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A WORD  
FROM THE AUTHOR 

In Now & Then is a sequel to Jobless Clueless Reckless 
(Duckbill, 2013). Since it comes seven years after that 
first novel, I thought a recap might help jog readers ’

memory and clue in newcomers. I have provided a quick 
recollection of key characters/scenes from JCR which 
contains spoilers and captures important moments, 
making it possible to read In Now & Then as a stand-
alone novel.  

When this book was in process the world was a little 
different, though we were clearly taking rapid strides 
towards the mind-bending dystopian realities of our 
present times. Recent changes have been too swift, too 
sudden, and too unpredictable to all be reflected in this 
novel, but I hope In Now & Then will remain relevant in 
capturing accurately the years in which it was written. 

Revathi Suresh 



 

 

 

 

BEFORE YOU BEGIN 

2013: 
Kavya is an almost sixteen-year-old angsty teenager who 
thinks herself completely friendless. She’s 
homeschooled and embarrassed about it as she is about 
most things in life, including her address. She lives in a 
township called Grand Canyon (GC for short in this 
book) where apartment blocks are named after states in 
the US. Much to her chagrin, Kavya lives in Kansas. Oh 
and she hates dolls in general, and Barbies in particular.  

Ditto (Dhrittiman) is Kavya’s younger brother, and the 
bane of her existence. When she’s not cribbing about 
him, she loves him to bits. 

Amma (also Ma, and very occasionally Shalini), doesn’t 
believe in schools or schooling, is largely absent from 
her children’s lives though they live with her, has a 
bunch of arbitrary rules and regulations that include not 
allowing Kavya and Ditto access to mobile phones and 
other devices, or money. She very randomly pulls her 
kids out of their farm-school even as Kavya is preparing 
for her boards, leaving her anxiously wondering if she 
will ever be able to take her 10th standard exams.  



 

Appa (also Pa, and very, very occasionally Naresh) is an 
absent parent too. He doesn’t live with the family 
anymore, storms away one fine day and goes off to live 
and work in Amsterdam, ta-ta! He’s not really in touch 
with the children, but appears in the end to execute 
what one might consider a remarkable rescue act. 
Everyone’s suitably overjoyed and grateful, and Kavya 
and Ditto move away to live with him while their mother 
repairs for the Himalayas. So maybe, just maybe, Kavya 
will write her school-leaving exams after all. 

Mads and Mark, or the M&Ms, are Kavya’s and Ditto’s 
aunt and uncle and also their tutors. They own a farm 
that also doubles as the children’s school. Mads, also 
Madhavi, is Shalini’s younger sister and Kavya’s 
favourite aunt. Well, only aunt. 

Paati, rarely Nalini Maami—in this universe everyone 
has at least two names—is not really Kavya’s and Ditto’s 
grandmother (though she plays the part remarkably 
well), just a lovely old neighbour from long ago. 

Kiran (Borys is what his dad calls him) is the blue-eyed 
boy Kavya has a crush on though she knows exactly 
nothing about him other than that he’s half-Malayali, 
half-Polish, all-American, and lives in a penthouse 
apartment called New York. Mostly they just exchange 
banter and repartee that leaves them both breathless. 
The two do get their moment in the end though, with 
Kiran wrangling a kiss from Kavya under somewhat 
unpleasant circumstances; but they both have their own 
versions of how that scene unfolded. Kavya ends up 
heartily disliking him and throwing him out of her head 
for exactly two minutes. In their last meeting she also 
tells him more about her life than she’s told anyone else, 
following which Kiran offers, in that throwaway style of 
his, to elope with her but Kavya keeps her wits about her 
somehow and says maybe some other day, I’m off to the 
Netherlands now. Well, Kiran goes back to his native 
New York (the real one) too, but not before they 



 

exchange mail ids. In continuation with the topic of 
elopement, his very first message to her reads: time, 
place, date. Say when. 

Vinay and a bunch of others: Vinay’s a peripheral 
character…really, blink and you’ll miss him. But the 
award for an even briefer appearance goes to Niya. Or 
maybe Mark. Or Manickam and Mangala who work in 
the farm-school. Also in contention are Raghav, the 
musician who hosts wildly popular jam sessions at his 
place, and Anant Uncle, who runs a small library in his 
apartment. 

Mandy is a random girl. 

Kumari is the erstwhile house help. 

Manisha is Kavya’s childhood friend who disappears 
without a trace and is never found. 

Mowgli is the family’s bad-tempered, most beloved dog 
who is left behind at the farm with Mark and Mads when 
others depart to various destinations around the world 
in the end. 

Lara is Kavya’s friend in need, though Kavya never 
seems to know where she stands with her. Things get a 
little thorny for Kavya when Lara’s boyfriend, Abhi, 
claims to want to leave Lara for her. Kavya sort of 
hyperventilates and, in a moment of sisterhood and 
extreme sacrifice, even offers to chug down a Breezer 
with Lara to atone for her ‘betrayal’. 

Indu is Kavya’s other friend—she dreams of domesticity, 
gets cheerfully pregnant in the end, and has to leave 
town to get an abortion. 

the story continues...
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Salt 
is name is Vendelin. Vendelin, for god’s sake. I 
wonder if one can take a Vendelin for a 
headache, except this particular Vendelin is my 

headache. We heyed each other a while ago after which 
we’ve drawn a conversational blank because he don’t 
speak no English and I don’t speak no Czech.  

Once again we grin at each other like chimps, lips 
splitting wide open and spreading and spreading till I 
actually feel a twinge at the far end of my jaw, making 
me draw them in just a little bit. 

I heave a sigh of relief as my mother enters the room, 
hobbling on one foot. Before I can react, Vendelin 
courteously gets up and helps her to a chair. “I dropped 
the crutch as I was reaching for it,” she says before I can 
ask. I jump up with alacrity to go fetch it but she 
gestures for me to stay even as she sends a kind smile of 
thanks Vendelin’s way.  

“Leave it, I need help here.” 

H 
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“It’s no use, he can’t understand a word of English,” I 
mutter.    

“He’s an exchange student, and he’s hoping to learn 
something of Indian culture,” she’d said as she 
dispatched me to make small talk—a really tiny one as it 
turned out—with him while she finished her coffee. 
Thaayi had let him in and deposited him in the small 
formal sitting room just inside the front door.  

“I wonder how he gets by, though the first time he 
visited, he came with a friend who spoke English—
according to him, he wishes to learn meditation 
techniques. At least that’s what I think he said.” Even Ma 
sounds doubtful now. “I don’t know how I can teach him 
anything if he doesn’t understand a word I say. I thought 
most Europeans spoke at least a smattering of English. 
Do you think it’s our accent?” 

“Where’s your friend?” she asks him brightly.  

“Friend,” Vendelin agrees and puts out his hand to shake, 
limpid brown eyes melting with happiness. Ma bites 
back a sigh and takes his hand politely. He looks towards 
me, wondering if I may want to shake too.  

“Hey,” I say glumly, and he nods and sits back with a 
satisfied hey.  

“Take him out to breakfast,” she says suddenly. “He looks 
to be around your age, who knows you might find it all 
romantic and that sort of thing.” 

“Really? this is your idea of finding me a boyfriend? I’d at 
least like to be able to hold a conversation with a guy 
before I go out with him.” 

“Love needs no language.” 
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“Sure. Except we aren’t in love.” 

“Give it time and it will come.” 

“Okay, but until then I can’t even say something like pass 
the salt to him.” 

“Don’t be ridiculous Kavya. Why would you need him to 
pass the salt? we add enough salt to our food in 
India…too much if you ask me.” 

“But I object for other reasons, your honour—for 
example, if we have a baby it’ll be called Pjnc or Ckln or 
worse, and that’ll be tragic because I won’t even be able 
to pronounce my baby’s name.” 

“Why would you even want babies? don’t get into that 
whole marriage-babies thing. See where I ended up.”  

“At a cool new address in Bangalore? and now you’re 
some sort of meditation expert, I gather. And I don’t 
think you even realised you insulted me and Ditto. Also, I 
don’t get why you want to even pair me with a foreign 
boy, however temporarily…you hated them when I was 
growing up. I mean, I thought the whole idea of love 
itself was verboten and now it looks like you’re actually 
fine with my bringing Zac Efron home. And this was fun 
but we really shouldn’t be talking around this poor guy. 
Look at him…that doltish, beatific smile, maybe he’s 
gone into a meditative state already. Send him home, 
why don’t you? ask him to come back some other time 
with an interpreter.”  

“I don’t know if I should do that. At least he made an 
appointment before he turned up.” 

I blink. “Say that again? you’re telling me I should have 
made an appointment to see you?” 
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She shrugs, unfazed. “I’m saying you could have told me 
you’re coming and I would have cleared my calendar. 
You can take him out, find out what he wants to learn. 
You might like him. I see these foreign men in yoga class, 
I see how they are so much better than Indian men, you 
know? none of that get me my coffee, where is my towel 
nonsense…and bring this Zac boy, I’d like to meet him.” 

“I’m jet-lagged and totally uninterested in your strange 
friends—this one or any other. And as for Zac, we’d best 
leave him where he is, having such a ball being 
everybody’s favourite Ted Bundy.” I pick up the phone 
she gave me earlier to use while I’m in the country. “I, 
um, I thought I’d stay at Mads ’place, if that’s okay with 
you?” 

“If that’s what you wish. You do know that they’re not in 
town?” 

I chew a tiny bit of skin on the inside of my lower lip. 
“Mads told me they’re going on holiday. I—I don’t want 
to be in your way or anything,” I explain, worried that 
she might think I’m making a habit of inserting myself 
into her life in sudden and unexpected ways. Some 
reassurance would be nice, but none is forthcoming. 
Instead she says, “I’m not really sure why you’re here. 
The cast is due to come off.” 

“I’m…sorry. I didn’t know about your fracture, no one 
told me.” 

“Go on, rest now and I’ll see you later?” 

I get up and wiggle a couple of fingers at Vendelin, 
hesitating at the door. “If you meet so many nice guys, 
why don’t you find someone for yourself?”  
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“Don’t be stupid Kavya,” she glares, “I’m a married 
woman.”  

“In a non-functioning marriage. And you’ve been on your 
own for a long time now. Ditto and I are mature enough 
to understand and I don’t think Appa will give a flying 
frittata either.” 

*** 

I slept through the day and returned in the evening only 
to find the place swarming with people. They are mostly 
friendly faces from the neighbourhood, come “to keep 
her spirits up,” Thaayi informs me, excited because she 
sees some of them on TV, and in photos in the 
newspapers. “Amma gets many visitors everyday, she’s 
very popular,” she tells me proudly as I help her transfer 
potluck food from various containers into bowls and 
platters.  

Even Vendelin is still around. “Oh we managed pretty 
well after you left. Google translate, wasn’t it?” Ma looks 
to him for confirmation, eyes warm with approval. 
“There were some hilarious moments but not too bad, 
overall.” 

“He’s got a good heart,” she tells me in an aside. “Would 
you keep him company? circulate, take him around the 
room.”  

I hug my confusion to my chest and lead the way to the 
balcony instead. “It’s different every time. Why does it 
have to be different every time?” Vendelin looks at me 
questioningly. “You could maybe pass the salt. Salz. Sel. 
Uppu?” He remains patiently curious. So I say hey and he 
gets that and goes hey and we’re all set for another 
scintillating chit-chat session. 
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“She could have emptied her calendar for this evening at 
least, don’t you think? shaken all the people out of it…I 
only just got here.” I turn to fully face him. “She’s my 
mother, you know, and I’ve never known her to be a 
party girl and today of all days she’s like, woohoo, let’s 
pop the champagne,” I indicate my glass and his. 
Vendelin clinks them. “Sure, cheers,” I mumble morosely, 
self-pity making my voice thick. He reaches out and 
touches my cheek, then leans over to kiss me but I pull 
away quickly. “No bro, I wasn’t asking for that kind of 
consolation.” He looks chastened and I feel sorry for him. 
I take his hand and head back inside, introduce him to 
the first person I see and wander away to position 
myself in a dimly lit corner, next to a brass statue of a 
lamp lady. I place my stemless glass on the generous flat 
base of her diya and put my arm around her shoulder.  

From across the room I can feel Ma’s disapproval like a 
cosy, comfortable blanket I want to cuddle up with. She’s 
sitting on a couch like some presiding deity and her 
injured foot is cradled lovingly on a cushioned footrest. 
Her many friends are gathered around her, ready to do 
her bidding even before she voices it—they’d looked at 
me with identical expressions of awe and suspicion 
when they entered. Dudes relax, it appears that she’s 
more yours than she ever was mine. “Whatever made me 
think that she would even need me around?” I ask lamp 
lady. “But the minute I heard about her foot, which was 
almost three weeks after the fracture happened, I came 
charging in on a British Airways steed. Except see? the 
damsel isn’t even the least bit distressed. And now she’s 
disappointed that I’ve given Vendelin the slip. I don’t get 
why she so badly wants me to be his friend. Maybe it’s 
got something to do with Appa’s efforts at finding me a 
good Indian boy, though what he really wants is a good 
Tambrahm boy—who I will refer to as Vinay hereafter, 
and who happens to be in town, by the way.” And while 
Appa’s waiting for me to come around to his way of 
thinking, he’s acting pretty broadminded, and of late has 
widened his net to land me a “good, sensible boy” from 
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any part of India. Though the truth is, none of this is 
what it looks like. This is Appa’s not so subtle way of 
getting me to commit to something he wants me to do. If 
you don’t fall in line, get married, is what he’s saying. I 
finish the rest of my champagne in one long swallow. 
“Damn, but you’re a good listener, lamp lady, I already 
love you.” I rub her shoulder in appreciation. “And look 
at Ditto. I wish he’d do something really scandalous to 
get the focus off me, but all he’s done so far is get 
thousands of hits a day on this online physics project 
he’s helming—which is a scandal when I remember the 
way he used to be as a kid, but in the overall scheme of 
things it’s lame as fuck.” 

I rub my forehead to try and ward off the headache 
that’s been hovering there like one of Ma’s concerned 
attendants. But why am I even bothering. Bring it on. 
Give me the full-blown version because I can’t do this 
anymore. I get my overnight bag from the little closet 
near the door and let myself into one of the spare 
bedrooms. I’ll have to deal with Ma tomorrow but like 
the lady in that fat book famously said, tomorrow is 
another day 
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God                                                          
t’s turning out that afternoons are the best part of 
the day, when Ma settles in for long hours of sleep 
while the sun blazes earnestly in the sky like, can I 
peel off your skin, please.  

It’s as good a time as any to meet Vinay who gallivants 
around town, running random errands for his parents. 
Yesterday we bought some god pictures for an elderly 
relative he plans to visit. The store itself was a 
revelation: gods framed in wood or fibreglass looked out 
of their rectangular dwellings with heavy-lidded sleepy 
eyes or freakishly large kohl-rimmed ones. They wore 
bright-coloured clothes and jewellery no one I know 
would ever want to own, like they were off to each 
others ’weddings. None of them looked particularly 
interested in the affairs of the world. Having fought and 
won their battles long ago they appeared indifferent and 
impervious, like clean up your own shit, suckers. Not 
that any of this is new to me. I’ve seen my share of god 
pictures—just hadn’t seen them in a store in their 
hordes, lying on the floor, hanging on nails, leaning 
against walls, and stashed away in a mysterious loft the 
owner’s help kept disappearing into. This is where they 

I 
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live before they come into our homes, and all of them in 
one place too; this could well be heaven.  

I browsed through an assortment of Lakshmis and 
Saraswatis and found one of the latter that made me 
pause: young and poised, she’s all understated glitter as 
she sits on a rock on the banks of a stream with a 
peacock for company. Her legs, crossed high at the 
knees, prop up her veena and she seems to lean back 
slightly to adjust to its weight, managing to look demure 
and daring all at once. Her hair falls in loose waves down 
her back, unfettered and free, only the weight of a ruby 
studded crown holding it in place. If it weren’t for the 
yards of white that drape her so securely and 
thoroughly, she might have raised a few brows for the 
pose alone. She gazes directly at the onlooker, the 
beginnings of a half-smile on her lips, her eyes aware but 
detached, like she totally doesn’t give. Such insouciance! 
With half an ear I hear Vinay on the phone with his 
mother, trying to decide if a green Rama is better than a 
blue one; he finally picks a green Rama and a blue 
Krishna. How’s that for a win-win. Sorry, she can be very 
particular, he explains, not embarrassed at all and I 
thought that really cool.  

We walked out of the shop and looked for an auto. Just 
as one braked to a stop in front of us, I ran back in and 
bought the Saraswati. Got it for a discount too. It was a 
‘faulty ’piece—the artist had drawn her with only two 
arms.  

“You don’t have to do this with me, you know,” Vinay 
says now, as we drink sugarcane juice while waiting for 
a man in another shop to assess how much it might cost 
to repair a mixie and a toaster. This is new to me too. In 
my family we’d have just bought new ones.  

“It’s no bother, I’m having fun,” I smile. “Been so long 
since we met.” 
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“Just over two years,” he turns towards me, sunglasses 
masking his eyes.  

“Two years? that’s all? seems longer,” I chatter, hiding 
behind mine. “But I must be taking you out of your way. 
Bet you’d probably get a lot of this done closer to home, 
right? coming so far into the city must be a waste of time 
for you.”  

“I’m happy to spend time with you,” he says simply.  

My heart bounces around in my chest and I feel its fist 
bump against my ribs. “My dad really likes you…he talks 
about you a lot.”  

“We’ve stayed in touch,” he says, and I frown at 
something I detect in his tone. “I like him too. I met him 
when he was in Meyrin on some work—did he tell you 
that?” 

“Really?” That makes me a little uncomfortable. What if 
he’s mentioned his fond dreams to him.  

“Your brother knows.” 

“Knows what?” 

“That your father met up with me. Look Kavya, why 
don’t you wait there, under the shade of that tree and I’ll 
finish up here.” 

I amble over slowly to stand among parked bikes and 
scooters. My hair is damp with sweat and most of it has 
come free of the high knot on top of my head, so I shake 
it out and fix it again. It looks like they’re tight—Ditto, 
Appa and Vinay. I wouldn’t even have known Vinay was 
in town if Ditto hadn’t told me just before I left, that’s 
how out of touch we’ve been. And now we are—yes, 
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what are we exactly? I stare at him as he talks to the 
shopkeeper. It’s hard not to stare at Vinay. When I do it 
for long enough, I convince myself that I’m in love with 
him. Not enough to get married to him or anything, but I 
like how I feel around him. He makes my heart beat fast, 
though other guys have been known to do that too. I 
have a somewhat tiresome tendency to be sort of in love 
with anyone who pays me more than just trifling 
attention. History will attest to the fact that I actually 
find it easy to distribute pieces of my heart to several 
men at the same time.  

In my defence however, I have every reason to be 
confused around Vinay. He’s terribly good looking—a 
geek god if there ever was one—a bit distant, but steady 
as a rock. He miraculously appears whenever I need 
him—of late, mostly on empty afternoons—and it’s hard 
not to love him out of sheer gratitude. But like most gods 
he’s inscrutable, and I don’t know what he feels for me. 
He doesn’t say much at all and the only time his face 
shows animation is when he’s talking about CERN. 
Turned out he was an undiagnosed child prodigy who 
should have completed multiple PhDs before he quite 
turned two, but fate intervened and put him into a very 
ordinary public school, where not only did his teachers 
refuse to faint at his brilliance but also failed to report it 
to the parents. Then along came a very short stint at IIT 
where, thank god, everyone swooned on cue before 
dispatching him off to CERN with their blessings because 
the physics folks there were on their knees, begging for 
him. Needless to say he loves the place, and you should 
see him light up when he’s talking about his research. A 
man composing love letters to his beloved couldn’t look 
more ardent and sometimes you have to turn away 
discreetly because it feels like you’re intruding on a 
private moment. Apart from the CERNians and his 
proud, marvelling parents, Vinay has two major fans—
Appa and Ditto. I suspect he comes to them too as god in 
their dreams, holding aloft a Nobel.  
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But all of that aside, our slightly murky history is the 
reason why I continue to be mildly besotted with him.   

Not that I’m an expert on men. Take Appa—I relate to 
him best from afar. We have decent phone conversations 
but if you ask me to be in the same room as him I’ll find 
another continent, preferably an undiscovered one, to 
relocate to. Ditto is, I don’t know. Does he qualify as 
man? He’ll be sixteen soon, and I would think he’s still a 
boy but he’d be insulted if I told him that. To me he’s just 
Ditto, and he’s gotten hard to read over the years—that 
makes it sound like I knew him inside out when he was a 
kid, and I really don’t think I did. I don’t know how the 
whole broken home thing impacted him. We don’t talk 
about things like that—like hey, are you emotionally 
sound or tilted on your axis like me.  

Then there was Kiran. Of all the guys I know, I thought I 
got Kiran best of all and he got me. Though in the end we 
didn’t get each other at all.  

Bugger this shit, the heat adds to my mounting irritation. 
My brain’s frying out here, even under a tree. It would all 
be easier if there was nothing on Vinay’s side, and most 
of the time that’s the vibe I get, but just when it seems 
that we’re good and it’s all mutually platonic, I catch him 
with this look in his eyes and then I’m not so sure 
anymore and get back to being on the brink of love. And 
they say women are mysterious. They obviously haven’t 
met Vinay. I think Vinay’s still hiding behind trees and 
bushes and comes out only after all the girls have gone 
home.  

*** 

I’m needlessly curt when Ditto calls in the evening. “How 
did you get this number?”  

“Messaged Ma. Or rather, Appa messaged her.”  
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“My my, so they do talk after all. What’s up?”  

“Nothing. We wondered that we hadn’t heard from you.” 

“And you thought what? that I’d gotten off mid-flight. 
Popped open a window and leapt out to swim in the 
sky.” There’s a long minute of silence that’s broken by 
the sound of a deliberate cough.  

“Right then. Good to know that all’s well.” 

“Wait! it’s hot out here. Hotter than I ever remember it 
being this time of year. We used to run around on the 
farm the whole day and never feel tired. And now the 
inside of my head feels like it’s perpetually on tumble 
dry. Wring, wring, wring.” 

“Hello?” 

“Funny child,” I sigh. “I’ll call some other time, okay? 
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Secret 

“Kavya! omg! look at you! it really is you!” Lara squeals.  

“It certainly was when I woke up this morning. Though 
there are days when I really wish I was someone else, 
but Lara, it’s good to see you…it’s been years!” We 
exchange mandatory hugs and kisses and draw apart but 
then she pulls me close and hugs me tight again.  

“You’re the most exasperatingly inaccessible friend I’ve 
ever had! I missed you!” My brows shoot up and I draw 
back and give her a disbelieving grin. “You were not 
gossipy and you were so non-judgemental K, you were 
the bestest,” she insists.  

“The first was because I had no one to gossip with and 
the second, don’t be so sure.” 

We’d spoken on the phone earlier in the week. I’m not 
exactly thrilled with Vinay for telling her that I’m in 
town, but I hadn’t asked him to keep it a secret either.  
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She goes to the law college here in Bangalore. “Please, 
not the Lawra joke. It isn’t funny at all, though it seems 
to send a lot of people into hysterics.” 

We’re meeting at a popular brewery and she’s supposed 
to be telling me all about her very happening life. Like 
about how she’s going out with this really hot dude but 
is also in love with this other cute guy. I’m just really 
glad I’m not the only one with that particular affliction. 
Seriously, you’d think it’s hard enough to love just one 
man at a time. “Oh no, I wasn’t going to make a joke. Is 
that what you wanted to do? law? I didn’t even know.” 
We find ourselves a place and as soon as I deposit my 
phone and keys on the table, she takes possession of my 
hand.  

“But how’s what I wanted to do even relevant? I suppose 
I did. I mean, eventually. I wrote the entrance exam, got 
through with flying colours, and then there was no 
question of doing anything else. I was offered this 
fantastic opportunity to do a six-month long internship 
with a sports channel the year I left school, based on a 
blogging competition I’d taken part in. Hey, I sent you 
links…I even asked you to vote for me, remember? well, I 
won and I was so kicked. Imagine being given that kind 
of chance at seventeen. But the parents felt there’s no 
future in sports for a woman and that nothing would 
come of the internship and it would all be a phenomenal 
waste of time. So. What do you do? in college, I mean. 
Vinay was strangely noncommittal. Speaking of, what a 
hunk, who’da thunk,” she giggles but sobers up quickly. 
“But we’ll come to the gossip later.”  

She links her fingers with mine and plays with them and 
I’m torn between watching the action there and getting 
with the small talk. “Uh, no college. I’m sort of exploring.”  

“Really? how cool Kavya! I wish my parents had that chill 
attitude.”  
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Now that is funny. Cool is a serious allegation against my 
parents, though chill sounds about right. Temps always 
in the minus frosties. “Um, this is kind of distracting, 
what you’re doing.”  

She stills, but doesn’t let go. “Are you ticklish? do you 
want me to stop?”  

“I just want you to tell me what you’re up to.”   

“In a bit. I want to tell you something…I’m working up to 
it. Till then, could I keep your hand?”  

I shrug, intrigued but nervy. I’m not the best person for 
hand-held confessionals. 

“I could swear someone said they’d seen you around, 
what, a few months after you left?” I must’ve looked 
guilty because she pouts, “What. You mean, you were 
here and didn’t let me know?! I’ll have to kill you for that 
but first let’s place our orders.” 

“It wasn’t like that. I came back a couple of years after I 
left, not months. Came to see my mother but she wasn’t 
in Bangalore at the time so I stopped by very briefly at 
my aunt’s before I made my way to her. I thought no 
point in getting in touch if we can’t meet, though I could 
have called, I guess. It was just—” 

“Ohkaay,” she gives me a speculative look through sharp 
eyes and puts an end to my rambling explanation. 
“Speaking of your mom? she’s famous!” 

“She is? maybe moderately. It started because she 
helped a dancer recover from a bad back. Some of the 
people in her neighbourhood are minor celebrities—
they seek her out, and I think she finds it hard to refuse 
to go to some of the dos she’s invited to.” 
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What I’d really like is a neat whiskey so that I can 
survive the next hour or so of reminiscing. I know, I 
know. Back then I used to make out like Breezers were 
the devil’s answer to a glass of warm milk but then, 
much to the disgust of mostly Mark, I got totally into the 
kind of wine no one will ever confess to liking much less 
be seen sipping in public—that sweet, home-brewed 
variety Ditto says tastes like medicinal syrup. Maybe 
that’s why I dig it—makes me want to huddle in bed 
with a comforting, well-settled cough. Mark introduced 
me to this fine drink in the hopes of teaching me how to 
distinguish the good stuff from the bad, except, to his 
horror, I took to its Christmas-y sweetness like a baby to 
its bottle. So to wean me off, one fine day he presented 
me, under the watchful, glaring eyes of Mads, with a 
thimbleful of whiskey in the hopes of reversing my 
experiment with bad spirits. It was a resounding 
success. Of late I’m drinking out of the wee cups that 
come with gargles and such because the measures are 
marked. When I’m being really conservative I use 
droppers. 

With our beers on the way Lara turns to me, eager to 
hear the latest. “So what’ve you been up to?” 

“Um. I’ve only just moved to New York…I was living 
outside Chicago for a while in a small suburb, helping 
start up a small subsistence farm,” I supply that bit of 
information willingly enough. Mark’s parents are now 
big on the idea of living off the land after having sulked a 
long while over the choices their son made.  

I want that for myself someday—to live on a small farm 
and grow my own food, get myself a dog or two to love. I 
can picture it all in my head where it’s all soft focus and 
luminescent, a little blurred around the edges like a 
dream sequence, complete with slo-mo.  
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“What kind of qualifications should I be aiming for, I 
mean how will college even help,” I asked Mads, the only 
person I’ve ever breathed a word about this to, and she 
told me to wait and think on it, all in good time, kid.  

“Think on it! are you even seeing what I’m seeing? look 
around you Mads, people are marching to destinations 
marked out with arrows. And I wish I could say I’m the 
one that arrived first and am up there taking the salute, 
but far from. Instead I’m that one slouching in a corner 
doing the Rodin!”  

She laughed. “So much drama! forget those people, they 
sound robotic. You’re only twenty, little girl. You have all 
the time in the world to decide what you want to do. And 
who knows, maybe your dreams will change as you 
grow older.”  

Somehow it hurt, being dismissed by Mads of all people, 
and an all too familiar anger rushed to the top. “That 
sounds condescending Mads. Do you tell physics 
geniuses to take their time and decide what they might 
want to do...that they may not be meant for physics after 
all, that they might wish to try out, I don’t know, 
moulding clay instead?” 

“Get Ditto out of your head, for god’s sake!” she bit out 
through tight lips.  

“It’s not about Ditto! it’s about how you all find it so easy 
to shrug off what I want to do as some hare-brained—” 

“I’m not shrugging off anything Kavya,” she said, weary, 
wary. “Go for it, if that’s what you want to do. And keep 
Naresh in the loop, okay? talk to him about it too.” 

“Oh yeah? so that he can strangle me with that loop. Like 
he cares! like you care!” I know how to use emphasis for 
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good measure too. Walking off in a huff is most 
satisfying. Especially when it’s Mads I’m stomping away 
from. 

Lara’s looking at me quizzically and I frown, trying to 
remember our last known conversational location. Oh 
right, on a farm outside Chicago. 

“I’m, you know, I’m seriously considering a career in 
farming—” Well shiz. How’s that for a shining facepalm 
moment. For no reason that I can fathom, my precious, 
though apparently carelessly held dream, leaps gamely 
off a big hole in my tongue and plonks itself between us, 
squatting on its haunches, wearing a lungi and thundu, 
staring expectantly at Lara. At least it’s dressed the part. 

There’s nothing to do but sit back and wait for it. Lara’s 
brows peak slowly and she laughs, though not as 
heartily as I thought she would. “An agriculturist! god 
Kavya, I would never have taken you for the farmer 
type—” my turn to don a mundu and trudge into the 
distant fields, soggy rice soaked in yesterday’s sambar 
tucked into a bag that hasn’t been washed in days. 
Already this grand reunion is turning out to be 
exhausting and depressing— “though, of course, you 
grew up in a farming community, right? I mean, isn’t that 
where you went to school when you were in Bangalore?”  

“Why yes dude. I was part of a fanatical, alternative 
religious cult. At night we wore long dresses and hoed 
our neighbours ’gardens and planted organic seeds that 
we watered with fresh cow piss and shit.” 

I can’t say who’s more shocked. Eyes wide, she stares at 
me for a long moment, and in the end she’s the one to 
break the silence. “Touchy, touchy,” she murmurs, 
sweetly forgiving. She cradles my hand in both of hers 
and rubs it gently as if to calm me. 
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I shrug, still mildly exasperated. “Sorry for the outburst, 
but I wasn’t part of a farming community as you put it. 
My brother and I were homeschooled, and my aunt and 
her husband who were our tutors, happen to own and 
run a farm, sure. But I can’t get what was so funny about 
our schooling then or now. It’s not unheard of to be 
homeschooled, you know—and guess what, one of us 
hillbillies is dazzling the eggheads at Cornell. And he’s 
not quite sixteen,” I finish in a flat voice. 

“Jeez okay, sorry,” she flaps a hand in apology and grins 
endearingly, making it hard for me to hold on to the 
grumps. “So tell me about New York! how exciting!” 

I feel tension climb my back and settle on my shoulders 
and make itself comfy. Undoubtedly, in the next few 
minutes it will create a knot or two just for fun. I don’t 
want to go to the places Lara wants to take me, 
especially since I seem to be in auto-confession mode, 
but I’ll just have to try harder to stick to my script. “The 
reason I moved to New York is because this couple, 
family friends, moved to China for a few years. They 
have a really tiny apartment that they didn’t want to 
rent out to strangers and a relative, my…um, 
grandmother, volunteered me to house sit. So I’m 
actually living rent-free in New York, thereby fulfilling 
the dream of everybody in this world. I was pretty much 
done with my Chicago job anyway.”  

Lara gasps in envy and I nod in complete understanding. 
“I totally know the feels. But I’d barely put my bag down 
when I got to know about mom’s thing, and I just 
dumped the apartment on Paati and upped and left and.” 
And shut up, that’s all. I can feel my mind racing ahead, 
trying to anticipate all her questions, planning the 
dodges. What I absolutely have to do is to zip it before I 
give her a tour of my life, on self-drive to boot. Enough 
with the sound bytes, time for Lara to face the mic. 
“Sorry, lots of prattling there. Will your boyfriend be 
joining us, or…this other friend…?” 
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I’m not quite sure why I get tied up in knots over fairly 
straightforward queries. Honestly, any way you look at 
it, a polite prompt to “tell me about New York” is just 
that. Some standard conversational gambit. I have no 
idea why it rattled me so badly that I took off like a train, 
wanting to stay at any other station but New York. I bet I 
look cagey as hell too, trying to make like there’s nothing 
under the carpet and no skeletons in the cupboard so 
that before you know it Lara will have looked in both 
places and dug out the trash. I should be the well-
travelled sophisticate telling her what’s what, instead I 
feel as hopelessly inept around her as I ever did.  

And I’m not sure I want to go back. That’s what I’d been 
about to say. The ‘apartment ’in Brooklyn is a tiny bedsit 
with a kitchenette, and the smallest shower and toilet 
I’ve ever seen. A dollhouse. I walked into it on a 
horrendously cold day when snow lay everywhere and 
the skies looked like they wanted to dump more 
sometime soon, and found I’d brought the outside in 
with me; everything was a blinding white and quite 
spanking new. This is what it must feel like to be a dead 
body in a morgue waiting for someone to come and get 
you. I paced around once, twice, then sat on the sofa-bed 
and watched tears plop on the floor. I slid sideways to 
bury my face in the plump pillows, prepared to fully let 
go only to rear up again, afraid kajal would smear on the 
pristine white cover. I rubbed at the dot of wet I’d left 
there with a finger and then, like an idiot, crawled about 
on the floor, blotting falling drops with a tissue, worried 
they might stain the wood. I blew my nose and dragged 
my bag from where I’d left it just inside the door. I pulled 
open the box drawer at the bottom of the sofa and it slid 
out noiselessly. There was a silk navy scarf there, 
embroidered with a million tiny flowers in gloriously 
bright colours. Ditto’s note on top said “Welcome to New 
York”. 
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“What, Neal? no way! and not Sakshi either. Why would 
either of them be here, this is supposed to be our little 
get together.” 

I smile cluelessly at Lara, trying to remember what we’d 
been talking about, blinking as she clasps my hand tight. 
“So listen. Here’s the thing. My big confession. I’m 
polyamorous, K, at least I think I am—I can’t be with 
only one partner at a time. Don’t breathe a word about 
this to another soul,” she rushes to add. I shake my head 
and sit up straight, trying to get my head around what 
she’s just disclosed while working up a suitable 
response. We stumble into a silence filled with tension 
and anxiety. I’m mad at myself for my self-absorbed 
moodiness when she was clearly trying to tell me 
something really important.  

“Wow, this must make things hard for you?” I offer 
weakly.  

“Neal’s okay with it, Sakshi isn’t,” she replies, peering 
into her mug. “I’m only just coming to terms with it 
myself. I’ve cheated on both of them. Not just, you know, 
sex. I mean, emotionally.” She frowns at the TV screen 
behind the bar. “Sometimes I walk into parties with Neal 
and walk out with someone else and that feels pretty 
empty and pointless. But I’m pretty sure people have 
begun to notice. What do they call promiscuous women 
K? It’s not polyamorous for sure.” she says with a 
downturned cast to her mouth.  

“Oh don’t. Don’t apply labels to yourself. It is what it is, 
and you are what you are. It’s legit, what you feel, it’s 
legit. Your parents—?” 

“You kidding? never going to breathe a word to them. 
Besides, it isn’t really any of their business.” She 
summons the waiter and orders herself something 
stiffer this time.  
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“Can I ask why are you telling me, though?” 

“Because,” she says impatiently. “Because I can’t think of 
anyone else to tell it to. None of my other friends are—I 
mean, look at your face. You don’t even look shocked.” 

“I’m trying to absorb—” 

“Yeah, whatever. What I mean is, you don’t look 
disgusted or anything. You’re not going to put it on some 
group chat and giggle about it and say things behind my 
back.” 

I blow out a breath. “I’m just—I don’t know what to 
think other than that this must be so difficult for you.” 

“I’m just trying to figure things out. Do you think I need 
to see a shrink?” 

“Why? or actually, why not? if it makes you feel you 
might get some clarity—?”  

She nods slowly. “Okay thanks. Love you babes.” 

We go quiet again. I’d have wanted to hold a hundred 
hands before I confronted something so huge and she’s 
only got mine. I squeeze hers gently. She looks 
tremulous, eyes wet under the dim yellow lights. 

“Listen, before I forget, my parents are throwing this fab 
party at our farmhouse this weekend. Neal’s coming, so 
you can see him there.”  

“I’ll try—” 

“Please, no excuses! there’s going to be so much 
happening…I can’t wait to introduce him to my larger 
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circle of friends. It just so happens that everyone’s in 
town right now. Niya’s down from Singapore, did I tell 
you? and hey, guess who I met today—no actually, I’ll let 
that be a surprise. I’d like to be there to see your face 
though when—anyway,” she giggles. 

“And here I thought it was just me,” I say drily. “We’ve 
barely had a beer each and we’re already incoherent. I’ll 
try to come, but I’m supposed to be here for my mother.” 

“Oh come on. She can spare you for one measly weekend 
I’m sure. Did I tell you that Neal’s family owns a yacht? 
so…they’ve planned a cruise in December and I’m 
invited. He’s not telling me much, not even the location 
because he wants to keep it secret and stuff, but god, I 
can’t wait! he really is my dream come true. The super-
hot filthy rich dude who can keep me in style for the rest 
of my life. If everything goes the way I hope it will, I’m 
going to get engaged to him before the year is out 
Kavya.” 

“Engaged! you’re what, nineteen? twenty?” 

“Dude I said engaged, not married. Obviously Neal and I 
have to finish our respective courses and internships 
and pocket our degrees. But this is as much a priority for 
me. I mean, under the circumstances it would be the best 
thing to happen to me. I could really do with his 
support.” 

A fingertip follows the lines on my palm and I watch it go 
up and down, mildly interested in its travels. “And what 
about this, um, Sakshi then?” 

“I do love Sakshi, that’s the thing, but there’s no way I 
can think of anything permanent with him now. I met 
him when I was younger, still trying to convince myself 
that I’d stop looking at others if I settled into a 
relationship. But that didn’t happen. Neal now, he’s the 
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practical sort. He says I can join him in his father’s law 
firm and we’ll both be hotshot corporate lawyers. It’s a 
perfect match in every way—but I will not give up 
Sakshi either. At least not right away.” 

“He doesn’t get a say?” I slant her a smile, trying to 
ignore the forced gaiety in her voice. 

She draws in a deep breath and straightens her 
shoulders. “He’s a little heartbroken right now but it’ll be 
okay. Eventually. But listen, enough about me. New York 
sounds so exciting! come on, give!” 

Deftly smeared on the slide and under the microscope 
again. “I told you, I wasn’t even there long enough to 
unpack.” 

“Hmph. You can be so boring. Do you remember Kiran?” 

“Of course.” I keep my smile vague though I certainly 
took that square in the face.  

“You don’t forget your first crush ever, right? I mean, 
Abhi and I get back together every once in a while…you 
know, can’t live with him, can’t live without him. But 
what I’m trying to say is, even now when we meet 
casually we either flirt compulsively or have this 
constant chid-chid going like an old married couple, you 
know. The thing with Abhi is that by the end he was the 
most predictable crashing bore ever, “falling in love” 
with all my friends one by one and declaring his undying 
affection for them.”  

Everything about my face just then probably gives me 
away and Lara is quick to seize on it. “Oh come on,” she 
scoffs, “did you think you were the first? and that I didn’t 
know? you didn’t even last days.” She bats away 
whatever I’m about to say, and I’m so relieved I almost 
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run the glass all over my face in an effort to use its cold 
sweat to mop mine. “So what happened between you 
two?” 

“Happened? between me and Abhi?! nothing, I swe—” 

“Tch. Between you and Kiran.” 

“Nothing. Nothing at all.” 

“You two left at around the same time—” 

“Different countries, remember?”  

“Oh but there was that sizzling chemistry between you 
two…you must have hooked up, right? I remember it 
was so entertaining to watch you guys back then…Kavya 
looking at Kiran, and Kiran looking at Kavya, but never 
at the same time. And poor Mandy in the mix,” Lara 
giggles.  

“We were in touch briefly and then lost contact years 
ago. I don’t even know where he is now.” 

“And? how was the sex?” 

“It wasn’t like that at all.” I gently tug my hand out of her 
hold to shove a strand of hair behind my ear. I hate it 
when she’s like this—Goldilocks, riffling through the 
contents of my mind, going through stuff clearly marked 
private and trying everything on for size. “Hey look, I 
have to go now. I have to take a call in an hour.” 

We split the bill and Lara makes small talk while we’re 
waiting for the waiter to bring us the change. “Abhi’s 
mom swears by this great massage oil she buys from a 
guy near her place. Your mom may find it useful when 
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the cast comes off. Want me to pick up a bottle for you? 
I’ll courier it to you.”  

“If it’s all-natural, sure, why not?”  

We say our byes at the entrance but linger there 
undecided, suddenly reluctant to part ways. Lara inhales 
a deep lungful of noxious air. “Everything’s changed, 
have you noticed?…we’re inside a huge shitty blackhole. 
It really is the end of the fucking world.”  

Cold fingers walk up my spine and wrap themselves 
around my throat, but still I say with rehearsed 
nonchalance, “Oh I don’t know...maybe it’s just us. 
Collective drama. Paranoia.” 

“You don’t really believe that—that everything will be 
fine if we just close our eyes and sleep it off.” 

“Honestly, half the time even the street sounds feel 
magnified to me. It could be because I haven’t been back 
very long but if I were to freak at every rumble—” I stop 
because she’s shaking her head. “The thing is, Lara, I try 
not to think about Godzilla if I can help it.” 

“Even if Godzilla’s banging at the door?”  

“Whose door? Not yours or mine…you just showed me a 
picture of what your life with Neal might look like and 
there were no monsters there. So chill.”  

She laughs and pinches my side. “Spoken like a true 
soothsayer, my friend.” I pull a face and she laughs again. 
“Thanks, you know, for listening. Who do you think is 
going to stand by the young if we don’t stand by each 
other?” 
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“I don’t know if I was any help at all…I hope things work 
out for you.” 

“You say that like we won’t be seeing each other again. 
Don’t you dare miss the weekend bash. It’ll be fun, I 
promise. Can I drop you anywhere?” 

“No, but thanks. I have my own car.”
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