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ONE WEEK TO THE WEDDING


Raghav


He barely recognizes the laughter coming out of the kitchen. It doesn’t fit in with the usual morning cacophony of unruly birds screaming in the trees, the vegetable vendor’s off-key raag listing the day’s inventory, the dull thud of the knife slicing into tomatoes, onions and chicken on the cutting board, and the sharp hiss and piercing whistles of the pressure cooker.


No. Today, Pia’s laughter gurgles and bubbles over all the usual din, and as he walks towards her, he picks up on the rapid, almost manic tempo of her speech even though he can’t understand what she’s saying. He presumes she’s sitting at the dining table, talking to someone on her cellphone. Through the doorway, he only catches a glimpse of her bare feet, the toes dancing animatedly to her sing-song voice. He finds himself getting hard at this sight and the sound of her.


He inches closer slowly, until he can see a hint of her ankles. The curve of her calves.


Closer inspection reveals her faintly scarred knees, and her bare thighs, to the point where her t-shirt is no longer skimming them.


When he steps over the wet rag on the floor, he skids and trips over the bucket of soap water next to it.


Her toes stop dancing.


Her voice drops to a muffled whisper, followed by a silence that amplifies the birds’ shrill screeches, the pressure cooker’s threatening whistle and the sabziwala’s hideous classical ode to his stock of brinjals and carrots.


When Raghav finally enters the kitchen, he sees the same old Pia leaning against the counter and fussing over the chicken.


Quiet, languid and almost bovine in both form and movement – this Pia he finds increasingly hard to sexualize as the days go by.


Her plump frame is draped in a faded grey t-shirt that once belonged to him. She borrowed it on the first night she slept over at his place and it has been her favourite ever since. It’s now torn, tattered and falling apart at the seams, and he doubts she’s ever changed out of it in the two years they’ve been dating. Though she once used to swim in it, the fabric clings softly to her new curves. Her wild, curly, unwashed mane is piled up in a haphazard knot held together by a pen. It threatens to fall apart any second, as she stares intently at a soggy printout lying next to the stove.


‘Good morning,’ he says softly. She turns around. As he stares into her now-round face, with its comically large features – large, mud-coloured eyes, a wide nose and a gaping Julia Roberts smile – he realizes he’s gone soft.


Still, he goes behind her and, circling her waist with his arms, drops a kiss on her nape. ‘Who was that?’ He realizes he’s not particularly interested in her response.


‘A friend,’ she replies, in an equally off-handed tone, her hands folding over his on her stomach with the same absent-mindedness.


Peering over her shoulder, he notices the wet white sheet currently arresting her attention. The first line, written in blotchy ink, reads:


Keto Phase 1: Moroccan Chicken. 360 calories.


‘Chai?’ she asks.


But he’s already picked up his car keys.


On his way out, he spots her cellphone on the drawing room sofa. For a split second, he wonders if Pia has a landline before the aux cord in his car sputters to life and the thumping Progressive beats take over.


Pia


She does not change out of the t-shirt she has been wearing all weekend to take a shower and then go to work, as she is supposed to. And she ignores her cellphone, which has been buzzing all morning, still lying on the couch, with ‘mom’ flashing angrily across the screen.


Instead, the sound of Raghav’s car skidding through the driveway gravel, and the first beep of the horn as he exits the front gate and onto the main road, is her cue to grab an ashtray from her living room and a mangled pack of Marlboros from her bag, and head to the storeroom at the far end of the house.


She crosses the large drawing room with blue walls, wooden floors and grey sofas into the corridor leading to two bedrooms – both painted black and white – with sprawling king-sized beds that Pia lays across almost every night by herself, picking one depending on her mood. It’s a spacious apartment that was designed tastefully by her mother, but Pia managed to strip it off any or all character in the last two years. The flat looks like it hasn’t seen an inhabitant in years. The walls are bare, as are the tables and desks, save for unwanted items such as pens without caps, or books she never intends to finish. The showpieces collect dust, the clothes lie in forgotten piles, the plants droop lifelessly – she walks past all of them unmindfully, finally reaching the door to the third bedroom.


It’s been a few months since she’s been on the other side. The lock is brown and rusted, and she has to twist and jiggle the key for several minutes while leaning her entire body weight into the door for it to finally give. Inside, the room smells of dust. Today, as the tall paint-splattered and cobwebbed walls welcome her to the only part of this house that has ever felt like home, she is drawn to the abandoned ghost town of easels and canvases covered in white sheets.


Pia rips a sheet off one canvas, brushes away the cobwebs and starts working with the new set of oil paints she’d picked up in a spurt of inspiration the day before.


She goes through a pack of cigarettes, three cups of black coffee, and more than half the morning, painting her frenzied thoughts.


There’s something about all that nicotine and caffeine rushing through her system at the same time that gives her an illusion of control while also agitating and fraying her nerves enough to spill the contents of her brain and heart directly onto the huge expanse of white blankness in front of her.


With violent cigarette puffs and brush strokes, she tries to capture and tame her thoughts – 1970s’ Bollywood movie poster style, while drenching herself in red, blue and yellow in the process.


She draws herself doe-eyed and with beehive hair, her expression desperate and wane, as she addresses Raghav in her head: ‘You know my dad has high blood pressure. You know all he wants is to see me married and maybe a grandchild. You know I’m almost goddamn thirty years old now! I mean, what are we even waiting for? The last of my eggs to die?’


She chooses an unnecessarily flashy, bright red shirt for Raghav, with a blue scarf tied around his neck. The shirt almost matches the colour of his face, as he stands before her, looking like an Angry Young Man.


You’re twenty-seven, for God’s sake. Both your father and your eggs have another ten years at least. Stop pressuring me into a decision I am not ready for, she imagines him snapping at her.


So, basically – Ila, her friend from school, interjects – You’re settling for him.


Pia draws her in a vampy get-up, mid-cabaret, a la Helen.


For her mother, she chooses the only Bollywood mother template she knows. She meshes her features with Nirupama Roy’s trademark greying hair, white sari and bindi (that her own mother in crisp Fabindia salwar kameezes – her hair blow-dried and still black, with brown and honey highlights – would scoff at).


He treats you well. He takes care of you. How is that settling? Pia imagines her saying, with a sad violin wailing in the background.


She then takes a step back, tired and filthy from the paint, sweat and tears.


But the voices don’t leave.


There are other, better reasons to get married, Ila’s attitude is getting more condescending, assuming that sense of superiority and authority that Pia both despised and obeyed back then.


Those reasons can’t be your father’s fucking blood pressure, or your dying eggs, Raghav sounds both angry and helpless.


Then what should they be ... Love? Her mother’s sarcasm is a punch to her gut.


They all glare at her from the canvas. She can feel herself being cut off from the conversation once more.


Pia sighs and covers their disapproving, still-wet faces with the white sheet, stubbing the end of her cigarette and gulping down the last of her coffee.
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SIX DAYS TO THE WEDDING


Kabir


He digs the ‘hot mess’ vibe Pia’s always got going on.


She breezes into office three hours late, as usual – smelling of lemons and Delhi winters, with a hint of smoke. Her kajal no longer lines her lower lids like it should, but is smudged panda-style under her eyes in a way that you’d think would be unattractive, except it’s not. Her clothing’s more subterfuge than style; it’s always a variation of a baggy black sweatshirt, paired with the same baggy blue jeans. It makes him wonder what she’s hiding underneath. He notices how she’s tried taming her curly hair into some kind of a half-bun today. As she marches down the long corridor in his direction, it flops around like a miserable creature restrained against its will.


Yup, Kabir realizes, he totally digs Pia.


Zara, their boss, stops her midway. ‘Wasn’t your copy on that Bollywood actress’ wedding at Barwara Fort due, like, a week ago?’


At twenty-eight, Zara is on the Forbes ‘30 Under 30’ list for her entrepreneurial skills and her brainchild, TalkOfTheTown, a website dedicated to food, fashion and lifestyle in Delhi. A Columbia graduate, she founded the company on her own, from the bedroom of her family’s South Ex kothi. Since then, it has expanded to a fourteen-person team, operating out of a vintage bungalow-turned-office in GK-2, which also houses a fitness start-up and a rent-an-office space. While the outside of the bungalow has been preserved to look like a crumbling remnant of ancient beauty, the insides couldn’t have been more surrealistically millennial – a high ceiling, yellow walls, one side with red bean bags littered across the floor, a foosball table and a makeshift cafe; and the other, tiny cubicles for each of the thirteen employees.


Zara, who sits in a cabin with all-glass doors overlooking her one-floor empire, is now in the process of launching new operations in other Indian metros.


Mean, hot, skinny and 5 feet 11 inches tall, Zara cuts an intimidating figure in her boyfriend jeans and black tee that reads ‘Boss Bitch’, but Pia, who they all joke is employee-most-likely-to-flip-out-and-shoot-the-entire-office-one-day, is a worthy opponent. Kabir believes it’s her blank face, heavy kajal and silence that lends her such an elusive (and office shooter-type) aura. She’s been here for almost a year, and none of the other employees recall ever having a conversation with her.


Pia mumbles something about it being on the way, which Zara has no choice but to accept as a reasonable excuse. ‘Just have it in my inbox by tomorrow,’ Zara sighs, asking no one in particular, ‘I seriously thought that chick could afford Tuscany, though. Wasn’t her fiancé the son of a liquor baron?’


The scent of lemon, Delhi winter, and smoke wafts past Kabir as Pia walks by without looking at him and settles into her seat two desks away. Then she drops her bag to the floor, switches on her laptop and puts on the ginormous headphones she uses to shut everyone out.


He strides towards her anyway, and mouths the only word he knows will make her let him in: ‘Smoke?’


She stands up and wordlessly follows him to the balcony. It’s a familiar, but odd set-up – five-minute stretches of the day spent standing next to each other, smoking cigarettes in silence. The silence is of her choosing. He often tries to punctuate it with small talk.


‘It’s your kryptonite, isn’t it? Smoking?’ he says, while flashing the boyish, crooked grin that’s worked for him many, many times before, but never with Pia for some reason.


‘And yours is ... anything with a set of boobs and an ass?’ she says snarkily. Though she’s careful not to meet his gaze, her lips are curling into a quarter-smile.


If this were a romantic comedy, their meet-cute would have been two months ago, when he ran into a sobbing Pia on this very balcony during one of his smoke breaks. Back when he was new in office and she was, in her own words to him, ‘not interested in socializing’. That is why she wore unusually large headphones and ate her lunches alone at her desk.


He didn’t even notice her crying all the while he was unwrapping his new cigarette pack, patiently breaking off the golden foil, turning his lucky cigarette upside down and fishing out one from the back row. It was only after he lit it, took his first puff and exhaled that he noticed her shaking shoulders and faint sniffles.


His first instinct – for some bizarre reason – was to ‘stub and run’. And he was about to do that when she turned around and he was momentarily arrested by those beguiling panda eyes, which were reflecting an expression that was a mix of surprise, embarrassment and sadness.


His second instinct – for some even more bizarre reason – was to offer her his cigarette.


It was like handing a pacifier to a baby. Her shoulders stopped shaking by the second drag and the tears had dried up by the fifth or the sixth. After that, she tried to apologetically return the cigarette, with the same smile. Maybe it was because he’d just been staring at her like an idiot the whole time.


He shook his head and pulled out a fresh one for himself.


‘Would you like to talk about it?’ he asked.


She shook her head.


‘Boyfriend troubles?’ he prodded again.


‘Fiancé,’ she said, stubbing the cigarette and going back inside.


Okay, so it wasn’t the cutest meet. He got practically friend – nah – stranger-zoned in their very first conversation. He is glad she’s actually smiling and speaking to him in multisyllables for the first time today.


‘Boobs and what now?’ he says, feigning shock and horror like a Victorian lady, making her smile a little wider. ‘So, tell me, how does all the office gossip penetrate those jumbo headphones of yours?’ He leans in closer, teasingly.


‘They shield my ears, but sadly, not my eyes,’ she says, with a mock sigh of disappointment.


‘Is this about what happened in the unisex bathroom on the third floor?’ he asks, nodding knowingly.


She half-smiles during her reply, ‘Indeed.’


‘It’s not what it looked like,’ he fakes guilt.


She raises an eyebrow at him.


‘Okay, it’s exactly what it looked like,’ he grins, as she smiles while shaking her head in disdain. He wonders if he can make her laugh next – ‘Though, in my defence, she started it.’


Still shaking her head, Pia stubs her cigarette and heads back inside, leaving Kabir content with his newfound knowledge of her laughter – pleasantly tinkly and infectious.


Pia


She had felt uncharacteristically confident tonight. That’s why she dug out a green shift dress from the back of her closet, where it had been banished months ago for not fitting. She’d spent an hour laboriously combing out the tangles in her hair, smoothing out and teasing each curl with conditioner, serum and hair spray. She’d spent another hour watching an Instagram tutorial on contouring, the streaks of dark and pale foundation making her look like a soldier in battle trenches. She’d been generous with the eyeliner, coating her upper lids with it before letting it wander further into cat-eye territory, then following up with a thick layer of mascara and a coat of deep, dark red lipstick. Her cosmetic armour was complete, and for a while it worked. She’d felt bullet-proof.


As she’d sat on the top of the bed, to adjust the straps of her metal-studded heels, Raghav had walked in, assaulting her senses with Davidoff Blue Water. He’d looked at her and smiled, as if to say, The old Pia is back.


But as they enter the elevator of a high-rise building in Gurugram, on their way up to Raghav’s client’s apartment, Pia feels it all start to fall apart. She absentmindedly glances at Raghav’s reflection in the copper-tinted mirror beside the floor panels. He towers several inches above her at six feet-something, and with each strand of hair gelled to crisp, a stubble that looks professionally groomed, and a well-tailored suit designed to hug each muscle that he spends hours honing at the gym, he looks like he’s walked straight out of a scientist’s laboratory – a machine designed to aesthetically please.


And standing next to him, holding his hand is ... a clown. Pia notices with increasing horror that her makeup is, well, garish. Her foundation is cakey and unblended, her rouge too pink, her lipstick too red. Why, she looks five seconds away from inviting some poor child into a gutter and drowning him to his death!


Meanwhile, her hair has gone back to its original state – her curls expanding riotously, growing, seeking further territory to conquer, with zero sense of direction. And that green dress ... She realizes she should have burned it when she had the chance. It’s like the fabric is designed to cling to every flaw, and then hold each tyre, curve, dimple or bump up to the light. It is also painfully short – leaving her plump arms and legs outrageously bare.


‘I can’t go in like this ...’ she says to Raghav, trying to smooth her hair desperately, and somehow mentally will away some of her fat.


‘What are you talking about? You look fantastic!’ Raghav replies, but he isn’t looking at her. She can see him arranging his pretty features into a dopey pout in the mirror. It’s the same way he pouts in his gym selfies, and Pia hates it.


Before she can reply, the lift doors clang open, ushering them into a spacious apartment.


She sucks in a deep breath.


People are everywhere. Draped over white leather couches, leaning against stark, white walls that split into the hallways leading into (six ... seven?) bedrooms.


She feels like a strange, bloated creature surrounded by impossibly gorgeous women in barely-there dresses and men in collared shirts and khakis, who give her the once-over and scoff, as she walks across the white-marbled floor, and past white tables covered in delicate, white ceramics.


The party flows, swells and rages on around her as if she was never there to begin with. People laugh, spill drinks, smoke joints, and yell over each other and the music. Unaware of her self-loathing, meaningless existence.


They finally spot their host Karan, who is just finishing up a tour of his pad with some guests.


‘Hey buddy!’ he says to Raghav. Although as tall as her boyfriend, Karan’s on the portlier side. His handlebar moustache, maroon shirt tucked awkwardly into black trousers and potbelly blurring out the beltline lend him the aura of a hipster Air India Maharaja. This is a party to celebrate the opening of his sixth restaurant that is only a few kilometres away. Housed inside a Louvre-inspired glass pyramid – that Pia suspects is his phallic ode to himself – it’s a microbrewery-cum-greenhouse.


‘This guy!’ Karan exclaims, introducing her boyfriend to the group he’s standing with. ‘He’s an entrepreneur to watch out for. So, basically ... you know what, you tell them, Raghav.’


Karan has the booming voice of a movie trailer narrator, and he’s ensured that this audience of five is kept in suspense about Raghav’s career. They stare at the latter in rapt attention.


‘I source exotic ingredients for high-end restaurants like Karan’s,’ Raghav says, swirling his whisky around in the crystal cut glass like a connoisseur for added effect. ‘Cured meats from Germany and Japan, the best truffle from Italy, fresh, leafy greens – from bok choy to Thai basil – you name it ...’


‘That’s insane, man,’ says a man wearing thick glasses, a chequered blue shirt and pastel blue pants with suspenders, i.e., Raghav’s target demographic. ‘I know someone else, in fact, who would be really interested in meeting you. He’s starting something new in Hauz Khas ...’


Raghav abandons Pia to network, and she watches him manoeuvre through the pad with the ease of a rockstar diving into the crowd from the stage, allowing them to slowly bodysurf him from one end of the room to the other.


Pia walks to the opposite side of the room, hoping to find a quiet corner where she can sit and scroll past all her social media feeds until the end of the party.


She’s only halfway there when a cloud of Yves Saint Laurent’s Opium descends upon her, momentarily hypnotizing her with the fragrance and the jingle of rings and bracelets that follows.


‘Well, well, if it isn’t little Pia – oh, you’ve grown a little bigger now, haven’t you?’ Clara, an architect who has worked on several projects alongside Raghav, including this one, eyes Pia’s newly attained girth, with her glittering kohled eyes.


‘Are you looking for your boyfriend? He must be around, hobnobbing with “potential clients”. You know how these parties are,’ Clara says in her baritonal, smoker’s voice. Her tone is both conspiratorial and friendly, as though they’ve met more than twice. ‘Come, let’s go for a smoke outside,’ she says, grabbing Pia’s hand and leading her to the terrace before she can even reply.


Clara scares Pia, but not as much as she scares Raghav and the other guys he works with, who aren’t used to competing with or desiring women like her. She has the body of a Victoria’s Secret Angel and the confidence of an average Delhi guy, and the combination is disconcerting. In fact, as she leads Pia up the stairs, her first instinct is to yell ‘help!’.


Yet, she has no choice but to follow her chocolate-skinned, wavy-haired, black sari-clad predator.


‘Wow,’ says Pia, as she stumbles on to the sprawling, practically deserted terrace. Her eyes travel past the mini-garden and jacuzzi, to the pretty little gazebo with a Hawaiian-style bar housed in it. But that’s one half of it. An iron hedge lined with creepers separates the other side that’s draped in darkness.


‘Penthouse privileges, baby,’ Clara says, letting out a big ‘whoop!’. ‘He says he dropped fifteen crores on this apartment, and I believe it. The amount means nothing to him, you know. It’s like a drop of water in his ocean-like jaydaad. God, do you think I should seduce him tonight?’


Clara enjoys shocking her audience with scandalous one-liners. Pia thinks it’s her way of claiming those ‘she slept her way to the top’ rumours that inevitably follow powerful women everywhere. Clara had once told her the rumours did not bother her, and oddly, Pia believes her. If anything, she thinks they tickle Clara, who relishes the prospect of the poor little rich boys getting worked up over the fact that she got everything ‘so easy’.


Pia suspects that the hideous Louvre triangle was also Clara’s idea of a joke.


In fact, she feels a strange kinship with Clara in this moment. She doesn’t fit in either. Instead, she stands out brilliantly. A black sari sparkling amid the sea of LBDs.


Clara lights a cigarette before handing the lighter to Pia, who fumbles with her clutch to fish out her own cigarette.


‘Nevermind, take one of mine,’ Clara says, her smooth movements a jarring contrast to Pia’s. ‘Besides, you don’t have to worry about any shit either, do you? With Raghav being the heir to his family’s leather empire – in addition to whatever side business he’s up to right now. And, from what I have heard, your family’s just as loaded.’


Pia knows Clara comes from ‘nothing’ – or perhaps, that’s what you would call someone from a middle-class family in West Delhi, ‘who studied architecture at Magannath University, of all places’, in these circles.


‘We’re okay,’ Pia shrugs, uncomfortable at the hint of jealousy in Clara’s voice. For a second, she wonders what Clara must think of someone like her – coasting on papa’s money and whiling away her days at some lifestyle website until she marries a sugar daddy. The sheer laziness. The waste of privilege and potential ...


She realizes she does care what Clara thinks of her.


‘He’s a hottie, too,’ Clara continues, sighing dramatically, before adding, ‘I heard you guys were getting hitched soon?’


‘Well, nothing’s fixed yet ...’ Pia begins, trying not to sound too cut-up about it. She so desperately doesn’t want to be cast as the dried-up hag chasing after her boyfriend for a ring.


‘Well, I’d say hold on to him tight until then.’


Pia has no idea where this is going, and she suspects Clara never chit-chats without it all leading to something.


Clara laughs as Pia looks at her thoughtfully. ‘I’m not talking about myself. Oh, no, lord. Don’t get me wrong, darling, but I’m not sure Raghav could handle me.’


Pia smiles, not the least bit offended. Instead, she replies, ‘Yeah, you’re right, he probably couldn’t.’


‘It’s just that I’ve seen other bitches. You know ... sniffing around.’


As if on cue, they hear laughter.


Pia feels a vestigial, animal-like intuition churn her belly in warning, and her body responds to it in the same brutish way. Her shoulders hunch and pupils dilate, as she cocks her head ever-so-slightly towards the direction it’s coming from.


The iron hedge dividing the terrace collapses, and she feels the corners of her lips lift into a strange smile as she watches a sheepish couple emerge from behind it, scurrying towards the exit.


Pia’s hand isn’t her own anymore. Its fingers are splayed out awkwardly, as they twist and twirl the cigarette between them at a dangerous speed. But she is much more occupied by Raghav’s hand, that’s protectively clutching some girl. He doesn’t look around before returning to the party.


‘Pia, you’re hurting yourself,’ she hears Clara’s voice say from far away. She looks down and sees the blazing butt of the cigarette singing the spot between her middle and ring finger. There’s an angry red scar forming there, and the smell of burnt skin wafts in the air, but she can’t feel anything.


Jerking her head to Clara, she brings the cigarette to her lips and sucks on it till her cheeks are hollowed out and her lungs choked up, not stopping till the glowing ember tip is touching the edge of her lips.


‘Pia, no!’ Clara yells, sounding terrified, before gasping, ‘Your eyes...’


Finally, as though a spell has been broken, Pia exhales. Doubling over, she continues to cough and wheeze as a whole cigarette’s worth of smoke slowly exits her body and envelops the two women in a hazy, cancerous cloud. Clara’s bangles jingle loudly while she pats Pia on the back, the latter trying desperately to gulp in the fresh air. ‘What happened to my eyes?’ Pia rasps.


‘For a moment, they were yellow? But maybe it was a reflection of all the fairy lights or something,’ Clara shakes her head. ‘How could you finish an entire cigarette, filter and all, in one breath? That was pure Rajinikanth-level insanity.’


‘I don’t know what happened,’ Pia says, as she feels it all hit her together – the burn in her chest, the dull ache in her heart and the unpleasant, jerky sensation in her stomach, as though the very centre of her gravity has shifted.


Oh, you know exactly what happened, she hears a familiar voice respond. But it isn’t Clara’s. It is coming from Pia’s belly, that’s churning still, as an ancient monster unfurls itself in her core. It expands and contracts, while gasping for its first breath in years.


Its scales bristle her insides, as it whispers – Now what, Pia?


Pia tries to ignore the voice, focusing on what Clara is saying instead.


‘I’m sorry, darling, I didn’t want you to find out this way ... I just didn’t expect him to be this stupid ... Start off at a party, while you’re right there ... God! Men are pigs,’ she rambles on, adding, ‘Her name is Sonia. An Instagram model. She’s barely twenty ... Don’t worry, babe ... he’ll come back to you. They always do.’


But Clara’s casual words are a stark contrast to her hand holding Pia’s in a death grip. ‘I’d suggest you still go through with that wedding. Just make sure you bleed him dry with the alimony,’ she whispers.


Pia doesn’t scream, when she comes back down and sees Raghav standing in the middle of the room, extolling the high quality of his exotic ingredients to a new audience. ‘Yeah, like for Oktoberfest, I had supplied bratwurst from Germany to Karan ...’


She doesn’t claw his face when he turns to her and smiles, acting like his dick has been in his pants this whole time.


And she doesn’t run away into the black night, leaving Raghav, his idiotic friends and this ugly evening behind her.


Instead, she sips on wine, as the voice in her belly asks her the same question over and over, What now, Pia?


When they’re back in the lift, Pia gazes at Raghav’s reflection in the mirror once again. He looks even more beautiful now – the shadows, the yellow lights and the copper tint acting as the perfect filter. His face, even when tired, is Adonis-like, Pia realizes.


You’re settling for him, she recalls Ila’s imaginary words from this morning. They sound hilarious now, out here in the real world.


Yet, she has to admit that he doesn’t make her heart jump or ache in the same way anymore.


In fact, she isn’t sure if he ever did.


What he had done was make her mother almost squeal in delight the day Pia had brought him home. He’d made her sister say ‘whatta catch!’ in surprise, and even her father cleared his throat in approval.


Her family had acted like she’d won the lottery, barely hiding their surprise over how Pia had managed to reel in such a catch.


The thought of going back to them and telling them she messed it all up makes her shudder violently.


She lifts her eyes towards her own reflection, expecting to see the same sad, scary clown staring back at her.


What she sees makes her gasp.


Those eyes – completely dilated, yellow and blazing with pure venom. Pia doesn’t recognize them as her own. She watches the amber-eyed Pia in the mirror play with the itching and stinging cigarette wound between her fingers, just the way she is doing right now. The reflection continues to copy her movements closely, tauntingly, holding her gaze ... until, suddenly, its eyes turn to Raghav, who is looking down at his phone, scrolling past memes. Pia holds her breath, as she continues to stare at her doppelgänger, only letting it out when the doors slide open.


Just before they shut again, Pia spies a glance at the CCTV above the empty guard’s desk in the foyer. Her reflection is still there in the mirror with its teeth bared in an unnatural, horrifying grin. It lifts its fingers up slightly, before curling them back in slowly, as though waving Pia goodbye.


‘Why don’t you spend the night tonight?’ Pia asks Raghav in the car, on their way back home.


She had meant to make it sound casual, but it feels illicit – like some kind of an indecent proposal. Maybe because they haven’t had sex in months.


‘I actually have an ... early morning meeting,’ he replies, brushing his hand lightly against hers folded tightly in her lap. ‘I’ll pick you up at noon for the mehendi.’


She flinches slightly. Getting out of the car wordlessly, she slams the door behind her.


Five seconds later, he’s gone.


He’ll come back to you. They always do, she remembers Clara saying.


And Pia knows that when he does, she’ll make him pay.


Oh, she would bleed him dry.


She doesn’t sleep the whole night.


Instead, the first thing she does is to find Sonia’s Instagram feed.


Sonia Sharma. 20.


Eternal dreamer. Hippie Child. Yoga chick. Vegan.


‘Wow, Raghav, so original,’ she scoffs out loud, lighting up a cigarette.


Still in her green dress and heels, Pia throws herself onto her bed and scrolls past pictures of Sonia twisted and contorted into a series of impossible-looking asanas, while dressed in skimpy sports bras and shorts. Her feed is also peppered with giant buddha-bowls filled with avocados, hummus, cherry tomatoes, brown rice and tofu. Every once in a while, she soul-searches in the mountains, and more often than not, she unwinds in a bikini at the beach. There are several pictures of quotes with the mountains or seas in the backdrop, each extolling the strength of women by comparing them to wolves and flowers.


Pia scrolls past her whole feed thrice, smoking furiously, letting the cigarette ash spill onto her bed.


At 4 a.m., she wanders to the kitchen. She bends over and unclasps the straps of her heels, before throwing them over to the side and opening the fridge.


She gazes at the contents and does the Keto math – dividing and subtracting each item’s protein, carb and fat content, trying to somehow fit it into her daily intake. She almost compromises with a bacon omelette before muttering, ‘Fuck it.’


Barely a few seconds later, all the food inside is scattered on the floor. She starts with the loaf of bread – the tasteless, soggy carbs soothing her soul – before devouring a chocolate cake with both hands.


I am a monster, she tells herself, while stuffing her face until her jaws and stomach hurt.


Once she’s done, she goes upstairs to the bathroom. Ritualistically extracting her weighing machine from the cupboard underneath the sink, she takes off each article of her clothing before stepping onto it. She looks past the unsightly rolls of her stomach to the number the machine reflects.


She has gained ten kilos in the last six months, just in time for her sister’s mehendi. She looks at the lehenga hanging behind the door – the one that stopped fitting her months ago – with belly-churning panic and turns towards the toilet.


Lifting up the lid, she sticks a finger into her throat and hurls into it loudly and violently.


When Pia finally slips back into bed, she falls asleep, dreaming of Sonia’s perfect, twig-like body.
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