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      TAKE OFF

      
      Piya Choudhury removed her glares and leaned back in her plush first-class seat trying to drown out the dizzying drone of flight AI 102. Her head felt unusually heavy, her mouth dry, a waft of nicotine still trapped in her lungs.
            The estimated time of the flight from New York to New Delhi was 14 hours and 20 minutes. The aircraft was now in mid-air,
            hovering over patches of foliage, stretches of languid aqua, and unending rows of shrunken houses.
      

      
      The girl was still standing beside her.
      

      
      ‘It’s not easy,’ she was saying emphatically for the first time, her decibels rising. ‘It’s not easy,’ she slowly repeated
            – this time louder, probably hoping to be heard over the whirr of the engine.
      

      
      Piya stared back, as if noticing her for the first time. The girl, Sumaya, Piya now remembered her name, was shaking slightly
            – her face white with anger.
      

      
      ‘This job, this waiting, this crazy 14-hour flight, this JFK to IGI, this “it’s a soul journey” interview…this, this – ’ she
            ranted, rivulets collecting in her smudged midnight eyes. ‘Maybe you think that you being an enigmatic, bestselling novelist
            and I, being a young reporter, a rookie of sorts, I’m not worth – ’ Fighting the tears that were welling up in her eyes, the girl stumbled down the darkened aisle to locate her modest Economy class seating.
      

      
      32D was a small lonely place wedged between unending rows of passengers sandwiched into submission. Like me, Sumaya thought,
            flopping down into her seat.
      

      
      Wiping her mouth, she carefully replayed her parting words to Piya Choudhury and recalled the expression on the writer’s face
            – bereft of any real emotion. Sumaya’s thoughts travelled back to her editor, to just how desperately she’d pleaded with him
            for an opportunity to interview the reticent author; to exclusively discuss Piya’s new book that the entire publishing world
            was abuzz about; the one, if rumours were to be believed, which was about her own life. A life shrouded in shadows…Until now…
      

      
      Sumaya sighed. It’s not like she’d counted on an exclusive or anything. In fact, she hadn’t hoped for anything at all. Until
            a mail in her inbox. It was from Piya’s agent asking her if she’d be interested in talking to the writer on a flight. A journey
            to India. New Delhi, to be precise.
      

      
      ‘This is not an article, it’s a soul journey,’ Sumaya grimaced at her own conviction now; how would she explain this upon her
            return? What if she lost her job?

      
      An hour passed. The cabin lights were switched off. Sumaya closed her eyes and pulled the thin airline blanket over her face.
            She fell into a troubled sleep. Was that her editor’s smirk she sensed? Or was this too part of her imagination?

      
      ‘May I?’ the darkness stirred all of a sudden.
      

      
      ‘May I?’ someone coaxed again in a voice sweeter than a child’s.
      

      
      
      Reluctantly, Sumaya lifted her sleep-deprived eyelids hoping to decipher the intruder’s identity. Not that it mattered; the
            darkness had a way of dissolving boundaries. ‘I was just spreading out because – ’ Sumaya’s defensive reply was cut short
            as a distinctive perfume wafted in from the aisle, a soft scent she seemed to recognize…nearly forcing her to close her eyes
            once again, her senses lulled.
      

      
      ‘I’m sorry, sorry I didn’t talk to you earlier…I was scared, Sumaya,’ the person now sitting beside her whispered softly; the
            click of a seatbelt audible in the surrounding stillness.
      

      
      Was it, could it be? Sumaya’s voice caught in her throat.
      

      
      A sudden streak of lightning flashed across the cabin, lighting up Piya Choudhury’s face for just a few seconds. She had the
            most poetic eyes – still, sublime, serene. Before darkness drowned them again, Sumaya thought she sensed a fleeting sadness
            in them.
      

      
      ‘You asked me why it took me so much time to write Faraway Music – asked me if it was indeed my autobiography? The one everyone’s been talking about,’ Piya spoke softly, pausing for a while
            before resuming: ‘This is not just my next novel, Sumaya. It’s my life. These are my victories, my failures, my defences,
            my dilemmas – it’s not easy to share them with just anyone, because, because I’ve got used to hiding behind them…for all these
            years. I wasn’t, I mean, I’m not comfortable subjecting myself to an examination under harsh lights. In fact, to be honest,
            I’ve never quite got accustomed to the stifling silences, to the affluent aloneness of fame, to everything being a best-selling
            author eventually requires. It all just happened to me…the recognition, the fans…all my stories, my greatest stories are about the dark.’
      

      
      Sumaya listened in silence.
      

      
      Piya cleared her throat, ‘Do you – can you – understand what that really means, Sumaya? I was scared of being found out. Always…right
            from the start.’
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      PLAYGROUND

      
      Nobody shares their childhood because they think it makes for great bestseller action; we all hide in our past, burying our
         innermost secrets in dusty doll-houses, tucking away parts of our self in sepia-stained albums and hiding our deepest bruises
         on forgotten playgrounds. We all run away from our childhood because we think we may grow better than it someday. We become
         multiplex millionaires; we create new pictures on touchscreen gadgets that can be easily downloaded, we wear our egos on designer
         sleeves and camouflage our hurt – because we believe that with time we will learn to forget.
      

      
      As if there is no other way.

      
      But a part of us lingers, lithe, on those playgrounds.

      
      Perhaps all our waking lives we try to hide because in the dark when no one is watching and we can hear no footsteps outside
         the door, we imagine we can tiptoe back into time and be found all over again.
      

      [image: image]

      
      I never heard any reminiscences that began with, ‘You came into this world when your father and I’ or ‘Do you know why God sent you to us?’ So, I assumed the story of my conception wasn’t important. I didn’t really need to question that part of my childhood.
      

      
      For now, this is all I had amassed. That I, Piya Choudhury, was born on the auspicious day of Lakshmi puja, celebrated in
         the year of my birth in the melancholic month of October, when the krishnachura tree guarding our balcony had burst into auburn
         flames.
      

      
      It was after dark when I let out my first cry. My voice, I was told, was as sharp as the conch shells blown to commemorate
         the first steps of the Divine into the world of mortals. ‘She has the eyes of a goddess – glittering like gold. She will be
         able to see many things, more than we all can,’ muttered Karuna, the buxom maternity attendant whose arms were the first to
         hold me.
      

      
      When I was six, Grandfather held me up high in his arms to watch the immersion of the Goddess Lakshmi in the Ganges that ran
         through my city.
      

      
      I remember how tall I felt sitting on his aging shoulders. I could see so much more than Kalipada mama, our Oriya driver or
         his ten-year-old son Madhu dada who now held on to his father’s wiry wrist.
      

      
      There were a million fireworks in the night sky – sparkling, sensuous, sacred. I recall catching my breath when I nearly fell
         out of Grandfather’s arms as a young man carrying an idol of the goddess jostled through the crowd, pushing Grandfather off
         his wobbly feet. My gaze followed her through the frenzied ghats, watching her gilded eyes appear and disappear through the
         throng. She wore a blazing red Benarasi sari, a jasmine garland clinging to her ample bosom. Her mouth was stained red, smeared
         with bits of sandesh – a reminder of that one final human ritual. Her flowing tresses, dark as the night that enveloped us, were ignited only by a flicker of vermilion that now blazed all over her fair forehead.
      

      
      Could Madhu dada also see all this, I wondered?

      
      For a long time, she occupied my attention – an act of intimacy, I suspected; after all we did share the same birthday.
      

      
      ‘Fold your hands, little one. Lakshmi Ma is going away. We won’t see her for another year, who knows what it will bring? Ask
         for her blessings, my child,’ Grandfather affectionately ordered. As I rested my arms on his bald head, the devi made her
         way into the recesses of the raging river. ‘Goddess Lakhsmi come back again next year! Jai Ma Lakshmi! Jai Ma Lakshmi!’ the
         crowds piously chanted.
      

      
      Melting away into the canopy of currents, minutes before her body slowly disintegrated, a lone tear trickled out of her gold
         plated eyes. Silently, the goddess wept.
      

      
      ‘It was the river, my dear. Ma Lakshmi will return again next year, why would she cry? Lakshmi puja is a joyous occasion,’
         Kalipada mama reassured me.
      

      
      At six, you may not have all the answers, but you sure can ask a lot of questions. ‘Why does Ma cry on my birthday every year?
         Is it not a happy occasion like Lakshmi puja?’ I petulantly enquired.
      

      
      ‘Those are happy tears, my dear Piya, because it’s the day you were born, when you came into this world,’ Kalipada mama said,
         as I looked around seeking validation.
      

      
      Madhu dada was oblivious; fiddling with a toy pistol he had just been bought. It made annoying noises. I couldn’t see Grandfather’s
         face clearly. But at the Kalitala Bridge, minutes before reaching home, an immersion procession illuminated our car for a just a second: Grandfather had one arm around me, stroking the top of my head. But, just
         before we took the left turn into our lane shrouded in darkness, I thought I saw a tear roll down his face.
      

      
      We never returned to the river on Lakshmi puja, but I was made to feel like the goddess on every birthday – I wore the frilliest
         dresses, donned the happiest smile. And I always cut the fanciest Flurys’ cake.
      

      
      But then the candles melted, the guests departed and my cheeks throbbed, bearing marks of their indulgence; my dress, smeared
         with stains of cream and chips was pulled off me as somewhere inside, a strange yearning lingered – next year, I knew would
         never be the same. I would be a year older and something would be lost…
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      MARTINI

      
      Were your birthday cakes always from Flurys?’ Sumaya asked.
      

      
      ‘That was the best you got, kiddo,’ Piya smiled.
      

      
      The chiselled ice cubes made a clatter as they picked up their glasses. For a while no one spoke.
      

      
      ‘What is it that you really want to know?’ Piya finally asked.
      

      
      ‘I – ’ Sumaya fidgeted as Piya pushed the cocktail glass towards her. ‘Go on, a sip may actually help!’ she added, wiping her
            mouth.
      

      
      Was this Piya Choudhury’s famous sarcasm or a word of genuine advice? Sumaya wondered.
      

      
      ‘Well, in one of your school essays, aged twelve, you wrote about your letters: “My letters tell everything you’d want to know
            about me, but I bet no one can find them.” Your English teacher in Loreto House, Kolkata, in an interview to The Telegraph when your novel Butterflies at Dusk rose to the number-one position on the bestseller charts mentioned that reading that essay she’d known that one day you were
            going to become a great writer,’ Sumaya rushed to finish before she was stopped abruptly.
      

      
      Piya’s laughter was child-like: ‘The letters, oh my God, the letters made Mrs. Dutt realize? She gave me 6 on 20. More than half my words were misspelt; my tenses were all over the place. I remember her comment on the paper even
            today – bold, all caps, in bright red ink. It read, “Next time, Miss Choudhury – stick to the plot.”’
      

      
      ‘What was that school essay about?’
      

      
      ‘Mrs. Dutt didn’t tell you that?’ Piya cut her short.
      

      
      Sumaya glanced at her notes. ‘It was “An Afternoon with Your Father”,’ she paused. ‘So, did someone finally find the letters
            mentioned in your essay?’
      

      
      Piya leaned back and ran her hands through her hair. ‘There were no letters…no real letters,’ she mumbled, closing her eyes.
      

      
      The ice cubes slowly melted.
      

      
      ‘I didn’t have a father…there was no real conversation – no replies in a real sense,’ she confessed after a while. ‘Mrs Dutt
            said stick to the plot not only because of my grammatical flaws, Sumaya. The essay was meant to be a real life recollection
            about an afternoon spent with one’s father. It was just after our summer break. Everyone in school knew I didn’t have a father.
            She meant I should’ve just chosen another topic. “Why Your Vacation Was Memorable” – I think was the second option,’ Piya
            resumed coldly.
      

      
      Sumaya waited for a second, before she asked, ‘You didn’t know?’
      

      
      ‘I did. But I spoke to my father every day. It was a ritual, in the dark, just before I went to bed.’
      

      
      Sumaya seemed puzzled now.
      

      
      ‘I wrote these…these long letters…they always started with “Dear Baba”…’ Piya paused as the empty Martini glass slipped from
            her fingers…
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      ‘DEAR BABA’

      
      Chhotu called his father ‘Pitaji’. On each Diwali and on his birthday, Chhotu touched his father’s feet. It was a ritual, just
         after sunset, when the brand new ornamental lights were switched on in his balcony, suffusing their bungalow with a golden
         halo, divine in its luminosity. The radiance of those electric jasmine lights was so potent it even dispelled the darkness
         of our lane.
      

      
      Everything was purified by their gleam: the pavement where Bhalu and Talu, our neighbourhood watchdogs, rested after they
         had exhausted themselves from barking at fireworks all evening long, jumping nearly ten feet high to chase rockets that zigzagged
         towards the sky; the rows of rickety rickshaws; the nameless beggar lady crouching in one corner who screamed occasionally
         in her sleep; even our balcony, shrouded in shadows.
      

      
      Everything in Jorapur Lane was rendered brighter by those magical jasmine lights, every Diwali, that is. I remember because
         every year I waited, clutching the railings for that auspicious moment when Chhotu would walk onto his sprawling balcony and
         switch on the rest of the evening.
      

      
      
      I never told Chhotu this – not even when we exchanged neon friendship bands after our Class V winter vacations – that I could
         see everything that went on in his house in the piercing light of the electric jasmines. There was Chhotu’s grandmother, a
         toothless eighty-year-old lady, holding some kind of a thick bead necklace in her right hand, swaying from side to side. When
         Bhalu stopped whining at the deafening crackle of a chocolate bomb, I could also hear the music – so sweet, in a tongue not
         mine – being played on a giant speaker. I scoffed: ours was bigger! In the centre of the room was a heavy brass pedestal on
         which two enormous silver idols stood bedecked with rose garlands so thick they nearly smothered their subjects in their fragrant
         embrace. Chhotu’s mother squatted on the floor on a velvet carpet nodding piously to the lyrics of the song.
      

      
      I craned my neck to try and spot Chhotu; he would usually be waving out to me. But tonight he was missing.

      
      As evening set, the guests trickled in. The clamour grew louder, disturbing Bhalu and Talu who strained their necks, barking
         frantically. Everyone was dressed in silks, everyone sang, everyone was happy.
      

      
      Raju bhaiya, Chhotu’s servant who picked him up from the bus-stand daily after school, now carefully negotiated the neatly
         pressed rows of guests, serving something on a silver tray. Could these be the delicious laddoos Chhotu’s father had handed Grandfather when Chhotu’s sister Chutki (her real name was Lavanya) was born, last December? I
         could still taste the pure ghee erupting in my mouth when I took my very first bite.
      

      
      Where was Chhotu? Could he still be sleeping? When would he come out and show me the new Diwali kurta that we had spent last afternoon discussing, lying on top of a water tank on his roof, our tongues sugary-red from a
         strawberry ice-cream stick? The singing ended, some people hobbled to their feet.
      

      
      Raju bhaiya was lifting Chhotu’s grandmother on to an enormous wheelchair. Everyone made a queue to touch her feet. In the
         soothing light of the electric jasmines, she too defied age, the menacing lines of her face erased, her pearl-white hair now
         a soft glow. She chewed on something – was it those ghee-drenched laddoos?
      

      
      Baby Lavanya was being fed, surrounded by bemused spectators who hovered above her in a semicircle watching the infant purr
         in satisfaction. She was so fair. She had the reddest lips, her baby curls basking in a golden haze. Holding her mother’s
         little finger, Lavanya nestled her head against her bosom, taking in the celebration of her birth on this joyous, jubilant
         day.
      

      
      The air smelt moist, like freshly made laddoos.

      
      I took a deep breath, inhaling the rich smell of festivity that enveloped this early November night.

      
      ‘Look who’s come to our home today,’ a deep baritone dispelled my reverie. Towering above me, clad in a flowing saffron kurta
         with diamond buttons stood Chhotu’s father.
      

      
      ‘Hello,’ I barely said, when I had been lifted into his strong arms and was carried into the curious crowd.

      
      Everyone pinched my cheeks and patted my arms – ‘What large eyes,’ ‘Who’s this sweet, little fairy?’, ‘Oh! Just look at her
         dress, so beautiful, what’s your name, dear?’ questions about my identity echoed in the wispy evening air.
      

      
      
      ‘She’s our neighbour, her name’s Piya, she doesn’t live here,’ a familiar voice cried, standing behind Chhotu’s father.

      
      I almost couldn’t recognize Chhotu – he looked all grown up, his scabby knees carefully camouflaged in an off-white silk dhoti
         with a thin gold border – far grander than the modest cotton dhotis Kalipada mama donned. Was that his new kurta? A flaming
         fuchsia and bronze combination that lit up his frail skin, making his tiny eyes sparkle even brighter.
      

      
      Chhotu’s hair was slicked back with oil, a smear of vermilion in the centre of his forehead like the fragrant flame of a midnight
         diya.
      

      
      ‘Rakesh, don’t speak like that,’ hollered Chhotu’s father, his kind face descending into a frown as Chhotu glanced sullenly
         away. ‘Is this what we’ve taught you? Go down with Piya beti and give her your Russian rocket. Let her have it!’ he raised his voice. He yelled out to Raju, ‘Raju, take the children
         downstairs and help them light the crackers.’ Then, he turned to me as I clasped his silken shoulders, ‘Piya beti, I’m really happy you have come to our home this evening. Stay as long as you want. Rakesh will show you the Russian rocket
         – it burns in the sky for ten whole minutes. Happy Diwali to you, my dear child. God bless.’ And with that, I was placed back
         on carpeted terra firma in Chhotu’s custody.
      

      
      Without a word, Chhotu disappeared into the crowds.

      
      ‘Come on, Piya baby. I have to serve dinner to all the guests. Dadiji will soon start shrieking, that evil old witch, God
         knows when she will die,’ Raju bhaiya muttered under his breath, dragging me by my arm, leading me down the marble steps etched with rangoli. I glanced over my shoulder one last time, meeting Chhotu’s father’s
         benevolent gaze. He was still smiling, waving with one arm, coaxing me to go down. ‘Go, beti, enjoy yourself,’ he said.
      

      
      That Diwali was the brightest of my life. The Russian rocket was spectacular. I followed its enflamed tail for as far as my
         gaze went, watching the shape of its arc in the golden lustre of the electric jasmine lamps that sparkled all night – in Chhotu’s
         balcony, over our house, finally enveloping all of Jorapur Lane.
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      Chhotu was unusually quiet the next day as we walked back after school. He even pushed me away when I tried to hold on to
         his water bottle. ‘Are you angry with me?’ I quizzed in a puzzled voice. Chhotu was my best friend, a lot was at stake.
      

      
      ‘Why did you do that to me, Piya?’ Chhotu snarled, twitching his tiny eyes.

      
      ‘What?’ I nervously enquired.

      
      ‘Every Diwali, it’s only Pitaji and I. But this time because you came over to our house, he hardly spoke to me…in fact, that
         Russian rocket, the one you lit with Raju bhaiya, do you know that was bought just for me?’ Chhotu sprinted ahead.
      

      
      I raced to keep up with him. ‘But I never asked for it, Chhotu, God promise – ’ I said, crossing my heart.

      
      Chhotu stopped suddenly, nearly stepping on Bhalu’s tail. ‘Yes, but anyone would give you that. I mean, Father must have felt
         bad for you,’ he grimaced, pulling his heavy schoolbag over his back, to ward off my hand.
      

      
      I didn’t move.

      
      ‘You don’t have a father, na,’ Chhotu quickly said before turning his face away.

      
      We never spoke after that – something was broken, something bled.

      
      By the next Diwali, Chhotu was no longer our neighbour. He had left to go to Delhi, I think Madhu dada later reported. His
         going-away gift was a box of neatly packed electric jasmine lights. They made me cry.
      

      
      Kalipada mama hung them carefully in the balcony outside my room, which overlooked the lake. It was raining when I switched
         them on for the first time.
      

      
      No one was there to see how brightly they gleamed, their reflection bringing back the romance of that lone Diwali evening
         spent in the company of Chhotu, my first best friend, and his father whose kind smile I could still sense in the damp monsoon
         breeze. In the crowded memory of those lights I was perhaps lonelier than I’d ever been.
      

      
      So, I took out a drawing book Ma had bought me from New Market. It was intended for me to start sketching.

      
      Instead, I did something else.

      
      On the first page, I wrote: ‘Dear Baba,’ my lower lip quivering as I added, ‘I miss Chhotu so much; promise me you’ll never leave me like he did, without saying goodbye.’
      

      
      Just then one of the jasmine lights hit the iron railing and shattered.

      
      ‘Piya, it’s getting windier, get inside, and for God’s sake, switch off those lights, there’s a storm brewing,’ Grandfather’s concerned command made its way towards me.
      

      
      I promptly turned off the lights.

      
      But, as I sat in their afterglow, I kept seeing their fiery reflection in the placid lake waters.

      
      Diwali was months away, but it didn’t matter as much.

      
      I had my magical jasmine lights, and I had my ‘Baba’ – I wasn’t going to share him, either.

      
      Ever.
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      AVOCADO

      
      Do you mind if we paused for a bit? I need to change batteries,’ Sumaya asked softly. In the semidarkness, it was hard to locate
            the batteries tucked away in her oversized bag.
      

      
      ‘There are too many useless things you’ve got stuffed in there,’ Piya curtly remarked as Sumaya sensed her stare. ‘It’s why
            you’ll never make a good mother,’ she muttered, dabbing her wrists with perfume, the notes of avocado in which made Sumaya
            nostalgic all of a sudden. She quickly inserted two lithium batteries into her dictaphone and clicked the Record button.
      

      
      ‘It’s what my grandmother said to my mother, and my mother to me. I guess we were both a tad too clumsy for our own good,’
            Piya sighed, resting her head on the airline pillow. ‘Strange, isn’t it, how we all live in our mother’s shadows?’ she mused
            after a few seconds, tugging at the shutter.
      

      
      Cappuccino clouds made a cluster.
      

      
      ‘You know, all my life, I wanted to be just like my mother – I stole Ma’s lipsticks when she wasn’t looking, wore her dark-rimmed
            spectacles, carried her heavy schoolbag, pretended to be a teacher, imagined I was correcting term papers as I scribbled over blank sheets with her red ballpoint pen. Actually, I secretly admired Ma, imagining
            in my make-believe world that I was really her. And yet, as I grew up, when I heard people remark that I was a lot like her,
            that our natures were alike, I remember cringing, as if with a strange sense of shame.’
      

      
      Sumaya’s thoughts travelled to her own mother – to how serene she had looked, minutes before her burial in Pakistan, wrapped
            in her favourite jamewar shawl. The air had been rife with mourning that morning, but Sumaya could only smell avocado oil
            – Ammijaan’s favourite scent, which she’d smeared generously on herself, minutes before stepping out into the hall where the
            body now lay, awaiting its final journey. The fragrance had been strong, uncharacteristic in Sumaya’s part of the world. Eyebrows
            had been raised as she’d slowly walked out. Why apply such a strong occidental scent? That too today – veiled whispers rose
            and fell.
      

      
      ‘This avocado scent, it was also my ammijaan’s – I, I mean my mother’s – favourite perfume,’ Sumaya smiled weakly.
      

      
      Piya nodded, as if she already knew her past.
      

      
      ‘We can’t be our mothers, Sumaya, no matter how hard we try. We can’t protect them from forever. All we are is their reflection
            – that’s all we’ll ever be, and, and life, the mirror,’ she slowly added.
      

      
      The window screen was frosted.
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      MIRRORS

      
      The champagne-coloured French chiffon sari had been neatly pressed nearly an hour ago. A matching Hecuba blouse lay ensconced
         within, an Italian leather clutch with a carved mother-of-pearl clasp placed beside it. A pair of fawn kitten heels waited
         on the spotless marble floor.
      

      
      A tall, slim woman stared carefully into an antique mirror, studying her reflection for what seemed like a lifetime. Her slender
         fingers picked up a double-stranded pearl necklace, holding it close to her long, arched neck. A smear of nude on her perfectly
         shaped lips radiated a timeless appeal as she gently parted her tresses to reveal a pair of uncut diamond studs, and added
         a dash of Elizabeth Arden behind her ears.
      

      
      This was my favourite part – when the whimsical notes of Mamma’s (I called Grandmother by this name) perfume would fill the
         damp evening air, some of it escaping to the recesses of the corridor. It meant I could now intrude.
      

      
      Many times I wondered, while voyeuristically gazing at her, if I could just slip into her skin – if she’d let me try on her
         rose chanderi sari, the one with the exotic peacock motifs, or apply a single drop of her Elizabeth Arden? But, watching her climb into her heels and adjust her pallu one last time before the mirror – I forgave my erstwhile
         yearnings.
      

      
      In the bittersweet evening light, separated by only the antique mirror, my grandmother was every bit a mystical mirage. There
         was something about her that you just couldn’t touch, you dared not pervade. Watching her was like following a reflection
         – an ethereal experience.
      

      [image: image]

      
      ‘So, you’ve decided not to go?’ Grandfather said, craning his neck into the study strewn with biology diagrams, piles of examination
         papers, and opened-out exercise books with detailed notes.
      

      
      There was no reply from Ma.

      
      ‘Okay, your wish,’ he muttered, retreating into the shadows playing hide and seek in the hallway.

      
      The grandfather clock chimed vociferously. Mamma would be leaving, any time soon.

      
      An impatient urge took possession of me. ‘I always top my exams, why can’t I go? Besides, I’m done with my revision. You are
         always saying no to me for everything.’ My scowl darkened in the oblong mirror that hung over my head. ‘Please, just this once, can’t I go?’ I pleaded.
      

      
      ‘You’ll get bored there. After you finish, why don’t we go and watch Chitrahaar with Grandfather and Madhu dada? You didn’t read last night, Piya. You still have a chapter of the book you borrowed last
         week from the library,’ Ma curtly replied, her pale reflection resonating with the bland tubelight.
      

      
      The garage door was being pushed open, Grandmother’s voice was calling out to me.

      
      
      ‘Why don’t you understand? I’m not like you, Ma – always lost in books and studies! I don’t ever want to be, I’m going with
         Mamma,’ I retorted exasperatedly. Before I stomped out of the room, our eyes met for a few seconds. Ma’s wore a strange look.
         I would’ve missed it, had it not been for the mirror above – the mirror that never missed anything.
      

      [image: image]

      
      The food at Pinky didi’s wedding was reminiscent of a king’s feast – boasting every imaginable delicacy and drink. In my excitement
         I dropped a bit of kulfi on my Benarasi ghagra choli, wiping it vigorously now, lest Mamma notice. Being by her side was a
         privilege but I was scared to even breathe. Mamma was always immaculate. Everywhere she went she left a radiance; people flocked
         to be by her side, showering compliments on her choice of jewellery, her slim figure, paying obeisance to her beauty, venerating
         her as if she were no less than a mighty queen and they her humble subjects. Only, like Mamma’s reflection in the mirror,
         they couldn’t get as close to her. As I could, I mean.
      

      
      No one noticed when she quietly slipped a paan into her clutch. All through the journey home I hoped it was for me. That she
         would hand the paan to me, fragrant, in her scented Elizabeth Arden hand.
      

      
      It was late by the time we reached home. I was scared to face Ma, but Mamma came to my rescue, walking in silence past the
         bedroom lamp. ‘I brought this for you, Lata, I know how much you love paan,’ she held it out, affectionately parting Ma’s
         curly mop of hair, caressing her forehead. It made me jealous.
      

      
      
      Ma was ironing out her cotton blouse, the same brown one that she regularly wore contrasted with her orange and black tanth
         sari. She gave a wry smile. ‘I’m not like you, Ma, I don’t like these sugary-sweet wedding paans,’ she answered coldly, shrugging
         her shoulders, turning the blouse over.
      

      
      Mamma looked hurt.

      
      ‘You know I’ve stopped eating paan,’ Ma said softly meeting Mamma’s eyes.

      
      ‘Goodnight then,’ Mamma muttered turning around, the paan lying unclaimed on our bedside table.

      
      I didn’t sleep well that night. Bhalu and Talu were making way too much noise. What intruders could they spot in the dark,
         I wondered? I pulled the covers over my head as the wispy mosquito net formed shadows of its own. A thin ray of light illuminated
         the mirror that guarded our four-poster bed.
      

      
      In front of it, draped in a red chiffon sari, much like Mamma, now stood Ma, carefully admonishing herself in the half light
         – her unruly curls caught into an amateurish French roll.
      

      
      Was that her lipstick Ma wore tonight? I peered in surreptitiously.

      
      I can’t remember how long Ma stood there. But before she turned off the lone bathroom light, I caught a fleeting image of
         her in the mirror – my most enduring image of my mother – blushing coyly like Pinky didi had just minutes before her betrothal,
         with her red, paanstained eyes.
      

      
      Looking distant and yet desirable, just like Mamma – a reflection I could never really touch.

   



      
      
      7

      
      WHEN THE NIGHT FALLS

      
      It was past midnight. Sumaya had closed her eyes for a couple of minutes. Someone was humming softly, clicking her tongue. Sumaya listened in, trying to catch the lost lyrics. Piya had plugged in her headphones. From time to
            time, she would gently tap the edge of her plastic Martini glass, her accent unfamiliar, like it belonged nowhere.
      

      
      ‘I’ve done alright upto now/It’s the light of day that shows me how/ And when the night falls, loneliness calls…’ she paused
            abruptly, forcing Sumaya to sit up.
      

      
      ‘That’s a really old song,’ Sumaya smiled at her.
      

      
      Piya unplugged her ears as she exclaimed, ‘I can’t believe it, Sumaya, how on earth do I manage to remember the lyrics to
            this number?’ Her eyes glinted with pride. ‘Class Nine, Loreto Mania – our annual school fest – I beat that pompous Poushali
            Mallick of Modern High, beat her by a bloody landslide,’ she continued, plugging in again, impatiently pushing back her seat
            now.
      

      
      Sumaya turned off the reading light; Piya’s voice imparted a strange calm.
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      COPY CAT

      
      You must practice more, Piya. Did you hear what Gayatri Deviji told you today after you completed the sargam in Raag Malkauns
         – that there was something missing in your rendition of Bhor Bhaye?’
      

      
      I knew when Mamma meant business. We were on our way back from my weekly music lessons at my guru, Gayatri Deviji’s music
         academy. Usually Mamma would be in a better mood, occasionally telling Kalipada mama to stop by at Bahadur chacha’s. ‘No chillies
         for the child,’ she would curtly instruct the sweaty waiter who scurried towards our car to diligently scribble down our order.
      

      
      I was nearly fourteen (my birthday barely a month away). I ducked my head, wanting to avoid the waiter’s curious gaze as he
         frowned hard in a bid to locate me.
      

      
      ‘What are you waiting for? Run and get the child her kathi roll. Can’t you tell she’s famished? Hurry on,’ Mamma would then
         command, as if she understood my adolescent afflictions.
      

      
      In my crowded calendar of ‘To Dos’ – perched precariously between Bharatanatyam classes on Tuesday and Friday 5 to 6.30 p.m.,
         Kalamandalam; swimming, Saturday mornings 10-11a.m., Anderson Swimming Club; and painting classes, Sunday evenings, 6-7 p.m.
         at the Modern Art Academy – were my Indian classical music tuitions slotted for Wednesday.
      

      
      To be honest, I secretly wished I could wipe off all the other extra-curricular engagements and overwrite my entire activities
         calendar with just music class; in bold, using Ma’s red ballpoint pen – the one she used for her corrections, wielding it
         decisively like a Samurai sword.
      

      
      I should be completely honest here and explain why I particularly loved Gayatri Deviji’s music classes. But, I’m assuming,
         that by now you’ve already second-guessed so I’ll just admit it outright – it was the heady aroma of Bahadur chacha’s chicken kathis stuffed with generous chunks of chicken marinated overnight and then garnished
         with slivers of raw onion and green chillies that invariably left their distinctive odour wafting through the cheap leather
         luxury of our Ambassador car.
      

      
      Now there was also another enticement, one that extended beyond the stomach – Swanand bhaiya, Gayatri Deviji’s grandson –
         a lanky, freckled, blond, sixteen-year-old who was spending an entire year with his maternal grandmother in Kolkata.
      

      
      A doyen of the fading Banaras gharana, Guruji was keen that Swanand be initiated into her musical lineage – something she
         hoped, would, in time, gently obliterate his surname: S. Mason. (The S denoting his Catholic middle name – Samuel).
      

      
      I called him Sam.

      
      I also held his hand. More than once, I think.

      
      Every Wednesday, Sam would be stationed at his grandmother’s feet, obediently balancing a top-heavy tanpura, his hazel eyes
         lifeless, as if they were miles away.
      

      
      
      At times, especially on Guruji’s insistence, he would be made to join in the riyaaz, his voice giving way on the high notes,
         making me stop and giggle out loud.
      

      
      It angered Mamma, who watched us zealously; she would then frown – a signal for me to continue with my practice, pretending
         to have not heard anything.
      

      
      Sam didn’t seem to mind, though; he always gave me a funny, helpless look that read, ‘I know I was croakin’!’ It made me comfortable.

      
      Secretly, I hoped that we’d rehearse songs involving difficult high notes, just so that Sam would glance in my direction,
         in an act of intimacy, I imagined.
      

      
      After an hour of rigorous drudgery, Gayatri Deviji and Mamma would proceed to the garden to sip on a cup of adrak chai, their
         saris billowing in the shade of the jacaranda trees.
      

      
      It was during this recess that Sam and I talked about our love of music. Holding my hand, as my heart beat insistently, Sam
         brought out his Walkman – a gift from his American father back in Chicago. ‘Hey, Piya, I bet you haven’t heard of Whitney
         Houston? She’s awesome. Here,’ Sam excitedly remarked, flicking back his blond hair before plugging his Sony earphones into
         my ears, perhaps holding them there for a few seconds longer than needed.
      

      
      The first time I heard Whitney Houston on full volume, I thought I would turn deaf. The music was jarring – warlike almost
         – especially after an hour-long tryst with traditional Indian ragas. But, by our fifth meeting, I was singing aloud to the
         song being played on Sam’s Walkman, my feet tapping on the dewy grass as I swayed my waist in a strangely sensuous manner.
      

      
      
      Sam burst out laughing. I enjoyed the attention.

      
      During the rest of the year, under his careful tutelage, I graduated to George Michael, Michael Jackson (Sam made fun of me
         when I called him that: ‘It’s MJ, Piya C!’ he teased), Boy George and Madonna.
      

      
      A week before my next birthday, Sam presented me with his Walkman. He even kissed my left cheek when no one was looking, his
         breath tasting imported – like mint bubblegum.
      

      
      There was something adult about Sam, his music, his hands.

      
      After school, when I bathed, pouring lukewarm water over my head, I often imagined myself crooning, ‘I Wanna Dance With Somebody’
         to a crowd of teeming millions. I’d splash my feet in the soapsuds formed beneath, holding the plastic mug like a mike, moving
         my waist in a seductive manner. When the song ended, I would look into a steamed-up mirror, blowing air kisses, practising
         a pout. In my adolescent opera, Sam would always be watching me from the front row, his arms outstretched, his eyes glowing.
         I’d force my eyes shut and take a bow. ‘Love ya, Sam,’ I’d whisper in the best American accent I had into my make-believe
         mike. The towel slipping off.
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      Nobody tells a girl that one day she will become a woman. Every girl at some point in her life makes that journey by herself,
         wanting perhaps like I did at fifteen to just, ‘dance with somebody’.
      

      
      A fortnight after I’d performed the entire Whitney Houston act before Sam in my shortest red dress – a gift from an uncle in the US – Sam left all of a sudden. I was too shy to ask Guruji why he had to go so unexpectedly. So, I chose
         to fill the void with Sam’s music. I practised night and day, borrowing imported cassettes of popular Western pop-stars from
         the affluent Marwari girls in my school. In turn, I’d finish their homework.
      

      
      I performed daily in the privacy of my bathroom – standing naked, pretending that Sam was listening to every word I sang…somewhere.
         Soon, I was being selected to represent my school in Western music competitions, winning practically every inter-school contest.
      

      
      Mamma realized that I was gradually drifting away from my riyaaz, preferring to invest more time in faking accents and attitudes.
         Guruji was displeased when my voice began to show the scars of an occidental octave. But I was past caring. Winning was all
         I had. I had to outshine the rest.
      

      
      In the clamour of a million imaginary claps, my life slowly moved away from the sedentary motions of classical ragas. Sam
         too became a fleeting memory. I now had many new admirers, members of a growing fan club it seemed, back then. I was rechristened,
         ‘Loreto House’s very own Whitney Houston’.
      

      
      Awards and accolades began filling the mantle in our living room, their dazzle blinding almost. But, somewhere a lone shadow
         lurked. Or maybe it was just another kind of darkness.
      

      
      One afternoon, two months before my sixteenth birthday, Mamma collapsed on the terrace while taking her evening walk. A screeching
         siren filled the August air as she was shifted out of our home in Jorapur Lane but I didn’t hear the ambulance approach –
         I was Whitney Houston, gyrating on a wet marble floor before an invisible crowd.
      

      
      The next day was a Wednesday. I remember because it was the last time I sang to Mamma. She wanted to hear me sing – the nurse
         nodded in agreement, saying it may help assuage her pain. I was about to start my winning song from the last inter-school
         fest, when Mamma whispered into my ears. It was difficult to decipher her words, her voice choked by all sorts of tubes invading
         her frail frame.
      

      
      ‘Don’t be a copycat,’ she whispered, patting my hand tenderly, like she used to when I’d completed a raga perfectly, and we stood waiting in
         front of Bahadur chacha’s for my treat.
      

      
      The years came flooding back – my music classes every Wednesday evening, Kalipada mama driving us in the Ambassador, Mamma
         in her starched kota sari holding her matching purse, Gayatri Deviji’s music hall, dozens of sepia portraits staring down
         competing with Mamma’s steadfast gaze, the scented shuili air caressing her face.
      

      
      Fighting back my tears, I sang all the songs Gayatri Deviji had passed on to me. One by one. It was important that I was perfect.
         That I didn’t make any mistakes today. I don’t know which one was my last. I think it was a maand – a jagged desert raga that
         echoed the barren sand dunes of Rajasthan.
      

      
      Mamma loved it.

      
      Only, this time she wasn’t listening…
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      SALMON

      
      Sumaya, you need to eat something,’ Piya paused, her hands covering Sumaya’s dictaphone.
      

      
      The aircraft was silenced by slumber.
      

      
      ‘You know what Grandfather used to say when I didn’t eat my food on time? He’d tell me, “Piya, if your tummy is empty, so will
            be your heart. At least fill one; the easier one of the two…”’ she rummaged through the seat pocket to locate the inflight
            menu.
      

      
      Sumaya tried saying something. But Piya had already summoned the stewardess. ‘What’s for dinner?’ she asked, switching on
            the reading light.
      

      
      Within minutes a first-class meal was served up in the Economy section. The food was piping hot.
      

      
      ‘Miss Choudhury, I hope you and your friend are satisfied with our service? Would you like anything else? I hope the salmon
            is as you wanted it?’ the stewardess asked after about half an hour.
      

      
      Piya seemed lost in the clouds by then. It was Sumaya who responded this time. ‘It was the best really, thank you so much
            for taking the trouble, I’ve never had a finer meal in all my life, let alone on an aircraft, thanks,’ she answered, passing
            back the empty tray into her hands.
      

      
      
      Then looking at Piya she added with a smile, ‘You know, you acted just like my mother. The thing I most remember about Ammijaan
            was her asking me to eat. “How was the meal, Sumaya? You full, I hope?” she’d always ask. I hated my name – Sumaya. I hated
            that question. Ammijaan was a renowned ghazal artist, mostly away on tours and concerts. I was brought up mainly by servants.
            And yet today, years later, sitting miles away from my home, in the US, I’d do anything to just hear those words again.’
      

      
      ‘That’s the thing about blood,’ Piya sighed.
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      BLOOD

      
      With Mamma gone the music gradually waned from our lives. And in the dusk that settled over Jorapur Lane, a strange quiet descended.
         Perhaps, that’s what growing up was all about. We also lost Bhalu, the lame, discoloured stray who guarded our gate, barking
         ferociously at onlookers – segregating friends from strangers. Sans Bhalu, Talu also meandered out of our neighbourhood one
         hot June afternoon – perhaps hoping to find Bhalu somewhere, in some other life.
      

      
      ‘They were brothers born on the same day – how can you ever forget your blood?’ Kalipada mama rationalized, his voice hoarse
         from calling out to Talu, tiny bits of stale bread strewn all over the pavement in an attempt to cajole him home. ‘Taluuu!’
         he shouted out again, his face distorted, imitating a canine cry that I remember hearing on sultry summer nights when a power
         cut robbed our lane of light.
      

      
      ‘Talu is probably lost without Bhalu. But something tells me he’ll find his way back, after all Jorapur is Talu’s home,’ Kalipada
         mama finally muttered to himself, walking further down the road, scattering bread and fish bones over the rubble.
      

      
      
      Talu never came back.

      
      Maybe that’s what it boiled down to.

      
      Talu and Bhalu were blood. Talu could tell the difference.

      [image: image]

      
      After music classes ended, swimming and dance also evaporated from my extra-curricular curriculum. Grandfather was too bereft
         to leave the premises. On hot nights when sweat stained my pillow and the silence crept in through the verandah, unmanned
         after Bhalu’s departure, I heard Grandfather cry into his. Like Talu just before he disappeared, his words howled.
      

      
      ‘What does Grandfather keep mumbling to himself these days?’ I questioned Ma one night noticing that she too tossed restlessly
         in bed.
      

      
      ‘There are always so many things that remain unspoken. Death is always an unprepared visitor,’ she replied, turning her face
         to the wall. I placed an arm over her hips, and wriggled inside her thin quilt, pulling it selfishly over me – lest the mosquitoes
         bite.
      

      
      ‘Ma, did you too have anything to say to my Baba? I mean, I know he’s expired like Mamma, but was there anything that remained
         unsaid – like it has with Grandfather?’ I whispered.
      

      
      Ma didn’t move.

      
      A mosquito circled over our heads.

      
      ‘He died in his sleep, Piya. He was very sick for a while. I prayed that God take him away quickly,’ she answered, as if conversing
         with herself. It made me furious. How could Ma always be so blasé about Baba? Why couldn’t she just have said that theirs
         was a good marriage? That they had said their goodbyes. Or maybe something to the effect that I was too immature to understand what goes
         on between adults? She could’ve said something, anything, really. Instead, in a manner that I now characterized as typical
         of my mother, she chose to remain quiet, shrouding herself in silence.
      

      
      I however asked Baba the very next evening, before I sat to practise my algebra equations. With my extracurricular calendar
         almost vacant I had a lot of spare time on my hands. Time for myself, time for Baba – time for father and daughter, in a way.
      

      
      I had so many questions – I needed answers.

      
      It was, after all, a question of blood.

      [image: image]

      
      In my seventeenth year, months away from my final examination, I found a new evening address – 145, Jatin Bagchi Street –
         a new mathematics tuition, and a new friend. I saved a seat for him next to mine religiously every day, feeling an enormous
         emptiness over the weekends. He was tall and dark and played the guitar like a pro. He reminded me of Sam in many ways, but
         most of all in the manner in which he lightly held my hand as we walked back from class over the dilapidated bridge, his fingers
         entwined in mine.
      

      
      One evening, I lied to Ma and went for a movie with him, our damp bodies pressing into each other on cheap leather seats.
         There were bugs too and mosquitoes. But I wasn’t complaining.
      

      
      We were watching Dil Ne Pyaar Kiya – a defiant tale of young love. As the tragedy-struck lead-pair pined for each other onscreen, Rajat ran his masculine fingers
         through my damp tresses, kissing the corner of my face. I shuddered – this was infinitely dizzier than my shy first kiss with
         Sam.
      

      
      Slowly, I turned in his direction.

      
      Rajat’s eyes were partially closed, faint traces of a moustache on his otherwise flawless face. I grabbed his t-shirt, running
         my lips over his, tasting his Fanta-fused breath.
      

      
      ‘Piya, I think I love you,’ he whispered, nuzzling his head into my neck, tickling me. I giggled.

      
      Beads of sweat now trickled down the back of my thighs.

      
      Rajat’s hand slowly traced the tiny droplets of sweat on my legs – his one hand still holding mine like a child in a crowded
         marketplace, afraid to let me go.
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