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For Aai.









Dear reader,


This book contains footnotes.


If you have been traumatised before by footnotes in academic textbooks, rest assured that these footnotes bear no resemblance to those ones.


If you are not Maharashtrian, read the footnotes for useful insights into Maharashtrian language, customs and eccentricities.


If you are Maharashtrian and think you already know everything there is to know about Maharashtrian language, customs and eccentricities, read them for some banging sociocultural commentary.


Or, you know, don’t. It’s a free country.









‘It is always incomprehensible to a man that a woman should ever refuse an offer of marriage. A man always imagines a woman to be ready for any body who asks her.’


—Jane Austen, Emma


‘Damme sir, it is your duty to get married. You can’t always be living for pleasure!’


—Oscar Wilde, An Ideal Husband









ONE


When Marathi-speaking parents are hunting for a suitable boy for their unmarried daughter, they refer to him as a sthal. In the literal sense, a good sthal is a good place. As in, ‘Do you know of a good place where I can dump my daughter?’ At least that’s what it sounds like to me, when my mother asks people if they know of a good sthal. And my mother makes that enquiry daily – to newspapers, to neighbours, to casual acquaintances and classmates she has long lost touch with. One of these days, she is going to accost complete strangers in her bid to find a good place to dump her daughters.


Daughters. That’s right. Plural. In this country, that too. Where having one is considered bad luck, having two is overly optimistic, three is reckless and four, like my mother has, is just plain insane. You have to be richer beyond the dreams of avarice to afford dowry for four daughters. No, wait, not dowry. These days offering and accepting dowry is illegal,* after all. So it wouldn’t be dowry. It would be called devaan-ghevaan – give-and-take. As in, we’ll give you one chance to dump your daughter in our family and we’ll take everything you’ve got in return.


My parents, Aai and Nana, would have to give-and-take four times to get us all off their hands. And you couldn’t do that on one man’s salary. To do that, you have to have ancestral wealth or a distant relative addled enough to leave you their estate or, failing all that, at least a very negotiable set of personal ethics. Sadly, for my mother, my father ticks none of these boxes. Academically inclined philosophy professors rarely do.


So the responsibility of obtaining suitable husbands for her daughters has fallen upon my mother. And I’ll say this for her: she takes it very, very seriously. Which means I should have seen what was coming when I decided to broach the subject of me studying further.


‘Aai,’ I said casually, as I helped her chop ladies fingers* for lunch. ‘I was thinking . . .’


‘Take the dal off the stove,’ she ordered, as she tightened the lid of the large aluminium pressure cooker one last time.


I obeyed, grabbing the pot of dal with the steel tongs and gingerly lowering the vessel onto the kitchen counter. Aai set the pressure cooker on the stove, adjusted the heat and began kneading the lump of wheat flour dough in the flat aluminium paraat before her. Every now and then, she’d glance warily at the cooker, as if it would explode any minute.†


‘So I was thinking . . .’ I tried again. ‘I’d like to do an MA.’


Silence. She continued kneading the dough as if I hadn’t said a word. Had she not heard me?


‘Aai, I said . . .’


‘I heard,’ she replied curtly. ‘Are you done with the ladies fingers?’


‘Almost,’ I said. I had expected this behaviour, so I was prepared. ‘See, if I do an MA, I can get a job as a lecturer, maybe even in Nana’s college. I’d get a salary, we could use the extra money . . .’


More silence. But I refused to be cowed. I had finished my BA last year and, since then, had sat around the house, doing nothing but housework. I could practically hear my twenty-two-year-old brain begging for some kind of stimulation that went beyond rolling polis* by the stove. No, Aai was going to hear me out, silence or no silence.


‘And . . . and . . . I mean,’ I continued, ‘Nana is going to retire in a few years: a monthly salary will come in handy then.’ I went on, fully aware of the icy waves of her disapproval heading towards me. ‘I’ve even found a secondhand shop for the books. I just need the money for the fees . . . and . . . and, I could return that money to you and Nana once I start getting my salary.’


She stopped kneading and looked at me, lips pursed, an exasperated look in her eyes. ‘We don’t have the money for it,’ she began, but I was ready for this line of refusal.


‘Aga, but you must’ve saved some for my wedding, na?’ I said plaintively. ‘I can use some of that. I spoke to Nana, he says it’s the rational thing to . . .’


The piercing whistle of the pressure cooker cut me short.


Aai shot it a beady look, daring it to so much as shudder. It fell silent.


She didn’t.


‘Oh, you spoke to your father, ka?’ She perched her flour-covered hands on her waist and my spirits sank. This was her battle pose. I had seen Nana flee to the park when she took this pose in the middle of one of their arguments. ‘And what does he know about marrying off daughters? Spends all his time thinking about what dead men thought. Like that ever got anything done!’


She returned to the dough, pounding it with extra vigour.


I had indeed spoken to my father about it. Nana had seen my point. But now, considering how vehemently Aai seemed to be against it, I wondered if he would support me in this fight. And if he did, whether it would make much of a difference. No, I needed to make Aai see the sense in what I was proposing.


‘What is so wrong with what I am saying?’ I asked, trying to keep my voice level. ‘Prachi from my class in college got a job at BPT. Anagha is working as a clerk in State Bank. They’re both giving their entire salary to their parents and . . .’


‘Am I Prachi’s mother? Anagha’s? No, na? Then what do I care what they do?’


‘But what is the problem if I get a job, Aai?’ My voice was rising but I couldn’t help it. She was being so unreasonable.


‘The problem?’ She spun around and glared at me. ‘The problem is you don’t seem to understand the situation we are in. Your father’s salary just about covers our monthly expenses. What little we save, you want to blow it all on studying more?’ Her voice, already shrill, now reached an alarming pitch. ‘It’s going to be difficult enough to find someone for you with your complexion, and now you want to go and get an MA? Who will marry you then?’


And there it was. My complexion, as she called it. The millstone around Aai’s neck. The subject of all her prayers.


My sisters had all taken after her, see – fair, rosy-skinned beauties, perfect little flowers of Konkanastha Brahmin womanhood. Me, I had inherited, from God knows which ancestor, skin several shades darker. But we didn’t call it dark in this house, oh no, of course not. Aai was staunch in her denial: I was ‘wheatish’. Nothing some gram flour mixed with cream and raw turmeric wouldn’t fix. Never mind that it had done no such thing in the past twenty years. I hated the smell of the wretched stuff by now.


I slammed shut the villi* on which I was chopping the ladies fingers, and stormed into the living room. She followed, waving her flour-covered hands.


‘Men want wives whom they can feel superior to,’ she announced. ‘They don’t want a girl who is more educated than them, let alone one that works! If the wife brings home money, what use is the husband, tell me? If you don’t believe me, ask Juee.’ She turned to my elder sister, who was sitting cross-legged on a chattai on the floor, correcting the homework of the children she tutored every afternoon. ‘Juee! Tell her. Tell her what that fellow at the marriage bureau said yesterday.’


Juee looked at me apologetically. With her alabaster skin, dark brown hair and light brown eyes, she was Aai’s golden child. Since the day she had turned eighteen, five years before, Aai had been absolutely sure men would line up for Juee’s hand, not only because she was objectively beautiful, but also because she seemed to have all the qualities men love in a wife. Juee was obedient, graceful, patient and an excellent cook. In other words, nothing like me. I should have hated her with all my heart, but she also happened to be . . . caring and humble and, well, just deeply likeable. Besides, she actually liked me. So, now, as she turned to me with an embarrassed expression on her face, I knew that it was only Aai’s direct command that was making her say what she was about to.


‘He said . . . that the families who came to the bureau to find a match for their sons usually want a girl who is educated,’ she said, not looking directly at me, ‘but a graduate is enough for them. They . . . they seem to think that a woman who is too educated or has a job can’t . . . wouldn’t be interested in or . . . or be able to run a house.’


‘It’s 1976!’ I snapped. ‘A woman is running this whole country right now! What world are these fools living in?’


‘The real world,’ Aai shot back. ‘Something you know nothing of. Aga, forget interest or ability, you should first have time, no, to run the house? Married life* isn’t easy – there are a hundred little things you have to keep track of. Nobody can handle all that along with the responsibilities of a proper job!’


‘You’re wrong!’ My fingers clenched into fists. ‘I know about the real world! I know you need money in it, that’s why I want a job, so that . . .’


‘If she gets to have a job, I also want one, huh!’ My younger sister Latika sat up from her reclining position on the divan that stood along one wall of the living room, her mouth turned down in its habitual petulant pout.


People often think Latika is immature. But that’s not entirely true. She is also spoilt and foolish. Not for her the claustrophobic shackles of rational thought. An impulse is enough. She is eighteen and believes this makes her behaviour both adorable and excusable, which just goes to show the extent of her self-delusion.


Now, with a dreamy-eyed expression, she sighed. ‘I want to be an air hostess. Fly all over the world, meet interesting people, visit exciting places . . .’


Of course. Why wouldn’t Air India take someone who failed geography three years in a row, as long as they had a burning desire to ‘visit exciting places’. But I didn’t say that out loud. Latika is Aai’s pet, and I was in enough hot water with her as it was.


Aai gave me a look as if to say, ‘Now look what you’ve done’, then shook her head in exasperation and marched back into the kitchen, just as the doorbell rang.


Latika lay back down again, against the pillows, unperturbed by any desire to answer the door. Juee looked like she was about to get up from her seat on the floor, but I gestured to her to not bother.


I opened the door and let Nana, our father, in.


He took off his chappals by the door, handed a cloth bag full of vegetables to Juee and settled into his wooden easy chair, stretching out with a small sigh against the striped nylon fabric that formed its back and seat. With his fake leather hand-pouch* resting on his stomach, he wiped his sweat-soaked grey hair with his handkerchief and gave me a tired smile.


When I didn’t return the smile, his own dimmed.


‘What happened?’ he asked gently. Apart from Juee, Nana was the only person in the family who showed me any modicum of affection.


‘Aai said no,’ I said tonelessly. ‘No MA, no job.’


‘I’ll talk to her.’ He reached out and patted my hand.


‘That can wait,’ Aai said, coming out of the kitchen with a glass of water in her hands. ‘I have to talk to you before that.’ She handed him the glass, then pulled up a small stool and sat next to him.


Nana was looking enquiringly at the rest of us. ‘Can I have some tea first?’ he asked wearily.


Nana always seemed weary around Aai.


‘Yes, of course.’ She was about to get up when Juee offered to get the tea, and bustled into the kitchen, the cloth bag of vegetables in tow. She was back in a trice with a cup in her hand. Tea was made three times a day in our home. Once in the morning, for breakfast. Once in the afternoon around four. And once in the evening, with an extra cup for Nana to have when he returned from work. Thrice a day, I’d be assailed with the sweet aroma of cardamom, left longing for what I couldn’t have. See, I was banned from drinking tea in our home: Aai had decreed that tea darkens the complexion and mine ‘didn’t need any more of that’.


Now, I watched Nana take a sip and close his eyes in bliss. Then he turned to Aai and said. ‘Is there anything to munch on, with this?’


‘There’s a poli left over from morning, if you want,’ she replied.


‘Will do. Just put some toop* on it and bring.’


Aai disappeared into the kitchen. Quick as lightning, Nana held out the cup to me and gestured frantically. I snatched it from him with a grin, took a long sip and handed the cup back to him, just in time.


Aai came back from the kitchen with a toop-smeared poli, steaming on a plate. She must’ve warmed it quickly on the tava before bringing it out. ‘So what I was saying was . . .’ she began, taking her seat on the stool once again.


‘Where’s Malu?’ Nana asked loudly, taking a sip of his tea.


He was referring to my youngest sister, Malati, born a full three years after Latika, thanks to my parents’ last-ditch attempt at having a boy. I don’t think they had thought things through when they conceived her because by the time Malu came into the world, Aai’s attention was already divided between three daughters, all under the age of ten. Malu pretty much grew up being left to her own devices and, even today, neither demands nor is given much attention by my parents. So Nana asking about her right now, while Aai was trying to talk to him about something else, was clearly his way of deliberately annoying Aai.


Except Malu, who had been in the bedroom during this conversation, didn’t know that. On hearing her name, she came out into the living room, a questioning look on her face. ‘Yes, Nana?’ she asked. ‘You called?’


‘Oh,’ Nana replied, a little thrown. ‘Uh . . . how was school?’


‘It’s a Saturday,’ Malu said, puzzled.


‘Never mind, then.’


Malu returned to the bedroom looking so nonplussed she was practically minus.


‘Done?’ Aai asked crossly. ‘Now . . . I wanted to talk about tomorrow.’


‘Why, what’s tomorrow?’ he asked me, the ghost of a mischievous smile on his face.


‘Sunday?’ I shrugged.


‘Ah.’ He took a bite of the poli. ‘And that warrants a discussion, is it?’


‘It’s the Kelkar boy’s wedding tomorrow, as you well know.’ Aai pursed her lips. ‘And now don’t ask “Kelkar who?’ ” Kelkar, from the floor below, whom you sit with on the katta after dinner, whose cigarette you take puffs from and think I don’t know, whose son I told you would be a good match for Ila, but did you listen? No. It’s that son’s wedding tomorrow, and we are invited and we are going and that is final!’


She placed her hands on her waist and threw Nana a challenging look, while I shook my head in disbelief. Me, marry Arun Kelkar? Ha, ha, ha. We’d been in the same class through ten years of school. Arun had been the class duffer. How he’d scraped through his matric exam, when he was forever playing under-arm cricket in the quadrangle below our building, was beyond me. That was his only passion, cricket. Imagine me, having to take an interest in that godforsaken game for the rest of my life. What next, develop a sudden enduring love for kadve vaal?*


Nana finished his tea in one long sip and handed Aai the cup. ‘Okay,’ he said, getting up from his easy chair and going to the window where the clothes were drying. He pulled his striped cotton panchaa† from the washing line and began walking towards the bathroom for a bath.


Aai seemed to have expected some kind of revolt from him because she stood up and looked around expectantly. ‘And . . . and we better get there early too!’ she called out, as the bathroom door shut. Only I heard her add under her breath: ‘Before all the good boys are taken.’





__________


* At its purest, dowry was supposed to be insurance. It was what a bride got from her parents to ensure that, should the marriage fail or the husband die, the woman had something to fall back on. But, soon enough, dowry became just a list of ridiculous demands made by the groom’s family, for anything from a gold-plated watch to an entire house, which the bride’s family had to provide, or else. It was only in 1961 that the Dowry Prohibition Act made giving as well as receiving dowry illegal, for all Indian citizens. It has since then been amended several times to prevent dowry-related cruelty, dowry deaths and dowry demands leading to domestic violence. Nowadays in India, only about, oh, twenty women, give or take, die in dowry-related deaths. Every. Single. Day.


* Why okra is called ladies fingers in India remains a mystery. The vegetable certainly doesn’t resemble a woman’s digit. Unless you have compromised vision. Due to an LSD overdose.


† Because until the 1970s, pressure cookers in India routinely did explode and kill people. This only stopped a decade later when manufacturers put in thingamajigs to prevent that from happening. So while you may think rice is bad for you now, remember, there was a time when it was downright lethal.


* One might say ‘poli’ and ‘chapati’ are the same thing. It all depends on which part of Maharashtra one calls home. Ila, born in Mumbai and belonging to a community from the coastal region of the state, calls it poli. But had she hailed from any of the landlocked districts of the state, she would have called it chapati. Because there, the term ‘poli’ is conferred only upon that queen of delicacies, the puran poli.


* A villi is a kitchen instrument in the same way that the Colosseum is a historical monument – the label technically fits, if you ignore all the blood involved. What a villi actually is, is this: a viciously sharp, crescent blade attached to a wooden board. On one end of the blade is an evil, serrated disc. Marathi women through the ages have sat on the wooden board, casually chopping vegetables into wafer-thin slices on the edge of the blade or nonchalantly grating fresh coconut on the sharp disc. Experienced Marathi women, that is. Novices have cut themselves to varying degrees. Ergo, the blood.


* Tellingly enough, married life in Marathi is referred to as saunsaar, literally meaning ‘the world’. That your life as a married woman will become your entire world is not so much implied as hammered in using iron nails and a sledgehammer.


* Long before the messenger bag and the backpack fought for supremacy as the accessory of choice for Indian men, there was the hand pouch: a small flat pouch stuffed with all the things the discerning seventies man needed on the go. That’s where his house keys went, along with a ballpoint pen, his train permit, a handkerchief and maybe even a small comb. The hand pouch nestled cosily in his armpit as he made his way to and from his office, holding on for dear life to a handle in a train compartment or in a public transport bus. It set him apart as a man of taste, of refinement – and one who could always be depended on for the loan of a ballpoint pen.


* Toop – clarified butter – is an integral part of the Konkanastha Brahmin household. So much so that tradition dictates that any visiting son-in-law be given a tiny bowl of melted toop to drink before his meal. This is called aaposhnee and is meant to help the rest of the meal go down well. You are not allowed to protest or say things like ‘I actually don’t like ghee much’ or ‘Isn’t that too fatty?’ Because as far as Konkanasthas are concerned, there is no such thing as too much toop.


* Ila is in a minority in hating vaal, because the Maharashtrian dish called vaalachi usal, made from vaal – field beans – is considered a delicacy on the Konkan coast. Which just goes to show that hunger truly is the best sauce, because nothing else but crippling hunger could have made an entire community love such a pedestrian – to put it mildly – dish.


† A panchaa is to a towel what a meringue is to a buttercream frosted pastry – roughly the same ingredients, but vastly different densities.









TWO


And to think some of us were looking forward to this nonsense event.


By some of us, of course, I mean Aai and Latika. My mother seemed to have made it her life’s mission to snag a groom for one of us at Arun’s wedding. And Latika had fussed so much about her clothes it had been as if she were the bride, not the hapless girl who had fallen for Arun’s dim-witted charms.


All that getting dressed up, the careful selection of who will wear what, Latika bawling because she had to wear a sari instead of bell bottoms – bell bottoms! At a Maharashtrian wedding! She may as well have asked to go nude! – Aai scolding first her, then the rest of us for some reason, and for what? This staid, boring affair. I don’t know what we had expected, frankly. Maharashtrian weddings – at least, those in our community – are all the same. Every single time. And this one was no different.


The muhurta was, as usual, at the ungodly hour of 8.32 in the morning. On a Sunday. In Dombivli. And we, well, we lived on the other side of the city, in Parle. Which meant waking up at an even more ungodly hour, bathing, having breakfast in case we missed the breakfast they were serving at the wedding, getting dressed up, leaving the house, returning to the house because Nana forgot his wallet, leaving the house again, waiting for the BEST bus while listening to Aai complain the entire time that we always did this, it wasn’t her fault, why could we never be on time anywhere, getting into the bus, getting off at Parle station, getting into a train bound for Dadar, getting off at Dadar station, waiting for the Kalyan local, boarding the train, watching Aai yell at Latika and Malati for fidgeting with their clothes and jewellery, getting off at Dombivli station, then walking for fifteen minutes to the wedding hall, which Nana had sworn was ‘just next to the station’ and sweating right through the armpits of my blouse in the process.


All this, when it wasn’t even my wedding! Someone in the building gets married and I am the one put through this torture.


There is clearly no justice in the Universe.


The good thing was, I had someone to rant to. Chitra and I were neighbours and had gone to the same school and the same college. Her mother – or rather step-mother, I should say – Lele Kaku, and Aai, were friends as well. But theirs was a strange kind of friendship. They were very warm and affectionate with each other, but Aai was always a little irked when good things happened for Lele Kaku. Like last month, when Lele Kaka bought a new Lambretta scooter, Aai was effusive in her praise of the thing, but in the privacy of our home she had huffed that the colour was too gaudy. I never told Chitra about my mother’s mean-spirited comments, which is possibly why we were still friends.


Like so many of our neighbours, Chitra and her family had been invited to Arun’s wedding and now, as we sat at the back of the hall eating the bland upma and tea they invariably served for breakfast at these things, I told her about my argument with Aai the previous evening.


‘Can you imagine?’ I asked her, taking a sip of my tea. ‘I’m actually suggesting something that will ease the burden on them, and she just refuses!’


‘But she is okay with Juee taking tuitions at home?’ Chitra asked, her forehead wrinkling.


‘Exactly! That she is okay with. But me go out and work? No, no, no!’


‘But do you have to go out to work? Couldn’t you tutor children too? You could teach history! You were such a scholar in that subject!’


‘I don’t think I’m cut out for teaching school children.’ I took another sip. ‘I don’t have Juee’s patience.’


‘But wouldn’t it be better than doing nothing, like you are now?’


‘I don’t know, Chitra.’ I made a face. ‘To tell you the truth, one of the reasons I want to work is it will get me out of the house. Give me some time away from Aai and her incessant nagging. But no. That’s too much to ask of her. Somehow it will make me totally ineligible for marriage! As if I want to get married in the first place!’


‘Don’t you?’ Chitra asked, a small puzzled frown on her face.


‘Why should I?’ I demanded. ‘Have some man I barely know come eat kande pohe* and gape at me, deciding if I am fair enough to be his wife? Then have my parents pay him godknowswhat to take me off their hands? And then cook and clean for him for the rest of my life, only to have him complain about too little salt or too much spice in my cooking? Why would anyone want to go through any of that?’


Chitra burst out laughing. ‘It doesn’t have to be as bad as all that,’ she said, shaking her head in amusement. ‘I wouldn’t mind it so much, if it were me.’ Her expression turned wistful. ‘If it meant I could have my own house, where someone cares about me.’


I put a hand on her shoulder. Chitra’s step-mother had always been unkind to her, behind her father’s back. How Lele Kaka didn’t notice that his daughter was doing all the housework, all the time, while his wife and her sons lorded it over her, was beyond me. Maybe he did and left well enough alone. I decided to change the subject.


‘This colour is lovely,’ I told her, admiring her sari. It was light lavender with small golden buttis embroidered all over, and had a dark green border. ‘It looks really nice on you.’


‘Thanks.’ She smiled. ‘Kaku also has one in a similar colour, no? How come you didn’t wear that? In fact, I’ve never seen you wear it . . .’


I rolled my eyes and looked down at my own maroon sari. ‘Because dusky girls shouldn’t wear light colours, it makes them look darker!’ I spoke in the slightly nasal, singsong tone Aai unwittingly used to dispense these pearls of wisdom. ‘We should only wear dark colours.’ I pointed to my maroon sari and spoke in my normal voice. ‘Wearing maroon makes me feel as if I have died.* But what does Aai care?’


‘Remind her it’s the colour widows would have to wear in the nineteenth century.’ Chitra grinned, taking a sip of her tea. ‘You know, after they shaved their heads and all.† That’ll put her off it.’


‘If only that worked.’ I grinned wryly. ‘Knowing her she’ll be all’ – I changed my voice to the nasal tone again – ‘ “To become a widow, first someone has to marry you. And who will want to do that if you look dusky?” ’


We both laughed at that, the sound carrying to the front of the hall.


A horde of guests sat there, facing the podium where the wedding rites were taking place. A few of them turned around at the sound of our laughter. One, a young man in his mid-twenties, smiled and nodded amiably at Chitra. The other two – a young woman around my age and another man, perhaps in his late twenties – only glared. The young woman had a sneer on her face. The man’s expression was unreadable.


I saw Chitra smiling back and asked, ‘Do you know those people?’


‘Aga, they are Arun’s friends from college,’ she said, gesturing at Arun, who was currently on the podium, having his feet washed by his soon to be mother-in-law, because traditions are fun like that. ‘He introduced us earlier. We got here really early.’


‘Aren’t I always saying we should get to these places early?’ Aai was suddenly there, glaring at me as if it was my fault we hadn’t reached the place when the hall was being swept and swabbed. Then her gaze moved to Chitra and softened.


Aai approved of me being friends with Chitra. Not because Chitra was a good girl, a good friend, although of course she was. No, it was because Aai had decided that Chitra, with her round face and upturned nose, was plain. Fair, certainly, but plain.


Next to her, my sharp jawline (acceptable, but what man looks at jaws?), high cheekbones (from Aai’s side of the family, of course) and almond-shaped eyes (pity they were dark) could almost pass for pretty, in the right light. Or so Aai claimed.


It was a vile, vile thing to think, and you wouldn’t have imagined Aai capable of such thoughts as she looked kindly at Chitra and asked, ‘So, who are they?’


‘Uh . . . Arun’s friends?’ Chitra looked confused. I didn’t blame her. She had just answered that question a moment ago.


‘Yes, yes, you already said that.’ Aai waved her hand dismissively. ‘I mean, where are they from? What do they do? What do their parents do?’


Oh, no. For a short happy moment, I had forgotten what Aai was like at weddings. For her, a wedding wasn’t just a wedding. It was a chance to scope out the right man for Juee, find out all about his antecedents and wrangle a meeting with his family to see where things went. (They hadn’t gone anywhere so far, things always coming to a standstill once the family in question realised we had no dowry to give Juee.) But Aai was clearly not about to give up. The woman was obsessed.


‘Well, u-uh . . .’ Chitra stammered, looking in the direction of the three people under discussion. ‘The one on the right’ – she nodded towards the friendly looking young man – ‘is Sadanand Pingley, the girl next to him is his sister Kalyani and the one next to her is Aniruddha Darshetkar.’ She looked at Aai’s eager face apologetically. ‘That’s all I remember, Kaku.’


But Aai was smiling thoughtfully. ‘Pingley . . . Darshetkar . . . They sound like our kind of people,’ she muttered, hurrying away.


Our kind of people indeed. I knew what that was code for. She had heard their surnames and surmised that they belonged to the same community we did – they were Konkanastha Brahmins. Lovers of kadve vaal, alucha fatfataa* and spending as little money as humanly possible. So now it didn’t matter if either of them was an axe-murderer or, worse, a non-vegetarian – they would do for Aai’s daughters.


We watched her go and find Juee, who had been happily chatting with her friends* from the building, and whisper something in her ear. Juee looked embarrassed and said something I couldn’t make out, but Aai was looking stern and shaking her head. A moment later, Juee was being practically pulled through the crowd towards where the Pingleys and their friend was sitting.


I hurriedly put down my half-eaten upma and leapt up from my seat. If Aai was going to push Juee into an awkward social situation, the least I could do was make sure she wasn’t in it alone.


‘I’ll have to go,’ I told Chitra, and hurried towards my mother and sister.


I reached them just in time to hear my mother say, ‘. . . live in the same building as Arun. I’ve seen him since he was a child. The number of windows that boy broke with his cricket ball, ha ha ha, never mind. This is my daughter, Juee,’ she said, thrusting my elder sister to the front. ‘She is also your age I thought you might enjoy each other’s company, instead of being stuck with old people like us, ha ha ha . . .’


They all looked a little stunned at Aai’s verbal barrage. Sadanand Pingley was the first to recover. He was boyishly handsome, of average height, with large eyes and an easy smile.


He smiled at Juee now and asked, ‘Hello . . . so . . . are you studying?’


Juee had barely opened her mouth to speak when Aai butted in.


‘No, no, she finished her BA two years ago. Now we’re looking for a nice boy to get her married. It won’t be long now, with a beautiful face like hers, no?’ She looked fondly at Juee, who looked deeply mortified.


‘Aai, Lele Kaku was looking for you,’ I said loudly. ‘Something about the rukhwat.’*


Aai spun around and spotted me. She pursed her lips in annoyance, before turning back to the other four and saying sweetly, ‘I’ll just go and see what she wants,’ before giving me a look that said she’d deal with me later.


‘And you are—?’ Kalyani Pingley asked, with a disdainful look. A fair, full-figured girl, she was wearing a magenta paithani sari and a haughty sneer on an otherwise pretty face. Her hair was styled in a movie-star bouffant and she wore chunky gold jewellery – a chandra haar around her neck, thick gold kangans on her wrists and large gold earrings. In comparison, the bride herself, who was wearing a simple yellow silk sari and light gold jewellery, seemed practically underdressed.


‘This is my younger sister, Ila,’ Juee replied.


Kalyani’s eyes travelled from her to me in disbelief. I noticed, but only because I was used to this behaviour from people by now: that little double take, as they tried to wrap their heads around the fact that the creamy-skinned beauty was related to the dark girl next to her.


‘You are all Arun’s friends from school?’ Juee continued, oblivious to all this.


‘College,’ Sadanand corrected her. ‘We were in Poddar together.’


‘Oh! That’s near Ruia, isn’t it? I wanted to go to Ruia!’ Juee exclaimed. ‘But Aai thought it was too far for me to travel alone, so I went to Parle College instead.’


‘Really? I have a cousin who was studying there!’ Sadanand beamed. ‘Do you know a Kaustubh Ranade?’


They were chatting amiably with each other now, completely lost to the fact that they were leaving the rest of us out of the conversation. I had no idea what to say to these people, but I had watched Aai and Nana ask polite questions to slight acquaintances, so I knew the drill.


‘So . . . what do you do?’ I asked the other two pleasantly.


‘I run a charitable foundation,’ Kalyani said, in a bored voice. ‘My mother had started it before our parents passed away and since Sada has to manage our father’s departmental store, I have to take care of all that now. It’s very dull.’


I was torn. On one hand, I felt sympathetic: Sadanand and Kalyani were in their early twenties, and losing their parents at such a young age must’ve been hard; on the other hand, the offhand way in which Kalyani dismissed her charity work made me want to flick her nose.


But I kept my thoughts to myself before turning with an enquiring smile to the other fellow, the one Chitra had called Aniruddha Darshetkar.


‘And you?’


‘I take care of my father’s cargo business,’ he said quietly.


‘Always so modest!’ Kalyani chirped. ‘He has singlehandedly run the place since his parents passed away. By the way, cargo business means his company exports things to other countries.’ She smirked. ‘In case you didn’t know what it meant.’


‘Thanks for explaining,’ I said, with a smirk of my own. ‘You needn’t have bothered, though. I know all kinds of words. Like “condescending”, for instance.’ Then I smiled sweetly, and was rewarded by a stunned look on her face.


The sarcasm wasn’t lost on Aniruddha. He gave me an appraising look, which I met head-on, with a straight face. So young and managing a business all by himself? He must be quite capable, even if his face did suggest that he’d rather be serving a life sentence in prison somewhere than be there.


For the first time, I really looked at him. Sadanand was good-looking but Aniruddha was handsome. Every feature was a tick-mark on Aai’s list of traditionally perfect attributes: light eyes, fair complexion, curly brown hair. He was also a head taller than his friend, and the height, the chiselled jawline and the perennially serious expression gave him a gravitas his friend lacked.


‘That’s very impressive, managing a whole business,’ I said to him, just as Kalyani yawned pointedly at the men.


She could have been one of the strands of marigold hanging from the walls of the stage, for all the attention they paid her. Sadanand was still immersed in the list of common acquaintances he had with Juee, and Aniruddha simply looked uninterested in everything.


Kalyani pouted for a moment, then her eye caught Aai, who was looking at the rukhwat with Lele Kaku, peering at the items on display with a calculating look in her eyes.


‘Look at that tea-set,’ Aai was saying, her voice carrying all the way to us. ‘It looks so expensive! How much do you think it cost? They must’ve given some solid dowry with the girl!’


I didn’t know where to look. Trust Aai to have no volume control in a place like this.


Kalyani gave a small mocking laugh and turned to Aniruddha. ‘This place is so noisy, na,’ she said, looking pointedly at me. ‘How can people be so loud?’


Aniruddha said nothing, merely looked in Aai’s direction as if he were mentally giving her marks and placing big red crosses on things he didn’t like.


There were lots of crosses, judging from his expression.


‘Let’s go stand outside for some time.’ Kalyani looked up at him, batting her eyelashes. ‘I want some fresh air.’


And before he could respond, she had pulled him away in the direction of the exit.


I marvelled at her sheer gall. She hadn’t even bothered to excuse herself. That was basic etiquette: making at least the smallest noise of apology before leaving a group to flounce off on your own. But they had simply left, with no acknowledgment that I was even there. Mannerless nitwits.


Well, I didn’t need to stay there like a doormat. Juee seemed to be managing very well on her own anyway, so I told her I was going to find Chitra and left.


Chitra had moved to one of the chairs placed in rows at the front of the hall, for guests to sit. Her step-mother and brothers were sitting in the row in front of her. None of them was paying her the slightest attention, let alone talking to her. I slid into the empty chair next to her and she grinned at me. She had already filled her fists full of akshata* and she poured some into mine saying. ‘It’s almost time.’


A moment later, the bhatjis began chanting the sacred hymns and we turned to the podium. The bride and the groom were facing each other, relatives holding an antarpat† between them. Some random aunts had decided to sing the mangalashtak and they were murdering the tune with enthusiasm.


I don’t know why this happens in Maharashtrian weddings, but it always does. There’s always at least one middle-aged lady who treats the wedding ceremony as a one-woman talent show. Hah, she thinks, a captive audience at last. And so she rewrites the mangalashtak to showcase her creativity, weaves in the bride and groom’s names or some such thing, then proceeds to sing the whole thing at a deafening volume. Knowing in her heart of hearts that the audience dare not, will not, can not protest – or escape.


We were much too near the front: as if the auditory assault wasn’t bad enough, people would soon crowd the area, trying to aim the akshata right at the happy couple. If we got in their way, all that thrown akshata would fall into our hair and inside our clothes for sure. And once inside, those little coloured grains of rice would prick like anything. I tapped Chitra’s shoulder and pointed to an empty-ish place a few rows behind. The mangalashtak would go on for some time: the aunts were really stretching each syllable in the hymn to breaking point. If we hurried, we could manage to be in a place with a good view before the akshata-pelting began.


Pushing and shoving as demurely as we could, we ended up on the spot, all the while the aunts screaming, ‘Laxmi-heeee Kaoooo-stubha Paaari-jataka-surahaaaa, Dhanvan-tareeee-shchandramaaaaaa!’


Despite the volume, however, I could still hear some sotto-voce muttering from the people standing in front of me. I could sympathise. Those women were really putting the tune through the wringer. Then one of the men turned his head slightly and I realised it was Sadanand Pingley. Next to him were Aniruddha and Kalyani, who had obviously had their fill of all the fresh air Dombivli could provide that morning.


‘Where did you two disappear to?’ Sadanand was asking.


‘Outside, to get some air,’ Kalyani drawled.


‘By yourselves? Leaving Juee’s sister behind?’


‘Oh, Juee, is it? Didn’t you just meet her? And you’re already so concerned for her?’


‘It’s pointless talking to you.’ Sadanand shook his head and turned to his friend. ‘But I expected better from you, Aniruddha!’


‘Why?’ Aniruddha asked. ‘You found a beautiful girl to talk to, so I have to entertain the plain one?’ He shook his head and added in English. ‘Not fair at all.’


I froze. Chitra turned to me, surprise clearly etched on her face. I rolled my eyes dismissively, but it had felt like a blow to the stomach, those words. How many times had I heard Aai despair to neighbours and relatives about the colour of my skin? How many times had I heard her worry aloud about who would want to marry me? How many times had she aired her deepest fear: that nobody would want me without a hefty dowry, because I wasn’t milky fair? I had lost count. I had always assumed she was right, but a part of me had wondered if it would be as bad as that. And now, here was the proof. Plain? Hah. I knew what that meant. I wasn’t fair enough. No, that’s not what he had said. He had said: Not fair at all. So that meant I wasn’t pretty enough for him to even consider having a full conversation with me? Even that was such an insufferable obligation? To afford me the courtesy of small talk?


I felt the hurt melt into anger as the women on the podium screeched. ‘Gan-gaaa! Seeeeen-dhooo Saras-wateecha Yamunaaaaa! Godaaaa-vareeee Narma-daaaa!’


I took a deep breath to steady myself. To hell with Aniruddha Darshetkar and his kind. I didn’t need some man to give his expert opinion on my looks. He didn’t get to decide my worth. Only I would do that, and if Aai wasn’t going to shell out the money for my MA then . . . then . . . then I’d go and get some other job. Lots of places would happily hire a graduate. I’d apply to the lot of them. Aniruddha Darshetkar could keep his stupid opinions and his sackfuls of money, and stuff his precious cargo business up his nose – it probably had better manners than he did. Besides, I would never run into these clowns again. It didn’t matter how they behaved. And – I grinned as the realisation sunk in – it didn’t matter how I behaved either.


I smiled to myself as the aunties on the stage finished with, ‘Shubha Mangala Saaavdhaaan!’ – and gleefully chucked a fistful of rice grains straight at the back of Aniruddha and Kalyani’s heads.





__________


* The official snack of the horse show that is called ‘going to see the girl’. It’s what’s served when a boy and his family come to ‘see’ a girl and decide if she is pretty enough, bright enough, obedient enough and yes, fair enough to be considered for matrimony. Kande pohe is usually served with tea, sprinkled with liberal helpings of ‘Our Sheelu has embroidered that cushion’ and ‘Sheelu is very fond of cooking, she herself has made these pohe.’


* ‘Maroon jaane’ in Marathi means actually dying.


† True story. In the nineteenth century, Brahmin widows did have to have their heads shaved. You know, so they wouldn’t tempt other men with their . . . hair. Because straight men, through the ages, have proven that they can withstand any temptation except . . . women’s hair. And alcohol. And sporting events. And declaring wars on neighbouring states. And . . . some other stuff, but basically just hair. Oh, and those women also went through some pretty terrible physical and sexual abuse, but hey, we don’t talk about that stuff, sshhh.


* A vegetable preparation of taro leaves that looks marginally less disgusting than it sounds, but tastes rather nice actually.


* Marathi weddings double up as occasions for guests to meet and chat with friends and relations they haven’t seen in years. The prevalent feeling is that if the bride and groom want to get married, that’s their business. They get gifts for their trouble, right? They can’t then demand the complete attention of every wedding guest through the whole ceremony as well. There’s a limit to entitlement, you know.


* The rukhwat is an exhibition of all the gifts the bride has been given by her parents, to take to her new home. Till the mid-eighties at least, this included everything from tea-sets and dinner-sets to transistor radios and pressure cookers. The higher-priced the rukhwat, the more impressed the guests. The rukhwat also displayed crochet tablecloths, embroidered cushion-covers and other specimens of the bride’s artistic skills, but nobody gave a damn about those.


* Coloured grains of rice hurled at the couple getting married. Enough akshata is found on the floor of Maharashtrian wedding halls after a wedding to feed a family of five. This is not counting the fistfuls picked up by any children present, which they then fling mercilessly at each other. Of such violent joys are childhood memories forged.


† A white cloth drawn with sacred symbols, which allows the happy couple to play one last game of hide-and-seek before resigning themselves to a lifelong relationship with whatever is on the other side of the cloth.









THREE


I will say this about Maharashtrian weddings – they are mercifully short. Anything that boring ought to be, really. But that doesn’t mean that you’re away and scotfree once the last of the akshata has been swept off the floor. No, there is a veritable line-up of post-wedding rituals that the family must indulge in, some starting the very next day.


The day after Arun’s wedding, for instance, the Kelkars had a Satyanarayan pooja at home and all the neighbours were invited.


So there we were, the Bendres, doing what we did best: Aai helping Kelkar Kaku in the kitchen, while Nana chatted with Malvade Kaka, who lived on the floor above us, about . . . whatever it is 40-something-year-old men talk about. And Juee and me, sitting together like spare parts nobody had any use for. Oh, and let’s not forget Latika, sulking next to us, because Aai had forced her to come instead of staying at home with an unexplained illness that had sprung up the moment Aai told her we had to go next door for a pooja.


‘I should be at home with Malu,’ she grumbled. Malati was at home studying for her ninth standard half-term tests. ‘I really am unwell, you know!’


‘Of course, of course.’ I exchanged smiles with Juee as I took a bite of the sweet sheera that was the prasad.* ‘And what is the name of your illness? Cine Blitz-itis?’


Latika’s eyes grew wide. ‘You . . . how did you know? Have you told Aai? Say you haven’t told her!’


She was right to panic. How she had smuggled the magazine into the house I don’t know, but I had found it while dusting under the cupboard in the bedroom. If Aai had caught her with that film gossip rag, God alone knows what she would’ve done. Panic herself, I suppose. Aai let her innocent darling read a magazine that just last year had carried pictures of that starlet running naked on Juhu beach? Perish the thought.


‘I haven’t told her,’ I reassured Latika. ‘But what are you doing with that thing, anyway?’


‘You wouldn’t understand,’ Latika said, wearing an expression of dramatic sorrow.


I glanced at Juee, who seemed about to say something encouraging, and shook my head slightly. ‘You’re absolutely right,’ I told Latika airily. ‘Best not to tell us.’


Five seconds later, she burst out with: ‘It’s Rajesh Khanna! I’m in love with him!’


I smacked my forehead with my hand and Juee gave an embarrassed smile.


‘You can laugh if you like.’ Latika’s head was held high. ‘But he has a fever! I’m worried! I wanted to hold a hanky dipped in cold water over his forehead to help him feel better.’


‘How?’ I was utterly confused. I had a sudden mental vision of Latika storming into the film star’s home and accosting him with a wet handkerchief.


Something similar must’ve occurred to Juee, because with a concerned look she reached out and felt Latika’s forehead with the back of her palm asking, ‘Wait, do you have a fever or something?’ Then she turned to me and whispered. ‘She is sounding hysterical.’


‘I was going to hold the hanky on his picture in Cine Blitz!’ Latika snapped, brushing away Juee’s hand.


‘Because . . . that will bring the actual Rajesh Khanna’s fever . . . down . . . somehow?’ I made a face. ‘See, this is what happens when you daydream about film stars during science period.’


‘Love can make even the impossible possible!’ she said with a scornful sniff. ‘But you wouldn’t understand.’


I leaned closer to Juee and said in a stage whisper, ‘You may be right. She is definitely sounding hysterical.’


Latika sprang up from her chair in a huff and glared at us. ‘I’m going home!’ she said. And then, with an expression of maddening superiority: ‘Make fun of me all you want! You’ll never know what it’s like to be in love, till you actually fall in love!’


I nodded understandingly, which seemed to irritate her even more – which was exactly why I had done it. Then she turned on her heel and flounced out of the room. Or tried to flounce out, because a moment later she had crashed into someone who had just walked in at the door. Someone with a bunch of heavy, spiral-bound photo albums in their hands, which had now fallen to the floor.


As Latika squealed an embarrassed apology, I rushed to help the man pick up the fallen albums. And looked straight into a pair of laughing brown eyes.


‘Sorry, sorry, I didn’t see you only,’ Latika said, flapping her hands in what she probably thought was an endearing fashion.


‘No harm done,’ the man said, not taking his eyes off me. ‘This is the Kelkars’ house, isn’t it?’


‘Yes, I’ll just call them,’ I said, fighting the instinct to smooth my hair as I turned towards the kitchen. ‘Kaku! Someone to see you!’


‘So . . . you aren’t Kelkars?’ the man asked. ‘Should’ve guessed.’


‘Why?’ I asked, puzzled. ‘What is so unKelkar-like about us?’


‘Well, I can’t speak for all Kelkars everywhere, of course’ – the man shrugged, and then gave a roguish smile – ‘but you ladies look far too beautiful to be one of these Kelkars.’


Latika gave a surprised gasp, then broke into nervous giggles. I considered the man. He was on the taller side, with wavy hair, long sideburns and a smart moustache. In his short coral kurta, with flared brown pants, he looked like an artist. I found the word ‘dashing’ trying to worm its way into my mind.


‘We could be Arun’s cousins, you know,’ I said, looking serious. ‘And we could be quite offended by what you just said.’


‘Even better,’ he said, smile firmly in place. ‘That would mean I’d absolutely have to make amends for my behaviour. Take you out for cold drinks to say sorry. Maybe tomorrow?’


I arched my eyebrows at him, before looking in Nana’s direction. He seemed deep in conversation with Malvade Kaka – he had certainly not seen his daughters talking to a perfect stranger.


But before I could respond to this ridiculous proposal, Kelkar Kaku came bustling out of the kitchen. The man handed her the photo albums.


‘Vivekrao* sent me,’ he told her. ‘He said there was some balance amount remaining . . .’


‘Just wait, I’ll have to ask.’ Kelkar Kaku hauled the pile of albums inside with a cry of ‘Aho!’†


‘Who are you?’ Latika asked, an eager look on her face.


‘Just a lowly photographer,’ he answered, with a smile. ‘in search of a muse.’ This last bit he said looking right at me.


It was such a . . . stupid line, I had to look away to hide my smirk.


‘A photographer!’ Latika trilled. ‘Waah!’


‘So, you do weddings mostly, is it?’ Juee asked, glancing at me through the corner of her eye. I hadn’t noticed my elder sister approach. Had the sight of her two younger sisters talking to a handsome stranger awakened her protective instinct?


‘Any event my boss doesn’t want to go for.’ He smiled disarmingly. ‘Weddings, prize-distribution functions, lectures . . .’


‘And do you offend people in all those places, or . . . ?’ I asked, crossing my arms.


‘Oh, no, only in a few special cases,’ he replied. Then, running his hands through his hair he said. ‘I am Jayant, by the way, Jayant Waknis.’


‘I’m Latika Bendre,’ my younger sister announced, boldly holding out her hand to shake his. ‘I’m eighteen,’ she added, making it sound like an achievement.


‘Is it?’ He gave her an impressed look and shook her hand, before turning to me and holding out his hand. ‘And you are . . . ?’


I smiled and replied, ‘I am Latika’s older sister. And this is Juee,’ I said, indicating her. ‘She is the eldest.’


‘Nice to meet you, Juee.’ Jayant bowed a little. ‘And you, Latika’s sister—?’


Latika rolled her eyes. ‘Tell him your name, Ila!’ she said with her hands on her hips. ‘Stop acting so strange!’


Jayant looked at me with an amused expression, which changed when he saw Kelkar Kaka coming our way.


‘You are Vivek’s boy, is it?’ he asked Jayant, removing a few notes from his wallet. ‘You’ve taken good pictures, I saw some right now. But how come they’re ready so soon? I was told it would take at least a week to develop all the rolls.’


‘Oh, I worked through the night,’ Jayant replied. ‘It’s a wedding, after all. People are very eager to see their pictures soon. Making you all wait for that . . . it didn’t feel right.’


Kelkar Kaka patted Jayant’s back companionably and slipped a rupee note in the breast pocket of his kurta. ‘I have friends,’ he told him. ‘I’ll be sure to mention you to them.’


Jayant inclined his head respectfully as Kelkar Kaka left. Then he beamed at us, his gaze staying on me for a fraction of a second more than strictly necessary. ‘We’ll meet again,’ he said, before he swept out through the door.


‘Oh!’ Latika sighed, looking at his departing back. ‘That is the most handsome man I have ever seen in real life!’


‘Even more than Rajesh Khanna?’ Juee asked, nudging me in the ribs.


But I didn’t respond. Because, possibly for the first time in her life, Latika had said something I had to agree with. Not that I was going to own up to it. No, I left her to her own devices, allowing her to discreetly escape back home to moon over Rajesh Khanna – or, more probably, the man we had just met.


Ten minutes later, Juee and I communicated via complex hand gestures to Nana that our piety with regards to Lord Satyanarayan had been adequately expressed and we were ready to return home. He waved us to go, which we assumed meant that he still had matters of vital importance to discuss with Malvade Kaka. And by that I mean, most probably, the Indian cricket team, their current line-up and how badly they would fare against West Indies if Gavaskar sprained his ankle.


We left him to it and were almost out of the door, when a pleasant male voice exclaimed, ‘Oh, are you leaving already?’


Sadanand Pingley was beaming at us as he walked down the common corridor towards the Kelkar home. His sister and his surly friend were right behind him. We smiled at him but before we could say a word, Arun came out of his home and bore down on the little group with a cry of ‘Sada! You made it!’ This was the same Arun, by the way, who had disappeared inside the house the moment the pooja was done, leaving his wife to do all the smiling and nodding at us. Which she had, as shyly and sweetly as befits a new bride. But still, there is such a thing as being a good host, which as far as Arun Kelkar was concerned, just seemed to be a collection of nonsense syllables.
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