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Chapter I





Astha was brought up properly, as befits woman, with large supplements of fear. One slip might find her alone, vulnerable and unprotected. The infinite ways in which she could be harmed were not specified, but Astha absorbed them through her skin, and ever after was drawn to the safe and secure.


She was her parents’ only child. Her education, her character, her health, her marriage, these were their burdens. She was their future, their hope, and though she didn’t want them to guard their precious treasure so carefully, they did, oh they did.


Her mother often declared, ‘When you are married, our responsibilities will be over. Do you know the shastras say if parents die without getting their daughter married, they will be condemned to perpetual rebirth?’


‘I don’t believe in all that stuff,’ said Astha, ‘and I think, as an educated person, neither should you.’


Her mother sighed her heavy soul-killing sigh. ‘Who can escape their duty?’ she asked, as she put in a steel almirah another spoon, sheet, sari, piece of jewellery towards the girl’s future.




*





Every day in her temple corner in the kitchen, she prayed for a good husband for her daughter.


‘You pray too,’ she insisted as they stood before the shrine on the shelf, ordinarily hidden by curtains made from an old silk sari border, woven through with gold so pure that if the cloth was burnt, the metal would emerge in a little drop.


Astha obediently closed her eyes to delicious images of a romantic, somewhat shadowy young man holding her in his strong manly embrace.


‘Are you praying?’ asked the mother suspiciously.


‘Of course I’m praying,’ replied the daughter indignantly, ‘you never trust me.’


To prove her sincerity she fixed her gaze firmly on Krishna, Krishna the one so many had adored. He would send her marriage, love and happiness. She fingered the rope of tiny pearls around his image. On either side were miniature vases with fresh jasmine buds. There was also a picture of Astha’s dead grandparents, a little silver bell and thali, two small silver lamps which were lit every evening, while a minuscule silver incense holder wobbled next to it. Whatever meal Astha’s mother cooked was first offered to the gods before the family ate. She believed in the old ways.




*





While her father believed in the new. His daughter’s future lay in her own hands, and these hands were to be strengthened by the number of books that passed through them. At least once a day he said to her, ‘Why aren’t you studying?’


How much studying could Astha do to satisfy the man? Through her school years she never found out.


‘Where is the maths work I asked you to do?’ he would continue.


‘I haven’t finished it yet.’


‘Show me whatever you have completed.’


Sums indifferently done were produced. The father tightened his lips. The girl felt afraid, but refused to show it. She looked down.


‘You worthless, ungrateful child. Do you know how much money I spend on your education?’


‘Don’t then, don’t spend anything,’ she muttered, her own lips as tight as his.


Driven by her insolence, carelessness and stupidity, he slapped her. Tears surfaced, but she wouldn’t act sorry, would rather die than show how unloved and misunderstood she felt.


Her mother looked on and said nothing. Later, ‘Why don’t you do the work he tells you to? You can’t be drawing and painting all the time.’


‘So he hits me?’ She didn’t want her mother’s interventions, she hated her as well as him.


‘It’s his way of showing concern.’


Astha looked away.


The mother sighed. The girl was good, only she got into these moods sometimes. And how much she fiddled with brush and pencil, no wonder her father got anxious, there was no future in art. If she did well in her exams, she could perhaps sit for the IAS, and find a good husband there. You met all kinds of people in the administrative services, and the girl was not bad looking. She must tell her to frown less. Frowns mislead people about one’s inner nature.




*





The girl’s body was nurtured by walks that started every morning at five.


‘Get up, get up. Enough laziness.’


‘You will thank us later when you realise the value of exercise and fresh air.’


‘How can you waste the best part of the day? This is Brahmakaal, the hour of the gods.’


So Astha dragged her feet behind her parents’ straight backs as they strode towards the dew and space of the India Gate lawns. Her parents arranged their walk so that they would be facing the East as the sun rose, showing their respect for the source of all life, while Astha, lagging behind, refused to participate in their daily satisfaction over the lightening sky, or the drama of the sun suddenly rising behind India Gate.


When they came home they all did Pranayam together. Pranayam, in the patchy grass surrounded by a short straggly hedge outside their flat. Inhale through one nostril, pinch it, exhale through the other, pinch that, right left, left right, thirty times over, till the air in the lungs was purified and the spirit uplifted.




*





At other times Astha’s father took her for a stroll through the colony in the evenings. Away from her studies he was more amiable. He didn’t want his daughter to be like himself, dissatisfied and wasted. You have so much potential, you draw, you paint, you read, you have a way with words, you do well academically, the maths is a little weak, but never mind, you must sit for the competitive exams. With a good job comes independence. When I was young, I had no one to guide me, I did not know the value of time, did not do well in my exams, had to take this job, thinking later I can do something else, but once you are stuck you are stuck.


Here he grew silent and walked on moodily, while Astha linked her arm through his, feeling slightly sorry for him.


After her father died and experience had drilled some sense of the world into her, Astha realised how emancipated he had been. At the time she felt flattered by his attention, but bored by his words.
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The family counted their pennies carefully. Their late marriage, their daughter still to be settled, their lack of any security to fall back on, meant that their pleasures were planned with thrift firmly in the forefront. Once a month on a Sunday they went as a treat to the Bengali Market chaat shop. They gazed at the owner sitting on a narrow platform, cross-legged before his cash box, a small brass grille all around him. His dhoti kurta was spotless white, his cash box rested on a cloth equally spotless.


‘This man came from Pakistan, a refugee‚’ said the father.


‘Look at him now‚’ echoed the mother.


And the shop grew glitzier every time they came, with marble floors added, mirrors expanding across the walls, extensions built at the back and sides. The tikkis and the papri did not remain the same either, but grew more and more expensive. What was in the tikki that made him charge one rupee per plate?


‘The potatoes he must be buying in bulk, so that is only one anna worth of potato, the stuffing is mostly dal, hardly any peas, a miserable half cashew, fried in vanaspati, not even good oil, let alone ghee; the chutney has no raisins, besides being watery, and what with the wages of the waiter and the cook, the whole thing must be costing him not more than … than …’


Father, mathematician, closes his eyes to concentrate better on the price of the potato tikki.


‘Not more than eight annas, maximum‚’


‘Hundred per cent profit‚’ said the mother gloomily. ‘How much does he sell in a day? Five hundred?’


They looked around the crowded restaurant, with its tables jammed together, and the large extended section behind the sweet counters. They looked at the people being served on the road. Yes, five hundred would not be wrong.


Then they calculated eight annas multiplied by 500 made 250 rupees. And this was just on potato tikkis.


What about the papri, the kulchas, the dahi barhas, the gol gappas in spicy water, the gol gappas in dahi and chutney, the kachoris with channa, the puri aloo, the channa bhatura, the newly introduced dosas, the dry savouries, sweets, and chips that he was cunningly displaying in glass cases, what about every one of those? How much money would he be taking home at the end of just one day? To top it all, he was uneducated.


‘I could make better tikkis at home‚’ offered the mother.


Astha stared miserably at her plate of two small swollen tikkis, buried under sweet and sour chutney. Then she stared at the fat man behind the payment counter. He sat there with his paan-stained mouth, taking people’s money, opening the lid of the cash box, calmly lifting the change katoris to add to the growing piles of ones, twos, fives, tens, hundreds.


‘Do you want anything else, beti?’ asked the parents after they had eaten every crumb from their little steel plates.


‘No.’


‘Are you sure?’


‘Yes.’


‘Let’s go home then.’


‘That was a nice outing, wasn’t it?’ they said to each other as they started the old Fiat and headed back to their flat on Pandara Road.
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Over these smaller worries, loomed the larger one, their unbuilt house, the place they would go to when they retired, the shelter that lay between them and nothingness. It was towards this end that they counted every paisa, weighed the pros and cons of every purchase with heavy anxiety. From time to time they drove to the outer parts of South Delhi with dealers to look at plots. Somehow, the places they wanted to live in were always outside their budget, the places they could afford seemed wild and uninhabitable.


‘There was a time when Defence Colony too was on the outskirts of Delhi‚’ pointed out the mother. ‘Let us at least buy wherever we can‚’


‘No, Sita‚’ said the father irritably. ‘How can we live so far away from everything?’


How far do we have to go before we can afford something, thought Astha, who was forced to come on these expeditions, she couldn’t be left alone with the servant. She herself never intended to land in any house on any tiny plot they were looking at. Her husband would see to it.


Meanwhile Delhi grew and grew, and plots they had once rejected as being too far, now became part of posh and expensive colonies, and not as far as they had once thought.




*





Retirement was coming nearer, the pressure to buy was growing, when in the early sixties, ministries started forming co-operative housing societies.


‘Thank goodness‚’ grumbled Astha’s mother, ‘at least the government will do for us, what we have not been able to do for ourselves‚’


‘It’s one thing to form a co-operative housing society, another thing to get land allotted to it, and still another to build a house‚’ said the father, born pessimist. ‘In what god-forsaken corner will they allocate land to a ministry as unimportant as relief and welfare, that too you have to see‚’


‘Arre, wherever, whatever, we have to build. Otherwise you plan that after retirement we live in your ancestral palace?’


The husband looked pained at his wife’s coarseness.




*





They continued to worry. When would their housing society have land assigned to it, how many more years for the father to retire, how many more working years for the mother, how long before they had to leave this government house in the centre of Delhi, so convenient?


Once the land was allotted, how much would it cost to build, how much did they have in fixed deposits, in their provident funds, how much could they borrow, how much interest would they have to pay? After discussing all this, they allowed themselves to dream a little.


‘I will have a special place for my books‚’ said the father, ‘cupboards with glass to protect them from dust and silverfish‚’


‘I will have a big kitchen‚’ said the mother, ‘with screen windows to keep flies out, and a stainless steel sink, not like this cement one which always looks filthy. I will have a long counter, so I don’t have to unpack the mixi every time I need it. I will have a proper place to do puja, rather than a shelf‚’


‘We will have a study, maybe an extra bedroom for guests‚’ mused the father, and then they looked frightened at the money their dreams were going to cost. Maybe not a guest room, their voices trailed off.
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By the time Astha was sixteen, she was well trained on a diet of mushy novels and thoughts of marriage. She was prey to inchoate longings, desired almost every boy she saw, then stood long hours before the mirror marvelling at her ugliness. Would she ever be happy? Would true love ever find her?




*





Then the day dawned, the day Astha saw Bunty. Bunty the beautiful, Bunty whose face never left her, Bunty whose slightest word, look and gesture she spent hours nursing to death.


Bunty’s family lived in one of the bigger houses of the Pandara Road colony, a duplex with a large garden, and a roomy verandah. They were on visiting terms with Astha’s parents, the younger sister was in her school. The boy was away in Kharakvasala in the Defence Academy and now home for the holidays.


He came over with his father. Oh, how he stood out. He had glossy black hair which he wore in a small puff over a high wide forehead. His eyes were like soft black velvet, set in pale sockets over the faint blush of his cheek. And just beneath that the bluish black shadow of an incipient beard, framing a red mouth. As she stared, steady, unwavering, he felt her gaze, looked up and smiled. His teeth were small, white and uneven, and as she lost herself in them, he raised his left eyebrow slightly. She shuddered, and weakly smiled back.


Thus began her torture.


If only she didn’t see him so often, but Bunty was restless during his holidays. Boarding school, boarding college, as a result he knew few people in Delhi. He took to dropping in with his sister. There was the attraction of her devotion.


Day and night the thought of him kept her insides churning; she was unable to eat, sleep, or study. Away from him her eyes felt dry and empty. Her ears only registered the sound of his voice. Her mind refused to take seriously anything that was not his face, his body, his feet, his hands, his clothes. She found temporary relief in sketching him, sketches that were invariably too bad to be mulled over.


Hours were spent in planning accidental meetings, how to bump into him in the colony, how to cross his father on his evening walk, how to fall into enough conversation to be invited over, how to borrow a book to prolong the stay, how to fall into a faint, how to die at his doorstep.


Once in Bunty’s house she saw him pet his dog, who promptly put her paws in his lap, wagged her tail and salivated. At that moment she felt a keen shamed kinship with the animal.


She was too overwhelmed by her feelings to actually want to talk to him. To approach the site of all this wonder would be apostasy. To think that he would ever have anything to say to her was past crediting. Finally it was so unbearable, she had to tell someone.




*





Gayatri, school friend, eventual confidante, decided that this affair needed managing.


‘What have you actually done?’ she demanded.


‘Done?’ quavered Astha, immediately feeling worse instead of better. ‘Nothing‚’


‘You are such a ninny‚’ scolded Gayatri, ‘invite him to a movie.’


‘How can I?’


‘How can you?’ Gayatri stared at her. ‘There is a Charlie Chaplin film at the National Stadium next Sunday morning. Ask him if he has seen it. Go on. Give him a chance.’


Each day was now an exam, in which she failed daily. Gayatri was insistent. There had to be movement to the whole thing, otherwise she might as well not be in love. Astha was forced to admit the logic of this.


The day came when she stood tongue-tied before him, stammering out her request that the god come to a film with her and her friend.


‘Of course hell go, won’t you, Bunty beta?’ boomed his father.


‘Th-Thank-you, Uncle‚’ stammered Astha, not looking at Bunty.


Bunty seemed stiff and bored through the film. Gayatri chattered gaily in the interval, while Astha gritted her teeth and waited for the nightmare to end. Words rushed around in her head, words that would show how clever and interesting she was, but when she actually looked at him she could not speak. She wanted to never see Bunty again. She hated him. She wished his holidays would quickly end.




*





They did, and Astha grew desperate. The point of getting up every morning had been the hope that she would be able to look at him, feed on a glance, a word, a smile. Now her rich inner world would become stale with nothing new to add to the store.


‘Suggest writing. You know, like pen pals‚’ said Gayatri.


‘No.’ Suppose he laughed? Looked contemptuous?


‘What do you have to lose?’


‘Why should he write to me?’


‘Why not? He does drop by, and you also visit him.’


Astha hesitated. ‘That means very little‚’ she pronounced finally, thinking of those visits, the long pauses, she pulverised with emotion and Bunty shifting about in his seat, saying from time to time, ‘So what’s new?’


Gayatri pressed home her point.


‘He does talk to you, and objectively speaking, you’re not bad looking. You have no figure, but your features are sharp, you have clear skin, and high cheekbones. If your hair was styled instead of pulled back, it would help, but still, it is thick and curly. You are on the short side, but tall men like short girls, that is one thing I have noticed, time and again.’ (Gayatri herself was tall.)


‘I can’t just walk up to him and say give me your address, I want to write to you.’


‘It’s not anything so great you are asking. Once you write, he will write back.’


‘He may not.’


‘Then he is no gentleman‚’ said Gayatri severely.


Eventually Astha blurted out the request, shoving her diary and pen at him.




*





She wrote, and he did reply, weeks later.


‘Who is this from?’ asked her mother, holding the letter away from her.


‘How do I know?’ demanded Astha.


She snatched the letter and tucked it into her school bag. It was from him, she knew it was. He had written.




Dear Astha,


I received your letter a few weeks back. We do not really get time to write, we are very hard worked here.


Tomorrow, I am leaving for camp. There is much work to be done; we do a lot of studies on tactics and strategy of defence and attack. We leave early in the morning, first marching 20 miles, from where we will be transported another 80 miles. At the end of it all we will land in some remote village. After lunch, which we carry, we will ‘dig-in’ for the night to carry out a defence exercise. Digging trenches in the Deccan plateau isn’t quite as easy as you might think. Each one takes 3 to 4 hours. We shall also have to climb Simhagarh, Shivaji’s famous fortress, and incidentally the highest one. At night we shall ambush and patrol, the sole difference between this and a real war being that we shall fire blank rounds at each other instead of live ones.





And so on. It was a soldier’s letter, what else had she expected? If the reality of Bunty was a little flat after her image of him, her love could take it. She re-read it all day and the days to come, till she got his next.


It turned out Bunty liked corresponding. Through the year Astha heard about his friends, the war with Pakistan, Lal  Bahadur Shashtri, his academic subjects, his service subjects, his feelings about the Indian Army in general, and cadets in particular.


And Astha, Astha was witty, clever, chatty, all the things she could not be when he was in front of her. Her writing was laced with little drawings which he found ingenious and talented. She started flirting. Letters were safe.


As the correspondence established itself, so did the mother’s suspicions.


‘Why is he writing so much to you?’ she asked every time a letter came. By this time there were two people waiting for the post, Astha and her mother.


Is it a crime?’ Astha replied.


‘You are too young to be indulging in such goings-on.’


She made it sound so sordid. What words could Astha use to a woman who saw the world in terms of goings-on?


‘There is nothing going on‚’ she said, lying with great dignity. There was no need to explain the pulpiness of her heart, the wretched and permanent knot in her stomach. No doubt her mother would consider that a going-on too. How she wished she could really be gone, gone in the arms of Bunty, who would hold her close, whisper his love, confide that her letters had made him realise she was his soulmate, they would marry after he graduated, could she wait for him.


‘You have got your exams coming‚’ went on Astha’s mother, staring hard and penetratingly at her daughter.


‘I know‚’ said the daughter, staring back just as hard.


Astha’s mother sniffed, a tight cold sniff.


Astha paid no attention. She was living in a world of her own, waiting for the holidays to come, so that she could see Bunty. It would be different now, no awkwardness or shyness. They were closer, they had shared their thoughts and feelings. Hopefully they would kiss. Where and how? She imagined the places, grew lost in her fantasies.


The holidays came. The minute the mother knew that Bunty had come, she went to his house and from then on Bunty refused to have anything to do with Astha.


For a long time she didn’t know what had happened, nor could she bear to find out. She lived in pain and anything that touched it was too much for her.




*





The night before, on the phone, she had fixed to see him, this time she would not need Gayatri. She had spent many hours thinking about her hair, her clothes, should she wear casual or formal, new or old? How should she do her hair? Up or down? Loose or tied?


Dressed in her newest churidar kameez, tight around the hips, loose around the waist, Astha went to Bunty’s house, at eleven o’clock as planned. His father met her at the door.


‘Bunty is not at home, beta‚’ he said politely, without asking her in, a slap in the face for Astha, standing awkwardly in her new churidar kameez, so tight around her hips, so loose around her waist.


‘When will he be back, Uncle?’ she managed, dread making her voice heavy. Did Bunty’s father hate her? Had Bunty said something to him? On the train home from the Defence Academy had he decided to loathe her instead of like her? Was this his way of letting her know?


‘I don’t know, beta. It is his holidays, he has so many friends and relatives to see. You can phone him some time. Bye now.’


The door was closed before she was even down the steps. No seeing her off, no nothing.


She walked home, feeling sick. The year of writing to each other, he had said he wanted to see her, had he been lying, seeing how far she would reveal her feelings in those stupid letters before he showed them to his father? How could she have forgotten the little interest he had shown in her when he was actually in Delhi? He was amusing himself, that was why he had written, now when it was time to meet he intended to drop her. How Gayatri would laugh. Was there any way she could stop being friends with Gayatri right that minute? Dump her for ever, and never see her again?


Astha had not been in the house ten minutes when Gayatri called. ‘What happened?’ she asked breathlessly, as though she had been the one waiting all these months to be kissed.


‘Oh nothing‚’ said Astha airily, through gritted teeth.


‘Nothing? What do you mean nothing?’


‘It’s very sad. One of his uncles died, and he has to go to Bombay immediately with the whole family.’


‘But why didn’t he tell you?’


‘There wasn’t time to write.’


‘Odd‚’ said Gayatri after a pause. ‘He might have met you for a few seconds alone. After all those letters.’


‘I’m telling you there wasn’t time‚’ said Astha her voice rising.


‘Oh Asu, poor you.’


‘Not at all. I found I didn’t like him so much when I actually saw him. He looked very silly. All he could say was “So what’s new”. One tends to build people up through letters.’


‘I suppose‚’ said Gayatri, sounding dissatisfied.




*





The holidays passed. Astha suffered daily. Neither drawing nor reading could engage her. Her heart felt like lead, her mind like stone. She couldn’t get Bunty on the phone, he was always out. Shyness, reticence, some shreds of self-esteem forbade her from persisting beyond politeness. No matter what had happened, he should also want to see her, if only to clear any misunderstanding. And so pride carried her through each miserable day.




*





A year later, when the pain was less, and college had made her feel more a woman of the world, she wrote, a light casual letter, ‘What happened?’


He wrote back, ‘I thought you knew. Your mother visited us the very night I arrived and told my father that I was distracting you from your studies. At the same time she asked him what my intentions were. My father thought it better if we had nothing to do with each other. Why create complications? I wish you well in life. Yours sincerely, Bunty‚’


Can one die of shame twice? Astha did. How dare her mother interfere in her friendships? But then Bunty too had given in so easily, not bothered to find out how she felt, no word, no sign.


Where was the man whose arms were waiting to hold her? Till his arrival, she would walk alone, alone in college, through corridors of happy, independent, bustling girls, through classrooms devoted to the study of English Literature, alone in the colony through the dreary lanes between the houses.


She tried to put Bunty from her mind, though once or twice when girls huddled together, heads bent in the canteen, she brought out his name experimentally, to show she too had lived and knew what love was.


‘Yes, these boys—’


‘Yes, there was someone, only last year—’


‘Yes, he was handsome—’


‘Oh, he doesn’t study here. The Defence Academy at Kharakvasala.’


‘Yes, we still meet during the holidays, nothing special from my side. I thought it better not to have a long-distance relationship, you know how it is … ’


The girls listened sceptically, how could they believe in the reality of one who was never seen hanging out at the back gate? Still, they teased her sometimes saying, ‘Astha, tell us more about Bunty‚’ and Astha cursed her need to feel part of a group by making light of something that still tightened her chest with grief.




[image: alt]





Five years after its inception the housing society of the Ministry of Relief and Welfare was awarded a piece of land across the Jamuna.


The habitual gloom on the father’s face became even more pronounced as he conveyed this news to his family. ‘Other ministries, where the bureaucrats have pull, managed to get allotments in South Delhi. But what do we get? A site across the Jamuna, where there is no water, no electricity, no markets, no bus services, no amenities, no proper roads even.’


‘Never mind‚’ consoled his wife, concealing how bitter the blow was for herself as well, so much had depended on the promised piece of land. ‘Once construction starts, things will change. Everything has to have a beginning. How much are the plots going for?’


‘How much can they go for?’ replied the father. ‘In the middle of the jungle with thugs, dacoits, and wild animals. 7-8,000 rupees.’


‘Size?’


‘225, 280, or 350 square yards.’


Their future home was going to be small and relatively cheap.




*





The lots were chosen by draw. On the appointed day, the mother said to her daughter, ‘I hope he draws a 350 plot, in the corner. There is very little difference in price.’


‘From?’ asked, the daughter languidly. She had been paying insufficient attention to the family fortunes knowing that wherever they built a house, she would not be in it.


‘Don’t you ever listen? After we are gone it will be yours.’


‘I don’t want it.’


The mother trembled with annoyance. ‘Don’t you see our lives?’ she hissed. ‘Have you still not realised the value of land, that once you have it, there is always something solid to fall back on?’


Astha looked at her mother, at the sallow skin with liver markings, at the carelessly dyed hair, black and white, at the hands gnarled from a lifetime of housework, the veins standing out on the backs, only fifty, despairing, shrivelled, and old. Her dream of a house was coming true in a way that made that dream for ever unrealisable. Her thoughts were now of 225, 280 or 350 square yards, of whether it would be near a park, or near the main road, near a market or bus stop, whether her husband would be happy there or not, because she of course could be happy anywhere.


Slowly she took her mother’s hands in her own. ‘It will be all right, Mama‚’ she said beginning to rattle off what she had heard so often. ‘Trans-Jamuna will grow, South Delhi too was once like this, it will be different once the new bridge is built. Just imagine, we will have our own house at last. A garden too.’


The mother looked at her daughter’s young hands holding her own loose-skinned bony ones.


‘Yes darling, at last‚’ she sighed heavily.




*





The father came home.


‘Well?’ asked the mother, taking his briefcase.


‘280.’


There was silence as the family digested this. 280. They were going to live on 280 square yards. But still, that was more than 225, of which there were so many.


‘There were only four 350 ones.’


‘Only four? Then naturally we won’t get one.’


The father paused before continuing, ‘One of them the President drew.’


‘I’m sure it was rigged‚’ flashed the mother.


‘God knows. It seemed fair enough. It was done in front of us all.’


‘Of course it will seem fair. These people are not children.’


They consoled themselves over tea with reflections of the general perfidy of the world, and their own inabilities to succeed in the games that were demanded of life’s players.




*





Now that they had their plot, they drove out in the direction of the wilderness to see it. Along with them was the President of the Ministry of Relief and Welfare Group Housing Society, needed to show the way.


Behenji‚’ he turned around to address Astha’s mother, sitting in the back seat with the reluctant daughter, ‘in ten years time this area will be really built up. The future of Delhi is here. How far can Delhi spread south?’


‘It is a long way around‚’ murmured Astha’s mother.


They were heading north, towards the Red Fort, beyond the ghats for burning the dead, towards Shahadra, across the old British-built double-storied bridge for cars and trains, the lone bridge across the river to east Delhi.


‘When the new bridge is completed the journey will be quicker, Behenji‚’ consoled the President. ‘Twenty minutes and you will be in Connaught Place, heart of Delhi.’


Astha’s father drove without responding to any of these remarks. The privilege of owning a plot in this godforsaken place would come as a result of belonging to a ministry in which he had felt wasted all his life. The bitterness of this kept him silent.


The roads they were now passing were potholed and badly kept, establishing kinship with the dirt roads of villages. From time to time they caught sight of a brave house standing alone.


‘People are already constructing‚’ pointed out the President.


The road got narrower and bumpier, the trails of dust bloomed larger.


‘Nirman Vihar, Swasth Vihar, and there, Preet Vihar‚’ said the President, waving his hand at the bare expanses around him. A gloomy silence filled the car, they were too old and too young to regard with excitement this particular future laid out before them.


‘Here, turn here‚’ indicated the President. They left the narrowness of the main road for an indistinguishable little lane, bumped along, turned once, and there they were. The land was dry, dusty, bare, treeless and nondescript. Asman Vihar. Sky Colony.


What had they imagined? Neat plots, lined with trees, and little lanes, waiting for owners to come and build houses? For 8,000 rupees? Were they crazy?


‘What’s that?’ asked Astha’s father pointing to a village they could see in the distance.


‘Oh, that will go, we are dealing with them‚’ said the President. ‘They think they have a right just because nobody has dislodged them so far. The land is vacant, so these villagers use it to farm. And the odd group of Gujjars roams around.’


‘Is it safe?’ trembled Astha’s mother.


‘The more people come, the safer it will be.’


‘And water, electricity connections?’


‘For water we have to dig our own tube wells. And they have promised a temporary line for electricity. It is only a matter of time when this will be like your Golf Links, Jor Bagh, or Defence Colony.’


After this trip they did not talk about their dream home anymore. They heard stories of how, in one of the lonely houses there, dacoits had broken in at night, stolen everything, and injured the owner so much that he was in a state of semi-paralysis.


When the future was taken out and aired they concentrated on the difference the new bridge would make, the changes in infrastructure that would come about once the area became more populated. When the prices went up, they could sell their plot and buy a little flat in south Delhi. They had to trust in God and wait, though with the father’s retirement only six years away, the period they could wait was limited.
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Now that Astha was in college her mother focused anxiously on their primary parental obligation. Every Sunday she scanned the matrimonial pages meticulously, pencil in hand, circling ads. Later on she would show them to the father.


‘You have to take her to the studio to get nice photos taken. One full standing, one close-up of the face.’


‘She is only in second year, Sita, for heaven’s sake. Let her finish her education at least.’


‘In the time it takes to finalise a match she will have graduated. Good boys are not to be found so easily.’


‘She has just turned eighteen. Let her be.’


‘You want her to turn out like us? Marrying in her thirties? And everybody wondering what is wrong?’


‘Let her settle down to a career, then we will see. I can’t go around begging people to marry my daughter.’


‘There is a time for everything‚’ went on the mother. ‘The girl is blossoming now. When the fruit is ripe it has to be picked. Later she might get into the wrong company and we will be left wringing our hands. If she marries at this age, she will have no problem adjusting. We too are not so young that we can afford to wait.’


Astha, eavesdropping, wondered where this stream of logic would lead. She herself had tasted love and wanted nothing of an arranged marriage, but what did her father think?


Her father refused to answer and refused to take Astha to the studio.




*





The day the mother found a suitor, was a day when Astha came home from college, tired, stinking of sweat, her bag heavy on her shoulders, her red pointed ballerina shoes pinching her feet. All she wanted was to quickly bathe, get lunch out of the way and then lose herself in the Georgette Heyer she had borrowed from a friend.


Her mother was sitting in the drawing room with a young man dressed in khaki.


‘Beti‚’ she called. ‘Come here.’


‘Coming‚’ Astha shouted back, but she didn’t like the tone of her mother’s voice. She hid behind the curtain dividing the room and listened.


Mother: ‘That was my daughter.’


Young man: ‘Does she like sports?’


Mother: ‘Very much.’


Dread filled Astha. Her mother was lying. She had somehow found a groom without a studio photo. Did her father know? She locked herself in the bathroom.


‘Astha.’


No answer.


The door rattled. ‘Come out beta. Hurry up.’


‘Why?’


‘There is someone here to meet you.’


‘Who?’


‘Someone.’


‘First you tell me.’


‘Oho. A boy.’


‘Why are you so interested in a boy meeting me now?’ asked Astha bitterly.


Bang, bang, bang – the wooden bathroom door shook against the onslaught of the mother’s rage. Astha watched the towels hanging from the hooks shudder, she heard the tap next to the toilet dripping into the tin can below it.


‘I’m not coming‚’ she shouted.


‘You don’t object to seeing boys otherwise. Suddenly you become so high and mighty, and refuse to even be polite to someone who has come all this way.’ The mother dropped her voice to wheedle, ‘Now come, what is the harm? It is just a meeting, nothing else.’


Astha stared at a tiny crack in the old wood of the bathroom door. She was about to humiliate her mother in front of a stranger. She took a deep breath. ‘I can’t‚’ she whispered hopelessly, ‘I can’t meet anyone like this.’


The mother finally gave up, leaving Astha collapsed against the bathroom door, tears falling, crying, crying for Bunty, crying for the lack of love in her barren life, crying because she didn’t want to see a dull stolid man in the drawing room who advertised for a wife and asked about sports.


She remained in the bathroom long after the suitor left. The bathroom represented her future; she had better start getting acquainted with it now.


Hours, years, later her mother banged irritably on the door, ‘He has gone, fool that I was to try and arrange anything for you, you are just like your father, thinking everything is going to happen on its own. The food has gone stone cold, you can reheat it and clear up everything after you have finished.’
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One month after this the boy appeared. In his final year of college, he was a bit older. They had been introduced by friends of friends at the University Coffee House. Like everybody they knew, they were missing classes in order to haunt these hunting grounds, their gaze sorting through the tables speculatively.


Astha began to be included in groups that included him, at cinemas, restaurants, appointed meetings at the Coffee House, instead of casual ones. A boy was interested in her. With every visit he made to the back gate, her stock grew in college.


She began to lie at home about where she was going, and what she was doing. Most of the girls she knew who were seeing boys lied. It was the routine, self-protective thing. And how necessary, Astha had already seen.


Now every evening Astha took a walk in the colony, announcing her intention of dropping in on old school friends on the way back. My head gets so tired with studying, she complained, I need a change.


Go, beti, go. Take some exercise, and remember, walk briskly, swing your arms, and breathe deeply from the stomach, said the mother, glad that her daughter was at last beginning to understand the value of fresh air.


And Astha would dash out of the colony, down the main road to the corner where Rohan was waiting in his old


Vauxhall. A quick check to make sure no one was looking, then she would jump in and they would roar off.


It was the first time in the old Vauxhall, side by side, in the front seat. The car was parked in a narrow empty lane, next to a Minister’s house in the Lutyens part of New Delhi. Rohan had shut the windows, and locked the doors. It was late November and dark. The car smelled of Old Spice, Rohan’s aftershave lotion, and the musty scent of ancient leather.


Astha glanced at Rohan sideways. He was twisting the car keys in his long slender hands with the hairy fingers, tapping them restlessly on the steering wheel. Finally he turned and reached purposefully towards her.


‘Do you want to marry me?’ she asked breathlessly, anxious to get this thing out of the way.


‘What?’ he asked distractedly.


‘Marry me. Do you want to?’


He took his hands away and stared at her. ‘Isn’t it a bit early to decide that?’ Astha felt she had offended him.


‘Well, you know, otherwise—’ she trailed off, trying to look as cute and disarming as possible.


‘Good God, is that what you are worried about? I’m not the type to let a girl get pregnant, what do you think I am?’


Astha realised she was sounding very un-hep, but she couldn’t help it. She had to know how safe she was. ‘Marriage‚’ she persisted, ‘you know—’ She inched a little further away from him.


‘Oh God, all right. We might get married. One day.’


His mouth closed on hers, his tongue was exploring, while Astha choked and wriggled frantically.


‘What’s the matter?’ he asked letting her go. ‘Don’t you like it?’


‘I don’t know‚’ she mumbled non-committedly.


‘Well, let’s find out.’ Rohan was beginning to sound impatient.


Astha had volunteered to go with him in the car. Her body had registered excitement when he had parked in the dark lane. When he bent close to her, she had been overcome with dread and longing. There was no going back. She offered her lips, trying not to shrink into the seat.


‘God you’re so stiff‚’ said Rohan shaking her a little bit.


‘Sorry‚’ she mumbled.


‘This is not some kind of torture you know.’


Astha didn’t know what to say. Rohan let her go, also silent. Finally he said, ‘Give me your hands.’


She held her fists tensely out. Slowly he moved his thumb around her wrist, stroking the closed hand open. He kissed the fingers, nails, palms, he felt the small hair on the back with his closed lips. Astha felt something flow inside her as she stared at his bent head. She had never been so aware of her body’s separate life before. After a little more of this he dropped her at their secret corner.


She got out of the car reluctantly. Something hadn’t happened. But then again, something had. On the whole the encounter left her anxious for more.


When Rohan at last slid his tongue into Astha’s mouth she was putty in his hands. Her neck, her ears, her throat, eyes, chin, lips, all had been explored, and this time her strongest feeling was gratitude.




*





This was the start of numberless kisses in the car. The only problem was in finding a place sufficiently isolated.


To Astha all places looked the same, but no, muttered Rohan, his eyes scanning various deserted spots, his fingers kneading the palm of her hand, not that one, not there, that’s not safe, while Astha burned with impatience. Finally before rolling up the windows he always put out his hand and locked the door from outside.


‘Why are you doing that?’ Astha asked.


‘Precautions.’


‘Against what?’


‘Just.’


Astha was not really interested. All she wanted was for him to start, so that the world could fall away, and she be lost. This is love, she told herself, no wonder they talk so much about it.


One evening, they had parked in their usual dark corner in a by-lane off Akbar Road. Rohan liked Akbar Road, he considered it among the safest places he could find.


Astha had slid as far down the seat as she could go without dislocating her hip. Rohan was lying as much as he could on top of her without dislocating his own. Their eyes were closed, their breathing audible. Absorbed in what they were doing, they did not hear footsteps approaching, did not see faces pressed against the windows on either side, eyes peering down at them.


The car shook, hands banged violently on the glass, rattled the handles. Astha and Rohan jerked upright, the whole car was swarming over with threatening bodies trying to get in.


‘Oye, oye‚’ they shouted, leering and grimacing, furiously working the handles. Rohan frantically turned the key in the ignition, pressed the accelerator, the old Vauxhall shook and roared. The men fell off as he sped in reverse down the dark lane, lights off. They ran after the car for a while, then couldn’t be seen anymore. Some distance down the main road, Rohan stopped.


‘Who were they? And why—?’ stammered Astha, shaking with fright.


Rohan took her hand. ‘Some fools. I’m sorry‚’ he said.


She started to cry.


‘Calm down.’


‘Take me home.’


‘Calm down first. Look, nothing actually happened.’


Astha felt worse and worse. Those men had wanted to attack. Suppose they had managed to break the car window, gang rape her because of her shameless behaviour in a public place, and beat up Rohan when he tried to intervene? And all the while her parents would be thinking she was breathing in fresh air. If her mother knew she would first kill her and then herself. Astha’s tears grew copious and she began to choke in her dupatta, while Rohan took sly glances at his watch. ‘Come on‚’ he said at last, ‘it was bad, but now it is over. Don’t cry, for heaven’s sake. We won’t go there again.’


‘Hoon‚’ sniffled Astha.


‘You are all right, so what exactly is the problem?’


Astha only knew she felt terrible. Finally when Rohan dropped her off, she sensed eyes hidden in every bush, eyes that saw and condemned. She pulled her dupatta around her head, and hurried home trying to concentrate on the various lies she would have to tell as to why she was so late.
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The day Astha’s mother read her diary dawned cool and clear, beautiful like all winter days, with the flowers blooming in the garden, and the promise of basking for hours in the sun.


She was deep in a book when her mother called, ‘Come here, I have something to show you.’


Reluctantly Astha marked her place, and went inside. When she saw her journal in her mother’s hands, she wanted to instantly erase herself. There she was, with her skin ripped off, exposed in all her abandoned thoughts and deeds.


‘Is this you?’ the mother’s voice quavered, her grip like iron on Astha’s arm.


Astha shook her head nervously.


‘Then, what is it?’


Desperate silence while she tried to think of something plausible.


‘Answer me‚’ screamed the mother in a whisper.


‘I–I don’t know‚’ stammered the daughter, ‘I mean, I don’t remember.’


But she did, of course. All her secret fantasies, the things she did with Rohan, painstaking details of the furtive, exciting moments in his car.


‘Well, look at it‚’ the mother waved the offending notebook in front of Astha’s nose, an innocuous old brown paper covered thing with St Theresa’s Convent School in a half moon on top. It had been hidden behind her college books, how had her mother discovered it? It looked awful in her hands, soaked in sin.


‘You have no right to read my diary‚’ she weakly muttered in self defence, averting her eyes.


The mother ignored this remark and continued leafing through it gingerly.


‘Here, what does this mean?’


The usual scene of passion. Astha went through puzzled motions of glancing, page turning, furrowed brow.


‘These are notes for a story I am writing‚’ she said, inspired at last.


The mother’s body sagged as some of the tension went out. ‘This is your imagination?’


‘Yes. Yes, it is my imagination.’


The mother was silent for a moment, then sighed heavily and held the tender young body of her innocent daughter close to her. ‘My child is too sensible to do anything like this‚’ she whispered. The girl remained rigid, arms by her side.


They avoided each other for the rest of the day.




*





There were three consequences to this.


One was that Astha stopped being able to write in her journal. She tried a few entries in an elaborate code, but an audience was now branded into every page, and she could inscribe nothing beyond a casual account of her day in college.


The second was that Astha’s parents took an annoying interest in her reading matter. Her father began diligently to bring her books of moral and intellectual substance. ‘You need a sense of your cultural background‚’ said the bureaucrat. ‘Of what made this country great. Know your artistic heritage, since your interest lies there.’


Her mother decided that the virtues of tradition needed to be made more explicit. ‘Our shashtras teach us how to live. You will learn from the Gita, the Vedas, the Upanishads.’


‘I can’t read them‚’ protested Astha violently. ‘My Hindi is not good enough, you know that. It is your fault for sending me to a convent school.’


‘Your father happened to think that a convent gave the best education. That doesn’t mean we can’t broaden your base now‚’ replied the mother. And she began getting Hindi books and magazines from her school library, so that Astha’s Hindi could improve and the sacred texts of the Hindus be made available to her.


The third consequence was that the parents tightened their surveillance. Getting to meet Rohan proved more and more difficult.




*





She didn’t want to tell him of what she was going through. He was preoccupied with his final year exams and seemed to have less time for her.


‘Why do you keep phoning all the time?’ he complained one evening when they met. ‘I have to study.’


‘I don’t phone you all the time. Once or twice a day to ask how’s it going.’


‘It distracts me.’


‘If you don’t want to talk to me, just say so. Don’t look for excuses.’ Astha’s voice shook. Rohan sighed and put his arms around her. Astha snuggled into him and slid her hands under his shirt.


‘Baby, don’t be unreasonable. A man has to do well. Get a scholarship. Go abroad.’


This was the first time he had talked of going abroad so definitely. Astha shifted herself out of his arms.


‘Hey, little one‚’ cooed Rohan, reaching out for her. ‘What’s the matter?’


‘Nothing‚’ she said forlornly.


‘Do you think I’m going to forget you?’


Astha did think exactly that, but how could she admit it?


‘Let me just finish my exams, little one, and then—’


Rohan’s words helped bolster Astha’s illusions, it was all right, she was still safe, their affair was going to end in marriage. But the cold feeling did not go away, though each time Rohan spoke, Astha clung to his assurances.




*





Rohan did very well in his exams, and on that stepping stone began the process of his going away. Away to the West, where ordinary mortals cannot go, where even the words PPE and Oxford showed Astha how great the distance was between them.


‘Oxford‚’ she breathed in awe. Suddenly her life seemed very small.


Rohan looked nonchalant. ‘Might as well follow in the family tradition, keep the old folks happy. My father is an Oxford man, you know.’


No, Astha had not known. ‘How lucky you are, Rohan‚’ she said.


‘Well, my father is keen‚’ continued Rohan, his gaze centred on the middle distance.


‘When are you going?’ she asked, and then hated herself for being in a situation where she was forced to prise answers from the man she had been so intimate with.


‘Soon.’


‘Doesn’t it cost a lot of money?’ asked Astha tentatively.


‘Lots‚’ said Rohan, lighting a cigarette and breathing the smoke sexily out. ‘But we are trying to manage something.’


Astha thought it might seem rude to ask for more information, and waited for Rohan to tell her. Rohan did not. He looked at her briefly and smiled. ‘Come, let me drop you home‚’ he said, ‘There are a lot of things I have to do.’ He hadn’t touched her once. As he turned the key in the ignition, Astha thought, he was going to Oxford, he had the resources, his father was an Oxford man. What was her father? A minor bureaucrat, who had never studied abroad, whose sole possession was 280 square yards in the wilderness beyond the Jamuna.


‘Wait, Rohan‚’ she said, ‘I hardly get to see you nowadays, you are so busy, and it is still early.’


Rohan continued drumming his keys against the steering wheel.


‘How come you never mentioned your family traditions before?’ Astha went on carefully, scratching and poking at the leather so hard, she could smell the car on her hands long afterwards.


‘Well, there was no point talking about things, until things got certain.’


‘Yes, but you might have told me that there was a possibility of your going away.’


‘You knew that‚’ said Rohan coldly, not looking at her. ‘I never tried to hide anything. There is no need for me to hide.’


‘No, no, of course not. That is not what I meant‚’ floundered Astha. ‘But you just mentioned once or twice, like people do, you know, about going abroad, and I didn’t know … Why, your results are just out, and you must have been trying since last year if you are going so soon.’


‘Sending applications is not something to make a song and dance about. I would look very stupid afterwards if I got neither admission nor funding.’


Astha felt hopeless. She sat in silence, next to this boy whom she had thought she knew. The hands that he had used on her body were now clenched around her heart, slowly squeezing, slowly hurting.


‘What about us?’ she asked abruptly, drawing a deep breath.


‘We will see‚’ said Rohan briefly. He was waiting to take her home, waiting to get rid of her. He started the car, while Astha stared out of the window all the way to the edge of her colony.


‘Bye‚’ she said, closing the door carefully, feeling it would be her last time in the Vauxhall, which was just as well. Old cars were so ugly, so useless, so slow, why did anyone bother with them?


‘Bye‚’ said Rohan. ‘Be seeing you‚’ he added, a remark which her dignity threw back silently, with all the coldness and contempt her falling to pieces self was capable of.




*





‘Where have you been? Dinner has been getting cold‚’ came her mother’s voice, as Astha tried her usual unobtrusive entrance.


‘Nowhere.’


‘Nowhere has a name or no?’


‘No‚’ said Astha, going to lock herself in the bathroom, free from voices, free from everything except the terrible things she was feeling, because Rohan didn’t love her, Rohan had lied to her. Rohan was what her mother had been warning her about since she was old enough to be warned, and how pleased she would be to know she had been right all along.




*





In the days to come Rohan neither called, nor sent the usual secret messages through her girlfriends.


It was over. Over. Over.


Astha entered her third year with a desire to get her education over as quickly as possible. Every day was painful to her. She was constantly reminded of Rohan, in the Coffee House, at the back gate, at their secret corner of the road, every evening at home. As for old black cars, they made her physically sick.
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Rohan went abroad and Astha enrolled in MA, bored and unenthusiastic. Three years of an Honours course in English Literature had given her all she wanted to know of the subject. Not for her did the excitement of intellectual discovery lie ahead, only more of the same. After two years were over she supposed she would drift into teaching, that is what women like her did. School or college, remained to be decided.


All through third year her classmates had been busy preparing for competitive exams, or like Rohan, applying for higher studies abroad. Those not in this category had married and disappeared, to be heard of occasionally, moving around with husband, and later baby, stamped with the marks of confirmed adulthood.


Now in MA, her friends were few.
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