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			Day 1

			
				A.

				From the storeroom hidden under the stairs, Ma fetched a cup of rice and a sack of eggs speckled gray like the moon, then cooked, standing before the stove’s blue fire, her eye upon the window and its dusk, in which bats swooped and the neem tree shivered and a figure down on the road pedaled a bicycle, whistling, as if everything was all right.

				Thief, thought Ma. Who else but a person who had chanced upon fresh vegetables or fruit would wander the city of Kolkata in this ruined year, the heat a hand clamped upon the mouth, the sun a pistol against one’s head, and recall a song? She watched to see what the thief would do. He pedaled past. But Ma saw a different reality shimmer into being, in which he leaned his bicycle against the wall, climbed the pipes like a toddy tapper, and appeared at her window. In that picture, the thief was a collector of local information, dutiful in his neighborhood eavesdropping, shrewd in following what he heard about the bins of onions and carrots, the sacks of lentils and rice, the bags of raisins and cashews hidden in the dark fist of the house, stolen by Ma from donations made to the shelter where she worked, while the city outside wept for a handful of something to eat.

				There was—in the label accepted by the region—a shortage. In the year prior to this day, farmers across the region had fallen, their bodies running fevers in air that no longer cooled. In the croplands, among stilled machines, pests had traveled from acre to new acre, savage in their feeding of grains. In the west a drought had cleaved riverbeds and in the east salt water had tainted the paddy fields. In the city, those who walked to the neighborhood markets with umbrellas in their hands and wishful lists in their pockets, broad corners torn from the newspaper with writing in Bengali—cabbage, ginger, lychees if they were good, ice cream, half loaf of bread—found the roads alongside which the markets usually sat, its baskets and tarps invading, rickshaws and cars sounding their horns, slow shoppers inspecting the purple shine of eggplant and pressing guavas hard as hail, instead completely empty, nothing but some onion peel scattered at the edges where the pavement gave way to earth, where on most days goats and cows might have nudged the soil for something to eat. But those animals were gone too.

				It had happened before. 1770, when crops failed and smallpox plagued the enfeebled. 1876, when drought struck the Deccan Plateau and the British continued to export what grain remained. 1943. Those black-and-white newspaper photos, in which people appeared as sunken eyes and twig-thin limbs, facing a photographer who could do nothing for them, their fullness—their love, their humor, their annoyance, their preference—pared by the lens to reveal what remained, which was hunger.

				The eggs clacked against one another in the turbulent water, the rice grew earthen and buttery, and Ma gathered in her hands a kitchen towel with which she would lift the pot lid before her, hot enough to pass for a weapon. But what would the thief have done had she, instead, glanced at him as if he were a returning member of the family, and told him with her mother’s authority to wash his hands and sit at the table? In fetching him a plate, who might she have become?

				Ma shook her shoulders free of the distress. She did not need to put herself through such exercises anymore. She was leaving in seven days. Only seven days: It was close enough on the calendar to cast its glow over the whole week. Everything was in order. She had hired a new manager for the shelter; she had convened and concluded a final meeting with the board. The shelter, which had been her life for the past decade, would carry on without her, and she would begin a new life, perhaps at a new nonprofit, in Michigan. It was relief. It was even thrill.

				After dinner on this day, she would go to the American consulate at the appointed time and collect the passports with climate visas inside, treasure beyond her greatest hope. And in seven days, she would be aboard a plane grading upward, its motion so beyond human comprehension that it would feel like stillness. Impossibly, the plane would speed through a night of sleep like sand blown in her eyes, toward a sunrise bright as iron poured upon the horizon, and finally, it would arrive in the United States. She knew plenty about America. Who didn’t, given Hollywood? It was a country of grocery stores as large as aircraft hangars, stocked with waxed fruit and misted vegetables and canned legumes from floor to ceiling. It was a country of breathable air and potable water, and, despite a history of attempts to cultivate a poorly educated electorate, functioning schools and tenacious thinkers. It was a country of encompassing hope, sustained by the people despite the peddlers of fear and pursuers of gain who wore the ill-fitting costumes of political representation. It was a country of opportunity for her child.

				Ma’s husband had moved six months ago for a research position on mosquito-borne diseases at a laboratory in Ann Arbor. While settling in his new position, contributing to a healthy savings account, and searching diligently for an apartment suitable for all of them, he had also put the paperwork in place to bring his wife, child, and widowed father-in-law over. He had purchased the plane tickets and helped secure climate visas, a long process of supplication in both America and India before various bureaucrats who believed themselves gods. Before such interrogation, his standing as an urgently needed scientist had favored Ma and Dadu; the family’s middle-class savings and ownership of the house had favored them; luck had favored them. All Ma needed to do was survive these seven days.

				When Ma brought the rice and eggs to the dining table, Dadu was seated, writing a poem in his notebook, which was a child’s math book, pages turned ivory with age, grids holding not numbers but words written in the Bengali script that folded and straightened like caterpillars upon a stem. In this notebook he had written rhymes for Mishti, observations of the day, even an op-ed that had been published a few years ago. As he wrote, he spoke: “Every morning, mother crow / Looked for rice, high and low—”

				Ma smiled. “Is this a new one?” She sat in her usual chair and put two eggs on a plate before him. “Eat.”

				He smiled, too, showing teeth crooked as gravestones. With one hand he brushed Ma’s shoulder in thanks, the touch of his hand gentle, though the movement was clumsy. Then he capped his pen, tucked his chin, and regarded himself.

				“I’m ready,” he said. While she had been in the kitchen, he had changed into outside clothes, ironed pants and ironed shirt, sleeves loose about his thin elbows, and rubbed a sheen of Vaseline on his fish-scale skin. He had combed and parted his white hair. Dressing for the consulate was one way of asking for respect.

				They ate.

				In the living room, only a few paces from the dining table, were three suitcases, packed and stood upright, a Michigan address written on paper and sellotaped to each. Next to the suitcases, on the daybed, instead of the mound of pillows upon which Ma usually leaned to watch television, was a gathering of items that they could neither take nor bear to lose, items that awaited their fate in a land of indecision—a potted cilantro, a pressure cooker, a costly vacuum cleaner, and, most delicate and difficult of all, a dinner set and tea set, purchased decades ago in China by Dadu’s grandparents. Other than these items, the room felt empty, its walls and shelves bare but for a few hardcovers fallen on their sides, surrendered to the termites that would eventually chew passageways through the paper. The entire house had been stripped. Objects that had rested in trunks and deep inside closets had been retrieved, dusted, evaluated. For so long these belongings had lived quietly in their spots, secured to Ma and Dadu by memory and the occasional cleaning, but now the objects were coldly separated from the people, and from the house itself, which seemed to bow its head in defeat, knowing its own burdensome immovability.

				It was a good house, in a part of the city distant from the river, and on a nearly unnoticeable slope that nevertheless prevented rainwater pooling around it. In addition, Ma’s own mother—Dadu’s wife—had insisted on upgrades years ago, while she still had her vigor, and her salary, and now they benefited from her foresight. She had hired plumbers to set up a rainwater harvesting tank with multiple pipes and gutters feeding it, so that when the municipal water supply failed, the house still had plenty of water. She had hired electricians to install solar panels on the roof, and to connect the air-conditioning to the solar panels, comprehending that cooling would soon be not a luxury but a matter of survival, so that their house remained cool while neighbors lay on their beds, fatigued, under fans that grunted and groaned, wearily completing their rotations. She had gotten these things done for the incompetents in her life, and then, Dadu said sometimes, with a small smile, dusted off her hands and made her exit.

				Now Dadu pushed his chair back, brought the cilantro to the table, and gave it a little water from his drinking glass.

				Then he called in the direction of the bedroom: “Mishti? O Mishti! It’s time to eat. Then we have to go out.”

				Hearing her name, his granddaughter—Ma’s daughter, two years old, glint of mischief in her eye—emerged from the bedroom.

				“What were you doing there?” said Dadu. “Were you doing Scooby stickers? Or were you spilling water again?”

				Mishti grinned, showing tiny teeth with spaces between them, and wide gums.

				“Come, eat,” said Dadu to the child, and Ma rose to put a towel on the spill.

				In the bedroom, knees on the hard floor, Ma wiped from side to side and felt water soak through the thin cotton of her pants. When she found two damp stickers stuck to the floor, she scraped with her fingernail until they lifted, incompletely, then scrubbed the debris with the towel. Much of her life was a series of tedious acts like these, and yet the patience of performing them contained her love, less tender and often less tenderly shown than Dadu’s, but steadfast in its plain truth. From under the bed, she retrieved a picture book about airplanes and took it to the living room. “I found it, Mishti. Under the bed this whole time.”

				Dadu took over the duty of reading, allowing Ma to return to the evening’s tasks. He turned to the child. “Soon—do you remember?—we will go on an airplane, with wings and windows and a nose just like this.”

				Behind his cheer, Dadu, who had worked all his life managing distribution at a company that manufactured secateurs, or pruning shears—always knowing, and accepting, that the arena of true feeling, for him, lay elsewhere, for example in the pursuit of trivial hobbies like writing poems—was afraid of stepping onto that plane. He was too old to commence life in a new country. In America, he knew, he would be a diminished version of himself—uncertain of social mores, unaccustomed to the accents, wary of car culture. There would be nobody in that place acquainted with his boyhood self. Was such an escape rescue or its own ruin?

				While he read, he thumped the saltshaker on the table to loosen the clumps, and shook a little on his egg. He ate slowly, yolk rich as loam on his tongue, and held pieces out to Mishti, who pressed her lips together and shook her head. She had remembered her current craving.

				“Flowerflower?” she asked hopefully.

				“We don’t have any more cauliflower, Mishti. You ate all of it.”

				“I want flowerflower, peese!”

				“Eat this, then we all have to go to the consulate. We can’t be late.”

				“Flowerflower,” she pleaded. “Peese! I say it nicely!”

				“She has had no fresh vegetables,” allowed Ma, returning to the table. What she meant, and what Dadu understood, was that there had been no recent donations to the shelter of fresh vegetables. All that arrived these days—and it had slowed to a worrisome trickle—were packages of protein bars, in numbers so small that the removal of even a few would be noticeable. The shelter residents had begun to split bars between themselves, trading flavors, a game that grew subdued after a resident who had stolen some bars for reselling was caught and evicted—not by the administrators but by his fellow residents.

				“After the consulate,” said Ma, “we can stop by the market and see if they have cauliflower. Then we can eat a nice lunch of rice and cauliflower tomorrow. What do you say, Mishti?”

			

			
				B.

				Out they went into the night. The tops of their ears, and their necks and arms, too, shone with mosquito gel. Ma carried a purse heavy with three water bottles and electrolyte tablets in the zippered pockets. When they emerged from their quiet residential lane onto the main street, the lamplit darkness grew dense with people moving noisily along, clutching bundles to their chests, shouting into phones, coughing, adolescents shrieking as they ran, causing the adults to be fearful of snatchers before they remembered: That was how it was to be young. Those teenagers shrieked because they were coming to know their own voices. No crisis could quiet their glee.

				When a cockroach dashed up Mishti’s leg, alarming her, Ma suppressed her own lifelong fear and flicked the insect off with her bare hand. “It’s gone,” she comforted Mishti. “It can’t do anything to you.” For a while afterward, Mishti refused to set foot on the pavement, and Ma carried her, feeling both the discomfort of the growing child’s weight and the peace she felt only when their bodies were nestled together, as in the first days of this body-rending, earth-shattering love.

				Farther along the sidewalk, clusters of people played carrom, in their fingers the lit tips of old-fashioned cigarettes, beneath their feet pavement hot as a stovetop, hosed every now and then by a well-meaning shopkeeper. Dadu wove around them, thumping his walking stick in a steady beat, delighting in the conversations he overheard.

				“It’s half boat, half rickshaw, don’t ask me, only he knows what it is—but he is convinced he has invented something fantastic! Orville and Wilbur Wright, followed by Arindam of our paan shop!”

				“Then one day I cooked the synthetic beet—”

				“No question, friend! Even if I have to hang from the side of the ferry by my fingertips, I will make it to the feast—”

				“O ma go! Why did you run on my foot!” This from a man built like a wrestler, to a mouse.

				“I could spend all night listening,” said Dadu to Ma. “I could put some of this into a poem.”

				Then he couldn’t resist stating what he had stated to her a hundred times before, for the unparalleled pleasure of speaking what he believed: “The best philosopher, don’t you know, is the one who laughs, and makes others laugh. This city will survive because it is full of such street corner philosophers. They understand that laughing is the most truthful way of approaching life.”

				Dadu felt invigorated by the city around him, the only city in which he knew who he was—a young man, with a heart given to a love of small things. The more banal and the more comedic, the more fervent his love. In Michigan, he would never be able to share with a new acquaintance, if he even found one, that he did not want to introduce himself by his job. His job represented very little of him. Perhaps only his discipline, and his sense of responsibility. But all the parts of him that he delighted in—his creativity, his pull toward rhymes, his curious eyes and ears, his laughter—these he would never be able to claim in a new land, before a new peer. These, too, would remain in Kolkata. That old self would roam the vacant house like a ghost.

				“You say that,” said Ma, her eyes upon the ground. She had heard his sentiments countless times, and on this day, with departure imminent, she finally spoke a little bit of her mind. “But I think that, maybe, you and I have lived in two different cities.”

				In his—jokes, crows, lizards, corner conversations. In hers—men on buses who reached for schoolgirls’ chests. Once, she had been such a schoolgirl. Dadu said nothing, and Ma patted Dadu’s shoulder to show that she did not mean to be cruel. He put a hand on hers, and held it for a moment.

				He knew that she was not being unkind. She was the opposite, he thought, an endlessly feeling and helpful person. The shelter had come her way soon after she had graduated from a local university with a master’s in nonprofit administration. At that time, it was a new shelter, funded by the city’s remaining benevolent billionaire, built to serve solo adults with children under ten—mostly women, but some men, too—who were moving to the city from regions of the state that were flooded. The influx was massive. Men and women crowded railway platforms, bus stations, medians, metro stops, and mall garages, selling trinkets or begging for money, their faces marked by exhaustion. Many of them held the hands of their children, who, after all, were children. They hopped and twirled, holding baskets of items for sale, their long familiarity with hardship visible in their obedience. Theirs was not the unruly childhood of I want I want I want or no I will not, you do it; theirs was a childhood of compliance. How could a person with a heart not wish to help them? Ma had risen from shelter assistant to shelter manager swiftly and confidently, never doubting her own wish to do good.

				That she had, in the past year, with the increasing scarcity of food, been quietly taking from the shelter’s donations did not erase nor taint how deeply she felt for the shelter’s residents.

			

			
				C.

				After fifteen minutes of waiting at the Lord’s More bus stop, Ma and Dadu approached a police car that was parked by the side of the road. Around the vehicle, a dog patrolled, its metal paws clicking on the pavement, peacefully tolerating heat that would have a true animal panting. Within the vehicle, a policeman played a game on his phone.

				“Brother,” said Ma, marching up to the window. This was her manager’s voice. The dog paused mid-step, and the policeman frowned and lowered the window an inch, permitting a pleasant flume of cool air. “Can you tell us, what happened to the Exide bus? We have been waiting for a long time, and there hasn’t been a single one.”

				The policeman laid his phone on his leg, screen side down. “You have been waiting?” he said. “Many buses didn’t pass their pollution today.” He inclined his head to indicate, vaguely, the part of the city in which inspections had occurred. “Maybe that’s why. Wait for a different bus.”

				“How about a taxi?” said Dadu from behind Ma.

				Mishti clutched his hand and jumped up and down, partly reading the car’s number plate, partly yelling what she knew, “One, two, three, seven, ten!”

				“You won’t find a taxi,” the policeman said, then eased back into his playing position and flipped his phone up. He was bored of this talk. “There’s a strike. Driver died of heatstroke yesterday.”

				This was unsettling news. It was past eight o’clock, and the collection window for the passports closed at nine. On foot, they wouldn’t make it. For a moment, Ma and Dadu watched the road and its unabated activity continue without them. Daring pedestrians vaulted over the divider, cars played their orchestra, and pockmarked banners swayed above the traffic, offering discounts at a coaching center. Then Ma said to Dadu, as she had on errands before, “Why don’t you go home with Mishti? I’ll find a way. I can flag down a private car if I need to. I have—”

				She looked in her purse and discreetly counted her cash.

				Dadu said nothing, which meant: No. He knew, of course, that he was slowing down his daughter. But the heat and the shortage made citizens quick to anger, and quick to turn to violence. Despite his love of the city, he was clear-eyed about that. The previous week, a man on a bicycle had knocked over a woman in a residential lane for the paper bag of three greening potatoes in her hands. When she fell, the pavement burned her palms. The week before that, three college students had beaten up an elderly woman and taken not only her tiffin box, containing long beans, but also the gold ring she wore on a necklace. In such a city, how could Dadu let his own child go alone? One evening, in play, he had told Mishti: “The way your Ma loves you? That is the way in which I love her. Your Ma is my Mishti. Did you know that?”

				Mishti had laughed. Everybody knew that Ma was Ma and Mishti was Mishti; why was Dadu speaking nonsense? But Ma, from the kitchen, had heard. She remembered, and now she understood that Dadu would not let her go alone.

				On the sidewalk, a barber who had set up shop with a chair, a mirror, a comb, and a pair of scissors eavesdropped all the while without shame. He looked with interest to see what they would do, and when he heard Ma’s question, he caught Dadu’s eye and issued an invitation.

				“Where are you trying to go in this heat?” he said to Dadu. “Sit for a while, and when her work is done, she can find you right here. Once you get my world-famous head massage, all your worries will vanish. And a little haircut too?”

				Dadu raised a hand in acknowledgment.

				“Come,” said the barber, turning his chair toward Dadu.

				Dadu shook his head. “Not today,” he said. “I will come back another day.”

				The barber looked at him with an expression that was puzzled but not unkind. He could not imagine emigrating and settling in America, Dadu knew. The barber’s world was the sidewalk, just as the taxi driver’s world had been the road. These worlds would continue, and in these worlds the city would seek its own future, no matter the faithless emigrants.

				Had these emigrants ever loved the city, ever known its many faces, ever felt themselves as much a part of it as trees leaning upon each other in a forest? Perhaps such natives had always been, somewhere in their temperament, foreigners.

			

			
				D.

				A rickshaw came along. The driver called, “Uber! Uber! Get this discount Uber!”

				Ma and Dadu hailed him, and Mishti hopped in agitation, hailing him the hardest. As they hoisted themselves up into the sloping seat, Ma promised the rickshaw driver five hundred rupees if he could get them to the consulate on time. Mishti sat on Dadu’s knees, and he wrapped his arms around her belly and interlocked his fingers, feeling her fingertips, gentle as spiders’ legs, hovering above his knuckles, playing a game whose progression she narrated to herself.

				The young driver leaned forward and pedaled, his calf muscles hard below the hem of his rolled-up pants, his head bobbing up and down in the shade of an umbrella affixed to the handlebars, sweat soaking his spine. When cars and autos came in his way, he blew the horn with a sense of personal affront. To a driver who cursed at him in reply, he said, “You’re cursing at a sick child?”

				Then he turned back and winked at Dadu.

				It was a beautiful lie, and it resonated in them like the truth.

				When Dadu saw that the driver was making good time, he began to feel a kinship with him. “How do you manage in this heat?” said Dadu kindly. “If I exerted myself in these temperatures, I would collapse on the road. You would see me like a horizontal line over there.”

				For a while the driver said nothing, and Dadu thought he had not heard. Then the driver spoke. “Used to be the night was better,” he said. “Now even the night is hot as a—” He glanced at Mishti. “Sit back, babu, don’t fall.”

				“How about the—weren’t they distributing cold water?” said Dadu. “On TV, they said—”

				“Oh, TV,” the driver said, as if television were a relative who never conveyed family news accurately. “I won’t say that they did nothing. They delivered water for a few days. They did. That much is fine.” The driver spoke slowly, a few words at a time. It was a marvel that he spoke at all. The air that rushed past their faces as the rickshaw sped onward was difficult to breathe. When Ma and Dadu gulped it, they felt it to be both aid and enemy. “But the water boiled in the sun,” continued the driver. “Who could drink that water? If they were serious about it, shouldn’t they have set up a fridge, or a box of ice? It was all for show, if you ask me.”

				Dadu, reflecting on the driver’s words, gave Ma a look of encouragement, and Ma drew from her purse one of their three bottles of cold water. She held it to the driver’s shoulder.

				“Water from the fridge,” she said.

				The driver glanced at the cool object touching his shirt, as taken aback as a child at a birthday party when presented with a whole cake, complete with a sparkler on top. “For me?”

				“Take it,” said Dadu.

				“It’s for you!” said Mishti, delighting in the insistence of the adults.

				The driver didn’t offer thanks, because it wasn’t his way. For him, offering thanks was a mode of alienation. True intimacy, true gratitude, was in wordless acceptance, and in vigorous use of what had been gifted. They now had enough time in hand that he paused by the side of the road and drank, the cool water sweet as chewed sugarcane on his tongue, his throat working, thirst rising until it could rise no more, then falling, the water becoming unremarkable again.

				Watching the driver drink, was it deep satisfaction Ma felt, or anxiety that she had given away water Mishti might need? She couldn’t tell. Both, perhaps. In order to soothe her unease, she soaked a handkerchief in cool water and held it to Mishti’s neck until she squirmed, after which she put the cloth on Dadu’s neck. When it was warm from their bodies, it came back to her, a pale blue cloth embroidered in the corner with a hexagon, one handkerchief out of hundreds donated to the shelter, and she wrung the last bit of water from it onto her wrist, where the blood pulsed.

			

			
				E.

				The street before the United States consulate was closed to traffic by concrete barriers, the closure enforced further by policemen who sat behind heaps of sandbags, their faces sunken and bony beneath helmets that fit loosely. One fiddled with the rifle slung on his shoulders. A second looked up from his Asterix & Obelix comic book, which he was reading in the glow of a streetlight, glanced at Ma’s and Dadu’s appointment papers, and waved them through. The three of them continued into the consulate building, the severe air-conditioning giving them—

				“Goosebutts!” yelled Mishti. “Look, Mama, I have goosebutts!”

				At a window sealed in bulletproof glass, a woman with blond hair appeared, called their receipt numbers, and, with no further words, handed them their passports. Ma and Dadu stood before her, waiting for a sense of conclusion, until the woman called the next person.

				“Me, me, me!” called Mishti, when they turned to leave, sensing that something significant had been delivered. She stretched her arms above her head as high as she could. “I hold it!”

				Ma bent to kiss her cheek. “No, you can’t hold it. But you know what? Soon we will see Baba.”

				“Today?” said Mishti. “Today we will see Baba?”

				“Very soon,” said Ma.

				Now she felt able to believe it. Now she allowed herself to feel, with unsuppressed honesty, and with no embarrassment, how wrenching it had been to be separated from her husband—his night her day, their reunion uncertain. How lonely it had been to remain in this old life, how unbearable for herself, though she had borne it well enough for her family, to lose the comfort of his present and daily love, shown in how he fed Mishti, how he cleaned the smears of fruit and rice that stained the floor after her meals, how he bathed her and taught her to accept a towel she had been afraid of, how he took her to the pediatrician and asked the questions he had prepared, and how he folded Ma’s clothes late at night while she slept on the other side of the bed, all of it with a standard of calm and happiness that would have been irritating and false in a stranger. In him, it was all true.

				Mishti flung both arms around Ma’s neck and whispered, “Let’s see Baba today.”

				Near the exit, but not exiting yet—what if they needed a correction? Never again would they have entry to the palace—Ma and Dadu stood close together, their limbs ashiver, a thrill running down Ma’s spine, dread down Dadu’s, because now they were really leaving. They opened each passport with gentle fingers that took care not to cause any tear or fold, no sullying of these divine documents permitted, and checked, murmuring as they did, that the visa stamps bore their names spelled correctly, their dates of birth formatted clearly, the climate category and family subcategory clearly identified. Dadu turned his eyes to the number of entries allowed, and saw, with some relief, the word multiple. He could return from Ann Arbor—which he still pronounced ar-boar in his own mind, as if it was written in Bengali—if America wore him down.

				But the room’s envious eyes could not see his apprehension. Those eyes saw only their triumph. Ma and Dadu had won. Now, together, like schoolchildren given their first responsibility, they bundled the passports in a plastic bag, wrapped that bag in a second plastic bag, and tucked the treasure deep in Ma’s purse before drawing the zipper closed.

				“You can’t hold it, Mishti Ma,” said Dadu gently, as Mishti resumed her pleading. “What if you tore it? Then what would we do?”

				And yet he felt, while he was speaking, before banishing the feeling, wouldn’t it be a relief if his passport—only his—tore? Then it would be as if fate had directed him to remain in Kolkata, directed him to plant new greens in the small patch of garden, watch the birds land on the wires, call his friends who had moved to Australia and Sweden and Ranchi and Bangalore with news of the city. It would be as if he had been selected to remain and report on all that made him laugh each day: the pet society that had mistakenly been caring for a fox, the charity kitchen that cooked khichuri in the kitchen of a Mainland China, a bewildered American wood duck found swimming in a pond in Behala.

				Ma knew none of his deliberation either. She felt excitement, and impatience, and underneath both, gratitude. An orientation toward gratitude came easily to her, though its relationship with moral purity was vulnerable to questioning. Still, this gratitude came from her knowledge that she might have been born into a different life—a shelter resident’s life, or the barber’s life, or the rickshaw driver’s life. Then she would have known nothing of escape. She would have believed that the city was the whole world, and its fate was her fate. Extrication from one’s hometown was for the lucky. Her own luck dazzled her.

				They emerged once more into the heat of night. The street was, now, glorious with its imminent vanishing from their lives. Past the security barriers, there stood a seller of jhalmuri besieged by children even though he was missing fresh cucumber and onion. Behind him rose the glass edifice of a mall whose Pizza Hut, now shuttered, was hosting an auction of boats and fuel. Goodbye to all of it, thought Ma.

			

			
				F.

				After a short bus ride, the market, a great hall whose sopping lanes Ma and Dadu knew well, appeared before them. Naked bulbs illuminated the interior. Sparrows, awake even at night, chittered in the rafters, high above men who sat with meager scatterings of field mushrooms and pond greens, buckets whose bottoms were populated with shrimp as slender as pins, and snails collected from village porches. Among these wares, the men waited on low wooden stools, some seated cross-legged, the soles of their feet the color of sand from years of potato dust, their lean arms holding scales up for weighing, the scale pans floating up and down as if in water, before the men collapsed them and tucked them away. These were the same men who had presided over what Ma thought of as true food—tomatoes and eggplant and bunches of spinach upon which they once sprinkled water with the sieve of their fingers. Those days would come again, if in altered guise, in Michigan.

				In the fish lanes, scales of synthetic rui fish flew in the gutters, the true rui having become scarce, slow to thrive in the warmed waters of the ponds in which they were raised. Yet the elderly customers who roamed the market—they were nearly all elderly; the young people went to the grocery stores that had aisles of products, air-conditioning, bright lights, labels for all goods, and no negotiation, that is to say, no sparring with a stranger—persisted in their known gestures. They examined the false fish for bright gills, touched their silver scales, and looked them in the eye, until what they saw disturbed them.

				There had once been a reward for buying vegetables and fish at a shed in the corner, where Ma would buy a newspaper bag of kochuri and a clay pot of dal flecked with coconut. But the kochuri shop had closed three months ago, after a robber in a pollution mask tipped the vessel of hot oil upon the cook, and fled with all the cash in his lockbox.

				Now sellers elsewhere in the market called:

				“Flour, flour!”

				Cricket flour, they meant.

				“Greens! Five hundred for fifty!”

				“Rice!” called a voice, but when Dadu lifted a palmful to his eyes, the grains wriggled.

				In the entire market, all these months, there had been one seller who reliably stocked the food they liked—rice, lentils, occasionally eggs or a vegetable, such as Mishti’s favored cauliflower. Rumor was the seller cultivated connections at the docks south of the city, and intercepted goods meant for export. The prices were, accordingly, sky-high. But Mishti was a growing child, and Dadu grimly paid those prices. What had a lifetime of salaried employment been for, if not this?

				The shop at the edge of the market had once sold knockoff cell phones. The phone displays were still there, empty boxes and rows of power sockets awaiting the return of lighthearted exchanges. The eleven- or twelve-year-old boy who eyed Ma, Dadu, and Mishti with authority, then allowed them in, was unfamiliar.

				“Where is he?” said Ma, climbing the two steps into the store with Mishti. There was a strange smell in the air. “Are you his son?”

				The boy, his neck heavy with silver necklaces that he wore as a mule might bear its burden, shook his head. “There’s different supply today,” he said, the words joined together in his speech, as if he was repeating syllables he had heard somebody else speak.

				Ma saw what he meant. Her voice took on the sharpness of disappointment and its kin, annoyance. “What is this? You don’t have cauliflower?”

				Tarp on the floor held sheets of seaweed, dark as the bottom of the ocean, giving off an odor more mineral than fish. People inspected the sheets, their voices hushed as they selected bunches, negotiated with a woman who sat in a corner with a calculator and a lockbox, and paid. The boy, perhaps her son, ran back and forth between the entrance and the interior, functioning as a security guard, an usher, a shopkeeper who answered rudimentary questions. Every now and then the woman, with her alert eyes upon the store, held a phone up to her ear, listening to a drama narrated on the radio.

				Dadu bent to a stack and inhaled. It felt like an absurd iteration of learning to pick a good fruit or herb at the market. How much give should a ripe mango have? How fragrant should cilantro stems be? But it was stranger than that, the thought of eating greens that grew underwater, waving their long arms in the currents, acquainted with creatures of fins and tails, the light around them muddy.

				“I can eat many things, but I can’t eat algae,” said Ma crossly.

				“Tell them,” a stranger said in agreement, a woman whose cheeks were blistered after a heat rash, who was considering her own purchase. “Has the shortage turned us into turtles?”

				Ma wanted wheat with which she would make ruti on the stove’s blue flame, its belly gaining brown spots. She wanted okra and pumpkin vine, the stain of turmeric on her fingernails even after scrubbing with soap. She wanted to pluck the domed half potato from a box of biryani, keen to yield to the press of fingertips, fragrant and sweet. She wanted a jar of pickles open before her upon the table, lime peel and sugar and chili ardent on the tongue, before the crow that tracked lunchtime alighted on the balcony and dipped its demanding head at her, going caw caw until it received a small handful of the fish bones that remained.

				“Let’s go,” she said curtly. “Time for you to sleep, Mishti. It’s so late.”

				“Flowerflower!” protested Mishti, with a wail rising in her voice, and on the way home Dadu did his best to soothe her.

				“They don’t have it today,” said Dadu over and over. “Sometimes we don’t get what we want, that is how it is. But after a week—when we are in Michigan, you can have all the cauliflower you want. Isn’t that so? You and Baba sitting together, eating cauliflower, won’t that be nice?”

				He spoke in the melodic way he did with Mishti, the act of communicating in words with her, as she acquired language, its own enchantment. But as she cried for cauliflower, somewhere inside him, from a deep slumber, rose what he knew about shortages past. The word he feared was famine.

			

			
				G.

				When they returned home, it was half past eleven, and Dadu took Mishti to bed, to commence her nighttime routine in which she rested her chin on the sill, looked out the window, and asked, “What do you see?”

				Each night, she observed the small garden in front, with its hibiscus and marigold, and the street beyond where pedestrians provided some entertainment as they walked, slouching or straight-backed, short or tall, slow or fast, with companions or alone. Then her eyes grew heavy, and she rubbed them with her palms, and asked for animal story, by which she meant a particular invention of Dadu’s in which a hippopotamus, giraffe, and okapi wandering in the savanna meanly pushed one another before realizing that pushing was wrong, after which they apologized.

				Ma put the purse in the bedroom doorway and went to the kitchen, where she took a sip of water, put the glass next to the sink, and turned off the light. The window was ajar, and Ma let it be, for fear of the screech it made when pulled shut. There, as her eyes adjusted to the darkness, was the room she knew so well—silhouettes of stove, pot, a tea leaf strainer, those items she needed every day, which could not yet be packed, whose stains and blemishes she knew as if they were pigments on her own body. Soon she would say goodbye to this kitchen. It struck her then that the city wasn’t only what was outside. This was the city, too, a tiny corner of it possible nowhere but here.

				In better years, in this kitchen, Ma had hummed as she cleaned chickens to roast, flesh like her flesh, washed potatoes sprouting white eyeballs and mushrooms with mud in their caps, measured and rinsed cups of rice, pouring the residue, like an overcast sky in the bowl, down the drain, not minding if a few grains slipped into the sink. There had been years of such abundance. In those years, she had relished the comfort of an hour to herself, songs playing, greens soaked, carrots peeled. Goodbye, she thought, both jubilant and not, to the drowsiest of those afternoon hours when she had carved out of the clock a turn for herself, made lemonades with three cubes of ice twisted from a tray and sat down on the floor to drink, nightie lifted up to her knees, like a girl. But she knew, too, she had said goodbye to those days a long time ago.

				Ma felt an arrow to her chest and plucked it out, her eyes turned away from the wound.

				Of what use was this wound? She was already on the plane, full speed toward the future. She had already said goodbye to this city, with its photocopy shops become the offices of climate visa brokers, who had tried very hard to sell their services to her, a dozen scammers in button-down shirts for a dozen desperate applicants. She had said goodbye to the sidewalk outside, cracked and shoved heavenward by the roots of trees, whose miniature crests and valleys she knew so well, and to the tops of those trees, unbent despite eleven calamitous storms in three years. Goodbye to this house, and to this kitchen, and to this stove, friends of hers who had only given and given.

				“The house can’t come with us?” Mishti had asked some days ago.

				“It can’t,” Ma had said.

				“But why?”

				“Why do you think?”

				Mishti had considered this question. “Because,” she had said after a minute, “the house have no toes.”

			

		

	
		
		
			Phone

			
				“Does Mishti like the airplane book?”

			

			There was his gentle voice.

			
				“Yes, she read it just now, isn’t that so? Which page was your favorite, Mishti?”

				“Baba! Hey, Baba!”

				“That’s right, it’s your Baba on the phone. Tell him about the book.”

				“Book? Dadu telling me animal story! You know it?”

				“I definitely know it. Once upon a time, in the savanna, there was a zebra who was bored of eating grass and wanted a delicious little girl for a snack.”

				“No! Baba, so silly!”

				“Listen, have you got the passports back? Do the visas look all right?”

				“There was a hiccup getting there—bus delays, then taxi strike. I didn’t even know there was a strike. But we have the visas.”

				“You double-checked all your names? Birth dates? Date of issue?”

				“I did, I did. Obviously.”

				“Okay, then.” Relieved laughter. “How is the fresh fruit situation?”

				“We’re managing.”

				“Is Mishti still in her cauliflower phase?”

				“Ha ha. Cauliflower phase continues for our baby chimpanzee.”

				“Can you tell me something, honestly? How bad is it?”

				“It’s the same, more or less. Actually, maybe a little worse. But we have our storeroom—don’t worry. We will be okay for one week.”

			

		

	
		
		
			Day 2

			
				A.

				Three in the morning, and the moon hung alone in the sky, melancholy as a painting in an after-hours gallery. In its light, down on the road, a figure climbed over the gate into Dadu and Ma’s garden. The man was young and lean. After the effort of scaling the gate, its perpetually loose latch unnoticed by him, he paused for a moment and shook out his arms. He hadn’t climbed a tree in a while. His torso was taut in an adolescent’s T-shirt, snatched from a clothesline some days ago. His cheeks were pockmarked, and his hair was thick and stiff as a shoe brush. He took a few tentative steps toward the house. When a hibiscus branch raked his shins, the young man swatted at it in annoyance. Then, reassured by the absence of bright lights and shouting neighbors, he circled the house, quiet as a cat, pressing upon one window and another, his fingers, swollen in the humidity, leaving smears.

				None of the windows yielded. The door, of course, remained firmly shut too. He looked at the upper floor, the rain-streaked white wall marked by its own series of windows, and thought he saw one ajar. Hoisting himself upon the water tank, and grasping the pipe going up by the kitchen window, the man braced his feet against the wall, and in this way, climbed up, the minutes of his exertion painfully slow.

				At the top, after a moment of relief, he saw: The kitchen window was indeed open, but it had bars. Arms burning with effort, he tried what came to him. Was he skinny enough to—? Here was his body’s deprivation coming to his aid. Here was hunger, his helper. He stepped one foot in, then the other, gripping the top of the window for support, and turned his body so it made a diagonal. The bars bit skin from his torso as he slid himself in, and his ribs stung long after.

				Then the city receded, and he was within the only house that mattered. His heart galloped like a hoofed animal given a field in his chest, while his eyes adjusted to the darkness of the interior. He patted the wall until he found the panel of switches. The tube light in the room buzzed on, filling the room with its cold white glow. Then he turned the light off and slapped his own head. Foolish, foolish. Did he have sawdust for brains?

				In the dizzying dark, flowers blooming in his eyes, the kitchen smelled of eggs. With excitement that was difficult to distinguish from incomprehension, with fingers that folded and grasped in ways he didn’t mean for them to, he looked in the fridge and on the shelves—nothing. He opened and shut cabinets that revealed only spice jars. Where were the eggs? His nose was sharp from days of protein bars and wrinkling apples at the shelter. He knew he had smelled eggs. And, more to the point, he had seen with his own eyes the manager stealing the eggs from the shelter’s kitchen.

			

			
				B.

				It had happened two days before, on a blazing afternoon when most of the residents who were not out working or looking for work were napping, splayed like starfish on their narrow beds, mosquito nets raised for the passage of air. Those who were not sleeping sat with their babies, several of whom had upset stomachs, rubbing their aching bellies and comforting them. Among the older children, new friends passed ice balloons from hand to hand, then fled to the bathroom to pop them and douse their legs in glacial melt. On that afternoon, a donation of eggs had arrived, ten cartons of a dozen eggs each, not very much in a shelter of three hundred people, and immediately a rumor spread that they were duck eggs, luscious and orange-yolked inside, luxury beyond anybody’s dreaming.

				The eggs had been donated by the billionaire who lived on the floating hexagon in the river. Some in the city wondered why the billionaire had not fled in this time of crisis, and some speculated that she was demonstrating her loyalty to her native city in hopes that the regeneration of the city would sooner or later begin and bring her opportunities not only for profit but for political influence. Such was the billionaire’s dedication to the city that her daughter’s upcoming wedding would take place not in Italy nor in South Africa but right on the hexagon. Residents of the shelter saw clues to the celebration to come—some said the feast for the city’s poor, to which families with children would be invited and which would be held a few days before the wedding ceremony, would include duck eggs, and this donation was a clue to drum up chatter on social media.

				When word of the eggs reached him, Boomba rose from his dozing and went down the corridor to the kitchen, ambling with all the nonchalance his body could perform, a pillowcase clutched in his hands. He intended to stuff eggs into it. He thought he would then sell the eggs—calling them duck eggs, whether they were or not—for numbers that glimmered like mirages in a desert. But when he arrived at the kitchen, somebody was already opening the cartons and removing eggs: the shelter manager. Or, the former shelter manager, who had recently quit. Boomba watched her, hidden behind the door, his eye to the slit the hinges made, heart kicking as if he were the wrongdoer. The shelter manager put egg after egg in her purse, stacking them with care. Boomba opened his mouth to shout, then shut it. What would he gain from making a fuss? Neither eggs nor what he was truly after.

				In the entrance hall of the shelter, when the old manager said goodbye to the new manager and walked home, Boomba followed her and noted the route to the house. He didn’t know yet what he would do, and perhaps that state of unknowing was essential for proceeding with what he wanted to do. It took him two days to make up his mind.

				He understood, from everything he had endured in his own life, that the worth of honesty, presented as noble before schoolchildren, was itself a lie. The honest souls who paused to deliberate on morals found, when they made their choice, that the treasure was gone. What was absolutely true and right, and what was absolutely false and wrong, and how could any sane person live without crossing the borders every day? Lies were the lifeblood of the world. Lies activated the menacing truth Boomba now understood, and there was only one, which was, take what you want, or others will take it.

			

			
				C.

				Now, in the nighttime corridor of the house, Boomba stepped soundlessly over a toy truck—the manager, he understood, had a child—and though it wasn’t what he was there for, a moment later he returned and knelt to grab it. Its plastic gears and axles emitted a jangle. It was missing a wheel, but his little brother Robi would like it all the same. Down the corridor Boomba continued, peeking in doors, praying he wouldn’t cough or sneeze, until he came to the bedroom, where the air, cold as a mountain breeze, soothed his skin. He heard the snores and exhalations of more than one person, and dared not enter. But right in the doorway was a woman’s purse, zippered shut. It was the manager’s purse, and it was sure to have cash inside. Perhaps even something to eat. A different food that she had stolen from the shelter, most likely. He put his fingers under the drooping arm loops, lifted the purse off the floor, and held it steady as he turned toward the stairs that loomed ahead.

				In the dark of the staircase, Boomba unzipped the purse and felt about its interior until his fingers made contact with the smooth surface of a phone. He tapped the screen and shone its faint glow upon the staircase to get his bearings, and saw a child’s drawing framed on the wall. A grown-up had titled it Whale Scratches Mosquito Bites, but there was neither whale nor mosquito to be discerned in the drawing, which was a collection of lines and loops, dense here and sparse there. It had never occurred to him that one could frame a child’s scribbles. Boomba lifted up the frame to see if he could free the drawing inside and keep the frame for Robi. But underneath he saw something odd. A switch. He pressed it, bracing for a loud noise, prepared to flee. But all that happened was, at the bottom of the stairs, on the side, with a squeak, a door swung open.

				He froze.

				Was it a trap? Or was it a prize? Down the stairs he went, one foot and the other, no tripping allowed, no falling, no failing. He had no weapon with him, but he dropped the phone back into the purse and gripped the toy truck in his dominant hand, its plastic corners sharp enough to startle and unsettle whoever waited in that room. Anything, with sufficient intention, could become a weapon. He raised the hand that held the truck, then looked fearfully into the dark room. With graceless patting on the wall, he turned on the light and prepared for a hidden person to rise from a corner and ambush him.

				But what the light showed stunned him. If the whale above the stairs had been real, sun filtering upon the bodily arc of a humpback, ripples of light upon its barnacled skin, the dark gray of greater depths painting the serrated edges of its fins, its eyes might have looked with mercy upon Boomba and said: All this is yours.

				Boomba’s hands were cold as he tipped the bin of lentils into the bin of rice, a waterfall, and emptied into the purse bags of cashews and raisins. He ate a few pieces, but, in his nervousness, couldn’t taste them. The cashews may as well have been drips of candle, the raisins cuts of leather. But he knew what they were: They were gold. He took a few hardy carrots, and left the onions alone. He didn’t quite know why. His decision-making was scrambled. He sorted in his mind that he would eat some and sell the rest. When he spotted a tin of milk powder, he put the full thing, heavy as a barbell, into the bin, hoping it wouldn’t spill. New parents, with drawn and desperate faces, would pay anything for milk powder. He looked around the looted room one more time, and trained his ears upon the upstairs floor, like a fox, to catch any movement. There was none. The manager was asleep.

				Boomba opened the front door and fled into the night. The purse was slung on his shoulder, and every few steps he shrugged high to keep the straps from slipping. In his ungainly embrace, hard and heavy as a pirate’s treasure chest, was the bin with its varied jewels.

			

			
				D.

				For weeks, the news had claimed that there was no shortage, that it was all a hoax perpetrated by those who would rejoice at the region’s downfall. Channels had played abundant footage of markets stocked with plums and cucumbers, but nobody could tell where these markets were, or if they were even in this city. Then the community kitchens opened, varying from an old lady boiling milk and handing it out in her garden to operations with men and women stirring ladles like oars in pots of khichuri, two hundred lined before them. Those who waited for the food told the truth with their upturned palms and with their bodies, patient and still.

				Boomba came upon one such kitchen, in operation even at four in the morning, out of breath with his haul, and observed a man in front eating dal from a paper cup tipped into his mouth. Boomba’s knees were beginning to bruise from knocking into the bin, and he struggled to refasten his hands around it. He couldn’t return to the shelter with the bin—there was no privacy among the rows of beds, dozens of eyes watching. He needed to sell the food right away.

				On he went, slowly past the kitchen, where the man, he now saw, was weeping over his empty cup.

				“Uncle,” called Boomba, and the people ladling food at the kitchen looked up. Boomba did not know what to say next. He settled on: “I can give you a good rate.”

				They turned back to their task.

				“I have milk powder. And fresh carrots. At least take a look.”

				“Not interested, brother, move along,” said a bespectacled man with a paperback shoved in his back pocket. “We can’t buy our supplies from any Tom, Dick, and Harry who comes along.”

				“What are you calling me?” said Boomba, suspecting he was being insulted.

				But, in a moment, he was besieged by those who had been waiting in line. A thin woman with a braid of gray hair bought the lentils and rice, a teenager in home slippers bought the carrots, and a man with a toddler sitting on his shoulders bought the tin of milk powder. As rapidly as the crowd had formed, it dissipated, leaving Boomba holding a roll of cash in his fist. He was rich. The money he now had to his name would let him—so he hoped—begin to fix what he had done to his family. He was a fool. He did have sawdust for brains, as his mother had said. But he could fix it.

				On the way back to the shelter, he furtively ate the cashews and raisins, then sat on a tree stump on the sidewalk to inspect Ma’s purse. He pocketed the cell phone and the electrolyte tablets, and drank the remaining water. A spotted insect he had never seen before landed on his knee, and he flicked it away. Then, inside a fluff of plastic wrapping, he found three navy blue booklets. They were not bank booklets. They were not identification cards, as far as he could tell, though they did have pictures of the manager, an old man, and a little girl. He had never seen identification cards like this, with so many pages, and text at the beginning and end. He fanned himself with a booklet to see if it served a cooling purpose, but the whirring pages were neither loose enough nor large enough.

				Minutes later, when Boomba passed by a garbage heap, he threw the booklets upon the edge of the enormous mound, kicked some trash over them, and after some thought, kept the purse for his mother.

			

			
				E.

				Mishti sat up in the middle of the night, put her face close to Ma’s, inspecting the cliffs and canyons she knew so well, inspecting the mole she believed had been drawn by crayon, and said, “Mama? Are you playing with my twuck?”

				Ma, roused from a deep, sticky sleep, sighed, and turned on her side. With a heavy arm, she reached to pat Mishti’s back. “Hmm?” she murmured. “Sleep.”

				“My twuck, Mama. I heard it.”

				“Okay. Back to sleep.”

			

			
				F.

				In the morning, Ma bathed Mishti, crouched before the bucket, the meter above watching them as a rope of water from the tap thundered, its music changing as the bucket filled. She dipped a finger in to see how cold, then filled a plastic mug and upturned it gently over Mishti’s head, cool water running over her hair like pond water over a duck’s feathers. Afterward, she bathed herself, and took her seat before the mirror, damp hair soaking her blouse, facing the vanity, which held the modest items she used year after year, never wishing for anything more than the blue tin of Nivea cold cream, the tub of Vaseline, the red-rimmed coin for shidoor, though she no longer applied it—her husband had told her not to; he had read shidoor could contain lead—and the rubber bands pulled from cilantro and parsley bunches that she used to tie her hair. With her head bent to the mirror, she ran a comb down one side and the other. When she was done, she cleaned the comb’s teeth with the edge of a towel. In the corner of the mirror she caught Dadu’s eye.

				“What are you looking for?” she said.

				He was standing on top of a sturdy chair and patting the dusty top of the wardrobe. He didn’t reply. In his eyes was a blankness that indicated his mind was somewhere else.

				“Wait till you fall and break your bones,” said Ma, her tone gentle and mean at once. “All the doctors have left the city. Who will set your fracture? Write a poem about that.”

				She sensed Dadu was worried, and his refusal to share the worry with her made her feel petulant.

				“Did you put the passports up here?” said Dadu. “I want to put them safely in the wardrobe.”

				“They’re in my purse,” said Ma. “On the floor.”

				Dadu bent slightly at the knee, then clapped his hands to shake off the dust, held the back of the chair, and lowered himself. “Where?”

				Ma gestured with her chin, then rose to her feet and looked around the bed.

				“Did you move my purse?” she said, but Dadu had gone to look in the living room. After that, he went slowly down the stairs.

				“It’s not downstairs,” Ma called after him. “I brought it up, I remember that. Don’t panic. Are you listening? Don’t panic. It must be here, let me look—”

				Dadu shouted something incomprehensible from the bottom of the stairs.

				Ma went to the top stair, gripped the banister, and leaned to see. “What happened?”

				“The storeroom is—!”

				“What are you saying? I can’t hear.”

				“The storeroom is open!”

				“How can that be? Did you leave it unlocked?”

				“I always lock it. Did you open it at night?”

				“Why would I open it at night?”

				“Where is my twuck?” wailed Mishti, appearing at the top of the stairs in a T-shirt and shorts. “Where is my twuck?”

				“Wait, Mishti, wait,” said Ma. Her legs had turned to pillars of ice. With effort, she took Mishti’s hand and climbed with her down the stairs to join Dadu where he stood, in the doorway of the storeroom.

				Dadu’s voice could hardly summon itself. He managed to say, “What will we do? What will we do now?”

				“Let’s be calm,” said Ma. “Baba, sit here.” She brought him the going-out chair, where they sat to wear shoes, and he fell into its woven seat as if his legs couldn’t hold him up any longer. Together, they looked at the empty bins, stainless steel buckets neither clean nor dirty but marked by long use. All that remained were a few onions. Time moved like the bellow of a harmonium, now squeezed, now elongated, and steadied itself only when Ma felt Mishti’s small hand on her knee.

				“Ma?” said Mishti. “You looking for my twuck?”

				There was the whine of a mosquito somewhere in the small room, and ordinarily Dadu would have hunted it down and clapped it dead before it bit Mishti, but now Dadu rose, his body heavy as soaked sand.

				“Do you have the number for the local police station?” he said grimly. “Let me call them.”

				But Ma’s phone had been in her purse. It was gone. Dadu found his walking stick, climbed the stairs, located his own phone, dialed the police main line, and while it rang, made his way around the house, looking for anything else that was missing. The TV was in its place, and the heirlooms from China too. The wardrobe, in the bedroom, continued to home its jewelry boxes, hidden for the time being behind a stack of starched and folded saris that would not be packed. A river of warm air drew his attention to the kitchen, where the window was open, and where, on the floor, were shoe prints.

				The phone’s ringing in his ears, loud as a siren, felt unbearable. The ringing ended, and a voice said: “Hello!”

				“Hello?” Dadu said. “There was a th-thief—”

				“Your call is important to us,” continued the voice, and Dadu understood it was a machine. “Due to a high volume of callers, please be patient…”

				Dadu listened to the full message, hoping for a human voice. But there was only the click of the line disconnecting.

				Dadu closed the window, pulling each imperfect pane as it needed, gently then hard, to fully shut. The window screeched, and the noise upset him. His face was grave, and he couldn’t bear to turn to Mishti when she appeared behind him, seeking an answer. He heard her ask for cauliflower.

				“I left the window open,” said Ma, who had followed Mishti up the stairs. “I left it open last night. Mishti was about to sleep, and I didn’t want to make a noise.” Ma’s face was anguished. “Oh, what did I do? I don’t know how the thieves got in through the bars. Maybe they sent a child in to open the door.”

				“The police station didn’t pick up,” said Dadu, raising the phone in his hand. “And whoever it was, they didn’t take anything else. Your mother’s jewelry is still here.”

				Ma looked at Dadu for a long minute. “It’s my fault. What will Mishti eat now? And the passports—” Ma felt a strange ache begin in her shoulders and travel down her torso. She put a palm on the counter, next to the stove, to steady herself. “How foolish am I?”

				Dadu put a hand on Ma’s head. “Be calm. You will fall sick if you don’t calm yourself. We will manage. At least they didn’t—Let it be. I don’t want to mention it.”

				“Hmm?”

				“Oh, at least the thieves didn’t spray something to make us unconscious—thieves do that, you don’t know. Mishti, are you feeling all right?”

				Ma knelt to look in Mishti’s eyes, and laid the back of her hand on Mishti’s forehead.

				“I have fever?” said Mishti, puzzled.

				“No, Mishti, I’m only checking.”

				Ma held Mishti to her chest, smelled her baby shampoo and kissed her plump cheek, and felt her body calm.

				Dadu watched the two of them and silently berated himself: How had he slept through a break-in? If only he were still thirty, still forty, still fifty, if only he’d heard the window opening, the footsteps in the corridor, seen the hand reaching in to take the purse, his body able to burst out of bed and spring upon the intruder, his full-throated shout alerting the neighborhood, calling all who were willing to come with cricket bats and rolling pins. Together, they would have—what? Spoken sense into the thieves? Urged them to reflect on their wrongdoing? Given them jobs at the shelter? Shared the rice and lentils? No, Dadu knew, for all his gentleness and cheer, his attention to birds and clouds and street-side jokes, he would have been no different from a vicious owner of a house, and with his neighbors, he would have frightened the thieves until they begged to be allowed to run away with no loot other than their own wretched lives.

			

			
				G.

				At the police station, the officer who let Ma and Dadu sit down at his desk opened a tiffin box stuffed with cheese sandwiches, and took a bite. Bits of yellow cheese clung to his teeth, and he worked his tongue to remove them. “My shift ended ten minutes ago,” he said. “But you, sir, are my father’s age, so I am staying out of respect. You have come to file a report?”

				Ma sat at the edge of her plastic molded seat, with Mishti on her lap. “We have been robbed,” she began. She told him everything, and in the end, she couldn’t stop herself from saying: “Please, we are leaving for America in five days—please help us get our passports back. That is the most important thing. Without our passports—”

				The officer chewed, and rooted about in his tiffin box until he retrieved a stick of cucumber. “So,” he began slowly, “a band of thieves—took—your—passports. Correct?”

				“And some food,” Ma said.

				“Some food,” repeated the officer. Now he was intrigued. “You were doing a little bit of hoarding?”

				“Nothing like that,” said Dadu. “We had some rice and lentils. We had a few measly carrots and some milk powder. My granddaughter is only two years old. We can survive on gels and bars, but she cannot. Who hasn’t been saving food for their children?”

				“Now, no need to be offended. It is a question; it is not a personal attack. No, I understand. But I am trying to help you. You see, if you tell me the honest truth, it will help us understand who could be behind this robbery. Were you selling the food from your house? Little bit on the side, little bit illegally?”

				“No,” said Ma at the same time as Dadu shook his head. “As we said, it was a small amount of food, for her.”

				Ma’s frustration, honestly felt, got the better of her. She had buried knowledge of her own—borrowings—from the shelter so deep that she nearly did not have access to it herself. “Do we look like we’re running some—some bizarre operation? We have come to you for help, and you are interrogating us?”

				“One thing I have learned in my line of work is that criminals come in all types.” The officer gave them a stern look, then decided to move on to a different line of questioning. “Any idea who it was? Your house help? Sweetie baby’s nanny?”

				“Nobody comes to the house,” said Ma. “It’s only us.”

				The officer sat back and made eye contact with his assistant, who was seated at a table behind Ma and Dadu. A private look passed between them. “Sir, I will be frank,” said the officer. “You are not really helping me. How am I supposed to find someone if you say no, no, no to everything. You are not giving me any useful information. If you don’t help me, how will I help you?”

				Dadu hesitated, then said, “Maybe you have heard about thieves operating in that neighborhood—”

				The officer interrupted. “One thing I am failing to understand. You were really sleeping so deeply you didn’t hear thieves breaking down your door and taking a purse from your bedroom? Myself, I wake up three times a night to go to the bathroom. And you didn’t—?”

				At this they sat silently facing one another, until Ma said, “The door wasn’t broken.”

				The officer spoke. “The door was not broken?”

				“No. It was unlocked, not broken.”

				“I thought you said it was broken.” The officer sounded irritated. “So someone had the key?”

				“There’s no way; we only have two copies. And one spare with our neighbor, like everyone does.”

				“So you have three copies?”

				“Yes.”

				“Is it someone you hired to break in and do—do this?”

				“Why on earth—we have a child in the house! We’re not that kind of people. You’re not listening—”

				“I am listening with extreme attention, actually. Let me be direct. Now that the city is going to pot, we are seeing all kinds of insurance fraud. Everybody wants to claim their property insurance money and run away. The insurance companies are getting tougher, and the customers are getting cleverer. You are leaving soon, so I see your angle. Do you see the angle, Bhola?”

				The assistant nodded gravely.

				“This doesn’t make any sense,” muttered Ma.

				“Hmm?” said the officer. “What did you say?”

				“My phone,” said Ma. “Can you track it? I called it many times, but it’s off.”

				The policeman finished the first sandwich and started on another. When he began looking about on his desk, the assistant sprang up and brought him a napkin, with which he wiped crumbs off his face.

				“I can’t go around tracking lost phones. What is this, Sherlock Holmes? We are seeing violent crimes now. Yesterday two truck drivers got into a fight—I mean, a real fight, one of them fractured his ribs—over some sacks of millets. Today a fellow came in complaining that somebody stole all the electrolyte tablets from his pharmacy, and beat up his employee also. There was that other chap who had flooded his own house for the insurance—remember that chap?” He looked at his assistant and they laughed, a private joke. “I have to consider that you are the crooks, pulling some kind of scheme.”

				“What about the passports?” said Ma. “Can you at least take down our complaint, then we will see if the consulate—”

				The policeman put down his sandwich, delicately brushed his hands above his tiffin box, and said, “What will you do with some words on letterhead? My suggestion is, lock your door better. And move on with your life. Go to a ration shop and find some rice for the sweetie.”

				“But we need to file the report. Without the report, the consulate will say—”

				“Times have changed, madam. We don’t file reports for these things anymore. We don’t have the manpower, or the womanpower.” He laughed heartily. Without giving them a chance to reply, he turned to the assistant and said, “Bhola, bring a Good Day biscuit for the sweetie.”

				The assistant jumped up and disappeared out the doorway, and the policeman called, “Bring some for grandfather and mother also!”

				“Sir,” tried Dadu. “You’re not understanding. We are a simple family. We urgently need our passports, because our flight—”

				“Go to the passport office. I can’t do anything about that.”

				“Even if we get new passports, the visas—”

				“Then go to the consulate,” said the officer, angry now. “You people don’t guard your own things, and then you expect we will make your items reappear, like magic! I have much more important cases to handle. I am dealing with fifty assaults per day. I don’t have time for your lost and found.”

			

			
				H.

				Outside the police station, in the white light of noon, under shade-giving trees and beach umbrellas, sat photocopiers, fruit-juice sellers selling questionable fluids, and bail bondspeople. One woman, sitting in front of her copy machine, with nothing to copy at that moment, played a flute, her fingers moving delicately along the bamboo. Mishti ate her biscuit, holding it with both hands, crumbs falling down the front of her T-shirt, and while she ate, she took tentative steps toward the woman. The flautist’s eyes were closed. Her brows were furrowed. She swayed in her seat, lost in the divinity of her own playing, until Mishti patted her knee. The flautist opened her eyes and laughed. “You want to play this?” she said, and glancing at Ma for permission, lifted Mishti onto her lap. “Let me show you how the air makes the music.”

			

			
				I.

				At the consulate, the guard refused to let them in.

				“We were here yesterday,” Dadu pleaded.

				“Yesterday’s appointment is not today’s appointment,” said the guard. In his hand was another Asterix & Obelix. “Please move, all these people have appointments right now.”

				For a few minutes, Ma and Dadu stood off to the side, regarded with curiosity by the dozen people who clutched their appointment letters in plastic folders. They averted their eyes, feeling an odd shame, and watched instead the shopkeeper across the street at his visa photo business. It was a quiet moment for him, and he was sweeping dried leaves and branches away from the entrance of his shop. Soon others would come, with their printouts of consulate requirements, their folded cash, no haggling at all for the price of the special photo, unusually sized at two inches by two inches. Some things cost a lot. That was how it was.

				When the street cleared, and the guard looked ready to turn to his comic book once more, Ma unfolded a five hundred rupee note from the pocket of her jeans, and held it out to him.

				“That was too much,” Dadu whispered to her as they joined the line to enter the consulate. “Wasn’t it too much?”

				“It’s what we should have done at the police station,” said Ma. “We were being too simpleminded. Haven’t we lived here our whole lives? Don’t we know what it’s like?”

				An hour passed in the heat, near the end of which a young man near the back of the line fainted. Strangers around him sprinkled water from their bottles on his face, and waved handkerchiefs above him, until he revived and sat up on the sidewalk. Ma looked at him. She had a soaked handkerchief she could offer him, but he was far and being taken care of already. Besides, what if Mishti needed the handkerchief? It was another of the minor calculations she made each day.

				When close to another hour had passed, a woman from the front of the line shared a bag of fruit jellies, and Mishti took two, gripping one in each hand.

				“Let me show you how to eat them,” said Ma.

				Mishti watched attentively as Ma tore the packaging. Then Mishti opened her mouth wide as a hippo to accept the strawberry-flavored jelly, smooth and cold and sweet.

				At last, a guard appeared from within the consulate, signaling the end of the lunch break. He wrapped a towel around the overheated doorknob and held the door open.

				Finally, at the window where the blond officer appeared once more, Ma and Dadu began their story. The woman cut them off.

				“Police report?” she said.

				“We went to the police station, but they didn’t take our report. He told us—”

				“You don’t have a police report?”

				“We tried, but he said—”

				“Yes or no?”

				Dadu held up his empty hands.

				“Well,” she said, drawing out the word as she typed at her keyboard. “I have to make a note in the system. You can reapply for a new visa.”

				“Reapply! My god, that will take too long! Can’t you reissue—? We just got—only yesterday, we—!” Ma’s words tumbled over each other.

				“We don’t have time to reapply,” said Dadu, distress on his face but his voice calm. “We are leaving in a matter of days. Please understand. Please think about all the arrangements we have made.”

				Hadn’t this been the primary plea of their immigration journey? Please understand. Please understand that our lives are fuller, more bursting, more replete, than is possible for your documents and questionnaires to contain. Please understand that we are moving for our child. Please understand that we love our child as you love yours. Wouldn’t you do anything for your child? Wouldn’t you plead before an officer, very much like this, for your child?

				“Our flight,” Ma said, “is in five days.”

				“The next available appointment…” the officer spoke over Ma. “I don’t see anything until September.”

				“Will the consulate be open after four months? The way things are going…” Dadu spoke with a feeble smile, trying to regain his footing on the precipice where he found himself, but the blond officer’s face was hard as stone. He had a feeling then that she knew the consulate would close, and perhaps the closure would occur sooner than in four months’ time. America would retrieve its valued citizens from their foreign positions, hardship pay no longer sufficient compensation for the crisis in which they found themselves. The officer knew her Indian adventures were ending. Her apartment, inherited from a colleague and tastefully furnished, with Madhubani art on the wall and a dokra elephant on the coffee table, stocked with the foreign conveniences she liked, from jars of peanut butter to a pasta maker in the kitchen, was nevertheless as small before the sun and rain as the city’s humblest dwelling.

				“Let’s think for a moment,” said Ma. “Can you give us a letter? A piece of paper? Maybe you have pictures of our visas, and we can show—”

				“Ma’am.” A note of impatience entered the officer’s voice. “This is not a matter of improvisation. There are rules. If your visa is stolen, we are to make a note in the system, and you are to reapply if you wish. Without a police report, even that would be a courtesy.”

				“And what if we, somehow, find the passports tomorrow?”

				“Once I make a note, the visa is canceled. Even if you find the passports tomorrow, you have to reapply for new visas.”

				“I have a thought,” said Dadu. His hand was cold as it gripped his walking stick. He opened and closed his mouth like a fish gulping air. His mind grasped for a way out. Before this young woman, a third of his age, posted to this faraway place that likely baffled her, whose true customs eluded her, artifacts like Bollywood persuading her she knew more than she did, who were Ma and Dadu and Mishti? They were ants before the almighty. Unless—

				“I’m a writer.” He laid a hand on his chest and bluffed with the most sincerity he could muster. He called into presence his most dignified self, the one who rejected the idea that his daughter could steal from the shelter, the one who dreamed of the city’s collective future triumph. “I am known in the community, and people know me. I will ask around and find the passports. Maybe it’s just a mistake by a petty thief in our neighborhood. Please, I’m requesting you, don’t cancel the visas. I have my granddaughter to take care of. She is only—here she is”—and Ma lifted her up by the armpits to show the officer, while Mishti wriggled to be set free—“two years old. Forget we came. We thought you could give us a letter, or a copy of the visa. No, forget we came.”

				“What kind of writer?” said the woman. She looked at him, trying to tell if he was truly renowned or a local loudmouth. “You write professionally?”

				“He writes op-eds,” said Ma, recalling a letter to the editor Dadu had written the year before, about the local garbage heap and the municipality’s failure to clean up the surrounding streets. “For The Times of India. We will talk to our journalist friends.”

				They had no journalist friends.

				The woman paused. She was not ignorant of the consequences of public shaming, and now she considered how it would look if she canceled the climate visas of an elderly writer and his preschool-aged granddaughter. The woman had accepted this posting largely for the hardship bonus only ten months ago, when the longtime foreign service staff had begun to decline postings in places where the heat was becoming dangerous. She had left behind a mother in the suburbs of Austin, Texas. The officer imagined her mother in their backyard, filling syrup in the pair of cylinders that, she continued to hope, would be visited by hummingbirds. The mother sat on the cane chair some distance from the cylinders and read the news on her tablet, keen for items pertaining to India, keen for some comprehension of the place where her daughter had gone. The officer imagined her mother reading a short column about the relatively new American consular officer canceled on the internet for invalidating the climate visas of a famous Indian writer and his grandchild.

				“Well,” she said, thinking aloud, “since you don’t have an appointment, you’re not in the system, so I don’t have to make an update. Who let you in?” She looked cross at the computer. “If you find your passports, fine. If you don’t, you can’t get on the plane anyway. Next.”

				Ma and Dadu shuffled away from the window, Mishti hopping before them, and another applicant rose and hovered before the window, smile on his face, blue plastic folder in his hands, setting himself apart from them with his good cheer.

			

			
				J.

				A bus arrived. The conductor leaned streetward, calling the route in a flawless recitation, its own poem of the city, and Ma, Dadu, and Mishti climbed in, mouths parched, shoulders drooping, the afternoon pressing upon them. In their seats, Mishti squirming on Dadu’s lap, they had nothing to say, each feeling the defeat as they might the presence of a fellow passenger. He sat in front of them. At any moment he might turn around and ask them for the time.

				Ma thought: Here was another instance of the American consulate believing itself an emperor’s court. Could they really not reissue visas that were available in their systems? Could they really not provide a letter of explanation? Of course they could. They did not want to. Such a denial was how the court generated fear and retained its power. She recalled the many stories of visa denials that she had heard. Encountering those stories, she had believed herself different, and differently fated. Now she saw that she had been a character in such a story all along. Now she felt the might of the kingdom against her, the might of the years of floods and droughts imposing their new rules, allowing the emperor to erect insurmountable walls, not only upon territory but also upon the futures of ordinary people the emperor would never know.

				Dadu thought: They would find their passports on their own. The benevolent city, the city that had embraced him all his life, would return the passports to them.

			

		

	
		
		
			Phone

			
				“Beep, beep!”

				“What is that, is that a car?”

				“No! A bus, Baba. You don’t know a bus?”

				“Did you go on a bus today?”

				“I went on two buses!”

				“I take a bus every day. Did you know that?”

				“Is it orange?”

				“The bus? No, it’s blue. I’ll take you when you come here. And how is Mama? What did you all eat today?”

				“We had—rice and spinach.”

				“I had fruit jelly, Baba!”

				“That sounds yummy, Mishti. Can you give the phone to Mama? Listen. Did something happen to your phone? Why are you calling from your father’s phone?”

				“I mean—I really don’t want to get into it. What happened, happened. My phone got stolen.”

				“Stolen! How?”

				“Pickpocket. When we were out. Maybe when we took a bus.”

				“I knew it. I knew there was a problem. You sound—unsettled.”

				“Yes, Baba, and my twuck also—”

				“One minute, Mishti. You didn’t get hurt, did you? Did Mishti see it?”

				“She didn’t see anything. Just the phone is missing.”

				Silence.

				“I don’t know. I don’t like how unsafe the city is getting. It’s the shortage making people desperate. I wish I could come and be with you for these last few days. I feel—it doesn’t feel good—I’m too far away to help you in any way.”

				“You know the rules. Don’t even think about leaving the country.”

				“But should I look into it? Should I apply or petition or something to be allowed to—?”

				“Don’t do any such thing. You know the rules don’t allow exit and reentry. If you left, we would all get stuck here, and then what?”

				“I know. I just wish. Well, what about the police? Did you file a report? I think you’re supposed to. So that if the thief uses your stolen phone, there’s a record—”

				“I know all that.”

				“I’m just saying.”

				“We tried. The police were not helpful—leave it. It’s gone, and I feel exhausted thinking about it. I’m going to sleep. And you get rest too. Don’t worry so much, and definitely don’t do anything to put the visa at risk, okay?”

				“Okay, okay.”

				“How’s your blood pressure?”

				“I haven’t checked. But it’s fine.”

				“Remembering to take the medicine?”

				“Every day. Listen. It’s only a phone. When you come here, you’ll need a new phone anyway. In a way, if you think about it…good timing on the pickpocket’s part, isn’t that so? Enjoy the phone, pickpocket! Enjoy the ten thousand pictures of a child you’ve never met! Ha ha!”

			

		

	
		
		
			Day 3

			
				A.

				In the house next to Dadu and Ma’s lived a professor called Mrs. Sen by all in the neighborhood, though she had never married, a woman who wore tie-dye shirts and wraparound skirts, and shared her home with two parrots.

				The first parrot had arrived at her door one morning while the city was still thriving, each crisis receding in a reassuring rhythm, its tea shops busy with customers who lingered on unsteady benches and blew on their cups, rippling the milk skin on the surface, its malls alive with teenagers who chased each other, school bags bouncing on their backs, its homes animated by the usual bickering. The parrot was injured after an encounter with a crow, or a kite, thought Mrs. Sen, and though she didn’t know anything about caring for birds, she sensed the parrot’s immense fear as she approached. The bird, she comprehended with a shared animal consciousness, had felt its own death appear in the doorway. She took the bird in, silencing her nervousness as she handled it, wondering mildly if there were parasites in its feathers that were, at that moment, seeking new sanctuary under her fingernails. But the bird was soft and small. Its heart beat in her hands. She named it Abba, for the band she had been listening to that morning.

				Each day as the sun rose, Abba promptly woke, and, regaining strength after weeks of rest and food, began to loudly demand that Mrs. Sen wake too. Let out of its cage each dawn, Abba flew from cabinet to desk to bedpost. Ma and Dadu sometimes heard, from next door: “Ai, Abba! Again on the ceiling fan! You will die one day!”

				One morning a few months later, Mrs. Sen found a second parrot at her doorstep. This one came in a box scored with holes, with a letter sellotaped to the top, and a heap of lettuce inside. After this, Mrs. Sen mounted a door camera to immediately spot any other parrot-abandoners and deter them. Her house wasn’t a zoo. Two were enough. “Too noisy for our house,” said the letter. “My children need to study and we can’t tolerate the noise anymore. Likes green chilis very much,” with very much underlined twice. Something about the parrot’s unperturbed demeanor reminded Mrs. Sen of that old song about being alive, or not dying yet, or something in that vein, and she named the new arrival Bee Gees. Bee Gees and Abba grew inseparable. They sat close to each other, feathers touching, heads angled to survey, with some skepticism, the life they had been given. When Mrs. Sen sprawled on the floor, grading exam papers, they perched on her shoulders and inspected the papers too. When Mrs. Sen hung laundry to dry on lines strung on her verandah, the birds brought her clothes clips in their beaks, or so she reported to neighbors. When Mrs. Sen left her water heater on for too long, they gathered in the bathroom and said, “Water, water!”

				Some of these anecdotes were made fun of around the neighborhood. Some said solemnly that the parrots kept track of when Mrs. Sen’s electricity bill was due. But, in general, everybody agreed that it was more enjoyable to believe than to question.

				When a third parrot arrived in a cardboard box, in the dead of night, Mrs. Sen took one look at the footage and hauled the parrot back to its owners, whom she had recognized on her camera—three of her former students, roommates, who sheepishly accepted her scolding.

				Then came the seasons of the city’s burning, and the city’s submergence. Crop fields in the region turned black in the sun, or were flooded with salt water, invaded by unlikely pests, and went to ruin. Food for the parrots became hard to find.

				Mrs. Sen turned to her internet-savvy college students to learn about new underground markets that sold imported foods, albeit at high prices. In those markets, which were no more than tarp and burlap in a corner of a metro station, or a heaped table in the back of a clothing store, Mrs. Sen hunted for fresh apples, green chilis, and lettuce. The shop owners were bewildered. “Apples?” they said. “Apples from where? The floods in the north wiped out the crop this season.”

				On an online forum for bird owners, some suggested boiled mushrooms, but Abba and Bee Gees had sophisticated tastes and refused to touch the unfamiliar food.

				“Eat, darling, eat a little,” pleaded Mrs. Sen, weeks into the shortage, when a steady trickle of emigration had already begun, a rise in scams and trick businesses evident on the streets, and if somebody had spied on her in such a moment, they might have assumed she was speaking with offspring spoiled rotten.

				“Why don’t you sell those loud birds?” said her cousins, who donated some of their furniture to her before leaving the city behind for Australia. They told her about pet markets where ring-necked parakeets were in high demand, especially ones as beautifully colored as Abba and Bee Gees, with their green feathers luminous as rain-washed leaves, a touch of peach about their necks, and beaks bright as cherries. Their eyes, all knowing in the manner of elephants. But Mrs. Sen refused to consider such crude advice. After the door closed on those cousins, she thought: Why don’t you sell Pikoo, who is sprouting a mustache and still can’t make toast?

			

			
				B.

				Ma and Dadu lay awake in their beds, ships sailing across the sea of night, until birds called from their hanger-and-stick nests in ledges and trees up and down the street. Then they rested their eyes for a moment, and when they woke, the sun was blazing, the call of a knife sharpener rousing the drowsy, and they could wait no longer. They fed Mishti fried onions turned sweet, which she ate after much protest, put her feet in shoes, tamped down the uneasiness in their own stomachs with glasses of water, and rang the bell next door, at Mrs. Sen’s house.

				After three rings of the bell, Mrs. Sen appeared with uncombed hair, in a housecoat, one of the parrots squawking on her shoulder. In her hand, a newspaper she had only recently shaken open.

				“Oh, why am I pretending?” she said. She threw the newspaper aside. “I was sleeping. I take these pills and sleep like an ogre in some storybook. And this heat—”

				Her house was hot as an oven. The air conditioner had been broken for days, and there was no mechanic to be found. She apologized for the temperature, and for the fact that her living room sofa was covered in a bedsheet and damp from sprinkled water. She offered them snacks she did not have, and when they said no, they were not hungry, they had just eaten, she brought them cups of weak tea, with Darjeeling estate leaves used and reused, and a few grains of sugar at the bottom. From her store of fruit for the birds, Mrs. Sen brought Mishti a whole apple, flecked with brown, cut into moons. With the apple, to make up for its poor taste, she offered a dipping bowl of cinnamon and sugar, which Mishti ate with her tongue like a cow at a trough. Then Mrs. Sen sat, and waited, knowing from Dadu’s and Ma’s faces that they were in trouble.

				When Ma and Dadu had told the whole story and arrived at the end, which was not the end at all, Mrs. Sen got up and left the room. She made her way to the back of the house, past several shut doors of rooms that were more or less storage spaces for winter clothes, stacks of exam papers, and unused furniture, and when she returned, it was with a laptop encased in clear plastic that she unzipped and plucked off the machine. “You will like this,” she said. “I have a security camera above the door. Did you ever notice it? You can see the street—see? And the logs store the past forty-eight hours. So we should be able to—”

				She opened the recent files from her camera, and they saw the view from above her front door, facing the street. There passed an umbrella repairman, a seller of cooling vests, a plumber, a series of taxis and rickshaws, and then, just past the timestamp of three o’clock at night, a figure crept down the street, struggling to hold a bin as he walked, turning once to look at Ma and Dadu’s house. On his shoulder, unmistakable, was Ma’s purse. He moved across the screen like a Claymation figure as they exercised the only power they had over him—watching him over and over. They could tell little about him other than that he was skinny, and he was alone.

				This was progress. They knew that. But the sight of the thief made their hearts stop in fear.

				In one act, he had restored every childhood fear to real-world possibility. Here was the shadow that loomed over the mosquito net as one fell asleep. Here were the eyes that hovered at the nighttime window after one’s mother left the room.

				Mrs. Sen magnified the image, trying to discern his face, but the thief became less man, more pixel.

				“If only…” she said. “These cameras are no good when you need them.”

				“Maybe we can take this video to the police,” said Dadu.

				“They will only interrogate us again,” said Ma.

				“Don’t they have experts—who know how to read these images—?”

				“Are you a CEO? Or do you have a cousin who is a politician? Only then do the police care that much,” said Mrs. Sen.

				The three of them looked at the screen, uncertain of where the day was taking them.

				“Mishti,” said Dadu after a few minutes, turning to the child. “How do you like the apple?”

				Mishti looked at them. She had eaten her fill and had then been feeding a slice to Abba and Bee Gees, who sat patiently before her like disciples. She giggled to see that she had been caught. But now the video on the screen drew her attention, and she hopped over, grasped the edge of the table, stood on tiptoe, and gazed up at the screen. Abba and Bee Gees followed her.

				“Scooby-Doo!” she said.

				“Hmm?” said Ma. “No cartoons. Not right now. We are doing some work, all right?”

				“Scooby-Doo! Scooby-Doo!” Mishti shouted, pointing, and everybody saw what Mishti had seen, that the thief was wearing a Scooby-Doo T-shirt.

			

			
				C.

				With a copy of the image, Ma, Dadu, and Mishti left Mrs. Sen’s house. They stopped briefly at their own house to collect what they would need—umbrellas, water, electrolyte tablets, and a ziplock bag into which they put the printed image—and set out with determination.

				It was nine o’clock in the morning. Soon, like white paper receiving crayons gripped in a child’s fist, the bright sky darkened to gray. In the minutes that followed, a cold light fell upon the agitating trees, and an intent rain began, curtains of water in which descent may have been ascent, fall may have been stasis.

				Up and working through it was the ironing man, a man known to all who lived in the neighborhood, in his shed, his torso folded over a board, on one side a heap of wrinkled garments, on the other a stack of pressed ones, his hand upon the carved wooden handle of an iron, its chamber loaded with hot coals. In the small awning of his shed, Dadu, Ma, and Mishti paused, their umbrellas feeble against the rain.

				“Who is bringing you clothes to iron in this time?” said Dadu. He said it familiarly, with a smile, neighbor to neighbor, but it was possible that the man, bent to his task, did not see his face, nor hear his smile.

				“Why shouldn’t they?” demanded the man. His own shirt, a blue button-down, was perfectly pressed, untucked above loose pants that brushed the dirt of the sidewalk. He did not pause in his work, his forearm drawing the iron back and forth, his weight bearing down upon a collar. “These problems have been happening for a long time, but you people did not notice. We are used to living this way. One shortage, another shortage, another shortage. One rain, another rain, another rain. A roof falls here, a farm floods there—”

				The man kept talking, only pausing to shake his head at the picture of the thief, and continued even when the rain slowed and Ma, Dadu, and Mishti crept out and began walking away.

				The ironing man grumbled, unheeding of his audience’s loss of interest, and indeed of their vanishing in the rain. “Why shouldn’t I have clothes to iron? Many people are still working, even if you people aren’t. You people think a shortage is only a shortage if it reduces your Sunday lunch? You people think a flood is only a flood if it comes into your house?”

				But Ma and Dadu were mired in their own experience of catastrophe, private and particular as it was. The ironing man’s words reached them as complaint, as provocation. They would not respond. Perhaps they would not even hear it. Instead, they heard the melody of a piano coming from an upstairs window. The pianist made mistakes, and began over and over. Ma said, half to herself, “Isn’t it…”

				And they named the song, from a movie they had watched together many years ago. Over Mishti’s head, Dadu laid a gentle hand, a hand of reassurance, upon Ma’s shoulder.

				The picture had given them hope—it was a little bit of light where there had been none, a beam that shone upon a way forward. They felt themselves a little stronger than they had been the previous panic-struck day. And Ma, though she didn’t put it into words, felt, uneasily, that she had seen that Scooby-Doo T-shirt somewhere. All she needed was one more piece of information to jolt it loose. All of it felt like progress.

			

			
				D.

				Their umbrellas held the spit and spat of the raindrops, the water’s rhythm uneven as it encountered roofs and trees, some drops soft and some loud as thrown pebbles.

				“What’s that?” said Mishti, cupping a hand to her ear theatrically when rain fell on her small orange umbrella, and no amount of explanation could convince her that every pitter and patter constituted the same event of rainfall.

				They walked once more to Lord’s More, where the barber, who was running his skilled fingers on a customer’s scalp, silently shook his head at the picture. They walked to Golf Green, where an auto mechanic at a repair garage emerged from under a truck and shook his head at the picture. They walked to Golf Garden, where a gardener rose from a nascent vegetable patch by the cemetery and shook his head at the picture. “Go home,” added the gardener, “don’t you see how red the child’s face is? That child needs rest. Don’t drag her around the city in your wild search.”

				But the heat was soothed, to some degree, by the rain, and Ma and Dadu could not bear to stop. When Mishti began to whine, they promised her a prize at the end of the day if she listened and walked calmly.

				“What prize?” she squealed. “Puppy?”

				“No puppy,” said Ma. “How about—”

				“Cartoons!”

				“No. Maybe—”

				“Crayons!”

				Ma agreed. “If we can find a shop with crayons, then yes, crayons.”

				“Blue crayons? Or green?”

				“All the colors.”

				“Orange too?”

				They changed direction and walked toward Dakshinapan, where college students cutting class and gossiping shook their heads at the picture. Over the bridge they went to Golpark, and everybody at the busy bus stop there shook their heads at the picture. They continued onward to Deshopriyo Park, and along the way, everybody they asked shook their heads too.

				Nobody recalled having seen the thief, and Ma and Dadu began to wonder what they would do if the picture turned out to be not a source of light but a cave, within which they could advance to some degree, but not far enough. They paused then, and drank water, which was warm in their throats. They took electrolytes. Neither Ma nor Dadu spoke of the hollow feeling in their stomachs. Nor did they speak of the way in which their legs felt less sturdy, their vision less certain.

				“Crayons?” asked Mishti. “Can we get crayons now?”

				But the rain carried on, harder now than it had been before. It fell upon the road like a banner held by an advancing army, as constant and as loud.

				And, in fact, within it, a different march emerged, a phalanx of drenched activists. Behind them crawled honking buses, but the activists were not flustered. They held signs that said Right to shade! Right to shelter! Among the last few straggling marchers, their glasses spotted with rain, their hair pasted to their foreheads, their raincoats beaded with drops, was a woman who looked closely at Dadu’s face when shown the picture.

				“Aren’t you…?” she said. “Excuse me, but aren’t you…?”

				She had been his editor for the op-ed he had published a while ago. When she took the photo from him, her wrist was bony enough that a rubber band hung loose from it. But she smiled, listening to his account with an expression that found the problem eminently solvable, and said, “Why didn’t you come to me sooner?”

				She told two of her fellow marchers, who were waiting in the rain, to continue on. Then she asked for the original video from Mrs. Sen’s camera, and promised to take it to her colleague in the video department at the newspaper. This colleague would be able to enhance it. Maybe that way, the thief’s face would become clearer. Would that be acceptable, she asked, and looked at Dadu for approval.

				Dadu felt glad for the rain because he felt tears pricking his eyes. It surprised him, and made him feel small as a child. Dadu had believed himself a nobody, long forgotten by the editor, who, he felt, had done an old man a kindness by publishing his modest op-ed. What could an op-ed do in these times of catastrophe? It lifted a burden from the writer, perhaps that was all. The young editor had been generous to him already, and now, here she was, offering sincere help. She was even tucking a ziplock of rolled ruti and jam, and a small bag of peanuts, in Dadu’s shirt pocket.

				“For your grandchild,” she said, recalling the child mentioned in the op-ed, and before Dadu could tell her that Mishti was allergic, that she didn’t need to part with the precious peanuts, she had run away to catch up with the march, the back of her legs splattered with mud as she went, figure growing indistinct in the downpour.

				Dadu raised a hand to his eyes and wiped, as if the rain had irritated them.

				This was the city he believed in, the city in which knowing somebody once was knowing them forever. The city in which knowing somebody meant laying claim to their time, and expecting them to lay claim to one’s own time. Everything beautiful, and everything useful, about the city could be found in these relationships of dependence—with one’s barber, one’s rickshaw driver, one’s editor, one’s neighbor. How had Dadu forgotten that?

			

			
				E.

				In the old days, Priya Cinema had shown upon its single screen an assortment of Bengali and Hindi films, and Oscar contenders in English, months after the nominations were announced in Los Angeles. Ma and Dadu had gone to the theater many times, and even purchased paper tubs of popcorn, the top lavishly buttered and the kernels beneath dry as Styrofoam in the usual fashion of theaters.

				Now, while Dadu spoke to the editor, Ma and Mishti retreated to the movie theater.

				“We buy a crayon here?” said Mishti.

				Inside rested dozens of men and women, all waiting for the rain to subside. Some looked like they had been waiting for a long time. They combed their children’s hair, or snored with sheets pulled up to their chins. Ma watched them, aware of the dirty work underway, a silent appraisal, a scanning of class and need through clothes, haircuts, phones, faces grown weary or granted rejuvenation, while Mishti joined two children who were running, a game of catch that expanded to include her, all three children shrieking, the joy of the chase joy enough. Ma showed the picture to two people who peered at it and made no further response. A woman asked Ma what had happened, and why she was looking for this person, and Ma said simply, “He’s a thief.”

				The woman looked with open curiosity at Ma, seeking more of the story, but Ma was unwilling to become the assembly’s source of entertainment.

				Mishti continued to play catch. When the children all tumbled in a heap to the floor, the one pinned to the bottom now screaming and upset, Ma worried that the children could give Mishti lice. There had been a lice outbreak at the shelter a few months ago. It was common. But her suppressed agitation as the children continued to play showed her, moment by moment, who she was. A mother with no generosity, mother to nobody but her own child, her love showing how mother was the opposite of motherly.

			

			
				F.

				Dadu was invigorated by the encounter with the editor and Ma shared silently in his hope when they turned back toward Mrs. Sen’s house, where they would take the video file. They had shared the rolled ruti with jam, and the sweet treat had lifted their spirits too.

				On the way, in the dim interior of a stationery shop sat a shopkeeper, a middle-aged, bespectacled man, in Captain Planet T-shirt, combed hair aflutter from a small fan mounted to the shelf behind him. The rain had stopped, and the shopkeeper was wiping the countertop in front of him, which was damp from water that had encroached, aslant. Once, a shop like his would have been busy at this afternoon hour, attending to throngs of customers requesting maps, compasses, notebooks, erasers. Now it was empty, and the shopkeeper looked glum. His daughter sat next to him, coloring. When Ma and Dadu asked for a box of crayons—Mishti heard them and shouted, “Orange! Orange one!”—the shopkeeper rose with lethargy, expression unchanged, fetched the box from an upper shelf, and read the price from a sticker.

				It was too high.

				Mishti reached her arms up for the box.

				“What if,” said Dadu, “we gave you salted peanuts for the crayons?”

				Ma looked at him. Why was he offering it to these strangers? Ma wanted those peanuts for herself. She felt a spark of anger at Dadu’s mischievous barter. He was given to odd bouts of generosity and play. The other day they had parted with a precious bottle of cold water, and she had gone along with it. But couldn’t they have eaten the peanuts themselves, or at least traded these precious peanuts in a market for food Mishti would eat? The child hadn’t eaten much of the ruti, and though the excitement of the day’s adventure had kept her going, soon there would be an hour of tantrums. Ma knew it, and it seemed Dadu did not.

				The shopkeeper looked uncertain.

				His daughter, coloring an outlined deer, looked up eagerly, and grabbed the bag as soon as it was offered.

				“It’s salted peanut, Baba,” she said. “It’s really salted peanut! Do you remember when we—”

				The girl reminisced—though she was small, she already had her own past, and her own nostalgia—about park vendors who used to sell peanuts in their shell, toasting them in sand, and in her reminiscence she became, for a moment, closer to the old woman she would one day be.

				Touched by his daughter’s excitement, the shopkeeper grew curious. “Where did you get it?”

				“A marcher gave it to me.” Dadu pointed down the street. “The march that way.”

				“The right to shade march? You were part of it?”

				Dadu smiled and indicated his walking stick, to say that he couldn’t, though he concealed that he had been walking since the morning. “I spoke to them. They are nice people.”

				“You’re a reporter? Or what are you?”

				Dadu retrieved the photo from his pocket and told the shopkeeper the story, leaving out the part about the video enhancement that would soon be in progress. Then he said, “Who knows if we will ever find this man? I’m beginning to think—”

				The shopkeeper lifted the photo close to his eyes.

				“I don’t know him,” he said, “but I know that T-shirt. It’s my son’s.”

				The girl agreed. “It’s Dada’s,” she said.

				“Somebody took clothes off our clothesline some days ago, and it must have been this fellow.” The shopkeeper grew animated. His voice had shed its neutrality and was now agitated. “I saw him, actually. It was in the middle of the day, and this fellow looked so young. I thought, what age are we in that children are doing the thieving?”

				“You were coming out of your bath,” prompted the girl.

				“Yes, and I saw this fellow pulling clothes from our clothesline downstairs, and immediately I said, Thief, thief! I shouted, just like that. I put on a pair of shorts and I ran downstairs. I didn’t even take the time to put on a shirt. But he fled, and anyway, my wife did not want me to chase him. She said, Have you lost your mind, you’re chasing a thief for clothes? What if he turns around and beats you up? My wife, she thinks everybody goes around beating each other up now, that’s what the city has become. She’s not wrong. Anyway, I wanted to chase him. It’s not about the clothes, but why should this fellow go around believing he can do anything he wants? He’s probably not even from Kolkata. He’s probably from—”

				“Okay, all right,” said Ma. She was ungenerous, but not hateful. “So did you see him after that?”

				“No, how would I? You think fellows like this ever come back? He’s long gone. And my wife said to let it go, he had only taken two T-shirts, though this Scooby-Doo one, it was a gift from my sister in Canada. The tag said Made in Canada, like that, not your typical Made in Bangladesh and Made in Vietnam. It was an expensive shirt.”

				“And Ma found the…” prompted the girl once more.

				“Oh, yes, my wife told me later that she found a handkerchief he had dropped when he was running away.”

				“Printed,” the girl added, “with a hooligan in the corner—”

				“A what?”

				“A hexagon, she means. That rich lady who lives on the hexagon is always making donations, isn’t it, from her skyscraper or earthscraper or riverscraper, whatever it is? Especially these days, with the wedding coming up. Appeasing the poor so they don’t feel angry about all the photos that will emerge. Her daughter will be wearing diamonds as big as the palm of my hand, and whatnot. That’s what I heard. I wonder if I am poor enough to qualify for the feast, ha ha! I heard anyone with a child can try lining up. Anyway. It’s a nice handkerchief, high quality. My wife said she read in the news that it’s some new kind of cotton fiber that the billionaire is developing. It holds cold water for a long time. First handkerchiefs, then wristbands and headbands. All kinds of cooling product ideas. As if she needs more money?”

				“Ma soaks it and keeps it in the fridge,” said the girl solemnly.

				“The thief stole from us, so we stole from him. Tit for tat. That’s the only justice we can have these days, don’t you think?”

				Ma kept her face neutral, but she knew exactly the kind of handkerchief they meant. She had one herself. The hexagon had donated boxes of these to the shelter. The thief, she understood, was, or had been, a shelter resident.

			

			
				G.

				It was night when the newspaper editor sent over an enhancement from her colleague, and Ma set out, in dry clothes, for the shelter, carrying with her Dadu’s phone with the video on it. Alone in the dark of the city, its roads now her future, now her past, Ma felt like a schoolgirl again. On these roads, she had been followed by men thrice her age, men who walked outside the light cast by streetlamps, men who merged with the corners, becoming slightly visible as arms swinging in the dark, and audible as a shuffle of shoes. She had experienced in those instances a stunning clarity beyond the known senses that there was a person of malice just outside what her eyes could see.

				For a few minutes, she missed her father.

				But perhaps it was her mind mixing up varieties of fear, and what she truly felt now was not fear of the strangers in the past but fear of this one man, a young man, it appeared from the enhanced video, a thief who had stepped out from the shadows and revealed himself, an intruder who had molested the peace of her house, a crook who had taken what she most prized. But why would she fear him now? Wasn’t the worst of his harm in the past?

				No, perhaps it was yet another variety of fear her mind apprehended—who she might become when she confronted him.

			

			
				H.

				The shelter had once been a post office, and it retained a mailbox in the entrance hall, its belly open for the protein bars that had, for a week, been stored there. Ma watched several people put their hands in the cavity, hoping for treasure. Around them, dozens of new arrivals clamored to be given beds. The new manager, a woman with white hair and glasses, was calling, in a voice more sonorous than her petite body implied, “We don’t have enough space, baba, what do you want me to do? Don’t start telling me all your problems, I’m not a judge! Take a ticket and wait. I don’t want to listen to your problems, I’ve said that a thousand times!”

				One by one, an assistant called ticket numbers, and shelter applicants entered the hall, dragging their feet. Ma found her way to the front, greeted the assistant and the new manager, and showed them the video.

				“Has this person—”

				The new manager interrupted. She had no time to waste on complete sentences. “What has Boomba done?” she called, unable to lower her voice, though Ma was standing before her.

				“Boomba. Is he here?”

				“Upstairs,” she said, and ran a finger down a sheet of foolscap paper pinned to the wall. “Bed 223. Go see if he’s here. He comes and goes as he wishes. Is everything all right? What has he done, though?”

			

			
				I.

				That was his name, then. Boomba. It was a nickname, given in babyhood by those who loved him. How odd, thought Ma, to know this thief by his nickname, abraded now of adoration. When she faced him, she would—

				She climbed the stairs, faintly greeted five or six residents who greeted her, and made her way to the room. The floor was largely quiet at this time of night. She heard snores and shuffles, and the wail of a child. The doorway to Boomba’s room was covered with a new curtain, she noted, likely stitched by a resident who enjoyed sewing. She lifted the thin curtain, and there he was.

				Boomba lay on his tidy bed with his hands under his head, contemplating the mosquito net above. He looked like a child. In fact, laying eyes on him now, Ma recalled admitting him to the shelter. In a moment, her mind plucked his identity from a ledger of thousands, remembering that he had posed as an unaccompanied child and begged for a place to sleep.

				“Boomba?” she said.

				Hearing the strangeness of her voice, she realized she was shaking, perhaps from anger, or from not having eaten more than a bit of ruti all day. “You are Boomba, aren’t you?”

				Boomba rose. He swung his legs to the floor.

				“This is you,” said Ma. “Isn’t it?”

				Boomba squinted at the security video of himself that played on the phone in Ma’s hand. There was a neighboring house, he understood, whose camera had caught him. From the angle, he could tell that it was the house to the left of Ma’s.

				“Oh,” he said.

				The blank canvas of his face stirred Ma to fury. She found herself speaking loudly, so that others in the room would hear. There could be nothing private between them. Let everybody know who he truly was; let everybody see him cower in shame. “That’s all you have to say for yourself?” she said. “Do all the people in this room know who you are? A thief, that’s what you are. You broke into my house. You took food from my child. You—you—” The rage grew greater than what her body could contain, and Ma felt herself faltering.

				“There are children sleeping,” somebody hissed.

				“Shut up, madam!” somebody else said.

				Ma set her jaws and lowered her voice. She took a long breath to calm herself. “Return what you took, and I will let you go. Otherwise, I will take you to the police right this minute. See how you like answering their questions. See how you like being thrown in jail.”

				Though some had protested, most of the grown residents in the room watched with interest. They were all awake—one with a paperback in his hands, one with a xylophone, one sucking a gel from a pouch. Who had hissed at Ma to be quiet, and who had demanded that she shut up, she did not know. They existed as a blur in the periphery of the scene, and it was all Ma could do not to reach over and shake this boy—he could not be older than twenty—and grab what fell from his pockets, seize what hid under his bed.

				Boomba had unfolded himself from the bed and was standing up. He looked directly at Ma and stretched his arms toward the ceiling. “You don’t want to hear what I have to say.”

				Ma wanted to pick up his slippers, next to the bed, and smack him. Instead, she grabbed his wrist and led him out of the room to the empty stairway.

				“Manager madam,” said Boomba in a low voice before Ma could speak again. “You are the thief, isn’t that so? You have been taking from the shelter supplies. I know. I saw. So what will you do? If you take me to the police, I will tell them about you. I will tell them, so what if this manager madam speaks nice English and looks so decent? She is a filthy thief also! You arrest her now! You put her in jail along with me! That’s what I will say.”

				Boomba grinned.

				Ma pressed her teeth together because there was nowhere else in her body that her anger and despair could reside. She hated this fool with a vehemence that made her afraid. Putting aside the truth or falsity of what he was saying—she could not allow herself to be waylaid by that question—there was no way she could afford an entanglement with the police. What if the police took Boomba seriously and examined Ma’s tenure at the shelter? After all, the billionaire funded the shelter, and would be keen to know about misallocations. What if, in the investigation, it was revealed that she had taken not only food but also steady drips of money from the shelter budget, saving for an uncertain future in Michigan? She truly hadn’t taken much. Enough for a month of rent. Enough for a few weeks’ worth of groceries for a family of four getting by on one income. Perhaps enough for purchases of winter clothing for Mishti, too. Never had she taken from the funds for children’s medicines and formula; not once had she touched anything other than the repairs and maintenance budget. But now that she began to add them up, Ma felt a cold panic wash over her. The new shelter manager did not yet know—but she would begin to examine the books in the next month or two. Not even Dadu knew. Dadu believed she had only taken food. If there was a police case, it would disastrously complicate, and likely prevent, her departure. The officers at the airport’s emigration desk would detain anybody with a police case lodged against them. Barred from leaving the country, Ma would have to remain in Kolkata for years awaiting trial. The billionaire, with her power, her influence, her lawyers, would easily wreck her life. Worse, Ma could see that the billionaire would try to make an example of her, a thief stealing from her philanthropic venture. Her punishment—in the media, and in the courts—would be severe. No, she could not risk that at all. She would have to keep Boomba quiet.

				“Lies,” said Ma in a whisper. “But fine. Keep the food. Only return our passports. We need them. They are useless to you. Where are the passports?”

				Boomba looked confused.

				“Passports!” demanded Ma, and she saw that he wasn’t pretending. He was genuinely unsure.

				“Little books?” she went on. “That were in the purse? Three little books. Give them to me, and we can be done. No police, no nothing.”

				“Bank books?” he said hesitantly.

				“No!” Ma whispered fiercely. “They have nothing to do with money.”

				“Then why do you need them?”

				Ma did not want to tell him anything, but he waited, grinning widely as he had for much of the conversation, smug with his power in the moment.

				“My child has to get on a plane,” she said finally. “She needs the booklet to get on a plane.”

				“Are you leaving? On an aeroplane?” Now sorrow drew at the curve of his mouth. Emigrating was a fantasy for him. Ma’s troubled reality was beyond his wildest dreaming. “Then go. Go on your aeroplane. Why are you here in the middle of the night, harassing me?”

				Ma made to return to his bed. She had wasted enough time trying to reason with him. Now she would take his sheet and pillow apart; she would turn the mattress upside down; she would find the cursed passports.

				“You won’t find anything,” he said. “I threw them away.”

				Boomba looked at his corner of the room and saw the skinny bed, fit for him alone. And now a grander vision appeared.

				“I threw away the passbooklets.”

				For a moment, he observed the shock on Ma’s face. Then he continued, “I remember where I threw them. I can take you there. But I have one condition. When you go away on your plane, I’m going to live in your house. My mother, my father, my little brother, and I. We will live in your house, undisturbed by any of your family here, undisturbed by police or anybody else. You will tell them the house is mine. You will give me the keys. You will write the papers to the house in my name. Why are you looking at me like that? You feel I’m asking for something impossible? Then you will never get your passbooklets back. It’s your choice. Give me the house, and I will take you to your passbooklets.”

			

		

	
		
		
			Boomba

			When Boomba was ten, he told his parents he wanted to be an explorer, like Ibn Battuta and Vasco da Gama. These were two people his parents had never heard of, so they said all right, and Boomba returned to his evening’s task, in an undershirt pocked with holes and shorts that slipped down his narrow waist and showed his behind until he tugged them up again, holding them with one hand at his hip while with the other he mopped up the water remaining in his family’s home, in a village two hours from Kolkata.

			The high tide had come in again, and slowly receded. For the duration, with their home flooded, they had retreated to their other home on higher ground, a shed made of bamboo and tarp on stilts. Now they were newly returned to a house in need of draining.

			Boomba wanted to be like Ibn Battuta, he continued to his captive audience, so that he could climb aboard a boat and sail far, very far, down the Nile River and down the coast of Somalia, to look for a new land in which to make a home for his family. The real Ibn Battuta, he had read in a comic book, had left his family far behind. This he could not fathom. How could anybody leave their mother and father behind? What was the point of adventure if you didn’t take those you loved with you?

			In this new land, he told his parents, they would once again have a small plot for growing betel. In this new land, they would not fear the tide; they would not fear crocodiles. They would live peacefully, in a perpetually dry house, and in the mornings they would eat jilipi for breakfast. Only one jilipi for his mother, though, he added, because he knew she had a problem with her blood sugar.

			“Who made you my mother?” said his mother, pinching his cheek though his cheek had long lost its baby plumpness and was now sunken. His teeth, large for his mouth, appeared readily when he grinned. His hair, cut unevenly by his father, descended from left to right across his forehead. His mother bent to kiss him, but he wriggled away, so she called after him, “All these worries in your small head. Just go to school and study hard.”

			Boomba leaned out of the doorway and wrung out the rag he had used to mop the floor, then called, “I’m coming soon,” by which he meant he was leaving, and kicked the stand on the bicycle that leaned against the exterior wall. He pushed it up through mud until its wheels found the paved road at the top of a failing embankment, then swung his leg over the bar and pedaled, leaning from foot to foot, mud drying and cracking on his shins. He arrived at a house where rows of soaked and stinking clothes sat on the porch waiting for the sun to work on them. Seated in the doorway, an old woman, cheeks collapsed without her dentures, was dozing.

			“Is it here?” called Boomba loudly. “Didimoni! No sleeping!”

			When he knelt next to her, she opened her eyes, murmured, and handed him a small box. Then she cleared her throat, and began, “They came back from the city yesterday, only yesterday, and your father said—anyway, open it and see, because in my day, the bus from the city—”

			She launched into a long story about the journey of the box from city to village. But Boomba was not listening. He was tearing the cardboard open, and pulling out the folded board inside, a magnetic snakes-and-ladders board with a forest painted upon it, the previous year’s birthday gift, promised and promised again, finally delivered to him by the old woman’s son, who traveled for his job to the city. The game included blue, green, red, and orange pieces, and a die that was golden with black spots. He had never seen such a thing in his life, and he wondered what other magic the city contained, if it could contain one such as this.

			“Magmetic!” said Boomba, delighting in the sound of pieces that snapped to the board.

			“Magmetic,” agreed the old woman. “How much did it cost your father?”

			“Why do you need to know?” said Boomba defensively. “It’s my gift.”

			“Don’t drop it in the mud,” warned the old woman when he rose to leave. “It looks costly.” Then she reached her bony hand up and clutched his wrist.

			“Can you bring me an omelet?” she asked him.

			He would ask his mother, he mumbled.

			“Tell her to make it with onions,” she said as he pedaled away. “Bit of salt, not a lot. Green chili, if she has any.”

			At home, he played with the board on their high bed, next to a stack of blankets and thin pillows, and when his mother asked after the old woman, he said, “She’s asking for omelets again.”

			“I don’t think she will ever stop,” said his mother. “In a way, I understand. Who can forget how good eggs were? In our childhood, we used to get one egg from school every other day. They weren’t so costly then. Many people kept chickens at that time too. We would never get sick on egg day.”

			“In the city, do they still have eggs?” said Boomba.

			“I think so. They probably do.” Then she paused, lost in her thoughts, seeing the moments from her girlhood only she could see. “Start then,” she said, sitting down opposite him on the bed. “You take blue, I’ll take red.”

			When Boomba was twelve, the house flooded again, and this time the water rose to the top of the bed. The river flooded the betel orchard, the family’s main source of income, and the schoolhouse, and Boomba’s mother and father had hushed nighttime conversations about what to do, which Boomba listened to with his eyes pressed shut and his breathing even, pretending he was asleep. He comprehended not their words but their tone—not their plans but their worry.

			On a day off from school he accompanied his father to the forestry office for a boat license to go into the forest and collect honey. This would be his father’s new trade. Boomba stood in line, holding his father’s hand, his feet in shoes that were too small and hurt his toes, until his father led him into an office where, despite the important talk carried on by the adults, all Boomba noticed was the globe atop the officer’s table. He had never seen anything like it, and on the way home he asked his father what it was called, that round thing on the table, but his father couldn’t recollect any round thing on the officer’s table. A week later, the village rejoiced as his father joined a team of honey collectors who would go deep into the forest, with masks on the back of their heads to frighten tigers, and torches that would emit smoke. A patrol boat would accompany them for part of the journey. Honey gathered from this particular forest had gained some currency in national markets, and, if all looked satisfactory in the quality of the collection, the village would earn a good deal of money for the honey the men retrieved. For two weeks, Boomba’s father wrapped a scarf around his face and tracked bees encumbered with honey. He knew these bees by how they did not zigzag but flew straight to the honeycombs that hung heavy as filled goblets from trees. Despite the precautions, it was dangerous work. One man’s calves swelled from a snakebite. Another man’s ears grew bulbous with bee stings. And, on the last day of work, Boomba’s father fell under the paws of a tiger whom he never saw approaching, rib thin, shoulders rolling like river over rock, hungry enough to attack a human.

			While his father recovered, in silence, never speaking of his injury beyond what was apparent, never speaking of the fear that made it difficult for him to sleep and difficult for him to wake, never speaking of the tiger’s stench, which he sensed with alarm around the house, his mother looked for work to sustain them. She joined a local group that planted mangrove trees in an effort to calm the storms and flooding. Early mornings, she went out to the field where she nurtured saplings, then went by boat to the outer edges of the forest, where the water was eating islands whole, to plant saplings in the mud. She did this in heat and rain, an ache developing in her back, hands cramping, legs rigid. Sometimes the activity alarmed the crabs who lived there, and they scampered away, unless Boomba’s mother caught them and brought them home in a bucket. Boomba and his father loved eating the crabs, his father putting stiff shoulders and fingers to work as well as they could. And Boomba’s mother loved the dignity she found in her work.

			When Boomba was fourteen, he had an idea. He set out to harvest, on his own, the small crabs that lived in the mangroves. Rather than being his mother’s peripheral duty, it could be his chief contribution. After school, Boomba bicycled to the area where his mother was working and set to work himself, digging crabs from the mud and climbing trees to chase them when they fled. But a man who controlled the crab pots in the area appeared, and threatened to beat him up unless he got lost.

			Boomba wasn’t one to give up easily. Explorations were never without risk. He returned with his own bait and loop, aiming to catch crabs more efficiently, one by one from their intertidal burrows, but this time the crabman threatened to get his mother and father in trouble with the local administration. The crabman said he knew exactly where Boomba lived, and whose son he was.

			Taking his mother’s advice, Boomba backed down. He began helping a neighbor farm shrimp instead, in the standing water of the neighbor’s paddy field. For a while the year looked bright, until all the shrimp died from a fast-spreading disease, and the neighbor gave up on his venture. In frustration, and driven by a hungry stomach, Boomba returned to hunting crabs.

			When Boomba turned sixteen, his mother made him birthday malpoa, his favorite sweet, and told him he would have a baby brother soon. Not many teenagers would have received this news with joy, but Boomba did. Later in the year, the baby arrived, looking like a disgruntled gent, and Boomba sped home from school each day—some of the teachers had vanished, in any case, gone from the region and its repeated floods—to hover anxiously around the baby, whom he wasn’t allowed to touch, until he was, and then he was responsible for holding the baby for hours, rocking him around the house, giving him a thin finger at his lips to soothe him, making faces with him at the base of the krishnochura tree in their yard, the baby drooling upon the red flowers that made a carpet for him. In the deepest portions of night, when the baby cried, his father turned over in his sleep and coughed, his mother sat up on her elbows with bleary eyes, pointing at the boxes filled with formula from the local hospital, and Boomba threw the sheet off his torso, found his slippers, mixed the water and formula, shook the bottle, and took the baby, Robi, onto his lap to feed. Robi, fragile as a puppet, looked at Boomba more intently and trustingly than anybody ever had. This gaze made Boomba, who knew that he was also a child, feel instead like a guardian.

			When Boomba was seventeen, his mother and father went to a ceremony to celebrate a million new mangrove trees planted—so said the organization, and its leaders from Kolkata, who had come to the village for the occasion. But the leaders also shared, with regretful expressions, that they had received complaints about the workers interrupting the crab harvest—one of the leaders looked directly at Boomba’s mother—which had been escalated to local administration, and the project would need to pause.

			“All the crabs you were bringing home…” Ma said to Boomba in a questioning voice later. “You said you found them in a different area…”

			Boomba said nothing. Though his mother did not interrogate him, nor scold him, he knew that she was in turmoil.

			With his mother occupied looking for new work, his father began to seek a desk job for himself, seized by a fear that his body would never heal to its original capacities, that it would always be a body of lesser ability, that this physiological frailty would be taken for psychological meekness, and further, that this state of being lesser than would be his to bear in its encompassing loneliness. All he feared, he made true. The fear curdled to frustration and surrender, days during which he failed to show up to positions and sulked while walking the neighborhood, hands clasped behind his back, or else brooded at home, Robi’s small defiances and oppositions putting him in dark moods, broken only when Boomba’s mother returned, weary and expecting peace. Boomba watched his father retreat, unsure how to bring him back and remind him who he was. Instead, Boomba became Robi’s mother, father, and brother. He let the one-year-old cling to his fingers and attempt to walk, and tried to teach him to climb trees. He washed the child’s clothes by slapping them on rock. And one afternoon, while attempting to dry Robi’s clothes atop a lidded pot of boiling water, Boomba failed to notice when a tiny shirt slipped off the lid and fell into the flames.

			In the fire, the shirt curled. From the fabric, to the wood and tarp of the hut, the flames caught. Boomba heard the crackling ascending to a roar before he understood what was happening. In a movement of time that he experienced as chopped and diced, one discrete moment followed by another with no flow in between, Boomba lifted Robi in his arm, and rushed about the house, selecting what he could salvage and kicking the items to just outside the door. What was valuable, and what disposable? He kicked pots and clothes and the crab bucket and a polythene bag of documents. He grabbed foolishly at the bed, until smoke stung his eyes and invaded his throat. He bent low to the ground and coughed, overcome. For one terrifying moment, he felt himself grow dizzy, his arm losing its grip on Robi. Then he recovered, and fled out the door, to the shade of the krishnochura tree, far enough from the house, where he called for help, knees buckling, Robi watching in silence. Though neighbors arrived swiftly, and poured buckets of water and sand and mud on the flames, it took what felt like hours for the flames to be quelled. What little there was left only frightened Boomba.

			That night, the family rested under the krishnochura tree.

			“Does your son have sawdust for brains?” said Boomba’s mother to his father, as if Boomba wasn’t hers anymore. “What fool sets fire to his own house?”

			Robi cried to see his mother’s anger, and all Boomba could do was say, “It’s all right, Robi, don’t cry.”

			There was nothing for the family to do but move to their other house on higher ground, which was hardly a house at all. It was a shed meant for temporary inhabitation, a structure besieged by mosquitoes, frail before the rain and damp, with mats for a bed.

			Boomba couldn’t stand to be there for long. Most days, he slunk away on his bicycle, pedaling upon the embankment, past the old woman’s house, past the mangroves, past his abandoned school, and found himself at the bus stop where buses for the city waited. He watched men and women boarding the buses, bent under their belongings but free of the captivity of the village, bigger than who they had been in this small place.

			“Let me go,” said Boomba one night a few months later, when he was eighteen, when only he and his mother were awake. “Let me go to the city.”

			The depth of night always felt adjacent to real life, a fourth dimension of the world that allowed the honesty and courage that daylight forbade. Perhaps it was that the moon and stars reminded people of their finite lives in the margins of the universe’s story—what did it matter what human beings did or didn’t do? Or perhaps it was only the clock losing its tether to the day’s routines and yielding to pure time. Boomba felt bold. “Let me find a job there, and find a house. Then we can leave all this behind.”

			“You?”

			Mother and son paused. The question suggested many interpretations. Then she clarified, with more generosity than she felt, “You alone?”

			“Why not? I’m old enough. There are more jobs in the city. Many more than here. Then we can find a good house and a good school for Robi too.”

			“The city is difficult these days. People are leaving.”

			“Then they are leaving their jobs too.”

			“But the shortage—”

			“The shortage is an opportunity!”

			“Is that what you heard on the radio?”

			Boomba was silent for a long time. A mosquito whined in his ear, and he slapped it, then examined the spot of blood on his palm. “We don’t have a home here anymore,” he said finally. “How long can we live like this? Let me try. It’s time for me to try.”

			So it was that Boomba left, on his back a fraying schoolbag, zipper stuck halfway, stuffed with clothes, cooked rice and pickles, and his cherished magnetic snakes-and-ladders board. Robi, comprehending his departure, screamed with such desperation that his mother had to take him inside and soothe him. The moment of goodbye passed underneath Boomba’s feet as he pedaled to the stop for the bus that would take him to the train station.

			“Ask your mother to make me an omelet,” called the old woman. When Boomba said nothing, the old woman continued, “Is that brother of yours any use yet? Or is he still—” She made a crawling motion in a rude imitation. “Then tell him to bring me an omelet. Where are you going anyway?”

			Boomba hoisted his bicycle onto the roof of a bus, then sat in its interior, sweating with fifty others, listening to the melodic horn the driver blew.

			Then, in the distance, he heard an improbable sound. It sounded like the call of a mighty animal, a call of distress, of warning and command. When he saw a clearing laid with train tracks, he knew that he had indeed heard the distant blast of a train’s horn. He knelt on the dry ground, grass imprinting in his palms, and smelled the rails, and for the first time he thought: There could yet be notes of adventure in his journey of survival.

			A train station materialized in the heat. Even before Boomba reached the platform, bicycle unwieldy at his side, he saw a long train standing still, and thousands of people trying to climb in. There was a man in a reflective vest who was standing back and watching with an expression of peace. Once, it had been his job to urge order. Now who really knew? Upon the platform, Boomba elbowed and jostled, a needle sticking in his chest as he sucked in more of the day’s heated air, its arid quality making him aware of the tissue of his throat, and then for a moment the thought crossed his mind—did he need a ticket? And he laughed, feeling no longer like an obedient boy but like a man, a breaker of rules, and felt the push of the crowd on his back, elbows and hands on him, mouths screaming in his ears the names of others who were not precious to him—

			“Rina! Get in, get in!”

			He didn’t know who Rina was, but he let himself be forced forward, shoes on shoes, hair on hair, hands on hands, moving with the knowledge that the city was on the other side of this train’s motion, until his stretched arm touched the edge of the door, his fingers closed around the bar and he lifted himself up, then hoisted his bicycle, somebody yelling at him, “No cycles! No cycles!” but he didn’t care. The world outside would not permit that gentle boy, that foolish maker of mistakes, to go on. That boy had ruined Robi’s life. Of what use was he?

			“Watch it,” said Boomba.

			“Or what?” said the man who was angry about the space occupied by the bicycle.

			“Or there will be a spoke around your neck.”

			It was a line taken from movie dialogue, and Boomba wasn’t himself when he spoke it, but changing, and he smiled when he saw fear flash on the man’s face. Away from his parents and his brother, he could be anybody. He could be, temporarily, free of his wrongs, and free of his guilt. He did not have to cower in shame. He could be prideful, or harsh, or aloof, or a person others listened to. Upon those others he could release the anger he had for himself. Perhaps the true adventure was not only in seeing the world but also in seeing the versions of one’s own self that the journey revealed.

			Then the door closed, and Boomba, the victor of the moment, felt the sway of the train in his body and watched the crowd of those who had failed to climb aboard accept that the train was pulling away. They had lost. Boomba had won.

			On board, a woman noticed his grasp on the bicycle and asked if he was looking for delivery work in the city. A few hours later, she led him off the train. The city presented itself as a collection of peculiarities that Boomba gathered despite his overwhelm—on the street, a trash bag moved in the hot wind as if there was a creature inside; a mob tried to wrench open the door to a building they called a farm, though by that word Boomba knew only stubble and stalks in regions of rice, orchards of banana plants with their gigantic leaves, birds on wires, leaning poles, the muck of a green pond; a woman walked by with a baby in her arms, telling a story of kings and tree spirits; a smell of smoke drifted down the street, which alarmed Boomba but nobody else; a man carried a fish tank with a small collection of coral inside. The movement of people around him was such that Boomba kept his eyes on the feet of the woman, following her intently through the crowds to the restaurant where she worked.

			It was a hole in the wall kept afloat by the wealthy, who sought deliveries in the cover of night. The restaurant had only one item still available on the menu—paneer roll, churned out three at a time by an indifferent cook who rotated parathas on a black pan as large as the steering wheel of the bus Boomba had been on. His teenage assistant chopped onions and chili. The assistant was an uncommon sight, a seventeen-year-old girl with a baby bound to her chest, and out of pity some of the recipients of the food who spotted her at work gave generous tips. But pity was not a relationship. It was the rejection of a relationship. Boomba vowed he would not make a living through pity. Like his mother, planting saplings until a million were in the soil, he would find freedom in his work.

			Hardly two months into Boomba’s stay in the city, when he slept five hours a day in a corner of the restaurant with several of the other workers, and rode his bicycle to deliveries the rest of the hours, working his way up to savings that would let him rent an apartment for his family, a pair of policemen raided the restaurant, claiming the establishment illegally employed citizens of neighboring countries. Though the workers argued and pleaded, none of them had papers to prove what they said. The policemen took everything they had, including Boomba’s bicycle, and the small roll of cash in the bottom of his backpack, all he had saved.

			Boomba staggered out of the restaurant, escaping the fisticuffs that had broken out among a few of the workers after the policemen’s departure. One was saying that the pair of men hadn’t been policemen at all; they’d simply been robbers. His savings were back to zero. He was alone in the city, its buildings with closed eyes declining to bear witness, the sky not the thorough dark of his village but the haze of this particular place, the night as uncertain of itself and devoid of wisdom as he had ever seen. It was dawn when he turned back toward the restaurant, which was no home but a place to put his body. Everybody else on the street passed by as if behind a veil—only Boomba knew the terror of what was possible, and he alone lived in this new version of the city, its eyes now open and glowing, its teeth bared at him.

			Could nobody else tell what had happened? There walked a man scratching his beard ferociously. There walked a woman with peacocks embroidered on her sari. There passed the sound of a bag being unzipped, heels on the pavement, a fragrance of jasmine, a shape behind a tree, which frightened Boomba for a moment before he understood that it was a person holding a small dog in his arms.

			Maybe, if he had had somebody caring for him in the city, he would not have surrendered his bicycle and his money so easily to the policemen or the robbers, whoever they were. Now he felt ashamed, and resentful. Where was the new person he had vowed to be, mean and free? He had retreated, conceding to the person he always had been, gentle and grinning, baffled before the barbed edges of the world. That person would not survive in the city.

			Soon Boomba got a job delivering for an online shop that provided its own cart for transport. It was a giant operation that didn’t, for a while, care very much that some of Boomba’s deliveries were earning upset reviews online. Customers complained that their packages had been opened, the contents exchanged for worthless items—one man who ordered a phone received a spray of leaves instead. For a while Boomba got away with it, reselling what he procured at the Chandni electronics market. He had seen, from his days of food delivery, what others possessed—homes that appeared as if from some other echelon of existence, with sofas and daybeds that looked so soft they must have been filled with birds’ feathers, furniture in the doorway simply for storing shoes, doorknobs with flowers carved in them. Didn’t Boomba’s family deserve the smallest part of such a life, which was to say, a home that allowed neither mosquito nor rainwater nor robber to assault them?

			After a few months, with bad reviews growing too numerous to ignore, the company fired him. During his last week of employment, a customer he had stolen a laptop from tracked him down and threatened to beat him up unless the customer got a refund for the price of the laptop. This customer had been going from helpline to helpline, office to office, and now he appeared along Boomba’s route with manic eyes. Frightened, Boomba gave him the price of the laptop from his own pocket. It was nearly all he had. For the second time, the city took from Boomba.

			By this time, stormwater was turning lanes into canals—Kolkata was at last Venice, some joked—and Boomba returned his delivery cart and found work as a boatman. Part of him waited to be robbed once more. But, instead, he found the opposite. He encountered a friendly soul. Another boatman who plied the same routes had a son, Robi’s age, who took to Boomba because Boomba knew how to talk to him, and how to play with him. On occasion, Boomba let the child play with the magnetic snakes-and-ladders board, moving the pieces for the pleasure of their snapping to attention, the rules of the game irrelevant. Weeks went by, and the boy, gladly surrendered by his tired father, a reticent man who went by Shanto, sat in the meager shade of Boomba’s boat, changing positions as the sun and the direction of shadows did. Where Boomba went, there Shanto’s son followed. Day after day, Boomba dug his oar into the water, the empty jerricans roped to the side of the boat knocked about, and the boy carried on his own chatter.

			When Boomba, seeing Robi in the boy, tried to teach him what he could—“Sing me the alphabet, can you? Then tell me what comes after one, two, three”—the boy shouted his made-up syllables and leaned over the side of the boat to gather the floating sticks and wrappers that held greater appeal.

			From the lanes of the city, Boomba graduated to plying routes on the river. He spent days straining against the flow of the mighty river, Ganga’s distributary, its hundred meters moving underneath them like an elephant crashing through jungle. Garlands swirled in eddies, far from their day of ceremony. On the far banks, trees and pastel houses passed, a mirror or a solar-paneled roof flashing now and then like a camera. Ferries loaded with passengers passed the opposite way, their motors loud, and the people seated at the perimeter of the ferries frowned at the small boat. Shanto had been trying to get a job motoring a ferry, with no luck.

			Once, taking care to avoid the boundary of the hexagon, where armed guards kept watch at all hours of the day and night, Boomba and Shanto’s son went close to the opposite bank and saw a kingfisher. They drifted by the tree where it sat, small and alive, blue as a peacock’s neck, an avid eye not upon the river, which had long lost its fish, but upon the soil at the base of the tree, where worms still lived. Boomba tried to recall what he knew about kingfishers. He had some sense that these things were good to teach children, but in this upside-down city, what was truly important was no longer apparent.

			Every night he returned the boat to the owner, who kept it tied at a dock. Then Boomba collected a box of food at a charity kitchen, and went to bed under the awning of a stationery shop. Many nights, he lay awake, wondering what his family in the village were doing, if Robi was forgetting his older brother, if he would ever be able to bring them to the city. When he called them from a booth that rented cell phones by the minute, he said none of that. Instead, he stuck to the basics: He was eating; work was steady; he was keeping to himself and staying safe.

			After a year of this, when Boomba was twenty, he had saved enough to rent a small room with enough space for a double mattress to be shared by the whole family. It was a room in a house of paying guests—families of four or five stuffed into rooms meant for one, intended originally for out-of-town college students. It would be an improvement over the hut on stilts where his family was now living. Despite his parents’ calm reports of life in the shed, Boomba knew what it was like to sleep in that damp dwelling with swarms of mosquitoes that were not frightened in the least by the smoking coils Boomba’s mother lit. The mosquitoes carried malaria and dengue, and the villagers feared the most barbaric illness those tiny drones could give them—cerebral malaria, which most often afflicted children. If anything happened to Robi, Boomba would no longer be able to live with himself.

			The small window of the paying guest room looked out onto a krishnochura tree, its head aflame with red flowers, which returned Boomba, when he was in the mood, to his childhood. Once, early in the morning, he climbed partway up the tree, enjoying the opportunity to be agile upon a tree trunk once more, and surveyed his new neighborhood. From that place, the city looked comfortingly familiar—the roadside marked by weeds, tenting erected at the corner under which a vendor sold cooling collars, low houses with clothes slung over lines on the roof.

			“Come as soon as you can,” Boomba told his family on a rented phone. “I found a good, dry place for us to stay.”

			The family, hardly able to believe their luck, prepared to move.

			“We are going to Dada’s house?” said Robi, now four years old, each morning and each night, to be certain of the new reality. His brother’s departure had been a rift in the world, which he had accepted with sorrow beyond his years. Now the joy of knowing they would be together again overwhelmed him. “Will Dada play football with me? Will Dada teach me to draw? Will Dada buy me”—and here he mentioned his obsession—“a new mosquito net?”

			In the days following, Boomba prepared the rented room. He lined the edges of the mattress with rolled clothes so that Robi would not bump his head as he moved like a wheel during the night. From the trash swirling in the river, Boomba constructed a lampshade for the bare bulb that illuminated the room. More, with what he had saved, and with pride in his securing of the room, he purchased a small portable air-conditioning unit, and the first night in the cold breeze felt like a miracle. The vent swung from right to left, sweeping over the small space, supplying a breeze to his hair, then his bare stomach, then his toes, causing a shiver in the huddle of spiderwebs at the corner of the room. When, on the third night, the power went out, Boomba bore it with the calm of knowing it was a minor annoyance in the renewed context of his life: No longer was he a solitary young man seeking a way forward in the city but a man with the resilience of his family beside him. When he found a discarded poster on the street, a portrait of a scientist called Albert Einstein, he took it to the room and sellotaped it to the wall. Perhaps it would provide Robi with inspiration.

			Then, a few nights later, the krishnochura tree, its roots assaulted by years of poor roadwork and repeated flooding, lost its hold on the soil and came crashing down on the one-story house. The trunk filled the doorway, and a branch sharp as a spear slashed through the room, missing Boomba by a few astonishing feet, the difference between bodily integrity and injury no more than a chair draped with clothes.

			On the mattress, Boomba startled awake. His first thought, as the floor shook beneath him and the air conditioner tipped over, helpless as a mannequin, was: Earthquake. Then his mind made sense of the tree’s limbs inside his room, blocking the door. He climbed out through a window, in the panic painfully pulling a muscle behind his knee, his arms now trembling, a loud silence keening in his ears, sweat in his armpits. He flapped a weak hand before his face to get rid of the mosquitoes that descended upon him. Outside, though it was past midnight, there were plenty of passersby. The passersby paused to look at what had happened, some of them wearing pollution masks, others with bare faces gulping air, and one of them shouted: “Give him shoes! He doesn’t have shoes, and there’s broken glass—!”

			Home slippers appeared, and Boomba wriggled his feet into them. It took a while. His feet were large, and the slippers were small, and it was difficult to work his big toe around the separator. When voices asked if there were others in the house, he said he didn’t know, though that answer seemed to intrigue the crowd, who were looking for what every crowd looks for—drama!—and within a few minutes, when the other residents had stumbled outside in their nighttime undress, bellies and underwear and bare toes, the passersby concluded this was a dull event after all, and began to leave, dragging their feet. Soon there came down the lane, licking a salt bracelet and clutching a half loaf of bread to her chest, the landlady. She stopped before the house and looked at the house opposite, as if she might have forgotten her own address. Without a word to anybody she clambered in through a window, scraping her elbows, looking for a way to secure the house before burglars arrived to rob what was now defenseless, nobody to save it save her own self. Her tenants, various and anxious, were of no use. It was then that Boomba heard her laugh. No, that wasn’t right; it was that her crying sounded like laughter.

			“Wicked tree, what have you done?” she wailed. “This house is all I have. Where are you sending me? Where will I live?”

			Boomba sat on the road and wrapped his arms about his knees. Before him stood the cracked house, no longer able to provide shelter. Now and then, he turned his attention to the landlady moving through the structure, a ghost in her ruined castle. What Boomba couldn’t know was that she was moving slowly through the house in a trance, distracted every moment from her task of gathering valuables because she was encountering, in each object, her own particular knowledge of it. How the doors had been painted this pink that she once loved but now loathed. How that drawer held old garments torn up to be used as cleaning cloths. How brown water had once climbed the first stair, and the second stair, and the third stair, until it had slipped under the door. How the wardrobes had long been ready to topple under the weight of the table fans, blankets, and folders heaped on top of them. How the stand fan in the living room began each swing with a squeak, then slowed as the electricity fluctuated. Boomba knew the house, and it meant a great deal to him, but it meant to him not even a fragment of what it meant to the landlady.

			He heard, after a while, the landlady speaking on the phone with the electricity company, arguing with them to come look at the downed lines right away, no, not the next day, right away, to send somebody to cut the branches.

			Boomba peeked in the window. “Mashi? What will I do now? My family will come in a few days—”

			The landlady pinched her nose with her fingers, and flung the snot onto the road. “Don’t come in here. Bricks will fall on your head.”

			“Where will we go? My family—”

			The landlady looked at him. “Where will you go?” she repeated. “Where will I go? How will I fix this roof, and these walls? Where will I find the workers and the money?”

			Now the landlady charged toward Boomba. “You are asking me twenty questions, but you haven’t even paid me rent this week. Do you remember that, or have you forgotten? I treat you like my younger brother. Really, I am so lenient. But since the deposit, you have been giving me sad stories about your family. No rent. You know what I should do? I should take you to claims court—”

			Boomba gathered what of his possessions he could find, and fled. The air-conditioning unit on which he had spent a chunk of his savings was crushed plastic. The deposit on the room was lost. In exhaustion, Boomba found that he could not bring himself to return to the store stoop that had previously been his bed. He went instead to the boat he ferried during the day. But the owner of the boat, seated on it with his friends, a game of cards ongoing, refused his docile request.

			“Once I let people like you sleep on the boat, that’s it! You’ll start saying you live here! After that how will I get my boat back?” His tongue loosened by a few drinks, he went on, “I know people like you very well. First you are a humble employee. Then you want to own the business. Then you want to make the business your home, and your thirty-five kins’ home as well. Not a chance! Try some other fool!”

			And so it was that twelve days before Ma and Dadu were robbed, Boomba arrived at the shelter. It was a shelter for adults with children only, but Boomba said, panic unmistakable in his voice, that he was only fifteen, and didn’t know where else to go.

			“I said, adults with children only!” barked the new manager, an elderly woman with a braid of white hair. “Go somewhere else.”

			“Where will I go?” said Boomba. “I don’t know anyone in this city. My mother and father are in my village.”

			“Don’t you have ears? What did I just say?”

			“If you agree,” interrupted a different woman, a phone held to her ear. She was on a conference call in its second hour. “Bed 223 has opened up. He can sleep there for the night, and then we can see in the morning, maybe? The rules are the rules, I know, but he looks so young—just a child, himself—”

			This was Ma. She made an exception, tenderhearted in her time of departure, and let him in. Boomba joined his hands before her. He bowed his head. He couldn’t bear to look this woman in the eye. His gratitude would overwhelm him. She had opened a door for him. She had found him a bed upon which he could rest, free of the fear of assault. That was all the home he could ask for. In that moment, he felt that this woman was perhaps another incarnation of his mother.

			Ma simply said, “Come this way.”

			She barely glanced at him, distracted by a question somebody had asked on her call.

			Later, she reflected: Someday, if Mishti needed a place to rest her head, wouldn’t Ma wish this for her child? In her more magnanimous moments, she had believed, and expressed, that the shelter’s children were all her children.

			Even in the middle of the night, the shelter was humming with activity. Assigned a bed, Boomba climbed up the stairs, the smell of cleaning liquid binding itself with the memory of the ascent. The building had walls the color of butter, clean enough, though some handprints appeared as haunted impressions on the paint. One of the other residents, there for so long she had become something of a manager herself, spoke nonstop to all who were climbing the stairs, boasting as if she had purchased and installed each amenity: “We have hot water. We have cooking oil. We have clean sheets on the beds, and mosquito nets. We have one big AC and many fans. Tell me, what else do you need?”

			The men’s quarters were separated from the women’s. Boomba sat on one of fifteen beds clustered in a large room, a few of them draped in mosquito nets, the others bare, with thin pillows and sheets whose holes became apparent on examination, and looked at the room around him. This was luxury, but the luxury was lost on him. After relief, all he felt was despair: This place was too tightly run; there was no way he would be able to sneak his family in. He knew what he had to do, though he could not bear the thought of his family’s disappointment.

			Borrowing a phone and gathering his courage, he called his family and told them what had happened. There was silence on the other end, followed by his mother saying, somewhat blankly, he thought, “These things happen, Boomba.”

			“I will fix it.”

			“Yes, I know.”

			“Give me just a few more weeks.”

			“All right.”

			“Don’t you have anything else you want to say?”

			“What else can I say? At least you are safe.”

			Boomba’s father took the phone. “You’re doing what you can. Who can control these things? If I had my strength, and if I could have gone with you, maybe this would not have happened. There is too much relying on your young shoulders. You need your father’s support. And look at me. Useless, in this leaking house. Killing one mosquito, then another mosquito, and that’s all I can do, while my son struggles alone in the big city.”

			In the background, Boomba heard Robi ask, “Is that Dada? Tell him I am bringing two toys, one for me and one for him!”

			Boomba listened, watching the residents and their children around him. Some had moved their beds to create patches of floor that could be play spaces. Some pooled their toys, and those who didn’t have any sat on the floor with the children and supplied as playthings their arms, their hair, their chewable hems.

			After he had lain in his misfortune for two days, Boomba half-heartedly sought to know his roommates. Perhaps they knew how to find a different job, and a better place to stay. One of the men in the room was an influencer who was planning to fly to Guatemala, then travel to the United States with his six-month-old. He was planning to film his journey and put the video online. He wanted to help others make the journey, he said, and what better way to do it than use his own journey as a resource? There was little left for him here, and he encouraged Boomba to leave with him. But Boomba had no idea where or what Guatemala or the United States were—anything west of Morocco was a bit of a mystery to him—nor would he leave without his family. Perhaps, Boomba thought, the influencer was the real explorer, and he himself was no explorer at all. The influencer had turned his life toward a journey, and what had Boomba turned his life toward? The search for a foothold in the city.

			“As you wish,” said the influencer. It mattered little to him whether Boomba came along. Boomba didn’t even have a phone. The influencer had six hundred thousand followers on the internet already. In the jungle, they would be with him, cheering him on, rooting for his baby, through the mud, the insects, the smugglers, the robbers, the roaring rivers and treacherous rocks. Everybody’s journey was theirs alone, but the influencer’s was also six hundred thousand others’.

			One morning, after twelve days at the shelter, the influencer’s baby woke up with a fever. Later in the day, four more children developed fevers. That night, word in the shelter was a quarter of the children had dengue. They lay in their parents’ laps, sheets pulled up to their chests as they shivered, torsos aching, faces drawn with agony. Everybody knew that there was a reason this was called the breakbone fever. The influencer filmed constantly, unafraid of sharing his tears, and indeed called to do so.

			That night, afraid of catching the disease, and tired of his indecision, Boomba left the shelter and broke into Ma and Dadu’s house.

		

	
		
		
			Day 4

			
				A.

				It was past midnight, and the rain and wind had renewed, trees heaving, lightning cracking its whip among the clouds, when Boomba led Ma to the garbage heap where he had thrown away the passports. To Ma, the flooded road was endless, turning and turning again, its curves menacing like the tail of an animal waiting for prey. What if the passports were soaked, or stomped on, or soiled beyond recovery? Boomba walked rapidly, his body leaning forward, water sloshing around his shins, annoyance etched in the lines on his face though he was not annoyed. He was confident the passports would be there—passports, as far as he understood, were neither food nor money, so why would anybody bother with them?

				They arrived at an empty lot that had sprouted a hill. It was a hill of computer parts, boards and chips and keys of disordered alphabet, old machines taken apart, and hidden within this mechanical hill, it seemed, were things that one could eat, too. Ma shaded her eyes from the rain and looked up at the hill, smelled the reek of rot, yet on her tongue appeared the faint taste of a plate of cut fruit. For a moment Ma saw herself upon that hill, hands on her waist, and it was the position that shook her, because she often stood in that posture. But it was somebody else, halfway up the hill surveying loaves, wrappers, spoiled cabbages and bananas whose sweetness was the sweetness of decomposition, dirt smeared, slime growing, scarred, bruised. In that person’s gait as she climbed a frail path around the hill, arms often outstretched for balance, once kneeling for stability, Ma continued to see herself, a sign of what her life could yet become.

				Boomba looked uncertain. His delight at his own cleverness had soured as he asked himself: Why had he discarded valuable papers? Was his mind composed of moldy vegetables? Why hadn’t he understood that the booklets were currency? Why couldn’t he do anything correctly? He kicked at the edges of the hill, speaking to himself. Ma followed him for a while, training her eyes upon the chaos of the mound. Then, when it became clear that Boomba wasn’t sure where the passports might be, Ma took a tentative step up on the mound of garbage, then another, and soon she was taking long strides up.

				It smelled like fish, though that couldn’t be true, because ordinary people had not had access to fish in decades. The fish were migrating north, seeking refuge from warming waters. Her heart pumping, breath hard, Ma looked up and saw she was still only at the base of the hill, her feet slipping on cables. With stained hands she lifted what she could, looking for a flash of navy blue, beating back the fear in her gut: What if the passports could not be found?

				Partway up the slope, there was a scramble for something shiny held aloft, six and seven and eight figures in a scuffle growing bigger, and the shiny item tumbled down suddenly to where she was. It was a package of pound cake. The figures from above looked down at Ma, and for a moment she was not an anxious woman in search of documents but the god who governed their fate. She bent, head to the smells of garbage, something slippery under her shoes, and thought she saw a mouse tilt its body up and then down, traversing its own landscape. She picked up the package, her foot slipping for a moment. She could have put it in her bag and run, and it was not her innate moral compass but her fear of being chased by people who would not hesitate to fight that made her toss it up to them.

				Ma continued her search. There were polythene bags of spinach, leaves going brown and liquid. Jars upon empty jars. Cardboard boxes. Chargers and bundled cables, slick as eels. Onions with outer peels gone and mold growing.

				After an hour of scouring, Ma paused and considered the slime and smear on her fingers. She thought of how Dadu would have felt, watching her searching in a heap of garbage like a mean-eyed bird. She had cast all dignity away, her clothes drenched, her hair pasted to her neck, reduced to naked need, and yet her need was the need of a lucky one. She was not yet the man who slid down the slope, a filthy cabbage in the crook of his elbow like a baby.

				The passports were nowhere to be seen. The only thing she found that was close to treasure was a package of Gems, untouched, their insides no longer chocolate but something synthetic like it, the feel of a hard candy shell in her hands under the glossy plastic. She slipped it quickly in her bag and zippered the bag shut.

				Down the lane, when she continued on, looking for Boomba and comprehending that he had fled, people were eating, an eating of desperation and swiftness, chewing with an eye upon the surroundings to see who was approaching and what their intentions might be. Ma wasn’t yet one of them.

			

			
				B.

				That night, Mishti cried, refusing to eat onions until an elaborate game with her toy sloth persuaded her to have a few, just to show the sloth, and then she ate more, her mood still dark. Then, a lethargic surrender to her mattress on the floor, which unsettled Dadu. For a long time he lay next to her, a hand patting her back. Though her body was still, her eyes were open. “Dadu, flowerflower,” she whispered. “Dadu, rice.”

				Dadu couldn’t bear it. As soon as Ma returned, at nearly four in the morning, he listened to her gloomy summary of the events, slung a bag on his shoulder, and prepared to put on his rainboots once again.

				“Where are you going?” said Ma.

				“Mishti is not sleeping well,” he said. He pointed a trembling finger toward where she lay on the mattress, still for the moment. “There is hunger in her stomach.”

				Ma went into the room to give Mishti the Gems if she woke, and Dadu stepped out the door. Candy would not do. He needed to find Mishti nutritious food to eat.

				Finding the market vacant—all vendors gone, only a lone man in sight who brushed his teeth above the gutter—Dadu briefly considered a community kitchen. But he could not bring himself to stand in line at a community kitchen. Aid services, he still believed, were for people in greater peril than he. Off he went to the ration shop instead, where, in exchange for prints collected by a fingerprint reader, the government sold discounted rice and dal. On the road, busy with the restless movement of those who could not sleep, there was the cry of a cat, and a scrabble on a roof. Strays yowled. A truck rumbled by, spraying pesticide to kill mosquito larvae, and Dadu covered his nose with a cupped palm. A fellow pedestrian shouted, “Stop spraying this poison! It’s giving us a rash!”

				“Better rash than dengue,” muttered somebody else.

				“Better dengue than cancer,” pointed out a third person.

				Dadu heard all of it, but noted none of it with pleasure. Though the rain had stopped, he moved through the streets in a private storm, a gale blowing through his mind. It was unbearable to him that his granddaughter was hungry, and more, it was unbelievable. This was not the agreement he had had with his beloved city.

			

			
				C.

				The ration shop owner, a man with a cigarette in his mouth and love for nobody but the two dogs that followed him about, was fending off a crowd, mostly women, agitating before the half-drawn shutters. “You want me to personally grow rice for you?” barked the owner. “Why don’t you go throw these stones at the criminals you voted for?”

				At the rickshaw stand opposite, men sat, knees up, turbans loosened, watching. A crow, its feathers gray and black as smog and soot, landed on the roof of a house nearby, awake at this lonely hour and cawing perhaps to see if anybody replied. The bird was shooed away by a rickshaw driver who jumped to his feet, afraid of being splattered.

				Dadu thumped his walking stick on the ground and forced his way to the front of the shop, where empty sacks slouched. “O brother,” he called. “Can I call you brother? Please, will you check in the back if there are any fruits, any rice, any—?”

				“What back!” said the owner. “There is no back!”

				“I have a young grandchild at home. She is going to fall sick. She has not eaten.”

				“Look at this old man, acting like he’s the only one in this city with a child to feed.”

				“She has diabetes,” Dadu lied, with the eyes of strangers upon him. It was as easy as plucking the next line of a rhyme from the air. “She needs to eat.”

				A murmur of sympathy went through those nearest him. Many in the crowd looked at him with stony faces underneath which sentiment moved, the horror of his situation speaking to them. Dadu knew, of course, that in this very crowd were likely the mothers of children who really did have diabetes, who truly needed to eat. But the needs of others were always smaller than the needs of one’s own child. Perhaps it was the strange distortion of the crisis, or perhaps it was simply human nature, that the pain of others was never as acute or compelling as one’s own pain.

				The owner made no response. He knelt to lock the shutter. At his mouth, a lit cigarette dimmed and flared. Then the man stood, tall and well-fed, no doubt off the grains he had skimmed from the supply sacks, a small belly content against his clean undershirt, collarbones hidden under months of butter and rice. Dadu’s stomach made a sound. When the man took a phone out of his pocket and held it to his ear, Dadu wanted to lift his walking stick and swipe the phone away, enact a small revenge upon this man. But he wavered, and in his moment of wavering, now, the crowd, given permission, somehow, with knowledge of the owner’s plain villainy, his refusal to provide food to a sick child all they needed to know about the substance of his character, pounced upon him, shoved him so that his phone fell to the ground. The owner retrieved the phone before others could stomp on it. He held his arms out, a barrier between himself and the crowd, wiped the phone on his pants, found that it still worked, gave thanks to a deity, and put it away in his pocket.

				“Are you mad?” he shouted. “You have all gone mad! City full of lunatics! If you weren’t women—”

				But they shoved him so he staggered, and shoved him again, while the two dogs who loved him growled.

				If the ration shop owner had been better at speaking his thoughts, he might have told the crowd: There are two selves who occupy this body. There is who I am to strangers, and there is who I am to the people who saw me grow up. There is who I am to those who knew me as a boy. I played cricket with one. Now he walks slow as a cow, but at one time he ran like the wind. His mother grew mosambi as big as watermelons. I grew up on that juice. I grew up knowing my wife’s uncle. He ran a hardware shop where we hid from rain, and if there was an old wrench nobody bought, he gave it to us to play with. During the board exams, one morning, I twisted my ankle, and a mashi gave me a ride on her bicycle, otherwise I would have missed my biology final. Aren’t you different before different people? Aren’t you sometimes harsh, and sometimes kind? That is how I am. And which do you feel I will be with people throwing stones at my shop? It wasn’t easy to get a license to run the shop. I put a lot of money in it. I borrowed, and I am still paying it back. If I tell you how much debt I have, you would be frightened on my behalf. And the people in this neighborhood call me a thief. Have I ever stolen for myself? No. Never. Have I taken some rice, some wheat, some oranges, for the people of my village, the people who knew my boyhood self? I can’t say. I really can’t say. You can guess.

				Dadu hurried out of the crowd and down the street, then paused next to a tree whose roots were stout as a wrestler’s arms. Sweat dripped down his forehead and into his eyes, burning like a scrape. It gave him a reason to close his eyes.

			

			
				D.

				Far from the ration shop, as Dadu wandered from shop front to shop front, seeking an alley or a doorway that might yield something for Mishti to eat, he began to comprehend what the darkness was telling him. When he passed by a group of boys playing chess at the corner, two seated at an upturned cardboard box and more hovering over them, an emergency lantern lighting their board, they may as well have turned their faces to him and chorused: That old city is gone.

				Dadu turned right, and left, and right again, going from intuition and memory, his skin alert to every grain of the city as it changed around him. Around the next corner, a man was strapping dismantled ceiling fans to the top of a van that already held a mattress and a small fridge. The man paused in his task to watch, with some suspicion, as Dadu passed.

				After a few more turns, the sky above no longer navy but cobalt, thatched by the bowing heads of trees, past the hand-painted signs of small businesses—Sari Palace, Tinku Roll Corner—and past the awnings under which people slept, some with one eye open, glancing at Dadu as he thumped by, there appeared a woman with chapped lips and glittering eye shadow who sat astride a parked motorcycle with a large IKEA bag at her feet. When Dadu approached, she waved a rolled canvas in the air.

				“Grandpa, please buy a painting! I have dolphin; I have rhino. I don’t know where else to go, where to sell them.”

				She unrolled one, holding its edges with her hands so it wouldn’t return to its rolled position. Dadu looked at the animal, a rhino with skin like armor, one horn taller than the other, ready for charging, but its eyes gentle as a child’s, its belly rounded like the animal had eaten the earth.

				“Buy for your grandchildren, otherwise how will they know?” said the painter. Dadu felt sorry for her, perhaps an arts graduate looking desperately for a job, coming to the wrenching realization that she wasn’t good enough, that she was only mediocre, and there were tens of thousands like her. Or perhaps she was a proud artist, firm in convictions that could be shaken by neither water rise nor collapse, the kind of person the city needed. The canvas wavered in the painter’s hand, and the rhino looked, for a moment, like it was moving toward Dadu.

				“You like it, I can tell,” said the painter. “How much can you do? Tell me a price, and we can start there.”

				Dadu dithered.

				“Not today,” he said. “I mean—I’m not saying—the truth is, that is a beautiful painting. You have talent. But we have a small child at home. I need to buy something for her to eat first. Then maybe I can find you again.”

				But having spoken, Dadu felt himself questioning his own words. He did not, he understood moments after uttering them, believe those words. As a participant in the city he loved, it was up to him to insist on the value of a painter’s work—not the value of a famous painter’s work, the kind of work now being traded for rice and sugar—but the value of an unknown painter’s work. It was up to him to secure the meaning of the kind of work that existed not for investment potential but only for the eye’s momentary pleasure, only for the mind’s door to be left, for a small while, ajar. What was the value of that?

				The painter saw Dadu’s indecision, and waited.

				“Actually, let me see,” said Dadu. He took a little of the cash he had brought for the ration shop, and when he held out two notes to the painter, she took one.

				The painter rolled up the rhino and slid a rubber band around it. She held it to her chest for a moment, as if bidding it farewell, then offered it to Dadu.

				The painting would easily fit between their folded clothes in the suitcase. In Mishti’s Michigan room, it would go on a wall, and perhaps, one day, when Mishti was older and caring for her own child, that child would ask, “Mama, where is that painting from?” and Mishti would answer, “My Dadu got it for me. I had a Dadu once, whom you never met.”

				Dadu knew he was close—closer than he had ever been—to his own vanishing from earth. It was a matter of time. But perhaps he would live in Mishti’s recollections of the life she had had as a child in this city, a place glorious and abundant in every corner, even in this time of peculiar crisis. He would have contributed to making these years of Mishti’s life a little beautiful. That would be his mode of immortality.

			

			
				E.

				When an old bank appeared, one that Dadu was familiar with, he slipped inside to rest for a moment, and the desolation of the office building—he couldn’t tell if it was in use during the day, or fully abandoned—cast a shroud between interior and exterior. Slowly, his eyes adjusted to the darkness. There was an elevator door, so he pressed the button and waited, gradually beginning to see the dust, thick as foam, on the gate. He took the stairs.

				Dadu knew this kind of bank well, where it was one employee’s job to give the line of elderly customers their monthly statements printed on paper, all other customers having switched to some zip-zap internet method people like Dadu didn’t understand or want to understand. Upstairs, there were rows of desks buried under ledgers, monitors, and paperweights. Dadu brushed a seat clean with his palm, and sat to catch his breath. When a bright object on a table caught his eye, he got up on stiff knees. His walking stick struck the floor with loud violence upon each step. Then he saw what the object was—an orange. A whole marvelous orange, with a small leaf on the stem like a flag of discovery planted upon a planet’s pole. As soon as he seized it, a small voice from under the desk cried, “Stop!”

				Dadu startled. He took a step back, tripped over the leg of a chair, and caught a cubicle divider to keep himself from falling. He turned toward a shape as it emerged from under the desk. It was a child, a boy of five or six, wearing a T-shirt with glow-in-the-dark fish on it. “Hands up!” said the boy, pointing a finger gun. “Put it back!”

				But Dadu had steadied himself, and his hands were already working to peel the orange, its skin loose as a large winter jacket on a thin person. He popped one segment in his mouth to be sure it was fresh, and the pulp burst on his tongue, acid and sugar and brightness. He chewed, his stomach beginning to hurt, until his teeth were left working the white membrane. He had to get the rest of the orange to Mishti. He put it in his bag.

				“Give it back!” shrieked the boy. Dadu looked at the boy’s thin legs emerging from baggy shorts. His knees were crisscrossed with Band-Aids. His hair was overgrown, at that stage where it was impossible to keep strands out of the eyes, and he tried in vain to tuck it behind his ears, employing a whole palm to mash the hair against his face, while the other hand directed Dadu to return the orange to the desk.

				“Where is your Ma?” said Dadu.

				The boy took a moment to decide whether he would tell him. “She has gone to poo.”

				Dadu froze. Then he scanned the surrounding walls, searching for an indication of the bathroom door, but there were various doors—managers’ offices, storerooms, a door to a vault—and behind each was silence. He went quickly from desk to desk, looking in each drawer for a snack left behind, hoping to find a stash of crackers or a bag of raisins forgotten. Every few seconds, he glanced up for any sign of the mother’s return. Each drawer showed folders, ripped envelopes, staplers, and faded receipts. While there was still no sign of the mother, Dadu exited the office, stubbing his toes on the heavy lock that lay, forcibly cracked, on the floor, which he hadn’t seen before, then hurried down the stairs, ears pricked for the sound of the mother approaching. The child stood in the doorway and watched him, then looked at the stairs going up. Perhaps the bathroom was on an upper floor.

				“That was our orange,” he called when Dadu was nearly out the door. “Ma told me to hold it. I only put it down for one minute.”

				He began to cry.

				He began to cry, and Dadu heard Mishti crying, all the instances of sorrow consolidated in the haze of months—Mishti bullied off a slide by a bigger child, Mishti refusing to eat green beans, Mishti upset about wearing a sweater, Mishti exhausted and ready to sleep, unable to simply close her eyes and be still. Dadu heard Mishti crying, child of his child, pulse of his heart, and stomped down the part of himself that wanted to turn around and return the orange. There was such a part.

			

			
				F.

				The victory of the orange was greater than the orange itself, Dadu knew as he walked away, past a woman with an umbrella, past an old fishpond covered with nets, past where the lane began to sprout patches of grass at its unpaved edges, and when his chest was painful from breathing the dawn’s heated air, throat dry as bark, Dadu paused to orient himself, raised a fist to his mouth, and in the tunnel of his palm, coughed and coughed. A policeman in a cooling vest who was leaning against a lamppost, looking at his phone, glanced at Dadu.

				“What are you doing running around at this hour?” he said. “Go home!”

				Dadu nodded. It was best to remain silent before questions or instructions from policemen. Any challenge to their authority unsettled them, leading them to draw their weapons, which sometimes worked and sometimes malfunctioned, both equally dangerous. But Dadu’s coughing continued, his throat hostile to the rest of himself, eyes tearing up with the turbulence of the spasms, and the policeman continued to watch him, so he hurried out of sight, into a lane that was unfamiliar.

				His eyes fell upon a door with a steel plaque next to it. The plaque bore the name of the house in Bengali script, legible now in the light of dawn. Dadu read through the haze of tears in his eyes: Ashirbad. He laid a palm on the wall next to the door, hoping the residents might be generous enough to offer an old man a glass of drinking water. There was still that decency among the city’s people, wasn’t there? Who would deny an old man with a coughing fit some water? Nobody would stoop so low, he hoped, though it was true that he now lived in a world in which old men stole fruit from children. He had brought into being such a world.

				Dadu knocked on the door, and knocked again. “Is anyone—awake? Can I have—some—water?”

				The door opened a crack. Dadu saw a young man in pajama pants.

				“I was—walking—by—and this cough—won’t stop—please, son—”

				“Wait,” said the young man, somewhat irritably yet kindly. “I’ll bring you a glass of water.”

				The man shut the door but didn’t lock it, and Dadu peeped in. When the man returned, a steel glass of water in his hand, he saw Dadu looking in the door. He flew down the stairs, dropped the glass, and pressed the two halves of the door together. But Dadu found that his hand had flown up. With all his strength, he was pushing the door open because he had spotted, next to the staircase, in the low light of a lamp, a stack of cans, and beside them, five or six white clouds, gently blemished here and there, green leaves and stems snapped and drooping, yet their wilt proof of their having once thrived. From what fertile paradise had the man retrieved these whole cauliflowers? Recalling the sweet edges of slow-cooked florets, gentle with oil and fire and salt, a heap on Mishti’s plate, Dadu felt wild with determination. He lunged inside and grabbed, and the young man yelled somebody’s name.

				Lata, Dadu thought it sounded like, perhaps the young man’s wife, though it could have been Baba or Dada or Mama, any of those simple sounds for one’s earliest family. The man was only in his thirties. He tried to force Dadu out the door, and Dadu’s hand hit his flesh. How soft and well-fed he was. How much food did this house have? Dadu was elbow and knee, bone and nail, and though the walking stick had fallen from his grip, he fought with the ferocity of his hunger. No, he fought with the ferocity of his daughter’s and granddaughter’s hunger. He would not, could not, return to Mishti with only segments of orange to share. He would not eat seaweed, like a fish climbed out of the ocean and acquired arms and a dining table. He would not compel her to eat fried onions, more absence than meal. He would bring a cauliflower home—oh, Ma’s and Mishti’s faces, he could see their delight—and then he would sit near Mishti as she ate. Ma would say she wasn’t hungry, he knew. And he would say he wasn’t hungry either. Together, they would watch Mishti eat, glee in her eyes, greed in her mouth, a little creature glorious in her wanting.

				“Stop fighting,” said Dadu, gasping. “I—can—pay.”

				But the man didn’t believe Dadu. He was strong, and it cost him little to fight, because he was confident he would win. His fingers were sharp with rings whose stones scraped Dadu’s skin.

				Dadu felt he was almost inside the door, his hand nearly grasping a cauliflower, when he fell backward, the man’s wife having appeared and lobbed the steel glass at his forehead. The glass missed, but in the effort to protect his face, Dadu lost his balance. On the road, the motion of falling too sudden to arrest with his slow hands, the asphalt uneven underneath him, cracked pavement hit the back of his head. Dadu lay stupefied, his eyes upon a gray cloud that drifted doubly and triply in his changing vision. For a moment, he was Mishti, able to see prowling cats and hopping kangaroos, smiling faces in the fluff of clouds, and then he was himself and he felt, without touching, wet on the back of his head, blood where there had never been blood before.

				The woman’s eyes were on him. The man’s eyes were on him. They had attacked him. He held that thought in his mind, as simple and outrageous a thought as he had ever encountered. Never had he met such undisguised hostility. What was this new variety of cruelty? What remained after the bonds between city dwellers were severed? But even in the feeling of injury, Dadu knew he wasn’t being truthful to himself. He knew exactly what that cruelty was. By accepting what his daughter had brought home from the shelter, he, too, had enacted it upon others.

				When Dadu sat up, slowly, his head throbbing, he saw that the man and woman had turned away for a moment—there was something wrong with the latch on the door, it seemed, and they were looking for an object to push up against the door. The woman disappeared up the stairs, taking two at a time, and Dadu knew what he was going to do. He crept forward and pulled the man’s ankle out from under him. The man fell hard, his chin on the floor. Dadu let the sound, the crack of bone on floor, pass through him. He could not let this man’s injury cause him distress. He hobbled up and into the house, grabbed what his hand touched, his vision still showing blurry duplicates. Then he was holding two cans filled with something heavy, and two cauliflowers, which immediately shed a few florets. He gathered up his bag and walking stick and fled as the woman appeared at the top of the stairs, holding a chair, her voice hoarse, asking a question he couldn’t comprehend. Though his legs couldn’t bear the motion anymore, he ran. Like Mishti at a playground, ecstatic at being chased, he ran, hearing behind him a commotion of people arriving, drawn to the trouble like jackals to tamed dogs. Now he understood why the woman didn’t try to stop him—the thieves at her door had multiplied. The strangers who had spotted the hoarded food burst through the open door. The woman shouted, the man cried, and then all was silent in Dadu’s ears. Dadu ran, head pounding, eyes burning, arms pumping, walking stick ungainly in his armpit, with him now several things to eat, and a painting for Mishti’s new room in America.

				The policeman, who was only around the corner, did not make an appearance. He continued in his idle patrol, playing a game on his phone, serenely collecting overtime.

			

			
				G.

				At home, Ma got up from sleep, bewildered, when Dadu touched her shoulder.

				“Did you just come back?” she whispered. “Why are you breathing like that? I mean, how far did you go?”

				Dadu unzipped the bag and laid each prize on the bed before Ma. The cauliflowers made Ma laugh, and she cupped a hand over her mouth as she did when she was a child. Dadu saw her as she had never seen herself, and he wanted to kiss her, his child. But he only laid a hand on her head.

				“He hasn’t come back, has he?” Dadu whispered.

				“I was trying to stay awake, just in case. But no—he’s gone. Tell me honestly, where did you get these? Did you find a different market?”

				Dadu put a finger to his lips as Mishti, on the floor mattress next to the bed, sighed deeply and turned from her side to her tummy. The sun had risen, and soon she would wake.

				He went quietly to the kitchen, where he checked that the window was securely locked, then found a clean spoon next to the sink. Back in the bedroom—because they were reluctant to leave Mishti alone, in case Boomba reappeared—he hooked a finger through the ring on the first can, then pulled, the ring digging into his finger, and scooped what was inside, false fish, flakes of fish-flavored protein, and handed the spoon to Ma.

				“Eat right now?” she whispered. “Why don’t we save it?”

				But Dadu, suddenly impatient, took the spoon and put it in his own mouth, fingers gripped around the handle the way Mishti gripped crayon, all four fingers and thumb engaged. He felt the taste on his tongue, once strange and inferior, now majestic. He closed his eyes. Oil rolled down his chin, and he caught the drop with his forefinger and licked it. Ma ate with her fingers, the oil dripping down her wrist, soon at her elbow.

				Ma felt a little nauseated, but only said, “Did you get hurt?”

				When Dadu didn’t reply, she said, “What happened there?”

				She was looking at the matted hair on the back of his head, the glisten in the light from the street when he turned. Now she grew frightened. “Tell me, what did you do?”

				“Nothing,” said Dadu.

				“Then what happened to your—”

				“Oh, so many questions!” said Dadu. The food was making his stomach hurt, and he was suddenly irritable. Could nothing be good anymore? “I tripped. Eat quickly. If that thief comes back, which he will, we will have to be ready. Didn’t you say he demanded to stay here? A man like that doesn’t give up so easily. Eat. Get your strength back.”

				They ate from the cans in the darkness. The two heads of cauliflower they saved for Mishti’s breakfast.

			

			
				H.

				Then, a good thing. In the morning, on the floor of the kitchen, Mishti grabbed florets in her palm and crammed them into her mouth, her face radiant with oil, and when she caught Dadu’s eye, she laughed, her mouth falling open, half-eaten cauliflower inside, and Ma told her not to laugh while eating, but she was laughing too, and there they were, the three of them, orbiting Mishti’s joy. Was there anything as gorgeous as a child’s uninhibited, tipping-over, eyes-shut laughter? When Mishti calmed, Ma held her on her lap and kissed her head.

				In the peace that followed, Mishti sang the alphabet song—h i j k ello mello p—and Ma sang with her, in love each moment with her voice, changing every week, so it seemed; her emerging dimple; her eyes blazing with delight; her ideas, surprising and funny when she voiced them.

				“More,” said Mishti. “Mama, more!”

				And she meant more cauliflower, more singing, more dancing, a day in which there were no tasks to be done or fears to be faced, only hours of her mother’s adoring gaze upon her.

				When Dadu slipped away to replace the bandage on the back of his head, and to take a new dose of a painkiller that had, thus far, only muted the relentless throbbing, Ma didn’t ask where he was going.

			

			
				I.

				Ma was responsible for preserving the hope that Mishti did not know enough to claim or relinquish or even recognize. It was Ma’s responsibility to be cognizant of the many faces of hope. So she went along with it when Dadu wrote a reward poster with his phone number on it, offering money for the safe return of the passports. Ma made photocopies at the local shop—ignoring the man with a tricolor pen in his shirt pocket, no doubt a scammer, who asked her if she needed assistance—and carried the stack all the way to the vicinity of the garbage hill. There, she stuck the posters to lampposts and electricity poles and walls that warned, Stick no bills. Perhaps somebody who had idly picked up the passports would decide, upon encountering the promise of reward, to return them. Such a person’s eternal question—What’s in it for me?—would be answered. The narrowness of the task—corner, corner, tape, tape—kept her from thinking about what came after. What if nobody called? What if the passports were gone? What if they could not get on the plane?

				On the bus back, a seller of tastes hauled herself up onto the bus, dupatta wound around her body and tied at her hips, cracked heels showing in flip-flops, machine hoisted upon her shoulder. She called, in a voice that projected as if the bus was a theater, and she the star onstage, “Taste, taste, buy a taste! Our stomachs are empty, so why not make our mouths happy? Caramel, chocolate, orange, I have all tastes. Buy a taste!” After a moment of hesitation, she added, “Love it or your money back!”

				“Do you have peppermint?” asked a young woman, hopefully, from her nook behind the driver’s seat, where she sat with a stack of exam prep books on her lap.

				The seller made a face. “What kind of fake taste is that?”

				“No, I mean,” said the woman, raising a water bottle in the air, “if you drink hot water after peppermint, it becomes cold water. That’s why.”

				“I’ll look into it,” said the seller in a tone that indicated she would not spend even a moment looking into it.

				Ma raised a hand and called the seller to herself. “You go from bus to bus?” she said. She gave the woman a hundred rupees. “Can you put these posters up on ten other buses?”

				The seller read the poster.

				“There’s no way,” she said, “you’ll get your passports back like this. Somebody has probably taken them, put their own pictures in them, and used them to fly to England. They are already taking pictures in front of Big Ben. And here you are, putting posters up. Some people really have endless hope!”

				With that insult, she pocketed the money.

				Ma knew she had made a mistake. The bus continued on, and the seller of tastes climbed off, and if Ma had followed the seller, she might have seen her tear up the posters and throw them by the side of the road.

			

			
				J.

				Still, the seller of tastes had given Ma an idea. It was an alluring idea, and a frightening one. It drew and repelled her in equal measure. If she followed its beckoning, she would need to find the city beneath the one where she had lived all her life, and she would need to do so alone. Once she found that subterranean city, would she ever be able to return to the one she knew?

				But the more Ma thought about it—that evening, in front of the local office of a TV station, where a spiritual guru wearing diamond earrings claimed hunger was the path to salvation; in front of the national radio station office, where a crowd of petitioners made a hullabaloo to get their grievances on the air—the more she felt it was her only choice. If she could assemble the courage, this could fix everything.

			

			
				K.

				The photocopy shop, where Ma had been before, was dominated by two bulky machines, but behind them lurked the man with the tricolor pen in his shirt pocket who had asked her, several times in the recent past, if she needed help. What kind of help, he had not specified, and each of those times, she had dismissed him as a scammer preying on the desperate. Now she met his eyes and greeted him.

				Ma did not know how to word her query, but the man was accustomed to the reluctant approach of the confused and conflicted. The man led her to the back of the photocopy shop, and as Ma followed, she felt the city warp underneath her. Here were its pipes and tunnels, its unsunned bedrock, the inherent darkness of this substratum sheltering unheralded inventors and entrepreneurs. Here were those who saw creative if sly solutions where others saw impossible problems. What were official channels compared to the unfeted yet imaginative thousands who audaciously sought to subvert those channels?

				Ma scanned the faces of the other customers seated on narrow benches against the walls, though all wore pollution masks. She recognized nobody, and nobody looked at her. In their downcast eyes, she saw only a familiar surrender, and a familiar conviction.

				Then, at the man’s push, a door covered in sheets of paper that were, perhaps, forgotten photocopies—tax forms, a school admission form—swung open. On the other side was a windowless space with deep shelves holding ledgers, and a small television that was playing a comedy show. Ma heard a laugh track as she stepped into the space, nearly colliding with a chair upon which was seated an old woman who was watching the comedy show. The old woman’s dentures were in a cup of water on her lap. She looked irritated at the intrusion.

				“Mummy!” snarled the man. “Move!”

				The old woman mumbled a reply.

				“What?”

				“I’m watching Friends—‘The One with Ross’s Teeth’!”

				“What new garbage is that?”

				“If you don’t know, you don’t know.”

				When the old woman rose and shuffled a few inches away, the man pulled her chair aside and removed a tile in the floor. Underneath was a safe. An actor on the show brightened his teeth to glowing; an audience laughed over him; the odor of the man’s sweat filled the closed space; and Ma waited with cold hands. In this unlikely place she remembered waiting for the epidural when Mishti was to be born—the same cold lights, the same dread, the same absolute exposure before a stranger. Then, from deep within the safe, the man retrieved a bunch of passports, bound by string. He opened one and fanned the pages, showing Ma how real the document looked, then turned to a visa page and slid it to Ma atop the seat of the chair. “Full passport plus Schengen,” he said.

				He opened another and put it on top of the first one. “Australia.”

				He opened a third and put it on top of the first two. “USA.”

				Ma lifted this last to her eyes. She turned the page this way and that and saw the colors mutate, and numbers shine upon the sticker. She glanced at a serial number, which looked authentic enough. Then she flipped through the rest of the passport, noting the official language at the front—allow the bearer to pass freely without let or hindrance—and the page for one’s address at the back. The man anticipated Ma’s question. “We’ve had more than seventy, seventy-five customers go through in the past two months. Nobody had any problem. These scan like the real things at the airports, don’t worry. Where are you going? Boston Logan? O’Hare? Dallas Fort Worth? We had customers go through all of those airports. Zero problems. I told them—Mummy! Where is the volume button on this remote? Can you, I mean, I have a customer standing here!—I told them, here is my personal cell phone number. You call me, day or night, if there is any issue. You need what, student visa, work visa, climate visa? It’s no problem. We have done it all.”

				“Isn’t—” said Ma, and cleared her throat. “Isn’t it necessary for the visas to show in their internal system, at the—destination? Even if you make a good document, what if there is no record in their internal system? How can you ensure—?”

				“Imagine,” said the man, with a demeanor of infinite patience. “Imagine, for one minute, a pipe. It has two ends, and that is how the water flows. Right? Right. So this is one end of the pipe. There is another end. In fact, there are multiple other ends. It’s a complicated pipe.”

				“Meaning what?” said Ma.

				“Let me worry about that.”

				“You have somebody at the consulate? Somebody at the passport office?” Ma pressed.

				“It’s like the American presidents like to say. I cannot confirm, and I cannot unconfirm.”

				The man waited in silence, allowing Ma to consider. This was the moment, he knew, in which customers either mumbled that they would think about it, and fled the shop, or launched into the practical questions: How long would it take? How much did it cost? If they began to ask the practical questions, no matter the answers, they were in. When Ma asked, he told her that the speediest option took forty-eight hours, so she would have passports with visas in hand in two nights. It would be the night before the flight. And, finally, he told her that the business had a strict payment policy. He accepted only gold.

				“Why don’t you bring two or three bangles, or necklaces,” he said. “Whatever you have. We are very flexible. We will see what we can do.”

			

		

	
		
		
			Phone

			
				“Want to hear some good news? I saw a rental sign on a two-bedroom in my building. One floor below me. I applied right away, and well, it will take time for them to go through applications, but the landlord really likes me, and he said they want to give it to me.”

				“Oh.”

				“I know, I know. It’s not a three-bedroom. But it’s much bigger than my studio. We will manage, I promise. I was thinking, with creative use of a bookshelf, we could partition the living space and create a small room for Mishti. What do you think about that? Then I can buy a bookshelf and have it ready. I already ordered a mattress for her. That way, your father will have a room of his own. He never complains, but at that age, who wants to share a room again? The thing we can’t really do anything about is—there is only one bathroom, which is not ideal, but—”

				“Oh.”

				“Hmm?”

				Silence.

				“Are you—crying? Did something happen? Did something else get stolen? Is Mishti’s health all right?”

				“No, nothing like that. I’m just—a bit tired from packing. There’s so much to do. It feels overwhelming.”

				“I swear, these visa rules are inhumane. All because of what a sticker says, I can’t come and help you?”

				“Let it be. It’s not free to fly back and forth either. Even if you could, better to save the money for Mishti’s kindergarten.”

				“You want to know my thought? If you have to leave things behind in the house, that’s fine. Clothes and things. We can buy them here.”

				“That’s a waste of money.”

				“Well, you’re causing yourself so much stress. Try to get rest and be in good health for the flight. It’s a long and exhausting flight.”

				“I’ll be fine. Are you taking care of your health?”

				“My pressure is all right.”

				“Watching the salt?”

				“Every day.”

				“Have you been to a doctor?”

				“Not yet. You three come and get settled, and then—”

				“Baba! Hey, Baba! I walk lots. And I coloring with my new crayons.”

				“Are you? Mama got you new crayons? Very nice. I got you a watercolor set.”

				“That’s brave.”

				“Ha ha! Maybe I can start by removing the carpet and preparing the floor for Mishti’s watercolor shenanigans.”

				“Or you can do watercolors with her on the kitchen counter when I’m not cooking. What’s the kitchen in the new apartment like? Is it big? Is there, what do they call it, an island?”

			

		

	
		
		
			L.

			It was past ten o’clock that night when the doorbell rang. When Ma opened the door, there stood Boomba, belongings stuffed into Ma’s purse slung on his shoulder, and a sack on the floor next to him. He looked like he hadn’t slept. His eyes were red, and his hair uncombed. On his feet were sneakers that had lost their laces. Accused of being a thief at the shelter, certain that his keenly eavesdropping roommates had heard Ma’s angry words, he had not dared to return there to sleep. Instead, he had retrieved his belongings and rested on a hospital campus, unnoticed among the crowds of worried patients and their families, thinking about how to proceed, until he could no longer bear the noise—or the silence—of the sick. Then, on a call made over a borrowed cell phone, he had told his mother he was coming back for a visit. He missed them, and he needed to see them. He had a toy for Robi too. But Boomba’s mother had stopped him. Reluctantly, she had shared some bad news. The roof of their hut had collapsed during a night of strong winds. They were sleeping under a stretch of plastic that flapped and tore and let in the pouring rain. The damp was getting to Robi—he had a cold that wouldn’t let go of him. It was then that Boomba could no longer bear to sit on the hospital campus, surrounded by those receiving, despite their agony, the peace of treatment, the peace of answers and solutions, the peace of a better day around the corner.

			Ma felt something resembling relief. Here he was, the blackmailer, the crook. Now they could stop fearing the scratch on the windowpane, the shuffle of feet outside the door, the creak of the hinges.

			Boomba spoke at once. “That storeroom? Right there? That’s where I stay now. It’s mine, and my family’s coming, too, in a few days.”

			He knew now that holding up one’s end of the deal was not the only way to enjoy the results of the deal.

			“Is that so?” said Ma. “After you were no help in that horrible place? In fact you disappeared like a coward. And now you dare to show up here? We should gather the neighbors and give you a thrashing.”

			“Gather the neighbors! Do it right now! Let me have a chance to tell them who you really are.” Boomba had given some thought to this speech, and now he launched into it. “Let me tell everybody that you’ve been taking food from the poor. And maybe money too? Who knows? The police will know, that’s who. People come in from the villages, each person supporting a whole family, each person saving and saving for the day when they can bring their family, and you take from them? You’re a small animal. Smaller than me. I don’t take from those who have nothing.”

			Ma listened, more calmly and patiently than she might have imagined possible. Behind Boomba, the hibiscus tree and the marigold shrubs shivered in the breeze. A group of teenagers walked down the lane beyond the gate, oblivious to everything but the pop music that emanated from a device they held, and as they passed, Ma saw that one of them was walking a large lizard on a rope. The day had already bent in an odd direction. Ma had delivered the gold, taking from deep in a wardrobe her mother’s bangles, inseparable from Ma’s memories of holding her own mother’s hand, those bangles sliding from elbow to wrist as her mother moved, her presence the refuge within which Ma’s days unfurled. Ma had delivered the bangles to a man she could no longer allow herself to believe was a scammer. Now he was her only hope.

			It was her duty, as a guardian, to put into action the beautiful ideal of hope. Ma thought harshly: This was what it looked like. Hope for the future was no shy bloom but a blood-maddened creature, fanged and toothed, with its own knowledge of history’s hostilities and the cages of the present. Hope wasn’t soft or tender. It was mean. It snarled. It fought. It deceived. On this day, hope lived in the delivery of gold to a man who might be a scammer, and, perhaps, hope lived also in opening the doors to a thief.

			“And if you stop me,” Boomba was saying, a flash of recklessness in his eye, “I’m going to go to the shelter and tell them what you’ve done. I’m going to go to the police and tell them too. See if the billionaire doesn’t come after you then. See if the police don’t drop everything else to make your life hell. What do I have to lose? Nothing. I have time. I will sit there until somebody listens to me, and then they will come for you.”

			Ma could not allow that. She could not allow the possibility that a conscientious shelter employee—the new manager, or her assistant—would look into what she had taken. What she had borrowed. What she had—all right, all right! Stolen. She could not allow the possibility of such an employee discovering the extent of her theft and deciding, with unassailable moral clarity, to lodge a police case, which would destroy any hope of receiving an honest visa in the future. It would destroy any hope of emigrating. What if Boomba was right and the proceedings wrecked her life and robbed her of her freedom? What would mother-torn Mishti do?

			“You will tell the shelter,” said Ma, suppressing her fears, “a few fairy tales? You think anybody will believe you, thief?”

			“What if they do? I will tell them what I saw, then it will be in their hands to find what there is to find.”

			“You think this is a detective show? There is nothing to find.”

			“Then tell me to get lost.”

			Boomba waited. Then he laughed. He had not revealed one other advantage he wanted from Ma, and she had not guessed. Now he showed his teeth, like those of crocodiles, and Ma, sensing something maniacal in him, thought that his laughter had nothing in common with Mishti’s. His laughter was a cackle of fear and audacity and greed. But she would need to be bolder than him. She would need to perform timidity to keep the risk of him in check, and then, from the safety of America, she would strike. Ma opened the door and let him in.

			
				M.

				After Ma had locked herself into the bedroom where Dadu and Mishti slept, Boomba tried in vain to fall asleep. The floor was hard where it met his shoulders and hips and knees, but it wasn’t that. The cool air from the vent was a touch too cold, but it wasn’t that either. Nor was it the lumpy purse, with its straps and buckles, pressed into use as a pillow.

				It was that Boomba was afraid.

				He replayed what he had said at the door, and felt now that he had overstated the threat he posed. He had no interest in going to the shelter to report this woman. He’d spoken empty words to frighten her, that was all. And he was surprised that she hadn’t challenged him—she hadn’t brought up the papers to the house, for example, and how Boomba would never be able to legitimately occupy the house. But perhaps she understood that the days of obeying documents were gone. New codes of savage behavior—or old codes, newly revealed—were taking their place.

				Still, frightened animals attacked. What if she decided to gather the neighbors and assault him, as she had threatened? He was afraid, and he was defenseless, alone in this small room with nothing in it but a few bins and his sparse belongings.

				He opened the door and crept up the stairs. He needed a weapon. All was silent, the house surrendered to its nighttime guise, shapes and shadows, a few passing beams of light from cars going down the lane. Upstairs, Boomba walked past the bedroom, its door shut tight, and into the living room. Glass gleamed on the daybed, and Boomba picked up a teacup from a set, squinted at it, then set it down. When his mother arrived, perhaps she would make tea, and perhaps, if Boomba found flour, she would fry nimki too. He found a phone charger plugged into the wall, and swooped down on it. Under the dining table, he saw a small cilantro plant, and he tore the leaves and, seating himself upon a chair, putting his feet up on another chair, ate them. He surveyed his new kingdom, for that was what it was. On the floor, there was a sheet of stickers that he could use to coax the child the next morning. He retrieved the sheet and put it in his pocket. Then, in a corner of the room, still packaged in a cardboard box, Boomba saw a pressure cooker. He rose and picked up the two parts, lid and body, each heavy as a cannon, it felt to him. Holding these made him feel strong, his arms ending not in small and blunt hands but in stainless steel. These he could use in the days to come.

			

		

	
		
		
			Phone

			
				“What’s this number?”

				“It’s my new phone.”

				“You got a new phone?”

				“Well, forget the phone. Wait till you hear.”

				“Hmm? What are you saying?”

				“There is some news. Are you listening, then?”

				“Tell!”

				“My boss is leaving for America. And he has no family here. They have all left. So he is leaving the house to me.” Silence. “What is it now? Are you there? Did the line get cut?”

				“I mean, what should I say? Is this true?”

				“Why would it not be true?”

				“I have never heard of a gift like this. He really said you can have his house?”

				“What else would he do with it? Lock it up and let it fall apart? Let people break in and squat here and wreck it? I said I will maintain it nicely.”

				“And you don’t have to pay him rent?”

				“He’s going to America! Dollars! He doesn’t need rent from me.”

				“What are the conditions, then?”

				“I told you. I have to maintain it.”

				“And in a few years he will come back and take it?”

				“No! It’s mine. Maybe he will want to see photos. I don’t know!”

				“Don’t you feel a little scared? I have never heard of a gift like this. It’s too big. What if something bad is to follow?”

				“Oho! Give me the phone. Yes, Boomba? Boomba, can you hear? I will tell your mother not to think like that. I will tell her we have already suffered our bad luck. My accident, and her job. Haven’t we endured enough? Things are changing. Our Boomba is making a new life in the city. He is making us proud. This is a blessing, so let’s accept the blessing.”

				“That’s what I’m saying. When I call and tell you to come, be prepared for the four a.m. bus, that is the best one. Later in the day, it gets hotter and everybody becomes irritated. Wake up Robi and take the early one. Understood?”

				“As you say, Boomba. We will take the midnight bus if we have to. It doesn’t happen in this life, like this.”

				“I know, I know. I am using up all my luck.”

				“What did he say, then?”

				“How many times do you want to hear the story? There’s nothing more to tell.”

				“What does it mean, leaving the house to you? Did he give you the, what do they call it, title? Papers, like that? Will you have to pay a huge tax?”

				“Well, no, I don’t know about papers—he hasn’t given me papers yet. Maybe he will soon. I didn’t ask questions. Why should I?”

				“Better not to ask questions, that’s true. Better not to make him doubt his decision.”

				“Don’t go telling everybody, now. I don’t want everybody in the village coming here and asking to stay with us. The old lady would demand omelets twenty-four hours a day. I don’t want to make a new village here. I want our own house. You, Baba, Robi, and me, living in peace.”

				“Tell me one thing. Does the house have working fans?”

				“Does the house have working fans? Let me tell you. They have air-conditioning like you have never felt! Siberia on your skin!”

			

		

	
		
		
			Day 5

			
				A.

				Ma had planned to stay awake all night. But her eyes surrendered to sleep, and she knew as soon as she woke, neck stiff and shoulders sore against the headboard, quiet prevailing in the morning’s stillness, no chimpanzee enrobed in the curtains, no fingers playing with Ma’s toes, no mouth drooling upon her cheek, that Mishti was not there. Her mind leaped from sleep to panic.

				“Mishti? O Mishti!” called her cracked voice after taking a look at the unlocked bedroom door, a pair of crayons on the mattress, and the vacant bathroom, which she checked even though she knew that Mishti never went into that dim room, abode of ghosts, alone.

				“Mishti? O Mishti!” called her voice down the corridor, in the kitchen, and down the stairs into the storeroom, which, the sun not having found its way there yet, was still sheathed in its own night. She flicked the light on. Other than Boomba’s belongings, all of which repelled her, including her own purse, on which he had laid his head, the storeroom was empty.

				Ma threw open the front door, and called for Mishti once more. The garden made no reply. Out in the lane, those who were passing by looked at her as she ran, concern playing on their faces. Ma didn’t notice them; they may as well have been stick figures for all they mattered. The world was revolving away from her, and after a few minutes, she saw the ironing man shake his head, and the barber, too, though she couldn’t recall having asked them a question. The city was a wilderness before her. She called her daughter’s name in anguish, like she herself was trapped in the woodland, and her daughter was the only one who could locate her and offer rescue.

				Ma’s feet returned her to the house, where she held the doorframe and, feeling her head spin, closed her eyes. The sun painted itself in her eyelids. When she opened her eyes, she sensed the colors around her—the green of the neem tree, the pink and yellow paints on film posters shredded to bits on a wall opposite, the silver of a lamppost—shimmer and shift. There was nowhere the sun wasn’t, and yet all of this light failed to reveal Mishti. In Ma’s body, air forgot to travel its routine paths, blood resisted its own currents.

				Upstairs, Dadu was sitting awake, buttoning his shirt, and as soon as Ma returned to the room, too lost within herself to speak the words, he took his walking stick, and said, “I’m going to see if Mrs. Sen’s camera caught anything.”

				In the empty house, Ma stood before the bathroom sink and washed her face, at first to inquire if she was still present, and then, when she had seen her own face as she would a stranger’s—its moles, lines, curvature—and affirmed she was present, she washed her face to regain control of this body. Here, water. Here, skin. She needed to be calm. Where had Boomba taken Mishti? And how? She knew she had latched the bedroom door. When the water felt like mud in her eyes, when her hair was soaked and her collar, too, Ma brought a towel, damp, smelly, improperly aired, to her face, then closed the bathroom door behind her.

			

			
				B.

				Mrs. Sen’s camera log revealed, in its halting way, the clear moments of action in which Boomba climbed aboard a rickshaw and lifted Mishti up, an object in her hand too fuzzy to discern.

				“O Ma,” Mrs. Sen said, her face crumpling as the scenes played. “O Ma. What has that thief done now? Why does he keep targeting you? If my darlings were any good at guarding property, I would have them stay at your house for a bit—like Dobermans. But we are worthless neighbors. Who will track this kidnapper now? Who will find him?”

				Dadu and Ma only thanked her. They left her holding her front door, a parrot climbing sideways up her arm, and rushed toward the nearest rickshaw stand. They walked as swiftly as they could, and had no breath to spare for speaking. But they knew they each had the same thought pushing them forward. They needed to find the rickshaw driver who had picked up Boomba and Mishti. If they could not find the rickshaw driver who had taken Boomba’s fare, and learn where he had taken them, they would not have another chance to bring Mishti back. The only consolation was that Boomba’s things were still in the storeroom, and it appeared that he wanted to return—after all, he wanted the house. But in the meantime, what did he want with Mishti?

				The question tormented Ma. A girl child, in the hands of a crook. A two-year-old who would not be able to name her mother or grandfather, even if a good-hearted stranger found her and rescued her. Ma, Mishti would say. Dadu, she would say, in a city of a million mothers and grandfathers. Why hadn’t Ma pinned a piece of paper to her clothes with Dadu’s phone number? Why hadn’t Ma written their address in pen on her arm? Why hadn’t Ma, for that matter, barricaded Mishti in the bedroom by lodging furniture in front of the door? The questions, dark and slippery as oil, would not stop. She felt afraid that her questioning of self would destabilize her beyond recovery. But, somewhere in the city, Mishti waited, trusting with her child’s absolute trust that her mother would come to fetch her. In whichever crowd or room Mishti was, she was searching for the face she loved most. Ma pressed on.

			

			
				C.

				Upon a stage near the rickshaw stand proceeded a play, its audience consisting of forty rickshaw drivers, a few of whom clapped with devotion at intervals known only to them. One whistled as an actor onstage, a woman in makeup and jasmine blossoms in her hair performed an elaborate swoon before fainting, the point being that this was a consequence of her having consumed only water and no electrolytes.

				It was a drab educational play, but the rickshaw drivers were rapt, and Ma’s and Dadu’s frantic questions—

				“This morning, did you take a small girl—”

				“A man with a small girl. He has taken my grandchild. Do you remember—”

				—received little attention.

				Then a voice said, “Cold water Dadu! This way. It’s me, discount Uber, don’t you recognize me?”

				It was the driver who had taken them to the consulate. He had just returned from dropping off a fare, and his white shirt stuck to his torso, gone as translucent with sweat as a page dropped in a puddle. He listened to them, then took long strides to the stage where he interrupted the actor, commandeered the sole microphone available, and said, “Hello hello, one two three testing! Brothers, who took a young man with a little girl this morning? Would have been five or five thirty. Shombhu? Pintu? Who was out on routes then?”

				His voice boomed over the crowd before he lowered the microphone and squinted, shading his eyes with a hand.

				“Nobody was there? I see. What if your child disappeared and everybody you asked looked least interested? Come on! Have a heart!”

				The driver gave it another minute.

				Then a man with a stooped back, wearing a wide-brimmed sun hat as if he were on vacation, and rain boots painted with unicorns, sighed and rose from the ground next to his rickshaw.

				“I don’t want to be mixed up in any trouble,” he grumbled. “And if you involve the police, I’m out.”

				Then he told them what he recalled. “The little girl was holding a toy truck, and speaking nonstop, and the young man—her uncle, or what?—lifted her into the rickshaw.”

				Ma’s heart clenched.

				“She was laughing. I thought she was going out with her uncle, honestly. But they didn’t go far. He wanted to go to the jetty.”

				“The jetty?” said Dadu.

				“I mean, yes. Where is everybody taking a boat today? To the hexagon, where else?”

				“The hexagon?”

				“For the feast. I should have gone myself—now I’m caught up in this—is he not her uncle, then? Whatever you all are doing, it’s your family problem. Don’t involve—”

				“What feast?”

				“What feast? You don’t watch tellybhishon? The rich lady’s daughter? Her wedding? Her wedding feast?”

				“Take us there,” said Ma.

			

			
				D.

				Once, the jetty had been a venue for couples who snuck away from nosy families to sit next to each other, bodies gently touching, desirous of nothing more than the linking of hands, the shared viewing of a sunset. In those days, a cigarette shop and a restaurant—whose main offering was french fries reverently and gratefully transported from freezer to fryer—did steady business, but they were long closed, and the row where sellers of chaat and chanachur once sat was vacant too. Now, as Ma and Dadu arrived, the jetty was a thicket of shoves and shouts, the stench of people too close to one another, their elbows and knees jabbing, their hands grasping, feet stepping on feet. The last ferry to the hexagon was pulling back, its motor rumbling, hundreds holding on to its railings, a few brave souls grasping the tires that hung from its side, their bodies afloat in the murky water. But every minute more people arrived from the city, and from the surrounding suburbs and villages, adding to the dozens on the jetty. A pair of guards raised their palms and called, “Be calm! Keep order! This was the last ferry, we told you. There have been nine other ferries already! If you didn’t get on, go home. Don’t crowd this area.”

				“Add more ferries,” yelled somebody in the crowd. “Can’t you see we need more ferries?”

				“Just let people on,” called somebody else. “That ferry can take fifty more people. It’s basically empty!”

				“Please,” Ma begged of a guard, ignoring the complaints of those she had pushed past to stand in front of him. “Someone kidnapped my child and took her on a ferry. Please let me on. I only need to find my child; I am not interested in the feast—”

				“Hmm,” said the imperturbable guard. “I have heard many stories today, but this is a very good one.” Then, his tone harsher, he said, “Go back home. Nobody else is getting on a ferry.”

				The river lapped at the base of the jetty, opaque as a pearl. In the water, swinging back and forth in the departed ferry’s wake, was a patchwork of trash. Before anybody could stop her, Ma climbed off the jetty and into the murk. If no boat would take her, then she would swim. But she had always been a poor swimmer, and as soon as the warm water invaded her eyes and nose, as soon as the current met the feeble motion of her arms and legs, she realized she had made a mistake. Her body afloat in barely five feet of water, thrashing about, grasping at the exposed mud at the base of the jetty, Dadu shouting for help above her, Ma finally climbed out, a subject of derision. A voice asked if she was mad, and another laughed at her desperation to make it to the feast. The guards yelled at her and fretted that they would get in trouble. Dadu said nothing. He took off his shirt, put it on her shoulders, and took her back to the rickshaw.

				At the back of the crowd, two teenagers climbed a tree to survey the scene. The teenagers were sisters. They had traveled from a faraway village where they sewed dry leaf plates for income, where pests were now destroying the trees that sustained them, where the local school principal, known for stretching the school’s midday meals as far as the supplies would go, doled out some dal to them every now and then. They clambered down the tree, one skinning her elbow, the other holding a dragonfly in her palm, and prepared to return to their village, where their parents were waiting eagerly to hear about the feast. In the sisters’ tales of eating, their parents would be sated.

			

			
				E.

				Early in the morning, while Ma and Dadu slept, Mishti had unlatched the bedroom door and gone to look at the stranger in the storeroom. She had heard him walking during the night, and she had understood that Ma had let him in. But if he was Ma’s friend, why was Ma upset at his visit? And why had Dadu refused to answer questions about him? For a while she had stood silently on the bottom stair, watching Boomba.

				Boomba, who had been awake all night, sat up on the floor and stretched his limbs. He needed the child on this day, and miraculously, she was now before him. From within a bin, he retrieved the toy truck he had taken, some days ago.

				“I didn’t know you were sleeping here, mister truck,” said Boomba. “How did you get here?”

				He looked around innocently. “Oh, I see. You are a baby truck, and you want to play. Well, I know a little boy who would love your lights. Would you like to play with him?”

				Boomba waited some more.

				“His name is Robi. I can take you to him. He would have so much fun playing with you.”

				“That’s my twuck!” said Mishti, unable to bear it.

				Then she had gone to him, and he, gentle with her as he was with his own brother, had sat her next to him and rolled the truck ten times, twenty times. It revved. It flashed its lights. Shyly, Mishti fetched the truck from its varied destinations and returned it to Boomba’s hands for further racing. When he rolled it up a bin and into its depth, making it vanish, she giggled.

				“I have an idea,” said Boomba. “Do you want to go on a boat?”

				“Where?” said Mishti, looking around.

				“It’s not here. It’s on the river. And if we go on the boat together, we will get many things to eat.”

				“Eat?”

				“Yes.” He ticked off the probable items on his fingers. “Potatoes, duck eggs, spinach, cauliflower—”

				“Flowerflower?”

				“Mm-hmm. And then, ice cream, jilipi—”

				“Ice cream?”

				“Only if you come quietly with me.”

				Mishti looked uncertain.

				Boomba waited a moment, then showed her the sheet of stickers he had taken. “Look, we can do stickers on the boat. Do you want to put stickers on my arm?”

				“Is not allowed!” said Mishti. “Mama says no stickers on her!”

				“Is that so? Well, you can do it to me. I don’t mind.”

				Fifteen minutes later, when they left the house, Mishti gripped the truck in one hand and the sheet of stickers in the other.

				“No, wait!” she said as Boomba opened the door. “Mama?”

				“Mama’s sleeping,” he said. “Let’s go. Don’t you want to eat?”

				He gently tugged on her arm, nervous for a moment that she would scream. Her body was small, but her will was immense.

				“Mama!” said Mishti. “Dadu!”

				“I promise,” Boomba begged, “we will bring food back for them. We will give them a cauliflower surprise. How about that?”

				At that, Mishti nodded a big nod. Boomba put both hands on her torso and lifted her onto a rickshaw that had slowed and then stopped. It was a blessing that Mishti had appeared before him at dawn—he could not dismiss that perhaps it was his mother’s hand that had brought her down the stairs, operating in the universe as mothers’ hands do.

				He had heard that he would need a child to gain entry to the billionaire’s daughter’s wedding feast. Nobody in this society had very much sympathy for solo men. Solo men like him were suspect entities. But a man accompanying a child—such a man was a different species. In the eyes of others, such a man was the most kingly of beings, a guardian.

				On the seat next to him, his hand across her lap to keep her from falling, Mishti found that her resolve failed as the house disappeared from view. Turning around in the rickshaw, she cried until her cheeks turned red, her nose blew snot bubbles, her tears dripped off her chin. She cried with the desolation of one who understood that the world was cleaving in two, like a tree struck by lightning—she on one side, her mother on the other. It was an unendurable world.

				Boomba had seen Robi cry like that. His heart began to ache. He was a thief and a blackmailer, but he was not a monster. She was only a child. What did she know of the ways in which people made instruments of one another?

				“Don’t cry,” he said in her ear so that she would hear him. “I will bring you back to your Ma. We will go eat a lot of food, and then I will bring you back.”

				When at last she stopped crying and took big, jagged breaths, he asked her, “What’s your name, then?”

			

			
				F.

				Since arriving in the city, Boomba had heard stories of the floating home, the hexagon, where the shelter’s major donor, the city’s only remaining billionaire, lived. In his boatman days, he had seen it from a distance. It was a river island situated where the river had grown wide as the sea, its banks gray lines on the horizon. The artificial island was rigged to the riverbed, a fanciful experiment of the billionaire’s, which generated rumors aplenty. Rumor was that the hexagon contained a mansion whose solar panels moved to catch the sun where it hung in the sky. Rumor was that the hexagon scheduled its own rain on Fridays. Rumor was that the hexagon contained cabins whose paints cooled the interior, rooms whose walls and carpets watched and measured and alerted, roads that made efforts to repair themselves. Some spoke of doctors who were not people but machine intelligence in the living room, and others spoke of children who wore clothing that detected germs. But nobody really knew. All the city dwellers knew was what the billionaire chose to share—her generosity to the poor, her kind heart for rural immigrants in the city, her soft spot for children. This control of information, too, was a form of her wealth.

				On this morning, days before the billionaire’s daughter’s wedding, there was a feast for the poor of the city, limited to children and their guardians. In batches, nearly twenty thousand would be seated on the floor of an auditorium in the hexagon, and given a hot meal. In addition, food for fifty thousand more would be distributed in the city. But everybody knew that the best food—perhaps luchi made from real flour, perhaps five kinds of fresh vegetables, perhaps even real fish—would be at the hexagon.

				Boomba arrived early at the jetty, and caught a ferry—a massive ferry, with room for two thousand—steered by none other than Shanto, who let him cut the line and climb aboard.

				“Never knew you had a daughter,” said Shanto, who had just received a haircut and still had clippings on his shoulders. He smelled of aftershave.

				“Looking nice for the feast?” said Boomba.

				“Why not,” said Shanto. “Big day.” Then he turned to Mishti. “Hello, girl, what’s your name?”

				Mishti whispered her name.

				“Jhimli? All right, Jhimli, sit here, and you will be able to see.”

				Shanto held Mishti by the armpits and put her on a bench atop which were already seated a small boy and a white rooster.

				“Where’s he?” said Boomba. “Your boy?”

				Shanto looked straight ahead at the wide expanse of river upon which a gaudy sun played. He said, “Cerebral malaria.”

				“Cerebral malaria?” demanded Boomba, afraid of what he was hearing. “Meaning—meaning what exactly?”

				“He needed injections,” said Shanto in his quiet voice. “Artesunate. But the price the hospital told me…I looked everywhere for cheaper artesunate. I begged at pharmacies. In the end, he said, ‘Baba, can you bring me some sugar water? Can you put some sugar water on my lips?’ And I couldn’t even afford sugar for him.”

				For everybody watching, Shanto kept his eyes upon the river and lifted a hand to wave at a small boat that passed in the opposite direction, but in his own mind, in an infinite loop, he took off his shoes and went into a room with fourteen beds where his boy lay, and though there was a note taped to the wall that said not to touch the patient or the bed, Shanto asked a nurse in his low voice if he could, and then he raised an arm over the railing and touched with the tips of his crooked fingers the boy’s arm, below the nook of the elbow where, from days of syringes that gave him not the medicine he needed but only saline, the skin had bruised the color of storm clouds. Shanto touched the thin blanket on his son’s chest, then took the boy’s arm, that known hand in his own, soon to be free of the wires and syringes and machines he had suffered in the last days of his life.

				Few knew that, on this day, Shanto was traveling to the country where his son was.

				The rooster cast its red eyes upon Mishti, and allowed her, a few minutes into the journey, to put a tentative palm on its back.

			

			
				G.

				Upon arriving at the hexagon, the first thing Boomba noticed was that there was no buzzing in his ear. The air was clear and fragrant with flowers. Copying him, Mishti turned her face to the sky and took a gulp of air. Having befriended the rooster on the ferry, she remained calm, and gained some cheer as the boy allowed Mishti to hold the rooster in her arms, the bird’s feet tied in string the boy clutched. The boy had faced plenty of strangers who wanted to eat his beloved rooster, and he never lowered his guard. But he trusted Mishti with the trust children had in one another. Together, they walked on a roped-off path on the built ground of the hexagon, not earth but its kin, dewy green grass, ferns luscious as those that might be found in a rain forest, followed soon by a paved lane that led to a gigantic dome, the auditorium. The walls of the dome played pictures of the couple, screening a love story that included, as its plot points, evenings at a British university library and days of backpacking in Norway. The lovers’ journey was of great sentimental value to the billionaire’s family, but it was merely comedic material to everybody who had come for the food. It would soon become a matter of jokes on the internet.

				Though much of the hexagon was roped off, and security guards lined the path, regions of this mysterious land were visible to the passersby. Far off the path, four children played, the river breeze permitting a shuttlecock’s arc. Watching them for a moment, Boomba returned to his village, to the swept yard in front of his family’s house, winter sunshine warming his back as he spun the racquet in his hands.

				“What are they doing?” said Mishti, watching them too.

				“Playing,” was all Boomba said.

				“It’s called basketball,” said the boy with the rooster. They were the first words he had spoken. “Don’t you see the ball they are hitting with the basket in their hands?”

				Mishti nodded seriously. “I see,” she said, like a grown-up. “What this hen name?” she continued, asking about the rooster.

				“Titanic,” said the boy.

				“Tiger Nick?”

				In the auditorium, lit by chandeliers from a false ceiling, the air cooled, the floor spotless, Boomba and Mishti sat on lengths of carpet long as football fields, and looked at the banana leaf plates and stainless steel glasses laid before them. Boomba felt disoriented by everything—the layout of the hexagon, the size of it, the clean and foreign texture of it, with none of the mainland’s moods. He saw it, but he couldn’t see it. All he could tell was that everybody gathered in the space was accompanying a child, and Boomba thanked the universe once more that it had been possible to bring Mishti.

				Then came the food, vessel after copper vessel, each atop wheels, with two men steering and a third acting as a server, a ladling spoon in his hand. There were vegetables pulled freshly from earth, carrots with green tops and lifelines drawn on their bodies, oblong potatoes, sweet pumpkin, eggplant. There was rice, each long grain perfectly steamed. There were cuts of bhetki fish fried in crisp batter, a shatter of shell followed by salt and silk and silt of a stream on the tongue at once. There was rui fish in a curry.

				“Why not ilish?” said Boomba to the server. “Will the rich people get ilish?”

				When the server gave him a look, Boomba cackled. “It’s just a question. Just because you work for a rich person, it doesn’t make you a rich person yourself, have you thought about that?”

				The boy with the rooster ate with morsels pressed in his fist, jaws open like those of an anaconda devouring deer, and Mishti ate too. Boomba had stuffed plastic bags inside his pockets to take food off her plate and save it for himself, but now he watched the child eat, unable to bring himself to intervene. When Mishti had trouble with the rui fish, she turned to Boomba with mouth open like a baby bird, and Boomba understood and took the bones out. He pinched the clean white fish between his fingers and put the pieces back on her tongue. Then came cups of chocolate ice cream, and Boomba gave her spoonfuls, keeping her from dripping ice cream on her shirt. When platters of fruit came around, fruit Boomba loved—especially the lychees, with hedgehog skin and mineral meat—Boomba peeled them for Mishti. She sat obediently beside him, mouth smeared, hands slick with ghee, and when she coughed from a bite stuck in her throat, Boomba patted her back.

				“Is it better?” he said. “Have water.”

				No, Boomba was no monster. All Boomba was, was a man whose moral compass pointed toward the north of his own family. Wasn’t that the most ordinary thing in the world?

				Elsewhere in the great hall, guardians pleaded with their distracted children to eat some more. A little boy with heaps of food in front of him played with lychee seeds. A little girl whined that her fish was the wrong shape.

				As the meal wound down, Mishti dipped a pitted cherry in a puddle of chocolate ice cream, and the imprecise movement of her hand became the wick upon which a small flame inside Boomba caught. From satiety, and satisfaction, his mood grew sorrowful. Had Robi ever eaten food like this? Would he ever have an opportunity to? A different toss of the die, and Robi would have had Mishti’s life, a life of health and comfort. A different toss of the die, and Robi would have had the billionaire’s child’s life. A different toss of the die, and Robi would have been the billionaire, looming over Boomba, the beggar.

				As it was, the billionaire paused before Boomba and Mishti. She was in her sixties, and her feet—the first glimpse Boomba had of her—were in embroidered slippers. She wore a sari aglitter with crystals. When she spoke, it was in the softest voice Boomba had ever heard. “Your daughter has a lovely smile. How old is she?”

				Boomba looked at her face, light skinned, as if the sun grew reverent before her wealth; kind eyes; earlobes heavy with diamonds so large they looked like they were glass carved out of a mirror.

				How old was this girl, anyway? Two? Three? Boomba had not given much thought to it.

				“I am eleven,” said Mishti. “And my birthday is December.”

				The billionaire laughed, and bent to touch Mishti’s chin with affection.

				“All of December?”

				Mishti didn’t understand the question. “This my ice cream,” she said, pointing at her bowl.

				The billionaire turned to a server who was hovering nearby. “Can you bring the ice cream back? Make sure all the children get more ice cream if they want.”

				After the meal, the guests sat through a filmed lecture about hope, hard work, and national resilience by the billionaire’s husband, the bride’s father, while a placid rain fell upon the dome of the auditorium. Boomba fidgeted with his fingers, wondering if he could explore the hexagon and find the stores of food. But guards watched the visitors with unflagging focus, and then, with only a half hour left before the return ferry—which was running late, it was announced—the children were invited to play in the garden surrounding the auditorium. Workers swiftly removed the rope boundaries, and children scattered like blown bubbles, shrieking, overwhelmed by the garden bathed in sun even as it drizzled, rain like a shower of silver-wrapped candies that touched them so gently it was as if the drops sought permission. There was no sign of a building that Boomba could enter. When he looked over his shoulder, a guard with a rifle looked directly at him.

				The garden, in its own dome of atmosphere, was a child’s dream. There were regions green with trellises of flowering vines and rosebushes, shrubs sculpted into mazes, fountains surrounded by lotuses, and tall fruit trees that grew freely, rows of cashew, mango, grapefruit, and the skinny trunks and split leaves of papaya. Coconut palms towered over patches of chili plants with their red fruit like perked up ears, and bougainvillea climbed over structures.

				Boomba followed Mishti as Mishti tracked a squirrel, his shoulders bent to avoid being struck by branches. Dried leaves crumpled like old documents under his shoes. Not so long ago, the city had held forests like this, where herds of monkeys rampaged, galloping like horses over rooftops and swinging from trees, devouring young mango until a tree’s dozens were fully bitten and chewed, then throwing the fruit imperiously to ground. Neither Mishti nor Boomba had seen that iteration of the city, but they each, in their own way, liked a garden that recalled such a forest, a garden whose growth compelled them to become smaller and humbler, whose shades of green focused their eyes and called to their hands, and every now and then rewarded them with the folding of the shy fern, the mimosa pudica.

				“Will it be like this where you’ll go?” said Boomba.

				“Where?” said Mishti.

				“I don’t know. Where are you going, anyway?”

				“Mitchigun.”

				“Is that in England?”

				Mishti thought for a while, then spoke in a voice thin as a flute. “No, it’s in Sunday.”

			

			
				H.

				The return ferry approached the hexagon and sounded its horn, a blast that frightened a band of sparrows. A hedge shivered and a dozen of them scattered to the safety of the sky. Boomba held Mishti’s hand, which she now gave him willingly, and left the garden to find the path they had taken that morning, preparing to climb the ramp on board. The boy with the rooster had gone his own way. With their stomachs aching, eyes drowsy, the spell of the day broken, all that was left was to sit aboard the ferry and return to the city.

				A few minutes later, a siren caused Boomba to look about with alarm. Shanto, with a dozen men and women, had evaded the guards and had stormed the hexagon’s interior, where buildings housed clinics and medical supplies, and pantries stocked with food. Security guards in vests and helmets sprinted past Boomba, chasing Shanto and his allies. In the chaos, the intruders grew in number. While some guests, now grateful to the billionaire, comprehended what was happening and refused to join the looting—they stood by the side of the road, holding their children by the shoulders—others who felt infuriated by the crumbs they had received followed Shanto. They needed the food more than the billionaire did. They needed the medicines more than the billionaire did. Thousands, seeing an opportunity they would never have again, threw themselves into the moment. They gathered in their arms all the foods cooling in the massive fridges—whole ilish fish, buckets of shrimp as large as lobsters, vibrant fruits and vegetables organized by color, gulab jamun adorned with gold leaf. Guards, awaiting instructions from the billionaire, held their fire. The billionaire debated options with those closest to her, their chief concern being the unsalvageably awful press that would result from violence visited upon her guests. If the crowd wanted more food, the billionaire could tolerate that. She could even, in the future, spin the narrative to her benefit. But the greater the mob grew, the more its attention dispersed. Some formed a human ladder and tugged at a chandelier. Others scattered around the hexagon, leaping over the rope boundaries to arrive at small structures—an office, a library, a four-car garage, a movie theater, a gym, a bowling alley, a spa—where they gathered everything that appeared valuable. Older children, following their parents, emptied the theater of its candy and popcorn. Some took oils from the spa, gold letter openers from the office, gin from a shelf in the library. Some took portable fans and cooling vests. One took a raincoat off its bench in the bowling alley. Five bold children struggled to move an elliptical, which they thought was an electricity generator. The main residence remained guarded by uniformed men who did not move an inch. But the other structures yielded to frenzied hands, big and small, greedy and gleeful.

				Boomba rushed into the first structure that caught his eye. It was a library. He tugged at a computer monitor on a desk, but the machine made neither response nor movement. He glanced at oversize books jutting out of the shelves like mismatched tiles, and armchairs on which one could comfortably recline. Wild with the need to make the most of the moment, Boomba looked around for anything valuable. Then, on a small side table tucked into a corner of the library, Boomba spied a globe. It was the size of a Ping-Pong ball, but when he picked it up, it sat heavy as rock in his palm. Its oceans, made of lapis lazuli, shimmered. Its countries glittered with gemstones: diamonds and emeralds and rubies and sapphires. Seams of silver marked the latitudes and longitudes. It was the most beautiful globe Boomba had seen, and it returned him right away to his boyhood self, which was, though long left behind, not that far away. He wanted that globe. He shoved it into the plastic bag in his pocket, wrapping the plastic around it several times to dull its gleam, then tied the bag to his belt loop.

				With this treasure, Boomba joined the near stampede of those looting the kitchen. But he was late, and there was a massive crowd already fleeing with their loot. Mishti’s hand gripped in his, Boomba looked about at the emptied shelves, until Mishti said, “Flowerflower!”

				Fallen under an appliance Boomba did not recognize, in the dark space between its bottom and the floor, was a ten-kilogram sack of rice. On the sack, a picture of steamed rice served with a medley of vegetables. Boomba grabbed it and joined those who were fleeing. But in the meantime, urged by her daughter’s anger at her wedding festivities being ruined, the billionaire had changed her mind. She had ordered her guards to fire, but only to frighten, not to injure. The crowd panicked and rushed onto the ferry, and Shanto, with no gains in his hands save a bag of ibuprofen and vitamin supplements, took his place at the steering wheel once more. Over a loudspeaker, as he allowed people time to board, Shanto finally spoke his mind. “Remember this day, madam, as a demonstration of what happens when you hoard food and give us crumbs. This is what happens when you hoard medicines while our children are dying. This feast is nothing but an insult to the people of the city. No more! No more!”

				Boomba listened in fear and amazement. Such public courage was alien to him. Now he looked at Shanto as if the two had never known each other, as if they were strangers, so small did he feel before the vastness of Shanto’s act. Like a coward, Boomba watched from a distance at the back of the ferry, afraid of the moment in which the police would surround the ferry and arrest Shanto. Or, perhaps, the guards would decide to dispense their own justice. Never again would he see open sky, Boomba feared on his friend’s behalf.

				But only meters from the hexagon’s shore, the overloaded ferry, carrying hundreds beyond capacity who hung off its sides with desperate arms, its own poorly maintained body shot at by the guards, began to sink. The guards watched from the hexagon, rifles finally lowered. First, only the back of the ferry listed a little, nothing that might not have been caused by the river’s movement. Then, within minutes, the ferry tilted to its left and upturned, like a toy in a child’s bath. Boomba grasped the sack of rice and Mishti’s hand, and—there was nothing else to do—allowed the water to take them. Above them, a helicopter carrying the billionaire and her family rose and vanished from sight.

				Ten feet and twenty feet and thirty feet from the collapsed edge of the ferry, swimming with all his strength, water churned by the frenzied activity of passengers thrashing, stinging his nose, fouling his mouth, spray in Mishti’s eyes as she cried, her body suspended in water with nothing solid to hold but Boomba’s arm, his effort the only thing keeping her head above water while she desperately kicked her legs in motions she intuited, in and out like a frog, surrounded by others whose shirts were ballooning around them, whose arms were letting go of the treasures they had taken in ecstasy only moments ago, whose voices were calling for loved ones wrestled and pinned by the muscular river, Boomba felt the immensity of the water to be crossed.

				He would have an easier time if he let go of one of his two burdens—the sack of rice, soaked and heavy as an anchor, or the terrified child, who gripped him with extraordinary strength. Her strength was such that she could drown both of them. He knew what he would do: He watched the sack of rice vanish in the muddy churn of water.

				Something hard hit his elbow. It was an oar. Above it loomed a boat that looked familiar, though overloaded as well, and Boomba clung to the oar with colossal determination. Had he not been holding Mishti, he had no doubt that the oarsman would have shaken him off. As it was, a voice he knew said, “Get them, get them!” and arms reached down and pulled the two of them up through the invasion of water that seemed to soar and slam from every direction, mud and froth the entire composition of the world. When he was slumped on the floor of the boat, he realized this was the boat he once ferried. There was the owner, the oarsman. The owner made eye contact with him and said, “I always knew you were a greedy one. Always wanting more, more, more.”

				Boomba said nothing. Holding Mishti’s hand, patting her head, drying her shivering body with the rag somebody pressed into his hand, he crouched in the boat for an eternity. When she cried for her mother, inconsolable, Boomba whispered in her ear, “Don’t cry. We’re going home to Ma. We will be there in one minute.” In the river the ferry fully sank, taking with it Shanto, who helped hundreds of children climb into rescue boats with an uncanny sense of peace, then let himself join his son. Soon they were back at the jetty, and those on the boat began to jump into knee-deep water and pull the boat closer.

				Boomba and Mishti jumped, too, scraping their knees and shins. Mishti’s toes hit pebbles. Her toes hit coarse sand. She had fallen silent. Her face was puffy from crying, and solemn. In shock, clothes soaked, shoes lost, teeth chattering, she held on to Boomba’s hand while he lifted the weight of himself out. Then he remembered and patted his waist. There was the globe. Water streamed off his body in minor tributaries.

			

			
				I.

				It was late in the afternoon, nearly evening, when Boomba and Mishti returned to the house.

				Ma had been waiting. She grabbed the girl—her clothes soaking through Ma’s right away, cold and soiled feet upon Ma’s legs—and fled up the stairs. All the questions on her mind—had he hurt her? Had he truly taken her to the hexagon? Why?—expressed themselves as forceful embrace in the bathroom. Ma took her dripping clothes off and ran the hot water for a bath, and the drum of water concealed all that occurred on the floor below.

				Behind Mishti came Boomba, and Dadu, trembling with anguish, in a moment of swift decisiveness, raised his walking stick and brought it down upon Boomba’s knees. With a look of amazement, Boomba fell.

				“Get out,” said Dadu, his voice hoarse. “How dare you kidnap the child—”

				“Kidnap? I brought her back!”

				“If you lay a finger on her ever again—”

				“Ask her,” said Boomba. “Ask her what she ate today. I took her to the feast, that’s all I did!”

				But Dadu wasn’t listening. Once more he raised his walking stick and brought it down upon Boomba’s back, as he lay clutching his knees.

				“I took her to the feast!” Boomba wailed. “They would not have let me go without—”

				Again, Dadu raised the walking stick.

				“Stop,” Boomba pleaded. “Stop! No more!”

				“Get out,” said Dadu. “If I see your face again—”

				“Let me get my—”

				“Out.”

				Boomba crawled out the door and down the garden path, hobbling. When he wasn’t touching his painful back, he touched the small bag that swung from his belt loop. It appeared to steady him. He opened and shut the garden gate, then stood, grasping the gate on the other side. His mouth pulled into a sad smile.

				“Dadu, you turned out to be a villain,” he called. Drenched, Boomba looked like a different person. “I took your grandchild to a feast, and you beat me for it? Shame on me for not seeing who you all really are. You are not decent people. You are villains, like every other city dweller with a house.” Boomba sneezed. “But you can’t defeat me, and you can’t get rid of me. I will be back.”

				With that, he turned away, snapping a stem off a hibiscus as he did so. Underfoot, he ground the flower into the pavement.

			

			
				J.

				Dadu stood at the door, watching the road as Boomba retreated. Pain from the back of his head radiated to the front, and he felt pressure behind his eyes, as if his skull was a dam holding back a surging river. He shook his head to clear the feeling, but it only made him dizzy.

				Before his eyes, a sparrow fell from the sky, and a few people turned to look, but nearly everybody had encountered overheated and exhausted birds in recent years, and the crowd flowed swiftly around the sparrow’s body, a tiny roundabout.

				On the floor above, Ma asked Mishti, “Did he take you on a boat? Did he take you to a place with a lot of food? Did you eat?”

				“No,” said Mishti.

				Ma’s heart sank.

				“I ate itchy,” said Mishti.

				“You were itchy?”

				“I ate itchy!”

				“Where, Mishti?”

				“Near the hen.”

				“There was a hen? Did he take you to someone’s house, then?”

				“The hen name Tiger Nick.”

				“Is that a cartoon? You went to somebody’s house and watched a cartoon?”

				“No cartoons!”

				“How did you get soaked?”

				“I don’t know. Where did Tiger Nick go?”

				And that was all Mishti would say before the misery of what she had been through overcame her. Then, rejecting Ma’s questions, Mishti threw a bar of soap and a bottle of shampoo on the floor, and stomped on the toilet seat lid, and scratched at Ma’s arms, and lay on the floor and screamed, while Ma, fearful and bewildered, attempted to put a towel on her and embrace her again.

			

			
				K.

				Later that night, Dadu sat at the table, forearms upon the known slope of wood, and tried to write in his notebook. Strangely, he could not recall with much precision the moments in which he had struck Boomba. His body shook. His hands struggled to hold the pen. Bells rung in his ears. Boomba writhed before him, a sickening sight that had made him feel not assured in his power but revolted by it.

				Together with Ma, he had gone around the house and barricaded every window with closets, tables, desks, and stacks of chairs. Atop each stack, they had placed a Chinese teacup or saucer so that, if Boomba returned at night and tried to force a window, the porcelain would crash and alert them. The heirlooms had been largely worthless until this moment, when they had found their function in their willingness to break.

			

			
				L.

				Then came the sound. Ma was returning upstairs, having triple-checked the locks, when she heard. She grasped the banister and took the last two steps at once, unwisely, nearly slipping off, twisting her ankle, then saw Dadu’s head upon the table. The pen had slid off the page and drawn a line in ballpoint on the table. His eyes were closed, and his hand was limp, dispossessed of intention.

				Mishti leaped up from the floor. She put her face close to Dadu’s, inspecting the familiar terrain, the cliff of his nose, the valley of his cheek. It was a game! It was a game! Wasn’t it?

				Ma, frightened, laid a hand on the wall, as if it was the arm of a loved one. The wall knew the floor and could bear her to Dadu’s side if only she held fast.

				“Water!” cried Ma. Her ankle throbbed with pain. She spoke to Mishti, who, frantic in her desire to help, ran to the kitchen and jumped up and down. Ma dragged her foot to the bathroom, which was closer to her than the kitchen, and, realizing she had forgotten to get a glass, spilled the chewed toothbrushes from their holding cup into the sink. She rinsed the cup, filled it with cold water, and hurried to the dining table, where she sprinkled drops upon Dadu’s face. It was only then, with the faucet running and the water meter beeping, that Dadu made a great effort to open his eyes. When he did, eyelids slow to blink, he looked more aged and frail than he had minutes ago.

				Eventually, Dadu lifted his head and breathed noisily. His eyes, Ma saw, were unfocused as a baby’s. At the corner of his mouth, a spot of saliva. Mishti, who had zoomed back from the kitchen, grabbed Dadu’s hand and yanked at his fingers, unaware of how strong her child’s grasp was, tickled by the game in which Dadu had pretended to sleep—on the table!—and had needed to be woken with water.

				“We watered Dadu!” said Mishti, giggling. “He’s a plant!”

				“Gentle, Mishti,” said Ma. “Let your Dadu rest.”

				To her father, Ma said, “Did you have water? Are you feeling hot?”

				Dadu remained quiet, unable to summon his voice.

				“Is it your—does your head hurt?”

				Dadu only pointed to where he wanted to go, then leaned on Ma all the way across the living room, Mishti underfoot, past the shelves of hardbound classics with termite-bitten pages that they would not pack; past the two snails that had somehow crept in from the exterior wall, seeking shade; past the center table with its dish of almonds filled instead with paper clips; past the baby lizard on the floor, which stealthily approached a small flying insect; to the bedroom. It was a tiny distance turned vast.

				Ma fretted. “Did you eat enough? And let me see that cut—should I call an ambulance?”

				But Dadu did not want to spend the night lying on a sheet in a hospital reception, surrounded by the cries of the infected and the injured, waiting for a minute’s attention from an overwhelmed doctor. More, he did not want to be admitted into a hospital for days. What if the doctors kept him indefinitely, suggesting scan after scan, test after test, as they often did, the better to rack up a satisfying bill, and what if the day of the flight arrived, and what if Ma found herself in the position of having to choose between her father’s health and her daughter’s safety? No, Dadu could not do that to his child.

				The sight of the made bed, blankets folded at the foot, pillows plumped at the top, a faded but clean cotton sheet stretched taut and tucked at the corners such that no crease remained, filled Dadu with desperation to lie down. His legs shook, uncertain of the floor, and though he felt Mishti’s crayons rolling under his toes, nothing in him wanted to bend, pick them up, and put them where they belonged. He let them be. Then his feet touched Mishti’s sheets, slipping off the mattress and forming their own creek on the floor, and he let that be, too. When his head was on the pillow, he spoke. He was all right, he told Ma, it wasn’t an empty stomach, nor was it thirst, just a dizzy spell that was common enough at his age. All he needed to feel better was to lie down.

				“Have some water,” said Ma, holding out the cup. Then she remembered. “No, no, this is not drinking water. Wait, let me bring—drinking water—”

				Ma turned around and stood still for a moment. Confusion filled her mind like a mist. What had she meant to do? Slowly, leaning on the wall, she went to the kitchen, opening this cabinet and that until she found two steel glasses they had not yet packed. At the dining table, she uncapped a two-liter soda bottle and poured water into the glass.

				In the bedroom, Dadu sat up slowly and took the glass from her, the linen skin of his hands wrapped around it, his face lowered to drink like the patriarch of a herd at a rain-filled pond. Then, while Ma stood over her father, and Mishti played puppets with his toes at the foot of the bed, Dadu withdrew into sleep, moment by moment becoming a composition of elements no viewer was meant to know—lips slightly parted, whistle at the top of some exhalations, eyebrows wild, hair spread upon the pillow like a lion’s mane, and a frown on his face, as if what he perceived, with the unreal eye of his receded consciousness, frightened him.

			

		

	
		
		
			Phone

			
				“Have you booked the airport taxi? Especially with Mishti and Baba. There is no way you can manage with buses and all the suitcases.”

				“I will do it today. Did your landlord say anything about the apartment?”

				“No, it will take a few days. Especially with what’s happening now—he’s always nice to me, but who can really tell?”

				“Hmm? What is happening over there?”

				“Usual rubbish. Outrage over climate immigrants. As if all of those protesting people never had ancestors who came here by ship? People are quick to forget their history. Anyway, don’t be alarmed if it is chaotic at the airport when you get here. Stand by the carousel and I will find you. Don’t walk around, and don’t leave the airport by yourself. I don’t want all of us going in circles trying to find each other, okay?”

				“I know, I know.”

				“And go early for check-in. In case. Go six hours early.”

				“We will.”

			

		

	
		
		
			Day 6

			
				A.

				In the morning, Ma touched Dadu’s shoulder and said, “It’s seven. Don’t you want to get up?”

				It was true that the rooms were dim, the hillocks of furniture positioned before the windows blocking the sunlight, which futilely asked admittance. The arrangement allowed an environment of drowsiness. Mishti was asleep too. But Dadu did not move at all. He lay stiff on the bed, arms at his sides, mouth slightly open. His skin was cool, and his white hair shivered in the breeze from the air conditioner.

				When she understood, Ma sat at the edge of the bed, next to him, and held his cold hand. She sat unmoving for what felt like hours. Mishti scrambled up from her own bed, pulling Ma’s arm and then Dadu’s—“Dadu is sleeping in the daytime! We don’t sleep in the daytime! He is silly!”—and then Ma’s again, before giving up and smashing her crayons into the floor, a twinkle in her eye when the crayons left forbidden streaks. Every now and then Mishti looked at her mother to see if a scolding was imminent, but this appeared to be a special morning. Ma allowed every kind of prohibited play.

				Ma said nothing, in fact. She offered neither rebuke nor praise. Each time Mishti glanced at her, she sat still as a stone. There was nowhere she needed to be that was not beside her father.

				Only now that the clock was in its twenty-fifth hour did Ma wonder: Had she ever told him that she loved him? She watched the patch of wall directly in front of her, memorizing its texture, a pencil line running through it like a fissure between continental plates, and knew that she would live with the answer for the rest of her days.

			

			
				B.

				When Dadu’s eyes closed, he recalled the home of his childhood, this very house, where on Sunday afternoons the rooms would fill with the fragrance of ilish fish being cooked in a mustard sauce, but then, in childhood, every day felt festive, as Dadu’s morning commute to school took him through the city’s lanes and markets, past rickshaw pullers who drew vehicles ablaze with paint, dripping tassels like jewels, and past the shingara sellers who dropped what they prepared in vessels of animate oil. When Dadu, then a boy, walked home from school in the afternoons, his identity card safety-pinned to his shirt, a water bottle hanging from his neck and bouncing on his tummy, he looked up when the house became visible at last through the cries and shouts of the road, the bleating of herded goats, his mind suffused by peace when he saw that chair in the garden where his mother sat, stroking coconut oil into her hip-length hair after a bath, covered in her indoor sari, a rag whose cotton, never starched, drew in the kitchen’s steam and lay against the skin pale as a receipt, and only by wrapping it several times around the body did it become a dress. During the holidays in October, his father took Dadu out, while his mother hunched in the kitchen sorting the day’s vegetables and fish, making a menu for the two meals remaining, as well as evening tea. Beside her stood a clay jug of well-drawn water with a narrow neck and mouth, an upturned brass cup of water serving as a lid. The woman drank in great glugs the water scented with clay, like a pour of first rain on earth. This was her only pleasure. Dadu turned around as he followed his father out the door, observing his mother left behind, and now, again, he saw his mother as the door closed.

				Dadu knew that he was not there, not anymore; he was an old man now, and still in this bed he felt himself wearing a new shirt and new trousers that he had received for the festival, recalled the grown-up earnestness of that first year that his mother allowed him to wear a tie, and how he climbed into the slightly sloping seat of a rickshaw and watched the puller as he pumped his legs and drew them far from the familiar lanes, past houses with green-shuttered windows on both sides, hoping a passerby would appreciate his tie. From the perch of the rickshaw Dadu watched a crab peddler toddling under the weight of buckets that hung from each shoulder. Dadu’s mouth opened at what he saw when one of the bucket lids slipped to the road. While the peddler retrieved it, a mass of gray-armored, orange-legged crabs struggled to climb the bucket’s muddy sides.

				“Are they alive?” he asked his father in astonishment.

				Dadu’s father was a portly man with a mustache and gold-rimmed glasses, and he hitched his dhuti loose from his knees and said, “Yes, my dear. If they were not alive they would smell horrible, and then what would happen? Nobody would buy them.”

				“Do we buy them?”

				“What’s this?” his father said in surprise. “You forgot? We had crab curry with coconut when your mother’s aunts visited. You said you liked it.”

				“But that was not crab!” Dadu protested. “That was…river crocodile!”

				“Did your cousin tell you that? She was joking, my dear,” and his father patted Dadu’s head, stern-faced, not laughing even a bit because he knew how that would hurt. The beliefs of children were a serious matter. “We eat crabs and prawns, but not crocodiles,” he clarified.

				The little boy who would become Dadu said nothing, furious at that cousin of his. Wait till she came for another visit from that swampland village. To think that he pitied her village tales: She was routinely bitten by mosquitoes big as bats! She spent whole nights scaring snakes away from chicks! To think that in his wonderment and in a moment of generosity, Dadu had given this cousin one of his favorite toy cars, with headlights that flashed and a horn that beeped. Dadu felt himself now in that rickshaw seat with his father, on a ride that would never end, the road going where his father willed it, while he gripped the edge of the seat and his father laid an arm across his lap to guard against the sudden jolt from a pothole. Dadu’s father was long gone, and not long after it was his mother’s turn, his mother who worried the night before he was to begin college, who asked, for the tenth time, “Do you have change in your pocket?” as they lay on another bed, with a tough mattress, a lantern turned low beside them, and continued, “It’s not right, going to a college so far away, a boy like you. What if something happens?”

				“What will happen?” said Dadu.

				“Oh, don’t make me think of that. This city is full of pickpockets, and the way the buses speed.”

				Dadu recalled the feeling of his nighttime pajamas stuck to his legs, the height of summer, the nights so still one could hear arguments in the house across the lane.

				“You are always too afraid,” Dadu accused his mother then. “Afraid of buses, afraid of college. What have you done your whole life?”

				His mother looked at him, this child of hers with long hair ponytailed for college, arms plump from the meals she had cooked, her eyes full of feeling. If his mother had voice left in her, she would have said that she had kept a home and raised a son whose words, now punishing, were, after all, fulfillment. Here was her son, capable of battling his mother—and so capable of fighting his way in the world all alone, as he would have to do one day. This was the destructive attainment of a mother’s life’s work.

				In bed, as his eyes closed, Dadu returned to the day his wife first touched him, two weeks after their wedding, and then only after she had asked, “Have you eaten well?”

				Encouraged, audacious, he drew her to their bed and kissed her chastely on the cheek, asking after domestic matters. Did she like the furniture? Was she getting along with the neighbors? He knew one of them, Mrs. Sen’s mother, could be petty as a schoolgirl. At this Dadu’s wife laughed, and removed the handsewn bed cloth her mother had gifted them to lie on the plain sheets of the sleeping hours.

				In Dadu’s mind, it was late afternoon when he found an owl perched at the foot of the bed, a beautiful white owl whose fear in the daylight he sensed with animal compassion. He turned to his wife and saw that she was asleep on her belly, mouth open and a patch of saliva on the pillowcase. A new affection for her had risen in him, and he let her be. Lightly he slipped off the bed, bare feet landing on the flecked tile, and stood wondering what to do. The owl must have flown in through the open balcony door, maybe chasing a mouse, and as day grew brighter, crows had gathered on the ledges opposite, hungry to peck at the bewildered bird. Dadu no longer had a mother to wake, nobody to take charge of the situation but him. He gathered a soft broom from under the bed, and tiptoed behind the bird, raising the broom so it brushed the owl’s back. Immediately the bird spread its wings, like the slopes of some mountain he had never seen, and crashing into the dresser and upturning a bowl of cut marigolds on the way, it eventually made its way to the balcony. There it settled on the railing, and Dadu closed the door behind it, feeling that he had betrayed the bird, and carried out his wife’s wishes. She would not want an owl in the house.

				There came a day when his baby daughter looked gleefully around when he hauled her up in his arms, having taken off his wristwatch so the buckle wouldn’t prick her. There came a day when he took her on walks down the lane, to the corner shop for milk and bread. Dadu showed his baby the custard apple tree bending to the window from the neighbor’s garden, and the girls who played under it, drawing twigs in the soil to make grids in which they jumped. One day, he imagined, his baby would be a girl like that, in school uniform, toothy grin, gym shoes rubbed white with chalk, and miraculously, she was, and Dadu’s mornings circled around depositing the child at school, handkerchief pinned to her tunic, hair wet and parted after a bath, and taking the bus home, alone. Now, on the bed, Dadu felt he was on that bus once more, freed of all his selves—no longer father, no longer husband, no longer son or grandfather, only a stranger on a bus in the city, his face to the window.

			

			
				C.

				Ma picked up Dadu’s phone and called a hospital.

				“My father,” she began. “He is not waking up.”

				“Check the patient’s pulse,” said a curt man on the other end. Behind his voice were the sounds of a hectic hospital reception—phones ringing, an adult crying, the bell of an arriving elevator.

				Ma gripped Dadu’s wrist, where there was no beating. She let his hand return to rest upon the bed.

				“Yes, hello?” said the man on the other end. “What’s the pulse, then?”

				Ma touched Dadu’s neck, and his cheek. “I can’t find a pulse.”

				“Do you need an ambulance?” said the man on the phone.

				“I think—I think he is not here, anymore.”

				“There are no hearses right now. I can only send an ambulance. What’s the address?”

				Ma sat, holding the phone, unable to remember the address of the house.

			

			
				D.

				Noon came. Ma looked at the dead phone in her hand and got up to look for the charger. She turned the air-conditioning to its coldest number. She checked on Mishti, who, having been ignored much of the morning, was playing with an empty cardboard box in the living room, on its sides tasteful photos of a pressure cooker and a pleased cook, whom she was coloring over.

				When Ma returned to the bedroom, in lieu of reciting prayers she could not recall, she simply said, “Go where you need to go.”

				Dadu said nothing. Ma’s tears hid the transformation of his skin, the pull of gravity upon his blood, his lips turning to slate. A long time later, an ambulance driver came to take Dadu away, and Ma followed, with Mishti, to the crematorium.

			

			
				E.

				At the crematorium, with charlatans demanding money to ritually free the soul, and an indifferent attendant working at the oven, Ma heard her own voice as if issued from an automaton. “No, I don’t want it,” said her voice.

				She could barely speak, and her eyes could barely see. She was dimly aware of a woman pacing near her in a nightdress, her arms wrapped about herself. She was aware, too, of a man who leaned against a tree with a cigarette, blowing smoke up at the leaves. Next to her, Mishti gathered twigs from the ground and knocked them against a tree trunk.

				“I’m a woodpecker, Mama!” she said. “Look!”

				But Ma’s faculties had surrendered their duties of facing the world and instead turned inward, observing the wreckage of her own self. It was her fault. She had left the window open, enabling Boomba’s first intrusion, and she had failed to take Dadu’s injury seriously. What if she had insisted on taking him to a hospital? But this thought, allowed to rise, revealed itself to be a bandit, robbing her of everything she had left.

				Afternoon turned to evening. Birds returned to roost. Their cries filled the air, and fresh white splatters fell on the ground. The attendant at the oven prodded the interior with a rod, making sure all was turned to ash. Ma must not receive an intact finger, or singed eyelashes.

				“Where is Dadu?” complained Mishti. “I want Dadu play with me.”

				Throughout the crematorium grounds, dogs roamed, tongues hanging, ribs sticking to skin, seeking food in the flesh of those who were gone, and it was only when the loved ones of the dead yelled “Hut! Hut!” that they retreated.

			

			
				F.

				A new evening, without Dadu. In the garden, Ma, with head aching and ears stuffed with cotton, a seizing in her chest, walked as slowly as possible, feet traveling inch by inch the disordered soil, among the neglected vines and ripped stems, pulled by hungry hands, prowlers having come through the gate and tugged at anything green to boil and eat. She inspected the garden. The only plants that still stood, defiantly green, were the hibiscus and the marigolds. Gone were Dadu’s beautiful bougainvillea, his cashew tree, his walnut tree, his tomato plants. Perhaps they had been gone for a long time. Ma wasn’t sure which period of time she was recalling—the recent or far past—and she couldn’t tell what she was achieving in this act of remembering. Did recollection make the garden present, or more sorrowfully absent?

				Dadu had planted them in days that now had the quality of myth, Ma seated upon a chair brought out to the garden, her legs not quite reaching the ground, a cup of milk tea and a handful of Marie biscuits on a saucer in her lap, the scent of wet earth rising from where Dadu knelt, seed and sapling before him, a secateur at his side, which he gripped when he rose to prune a branch. Ma looked now and then at the closed windows of the house, behind which, at one time, Dadu would have been watching TV while doing something busy with his hands—writing in his notebook, or wiping washed glasses, or weighing the suitcases one more time. Over and over she thought he was still there, and then remembered that he wasn’t.

				She recalled the oven before which she had knelt, having waited hours for a turn—was it his turn, or hers? Who was the one diminished to ashes?—Mishti not only gathering twigs and playing woodpecker, though that was what she wished to remember, but also, at other moments, draped over her shoulder and crying, unnerved by the severe-faced men who asked for gifts of rice and money, and unnerved by Ma’s face, which had, it seemed that afternoon, never borne a smile.

			

			
				G.

				When a sparrow landed before her, Ma thought: There you are.

			

			
				H.

				Then the gate rattled. Ma looked up. Was it an apparition? No, it was the ambulance driver from that afternoon, rattling the gate with his hand again, a cloth bag slung across his torso, in an open palm something that caught the sun.

				At the gate, the ambulance driver’s palm was warm and soft as cake. “Take these for your child.”

				He held packages of protein paste with a cartoon chickpea smiling fiendishly on the plastic.

				“All of them?”

				“All of them.”

				“Who are you?”

				He smiled at the blunt question. The ambulance driver had not slept the previous few nights, or days. His own father was ill, and needed a medicine given to him every three hours. But he had emerged at his usual time to begin his shift. Who else would transport the people who needed him? He was a conscientious man.

				“I couldn’t forget your child. Crying so hard for something to eat. The nurses give these to children at the hospital.”

				Ma was taken aback. Then angry. Who was this strange man to tell her that her child had been crying for something to eat? How dare he? But as the ambulance driver returned, unthanked, the soles of his shoes resisting the melting tar of the street, to his vehicle parked up the lane, Ma wondered: Had Mishti been crying for something to eat? Had Ma been so submerged in her grief that she had failed to notice Mishti’s hunger?

				After the ambulance driver was gone, Ma turned around to see where the sparrow was. But now, though she looked about for some sparkle of light, some odd shadow, a winged insect’s landing, which would offer the possibility of Dadu’s presence, she understood that she would have to overthrow grief’s reign and become once more the mother Mishti needed. That would have been Dadu’s wish. Perhaps that was why Dadu had not asked for medical attention—so that Ma could, in this week of turmoil, shed the responsibilities of a daughter and be solely and primarily a mother.

			

			
				I.

				At night, Ma took Mishti’s hand and made her way to the rickshaw stand, where the driver she trusted let them climb on. She told him to take them to the photocopy shop.

				“Dadu resting at home?” he said.

			

			
				J.

				At the last traffic light before the photocopy shop, where Ma would collect the passports, a stooped beggar approached, his body folded from the hip, a paper coffee cup held in one hand, which he shook like a maraca with each step. The stench of his clothes was sharp in the air. His feet were bare and his toenails blackened. “Rice,” he said, slowly looking up at Ma. “Didibhai, do you have any rice?”

				Ma looked at his body, refusing to meet his eyes, but something about his lean torso made her think: In another world, this might have been Dadu. Her gold bangles, which she had already given to the forger. What if she had given them to him? She imagined the old man falling to his feet in gratitude, then buying something to eat at a market where he would, for once, not be shooed. Perhaps there was a family, waiting for his return. She imagined children, much like Mishti, who spoke in their high toddler voices their effortful and invented words, their knees scabbed from falls, their noses dripping. They would sit on the sidewalk and eat rice, and they would sleep the peaceful sleep of the well-fed. What value could she place on all of it? Did it mean more or less than Mishti’s documents for safe passage?

				There was an answer supplied by the grand equation of the world, if there was one written by a mathematician in the sky. And there was an answer supplied by Ma’s own mind, which was growing worried about missing the hours of the photocopy shop.

				The rickshaw driver watched to see what she would do.

				And Ma looked away from the beggar, toward Mishti, more human than the human before her.

			

			
				K.

				At the photocopy shop, the three passports waited for Ma, with pristine visa stamps inside. The forger’s mother, who was now watching Three’s Company, shuffled off the safe once more, and within a few minutes Ma held the passports in her hands, the texture correct, the pages correct, the photos correct, though passport photos made them all appear to be diorama replicas of themselves. If she tried, Ma could convince herself that these were the originals, returned to them by the city.

				The man with the tricolor pen was saying, “Happy, then?”

				He saw them to the exit, where he leaned on one of the photocopy machines and gazed upon the road. “I might leave myself one of these days, you know,” he mused. “But I have the strangest fear that the forger cannot forge his own papers.”

				Ma moved her head to show she had heard him. What was there to say to that? Before the forger, within the demarcations of the small businesses that faced his, within the ropes upon which were once slung Aam Pachak and Hajmola, within the swinging table fans and the products and people they cooled, was the city he knew. This life was all life. Transported elsewhere, it would cease to be itself, like a deep-sea creature caught in a fisherman’s net. Ma felt, fleetingly, sorry for him.

			

		

	
		
		
			Phone

			
				“Where is your father? He’s sleeping a lot today. Is his health all right?”

				“Now he is fine. Resting.”

				“What do you mean, now? What happened to him?”

				“Don’t make it a huge thing, or he’ll be embarrassed when he sees you. But he got a bit dehydrated. He needed to drink water, that’s all.”

				“Oho! Why dehydrated? This is one of the most basic things about heat. You know that. Why are you roaming about in the hot sun? He’s too old. Rest at home, then catch the plane. Tomorrow is the day. And I have good news from the landlord.”

			

		

	
		
		
			Baba’s America

			Baba’s America was a studio apartment with beige carpet so soft he wanted to apologize for planting his feet on it. Baba’s America was a new language—bell peppers for capsicum, I’m good for no thank you, no worries for this is causing me a great deal of worry. Baba’s America was laid over his home country, on some days less a place of its own than a film through which he finally saw the city where he had grown up. Was silence, silence, silence, no neighbors calling, no ladles striking cooking pots, no click-click of kitchen stoves, no bells ringing for evening prayers, no sellers hawking their basket of goods down the street, no Kwality Walls ice cream shouting that he had Cornettos and Viennettas. Was a person on the sidewalk walking his dog, who refused to grant him a smile. Was another person on the sidewalk who said morning and made him feel, for a day, accepted. Was a proliferation of cases of malaria, in people who had not traveled outside the country in years. Was fields of corn, cucumber, and asparagus withering, rivers depleted, cacti where there had once been broad-leafed trees—all of which Baba understood but did not bring to the realm of talk. Was the disappearance of cherries from fruit markets, on which he tolerated comment from colleagues. Was a tentative friendship with a colleague, polite and measured, a museum visit and a coffee where Baba felt himself on the stage of a small theater, performing for an audience consisting of himself. Was a series of driving lessons in a sedan with a peculiar flag stuck to the dashboard. Was a co-worker who said wasn’t it so hurtful to be asked where are you really from, and feeling he had no choice but to agree when he felt he truly wouldn’t mind, not even after decades of living in America, that he would always like the opening to speak about his city. The pride of having immigrated was also, in truth, the wound. Didn’t they understand that? Didn’t they understand that he wanted every opportunity to examine the wound?

		

	
		
		
			Day 7

			
				A.

				The morning began with a dance party. There was no music, but the excitement of the journey ahead was music enough for Mishti.

				“Today we go on the plane, Mama?” said Mishti as soon as she woke up. “Today we see Baba?”

				By today Mishti meant not that day but that moment, the daylong future too extensive for her to comprehend, and Ma bent to kiss her cheek. “Soon,” she said.

				Mishti fell over with delight then, and when she roused herself, she stuck her arms out like a robot’s, body whirling, legs marching to their own vigorous rhythm. “Dance party!” she called, holding her hands up for Ma to hold. “Dance party, Mama!”

				Ma emerged from the bathroom, where she had washed her eyes, and tried on a smile. She accepted Mishti’s hands and swayed, tentatively at first, then with more of her body capitulating, her limbs discovering—if not pleasure, then amusement—in the movement they knew. She jumped when Mishti told her to, and skipped on one leg when Mishti demanded that instead. She turned her arms into snakes and her hands into butterflies.

				“Can Baba dance like this?” asked Mishti. She assumed a flamingo pose. “Can Baba do this?”

				“You can ask him when you see him.”

				“Today?”

				“Very soon.”

				“Today we will go, Mama?”

				Ma had to repeat everything to Mishti, and ordinarily it irritated her, but now she wondered: Why? Repetition—the reappearance of questions and answers, the rehearsal of movements—was how Mishti absorbed the elements of her life. These elements would soon be wholly new.

				In Michigan, once more they would be a family, in their own new apartment. It would be small, but what had the proportions of this house given them lately? Ma cared not a bit about square footage. She cared about seeing her husband’s shoes by the door, his face in the morning, feeling the warmth of his arms around her at the end of the day, after Mishti fell asleep. Once more there would be a tempered sun, and once more a table laden with food.

				Ma dreamed of a new kitchen. Ma dreamed of a large pot of dal, its surface as thick with cilantro as a pond with lotus, and a bowl of crisp fried potato, the root first given hard angles by the peeler, and soaked for an hour in cold water like shore rocks in high tide. She dreamed of golden cauliflower, like clouds at sunrise, and perhaps—this was her dream, and why couldn’t she include it?—triangles of ilish fish procured from a Bengali market in a strip mall, plump eggs like poppy seed in the belly, cooked with the sweetness of pumpkin.

				But though Ma anticipated—and had anticipated, for months—the moment of arriving in America and seeing her husband again, there was an opacity to the fated reconciliation, too. She had heard of families who had experienced disunity instead of loving reunion, demeanors prickly from separation, marriages shredded from the necessity of months apart. Had these months of absence made them soft toward each other, or sore?

				The daytime disco continued until Mishti, tired now of dancing, raised her arms in wordless request, and as soon as Ma lifted her up, the child wrapped her legs about Ma’s hips like a koala’s around a eucalyptus. Ma swayed back and forth, a pirate ship at a carnival, much like in the earliest days of Mishti’s life, when Ma was not yet mother, only a character in a hospital gown mimicking what she had seen the nurses do. From that moment until this one, the sturdy shelter of Mishti’s life had been neither house nor city but her mother’s body. As long as Ma remained strong, Mishti would be all right.

			

			
				B.

				Ma flipped through the passports one more time, reassuring herself that the documents were convincing. Then, on Mishti’s visa sticker, she spotted something strange. Where all had looked precise and clean, now Mishti’s name was a blur, as was her date of birth. The last few digits of the serial number were indecipherable. The ink was running.

				Mishti’s voice, as she sang, receded. Ma felt lightheaded as she located Dadu’s phone, and called the forger. How had she fallen for it? She had resisted for months; for months she had known it to be a scam. But the forger had gripped her in his claws the moment she had left behind her rational self and succumbed to fear. He preyed not on individuals but on moments of terror. Now, the phone ringing in her ear, its dull repetition confirming what she already knew, that the forger would not pick up, Ma understood that even if she sped to the photocopy shop and knocked at the back door, there would be nobody to receive her but the devotee of comedies. The old woman would rise from her show and grumble about being interrupted. Now Ma wondered if the pair had made a fool of her, if the devotee of comedies was the mastermind, playing a joke upon her customers that she alone relished.

				Outside the window, the life of the city continued, indifferent to Ma’s fate. A vendor of lemon tea walked by with a kettle and a pillar of cups. A vendor of magazines and comics walked in the opposite direction. When a sparrow flew to a roof laid with seed, a girl emerged from a neighboring house with a slingshot in her hand. A cluster of people idled by a lamppost and shared rumors of the billionaire’s whereabouts. Ma dialed again and again, while America slipped through her fingers.

			

			
				C.

				Soon after, there was a banging at the door. Ma startled. She took Mishti’s hand, and tiptoed downstairs.

				“Dadu?” said a male voice Ma couldn’t place. “I have these papers—are they yours?”

				Ma opened the door, and there, before her, stacked in the ironing man’s hand, were the three original passports.

				“A ragpicker came around, looking for this address. Said she found them in a garbage dump. I said, I know where this Dadu lives, I will give them to him. Can’t be losing such important documents—can’t you people be careful with your things? Now, in the middle of my working time, I had to close my shop to come here—”

				The ironing man continued grumbling, and Ma accepted the passports in disbelief. She looked through the old visas, the old entry and exit stamps, and noted the pages wavy from water damage but intact. She inspected the United States visas, with their secret numbers and colors that revealed themselves at this angle or that.

				This was Dadu’s doing, from the place where he had gone. Once more she looked at the passport pages, afraid that a flaw would reveal itself and render the documents unusable. But they were as they had always been. When she searched for words, she found only clumsy gratitude that sounded false for how overwhelmingly sincere it was. The ironing man was already retreating.

			

			
				D.

				Ma transferred Dadu’s ashes into an undignified ziplock bag, folded the bag inside a tiffin box, and hid the box deep in her purse. She sucked a bit of protein paste to quell the fatigue in her body, packed the rest for Mishti, and collected two empty bottles that she would fill with water at the airport. Rolled within her underwear, she packed the cash she had saved over the past few months. And every few minutes, she reached into the zippered pocket of her pants to touch the passports for assurance. Then there came a moment in which there were no more tasks to be done. She simply had to look around at the house, silent vessel of her life, vessel of her mother’s and father’s lives, and bid it goodbye. She believed it would be a moment of practicality. She turned off switches. She dragged the suitcases down the stairs. But then, feeling a wave of guilt crash over her, an awareness of great betrayal—she was leaving her father behind, for the final time—she took the stairs two at a time, pulling herself up by the railing, short of breath, to see once more the pillow that held the stain of Dadu’s head, a trace of the coconut oil he had applied every day. Making sure Mishti was not watching, she held the pillow to her chest. It was only a minute before she laid it back on the bed, but the minute allowed in a texture of time, soaked in the past, uneven and wrinkled as fingertips after a bath, that she had been rejecting all day. At the sink, she washed her face and looked at the mirror. Nobody but Ma could now see, in that face, all the other ages she had been. She looked at the folds that marked themselves when she tried to smile, and she bent over the sink in the posture that she had once seen Dadu in, and she let a sparse few tears find the valleys and ruts of her face until they fell. The shelter of her last living parent was gone. The shelter of the home she knew would soon be gone. She knew that Dadu had hoped, against all logic, that Mishti would return, someday, and live in this house, in the grand new city of the future where (and here his imagination had failed to conjure anything truly new, anything that hadn’t already been beautiful once) flower markets lined the riverbank again and neighbors shared limes from their balcony gardens and mansions hosted film shoots. Dadu, she knew, could not bear the thought of the city surrendering to the river and the bay, his beloved house losing its bones to storms and intruders, and for what? For Mishti to live, riven from her past, in America, a country that was half dreamworld, half hell?

				Then she gathered herself. On the way out the door, she made sounds of agreement in response to all of Mishti’s questions: “Our plane is yellow? Is Scooby living in Mitchigun? We coming home tomorrow?”

			

			
				E.

				The world was never a dire place, Dadu had said when Ma had shared with him, years ago, that she was not certain she wanted to have a child in a drowning city. The world was never a dire place. Even in difficult times, there was beauty; there was joy; there was laughter.

				For example, the cormorants that lived in the wetlands of the city.

				For example, the white flowers that grew, untended and nearly unseen, by the road.

				For example, the seller of belts in New Market who grumbled about making extra notches.

				For example, clouds like black shoes, with golden buckles of lightning, that would drift away with no rain.

				Ma saw all from the taxi as it sped toward the airport. Mishti saw all from the rear window, her hands grasping the back of the seat, her tongue tasting the headrest. She had asked a dozen times about Dadu, until Ma had said, agitated from the emotional turbulence of the day, fatigue weighing her body down, hunger a nail driven through her stomach, wanting nothing more than to be seated on the plane and receive a tray of food, “Enough, Mishti! Dadu will come later!”

				Now the pair shared the silence that followed.

			

			
				F.

				At the airport, a guard glanced at the two passports Ma put before him, shined a tiny flashlight at one of the pages, and waved her on. The journey had begun. Soon the city would fall away, a region of bog and swamp and marsh that had long ago been claimed as land to be owned, sold, and inherited, though, in truth, the metropolis had been no more than riverine silt all along, no more than a densely populated fiction whose pages Ma would soon exit. In the window as the plane rose from the runway would appear the blocks of apartments built on reclaimed wetland, the rows of trees with their necks snapped by storms, the cars traveling cracked roads, the sun beating its fist upon the heads of those who walked, looking up at the jet overhead and dreaming of escape.

				But inside the terminal, there was a crowd in front of the departures board, and from their faces, shorn of eagerness or anticipation, bereft of the glow of the future, Ma knew what had happened.

				Had they all been scammed? In a way. The flight was canceled. The following day’s flight was canceled too. There would be no more flights to America for the next week, the next month, or, in truth, the foreseeable future.

				Ma’s throat constricted. She opened her mouth wide to gulp air. She reached an uncertain arm for the solid ground, and lowered herself to a seated position.

				“Let’s go, Mama!” shouted Mishti. “We catch the plane!”

				But there was no plane to catch. For weeks, some Americans had protested against the flights bringing climate immigrants, and the latest catastrophe—the looting of the hexagon—which had made news around the world, was the last straw. Unnerved constituents put tremendous pressure on their politicians to halt the flights bringing over robbers and looters. So they had.

				Other Americans had gathered at their home airports, urging politicians to reverse the measure, to allow lifesaving flights to continue, to think of the families awaiting reuniting, to think of the pain of children who were waiting to see their mother or father. These Americans urged their representatives to remember that all immigrants underwent thorough background checks; that applicants supplied stacks of documents to prove who they were and what their life had been; that the consulates examined bank statements, tax returns, pay stubs, employment history, education history, family history, property ownership; that they were fingerprinted, and their eyes scanned; that nobody who had even dreamed of violent behavior was issued a visa. But it was a time of anger and outcry, not of reason, nor compassion.

				All that meant for Ma and Mishti was this moment in the afternoon at the airport, three wheeled suitcases paused. With Mishti tugging at her arm, Ma struggled to her feet. She took in the sight before them: hundreds of passengers, some quarreling with the airline’s employees, some resignedly seated on their suitcases, hearts sunk, the glass and shine of the airport backdrop for all the human varieties of desperation, some noisy, some hushed.

				Ma joined those at the airline’s check-in counter—a troupe, a throng, a horde, a mob? What did she have to lose?—until the distressed employee’s reply shifted from I don’t know more than this; go home and call the helpline to solutions of a more religious character, invoking divinities and higher powers, and Ma understood that there was nothing to be done. She extracted a spoken promise from the employee that she and Mishti would be booked on the next available flight, but the ease with which this promise was given told her that it was meaningless. There would be no flight in the next year. There would perhaps be no flight until the American elections, three and a half years in the future.

				Mishti, who understood that something had gone very wrong, had effortfully exerted control over herself. Now she said, meekly, intuiting that her mother could not bear any more demands upon her, “What happened, Mama?”

				When her mother did not reply, Mishti considered the varieties of calamity that might have befallen a flying vehicle. “Is the plane stuck in a tree?”

			

			
				G.

				After an hour of futile arguing, pleading, and waiting, once more the passengers, no longer passengers, resumed the local lives they had been relieved to leave behind. The life they picked up and swung upon their backs was heavier than it had been before.

				The exodus away from the airport began, though neither taxi nor bus nor rickshaw proved available by the time Ma emerged, pushing an airport trolley holding their three suitcases, Mishti seated on top and saying, “We taking the plane tomorrow!”

				The guard called at her to demand she return the trolley, but Ma refused to look at him, and he threw up his hands and let her be.

				The streets held a coursing stream of humanity, people in their best clothes bowed under the burden of suitcases, sacks, parcels, boxes, children sitting on shoulders. Each piece of luggage displayed stenciled names and phone numbers and addresses, ready for tossing into the belly of a plane, ready for handlers’ neglect, once ready for reuniting on the other side of the world.

				Past Ma and Mishti sped three young men in torn jeans, shoving an airline trolley of prepared meal trays. They wove through the crowd and disappeared, their flip-flops slapping the road. Ma watched these men, cleverer than she, feeling her stomach carved hollower by the sight of the frozen meals.

			

			
				H.

				Here was the city once more. At a bus stop occupied by a family, their bedding rolled in a corner, two children slept on a hard bench, arranged side by side, head next to foot, unheeding of the air, hot as a blanket, that lay atop them. The stream of travelers coursed past them, trolleys rattling, suitcases clattering upon the pavement, arguments erupting within families who could not bear the turn the day had taken. The children did not stir.

			

		

	
		
		
			Phone

			
				“Baba!”

				“Hello, Mishti! Have you boarded?”

				“Um. The plane is—in a tree.”

				“You see a tree? That’s very nice. Can you give Mama the phone? Yes, how was it? Passport control and security? Smooth?”

				“Everything was easy.”

				“What is she saying about a tree?”

				“Just a cartoon she’s watching.”

				“Are the seats good?”

				“They’re good.”

				“Did you say they’re good? It’s a bit noisy around you. Sounds like a full flight, hmm? Anyway, what do you want to eat for your first meal here? I will not sleep until you are here, so I’ll cook. I’ve been shopping. Cauliflower with potato and peas, the way you like? Cheesy mushrooms on toast? Pasta? I watched a video on how to make lasagna. And I got more chairs for our dining table. I got sneakers for Mishti, they’re—oh you’ll see—Scooby-Doo sneakers—she’ll love them. I am counting the hours. I’ll be at the airport so early. You are almost here.”

				“We are almost there.”

				“Baba! Hey, Baba! We going home again!”

				“What’s that, Mishti?”

				“They’re saying to switch our phones off.”

				“We going home!”

			

		

	
		
		
			I.

			Soon after being driven out of Ma’s house, Boomba had climbed through an open window in Mrs. Sen’s house. It was too easy. As soon as he entered, he understood why the window was open—the house was hot as a frying pan. He glanced at Mrs. Sen, asleep in a shirt and underwear on her bed, hair glued to her forehead with sweat, a snore sounding every now and then, arhythmically, like waves in a bay hurling themselves at a cliff. He crept down the corridor from room to room, nook to nook—how many unused rooms did this house have?—until he found a closet full of sweaters, a faint scent of mothballs about them, sure to be left alone until winter. There, he hid, moving about the house only when Mrs. Sen slept her sleep of the dead.

			
				J.

				The child had mentioned Sunday. On Saturday, hoping and trusting that she had been correct in naming the day of their departure, Boomba told his family to come. Sunday morning, they were on the bus.

				In the smothering heat of the closet, he dozed for hours. Elsewhere in the house, the parrots shrieked—perhaps, Boomba thought, upon discovering that their stores of seed and fruit were mysteriously diminished. Once, a parrot tiptoed into the room Boomba was in, as if searching for the intruder, but all it found was a shriveled fruit of some sort, rolled under a chair and forgotten, flavored now with dust. With a look of thrill in its beady eye, the parrot took the fruit in its beak.

				Finally, when he peeked out the window, Boomba saw the manager with the child. Dadu was absent. Boomba wondered what had happened to the nasty old man. He hoped, passively, that the old man was in hospital with malaria. That was what he deserved. He wondered, too, if the old man was dead. Hesitatingly, he touched the spot on his back where he had been struck. The bruise was painful. His knee was still a lump of agony.

				Soon his mother would be seated behind him, putting on his purpling bruise with her tough yet gentle fingertips the arnica gel she trusted. When Boomba imagined such a scene, he imagined her forgiveness. I am so proud of you, Boomba, she might say. You were always a clever one. You found a way to fix everything. Not only fix, she might correct herself, you found a way to make our lives better than I could have imagined.

				A taxi arrived, and a driver arranged the suitcases in the back. Mother and daughter rode away. Boomba watched, disbelieving, then raised both arms in the air in a gesture of victory, stretching his elbows, opening his chest, like he had seen footballers do, and finishers of races, feeling the triumph of this moment in his body. The house was his. The house was his!

				But he knew there was a problem. He couldn’t simply unlock the door and walk in. The house was locked, more securely than it had been before. There were no inhabitants inside, and no window left ajar. How would he get in?

			

			
				K.

				Think, Boomba exhorted himself. Plan, Boomba, plan.

				He could not climb to the kitchen window, as he had before. In the daylight, his intrusion would be too noticeable, and what if a busybody called the police? That left the windows on the ground floor. These, Boomba saw as he circled the house, were shut tight. He would simply have to risk smashing one open—with what?—and squeezing in before anybody spotted him.

				He had left that pressure cooker in the bin in the storeroom, and now he wished he had it with him. With the heavy instrument, he could have tried bashing the glass. But it was not an option.

				What he did have was the jeweled globe, stuffed in his pocket. He had to act quickly. Already a hawker, a seller of tastes with her taste machine upon her shoulder, striding down the lane, had given him a strange look. Boomba removed his shirt, wrapped it around the globe, held the ball in his fist, then struck the glass once, twice, thrice, until the glass gave. Boomba grabbed a twig from the soil, cleared the jagged glass at the edges, and prepared to step in. His battered knee protested. His back pulsed with pain.

				But there was an additional obstacle. With a foot on the windowsill, and arms grabbing the bars, Boomba saw something that made him pause. The window was blocked from the inside. The object looked like a table, stood on its side, its wooden surface preventing entry. Boomba reached an arm in and pushed. The table didn’t move. He hopped down to the ground, reached both arms in, and with a new cut bleeding where his arm had found an edge of glass, pushed again with all his might. The table budged only a little bit, opening a crack at the corner of the window. Boomba heard something delicate crash—a teacup, maybe. He stepped back, took stock of the situation, and shook his arms loose. He didn’t want to acknowledge it, but it was true that his injured back, made to strain, was rioting. He could push no farther. He needed to find a way to make that small breach work. If only Boomba had been pocket-sized. If only he had been a squirrel, or a snake, or—

			

			
				L.

				Abba the parrot squawked in angry dissent when Boomba grabbed it.

				“Shh,” he said, putting a finger to his lips. Perhaps the parrot had been trained, and would know to be silent.

				But the parrot knew no such training. It continued to squawk, and perhaps even to speak, though Boomba couldn’t tell what the bird was saying. Its companion, a second parrot, joined the uproar.

				“Why can’t you be quiet,” he whispered. “I’m not going to eat you!”

				For a moment, he considered a different route: If he assumed, as he did, that a neighbor friendly enough to share her security video with the manager was also a neighbor who possibly held a spare key for the family, then Boomba could let go of the fussy bird and comb through the house himself for the spare key. But it was an enormous house with many rooms. What if he failed to find the key? What if the key was in the bedroom, impossible to retrieve without waking Mrs. Sen? No. His intuition told him that this plan was the better one.

				Abba quieted down, temporarily, and looked scornfully at Boomba. Bee Gees pecked at Boomba’s arm.

				Boomba slipped out the door of Mrs. Sen’s house. Outside, passersby glanced at the man holding a parrot, but nobody stopped him when he entered the garden once again. He coaxed the parrot to walk through the bars of the open window, through the gap at the corner, and into the house.

				Then, a keen ear upon Abba, who was voicing indignation from inside the house, Boomba went to the back of the house and waited. He had never visited this small patch of soil and pavement before, an anomaly in his picture of the property. Back here, it was ugly—red ants at their tedious industry crawled across a piece of rusting metal. A boxy air-conditioning unit dripped brown water. Perched upon it was a crow, common and unlovely, its feathers uninspiring, a mean glint in its eye while it searched for materials for its nest, its call harsh as a road’s repair. For a moment, Boomba faltered. This was the house he had set his heart upon? This was the castle he had fought to claim? Soon he would see, he feared, its bricks coming loose, vines growing in the cracks, mold casting its black veil on the walls, rain heckling the roof and seeping through its fractures, plump rats in the gutters, solar panels cracking, paint curling, electricity lines gnashing and sparking. Would this be the true face of the house? Was this what the house had been all along?

				There came the sound of shoes advancing up the garden. Mrs. Sen, alerted by one parrot’s calling and the other parrot’s pecking, finally woken from her sleep of the dead, had come around with her spare key to open the door and rescue Abba.

				“How did you get here, darling?” she called, trying one key and another from the large ring that chimed in her hand. Then she was in the house, the door ajar behind her, and Boomba dashed, quick as a spider, from the back of the house to the very front, where he slipped in. Hiding in the dark storeroom, he hardly breathed while Mrs. Sen soothed the distressed bird, who was offended at its treatment and resisted Mrs. Sen’s lovingly outstretched arm. But soon Abba acquiesced. Mrs. Sen laid smacking kisses upon the bird and left, shutting the door behind her.

				Boomba emerged from his hiding spot. He was alone in the house. He was alone in his house. He was alone in the house in which his family would be safe, and dry, and together, the house in which Robi would be granted health, and schooling, and all the opportunities of the city.

			

			
				M.

				Having slapped the television on, the sound filling the eerily vacant house with reminders of life, Boomba set about removing the piles of furniture from before each window, each topped with a cup, or a saucer, or a large plate. What guerrilla warfare had Ma been preparing for? Light coursed into the house once more, and in this light, Boomba wiped with a broom the shards of glass that had spread far and wide from the broken window and its teacup.

				Once the task was done, Boomba sauntered from room to room, trying each space as if he was trying on a new outfit. In the living room, he sat briefly on the daybed to see how soft it was. In the bedroom, he opened the closet and observed the stack of saris that would now belong to his mother, and a few shirts that would now belong to himself and to his father. He plucked one and buttoned it over his torso. In the bathroom, he turned on all the taps and filled two buckets, just in case the water supply failed. From the storeroom, he retrieved his belongings and took them upstairs, where they would live with honor. His peerless globe and his magnetic snakes-and-ladders board now sat upon the dining table, awaiting players and admirers.

			

			
				N.

				It was afternoon when Boomba’s family arrived. The gate at the bottom of the garden rattled, their voices came low to the bedroom where Boomba was standing in front of the AC unit, doing nothing but savoring its frosty output, and then, when he flew down the stairs and opened the door, there they stood. He looked, disbelieving, at his family, more youthful than he had feared they would be. The journey to the city had invigorated them. So what if his father’s stubble was white? So what if his mother’s hand, when she touched his cheek, was blistered and peeling? Robi hid behind his mother, complaining that his nose was stuffy, and shrank when Boomba attempted to embrace him. Though he had spoken of nothing other than seeing his beloved brother all day, now Robi felt shy and irritable. He sat upon the soil of the garden, and looked at a line of ants, until Boomba said, “See what I have for you.”

				Slowly, gripping the banister with one hand like an old man, and holding his mother’s index finger with the other, Robi climbed the stairs.

				“Is this Dada’s house?” he said.

				When he made it to the top, and located the living room, he walked in amazement with a hand touching the wall. Tentatively, he reached for the jeweled globe on the dining table. After two tries, he spun it.

				“Is this for me?” said Robi. “For me?”

				“It’s for you.”

				“Don’t give him such valuable things,” said Robi’s mother. “Are those diamonds?”

				In any case, Robi was too overwhelmed by the gift to play with it. He handled it as carefully as if it were alive, a rare animal sighted outside its known habitat. At Robi’s own pace, he wandered down the corridor, mouth agape, as he took in the bedroom with vanity and mirror, the spotless bathroom, the one remaining magnet on the fridge in the kitchen, and returned to the living room. He crossed his legs on the floor next to the vacuum cleaner, which he inspected with interest. Its pipe turned, easily, into a story-time python.

				Boomba’s father paced after his younger son, disappearing into different rooms and emerging as he wished.

				“How was the bus?” called Boomba.

				“Forget all that,” replied the older man. “Tell me again about this magical house.”

				Boomba told him again the story of how he had been gifted this house by his former boss, the boat owner, who had left for America, with none of the family remaining in this city. An abandoned house would become a ruined house. Who wanted such a future for a house they loved? So he had made this most generous gift to his adored employee.

				“All this from owning boats?” marveled Boomba’s mother, who was pressing buttons on the TV.

				“He must really love you,” reflected Boomba’s father. “He must be like another father to you.” He looked as if there was more he wanted to say. But after a moment, he concluded, “Isn’t that so?”

				Boomba didn’t reply.

				His father continued his perambulations, and paused in the kitchen to glance out of the kitchen window. Had a man-eating tiger come prowling down the lane now, ravenous for the pleasure of sinking its teeth into him, red around the mouth, freshly enraged by the hunters who sought to defeat it from their tree platforms in the jungle, Boomba’s father sensed in himself the strength, in this wondrous moment, to lead such a tiger away, to dangle before it a smashed rat that the old and weak animal would be compelled to follow. He was such a man now. This house made him such a man. He felt it in his body. There was no other man but he who was his son’s true father.

				Boomba’s mother drank the clean, cold water stored in a two-liter bottle on the dining table. She tipped her head back and poured, from a distance, into her mouth, declining to stain the bottle with her body. When she had had her fill, she said, “This house is too big for us. And the plot in front too. With some work, it could be a garden of fruits and vegetables, don’t you think, Boomba?”

				She spoke timidly, ownership of the house not yet in her blood, but her mind was weaving designs at its own loom. Couldn’t there be a thriving garden for the neighborhood? Couldn’t there be—instead of hibiscus and marigold—gourds, okra, tomatoes, and eggplants? Boomba’s mother dreamed of good soil, air, water, worms, earth which was organism, not substance, which cultivated and was not only a medium of cultivation. The garden could supply ingredients she could cook for anybody who needed to be fed.

				Boomba felt a flicker of irritation. This was like his mother, to seek purpose in work once more. But, in order to be worthy of this house, did they need to execute grand ideas of gardens and kitchens, of feeding neighbors and uplifting strangers? Would the victory of the house be inadequate if it did not provide food for hundreds? What if it only remained a home for four, a home in which Robi grew healthy and strong, a man of his own intentions? That was the only miraculous transformation Boomba wanted to pursue.

				After modest explorations, and some play with the pipe python, Robi lay on the bare mattress in the bedroom, and called, “Dada? Can you sit with me?”

				Boomba sat next to him and gently stroked his hair for a few minutes. Then Robi said, with both eyes closed, “Dada, I can’t sleep here. I like the other room. Can I sleep there?”

				“Which room?”

				“Down the stairs.”

				“The storeroom?”

				“Yes, that one.”

				“Why?”

				“Because it’s small, like home. Dada, can I sleep in that room?”

			

			
				O.

				When Ma stepped foot in the garden, what made her pause was a shimmer of light and movement in the kitchen window upstairs. She observed for a minute, and thought she saw a figure, or perhaps two figures, shadows behind the glass like the flutter of curtains where she knew there were none. That windowsill had once held a skyline of jars. She knew precisely what ought to be visible from this spot in the garden, and what ought not to be present at all. Boomba had returned.

				Now she understood that the house was a battlefield, and she was a warrior, leading the charge with three suitcases and a child at her side. She lifted Mishti off the suitcases and onto the ground. She knelt and held the child’s arm.

				“Mishti,” she said. “I’m going to tell you something very important. I have to—talk to someone—before we can enter the house. Do you understand? And while I do that, can you play with the parrots? I’m going to take you next door, to the parrots, all right?”

				Mishti looked seriously at her mother, dug her shoe in the dirt, and nodded. She hopped and twirled on the way to Mrs. Sen’s door. When Mrs. Sen didn’t open—she was out—Ma instructed Mishti to wait in the garden with the parrots. Through a lattice of branches and leaves, Mishti watched her mother turn around and walk away. An instinctive fear overcame her.

				“Mama!” she whispered. “I come with you!”

				Ma turned around and put a finger to her lips. “Stay here,” she said. “Play.”

				Back in her own garden, Ma unloaded Dadu’s suitcase from the trolley. On the soil, she flung it open. His neatly packed stacks of clothes still held the smell of him. Ma felt around the borders with her fingers until she touched it. She knew he had packed one, a memento of his life of work—a secateur.

				With the secateur clamped in her hand, Ma stepped up to the house and unlocked the front door.

				“Come out!” she shouted in the mightiest voice she could summon. “I know you’re here, Boomba. Show your face.”

				Ma loosened and tightened her grip on the secateur. In the gloom of the stairs appeared Boomba’s father, wearing a button-down shirt belonging to Dadu, his feet slow from one step to the next, as if he had just woken from deep slumber and was being unfairly interrupted before his breakfast.

				“Who are you?” Ma said to him. “What are you doing in my house? Get out, all of you.”

				Boomba’s father drew close to her and put a hand on the door. He looked clean and, when he smiled, he looked rested. At peace. He smelled of the soap Dadu had used, palming old sliver to new bar, decade after decade.

				“What is this ruckus?” he said. “You have the wrong house.”

				Ma laughed a hollow laugh. “Let’s go get a policeman, and see who has the wrong house. This is my house.”

				Two or three passersby had paused on the street to see what the fuss was about. They were men with frowns and teeth gone brown from tobacco. One had lifted his shirt and was scratching his belly button. For this audience, Boomba’s father said, “Anyone can come and say this is their house, isn’t that so? What a joke! We live here. Look at who is inside and who is outside. You are looking for shelter, so you’re making up this story?”

				When the passersby lost interest and went on their way, Boomba’s father said, “I will only say this one more time. Leave our property.”

				There was the voice. There were the eyes. Ma understood who he was. He was the father of the man who had kidnapped Mishti, forcibly taken her somewhere by boat for reasons of his own, and harmed her in some unspeakable way the child could not fathom. Ma suspected that it would take years and decades for the child’s suffering at Boomba’s hands to rise to grown Mishti’s consciousness. Now Boomba had brought his family to the house, as he had threatened he would. More of them, against her. Ma recalled the policeman, chewing his sandwich and chiding them. Ma recalled the consular officer, asking who had let them in. Ma recalled Boomba leading her to the hillock of garbage, and vanishing like a coward, while she continued to search for the passports. Ma gripped the secateur. She had seen the jaws of this secateur snap tough stems. What was a soft belly before it? Ma lifted her hand and prepared to plunge it into this man, who was, as she looked at him, no man at all but a collection of obstacles, a bundle of threats, a compilation of miseries, a nuisance—

				“Baba?” came a boy’s voice from the storeroom. “Who is over there?”

				Ma startled. There was a child in the house. She hesitated, and dropped her hand, which was shaking like a leaf in a storm. The secateur fell.

				“Nobody,” said Boomba’s father. “Go upstairs.”

				When Ma lowered herself to the ground to pick up the secateur, Boomba’s father noticed the weapon. He looked around wildly for a shield to defend himself with, and picked up the pressure cooker, just inside the storeroom. As Ma raised the secateur once more, Boomba’s father, with a grunt, brought the pressure cooker down upon her arm. All he wanted was to knock the secateur from her grip, but Ma stumbled and fell. Pain coursed like electricity down her arm and up her shoulder. Struggling to sit up, the secateur now in her weak left hand, Ma swung in his direction. Boomba’s father raised the pressure cooker with both hands, and brought it down once more upon where her hand was, but Ma had lunged forward, and the vessel landed instead on her neck, at the base of her skull. She slumped, her body losing its tone and collapsing like a marionette whose master had stepped away. Boomba’s father took a step back in fear. Though he was righteous with the certainty that his son was the owner and she the intruder, he did not know how to proceed with the wretched figure before him who lay still on the ground, as still as if her spine was maimed.

				“Get up,” he demanded. “Get up!”

				But the only response came from next door, where the parrots chattered.

				Ma uttered not a sound. Air struggled to pass through passages in her throat now filling with blood. With the trace of consciousness still within her, Ma resolved that Mishti needed to hear nothing. Only Ma’s fingers burrowed in the soil, speaking for her, seeking a route to remain among the living. Perhaps her skin sensed the approach of worms slithering toward her body, the entirety of who she had been now nothing more than their feast in this famine. A pair of flies, drawn to the smell, hovered over her.

				Here at last was the moment she had known was coming, from the day of Mishti’s birth. In those early days, she had sat cross-legged on the bed, squeezed a drop of formula on her wrist to feel for temperature, then, when it was cool enough, held the bottle to Mishti’s mouth, watching her eyes grow big with pleasure, legs kicking. The folds in her arms, plump. Her chin with its own sweet wobble of chin. A thousand feedings, a thousand moments of leaning down to kiss her cheek, breathing her caramel scent. When baby Mishti’s eyes closed and opened, closed and opened, in slow blinks, her world of milk dreams calling to her as much as her mother’s face, which loomed like a moon in her own brief nighttime, Ma wanted to sing her a lullaby. She whispered it, the only lullaby she knew, and played her fingertips upon her toes, her ankles, her knees, until she smiled. Ma wished to remember that smile for as long as she possessed memory. She leaned over Mishti like a river-fed tree to its river, though who was river and who was tree?

				Even then, she knew that this day was approaching, the day on which she would have to leave Mishti behind, in a savage world, among strangers of the future who neither knew nor loved her, the river eating the city morsel by morsel. This was the cruel rule of time: Ma would vanish, and Mishti would continue, alone.

				Ma thought, though she could no longer voice: Spare Mishti, spare Mishti. Mishti, don’t come here.

				One day, when Mishti would be a hundred years old, upon her own deathbed, perhaps in Michigan, she would remember her mother, and see her at the foot of the bed. She would say, Ma? Is that you, Ma?

				And those around elderly Mishti, her own grandchildren perhaps, would wonder: Could such an old woman have had a mother of her own? Who had that mother been?

			

			
				P.

				It was only when Boomba rushed down the stairs and wrested the weapon away that Boomba’s father regained comprehension. His face was streaked. His toes were cut and bleeding where Ma had managed to strike them. They stung.

				“What have you done?” whispered Boomba’s mother, who had appeared behind him, stunned in the doorway. She looked at her husband with horror. “Are you in your senses?”

				Boomba’s father said nothing. He looked at Boomba, who sat on the pads of his feet, his head in his hands. He felt himself seated before a house that had itself caved. Each strike upon Ma had been a swing of a mighty ax upon the brick. The house was only debris now, the front door loosening off its hinges, behind it only electrical cables and sewage pipes and rebar.

				“Where is the child?” said Boomba finally, his eyes still upon the ground.

				“Who?” said Boomba’s mother.

				“The little girl. Jhimli.”

				“You know this person?” said Boomba’s mother in a feeble voice. “Who is she?”

				“A dangerous crook,” said Boomba’s father. His voice was hoarse. He pointed a shaking finger at her body. “That’s what she is. A thief—look—she was going to attack us—she was going to attack us with—”

				Boomba, still seated on the pads of his feet, closed his eyes.

				Now, perhaps, his mother and father, and even Robi—who had descended the stairs once more and was standing behind his mother’s legs—understood that the house had been no gift. Though the older man’s explanation continued, he understood that Boomba was not his family’s savior. Boomba was a destroyer, exactly the same person he had been when he burned down their house in the village, and perhaps all the two men had done was condemn the family to the impoverishment of the life that would follow.

			

			
				Q.

				When Boomba finally rose from the ground, he called for the child.

				“Jhimli, where are you?” he said. He spoke tenderly, afraid that the child was lost, and afraid that he would find her. Then he would be compelled to meet her eyes. “Are you hiding?”

				He was at the gate when he heard her voice from the garden next door. He glanced back at his mother and father, who were dragging Ma’s body to the back of the house. He waited until his mother fetched a bucket of water and splashed it upon the earth. Then he took one step, and another, toward the neighbor’s house. There she was, the child, holding a leaf in her palm while a parrot pecked at the stem. It tickled, and she laughed.

				“Jhimli?” Boomba said. He cleared his throat. “There you are. Ready to come home?”

				The child turned away from the parrot and looked at him.

				“Mama?” she said.

				“Yes. Mama said, come home, Jhimli.”

				The child looked a little perplexed, but calmly took his hand.
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