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Prologue


THE WINTER IN Hyderabad is pleasant, a welcome change from the brisk winds of northern India. And a respite from the sticky, stifling heat of the south. The city’s air carries the delicate strains of the azan and the rich aroma of spices.


But the air inside the flat is rank – it smells like him. For the past four days, no one has entered or left the house. Two rolled newspapers are stuck in the narrow handle of the grille door. Two more lie untouched, uncared for on the doorstep. The envelopes are a little luckier. Thanks to the kindness of the neighbours, who pushed them in from the narrow space between the door and the floor, they have found their way inside. They too lie unopened, unseen – but on the opposite side of the grille door. They too suffer, but not without dignity.


The weather is cool, yet his body is slick with sweat. Everything in the house that could be eaten has been consumed. Hunger has begun to play mind games with him. But he would still prefer starvation to facing another human being. He goes to the kitchen, thinking there must be some leftover cola in the fridge. From the first gulp, he can tell that the cola has lost its fizz. It’s just a bittersweet liquid now. But there’s enough sugar in it to keep him going for the next few hours. And after that? Must there always be an after?


The sound of the doorbell pierces through the stale air of the flat, like the shriek of a bird ambushed by a stray tomcat. He stands frozen in the kitchen. His heart begins to sink. There are feathers and blood streaks all over him. He waits, motionless, hoping the visitor goes away. Suddenly he wishes to shrink himself, to shed his broad frame and long limbs. He is afraid his stature will expose him. They will realize he is inside. However, with his adult body, he can confront the cat this time. He can even rescue the bird. If he can’t save the bird, at least he can kill the cat and exact revenge. He is capable of more than wailing on his own.


The bell goes off again. This time, it’s being pressed harder, perhaps even with exasperation. His stomach is churning. His knees fold as he can no longer support himself. He is now crouching. There are more feathers and more blood. The wild shrieks, feathers and bloody streaks are choking him.


After that, there is silence. Have they left?


With long strides, he walks out of the kitchen towards his bedroom. If only the world could be enveloped in silence. He wouldn’t mind stepping out if the constant clamour of demands, desires and deeds could be muffled. It seemed like a simple wish. But it would not be granted. Letters would still be pushed through the door; emails would be sent informing him that he has lost his job, and the phone would still ring to confirm the news (‘Is it true what we heard about the company you work for? Is it really going to shut down?’).


He gradually sinks onto the bed by degrees, as if suspended by invisible threads. Then, raising his head, he reaches for his journal with his long arm. He scribbles laboriously. Sometimes the hand refuses to obey, limp from exhaustion, but then recalling that he has just guzzled cola, his hand ploughs on.


It becomes increasingly challenging. He pushes the journal aside and rises, overcome by his own odour. His eyes are moist. ‘What happened, baby?’ His mother’s soothing voice asks. ‘Why are you so upset? Does your tummy hurt?’ He wishes to return to her. Also, say goodbye in person. But saying goodbye is the most difficult.


As he slides the window open, the house sighs with relief. It finally breathes after what seems like an eternity. The winters in Hyderabad are indeed pleasant. He leans against the window. Some children are playing in the compound below. He observes them for a few moments. When one of them looks up by accident, he staggers back a couple of steps, as if caught in illegal activity. Why should he be scared of these mice? Suddenly, he is awash with sympathy. They would have to give up their game. They’d disperse and hide in their holes for days. But why should he care about them or anyone else? Nobody thinks of him before they leave. He is on the seventh floor. How high is he above the ground? How many feet above sea level?


He emerges from the window head first, then limb by limb, like a creature breaking free from its cocoon. The children below are amused at first, then excited. Is he a superhero?


He sits on the window ledge, his legs dangling outside. The bird shrieks again. Louder this time. Feathers and blood. Blood and feathers. His heart begins to thump, but he steadies himself. He, too, has to go. He, too, will have to fly.









The Invitation


NEERA CURSED HERSELF for attending the wedding reception. She should have turned down the invitation and followed her instincts. It was 11 p.m., and the roads were deserted. Every now and then, a car or bike zipped past her, penetrating the silence. The driver of the previous cab she had booked had cancelled, and the next had not arrived in over ten minutes. Worse, it appeared that it was about to rain. Her lips pursed.


Please wait . . . connecting you to your nearest cab.


The message flashed with that irritating, never-ending timer. For a moment, Neera considered going back and asking the hostess for assistance. Maybe Paromita could get her a car. But she was too preoccupied with seeing off other guests and attending to those who remained. Wasn’t taking an autorickshaw preferable to asking Paromita for a favour? However, there was no sign of an autorickshaw either. She decided to try her luck one final time, tapping the ‘find cab’ button on the app. A shared cab was only seven minutes away. It wasn’t the best time to be picky, she reasoned, before clicking ‘confirm pickup’.


Neera had expected to find other passengers in the car when she climbed inside, but there were none. Regardless, she chose to sit in the front seat. There was always the possibility that others could be picked up along the way, and she didn’t want to be stuck between strangers.


‘Hello, madam,’ said the young driver.


‘Hello, aur pickups hain kya?’


‘No more pickups, madam. There was one, but he cancelled, so it’s just you for the time being.’


‘Nice . . . do you speak English? I mean, your English is nice,’ she added, wondering if that sounded patronizing. To redeem herself, she laughed nervously.


‘Madam, where will the drop be?’


‘Hauz Khas,’ she said.


The driver turned on the car’s overhead light. Neera could now see a young boy with big, bright eyes. He bent and began to fumble for something.


‘Anything wrong?’


‘It’s only my phone, madam . . . Here it is!’ He smiled, holding up a tiny phone. Then he turned off the light.


‘Hauz Khas, right?’ enquired the driver, his gaze drawn to the other cell phone, which was docked in a slot next to the steering wheel. He traced the entire route highlighted in blue on the map with his index finger.


‘Do you know how to get there?’


Neera raised her head after fastening her seat belt. ‘Actually, I don’t visit this area very often. I am just as inexperienced as you. Or perhaps even more than you!’


She looked at the driver again, this time more intently. The pale-yellow light from the street lamps filtered through the windshield, flirting with his face and leaving it partially illuminated.


‘So—?’ He cocked his brow.


Neera leaned forward, her face dangerously close to his, to look at the screen. A strange sensation gripped her. Was the air getting colder?


‘Yes, this appears to be fine,’ she muttered, hastily withdrawing to fiddle with the seatbelt once more.


‘May I help you?’ he asked as he changed gears and pressed the accelerator.


‘Oh, no . . . it’s just . . . it’s done. The belt was a bit loose,’ Neera explained. She drew her delicately embroidered shawl closer to her. ‘Could you turn off the AC?’


‘Sure,’ he replied. ‘Isn’t this rain very sudden?’


Thank goodness she was carrying the shawl, which was only meant to be an accessory. This December had started out relatively warm and, as the boy mentioned, the rain had been unexpected. There had been no indication of its arrival until about half an hour ago, and now it was drizzling. She turned her attention to the app screen again, where it said, ‘You’re on your way’ above the driver’s name, Chandar.
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She wouldn’t have gone to the wedding if it hadn’t been for Paromita’s insistence. ‘Please, Neera, come – for the sake of old times. If Kishor had been alive, he would have definitely come. After all, we were neighbours for twenty years,’ she’d said over the phone. Even though Kishor had only been dead for four years, it seemed like a different era to Neera. Surprisingly, she had handled Kishor’s loss well.


She had moved into a larger flat and a better neighbourhood, leaving behind Paromita, who, she suspected, secretly envied her. Neera had no children of her own, and with Koel – Kishor’s daughter from his first marriage – in California, there was hardly anyone to whom Neera could present the bereaved, widowed version of herself. Not that she had sobbed hysterically at his death; she was far too poised for it. She had, however, shed some solemn tears. Even in her grief, Neera never lost her grace. She’d lost the only pair of eyes that would have been wet when hers would shut forever. Was it his death that she mourned? Or that no one would be left to mourn hers? She knew it was a waste of time to think about it. But these thoughts ambushed her. Then, in order to keep them away, a distraction – a bigger waste of time – had to be found.


‘So, Chandar, how long have you been driving this cab?’


‘A long time, madam. I used to work in Mumbai before. The work hours are bad here. I can get up to twelve rides a day, some of them very early in the morning. Especially for the airport. But I’ve decided to give it everything I’ve got.’


Neera had not expected such a genuine response. Was it his perky smile that made his face stand out? She felt like indulging him.


‘Do you enjoy driving?’ she asked, looking out of the window. Outside, it continued to drizzle.


‘Yes, madam. You know, I want to prove myself. I can’t afford to be a lost child. I used to play a lot of cricket, go to the gym and hang out with my friends. But it’s all about work now.’


‘Do you no longer play or exercise?’


‘No, who has the time?’ he responded, as if surprised by the question.


She secretly examined his chest. He appeared in good shape.


‘Arey, madamji, this is nothing,’ he said. His left hand flew from the steering wheel and landed on the dashboard, searching for his other phone. ‘Would you like to see what I used to look like when I worked out?’


Neera felt exposed and embarrassed. She had thought her actions were subtle. He opened the phone’s image gallery without waiting for her approval. Neera couldn’t decide whether to be annoyed or amused by his antics. She couldn’t bring herself to say what she was thinking or what she ought to have said: Thanks, but no thanks.


This boy was tactless, like Paromita. Neera had never been particularly fond of her old neighbour. She missed the cool indifference of her Parsi neighbours when she was a girl growing up in Mumbai. Her family used to take pride in being one of the only four non-Parsi families living in an all-Parsi colony in Lower Parel.


Not only was Paromita tactless, but she was also intrusive. They fought frequently when she lived next door. Of course, Neera couldn’t compete with her neighbour’s decibel levels. She began sputtering Marathi swear words whenever she was losing the battle. Eventually, Kishor had to step in every time. That was the thing about Kishor: No one could stay angry in his company. He could diffuse the situation with a single joke.


After all was said and done, she couldn’t forget how Paromita and her family had helped her in the aftermath of Kishor’s death.


It would have been unkind of Neera to have declined the invitation. And then there was Aditi, Paromita’s cheerful daughter, who used to come to Neera with her maths problems. What a fine-looking woman she had grown into. At such a young age, she was the regional manager of a reputable private bank. Neera would not have gone to the wedding reception if it hadn’t been for Aditi and the fear of being labelled ungrateful. She could have used Koel’s late-night flight to dodge the invitation. But she liked Aditi; she had watched her grow up. She had decided to give Aditi her favourite perfume as a present. Neera’s own daughter, if she had had one, would have been Aditi’s age.


Neera had told herself many times she wasn’t cut out to be a mother. Kishor would always remind her of the conversation they’d had about this topic on their second date. One of the first things she had asked him was whether he read books. Kishore had joked that he liked books from a distance. ‘I mean, I am not opposed to books so long as I don’t have to read them. You can bring all your books to my home – nay – our home, if that’s what you mean,’ he had replied, making Neera blush.


As their date was coming to an end, Kishor had asked Neera if she liked children. She paused before responding. The Arabian Sea in front looked hungry enough to swallow the last rays of sunlight edging the horizon. It was nearly dark. Neera, in her mid-thirties at the time, stood silently on Marine Drive, the sea breeze ruffling up her hair.


‘Neera . . .?’


‘I like them, Kishor, but from a distance. I mean, I don’t mind them as long as I don’t have to raise them myself,’ she explained, unsure whether he would find her joke funny. To her surprise, Kishor laughed in his usual, uninhibited manner, which Neera always found a little embarrassing in public. ‘I’ve already got one of my own. Just don’t get rid of her!’ he exclaimed, squeezing her shoulder.


As a result, it was decided they would not have children together. But why did he still bring up that anecdote? At a party, a family gathering (his family), and on a regular basis at their monthly fine-dining nights. He always laughed deeply, just like he had on their date. Had he actually found it amusing? Every single time?
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Chandar handed over the phone to Neera. On the screen was a topless image of a man who appeared barrel-chested and glazed in sweat. Neera’s head was buzzing from the wine she had consumed at the wedding. Though she thought the gesture would be completely inappropriate, she felt compelled to touch his biceps to see if they had shrunk from the size in the photograph. He swiped the screen before she could react – or act on her impulse.


‘This, madam, is my girlfriend,’ Chandar said casually.


‘Oh! You have a girlfriend?’ The moment she asked it, she realized how ridiculous her question sounded. A handsome twenty-something man with his own car – of course, he could have a girlfriend.


‘I have three girlfriends, madam. But she’s the one I’d like to marry. I love her. My mausi doesn’t approve of her. So I have told her clearly: “I will marry Shabbo, no matter what you say.” The others are just for fun. They constantly bother me with phone calls. I can’t spend all day on the phone. But they don’t get it and become fussy. They’re trouble, these girls. I prefer women.’


‘Mausi?’


‘Yes, my aunt, I live with her. This is her car.’


‘Your parents?’


‘As good as dead,’ Chandar said sharply.


‘How peculiar! And I guess Shabbo is your . . .’


‘Yes, her name is Shabina, and she is my real girlfriend. She is a really nice girl. She taught me English.’


‘Shabina,’ Neera muttered to herself. ‘Sounds like a Muslim name. Is that the issue?’


‘No, no, it’s not as simple. The thing is, Shabina isn’t. . .’ Chandar grew solemn. The torrent of his words slowed for the first time on the ride. ‘Madamji, the thing is Shabina is not like other people. My girlfriend is . . .’


‘It’s fine; you don’t need to tell me. I shouldn’t have asked.’ Neera’s head was starting to feel heavy now. ‘What fun is a love story without any drama, isn’t it?’ she said, running her fingers through her hair.


‘Hmm . . .’


Neera had also desired a dramatic marriage proposal. But expecting that from Kishor was ridiculous. He was far from dramatic. ‘Who should I ask for your hand in marriage, now that both your parents are gone? Your landlady?’ he had enquired earnestly, and for a moment, Neera had taken him seriously. Her relationship with Kishor went swimmingly. Uneventful, but smooth. She didn’t have much to be upset about. She had even grown to love him after a while. Although Kishor did not offer the fiery passion she had craved in her youth, he did provide her with ease – much more comforting and durable. She only needed to move to the left side of the bed. For conversation or copulation. For compliments or criticism. Even if she wanted to find someone who could be blamed for all the insufficiencies of her life, she only had to look to Kishor as he snored his way through the night. They were perfectly matched in many ways, she had thought; she was desired by many but wanted by few, and he was wanted by many but desired by few. Wasn’t it love that she felt at ease with him?


‘Is the seat belt fine? Or is it still loose?’ Chandar asked, turning to face her.


Neera gave a nod. His eyes lingered a moment too long on her cleavage. The shawl had slipped off her shoulder, and she looked in the rear-view mirror at her hazy reflection. She knew she looked pretty for a forty-eight-year-old woman, with her supple skin and reasonably firm breasts. She adjusted her shawl to prevent her breasts from accidentally revealing themselves.


The rain had stopped. Neera rolled down the window, letting the moist breeze in.


‘Would you like to see photos of my other girlfriends, madam?’ Chandar asked, as the car came to a halt at a crossing.


‘No, thanks,’ replied Neera, massaging her temples with her fingertips. ‘How long will it take us from here?’


‘Another ten minutes before we reach Hauz Khas.’


Neera looked back at the driver. He was undeniably attractive. Whatever he said, his chest was still bulging. His light beard only added to his allure. She really shouldn’t have had that sixth glass of wine.


‘You know, madamji, I rarely come to this part of the city, the Hauz Khas area,’ Chandar interrupted her reverie.


‘Why is that?’


‘Because of the Hauz Khas village. Particularly at night. Sometimes drunken girls get into cabs or are dumped inside by their equally drunk friends. They can’t even say their own names, let alone the name of the location where they must be dropped. Some of them even puke in the car. Such a mess! I hate them. I recall a girl who abused her mother over the phone because she had stopped a boy from calling her. The dirtiest abuses,’ he chuckled, before adding, ‘Even I can’t say them. She was obviously drunk.’


Neera shifted in her seat. She had the impression he could see right through her; that the insinuation was directed at her. Did he realize she was also drunk?


‘It gets awkward for me. Some of them invite me to their homes,’ Chandar continued. ‘They claim they do not have the exact change. I never go anywhere. I am aware it’s a trap. They are drunk right now, but once the alcohol wears off, I could be labelled a rapist and put behind bars. No way, bhaiya! Now I have a policy of never, ever getting out of the car.’


Her surroundings were starting to look familiar by this point. She knew she was only a few minutes away from home, which comforted her in an odd way.


‘These girls and the habshis are two types of passengers I don’t like,’ Chandar said.


‘Habshis?’ Neera frowned.


‘Yes, you know, the Black people. I can’t understand a word they say. One time, a Black man got into the car and refused to pay because he thought I had run the metre twice. How is that even possible? Thank god the other passengers helped him understand.’
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Koel, her stepdaughter, had surprised her with a visit last Diwali. She said she was in India for a work project. Neera never asked too many questions about Koel’s work, wary of coming across as intrusive, especially since she wasn’t particularly interested in the first place. Looking at her photos on Facebook occasionally was enough to reassure Neera of Koel’s well-being. She knew the girl was content where she was, and that was all that mattered. It had been a while since Koel had moved to California.


When she found out about Koel’s visit, she prepared chakolis – the only deep-fried snack Koel could never turn down. But Neera could tell Koel was uneasy from the moment she walked into the house. She barely spoke, which was unusual for her. Neera was aware Koel was not as effusive as her father, but she was never impolite. There was an unspoken contract of civility between the two of them, which they adhered to even after Kishor’s death. Thanks to her mother, she was a well-raised girl.


But by the end of the visit, Neera could not stop herself from asking. She knew how sensitive the people of this generation were about their personal space. ‘Is everything all right, Koel?’ Neera asked cautiously as she handed her the box of chakolis. ‘Do you wish to say anything? I want you to know there is nothing you can’t tell me that you would tell your Baba.’


Koel gazed at the box in her hands. ‘You didn’t have to do this,’ she said. Her naturally Maharashtrian accent combined with her newly acquired foreign accent made her sound slightly comical. ‘But thanks a tonne. I love your chakolis. Mine are never as crisp.’ She gave her a warm smile. ‘Neeru aunty, I have decided to marry.’


A few odd seconds of silence followed as Koel studied Neera’s face for a reaction.


‘Oh! That’s . . . that’s fantastic news. Is that why you’ve come here, then? Is he a Delhi boy? What does he do for a living?’


‘He is not from Delhi, Neeru aunty. He is not Indian.’


This revelation came as no surprise to Neera. Koel had been living abroad for four years, and she was likely to stay there, so marrying someone from there made sense. Kishor, Neera imagined, would have definitely grumbled and acted paternal. But she knew she could have calmed him down in minutes.


She took Koel’s hands in hers. ‘It makes no difference whether you marry an American or an Indian. I am all for it if he makes you happy. White bread or brown bread!’ Neera chuckled. She hoped Koel would laugh as well but was disappointed when she did not. She reasoned that these American-types were thin-skinned when it came to jokes, and said: ‘I am sorry . . . I didn’t intend to . . . All I was trying to say was . . .’


‘Oh, no . . . aunty, that’s fine. It’s just that—’ Koel paused before saying, ‘the bread is not white.’


Neera couldn’t follow. Had she misinterpreted the joke? Was she under the impression they were discussing bread? But she was a bright young lady.


Koel took her phone from her handbag and asked Neera if the Wi-Fi was working. She nodded, puzzled, as she watched Koel dial a number.


‘Hi Adam! Honey, you remember what I told you about Neera aunty? Right . . . she is sitting next to me. I just told her about our wedding, and she is ecstatic. I want to introduce you to her, so I am gonna put the call on video . . . okay?’ She tapped the phone twice and turned it around to face Neera.


‘Neera aunty, this is Adam, my fiancé. Adam, this is Neera aunty . . .’


Neera saw an African American man grinning and waving at her from the screen. ‘Hi Mrs Dhawan!’ he said, his voice heavy. ‘How are you doing? It’s great to finally see you. Koel was correct. You are absolutely stunning!’
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‘This lane or the next?’ Chandar asked.


‘What?’


‘Which lane, madam: this one or the next?’


‘This one. Just drive straight,’ Neera returned to the present. ‘I am sorry, I was just thinking about my daughter and son-in-law. He is such a sweetheart.’


‘You have a daughter, madam?’


‘Yes and no.’


Chandar smiled and frowned at once. His grin made her smile.


‘I mean, she is my stepdaughter. You see, my late husband’s daughter.’


‘Oh! And your husband is . . .’


‘Yes, it has been four years. That’s it, pull over, we’ve arrived.’


The car came to a stop. A stray dog a few metres away barked once to acknowledge their presence before ducking its head again. Neera looked around. She was on her own territory. The profound sense of security she felt mingled with the wine-induced recklessness in her mind, forming a potent cocktail.


‘It must be difficult for a woman like you to handle everything on your own in this city,’ he observed. His hand accidentally brushed against hers. She let her shawl slide off.


‘You know, Chandar . . .’ Neera locked her eyes with him, hitting him with a brilliant smile. ‘You are correct. It can be lonely sometimes. And Delhi is a dangerous city.’


‘I see what you mean, madam.’ Chandar stumbled. She could tell her smile had hit its target.


‘I wish I had more friends,’ she whispered. ‘Friends like you.’


Chandar gaped at her.


‘Unfortunately, your policy stands in our way. I am sure you never get out of the car. If you did, I would let you do things you haven’t done in a long time.’ She pinched his cheek and handed him a 500-rupee note.


‘The fare is just 350, madam.’


‘Keep the change. And by the way, if you want to come upstairs, I have a task for you. I’m going to brew some tea. For two people. I live on the third floor, in case you change your mind,’ Neera said, without breaking eye contact with him. She got out of the car and gently shut the door before walking away.


She was certain he would follow. She was still convinced after nearly ten minutes.


Chandar discovered the door ajar. He walked in and saw Neera standing at the end of the corridor. It seemed to lead to the drawing room.


‘I suppose I can make an exception tonight, madam,’ he admitted softly.


‘Welcome,’ said Neera, smiling, as she turned.


When Chandar entered the drawing room, a couple were sitting on the sofa.


‘Chandar, please meet my daughter Koel and my son-in-law Adam. Guys, this is Chandar, my friend who drove me home. He usually doesn’t drive women from Hauz Khas and Black people, but he has agreed to make an exception for me tonight. As a result, he will drive you to the airport. Isn’t that thoughtful of him? Now hurry up and get your luggage before Chandar and I finish our tea.’









Score


‘WHICH PERFUME ARE you wearing today?’ Anirban asked his wife. The earth beneath their feet was still damp. The sun had been sickly when the day began but it gathered vigour as it clambered up the sky. By noon, it shone so brightly that it coaxed the couple out of the hotel for a stroll. There was a vast open space outside the hotel, fringed by chinar, deodar and poplar trees, along which flowed a rivulet. It had been Aditi’s decision to come to Kashmir for their second anniversary. Anirban wanted a beach holiday, but for some reason, Aditi had been drawn to Kashmir.


After many failed attempts to dissuade her, Anirban had given up. Very early on in their marriage, he had realized that arguing with Aditi was as difficult as loving her. Their match had been orchestrated by Aditi’s mother, Paromita, who had created her profile on a matrimonial website.


They had met only thrice before deciding to say yes. Aditi was not averse to the idea of marriage or settling down. But initially she had found the idea of matchmaking on the matrimonial website tame and boring. Choosing this path, she thought, could make her susceptible to being called conventional.


Growing up, Aditi had believed her partner would be the result of a fortuitous discovery and not a tedious search. She had thought she would run into her life partner someday, somewhere. Maybe she would begin a conversation with someone reading the same book as hers on a metro (she never took the reserved coach) after being amazed at their similar taste in books and music. Or maybe someday someone would stop by to admire the roses and gardenias that she had painstakingly cultivated on one end of the small porch in her flat; she would perhaps then thank that person for the compliment and invite him indoors for a glass of lemonade; maybe he would agree, and they would have the most delightful conversation over lemonade; maybe the rather plain-looking man would actually turn out to be the CEO of a large firm; they would frequently meet over some more lemonade, fall in love and subsequently get married.


But her fanciful notions began fragmenting with every passing year in her twenties. She wasn’t a girl anymore; she was a grown-up woman with standards. An article on ‘Idea Catalog’, a blog she chanced upon, confirmed this. As she began to read more and more of such blogs, she grew certain that being single was not her fault. They assured her that she was single because love was overrated, because others were shallow, because she knew her worth. That there was nothing wrong with her, except her uniqueness and individuality, which she must guard most fiercely, even at the expense of love.


Whatever the reason, after entering her thirties, she started to travel in the metro coach reserved for ladies. She no longer grubbed out the weeds from her pots on the same day she spotted them and with as much aggression. She started waiting for the weekend to prune the plants. Slowly, she began to relent to her mother’s pursuit of her marriage. Humouring her mother stopped seeming like a bizarre idea. ‘The steep slope that joins the elevated fancy to ground reality is dangerously slippery – a nudge in the form of persuasion or the passage of time is all it takes to trigger the descent,’ her mother would say. Aditi was on her way down.


By the time Anirban’s proposal came her way, things had taken a turn for the worse. Her father had been ill for some time. Aditi had grown tired of being held responsible by her mother for his illness. ‘I am not saying he’s ill because of you; I am just saying he will either recover or will at least pass away peacefully once he sees you married. And that’s not too much to ask after all he has done for you. Look at Kishor uncle. He couldn’t even live to see his daughter finish her course in America. Who can predict life!’ Her mother had once told her in a heated exchange of words. She knew she was being emotionally manipulated, but she relented, nonetheless. She, too, was fed up of the hunt that had been going on for almost two years. She wanted to focus on work, and she told herself and her friends that the arranged marriage route was nothing other than outsourcing. It saved her time, and she could assign blame to the third party if the project failed. And Anirban wasn’t an unattractive proposal. He too, like her, wanted to get married soon. Their marriage was an outcome of ‘search fatigue’, she often quipped.


‘The fragrance is really nice, isn’t it? It was lying unused in my vanity case all this while. The brand has a fancy French name I cannot pronounce right for the life of me. Neera aunty gave it to me as our wedding present,’ she said, hooking her arm around his. ‘Along with the air-fryer, of course,’ she added quickly. Anirban gave her a look that said he couldn’t care less even if she had gifted them nothing. Aditi smiled awkwardly at her faux pas.


‘You remember Neera aunty from the wedding? Our old neighbour?’


‘The sexy aunty?’


‘Yes, yes . . . that’s her.’ She smiled.


Aditi had full, thick lips; a feature Anirban found attractive in women. He repressed an urge to cup her breasts at this moment and squeeze them like the previous night. He knew she loved it.


‘She is a sweetheart. She was excellent at teaching maths. She and Kishor uncle lived next door,’ Aditi said. It seemed as if she was talking to herself. ‘Kishor uncle had a daughter, Koel, who used to be a friend. Ma used her example to convince me to get married. She lives in the States now.’


‘Her example?’


‘Her father died before she got married. It happened suddenly. You know my mother, she milked the episode along with Papa’s deteriorating health, which made it worse.’


But Anirban wasn’t paying attention, she noticed. He leaned in as if to whisper something in her ear and inhaled deeply.


‘Hmm . . . lovely scent. Thank the sexy aunty for me,’ he said.


‘Were you eying her, you perv?’


He shrugged. ‘She was pretty – you can’t deny that.’


‘Men!’ Aditi sighed in mock anger.


‘Oh, come on! Like you have stopped checking out men? I caught you ogling at our Kashmiri hotel manager. What is his name? Akash?’


‘Akshay,’ Aditi corrected him.


‘Akshay – Akash – whatever!’ Anirban said. ‘Do you want to take him home?’


‘He looks like a fluffy rabbit, doesn’t he? The kind who would get sullied simply by breathing in the polluted air of the city. Or maybe he will melt in Delhi’s blistering heat? So no! I am going to enjoy him while I am here,’ she said, winking at him.


Anirban was not used to the kind of bluntness that Aditi very generously demonstrated. It made him uneasy, more so because it came from a woman. He had had many forthright women friends, but this was his wife: Mrs Anirban Bhattacharya. But over the past two years of marriage, he had understood perfectly well she would not change her behaviour, not for him at any rate. So now he tried to conceal his uneasiness in a smirk or a shrug whenever he could, and when he could not, a nasty argument ensued.


‘Let’s sit there for a while,’ said Anirban, pointing to a tree stump.


Pahalgam was beautiful. But it hadn’t matched Anirban’s expectations. They were told this was the first time it had not snowed this time of the year. The last snow had fallen about two weeks ago; usually at this time, the place was covered under a thick blanket of snow, as their slender-nosed, pink-cheeked hotel manager had told him on their arrival. Secretly, Anirban had felt vindicated. It wasn’t his idea to come here after all. And knowing his wife’s impatient nature he was sure she would want to go back, now that it wasn’t snowing. But she did not.


‘Where do I sit?’ she asked when she saw him march towards the stump.


Anirban glanced around: there were patches of snow on the ground from the last time it had snowed. They looked like the suds of shaving foam he often left on the bathroom floor after shaving. Thank God Aditi could not whine about these, at least.


‘It’s big enough for two, you know. Or you could just sit on my lap,’ he said.


Aditi looked around. There was no one to be seen. She sat on his thigh, looping her arm around his neck. Instantly, she felt a sense of discomfort that wasn’t purely physical.


‘I’d rather sit here,’ she said awkwardly, moving next to him after a minute. But before that they had to take a customary selfie.


She sat on the edge of the stump. The sunlight sieving through the cluster of leaves wove an exquisite pattern around them. Though it wasn’t snowing, it was cold enough even at this hour of noon for her to be greedy for sun. Sunshine glazed her body like a thick layer of the golden pineapple jam her mother used to spread on her toast when she was young. Anirban was squinting, she saw. Why could he never enjoy anything fully? Throughout the flight from Delhi to Srinagar, he had complained about the long stop-over at Jammu; he found the rogan josh she had ordered for the both of them too rich and oily, and the pashmina she had bought for his mother was nice but a shade too light. Nothing was wholly delightful for him. There was always a but.
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