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I





January 1st, 1998.


The couple lay among stained sheets and rumpled quilts, eyes closed, legs twisted together like the knotted branches of a low growing tree.


Slowly their breathing became less noisy. Her head grew heavier on his shoulder, his hand across her stomach became limp.


They dozed, perhaps for fifteen minutes, but behind their heaving eyelids lay uneasy thoughts. They had things to do, places to go, lies to tell, the woman particularly.


Eventually they dragged each other off the bed and into the bathroom.


They hated this, they said as they washed and dressed, simply hated it.


But they had kept their promise, they had heralded the new year by making love.


One final kiss and it was time to part. The woman left first; she believed that the spirits of the universe at the service of betrayed partners were tracking her movements, keeping note of incriminating times and places. Never mind that this was a relatively quiet street in one of the inner lanes of an elite colony in South Delhi. Guilt sees accusation everywhere, in the glance of a servant, the fretful cry of a child, the stranger staring on the street, a driver’s insolent tones.


As she made her way towards the main road, she kept looking around but recognised no one, and decided it was her conscience that made her so uneasy.


She dragged her mind from love, as she readied herself to meet her two children, a toddler daughter, and a boy eight years older. She had a husband too, but of late the husband had been seen in altered hues, his irritating aspects rushing to the fore, his sterling qualities and all the years she had thought them sterling hurtling towards oblivion.


Every day she practised thinking badly of her spouse. Her lover encouraged this by providing a basis for comparison. The dissatisfaction that accrues in most marriages was not allowed dissipation; instead, she clung to reasons to justify her unfaithfulness.




*





The man set out on his evening round of social engagements in a chauffeur-driven car, untroubled by considerations of being spied upon. Initially he had wasted a few thoughts on the irony of falling in love with a married woman, chased as he had been through the years by so many single ones. He thrived on challenges but in this case had proceeded cautiously to make sure it wasn’t the frisson of the forbidden that had sparked his interest.


Now he felt that so long as she agreed to remain in his life he would accept any condition she laid down. Whenever she worried about her children he assured her of his constancy. Once she was truly his, he vowed, no further sorrow would ever distress her.


He was a corporate man with a strong belief in hard work. As the days went by and his love grew, the effort he put into it became more vigorous. A trace of superstition lurked beneath his rational assumptions, and he liked to imagine their encounter to be the hidden purpose behind the two-year assignment that had returned him to his home country.


Except for this new interest, The Brand absorbed him completely. With a billion potential customers, sales in India could touch the sky, and he wanted to reach those heights before he was transferred. It would be a spectacular achievement, both in personal and professional terms.




*





It was The Brand’s second venture into India. In 1977, the giant company had been ejected due to changed political realities. The Janata Party, having won a surprise victory against the Congress, wanted to be seen as protector of both national capital and Indian manufacturers. If The Brand did not reveal its secret formula it would have to leave, which it did, and Indian integrity was preserved along with its diminutive bottled drink industry.


Now all that Leftist euphoria was gone. It was the nineties and economic liberalisation meant that rules regarding foreign direct investment were relaxed. The Brand was invited back. Some politicians objected: of what practical use were fizzy beverages? Resources should be spent on high-end technology. Such a view was outdated. The utility of The Brand lay in its image, its presence suggested a financially favourable market.


After five years and millions of dollars, Indian operations had yet to generate a rupee in profits. Ashok Khanna was summoned. Indian in origin, it was believed his insights would be helpful in tackling the vagaries of an indigenous market.


The man came with a formidable reputation for troubleshooting. In Brussels, he had moved swiftly after a connection between some sick children and The Brand had been established. TV cameras filmed the destruction of thousands of their bottled drinks, then filmed him saying that the health of their customers was more important than profit. After the scare, he had come up with the slogan ‘Today more than ever we thank you for your loyalty’, with its subliminal link between continuing purchase and moral probity.


Within a few months of arriving in India he saw the woman he knew he had been destined for. In her colouring, her greenish eyes and her demeanour, she was a perfect blend of East and West. A woman so pretty had to be married; besides, she had the look of someone who never had to compete for male attention. To woo her would thus be that much more difficult: he must first create a need before he could fulfil it. But he was used to creating needs, it was what he did for a living.
















II





May 1997.


The building had a frontage of natural white marble, its rough expanses interspersed with polished stone. A yellow and blue geometrical frieze started from the top, meandered across the middle to disappear down one side. The architect said this was meant to give the impression of running water on a white sandy beach. In the centre of fume-choked Delhi, it was a nice conceit, but no one in the myriad office rooms had time to consider the poetry behind such an image. Time meant money, and multinationals were too devoted to its pursuit to waste even a minute.


The Brand’s Delhi headquarters took up the whole second floor, divided, then subdivided into sections dealing with different products and different regions. At the end of a corridor of one such division was a large office, its status emphasised by the smaller rooms in that row. Here Ashok Khanna sat in the soft gold ambience created by tussore silk sofas and patterned bamboo blinds across the windows. Floor-to-ceiling shelves were packed with files along with company products in all their packaged avatars. Behind the big desk hung posters from the latest ad campaign enjoining all Indians from the peasant to the urbanite to savour the drink which would transfix their taste buds and allow them to relish every moment of the day.


The man behind the desk swivelled in his black high-backed chair, alternating his gaze between the window and Raman Kaushik, the Mang-oh! sales manager in front of him. From time to time he leaned forward, circling figures, underlining dates. Noise from the street below could be heard over the air conditioning; the wall clock ticked loudly and irritatingly.


This grated so on the nerves of the Mang-oh! manager that he couldn’t help an annoyed glance up.


‘Time does go on,’ remarked the one behind the desk. ‘It is good to keep that in mind.’


A reprimand. Targets were not being met, and that was the reason why he was sitting here, staring at his boss, feeling as wretched as a successful organisation would wish him to feel.


He thought of the hours on the road, the miserable B and C towns where he had passed many lonely nights, sacrificing family life for the sake of his job. Now he wondered whether he was capable of more. Ever since he had joined The Brand, he had felt the sharp edge of competition nudging into every idea he had, sometimes to the point of paralysis.


As the one responsible for the India Mang-oh! account, his merit was continuously under surveillance. It was not as though other departments were not posting losses, but unreasonably it was felt that in India, mangoes sold themselves, and so he found himself fighting hard for every advertising rupee in the juice segment. In meetings he was told his projections had to be more ambitious – an opinion he shared – his sales pitch more aggressive, his ideas more dynamic.


He looked at the Mang-oh! Tetra Pak on the table with loathing. That little carton swam insouciantly about in the pool of anxiety that lay at the heart of his working life.


Ashok was thinking. Everything Raman had not been able to tell him revealed what he needed to know about the state of Mang-oh!. A man who was not obsessed by his marketing figures, eating, sleeping, dreaming to their rhythm, such a man rarely produced outstanding results. With only local products to compete against, making profits should have been fairly straightforward.


In a country as hot and populated as India, no hand should be without a beverage manufactured by The Brand. His job was to grind this belief into every employee of the company.


He could see from the hangdog look that Raman was anticipating blame. But Ashok Khanna did not do things that way. On his arrival, he had spent time getting to know everyone in the office before embarking on a three-week all-India tour, acquainting himself with the foot soldiers, he said, and incidentally letting every foot soldier know that he had his eye on them. Mang-oh! must be a success story: even the relative non-performance of a small fruit juice was demoralising in a company as target-driven as theirs. He gave Raman a few minutes to maunder on about how challenging the task was.


If despite its international image The Brand’s signature cola was not doing well, what did they expect of a homegrown item? Right now he was counting on the inclusion of Alphonso, the king of mangoes, to add to its appeal. King Mang-oh!, how did that sound?


‘Not bad.’


Raman looked alert, and decided to air some more difficulties.


‘When it comes to buying drinks, people prefer lassi or orange juice made before their eyes. Fresh, tasty, with as much ice and spice as they want.’


Ashok felt fresh irritation. Never criticise your product: breathe it, believe in it, make it your religion.


‘Have you considered other factors? Expense? Time? Cleanliness?’ Here he shuddered, remembering the ubiquitous juice wallah, with his peeled, limp oranges displayed in glass jars, the dirty hands that reached to put them into heavy machines cranked manually, the pulp falling into an overflowing bucket on the pavement and flies buzzing everywhere. It was a civic duty to get people to drink Mang-oh!.


‘Arre, in these mofussil towns people have a lot of time. What does it take to stand around and wait for juice to be pressed out of a few oranges? As for cleanliness, they think that just because they can see what is happening, it is all right. How can one change that?’


‘What are oranges compared to mangoes? Mangoes are part of the Indian psyche, but they are available only in summer. Now – in this pack’ – he tapped the Mang-oh! on his desk, while doodling on his pad – ‘for the first time you can have mango all year round. All year round. How significant is that?’


‘It does have possibilities,’ conceded Raman.


‘Listen:






In the country all around,


Mangoes can be found


In the North and in the South,


Cool and wholesome,


Natural, healthy, yum-yum,


In the East and in the West,


Mang-oh! is best, best, best.’








The Mang-oh! manager, a former ad man, blanched slightly as he asked, ‘Did you make that up?’


Ashok looked modest. ‘After college I thought of becoming a poet.’


‘Really? What happened?’


‘Oh, one has to earn a living. I was accepted in business school, then I had to pay off my loan. And I had much rather this, than starve in a garret.’


Raman did not know how to respond. Ashok’s success was so well known that it was impossible to imagine his talents to lie in any other direction. Into his silence Ashok spoke, outlining a more focused sales pitch. Target three states in North India, sponsor local events in schools and colleges, build up loyalty, extend the awareness of The Brand to Mang-oh!. Tell the dealers to set up various schemes before you visit.


That he had to travel more and work longer hours, Raman accepted as his due, but as he got up he couldn’t help confiding, ‘My wife complains she hardly sees me any more. We have got a small baby, it’s hard on her.’


‘Home life does suffer.’


‘They say you never married, because of your commitment to The Brand?’


Ashok merely laughed. ‘I’m sure inside here,’ he said, tapping Raman on the shoulder, ‘there is a marketing genius. We just need the right circumstances for it to emerge.’


Raman blushed at this image of himself. Ashok’s reputation was based on his ability to get the best out of people, even the most dispirited campaign appeared more lively when he blessed it with his attention. That was why his salary was in the astronomical region of 50 lakhs a year, why his house was in West End and his car a chauffeured BMW. He had been in India only six months and already there was more confidence that the steady losses of the last five years could after all be stemmed.




* * *





Driving home, Raman thought of his wife and the distance he had begun to feel between them. Maybe it was the baby she hadn’t really wanted, maybe it was all the travelling he had to do, had always had to do.


As he expected, she did say she was sick and tired of being alone. Immediately he felt anxious – her bad moods were like claws that clutched his heart. It was only later, when they were out with friends, drinking and dining as guests at the golf club, that her spirits lightened. The conversation had turned to the Cricket World Cup in England, still two years away. Somebody said let’s go, and the others said yes, let’s, and someone said it was during the children’s holidays, it would suit everybody, and Raman said, by then Mango-oh! sales should earn him a good bonus, and Rohan said he was so good at marketing, his bonus could pay for all their tickets, and Shagun felt calmer about the travelling that was so essential to her husband. She looked about her; there was not one wife seated around the low table who didn’t have to be alone most of the week, but the success of their husbands’ jobs added to the things they could buy and the places they could visit. Even six or seven years ago, would it have been possible for people like them to consider going abroad to watch the Indian cricket team?


Raman’s friend from the ad agency then asked whether he would be at the Hrithik Roshan do at the Oberoi Hotel. Yes, Raman would. Mang-oh! wouldn’t collapse if he postponed his trip by a few days. Besides, with temperatures in the forties, it was good to remind himself that his job had perks, which was easy to forget when he was on the road in the middle of a heatwave.


Shagun quickly said she would love to meet Hrithik Roshan, but she also wanted to meet the new boss Raman talked so much of. She believed he was from Harvard Business School?


Arre, said another, what did Harvard Business School matter? The man was Indian, that was his saving grace, otherwise foreigners came here, didn’t understand the Indian mentality and expected westernised marketing techniques to work. Well, they didn’t. Look at that chicken fiasco that The Rival had spent so much money on. It took immense strategy to make Indians eat such stuff when they had their own delicious tandooris, tikkas and murgh masalas.




*





The crush at the Oberoi was stupendous. The Kaushiks were introduced to the movie star, then Shagun was introduced to Ashok Khanna, the company wonder man. Even though the crowd was glamorous, Raman found the evening long. The only aspect that pleased him was the delight Shagun took in the compliments her appearance elicited. Later on in the car she asked many questions about the boss, was it true he was a marketing genius? Had he managed to produce results so far? Where was his wife? How come he wasn’t married? Raman was pleasantly surprised, her interest in company matters was usually limited.


That night Shagun was very tender to her husband, her body apologising for the sullenness of the day before. In a happier frame of mind Raman left the next morning to enthuse regional marketing managers, to do unto others what had been done unto him.


A week later he was accosted by Ashok in the office. Would his wife be interested in acting in an ad? They needed a housewife to put a Mang-oh! Tetra Pak in a child’s tiffin, he had thought she would be suitable, but there was no compulsion, the agency could always provide some model.


Raman hadn’t realised such a project was in the offing, but he was sure it would gratify his wife to act.


He thought of this opportunity as a gift, knowing the excitement it would provide. When he first knew Shagun she had wanted to be a model, but her mother was strongly opposed to a career that would allow all kinds of lechery near her lovely daughter. ‘Do what you like after you marry,’ she had said, but after marriage there had been a child. Then the claims of husband, family and friends made a career hard to justify, especially since money was not an issue.




* * *





 The screen test was promising and Shagun was chosen to appear as a mother in a thirty-second film. When they wanted a child, she suggested her son, and he too was taken. In one week, the exhilaration was over, but not over was the intensity of Ashok’s gaze as he dropped in on the studio to see how it was going.


She put the visit down to the perfectionism she had heard so much about, but when he asked her to coffee, her pleasure was mixed with fear.


Had he been a home-grown Indian and not the boss, she would have found a way to refuse, but this man had been imported from abroad and she did not want to seem unsophisticated. So she went for coffee, and in the spirit of sophistication, dispassionately revelled in the admiration emanating from him, knowing she was still in a role, and it was nice to play away from home.


He encouraged her to talk. Once, she said, she had got modelling offers that might have led to screen tests, but then she had married very young and there had been the inevitable children. Now she was too old to start in films, but with so many new TV channels, and with countless soaps on offer she might have a chance once this ad was released?


Yes, an ad might open up opportunities. He was acquainted with someone who worked with Asha Kakkar, queen producer of practically every sob-inducing serial; would she like him to make a few enquiries? If she gave him her phone number he could get in touch with her directly should something materialise. Nervously she wrote her number down, then watched him insert the chit carefully into his wallet. He would do his best, but she was not to be disappointed if nothing came up. 


Of course not, that was understood, she murmured.


He grinned dazzlingly at her. If anyone deserved to be in films it was the woman sitting before him, he said.




*





A week later found her in his house, after he had phoned about needing advice on furnishings.


Did you manage to get any information about the TV series? she asked as he opened the door, visions of the casting couch flooding her mind. Ashok Khanna didn’t seem that type of man, but you never knew.


I have asked my friends, they will get back to me. But I must tell you, it will be necessary to relocate to Bombay if you are serious. It’s unfeasible to think of an acting career from Delhi.


In that case, asked Shagun, was it not possible for Raman to be posted there?


He did not answer, and she wondered whether her question was too unprofessional to merit attention. She looked at him anxiously, he looked back unsmiling, she lowered her eyes and asked about the furnishings.


He showed her some nondescript beige drapes, did she think he should change the fabric?


Silk would look much better, she replied; these were a polyester mix, that’s why they seemed on the shiny cheap side. There was a shop in Khan Market that sold excellent stuff, expensive but with tailoring thrown in. Who had done his decorating, by the way?


Obviously someone who didn’t know very much. Now would she like some coffee, he wanted to get to know her, did she think that was permissible?


A giggle that sounded idiotic even to her ears. Of course it was permissible, she said. He made the coffee himself – there was not a single servant about, which seemed strange to her.


Not yet used to having them underfoot all the time, he explained. Though he’d grown up in India, he’d lived abroad for the past twenty-five years. But he wanted to hear more about her: what did she do with herself, how did she spend her day?


She was an ordinary woman, why did he want to know? He asked her to guess and as she blushed self-consciously he proceeded with his own history that had led him to this place, this sofa, talking to her.


Later she was to discover he had a strong sense of the significance of his own presence. But was it any wonder? Apparently he had been successful since the day he was born. And ever since he had joined The Brand, fresh out of Harvard Business School, the company had responded to his devotion with equal commitment.


Anecdotally he mentioned his recent trip to Africa. People thought capitalism was heartless, they never considered the great good achieved by multinationals. When the folk he met knew he represented The Brand, they practically fell down and kissed his feet, their community work – such as the fight against AIDS – was so well known. He wanted that impact in India as well.
















III





Raman and Shagun’s marriage had been arranged along standard lines, she the beauty, he the one with the brilliant prospects.


Their first child had been born within a year. On learning of his young wife’s pregnancy, Raman had blamed himself. He should have been more careful, he wasn’t sure he was ready to be a father. He made the mistake of divulging his doubts to his mother – he hadn’t been married long enough to be wary of such confidences.


‘I really wish this hadn’t happened so soon. We need more time together,’ he started.


His mother bridled. ‘What will she do when you are in office? It is not as though you can be together night and day, particularly when you are in a travelling job.’


‘She is only twenty-two.’


‘It may interest you to know I myself was only nineteen when I had you.’


‘There was less awareness then. And if you had me at nineteen, surely that was not good for you, Mummy. You don’t want your daughter-in-law to go through the samething.’


‘Beta, it is good to have children early. By the time they settle down you are still young and free enough to enjoy.’


What she didn’t mention was that as a grandmother she imagined she would have more of a role in her son’s life. As it was she only saw him on Sundays, which just about broke her heart.


Shagun herself had no doubts. Everything was a glorious adventure, and being pregnant plunged her into the centre of all attention. She didn’t throw up once, her skin glowed, her hair shone, her husband called her a Madonna, her mother said she was fruitful like the earth, her in-laws looked proud and fed her almonds and ghee whenever they could get near her.


The birth of a boy added to her glory. She had gotten over the duties of heir-producing smoothly, there would be no need to have another child. Her son had inherited her looks and colour, a further source of gratification.


To Raman’s amazement her figure resumed its girlish curves, leaving only breasts that were more abundant. She now looked like those ideal women described in the Kama Sutra, their hair like a cloud of bees, their breasts like mountains of honey, their eyes like those of a deer, a waist that could be spanned by his two hands (well almost), a belly that folded over in three flat folds, and a walk that was like an elephant’s. When he told her this she laughed and said you now have a private zoo.




*





These were the good years. Raman was doing well at work, his creativity at IndiaThinkTank was recognised by bonuses and awards. A happy moment with a Foot Fetish shoe ad had made his name. All that lies between you and the … various imaginative scenarios followed. He had taken special care with the visuals. Small feet, beautifully shod, stepping daintily across desert sands, rainwater puddles, muddy river banks, even the Arctic tundra. Who cared about logic in an ad? It was all about evoking desire.


When The Brand re-entered India, Raman was ready for a change. He wanted more challenge, more prestige, more salary.


No one was surprised when they hired him in the marketing department at 10 lakhs a year. Shagun and Raman celebrated by going to Europe for their summer holidays. Had his parents not refused, Raman would have taken them along, but later, beta, first you establish yourself, his father had said, not wanting that money should be spent on them, especially when the exchange rate was so high. They were used to guarding family resources. 


In his new job Raman was in charge of Mang-oh!, a duty that took him up and down the country. It was a huge leap in status and responsibility, but as his time away from home increased, Shagun began to protest. ‘But what to do, darling? We have to create brand awareness in every corner of the country. People will drink anything. The Rival is paying crores to film stars to endorse their products. Our sales figures have to outstrip theirs.’


So, money-swollen film stars were getting even more swollen, while her poor hard-working husband had to be content with 10 lakhs a year. Since Raman had moved to The Brand, Shagun had heard of salaries that at one time seemed unimaginable – 40 – 50 – 60 lakhs a year, plus bonuses. Anything seemed possible if you worked hard enough. India was becoming a meritocracy, connections were no longer necessary for success.


Their lives assumed the pattern of so many in their set. Weekends with family, friends, clubs and parties. Weekdays shopping, restaurants, children afternoon and evening, nights drinks and parties. From time to time a book was read and knowledge of it displayed.




*





When Arjun was almost eight, Shagun found she was pregnant again. On a dearly paid holiday cruise around the islands of Hawaii, accompanied by parents (the treat of a lifetime), they fought and made up with hurried sex while Arjun was playing in the bathtub. Thus the conception.


Shagun was distraught. There might have been empty spaces in her life, but this was not how she chose to fill them.


‘Why weren’t you more careful?’


‘Is this my fault?’ 


‘You were supposed to get a vasectomy, but of course you did nothing. Too busy all the time.’


‘A lot of people have two children. What’s the big deal? We have the money, you can have all the help you want.’


‘It’s not that. I’ll be thirty, Arjun is just becoming independent, I don’t want to start all over again. Always tied to a child, is that what you want?’


He stared at her, deeply offended. He was the most committed father he knew, on holidays and weekends devoting himself to his son, giving his wife the break she needed. Another child could only be a blessing, and maybe he would get the daughter he longed for.


He was leaving the next evening for Bareilly, by the time he came back things would have settled down. One precaution he did take, though. Before he left he phoned his mother-in-law: please look after her, she is in a delicate condition, still somewhat upset, and I am worried.


Whatever the stratagems, whether Shagun’s mother’s delight, whether Arjun’s steady demand for a brother, whether the life within made its own claims, Shagun did carry the baby to term, and gave birth to a daughter in June 1996.




*





Right from the beginning it was clear that Baby Roohi was a carbon copy of her father.


All mine, Raman joked, can’t mistake her for anybody else’s.


At least don’t draw attention to her looks, snapped Shagun, when she had heard him once too often.


Raman looked at his wife in surprise. This is not how you talk of your child, no matter who she takes after. ‘You’ll see, she will blossom into a beauty – not like you, but a beauty all the same.’ 


‘And how can you tell that?’


The father picked up the baby, now seven months old, and held her in his arms. He looked at the tiny features that held every promise of plainness. Like his own. But he was a man, this little thing would have more need of a pretty face, or life might treat her unkindly.


‘If we treat her as beautiful she will think she is beautiful, and people will judge her by the way she judges herself. So I don’t want to ever hear her called plain again.’


In Shagun’s experience beauty did not work like that, but the little child was her daughter and Raman took her silence for assent.
















IV





Indraprastha Extension, located in East Delhi across the river Jamuna, was an area furrowed with housing societies, and the poorer colonies devoted to servicing them. Tiny shops and roadside vendors intruded slyly into the chaotic traffic as rickshaws, cyclists, cars, scooters, pushcarts, buses and pedestrians jostled for space on the crowded roads. Also known as Patparganj, here lay the hope of many of the salaried middle classes to own a home of their own.


Swarg Nivas was one of the largest housing societies in the area. Planned in blocks of six, the three A blocks in front had the larger flats, while the B blocks behind were smaller and cheaper. Three fenced-in gardens, lined with benches, divided the two sections. At the corner in the front was a small grocery store, the society offices and a little temple.


Here lived the brothers Kaushik, Raman’s father and uncle, in flats that attested to the uncle’s business acumen. He was a lawyer, and it was through one of his clients in the eighties that he had heard about the Swarg Nivas Co-operative Housing Society while still a dream on paper.


Knowing that you can’t go wrong with real estate, Som Nath Kaushik made down payments on two flats. One in A block for himself, one in B block for his younger brother, Shiv Nath, who as an engineer in the PWD had to operate under the constraints of a government salary and honesty.


Each of the brothers had one son, with seven years between them. In Nandan’s time things were not quite so competitive; with a minimum of study, he managed to qualify for law college. Once he got his LLB, he started sharing his father’s office in the evenings, while working from slightly larger premises in the Tees Hazari grounds during the day.


He agreed to marry the first girl his parents showed him. Rohini was a niece of his mother’s sister’s husband, home-loving, pleasant features, medium height, nice smile. When she produced twins, Aditya and Abhilasha, the family was joyfully complete, and her charms further enhanced.


Raman meanwhile excelled in studies from an early age. His mother grew ambitious for him, as without any coaxing, he stood first year after year. He will be an engineer, she decided, only in a better position than his father, who all his life has had his talents wasted. In class XI she put him into a local coaching group, and for the next two years Raman attended school in the morning, coaching in the afternoon, then did the homework of both. When he cleared the entrance exam for IIT, his father insisted that it was all due to his elder brother’s blessings, making an imaginative leap his wife didn’t even begin to understand.


She didn’t think there was any need to be quite so grateful, even though she was privy to the sums the older brother lent the younger. But she hated feeling this obliged.


When you are older, she told her son, you will earn more than all of them put together. They think because they have helped us with this flat we have yet to see, they have done something great.


Raman heard her without attention. He was still a student and for him the future was limited to the next exam.




*





Raman spent the next five years in IIT swotting. Then another two years of even greater toil in IIM, Ahmedabad, to finally land a job at IndiaThinkTank with a six-figure annual salary. His long hours, and the distances he had to travel, made it convenient for him to live with other corporate trainees in a flat near his office.


When he celebrated his twenty-seventh birthday, his parents decided it was time he marry.


I will ask Bhabhi to look for a bride, said Mr Kaushik, she has done such a good job with Rohini. Fits in perfectly. Such lovely children too.


But the mother wanted somebody with a little more class. Raman had a corporate job, the wife would need to look after his interests socially. While not disagreeing with her husband she quickly spread the word far and wide. Among its recipients was a cousin twice removed, living in Alaknanda.




*





Ami knew a neighbour’s daughter, third-year college. The mother, a widow, vetted Raman’s credentials, scrutinised his photograph and then allowed the young people to meet.


It took exactly a minute for Raman to fall in love. Two months of courtship followed before Shagun consented to marry him. His parents were then formally introduced to the girl.


How stunningly beautiful she is, realised a frightened Mrs Kaushik, can such a woman really be a homemaker?


She voiced her apprehensions to her son, knowing it was too late, cursing the modern need to love before marriage.


‘Uff Ma, she is still in college – what do you want? That she spend all her time in the kitchen?’


‘Even after you marry, I do not see this woman in the kitchen.’


Neither did Raman, but he did not care. If he could have her in his bed, what did the kitchen matter?


Mrs Kaushik could see there was no point saying anything to her son – he had a slack-jawed moronic look when it came to any discussion of his future after marriage.


Shagun herself had romantic visions of the two of them running their house on their own. Raman hadn’t lived with his parents since he started work, it was too far, too inconvenient. Why should those reasons still not apply?


Whereas Mrs Kaushik had always considered her son’s living arrangements temporary. As an only child she expected that his marriage would at last augment their tiny family. Knowing this, Mr Kaushik made an attempt to bring the boy closer.


‘Nandan has put down a deposit for a flat in the building, he and his parents will be across the hall from each other once the apartments are finished,’ he told Raman. ‘You can do the same.’


‘How many years ago were you promised this thing?’


‘Such a big project – delays will take place. Now they are saying 1990. Latest.’


‘That’s three years away – ridiculous. If the corporate sector did things like this, nobody would get anywhere.’


‘That’s not the point. If nothing else it is a sound investment. People are already selling the 3-lakh flats for 6, but still you can afford it. You will be eligible for a good loan. When the new bridge is built it won’t even take long to reach work.’


‘I am not sure I see us in Swarg Nivas, Papa,’ said Raman slowly. ‘It is very far from Shagun’s mother, and you know she is all alone.’


‘Arre, she can always come to visit. Then she will be close to all of us. Once you have your flat there, you will be both independent and nearby.’


‘If I rent a bigger house, we can stay together in South Delhi,’ said Raman, valiantly trying to do his duty.


This possibility seduced his father for a moment, but only a moment. A pretty daughter-in-law, the son dancing attendance on her, an angry disappointed mother, such a situation would lead to daily tension. Perhaps it was better to change his expectations of their joint family life right now. Not every couple were Rohini and Nandan, so willing to adjust.


‘Beta, your uncle has helped me so much with this flat, thinking we will all be together. How much we have planned and dreamt. Once Swarg Nivas is ready we should live there,’ he said slowly. ‘But perhaps you are right. It is not good to start your marriage caught between wife and mother. All we want is your happiness.’


Raman looked at the slight man before him, his heavy glasses, his thin grey hair. It was quite apparent he had altered his own ideas to accommodate the conflicting interests of those he loved. He bent to touch his father’s feet. ‘May we always have your blessings, Papa, that is all we want.’




*





Mrs Kaushik was devastated when it became clear that her separation from her son was to be permanent.


‘Why won’t they come to Swarg Nivas? What about my grandchildren?’ she wailed.


‘When they come, we will see,’ said her husband sternly. ‘In the mean time you will have plenty to occupy you with Rohini’s children.’


A niece-in-law’s children could never be like her own, though she was not allowed to think so, her husband expecting a saintliness of which she was not capable. To her grief after all these years he always seemed to be engaging with some quite other person.


Forced into being a spectator of her son’s life, Mrs Kaushik had to make a virtue of necessity. Soon everybody knew how they did not believe in hanging around their child’s neck, though actually that was all she had ever wanted to do.


Raman insisted on a weekly visit to his parents. Shagun was always careful to demonstrate daughter-in-law devotion. From time to time she complained to her husband, ‘Your mother hates me,’ but this was only because she wanted him to see how magnanimous she was. Raman did not respond to her comments. He knew his mother expected respect, deference and love from her daughter-in-law plus an undisputed supremacy in her little grandson’s heart, all of which she was never going to get.


In 1991, the Swarg Nivas Co-operative Housing Society complex was finally ready. Nandan had a flat of his own across from his parents. The elder Kaushiks put a grille across the passage, black granite tiles on the walls and floor of their section of the corridor and hung a small chandelier with dangling crystal pendants in the middle. The door between their two flats was kept open all day long. The children dashed from room to room; Rohini declared she thought she was living in a palace, her new home was so grand, leading her mother-in-law to quickly circle her head with a green chilli and put it in the fire to counter the effect of the evil eye.


The happy togetherness in her brother-in-law’s family showed Raman’s mother how much she was missing and she took this knowledge badly, blaming her daughter-in-law for the loneliness she felt.
















V





Mrs Sabharwal, Shagun’s mother, got along excellently with Raman. For twelve years he had been more son than son-in-law. Shagun sometimes said you two are like lovebirds, making the mother uncomfortable at her daughter’s understanding of the tenderness between them.


After all these years she still remembered the instinctive sense of relief that came upon her when she first saw him. Ami had already declared Raman steady, sober, an excellent wage earner, Punjabi and twenty-seven. In appearance he was good-looking, complexion wheatish, a lovely open smile, handsome white teeth, medium height with just the tiniest paunch and a head of thinning hair. She hoped Shagun was not going to fuss about that. Sensitive from the start, he had put her at ease, voluntarily supplying all the information a mother might need, carrying out his own interview as it were.


IIT – Delhi, IIM – Ahmedabad, graduated in ’84, been recruited on campus for this job with IndiaThinkTank, India’s number-one advertising agency, 5 lakhs had been the starting salary, the annual bonus handsome. He was responsible for ensuring customers remained satisfied, converting even the uncertain into the firm’s loyal clients. As Raman talked, Mrs Sabharwal’s understanding skipped away from his words and made straight for his heart. Clearly he was a sincere company worker, hard-working, ambitious, obviously talented. The man radiated dependability.


The more she got to know Raman, the more secure she felt. He was punctual to the minute, coming over with fruit, chocolate, biscuits, cake, cheeses, just small things, he claimed, but she knew how much time and effort they must have cost, especially since he preferred foreign brands. When he took Shagun to see a film he always bought a ticket for her as well, to assure her that she was not losing a daughter, but gaining a son. His words were backed by actions that shone in her imagination as large as he had intended.


Once the couple were engaged, Raman became even more indispensable. ‘Now you have me,’ he told Mrs Sabharwal, as he took care of her bills, as he dealt with recalcitrant plumbers and electricians, as he replaced her carpenter with a better one, as he helped with the wedding arrangements, talked to the caterer, talked to the pandit, beat the prices down. Everything he did was an indication of the great joys to come once he was properly part of the family.


The years of struggle and misery that had followed Mr Sabharwal’s death were drawing to a close. A man was coming into the house, he would be the buffer between them and the world.


‘Beta, such a good match,’ the mother couldn’t help repeating, ‘so reliable he is, you will never have to worry about a thing. Your life will be comfortable, secure and safe.’


Shagun smiled prettily, happy to be the cause of so much solicitude. She graduated from Jesus and Mary College and put away her books with relief. She hadn’t really liked studying though she had done reasonably well. She was looking forward to the freedom marriage would provide.




* * *





During her eleven years of marriage, many men had looked at Shagun, looked and looked, but none had ventured across the boundary line of matrimony. She had a settled air about her, weighed down as she was by her home, her son and eventually her daughter.


Later she decided she must have been unhappier than she realised. She had been brought up to marry, to be wife, mother and daughter-in-law. She had never questioned this destiny, it was the one pursued by everyone she knew.


Soon after she met Ashok Khanna she grew certain that he was trying to seduce her. It was when she told her first lie, a lie of omission concerning the cup of coffee, that she became complicit in those efforts. From then on, a curtain was drawn between her normal life and another secret one, more charged than anything she had previously known.


In the beginning it was wonderful, her sense of power experienced differently now that she was thirty-two. She was the mature one, he the child, helpless with passion.


‘Why do you want me?’ she asked at times, puzzled by his certainty when things were so complicated.


‘Don’t ask, I just do.’


‘Is it that simple?’


His fingers twisted the lock of hair falling over her cheek, his arm circled her body. She felt more real to him than any woman he had known; why that was, he could not say, but she was his other half, the half he had been seeking all his adult life.


‘That’s what happens when you don’t marry till middle age,’ she teased. ‘You’ll get over it – just like you got over all the others.’


‘Never.’


She half wished he wasn’t so sure.


‘What are you thinking?’ he asked, trying to penetrate the gaze that went beyond him.


Of Roo.


He was jealous. He tried to participate in all her concerns, but his experience with children was negligible and he could offer little of substance.


What about Roo?


I know it’s a bit early, but it will be easier for me to meet you if I admit her in playschool. There is one in our neighbourhood. It will do her good to learn some independence. Unfortunately her father is bound to object.


She had stopped using her husband’s name. It seemed too intrusive.


Follow your instincts, darling, I am sure whatever you do will be right.


Umm.




* * *





Raman did object. His wife must be out of her mind. The child was only one and a half. He didn’t think any school would take her. Also it was the middle of winter. Young children fell sick easily when exposed to groups.


Their paediatrician always said such sicknesses increased immunity, his wife pointed out. Children can’t be protected like that. Besides, this wasn’t a regular school but one especially designed for very young children. Just two hours a day. Playing. That is all they do.


Why couldn’t she play at home?


She needed to get along with other kids. She was very clingy.


At her age surely that was to be expected? She needed her mother. Enough time for independence when she grew.


And Raman would not budge from his position.




*





What happened about Roo’s school? asked the lover.


He is not agreeing. Fussing about winter. Colds, infections, that kind of stuff.


How old did you say she was?


One and a half. Her birthday’s in June.


They fell silent. Ashok out of ignorance, Shagun because of having to remind Ashok how old her daughter was. This caused her a very brief insight – which she quickly ignored – as to what it would be like to live with a man who was not the biological father of her children.


School is not the only solution. There are others. You have to think out of the box, said Ashok finally.




* * *





Ever since Ashok Khanna had taken an interest in Mang-oh! Raman’s performance had improved. Together they had worked out an increase of the non-CSD (carbonated soft drink) profits by at least 1 per cent.


Untapped markets had a lot of potential, said Shagun knowledgeably, when Raman told her of these projected figures.


Did she know what 1 per cent represented? he asked, surprised at her commercial turn of speech.


Whatever it represented, she was absolutely sure he could do it.


When he returned from his tours, prettiness flowed from her, generously, like a replenished mountain stream after the snow has melted in summer. And he, of course, delighted in the attempts she made to please him. It was a point of honour that she should never feel he took her for granted.


The reward for all the hard work was going to be the bonus that would make their projected England World Cup trip as special as it could possibly be. He would fly both of them business class, he would give her an unlimited shopping allowance. His absence would be compensated.


Eight couples were going to travel together, and there was much to decide: which matches to buy tickets for, which places needed to be seen, which relatives to venture towards.




*





The Mang-oh! ad had been dubbed into several Indian languages, and offers were coming for Shagun to act in other films.


‘I have to go to Bombay,’ she told Raman. ‘To do a screen test for Nestlé.’


He looked at her, bright, restless and reaching beyond the home.


‘I’ll come with you.’


‘What about the children? No, I will manage.’


When she came back, Raman asked how it had gone, but she could not answer satisfactorily. Apparently she had had to wait for a long time, she had been paired with a child she instinctively disliked, her screen test had been disappointingly short, and they had given no immediate assurances.


What she really needed was a portfolio.


‘What about the children?’


‘What has that got to do with anything?’


Nothing, but one thing could lead to another. He didn’t trust the world when it came to his wife.


‘You don’t wish me to have a life of my own?’


‘I never interfere in anything you want to do.’


‘All these years there was nothing I particularly cared for.’


‘Shagu, what are you saying?’


Her face twisted, and she turned her head away. ‘Oh, forget it.’


Raman did not know what to think. When things were not right between Shagun and himself it felt as though the centre of his world was hollow. Yet the demands of his work forced him to be away long hours, thinning the connection between them.


He turned to his parents.


‘I’ll be travelling more than usual in the next few months.’


‘Hai Ram,’ said his mother. ‘What do they want? Your life’s blood? These days you are looking so tired. If you fall sick then who will be there for you?’


Raman refused to rise to this bait, dangled over him these past twelve years, of an uncaring wife and him a self-sacrificing overworked provider.


‘Ma, don’t you understand? I am involved in a very important campaign.’


The mother, being the mother, persisted with unworkable solutions.


‘Why don’t you go for a holiday, beta? Let someone else do the work. Is there no one in that whole organisation but you?’


‘I am the Mang-oh! man, you know that. How can anyone else take my brief?’


The father said, ‘Do not worry, beta. We will look after Shagun and the children. What are parents for, after all?’




*





Later, they commented on how drawn and pale their son looked. He was so reluctant to worry them, it was impossible to ever figure out what the matter was. They could only suffer anxiety as they guessed at his life.


Helping out their daughter-in-law while her husband was away was easier said than done. They did appear at her doorstep unannounced as he had suggested, but he had also suggested a warm welcome. This was not forthcoming.


‘Beta, Raman said it is hard for you to manage alone,’ they offered in explanation, ‘in fact he was very insistent we come.’


‘It was unnecessary for Raman to put you to so much trouble; I have always managed alone.’


‘He even fixed this evening time. Said you would be home with the children.’


‘Then he fixed it without informing me. I would have made other plans if I had known. Just now I am going out. My mother is waiting at Priya.’


‘Priya? The movie hall?’


‘Yes. The children are very keen to see a film.’


‘Where are they?’


‘With her.’


The thought of Mrs Sabharwal waiting with her grandchildren in a cinema complex, while Shagun was for some reason at home, was a strange one. Equally strange that their daughter-in-law, instead of including them in the expedition, should be ushering them politely out. They had travelled across Delhi for nothing and the car AC wasn’t even working. Dispirited, they drove back.




*





‘Imagine – he told his parents to check on me.’


‘Poor bugger, he must be sensing something.’


‘He likes to feel he is very sensitive.’


‘And he isn’t?’


‘Why are you taking his side? Do you want me to stay with him?’


He tried to gather her in his arms but she pulled away and looked at him uncertainly.


‘You know what I want,’ he said.


‘How do I know you are not lying?’


‘Try me. This situation is not good for anybody.’


By now she had understood that he was a man of narrow and intense passions, one who lived, slept and ate business. For the first time in his life he claimed he had found someone to put above his work. A bottle of Mang-oh! and thou, that were Paradise enow, he said.


What was ‘enow’?


Archaic English for enough. Learned it in school.


You were taught about Paradise enow?


Yup.


And you remember?


Everything I learnt.


She traced the silvering hair at his temples with her finger. ‘And what are you learning now – here – with me? How to make a married woman love you?’


‘How to get the married woman to follow her heart as quickly as possible.’


‘You know that’s not going to happen.’


‘I know no such thing. Why is it so unthinkable?’


‘I can’t just leave, I can’t – don’t ask me – go if you like, but please don’t ask me.’


‘Darling, we have to talk about this.’


‘Why? Why can’t we just go on as we are?’


‘Because I want you with me for ever, not just while I am in India.’


She cupped her hands around his face, and drew the full mouth to her own. ‘You should have thought of that earlier,’ she murmured.


‘Yes, I should have. But who can think when you are around?’


She loved the hoarseness of his voice that came after they kissed, the closed eyes, the tense brow, the broad white hands that pressed her close.


‘So? Who is asking you to think?’


‘I wish it wasn’t necessary, but this situation is not going to improve on its own.’


He was impatient with any problem – worrying it till a solution emerged. She knew that of him by now.


When she turned inwards where her life was waiting to be examined, she blamed Raman for her predicament, thinking of the years she had been satisfied with his lovemaking, tender, attentive, pedestrian, as so much wasted time.


Through her twenties she had presumed herself content, knowing she had much to be thankful for, healthy children, comfort, money.


Now the destroyer was in her heart, threatening what she had once held dear. All her energy was spent in keeping secrets. She had to be constantly vigilant, continuously invent excuses, convincingly justify absences from home, phone calls, even a preoccupied expression.


Ashok too was thoughtful. Many times he wished that he and her husband were not working in the same company. It was an obvious conflict of interest, and it needed to be resolved. He wanted Shagun and he wanted to clear the hell out of Delhi. Maybe relocate in Gurgaon – or go to Bombay.


He hated subterfuge of any kind, the feeling that he had something to hide made him vulnerable. His position would be hard to explain once it came out into the open, as it inevitably would.


As soon as he possessed her, this strange hiatus in his life would be over, and he would be able to focus better on his Indian mission, that is, help the company recover the millions it had invested.
















VI





It was Mrs Sabharwal who first realised something was wrong. It started with Raman’s departure, a usual event, but one of deep concern to the mother-in-law.


‘Beta, did he go off all right?’


Shagun snorted. Here she was talking about her portfolio and all her mother could think of was whether her husband had managed to catch a plane. Which any birdbrain could do.


‘Why are you always so worried about Raman? You should be the one married to him, not I.’


‘Is this any way to talk about your husband?’


Such useless questions. That was the trouble with mothers. Their eyes were like those of a lynx, their gaze tried to pierce your being, their interference in your life knew no limits.


Mrs Sabharwal was thinking. Did her daughter’s indifference to Raman’s welfare suggest a deeper malaise? Shagun was too innocent, that was the trouble, and her husband too busy. Always travelling, leaving a young wife largely to her own devices.


Shagun raised her marvellous green eyes, eyes that established her as a rarity from the moment of her birth. ‘Why can’t I talk of my husband in any way I like?’


‘Has anything happened? Tell me.’


‘Nothing.’


‘You and the children should stay with me for a few days while he is away. I hardly see you. Whenever I phone, you are out.’


The daughter looked through the window at the two feet of cemented space next to the gate of her old home. Here her mother’s plants surrounded by concrete on all four sides slowly wilted and gradually died. The pots that contained these pathetic specimens were chipped. Yesterday’s storm had broken some of them, exposing white, densely intersecting roots, raw against the mud.


‘You know I can’t just leave, Mama. There is the children’s routine and the household.’ 


The logical thing to do would be to invite the mother to her place, but for this Mrs Sabharwal had to wait another two days, and then it was worse than not being called at all.


‘Mama, please come and stay – I have to go out of town.’


‘Good heavens, why?’


‘You remember my friend – the one who settled down in Bareilly?’


Mrs Sabharwal remembered no such friend – but her memory was bad and she said nothing.


‘Well, Mama, do you? Anyway, they have just discovered her husband has cancer – poor man, he is only in his late thirties, she called me in a total flap, they have to go right away to Bombay – and she has asked me if I can come – only till her parents manage to get there – so can you, Mama? Just for the weekend – two nights? Not even two days? I’ll be leaving tomorrow afternoon.’


There were many things Mrs Sabharwal didn’t know, many, many. Why you had to go to Bombay if you had cancer, who Shagun’s friends were, and whether they were married in Bareilly or not. But she could read the minutest change in her daughter’s voice and now suspicion unwillingly filtered through her mind as she agreed to spend the time required with her grandchildren in their mother’s absence.




*





Once in Shagun’s house she was reassured. The children were as loving as ever, the servants gave no dubious replies to any of her oblique questions. But when Shagun returned two days later, the glow on her face, the radiance emanating from her made the mother’s alarm wearily rise to do more duty. 


She might as well rush in where angels fear to tread. ‘Who is he?’ she asked.


Shagun blushed. ‘What are you talking about, Mama?’


‘You weren’t really in Bareilly, were you?’


‘Of course I was. Phone Rita – I can give you her number – and ask her.’


‘Phone a stranger to enquire about my daughter? No thank you.’


‘Mama – if you don’t trust me, you shouldn’t have agreed to come. I am tired now – and I want to spend time with the children. I am sure they missed me more than you did.’


Quietly Mrs Sabharwal left the house. Her intuition made her wretched. She would have given anything to not know that Raman was no longer the centre of Shagun’s life. For the first time in twelve years, she felt irritated with him. He must be to blame in some way, her daughter would not jeopardise her home so easily. If that was not true, her life’s work had failed.




*





All night Mrs Sabharwal tossed and turned, desolately seeking sleep. The electricity went. The inverter came on, and with it the fan. Again and again Raman’s face rose before her with all the urgency of a threatened species. Was this her fault in some way? Since her teens, Shagun had had an infinite number of unsuitable boys after her – she had needed to ensure her daughter’s safety before the fruit was snatched and a tender life ruined. Raman was the antidote to every fear.


All that anxious care had apparently served no purpose. This was a worse situation to be in. Such transgressions seldom remained hidden. Some servant, some overheard phone call, some casual reported encounter. Raman might resort to violence against his wife, hard to imagine, but till yesterday it had also been hard to imagine her daughter going astray. And what about Raman’s safety? Stories of lovers murdering husbands appeared regularly in the newspapers.


She got up to start reciting the Gayatri Mantra, praying for protection for her daughter and grandchildren. She prayed for Raman too as she had done all these years. How often had she told him that he was better than any son because she would never lose him to a wife. Now a wife was coming between them.




*





Next morning found her at her daughter’s door. ‘Why do you want to destroy my peace?’ she demanded. ‘You have to tell me who he is. What kind of person will take you away from your husband, such a good man?’


‘You always take his side.’


‘You never said that was a problem.’


‘I was so young, what did I know?’


‘You were of marriageable age, twenty-one, same as me.’


‘Have you come all the way to tell me this?’


‘Does he suspect? He must know – or guess – something at least.’


Shagun stared at her mother. Her face was drawn and tense, her hair dishevelled, her sari crumpled, the blouse even less matching than usual. For twelve years her mother had praised Raman for being the son she never had. Now she looked as though she had lost a child.


‘If I tell you, you will get more upset,’ she said, ordering the maid to make lemonade with lots of lemon and sugar the way Naani liked it, and to also bring the pista, still unlocked after last night’s drinks. 


No, no, let the pista be, it will be too heating in this weather.


The daughter paid no attention. Her mother loved pista, and denied herself routinely. ‘If men can have pista with drinks that are already heating, you can have it with your lemonade, which is cooling.’


‘Shagu, I couldn’t sleep all night. What will happen to you? To the children? And Raman? His family is everything to him.’


‘Mama, stop going on. It is hard enough as it is. Am I to stay married to Raman because you love him so much?’


That would not be a bad idea, thought the mother, but she said nothing. Her daughter looked perfect in her pale lavender embroidered organdie kurta with the purple salwar and chunni. Her small white feet were in delicate beaded jutti. She wore amethyst earrings, pale pink nail polish, purple glass bangles on one arm, a dainty gold watch on the other. The mother noticed a tiny diamond set in the dial. ‘Did he give you that watch?’ she asked.


The daughter nodded, her blush rising from neck to face as she remembered his insistence that she carry a token of their love into her house: jewellery was too conspicuous, a watch had seemed ideal.


Mrs Sabharwal renewed her attack. She promised not to blame, she would only try and understand.


Shagun wrapped her arms around her, whispered how sorry she was, really she hadn’t wanted to do anything to hurt her husband, she too was afraid, but now this thing had happened, she was already more deeply in love than ever in her life, more ecstatic, more miserable. She knew what her mother felt about Raman, but she herself didn’t care if she lived or died. 


What choice did the mother have? She had to agree to keep silent, without having accomplished her goal of making Shagun follow the path of virtue. Now she was an accomplice to the crime. Society could point its finger at her and say, she knew and did nothing. How would it look? she blurted, and her daughter replied, ‘Look to who?’


To God, how will it look to God?, but this was not a response that would influence Shagun.




*





Raman, for marketing reasons which Shagun found incomprehensible, had just returned from Singapore, and was anxious to distribute presents of cutlery sets, perfume and chocolate to both sets of parents. Shagun knew how transparent her mother was, and till her news had lost the capacity to shock, tried to postpone going to Alaknanda.


‘So much chocolate is bad for her,’ she said, looking at the small sack of Lindt Assorted.


‘She loves the stuff.’


‘Doesn’t mean she should eat it.’


‘Has something happened?’


‘No.’


‘Then? Why deprive Ma of a little chocolate? Besides, you wouldn’t want your husband to visit his mother-in-law empty-handed.’


The visit was made, during which Shagun had to endure her mother’s awkward behaviour. To have the knowledge she did and behave normally was practically impossible for Mrs Sabharwal.


‘Ma, are you all right?’ asked Raman, noticing the frown, sensing the worry.


‘A slight headache,’ she quavered. 


‘Maybe you should take Belladonna 200,’ said Raman. Since the birth of his children he had dabbled in homeopathy.


‘Thank you, beta.’


‘Do you still have the bottle I gave you?’


‘Yes, don’t worry about me, beta.’


‘It’s nothing, don’t fuss. You know she gets a headache sometimes,’ said Shagun curtly.


‘Shagu, I don’t think we can call Ma’s pain nothing. The headache could be an indication of some deeper malady. Homeopathy is a holistic medicine.’


‘Beta, please, I am fine – just a little tired.’


Raman was forced to be content. Afterwards Shagun pointed out to her mother, who needed help in these matters, did she notice what a fusspot her husband was being? Going on about the headache, boring, predictable, she must have heard that stuff about holistic medicine a hundred thousand times.


How could Mrs Sabharwal find Raman’s care boring? Comforting was how she saw it. If this was being scorned by his wife, what was left?


Her headaches increased.







OEBPS/9780571274031_cover_epub.jpg
HOW FAR
WOULD YOU GO
TO POSSESS THE
ONES YOU LOVE?

From the prize-winning author of
The Immigrant and Home

Manju Kapur

‘A novel that

is true to the
universal angst of
modern marriage
..« heartrending
-.,:11111'[5 ahahcxtyf






OEBPS/faber_and_faber_logo_online.png
fi

Jaber and faber





