a shot at being a replacement for Lina’s father when he barely scraped by being the real thing for Ishaan. 98

         ‘Without an education,’ Lina said, ‘they can’t access opportunities.’

         Head heavy, she rested on Ishaan’s shoulders and sighed, inhaling a chemical smell from the air conditioning. They’d install ceiling fans in the new apartment, leave the sliding balcony doors open. The nursery would be circular, if they could find a rental with that layout, and Ishaan had liked her idea of hanging Papa’s portraits on the wall, the baby’s crib in the centre. Next week, they’d agreed: tell the Hiranis about the pregnancy and start viewing apartments.

         ‘Better they get married, isn’t it,’ Aunty M said. ‘That way someone will take care of them?’

         ‘Has that been your experience of marriage?’ Lina said, knowing the blow was low.

         ‘Certainly seems to be yours.’

         Lina lifted her head off Meenakshi’s son.

         ‘So both me and the differently abled are dead ducks without our partners?’ she said, sure Ishaan would lose his cool.

         ‘Did I not say that from the start?’ Ishaan’s father said.

         ‘We need to get the AC fixed,’ Ishaan said. ‘Smells funky.’

         Imaginary Facebook walls appeared as the collective theatre of social media took stage in the Hirani living room. Aunty M performing wokeness, her husband the troll defending his insults, and Lina playacting some half-assed version of herself while harbouring a heap of unsaid truths. A woman expecting a child she didn’t want, pretending that if her husband inflated and tied ribbons around their announcement, the joy would come. That Lina could not be herself was no new phenomenon, but watching Ishaan avoiding posting comments, simply scrolling, scrolling, 99scrolling, maddened her. If he cowered in his own home, she no longer had to justify fast-tracking them out of it.

         ‘I’m pregnant,’ Lina said.

         Ishaan shot her a questioning look then turned to his mom, whose eyes widened in triumph. It was the first time since Papa’s funeral that Aunty M hugged Lina, as nothing had obliged her to do so in months. Ishaan’s father said, ‘Good job,’ in the way of a congratulatory teacher. Lina didn’t say much after that, the conversation jumping from due date to how little the baby would be to will it be a boy or a girl to oh, what does it matter so long as he’s healthy and has his father’s genes. She thought less of the child and more of the family it would have, overindulgent and hoity-toity in its haste to Hiranify the newest member. No one asked if being pregnant pleased her, was that apprehension they sensed, did she feel afraid for her body.

         In sixth grade, Mr Wilson had assigned her health class to draw themselves as adults. Lina sketched a tall woman with wavy hair reaching just above her breasts. She wore a sari pinned loosely, the blouse underneath revealing tasteful cleavage. She held a briefcase, the kind Papa took to work – a navy, hardback Delsey – and wore black-rimmed glasses pointy at the ends. Mr Wilson asked on what occasion Lina might dress like that. She hadn’t answered because the woman in the sketch was her mother – sari-clad, business savvy, flat-stomached – Payal strutting around in an alternate universe, one in which she’d survived.

         ‘In other news, and not entirely unrelated—’ Lina said, and Ishaan coughed. If he was upset that she’d blurted out the pregnancy, he hadn’t shown so, giddy from his parents’ approval. Now he seemed mistrusting. 100

         ‘Sweetheart, let’s wait on that.’ Those were the words he’d used when Lina reminded him that they’d sign the lease in his name. The finer details were secondary to telling his parents their intentions to move.

         ‘I’m one of two final candidates for the Brand Head position,’ Lina said.

         ‘How does that relate, my dear?’ Aunty M asked with rare earnestness. Without a profession, her home life posed no threat to her career. The opposite, that her livelihood depended on two men in the household, must have fuelled her intense devotion to both. On her husband, the reliance remained financial. Her son, however, provided additional emotional support to cover his father’s deficit.

         ‘Better ask for a higher salary now,’ Ishaan’s father said.

         ‘Mum’s the word on the pregnancy until after they’ve made a decision,’ Lina said.

         ‘Clever phrase,’ Ishaan’s father said.

         ‘You’ll get it, hands down,’ Ishaan said.

         ‘Not unless she’s horse racing,’ his father said. ‘Pointless expression.’

         An hour later, Aunty M announced over Eton mess that Lina’s servant had arrived earlier without prior notice and been made to wait in the kitchen until they’d finished dinner.

         ‘His name is Raja,’ Lina said.

         ‘Why should I call him king?’ Aunty M mumbled.

         In the kitchen, Raja stood by the microwave with a gold foil gift bag in hand, wrinkled face full of childlike excitement. His belly announced itself with pride, a presence so familiar Lina wished she could hug him, ask him to stay the night, the year. He presented a fist-sized ceramic Ganesh, the elephant-headed deity as a baby, chubby cheek resting 101on a pillow with trunk rounded inwards and body curled up in the foetal position. Lina recognised the precious figurine Raja had kept atop his bedroom TV, the one who’d sipped from a silver spoon on that day years ago when Ganesh idols all over the world were slurping milk, a phenomenon Raja hailed for months afterwards. Here he was, parting with that sacred icon.

         ‘Shobha is telling me,’ Raja said.

         ‘I would have,’ Lina said, pointing towards the dining room from where Aunty M eavesdropped, ‘but she wanted me to wait.’

         ‘Not to mind,’ Raja said. ‘Your papa is being happy your news.’

         Lina wished the change in tense were not a grammatical mistake, that her father might run into the kitchen at that very moment and surprise them out of their new-found formality. Raja was too shy to say the word ‘pregnant’ now that she was grown, and the unabashed man who’d bought a pack of Always when she’d first gotten her period, crying from behind the bathroom door about the blood running down her legs, stood distant. He did not use the same authority as when he’d seen her kiss Hassan after prom, watching from the upstairs window as she got dropped off in a Lamborghini, reminding her the next morning that mouths were meant for eating.

         ‘Sit,’ Lina said. She sat at the kitchen table while Raja stood behind a chair. His unspoken rule was not to put his backside on anything belonging to Aunty M. ‘Love the present.’

         ‘Only small something,’ Raja said, and she hated how this villa made him feel that way, that he would never match 102up, would never be invited to enter through the front door. You are more than all of them, she wanted to say, but Shobha’s magenta veil loomed from across the Arabian Sea, and Lina’s affection for Raja felt just as obnoxious a display of wealth. ‘Only small something’ is what Lina should have said after every gift she assumed worthy of appreciation. A stupid name necklace, of all vain things. Lina’s goals had been set high from the start: found a gallery or run a corporation. By comparison, for Shobha they’d envisioned conservatively, funded minuscule aspirations: education, but no postgraduate; suitcases of clothes that couldn’t be worn at an interview. Leftovers, that was the extent of their generosity. Extra furniture, extra tea sets, extra hairbands, duplicates of useless items, the hoarding of which crowded the house, the gifting of which boosted the ego. Not once had Lina thought how she might lift Shobha out of poverty altogether, what of hers she could give up for Raja’s daughter. Never had they flown Shobha out to Abu Dhabi, shown her a new country, taught her how to ride waves the way Lina used to. Of course not, because who imagined a servant on a surfboard, no matter how much they scoffed at the word? Ultimately, ‘servant’ was defined by who Lina was not. She’d never served Shobha anything of true value before she’d served herself.

         ‘I know you’re angry at her for running away,’ Lina said, ‘but she knows what she wants and that’s a strong quality.’

         ‘Difficult to find husband,’ Raja said.

         ‘Lucky her,’ Lina said. When she’d discreetly approached Shobha in the night with cash, naked flat-chested blondes featured in the artsy photos Shobha was swiping through on her phone, what Papa might have described as ‘tasteful but 103too-skinny nudes’. Aside from the near impossibility of her coming out, Shobha and Raja might never have a conversation inclusive of the word ‘nude’. Lina and Raja, however, already had, mostly in amusing explanations of censored movie scenes. He allowed of her more than what he would of his daughter, and that allowance now felt stolen.

         Raja, unamused, frowned as she told him about the trip, leaving out mention of Shobha’s targeted dislike. Peeling scabs of lingering mosquito bites, she hurt from their shared desperation: evacuate every assumption.

         Aunty M appeared at the door a half-hour later and asked Raja for water, a signal indicating their time was up.

         After Raja left, Lina showed her the baby Ganesh.

         ‘There’s no need to speak to the servants about such things,’ Aunty M said.

         ‘I tell him everything,’ Lina said. We’re moving out, she’d whispered to him earlier, and you’ll live with Ishaan and me, we’ll figure out the visa, and don’t say anything yet, but soon, soon, soon!

         ‘Even before us, I see,’ Aunty M said.

         ‘He’s family.’

         ‘As a mother, you must think more carefully. Shield your child from buri nazar.’

         ‘If Raja’s eyes had the kind of evil concocted for little babies,’ Lina said, ‘then I’d have been dead a long time ago.’

         When she’d agreed to move in with the Hiranis for a year, Lina had done so testingly, a venture into a type of house-hold she’d never known, traditional and co-dependent, but as Papa reminded her then, loving and unbroken. You’ve never lived with me, Ishaan had coaxed, but you’re willing to give that a try so why can’t you extend the same courtesy 104to my parents? He’d spoken simply, as if it were a matter of good manners. She’d argued that just as if either of them had asked for a prenup, living apart was not personal, had nothing to do with his parents as individuals. Perfectly lovely people signed agreements to safeguard their interests, assets and space. You’ll have plenty of room in the villa, Ishaan promised, utterly unaware that space within joint families was not about square footage.

         Later that night, Lina unpacked Papa’s gold barquentine from a box in the garage and set it in the corner of Aunty M’s show cabinet. Careful not to place the treasure front and centre, she found a spot on the second shelf, off to one side. In miniature, the ship could not possibly cause offence, three elegant masts waiting for the wind to carry them forward. By the time Lina got into bed, Ishaan was asleep, a pack of unopened balloons discarded on the floor beside him.

      
   


   
      
         105
            Chapter Nine

         

         lina couldn’t itch the underside of her left breast with greasy hands. Besides, Aunty M would catch her even though faced the other way, standing on tiptoes and stirring an evaporated milk mixture she’d been struggling with for half an hour.

         ‘Please let me help,’ Lina said, rubbing her forearm across her chest.

         At her suggestion the maids had been excused for the afternoon, not only Mary, who fasted for Ramadan and whose name Aunty M shortened from Mariam, but Anne, too, who partook in solidarity. The women didn’t sip water in daylight; asking their help for a mithai-making marathon felt cruel. In preparation for the Telling tomorrow, Aunty M had started in the morning with jalebis, laddus, special barfi, a secret family recipe she hadn’t yet passed on, to be followed next by pendas. Four kinds for the four months of pregnancy. Typically, twelve weeks sufficed but Aunty M wanted to wait an extra month before sharing the news with outsiders, Fabulous Fifteen included. Their envy might scare 106the baby’s soul away, she’d said, then called her astrologer in Pune, who charged per minute, to ask for an auspicious day. The twenty-first of July, he proclaimed, and neither he nor his client seemed concerned about Ramadan, that the dissemination of good news or sugary sweets during a month of abstinence might be discourteous.

         ‘You are not to move, my dear,’ Aunty M said, struggling for breath between words, clutching a wooden spoon with both hands and sludging counterclockwise through the mawa.

         The Bump, a pregnancy app Lina downloaded which she imagined being narrated by a chirpy Reese Witherspoon, informed her that as the baby was growing, Lina’s skin was stretching thinner. No mention of her patience doing so too, but then that wasn’t a thing Reese would say. Aside from sending electric waves up her arms and occasionally expelling pungent vaginal discharge, the baby herself – a girl, Lina presumed – hadn’t caused much discomfort. Not so with Ishaan, who’d provoked several fluctuations in emotion with his excuses: Ishaan’s father had been away one week; then the next day an employee collapsed in the office, which led to a police investigation that required his supervision; and then multiple payments had to be made to the lawyer, delivered in person for some reason; and somehow, a month passed and not only had the Hiranis not been informed of Lina and Ishaan’s plans to move out, but said plans had an inertia of the fanciest kind, Ishaan currently asleep on a business-class bed to Brussels.

         ‘Done,’ Aunty M said, turning away from the counter where she’d spread the barfi mixture. ‘Don’t bend down like that. And must you sit on the stool? What are you doing so intently?’ 107

         Lina placed Aunty M’s sudden switch to intensive care mode in the imaginary bookshelf she’d built for materials to help her through the pregnancy, items that could be checked out when checking in with herself proved fruitless. The baby’s well-being became a family project of sorts, each member contributing their piece in hopes the finished product would come out intact. Ishaan’s father had brought home Gina Ford’s The Contented Little Baby Book, which he’d heard from the only female on his staff was ‘the way to make it in alive every day.’ Lina didn’t tell him she’d already bought a copy herself, storing the memory of his awkward interest in her imaginary bookshelf, and the paperback on her real one. She got asked what she preferred to eat every night for dinner, a question usually directed at Ishaan which Lina now answered with ‘anything but nauseating bell pepper’, and they all moved seats to offer her the prized L section of the sofa. She needed their caring stock to ensure she didn’t fill herself up with the bitter tastes Shobha’s mother had found.

         ‘Work just announced a change in Ramadan hours,’ Lina said, scrolling through email.

         ‘Sit straight, you’ll crush my bacha,’ Aunty M said, a clever switch in language allowing use of a masculine pronoun for the baby. ‘Less time in the office, I hope?’

         ‘Not if I get the promotion,’ Lina said, surprised at the interest.

         ‘Be careful what you wish for,’ Aunty M said, disappearing into the pantry. ‘If you ask me, your time is better spent on your own project. What talent you have, my dear, you could be a famous artist.’

         From behind the pantry wall, the compliment felt safer. 108Rarely did Ishaan’s mother remark on Lina’s art. Despite Aunty M’s irritation at the presence of Papa’s boxes in the garage, she hadn’t objected to Lina using the space for her portraits of her father, even though that meant Aunty M had to park her precious Peugeot outdoors. The fumes of the fixative should be kept away from the baby, her mother-in-law had said, so you must do your work outside.

         ‘Some day,’ Lina said.

         ‘No better time than now,’ Aunty M said from behind the wall. ‘After all, when you are with child what you focus on affects which soul comes to you reincarnated. You must conjure the correct images, my dear. Who you speak with, which objects surround you, the future you envision, all this has an energy.’

         ‘Is that just something Indian people say?’ Lina asked. ‘An old wives’ tale?’

         ‘You are Indian people, my dear,’ Aunty M said, walking out with a plastic container labelled ‘cardamom powder’. ‘And old wives are the ones who know.’

         She measured out the spice in her porcelain cup, then placed it in a shallow glass bowl meant for soy sauce, repeating the same with the rest of the ingredients: saffron, ground pistachios, and a pinch of cinnamon which she revealed as the mystery ingredient. To be used sparingly, Aunty M warned, otherwise it’d turn the taste into Christmas instead of Diwali.

         ‘How do you know which tales are true?’

         ‘Common sense,’ Aunty M said. ‘When Malini was trying for a baby, her mother stopped her eating red velvet cupcakes, worried they would bring on her periods. How foolish – where were there cupcakes in our ancient diet?’ 109

         ‘What about your mother?’ Lina asked.

         ‘We spoke very little when I carried Ishaan,’ Aunty M said. ‘My mother-in-law was the real terror. She forbade me from sitting by the window for fear a crow would fly past.’

         ‘Why?’

         ‘Evil spirits come in all forms, my dear. Such creatures can snatch a soul when God isn’t watching.’

         Given the number of divinities Aunty M worshipped, surely one of them should keep watch at all times, otherwise that seemed fairly careless a leadership. Lina preferred staying out of such discussions, even when her fellow art students had debated religion with a fervour tempting participation. They assumed, as the Hiranis had, that Lina’s disengagement resulted from a lack of belief, a quiet mockery of the world’s strongest invisible brand. Correcting them would have sounded condescending, for what she objected to were the unimaginative forms – human-shaped, mostly chunky males or nude-breasted females, an occasional half-animal thrown into the mix – believing instead that an all-encompassing force need not be bound to decorative configurations for the sake of human vanity.

         When she pressed charcoal on paper, Lina felt at once a presence in her fingers, a warmth wrapped around her shoulders, a playfulness in the flecks of black landing in unexpected places. The control was never hers, and she formed a kinship with this unannounced power. Sometimes she wondered if she imagined this, that it was merely her own energy she felt, for wasn’t she, too, creating something out of nothing? Absurd as Aunty M’s superstitions were, Lina liked the idea that what she absorbed through her senses – as she might a desert moon, an Urdu ghazal, 110or as she did Papa’s portraits for hours – touched the being she carried.

         ‘You’ve gone quiet,’ Aunty M said. ‘My mother-in-law’s morbid tendencies have frightened you?’

         ‘I didn’t know Ishaan’s dadi lived with you,’ Lina said. Even if Aunty M, too, had been victim of a crow-fearing woman imposing her views, she must have acted a perfect in-law-abiding member of the family.

         ‘We lived with her,’ Aunty M said, igniting the gas cooker, ‘until we left for Antwerp.’

         ‘She didn’t go with?’

         Aunty M warmed milk and sprinkled in saffron, watching the costly red strands leak oranges and yellows on to the spotless surface.

         ‘What was there to come and do?’ she said. ‘Foreign money converted into rupees made her richer in Bombay. And our dear friend Bhagu held a high post in the Antwerp Indian Association. The opportunity for diamond traders is now, he told us, you must not delay. My father-in-law was displeased, but what could be done? We left.’

         ‘Even though he preferred you stay?’ Lina said. It seemed odd a woman who didn’t address her husband by his first name would disobey his parents’ orders. Not unfathomable then that she might support Lina and Ishaan’s same move for independence.

         ‘See, as a mother, I could not afford sentimentality. Our family’s future was our responsibility and we had big dreams.’

         ‘Like?’

         ‘What we all dreamt back then,’ Aunty M said. ‘To send our children to MIT or LSE, drive a German car, speak better English than our school friends.’ 111

         ‘You are Indian people, you know?’ Lina said, smiling, but Aunty M’s attention seemed elsewhere.

         ‘We felt sorry, naturally,’ Aunty M said, ‘but how stern our families were. They were ashamed. Nowadays we are much more modern, isn’t it? You tell your parents of travelling with boyfriends and wear sleeveless in front of in-laws. My father-in-law avoided looking at me directly when he spoke, imagine? Maybe he had never even seen me!’ She chuckled, which she rarely did, and the sound came out sad, emitting disappointment.

         Lina knew the feeling, of course. When her in-laws looked at her it was like being watched through a window with the blinds half-drawn, only chopped-up parts of her existence in view. Opinionated daughter-in-law, spoilt single child, Westernised desi woman; transitory fragments of her full self tattooed in their minds as truths. The fact that she could not articulate that shared sentiment to Aunty M further sharpened their respective invisibilities.

         ‘You made a tough choice for a better future,’ Lina said, seizing the opportunity. ‘He must have understood.’

         ‘He died angry,’ Aunty M said. ‘Thankfully our friends supported us. That is why I say join the Calm Palm Parents club, my dear. They are a delightful group, Malini tells me, and who knows when you might need a helping hand or someone to put in a good word at the school? See, Malini doesn’t even live on the Palm any more but still she goes to the same mummies for everything. And for you it’s perfect, they’ll all be right here.’

         They were real mothers who would ask questions Lina hadn’t thought up answers for, offer suggestions she’d rather not hear. Link after link after link, no wonder they 112were called hyper. Befriending an upper-class social group was no part of her plan, nor was training for motherhood as a competitive sport.

         ‘Sure,’ Lina said, ‘I’ll go.’

         When Ishaan wanted the full shebang of Sindhi customs at their wedding, she’d surrendered similarly, having no real attachment to the ceremonies, the same way a parenting meeting could be endured to appease the woman whose favour Lina needed. As the wedding approached, Lina fretted more about moving in with the Hiranis than about marigolding the mandap. She caved at first mention of the cancer scare, and in so doing, gave birth to the notion of a golden year, twelve months’ worth of bonding that would set in motion new familial dynamics. Only no one had asked Lina in the nineteen months since she’d moved in why she folded the corners of butter foil into triangles, what the scar on her index finger resulted from, where she dreamt of exhibiting her portraits, why she held her breath underwater for four seconds longer each time she swam; all iterations that would have answered the question, Who are you?

         ‘Wonderful,’ Aunty M said. ‘Now get off that bar stool. No need to be so high up when you’re pregnant.’

         Lina disembarked, smug from having set the scene. Ishaan would return in time for an exit interview.

         ‘I forgot to mention,’ Aunty M said, ‘we may need extra help in the house once the baby arrives. For Anne and Mary to manage everything will be far too much, isn’t it? You could ask that Raja of yours if you wish?’

         Lina nodded as if this was the first it had come up, as though she hadn’t begged the Hiranis for his visa, hadn’t thrown a hissy fit at Papa’s ashes party over it. 113

         On her way up through the living room, she stopped at the show cabinet. A fake Fabergé patterned in gaudy crimson and gold had been placed in front of Papa’s barquentine, blocking the ship from view. Lina checked over her shoulder before opening the glass door and moving the imitation egg behind her miniature.
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            Chapter Ten

         

         the bump commended lina for reaching twenty weeks: Congrats, you’re at the halfway point! Horrified by the applause, Lina pressed the app to delete the whole thing once and for all. In opposition, the stubborn square jiggled around like a cheerleader, little x on its corner a pom-pom; please don’t kill me, the icon pleaded, its dance both happy and fearful. Lina put the phone away. She didn’t need a reminder of that legal deadline, of how fully formed her child would have been had she aborted at week twenty.

         She slid the pencil out of her bun and let her hair down. There, more casual. She put on a headband, took it off, replaced it with another.

         ‘They won’t be in ballgowns at Costa Coffee, sweetheart,’ Ishaan said, strolling towards the bathroom, magazine in hand. ‘You’re overthinking.’

         ‘Come with,’ Lina said, taking off the yellow silk blouse she’d worn for the final interview. Kurt sat on the panel, vetting his replacement with scorn. Any family plans? he’d asked, a question no male candidate had been presented with. 115

         ‘To a moms’ group?’

         ‘It’s called Calm Palm Parents,’ Lina said.

         She waited for his approach. He stood in the doorway, conversing with her reflection.

         Ishaan had not pulled at her with his hands or mouth or even his eyes in weeks. ‘Those shoulders,’ he once whispered when he kissed Lina on her neck along the rounded edges of her shoulder bone and down the side of her waist, ‘goddamn sexy.’ She’d arch upwards from his touch, desperately seeking him, wanting him. The mirror revealed she’d gained weight in the obvious places, and too much around the face, but those slender shoulders he so desired hadn’t distorted with the pregnancy. Ishaan no longer kissed them. Since the ultrasound, he’d pecked at her non-committally and twice cancelled their room at the Méridien. Though the worry that intercourse would hurt the baby wasn’t unusual, his complete withdrawal of affection seemed an overreaction. Ishaan desired her less, or in her enlarging body, recognised less of her.

         ‘Speaking of parents,’ Lina said, tracing her lower lid with eyeliner, ‘if I attend this shindig solo, please use the opportunity to tell them we’re moving out.’

         ‘When’s the meeting?’ Ishaan said.

         ‘In an hour, but I’m swinging by Sami’s office first. A final document needs signing before we submit the stack and get a court date.’

         ‘I’ll drive you,’ Ishaan said.

         ‘Malini planned on picking me up. Do you mind waiting here instead? Tell her I’ll meet her there? I can’t get a hold of her.’

         ‘Sure.’

         Lina tried on a white T-shirt. 116

         ‘And your parents, Ish, I’m serious. Every day you don’t say is one more we’ve misled them.’

         She changed the T-shirt for another in army green, and by the time her head popped out the collar, he’d walked off.

         ‘Much better,’ he called out from the bedroom. ‘Less transparent.’

         Guilt had gotten comfortable in Lina’s gut. Having made the decision to spare Ishaan, she suspected he sensed a distance in her that stopped him closing the gap as he usually did. In early months of dating, Lina had asked for an open relationship not because she had other prospects, but because she could not bear the weight of his expectations, his face always wanting, his passion desperately eager. Now she worried that decision had made withholding information between them too easy.

         ‘The whole thing is dumb,’ Ishaan had said, six months later. ‘Neither of us has seen anyone else.’

         Lina had, and hadn’t said. That was the damn point.

         ‘If you’re unsure about us, say so. Don’t use this non-monogamy bullshit.’

         ‘I’m sorry to have made you feel so white,’ Lina said.

         He burst out laughing, as did she, tears wet with relief.

         ‘I love you,’ Lina said.

         ‘About bloody time,’ Ishaan replied.

         
             

         

         Dr Eltahawy’s nurse called en route, scheduling a foetal echocardiogram for the following week, shrieking when Lina misheard foetal for fatal. ‘No, no worry, ma’am,’ the nurse said, ‘doctor must see four chambers of heart clearly, this is all. Your normal scan is no good.’ 117

         Thanks, Lina said, then distracted herself by running through the league of extraordinary parents Malini had detailed in advance of the Calm Palm meeting. All were well educated, ‘even one from Cambridge’. The mix included an attractive ex-air hostess, one ex-lawyer, two ex-bankers and a custom order fashion designer who ‘reveals more than she stitches up’. Of the eleven in attendance, one was bringing her son, which was against the rules, Malini complained.

         On arrival, Lina spotted the baby first, fast asleep with chubby cheeks pressed up against a BabyBjörn strapped to his mother’s chest. The rest of the women shuffled maple-wood chairs around a too-small table, grumbling about sitting outdoors.

         ‘Lina!’ Malini shouted, emerging from the indoor area with a drink in hand. Ishaan stepped out behind her. He avoided Lina’s look, holding the door open for a giggling pair of teenagers instead of being at home facing his parents.

         ‘This is Ishaan’s wife,’ Malini said to the group. Ishaan came up behind Lina and touched her middle back where he knew she’d soften.

         ‘I’m Lina.’

         ‘Lucky lady,’ the BabyBjörn wearer said. ‘My husband wouldn’t dream of coming.’

         ‘I didn’t make him,’ Lina said, and Ishaan’s raised eyebrow charmed the group further.

         ‘Lucky us,’ another woman said, ‘a male perspective for a change.’

         ‘The name suggests the group is gender-neutral,’ Lina said.

         ‘Don’t they all?’ Malini said.

         The waiter brought out Lina’s iced tea and a woman 118sipping water said she hadn’t known Costa served caffeine-free.

         ‘They don’t,’ Lina said, ‘I drink just enough to do a little damage.’

         Ishaan shot Lina a look, then laughed, indicating to the rest that her humour was an acquired taste. Dr Eltahawy had assured Lina one caffeine serving a day would do no harm, so no disapproving Palm Parent was going to make her feel bad about her fix.

         Gatherings of women were as unwelcoming as air, as unreliable, following favourable winds. Gatherings of expatriate women intensified this with conflicted loyalties. Living outside their native country, they needed a community for belonging, but the only ones who made space for them were other transient women, those who might up and leave at the call of a diplomatic reassignment or elderly parent needing care on another continent. Gatherings of Indian women took unfriendliness to new lows, starting at point of exclusion. Out until proven worthy of in. Brown people, men included, possessed an uncontrollable competitive twitch, that instant head-to-toe audit of other Brown people, no matter where, or for how long encountered. A sad snobbery made sadder by the country’s enforced unbelonging. Even though the Hiranis, Shettys or Shahs birthed generations in the United Arab Emirates, citizenship was reserved for Emiratis, and so there would inevitably come a time to leave. This way of being, on the verge of exit at any moment, rendered roots shallow and integration fanciful. Lina hadn’t heard the term ‘diaspora’ until after she started at Columbia, probably because its etymology was linked to Jews living outside of modern 119Israel, and vocabulary related to Judaism had been blacked out with permanent marker in her textbooks at the order of the government. Abu Dhabi’s schools had blobs in the place of Israel on the library globe and the Holocaust wiped out entirely from its curriculum. Calm Palm Parents too felt like the kind of institution that would wipe out unacceptable words, or women.

         ‘How far along are you?’ a round-faced pregnant woman asked. She seemed sweet, unlikely to detonate a bomb with her tongue.

         ‘About five months,’ Lina said, then gleaned from their befuddled brows that was the wrong answer. ‘Twenty weeks.’

         ‘You’ve barely begun,’ the woman next to Malini said. She was the size of pregnant that would oblige a commuter to offer up his seat. ‘Wait till you reach elephant status.’

         ‘The third trimester is unbearable,’ said another. ‘Getting fat is the punishment of pregnancy.’

         ‘Of being a mom. That flabby skin never leaves, no matter what.’

         ‘Don’t talk, you have no fat on you.’

         ‘She hides it well.’

         ‘She hides everything well.’

         She had an affair, Malini texted Lina.

         ‘It’s my magic trick,’ the accused said. ‘When you live with in-laws you tuck everything away.’

         Lina laughed. Ishaan frowned.

         ‘Quite the opposite,’ the BabyBjörn wearer said. ‘While the baby is in you, you should take full advantage. My in-laws denied me nothing when I was pregnant. How could they? I carried what they most wanted. So make your demands now, I say. After the child is born, you’re nothing.’ 120

         ‘Parents aren’t that cruel,’ Ishaan said.

         ‘Not to sons,’ the caffeine-police said, winking.

         ‘Let’s go,’ Lina whispered to Ishaan. Now? his expression answered.

         ‘Westerners have the good life,’ Malini said. ‘No living with parents and flat stomachs after delivery.’

         ‘Rubbish, only celebrities stay flat like that. They can afford personal trainers.’

         ‘And liposuction.’

         ‘And Botox.’

         ‘Even we can get that if we want.’

         ‘I thought you already had?’

         They all have, Malini texted.

         What Lina really wanted to ask the group was whether labour would rip the lips of her vagina ten feet apart. But the word stood like the wait staff at Aunty M’s dinner parties, crucial to the spectacle yet too dirty to touch silverware without gloves. She waited for a gap in the conversation and in polite language, brought up her fear of labour pain. Why weren’t women allowed to admit that? she said, which elicited a few sympathetic nods and not much chat. Ishaan shuffled in his chair. In what appeared as support, he then shared Dr Eltahawy’s comical manners, bringing the women much cheer.

         ‘Really, Ishaan,’ the BabyBjörn wearer said, ‘I feel warmed from having you here. Such involvement from so early on really must be commended.’

         ‘Agreed,’ the caffeine-police said.

         ‘Most fathers wouldn’t have a clue.’

         ‘Could I get a cookie too?’ Lina said.

         Come on, Lina, Ishaan’s face said. 121

         ‘How are you finding the Bump?’ Malini asked, presumably sensing the tension.

         ‘A tad unsettling being sold your own child as a fruit each month,’ Lina said, ‘but the app does offer useful tips.’

         ‘What’s the Bump?’ Ishaan asked, and the women looked surprised at his not knowing.

         Lina pulled out her phone, but instead of showing him, stood up and announced they were leaving.

         ‘All of a sudden?’ Malini said.

         ‘My mother-in-law’s texted,’ Lina lied. ‘She needs her son at home.’

         They drove back separately as they’d arrived, and when Lina ran upstairs for a fight, she found Ishaan in the guest bedroom hunched over a Hilary crib.

         The frame was paint-washed in sage, and the intended elegance of French provincial design marauded by two tufted panels of orange velvet. Against the cream walls and cream carpet and bronze table lamp by the bed, the crib appeared as a throne: hand-carved cabriolet legs and a scalloped bottom. Lina noticed race cars on the blue bed sheet, ironed and tucked around the mattress.

         ‘Look what Mom bought us,’ Ishaan said, a pushy elation.

         ‘We don’t know we’re having a boy,’ Lina said, staring at the crib.

         ‘I have a feeling, my dear,’ Aunty M said.

         ‘Well, I have a foetus,’ Lina said.

         ‘Come look,’ Ishaan said. ‘It’s nice, Mom. Where did you get it?’

         ‘I custom ordered this,’ Aunty M said, ‘and a few other pieces for the room. You can both decorate how you like, of 122course, but I thought we should get started. In a few months you’ll have difficulty walking around, my dear.’

         Lina approached the crib and peered over the railing with her hands behind her back.

         ‘It’s really quite lovely of you,’ Lina said. Ishaan smiled and his mother smiled and Lina used their language. ‘It’s not often you get the chance to pick out a crib for your own child, isn’t it?’

         ‘Grandchild,’ Ishaan said.

         ‘Right,’ Lina said.

         ‘I thought I might as well get one that suits me,’ Aunty M said, ‘as I’ll be the one reaching in and out of it all day. You’ll hardly be around.’

         ‘Come out with it then,’ Lina said.

         ‘Seems to me you have not considered making any changes, my dear. Nobody is asking you to quit your job, but why not work part-time? Wouldn’t that help?’

         ‘Help who?’ Lina said.

         ‘Your child, who else?’ Aunty M said.

         ‘Our child,’ Ishaan said, running his hand over the fabric race cars.

         ‘Get promoted and then work part-time? Doesn’t make sense.’

         ‘I am no expert in Branding or the Differently Abled,’ Aunty M said, ‘but this I know. There is no more important job than being a mother.’

         ‘I disagree,’ Lina said.

         ‘What we housewives do is insignificant, is it?’

         ‘That’s not what I said.’

         ‘You may be comfortable with a self-serving choice, my dear,’ Aunty M said, ‘but that has not been my way. And the 123result of my sacrifice is the man you married, so you can hardly say I did not succeed.’

         Ishaan tried hiding a smirk.

         ‘Wasn’t really a sacrifice for you though, was it?’ Lina said. ‘You’ve never had a job to leave.’

         ‘Let’s not do this,’ Ishaan said, stepping forward. ‘Mom, you know Lina and I are figuring stuff out. Cut us some slack.’

         ‘There is no place for slack in mothering.’

         ‘What about in fathering?’ Lina said. ‘The rules seem lax for men in your household.’

         ‘My house, my business.’

         ‘Abso-bloody-lutely,’ Lina said, glaring at Ishaan.

         The conversation, suicidal from the start, died with that. Lina left the room and headed for the cabinet where, as expected, the barquentine had been moved. Now demoted to the lowest shelf, hidden from sight by a Lalique falcon. Lina took the miniature out of the showcase and banged the glass door shut. That little ship had sailed.
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            Chapter Eleven

         

         ‘it will kill them,’ Ishaan said, ‘so forgive me for procrastinating.’

         She flinched at the phrase. How flippant the words, flung out of his mouth without a care how they might land. People did so all the time: I’m just dying to eat a sandwich. I nearly had a heart attack.

         ‘It will not kill them,’ Lina said.

         He registered the error, and frustration rather than sympathy surfaced on his face, the inconvenience of being mindful of her grief even in unrelated arguments. Lina regretted bringing him here, seated on a chair that belonged in a dollhouse. Shakespeare & Company, decorated with mismatched dainty pastel furniture and upcycled chandeliers suspended from low ceilings, was where the Mad Hatter might meet Queen Elizabeth for tea. But their argument couldn’t be had at the villa where the crib solidified his cowardice.

         ‘We should tell them together,’ Ishaan said. ‘That’s why I didn’t.’125

         ‘You never once brought that up.’

         ‘I realised after you left that they’d want you there, too. So I figured if I wasn’t telling them, I should attend the meeting. Which, by the way, was a show of support you completely disregarded.’

         ‘A show of support? Why, thank you, your royal husbandness, how lovely of you to participate in an act of parenting.’

         He counted work towards parenthood as overtime, requiring compensation. The idea that motherhood was assumed, yet active fatherhood remained a choice worthy of high praise, infuriated her.

         Ishaan took multiple sips of Earl Grey, his thick index finger snug in the teacup handle.

         ‘She wanted to do something nice for us,’ he said.

         ‘She always does,’ Lina said. ‘Something nice that borders on something controlling that borders on bullying. Buying a first-time mother a crib for her child is passive aggressive pissing over territory.’

         ‘Mom doesn’t have to piss over it,’ Ishaan said. ‘What you call territory is our home.’

         ‘Not mine,’ Lina said.

         From a flower vase on the fake fireplace, an elongated lily stalk appeared as if tickling the nose of a man in a photograph on the wall, falcon perched on his shoulder. Neighbouring his frame were others: an army general surrounded by three women in purdah, a boy in tears over a muddied football, an elderly couple side by side in wheelchairs.

         Ishaan couldn’t possibly like that hideous crib.

         ‘Of course I don’t,’ he said. ‘The gesture is more important.’

         An object was easier to replace than its meaning. Everything in the villa represented something different to Lina126than it did Ishaan, which proved they could not live there in shared ease.

         ‘The news will be hard on them,’ Ishaan said.

         ‘The news isn’t new,’ Lina said. ‘We stayed because your mom was ill. They knew we’d have found our own place otherwise.’

         ‘They didn’t,’ Ishaan said sheepishly. ‘Once our plans changed, there wasn’t much point bringing that up.’

         Lina should have been more surprised.

         ‘Now you pay,’ she said. ‘See how much simpler this could have been?’

         ‘My family is big on joint units,’ Ishaan said. ‘And without a daughter they haven’t had to think about their child leaving one day.’

         ‘Honestly, Ishaan, do you hear yourself? Your dad left his parents for Antwerp so don’t give me that crap.’

         He clinked his cup against hers, spilling the tea over the surface.

         ‘If I remember correctly, my lady,’ he said, ‘you fell in love with me because I’m an old soul.’

         ‘The word you’re looking for is “despite”,’ Lina said.

         Without a doubt, their differences had been the main appeal, an intellectual recklessness that invigorated an intense physical desire. I don’t have to marry the guy, Lina used to tell Nour, who disapproved of them ignoring their polarity. But most others expressed envy at their peaceful contrarian arrangement, which Ishaan accepted with pride. Arguments advanced relationships, they naively believed, and mastered how to fight without losing control, neither with any flair for dramatics. In fact, when Lina was praised for something Ishaan vehemently disagreed with was when127he seemed most infatuated with her, an adoration for her particularities that had now long eroded.

         The grandfather clock at Shakespeare & Company chimed and the wait staff clapped for closing time.

         ‘Sweetheart,’ Ishaan said, ‘being this upset about a crib doesn’t seem like you.’

         Of course she didn’t care about the crib. Her child could sleep on the floor, an adult bed, a second-hand bassinet, whatever the heck, but that decision would be made by her and Ishaan after they had fixated on the firmness of a mattress, the cushioning, the height. They’d have checked the lists other parents gave them, dismissed the obscenely expensive ones, settled on a mid-range cocoon suitable for their child, the first space of significance they would have created together. She cared very much about the damn crib.

         ‘Being in this together matters,’ Lina said. ‘That’s why we’re moving. Please let’s tell them tomorrow.’ That she wanted their future family to matter as much as their preceding ones was left unsaid. She could not invite him into the pain of envisioning his parents in the past tense.

         ‘We will, sweetheart,’ Ishaan said. ‘Just do me a favour and show a little sensitivity. They’re ecstatic about a baby in the house and I’m about to take that away from them before he’s even born.’

         ‘Stop with the chauvinistic sex selection,’ Lina said. ‘All of you.’

         ‘That’s a horrible thing to say.’

         ‘It is, isn’t it?’

         ‘They’re just excited, okay?’ Ishaan said. ‘Stop judging them for every wrong word out of their mouth.’

         ‘That one came out of yours,’ Lina said.128

         This was how truth travelled between them these days, in frustration and devoid of foresight.

         
             

         

         She regretted the outburst all the way back to the villa, and spent the rest of the evening, ashamed, in the garage going through Papa’s boxes. In one she found a bottle of Côtes-du-Rhône, which she uncorked and sipped. From another box Raja had labelled ‘Sir/mixthings’, Lina removed a maroon leather photo album. At its corner edge, her fingers went still. That’s not where she wanted to find her father, trapped in glossy rectangles. She held up the album and inhaled. How did scent linger like that, stay beyond a person’s existence? Imagining him now, Lina thought how unfair she’d been. Just as Ishaan did, she, too, considered the family she’d been born into closer than the one to come. Linking the two would require some imagination, and so she moved on to a box labelled ‘Sir/papers’ and pulled out Papa’s Bindertek binder and three Manila folders bulging with underwater photographs.

         Little else mattered to Papa as much as these investigations of marine life, a longing for his foregone career. He’d labelled the section on seahorses ‘Hippocampus’ and noted down that they released hundreds of babies with each thrust of the pouch since fewer than five in a thousand advanced to adulthood. Despite such terrible odds, sea creatures kept at it. People would not, Lina suspected, if their foetuses only had a 0.5 per cent chance of surviving.

         Despite Lina’s Calm Palm orientation, she was more lost than when she’d begun: motherless, ooh- and aah-less, not enthusiastic enough or caffeine-wary enough. It was as129though parenthood could not be fully proven until her belly swelled to the size of that elephant the women dreaded.

         Appearance dictated alliance, like at the smoky shisha joint Nour had taken Lina to in eighth grade. On the second floor of a decrepit building, they opened the door to a narrow hotbox of horny middle schoolers. All male, all Arab. Lina holed up in the corner spot while Nour grabbed a pipe. In walked Hisham, frosted tips, hazel eyes, bad boy from a competitor school. ‘Who invited her?’ he said in an Arabic Lina understood. ‘I don’t smoke with Indians.’

         Nour cursed at him and stormed out. Lina slowly followed, afraid her exit might further incite. That first encounter with racism as palpable as her first kiss, a schooling in being attacked for parts of herself she was powerless to change.

         Ishaan came downstairs, maybe to make peace. He saw the open wine bottle, shook his head, and turned back without a word. At the next appointment, Lina would ask Dr Eltahawy what an occasional sip might risk, whether it was worth the soothed internal tantrums. She carried the bottle to the guest bathroom, poured the remains down the drain, and left evidence in the tiddly waste basket for Hirani viewing pleasure.

         The Bindertek took Ishaan’s place in bed that night until he came up much later and moved the binder aside. His sound woke Lina in a panic, gasping for breath. Each intake of air became a desperate plea, and Ishaan, unable to settle her trembling shoulders, rubbed her back and fanned her with an orca diagram from Papa’s folder. Lina could not show her husband the canyon carved in her chest for her father, could not detail that drop in depth, her plunge into treacherous low places. Could not say that even with fresh130air, there was no oxygen, no view of the distant rim, nothing but a void left from the collision of otherwise steady plates. Sorry, she said, because she missed Ishaan. She wished they’d had more time alone together before the pregnancy. Lina tired from hoping he’d arrive at where she’d presumed they were both headed: a home of their own. She thought back to the jelly bean on screen, the split-second that changed her mind, and hated herself for wanting to change back. Lina pretended sleep.
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            Chapter Twelve

         

         a week later, lina sat on the floor of a marble courtyard the size of three American football fields.

         ‘Basu like a real sāsu,’ Lina said, scowling at the doctor’s name card: ‘Godhuli Basu, Paediatric Cardiologist’.

         A tour operator glanced over, seemingly having lost his train of thought after detailing the Grand Mosque’s one thousand and ninety-six outdoor columns.

         ‘The echocardiogram shows he has a severely underdeveloped left ventricle,’ Dr Basu had said, which was how Lina found out her baby was a boy.

         She imagined Dr Basu pole dancing around one of the marble columns, offering her grand prognosis while in twisted ballerina.

         ‘The left side of the heart pumps blood through the whole body,’ Dr Basu said, as though Lina were an infant incapable of comprehending the peril of an adult subject. ‘His is not formed properly.’

         Come on lady, spit it out.

         ‘Incompatible with life,’ she’d finally admitted, in doctor speak and dialled-down empathy. 132

         Godhuli Basu was one of those.

         ‘How can life be incompatible with life?’ Lina had said. For twenty-one weeks, she’d been instructed to overdose on folic acid and chia seeds for the ‘precious life’ growing inside her, and now that he had a faulty organ, he’d been branded incompatible with the very essence of living itself. Typical, measuring success by finished product, a head of hair, flawless human form scrunched into a square worthy of Insta. That may have been the only maternal instinct Lina felt, raising a picket sign for the cells who’d lost, those little strands of tissue twisting and turning, trying in vain to hook on to a wall, stay together in sac, form into the correct-sized ventricle. I salute you, slimy soldiers, she announced, leading an imaginary revolution across Basu’s obsessively tidy desk, pioneers of the curdling of consciousness, for as microscopic as you are to base humans, paediatric cardiologists included, to me you are the entirety of existence. If not for the first fighters, no victory could be assured to those who come after.

         Lina had asked Dr Basu for a meet-and-greet with the guy who doled out death, wondered if he had it in for her.

         ‘Jerk,’ Lina said. In the Grand Mosque, her breath buried itself with Baba Zayed, whose tomb lay in peace, out of sight. Now his was a life, eighty-six years, a country created and cultivated. In this grand structure of his vision, tourists craned necks to gape at the minarets and gold-tipped domes, bent down to photograph their loved ones sprawled across a floor inlaid with coloured marble; irises, lilies, poppies.

         No floral pattern grew beneath where Lina sat in the centre, taking up space without fertile soil. Sweat filled up valleys hidden under her abaya: bent elbows, folded knees, armpits, the deepest crevice under her stomach. She wanted 133to rip off what women entering the mosque were made to wear, leave the mandatory cloth in the middle of that luminous floor, a black shroud. But she was no tourist in her own body.

         ‘Is there a chance you could be wrong?’ Lina had asked Dr Basu.

         ‘Always,’ Dr Eltahawy stepped in to answer.

         ‘Unlikely,’ Dr Basu said. As she would, God in Godhuli’s name.

         Unprepared, no convention dictated her reaction. No gasp, no sobs. Lina absorbed the information with a continued level of annoyance at the doctor’s attitude and took notes on her phone for when Ishaan returned from—she’d forgotten where at first, knew it now to be Madrid. Driving out of Dubai, the long, unswerving highway home required minimal attention, but the act of driving demanded self-control.

         Once she’d arrived in Abu Dhabi and sat down in the mosque courtyard, not one of the eighty-two domes provided shade. She’d come for solace, a reminder of simplicity amidst the magnanimous Moorish and Mughal architecture. The continuous white, the symmetry and repetition of arches and corridors, still-water ponds along arcades, allowed her to think undisturbed by the noise of a constantly disappointed society. Indignant as she felt, an odd sense of protection prevented her from crumbling. The last thing that little left ventricle needed was a woman in hysterics. The jelly bean turned masculine. The rebellious female voice Lina had up until then been hearing, clearly her own, went silent. She didn’t give the boy a chord, afraid to admit a tone to imagination in case he never spoke. 134

         The tour guide clicked his fingers, herding his group of tourists towards the bus parked in the lot. Three children ran ahead, flashes of blue from their light-up sneakers whizzing past.

         Nour had gifted Lina a pair once, soon after the day she’d been showing off a set of new roller skates. Lina, sulking about not owning her own, trailed behind hand in hand with Nour’s mother, counting the painted lines in the parking lot of Zayed Sports Stadium. Thirty-nine was the number – she’d never forgotten – when the shrill of Ms Abadi’s scream sent Nour toppling over and Lina’s hand was violently abandoned. A parked car they’d assumed was vacant had geared up and raced past, missing Nour by a fraction. Her stoic mother heaved as she ordered them back in the car and drove away. They remained silent, painfully aware that horror had only just been avoided. But what Lina remembered was Ms Abadi’s expression only minutes afterwards as they pulled up to a petrol station and she asked the girls what flavour of slushy they wanted. Nour’s mother had recovered, and nearly as quickly as she’d collapsed.

         Wrestling with mortality must be commonplace for mothers. If giving birth meant creating life, so, too, did it mean creating its inevitable end. An infant became a boy became a teenager became a man who died, an old man if he was lucky, a baby if not. No woman was spared her child’s fate, only Lina’s had come a lifetime early. She wasn’t unusual, unfit, less than. By definition, every pregnant woman carried around an eventual death.

         As she thought so, pain surfaced: self-blame, shame, self-ishness. Lina put palm over pelvis, hoping to comfort, and an opposing sentiment struck her in return: relief. Cruel 135was the honesty of the reassurance. A mean solidarity, a wondrous and wicked bond. For while no one else understood Lina wavering, he himself seemed to have heard.

         ‘Thank you,’ she said, imagining her son forgiving of human contradictions. For his ear, she offered hers, too. An ally on side.

         Blame her they would, of course, not in any direct way, for that would be impolite. The indirect questions would relay the message better: had she taken the folic acid, and maybe a little more methi would do her good, a little less conference calling? As if women’s behaviours swirled themselves into embryos, as though two-tailed sperm or genetic failures or plain old randomness played no part. And when the seat for blame was offered up, how easily women moved towards it, not for having good reason, but because when told to take the chair – ladies first – they put their bottoms right down and got comfortable.

         Lina left without visiting the prayer hall with its boast of knots woven into the world’s largest carpet, faith shimmering in the chandelier with the biggest Swarovski lustre. At the reflecting pool by the exit, she threw Dr Basu’s card in the shallow water. Her empty palm revealed that her lifeline ran discontinuous on her skin. In that basin of her upturned hand, it split right in the middle into two.

         Lina drove around Abu Dhabi long after the sun set, oblivious of its excess and sure to return the next day. Her city was always under construction, endless cause for complaints from new residents: could the cranes stop growing in the sky like upturned weeds; the incessant sound of drilling, of motors, of some machine or another whirring or plonking or slicing or sawing Allah only knows what materials and 136how many times; the dug-up roads, the cramped parking outside building sites, the dust, the dirt, the heat of the whole hullabaloo. Lina wouldn’t know how to recognise her home without it. They’d grown up together, her and the city, nine years apart. Like an older sibling she both admired and resented, Lina followed Abu Dhabi around; to Eldorado, its first movie theatre; Sana, the go-to for Western clothes before brands bulldozed boutiques; to the super-market for strawberry-flavoured Unikai, a pre-Starbucks staple. Her city eased her into those changes, held her hand and showed her around new developments. Lina had been a wary sister, did not trust the dazzle of Dairy Queen even as softie dripped down her chin. How will I survive this? she asked her big brother. It’s why she returned to him when the unthinkable showed up on her street corner. He answered by being a role model; he kept growing.

         
             

         

         Back in Dubai hours later, Lina stepped into the dimness of the villa, occupants fast asleep. No one stirred, but still she looked down the hallways and checked behind her. Her calves felt heavy, the pain in her lower back sharp and sore. She approached the glass door of the living room leading out to the pool. Moonlight sketched the shadow of a lamp on the smooth floor, a line that appeared as if piercing Lina’s toes. Looking down at that marvel of light and dark, Lina stared with intensity at her stomach. The size surprised her less than the protrusion, the way a hooker might push her breasts outwards to entice a customer.

         Disgusted at herself with the comparison, she took on the face of her mother instead. She imagined Payal pregnant 137with herself, Lina the child in her mother’s womb. The longer that image lingered, the more she believed and caressed her belly and comforted herself, the Lina she imagined inside there. Then, noticing herself in the glass, the absurdity of the notion and the ugly reality of how it could never be reversed, never be true, never be false, she dropped her hands and screamed from the depths of her body. Nothing sounded. She strained to produce even a whimper; a passer-by would have assumed her a nauseated patient forcing vomit. There were no passers-by in this domestic captivity. Silence terrorised her, blocking her ears with the pressure of a plane at high altitude. Lina stood there, desperate to expunge her sobs, her shock, the shame of her horrible part in it all – she failed, deprived of voice.

         She dialled the number saved as Raja Emergency.

         ‘Hell-o?’ Shobha said, then upon hearing Lina, ‘Pari madam is out.’

         Her short sentences stung.

         ‘I called you,’ Lina said, a statement which emphasised who she hadn’t called. Her self-reproach left no room for the answer to why not Ishaan.

         ‘Baby news?’

         Lina told Shobha all, out of order and hurriedly, fearful of losing sound. The pregnancy would continue as normal, but threat came after birth. Without three surgeries, death was certain, and with them, a high probability. Lina hadn’t told anyone, so Shobha shouldn’t tell Pari. Dr Basu’s monotone was monstrous. If the baby survived all those operations, he’d still need heart reconstruction and a transplant before he turned thirty. Oh, and it’s a boy. Hiranis, one; Lina, negative one million. 138

         Shobha gave no response, no grunt in acknowledgement.

         ‘What have I done?’ Lina said.

         ‘Why?’ Shobha said.

         ‘You know why. You were at the clinic.’

         ‘No,’ Shobha said, ‘cannot be why.’

         Cruel intentions could convert into energy, destructive energy that produced dysfunctional cells that constructed faulty left ventricles.

         ‘I deserve it.’

         ‘Maybe,’ Shobha said, ‘but punishment and blame have not the same meaning.’

         Lina pictured Shobha with her veil off, the tips of her braided hair grazing that minuscule book she carried around. She was grateful for her staying on the line, minute after minute of silence, for witnessing Lina’s mortified breaths, for not interrupting for the sake of decorum. When Shobha spoke again, it was in Tamil. Her native language, which must be why they called the tongue mother.

         ‘Cannot be you,’ Shobha translated, ‘if the baby is safer inside you than out.’

         Lina held the phone at her chest after saying goodbye. She thought of Shobha’s mother, mourning her child’s abandonment. She imagined her own mother lying on a hospital bed, an IV transfusing infected blood into her veins. Lina’s reflection stood in the glass door, reprimanding.

         She went to the garage where Papa’s portraits were laid out in four rows of three on the floor, each with its own resting board. With a drafting brush, she removed loose particles. Hung up on new nursery walls, his absence would be established from the start, unlike the spaces he had once been and no longer was. Every place her father had set foot 139was a landmine for Lina’s sorrow – the Lebanese Flower Bakery, his coveted Lulu’s parking spot, the Hirani dining room. On new ground, there was chance of safety, the sentiment that had kept Lina at her sketches the last few weeks, charcoal back and forth on paper like scrubbing a burnt saucepan clean. Aunty M’s suggestion of conjuring images conquered Lina’s strokes as she pressed down hard. She would fixate on her father. Now she knew her child was a boy, she’d give him a mighty spirit to survive the ugly odds.

         The baby gulps down amniotic fluid to develop breathing, the Bump had recently reported. A skill he’ll need, Lina thought, strapping on the respirator mask to protect him from fixative. The open garage door did not do much in the way of ventilation and the air felt as if it hadn’t moved in years, hanging in wait. Lina stood with the can, intent on sealing Papa into her drawings of him. Arranged in such symmetry, he appeared as if in a film strip ready to come alive with the turn of a reel, a man with intention. Papa with glasses on his forehead, squinting at her report card; Papa stitching a rip in Lina’s school uniform, needle in hand, concentrating on the sewing manual from All Prints; Papa knee deep in the ocean, one arm out towards the shore where Lina stood, offering protection. She sprayed in a measured, continuous motion, covering the entirety of her father in a mist she hoped would clear away in time without changing any of the original value.
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            Meenakshi

         

         in ishaan’s bedroom, meenakshi ties charger wires into neat circles. To prevent a nuchal cord, Lina should not step over windy objects. She makes the unmade bed. No spots of blood on the sheets; good. She attaches a safety pin to the corner of Lina’s pillow and recites a short prayer. Keep the baby safe.

         Ishaan calls from the airport. They have checked in and his father is entertained by an exhibit of confiscated items come through customs: a large chunk of ivory and a stuffed baby crocodile. We leave for Spain on Sunday, father and son mentioned on several separate occasions. They say Spain, uncertain she will know where Granada is.

         Lina’s underwear drawer is filled with lacy garments, if a thong is a garment at all. Covers nothing and costs more than an M&S multipack of knickers. She has purchased maternity clothes only for work; at home she stretches the same sleeveless tops Ishaan impolitely calls wife-beaters tighter and tighter around her stomach.

         Found: a tweezer caught on a bra hook, nail clipper next 141to hairbrush, pear on the verge of mould in yesterday’s purse. In the Neverfull they go, the Louis Vuitton tote that Meenakshi lined with a garbage bag. No fruits of the letter p, papaya or otherwise, should be consumed while pregnant. They laugh when Meenakshi slips up in her superstitions. Let them; the young can afford to joke of mortality. No, not the young, the healthy.

         Meenakshi will not let the maids clean this bedroom, trusted hands only for nine months. What a mess; crumpled-up bills on the floor. Pencil shavings in a confetti of chaos. Charcoal smudges on the wall. One heel by the standing mirror. Where has the other wandered off to? The mirror, oversized and leaning against the wall, is a post-marriage purchase. Meenakshi would never allow a giant frame without fixtures, waiting to crack. It reflects the entire bed, headboard included. Must not picture such things. How did her son pick this woman? Left home, lost his senses and found the antithesis of his mother.

         Through the mirror, she sees a second drawer. More improbable underwear, probably. Knees tired from bending, she turns anyhow, in case therein lies the secret. The drawer edge is level with the cupboard, locked in place. Lina is hiding something or other, that much Meenakshi has smarts to know. Patience, a luxury of those without corporate jobs, will reward her eventually. The tired copper of the knob, some recycled nonsense, is hit by the morning light, a chance illumination. Rays do not appear without reason. Out of respect, Meenakshi places her fingers around the planetary metal and glides her thumb in caress. How smooth the baby’s toe will be, his cheek, the grooves of his ear. Eyes closed, she smells the talcum powder she dusted 142on Ishaan in the mornings. Your love for him will explode in your chest, the women told her. Not so for Meenakshi. His love for her is what pounded, rang like a melodious morning alarm. So much so that she didn’t crave another child. Someone needs you, his cries said. No more. Watching TV, his head lies on a different lap. Fashion advice he takes from a woman who dresses like a man hoeing a farm. No more ‘Come sit with me, I’m sick,’ or ‘I’ll sit with you, you’re sick.’ Meenakshi is sick from her hurt.

         A small tug of the drawer knob confirms the security in place. She has an urge to break it open, not out of suspicion but an equally fair reason: protection. Every marble square of the bedroom needs to be clear of harmful objects; how else can she protect her unborn grandchild?

         I am here for you, precious one. Babies must be invited and appealed to so they arrive safely. What good are these pregnancy books, thousands of pages between them and not one informing new mothers of this critical step? A woman with child must ensure the spaces inside of her and out are kept secure.

         Positively giddy, that’s how Meenakshi feels, and what woman in her sixth decade can say that on an ordinary Sunday morning? She would skip were it not for water retention in her feet, and sing aloud a lullaby, were she not afraid the maids might hear. Like Ishaan’s status in the household, they have not yet fully risen. Meenakshi will go back into bed upon hearing them. Anne will wake her and draw the curtains, Mary will bring chai and a Khaleej Times folded open to the Kakuro. Spoil the servants and they get out of the practice of serving.

         Meenakshi will have her hands full soon, a screaming 143baby spitting up milk and smelling of soil, needing care. Care only she can give. What does the doctor know, as if with hormones gone she cannot function? Men-o-pause means stopping everything we do for men, the Fabulous Fifteen joke. What work is there more rewarding than raising a son, and his son after that? Surely his mother cannot be trusted with it. Look at that pack of balloons on the floor. If Lina has not the lungs to blow air in celebration of her child’s arrival, Meenakshi must not take any chances. Out of excitement, she already made a mistake. Sorry, little darling. In fairness, the gesture was not entirely foolish. How else could she have drawn her husband’s attention to family matters, reminded him of a new beneficiary? Along with Lina, Ishaan’s father took one look at the crib and dismissed it as a frivolous purchase. Never again will she endanger the baby with a gift before birth, not even if it is intended to keep his fortune secure. In apology, another idea arrives. Part and parcel of appeasing her grandchild’s spirit is showing kindness to his mother. Just any old gift won’t do.

         I’ll be back tomorrow, bacha. She leaves the door open behind her.

         In the kitchen, Meenakshi checks the sink drainer for culprits which clog: coriander, French-pressed coffee grounds, aged rind. Better check her lipsticks in the fridge. Thank goodness, still in shape, unmelted; that malodorous cheese Lina buys has not wormed its way into them.

         After lunch, Meenakshi makes her daily calls. One to her derani, one to her jethani. Be civil, ask after their daughters, remember one good old time together. Both sisters-in-law are courteous. But does Meenakshi receive an invite to their weekly lunch at Jamie’s Italian? They’re just jealous, 144the Fabulous Fifteen remind her, those hyenas will come for your diamonds one day. Meenakshi shares this with her husband and he reminds her she has confused talking shop with shopping talk.

         Did you know the Matrix code is sushi recipes? she tells him. All that important-looking green text? The designer took it from his wife’s Japanese cookbook.

         Meenakshi calls the jeweller at Fabergé and he insists on the new egg pendant which opens to reveal an animal. A bird, a tortoise, a dragon, a falcon. Meenakshi rejects the creatures but agrees on the pendant if he can ensure one with rose quartz. Worn around Lina’s neck, the protective stone will guard the baby from his mother’s misery.

         ‘Dad fell asleep,’ Ishaan says when he calls from the aeroplane. ‘We’re taking off now. Is Lina home? She’s not answering her mobile.’

         Meenakshi disconnects because ants have colonised her jar of sugar. In the bin it goes, SIS Fine Grain White Sugar added to her grocery list.

         The phone rings again.

         ‘Your wife has gone straight from work to yet another ultrasound appointment,’ Meenakshi tells him. ‘Why so many? It’s not good for the baby, you know.’

         Jocelyn is on the line. ‘Lina hasn’t come into the office today,’ the meek assistant says in question, ‘so I called to check after her?’

         ‘Oh,’ Meenakshi says, ‘she hasn’t told you as of yet?’ Jocelyn listens with keen interest.

         Before Lina is due home, she inspects the show cabinet. The space in front of the Fabergé, still empty.

         Late that night, Lina puts on a documentary, their 145post-dinner ritual sans husbands. My goodness, watching such ferocious predators, ugly-eyed at that, cannot be good. Meenakshi was dubious from the title, Killer Whales, Wolves of the Sea, but Lina said it was her father’s favourite. How can she object? No, Meenakshi must chant mantras under her breath and hope her grandchild – a grandson, she wishes for – is fast asleep in the womb. What a voice the narrator has. Orca calves, even the males, he announces, stay in the same pods as their mothers throughout their lives. What is so surprising in that? Even the males.

         Meenakshi sends the jeweller a message asking for a whale in the egg pendant. He replies that mammals are not born this way, as if she were a fool to ask. Of course she knows that, but is it her fault her daughter-in-law is obsessed with the beasts? Any marine creature then, she says, and demands a discount for the disagreement. He obliges.

         Lina jerks forward, holding her stomach.

         ‘What’s wrong?’

         ‘A kick, I think,’ Lina says. Meenakshi wants to feel but Lina does not offer. She looks down and rubs her expanded self, over and under, over and under. ‘Courtesy of Attenborough’s voice.’

         ‘Those beasts must have given the poor child a heart attack,’ she says.

         Lina looks up. Meenakshi looks away. Let her finish watching. Upstairs, she changes into her nightgown, folds her dirty clothes, puts them in the laundry basket. She removes her make-up with baby oil and stares at her bare face. Lina’s father died of a heart attack.

         Meenakshi turns off the lights and lies in bed, palms joined in prayer. Sorry. Fifty-five years later and to this day 146she cannot bear hearing the words ‘still’ and ‘born’ in one sentence. Of her mother’s three children, Meenakshi is the daughter she was too afraid to call by name, the only baby to come out with breaths.

         She pulls the blanket over her head. How stupid she was as a young girl, trying to raise her temperature this way. A sorry stream of other failed attempts: running ice-cold baths and sitting naked under the AC, dipping her nose in hot milk, letting red ants bite her, sticking a finger down her throat – all so her mother would worry and check Meenakshi’s forehead for a fever. Is she all right? her father might add, three simple words she craved until her last day living with them. How desperately her parents wanted not to forget the children they’d lost; how easily they overlooked the surviving one. She hated their grief. No argument could be made against the loss, formless rivals never banished from their home.

         This home, now, is Meenakshi’s. And grief is unwelcome. Lina treks around with sorrow strapped on her back, an unnecessary, overbearing weight that bumps into every lovely corner of the villa, ruining the perfect family unit Meenakshi has worked dearly hard to maintain. When the doctor suggested a biopsy out of standard procedure, Meenakshi understood that when chances are given, they must not be ignored. She asked for a transfer to the women’s hospital and Ishaan dropped her off at the kerb for every appointment, though the wedding was only weeks away. Until he picked her up sixty minutes later, Meenakshi sipped on a double espresso on the fourth-floor Starbucks, avoiding the pained looks of the real cancer patients unable to swallow. The all-clear result hid in Meenakshi’s Neverfull 147for seven full months before she was brave enough to share the good news, battling her fear of being forgotten as a result of her good health.

         
             

         

         ‘The baby is kicking,’ Meenakshi tells Ishaan. ‘And you, how was the trip?’

         Father and son answer like teenagers: ‘Good.’

         ‘What did you do?’

         ‘Nothing much,’ Ishaan’s father says.

         ‘So next year you needn’t bother attending the International Conference on Diamond and Carbon Materials,’ Meenakshi says.

         Only Ishaan shows surprise at this boast of knowledge. Her husband gifts her a fridge magnet, a pack of resin dogs standing guard in front of a dilapidated castle.

         ‘What’s been happening around here?’ Ishaan asks, frowning at his phone.

         Meenakshi can’t possibly divulge: videos of orca orgies and daredevil acts of defiance by her daughter-in-law. Lina cut her hair. Cut. God help them all, she’s going to blind that baby.

         ‘Nothing new, Ishu,’ Meenakshi says.

         ‘Where is Lina?’ her husband asks.

         ‘She’ll be late today,’ Ishaan says. ‘She’s presenting to the Board.’

         Meenakshi broke the State Board records in Maths. Meenakshi Bajaj written in such pretty cursive letters on the certificate. Her mother had squinted at the paper and put it on the kitchen counter. By the time Meenakshi came back from changing out of her uniform, a ring of moong dal had 148been stamped on the certificate, the rear end of her mother’s cooking pot. She is lucky. She learnt early what little value such things have.

         ‘Delicious, Mom,’ Ishaan says at dinner, kind-hearted boy.

         ‘Mmm,’ her husband assents. He has not eaten Sindhi food in five days. Praise comes easy. Your white chocolate laddus are simply the best, the Fabulous say. Those napkins, M, how do you transform them into such regal birds? What wonderful combinations, they say of her starfruit kheer and plum-pistachio choux. Come on, cloudheads, follow the instructions. The recipe is as clear as Cartier. Meenakshi has no knack, adds no extra ingredients of love. She reads, measures, counts, sets the temperature, calculates to perfection. A mathematician, not Martha Stewart.

         Lina interrupts dessert by flinging her child on the dining table, a sonogram which lands face up between the malai kulfi and a glass of Johnnie Walker. The picture resembles a phantom of Meenakshi’s deceased brother; which one, no way of knowing. Fortunately her mother was spared such images of the boys she lost.

         ‘You had another appointment today?’ Ishaan asks his wife. He wipes a water droplet off the sonogram and stands. ‘Why didn’t you say? I would have gone with you.’

         ‘You were on a flight,’ Lina says.

         ‘I’ve been home since morning,’ Ishaan says. ‘How early was the scan?’

         ‘Let me see,’ Ishaan’s father says.

         Nobody questions what happened with the Board. Lina fancies herself a Very Important Professional with her big job at a big company in her big office, as if housewifery was slavery. Now see who cares about her interview? No one. 149Ishaan hands his father the ultrasound image and follows Lina out of the dining room.

         ‘They must stop acting childish,’ Meenakshi says, ‘with a child of their own on the way.’

         Meenakshi corrected her husband once when they first married. A mistake he’d made in his accounts. She pointed out the error and he turned his head slowly, right to left, left to right. Not your domain, his neck warned her. Do not cross me.

         ‘We should help them, isn’t it? How will he manage the extra expenses and—’

         He stops her with a slight raise of his palm upwards, a policeman holding traffic. Not your right of way.

         What mother can help herself? Meenakshi feels no shame in protecting her son’s interests. Someone must. Her fault, really, for raising him so well. Ishaan follows orders without flinching. Not Lina, resistance on display even as she obeys. Meenakshi catches herself when she pities her son. The boy must be stronger.

         She sets up the backgammon board by the pool. The game is five thousand years old, the legend says, thought up by a woman who let her husband take the credit. Behind her burqa, a desert-dried face must have celebrated the objective she had chosen for its winner: move all fifteen pieces safely off the board.

         ‘White for me,’ Ishaan says, trotting towards her in ridiculous swimming trunks, a gift from his wife. Pink, of all colours. An orange octopus stitched in. He moves around his white pieces, a habit of mistrust.

         ‘If you don’t put on a T-shirt,’ Meenakshi says, ‘you’ll be black before night.’ 150

         ‘Maybe I’ll swim,’ he says.

         He is as likely to get in that pool as Meenakshi is to follow Lina’s fashion advice. But he must pretend the intention, to his wife at least. The boy is embarrassed to admit he wants to play a board game with his mother. Meenakshi does not mind. There are few places now where she can speak to him unheard. She rolls a two and a one, low but lucky. Ishu, a four and a two.

         ‘You have a chance,’ Meenakshi says. ‘You must ensure your father writes a will, now there will be another heir. And without your name on the payroll, who knows how your greedy uncles will twist the facts in the future.’

         Come on, Mom, Ishaan’s look says. A common phrase, that one. It started off as endearing, when he was nine and ten and eleven. But fifteen, twenty-two, thirty-one, the expression hurts. Not least because it has spread, worn now by her daughter-in-law, the maids, even that nincompoop driver.

         ‘We’re not the Windsors,’ he says. ‘And the ask isn’t easy. You know him.’

         What if she declared that she did not? Come, let’s know each other once more. No, this cannot be done. The searching and rediscovering and trekking up Annapurna to find oneself is a privilege of attendants of universities better known by their initials. Meenakshi cannot complain. The Fabulous Fifteen housewives nick dirhams from their monthly allowance and stuff them in designer handbags. Distasteful, such a thing. Meenakshi has no need for a home-made savings account. She knows how to keep her man. By the laws of the bedroom, of course. In public, she holds to memory the dates of his social calendar, schedules 151a puja in unison with business deals and greets his clients in expected grace. Hirani Diamonds & Sons makes no mention of wives. It’s not in the title, after all. But a business shared equally amongst her husband and his two brothers should pass down to the above-mentioned son, should it not? Why must Ishaan be sentenced to the same fate as his uncles’ daughters?

         ‘If he doesn’t want to write a will, that’s his prerogative,’ Ishaan says, ‘his choice.’ He forgets she used to correct his words when he mixed up English and Dutch, neither language her native.

         The elongated triangles on the board, how precisely they come to a point. Geometric shapes, sides straight. Meenakshi closes her eyes in concentration, visualises numbers and symbols and lines, adding up and subtracting themselves, equations balancing out, an endless series of equal signs.

         ‘What I need is a salary,’ he continues. ‘Nine years I’ve worked with him and no pay cheque. If Lina knew his account covers my credit cards, she’d go mental.’

         ‘Why are you worried about a silly salary?’ Meenakshi says. Imagine if Ishaan’s father fretted over every small thing before telling his wife. Impossible. Her son fell in love with a woman’s smarts, a quality he overlooked in his mother. But what good comes from pining after a mind? Even the ancient Egyptians removed mummies’ brains through the nose, considered useless after death. When all other organs had been extracted, they left only the heart in place, the centre of a person’s being, the true intelligence.

         ‘We’re parents now,’ he says. He counts out loud, deciding whether he will move one piece or two. Ishaan is pleased with himself, ahead of Meenakshi in the game, a rare advance. 152

         ‘Explain to her how these matters work in a family business,’ she says. ‘Until inherited, everything is shared. See what difficulty she’s having with her father’s estate? And that man had the good sense to write a will. Take her as an example, Ishu, and worry your father. Use Jamil’s help. What’s a lawyer for if he can’t put in a word or two? Warn Dad that if he does not register a will with the authorities, his business will fall to his dimwit brothers.’

         ‘I hate this stuff,’ he says. The boy is sensitive, avoids thinking of his father’s demise. ‘If he figures out a monthly salary for me, that’s good enough, Mom. I can’t keep my accounts separate from Lina’s for ever. She wants to buy a house.’

         She wants to keep her last name. She won’t touch my feet in the mandap. Lina doesn’t believe in buri nazar. Or that devil we depend on: plastic. Two days a week, she’ll stay at her father’s. She wants a wine fridge. A new set of curtains in the room. How many more of these are left for Meenakshi to hear?

         ‘You are winning,’ she says, examining the backgammon board. ‘And whatever for?’

         ‘To own instead of rent,’ Ishaan says. All but one of his pieces are on his home board.

         ‘She lives here rent-free,’ Meenakshi says.

         He looks hurt. What does he think, that she has never calculated the expense a daughter-in-law incurs? He knows his mother better than that. And what is cruel in counting? Lina flits about woker-than-thou, putting down Meenakshi’s way of life, insult after insult in every silent step of her ‘heels oppress women’ foot. Tolerance, this generation demands, entitled buggers, giving none in return.

         ‘Come on, Mom. She hasn’t exactly had an easy time 153recently, has she?’ He stares at the board distractedly and leaves his single piece vulnerable. ‘Lina won’t accept Dad’s money as my share of the house. And if we use only her salary we’ll have to settle for a smaller place.’

         What does that matter if he’s not to live there? The girl fancies herself a property owner then so be it. Let her buy. She has enough wealth of her own, of course. How else could a woman proclaim she wants a house, just like that? Ishaan does not tell her how much money Lina makes but Meenakshi knows the exchange rate of confidence.

         ‘She is clever,’ she says, ‘to secure her future.’

         ‘Unlike me, you mean.’

         Meenakshi rolls the precise number she needs, and moves his piece to the side, forcing him to begin again. ‘I mean only that both of you must think of the child now. What’s best for him?’

         ‘Stop with that, please, Mom. We don’t know if it’s a boy.’

         She rolls a double six.

         ‘And there’s more to parenting than finances,’ he continues, as if a mother needed reminding.

         ‘Do tell me,’ Meenakshi says.

         ‘No one asks me about the pregnancy. Shouldn’t I be sent lists of baby stuff to buy, too? You give Lina all kinds of instructions on what to eat. Why am I never consulted?’

         ‘You have an opinion on methi, bacha?’ She has begun taking her pieces off the board without his noticing. On the brink of a new family in which Meenakshi will rank third, he is far too preoccupied with his own importance.

         ‘See, that’s what I mean? It’s not a joke, Mom.’

         ‘Do you hear me laughing? We all have a part to play, Ishu, and yours is ensuring you have enough shillings to your 154name should fate change direction. Mine is taking care of my grandchild while his parents work.’

         He must be considering his wife’s opposition to this childcare arrangement, clear as she makes her disapproval of Meenakshi. As if it isn’t enough to be a wife, mother, grandmother; one has to go impress a Board with ideas, too.

         ‘I’m the one with flexible working hours,’ Ishaan says. ‘No one’s considered I might stay home and take care of my kid. No one takes me seriously.’

         ‘Listen to me,’ she says, ‘people will take you as seriously as you take yourself. If you fancy popping prenatal vitamins along with your wife, be my guest. But let me make one thing clear. If you do not speak up to your father, you will be left dependent on not just one person, but two. And that is a status I do not wish upon anyone, least of all my son. So get your name on a will first and then go about buying houses and baby bottles.’

         She is left with one piece and Ishaan with two.

         ‘What the heck,’ he says. ‘I’ve been ahead this whole time!’

         She smiles at him, her shirtless son squinting from a too-bright sun. This is how Meenakshi wins the game.

         
             

         

         Ishaan takes her advice. That week, Meenakshi hears their jumbled voices in argument through the bedroom walls. Lina is quiet during meals and eats little, an irresponsible neglect; the baby needs his nutrition. Meenakshi catches Ishaan observing his wife when she is absorbed in her drawings. She has grown in size and changed shape. He must wonder if he will ever see his wife as she was before. Meenakshi prefers this lethargic version. 155

         The gift-wrapped Fabergé box arrives one morning as Meenakshi overhears Lina describe an open-plan kitchen. At night she reminds Ishaan that his family, money and his family money are knotted nadas that keep pyjamas tight around his waist. Dare he start drawing out his own interior dreams? Yes, of course his father should have built Ishu the basement gym he wanted years ago. But wealth when passed down is used, is it not? Like second-hand clothes, her son must wear a style he did not choose.

         On Friday, Meenakshi and her husband soak in their weekly dose of vitamin D before lunch. At forty-one degrees Celsius, one of them will surely faint. By the pool, they lie on the chair inaccurately named lounger and curse the doctor who has given these orders.

         Ishaan comes out and sits beside them on a third lounger. Lina stands.

         ‘Sit,’ Meenakshi says. ‘I planned to give you this at lunch, but you’re here now.’

         ‘I’m fine,’ Lina says. ‘Why the gift?’

         ‘It’s not good for the baby if you stand, my dear. What if you collapse in this heat?’

         ‘Sit,’ Ishaan’s father says.

         Lina sits. In attempting to untie the ribbon, she tightens the knot instead. Ishaan helps her.

         ‘Wow,’ Lina says, lifting the necklace out and swaying the pendant carelessly. ‘What is this?’

         The egg is a bruised purple-blue, the pattern of golden waves abstract. Lina shows no appreciation for the 24-carat gold chain, the diamond-studded Fabergé egg, or the gesture.

         ‘Open,’ Meenakshi says. 156

         Lina flicks the pendant open and reveals the creature which Meenakshi sees for the first time.

         ‘Is that a piranha?’ Lina says.

         ‘I had yours custom made,’ she says. She hopes the piranha has some commonality with the whale or her father’s memory.

         ‘You shouldn’t have,’ Lina says, and nothing more.

         Some minutes pass, and husband and wife give each other questioning looks.

         ‘We’ve got something important to ask you,’ Ishaan says. Lina touches his forearm.

         Meenakshi understands what’s to come is a tell, not an ask. She leans forward. Her husband stays reclined.

         ‘We are thinking of getting a place of our own,’ Ishaan says.

         Well, there we have it. He’s disregarded his mother’s warnings and taken pity on his wife because her father is dead.

         ‘Excellent idea, isn’t it?’ Meenakshi says, first to her husband then to her son. ‘Renu says Costa Rica is the new up-and-coming place. Her husband is in property, you know? You must speak to him for investment advice. I hear he’s the best in town.’

         ‘He means—’ Lina says.

         ‘That’s not exactly what I mean,’ Ishaan says, frowning at her. ‘Dad, we were thinking of an apartment in Dubai to live in.’

         ‘You live here,’ Meenakshi says, dabbing her neck with the back of her hand. Property ownership, my foot. The girl has other plans.

         ‘Now that we’re starting a family,’ Lina says, ‘the time feels right for getting our own place—’ 157

         ‘For a while,’ Ishaan says. Lina looks at him. He does not look back. Two postgraduate intellects and not an ounce of sense between them.

         ‘You feel our house is small, is it?’ Meenakshi says. He may have made a fool of his mother, but she mastered the art of misleading long before he was born.

         ‘Of course not,’ Ishu says.

         Meenakshi’s husband simply sits there, bespectacled walrus. What does he care? He’s never there. Alone in Hirani Palm Paradise, the walls will begin speaking. Rugs shifting, mirrors criticising. Ishu knows how solitary the confinement will be for his mother.

         ‘Then I suppose my effort to decorate the baby’s bedroom was not to your liking?’ Meenakshi says to Lina. Those portraits for the nursery were a ruse, drawn for another home. She should not have trusted her daughter-in-law’s questions of rebirth and old wives’ tales – all matters Lina feigned interest in to distract her from this daylight robbery of her son.

         ‘We’re grateful for everything,’ Lina says. ‘We really are. It’s more about Ishaan and I being a little more independent, putting down roots for a family. Like how you did when you went to Antwerp—’

         ‘Without grandparents, you mean?’

         Ishaan sends her a Come on, Mom. The Fabulous gossip won’t reach his ears, of course. They will say the worst in whispers: Lina could not bear to live with M; and her son, her only child at that, chose the curly-haired sorceress over his own mother.

         ‘What do you think?’ Lina asks her father-in-law.

         ‘I will not pay for this,’ he says to Ishaan. 158

         ‘We’re not asking for money,’ Lina says. How fast a father’s fortune fuels a tongue. The audacity, living muft in Meenakshi’s house and treating her as though not earning a penny makes her worthless. M has no brain, is that what she thinks, ugly girl? Is that what they all think? Career-less, child grown up, uterus shrivelling – remind us again, they taunt, for what reason are you still here? Doctors give no damns about her pain, husband rejects her body, and now Ishu abandons his mother like a roadside-variety brat. Go, let them go. See how they manage. Meenakshi Hirani, most Fabulous of the Fifteen, asks no favours. Her son wants to smoke his wife’s drugs, let him. She knows better than to risk her morals for a short-term high. This is no age a woman should doubt herself, question her purpose, redefine identity, all those idiotic phrases Generations X, Y and Z say because they only want to say, share, snap. Do nothing.

         ‘Congratulations,’ Meenakshi says.

         ‘Sorry,’ Ishaan says.

         His father shrugs, then begins his ascent off the lounger. He’d better not walk off.

         ‘If you intend to take our first grandchild away from us before he’s born,’ Meenakshi says, ‘you have made your feelings quite clear.’

         ‘We won’t be far,’ Ishaan says. ‘We’ll find something in this area.’ He avoids Lina’s glare.

         ‘No need,’ Meenakshi says. ‘Live where you like. I can’t imagine what you’ll afford on the Palm with that salary you don’t earn.’

         She walks away, unable to bear his weakness. Meenakshi is a mother after all. She knows a boy cannot be won back as easily as a game of backgammon. 159

         Ishaan and Lina return to work on Sunday, and Meenakshi steals the egg pendant from the box left carelessly on the dresser in their bedroom. The drawer remains locked, and their privacy pains her. She misses the child, even though he is not yet born. When he needs her, she will be here, and he, in a nursery miles away surrounded by the charcoal faces of his dead grandfather. Ishu told her Aman had collapsed and right away, Meenakshi had called. Ring after ring after ring, near ten times before Lina picked up the phone. And for what? Neither said one word.

         Meenakshi’s resentment fatigues her eyelids, feels as though mountains are sliding down them.

         
             

         

         Well, it’s really quite wonderful, isn’t it? Two computer screens. No, monitors, that’s what they must be called. Think, Meenakshi, think. Practice makes professional. Two monitors, a three-tiered wire rack for papers. Are the most important ones on top? Bottom? Hidden in the middle, confidential? Plantronics must be a brand to know, etched on to the headset, rose gold and black, hung carelessly on the edge of the desk. Is the gadget so overused it has no value? It is begging to be spoken into, a ballerina of a machine, microphone elongated on one side like an arm in first position. Good morning, Meenakshi speaking, how may I help you?

         Jamil ignores them both, Meenakshi and the ballerina. His lumpy fingers push down on a telephone with too many buttons. There’s a hole behind the phone, carved into the desk to guarantee the wires a safe passage. Slightly excessive for a man of the law.

         ‘Sorry, M,’ he says, unlocking his file cabinet. Important 160information requires concealment. ‘Distracted by the wife. So tell me, what is it you do all day?’

         Meenakshi accepts the lawyer’s apology with a frown. The desk has begun to disturb her. What if a paper gets lost in that slum of piles? She spots a scanner in the room. Jamil must save digital copies. Of course, a secretary does that for him. Meenakshi might like that job, recording important documents to eternal memory.

         Meenakshi has asked after Jamil’s wife. Her husband’s lawyer is married to a French expat who is so careless with her ‘h’s Meenakshi cannot make out a word the woman says. They have already spoken of her addiction to shopping and cigarettes, and Jamil has pretended he minds. Meenakshi has mentioned the expensive gift that will be delivered to their place of residence, and made her request: please ensure he advises her husband that Ishaan’s name must get on a Hirani will and stay off any Solanki property deed.

         She will answer Jamil’s question, of course.

         ‘My wife scolds me, you know this? “Jamil, a housewife does more than a lawyer,” she says. So tell me, what is it you do all day?’

         There are the ants in the jar and the will and the business trips and family meals and appointments with the plumber and dust mites and negotiating to keep the maids and wiping tears and making obligatory love and sneaking in nutritious foods for the grandson and fixing the budget for the Fabulous’s Diwali ball and ironing shirts and ensuring a present is bought for the host before every party and checking calendars for birthdays and anniversaries and picking stones out of dal and choosing the ripest watermelon to avoid complaint and bearing the complaint nonetheless and 161hoping someone will ask her opinion and painfully giving it and not being heard but only told and being brave when she is sick and calm when she is furious and guarding her words when she’d rather gun people down with them.

         ‘Nothing,’ Meenakshi says. 
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             Lina

            Chapter Thirteen

         

         prior to informing ishaan’s parents of their moving out, Lina had appointed an agent and made a shortlist of qualifying neighbourhoods. Emirates Hills: leafy streets; Jumeirah Beach Residence: ocean vistas; Arabian Ranches: lone-standing villas, manicured gardens. Had she known the poolside chat would take a sour turn, she wouldn’t have scheduled back-to-back viewings the morning after. But no pill was reversing that now, and frankly, she thought Ishaan’s sulking through her plan ungrateful.

         ‘I specified three bedrooms,’ Lina told him, ‘all ensuite so your mom and dad have their own when they visit.’

         ‘They won’t,’ he said.

         ‘You won’t regret the extra space,’ Abiona said, ‘especially with a little one on the way.’ The agent came recommended from Nour because of a talent for painting pictures.

         At the first viewing, Ishaan pointed out the listings were limited in location.

         ‘Lina mentioned you’d prefer closer to home,’ Abiona 163said. ‘We mapped them within ten minutes of the Palm.’

         ‘How convenient she knows exactly what I want,’ Lina overheard him answer.

         At Jumeirah Beach, ocean waves were too loud; at Arabian Ranches, streets too quiet. Spectacles on head, Ishaan inspected the sink faucet as if therein lay the flaw of the Greens. The listing fit his criteria: open kitchen with Bosch appliances, wraparound balcony overlooking a golf course, clean tiled floors, rain shower, and two sinks in the master bathroom.

         ‘How much?’ he asked Abiona.

         The night before, Lina had questioned how Aunty M could think they had enough money to buy a house in Costa Rica but not rent an apartment on the Palm. Ishaan had said his mother was terrible at math.

         So are you, she retorted, defensive on Aunty M’s behalf, knowing it was impossible on the salary Ishaan once told her he’d made, to fly business on personal flights, to buy himself a limited edition Hublot on a whim, or her the Richard Mille, to rent out the entire underwater restaurant at the Burj for his proposal. She’d understood cash flow in a family business was complicated, that extra luxuries came with the package including living rent-free at the villa, but for his entire livelihood to be dependent on the courtesies of his detached father unsettled her.

         Don’t worry, he offered unconvincingly, Hirani Diamonds & Sons pretty regularly deposited a sum into a bank account dedicated for family use.

         If Ishaan had no say over his pay, then his father controlled whether they could take out a larger share for private school, buy a Silver Cross stroller, afford an Ivy 164League university. That their child might not make it that far stopped Lina escalating the argument.

         The same inertia arrested her now, and she left Abiona to show Ishaan around the apartment again. Lina’s back ached, as did her knees, her left temple, the side of her non-existent waist. Exhaustion came as relief. Utterly depleted, she felt only the boy within, struggle as they did in unison, keeping a failing heart going. The secret hugged her, curled up safe, only hers. Couldn’t belong more to her, and still she dared pull the feeling deeper, inwards, fill crevices with the warmth of its possession, hoard its truth as if no other would exist again.

         In two weeks, the silence would break, at a financial review of all things. Terminal illness cost money, and the hospital required both parents’ attendance. Once promoted, Lina would rely on the pay rise. Ishaan could show the balance of whichever Hirani account he chose so long as his name appeared in print.

         ‘You’re a legal employee of the company, aren’t you?’ Lina had asked.

         He inhaled before answering. She knew that pause, oxygen around the truth, what she’d used when asked about her last appointment. Was it really a routine check? Hadn’t she just done a scan? Bart of the brocess, Lina had answered, mimicking Dr Eltahawy in a successful sidetrack.

         ‘Sure, Ishaan,’ Abiona said, entering the living room. ‘We can reschedule the rest to another day.’

         ‘I’m spent,’ Ishaan said to Lina, brows furrowed under his purple Ray-Bans. ‘I’m flying tomorrow for a week and I can’t look at another place.’

         ‘I’m aware you’re going away, Ishaan. That’s why we should sort this out.’ 165

         His jaw, well-angled and pointed, popped as he spoke.

         ‘Please cancel the appointments,’ he politely said to Abiona, then walked out.

         
             

         

         ‘I don’t understand,’ Lina said loudly over the car phone. ‘His parents made the same move thirty years ago. How can she make him feel this bad?’

         ‘Habibti, let me introduce you to my friend Double Standard,’ Nour said. ‘A nun covers herself head to toe in the name of God but a Muslim girl wears a hijab and she’s oppressed. Have you two met?’

         ‘You could not be further from oppressed,’ Lina said. ‘Me, on the other hand …’

         The sandstorm from the morning had intensified, and she leant forward to keep clear sight of the road.

         ‘You will be just as uptight as Queen M.’

         ‘I will not!’

         ‘How many times have you seen this happen? A chick becomes a mother and wallah, her standards go for a toss. Same with her conversations, yaani.’

         ‘You’re mean, you know that?’ Lina said.

         ‘Shukraan,’ Nour said. ‘Now I’m getting in the car and unlike you I don’t want to die talking smack. I have a date at the aquarium tonight. Hang up.’

         Lina pulled over on the hard shoulder. She rolled down the windows, suppressing her panic. Granules from the storm dried her tongue, the insides of her cheek, her throat. She opened the door to spit them out but her saliva showed no proof of ingested desert.

         Hold it together, Lina. Post-partum, maternal instinct, 166hypertension – they were only words, side effects of creation contained in dictionary terms by a lexicographer desperate to pin them down. Lina needed her good uncommon sense to define her own terms, devoid of that horrid word haunting parents everywhere: sacrifice. Treacherous term from the Latin sacer-ficere, ‘to make sacred’, glorified to fool women into forgetting their emptinesses. No wonder Aunty M clutched on to her child with such insecurity; that’s what made her a mother, the only identity she hadn’t yet shed. Family first, read the caption, a most wondrous way of relinquishing prior personas. Have you ever imagined such giving? No, of course not. The best ones, those premium parents Aunty M wished Lina and Ishaan to be, the kind Meenakshi assumed herself to be – they endured abdication in silence. Erased themselves over and over.

         Lina gulped a bottle of car-warmed water and splashed the rest over her face.

         Raja called as she pulled up to the villa. She put him on speaker and stayed in the car.

         ‘Your address I want,’ he said. ‘Shobha is sending parcel.’

         ‘I don’t want any—’

         ‘Special powder for baby to make strong,’ Raja said.

         ‘We’ll need that then, won’t we?’ Lina said.

         ‘Address?’

         ‘Don’t you have it?’

         ‘Sir house, yes. You say you move new house. So where I send?’

         ‘Hirani Palm Paradise,’ Lina said, ‘where Ishaan should be, working on the paperwork for your visa as we speak.’

         ‘Inshallah,’ he said.

         ‘How’s Shobha?’ Lina asked, annoyed at his indifference. 167

         ‘Same. Rejecting proposals. One day will come, nobody marry her.’

         ‘Raja, there might be reasons a traditional marriage isn’t for her,’ Lina said.

         ‘Okay, bye.’ An abrupt hang-up, after which he didn’t answer the phone.

         Though Ishaan left Emirates Hills before Lina, he hadn’t arrived at the villa. The Bump pinged, informing her that if her baby was a girl, she already had a lifetime’s supply of eggs in her womb, about six million of them. Having a boy? Reese asked cheerfully. His testes are still located in his abdomen but will drop in the coming weeks once the scrotum finishes developing. In other words, wait until he grows a pair.

         Lina went for a swim, which Aunty M forbade and Dr Eltahawy advised against. Err away from open water, he’d said, which sounded grammatically and medically odd. Besides, channels of seawater running between man-made palm fronds on which stood cookie-cutter homes was hardly open sea. She dunked her head in. Free of routine noise pollution – food processors, mouse clicks, ringtones, reversing cars, pressure cookers – the terrain allowed her to hear, shrivelling her skin and expanding her mind. The baby would survive and the grandparents would come around, all hearts intact. Of Ishaan, she felt uncertain. While Lina swam for freedom, carried by currents out of her control, he had no comparable place of solace.

         Back on the surface, her oestrogen levels must have peaked. Damn the air, carrying Hirani breaths and the space between their sighs, for coaxing her into giving in. Mitigate risk, Lina, stay put; they’re the only family you’ve got.

         Units mattered. That’s why she had thrown tantrums 168beyond the acceptable age if Papa or Raja backed out of beach-day Thursdays, a weekly routine she deemed necessary despite – if not because of – other beachgoers’ appraisals. Papa chucked her into the sea, not a gentle throw, and Raja stood worried in the parking lot steps away. Thrashed against rough waves, her body sank violently, the thrill Lina was after, indulging with abandon no matter how deep she’d been flung, the quantity of water swallowed, how filled with momentary panic. Lina surfaced because Papa waited, unmoving presence over her, Raja watching at a distance.

         She trusted the water, indiscriminate and promising infinity in a way no one else could, beginning and end undated, not stamped on a birth or death certificate, a sense of belonging unrestricted by surname, property or genetics. Now six months pregnant, she felt the buoyancy of that reliance as nothing short of bliss. But the Hiranis, who kept Ishaan thus afloat, had the opposite effect on Lina, a load she knew would ultimately sink her.

         Disheartening, the mutual visceral dislike, and sadder still that Lina could abhor the woman who created the man she loved. Dismissed her easily, wanted her gone from their life, her absence a relief. Terrifying was the truth that Lina could be disposed of the same way one day, and the only consolation that her child probably wouldn’t live long enough to marry a woman who would do so.

         By the time Lina had showered after the swim, Anne and Mary had the French crib halfway down the spiral staircase.

         ‘Where are you taking that?’ Lina asked, and the reply came from the bottom of the stairs, face out of view.

         ‘To the garage,’ Aunty M said, ‘where other useless things are kept.’ 169

         The adult allowance for childish behaviour seemed disproportionately higher for mothers-in-law. The garage carried a substantial load stocked with cartons of Masafi water, spare tyres, a year’s supply of garbage bags, plastic bags, Ziploc bags. No item save for Papa’s boxes and Lina’s portraits could be singled out for being without utility.

         Lina followed the maids and helped shuffle cardboard around for space. In one of Papa’s half-filled boxes, she found a set of diagrams drawn with a confidence that shamed the flimsy tracing paper they were on. Unlike the disordered marine research Papa accumulated over decades, these depictions were penned with exactness. The all-black eye of a strawberry poison-dart frog stared out of its ink, on guard. Papa noted how the frog carried her tadpole to safety by climbing up a tree, a journey of several days, only to go back down and up again each time the little one needed to be fed. Another was of an intricately woven nest. Lina considered displaying the diagrams alongside Papa’s portraits. She enjoyed imagining the nursery’s design, a motley gallery of influences. Where she had little control over the interiors of her womb or the sterility of the ICU where her son would first be kept, she had the particular talent for creating a space worthy of being lived in, even if for a short while. Showstopper, Papa had captioned the nest. Male weaver birds built these masterpieces to entice females who flew nest to nest in search of the best home for their eggs, resting eventually at the sturdiest, the prettiest, the most complex, or the one guaranteed not to topple off the tree altogether.

         Ishaan came into the garage announcing dinner. Noticing the mess, he helped tidy the papers. She explained without 170him asking that Papa seemed to have been studying more than just marine animals, his choice of creature unconstrained by habitat. The only commonality Lina had found was his detailing a precise action related to reproduction. Ishaan nodded. They taped up the boxes. Animals reared offspring in considerably more precarious conditions than hers, and wasn’t their survival a routine miracle? Lina rejected reason and held hope. Probability and the doctor’s diagnosis counselled against optimism, but it came effortlessly, surprised her with familiarity. A self-preservation instinct that extended to what grew within her body.

         ‘I need to tell you something,’ she said.

         ‘We should have been up for dinner ten minutes ago. Let’s not start something we can’t finish.’

         Dinner could have been a mute film. Ishaan’s father poured a glass of Blue Label without offering anyone else a drink. Aunty M abandoned the head of the table in silent protest and sat next to her husband instead. Two parents facing two disobedient children.

         Anne walked in, noticed the change in formation and rearranged the table setting. Poor Mary, much more inclined to drama than was good for her, made a show of her confusion, holding a pot of spaghetti and turning her square-faced head this way and that.

         ‘Just bring the pasta here,’ Aunty M said. ‘It’s not computer science.’

         Bruschetta was served first, a plate for Lina without onions. She loved onions but Aunty M didn’t approve of eating them raw while pregnant. Metal against plate, the cutting of crusty bread, the squish of tomatoes between teeth; the smallest sounds amplified as if coming through a 171megaphone. Lina dished out the spaghetti and put a forkful in her mouth. She tasted the vegetable right away, not the flavour so much as the aftertaste that sent her stomach into upheaval.

         ‘Red bell pepper?’ Lina asked Aunty M, pointing at her plate and glancing at Ishaan who appeared to have also tasted it.

         ‘Of course not,’ she said. ‘I know you can’t eat them. Only heirloom tomatoes are in the sauce.’

         Maybe Anne or Mary added some by mistake; she thought to ask, but didn’t in case they’d be blamed regardless. In the bathroom, the sauce erupted out of her. When she returned to the dining room twenty minutes later, Ishaan and his father were joking about a client’s OCD, how he couldn’t use a pen that had touched another man’s book. Aunty M twirled her fork around the spaghetti. This was no mute film; Lina had just been the extra.

         Enraptured by his parents’ attention after twenty-four hours of disapproval, Ishaan did not notice his wife standing in the entryway, witnessing herself as the cause of his disfavour, for ever the inconvenient opposition.

         Lina called Pari as she headed up to the bedroom.

         Her aunt answered on the first ring and sounded in a hurry.

         ‘Are you home?’ Lina asked, wondering if the clanking of metal in the background was Shobha cleaning the kitchen.

         ‘Yes, say. How are you, bacha?’

         She told Pari they’d decided to move out and sponsor Raja to stay with them. Ishaan was fine, his parents were fine, everything was fine. As though an afterthought, she said her tummy felt off and wondered if Pari remembered 172this being a symptom of Payal’s pregnancy. Or any of the others Lina felt: acidity, ulcers, fat feet, that kind of thing.

         ‘All this we didn’t notice,’ Pari said.

         ‘She had no clue then,’ Lina said, tapping on the locked drawer where she’d hidden the medical files, ‘that something might go wrong? No abnormal symptoms, no extra tests?’

         ‘You don’t worry. Nothing will happen.’

         ‘Papa didn’t suspect anything?’ Lina probed, evasion being the default sentiment surrounding her mother’s death.

         ‘How should I know?’ Pari said. ‘They could not predict the placenta would separate, na? Aman checked her medical records afterwards, but early scans showed nothing worrying. Bacha, they did not have long to decide what to do. Aman let Payal choose. I played no part. Oof, Shobha, not there. Here, the laundry goes, I told you, na? Put the clothes here!’

         Lina sensed that her aunt’s irritation was misguided, the distraction deliberate.

         ‘So they couldn’t have saved her?’

         ‘How can I answer such a question?’ Pari said.

         ‘Sorry.’

         ‘The blood was too much, I tell you. Payal tried, she tried very hard.’

         Later, as Lina brushed her teeth and replayed the conversation, those words sounded false. As if meticulously placed, just like the piece of red she soon discovered stuck between her molars, that firm, resistant skin of a bell pepper. Her teeth caught the evidence when no one else could, a tiny sample that hadn’t let itself be shred by the Magic Bullet, the one that knew all vegetables were fair game in Aunty M’s 173sauce. Meenakshi Hirani, infamous for pureeing succulent flavours into her marinara: beetroot to add colour, carrot for nutrition, and now apparently bell pepper for revenge.
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            Chapter Fourteen

         

         through the lost chambers aquarium tanks, the structures of Atlantis, that imagined sunken civilization, appeared disturbingly real for a replica. Lina observed the creatures navigating in and out of ancient ruins, unaffected by their own excess. Gills galore, skittish fins, swirling schools darting in unison, at once a dance and a defence. Most avoided the Queensland grouper whose jutting eye kept watch on the surrounding debacle.

         ‘Why are we the only ones here?’ Nour whispered. The clack of her high heels proclaimed her distaste for both non-human species and tourist attractions.

         ‘Because you don’t turn down an invitation to see a pregnant seahorse,’ Lina said.

         The e-vite for the conservation team arrived in Papa’s inbox and startled her as she nosed around for emails from Pari, not expecting live activity on the account. My deepest condolences, the aquarium manager replied when Lina asked if she could attend in her father’s place though not a volunteer herself, and his phrase brought to mind sandbags 175of glib sympathies being dumped on to the sea floor.

         A marine biologist led them through catacombs to a clerical nursery where the male seahorse had been kept under surveillance in a tank separated from its mate. For a creature so compact and spiny, its brood pouch extended far out in front, a baby-pink lopsided inflation, skin forcibly stretched.

         ‘Blown up like a bubble gum, yaani,’ Nour said. ‘Must pop.’

         Damn those documentaries Lina had watched with Papa, animals recreating themselves in inventive ways. They’d trained her eyes to expect reproduction, critical as it was to nature’s existence, to look natural. Lina willed the seahorse to stir. Release bubbles, redirect its gaze, fidget even a fraction in the tank of confinement, any action to abate the numbness. But the seahorse kept still as if suspended in mid-air, shocked by the unfamiliar temperature of where he had found himself, alone and heavy.

         ‘I never told Ishaan,’ Lina said, ‘about Bombay.’

         ‘What happened over there?’ Nour said, gliding her hand across the glass tank. ‘You changed your mind.’

         She stopped seeing the child as an appendage. The baby was a form of his own, the way Lina had been inside Payal, a being with her own will, her own organs and ample quantities of blood and the ability to survive despite – or instead of – the woman whose womb she’d been in. Why the whale? Ishaan had asked when he’d first ever unhooked Lina’s bra in her heater-dry London room, tracing the orca tattooed on her middle back. Because it’s a killer, she’d answered.

         ‘Change of heart,’ Lina said.

         Nour, who since childhood had attempted to soften 176Lina’s crime, that robbery of her mother’s life, made no argument.

         ‘Enough of the fish therapy,’ Nour said, and they left the seahorse behind, riding the lift up to Levantine, the terrace bar floors above aquarium tanks. Could a mini defibrillator be stored behind the twenty-first-floor button, and would it take fewer electric shocks to revive a baby than an adult? What if her waters broke and only blood came out? As Lina thought this, she told Nour she’d know about the promotion this week; also that a court date had come through for next month, and if the judge ruled by Sharia law instead of Papa’s will, Uncle Dino, closest surviving male relative, would receive the entire estate. She left out mention of the baby’s defect. Pregnancy had curtailed her honesty. She would not have kept the truth from Nour before but these words carried a sequential terror; revealing to one meant detonating to all.

         ‘Shway, shway,’ Nour said. ‘Your face is losing colour. Let’s sit. I’ll order a shisha and we’ll think how you can charm the judge with this growing paunch of yours. Take your husband along, habibti. He has moves.’

         ‘He didn’t check on me after the red pepper,’ Lina said, ‘not a word. Being worried is his thing.’

         Nour shrugged.

         ‘What?’ Lina said.

         ‘He wants to move out?’ Nour asked, inhaling from the shisha pipe lodged in a fresh pineapple.

         ‘Of course he wants to,’ Lina said, ‘and too late if he doesn’t. He promised we would after a year.’

         ‘He keeps his word like Don Draper his women,’ she said. Nour, who’d been awarded Most Likely to Impeach a 177President in their senior year accolades, harboured a suspicion about Lina’s husband which she didn’t disguise well enough: that there was manipulation at play; slow, steady, building gently year after year under the guise of good Indian boy intentions, which any sensible woman knew were of the most dangerous kind.

         ‘I think the money is worrying him,’ Lina said, feeling her friend’s disapproval like acid on a cold sore.

         Nour took her time sending the shisha smoke back out, and through the fog masking her face, Lina filtered out what was implied: how could she be surprised by the salary cover-up?

         ‘Wallah, if only he was a seahorse,’ Nour said, ‘then he’d be carrying around some weight.’

         ‘He’s far from your favourite, Nour, but he’s my person. And he’s trying. Imagine if I was with someone who’d never known Papa? I’d be a mess.’

         ‘That’s no reason to stay married,’ Nour said.

         ‘And you’d know all about having a dead father?’ Lina said. ‘Shit, sorry. That’s not what I meant.’

         Abandoned by her father before she’d understood what death meant, Nour’s hope of him returning had been long buried. She blew pineapple smoke in Lina’s face as an attack, and they laughed as Lina swallowed with relish, desperate for the tobacco high.

         On the way out of Atlantis, Lina stopped at the aquarium gift shop and bought a killer whale soft toy. As a teenager she’d walked into the Yonge Street tattoo parlour entirely on impulse and chosen the orca because of its domination of the ocean, intelligence, and position at the top of the chain with no natural predators. Now she knew that the ink 178permanently settled into her back was of a matriarch, the head of a matrilineal species of mammal, a mother.

         Keeping the truth of the baby from Ishaan was unfair, and damn that Nour for exposing her procrastination. Lina had been delaying telling him about the defect because she didn’t want to be disappointed by his reaction the way Nour always was.

         
             

         

         After the first month of dating Ishaan, Lina had decided she’d refuse his dated request to ‘go steady’. He was disturbingly hot and she convulsed from his touch as if ants were running up her back, and his eyes, my goodness, the way he looked at her, she wanted to dive straight in and hide in the deep nooks of his warm body. But she would turn him down. The novelty of dating this guy on Nour’s dare, this traditional goodie two-shoes with funny text messages from his mother and a million cousins visiting in town every other weekend; he was too much. Too anchored for how fluid she’d imagined her future.

         But then over he’d come, trying to please her with horrible taste in cheese, unoffended by her critique of mild Cheddar, palms raised in surrender and cosying up freely wherever he liked. He carried none of the family burden Lina imagined she would in his place. Lightness of being, which Lina now knew as characteristic of youth, was what she’d envied in Ishaan then.

         She had planned on telling him one Guy Fawkes night before the fireworks: We’re not serious, let’s end on a high before things get messy. But gosh, the messy was sexy, and maybe once more before she introduced a break-up. The 179trouble was he’d arrived at her apartment ecstatic, back from a secret interior design course his parents would never approve of, not only as it lacked any link with the Hirani business but because decor supposedly emasculated a man. He waited for her to come out of the kitchen with the cheese board she was taking ages to prepare on purpose. Ishaan sprang up from the chaise, took the board off her and placed it on the table, grabbing her hands and jumping up and down in the most unusual elementary behaviour.

         ‘I’m so glad you made me go,’ he said. ‘I feel so, like, I don’t know what, just so RIGHT.’

         ‘There’s nothing miraculous here, Ishaan,’ she said. ‘It’s commonly known that fulfilment is found in pursuing your interests.’

         ‘Is that so?’ he said, winking. ‘Come here you.’

         He pulled at her tongue, paper-cut hands tangled in the curls at her neck, and she didn’t stop, would have gone all the way if not for the damn oven timer.

         ‘I want to be this way for ever,’ Ishaan said, taking out the bubbling baked ziti. ‘The guy contemplating horizontal or vertical shelving, wearing tangerine of all colours, and cooking. Cooking! If Mom saw me now she’d go into shock.’

         Lina pretended the words ‘for ever’ had no effect but clung on to them for a decade. Hooked on bringing him happiness and energised by her part in his transformation, she thrived on empowering him so. Wouldn’t that be something, freeing him from the silly traditions he’d bound himself to, outdated gender biases instilled in him by well-meaning conventional parents who had this delightful boy as an only child? That was the lie she’d told herself, the self-deception her twenties allowed, at once protecting her from 180the uncertainty of the relationship’s outcome and her mad desire to control it.

         Now, on her way to the office spinning from hormones, Lina begrudged the infancy of those reasons she’d latched on to as a way of justifying her relationship, even as Ishaan’s world narrowed as the years went by, abandoning the course, wearing safer colours, abiding by rules and asking the same of Lina. So far had they come from that Guy Fawkes night that it would be absurd for Lina to even say she felt hurt by Ishaan’s complete lack of interest in their new apartment, no past passion for interior design resurfacing. She had paid a deposit at the Greens after Ishaan’s weak apology for walking out on Abiona. He admitted the place checked all their boxes and wasn’t the view great, and his pretend enthusiasm deflated her.

         How she’d next tell him the dire list Dr Basu had gone through that morning was the task blocked on her calendar titled Creative. She needed both medical knowledge and emotional composure to counter his natural reactions. First it’d be why us, whose fault, how come? Then he’d tell his mother, who had a default answer to that question. When Aunty M ratted out her son about his salary, it was the first time Lina had seen her wound him like that, and she hurt on his behalf, crushed as he was from his mother’s malice. What Ishaan could not bear was for Aunty M’s disapproval to extend past Lina to him, too. As soon as he knew, he’d use the baby’s prognosis to win back his mother’s favour, elicit sympathy and spin all concerns into a justification not to move house. Meaner was her worry that their knowing would eradicate hope. Ishaan, ever the defeatist; Aunty M, champion of solve-by-superstition. They’d sap the energy 181requisite for resilience, insist she drink some curative concoction, and before long, Lina would find herself dejected, overburdened with protective gemstones, and with her mother-in-law’s astrologer on speed-dial.

         The aquamarine panels of corporate headquarters angled outwards, and approaching the entrance Lina noticed a Bedouin in the glass, reflected from the wall art in the parking lot. He was depicted painting the wall one-handed, the other folded behind his back and chained to a falcon perched on a discarded paintbrush on the ground. Street art was criminalised so the commissioned work must have been approved by authorities as hooded as the falcon.

         The lobby guard nodded at Lina and she buzzed in with Dr Basu’s folders bulging out from under her armpits.

         Show your husband the reports before you come in next time, the doctor had ordered. Thankfully, the cardiac sonographer’s bedside manner outclassed Basu’s and she’d walked Lina through the defect in layman’s terms. Upon Ishaan’s return, she could start by explaining that the left ventricle had not developed as it should and a number of surrounding structures were also affected. The baby would be born with what’s called a congenital heart defect.

         ‘Yes, my dear, I know what congenital means,’ Aunty M would say, eavesdropping from somewhere or the other. ‘An abnormality developed in the womb. I told you not to gobble down those green chillis, did I not?’

         Lina plopped the folder on her desk. She was prepared to explain hypoplastic left heart syndrome, what with the detailed Basupedia and pages of medical lingo and diagrams that made the heart look like something a bad balloon artist had twisted. What she wasn’t versed in, what she could 182evade for only a week longer, was telling a father his son might die.

         ‘Sir Hamid’s office,’ Jocelyn said through the intercom, ‘five minutes.’

         ‘My hour’s blocked,’ Lina said. Immediately after birth, the baby would be taken to intensive care and placed on a ventilator. An intravenous drip and other tubes would invade his tiny body. Heart transplant was one treatment, but did Lina know how difficult finding donor hearts for babies was? No, Basu, Lina did not, since she’d never considered having to search for one. Surgery is the only option, Dr Basu declared, performed in a series. First one soon after birth, second three months after, and the third eighteen months onwards if he lives that long. We rebuild the heart so the right chamber can do the work for the non-functioning left, Dr Eltahawy explained, and Lina knew something of what that meant.

         ‘Promotions announced today,’ Jocelyn said.

         Hamid stood up when Lina entered his office. He wore a steel-grey kandora with a long tassel embroidered in black houndstooth. Perfectly poised and rarely contradicted, Hamid’s royal manners slotted him into the endangered class of Chief Marketing Officers respected for an unfailing intuition for consumer behaviour despite a total lack of personality.

         ‘Your dress matches my wall,’ Hamid said, and Lina checked if her bump showed through the shirt dress. The After Eight-green accent wall was butchered by a quote in Comic Sans: The quieter you become, the more you are able to HEAR. As Brand Head, Lina would drop every last caps lock on corporate walls. 183

         
             

         

         ‘Loyal to the bone,’ she said. She hadn’t minded going through twelve interview rounds. They had helped her to ideate sooner, leaving more time for execution once the position was hers. Creative challenges rarely felt like work. Brand butchering, like the Shhhhh scribbled under Rumi’s profound sentence – surely some social media intern’s naff idea – offended her core.

         Sensing his offer was to come, Lina felt deceitful. Emirati law would not protect her if the company retracted the promotion after finding out about her pregnancy.

         ‘You know we sincerely appreciate your loyalty,’ Hamid said.

         ‘Holy shit, Hamid,’ Lina said, recognising guilt. ‘I didn’t get it.’

         Religion and swear words were not in his professional dialect so he abstained from speaking further. Lina wanted desperately not to care but of course she cared and then she was angry at whatever it was that made her feel like she shouldn’t have cared because somehow this was less important than everything else and yes it was but also it wasn’t and she couldn’t just feel nothing and why should she? She’d worked bloody hard for years, not just with time but with her damn soul, using her reserves for a corporation over her own charcoal and she’d been fine with that choice until now when she wasn’t and why did this reduce her somehow when she had the skill and the talent and dedication and then she went straight to sexism and racism and all the places of weakness she hated blaming but somehow couldn’t in that moment resist, but no that’s not what it was and why should she care, she had a life in utero to save, 184a marriage to strengthen, a new home to furnish, a court case to win, innumerable things to care about other than this one job title, the deprivation of which in that moment toppled all the others.

         ‘Who?’ she asked.

         ‘Adam,’ Hamid said, and didn’t explain. In the workplace, he’d once advised, elucidation belies self-doubt.

         People loved Adam, single and chirpy, full of cheesy remarks, calling the company his plus-one despite his mediocre plans designed to please, never revolutionise. Very few people liked Lina, and she’d not cared because how did it matter when her ideas got chosen, when she moved the brand forward, when her skills sharpened with every project Hamid assigned her? It mattered and she should have cared. The reign of likeability could not be ignored, and the fault was hers for thinking a woman didn’t have to worry about that in the workplace on top of everywhere else. What’s worse was she knew how to, of course she knew, she’d been creating likeable versions of herself for years. She bumped into them everywhere in the villa. Glass walls didn’t expand the space, instead reflecting back Linas closing in on her pane after pane. They reminded her of Blood Manor, the haunted house she’d agreed to walk through to please her then-boyfriend Rahul. Between two rooms she’d gotten trapped alone without him, and a wench – bulging eyes, distended face – had blocked her in the narrow passageway, blood dripping from a warty nose. She pressed Lina up against a wall, her fake rat-scented breath hot in Lina’s mouth. When she squeezed under the wench to escape, another appeared from behind and Lina was wedged between the two women whom she knew to be 185false, artists in a Halloween horror show, but they frightened the life out of her. How intimately she feared them, what they might do to her in that obscure moment, what they’d put in her or take out. Lina’s reflections in Hirani Palm Paradise, less gory in detail, scared her just as much. There the Lina who’d said she wanted a second helping of dal when the bland taste of urud dried out her tongue. There, approaching from behind, the Lina with a child on her hip, one in a pram, another’s legs around her strangled neck. Lina the lying witch, stirring a cauldron of shit she fed her husband. Lina the performer, strutting around a dinner party saying, ‘Yes, Aunty,’ ‘Yes, Uncle,’ with a wide clownish grin, over and over and over until her teeth crumbled, decayed from root canals.

         ‘Thank you for considering me, Hamid,’ Lina said. ‘Had I known you were looking for a people-pleaser over creative brilliance, I’d have polished my act a little.’

         ‘You are a treasure on this team,’ Hamid said.

         ‘Please,’ she said, ‘no ornaments.’

         Walking out, Lina spotted a bouquet of flowers by Jocelyn’s desk. On hers lay Basu’s file, hidden under design proofs. She spent the next two hours updating numbers on Excel, deleting the calculations she’d made based on a higher salary; what the first operation would cost, the second if they were lucky, the third, if even more so. She summed up her savings, wrote to an estate agent in England for a valuation of Papa’s Richmond flat in case she needed to sell it, and signed up for an insurance plan to supplement the corporate one. She saved an email draft asking Hamid for longer maternity leave and attached Dr Basu’s info sheet on hypoplastic left heart syndrome. Since Ishaan 186hadn’t confirmed his contribution to their yet-to-be joint bank account, Lina left him off the balance sheet.

         The numbers were worrying. If the judge ruled by Sharia, and all was lost to Uncle Dino, staying with the Hiranis to save on rent would need consideration. Of the endless options Papa’s sacrifices allowed Lina, being in this pitiful state was an embarrassment. Take a year for your art, he’d said after she graduated, and she resolved not to. Just because her privilege allowed it was no reason to meander down a path that wouldn’t result in steady pay, job security, or a higher standard of living. Papa gave up marine biology. Payal gave up everything. If Lina was the saved one, she’d damn well better secure a livelihood worthy of the saviours.

         Jocelyn came over with a happy bunch of sunflowers.

         ‘Sorry,’ she said.

         ‘Then why the flowers?’ Lina said.

         ‘Suppose you feel glad also,’ Jocelyn said, ‘as you are expecting?’

         Cyanosis was the horrible word used for the baby’s blue discolouration. His skin would feel clammy and cool, his heart racing, his feet, chilled and stiff. Excel cells helped hide these images of her son Lina would never portray. At Jocelyn’s unexpected knowledge, they’d appeared, sudden and disturbing. When Lina pressed her on how she’d found out, the answer came as predicted.

         She left the office late that night and stopped in front of the Bedouin in the parking lot. Staring up at the one-handed artist, she told Ishaan about the promotion. Hearing ‘Sweetheart, you couldn’t have done anything differently,’ Lina cried more than she had at Papa’s funeral. She could 187have married a different man, one whose mother wouldn’t have sabotaged her success, a son Lina wouldn’t have considered it pointless to reveal that to. Ishaan stayed on the line and said her name softly between sobs, reminding her of who she was.

      
   


   
      
         188
            Chapter Fifteen

         

         the line running up the centre of Lina’s belly, which the Bump promised would fade after the baby was born, darkened, charcoaled on to her skin as if marking an incision before sawing her in half. Unlike the stretch marks that had risen a fraction above her skin, the line could not be felt – a subterranean partition.

         ‘Whose side are you on?’ she asked her son. Within the hour a furious or devastated Ishaan would need an explanation she did not have at the ready.

         The bathroom mirror concealed Lina with condensation. She let the water run and steam stifled her short breaths. Telling Ishaan would only take minutes. No accompanying theatrics, facts in clinical clothes. Lina leant over the toilet bowl, nauseous and dehydrated. Nothing erupted. Ishaan wouldn’t mean to but he’d think it: she’s not even that sad.

         Lina carried Basu’s file downstairs. Around the kitchen counter, a discussion of baby names across genders had reached holy levels. 189

         ‘Ishwar?’ Ishaan said, pointing the question at Lina.

         ‘Means Supreme Lord,’ Aunty M said.

         ‘Too religious,’ Ishaan’s father said. ‘Indra?’

         ‘How is that any better?’ Aunty M said. ‘God of the heavens.’

         ‘I thought you had lunch plans,’ Lina said.

         ‘We cancelled,’ Aunty M said, glancing at the file. ‘Something came up. I hope that isn’t work on a weekend?’

         ‘No promotion, no weekend work. You were right, more time now for my family. Speaking of, Ish, we’ve got an appointment at our new place tomorrow.’

         ‘Ideas for a name?’ Never wholly in, not once would he take a side.

         ‘Maybe something less magnanimous,’ Lina said, thinking up a girl’s name. ‘What about Aarti?’

         ‘No one in our family has a name with A,’ Aunty M said.

         Why should she remember Aman Solanki? Out of life, out of mind.

         Ishaan’s phone rang and he stepped away. On Lina’s, the Bump announced that the baby was getting a little cramped.

         Him and me both, Lina thought, walking out to the garage.

         Lina’s sketches of Papa, mounted on to cardboard, lay crowded by the crib on the right side of the garage floor to make space for Aunty M’s car which couldn’t go a few weeks without shade and had therefore been returned to its original place. The driver had helped Lina move her drawings and now she spotted brown smudges. Having spent nearly nine months perfecting the portraits, she’d asked that he hold them by the edges and he’d looked at her as if she’d mistaken paper for crystal. Neither were the Hiranis in any hurry to oblige her request that the garage door be kept shut 190until the portraits were framed. Of Lina’s two labours, their protection extended only to one.

         Lina wanted the renditions spotless. She’d created them to be exact, without defects, no critical components missing. The sketches would go up in glass frames, permanent. She would paint the walls with abstract waves, put the crib in the middle of the room, bobbing along. She imagined a long fishing line from the distant shore to the centre of the sea, fisherman out of sight. Lina managed multimillion-dollar brands. She could design a bedroom that enticed a baby.

         ‘Where will you find space for this in your new house?’ Aunty M said, observing Lina’s spread of portraits. On her side of the garage on the left, she inspected the car just to be sure nothing corrosive had flicked off Papa’s face and flung itself on to her silver Peugeot.

         ‘Why don’t you come look when we go over there?’ Lina said.

         ‘What will I see it and do?’ Aunty M said.

         Lina carried Basu’s file back upstairs, hoping to find Ishaan in their room. Through the window she saw him at the front gate.

         Ten minutes later Nour showed up with a car full of balloons.

         ‘This’d better not be a baby shower,’ Lina said, getting in. Nour sped away from the villa and Lina turned around to wave but Ishaan had gone in. At the door stood Aunty M, watching.

         Wanted to talk at lunch, she texted him. When I’m back?

         ‘You think I will be the only cow who doesn’t throw her best friend a shower? Ya haram, your mother-in-law’s friendship goddess will spray some curse on me.’ 191

         Lina couldn’t remember when she’d last laughed that hard, tears like sprinklers on dry grass. The prospect of having fun, suspending the severity of her pregnancy for one evening, energised her. Nour pulled on to Sheikh Zayed Road and they rode home through the horse-shaped country, speeding down the mare’s back from Dubai to Abu Dhabi.

         OK, Ishaan texted. Enjoy.

         Period instead of exclamation mark, two one-word sentences. Short, the way they’d been with each other. That reduction in sentence length deflected any attempt at resolving the real issue which appeared to be that Lina was prancing out of the villa while Ishaan dragged his feet. In person, he cloaked his discontent with practicality; moving while pregnant is a lot to take on, that’s all, and you should really negotiate longer maternity leave and have we got enough time between pest control and putting the food in the pantry? On text, the disengagement could not be misread.

         When they reached Monte-Carlo Beach Club, Nour emptied out seven cupcake-shaped balloons from the boot.

         ‘One for each month of your pregnancy,’ Nour said.

         ‘Why not nine?’

         ‘Wallah, what if I jinx the last two months?’

         The words jolted, even in jest. At a cabana overlooking the sea waited a group of Lina’s closest friends dressed in mismatched swimwear and drinking beer from milk bottles. A banner reading ‘Is this for real?’ fluttered alongside hung stop signs, warning signs and triangular yellow signs indicating a series of dangers:

         Stop! Eclipse above.

         Caution: Pregnant woman ahead. Avoid eye contact.

         On the centre table lay a box of chocolates with a toothpick 192sign sticking out: Warning! Chocolate will result in a dark-skinned baby.

         Bowls of food were labelled according to what was good or bad for the baby’s temper, skin, height.

         She had to laugh, she couldn’t not. Lina suspended the tragic irony so as not to sully Nour’s efforts and let herself be pulled into conversations about the absurdity of pregnancy myths. Her school friends, who’d only ever known her skinny, touched her belly in awe. An old family friend did a dramatic reading of the picture book Go the F**k to Sleep! in his high-pitched, fatigued-parent voice. Two hours into the party, Lina sat down and her friends formed a wall around her. As they parted, a giant bell pepper danced towards Lina, a velvet costume worn over red tights, Nour’s face popping out of the stem, a hat on her green hijab. Her friends cheered and whistled and Nour gave Lina a lap dance.

         ‘Get off me,’ Lina said.

         ‘Already, habibti? I thought at least two minutes before you throw up!’

         ‘Seriously, get off. I see Ishaan’s mom.’

         Aunty M stood behind the crowd holding a Tiffany’s gift bag. In a white maxi dress and yellow sunhat covering half her face, she waited patiently for Nour’s finale.

         Nour stood up and turned around, blocking Lina’s view.

         ‘You made it!’ Nour said. ‘I thought you weren’t free?’

         ‘I changed my plans,’ Aunty M said, ‘so I thought why not stop by? I’ll only stay a while. Nice costume.’

         Lina pulled herself up using the back of Nour’s arm for help.

         ‘Why didn’t you say earlier?’ Lina said. ‘We could have driven together.’ 193

         ‘Mustn’t let me spoil your fun,’ Aunty M said, handing over the gift. ‘The invitation said only party-pooper presents so I’ve bought a sterling silver safety pin. In my day we used them for fastening nappies. Purely decorative for you, of course.’

         ‘Can you give me a second?’ Lina said. ‘I need to pee.’

         Your mom’s here, she texted Ishaan. Why didn’t you come?

         Oestrogen-only? he replied. Such a con, that sad face emoticon.

         ‘She RSVP’d no,’ Nour said, following Lina into the bathroom. ‘And she didn’t say anything when I came to pick you up. I should have checked. Wallah, I just went for it. I wouldn’t have taken the joke so far, habibti. You know I’d never do this to you.’ Her expression matched the distressed skin of her fabric vegetable.

         ‘It’s not your fault,’ Lina said.

         Back at the cabana she watched Aunty M scan the signs, the chocolates, the picture book with profanity in its title. Bracing herself for her mother-in-law’s fury, she took deep breaths, thinking of the diamond ring lost in the toilet bowl and the shouting afterwards and how nothing had returned to before that fated flush. Lina heard what Aunty M would say: She broke the baby and then laughed with her friends about it. She’d tell on Lina, of course she would, because mother and son told each other everything. Lina knew nothing of that; from Papa she’d hidden her feelings about Payal. From Pari, her feelings about Papa. Something had been kept from everyone for lack of a person who could carry her faults and not find her diminished in their view.

         Lina slow-sipped a tall glass of water and couldn’t find the humour in anything. Filled with dread, she thought of 194Shobha, of the baby she’d spotted sleeping on the ground in Bombay, of slums without clean water, a wailing woman under a thatched roof. She remembered the casual way her relatives in Suva spoke of siblings who could have been, babies lost days after birth in a time when standards and sanitation gave way to superstition, anything to avoid moments-old mortality.

         Lina had suggested Aarti because she couldn’t bear naming a son she might lose. She approached Ishaan’s mother, prepared for attack. Aunty M’s usual upright posture had given way as she awkwardly leant against a stack of cushions of varying size.

         ‘You must be tired,’ Aunty M said, sounding defeated. She made space for Lina beside her. Seated that close, Lina sensed frailty. Even the glorious Meenakshi Hirani could feel out of sorts, surrounded by a party of whimsical creative types celebrating the arrival of her grandchild with blatant mockery. Lina and her merrymaking friends had mean-girled her mother-in-law, no excuses. Fear overtook atonement and Lina nearly blurted out Basu’s verdict. She saw the careless signage, the carefree way in which her baby’s good health had been assumed, the streamers, the balloons, all the decorative objects that could pop with joy but not guarantee safety. From that terrifying angle, which she now shared with Aunty M, the golden sunset, and her hope, rusted from neglect. All outcomes pointed to death.

         Lina lay her head on Aunty M’s shoulder, the first of an apology.

         Aunty M stood up right away, said she’d better drive home before night.

         ‘You’ve just arrived,’ Lina said. 195

         ‘Shouldn’t have, isn’t it? I came at my son’s request.’

         ‘Great,’ Lina said, rolling her eyes. ‘He’s forcing what he can’t fix.’

         ‘He asked me here because mothers attend baby showers and he didn’t want you to feel the absence of yours. So for once, child, cut your contempt and take a proper look. We don’t all have husbands who dote on us to such lengths they forgo everyone else.’

         When Nour dropped her home hours later, Lina hugged her tight.

         ‘Love you,’ she said.

         ‘I’m so sorry, habibti,’ Nour said, even though she’d planned a party perfect for Lina. ‘Had I known anyone close to Ishaan would be there, I never would have.’

         That, Lina thought as she shut the car door behind her, was the saddest part. Telling him now was out of the question.
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            Chapter Sixteen

         

         raja once took down a 106-degree fever with his bare hands. Papa left Lina in his care for two nights and she’d bubbled up like hot oil. Raja stayed up through the night on the floor by Lina’s bed and dabbed her forehead every fifteen minutes with a cold towel. He dunked the towel in iced water, squeezed it dry into the shape of a cinnamon twist pastry, then flattened it onto her forehead, trying to keep her fever down and her spirits up. ‘Immunity, pathetic,’ he kept saying.

         Lina parked outside Marroush, waiting for Raja to finish his part-time shift cleaning the Air India office. In the two weeks since the baby shower Ishaan had only been in the country two days, travelling for work without concern about doctor’s appointments, making matters easier to conceal.

         ‘Why waiting here?’ Raja said, opening the door. A Porsche, Ferrari, Bentley and two Mercs were parked in zigzags along the kerb, waiters running in and out delivering shawarma and fruit shakes, the Emirati version of a drive-through. 197

         ‘Fruit cocktail,’ she said, handing one over as he got in the back seat. He sipped from the foam cup, the green of the avocado moving up the straw in short, thick pumps. ‘And can you please sit up front?’

         ‘No.’

         Lina drank the strawberry, mango and banana juice, wished there were fewer almonds to chew on, her jaws sore from the words she had been practising saying out loud in simple English.

         He’s likely to die, Raja. He’s only got half a heart. Yes, that’s a thing. No, Ishaan doesn’t know. Why? Because his knowing won’t change the outcome. The good news is that once your visa’s transferred you’ll stay with us in the new apartment which is lying empty because Ishaan can’t be bothered to help me decorate.

         The speak stole away from her as she stared out the windshield.

         ‘Why you are quiet?’ Raja said.

         ‘How’s the fruit cocktail?’

         Raja looked through his straw.

         ‘Too sweet,’ he said.

         ‘You don’t have to finish,’ Lina said.

         They arrived at National Cinema, this the ninth of their monthly Bollywood outings without Papa. Raja refused the large popcorn Lina bought to share. He kept his head bowed as moviegoers of the earlier showing of English Vinglish emptied out of Screen 2 dazed from the effect of sudden fluorescent lighting.

         ‘No, sir,’ he’d said when Papa had first suggested the cinema, ‘master and servant no go together.’ But from seeing Papa’s reaction, Raja had apologised and put on his 198good khakis and burgundy checked shirt and never raised the point again. He wore the same collared shirt now.

         Sridevi, named Shashi in the film, appeared on screen with big doe eyes and a maroon bindi between two immaculate arched eyebrows. Lina looked at Raja. It wasn’t just that the two names began with ‘sh’ but the way Shashi rolled her eyes like Shobha. The simplicity of her clothes against her stunning features, the way her beauty elevated mundane tasks: buttering toast, flipping paratha, serving breakfast to bratty children. The sharpest similarity was how completely unaware she was of her allure. Despite all the qualities that made her a woman of worth she felt belittled by her family’s mockery of the way she spoke English. Raja’s expression remained unchanged. He only tittered once during the film when Shashi told the French chef that when men cook, people describe it as a profession but when women do, a duty.

         Raja’s phone rang.

         ‘Turn it off,’ Lina whispered.

         ‘Hell-o?’ Raja said, ignoring her. He tried shuffling past, impossible at Lina’s size. She stood and let him pass, blocking the view of the grumbling couple behind her.

         ‘Important something,’ he said, returning minutes later. ‘Not to worry. You finish, I go.’ He left before she could follow.

         The artificial light of the big screen danced around the seats, leaving behind a feeling of translucence, as though someone would slip through her.

         Near the movie’s end, Shashi gave a speech in perfect English the morning after her husband joked with a group of friends that his wife was born to make laddus. Her family 199had their heads down as she spoke, supposedly ashamed, but not enough to offer an apology. Lina waited past the credits for that verbal expression of their regret, which never came.

         Ishaan had been the one to draft a message to their friends announcing the pregnancy. Arriving soon or expecting, he’d fretted, as if the words might alter the outcome. How much do you sleep? he’d ask deprived parents. One day he brought home a calendar and hung it behind their bedroom door to count down the weeks. Months turned without markings on the page and the baby shower passed without his attendance. Lina saw too late how well Ishaan substituted action with the idea of action.

         Raja didn’t answer her calls. Lina drove across town to the wharf behind the fish market where a piscine smell hung in the air though the baskets of crab and kingfish and barracuda had been sold for the day. Along the harbour, dozens of wooden dhows crowded the wharf, their sterns high, bows sharp. Flags flapped in the wind, piles of wire fish traps stacked tall, lines strung across boat decks for fishermen’s clothes: bright-coloured T-shirts, cotton mundus, a singular yellowed cap. Steel utensils lay upside down to dry; a lonesome rubber tyre balanced against a wooden bench. Mismatched belongings of a life lived days at a time at sea.

         The baby began to form in her mind. Lina pictured the valve fastened to an organ, the lopsided shape nothing like a Valentine’s heart. The pieces around connected to other parts, the lungs, oesophagus, up to a tiny little mouth, lips. She saw his clenched fists, curled toes. The vision was blood red and floating in goopy fluid and it was the most disgusting and catastrophically beautiful image Lina had ever 200conjured up, taking shape from the muted shades of her insides, pushing through blinding barriers and forcing his own life. Basu’s odds could go screw themselves.

         Circling the fish market, she paused at an outer wall stained from buckets of faintly pink ice splashed on to the street. Creeping up the side, the stains patterned the white like veins and Lina itched to cover the entire wall with salmon roe painted side by side in their thousands.

         Losing her son would devastate her, and the depth of that devastation unsettled more than his physical loss. Wild animals, most of whom did not keep lifelong mating partners, lost offspring with supposed ease. Newborn mammals were trampled by herds, left behind at watering holes, devoured by predators. Had those mothers been reprimanded or was parental judgement reserved for humans? To Aunty M’s credit, she hadn’t said a word about the baby shower but there was no doubt that her mother-in-law believed women should innately know how to ensure the survival of their young. What of our own survival? Lina would ask.

         ‘You don’t owe your mother,’ Papa had once told Lina sternly. ‘She made her own choice.’

         Not true, just as it was not true Lina could get away with merely loving her son. She’d memorised eighty-two medical terms, written out their definitions twelve times each in a composition book so that when the day arrived she’d make an informed decision. She’d placed an order for organic cotton swaddles and sheets from Jaipur because cheap hospital linen might irritate his skin. Despite her misalignment with the Hiranis, Lina would not alienate her son from his family and resolved to apologise for past wrongs. Her friendship with Nour would be scarred by this first secret 201Lina had kept from her, and Ishaan might never forgive her the dishonesty in their marriage. Love demanded action. There was no language for explaining she’d taken those risks because the only way she knew to protect what was inside her was to keep it to herself.

         In terms of emotional real estate, secrecy was an idiotic move. Having wanted and not wanted him in equal measure, she now desperately wished her son to remain within, be hers in the way only he could. In his continual company she was never alone.

         Back by the car, Lina spotted a man in a shalwar kameez and crochet kufi squatting in the shade of a dhow. Balanced on his rubber Peshawari chappals, he didn’t hear her approach, didn’t turn when she opened the door, nor as she drove away. Lina watched him from the rear-view mirror. He stayed unmoved. In his right hand he held a cell phone, an old Nokia 3310 perhaps, and looked into that two-inch screen with a concentration intended solely for the recipient on the other side, the one who couldn’t see him.

         Sheikh Zayed Road required more attention at night. The monotony of the near straight highway back to Dubai felt more dangerous than the rich boys using it as a Formula 1 track in the day, racing past each other belting Arabic indecencies. Nour had begun refusing Lina’s calls, having taken Oprah’s No Phone Zone Pledge. Lists did the trick, starting with documents that needed gathering for the court hearing Sami felt sure would be within the month. Then a list of companies with job vacancies. A list of furniture for the apartment. She couldn’t bring herself to do a nursery list, though Papa’s portraits for that room were ready to be hung. The final list was of gratitude, the safety of a home, 202the support of an opinionated friend, the ability to pay for medical care.

         When she arrived at the villa exhausted from the effort, she considered taking up Aunty M’s offer to borrow the driver for long journeys. Lina pulled up in front of the open garage door and sensed commotion around Aunty M’s Peugeot parked outside. Ishaan turned around as she walked up the driveway and his nervousness made her pick up speed. Even with her heavy load, she hurried past him before he could stop her. Lina saw Anne and Mary first, their panicked faces turning every which way.

         ‘Left, left, left,’ Aunty M said, ‘I told him. And that bugger went right. You know how dizzy I get from vertigo, just could not see straight. Of course I screamed when I heard the rip under the wheels, but the idiot swerved and knocked the water bucket over. How many times have I told the girls not to put the bucket out until after the car is parked, but do they listen? It did need a wash, of course, it’s been dusty for weeks now. But even Lina said the right side was enough for her things so I emptied out the left for my car. And that idiot driver, he’s the one who helped divide it up. Park on the left, left, I told him, such fools they—’

         At first Lina saw only the loss in symmetry, four rows of portraits all jumbled up. Then a rag tossed on the floor next to Papa’s face with a window wiper’s sweep across his cheek. That piece was the one in best condition. The others – Papa reading Lina a story after she’d long fallen asleep, Papa white-boarding in his study, Papa meditating at the beach, the one with most presence – all drenched, rolled over with the black of rubber tyre, edges torn or bent, dismantled from the mounting, charcoal particles in disarray. 203The floor around the art, Papa strewn across it in dislodged pieces, was soaked from whatever calamity had hosed the whole place down.

         Aunty M’s explanation, intended for Ishaan, stayed with him while her vertigo spun away. He listened in silence. Lina found a stock of liner bags, flapped the bag open, picked up her drawings and tossed them in. It took considerable time getting up and down, yet no one came forward, safely distant from her trembling hands. She did not look at the portraits when she put them in, collecting them just as they had now become, garbage on the garage floor.
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            Chapter Seventeen

         

         from atop the pile emptied out on the beach, Lina picked up the first portrait, a memory from the Gulf War.

         When machine-gun tanks had rolled up in front of Lina’s school, Papa took his foot off the accelerator. He drove the car at a slower speed down the familiar road, palm trees lined on the right, the two-storey magnolia American Community School on their left. Uniformed soldiers parked the tanks by the front gate.

         ‘It’s okay, darling,’ Papa said, rolling his window down. ‘They appear friendly.’

         ‘Why do they have guns?’ she asked, counting four on each of the eight men.

         Papa explained again that the armed protection around school was to keep students safe. The country was not at war but the Gulf was.

         ‘Not the Persian Gulf, right?’ Lina said, imagining war planes diving into clear water.

         She had not known then that thousands of people would be killed in the Gulf War, that coalition forces had been 205deployed to Saudi Arabia just across the border. While other families fled to their home countries, Papa stayed, neither Fiji nor India a refuge. As a British citizen resident in the Middle East who paid taxes in three countries but was eligible to vote in none, he was unfamiliar with using belonging as a place of safety.

         ‘We’ll go in together,’ Papa said. ‘Come on, nothing to be afraid of.’

         Holding hands, they walked past one tank, the second, then the third. By the time they reached the fourth, Lina’s sweaty palms were slipping from her father’s.

         ‘As-salam alaykum,’ Papa said, smiling as he dipped his head somewhere between a nod and a bow. These are not scary men, he was trying to say. Never mind that their ammunition could destroy the school in seconds.

         Only after she had sketched the memory, Papa’s head angled downwards, the shadow of the soldier and his gun on the concrete, did Lina notice her father’s fear. His grin had been contained, no teeth on show. The smile, as much as the safety, was forced.

         Lina lit the corner with her neon-green lighter. The flame spread smoothly across the page, taking with it fragments of Papa she had carefully recreated. Deep orange cut the serenity of black sky. Against that vast horizon, Atlantis standing proud, the flame held its own; destruction deliberate, a coloured rage in transformation to ash. She clutched the paper until the heat felt too close, then let the portrait go.

         Lina set all the sketches on fire one after another like offerings pacifying a demonic spirit. She didn’t care about ingesting smoke, lungs already tight. You’ll need courage for more than this, son. Burnt fragments fell and floated on the 206seawater. Even as salt stung her tongue, having travelled down her cheeks in quick succession, Lina knew Papa would be better preserved in a borderless body of water than in the villa behind her. He would not be laid to rest in the dirty soap intended for Aunty M’s precious car. She set Papa free from Hirani family traps and from her own clutches. He did not have to suffer because of her. No one did except the being in her belly, whom she pitied for not having the choice. His one saviour, his sex: Aunty M placed first in the list of top ten women her unborn son should be grateful for not having had the chance to become.

         Lina admired how the edges of the final portrait folded into each other and crumpled. No form, paper or body, could ever be a permanent container for Papa’s soul. She cremated her father for the second time.

         Ishaan stepped out as she turned around. He must have been watching from behind the glass door. Lina hadn’t spoken to either mother or son. Ishaan had apologised, Aunty M had not, monologuing explanations that sounded less sincere the more elaborate they got.

         Ishaan stood in front of her at the edge of the pool deck, not wanting to touch feet to sand. Somewhere in her inflated body, a spasm, the twinge of feeling distant from Ishaan up close. There were days in London they’d held each other so long she’d smell her own body’s scent from his, their sweat and saliva and stories all tangled up. In her cramped rental, he watched her sketch for hours, satisfied by her creations. They concocted a future together while layering lasagne, the outcome all lined up. Only here in Dubai did Ishaan soften, soggy from his parents’ expectations, ignoring his depths, layers Lina had assumed were solidified. 207

         ‘You shouldn’t have burnt them, sweetheart,’ Ishaan said.

         Might she sketch the horrors trampolining inside her, maybe one day exhibit them – comic strips of social tragedies – invite Aunty M to attend?

         ‘I want Papa’s boxes out of the garage,’ Lina said, ‘and in the new apartment.’

         ‘Mom fired the driver,’ Ishaan said.

         She found him slumped against the hood of Aunty M’s car with a bulging cloth suitcase, buckles held together with masking tape.

         ‘Maaf kar do,’ he said, palms joined together, ‘shaayad mainne galat suna.’

         ‘No,’ Lina said, patting the stack of Papa’s boxes, ‘you did not hear her wrong. And I need help moving these, so you’ll stay.’

         He tilted his head from side to side, appearing grateful but wary, unsure her decision would hold up in front of Aunty M.

         ‘Madam ne right bola tha,’ he said, affirming he’d been instructed to drive right, not left.

         ‘I know,’ Lina said, because she believed him.

         Ishaan and his father left for Antwerp the next morning, a Friday. Their final trip before the due date, Ishaan promised.

         Lina roamed around Deira far from the pretence of Palm Paradise. Remnants of Bakra Eid’s sacrificial slaughter were being swept into sidewalk drains. A cleaner outside a corner grocery, slapdash with his stained mop, splattered blood on to her feet. She kicked off her chappals, poured a bottle of Masafi over her legs, and drove back barefoot.

         Lina skipped Friday dinner without providing an excuse. She fell asleep early and dreamt of a crowded ferry terminal, 208passengers elbowing each other to get ahead. Without a physical barrier, the corridor split in two with half the passengers rushing one way, half the other. Lina followed a man with well-combed hair who never turned around to check she’d kept pace. A shove and she fell, then spotted Papa walking in the opposite direction, or so she thought. The scene shifted, maybe she’d turned in her sleep, adjusted the pillow. At a counter, the man she’d followed purchased three tickets. Lina kept looking over her shoulder, dread accumulating with the slow realisation she might have missed her chance of finding her father. Pulled by that absence, she felt a physical tug in the commotion around her. When the man handed Lina her ticket, still faced away, she bolted. You’ll miss the boat, she heard him shout, but she kept running, knocking shoulders along the way.

         Lina woke up breathless, with her hand reached out. She could burn Papa in flesh, in form on portrait, lighter fluid to face, but her subconscious would not settle. That undisciplined state could not withhold hope. It understood, flailing with fathomless possibilities, that she’d let her father go in order to sanction his return. Placing both hands on the newly formed part of her body, warmth vital to this invitation, she spoke out loud so he would hear her twice.

         ‘Papa,’ Lina said, ‘please come back.’

         
             

         

         Raja rang the doorbell during a silent dinner the next night.

         ‘Tell him to wait,’ Aunty M instructed Mary.

         Lina found him in the entrance hall instead of the kitchen.

         ‘Come sit,’ she said, gesturing to the divan. Raja sat. ‘You had me worried. What happened to your phone?’ 209

         ‘Shobha is run away,’ Raja said.

         She’d been gone three days. Disappeared in the afternoon after serving lunch, hadn’t stolen valuables, hadn’t left a note. Just like Shobha to flee in daylight. Raja’s lips lost resolve, words coming out without his permission.

         ‘No luck in her old slum also,’ Pari said when Lina called. ‘Bombay is a perfect hiding place, I tell you.’ A city of more than eighteen million people, half of them not wanting to be found.

         ‘What about the cops?’ Lina said, avoiding worrying Raja by saying ‘police’. But he didn’t seem to be listening. For the first time in Aunty M’s home, he sat, facing the wavy strips of wall-mounted mirrors fragmenting his reflection into unrecognisable parts.

         ‘I’ve reported,’ Pari said, ‘but don’t get his hopes up. Police get thousands like this.’

         Lina placed her hand on Raja’s slouched back.

         ‘She’s okay,’ Lina said, ‘wherever she is. Only a matter of time, all right? She’s a strong girl who wouldn’t do this without reason. She’ll call or come back, or maybe she’s on her way to Nagapattinam?’

         ‘Never,’ Raja said.

         Her second disappearance was more than he could bear. The not knowing, the never finding, the constant search for a woman who craved escape from being sought.

         ‘That day in cinema,’ Raja said, ‘Pari madam tell me. I cannot show my face.’

         ‘There’s nothing to be ashamed of,’ Lina said.

         ‘I find one more solid husband for her. Good family, good business. I tell her, she get angry. She say I don’t want her so I give her away. Now she is run. How I find her?’ 210

         ‘It’s not your fault, Raja,’ Lina said, though she knew his daughter’s particular repulsion for marriage and men. The secret she’d unloaded on to Shobha couldn’t have anything to do with her leaving, she hoped. Raja and his daughter shared an ability to be even keeled at the worst of times. Even when Lina had inadvertently come upon videos of women engaging in sensual pleasures on Shobha’s phone, she’d said, ‘wrong place’ and opened up the GPS so Lina could navigate to the nearest coffee shop.

         ‘Drop the marriage thing for a while,’ Lina said. ‘She has some years ahead of her.’

         Failure surfaced on the bravest face she’d known. Her instinct to protect Raja from thinking himself a bad father, a failed parent, was sudden and mindless.

         ‘Would help if we consider—’

         Raja stood up abruptly, as if he’d been wrong to come.

         ‘God only help now. If Shobha call, I call you.’

         Sleep did not follow that night. Lina packed a large IKEA bag with a silk sari, noise-cancelling headphones, a set of clean hand towels because old rags were nowhere to be found in the Hirani villa, a hammer, scissors, nails, and a step stool. Insulting fashion, she pulled on black maternity leggings and a baggy black Calvin Klein T-shirt Ishaan had demoted to sleepwear. On the taxi ride to Canvas, she pulled his V-neck lower and further away from her nose, distancing the familiar scent of Rexona and unoiled wood. For inspiration she thought of Meena Lisa’s shut eyes and the whale shark in the Atlantis lobby which circled the tank with defeated madness, tips of tourists’ noses leaving a mark on the glass. As if not awful enough that the creature lived in a space one-billionth the size of its natural habitat, people made it worse by gawping. 211

         Fifteen minutes before closing time, Canvas was empty save for a teenage boy staring at a shelf of identical wooden mannequins. Lina found stencils not far from him, but typical for an art supply store, the spray cans were hidden in the back, the markers right up front and a few speedy circles later she impatiently waited at the checkout behind the teenager purchasing a singular graphic pencil and taking his sweet youthful time paying in exact change.

         She channelled his pace as she unloaded the supplies at the end of Frond F where a mansion under construction stood protected by clean white hoarding, dirt presumed an unexpected visitor. Do not get a parking ticket, Sami had warned Lina, even the smallest infraction could piss off a judge. The court hearing felt as far away as Aunty M, though Ishaan’s mother was a mere six villas down the frond, probably texting her son that his wife had mysteriously disappeared after dark.

         Waves broke on the soft sand beyond the site. Trancelike, Lina worked step by step without interruption, hidden by a makeshift sari wall suspended from her parked car to the top of the hoarding. Marking measurements, outlining in pencil, stretching up to land a dot on the highest part of the hoarding. Using a spiral motion to shake the cans, she ended up with bitter paint in her mouth. Spat the pigment out and began filling in the outline. Spraying sound, brutal force of colour, reckless intensity. Air bubbles required her whole body move with the strokes, top to bottom, left to right, preventing paint from flaring out at the ends.

         Lina didn’t date or sign. Morning dog walkers would report the vandalism, and whichever ministry kept artistic freedom under control would send a truck of labourers 212to paint over it. Good; she didn’t want the work salvaged. Sweating, chuckling, heart racing, Lina walked far enough away to take stock of what she’d released: a woman glaring through a copper battoulah masking her face, covered head to chest in an abaya made of barbed wire. Lina named her Barbaya, lower half nude, legs spread out in the way of ordinary men hogging more than their share of seat on an aeroplane. From this, there was no going back to picturing portraits on view in galleries, awaiting admiration. Fuck the audience; Lina would make only for her sake.
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            Chapter Eighteen

         

         when the judge proclaimed lina her father’s legal heir, the moment felt unvictorious. Assets unfrozen, papers signed, Sami showed a relief she didn’t feel. Lina returned to the villa and fell asleep for three hours. On waking to the prayer call, she thought of the angry judge’s nose hair, grey as the law he’d bent, granting Lina special rights in a country whose native language she couldn’t speak fluently. Fault lay with her for being at his mercy for this long, roots tangled up in foreign soil.

         Two days later, case closed and her rights as a resident reinstated, Lina paced the ground floor of Raja’s building. His not returning her calls grated. She couldn’t fairly describe where she waited as a lobby, nor did her polite ‘excuse me’s’ convince any of the illegal residents to divulge Raja’s whereabouts to an eight-months-pregnant stranger. Weak from heat, Lina walked across to Al Adil supermarket and asked the shopkeeper. Fifth floor, he told her. Knock on 5F four times.

         Raja opened the door shirtless. At the sight of Lina, he 214shut it close and shouted from inside that she wait. She heard him shuffling around, disappearing out of earshot, back again dragging something away. When he opened the door, she saw from the doorway that the curtains on a small window had been drawn to let in light. The living-room floor was crowded with the other occupants’ single foam mattress pads, three or four covered with one floral sheet, another without, yet another with just a pillow. The rosewater he’d sprayed failed to subdue the body odour.

         ‘You are okay?’ Raja asked, closing the door behind him.

         ‘I need water,’ Lina said. Filthy had never been a word she’d associated with him but this was the first time she’d seen where he’d moved to after Papa died.

         Raja didn’t ask her in. Lina, a temporary visitor.

         He came back out with a steel glass.

         ‘Remember Thursdays?’ Lina said. ‘How thirsty I’d get after Papa chucked me in the water? Not a spot of shade on that beach.’

         ‘Didn’t have?’

         ‘No, not even a palm tree,’ Lina said. ‘Isn’t that why you waited by the car?’

         ‘I am not there,’ Raja said.

         ‘What do you mean?’

         ‘Only sir take you. Thursday my holiday.’

         Curly twigs tucked in the sand had poked the soles of her wet feet. Afternoon sun struck Papa’s bald head. She was sure Raja waited in the parking lot with their beach towels, a carrier bag for her swimsuit and rolled-up roti with sugar for the ride home. If she had imagined him there where he was not, she’d not taken into account that as an employee, he needed a day off. 215

         Lina handed him the envelope.

         ‘Plane ticket,’ she said, ‘for day after tomorrow.’

         ‘My visa,’ he said. ‘If I go, I not allowed back.’

         Lina told him she could sponsor him; now had the legal right, but no other.

         He looked as if he might give her an earful.

         She wanted desperately he stay. His selfless scolding, broken English, the folds of his chubby arms. His affection, an outpour. Raja remained silent, did not shake his head or move his hands or busy his bushy eyebrows.

         ‘We can’t have Shobha lost out there without you looking for her,’ Lina said, voice quivering. ‘Not on my account.’

         ‘Baby coming,’ Raja said. ‘You will need me, no?’

         The hurt from answering wrung her arteries, squeezed the last of her courage. When Ishaan had first told Lina he needed her, midway through a pavlova at Luigi’s, she had recoiled. Being now on his side of need, she saw how vulnerable admitting such a thing was, and also how binding, how selfish, how easily it flattered the receiving party into forfeiting self-preservation and inheriting dependency.

         ‘No,’ Lina said. ‘You have to go.’

         Raja did not mirror her shock. He must have known long ago what he had to do, far before Lina decided to end her exploitation of him by issuing an order. Apology could not cover what she’d robbed. She put her hands together at her chest and bowed, a gesture of gratitude she’d seen Raja give her father at his cremation. She hoped he would find his daughter.

         Raja opened the door, revealing what he’d earlier dragged beneath a plastic table to conceal: an old Delsey of Papa’s, half-packed and waiting. 216

         Before Lina returned to the villa, she checked on Barbaya on the hoarding. No one had bothered to tear the woman down.

         
             

         

         Lina requested the movers box up the crib first. The parts were dismantled, flat packed in cardboard and laid to rest in the trunk of Lina’s car. She couldn’t show off its careful handling because Aunty M had not come downstairs all morning. I seem to have swallowed something upsetting, she’d announced after dinner the night before. At noon Anne told the family ma’am was too weak to move but when Lina ran up to check she found Aunty M asleep.

         By the afternoon the boxes on the ground floor had been loaded on to the moving truck. Ishaan said his mother looked as if she’d been crying. He was not accustomed to seeing Aunty M feeble, and her weakness heightened his already testy nerves.

         ‘In her state, Mom’s still thinking of you,’ Ishaan said. ‘Tell Lina not to lift anything, tell her stay away from the truck’s exhaust.’

         His imitation of his mother’s voice was poor but the undertone identical. Ishaan’s left eyebrow rose independently of the right, a movement that accompanied instructions. He told Lina to drive her car to the Greens first. He would follow with the truck.

         ‘I want to see her,’ Lina said.

         Even with lids down, the first time Lina had seen her as depicted in the Meena Lisa, Aunty M appeared in command. Lina stood at the edge of her bed, wanted to check her temperature, move that strand of hair glued to her brow with 217sweat. But touching her felt an intrusion. What a terrible trick it was, upheld by generations, to demand a manufactured relationship match a procreative one. Aunty M’s lap was not hers to bury her head in. The hyphenated in-law was attached to the relationship as a legal term, bound by contract, not contractions. Aunty M was not her mother.

         She dare not shake her out of sleep, beg she speak, demand words to make Lina feel less dreadful. I don’t want to take your family from you. I want one of my own that lasts. I am afraid for the child, my child, our child. I should be able to tell you the truth but I cannot. I cannot even wake you up.

         Lina touched Aunty M’s arm from over the blanket.

         ‘We’ll be gone,’ she said softly.

         An hour later, Lina waited in the new apartment. The truck hadn’t arrived though the journey should have taken no longer than twenty minutes. November had cooled the air so she slid open the balcony doors in all the rooms except where Papa’s boxes moved in after the massacre. In the bedroom intended for Ishaan’s parents, Lina sat on the mattress. The plastic covering stuck to the skin under her knees, a guilty glue. Out the window, the golf course boasted smooth, uniform hills, flawless as any faraway land.

         Her phone rang in the living room.

         ‘Mom fainted,’ Ishaan said. ‘We’re at the hospital. I called to tell you I’m not coming.’

         ‘Where?’

         ‘To the apartment, Lina, where else? I need to go.’

         He hung up, misunderstanding. She tried calling back, dialled his father’s phone, the driver’s, the maids’. No one answered. Malini sent a text: Don’t come. Aunty says bad luck 4 baby. 218

         Which hospital, Lina texted back, then waited for a reply. In lieu of a couch, she sank into the picnic chair and near-urinated from the pressure on her bladder. Set deep in the brightly striped outdoor furniture, Lina seethed at Reese. Of all the nonsense the Bump offered, where was the forewarning for this onset of stupidity, overlooking the obvious: that Aunty M would have the last sick say?

         
             

         

         Ishaan’s call came as an interruption. They’re keeping Mom for the night, he said, monitoring her blood pressure. I’ll be home soon.

         At the villa, Anne returned from the hospital first and Lina watched as the poor girl bumped against kitchen counters and caught her sleeves on cabinet handles.

         ‘Ma’am is on IV drip,’ she said.

         ‘Go and lie down,’ Lina said.

         Anne looked horrified.

         ‘I put one blood pressure tablet, morning and night,’ she said, wiping the same plate dry over and over. ‘Many weeks she is leaving by the glass, and I did not ask her why, ma’am, why you not take? I put it back and again next day, take out another.’

         Lina, less surprised by Aunty M’s self-deprivation and more by Anne’s guilt, assured her she was not to blame.

         Ishaan arrived and refused food.

         ‘How is Aunty M?’ Lina said, following him to their bedroom.

         ‘I wish you’d just call her Mom.’

         ‘She told me not to.’

         ‘No, she told you not to call her Meenakshi and that was 219before we got married.’ He changed out of his clothes and lay in bed. She struggled to turn her body towards him without help. When he didn’t sense her discomfort, she reached over to touch his shoulder.

         ‘It’s a good sign the doctors said she can come home tomorrow, right?’ Lina said. ‘At least it’s nothing serious.’

         ‘She’s heartbroken, Lina,’ Ishaan said. ‘Why do you think her blood pressure suddenly fell like that? I can’t believe I did that to my own mother.’

         ‘It’s not your fault.’

         ‘It’s our fault,’ Ishaan said. ‘You and I are setting that stupid crib back up before Mom sets foot in the house. We cannot move out right now.’

         She watched him plunge into his mother’s ploy and wanted to tell him his remorse had been induced, the drop in pressure purposeful. Aunty M could enslave her children with guilt but Lina had come into the world free of her. Still, she did not say. She could not wound Ishaan like that.

         ‘I know you’re worried,’ Lina said. ‘Tell me what I can do.’

         Ishaan asked that she clear up space in the guest room while he brought up the box from Lina’s car.

         ‘There’s supposed to be twenty of these,’ Ishaan said, skimming the instructions, tapping the rod on his lap. He was confused and she wasn’t paying attention. ‘I’m missing one.’

         Lina sat on the edge of the bed and glanced down. She imagined this was how Ishaan would look when their baby cried, that same expression he wore when he stood in front of the sink with a dirty plate in his hand and the dishwasher full and running – where am I supposed to put this thing?

         Lina counted nineteen rods on the floor. 220

         ‘You forgot the one you’re holding,’ she said.

         ‘We should never have told them to dismantle it,’ Ishaan said.

         ‘How else would it fit in my car?’

         ‘We could have put it in the truck,’ he said.

         ‘You didn’t want to,’ Lina said.

         ‘Well, now I can’t figure out the parts,’ he said, as if she’d gone in and jumbled them up.

         Lina stared at the instructions Ishaan handed her. Enough had been withheld to make secrecy second nature. In the months since Papa left, it had been impossible to say how miserable she felt to be alive when her father was not; that her grief wanted no future, with Ishaan or otherwise; that other people’s sympathy stank of non-participatory phrases; and that the overwhelming sadness of sudden loss made every first after Papa’s death – first chocolate, first meal at a restaurant, first fight – like a rebirth into a life she did not want, certainly not for ever. To avoid injuring the person promised to her as happily ever after, Lina had shared none of that.

         ‘Seems right,’ Lina said. She had no clue what step Ishaan was on. He turned the Allen key with determined force and set the rod straight. With too much exertion, it tilted the opposite way.

         ‘Perfect,’ Ishaan said, admiring the finished product.

         ‘Looks just like your mom wanted,’ Lina said.

         Ishaan stood in front of the boy’s crib, and she could not picture him holding the baby. All she saw was the white of Dr Eltahawy’s logbook, the empty space in the column titled ‘Father’.
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            Chapter Nineteen

         

         aunty m returned from the hospital and asked Lina to take the day off work on Tuesday. The day of the solar eclipse on which Lina was instructed to 1) not use sharp objects, 2) lie down flat for the duration of the phenomenon, 3) cover uncurtained windows with newspaper, 4) throw away cooked food made before the eclipse and 5) take a cold shower afterwards. The safeguarding had nothing to do with Lina, meant to prevent the baby from being born with a cleft lip or an unsightly birthmark. How about this? I’ll just hand the baby over perfect and pristine and then go prancing off a ledge somewhere. Would that suit?

         She followed her mother-in-law’s instructions that Tuesday, and for good measure promised not to say the word ‘sun’ or ‘son’ out loud. The more she gave in – turmeric tablets, avoiding the light switch, eating before sunset, milk only after sunrise – the happier Ishaan was, safeguarding this dutiful view of his wife who was easier to love when his family did, too. Ishaan’s reassurance that Lina and he would not be moving out did wonders for Aunty M’s disposition, 222which was no surprise since her cancer had been cured by the same promise two years ago.

         ‘You did specify we’ve delayed the move, not cancelled it altogether, right?’ Lina asked. Yes, yes, he’d said and had then driven her to Ibn Battuta Mall to ‘hammer down that baby list’ before he headed to Oman for a boys’ trip, exactly four weeks before her due date. He felt he should because his buddy’s brother had twisted his ankle and someone had to step in for the best man. No big deal, he’d come right back if anything happened. Lina did not question his assumption that her labour would last more than the six-hour ride back.

         That mattered little now; months had passed since he, or anyone else, had seen Lina. It was considered cruel to be in conflict with her own body, her own child. She figured it was better to admit competition upfront, to understand which battles could be won or lost. Knew defeat when people took in the view beyond her, scanning her face and outlining an infant version, or sizing her hips and wondering how her meatless frame would expand, assessing her career, character, or chemical imbalances and wondering what kind of creature she’d breed. Strangers let her skip the queue at checkouts, stepped out of her way in narrow passageways. In all that looking out for, no one had looked at. The boy had overtaken Lina’s existence so swiftly, managing to do so with the whole world on his side, that nobody took any notice when his mother started to disappear in plain sight.

         Ishaan parked the car and rushed to open her door. Ibn Battuta Mall, inspired by the medieval Moroccan explorer, set a grand stage for their first venture into Babyshop. Housed within the blue-and-yellow mosaic tiled walls of Persia Court, the store gave the impression of being 223underwater in a royal swimming pool. They wandered through the aisles, Lina browsing non-committally, Ishaan frowning at prices.

         ‘There’s seventy-three rows,’ he said, opening up the Excel sheet Lina had sent weeks ago.

         ‘Look at the ones highlighted in yellow,’ Lina said, ‘those are essentials.’

         ‘The stainless-steel blades ensure your child’s nails are trimmed to perfection,’ he read off the First Years Deluxe Nail Clipper pack.

         ‘Your mom will like that,’ Lina said.

         He grabbed a basket.

         Lina sped past the stroller aisle, the Björns, the jungle gyms – retail reminders of her baby’s mortality, the ages he might not reach, the cuddly toys too bothersome for his lungs.

         ‘You’ll love this,’ Ishaan said, holding up a pink onesie with the slogan ‘I’ll have a bottle of the house white’.

         She wandered off. Baby soothers, the modern name for dummies. Fast-flow silicone feeding teats, as if for farm animals. Bassinets, nest bags, monitors, sterilisers, bed rails, safety gates. If not so brightly coloured, they’d be mistaken for prison equipment. The products blurred into one and Lina’s vision went fuzzy. Faced with the merchandise of mothering, her resolve broke. Denial of his probable death felt irresponsible, made of toxic delusion, not childproof. Basu’s meticulous reports and Eltahawy’s gentle explanations indicated the same result: severely underdeveloped left ventricle equalled rare chance of survival upon birth.

         ‘What’s wrong, sweetheart?’ Ishaan found her lost in an aisle searching for the exit. 224

         She sat on a rocking chair, and he knelt beside her, wiped the sweat off her forehead. She’d concealed so much, and still, his being there, his very existence in her life, made her sturdy, gave certainty. He might take his time forgiving her but he would not leave. She missed him desperately, even with his eyes up close worriedly scanning hers. She wanted to kiss him, and so she did, and whispered as their lips parted, ‘I was going to abort the baby.’

         She must have been visibly shaking because he held her and said, ‘Shhh, it’s okay.’

         His tenderness broke her.

         ‘I went to a clinic in Bombay. I would have done it without telling you, Ishaan.’

         ‘You didn’t, though,’ he said. The chair swayed and she considered buying it for the nursery even if it rocked an empty lap. ‘Why are you telling me now?’

         ‘I’m afraid of everything we’re not saying,’ Lina said. ‘We aren’t ourselves unless we’re alone, and we never are, Ishaan. We have to move before the baby’s born. He’s ours.’

         ‘It’s a boy?’

         ‘It’s a boy,’ Lina said.

         ‘I can’t believe you never told me,’ Ishaan said, and she knew he meant about the gender.

         ‘Please can we go home?’ Lina said.

         He drove her back to the villa in silence, assuming that’s where she had meant.

         That night, Aunty M safe in the bedroom down the hall, Ishaan hugged Lina. He put his arms around her belly as far as they would go and breathed into her neck. She did not know how to return his affection, which reeked of relief that the child was a prized son. Ishaan’s skin was as smooth as 225the slippery certainty of his words, his assurances only as lasting as someone else’s approval.

         In Papa’s notebook, Lina had found a sketch, lines drawn beaming outwards from underneath a sailboat towards the ocean floor. Based on how those sonars bounced back, oceanographers mapped out the terrain. An imperfect method, she’d thought, if you only understood the depths by how something ricocheted. Truly knowing required diving in.

         Aunty M’s tricks vexed, but Ishaan falling for them numbed her. At once Lina wanted to press him tight against her and push him off for good.
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            Ishaan

         

         ‘i’m going to be a father,’ Ishaan said to the pink-haired old gentleman at the bar.

         ‘Cheers,’ the man said, raising an on-the-rocks of some variety.

         Ishaan clinked his Merlot, the only choice of red he could pronounce without a stutter. On business trips, the wine helped with lying: Hey man, good to meet you, I’m Ishaan. Nope, not diamonds, I’m here for the interior design conference. Yeah, one hundred per cent, it’s cool. Love creative stuff. Wood? Oh, I don’t know, wood can’t be assessed by patterns like that, there’s a lot more hidden beneath what you touch. Mid-century homes are cool, for sure, sweet deal you’ve got. Can’t argue. They have that great flat quality to them, don’t they? Like really extends the space.

         ‘When’s the baby due?’

         ‘In six weeks,’ Ishaan said. They hadn’t yet agreed on names, hadn’t bought any newborn essentials. I guess Babyshop can wait until you’re back, Lina had said, as if doing him a giant favour. 227

         ‘Your first?’

         Ishaan nodded, and the man raised a not-pink eyebrow. Blonde was the arched disapproval: Why are you here?

         ‘My wife’s like Beyoncé,’ Ishaan said.

         The man gave a quizzical look. Queen B not a household name in Antwerp’s Diamond Quarter.

         ‘She’s strong,’ Ishaan said.

         He sipped wine. Lina Solanki, what a rock star. You’ve probably seen her on a Forty Under Forty list. Not easy for a woman in Dubai, let me tell you. Or let her tell you, because what would I know of it? I work in a family business so I’m entitled. Of all the benefits, the one of doubt was missing.

         ‘I’m Fynn,’ the man said, ordering another whisky.

         ‘Ishaan Hirani.’

         Someone had dragged in slush on their boots and wet the bar floor. Fynn observed the cleaning lady mop up the mess. The mop handle was taller than her hunched frame, slowly dragging right, left, right, left.

         ‘Let me help you,’ Ishaan said, jumping off his stool. She grumbled and waved him off. She hadn’t any teeth.

         ‘Damned if you do,’ Fynn said, smiling.

         ‘Condemned if you don’t,’ Ishaan said.

         Lina called it his tardy average, the minutes he was late to every doctor’s visit, of which he’d only been to two. Doesn’t mean you stop asking me to go with you, sweetheart. You don’t need an invitation. No, but I do need the appointment times. Why, so you can show up forty-five minutes late again?

         The pregnancy calendar hung empty behind their bedroom door; he filled in what he knew, Lina didn’t add in the rest.

         ‘Got a name for the baby?’ 228

         ‘Has to be with the letter S,’ Ishaan said, ‘according to the sun and the star and the moons.’

         ‘More than one moon, eh? They’re a tough crowd.’

         ‘Those moons have got nothing on my mother. Astrologer by night, menopausal Chairman Mao by day.’

         Don’t be fooled by that pregnant poison of Lina’s, Mom had warned. Ladies will say any old thing when they’re loaded with hormones. You tell her what’s what, we are not moving out, end of story. Why have you become like this, my boy? Stand up for yourself. You chose a headstrong woman, now done is done. If you’d asked I’d have told you, for Ishwar’s sake, Ishu, please don’t marry her. Proposed underwater and now you’ve sunk.

         Fynn laughed out loud and the cleaning lady clucked.

         ‘It’s a bar,’ he shouted at her. She shouted back in Flemish.

         ‘What she say?’ Ishaan asked, embarrassed by his dwindling proficiency at the language.

         ‘She suggested I get a sex change.’

         Ishaan ordered another glass of Merlot. He spread out blueprints on the sticky wooden bar top. The bartender helped hold them down with coasters. Ishaan pointed out the nursery, showed her how he planned on reshaping the room into a more circular space. Tearing down the passage wall would bring in good light and views of the Emirates Hills. In the living room, raising the central inset of the tray ceiling would give the illusion of height.

         ‘This second print,’ he explained, though now the bartender seemed distracted by the cleaning lady’s grunting, ‘is the apartment next door. Their lease is up in three months and with both places in hand, we could expand the whole layout.’

         ‘For a client?’ Fynn said, swirling his ice. 229

         ‘My toughest,’ Ishaan said. His father had returned the blueprints and Ishaan’s detailed investment plan with a brief Post-it note: ‘Too much work, no long-term return.’ Keeping family happy wasn’t high on Boss Hirani’s priority list. When Lina accused Ishaan of lack of interest in their new apartment, he didn’t pull out the blueprints even though they lay in his briefcase beside her swollen feet. What if our child is gay? he’d said instead, hoping for meaningful conversation. Are you kidding me right now? she’d said. I can’t believe you’d care about that. Ishaan didn’t care, he just wanted to talk. But by then, explaining made matters worse. It’s your mother, isn’t it? She’s told you she’ll disown him or her if they’re not straight or smart or tall or fair-skinned or made of planetary dust from Pluto. Ishaan had wanted to tell her Pluto wasn’t a planet any more.

         Fynn pointed at the bartender serving the cleaning lady a pint.

         ‘That’s my girl,’ Fynn said.

         ‘Angry old lady’s your mother?’ Ishaan said.

         ‘Lovely bartender is my daughter.’

         Ishaan raised his glass. He shot Lina a text: Been thinking: a mattress on the floor is safer for sleeping in than a crib. Like can’t the baby just crawl out of that? Or you could sprain your back trying to reach in? Let’s have him in the same room as us, not the nursery. What if the monitor battery dies or a virus attacks the software? I miss you.

         Me too, Lina replied. In judicial court hell right now. Wish you were here.

         ‘I should go,’ Ishaan said. ‘Might catch an earlier flight.’

         ‘Pleasure,’ Fynn said, then pointed to the cleaning lady. ‘Tab’s on her. Angry old lady’s my wife.’ 230

         
             

         

         Two weeks later, the blueprints rode with Ishaan and Lina to Babyshop. In the back-and-forth over highlighted rows on Excel, they got left behind in the car. When he found Lina in a rocking chair in the sterilisation aisle, he wondered how she’d managed to fit her gigantic body there. The weight never bothered him so much as the way her commanding presence grew, more of her to take precedence. People always noticed Lina first even when she was only forty-seven kilos and her figure was hidden in baggy jumpsuits. It’s my curls, she said, protecting him from his unremarkable personality. He was better looking, they both knew. But she attracted attention.

         When her lips left his and she whispered, ‘I was going to abort the baby,’ his teeth went cold. He looked at her bully of a belly and wondered whether she was hiding a bomb in there, whether she’d done the job already.

         ‘You didn’t, though,’ he said, and watched her sway back and forth on the rocking chair. She wished she had. She never wanted to be a mother. He didn’t make her. A faulty contraceptive and here they were and she said she was fine and he didn’t ask again because he knew she wasn’t and now the baby was almost out and Lina had become a monster and nothing could reverse the ugliness even though the child was a boy. A boy like Ishaan, not like Lina or Mom, but a boy to race and play with like Ishaan’s father never had and yes, Beyoncé, he knows he can do all that with a girl but even his girl might one day turn into her mother and tell him she was pregnant but don’t worry about it, Dad, I’ve aborted, and since none of this has anything to do with the horny bastard, I didn’t tell him just like I didn’t tell you until after the fact. 231

         He’d indefinitely cancelled the room at Le Méridien. Lina’s desire outdid his and he was tired of it. Even now with their son in her and pains in every limb she mentioned five times a day, still she wanted pleasure, abandon, the hot steam of a hotel room. Her recklessness repulsed him. She gave in to the moment too quickly, as if she’d released herself – her name, her responsibilities, her clothes, her decorum – and she hadn’t forgotten where they were so much as she wanted none of them. Nothing but that carnal moment of his cum in her and she taking all of it for herself, giving him zilch in return. He hated not enjoying her ecstasy, given she’d achieved it at his hands, but all he could think of lately was that she’d achieved pleasure before, not with other hands but with her own. If who Lina wanted was him, she could have him in the villa where he offered himself easily in quiet. But no, she wanted her own dispossession, a maddeningly loud and boastful freedom. Withholding it from her made him feel good. He could satisfy himself anywhere. She could not.

         That night after Babyshop, Ishaan traced the air above Lina’s side profile, her shape jagged like Fynn’s bar top. The language Fynn used with his wife was raw, flung without thought, the way of Lina’s sex but not her sentences, which were crafted well enough to be hung up with her art.

         Ishaan put his arms around her. The urge to hold her was strong. She smelt different, of jasmine, and he thought of Papa, the cremation flames in the desert and the promise he’d once made him: I’ll always respect your daughter. From behind, Lina could have been any woman. He breathed anger into her neck, bid her farewell. Let her try. Never could she turn around and he see her the same again. 232

         
             

         

         The crib they rebuilt while Mom was in the hospital caught the afternoon light in the guest room. Catching light was a sophisticated phrase and he’d have more time for those now. He could say things like ‘do you ever wonder’ and ‘on the palate’ and ‘hit the right notes’. No one thought he noticed the asafoetida in his mother’s bhindi or the grey space meant to look unintentional in Lina’s charcoal.

         ‘It seems the crib is to be left here,’ Mom said.

         ‘We put it together because we intended to stay,’ Ishaan said, ‘while you were in the hospital.’

         ‘And now that I’m well?’

         ‘Seeing the crib in the room,’ Lina said, standing by the door, ‘makes me think we should leave it here so the baby has a place to sleep in this home, too. We’ll visit often.’

         ‘We’ll be living here,’ Ishaan said.

         Both women looked at him in a questioning way, and seeing them caught off guard gave him confidence.

         ‘I’ve decided to leave the business,’ Ishaan said. ‘Stay home, take care of the baby. We won’t have as much money so paying to live somewhere else doesn’t make sense.’

         ‘Have you spoken to your father?’ Mom said.

         ‘Can we talk in private?’ Lina said.

         ‘No,’ Ishaan said. He rubbed his hands up and down the velvet panels. The colour changed dramatically when he switched directions.

         ‘Raja’s gone and we don’t have another option for a nanny,’ he continued.

         ‘You are to be the nanny, my dear?’

         ‘Ishaan, can we talk in private?’ Lina said.

         ‘No.’ He moved to the window and kept his back to them. 233‘It’s not as if we consult each other around here before making big decisions. So this one’s mine.’

         He turned and Lina was in tears. Mom didn’t notice.

         ‘I’m sorry,’ Lina said, ‘I am. I haven’t been myself since Papa—’

         ‘Stop,’ Ishaan said, ‘please just stop. Not everything is about your dad.’

         It was mean. He was angry. Angry at Papa for leaving him with his even more angry daughter and an incomplete diving class and everyone in a state of misery that even a baby boy couldn’t save them from. Lina hadn’t bothered asking Ishaan of his own grief, and why should she when hers was more meaningful, more painful, more connected, more blood, more biology?

         He – as a father, a husband, a sperm-giving member of the male species – would always be less than her. Carrying nothing.

         Only Papa considered him on a par with Lina. He hadn’t expected Ishaan to be different, better for his daughter, any of that pointless pressure parents put on a person their child has already chosen to marry.

         ‘Our limitations are like our coffee orders,’ he’d once said after witnessing a spat between daughter and son-in-law, ‘specific to us but not unchangeable when in need of a different flavour.’

         ‘What’s mine?’ Ishaan had asked.

         ‘Cortado, single shot,’ Papa said, ‘and a lackadaisical tendency.’ Spoken pragmatically, bordering on businesslike.

         ‘What’s yours?’ Ishaan asked.

         ‘Avoiding the dark,’ he said, ‘in all manners of the word.’

         ‘Café au lait,’ Ishaan said, ‘extra milk.’ They had laughed in a way he hadn’t been able to since Papa’s passing. 234

         ‘Can Ishaan and I please have a minute?’ Lina asked.

         ‘Found your manners, I see,’ Mom said. ‘At least a “please” before being banished.’

         ‘Get out,’ Lina said.

         ‘Don’t talk to my mom like that,’ Ishaan said.

         ‘She’s all yours,’ Lina said, headed for the door, she the only guest in the bedroom.

         ‘At least someone is,’ he said. ‘You’re all about you. Just you and the baby and I’m the one left out because it makes you feel like you have something of your own. You hate that I have both my parents still alive. As fucked up as they can be sometimes, they’re here and they’re here for me and you can’t stand that. Even when we stayed because of Mom’s cancer – cancer, can I just repeat – you resented her. You want only your father, your Raja, your apartment, your, your, your. And then you say I’m selfish for not going on fewer business trips? Well, here ya go. I’ll be going on none any more. And we will not be moving out and it isn’t because of Mom and Dad. It’s because I don’t want to be anywhere with you and still feel this alone.’

         ‘Welcome to the last nine months of my life,’ Lina said.

         He let her have the last word because it mattered to her and he didn’t bother telling her it was thirty-eight weeks, which was eight and a half months. Ishaan drove to Hirani Diamonds & Sons to resign to his father.

      
   


   
      
         235
             Lina

            Chapter Twenty

         

         what lina needed was a shot of Mezcal. A burn in the throat, a quick spit, that shuddering before warm confidence settled in, more shots ordered, an ecstatic descent into slurry freedom of speech. She waddled to the fridge, a shooting pain up her back from the speed her body protested. Individual eggs sat in their designated circles, drawers revealed eggplant, dudhi, okra, and long beans neatly packaged in individual cloth bags. Yoghurt and hummus took prime spots at the front of the top shelf, behind which were rows of bottled achaar, chilli oil and pickled turmeric root. The good stuff was hidden behind that glass fortress and Lina knocked over two jars to grab the pack, needed intoxication by any source. She tilted her head back, dangled the green chilli above her lips, bit the tip off first and chomped the rest within seconds. She stuffed the other three chillis in her mouth at once until she felt heat in her ears and numbness at the edge of her nose. She must have missed Aunty 236M calling out her name the first time because when she did hear her, Ishaan’s mother was standing in the kitchen with both hands on her hips, saying ‘Leeen-a’ as though speaking to a child. Lina bumped the fridge close with her bum and felt the poisonous spice rise up her throat with glee.

         ‘You stopped taking your blood pressure medicine,’ Lina said, licking the seed stuck at the corner of her lip.

         Aunty M scanned the fridge behind Lina as though she was searching for script on a teleprompter that had conked off mid-show. Her hair, pristine strands tucked behind her ear revealing the coal on her lobes, slipped out and exposed her fear.

         With her forearm, Lina wiped snot off her upper lip and walked out of the kitchen up the stairs to Aunty M’s bedroom.

         ‘Your allergies flaring up at Papa’s funeral, you said that was from the jasmine perfume I wore. I’ve had that on me all week so we’d better go get your antihistamines.’

         Ishaan’s parents had a bathroom each, his father the Jack and Jill opening out to the hallway, but his mother’s was tucked away and Lina walked the length of their master bedroom to reach her lair.

         ‘Where do you think you’re going?’ Aunty M said, picking up speed behind her. ‘That’s my room.’

         ‘We are all under one roof, isn’t it?’ Lina mimicked.

         Unlike the order of the fridge, Aunty M’s bathroom revealed stains of hair dye on the counter, minuscule toothpaste foils bent out of shape and scattered around the sink, grime on glass, unwashed towels on the floor. Encouraged by the disarray, Lina opened the cabinets. She needn’t have worried about antihistamines because there was Zyrtec, 237Allegra, Arcoxia, Aspirin, Naproxen, Prozac, Zoloft, Aleve, Excedrin, ointments and ear plungers and nose sprays and eyedrops and Pepto-Bismol, Imodium, Gaviscon, Pedialyte, and heaps of others whose names she read easily because they’d been marked with a highlighter, neon pink for painkillers, green for the indigestion cohort, and yellow, blue and purple for others Lina had neither the knowledge nor the compassion to understand. Madness, the collection was madness, and she felt the heat of the green chilli return, sweat dripping to the base of her neck, snot still smeared on her forearm. Cotton balls must be suffocating the necks of those bottles, and if Lina didn’t escape she was in for a similar fate.

         ‘How dare you waltz around without my permission?’ Aunty M said, following her downstairs and outside where Lina was headed for air.

         ‘The stomach cramps at our wedding,’ Lina said, her eyes stinging from stubborn seeds between her teeth that resurfaced and burnt her tongue again, ‘was it constipation or a bug that pissed off your tummy? Or were you just an upset mummy?’

         Lina didn’t wait for the answer. Out the back door, past the pool, the lounge chairs with cushions in place and the outdoor table set with a silver platter of fresh fruits. Safe on the beach, she kicked off her slippers.

         ‘Stop acting foolish, my dear,’ Aunty M said, reaching the top of the stone steps as Lina sank deeper into the sand. ‘This is unbecoming of a mother.’

         ‘More or less than faking cancer?’ Lina said.

         She didn’t need admission of deception. Like a distant nightingale’s song, she knew this tune the way she’d heard 238the lies all her life, playing in omission. She wanted Meenakshi Hirani to step down, place bare feet on Lina’s ground.

         When Papa had two breaths left, Aunty M stole one. Lina answered her mother-in-law’s phone call and her father abandoned his body. Pay attention to the wrong person and time deserts. In one sorry distraction, Lina lost Papa and his final living moment. He spent that breath alone because of a woman and her counterfeit terminal illness, who Lina wished dead instead.

         Aunty M walked away. In view was Meena Lisa’s top half, hanging by the poolside. The queen appeared dethroned, beheaded from the chest down. Her majesty returned with a Neverfull on her shoulder, probably packed with a red carpet for covering the sand, maybe a bottle of water, or wine if she felt as drunk as her daughter-in-law did, a bathing suit if imagination could be used wildly, a yellow polka dot bikini she’d swim out to sea in, leaving behind a never ever after.

         ‘I see now why you’re painted that way,’ Lina said.

         ‘Nothing I haven’t heard already, my dear,’ Aunty M said, calmly descending the steps. ‘I’m blind to what’s happening right under my nose: my son’s disloyalty, my husband’s infidelity, my maids stealing flour.’ She kept her Havaianas on, streaks of neon in Missoni pattern.

         ‘Let me give you an artist’s view,’ Lina said. ‘Eyes shut, not from blindness but intentional avoidance. Unmoving strands of hair, those whistleblowers of our DNA. No flecks of paint cross the border, rectangular, that shape desperate not to be called a square. Gargantuan, truly gorgeous, and ironic, how the painter managed flamboyant strokes, an ingenious way of exaggerating emptiness.’

         ‘Do not take me for a fool, my dear,’ Aunty M said. ‘I may 239not have your royal college degree but I’ve got hands on the papers I need. You think I don’t know your dirty secret?’

         Could a baby be dirty if unborn? Weren’t all babies filthy from their mother’s insides until they were wiped clean by the nurse? Of course Aunty M would begrudge the child his defect, and where had Lina left that damn binder that Ishaan’s mother would find it? At the office, she’d thought, but maybe the woman had spies there too, snooping on her behalf. Jocelyn could have been persuaded for a piranha pendant or two.

         ‘How long were you planning on keeping this from us?’ Aunty M said.

         ‘Until you started treating me like your own,’ Lina said, ‘so, for ever.’

         ‘Ha! My own? No part of you is my own.’

         That was that. In a moment’s knowing, Meenakshi Hirani had cast aside the grandson she’d gone such lengths to keep close. Fed Lina bitter methi to protect. Sewn swaddles to secure. Aunty M’s judgement, which Lina counter-attacked for tireless month after month, evaporated. How futile wanting that approval had been.

         ‘Harsh as you can be,’ Lina said, ‘I never presumed you would be this unfeeling.’

         ‘Quite the opposite, my dear. My feelings are terribly strong. And though I understand you had not much control over what transpired, you certainly owed us the truth as it pertains to my grandchild’s blood.’

         ‘Much control? I had none. And as for blood, contrary to your blaming my mother for every fault in me and my offspring, you should know this has nothing to do with her.’ Even Dr Basu attributed the defect not to genetic inheritance, but that flaky asshole, chance. 240

         Aunty M approached, manicured fingers fumbling in the Neverfull.

         ‘It has everything to do with your mother. After all, she is the one who kept a vile man’s child inside her, isn’t it?’

         Lina needed to vomit. She blinked repeatedly as she walked past Aunty M, trying to keep steady in her sickened confusion.

         ‘If Ishaan asks for me,’ Lina muttered, ‘tell him I’ve gone home.’

         She managed two steps past his mother when Aunty M yanked her back.

         ‘Tell him yourself,’ she said, ‘every last sentence.’ She smacked an envelope on Lina’s palm and force-wrapped her fingers around it. ‘If you don’t, I’ve made photocopies. In a court of law in this country, as you know well, my dear, Ishaan’s word will win over yours. A dishonest woman has no chance – custody will be ours.’

         Lina did not register how quickly Aunty M left the beach. She stared at Shobha’s name on the envelope above Pari’s as the return address, and her nausea stilled, sensing it carried something worse than both Basu and sasu.

         The handwriting in the address book looked nothing like Shobha’s and Lina knew without being told that the words had been written by her mother. No home videos existed as evidence of Payal’s voice; it hadn’t ever been described to her, even second-hand. But she heard it with familiarity, akin to her own. I pay no heed to They. Payal boomed out of those alphabetised pages. Off the paper and in the space around Lina. Not a ghost, of course; it had been too long, and Lina too old, for such imaginings. The sensation had no showmanship, her mother did not arrive with celebrity. 241Handwriting sloppy, unartistic and large, gaps where the belly of the ‘a’ should connect, uneven peaks of ‘m’. Plain-faced Payal, bland featured, acquiescent, weak – all the ways Lina detested thinking of her – that woman was not to be found in these proclamations. The tone sounded stern, instructive, unapologetic, even towards a daughter unborn. On the page for Y was the first her mother had spoken to her. Directly to her, not travelled through other people’s tongues. It mattered not what Payal had written, nor why Shobha had sent them, how and under whose dictates. The sentences scribbled in a hurry on the last page, the sole purpose of their existence was to be read by Lina, and that singular intention made the content both invaluable and irrelevant.

         And then Lina read the pages in reverse order.

         Each time I imagine sending the child out, I feel only the sharp intrusion of what came in. Him. Vaseline on his skin, buttermilk on his breath, and mint, which I had picked off the stem, lodged between his stained teeth.

         Lina could not erase the rough outline of her mother as the shapes took form, specifics from remembered photographs demanding to be noticed. The grooves on Payal’s knuckles, the tangled hair, that tiny mole under her left ear. Her body writhing, contorting in desperate formations, thrashing, squirming, legs kicking out from under the brute until eventually her ankles went still, gave way. Lina wanted to kill those renditions of her mother, vulnerable, violated; make the pain her own, let Payal sob into her shoulders, absorb tears into skin, mix up their fright and fate. She did not want to be standing outside of her mother’s nightmare thirty-two years later, digesting the news like someone who happened upon it in the newspaper. 242

         Lina stood at the pool edge. Lights illuminated the water, a surface glow inviting her to jump in fully clothed, hit the surface hard, splash, sink, submerge. Routine holds its reassuring rhythm, but that constant waiting, that frightful anticipation of her arrival, makes a circus of my conscience. It didn’t seem so foreign now that a woman might hand over her existence, let another life take over. Maybe Lina’s birth came as a relief, a way for Payal to leave early, gracefully.

         She imagined her mother’s baby doll, those eyes that rolled backward and long eyelashes that blinked when the body was manhandled, fatalistic features that ensnared little girls into femininity long before women would question why. What if this child is the doll come back to avenge my neglect, assert her will, leaving me with no option but to act as her mother? I do not make much of an actress.

         Payal’s reluctance to bring her child into being acquitted Lina. A big fat not guilty. Lina had not been fought for at all costs. There had been a time when she was unwanted. Something else, someone else, defined her mother’s story. Lina found in Payal’s admission the nerve she needed.

         She pushed to remove the protruding part of herself, rubbed and shoved and grunted until her skin went red from friction, facial muscles tight from force. That something so large remained attached to her when she did not belong to herself, the main character of her story usurped, overwhelmed her with sadness. How fine Papa’s wrinkles were, crisping into ash when she’d burnt his portraits on the Hirani beach. He’d disintegrated in form then but risen in dignity. She wanted to keep him that way, suspended above her, unflawed.

         Aman will hold you in the curve of his folded leg between knee and ankle. His muscles are shaped for you. 243

         Lina’s weight would not let her jump. She put her legs in the water first then used her forearms to slide her body in. She went straight down, vertical, until her feet hit the pool floor. Her dress ballooned up, exposed the boy who was safe so long as he was in. Keep him there for ever. The calm at the depths encircled them, the lightness a reminder of her past self. The child is here. And as much as I love Aman, he is not the father. The water around them, evidence of drowned tears. Her lungs begged for air. Mouth clamped tight, Lina forced herself down. Her chest tightened, strangled from the pang of her want. Where was Papa?

         We cannot tell a baby in the womb that we exist, Shobha had said in the auto-rickshaw back from the clinic, but we are here, aren’t we? For the dead, the living are just babies waiting to come out into the afterlife.

         Lina felt unconsoled by that belief, not only from suspicion that Shobha had sent Payal’s words out of spite. You took my father so I’m taking yours.

         Lina knew he could not hear her – Papa, who died with a lie inside of him.

         She shot out of the surface heaving. At the pool’s edge, her head felt heavy on her arms. Eyes wandering up, she noticed the outline of a person watching from the upstairs balcony. Whether it was Ishaan or his mother no longer made much difference.

         Lina packed a small bag and asked Mariam to call a taxi. Most of her belongings were already at the Greens. She picked up drawing pencils off the bedroom floor, grabbed Papa’s barquentine from under her pillow, and used the downstairs guest bathroom on her way out. There she saw in the mirror that the life sentence was hers. Her fury murdered 244the image of the man who had violated her mother, but as she washed and scrubbed the chlorine off her face, she knew while she lived it could never be so.
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            Chapter Twenty-One

         

         lina would not let a single box remain. Every day she spent two hours after work unpacking, had been through four of Papa’s boxes by the middle of the week. Ishaan, still unaware of the baby’s condition, hadn’t called, his silence made worse by her not knowing if he’d been told about Payal’s admission.

         The Bump informed Lina her uterus had grown a thousand times its original size, which explained her inability to bend. She emptied half a box, kicked it over on its side, manoeuvred herself to the ground using the bed as a crutch, then propped up against it and let the contents of the box spill on to her lap.

         Lina searched for a confession in her father’s journal, a DNA test, a letter to Payal or Pari, a Freudian slip of hand, an incriminating doodle. He must have let the ink run somewhere. Until she found evidence, she hung blame on a pendulum swinging back and forth between herself and Papa. How can you hold a secret that big?

         
             

         

         246As a six-year-old, Lina had sat much too still for a child in an open-topped jeep, her eyes wide in the night. She made her stare menacing, pupils the colour of dark maple syrup. A leopard hunted above her head, perched in the branches of a sausage tree under which the safari guide had parked the jeep, front wheels touching the trunk. Papa had one arm around Lina’s shoulders, his touch light. He knew not to startle her. His knees were pressed against the frayed leather on the back of the front seat.

         A dense silence surrounded Lina, Papa and two safari guides as they waited for the leopard to catch a bird. Preferring not to admit fear, she’d refused the option to stay back at the safari lodge with the friendly keeper, and eager to please her only parent, had jumped into the jeep before him.

         ‘I trust in the natural order of things,’ Papa had said, getting in after her. ‘Don’t you?’

         She wasn’t sure but she had nodded, her ringlets bouncing in assent.

         Leaves rustled from the leopard’s paws. The animal was on the move, making progress. It was years later that she considered it unusual for Papa to have brought his only child into the African wilderness, unarmed in the middle of South Luangwa National Park. He must have felt safer on Zambian soil than in the loaded sentences of businessmen in smoky offices back in Abu Dhabi.

         Lina tapped his arm then but he kept his gaze fixed on the tree. The animal jumped, its exact whereabouts within the branches unknown to them all including the two guides who stood up for a closer look.

         ‘Why did she die?’ Lina asked.

         ‘Not yet,’ Papa said, ‘he’s still hunting her.’ 247

         ‘Who?’

         ‘The leopard, darling. He hasn’t caught the bird yet.’

         ‘Why did Mummy die?’ she said.

         Papa wrapped his arms around her, pulled her in so close she was forced to breathe out of her nose.

         ‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘I don’t know why.’

         ‘Do you know how?’ she asked.

         His shoulder stiffened. As a child, Lina did not read into the movement. Now she knew the tension above him must have risen sharply, changed the air around them enough for the natural elements to notice. The leopard pounced, the bird shrieked, the safari guide jerked the car out in reverse, and Papa and Lina held on to the handles to keep from being flung. After they reached a safe distance, Lina looked over her shoulder to check if the hunt had been successful. She saw the leopard victoriously running away from the tree in the dark, the jeep tail lights illuminating the innocent prey dangling out of his mouth.

         
             

         

         The same incensed odour that lingered in Lina’s suitcase after her return from Bombay perfumed the envelope from Shobha. Dated 15 October, days after she’d run from Pari’s. Industrial standard glue stuck to Lina’s knuckles as she pulled out a stack of thousand-rupee notes from the envelope, an abortion refunded.

         Lina returned Pari’s incessant calls with a single question.

         ‘Because my dying sister asked me not to,’ Pari said. ‘She was afraid, na? She begged me to keep our cousin away, and I did.’

         ‘Where is he?’ 248

         Pari took a deep breath.

         ‘Four weeks before Aman passed, I called to tell him of our cousin’s death. We had not spoken in decades but I felt Aman would have carried fear in his heart all those years that someone might claim you.’

         ‘He knew my—? Your—?’

         ‘No,’ Pari said. ‘Arey, what can I say, bacha, maybe we should have done everything differently. He knew only that your mother had been dishonoured, not by whom. I never told Aman I had Payal’s address book, that I knew the man. One summer it came out. Here only, in the balcony. And that was it. Friendship finished. I wouldn’t disclose who, he wouldn’t let me near you any more. I was putting you in danger, he said. And other women also.’

         ‘Were you?’ Lina said.

         ‘I made sure our cousin came nowhere near the family again,’ Pari said.

         ‘And now he’s dead.’

         ‘And now he’s dead,’ Pari repeated.

         ‘Story of my life,’ Lina said.

         Pari made an apology intended for Papa. He’d wanted the truth years ago; she’d refused. Her allegiance was to her sister, and her fault common to too many women Lina knew, flawed in their devotion, submission a downfall, life a lie they were keeping for someone else.

         A child always discovers the secrets adults aren’t saying, even when they’re hidden in boxes across countries. Lina’s invisible longing had been more dangerous than any knowledge, leading her down untrustworthy paths, searching in other people’s homes for a truth that had fled from her own. 249

         ‘Aman chose to be your father,’ Pari said. ‘That counts more than anything me or your mother did.’

         Lina faulted Papa – whom she’d never faulted for anything more significant than the way he left his banana peel on the dining table, its mushy centre greasing the wood – for sparing her. He should not have been less to her in that moment, but he was, no longer entirely hers in confidence or biology.

         The final two of his boxes appeared no different from the rest. Notebooks in nonsensical pairs. The sun began its descent and Lina left the lights turned off, desperate to finish before night. Pages and pages covered in highlighter ink, paper softened from heavy yellow pigment.

         GUARD TO THE DEATH, he’d written in a margin, as though in instruction for her son’s safekeeping.

         The connecting arrow led to Olive, a wild giant Pacific octopus. Friendly at first, Papa noted, taking herring directly into her suckers from visiting divers. A year later, she stopped. Built a fence of rocks in front of her den and never left home. Olive threw herring back at the divers. Pregnant, Papa wrote. She caressed her laid eggs and fended off dangerous visitors. In all that protection, Olive stopped eating. Six months later, when the last of her eggs hatched, she died outside her den, transparent as a ghost.

         Papa underlined with vigorous strokes: Female octopuses mate once in their lifetime, guarding irreplaceable eggs with such ferocity they don’t leave their dens even to hunt for food. For the sake of her children, a mother starves herself to death.

         The room turned an uncomfortable blue, a phase of twilight Lina had dreaded as a child, fearful of night. With the disappearance of day came a temporary unleashing of baser 250beings. The adhan stopped her from unpacking, sung by the muezzin at the neighbourhood mosque, the prayer call a familiar soundtrack to setting the dinner table or taking the taxi back from her after-school calligraphy class. Power stretched through his voice, each word an intoxicating declaration. Prayer calls demanded Papa’s undivided attention, and he’d shut his book momentarily while reading; finger, a bookmark; eyes, closed in respect. That the call took place five times a day did not diminish her agnostic father’s reverence for it. Picturing him surrendered to the moment, Aman in stillness, his actions added up. He hadn’t said, but Lina hadn’t seen. Even when evidence, now flaunting in bright highlighter hues, had been spread across Papa’s desk. Even when she’d found him with glasses propped up on his forehead, leaning so far forward she’d asked why he was kissing the diagram. Strawberry frogs climbing up monstrous heights to feed their tadpoles, orcas adopting calves from other pods, the pregnant seahorse. Papa had been searching for a creature like himself.

         I leave him for you. Do not waste the gift.

         
             

         

         Lina stopped going to work before maternity leave began, heedless of ramifications. Stocking the fridge saved her the trouble of leaving the apartment for lunch. In five days she managed to order a round crib, buy towels and bed sheets and blankets, set up the Wi-Fi, activate the landline Ishaan had once insisted on installing, and spend too much money on Jo Malone hand wash. The following week, Nour helped Lina clean up the mess from Papa’s boxes and store his belongings in the guest bedroom cupboard. 251

         Keep this for the baby’s room, she’d ordered, taking out an old portrait Lina drew in fifth grade: Papa holding a newspaper cone made from rolled-up Gulf News and filled with steaming salted peanuts, Volcano Fountain behind him. Her favourite spot in the city, that iconic Abu Dhabi landmark beloved by residents at a time when they used to look up instead of down at their phones, and years before air-conditioned malls kept them indoors. Papa took her there when fiery orange nightlights gave the cascading water the appearance of lava. Lina would run up the stairs leading to the base of the tiered fountain, stopping every ten counts to check if her father remained in sight. Keep going, he’d encourage, right to the top, don’t wait for me. The other children on the Corniche were just as giddy to get up close to that eighty-foot continuous halo of liquid, enchanting, boastful.

         The only sceptic was the sea that stood witness behind the fountain, the colour of its fluid blue, a natural blue, the way the world intended. It changed only by the will of the sky, and its beauty, humble and still, always went unnoticed. It’s where Papa looked. Years later, when Lina had left for college and the Volcano Fountain was razed down to make space for new developments, Papa had the portrait framed.

         She visited that winter break and he brought home salted peanuts. He knew her depictions of him evoked a timeless intensity because that’s how her attachment felt. Not a word was spoken between them as explanation. Language would have diminished the depth of their knowing. A subcutaneous connection, felt when no other sensation sufficed; a guarantee of togetherness defiant of physical presence, an imperishable promise. Father and daughter was a cheap 252label. Without saying, I know you from somewhere, I see you as no one else can, we’ve travelled here from elsewhere, they stayed in step and would always, in this life or the next.

         Lina added picture hooks to her list.

         No secret she’d kept compared to the one within her from birth: her self. The real Lina Solanki would show up, speak her mind, play free, but people saw only who they presumed her to be. This is me in my skin, hurt and happy, chained up, soaring free, tired arms, stretch marks brown and brave and ever changing. Look at me, please, as I am. An impossible ask, since no one could entirely embody another in order to know them so. Every person a secret keeper, intentionally or not, of their true self.

         Lina sighed, expelled the expectation. She need not search for some place where they would understand – Aunty M and Ishaan and the entire human race. She wanted what Papa had chosen the day Lina was born: the freedom not to do that, to make a decision by his own conscience, a place safeguarded from foreign approval. No one had commended Aman Solanki for loving another man’s child as his own. Not only was applause unnecessary, Papa’s fatherhood proved it would have been irrelevant.

         Knowing this sooner would have kept Lina from histrionic behaviour in front of every Tom, Dilip and Hari, would have stopped her extinguishing herself multiple times a day, a week, a month, to be and behave like some muppet reacting to whichever hand was causing internal disturbance at that point in time.

         The camels came back to Lina, the boards of cheese, the schools of fish swimming around her and Papa as they dove; the big, toothy grin and his lemongrass breath after a cup of 253tea, the grooves of his hand, the way he relaxed his shoulders when she lay her head on him; the call she’d made after flunking her first economics class, his calm reassurance that she was an artist, not a capitalist; Papa’s gifts, Papa as the gift, and how earth-shatteringly lucky she was he chose to care for her, and yes, it was undoubtedly a choice, should always be so – not to parent out of duty but desire, not a self-sacrificing martyrdom but a self-preserving respect, the impact of which could make a child euphoric.

         I leave him for you. Do not waste the gift.

         That’s how Lina would love her son. The way open seas and high mountaintops felt, like being part of an immense, boundless being, natural. The rush expanded her and simultaneously slowed her down, much like the precautions pregnancy forced, her body dictating where to pay attention. Art, too, worked in this way, depicting externally the shape of an internal existence only the artist felt the contours of, a force powerful enough to shift mindsets with a simple inspired brushstroke.

         A Home Centre delivery arrived at the apartment the next morning, and after the crew had assembled the crib, Lina painted an ocean on the wall. Against the blue, the round crib appeared afloat. By sunset, Lina had moved on to the humpback calf nuzzling under its mother’s slow-moving body, close to the surface but unbeknownst to the fisherman bobbing along on a boat above her blowhole. The calf, much smaller and not fully formed, proved a less than smooth sketch. Lina’s hands shook at each drawing of the pleats in its throat. Her attempt to match its grooves to its mother’s failed, the impression too deliberate.

         Taking a break, Lina flipped Papa’s spiral notebook and 254started from the end. On the lined last page, she wrote instructions for a will and named Nour as the executor. No ceremony, no open casket, no forcing people to attend the cremation. Let them wear whatever colour they want, she instructed, and if the funeral smells musty, let them complain. Distribution of material belongings, fairly straightforward. Harder to articulate was her immaterial inheritance, what Lina feared would not be imparted unless written down: how to dispose of unnecessary guilt, practise generosity without boast, build immunity to criticism. How she wished that given the limited time people occupied their physical bodies, they were not so concerned with the size and colour of such temporary containers. How she’d written these notes for her will not because she thought she would die in childbirth, but because every pregnant woman could, and acknowledging that as a possibility was no weakness, but an act of valour. Delivering a human being deserved some goddamn respect.

         If a place after death existed, Lina hoped she’d find Papa there. And Payal – not to be mistaken for an anklet that chains a foot, but one that moves as a thick beat for a strong woman’s step.
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            Chapter Twenty-Two

         

         lina slept in the nursery for many nights. She relished signs of her son’s current aliveness, starkly aware of what might end. Each growth in him resounded with victory, each felt pain in her lower back a reassurance. When the next could not be counted on, every now delivered a moment worth hogging.

         One early morning, before dawn ran its highlighter pen across the horizon, she woke to a ringing cell phone.

         ‘Shobha is calling her mother,’ Raja said.

         Four weeks had passed since she’d heard him. His long-distance voice did not crackle. Clear, close, a comfort.

         ‘Is she okay?’ Lina said.

         ‘She will not marry,’ Raja said. ‘She is living with two mans.’

         ‘What do you mean?’

         ‘Her sir, foreigner man. He has one husband.’

         ‘Oh,’ Lina said, ‘that’s much better.’

         ‘Than what?’

         ‘Where is she?’ Lina said, not wanting to detail the horrors she’d imagined. 256

         ‘Pondicherry,’ Raja said. ‘One hundred fifty kilometres from Nagapattinam.’

         ‘On trend, always,’ Lina said. In the post-colonial town made famous by Life of Pi, Shobha must be navigating streets named Rue De La Cathedrale and Rue Lally Tollendal, Tamilians speaking in French, Europeans in Tamil, villas with bougainvillea creeping over courtyards. It was the furthest one could get from India in India. ‘It’s not too far at least.’

         ‘Her choice live without us,’ Raja said.

         ‘Living away isn’t living without,’ Lina said. ‘She has her reasons, I’m sure. As you had yours, for staying away so long.’

         ‘Hm.’

         ‘Go see her, Raja,’ she said.

         ‘Sri Aurobindo Ashram is there,’ he said. ‘I will take wife for visit.’

         ‘Good excuse,’ Lina said.

         She wanted Raja to ask her how she was, how she felt, but he cared by action and the physical separation all but erased his affection.

         ‘No news till now?’ he said.

         ‘I was due last week,’ Lina said.

         ‘Twenty-seven December, I know. Ishaan sir is where?’

         ‘Your guess is as good as mine.’

         ‘Coming back?’

         ‘Don’t worry,’ Lina said, ‘I’m fine.’

         ‘Papa always with you.’

         She thought she heard him wrong at first. Lina could accept those hollow words from strangers, intended to comfort in a hopeless, hurried way. A quick rounding up of 257the traumas grief induced – the volcano erupting outside in, the stabbing remembrance, the dehydrated desire to touch and hold and inhale him again – don’t worry about all that, said the reductive remark, he’s always with you. But Lina knew, and until now had assumed Raja did too, what with and without Papa felt like. He was not with her, and had not been since he’d left his body with his head in Lina’s lap. Still, Raja had said it, and she felt disowned by the sentence.

         Lina stood up after saying goodbye. She shouted, an intense strain in her groin. Acutely aware that no one would hear her, she jerked back, then hunched over, pressing her hands just under the bump where it felt as though her baby was trying to push himself out. Light-headed, she sat down until a spasm forced her up again. No water on the floor, no blood. Just severe pressure, a singular shooting pain that ran straight from her pelvis outwards, as if her body had had enough, could not hold the weight any more.

         ‘Please,’ Lina said, panting, ‘please stay in.’ She called Dr Eltahawy’s emergency line. Go to the hospital, the nurse told her. By the time Nour answered, Lina was nauseous from pain.

         ‘I’m too far away, habibti,’ Nour said. ‘I’m sending Ishaan.’

         ‘No,’ Lina said. ‘I’m not going until my water breaks. I’ll wait for you.’

         Sweat dribbled down her back over the orca inked between her shoulders. Lina slow-walked around the apartment, picking up things for the hospital bag. Her passport out of the drawer, a packet of tomato-flavoured Chipsticks, and Nour’s copy of R. J. Palacio’s Wonder; ‘So he knows not to aspire to normal, habibti.’

         The phone rang in the living room. Ishaan, probably. Lina 258stepped out on to the balcony and pulled the glass door shut behind her, drowning out the shrill of the ring. Mother and son would be angry in unison. Mother and son – a duo Lina was now part of, too – two units in one body. Her boy wanted out, and though she knew the inevitability of his skin piercing through hers, his failed independence, his instinct to hold his own in a world that might kill him, Lina could not say yes. She could not free him from her, wanted him close for one more breath, one more minute, one more month, a year, two, any counts he would give. She bit her lip to avoid tears but salt surfaced in blood instead, which she was compelled to taste.

         A gardener in a cobalt jumpsuit watered the golf greens, the spray of the hose fanned out in front of him. Watching him calmed her until the last of the night had disappeared into the manicured green of Emirates Hills. Man-made did not compare to the boundless Persian Gulf Lina had woken up to every morning as a child. And the sculpted mounds of the golf course, though fashioned with symmetry, had none of the majesty of the Atlantis hotel rising out of the waters behind Hirani Palm Paradise. Still, Lina preferred this view. Only she beheld it. She clutched the railing, the dazzle of diamonds on her wedding band muted in the modest light, and inhaled the solitary air.

         Back inside, Lina emptied the crib. She folded the blanket to put in her bag, but left behind the Rattle ’n’ Rock maracas, price tag still on. A burning at the base of her back sent electric shocks through her, pulsing ache into memory. I know, little guy, hold on a while longer. We’ll find a way. Her belly an enlarged tabla, she played a beat with her palms, swaying her head in rhythm. 259

         A throat cleared and startled Lina.

         ‘You mustn’t leave the door unlocked,’ Aunty M said. Without make-up, she appeared disoriented. Uncombed hair, faded Prada T-shirt, naked without her diamond bracelets. ‘Ishaan isn’t answering,’ she continued in what sounded an apology. ‘We have been trying to reach him. He slept over at Abdullah’s but those boys never answer the telephone, useless buggers. Come, the driver is down waiting.’

         Aunty M spoke with a terrified authority that reminded Lina of the ‘Is this for real?’ banner dangling above her head at the baby shower.

         ‘That pandit of yours,’ Lina said, fighting a spell of dizziness. ‘Can you call him?’

         ‘I am here, my dear,’ Aunty M said. ‘Tell me what you need.’

         ‘Didn’t you say he specialises in souls?’ Lina said, pacing, mind racing, clutching the edge of the crib at contractions. ‘He must have a way to fix this. Smash a coconut or douse Lakshmi in milk or gut a goat or something.’

         ‘We do not kill animals like the Muslims,’ Aunty M said plainly. She followed Lina around the crib with Neverfull on her shoulder, and locked and unlocked her mobile in anticipation of Ishaan’s call. ‘The pandit is no match for a doctor. We must hurry to the hospital, my dear.’

         ‘No!’ Lina shouted, and Aunty M started, tripping over a charger wire. With her fall came fluids from Lina’s insides and the rush of liquid soaked the space between them, splashing into the Louis Vuitton.

         ‘We can’t go,’ Lina said. ‘His heart’s not right and if he’s out he won’t breathe but if he stays in we can find a way to fix it. We can ask your pandit for a cure because the doctor 260doesn’t have one. There’s a file from Dr Basu we can send him. If he’s a pandit with an online following I’m sure he checks email.’

         ‘Is the baby in danger?’ Aunty M said, and Lina saw the shock land on the first person she’d told face-to-face, the woman who cared least about her.

         ‘His heart defect is fatal,’ Lina said. ‘If he’s born, he might die. What if he dies? No, he’ll survive. There’s still a chance. There’s always a chance, isn’t there? Please, you have to help him.’

         ‘First I have to help you, my dear,’ Aunty M said, ‘so calm yourself, and listen here. I am sorry to say the only way to keep you both safe is by going to the hospital. Let’s take that first step and then we’ll see. There’s no rush, nothing will be done right away, and Ishu will be there by the time we reach. How’s that?’ She reached for Lina’s hand.

         ‘My heart won’t let me,’ Lina whispered.

         There was no way to reverse what she had not wanted to begin with and now she was full of him, wanting him in her for ever. He was hers, and she was herself with him inside her and she could not let him go. She rejected the imagined emptiness after him. No, she wanted back all the pain that led to this point, wanted to relive every idiotic minute: the first test and the stupid plus sign and the iodine clinic and Ishaan’s tugging the vaginal ultrasound and Basu’s ‘incompatible with life’ nonsense and the mosque marble with no flowers growing beneath her and every hour she’d wished for Papa by her side watching her learn to love a person she’d never seen. Lina knew what she wanted, and she would not reverse her regrets about getting pregnant, despised still the assumption that motherhood was for all women, that 261loaded ‘oh’ at opinions to the contrary. Even now, with the whale on the wall and the crib painfully put together and the begging his grandmother to practise magic on a white-fated end, Lina would give the same answer. If anyone dared ask again if she wanted children, she’d say unapologetically, ‘No, thank you.’ Lina wanted only her son.

         ‘Your will is braver than your heart,’ Aunty M said. ‘You know how I know? We are North Poles apart. But in this, my dear, we are the same. I also would not have told a single soul about my son until I was sure their knowing might save him. We keep secrets out of protection, isn’t it? Now come.’

         ‘The pandit’s gonna be pissed you don’t believe he has powers,’ Lina said.

         ‘I’ll slip him a few thousand rupees and keep him happy,’ Aunty M said.

         ‘Why do you bother?’

         ‘Sometimes hope, sometimes hopelessness,’ Aunty M said. ‘Mostly, it kills time. Come on, the driver is waiting.’

         The driver with the taped-up suitcase from the day Papa’s portraits passed. Lina pointed to the hospital bag Ishaan had purchased, but not participated in packing, for this moment from which he would be equally absent. Aunty M slung it over her shoulder, grabbed Lina’s wrist, and led her out the door. Old wives knew the way.

         
             

         

         Ishaan held back comment on her silence; even a man lied to would not chide a woman in labour. Dr Eltahawy took Lina in right away, surprised she was ‘sufficiently dilated’. He gave Dr Basu a look, who gestured for Ishaan to follow her into a separate consultation room. He did so without protest. 262

         In the delivery room, Lina told Dr Eltahawy she had no moral issues against epidural and could he please hurry up and administer the drugs. A nurse touched her gently every now and then, counting her breaths, telling her to relax. Eventually, he went out of focus. Lina went inward. The pain, sharp, hot, erased itself until it stayed. Not noticeable, but indefinite, everything. Wrapped its ugly arms around her like a sweaty aunty who holds tight, won’t let go, smelling of things cooked and dropped and seeped into skin. Out of mind, all thoughts and none; can I just get this done? Out, out, breathe. Again? No. Not now, not then. Three seconds, some genius said; that’s how long a person experiences the present moment. One. Two. Three. Clearly he needs to be put in an asylum. The smell of the place, mouthwash green; the liquid’s burn, not its fresh. Can we just give everything a good old clean? My wife, my wife, she heard him say. Will she be fine? Not Lina, could have been any man’s woman. Why bother with the name? Him and her blurred into you and I. I, that most indistinguishable of the set, the alphabet.

         The baby arrived without sound.

         ‘Is he okay?’ Lina said.

         Lina beheld him before she held him. Those eyes; his, hers, almond-shaped, large and angled downward, so close together the nose could barely keep them apart – they stared up at her. I know you, they seemed to be saying, don’t you know me? Recognition cannot be mistaken, that locking of the eyes even if you’ve seen a person only for a moment and you remember you know them from somewhere. Lina recognised her son. In her hands, he felt small. Inside herself, colossal. She knew he was not hers. He did not belong to her, had travelled through her for his own purpose. And 263yet her attachment to him sat heavier than any weight of pregnancy, a cord nobody could cut. He was miniature, frighteningly delicate, his skin doughy in her palms. No wonder. No wonder we shrunk our big worlds into concentric circles around our children.

         They take her son away. Lina is lost. He has to be put in care, intensive.

         I’d like some of that care, please. No? Only tangible tragedies get oxygen masks. Tummy full of dread? There’s no tubes for that. Breathe in your own goddamn air. In, Lina, in; not out. Keep your fill. Labour hurts. The worst, they say, nothing can beat it. I wish that were true. I wish this pain was the more difficult of the two. A form, easier to expel. Terror, not necessarily so. It snuggled up inside Lina, just like the baby, safer in than out. Out, out, out.

         ‘Get out,’ Lina screamed.

         Their steps retracted; the Prada, the pair. Domestication harboured danger all along, but Lina had downplayed her husband’s threat.

         When Lina woke, Ishaan sat beside her.

         ‘You’re okay,’ he said. ‘They had to knock you out.’

         ‘Where is he?’

         ‘In the NICU.’

         Lina could not see clearly. Sleep pulled her in but she fought for awake.

         ‘I should have told you,’ Lina said.

         In that delirious state, she thought back to a time in London when she’d let Ishaan cut her hair. Rain had cancelled their plans for a picnic in Regent’s Park for the third Sunday in a row, and they stood by the window staring at the blurry view mixed with their grim reflections in dirtied 264glass. Lina made the suggestion that they go out despite the downpour, get drenched. I’m not messing up my hair, Ishaan had said, and somehow that led to him standing behind her with a kitchen scissor. He didn’t do a bad job, cutting her bangs at an angle, varying the lengths of layers. They had sex afterwards, strands of freshly cut curls stuck to their intermingled perspiration. I can’t believe you let me do that, Ishaan had said. Lina shrugged, her indifference a pretence. She had wanted him to leave a mark on her, take charge, change her in some way.

         ‘You didn’t want to,’ Ishaan said.

         A nurse nudged Lina awake hours later.

         ‘I need to remove the catheter,’ he said.

         The tug was quick and violent. The chair where Ishaan had been, empty.

         ‘Where’s the baby?’ Lina said.

         ‘Dr E will be here soon,’ the nurse said. ‘Why don’t you give me his name so I can fill out the paperwork?’

         ‘Akaash,’ Lina said, wanting to reverse how he appeared, tiny and fragile. Akaash – open space, above the skies, celestial.

         ‘Surname?’

         ‘Solanki,’ Lina said.

         ‘Akaash Solanki,’ the nurse repeated.

         It was the only time his full name was spoken aloud. Dr Eltahawy walked in seconds later and Lina knew her son was gone. They had stripped him of human tools, tubes and needles removed, leaving scabs on his hours-old skin. Lina held his form and did not feel him, not the way she could when he had been in her. She wanted that child back, the one she couldn’t see or hear, but who had been tangible in 265the touch that counted. He was larger than her expanded body, wider than the walls of the Hirani villa; so big was his presence she wondered how she’d ever managed to carry him in the narrow confines of her inner being. She ran her hands over his forehead, felt the soft grooves on his scalp. Please cry, Akaash. A sound, I beg of you. Say something. She dared not bring him close, smell the scent other parents could inhale for months. Lina put her palm on her baby’s chest.

         ‘I’m sorry,’ she said. I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry, on and on until the only prayer she had left to say was thank you.

         Before the nurse took Akaash from her, Lina asked for the barquentine from her hospital bag. Holding the delicate golden sails, Lina whispered the greeting all her calls with Papa ended with: ‘Avjo.’ Sometimes said hurriedly, other times stretched for merriment: aaaavjoh. Lina used to say it without thinking, the way one offers goodbye without considering whether it is indeed a good bye. Now she replayed the way her father used what he’d inherited from his own father, resolved that it remain the last spoken word to her first child. Only in that finality did the literal meaning of the word come to provide a comfort that, unknowingly, it must always have. Avjo, which in her father’s mother tongue, Gujarati, meant ‘come again’.
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            Ishaan

         

         ishaan did not attend the funeral. His parents begged him, berated him, appealed to his soft spots. Those had hardened fast so their entreaties failed. When his mother asked how he could be so cold as to abandon his dead son, Ishaan reminded her he had not held the boy alive.

         They came back home filled with praise for Al Foah Funeral Services and the fully landscaped burial ground that had a special area for children. Malini had not brought her daughter. It did not last long, Ishaan’s father said, quicker than cremation. Ishaan left the living room and Aunty M followed him to the kitchen.

         He did not ask about Lina and his mother did not mention her.

         ‘The cemetery was brand new, so clean. Pink walls, red roofs, as if Tuscan villas had been transported to Al Ain.’

         ‘If I wanted to know, Mom, I would have been there.’

         She didn’t know how to talk to him any more, she said. He had changed.

         ‘Why are babies buried, not cremated?’ 267

         ‘That is the way it’s done,’ she said.

         Ishaan dismantled the crib, noticed how much easier it was to take apart than build. He folded up the sheets, the blankets, put them in a donation bag. In his bedroom, half of the wardrobe had been emptied out. Anne and Mary had forgotten to take Lina’s phone charger. She probably had one in the apartment. Ishaan did not rearrange the bedroom or make use of the extra space.

         He missed Papa too, wanted to read Payal’s words and feel him close.

         Lina must be hurting, feeling just as vacant. They didn’t know how to reach each other any more. He didn’t go. She didn’t call.

         The first time Lina had said, ‘I don’t agree with you,’ they were in a crowd of hundreds of thousands at the Grand Prix. She stood out, curls tied in a high bun like a Miss Universe contestant. He felt lucky. So what if she disagreed with him; he was the one she sat by. He won her attention, and though the race cars drove past with thunderous engines, Lina kept her eyes fixed on him. But the roaring cancelled everything out for Ishaan, and as much as he tried to return to their conversation unaffected, the motors deafened half the thoughts out of him. It irritated Lina even then, before those engines turned into his parents’ voices, his clients’ demands, his friends’ teasing, that one aunty’s taunts – the combined sound too loud to mute. Now his father’s disapproval had gone quiet. He cared as much about Ishaan leaving the business as he had about him being in it: too little.

         Why are babies buried not cremated, he texted Lina, and held the phone to his chest. 268

         She replied, Cremation is meant to absolve people of their karma in this life and help them into rebirth. Babies are born innocent so there’s no bad karma to get rid of. That’s what They say, anyway.

         Thanks, he wrote. How do you know this stuff when you don’t believe in it?

         I try to understand before I disagree. 

         Are you mad I didn’t come?

         No, she wrote.

         I didn’t want to bring my anger there. He deserved better than that. He waited for her to type. She didn’t. He continued. I know I’ve disappointed you all.

         It could not have been an easy choice, Lina wrote. I respect you for making it.

         Because it was the right one? 

         Because it was yours.

         He did not write back.
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            Meenakshi

         

         it’s really quite wonderful, isn’t it? A greeting guests can step on, dirty the words with heels or wedges or whatever geometric-shaped wonders women wear these days. Welcome, coir doormats used to say in Meenakshi’s time, respectable greetings made from the outer husks of coconuts. They hurt to touch. Nowadays they hurt to read. She had come across political doormats, humorous turns of phrase, Christian mats: Stand on Grace, Walk by Faith, pet-unfriendly mats: Warning! Dog cannot hold its licker.

         The sly one lying at the foot of Lina’s apartment prickled because Meenakshi had misread one word for ‘parents’: Home is where the pants aren’t. How could she bring Ishaan’s father to this vulgar landing? No, he might take his pants off right there and then.

         ‘They’re eggless,’ Meenakshi said, handing Lina freshly baked chai muffins. ‘You must avoid yolk if you intend to lose that weight.’

         ‘That’s kind,’ Lina said.

         Meenakshi was disappointed at the lack of mess. Though 270one surely shouldn’t cover a wall with used wine corks, artistic or not.

         ‘You’ve really set it up,’ Meenakshi said.

         ‘Yes,’ Lina said. ‘I live here.’

         The living room was free for all. Floor-to-ceiling glass that might as well have a sign up front: ‘Peeping toms most welcome’. The balcony view would suit her husband, sitting around watching golf all day.

         ‘Shall I sit?’ Meenakshi said, making a point of the permission.

         ‘Please.’

         Lina asked after Ishaan’s father and Anne and Mary and Meenakshi’s blood pressure.

         ‘All under control,’ Meenakshi said.

         Her daughter-in-law laughed but where was the joke?

         Lina offered Assam, loose, black, and carried out the teacup on a porcelain saucer, three-quarters of a spoonful of sugar, two ginger snaps on the side. Meenakshi thought for a foolish moment perhaps her daughter-in-law had purchased the tea set for her benefit, for when she dropped by unexpectedly for a visit as she’d done today, or when she might come to stay, which she would never.

         ‘My mother lost two before me,’ Meenakshi told Lina, ‘both boys.’ Let her understand her sorrows are not lonely. Meenakshi’s brothers died inside the womb and her mother pushed out corpses. You’re lucky you met him for a few precious moments, she explained. We must look at what we have over what we do not. Lina nodded in slow motion. In slow motion is how she understood her mother-in-law carried history of her own. Silly, young people are, thinking every experience belongs only to them. 271

         ‘I should have asked different questions,’ Lina said, ‘to know you better.’

         ‘Not all things can be known,’ Meenakshi said. She placed the saucer on a pirate chest of some sort acting as a coffee table. ‘You must not punish yourself for what happened with your son. This, my dear, is a gamble every mother takes. Is it any wonder fathers do not feel the same as us? How could they? Their stakes are nowhere as high.’

         ‘Mothers risk death,’ Lina said.

         ‘Fathers can be born again,’ Meenakshi said, ‘if they choose to. Aman was an exception, my dear. Do not presume all men would have done what he did.’

         ‘They should.’

         ‘What one wants and what one lives are not the same, isn’t it? You consider my notions odd, I am aware. But let me tell you, unless I impress my view, someone else will stamp theirs on me rather indelicately. And I wait for no man or woman to step up and behave differently. I do what I must. For those dear to me, I protect them, keep them safe, and here and there, I piss them off.’

         ‘Me too,’ Lina said, raising her chai as cheers. ‘If Ishaan had been the one who called me when Papa died, I might have held it against him for ever. So, thank you.’

         ‘You must make him come,’ Meenakshi said, ‘live here with you. I’m asking as his mother.’

         ‘Not by force.’

         ‘You do not love him?’ she asked.

         ‘I do.’

         ‘So does he.’

         ‘It’s not enough,’ Lina said, ‘just to love someone.’

         What rubbish. Meenakshi scanned the mismatched wall 272frames for evidence of their union sanctified around a fire. Instead she found those blasphemous killer whales, a newspaper cut-out from Obama’s election win, three ultrasound images.

         ‘Marriage deserves more than love,’ Lina continued. ‘As his mother, you may have overestimated how much of himself he can give.’

         ‘I know what marriage is, my dear,’ Meenakshi said. ‘But how long can you two go on like this?’

         ‘I don’t trust he knows what he wants, and that unreliability, taking dangerous turns when you can’t figure out who you are, I’ve done that to him already. We can’t risk our happiness for good intentions. He deserves time to make his own decision.’

         ‘My Ishu needs a little push now and then,’ Meenakshi said, ‘we both know that. He is angry, yes, but he is also in pain. He very much wants to patch up with you.’

         ‘I find that hard to believe,’ Lina said.

         ‘Why is that?’

         ‘Because you’re the one who showed up at my doorstep,’ Lina said, ‘not him.’

         It’s really quite an unexpected relief, isn’t it, to find oneself in agreement with the daughter-in-law?
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            Shobha

         

         quick, quick, shobha hurries past the Mahatma Gandhi statue. Why they call the same street Promenade and Beach Road and also Goubert Avenue, who knows? This matters little because what matters big today – a lot, not big – is that she will finish fifty days of walking by Puducherry beach. Michel says he will give her a certificate. He giggles with pink rushing under his white skin but Shobha is serious and will frame the paper. Michel’s full house is painted Berger Super White and he sleeps on one hundred per cent cotton white bed sheets under a double-sided white razai. Imagine, choosing white, the one colour that shows off dirt.

         ‘Vite, vite,’ Shobha says loudly, passing the War Memorial where the waves crash loudly against the rocks. ‘C’est fini!’

         She turns left on Des Bassyins De Richemont Street, right on Manakula Vinayagar Koil Street, left on Rue Lally Tollendal. Shobha learns French from Michel, Michel learns Tamil from Shobha and still the road names confuse.

         From far she sees that the yellow phone booth is halfway shuttered. Shobha runs. 274

         ‘ISD,’ Shoba says, ‘calling Dubai.’

         Michel says International Subscriber Dialling booths are shutting down and he will buy Shobha a calling package for her mobile. She tells him not to show off using big big words, and to buy a chair first. In the office he sits on a stool, smoking cigarettes and swaying in front of one small computer screen. Shobha makes photocopies and answers his telephone and escorts his clients in and out of the premises. Premises, such a promising word. Not like escort, double meaning.

         Shobha listens for the dial tone.

         ‘Hello?’ Lina says. Same, she sounds.

         ‘Very sorry, Akka.’

         The moon has completed one cycle since Akaash passed. Appa told Shobha to telephone but Shobha avoided calling. Amma says if we don’t reach for the grieving, grief will come for us. Now that she can afford rich man’s liquor with the money Shobha sends, her thoughts are also getting pricier. Still, neither has paid the bus fare to visit Puducherry.

         ‘Shobha?’ Lina says.

         This is how Michel said her name when he found her curled like a cat in Annamalai’s turquoise-top rickshaw while the old man slept on the street beside her, complete stranger, full gentleman. Eight days Shobha waited outside Sri Aurobindo Ashram, hoping by chance Michel would come, and how he noticed her at two-thirty in the morning crying like a child, magenta veil slipping off her head. He remembers all the faces he photographs, he says.

         ‘Your baby—’

         ‘You knew him from the beginning,’ Lina says.

         ‘Shobha Chithi was not most welcoming,’ she says. 275

         ‘You risked your job for me,’ Lina says, ‘twice.’

         Shobha had not thought twice. This is the phrase Michel uses when describing proposing to Jayavind. She kept the photograph and posted the rest to Lina. That girl should know the size of her papa’s heart. Maybe then, finally, gratitude would grow in grief’s place.

         Who knows, Shobha might have managed some weeks or months before Pari madam took down the box again. But Shobha could not stay and lie to the best madam of all madams.

         ‘Pari refused to show Papa the address book,’ Lina says. ‘That’s why they stopped talking. She kept Payal’s secret, but he wanted to know who the man was.’

         ‘Why?’ Shobha asks.

         ‘Because he’s my father.’

         Shobha understands because Shobha also has a father with pride. He wants no ‘thank you’ and ‘please’ and sends her murukku even when he disapproves of her living with Michel and Jayavind. Every phone call he asks if she has been to see the Bay of Bengal, so much he wants to remove Shobha’s fears. Shobha knows because Lina’s father sat cross-legged on the mud floor of their old house after the wave came, respectfully spoke to them on their broken earth. Who knows which father is whose and what does it matter? Payal wrote that Lina was not Aman’s and neither Pari nor Papa knows hundred per cent. But Lina does. Which girl cannot recognise her father?

         ‘You are lucky, Akka,’ Shobha says. ‘Papa and Appa, both chose you.’

         ‘Sometimes I wonder what the purpose of our friendship is,’ Lina says, ‘if I can call what you and I have that.’ 276

         Shobha repeats what Devaki used to say, invoking her favourite Lord Krishna. ‘Where there is a purpose, how would there be a friendship?’

         The ISD man circles his fingers: hurry up. Few minutes are left on the call and those few feel too many.

         ‘Happy Birthday, Akka,’ Shobha says and vite, vite cuts the line.
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             Lina

            Chapter Twenty-Three

         

         thirty-three was no momentous age except to those who counted years by threat to fertility, but Lina celebrated. She plucked cherry tomatoes off the vine and placed them whole on the cheese board. Poured herself a glass of Sémillon and didn’t use a coaster. After Shoba ended the call, Lina unwrapped the Limburger; the smell, foul. How did you ever eat this, Papa? Google informed her the cheese was fermented using a bacterium responsible for the scent of the human body, so it accurately smelt like feet. She tried a piece without the aid of a cracker. Not bad, Lina. Not too bad. How much she’d missed wine. How much she missed Akaash, the Lina she was with him. Mourning that version of herself was a privilege. For a few moments, he’d lived, and she, a witness of his brief life. Alone, those moments filled her up even as she lamented the loss, comforted as she shivered. No soul could be imprisoned for another. Lina knew, only she knew, and that was enough. 278

         
            
               So cheese.

               Lina moved on to the next block on her plate.

            

         

         To my forsaken foetus (male),

         Gender is fluid. I like that, because it reminds me of water and waves and endlessness. I imagine you leaning against a school locker, eyeing the students strutting down the hallway. In pairs and posses and little formations of friendship that exclude reclusive teenagers with a knack for gory comics. You are an artist, of course. Ink, digital, but still imagined the old way: creating creatures out of naught. You’re sweaty, and the girl walking towards you doesn’t help. You like her, you’ve sketched her many times. She’s not interested, she told you once when you asked if she wanted a smoke. Filthy habit but you’ve picked it up. She seems innocent to you, sweet, smart, and all that pretty doesn’t work against her. But she said no. You let her be.

         I imagine I have had to fight to keep you respectful, unentitled. Boys will be boys will be boys will be boys will be boys is the mantra sung around you, each excuse a prayer bead strummed without care. It is hard work proving to you that special treatment should not be accorded to either sex.

         You have sex, and I think of that, too; how gentle you’d be, or passionate or private or loud with your words and gasps. It does not feel odd imagining you this way because we have not put physical touch on a pedestal. Virginity is not a flower and you are not a customer. I feel your hugs before I go to sleep, though the pillow does not do justice. You make fun of the diagrams I drew you in primary school, body parts safe and unsafe for someone to touch. Who would ever, you joked as you grew to understand; then stopped, when you were old enough to read the news. 279

         There is product in your hair and gaps in your teeth. Dirt under your fingernails because you shower too quickly. I have encouraged you to cry, and taught you how to clean the rust off an old saucepan with baking soda; to compliment people gracefully, not hungrily; to find contentment according to your own standards, not mine. You wipe the table and bleach your own shirts and don’t carry the extra burden of fending for a family one day. Women earn, too. You see with equal measure everything in front of your eyes. When you do not, you endanger your mind of its fullest capacity.

         How optimistic, They say, for me to think this would have been the way. I don’t agree. This should be the bloody baseline standard for raising boys. It’s not, because it’s much easier as a parent to let you enjoy the superior position you have in the world. A man, a son, an heir. Perhaps there is a part of me that would have let you indulge in supremacy a little bit. I hate that part of me, though. The cow’s a coward.

         No, I don’t love you that way. Even in my imagination, I do not spoil you. I have no desire to be your handicap.

         I see myself as a minority still, a member of a victimised disrespected population. I do not believe anyone can yet look at me and see I am a woman second, everything else first. That’s a tattoo not coming off in my lifetime. It makes me sad, this truth the younger Lina had convinced herself would change by the time she ‘grew up’. I am up, and it is all the same.

         Your mother is an artist, a woman with crazy curls and an even crazier handle of charcoal, who draws with black-dusted fingertips and creates visions that break the confines of straight lines, smudges strokes until no one part can be taken out without the other. Flawed, without apology. You lived in her, perhaps even for her, and when you left, she remained. As she was, but 280transformed. Not new, not different, just the truest version of herself, finally able to put it on display without a damn care what They would say.

         I named you for where you came from. The word derives from the root ‘kas’, meaning to be visible. Akaash, I hope you are always seen, as you are.

         Lina

         
             

         

         She sent the letter into the gulf. Lina sank into the sand by the cove, the water hot at first touch, slowly settling into warm. Waves smacked across her chest as they broke, pushed her further and further back. If she cut the sea into strips and pinned them up in a paint store, the names would read Solemn Sea Foam, Bermuda Turquoise, Poseidon. The water was jade in the distance, lightening in shade as the depths shallowed up close until just before her toes where it became clear. The sand held tiny prickly bits, shells both whole and broken, misshapen stones, dried ocean twigs, kelp that stuck to her feet. After the scorching noon sun, the evening brought a relieving breeze. Even extreme heat cooled eventually, winds shifted, air picked up speed, currents calmed, and the spirit, usually so singular, circled back.

         Nature, I don’t often think of you, and for that, an apology. I accept how powerful you are – without boast, merely truth. Your will, larger than mine, than ours. I think how I might disintegrate, how Akaash will, into nothing, molecules or sand or stardust; how I feared erasure and hoarded space. We thought what we ceded to our sons would obliterate us. From what was lost, more grew. I accept I will die. That those who left before me, or who may leave after, reside in your region, not the contours 281of my heart. They are not for me made, as I am not for them. And the only part we share is what you allow us. Ultimately, a freedom, from each other, and from our earthbound selves. I entrust you, therefore, with a confession. Survival has not converted me. All you have bestowed within grief – courage, liberation, humility, gratitude – please repossess. Between a more realised self or a return to time before his loss, I would choose the latter. Take away this story and give me back my father.

         In the distance, Lina spotted what she thought was a dolphin. The creature was quick under water, a sharp Trishula tail sticking out, no fin. A duck, perhaps, but those could not survive below the surface for long. Or an eagle with one wing, only she hadn’t seen it fly. Lina watched the unusual animal intently until it disappeared at dusk, and even with such careful attention, she could not name it. She imagined the creature a new type of fish with a supple body, underwater propellers, and the ability to cross air, ocean and land without being noticed.
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            Aman

         

         there are two ways to die, just as there are two ways to live.

         Disgruntled, bemoaning, pained by a greed to be other than we are.

         Or defiant of chronology, content with questions unanswered, galvanised by surrender.

         Stories begin where pages end. One day, I will find her. She, me.
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