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prologue


‘A KOLA, DID HE SAY SIX THOUSAND PER SQUARE FEET? We’d need two crores to buy  an apartment near the city?’ Akola heard her sister’s pained murmuring in her ear. Anjana was not usually up to speed with mundane things like the land values the real-estate agent had been spouting in the course of his spiel.


The realtor probably heard Anjana, because he jumped in immediately. ‘Dr and Mrs Suresh, six thousand is very cheap for ECR. And woodwork full included. No other agent in Chennai will take you to such great flat.’


Akola breathed in deeply and looked out of the window into the blue beyond. She had been cooped up for months in their old, damp house, she realized. The salty breeze blowing in from the sea directly into the flat was already lifting her mood. Then the wretched agent’s grating voice intruded again.


‘This amazing view, you will never get anywhere else, Dr and Mrs Suresh,’ the man kept saying, glossing over the hard facts that the people gathered around him actually wanted to know.


‘Why would we even see a flat on the tenth and topmost floor of a fancy building on this beautiful stretch of the East Coast Road, prime real-estate area in Chennai, if we didn’t know about the “amazing” view?’ Akola wanted to say. He was irritating her, this man – more so because he kept glancing at her legs whenever she moved, or leaned on Anjana for support.


They were five of them, the entire ambulant portion of the family, but the man was addressing only the parents. She hated when that happened. They would be out with their parents – yeah, they still did that sometimes, and though they grumbled that it was ‘uncool’ the three siblings took turns to go out with their folks so that they didn’t feel too rejected – and people would talk through them, presuming that their parents were the decision-makers, without a thought to modern software-development-induced economic growth. The half-wit agent clearly did not realize that Akola’s brother Arjun, who at that moment was measuring the breadth of the drawing room’s far wall with a slight smirk on his face (possibly with the idea of fitting it with the biggest ever projection screen he could find), was going to take the decision on buying the apartment – not the serious-looking, greying-at-the-temples but still handsome older gentleman, Dr Suresh. The agent’s mentors in the business had evidently taught him that repeating the client’s names often in his sales spiel would guarantee a sale. That was irritating her too. And what was with the ‘Mrs Suresh’ crap? ‘Mrs Suresh’, their mom, never went by their dad’s name, and was known in her grateful patients’ circles all over the southern part of the country as ‘miracle uterus-worker, the goddess herself, Dr Parvati’. She was a gynaecologist–obstetrician and now renowned reproduction specialist. Can’t conceive? Come to Mommy, Akola grinned to herself.


Anjana still reeked of the previous night’s whisky binge. She had had alcohol after a long time and, hence, had a hangover. The real-estate agent, who had leaned forward to greet her when they arrived, had turned his face away after a  couple of  double-takes and an incredulous look at their parents. Akola could almost see his thoughts. Doubt would come first: Do they not have noses? That is some serious amount of alcohol fume coming off the girl! Then another doubt, stronger than the first. She looked very familiar. Had he seen her somewhere before? Did they live in his locality? And then finally, Anyway, what kind of parents take their still-drunk daughter along on a Sunday morning family outing? In the next instant he had shrugged and launched into his speech. It wasn’t his problem if the family was a little peculiar. They had arrived in a big fancy car, smelling of cool air-conditioning and expensive perfume. They were Potential Buyers – that was certain. So what if the son looked like a snobbish smart-ass, one daughter appeared to be lame in one leg and the other one a full-time drunk?


Akola hoped Arjun would decide to buy the flat. It had already been vetted by Priya, his wife. This might be just the thing, the change, they needed. A kick in the butt, a new beginning, to heal and become a stronger, more resilient family – the way they needed to be to assimilate all that had come to pass in the past year. So what if they were considered a crazy family by everyone else, including this numbskull realtor?


Her thoughts were interrupted as Arjun peeped out from another room and cut in on the realtor’s incessant talk about the neighbourhood’s many advantages. ‘We’ll take it. You can stop now.’ Unabashed, the realtor turned his obsequious smile and attentions to Arjun, much to everyone’s amusement and Arjun’s dismay.




MORE THAN A YEAR AGO




1


PARVATI WAS TOWELLING HER HAIR DRY IN THE DINING room and trying to keep an eye on the cook’s activities in the kitchen when Arjun came up to her.


‘Mom, do you remember the girl I introduced you to at the Museum Theatre?’ Getting no reply, he prompted her. ‘You know, Priyadarshini?’


A few grey and black strands of hair remained on the towel as Parvati removed it from her head and answered her son a trifle absently. ‘The one with the pink streaks in her hair?’ She glanced up at the clock. It was already well past eight and she was getting late. ‘Is the chutney ready?’ she hollered towards the kitchen as she resumed drying her hair, a little less vigorously now. Small droplets of water sprinkled on Arjun’s face. She looked at her son apologetically. He glanced at her and then lowered his gaze, looking rather ill at ease.


‘Oh, we’re going out tonight. It’s Mirnalini’s mother’s birthday,’ she said under her breath and again yelled in the direction of the kitchen. ‘Dinner only for three people, okay?’ After hearing a faint, ‘Okay, madam,’ she turned back to face her firstborn. ‘What were you saying?’


‘Sri Venkateshwara Suprabhatham’ in M.S. Subbulakshmi’s voice played softly from the living room stereo, auspicious background music that marked the beginning of each day in the house.


‘Priya and I have been kind of dating for a while now... almost six months...’ Arjun’s explanation was cut short by Anjana’s entry.


She headed to the dining room, dishevelled hair poking out in every direction, and began rattling around in the crockery cupboard. ‘Six months?’ she said over the clatter, sounding incredulous. ‘Really? You’ve been going out for six whole months with that girl with the fake American accent?’ Anjana’s voice was edged with acid.


‘Yeah, the exact same accent as Akola’s...’


Anjana rolled her eyes and was about to retort when Parvati admonished her. ‘No cereal when hot idlis are being made for everyone. Plates, not bowls.’ She continued crossly, ‘We’re going to Mirna’s tonight. Arjun is coming too. I assume you won’t be joining us...again.’


Anjana went around the table setting out Ever-Silver plates and serving a couple of idlis on each from a blue hot-box, seemingly oblivious of her mother’s grumbling. A blender screamed in the kitchen, protesting as it ground coconut and spices into a thick chutney.


‘Why must you behave like a brat with the one family who still calls us friends?’ Arjun asked and then added, ‘Did you even brush your teeth yet?’


Anjana scowled in reply as she stomped back up the wooden stairs to her bedroom and shut the bathroom door with a slam. Suresh sauntered in with the newspaper as the blender screeched again for thirty seconds.


‘What were you saying, Arjun? That this relationship is serious enough to tell your parents about, and not just an office fling?’ Parvati asked her firstborn and raised her eyebrows at her husband. Her forehead transformed into lines and furrows as she visualized Priyadarshini’s fuchsia hair extensions in horror.


‘No, no. This isn’t about that. Well, not really. But, yes, it is kind of serious.’ He stopped stammering and glanced at his father, as if to gather strength. Parvati sighed and tilted her head to resume towelling her hair.


‘Spit it out already,’ Anjana said as she returned to the table, toothbrush in her mouth, white foam visible at the corners of her lips, and grabbed the newspaper supplement out of Suresh’s hand. He glared at his daughter.


‘Er. Okay. She’s pregnant.’


The rustling of the paper stopped as Anjana swung mid-step to look at Arjun, a frown on her face, like she expected there to be more to the last two words he had uttered. The towel slipped from Parvati’s hands and fell in a heap at her feet, her bare hands still held loosely around her wet hair. It would’ve looked funny had the situation been anything but this, Anjana thought, her laughter stuck in her throat as her brother’s declaration sunk in. The cook, Latha, who had come into the room with the bowl of chutney, backed out as discreetly as possible, her eyes darting to Arjun. The others stared, their jaws dropped open.


Parvati was the first to snap out of paralysis. Wordlessly, she closed the door leading to the kitchen. She came up to Arjun and whispered in a shaky voice, ‘Is it yours?’ Her question was barely audible, uttered like one would ask their doctor if their cancer was terminal.


‘Ma, what kind of a question is that!’ snapped Anjana. She spit toothpaste foam into the wash basin in the alcove near the kitchen door. ‘Why would he tell you if it wasn’t? He doesn’t exactly seem thrilled with the news.’ She gesticulated towards Arjun, who had stopped staring at his feet and was now staring at the ceiling instead.


‘Is she going to keep the baby? Are you going to get married now? What did her parents say? Have you met them after...?’ Parvati’s voice rose with each successive question, and ended on a high, quavering, unsure note.


‘Parvati!’ Suresh sputtered, looking dazed. He put the newspaper down on the table, then wondered if he should have banged it down instead.


‘What? Why should I keep quiet? I did not bring up my son to impregnate girls like some shady movie villain. I did not bring up my son to have bastards running around like a bloody zamindar!’ Her voice broke.


‘The child needn’t be that,’ Suresh told her gently. He stared at his son. ‘Does it?’ he asked, conscious of his own loud and pointedly belligerent tone.


Arjun was now staring out through a window at the trees and bushes. ‘I offered to marry her,’ he sighed dully. ‘She hasn’t said anything yet.’


‘Why hasn’t she agreed? What is there to think about?’ Parvati’s voice was now competing with a soprano’s pitch.


‘Shhh, Parvati! Do you want Latha to carry the gossip to every other house and bungalow in the area? And do you want your father to walk in on this? It’ll only upset him,’ Suresh said in his let’s-keep-the-fight-for-later, Dr Phil voice.


‘Why are you being so calm about this? You’re supposed to be telling him off, not trying to keep me quiet!’


‘She just said she needs to think about this before taking a decision,’ interjected Arjun before Parvati could rally support for her wrath. He really wasn’t in the mood for a lecture from his father.


‘Heh. You guys should have been cautious about jumping into things. Specifically your bed.’ Anjana couldn’t resist. She turned the screw further, taunting him. ‘Were you even on a bed?’


Arjun gave her a dirty look. Parvati turned to glare at Anjana for making light of a grave situation, tears pooling in her eyes, while Suresh looked pityingly at Arjun. A strained silence fell over the dining room, the proverbial calm before the storm. The idli cooker, steaming the second batch for breakfast, whistled loudly in the kitchen and starchy smells wafted into the dining room. The ‘Kantha Shasti Kavasam’, more devout and righteous, had taken over from the ‘Sri Venkateshwara Suprabhatham’.


‘Who else knows about this?’ Parvati’s ferocious tone made Arjun take a step back.


‘Mom, this isn’t murder; you can’t just hide the dead body and throw the knife in the river and hope that no one will ever find out. It’s a pregnancy. It’ll start showing in a few months,’ Anjana snapped.


‘I know what a pregnancy is, thank you very much. I went through three of my own, and have seen more than anyone’s share of them,’ Parvati said icily.


‘I haven’t told Sandhya yet, but Ansh knows,’ Arjun admitted reluctantly.


‘So where is this all going, ultimately?’ Suresh asked Arjun.


‘That she might decide not to marry me.’


‘Why?!’ cried Parvati in righteous outrage, her loyalty to her son over-riding her anguish at the state of affairs.


‘She thinks I’m not committed enough.’


‘Which is a natural feeling to have, considering it’s you we’re talking about.’ Anjana had always been dismissive of her brother’s tendency to act like a player. ‘Have you tried talking to her, as in also listening to her, not just talking at her?’


‘Yes. But I think that she’s still swaying towards refusing.’


‘Let us talk to her then.’


‘She’s refusing to talk to me. I can’t subject her to you, Mom.’


‘You have to fix this. I can’t begin to tell you what the fallout of this will be if it gets out that my son has an illegitimate child. Not only is your future gone, you will also be jeopardizing both your sisters’ chances of getting good proposals in our community. You hear me? You, you will fix this. I will not put…’ Parvati began to sob and her words became too incoherent to decipher. Arjun started looking panicked for the first time that morning as his mother unravelled in front of him.


Akola entered the dining room just as the drama was winding down. She looked around, taking in the unnatural silence, her incongruously sobbing mother and a frightened Arjun. ‘Oh, it’s over already? From what I heard from the stairs I thought the fight would last much longer.’ She smiled brightly, inspected the table, and sauntered to the kitchen to retrieve the missing chutney. She continued talking in the same light vein as she served the chutney on the plates on her return. ‘Why does this remind me of Ross and his pregnant lesbian ex-wife?’ She smiled, trying to break the tension that seemed to be swirling around the room.


‘This is not a TRP-raising plot twist in a sit-com. This is real life. And this is India. How many people do you know who have illegitimate children, not counting politicians?’ Suresh glared at his daughter. He still hadn’t begun to admonish Arjun. He couldn’t figure out where to begin.


Akola made a face at him and started eating, no longer pretending to bother with the sullen faces around her. Arjun left the room, leaving his plate untouched.


‘This is rich,’ Anjana’s voice interrupted everyone’s independently frenzied trains of thought. ‘This didn’t develop into half the drama it would have if one of us girls had got pregnant. You wouldn’t have let us just walk away from long lectures on the immorality of pre-marital sex. The sermons would probably have continued till we delivered the eff-ing baby. Bloody unfair.’


She flounced out, taking her plate with her.
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A MONTH EARLIER, IF ANY FIGHTING HAPPENED AT all in their family, it would be attributed to one of the siblings grabbing more chocolates than the others or someone monopolizing the remote control. But now the battleground was prepped and sides drawn – something that hadn’t happened before, surprisingly, in a house that had two grandparents, two parents and three fully grown children.


One of the grandparents hadn’t always lived with them, because he was Parvati’s father. It hadn’t really worked out earlier, when Parvati’s parents were staying with them many years ago while the very eccentric Ramaswamy Thatha’s long-nosed wife, Parvati’s mother, had been alive. Suresh’s mother had, of course, been living with them since her husband died when Arjun had still been a kid. It was still a bone of contention between Parvati and Suresh whether her parents had left of their own accord – or if he had driven them out, or she had.


But the events that had them bickering for months when they were in their thirties had grown unimportant over time. They had bigger things to worry about now; their days seemed to be filled with: ‘You will not ride a bike in this city. With this kind of traffic, I might as well feed you poison and make death easy for you and others’, or ‘I may be modern and broad-minded but you cannot be my daughter and come home after midnight. It is unsafe’, or ‘I don’t care if everybody is doing it, you are absolutely forbidden from getting a tattoo or a belly-button ring!’


Almost every night a little drama would play out in the parents’ bedroom. Suresh and Parvati would be in bed. There would be some sleeping involved, but mostly they would just toss and turn. They would note the sound of the first set of keys turning in the lock, then the second. They would fidget some more until they heard the faint sound of a car pulling up downstairs, the main door opening and closing again for the third time, someone fiddling around in the kitchen. Before Parvati looked up at the clock she would know it was past 3 a.m. Once the rummaging stopped, and a good while after silence had enveloped the house, they would finally fall soundly asleep.


If there was nobody else to listen to her rants, Parvati’s mother-in-law was the victim of her incessant complaints. ‘All of them drink,’ Parvati would say, Lakshmi Paati grunting in agreement every now and then, ‘but behind fancy words like “social” and “company”. My son has so many bimbo girlfriends that I have lost hope of him bringing home any sensible girl. Akola behaves like she has no idea what men are whenever I bring up marriage. And Anjana...where will I begin about her?’


Lakshmi Paati would nod vigorously and add her two-bit. ‘If only Akola had been married off once she had finished her engineering, all this wouldn’t have happened. Sending a girl to Amreeka on her own... How could Suresh do it?’


And now Parvati’s father had returned, adding to the mix. Just a couple of weeks ago, on her brother Neelagandan’s insistence, Parvati had brought home her father, who was fast losing his faculties, from her brother’s Thanjavur home along with a live-in nurse called Jose Kurien, a young man of nineteen with a strong Kochi accent and who smelt overpoweringly of pungent cologne.


When the children had been young, their grandfather had been a source of constant curiosity and entertainment for them. After he had retired from the government’s civil supplies department, he had been convinced that a python as a pet would liven up his life. A grateful tribal man had taken it upon himself to gift it to him, and Ramu Thatha, who had never accepted a gift for just doing his job until then, had relented and accepted it because of his lifelong secret fascination with wild animals. He would carefully let it coil around his body while he held its tail away. He became quite attached to it, and because he insisted that he couldn’t possibly leave it in anyone else’s care, and Parvati wouldn’t let the snake near the kids, her parents had stopped visiting and settled down in their hometown. When the python died from obesity (‘The rat and chicken population in Thanjavur is getting back to normal now,’ Akola often remarked with a roll of her eyes) he got himself a tiger cub as a pet, and to keep the tiger cub from getting too lonely he then brought home a part-wolf cub. On their once-in-the-year visit to their mother’s ancestral home, the children found the tiger cub fascinating to watch, particularly because she slept most of the time. The wolf cub would remain awake most of the nights, prowling around the locked grounds of their ancestral home. Ramu Thatha liked to call it a dog but the kids, who used to surreptitiously watch the animal raise its snout to the moon from the bedrooms on the upper floor, knew better. Now Ramu Thatha was not even a shadow of his once healthy self. He needed a walker and had lost all his hair and most of his weight. He mostly inhabited a strange world of his own and spoke aloud his endless disjointed thoughts. Worst of all, he couldn’t remember any of his grandchildren by name. The siblings and the cousins who visited had to introduce themselves each time they spoke to him and watch his face darken with incomprehension.


Yet, when allowed to be himself, Ramu Thatha was a laugh. He told the children stories of Tigger, his pet tiger, and her antics. He would laugh his infectious laughter and the sagging skin on his cheeks and throat would jiggle about. In a house filled with petty and irrelevant squabbles and people who took themselves too seriously, his presence brought an easy peace. He would interfere with a joke when Arjun and Akola quarrelled. And whenever Anjana and Parvati had an argument he would say he needed a bathroom break and defuse the situation.


By 6 a.m. on any given morning, Ramu Thatha had already been up for two hours, finished his ablutions, read some spiritual verses from the Thiruvasagam or Thevaram inside the house and was outside with the help of his walker and Jose, sitting in the porch with his coffee and newspaper.


Anjana often had trouble sleeping and had come traipsing down the stairs one morning to find Lakshmi Paati reading a regional political tabloid sitting on the steps leading up to main door, while Ramu Thatha, sitting on a chair, was squinting and scribbling on a piece of paper he’d kept on the teapoy under the light from the single bulb on the ceiling of the porch. Jose was sitting on a small stool a little far away, under the sentinel tree to the left of the porch, enjoying the early morning calm. The sun had just emerged and was lighting up the eastern sky by the second. The radio, tuned to All India Radio, was beginning its first broadcast of the day with a very old recording of Vande Mataram. She sat down on the steps with her grandmother and grabbed the English newspaper


‘Thatha, do you want the editorial pages?’ asked Anjana, trying to unknot her hair, which had suffered from her sleeplessness.


‘Not now, Anju. I have to finish calculating my expenses,’ he responded.


She was confused. Where had he gone the previous day to have spent anything?


Lakshmi Paati, who had taken to sitting outside the house every morning with Ramu Thatha and Jose to snag the Tamil newspaper before Suresh could get his hands on it, looked heavenward and mumbled to Anjana under her breath, ‘He thinks he went out. That he had a busy day. Looks at old bills and receipts and adds them up. The only problem is if he looks at ...’


‘That’s not right. This is not 1998, is it?’ Ramu Thatha suddenly exclaimed, squinting hard at his receipts.


‘That is a problem,’ agreed Anjana, smiling.


Ramu Thatha shook his head, and looked down at his calculations, uncomprehending. Then he looked at all the papers he was holding, a blank, confounded expression on his face.


‘Quick,’ said Lakshmi Paati, ‘take those papers from him, Jose.’


But Jose, looking out at the lightening sky, didn’t seem to hear her. ‘Jose! Jose!’ she had to call him loudly before he jerked out of his stupor. He jumped up, looked about wildly for a second, then realizing what was required of him without being told, quietly removed Ramu Thatha’s pocket book and all the papers lying about and proceeded inside the house to put them away safely for the next morning.


Akola, who had also come out, scrunched up her nose as Jose walked past her, then her expression cleared, ‘Tell me that I’m not smelling weed!’ she whispered to Anjana.


‘You are. That boy is baked to his skull, and it is barely six in the morning,’ Anjana smirked.


But the girls didn’t say anything about it. After all, in the two weeks that he had been there Jose had been performing superlatively. Jose was Ramu Thatha’s second live-in nurse and was far better than the first one, Thyagarajan. Neither Jose nor Thyagarajan were trained nurses. They had been trained as healthcare helpers in a three-month vocational certificate course and had gone on to work as live-in nurses where low-skilled, fulltime patient care was required.


Parvati’s brother, with whom Ramu Thatha had lived in Thanjavur, still had paroxysms of terror at the thought of Thyagarajan, who was overheard whispering the following to a servant in the neighbourhood: ‘I am only doing this job because I get to meet rich relatives of the patients I look after. If I can trap one into marriage while living with them, I would be set for a life of luxury.’ Neelagandan, while not exactly rich, did have two daughters of marriageable age, and had immediately sent him packing and asked the agency for a replacement. Jose, much younger than his daughters, had arrived and Neelagandan had sighed in relief. For Ramu Thatha, anyone would have been an improvement on Thyagarajan, who had been slipshod in his work, impatient with his ward and was known to go missing from the house for hours on end. Ramu Thatha might not remember it, but he had also been perpetually itchy and scratchy when Thyagarajan had helped him clean up and bathe. Jose, on the other hand, was always within calling distance when Ramu Thatha was awake, and rarely took time off. He was quiet and attentive, and even offered driving services to the family when they needed it and Lakshmi Paati agreed to keep an eye on his patient in his absence.


The seven of them lived together in Parvati’s gargantuan government-appointed bungalow, which had more rooms than necessary, fifteen-foot-high ceilings that were Parvati’s bane to keep clean and front and back yards that were always littered with dead leaves from the hundred or so trees that had been planted and raised by its several previous occupants, striving for harmony and a little bit of peace, in that stage in the children’s lives when the two qualities were particularly hard to achieve.
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A COUPLE OF WEEKS AFTER ARJUN’S REVELATION, IN A beach resort on the East Coast Road, the small wooden dais that doubled as a dance floor was vibrating alarmingly, ready to splinter into sawdust at any moment. Bollywood chartbusters interspersed with hip-hop and pop numbers blared from large speakers; the DJ was creating some crazy mixes, to which the crowd responded with equally crazy antics. The singles preened quite obviously, hoping to attract some attention. People in groups huddled together, alternately looking bored and engaging in animated conversation. Swinging disco lights that had been strung up on all available lamp notches and branches of trees threw colourful flashes and illuminated forlorn roots, while strobe lights regularly pierced the drunken, dancing crowd.


The food counters had very few patrons and the busboys stood around, hoping that the dancing would end soon so that they could finally serve food to these rich, over-energized lunatics and head home. The alcohol was flowing and helping everyone lose their inhibitions. Even the most reticent of the nerdy software-industry party-goers who had embraced their geekiness and their all-consuming love for micro-processor chips and claimed never to so much as think of the fairer sex had started comparing notes on their love lives or were complaining about the lack thereof. Not that Arjun or anyone in his group had ever been reticent, but his nerdiness was much less evident than it had been in his teen years.


‘Now that you’re done with that ridiculous dancing, we can finally talk. Don’t you think what Ansh is doing is completely stupid?’ Sandhya rushed into the topic without any preliminaries, hyperventilating even before Arjun had settled down next to her on the partially wet lounge chairs near the swimming pool. ‘How can he even think that this travesty of a relationship will work?’


Sandhya had been Arjun’s friend since college. Ansh, the object of her ire, was ensconced in a secluded corner of the resort with his fiancé.


‘I guess he thinks he can make her happy, and that’s good enough for him.’ Arjun didn’t like the direction the conversation was taking. They had been over this too many times. He thought about telling her about Priya and being done with it. But Sandhya was dangerous when she got analytical, like she was being now, and he wasn’t in the mood for catty remarks and more angst. He settled on waiting until she was in a better mood before he would head back for some more mindless dancing. As though she had read his mind, she said, ‘Don’t you dare ditch me and go back there.’


They lay side by side on the beach chairs, silent for some time, watching the stars. The waves seemed freakishly loud.


‘So, did you meet any interesting girls today?’ Sandhya, the eternal matchmaker, just had to ask, though she sounded as if she really didn’t want to know the answer.


‘Sure, there were some hot ones,’ Arjun replied. Silence intruded again. Both of them were lost in their own thoughts. His mind wandered again to what could be the best way to convince Priya that they should get married; her thoughts alternated between speculating why Arjun and the vainly pretty Priya had broken off their longish relationship and a further analysis of Ansh’s sudden engagement.


‘It’s crazy,’ she said into the silence. ‘How long will it last if Ansh decides that making her happy is not enough for his happiness anymore? It’s like waiting for a five-car pile up to happen.’


‘Yup. Predict doom. It’s what you do best.’


‘Maybe we should talk to him.’


‘Oh, man. Here we go again.’ Arjun got up. ‘I’m going to dance. Maybe you should loosen up a little. Go find yourself a guy. Any guy. There are enough to go around.’


She followed him to the dance floor. For the moment, it seemed wise to listen to him.


[image: img]


While the wild (well, relatively wild, given the average software yuppies in attendance) party was on at East Coast Road, Akola was deeply absorbed in dissecting a dead rat under the light of a single bulb in a stygian room. The halogen lamps yellowing the street far beyond the building’s gates hardly penetrated the room in spite of the blinds on the dusty windows being open. Two more rat corpses had been prepped and were waiting for her scissors and scalpel. Everything worked in threes for her. They were three siblings, she’d studied for and acquired three degrees, and now here were three little animals she was sacrificing in the name of science. It was her conviction that Herman Melville knew what he was talking about when he started the superstition about the rule of three in Moby Dick. ‘Three dead rats, three dead rats,’ she began to hum, the eerie sing-song fitting her current surroundings and actions.


The door suddenly slammed open and the tube lights stuttered to life at the sound of a click. Akola stiffened for a second and then blinked owlishly at the hazy form till it solidified into curvaceous girl in glaringly bright clothes standing in front of her.


‘Amirtha Komala Lakshmi, you have to get a life! It’s been a week since we went out!’ exclaimed Mirna without prelude, dumping her bag on the lab bench near the door. Her voice echoed through the long empty room. ‘And why are you working in the dark?’


‘It’s easier to focus with a single light. I just need a few more liver sections for the slides and then I’m all yours. Just out of curiosity, which overcrowded club are we going to go to today to flirt with random guys?’


‘Friends of friends are not random, okay? Please!’ Mirna was applying mascara on her lashes with careless flicks of her wrist while peering into her small compact mirror.


‘When you add a few more chains of friends to that, they do become random.’


The two had been friends since high school. Their paths had diverged when they travelled to different countries for their graduate studies. When they had decided to return home and continue their doctoral studies in genetic engineering and electronic engineering, they applied to the hallowed Indian Institute of Technology (IIT), Madras’s biotechnology and computer science departments respectively. Most people who knew them were unable to figure out why the two girls had decided to come back; the two probably couldn’t explain it themselves.


That evening, they ended up at Bikes and Barrels with a few more friends. The pub was popular with the institute’s students and they found many known faces among the tables that were occupied. Mirna came into her element soon after they got there, casually flirting and proceeding to get thoroughly sloshed. Akola was still getting her feet back on the ground. When she had left two years ago, the city had been a total wasteland. Now it had a raging night life, with clubs and pubs galore. She felt she needed a little more time to become socially active again and wondered how Mirna was doing it so effortlessly. She watched Mirna take a sip of a very pink cocktail and put down the glass on the table a little too hard. Then her friend threw her head back and laughed, her long, dark hair bouncing off her face, much like in a TV advertisement. Though she’d seen Mirna preen like that before, it struck Akola that Mirna’s glances were being cast in a single direction. Pretending to look for a waiter, she turned and looked around. After a couple of minutes and a long draught of her beer, she slid off her seat and gestured to Mirna, who reluctantly joined her at the bar.
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