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CHAPTER 1

I always felt that I could stand up to any man, but I had not factored in getting caught while in the nude. Boris and his boys knew where I lived and where I worked, so why they came to the gym is a bit of a mystery. Perhaps to show me how well they knew my routine. Or to take advantage of the relative quiet of a dingy muscle shop in Little Italy on a Monday morning. Whatever their reasons, they found me waiting to get dressed, pustules of water forming dew drops at the ends of my hair. I was just out of the shower when Boris and his goons invaded my row of lockers, like a Russian tank squad breaching the Suwalki Corridor.

‘Looking good, Kash. Looking good.’ Boris smiled with a flare of crooked and yellowing teeth. Two men who flanked him wherever he went – I imagined them standing on either side of his bed even when he was screwing $1,000-an-hour escorts – mimicked their boss’s grin. The three of them sported the reddish skin and inflamed pores I had come to think of as typically Russian.

Boris as a physical opponent didn’t scare me. He was a few inches taller, sure, but he was flaccid. I expected him to move at the speed of an overfed panda. But the goons were covered in tattoos as plentifully as the graffiti on the sides of a Bronx garage. Men who would willingly suffer so many pricks of a pointy needle weren’t types you wished to tangle with.

‘You don’t take my calls,’ Boris said, his arms slightly open, flexed at the elbows, palms upturned in false conciliation – unfriendliness clear in his yolky eyes. It seemed a miracle that such narrow apertures could receive any light at all. I didn’t think Boris saw anything; he navigated purely by smell.

I reached behind to grab a towel and held it in front of me, covering my vitals.

‘You don’t call, I feel hurt,’ Boris said. ‘I thought we were like brothers.’

The fat flunky let out a noise, somewhere between a titter and a snort. The other one, the taller, skinnier, scarier of the two, whom I’d privately nicknamed ‘Snake Eyes’, remained impassive.

An unknown gym member turned on a shower; the locker room was small enough that it soon filled with steam, adding to the dankness of the place, which reeked of a scent akin to an admixture of damp laundry and cat piss. A lone stranger in the shower and oblivious to my immediate peril spelled poor defense against my accusers, but in extremis one takes inventory of even the tiniest resource.

‘My brother? I don’t talk to him,’ I said by way of deflecting Boris’s sarcastic, faux-hurt opening.

This was not true. My brother, Hafeez, and I had grown apart before I had left home, but we had not stopped talking. Desis – and by that I mean all South Asians, and not just Indians – tend to stop talking to family only when there is a property dispute. As it happened, I had no properties back home in Bangladesh. Not that I thought of Bangladesh as home anymore, but one can never escape all traits of one’s origins and, despite our ever-widening differences, an unbreakable bond with my brother was one of my legacies.

‘See, that the problem. You don’t know how to respect people,’ Boris said, stepping closer to me. And taking my repartee in a different spirit. My locker was nestled in the corner of the room, with rows of green metal doors extending on both sides, their surfaces scratched and dinged from years of rough handling by rushed members.

‘That’s not true, Boris,’ I said, in an attempt at pacification. ‘Believe me, respect for you has nothing to do with the delays – we are actually that short. Business is that bad.’

Boris shrugged, as if to say, ‘Not my problem.’

‘Listen, we’re putting in a new menu. Antelope burger, Boris! People will go crazy for that! Things will turn around from this summer. I’m sure of it. Look, I’m not taking one penny in profits until you’re paid back in full.’

Boris was unimpressed.

I took a step back and wrapped the towel around my waist. During this procedure, I had broken eye contact with Boris only for a second but, when I looked up, he was within arm’s length. They would not kill me, I knew that. Not here, not with an idiot belting out ‘Livin’ La Vida Loca’ a few steps away in a verruca-infested shower stall. But there were many things they could do to me, short of killing me, and I didn’t cherish the prospect of broken bones, or a bruised and battered face.

‘That eez problem, you see,’ Boris said, coming closer, the odor of his breath washing over me: an indeterminate mix of vodka and wood smoke, boiled cabbage, and rotten desires. ‘I have many clients. They start deciding when to pay, then my business eez all fucked, you see?’

I did see. What I didn’t see was the money. I didn’t have any. The crash was killing all of us.

It was in the first shock of those hard days that I had turned to Boris – and pitched the prospects of our restaurant. Back then I enjoyed membership in a tony mid-town gym where Boris was also a regular visitor. I say ‘visitor’, as I saw him do little exercise, but he was diligent in his appearance. Perhaps he believed that proximity to training equipment and human exertion would translate to better health. Our timings matched and now and then I found myself sitting with him at the juice bar next door. Chit-chats led to more extensive conversations; and the scent of money has a corrupting influence. Also, like all true sociopaths, at first Boris oozed charm. A rough brand of charm, but there was an unmistakable effulgence of warmth there. And that too lulled me into accepting loans despite the obvious perils of such an unorthodox creditor.

‘You see, Kash, I let you delay, word gets out. Then others think they delay, too. You see how it eez problem for me?’

The singing in the shower had stopped. I hoped that the off-key Ricky Martin would come into my row of lockers – and soon.

‘I understand, Boris,’ I said. ‘We are going to bring in some big money. Real soon.’

‘So, what I do? You tell me,’ Boris said, smiling, as if a little assuaged by my signals of deference.

In fact, I was holding out on Boris because, with a character like him, you either owed him most of the loan or you paid in full. The scale of my debt, as long as it stayed well into six figures, kept me safe.

‘Look, Boris, come to the restaurant,’ I said. ‘I’ll hook you up. A special gift! Trust me, you’ll like it.’

‘Special gift, eh?’

‘Yes, I promise. Come tomorrow. Kang’ll make you wild grouse with shallots in robust red wine reduction. And I’ll give you a gift that will tell you how serious I am, and how much I respect you. A surprise.’

I could tell from the noise of a bench moving that Gym Ricky was out of the shower and changing, but in a different row of lockers.

Boris took a half-step forward, and with a swiftness and precision of movement I did not expect, reached through a parting in my towel to take hold of my balls.

‘Eh, you give me plenty surprise already,’ he said, tightening his grip around the gentle orbs of my very existence. I remained as still as I possibly could. His palm cupped my testicles and the thin-skin vessels and cords attaching them to my pelvis. If he increased pressure by even a millimeter, I’d either squeal or faint. I didn’t dare disturb the equilibrium of the situation even by a curly pube.

I should have known better; old killers can possess cell-memories of fast and lethal movements that are never to be underestimated.

‘Now, I give surprise,’ Boris said mincingly. ‘Next time we don’t visit you. My boys, they visit your girlfriend. The blonde.’

Helen’s face floated into view; and I remembered the unexpected slant of her eyes like you see in some Finnish people, and the implicit trust in which her gaze seemed to hold me: the calculus of my priorities changed rapidly, as furious as the flurrying number displays on a power-ball machine.

‘You make surprise good, eh?’

‘Yes, it will be good, I can assure you it will,’ I said tensely, when he released me a second later.

There was no more smile on Boris’s face, or in his eyes. ‘Eez good, you make sure,’ he said as he walked back a few steps. He stopped right behind his goons, who did not turn to follow their master immediately. Gruff stayed in place, but Snake Eyes came forward. There was no point fighting; any injury I caused him would be paid back with interest another day, in another venue. I put up my hands to cover my face. Snake Eyes was quick, and the punches went hard into my ribs.

I dropped onto the bench after they’d left. The trickle down my back was no longer only ribbons of water from the shower but sweat beads of pain. What the fuck had I got myself into? Should I ask Helen to leave … was it too soon, or too late, to do so?

A sharp rap at the end of the row made me look up. A cheerful face peeked around the last locker. The guy looked surprisingly like a shorter and pudgier version of Ricky Martin.

‘You alright man?’

I was impressed that he even came around to enquire. I lifted my left arm to wave an ‘it’s all cool’ message, and felt a fresh tingle of pain shoot down my left side. There was no blood. And no one likes to get involved. In fact, that was the first and most cardinal rule of city life: do not get involved. My fellow gym member proved himself to be an upstanding citizen by that measure and slipped away with a loud: ‘Right on bro. Stay righteous!’

We launched The Hide in the late summer of 2008. Laugh all you want. But alpha-nerds with PhDs in stochastic mathematics or God-knows-what had no clue either that markets would tank. The Dow was set to go to 30,000. Maybe 50,000! This time, it would be different. Everyone would be a millionaire. We believed it. And while we waited for that destiny to materialize, we bought McMansions in crowded new subdivisions. Those who could not afford McMansions bought gigantic TVs. Mercedes and BMW came out with ever more affordable vehicles to ensure every aspirational – meaning greedy or vain – idiot could own the badge. Yes, I include myself among that multitude of benighted marks. If you could not afford Loro Piana or Kiton suits, then you went for Bottega Veneta or Giorgio Armani; if even those brands were out of reach, you could purchase their underwear, but nothing and no one went unbranded. The future was glorious, unassailable. Soon, humans wouldn’t deign to do anything that didn’t have meaning: scientific experiments or engineering breakthroughs, great art, or philosophical discourse. At a mundane level they’d stoop only to tasks requiring creativity, like flower arranging or hairstyling. The vast array of essential chores, from investing and matchmaking to air traffic control and drip irrigation, would be guided by supercomputers crunching zillions of permutations per second. The tedious necessities of life, like construction and cleaning, the manufacture of widgets and fungibles, the removal of stains and garbage, would be done by robots or by dark-skinned people escaping from really, truly miserable places. They’d be glad to do it.

The crash consigned that utopia to science fiction or to the play-labs of billionaires. The plenitude that had spawned so many dreams – in the case of my partner Adair and me, in the form of a wild game restaurant – vanished with a suddenness from which we were still reeling. By Christmas 2008 we were doing fewer covers than the number of communions passed by the palsied priest in the deserted church around the corner. We fell behind on payments to suppliers. We fell behind on rent. Kang, the chef, we kept on with promises of equity. Besides, where the fuck would he go? No one was hiring.

Before the crash, everyone talked about ‘commodities’ or ‘fractional trading’ as if they had a clue what those words meant. Big data and networked systems were on everyone’s lips. Folks who weren’t even in the market believed that the new masters of algorithm could keep stretching the fundamental value of things to infinity.

Lesson: Fundamental values are called that because they have a limit.

Little did we know, even in late summer of 2008, that within weeks the geist would desert the fuck out of the zeit. Men who were once the masters of the we-have-no-shame laugh turned into broken relics overnight. In the first days of the calamity, I heard a few boasters talk about being too-big-to-be-fucked-with. They talked about TARP. Fucking TARP; when bankers got into deep trouble entirely of their own making, the government whipped out hundreds of billions for Troubled Asset Relief Program. My assets were in trouble too; where the fuck was my relief?

In time though, the mood shifted; I heard the men murmur somberly about the Feds and investigations. They stopped ordering main dishes. Only appetizers. Some just ordered drinks and dawdled too long over the free nuts. When they left, they did so with hunched shoulders, etching silhouettes of defeat in the doorway. There was no chasing down certain tabs. He’s gone to Florida, don’t you know? Or so-and-so’s waiting to get indicted. The truly horrifying was whispered under their breaths: he’s working at Gap.

From weekends of hundred-plus covers, and tables that turned two or three times an evening, we fell to double-digit counts, ever cheaper tickets and, finally, the indignity of the discounted prix fixe lunch. By now, late spring of 2010, our revenue crunch had become an existential question. And not just in a metaphoric sense; the pummeling I received in the gym heralded a phase of physical danger that was new for me.

I’d taken the first bundle of cash from Boris – my creditor, my tormentor, my nemesis – right before Christmas 2008: sixty thousand dollars. There was no way for me to get over the vacation with all the payments – staff, vendors, and instalments, utility – without a rescue fund. Back then I thought that it’d be all we needed. A little something to see us through the rough patch of winter. Soon, we asked for and received a new infusion of cash: sixty thousand by end of summer 2009, and even more by the fall.

‘This is the last time I fund you, Kash,’ Boris had told me. ‘After this, I only want returns.’

Every time I failed to pay a monthly instalment; Boris slapped a fat fine on me. So, despite fairly regular payment of the interest and bits of the capital, we were north of $300,000 in debt. To be precise: $315,500 – but it was a ticking meter.

I became unable to cross a street without checking both sides. I considered carrying a gun. I had nightmares involving book-keeping and getting trapped inside my little office while it slowly filled up with dirty drain water. What fueled my anxieties wasn’t just the threats posed by Boris. My father was forever chased by creditors. I had vowed to avoid any fate resembling his. He had, for all we know, met his gruesome end lacerated by a hundred knife-cuts by irate lenders in a cheap motel. The case was never solved; he was too unimportant for the police to bother with. My fears were thus spun as much by personal ghosts as by practical predicaments. And I no longer dared stand within two yards of the platform edge on the subway. All I ever thought of now was how to get out from under this debt. And to feel – once again – like a free man in this land of the free.




CHAPTER 2

It was two days after the beating. I felt submerged in deep pain; it literally hurt to get up in the morning. That first minute of movement was the worst.

As the day wore on, especially when I was sufficiently distracted by other concerns, I got by well enough. But all it took was a cough or a sneeze and the full force of the injury – and the insult – would return. Fucking Boris! I wanted to hurt him. Hurt him bad. But first I had to avoid any repeat of the mauling I received two days earlier. Or indeed, anything worse.

The effort to keep my wounds – in all senses – hidden from Helen only added to my strains. Still, I could not resist the impulse to hide this episode and its marks from her.

I turned onto my good side and observed her. She was asleep with her mouth slightly parted, looking as innocent and vulnerable as anyone in that state. Why was I keeping my latest troubles a secret from her? Was it embarrassment over my financial troubles, or shame at becoming Boris’s bitch?

A loud screech on the street followed by the rapid-fire exchange of slurs broke into the calm coolness of our little apartment. Good morning, New York! It was my cue to leave bed. Rising early was never my forte. Besides, as the one who usually closed the shop, it was expected that I sleep in a bit. But since the beating I was trying to shower and dress before Helen, to reduce her chances of glimpsing the blue bruise on my ribs, as amorphous in shape and as diffuse in its shades of violet as a modernist painting.

By the time I sat down at the little bistro table that served as our dining – and indeed all-purpose – table with the day’s first dose of caffeine, Helen came out, eyes puffy and hair ruffled. Her favorite white sleeping shirt hung loose on her slim frame. Her blonde curls fell in lush but ruffled plenitude on her shoulders. I was always struck by her beauty, even when she was at her most natural, least made-up, and unaffected.

‘You’re dressed already?’

‘It’s bill day,’ I said dully.

‘But you’re going in now, this early?’

It was only 9 a.m., and we didn’t usually open shop until 10 a.m. ‘Yeah, I really need to look through stuff. It’s tight this month.’

I hated letting slip that ugly truth first thing in the morning. Helen stood with arms crossed over her chest, and one foot planted on the other. I could tell she still felt the morning cold from waking up. I wanted to give her a hug but stayed in place.

If the debt, or rather its repeated default, made me feel unworthy, the beating left me feeling downright dirty.

‘Anyway, I gotta go,’ I said. I rose abruptly without finishing my coffee but was stopped short by a sharp pain shooting down my bad side.

‘What happened?’ Helen said as she rushed over to me. ‘Did you pull a muscle?’

‘I’m fine,’ I said, stretching my arms outward to preempt any touching.

Helen looked taken aback.

‘Babe,’ I said limply with no further explanation for my odd behavior.

‘What’s going on with you?’ Helen asked, her voice as full of concern as it was of puzzlement.

‘Nothing, nothing,’ I lied. ‘It’s just the pressure of it all, I guess.’

Helen and I were two nobodies, who had connected over our desire to belong. People who were adrift, people like us, could still find a berth in New York, as pirate ships did in rogue ports. Our shared sense of being not just outsiders, but unwanted, felt like the pull of destiny. But my odd secretiveness in this time of mounting pressure was taking a toll on our relationship. I felt that I was trying to preserve an idea of who I wanted to be to Helen. And my early training as a man, and especially one in any relation to a woman, was so flawed that it had left me fundamentally fucked up. To be raised in a repressive Muslim culture, with overlays of Victorian-era puritanism, was not auspicious grounds for training in a romantic career. The more I cared for someone, the less I felt I could tell them what I truly felt or wanted. Especially if it revealed any flaws or weakness. I wanted to be infallible in their eyes. I wanted their unmitigated approval.

‘You have to tell me,’ Helen said. ‘Whatever it is, you know you can tell me?’

But how could I? My failings had escalated our financial crisis into existential jeopardy. I was already carrying the marks, and I knew that I had exposed Helen to physical harm. I could not see how I could admit to that. I felt too ashamed. I needed to fix things first, so there would be no risk to Helen.

‘Oh, what’s there to say?’ I said, completing my rise to full height. ‘You know everything. It’s just exhausting. We are doing everything right now. Still, it’s never enough. We can never catch up.’

‘I know, I know,’ Helen said. She came closer and touched my face. Her fingers felt cool against my warm skin. Even after a night of sleep, she exuded a fresh smell, like a whiff of pine and juniper in late autumn. And momentarily transported me to a sense of safety, of well-being.

‘I have to go,’ I said. In a voice more of resignation than of fight.

‘It’s going to be okay,’ Helen said. ‘It’s always okay.’

‘How do you know?’ I could not help a tinge of irritation in my voice.

I wanted to believe her, but the hope of a more plentiful future was now badly, pardon the pun, bruised for me.

‘Because I grew up with this. Constant shortage of money. Creditors banging on our door. Collectors towing away our car. Stores refusing credit. Stitching shit together to wear. Repairing things all the time, never replacing. And, yet we survived. Even had fun.’

I was not the only one to come from rough beginnings. Continents apart, we had both been raised with many of the same stresses, similar privations. I shook my head. Even through the hardship of her upbringing, I didn’t think she – or her parents, meaning her listless mom and ever-troubled but always-there stepfather – ever faced the level of threat that Boris now posed for us.

‘Besides, remember, what do I always say?’ She was smiling with such relaxed confidence.

‘Nothing ever happens,’ I said, chuckling a little.

‘That’s right, nothing ever happens – except birth and death.’

That was one of her mantras. No matter what happens, people get by, they adjust, they evolve, they survive and even thrive within their new parameters. As long as you didn’t suffer any permanent impairment or imprisonment, everything else was chimera. It was an odd bit of Hillbilly Zen that would be easy to dismiss or make fun of, but she lived by it and in doing so had both acquired and now exuded a calm that was reassuring. I wished I could feel that sense of certainty in my bones as cleanly and constantly as she did.

The window was open, and a sudden gust of wind made the curtains billow like a flag of victorious jubilation. Helen smiled at me. She leaned in to kiss me softly on the lips. Despite all my pain, all my fear, I also suddenly felt – or remembered that I was – lucky.

‘Yes, it’ll be fine,’ I said, as I pulled away after the kiss.

‘Have a good day,’ Helen said, as if radiating a beam of light. I stepped into the dark corridor, and her words rang in my ears again: nothing ever happens, except birth and death.

Bill days are never fun, and my one consolation on these grim mornings was to sit with our chef, Kang. When we first met, Kang ran the kitchen of a Korean BBQ, tucked into an ungentrified micro-corner of the Meat Packing District. The joint was too small and too modest to rub shoulders with its well-heeled cousins in Korea Town. I had discovered this hole-in-the-wall by chance. Despite the humble appearance of the place, the quality of grilled meats was exceedingly high and the light-touch cooking suggested hints of mastery. I became a regular. Recognizing my appreciation, Kang started treating me to items that were off the menu: duck tongues dipped in maple-sweetened ssamjang and sautéed penis fish in vinegared gochujang.

I took Adair to check out the place. Kang trotted out novelties ranging from stewed cow udders to curried goat brains. Adair too could tell that Kang was the real deal. Dressed in a black shirt that looked less like a chef’s uniform and more like a fighter’s dobok, Kang looked upon us with his characteristic solemnity as we fulminated with praise.

‘Fuck Heston Blumenthal.’

‘Fuck Gordon Ramsay.’

‘We can do this, buddy. We’re gonna do this!’

With such exclamations of hubris, our triumvirate took form. Adair hunted for investors. Kang devised the menu. I scoured for and secured the location – and recruited the staff. Adair didn’t possess a lot of money, but he seemed always to hang about people who did. While I’d met him during my stint at a downtown bar, Adair struck me as a true New Yorker with roots going back to the early days of uptown expansion. He was comfortable in such a rarefied milieu. He did boast a pedigree of some charm; an ancestor of his was reportedly a big shot in the House of Morgan. Not in the time of ‘J. P.’, but in the age of Junius. Adair could actually say ‘J. P.’ without sounding absurd.

Whatever the mystery of Adair’s access to the fragrant pinnacles of New York society, within a short time we rounded up a half-dozen takers – at $150k per head. It was a time when the moneyed were keen to purchase a patina of authenticity or exoticism, something to confer a whiff of creative glamour on themselves, by investing in ideas that were off the beaten path, preferably arcane.

I found luck soon with a spot by the West Side Highway, crammed with garages and warehouses. And the early raise allowed us to pay the deposits and advance rent. Start the work of dressing up the place. And the diesel-charged location abutting an auto-repair shop became home to The Hide.

How thrilling it was to be at the beginning of things! And how far I felt from that now.

I had asked Adair to meet me after the beating I took in the gym. He promised to come down for a ‘working lunch’. God forbid he should simply come in for work. Of course, it was agreed that I’d be the one who handled the grit, the day-to-day. And that was why I, to begin with, owned 55 percent of the business against Adair’s 45 percent. I also received a small salary, but none of that felt like sufficient recompense for the physical assault.

I was in a bitter mood. Bitter from the blows to our business, and to my body. And bill days did little to lift the cloud. I could tarry the utilities, up to maybe two notices, but eventually they had to be paid. Most vendors had us down to one week’s credit. The fish supplier, a sly Cantonese man whose fluency in English fluctuated conveniently to his advantage, was already cash-on-delivery only. I could delay paying some repairmen on their overdue bills perhaps, and pray that our moody refrigerator or clunky stove would not throw another tantrum.

It was also the day to pay our most important supplier: Hagi, the meat man. I liked Hagi. I didn’t want to muck him around. I asked him, as anyone who knew anything about football invariably would, if Hagi was related to Gheorghe Hagi – the great Romanian footballer. ‘No man,’ he smiled. ‘No relation.’ I didn’t quite buy his denial. As if to tease me, he’d sometimes turn up wearing an old Romanian team shirt with CCCP emblazoned on the chest.

Before I dealt with the outsiders, I had my daily entente with Kang. Kang was not only a champion of meat but an ideological opponent of vegetarianism and their wingnuts, the fruitarians. This kind of conviction, along with his supreme skills as a cook, made him the anchor of The Hide. Hearing him recite the Daily Specials served as a little tonic for me; it tethered me to our mission. There was always some complaint: a Guatemalan sous chef whose abuela had died and needed sudden leave, or a delay in the delivery of a magnificent wild boar that Hagi had promised. Oh, how I longed for the days when those were the extent of our troubles! That I had heavier things on my mind must have shown.

‘What happened? Girlfriend blow you off this weekend?’ Kang asked, as he sauntered into my chamber.

‘Girlfriend’s fine, Kang. Girlfriend’s all right,’ I replied after a long pause.

The door to my chamber opened and one of the new staff, Julie, a fresh-faced Midwestern waitress, popped in with two steaming macchiatos. This was part of our daily routine; Kang and I always shared this mid-morning pick-me-up, which the staff knew to bring in on time. I thanked Julie for the coffee and turned to Kang.

‘Bill day,’ I said.

‘Yeah,’ he said, ‘and you got no money?’

I ignored the obvious.

‘You spend too much,’ Kang said. ‘Much spend, much worry.’

‘Where do you suggest I cut? Your salary?’

‘You cut my salary when you actually pay it.’

He had a point. With the equity we had conspired to vest in him, he was effectively a partner. I had shed 3 points and Adair 2 points to bring Kang in for 5 percent, leaving my original partner and myself, respectively, with 43 and 52 percent each. The equity was meant to signal our commitment to Kang, and he returned it in kind.

But now, Kang was telling me, ‘You spend too much on laundry.’ He was all business. ‘Spend too much on cheese.’

‘You don’t want cheese?’ I asked with exhausted meekness.

‘Basque charge too much. I get from other people.’

Our cheese supplier was a mustachioed hombre from the Basque region of Spain, and a personal bête noire of Kang’s.

‘But the Valadon!’ I cried out. The Basque sold us a Valadon that came, he claimed, from his hometown. It smelled only slightly pleasanter than a recently exhumed human body, but the way it played on the palate, a warm and salty start dissolving into a sweet strain dappled with sharp jabs of tangerine and mulled wine – it was a rare foodie weakness of mine.

Of course, I could no longer afford such indulgences – neither personally, nor in business. Kang was right. But he wanted to make sure I understood that.

‘You stupid like white people. Think stinky make good cheese,’ Kang said, waving a fat and variously damaged – bruised, lacerated, scalded – index finger before me. ‘You let me choose suppliers, I bring down cost like that.’ I’d never heard anyone snap a finger so loudly.

I looked at my watch. Adair was late, as usual.

‘Fine. You decide.’

Kang’s broad face widened further with a slowly spreading grin. It wasn’t easy for a smile to break on that rough, leathery face. It had to fight against tissues and strictures that had turned taut from years of restraint.

‘I sort out.’

The phone rang.

‘Man, you won’t believe where I was last night.’ It was Adair.

I knew what that meant. Parties, after-parties. Drinks and light drugs. Adair wasn’t exactly louche, but there was a streak of hedonism in him. Usually, I found his fucking around amusing, and they were always a source of new stories, but I was in a different mood today.

‘You won’t believe where I am right now,’ I replied, with an undisguised bitterness in my voice.

‘C’mon man, don’t be mad. I’ll get down there, I promise. But I’ve got to shake off this hangover first. I won’t be any good for a meeting.’

‘Don’t flatter yourself,’ I said. ‘You’re not much better sober.’

Adair laughed. But my sarcasm lacked the usual levity.

‘So, how long do I have to wait for you?’

‘This afternoon, I promise,’ Adair replied.

I knew that when Adair said afternoon, it could mean anytime between noon and 6 p.m.

‘Fine,’ I said with a deadness in my voice.

‘All right, chief, I’ll shake this off, head down your way,’ Adair said, in a more subdued tone.

‘We need more fucking business!’ I blurted out.

‘I know that.’

‘Do you?’ I shouted into my phone. ‘You live in fucking la-la land!’

‘Hey, take it easy, buddy,’ Adair said.

‘I nearly got killed the other day!’

Kang tilted his head; this yet-unreported development interested him, too.

‘What do you mean? Something happen in the kitchen?’

‘No, asshole. Something happened in the gym. Boris and his goons nearly tore my balls off.’

‘They roughed you up?’

‘Damn right they did.’

‘I told you we shouldn’t have taken money from them,’ Adair said.

‘Fuck you. Where else was this money coming from? J. P. Morgan was chasing you around to give you a loan? Your family was going to give us a fucking gift?’

‘Leave my family out of it.’

‘Fuck you and your family,’ I said, and slammed the phone down. It was still on of course. These new touch screens simply weren’t as satisfying as old analogue phones for a big slap-down. I picked up the phone to disconnect the call and found that Adair had beaten me to it.

Kang looked at me silently with his deep gaze. I couldn’t work out what he would find more troubling: my sordid encounter with Boris and his boys, or my angry exchange with my partner.

He didn’t let on; he sat there quietly and continued drinking his coffee. I don’t know how anyone could sip on a macchiato for that long.




CHAPTER 3

In the hierarchy of food, nothing comes close to the supremacy of meat. To me, this is a self-evident truth. The fierceness with which its opponents try to proscribe its consumption is further proof of its unique, vital, primeval attraction. No one is campaigning to stop the eggplant. No one minds our species’ over-reliance on grains. No one berates voracious eaters of fruits. Indeed, the inane and recidivist cult known as vegans, who wish to negate all the arduous gains of civilization and revert to the scavenging origins of our species, are the new self-styled legislators of morality when it comes to food. I see no virtue in returning to tree-worship with ash-painted faces. I was raised in a culture where the ritual killing of beasts is a sacred duty.

I was only eleven, I think, when I experienced my first slaughter. What I remember most vividly, after all these years, is the glint in my grandfather’s eyes, the broad blade of his butcher’s knife and the tremendous dust-swirling tussle between man and beast. That year it was a large, black ox, which my grandfather had purchased from the Gabtoli Bazar. Back then, in the mid-Eighties, Gabtoli was virtually the outskirts of Dhaka; scruffy, jerry-built, and spiky with exposed rebars of new construction. But the bazar was among the biggest and best for the annual cattle markets. At night, aglow with their kerosene-fueled hurricane lamps, the bazar felt like a scene out of One Thousand and One Nights.

Of the two Eids, everyone favored the Eid-ul-Fitr – which marks the end of the month of fasting. Eid-ul-Azha, on the other hand, focused as it is on animal sacrifice, was a great embarrassment for most polished urbanites. The spectacle of thousands of dying beasts, thrashing on driveways with slashed throats, made a mockery of the modernity that the new middle class, like my family, tenuously clung to. Those of ordinary means, however, cherished the holiday. So did children like me, who are often less appalled by gruesome things than one would imagine in this over-protective era. My grandfather, surprisingly for someone who wasn’t terribly religious, reveled in this ritual. Like many Bengalis, he was as firm in his faith as he was relaxed in his practice. But come the time of Qurbani – the sacrificial slaughter – and he was all business.

I went with my grandfather to the bazar and helped him choose the hapless animal. I remember that crooked sellers would knock off a couple of teeth to present their fare as younger – and thus more tender-fleshed – than they were. But there was no fooling my grandfather or his devoted valet, Rahmat. The cow or ox of a suitable age, once chosen, would be brought home, and put on a special diet to fatten it up. Back then, like most houses in the Bangladeshi capital, our back lawn was half a farm, and the beast was tucked away under a tin shed stocked with straw.

If the Abrahamic ritual were to be performed correctly, one ought to cull a head from one’s own herd. Harboring one’s sacrificial offer even for a week at home was deemed a suitable alternative for city-dwellers. My grandfather brought a noticeable assiduity to his care for the animal, motivated by a mysterious force, not primarily faith, which to this day is not entirely clear to me. He would go to the shed at least twice a day to make sure the animal was being fed properly. Depending on the season, he would even put a net around the enclosure to protect the cow from mosquitoes.

On Eid morning, my father took refuge inside the house. He kept a distance from the proceedings, ostensibly because they were too primitive. As a modern citizen of newly liberated Bangladesh, a nominal Muslim tethered more firmly to rationalistic ideas of life and the world, he felt it beneath his dignity. As I grew older though, I began to suspect other motives. I thought he felt too ashamed to be part of a ritual to which he had nothing to contribute, neither money nor mumbled prayers. However, when the sacrificial meat was presented as a meal, my father would sheepishly emerge from his hideout and partake of the offerings with gusto.

My grandfather, with me dutifully in tow, headed to the backyard. Rahmat coaxed the creature out of its bunker and walked it to the strip of green by the boundary of the house, next to an open drain. Being docile by nature, the ox came along without any resistance. But no sooner had the men started roping its feet, than an instinct higher than any cerebral intelligence took over. The beast flared its nostrils and let out an eerie wail. The front and rear legs were tied separately. Once the animal lost its mobility, it could be flipped on its side. But the ox kicked up such a fuss that four men could not get the rope around its ankles with a proper turn. Instead, they got it into a great jumble. ‘Don’t strangle it!’ shouted my grandfather, his eyes glowering from the deep wells of his eye sockets.

Twice the men flipped the ox, and twice it struggled back to a half-risen position with only the immense strength of its gut. When it was finally pinned down on its side, wheezing in panicked protest, two men held down its rear legs, and two the front. The houseboy, only a little older than me, who had by now joined the fray, helped twist the ox’s head to one side. I marveled at the strength of his ropy muscles.

My grandfather approached the beast and then turned back to look at me, and said, ‘Come.’ His white hair, shorn to stubble, and his high cheekbones cast his usually kindly mien into a mask of unexpected severity. There was such a force of intent in his voice that my legs pulled me forward. My grandfather motioned
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