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To my parents, my wife and my sons.




For what do we live, but to make sport for our neighbours, and laugh at them in our turn?

Jane Austen, Pride and Prejudice



 



 


Richness does not mean having a great amount of property; rather, true wealth is self-contentment.

Prophet Mohammed (Peace be upon him)
 Sahih al-Bukhari, Vol. 8: #453






JUST SOME OF THE REQUIREMENTS OF A PERFECT BRAHMIN WEDDING

The mehndi henna patterning for ‘making the bride’

Austere clothes for the bridegroom to dress as a monk in the pre-ceremony rites

A palanquin for carrying the bride to the groom’s house

Four banana plants cut off at the root with fruit still hanging off them

Mango-leaf chains and jasmine, marigold and kanakambaram flower decorations

A coconut for breaking before the bridegroom as he arrives

Two tall brass lamps

An idol of the elephant-headed god Ganesha

Rice flour and red dust for floor designs where the bride and groom sit

A sari that’s held as a divider to keep the bride and groom apart in the early stages of the wedding

A hearth and small logs for a fire; ghee and camphor to light it

Five types of fruits, and some betel nuts and leaves, crystal sugar, dried fruits

Garlands for the bridegroom, his parents and his sisters’ husbands

Small photo of the family deity and photos of the parents of the bride and groom if they are not alive

Cumin and jaggery paste, turmeric sticks, kumkum, plate of flowers

White pendants with designs for the bride’s and groom’s foreheads, made of styrofoam

Rice to be used as confetti

Brass plate and tumbler for washing the groom’s feet

Bronze bell and idols of Krishna, Ganesha and other deities for praying in the new household

Silver tumbler with water and spoon for anointing and drinking

Sprouts of nine types of lentils for Gayatri puja

Clear area to display household artefacts that the bride will take with her

Silver or gold toe rings to be put on the bride by the groom

Grindstone on which the bride will put her foot while the toe rings are being put on




CHAPTER ONE

The honking started early. It was not yet seven in the morning and Mr Ali could already hear the noise of the traffic on the road outside. The house faced east and the sun’s warming rays came filtering into the verandah through the tops of the trees on the other side of the road. The curved pattern of the iron security grille was reflected on the polished black granite floor and halfway up the light green wall. Motorcycles, scooters and buses went past in a steady procession, noisily tooting away. A speeding lorry scattered other traffic out of its path with a powerful air horn. It was a crisp winter morning and some of the motorists and pedestrians were wrapped up in monkey caps and woollen clothes. Mr Ali opened the gate and stepped outside.

Mr Ali loved the garden he had created in the modest yard, about twenty feet wide and ten feet long. He rubbed his hands to warm them up - sure that the temperature was less than twenty degrees. On one side, a guava tree spread its branches over most of the area from the house to the front wall. Under it grew many curry-leaf plants, a henna plant and a jasmine climber. There were also several plants in pots, including a bonsai banyan tree that he had planted eleven years ago. A well on his left supplied their drinking water and next to it there was a papaya tree and a hibiscus plant - morning dew shimmered silvery-white on a perfectly symmetrical cobweb stretched between them. The low  wall at the front continued round the house, separating his property from the road. He took a deep breath, taking in the fragrance of the jasmine flowers, and enjoyed the illusion of being in a small, green village even though his house was on a busy road in the middle of a bustling city.

Two maroon flowers had blossomed overnight on the hibiscus plant. They were high up on the plant - above the height of the front wall. Mr Ali walked up to them to have a closer look. The petals were bright and glossy, the edges fringed delicately at the end of a long fluted trumpet. The stamens peeked out of the centre of the blooms: bright yellow pollen dotted among tiny, velvety, deep red hair. Mr Ali ran the back of his knuckle along one of the petals, luxuriating in the soft silky touch.

Lovely, he thought and stepped away to pick up some yellow guava leaves that had fallen down. Mr Ali put them in a small plastic bucket with a broken handle that he used for a dustbin.

He turned back to the front and noticed a man reaching over the wall to pluck one of the flowers and shouted, ‘Hey!’

The man jerked his hand away, detaching the flower from the branch. Mr Ali walked over to the front gate and opened it. The thief looked like a respectable man. He was wearing smart clothes. He had a mobile phone in his shirt pocket and he was carrying a leather briefcase in one hand. In the other, he held the bright blossom.

‘Why are you stealing flowers from my garden?’ Mr Ali asked.

The man said, ‘I am not stealing them. I am taking them to the temple.’

‘Without my permission,’ Mr Ali said, angrily.

The man just turned and walked away, still holding the flower.

‘What’s happening?’ asked Mrs Ali from the verandah. Mr Ali turned back and looked at his wife. Her hands were covered with flour and dough from the morning chapattis.

‘Did you see that?’ Mr Ali said, his voice rising. ‘That man just . . .’

‘Why are you so surprised? It’s not unusual. These people want to lay flowers at the feet of the idol at the temple. It’s just that normally you are not awake at this time. And, anyway, don’t start shouting so early in the morning. It is not good for your health,’ she said.

‘There’s nothing wrong with my health,’ muttered Mr Ali.

‘I heard that,’ said Mrs Ali.

‘There’s definitely nothing wrong with your ears,’ he said, turning back to close the gate. ‘Hey!’ he shouted. ‘Shoo! Get out! Out!’

A white skinny cow rushed back outside through the gate. It must have come in when his back was turned. Something red flashed in its mouth. Mr Ali looked at the hibiscus plant and it was bare. Both its flowers were gone.

He struck his forehead with his hand in frustration and Mrs Ali laughed.

‘What?’ he asked. ‘Do you think it’s amusing to lose all the flowers from the garden before the sun has even risen fully?’

‘No,’ she said, ‘but you are getting worked up too much over trivial things. After retiring, you’ve been like an unemployed barber who shaves his cat for want of anything better to do. Let’s hope that from today you will be a bit busier and I get some peace,’ she said.

‘What do you mean?’ he asked.

Mrs Ali rolled her eyes. ‘I have been running the house for more than forty years and the last few years since you retired have been the worst. You keep interfering and disturbing my routine,’ she said. ‘You are not the first man in the world to retire, you know. Azhar is retired too and he keeps himself occupied quite well.’

Mr Ali said, ‘Your brother goes to the mosque regularly to spend a little time saying his prayers and a lot more time sitting around on the cool marble floor discussing important matters like politics, the Indian budget, the shameless behaviour of today’s youth and the Palestinian problem.’

‘So what’s wrong with that? At least he is not troubling his wife at home while he’s at the mosque,’ said Mrs Ali.

Mr Ali knew that this was an argument he could not win, so he did not reply. Besides, despite Azhar’s new-found piousness (he had recently started growing a beard), he actually liked his brother-in-law and got along well with him.

Mrs Ali nodded as their servant maid opened the gate. Leela was a thin woman in her forties with a perpetual wide smile that showed her big teeth; she was wearing an old faded cotton sari that had once belonged to Mrs Ali. She came into the yard.

‘Start by sweeping here first,’ said Mrs Ali to her.

Leela nodded and said, ‘All right, amma.’

Mrs Ali turned to go back into the house. She said to her husband, ‘Come in and eat your breakfast before the painter comes.’

Mr Ali took one last look at the bare hibiscus plant and shook his head before following his wife inside.

 



The doorbell rang soon after they finished their breakfast. Mr Ali went to the verandah and opened the gate. The painter grinned at him and waved towards a large, rectangular package wrapped in newspaper and lashed to a bicycle standing just outside the gate.

‘All ready,’ he said. ‘I’ll need your help to put it up.’

‘OK,’ agreed Mr Ali, going on to the street with the man.

They unwrapped the package and a sign painted on a galvanised sheet with a wooden frame behind it came to light. They carried it to the wall outside the house. Mr Ali held up the sign so it was square and the painter hammered long nails through the wood and fixed it.

Mr Ali was pleased with the way it looked, but out of sheer habit he said, ‘Five hundred rupees is too much for a simple sign like this.’

The man’s smile dropped. ‘Sir, we’ve already agreed on the price. I am doing this at a special rate for you. The cost of paints  is going up day by day. See,’ he said, touching the edge of the painted metal. ‘I’ve used special galvanised sheets that won’t rust after the first rains. I’ve also put it up for you on the wall. I didn’t just dump it like so much junk on your doorstep, did I?’

Mr Ali quietly handed over five hundred rupees and the painter left. He wanted a better view of the sign, so he started crossing the road. A thin cyclist in an ill-fitting brown jumper almost bumped into him and Mr Ali had to move smartly aside to avoid a crash.

‘Look where you are going!’ said the cyclist.

‘You should have rung the bell,’ Mr Ali said. ‘How will people know you are there if you don’t ring?’

‘I was right in front of you. Did your eyesight fail when you got grey hair?’ asked the cyclist, shaking his head and pedalling away before Mr Ali could reply.

Mr Ali dismissed the rude man, who did not even know the rules of the road, from his mind and walked forward until he was in the shadows of the houses opposite. He stood under a tall gulmohar tree. Its crown was still green, with just a few hints of budding red. A crow cawed raucously in the tree’s branches. Sparrows twittered and flew busily about on their duties. Mr Ali turned and looked back at the sign hanging on the wall of his house.

‘Ali’s Marriage Bureau for Rich People’ it proclaimed in big bold red letters on a blue background. Underneath, in smaller letters, it said: ‘Prop: Mr Hyder Ali, Govt Clerk (retired)’ and ‘Ph: 236678’.

Four-storey apartment blocks overshadowed his small house on either side. His house was the only one with a garden in front. All the others had been built right up to the street. Two doors to the left, he saw the temple that was the bane of his garden. A tiny shop, already open, hugged the temple’s walls and sold newspapers, magazines, fruits and flowers. Mr Ali looked at the flowers outside the shop and scowled. Why did people steal flowers from  his garden when there was a shop selling them right on the temple’s doorstep?

Mr Ali looked back towards his house and saw two boys walking to school stop to read the new sign. He was so pleased that he quickly crossed the road and asked the boys to wait while he got them guavas from inside.

 



Mr Ali’s house was built on a long, narrow strip of land about twenty feet wide and the rooms were all laid out in single file. After the garden, there was a verandah at the front, sharing the roof with the rest of the building, open on three sides to light and fresh air but secure against people with waist-high walls and an iron framework above them to the roof. The house proper started behind it - living room, bedroom, dining room and kitchen. At the back there was a little cemented yard.

Standing in the verandah, Mr Ali called out, ‘Let’s set up the office.’

His wife came out, wiping her hands dry on the edge of her old blue cotton sari. She had brushed her hair and plaited it. The braid was not as thick as it used to be years ago and there were streaks of grey in the black hair.

‘Let’s clear everything out first. There is a lot of junk here that’s not suitable in an office,’ Mr Ali said.

Mrs Ali nodded and they set down to work.

‘We should have done this yesterday,’ said Mr Ali, picking up a lampshade. ‘What will clients think if they come in?’

‘The ad in the paper is being published tomorrow, isn’t it?’ asked Mrs Ali. ‘Anyway, you told me that our address was not included in the advertisement. Isn’t that true?’

Mr Ali looked at his wife and laughed. ‘Don’t be so suspicious. Of course I haven’t put our address in the paper. But what if someone looks at the sign outside and walks in?’

‘I doubt if anyone will come in that soon. Come on, let’s finish this. I want to start cooking. Remember, Azhar and his  wife are coming over for lunch,’ said Mrs Ali, gathering a bunch of old Reader’s Digest magazines and taking them inside the house.

‘Take that photo off the wall,’ said Mrs Ali, when she came back.

Mr Ali looked at the picture of their son with a young couple and a three-year-old boy hanging by a wire off a nail. He reached out and started to take it down, but then stopped. ‘Leave it,’ he said. ‘It won’t look out of place in an office, and Rehman put it up.’

Mrs Ali looked at him oddly and Mr Ali said, ‘What?’ She shook her head and didn’t say anything.

Half an hour later, the verandah was completely empty. Once Leela had swept away the cobwebs and mopped the floor, Mr and Mrs Ali surveyed the space.

‘Wow!’ said Mrs Ali. ‘I had forgotten how big this verandah is.’

‘Let’s look at it from a client’s point of view,’ Mr Ali said.

He stepped outside into the front yard and closed the gate to the verandah. He waited a moment, then pushed the iron-grille gate and stepped inside. He stood just inside the gate in one corner and pointed left. ‘Let’s put the table so that I will be sitting with my back to that wall and facing any customers walking in,’ he said.

He then walked to that wall and stood with his back to it, facing the width of the house. ‘OK,’ he said. ‘I will sit here and the table will be in front of me. I will need a cabinet to hold the files and other stationery. Let’s use the wardrobe for that.’

Mrs Ali nodded and said, ‘Let’s put the sofa against the front wall so clients can sit here and talk to you without shouting. We can put a couple of seats against the other two walls, so other clients can sit down as well.’

‘All right, let’s do it,’ he said.

They started moving the furniture from inside the house. The table and chairs were relatively easy to move but the wooden wardrobe and the sofa proved much harder, especially at the doorstep between the living room and the verandah.

Mrs Ali said, ‘We really shouldn’t be doing this at our age. Let me call Rehman. He will help us. After all, what are sons for, if not to help their parents in their old age?’

‘No!’ said Mr Ali firmly. ‘I’ve already told you. I don’t want him here now. If he comes we’ll just end up having an argument. I don’t want any fights today.’

Finally all the furniture was in place. Mrs Ali looked round, breathing heavily, and said, ‘I will put up curtains to cover all the grille work, so you have privacy. Also, keep the door to the house closed as far as possible, so people sitting here cannot see inside.’

 



The next day, Mr Ali sat on a chair in his new office and laid out the newspaper on the desk. He opened the paper to the matrimonial section. Sunday was the most popular day for this and it ran to one whole page of closely typed ads. Mr Ali ran his finger down from the top, trying to find his ad. He could not afford a proper ‘display’ advertisement, so he had paid for a classified advertisement. He had agonised over his ad many times to pare it down to the absolute minimum because the newspaper charged per word and he didn’t want to pay more than was necessary. He skipped over a ‘Fair, slim, 22 years . . .’, a ‘Christian Mala, 28 years old . . .’, a ‘Software engineer working in Bangalore . . .’ and a ‘London-settled doctor, caste no bar’.

He was more than three-quarters of the way down the page before he found his own ad: ‘For widest choice among Hindu, Muslim, Christian Brides/Grooms, contact Ali’s Marriage Bureau for Rich People . . .’


Mr Ali knew that he was exaggerating just a bit when he promised a wide choice. The biggest problem with a marriage bureau, he thought, is that the start is the most difficult time. If he had wanted to go into the restaurant business instead, he would have done up a place, hired some waiters, a cook or two and opened with as big a dhoom-dhamaka as he could afford and  people would come to try the food. The restaurant may not run in the longer term but, if the money and inclination were there, it would have been easy for Mr Ali to open one. A marriage bureau is quite different. When the first client walks in through the door and wants to see suitable matches before parting with the fees, Mr Ali will not have any matches to show the client. To get round this problem, he had decided not to put his address in the ad and run the business over the phone.

He felt proud to see his name in print. He took out a red ballpoint pen and circled his ad. He called out, ‘Wife, come and see this!’

‘What is it now? How am I supposed to get any work done if you keep calling me like this?’ Mrs Ali said, coming out onto the verandah.

Mr Ali showed his wife the paper. She read the ad and smiled.

‘Very nice,’ she said and then frowned suddenly. ‘There are so many ads in this paper. Will anybody notice ours?’

Mr Ali had been having similar doubts, but he put on a brave front. ‘Of course they will!’ he said.

Mrs Ali went back into the house and Mr Ali started reading the newspaper. He skimmed over the headlines: a terrorist incident in Kashmir, an inter-state spat about the River Krishna’s waters and a new shopping mall that was being planned in the grounds of the old central jail that had been moved out of the town. After folding the newspaper neatly, he rearranged the still empty files.

An hour later, Mrs Ali came out with two cups of tea and gave him one cup. Mr Ali came out from behind his table and they both sat on the chairs by the verandah gate sipping their tea and looking at the people and the traffic on the road.

‘Did anybody call?’ Mrs Ali asked.

‘No. But it is still early.’

‘Do you think anybody will ring?’ said Mrs Ali.

Just then the phone rang and Mr Ali jumped up, grinning  smugly at Mrs Ali. He picked up the phone and said in his most professional voice, ‘Ali’s Marriage Bureau.’

‘Salaam, bhai-jaan! How are you today? Did you get any customers yet?’

It was Mrs Ali’s brother, Azhar. Mr Ali’s voice dropped in disappointment. ‘Not yet,’ he replied.

‘I am thinking of going to the Pension Line Mosque for the afternoon prayers. Why don’t you come with me?’

‘Why?’ said Mr Ali. ‘Today is not Friday.’

‘Where does it say in the Quran that you should only go to the mosque on Fridays?’ asked Azhar.

‘No, thank you,’ replied Mr Ali, ‘I’m busy.’

He passed the phone to his wife.

 



The business took off slowly, as expected. A few people became members and Mr Ali advertised on their behalf. He forwarded the replies to his members but also kept these details and, as the weeks passed, his files steadily grew.




CHAPTER TWO

The smell of frying pomfret - his favourite fish - wafted from the kitchen as Mr Ali sat down at the dining table. A month had gone by since he had opened the marriage bureau and the business was steady but slow. The fees Mr Ali collected barely covered the cost of advertising and his other expenses. However, the work occupied his time and kept him out of his wife’s hair, and that was the main thing. Today had been exceptionally quiet. He had not received a single call all morning.

The phone rang once, twice, three times.

He was tempted to let it keep ringing, but got up because business had been so slow. The chair made a noise on the granite floor as he pushed it back.

‘Where are you going? I’m just bringing out the fish,’ said Mrs Ali from the kitchen.

‘I’ll take just one moment. Go ahead and serve the food,’ said Mr Ali going to the living room and picking up the phone on the extension there.

‘Hello, Ali’s Marriage Bureau,’ said Mr Ali.

‘I’ve seen your advertisement in the paper. Do you have any Baliga Kapu brides?’ asked a male voice.

‘Please give me some details, sir. I am sure we can find someone for you,’ he said, picking up a pen and pulling a blank piece of paper towards him to write down the details.

‘My name is Venkat. I am looking for a bride for my son. He is a software engineer, currently working in Singapore.’

‘How old is he, sir?’

‘Twenty-seven.’

‘What did he study?’

‘Bachelor of Engineering.’

‘What is he earning?’

‘One and a half lakhs, one hundred and fifty thousand rupees, a month. We also have lands in the Krishna district which give a good income.’

Mr Ali was impressed. Mr Venkat and his son would make good clients.

‘How many other children do you have, sir?’ asked Mr Ali.

‘None. Bharat is my only son.’

‘How tall is he?’

‘Five feet, ten inches.’

‘Is he fair or dark?’

‘He is fair; takes after his mother,’ replied Mr Venkat.

Mr Ali decided that honesty was a better policy in this case than trying to bluff it out. ‘I don’t have any matches right now for you, sir,’ he said, ‘but for somebody like your son, I am sure we can find a bride very easily. If you become a member, we will advertise on your behalf and get you a wide choice.’

Mr Venkat was hesitant. ‘I am not sure . . .’


‘Don’t worry, sir! We will take care of everything. Your name will not even appear anywhere. We will get the letters and forward them on to you. The fee is five hundred rupees and I will spend most of it on the advertisement itself.’

‘OK, what’s your address? I will come there in the evening,’ Mr Venkat said.

Mr Ali had still not advertised his address. He said, ‘No need to come personally. You can send me a cheque by post.’

‘No, no. I want to see you before I decide,’ Mr Venkat said.

Mr Ali gave in and told him the address. ‘On the main road to  the highway, two houses up from the Ram temple. There is a sign-board in front of our house.’

 



At five in the evening that day, Mrs Ali was in the front yard. She drew water from the well with a pail attached to a nylon rope to water the potted plants. Once she had slaked all the plants’ thirst, she opened the gate and stood there, watching the world go by. A few minutes later she saw a thin, dark woman in her sixties walking past. She was wearing a sumptuous ruby-coloured sari with the red vermilion bindi of a Hindu married woman on her forehead.

‘Hello, Anjali, how are you?’ said Mrs Ali.

‘Saibamma, Muslim lady, it’s so good to see you. Is everything all right?’ Anjali said.

The Ali and Anjali families were neighbours many years ago when they had both been much poorer and lived in a rougher part of town. Anjali was from a lower caste - a washerwoman - and she never addressed Mrs Ali by name, even after all these years.

‘How are your boys?’ asked Mrs Ali.

Anjali and her husband had not studied past primary school but they had made a great effort to give their two sons a good education. Their efforts had taken fruit - both the sons were now office workers and comfortably off. Anjali’s elder son worked as a lecturer in a government college and her younger son was the superintendent of orderlies in a local hospital.

‘They are both doing well, by God’s grace. How is Mr Ali? Is he keeping well?’ said Anjali. She came a bit closer and said, slightly less loudly, ‘Did you know that Lakshmi’s son has thrown her out of the house?’

Lakshmi had been a common neighbour from the old district, a widow who lived with her married son.

‘Really!’ said Mrs Ali, her hand to her mouth. ‘What happened? ’

‘His wife did not want her around, so he told his mother to leave, the poor woman.’

‘All that effort she put into raising her son and this woman comes in and turfs her out. What a wicked woman. She is forgetting that she will also be old one day and a mother-in-law,’ said Mrs Ali.

‘You are right, Saibamma. What goes round comes round. But the son should also have some sense. How can he throw his widowed mother out of the house just because his wife said so?’

Mrs Ali shook her head and asked, ‘Where is Lakshmi staying now?’

‘She has gone to her sister’s house. But how long can she be there?’

They both went silent for a while, contemplating the way the world was changing.

‘Kali kaalam,’ said Anjali, referring to the tenth age of the world according to Hindus. ‘In this age, people cheat and tell lies, they shirk their duty and morality slowly seeps out of the world until God comes down to earth and destroys it.’

Mrs Ali nodded in agreement. The Prophet Mohammed had said the same thing - that the world would turn very wicked before the day of judgement.

Anjali took her leave and left.

Mrs Ali watched the traffic whizzing past in both directions for a while and was about to go in to start preparing dinner when she saw a white Ambassador car approaching slowly. It stopped at the shop by the temple and the driver came out and asked the shopkeeper a question. She couldn’t see inside the shop, but the driver got his answer and went back into the car. The car came forward slowly and stopped in front of Mrs Ali.

The rear window wound down and a dark plump man asked her, ‘Madam, is this the marriage bureau?’

‘This is the place. Please come in,’ she said.

Mr Venkat wore white trousers, a crisp white cotton kurta and a slash of white sacred ash across his forehead. Two gold rings, one of them with a moonstone, adorned his fingers and a thick gold chain hung round his neck. He was a big man, tall, fat and dark skinned with a big belly and the unconscious confidence, almost a swagger, of a man born rich who has become even richer in his own lifetime. He told Mr Ali that his ancestors were farmers (caste: Kapu, sub caste: Baliga) and he owned large fields in the fertile Krishna delta and other properties in town.

‘As I’ve already told you on the phone, I have just one son,’ he said. ‘He is a software engineer working for a big American bank in Singapore and earns a good salary. You might think it is easy to get a bride for somebody like my son, so you must be wondering why I had to come to a marriage bureau.’

Mr Ali, who had been thinking exactly that, was glad that Mr Venkat was so choosy. It meant more business for him. He just nodded and kept silent.

‘For one reason or another, every girl we’ve found is unsuitable. I’ve asked my brother-in-law to find a match but he is useless. He keeps bringing details of totally unsuitable candidates. Either they are too dark or too old or too short. Or they are not educated. I’ve told my wife to stop her brother from bringing any more details.’

‘Yes, finding the proper bride for a son is a very important duty for the parents,’ said Mr Ali in a soothing voice.

‘That’s right,’ Mr Venkat said. ‘And now the matter has become urgent. My son is coming home for a holiday in two weeks. He will be here for one week and I want him engaged before he’s gone.’

‘Not much time then,’ said Mr Ali.

‘That’s correct. Once he leaves, he won’t be back until Deepavali, the festival of lights, in the autumn. When a young son is far away from home, it is better to get him married off  sooner rather than later. Who knows what temptations he might fall prey to, otherwise? As it is, we can’t get him married off this time, but at least if he is engaged, that will be something.’

Mr Ali nodded in agreement. He took out a form and said, ‘I’ve already filled this in with the information you gave me on the phone. Let’s complete it and we can get started.’

Mr Venkat’s demands for his son’s bride were not many, thought Mr Ali ruefully. She had to be fair, slim, tall, educated but not a career-minded girl. Her family had to be wealthy, ideally landowners, and from the same caste as Mr Venkat. If they were from the same city, that was even better. They had to be willing to pay a large dowry, commensurate with his own family’s wealth and his son’s earning capacity. Mr Ali wrote it all down.

‘Who will select the bride?’ asked Mr Ali.

‘What do you mean?’ Mr Venkat said, waving his hand in front of him.

‘Will it be your choice or your son’s? Or, maybe your wife’s or your parents’?’

‘My parents are not alive, so it will be my choice. Obviously, my wife will have a say. And nowadays, boys want to see the girl and have a word too, don’t they? It wasn’t like that in our time. My father just told me one day that he had fixed my marriage with his business partner’s daughter and that was that. Things have changed. I blame it on movies, myself. They teach these youngsters all the wrong things,’ said Mr Venkat.

‘You are probably right,’ said Mr Ali. ‘But your son has gone abroad and probably seen how things are done there.’

‘Yes, I’m sure that doesn’t help.’

Finally Mr Venkat handed over the fees and left.

 



The next Sunday, Mr Venkat’s ad appeared in Today. Mr Ali had outdone himself - the ad was small and to the point: ‘Baliga Kapu, six-figure salary, eight-figure wealth wishes beautiful same-caste bride . . .’


Mr Ali’s phone did not stop ringing from the morning till the evening. Several people complained that his phone was constantly engaged. They all wanted to find out about this wealthy man looking for a bride. They all had a daughter or a niece or a sister who was just the right match. Over the next few days, he also received almost a hundred letters. He forwarded them all to Mr Venkat, who was very happy to see such a wide choice of brides for his son. All these people’s details also went into Mr Ali’s files. He started writing to them that he had received many responses for this particular ad, but that he also had details of other suitable people in his files which he would share with them if they became members of the marriage bureau. He had to write to so many people that he typed out the letter and went to the shop by the temple. The corner shop not only sold loose cigarettes, bananas, candy for children, magazines, newspapers and flowers and coconuts for the deity in the temple, it also had a photostat machine. Mr Ali asked for a hundred copies of the letter.

‘Sir, why did you trouble yourself? Here is my cell number. Just give me a call at any time and I will send my good-for-nothing son to come and pick up the work,’ said the shopkeeper, promising to deliver the copies in a couple of hours.

Mr Ali left the shop, shaking his head in wonder. Corner shop-keepers with mobile phones! The world was truly advancing.

The next Sunday Mr Ali truthfully advertised: ‘Wide choice of Baliga Kapu brides. Grooms contact . . .’


 



Early in the morning, three weeks later, Mrs Ali and her husband were in the front yard. Mrs Ali was pointing out guavas and Mr Ali was knocking them down with a long bamboo stick. Their servant maid, Leela, walked in. Two young boys were hiding behind the folds of Leela’s sari.

Mrs Ali said, ‘Come out, boys. Don’t hide behind your grandmother. We are not going to eat you.’

They slowly came out on either side of Leela. Mrs Ali smiled at the two identical three year olds and asked, ‘When did you come to the city?’

‘Last night,’ they piped in one voice. ‘We’ve come to celebrate the big festival at granny’s house.’

Mr Ali stepped back and put the bamboo stick in the alley next to the house. Leela started moving the pots forward so she could sweep behind them. The twins moved with her like two planets round a star, not letting go of her sari.

Mr Ali pointed to the boy on the left and said, ‘You are Luv, aren’t you?’

The boys giggled and shook their heads. ‘No,’ said the boy, ‘I am Kush.’

‘Our granny gets confused too. Our mother is the only one who can tell us apart correctly,’ said Luv proudly.

‘Even our dad gets our names mixed up,’ said Kush.

Mrs Ali laughed and said to Leela, ‘The boys are lovely. Have you distracted the evil eye by giving it a sacrifice?’

‘I have, amma. But whatever sacrifices we give, ultimately it all depends on God,’ she replied.

Mrs Ali nodded and turned to go back inside. Mr Ali followed his wife towards the house. At the verandah, he looked back and said to the boys, ‘If you come inside, I have two identical twin guavas for you.’

Half an hour later, the bell rang and Mr Ali went to answer it. Mr Venkat was at the front door with a huge smile on his face. Mr Ali showed him to the sofa and sat down opposite him.

‘Looking at your face, I would say you have good news,’ Mr Ali said.

‘That’s right. Bharat got engaged yesterday.’

‘Fantastic. That’s really good news,’ said Mr Ali.

‘Yes, and it is down to you. Fabulous match. They are perfect - wealthy, respectable. They are from Vijayanagaram,’ said Mr Venkat, waving his left hand vaguely to the north.

‘Not far then,’ said Mr Ali. ‘It’s less than fifty miles from here. What did your son think of the bride?’

‘The girl is beautiful. My son immediately liked her, so no problems there.’

‘That’s great news. Thanks for coming and telling me,’ said Mr Ali.

‘Don’t think I am an ungrateful man. I’ve got a gift for you and your family.’

‘There was no need,’ said Mr Ali, as was expected of him.

‘No, no. Allow me,’ he said.

Mr Venkat got up from the sofa and went outside to his parked car. Mr Ali followed him. Mr Venkat said to his driver, ‘Take the bag into the gentleman’s house.’

The driver dragged a heavy jute bag out of the boot of the car. Mr Ali directed him to go by the passage at the side of the house and leave the bag by the back door. The man nodded and heaved the heavy sack on to his back.

Mr Venkat explained, ‘That’s thirty kilos of black gram from our fields. The harvest came in two months ago.’

‘Thank you, that’s really generous of you. The lentils must be worth more than the fees - probably enough to make idlis and dosas for six months!’ said Mr Ali, smiling at the thought of the delicious rice cakes and pancakes to come.

 



Two months later, it was late March and the weather had turned warm. Even now, in the evening, the temperature was in the mid-thirties and winter was just a memory. Mrs Ali came out of the kitchen after making halva, a sweet dish with semolina, sugar, clarified-butter ghee, cashew nuts and raisins. She was feeling hot and sat in the living room under the ceiling fan. She actually wanted to sit outside on the verandah, but it was busy - several people, clients of the marriage bureau, were there. After cooling down for a few minutes, she picked up the phone to speak to her sister who lived locally.

‘. . . the people are right here,’ Mr Ali was saying to somebody on the phone, on the other extension.

Mrs Ali put the phone down, annoyed.

The marriage bureau was now well established. It had become very popular with the Kapu community. It also had lots of members from other Hindu communities, and Muslims. Mrs Ali, however, was not happy. The verandah at the front of the house was totally taken over by the business. Her husband had started printing his address in his ads and visitors were continually streaming in and out - members, potential members, courier delivery men, advertising agents and many others. If he was not in, she had to answer the door and deal with these people. The phone was also busy almost all the time and she could not call up and have a chat with one of her sisters or brothers. They had also stopped calling her because they said the phone was always engaged.

Her husband had become very busy and neglected all his duties around the house. It had been almost a week since she had told him to fix the loose handle on the pressure cooker and he still hadn’t done it. What would happen if the handle came off while she was taking the pressure cooker off the stove? Also, she didn’t think it was good for a man of her husband’s age to be so busy. He was supposed to be a retired man, taking life easy.

As she was musing on all this, moving from anger to depression and back again, she heard her brother Azhar on the verandah, greeting her husband. He pushed open the door to the living room and came in.

‘Salaam, aapa,’ he said to his older sister.

Mrs Ali stood up from the sofa and greeted him. ‘Sit down, Azhar. I’ll get you tea. I’ve just made halva. Do you want some?’

‘No. I went to the doctor yesterday and he said my sugar level was up again. No sweets for me. In fact, reduce the sugar in the tea as well.’

‘Are you all right? Why did you go to the doctor?’ said Mrs Ali.

‘I am feeling fine. It was just a six-monthly check-up.’

Mrs Ali got tea for Azhar and herself. ‘It’s a good habit you have, going to the doctor regularly. It’s best to find out and nip these problems in the bud.’

They sipped their tea and everything was silent except for the whir of the ceiling fan and the noise of the traffic outside.

Mrs Ali suddenly said, ‘He is always busy. See, even now, he cannot come and sit down with us - clients to look after or something. He is neglecting himself - no time for a siesta in the afternoon or a walk in the evening. I am worried. He is not a young man any more. How long can this go on?’

‘I know,’ said Azhar, ‘I met Sanyasi yesterday and he said that bhai-jaan has stopped coming for walks.’

Sanyasi was another retired man and a common friend of her husband and Azhar.

‘I don’t know what to do,’ sighed Mrs Ali.

Just then, Mr Ali came in, smiling. ‘One more fish has fallen in the net!’ he said, waving five one-hundred-rupee notes.

‘Congrats!’ said Azhar. ‘But, bhai-jaan, seriously, how long can you keep this up? I met Sanyasi yesterday and he says it has been almost two weeks since you went for a walk with your old gang. I cannot phone my sister or you and have a chat any more.’

‘You are right,’ said Mr Ali, pocketing the five hundred rupees. ‘But what can I do? I cannot turn people away, can I?’

Mrs Ali got another cup of tea and gave it to her husband.

‘I have to look after the clients, answer the mail, then compose the advertisements and prepare the lists. There just isn’t enough time in the day,’ said Mr Ali.

‘The problems of success!’ laughed Azhar.

‘Don’t laugh, Azhar. This is serious. Your brother-in-law is driving himself into an early grave, working like this,’ said Mrs Ali, frowning and rubbing her knee over the sari. The arthritis in her knees had started playing up, as it always did when she was under stress.

‘What a problem to suffer, eh?’ said Azhar. ‘Most people invest loads of money into a business only to see it fail. Here, we have the opposite.’

‘It’s a problem, nonetheless,’ said Mrs Ali, cautiously flexing her leg. ‘You need to make more time for yourself and for me somehow. If it means advertising less and seeing fewer clients, then that’s what you have to do.’

‘This business doesn’t work like that,’ said Mr Ali. ‘If I have fewer clients, then the clients I do have won’t find any matches. This is a line where if you are not popular, you might as well not get into it at all.’

‘Then close the marriage bureau. We don’t need the money and I cannot deal with all this hassle,’ said Mrs Ali, feeling mutinous.

Azhar raised his hands in a placatory manner and said, ‘There’s no need to go to such extremes. I have an idea. What you need is an assistant to help you and a business phone so your current one remains free for personal use.’




CHAPTER THREE

‘Advertising is the key to success,’ said Mr Ali. ‘How do you think my marriage bureau has become successful? It’s because I spend a bigger portion of my income on advertising than any of my competitors.’

Mrs Ali did not reply. It had been a couple of days since Azhar’s visit and her husband had just told her that he had sent an ad to the local newspaper. 






Assistant wanted for successful marriage bureau. Smart, typist . . .



 



There were several responses. The first girl who came could not speak a word of English; the second could not work after three in the afternoon when her children came back from school; the third was a young man who was shocked that he would have to work on Sundays; the fourth was smart and suitable but did not want to work in a house. She wanted to work in a ‘proper’ office.

Mr Ali sighed and showed the eighth candidate out, saying, ‘I am sorry. We do not have air conditioning. Yes, it gets hot in summer.’

Mrs Ali laughed and said, ‘Why don’t you give up? You are just wasting money on these ads. They are useless. I will find an assistant for you.’

‘You?’ said Mr Ali.

‘Why? Don’t you think I can?’ asked Mrs Ali.

‘Let’s see you find somebody. If you get me an assistant, I will take you out for dinner.’

‘You are on!’ replied Mrs Ali. ‘But I am not getting fobbed off by a visit to a cheap snack parlour to eat idli sambhar. You will have to take me to a big hotel and feed me tandoori chicken.’

 



The next day Leela was late. Normally, she came to work before seven, but today they had finished their breakfast and it was well past eight and she was still nowhere to be seen. It was every housewife’s nightmare: the dishes stacked up; the house un-swept; the whole morning routine upset. Whenever Mrs Ali met her sisters or friends, they always complained about their servants and she had to work hard not to appear smug. Leela was very reliable and on the rare occasion that she couldn’t come in, she normally sent one of her daughters to work in her place.

A nagging uncertainty gnawed at Mrs Ali. Would Leela turn up? Should Mrs Ali wash the dishes herself or should she wait? She decided to sweep the house. The thought of the house not being cleaned while the sun was halfway up from the horizon was unbearable. What if any guests turned up? What would they think of her?

Around eleven, Mrs Ali heard a knock on the back door and unbolted it to find that Leela had arrived.

‘What happened? Why are you late?’ asked Mrs Ali.

There was no answer. Leela just went past Mrs Ali into the kitchen and started taking the dirty dishes out into the back yard to wash. Leela was a tall, thin woman in her early forties but looked ten years older. She had a difficult life with an alcoholic husband and the general rigours of poverty, but she was invariably cheerful, always smiling and ready to chat any time. Today, however, she had a grim look on her face. Mrs Ali  decided to leave her alone for some time before trying to get an answer.

Mrs Ali went to work scraping a coconut for the chutney she was making for lunch. When she finished, she washed her hands and took the coconut scraper outside to Leela, who took it silently.

Mrs Ali threw the coconut shells into the waste basket and asked, ‘Did your husband come back home drunk last night and beat you again?’

‘No, amma!’ said Leela, ‘I wish it was that simple. My grandson, Kush, is not well. Yesterday, they took an X-ray of the boy’s head. There is a growth in his brain.’ She started crying.

Mrs Ali was aghast. ‘There, there! Don’t cry. I am sure he will be all right. Nowadays, doctors can cure so many diseases.’

Slowly, Mrs Ali got the story out of her. The three-year-old boy had started complaining of headaches. He also got tired easily and fell asleep frequently. The parents initially ignored his complaints until he had started throwing up. They had taken him to a local doctor who had given the boy a course of penicillin injections. It only made him worse. After a couple of weeks of these symptoms, the doctor had given up and asked them to take the boy to the city. In the city, an X-ray had been taken and showed a growth, but the doctors wanted to take a CT scan to be sure.

‘The scanner was so frightening - like a big mouth swallowing the little child. My poor grandson, he was so brave,’ Leela said, her eyes watering again.

‘Have you got the results from the scan?’ asked Mrs Ali.

‘Yes, amma. The growth is definitely there and they said they have to operate to take it out. The doctor was very good. He explained everything patiently and said that the sooner we have the operation, the better.’

‘How much did the scan cost?’ asked Mrs Ali.

‘Five thousand rupees, amma,’ said Leela. ‘My daughter says  that all their savings are now gone. The operation will cost more money and I don’t know where we’ll get it from.’

 



The next morning, Mrs Ali, as usual, went outside at six to collect the milk. It was an old habit from years ago when the milkman actually milked the cow in front of the house and she had to stand there watching him to make sure he did not dilute the milk from a secret water bottle. The cows were long gone and she now got a half-litre sachet of milk from the dairy, but she still stood at the gate to collect it. Mrs Ali also liked to stand by the gate while the day was still cool and watch the people who walked by her house - they all seemed to be in much less hurry at this time of day. As she grew older, she found that she was becoming more and more partial to peace and quiet. Most of the people on the road at this time were either thin pensioners or fat middle-aged people out for a walk.

It is interesting, she thought, that you do not see any fat pensioners. Are they too poor to get fat or do fat people die before they become pensioners?
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