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1

Although it is dawn, in Bhima’s heart it is dark.

Even as the first light of the day filters in through the crack where the tin roof meets the horizontal planks of the hovel, she makes no move to get up from the mattress on the mud floor. There is no need. It has been three days since she has carried her meager possessions out of Sera Dubash’s house, three long days of being home with her sullen, wounded granddaughter, whose every silence, every unspoken word, is an accusation that Bhima, in her dogged faithfulness to the Dubash household, in her loyalty to the fair-skinned woman who was her mistress for donkey’s years, has been wrong, has stupidly spent her life valuing the wrong family over her own. There is no need to wake up this morning because there is no job to go to, no household to manage, no floor to briskly sweep, no pots and pans to scrub until the morning sun twinkles in them, no midmorning cup of tea to share with Serabai. That is, if squatting on the floor and drinking out of the glass reserved for her, while Serabai sits at the table sipping out of her cup of fine china, can be called sharing.

But as she lies awake with her eyes wide open, tracing the morning light as it moves across her shabby one-room hut like a finger moving slowly across the written page, Bhima’s heart aches at the thought of those days spent in Serabai’s quiet, luxurious apartment, with its air conditioners and ceiling fans, its running water and toilets that flush. And yet, this is not what she has spent the last three days mourning. The loss that is the weight of an elephant, the one that sits heavily on her chest, is the loss of things that are unnamed and unnamable—the pride Serabai used to take in her work; the quiet dignity that she accorded Bhima, so that even when, on occasion, she was annoyed at Bhima’s tardiness or some other minor infraction, Serabai wrestled to control her irritation before she spoke; and the familial affection with which Sera’s daughter, Dinaz, who had grown up before her eyes, treated her, as if Bhima were a beloved aunt rather than a servant. “Bhima’s like family to us,” she’d often overheard Serabai say to her friends, and even though Bhima choked a bit on the qualifier, she was smart enough to appreciate the sheer good luck of serving a family this generous, of a mistress who was willing to incur the ridicule and even the outrage of her friends by making such a declaration.

Now, she feels that gratitude curdling into the bitterness that is her true inheritance, her parallel, shadow self. It is as if she had swallowed the seeds of some bitter fruit in childhood and they have borne a tree that grows within her, yielding its bitter harvest time and time again—in the long-ago days following the torturous deaths of her son-in-law and her daughter, Pooja, to AIDS; on the day when her Gopal left her that life-altering letter before absconding with their son, Amit; and the time before that when Gopal’s foreman had made her sign a piece of paper that cleaved their family in two.

Perhaps time has dulled these betrayals because when she thinks of them now, it’s like watching the ignorant, trusting woman she once was as you would an actress in a movie. But the recent betrayal is a fresh wound, a newly plucked fruit, and it fills her not so much with anger as with shame. Again. It has happened again. And this time, there is no God to blame, no tide of misfortune that tossed her like a coconut onto an indifferent shore. This time, she curses herself for trying to protect Dinaz baby and Serabai from Serabai’s son-in-law’s poison and instead getting poisoned herself. She should’ve revealed Viraf’s secret the day she discovered it, instead of covering it up and allowing his shame to become hers.

To dislodge the bitter pit at the base of her throat, Bhima rolls to her side and hears the familiar pop in her hip, followed by the second of stinging pain. She waits for the pain to subside and then closes her eyes. After more than sixty years of rising at dawn and stepping into the day, she can sleep in today. Soon, she will have to get a job, but at her age, she knows, it will be difficult. And if Viraf has spread his serpent-poison to the surrounding buildings, if he has fed the lies that he told Serabai to their neighbors and acquaintances, finding another job will be even harder. Bhima looks across the room and sees her granddaughter, Maya, sleeping a few feet away from her. She hears Maya’s deep breath and smiles. This is all that remains in her world now, this beautiful, clever-but-stupid girl who allowed herself to bear the serpent’s child. Who tried to fight all of them when they asked her to snuff out the child she was carrying. Who even now blazes with anger and spite at the thought of having killed her unborn baby, as if there could have been any other way out for a pregnant girl from the slums, no matter how smart she is in her studies. And this is the thing that worries her—what will she do if Maya continues to refuse to start college again. Or what will she do if Maya wishes to start college again and there is no money.

Bhima grimaces, unable to face the fearful thoughts that the encroaching morning brings. She is an old woman, unequipped to raise a young, beautiful girl-child, an incompetent custodian of someone who has to be guided through college and womanhood and marriage. How will she find a match for Maya when the time comes? In this place of walls as thin as muslin cloth, where rumors and innuendos are a sport and entertainment? Where is Gopal now, when she needs him? But then she reminds herself that Gopal, too, is now an old man, and not the laughing, singing fellow with the crooked smile whom she’d married. She can hardly believe it. Does Gopal’s hip shoot bolts of pain, also? Do his knees creak when he walks? Or are his eyes comforted by the green of his brother’s fields, a contrast to the mud-browns and crow-blacks of this wretched slum that peck at her eyes daily? Does he breathe in air that is sweet and clean, that doesn’t carry the acidic, nostril-burning fumes that blanket this mad city? Despite her anger at him, despite the knife that he stuck in her back that she’s been unable to dislodge, she hopes so. For his sake, yes, but also for the sake of Amit, all grown up, whose marriage many years ago she had not been invited to. Amit, the boy who had sucked greedily at her breast, whose fingernails she had cut for the first time, whose tiny body she had washed with a possessiveness that bordered on fury, whose every lie she could see through, whose every secret she knew, Amit, her first and last son, who was cut from the fabric of her body. He was her second self, until the day that he wasn’t.

She groans, loudly, and for a minute fears that she’s disturbed Maya, but the girl sleeps soundly. She’s always been like this, Bhima chuckles to herself. A chit of a girl she used to be, but still she would sleep the sleep of a millionaire—steady, deep, with not a care in the world.

Bhima sighs to herself. No sense in lying here any longer when the sun is hurrying across the sky. Already, the community toilet will be buzzing with flies and people, and she will have to step gingerly to avoid soaking the hem of her sari in the shit and water and piss the slum residents will have left in their wake. The thought of the queue that has surely formed already at the water taps fills Bhima with heaviness, and she rises to her feet. She thinks for a minute of sending Maya to fill their two pots of water today, then changes her mind. Maya is young, and after she marries, a lifetime of toil and drudgery awaits her. For as long as it’s possible, let her have her girlhood. Hasn’t Bhima slaved for years so that Maya doesn’t have to? Today will not be an exception.

She runs her fingers through her scanty hair and then flings open the tin door to their hut and steps outside. Already, the slum is a hive of activity. People walk past her, many carrying pots or buckets of sloshing water. Someone has a transistor radio on; a child flings a stone at a crow sitting on the newly installed electric pole, which only causes the bird to caw louder; two dogs snarl and wrestle with each other in the narrow gully, until an old man kicks at one of them as he passes by. A row of men in their undershirts and lungis sit on their haunches in front of the open gutters, brushing their teeth and spitting into the dank water. Bhima looks up at the sliver of sky and at the lucky sun that is its sole occupant. For a moment, she hates all of it—her neighbors bowing their heads as they pass the makeshift shrine to Krishna that someone has built, the harsh voices of women berating their hung-over husbands, the beady, inquisitive eyes of the unemployed men that follow her as she walks, the loud clangs of the metalsmith who has already started his workday, the piles of broken concrete that dot the landscape, the screaming, laughing children the color and odor of the muck and filth in which they play. All these years she had borne this because she knew that within two hours of waking up she would be making her way to Serabai’s tidy, clean, quiet home where she would spend most of her day. Now, there is no respite. The thought of going from house to house begging for work is inexplicable to her. She has no network of friends, no grapevine of fellow servants to call upon. For close to thirty years, hers has been a pinched, severe existence—mornings in the slum, the day at Serabai’s, and then home to cook and sleep. Her husband and son are gone, back to the ancestral land that Gopal hailed from. There is no family, other than the pretend family she imagined she had with the Dubashes. There is nothing and nobody to take its place.

Bhima nods to the old woman who lives four houses down from her. When they reach the common bathroom, a large, public room where the women crouch together as they do their business side-by-side, she allows the older woman to go ahead of her. When she follows her in, she keeps her eyes on the floor, as modesty and custom demand.

When she finally gets to the communal tap, there is a line, and by the time it’s her turn, the water is down to a trickle so that it takes forever to fill a single bucket. She attempts to fill the second one, then gives up. This is her punishment for sleeping in.

As she reaches her hut, walking slowly to avoid the loss of even a drop of precious water, she is startled by the sight of Maya waiting outside the door. “Beti,” she says. “What’s wrong? Are you sick?”

In reply, Maya shakes her head impatiently, then gestures toward the door, indicating that she wants Bhima to enter. The young woman silently takes the two buckets from her grandmother and then follows her in. After the brightness of the morning, it takes Bhima’s eyes a second to adjust to the darkness of the hut. She gasps when she recognizes the figure sitting cross-legged on the floor. It is Dinaz. Before her visitor can speak, Bhima turns to Maya. “Shameless,” she whispers. “Letting Dinaz baby squat on the floor in her condition. Go next door and ask Tara to loan us a chair.”

Maya looks insolently at the pregnant woman struggling to her feet and then back at her grandmother. But when she catches the fire in Bhima’s eyes, she capitulates and leaves to obey the older woman’s command. “Dinaz baby,” Bhima breathes. “What brings you here?”

Dinaz smiles, an unexpectedly tentative smile, as if the distance between them has grown in just three days. “You,” she says ruefully. “You’re the reason I’m here, Bhima,” she says. “To beg you to return to work.”

Bhima stiffens. She is unsure of what Serabai has told her daughter about why she was let go, or what Dinaz suspects about the serpent she has married and whose child she is carrying. So she waits, wanting to hear what Dinaz has to say.

“Mummy said Viraf accidentally thought you’d . . . stolen . . . taken some cash, Bhima,” Dinaz says. “And that you were so offended by that accusation that you quit.” She raises her right hand to stop Bhima from interrupting. “Wait. I just came to apologize for Viraf’s stupidity. Try and understand, Bhima. He’s under so much pressure at work. And with me being pregnant and all. In any case, he’s very sorry. Please come back.”

Bhima is not sure she can trust herself to speak. But Dinaz’s face is so sincere, so innocent, that she must. “Did Viraf babu say he’s sorry?”

“Yes.” Dinaz’s voice wobbles. “That is, not exactly.” She attempts a laugh. “You know how men are. Stubborn as oxen. But I’m sure he’ll be happy if—”

“And Serabai? What about her?”

There is a long silence. “She doesn’t know I’ve come here,” Dinaz says at last. “Neither of them do. I . . . I just wanted to surprise them.” Dinaz tugs at Bhima’s sari, much as she used to when she was a little girl. “Come on, na, Bhima. You know how mummy lov . . . how mummy can’t do without you. Just come back.”

But Bhima hears it all, the space between Dinaz’s words. Serabai has not told her daughter what has really happened. How Viraf had accused her falsely of stealing from them, when she would’ve no more stolen from this family than she would from the donation box at the temple. How, realizing the trap he’d set for her, she’d lashed out with an accusation of her own, this one darker, more powerful than his, because it was true. How she’d accused him of ruining Maya’s life, of staining her family honor. How Sera had flinched at her words, seen in them the ashes of her own daughter’s happiness. And rather than deal with the truth, the dangerous, life-crushing truth, Sera had sided with her corrupt son-in-law and thrown Bhima out of her home. And now Dinaz stands before her, oblivious of her husband’s treachery, Dinaz, who had fought with her parents when they wouldn’t let Bhima sit on the furniture that she dusted every day, who, as a child, would insist on taking her meals crouched next to the servant on the floor rather than eat at the table with her parents, Dinaz, who is now heavy with her first child. No, it would remain a secret between them, between her and Serabai, what Viraf had done—impregnated Maya, and then, striking the pose of a concerned but dispassionate well-wisher, planted the thought of an abortion in all their heads. She feels a fresh rush of rage at him for his duplicity.

As if she’s read her mind, Dinaz says, “Can’t you forgive him, Bhima? You were so fond of Viraf. You used to laugh at all his stupid jokes and all.”

True, Bhima wants to say, true. But that was before I learned that he slithers. I was fooled, too, she wants to say, taken in by that handsome face, that forked tongue, that duplicitous smile. Much as you are. But she bites down on her lips until she can taste blood.

Just then, she hears Maya at the door and goes to open it. The girl enters with a metal folding chair and silently sets it on the uneven floor. Even though Bhima is making eyes at her to leave, Maya plants herself solidly on her cotton mattress on the floor. “Please to sit, Dinaz baby,” Bhima says. She turns to her granddaughter. “You, chokri,” she says. “Run down to the corner store and buy a Coca-Cola.” It is Dinaz’s favorite drink, she knows.

“No, no, no. No, Bhima, please. It’s too early. And, in any case, I’m trying not to drink soft drinks. You know, with the baby and all.”

Bhima senses rather than sees Maya scowl at the mention of the baby. Her stomach muscles tense. Don’t let the girl say something stupid, she prays. But before she can command Maya to give them some privacy, Dinaz turns to the girl. “Maya,” she says. “I was just asking Bhima to swallow her pride and return to work. I mean, sometimes hot words are exchanged among family members, correct? But we must forgive and forget.”

Maya turns to look at her grandmother, a look of incredulity on her face, and Bhima makes the slightest motion with her head. She doesn’t know, her look says. They lock eyes for a second, and then Maya says in a soft voice, “I can’t tell my Ma-ma what to do, Dinaz didi.”

Dinaz suddenly looks crushed. “So what are you saying, Bhima?” she says. “That you’re definitely not coming back?” Her eyes fill with tears. “After all that we’ve . . . been through, you’re going to quit? Just like that, after all these years?”

Bhima feels her face flush with the effort it takes to quiet the voice that’s imprisoned inside her, the voice that wants to scream the truth at the well-dressed woman sitting across from her. But she will not. Mustn’t. She loves Dinaz, even loves her unborn child. “Forgive me,” she says. “What you ask is impossible.”

They sit there quietly, three women, each of them afraid to move, knowing that the slightest movement will let in the outside world and destroy the temporary calm of the bubble that encases them. The silence lengthens, changes shape and texture, goes from peaceful to awkward. Dinaz and Bhima look at each other with love and longing and then look away.

Finally, Dinaz exhales, and the other two realize they, too, have been holding their breath. Maya shifts on her mattress as the spell is broken. Dinaz bends to where her purse is on the floor and riffles through it. She looks at the floor as she speaks. “Mummy was saying yesterday that she owes you money. This month’s salary as well as the money you’ve been saving with her each month.” She faces Bhima, who is looking at her openmouthed, wondering how she could’ve forgotten the small amount she has begged Serabai to withhold from her salary for all these years. A nerve flutters on the right side of her mouth. There will be some money coming in this month, after all.

“Bhima,” Dinaz says, a sternness in her voice that makes the older woman pay attention. “Do you know how much you have in savings with Mummy?”

Bhima shakes her head. “Serabai always kept track,” she says. “I never asked.”

Dinaz gives a short laugh. “That’s how blindly you trusted her, huh? The woman whose home you won’t step foot in, now?”

Bhima’s heart breaks at the bitterness she hears in Dinaz’s voice. But again, she wills herself to remain silent, unable to explain, unable to console. It is better this way, she thinks. Let Dinaz walk away from here blaming me instead of Serabai. Let blood remain blood.

“In any case,” Dinaz continues briskly, “it was thirty thousand rupees. Quite a good sum.”

“Ae, Bhagwan,” Bhima and Maya breathe in unison.

Dinaz pulls out a pen and a checkbook. “Mummy was fretting yesterday about how she was going to get the money to you. She was wondering if she could trust our peon to deliver it. But she didn’t want to send such a large sum over in cash. And . . . you don’t have a bank account?”

Bhima’s thoughts are churning, but Dinaz’s last question penetrates, and the old shame rises again. “No, baby,” she says quietly. “As you know, I don’t read or write. My money was always safe with your mother.”

“But I do,” Maya interjects. Her voice is loud, with a note that Bhima doesn’t recognize—Pride? Defiance? Belligerence?

Dinaz doesn’t seem to notice. “That’s right,” she smiles. She bends down and scribbles in her checkbook, then looks directly at Maya. “Here’s what I advise,” she says. “Go to the bank and open an account. You do not want to cash this check and keep so much money at home.”

She rises from her chair and sits on her haunches in front of Bhima, surprisingly nimble given her pregnancy. She lays the check at Bhima’s feet. “I’ve made this out for forty thousand rupees, Bhima,” she says.

“But it’s only thirty . . .”

“I know. The rest is from me. To . . . thank you for . . .” But here, Dinaz stops, blinking back the tears and then roughly wiping away the errant ones rolling down her cheeks.

Flooded with a dangerous tenderness for Dinaz, Bhima is angry that Maya is here to witness this, is annoyed at the watchful way in which Maya is taking in the scene before her. Go, she wants to yell at her granddaughter. Take your morose face and leave us in peace for a moment. I have known this child sitting in front of me longer than I’ve known you. I have fed her, washed her clothes, loved her, protected her from her father’s temper and her parents’ quarrels. But Maya sits there, impassive as a mountain, and Bhima has no choice but to whisper, “Just one minute, Dinaz baby,” and scramble to her feet. She crosses the room and goes to the old trunk that houses all the important artifacts of her past. She finds what she’s looking for almost immediately, grabs it, and walks swiftly past Maya, half-afraid that her granddaughter will protest. She opens Dinaz’s hand in hers and puts the silver rattle in it, ignoring her startled, “Bhima, no. I can’t accept this.”

“Dinaz baby,” she says. “Forgive me. It is but a small gift. My husband bought this silver rattle for my firstborn. Both my children played with it. Maya, too. And now, I want your child to have it.”

“Are you sure, Bhima?” Dinaz asks.

“Hundred percent sure. I was planning on gifting it to you the day he was born.”

“But you should keep it. For when Maya . . .” Her voice trails away, as she remembers the events of the past year. Behind her, Maya glowers at both of them, but Bhima ignores her.

Dinaz’s hand closes around the rattle. “Thank you,” she whispers. “I will treasure it.”

At the door, Dinaz lingers. “If you two ever need anything . . .”

But now, Bhima is spent, and a cold, dark feeling is spreading within her. Now, she only wishes for Dinaz to be gone. She folds her hands, a gesture at once supplicatory and dismissive. “Thank you,” she says.

She pushes open the door for Dinaz, and they step outside. Bhima ignores the curious stares that the neighbors cast at the light-skinned, well-dressed woman beside her, a woman who looks as alien as an astronaut in their part of the city, who lifts the hem of her pants as she walks gingerly down the narrow, rutted streets. The older woman stands outside her hut watching Dinaz’s receding back, her eyes stinging from unshed tears, her mouth dry from unspoken words. She waits until Dinaz turns the corner, waves, and disappears from her life.

Maya turns on her as soon as she reenters the hut. “Why didn’t you tell her?” she asks immediately.

Bhima pretends to not understand the question. “Tell her what?”

“About her badmash husband. About what he did to me.”

The unexpressed anger spikes in her. “And what about what you have done to her?” she spits. “Behaving like a tramp with some poor girl’s husband?”

Maya’s jaw goes slack, as if her grandmother has punched her in the face. Then, her eyes get narrow and mean. “You are an ignorant woman,” she says. “Not even understanding why she came here.” She bends down, scoops up the check, and waves it in Bhima’s face. “They are not wanting you back, Ma-ma,” she says. “She just came here to do her acting-facting. The real reason she came? To give you this money. To buy your silence. Your sweet Dinaz baby? She’s very clever. She is knowing everything.”

“Shut your mouth,” Bhima says savagely. “And lower your voice. Any one of these drunkards around us will come in chup-chap at night and slit our throats if they know we’ve come into money.”

“It’s not the people in this basti you have to be afraid of, Ma-ma. It’s people like Dinaz and Serabai who have slit your throat.”

Bhima closes her eyes, afraid to let her granddaughter know how much her words have hurt her. But Maya is not yet done. “They treat you like a dog, no, worse than a dog. They treat you like an old newspaper, something they read and then throw in the trash box. And still you run after them, Ma-ma. Still you protect their lies and secrets, as if those secrets belong to you. And still you—” here, Maya’s voice cracks, “still you give her something that belonged to my mother, and therefore belonged to me, as if it was yours to give, as if she is yours to give to. Why, Ma-ma? Why, after all this time are they your family and not me?”

Bhima stands still, eyes closed and afraid to breathe. Maya’s words tear at her because she does not know the answer to her granddaughter’s questions. The truth is, she had not considered that the rattle belonged to Maya. She is embarrassed and is about to apologize when something strikes her and her eyes fly open. “You are not my family?” she cries. “You stupid, insolent girl. Why do you think I work in their home? To fatten my belly? You think I want to live one extra day on this wretched earth for my sake? You wicked girl. You dare say such a shameless thing to me? Everything I do, every drop of sweat I sweat is for you. So that you can go to college. So that my misfortune ends with me. And what do you do instead these past months? Sit at home like a maharani.”

Maya opens her mouth to say something, but Bhima raises her hand threateningly. “Chup,” she says. “Nothing more for you to say. That rattle I gave away? You don’t need it. Because you are not a child anymore, Maya. The only thing you need is an education.”

They stand glaring at each other, and then Bhima comes to a swift resolution, her earlier listlessness now dissipated. She reaches out and plucks the check out of the younger woman’s hand. “Go get dressed,” she commands.

Maya snickers. “Why? You taking me to the Taj Mahal hotel?”

Bhima resists the urge to smack the smugness from Maya’s face. “We are going to the bank,” she says. “You are going to help your old grandmother open a bank account. I will work ten jobs if I have to. But we are not touching this money. This money is for you to go back to college. And for your future.”
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Her name is Parvati.

Although she doesn’t always know it.

Sometimes, in the time it takes to hiccup, the world goes blank and she forgets what she is called and where she is and her place in the world. It is comfortable living in that white space and not having to carry the burden of knowing her name or her history. Then, as she absently fingers the growth on her neck, the world comes into focus again and she knows—she is Parvati, the daughter of a man who sold her for the price of a cow. And in doing so, taught her what she was worth. How long ago this was she no longer remembers, and it isn’t because she can’t count, because she was one of the few women at the Old Place who could read and write. She simply chooses not to remember. At her age, time has stopped flowing in a linear fashion; rather, it ebbs and swirls, creating a whirlpool at its center that on most days swallows her whole. Her yesterdays have lost their bite; it is her todays that come bearing down with fangs and claws that she has to watch out for.

This morning, Parvati sits cross-legged in the open-air market, her daily supply of six shriveled heads of cauliflower displayed like skulls on the dirty cotton sheet in front of her. She knows that at some point during the day the same handful of customers, almost as impoverished as her, will stop and buy her inventory. Every morning she trudges to her spot on the pavement, carrying the vegetables in a filthy cloth bag that hasn’t been washed in two years. She squints at the ferocious sun, which she considers to be her own personal nemesis, spreads out the tablecloth on the sidewalk, then empties the bag so that the round heads of the cauliflowers roll onto it. She had learned many years ago to kill the envy she once felt at the sight of the beautiful produce displayed by her competitors, the gleaming tomatoes, the pearly garlic, the radiant grapefruit and oranges. She has never had the money to increase her inventory so has stopped trying. The twenty rupees a day she earns as profit—and that too, because the man who sells her the cauliflowers charges her a pittance for the produce he would otherwise throw away—covers her fee to sleep on two sheets of cardboard on the landing outside her nephew’s apartment and leaves her with a few extra notes.

If she had the energy to examine her life, Parvati would see how thin and nebulous it is—patched together with lies and pity, as if she were one of those cheap kites, built from paper and glue, and falling apart at the slightest gust of wind. The “nephew,” for instance, is not a relation at all, but the son of a woman at the Old Place, who, against all odds, still remembers Parvati’s kindness toward him when he was a boy. In exchange for fifteen rupees a day and a promise to never reveal his dead mother’s past to his wife, he rents her the space. The vegetable wholesaler, too, is a man from the old days, and lets her have the cauliflowers for cheap out of some combination of sympathy and disgust. Every day, one vendor or another feeds the old woman lunch—a banana, maybe, or a small loaf of bread—or sends a leftover piece of fruit home with her. Sometimes, if there is any money left over at the end of the month, she will treat herself to a cup of tea. And on the way to her nephew’s home each evening, she stops at a ramshackle restaurant, whose owner empties leftovers from his customers’ plates onto a newspaper and hands it to her. If she is twenty minutes late, he sets the scraps down on the sidewalk for the stray dog that lurks outside the restaurant.

This morning, even the sun cannot hold Parvati’s attention. There is a new lump growing on her body, this time at the base of her spine, a painful and inconvenient spot, and one she cannot stroke as absentmindedly as she does the one on her throat. It irritates her, the unfairness of the location. Not once in all these years, has she complained about the growth on her neck, which started as the size of a pomegranate seed decades ago, and then grew to the size of an orange. So much it took away from her—her beauty, her livelihood, even her voice, which is now raspy and harsh, giving her a perpetual sore throat from where it presses on her vocal cords. She has seen its effect on the world around her—the curl of the lip, the averting of the eyes, the occasional gag reflex when someone sees her for the first time. But she has not minded it, has even been thankful, because it was the growth that led her out from the Old Place decades ago. And here, among the querulous vegetable and fruit sellers and fishmongers, it has acted as a talisman of sorts, imbuing her with a dark power that no one wants to cross. It has protected her strip of the pavement, a much-coveted spot at the corner of two streets. Without the deformity, who would she be? An old woman, thin as a stick, with no police protection and few remaining connections in the underworld. But they steer clear of her, even the young goondas who walk around with batons, demanding payments from the other vendors in exchange for their “protection.”

“Ae, mausi,” a voice says, and she looks up reluctantly, not wanting to waste so much as a breath making idle chitchat on such a hot day. It is Rajeev, the tall, lanky man with the handlebar mustache who delivers groceries to the houses of the rich. Multiple times a day, Rajeev lets a customer fill his large wicker basket with purple brinjals and green lady’s fingers and bags of potatoes and onions, balances the basket on his head, and trots beside the shoppers as they make their way home. Parvati has heard Rajeev complain about the flights of stairs he must climb all day long, but even when he complains there’s a smile in his voice. She has always distrusted him for that reason, because a man who smiles even as he admits to the harshness of his life is foolish and not someone to respect. Also, he is one of the few people in the market who acknowledges her presence. Always, she wants to shoo him away, like a fly sitting atop her vegetables; always, he somehow gets her to exchange a few words with him.

“Hot day, mausi,” he now exclaims. He sets his basket down and then squats in front of her. “Will you take a chai?”

She eyes him suspiciously, unsure if this is a ruse to make her buy him a cup of tea. “It’s okay,” she says noncommittally.

He looks puzzled for a moment and then smiles broadly. “Arre, mausi, I’m asking if I can buy you tea.”

She turns away in embarrassment, knowing that he has read her mind. Finally, she looks at him sharply and says, “Why?”

Rajeev bows his head. When he looks up, his eyes are puzzled. There is something else in his eyes also—a flash of understanding, perhaps pity—and Parvati feels her hackles rise. Shameless man, to feel pity for her poverty. If only he knew. What gifts she has had showered upon her, what luxury she had once known. She has eaten at fancy restaurants where he would not be allowed to enter.

Before she can respond, Rajeev gets up with a grunt and walks away, leaving his basket in front of her. She starts to call out to him but sees that he’s only headed to the tea shop a few meters away. In a minute he returns with two steaming glasses of tea. Silently, he sets a glass against one of the cauliflowers. “Drink,” he says, gesturing with his hand. And when she doesn’t, he smiles cajolingly. “Arre, drink, na, mausi. It’s tea, not blood.”

While she gulps down the sugary beverage, Parvati wonders what Rajeev wants. Maybe it’s this spot. People have approached her over the years, even offered to pay her a few hundred rupees for it. But she will never yield it. It’s all she has. Without this spot, where would she spend her days? The landing where she sleeps must be vacated by six in the morning, before the other residents begin to leave for work and school. No loitering, her nephew has told her. If I get one complaint from a neighbor, bas, you will have to leave. To appease these neighbors, she sweeps the entire common area in front of their doors each morning. In exchange, they occasionally hand her a used sari, or once, a half-empty bottle of talcum powder.

Rajeev is staring at her with those big, dark eyes. He must’ve been an owl in a previous birth, Parvati thinks. She flushes, wishing he would look away. She is about to ask him what he wants from her when he speaks. “What’s wrong, mausi?” he says. “Your back is paining?”

“What’s it to you?” she snaps. She sets down the glass heavily on the stone pavement. “What is it? Business is so slow today that you’re swatting flies and watching me?”

Rajeev swallows. “Don’t take offense, mausi. I suffer from back pain, too. This job, with all the heavy lifting, is very bad on the body. But I have a good ointment at home. I am only inquiring so I can bring some for you tomorrow.”

It occurs to Parvati that if she had had a son, he would be around Rajeev’s age. The thought is so unexpected that her eyes fill with tears. But still, suspicion lingers, fighting with the gratitude that seeps into her heart. She bites down on her lip, unsure of what to say to this man who is examining her closely, as if she is some bird from a country he is unfamiliar with.

“Your wife won’t care if you share the ointment?” she says, as much to find out if he’s married without having to ask.

Rajeev smiles appreciatively, as if he can see through her deviousness. “My wife, mausi? My wife would give her last breath to someone in need. She so kind.” He stops, looking at her worriedly. “I don’t mean to insult . . .”

She shakes her head. “No. No insult. I understand. You are lucky.”

“Mausi. You don’t know.” He lowers his voice, in order to protect his words from Reshma, the woman vendor sitting next to them who is openly eavesdropping on their conversation. “I used to be a drunkard. Bad drinking problem, mausi. But you believe or not believe, since the day my Radha come into my house, I haven’t taken one sip. Not one sip. Just like that, I gave up the moonshine.”

Despite herself, Parvati smiles. “That speaks well of you, beta,” she says, noticing with a start that she has called him son.

Rajeev doesn’t appear to have noticed. “No, mausi. Not of me. Of Radha. We are poor people. But we are having one son. And we are both working hard to make sure he finishes his schooling.” He points to the basket. “I climb hundreds of stairs a day, mausi, so that someday my son can ride in a car.”

Suddenly, she remembers something. “Have you heard of the poet Aziz?” And when he shakes his head no, Parvati recites:

“I will carry you upon my shoulders, my son

And climb the tallest mountain

So you can behold all the fruit

Of our alive and green valley.”

“Wah,” Rajeev exclaims. “These words have captured what’s in my heart, mausi.” But then his face grows thoughtful. “How you are knowing this poetry-foetry?”

Parvati’s skin prickles and she regrets letting her guard down. She dismisses his question brusquely. “Everybody knows.”

Rajeev lowers his eyes. “I am an uneducated man,” he says. “I cannot even sign my own name.”

“Sometimes it is better to not even know your own name.” She watches as Rajeev’s eyes widen at the bitterness in her voice, and is surprised herself. She clamps her mouth shut. She is a cheap woman, bought for the price of a cup of tea. But that is all. She will say no more to this stranger sitting across from her.

As if he has sensed her regret, Rajeev rises to his feet. “Good day, mausi,” he says. “Tomorrow I bring the balm for you.”

“Don’t trouble yourself,” she says stiffly, knowing the source of her pain is not a backache.

“No trouble.” He smiles and walks away. She follows him with her eyes, watches him kneel and set his basket down to be filled up by the servant of one of the memsahibs from a nearby building. Even from a distance, she can sense the twinge in his back, the pain in his shoulder blades as he straightens up and lifts the basket, balancing it perfectly on his head, holding it in place with barely the tip of his forefinger.

She had not realized that her troubling the thing growing at the base of her spine was so obvious for all to see. She makes a concerted effort to keep her right hand in front of her. At least it’s not cancer. This much she knows. Thirty years ago, when the pomegranate seed on her throat had begun to swell and grow, she had been to the doctor and was told it was not cancerous. She knows that its twin, born thirty years apart, will not be cancerous either. But this one is painful because of its location, and sitting all day on the hard pavement does not help.

One of her regular customers stops by and purchases one of the cauliflowers without exchanging barely a word. After he is gone, while she is commanding herself not to let her hand wander to her back, her hand wanders to her back.
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It is almost four in the evening by the time Bhima reaches Sunitabai’s home. She is late—Mrs. Motorcylewalla, the old lady whose house she cleans each day, had delayed her with her demands that she pay her respects to the prophet Zoroaster before she could leave. When Bhima had swallowed her apprehension and contacted her former employer a year ago, she had hoped that the old lady’s mental state had improved, but if anything, her eccentricities had only increased in the intervening years. Last week, for instance, Mrs. Motorcyclewalla would not allow her to use any electricity in the house. Bhima even had to heat the woman’s bathwater on the stove because she refused to turn on the electric water heater. She had almost quit that week, her usual irritation at the woman’s craziness hardening into rage at the extra work. Now, as she climbs up the four flights of stairs, Bhima thanks God that her second client of the day is hardly ever at home when she arrives. And even when she is, she keeps out of the way, working on her computer while Bhima cleans and prepares her evening meal. Sunitabai has explained to her that she writes for the newspaper—the same newspaper Serabai used to read every morning—and she is often away on business for days at a time. Bhima knows to ring the doorbell of the apartment next door to ask for the key to let her in.

But today, when Vimal Das, the neighbor woman who keeps the key to Sunitabai’s apartment, answers the door, she has a funny look on her face. “No need for the key,” she says. “Her friend is there. You just ring the doorbell.” There is a strange emphasis on the word friend, followed by a smirk and a look that Bhima can’t decipher.

“Sunitabai is home?” she asks.

“No. But the friend moved in over the weekend.” Vimal glares at the door of Sunita’s apartment. “This used to be a decent building.”

Bhima looks at Vimal sharply as she understands the situation. “The guest is a man?” she says.

Vimal laughs. “Ha. Good one. You could say that, I suppose.” Before Bhima can react, she gestures toward the door. “Go. See for yourself. What the world has come to.”

Bhima’s hand is shaking as she knocks on the door. She will not be alone in the house with a strange man, she resolves. When he answers, she will tell him to please inform Sunitabai that she can no longer work for her.

The door flies open and Bhima gapes. The long-haired woman with the wide smile on her face is not a man at all. Bhima looks back in confusion at Vimal’s apartment, but Vimal’s door had clicked shut as soon as this one was opened. “Hi,” the woman says. “Are you the cook?” Her manner of speaking is different somehow, so that even though she is speaking Hindi, Bhima has a hard time understanding her.

The woman walks into the hallway with the door still ajar, as if she is expecting Bhima to follow. Still trying to reconcile the sinister tone of the neighbor with the innocuous, even friendly manner of the woman, Bhima shuts the door behind her. And gasps. She has been away for only two days, but the apartment is transformed. There are paintings on the formerly bare walls of the living room and two new chairs. Sunitabai’s old rocking chair has been moved out to the small balcony; in its place is a wooden contraption holding a half-finished painting of a woman cradling her child. Something about the woman’s posture, the bleak isolation of it, strikes a responsive chord within Bhima.

“It looks totally different, right?” The young woman turns around and smiles. “My name is Chitra, by the way. And I already have eaten your bhindi and mutton cutlets. They were fantastic.” She makes a thumbs-up gesture for emphasis.

Bhima feels her face flushing at the compliment. Dinaz baby used to praise her cooking, also. As did Serabai, but only to her friends, within Bhima’s earshot. Never directly to her.

She must’ve had a peculiar look on her face because Chitra is looking at her curiously. “Did I say something wrong, didi?”

Bhima blinks, tucking away the past and focusing on the young woman who stands watching her. Didi. The memsahib had called her didi, or older sister, as if they were equals, as if she was not a poor, ignorant woman from the slums. Something opens up in her heart, a flower that blooms, but she crushes it immediately. “My name is Bhima,” she says curtly. “You can just call me that, memsahib.”

To her surprise, the younger woman looks stricken, as if Bhima’s gruff words have landed like a slap. Her mouth twists into a bitter line. “I see. So the neighbors have already poisoned the well.” She turns away and then looks back. “Well, I’ll leave you to your chores.”

And suddenly Bhima gets it—the strange accent, the familiar use of the word didi, the offense taken at Bhima’s words, which were meant to convey her unworthiness but which Chitra mistook for an insult. Of course. The woman has come to them from a foreign land. She was not one of those poor, white-skinned firangis that she used to see when she and Serabai went shopping at Colaba, those impoverished people with their long hair and faded or torn jeans, which always made Bhima feel sorry for them, even though Serabai had tried explaining that this was fashion, not poverty. But despite her dark skin, she was a foreigner, unused to Indian customs. This is why Vimalbai had spoken about her so dismissively. She wants to explain some of this to Chitra, but the woman has already moved into the bedroom.

Shaking her head, Bhima makes her way to the kitchen to perform her first chore—washing the dishes that Sunitabai has left for her overnight. It is her least favorite chore because often, Sunita forgets to rinse those dishes and Bhima must spend the time scraping dried-up food from the bowls and plates before she can wash them. Bhima is fond of Sunita, thinks of her as a young child with her mop of short, curly hair, and the jeans and cotton kurtas she almost always wears. And on the rare occasion that Sunita comes home before Bhima finishes cooking her dinner, she can see the fatigue in that small, sallow face with the oversized glasses. Sunita is always unfailingly polite to her, and best of all, she respects Bhima’s solitude, so unlike the querulous presence of Mrs. Motorcyclewalla, who hovers over her and counts the number of shrimp in her curry to make sure that Bhima hasn’t popped one in her mouth when her back is turned. But still, sometimes her stomach turns at the sight of those dishes and she feels a spurt of anger at the thoughtlessness of the rich, which, of course, immediately makes her think her conflicted thoughts about the Dubash family.

Now, Bhima enters the kitchen and stops dead. The sink is spotless. And empty. The dishes have been all put away. Bhima frowns, knowing immediately that it is the foreign woman who has taken away her job. She feels a moment’s alarm at the thought of being fired, of depending for her income solely on the whims and unpredictability of Mrs. Motorcyclewalla. She marches up to the bedroom, where Chitra sits on an armchair, reading. “The plates,” Bhima splutters. “The dishes . . .”

Chitra looks up from her book. “Oh yes. I did them. Less work for you today, Bhima.”

Bhima closes her eyes for a split second, fearful of this new threat that has entered her life. How to make this stupid girl understand that what she thinks of as thoughtfulness is thoughtlessness? She hesitates, not trusting herself to speak, and when she does, she does so loudly and slowly, as if speaking to a very young child. “Chitrabai,” she says. “You are my memsahib’s guest. This is my job, bai. Sunitabai likes dishes to be cleaned one way, only. You please just take rest and don’t take tension on your head. Leave the cleaning-fleaning to me.”

To her indignation, Chitra laughs. “Ha. That’s a joke. Sunita likes her plates to be cleaned in a certain way? She’s such a pig she would barely notice the difference.”

Even though she has been working for Sunita for less than a year, Bhima bristles. “Sunitabai is very smart,” she says, tapping her forehead. “She not saying much, but she sees everything. Do you see how big her ears are? That is the sign of cleverness.”

Chitra smiles even more deeply. “Wait till I tell Su that she has big ears. She’ll love that.”

Bhima feels her eyes well with tears of frustration. Is this girl as soft in the head as Mrs. Motorcyclewalla? If not, why does she twist everything that she is saying? Ae, Bhagwan, she prays. Let this chokri leave for her foreign place soon. Two softies-in-the-head I cannot handle.

She is about to leave the room when Chitra rises to her feet, takes a step toward Bhima, and then sits at the edge of the bed. “Bhima,” she says, patting the bed. “Come sit here. What’s the problem?”

Bhima takes an involuntary step back. This girl is crazy, she is now sure. Even Dinaz baby never asked her to sit on her bed. At least Dinaz was just a child when she used to squat on the floor to eat next to her. By the time she was an adult, Dinaz had learned how to respect the rules. Bhima knows that this is a new jamana, a new age, where many young people act as if they have invented the world. But still, she is shocked. People like her are meant to live in one square, whereas educated, rich people like Chitrabai were born to occupy another one. This is the truth, a natural law. And yet, here she is, patting the bed for her to sit, as if they are two old friends sitting under a mango tree, exchanging giggles and gossip.

Or maybe it is a test. Something to complain to Sunitabai about when she gets home. Look how she has already twisted her compliment about Sunita’s intelligence into an insult. This woman is trying to get her fired for sure. But why?

There was a time, Bhima thinks, that this pretty-looking woman could’ve tricked her. But no more. And so Bhima continues to stand. “No problem, bai,” she says evenly. “I am just wanting to do my work.” The two women look at each other for a moment and then Bhima adds, “And Sunitabai is not a pig. She is just busy. Important job she is having.”

Chitra smiles, and feeling emboldened by that smile, Bhima asks, “What job you are doing?”

“I’m an artist. I paint.” She points to a picture above the bed. “That’s one of mine.”

Bhima nods, pretending to understand. Once again, this woman has confused her. She wants to find out how Chitra earns money. Instead, she has been told that the woman draws pictures, like her daughter, Pooja, used to when she was little. She bites the inside of her lip. This woman’s head is an empty pot, and she has nothing to do but sit and read a book in the middle of the day. But she herself is already behind on the day’s chores. Bhima spins around abruptly to exit the room and as she does her hip pops so loudly that Chitra’s eyes widen with concern. “With your leave,” Bhima says and hurries away into the kitchen.

Once there, Bhima opens the fridge to see what food there is. She eyes the vegetables with disapproval. She has asked Sunita to let her pick up fresh vegetables from the marketplace where she used to shop when she worked for Serabai, but the woman prefers to buy the expensive produce from the vendor who comes to her door each morning. Well, let her waste her money if she so chooses.

She has put the daal to cook and is chopping potatoes when Chitra wanders into the room. “Here, I’ll chop the onions for you,” she says casually, pulling the knife from the rack before the older woman can answer. She stands next to Bhima in order to share the same chopping board. Bhima stiffens, both in disapproval and in awareness of the sour smell of her late-afternoon sweat. But nothing to do except stand here and let this crazy girl work in this small kitchen when she could be resting in the bedroom. Her wish.

They work in silence for a few minutes, their chopping falling into a synchronized rhythm. Despite herself, Bhima finds her body relaxing in Chitra’s silent company. She doesn’t think about it often, but it comes to her now, how lonely she is. Other than Maya she has no steady presence in her life. And now that her granddaughter is back in college, they only spend a few hours together in the evening before each of them falls into a heavy sleep. This is what she misses about working for the Dubash household—Viraf’s whistling in the shower, his friendly jostling of her, Dinaz’s frantic rushing around as she got ready for work, Sera’s companionship as the two women sat down to a cup of tea in the suddenly-silent house after Viraf and Dinaz had left for work. Bhima feels a spasm in her heart as she remembers that there is now another member in that house, a baby she would have fussed over, would’ve helped clean and bathe, whose first steps she would’ve witnessed with joy, on whose first birthday she would’ve brought in some homemade sweets, if only . . . She leans heavily on the edge of the kitchen counter for a minute, trying to forget the ignobility of her fall.

“Are you all right, didi?” Chitra asks, and Bhima nods, unable to talk, noticing the use of the familial didi, but not caring to correct her. Let them all call her by whatever name they wanted, what did it matter? Her husband had called her jaan, life itself, but then he’d snuck out of their house like a thief, stealing away her precious son. Her son himself had called her Ma, but he had gotten married and not thought of inviting her to the wedding. Her daughter, Pooja, had called her Ma, too, but she too was gone, preferring to join her husband in death than to stay with her unfortunate mother. Serabai had called her “my Bhima” but had left her behind like a handkerchief one forgot on the train. They were words, just words, and she had heard a million of them in her time spoken in love or in anger, it didn’t matter, because eventually all love turned into anger. So let this crazy girl call her older sister. Nobody in this world would ever be stupid enough to believe her.

Now Chitra is reaching for a glass and pouring her ice water from the fridge and urging her to drink it and Bhima feels her eyes sting at this gesture of kindness, even as she registers the great offense that Chitra has committed. “I have my own glass with me, bai,” she says, pointing to the small cloth pouch that holds her stainless steel mug and her plate. “I will pour into that.”

For the first time, Chitra frowns. “What’s wrong with this glass?” she says.

Bhima clucks her tongue impatiently. She doesn’t have the time today to educate this girl in basic manners. “This is India, bai,” she says. “Servants don’t drink from their mistress’s cups.”

Chitra scoops the chopped onions into a small bowl. “I know this is India, Bhima,” she says. “I’ve lived here most of my life. I was in Australia for only nine years. It’s one of the reasons I left Delhi—these stupid customs.”

Bhima lowers her head. “These are our customs,” she says. “We must respect them.”

Chitra’s thick hair flies from one side to another as she shakes her head vehemently. “No. No, we mustn’t. They are wrong. And it is wrong to perpetuate an unjust system.”

Bhima begins to laugh. She only stops when she sees that she has offended Chitra. “Please to forgive, bai,” she says. “Your words reminded me of someone I used to work for. She spoke exact-exact like you. Except she was a little girl.” The last line comes out more plaintive than she intends.

Chitra gives her a long look. “So Sunita makes you drink out of your own glass?”

“Why khali-pili you blame Sunitabai? She just does what all others do.”

“Fair enough.” Chitra nods. Then, “What is your salary here?”

Bhima falls silent, unsure of how to answer such a rude question. All she wants to do is cook the meal and hurry home to start her own dinner. She is too tired to figure out what game this memsahib is playing. “You please ask Sunitabai,” she says finally. “She tell me not to tell the guest anything.” It is not a complete untruth—on the day that Sunita had hired her, she had told her that she was a private person and that if any of her neighbors wanted to know the news they could watch Sky TV. Bhima had nodded appreciatively.

But Chitra has one more surprise for her. “Well, I’m not exactly a guest, Bhima,” she says. “I’m living here now.”

Bhima almost drops the jar of garam masala she has reached for. “Sunitabai never say,” she murmurs.

“I know. She meant to. But she didn’t get home in time last week to catch you. Sorry.”

The older woman shrugs. “It’s your business,” she says.

Chitra raises her eyebrow. “And you don’t have a problem with it?”

Bhima looks perplexed. “It’s her home, bai,” she says. “How I can have a problem?”

Chitra opens her mouth, then simply smiles. “Good,” she says. She pulls out a pot and says, “Will you take a cup of tea with me, Bhima?”

She knows that the young woman is being friendly, but Bhima doesn’t want her in the kitchen anymore. She is already behind on dinner; at this rate, it will be eight o’clock before she can start on her own meal when she gets home. She grabs the pot out of Chitra’s hand. “You go relax in the living room, bai,” she says. “I will serve you tea. And then I must to start frying the potato patties.”

But Chitra doesn’t take the hint. “Don’t be silly. I’m perfectly capable of making my own tea.” She opens the fridge and pulls out a sprig of mint, then measures the water and puts it to boil.

Bhima swallows her resentment. She is getting old, she thinks. There was a time when any gesture of kindness—the young Dinaz joining her on the floor to eat lunch, Serabai slipping a
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